


  CHAPTER 1


  Legendary Sam Houston


  An American Icon Rooted in the Great Smoky Mountains


  Sam Houston was president of an independent nation (the Republic of Texas), governor of two states (Tennessee and Texas), elected to the US Congress from two states (Tennessee and Texas), citizen of four nations (the United States, the Cherokee Nation, the Republic of Texas, the Confederate States), married three times, head of a Cherokee family, leader in war (War of 1812 and War of Texas Independence), opponent of secession, businessman, and land developer. The eighth-largest city in the United States is named for him, and his name is firmly associated with the state of Texas and its history; yet this American icon has roots in the Great Smoky Mountains and inextricable ties with the Cherokee people. Houston’s life is a story of legendary turmoil, stress, and challenge, yet he always found the courage of spirit and the serenity of heart to face whatever came his way. Much of that strength can be traced to his identification with the Smoky Mountains and their Cherokee inhabitants.


  Challenges came early in Houston’s life; his father died when he was thirteen years old, and the next year his mother moved Sam, his five brothers, and three sisters to a farm near Maryville, Tennessee, just west of the present-day Great Smoky Mountains National Park. The family began to clear land and also opened a store in the growing village of Maryville, but Sam was not content to be a farmhand or a clerk in the family store. He had only a smattering of formal education, but he loved to read—his favorite book was The Iliad. Perhaps it was the dream of making his own heroic voyage that fueled his rebellion, or perhaps it was just a teenager’s revolt against authority.


  The family farm was only five miles from the boundary marking the beginning of lands belonging to the Cherokee, and Sam began to spend more and more time with his Native American neighbors. When his older brother insisted that Sam stay home and do his share to support the family, Sam ran away from home and went to live with the Cherokee. He is reported to have said he preferred measuring the size of a deer in the woods to measuring calico at the counter of a store. Of course, this act earned the lad quite a reputation among the other settlers and they said, only half-jokingly, that the strange business of running away to live with the Cherokee meant Sam might make a great chief, or, more likely, he would die in the madhouse. No one felt anything good was likely to come from the business.
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  At age sixteen, Sam found himself living near a village led by Oolooteka, a tolerant and generous leader, who invited Houston to move into the village and to make his living as a member of the group. A life of fishing, hunting, trapping, and trading appealed to the young man, as did the welcoming, open, hospitable character of the Cherokee people. Oolooteka became a surrogate father for Houston and one of the individuals responsible for the character Houston developed. Many of the traits people admired in Houston—his bravery, oratorical skills, and leadership ability—were learned and honed during his stay with Oolooteka. The relationship between Houston and Oolooteka became so close that Houston was given a Cherokee name, Coloneh, “the raven.” In Cherokee tradition the raven was a friend to all people who brought them the gift of fire, blackening itself in the effort. It’s probably no coincidence that Houston himself had jet-black hair.


  One of the people Houston met at his new home was a young woman named Tiana Rogers, the daughter of a white trader named John but usually called “Hell-Fire Jack,” and Jennie Due, the sister of Oolooteka. John Rogers was a wealthy, well-educated man who had gained a reputation among the Cherokee for fair dealings. Tiana was described as “graceful as the bounding deer,” and contemporaries agreed that she was “tall, slender, and beautiful.” There is no historical record about what took place between Houston and Tiana, but given their ages, imagination can probably fill the gaps with reasonable accuracy. What is a matter of record is that they were married in 1830.


  Economic realities forced Houston to leave the life he loved—he was in debt to some of the traders in the area to the tune of $300, and he could not earn enough to pay what he owed; therefore, in 1811 he returned to his family at Maryville and opened a school nearby to make some money. That occupation lasted just over a year. In 1812 the United States went to war with Great Britain in what some historians call “the second war of independence.” The causes leading to war ranged from treatment of American sailors by the British navy to perceived attempts of the British government to foment unrest among the Native Americans on the frontier in an attempt to prevent further westward movement by American settlers.


  The general appointed to protect what was then the southwestern portion of the United States was the popular leader Andrew Jackson. In response to Jackson’s call for volunteers to move against the Creek Indians in what is today Alabama, Sam Houston left his schoolroom and became a soldier. So did many of the Cherokee. One of the overlooked factors in the destruction of the Native American hold on their land is the lack of unity among the Indians. Ancient tribal rivalries and animosities were exploited by the European settlers to weaken the various native groups. The War of 1812 provided another opportunity for this to happen. When Houston marched off to war, he found himself in the company of about six hundred Cherokee who had enlisted to fight their old enemy, the Creeks.


  The decisive battle against the Creeks took place at Horseshoe Bend, a place the Creeks called Tohopeka, on the Tallapoosa River on March 27, 1814. The Creek defenders had built a breastwork across the open end of a bend in the river and were ready to put up a fierce defense of their position. While the white soldiers advanced against the breastwork, a group of Cherokees swam the river, took canoes the Creeks had pulled ashore on their side of the stream, and returned to ferry more Cherokee across the river to attack the Creeks from the rear. Hit from the front and rear, the Creeks suffered a crushing defeat. Houston was in the thick of the battle and paid a heavy price for his impetuous bravery: he suffered three wounds and very nearly died. Houston was shot in the arm and in one shoulder by rifles and was hit in the groin by an arrow. Sam Houston later wrote about his wounds and his return home:


 
    One (rifle) ball was extracted, but no attempt was made to extract the other, for the surgeon said it was unnecessary to torture me, since I could not survive until the next morning. I spent the night as soldiers do, who war in the wilderness, and carry provisions in their knapsacks for a week’s march. Comforts were out of the question for any; but I received less attention than the others, for everybody looked on me as a dying man, and what could be done for any, they felt should be done for those who were likely to live. It was the darkest night of my life. On the following day I was started on a litter, with the other wounded, for Fort Williams, some sixty or seventy miles distant. Here I remained, suspended between life and death for a long time, neglected and exposed. I was finally brought back, through the Cherokee Nation, to my mother’s home in Maryville, where I arrived in the latter part of May, nearly two months after the battle of the HorseShoe. . . . When I reached the home of my mother I was so worn to a skeleton that she declared she never would have known me except for my eyes, which still retained something of their wonted expression.




  It is significant that Houston returned home through the Cherokee Nation. The supply line for Andrew Jackson’s army ran from Fayetteville, Tennessee, through Alabama, and the Cherokee Nation was farther to the east, so it seems that Houston was assisted by friends among the Cherokee even though they were unable to offer the medical care he needed. Back home, in the shadows of the Great Smoky Mountains, his slow path to recovery began.


  One positive result of these serious wounds was that Andrew Jackson noticed the actions of Sam Houston, gave him a promotion, and named him a sub-agent to work with the Cherokees on behalf of the US government. Houston returned to the village of Oolooteka and Tiana and immediately began to use his influence to try to gain security for the Cherokee, leading a delegation to Washington, DC, to lobby Congress. Houston identified so completely with the Cherokee that even during his time in Washington he wore only the traditional clothing of the Cherokee, including a turban, their traditional head covering.


  Part of the effort of this group was to try to get a guarantee that an area west of the Mississippi River would be set aside to become a permanently independent tribal nation. To some Native American leaders, it was obvious that there was no future for them east of the Mississippi; their lands and their people had become too fragmented and seemed doomed to disappear by assimilation with the white settlers. An independent tribal nation would allow them to preserve their culture and identity. Some of the Cherokee, including Oolooteka’s brother, had moved west as early as 1782. In 1818, after agreeable arrangements were made by Houston, Oolooteka led his group of Cherokee to the West. On the death of his brother, Oolooteka became Principal Chief of the Cherokee-West.


  Today, the forced removal of some of the Cherokee from their homes in the event known as the Trail of Tears is considered one of the great tragedies of US history, but in the early nineteenth century many of the Cherokee and their friends, such as Oolooteka and Sam Houston, thought moving west voluntarily was the wisest course for the Native Americans.


  When Oolooteka’s group moved to what is now Oklahoma, Houston desired to make a larger name for himself, so he studied law and entered politics. As a wounded hero of Horseshoe Bend and a friend of Andrew Jackson, Houston found it was an easy task to be elected to the US House of Representatives in 1824 and served two terms. As a congressman, Houston acted as a strong ally of Andrew Jackson, who was ready to run for the presidency of the United States. His support of Jackson led Houston to attack the integrity of John P. Erwin, a resident of Nashville who was the son-in-law of Jackson’s political opponent Henry Clay. William A. White, a friend of Erwin, challenged Houston to a duel because of the insult. Houston went to The Hermitage, Jackson’s home near Nashville, and spent several days in target practice. When the duel took place on September 22, 1826, White missed, Houston didn’t, inflicting a serious wound on White. Because the actual duel had taken place in Kentucky, the home state of Henry Clay, an indictment was issued against Houston, but the governor of Tennessee refused to arrest the popular congressman, saying he had acted in self-defense.


  In 1827 Houston ran for, and won, the office of governor of Tennessee. Then personal disaster struck. Sam Houston met and fell in love with Eliza Allen of Gallatin, Tennessee, the daughter of a wealthy and influential family. Sam was thirty-four, Eliza was nineteen. Their wedding was quite a social occasion, but less than two months later Eliza returned home and refused to rejoin Houston. The failure of the marriage touched off all manner of rumors and speculation, some of which continues to this day. Houston chose not to face the personal and political firestorm caused by the failure of the relationship; he resigned as governor and went west to live with the Cherokees. Since Houston was a close associate of Andrew Jackson, there was a strong possibility that the former Tennessee governor would continue to rise in the Democratic Party and become president of the United States. Now Houston’s political career in Tennessee was at an end. Although he lived far from the Smoky Mountains, the people Houston had come to know during his years there now became his place of personal and psychological refuge.


  According to one story, Houston told Oolooteka that the wound he had received in the groin at Horseshoe Bend had never healed and that it caused him such pain that he had been unable to consummate his marriage. Oolooteka then called for a Cherokee herbal doctor, who treated Houston’s wound with poultices until the infection had subsided enough to permit probing the wound and the removal of an arrowhead. Whether or not this account is accurate, Houston did have children by both Tiana and by his last wife, whom he married in 1840.


  Houston again expressed his identification with the Cherokee by dressing in traditional clothing and by living in seclusion from all white society. Rumors followed him, however, and it was reported in the East that he was drinking heavily; so much that news accounts began referring to him as “Big Drunk.” However, the Indian translation of that name is in the Osage language, so the accuracy of the description is questionable since the Osage and the Cherokee were longtime enemies.


  What is not in dispute is that he married Tiana. There had been no divorce from Eliza Allen, but Houston knew that relationship had come to an end in reality if not in the eyes of the law. The Cherokee had been wise enough to pass a law that white men marrying Cherokee women did not make the men eligible to inherit native-owned land. To show that he truly identified with the Cherokee, Houston requested and was granted the status of a naturalized citizen in the Cherokee Nation. Only then did he wed Tiana, probably in the village where Oolooteka lived. The couple established a home in a large log cabin that they named “The Wigwam Neosho,” and they worked to earn a living by opening a trading post, farming, raising livestock, and growing apples.


  Life among the Cherokee suited Houston. He enjoyed the open hospitality of his neighbors and friends, and he began to participate in the political life of the people. In public speech, Houston usually called the Cherokee “the red people” or simply “Indians.” Oolooteka, however, used the term Native Americans on many, though not all, occasions. Houston championed the cause of his fellow Cherokee citizens in a series of articles he wrote for the Arkansas Gazette in June and December 1830. In these articles he blasted the actions of US government agents who did not honestly administer the funds promised by the government to the Cherokee in return for their moving west. Houston also undertook another trip to Washington to argue the Cherokee cause. On this trip Houston continued his practice of wearing the traditional Cherokee clothing. This attire was considered highly inappropriate by Secretary of War John C. Calhoun, who scolded Houston about his dress. Houston let it be known that “I am no longer a white man. I have left those who were my people and have joined those who are now my people.”


  Also during this trip, on April 13, 1832, Houston picked a fight with Representative William Stanbery of Ohio. Stanbery had earlier made some remarks in a speech that Houston felt were insulting. When the two men encountered one another on a Washington street, Houston attacked Stanbery with his hickory walking stick and the congressman drew a pistol. The pistol misfired, and Houston administered a severe beating to Stanberry. Houston was arrested and brought to trial before the House of Representatives, where his defense attorney was Francis Scott Key. A month later Houston was given a reprimand and a small fine, but he succeeded in placing the plight of the Cherokee before the public.


  Back home, Houston became restless; the political situation in Texas was unsettled. A stream of Anglo settlers had been entering the Mexican territory for two decades and there was a growing movement to break away from the government in Mexico City and form an independent nation. Houston saw an opportunity in this situation both for himself and for the Cherokee people. He told Tiana that he wanted to move south and she said for him to go; she would stay where she was and wait to see what happened in Texas. The two never lived together again. In 1840, two years after Tiana died, Houston married for the third time, becoming the husband of Margaret Moffette Lea. She was twenty-one, he was forty-seven. They had eight children, the last being born in 1860 when Sam was sixty-seven. When Houston headed for Texas in 1832, the Great Smoky Mountains were receding farther and farther behind him, but the Cherokee people were still very much present in his heart. As early as 1785 some Cherokee had asked permission from the Spanish governor of Mexico to settle in territory he governed. The governor passed on the request to the King of Spain, who granted a royal charter to a group led by an influential leader named Konnetue. This group of Cherokee settlers was soon followed by others until there were six Cherokee towns in what is now Arkansas and Missouri. The Louisiana Purchase of 1803 placed these towns back inside the territory of the United States, so a Cherokee leader called Bowl petitioned the government of now-independent Mexico for a place to live. Bowl led his followers to settle near what became Dallas, Texas. By the time Houston moved to Texas in 1832, there were several hundred members of the Cherokee Nation living there. According to one study of Houston, it is likely that he intended to establish an empire of Native Americans in Texas and play a role in its government. For such a venture, the support of the Cherokee would be vital. If this was his plan it did not succeed as intended, although several hundred Cherokee did join the Texas army during the War of Texas Independence.


  The movement for Texas independence soon was dominated by Anglo settlers, but Houston played a major role as leader of the tiny army fighting for independence from Mexico. The death of all the defenders of the Alamo gave the psychological impetus for the victory the Texas forces won at San Jacinto, now part of the city of Houston, on April 21, 1836. Houston was wounded and had his horse killed under him, but won a total victory in a battle that lasted an astonishing eighteen minutes. Riding into battle, Houston had draped around his shoulders a blanket woven in a traditional Cherokee pattern.


  As the hero of the struggle for independence, Sam Houston was elected President of the Republic of Texas. Any dream of establishing a homeland for Native Americans, especially the Cherokee, was now gone, but Houston used his position as president to work for good relations between whites and Native Americans. President Houston held frequent conferences with leaders of the many Native groups in territory claimed by Texas. These meetings were characterized by attempts to rectify past wrongs and to establish trust. Houston gave orders to stop white settlers from trespassing on land set aside for the various tribes, but he also sent out military forces to stop raids by Indians on settlements. Among the fiercest of the raiders were the Comanches. Turning to old friends, Houston named the Cherokee leader Bowl as the official representative to negotiate on behalf of the Texas government.


  Houston’s attitude toward Native Americans was in marked contrast with that of most of the people of his day, many of whom favored extermination or, at least, banishing all of them to some remote area. In response to such views, Houston publicly stated, “I will punish any man who does injustice to the Indians. I have known them from my boyhood. They are a brave, honest, upright people.” The lessons of tolerance learned in the Great Smoky Mountains followed Sam Houston for the rest of his life.
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