
the cherokee nation and the trail of tears
The Cherokee Nation and the Trail of Tears: A Journey of Resilience and Remembrance

the cherokee nation and the trail of tears represent one of the most poignant and tragic
chapters in American history. This story is not just about forced relocation but also about the
resilience, culture, and enduring spirit of the Cherokee people. Exploring this history offers us a
deeper understanding of the struggles Indigenous communities faced and continue to face, as well as
the importance of honoring their legacy today.

The Cherokee Nation: A Rich History and Culture

Before diving into the events of the Trail of Tears, it’s essential to appreciate who the Cherokee
Nation is. The Cherokee people originally inhabited the southeastern United States, including parts of
present-day Georgia, Tennessee, North Carolina, and Alabama. They were one of the "Five Civilized
Tribes," a term used historically to describe Native American tribes that adopted various aspects of
European-American culture, such as written language, farming techniques, and legal systems.

A Sophisticated Society

The Cherokee developed a written syllabary created by Sequoyah in the early 19th century, which
allowed them to produce newspapers, legal documents, and books in their own language. This
innovation marked a significant achievement in Native American history and helped to unify the
Cherokee Nation culturally and politically.

Alongside this, the Cherokee had a well-organized government with a constitution, elected officials,
and a judicial system modeled somewhat after the United States. Their agricultural practices, trade
systems, and social structures revealed a complex society that thrived long before European settlers
arrived.

The Trail of Tears: Forced Removal and Its Impact

The Trail of Tears refers to the forced relocation of the Cherokee Nation from their ancestral
homelands to designated Indian Territory west of the Mississippi River, primarily in present-day
Oklahoma. This tragic event occurred between 1838 and 1839, under the enforcement of the Indian
Removal Act signed by President Andrew Jackson in 1830.

Roots of the Removal

Tensions between the Cherokee and the expanding United States grew as settlers coveted the fertile
lands in the Southeast. Despite the Cherokee Nation’s efforts to coexist and assimilate, pressures



mounted from state governments and settlers who sought to claim Cherokee lands for agriculture,
especially for cotton plantations.

The landmark Supreme Court case Worcester v. Georgia (1832) ruled in favor of the Cherokee,
recognizing their sovereignty and invalidating Georgia’s laws over Cherokee territory. However,
President Jackson reportedly ignored the decision, famously saying, “John Marshall has made his
decision; now let him enforce it.” This defiance paved the way for the removal policies that followed.

The Harsh Journey Westward

In 1838, the U.S. government began forcibly removing the Cherokee from their homes. More than
16,000 Cherokee were rounded up and made to march approximately 1,000 miles to Indian Territory.
The journey was grueling and devastating, especially during the harsh winter months.

Many Cherokee suffered from exposure, disease, and starvation. It is estimated that around 4,000 out
of the 16,000 Cherokee died during the relocation, making the Trail of Tears a somber symbol of
suffering and injustice.

Legacy and Remembrance of the Trail of Tears

The Trail of Tears remains a defining moment in Native American history and serves as a reminder of
the consequences of government policies driven by greed and disregard for Indigenous rights.

Preserving Cherokee Heritage

Today, the Cherokee Nation continues to thrive as a sovereign tribal government located in
northeastern Oklahoma. They maintain a vibrant cultural identity, with museums, language
revitalization programs, and annual events that celebrate their history and traditions.

The Cherokee Nation also plays a crucial role in educating the public about the Trail of Tears, ensuring
that this painful history is not forgotten. Memorials and historical sites along the Trail provide places
for reflection and learning.

Lessons from History

Understanding the Trail of Tears helps highlight the importance of respecting Indigenous sovereignty
and rights. It also reminds us of the resilience Indigenous peoples have shown in the face of adversity.

For those interested in exploring this history further, visiting the Trail of Tears National Historic Trail or
engaging with Cherokee cultural centers offers valuable insights. These experiences foster empathy
and a deeper appreciation for the Cherokee Nation’s enduring spirit.



What We Can Learn From the Cherokee Nation and the
Trail of Tears

The story of the Cherokee Nation and the Trail of Tears is a testament to the strength of community
and the will to survive despite unimaginable hardships. Here are a few reflections that can enrich our
understanding:

The value of cultural preservation: The Cherokee’s ability to maintain their language and
traditions even after displacement is inspiring.

The importance of legal recognition: The Worcester v. Georgia case, though ignored at the
time, set precedents for tribal sovereignty that are still relevant.

The human cost of displacement: Recognizing the suffering endured helps foster
compassion and respect for Indigenous peoples today.

The power of education: Learning about these histories counters misinformation and
promotes reconciliation.

By embracing these lessons, we honor the Cherokee Nation’s legacy and contribute to a more
inclusive and truthful narrative of American history.

---

The journey of the Cherokee Nation through the Trail of Tears is a profound story of loss, endurance,
and hope. It invites us to remember the past honestly, recognize the ongoing challenges Indigenous
communities face, and celebrate the remarkable culture that continues to thrive despite adversity.
Through awareness and respect, the legacy of the Cherokee Nation and the Trail of Tears can inspire
future generations to build a more just and understanding world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Trail of Tears in relation to the Cherokee
Nation?
The Trail of Tears refers to the forced relocation of the Cherokee Nation and other Native American
tribes from their ancestral homelands in the southeastern United States to designated Indian Territory
west of the Mississippi River during the 1830s, resulting in great suffering and loss of life.

Why was the Cherokee Nation forced to move during the Trail
of Tears?
The Cherokee Nation was forced to move due to the Indian Removal Act of 1830, enacted by the U.S.



government, which aimed to open Native American lands in the southeast for white settlers and
development.

How did the Cherokee Nation respond to the forced removal?
The Cherokee Nation legally resisted removal by adopting a written constitution, establishing a
government, and appealing to the U.S. Supreme Court, which ruled in their favor; however, the
federal government ignored the ruling and proceeded with the removal.

What were the consequences of the Trail of Tears for the
Cherokee people?
The Trail of Tears caused the deaths of approximately 4,000 Cherokee due to disease, exposure, and
starvation during the harsh journey. It also resulted in the loss of their ancestral lands and significant
cultural and social disruption.

How is the Trail of Tears remembered today by the Cherokee
Nation?
The Cherokee Nation commemorates the Trail of Tears through memorials, educational programs,
and annual events to honor the resilience and history of their ancestors, preserving their heritage and
raising awareness about this tragic chapter in their history.

Additional Resources
The Cherokee Nation and the Trail of Tears: An Unfolding Tragedy in American History

the cherokee nation and the trail of tears represent one of the most profound and tragic
chapters in the history of Native American tribes and the United States government. This dark period
encapsulates forced displacement, cultural upheaval, and the resilience of a people subjected to
unimaginable hardships. Understanding the complexities surrounding the Cherokee Nation and the
Trail of Tears requires a thorough examination of historical events, legal battles, and the socio-
political context of 19th-century America.

The Historical Context of the Cherokee Nation

Before the onset of the Trail of Tears, the Cherokee Nation was a thriving society with a sophisticated
political structure, written language, and agricultural economy. Occupying regions primarily in
present-day Georgia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Alabama, the Cherokee people had developed
an intricate system of governance modeled in part on the U.S. Constitution. This included a written
language, developed by Sequoyah, which greatly enhanced communication and cultural cohesion.

Despite their efforts to assimilate certain Euro-American customs—including adopting Christianity,
establishing schools, and engaging in farming—the Cherokee Nation remained sovereign on their
ancestral lands. This sovereignty, however, was persistently challenged by the expansionist policies of
the United States government and the encroachment of settlers eager for fertile land.



Legal Struggles and Sovereignty

The Cherokee Nation’s sovereignty was fiercely defended through legal means, most notably in the
landmark Supreme Court cases Cherokee Nation v. Georgia (1831) and Worcester v. Georgia (1832).
In the latter, the Supreme Court ruled that the Cherokee Nation was a distinct community in which
state laws had no force, affirming their rights to self-governance and land ownership.

Despite this legal victory, President Andrew Jackson’s administration notoriously ignored the Court’s
decision. Jackson’s support for Indian removal policies, embodied in the Indian Removal Act of 1830,
set the stage for the forced relocation of the Cherokee people. This legislative act authorized the
federal government to negotiate removal treaties, often under coercion or deception, that displaced
Native American tribes from their ancestral lands to designated Indian Territory west of the
Mississippi River.

The Trail of Tears: Forced Relocation and Its
Devastating Impact

The Trail of Tears refers to the series of forced relocations of Native American tribes, most notably the
Cherokee, between 1838 and 1839. The forced march covered roughly 1,000 miles under harsh
conditions, resulting in tremendous suffering and loss of life.

Scale and Human Cost

An estimated 16,000 Cherokee were removed from their homelands during this period. The journey
was marked by inadequate supplies, inclement weather, disease, and exhaustion. Historical records
estimate that approximately 4,000 Cherokee perished along the route, succumbing to starvation,
exposure, and illness such as dysentery and cholera.

This mortality rate highlights both the physical and psychological toll of the removal. Families were
torn apart, traditional ways of life were disrupted

The Cherokee Nation And The Trail Of Tears
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  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: The Cherokee Nation and the Trail of Tears Theda
Perdue, Michael D. Green, 2007-07-05 Today, a fraction of the Cherokee people remains in their
traditional homeland in the southern Appalachians. Most Cherokees were forcibly relocated to
eastern Oklahoma in the early nineteenth century. In 1830 the U.S. government shifted its policy
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from one of trying to assimilate American Indians to one of relocating them and proceeded to drive
seventeen thousand Cherokee people west of the Mississippi. The Cherokee Nation and the Trail of
Tears recounts this moment in American history and considers its impact on the Cherokee, on
U.S.-Indian relations, and on contemporary society. Guggenheim Fellowship-winning historian Theda
Perdue and coauthor Michael D. Green explain the various and sometimes competing interests that
resulted in the Cherokee?s expulsion, follow the exiles along the Trail of Tears, and chronicle their
difficult years in the West after removal.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: Trail of Tears John Ehle, 2011-06-08 A
sixth-generation North Carolinian, highly-acclaimed author John Ehle grew up on former Cherokee
hunting grounds. His experience as an accomplished novelist, combined with his extensive,
meticulous research, culminates in this moving tragedy rich with historical detail. The Cherokee are
a proud, ancient civilization. For hundreds of years they believed themselves to be the Principle
People residing at the center of the earth. But by the 18th century, some of their leaders believed it
was necessary to adapt to European ways in order to survive. Those chiefs sealed the fate of their
tribes in 1875 when they signed a treaty relinquishing their land east of the Mississippi in return for
promises of wealth and better land. The U.S. government used the treaty to justify the eviction of the
Cherokee nation in an exodus that the Cherokee will forever remember as the “trail where they
cried.” The heroism and nobility of the Cherokee shine through this intricate story of American
politics, ambition, and greed. B & W photographs
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: The Cherokee Nation in the Civil War Clarissa
W. Confer, 2012-03-01 No one questions the horrific impact of the Civil War on America, but few
realize its effect on American Indians. Residents of Indian Territory found the war especially
devastating. Their homeland was beset not only by regular army operations but also by guerillas and
bushwhackers. Complicating the situation even further, Cherokee men fought for the Union as well
as the Confederacy and created their own “brothers’ war.” This book offers a broad overview of the
war as it affected the Cherokees—a social history of a people plunged into crisis. The Cherokee
Nation in the Civil War shows how the Cherokee people, who had only just begun to recover from
the ordeal of removal, faced an equally devastating upheaval in the Civil War. Clarissa W. Confer
illustrates how the Cherokee Nation, with its sovereign status and distinct culture, had a wartime
experience unlike that of any other group of people—and suffered perhaps the greatest losses of
land, population, and sovereignty. Confer examines decision-making and leadership within the tribe,
campaigns and soldiering among participants on both sides, and elements of civilian life and
reconstruction. She reveals how a centuries-old culture informed the Cherokees’ choices, with
influences as varied as matrilineal descent, clan affiliations, economic distribution, and
decentralized government combining to distinguish the Native reaction to the war. The Cherokee
Nation in the Civil War recalls a people enduring years of hardship while also struggling for their
future as the white man’s war encroached on the physical and political integrity of their nation.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: African Americans and Native Americans in
the Creek and Cherokee Nations, 1830s to 1920s Katja May, 1996 A study of interracial
relations among African Americans and the Creek and Cherokee Native Americans, relying on oral
accounts of the impact of Indian removal on Black-Indian relations, and Black-Indian alliances
during the Green Peach War and the Crazy Snake Uprising. Contains SPSS analyses of samples from
federal manuscript census schedules of 1900 and 1910, describing demographics, intermarriage
patterns, and education. Includes a detailed bibliography of primary and secondary sources.
Annotation copyright by Book News, Inc., Portland, OR
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: The Cherokee Diaspora Gregory D. Smithers,
2015-09-29 The Cherokee are one of the largest Native American tribes in the United States, with
more than three hundred thousand people across the country claiming tribal membership and nearly
one million people internationally professing to have at least one Cherokee Indian ancestor. In this
revealing history of Cherokee migration and resettlement, Gregory Smithers uncovers the origins of
the Cherokee diaspora and explores how communities and individuals have negotiated their



Cherokee identities, even when geographically removed from the Cherokee Nation headquartered in
Tahlequah, Oklahoma. Beginning in the eighteenth century, the author transports the reader back in
time to tell the poignant story of the Cherokee people migrating throughout North America,
including their forced exile along the infamous Trail of Tears (1838–39). Smithers tells a remarkable
story of courage, cultural innovation, and resilience, exploring the importance of migration and
removal, land and tradition, culture and language in defining what it has meant to be Cherokee for a
widely scattered people.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: The Cherokee Nation and Tahlequah Deborah L.
Duvall, 1999 The Cherokee Nation, world-famous for its turbulent and colorful past, is home to the
second-largest American Indian tribe in the United States. This fascinating visual history spans 14
counties of northeast Oklahoma, from the Arkansas River to the Kansas border, and features the
capital, Tahlequah. The U.S. government's harsh treatment of the Cherokees culminating in the
notorious Trail of Tears is documented here. In Indian Territory, the Cherokees quickly established
systems of democratic government, education, and communication. Many lived in the same manner
as their white counterparts of the time, as wealthy plantation owners and ranchers. They were
completely literate in their own written language, printing newspapers, magazines, and books.
Devastation struck as the Civil War split the Cherokees into factions, dividing families and neighbors
and destroying communities and homes. Again, the resilient Cherokees rebuilt their nation, enjoying
growth and renewed prosperity until land allotment and statehood stripped away their
self-governance. The progressive, accomplished character of the Cherokees is evidenced by the
pictures and stories in this book. Here you will meet the leaders who helped rebuild the great
Cherokee Nation, legendary figures like Sequoyah and Will Rogers, and the patriots and artisans
who have kept the tribe's culture and tradition alive throughout history.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: The Trail of Tears Michael Burgan, 2001
Recounts how the Cherokees were forced to leave their land and travel to a new settlement in
Oklahoma, a terrible journey known as the Trail of Tears.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: An Oral History of Tahlequah and The
Cherokee Nation Deborah L. Duvall, 2000-11-09 These pages are filled with memories and favorite
tales that capture the essence of life in the Cherokee Nation. Ms. Duvall invites the reader to follow
the tribe from its pre-historic days in the southeast, to early 20th century life in the Cookson Hills of
Oklahoma. Learn about Pretty Woman, who had the power over life and death, or the mystical
healing springs of Tahlequah. Spend some time with U.S. Deputy Marshals as they roam the old
Cherokee Nation in pursuit of Indian Territory outlaws like Zeke Proctor and Charlie Wickliffe, or
wander the famous haunted places where ghost horses still travel an ancient trail and the spirits of
long-dead Spaniards still search for gold.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: The Cherokee Nation Robert J. Conley,
2005-09-06 The Cherokee Nation is one of the largest and most important of all the American Indian
tribes. The first history of the Cherokees to appear in over four decades, this is also the first to be
endorsed by the tribe and the first to be written by a Cherokee. Robert Conley begins his survey
with Cherokee origin myths and legends. He then explores their relations with neighboring Indian
groups and European missionaries and settlers. He traces their forced migrations west, relates their
participations on both sides of the Civil War and the wars of the twentieth century, and concludes
with an examination of Cherokee life today. Conley provides analyses for general readers of all ages
to learn the significance of tribal lore and Cherokee tribal law. Following the history is a listing of
the Principal Chiefs of the Cherokees with a brief biography of each and separate listings of the
chiefs of the Eastern Cherokees and the Western Cherokees. For those who want to know more
about Cherokee heritage and history, Conley offers additional reading lists at the end of each
chapter.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: The Civil War and the West Carol L. Higham,
2013-10-01 Between 1800 and the Civil War, the American West evolved from a region to territories
to states. This book depicts the development of the antebellum West from the perspective of a



resident of the Western frontier. What happened in the West in the lead-up to and during the
American Civil War? The Civil War and the West: The Frontier Transformed provides a clear and
complete answer to this question. The work succinctly overviews the West during the antebellum
period from 1800 to 1862, supplying thematic chapters that explain how key elements and
characteristics of the West created conflict and division that differed from those in the East during
the Civil War. It looks at how these issues influenced the military, settlement, and internal territorial
conflicts about statehood in each region, and treats the Cherokee and other Indian nations as
important actors in the development of a national narrative.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: From Bureaucracy to Bullets Bree Akesson,
Andrew R. Basso, 2022-02-11 From Bureaucracy to Bullets uses eight compelling case studies--from
five continents and spanning the 20th and 21st centuries--to explore the concept of extreme
domicide, or the intentional destruction of home as a result of political violence. Moving beyond
mere description, From Bureaucracy to Bullets identifies common factors that contribute to extreme
domicide, thereby providing human rights actors with a framework to hold perpetrators accountable
for their actions.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: The Trail of Tears and Indian Removal Amy
H. Sturgis, 2006-11-30 In 1838, the U.S. Government began to forcibly relocate thousands of
Cherokees from their homelands in Georgia to the Western territories. The event the Cherokees
called The Trail Where They Cried meant their own loss of life, sovereignty, and property. Moreover,
it allowed visions of Manifest Destiny to contradict the government's previous civilization campaign
policy toward American Indians. The tortuous journey West was one of the final blows causing a
division within the Cherokee nation itself, over civilization and identity, tradition and progress, east
and west. The Trail of Tears also introduced an era of Indian removal that reshaped the face of
Native America geographically, politically, economically, and socially. Engaging thematic chapters
explore the events surrounding the Trail of Tears and the era of Indian removal, including the
invention of the Cherokee alphabet, the conflict between the preservation of Cherokee culture and
the call to assimilate, Andrew Jackson's imperial presidency, and the negotiation of legislation and
land treaties. Biographies of key figures, an annotated bibliography, and an extensive selection of
primary documents round out the work.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: Demanding the Cherokee Nation Andrew
Denson, 2015-11-01 Demanding the Cherokee Nation examines nineteenth-century Cherokee
political rhetoric in reassessing an enigma in American Indian history: the contradiction between the
sovereignty of Indian nations and the political weakness of Indian communities. Drawing from a rich
collection of petitions, appeals, newspaper editorials, and other public records, Andrew Denson
describes the ways in which Cherokees represented their people and their nation to non-Indians
after their forced removal to Indian Territory in the 1830s. He argues that Cherokee writings on
nationhood document a decades-long effort by tribal leaders to find a new model for American
Indian relations in which Indian nations could coexist with a modernizing United States. Most
non-Natives in the nineteenth century assumed that American development and progress
necessitated the end of tribal autonomy, and that at best the Indian nation was a transitional state
for Native people on the path to assimilation. As Denson shows, however, Cherokee leaders
articulated a variety of ways in which the Indian nation, as they defined it, belonged in the modern
world. Tribal leaders responded to developments in the United States and adapted their defense of
Indian autonomy to the great changes transforming American life in the middle and late nineteenth
century, notably also providing cogent new justification for Indian nationhood within the context of
emergent American industrialization.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: Slavery in the Cherokee Nation Patrick Neal
Minges, 2004-06 Exploring the dynamic issues of race and religion within the Cherokee Nation, this
text looks at the role of secret societies in shaping these forces during the 19th century.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: The Trail of Tears Kristen Rajczak Nelson,
2017-07-15 The Trail of Tears is the name used to describe the forced migration of the Cherokee



people in the 1830s from their homelands in the southeastern United States to land in what’s now
Oklahoma. This devastating journey took the lives of thousands of Native Americans, and it’s one of
the most shameful chapters in American history. Detailed main text—supported by enlightening
sidebars and primary sources—gives readers a clear picture of the reasons the Cherokee people
were forced from their homes and what happened to them on the difficult journey west.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: Trail of Tears Sue Vander Hook, 2010 Presents a
brief history of the Cherokee Indians and describes their forced migration, which came to be known
as the Trail of Tears, following the Indian Removal Act of 1830.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: The Dawes Commission and the Allotment of
the Five Civilized Tribes, 1893-1914 Kent Carter, 1999 Given by Eugene Edge III.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: Townsite Settlement and Dispossession in
the Cherokee Nation, 1866-1907 Brad A. Bays, 2018-10-24 In response to the influx of white
settlement after the Civil War, the Cherokee nation devised a regional development plan which
allowed whites to establish farms and build towns while reinforcing Cherokee tribal sovereignty over
the territory. The presence of sizeable towns and numerous villages presented a legal conundrum for
Congress when it legislated away Cherokee sovereignty at the turn of the century. By 1898, tens of
thousands of whites owned residential and commercial properties worth millions of dollars in
Cherokee Nation towns, but every lot was owned by the Cherokee people. The federal government
created a program to transfer legal ownership of town lots to white occupants, but poor
implementation of the program allowed individuals to subvert the law for their own gain. The author
explores the subject using primary documentation of such diverse sources as traveler's reports, land
records, tribal and federal correspondence, and accounts of Cherokee and white settlers. Descriptive
statistics and analytical mapping of historical data provide additional facets to the analysis. Also
inlcludes 50 maps. (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Nebraska-Lincoln, 1996; revised with new
preface, introduction, afterword) Index. Bibliography.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: A Timeline History of the Trail of Tears Alison
Behnke, 2015-08-01 In the early nineteenth century, the United States was growing quickly, and
many people wanted to set up homes and farms in new areas. For centuries, American Indian
nations—including the Cherokee—had been living on the land that white settlers wanted. The US
government often stepped in to resolve conflicts between the groups with treaties. Many of these
treaties called upon American Indians to give up some of their territory. The conflicts continued as
more and more white settlers moved onto American Indian land. Finally, the US government passed
the Indian Removal Act of 1830. This law ordered many American Indians to leave their homes. In
1838 military officials forced the Cherokee on a dangerous and heartbreaking journey from their
homeland in the southeast region of the United States to territory 800 miles away in what is now the
state of Oklahoma. Their journey became known as the Trail of Tears. Learn about the Cherokee
Nation's forced removal from their ancestral homeland. Track the events and turning points that led
to this dark and tragic time period in US history.
  the cherokee nation and the trail of tears: Compiled Laws of the Cherokee Nation Cherokee
Nation, 1998 Contained in this volume are the Cherokees' 1839 constitution along with amendments
to its necessitated by the 1866 treaty between the Cherokee Nation and the United States; the 1838
Act of Union between the Cherokee Nation and the United States; the 1838 Act of Union between
Eastern and Western Cherokees; numerous basic laws and miscellaneous Acts covering a huge
variety of subjects.
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