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One of the most important, respected, and extensive Native American tribes of the United States, the Cherokees are regarded as intelligent and wealthy people among all tribes. Even though they are exceeded in number by Chippewas and the Sioux, the Cherokees are lauded for their sensible thinking and ability to adapt to new civilizations. They covered parts of the Southern Alleghenies  Mountains in North and South Carolina, along with regions in Tennessee, Georgia, and Alabama. Ever since 1760, the tribe has been facing tiffs with the white residents, shortly after which they moved to the new territory designated to the Indian tribes. The region where they lived was labeled the “Cherokee Nation.” 

Their act of cultivating corn can be dated back to 1000 BC; they passed on their innovative and creative harvesting techniques to the white settlers who arrived in America thousands of years later. The Cherokees have named themselves the “Ani-yun-wiya,” which translates to “The Real People.” The word is derived from a Creek version that translates to “People who speak differently.” Their people pride themselves on the agricultural and social harmony norms they have established over the years. 

Among several explicit cultural implications, the Cherokees are extremely proud of their beliefs and myths. They are devout spiritual believers and accredit their existence to God and other significant mythological figures. For them, dreams, visions, and signs are all a gift that empowers their existence and provides them the will to live. Furthermore, they claim that the spiritual world and the real world are inherently intertwined and thrive on a symbiotic relationship. Significant myths in Cherokee culture majorly cover tales related to animals and spirits, with owls, buzzards, and eagles being recurrent characters. 

The Cherokees have been devout worshippers of the Creator, Unetlanvhi, who is their main god. They are still proud of their mythology and wish to keep it alive for generations to come. Today, the sovereign Cherokee Nation has formed communities to promote their culture and keep their native history alive. Since the significance of tribal culture and myths is fading away over time, Native Americans are trying to pass the information to the new generations. 

In the past, the Cherokees kept their fascinating myths and legends to themselves. They were only to be narrated to other Native Indians through a tale-teller or myth keeper. Those invited to hear the stories were sent to the medicine man before they could sit in front of the myth keeper. The medicine man performed a ceremony on the listener by scratching their arm with a comb made from a rattlesnake’s teeth in a designated pattern. The comb was supposed to create visible marks on the arms, which were then covered by a healing powder. The invitees were then taken to an earthen hut with a dome where they listened to Cherokee myths day and night. Once they learned everything about their legends and history, they were taken to the water in the morning and asked to dip their body in seven times.

The myth keepers played a significant role in the past and were highly regarded due to the knowledge they possessed. Some Cherokees even believed that they could turn into animals, just like the ones in the stories they narrated. 

Cherokee stories and myths are narrated in two groups. The first group comprises the spiritual or sacred stories that are usually related to songs and healing. The second group tells stories related to animals and birds as they are quite important to Cherokee mythology. Most of the stories in this group name their animal characters and portray them as larger creatures than they naturally are. They could even speak to men and to each other. Both animals and humans used to speak in a similar language and dialect. However, as man grew greedy, they could no longer speak to animals. 

As you delve into the spiritual tales of Cherokee mythology, you will realize that most of them support scientific occurrences. The most popular and noteworthy Cherokee stories emphasize the creation of the Earth and the first living beings. They also vaguely explain the living patterns established today among all kinds of living beings (animals, plants, and humans). 
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Chapter 1: Cherokee Gods
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Even though the Cherokees did not define concrete characteristics for their God, they did believe in certain supreme powers and healing attributes they possessed. The tribe did not perceive their main god in a human form either. The Cherokees worship and believe in several gods, or rather, spirits that were significant to their ancestors in the past. 
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Unetlanvhi - The Creator 
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The word literally translates to “Creator” in the tribal language and is deemed the “Great Spirit” of the Cherokee people. In fact, it is believed that the tribe of Oklahoma used the same phrase, and the Cherokee tribe then proudly adopted it. With no apparent personification of Unetlanvhi, the Cherokee people do not give any image, attributes, or human form to the Great Spirit. While most Indian American tribes had a designated Sky or Earth God, the Cherokees believed that no dimension or element could define the Great Spirit. The Unetlanvhi is greater than the Earth and the sky and has no specific gender, according to the Wahnenauhi Manuscript.

Some famous stories portraying the Great Spirit include “Origin of the Strawberry” and “The First Fire.” Other common names of the Great Spirit are Ouga, which means “Ruler,” and Galvladi’ehi, which translates to the “Heavenly One.” It is also believed that the Great Spirit was as powerful as Dâyuni’sï, the Water Beetle. The “Maker of All Things” or Unahlahnauhi and “The One Who Lives Above” or Kalvlvtiahi are both the Great Spirit who is omnipresent and omnipotent. Lastly, the Cherokee people believe that Unetlanvhi created the Earth to offer a living habitat to its children. 
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Asgaya Gigagei - The Thunder God 
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The Cherokee Red Thunder God of Lightning, Asgaya Gigagei, is known for his healing powers and the powerful color red that is portrayed during the healing process. Depending on the person or creature, the Thunder God changes his gender to stay aligned and sympathetic with the patient. For this reason, he is famously known as the Red Man of Lighting in folklore and myths of the Cherokee people. While some stories and beliefs portray this god as a male, others believe that he is a bisexual diety, which is why he is also often referred to as the Red Woman. In retrospect, he is the Thunder deity and is called upon to heal wounds and cure sickness. 

One famous folklore narrative related to Asgaya Gigagei is when he was caught coiled up under a giant uktena (another mythological creature deemed to be a snake). He asked a hunter near him to help and rescue him. The hunter shot an arrow to loosen the grips of the snake and rescue the Thunder God. When Asgaya Gigagei revealed his true self in front of the hunter, he was taken aback and received a reward of finding game with the help of medicine. Meanwhile, the hunter’s brother fell sick in a nearby cabin which was later cured with the medicine given to him by the Thunder God. 
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Kanati - The Lucky Hunter
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Kanati and his wife, Selu, are two popular mythological figures in Cherokee beliefs and culture. Kanati and Selu are known to reside in the direction of sunrise, which is east. They stay away from the Twin Thunder Boys, who reside in the West. Kanati’s alternate name is First Man, and he is popular as a folk hero in Cherokee mythology. The word “Kanohalidohi” is known as a hunter or lucky hunter in the Cherokee language, which shortens to Kanati. Since he was not lucky and extremely irresponsible (according to popular myths), the term “Lucky Hunter” seems unfitting. 

Kanati was an expert hunter and never failed to bring game when he visited the forest. Kanati, Selu, and their sons always had food on their plate due to his exceptional hunting skills. One day when Kanati headed for the forest to find game, his twin sons followed him to see the place where their father hunted animals. With his magical powers, the second wild son (who was also deemed the mischievous one) quickly turned into a bird’s down and slyly rested on his father’s shoulders. He quietly observed his father’s actions and the way he prepared his arrows from reeds. They kept following Kanati and got into trouble thereafter. 

The boys slyly watched Kanati on his hunting spree and found that he would hunt animals after moving a huge boulder that covered a cave full of animals. Every time Kanati moved the rock, an animal sprung out and was then killed by an arrow. Upon seeing this, the twins were bewildered and excited to try it themselves. As they saw Kanati leaving the mountain, they quickly darted towards the cave and moved the rock. Almost every animal present inside the cave escaped. Upon knowing, Kanati was exasperated and scolded the boys. He asked them to go home and started looking for the animals on the loose. Since then, men are supposed to look for animals and hunt them down to feed on. 
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