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Come to the window, sweet is the night-air!

—MATTHEW ARNOLD


Thousands of Europeans are Indians, and we have no examples of even one of those Aborigines having from choice become Europeans!

—J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur, Letters from an American Farmer, 1782

One does not become enlightened by imagining figures of light, but by making the darkness conscious.

—Carl Jung, Alchemical Studies, circa 1929


A NOTE ON THE TITLE

A blood moon is a rare form of lunar eclipse. For the Cherokee, any vanishing from the night sky was troubling, as it threw their cosmos out of order. A blood moon was especially terrifying, since the moon did not disappear, but turned bloodred. Meteorologists now see that a blood moon is actually lit by an unusual sunset glow picked up from the earth’s atmosphere as the sunlight brushes past. But the Cherokee considered the sight an ill portent. The moon was red with rage over what lay below.
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INTRODUCTION

This is the last big surprise of the Civil War: It was fought not just by the whites of the North and South, and by the blacks who mostly came in after Emancipation. It was also fought by Indians,I as many as 30,000 of them, from the Seneca and Shawnee of the Northeast to the Creeks and Seminoles in the Southwest, nineteen tribes altogether. They fought at Second Bull Run, Antietam, Wilderness, Spotsylvania, and Petersburg in the East. But most of their battles were fought west of the Mississippi, beyond the range of the eastern newspapers that covered the war.

While the Indians were skilled as scouts, trackers, horsemen, and sharpshooters, their greatest value may have been their fighting skills. Shaped by a warrior culture, most were used to violence, and they took to battle. Their long black hair spilling out from under their caps, their shoddy uniforms ill-fitting, their faces painted in harsh war colors, they surged into battle with a terrifying cry, equipped not just with army-issue rifles but also with hunting knives, tomahawks, and, often, bows and arrows. Even when mounted on horses, they exhibited a deadly aim, and their arrows sank deep, leaving their victims as much astonished as agonized. They’d close fast, whip out a tomahawk to dispatch their man, then pounce on the corpse with a bowie knife to shear off a scalp to lift to the sky in triumph. The New York Tribune fulminated against an “Aboriginal Corps of Tomahawkers and Scalpers” among the rebels, but President Jefferson Davis was not embarrassed enough to order his Indians to stop. The natives killed as Indians, and they often died as Indians, too. When one dwindling band of sharpshooters, fighting for the Union at Petersburg, Virginia, in the yearlong siege at the close of the war, found themselves out of bullets, surrounded by a tightening ring of Confederates, they lifted the blouses of their uniforms over their heads and chanted their tribal death song until the end came.

If that is the last big surprise, another one lies hidden within it—about the mysterious behavior of the Cherokee in the conflict. Of all the tribes that fought in the Civil War, the Cherokee were one of the very few to come in on both sides, and, of those few, by far the most notable. The internal nature of their own conflict doubled the slaughter, and also drew the fight into their territory, bringing more sweeping devastation. Nearly a dozen battles were fought on Cherokee land, more than on any other Indian territory, starting with Caving Brooks in 1861 and Cowskin Prairie the following year; continuing through Pea Ridge just outside it, the greatest pitched battle in the West; and running through other battlegrounds that have been ignored by history. By the time of the surrender in 1865, the war had devastated the Cherokee Nation.

At first, virtually all the Cherokee sided with the Confederacy, identifying with the Southern plantation owners, and proud of the black slaves they themselves had bought to pick their cotton. And, complicit with the state of Georgia, the Union had been responsible for the land theft that had cost them their ancestral territory and packed them west in the forced migration known as the Trail of Tears three decades before.

But why did the Cherokee not stay united against a common enemy? How could they have divided against themselves? To answer this, we need go back three decades to the terrible winter of 1838 and the issue that would never go away. Removal—the cruel shorthand for the Trail of Tears—was to the Cherokee Nation what slavery was to America, an issue so profound as to be bottomless and unending. To the outside world, it pitted the Cherokee against Andrew Jackson and his nefarious Indian Removal Act. To the Cherokee themselves, the matter was more complicated and far more divisive. The Cherokee Nation did not stand as one against the threat of removal; it stood as two, one side agreeing that, given the relentless white encroachment, the Cherokee had to go, and the other insisting that they stay forever, come what may. Stay or go—the question could not have been more essential or more agonizing. On this, there could be no compromise. Follow the past, or chase the future? Hold to tradition, or start afresh? Philosophical as these questions might seem, they were as real as children, as houses that had been built by hand, as crops that had been teased from the earth, as the deer that gamboled in the forest, as the sun that rose over the mountains.

The two sides were given body and voice by two proud Cherokee who loomed over the great debate like two great peaks on either side of a valley split by a raging river: John Ross and a man known as The Ridge. One the longtime principal chief, the other his primary councillor, and then his fiercest opponent. Their philosophies and personalities were so distinct as to name the two political parties that rose up over the issue. The Ross Party and the Ridge Party. One to stay, the other to go.

Everything about them expressed their differences. The Ridge—short for He Who Walks on Mountaintops—was a big, imposing, copper-skinned Cherokee, a fearsome warrior turned plantation owner, whose voice quieted any room, and whose physique awed anyone who crossed his path. Smaller, almost twenty years younger, Ross was descended from Scottish traders and looked like one: a pale, unimposing half-pint who wore eastern clothes, from laced shoes to a top hat. If The Ridge radiated the power of a Cherokee who could drop a buck at a hundred paces, Ross could have strolled into an Edinburgh dinner party without receiving undue attention. Tellingly, The Ridge spoke almost no English, and Ross almost no Cherokee.

Raised at either end of the string of Cherokee settlements from Tennessee down into Alabama, they were each a combination of Cherokee and Scottish, but in radically different proportions, and so demonstrated the startling variety of a seemingly homogeneous population: Cherokee skin ranged from a glowing tan to parchment white. In adulthood, the two men emerged as the two great leaders of the nation, statesmen both, united in their devotion to their Cherokee heritage, although no two men could have seen it more differently. Together, they created the first national Cherokee government, with a constitution, a legislature, and a supreme court, which certified the Cherokee as the most “civilized” tribe in America.

In those halcyon years of the 1820s, the two worked together in backslapping harmony. It wasn’t hard to picture them, on a warm evening, sitting together in the shade of the elms under the porch of The Ridge’s fine house, sipping whiskey, although both professed not to drink it, and laughing into the night.

But President Andrew Jackson’s hard push for removal touched something in them—a tension over whether to resist or to accommodate—that set each against the other, permanently. What started as an honest disagreement between friends developed into an active distrust that hardened into antagonism and then became a blinding hatred that consumed everything. A blood feud, in short, that went from personal vendetta to clan war to a civil war that swept through the entire Cherokee Nation before it got caught up in the even greater cataclysm of the American War Between the States.

It was Ross against Ridge, but of course it was much more than that. It was a great battle over the truth about who the Cherokee people really were. The times had given the Cherokee such a shake that they’d lost track of themselves. Were they a people of the mountains, believers in the Great Spirit, attuned to the flight of a hawk across the sky? Or were they a people who’d largely abandoned their ancestral past, ready to start over with modern ways? Did their passions still run to the wild—or to the bright promise of industrial civilization? Did they want what the Cherokee had always wanted, or did they seek something new that would make them new? Identity should be obvious, the face in the mirror. But in their own uncertainty, the Cherokee turned to their leaders to tell them what they thought they were. Two leaders in particular. And, of course, John Ross and The Ridge saw wildly different things—tradition-bound for one, enterprising for the other—and when they described these, such was the power of their telling that the differences grew, and the two visions became so distinct there was no reconciling them: it was one or the other. And then it got even worse. Each of these two great men grew monstrous in the other’s eyes, and so did his ideas, and, following suit, the Cherokee Nation broke into two wrathful countries, each bent on annihilating the other before the other could annihilate it.

As for the two men behind all this—things went no better for them. And that was the tragedy, right there. Their differences might have added to their understanding and joint strength, but led instead to division and acrimony—and ultimately to a disaster that was all the more excruciating because they had inflicted it on themselves. Their tragedy became the tragedy of their own nation, and also the tragedy of the greater nation they so uneasily inhabited.

The tragedy did not begin with removal—that was simply when the sorrows hit hardest. It began earlier, at The Ridge’s birth just before the American Revolution, although its sources could easily be tracked back even earlier. And it took its shape as the Cherokee Nation did, its aspirations rising even as its borders were being squeezed by the settlers pushing in on every side.

The resulting pressures on the Cherokee were tremendous, but hardly unique. Their story was the story of all Americans, really, as everyone in this land of emigrants tried to fit into a foreign nation. The difference, of course, was that the Cherokee were not emigrants; they had been here all along. By rights, everyone else should have been trying to get along with them, not the reverse. So, on top of all the other brutal hardships the Cherokee faced in being forcibly removed from their land, there was this one, which was possibly the worst of all: a terrible, grinding, and utterly legitimate sense of injustice that they should have to endure such suffering.



I. I use the now somewhat antiquated word “Indians” because it was universally accepted by the country’s indigenous people and everyone else during the period of this book. I mean no disrespect.
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PARADISE LOST

1771-1814
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The Smoky Mountains of the Cherokee.
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This map shows the diminishment of the Cherokee Nation—from 1700, when it spread out over eight present-day states; to 1783, after the Peace of Paris concluded the Revolutionary War; and finally to 1835, before the Treaty of New Echota ceded the last of the nation to the United States. The dates in smaller type refer to six treaties mentioned in the text: the first, from 1721, gave the nation’s southeastern tip to the South Carolina of Royal Governor Francis Nicholson; the one in 1755 ceded much more to the South Carolina of Royal Governor James Glen; the treaty of 1770 surrendered a good deal of what’s now Virginia and West Virginia to the Virginia Colony; the treaty of 1775 transferred almost all of today’s Kentucky to Richard Henderson of the Transylvania Company; the Holston Treaty of 1791 gave away what’s now northeastern Tennessee to the nascent United States; and Doublehead’s treaty of 1798 stripped off three prime holdings near Knoxville.
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A BIRTH ON THE HIWASSEE

Its walls made of branches slathered with red clay to keep out the wind, the little hut was alive with the pine scent of the wilderness as she writhed, her copper skin gleaming, on a bed of crosshatched reeds. She was O-go-nuh-to-tua, a Cherokee of the Deer Clan. Although her father was a Scottish trader who didn’t stay long, she bore the high cheekbones and delicate features of most Cherokee women, and perhaps some of the exquisite “coquettishness” that exceeded even that of the French—or so said the Duke of Orleans, later the French king, when he came through to view these astonishing tribespeople. He couldn’t fail to be struck by the women’s supple beauty, the bewitching way they dipped their heads and angled their forearms, their skin lightly tattooed, with flickers of jewelry off their ears.

A few attendants fluttered over her, doing what they could to ease the mounting pain. A fire was going in a pit in the middle of the earthen floor, the dark smoke rising up toward a hole in the ceiling. Beside it, a long-robed shaman sat hunched, scrutinizing the ashes for portents.

Her husband, Tar-chee, knew better than to come anywhere near his wife in labor. He was a man of stout and boastful armbands, massive hoop earrings, and impressive nose ornaments, his hair in a topknot, the back of his head jauntily adorned with a sprig of feathers. He’d stay with the men, or simply go off by himself, to wait over a long-stemmed pipe.

Her face bore the look of birthing mothers everywhere: skin tight, eyes wild, as she strained, her belly impossibly huge, her head swinging this way and that, her black hair whipping about. She’d gone through this hell three times before, producing three sons, all three of them dead now. It was enough to put fear in anyone, but here the tale turns mystical. For the Cherokee, the spirits were as real as the wind. To believe the shaman, her sons had fallen to a primal malevolence that struck like lightning or a flash flood and needed now to be watched for in the fire that burned in the little hut.

There is much to see in a fire. The exact color of the flames, the heap of the ashes, the way the smoke rises. All could convey the intentions of the Great Spirit. The shaman sprinkled some tobacco leaves onto the embers and watched the smoke rise. It went straight to the hole above. That was a relief. No witches were about tonight.

It was safe for the attendants to ease O-go-nuh-to-tua outside on a stretcher of deer hide and into the cooling breeze that blew off the river. Remaining inside at his post by the fire, the shaman let out a shriek. The tobacco smoke was curving north! In the Cherokee compass, north was the place of ice and darkness. It bred witches. To dispel them, the shaman loudly recited chants and poked the embers. All to no effect. The smoke still leaned north.

Outside, the pains came faster, until a baby was brought forth, slick with blood. A boy. The midwives lifted him into the air in praise of the Great Spirit, wrapped him in cloth, and handed him to his mother. She was about to bring him to her breast when the shaman rushed out and snatched the boy from her. If he was to survive, he must drink nothing but tea for seven days. The shaman’s tea, following his recipe. It would do more than just protect him from witches. It would give him special powers. He would be able to see the invisible, to leave his body, to take any form he chose. Crawl about as an ant or fly as a hawk. All the forces of the world would be his. He would be a magnificent hunter and a deadly warrior. He would be a force of nature. So said the shaman.

The mother gladly fed her son the shaman’s tea from a leather nipple. But she let him suck her breast, too. Power was one thing, love another. She wanted both for her son, and both would be needed for what lay ahead.

•  •  •

It was 1771, the season now unknown, in a small Cherokee settlement along the wide-swinging Hiwassee River that wound through the steep blue-green mountains of what would soon be called Tennessee, veering off east from the wide, U-shaped river that would give the state its name. The headwaters of the Hiwassee were said to have poured down from a cleft in the towering ridgeline, as if spilling from a vast, invisible sea pooled on the far side. Down and down the waters tumbled, until they finally hit bottom to glide quietly through the meadows.

The whites called the place Savannah Ford, since its waters were passable, and it lay about twenty miles north of the future Chattanooga, near where the states of Alabama, Georgia, and Tennessee would converge. The Cherokee name for the settlement does not survive; there may not have been one. To the villagers, this stretch of shore may have been all the world there was. To them, it was simply here. It was the same impulse that inspired the Cherokee to call themselves the Real People. It fell to the neighboring Choctaw to call them, derisively, Cherokee—cave dwellers.

It was one of about sixty Cherokee villages spread out across the southern Appalachians, those great long slabs that angled across the Northeast, from the mystical Great Smokies that traced the future Tennessee’s jagged eastern border across to the river-riddled Cumberland Plateau that lay to their west. All of the settlements were approximately like this one, with rough-hewn dwellings arrayed about a central “town house,” round, with a conical roof, where official business was conducted amid clouds of tobacco smoke. Beside it was a ceremonial square for the stomping war dances of nearly naked, enraged men about a roaring fire, and the zesty fertility dramas of the harvest Green Corn dance, among other exuberant festivities of a ceremonial people.

In summer the fields were sprinkled with the rapturous red of strawberries; beyond them rose trees laden with peaches and plums. And there were crop fields for corn, beans, pumpkins, and sweet potatoes. Life was so rich in sunshine and rainfall that everything grew—twelve varieties of berries alone. It was almost as if a seed would merely have to touch the ground for a plant to hit the sky.

A heavy forest climbed up the mountainside, straight up in places, all of it thick with unchanging spruce and pine, and also with chestnut, oak, maple, sourwood, and hickory trees whose leaves turned from the deep, lush green of spring to the fiery orange of fall. The lofty mountaintops were often enswirled in a heavy mist that veiled the source of the terrifying lightning, booming thunder, and fierce winds that periodically shook their world and confirmed the Cherokee belief that there were far greater powers beyond the ones they could see.

When the doughty naturalist William Bartram, the aspiring son of the botanist to the king of England, scrambled over Cherokee territory in 1773 determined to catalog every species, flora or fauna, that he encountered, he saw the sublime in the “divine and inimitable workmanship” of the “glorious Magnolia,” in the “expansive umbrageous” live oak, and even in the “pride and vanity” of the daylily. Bartram’s literary raptures inspired Coleridge to write his phantasmagoric “Kubla Kahn,” and Emerson and Thoreau to develop their heady Transcendentalism. At a mountain peak, Bartram imagined he’d reached the top of the world as he looked out on “ridges of hills rising grand and sublimely one above and beyond another, some boldly and majestically advancing into the verdant plain, their feet bathed with the silver flood of the Tanase”—the Tennessee River, into which the Hiwassee drains—“whilst others far distant, veiled in blue mists, sublimely mount aloft, with yet greater majesty lift up their pompous crests and overlook vast regions.”

The Cherokee left no descriptions of themselves, so much of what we know comes from outsiders. The most prominent was James Adair, a swarthy Irish trapper who arrived in the New World in 1735. Among the first Europeans to come upon the Cherokee, he married one, a widowed full-blood of the Deer Clan called Mrs. Go-ho-ga Foster, and lived with her for forty years. Of a surprisingly scholarly bent for an uneducated man, in 1775 Adair wrote a massive History of the American Indians, the first account of the Cherokee, and still the best.I

Adair found Cherokee men surprisingly tall, much taller than Europeans, virtually all of them at least six feet, with an erect carriage, fine taut muscles, and exquisite proportions, as if they’d been designed by Leonardo. Bartram considered Cherokee faces “open, dignified and placid,” their forehead and brow suggestive of “heroism and bravery,” their black eyes “full of fire,” their noses a “royal aquiline,” and their hair “long, lank, coarse and black as a raven.” Worn long, their hair was likely to be pulled up into a topknot clasped with a silver brooch. Both sexes plucked out their body hair—by the roots with a tiny corkscrew twirled by a stick—hair by hair from chin to “privities,” leaving the skin baby-smooth.

Sharp-eyed, strong, and resilient, most Cherokee men seemed to Adair to be made for war. “Martial virtue” was the only quality they admired. Warriors slew their enemies with arrows that flew silently through the air, or bludgeoned them with tomahawks up close, and then, with a hunting knife, hacked off a trophy from the top of their heads. Steady-handed killers, the Cherokee had taken easily to the firearms the Europeans brought.

But not Tar-chee. He was far more hunter than warrior, alert to life in the forest, so precise with a bow and arrow he could hit a deer in the heart atop a high ridgeline, and with a puff of a poison-tipped blowdart, bring down a squirrel leaping from the highest branch of a chestnut. He had to his credit only a single scalp, hacked off in a skirmish with some renegade Indians of the Wabash. But war was coming, and he would have to join it.

A young Cherokee bears not just one name, but a series of names, each one reflecting his identity at a particular stage of life. At first, the little boy was Nung-noh-hut-tar-hee, for He Who Slays the Enemy in His Path, or Pathkiller, which surely reflected his parents’ ambitions for him, whatever the fears of the shaman. Despite his Scottish grandfather, the little Pathkiller looked all Cherokee, with his copper skin and jet-black hair, and he was tall for his age, and hardy. Tar-chee taught him the lore of the forest and the ways of the Great Spirit. But it was a boy’s life there in the village, a life of swimming and ball games, of going naked everywhere, and no particular work to do. He might have been a forest creature, the way he slipped so smoothly through the trees, or a fish when he swam in the river. But the freedom wasn’t just a luscious tumble in the world. It meant exposure to the elements, right on his bare skin. Burning sun, scratching brambles, icy water, hard rock—all left their lessons. There were no books. He learned by living, by seeing what happened. All of it was guided by his father, Tar-chee, the hunter. The only account of The Ridge’s childhood comes from Thomas McKenney, who served years later as the superintendent of Indian Affairs when Indian removal was becoming a national policy under Jackson. McKenney took it upon himself to collect biographies and lithographic images of the more notable Indian chiefs whose lives were being sharply altered by his own office, and one can hear a wistfulness in McKenney’s romantic account of the young Ridge stealing through the forest of his childhood.

His father taught him to steal with noiseless tread upon the grazing animal—to deceive the timid doe by mimicking the cry of the fawn—or to entice the wary buck within the reach of his missile, by decorating his own head with antlers. He was inured to patience, fatigue, self-denial, and exposure, and acquired the sagacity which enabled him to chase with success the wild cat, the bear, and the panther. He watched the haunts, and studied the habits of wild animals, and became expert in the arts which enable the Indian hunter at all seasons to procure food from the stream or the forest.

Tar-chee’s instructions went past the practical details of hunting into mystical elements that McKenney found hard to track, as he detailed how a hunter, if he hoped to be rewarded with prey, needed to “go to water” in the evening to whisper an incantation to the river: “Give me the wind. Give me the breeze.” Likewise, before a hunter lit his evening fire, he needed to ask the fire to warm him while he slept, and never to assume it would on its own. And before he let loose an arrow, he must ask for the consent of his prey—whether it be a deer or a hawk—to be killed. Whatever his quarry, once it was killed he must cut out its tongue and pitch it into the fire as an offering to the spirits, to square the account after having taken something.

As he grew, Pathkiller learned the ways of the mountains, and his talents and daring earned him the name he would bear for the rest of his life, The Ridge, for He Who Walks on Mountaintops. Even as a boy, he ranged everywhere, for days and then weeks at a time, going without food or water, barely clothed if clothed at all, alert to any movement in the quiet, ready with his bow, poised to kill. And he would invariably return with a pack full of fresh meat for his family, which soon grew to four with the birth of a brother, David Oo-watie.

•  •  •

As he grew, The Ridge could see that it was the men’s lot to roam the mountains hunting. Women were to stay home and tend the crops. The genders were separate, one staying close, the other going far, but they were equal. Society had no ranks. No one was fundamentally different from anyone else; no one should receive more than a fair share; anyone who could not provide for himself should be provided for by others. This was the Cherokee way—everyone was in it together. While there was a village chief, he ruled by consensus, and everyone had a voice, wearying as it must have been to hear them all. While men ran the councils, women selected those men and exerted such an influence over them that Adair memorably scoffed at the Cherokee as a “petticoat society.”

The women held everything of value, from property to children. Tar-chee may have built the marital hut, but O-go-nuh-to-tua owned it. And as the wife she would be the one to determine when a marriage was over. She’d let her man know by gathering up all his belongings and setting them outside the hut. Done. He knew better than to come back. This is probably why O-go-nuh-to-tua’s father vanished from the record, leaving no trace beyond a slight lightening of his descendants’ skin, and a softening of their features. He would have had no claim on his wife, or on their children. He’d been charmed by a comely Cherokee, who was slow to divine his intentions. Sharing no language, they communicated only by gesture and act, one in particular. When he left, his wife’s oldest brother would have taken over as the man in the family, the father of the children, since he was related by blood, not marriage. And it was through the women that the all-important clans were arranged—seven of them, including the Deer Clan of The Ridge, the Bird, the Wolf, the Paint, and the Blind Savannah, all of which served as tribes within a tribe, extended families, and points of absolute loyalty. A man joined his wife’s clan; she did not join his. The clans formed the basis of political society, too: every council house had seven sections. Among the Cherokee, anyone without a clan might as well not exist.

To the Cherokee, balance was everything. It started with men and women, but extended to sun and moon, winter and summer, war and peace. In the grand Cherokee cosmology, everything was poised against its opposite. There was a White Chief for times of peace, and a Red Chief for times of war. Both were essential to life, and each deserved its turn. Nothing was so distressing as when one went missing. Adair was there one night when the moon disappeared from the sky during a lunar eclipse, and he had never seen the Cherokee in such squawking pandemonium. “They all ran wild, this way and that way, like lunatics, firing off their guns, whooping and hallooing, beating of kettles, ringing horse-bells, and making the most horrid noises that human beings possibly could.” They were afraid the moon was gone forever, devoured, they decided, by a monstrous bullfrog in the night sky.

The whites, coming in such numbers, were no less threatening, but they weren’t about to consume their prey in a single gulp. Coming first in ones and twos to live like Adair among the Cherokee, the settlers were now pushing ever deeper into Cherokee territory, building solitary huts, then villages, then fortifications with stout blockhouses and a stockade perimeter, and a garrison of soldiers, ostensibly to protect the Cherokee, but also to protect themselves from the Cherokee. Either way, such forts advanced white society ever deeper into the virgin forest and invited still more settlers. None of these encroachments was yet visible from Savannah Ford, but Tar-chee knew, as everyone knew, they were out there, and coming closer. With so many settlers about, war was in the air in 1771, and the villagers were alert for any strange sounds brought in on the wind.



I. It is a remarkably clear-eyed piece of ethnography to modern eyes, with one howling peculiarity: Adair devotes the entire book to his argument that the American Indians were a lost tribe of Israel. A “kink,” Thomas Jefferson called this, no doubt chuckling, when he told John Adams about it later. Not that Jefferson himself didn’t have more than a few delusions about the Indians, as his own infamous Notes on the State of Virginia attests.


2

[image: Image]

CONTACT

On feast days, the villagers turned out to hear the conjurers tell the stories of their people, and young Pathkiller would have been among them, gaping at these frisky characters in leggings of white deerskin who fanned themselves with colorful turkey wings as they told their spooky stories of how things got to be the way they were. The Cherokee were a people largely without history, that grand pageant of progress and disaster, possessing mostly legends about what had come before, legends only the conjurers knew. Pathkiller’s eyes must have widened when he learned that all the land of the Cherokee was a vast, flat square that hung down from the vault of the sky on four long chains. It had been created by a humble water beetle who’d plunged from the sky vault where all the animals first lived, clear to the bottom of an ocean that lay below. There, he’d pulled up some grains of mud, which expanded dramatically when they reached the surface, creating all the earth that everyone now trod on. Initially, it was spread out as flat as any valley, but then the Great Buzzard, an enormous flying beast, swooped through sculpting it with each flap of his broad wings into the magnificent high mountains that stood all around them.

It was the animals who first organized things, and kept tabs on them even now. They created the sun to pull the day from night, and made the moon to take over the darkness. Thunder had placed fire in a hollow sycamore tree on an island, but a little water spider had brought back a coal in her tusti bowl to share with everyone. To the Cherokee, big things often were the product of the tiniest of all the creatures. Fire was the expression of the Divine Spirit, which governs all life, and shamans were its interpreters. But a long, winding river like the Hiwassee brought life, too. To the Cherokee, any river was the Long Man, an unimaginably tall, slender, twisting giant whose head was way up at the mountaintop, whose feet were down in the valley, and whose rippling waters spoke in low murmurs only the shaman could understand. The Long Man ran through everything, high to low, slaked all thirst, brought cleanliness and purity. As a newborn, Pathkiller had begun his life as a Cherokee with a startling plunge into the cool water of the river. And all the Cherokee stripped to purify themselves at each new moon, even if doing it meant clearing off a thin sheet of ice in the depth of winter.

But there was more to life than what anyone could see—that was the point. Below the visible world lay an underworld full of ghastly spirits that governed things. And every animal, too, from the soaring eagle to the hopping rabbit, had a say. No one controlled his own destiny. And, it went without saying, no one owned even the smallest portion of the earth. The land, the water, the air, the woods, the mountains—no one could possess any of it any more than a rabbit could.

All this the young Pathkiller believed, just like everyone else.

The conjurers spoke mostly about the past, but of late they’d started to include some dark words about the future, reflecting the startling new ideas brought in by the settlers who were closing in around them: that the Cherokee occupied just a portion of a vast continent that fronted on an even vaster sea that led to a whole other land peopled by strangers whose skin was the color not of red clay but of pale sand; who wore clothes not of deerskin but of cloth; who hunted not with arrows but with bullets that flew out of a gun with a thunderclap; who did not regard the animals as possessors of spirits to be mindful of, but worshipped a God who’d died by torture but was to be worshipped for his vast powers; who carried papers that had the force of speech; who thought gold to be the very stuff of happiness; who drank firewater that allowed them to feel spirits inside their heads; who thought the land, the land, could be bought for a keg of whiskey or a sprinkle of coins, and then owned forever by virtue of a scrap of paper with ink on it.

•  •  •

Of course, the full truth was almost inconceivable. That this continent had a vast ocean at the other end, too, and virtually all of humanity had once lived on the far side of it—on a prodigious landmass called Euro-Asia—until maybe 20,000 years ago, when a few audacious souls ventured across the Bering Strait during an ice age that for about 1,000 years drew back the waters to create a passage of dry land to the New World.

All the people, millions of them, who remained on the far side of the globe carried on to build the Pyramids, the Great Wall of China, the Parthenon, and Chartres; to create vast empires, only to lose them; to invent writing, mathematics, the printing press, gunpowder, and the musket; to write the Bhagavad Gita, the Divine Comedy, and the Canterbury Tales; to sing English madrigals, accompanied by the harpsichord; to paint the murals of Giotto and erect Brunelleschi’s dome; to create cities with coffeehouses and bustling markets; to develop elaborate, all-consuming politics; to think up scientific notions about the sun and the stars, the nature of matter, and life itself; to set down radical ideas so potent that people fought over them; to look into their own souls to write poems and plays; to create things of such astonishing beauty that people wept over them; to hunger always for more.

But those early bands of adventurers dispersed into the tundra, or filtered down into the forests of the Pacific Northwest, and farther down, all the way to the tip of South America, or spread across the Great Plains clear to the eastern shore, all of them to create a bewildering array of devil-fearing, sun-worshipping civilizations, many with inventive cosmologies, fantastic ziggurats, extensive agriculture, kinship societies, and war strategies. A few became quite imposing—the Aztecs, Mayans, and Incas to the south. But most left little trace of themselves. The ones who spread east culminated in the fearsome Iroquois, who spread over much of the Northeast but left few monuments. From them, a smaller tribe broke off, the Cherokee, an inventive, social people who spread to the Southeast to claim as their exclusive hunting ground as much as 125,000 square miles of the southern Appalachians, covering what would one day be eight American states, while they hunkered down in settlements on what would become Tennessee, Alabama, Georgia, and the Carolinas.

For thousands of years, neither race had any idea about the existence of the other. Until 1492, when an Italian seafarer crossed the Atlantic in three Spanish ships bound, he thought, for the Orient, and ended up in the Bahamas. He never did reach North America proper, and merely grazed South America, but he gave all the inhabitants of the New World the name they, in an ignorance that perfectly matched his, accepted as their own. Indians.

The Cherokee, tucked away in their fastness of the Appalachians, were far removed from the Niña, Pinta, and Santa Maria of Christopher Columbus that beached on a Caribbean shore. The tribe remained utterly unknown to Europeans until the iron-hearted Spanish conquistador Hernando de Soto, who’d conquered the Incas with the ruthless Francisco Pizarro, came plundering for gold in 1539. He crashed deep into the American wilderness to be the first to come eye to eye with the distant relations he termed “savages,” his progress culminating, one fine day, in an encounter with the Cherokee. Contact, this is now termed. It was a moment that might have demonstrated the fundamental unity of all mankind, but did not.

With a small armada, de Soto landed in present-day Tampa Bay, on the greater landmass he called La Florida, with 500 soldiers, all in pointed cabasset helmets that gleamed in the bright sun. They splashed down into an Edenic bay of white sand fringed with coconut palms and mangroves; the azure sky streaked with ducks, egrets, and herons; the water and breezy air delightfully warm. De Soto knew, or thought he knew, enough metallurgy, to hunt for gold in the mountains, and he marched north to the higher elevations. Along the way, he rounded up as bearers 100 tamemes, or Indian slaves, who’d been too terrified to resist this devil’s army of men in metal. De Soto’s men fastened heavy collars to the Indians’ necks, chained their ankles, and forced them at gunpoint to carry his burdens through the dense woods until they fell dead from exhaustion or disease. If they tried to flee, he unleashed a pack of fierce dogs to rip them apart. Rude, noisy, oblivious, the grand entrada snaked through the moist woods, de Soto up ahead on a chaise, the soldiers trudging behind, and then 100 more attendants, some female to provide for de Soto’s wants, and finally a mob of snorting pigs that scrambled along, as a mobile larder.

Along de Soto’s path, bewildered chiefs welcomed his surly army with gifts. To the Cherokee, these aliens might have dropped from the vault above the sky. But de Soto ransacked their villages all the same, and set fire to anyone who annoyed him. He took whoever might be useful. The most illustrious captive was the “Lady of Cofitachequi,” said to be a nubile beauty, whose territory extended into the Blue Ridge Mountains, where de Soto had decided the gold was. Seeing no alternative, the Lady agreed to show de Soto the route to her supposed mines. As the tamemes bore her through the forest like an enslaved Cleopatra, she took a meandering route through the western expanse of her empire, from present-day Hickory, North Carolina, into the hollows of the Blue Ridge Mountains, over the Swannanoa Gap and along the French Broad River to today’s Asheville. The daily log of one weary participant is astonishing for its lack of curiosity about the ancient civilization they were witnessing, to say nothing of the countryside. Mountaintops lost in primal mist, dreamy forests seemingly filled with every animal but the elephant, more twittering birds than in the tropics. They were there for gold; nothing else existed.

Tuesday, May 18: In Guaquili. Here the Indians came forth in peace and gave us corn, although little, and many hens roasted on Baracoa and a few little dogs, which are good food. They also gave us tamemes.

Friday, May 21: Today we reached Xuala, which is a town on a plain between some rivers; its cacique is so well-provisioned that he gave us much of what we asked for: tamemes, corn, little dogs, petacas, and however much he had. Petacas are baskets covered with leather for carrying clothes and whatever they might wish.

Tuesday, May 25: We left Xuala and crossed a very high mountain range, and spent the night in a small forest.

On they marched, this heavy-footed, clanging army of insolence, living off broiled dog, every scratch festering and stinking with pus, desperate to be drunk, and dreaming of a poke at one of the lithe Indians flitting about half naked. Whether or not the Lady of Cofitachequi felt those looks on her, she grew increasingly miserable as the tamemes under her trudged along; each step eroded her faith that the long-bearded, angry-eyed de Soto would ever release her. Finally, the procession entered modern-day Knoxville, Tennessee, in the heart of Cherokee territory.

It was here the Lady of Cofitachequi employed the oldest of ruses. As the Gentleman from Elvas, one of five chroniclers of de Soto’s journey, sheepishly explained afterward, the Lady “stepped aside saying that she had to attend to her necessities. Thus she deceived them and hid herself in the woods; although they sought her she could not be found.” She’d taken four attendants with her, and a slave who may have been her lover. De Soto must have gone a little soft on her himself, for he did not unleash his dogs to tear her apart; he only dispatched some men to track her halfheartedly. The forest was dense; the trails were nonexistent. The hunters came back. The Lady had vanished.

This was the deepest de Soto penetrated into the Cherokee country. None of the five chroniclers of his journey makes any note of the tribe, which may have been difficult for them to distinguish from any other. The diary continued much as before.

Friday, May 28: We spent the night in an oak grove.

Saturday, May 29: We marched alongside a large creek, which we crossed many times

Monday, May 31: The Governor left from Guasili and took the army to an oak grove alongside a river.

And so the greatest army that had ever assembled in North America and the tribe that was on its way to becoming the most sophisticated on the continent passed by each other without the slightest engagement, possibly without even noticing. The Spanish may have seen the Cherokee as just more Indians, nothing memorable. And the Cherokee might have seen the Spanish as beyond comprehension, like a river that turned into a raven and flew away.

It was a bad dream, nothing more. If it had ever stayed with anyone, the conjurer would have taken that man to the river wearing just a shirt, had him step into the water, immerse himself, and then pull off the shirt to let the current bear the dream away.

•  •  •

Nonetheless, as the American Revolution was brewing in the early 1770s, the conjurers were coming to fear the East, but they feared the West more. “This is what our forefathers told us,” they said by the night fire, eyes blazing. “Our feet are turned toward the West—they are never to turn around.” It was the white settlers’ doing, they went on, gripped by certainty. The white man would tell the Cherokee to give up their ancient ways of the hunt, and turn to farming instead, while the women spun cloth. “These are means to destroy you, and to eject you from your habitations. He will point you to the west, but you will find no resting place there, for your brother will drive you from one place to another until you get to the western waters.” But not, the conjurers said, until we are “dead and gone. We shall not live to see the misery which will come upon you.” Along the Hiwassee, protected by high mountains, keeping to the ways of their forefathers, and their forefathers before them, the Cherokee would feel a stir among themselves when a conjurer said such a thing, for it was well beyond anyone’s comprehension.

•  •  •

True contact did not come until much later, on July 15, 1673, to be exact, when a couple of knockabout Virginians named James Needham and Gabriel Arthur suddenly appeared on horseback in the Cherokee village of Chota on the Little Tennessee River, which drains water off the Smokies into the Tennessee River well to the southeast in Tennessee’s present-day Monroe County. As agents of Abraham Wood, a merchant at Fort Henry in what is now Petersburg, Virginia, they’d come to open trade relations between Chota and the Virginia Colony. They sought pelts, beeswax, and bears’ oil for export to England in exchange for guns, axes, metal tomahawks, cloth, beads, looking glasses, and ribbons, which they had brought by wagon into the wilderness. But Needham and Arthur came for furs, chiefly beaver, as beaver hats were all the rage for the nobles just starting to be called gentlemen; hunters had already removed most of the beavers from Siberia to supply them. Cheap and worthless as many of the items they brought for sale were to the sellers, they were breathtaking to many of the Cherokee, who had never even heard of them before.

Even more remarkable to the Cherokee was the color of Needham’s and Arthur’s skin—or, more exactly, its absence of color. White. A pinkish white, to be sure, and reddened here and there from the sun, but far more white than not. The Cherokee were a people of color, in a place of color. The only white they knew was in the clouds and the snow that fell from them. The better to show it off, the Cherokee asked the two Virginians to mount a scaffold atop the town’s parapet so that all the Cherokee who’d gathered for the astonishing spectacle could get a good look. This the two white men did, sheepishly.

The Cherokee were only too happy to trade with these materialists, fully stocked in firearms and other figments of modernity, and so made their first foray into the world of capitalism. It proved a rocky passage. When the two men’s interpreter, a “flat, thick, bluffe-faced fellow” the whites called Indian John, got into a ferocious argument with Needham over something, Needham flung a hatchet at Indian John’s feet. Furious, Indian John snatched up one of the guns he’d just purchased with deerskins, pressed it to the side of Needham’s head, and blew his brains out. Not done, Indian John, in Wood’s account, then “drew out his knife, stepped across ye corpse of Mr. Needham, ript open his body, drew out his hart, held it in his hand and turned and looked to eastward, toward ye English plantations and said he valued not all ye English.” It would be a cry that he would not be the last to make.

To be done with these irksome traders, Indian John had a Weesock Indian tie Arthur to a stake and prepare a bonfire beneath him. Hearing about this, and fearful of losing English trade, a nearby chieftain rushed to Arthur’s aid and, so goes the story, shot the Weesock just as he was bending down to set the Englishman on fire. Freed, Arthur did something remarkable. He did not rush back to civilization, desperate to be done with these terrifying heathens, as one might expect. Instead, he remained with the Cherokee, actually smearing his skin with a thin film drawn from the powder of red clay to pass as one.

He joined a band of Cherokee warriors to take on the Spanish in Florida. When the Shawnee captured him on the Ohio, they discovered that his red skin was faked, but were surprisingly tolerant of the deception. They allowed him to return to Chota, and from there to his employer, Wood, at Fort Henry, to whom he brought a detailed letter book recording his adventures. Thus was established the pattern of the British invasion—trade followed by conflict, death, destruction, loss of identity, and convulsive change on an unimaginable scale. But, as with any trade, there is a buyer and a seller, and both are complicit.

•  •  •

The guns, at least, were visible, as was the damage they inflicted. When they acquired firearms, the Cherokee knew what they were getting in the exchange, and that was true for most of the hard goods the Europeans had for sale. But the Europeans threw into the bargain other things that were impossible to see, yet no less potent. Foremost, of course, was the very idea that things were to be bought and sold on any kind of cash basis, not simply given to tribesmen in need, or bartered haphazardly. The Cherokee were a sharing culture; they made sure that everyone had enough. Trade introduced the invidious notion of comparative advantage to the exchange, as the English never intended the benefits to be equal on both sides, and the Indians quickly learned not to intend this, either, and so unleashed a new emotion, greed. And that brought on all the things greed leads to, such as selfishness, materialism, status, and class—startling ideas for a people who had always considered everyone more or less the same.

But the things these English brought were not just things, either, as they also carried implications that went well beyond their physical nature. Rum, for one. Unknown before the Europeans brought them, spirits were wonderfully enticing to the Cherokee not just for the heady warmth they delivered even on the coldest days, but for their spiritual qualities, as the intoxication was transporting, a little taste of heaven. And it was pleasing to take part in a refined European custom. It took a while to recognize that drinking also led to arguments, lethargy, dissolution, stupidity, disrepute, and fights over nothing. And, on the part of too many female Cherokee, who were not immune to the charms of the bottle, to errant sex with the white traders who dispensed it, which then introduced into the Cherokee line a foreign element that made the Cherokee noticeably less Cherokee.

And then there was disease. The Cherokee rarely infected the whites with anything they couldn’t handle; but the whites brought with them toxic contagions, which had been brewed for centuries in congested European cities and for which the Cherokee, safe from them on the other side of the ocean, had developed no defenses: among them dysentery, typhus, influenza, scarlet fever, diphtheria, whooping cough, mumps, yellow fever, and even bubonic plague, all of them, passed invisibly, as baffling as they were devastating. But by far the greatest and most hideous threat was smallpox, a scourge that in its sweep and horror undermined their faith in the fundamental rightness of things. Smallpox often bubbled up first in the gums, then on the tongue and throughout the mouth, and then spread down deep inside the throat and nasal passages, and out over the lips to the face, sometimes even popping out the eyeballs, and then to anywhere it would cause the greatest torment, the soles of the feet, palms of the hands, forearms and genitals, from there out across great swaths of skin, where the crusty bubbles oozed together, raising a stink that the Cherokee recognized as the stench of coming death, and then crusted over in crinkly sheets that cracked open with the slightest movement as if pierced by a knife, opening the body to raw sinew, making every breath, every pulse of the heart, an agony of its own, bringing even the most hardened Cherokee into a vast new world of pain.

Horrible as this was for the sufferer, it proved more destructive to Cherokee society, as the disease defeated the chants and herbs of the near-sacred medicine men, bringing their power into question. For they not only failed to bring about a cure but worsened the onslaught, as their remedies made the disease more deadly, and more widespread. They preached immersing the sick in the life-giving waters of the river—but the sudden chill only shocked the system and hastened the end. Or they put their patients in common sweat houses, where the virus rode their breath to the lungs of others, widening the contagion.

Even more than the avarice of the white settlers, their diseases rocked the Cherokee, for these assaulted their essential faith in the Great Spirit to protect them. Horribly disfigured, in excruciating pain, wheezing, doomed, the afflicted fell into primal despair, and many brought about their own end before the virus could. “[A] great many killed themselves,” Adair reported. “Some shot themselves, others cut their throats, some stabbed themselves with knives, and others with sharp-pointed canes; many threw themselves with sudden madness into the fire, and there slowly expired, as if they had been utterly divested of the native power of feeling pain.”

These plagues cost the Cherokee nearly half their already scanty population, reducing it, by one estimate, from the 25,000 who greeted the first settlers in the late seventeenth century to little more than 10,000 a half century later. Into the bargain, the viruses savaged the Cherokee warrior class as no war ever had. By the time The Ridge was born, the number of Cherokee warriors was down to just 3,000. Meanwhile, the number of the settlers, and the soldiers to protect them, only rose.

But the greatest exchange of all involved the land, the very foundation of life itself. By the time the two Virginians encountered the Cherokee, the tribe controlled those 125,000 square miles of what would one day become the American Southeast, an almost inconceivably vast territory for such a small number of people. Without maps, land surveys, or territorial markers, the expanse was also curiously abstract. Kings might know their lands to the last inch, but the Cherokee territory extended to a blurry horizon in every direction. As late as the 1770s, even the finest English maps were theoretical at best. They gave no hint of the actual location of any settlements, Cherokee or white, and could place none of the many mountains, let alone describe their height or contours or give their names. They were precise only in depicting the navigable rivers that were used to penetrate this territory. The Cherokee, of course, had scarcely any maps at all, merely collective memories of a few critical landmarks—a particular hill, a bend in the river, a hut—that might allow them to find their way.

Even as they were starting to negotiate for furs and hunting rifles, they had no conception that land, too, had a price, let alone a fair price, since to them it was no more salable
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