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Preface
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There is a place in the southeastern United States, where North Carolina and Tennessee share a common border, that is magical. At that place, mountain peaks stretch steeply upward, their heights shrouded in an almost constant smoky haze. Clear streams tumble over boulders as they rush downhill. A myriad of trees shade the ground while numberless wildflowers lift their blossoms above the forest floor.

People have lived among these mountains since the dawn of history, and they have all learned to love these hills. From the unknown earliest Native Americans to the Cherokee to the pioneer settlers to the men and women of today, these hills have spoken a message of peace, beauty, and relaxation.

This magical place is the Great Smoky Mountains. At present, millions of people visit the national park, which protects much of the area, preserving the hills for the future. Most of the park visitors see its beauty through the windows of their cars, whereas a few don boots and knapsacks to huff and puff their way over the rolling trails. Whether seen sitting in a car or while hiking a rugged path, the mountains reveal themselves, both in macro-and microscopic ways to visitors who look carefully.

These mountains are the oldest mountains in North America. The Great Smoky Mountains National Park offers both easy road access and challenging hikes and pleasant strolls through its ancient natural wonders. But the story of the park is more than the eons-long record of nature at work. The human residents of the area have left their mark on the land and have created a unique culture in this unique place.

This book reveals some of the stories of these residents and of their culture. Some of these residents lived long ago, and some are contemporary, but through their stories you can get a glimpse of their love for the Great Smoky Mountains, a love you are encouraged to come and share.







1761


Henry Timberlake Dines with CHIEF OSTENACO
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Relations between the white settlers and the Cherokee fluctuated as they were affected by larger historical forces. From 1754 to 1761 relations were poor as the Cherokee took the side of the French in the Seven Years’ War. The end of that war brought the Cherokee into a friendly relationship with the British authorities and the settlers, because the British agreed to stop the westward expansion of settlement.

During this peaceful interlude, Lieutenant Henry Timberlake of Virginia was assigned to explore the Overhill country and to produce a map of the area. (The map he created was so accurate that it is still used by present-day archaeologists.) The Overhill Cherokee, so named because they lived west of the mountains in what is now the area of Great Smoky Mountains National Park, invited Timberlake to visit as they were anxious to prove their loyalty to the British following the defeat of the French. Because the traditional Cherokee way of life had not yet been altered by the too-frequent contact with European ways, Timberlake would see the best of Cherokee life and culture, which culminated in a memorable visit with Ostenaco, chief of Tomotley town.

Timberlake began his journey at the Long Island of the Holston River, located in present-day Kingsport, Tennessee. For twenty-two days he floated and paddled down the Holston to its juncture with the Tennessee River, then down the Tennessee to the Little Tennessee, and then up that stream to the Overhill towns.

These towns impressed Timberlake. Each consisted of a cluster of houses spread out over several acres with each family choosing its own site to build their home. The houses were constructed of small poles set in the ground in a circle. Bamboo canes were woven into the poles so that the framework resembled an upside-down basket. Then mud was plastered over the framework to a thickness of a foot or more. The house was then topped with a thatched roof. Each town also had its meetinghouse and a “square ground,” where dances and religious ceremonies were held.

At Chota, one of the Cherokee towns, Timberlake visited a meeting hall, or townhouse, built of timber and covered with earth so that it looked to him like a small mountain shaped like a sugar loaf. Inside, rows of seats were positioned in tiers around the walls, with a separate section for each of the seven clans found in every Cherokee town. The clans were called Wolf, Deer, Bird, Paint, Blue, Long Hair, and Kituwah. The meetinghouse could hold about five hundred people. Timberlake found that when an assembly was held in the meeting hall, women had a respected voice in decision making and that they spoke freely in the assemblies.

At Tomotley, Timberlake received his warmest welcome, an event that he remembered the rest of his life. A short distance outside the town, Timberlake was met by Chief Ostenaco, who was about sixty years old, his brothers and sisters, and his mother.

As Ostenaco and his family led Timberlake into the town, a crowd of about four hundred Cherokee assembled. In front of the crowd were a dozen young men, naked except for loincloths, with their bodies painted in curious designs. The young men led the whole party into the town, waving fans made of eagle feathers and dancing in intricate steps. The rest of the townspeople were dressed in traditional Cherokee clothing. The men wore brightly colored cloth, headbands, wrapped in turban fashion. Many men wore knee-length, loose-fitting shirts of bright cloth; others wrapped their upper bodies in blankets. Cloth or buckskin trousers were the rule. Women wore dresses, many made of cloth obtained by trading; young children wore shirts only.

The whole town followed Ostenaco, Timberlake, and the dancers into the townhouse, where a fire burned in the middle of the floor. The head men and women of the town sat nearest to the fire, along with Timberlake; the others all took seats around them.


More species of tree are found in the Great Smoky Mountains National Park than are found in the entire continent of Europe.



Several of the Cherokee made speeches. Timberlake’s command of the Cherokee language was imperfect, but he understood that the intent of the speeches was to welcome him to their town. After the speeches, a pipe was passed around the circle nearest the fire. Timberlake, a little squeamish about this custom, later wrote, “I put on the best face I was able, although I dared not even wipe the end of the pipe that came out of their mouths.”
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Then it was time to eat, and everyone moved outside. Timberlake and some of the town leaders sat under a thatched-roof shelter, but most of the townspeople sat wherever they felt like sitting. There were no eating utensils other than the knives that most everyone carried on their belts, so hands were freely used as both plates and spoons.

Several kinds of meat were offered: venison, bear, buffalo, and a variety of small game. Timberlake was not impressed with the taste of the meat, finding it overcooked and lacking in all spices. This, of course, was the result of the traditional Cherokee way of roasting meat over an open fire. They had no spices with which to flavor food except salt.

There was also a grand selection of vegetables, for the Cherokee obtained most of their food by farming, supplementing their food by hunting and gathering. Many of the crops grown by the Cherokee are now considered staples worldwide, although they were unknown in Europe until the discovery of the New World. Thus, Timberlake was offered pumpkins, squash, butter beans, peas, both white and sweet potatoes, boiled corn on the cob, and hominy. The potatoes were roasted in the ashes of a cooking fire, and the other vege tables were all boiled or simmered.

Trade had brought some iron kettles to Tomotley, but much of the cooking was still done in clay bowls into which hot rocks had been placed. The cooked vegetables were then passed around in gourds. Two of Timberlake’s favorites from the feast were corn bread and a drink made of hominy, which had been pounded into a mush, mixed with water, and simmered over a slow fire.

People ate until they had all they wanted. Some wandered to their homes; others stayed for drumming and dancing. Drummers played three kinds of drums, each sounding a different note, and dancers carried rattles made of dried gourds that contained small pieces of gravel. The lead woman dancer had special rattles made of turtle shells, which were strapped to each leg. As some dancers got tired and drifted away to go to sleep, others came back from their houses where they had been napping. The celebration continued until midnight, when a weary Timberlake found his way to his blankets.

The friendship that began that night between Timber-lake and Ostenaco endured for many years. In time, Timber-lake took his Cherokee friend to London, where Sir Joshua Reynolds painted his portrait and he was presented to the king. As an older man, Timberlake wrote that he longed to retire to the “hospitable country” of the Cherokee.







1775


William Bartram Learns Medicine from the CHEROKEE
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William Bartram, one of the most famous naturalists ever born in America, was the son of a noted naturalist, John Bartram of Philadelphia. Until he was well into his adult years, William tried a variety of occupations, none successfully. At the age of thirty-five, he decided to give in to his natural inclination and follow in his father’s footsteps and become a student of nature. His decision was strongly reinforced when Dr. John Fothergill, a leading physician of London, England, commissioned him to travel throughout the southern colonies in North America to collect plants, seeds, and vegetation to be sent to London. All medicines were herbal at that time, and Dr. Fothergill was hoping Bartram would discover new cures for old diseases.

Bartram spent four years exploring the South, traveling as far as the Spanish Territory of Florida. On his way back north, he met John Stuart of Charleston, South Carolina. Stuart, the royal government’s agent to the Cherokee, told Bartram about the great variety of flora to be found in the Cherokee Overhill country, which included the Great Smoky Mountains. Bartram could not resist making the trip.

This was a dangerous time to travel in Cherokee country, however. War between the colonies and the home country was imminent, and the Cherokee had a history of siding with Britain in an attempt to hold back the tide of settlers. Since 1763 the British government had endeavored to keep the settlers east of the crest of the Appalachians, but without success. Unknown to Bartram, war would break out between the colonies and Britain before he even began his journey. Because of the danger, Bartram could find no one to guide him. A Quaker, he was committed to living in peace with all men. Confident that he could live peacefully with the Cherokee, he returned into their country alone. Among them, he found kindred spirits; they would become well known for their willingness to accept people of other races into their midst.

Bartram began his journey at the site of the old Cherokee town of Keowee in present-day South Carolina. He left in May, not knowing that the first shots of the American Revolution had been fired almost a month earlier. Travel was slow. Crossing rivers usually meant that all his belongings would be soaked, so he had to stop and dry out his things before moving on. Without corn to feed his horse, he had to spend some time each day letting the animal graze.

After several days of travel, Bartram could see the mountains looming on the horizon before him, and once he finally arrived, he was thrilled. He recorded in his journal that the mountains were “like Eden, a veritable Paradise.”

In the mountains Bartram found a botanical treasure trove. There were more species of plants in this area than were on the entire continent of Europe and more plant diversity than in all the rest of North America. Instead of traveling hundreds of miles from the subtropics to Canada to study different types of plants, Bartram needed only to hike a few miles up the steep mountains to move from a subtropical to an alpine climate. He observed one Canadian species of bird, the junco, which never breed at high elevations. These Canadian juncos spent the summer at the top of the mountains and the winter at the bottom.


The Great Smoky Mountains National Park is the most visited of all national parks, receiving more than nine million visitors each year.



Despite being a Quaker, Bartram held some beliefs that were pantheistic. He felt that there was a soul in all living things—plants and animals included. This struck a sympathetic chord with the Cherokee inhabitants of the mountains, who held a similar point of view concerning the world around them.

Although he did not know the Cherokee language, Bartram related well to them. On his way to Cowee one day, he stopped and sat on a log for a lunch of ship’s biscuit, cheese, and water. A young Cherokee man came down the trail and did not see Bartram initially. When the naturalist spoke, the young man was startled, but soon the two were smiling and gesturing at one another. Before parting, Bartram said he “gave the young man a passel of good tobacco,” and they were friends.

To learn from the Cherokee about the uses of the plants that grew in the mountains, Bartram needed an interpreter. At the town of Cowee, he found one, an Irishman named Galahan who had married a Cherokee woman. Galahan made a living trading with surrounding Cherokee towns and knew the country and its people well.

Bartram wanted to explore the countryside, but Galahan told him the situation was not suitable for white men to be wandering far afield into the Cherokee territory. Instead, Galahan introduced Bartram to the shaman, or medicine man, of Cowee.

The shaman was both a physician and a spiritual advisor to the community. He used a combination of herbal medicine and traditional religious practices, such as chants and dances, to cure illness. He also led religious ceremonies in an attempt to influence the outcome of important events such as hunting parties or military expeditions. With his wide knowledge of the area’s plants, the shaman would be a valuable teacher to Bartram.

The Cherokee were convinced that for every disease there was a plant that provided a cure. Bartram witnessed the Cherokee using numerous plant remedies to relieve a variety of problems. By following the shaman into the woods and helping him collect plants, Bartram learned many of the traditional Cherokee uses of herbs.

One secret he did not fathom, however, was the preparation of the sacred “black drink.” Before going to war, there would be a solemn ceremony in which the shaman collected leaves and twigs from a holly tree, mixed them with other ingredients, and made a dark-colored beverage that would be drunk with close observation of ritual by all those going to war. Bartram never discovered what physical effect the drink produced.

Almost all the medicinal uses of plants involved simmering parts of the plants in water to make a tea for drinking or pulverizing the plant to make a paste that was mixed with hot water to make a poultice, or thick paste, which was then spread on the afflicted body part. The list of Cherokee illnesses and their cures that Bartram learned include the following:




	TO CURE
	TAKE



	Headache 	Tea made from willow leaves



	Diarrhea
	 Tea made from the inner bark of black oak trees



	Hives
	 Catnip tea



	Asthma
	 Place a poultice of sourwood bark on the chest.



	Blisters
	 Place a poultice of wild cherry leaves on the blister.



	Colds
	 Boneset tea



	Fevers of all kinds
	 Feverweed tea



	Intestinal parasites
	 Chew pinkroot.



	“Tired blood”
	 Chew bloodroot.



	Phlegm
	 Smoke the leaves of life-everlasting.



	Pneumonia
	 Place a poultice of snakeroot on the chest.



	Bladder infections
	 Drink tea made from ground ivy.



	Infected wounds
	 Use a poultice made of catnip and beadwood bark.



	Colic
	 Tea made from Sampson’s snakeroot



	Rheumatism
	 Dog-fennel tea



	Bee stings
	 Cover the sting with a poultice of wet tobacco.






Bartram roamed the slopes close to Cowee, reflecting on this herbal knowledge for several weeks, and gathered specimens to take with him for further study. At last, the isolation of his location and the loneliness of having no one to talk with in English became depressing, and so he made his way to the coast and then home to Philadelphia.

Over the years since Bartram’s stay in Cowee, modern science has come to respect many of the Cherokee ideas as containing the basis on which contemporary knowledge and technology can create effective medicines. We have Bartram to thank for helping to preserve the traditional medical knowledge of the Cherokee.
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REVEREND ROBERT BUSHYHEAD
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[1914–2001]

The survival of the Kituwah dialect of the Cherokee language owes much to the efforts of Reverend Robert Bushyhead. His history contains many recurring themes in the story of the Eastern Band of the Cherokee Nation. Just before the American Revolution the British government sent Captain James Stuart as an agent to the Cherokee Nation. Stuart had a thick growth of red hair and the Cherokee gave him the name of “Bushyhead.” Stuart married into the Cherokee and his descendants became known as Bushyhead.

Stuart’s son Robert was born in a one- room log house in the Birdtown community of the Qualla Boundary Indian Reservation on the southern edge of what is now the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Robert spoke only Kituwah, until he was forced to attend a government school where only English was permitted. Robert graduated from that school and enrolled at Carson Newman College, a Baptist school, not far from his mountain home.

Robert returned to his original home as a minister. For many seasons he was one of the actors in the outdoor drama Unto These Hills, which tells the history of the Cherokee people. Not until the 1960s did he realize that the looming extinction of the Kituwah dialect meant the loss of much of the culture of the Cherokee people. He began collecting every written document he could find in Kituwah and worked with his schoolteacher daughter, Jean Blanton, to make recordings.

Reverend Bushyhead’s efforts inspired the leadership of the Eastern Band of the Cherokee to begin a program to revitalize the Kituwah dialect. Today the language is taught to preschool classes as well as to older students. Reverend Bushyhead once noted that “No other language sounds exactly like Kituwah, and we want to preserve this.”

His wish is today being realized.









1776


Nanye-hi Shames THE WARRIORS
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Nanye-hi was disgusted with the men of her tribe. War had begun between the American colonists and Great Britain more than a year earlier. The Cherokee knew the colonists were insatiable in their desire for land and, therefore, had no wish to see these people set up their own government. From the Cherokee perspective, the British government offered the best hope for the future. Since 1763 the British had been trying to hold back the flood of settlers by restricting new forts to the eastern slopes of the Appalachian Mountains. With this record in mind, the Cherokee were sympathetic to a message from John Stuart, the Royal Superintendent of Indian Affairs in South Carolina, asking the Cherokee to help in the war against the American colonists.
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