Forced Indian Removal
President Andrew Jackson and the Trail of Tears
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The Cherokee people in the fall of 1835 lived in several southeastern states and numbered over 16,000 people, plus over 1,500 African slaves. They had their own government, lived in homes like their white neighbors, had a written language, and were actually more literate than those same white neighbors. 


In contrast, the United States had a population of 14,500,000 people, plus 2,500,000 African slaves.

1. If there are limited resources, who should benefit from it, a small group or a large group? Why?

Around this time, gold was discovered on Cherokee land in both Georgia and North Carolina. White settlers wanted Cherokee land for its farming and even more so because of the gold. The U.S. government offered to pay $4.5 million to the Cherokee for their land, but the Cherokee refused. Andrew Jackson, who had a reputation as an Indian fighter, was elected president of the United States, and Congress gave him the power to negotiate removal treaties with the Cherokee.

2. Where have we seen Andrew Jackson before?

The Cherokee politician, Major Ridge, decided on his own to conduct negotiations with President Jackson for the sale of Cherokee land. In anticipation of getting Cherokee land, North Carolina and the other states began auctions selling off Cherokee land. 
3. Why do you think Major Ridge chose to conduct negotiations with the President?

4. Was Major Ridge wrong? Why?

5. Is what North Carolina did, wrong? Why?


The real Cherokee leader, John Ross, did not want to sell any Cherokee land. He argued his case before the Supreme Court, and the Court decided that the Cherokee were legally correct and could not be forced off their land without being paid. President Jackson responded to this by saying, “The Supreme Court has made its decision, now let them enforce it!” 
6. What do you think about what President Jackson did? Why?

Major Ridge and 500 other Cherokee went to the United States and offered to sell all Cherokee land for $5 million (about $312 per Cherokee, worth about $6,000 in today’s terms). 
7. What do you think of Major Ridge’s actions? Did he get a good price?

The United States accepted and President Jackson ordered General Winfield Scott along with 7,000 soldiers to Cherokee territory. Beginning in May, the soldiers gathered up thousands of Cherokee and forced them out of their homes and marched them west, at gunpoint. Most Cherokee were forced out with only the clothes on their backs.
8. What would you have done if you had been one of those Cherokee? Why?

 After crossing the Smoky Mountains, many soldiers deserted (for a variety of reasons) and the Cherokee were forced into camps where they stayed in the summer of 1838, where 2,000 Cherokee died due to disease from unsanitary conditions. 
9. What would you have done if you were a soldier forced to remove the Cherokee from their homes? Why?

The rest of the Cherokee were forced to move westward to Indian Territory (Oklahoma) beginning in October of 1838, where another 2,000 died during the 1,000 mile walk in the cold and snow.
10. What kind of difficulties do you think the surviving Cherokee faced once they were in their new homes?

