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y the start of the nineteenth century, Euro-American settlers had been steadily dispossessing Native
Americans of what had become the eastern United States for nearly two hundred years. With the
adoption of the Indian Removal Act of 1830, which mandated the wholesale expulsion of the eastern
U.S.’s Indigenous communities, this steady dispossession reached a dreadful climax. Indigenous people
throughout the U.S. were facing the immediate threats of the country’s westward expansion well before
the Removal Act was signed into law, however. By 1820, the Indigenous nations of the Old Northwest
(the region bounded by the Appalachian Mountains, the Great Lakes, and the Ohio and Mississippi
Rivers) had been fragmented and marginalized by the tide of white settlement. The larger Indigenous
nations in the South—the Choctaw, Chickasaw, Cherokee, Creek, and Seminole—more successfully
maintained their cohesion while adopting many Euro-American institutions and practices, because of
which white Americans dubbed them the “Five Civilized Tribes,” but that did not prevent them from
facing intense pressure, like their fellow Indigenous peoples to the north, to surrender their territories
and relocate west of the Mississippi. This pressure not infrequently took the form of outright aggression,
as in the 1818 attack by white militia on a friendly Creek community described in the newspaper article
“Destruction of Chehaw Village.” Some Native Americans gave in to the pressures directed towards
them—including the parents of Catharine Brown, a young Cherokee convert to Christianity, as she
describes in the letter included below. As the petitions addressed by Cherokee women to their leaders in
1817 and 1818 make clear, though, many other Indigenous people were firmly opposed to “part[ing] with
any more of our land.”
Calls to open up the remaining Indigenous territory east of the Mississippi to white settlement, and
to move its inhabitants out of the way of that settlement, continued to increase during the 1820s. A wide
variety of groups and individuals at different levels of government and civil society joined in advocating
for Indigenous expulsion: state and territorial governors, U.S. congressional committees, citizen groups,
religious organizations, Indian agents, the heads of the federal Office of Indian Affairs (later the Bureau of
Indian Affairs), and even some Indigenous leaders. This widespread, decentered movement for expulsion
came to a head, and received powerful centralized endorsement, when Andrew Jackson became president
in 1829. Jackson had made his name, in part, as the leader of brutal military campaigns against Native
Americans, and his administration made “Indian removal”—as the plan for Indigenous expulsion was
euphemistically termed—a policy priority. Debate about this policy quickly came to the forefront of the
national conversation. Some of the policy’s strongest supporters were Southern enslavers (such as Jackson
himself ), who wanted to spread plantation slavery onto Indigenous land, but “removal” was also championed in the North by members of Jackson’s Democratic Party, as the poet and newspaper editor William
Cullen Bryant’s editorials on the topic demonstrate. This nationwide support enabled the passage of the
Removal Act, according to which all Indigenous people east of the Mississippi had to either cede their
remaining lands and relocate to designated “Indian Territory” west of the river or accept the jurisdiction
of the U.S. states in which they lived. In December 1830, Jackson himself—whose name has remained
indelibly associated with Indigenous expulsion ever since—applauded this act, and defended the policy
underlying it, in his “Message to Congress on Indian Removal.”
The Indian Removal Act only passed Congress by a very narrow margin, however, and many white
Americans, especially in the North, opposed the government’s plans to deport Native Americans (a fact
that Bryant’s editorials acknowledge). One of the leaders of this opposition was the well-known poet
Lydia Sigourney, who helped organize the so-called “Ladies’ Circular” campaign that petitioned Congress
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to reject the Removal Act—a milestone in the history of American female political advocacy. After the act
passed, Sigourney then lamented its consequences, as she imagined them, in “The Cherokee Mother,” a
poem she published in 1831 in The Cherokee Phoenix, the Cherokee national newspaper.
Despite such opposition, the federal government, empowered by the Removal Act, quickly began
negotiating removal treaties—many of dubious legitimacy—with Indigenous nations and then deporting them piecemeal. The first nation to be expelled was the Choctaw of Mississippi and Alabama; part
of their deportation, which occurred between 1831 and 1833 and caused thousands of Choctaw deaths,
was witnessed by the visiting French writer Alexis de Tocqueville, who recorded its “air of ruin and
destruction.” The Creeks and Chickasaws in the South, and numerous nations in the North, followed
suit in the next few years. The Cherokee strenuously protested their own planned expulsion, even after
a minority of Cherokee leaders formally ceded their nation’s land—despite lacking the legal authority to
do so—in the Treaty of New Echota in 1835. John Ross, the Cherokee Principal Chief, led the Cherokee
opposition to “removal,” making its case in documents such as the 1836 petition to Congress written by
Ross and signed by thousands of other Cherokee. Joining the Cherokee in these efforts were white allies
such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, whose open letter to Jackson’s successor as president, Martin Van Buren,
was written early in 1838. Such protests notwithstanding, the Cherokee were deported in 1838, the last
major “removal” to take place. Two accounts of the ensuing “Trail of Tears” appear below: the testimony
of Eliza Whitmire, an enslaved African American whose family made the deadly trek to Indian Territory
along with their Cherokee enslavers, and a narrative by the modern-day Cherokee storyteller Freeman
Owle.
Because the Cherokee and their fellow Southeastern nations were the largest, wealthiest, and most
politically prominent Indigenous nations, and because their expulsion involved a massive movement of
people over a vast distance, their case commanded public attention at the time and has often been taken
to be representative of “Indian removal” ever since. Many other Indigenous nations besides the five major
Southeastern ones, though, were deported during the 1820s and 30s: the Shawnee, for instance, were
expelled from their homelands in the Old Northwest just as thoroughly as the Cherokee and were moved
just as far, but their expulsion inspired nothing like as intense of a public debate. Indigenous expulsion in
other parts of the country also often took a quite different form than it did in the South. The expulsion
of the Ojibwe, for example, involved many local, small-scale relocations or confinements and took them
a much shorter distance from their traditional territories than the Cherokee, Shawnee, or other nations
were forced to move.
Expulsion undoubtedly was an enormous, traumatic rupture for the Indigenous people who underwent it, and it decisively moved most of the Indigenous population of the eastern U.S. beyond the sphere
of daily lived experience for the bulk of the country’s white population. By no means, however, should
expulsion be seen as the end of the story. The deported nations survived and in some cases even thrived,
and an important part of the history of Indigenous expulsion is the history of what Indigenous people did
after it: re-establish livelihoods, including farms and plantations, and institutions, including schools and
academies, printing offices, and governments, in their new territories, and envision and negotiate new
political relationships, both between deported nations that found themselves living next to one another
and between deportees and the local Indigenous communities whose lands, in some cases, the deportees
were now occupying.
The expulsions of the 1830s also sparked several wars, as various groups of Native Americans
throughout the country fought back against the effort to expel them. U.S. forces were tasked with
quelling armed resistance by members of the Sauk and allied nations, led by Black Hawk, in Illinois and
Wisconsin and by members of the Creek nation in Alabama. The longest and costliest conflict was the
war fought against the Seminoles of Florida, who took up arms in 1835 and held out until 1842, when the
remaining few hundred Seminoles who had not been killed or deported were permitted to remain on
an unofficial reservation. (Further white encroachment onto this residual territory led to another U.S.–
Seminole war, the third, from 1855 to 1858.) The war’s great expense in both money and lives, together
with its flimsy moral justification, made it unpopular both with many civilians and many soldiers—as
is attested by some of the documents presented in this section, including the diary of U.S. Army officer
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Ethan Allen Hitchcock (on the section’s website component) and the political cartoon criticizing the
tactics used against the Seminoles by General Zachary Taylor.
At the same time as the Seminole War was breaking out, another conflict erupted on one of
the other fronts of American expansion: Texas. By the 1830s, large numbers of white Americans had
settled in that territory, then part of Mexico, and their resistance to Mexican authority—together with
the desire for greater political autonomy of many Hispanic Tejanos—led to war in 1835. After initial
defeats at the Alamo, where a small Texan garrison fought to the death, and Goliad, where Mexican
troops executed several hundred Texan prisoners, Texan forces ultimately prevailed in the spring of 1836,
gaining the Republic of Texas de facto independence. Among the texts included in this section, R.M.
Potter’s “Hymn of the Alamo” extols the defense of the Alamo as a self-sacrificial stand that helped
win “Freedom,” while U.S. Senator Daniel S. Dickinson’s 1845 speech likens the Texas Revolution to
America’s Revolutionary War in the course of an argument in favor of annexing the Republic of Texas
to the United States.
The heated debate over Texas annexation that occasioned Dickinson’s speech also gave rise to the
term that has come to epitomize American expansion: “manifest destiny.” This term first appeared in an
article, entitled “Annexation,” published in 1845 in The United States Magazine and Democratic Review, a
Jacksonian Democratic periodical that had already made clear its commitment to American exceptionalism and its exalted view of American national destiny in its 1839 article “The Great Nation of Futurity.”
The term quickly caught on among advocates of national expansion, but the idea that America had an
expansionary destiny that legitimized its seizure of others’ territory was just as quickly condemned—for
example, by Democratic Congressman Charles Goodyear, who gave a speech in early 1846 in which he
scathingly characterized “manifest destiny” as “the robber’s title.”
The stakes of this debate became even higher when war broke out with Mexico later in 1846—
largely at U.S. provocation—over the annexation of Texas, which Mexico still claimed. Some Americans,
including a young Walt Whitman in his editorials for the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, welcomed the war as an
opportunity for the country to realize its “manifest destiny” at Mexico’s expense, while others opposed
the war as an unjustified imperialistic land-grab. U.S. forces swiftly surpassed the goals set for them by
the likes of Whitman, conquering New Mexico and California before invading the Mexican heartland;
the account of Rosalía Vallejo, describing her experiences at the hands of the white American settlers in
California who rebelled against Mexican rule at the beginning of the war, provides a Hispanic perspective
on these conquests. After Mexico was defeated and gave up these and other vast stretches of its territory
in 1848, the Irish American politician and poet Thomas D’Arcy McGee elaborated the campaign waged
during the war by the U.S. “Army of the West,” in his poem of that title, into a metaphor for American
westward expansion and colonization writ large.
During the 1850s, in the wake of the enormous territorial acquisitions that had occurred between
1845 and 1848, the idea of “manifest destiny” further proliferated and diversified. The African American
poet James Monroe Whitfield’s 1853 open letter to Frederick Douglass advocating black emigration out of
the United States illustrates how widely the term had spread and the different uses to which it was being
put. The conventional white American understanding of the country’s “manifest destiny” also continued
to run strong in the 1850s. However, as the Whig presidential administrations of Zachary Taylor and
Millard Fillmore moved away from overtly expansionist policies, and as the debate over the extension of
slavery into the western territories intensified, attempts to continue the country’s expansion during that
decade generally took the unofficial form of “filibustering”: the practice by U.S. citizens of inciting insurrections in Latin American countries, frequently with the aim of enabling U.S. annexation of the country
in question in the insurrection’s wake. This practice is skewered in the popular 1854 poem “Filibustering
Ethics,” which also serves as a withering critique of “manifest destiny” thinking more generally. A different kind of critique of such thinking, from the point of view of one of the communities recently taken
over by American expansion, can be seen in Francisco Ramírez’s 1855 editorial from El Clamor Público, his
pioneering Spanish-language Californian newspaper.
The two chronologically latest pieces in this section, by John Rollin Ridge (in the bound book) and
Henry David Thoreau (on the website component), exemplify the variety and complexity of the ways in
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which Americans of all stripes responded to American national expansion, its justifications, and its consequences. Ridge’s “Poem (Delivered at Commencement of Oakland College, California, June 6th 1861)”
demonstrates how Ridge—the son and grandson of Cherokee leaders killed in the internal Cherokee
dispute over their nation’s “removal”—could imbue certain of his works with “manifest destiny” ideas,
even as others criticize the effects of U.S. expansion on some of the people it subordinated. Thoreau’s
essay “Walking” demonstrates the powerful appeal that the idea of America’s “westward tendency” had
even for such a writer as Thoreau, whose uncompromising opposition to the Mexican–American War had
landed him in jail. By the time Ridge’s poem was written and Thoreau’s essay published, the debate over
how to incorporate the new western territories—specifically, whether or not slavery would be allowed
there—had helped precipitate the Civil War: a further consequence of the great national “westering” that
both works, in their different ways, celebrate.

zzz
To Mr. and Mrs. Williams
Brainerd, July 5, 1819

Catharine Brown (Kä t y̋), Letter to Mr. and Mrs.
Williams, 5 July 1819
By late 1818, the family of Catharine Brown (c.
1800–23), having suffered repeated acts of theft
and violence on their land from encroaching
settlers, had determined to move westwards in
the hopes of escaping further white aggression.
For Catharine, however—a Cherokee student
at the American Board of Commissioners for
Foreign Missions school in Brainerd, Tennessee,
and a recent convert to Christianity—moving
west would mean leaving behind the Christian
community to which she now felt profoundly
connected. Brown was herself a minor celebrity,
known throughout the United States both for
her renowned piety and for her letters to missionary friends, which were widely published in
newspapers and religious periodicals. Though
her parents temporarily removed her from the
Brainerd school in November 1818, their move
westwards ultimately did not take place until
after Brown’s death. Nevertheless, her letters
from the period vividly recount the agony of
having to choose between what she had come
to think of as her two families. A larger selection
of Brown’s correspondence is included on the
website component of this anthology.

M

y dear Brother and Sister,1

Although I have long omitted answering your affectionate letters, my heart has been often with you. Yes,
dear brother and sister, I do not forget you, and all
the pleasant meetings we had together, when you were
here. But pain is mixed with pleasure when I think
they are gone, no more to return! When I remember
the kind instruction I received from you, before you
left this place, my heart swells with gratitude. I feel
much indebted to you, but more particularly to that
God, who sent you here to instruct the poor ignorant
Indians in the way that leads to everlasting life. Oh, my
dear friends, may the Lord ever bless you, and make
you the instrument of doing great good where he has
called you.
You may pass through many trials; but remember,
beloved brother and sister, all our trials here will only
make us richer there when we arrive at our home. A
few more days, and then, I hope, our weary souls will
be at rest in our Saviour’s kingdom, where we shall
enjoy His blessed presence forever.

1 Brother and Sister Like many devout Christians at the time,
Brown refers to all of her fellow believers as brothers and sisters, not
just her siblings by blood.
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When I wrote you before, I expected to go to the
Arkansas,1 and never to see this place again. But the
Lord has in mercy ordered it otherwise. He has permitted me to live with the dear missionaries here again,
though my parents could not bear to think of leaving
me behind. My mother said, if I remained here, she did
not expect to see me again in this world. Indeed, she
wished she had never sent me to this school, and that
I had never received religious instruction. I told her, if
she was a Christian, she would not feel so: she would
be willing to give me, and all she had, up to Christ. I
told her I did not wish to stay on account of my own
pleasure, but that I wished to get more instruction, so
that it might be for her good, as well as for mine.
I felt very sorry for my poor parents. I thought it was
my duty to go in obedience to their commands, and
commit myself to the will of God. I knew the Lord
could change the hearts of my parents.
They are now perfectly willing that I should stay here
two years longer. I left them in March. They expected
to set out in that month for the Arkansas. They had
already prepared for the journey. But the Lord has so
ordered, that they have concluded not to go until next
fall. I don’t know whether they will go then. I hope
you will pray for them, and also for me, that I may be
useful to their immortal souls. O that I might be made
the means of turning many souls from darkness unto
marvellous light.2 My dear brother and sister, I love
you much, and feel that the time is short when we shall
sit down with our Saviour, and experience that love
which no words can describe.
From your affectionate sister in Christ,
Catharine Brown

1 the Arkansas I.e., Arkansas Territory, which became the state
of Arkansas in 1836. Groups of Cherokee had begun relocating there
as early as the Revolutionary era, and a substantial number, who
became known as the “Old Settlers,” moved to the territory after the
federal government established a Cherokee reservation there in 1815.
2 turning … unto marvellous light See Acts 26.18: “To open their

eyes, and to turn them from darkness to light, and from the power
of Satan unto God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins, and
inheritance among them which are sanctified by faith that is in me.”

Cherokee Women’s Petitions (1817, 1818, 1831)
The Cherokee traditionally accorded an important place to women, not just symbolically but
also socially and economically. The Cherokee
kinship system was matrilineal, meaning
descent was traced through women; in addition,
Cherokee women were responsible for agriculture, which gave them significant economic
status. As the Cherokee adopted Euro-American
culture and institutions in the early nineteenth
century, Cherokee society became more overtly
male-dominated. However, Cherokee women
still wielded substantial influence (even if this
was often overlooked) and frequently acted as
preservers of traditional values. These roles are
particularly on display in the three petitions
that, between 1817 and 1831, Cherokee women
presented to the male leaders of the Cherokee
Nation in response to white American pressure for Cherokee “removal.” All three petitions
oppose removal or the relinquishment of further
Cherokee land, but they frame this opposition
in different ways that reflect the development
of Cherokee society, and women’s place in it,
throughout the early nineteenth century.
The text of the petitions is based on their
original manuscript (1817) or published (1818
and 1831) versions.

Petition (2 May 1817)

T

he Cherokee ladies now being present at the
meeting of their chiefs and warriors in council
have thought it their duty as mothers to address their
beloved chiefs and warriors now assembled.
Our beloved children and head men of the Cherokee
Nation, we address you as warriors in council. We
have raised all of you on the land which we now have,
which God gave us to inhabit and raise provisions.
We know that our country has once been extensive,
but by repeated sales has become circumscribed to a
small track, and [we] never have thought it our duty
to interfere in the disposition3 of it till now. If a father
or mother was to sell all their lands which they had
to depend on, which their children had to raise their
living on, which would be indeed bad and to be
3 disposition Administration, disposal.
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removed to another country. We do not wish to go [to]
an unknown country [to] which we have understood
some of our children wish to go over the Mississippi,
but this act of our children would be like destroying
your mothers.
Your mothers, your sisters ask and beg of you not to
part with any more of our land. We say ours. You are
our descendants; take pity on our request. But keep it
for our growing children, for it was the good will of
our creator to place us here, and you know our father,
the great president,1 will not allow his white children
to take our country away. Only keep your hands off of
paper talks for it’s our own country. For [if ] it was not,
they would not ask you to put your hands to paper, for
it would be impossible to remove us all. For as soon as
one child is raised, we have others in our arms, for such
is our situation and will consider our circumstance.
Therefore, children, don’t part with any more of our
lands but continue on it and enlarge your farms and
cultivate and raise corn and cotton and we, your mothers and sisters, will make clothing for you which our
father the president has recommended to us all. We
don’t charge anybody for selling any lands, but we have
heard such intentions of our children. But your talks
become true at last; it was our desire to forewarn you
all not to part with our lands.
Nancy Ward2 to her children: Warriors to take pity
and listen to the talks of your sisters. Although I am
very old yet cannot but pity the situation in which you
will hear of their minds. I have great many grandchildren which [I] wish them to do well on our land.

1 the great president At the time of this petition, the President of
the United States was James Monroe.
2 Nancy Ward English name of Nanyehi (c. 1738–1822 or 1824),

a Cherokee political leader. In recognition for battlefield heroism
during her youth, she was named a “Beloved Woman,” a Cherokee
title conferring great honor and responsibility: Beloved Women
headed the Council of Women, could vote in the Council of Chiefs,
decided the fate of prisoners taken in war, and could serve as ambassadors on behalf of the Cherokee Nation. As a Beloved Woman,
Nanyehi was known for her support for the American colonists
during the Revolutionary War (at a time when most Cherokee supported the British) and for her advocacy of peaceful coexistence with
white Americans.

Petition (30 June 1818)
Beloved Children,
We have called a meeting among ourselves to consult
on the different points now before the council, relating
to our national affairs. We have heard with painful feelings that the bounds of the land we now possess are to
be drawn into very narrow limits. The land was given
to us by the Great Spirit above as our common right, to
raise our children upon, and to make support for our
rising generations. We therefore humbly petition our
beloved children, the head men and warriors, to hold
out to the last in support of our common rights, as
the Cherokee nation have been the first settlers of this
land; we therefore claim the right of the soil.
We well remember that our country was formerly
very extensive, but by repeated sales it has become circumscribed to the very narrow limits we have at present. Our Father the President advised us to become
farmers, to manufacture our own clothes, and to
have our children instructed. To this advice we have
attended in everything as far as we were able. Now the
thought of being compelled to remove to the other side
of the Mississippi is dreadful to us, because it appears
to us that we, by this removal, shall be brought to a
savage state3 again, for we have, by the endeavor of our
Father the President, become too much enlightened to
throw aside the privileges of a civilized life.
We therefore unanimously join in our meeting to
hold our country in common as hitherto.
Some of our children have become Christians. We
have missionary schools among us. We have heard
the gospel in our nation. We have become civilized
and enlightened, and are in hopes that in a few years
our nation will be prepared for instruction in other
branches of sciences and arts, which are both useful
and necessary in civilized society.
There are some white men among us, who have been
raised in our country from their youth, are connected
with us by marriage, and have considerable families,
who are very active in encouraging the emigration of
3 savage state The authors of this petition have here assimilated
the use of the derogatory term “savage,” common among white
Americans in the nineteenth century, to characterize Indigenous
society and culture.
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our nation. These ought to be our truest friends but
prove our worst enemies. They seem to be only concerned how to increase their riches, but do not care
what becomes of our Nation, nor even of their own
wives and children.

Andrew Jackson, Message to Congress on
Indian Removal (1830)
One of the most famous of Andrew Jackson’s
numerous defenses of the policy of Native
American expulsion is the portion excerpted
below of his annual message to Congress on 6
December 1830, after the passage of the Indian
Removal Act earlier that year. The text of the
excerpt is based on that contained in the U.S.
National Archives (in the Records of the United
States Senate, 1789–1990) and published on the
National Archives website.

Petition (17 October 18311)
To the Committee and Council,
We the females, residing in Salequoree and Pine Log,2
believing that the present difficulties and embarrassments under which this nation is placed demands a
full expression of the mind of every individual, on the
subject of emigrating to Arkansas,3 would take upon
ourselves to address you. Although it is not common
for our sex to take part in public measures, we nevertheless feel justified in expressing our sentiments on
any subject where our interest is as much at stake as
any other part of the community.
We believe the present plan of the General
Government to effect our removal West of the
Mississippi, and thus obtain our lands for the use of
the State of Georgia, to be highly oppressive, cruel and
unjust. And we sincerely hope there is no consideration which can induce our citizens to forsake the land
of our fathers of which they have been in possession
from time immemorial, and thus compel us, against
our will, to undergo the toils and difficulties of removing with our helpless families hundreds of miles to
unhealthy and unproductive country. We hope therefore the Committee and Council will take into deep
consideration our deplorable situation, and do everything in their power to avert such a state of things. And
we trust by a prudent course their transactions with
the General Government will enlist in our behalf the
sympathies of the good people of the United States.
1 1831 This petition, dated “1821” in its original text, was published as a letter in the Cherokee Phoenix on 12 November 1831; the
1821 dating is almost certainly a typographical error.
2 Salequoree and Pine Log Cherokee communities in northern

Georgia.
3 Arkansas I.e., Arkansas Territory, which became the state of
Arkansas in 1836. Groups of Cherokee had begun relocating there
as early as the Revolutionary era, and a substantial number, who
became known as the “Old Settlers,” moved to the territory after the
federal government established a Cherokee reservation there in 1815.

I

t gives me pleasure to announce to Congress that the
benevolent policy of the Government, steadily pursued for nearly thirty years, in relation to the removal of
the Indians beyond the white settlements is approaching to a happy consummation. Two important tribes
have accepted the provision made for their removal
at the last session of Congress,4 and it is believed that
their example will induce the remaining tribes also to
seek the same obvious advantages.
The consequences of a speedy removal will be important to the United States, to individual States, and to
the Indians themselves. The pecuniary advantages
which it promises to the Government are the least of its
recommendations. It puts an end to all possible danger
of collision between the authorities of the General and
State Governments on account of the Indians. It will
place a dense and civilized population in large tracts
of country now occupied by a few savage hunters. By
opening the whole territory between Tennessee on the
north and Louisiana on the south to the settlement of
the whites it will incalculably strengthen the southwestern frontier and render the adjacent States strong
enough to repel future invasions without remote aid. It
will relieve the whole State of Mississippi and the western part of Alabama of Indian occupancy, and enable
those States to advance rapidly in population, wealth,
and power. It will separate the Indians from immediate
contact with settlements of whites; free them from the
4 Two important … Congress At the time Jackson spoke, elements of the leadership of the Chickasaw and Choctaw nations had
signed removal treaties in August and September 1830, respectively.
(The Chickasaw later deemed the land allotted to them west of the
Mississippi unacceptable and renegotiated a new treaty in 1832.)
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power of the States; enable them to pursue happiness
in their own way and under their own rude1 institutions; will retard the progress of decay, which is lessening their numbers, and perhaps cause them gradually,
under the protection of the Government and through
the influence of good counsels, to cast off their savage
habits and become an interesting,2 civilized, and
Christian community.
What good man would prefer a country covered
with forests and ranged by a few thousand savages to
our extensive Republic, studded with cities, towns, and
prosperous farms embellished with all the improvements which art can devise or industry execute, occupied by more than 12,000,000 happy people, and filled
with all the blessings of liberty, civilization and religion?
The present policy of the Government is but a continuation of the same progressive change by a milder
process. The tribes which occupied the countries now
constituting the Eastern States were annihilated or
have melted away to make room for the whites. The
waves of population and civilization are rolling to the
westward, and we now propose to acquire the countries occupied by the red men of the South and West
by a fair exchange, and, at the expense of the United
States, to send them to land where their existence may
be prolonged and perhaps made perpetual. Doubtless
it will be painful to leave the graves of their fathers; but
what do they more than our ancestors did or than our
children are now doing? To better their condition in
an unknown land our forefathers left all that was dear
in earthly objects. Our children by thousands yearly
leave the land of their birth to seek new homes in distant regions. Does Humanity weep at these painful
separations from everything, animate and inanimate,
with which the young heart has become entwined? Far
from it. It is rather a source of joy that our country
affords scope where our young population may range
unconstrained in body or in mind, developing the
power and facilities of man in their highest perfection. These remove3 hundreds and almost thousands
of miles at their own expense, purchase the lands they
occupy, and support themselves at their new homes
from the moment of their arrival. Can it be cruel in
1 rude Uncivilized.
2 interesting Important, worthy of consideration.
3 remove Relocate.

this Government when, by events which it cannot
control, the Indian is made discontented in his ancient
home to purchase his lands, to give him a new and
extensive territory, to pay the expense of his removal,
and support him a year in his new abode? How many
thousands of our own people would gladly embrace
the opportunity of removing to the West on such conditions! If the offers made to the Indians were extended
to them, they would be hailed with gratitude and joy.

Andrew Jackson as the Great Father (c. 1835). “Great
Father” was a title frequently used in the context of
Indigenous–settler relations, by both Euro-American
authorities and Indigenous people, to refer to the leaders
of settler-colonial nations, including the Kings of France
and Britain and later the U.S. President. The title was
meant to evoke the President or other Euro-American
leader’s supposedly beneficent care for his Indigenous
“children”—an idea literalized by this cartoon’s unknown
illustrator. The framed painting in the top right-hand
corner of the illustration depicts Columbia—the allegorical female personification of the United States—
standing with her foot on the head of a subjugated foe.
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And is it supposed that the wandering savage has
a stronger attachment to his home than the settled,
civilized Christian? Is it more afflicting to him to leave
the graves of his fathers than it is to our brothers and
children? Rightly considered, the policy of the General
Government toward the red man is not only liberal,
but generous. He is unwilling to submit to the laws of
the States and mingle with their population. To save
him from this alternative, or perhaps utter annihilation, the General Government kindly offers him a new
home, and proposes to pay the whole expense of his
removal and settlement.

Lydia Sigourney, “The Cherokee Mother” (1831)
By the time of the Indian Removal Act, the
celebrated white American poet Lydia Huntley
Sigourney had already demonstrated, in poems
such as Traits of the Aborigines of America (1822),
a sympathetic—if also romanticizing and condescending—interest in Indigenous people
and history. This poem, written in response
to the Removal Act and published in 1831 in
The Cherokee Phoenix, the Cherokee national
newspaper, further exemplifies that interest.
The poem was never republished in any of
Sigourney’s collections.

Y

e bid us hence.1 These vales are dear,
To infant hope, to patriot pride,
These streamlets tuneful to our ear,
Where our light shallops2 peaceful glide.
5

10

Beneath yon consecrated mounds
Our fathers’ treasured ashes rest,
Our hands have tilled these corn-clad grounds,
Our children’s birth these homes have blest.
Here, on our souls a Saviour’s love
First beamed with renovating° ray, regenerating, redeeming
Why should we from these haunts° remove? habitations
But still you warn us hence away.
Child, ask not where! I cannot tell,
Save where wide wastes uncultured° spread,
1 Ye bid us hence I.e., you command us to leave.
2 shallops Shallow-water-boats.

uncultivated

15

20

Where unknown waters fiercely roll,
And savage monsters howling tread;
Where no blest Church with hallowed train,3
Nor hymns of praise, nor voice of prayer,
Like angels soothe the wanderer’s pain;
Ask me no more. I know not where.
Go seek thy Sire. The anguish charm4
That shades his brow like frowning wrath,
Divide the burden from his arm,5
And gird him for his pilgrim-path.

25

Come, moaning babe! Thy mother’s arms
Shall bear thee on our weary course,
Shall be thy shield from midnight harms,
And baleful dews, and tempests hoarse.°

rough

John Ross, Letter to the Senate and House of
Representatives, 28 September 1836
As the momentum for expulsion intensified in
the wake of the Indian Removal Act and Andrew
Jackson’s landslide re-election in 1832, the leadership of the Cherokee Nation became divided over
how to respond. A majority, headed by Principal
Chief John Ross (1790–1866), remained strongly
opposed to giving up their traditional lands.
However, a minority of Cherokee, including
some influential leaders, decided that it was in
the nation’s best interest to come to terms with
the federal government; this faction became
known as the “Treaty Party.” In late 1835, without any sanction from Ross or the Cherokee
National Council, members of the Treaty Party
separately negotiated the Treaty of New Echota
with federal representatives, whereby they consented to removal. The outraged response of the
Cherokee majority, and their continued opposition to removal even after the Treaty of New
Echota was ratified by the Senate in May 1836,
is illustrated by the following petition, addressed
to the U.S. Congress in September 1836 by Ross
and thousands of other Cherokee.
3 train Assembly of people.
4 The anguish charm I.e., charm away the anguish.

5 Divide … arm I.e., take a share of the “burden” he is carrying.
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Red Clay Council Ground,1 Cherokee Nation
September 28, 1836

M

ost respectfully, and most humbly showeth:
That your memorialists,2 the Chiefs, National
Committee and Council, and people of the Cherokee
Nation in General Council assembled, solicit permission to approach your honorable bodies, under
circumstances peculiar in the history of nations; circumstances of distress and anxiety beyond our power
to express. We earnestly bespeak your patience, therefore, while we lay before you a brief epitome3 of our
griefs.
It is well known that for a number of years past we
have been harassed by a series of vexations, which it
is deemed unnecessary to recite in detail, but the evidence of which our delegation will be prepared to furnish. With a view to bringing our troubles to a close,
a delegation was appointed on the 23rd of October,
1835, by the General Council of the nation, clothed
with full powers to enter into arrangements with the
Government of the United States, for the final adjustment of all our existing difficulties. The delegation,
failing to effect an arrangement with the United States
commissioner then in the nation, proceeded, agreeably to4 their instructions in that case, to Washington
City, for the purpose of negotiating a treaty with the
authorities of the United States.
After the departure of the Delegation, a contract
was made by the Rev. John F. Schermerhorn,5 and certain individual Cherokees, purporting to be a “treaty,
concluded at New Echota, in the State of Georgia, on
the 29th day of December, 1835, by General William
Carroll and John F. Schermerhorn, commissioners on
1 Red Clay Council Ground Capital of the Cherokee Nation,
located in extreme southeastern Tennessee, just north of the state
border with Georgia. Because of laws passed by the state of Georgia
restricting the right of the Cherokee to hold public meetings, the
Cherokee had officially moved their seat of government from New
Echota, Georgia, to Red Clay Council Ground in 1832.
2 memorialists Petitioners.
3 epitome Summary.
4 agreeably to In accordance with.

5 Rev. John F. Schermerhorn Minister and personal friend
of Andrew Jackson, whom Jackson appointed as an Indian
Commissioner in 1832 with a mandate to accomplish the removal of
the Cherokee and Chickasaw nations.

the part of the United States, and the chiefs, headmen, and people of the Cherokee tribes of Indians.”
A spurious Delegation, in violation of a special injunction of the general council of the nation, proceeded
to Washington city with this pretended treaty, and
by false and fraudulent representations supplanted in
the favor of the Government the legal and accredited
Delegation of the Cherokee people, and obtained
for this instrument, after making important alterations in its provisions, the recognition of the United
States Government. And now it is presented to us as
a treaty, ratified by the Senate, and approved by the
President Andrew Jackson, and our acquiescence in
its requirements demanded, under the sanction of
the displeasure of the United States, and the threat of
summary compulsion, in case of refusal. It comes to
us, not through our legitimate authorities, the known
and usual medium of communication between the
Government of the United States and our nation, but
through the agency of a complication6 of powers, civil
and military.
By the stipulations of this instrument, we are
despoiled of our private possessions, the indefeasible
property of individuals. We are stripped of every attribute of freedom and eligibility for legal self-defence.
Our property may be plundered before our eyes; violence may be committed on our persons; even our lives
may be taken away, and there is none to regard our
complaints. We are denationalized; we are disfranchised. We are deprived of membership in the human
family! We have neither land nor home, nor resting
place that can be called our own. And this is effected by
the provisions of a compact which assumes the venerated, the sacred appellation of treaty.
We are overwhelmed! Our hearts are sickened, our
utterance is paralyzed, when we reflect on the condition in which we are placed, by the audacious practices of unprincipled men, who have managed their
stratagems with so much dexterity as to impose on7
the Government of the United States, in the face of our
earnest, solemn, and reiterated protestations.
The instrument in question is not the act of our
Nation; we are not parties to its covenants; it has not
received the sanction of our people. The makers of
6 complication Complex combination.
7 impose on Deceive.
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it sustain no office nor appointment in our Nation,
under the designation of Chiefs, Head men, or any
other title, by which they hold, or could acquire,
authority to assume the reins of Government, and to
make bargain and sale of our rights, our possessions,
and our common country. And we are constrained
solemnly to declare, that we cannot but contemplate
the enforcement of the stipulations of this instrument
on us, against our consent, as an act of injustice and
oppression, which, we are well persuaded, can never
knowingly be countenanced by the Government and
people of the United States; nor can we believe it to be
the design of these honorable and highminded individuals, who stand at the head of the Government, to
bind a whole Nation, by the acts of a few unauthorized individuals. And, therefore, we, the parties to be
affected by the result, appeal with confidence to the
justice, the magnanimity, the compassion, of your
honorable bodies, against the enforcement, on us, of
the provisions of a compact, in the formation of which
we have had no agency.
In truth, our cause is your own; it is the cause of
liberty and of justice; it is based upon your own principles, which we have learned from yourselves; for we
have gloried to count your George Washington and
your Thomas Jefferson our great teachers; we have read
their communications to us with veneration; we have
practised their precepts with success. And the result is
manifest. The wildness of the forest has given place to
comfortable dwellings and cultivated fields, stocked
with the various domestic animals. Mental culture,
industrious habits, and domestic enjoyments, have
succeeded the rudeness of the savage1 state.
We have learned your religion also. We have read
your Sacred books. Hundreds of our people have
embraced their doctrines, practised the virtues they
teach, cherished the hopes they awaken, and rejoiced
in the consolations which they afford. To the spirit of
your institutions, and your religion, which has been
imbibed by our community, is mainly to be ascribed
that patient endurance which has characterized the
conduct of our people, under the laceration of their
1 rudeness Ignorance; lack of refinement; primitiveness; savage
Ross here adopts the common nineteenth-century use of the disparaging term “savage” by white Americans to describe the society and
culture of Indigenous peoples.

keenest woes. For assuredly, we are not ignorant of our
condition; we are not insensible to our sufferings. We
feel them! we groan under their pressure! And anticipation2 crowds our breasts with sorrows yet to come. We
are, indeed, an afflicted people! Our spirits are subdued!
Despair has well nigh seized upon our energies! But we
speak to the representatives of a Christian country; the
friends of justice; the patrons of the oppressed. And our
hopes revive, and our prospects brighten, as we indulge
the thought. On your sentence, our fate is suspended;
prosperity or desolation depends on your word. To
you, therefore, we look! Before your august assembly
we present ourselves, in the attitude of deprecation,3
and of entreaty. On your kindness, on your humanity,
on your compassion, on your benevolence, we rest our
hopes. To you we address our reiterated prayers. Spare
our people! Spare the wreck of our prosperity! Let not
our deserted homes become the monuments of our
desolation! But we forbear! We suppress the agonies
which wring our hearts, when we look at our wives,
our children, and our venerable sires! We restrain the
forebodings of anguish and distress, of misery and devastation and death, which must be the attendants on
the execution of this ruinous compact.
In conclusion, we commend to your confidence and
favor, our well-beloved and trustworthy brethren and
fellow-citizens, John Ross, Principal Chief, Richard
Taylor, Samuel Gunter, John Benge, George Sanders,
Walter S. Adair, Stephen Foreman, and Kalsateehee of
Aquohee, who are clothed with full powers to adjust
all our existing difficulties by treaty arrangements
with the United States, by which our destruction may
be averted, impediments to the advancement of our
people removed, and our existence perpetuated as a
living monument, to testify to posterity the honor, the
magnanimity, the generosity of the United States. And
your memorialists, as in duty bound, will ever pray.
Signed by Ross, George Lowrey, Edward Gunter, Lewis
Ross, thirty-one members of the National Committee
and National Council, and 2,174 others.

2 anticipation Fear.
3 august Exalted; deprecation Sincere plea.
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Ralph Waldo Emerson, Letter to Martin Van
Buren, 23 April 1838
After the ratification of the Treaty of New
Echota, the U.S. government set a deadline of
23 May 1838 for the Cherokee to voluntarily
remove in accordance with the treaty, after
which they would be forcibly expelled. As the
deadline approached, opponents of the treaty
continued to petition the government not to
enforce removal. One of the most prominent
such petitioners was Ralph Waldo Emerson,
who addressed this open letter on the subject directly to President Martin Van Buren.
Judging by his journals, Emerson composed
this letter with a great deal of difficulty, and he
himself doubted its efficacy: he called it “merely
a scream,” before adding that “sometimes a
scream is better than a thesis.” A similar ambivalence about the letter was exhibited by its
first publishers, the editors of the Washington,
D.C., Daily National Intelligencer, who printed
it “with some reluctance” on 14 May 1838. The
present text is based on that reprinted in the
New-Bedford Mercury on 25 May 1838.

Letter to Martin Van Buren, President of the
United States
A Protest Against the Removal of the
Cherokee Indians from the State of Georgia
SAY, what is Honour? ’Tis the finest sense
Of justice which the human mind can frame,
Intent each lurking frailty to disclaim,
And guard the way of life from all offence,
Suffered or done.1
Concord, Mass.
April 23, 1838
SIR:

T

he seat you fill places you in a relation of credit
and nearness to every citizen. By right and natural
position, every citizen is your friend. Before any acts
1 SAY … done From one of the “Sonnets Dedicated to Liberty”
(1802–03) by the English poet William Wordsworth.

contrary to his own judgment or interest have repelled
the affections of any man, each may look with trust
and living anticipation to your government. Each has
the highest right to call your attention to such subjects
as are of a public nature, and properly belong to the
chief magistrate;2 and the good magistrate will feel a
joy in meeting such confidence. In this belief and at
the instance3 of a few of my friends and neighbors, I
crave of your patience a short hearing for their sentiments and my own: and the circumstance that my
name will be utterly unknown to you will only give the
fairer chance to your equitable construction4 of what I
have to say.
Sir, my communication respects the sinister rumors
that fill this part of the country concerning the
Cherokee people. The interest always felt in the aboriginal population—an interest naturally growing as that
decays5—has been heightened in regard to this tribe.
Even in our distant State some good rumor of their
worth and civility has arrived. We have learned with
joy their improvement in the social arts. We have read
their newspapers. We have seen some of them in our
schools and colleges. In common with the great body
of the American people, we have witnessed with sympathy the painful labors of these red men to redeem
their own race from the doom of eternal inferiority,
and to borrow and domesticate in the tribe the arts
and customs of the Caucasian race. And notwithstanding the unaccountable apathy with which of late years
the Indians have been sometimes abandoned to their
enemies, it is not to be doubted that it is the good pleasure and the understanding of all humane persons in
the Republic, of the men and the matrons sitting in
the thriving independent families all over the land, that
they shall be duly cared for; that they shall taste justice
2 chief magistrate I.e., president. This term was used frequently to
refer to the President of the United States in the early decades of the
nation’s existence but is rare today.
3 instance Urging.
4 equitable construction Fair interpretation.
5 as that decays I.e., as “the aboriginal population” declines. A
belief that Native Americans were in terminal decline and inevitably
bound for extinction—an idea known as the “vanishing Indian”
trope—was widespread among white Americans in the nineteenth
century, even those such as Emerson who sympathized with
Indigenous people and sought to prevent their further dispossession.
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and love from all to whom we have delegated the office
of dealing with them.
The newspapers now inform us that, in December,
1835, a treaty contracting for the exchange of all the
Cherokee territory was pretended to be made by an
agent on the part of the United States with some persons appearing on the part of the Cherokees; that the
fact afterwards transpired that these deputies did by no
means represent the will of the nation; and that, out of
eighteen thousand souls composing the nation, fifteen
thousand six hundred and sixty-eight have protested
against the so-called treaty. It now appears that the
government of the United States choose to hold the
Cherokees to this sham treaty, and are proceeding to
execute the same. Almost the entire Cherokee Nation
stand up and say, “This is not our act. Behold us. Here
are we. Do not mistake that handful of deserters for
us”; and the American President and the Cabinet, the
Senate and the House of Representatives, neither hear
these men nor see them, and are contracting to put this
active nation into carts and boats, and to drag them
over mountains and rivers to a wilderness at a vast distance beyond the Mississippi. And a paper purporting
to be an army order fixes a month from this day as the
hour for this doleful removal.
In the name of God, sir, we ask you if this be so. Do
the newspapers rightly inform us? Men and women
with pale and perplexed faces meet one another in
the streets and churches here, and ask if this be so.
We have inquired if this be a gross misrepresentation
from the party opposed to the government1 and anxious to blacken it with the people. We have looked in
the newspapers of different parties2 and find a horrid
confirmation of the tale. We are slow to believe it. We
hoped the Indians were misinformed, and that their
remonstrance was premature, and will turn out to be a
needless act of terror.
1 the party opposed to the government I.e., the Whig Party, the
main opposition party in the United States at the time; Van Buren
and his predecessor, Andrew Jackson, were both Democrats. The
Whigs took shape in the 1830s in opposition to Jackson’s presidency;
they tended to oppose both an overly powerful executive branch and
territorial expansion and drew their support mainly from the urban
middle classes, in contrast to the poor farmers and working-class
men who formed the Democrats’ base.
2 the newspapers of different parties Most US newspapers in the
1830s had explicit partisan affiliations.

The piety, the principle that is left in the United
States, if only in its coarsest form, a regard to the
speech of men—forbid us to entertain it as a fact. Such
a dereliction of all faith and virtue, such a denial of
justice, and such deafness to screams for mercy were
never heard of in times of peace and in the dealing
of a nation with its own allies and wards,3 since the
earth was made. Sir, does this government think that
the people of the United States are become savage and
mad? From their mind are the sentiments of love and
a good nature wiped clean out? The soul of man, the
justice, the mercy that is the heart’s heart in all men,
from Maine to Georgia, does abhor this business.
In speaking thus the sentiments of my neighbors and
my own, perhaps I overstep the bounds of decorum.
But would it not be a higher indecorum coldly to argue
a matter like this? We only state the fact that a crime
is projected that confounds our understandings by its
magnitude—a crime that really deprives us as well as
the Cherokees of a country, for how could we call the
conspiracy that should crush these poor Indians our
government, or the land that was cursed by their parting and dying imprecations our country, any more?
You, sir, will bring down that renowned chair in which
you sit into infamy if your seal is set to this instrument
of perfidy; and the name of this nation, hitherto the
sweet omen of religion and liberty, will stink to the
world.
You will not do us the injustice of connecting this
remonstrance with any sectional and party feeling. It
is in our hearts the simplest commandment of brotherly love. We will not have this great and solemn claim
upon national and human justice huddled aside under
3 wards Dependants—people (such as minor children) under
the protection or custody of someone else. Emerson’s characterization here of the relationship between the U.S. government and
Indigenous nations reflects the idea—widespread among white
Americans at the time—that this relationship was one of guardianship or tutelage of weaker, supposedly more “childlike” people by
a stronger, supposedly more “mature” state. This view can be seen,
for example, in the common portrayal—as in the political cartoon
of Andrew Jackson included elsewhere in this Contexts section—
of Indigenous people as “children” of the “Great Father” (i.e., the
U.S. president); it was also enshrined in federal law, for instance
in Supreme Court Chief Justice John Marshall’s ruling in Cherokee
Nation v. Georgia (1831), which asserted that the relationship of
Indigenous nations to the U.S. resembled “that of a ward to their
guardian.”
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the flimsy plea of its being a party act. Sir, to us the
questions upon which the government and the people
have been agitated during the past year, touching the
prostration of the currency and of trade,1 seem but
motes2 in comparison. These hard times, it is true, have
brought the discussion home to every farmhouse and
poor man’s house in this town; but it is the chirping
of grasshoppers beside the immortal question whether
justice shall be done by the race of civilized to the race
of savage man—whether all the attributes of reason, of
civility, of justice, and even of mercy, shall be put off
by the American people, and so vast an outrage upon
the Cherokee Nation and upon human nature shall be
consummated.
One circumstance lessens the reluctance with which
I intrude at this time on your attention, my conviction
that the government ought to be admonished of a new
historical fact, which the discussion of this question
has disclosed, namely, that there exists in a great part of
the Northern people a gloomy diffidence3 in the moral
character of the government.
On the broaching of this question, a general expression of despondency, of disbelief that any good will
accrue from a remonstrance on an act of fraud and
robbery, appeared in those men to whom we naturally
turn for aid and counsel. Will the American government steal? Will it lie? Will it kill?—We ask triumphantly. Our counsellors and old statesmen here say
that ten years ago they would have staked their lives
on the affirmation that the proposed Indian measures
could not be executed; that the unanimous country
would put them down. And now the steps of this crime
follow each other so fast, at such fatally quick time,
that the millions of virtuous citizens, whose agents the
government are, have no place to interpose, and must
shut their eyes until the last howl and wailing of these
tormented villages and tribes shall afflict the ear of the
world.

1 the prostration … trade In 1837, various economic developments including a sharp drop in the price of cotton and a collapsing
land bubble sparked a severe financial crisis, known as the Panic of
1837. The panic caused an economic depression that lasted into the
mid-1840s.
2 motes Trifles.
3 diffidence Distrust.

I will not hide from you, as an indication of this
alarming distrust, that a letter addressed as mine is,
and suggesting to the mind of the Executive the plain
obligations of man, has a burlesque character in the
apprehensions4 of some of my friends. I, sir, will not
beforehand treat you with the contumely5 of this distrust. I will at least state to you this fact, and show you
how plain and humane people, whose love would be
honor, regard the policy of the government, and what
injurious inferences they draw as to the minds of the
governors. A man with your experience in affairs must
have seen cause to appreciate the futility of opposition
to the moral sentiment. However feeble the sufferer
and however great the oppressor, it is in the nature of
things that the blow should recoil upon the aggressor.
For God is in the sentiment, and it cannot be withstood. The potentate and the people perish before it;
but with it, and as its executor, they are omnipotent.
I write thus, sir, to inform you of the state of mind
these Indian tidings have awakened here, and to pray
with one voice more that you, whose hands are strong
with the delegated power of fifteen millions of men,
will avert with that might the terrific6 injury which
threatens the Cherokee tribe.
With great respect, sir, I am your fellow citizen,
Ralph Waldo Emerson.
from Eliza Whitmire, Interview (1936)
One of the white American institutions assimilated by the so-called “Five Civilized Tribes,”
especially the Cherokee, as they adapted to the
settler-colonial culture encroaching upon them
in the early nineteenth century was African
American chattel slavery. When the remaining Cherokee were expelled in 1838, the small
minority who owned enslaved people brought
their “property” with them. Among the enslaved
African Americans caught up in the Cherokee
expulsion was the family of Eliza Whitmire,
who was about five years old at the time. Nearly
4 burlesque Grotesquely comic; apprehensions Understandings.
5 beforehand I.e., in anticipation (of the president not being
worthy of his trust); contumely Insolent contempt.
6 terrific I.e., terrible.
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a century later, she was interviewed as part of
an oral history project conducted by the federal
Works Progress Administration under the New
Deal, during which she gave the account of the
Cherokee expulsion presented below.

M

y name is Eliza Whitmire. I live on a farm near
Estella1 where I settled shortly after the Civil War
and where I have lived ever since. I was born in slavery
in the state of Georgia, my parents having belonged to
a Cherokee Indian of the name of George Sanders who
owned a large plantation in the old Cherokee Nation
in Georgia. He also owned a large number of slaves but
I was too young to remember how many he owned.
I do not know the exact date of my birth, although
my mother told me I was about five years old when
President Andrew Jackson2 ordered General Scott3 to
proceed to the Cherokee country in Georgia, with two
thousand troops and remove the Cherokees by force to
the Indian Territory. This bunch of Indians were called
the Eastern Emigrants. The Old Settler Cherokees had
moved themselves in 1835 when the order was first
given to the Cherokees to move out.
The weeks that followed General Scott’s order to
remove the Cherokees were filled with horror and suffering for the unfortunate Cherokees and their slaves.
The women and children were driven from their
homes, sometimes with blows, and close on the heels
of the retreating Indians came greedy whites to pillage
the Indians’ homes, drive off their cattle, horses and
hogs, and they even rifled the graves for any jewelry
or other ornaments that might have been buried with
the dead.
The Cherokees, after being driven from their homes,
were divided into detachments of nearly equal size and
late in October, 1838, the first detachment started, the
1 Estella Town in the Cherokee Nation, in the northeastern portion of what is now the state of Oklahoma.
2 President Andrew Jackson Although Jackson was the most

prominent advocate of “Indian Removal” and is the president most
closely associated with the policy, the expulsion of the Cherokee was
in fact carried out under the authority of Jackson’s successor, Martin
Van Buren, who became president in 1837.
3 General Scott Winfield Scott (1786–1866), Army general who
oversaw the Cherokee expulsion. The combined force of militiamen,
Army regulars, and volunteers with which Scott enforced the expulsion totaled 7,000, far more than the 2,000 Whitmire goes on to
estimate.

others following one by one. The aged, sick and the
young children rode in the wagons, which carried the
provisions and bedding, while others went on foot.
The trip was made in the dead of winter and many died
from exposure from sleet and snow, and all who lived
to make this trip, or had parents who made it, will long
remember it as a bitter memory.

Freeman Owle, “The Trail of Tears” (1996)
Born in 1947, Freeman Owle is a member of
the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians, who
are descended from Cherokee living in the
mountains of southwestern North Carolina
who managed to escape expulsion. He grew up
hearing and learning his family’s traditional stories and eventually became a storyteller himself.
He related the story below, which combines
a family history of the Trail of Tears with an
account of the origin of the Cherokee Eastern
Band, in October 1996; the story was collected
in Living Stories of the Cherokee, edited by
Barbara R. Duncan (1998), on which the present text is based.

I

found that out4 as I was growing up,
and my parents began to tell me this story of the
Trail of Tears.
And you look at me and you say,
“Well, he’s probably as much Scots-Irish5 as I am.”
Yes, I am.
But I am Oogoku tsiskayi Tsalagi ashkaya.6

4 I found that out A segue from the previous story Owle told in
the session at which this story was collected, which ends with the
affirmation that “Never again will there be a person like you in this
world[.] … [W]e’re all very, very special.”
5 Scots-Irish Descendants of Protestants from Scotland and

England who settled in Ulster, the northern province of Ireland,
during the seventeenth century, many of whom then re-emigrated
to the American colonies. In America, most Scots-Irish settled in
the Appalachian Mountains from Pennsylvania southward, where
they lived in close proximity to Native Americans, including the
Cherokee, and frequently intermarried with them.
6 Oogoku … ashkaya Cherokee: Owl Birdtown Cherokee man.
(The editors wish to thank Professor Christopher Teuton of the
Cherokee Nation for his translation of this line.)
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My name is Owle, I live in Birdtown,1
and I happened to grow up on the reservation.
Sort of like a little story that Marsha was reading to
our daughter last night
about the zebra.
Says, “Are you white with black stripes or black with
white stripes?”
Are you Scots-Irish with Indian, or Indian with
Scots-Irish?
I don’t know, I really don’t.
All I know is I’m different from anyone who’s ever
lived,
and different than anyone who ever will.
And my fingerprints are different, so I must be special.
They told me that
my family was, in 1838, in a log cabin near
Murphy, North Carolina.
And all of a sudden,
someone was banging on the door
early that morning.
And they opened up the door and they looked out,
and fifty Georgia soldiers were standing in the yard.
They said,
“Come out of the cabin.”
And when my great-grandfather—
I’ll just call him grandfather—
did,
they burned the cabin to the ground.
He and his wife and small baby were taken to
Murphy, North Carolina,
put into a stockade,
stayed there for six weeks.
There was no roof, only a line of poles
encircling the stockade.
They say that
the mud was deep,
there wasn’t much food,
no one had anything to cover themselves with,
but the baby survived because the mother was
feeding it.
Early one morning,
on that October morning
when the frost was heavy

and the ground was frozen hard enough for
wagons to travel,
General Winfield Scott2 began to march the
people out of this fort.
So he marched them across the frozen ground
and across the Santeetlah Mountains
into Tennessee.
There was a woman by the name of Martha Ross,
Scots-Irish and Cherokee.
She had a beautiful coat,
and she began to look, late that night,
and the rain was coming down, and it was cold,
and she heard a baby crying.
She went to the sound of the baby and found the child
very cold
and wet—
it had pneumonia.
She covered the child with her coat,
and two days later she died of pneumonia herself.
It is people like this
who have made contributions to the Cherokee
society.
It is people like the people of North Carolina
who allowed those people living in North Carolina
to remain there.
The history is written,
the history says
that North Carolina did not remove its
Cherokees.3
They were called the Oconaluftee Cherokees.
And you go see Unto These Hills,4 it doesn’t mention
this.

1 Birdtown Town in the Qualla Boundary, the area in southwestern North Carolina that is the territory of the Eastern Band of
Cherokee Indians, held in trust for them by the federal government.

to the Trail of Tears. The drama has been staged consistently at an
outdoor theater in Cherokee, North Carolina, the headquarters of
the Eastern Band, since 1950.

2 Winfield Scott Army general (1786–1866) who oversaw the
Cherokee expulsion.
3 It is people like the people … its Cherokees Several hundred
Cherokee living in the remote mountains of southwestern North
Carolina were able to evade the troops sent to round them up for
deportation; others managed to negotiate exemptions from being
expelled, in some cases under the condition that they give up
Cherokee citizenship and assimilate as U.S. and North Carolina citizens. The name “Oconaluftee Cherokees,” which Owle gives in the
following line, comes from the Oconaluftee River, along which most
of the North Carolina Cherokee who escaped expulsion lived and
which the Cherokee consider to be sacred.
4 Unto These Hills Historical drama about Cherokee history up
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But they didn’t make them leave.
The other fifteen thousand began to march on toward
Oklahoma.
When they got to the Mississippi, they asked my
grandfather
if he would count the Cherokees who crossed the
river.
And he said,
“Yes, I will.”
But he told his wife in Cherokee,
“Go hide in the cane brake and take the baby with
you.
And I will tell them you’re here.
And we’ll go back home.”
So he counted the Cherokees as they crossed the
flatboat across the Mississippi,
and he told the soldiers,
“All the Cherokees are accounted for.”
And they said,
“Are you sure?
Go back to the river and check again.”
And this was what he wanted,
and he goes back to the river,
and he looks into the bushes and the brush,
and all of a sudden he leaps into the water.
They come running behind, and they shoot many
times into the water.
They look into the black, swirling waters of the
Mississippi,
and this Cherokee doesn’t surface.
So—for a long time.
And they give him up as being dead.
He’s breathing through a reed all this time.
And after he gives the soldiers time enough to go away,
he comes up and he swims back
across the Mississippi.
He looks for his wife on the other side,
and—she heard the gunshots.
She ran
with the baby in her arms,
she would run all night long,
and then find a briar patch to sleep in in the
daytime,
or a farmer’s haystack.
Took her several weeks to get back home,

but she came on back to the old burned-out cabin
site
because that’s all she knew as home.
She waited there week after week,
and her husband didn’t return.
She went down to the village,
to the Scots-Irish settlers,
and they gladly gave her food.
And they were feeding those Cherokees
that were hiding in the mountains.
If the North Carolina people had been caught by the
Georgia guard
handing out food to the Cherokees,
they too would have lost their land and been put
in prison
as Cherokee sympathizers.
But the Scots-Irish people were feeding her
one morning, a year later,
when she heard a noise up on the hill,
and she looked and there was someone coming.
And so she ran and hid with the baby.
And after a while it was her husband
coming out of the woods.
They were reunited,
and we still live
in a little place where they came and rebought
with their own money
called Birdtown.
And the reason they were able to rebuy it was:
there was a wagon train coming through here,
and it had a little baby on it—
a little white child
who was very sick.
And the parents were smart enough to say,
“If we go on with this child, it’s going to die.”
And they said—
have you ever heard the term, “Give it to the
Indians”?1
They gave the child to the Indians.
1 Give it … Indians Variation of “Give it back to the Indians,” a
phrase that was widespread in white American usage in the mid- and
late twentieth century. The phrase was used of a place or thing that
had become so spoiled or run-down as to be undesirable, with the
implication either that it was now fit only for Indigenous people or
that it would be better off in the hands of Indigenous people, who
would take better care of it than white Americans had. The phrase was
popularized by a 1939 Broadway show tune, “Give [continued …]
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Chief Yonaguska1 made the child better.
His name was William Holland Thomas.2
Will Thomas was already a citizen of the United
States,
and the Cherokees could go and buy up land
and put it in this child’s name
by the thousands of acres,
and we are still here.
But in the early 1920s
my grandfather, Solomon Owle,
was living in this little place called Birdtown
and paying his taxes to Swain County,3
and I think was a good citizen.
The federal government looked down and said,
“This can’t be.
This bunch of savages are not supposed to be able
to take care of themselves.”
And they came down and took the deeds away from
those people
and set up what they called the Qualla Indian
Boundary.
They couldn’t call it a reservation,
because a reservation is land that is given to the
Indians,
and the Indians are forced upon it.
This land was bought back
under Will Thomas’s name—
see, it’s not a reservation
it’s a little different.
You know, I came here tonight to tell you
that the Cherokee people don’t really hold any
hatred
It Back to the Indians,” which jocularly proposes returning New York
City to the Indigenous people from whom it was first purchased.
1 Yonaguska Cherokee chief (1759–1839) whose name translates

to “Drowning Bear”; he led the North Carolina Cherokee who managed to avoid expulsion and remain on their homelands, where they
eventually reorganized as the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians.
2 William Holland Thomas White adopted son of Yonaguska

(1805–93) who negotiated on behalf of the North Carolina Cherokee
with the federal government, purchased land in North Carolina to
be used by the Cherokee, and eventually succeeded Yonaguska as
chief of the Eastern Band, despite the fact that he had no Cherokee
ancestry himself. The written historical record of the circumstances
of Thomas’s adoption by Yonaguska does not match the version
related in this story.
3 Swain County County in the southwestern corner of North

Carolina on the border with Tennessee.

or animosity in their heart
for those things that happened in the past.
We can take our hats off to the past,
but as one great gentleman said,
“We should take our shirts off to the future.”
The reason the Cherokee people survived
is because they loved their neighbors
and were good neighbors.
The Cherokees of today
still welcome even all the visitors in the ’41 Chevys
and the ’40 Ford coupes
and the bears and everything—
they were glad to see the tourists come.
And we’re glad to see the tourists come, even today.
from John O’Sullivan or Jane Cazneau,

“Annexation” (1845)

The first recorded appearance of the term
“manifest destiny” was in the article below,
published in the July–August 1845 issue of The
United States Magazine and Democratic Review,
a Jacksonian Democratic periodical founded by
the Irish American editor John L. O’Sullivan
(1813–95). The article, which makes the case
for the U.S. annexation of what was then the
independent Republic of Texas (a hotly debated
issue at the time), was originally published
anonymously; it has traditionally been credited
to O’Sullivan, but several historians have posited that it was actually written by Jane Cazneau
(1807–78), a journalist for the Democratic
Review and other periodicals who was an avid
expansionist.

I

t is now time for the opposition to the Annexation
of Texas to cease, all further agitation of the waters
of bitterness and strife, at least in connection with this
question—even though it may perhaps be required
of us as a necessary condition of the freedom of our
institutions, that we must live on forever in a state of
unpausing struggle and excitement upon some subject of party division or other. But, in regard to Texas,
enough has now been given to party. It is time for the
common duty of Patriotism to the Country to succeed—or if this claim will not be recognized, it is at
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James S. Baillie, Hunting
Indians in Florida with
Blood Hounds (1848). This
lithograph by Baillie, a
prolific mid-nineteenthcentury lithograph artist,
was printed by opponents
of Zachary Taylor’s successful 1848 presidential
campaign. The lithograph
criticizes Taylor’s conduct
during his period (1838–
40) as commander of
U.S. military forces in the
Second Seminole War—
specifically, his use of
bloodhounds against the
Seminoles. In fact, bloodhounds were used only to
track Seminoles through
the Florida wetlands (often
unsuccessfully), not—as
depicted here—to physically attack them, but the misconception reflects the revulsion many white Americans felt towards the war and the country’s
treatment of Native Americans in general. Taylor’s speech bubble reads: “Hurra! Captain, we’ve got them at last, the dogs are at
them—now forward with the Rifle and Bayonet and ‘give them Hell Brave Boys,’ let not a red nigger escape—, show no mercy—,
exterminate them,—this day we’ll close the Florida War, and write its history in the blood of the Seminole—but remember Captn.,
as I have written to our Government to say that the dogs are intended to ferret out the Indians, (not to worry [i.e., bite] them) for
the sake of consistency and the appearance of Humanity, you will appear not to notice the devastation they commit.”

Charles Bird King, Tuko-See-Mathla, a Seminole Chief
(1844). Also known as John Hicks, Tuko-See-Mathla was
a member of a Seminole delegation to Washington, D.C.
in 1826, where King painted his portrait. This lithograph,
based on King’s portrait, was later printed as part of History
of the Indian Tribes of North America, a three-volume collection of biographies of Indigenous leaders, with accompanying portraits, published by Thomas McKenney and James
Hall; the collection remains an important source for biographical and visual information about early nineteenthcentury Native American life.
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least time for common sense to acquiesce with decent
grace in the inevitable and the irrevocable.
Texas is now ours. Already, before these words are
written, her Convention has undoubtedly ratified the
acceptance, by her Congress, of our proffered invitation into the Union; and made the requisite changes
in her already republican form of constitution to adapt
it to its future federal relations. Her star and her stripe
may already be said to have taken their place in the
glorious blazon of our common nationality; and the
sweep of our eagle’s wing already includes within its
circuit the wide extent of her fair and fertile land. She
is no longer to us a mere geographical space—a certain
combination of coast, plain, mountain, valley, forest
and stream. She is no longer to us a mere country on
the map. She comes within the dear and sacred designation of Our Country; no longer a “pays,” she is a part
of “la patrie”;1 and that which is at once a sentiment
and a virtue, Patriotism, already begins to thrill for her
too within the national heart. … The next session of
Congress will see the representatives of the new young
State in their places in both our halls of national legislation, side by side with those of the old Thirteen.
Let their reception into “the family” be frank, kindly,
and cheerful, as befits such an occasion, as comports
not less with our own self-respect than patriotic duty
towards them. Ill betide those foul birds that delight to
file2 their own nest, and disgust the ear with perpetual
discord of ill-omened croak.
Why, were other reasoning wanting, in favor of now
elevating this question of the reception of Texas into
the Union, out of the lower region of our past party
dissensions, up to its proper level of a high and broad
nationality, it surely is to be found, found abundantly,
in the manner in which other nations have undertaken
to intrude themselves into it, between us and the proper
parties to the case, in a spirit of hostile interference
against us, for the avowed object of thwarting our policy
and hampering our power, limiting our greatness and
checking the fulfillment of our manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free
development of our yearly multiplying millions. This we
1 pays … la patrie In French, pays means “land,” while patrie
means “fatherland,” i.e., nation.
2 file Defile, pollute. The phrase “It’s a foul bird that files its own
nest” was proverbial.

have seen done by England, our old rival and enemy;
and by France, strangely coupled with her against us[.]3
… The zealous activity with which this effort to defeat us
was pushed by the representatives of those governments,
together with the character of intrigue accompanying it,
fully constituted that case of foreign interference, which
Mr. Clay4 himself declared should and would unite us
all in maintaining the common cause of our country
against foreigner and the foe. …
It is wholly untrue, and unjust to ourselves, the
pretence that the Annexation has been a measure of
spoliation, unrightful and unrighteous—of military
conquest under forms of peace and law—of territorial
aggrandizement at the expense of justice, and justice
due by a double sanctity to the weak. This view of the
question is wholly unfounded[.] … The independence
of Texas was complete and absolute. It was an independence, not only in fact, but of right. No obligation of duty towards Mexico tended in the least degree
to restrain our right to effect the desired recovery of
the fair province once our own—whatever motives of
policy might have prompted a more deferential consideration of her feelings and her pride, as involved in the
question. If Texas became peopled with an American
population, it was by no contrivance of our government, but on the express invitation of that of Mexico
herself[.] … [Texas] was released, rightfully and absolutely released, from all Mexican allegiance, or duty
of cohesion to the Mexican political body, by the acts
and fault of Mexico herself, and Mexico alone.5 There
never was a clearer case. … What then can be more
preposterous than all this clamor by Mexico and the
Mexican interest, against Annexation, as a violation of
any rights of hers, any duties of ours?…
3 England … us When the administration of U.S. President John
Tyler began to push for the annexation of Texas in 1844, Britain and
France attempted to forestall it by proposing a treaty between Texas
and Mexico whereby Mexico would recognize Texan independence
and Texas would agree not to seek incorporation into the United
States.
4 Mr. Clay Henry Clay (1777–1852), politician from Kentucky.

As a leading figure in the generally anti-expansionist Whig Party
who was the party’s candidate in the 1844 presidential election, Clay
strongly opposed Texas annexation.
5 If Texas … Mexico alone See the section on “Expansion,

Expulsion, and Manifest Destiny” in the introduction to this anthology volume for an overview of the history of American settlement in
Texas and of Texas’ revolt against Mexican rule referred to here.
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Nor is there any just foundation for the charge that
Annexation is a great pro-slavery measure—calculated
to increase and perpetuate that institution. Slavery
had nothing to do with it. Opinions were and are
greatly divided, both at the North and South, as to
the influence to be exerted by it on Slavery and the
Slave States. …
… The country which was the subject of Annexation
in this case, from its geographical position and relations, happens to be—or rather the portion of it now
actually settled, happens to be—a slave country. But a
similar process might have taken place in proximity to
a different section of our Union; and indeed there is a
great deal of Annexation yet to take place, within the
life of the present generation, along the whole line of
our northern border. Texas has been absorbed into the
Union in the inevitable fulfilment of the general law
which is rolling our population westward; the connection of which with that ratio of growth in population
which is destined to swell our numbers to the enormous population of two hundred and fifty millions (if
not more), is too evident to leave us in doubt of the
manifest design of Providence in regard to the occupation of this continent. It was disintegrated from
Mexico in the natural course of events, by a process
perfectly legitimate on its own part, blameless on ours;
and in which all the censures due to wrong, perfidy
and folly, rest on Mexico alone. And possessed as it
was by a population which was in truth but a colonial
detachment from our own, and which was still bound
by myriad ties of the very heart-strings to its old relations, domestic and political, their incorporation into
the Union was not only inevitable, but the most natural, right and proper thing in the world—and it is only
astonishing that there should be any among ourselves
to say it nay. …
… With no friendship for slavery, though unprepared to excommunicate to eternal damnation, with
bell, book, and candle, those who are, we see nothing in the bearing of the Annexation of Texas on that
institution to awaken a doubt of the wisdom of that
measure, or a compunction for the humble part contributed by us towards its consummation.
California will, probably, next fall away from the
loose adhesion which, in such a country as Mexico,
holds a remote province in a slight equivocal kind of

dependence on the metropolis. Imbecile1 and distracted,
Mexico never can exert any real governmental authority
over such a country. The impotence of the one and the
distance of the other, must make the relation one of
virtual independence; unless, by stunting the province
of all natural growth, and forbidding that immigration
which can alone develop its capabilities and fulfil the
purposes of its creation, tyranny may retain a military
dominion, which is no government in the legitimate
sense of the term. In the case of California this is now
impossible. The Anglo-Saxon2 foot is already on its
borders. Already the advance guard of the irresistible
army of Anglo-Saxon emigration has begun to pour
down upon it, armed with the plough and the rifle,
and marking its trail with schools and colleges, courts
and representative halls, mills and meeting-houses.3
A population will soon be in actual occupation of
California, over which it will be idle for Mexico to
dream of dominion. They will necessarily become independent. All this without agency of our government,
without responsibility of our people—in the natural
flow of events, the spontaneous working of principles,
and the adaptation of the tendencies and wants of the
human race to the elemental circumstances in the midst
of which they find themselves placed. And they will
have a right to independence—to self-government—to
the possession of the homes conquered from the wilderness by their own labors and dangers, sufferings and
sacrifices—a better and a truer right than the artificial
title of sovereignty in Mexico, a thousand miles distant,
inheriting from Spain a title good only against those
who have none better. Their right to independence
will be the natural right of self-government belonging
to any community strong enough to maintain it—distinct in position, origin and character, and free from
any mutual obligations of membership of a common
1 Imbecile Weak (though also with derogatory connotations of
intellectual deficiency).
2 Anglo-Saxon This term, which originally referred to the

Germanic cultural group that settled in and ruled England in the
early Middle Ages, was widely used in both Britain and the United
States in the nineteenth century to refer to white people inhabiting
or stemming from England (or the British Isles more generally). In
such contexts, the term often carried—and still carries—racist connotations of inherent racial superiority.
3 meeting-houses I.e., churches, specifically those of Protestant
denominations.

UNCORRECTED ADVANCE PROOFS
22  Contexts

political body, binding it to others by the duty of loyalty
and compact of public faith. This will be their title to
independence; and by this title, there can be no doubt
that the population now fast streaming down upon
California will both assert and maintain that independence. Whether they will then attach themselves to our
Union or not, is not to be predicted with any certainty.
Unless the projected railroad across the continent to
the Pacific be carried into effect, perhaps they may not;
though even in that case, the day is not distant when
the Empires of the Atlantic and Pacific would again
flow together into one, as soon as their inland border
should approach each other. But that great work, colossal as appears the plan on its first suggestion, cannot
remain long unbuilt. Its necessity for this very purpose
of binding and holding together in its iron clasp our
fast-settling Pacific region with that of the Mississippi
valley—the natural facility1 of the route—the ease with
which any amount of labor for the construction can be
drawn in from the overcrowded populations of Europe,
to be paid in the lands made valuable by the progress
of the work itself—and its immense utility to the commerce of the world with the whole eastern coast of
Asia, alone almost sufficient for the support of such a
road—these considerations give assurance that the day
cannot be distant which shall witness the conveyance
of the representatives from Oregon and California to
Washington within less time than a few years ago was
devoted to a similar journey by those from Ohio; while
the magnetic telegraph will enable the editors of the
“San Francisco Union,” the “Astoria Evening Post,” or
the “Nootka Morning News,”2 to set up in type the first
half of the President’s Inaugural before the echoes of the
latter half shall have died away beneath the lofty porch
of the Capitol, as spoken from his lips.
1 facility Ease, expediency.
2 Astoria … News Astoria and Nootka are both places in the
Pacific Northwest. While Astoria is in what would become the U.S.
state of Oregon, Nootka Island is adjacent to Vancouver Island,
which today belongs to the Canadian province of British Columbia.
A year after this article was published, the so-called Oregon Country
was divided between Britain and the U.S. along the 49th parallel,
with all territory to the south of the parallel entering the U.S. and all
territory to the north of it remaining in British hands (and eventually becoming part of Canada). As the article makes clear, however,
expansionist Americans in the early 1840s desired and expected to
annex the entire Pacific Northwest.

Away, then, with all idle French talk of balances of
power on the American Continent. There is no growth
in Spanish America! Whatever progress of population
there may be in the British Canadas, is only for their
own early severance of their present colonial relation
to the little island three thousand miles across the
Atlantic; soon to be followed by Annexation, and destined to swell the still accumulating momentum of our
progress. And whosoever may hold the balance, though
they should cast into the opposite scale all the bayonets
and cannon, not only of France and England, but of
Europe entire, how would it kick the beam against the
simple, solid weight of the two hundred and fifty, or
three hundred millions—and American millions—
destined to gather beneath the flutter of the stripes and
stars, in the fast hastening year of the Lord 1945!
from Walt Whitman, Brooklyn Daily Eagle

Editorials

In 1846, Walt Whitman, then twentyseven years old, took over the editorship of
The Brooklyn Daily Eagle and Kings County
Democrat, a newspaper with strong Democratic
Party affiliations. As editor, Whitman authored
a series of columns that year that enthusiastically endorsed “manifest destiny” thinking: the
editorials supported the Mexican–American
War and advocated the annexation of Mexican
territory, especially California. However,
Whitman soon grew more uneasy about the
war, and particularly about the possibility
that slavery would be extended to the areas
seized from Mexico; he supported the Wilmot
Proviso—Democratic Congressman David
Wilmot’s unsuccessful attempt to ban slavery in
conquered Mexican territory—and was eventually fired from the Daily Eagle for his embrace of
such “free soil” policies. The text of the excerpts
from Whitman’s editorials given below is based
on their original newspaper publications.

Shall We Fight It Out? (11 May 1846)

Y

es: Mexico must be thoroughly chastised! We have
reached a point, in our intercourse3 with that

3 intercourse Interactions.
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Frances Flora Bond Palmer, Across the Continent: “Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way” (1868). The title of this
lithograph, produced for the popular Currier and Ives printmaking firm that sold inexpensive colored engravings to
a mass audience, alludes to both a line from a 1726 poem, “Verses on the Prospect of Planting Arts and Learning in
America,” by the British philosopher George Berkeley, and a well-known mural, painted in 1861 for the U.S. Capitol
Building by the artist Emmanuel Leutze, that took Berkeley’s line for its title. (Another example of the widespread
quotation and misquotation of the line in nineteenth-century American culture occurs in Henry David Thoreau’s essay
‘Walking’ (1862), excerpted in the website portion of this Contexts section.) Born and raised in Britain, Frances Palmer
(1812–76) moved to the U.S. in the 1840s, where she became a successful illustrator; another of her lithographs appears
in the “Nature and the Environment” Contexts section elsewhere in this anthology volume.

country, when prompt and effectual demonstrations of
force are enjoined upon us by every dictate of right and
policy. The news of yesterday1 has added the last argument wanted to prove the necessity of an immediate
1 news of yesterday In late April 1846, Mexican forces attacked
a U.S. patrol in the territory between the Nueces and Rio Grande
rivers—territory that was disputed between Mexico, which claimed
the Nueces as Texas’s boundary (and refused to recognize Texan independence from Mexico in any case), and the U.S., which claimed
the Rio Grande as the boundary. U.S. President James K. Polk had
ordered U.S. troops to move into the disputed area, fully aware
that this would likely provoke conflict. News of the clash reached
the U.S. east coast in early May (by which time Mexican and U.S.
troops in the disputed region had fought several other battles), and
Congress declared war on Mexico on 13 May.

Declaration of War by our government toward its
southern neighbor.
We are justified in the face of the world, in having
treated Mexico with more forbearance than we have
ever yet treated an enemy—for Mexico, though contemptible in many respects, is an enemy deserving a
vigorous “lesson.” We have coaxed, excused, listened
with deaf ears to the insolent gasconade2 of her government, submitted thus far to a most offensive rejection
of an Ambassador personifying the American nation,
and waited for years without payment of the claims of
our injured merchants. We have sought peace through
2 gasconade Extravagant boasting.

UNCORRECTED ADVANCE PROOFS
24  Contexts

every avenue, and shut our eyes to many things, which,
had they come from England or France, the President
would not have dared to pass over without stern and
speedy resentment. We have dammed up our memory,
of what has passed in the South years ago—of the
devilish massacres of some of our bravest and noblest
sons, the children not of the South alone, but of the
North and the West—massacres, not only in defiance
of ordinary humanity, but in violation of all the rules
of war.1 Who has read the sickening story of those
brutal wholesale massacres, so useless for any purpose
except gratifying the cowardly appetite of a nation of
bravos,2 willing to shoot down men by the hundred
in cold blood—without panting for the day when the
prayer of that blood should be listened to3—when the
vengeance of a retributive God should be meted out
to those who so ruthlessly and needlessly slaughtered
His image?
That day has arrived. We think there can be no
doubt of the truth of yesterday’s news; and we are sure
the people here, ten to one, are for prompt and effectual
hostilities. … Let our arms now be carried with a spirit
which shall teach the world that, while we are not forward with a quarrel, America knows how to crush, as
well as how to expand!

is the increase of human happiness and liberty.
Therefore hope we that the U.S. will keep a fast grip on
California. What has miserable, inefficient Mexico—
with her superstition, her burlesque4 of freedom, her
actual tyranny by the few over the many—what has she
to do with the great mission of peopling the new world
with a noble race? Be it ours, to achieve that mission!
Be it ours to roll down all of the upstart leaven5 of old
despotism, that comes in our way!

from Our Territory on the Pacific (7 July 1846)
However soon the passage-at-arms between this republic and Mexico be closed, we hope—since things have
resolved themselves into the state they now hold—that
the United States will (in some way) fix their mark of
ownership on the American coast of the Pacific[.] …
We love to indulge in thoughts of the future extent
and power of this republic—because all its increase
1 We have dammed up … war Reference to the battles of the
Alamo and Goliad, fought between the Mexican Army and rebel
Texans during the Texan Revolution in 1836. At the Alamo, the
entire Texan garrison of between 182 and 257 men was killed, several
of them after they had surrendered; at Goliad, hundreds of Texan
prisoners (the exact number is unknown) were executed. Whitman
later included a description of the Goliad massacre in his poem
“Song of Myself,” first published in 1855.
2 bravos Men who fight and kill for hire.
3 when … listened to See Genesis 4.10, in which God tells Cain,
who has just murdered his brother Abel, “the voice of thy brother’s
blood crieth unto me from the ground.”

Alfred Jones, Mexican News (1851). Jones (1819–1900),
an Anglo-American engraver, made this copy of an
1848 painting, War News from Mexico, by the artist
Richard Caton Woodville, Sr. (1825–55); the copy was
distributed to members of the American Art-Union, a
subscription-based organization founded to promote
awareness of (and the sale of ) work by American artists. Both the original painting and this copy effectively convey the intensity with which Americans
followed, and debated, the Mexican–American War,
and the works’ metaphorically rich composition and
detail have made them enduringly famous.
4 burlesque Ridiculous parody.
5 leaven Undesirable holdover. See 1 Corinthians 5.7: “Purge
out therefore the old leaven, that ye may be a new lump, as ye are
unleavened.”
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Thomas D’Arcy McGee, “The Army of the
West” (c. 1849)
During the Mexican–American War, an
American military unit called the Army of the
West, commanded by General Stephen Watts
Kearny, marched west from Fort Leavenworth,
Kansas, to invade New Mexico and California.
The army was charged not only with defeating
any Mexicans in its path but also with clearing
a road through the mountains and forests across
which settlers could travel. The poem presented
below, by the Irish-born politician and writer
Thomas D’Arcy McGee (1825–68), takes the
Army of the West’s successful campaign as its
backdrop but broadens and deepens the actual
army’s metaphorical significance. McGee,
whose advocacy for Irish revolution against
British rule forced him to move to the U.S. in
1848, supported Irish American settlement in
the west as a way of preserving Irish Catholic
identity from dilution in the big eastern cities—
as well as protecting Irish Catholics themselves
from the anti-immigrant and anti-Catholic
prejudice they frequently encountered there.
McGee’s own experiences in the U.S. eventually soured him on American-style democracy
and republicanism, and in the 1850s he abandoned revolutionary politics in favor of Irish
Catholic conservatism. He left the U.S. in 1857
and moved to Montreal, where he became a
strong advocate of Canadian confederation and
an outspoken critic of American expansionism.
His opposition to the Fenians—Irish American
radicals who sought to strike a blow against
the British Empire by seizing Canada from
Britain—probably led to his assassination in
1868, one year after he had helped bring about
a confederated Canada.
“The Army of the West” was first published in
1849 in the New York Nation, an Irish American
newspaper McGee edited. The text presented
below is based on that published in The Poems
of Thomas D’Arcy McGee (1870).

W

e fight upon a new-found plan, our Army of
the West—
Our brave brigades, along the line, will leave the foe
no rest—
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Our battle-axes, bright and keen, with every day’s
swift sands,
Lay low the foes of Liberty, and then annex their lands;
On, onward through the Western woods our standard
saileth ever
And shadows many a nameless peak and unbaptizèd
river—
The Army of the Future we, the champions of the
Unborn—
We pluck the primal forests up, and sow their sites
with corn.
That ruggèd standard beareth the royal arms of toil—
The axe, and pike, and ponderous sledge, and plough
that frees the soil—
The field is made of stripes, and the stars the crest
supplies,
And the living eagles hover round the flagstaffs where
it flies.
And thus beneath our standard, right merrily we go,
The Future for our heritage, the tangled Waste our foe:
The Army of the Future we, the champions of the
Unborn—
We pluck the primal forests up, and sow their sites
with corn.
Down in yon glade the anvil rings beneath the arching oaks,
Behind yon hills our neighbors drive young oxen in
the yokes,
Yon laughing boys now boating down the rapid river’s
tide,
Go to the learnèd man who keeps the log-house on its
side—
Like suckers° of the pine they grow,
offshoots
elastic, rugged, tall,
They will hit a swallow on the wing with a single rifle
ball—
The cadets of our army they, from “the West-Point”1
of the unborn,
They too will pluck the forests up, and sow their sites
with corn.
1 West-Point Since 1802, West Point, New York, has been the site
of the United States Military Academy, where cadets are trained to
become officers in the U.S. Army.
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Oh ye who dwell in cities, in the self-conceited East,
Do you ever think how by our toils your comforts are
increased?
When you walk upon your carpets, and sit on your
easy chairs,
And read self-applauding stories, and give yourselves
such airs—
Do you ever think upon us, Backwoodsmen of the
West,
Who, from the Lakes1 to Texas, have given the foe no
rest?
On the Army of the Future, and the champions of the
Unborn,
Who pluck the primal forests up, and sow their sites
with corn?
from J.M. Whitfield in Reply to F. Douglass

[Letter on Emigration], 25 September 1853
The African American poet James Monroe
Whitfield (1822–71) wrote the letter excerpted
below in response to Frederick Douglass’s criticism of a call by Martin Delany—like Douglass,
a friend and patron of Whitfield’s—for a convention to discuss potential African American
emigration out of the United States. The letter
initiated an extended public debate between
Whitfield, on one side, and Douglass and his
allies, on the other, over the necessity and efficacy of African American emigration. The text
of the excerpt from Whitfield’s letter presented
here is based on that published by Whitfield
in Arguments, Pro and Con, on the Call for a
National Emigration Convention (1854); the full
text of the letter can be found under the author
section on Whitfield in the website component
of this anthology.

[C]

olored men can never be fully and
fairly respected as the equals of the
whites, in this country, or any other, until they are
able to show in some part of the world, men of their
own race occupying a primary and independent
position, instead of a secondary and inferior one, as
is now the case everywhere. In short, that they must
show a powerful nation in which the black is the

…

1 the Lakes I.e., the Great Lakes.

ruling element, capable of maintaining a respectable
position among the great nations of the earth; and I
believe that the reflex influence of such a power with
the increased activity that its reaction will excite in the
colored people of this country will be the only thing
sufficiently powerful to remove the prejudices which
ages of unequal oppression have engendered, unless the
bleaching theory of Henry Clay should prevail,2 and be
carried into practice, by which the negro race in this
country is to be absorbed, and its identity lost in that
of the Caucasian—a consummation in my opinion
not to be wished for.3 I believe it to be the destiny of
the negro to develop a higher order of civilization and
Christianity than the world has yet seen. I also consider it a part of his “manifest destiny” to possess all
the tropical regions of this continent, with the adjacent
islands. That the negro is to be the predominant race in
all that region in regard to numbers, is beyond doubt.
The only question is, shall they exercise the power and
influence their numbers entitle them to, and become
the ruling political element of the land in which they
live? Or shall they, as too many of our brethren in this
country seem to be willing to do, tamely submit to the
usurpation of a white aristocracy, naturally inferior to
themselves in physical, moral, and mental power, and
devote their lives to building up a power whose every
energy will be wielded to crush them?

Anonymous, “Filibustering Ethics” (1854)
First published in a San Francisco newspaper
(exactly which one is a matter of dispute), this
comic parody of “filibustering”—the practice by
Americans of attempting to foment instability
in, and then seize, Latin American countries—
quickly went the mid-nineteenth-century
2 the bleaching … prevail Henry Clay was a prominent politician
who, as senator for Kentucky, had recently helped put together the
Compromise of 1850, an arrangement between slave states and free
states that was regarded by abolitionists as a sellout. Clay enslaved
African Americans throughout his life but supported the gradual
abolition of slavery; however, he believed a multiracial society was
impossible and that free African Americans would therefore either
have to merge with white Americans or leave the country.
3 a consummation … wished for See Shakespeare’s Hamlet 3.1.71–

72, in which Hamlet calls death “a consummation / Devoutly to be
wished.”
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equivalent of viral: during the first five months
of 1854, it was reprinted (under various titles)
from Wisconsin to Louisiana and as far afield
as Honolulu, in newspapers that ran the political gamut from abolitionism to the defense
of “Southern Rights.” The text given below is
based on that printed in the Milwaukee Daily
Sentinel, 20 May 1854.
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ays Captain Robb to Farmer Cobb,
“Your farm is very fine, sir;
Please give me up your title-deeds,
I claim it all as mine, sir.”
“Pray, how can it be thine?” says Cobb;
“I’m sure I never sold it:
’Twas left me by my father, sir;
I only ought to hold it.”
“Nay, Cobb, the ‘march of destiny’—
’Tis strange you don’t perceive it—
Is sure to make it mine someday,
I solemnly believe it.”
“But have you not already got
More land than you can till, sir?
More rocks than you can ever blast?
More weeds than you can kill, sir?”

“Aye, Cobb; but something whispers me—
A sort of inspiration—
That I’ve a right to every farm
Not under cultivation.
I’m of the ‘Anglo-Saxon race,’1
A people known to fame, sir;
But you—what right have you to land?
Who ever heard your name, sir?
“I deem you, Cobb, a lazy lout,
Poor, trodden down, and blind, sir;
And if I take your useless land,
You ought to think it kind, sir!
And with my scientific skill,
1 Anglo-Saxon race The term “Anglo-Saxon,” which originally
referred to the Germanic cultural group that settled in and ruled
England in the early Middle Ages, was widely used in both Britain
and the United States in the nineteenth century as a name for white
people inhabiting or stemming from England (or the British Isles
more generally). In such contexts, the term often carried—and still
carries—racist connotations of inherent racial superiority.
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I set it down as true, sir,
That I can gather from the farm
Full twice as much as you, sir.
“To be explicit: ’Tis an age
Of freedom and progression;
No longer, dog in manger-like,2
Can you retain possession.
The farm you long since forfeited
Because you failed to till it;
To me it clearly now belongs,
Simply because—I will it.
“My logic if you disapprove,
Or fail of comprehending,
Or do not feel convinced that I
Your welfare am attending,
I’ve plenty more of arguments
To which I can resort, sir!
Six-shooters, rifles, bowie-knives,3
Will indicate the sort, sir.
“So prithee, Cobb, take my advice;
Make over your domains, sir;
Or, sure as I am Captain Robb,
Will I blow out your brains, sir!”
Poor Cobb can only grind his teeth
And grumble protestations
That might should be the rule of right
Among enlightened nations.

2 dog in manger-like Reference to a traditional fable about a
dog lying in a manger, who does not eat the grain contained in the
manger but, by lying there, also prevents a horse from eating it. The
fable is typically used to criticize someone who has no use for an
object or resource in their possession but who prevents others, for
whom it would be useful, from accessing it.
3 bowie-knives Type of fighting-knife associated with the

American South. It was created for and named after Jim Bowie (c.
1796–1836), a soldier and slave trader who gained a reputation in
the South for his violent exploits; he later moved to Texas, where he
became a leader in the Texas Revolution and was killed at the Alamo.
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This 1848 political cartoon caricatures Lewis Cass
(1782–1866), the Democratic candidate in that year’s
presidential election. Cass had had a long political career
up to that point, serving, among many other capacities,
as Andrew Jackson’s Secretary of War; he was one of
the primary architects and leading exponents of Native
American expulsion and had become known as a strong
advocate of American expansion. The cartoon depicts
Cass holding a bloodstained sword labeled “Manifest
Destiny”; his leg, along with many other parts of his
body, is a cannon firing “Gas” (a reference to Cass’s
nickname, “General Gas”); and his speech bubble lays
out his annexationist agenda: “New Mexico, California,
Chihuahua, Zacatecas, MEXICO, Peru, Yucatan, Cuba.”

Francisco P. Ramírez, Editorial from El Clamor
Público, 24 July 1855
Born in Los Angeles, California, Francisco
Ramírez (1837–1908) was just seventeen when,
in 1855, he founded El Clamor Público (“The
Public Outcry”), southern California’s first
Spanish-language newspaper. The paper was
created, as Ramírez put it in 1856, “to serve
as an organ for the general perspective of the
Spanish race as a means of manifesting the atrocious injuries of which they have been victims in
this country where they were born and in which
they now live in a state inferior to the poorest of
their persecutors.” In his writing for the newspaper, Ramírez consistently celebrated the values
enshrined in the U.S. Constitution, especially
freedom of expression and freedom of the press,

while tirelessly condemning the hypocrisy with
which the white Americans who had come to
dominate his native land applied these values.
His stewardship of the paper, which shut down
in 1859, made El Clamor Público a landmark in
the development of a Hispanic American ethnic
and political consciousness in the United States.
Ramírez later came to support the Republican
Party because of its opposition to the expansion
of slavery; he was active in Republican state
politics until 1880, when he fled to Mexico to
avoid a charge of bank fraud, never returning
to California.
The editorial presented below exemplifies
Ramírez’s critique of white American racism
and “manifest destiny” doctrine. The editorial
was written, in part, in response to the passage of California’s Anti-Vagrancy Act, which
authorized the incarceration of all “vagrants,”
defined as people who did not have or accept
employment, as well as sex workers and alcoholics. Section Two of the act specifically singled
out “All persons who are commonly known as
‘Greasers’ or the issue of Spanish and Indian
blood” as especially worthy of suspicion and
prosecution; this racist provision led to the law
being dubbed “the Greaser Act.” The present
text is based on a translation of the editorial first
published by Arte Público Press and reprinted
in Herencia: The Anthology of Hispanic Literature
of the United States (2001).

T

he United States’ conception of freedom is truly
curious. This much-lauded freedom is imaginary.
We think that a man is not truly free when he is obligated to pay a tax for so many doors and windows,
even for the air he breathes. In our opinion, freedom is
what all rational creation has a right to make use of as
it sees fit, conforming to reason and justice. There are
three species of freedom: natural, civil, and political,
or rather, freedom of man, freedom of the citizen, and
freedom of the nation. Natural freedom is the right
man enjoys by nature to make use of it according to
his free will, in keeping with the purpose for which he
was raised. Civil freedom is the right that links all citizens to society so that they can do as they please when
it is not to the contrary of the established laws. And
lastly, political or national freedom is the right that all
nations have to work for themselves independently of
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another nation, to be subject or servile to no tyrant.
But here in this fabulous1 country, he who robs and
assassinates the most is he who enjoys freedom. Certain
people have no kind of freedom—this freedom, we say,
is that which the courts deny to all individuals of color.
To buy a man for money, to hang or burn him alive
arbitrarily, is another great liberty which any individual
has here, according to his likes. This happens in the
United States, where slavery is tolerated, where the
most vile despotism reigns unchecked—in the middle
of a nation that they call the “Model Republic.” It is
enough that these institutions are unique in a country
that tries to consume everything due to its “Manifest
Destiny.” Ultimately, we here in California have been
favored by our “Model Legislature,” with two laws
so original that they have no equal in the annals of
any civilized nation. These are the Sunday law2 and
the famous vagrant law. The former prohibits dances
and other innocent diversions on Sunday, on pain of
incarceration and fine for all those who infringe on the
decree, as if to force people to stay at home to fast and
pray to the Almighty for our welfare. (Wouldn’t it be
better to pray so that he would free us from such legislatures?) The supposition that people are made more
moral by taking away their pastimes and diversions is
truly ridiculous. The latter is that which affects our
Californian and Mexican population directly. They
particularly distinguish us by the title of Greasers. This
law has served to widen the gap that has existed for
some time between the foreigners and the natives.
from John Rollin Ridge, “Poem (Delivered

and agreed to relocate west of the Mississippi.
Because of this, both were killed in 1839 by supporters of John Ross, the Cherokee Principal
Chief and an opponent of removal; Ridge, then
twelve years old, witnessed his father’s murder.
Ridge’s writing after his move to California in
the 1850s includes poetry and journalism as well
as the first novel by an Indigenous author, The
Life and Adventures of Joaquín Murieta (1854).
His work contains condemnations of white
American racism and advocacy for California’s
Indigenous population, but he was also capable
of espousing the expansionism and condescension towards Indigenous Californians that
typified the white settler-colonial society he had
joined—as the poem presented here (the text of
which is based on that printed in 1868 in The
Poems of John Rollin Ridge) demonstrates.
A larger selection of Ridge’s work can be
found in the author section for him elsewhere
in this anthology volume.

T

he waves that murmur at our feet,
Through many an age had rolled
Ere fortune found her favorite seat
Within this land of gold.
5

10

at Commencement of Oakland College,
California, June 6th 1861)” (1861)

John Rollin Ridge (1827–67) was the son and
grandson of prominent Cherokee signatories
to the Treaty of New Echota, the 1836 treaty—
unsanctioned by the Cherokee leadership—
that ceded the Cherokee’s traditional lands
1 fabulous I.e., fabled; of mythological reputation.
2 the Sunday law Lobbying by Protestant religious leaders
among the white American settlers in California led to the passage
of California’s first “Sunday law,” outlawing noisy amusements on
Sundays, in 1855. A more stringent version of the law, outlawing all
business on Sundays, was passed in 1858 and was not repealed until
1883.
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The Digger,3 searching for his roots,
Here roamed the region wide—
Or, wearied with the day’s pursuits,
Slept by this restless tide.
The dream of greatness never rose
Upon his simple brain;
The wealth on which a nation grows,
And builds its power to reign,
All darkly lay beneath his tread,
Where many a stream did wind,
Deep slumbering in its yellow bed,
The charm that rules mankind.
3 Digger Highly derogatory term for the Indigenous peoples of
California, stemming from the hunter-gatherer way of life—including digging up roots to eat—practiced by many of them. The term
epitomizes the contempt that many American settlers in California
felt for Indigenous Californians, a contempt which greatly facilitated
the near-total extermination of California’s Indigenous population
during the decades following the Gold Rush.
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Had he and his dark brethren known
Of gold the countless worth,
They now beyond that power had grown
Which sweeps them from the earth.
But happier he perchance, by far,
Still digging for his roots,
Than thousand paler wanderers are
Whose toil hath had no fruits. …
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Far off among the mountains stern,
Shall thousands meet with blight,
And many a raven lock shall turn
To hairs of frosty white;
And many a lonely grave shall hide
The mouldering form of him
For whom sad eyes are never dried,
With age and sorrow dim.
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Yet, though the wayside all be strewn
With sorrows and with graves,
The glory of the race is shown
By what it does and braves.
What though the desert’s mouldering heaps
Affright the startled eye—
What though in wilds the venturer sleeps,
His bones uncovered lie,
’Tis not the living that have won
Alone the victory:
But each dead soldier, too, has done
His part as loftily.

’Tis they—the living and the dead—
Who have redeemed our land;
Have cities reared, the arts have spread,
And placed us where we stand.
As led Adventure bold before,
The Arts and Learning came;
And now, behold I upon this shore
They have a place and name.
Where roamed erewhile the rugged bear
Amid these oaks of green,
And wandering from his mountain lair
The cougar’s steps were seen,
Lo! Peace hath built her quiet nest;
And “mild-eyed Science”1 roves,
As was her wont° when Greece was blest,
In Academic groves.2
Oh! tranquil be these shades for aye,°
These groves forever green;
And youth and age still bless their day
That here their steps have been.
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forever

May Learning here still have her seat,
Her empire of the mind
The home of Genius, Wit’s Retreat,
Whate’er is pure refined.
And thus the proudest boast shall be
Of young Ambition crowned—
“The woods of Oakland sheltered me,
Their leaves my brow have bound.”3

1 mild-eyed Science Ridge may be thinking of the English writer
and academic Robert Blakey’s translation, published in 1845, of
“Lines on the Burning of the Alexandrian Library” by Saint Ammon,
a fourth-century Christian ascetic, in which these words appear.
2 Academic groves The words “academic” and “academy” come
from Akademia, the name for a sacred grove of olive trees outside of
Athens that was the site of the philosophical school (also called the
Academy) founded by the Greek philosopher Plato (c. 427–347 bce).
3 Their leaves … bound In ancient Greece, oak trees were sacred

to the god Zeus, and the wearing of oak leaf crowns symbolized
wisdom.

