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SUMMARY 

The Trail of Tears National Historic Trail 
commemorates the tragic experience of the 
Cherokee people, who were forcibly removed 
by the U.S. government in 1838-39 from 
their homelands in the southeastern United 
States to new homes hundreds of miles to 
the west. The journey was made under 
adverse conditions, and some 8,000 Cher-
okees died as a result of the removal. 

The national historic trail, which was desig­
nated by Congress in 1987, encompasses 
approximately 2,200 miles along the main 
land and water routes that the Cherokees 
followed. Two additional routes traveled by 
large Cherokee detachments are also recog­
nized in this plan as historically significant. 
Although the government forced several 
southeastern Indian tribes to move during 
the 1820s and 1830s, the designated nation­
al historic trail is specific to the Cherokee 
experience. 

This Comprehensive Management and Use 
Plan presents the proposed plan for adminis­
tering the Trail of Tears National Historic 
Trail, as required by the National Trails 
System Act. The trail will be administered by 
the National Park Service (NPS), in coop­
eration with local, state, and other federal 
agencies, jurisdictions, interested groups, 
and private landowners, and the plan will 
provide a framework for these entities to 
cooperatively manage and protect resources 
and to provide for appropriate visitor use of 
sites that are certified or federal components 
of the trail. The plan also outlines an inter­
pretive program that will communicate to 
visitors the story of the Cherokee removal, 
will foster a sensitivity to that experience, 
and will convey the impact of the U.S. 
government's policy on other Indian tribes 
during the 19th century. 

Some 46 historic sites and six route seg­
ments have been identified that have the 

potential to provide opportunities to interpret 
the trail's historical significance and to pro­
vide high-quality visitor experiences. Criteria 
for determining high-potential sites and seg­
ments include historical significance, the 
presence of visible historic remains, scenic 
quality, and relative freedom from intrusion. 
A certification process will determine which 
significant sites and route segments may be 
eligible for inclusion as official components of 
the national historic trail. This process, which 
will be administered by the National Park 
Service, will help maintain standards of 
significance for historic sites, trail segments, 
and interpretive programs. Property owners 
or appropriate sponsors who want to have 
certain sites designated as part of the Trail 
of Tears must document the history of the 
site, permit appropriate access for visitors, 
and protect the resources. 

The protection of significant resources along 
the trail routes will be a shared responsibility 
between private landowners, local govern­
ments, and the National Park Service. To 
help protect significant resources on nonfed­
eral land, the Park Service will offer technical 
assistance, as requested. This will include 
assistance under the national historic land­
marks program and the NPS long-distance 
trails program, as well as grants through the 
Historic Preservation Fund. Preservation 
efforts by commercial operations will be 
encouraged through local tax incentives. 
Local and state governments will be encour­
aged to draw up protection plans to preserve 
the integrity of high-potential route segments 
from unplanned development. The Park 
Service will inventory historic sites and com­
plete a historic resource study (including 
national register forms), and it will encourage 
other research efforts. 

Programs to tell the public about the Trail of 
Tears will use brochures, interpretive pro­
grams, and exhibits. Cherokee culture before 
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and after the removal, in addition to the 
journey itself, will define the historical setting 
for the story. The context for the Cherokee 
removal in relation to the forced removal of 
other eastern Indian tribes will also be ex­
plained. While this story will only be a portion 
of the visitor experience, it will be significant 
in terms of conveying the impact of the 
policy to relocate American Indian tribes. 

Another aspect of the visitor use program will 
be the designation of an automobile tour 
route on or near one of the routes followed 
by the Cherokees. Highway markers will be 
posted to identify the route. 

Along all certified trail routes and at specific 
historic sites, the National Park Service will 
encourage state and local governments to 
erect and maintain signs displaying the 
official Trail of Tears logo. Signs will be 
placed on private property only with the 
consent of the landowners. The signs will be 
provided by the Park Service. 

Locations have been identified for interpre­
tive facilities that will orient visitors to the trail 
and will provide interpretive information 
about the historical event. State and local 
governments, in conjunction with local or 
trail-wide organizations, will be responsible 
for constructing and operating such facilities. 

As discussed in the Draft Comprehensive 
Management and Use Plan and Environmen­
tal Assessment, the overall impacts of imple­
menting the proposed plan will be relatively 
minor with regard to natural resources. 
Significant historic resources will receive 
long-term protection, and segments of the 
historic trail routes will be preserved by 
marking and certifying them. Public use over 
the long-term may result in the deterioration 
of historic sites and segments. 

Providing interpretive exhibits and publica­
tions, marking the historic trail route, and 
designating an auto tour route will increase 
public sensitivity to the experiences of the 
Cherokees. Interpretive programs will also 
foster a better understanding of the develop­
ment and implementation of the govern­
ment's Indian policy and how that policy 
affected westward expansion and official 
relations with American Indian tribes up to 
the present day. 

Impacts on private landowners will be mini­
mal because lands can only be acquired with 
the consent of the owner. Increased land use 
controls may be enacted by local govern­
ments to protect significant resources. There 
will be minor benefits to local economies 
along the trail. Traffic volumes on auto tour 
routes and near historic sites and segments 
will probably increase slightly. 
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Lewis Ross Home, Charleston, Tennessee. Residence during 1838-39 of Lewis Ross, brother of 
Principal Chief John Ross. 
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Rattlesnake Spring, Bradley County, Tennessee. Site of 1838 Cherokee internment camp in Dry Creek Valley. 

Ross's Landing, Hamilton County, Tennessee. The departure point for three groups of Cherokees traveling 
on the water route in 1838. 



PURPOSE OF AND NEED FOR THE PLAN 

In 1838 the U.S. Army began to implement a 
federal government policy to remove Ameri­
can Indians from their homelands in the 
southern Appalachian Mountains in order to 
facilitate settlement by whites. The Chero-
kees were driven from their homes into 
stockades scattered throughout Alabama, 
Georgia, Tennessee, and North Carolina, 
and then moved to internment camps in 
southeastern Tennessee. From that point 
detachments of Cherokees were forcibly 
moved over water and land routes to Indian 
Territory (in what is now Oklahoma). Approx­
imately 16,000 men, women, and children 
made the sorrowful journey — a journey 
made under adverse conditions and accom­
panied by a high rate of illness and death. 

To commemorate that tragic event, Congress 
designated the Trail of Tears National Histor­
ic Trail in December 1987 (Public Law 100-
192; see appendix A). The legislated trail 
encompasses approximately 2,200 miles of 
land and water routes (see the National 
Trails System map). Even though the gov­
ernment forced several southeastern tribes 
to move during the 1820s and 1830s, the 
congressionally designated trail is specific to 
the Cherokee experience. 

As defined in the National Trails System Act, 
as amended, national historic trails are 
"extended trails which follow as closely as 
possible and practicable the original trails or 
routes of travel of national historical signif­
icance." Such trails have as their purpose 
"the identification and protection of the histor­
ic route and its historic remnants and arti­
facts for public use and enjoyment" (see 
appendix A). Each historic trail may accom­
plish this in different ways. 

As a national historic trail, the Trail of Tears 
has been determined to meet the following 
criteria of the National Trails System Act: 

1. It was established by historic use and 
is historically significant as a result of 
that use. 

2. It is nationally significant with respect 
to American history. 

3. It has significant potential for historical 
interest based on historic interpreta­
tion and appreciation. 

The feasibility and desirability of adding the 
Trail of Tears to the national trails system 
was determined in the Final National Trail 
Study, which was published by the National 
Park Service in June 1986. That study 
formed the basis for congressional author­
ization and subsequent planning for the 
management and use of the trail. 

PURPOSE OF THE PLAN 

The National Trails System Act requires a 
comprehensive plan to be prepared for the 
management and use of each trail. The plan 
is to include the following items: 

• specific objectives and practices to be 
observed in managing the trail 

• identification of significant natural, histor­
ic, and cultural resources that are to be 
preserved 

• a protection plan for any high-potential 
historic sites or route segments 

• details of anticipated cooperative agree­
ments with federal, state, and local 
organizations and private interests 

• procedures for marking the trail with 
signs, and proposals to foster public 
knowledge of the trail and help visitors 
understand the importance of sites along 
the trail 
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identification of at least one site in each 
of the nine states that will provide public 
information about the trail 

and use, and to promote cooperative man­
agement of trail resources and programs. 

• provisions for appropriate public use, 
including opportunities to retrace the trail 
routes 

In accordance with the legislative direction, 
the goal of this plan is to provide a frame­
work for federal, state, and local govern­
ments, as well as private interests, to coop­
eratively manage and protect resources and 
to provide for appropriate visitor use of sites 
that are certified or federal components of 
the Trail of Tears National Historic Trail. A 
second goal is to outline an interpretive 
program that will communicate to visitors the 
story of the Cherokee removal, foster a 
sensitivity to that experience, and convey the 
impact of the U.S. government's policy on 
other Indian tribes during the 19th century. 
Visitors will be given the opportunity to un­
derstand the significance of the Cherokee 
removal in its historic and geographic con­
text, regardless of the type of interpretive 
program offered. 

Resource Protection 

• Protect significant trail segments and 
historic sites from overuse, inappropriate 
use, and vandalism. 

• Encourage uses of adjacent lands that 
complement the protection and interpre­
tation of trail resources. 

• Establish guidelines for the protection of 
Indian burials and sacred objects. 

• Promote and support ongoing research 
to increase knowledge, understanding, 
and appreciation of remaining trail seg­
ments and resources and their signifi­
cance in history. 

Visitor Use 

• Ensure safe and informative experiences 
for all visitors. 

NEED FOR THE PLAN 

The need for this plan is to help meet man­
agement objectives for the trail. Roles and 
responsibilities are also defined for the agen­
cies, organizations, and local interests that 
will help to create the visitor experience 
through marking, interpreting, and preserving 
significant resources associated with the trail. 

MANAGEMENT OBJECTIVES 

The following management objectives de­
scribe the desired ends to be achieved to 
protect cultural and scenic resources along 
the Trail of Tears, to foster public apprecia­
tion and understanding of the Cherokee 
experience and the removal of other Indian 
tribes, to encourage the provision of facilities 
for resource protection and public information 

Provide interpretive activities and ser­
vices, including publications, that are 
based on historical and archeological 
examination and documentation. 

Interpret the historical events related to 
the Trail of Tears story in a manner that 
is historically accurate and that fosters a 
sensitivity in visitors to the events. 

Develop a thematic framework to allow 
for consistent and coordinated interpre­
tation by various managing entities 
along the trail, and promote coordinated 
interpretive efforts along the trail. 

Provide visitors with opportunities to see 
and appreciate historic trail segments 
and related sites; improve access to trail 
sites where appropriate. 
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Provide programs and access to facili­
ties for special populations (people with 
disabilities, non-English speaking visi­
tors, and others). 

Ensure public understanding of the roles 
of the various managing entities, and 
foster respect for the rights of land­
owners. 

Encourage trail-related visitation along 
the entire trail. 

In conjunction with the Cherokees, pro­
mote the organization and development 
of a Trail of Tears association. 

PLANNING REVIEW 

Development 

• Mark the trail routes with standardized 
and recognizable markers. 

• Encourage a unified design theme for 
signs, exhibits, and public use facilities. 

Management and Cooperation 

• Coordinate efforts at all levels to fulfill 
the purposes of the trail, as defined in 
the National Trails System Act, as 
amended. 

• Define roles and responsibilities and 
develop effective partnerships between 
federal, state, and local agencies, other 
managing entities, private landowners, 
and organizations and individuals sup­
porting the trail; consult with the trail's 
advisory council on matters related to 
trail management. 

• Certify trail segments and sites that 
meet the criteria for qualification, consis­
tent with the purposes of the National 
Trails System Act, as amended. 

• Use the official national historic trail 
symbol and logo in connection with 
authorized interpretive activities, pro­
grams, information materials, and fund-
raising activities. 

• Promote fund-raising and donation pro­
grams to further trail purposes. 

During the course of developing the Compre­
hensive Management and Use Plan, the 
National Park Service has sought the views 
of the Cherokee Nation, the Eastern Band of 
Cherokees, organizations and individuals, as 
well as federal, state, and local agencies. 
Most of the meetings occurred in 1989. In 
November 1989 a planning newsletter was 
sent to interested parties requesting input on 
issues that should be addressed in the 
planning document. A followup newsletter in 
June 1990 reported responses and informa­
tion about the plan. 

A contractor and NPS staff mapped the trail 
routes and identified the significant historic 
sites in 1989-90. The secretary of the interi­
or appointed members of an advisory council 
for the Trail of Tears National Historic Trail in 
December 1989. 

Review copies of the Draft Comprehensive 
Management and Use Plan and Environmen­
tal Assessment and the Map Supplement 
were mailed out to Indian tribes, individuals, 
organizations, and governmental agencies in 
September 1991. The comment period lasted 
from September 9 to November 4, 1991. 

The National Park Service held public meet­
ings about the draft plan in September 1991 
with Cherokees and other interested individu­
als in Cherokee, North Carolina, and Tahle-
quah, Oklahoma. The Trail Advisory Council 
also reviewed the draft plan and map supple­
ment at its initial meeting on September 
14-15, 1991, and at a subsequent meeting 
on April 9-10, 1992. 
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HISTORY AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE TRAIL OF TEARS 

The discovery of the New World by Euro­
pean explorers caused endless problems for 
American Indians, whose homelands were 
gradually taken from them and whose cul­
tures were dramatically altered, and in some 
cases destroyed, by the invasion. 

The first contact between southeastern 
American Indians and Europeans was the 
expedition of Hernando de Soto in 1540. De 
Soto took captives for use as slave labor, 
while others were abused because the Euro­
peans deemed them savages. Epidemic 
diseases brought by the Europeans spread 
through the Indian villages, decimating native 
populations. 

Over the next two 
centuries more and 
more white settlers 
arrived, and the na­
tive cultures respond­
ed to pressures to 
adopt the foreign 
ways, leading to the 
deterioration of their 
own culture. During 
the colonial period Indian tribes often be­
came embroiled in European colonial wars. 
If they were on the losing side, they fre­
quently had to give up parts of their home­
lands. 

After the American. Revolution the Indians 
faced another set of problems. Even though 
it took time for the new government to estab­
lish a policy for dealing with the Indians, the 
precedent had been set during the colonial 
period. The insatiable desire of white settlers 
for lands occupied by Indian people inevi­
tably led to the formulation of a general 
policy of removing the unwanted inhabitants. 

Political leaders including President Thomas 
Jefferson believed that the Indians should be 
civilized, which to him meant converting 

'We the great mass of the people think 
only of the love we have to our land for 
. . . we do love the land where we were 
brought up. We will never let our hold to 
this land go . . . to let it go it will be like 
throwing away . . . [our] mother that 
gave . . . [us] birth." 

-Letter from Aitooweyah, the Stud, 
and Knock Down to John Ross, 
principal chief of the Cherokees 

them to Christianity and turning them into 
farmers. Many other whites agreed, and 
missionaries were sent among the tribes. But 
when the transformation did not happen 
quickly enough, views changed about the 
Indian people's ability to be assimilated into 
white culture. 

National policy to move Indians west of the 
Mississippi developed after the Louisiana 
Territory was purchased from the French in 
1803. Whites moving onto these lands 
pressed the U.S. government to do some­
thing about the Indian presence. In 1825 the 
U.S. government formally adopted a removal 

policy, which was 
carried out extensive­
ly in the 1830s by 
Presidents Andrew 
Jackson and Martin 
Van Buren. The result 
was particularly over­
whelming for the Indi­
ans of the southeast­
ern United States — 
primarily the Chero­
kees, Chickasaws, 

Choctaws, Creeks, and Seminoles — who 
were finally removed hundreds of miles to a 
new home. 

Perhaps the most culturally devastating 
episode of this era is that concerning the 
removal of the Cherokee Indians, who called 
themselves Ani'-Yun' wiya (the Principal 
People). Traditionally the Cherokees had 
lived in villages in the southern Appalachians 
— present-day Virginia, West Virginia, Ken­
tucky, Tennessee, western North Carolina 
and South Carolina, northern Georgia, and 
northeastern Alabama. Here in a land of 
valleys, ridges, mountains, and streams they 
developed a culture based on farming, hunt­
ing, and fishing. 
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