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HOW DID IT HAPPEN?
Observations on Removal

~
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Removal: a) The transfer of moving of a per-
son or thing from one location, position, or
residence to another.Black’s Law_Dictionary,

7th Edition; b) Tsi-ge-gv-wo-v-do-sge, Pushed
over the edge.. Will West Long in Chiltowsky,
Cherokee Words

I have an outsider’s perspective on the Trail of
Tears. I am not Cherokee; I have spent most of
my scholarly time looking into the more dis-
tant past, the time before the Trail of Tears. At
the time of Removal, my ancestors were work-
ing against the odds to scrape a living off the
rocky hills of central North Carolina. Illiterate,
with no Sequoyah on the horizon, and out of
the way, they played no role in it except per-
haps as indifferent bystanders, if they were
aware of it at all. Perhaps because the topic is
new to me, small things first claim my atten-
tion, such as Winfield Scott’s expense reim-
bursement request claiming a few hundred dol-
lars for “entertaining the Cherokees.” Scott’s
expenses were incurred accompanying a group
of Cherokees as they traveled west on the Trail
of Tears. Scott, professing a concern for the
Cherokees’ condition, had the odd role of
human rights observer— witnessing the very
dislocation process that he had charge of him-
self. The small expense charge seemed incon-
gruous, and as I looked further, the entire pic-
ture of Removal seemed similarly out of
square.1

I am not an expert by any means on the inner
personal experience of the Cherokee people
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during the Trail-of-Tears—the family stories,
tragedies, collective grief. My focus as a con-
sequence is on Removal itself as an external
driver, and especially on some of the incon-
gruities within Removal and how it has been
understood.

If Trail of Tears can be fairly said to relate to
inner experience, then Removal relates to the
outer justifications, decisions, and implemen-
tation that created such suffering. The post-
Trail of Tears, Phoenix-like loss and recovery
of Cherokee people in the West and East are a
kind of painful triumph, one over generations
and not over yet. To fully understand the scale
of Cherokee loss and recovery, one must
understand the nature of the force arrayed
against the Cherokee people. One must under-
stand who “pushed,” and how.

We can find some very useful perspectives in
writings about the Jewish Holocaust of this
century. One school of Holocaust historians
argues for the singularity of the Nazi-organ-
ized movement and against the inclusion of the
destruction of Native American and other peo-
ples in the same category as that Holocaust.
However, one of the most singular characteris-
tics that unites such episodes over the past two
hundred years is their very singularity: evil
cannot be classified as if it were a malignant
bestiary in its local varieties. However, the
Trail of Tears and Removal exhibit many of
the same characteristics that relate to a dark
and growing category of man-made destruc-



tion and dislocation of peoples in this century.
Removal is certainly a Holocaust-like event,
and similarities- to the Nazi-executed
Holocaust are instructive, especially because
they reveal patterns of intentionality—person-
al or organizational—and action on the part of
those who were the aggressors’.2
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Perhaps the most telling of these characteris-
tics is after-the-fact, historical denial that such
events ever took place. Both the Holocaust and
Removal atrocities are sometimes denied. The
varieties of denial, some spontaneous, some
not, and some superficially not denials at all,
provide some useful places on which to focus.
Denials, whether small or large, throw light on
the many facets of the sorrowful and unre-
solved persistence of an event still lodged in
the hearts of the nations—Cherokee and
American.

In light of this denial, four questions about
Removal need to be asked:

* Was the mainspring of Removal political or
bureaucratic?

* Was the Removal story part of military histo-
ry?

* Where did the idea of Removal come from?

* What is the definition of Removal?

Was the Mainspring of Removal Bureau-
cratic or Political?

The dominant popular image of the Removal is
the portrait of Andrew Jackson, a charismatic
leader who led the execution of Removal.
However, once layers of portrait paint are
stripped away, the grain of “removal” is more
clearly revealed. While both politics and
bureaucracy are important, the latter has
received little attention. The face of Jackson

{
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has become a bit too prominent; that of the
bureaucracy, a bit too faceless.

As a critic of Removal noted, “policy, not
right” ruled. Perhaps this is the best context
(outside of-personal narratives) in which to
understand both Removal and Holocaust expe-
rience. The fight for Removal was won in the
cautious tinkering of policy and implementa-
tion in the bureaucracy of the day. This under-
lying, slow-changing process contributed sig-
nificantly to the victory of wrong politics.

Politicians promoting Removal treaded a nar-
row path, as historian Ronald Satz noted, in
ridding the East of Indians “without alienating
public opinion.” Andrew Jackson on horse-
back is easy to pick out and demonize as the
campaigner, but the policy army moved behind
him in columns of science, managerial bureau-
cracy, and implementation. Jackson’s actions
over the last two decades have been attributed
by historians less to malevolence than to
paternalistic good intentions gone wrong in
implementation. Local and state level officials
have been assigned more of the blame. Satz
calls attention to the lower profile importance
of officialdom at local and state levels; “there
was a remarkable diffusion of decision-making
authority in Indian affairs and in other areas of
public administration in the 1830’s because the
nature of the problems necessitated a sharing
of power.” Jackson himself must share some of
the blame with local and state agents, but the
full scaffolding of Removal involved much
more. 3

The structural foundation for action was in
place—intellectual as well as operationalmbﬁ
the 1830’s. During the first quarter of the 19t

century, a policy rationale was developing that
could justify escalating state action. American
science was flourishing in cities buoyed by



museums, associations, journals and think
tanks. Again the Holocaust record is instruc-
tive as to science serving as a handmaiden of
policy. In the Holocaust; the extermination of
“life unworthy of life” was based on a “biolo-
gization of the entire process” (in trauma psy-
chologist Robert J. Lifton’s phrase). While
very different and even reversed, “biological
rationale was important as well in Cherokee
Removal. Colonial observers wrote about the
health and longevity of Native American peo-
ples (outside of smallpox and other illnesses).
Early national writers took up the same themes
reflecting the interest of the time in human
variation—especially race. A French traveler,
Louis Phillipe, noted the vitality of Cherokees
even in death: “during the last war the bodies
of Indians killed in battle were still fresh when
Americans’ were still rotting.” While admired,
perceptions about Cherokee well being were
twisted subtly into a rationale for harmful
action. Exhaustive censuses such as those con-
ducted on the Cherokees offered statistical
advantages as natural scientific subject- popu-
lations. On the eve of Removal, medical opin-
ion offered that Cherokee people could with-
stand the trauma facing them because of over-
all health. The Indian Vaccination Act of 1832,
focused on the Lower Mississippi and served
to boost the health of the tribes and, thus,
“enable Indian Removal” by reducing the
prospect that relocated tribespeople would
become disastrously sick.

Reassurances and assumptions about
Cherokee constitutional suitability enabled
Removal to go down easier for the concerned
public. The doctors along on the Trail of Tears
flatboats were the right hand ministering to a
people put at risk by the left. Though certainly
never as extreme as Holocaust “medical
killing,” the organizational logic is similar to
that used to employ German doctors in the
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killing camps. The doctors on the flatboats of
Cherokee removal were caught up in a drama
in which personal idealism facilitated terror.
The ethical issues shadowing good intentions
are complex and individual at their most basic.
However, the best of intentions, the most neu-
tral science and data, could be twisted to state
purposes. In another of Lifton’s phrases, the
Holocaust mixed “terror and idealism,” as did
the Removal.

Is Cherokee Removal Military History?

The “final solution” was remarkable, as the
writings of Raul Hilberg have shown, for its
creative organization and execution. Removal,
of course, didn’t work quite like clockwork,
and the Army under Winfield Scott cannot be
accused of making the flatboats run on time. It
is significant in this light that Indian
Removals, including Cherokee Removal, came
at the end of what official governmental mili-
tary histories have dubbed the “thirty years
peace.” Removal has escaped historical
accounting—and accountability—as an inter-
nal invasion, an undeniably military action.

If you follow the near-total exclusion of
Removal from contemporary, standard mili-
tary histories of the United States, you are left
to conclude that Removal was intended as an
almost polite civil action, not an act of war.
However, Winfield Scott, its commander,
approached it as a military campaign aimed
“by strength of numbers and measures, to
make resistance hopeless.”

By the time of Cherokee Removal, of course,
other tribes had already been uprooted. With
this prior foundation in place, it is not surpris-
ing that, once ordered, implementation came
so quickly. However, massing of troops, build-



ing of twenty-three garrisoned “collecting sta-
tions,” negotiating of massive transport and
supply contracts: each was a significant exer-
cise of military planning and logistics. The full
dimension of this mobilization is only how
being investigated in depth. Expenditure fig-
ures, doubtless very large, are omitted from the
histories as well. What emerges arbund the
edges is a picture of a much larger-scale force
deployed among the Cherokee people—a force
adequate for prolonged occupation, had not
Removal gone quickly.

Interestingly, military histories skip to the
Second Seminole War, subsequent to Cherokee
Removal (aﬁd a failed theater of the Removal
policy). Official histories then point toward the
Seminole campaign’s importance in refining
logistics and delivery: the reliance on water
transport, and on flat-bottomed barges, as well
as new contracting arrangements.

Yet many of these innovations credited to the
Seminole campaigns were a significant feature
of Cherokee Removal. Possibly most impor-
tantly, the net effect of accomplishing
Removal— in enhancing military logistics,
new roads, and communication—changed the
capacity of the national government. While the
“Indian Wars” of the 1820’s-1850’s are dis-
counted and Removal sidelined from the real
thing, each left more than displaced popula-
tions and open(ed) land. They left an infra-
structure of control on the land and in the
Army.5

Where did the idea come from?

To first ideas, and their sources, are ascribed a
special significance. Thomas Jefferson is often
credited with being the father of the idea of
Removal based on land exchange at the time of

the Louisiana Purchase. In fact, the idea of
Removal appears in embryonic form in the
fearful rhetoric of 1776. This was a period that
saw the divergence of Cherokee and American
societies. When Cherokee attacks triggered
alarm in the:backcountry in the spring of 1776,
the momentum apart was irresistible. The
Whig leadership chorused grimly:

“For my part I shall never give my voice for a
peace with the Cherokee Nation upon any
other terms than their removal beyond the
mountains.” (William Henry Drayton, South
Carolina)

“...No doubt of a Finel Destruction of the
Cherroce Nation....” (Griffith Rutherford,
North Carolina)

“I hope the Cherokees will now be driven
beyond the Mississippi and this in the future
will be declared to the Indians as the invariable

-consequences of their beginning a war.”
(Thomas Jefferson, Virginia)

Thucydides called fear as one of three causes
of war. In 1776, fear was loose upon the
land—whether Cherokee or America. The
Whigs quoted above made good on their word.
Six thousand militiamen converged on
Cherokee country from South Carolina,
Virginia and North Carolina in 1776. Histories
and memoirs written just after the Revolution
by veterans pointed to the rapid defeat of the
Cherokees on the eve of Independence as a
decisive galvanizing force in the decision for
full-scale revolt against the King. Freed of the
haunting fear of simultaneous slave revolt and
Indian war, the revolutionaries were free to go
to war against Britain. The “Indian War of
1776, as it was called, changed the course of
revolutionary history in the South. Without
this War, the Revolution might have taken a
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very different shape, or perhaps have never
occurred. Revolution and Removal were thus
cast molten from the same crucible. What
appears as superheated Revolutionary rhetoric
was minted as common political currency b
the 1800’s and a statute of the land by 1830.
A footnote on life of one of Removal’s most
effective advocates, John C. Calhoun, illus-
trates how lasting this complex amalgam could
be. Taking office at the beginning of the so-
called “thirty years of peace,” Wunderkind
Secretary of War John C. Calhoun is credited
with the re-energizing of the War Department
during his early career. Calhoun, the moderniz-
er, improvéd transportation, logistics, organi-
zation and professionalism in the American
army. The fact is that the first large-scale test
of these reforms came in their application in
Indian Removals.

Bureaucrats are not necessarily faceless. Much
like the leaders of nations, they can imbue their
own character into that of the organizations
they lead. Biographies skip over the connec-
tions, one quite tragic at a personal level,
between John C. Calhoun’s family and the
Cherokee people. Members of his father’s
extended family, including his grandmother,
fleeing Cherokee attacks, were massacred at a
place called Long Cane. The older family
members among those killed had themselves
fled the Pennsylvania frontier’s endemic con-
flict during the 1750’s and some had earlier
fled displacement in Ireland and Scotland.
There is some indirect evidence of a post-trau-
matic play-out of family history in what was to
come in their prominent descendant’s career,
even though Calhoun was born two decades
after the fact. He named his first son Patrick,
after his father, but made little mention of this
grim family memory. His biographers have for
the most part followed suit. It seems a remark-

able omission, but no more remarkable is the
long-standing erasure, until recently, of men-
tion of the Indian War of 1776 from the histo-
ries of the American Revolution.
Revolutionary-era histories did mention the
war, but by the early 19th century it was unnot-
ed. Whether conscious or subconscious, each

- omission points toward a significant gap in the
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records. Calhoun’s fervor for effective internal
control and defense, as well as his determined
and effective advocacy of Removal, may have
been catalyzed by family trauma.

What is the Definition of Removal?

The word Removal is itself a red flag. Its pale-
ness contrasts to the graphic translation of the
Cherokee term (probably from Will West Long
and translated by linguist Myrtle Driver) for
Removal, Tsi-ge-gv-wo-v-di-sge, “pushed over
the edge.”7 “Removal” sounds out the grey
syllables of policy-speak, and the flatness of
the word suggests something of the “banality
of evil” critic Hannah Arendt describes among
Nazi policy-makers. It perhaps provided spiri-
tual insulation for Removal leaders who spon-
sored or voted for the Indian Removal Act of
1830. Traces of this psychic distancing, in this
case assigning a neutral word to a provocative
action, remain.

Both common and legal usage reflect it today.
Black’s Law Dictionary defines Removal as
something close to the basic elementary school
definition of a noun—removing “a person or
thing.” What is missing of course is one part of
the school grammar definition of a noun—
“person, place, or thing.” Of course, places
cannot be transported. Unlike the Parisian
market gardeners that under 19th century
French municipal law owned and could carry
with them the soil they tilled in central gar-




dens, Cherokees left behind both soil and
entire landscape improved over millennia
behind.

But what is much more telling in the current
dictionary definitions is that they are all singu-
lar—the removal of an individual person.
There is no second or third definitioh, proper
or common, of removing “people” plural, or of
removing a nation of people. Even during the
intense debates over Indian Removal, Noah
Webster failed to list this definition, and appar-
ently all dictionaries since have followed suit.
The American -Heritage Dictionary lists “to
move from a position occupied” as its first
meaning, then “to do away with; eliminate,” as
fifth. The fifth definition seems to echo in the
empty lines under the definition of Removal.

Conclusion

Removal was bitter fruit. Unfortunately its
mother tree grows in what is today an expand-
ing orchard. Cherokee leaders during the
Revolutionary era and into the present insisted
rightly on their “separateness” and won it in
the courts. This concept ran against the bureau-
cratic forces of consolidation and uniformity in
the creation of the United States as nation-
state. In this light, Cherokee removal presaged
the “ethnic cleansings” of this century. During
the 20th century, labeled by one United
Nations report as the “century of the displaced
person,” removals of like kind have become
commonplace.8

Looking back, it is clear that many of the mate-
rials of Cherokee history were lost, casualties
along the Trail of Tears. Likewise, Removal
history has been overlooked, perhaps, and
even actively suppressed, its tracks covered.
Full-blown denial of Removal, as well as of
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the Holocaust and other similar events, issues
from the strange far fringes of society. It is eas-
ier to discount lunatic denials, however, than
to face the pattern traced here of incomplete
definitions, autobiographical skips, erasures
and omissions from the official histories. This
can be overcome only by correcting the record
and bearing witness. Much is at stake in the
story of Removal and the Trail of Tears for the
world’s indigenous people today. Indigenous
peoples are peoples of place; too often, they
are still pushed into placelessness. Telling the
full story of Removal offers important lessons
to citizens and messages today to an increasing
number of separate peoples attempting under
pressure to hold onto their place in the world.



Summary Notes

I Tam appreciative of helpful questions from the audience at the Trail of Tears meeting in
Cherokee, and for the comments and assigtance of Russell Townsend, Sarah Hill, Richard
Starnes, and William Anderson. For Winfield Scott’s story and related quotations, I relied on

John S. D. Eisenhower, Agen_t of Destiny: The Life and Times of General Winfield Scott (New
York: Free Press, 1997).

F 4

2 My perspective on the Holocaust and Removal has been guided by thé work of Robert J.

Lifton, especially his essay in Randolph Barnham, Psychological Perspectives on the Holocaust

(New York: Columbia University, 1988) and Raul Hilbergs’ The Destruction of the European
Jews.

3 For Jackson, 1 have utilized material in Robert Remini’s books, in particular, his essays in The
Legacy of Andrew Jackson (Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 1988). For Removal as a
political/bureaucratic event, I have drawn quotations and perspectives from Ronald Satz,
American Indian Policy in the Jacksonian Era (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1975)
and Satz, “Rhetoric Versus Reality,” in William Anderson’s Cherokee Removal: Before and
After (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1991).

4 7. Diane Pearson, “Lewis Cass and the Politics of Disease,” Wicazo Sa Review 18:2 (2003)
9-35.

S For general military history, I consulted several books, especially, Russell Weigley, The
American Way of War (New York: Macmillan, 1973) and Allan R. Millett and Peter Maslowski,
For the Common Defense (New York: Free Press, 1994) and, on logistics, James A. Huston, The
Sinews of War: Army Logistics, 1775-1953 (Washington: GPO, 1966).

6 On the Revolution, the historiography of the Indian War of 1776, and on John C. Calhoun’s
family history, see Tom Hatley, The Dividing Paths (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993).

71 appreciate the assistance of Ms. Myrtle Driver, Cultural Traditionalist, Cultural Resources
Office, Eastern Band of the Cherokee Indians, for the translation from the definition of Removal

in Will West Long’s dictionary listed in Mary Ulmer Chiltoskey, Cherokee Words (Cherokee
NC: Stephens Press, 1972).

8 Jennifer Jackson Preece, “Ethic Cleansing as an Instrument of Nation-State Creation,”

Human Rights Quarterly 20:4 (1988): 817-42.
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