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1. Introduction

“Cirrizenste 1y Thrs NaTION, as you know, does not mean the
possession of civil rights merely—as it does outside Indian Terri-
tory. The right of citizenship in this Nation means . . . the right to
erect residences and make farms on land bought and paid for by
the Nation. .. . It means the right to materials and benefits which
elsewhere must be purchased by the citizen himself.” So spoke D.
W. Bushyhead, Principal Chief of the Cherokee Nation, at
Tahlequah, Indian Territory, the Cherokee capital, in 1883. He
added that all citizens and their posterity expected to enjoy these
benefits without limitation “except that all share equally, and that
no transfer of the common right shall be made without the com-
mon consent.”?

He was expressing the aboriginal American communism which
more than anything else distinguished the occupance, or human
geography, of the Five Civilized Tribes from that of other parts of
the American frontier. The new land had been acquired in ex-
change for eastern land, and the Cherokee government and
schools were supported primarily from the proceeds of land, east
and west, disposed of to the federal government and to other In-
dians.

The thesis of this study is the making of a portion of Oklahoma,
the Cherokee country, under Cherokee control. Cherokee culture,
although markedly changed by contacts with whites, was distin-
guished by a basic attitude toward the land—that it belonged to all
members of the tribe. The rights of all Cherokees in the resources
of the land were recognized in laws adopted even before the
Cherokees came west. Although outside forces and events were
important, the distinctiveness of the Cherokee country on the
American frontier resulted primarily from the aboriginal attitude
toward the land. Cherokee customs and laws were fundamental in
shaping the new land.

The Cherokees came to what is now Oklahoma from the South-

1



2 | Occupying the Cherokee Country of Oklahoma

east, the earlier arrivals after some years in Arkansas, the main
body and late arrivals directly from their old homeland. The
movement began as early as about 1792 and continued late into the
1800’s. The largest number, traveling the well-reported Trail of
Tears, arrived in Oklahoma in 1839 under forced removal. They
were preceded by the Old Settlers, or Cherokees West, who crossed
from Arkansas in 1828, and the Ridge, or Treaty, party, who came
west immediately after the land cession of 1835. Others had lived
elsewhere, including eastern Texas.?

CHEROKEES IN THE SOUTHEAST

The tribe was one of the largest on the English, later American,
frontier. Contemporary estimates and counts from 1709 to 1835
ran between 10,000 and 20,000; later estimates placed the popula-
tion at 22,000 before important European contact.?

The land occupied at least from the time of DeSoto (1540) em-
braced an area of somewhat varying extent in and about the south-
ern Appalachians, centering most of the time in what is now south-
eastern Tennessee and westernmost North Carolina, but including
areas in South Carolina, Georgia, and Alabama. Many maps and
contemporary accounts record long occupancy of the area, with
moderate changes in the outer limits of Cherokee towns.* Bar-
tram’s account of 1776 identified quite precisely the Cherokee
homeland before the retreat southwest during and after the Revo-
lutionary War. The last area ceded, in 1835, continued to be the
home of most Cherokees until 1838, although by that time overrun
by whites, especially in Georgia (Fig. 1).

The land in which the Cherokees resided was mainly hilly, partly
mountainous, a well-watered, largely wooded country. Naturalist
Bartram reported that it contained dense forests, grassy open
forests, “savannah,” “grassy vales,” and “meadows.” The openness,
it was claimed, was partly man-made.?

Cherokee economy at the time of white contact has been sum-
marized thus: “The Cherokee subsistence pattern was one of mixed
hunting, fishing, gathering, and agriculture.” Slash-and-burn ag-
riculture was basic; and from early in the 1700’s trading, especially
of pelts and furs, was important. Although there was much scatter-
ing of fields resulting from the scarcity of large level tracts, there
were a good many bodies of cropland several miles in length.®

The basic settlement form was the town or village. In fact, popu-
lation was ordinarily reported by towns, numbered from thirty-two
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Fig. 1.—Cherokee land sessions in the Southeast (1, before 1776; 2, to
1820; 3, in 1836) based on Royce. The heavy line, 4, outlines the area
occupied in 1776, according to Bartram, Travels. The Cherokees at the
time of removal, 1838, were living in the area ceded in 1836. Map adapted,
with permission, from the Geographical Review, Vol. 32 (1942).

to sixty-four. Bartram in 1776 gave a “list of the town and villages
in the Cherokee nation inhabited at this day,” totaling forty-three.
The villages varied in compactness and size. The eight on the Little
Tennessee River mapped by Timberlake in 1762 ranged from
about sixty to six hundred inhabitants. Bartram noted villages of
up to five hundred.”

The Cherokees, like other Indians of the Southeast, emphasized
corn as their main crop. Adair distinguished “three sorts” of corn.
Other mainstays were at least two kinds of beans, squash, and
pumpkins. Some tobacco was grown. James Adair, in describing
Cherokee agriculture from four decades of observation that began
in 1736, noted both garden plots and larger outfields and group
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planting of individual fields. Although there was some variation in
harvesting practices, agriculture was still largely a community en-
terprise when American federal and state governments replaced
agents of the British crown as the chief outside political influences
affecting the Cherokees.®

By that time some changes in Cherokee farming had taken place.
Hatchets and hoes of iron were in use, and new crops, including
peaches, pears, plums, melons, potatoes, and cabbages, were
grown. Horses, commonly tethered when not in use, were ap-
preciated. Some hogs were kept but few cattle because of lack of
fencing. The plow was not in common use although it had been
introduced.? Instead of agriculture’s being mainly women’s work,
by the time of the American Revolution even war chiefs worked at
planting. Shortly (1789) it was said that “not one-third as many
females as males are seen at work in their plantations” during the
growing season.'?

Bloody Fellow, claiming to speak for his people, is reported to
have told the United States Secretary of War in 1791 or 1792: “The
treaty [of Holston, 1791] mentions ploughs, hoes, cattle and other
things for a farm; this is what we want; game is going away among
us. We must plant corn and raise cattle, and we desire you to assist
us.”!* A period of peace for the Cherokees, in contrast to the pil-
lage and destruction of their villages and crops from 1761 to 1794,
permitted many changes to be made quite rapidly beginning about
1800.12

The census of 1809 showed that the 12,357 Cherokees in the
East had 480 to 500 plows, 13 gristmills, and 30 wagons; 19,600
cattle, 9,400 hogs, and 1,037 sheep; 1,500 spinningwheels and 467
looms. They were reported as owning 583 (or 538) slaves, and 341
whites lived among them. According to the Cherokee Phoenix, the
census begun in 1824 showed a population of about 15,000, 1,000
slaves, 22,400 cattle, 7,600 horses, 40,000 swine, 3,000 sheep, 2,450
plows, 120 wagons, 20 gristmills, 6 cotton gins, 12 sawmills, 55
blacksmith shops, 10 ferries, 1 turnpike, 6 public roads, 1,850
spinningwheels, and 700 looms.!? Here is statistical evidence that
the Cherokees had an economy much like that of white fron-
tiersmen.

By the 1820’s, most Cherokees were living on separate farms
rather than in villages. As early as 1818 a missionary from
Brainerd, near present-day Chattanooga, in country into which the
Cherokees had moved while the American Revolution was in prog-
ress, generalized: “The people do not live in villages, but scattered
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over the country from 2 to 10 miles apart.” In 1819 or 1820 the
claim was made, with partial explanation:

At present only that portion of the Cherokee nation, which is confessedly the most
indigent and degraded continues to live in towns. The greater and more respectable
part live on their plantations and thus acquire the habits of industry and sobriety,
which are uniformly counteracted by their congregation together. Hence it has
become a principle of sound government of the United States, to employ all its
influence to wean them from that habit, and to encourage the plantation system.'*

The long house, up to seventy feet in length, had been reduced
in size and, apparently, somewhat slowly transtormed. Not surpris-
ingly, the log cabin had become the usual house. Worcester, after
four years’ residence and wide travel, described housing thus:

The houses of the Cherokees are of all sorts, from an elegant painted or brick
mansion, down to a very mean cabin. If we speak of the mass of the people, they live
in comfortable log houses, generally one story high, but frequently two; sometimes
of hewn logs and sometimes unhewn; commonly with a wooden chimney.*®

The fundamental change in settlement type was reflected in a
law passed on November 12, 1824: “Resolved by the National
Committee and Council, that no person or persons whatsoever,
shall be permitted to settle and make improvements within the
distance of one-fourth mile of the field or plantation of another,
without the consent or approbation of such resident person, under
the penalty of forfeiting the whole of their labor for the benefit of
the original resident.”

Also, fence laws for the protection of crops were adopted
promptly. A fence five feet high was declared lawful, apparently,
against cattle and horses; and another two and one-half feet high
with no more than four inches between rails for hogs.

About this time, a town plan, including a public square, was
drawn up for New Echota, the new capital, located in northern
Georgia.'®

Although the Indian was becoming much like the white man, the
relation of the Cherokee to the land continued to be diametrically
opposite to that of the white frontiersman. Long-established tradi-
tion was reaffirmed in the constitution adopted in July 26, 1827,
which provided that all lands were common property; only the
improvements made on the land were private property; and the
legislature was empowered “to prevent the citizens from
monopolizing improvements with the view to speculation.”!”

Although citizens of the United States might acquire the rights to
use land and to carry on business as Cherokee citizens through
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intermarriage, the Cherokee laws strictly limited the activities of
United States citizens. Especially important were provisions for-
bidding Cherokees to use United States citizens to farm for them;
and limiting teachers, smiths, manufacturers, mechanics, etc., ad-
mitted by permit, to cultivate only twelve acres for support of
themselves and families.'®

Thomas L. M’Kenney, who had been superintendent of the gov-
ernment trade with the Indians and Chief of Indian affairs, in-
cluded a letter of a Cherokee preacher in his memoirs. This rather
rosy account of 1824 called attention to a diversified agriculture
that engaged the chief attention of the people. Included in that
agriculture were livestock, corn, cotton, tobacco, wheat, oats, in-
digo, sweet and Irish potatoes, gardens, and apple and peach or-
chards. “The natives,” it was claimed, “carry on considerable trade
with the adjoining States; and some of them export cotton in boats
down the Tennessee, to the Mississippi, and down that river to New
Orleans.” He spoke of “flourishing villages,” the manufacturing of
cotton and wool, and reported that nearly all merchants were na-
tive Cherokees. The population had shown substantial growth.
However, a much more adverse judgment of conditions was re-
corded a few years later—that the full bloods, constituting
nineteen-twentieths of the population, lived very poorly.'® Even if
greatly exaggerated, these reports show a to-be-expected variation
in economic condition.

The census of 1835 provides the last quantitative measure of the
main body of the Cherokees in the East.?’ It shows that most
Cherokees were living to the south and west of territory occupied at
the beginning of the Revolutionary War (Table 1). The character

TABLE 1

SuMMARY OF CHEROKEE CENsUs OF 1835

Intermarried Acres Bushels of
States Indians Slaves Whites Farms Culuavated Corn
Alabama 1,424 299 32 259 7,252 88,776
Georgia 8,946 776 68 1,735 19,216 267,644
North Carolina 3,644 37 22 714 974 78,392
Tennessee 2,528 480 79 412 10,692 129,179
Totals 16,542 1,592 201 3,120 38,134 563,991

soURCES: Microfilm of Manuscript Census, Western History Collection, University
of Oklahoma, and Malone, Cherokees of Old South, p. 118.
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of the population reported makes contemporary claims that half or
more of the Cherokees were of mixed blood seem highly unrea-
sonable. A vast majority of the families were classed as full bloods.
The count showed: full-blood families, 2,097; half-blood, 401;
fourth-blood, 346; mixed Negro, 17; mixed Catawba, 9; and mixed
Spanish, 2; in addition, a considerable number of families were not
classified by the enumerators. Practically all of the Negro slaves
were held by mixed-blood Cherokees and intermarried whites.?!

According to Henry T. Malone, 2,495 out of 2,668 families had
at least one farm, leaving only 173 not in farming. A total of 362
had more than one farm, of whom 224 had two, 77 had three, 33
had four, 17 had five, 8 had six, 1 had seven, 1 had nine, and 1 had
thirteen.?? It would appear that a few dozen Cherokees were fol-
lowing the example of the white man in trying to “get ahead.”

An extensive sampling of the 1835 census, using the first and
subsequently fourth, eighth, twelfth, etc., enumeration pages, gave
the following totals of acreage cultivated per family: none, 59
families; 1-9 acres, 349; 10-19 acres, 157; 20-59 acres, 101; 60-99
acres, 17; 100-199 acres, 10; 200 and more, 6. The number of
slaveholding families by acreage cultivated was: zero, none; 1-9
acres, 3; 10-19 acres, 8; 20-59 acres, 7; 60-99 acres, 9; 100-199
acres, 8; 200 acres or more, 4. In the 60 acres or more categories,
slaveholding families were in the majority; however, the largest
cultivator, of 351 acres, had no slaves.?® Draft animals and plows
would not have been necessary for the scale of farming carried on
by perhaps half of the families. Probably the date of the census
prevented the results from being a fair test of Cherokee farming;
nevertheless, at least 202 families, nearly 30 per cent of the sample,
were reported as selling corn (producing a surplus); in ten cases
over 1,000 bushels, up to 6,000. Probably many had been forced
off larger farms by invading whites. This assumption is given cre-
dence by the fact that in Georgia, especially overrun by whites, 237
of 369 families in the sample were cultivating fewer than 10 acres.

The imposition of the laws of the states within whose boundaries
the Cherokees found themselves and the invasion of white settlers,
contrary to federal treaties with the Cherokees, resulted in a
breakdown of Cherokee government and chaotic conditions highly
unfavorable to a peaceful society. The hopelessness of the situation
may well have provided the motivation for the final land cession,
agreed to by an unrepresentative, minority faction of the
Cherokees.?* The removal of the main body of Cherokees followed
in 1838.



2. Cherokees in the New Land,
Pre-Civil War

LIFE IN THE NEW LAND in what is now Oklahoma was a new begin-
ning for the Cherokees whether they arrived by traveling a few
miles from neighboring Arkansas, came from East Texas, jour-
neyed at various times at their choice from the Southeast, or fol-
lowed the Trail of Tears at forced removal in the winter of 1838-
39. Many, especially among the large body who arrived in 1839,
lost nearly all of their belongings. “Fortunate were those able to
bring with them some of their cherished household possessions.”
Another authority gave the opinion that “this removal turned the
Cherokees back in the calendar of progress and civilization at least
a quarter of a century.”

Cherokee culture introduced into the new land, as in the old, was
a mixture of aboriginal and white elements. This was as true of the
Cherokees West, or Old Settler, group, already resident when the
major immigration occurred in 1838-39, as of those who had re-
mained tenaciously in the Southeast. Accounts of the Cherokees in
Arkansas prior to their going to Oklahoma in 1828, despite the
reported propensity of that group for hunting, reveal an economy
and settlement pattern much like those of their brothers still in the
East.2 Although social considerations and preference for valley
lands favored fairly close settlement, loosely grouped scattered
farms were the rule. For example: “On this creek [the Illinois
River, a tributary of the Arkansas] are Cherokees in a continuous
settlement from the mouth upward to a distance of twenty or five
and twenty miles. The whole is known as Ta-kau-to-caugh’s village,
because here the influence of this chief is the greatest and his
village, properly so-called on this creek and included in this settle-
ment.” The village proper consisted of “no more than five or six
cabins.”®

The western group, like the eastern, had a system of laws. In the
West, as in the East, death was decreed for the unauthorized selling
of land; in both a light-horse company for maintaining order was

9



10 / Occupying the Cherokee Country of Oklahoma

established early; in both, burning of the woods was prohibited in
the months of January and February; in both, legal fence was de-
fined specifically (nine rails high in the West); the introduction of
liquor to the government center was prohibited both East and
West.* There were fewer laws in the West, especially those regulat-
ing conduct with United States citizens, suggesting a less compli-
cated society.

The earlier Cherokee residents in the new land were well estab-
lished when the main body of migrants arrived early in 1839.
Those already in the area had the advantages of time and of not
having lost most of their possessions in a forced removal. The
Cherokees already in what is now Oklahoma were estimated at
about 8,000, with about 1,000 to 1,100 farms. The farms were said
to produce corn, oats, potatoes of both kinds, beans, peas,
pumpkins, and melons. The Indian agent wrote also: “The great
profit of the Cherokee farmer is his corn, his horses, his cattle, and
his hogs,” and “there are no Cherokees who follow the chase, for a
living.” There were several native traders, one of whom owned a
steamboat plying between New Orleans and the Cherokee Nation.®
Such a group could help supply the later arrivals and in some cases
disposed of their improvements to them.®

The earlier settlers were widely distributed, but most were con-
centrated in the wooded Ozarkian section, especially in the south,
near the Arkansas waterway and their former homes in Arkansas.
Among them was Sequoyah, inventor of the Cherokee syllabary,
who lived in a modest log cabin (Fig. 2). The three public schools
operating in 1833 were in the south; the polling places were all to
the south of the site later selected for Tahlequah; and the four
missions of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign
Missions were located in the southern half of the chiefly wooded
section of the Nation.” However, there, as well as to the north,
there was room for newcomers.

THE NEw LAND

The new land west of Arkansas received by the Cherokees in
exchange for their eastern homeland and the land held briefly in
Arkansas was a spacious domain of some 20,000 square miles, an
area more than one-third the size of the state of Georgia. The
Cherokees gradually occupied about the eastern one-third of their
new territory, land that was eventually allotted to them (Fig. 3).
This essay is concerned primarily with how Cherokees and others
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Fig. 2—Home of Sequoyah, inventor of the Cherokee syllabary, con-

structed about 1830, in district later renamed Sequoyah. In 1936 workmen
enclosed it as a monument.

under Cherokee authority established themselves in this part of
Oklahoma before allotment.® Some two-thirds of their territory was
never occupied effectively by the Cherokees, but was sold
piecemeal between the Civil War and 1891. Included were a large
block in southeastern Kansas and a narrow strip along the southern
border of that state (the Neutral Lands and the Strip), land sold to
the Osages, and a broad belt west of the 96th meridian, known as
the Cherokee Outlet but often erroneously referred to as the Strip,
which had been intended to serve as an outlet to the buffalo plains.?

The Cherokee country actually occupied consisted of two nearly
equal parts, Ozarks and Prairie Plains.’® The Grand, or Neosho,
River, continued southward by the Arkansas, forms a convenient
approximate division (Fig. 4). The country east of the Grand was
primarily wooded, whereas the plains to the west were mainly
prairie (Fig. 5).

The United States surveyors in the late 1890’s, in their field
notes, described the country in detail along all the section lines that
they were establishing. Township plats were drawn from the field
notes, and a general map of vegetation was drawn from both
sources. Although there are numerous discrepancies between field
notes and plats and between plats and the summary map of vegeta-
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Fig. 3.—The Cherokee Nation as allotted. This was the only area in Okla-
homa effectively occupied by the Cherokees. Map adapted with permission
from the Geographical Review, Vol. 32 (1942). Lands of Five Civilized Tribes
as reduced after the Civil War.

tion, the last is judged an acceptable generalization.'* The distribu-
tion of vegetation in the Ozarkian area had a much more detailed
pattern than mapped. It should be added that the accounts of early
travelers, although the descriptions were rarely precise, tend to
confirm the general distribution of prairie as mapped.

The eastern area was largely an oak-hickory woodland with occa-
sional stands of pine. Much of the woodland was quite open and
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Fig. 4.—Physical divisions of the Cherokee country and political divisions
of 1850. Political divisions after Muriel H. Wright, Oklahoma Historical
Society.

grassy (Fig. 6). As late as 1874, the entire country of the Five
Civilized Tribes was called a vast pasture.’? Cherokees born about
the time of the Civil War gave lucid accounts of open woods, in a
number of cases in conversations with the author in the 1930’s
recalling the cutting of bluestem prairie grass in the woods with
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Fig. 5.—Vegetation, railroads, and towns of the Cherokee Nation. The
shaded areas were wooded. Railroads are those shown by Fitch, 1899, plus
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prairies: 1. Cowskin, 2. Lynch, 3. Beattie, 4. Markham, 5. Rose, 6. Elm
(Ulm), 7. Long, 8. Mosely, 9. Peggs, 10. Lowry, 11. Alberty (Westville), 12.
Tahlequah, 13. Menard, 14. Park Hill, 15. Zion, 16. Braggs, and 17. Wild

Horse (Sallisaw).
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Fig. 6.—Open woods in southern Adair County. Scene is representative of
condition described as general earlier.

mowing machines. There may have been less replacement of grass-
land by woods than in the Missouri and Arkansas Ozarks, where
notable changes took place.'?

APPRAISAL OF THE NEw LAND

The Ozarkian portion of the new Cherokee land was much like
the old. Both were largely wooded hill country, with many streams
and springs and with grass in both open woods and small prairies.
Both had game, but the buffalo had retreated from them. In both,
small tracts of potential cropland were more common than exten-
sive areas. The forest in the new land was generally less luxuriant
than in the old, and damaging drought was fairly frequent; the
grassland west of the Grand River had no counterpart in the East.
Other assets included salt wells and salt springs, especially near the
Arkansas and Grand rivers.' Probably with the varied known re-
sources in mind, an early acting Indian superintendent concluded
that “the country is inferior to none west of the Mississippi.” His
judgment was repeated by others familiar with the country.'®
Among those lauding the land were some who should have been
both disinterested and competent to judge, among them a mission-
ary, who, after several years among the Choctaws, in 1844



16 / Occupying the Cherokee Country of Oklahoma

traveled from Fort Smith, Arkansas, to Fairfield Mission, on Sal-
lisaw Creek, in what is now Adair County. He wrote, “Our course
of travel was . . . through a country much more fertile and produc-
tive, and better supplied with timber than any we had previously
seen in the south-west.”'¢ Although the Arkansas was navigable
seasonally for steamboats to Fort Gibson (two miles up the Grand)
and keelboats and flatboats were used on the Grand, accessibility
was probably less than in the older homeland. The remoteness
from hordes of white settlers was a major asset. The earliest un-
favorable appraisal included in the reports of the Commissioner of
Indian Affairs seems to be one of 1869: three-fifths was rocky and
suited only for pasture and timber.!?

Settlement indicative of Appraisal.

The Cherokees did not avoid the rocky, timbered Ozarks.
Cherokee citizens were entitled to occupy and use any part of the
national domain. They were free to pick and choose and to move to
a new locality if not satisfied. A country that combined small bodies
of productive soil, extensive open woods, and small prairies with
abundant sources of water was not a poor country. Sites combining
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Fig. 7.—Basin valley of upper Sallisaw Creek in old Flint District, still
largely occupied by mixed-blood Cherokees in 1935. Outliers of Boston
Mountains in background. Photograph reproduced courtesy of Economic
Geography, Vol. 18 (1942).
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Fig. 8.—Little Lee’s Creek in old Flint District in Boston Mountain area. In
1935 it was still occupied by full-blood Cherokees. Photograph reproduced
courtesy of Economic Geography, Vol. 18 (1942).

these assets were commonly those occupied by the full bloods, long
the most numerous group.'® Valleys were usually preferred (Figs. 7
and 8). Stream-side farming localities were noted for the earliest
Cherokee settlers: Lees Creek, Skin Bayou, Sallisaw Creek, Illinois
River, both sides of the Arkansas above the mouth of the Canadian,
and Grand River."?

Most of the newcomers, anxious to end the misery of the march
of the Trail of Tears and probably attracted by the advantages of
being close to points of disbursement of rations by the contractors
and to established centers in Arkansas, settled in especially large
numbers near the eastern boundary. Three districts on the border,
Delaware, Going Snake, and Flint, were for some years the most
populous in the Cherokee Nation (Fig. 4). Legislation passed in
1841 provided for two public schools in each of these districts, with
one each for the others; in 1843 these were the only districts enti-
tled to three schools, increased to four common schools each for
these districts in 1845. The vote for principal chief by districts in
1847 was Delaware, 963; Going Snake, 638; Flint, 529; Tahlequah,
507; Skin Bayou, 448; Saline, 345; Illinois, 324; and Canadian, 93,
for a total of 3,847.2° Only in thinly peopled Canadian District was



18 / Occupying the Cherokee Country of Oklahoma

most of the population in the western, largely prairie, part of the
Nation (Figs. 4 and 5).

Some of the Cherokee citizens, like frontiersmen elsewhere,
early began the utilization of the small prairies from bases at their
wooded margins. Beattie’s (variously spelled) Prairie, adjacent to
the Arkansas boundary, known to old-timers at a later date as the
garden spot of the Nation, was such an area: “The Prairie seems
surrounded by settlers who live in the timber and cultivate in the
Prairie. The Prairie is more elevated than the surrounding country
which perhaps accounts for the numberless springs found around
the edge of it, as if to supply the settlers, at places most convenient
to them.” The observer who wrote this, an army officer who made a
considerable traverse of the Ozarkian area, noted also that white
men, William and James H. Thompson, had three hundred and
nearly two hundred acres, respectively, under fence, perhaps half
under cultivation, although the location of the fields was not giv-
en.®!

Other Cherokee citizens established farms on prairie sites in the
Oczarkian part. Prominent men who did so included John and
Lewis Ross (the principal chief and his brother) on Park Hill
Prairie, Joseph M. Lynch on the north edge of Lynch’s Prairie, and
Samuel Mayes, Sr., on Mayes Prairie, in Flint District.2? Perhaps it is
significant that the prairies named were well situated: Beattie’s and
Mayes prairies to Arkansas, Park Hill Prairie to Tahlequah, the
capital, and Lynch’s Prairie to Grand River (Fig. 5). Long-time
residents, however, commonly agree that settlement in most
prairies in the eastern half of the Nation lagged behind that of
adjacent wooded land. The Cherokees left familiar country reluc-
tantly.

While the Ozarkian area was moderately settled, the prairies to
the west of the Grand and the Arkansas held few Cherokees even at
the beginning of the Civil War. The newly established Methodist
circuit in 1848 reported only 17 (Webbers Falls, in Canadian Dis-
trict) there of a membership of 1,482 in the Nation; in 1851, the
Canadian circuit was credited with 25, and Verdigris with 42 in a
total of 1,781 in the Southern Methodist circuits; in the following
year the counts were Canadian, 74, and Big Bend and Verdigris,
34, of a total of 1,885. The only public schools in the Cherokee
Nation in a total of twenty one in 1858 that could be identified as
located to the west were Mount Claremont (near present Clare-
more) and Canadian River. Similarly, of the thirteen post offices
established prior to 1860, only Webbers Falls (Canadian District)



Cherokees in the New Land, Pre-Civil War [ 19

and Verdigris were situated west of the Arkansas and the Grand.??
Webbers Falls was an old boat landing on the Arkansas. The set-
tlement along the Verdigris represented a distant outpost of
Cherokee settlement on the Prairie Plains, and even there a sub-
stantial amount of timber was found. Cooweescoowee, the largest
prairie district, was created in 1856 from Saline District (Figs. 5 and
10). Its first courthouse, 1856-67, was located on Bird Creek, in the
eastern part of land later sold to the Osages.?* Bird Creek was well
beyond schools and post offices and perhaps missionaries. In 1858
the Cherokee Indian agent reported that many Cherokees were
settling on the frontier for the purpose of utilizing the open
range.?® Although settlement must have preceded missionary activ-
ity, schools, post offices, and political organization by a few years,
the western, largely prairie, part of the Cherokee country lagged
well behind the mainly wooded eastern portion.

MODE OF SETTLEMENT

Ethan Allen Hitchcock, a few years after the arrival of the main
body of migrants, writing about Cherokee settlement near the Ar-
kansas border, said that they had “their own farming im-
provements as well established as their neighbors.” Also, he noted,
“the Cherokees are scattered in isolated families in all parts of the
nation,” and “there are no villages strictly speaking but settlements
more or less densely populated occupying favorable positions em-
bracing a circle of many miles under various names, Grand Saline,
Beatty’s Prairie, Sallisaw etc.” About the same time the touring
missionary Henry C. Benson identified the Fairfield Mission (along
the Sallisaw) and the capital, Tahlequah, as situated in populous
localities, in contrast to occasional farms seen en route from Fort
Smith to Fairfield. Another churchman, Harris, spoke of scanty
population as common, with farms “usually within 5 miles of each
other.”?8

When one considers both the tradition of co-operation and the
need for it in the poverty of equipment brought with them, it is
reasonable to assume that full bloods, at least, gave permission to
friends and relatives to live in proximity. Clustering about large
springs may be assumed from the start (Fig. 9).

The usual house in the Cherokee country was made of logs. The
Cherokee agent in 1843 said: “They generally live in double cabins
and have about them the utensils and conveniences of such habita-
tions.” After extensive observation, Hitchcock added confirmation
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Fig. 9.—Sycamore Spring on Beattie Creek in eastern part of Delaware
District in a very dry summer. A community of a dozen full-blood families
was still located about the spring in 1936. Steve W. Peak, superintendent of
Delaware County schools, in picture. Photograph reproduced courtesy of
Economic Geography, Vol. 18 (1942).

and detail: “There are many houses though of logs, that are per-
fectly comfortable; double, with a covered passage between them
and porch front and rear; embracing a second story with floors,
planed, jointed and grooved supported upon dressed joists—with
good doors, with iron hinges and locks—glass windows with move-
able sashes.” He wrote also of the small huts of “the poorest Indians
of the Cherokee Nation” along Spavinaw Creek, but they may be
judged as somewhat representative of “a large class who are famil-
iarly spoken of as ‘the poor,” ‘the common people,” the ‘ignorant
people,” ” He reported in contrast that the house of Lewis Ross, the
merchant (also slaveholder, who lived on the Ross, or Park Hill,
Prairie), “is of the cottage character, clapboarded and painted, his
floor carpeted, his furniture elegant.” It seems safe to assume that
most log houses had one story.?”

Other structures than houses on the farmsteads were mentioned
infrequently. Their number and size doubtless varied substantially.
Barns were not very common even in 1857, when the agent ex-
pressed the hope that the Cherokees would build barns because
their crops were spoiling in the fields. The corn crib must have
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been common. Harris made specific note of a corn crib of logs
holding two hundred bushels. The Cherokee agent included in his
report of progress in the Cherokee Nation in 1859, “Wherever it is
practical spring houses [small structures over springs], for the
preservation of milk, butter, and cheese are to be found.”?® Be-
cause large springs were not common and dairy products were slow
to gain acceptance, it can be assumed that spring houses were not
usual parts of a Cherokee farmstead.

Farms varied as much as houses. The scene witnessed by Hitch-
cock in 1844 in the southeastern part of the region was probably
representative: “Passed several log houses with enclosures of sev-
eral acres—upward of 100 in one instance—trees merely girdled
and left to decay. Saw corn and pumpkins, hogs, fowls and cattle,
two wagons and some oxen and horses; a fine looking negro at
Lowry’s was ‘snaking’ in trees with two yoke of oxen.” Benson, a
visiting missionary, noted great inequalities in the way the
Cherokees lived: “All day long,” he said, while going northwest
from Fort Smith, “we were permitted to witness the varied evi-
dences of Cherokee civilization. . .. There were occasional farms
with comfortable dwellings, and with barns, orchards, wagons,
carts, plows, harrows and other implements of husbandry. ... But
in the immediate vicinity of those comfortable homesteads we
would see the smoky hovel and the little irregular patch of corn and
pumpkins; and every object would indicate degradation and
squalid poverty.” Some Cherokees, the agent reported in 1853,
“live much in the style of the Southern gentlemen of easy circum-
stances. Many of the dwellings of that class are large, comfortable,
and handsome buildings; their fields, too, are well enclosed with
good rail fences, and their yards and gardens are handsomely
paled in, and the grounds tastefully laid off and ornamented with
rare and beautiful shrubbery.”?®

Doubtless the zigzag rail fence, commonly called snake or worm
fence, was a prominent feature of the rural scene. It was rarely
reported, probably because it was taken for granted. No other type
of enclosure was lawful until after the Civil War.3°

Despite a general claim to the contrary, there seems little reason
to doubt that Cherokee settlement was relatively stable. The claim
made by the Superintendent of Indian Affairs for the Southern
Superintendency in 1858 that most of the Cherokees, Creeks,
Seminoles, Choctaws, and Chickasaws because they did not own the
land they cultivated were “continually on the wing, moving from
place to place,” so that there were more deserted than inhabited
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houses®! is not supported by reports of the Indian agents or others
in direct contact, and makes little sense for predominantly agricul-
tural peoples.

Cherokee Towns

The low density of population, the availability of goods in towns
just over the Cherokee boundary in Arkansas and Missouri, the
control of trade by Cherokee authorities, and the basically subsis-
tence nature of the economy combined to limit the growth of
towns. Tahlequah, the capital, and Fort Gibson, the boat landing
and military post, were the only towns in the Cherokee Nation until
the arrival of railroads after the Civil War (Fig. 5).

Tahlequah was fairly centrally located in the wooded portion of
the country that held most of the population, rather close to the
boat landing at Fort Gibson but distant enough from the military
base to avoid its disturbing influences. The townsite was by a major
spring, partly in the prairie and partly in the woods. Prior to being
designated the capital, the site had been the national council
ground. An impromptu but somewhat orderly village grew up,
described by Hitchcock in 1841 thus: “I saw a number of log houses
arranged in order with streets, or one street at all events was clearly
visible but the houses were very very small.” Two years later the
National Council ordered a survey, with some lots reserved for
public buildings and occupancy rights of others to be sold to citi-
zens making the highest bids. Tahlequah was incorporated in
1852.32 The town was described thus one year after its incorpora-
tion: “There was an excellent brick court-house, well and conve-
niently arranged. . . . in the village there were dry goods stores, and
a number of mechanic shops—also a tavern and a boarding house,”
and a school and a church were located close to the village.

A few years later the editor of the Cherokee newspaper wrote:
“We have in the town of Tahlequah, five hotels, five stores, two
smith shops, a tailor shop and a fair prospect of an increase of the
assortment.” From the Fort Smith newspaper came the description
of Tahlequah as “a quiet and orderly place, though rather dull in
the way of business. Here are four stores, one saddler’s shop, a
tailor shop, three blacksmith’s shops, a shoemaker’s shop, and
three taverns.”®® The taverns did not sell liquor.

When the military establishment at Fort Gibson was abandoned
in 1857, the Cherokees promptly laid out a town, the second
planned town in the Nation, temporarily named Kee-too-whah.
After reserving a number of buildings already there for public
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purposes, the remaining lots, after survey, were disposed of in the
same manner as at Tahlequah.?*

It seems reasonable to suppose that the rather strict control of
immigration exercised by the Cherokees through their policy of
admitting only limited numbers of laborers and traders under
permits and the prohibition of the sale of alcoholic beverages
tended to strengthen trade and encourage the growth of towns
along the Arkansas and Missouri border outside the Cherokee
country. Among these places were Fort Smith, Evansville, Cincin-
nati, Cherokee City, Maysville, and Neosho; Van Buren, a little
farther away, was important. Van Buren, in the mid 1840’s was
sustained, it was said, by Indian annuities and supplying the troops
at Fort Smith. Maysville, adjacent to temporarily occupied Fort
Wayne, in 1841 was called a groggery by Hitchcock. Trade of vari-
ous sorts, liquor included, was carried on with the Cherokees. So
damaging was the sale of liquor to Cherokees considered by the
National Council that it adopted an official resolution requesting
the governors of the States of Arkansas and Missouri to use their
influence to stop the liquor traffic with the Cherokees.*

CHEROKEE EcoNOMY

The essentially subsistence character of the economy, based
mainly on crops and livestock, favored the growing of a wide range
of crops, many of them brought from the Southeast by the
Cherokees. Probably virtually all native and introduced crops
grown there by the Cherokees were tried in their new home.

Corn, the aboriginal crop, was the mainstay of Cherokee
economy. It was produced mainly for food. Hand-operated
gristmills and mortar and pestles were used early to prepare the
grain; water-driven gristmills were added in time, their number
being restricted by the irregular flow of most streams.?® So great
was the dependence on locally produced corn that drought, fre-
quently reported, resulted in hunger. The Indian agents reported
droughts in 1838, 1848, 1854, 1856, 1860, and 1862, those of 1854,
1860, and 1862 being especially severe:

I have serious apprehension that there will be considerably suffering among the
poorer classes [1854]; The crops have almost wholly failed the present year in a
large part of the nation; and the Indians must suffer much for want of bread [1860];
The drought has been severe. Of corn, there will not be half enough to bread the
country. The crop of wheat is good, though only a few of the more wealthy farmers
produce it. . . . Beef, however, is plentiful, and will more than furnish enough for
the subsistence of the people [1862].37
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The unimportance of wheat was emphasized by the bringing in
of flour from southwestern Missouri. In the mid-1840’s it was re-
ported that flour was being carried on flatboats down the Cowskin,
an east bank tributary of the Grand just to the north of Delaware
District, to the Grand, then on the Arkansas, supplying various
points on the rivers.?®

The first cotton gin in the Cherokee Nation was erected near the
Arkansas River in 1844, where some plantations near Fort Smith
were using Negro slaves. However, cotton as a supply crop, sepa-
rated by hand, was grown even in the northern part of Delaware
District.?® In 1848, some upland rice was reported grown by the
owner of the cotton gin. In 1858 the Cherokee agent reported the
production of sorghum from cane.*® Although orchards were re-
ported early in the Southeast, they were said to be unusual among
the Cherokees in the new land, according to the agent’s report in
1851. An interesting contemporary account follows:

Proceeded [from Fort Gibson toward Tahlequah] . . . to the house of Mr. L._____ a
sturdy yeoman from New York; he had married a Cherokee, and opened a farm in
the nation; his house, log, two stories; some acres in corn; had set out 100 apple
trees, a fine peach orchard in front of his house. ... such a farm invaluable as a
pattern to the Indians, many of whom had profited by it.**

Whether the example was followed or not, Mr. L , an inter-
married white, represented an important agent of change among
the Indians.

Wild hay may well have been a new crop for the Cherokees.
Their agent in 1839 reported, “The rich prairie while it affords the
best summer range, produces fine grass, which when cut and prop-
erly cured, is but little inferior to our timothy hay.” Within two
decades large quantities of prairie hay were being cut and cured.*?

Methods of farming, as well as scale, varied substantially. No
doubt the sharp contrasts in “comforts of life,” with “the better
classes” who were “refined and wealthy while the lower classes are
destitute and thriftless” remarked by an early traveler, included
ways of farming. Hitchcock in 1841 generalized that there was a
large class of poor Indians who did not possess even hoes after
their removal from the Southeast.*?

Community effort common on the American frontier had, as
noted, long been an essential part of Cherokee farming. Although
formally organized social groups called towns seem not to have
been established, it was asserted by men still living in the 1930’s that
“towns” and “town work” were common in their youth. In a
number of instances, groupings of five or six families of full bloods
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about springs were called towns. Along Honey Creek, in the north-
ern part of Delaware District, it was recalled that there were two
“towns,” each about seven miles long, within which, “workin’s,”
“railmaulin’s,” and “house raisin’s” were group activities. Also,
community-cradling of wheat was cited.** In the early years, shar-
ing of scarce equipment and the “kindliness and liberality [of the
wealthy] that have not been learned from the whites”** no doubt
helped many of the numerous poor to survive.

After at least two decades in the new land, before the beginning
of the Civil War, improvements in agriculture were such as to in-
clude “the application of machinery in farming, such as reapers,
mowers, threshers, etc.,” but just a few years earlier the Indian
agent generalized that “the full Indian confines his industry to corn
and sweet potatoes, etc.” The four thousand Negroes reported by
the agent in 1859 must have been employed mainly on farms.
White laborers under permit were other non-Cherokees at work.

The keeping of livestock was an essential part of the economy.
The judgment of the acting superintendent of the Western Ter-
ritories in 1837 that “the great profit of the Cherokee farmer is his
corn, his horses, his cattle, and his hogs”*¢ would apply for many
years, although sales were ordinarily minimal.

Horses or other draft animals, of course, were essential to exten-
sive crop raising. The other domestic animals, less needed for fre-
quent service at or near the farmstead, largely foraged for them-
selves. The missionary Cephas Washburn, who spent more than
twenty years among the Old Settler group in Arkansas and Okla-
homa, the latter part of the time at Dwight Mission on the Sallisaw,
described a system of stock-keeping that remained little changed
until well after the Civil War. He wrote: “They had numerous
heads of cattle, horses, and swine. . .. They are rarely salted, but
the country abounds in licks, as they are termed.” His biographer
added:

The people of the frontier settlements, in early times, who owned cattle, were
accustomed to prepare what were usually called lick logs. These were simply fallen
trees with notches cut out in them a few inches deep, and at a distance of two or
three feet apart. To these logs it was usual to repair once or twice a week and salt the
cattle. In this manner each man attended to his own flock, and was able to keep
them separate from others.*

The Indian agents, without going into much detail, corroborated
the widespread keeping of cattle on an open range basis: prairie
“affords fine range” (1841); “settling on the western frontier in
order to secure the winter and summer range” (1858); “This is
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decidedly a stock raising country, and but little expense or exertion
is necessary to raise cattle, as they generally winter themselves”
(1859). A more specific description of pre—Civil War stock raising
was provided immediately after that conflict:

Horses, mules, cattle, sheep, and hogs are reared with so little trouble and expense
that at the beginning of the late rebellion almost all the Cherokees had some stock.
Many had large stocks and a few had them of their own raising [italics by Hewes] by

the thousands. They have not, heretofore, had to feed their stock of any kind in the
winter except a few for use.*®

Neither was very much work required to keep up the pastures, the
chief oversight being that of “greening up the grass” by setting fires
in the spring in the woods and, presumably, on the prairies, a
practice that was brought from the Southeast. The National Coun-
cil in 1841 restricted the season in which it was legal “to set the
woods on fire” to the period from March 1 to October 15.*° This
was the portion of the year in which damage to trees and danger to
fences and buildings should be least.

Grazing was good, at least at the outset, with the use of the open
woods and many small prairies and with many water sources. The
wild peavine, which was common, was especially esteemed by cattle,
according to men born after the Civil War. The woods offered
protection from the heat of summer and from winter winds, and
canebreaks, often more than head tall, offered refuge as well as
succulent young growth along the Arkansas and major tributaries
well north in the Cherokee country. Although the Ozarkian area
remained the chief stock country until well after the Civil War, part
of the big prairie, presumably even far beyond Grand River, was
well stocked at the outbreak of that conflict. Hogs, considerably less
important than cattle, if the Indian agent’s statistics for 1859, re-
produced below, were representative, also foraged for themselves,
finding an abundance of acorns and other feed in the woods. As
reported by Hitchcock, “Everybody has plenty of hogs and a suffi-
ciency of cattle unless it is a few full-blooded Indians. His hogs were
fattened on mast (wild nuts) as good a fat as from corn he thinks.”5°

In a broader context, perhaps Cherokee cattle keeping
exemplified “the Anglo-American tradition of open-range cattle
herding derived from the Carolinas through the Upper South.”
Certainly, it was an open range operation; some use of salt for
control of herds and burning of the grass have been noted, and
there must have been cattle drives and some use of horses. The
larger operations, but probably not most, required more than fam-
ily labor. Hogs were commonly run with the cattle both in the open
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woods of the Ozarks and on the wooded homesteads within the
western prairies. Marks and brands, however, may not have been
an essential part of the system; at least, laws governing marks and
brands apparently were not enacted until after the Civil War.®! Itis
reasonable to assume that a much greater area served as range for
livestock than was used for any other purpose, but it does not
follow that cattle raising was the chief element of the Cherokee
economy, although cattle at times constituted the chief export.

Probably most of the Cherokees included cattle in a general
farming operation using family labor, but some larger cattle raisers
used Negro slaves. A number of Old Settlers employed slaves to
raise cattle before the main body of Cherokees arrived in 1839.%2
Doubtless the practice was extended as more slaves were brought
into the new country and cattle grazing spread to the big prairies.
The Cherokee agent just before the Civil War, a Southerner, linked
the advancement of the Cherokees with the use of slaves: “The
raising of cattle is becoming a leading occupation of some of the
largest farmers. I am clearly of the opinion that the rapid ad-
vancement of the Cherokees is owing in part to the fact of their
being slaveholders, which has acted as an incentive to all industrial
pursuits.®®* However, if nearly all Cherokees kept cattle, the
number owning cattle was vastly greater than the 384 Cherokees
reported as owning slaves in 1860.>* Most, even some of the larger,
stock raisers, “had them of their own raising,” as previously noted.
As early as 1835 a much-traveled missionary, described as Register
of Indian Affairs, stated, “It was thought by some intelligent white
men in their country, that within five years past, they have sold
between six and seven thousand head of cattle.”®> In 1842, how-
ever, according to the Cherokee agent, “all of them own stock
cattle, yet make little beyond their consumption.” Probably sales
were small until large numbers of migrants passing through or
near the Cherokee country on the way to California provided an
expanded market. Large numbers of cattle were reported sold in
1855, 1857, and 1859.5¢

The Indian agent, then in his ninth year as agent, included a
statistical summary of Cherokee progress in his report of 1859. It
showed conditions at a peak after recovery from the disaster of
removal and before the destruction wrought by the Civil War. The
Cherokees were said to number 21,000; whites, 1,000; and Neg-
roes, 4,000. Other statistics included 102,500 acres cultivated;
yields of 35 bushels of corn, 12 bushels of wheat, and 30 bushels of
oats per acre; 240,000 cattle, 20,000 horses and mules, 16,000
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hogs, and 5,000 sheep. Although there is no assurance that the
figures given were approximately correct, the amount claimed cul-
tivated was much greater than the 38,134 acres shown in the census
of 1835, and larger than in the census of 1880. The large number
of cattle came after some expansion of settlement onto the western
prairies and improvement in the quality of stock through introduc-
tion of breeding stock from Missouri and other states.’” With over
100,000 acres for 21,000 Cherokees, the amount cultivated per
family would average about 20 to 25 acres, quite reasonable
amounts considering the unimportance of agricultural exports and
the failure to grow crops for cattle or hogs. The 20 to 100 acres said
to make up the “many excellent farms” in 1846 probably repre-
sented both the need of the family and ability to clear, fence, and
cultivate, and the general availability of land. Approximately sixty
head of cattle per family, if close to accurate, was indeed a high
average.

The public domain was useful not only for grazing but for other
things as well. Although the time spent by the average Cherokee
probably declined sharply with distance from his log cabin, the
full-blood male may have spent more time on the public domain
than on his own land and may have depended more on the re-
sources outside his enclosures than within. If the clearing of the
tarm failed to provide adequate building material, firewood, and
tencing, the woods adjoining could. Hunting as a source of meat
and often of pelts for sale was common on the American frontier.
It would have been strange indeed if Indians with a longer tradi-
tion of hunting than their white neighbors had not conformed to
the frontier pattern.

The Indian agents and the Cherokees themselves may have felt
the need to distinguish the Five Civilized Tribes from the wild
Indians on the plains to the west. Otherwise, the lack of attention to
game in most early official reports is incomprehensible. However, a
report from George Gibson, of the office of Commissioner General
of Subsistence, in 1835 in praise of the new land being occupied by
Cherokees, Creeks, and Choctaws, included the words: “Game is in
undiminished abundance.” This assessment of the Cherokee coun-
try seems much fairer than that of seven years later that “there is no
game within 150 or 200 miles of their limits.” In 1844, Hitchcock,
apparently summarizing information given by the Cherokee
Joseph Vann, one of the Old Settler group, reported “no game of
any consequence, used to be buffalo and elk.” However, in Hitch-
cock’s account of his first recorded meal in the Cherokee country,
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venison was the first food mentioned; later he generalized: “The
common people wear leggings of dressed deer skins and sometimes
coats of the same material,” evidence of the abundance of deer.?®

The Cherokee authorities, no doubt with popular approval,
passed a number of laws intended to preserve the resources for the
general good. The regulation for only seasonal burning of the
woods has been cited. The Cherokees West in 1831 made it illegal
to authorize white men to cut timber for sale outside the Nation.
The restriction was broadened in 1841 to forbid the sale of timber,
rails, boards, or stone to citizens of the United States, excepting
cord wood, which might be sold legally for use by steamboats.
Probably cutting timber for local use was at least tacitly approved,
but large-scale removal of wood from the public domain by citizens
was not. On one occasion, a resident of Beattie’s Prairie, after raft-
ing five hundred pine logs down Grand River to Fort Gibson, was
stopped as he was floating seven or eight hundred more down
Spavinaw Creek, the logs being confiscated as property of the Na-
tion.%® The Cherokees West in 1831 prohibited the cutting down of
pecan trees as a way of harvesting the nuts, a regulation long con-
tinued. The laws of 1875 contained a provision making it illegal to
cut down, kill, or destroy pecan, walnut, hickory, or other fruit or
nut-bearing trees on the public domain, but without specifying the
date of enactment.®! Salt wells and salt springs were of special
concern, judging by the number of laws passed. As of 1833 the
Cherokees West declared salines were the property of the Nation
and that after existing leases expired, the salines should be leased
to the highest citizen bidder for no longer than five years; later
actions extended the period of the leases and limited a citizen to the
lease of one saline. While still in the Southeast and before the
discovery of gold on Cherokee land in Georgia, the Cherokees had
declared various metals national property. Coal, added quite early
to the list of minerals, was not to be leased to non-citizens. In the
absence of arrangements for leasing, it appears that citizens were
free to use coal deposits on the public domain. In 1848, a five-year
lease on some lead mines was approved and later was revised.®? As
conditions changed, legislation was extended to other resources in
efforts to insure the equitable use of the public domain.

Because the Cherokee economy was primarily a subsistence
economy, little money was in circulation. A small annuity from
bonds purchased from the proceeds of former land sales held for
them by the federal government provided limited support for the
Cherokee government and schools and occasional per capita pay-
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ments. Exports were small, except for occasional substantial sales of
cattle, as noted. The Cherokees, well supplied with salt wells and
springs, sold some salt to their neighbors. Their Indian agents on
occasion lamented the lack of exports, owing in large measure to
lack of transportation.®?

Transportation may not have been much worse than usual on the
fronter. The Arkansas River, on the southern border, could be
navigated by steamboat much of the time, and the Grand, along the
western margin of settlement, by keelboat and flatboat. Roads were
few and poor. Early travelers complained of roughness on main
travelways, the old military road from Fort Smith to Fort Gibson,
and from Fort Gibson to Tahlequah.®*

CHEROKEE SYSTEM EVALUATED

Because the Civil War interrupted Cherokee development in
their new land, much as removal from the old land had set them
back, perhaps an appraisal of their occupance system at a crest of
development just before the Civil War is in order.

The Cherokee land system was based on the principle of equal
opportunity for all Cherokee citizens. Repeated pieces of legisla-
tion were enacted to protect the public domain, for both then living
citizens and posterity. Speculation and monopoly were decried.
The possibility of unlimited extension of farms into the public do-
main, of course, made for inequality, an inequality aggravated by
the use of Negro slaves and of white farm laborers.®> Some
Cherokees also attempted through speculation to harvest some of
the unearned increment of rising land values on the frontier, even
though the land itself could not be sold. The following letter from
one prominent Cherokee to another shows that a speculative prac-
tice of the white man’s frontier was appreciated on the Cherokee
frontier also:

I wish you to assist me in purchasing improvements on Grand River, where large
farms may be hereafter made. And I also intend to purchase on the Arkansas river.
A few hundred dollars together with stock may be extended in this way, which will
in a short time return an immense percentage. . . . This gentleman of whom I speak,
says you have a foundation for an immense fortune—land only considered.®¢

Despite the 4,000 Negro slaves, or by another count the 2,504
slaves, held by 384 Cherokee owners in 1860 and the 1,000 whites,
who were probably mainly farm workers or de facto renters, it fol-
lows that most Cherokees did their own work. Possibly there was
some multiplication of farms in the possession of individual
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Cherokees through the purchase of improvements (house, fences,
and the like). Nevertheless, the Cherokees must have come close to
the Jeffersonian ideal of a democracy of yeoman farmers. Most
Cherokees were farmers, farming for themselves, secure behind
the quarter-of-a-mile buffer zones around their farms.

Possibly largely because of an abundance of wooded country for
a limited population, the Cherokees made less use of their prairie
lands than white pioneers in states to the north settled about the
same time. While the Cherokee prairie was still lightly used open
range grazing country at the outbreak of the Civil War, most of the
grassland of Iowa had been claimed for agricultural purposes, leav-
ing little of that state open to the homesteader at the enactment of
homestead legislation in 1862.

Some appraisals of the Cherokees were extremely unflattering,

such as that made by the new superintendent of Cherokee schools
in 1856:
Our lands are uncultivated, shops are vacant, or never have started, we must buy
machinery, furniture, produce, stock and goods, all at foreign markets, or else hire
them made by white men. The nation cannot live without money or its equivalent.
There is everything to take it out. There is nothing made—all is bought. When we
take into account that all these purchases are to be made, too, out of meager cur-
rency put into circulation as the proceeds of our invested funds, which does not
amount to more than scarcely half a share of some minor New York firm, the
picture is still more alarming.®’

This dour judgment of conditions, although overdrawn, did point
out the difficulty of maintaining public services in a largely subsis-
tence economy. Both the male and female seminaries of the
Cherokees were closed in that year for lack of funds.®® The na-
tional newspaper, The Cherokee Advocate, had suspended publication
three years earlier.



3. Cherokee Country Rebuilt
and Extended

T e CHEROKEES had to start over again after the Civil War, as they
had done several times in the Southeast and upon their arrival in
Oklahoma. Not all returned after taking refuge either in Kansas or
to the south or engaging in the conflict. The 21,000 Cherokees,
1,000 whites, and 4,000 Negroes claimed in 1859 had dwindled in
1869 to 14,000 Cherokees, including nearly 1,000 Delawares who
had purchased citizenship in the Cherokee Nation, plus 1,500
freedmen, now citizens. No figure was given for whites. In explana-
tion of the reduction of population, the special Indian commis-
sioner reported: “In no part of our country was the war waged with
greater destruction of property or loss of life. . .. On every hand
the traveler sees the charred and blackened remains of ruined
homesteads.”! Speaking of the Cherokee Nation as a whole in
1874, J. H. Moore confirmed: “This nation was generally devas-
tated during the war, and the improvements generally throughout
the country are new, and give a character of thrift and enterprise.”?
He was describing a land largely rebuilt.

Official reports confirm rapid recovery. Four years after the end
of the war, the Cherokee Indian agent reported, “Crops have been
abundant, and the herds of horses and cattle of which the war
almost totally deprived them, have in some measure been re-
placed.” The statistics given in 1872, even if only half-true, show
substantial rebuilding: 120,000 acres cultivated, 16,000 horses,
75,000 cattle, 160,000 hogs, and 9,000 sheep. There were said to be
3,500 houses of log and 500 of frame. The year before many of the
log houses were said to look like frame houses because they had
been weather-boarded. The masses of the people were reported to
be very poor.?

Because the Cherokees themselves did not ordinarily distinguish
degree of blood, it is not surprising that the agents made estimates
that varied from full bloods outnumbering all other citizens com-
bined (1873) to a substantial majority of mixed bloods (1876).*

33



34 / Occupying the Cherokee Country of Oklahoma

CoNTINUITY AND CHANGE EAST OF THE GRAND

Of the Cherokees who returned following the Civil War, it may
be assumed that many—perhaps most—chose to salvage what they
could where they had been living. One group, the freedmen, now
Cherokee citizens with the right to claim places to live on the public
domain but with no homesteads to reclaim, formed communities in
part in localities previously little settled. However, some, perhaps
many, returned to familiar areas, possibly to work for their former
owners. In the spring of 1866 they were, in the words of the
Cherokee agent, “at work on plantations or elsewhere for crops or
wages,”® an arrangement not uncommon in other former slave-
owning communities.

Although settlements of free Negroes were new features of the
landscape, there seems little reason to assume major changes in the
distribution of population or the spatial arrangement of its compo-
nent parts aside from a general reduction in the number of in-
habitants, a reduction very possibly unequally distributed. The
process by which the more commercially oriented white Cherokees
(intermarried and mixed bloods) came to occupy the more accessi-
ble areas and many full bloods the out-of-the-way localities con-
tinued. J. H. Beadle’s generalization that in full-blood communities
children who spoke only Cherokee at home learned English at
school is consistent with such locations.®

It appears that except for the necessary rebuilding and some
charred and abandoned buildings and fences that remained, the
eastern part of the Cherokee country was but little changed from
prewar conditions. The account of the countryside by Beadle in
1872 might well have been written thirty years earlier. After ferry-
ing across the Arkansas River, he walked by well-cultivated fields
on his way to Fort Gibson, three miles away. From there he pro-
ceeded to Tahlequah, part of the way through well-improved coun-
try. The log houses, he said, were “superior in style to those in most
new countries.” He noted the residence of a white Cherokee as “the
usual log with porch between.” According to another observer, the
economy was primarily subsistence, that throughout the territory
the Cherokees “simply raise what they need,” adding “they simply
desire to make a living.” He noted that game, hogs, and cattle were
abundant and that corn was ground with the mortar and pestle.
The Cherokees were credited with the greatest advances in civiliza-
tion among the Five Civilized Tribes.”

Corn remained the chief crop. The agent in 1872 estimated that
crop in the nation was about thirty times as great as wheat, oats, or
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potatoes. Other crops included tobacco, cotton, and apples. The
tobacco was produced in small amounts, cotton by “a few large
cotton growers, but most of it . . . by small farmers.” The tobacco
was for local use; the cotton, as a cash crop, was expected “to bring
money into the country as no other crop will.” Tobacco production
was scattered, cotton concentrated in the southern part. The
Cherokee Indian agent reported in 1871 that two men, one with
experience in New York and Iilinois, were induced to start a nur-
sery near the center of the Nation. The wagonloads of apples being
exported to Texas in 1874, however, represented earlier plantings,
as did the fine apples reported in 1870.8

Within a few years after the end of the Civil War, livestock was
again important in the open woods and small prairies of the Ozar-
kian area. The agent in 1872 spoke of a new start: “Cattle from
Texas and the southern portion of the Indian Territory have given
the people another start in stock-raising, and every family has its
little herd growing up around it, while the more wealthy and en-
terprising are growing vast herds of cattle and horses.”® Most of the
large herds were probably on the less populous western prairies.
Although Texan contributions to stock raising were now impor-
tant, the cattle, it was claimed, were superior to those of Texas.
Collecting (rounding up) and branding in the spring were de-
scribed as the chief labor required in what was mainly an open
range industry. Hogs, whose numbers could be built up more
rapidly, foraged in the woods, although they included both those of
“razor edge” character and Berkshire and Chester White breeds.*®

The long-settled eastern portion of the Cherokee Nation, with a
high percentage of conservative full bloods, nevertheless experi-
enced changes. It seems possible to summarize post-Civil War
changes and continuities in man-land relationships in the Ozarkian
portion of the Cherokee country based on the testimony of a
number of long-time residents, from full bloods to de facto renters,
with but little disagreement among them. The story starts with
residence in the valleys, adjacent to springs, with cultivation in the
valleys, and grazing of cattle and foraging of hogs and hunting on
the public domain. As time passed, the larger valleys were occupied
increasingly by mixed bloods and intermarried whites, some of
whom extended their holdings by the use of white permit laborers
or renters. As the valleys filled up locally, increasing use was made
of scattered fields on the uplands in both wooded and prairie sites.
Few of the prairies were large enough to make the procuring of
rails for fencing difficult. In a good many cases it was necessary to
dig wells in order to secure water. With the introduction of barbed
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wire for fences, apparently in the 1880’s as on the western prairies,
the enclosure of the prairies was accelerated, not only for cultiva-
tion but also for pasture and wild hay. Here, as on the bigger
grasslands to the west, mixed bloods, intermarried whites, and
white renters played leading roles. Until the small prairies were
occupied, hogs, driven to Fort Smith and other markets in Arkan-
sas, were claimed most often as exports. Later, some of the prairies
produced surpluses of grain.

Although the eastern half of the Cherokee country contained
Tahlequah and Fort Gibson, the only Cherokee towns until rail-
roads were built on the western prairie, it remained primarily
rural. For a time Fort Gibson succeeded Tahlequah as the larger
place. In the words of the Cherokee Indian agent in 1870:

From the fact that it is on the traveled road between Texas and the northern states,
the town of Fort Gibson has come to be the most considerable in the Cherokee
country and to have at all times a large transient population. That which is perma-
nent is made up of half-bloods, who speak English, whites married to Indians, or
residing under permit, as mechanics, and colored citizens of the nation. The trade
carried on is extensive and brings to the place many persons from different parts of
the United States.!!

Apparently the road was more important to the town than the
boat landing. Very shortly travelers crossing the prairies on the
new, north-south railroad just to the west approached the
Cherokee capital by way of Fort Gibson.!? Tahlequah was de-
scribed as like a better Indiana village of five hundred.*®

ONTO THE WESTERN PRAIRIES

The fact that a number of Cherokees found little to reclaim at
their old homesteads after the Civil War probably induced some to
take advantage of the opportunity to look elsewhere on the public
domain for places to live. Animosity among former neighbors who
had been on opposite sides in the Civil War may have added to the
urge to go west. At any rate, the movement to the western grass-
land, begun before the war, was resumed.

Some early postwar official reports help picture developments
on the prairie. The special Indian commissioner, in following the
north-south Texas road just west of the Grand River in 1869, ob-
served “settlers, mostly half-breeds ... scattered at intervals,”
passed cattle moving north from Texas, and noted roadside inns
belonging to white men married to Indians. In 1871, the Missouri,
Kansas and Texas Railroad was built through the prairies just to
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the west of Grand River. The majority of the Cherokees were said
to regard this railroad and the Atlantic and Pacific, which had been
built westward to reach it at Vinita, as introducers of “calamities.”
The agent added that the first effect was to despoil the country
along the tracks of timber, which was already scarce.!*

Several outside observers gave brief accounts of the western
prairies in an early stage of settlement. Beadle, having come into
the Cherokee prairies from Kansas and returning there, remarked
on the emptiness of the Cherokee portion: “As we near the edge of
Kansas [going north] a sudden and surprising change occurs. From
east to west appears an even line, with fence nearly all the way—on
the south side an unbroken prairie, on the north farms, orchards,
nice dwellings and every evidence of civilization.” Such was his
impression although he had traversed the most populous part of
the Cherokee prairie. The explanation was that the settlers were
tew and were not to be found on the open prairie but rather in the
timber along the creeks. West of the Grand, said Moore, apparently
in 1874: “Here are emphatically the farming and grazing lands of
the Cherokees. . . . Comparatively a small portion of this extensive
region has been put under cultivation. Some of the more enterpris-
ing of the natives, with the assistance of white labor, have tolerable
farms, and corn and wheat sufficient for home consumption are
raised. The great dependence of the people, however . . . is their
stock.” A third visitor was amazed by the abundance of game, in-
cluding prairie chickens, wild turkeys, deer, and rabbits, between
the new railroad and Fort Gibson, seven miles to the east, and
noted log houses along the route.!®

The forces operating to attract settlers to the western prairies
included its relative emptiness as compared to older Cherokee
country on the east and Kansas on the north. From the east came
mainly mixed-blood Cherokees, intermarried whites, and freed-
men. Delawares and Shawnees, white laborers on permit, and
squatters came in numbers from Kansas. Familiar stream-side
woodland provided bases from which the prairie was gradually
occupied. Texas cattle aided in stocking the ranges and provided a
demand for hay and pasturage.'® Prairie plows, here somewhat
belated, well-drilling equipment, and railroads, also delayed, were
agencies of change.!” Shortly, also, the use of barbed wire aided
rapid enclosure of the grassland.

Mixed-blood Cherokees, intermarried whites, and Cherokee
freedmen, many of them now Cherokee citizens, much more than
the full bloods, recognized opportunity in the extensive grasslands
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to the west. The so-called “white Indians”—mixed bloods and in-
termarried whites—in many cases made use of white permit labor-
ers, often actual renters, in their farming. By 1880 permit laborers
were numerous on the western prairie (Cooweescoowee, Canadian,
and part of Delaware districts), although it appears that most
Cherokees there were doing their own farming (Table 2 and Fig.
10). Other inhabitants were the Delaware and Shawnee Indians
from Kansas, admitted under terms of the treaty of 1866. Both
groups, 985 Delawares and 770 Shawnees, purchased Cherokee
citizenship,'® occupying vacant land in the northwestern prairie.
The agent in 1869 had reported that the Delawares were settled in
fine country along the Verdigris River. In 1872, some 300 Dela-
wares had returned to the Caney, a tributary of the Verdigris, from
the Peorias on the Quapaw agency,’? in what is now the northeast-
ern corner of Oklahoma.

The success of whites in taking over Indian lands in Kansas was
the occasion of large-scale squatting on Cherokee lands along the
Kansas border and at the western margin of Cooweescoowee Dis-
trict. The agent, with the aid of the United States army, reported
removing about 1,500 intruders in 1872.2° But the census of 1880
showed intruders to be the second most numerous group in
Cooweescoowee (Table 2).

The selective character of settlement is shown by the observation
of Beadle made in 1872: “This is the most windy part of the West I
have yet visited, and I suppose it is for this reason, I always find the
Indians living in the timber along the creeks.” Acting Chief William
P. Ross gave a better explanation of selective settlement in the same
year when he spoke of much of the western prairie as “too remote
from timber and water to make it useful for the Indians for agricul-
tural purposes.” Beadle did remark on the poor quality of water
from sloughs, rivers, or shallow wells available on the prairie.?*

Actually the distance from timber was not great in most parts of
the prairie (Fig. 5). C. H. Fitch, the topograper in charge of the
surveying and topographic mapping in Indian Territory just be-
fore 1900, in the general description of vegetation by congressional
townships (squares six miles to a side), classified only three town-
ships on the prairie as having no timber, the timber in five as
scanty, four as having scattered timber along streams, twenty with
timber along streams, nine as timbered along streams and on
ridges, and five on ridges or rough land. In addition, some town-
ships were more largely timbered or not easily classified. The val-
leys supported the best timber.??



TABLE 2

PorurLaTioN, CHEROKEE NATION, 1880

Cherokees Other Intermarried Freedmen

Districts by blood Delawares Shawnees Indians Whites citizens Claimants On permit Intruders Totals*

Coo. 1,797 600 290 5 220 546 68 842 912 5,323
Del. 2,371 72 209 3 274 101 208 715 79 4,068
Saline 1,212 19 122 30 73 29 1,605
Going S. 2,015 108 5 65 161 48 2,424
Flint 1,469 10 49 12 33 94 46 1,730
Tahl. 2,298 41 93 456 53 120 66 3,162
Iit. 1,556 4 155 87 539 94 42 362 2,863
Sequoyah 1,217 16 54 125 196 312 173 2,120
Canadian 1,372 10 128 70 39 386 106 2,143
Totals 15,307 672 503 245 1,032 1,976 787 2,745 1,821 25,438*

* Small discrepancies in totals result from a reported orphan population under sixteen years of 351. The ethnic character of this
group was not reported.

SOURCE: Summary of the Census of the Cherokee Nation, 1880.
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Fig. 10.—Political districts of the Cherokee Nation, 1895, after J. W. Dun-
can’s map in Phillips Collection, University of Oklahoma.

Probably the pioneer fence to the west as well as to the east was
the rail fence, the only kind then lawful. The Cherokee laws of
1875, without indication of the date or dates of enactment, desig-
nated other types of enclosures as legal: post and rail, board, pic-
ket, paling, stone, ditches, and hedges.?* The recognition of other
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types of enclosures may well have been based on their use by citi-
zens. In fact, hedges of Osage orange and hawthorn, especially of
the former, were described as extensively used on the prairies in
1869 by an observer who had traveled in the prairie section and
gone somewhat into the Ozarks.?* Enough time had elapsed since
the return of the Cherokees from Kansas after the Civil War for
hedges of the sort common in Kansas to have become effective
fences. Somewhat later, 1886, plank, wire, and rail fences were
reported in use to the west and worm (zigzag rail) fences to the
east.?® Barbed wire had come into use on the Cherokee prairies
despite its being illegal. Probably it had acquired some importance
by the early 1880’s.26

The Cherokee government attempted to control the develop-
ments taking place by enacting new legislation: by outlawing the
use of wire fencing, as noted; by restricting the amount of grass
that might be enclosed; by the levying of a drover’s tax on transient
animals; by requiring the herding and taxing of cattle bought by
United States citizens in the Cherokee country; by taxing non-
citizens cutting hay; on two occasions attempting to end the prac-
tice of renting farms to non-citizens by discontinuing the use of
permit labor; by ordering the arrest of non-citizens hunting game;
by regulating the cutting of timber; and by reserving as townsites
land around all railroad stations in the Nation.??

CENsUSs OF 1880 As A MILESTONE OF DEVELOPMENT

The Cherokee census of 1880 provides a statistical check on the
qualitative descriptions, analyses, and estimates. By providing data
by the nine political divisions, the census contributes to the under-
standing of conditions at a time of marked change.

The number and distribution of the various groups in the popu-
lation, as shown in Table 2, are of special interest.”® The census
shows that despite attention placed on permitted laborers and in-
truders, the citizen population constituted a substantial majority in
all districts, although Cherokees by blood were outnumbered by
others in the prairie district of Cooweescoowee (Table 2 and Fig.
10). This district contained half of the intruders, the largest
number on permit (Table 2 includes family members), most of the
Delawares, a majority of the Shawnees, the largest number of
freedmen citizens, and the second largest number of intermarried
whites. The census did not distinguish among Cherokees by degree
of blood, but qualitative reports at this time and later called atten-
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tion to the small number of full bloods resident on the prairies. It
seems a valid conclusion that the western prairies had notably
fewer Indian and Cherokee occupants than the older predomi-
nantly wooded area to the east. The Cherokees, in their strict in-
terpretation of the treaty of 1866, considered only those freedmen
of the Cherokees who returned within six months as citizens. Prob-
ably many who claimed citizenship, both those who had been
rejected and those whose cases had not been decided, along with
many intruders and perhaps some Negroes working under permit,
were former slaves of the Cherokees. However, somewhat more
claimants were called white than colored. Of the 1821 intruders,
931 were white, 757 were classed as colored, and 133 as Indians. Of
the 839 permitted persons not including families, 809 were white
and 30 were colored.?®

Cherokee society was overwhelmingly agrarian. The census clas-
sified 3,549 Cherokee citizens as farmers, plus 13 stockmen. Me-
chanics were a very poor second at 133; teachers were third at 82.
On the average, a farmer had some thirty-one acres of enclosed
land, twenty-four acres in crops, nineteen cattle, and thirty one
hogs (Table 3). As was true much earlier, the major emphasis was
on cattle, hogs, and corn. Crop yields reported (for 1879) were low,
probably because the year had been dry, corn yielding a little more
than twelve bushels per acre, wheat about six. It is apparent, how-
ever, that only a small acreage had been enclosed for pasture or
hay. Over ten thousand tons of hay, probably wild, were reported
cut in 1879. Delaware District was credited with four-tenths of the
hay cut, followed by Cooweescoowee and Canadian. With 4,104
farms belonging to 3,549 farmers, it follows that most Cherokee
citizen farmers had only one farm. The number of permitted per-
sons, 839, was small in comparison. Obviously, the common claim
that most Cherokee farming was done by white men was untrue.
The farms occupied by claimants of citizenship and by intruders
are not included in Table 3 or the figures given above.3°

The opinion of an outsider that the prairies were emphatically
the farming and grazing lands of the Cehrokees was not yet
realized fact in 1880, although the western lands were fast catching
up to the older eastern lands. The western districts of Coowees-
coowee and Canadian together contained roughly one-fourth of
the farms, one-third of the acreage enclosed, somewhat less than
one-third of the cultivation, about one-third of the hogs, and sub-
stantially more than one-third of the cattle. The addition of a con-
siderable fraction of the figures given for Delaware District to the



TABLE 3

AGRICULTURE IN CHEROKEE NATION, 1880

Acres Acres Acres Acres Number Number
Districts Farms Enclosed Cultivated Corn Wheat Cattle Hogs
Cooweescoowee 713 29,521 19,815 15,781 2,054 20,198 24,137
Delaware 703 25,387 19,762 14,413 3,161 8,277 16,108
Saline 291 6,453 5,354 4,005 383 4,035 8,436
Going Snake 362 9,629 8,532 4,898 2,150 2,568 7,294
Flint 325 7,679 6,221 3,837 1,140 2,809 5,978
Tahlequah 415 8,713 6,234 4,359 674 5,667 8,792
Ihinois 610 8,139 7,440 5,198 281 8,938 12,740
Sequoyah 336 7,184 4,489 2,748 24 6,782 13,100
Canadian 349 8,250 6,974 4,247 33 8,131 11,967
Totals 4,104 110,955 84,821 59,486 9,899 67,405 108,552

SOURCE: Summary of Cherokee Census of 1880.
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western prairies would still leave the eastern half of the Nation
ahead in all categories.

Extensive sampling of the original census books for Coowees-
coowee District showed that eight of sixty-seven Cherokees had
more than one farm, as did eight of forty-three Delawares, nine of
thirty-six intermarried whites, four of twenty-three freedmen, and
three of twenty Shawnees. Those having eighty acres or more en-
closed included ten Cherokees, seven Delawares, fourteen inter-
married whites, no freedmen, and no Shawnees. One white was
credited with one thousand acres, two Cherokees and one Dela-
ware with more than five hundred. Six Cherokees had eighty or
more cattle, as compared to one Delaware, four whites, one freed-
man, and no Shawnees. Having eighty hogs or more were ten
Cherokees, two Delawares, nine whites, no freedmen, and no
Shawnees.?! Although there were marked inequalities between citi-
zens, there was little evidence of efforts at monopolizing the land,
probably because of the newness of settlement, the extent of the
open range, and difficulties in enclosing land, in addition to con-
formance to Cherokee traditions of equality.

Curiously, although the Cherokee Nation included three incor-
porated towns, the census did not distinguish town populations.
The three incorporated places were Tahlequah, Fort Gibson, and
Vinita, the last incorporated in 1873 under the name of Down-
ingville.?? Vinita was located at the northeastern edge of Coowees-
coowee District at the intersection of the two earliest railroads (Fig.
5).

As in all censuses, there is the possibility of incomplete reporting.
The apparent disappearance of 313 Delawares and 267 Shawnees
in roughly a decade suggests an undercount, but the Cherokees,
well aware of claims that they were not using the land, surely did
not knowingly understate census statistics.

REGIONAL CONTRASTS

The Indian agent, himself an educated Cherokee, included an
exceptionally lucid description and interpretation of the evolving
scene in the Cherokee country in his report for 1886. In it he
distinguished clearly between the country east and west of Grand
River. He emphasized the eastern woodland as the home of full
bloods, who lived in double log cabins, with log outhouses, stables,
and cribs. Their fields of 5 to 150 acres, protected by worm fences,
were usually in the valleys. Corn for the family and horses and
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some for the hogs, potatoes, beans, and other vegetables were their
crops. Springs were the usual sources of water; hogs in the main
foraged for mast in the woods. Some full bloods had single log
houses, few other buildings, and little production, and in case of
need expected help from their neighbors. The grasslands to the
west were described as occupied primarily by mixed-blood
Cherokees and adopted citizens, who lived in frame, double log,
and box houses, with stables, cribs, meathouses, stock pens, and
hayricks. Many of their farms were 50 to 500 acres and were fenced
with plank, wire, or rail. Draw wells, provided with buckets, and
some springs provided water. Vinita, the chief town of the prairie,
was likened to a Missouri town of one thousand inhabitants.3?

Although the generalizations made by Agent Owen ring true, the
actual distribution of the several groups of citizens and their modes
of living presented far more varied patterns than stated.

There is some official record of such local variation. The segre-
gated schools of the Cherokees provide evidence of the location of
the communities of freedmen. Seven of the schools for colored
citizens in 1886 were east of the Grand—two in the cotton section
by the Arkansas, one at Fort Gibson, one on Menard Prairie, one at
Tahlequah, one on the prairie in the western part of Tahlequah
District, one on Lynch’s Prairie in Saline District; four were on the
western prairie.** There were few intermarried whites east of the
Grand in 1880, the fewest in Saline and Flint districts (Table 2).
The census of 1896 reported only 42 in Saline and 78 in Flint.
Tahlequah District, with 312 in 1896, had more than any other
political district entirely east of Grand River.®® In the early years of
Cherokee occupance, when a large majority were full bloods, it may
be assumed that they lived in most occupied localities. It seems
probable, too, that with increasing numbers of intermarried whites
and mixed bloods, a process of segregation by attrition developed.
Reference has been made to the more individualistic “get ahead”
attitude of “white Indians” that led to their occupying the larger
tracts of superior land. The preservation of racial purity was doubt-
less easier in the less accessible localities—the small valleys and
hills.*® This is the explanation commonly given for the de facto
segregation of the full bloods. In 1901, after non-citizens were
admitted to the public schools, 30 of the 125 public schools of the
Nation were described as schools for full bloods, evidence of con-
tinued geographical separation.??

In a physically less varied setting in the western prairies, where
mixed-blood Cherokees and intermarried whites played important
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roles, local variations were probably fewer than to the east; how-
ever, there were enclaves of other classes of citizens. In addition to
segregated Negro communities around the schools for freedmen,
the Delawares and Shawnees were largely segregated also, appar-
ently by choice. The location of Delaware churches and schools of a
later date was consistent with the census findings of 1880. Several
localities near the Verdigris were included. The Shawnees, at least
in 1890, lived in separate communities.®®



4. The Cherokee Country
at Allotment

Increasine MONOPOLIZATION of land and intrusion of non-citizens
led to the conclusion by many Cherokees and many of their friends
that their system of land tenure and government was not working.
Those who decried the land system of the Five Civilized Tribes as
“un-American” and their tenure as impeding progress now had the
additional argument that the “real” Indian, the full blood, was
being dispossessed in his own country. Monopoly and intrusion
were greatest on the western prairies, where few full bloods had
ever chosen to live.

MonNopPoLY BY CITIZENS AND INTRUSION

The processes of occupying the land already described con-
tinued at accelerated rates on the western prairies. Agent Owen in
successive official annual reports in the late 1880’s, reacted to
events transpiring on the prairie: He concluded that the Cherokee
system of land tenure “precludes the possibility of unjust
pauperism so often imposed on worthy labor,” although regretting
the improvidence of some full bloods; noted with satisfaction that
“the abuse of large tracts of pasture” behind barbed wire had been
ended by enforcement of remedial legislation; expressed the fear
that large-scale cultivation by some citizens would force the allot-
ment of land.*

The increased use of permit labor, aided no doubt by cheap
barbed-wire fencing, created a class of landlords as well as provid-
ing ready-made farms for their children.? Since there was no legal
restriction on the amount of land that a citizen might claim for
cultivation and the law against the use of barbed-wire fencing ap-
pears to have been ignored except for large grassland pastures and
hayfields, the danger of monopoly was real. In 1894, the agent
concluded that the communal land system was unfair to the full
bloods, who in the main were not involved in large-scale fencing.

47
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The Vinita newspaper, serving that mixed-blood community,
charged that the Cherokee Nation had been looted mercilessly by
its own citizens.?

Perhaps the abuse of the public domain by squatters was greater
than by Cherokee citizens. Intruders, who had coveted the grass-
lands of the Cherokees from the early 1870’s, were reported in
1895 as cultivating themselves or with the aid of renters 50 to 200
acres each and enclosing grassland for pasture and hay, with no
pretense of heeding acreage limitations. The pasture could be
rented out and the hay sold in the mining towns of southwestern
Missouri and to the stockyards in Kansas City. The towns of the
intruders were described as merely camps. Family heads listed by
the appraisers in the “prairie section” in 1895 numbered 1,367.
Thus, Cooweescoowee, with a recorded citizen population of 8,448
in 1896, probably still had substantially more citizens than intrud-
ers, although some localities, in addition to “intruder towns,” prob-
ably had intruder majorities. It seems likely that there were as
many laborers, tenants of citizens, as intruders on the prairies,
because in 1890 non-citizens in Cooweescoowee at 12,322 outnum-
bered citizens, 5,621, by more than two to one; and also in Dela-
ware, partly prairie, and in Canadian, in the southwest, non-
citizens were in the lead. Intruders were numerous, also, on the
Arkansas lowland in the mainly wooded, southeastern part of the
nation.*

PEOPLES AND LANDSCAPES

The reports made by the Commission to the Five Civilized Tribes
(Dawes Commission) and by the surveyors who described and
mapped the Cherokee Nation, supplemented by United States and
Cherokee censuses, provide exceptional records of occupance of a
land at a period of critical change as the land-tenure system and
government of the Cherokees ended. Actually, as noted, the
Cherokees were not then masters nor their land system dominant
in some parts of their territory. The township plats and field notes
of the surveyors present contrasting landscape patterns with some
explanatory description.

Country to the East

The predominantly wooded country east of Grand River, al-
though varying locally, was largely Indian. The 1890 census
showed that citizens exceeded non-citizens by more than two to one
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in Flint, Going Snake, and Tahlequah, and by more than three to
one in Saline. In 1896, Cherokees by blood in these same districts
were far more numerous than all other classes of citizens com-
bined, outnumbering them from twenty-three to one in Flint to
four to one in Tahlequah District.> In much of the Arkansas low-
land in the south, however, Cherokee citizens were outnumbered.
In Sequoyah District in 1890 only 1,440 of a total of 4.971 were
citizens. In 1896 the citizen population consisted of 1,599
Cherokees by blood, 194 intermarried whites, 149 freedmen, and
five Indians other than Cherokees. Many of the 1,337 heads of
families of intruders in the “cotton section” along the Arkansas and
Canadian in 1895 probably lived in Sequoyah District, near the
Arkansas border. Probably most of the squatters were operating
small farms, but one was reported as employing fourteen tenants,
and Muldrow was called an intruder town.®

The cultivation of small fields, mostly of corn, open range graz-
ing of cattle, and foraging of hogs continued important with some
hunting. In 1890 it was claimed that the Cherokee country had
abundant game, including turkeys, bear, deer, and wolves. In 1900,
Fitch, the topographer in charge of the topographic mapping pre-
paratory to allotment of land, described the wooded land near the
Grand and Illinois rivers as “one of the best game regions in the
country.”” Men interviewed in the 1930’s were virtually unani-
mous in calling hunting the chief means by which full bloods ob-
tained their meat up to the time of allotment.

The number of full bloods continued to vary greatly locally,
tewer in the better farming areas. A locality in old Flint District
provides an example. The basin valley of the upper Sallisaw (pic-
tured in Fig. 6), which contained much land appraised at greater
than average value for the Nation, was claimed by Cherokees of less
than one-half blood, largely one-fourth or less, and by intermar-
ried whites, with much smaller acreages allotted to these groups on
adjoining upland. Full bloods, however, secured many allotments
in the smaller stream valleys in the neighboring hills.® It may be
assumed that many allottees exercised the right to claim homes and
tarms already occupied.

In another locality having more whites than were common in the
woodland, the surveyors generalized in 1898: “The settlement is
very scarce, however, it is equally divided between whites and In-
dians, the former cultivating the rolling uplands and the latter a
portion of the narrow valleys.”

In contrast, significant statements about the small prairies in-
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cluded: “The prairie portion is very thickly settled by white people
who carry on farming to a small extent,” and “There are probably
400 people in the entire Tp. mostly white or half-breed.”®

The township plat of the southwestern part of Cowskin Prairie,
the largest grassland in the eastern part of the Cherokee country,
and of woodland to its south, prepared from the field notes of the
surveyors, epitomizes in contrasting cultural landscapes fundamen-
tal differences within the country east of Grand (Fig. 11).1® The
prairie was the home of white men, mixed-blood and intermarried
white Cherokee citizens, and their tenants. Cultivated fields, fenced
pastures and meadows, some larger than one square mile in extent,
almost completely occupied the prairie; there was no semblance of
the traditional quarter-mile-wide zone around farms; the small
number of roads that had survived enclosure ran angular courses
closely constrained by fences, mainly of wire but partly of rail; no
public domain survived. It was not a Cherokee landscape. The
occupants themselves, largely de facto tenants, were illegal. The wire
fences were illegal.’! Many of the meadows and pastures, by ex-
ceeding fifty acres per Cherokee family member, were illegal.
Monopoly, contrary to the Indian ideal, prevailed.

In the woods to the south lived Indians, largely full bloods. If
there were white tenants, there was little evidence of them. The
fields, mainly in the valleys but a number on the upland, varying in
size from ten acres to more than one hundred acres, occupied less
than one-sixth of the area. An extensive public domain was left,
with room for unimpeded, usually winding roads, in greater
number than on the more populous prairie. Most fences were rail,
and no farms, even in the main valley (Honey Creek), abutted on
one another, although in one case the separation was less than
one-fourth of a mile. There were only a few small enclosed pas-
tures. Several springs were mapped. This was an Indian landscape,
representative of most of the Ozarkian woodland.

The better farming areas in formerly wooded sections, occupied
largely by mixed bloods, tended to have landscapes intermediate
between the types just described.

Not only Cowskin Prairie but most of the small prairies among
the woods were farmed more completely than the woods. Grass-
lands near the Arkansas were exceptions. Among the prairies quite
completely fenced were Beattie’s, Tahlequah, Alberty or Westville,
Lynch, Mosely, and Lowry (Fig. 5). Others less than half enclosed,
but more so than their surroundings, included Menard, Markham,
Long, Ulm (Elm), Peggs, and Rose. Some enclosures as large as one
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square mile were shown on the maps of Beattie’s and Alberty
prairies as well as of Cowskin Prairie. Large enclosures were less
common in the woods and less likely to be of wire. In the main,
allotments on the prairies were claimed by mixed bloods, although
freedmen allottees were in the majority in several prairies along the
Grand and the Arkansas.

Western Prairies

Cultural landscapes on the big prairie to the west were in consid-
erable part like those of Cowskin Prairie. The habitat occupied was
similar but more extensive; the people of the same sorts, plus De-
lawares, Shawnees, freedmen, and a number of white intruders;
the time and conditions of development much the same, although
the railroads came earlier to the west.

The surveyors in 1896-97 commented on the makeup of popula-
tion in twenty-two of the congressional townships west of the
Grand. Summarized, the results were these: whites mentioned in
nineteen, formed a majority in ten, intermarried whites mentioned
in one; Negroes, mentioned in seven, majority in four; Indians
mentioned in six, majority in none, fourth-bloods mentioned in
two, full bloods not mentioned. Apparently, the Delawares and
Shawnees were not distinguished. Mixed-blood Indians may have
been mistaken for whites.

The township plats showed considerable variation in land occu-
pation. A good many townships, especially to the north and east,
were quite completely enclosed, in some cases entirely so by wire
fences. Cultivated fields, pastures, and meadows frequently ex-
ceeded one square mile in extent. As on Cowskin Prairie, some
fences interfered with roads. Most enclosures were irregular in
shape, but on the north, near Kansas, some followed the cardinal
directions.

Settlement to the south and west on the prairies lagged, with less
than one-third of the land fenced in a number of townships. In
some of these, traditional modes of land occupancy remained.
Township 20N., range 15E., along the Verdigris River at the
southern margin of the Cherokee big prairies, was such a locality.
The township plat shows eighteen fields of less than one hundred
acres each, all but four enclosed by rail fence and all but four (not
identical) cultivated, in and immediately adjacent to the wooded
bottoms of the Verdigris and its tributaries. In addition, there were
somewhat fewer but larger enclosures on the upland prairie of
barbed wire, some as large as one square mile, shown both in culti-



Cherokee Country at Allotment [ 53

vation and as pasture or hay. Settlement had begun to expand from
the valley bases and illegal barbed-wire fencing had begun; but in
large part, it was still an Indian landscape. The small railroad vil-
lage of Catoosa was reported as incorporated under Cherokee
law. 12

Towns in the Cherokee Country

By the time of allotment, which began in 1903, the Cherokee
Nation, like adjacent non-Indian country, had acquired several
railroads and many towns. By 1899 the western prairies were fairly
well served by rail, the Arkansas valley crossed, and the Ozarks
penetrated. In that year the United States Indian agent reported
89 towns and 612 traders in the Cherokee Nation, adding that no
white men were permitted to trade except in Canadian District.
However, judging by the reports of the surveyors (1896-98), few
places were more than small villages.!® The older centers,
Tahlequah, estimated at 1,800, and Fort Gibson, at 1,500, were
largest, followed by Claremore (for which a claim of more than
1,500 was recorded), Vinita, Fairland, Pryor Creek, Afton, Nowata,
Stilwell, all 500 or more. The population of Bartlesville was esti-
mated at 300. Muldrow, identified elsewhere as a town of the
intruders, was credited with 300 by the surveyors of the township
exteriors, but only 180 by those who surveyed the interiors.'* No
figures were given for a number of towns.

It is significant that except for the Cherokee capital, Tahlequah,
all of the larger towns were on railroads by 1902 (Fig. 5). Most had
grown up about the railroad stations, a process active at the time of
the survey.' Judging from the comments of the surveyors, the
three chief town-forming factors were railroad stations, stores, and
post offices. The smaller places were most commonly identified as
post offices, often with specific reference to a store or stores and
houses. In only one case did the surveyors, in apparent surprise,
note their absence. Also identified were blacksmith shops, mills—
both sawmills and mills for grain—cotton gins, churches, schools,
hotels, and courthouses. Complete inventories of establishments
were not attempted except for some of the smaller places.
Tahlequah, the largest town, was credited with several large stores,
many small shops, two hotels, several large livery stables, and the
Cherokee Female Seminary, with an enrollment of about 350.1¢

A wide range in town form existed, as exemplified by neighbor-
ing places in the northeastern part of the prairie. In the words of
the surveyors:
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Ogeechee or Prairie City [earlier called Rossville] is a chartered town under
Cherokee laws, on the Frisco R.R. and has been surveyed and laid off into streets and
lots, [italics by Hewes), it was the original site for Fairland. . . . Fairland . . . contains
several good stores, 2 churches, 1 school and a hotel and post office, and has a
population of about 600. It is an incorporated town under Arkansas statutes, but has
never been surveyed [italics by Hewes].!”

In those towns having a semblance of control by Cherokee au-
thorities, non-Cherokees commonly leased or bought the right to
use lots claimed by Cherokee citizens. Vinita, the earliest Cherokee
town on the prairie, has been described as substantial. Places incor-
porated under Cherokee laws, according to the surveyors, included
Claremore, Nowata, Catoosa, Vian, and Ogeechee, as noted. There
were others in addition to the oldest Cherokee towns, Tahlequah,
Fort Gibson, and Vinita, which were incorporated early.!® Several
were incorporated under the laws of Arkansas, which superseded
Cherokee laws following the implementation of the Curtis Act in
1898. Among these were Stilwell, Fairland, and Nowata, the last of
which was said to be incorporated under both Cherokee and Ar-
kansas laws. Where Cherokee authority was flouted, disorder was
said to be the rule. In 1890 it was claimed for the Five Civilized
Tribes that the towns of intruders were “merely camps,” without
town limits and lacking municipal services, but had “valuable and
important buildings.”!® It may be presumed that most structures
were of a temporary character and most such towns had irregular
layouts.

Direct expressions of Cherokee political authority were not
prominent in the landscape, although indirect expressions were
pervasive, setting the Cherokee country apart from most parts of
the United States. Even in Tahlequah, which the surveyors iden-
tified as the capital, only the national high school for girls was a
matter of comment. Elsewhere the national schools and the insane
and orphans’ asylums and the district courthouses were noted. One
may assume that district officials—a judge, clerk, and sheriff per
district—had offices there and may have lived in the neighbor-
hood. Only one of the six settlements containing courthouses de-
scribed could qualify as more than a hamlet. Webbers Falls, called a
cotton market and seat of government of Canadian District,
situated on Arkansas River by two-foot-high falls, was called a town
of sixty dwellings, four stores, cotton gins, two hotels, one church,
and a courthouse. Garfield (Illinois District) in addition to the court-
house included a store, school, church, and “a number” of dwell-
ings. Suagee, courthouse center for Delaware District, was credited
with about fifty inhabitants.?°
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Thirty towns of two hundred inhabitants or more and an addi-
tional seventeen smaller places were surveyed and platted in
1902-1903 by the Commission to the Five Civilized Tribes in prep-
aration for the allotment of land. In all, fifty-three towns were
delimited and the land made unavailable as allotments. The citizen
“owners” of lots were permitted to purchase them at costs below
their assessed values.?! Towns of five hundred inhabitants or more,
as reported by the United States Inspector for Indian Territory in
1902, and railroads are shown in Fig. 5. Vinita, at 2,500, was fol-
lowed by Tahlequah, 1,800.22 The Cherokee country was no longer
overwhelmingly rural.



5. Conclusion

THE Curtis Acr, 1898, provided for the end of Cherokee gov-
ernment and system of land use. In the allotment in severalty of
Cherokee real estate, conducted in the years 1903-10, land was
divided among the citizens equally—110 acres of land of average
value, more of less valuable land, less of more valuable land.! Min-
eral rights went with the land.? One can conclude that the
Cherokee principle of equality was the only fundamental principle
retained. The cultural landscape was reorganized within the con-
straints of the grid of the United States land survey, less completely
in rugged areas and with more land holdings than usual crossing
section lines. Although many farmsteads, the railroads, and the
towns remained where they were, the reorientation of roads, and
the reshaping of many farms resulted in largely new patterns on
the land, especially on the western prairie (Figs. 12 and 13).

A comparison with modern maps will show that the urban pat-
tern of northeastern Oklahoma was in the main established in the
last years of the Cherokee Nation (Fig. 5). The railroads were
forced on the Cherokees; the towns built along them were
Cherokee creations only in part and were inhabited by other than
full bloods. The judgment of the inspector in choosing townsites
has been justified by subsequent events. Of the forty-seven sur-
veyed, only thirteen had fewer than two hundred inhabitants in
1977. Of these thirteen, only one was not listed in the latest Rand
McNally Atlas and three were classed as “rural” without an estimate
of population.? Also, most of the towns, villages, and hamlets listed
by the surveyors (who did not use the last term) are still recognized
places. The Cherokee country may be judged exceptional in the
small number of ghost towns, although the courthouse settlements
of the Cherokees fared poorly. Of the six listed by the surveyors,
only Webbers Falls, the largest and one of the townsites chosen by
the commission, continues to exist. Where the political function was
primary, the courthouse hamlets were outmoded by the termina-
tion of Cherokee government.
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Many evidences of Cherokee occupance remain, including the
numerous descendants of Cherokee citizens, commonly in localities
where they have long been residents (Fig. 14). The mixed bloods
are still to be found in the towns and more accessible rural areas,
the full bloods, now further diminished in numbers, largely in
small valleys in the hills. The full bloods commonly make use of
bottomland for their small fields and full-blood churches com-
monly indicate Indian communities (Figs. 15 and 16). By now, the
intermarried whites have faded into the ranks of the mixed-blood
Cherokees. The once numerous Cherokee freedmen are repre-
sented by only a small remnant of blacks in a diminishing number
of communities as a result of out-migration.

Whites, long present as permitted renters and mechanics and
later as squatters, now include later migrants and their children.
The former tenants and squatters, willing to forgo political and
educational privileges under the Cherokees, have had to “lift them-
selves by their bootstraps.” Descendants of non-citizens constitute a
large majority in both town and country.

Probably the best-known reminder of Cherokee occupance aside
from place names is the Cherokee national capitol building, which

Fig. 14.—Indians in Stilwell on a Saturday, 1936, probably more interested
in socializing than shopping. An unusually large number of Indians live
near Stilwell.
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Fig. 15.—Field of full blood on Jenkins Creek, old Flint District. Note rail
fence, “deadening” (standing girdled trees), and the crop of corn. Photo-
graph reproduced courtesy of Economic Geography, Vol. 18 (1942).

Fig. 16.—Cherry Tree (full-blood) Baptist Church in southern Adair
County. Such churches commonly identify Indian communities.
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Fig. 17.—Cherokee national capitol, Tahlequah, built in 1867. Now
Cherokee County courthouse. Picture taken in 1972.

now serves as Cherokee County courthouse (Fig. 17). In Tahlequah
the former Cherokee Female Seminary building is part of North-
eastern State University.

The retarded mature settlement, with the preservation of
pioneer conditions,* is becoming less evident as even the Ozarkian
area becomes meshed in the regional and national economy. Re-
servoirs with their resorts and improved highways have reduced
isolation. The sturdy log house, however, remains more common
than outside the Cherokee Ozarks. Slowly the open range tradition
in the eastern hills has given way, so that enclosed pasture is now as
common in the Oklahoma Ozarks as to the east. On the western
prairies the cowboy ethic, portrayed eloquently in the musical Okla-
homa, continues to find expression in more pasture and hay and
less wheat than in adjacent Kansas. The high percentage of ten-
ancy, deeply rooted historically, has recently given way. The
Cherokee Ozarks now conform to the southern hill country norm
of predominantly owner-operation of farms.

The Cherokees, at least the full bloods, seem to have changed
less than the land. Recent field work shows them living mainly in
marginal Ozarkian areas, largely in a subsistence economy, spend-
ing less than their neighbors because of many living on land that
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belongs to relatives or friends and the sharing of labor in construc-
tion. In many localities Cherokee remains the dominant language
and for some the only language.®

The visitor who characterized the Cherokee Nation as a protec-
torate of the United States and its land tenure as one to arouse the
cupidity of white neighbors recognized two basic weaknesses.®
Without doubt, many Cherokee citizens by monopolizing land, leg-
ally and illegally, in the process inviting American citizens as ten-
ants, contributed to the break-up of the Cherokee political and
economic systems. But the fact that the full bloods were the chief
opponents of both changes suggests strongly that protection of the
weak against the strong was rationalization for federal action rather
than reason.” Henry L. Dawes, for eighteen years chairman of the
Senate Committee on Indian Affairs and head of the Commission
to the Five Civilized Tribes (Dawes Commission), probably stated the
basic reasons for ending the Cherokee political and land-use system
when he said that the United States government felt impelled “to
induce these anomolous governments [Five Tribes] with their
communal land titles to exchange them for political institutions and
land tenure in harmony with our own.”® In other words, the
Cherokees were “un-American.”

One may speculate that the Cherokee experiment might have
had a different outcome if the Cherokees had lived in a less ex-
posed geographical position, or ideas of progress and manifest
destiny had not dominated American thinking at the end of the
nineteenth century. Finally, a land system that worked well under
frontier conditions broke down as technology made possible the
rapid conquest of the open grassland.
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