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Figure 8. Removal Period Cherokee Lands in Southwestern North Carolina. From Brett H. 
Riggs, “Removal Period Cherokee Households in Southwestern North Carolina: Material 
Perspectives on Ethnicity and Cultural Differentiation” (Ph. D. Dissertation, University of 
Tennessee, Knoxville, 1999), 1: 37. 
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Table 2. Cotton and Corn in the South in 1849 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 Pounds in Acreage in Value in 
Crop and Region Millions Millions Millions 
Cotton in All Southern States      987.4   1.9 to 4.9 $106.6 
Corn in All Southern States 19,961.5 24.95   199.6 
Cotton in 4 top-producing Cotton States      739.5   1.4 to 3.7     79.9 
Corn in 4 top-producing Cotton States   5,462.9   6.97     54.6 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Table 2 shows that corn production far outweighed cotton production in the South in 1849 in 
both pounds produced and value. In the four leading cotton producing states of Georgia, South 
Carolina, Alabama, and Mississippi, over seven times more pounds of corn was produced and 
twice as many acres were planted in corn as in cotton. Cotton beat corn production only in profit 
in the four leading cotton-producing states. This table is taken from Table 3 in Donald L. 
Kemmerer’s “The Pre-Civil War South’s Leading Crop, Corn,” Agricultural History 23 (Oct., 
1949): 236-39. Kemmerer lists the following sources for his table: Lewis Cecil Gray, History of 

Agriculture in the Southern United States to 1860 (Washington, 1933), 2:1027, 1039; Seventh 

Census of the United States, 1850 Abstract (Washington, 1853), 88-89; and Eight Census of the 

United States, 1860, Agriculture of the United States in 1860 (Washington, 1864), 3:xlvii, xciv. 
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exceeded those planted in cotton. Table 3 shows the number of bushels of corn and bales of 

cotton and their values produced in 1839, 1849, and 1859. Although it is not possible to directly 

compare bushels and bales, it is possible to compare values of the crops. As the table shows, the 

overall value of the southern cotton crop never exceeded the value of the southern corn crop 

during the pre-war period.79 

 

The 1840 Census 

 
A closer look at the counties carved out of the 1819-1838 boundaries of the Cherokee 

Nation confirms that cotton was not a major crop in the decade after removal. The two largest 

counties created from Cherokee lands in North Carolina were Cherokee and Macon Counties. 

The 1840 census records for these counties show no pounds of cotton gathered while 167,167 

bushels and 125,820 bushels of Indian corn were harvested for the two respective counties. This 

is compared to nearly 24 million bushels of Indian corn and approximately 52 million pounds of 

cotton for the entire state. Cherokee and Macon counties reported no cotton manufactories while 

the state as a whole reported 25 manufactories.80 

The eleven counties that were created from Cherokee Georgia were Cass, Chattooga, 

Cherokee, Cobb, Floyd, Forsyth, Lumpkin, Macon, Paulding, Union, and Walker. A look at the 

1840 census for these counties shows a range from 120,172 bushels of corn harvested in 

Paulding County to 469,364 bushels for Cass County. Compare this to 1,494,460 bushels 

harvested in Crawford County which is located south of the Cherokee country.  The range of 

                                                 
79 Donald L. Kemmerer, “The Pre-Civil War South’s Leading Crop, Corn,” Agricultural History 
23 (Oct., 1949):  236-239. 
80 Compendium of the Sixth Census: 1840 (Washington, D. C.: Thomas Allen, 1841). 
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Table 3. Northern and Southern Crop Production in 1839, 1849, and 1859  
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 1839 1839 1849 1849 1859 1859 
 Bushels  Value Bushels  Value  Bushels Value 
 or Bales  in or Bales  in  or Bales in 
Region and crop Millions Millions Millions Millions Millions Millions 
Northern Corn 182.3 $94.8 243.0 $136.1  401.7  $293.2 
Southern Corn 195.2 100.5 349.3   199.6  437.0    319.0 
Southern Cotton     1.65   52.2     2.46   106.6      5.39    232.8 
U.S. Wheat, Rye, Oats   275.4   400.2 
   Barley, & Buckwheat 
Top 4 Cotton States: Corn     97.6     54.6  110.0      80.3 
6 Border States: Corn   161.4     90.4  244.5    178.5 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Table 3 compares the growth of the cotton and corn industries in the South and the North from 
1839 to 1859. In 1839, one year after the removal of most Cherokees from east of the Mississippi 
River, corn production, measured in bushels and bales, far outweighed cotton production, while 
the dollar value of the cotton crop was only half that of corn. Throughout the period, corn 
remained the South’s primary agricultural product. This table is based on Donald L. Kemmerer’s 
“Table 1” in “The Pre-Civil War South’s Leading Crop, Corn,” Agricultural History 23 (Oct., 
1949): 236-39. Kemmerer lists the following sources for his table: Lewis Cecil Gray, History of 

Agriculture in the Southern United States to 1860 (Washington, 1933), 2:1027, 1039; Seventh 

Census of the United States, 1850 Abstract (Washington, 1853), 88-89; and Eight Census of the 

United States, 1860, Agriculture of the United States in 1860 (Washington, 1864), 3:xlvii, xciv. 
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figures for cotton for the former Cherokee counties is zero pounds recorded for Union County to 

326,403 pounds for Cass County. Compare this to over 13 million pounds of cotton for Hancock 

County. Cobb is the only county in former Cherokee Georgia that listed a cotton manufactory, an 

industry that produced finished products from cotton. This is compared to a total of 19 state-

wide.81 

The two largest counties carved from the 1819 to 1838 boundaries of the Cherokee nation 

in Alabama were Cherokee and De Kalb. Cherokee County produced 318,365 bushels of Indian 

corn while DeKalb reported 313,591. The Indian corn production was below the average of 

653,255 for northern Alabama counties but slightly above the average of 307,552 for southern 

counties. Limestone County, which lies along the Tennessee River and was created from treaties 

negotiated by Jackson in the 1810s, produced 980,240 bushels of Indian corn. Cherokee County 

reported 1,383,633 pounds of cotton while De Kalb only produced 94,723. DeKalb’s cotton 

production was the lowest reported of all the north Alabama counties. Only one county in South 

Alabama, Covington, reported a lower count at 30,305. These figures should be compared to 

leading cotton producing counties in Alabama such as Montgomery, which produced nearly 15 

million pounds of cotton, Perry which produced over 12 million pounds, and Franklin and 

Madison which produced over 10 million pounds each. Limestone County reported 5,772,948 

pounds of cotton produced. The average county production for all 49 counties in Alabama was 

2,390,588 pounds of cotton. No cotton manufactories were listed in Cherokee, DeKalb, or 

Limestone for 1840, while 12 were listed for the entire state.82 

                                                 
81 Compendium of the Sixth Census: 1840. 
82 Compendium of the Sixth Census: 1840. 
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The three largest Tennessee counties created from the final cession of land in 1835 were 

Bradley, Hamilton, and Polk. (See Figure 9.) Bushels of corn produced in 1840 in each of these 

counties were 420,968, 282,275, and 220,224, respectively. This is compared to a range of 

33,423 bushels to 717,617 bushels in the counties of East Tennessee. Rutherford County, in 

Middle Tennessee, was the largest producer of corn at 3,301,000 bushels. Rutherford also had 

the largest production of cotton in Middle Tennessee at 2,620,000 pounds. Three counties in 

West Tennessee produced over three million pounds of cotton. Compare this to 21,669 pounds of 

cotton for Bradley County, 13,755 pounds for Hamilton, and 14,883 pounds for Polk. Franklin 

County in Middle Tennessee listed 9 cotton manufactories, while Bradley, Hamilton, and Polk 

listed none.83 

  

 

 

Figure 9. 1836 Survey Districts and Their Relation to Tennessee Counties. Based on a drawing 
by C. W. Hoff, 1935 in Shirley Coats Hoskins, ed., Cherokee Property Valuations in Tennessee: 

1836 (N.p.: Shirley Coats Hoskins, 1984), n. pag. 

                                                 
83 Compendium of the Sixth Census: 1840. 
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The 1850 Census 

The number of bushels of corn produced in Cherokee County, North Carolina in 1850 

was 204,837 and in Macon County, it was 225,397 bushels. Compare this to 39,875 in Union 

County, which reported the lowest number, 884,286 in Guilford, and almost 28 million for the 

entire state. Cherokee and Macon counties reported no 400-pound bales of cotton ginned in 1850 

compared to 78,845 state-wide.84  

The number of bushels of corn produced in the eleven former Cherokee counties of 

Georgia ranged from 214,193 for Gilmer County to 497,769 bushels for Cass. This compares to a 

maximum of 687,205 bushels in Troup County and a low figure of 17,350 for Clinch County, 

both of which were located outside Cherokee country. The number of 400-pound cotton bales 

produced in the eleven Cherokee counties ranged from a low of zero for Gilmer and Union 

Counties and 14 for Lumpkin County to 2,401 bales for Cobb. Compare this to over 19,000 bales 

each in Burke, Houston, and Stewart Counties.85     

Cherokee and DeKalb counties in Alabama listed 546,986 and 363,225 bushels of Indian 

corn, respectively. Limestone County listed 861,664. Five counties outside of the former nation, 

Dallas, Greene, Madison, Marengo, and Montgomery, produced over one million bushels each. 

Cherokee County reported 2,717 400-pound bales of cotton produced while DeKalb reported 

only 260. Only three counties, Blount, Hancock, and Mobile, reported fewer bales produced than 

DeKalb. By comparison, Limestone County reported 14,809 bales. Tuscaloosa County, located 

on the fall line, reported the greatest number of cotton bales at 73,561.86 

                                                 
84 Seventh Census, 1850, 319-22. 
85 Seventh Census, 1850, 378-81. 
86 Seventh Census, 1850, 430-31. 
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Indian corn production in Bradley, Hamilton, and Polk Counties in Tennessee in 1850 

was 574,698, 520,542, and 299,917 bushels, respectively. Fourteen counties in Tennessee 

produced over one million bushels of corn. Bradley County reported 1,600 400-pound bales of 

cotton, Hamilton reported 2, and Polk listed 29. Compare this to Fayette County which produced 

the maximum number of bales at 28,302. Twenty-five counties in Tennessee failed to record any 

bales of cotton. Many of those counties, such as Sevier, Rhea, Washington, Greene, Anderson, 

Jefferson, Knox, McMinn, Macon, Meigs, and Monroe, lie in the eastern section of Tennessee 

which historically has not been a large producer of cotton and which has been shown to have a 

lower slave population than middle or west Tennessee in the years before the Civil War.87  

 

Conclusion 

As the surveys and spoliation claims for the Cherokee Nation and the U. S. Census 

records for the southern states show, the dominant crop grown in Cherokee country both before 

and after removal was corn. Donald L. Kemmerer’s research demonstrates that corn production 

surpassed cotton production throughout the entire pre-Civil War South. In light of these 

statistics, it is reasonable to question whether cotton agriculture was a dominant factor in 

Cherokee removal.  

No doubt the spread of cotton agriculture in the South after 1800 encouraged many 

immigrants into the region. But how many arrived with dreams of establishing large slave-labor 

cotton plantations is impossible to know. Data confirms that many of the new immigrants into 

former Creek and Chickasaw lands were able to establish new cotton plantations. And some 

                                                 
87 Seventh Census, 1850, 586-88. 
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lucky emigrants into Cherokee country were able to win or purchase cotton plantations in 

Georgia and Alabama that had belonged to wealthy planters like Major Ridge, Joseph Vann, or 

John Ross. Most whites, however, found unimproved land or modest farms, like the one acquired 

by the Brandon family in North Georgia. They moved into Cherokee lands in the 1830s after Mr. 

Brandon’s mercantile business failed. Hoping to change his fortune, Brandon bought thirteen 

lottery tickets but did not win. When some of the lottery winners put their Cherokee lands on the 

market, Brandon bought some land in Cass County on the Etowah River. The Brandons moved 

there in 1835, evicting Cherokees that they found living in their house. They lived among both 

white and Cherokee families who had not yet been evicted from their lands. Their first year in 

Cass challenged the family which suffered from disease. They complained of holes in the floor 

that allowed cold air to filter in. The following spring they sowed crops and built granaries. It is 

not clear what grain crop they planted, but there is no mention of cotton.88  

Eyewitness reports of visitors to former Cherokee country confirm that many whites 

engaged in agricultural and commercial practices that were established by the former tenants. For 

example, on a visit to the area in 1848, Charles Lanman reported that “the principal revenue of 

the people .  . . is derived from the business of raising cattle, which is practiced to a considerable 

extent. The mountain ranges afford an abundance of the sweetest grazing food, and all that the 

farmer has to do in the autumn is to hunt up his stock, which has now become excessively fat, 

and drive them to the Charleston or Baltimore market.”  East Tennessee farmers drove thousands 

of heads of hogs and cattle annually through the mountains to North Carolina or sent them down 

the Tennessee River to markets in the Lower South. In 1849-50, Debow’s Review estimated that 

                                                 
88 Zillah Hayne Brandon Memoir, 1830-1838, in Perdue and Green, Cherokee Removal, 85-91. 
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81,000 hogs were driven to eastern markets from East Tennessee and Kentucky. Charles 

Lanman’s journal describes an area of rich valleys filled with small farms too small to be 

described as plantations. The principal crops in the region were corn, wheat, rye, and potatoes. 

North Georgians supplemented their food supply through fishing and hunting. 89  

New immigrants into the region also benefitted from the extensive fruit orchards planted 

by the Cherokees. In particular, the Cherokees’ success in growing apples had a lasting impact 

on the region. Two apples developed by the Cherokees, the Nantahalee and the Junaluska, 

became the subject of poems by Francis Orray Ticknor. Jarvis Van Buren, who left New York 

for Habersham County, Georgia in the early 1830s, established one of the first apple nurseries in 

the lower South. He collected southern apple seedlings from the old Cherokee orchards of North 

Georgia, the upper Piedmont, and the mountainous backcountry of neighboring states. By 1850, 

he had developed a thriving apple industry centered around Habersham and Hall counties. 90 

Finally, the Cherokee lands were not well-suited to large-scale cotton production. The 

climate and soil in the region were more conducive to corn and other crops. While cotton 

agriculture did play a role in the acquisition of Cherokee lands in North Alabama and Middle 

Tennessee in the early 1800s, its role was marginal in the final cession of lands described in the 

1835 treaty. New immigrants into the former Cherokee Nation found a beautiful, rich land of 

fruit trees, modest corn and wheat subsistence farms, saw and grist mills, ferries and taverns, 

saltpeter works, and hog, cattle, and sheep grazing lands. Corn, which sustained Southeastern 

Indian life for 800 years, remained the most valuable crop in Cherokee country. 

                                                 
89 McKenzie, One South or Many, 38; Bonner, A History of Georgia Agriculture, 45. 
90 Bonner, A History of Georgia, 155-58. 
 



 82 

 

 
Figure 10. The Cotton Belt in 1859.  This map demonstrates that cotton production remained 
limited in the former Cherokee lands of the southern-most Appalachians as late as 1859. The 
climate and soils of the physiographic provinces that comprised much of north Georgia, 
southwest North Carolina, East Tennessee, and northeast Alabama were not conducive to cotton 
production. Based on a map in Gavin Wright, The Political Economy of the Cotton South: 

Households, Markets, and Wealth in the Nineteenth Century (New York: W. W. Norton & 
Company, Inc., 1978), 16. Wright’s map was adapted from United States Department of 
Agriculture, Atlas of Agriculture, Part V, Advance Sheets (December 15, 1915). 
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Chapter II 

 

Fruits of the Forest: The Timber and Medicinal Herbs Industries 

 
 

Introduction 

 
In May 1775, after having spent two years traveling through Creek and Seminole lands in 

Georgia and Florida, botanist William Bartram set out for the Cherokee town of Keowe in South 

Carolina. As he traveled by horseback through the Allegheny Mountains of South Carolina, he 

recorded the flora, fauna, people, weather, topography, and mineral formations that he 

encountered. After leaving Fort Prince George, he described the scenery: “I approached a 

charming vale, amidst sublimely high forests, awful shades! Darkness gathers around; far distant 

thunder rolls over the trembling hills: the black clouds with august majesty and power, move 

slowly forwards, shading regions of towering hills, and threatening all the destruction of a 

thunder storm . . . .”91 

Bartram made extensive notes of all the trees and plants that he observed: magnolia 

auriculata, acer striatum, rhododendron ferrugineum, quercus rubra, kalmia latifolia, quercus 

alba, azalea flammula, and many more. Although Bartram appreciated the diversity of flora, the 

beauty of the hills and vales, and the majesty of the powerful mountain thunderstorms, what he 

could not appreciate was that the thunderstorms that he admired were one of the crucial elements 

in creating the environment that spawned such diversity. With the exception of the Pacific 

Northwest, the Great Smoky Mountains and surrounding peaks comprise the wettest area in the 

United States. High humidity in the summers creates excellent growing conditions for many 

                                                 
91 William Bartram, Travels and Other Writings: Travels Through North and South Carolina, 

Georgia, East and West Florida (New York: The Library of America, 1996), 281. 
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types of flora while winter snows assist in disseminating nutrients deep into the already rich, 

loamy soil.  Because of the great variation of flora and fauna, the Great Smoky Mountains 

National Park has been designated an International Biosphere Reserve.  The study of botany and 

other natural sciences was still in its infancy when Bartram and other eighteenth and nineteenth-

century visitors made their way into Cherokee country, but they could still appreciate the vast 

natural plant and timber resources that the virgin forests offered.92 

 

Timber 

In the Blue Ridge physiographic province of western North Carolina, east Tennessee, and 

part of north Georgia, chestnut, oak, maple, birch, and beech were found at the lower and middle 

elevations with conifer forests of spruce and fir dominating the highest elevations. Grassy and 

peat balds were also found at the high elevations. The balds provided a habitat for berries which 

were consumed by Cherokees, wildlife, and livestock. The variability in climate and soils of the 

other physiographic provinces that served as home to the Cherokees further enhanced the 

diversity of vegetation and natural resources available for use by humans. Vast forests of poplar, 

chestnut, and chestnut oak stretched across middle and west Tennessee, part of North Alabama, 

and Kentucky. Chestnuts provided a source for tanbark, rot-resistant lumber, and nuts for human 

and livestock consumption. Oak-pine forests dominated the Piedmont Plateau provinces in 

Georgia and Alabama and provided sources of wood for construction and firewood.93  

                                                 
92 Bartram, Travels and Other Writings, 269, 273, 275, 281, 295. 
93 Fenneman, Physiography, 169; Riggs, “Removal Period Cherokee Households,” 1:43-45.  
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The Cherokees lived in this region of diverse ecological environments for many centuries 

before the white man came. They believed that the trees, bushes, and plants contained magical 

powers that varied from one type of plant to the next. They carefully studied how to use these 

powerful properties in medicine, construction, hunting, agriculture, purification rituals, and every 

aspect of daily life. Every type of plant material had a specific use. For example, every part of a 

tree was used to fill some aspect of subsistence living or spiritual purpose.  

Wood was the staple product for Cherokees in providing the tools of everyday existence. 

Cherokees in western North Carolina preferred wood from the tulip poplar tree for log cabin and 

dugout canoe construction. Although the manufacture and use of dugout canoes is often 

associated with the romantic interpretation of Native American culture, their use was not 

restricted to North American indigenous populations. African-Americans and Euro-Americans 

used dugout canoes of their own design and production. The forests also provided Cherokees 

with abundant raw materials for bows which were made by stringing twisted squirrel skin or bear 

gut between the ends of a curved-arc piece of locust stave. Cherokees used river cane for making 

baskets, as winter forage for cattle, and for the shafts of arrows. Cane was also the preferred 

material in the manufacture of blowguns, which were still in common use at the time of removal. 

Cherokees of all ages and of both sexes were expert blowgun hunters and used the tool to hunt a 

variety of small game including rabbits, squirrels, and birds. Buckeyes and the roots of a plant 

that they called “devil’s shoestring” were tossed into the water to stun fish as were the roots and 

hulls of black walnuts.94 

                                                 
94 Riggs, “Removal Period Cherokee Households,” 1:45, 244-46; Payne-Butrick, 2:454n46. 
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The Cherokees made maple syrup, potash, pitch, tar, and turpentine from trees long 

before the federal civilization program was begun. They also made lye by leaching wood ashes 

and, in turn, used the lye to create soap. The Cherokees sometimes added the pounded root of a 

plant that they called Se-li-qoi-yi, probably the yucca plant, to the lye which caused it to foam, 

then used this mixture for washing clothes.95 

The Cherokees and other Native American groups burned their woods to promote grasses 

for deer and cattle to graze on and to make hunting easier by clearing out the bushy undergrowth. 

In 1825, the Cherokee General Council passed a law declaring that anyone who set the woods on 

fire before March 1 would pay a fine of five dollars. It is not clear what problem this law was 

trying to solve or the significance of the date. They may have feared that fires could get out of 

control before the spring rains. The law may also have been tied to the fact that Cherokee men 

left the villages in winter and dispersed to the woods to hunt game. Cherokee women and 

children also roamed the woods in winter to find nuts. Forest fires created dangers for the people 

hunting and gathering in the woods and the smoke would interfere with visibility. The hunting 

season traditionally ceased with the arrival of the first new moon of spring which was either 

early March or April. The Payne-Butrick papers, collected in the 1830s by missionary Rev. 

Daniel S. Butrick and Home Sweet Home composer John Howard Payne, reveal that older and 

younger generations of Cherokees disagreed on whether the first new moon of spring occurred in 

March or April. Younger men believed that the March new moon signaled the arrival of spring, 

while the older men, who believed that spring should not be celebrated until after grass began to 

                                                 
95 McLoughlin, Cherokee Renascense, 293; Payne-Butrick, 2:96; 2:464n128. 
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grow, insisted on April. The law, therefore, may have been passed to settle the dispute 

concerning the end of hunting season and when it was safe to burn. People of European ancestry 

who moved into Cherokee country adopted the Indian practice of setting the forest on fire. As for 

the Cherokees, this practice promoted the growth of grasses for their livestock and aided tree 

growth by reducing competition from weeds and seedling trees.96 

When whites moved into Cherokee country, they had an immediate demand for timber to 

build cabins, corncribs, and fences. Milling was often the first industry to develop after farming 

and husbandry, creating a demand for gristmills and sawmills. Depending on the distance to the 

nearest sawmill, which was often located far outside of Cherokee Country, new white settlers 

would fell the trees themselves to build their log cabins, outbuildings, mills, and the raceways 

which diverted water from streams to power the large waterwheels at the gristmills. Because of 

the need for timber, sawmills were usually set up within months or a few years after settlers 

began to move into a region. The development of the Brainerd Mission milling operations at 

Chickamauga, (present-day Chattanooga, Tennessee), is one example of this pattern which was 

repeated in other communities as whites moved in. 

The missionaries of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 

(ABCFM) arrived at Chickamauga in 1817 and immediately began plans to build a thriving 

mission that included a gristmill, sawmill, and blacksmith shop. The sawmill fulfilled several 

purposes: it supplied lumber for buildings for the mission, it served to teach Indian students a 

skill they needed to become more “civilized,” and it became a source of income. The 

                                                 
96 Riggs, “Removal Period Cherokee Households,” 1:45; Cherokee Nation, Laws of the Cherokee 

Nation, 41; Payne-Butrick, 1:263-65; Daniel S. Pierce, The Great Smokies: From Natural 

Habitat to National Park (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2000), 14. 
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missionaries moved into the house owned by John McDonald, grandfather of future Principal 

Chief of the Cherokees, John Ross. Only two weeks after arrival, missionary Cyrus Kingsbury 

had begun efforts to locate a millstone for use at their future mill. The mill was constructed and 

placed into operation within six months. The missionaries sold this first mill in 1820 and devised 

plans to build a canal to power a new gristmill, sawmill, and blacksmith shop. Workers 

employed by the missionaries used a pair of oxen, raised at the mission, to haul timber to build 

the sawmill. The use of working oxen was rare among both whites and Indians living in that part 

of the country, but the oxen enabled the quick construction of the sawmill in only six months. 

The sawmill began operations in November 1820 and the blacksmith shop opened in 1821. Most 

of their lumber was used on or near the mission, but within a few months they loaded a boat with 

about 7000 board feet produced at their sawmill and shipped it to be sold at the mission and 

Indian settlement at Creek Path, Alabama.97  

Skilled craftsmen including carpenters, blacksmiths, and millers — whether white or 

native — were hard to find in Cherokee country despite the fact that the federal civilization 

program had been in effect for over twenty years. As a result, the Brainerd missionaries, like 

many of their wealthy Cherokee neighbors, hired whites who lived outside Cherokee country to 

move to the vicinity of the mission to operate their mills and smith shop. In the 1790s, after the 

federal civilization program was founded, the Cherokees began granting permission for white 

experts to enter their country and begin mining and milling operations. The Cherokee agent 

would then issue a passport. A Cherokee law passed by the General Council on October 26, 

                                                 
97 Phillips, Brainerd Journal, 27, 29, 63, 149, 166-67, 197.   
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1819, formalized this process by allowing blacksmiths, millers, ferrymen, and turnpike-keepers 

to obtain a permit and enter the nation with their families. The law also entitled them to farm up 

to twelve acres of land for their personal use. Subsequent measures further opened the nation to 

skilled whites: a law passed November 12, 1824 allowed mechanics to enter the Nation for five 

years and a resolution dated November 8, 1828 authorized the Treasurer of the Nation to issue 

permits to Cherokee citizens that allowed them to recruit non-citizens as mechanics. The 

Cherokees used the term “mechanic” to cover a broad swath of craftsmen including saw and 

gristmill operators, carpenters, miners, blacksmiths, ferrymen, schoolmasters, and turnpike-

keepers.98 

On October 15, 1829, after the influx of gold diggers into their country, the National 

Committee and Council temporarily suspended the Treasurer’s authority to issue permits for 

mechanics to enter the country. The flood of white men into the mountains made it difficult to 

determine who was there legitimately and who was not. Permits were being obtained under 

fraudulent circumstances for persons who were not skilled mechanics. The General Council 

suspended the issuing of permits temporarily until the matter could be studied. Six days later, on 

the 21st, the Council declared a resolution to the problem by enacting a law limiting permits to 

one year. The Council expressed its concern over skilled white craftsmen using their work in the 

Cherokee Nation as a means to becoming permanent residents by declaring that they could not 

bring their families. An exception was made for millers, ferrymen, blacksmiths, and turnpike-

keepers that had already entered the country with their families under the 1819 law. Anyone 

                                                 
98 Phillips, Brainerd Journal, 29, 211; Cherokee Nation, Laws of the Cherokee Nation, 130, 133, 
134. 
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caught obtaining a permit through fraud or caught bringing unlicensed workers into the Nation 

was subject to fines of between twenty-five and fifty dollars.99 

In spite of such restrictions placed on importing skilled workmen from outside the Nation 

to develop the Nation’s wood-based industries, the number of sawmills increased significantly 

from the time of the Davis-Meigs 1809 census to the time of removal. In 1809, only three 

sawmills could be found in the Cherokee Nation. By the time of the 1824 census, this number 

had increased to a known thirteen sawmills.  During the 1830s, seven gristmills and associated 

sawmills belonging to Anglo-Cherokee households in the southwest corner of North Carolina 

were inventoried in preparation for removal. Most of these were small tub mills that used one set 

of stones and had water conveyed to them by means of a dam and long trough. Values from $50 

to $355 were assigned depending on the size and condition of the mill. For example, Thomas 

Raper’s sawmill, which used the same type of gear system as his gristmill and which was in bad 

repair, was valued at $150. John Love’s small tub mill with one set of stones and a low roof was 

valued at $100 while Gideon Morris’s new mill received a value of $355. Ownership of saw and 

gristmills by mixed families was common. In 1818, assistant chief Charles Hicks noted this fact 

when he wrote that “there are six grist and two sawmills owned by natives, and fourteen or 

fifteen grist and two sawmills owned by white men who are married into native families” in the 

Nation.100 

This model for developing mills and blacksmith shops was also used in all-white 

communities. One typical example is the growth of the milling and lumber business in Blount 
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County, Tennessee. Blount was created from lands ceded by the Cherokees in three treaties: the 

Treaty of Holston in 1791, the first Treaty of Tellico in 1798, and the Calhoun Treaty of 1819. 

The first gristmill was established sometime before 1788 while the land still belonged to the 

Cherokees. Court records indicate that in 1795 three residents registered bills of sale and marks 

of ownership for mills and that same year the court issued permits for the operation of several 

more gristmills. The county obtained its first sawmill in 1796 and boasted at least four sawmills 

by 1802. Hugh Kelso established both a saw and gristmill in the vicinity of Morganton before the 

town was officially established in 1813. Gristmills, often paired with sawmills, continued to 

proliferate in large numbers throughout the first fifty years of the county.101  

Alexander Kennedy, the owner of the first sawmill in Blount County, shipped lumber 

down the Little River to market. Kennedy’s and the other sawmills became increasingly 

important to the local economy as the demand grew for lumber for construction and cabinet 

work. By 1833, Blount County had four cabinet makers registered for operations. C. E. Aaron 

and his son operated a combined sawmill-furniture shop on Montvale Road. Lumber was also 

needed in the wheelwright and wagonsmith industries of Blount County. The 1820 U.S. census 

recorded two wheelwrights and fifty-two wagonsmiths working in twenty-seven establishments. 

Having access to an abundant supply of timber resources was crucial to the development of a 

variety of businesses in the community.102 

This pattern of industrial development was similar in Cades Cove, a much smaller 

community now located in the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Because it was an 
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isolated community surrounded by mountains and with limited access by road over steep 

mountains, the development of the Cades Cove timber industry was slower than in neighboring 

Blount County. In 1818, John and Lucretia Oliver became the first white settlers to move into 

Cades Cove as part of a land speculation scheme before the land was officially ceded by the 

Cherokees in 1819. Several small tub mills for processing corn were built in the cove by the end 

of the 1830s, but they were not large enough to be recorded in the 1840 census. Change began in 

the 1840s when Frederick Shields built a large overshot wheel mill that eventually replaced the 

smaller tub mills. The larger mill took over the processing of wheat, which previously had been 

transported to Tuckaleechee Cove for milling. By 1857, Cades Cove had acquired another large 

gristmill and two sawmills. The sawmills provided lumber for the local area, but it was not until 

the Little River Lumber Company began operations in 1901 and branches of the railroad reached 

the edge of the cove, that the area’s timber industry began servicing a larger market.103 

The country’s earliest sawmills were built on the coasts, beginning in New England and 

Maine, then later in the South to Georgia and along the Gulf Coast. Timber was often floated 

hundreds of miles on major river systems to coastal markets. In the early nineteenth century, 

Francois Andre Michaux described how white pine was cut near the headwaters of the Allegheny 

River, floated 150 to 180 miles to the Ohio River, and then floated down the Mississippi to 

market in New Orleans, a total distance of 2,900 miles. On the Mississippi River in Louisiana, 

lumbermen girdled cypress trees which caused them to die and dry out slowly. Months or years 

later, they were felled during the dry season and left where they lay until the area was flooded. 

When the logs were lifted off the ground by rising waters, men gathered them into crude rafts 
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and floated them to mills downstream. Occasionally, flatboats were used to float timber 

downstream. The entire process, which could take months or even years from the beginning of 

the girdling phase to arrival at the sawmill, was widely used during the nineteenth century. It was 

not until about 1880, after railroad technology advanced to the point where engines could haul 

very heavy loads up steeper inclines, that the lumber industry’s dependence on river 

transportation started to decline.104 

One of the obstacles to transporting timber long distances from the Cherokee Nation was 

the size of the rivers. A thriving lumber industry developed on the Mississippi because it was 

wide enough for rivermen to be able to float large rafts of timber without endangering 

steamboats which plied the same waters. Most of the Cherokee lands, especially those defined by 

the 1819 treaty, lay on the headwaters of smaller rivers which often became very low during 

summer droughts.  Timber located on the northern boundary of the Cherokee Nation on the 

Tennessee River was difficult to cut and float downstream because of the serious impediments 

that lay between Ross’s Landing and the Ohio River, in particular the Muscle Shoals and the 

whirlpools just downstream of Ross’s Landing. Not to be deterred by the problems associated 

with floating large amounts of timber down the Tennessee and smaller rivers originating in the 

Cherokee mountains, early pioneers adopted the practice of building keel and flatboats, loading 

them with goods like whiskey and bars of iron, floating them downstream to New Orleans or 

towns on the fall line, then breaking up the boats and selling the wood for lumber. Because many 

boats which transported goods downstream never returned to their point of origin, several towns 

                                                 
104 Defebaugh, History of the Lumber Industry of America, 473-74, 527. 



 94 

along the Tennessee and its upper tributaries developed thriving boat-building industries, 

including Kingsport, Knoxville, and Southwest Point (present-day Kingston, Tennessee).105 

Aided by the adoption of the steam engine and the development of new international 

markets for its products, the southern timber industry grew in the early nineteenth century and 

led the country for several decades in timber exports compared to population. Large quantities of 

hickory hoops, for example, were shipped to the West Indies and used to make barrels and casks. 

White oak staves were exported to the West Indies and England from all eastern and southern 

ports in the United States and long-leaved pine was shipped to the West Indies from Wilmington, 

North Carolina and Savannah, Georgia to be used to construct vessels and houses. Georgia pitch 

pine was sent to England, primarily the port of Liverpool, to be used in the shipbuilding industry, 

and North Carolina exported turpentine. The growth in the lumber industry was confined 

primarily to the coast, unlike in the North, where the industry grew more rapidly in the interior. 

In 1820, for example, Louisiana had eight sawmills, six of which were located near New 

Orleans. The other two were located at Natchez, which was then part of the Louisiana Territory. 

The railroad first opened up the interior regions of Minnesota, Michigan, and Wisconsin to large-

scale operations and only later did the railroad open up the interior of the South to major timber 

companies.106  

The first efforts to build railroads in the South began in the 1830s with the construction of 

the Charleston to Hamburg and Georgia Railroads. (Railroad construction and its relation to 
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Cherokee removal will be discussed at length in a later chapter on transportation.) Although 

southern railroad construction did not begin in earnest until the early 1850s because of the 

lingering effects of the panic of 1837 and slow developments in railroad technology, whites were 

taking stock of the timber available in the Cherokee Nation and surrounding areas through which 

rail lines were being planned. It was readily apparent that there was no shortage of timber for 

construction of the railroads through Cherokee country. For example, in January 1835, the 

Miners Recorder and Spy in the West, a pro-internal improvements paper published in Auraria, 

Georgia in the heart of the gold region, published J. Edgar Thomson’s report on the first survey 

of the Georgia Railroad. Thomson, the chief engineer, reported the completion of his survey of 

the route that the railroad would take between Augusta and Athens. This 112-mile stretch was 

just one of many segments of railroad that would eventually connect with other railway sections 

headed west that would comprise the Charleston to Memphis railway that was planned to run 

through Cherokee territory. Among Thomson’s concerns was the durability of the rails since 

several earlier northern railroads had suffered from a lack of quality rails. Many rails were 

constructed solely of wood, without using iron as the top rail that came into direct contact with 

the engine and car wheels. Based on the experience of northern railroads, Thomson 

recommended the use of longitudinal rails of heart pine, supported by cross ties of white oak or 

other durable timber placed four feet apart. Heart pine and white oak were available locally. He 

also recommended that the top rail be made from iron bar that was 2 ¼ by 5/8 inches in size. 

Most of the construction of the railroads, including felling and hauling of trees, would eventually 

be done by gangs of slaves hired out for the work by their owners. Over the next several decades, 

thousands of acres of trees would be cut as the spider web of railroad connections grew across 
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the South. The railroad and timber industries became dependent on each other as railroads made 

it easier to access remote sections of virgin forest and trees were harvested along railroad 

routes.107 

The southern lumber industry expanded during the 1840s and 1850s, due in part to the 

use of the railroad to reach areas which had been considered too difficult to harvest. When a new 

rail line reached virgin forest the event was newsworthy because it was another sign of progress. 

An example can be seen in the August 1853 Selma, Alabama Sentinel when it announced that a 

load of pine spars had been transported from Bibb and Shelby counties in the center of the state 

by the Alabama and Tennessee Railroad. The newspaper estimated that the cost of transporting a 

load of timber from central Alabama to Mobile had been reduced to $10 per tree, and that each 

tree would sell for the remarkable amount of $100.108 

An accurate assessment of the extent and growth of the timber industry in the South in 

the first half of the nineteenth century is impossible, because of the lack of records. While the 

U.S. censuses of 1810, 1820, and 1840 included a few figures on the lumber industry and the 

number of sawmills, data for many areas is missing. No manufactures census was conducted in 

1830 because of problems with the 1810 and 1820 manufactures censuses. Nevertheless, if we 

keep in mind that the figures that were reported must be approached with caution, the census 

records can provide some insight into the importance of the timber industry in the South in the 

first four decades of the nineteenth century as compared to other regions.109  
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The 1810 federal census shows only one sawmill reported in the state of Georgia, with 

sixty-five reported for South Carolina. The Territory of Orleans (located below the thirty-third 

parallel at what is now the northern border of the state of Louisiana) reported thirty-four 

sawmills in seven counties, while the Territory of Louisiana (above the thirty-third parallel) 

reported nine sawmills. Pennsylvania reported 2,016 sawmills, Massachusetts reported 150, 

Maryland, 113, Virginia 112, and Rhode Island 28.  Figures for North Carolina, Tennessee, 

Connecticut, New York, and New Hampshire are missing.110 

In the 1820 census, the number of sawmills was not recorded by every county; instead, 

several counties recorded other types of equipment involved in the lumber industry or reported 

only the value of lumber produced. Brunswick, the only county in North Carolina that reported 

lumber production, recorded 16 people employed in producing lumber with a market value of 

$4,500. The counties of Pulaski, Jackson, Liberty, Telfair, Morgan, Jones, Chatham, and 

Columbia in Georgia reported a total of 81 people employed in making approximately $22,000 

in timber products. Unfortunately, several of these counties did not record the value of their 

production or the number of people employed in the industry, making these figures very 

incomplete. The counties of Monroe and Lawrence in Alabama reported 10 sawmills and 29 

people employed to make $20,890 in lumber. The counties of Carter, Hawkins, Jefferson, and 

Sevier in East Tennessee reported 13 sawmills, 31 employees, and $24,130 in production.  In 

West Tennessee, the counties of Dickson, Lawrence, Rutherford, Smith, and Williamson 

reported 5 sawmills, 23 employees, and over $5,000 in products. The figures for both East and 

West Tennessee are obviously incomplete with several counties failing to report in each 
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category. By contrast, New York reported 388 employees, 182 sawmills, and $263,544 in lumber 

production. Even from these incomplete figures, it is clear that the South lagged behind in 

lumber production in 1820.111 

Throughout the nineteenth century, the value of lumber produced grew exponentially 

across the nation. As in other southern areas, the greatest percentage increases in states 

containing former Cherokee lands occurred in the decade between the 1840 and 1850 censuses. 

In 1840, Alabama reported that the value of timber products produced that year was $169,008. 

Georgia reported $114,050, North Carolina reported $506,766, and Tennessee reported $217,606 

in timber products.  The combined total of the four states was $1,007,430. In 1850, Alabama, 

Georgia, North Carolina, and Tennessee reported $1,103,481, $923,403, $985,075, and $725,387 

in timber products, respectively, for a total of $3,737,346 or a 271% increase. This was due in 

part to the increased use of steam engines in the lumber industry but also due to a demand for 

timber in railroad construction. With the exception of Alabama, which reported a slight decrease 

in timber production from 1860 to 1870, timber production and the value of timber products 

increased steadily through the end of the century. The next greatest increases in percentages 

occurred between 1880 and 1890, about the time railroads began to be used to haul timber from 

remote locations in the mountains to market. This was due in part to the invention of the geared 

locomotive in 1877 which permitted increased tractive ability of the engines on sharp curves, 

steep grades, and irregular tracks. In 1880, Alabama reported that the value of timber products 

produced that year was $2,649,634. Georgia reported $4,875,310, North Carolina reported 

$2,672,796, and Tennessee reported $3,744,905 in timber products.  The combined total of the 
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four states was $13,942,645. In 1890, Alabama, Georgia, North Carolina, and Tennessee 

reported $8,507,971, $6,545,195, $5,898,742, and $9,073,686 in timber products, respectively, 

for a total of $30,025,594 or a 115% increase. 112 

As Euro-Americans moved into Cherokee lands, they found many other uses for the 

abundant and diverse timber resources of the region. Large quantities of wood were required for 

the production of saltpeter which was used in gunpowder manufacture. For every one hundred 

pounds of saltpeter produced, eighteen bushels of oak ashes were used in the leaching process. 

Fewer bushels were required if elm ashes were used. Gristmill operations required large amounts 

of wood to package flour and meal. Locally-made white oak barrels were used to ship corn meal 

and wheat flour downriver to market. Whiskey and pork and beef products were also shipped in 

barrels. Bark was used in large quantities in the tanning industry. The 1810 census indicates that 

the production of maple sugar was a major industry in East Tennessee, which produced 162,340 

pounds of maple sugar worth $16,234, and Kentucky, which produced 2,471,647 pounds valued 

at $308,932. These figures can be compared to Vermont, whose maple sugar production was 

1,200,000 pounds worth $120,000, and Ohio, which reported the greatest maple sugar production 

with 3,023,806 pounds and $302,380. Virginia, another Southern Appalachian state, ranked third 

after Ohio and Kentucky and before Vermont, Pennsylvania, and East Tennessee in maple sugar 

production. The new immigrants into Cherokee country quickly embraced the industry and trade 
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of wood products established by their predecessors and ingeniously found more ways to exploit 

the vast reserves of forests.113 

 

Medicinal Herbs 

The traditional belief system of the Cherokees holds that disease and death are not natural 

but are the result of evil forces acting through witches, animal spirits, and ghosts. They believe 

that the origins of disease lie in the distant past when birds, small animals, and insects held a 

council to determine how to protect themselves from an increasing population of humans that 

were encroaching on their territory and were becoming increasingly disrespectful of the animal 

kingdom and the balance of nature. As a result, the smaller animals and insects created many 

diseases to visit on man. On learning of the evil designs of the animals, the plants, who were 

friends of man, determined to help humans by offering their powers as remedies. In this manner, 

it came to pass that Cherokees began to use numerous woodland plants as herbal medicines.114 

Many of the plants used in Cherokee medicine are chosen because of their resemblance to 

the problem that is being treated. For example, biliousness is referred to as a yellow disease 

because of the color of vomit that often accompanies the disease. To treat the problem, the 

Cherokee doctor uses a mixture of four different herbs, all chosen because some part of the plant, 

the flower, root, or stem, is yellow. Goat’s rue or devil’s shoestring (tephrosia virginiana) is 

named distai’yi by the Cherokees which translates as “they [the roots] are tough.” Ball players 

rub it on their limbs after ritual scratching to toughen themselves in preparation for the game. 
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Women use it to wash their hair to strengthen it and prevent it from falling out or breaking. 

Milkweed (euphorbia hypericifolia) is called u’ga-atasgi’ski meaning “the pus oozes out,” an 

obvious reference to the milky white juice in the plant’s stems. Milkweed juice is used to treat 

oozing sores and sore nipples, among other problems.115 

Like their predecessors the Cherokees, Euro-American settlers in the Southern 

Appalachians used a variety of native plants as herbal medicines. Black cohosh, or cimicifuga 

racemosa, was gathered in Alabama to treat rheumatism and for female problems. It was also 

used to stimulate circulation and for various problems associated with nerves and the heart. It 

was a staple in both folk and professional American medicine from the late eighteenth century to 

the early twentieth century. The roots have been dug from the wilds of the Southern Appalachian 

Mountains for generations and could be readily purchased from Shaker communities in the mid-

nineteenth century.  Senega snakeroot, also called black snakeroot, has been used in Southern 

Appalachia to treat colds and coughs, sore throats, rheumatism, asthma, dropsy, and pleurisy, 

and as a stimulant. In the 1730s, a Virginia physician, John Tennent, began using and promoting 

senega snakeroot in regular medicine after learning that the Seneca Indians used it to treat 

rattlesnake bites. The popularity of senega as an herbal medicine soon spread and it was widely 

used in the eastern United States until the early twentieth century. The people of Appalachia also 

combined native plants with those imported from Europe and Africa to create new folk remedies 

or “receipts.”  In a receipt for dropsy dating to the late eighteenth or early nineteenth century 

belonging to a family in Carter County, Tennessee, apple vinegar, chamomile, and wormwood or 

artemisia, all non-indigenous to North America, are combined with black snakeroot, senega 
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snakeroot, star root, and forty-five iron nails, all found or produced locally (including the iron 

nails), and baked in an iron oven for several days. The mixture is then strained, a bottle of rum 

and a pound of sugar added, and simmered another four days.116 

It is very difficult to demonstrate a direct relationship between the use of herbal 

medicines by Cherokees and by Euro-Americans or to prove that whites learned the use of 

particular plants from the Indians. Most early accounts of travelers in Cherokee country discuss 

the use of native plants and trees from the viewpoint of an observer. No records written by 

eighteenth or nineteenth-century pioneers give testimony to learning specific skills directly from 

the Cherokees. Establishing a clearly documented path of acquired skills is also difficult because 

many plant habitats are widespread across the South or the Alleghenies and plants were often 

used in the same manner by several indigenous groups. Most whites moving into Cherokee 

country previously lived in other regions formerly occupied by Indians and they may have 

acquired uses of specific plants from other tribes before moving into Cherokee country. Another 

difficulty is the use of oral tradition to pass down the use of herbal medicines and crafts from one 

Appalachian generation to the next and the inherent problems of possible corruption of tradition. 

Finally, there is the problem with identification of specific plants. The people of the eastern 

United States used very colorful names to describe the various plants that they found in the wild. 

Many plants, like star root, also known as devil’s bit or fairy wand, had multiple common names. 

Some settlers applied names of European origin to North American plants while importing the 

same plant from England or Europe. Subtle differences among related species also make 
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identification of specific plants from use of common names difficult. What is known is that both 

Native Americans and their European successors were creative in their use of indigenous flora to 

fill their construction, nutrition, and medicinal needs. When people of European descent moved 

into Cherokee country, they quickly found uses for the native flora. When the Cherokees moved 

to Indian Territory in present-day Arkansas and Oklahoma and had to leave many native plants 

behind, they quickly substituted similar plants to fulfill their needs.   

One of the most sacred medicinal plants found in the Southern Appalachians is ginseng. 

Ginseng once grew in the forests of northern China; however, most of these forests were 

destroyed over a thousand years ago, greatly reducing the natural range of wild ginseng and 

making it a valuable commodity centuries ago. The Chinese believed that ginseng increased 

potency and mental capacity and that roots that were especially wrinkled possessed the ability to 

transfer longevity to the person who ingested them.117 

Ginseng was first discovered in North America near Montreal by a French Jesuit priest. 

Other than the former great forests of northern China, the eastern mountain ranges of North 

America are the only environment in which wild ginseng can grow. Ginseng requires a deep, rich 

soil made from leaf litter and a shady, cool environment like that found in the Allegheny 

Mountains. Ginseng has been widely used in eastern North America for a panoply of conditions 

since the eighteenth century and is still used today. The Cherokees and other Southeastern Indian 

groups have used it for both its curative properties and in love medicine. Ethnologist James 

Mooney reported that Cherokee conjurors used ginseng to treat a number of unspecified diseases. 
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The Cherokee name for ginseng was atali guli, spelled otali igvli today, meaning “it climbs the 

mountain.” Ginseng was one of seven herbs that were used by Cherokee priests in the 

Cementation Festival, also referred to as the Physic Dance, held annually following the Great 

New Moon Festival. The Cementation Festival gave the men of the community an opportunity to 

show their loyalty to each other and to bond through a purification ritual. In addition to ginseng, 

white pine, evergreen briar, cedar, hemlock, heartleaf, and mistletoe, all evergreen plants except 

for ginseng, were used with the leaves and needles of the other plants in the purification ritual. 

As several of these plants became scarce, other plants became increasingly used in their stead, 

including willow roots, swamp dogwood roots, spruce pine, mountain birch bark, and perfume 

wood or A-ta-sv-ki bark.118 

      When William Bartram ventured into Cherokee country in 1775, he spotted the 

valuable ginseng plant several times. According to Bartram, the plant “appears plentifully on the 

North exposure of the hill, growing out of the rich mellow humid earth amongst the stones or 

fragments of rocks.” Bartram observed that ginseng had the fragrance and taste of anise seed and 

he noted that the plant was held “in high estimation with the Indians as well as white inhabitants, 

and sells at a great price to the Southern Indians of Florida, who dwell near the sea coast where 

this never grows spontaneously.” One afficianado of the plant, William Byrd, helped popularize 

its use and wrote that it “is of wonderful vertue in many cases, particularly to raise the spirits and 

promote perspiration, which makes it a specifick in colds and coughs . . . . I carry’d home this 
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Treasure, with as much Joy, as if every root had been the graft of the Tree of Life, and washt and 

dry’d it carefully.”119 

The plant was a valuable export from the British colonies. By 1770, over thirty-seven 

tons were shipped annually to China. After the Treaty of Paris was signed, the first American 

ship to trade with China, the Empress of China, sailed from New York with nearly thirty tons of 

ginseng harvested from the woods of Pennsylvania and western Virginia. The success of the 

voyage was widely reported in the American press when the ship returned in May 1785. John 

Jacob Astor began his trading empire in 1786 by buying ginseng root and shipping it to China.120 

In 1802, another traveler in the Southern Appalachians, Francois Andre Michaux, noted 

the abundance of ginseng in the mountains of Kentucky and Tennessee and made additional 

observations about its growth habit: “it grows in the declivities of mountains, in fresh and 

constantly shaded spots, where the soil is richest. A man can scarcely draw in one day more than 

eight or nine pounds of fresh roots, which are always less than an inch diameter, even after 

fifteen years of growth . . . .” Michaux further explained that the people of Appalachia 

commenced collection of ginseng in spring and only stopped at the beginning of winter.121 

Daniel Boone was just one of many Appalachian pioneers who attempted to tap into the 

riches of the global market by harvesting ginseng. During the fall and winter of 1787, for 

example, Boone hired several workers to dig ginseng and he also supplemented his larder by 

buying the valuable root from others. By the spring of 1788, Boone had accumulated 

approximately 12 to 15 tons of dried ginseng.  He and his son loaded the ginseng onto a keelboat 
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at Maysville, Kentucky and transported it up the Ohio River. Before reaching Pittsburgh, the 

boat suffered a mishap and was swamped with water. They dried the ginseng on the shore, raised 

the boat, and continued on the Monongahela River to a landing near Redstone, Pennsylvania 

where they moved their load to packhorses.  The Boones traveled overland to Hagerstown, 

Maryland, then pushed east to their destination of Philadelphia. On arrival, they learned that the 

price of ginseng had dropped and Boone lost money on his investment.122 

         William Holland Thomas, an important agent of the Cherokees in western North Carolina, 

engaged in a large and profitable trade in medicinal herbs collected from the mountains. He also 

operated a tannery at Quallatown, owned several stores, invested in several sawmills, traded in 

timber, and speculated in land. Thomas’s financial records show that he engaged in the ginseng 

trade. He built a ginseng house near his Quallatown store where he dried and processed the roots 

that he bought from the Cherokees who collected it in the mountains. In 1834, Thomas processed 

over 4,000 pounds of ginseng, most of which was sent to Philadelphia where it was shipped to 

markets in China. Other merchants in the area, including Bacchus Smith and Nimrod Jarrett, also 

dealt in the ginseng trade.123 

“Sangin,” as the locals referred to the collection of the ginseng root, became an important 

source of extra income for whites who lived in the Southern Appalachians and by the twentieth 

century the practice resulted in the near extinction of ginseng in the region. By 1830, the people 

of Cades Cove collected ginseng and brought the roots to Knoxville on a daily basis. The 

residents of the cove found ginseng to be a valuable supplemental source of income in years 
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when the chestnut crop — collected by the children of the community in the fall and brought to 

the Knoxville market — was poor.  Ginseng roots, which could be collected eight or nine months 

of the year, had a longer harvest season than chestnuts. The red berries of ginseng were often 

collected and buried to encourage new crops of the valuable plants.124 

In addition to ginseng, William Holland Thomas conducted a large trade in pinkroot 

(spigelia marilandia). Pinkroot, also called Indian pink, was used as a cure for worms and as a 

cough remedy. One native herbalist mixed an ounce of the root of the plant with a pint of water 

and prescribed a tablespoon to be taken with an unnamed laxative as needed. A Scottish-trained 

physician practicing in Charleston, South Carolina, Alexander Garden, is credited with 

popularizing pinkroot among the English colonists in the 1750s and creating a great demand for 

it. Demand continued for decades and Thomas was able to take advantage of the market for the 

root. In an unsigned letter found in Thomas’s records, a trader discusses three shipments of 

pinkroot from 1841 to 1843 to Thomas Barrett of Augusta totaling over two thousand pounds.125 

U. S. Census records for 1840 show that the total value of ginseng and “all other 

productions of the forest,” which would include pinkroot, totaled $526,580 for the entire United 

States. New York reported the largest values of wild herbs harvested with $143,332, followed by 

New Jersey with $65,075, Virginia with $49,654, North Carolina with $46,040, Kentucky with 

$34,510, and Maine with $32,271. Most of the other states reported income from wild herbs 

including Tennessee, Georgia, and Alabama. The figures for these three states, however, are 
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puzzling because they reported only $1,635, $155, and $4,281, respectively in wild herbs.  It is 

known that the Southern Appalachians had a thriving industry in ginseng and wild herbs 

collection at this time. The collection of herbal plants was a cottage industry, like the collection 

and sale of chestnuts and many other sources of supplemental income that southerners engaged 

in. It is possible, therefore, that few records were kept because sales were based on trade for 

another product or credit in a local store. Figures for ginseng and “all other productions of the 

forest” do not appear in the 1850 census.126 

 

Conclusion 

While Euro-Americans made immediate use of the flora and fauna they encountered in 

Cherokee country, there is no evidence that Euro-Americans were eyeing the vast reserves of 

timber in the Cherokee Nation for export in large volume to other states or the international 

market prior to 1838. The technology needed for transport had not yet been developed, and 

would not be for a number of years. However, interstate and international markets for medicinal 

herbs and maple syrup from the Cherokee mountains did exist and were seamlessly acquired 

when whites moved in to newly ceded lands. Euro-Americans were always seeking new business 

opportunities and had coveted Cherokee lands for decades. By the early nineteenth century, the 

rich floral diversity of the Cherokee lands was well-known outside the Nation, thanks to a well-

established trade in ginseng and other herbs, travelling journalists like Bartram, missionaries, and 

many other sources. The Cherokees had also indirectly advertised opportunities to develop their 

timber resources by bragging about the establishment of grist, saw, and powder mills in the 
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Phoenix, in reports to Washington about Cherokee progress, and by bringing in skilled craftsmen 

to develop their timber-dependent industries. The lands belonging to the Cherokees were 

attractive to Euro-Americans not just for the opportunity to raise corn, but also for the vast 

wealth of their floral resources. 

The letters and records of rich white male elites dated before removal do not contain 

direct references to the vast timber resources of the Cherokee Nation nor are they discussed in 

Congressional debates or newspapers. Conflicts over stands of timber do not appear in military 

or other records of treaty negotiations and rights to timber do not appear in the texts of treaties. 

But this does not mean that these resources were not coveted by Euro-Americans. Healthy stands 

of trees were required for the construction of cabins, barns, corn cribs, gristmills, sawmills, 

fences, and all the other improvements which white settlers made immediately after moving into 

Cherokee lands. Like the rich lands coveted by non-elites to grow corn and wheat, the timber and 

other flora of the Southern Appalachians attracted thousands of whites to Cherokees’ lands and 

contributed to the eventual removal of the tribe.     
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Chapter III 

 

Saltpeter, Iron, Gold, and other Mineral Riches   

 

 
Introduction 

 
In July 1830, at the request of Principal Chief John Ross, the General Council held a 

special meeting to address the latest crisis facing the Cherokee Nation. Ross opened the council 

with the following remarks: “The constituted authorities of Georgia having assumed the power to 

exercise sovereign jurisdiction over a large portion of our Territory, and our Political Father, the 

Chief Magistrate of the United States, having declared that he possesses no power to oppose, or 

interfere with Georgia in this matter, our relations with the United States are placed in a strange 

dilemma. The grave aspect of this picture calls for your calm and serious reflections. I have 

therefore deemed it my incumbent duty, on this extraordinary occasion, to convene the General 

Council of the Cherokee Nation.”127 

The meeting was held at the Cherokee capitol of New Echota, a short distance from the 

heart of the Georgia gold mine region. During the six-day meeting, Ross and other leaders 

discussed recent events in the Cherokee Nation revolving around the influx of thousands of gold 

seekers who had set up shanty towns and begun primitive gold mining operations. The 

Cherokees appealed to the federal government to eject the intruders and the United States sent 

troops to protect Cherokee lands. Georgia Governor George Gilmer responded by declaring that 

all lands in Cherokee Georgia belonged to the state, including the mines. Jackson quickly put an 

                                                 
127 John Ross, “Message to the General Council”, circa 10 July 1830, in Moulton, The Papers of 

Chief John Ross, 190. 
 



 111 

end to the question of federal intervention by declaring that Georgia, not the Cherokees or the 

United States, possessed sovereignty over the Cherokee lands and the gold mines.  

The events of 1830, in which the Cherokees lost control of their gold region, reversed the 

progress that the Cherokees had made in the last one hundred years in learning how to control 

European access to their mineral riches. Gold was not the first mineral in Cherokee country to 

cause friction between Europeans and the Cherokees. The Cherokee Nation possessed many 

minerals that were essential to daily life or provided a source of income for both Native 

American and white settlers. The minerals targeted for exploitation by Europeans varied over 

time and as events, such as the War of 1812, created a demand for those resources. The types of 

people seeking to control Cherokee minerals also varied, from English tradesmen to subsistence 

farmers and land speculators to elite southern planters. Ultimately, the ability of the Cherokees to 

control access to their mineral resources depended on whether all parties agreed on which 

entities legitimately controlled those resources. 

 

Kaolin 

One of the earliest documented efforts by Europeans to extract minerals from Cherokee 

country involved white clay. In the 1730s, Andrew Duche, a Quaker from Pennsylvania, 

established a pottery in Charleston, South Carolina that manufactured products similar to his 

father’s pottery in Philadelphia. After honing his craft for five years in Charleston, he moved to 

New Windsor, South Carolina where he subsequently met and befriended Roger Lacey, the agent 

to the Cherokees. In 1737, at the behest of his friend Lacey, Duche moved to Savannah where he 

began experimenting with the production of porcelain. It is not clear if Duche used Cherokee 
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clay from the beginning of his porcelain-making career. However, by the time he moved to 

Savannah, he was importing it from Cherokee territory. News of the quality of the Cherokees’ 

white clay, or kaolin, reached England in the mid-eighteenth century. English manufacturers, 

including Staffordshire potter Josiah Wedgwood, worried that they might lose sales of exports to 

the American colonies because of the availability of the high quality Cherokee clay that was 

being used in the new American porcelain industry. It is possible that Duche shipped the first 

load of Cherokee kaolin to England about 1744 to the owners of a porcelain factory in London 

who were fellow Quakers. Cherokee kaolin continued to be used in porcelain making in England 

for several years. In 1766, Wedgwood became interested in securing Cherokee clay for his 

factory and sent an agent, Thomas Griffiths, to acquire several tons to be shipped back to 

England. Griffiths landed in Charleston and set out for the Cherokee village of Ayoree, near 

present day Iotla, North Carolina. Ayoree, also listed on eighteenth-century maps as Hyoree, was 

a town of about 100 warriors and was part of the group of Middle Towns. In December 1766, 

Griffiths discovered the old clay pit at Ayoree and began to clear out an accumulation of brush. 

On the fourth day of working the pit, the headmen of Ayoree arrested Griffiths for trespassing. 

The Englishman negotiated his release by agreeing to pay a price of 500 pounds of leather for 

each ton of kaolin that he removed. With the Cherokees’ blessing, Griffiths hauled five tons of 

clay on packhorses to Fort Prince George where he moved the clay to wagons destined for 

Charleston and ultimately England. At his factory in Staffordshire, Wedgwood used the 

Cherokee clay to produce gems, cameos, and jasperware. In 1775, he began to lose interest in 
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Cherokee clay because he found an alternate source of clay in Cornwall and by the end of the 

1780s, kaolin shipments to England had ceased.128  

The Cherokees did not perceive Griffith’s trespass onto their lands as a serious problem; 

the intrusion involved only a limited number of Europeans and the Cherokees clearly 

outnumbered the miners. The Cherokees quickly gained control of the situation and were able to 

negotiate a price that satisfied both parties. Future problems with mineral-seeking Europeans, 

however, involved greater numbers of people as white settlements drew nearer to the Cherokees, 

which in turn caused an increasing white demand for access to Cherokee minerals. Problems 

caused by this influx of whites seeking minerals became more difficult for either side to control, 

and therefore increased the severity of the threat to the Cherokees. As explained in the following 

pages of this chapter, the Cherokees developed a variety of methods for dealing with white 

miners as threats to their lands and national security increased.  

 

Salt 

Salt was a staple of early American life because of its use in the preservation of meat. 

Pioneers who moved into new areas west of the Alleghenies often brought salt with them to 

ensure that they had an ample supply to tide them over until they could find a local source in 

their new, unfamiliar environment. Many settlers of Scots-Irish and German descent who made 
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their way down the Great Wagon Road of Virginia into Tennessee or ventured into Kentucky 

through the Cumberland Gap brought salt from the Kanawha Valley of Virginia (now West 

Virginia).  Europeans had known about the Great Buffalo lick in the Kanawha River Valley since 

they first ventured into the area sometime in the mid-eighteenth century. They found pottery and 

primitive salt wells that had been abandoned, indicating that Indians had actively mined the area. 

In fact, the Cherokees, Shawnees, Tuscaroras, Iroquois, and Delawares had all used the area as a 

source of salt. The Cherokees claimed lands west of the Kanawha River and were upset when 

they were left out of negotiations at the Treaty of Fort Stanwix in 1768 when the British obtained 

land cessions from the Six Nations. In an effort to preserve Cherokee friendship, a new line 

defining the western limit of Anglo settlement was set at the Treaty of Lochaber in 1770. This 

new treaty allowed white settlement in the saline district of the Kanawha while protecting the 

Cherokee hunting grounds in Kentucky from settlement for a few more years.129 

The first white efforts to develop the Kanawha salt deposits into an industry began in 

1797 when Elisha Brooks leased land by the river and sank three hollow sycamore trees into the 

ground. The trunks acted as wells to access the salty brine beneath the ground. Brooks produced 

150 pounds (three bushels) of salt per day by boiling the brine in kettles. Other settlers in the 

area developed innovative methods of extracting the salt and by 1810 Kanawha had become a 

mecca for salt production with sixteen small salt producers located along the banks of the river. 

Several of these salt manufacturers shipped salt to Nashville and to markets along the Tennessee 
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River. Kanawha salt production was further boosted by the War of 1812 when imports of salt 

from Liverpool were blocked.130 

Saline springs were common in the Cherokee homelands. Cherokees as well as white 

settlers boiled the water to make salt and then filled tree trunks with the crystals to feed their 

horses and cattle. These homemade mangers, called lick logs, provided the name of the Cherokee 

village of Lick Log, Georgia. Salt was also used in indigenous barter systems and in trade with 

European immigrants.131 

Middle Tennessee contained several large salt springs which were used by wildlife, 

Native Americans, and Euro-Americans, and the licks became the destination of many of Middle 

Tennessee’s earliest settlers. Anglo-American hunters had followed buffalo and other wildlife to 

these sites in the 1760s and 1770s, became familiar with the area, and returned in the late 1770s 

and 1780s to establish settlements. For example, James Robertson, who emigrated from the 

Watauga settlements in 1779–1780, settled at French Lick, at present-day Nashville, one of the 

best salt springs on the Cumberland River.  Other early settlements were established at Bledsoe’s 

Lick, Johnson’s Lick, and Mansker’s Lick. The region did not contain permanent Cherokee 

villages, but the Cherokees did set up winter hunting camps there. The Chickasaws, Creeks, 

Shawnees, and Delawares also hunted in the area and were upset when whites erected stockaded 

villages and took control of their salt springs. Small raiding parties of Indians began attacking the 

settlers around Nashborough (renamed Nashville in 1784) beginning in 1780.  The Chickamauga 

Cherokees were among the most persistent. In April 1780, for example, they drew James 
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Robertson and many of his men out of Fort Nashborough and into an ambush. Robertson’s 

militia probably would have suffered greater losses had the people inside the fort not released 

dogs and the Chickamaugans not been distracted by runaway horses.132 

Conflict over the Cumberland settlements continued well into the last decade of the 

century. At a Cherokee meeting at Oostenaula in the Cherokee Nation in 1792, Little Turkey, 

one of the most influential leaders at the time, complained of white intrusions on the Cumberland 

and voiced the opinion that whites were illegal intruders on lands that the Cherokees, 

Chickasaws, and Creeks continued to use as a hunting ground. In June 1792, Robertson and his 

son were both shot by unidentified Indians on the family plantation in a challenge to white 

claims of land ownership. The elder Robertson was shot through both arms while the son was 

wounded in his thigh. Both recovered, but another of Robertson’s sons was killed by Indians two 

years later.133 

 The cost of defense of the Cumberland and other frontier settlements in the old 

Southwest concerned Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson. In 1792, he wrote that “the U.S. 

find[s] an Indian war too serious a thing, to risk incurring one merely to gratify a few intruders 

with settlements which are to cost the other inhabitants of the U. S. a thousand times their value 

in taxes for carrying on the war they produce.” Jefferson and other government officials urged 
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Cherokees, Chickasaws, and Choctaws to meet at Nashborough in an attempt to end hostilities. 

The meeting, however, was unsuccessful and hostilities continued.134  

In 1794, concerns over “Banditti Indian” threats to the Cumberland settlements caused 

Secretary of War Henry Knox to call a force of militia into service to protect Davidson and 

Sumner counties and transportation routes to the settlements. Knox also sent six howitzers, one 

hundred rounds of ammunition for each, and two hundred old muskets that were in need of 

repair. Despite the accumulated force and protection, depredations continued. Frustrated citizens 

of the Territory South of the River Ohio addressed a memorial to the House of Representatives 

urging the use of force against the Cherokees and Creeks: “Fear, not love, is the only means by 

which Indians can be governed; and until they in turn are made to feel the horrors of war, they 

will not know the value of peace . . . .” It was not until after the 1805 treaty of Tellico 

Blockhouse established a land cession connecting the Washington and Mero districts of 

Tennessee that the Cumberland settlements began to feel secure. Until then, the settlements 

around the salt licks on the Cumberland were isolated from the rest of Tennessee and vulnerable 

to attack. (The 1805 treaty will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter.)135 

Although salt springs were fairly common in Tennessee, they were smaller than those at 

Kanawha and the brines were weaker. This meant that more salt brine was processed to obtain 

the same number of bushels.  The size of the salt springs, coupled with primitive methods used in 
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production and cost of transportation, prevented large scale salt operations like those in Kanawha 

from evolving in Tennessee. The demand for salt varied depending on factors like the growth of 

populations, interruptions in transportation caused by outbreaks of hostilities between whites and 

Indians, and the growth of the livestock industry, but the demand for salt often outweighed local 

production and required salt to be imported into Tennessee from Kentucky and Virginia. Salt 

importation reached a peak in the 1830s when the thriving livestock industry in the Knoxville 

area required large quantities of salt for meat preservation. Despite the fact that settlements in 

Middle Tennessee grew up around salt licks, salt often had to be imported into Middle Tennessee 

as well. For example, John Coffee, a nephew-in-law of Andrew Jackson, brought salt and lead to 

Middle Tennessee from the Illinois country by way of the Cumberland River. The demand for 

salt and salted meat in the South also increased in the 1820s and 1830s thanks to a series of 

Indian removals. Detachments of emigrating Indians were supplied with large amounts of salted 

pork, beef, bacon, and lesser quantities of salt.136 

When salt was scarce, alternatives were found for preserving meat. White Americans 

rubbed unrefined sugar or brown molasses on meat to preserve it. Coarse sugar or molasses, 

water, and sometimes saltpeter could be mixed with salt to reduce the amount of salt needed to 

preserve meat. Cherokees created a substitute for salt by collecting moss from the bottom of 

streams, drying it, and then burning it. The ashes were leached and the lye boiled until it reached 

the consistency of bar soap, and was then used to preserve meats and other foods. By 1810, 

people in some regions of the United States and most of Canada froze meats in winter. By the 
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1820s, fish was packed in snow, a practice referred to as “salting in snow.” In the warmer 

months, underground icehouses constructed of logs and thatch were used to store meat.137 

By the late eighteenth century, European contact had changed many traditional Cherokee 

social and subsistence practices, which affected the management of the Nation’s salt supplies. 

Cherokees had begun to establish individual farms and more dispersed settlements, changes 

accompanied by a shift from clan and town management of shared resources such as communal 

salt springs to more emphasis on private control of resources existing on individual farms. These 

developments, along with the influx of Euro-Americans into the Nation, created a need to 

establish new guidelines. Competition for salt wells and other resources such as saltpeter caves 

required increased supervision from the National Council to prevent and settle disputes. 

Industries like salt production that provided a source of income were regulated when they were 

not for personal use. Cherokee citizens were free to dig for salt near their own homes; however, 

the establishment of a salt well on public property required special permission from the National 

Council and National Committee. In 1824, the Cherokees adopted a law that prohibited the 

digging of new salt wells within a half mile of any such well already sanctioned by the 

government.138 

 

Saltpeter 

Native Americans have mined North American caves for hundreds of years. 

Archaeological work at Mammoth Cave and Salts Cave in Mammoth Cave National Park in 
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south central Kentucky has revealed that indigenous people found several types of minerals 

worth removing from the ceiling and walls of those caves. Early people mined great quantities of 

gypsum, leading well-known cave archaeologist Patty Jo Watson to believe that it was traded 

outside the immediate area. Indigenous peoples may also have used gypsum to make plaster or 

paint and for ceremonial purposes that utilized its supposed supernatural properties. Mirabilite 

and epsomite, both cathartic salts or purgatives, were mined by Native Americans and mirabilite 

may have been used as a seasoning in lieu of salt.139 

As the boundaries of the frontier reached the Allegheny Mountains in the mid-eighteenth 

century, people of European descent began mining former Indian caves.  Old eighteenth and 

nineteenth-century saltpeter mines can be found in mountain caves ranging from Pennsylvania to 

Alabama. Kentucky, which was claimed by the Cherokees and formed from several land 

cessions in the 1770s and 1780s, contained some of the richest deposits of nitrates. Salts Cave 

and Mammoth Cave are the best known of the Kentucky saltpeter caves and both were mined 

during the War of 1812. Approximately seventy caves in East Tennessee have been identified as 

having been mined for saltpeter at one time or another. Marion County on the Alabama border 

sits on land ceded by the Cherokees in 1817, 1819, and 1835 and, at nine, claims the largest 

number of known saltpeter caves. Claiborne County, on land ceded by the Cherokees in the late 

eighteenth century, and Sullivan County, on land ceded by the Cherokees in the 1770s, each has 
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over a half-dozen saltpeter caves. Graffiti in a saltpeter cave in Claiborne County dates white 

exploration of that cave to as early as June 1797.140 

Saltpeter was processed to produce potassium nitrate, the main ingredient in gunpowder. 

It made up 75% of the ingredients, while sulphur and charcoal represented 15% and 10%, 

respectively. The skills involved in processing saltpeter were brought from Europe by emigrants 

and imperial military forces. Most eighteenth and early nineteenth-century saltpeter works were 

small operations involving only one or two people. Caves were mined irregularly and saltpeter 

processed as needed or in winter when operations did not interfere with farming. The resulting 

gunpowder might be sold in small quantities in stores, used in trade, or used for personal 

consumption. During years when America was at war, including the years 1775–81, 1812–15, 

and 1861–65, demand for saltpeter increased and small partnerships were formed to expand 

operations.141 

The first gunpowder mill in Tennessee, owned by Mary McKeehan Patton, was in 

operation by 1777 in what is now Carter County in the northeast part of the state. Gunpowder 

from Patton’s mill was used to supply the Overmountain Men at their victory at King’s Mountain 

in 1780. By the mid-1790s, a small industry in saltpeter mining had developed in East Tennessee 

and continued to grow for two more decades. Some saltpeter was mined and processed into 

gunpowder to be sold locally by merchants in growing towns. In 1792, for example, Knoxville 

merchant Charles McClung advertised locally manufactured gunpowder for sale, and in 1796, 
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James Ore announced that he wished to purchase saltpeter for two shillings per pound to sell at 

his store on German Creek. Local works also produced powder for more distant markets. In 

1804, Jedidiah Morse wrote in his American Gazetteer that as early as 1796, Tennessee had 

produced several tons of saltpeter which were shipped to Atlantic markets. By 1806, four powder 

mills in Kingsport, Tennessee were producing large quantities of gunpowder and by 1810, 

Carter, Sullivan, Washington, Greene, Cocke, Jefferson, Granger, Campbell, Blount, Roane, and 

Rhea, all counties in East Tennessee that had belonged to the Cherokees, were producing 

gunpowder.142 

The presence of a saltpeter cave on a parcel of land made that property more valuable. In 

1797, a land speculator from North Carolina, William Tyrell, advertised land in present-day 

Roane County for sale in the Knoxville Gazette. The advertisement touted a saltpeter cave and a 

big spring on the property. Another saltpeter cave, in Fountain City in Knox County, was owned 

by John Adair, who established a fort and trading post in the late 1780s. Graffiti in the cave dates 

to 1801, 1809, and 1819, and it is probable that Adair used the cave to mine saltpeter for 

personal consumption, though he may have also sold small quantities in his trading post.143 

In 1802, Cherokee federal agent Return J. Meigs reported to Secretary of War Henry 

Dearborn that Cherokee territory contained a number of saltpeter caves and that the Cherokees 

wanted to obtain someone of European descent who could set up a gunpowder mill. The 

Cherokees planned to allow the manufacturer to sell the powder that he produced, but with the 

understanding that the Cherokees would be given a portion in consideration for allowing him to 
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mine their caves. This marked the beginning of the practice of bringing in people of European 

heritage to set up saltpeter mining operations and gunpowder mills in Cherokee territory. As part 

of the federal civilization program, the Cherokees were encouraged to use white expertise in 

agriculture, education, and various technologies and industries to aid them in their adjustment to 

the white man’s world. The Cherokees had to give permission for white experts to enter their 

country and begin mining or milling operations and the Cherokee agent, in this case Meigs, 

would decide if the whites were of good character. If they met with Meigs’s approval, he would 

issue a passport to them and any slaves they brought as laborers. At least a dozen mines in the 

Cherokee Nation in the present states of Georgia, Alabama, and Tennessee were mined by whites 

with Cherokee permission.144 

In late 1801, Joseph Reed, formerly of South Carolina and a veteran of the Battle of 

King’s Mountain, traveled from his home in Grainger County, Tennessee to Nickajack cave in 

present-day Marion County, Tennessee to extract saltpeter. Reed worked the cave for some time 

but ran into financial problems and had to end his operations. Two years later, James Ore, who 

had been looking for saltpeter to sell in his store at German Creek, received permission from the 

Cherokees to resume operations at Nickajack after Reed’s venture failed. Ore was a militia 

leader who led a series of brutal attacks on the Cherokee Lower Towns in 1794 which led to the 

defeat of Chickamaugan leaders Doublehead, Bloody Fellow, and John Watts. Ore may have 

become aware of Nickajack cave as a result of his expedition against the Chickamauga Indians. 

Ore and four others obtained permission to mine the Nickajack cave and Sauta cave, near 

present-day Scottsboro, Alabama. Their efforts were more profitable than Reed’s and in the 
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spring of 1804, the Cherokee National Council decided that after Ore had paid off Reed’s debts 

to the Nation and had operated the mine at Nickajack five years, then Ore should begin to pay 

the Cherokees two hundred pounds of gunpowder each year. From 1804 to December of 1809, 

Ore produced over 60,000 pounds of powder.145 

While Ore’s Nickajack and Sauta operations were the largest saltpeter works in Cherokee 

country, the Cherokees continued to lease other caves for whites to mine. In 1804, the Cherokee 

National Council gave William Woodward permission to continue working a saltpeter cave near 

Chickamauga Creek, at present-day Chattanooga, on the condition that he pay two hundred 

pounds of powder annually to the Cherokees. The Council also leased a cave near Tellico, 

Tennessee for five years. This cave, near the northern boundary of the Nation, was otherwise 

being pilfered by whites who carried soil away to be made into gunpowder. In 1809, Agent 

Return J. Meigs published the results of a survey of the Cherokee Nation that reported three 

saltpeter mines and two gun powder mills there.146 

Beginning in 1807 with the Embargo Act, national events placed an increased demand on 

saltpeter. A shortage of saltpeter caused by the Embargo Act, the Nonintercourse Act of 1809, 

and the declaration of war against Britain in 1812 resulted in a five-fold increase in the price of 

saltpeter. Spurred by the price increases, people in southern mountain states from Virginia to 

Alabama sought opportunities to engage in saltpeter mining. The greatest concentration of 

miners in the Cherokee Nation during the War of 1812 was in northern Alabama, although the 

passports for men seeking work in Cherokee country also reflect an increased interest in 
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Tennessee mines where workers headed to saltpeter caves in Monroe County and at Nickajack. 

And in 1813, a United States Senator, Charles Tait of Georgia, sought permission for his 

employee, a Mr. Thompson, to work two caves above Ditto’s Landing in Mississippi Territory 

(present-day Huntsville, Alabama).147 

In December 1812, the missionaries at Springplace recorded the arrival from Philadelphia 

of James Cogan Warren, who was seeking to negotiate with the Cherokees for permission to 

establish a saltpeter mine at a cave in the Cherokee Nation. It is not clear if Warren was 

successful in his attempts to establish a powder works, but he evidently settled in the Southeast 

because he turns up in the historical record in 1814 at Fort Jackson in Creek Territory where he 

is responsible for provisioning friendly Creeks with beef. Warren wrote a report to General 

Jackson describing the movements of Creek leaders Talisee Tixico and Expocokoke Harjo. He 

also advised Jackson that he believed some of the Creeks who had fled to Pensacola might defect 

to the Americans.148 

In 1813, Return J. Meigs was drawn into several disputes over the ownership of saltpeter 

caves on or near the Tennessee River. One of these disputes involved a cave located south of the 

Elk River near its head, and was sparked when a man named Wilson, who wanted to work the 

cave, sought clarification of the location of the Cherokee border. The dispute centered on the 
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question of whether the cave was situated on Cherokee land or land governed by the state of 

Tennessee.  The parties ultimately decided that the cave did sit on Cherokee territory.149 

Another controversy centered around a saltpeter cave a mile from the mouth of the Elk 

River near the Muscle Shoals. The cave was on land claimed by Chickamauga leader 

Doublehead. With the aid of Georgia Congressman William W. Bibb, who became the first 

Governor of the state of Alabama in 1819, a man named Le Roy Pope of Madison County, 

Mississippi Territory (now Alabama) received permission from Secretary of War William Eustis 

to work the saltpeter cave belonging to Doublehead. John Walker and John Lowrey, two 

prominent Cherokee leaders, with the assistance of Colonel Gideon Morgan, Jr., received 

permission from the Cherokee Nation to work the same mine. A third party, a company formed 

by John Strother, John Reid, and John Davidson, received permission from the Chickasaw 

Nation to work the mine. To settle the dispute, Meigs referred to an agreement reached between 

the United States and the Cherokees on January 7, 1806 which Meigs interpreted as having 

granted rights to the land in dispute to both the Cherokees and Chickasaws. Meigs decided to 

give permission to both Pope and the Walker-Lowrey interests to mine the cave because one had 

received permission from the Secretary of War and the others had received permission from the 

Cherokees. Meigs also cited the fact that the Cherokees had occupied the area long before the 

United States acknowledged the Chickasaw claim in 1806. Meigs’s denial of permission to 

Strother was only temporary pending his belief that the United Sates would “do them [the 

Chickasaws] justice, and eventually settle the rights to them or the Cherokees perfectly 

satisfactorily to each party.” Walker wrote to Meigs to protest the decision and to refuse to 
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partner with Colonel Pope. Walker argued that the Secretary of War had no legal right to grant 

Pope access to the mine: he likened the situation to Eustis authorizing “Col. Pope to take my 

house and plantation.”  Three months later, Meigs received a letter from prominent Chickasaw 

leader George Colbert stating that after Pope received permission from the Secretary of War to 

work the mine, Pope approached Colbert at his horse farm to get permission from the 

Chickasaws. Colbert advised Pope that he could not authorize the mining operation; Pope had to 

get permission from the headmen of the Chickasaw Nation. Colbert told Meigs that he did not 

believe that Pope had gone to the Chickasaw headmen. Still hoping to obtain permission to mine 

the cave, Strother’s group sent its agent, John Henry Eaton, who later served as Andrew 

Jackson’s Secretary of War from 1829 to 1831, to the cave but was denied permission to dig by 

an officer at nearby Fort Hampton. It is not clear exactly who ended up working the cave or for 

how long. Some records suggest the possibility that Pope may have worked the cave for a few 

months. The Walker party began operations at the cave but apparently abandoned it in the latter 

part of 1813 in order to fight in the Creek War.150 

As suggested above, these disputes often drew white miners into Cherokee political and 

legal affairs. The same occurred in 1822, when saltpeter mine owner Captain James Reed 

became involved in a crisis in the Cherokee Nation that lasted for several years. The Creek Path 

conspiracy began in 1820 when a group of leaders from the Cherokee village of Creek Path in 

Alabama went to see Andrew Jackson while he was treating with the Choctaws. The purpose of 
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the visit, which was not sanctioned by Cherokee national leaders, was to request that their lands 

be set aside as reserves so that the National Council could not cede their lands in an attempt to 

guarantee the permanence of other lands belonging to the Cherokees. The Creek Path leaders 

hoped to sell their reserves to white settlers and use the money to finance their emigration to 

Arkansas. Whites, like James Reed, who leased mines and other land in the Cherokee Nation, 

encouraged the actions of the Creek Path leaders because they hoped to acquire ownership of the 

property that they leased. The Creek Path leaders sent Captain Reed to meet with Tennessee 

Governor William Carroll to encourage him to use his contacts in Congress to allow them to sell 

1.25 million acres in northeast Alabama and Tennessee in defiance of the Cherokee National 

Council and of nationalist leaders like John Ross and Charles Hicks, who did not plan to cede 

any Cherokee lands to the government. By this time, the Cherokees had passed laws preventing 

the sale of any Cherokee lands to non-citizens. Jackson, who supported the efforts of any Indians 

who wished to emigrate west of the Mississippi, convinced them to get the signature of Cherokee 

Principal Chief Pathkiller. When the National Council learned of the conspiracy, it insisted that 

Pathkiller’s mark had been forged and indicted several prominent Creek Path leaders, including 

George Guess, also known as Sequoyah. After their plot was exposed, the Creek Path leaders 

continued to communicate with Jackson and Carroll directly and through emissaries like saltpeter 

mine owner James Reed. Their efforts were unfruitful because Secretary of War John C. Calhoun 

and President James Monroe insisted on dealing only with Cherokee national leaders on land 

cessions. Several of the Creek Path leaders, including George Guess, did emigrate but without 

the opportunity of selling their lands.151  
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The 1840 census does not report amounts of saltpeter mined, only the number of 

gunpowder mills and pounds of gunpowder produced. In less industrially advanced regions like 

the South in 1840, saltpeter was often converted to gunpowder closer to where it was mined than 

in more industrialized regions like the North. But southern saltpeter was also being shipped to 

northern powder mills. Although gunpowder manufacturing figures cannot accurately reflect the 

amount of saltpeter being mined in an area, it is one of the few sources that allows us to get a feel 

for the demand for saltpeter in the South. By 1840, the demand for gunpowder had decreased and 

as a result the number of gunpowder mills and saltpeter mines in the South dropped. Neither 

Georgia nor Alabama reported any powder mills in the 1840 U. S. census, and North Carolina 

reported just one powder mill and only 200 pounds of gunpowder manufactured. The mill was 

located in Surry County in western North Carolina on the Virginia border. These low figures 

may, in part, reflect problems in gathering data for the manufactures census rather than total 

cessation of production. Tennessee reported ten powder mills and 10,333 pounds of gunpowder 

manufactured. Six of the mills, which reported 8,233 pounds, were located in East Tennessee in 

the counties of Campbell, Carter, Claiborne, Jefferson, and Sullivan. The remaining four mills 

were located in Middle Tennessee in the counties of Giles, Overton, and Warren. While the 

Cherokees had claimed all of these Tennessee lands at one time, none of the counties still 
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producing saltpeter in 1840 were located on lands within the 1819 boundaries of the Cherokee 

Nation. Kentucky reported eleven powder mills and 282,500 pounds of gunpowder produced. 

Even these numbers are small when compared to the figures reported by the leaders in the 

industry: Massachusetts reported 14 powder mills and 2,315,215 pounds of gunpowder 

manufactured, while Delaware reported 2,100,000 pounds produced in twenty-seven powder 

mills. New York and Pennsylvania each reported over one million pounds of gunpowder 

produced. These higher figures for gunpowder manufacturing in the North reflect the faster rate 

of industrialization of that region and advances in production. One example is the rapid rise of 

the Dupont gunpowder plant near Wilmington, Delaware, that adopted techniques for improved 

powder manufacturing from France. Gunpowder operations in the rural areas of the South 

remained small and primitive and had difficulty in keeping pace with northern producers. 

Despite declining production in the South, a new saltpeter operation at Alum Cave Bluff in what 

is now the Great Smoky Mountains National Park began in 1841. In 1850, the only mill reported 

in operation in Tennessee was located west of Nashville. Many of the caves in the Cherokee 

Nation, such as Nickajack and Sauta, that had once been mined but had fallen silent by the 1840s 

were reopened at the onset of the Civil War.152
 

 

Iron 

During the eighteenth century, wildlife, Indians, and travelers were drawn to a springs at 

the base of Whitaker Mountain in what is today Cherokee County, South Carolina. The springs 
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were the only source of water between the mountain and the Broad River and were on a well-

traveled route, known as the Virginia Trail, used by Carolina settlers to drive their cattle to 

Philadelphia. The area was ceded by the Cherokees to the British Crown in 1755, but it remained 

sparsely settled until after the American Revolution. The reputation of the limestone springs 

began to grow sometime before the Revolution as travelers recognized the healing powers of the 

springs. Thanks to travelers on the Virginia Trail and visitors to the limestone springs, the area 

also became known for its beds of iron. Before the American Revolution, several small iron 

works were built along streams near the site of present-day Blacksburg. The availability of 

limestone, water power, and timber, all three important ingredients in the manufacture of iron 

products, contributed to the growth of the iron business in the area. By 1810, at least three forges 

had been built in Cherokee County. Because of the demand for iron and lead during the War of 

1812, the number of iron foundries quickly reached six and two lead mines and two shot towers 

were placed in operation. By the 1820s, the area became known as the “Old Iron District” and 

had attracted the attention of several Low Country investors who wanted to buy lands and 

mineral rights for lands that were not available for purchase. The Limestone Springs, which 

produced a vital ingredient for the manufacture of iron, were also developed as a resort in the 

1830s.153 

 The iron deposits found in Cherokee County, South Carolina are not unique in the 

Southern Appalachians; iron can be found throughout the mountains. In the eighteenth century 

and the early nineteenth century, the Great Smoky Mountains were called the Great Iron 

Mountains. Because of the abundance of iron deposits, limestone, and timber in the region, the 
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mining and production of pig iron was an important commercial practice in the Southern 

Appalachians in the first half of the nineteenth century.154 

Iron products were a critical part of everyday life for Euro-Americans. When whites first 

moved into former Cherokee lands, they brought as many iron tools and utensils as they could fit 

in their wagon or pack on their horse. But poor roads and transportation problems, combined 

with the abundance of iron in the region, often made it cheaper for settlers to develop local iron 

mines and blacksmith shops to make nails, hoes, bands for wheels and casks, horseshoes, guns, 

and other necessities than to freight them in from a distance. Forges developed across the South, 

but especially in the foothills of the Southern Appalachians. These local forges produced large 

quantities of bar iron which was used as a medium of exchange in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. Some blacksmiths used it to pay their apprentices and it was also used to 

pay farm workers. In 1803, for example, Michael Swingle of Carter County, Tennessee paid off 

some notes using bars of iron. Other citizens of Carter County used it to buy horses, purchase 

land, and pay store accounts.155 

The first known ironworks in Tennessee, King’s Iron, was established in 1784, seven 

years after the land on which it was established was ceded by the Cherokees. The ironworks was 

located in present-day Sullivan County. Other ironworks quickly followed in the area. The first 

ironworks in Carter County, also created from lands ceded in 1777, was built around 1792. The 

area is blessed with all the raw materials used in iron manufacture, including iron ore, timber, 

water power, and limestone. The state of North Carolina assisted in the development of the iron 
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industry (this region was then still part of North Carolina) by passing an act in 1788 that allowed 

ironworks owners to apply for 3,000 acres of state land. After the applicant filed his request, the 

county court condemned the land and declared it unfit for cultivation. The applicant had three 

years to establish his ironworks and produce 5,000 pounds of iron or the land reverted to the 

state. The land was also exempted from taxation for ten years. The county’s iron industry grew 

quickly and by 1836 led the region in iron production. The 1840 census for Carter County 

reported three iron furnaces and eight forges. Johnson County, which until 1836 was part of 

Carter County, reported one furnace and nineteen forges. Because of problems with reporting of 

manufactures in the 1840 census, these figures are probably low.156 

When the Territory South of the River Ohio was formed in 1790, North Carolina laws 

automatically became the governing laws of the new territory. Several settlers in the territory, 

including Landon Carter, took advantage of the law when they registered 3,000 acres of land on 

the Doe River in northeast Tennessee as iron land. The North Carolina law which provided 

condemned land to build ironworks also provided a model for the Tennessee General Assembly. 

In 1809, Tennessee passed a similar law that allowed ironmakers two years to get their 

businesses running. The land was tax exempt for ninety-nine years. Another bill to spur the 

industry had been proposed under the territorial government in 1794 to exempt iron producers 

from military service, but the bill was not approved by the U. S. House of Representatives.157 

By the 1790s, many ironworks in Tennessee produced enough iron bars to begin shipping 

them to distant markets. Knoxville had become a port for the shipment of bar iron to Natchez and 
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New Orleans. Cumberland Furnace, established in 1797 in Middle Tennessee by James 

Robertson and later purchased by Montgomery Bell, produced large quantities of iron bars and 

castings. Bell shipped boatloads of iron products to New Orleans, Natchez, and Nashville. Land 

speculator and Virginia merchant David Ross built an ironworks on the North Fork of the 

Holston River about 1789 in Hawkins County and began shipping iron products to Natchez and 

New Orleans. James and Robert Gillespie, owners of one of the earliest ironworks in Blount 

County, also sent their iron down the Tennessee River.158 

Demand for iron caused some whites to look in the direction of the Cherokee Nation. In 

1807, Colonel Elias W. Earle, a trader from Greenville, South Carolina, wrote to Secretary of 

War Henry Dearborn to propose that the federal government purchase a six-square-mile parcel of 

land near the mouth of Chickamauga Creek (present-day Chattanooga) from the Cherokees. 

Earle had travelled extensively in the Cherokee country and found several large deposits of iron 

ore. One of the richest was located at the mouth of Chickamauga Creek on the southern side of 

the Tennessee River, an area settled by the Chickamauga Cherokees in the late 1770s.  It was an 

excellent location for an iron works because it was situated at the junction of several important 

overland trade routes where they crossed the Tennessee River as it cut through the mountains. 

Earle proposed that he be given a contract to establish both an ironworks and an arsenal at the 

site. Dearborn thought this was a good idea. The government had been trying to acquire all land 

on the south side of the Tennessee River for several years. Dearborn also felt that due to Indian 

hostilities in the region and threats from imperial governments on the gulf, the establishment of 
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an arsenal in the area would benefit the military. Finally, he believed that the Cherokees would 

see the advantages of adopting white man’s industry and it would be a step in the acculturation 

process.159 

Return J. Meigs spoke with the leaders of the Lower Towns about Earle’s proposal 

because the iron ore was in their area. Many of the chiefs supported the plan because Earle’s 

ironworks would provide a source of cheaper iron goods for the Chickamaugans. Not all of the 

Lower Town leaders liked the proposal, but Meigs ignored their complaints. For some time, 

Meigs had been playing the Lower Towns leadership against the chiefs of the Upper Towns with 

the goals of acquiring more land and encouraging emigration. The Lower Towns, located 

primarily but not exclusively in Alabama and the southeast corner of Tennessee near present-day 

Chattanooga, were settlements led by Chickamaugan leaders who broke away from the main 

body of Cherokees in the 1780s and 1790s over land cession disputes, particularly the 1785 

Treaty of Hopewell. Many of the Chickamaugan leaders had come from the old Lower Towns of 

South Carolina. The leaders of the Upper Towns, which were largely located in Georgia and had 

been displaced from the Upper Towns of North Carolina and the Overhill Towns of East 

Tennessee, had supported the Treaty of Hopewell. Meigs attempted to exploit this split in 

Cherokee leadership by treating with the Upper and Lower Towns separately. The two groups 

did not always agree on who owned what lands or who had authority to negotiate on specific 

issues. Some of the Lower Town leaders, Doublehead in particular, had proposed the sale of 1.5 
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million acres of land on the Tennessee River to the government with the understanding that some 

of the younger Lower Town chiefs would be given large reserves of land during the sale. Meigs 

wanted to tie this deal to an offer to buy one million acres of land above the Hiwassee River 

from the Upper Towns. The issue concerning the iron ore lands came up before the problems 

associated with the large land sale were resolved and became tangled in the negotiations for the 

2.5 million acres.160 

Several of the Lower Town leaders, including The Ridge and James Vann, objected to the 

plans to purchase another 2.5 million acres of lands from the Cherokees. Furthermore, many 

Cherokees resented Doublehead for his negotiations with the federal government that always 

benefited him. In an effort to stop Doublehead and his treating with Meigs and the government, a 

plot was hatched to kill Doublehead at the next ball play. After the game, a man named Bone 

Polisher accused Doublehead to his face of being a traitor for selling Cherokee lands. Bone 

Polisher pulled out a hatchet and Doublehead shot him. Assassins, including The Ridge and John 

Walker, killed Doublehead after he left the ball game.161 

Meigs was furious. He had lost his most friendly Cherokee and one who was easily 

bribed with presents. Future land cessions would be harder to negotiate with Doublehead gone. 

The 2.5 million acres of land purchases were put on hold, but Meigs went through with the much 

smaller purchase of the iron ore property. In December 1807, Meigs called a meeting of twenty-

three chiefs, personally chosen by him because of their former cooperation, and invited Earle to 

explain his proposition. Earle told the leaders that he planned to move a large number of whites 
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to Chickamauga Creek to build and operate the mine and foundry. The labor force at the foundry 

would be comprised of whites and slaves, but not Cherokees. Earle would invest his own money 

and he expected to make a profit by selling war materials to the military. Although he planned to 

pay the Cherokees $5,000 and 1,000 bushels of corn as a purchase price, the Cherokees would 

receive no rent money or royalties from his profits. Meigs also explained to the Cherokees at the 

meeting that if Earle found the site unsuitable, the government reserved the right to give the land 

back to the Cherokees in exchange for another site of Earle’s choosing.162 

When the leaders present at the meeting resisted the proposal, Meigs threatened to 

withhold agricultural tools if they did not agree to the treaty. The Cherokees were experiencing a 

period of food shortages because of a poor harvest the previous fall, so the threats were 

persuasive. The Cherokees signed the agreement and Earle immediately returned to South 

Carolina to begin hiring for his new ironworks.163 

A group of rebellious leaders, led by James Vann, John Lowrey, The Ridge, Pathkiller, 

Chulio, and Sour Mush, wrote to Dearborn objecting vehemently to the treaty. Dearborn ignored 

their pleas and failed to reply. Meanwhile, Earle proceeded with his plans to send a caravan of 

wagons with 100 families and supplies. Chulio sent a letter to the families explaining the tribe’s 

objections to Earle’s plans, and the families reacted by declining to move until they could be 

assured of their safety. Earle, in response, sent a smaller group of supply wagons to determine 

what manner of reception awaited them. On the orders of James Vann, who had been left out of 

negotiations over Earle’s ironworks, disgruntled Cherokees met the wagons two miles before 

                                                 
162 McLoughlin, Cherokee Renascense, 122-23.  
163 McLoughlin, Cherokee Renascense, 123-24; Return J. Meigs to Henry Dearborn, 24 March 
1808, Records of the Cherokee Agency, M-208, Reel 4; Treaty with the Cherokee Indians, 2 
December 1807, Records of the Cherokee Agency, M-208, Reel 3.  



 138 

they reached the Georgia Federal Road and stalled them for four days while Earle’s wagon 

master, William Brown, visited James Vann’s sister, the widow Falling, to appeal for help. She 

warned him that Vann was a dangerous man who might kill him, so Brown turned his wagons 

back to South Carolina.164  

Frustrated by the rebellion of some of the younger leaders and his inability to negotiate 

additional large land cessions, Meigs wrote a lengthy letter to Dearborn enumerating many of the 

frustrations he encountered in dealing with the Cherokees. Meigs was convinced that many 

Cherokees had decided to remain hunters and had declined permanently to take up farming. 

Meigs doubted the possibility of success of the civilization program and the process of acquiring 

all of the Cherokee lands in piece-meal fashion, and he posited that the best hope of acquiring 

lands from the Cherokees was to offer them land in the Louisiana Territory in exchange. He 

recalled that the government had made such a proposal a few years earlier after the Louisiana 

Purchase made a land exchange possible. When Meigs proposed the idea to the Cherokees in 

1804, they rejected it. Now, in 1808, he brought up the subject again with the Lower Town 

leaders. Meigs’s continuing efforts to play the Upper and Lower Towns against each other were 

stymied, though, when a group of Upper Town chiefs traveled to Washington and complained to 

President Jefferson that they lacked the agricultural tools and mills that the government had 

provided the Lower Towns. Jefferson thought that their grievances about preferential treatment 
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given to the Lower Towns had merit and he told Dearborn to order Meigs to redress their 

complaints.165 

The immediate problem of the iron ore land sale was resolved when the state of 

Tennessee learned about the scheme. Meigs thought that the land lay in the Mississippi Territory, 

but in reality it lay inside the borders of Tennessee. Tennessee refused to approve the sale and 

the U. S. Senate refused to ratify the treaty. Although the problem with the iron ore property 

appeared to be settled, fallout from the dispute continued for over a decade. Earle continued to 

pursue the matter for several years and was eventually awarded over $900 in damages that were 

deducted from the Cherokee annuity. Earle’s aborted scheme to establish a colony of white 

people in the vicinity of Ross’s Landing also caused problems for the Brainerd Mission, 

established in 1818 in the same area. Remembering the failed Earle colony, many Cherokees 

objected to the influx of whites when the mission was established. Meigs’s larger dilemma of 

how to acquire lands from the Cherokees remained an issue long after he died in 1823. The 

Cherokees’ problem of a divided nation and rebellious younger leaders who objected to land 

cessions was partially resolved in the early 1820s when they began the process of developing a 

strong central government.166 

 Between 1808, when Earle’s ironworks scheme failed, and 1838, the Cherokee removal, 

the demand for iron in the Cherokee Nation grew. As part of the federal civilization program and 

efforts by Cherokees to develop agricultural practices like their white neighbors, the demand for 
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tools, nails, horseshoes, and all kinds of iron products increased within the nation. The number of 

blacksmith shops began to rise to meet the demands for repairs of broken tools and to supply iron 

products for the growing meat and other industries. But the local supply could not meet the 

demand, causing a shortage of iron in the Nation and requiring a large quantity to be imported. 

For example, on May 1, 1820, the missionaries at Brainerd Mission recorded in their journal that 

they planned to have iron and steel shipped from Augusta, Georgia to supply metal for their new 

blacksmith shop.167 

In the 1824 census conducted by the Cherokee Nation, first discussed in the chapter on 

agriculture, statistics were not collected for any industry involving mining. If iron mining was 

occurring inside the nation, it was done on a small scale. Although the historical record and the 

1824 census do not record iron mines, the demand for iron in the Cherokee Nation is reflected by 

the 45 blacksmith shops that were reported there. The Chattooga district (see figure 6 in Chapter 

1), located predominantly south of the Tennessee River in Alabama and extending east into 

Georgia, reported eleven blacksmith shops. The Chickamauga district, located in the northwest 

corner of Georgia and the northeast corner of Alabama, also recorded eleven blacksmith shops. 

The Ahmohee district reported the fourth largest number of blacksmith shops at seven. This 

district was located in the southeast corner of Tennessee below the Hiwassee River and east of 

the Tennessee River. The Hickory Log district, between the Etowah and Chattahoochee Rivers in 

the extreme southeast corner of the Blue Ridge physiographic province next to the Piedmont 

region, reported no blacksmith shops. The Aquohee, Taquohee, and Coosawattee districts were 

located within the mountainous Blue Ridge Province. The Aquohee district, located in the 
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southwest corner of North Carolina, reported five blacksmith shops. Taquohee district, located in 

the north central area of Georgia on the North Carolina state line and in the heart of what later 

became the gold region, reported only one blacksmith shop. The Coosawattee district lay 

between the Oostanaula and Etowah rivers and reported ten blacksmith shops. With the 

exception of Aquohee, which was the second largest district in population and which reported 

only five blacksmith shops, there appears to be a direct relationship between the size of the 

population in the district and the number of blacksmith shops. For example, Coosawattee, 

Chattooga, and Chickamauga districts, which were three of the four largest regions in population, 

reported the greatest numbers of blacksmith shops.168 

As mentioned earlier, the 1840 manufactures census experienced problems with 

collection of data. The 1810 and 1820 manufactures censuses had so many problems with data 

collection that the federal government decided not to conduct an 1830 manufactures census. 

After an examination of the 1840 through 1860 censuses to determine their accuracy and 

potential use in this dissertation, a decision was made to use only certain categories from 

particular censuses because of continued problems in reporting. For example, the iron statistics 

for 1840 appear to be more complete and useful than for 1850. In general, the statistics below for 

1840 iron manufacture, and all following manufactures census reports, should be reviewed with 

the idea that many of the figures are low. 

In 1840, of the states that acquired control of land from the Cherokees in 1838, 

Tennessee reported the largest production of both cast iron and bar iron. The state reported 
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$1,514,736 in capital invested in the iron industry with 34 furnaces producing 16,128.5 tons of 

cast iron and 99 bloomeries, forges, and rolling mills and 9,673 tons of bar iron produced. The 

production of both bar and cast iron was spread across the state, with all three sections —East, 

Middle, and West — reporting iron production. By 1840, the iron industry in the areas recently 

ceded by the Cherokees had not taken off. None of the counties that were created based on the 

1835 treaty reported iron production in 1840. However, many other former Cherokee counties 

did. For example, Meigs County, created from lands ceded in 1819, reported twenty-two tons of 

bar iron produced. Blount County, created from lands ceded by three treaties and discussed in the 

previous chapter, reported 1,030 tons of bar iron produced. Carter reported 494 tons of cast iron 

and 357 tons of bar iron produced. The Middle District of Tennessee out-produced both East and 

West Tennessee in both cast and bar iron. North Carolina reported $94,961 in capital invested in 

the iron industry with 8 furnaces producing 968 tons of cast iron and 43 bloomeries, forges, and 

rolling mills and 963 tons of bar iron produced. The county of Cherokee in North Carolina, 

created from land ceded in the 1835 treaty, did not report any iron production. Georgia reported 

$24,000 in capital invested in the iron industry with 14 furnaces producing 494 tons of cast iron 

and 29 bloomeries, forges, and rolling mills (the figures for tons of bar iron produced are 

missing). Carroll County, which was located just outside the Cherokee Nation and was better 

known for its gold mining, reported 4 furnaces which produced 54 tons of cast iron. Another 

gold county, Habersham, which was created from Cherokee lands, reported one furnace that 

produced 129 pounds of cast iron. Alabama reported $9,500 in capital invested in the iron 

industry with 1 furnace producing 30 tons of cast iron and 5 bloomeries, forges, and rolling mills 

and 75 tons of bar iron produced. The former Cherokee country state of Kentucky also reported a 
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large iron industry that year, one that rivaled neighboring Tennessee. Kentucky reported 

$449,000 in capital invested in the iron industry with 17 furnaces producing 29,206 tons of cast 

iron and 13 bloomeries, forges, and rolling mills and 3,637 tons of bar iron produced.169  

Despite the demand for iron in the South, including former Cherokee country, the South 

greatly lagged behind the North in iron production. For example, Pennsylvania led the country in 

iron production with $7,781,471 capital invested in the industry, 213 furnaces producing 98,395 

tons of cast iron and 169 bloomeries, forges, and rolling mills and 87,244 tons of bar iron 

produced.170 

The low grade of iron ore found in many parts of the Southern Appalachians contributed 

to a decline in the manufacture of pig iron in the 1840s. The cost of transportation to ship iron 

out of the mountains and costs associated with operating the forges, including the cost of 

charcoal, prevented the small forges in former Cherokee counties from being able to compete 

with ironworks outside the area. Iron mining in former Cherokee lands did continue, however. 

For example, William Holland Thomas owned his own bloomery forges near Quallatown and he 

shipped wagonloads of iron from his forges and other western North Carolina forges to markets 

in South Carolina and Georgia.171 

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Euro-Americans moving into 

Cherokee country sought out local sources of iron, just as they had sought out local sources of 

salt and saltpeter. As a result, a thriving industry in iron production grew and produced enough 

iron to begin shipping it to distant markets. Although the market for Southern Appalachian iron 
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began to dry up around 1840, the Anglo-Americans who moved into Cherokee lands probably 

did not anticipate the future drop in the market, just as the gold-seekers in North Georgia did not 

anticipate the drop in production of gold that occurred in the 1840s. In the case of iron, therefore, 

the 1840 census records do not reflect the desire by whites to own the abundant iron resources in 

the Cherokee Nation before the 1838 removal, but their efforts to establish mines, forges, and 

blacksmith shops and their efforts to import and export iron into the region did.  

 

Gold and Quartz 

Many early travelers in Cherokee country recorded observations of the mineral riches of 

the region and how the Cherokees utilized them. One such visitor, Lt. Henry Timberlake, was a 

soldier from Virginia who spent several months in the Overhill villages in present-day Tennessee 

in 1761-62. In Timberlake’s journal, published several years after his visit, he reported that the 

Cherokee “mountains contain very rich mines of gold, silver, lead, and copper, as may be 

evinced by several accidentally found out by the Indians, and lumps of valuable ore washed 

down by several of the streams, a bag of which sold in Virginia at a considerable price; and by 

the many salt springs, it is probable there are many mines of that likewise, as well as of other 

minerals.” Myths about Cherokee and Spanish gold and silver mines in the Southern 

Appalachians have persisted for decades. Writing in the late nineteenth century, ethnologist 

James Mooney reported that evidence of abandoned mines in the Cherokee homelands suggested 

proof that Spanish expeditions had dug for gold in the southern mountains. The historical record 

and archaeological investigations, however, have not supported these old myths of ancient 

Spanish gold mines in Cherokee territory. Timberlake may have observed a few samples of gold 



 145 

nuggets collected from nearby streams and some copper ornamentation, but he did not report 

visiting actual mines.172 

Timberlake reported that the Cherokee lands contained “many beautiful stones of 

different colours, many of which, I am apt to believe, are of great value.” He also recorded that 

the Cherokees used these colorful stones in conjuring ceremonies. While emeralds, rubies, and 

diamonds have been found in western North Carolina near Franklin, there is no archaeological or 

historical evidence to support the idea that the Cherokees systematically mined these gems or 

possessed them in large quantities. Timberlake may have confused clear and colorful quartz 

crystals for diamonds or other precious gems. Quartz crystals, believed to hold a number of 

sacred powers, were, and still are, used by Cherokees for a number of purposes, including 

divination.173  

The most highly prized and sacred of all crystals, the ulunsuti, was obtained from the 

head of the great uktena serpent.  Timberlake, and many years later ethnologist James Mooney, 

recorded the story of how Cherokee warriors attacked the giant serpent in an attempt to obtain its 

magic crystal, but without success. At last, one clever fellow named Aganunitsi donned a suit of 

leather, surprised and killed the uktena, and captured the crystal. The warrior hid the ulunsuti for 

many years. Writing in the late nineteenth century, ethnologist James Mooney reported that “the 

East Cherokee still keep the one which he brought. It is like a large transparent crystal, nearly the 
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shape of a cartridge bullet, with a blood-red streak running through the center from top to 

bottom. The owner keeps it wrapped in a whole deerskin, inside an earthen jar hidden away in a 

secret cave in the mountains.” The blood crystal brings success in rainmaking, hunting, and 

romance to whomever possesses it. The crystal is also used for prophecy and is consulted to 

learn if a warrior will survive a battle or if a sick person will die. The stories of the uktena and 

the ulunsuti that Timberlake and Mooney recorded varied slightly in detail, but not in spirit. 

Timberlake believed that the large ulunsuti crystal probably existed and was in the possession of 

a Cherokee conjuror. Over one hundred years later, Mooney confirmed that it was still in the 

possession of the Eastern Band.174 

Quartz is an abundant stone in the Southern Appalachians and is found in many 

variations and colors. Mooney believed that the sacred ulunsuti was a common rutile quartz, as 

opposed to a diamond. The Cherokees owned and used other types of quartz crystals which they 

considered to be of inferior quality to the ulunsuti and which they believed came from the scales 

of the uktena. While the Cherokees valued it as a powerful stone with magic powers, white 

settlers did not. This contrast in appreciation for beautiful quartz crystals is apparent in one of the 

stories about the ulunsuti that Mooney recorded:175 

 

At the creation an ulunsuti was given to the white man, and a piece of silver to 

the Indian. But the white man despised the stone and threw it away, while the 

Indian did the same with the silver. In going about the white man afterward 

found the silver piece and put it into his pocket and has prized it ever since. 
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The Indian, in like manner, found the ulunsuti where the white man had 

thrown it. He picked it up and has kept it since as his talisman, as money is the 

talismanic power of the white man.176 

 

Discovery of Gold in North Carolina 

The first documented discovery of gold in North America occurred in 1799 on the North 

Carolina property of a German immigrant named John Reed. Reed was born Johannes Ried or 

Rieth sometime between 1757 and 1759 in the province of Hesse-Cassel northeast of Frankfurt. 

He arrived in America in 1778 as a replacement soldier for a Hessian regiment fighting on the 

side of the British. Reed deserted in 1782 and made his way with other Hessian deserters to a 

settlement of Germans in Cabarrus County where he worked as a farm hand, then used his 

earnings to begin acquiring land.177  

One Sunday in the spring of 1799, two of Reed’s children skipped church to go fishing 

and spied a gold rock about the size of a flat iron in the creek. The son showed the colorful rock 

to his father, but not recognizing it as gold, Reed employed it as a doorstop. Three years later, 

Reed took it to a jeweler who identified it as gold, fluxed it into a bar, and offered to buy it. Still 

not understanding its value, Reed asked for $3.50. The jeweler could not resist the purchase, 

because the gold was actually worth somewhere between $3,500 and $8,000. Reed later realized 

his mistake and was able to recover about $1,000 from the jeweler. Reed and his family began 

hunting for more rocks along the stream and soon found enough nuggets to purchase slaves that 
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he put to work digging for more gold. Reed’s operations were crude and consisted mainly of 

digging near the surface of the creek for larger stones and panning for smaller ones. Despite the 

primitive methods used, by 1824, the Reed mine had produced an estimated one hundred 

thousand dollars in gold.178   

About 1804, word of Reed’s discovery began to spread and other small gold mining 

operations developed. By 1807, parties in Massachusetts and Maryland became interested in 

investing in the North Carolina gold mines. After word reached Washington, William Thornton, 

the designer of the United States Capitol building, tried to organize a stock company to invest in 

a 35,000-acre mine in the area. Although his plans fell through, a number of other gold mines 

such as the Rudisill, Capps, St Catherine’s, and McCombs mines in Mecklenberg, Cabarrus, and 

neighboring counties were more successful.179 

In 1821, North Carolina became the first state to sponsor a geologic survey. Denison 

Olmsted, a professor of chemistry, geology, and mineralogy at the University of North Carolina, 

led the study. At the time of the survey, the known gold region in North Carolina covered an area 

of approximately 1000 square miles in Montgomery, Cabarrus, and Anson counties. Olmsted 

described the gold as lying in a thin layer of gravel and mud which was a pale blue or sometimes 

yellow color. Gold fields were rented out to prospectors at the rate of one-fourth to one-half the 

value of the yield. When Olmsted revisited the North Carolina gold region in 1824, no new gold 

fields had been discovered and gold was thought to still be confined to the area defined in his 

first report. By the time his report was published in 1825, new gold fields had been discovered in 
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Mecklenberg County, but Olmstead and Charles Rothe, who travelled with him, still believed 

that the gold region was limited to North Carolina.180 

In 1825, Matthias Barringer of Montgomery County made an important discovery that 

significantly changed United States gold mining. Barringer realized that gold was found in veins 

of quartz and was the first person to follow an exposed vein underground. Miners became bolder, 

dug deeper pits, then transformed pits into reinforced shafts and tunnels. In 1826, Charles E. 

Rothe, a mining engineer from Saxony, made a survey of North Carolina and reported that more 

veins of quartz and iron ore containing gold had been found and that a sustained scientific search 

for additional veins was warranted. Systematic searches following veins yielded new gold 

discoveries and experienced miners and engineers began to flock to the region to join the many 

unskilled miners already there. The opening of new and deeper vein mines required skilled 

mechanics who could operate the new machines that were invented to access the underground 

veins through shafts. The burgeoning gold industry also encouraged the invention of new 

machines to process the gold.181 

The realization that large amounts of gold lay hidden in veins of quartz throughout the 

region sparked a bonafide gold rush to the North Carolina fields beginning in 1825. Boom towns 
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grew up at Charlotte, Gold Hill, Brindletown, Washington, and other locations. Charlotte became 

the center of the gold region. The number of miners in these towns ranged from 600 to 5,000, 

including many foreign workers and foreign owners. Portuguese, Hungarians, Germans, Swiss, 

Mexicans, Turks, Scots, Irish, Welsh, and other nationalities outnumbered American laborers. In 

one mine, thirteen different languages were spoken. Mining was an industry that was still in its 

infancy in the United States; therefore some mines recruited engineers trained in Europe to 

obtain the expertise they needed to dig shafts and develop machinery. Several American owners 

went abroad to study mining. One example is Humphrey Bissell, who studied at Swansea and 

Frieburg and returned with a German engineer to operate his mine. Vincent Rivifinoli, an Italian 

with experience in mines in South America, was hired to supervise the English Gold Mining 

Company, but his inability to supervise negroes and southern whites resulted in his dismissal.182 

Although gold had not yet been discovered in Cherokee country, on October 31, 1825, 

the Cherokees enacted a law that declared that any “gold, silver, lead, copper or brass mines, 

which may be found within the limits of the Cherokee Nation, shall be the public property of the 

Cherokee Nation.” The law also stated that “should the legislative Council deem it profitable and 

expedient, to have such mine or mines worked, then, in that case, the discoverer or discoverers 

shall be entitled to receive one fourth of the nett [sic] proceeds arising from such minerals.” 

What inspired the Cherokees at this time to take these steps to assert their rights over their 

mineral resources is a puzzle. The action may have been in response to the fact that scientists had 

confirmed that gold was found in veins of quartz and iron. The Cherokees knew that their 

mountains were rich in both quartz and iron and may have been anticipating that gold would 
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eventually be found inside their borders. They may have intended it as a preemptive strike 

against illegal trespassers who might begin to search for gold in their mountains. It is also 

possible that the Cherokees had already found small quantities of gold in their stream beds and 

had managed to keep it secret. Whatever caused the Cherokees to pass the law in 1825, it would 

prove to be ineffective when gold was finally discovered by non-Cherokee citizens in the North 

Georgia mountains a few year later.183 

 

Discovery of Gold in Georgia 

Several stories of independent gold discoveries in the North Georgia mountains exist. In 

one version of the first gold found in Georgia, a man named Logan and one of his slaves were 

returning from the gold region of North Carolina when the slave decided to test some soil in 

Nacoochee Valley. The slave believed that the Georgia dirt resembled the soil in the gold fields 

they had just left. The test proved positive for gold content. Another claim to the first discovery 

of gold in North Georgia belonged to Jesse Hogan from North Carolina, who found some 

nuggets in a creek near Dahlonega. About the same time as Logan and Hogan’s discoveries, 

Thomas Bowen and John Witheroods made independent finds on Duke’s Creek and a black 

miner found gold on Bear Creek.  The story which has received the most attention is that of 

Benjamin Parks, who found a nugget in 1827 or 1828 on the east side of the Chestatee River in 

what was then Hall County. In Parks’s account of the discovery, he was returning from the 

western side of the Chestatee where he kept a lick log of salt for his livestock, when he stumbled 

across a bright yellow stone.  Regardless of which story is the true first discovery of gold in the 
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Georgia mountains, a fire storm of events was set in motion as would-be prospectors invaded the 

Cherokee mountains.184 

In the fall of 1829, newspapers began printing reports of the discovery of gold in the 

Cherokee mountains, but word had already spread. According to some estimates, by June 1829 

the number of gold-seekers flooding into the region had reached three thousand. By June 1830, 

the Niles Register reported that the number had grown to four thousand. Niles also reported that 

ten thousand dollars’ worth of gold was being collected from Yahoola Creek every day.185  

In October 1829, William Holland Thomas, a trader and resident of Quallatown in 

Cherokee North Carolina, travelled to Georgia to investigate possible gold mining opportunities. 

He was joined by prominent Carolina Cherokees Junaluska and Willnotah. On the six-day trip to 

New Echota, Thomas conducted tests to see if gold was present along the route they travelled. 

On October 15, he attended the Council at New Echota and read the 1827 Constitution of the 

Cherokee Nation. He also learned of the 1825 law that stated that all mines belonged to the 

Nation and that individuals did not have a right to work them without national dispensation. 

Thomas was disappointed that he was not allowed to hunt mines in the Cherokee Nation and 

tried to persuade several councilmen to have the law changed. The point soon became moot, 
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however, when Georgia extended her declaration of sovereignty over the gold mines the 

following year.186 

In September 1830, Major Phillip Wager wrote to Major General Alexander Macomb 

complaining of the quality of the people who had descended on Cherokee country looking for 

gold.  Among the hopefuls listed by Wager were peddlers, gamblers, thieves, two ministers, two 

candidates for the state legislature, and two colonels in the Georgia militia. According to the 

major, the lure of gold attracted all ages and all races of adventurers, including Cherokees, 

whites, blacks, and mixed-bloods. The Cherokees were also concerned about the types of people 

that had invaded their lands. John Ross described them as “some of the most vicious and base 

characters that the adjoining states can produce, who are very active in annoying our citizens, by 

stealing from them horses and other property.”187 

In the summer of 1830, the federal government sent troops to the Cherokee Nation to 

arrest and expel white miners who had settled on Cherokee lands illegally. Mining operations in 

Georgia were suspended for approximately a month, then resumed for several weeks, then halted 

again in early September due to the continued presence of the federal troops. White men who 

were already living in the Cherokee Nation as well as Cherokees moved in to take control of the 

abandoned mines. B. L. Goodman, one of the expelled miners, wrote to Governor Gilmer 

expressing his dismay over the situation: “Perhaps you have not known in the course of your 

useful life such a spirit of indignation that exists here. Those who have been compelled to 
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decline the gold business are in the habit of going over on the branches where they discover the 

white men of the [Cherokee] nation engaged in working the lots which they have paid their 

money for, which provokes them much and the hue and cry with them is that if the State of 

Georgia does not prevent the Indians from digging that they will. It is feared that mobs may be 

got up that may cause blood shed.”188 

Another eyewitness to the arrival of the U. S. troops at the Georgia mines, Peter 

Williams, delivered Goodman’s letter to Gilmer and included one of his own: 

 

I was at the gold mines in the Cherokee nation previous to and at the same 

time the United States Troops arrived there. The day previous to the arrival of the 

Troops there was considerable excitement amongst the gold diggers, some 

declaring they would not leave the mines at all — others of better information 

persuading them it was better to go away peacefully. On the arrival of the U. S. 

troops the officer commanding the Detachment, Capt. Brady, issued his orders 

and gave them a few days to get their property away previous to his having their 

huts burnt every man I believe would have left the country immediately but on the 

second day after the arrival of the Troops the Indians and the White Men who 

lived in the Nation flocked in and took charge of the mine, that the Intruders had 

just left. This was sufficient to rouse all the unpleasant feeling that had just been 

put down by men of Influence and standing among these people. The Intruders 
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left the mines swearing vengeance against the Indians and Whites who had taken 

charge of mines they opened. On my return home I met several persons going 

back to the mines stating they had as much right to dig as the white men in the 

[Cherokee] Nation and that they would do so unless stopped by the executive 

power of Georgia.189 

 

The federal troops were effective in removing many of the white gold miners from 

Cherokee lands in Georgia, but in the process, they also removed many of the Cherokee miners. 

In November 1830, Ross complained to Agent Hugh Montgomery of the confusion that existed 

in the Nation with regard to the mines: 

 

In the removal of the white intruders from the gold mines the Cherokees 

who were engaged in the mining business were also ordered to desist, and were in 

part treated as intruders, and upon being told that the prohibition was only 

intended a temporary suspension, for the more effectual removal of the whites, the 

Cherokees all quietly and peaceable [sic] agreed to comply with the orders of the 

President. It is now stated that the troops are about to be recalled from the nation, 

that the protection of the Cherokees is to be transferred to the Government of 

Georgia. This extraordinary movement, if true, is astonishingly strange, especially 

when it is known that the intruders on the frontiers of the other adjoining States 
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are unremoved & that the Cherokee nation is by treaty acknowledged to be under 

the protection of the United States exclusively.190 

 

Many Georgians were outraged at the presence of federal troops on what they considered 

to be sovereign state soil, and even more outraged that Georgia citizens had been arrested. 

Governor George Gilmer sent a letter to Secretary of War John Eaton informing him that a judge 

named Clayton had honored a writ of Habeus Corpus for the release of people arrested by the 

federal troops. Judge Clayton was upset that honest citizens of Hall County had been arrested by 

federal troops, paraded through town, then marched sixty miles in public disgrace. Some of these 

upstanding citizens had defended Georgia in the War of 1812 and did not deserve the treatment 

received from a federal government who had no legal right to station troops on state soil.191  

Governor Gilmer responded to the chaotic situation in the gold region in June of 1830 

when he appointed Colonel Yelverton P. King as Superintendent of Gold and Silver Mines in 

Cherokee Territory. Gilmer declared that the state owned the mines and ordered King to do 

whatever “may be necessary to protect the public property.” King was told to stop all digging 

and to be kind to the “poor and ignorant Indian natives.” If anyone failed to comply with the 

orders to desist digging, King should apply to the Superior Court for a writ to stop. Gilmer 

forwarded a copy of his orders for King to Andrew Jackson through the Secretary of War with 

the wishes that the President would honor the state’s position of sovereignty over the mines. In a 

separate letter, Gilmer confided to King that he was concerned that the state’s seizure of the 
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mines could precipitate a court challenge: “It is highly probable that the first effort to resist the 

authority of Georgia will be by an endeavour to secure to the Indians the gold mines – with the 

possession of this source of wealth, and the determination of the United States to resist our 

taking possession of the territory, the removal of the Cherokee may be delayed a great while. The 

enforcement of the rights of the state to the gold in the lands occupied by the Cherokees, through 

the jurisdiction of the courts is therefore the question upon which most probably the contest is to 

commence between the State and the Cherokee and their Allies.” Gilmer also expressed his fears 

to Jackson about the possible return of the gold mines to the Cherokees: “It is believed that if the 

Indians are permitted to take possession of the gold mines through the assistance of the U. States 

government, that instead of being removed, they will become fixed upon the soil of Georgia.”192   

Federal troops were removed from Georgia only a few months after they were sent. In 

response, Georgia authorized the governor to organize a group of sixty men to protect the mines 

and to restore order to Cherokee country. Their presence reinforced the state’s declaration of 

sovereignty over Cherokee lands. The guard was not effective in keeping intruders off of the land 

and often intimidated the Cherokees who had not fled across state lines. Once again, the 

Cherokees turned to the federal government for protection. They wrote to the President and to 

Indian agent Hugh Montgomery seeking relief from the intruders and the government of 

Georgia. Jackson responded that he had no power to intervene or to oppose the exercise of 

sovereignty of Georgia over its own lands. Ross complained to Montgomery that former treaties 
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had acknowledged the Cherokees as a separate nation and that the 11th article of the 1791 treaty 

of Holston stated that Cherokee lands were not “within the jurisdiction of any state” nor “within 

the jurisdiction of any of the Territorial Districts of the United States.” Ross’s appeals to 

Montgomery and Jackson fell on deaf ears. Montgomery was not in a position to be able to assist 

the Cherokees. In the end, the Cherokees turned to the courts seeking relief. They asked Daniel 

Webster to take up their case, but he declined. William Wirt agreed to take their case which went 

to the United States Supreme Court. The Cherokees asked that the laws of Georgia that extended 

sovereignty over the Cherokees be declared null and void. In Cherokee Nation v. Georgia, the 

Supreme Court declared that it had no jurisdiction in the case because the Cherokees were a 

dependent nation of the United States. This ruling was a hollow victory because although the 

court recognized the Cherokees as a nation, neither Georgia or the federal government changed 

their course of action toward the Cherokees.193 

Back in North Carolina, a number of foreign investors had grown displeased with the 

resentment shown towards foreigners. The state levied higher taxes on foreign investors and 

many American laborers refused to work for European managers or owners. Disturbances took 

place between foreign and native workers. These pressures, and a desire for larger profits, 

encouraged several mine owners and many laborers to investigate the possibility of working 

mines in Cherokee country.194 

In November 1831, Robert Love of North Carolina wrote President Jackson asking 

permission to dig for gold in Cherokee country. Love was a member of a prominent western 
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North Carolina family and a former resident of northeast Tennessee. During the American 

Revolution, he fought against the Chickamauga Cherokees while he was stationed at White’s 

Fort (present-day Knoxville, Tennessee), and was stationed at Fort Robertson on the Clinch 

River and Fort Henry on the Long Island of the Holston.  He moved to the Cherokee country of 

western North Carolina in 1788 to an area that would become Buncombe County in 1791 and 

later Haywood County in 1808. He helped establish the county of Haywood in 1808, donated 

land for the courthouse, jail, and a public square, and served as its first Clerk of the Court. He is 

also credited for naming the town of Waynesville.  Love was one of the commissioners who 

surveyed the boundary line between Tennessee and North Carolina in 1821. In the 1830s, he 

became an agent for John Gray Blount who speculated in large tracts of land in western North 

Carolina. He served in the state legislature in both the House of Commons and the Senate while 

his brother Thomas Love served as a state legislator for twenty years. Love was as an elector for 

President for Thomas Jefferson, then served for many years as an elector for Andrew Jackson.195 

Love wrote his old friend Jackson of his need to expand his business dealings to include 

gold mining in the Cherokee lands: “My worthy friend the object of this Letter is to crave your 

friendly permission to dig for Gold in the Cherokee Country — I have three Sons & as many Son 

in laws living not far distant from me, and we can spare among us forty strong and active hands 

& still retain a force sufficient to make our bread, and that is all we can do in a country like ours 

where we cannot grow Cotton or Tobacco, our employment being as the old saying is we can 
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make plenty of Hog and Hominy, and then sit down and eat it.” One of these sons was James R. 

Love, who partnered with his father in speculation in mountain lands. Like his father and uncle, 

he served in the North Carolina state legislature. Also like his father, James became a staunch 

supporter of railroads and internal improvements. He gave rights of way through his land for the 

building of a railroad, and the first depot in Haywood County was built on his land. James’s 

oldest son, James Coman Love, was a contractor on the East Tennessee and Virginia Railroad. 

The senior James’s oldest daughter, Sarah Jane Burney, married Colonel William Holland 

Thomas, the prominent agent for the Qualla Cherokees and U. S. Senator.196 

Jackson replied to Love that if it were in his power to grant him permission to operate 

mines in the Cherokee country, that he would gladly do so. But the President explained that the 

federal government did not have the right to control ownership and access to lands in Georgia 

because the state owned them in fee simple, and had never given up her sovereignty to her lands 

despite Indian occupation. “In this respect Georgia is not in the same situation with Alabama 

and some of the other states who have derived their titles from the United States who still 

retain the fee simple of the lands yet unsold, and who of course could work the mines as the 

proprietors of lands in No. Carolina and elsewhere now do.” Jackson’s reply to Love sheds 

light on his rationale for pulling federal troops from Cherokee Georgia and for his decision not to 

oppose Georgia’s extension of her sovereignty over the Cherokees. Although Jackson could not 

help his old friend with his mining ambitions, the following year the President found another 

way to help him: he appointed Love to be the surveyor of the boundary line between the United 
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States and Mexico. Love, like many white males in the South, always looked for opportunities. 

And like many other southerners, he sought opportunities in the Cherokee Nation and would 

later become actively involved in Cherokee removal. In 1838, Love was responsible for 

notifying Governor Edward B. Dudley of Haywood County’s decision to call up the militia in 

preparation for the roundup. A later chapter on transportation and internal improvements will 

introduce other men like Love who were involved in both railroads and Indian removal.197 

 

More Gold Discoveries in the Cherokee Nation 

The discovery of gold in North Georgia inspired whites to look for gold elsewhere in 

Cherokee country. The first discovery of gold in Alabama was made in 1830 near the Tennessee 

River in northeast Alabama on Cherokee land. Indian Superintendent Thomas L. McKenney 

wrote Secretary of War John Eaton on March 31 that numerous gold seekers had moved into the 

Creek Path Valley and were disturbing the Cherokees. That same year, placer gold was 

discovered on Coqua Creek, also called Coco or Coker Creek, in what is now Monroe County, 

Tennessee. Coqua Creek was on Cherokee land near the intersection of the Unicoi Trail and the 

Great Indian War Path.198 

By 1832, gold seekers had descended on Cherokee lands in western North Carolina in 

what is now Cherokee County. Whites mined gold illegally along the Valley River and 
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Cherokees worked a mine at Cheoah Mountain. Writing in January 1833, James Whitaker 

complained to Governor David L. Swain that over a thousand intruders from the adjacent states 

of Georgia, South Carolina, and Tennessee had descended on the Valley River and were 

committing depredations on Cherokee lands. The illegal intruders were “destroying the face of 

the soil, cutting down and killing all the valuable timber and what is worse than all are 

[depriving] the natives and white citizens of all the benefits to be derived from the gold mines.” 

An unidentified man was overheard to say that he would give the state of North Carolina 

$50,000 for the rights to mine one half mile of the Valley River bed. That same gentleman was in 

the process of cutting a canal for the purpose of redirecting the river water and exposing the bed 

of the river in order to dig for gold. Joel [Tammoy?] of Wilkesboro believed that the gold found 

on the Valley River was the richest cache of gold in the United Sates and appealed to the 

governor for protection of his operation and against intrusions by other whites. He predicted that 

the number of intruders would double when spring arrived. Joel also reported that there were 

hundreds of men seeking gold on Coqua Creek in Tennessee. He complained that the lands 

around Coqua Creek in Tennessee and Valley River in North Carolina were not protected while 

the lands in Georgia were. Guards employed by the state protected the Georgia gold lands. He 

appealed to Governor Swain to establish a guard for the mines in North Carolina and 

recommended that a local citizen, Major William C. Emmett, be appointed to establish a guard 

because he had spent several years among the Cherokees and was familiar with their character.199 
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Swain wrote to Secretary of War Lewis Cass to request that he send federal troops to 

North Carolina to protect the gold fields from illegal intruders. General Winfield Scott, who 

directed the Cherokee removal five years later, ordered two companies of artillery from 

Charleston Harbor to go to the Valleytown area to remove intruders. The United States 2d 

Artillery under the command of Captain George W. Gardner was sent to Camp Armistead, 

located on the Unicoi Road on the Tennessee side of the mountains, to protect the main access 

road from Tennessee to the Cherokee country in North Carolina. While in North Carolina, 

Gardner received his orders regarding intruders from Swain instead of from General Scott.200 

Interest in the southern gold industry spread beyond the region and attracted the attention 

of both professional and lay geologists and scientists. The January 1833 issue of Benjamin 

Silliman’s American Journal of Science and Arts published a survey of the gold region in 

Tennessee, Georgia, and North Carolina that was conducted by Tennessee Supreme Court Judge 

Jacob Peck. An amateur geologist, Peck was also known for his mathematical skills and his 

ability to draw maps. Peck explained in the article that gold was found in veins of quartz that lay 

parallel to formations of hornblende slate that run in a northeast to southwest direction from 

Burke County, North Carolina through Cherokee country and ending in Alabama. Other valuable 

minerals could be found in the same region, including copper, which Peck found in Rabun 

County, lead, which he found in Habersham County, iron, oxide of titanium, garnets, tourmaline, 

zircon, and silver, which was discovered at the gold mine at New Potosi on the Chestatee River. 
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Peck’s description of the gold mine area in the Cherokee Nation in East Tennessee and 

southwestern North Carolina was one of the first to be published. The gold mines near Charlotte, 

North Carolina and in North Georgia were, by this time, well-known, but the gold mines in 

Cherokee North Carolina and Tennessee were not. To the rest of the nation, it now appeared that 

the gold deposits within the Cherokee Nation must be limitless. Peck described the Great Smoky 

Mountains range, already known for its iron, as having an abundance of quartz. He stated that 

“gold has been taken out of all the streams descending from [the range], on either side. Iron ore 

in many of its varieties, titanium, and native silver with the gold washed out at Coco creek, may 

be taken as favorable indications. . . . Coco creek is a very rich deposit, but as yet few deposits 

have been opened or washed.” By the 1850s, Peck had turned his knowledge of the rich mineral 

deposits in Cherokee country into financial investments. He owned an interest in a mining-

oriented hotel in Polk County and speculated in mineral rights.201 

Peck’s interest in science extended beyond geology and mathematics to include 

engineering. In 1836, after his term on the state Supreme Court was over, Peck contacted 

Tennessee Governor Newton Cannon to apply for an engineer’s position on the section of the 

Charleston and Cincinnati Railroad planned for Tennessee and the Cherokee Nation. Peck, like 

many educated white southerners, saw how recent advances in science and technology, including 

the industries of mining and transportation, opened up new opportunities to tap the resources of 

the whole South, including those he described in the Cherokee Nation. As he explained in his 
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essay on the mineral riches of the Cherokee Nation, “That science and enterprise should not have 

been awakened, to explore this whole region, may well be a matter of some surprise; mining 

however, is but just begun . . . .” The relationship between a new national interest in science and 

technology and the opening of Cherokee lands to white settlement is explored further in Chapter 

5.202 

 

John C. Calhoun’s Georgia Gold Mine 

One of the most prominent gold mine owners in Cherokee Georgia was John C. Calhoun. 

Clyde N. Wilson, an editor of The Papers of John C. Calhoun, believes that Calhoun may have 

visited the Georgia gold region as early as 1828 while he was Vice President. We know that by 

September 1832, when his son Andrew Pickens purchased a gold mine in the Nacoochee Valley, 

Calhoun was looking at Cherokee country for investment opportunities. Calhoun’s brother-in-

law John Ewing Colhoun, Jr., also purchased gold properties in the Nacoochee Valley about the 

same time as his son. Andrew purchased the Obarr mine from a man named David Gibson, but 

sold it back to him after only a few months. After his failed attempts at gold mining, Andrew 

moved to Alabama where he became a planter. His father John later acquired the Obarr mine. 

The mine had a legally complex provenance, having changed hands several times in a few short 

years, but it was a prominent one. The Obarr mine was the site of one of the earliest discoveries 

of gold in Cherokee Georgia. When Benjamin Parks discovered gold near Dahlonega in 1828, 

the land belonged to his pastor, Robert O’Barr, minister at the Yellow Creek Baptist Church. 

Parks obtained a lease from O’Barr and began mining the land with help from his family. The 
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lease for the mineral rights and the title later passed to John C. Calhoun. Parks would later tell 

the story, which appears to be unfounded, that shortly after selling his mineral rights lease to 

Calhoun, the senator struck a rich vein and found a nugget worth $24,000. Documents, however, 

show that Calhoun’s first deposit of gold with the Philadelphia Mint was only $603.93. The more 

valuable find occurred nearly a decade later.203 

During the first several years of Calhoun’s ownership, the mine struggled financially. 

Although he complained frequently about the expenses associated with running the mine, his 

correspondence indicates that he hoped the mine would offset financial problems with his 

plantation in South Carolina. He used some of his own slaves to work the mine and asked his 

son-in-law Thomas G. Clemson, a trained engineer, to oversee operations for several years. 

Calhoun took an active interest in his Georgia gold mine and made the trip from his home in 

South Carolina to Dahlonega and Auraria nearly every summer beginning in 1833 and 

throughout his life. The trip to the mine, which was a horseback ride of about one hundred miles, 

provided an outlet for Calhoun’s interest in science and technology. Calhoun continued to 

express personal interest in the mine and its operations and it remained in the family until after 

his death.204 
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Calhoun, Regional Newspapers, and Cherokee Removal 

Calhoun’s presence in the gold mine region of North Georgia caused quite a stir in 

Auraria’s Western Herald in 1833, the first year that he visited. The paper described his long ride 

over the mountains from Pendleton and his stay at Grandma Paschal’s tavern in Auraria. His 

interest in the mines generated a great deal of pride among locals and gave a sense of legitimacy 

to white occupation of Cherokee country. The editor of the Western Herald, Allen G. 

Fambrough, was a staunch states rights supporter and openly voiced his support of the concept of 

nullification and his political support of its architect, Calhoun. The paper’s prospectus explained 

that the publishers were “disciples of the school of Jefferson, as taught in the Kentucky and 

Virginia Resolutions.” As a supporter of Calhoun, Fambrough opposed Jackson’s having sent 

federal troops to Cherokee country in 1830. Although Jackson withdrew federal troops from 

Georgia several years earlier and had acknowledged Georgia’s sovereignty over Cherokee lands, 

many Aurarians still bitterly resented the fact that he had sent troops and had ejected whites from 

the mines. In April 1833, the Western Herald reported that a company of federal troops had 

passed through Athens en route to the gold fields. Fambrough did not speculate on their objective 

but hoped that they were on their way to Tennessee or North Carolina and voiced the opinion 

shared by many of his subscribers that they had “no use for them in Georgia.”205  

Shortly after the States Rights Party of Georgia was founded in Milledgeville in 

November 1833, enthusiastic leaders of Auraria voted to organize a local branch of the 

organization. They chose editor Fambrough to be one of their candidates for the state legislature.  

The States Rights Party, formerly called the Troup Party, opposed Jacksonian tyranny and 
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attacked the President’s followers in the Union Party, previously called the Clark Party. The 

States Rights Party, and the Western Herald, favored adopting the South Carolina test oath to be 

administered to office holders and militia in Georgia as an affirmation of state sovereignty.206 

The Miners Recorder and Spy in the West began publication in Auraria several months 

after the Western Herald stopped publication. Milton H. Gathright, the editor, promised to 

devote the paper to the interests of the miners and pledged to publish articles by mineralogists on 

the different mineral strata of the region. The editor believed “that Federal encroachments should 

be guarded against with vigilance and repelled with promptness.” However, Gathright 

disapproved of the extreme position of Calhoun and other states rights politicians in South 

Carolina and Georgia and promised to remain balanced in his reporting. In reality, the editor 

favored the Jacksonian Democrats and in the 1836 election, the paper declared its support for 

Martin Van Buren for President and Richard M. Johnson for Vice President. The paper did not 

last long in Auraria. As Dahlonega, the new county seat of Lumpkin, grew in importance, 

Auraria started to die. The Miners Recorder, like many Auraria businesses, moved to Dahlonega 

only a year after it began publication.207 

The Western Herald and The Miners Recorder and Spy in the West were just two of the 

newspapers published in Cherokee country before the Trail of Tears. Others included the 

Cherokee Intelligencer, published in Etowah, and the Georgia Pioneer and Cassville Gazette, 

both published in Cassville. The editorial stances reflected the division among the new white 
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residents of Cherokee country on party politics, particularly the issue of nullification. However, 

all supported the belief that Georgia had the right to declare her authority over the Cherokees and 

that Cherokee lands could best be managed by whites. They also believed in the necessity of 

state-supported internal improvements to promote commerce between the Cherokee region and 

surrounding areas. Regardless of how the papers felt about Jackson and Calhoun, they were 

united in their stand in support of private ownership and leasing of the gold mines. The papers 

regularly carried advertisements for the sale of lands in Cherokee territory. Speculators bought 

up the more valuable gold tracts and advertised them for sale in the local newspapers. The 

ownership of many of the gold tracts fell into dispute through lottery fraud or premature 

occupation of gold tracts still occupied by Cherokees. As a result, many tracts of land ended up 

in sheriff’s sales which were listed in the local papers. The Western Herald, the Miners 

Recorder, and the other local papers ran many sheriff’s and private ads for both gold and non-

gold lots. The survival of the papers depended on the economic growth generated by white 

miners and the ads generated by property sales. In turn, the papers endorsed state politicians who 

pushed for extension of state jurisdiction of Indian lands and Cherokee removal.208 

Calhoun used his position in the United States Senate to influence decisions that would 

benefit his gold mine business in North Georgia. One example is that in 1836, he proposed a 

resolution in the Senate to create a mail route from Pendleton to Dahlonega by way of 

Clarkesville and got the resolution sent to the Committee on Post Offices and Post Roads. 

Calhoun spoke with Felix Grundy of Tennessee, the head of the committee, about the resolution. 

Grundy assured Calhoun that it would be taken care of, but when the act was drawn up, the 
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wording placed the mail route to Dahlonega from Greenville, South Carolina instead of from 

Pendleton. Calhoun believed the change was made by Jacksonian Democrats as a slam against 

him and called the “whole affair . . . a great outrage.” Trying to calm the irate senator, Grundy 

told Calhoun that he thought that Postmaster General Amos Kendall could be convinced to have 

the route run from Pendleton because it was the more direct of the two routes. Apparently 

somewhat appeased by Grundy’s comments, Calhoun expressed hope that the Jackson 

administration could be persuaded to make the change because of their weak standing in North 

Georgia and their desire to win votes in the region. He believed that they would not want to 

irritate Georgia voters on such a minor point, especially when a map would confirm that the 

Pendleton route was the direct one.209 

 

The Dahlonega Mint 

A large part of the raw gold mined in North Carolina and Georgia was used as a means of 

exchange. Nuggets were traded for property and to settle debts. It was difficult to determine the 

value of unprocessed gold, however, because of major variations in purity. Prior to 1838, most of 

the gold was turned into coin by private assayers and minters who provided some minimal 

standards for weighing and assessing the purity of gold. But as early as 1830, southern gold 

miners began to ask Congress to establish a branch mint in the southern gold region. They 

argued that counterfeiting had become commonplace and that transportation to the Philadelphia 

mint was too expensive and risky. Some gold speculators purchased North Carolina gold, which 

was less pure than Georgia gold, and sold it to dealers in Augusta, Georgia who sustained losses 
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when they transported it to Philadelphia for minting. After Congress initially rejected plans to 

build a branch of the U. S. Mint in North Carolina in 1831, the Bechtler family of Rutherford 

County, formerly of Baden, Germany, opened a large private mint. Although Congress 

authorized three new branch mints for Charlotte, Dahlonega, and New Orleans in 1835, the 

Bechtler mint, known for its honesty, continued to thrive.  By 1840, the Bechtlers had coined the 

equivalent of over two million dollars in gold and their firm continued in operation until 1857.210 

Although the Bechtler Mint was established in 1831, southern mine owners renewed their 

call for one or more branch mints. Congress responded by forming a committee to investigate the 

problem and in December 1833, a bill to establish assay offices in Virginia, North Carolina, 

South Carolina, and Georgia was drawn up. The director of the federal mint recommended 

instead, that the bill be changed to establish four branch mints. The House passed the revised bill 

by a vote of 115 to 60; however, it met with considerable resistance in the Senate based on 

sectional opposition. The South and West supported the measure, while the North and East 

objected to it on the grounds that one of the branches would be located inside the Cherokee 

Nation. Others argued that the branches simply were not needed. Opposed to the bill were Henry 

Clay and Theodore Frelinghuysen, both opponents of Jackson. In 1830, Frelinghuysen had also 

been an outspoken opponent of Jackson’s Indian removal bill. One of the strongest supporters of 

the bill was Jackson opponent and gold mine owner John C. Calhoun.211 
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Calhoun framed his argument in favor of branch mints partially in regional terms. He 

believed that the presence of the mint in Philadelphia gave Northern businesses an unreasonable 

financial advantage over businesses in the South because the annual cost of transportation to 

Philadelphia for southern mine owners was in excess of $100,000. Calhoun also believed that the 

establishment of the regional mints would bolster American currency and that the demand for 

specie would help make his and other Georgia mines profitable. The South Carolina senator was 

able to get himself appointed to a select committee of five to investigate the establishment of 

branches at New Orleans and Dahlonega.212 

In Senate discussions over the branch mints bill, Henry Clay asked Calhoun if Dahlonega 

was in the Cherokee Nation. Calhoun dodged the question by stating that Dahlonega was an 

established town with a court house and had representatives in the state legislature. At a later 

point in the debate, Calhoun made remarks about the Cherokees on whose land the mint would 

be built. He stated that although he had always supported the removal of the Indians to the West, 

he regretted the actions that were taken against the Cherokees. Regardless of how unfortunate the 

course taken against them, he continued, the area was now occupied by a white population. He 

also stated that he understood that the Cherokees had petitioned to retain lands that were still in 

their possession. Calhoun further stated that he did not believe that Georgia planned to remove 

the Cherokees from the lands which they still held possession of, but nevertheless, the gold 
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region adjacent to the lands where the Cherokees actually lived was now heavily populated by 

whites.213 

Exactly what Calhoun meant when he said that he regretted the actions taken against the 

Cherokees is unclear. Vice President Calhoun remained silent during the debate on the 1830 

Indian Removal bill, not only on the Senate floor, but in his personal correspondence as well.  As 

United States Senator, he continued to remain silent when Jackson sent federal troops to the 

Cherokee Nation and as Georgia took control of the gold mines. In Calhoun’s case, his actions, 

or in some cases, his lack thereof, speak loudly. He, his brother-in-law, and a son invested in 

gold mines inside the Cherokee Nation and none of the three spoke against actions taken by 

Georgia or the federal government against the Cherokees. Calhoun’s comments, therefore, must 

be disingenuous. Calhoun’s interests in internal improvements in Cherokee country and his 

actions while Secretary of War also confirm that Calhoun did not object to the expulsion of the 

Cherokees from their land or how it came about. These latter two subjects, internal 

improvements and his Indian policy while Secretary of War, will be discussed in later chapters.  

When the U. S. Mint bill finally passed the Senate with a vote of 24 to 19, it authorized 

the establishment of branches at Dahlonega, Charlotte, and New Orleans. The bill became law in 

March 1835 and the Charlotte mint opened in December 1837, while the Dahlonega mint opened 

in 1838. During its first year of operation in 1838, the Dahlonega mint recorded $102,915.214 
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Gold Production 

In the 1840 census, Cherokee County, North Carolina, which was created from Cherokee 

lands, ranked fifth in the state with $1,075 in gold that was mined. This figure is low when 

compared to other North Carolina counties outside of the former Cherokee Nation. For example, 

Franklin County ranked first with $200,000 in gold produced while Burke was second with 

$38,122. The story was different in Georgia, where all counties that reported gold in 1840 were 

spread across the northern part of the state and had been recently created from either Cherokee or 

Creek lands. Carroll County, which was created from Creek lands and was located on the 

southern border of the Cherokee Nation, reported $17,370 in gold produced. Columbia County, 

which was also created from Creek lands, reported $4,000 in gold. Columbia is located on the 

Savannah River just above Augusta. The other counties that reported gold production — 

Lumpkin, Habersham, Forsyth, Rabun, and Cherokee — were all created from lands inside the 

1819 borders of the Cherokee Nation. Lumpkin reported $74,460, Habersham reported $14,431, 

Forsyth reported $8,000, Rabun reported $3,000, and Cherokee reported $620. In all, Georgia 

reported 130 smelting houses, 405 men employed in the gold industry, and $121,881 in gold 

produced. Alabama reported no smelting houses, 47 men employed in the gold industry, and 

$61,230 in gold produced. Finally, Tennessee reported no smelting houses, 4 men employed in 

the gold industry, and $1,500 in gold produced. Monroe County, the home of Coker Creek where 

the first gold in Tennessee was discovered, did not report any gold mining operations. The only 

Tennessee counties to report gold production were Blount County ($500), which is just north of 

Monroe County, and Sumner County ($1,500), which is in the Middle District of the state.215 
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The failure to report gold production in the census by some counties known to produce 

gold, such as Monroe County, may be due in part to the fact that many gold miners pocketed 

their gold nuggets and left the area or traded their nuggets for goods without taking them to an 

assay office or a branch mint. For these same reasons, the figures for gold production at the 

regional mints are low and do not represent the true value of gold produced in the South. Also, 

the manufactures censuses experienced problems with reporting in all categories including gold. 

Although more gold was taken from the southern gold fields than was processed at the 

local mints, a look at the statistics for the Dahlonega mint does reflect the trends in gold 

production for Georgia over the next two decades. The Dahlonega mint, which is where most of 

the gold produced in former Cherokee lands was sent, reported its highest production of gold in 

1843 with $582,782.50 in gold coin minted. After 1843, the amount of coinage steadily declined 

to $244,130.50 in 1849, half the peak figure.  Production picked up again in the next three years 

until it reached $473,815.00 in 1852, then dropped rapidly to a low point of $32,906.00 in 

1857.216 

 The reduction in gold production was due to the fact that by the mid-1840s, many of the 

gold mines in Georgia and North Carolina experienced financial difficulties. The placer mines 

were giving out and the high cost of running the mines caused owners to look for other 

opportunities as they closed their mines. The Reed Gold and Copper Company folded in 1854 

and was auctioned off to settle debts. It changed hands several times over the next several 

decades. Many gold mine owners in western North Carolina took their slaves to California as 

part of the 1849 gold rush. By early 1854, approximately two hundred slaves from McDowell 
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and Burke counties had been transported to California to work the mines for their owners. The 

risk that Congress might decide to make California a free state discouraged other North 

Carolinians from taking their slaves to the far west’s gold region.217 

Many Georgia mines had also given out by the time of the California Gold Rush and an 

exodus of whites from Cherokee Georgia began. Auraria lost most of her remaining citizens and 

turned into something resembling a ghost town. Like their counterparts in North Carolina, 

Georgia miners made their way to California by boat and many died on the long journey. In 

1852, newspapers reported that thirty Georgians had died on board a ship as it made its way from 

Panama to California. Although many of the Georgia gold mines did not produce much profit for 

their owners, a lot of gold was extracted from the soils of North Georgia. By the time the 

Dahlonega mint closed in 1861, it had handled $6,115,569 in gold. And many of the mines were 

reopened after the Civil War.218 

 

Conclusion 

It is important to acknowledge that Georgia began passing its series of stifling laws that 

limited many Cherokee rights, including the right to testify against whites and the right to free 

assembly, before the Georgia gold rush began. These laws were designed to emphasize the 

state’s sovereignty over Cherokee lands. The crisis between Georgia and the Cherokees had been 

simmering since 1802, when the federal government promised to extinguish Indian titles to land 
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in Georgia in exchange for lands in the Mississippi territory, and reached a critical point when 

the Cherokees established their constitutional government. The gold rush may have accelerated 

some events by forcing the state government to move to take control of the gold region and by 

speeding up the land distribution system, but it did not set in motion the passage of the series of 

laws squashing Cherokee jurisdiction and sovereignty. It is also doubtful that the discovery of 

gold in North Georgia influenced President Andrew Jackson or his fellow Tennessean and 

chairman of the House Committee on Indian Affairs John Bell, to make Indian removal the first 

piece of legislation that his new administration sent to Congress. By 1826, Georgia had largely 

succeeded in removing the Creek Indians from its borders. In December of that year, the state 

turned its focus on the Cherokees. The Georgia legislature sent a resolution to President John 

Quincy Adams encouraging him to press for the removal of the remaining Indians from the state. 

In 1827, following the establishment of the Cherokee constitution, the state assembly denounced 

it and loudly voiced its sovereignty over Cherokee lands and began drafting the series of laws 

that were passed in 1828 and following years. The federal government also increased its 

pressures on the Cherokees following the creation of the Cherokee constitution and before the 

gold rush. On May 6, 1828, the government signed a treaty with the western Cherokees that 

obligated the federal government to step up its efforts to encourage eastern Cherokees to 

emigrate. As a result of this agreement, Agent Hugh Montgomery increased his recruiting efforts 

and signed up five hundred Cherokees and their slaves to move to Indian Territory. All of these 

events occurred before the gold rush.219   
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On the other hand, the discovery of gold in Cherokee Georgia attracted the attention of 

many non-Georgians, like John C. Calhoun and Robert Love, who were powerful political 

leaders, or had friends who were, that influenced the political and economic development of 

Cherokee Georgia. Calhoun’s presence in the Cherokee Nation encouraged the whites of North 

Georgia to pursue ownership of the land and encouraged state leaders in their efforts to secure 

state sovereignty over those lands. Calhoun’s efforts to secure a postal route and a regional mint 

helped secure federal recognition of the legitimacy of white occupation of Cherokee lands. The 

gold rush also brought a flood of settlers, and new voters, to North Georgia that suddenly made 

the region a political force to be reckoned with by both Georgia and national politicians. 

Because events unfolded so rapidly in the late 1820s and 1830s, the discovery of gold on 

Cherokee lands has often been called the primary, or a primary cause of Cherokee removal. It 

was a contributing cause, but only one of many. In a letter to the United States Senate and House 

of Representatives in June 1836, Ross and seven other national leaders acknowledged that the 

fight for control of the gold fields contributed to the prevailing tensions in Georgia. However, in 

the same letter Ross described how many Cherokees, including himself, had been dispossessed 

of their non-gold lands. Ross also recounted the other mineral riches in Cherokee lands:    

 

The entire country is covered with a dense forest of valuable timber, also 

abounding in inexhaustible quarries of marble and lime stone. Above all, it 

possesses the most extensive regions of the precious metal known in the United 

States. The riches of the gold mines are incalculable, some of the lots of forty 

acres of land, embracing gold mines, which have been surveyed and disposed of 
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by lottery, under the authority of Georgia, (with the encumbrance of the Indian 

title) have been sold for upward of thirty thousand dollars! 

There are also extensive banks of iron ore interspersed throughout the 

country. Mineralogists who have travelled over a portion of this territory, are fully 

persuaded, from what they have seen, that lead and silver mines will also be found 

in the mountain regions. Independent of all these natural advantages and 

invaluable resources, there are many extensive and valuable improvements made 

upon the lands by the native Cherokee inhabitants, and those adopted as Cherokee 

citizens, by intermarriages.220    

 

The Cherokee lands contained many valuable rocks and minerals, like marble and copper, 

that had not yet been exploited by whites, but would be within the next ten to fifteen years after 

removal. The Cherokee lands also contained many minerals, besides gold, that had been sought 

after by whites. From the mid-eighteenth century when an English agent trespassed on Cherokee 

soil to begin digging for kaolin, to hunters and land speculators looking for salt licks to establish 

backcountry villages near, to saltpeter mines that caused a rift in the Cherokee Nation over land 

cessions, the Cherokees contended with many threats to their mineral resources. Their initial 

reactions in the eighteenth century cases, when they had a town and clan-based government and 

were dealing with an imperial colonial government or a weak and new American national 

government, both of which were located a great distance from their villages, were to arrest or 

attack intruders. By the nineteenth century, however, as they struggled to form a centralized 
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government, the Cherokees began to pass laws governing control of their mineral rights, turned 

away from violence, and began negotiating lease agreements.  

The period from the American Revolution to 1838 was also a period when the federal, 

state, and territorial governments, their relationships to each other, and their relationships with 

the Cherokees were being defined. Until an Indian department was established in 1786 in the 

Department of War, state and local governments took the lead in dealing with the Cherokees. 

This frequently led to uncontrolled intrusions into Cherokee country by whites, violence, and 

coerced land cessions, as in the case of the Cumberland salt licks. Even with the establishment of 

the Indian department, it took the federal government another decade to wrestle control of 

Cherokee affairs away from local settlers and state militias. After the federal government 

established the civilization program and Indian agencies, they were finally able to take the lead 

role in land cessions negotiations and the Cherokees became more dependent on the federal 

government to control their relationships with intruders and with neighboring state and territorial 

governments. When the federal government became less able and less willing to protect the 

Cherokees from intruders and the demands of state governments, as in the case of Georgia and 

the Cherokees, the Cherokees finally lost control of both their mineral resources and their 

lands.221 

. 
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 Chapter IV 

Rivers, Roads, and Rails: The Influence of Transportation Needs and Internal 

Improvements 

 

Introduction 

In 1821, the Montgomery Republican and Niles’ Register reported the journey of a 

keelboat through Cherokee territory. The boat was the Tennessee Patriot. She measured fifty feet 

long and was built at Southwest Point in East Tennessee (present-day Kingston), where barrels 

of flour and whiskey were placed on board. The Tennessee Patriot traveled a hundred miles 

down the Tennessee River to the mouth of the Hiwassee, then another sixty-five miles up the 

Hiwassee to the Wocoa (Ocoee.) She ascended the Wocoa several miles to a portage area that 

was commonly used by smaller boats. The portage area lay east of the McNairs’ (a prominent 

mixed-blood family) and the federal Georgia Road. The keelboat was carried ten miles overland, 

then placed in the Conasauga River and floated down to the Eustanaula, then to the Coosa and 

Alabama rivers where she finally landed at Montgomery, Alabama. The Tennessee Patriot 

traveled nearly one thousand miles through both Cherokee and Creek lands. This remarkable 

story illustrates the difficulty of transportation between neighboring southern states in the early 

nineteenth-century and the determination of white entrepreneurs to carry their goods through 

Indian lands to market.222 
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As seen in earlier chapters, the Southeast developed a thriving commercial economy by 

the 1790s. Euro-Americans wanted to move their goods to distant markets across states and 

territories and to ports on the Gulf and Atlantic. To reach these markets, whites often had to 

move their goods through Native American country. The Cherokees, however, already used 

these same transportation routes and resisted trespassing through their lands. They contested 

attempts by whites to take control of their transportation systems. From the white point of view, 

the full economic promise of agriculture, industry, and trade in the South could not be realized as 

long as control of strategic transportation routes remained in Cherokee hands. The Cherokee 

Nation presented an obstacle to their pursuit of commerce and their desire to build roads, canals, 

and railways. The goal of this chapter is to illuminate the importance of transportation routes and 

internal improvements as factors in treaty negotiations and the removal of the Cherokees.  

 

Transportation Needs of Euro-Americans in Cherokee Country before 1786 

The earliest uses of transportation routes in Cherokee territory by Europeans and Anglo-

Americans included hunting, trade, and immigration. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

the Cherokees and English established a thriving trade using Indian trails that led from 

Charleston, South Carolina, to the Lower Cherokee towns in northwest South Carolina and 

continuing to the Overhill settlements in East Tennessee. One branch of these trails led to the 

“forked country” of the Creek Indians, which lay between the Flint and Chattahoochee Rivers. 

Settlers from the colonies (later, states) of Virginia and North Carolina followed the Great Indian 

Warpath southwest through the Appalachian Mountains to hunt for game in what would later 
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become the states of Tennessee and Kentucky. Rivers, streams, and Indian trails served as the 

main routes for early white immigrants into the Cherokee lands of the old Southwest Territory.223 

Travel on roads or horse paths in the early southwest was slow and dangerous because of 

weather, the poor condition of the roads, a lack of roads, and the possibility of Indian attack. 

Transportation of goods by waterways was also very slow due to flooding and drought that 

raised and lowered the river levels unpredictably and due to numerous obstacles in the 

waterways ranging from snags and sandbars to whirlpools, shoals, and the fall line. Before 

steamboats arrived on inland waters in the 1810s, cotton and other goods were floated to the 

ports on the Atlantic or the gulf in cotton-boxes, large flat-bottomed boats sixty to eighty feet 

long, or on pole-boats, flat or decked boats usually with a single pole in the rear for steering. 

After reaching their destination, the cotton-boxes were broken up and sold as lumber and the 

pole-boats were filled with supplies and laboriously steered upstream to their origin. After the 

arrival of the steamboats, the states contracted for internal navigation improvements so the 

steamboats could travel from the seaports to major cities located along the fall line such as 

Augusta, Macon, Milledgeville, and Columbus in Georgia and Montgomery in Alabama. At 

cities along the fall line, steamboats picked up goods floated downstream on smaller boats 

because the steamboats could not go above the fall line (see Figure 11).224   

Many early pioneers traveled west on the Tennessee River to emigrate to the Natchez 

district and the Cumberland Plateau.  However, the strange geography of the river made it very  
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Figure 11. Major Rivers in Cherokee Country. 
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dangerous and prevented it from becoming the great highway that other rivers such as the Ohio or 

Mississippi had become. The obstacles that lay along the river were legendary. Thomas Jefferson 

wrote about one of the river hazards, the Suck, in his Notes on the State of Virginia: "Above the 

Chickamogga towns is a whirlpool called the Sucking pot, which takes in trunks of trees or boats, 

and throws them out again half a mile below." The Indians called the treacherous spot Untiguhi, for 

"pot in the water." The Cherokees believed that the Suck was a haunted whirlpool, where a house 

full of people lived on the bottom of the river. The inhabitants reached through the beams of their 

house to pull travelers into the depths. In later years, obstacles like the Suck made it nearly 

impossible for steamboat captains to traverse the entire length of the river. Instead, steamboat lines 

operated on sections of the river between the obstacles, such as the sections from Knoxville to 

Chattanooga and from Chattanooga to Decatur. In some cases, railroad lines were built to transport 

passengers around the treacherous sections.225 

 Another hazard to travel on the Tennessee River came in human form. The 

Chickamaugans were a group of alienated Cherokees, under the leadership of Tsiyugunsini, or 

Dragging Canoe. Dragging Canoe and his followers broke off from the main body of Cherokees 

after the Sycamore Shoals Treaty in 1775, by which a large portion of Cherokee land was sold to 

the representatives of the Transylvania Company. Siding with the British during the Revolution, 

the Chickamaugans attacked American forces and frontier settlements and in retribution the 

Americans attacked Cherokee towns. In March 1777, many homeless Cherokees followed 

Dragging Canoe to new settlements on Chickamauga Creek in present day Hamilton County, 

Tennessee, where they were later joined by more Cherokees, Creeks, Tories, and black slave 
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refugees. In April 1779, a group of Virginia and North Carolina volunteers under the command 

of Colonel Evan Shelby ransacked and burned the Chickamauga villages and carried off twenty 

thousand bushels of corn. This occurred while many of the Cherokee warriors were off fighting 

for the British along the Georgia and South Carolina borders. Rather than rebuild on the burned 

town sites, Dragging Canoe established five new towns further down the Tennessee River. It was 

from these five Lower Towns, still hungry and smarting from Shelby’s invasion a few months 

earlier, that the Chickamaugans launched their initial attacks on the Donelson party.226 

One of the best-known stories of early travel in Cherokee country is the story of John 

Donelson, Sr., a Virginia surveyor. In 1779, he prepared to move his family from Fort Patrick 

Henry (at present-day Kingsport) to the Big Salt Lick (present-day Nashville). Traveling with 

Donelson was his daughter Rachel, who later married Andrew Jackson, and several other 

families. Their four-month journey took them down the Holston River to the Tennessee, then 

they ascended the Ohio River to the Cumberland River.  Excerpted below are several entries 

from Donelson’s journal that illustrate the dangers of travel in Cherokee country before 

Tennessee was a state: 227 

 

JOURNAL OF A VOYAGE, intended by God’s permission, in the good boat 

Adventure, from Fort Patrick Henry on Holston River, to the French Salt Springs 

on Cumberland River, kept by John Donaldson. (Donelson) 
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December 22, 1779 – Took our departure from the fort and fell down the 

river to the mouth of Reedy Creek, where we were stopped by the fall of water, 

and most excessive hard frost; and after much delay and many difficulties we 

arrived at the mouth of Cloud’s Creek, on Sunday evening, the 20th February, 

1780, where we lay by until Sunday, 27th, when we took our departure with 

sundry other vessels bound for the same voyage, and on the same day struck the 

Poor Valley Shoal, together with Mr. Boyd and Mr. Rounsifer, on which shoal we 

lay that afternoon and succeeding night in much distress. 

Monday, February 28
th

, 1780 – In the morning the water rising, we got off 

the shoal, after landing thirty persons to lighten our boat. In attempting to land on 

an island, received some damage and lost sundry articles, and came to camp on 

the south shore, where we joined sundry other vessels also bound down. 

Wednesday, 8
th – . . . we had come in sight of another town, situated 

likewise on the south side of the river, nearly opposite a small island.  Here they 

again invited us to come on shore, called us brothers, and observing the boats 

standing off for the opposite channel, told us that “their side of the river was 

better for boats to pass.” And here we must regret the unfortunate death of young 

Mr. Payne, on board Capt. Blackemore’s boat, who was mortally wounded by 

reason of the boat running too near the northern shore opposite the town, where 

some of the enemy lay concealed. . . . 
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Tuesday, 14
th – Set out early.  On this day two boats approaching too near 

the shore, were fired on by the Indians.  Five of the crew were wounded, but not 

dangerously.228 

 

The Donelson party arrived at the Big Salt Lick on the Cumberland River on April 24 

without further serious incident. By comparison to their journey on the Tennessee River through 

Cherokee country, their travels on the Ohio and Cumberland Rivers were uneventful.229    

 

Transportation Needs of Euro-Americans in Cherokee Country after 1786 

In 1786, Congress passed an ordinance for the management of Indian affairs. It divided 

the Indian department into northern and southern districts and placed the district agents under the 

power of the Secretary of War and Congress. As a result of the ordinance, the Secretary of War 

took primary responsibility for implementing the Indian policies of Congress including the 

negotiation of treaties and communications and trade with the Indians. A lack of money and the 

weakness of the Confederation undermined the War Department’s authority and made it difficult 

for Secretary of War Henry Knox to maintain control of conflicts with Indians caused by frontier 

expansion. The creation of the United States Constitution placed control of the War Department 

and Indian policy under the control of the President and enabled Knox, who continued as 

Secretary of War, to begin developing more effective federal Indian policies.230 
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The establishment of the Office of Indian Affairs altered relations between Native 

Americans and Euro-Americans and allowed the federal government to implement what 

historian Reginald Horsman calls “a more elaborate policy” that encompassed a broad spectrum 

of issues including transportation through Indian lands. As an instrument of Congress or the 

President, the Secretary of War and his Indian agents began to exercise control over Indian 

affairs; before that time, local settlers felt empowered to deal directly with the Indians. The shift 

toward federal authority over Indian affairs resulted in changes in policy toward transportation 

within Cherokee country, where settlers and agents of the federal government were often at 

odds.231 

 

Passports 

The 1786 Indian affairs ordinance provided guidelines on the use of passports to control 

travel through Indian country. It stated “that no . . . passports be granted to any other person than 

citizens of the United States, to travel through the Indian nations, without their having previously 

made their business known to the superintendent of the district, and received his special 

approbation.” The district agent regulated travel and commerce in his district and controlled 

these activities by issuing or withholding passports. Other various agents of the War Department 

also had the authority to issue passes for Indian territory or foreign countries adjacent to the 

United States.232 

The issuance of passports to people traveling through or conducting business in Cherokee 

country was further detailed in Article 9 of the July 2, 1791 Treaty of Holston: “No citizen or 
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inhabitant of the United States shall attempt to hunt or destroy the game on the lands of the 

Cherokees; nor shall any citizen or inhabitant go onto Cherokee country, without a passport first 

obtained from the Governor of some one of the United States, or territorial districts, or such other 

person as the President of the United State may, from time to time, authorize or grant the 

same.”233 

The Treaty of Holston was intended to achieve peace on the North Carolina frontier west 

of the Appalachians. Settlers from Virginia and North Carolina had illegally established 

settlements in Cherokee territory and established a new state called Franklin. In an effort to 

expand their settlements and drive Cherokees from the area, the settlers waged war not only on 

the rebellious lower towns of the Cherokees but also on the peaceful Overhill towns. In 1788, 

men under the leadership of John Sevier, who later served as Governor of Tennessee, arranged a 

peace meeting with a group of chiefs, then proceeded to murder the chiefs, including the 

venerable Old Tassel. Violence was rampant in East Tennessee for over a decade. The clause in 

the 1791 Treaty of Holston which implemented the issuing of passports for travel in the 

Cherokee Nation was intended to control illegal hunting and squatting by whites in Cherokee 

country. The federal government also wanted to control trade and foreign agents who might 

agitate the Cherokees.234 

The requirement to obtain a passport before traveling through Indian lands was a 

nuisance most whites resented. In 1811, Silas Dinsmoor, agent to the Choctaws, announced that 

he would arrest any Negro traveling in Choctaw territory whose owner had no passport for him. 
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Dinsmoor’s goal was to reduce the number of runaway slaves who took refuge in the Choctaw 

nation. However, in 1812, when Andrew Jackson transported twenty-six slaves belonging to a 

company in which he was a partner from Natchez to Nashville, he deliberately ignored the 

requirement. As he passed the Choctaw agency, he was met by armed guards. Jackson expected a 

confrontation but was allowed to pass. Jackson objected vociferously to Dinsmoor’s tyranny 

against honest citizens who were being “ threatened with chains and confinement for peaceably 

traveling a road ceded by solemn Treaty.” Jackson attempted to have Dinsmoor removed from 

the Choctaw agency, but without success. While the story does not directly involve the 

Cherokees, it illustrates the frustrations of many whites with federal interference in Indian affairs 

and restrictions on travel through Indian lands. In particular, it illustrates the attitude of Jackson, 

whose administration authored the 1830 Indian Removal Act providing funds and authorization 

to remove all Indians living east of the Mississippi to the West.235 

 

Safe Passage Clauses and the Cumberland Road 

The late eighteenth century was also a period of significant frontier expansion in the old 

southwest that changed boundaries and altered relations with the Indians. This was especially 

true west of the Appalachians as new territories and states were established. In 1790, North 

Carolina ceded all of its lands west of the Alleghenies to Congress. William Blount was appointed 

governor of the region, which was called the Territory South of the River Ohio. In 1796, this region 

became the state of Tennessee. Although the Cherokees ceded most of their land in northeast 

Tennessee to settlers in the 1775 Treaty of Sycamore Shoals, their claims to much of the land in the 

                                                 
235 Andrew Jackson to Willie Blount, 25 January 1812, The Papers of Andrew Jackson, 2:277-
79; Robert V. Remini, Andrew Jackson and His Indian Wars (New York: Viking, 2001), 52. 
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remaining portion of Tennessee still posed problems for the new state. In 1799, two Moravian 

missionaries, Abraham Steiner and Frederick de Schweinitz, noted the problem caused by the 

continued existence of the Cherokee Nation in Tennessee. The following excerpt from the 

missionaries' journal is taken from Samuel Cole Williams' Early Travels in The Tennessee Country: 

 

 Knoxville is now the seat of the government of the State of Tennessee. The Superior 

Court of the eastern part of the State, also, has its sessions here. Both parts of the 

State, the eastern, or Washington District, and the western, or Mero District, appear 

to be mistrustful of each other, and each part would be glad to have all offices within 

its own confines, which condition is intensified because a great part of the Cherokee 

country, viz., their hunting grounds, lies between the two parts and they cannot, 

therefore, meet without passing through great wilderness.236 

 

As white settlements in the eastern and western parts of Tennessee grew, tensions mounted 

between the Cherokees and settlers. The settlers viewed the Cherokee territory sandwiched between 

their lands as a prime area for expansion. Illegal settlements, hunting, and travel in the Cherokee 

Territory increased the tension between the Cherokees and their white neighbors. 

Misunderstandings between the two different cultures often ignited confrontations. The increase in 

the white population on either side of the Cherokee lands made it easier to push the Cherokees south 

toward Georgia and Alabama. 

                                                 
236 Williams, Early Travels, 455; An Act to Accept the North Carolina Cession, 2 April 1790, in 
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During the late eighteenth century, Southwest Point was located on the most direct route 

between the Washington and Mero districts of Tennessee. Perched on a hill above the confluence of 

the Clinch and Tennessee rivers, the fort was a strategic location for control of both water and land 

communications.  Many settlers moving to the western settlements in the Tennessee territory passed 

through the area. About 1788, while the region was still part of the state of North Carolina, the 

North Carolina legislature authorized the establishment of a road across Cherokee lands which 

separated White’s Fort and the Cumberland settlements. This road was called the Avery Trace or 

Cumberland Road (see Figure 12).237 

In 1792, John Sevier, then a leader of the Tennessee militia, took control of Southwest 

Point. Territorial governor William Blount called on Sevier and the militia to protect the 

Cumberland settlements in Middle Tennessee. Several fords crossed the Clinch and Tennessee 

rivers near Southwest Point, making it a strategic location for Sevier to launch raids on Indian 

settlements if necessary. At the time, hostilities raged on the Tennessee frontier. The Knoxville 

Gazette reported arson, horse theft, and murders almost weekly.238 

The July 2, 1791 Treaty of Holston, which provided for passports through Cherokee 

lands, also provided for safe passage of travelers from East to West Tennessee. Article V stated: 

“It is stipulated and agreed, that the citizens and inhabitants of the United States, shall have a 

free and unmolested use of a road from Washington district to Mero district, and of the 

navigation of the Tennessee river.” The Treaty of Holston was the first Cherokee treaty to 

include a “safe passage” clause to protect communications and travel between white settlements 

                                                 
237 Samuel D. Smith, ed., Fort Southwest Point Archaeological Site, Kingston, Tennessee: A 

Multidisciplinary Interpretation (Nashville: Tennessee Department of Environment and 
Conservation, Division of Archaeology, 1993), 17. 
238 Smith, Fort Southwest Point, 18; Knoxville Gazette, 28 Feb. 1792, 21 April 1792, 5 May 1792. 
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Figure 12. Fort Southwest Point and the Cumberland Road. Source: Tennessee (Detail), in 
“Indian Land Cessions in the United States,” compiled by Charles C. Royce, Eighteenth Annual 

Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology to the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, 

1896-1897 (Washington D. C.: Government Printing Office, 1899), PL. CLXII. 


