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    The Seal of the Cherokee Nation. The seven pointed star in the center represents the seven Cherokee clans. It is surrounded by oak leaves. Oak was used in keeping the sacred fire in the townhouse. The Cherokee symbols following the words, “Seal of the Cherokee Nation,” are pronounced “jalagihi ahyeli,” and are translated, “The Cherokee Nation.” The date, September 6, 1839, is the date of the adoption of the constitution of the Cherokee Nation at its new home in the west following the Trail of Tears. The seal was adopted by the Cherokee National Council and approved by Chief Lewis Downing on December 11, 1871. Courtesy of the Cherokee Nation.
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    Chapter I: Theories and Legends

    Contemporary Cherokees are the descendants of a large and powerful American Indian tribe that has existed since prehistory, further back than anyone can really say. No one knows for sure from whence the Cherokees originated. Many scholars still insist that all peoples native to the Americas came into America from Asia by way of the Bering Strait land bridge. They say that twelve thousand years ago, during the last ice age, there were no human beings in the Americas. Therefore, they say, there are no true natives of this land, only the earliest immigrants.

    These earliest immigrants, they say, came down into North America from Asia across a land bridge that had formed during the ice age, linking the two continents. These people, they say, were simply wandering, i.e. nomadic, big-game hunters, and they were following the game. They apparently continued to follow it until they had spread out and covered two continents, North and South America, and as their population grew and they separated into different groups and eventually settled in different areas, slowly different languages and different cultures developed. That’s the theory that is still widely accepted, and at least one Cherokee migration legend might be seen to support this theory. Told originally by a Cherokee to an Englishman named Alexander Long in 1717 in Carolina, the tale was published in “A Cherokee Migration Fragment” by Corkran (and quoted in Thornton’s population history), and it runs partly as follows. (The spelling has been modernized here and some few words provided in brackets to clarify the sense.)

    For our coming here, we know nothing but what was had from our ancestors and has brought it down from generation to generation. The way is thus. [We] belonged to another land far distant from here, and the people increased and multiplied so fast that the land could not hold them, so that they were forced to separate and travel to look out for another country. They traveled so far that they came to another country that was so cold.… Yet going still on, they came to mountains of snow and ice. The priests held a council to pass these mountains, and that they believed there was warmer weather on the other side of those mountains because it lay near the sun setting. [It] was believed by the whole assembly we were the ﬁrst to make [snowshoes] to put on our old and young. [We} passed on our journey and at last found [ourselves] so far gone over these mountains till we lost sight of the same and went through darkness for a good space, and then [saw] the sun again, and going on we came to a country that could be inhabited. (Thornton, p. 6)

    At least one scholar, Dr. Jeffrey Goodman, in his book American Genesis, takes exception to that theory. As far as the Bering Strait migration theory is concerned, Goodman maintains that just the opposite from the standard belief probably occurred. He says that Modern Man existed in North America, speciﬁcally in what is now Southern California, at least ﬁfty thousand years ago, at a time when Europe and Asia were still populated by Neanderthal Man.

    He further speculates that there is no “missing link” between Neanderthal Man and Modern Man, because the two were never linked in the ﬁrst place. The Bering Strait migration did take place, Goodman says, but it involved the migration of Modern Man from America as he moved north into Asia and then into Europe to displace the Neanderthals. That too is a theory, and like the other, it is based on a certain amount of evidence followed by speculation. One theory is perhaps as good as the other. And more recently, some scholars have begun to argue that there could have been several, if not many migrations into the Americas, from Asia and from islands in the Paciﬁc Ocean.

    And Vine Deloria, Jr., in his Red Earth, White Lies (Scribner, 1995), says that some of his “history colleagues were beginning their courses on American history with a mindless recitation of the Bering Strait theory. . . .Basically they were simply repeating scholarly folklore, since there is, to my knowledge, no good source which articulates the theory in any reasonable format. Indeed, this ‘theory’ has been around so long that people no longer feel they have to explain or defend it—they can merely refer to it.” Later he says “The Bering Strait exists and existed only in the minds of scientists.”

    But if we choose to belabor the issue of the Bering Strait, there is yet a third possibility, one not often considered. If the land bridge was, as they say, a vast plain, is it not reasonable to assume that people lived on the plain, and that when the water level rose, the people were separated, some going north into Asia, some south into North America? Probably the argument over the land bridge will never be resolved, but from a Native American perspective, it is really not all that important anyway. It certainly never entered into any of the origin tales of the Cherokees. Here is the best known, collected by James Mooney in North Carolina between 1887 and 1890 and published by the Bureau of American Ethnology in 1900.

    How the World Was Made

    The earth is a great island ﬂoating in a sea of water, and suspended at each of the four cardinal points by a cord hanging down from the sky vault, which is of solid rock. When the world grows old and worn out, the people will die and the cords will break and let the earth sink down into the ocean, and all will be water again. The Indians are afraid of this.

    When all was water the animals were above in Galun lati, beyond the arch; but it was very much crowded, and they were wanting more room. They wondered what was below the water, and at last Dayuni si, “Beaver’s Grandchild,” the little Water-beetle, offered to go and see if it could learn. It darted in every direction over the surface of the water, but could ﬁnd no ﬁrm place to rest. Then it dived to the bottom and came up with some soft mud, which began to grow and spread on every side until it became the island which we call the earth. It was afterward fastened to the sky with four cords, but no one remembers who did this.

    At ﬁrst the earth was ﬂat and very soft and wet. The animals were anxious to get down, and sent out different birds to see if it was yet dry, but they found no place to alight and came back again to Galun lati. At last it seemed to be time, and they sent out the Buzzard and told him to go and make ready for them. This was the Great Buzzard, the father of all the buzzards we see now.

    He ﬂew all over the earth, low down near the ground, and it was still soft. When he reached the Cherokee country, he was very tired, and his wings began to ﬂap and strike the ground, and wherever they struck the earth there was a valley, and where they turned up again there was a mountain. When the animals above saw this, they were afraid that the whole world would be mountains, so they called him back, but the Cherokee country remains full of mountains to this day.

    When the earth was dry and the animals came down, it was still dark, so they got the sun and set it in a track to go every day across the island from east to west, just overhead. It was too hot this way, and Tsiska gili, the Red Crawﬁsh, had his shell scorched a bright red, so that his meat was spoiled; and the Cherokees do not eat it. The conjurers put the sun another hand-breadth higher in the air, bit it was still too hot. They raised it another time, and another, until it was seven handbreadths high and just under the sky arch. Then it was right, and they left it so. This is why the conjurers call the highest place Gulkwa gine Di galun latiyun, “the seventh height,” because it is seven hand-breadths above the earth. Every day the sun goes along under this arch, and returns at night on the upper side to the starting place.

    There is another world under this, and it is like ours in everything—animals, plants, and people—save that the seasons are different. The streams that come down from the mountains are the trails by which we reach this underworld, and the springs at their heads are the doorways by which we enter it, but to do this one must fast and go to water and have one of the underground people for a guide. We know that the seasons in the underworld are different from ours, because the water in the springs is always warmer in winter and cooler in summer than the outer air.

    When the animals and plants were ﬁrst made—we do not know by whom—they were told to watch and keep awake for seven nights, just as young men now fast and keep awake when they pray to their medicine. They tried to do this, and nearly all were awake through the ﬁrst night, but the next night several dropped off to sleep, and the third night others were asleep, and then others, until, on the seventh night, of all the animals only the owl, the panther, and one or two more were still awake. To these were given the power to see and to go about in the dark, and to make prey of the birds and animals which must sleep at night. Of the trees only the cedar, the pine, the spruce, the holly, and the laurel were awake to the end, and to them it was given to be always green and to be greatest for medicine, but to the others it was said: “Because you have not endured to the end you shall lose your hair every winter.”

    Men came after the animals and plants. At ﬁrst there were only a brother and sister until he struck her with a ﬁsh and told her to multiply, and so it was. In seven days a child was born to her, and thereafter every seven days another, and they increased very fast until there was danger that the world could not keep them. Then it was made that a woman should have only one child in a year, and it has been so ever since. (pp. 239 ff.)

    This tale would seem to constitute a claim that the Cherokees have always been in the old Cherokee country in what is now the southeastern part of the United States.

    Cherokees speak an Iroquoian language, their nearest linguistic relatives being the Iroquoian people from around the Great Lakes: Mohawks, Oneidas, Senecas, Onondagas, and Cayugas. The Cherokees’ neighbors in the old southeast were mostly Muskogean speakers, though there were also some Siouan, some Tunican, some Algonquian, and others.

    For that reason, and because the Lenni Lenape, also known as the Delaware, may have an ancient tale called “The Walam Olum” in which they describe a war between themselves and the Cherokees, whom they called “Talligewi,” scholars maintain that the Cherokees lived in the northeast and migrated south. (It should be mentioned here that some scholars believe “The Walam Olum” to be a hoax.)

    However another tale from the oral tradition comes from the Nighthawk Keetoowah Cherokees of Oklahoma. As told by Levi Gritts, it was published in The Cherokee Nation News in 1973, and it goes something like this.

    A long time ago the Cherokees lived on an island off the coast of South America. Then a time came when they were attacked by seventy different tribes, and they ﬂed the island, moving to the mainland. From there they went farther inland and then turned north. They wandered for a long time until they ﬁnally settled in what we know today as the old Cherokee country, the contemporary southeastern United States. It is interesting to note in connection with the Keetoowah tale that some scholars also believe that the Cherokees originated in South America. They cite cultural evidence, particularly the Cherokee double-weave basket-making technique, a technique, they say, that is unique in North America to the Cherokees, but is fairly common in South America.

    Combining the evidence of several of these tales and theories, it seems reasonable to say that the Cherokees likely came from South America and migrated north through Central America and Mexico, eventually stopping for a time in the northeast along with the other Iroquoian-speaking tribes there. (If we take into consideration the story from 1717, we might even say they migrated as far north as what is now Alaska before turning south and east again.) Then following a long period of warfare with those people and with the Delawares, they moved southward again, settling in “the old southeast.”

    At best, origins are obscure. We tend to believe what we want to believe. Often, it seems, even scientiﬁc-minded individuals work very hard to “prove” what they have already decided is the “truth.” Let it sufﬁce here to say that no one of the origin stories referred to above can be proved. Some are legends. Others are theories.

    The ﬁrst we know of Cherokee history, Cherokees were living in what is often referred to these days as the Old South, or the Deep South, or the southeastern part of the present United States. The vast Cherokee range of the time of the arrival of the Europeans and before encompassed all or parts of the present states of North and South Carolina, Kentucky, Virginia, West Virginia, Alabama, Georgia, and Tennessee. They lived in eighty or more towns or villages, each with its own autonomous government. A typical town probably had about 200 or 250 inhabitants. It had a Peace (or White) Chief and a War (or Red) Chief, and each chief had his councilors, probably one from each of the seven clans. There were probably also women’s councils representing the seven clans and wielding a signiﬁcant amount of political power.

    We don’t know exactly how these town governments were structured and how they worked. Early European observers, however, did eventually take note of the powers of the Cherokee women (something which they, of course, did not allow their own women), and wrote comments about it, such as “Among the Cherokees the women [sic] rules the roost,” and “The Cherokees have a petticoat government.”

    The Peace Chief was in charge of domestic issues and the ceremonial life of the town. The War Chief was charged with matters involving outsiders, not just war, but negotiations, alliances, trade, and other external matters. But many things that we today consider governmental matters were then matters for the clans. The clans were all important. First of all, the clan was the family. The Cherokee clan is a matrilineal clan. That means that descent is traced only through the female line. If a woman belongs to the Bird Clan, for example, then so do all of her children.

    But clans were also responsible for righting any wrongs done to clan members by members of other clans. In other words, they had certain rights or responsibilities that we today would consider police or court functions. For instance, if a member of the Bird Clan killed a member of the Wolf Clan, then Wolf Clan members not only could but would be expected to kill a Bird Clan member in exchange, or to exact some other kind of retribution.

    The worldview of the early Cherokees, who called themselves Ani-yunwi-ya (the Real People) or sometimes Ani-Keetuwahgi (People of Keetoowah), described three worlds. There was the world on top of the Sky Vault, and there was a world underneath the one on which we live. Both the world above and the world below were populated by powerful spiritual beings, and those two spiritual worlds were opposed to one another. The world we live on was thus seen to have been placed in a very dangerous position, and the most important thing for us to do was to maintain the proper balance between the two opposing forces above and below us.

    Balance and harmony and purity were therefore all important aspects of the old religion, and there was a rich ceremonial life to help achieve those ends. An annual cycle of seven major ceremonies was performed over and over again, and there were special ceremonies performed when events called for them. For example, if a person dreamed of eagles, he was required to sponsor an eagle dance. In addition to the busy ceremonial cycle, daily life was full of little ritualistic observances that every individual had to be aware of constantly.

    The early Cherokees were also farmers and hunters, and both of these activities were closely associated with the ceremonial cycle. Hunting was primarily a male activity, and the main animal hunted was the deer. There was an annual buffalo hunt (though the eastern buffalo had become scarce by 1775, according to Adair), and other, smaller, animals were also hunted and used for food and other things. A hunter was required to follow certain prescribed rituals, and to apologize to the spirit of the animal he killed. This practice is explained, along with several other things, in the following tale recorded by Mooney (1900).

    Origin of Disease and Medicine

    In the old days the beasts, birds, ﬁshes, insects, and plants could all talk, and they and the people lived together in peace and friendship. But as time went on the people increased so rapidly that their settlements spread over the whole earth, and the poor animals found themselves beginning to be cramped for room. This was bad enough, but to make it worse, Man invented bows, knives, blowguns, spears, and hooks, and began to slaughter the larger animals, birds, and ﬁshes for their ﬂesh or their skins, while the smaller creatures, such as the frogs and worms, were crushed and trodden upon without thought, out of pure carelessness or contempt. So the animals decided to consult upon measures for their common safety.

    The Bears were the ﬁrst to meet in council in their townhouse under Kuwa’hi mountain, the “Mulberry Place,” and the old White Bear Chief presided. After each in turn had complained of the way in which Man killed their friends, ate their ﬂesh, and used their skins for his own purposes, it was decided to begin war at once against him. Someone asked what weapons Man used to destroy them. “Bow and arrows, of course,” cried all the Bears in chorus. “And what are they made of?” was the next question. “The bow of wood, and the string of our entrails,” replied one of the Bears. It was then proposed that they make a bow and some arrows and see if they could not use the same weapons against Man himself. So one Bear got a nice piece of locust wood and another sacriﬁced himself for the good of the rest in order to furnish a piece of his entrails for the string. But when everything was ready and the ﬁrst Bear stepped up to make the trial, it was found that in letting the arrow ﬂy after drawing back the bow, his long claws caught the string and spoiled the shot. This was annoying, but someone suggested that they might trim his claws, which was accordingly done, and on a second trial it was found that the arrow went straight to the mark. But here the chief, the old White Bear, objected, saying it was necessary that they should have long claws in order to be able to climb trees. “One of us has already died to furnish the bowstring, and if we now cut off our claws we must all starve together. It is better to trust to the teeth and claws that nature gave us, for it is plain that man’s weapons were not intended for us.”

    No one could think of any better plan, so the old chief dismissed the council and the Bears dispersed to the woods and thickets without having concerted any way to prevent the increase of the human race. Had the result of the council been otherwise, we should now be at war with the Bears, but as it is, the hunter does not even ask the Bear’s pardon when he kills one.

    The Deer next held a council under their chief, the Little Deer, and after some talk decided to send rheumatism to every hunter who should kill one of them unless he took care to ask their pardon for the offense. They sent notice of their decision to the nearest settlement of Indians and told them at the same time what to do when necessity forced them to kill one of the Deer tribe. Now, whenever the hunter shoots a Deer, the Little Deer, who is swift as the wind and cannot be wounded, runs quickly up to the spot and, bending over the blood-stains, asks the spirit of the Deer if it has heard the prayer of the hunter for pardon. If the reply be “Yes,” all is well, and the Little Deer goes his way; but if the reply be “No,” he follows on the trail of the hunter, guided by the drops of blood on the ground, until he arrives at his cabin in the settlement, when the Little Deer enters invisibly and strikes the hunter with rheumatism, so that he becomes at once a helpless cripple. No hunter who has regard for his health ever fails to ask pardon of the Deer for killing it, although some hunters who have not learned the prayer may try to turn aside the Little Deer from his pursuit by building a ﬁre behind them in the trail.

    Next came the Fishes and Reptiles, who had their own complaints against Man. They held their council together and determined to make their victims dream of snakes twining about them in slimy folds and blowing foul breath in their faces, or to make them dream of eating raw or decaying ﬁsh, so that they would lose appetite, sicken, and die. This is why people dream about snakes and ﬁsh.

    Finally the Birds, Insects, and smaller animals came together for the same purpose, and the Grubworm was chief of the council. It was decided that each in turn should give an opinion, and then they should vote on the question as to whether or not Man was guilty. Seven votes should be enough to condemn him. One after another denounced Man’s cruelty and injustice toward the other animals and voted in favor of his death. The Frog spoke ﬁrst, saying: “We must do something to check the increase of the race, or people will become so numerous that we shall be crowded from off the earth. See how they have kicked me about because I’m ugly, as they say, until my back is covered with sores;” and here he showed the spots on his skin. Next came the Bird—no one remembers now which one it was—who condemned Man “because he burns my feet off,” meaning the way in which the hunter barbecues birds by impaling them on a stick set over the ﬁre, so that their feathers and tender feet are singed off. Others followed in the same strain. The Ground-squirrel alone ventured to say a good word for Man, who seldom hurt him because he was so small, but this made the others so angry that they fell upon the Ground-squirrel and tore him with their claws, and the stripes are on his back to this day.

    They began then to devise and name so many new diseases, one after another, that had not their invention at last failed them, no one of the human race would have been able to survive. The Grubworm grew constantly more pleased as the name of each was called off, until at last they reached the end of the list, when someone proposed to make menstruation sometimes fatal to women. On this he rose up in his place and cried: “Wadan! [Thanks!] I’m glad some more of them will die, for they are getting so thick that they tread on me.” The thought fairly made him shake with joy, so that he fell over backward and could not get on his feet again, but had to wriggle off on his back, as the Grubworm has done ever since.

    When the Plants, who were friendly to Man, heard what had been done by the animals, they determined to defeat the latters’ evil designs. Each Tree, Shrub, and Herb, down even to the Grasses and Mosses, agreed to furnish a cure for some one of the diseases named, and each said: “I shall appear to help Man when he calls upon me in his need.” Thus came medicine; and the plants, every one of which has its use if we only knew it, furnish the remedy to counteract the evil wrought by the revengeful animals. Even weeds were made for some good purpose, which we must ﬁnd out for ourselves. When the doctor does not know what medicine to use for a sick man the spirit of the plant tells him. (pp. 250 ff.)

    The women were primarily responsible for the farms and gardens, but then, they owned the farms and gardens, as well as the houses. And they grew a tremendous variety of food crops: corn, squash, pumpkins, several varieties of beans. In addition they harvested various plant foods that grew wild: berries, nuts, mushrooms, wild greens.

    War was also for the most part a seasonal activity, and like other activities, it involved a great deal of ritual and ceremony. And the Cherokees were much involved with war against many of their neighboring tribes and with some who lived off quite a distance. They fought with the Creeks, the Choctaws, the Chickasaws, the Shawnees, the Delawares, and even with members of the Iroquois Confederacy (Mohawk, Seneca, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga) who lived far to the north, and who are, at least theoretically, their relatives.

    Each Cherokee town was autonomous in those days. Each town had its own government and was not tied to the government of the other towns in any way. In other words, in those days, there was no Cherokee Nation as we know it today. There were simply many Cherokee towns. Perhaps we could say (ignoring anthropological deﬁnitions) that there was a Cherokee tribe, in that all of the Cherokee towns were populated by people who spoke the same language, followed the same ceremonial life, and shared the same seven clans, so that, in theory at least, every individual Cherokee had relatives in every Cherokee town.

    According to a tale told to Mooney, and recorded in his Myths of the Cherokee as “The Massacre of the Ani-Kutani,” there was once a time when the Cherokees did have a central government, a government of priests. These priests, called the Ani-Kutani, became all powerful and eventually began to abuse their powers. One day a hunter came home, and he could not ﬁnd his wife. After he had asked around for a time, one of his neighbors at last told him that while he was out hunting, the priests had come and taken her away.

    The hunter organized his friends and neighbors and convinced them that they had put up with the abusive priests for too long. They revolted and killed all of the priests. After that each town became autonomous. Each town government was democratic. There were no hereditary leaders, and there were no rulers. There was no central government (pp. 392 ff.).

    We don’t know when this event occurred. Some scholars even take the tale to be a dramatic illustration of changes that actually took place over an extended period of time. We do know that the Cherokees would not have a central government again until after the arrival of the Europeans, when the Cherokee Nation evolved in reaction to new circumstances and new needs.

    Much has been glossed over in this introductory chapter, for this book is presented as a history, and therefore neither time nor space is devoted to detailed discussions of prehistory, ceremonial life, myths and legends, government, clan structure and other ethnological kinds of material. Interested readers are encouraged, however, to examine the combined source and further reading list that follows this chapter. Each successive chapter will conclude with such a list, adding only new titles relevant to that chapter.

    Source List and Suggestions for Further Reading

    Adair, James. 1930. Adair’s History of the American Indians, ed. Samuel Cole Williams. Johnson City, Tenn.: The Watauga Press. Reprinted, New York: Johnson Reprint, 1969.
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    Woodward, Grace Steele. 1963. The Cherokees. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press. (This widely read book has been a standard Cherokee history since its publication. Unfortunately, its tone is set with its ﬁrst sentence: “The emergence of any primitive Indian tribe or nation from dark savagery into the sunlight of civilization is a signiﬁcant event.”)

    Glossary

    Algonquian. An American Indian language family. It includes the Delaware, Massachuset, Nipmuc, Wampanoag, Narragansett, Pequot, Mahican, and other languages.

    Ani-Keetoowahgi (or Ani-Kituwagi). A name the Cherokees called themselves (and sometimes still do), it means Keetoowah People. “Ani” is a plural preﬁx. Keetoowah was an ancient town, said to be the “Mother Town” of the Cherokees. The word “Keetoowah” or “Kituwah” can no longer be translated.

    Ani-Kutani. The ancient Cherokee priesthood, killed off in a rebellion. “Ani” is the plural preﬁx. “Kutani” cannot be translated, but a Kutani was a priest.

    Ani-yunwi-ya. The Real People. What the Cherokees used to commonly call themselves. It has come to mean “Indians” in the contemporary Cherokee language. “Ani” is the plural preﬁx. “Yunwi” is a person. “Ya” is an intensive, usually translated “real” or “original.”

    Autonomous. Independent, self governing.

    Ayunini. Swimmer. Literally, “he is swimming (the way a snake swims).” A well known and inﬂuential Cherokee “Indian doctor” (or medicine man) from the reservation in North Carolina. One of the main informants of ethnologist James Mooney.

    Bering Strait. The narrow passage of water between Alaska and Asia connecting the Bering Sea and the Arctic Ocean.

    Bering Strait land bridge. The vast prairie that appeared during the last ice age, about twelve thousand years ago, when the water level in the Bering Strait dropped. The land bridge connected Asia and North America and made it possible to walk across from one continent to the other.

    Bureau of American Ethnology. A United States government bureau that existed from 1879 to 1965 with the purpose of recording information about American Indian tribes. It was eventually absorbed by the Smithsonian Institute.

    Cherokee. A word that apparently was imposed on the Cherokees from outside, possibly of Choctaw origin, possibly meaning “Cave People.” Cherokees eventually came to accept it, adopting it into the Cherokee language in the form of “Tsalagi.”

    Cherokee Nation News. The ofﬁcial newspaper of the Cherokee Nation from 1968 to 1977. The current ofﬁcial newspaper is The Cherokee Phoenix.

    Chickasaw. A Muskogean-speaking southeastern Indian tribe closely related to the Choctaws. They lived in what is now Mississippi and Alabama.

    Choctaw. Muskogean speakers, closely related to the Chickasaws and living near them.

    Clan. A clan is a family unit in which the individual traces his or her descent only through one parent. There are matrilineal clans and patrilineal clans. Cherokee clans are matrilineal, with a child belonging to its mother’s clan and tracing descent through the female line. There are seven Cherokee clans: Ani-waya (Wolf), Ani-kawi (Deer), Ani-tsisqua (Bird), Ani-wodi (Paint), Ani-sahoni, Ani-gatagewi, Ani-gilohi. Translations of the last three are somewhat controversial. Ani-sahoni is usually translated “Blue.” The Kilpatricks claim that it is actually the name of a “large extinct feline.” Ani-gatagewi has been called the “Blind Savannah” and “Wild Potato.” Mooney says that the name cannot be translated. And Ani-gilohi is most often designated either “Twisters” or “Long Hairs.” The Kilpatricks maintain that it is actually “They just became offended.”

    Creek. A large and powerful southeastern tribe. Their name for themselves is Muskogee or Muscogee, and that name has also been given to the language family to which their language belongs. They were also the principal member of a confederacy of southeastern tribes which included the Hitchiti, Yuchi, Okmulgee, Alabama, Koasati, Tuskegee, and others. This confederacy was known as the Creek or Muskogee Confederacy.

    Dayunisi. The Cherokee name of a type of water beetle. Mooney gives “beaver’s grandchild” as the translation.

    Delaware. From Lord De La Warr, title of Thomas West, governor of the colony of Virginia. The people called Delaware call themselves Lenni Lenape. See below.

    Galun lati. Above or on high.

    Gulkwa gine Di galun latiyun. Seventh (from Gulkwagi, or seven) and a height, one of a series.

    Iroquoian. An American Indian language family. It includes Cherokee, Mohawk, Seneca, Cayuga, Oneida, Onondaga, Tuscarora, and other languages.

    Iroquois Confederacy. Also known as the League of Five Nations, or the Iroquois League. The confederacy was made up originally of the Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Seneca, and Cayuga tribes, all speakers of Iroquoian languages. Later it was joined by the Tuscaroras and became known as the League of Six Nations. A confederacy is a loose union of nations.

    Kuwa’hi. Mulberry Place, from kuwa, mulberry tree, and hi, locative. It is called Clingman’s Dome in English today.

    Language family. A group of related languages. They are similar enough to one another that linguists believe they all came from one original language long ago. As an example, both English and German are members of the Germanic language family.

    Lenni Lenape. True Men or Real Men. The American Indian tribe commonly called Delaware. They originally lived in what is now New York and New Jersey and parts of what is now Pennsylvania and Delaware. They speak an Algonquian language.

    Missing link. A hypothetical primate forming an evolutionary link between Neanderthal Man and Modern Man.

    Modern Man. Man as he exists today.

    Muskogean. A language family. It includes the Muskogean or Creek language, Choctaw, Chickasaw, Alabama, Cusabo, and others.

    Neanderthal. A type of early man that existed in Europe and western and central Asia.

    Nighthawk Keetoowah. The Keetoowah Society and the Nighthawk Keetoowah Society which developed from it are Cherokee traditionalist organizations, dedicated to Cherokee nationalism and to preserving Cherokee culture.

    Prehistory. That time before anyone was writing, or before anyone was recording history.

    Shawnee. A relatively small but very inﬂuential tribe of American Indians. They lived in earliest times in what is now Ohio but ranged widely throughout the midwest and the east. Their language is Algonquian.

    Siouan. The name of a linguistic family. It includes the languages of the Lakota, Dakota, Nakota (Sioux) people, as well as Assiniboine, Crow, Hidatsa, Mandan, Omaha, Ponca, Kansa, Quapaw, Winnebago, and others. In the old southeast, the Catawba, Congaree, Peedee, Santee, Waccamaw, and others spoke Siouan languages.

    Talligewi. A Delaware name for the Cherokees.

    Tsiska gili. Large, red crawﬁsh.

    Tunican. A southeastern language family consisting of the Tunica, Koroa, and Yazoo languages. The tribes speaking these languages lived in the present states of Mississippi and Louisiana.

    Wadan. More commonly, wado. Thank you.

    Walam Olum. A historical account of the Delawares, written in petroglyphs on bark sheets, it was translated and printed in 1836. The Delaware words mean “printed tally” or “red score.” “Walam” means “painted,” particularly “painted red.” “Olum” means “score” or “tally.”

    Worldview. A term much used by anthropologists and ethnologists, it encompasses the entire way in which a people view themselves and their place in the universe.

     

  


  
    Chapter II: Early Invasions

    When the Spaniards of the Hernando De Soto expedition went through the southeast in 1540, they reported seeing temples and mounds, and rulers they called “emperors” and “queens” who were carried around by their “subjects” on litter chairs. They also reported a densely populated region with roads that led to many towns. There is no speciﬁc description of Cherokees or of any Cherokee town in the chronicles, although the De Soto expedition seems to have visited a little in Cherokee country. But given the nature of the southeast at that time, the story of “The Massacre of the Ani-Kutani,” and other tales also collected by Mooney, which make references to old Cherokee mounds, it seems reasonable to assume that the Cherokees were probably a mound-building theocracy at least into the early part of the 1500s. Then the theocracy was destroyed, as reported in the tale. (Some say the Cherokees were never Mound Builders, but instead replaced the Mound Builders when they moved into the southeast.)

    With the destruction of the Ani-Kutani, the Cherokees gained a democracy and freedom from the tyranny of the priests, but in so doing, they must also have undergone a tremendous cultural change. (According to the same Cherokee who told the migration story to Alexander Long in 1717 [quoted in Chapter 1], “we are told by our ancestors that when we ﬁrst came on this land that the priests and beloved men was [sic] writing but not on paper as you do but on white deer skins and on the shoulder bones of buffalo” [Corkran, p. 6].) Then, perhaps on the heels of this event, the Europeans began to arrive on American shores. According to Francis Jennings, in his book The Invasion of America, between 1492, when Columbus’s boats landed, and 1607, the date of the founding of the colony of Jamestown, 90 percent of the native population of North America died as a result of European diseases (pp. 22 ff.). Surely the Cherokees did not escape this scourge, and if they did not, then in addition to the misery of the plague and the resulting deaths, there had to have been once again a great change. Changes in culture come about in many different ways.

    When our standard history books tell us about the early Spanish explorers in America, they are really talking about roving bands of rufﬁans, murderers, and thieves, operating with the blessing of their monarch back in Spain. De Soto was one of the worst. In 1593, he landed on the west coast of Florida with somewhere between ﬁve and seven hundred “soldiers,” some mounted and some on foot, and a herd of a few hundred pigs. He began what was to become a three-year expedition into the country that is now the southeastern part of the United States. It was to be his last expedition, for he died before it was completed.

    From Florida, De Soto and his men traveled through what is now Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, Tennessee, Arkansas, Oklahoma, and then back to Mississippi, where De Soto died and his body was dumped unceremoniously into the Mississippi River. The survivors straggled through what is now Texas and ﬁnally on down into Mexico. But along the way on their relentless search for gold, the bloodthirsty Spaniards enslaved, tortured, and killed hundreds, even thousands of Indians. They would stop at a town and ask the chief for gold. If he did not give them any or did not tell them where to ﬁnd it, they might kill him, or kill thirty, or kill two hundred.

    Sometimes they demanded slaves from the local population, both men and women, and if their demand was not satisﬁed willingly, they resorted to the same tactics they employed when asking for gold. Sometimes they just grabbed the chief and held him hostage, threatening to kill him if the people refused to cooperate with them. One of their favorite methods of “punishing” an uncooperative Indian was to turn loose their big dogs to rip the person to death.

    Considering the three years of devastation and horror inﬂicted on the southeast by De Soto and his followers, it is remarkable that the Cherokees suffered little at their hands. It seems that the Spaniards may have actually stopped at perhaps three different Cherokee towns where they were cordially received and given food, and then went on their way without causing any serious problems.

    We could say that the Cherokees were lucky. We could say further that the Cherokees must have known how lucky they were, for they could not have been ignorant of the bloody trail the Spaniards had left behind them. So while the Cherokees apparently did not suffer directly at the hands of the Spaniards of the De Soto expedition, they must have been affected by it at least indirectly in profound ways, even though it would be extremely difﬁcult to specify just what those ways might have been.

    Though apparently untouched (or nearly untouched) themselves, the whole land south of them, an area in which they were used to traveling and trading and dealing with neighbor tribes, had been utterly changed from what it had been before. Cherokee lives must have been also changed by that brutal fact.

    Finally, it is surely safe to say that because of the De Soto expedition, the Cherokees must have been painfully aware of the fact that there were new forces in their world, forces of which they had never before been aware, that they had not known even existed, but nevertheless, forces with which they would have to deal in the future. They had to have learned that their children and grandchildren would face dangers that they had never before even imagined. They had to have known, in other words, that the world as they had always known it had suddenly become a thing of the past.

    In 1561, the Spaniards returned. They took possession of the Bay of Santa Elena on the coast of what is now South Carolina. Then came the French, and they attempted to settle the same area in 1562. As a result, the Spanish established a fort there that they named San Felipe. In 1566, Juan Pardo led an expedition out from San Felipe to explore the interior. In the country of the Sara Indians (also known as Cheraw, a Siouan-speaking tribe), in what is now North Carolina, Pardo built a fort, but because of snow in the mountains, he went no farther. Had he continued on, he would undoubtedly have gotten into the Cherokee country. Pardo left a sergeant and thirty soldiers at the fort and returned to San Felipe.

    The sergeant sent letters back to San Felipe in which he claimed to have fought and won some battles with Indians with overwhelming, in fact unbelievable, odds against him. (With only ﬁfteen soldiers, he claimed to have slaughtered one thousand Indian men.) The victories he claimed may have been against Cherokee towns, but then, the ﬁghts probably never even took place. Receiving orders back from Pardo, the sergeant led his men into the country of the Creeks, where he built another small fort and waited for Pardo, who arrived there in 1567. From there the Pardo expedition visited a number of Creek towns and possibly some Cherokee towns, apparently with no untoward incidents.

    Perhaps Pardo and other Spaniards had learned a lesson from the disastrous De Soto expedition and behaved more in the way visitors should behave. If so, perhaps they got much further with friendly manners than De Soto ever did with his brutality. According to Mooney and other chroniclers, there is physical evidence of Spanish mining operations in the Cherokee country, although there are no written records of such activity. We can only speculate, but perhaps Pardo got on well enough with the Cherokees to have received permission to mine for gold.

    We can assume, though, that during this period the Cherokees must have become familiar with the Spaniards. Perhaps they engaged in some kinds of negotiations with them. They must have done some trading, and it is therefore likely that the Cherokees ﬁrst became familiar with at least some European trade goods at this time. They also learned during this time that the Spaniards were not the only strangers to come into the land, were not the only white men, for the French had also come around. And the Cherokees must have learned from either the Spanish or the French, or both, that the two different types of Europeans did not get along with one another. They may even have heard about the English during this time, although they would not actually meet any English for some time yet.

    In 1607 the ﬁrst permanent English colony in America was established at Jamestown, Virginia. Their immediate Indian neighbors were the member tribes of the powerful Powhatan Confederacy. The actual Powhatan tribe was small, but it was the leading member of the confederacy of thirty or so tribes that also bore its name. Some of the other member tribes of the confederacy were Appomattoc, Chesapeake, Chickahominy, Pamunkey, and Potomac. The Powhatans were Algonquian speakers. At ﬁrst the colonists at Jamestown got along well with the Powhatans. They had to. They would never have survived their ﬁrst hard winter without the friendly help of their Indian neighbors. One of the members of the colony, John Rolfe, even married a daughter of the chief. Her name was Pocahontas.

    Over the next few years, two things happened to change the friendly relations between the Jamestown colonists and the Powhatans. With the help of the Powhatans, the colonists became stronger. Thanks to the Powhatans, they had learned to live in the new land, and they no longer needed to be friendly. They had also learned about tobacco from the Powhatans. They had not only learned to enjoy its use, but they had also discovered its tremendous commercial value, and they had begun cultivating it as a cash crop for export back to England. They needed more cleared land for growing tobacco, and rather than clear woodland, they coveted the already cleared ﬁelds of the Powhatan Indians, and they pressed for that land, pushing the Powhatans back a little at a time.

    In 1622, the Powhatans ﬁnally struck back and in one day killed 350 Englishmen and burned a number of settlements. The English responded with an attitude of total war, and by the late 1640s had utterly destroyed the once powerful confederacy. Those tribes that remained in the area did so as subject tribes to the Jamestown colony.

    In 1654, with much of Powhatan land having been vacated, six or seven hundred Cherokees established a town at the falls of the James River on the site now occupied by Richmond, Virginia. The Jamestown colonists, having but recently concluded their bloody war against the Powhatans, were alarmed and enraged. They resolved in assembly “that these new come Indians be in no sort suffered to seat themselves there, or any place near us, it having cost so much blood to expel and extirpate those perﬁdious and treacherous Indians which were there formerly.”

    They raised a force of one hundred Englishmen and called on their recently subjected Indian neighbors to add their numbers to it. The Pamunkeys sent one hundred men, and the combined force marched against the newly established Cherokee town. They were soundly defeated by the Cherokees. Most of the Pamunkeys were killed, and the English surrendered, agreeing to humiliating terms of peace. Back in Jamestown, the colonial government was furious. They removed their militia commander from his post and forced him to pay the expenses of the treaty himself. There are no further records of the Cherokee town at the falls of the James River, but the episode is the ﬁrst known encounter of the Cherokees with the English (Mooney, 1900, pp. 29–30).

    Details are scant for the next sixteen years, but various European traders were active in the area, so much so that Mooney says that by 1670, all the tribes in the area were in possession of ﬁrearms. That was also the year of the establishment of the ﬁrst permanent English settlement in South Carolina.

    Englishmen ﬁrst visited Cherokee country in 1673. Abraham Wood was a trader at Fort Henry (now Petersburg), Virginia. He wanted access to the Cherokee trade goods (especially pelts, beeswax, and bears’ oil) for shipment back to England. In an attempt to open up trade between the Cherokees and Virginia, Wood sent James Needham and Gabriel Arthur, accompanied by a group of Oconeechee Indians and a translator known as “Indian John,” to the Cherokee town of Chota on the Little Tennessee River.

    There were some Weesock Indians living at Chota with the Cherokees, and the Oconeechees and Weesocks got along well with each other. Needham and Arthur made friends with the chief of Chota, whose name was not recorded, and Needham headed back to Fort Henry, accompanied by Indian John, the Oconeechees, and a few Cherokees from Chota, to load up on trade goods. Arthur stayed behind to learn the Cherokee language. Everything seemed to be working out well.

    On his return trip, loaded up with guns, axes, steel tomahawks, beads, cloth, and other trade goods, Needham was murdered along the way by Indian John. Indian John then told the Cherokees to go back to Chota and tell the people there to kill Arthur. When the Cherokees arrived back at Chota, the chief was away. They delivered Indian John’s message to the people, and the Weesocks there tied Arthur to a stake and piled dry brush and cane around him. Before they could light the ﬁre, the chief returned. He was carrying a riﬂe over his shoulder.

    When he saw what was about to happen, the chief ran to the stake and demanded to know who it was that intended to put ﬁre to Gabriel Arthur. A Weesock stepped forward and said, “That am I.” The chief cocked his gun and shot the Weesock dead. Then he cut Arthur loose and told him to go to his house.

    Gabriel Arthur stayed at Chota for nearly a year, during which time he lived as a Cherokee and even went along with Cherokee warriors on raids. Once he was captured by Shawnees, but when they discovered that he was a white man, they released him, allowing him to return to Chota. Finally, some Cherokees from Chota made the trip back to Fort Henry with Arthur, and his long adventure was over (Woodward, pp. 27–30).

    Two things of note occurred in 1690. James Moore, from the South Carolina colony, made an expedition into the mountains. According to his native guides, at one point on this trip he was within twenty miles of a place where the Spaniards were still engaged in mining gold. He never actually visited the spot. 1690 was also the year in which “Cornelius Dougherty, an Irishman from Virginia, established himself as the ﬁrst trader among the Cherokee, with whom he spent the rest of his life” (Mooney, 1900, p. 31).
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    Glossary

    Jamestown. The ﬁrst permanent English settlement in North America, established in east Virginia in 1607.

    Mounds. Manmade elevations of earth. Mounds were constructed by American Indians for a variety of reasons. There are temple mounds, which seem to exist only to raise the elevation of the temples that were built on top of them. There are burial mounds, and there are efﬁgy mounds, such as the so-called Great Serpent Mound in Ohio, which are thought to have some religious signiﬁcance.

    Mound Builders. For a long time, scholars believed in a race of “Mound Builders” who had mysteriously disappeared. Indians knew better all along, and the scholars are now beginning to understand that many American Indian tribes once built mounds, but most of them had abandoned the practice by historic times. For example, the Cherokees, under the rule of the Ani-Kutani, almost certainly built mounds, and they probably abandoned the practice after the rule of the Ani-Kutani was overthrown.

    Oconeechee. A Siouan-speaking tribe located in Virginia. According to Terrell, their remnants may have been absorbed by the Saponi and Tutelo tribes.

    Pamunkey. At one time a member tribe of the Algonquian-speaking Powhatan Confederacy.

    Powhatan. The name of a small Indian tribe and of the confederacy of which it was the dominant member. It was also apparently the name of the town in which the chief of the confederacy lived. His name was Wahunsonacock, but the Jamestown colonists apparently despaired of pronouncing it. They called him Powhatan, and many of our history books have followed the same practice. He was the father of Pocahontas.
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