
the cherokee nation and the trail of tears

The Cherokee Nation and the Trail of Tears is an indelible chapter in American history, symbolizing

the struggle of Indigenous peoples against forced relocation and cultural erasure. The Trail of Tears

refers specifically to the forced removal of the Cherokee Nation from their ancestral lands in the

southeastern United States to designated Indian Territory in present-day Oklahoma. This mass

displacement, which took place during the late 1830s, resulted in significant loss of life and suffering

among the Cherokee people. This article will explore the background of the Cherokee Nation, the

events leading to the Trail of Tears, the journey itself, and the lasting impacts on the Cherokee

community and American society as a whole.

Background of the Cherokee Nation

The Cherokee Nation, one of the largest and most politically sophisticated Indigenous tribes in North

America, originally inhabited a vast territory that stretched across parts of present-day North Carolina,

South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, and Tennessee. The Cherokees had developed a rich culture,

complete with a written language, government systems, and agricultural practices.

Cultural and Political Structure

1. Government: The Cherokee had a complex political structure. They established a constitutional

republic in 1827, which included a bicameral legislature and an elected chief. This government

mirrored some aspects of the U.S. political system and demonstrated the Cherokee's efforts to adapt

to European-American norms.

2. Language: In 1821, Sequoyah, a Cherokee silversmith, developed a syllabary that allowed the

Cherokee language to be written. This innovation facilitated literacy and education among the



Cherokee people, leading to the establishment of schools and a newspaper, the Cherokee Phoenix.

3. Agriculture and Economy: The Cherokee were primarily agriculturalists, cultivating crops such as

corn, beans, and squash. They also engaged in trade, both among themselves and with European

settlers, which contributed to their economy.

Relations with European Settlers

The relationship between the Cherokee Nation and European settlers evolved over time. Initially

marked by trade and cooperation, tensions grew as settlers encroached on Cherokee lands. The

discovery of gold in Georgia in 1828 heightened these tensions, leading to increased pressure on the

federal government to remove the Cherokee from their lands.

Path to Removal

The path to the Trail of Tears was paved by a series of legal, political, and military actions that

culminated in the forced removal of the Cherokee Nation.

Legal Battles

In response to the encroachment on their lands, the Cherokee Nation sought legal recourse. They

brought their case to the U.S. Supreme Court in two pivotal cases: Cherokee Nation v. Georgia (1831)

and Worcester v. Georgia (1832).

1. Cherokee Nation v. Georgia: The Court ruled that the Cherokee Nation was not a foreign nation but

a "domestic dependent nation," limiting their ability to sue in federal court.



2. Worcester v. Georgia: This ruling determined that the state of Georgia had no authority over

Cherokee lands. However, President Andrew Jackson famously ignored the Court's decision,

illustrating the tension between federal authority and state interests.

Indian Removal Act of 1830

In 1830, Congress passed the Indian Removal Act, which authorized the federal government to

negotiate treaties to relocate Native American tribes to lands west of the Mississippi River. This

legislation was championed by President Andrew Jackson, who believed that relocation was necessary

for the expansion of the United States and the welfare of the Native Americans.

- Key Points of the Act:

- Allowed the government to offer land in the west in exchange for tribal lands in the east.

- Enabled the federal government to forcibly remove tribes that refused to leave.

- Resulted in numerous treaties that were often signed under duress or through manipulation.

The Treaty of New Echota

The Treaty of New Echota, signed in 1835 by a small faction of Cherokee leaders without the approval

of the majority, ceded all Cherokee land in the east in exchange for compensation and land in Indian

Territory. This treaty was controversial and met with significant opposition from the Cherokee people,

who viewed it as illegitimate.

The Journey: The Trail of Tears

The forced removal of the Cherokee people began in the spring of 1838 and continued into the fall.

The journey, known as the Trail of Tears, was marked by hardship, suffering, and death.



Conditions of the Journey

1. Forced March: Cherokee families were rounded up and forced to march over 1,200 miles to their

new territory.

2. Harsh Weather: The march took place in poor weather conditions, with participants suffering from

exposure to rain, snow, and heat.

3. Lack of Supplies: The U.S. government failed to provide adequate supplies for the journey, leading

to starvation and dehydration.

4. Disease: Many Cherokee suffered from diseases such as dysentery, cholera, and pneumonia due to

the unsanitary conditions and lack of medical care.

Impact on the Cherokee Nation

The Trail of Tears resulted in the deaths of an estimated 4,000 Cherokee people, nearly a quarter of

the population. The loss of life and the trauma experienced during this forced relocation had profound

impacts on the Cherokee Nation:

- Cultural Disruption: The dislocation caused significant disruption to traditional practices, social

structures, and community ties.

- Psychological Trauma: The collective trauma experienced during the Trail of Tears had lasting

psychological effects on the survivors and their descendants.

- Political Changes: The Cherokee Nation had to rebuild its government and society in a new land,

adapting to the challenges of the Indian Territory.



Legacy of the Trail of Tears

The legacy of the Trail of Tears continues to resonate today, influencing contemporary discussions

about Indigenous rights, sovereignty, and reparations.

Recognition and Advocacy

1. Commemoration: Numerous memorials and historical sites have been established to honor the

victims of the Trail of Tears and educate the public about this tragic chapter in history.

2. Legal and Political Advocacy: The Cherokee Nation has continued to fight for its rights and

sovereignty, engaging in legal battles and advocating for recognition and reparations.

3. Cultural Resilience: Despite the challenges faced, the Cherokee Nation has demonstrated resilience,

revitalizing cultural practices, language, and traditions in the face of historical trauma.

Educational Efforts

Many educational programs and initiatives aim to raise awareness about the Trail of Tears and the

experiences of Indigenous peoples in the United States. These efforts emphasize the importance of

understanding history to foster reconciliation and respect for Native American rights.

Conclusion

The Cherokee Nation and the Trail of Tears embody a significant and painful aspect of American

history. The forced removal of the Cherokee people was not merely a tragic event but a pivotal



moment that highlighted the struggles of Indigenous peoples against oppression and cultural erasure.

As we reflect on this history, it is essential to recognize the resilience of the Cherokee Nation and the

ongoing fight for justice and recognition. Understanding the Trail of Tears is crucial in fostering

empathy and respect for the rights and cultures of Indigenous peoples today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Trail of Tears?

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, primarily during the 1830s.

What were the main causes of the Trail of Tears?

The main causes of the Trail of Tears were the expansionist policies of the U.S. government, driven by

the desire for land and resources, as well as the discovery of gold on Cherokee lands, leading to

pressure for removal of Native Americans.

How did the Cherokee Nation respond to the forced removal?

The Cherokee Nation initially sought legal recourse and tried to resist removal through the court

system, notably winning a Supreme Court case in Worcester v. Georgia, but ultimately faced forced

removal despite these efforts.

What were the conditions like during the Trail of Tears?

The conditions during the Trail of Tears were dire, with inadequate supplies, harsh weather, and

disease leading to the suffering and death of thousands of Cherokee people during the journey.



What is the historical significance of the Trail of Tears today?

The Trail of Tears is significant today as a symbol of the injustices faced by Native Americans, serving

as a reminder of the impact of U.S. policies on indigenous populations and highlighting the ongoing

struggles for Native American rights.

How does the Cherokee Nation commemorate the Trail of Tears?

The Cherokee Nation commemorates the Trail of Tears through various memorials, educational

programs, and events that honor the resilience of the Cherokee people, including the annual Trail of

Tears Commemoration, which includes a walk along the historic route.
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