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From seven generations to Rebecca and Charlotte



Honor thy father and thy mother: that thy days may be long upon the land which the LORD thy god giveth thee.

—KING JAMES BIBLE, EXODUS 20:12
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Figure 1. Family tree.




VOICES

I dreamed of Grampa Crugee,

Night after night,

He told me to care for the graves of our ancestors,

Not to let them remain neglected.

I hear his voice, even now.

I hear my grandmother, Henrietta,

Gone now these 40 years.

Through the slow unfolding leaves of my life,

I finally see the muted message only her eyes conveyed,

As I, just a small child, lay afraid with suffering.

She soothed my flushed forehead

With her cool, sure hands.

She was fretting then over many things,

But finally folded her heavy arms over her ample chest,

As much to calm me as herself.

I hear her now.

Here is the voice denied you.

Here is our rising strain.
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1

Allotment



This is the story of my people, a people whose racial, economic, social, cultural, and political identity was forged during the Allotment period. It is an authentic American tale of how our government divided up Indian Territory, assigning acreage according to a dual system of blood quantum. In 1887, the Dawes Act launched policies that would eventually parse land using a sliding scale for Indians of varying purity and another for those associated with the tribes whose blood was tinged with Black.

The legacy of this era, the long shadow of racial categorization, hangs over us to this day. Appeals for the removal of members of the Five Civilized Tribes with Black blood are being contested in our highest courts by families whose forebears served as stalwart tribal citizens for generations. Nearly 130 years later, I’m called to tell this story. It is the story of my family, my people, the Reds, Whites, and Blacks who converged during the Allotment Era and survive today.

Allotment was nothing less than a master plan to curtail the racial integrity of indigenous peoples. Its antecedents lay in an earlier grand scheme that sought to redress America’s racial dilemma. During his years as an Indian fighter, a popular concept seized the mind of young Andrew Jackson. The future president, hardened by fierce combat with warring Indian nations, was soon steeped in the urge to purge the East of their marauding bands. Jackson believed that the Indians should relinquish the land that Whites sought to make profitable. He championed a vast plan to push the indigenous peoples west, far removed from rapidly developing southern fields and towns.

Under the Jackson administration, the Indian Removal Act of 1830 set in motion events whose impacts were legion. Many know the story of the resulting Trail of Tears, when federal agents rounded up thousands of Indians for a forced march to new settlements beyond the mighty Mississippi. Few know the fate of those who survived the trek. Fewer still ponder the long-term outcomes of Removal.

For the Cherokees, Creeks, Chickasaws, Choctaws, and Seminoles (the so-called Five Civilized Tribes), establishing new communities in Indian Territory meant joining a pitched battle for power along the western frontier. Towns sprang up then disappeared in rapid succession. Rival factions of mixed- and purebloods vied for dominance, creating tribal policies that were quickly struck down by a federal government and its local commissioners that limited the autonomy promised to the tribes as an enticement to quit their native woodlands in the East.1

Fragile coalitions were overlaid by shifting military alliances during the Civil War, sparking friction among tribal clans, mixed-bloods, and opportunists of every stripe. Individuals as well as bands of Indians switched sides, sometimes back and forth. A dizzying series of hastily drafted treaties were penned and discarded as less formal pledges were sworn by ragtag bands to self-appointed leaders. Skirmishes with and among Indian raiders threatened the promise of a peaceful coexistence on the western front.

Fifty-seven years after the Indian Removal Act, a further master plan emerged to address America’s uneasiness with the indigenous people in their midst. To accelerate the assimilation that officials deemed a prerequisite to full citizenship in our burgeoning democracy, tribal lands were parsed into family units to farm homesteads in imitation of White settlers. The year was 1887 when the Allotment Era began. It would end in 1934, leaving behind the refuse of broken promises, racial divides, and tribal shifts that are little understood and for decades were scarcely touched upon in our historical canon. My people remember. I will tell you who we are.

Honoring Voices

I remember being roused from sleep in the middle of the night for our journey to Oklahoma. The car had been packed at the end of the previous evening with provisions to minimize the need to stop (fried chicken and biscuits for Dad and a small pail for the child who might have slowed us down at a gas station’s restroom). Our vehicle was already running as we stumbled down the front steps swathed in our warm bedding against any early morning chill. Drowsily we tumbled into the back seats. The goal was to make the trip from Detroit to Vinita in nineteen hours or as close as we could to record time. Dad always tried to best our previous dash down home for Easter, or Thanksgiving, or Christmas as he honed his strategy for arriving by nightfall. No matter the time of year, the weather, or the length of our stay, an early start was essential.

With little traffic as we exited the city, Dad’s well-tuned car hummed along making it easy for us to fall asleep again, a mass of young limbs quieted by the still of night. The smell of coffee from the big silver thermos might awaken us sometime after daybreak. By then, we’d be well on our way in our mission to be home, really home, with the folks my parents revered.

It was as though they had been torn away from the source that gave them their sense of place in the world, from a veritable Eden. Their kin were the very sweetness of life. As children, we did not doubt. In examining that strong tie to the land of their origins, I now understand how little of the warmth and competence that they enjoyed there was reflected in the wider world they encountered beyond the family fold. Little did we realize the extraordinary lives our forebears lived or how hard it was to “go home again.”

Dad’s father, Joseph Davis, had been a veterinarian whose neat house, gardens, and chicken coops exuded both order and bounty. Grampa Crugee, my mother’s father, was loved for his humor and warmth. Hunting, riding, and roping skills made him legendary. Make no mistake, these men, their wives, the lives they created were the whole package.

Exactly what that package meant, who and what these people were, and what the land meant to them would lead me to take my own trips back to Oklahoma. In doing so, I uncovered a numinous path leading from the Allotment Era to the present. It is a path that has enriched my understanding of racial diversity and through that greater knowledge endowed me with a calling: to share the histories of these families with those who seek a deeper authenticity about race in America. I am tasked with telling you who we are.

If this story is viewed as a sentimental yarn about the ole days, then let it take its place among those that crowd our recent history, though few are tendered by my people. This work is a modest inquiry, limited in scope, on the legacy of policies that have affected peoples of African American and American Indian heritage and the lands given to them. Its informants are my ancestors, Cherokee Freedmen and Muscogee Creeks. Here are their voices, responding to the opportunities and constraints that America has afforded its people of color. This work explores my family’s legacy. It is not a historical account of policy impacts on the Creek or Cherokee Nations as a whole. Still, scholars of history may find some points of interest here; litigants can broaden their scope on the Black Indian debate, while some readers will discover a new leaf in the pages of our nation’s saga. For me, finding my voice through the voices of my forebears has justified this more than twenty-year effort. The personal gain, the value, of handing down to my children a true telling of their origins is beyond measure. It offers a glimpse of the importance of “home” in its deepest sense, a glimpse that through words, through voice, through story, I can share.

In telling the stories of my forebears, my duty is to reclaim not only their memory and identity but their unique value as authentic Americans. Beyond revaluing these mixed-blood peoples, their stories challenge us to revisit the idea that America strives to uphold a moral purpose that may yet be realized.

Questions

Two families, alike in many ways, leave starkly different legacies etched on the land that was briefly Indian Territory. Their voices were not raised in loud cries of protest as life shifted under their feet. As mixed-race peoples, their voices have been muted or stilled in the telling of the American myth. But their progeny has endured and their voices have risen again in our time. Perhaps America is maturing. Perhaps it can begin to discern the complex rhythms that course through the veins of its peoples. Some may even be ready to move beyond the simplistic strains sounded for the malleable masses that have more readily embraced contrasts in black and white than hazier studies in shades of gray.

Why do I tell this story? A dear friend, who has passed to the other side, often spoke of a luminous path guiding and lifting her through a rich life and prolonged illness. Grappling for direction in life, we wonder how to live, what to do, when to commit, what is the next right thing. Yet, my friend saw in ordinary events a clear path. Rarely is the path straight. It is replete with twists, turns, and forks in the road. Yet, she felt she always had a choice in advancing to the next step, the one she sensed was right.2

Nearly thirty years ago, I set out on the path that has led me here. I didn’t know it at the time, but hindsight is 20/20. Now I see that it began with a question for my mother. Growing up in Detroit, we lived in the big industrial city but were not “of it.” Instead, our ties to the family’s lands in Oklahoma were stronger than those to the community where our men found steady work. Every holiday, Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, and a good part of each summer found our family in northeast Oklahoma. The land we came from once formed the end point of the press to move many indigenous tribes west.

As a young girl, I knew little beyond the concerns of our close-knit family. As I grew older, I began to hear the gaps in the stories that my maternal aunts and uncles would tell. They were clearly devoted to their elders and fond of “going home,” yet their recollections of coming of age on their farm outside of the small town of Beggs, Oklahoma, carried the unspoken fact that they did not remain there. I wanted to know why.

At family picnics and holiday gatherings, when our family had eaten together and the children had grown quiet in the gathering northern dusk, uncles and aunts would drop their voices, sit back in their folding lawn chairs and reminisce about their days in the country. Laughter would rise from their easy banter, but as the night came on they would soberly recall the feats of their fathers, the proud grace of their mothers, and the bounty of childhoods filled with equal measures of wonder and laughter. Nodding their heads in unison, they were joined by a shared past that was sweet but gone. Often, evening would end with plans to go back to their land, to open a store, or start some other venture.

But none of them returned to live on the land where they were born and raised. I wanted to understand how this could be. I suspected that part of the reason might have had to do with who we are, with how our identity was tied to time and place. So, even more pressing for me was the desire to know what we are.

I’d heard all my life that we were mixed. I could see that our family didn’t look like most others we encountered. More puzzling was the talk about how we were part Indian. Some people called my mother Pocahontas, while my aunts spoke of my dad as growing up a little Cherokee boy. The complicated family ties also were confusing. My mother’s cousin had married one of my father’s cousins, so we were twice related. Then another of my mother’s cousins married the sister of my mother’s brother’s wife. Figuring out those connections wasn’t as challenging as trying to understand the blurring of my maternal grandfather’s different sets of children. Crugee had survived two wives and married a twenty-three-year old when he was sixty, spawning six more children to add to the seven he already had.

Despite the close and interrelated nature of our families, we ran the range of colors and features. Although most were fair, they had a dusky cast; some had dark brown skin while others were nearly white with eyes as blue as the sky on a clear, cold December day. Many had bone-straight hair that seemed to skip a generation, or dance from mother to son, then son to daughter.

These puzzling relations all led me to the question I asked my mother: Well, what part Indian are we? The question was not disinterested. Before it became the rage, prior to the search for Native American ancestry brought on by the frenzy of the 1992 quincentenary of Columbus’s “discovery,” I found myself applying to a master’s degree program knowing that my cousins had gotten money to go to college. Being the mother of a young child and wanting to advance my education, I hoped to fill out a form, list my indigenous connections, and tap into the college benefits offered to Native Americans that my extended family enjoyed.

I naïvely thought that by giving the Indian roll numbers of my grandparents, I would be granted monies to continue my studies in Boston, where we were living at the time. When the Commonwealth of Massachusetts asked me to provide my Certificate of Degree of Indian Blood, or CDIB, a document of which I’d never heard, I duly wrote to the Cherokee Nation in Oklahoma. I’d been told that they held all the records for the Creek and Cherokee Nations. This would prove to be a long, slow process accompanied by a steep learning curve.

It took several months just to get all my supporting evidence together. I had many roll numbers for my Cherokee relations and so I started by submitting those. Many more months passed and I heard nothing. When I finally called to find out the status of my application, I was assured that there was simply a huge backlog. About a year later, I was shocked to learn that the Bureau of Indian Affairs could not supply me with a CDIB because all my Cherokee relations were listed under the Freedmen section of a thing called the Dawes Rolls. They therefore had no ascertainable degree of Indian Blood.

That was Round One. That initial foray into the official realm of tribal claims left me empty-handed. Although I had duly copied all the Indian roll numbers supplied by my curious aunts, showed my connections to the tribal members, and written a fairly straightforward cover letter, I soon learned that I would get nowhere without a CDIB. Now, my question took on an unanticipated seriousness. Obtaining this CDIB got more complicated with every step. Eventually, I would have to delve into the Creek side of the family history to unravel claims to indigenous bloodlines. By the time I established that I lacked sufficient documentation to obtain resources reserved for students of native heritage in the state of Massachusetts, it was years later, my master’s degree was behind me, and my own family, now with two youngsters in tow, was preparing to move to Washington, DC.

Settling into Washington meant grabbing small patches of time for my own projects between school drop-offs and part-time teaching, or squeezing in a few extra minutes when the babysitter was available. Once our youngest was in half-day nursery, I was faced with the challenge of how to make the best use of the two hours that each morning afforded on regular school days. With too little time to return home and come back again, I wondered how to be productive. Thus, began the second phase of my search for an answer to the question that my mother hadn’t satisfactorily provided. Round Two.

Some ambitious mothers get up early to have an hour or two before their children awake. Some manage an impressive orchestration of logistics, materials, and personnel to provide brief snatches of non-child-focused productivity. My friend Catherine, who had two children before we did, wisely advised: Having two children is like having twelve, only fewer, so plan accordingly.

Washington offered an opportunity to delve into the records of Native Americans and I now had the time to access them directly. Armed with a collection of family enrollment numbers arrayed on a color-coded sheet, I queued up each morning to gain entry to the hushed halls of the US National Archives when the doors opened at 8:45, making sure that I left in time to pick up the wee one before lunch.

Although I prided myself in the execution of my clockwork mornings, searching the National Archives was a slow process, one that over many years (and long before easy internet access) led to my exhaustion of the Washington collection covering the Muscogee Creek and Cherokee Nations, my maternal and paternal tribes. Years later, my day job would enable me to spend an intense few hours copying every document I could from the National Archives in Fort Worth, that vast stretch of buildings that lined the railway sidings where the Western Collection housed all Indian Land Allotment documents.

In the interim, and as my career centered more on research, I was collecting other archival documents, oral histories, and family records. Thanks to luck and opportunity, I was able to sharpen my thinking about this story—this giving voice to a silenced people—among others who were grappling with revisiting American history. In recent years, a number of authors, academicians, and tribal officials have noted the dearth of information about racial mixing, especially among American Indians.

While I pieced together archival documents, amassed family photos, and talked with relatives whose lives had taken them far from our ancestral home, historians, anthropologists, and waves of genealogists were beginning in fill gaps in the historical record. Since I began my search, a new generation of scholars has been advancing the study of racial identity as it relates to the pivotal moment marked by Allotment in Indian Territory. They are tendering theories that reframe the intersection of race, culture, politics, and gender, offering new perspectives on the dynamic interplay of Red, White, and Black lives in social constructions of identity. Shifting through extant materials, they are bringing to light neglected facets of the record, while my objective has been to weave the documented trail of my family’s history with the family’s personal stories and reflections. As scholars grappled with racial categorization, my concern was with race and self-identity. I was delving into the 130-year legacy of my family’s experiences as people of color and beginning to realize the uniqueness of our story, a story that might elucidate and humanize the reclamation of racial identity that so many others were seeking.3

As I squeezed in time to clarify familial views on racial identity, I also looked to my own upbringing. Growing up as a skinny little colored girl, shy and afraid of the menacing forces embodied in unsympathetic Whites and unsavory elements within the Black community, I wondered if I would live to see the twenty-first century.4 These were not the idle musings of a neurotic teenager. By the time I’d graduated from high school, more than a couple of my middle-school classmates had fallen in drug-related violence while an equal number had taken to lives on the streets. Several of my fellow high-school graduates would succeed in academia, the arts, in the medical arena, or on the bench, but they did so lumped together without regard to any nuance in their racial history; they did so as exceptions against a broad-brushed stereotype. I couldn’t help but wonder if the day would come when America’s backstories on race would be told.5

As we move into the twenty-first century, we appear poised to unpack racial stereotypes. Not every person of color is descended from southern sharecroppers or newly arrived from south of the border. Even among descendants of slaves, distinctions go further than field and house slaves.6 And not every person seeking to establish ties to indigenous forebears is a wistful wannabe.7 At this moment in our nation’s history, as polarizing factions self-indulgently engage in “a poisonous dialogue,” any hope of retaining our stature in the world makes it essential to tack closely to the truth. As de Tocqueville noted in the 1830s, America was built on many spurious assumptions about the land, its peoples, and the sacred nature of their associations. In its brief two-hundred-year history, the American experiment has acknowledged some self-serving distortions of fact and even confessed to some abuses of power.8 Recent years find the United States at a crossroads where declaring its moral commitments may either shred a thinly woven unity or guide the nation into a truly inclusive democracy. A full and unvarnished telling of our history would do much in enabling us to realize a true democracy.

Bringing to light the story of these ancestors and their neglected place in forging this nation should strengthen the image of self-reliance and resolve that are hallmarks of America. The story is both richer and more complex than the narrative of any one race. It questions the basis of such outmoded terms as “poor mulatto,” which fail to capture who we are today.9 Through this tracing of family history, we hear the larger and perhaps more somber saga of the shifting racial identities found on our shores. A more factual examination of where we have been may lead us to a greater authenticity and perhaps a glimpse of where our civilization may be heading.10

The Thornton family, its descendants (the Bowlin and Davis families), and the Adams clan help reveal the forces at play in the forgotten racial policies of our evolving nation. Their story is one of how race was tied to land, and land to opportunity. It’s a tale about how race, land, and hope were twisted, distorted in a crucible of our American morality. It is worth revisiting the little understood but fluid frontier of the post-Reconstruction era to set the record straight.



2

The Thorntons and the Bowlins



The status of Cherokee citizens, and the freedmen associated with the tribe, was at issue following the Civil War.1 Under Reconstruction, some federal policies pursued an ambitious arc of restitution but soon fell prey to less lofty concerns as opportunists, bureaucrats, and disgruntled Southerners scrambled to reshape the national agenda.2 An entire generation would witness the country’s dithering over laws that might address the troubling legacy of slavery. The Freedmen’s Bureau, established in 1865 to aid former slaves in a transition to gainful employment, withered quickly as Southerners gutted its funding. Although it left burgeoning educational institutions devoted to schooling Blacks, by 1872, its well-meaning efforts were largely crushed.

As the South reasserted dominion over the fates of former slaves, Indian Territory had its own share of problems.3 The 1830 act, signed into law under Andrew Jackson, that removed Indians to lands beyond the Mississippi was revisited in a new set of federal policies governing their land.4 One such policy would conveniently open new settlements for Whites while making individual parcels of land available to American Indians and, in some cases, smaller parcels to the freed slaves associated with the tribes.

Tribes quickly saw this move as a further constraint over their autonomy to construct lifestyles that would safeguard their cultural integrity. Others grasped the notion that land could be had for those with ties to Indian communities. Some ties were rock solid while others were literally marriages of convenience. In either event, the stage was set for contentious claims of tribal affiliation. The prize was measured in acreage.

My paternal great-great-grandmother, Georgeanna Thornton, and her daughter were the subjects of a hearing that began in 1901 to establish their claim to Cherokee land. The transcription of the proceedings takes up nearly fifty pages preserved on microfiche in the National Archives in Washington, DC.5 This fascinating trove of racial history has been there all along, mutely describing the contours of the policies that shaped relations among Blacks and Indians. Long before the Civil Rights Movement began to raise public awareness of the fetid roots of racial prejudice in America, before the quincentennial marking European contact sparked interest in mixed-race heritage, lawmakers tangled over who qualified as Indian. Those records of Red, Black, and White comingling lay silent but ever ready to be brought to light.

Tantalizingly, Georgeanna Thornton’s files trace a path to her tribal affiliation and the land to which she laid claim. To decode these records we need to travel, to reconstruct the climate at the turn of the nineteenth century, in what is now northeast Oklahoma. That climate serves as a backdrop for deconstructing the Thornton case, just as the archival documents unearthed from musty files provide a contrast to the family’s oral and recorded histories.

Untangling claims to birthright following the Civil War cannot be approached without tackling social taboos, political shenanigans, and the mangled accounts of “authorities.” Despite its constitutional assertions of equality, in its early history, the United States embraced a view of citizenship that (at least in Thomas Jefferson’s mind) saw only property-owning White males as worthy of full participation.6 The constraints on access to education during slavery would ensure that generations of people of color could give little consideration to their franchise.7 Only the willfully ignorant would fail to connect the dismal performance of our children with the antebellum imposition of illiteracy on millions who dared not protest.

A new generation of writers is finding a general audience interested in the fate of minorities looking for equality in America. Douglas Blackmon and Ira Katznelson have described how the brief promise of equality embodied in Reconstruction and later, in the New Deal, quickly dissolved in the face of prejudice against former slaves and non-White veterans, as well as others perceived as forming a lesser class of citizens.8 Yet, even in the time before Oklahoma became a state, the uncertainty of racial hierarchy among non-Whites was a matter of concern for the federal government, former slaves, and for indigenous peoples bent upon defending their tribal integrity.9 What would be the impact if Indians were to trade their sovereignty for US citizenship? Should emancipated Blacks really be given a vote? Suddenly, it seemed that some people of color might be more equal than others.

In hindsight, the Thornton application for Cherokee Freedmen status before the Commission to the Five Civilized Tribes can be viewed in terms of this racial uncertainty, that is, in the many and varied categories in which Georgeanna’s descendants, and the Cherokee Nation, might have identified her and themselves: as Cherokee citizens (or not), by virtue of blood, previous ownership, amorous liaison with a respected full-blood, as an independent but peripatetic washerwoman, or by her loyalty to the tribe. For Georgeanna’s descendants, any current sense of racial identification is intimately linked to her claims to the land that came to be known as Bowlin Spring. The development of that land reflects the cultural values that have led to the family’s uninterrupted possession of it for over one hundred years. To understand those values, it helps to re-examine some accepted notions about interrelations among the races that have both mingled and spilled blood on US soil over the last five hundred years. It helps to go beyond the notion that Blacks, Whites, and Indians have maintained pure-blood pedigrees and that readily distinguishable boundaries exist for the chattel slave, immigrant settler, and innocent indigene. It helps to take a closer look at government actions, at how folk responded to or resisted those policies and practices aimed at controlling the American narrative on race.

The Land in the East

What most of us retain about Native Americans and the lands they occupied often derives from the sketchy plots of B movies where drama trumps fact. Yet, early scholars were not immune to romanticizing or vilifying indigenous peoples. Many tomes penned by “authorities” on one tribe or another now show bias, exposed like old bones by the winds of time. In reviving the voices of my forebears, I slowly learned first about the facts of their lives then about how they came to live as they did. That meant tracing their stories back as far as I could go, while navigating many twists and turns along the way. Luckily for me, their lode runs deep.

The checkered past of my forebears goes back centuries. There is evidence that the first Cherokee encounters with Europeans occurred when the Spanish reached the interior from the Southwest in the 1500s.10 Even then the Spanish reported that the people they encountered ran the gamut of colors from dark brown to pale tan. Generations later, when Whites arrived on the eastern shores of what is currently called the United States, it is true that they were met by some of the tribal peoples who lived along the seacoast. But these coastal peoples were well acquainted with other tribes, tribes that, in their journeys from the interior down along the waterways leading to the sea, would also eventually meet the White men. Trading goods from their woodland homes for the materials produced by the coastal peoples was a long-standing tradition among the Cherokees. In the early 1600s, when word traveled inland of many people with skin like ghosts, some Cherokees must have looked forward to their trips to the coast to see if these tales of men with fire sticks and pale skin were true.11

Although the tale has largely been told from a Eurocentric perspective, there is no doubt that the tribes inhabiting the coastal areas and eastern woodlands grew to know, engage in commerce with, and even befriend and marry Whites.12 As Cherokee, Creek, Choctaw, and Chickasaw tribes adopted many of the White ways, and later as the Seminoles coalesced into a unified community, these groups of woodland Indians came to be known as the Five Civilized Tribes.13 Though the term is now viewed as problematic or even pejorative, these “Five Southeast Tribes,” or “Five Tribes,” played a vital role in bridging cultural divides, as racial blending naturally occurs whenever one people encounters another. Among the practices that the Cherokee peoples emulated were European ways of speaking, dressing, and farming. Completing the image of the landed White, many prosperous Indians and mixed-bloods began to buy slaves to cultivate their large estates of cotton and tobacco.14

Despite the adoption of these Eurocentric practices among the Five Tribes, concepts of property and its possession or ownership differed markedly from those of the White settlers. The Indians’ reciprocal relation to the land made it sacred and the reverence for “place” was deeply ingrained. No matter how Indians’ dress, lifestyles, or skin colors echoed those of Whites, their claims to the land were devalued by would-be settlers who felt a greater right to rich terrain that lay largely unexploited.15

In tandem with the White press to cultivate the fertile soil that indigenous peoples simply occupied, well-meaning humanists formed civic and religious groups that argued for their eventual assimilation. To prepare the native peoples to become active participants in the democratic republic, the reformers urged policy makers to create educational programs to teach Indians the agricultural and domestic arts and to school them in Christianity. In contrast to those who sought to remove them from their midst, the reformers embodied a belief that with a Christian education, one day Indians could take their place as fellow citizens.16 That conviction did little to ease the standoffs over land as tribal factions fought to maintain a toehold in their ancestral lands. Time and again, with each defeat on the battlefield or at the negotiating table, if one faction refused to vacate land, another tribal contingent seemed poised to cede land as long as the terms gave them some advantage.

When the 1803 Louisiana Purchase nearly doubled the size of the United States, Thomas Jefferson’s administration broached the idea of exchanging Cherokee land in the coveted East for the wide-open spaces beyond the Mississippi.17 Congress would not entertain any large-scale, systematic migration plan until the culmination of the War of 1812, when prospects of a British territory west of the Great Lakes were extinguished and debate resumed over whether Indians should be acculturated or segregated entirely from any proximity to Whites.

From the republic’s very beginnings, the pattern emerged; treaties struck after military conquests routinely divested indigenous people of their land.18 At the end of the eighteenth century, a series of land cessions in the state of Georgia increased the flow of White incursions as settlers dug in from east to west. In 1823, in the first of a trio of decisions that would shape laws governing Indian lands, the Supreme Court declared that it had no jurisdiction to consider the case. At issue were state laws declaring that Indians could not hold title to the land they occupied. In asserting authority over their own land, in 1827, the Cherokees adopted a constitution mirroring US sovereignty rights only to see the state of Georgia deny the legitimacy of their tribal boundaries. Instead, the state declared the area occupied by Cherokees as “state land.” Despite the fact that the US Supreme Court upheld the Cherokees’ right to sovereignty and ownership, Andrew Jackson’s administration refused to honor the court’s decision. On that decision, President Jackson is said to have remarked, Chief Justice “John Marshall has made his decision. Now let him enforce it.”19 Jackson’s stance was that the federal government could not guarantee Indians’ protection from the onslaught of land-hungry Whites. The contest between state and federal jurisdiction left Indians vulnerable to marauding Whites as well as officials at both levels of government consumed with driving them out of the East.

Jackson’s thoughts on Indian rights grew from firsthand experiences. In a number of military campaigns, he proved himself a dauntless Indian fighter. During the War of 1812, when the British battled US troops over territory east of the Great Lakes, along the Canadian border, and in the South, each campaign was aided by Indian warriors loyal to one side
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