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the cherokee removal a brief history with documents explores one of the most
significant and tragic episodes in American history: the forced displacement
of the Cherokee Nation from their ancestral lands. This article delves into
the historical context, key events, and important documents that shaped the
Cherokee removal. It highlights the legal battles, government policies, and
the human cost of the Trail of Tears. By examining primary sources and
official records, this brief history with documents sheds light on the
complexities and consequences of this forced migration. Readers will gain a
deeper understanding of the political, social, and cultural impacts of the
Cherokee removal. The article is structured to provide a clear overview,
followed by detailed sections that unravel the narrative and evidentiary
foundation of this pivotal event in Native American history.

Historical Background of the Cherokee Removal

Legal Battles and Government Policies

The Trail of Tears: The Forced Migration

Key Documents Illustrating the Cherokee Removal

Impact and Legacy of the Cherokee Removal

Historical Background of the Cherokee Removal

The Cherokee removal was a process rooted in the expansionist policies of the
United States during the early 19th century. The Cherokee Nation occupied a
large territory in the southeastern United States, including parts of
Georgia, Tennessee, North Carolina, and Alabama. Despite efforts to
assimilate and coexist, increasing pressure from white settlers and the
discovery of gold on Cherokee land intensified demands for removal. The
Indian Removal Act of 1830, signed by President Andrew Jackson, authorized
the relocation of Native American tribes to lands west of the Mississippi
River. This legislative act set the stage for the forced displacement known
as the Cherokee removal.

Cherokee Society Before Removal

Before removal, the Cherokee had established a sophisticated society with a
written language, a constitutional government, and thriving agricultural
practices. They adopted many European-American customs while maintaining
their cultural identity. This blend of tradition and adaptation demonstrated
the Cherokee’s resilience and willingness to coexist peacefully despite
mounting external pressures.



Expansion and Conflict

The expansion of American settlers into Cherokee territory led to escalating
conflicts over land rights. The discovery of gold in Dahlonega, Georgia, in
1828 further exacerbated tensions, attracting prospectors and settlers who
ignored Cherokee sovereignty. State governments, particularly Georgia, sought
to assert control over Cherokee lands, undermining federal treaties and
escalating legal disputes.

Legal Battles and Government Policies

The Cherokee removal is closely tied to a series of legal battles that
challenged the sovereignty of Native American nations. The Cherokee Nation
fought to maintain their rights through the United States judicial system,
resulting in landmark Supreme Court cases. Despite favorable rulings,
enforcement was weak, and political will favored removal policies, which
culminated in forced displacement.

Worcester v. Georgia (1832)

One of the most significant legal battles was Worcester v. Georgia, in which
the U.S. Supreme Court recognized the Cherokee Nation as a distinct community
with sovereign rights. The Court ruled that Georgia’s laws had no force
within Cherokee territory. However, President Andrew Jackson reportedly
refused to enforce the decision, allowing state authorities to continue
removing Cherokee people from their lands.

Indian Removal Act of 1830

The Indian Removal Act provided the legal framework for relocation. It
authorized the president to negotiate removal treaties with Native American
tribes, often under duress or through fraudulent means. This policy reflected
the federal government’s prioritization of westward expansion over Native
American rights and set a precedent for future removals.
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The Trail of Tears: The Forced Migration

The Cherokee removal culminated in the forced march known as the Trail of
Tears, a devastating journey that resulted in immense suffering and loss of
life. Between 1838 and 1839, thousands of Cherokee were forcibly removed from
their homelands and relocated to designated Indian Territory in present-day
Oklahoma. The journey was marked by harsh conditions, disease, and inadequate



supplies.

Conditions of the Removal

During the removal, Cherokee families were rounded up and held in internment
camps under military supervision. The march itself covered over 1,000 miles,
often on foot, through difficult terrain and extreme weather. Estimates
suggest that approximately 4,000 of the 16,000 relocated Cherokee died due to
starvation, exposure, and disease.

Routes and Stages

The Trail of Tears consisted of several routes taken by different Cherokee
groups. Some traveled by riverboats and wagons, while others undertook long
overland journeys. The removal was conducted in multiple detachments over the
course of more than a year, reflecting the complexity and scale of the
operation.

Key Documents Illustrating the Cherokee Removal

Several documents provide critical insight into the Cherokee removal,
illuminating government attitudes, legal arguments, and Cherokee responses.
These documents serve as primary sources for understanding how the removal
was justified, contested, and implemented.

Treaty of New Echota (1835)

The Treaty of New Echota was a controversial agreement signed by a small
faction of Cherokee leaders without the consent of the majority or the
official Cherokee government. It ceded all Cherokee lands east of the
Mississippi to the United States in exchange for land in Indian Territory and
financial compensation. The treaty was used by the U.S. government to
legitimize the removal but was fiercely opposed by most Cherokee.

Presidential Proclamations and Orders

Official proclamations from President Andrew Jackson and his successor,
Martin Van Buren, outlined the federal government’s policy and enforcement
mechanisms for removal. These documents reveal the administrative processes
behind the forced migration and the governmental stance on Native American
sovereignty.

Cherokee Petition and Appeals

The Cherokee Nation submitted numerous petitions and appeals to Congress and
the president, arguing against removal and highlighting treaty violations.
These documents demonstrate the Cherokee’s persistent efforts to use legal
and political channels to protect their rights.
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Impact and Legacy of the Cherokee Removal

The Cherokee removal had profound and lasting effects on the Cherokee Nation
and the United States as a whole. It stands as a stark example of the
consequences of expansionist policies and the fragility of Native American
sovereignty under U.S. law. The legacy of the removal continues to influence
Cherokee identity and American historical memory.

Human and Cultural Loss

The forced removal resulted in significant loss of life and disruption of
Cherokee social structures. Traditional lands, sacred sites, and cultural
heritage were abandoned or destroyed. Despite these hardships, the Cherokee
Nation rebuilt in Indian Territory, preserving their language, traditions,
and governance.

Legal and Political Implications

The Cherokee removal exposed the limitations of legal protections for Native
Americans and set precedents for future policies of displacement. It
highlighted conflicts between state and federal authority and raised moral
and ethical questions regarding U.S. expansionism.

Modern Recognition and Commemoration

Today, the Cherokee removal is commemorated through historical markers,
educational programs, and cultural events. It serves as a reminder of the
resilience of the Cherokee people and the importance of acknowledging
historical injustices.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Cherokee Removal?

The Cherokee Removal, also known as the Trail of Tears, was the forced
relocation of the Cherokee Nation from their ancestral lands in the
southeastern United States to designated Indian Territory west of the
Mississippi River during the 1830s.

Why did the Cherokee Removal occur?

The removal occurred primarily due to increasing pressure from European-
American settlers and the U.S. government’s desire to access lands occupied
by the Cherokee for agriculture and settlement, especially after the
discovery of gold in Georgia.

What role did the Indian Removal Act of 1830 play in
the Cherokee Removal?

The Indian Removal Act of 1830, signed by President Andrew Jackson,
authorized the federal government to negotiate removal treaties with Native
American tribes, leading to the forced relocation of the Cherokee and other
tribes.

How did the Cherokee Nation respond to removal
efforts?

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 in Worcester v. Georgia, but the ruling was
largely ignored by the government.

What were the conditions like during the Trail of
Tears?

Conditions during the Trail of Tears were harsh and deadly, with thousands of
Cherokee suffering from exposure, disease, and starvation during the long
journey to Indian Territory, resulting in a significant loss of life.

What documents are important in understanding the
Cherokee Removal?

Key documents include the Treaty of New Echota (1835), which ceded Cherokee
lands, the Indian Removal Act, Supreme Court decisions like Worcester v.
Georgia, and firsthand accounts from Cherokee individuals.

How is the Cherokee Removal remembered today?

The Cherokee Removal is remembered as a tragic and unjust chapter in American
history, commemorated through memorials, historical studies, and by the
Cherokee Nation itself to honor those who suffered and died during the
removal.



Additional Resources
1. “The Cherokee Removal: A Brief History with Documents” by Theda Perdue and
Michael D. Green
This book provides a comprehensive overview of the forced removal of the
Cherokee people from their ancestral lands in the 1830s, commonly known as
the Trail of Tears. It combines historical narrative with primary source
documents, including government records, personal letters, and speeches. The
inclusion of these documents allows readers to engage directly with the
voices and perspectives of those affected by the removal. Theda Perdue and
Michael D. Green offer a balanced and accessible account that is valuable for
both students and general readers interested in this tragic chapter of
American history.

2. “The Trail of Tears: The Rise and Fall of the Cherokee Nation” by John
Ehle
John Ehle’s book is a richly detailed narrative that chronicles the history
of the Cherokee Nation before, during, and after their forced removal. It
explores the cultural, political, and social aspects of Cherokee life, as
well as the pressures exerted by the U.S. government. Ehle’s storytelling
brings to life the human dimension of the Trail of Tears, highlighting the
resilience and tragedy experienced by the Cherokee people.

3. “Cherokee Tragedy: The Ridge Family and the Decimation of a People” by
Thurman Wilkins
This work focuses on the Ridge family, prominent Cherokee leaders who played
a controversial role in the removal process. Thurman Wilkins provides insight
into the internal conflicts within the Cherokee Nation concerning removal and
the broader consequences for the tribe. The book offers a nuanced view of
Cherokee leadership and the difficult decisions faced during this period.

4. “The Cherokee Nation and the Trail of Tears” by Theda Perdue
In this concise volume, Theda Perdue distills the complex history of the
Cherokee removal into an accessible narrative. The book covers the political
battles, legal struggles, and the eventual forced march westward. Perdue
emphasizes the Cherokee perspective, making the story personal and poignant.

5. “The Removal of the Cherokee Nation: Manifest Destiny and the Trail of
Tears” by William G. McLoughlin
William G. McLoughlin’s scholarly work examines the removal in the context of
Manifest Destiny and American expansionism. He analyzes the policies and
ideologies that justified the displacement of Native peoples, focusing on the
Cherokee case as a pivotal example. The book is well-regarded for its depth
of research and critical analysis.

6. “Trail of Tears: The Story of the Cherokee Removal” by Gloria Jahoda
Gloria Jahoda’s narrative provides a vivid and engaging account of the Trail
of Tears, blending historical facts with storytelling. She highlights the
personal experiences of those who endured the journey and the devastating
impact on Cherokee society. The book is accessible to a wide audience and
serves as an important reminder of this historical injustice.

7. “The Cherokee Removal: The Story of the Trail of Tears” by Russell
Thornton
Russell Thornton explores the social and demographic effects of the removal
on the Cherokee people. His work integrates historical records with
anthropological insights, offering a multidisciplinary perspective. Thornton
also discusses the aftermath and the Cherokee’s efforts to rebuild their
nation.



8. “Before the Trail of Tears: The Cherokee Nation in the Early 19th Century”
by James W. Parins
This book focuses on the Cherokee Nation prior to removal, examining their
culture, governance, and relations with the U.S. government. James W. Parins
sheds light on the complexities of Cherokee society and the challenges they
faced as American expansion intensified. The work provides important context
for understanding the removal.

9. “Removal and Resistance: The Cherokee Nation’s Struggle for Sovereignty”
by Angie Debo
Angie Debo’s classic work details the political and legal battles fought by
the Cherokee Nation to resist removal. She chronicles the tribe’s efforts to
maintain sovereignty and protect their lands against increasing pressure. The
book is an essential read for those interested in Native American resistance
and legal history.
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