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—John Ehle                
Penland, North Carolina


NOTE

In 1770 Thomas Jefferson’s income as a lawyer is figured to have been three thousand dollars, and his income as a planter using his 5,000-acre estate about two thousand. These figures help to establish a comparison of monetary value between today and 1770: perhaps a ratio of thirty to one.
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1Investigations were made in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to determine whether the American Indians were the lost tribes of Judah; and it was pretty well proved both yes and no, and unprovable either way, which made it an excellent topic for study and exploitation, one populated by warm bodies and tearstained faces and beautiful, waiting children. James Adair, an Irish trader who lived among the Cherokees for forty years, decided the Indians were indeed one of the lost tribes and wrote seventy thousand words on the subject at a time when printed words were dear. He used as evidence such topics as their division into tribes; their language and dialects; their festivals, feasts, and religious rites; their absolutions and anointings; their laws of uncleanness, their avoidance of unclean things; their practices of marriage, divorce, and punishment for adultery; their ornaments.… Adair was one of a series of writers who held similar views, among them Gregorio García in his Origen de las Indios de el Nuevo Mundo (1607), Bartolomé de las Casas, Thomas Thorowgood in his Iewes in America (1650 and 1660), John Eliot in his Conjectures, Manasseh ben Israel, Cotton Mather, Roger Williams, William Penn, Charles Beatty in The Journal of Two-Months Tour (1768).

The Cherokees were often selected for distinction because they were inheritors of a dignity beyond their rather simple means and even referred to themselves as the “principal people.” Their lands were the center of the Earth. All else radiated outward from there.

Naturalist and social historian William Bartram reported on them:


2The Cherokees in their disposition and manner are grave and steady; dignified and circumspect in their deportment; rather slow and reserved in conversation; yet frank, cheerful and humane; tenacious of their liberties and natural rights of men; secret, deliberate and determined in their councils; honest, just and liberal, and are ready always to defend their territory and maintain their rights.



Male and female, they were hospitable but uneffusive. The men appeared to be respectful but remained aloof, were secure within themselves. They would shake a stranger’s hand silently while looking off toward the horizon, securing their own independence. They never bowed to any other creature; they were not even willing to nod. They spoke one at a time, deliberately and with many motions, then fell silent, listened without looking at their companion.

They were of a copper color and proud of it, referred to Europeans as “ugly whites,” were lighter than their Indian neighbors, the Creeks and Choctaws and Iroquois. They were lithe, tall, erect, without noticeable deformities. Their spoken language was musical, punctuated by guttural, breathy breaks. The men enjoyed ball games, hunting, and warfare. Indeed, warfare was their favorite activity and occupied much of each winter.

They were a clean people, when compared to the white English, German, and Scots-Irish settlers drifting in, infiltrating their territory, most of whom were satisfied to bathe in autumn and not again till spring. The Indians “went to water” often, considering water, the sun, and fire to be three holy gifts of the Great Spirit.

The Cherokees were polite, except that the men, particularly the young, were easily offended and quick to react, often violently; and whiskey made many of the men argumentative and testy. Women were not supposed to drink.

The maidens were particularly appealing for whites, as well as for Indians. Louis-Philippe, while duke of Orléans (later he was King of the French), traveled to the Cherokee country in 1797. He remarked that “3There are several of these Indian women who are very pretty and I was very struck by the coquettishness of their manners. It is an entirely different kind than their neighbors, and they could hardly have been taught better by French women.” He noticed that a guide, when the fathers or husbands had their heads turned, “barely concealed his games with the wives or daughters and they were so little bashful that one of them who was lying down put her hand, in my presence, on his trousers and said to him, with a disdainful air, ‘Ah, sick.’ ” He described a group of women picking berries as disclosing their beauties to the fluttering breeze, and bathing their limbs in the cool, flitting stream.

A Cherokee woman had more rights and power than European women. She decided whom she would marry, and the man built a house for her, which was considered her property, or else he came to her or her mother’s house to live. The house and children were hers. She and her brothers reared them. If she bore too many children, or if a child were deformed, she had the right to kill the unwanted infant. Should the father kill one, he would be guilty of murder. To obtain a divorce, she packed her husband’s clothes in a bag and set it outside her door. She was free to marry someone else, and so was he. Many divorces occurred, many remarriages. A system of serial monogamy developed, and adultery was common, even though frowned upon. The Cherokees, unlike most tribes, did not generally enforce laws against it. One exception in the 1700s was an incident in which the men of a village arranged to make an example of an annoyingly promiscuous woman: in the woods near the town thirty males persuaded her to consent in series.

The year was 1771. When the Cherokee woman lay down to bear a baby, she did not know that the child she was about to deliver was to be a leader, a chief among his people. It was for her a fond hope, a dear hint of a promise. Mothers were allowed to suspect as much. The house in which this particular mother lived, in which she lay down on a reed bed to deliver, was made of saplings tied to corner posts, with plaster inside and outside. The house had an earthen floor. In the middle of the roof was a smoke hole for the fire. The place was the town of Hiwassee, on the Hiwassee River at Savannah Ford, located in territory then claimed by the state of North Carolina, sooner or later to be formed into the state of Tennessee. The river was a bawling, brawling torrent off the west slope of one of the highest mountain ranges in eastern America, which white traders called the Great Smokies, a range so varied in temperament and aspects that it was thought to be imbued with a life of its own.

Four midwives attended Ridge’s mother at this birth. She had borne before—three sons, all now dead by reasons of the cold hand of sickness, perhaps laid on them by an enemy nearby: a neighbor jealous of her and her happiness, or one who despised her husband because of an old argument or fancied wrong; or perhaps the curses had first been made in another Cherokee village against a resident there, and a local shaman, the priest or medicine man of the Cherokees, had thrown the curse away, had deflected it toward the Hiwassee, where it had fallen on her sons.

As labor pains began, she asked to be carried outdoors. The smoke annoyed her; she said she could be carried on the deer hide on which she lay. It was natural for a Cherokee mother to want to be a close part of the earth and forest and open sky, to smell the odor of mold and blooms, to lie, body writhing, on the same plot as held the dead of the past, the same pad used by the swift panthers, the wolf, the fox, the grunting, solemn sow bears.

4The shaman told the midwives to leave her where she was for the moment. He was reciting chants from his place near the fire, invoking the aid of the flames, a vital element, as much a living being as the midwives or the sweaty, naked mother who wanted the cooler air. He was concentrating to sense the presence of a witch. While the mother and a midwife watched, he slowly, deliberately, respectfully raked some of the fire’s coals into the ridge walls of a small rectangle. From a pouch he took a pinch of tobacco and dropped it into the center of the enclosure. The tobacco burned evenly. He grunted, satisfied. It is well enough, safe enough, he said.

The mother was carried in the deerskin to the yard outside, where her husband and his closest friends waited. She was laid on a grassy mound, her eyes toward heaven, her lips moving in a silent appeal of her own, the shaman trailing along, now hovering, now returning to the fire to make other tests.

A cry from him. This time the tobacco had flared up. He demanded silence, attention as he crept to the other side of the rectangle of coals. His voice was urgent, crackly. The father and two of the midwives crowded inside the house and looked on as another pinch of tobacco blazes. The two women cried out. This time the smoke was drawn to the north, was bent in that direction, revealing that a witch was coming and was from the north. Swiftly the shaman worked, his deliberate chants rising, filling the room. The mother was brought inside once more; one of the midwives stood in the narrow doorway. The shaman called out the warning words, fending off, protecting, while stirring the red embers of the living, breathing fire. The labor pains heightened as the woman pushed the baby into being, the midwives assisting.

This fourth child was also a boy. Gratefully she put him to her full breast to suck. The shaman cried out in anger. He reminded her that she knew better. He snatched the babe from her, even while she tearfully protested, gave it to a midwife: the baby will have tea for seven days, a tea the shaman will brew, and nothing else, and the result will be that even witches will be unable to harm him; also, the brew will bestow magical powers, so that the boy will in time be able to see what to others is invisible, and 5he can leave his body whenever he chooses, can leave his body during illness, for instance; he will be able to change his form, too, to become a raven, and to fly.

The infant eagerly accepted the tea the midwife fed him, sucked the leather nipple greedily. He will be a hungry hunter; they are the best. He will be a brave warrior with many Creek scalps.

The mother waited for all of them to be done with her baby. Experience had taught her there was no argument persuasive enough to move the shaman, one chosen by her because of his high reputation. Her private view was that he was better with witches than with babies; and as for new mothers, he had no curiosity about her condition, had left her without a sip of the tea he had brewed.

To fly like a raven. To leave one’s sick body in a coma. To see many forms invisible to other people: all that she wanted for him, for her new baby. She wanted him to be a chief among his people, a hunter as expert and respected as his father, a warrior to save his people from enemy Indians and whites. But she believed a mother would not have milk in her tits if it were not intended to be used.

The shaman doctor dozed off. She accepted her baby from a midwife and cradled him in her arms. As the midwives sat around her so that the doctor would not see should he snort awake, she put his little mouth to her breast and let him suck.

Fly like the raven if he wants to, she thought, but he must live a full, happy life on this earth, too.

The mother’s own father was a Highland Scot. A few dozen of that nationality—another people nominated to be the lost tribe of Judah—had over the years moved into Cherokee country, most of them traders arriving from Charleston, buying furs with guns, powder, lead, cloth. They married pretty Indians and became fathers of their children. Sometimes they came to long for their other home, their parents and kin, or even a lover left there, and as often as not they left on a trip, making assurances of return. Be back in one year, by the next green corn dance.…

One year became two, became three and longer. Illness had delayed him, or lack of money for the long journey, or the appeal of other loving women. Who can say? No criticism intended by his Cherokee wife and children.

My father is here tonight beside my baby, the mother thought; my father is proudly watching his grandson suck his breakfast from his daughter, the baby three-quarters Cherokee, more than enough. A few drops of Cherokee blood were required, that was all, to give him a place in the family, full citizenship in the nation, this blood kin of Attacullaculla, the high chief. Even though the chief was of the Wolf clan and Ridge of the Deer, Attacullaculla would perhaps come here to see his kinsmen and would, if asked, talk for half a day about his experiences, even the journey to England he had made as a child to marvel at a thousand sights and mysteries—one of them the King.

The shaman awoke. He looked toward her, slowly got to his feet, yawning, stretching, and stepped outdoors. A major moon tonight, a sky fire just over there beyond the first hill, and it helped to light his way.

The two struggles of the Cherokees during Ridge’s long lifetime were their effort to protect their territory from the intrusion of white settlers and their attempt to adapt their culture in order to meet the appeals and pressures of the cultures of the white man.

As to the first, as of 1771—the probable date of Ridge’s birth—they claimed territory in what in time became the states of Virginia, Kentucky, North Carolina, Tennessee, South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi, their lands including the southern Appalachians, the fertile piedmont of northwestern Georgia, and the Tennessee Valley, with all the waters flowing off the western and eastern escarpments of the Smokies and the Unakas. In 1770 this land was occupied by about twelve thousand Cherokees. Three thousand males were of suitable age to take up arms, and about two thousand females were of bearing age. Much of this land was also claimed by other tribes and by the British and French, and it was desired by the Spanish.

The borders were not marked, but the land was patrolled by the Cherokee men throughout the colder half of each year. In course of time they had in bloody skirmishes fought back advances of the Creeks, the Iroquois, especially the Senecas, the Shawnees to the south—who later drove them north—the Chickasaws, the Catawbas; and they had in turn conquered land claimed by them.

6Late autumn, winter, early spring were the times for patrolling, with groups of twenty to forty warriors policing a territory. These excursions were masculine adventures, with risk of torture and death for each participant, and the risk for each family of losing members. The profession of warrior was a favored, most honored one. The stark, ever-present alternative to war was death or enslavement of men, women, and children. Cherokees were reminded to consider the Catawbas of a generation ago, warn their sons about that powerful people, once feared, who neglected their guard: the Cherokees themselves moved east, conquered them, captured five hundred of their warriors, and sold them at the slave market in Charleston. The five hundred were sent to work on Caribbean islands: a double gain for the tribe, in that an enemy was defeated and their own people were able to pay all their bills.

The whites were now an even greater threat than Indian tribes, whites settling on land sold by the Cherokees, then moving onto unsold land, a tide uncontrolled by their own governments, even uncontrollable, a people with land their single thought, knowing nothing as dear as land to own. If one killed them, as Cherokees sometimes did, at once their place was taken, and white neighbors replied with deadly revenge.

The military struggle was ages old and was a way of life. As long as the Cherokees won, they were satisfied.

The other, the cultural struggle, was also one of survival. The Cherokee must come to terms with the white man’s attainments. What do we have or can we get that will obtain for us guns and powder, cloth, lead and iron and silver, knowledge of their language, ability to count, to write messages? How do they make music in a wooden box? Can wood sing? How do they awaken it with a bow? When I first heard it speak, Attacullaculla admitted, I leaped back, afraid. How much do you want, Unaka, for a box full of music? How long will the music last—a season, two seasons? How do you measure the value of music? Here is a piece of cloth you offer, and I know its length and cost, but music is unknown in price. It has always been the wind sounds, the drum, the river, the cry of a mountain lion, the voice of a woman. How much would I owe you for five boxes of music?

We can defeat the enemy in battle, Attacullaculla explained to friends, if they are Choctaws or Creeks or whites. One can kill a white easily enough, but what then will we do for what we want of theirs? Where do their secrets hide?

Sell furs. We can’t always do that. The beaver and deer grow scarce. Sell slaves. The Catawbas to the east—disease-ridden, drunkards—sell them. A band of Creeks coming over our border, sell them.

Sell land. There is plenty of land.

Sad are the lullabyes an Indian mother sings to her baby as she measures the time from day to day, danger to danger.

A boy growing up would usually eat at home and would be limited to two meals a day in order to strengthen his willpower and appetite. At mealtime his mother and father, brothers and sisters would be present, as might visitors who had arrived without notice. These strangers would present themselves simply by saying “I am here.”

“So you are,” the mother would say.

They would be members of the mother’s clan visiting from another town, or local clan members who had sniffed out the best meal.

Food would include warm boiled beans, bread—a corn and bean batter baked in corn husks in the house fire—and fish or meat: deer, rabbit, squirrel, or pork, either baked or stewed.

A Cherokee boy living in a town was not taught by his father. He was taught by the other men of his town, particularly his mother’s brothers. It was through the mother that he gained clan identity, which afforded him citizenship. There were seven of these clans. One did not marry within one’s own clan, for the members were family. In each of the forty-three Cherokee towns, the seven were represented. The members of the Bird clan (to name one) were responsible for feeding and protecting and serving the needs of members of the Bird family. The women were in charge of their own houses and owned the children. Communal areas were set aside for each woman and her daughters to raise vegetables, and the women cooked meals and cared for the babies. The men were in charge of a boy’s training. In a town the boys of all seven clans or families were sometimes trained together, sometimes singly. The boy Ridge came to know several fathers, most of them his uncles. He also had a word for mother, but it designated more than one person, often including his blood mother’s sisters and other women of the Deer clan.

If two uncles disagreed about an element of discipline, additional votes would be sought until a consensus was reached. The father might give his opinion, but he was never asked to do so. All boys of a village received the same instruction. Deviations were not acceptable.

A man’s duties included trading goods, providing game, deciding with his wife where he would live, including the decision to move the family to another town; he had the power to represent himself in the council house, where daily the men gathered to smoke tobacco and deliberate. He could trade such items as he made; some men fashioned silver decorations. He could give gifts, could chide and praise his children and those of his sisters. He never struck a son. Nobody was allowed to strike a Cherokee boy of any family. It was thought to be demeaning to show lack of respect for his dignity. Discipline was achieved through ostracism and mockery. The father might acquire wealth, in terms of horses or jewelry or guns, but if he continued to live in a town, he must reckon with the relative poverty of others all around; he must help other clan members as the need arose or draw their scorn and maybe suffer from their shamans serving as sorcerers.

The Cherokee boy learned Cherokee words in the accent of his mother—one of three distinct accents, to some extent distinct languages of the tribe. He had furry toys, and he had pets. He was coaxed and encouraged, tolerated and amused. He was not reprimanded, more often was chided. Even as a baby and as a naked young boy playing in the town streets he was honored, highly regarded, a husband-to-be, a lord someday of a village, a powerful person just now little who would have authority over his own being and the life and death of others.

7He also had the company of the little people and other rarely seen creatures, the Nunnehi, present all around. The little people ranged in height from one to three feet; they lived in patches of broom sage, the cavity in the rocks behind the waterfall, the laurel slicks on the dry, steep mountainsides where a boy was cautioned not to go. The little-people men had beards to their little-people toes and long gray hair, and often they wore multicolored caps. The females were beautiful, exquisitely delicate. The little people were Cherokees, of course; that is, they spoke the language. For instance, their name as a group was Yvnwi Tsunsdi, and the individual names of the females were like the music of the river, while those of the men more closely resembled thunder. They ate corn and beans and venison and rabbit, just like the Cherokees. They had dances. They would sit for hours at a time in the little-people council house, unwinding stories, laying out matters of justice and government.

Where are they, a child might ask?

Why, just here, I suppose. No, they are over there. They are always with you. You can’t see them, though they allow little children now and then to see them. And even I saw them once in a while when I was your age, whenever they wanted to be seen for foolishness’ sake, or affection’s. More often, I heard them. They sing pretty as birds, and you can hear them dancing in among the rocks.

They could also be heard in the claps of thunder.

As Ridge grew older, he could play with them by going near the bushes at the edge of the woods, could talk to them, displaying his storehouse of words. He could take them food, leaving it for them on a wooden shingle, and when he returned, the food was gone. That was proof.

These rituals were not devised by his mother to entertain him, or to entice him into a world of fairy stories. Not at all. She had known the little people well, all her life had depended on them, had accepted their companionship in times of sickness and loneliness. Whenever she was lost, they helped her find her way. Whenever her cow strayed—the cow she shared with her sister—they helped her find it, even though it was in the third meadow, in a canebrake beside the river.

Not that little people were always helpful. Whenever a stone falls nearby, one of them threw it. Whenever rocks begin to tumble across a mountain path, the little people are up there, high above, snickering. Say an old woman cannot dress herself because of them. If she has a deerskin with which to hire a shaman, he will chase them away, make them leave her alone, and for added pay will even make them carry the water for her, and clean her house, shell her ears of corn, which, dear old thing, she can no longer do herself.

The boy must learn to hold secret his sightings of them. Do not report what you hear them say, Ridge, not for seven days—which is a long time for a boy to wait—or you will suffer illness or accident. And as you get older and go into the woods and onto the mountain, should you come upon a beautiful maiden, do not risk going off with her, for she might be a Nunnehi, a band of people from the highlands. Although they will protect you if you are lost, even feed you if you are hungry, the beautiful women are dangerous and they are possessive—not like a Cherokee woman. In the hidden places in the earth where they live, night is day, and day is night. Think of that. And what is right to do becomes wrong, and what is wrong becomes right. But they do know the paths, all of them.

When your grandmother died, it was the little people who came from far off and took her by the hand and led her to the place where Kanati lives, the Great Spirit of all.

The boy would be a hunter. This decision was a tribal matter, not one of choice for the family. A mother could not decide that her son would not hunt, that he would be a shaman instead. All boys hunted. If when older he wanted to be a shaman, very well, he could apprentice himself.

He was taught that all animals had been friends before the death of the deer had made them antagonistic. The animals had sufficient reason for their present embitterment, and were not enemies. Their manners, habits, wants, habitats must be learned. Also, it was necessary to learn to surrender oneself to the whole of animal life, of which the Cherokee were the lordly part, and for which they were in a sense responsible.

When Ridge was but five years of age, the routine skirmishes between Indians and Indians and between Indians and whites erupted in a war. At the council house were war dances; the young men painted their faces and bloodied their bodies. Ridge heard fierce threats against white people.

As the war progressed, the boy listened to the young warriors who came through Hiwassee, often nursing wounds, their horses often wounded as well; and their stories were of a white storm so fierce that there was no stopping it. They spoke of six thousand white riflemen killing and plundering, burning all the towns, every house and storehouse, destroying all animals and crops. Into the woods, flee to the woods, the local head shaman said, claiming to have warned the people of this approaching anger. Ridge heard that a band of young Cherokees had massacred thirty or forty white people living on the Catawba River in North Carolina, and this was the response, the whites not seeking thirty or forty lives, which would be proper and expected, but the life of every Indian.

8Ridge’s mother and father decided to flee Hiwassee. He could remember the canoe his family used and the two days of water journey, much of it spent paddling up a rushing stream. His parents chose a cove, one jutting into the flank of high mountains, where water flowed from the earth and game was abundant. The family hid their canoe near the proposed house site and for several nights slept on the deerskin and bearskin blankets on the ground, under the moon and stars, before deciding to stay here. His uncles—where were they? His other mothers, the aunts and neighbors, were no longer around. Mates for games and learning about darts and arrows, where were they? Where were the haunts hereabouts of the little people? Where was the orderly village to which he was heir, and where his mother was the pivot of the world?

Why did his father tremble with anger, even now, whenever he mentioned the whites?

His father and mother measured a place for their house and drove four poles into the ground at the corners, then two others to serve as the doorway. They placed saplings between the poles, tying them. Ridge helped to daub the cracks between them, then plaster the walls inside and out. The roof was also of saplings, these covered first with clay, then with thatch. A hole in the center let the hearth smoke out. A shield was built so that wind could not sweep unobstructed into the house through the narrow, low doorway. Once finished, the house lent a sense of safety; but even so, Ridge’s family were fugitives in their own country: the Cherokee had been defeated in war.

Another Cherokee family moved into the next big cove and was welcome. Other visitors sometimes stopped by, families and warriors. One man had to have a bullet dug from his thigh, another from his chest. He said a price had been offered by one of the white men’s governments for an Indian’s scalp taken by a white soldier: thirty-five English pounds, a fortune. And the scalps being taken were women’s, children’s, as well as men’s. Who knew the difference? The bounty was lordly, and there were white men on every trail, at every fording place, waiting. They fought each other to have the chance to kill an Indian. They stole scalps from each other. The leather most precious now was not otter or mink or red fox or beaver, but Indian.

That was a marvel to a boy, and made him rather proud.

This warrior died, and Ridge’s father was able to recall one of the traditional prayers.

There was no particular moment when peace arrived. Perhaps somewhere far off a treaty ended the war, but in the mountain cove only rumblings of arguments were heard. Life here involved the senses, and them only.

9This was a place for deer and trout and teaching the boy how to track, how to use his bow, his reed arrows. It was the place for two good meals each day and deep sleep at night.

Shallow was the draft of the place, however. There was no medicine, no instruction by uncles, no sense of community, and both parents were prisoners to the needs of their own children, an exceptional situation for both, particularly for the father. Even so, the family persevered month by month, safe here. The reports were that the towns were completely ravaged, all stock and crops destroyed. Hundreds had been killed, scalped by the whites. The Cherokees had fled, evaded, escaped unto the deep woods; hundreds of them were fugitives in the higher mountains, hiding out.

A Charleston merchant who traded with the Cherokees observed that “10War is their principal study and their greatest ambition is to distinguish themselves by military actions.” He also wrote, “Their young men are not regarded till they kill an enemy or take a prisoner.”

All of that was a bygone time. Perhaps their days of war were not completely over, but the days of glory were gone. Victory was no longer assured. A wounded giant, the Cherokee warriors nursed their wounds and occupied themselves with incidental raids, with picking up stray laggard enemy soldiers.

11Attacullaculla came by, mounted on a beautiful pony, an entourage of twenty warriors with him. He embraced the lad and sought out a private place to talk with him and his father. As always, he had news of big plans, of sweeping change, of accommodation, adjustments. The whites called him the Little Carpenter, because of his short stature and craftsmanship with treaties and trades; over the years he had maneuvered the Cherokees into positions of power with both French and English. At times he had even negotiated with the Spanish, as European nations maneuvered for position in the heart of the continent, particularly the Mississippi Valley and sought the help of the Indians. He told Ridge and his father that the American colonists had been recently fighting the British. The British were winning and they were asking for Cherokee help. They had offered a prize of great value to their friends, the Cherokees. They offered to force all of the American settlers to leave, offered to throw them off Cherokee land and forbid them to return. So Attacullaculla and the Cherokee council a few months ago had consented; and the warriors had put on war paint and attacked the white settlers along the Holston River, only to find the men away, fighting the English. Then the whites returned as victors. They were victors over a whole English army. They had killed the general and his redheaded woman. And now they were home and had sent word that they would revenge themselves on the Cherokees.

He spoke using long pauses, as the awful weight fell: the distant victory, the far-off killing, the usurping whites, the new war threatening at this minute once more, even again, to slaughter and burn. Had he been wise in siding with the English? he asked.

Soon after this visit, Cherokees met white soldiers on the banks of the Holston and fought to the death. The river ran red. White Colonel John Sevier, a leader of the Holston settlers, lost a son; the son fell between two Starnes youths, all three just back from the Battle of Kings Mountain. The Indians retreated; so did the whites.

Raids continued, white and red, cruel skirmishes, Indians now, then whites attacking, families fleeing, falling, until finally a treaty, peace for a while, provided the youthful hotheads on each side would accept it.

Go from here, that was the idea of many of the young people, move on west, cross the Mississippi.

The land there is claimed by other tribes, but we can defeat them, take it away. Or let the white men take it, then trade for ours. We must escape this country. So went many arguments. It was an old controversy, given new urgency. The arguments were heard by Ridge and his family, who went on hunting, living to themselves.

Ridge was now ten.

Colonel John Sevier sent the Cherokees a letter. A growing number of Cherokees could speak English, but only a few could read it. James Vann could read English, had books at his house, among them volumes of English poets, and he was sent for.


12Chiefs and Warriors——

We came into your Country to fight your young men, we have killed not a few of them, and destroyed your Towns. You know you began the war, by listening to the bad Councils of the King of England, and the falsehoods told you by his Agents. We are now satisfied with what is done, and may convince your nation that we can distress them much at any time they are so foolish to engage in a war against us.

If you desire peace, as we have understood you do, we, out of pity, to your women and children, are disposed to treat with you on that subject, and take you into friendship once more. We therefore send this by one of your young men, who is our prisoner, to tell you, if you are also disposed to make peace, six of your Head Men must come to our agent, Maj. Martin, at the Great Island within two Moons. They will have a safe passport, if they will notify their approach by a Runner with a Flag, so as to give him time to meet them with a Guard, on Holstein’s River, at the Boundary line. The wives and children of those men of your nation that protested against the war, if they are willing to take refuge at the Great Island until peace is restored, we will give them a supply of provisions to keep them alive. Warriors listen attentively—

If we receive no answer to this message until the time already mentioned expires, we shall then conclude you intend to continue to be our enemies, which will compel us to send another Strong force into your Country, who will come prepared to stay a long time, and take possession though as conquered by us, without making any distribution to you for lands.

Signed at Kai-a-tee, the 4th day of January, 1781, by

Arthur Campbell, Col.      
 John Sevier, Lieut. Col.    
 Joseph Martin, Agent and
 Major of Militia               



Full of promises, peace would arrive from time to time. It would settle over the countryside like a blanket. Then abruptly a few white men would kill or capture several Indians, or a small band of Indians would take a family prisoner and torture and kill the men. There were many Indians and whites who did not care for peace just now. Treaties didn’t bind such men. No colony or state could tell John Sevier what to do. His followers lived in a world far from white courts and government. They were a tough breed of settlers, staking their claims on their own deeds and desires. Some of them were of French stock, many German, most English, others Scots-Irish and Highland Scot. Each group had reason to be suspicious of the others. They were second- and third-generation Americans, halfway around the world; they were tenacious, tough fighters who had moved westward from Virginia and North Carolina. They were farmers of the highest ability and were making progress, were taming the wild. Not many had owned land before. For generations they had worked the land of royalty or of some landlord living far away. They had been told growing up that they would never have land of their own. Even here in America most people could not afford land, except for the fact that in certain places of risk and danger, a family could own, actually own, a whole valley, provided they had nerve enough to fight off its wild beasts and its savages. This chosen country had land that had never felt a plow; it had been enriched over centuries. Give it up? The settlers would not leave their new fields, the friends they had made, the roads laid out and mountainsides burned free of forests, the breeding stock they had brought over the mountains, each man’s cabin, barn, crib, smokehouse, stone-walled springhouse, the cellar dug, the pens, fences, because of Indians or because of white government officials who worked from a drawing room and had never soiled their linen cuffs, who preferred that they not stir up trouble. Nor did these settlers care to hear pleas for Indians, who had slaughtered white neighbors and broken their bones, who worshiped false gods, who had land beyond measure and yet begrudged others this one valley.

Make the land bloom, make it rich with good crops. Keep it for our children. Keep it ours.

There were in several cabins along the Holston River copies of a message from one of the Cherokee chiefs—Onitositaii, commonly known as Old Tassel—a few years back, translated rather elaborately, its meaning nonetheless starkly clear:


13It is a little surprising that when we entered into treaties with our brothers, the whites, their whole cry is more land! Indeed, formerly it seemed to be a matter of formality with them to demand what they knew we durst not refuse. But on the principles of fairness, of which we have received assurances during the conducting of the present treaty, and in the name of free will and equality, I must reject your demand.

Suppose, in considering the nature of your claim (and in justice to my nation I shall and will do it freely), I were to ask one of you, my brother warriors, under what kind of authority, by what law, or on what pretense he makes this exorbitant demand of nearly all the lands we hold between your settlements and our towns, as the cement and consideration of our peace.

Would he tell me that it is by right of conquest? No! If he did, I should retort on him that we had last marched over his territory; even up to this very place which he has fortified so far within his former limits; nay, that some of our young warriors (whom we have not yet had an opportunity to recall or give notice to, of the general treaty) are still in the woods, and continue to keep his people in fear, and that it was but till lately that these identical walls were your strongholds, out of which you durst scarcely advance.

If, therefore, a bare march, or reconnoitering a country is sufficient reason to ground a claim to it, we shall insist upon transposing the demand, and your relinquishing your settlements on the western waters and removing one hundred miles back towards the east, whither some of our warriors advanced against you in the course of last year’s campaign.

Let us examine the facts of your present eruption into our country, and we shall discover your pretentions on that ground. What did you do? You marched into our territories with a superior force; our vigilance gave us no timely notice of your manouvres [sic]; your numbers far exceeded us, and we fled to the stronghold of our extensive woods, there to secure our women and children.

Thus, you marched into our towns; they were left to your mercy; you killed a few scattered and defenseless individuals, spread fire and desolation wherever you pleased, and returned again to your own habitations. If you meant this, indeed, as a conquest you omitted the most essential point; you should have fortified the junction of the Holstein and Tennessee rivers, and have thereby conquered all the waters above you. But, as all are fair advantages during the existence of a state of war, it is now too late for us to suffer for your mishap of generalship!

Again, were we to inquire by what law or authority you set up a claim, I answer, none! Your laws extend not into our country, nor ever did. You talk of the law of nature and the law of nations, and they are both against you.

Indeed, much has been advanced on the want of what you term civilization among the Indians; and many proposals have been made to us to adopt your laws, your religion, your manners and your customs. But, we confess that we do not yet see the propriety, or practicability of such a reformation, and should be better pleased with beholding the good effect of these doctrines in your own practices than with hearing you talk about them, or reading your papers to us upon such subjects.

You say: Why do not the Indians till the ground and live as we do? May we not, with equal propriety, ask, Why the white people do not hunt and live as we do? You profess to think it no injustice to warn us not to kill our deer and other game from the mere love of waste; but it is very criminal in our young men if they chance to kill a cow or a hog for their sustenance when they happen to be in your lands. We wish, however, to be at peace with you, and to do as we would be done by. We do not quarrel with you for killing an occasional buffalo, bear or deer on our lands when you need one to eat; but you go much farther; your people hunt to gain a livelihood by it; they kill all our game; our young men resent the injury, and it is followed by bloodshed and war.

This is not a mere affected injury; it is a grievance which we equitably complain of and it demands a permanent redress.

The great God of Nature has placed us in different situations. It is true that he has endowed you with many superior advantages; but he has not created us to be your slaves. We are a separate people! He has given each their lands, under distinct considerations and circumstances: he has stocked yours with cows, ours with buffaloe; yours with hog, ours with bear; yours with sheep, ours with deer. He has, indeed, given you an advantage in this, that your cattle are tame and domestic while ours are wild and demand not only a larger space for range, but art to hunt and kill them; they are, nevertheless, as much our property as other animals are yours, and ought not to be taken away without our consent, or for something equivalent.



Those were the words of the Indians. But they were no binding on these whites, who were living beyond words, claims, even dangers; men and women desperate, devoted to the land.

14Of an evening Ridge could hear the war drums of a distant village, and as he grew older, approaching warrior age, he longed to respond to them. He and his father visited the war dancers who had painted vermilion on their faces, a red circle around one eye, a black circle around the other. Their dance was slow, insistent. Most of the warriors who danced wielded black and red clubs, the colors of fearlessness and blood. The warriors clubbed the invisible enemy. As they slowly moved around a circle, around the outdoor fire, their monotonous, pounding music sounded against the nearby hills and the high mountains. The boy Ridge, aged ten, was emotionally moved, his pride as a Cherokee was fanned, until one night he joined in the dance, moving in the circling procession. A warrior pulled him out of the dance and his father, laughing with the others, led him away.

Rumor had told the family that the English had lost the great war, the settlers had won; therefore, the Cherokees had lost, too. In any case, war dangers were temporarily absent, and the family decided to leave their cove. Once they decided to do so, they chose a few possessions to put into the canoe and traveled by river, making their way to their old town of Hiwassee, on the Hiwassee River, which had been badly damaged.

15They went on to the nearby village of Chestowee, one built long ago by the Yuchi and used by them before the Cherokees drove them off, conquest providing ownership in the historic pattern.

Here Ridge helped with the building of his mother’s third house, and his father, Dutsi, was accepted in the local council. The boy and his younger sisters were taken into the clan’s affection. His home was with his parents. His uncles, his mother’s brothers, were living close enough to share their influence. There were in the town scores of other members of the Deer family.

The boy’s training began once again and had a more ritualistic tone. He must learn together with many boys how to use his weapons: the spear, the blowgun, the bow and arrow, and the tomahawk. 16Often he was left near the river to study the animals that came to the water. Other days he was taken into the hills, left deep in steep, laurel-clad places, entangled hells that were made of branches so tightly interwoven that a grown man could be held captive. He was taught to fast during the day, to go all day without saying a word or making a sound, to move long distances without complaint, to track all animals—the easiest being the bear—and to study their nocturnal habits, their ways of resting, their sleep. He was taught patience, and reverence for silence and for the friendly voices of the forests. He was taught to accept for himself a single separate place in the family of creatures. He learned to determine whether a hunt will be successful; to do so the hunter sweeps ashes from the home fire into a heap and sprinkles tobacco on them. If the tobacco does not catch fire, the hunter’s effort will be futile. If it does catch fire, success is promised, and if the flame is big, then big game will be encountered; and the direction of the tobacco smoke, the length of time it lingers will direct the best day for the hunt, today, tomorrow, just now.

By killing animals wantonly, forebears had caused the remaining animals to curse man with disease. The plants had come to his rescue and offered such cures as possible, which the shamans knew. Even so, the curse remained.

A Cherokee would not kill a wolf, which was a messenger to the spirit world. Elders admitted to learning much from them, by listening to their lonely sounds. Killing a wolf caused game to disappear and rendered useless the hunter’s weapon until it underwent a cleansing ceremony performed by the ada ’webi, the shaman-magician. If such a one were not available, the hunter could do much toward saving the weapon by placing it in a swift stream overnight. Then he must clean it thoroughly, or he could give it to a child to play with, make it into a toy for a time. He must be aware, however, that retribution from the wolves could be expected, revenge: death for death.

The hunter could cleanse himself in the river each morning while reciting the sacred prayer, and again at evening he must go to water and cleanse himself and pray. The water was a guardian element, holy, as was fire, that red-tongued guardian resting near his breast. Hunting was an occupation, a profession, and it was like all Cherokee professions, those for women and those for men, embedded in religious rites. They were not wedded to a personal God, and did not seek special favors, either—except a request that the wind might be favorable the next day. The Cherokee did not seek changes in nature’s order, but did ask to be accepted as part of that order, given a place in it, safe in the forests and fields from his detractors and enemies, as well as from evil spirits, which abounded.

17At puberty, all Cherokee boys were required to move on to advanced instruction, that of the warrior. An initiation ceremony, welcoming Ridge to manhood, was held. He was dedicated by his family to the warrior’s ways, which were different from those of the hunter. While the hunter sought kinship with other creatures and offered salutation even to those he must kill, the warrior was a brutal instrument of vengeance, the deliverer of death to others. He must put in the eyes of his enemy the same fear a rabbit has on seeing the panther close by. No escape, only most painful death, is left to the enemy. Unerringly, unhesitatingly the warrior must slay him or capture him.

The hunter was friend of the beast he killed, but the warrior was a-sgasi-ti—dreadful to the man. The beast was friend; the enemy was abhorrent and must be slain.

After the indoctrination, after Ridge’s dedication as a student warrior, the young man was told not to associate for one week with females of any age, not even to sit near them, and not to touch or be touched by them. Once the week was over, a chief, Old Tassel, prayed to the Great Spirit for the boy, asking that he be given courage and ruthlessness. The chief then fed him corn and pieces of a partridge.

The mother was overjoyed that Ridge, who was big and muscular and handsome, took readily to the warrior’s life; however, she did hope he would not unduly hate anybody, even the white people. The white men had killed their own God, as she told Ridge; they were strange, very strange, she admitted to her children. She told them her own grandfather often talked to God as if he knew him, as if God were his father. That made the children laugh. To them God was a spirit, not a personality or judge or advocate. The children sat in awe, dumbfounded by the stories about their marvelous grandfather, proud to be one of his, even though they knew the whites to be their enemy.

Ridge had his grandfather’s soft hair, instead of an Indian’s more coarse, straight hair, and his features were a mixture of Indian and white, his complexion light. He was a handsome, powerful person, even as a youth.

The men and boys lived for three sports: hunting, warfare, and ball games. These were the mighty three. All boys longed to do well in them, and praise and glory fell on success.

18Even though there were three distinct Cherokee dialects and seven clans, there was but one ball game, and it was played town against town. Occasionally the Cherokees played against Creeks or Chickasaws, or other Indian tribes, with horses or slaves or immense tracts of land wagered. A young man, such as Ridge, could not expect to play on a national team; he was an amateur, a student, who practiced the use of the stick.

In his first game, his town was playing a neighboring town. Betting was heavy. Blankets, horses, three Negro slaves, a Chickasaw boy, a white boy captured in a raid a month earlier, a gun—all of these were staked by the citizens. The head shaman of Ridge’s town was chanting and performing incessant ceremonies, as were the two shamans from the opponents’ town. The elders were making speeches at the council houses. There were songs and dances in the street.

Ridge and the other player had been in training for four times seven days. Ridge had been put under a gaktunta, a taboo. He must not eat rabbit—a favorite food; it was because the rabbit loses its wits when under stress, and the tendency might carry over to the ball player. The meat of the frog was forbidden because its bones are brittle. Young birds or animals were forbidden. The player must not during training touch an infant. Certain fish could not be eaten, and certain herbs—lamb’s quarter (orache), used as greens, was one—because its stalk was easily broken. All hot foods were forbidden, along with salt. He must not touch a woman.

The penalty for breaking any rule was public humiliation and punishment so harsh it could result in a trainee’s death—at least the threat was always present.

The trainees developed abilities to tackle, to throw the ball, to use the hickory stick—a wooden spoon with a loose webbing of Indian hemp or thongs made of twisted squirrel skin. A young man, having purchased a stick, made one, or inveigled his uncles to provide one, was allowed to burn or cut designs into it, to paint it if he chose, and to decorate it with feathers. In any event he guarded it, kept it at hand, kept it away from the others’ touch, particularly an enemy’s or a woman’s; her touch would surely weaken it and—for a day or so at least—make it unusable. All this the boy, Ridge, had learned.

The night before the game, a dance began in a field. It started soon after dark, and people walked in from several miles around, drawn by the monotonous, hypnotic beat of the music. The women softly sang the chorus of the ball songs, punctuated by shouts from the men, and the night resounded, the mountain walls catching and echoing the appeal for victory.

19Both sexes took part. The male dancers were the ball players scheduled for tomorrow. They revolved around the fire, chanting responses to the sounds of a rattle, a gourd filled with pebbles, carried by another man, who circled around on the outside. Seven women, each representing one of the clans, danced toward the men, then wheeled and danced away, keeping time to a drum, chanting the refrain of the songs, replying to the voice of the drummer, who was seated on the ground on the far side of the fire. The drum, made like a keg with a head of stretched groundhog skin, was partly filled with water, and the skin was moistened. The drummer used a single stick.

The women dancers were replaced by others, but the ball game’s players danced the night through in the same small circle, except when a shaman called them to follow him to the river, where he chanted his secret prayers to his mystic acquaintances, sometimes bleeding the men.

The women during the dances did not smile. Their songs were plaintive, in the minor key, as are all Cherokee songs, but often the stanzas were amusing. Even so, they did not break their solemnity, the monotony, the shuffling back and forth all night long without as much as a coquettish glance. The drummer pieced out the words of his songs, promising a festive game tomorrow, a high score to be made by his team, acknowledging rewards that awaited them, demeaning the prowess of the rivals. The women replied with their plaintive refrains and shuffling.

At dawn, the close of the dance, green pine boughs were thrown upon the fire and the smoke enveloped the dancers in yet another form of exorcism. The players dressed in ordinary clothes and took time to entwine bits of bat wing into their stick and its net, to help instill swiftness.

The game was played on a field located between the rival towns, all the people for miles around attending. On the way to the field, Ridge and the other players made four stops in order to go to the river with a shaman. During each stop the players were allowed a rest time to sit down, but only on the ground, not leaning against anything or anyone. They were able to adjust the netting on their sticks and appeal one to another for confidence. After the fourth stop, at the close of the ceremony, the main shaman exhorted the players to do their best, assured them the omens were favorable, reminded them of the stakes and glories to be won, and promised to use his powers to drive their opponents into the Darkening Land. This fiery peptalk was delivered by the best speaker among the holy men, exciting shouts in reply, choruses of yells resembling the yelps of dogs. On reaching the playing field, a meadow alongside the river, the shaman again led with four yells, the last a long quaver, the players responding with another yell.

Weary from the long night of dancing and the many ceremonies, Ridge was ill prepared for yet another river ceremony, followed this time by the painful scratching rite, administered by a sharp comb with seven teeth. Seven and four were the Cherokee’s sacred numbers. The teeth were made from sharpened splinters from turkey quills, mounted so that they could be pushed out to the length of a small tack. Ridge stripped, along with the other players, and the shaman seized their arms and plunged the teeth into the flesh of their shoulders, raking the teeth down to the elbow, leaving seven white lines that began to redden as blood responded. The shaman repeated again, again, again, to make in all twenty-eight lines; four times seven.

Their arm below the elbow received twenty-eight red lines. The other arm. The left leg, above and below the knee. The other leg.

An X was made across the breast, connecting the gashes on each shoulder. Then another X on the back, so that, finally done, the shaman had made almost three hundred gashes on each player’s body, all of which by now were bleeding. Ridge accepted the torture willingly, not revealing pain. He even tried to joke about it. Men did not flinch, did not cringe, even while the teeth scratched through their flesh, making a rasping sound. Actually, some of the men, to make their blood flow more freely, scraped their wounds with wood or stone chips.

The shaman gave each player a root, or piece of one, which he had blessed; it was sassafras or some other, as he chose, and he absorbed its magic and spat the juice onto their wounds, rubbing it into their blood.

After this was done, the men plunged into the water.

Ridge’s dress for the game was a breechcloth tied at the waist by a cord that would break if tugged. He wore an ornament made of eagle’s feathers to give clear signs, a deer’s tail to give swiftness, and a snake rattle to make himself feared. The rattle sounded as he moved his head. Along with the other players, he marked his body with paint and charcoal. The charcoal was made from wood taken from a tree that had been struck by lightning, but not killed. The players rubbed their bodies with grease or the chewed bark of the slippery elm or sassafras. Beyond these standard practices there were individual idiosyncracies, charms found through experience to work: rubbing each limb with the hind leg of a turtle to acquire stoutness; bathing with a decoction of wild crabapple wood, because even when thrown down a crabapple tree supports its trunk with its spreading tap; lathering on a lotion made of wild rushes, because their stalks, no matter what is done to them, will not lie flat upon the ground. Some of the players whipped themselves with hickory switches, to make their muscles more supple.

One of the shamans now, once again, conjured the more dangerous opponents, seeking to blind them or cause their bones to break. The oldest shaman drew in the dirt an armless figure and put a hole into its heart, into which he dropped two black beads. He covered them with earth and stomped them. That was almost certain to weaken the other team.

Yet again, the players were taken to the water, this time to a bend where the shaman could look eastward while facing up-stream. The players stood side by side on the riverbank, the shaman behind them. A helper at his side spread out two cloths, red and black, on which were placed the sacred beads, red and black, the number equal to the number of players, the red representing Ridge’s team. With a red bead in his right hand and a black in the other, the shaman prayed to the Long Man, the river:


20O Long Man, I come to the edge of your body. You are mighty and most powerful. You bear up great logs and toss them about where the foam is white. Nothing can resist you. Grant me such strength in the contest that my enemy may be of no weight in my hands—that I may be able to toss him into the air or dash him to the earth.



In a similar strain he prayed to the Red Bat in the Sun Land to make him expert in dodging; to the Red Deer to make him fleet of foot; to the great Red Hawk to render him keen of sight; and to the Red Rattlesnake to render him terrible to all who oppose him.

The shaman now called each of his players in turn by name and clan, and prayed for him until he was satisfied that the player was standing on the seventh heaven, the highest state of spiritual compliance. Then he called down curses on the opponents, calling their names and the clans of the most feared ones. Finally he stabbed the soft earth and buried each black bead and stomped it; then, as he instructed them one by one, each player dipped his stick into water, touched it to his lips, then took water in his hand and bathed his head and breast.

The whoops and shouts of the players preceded them to the playing field, where several hundred spectators waited, men, women, children, babies slung on mothers’ backs.


21The ball ground is a level field by the river side, surrounded by the high timber-covered mountains. At either end are the goals, each consisting of a pair of upright poles, between which the ball must be driven to make a run, the side which first makes twelve home runs being declared the winner of the game and the stakes. The ball is furnished by the challengers, who sometimes try to select one so small that it will fall through the netting of the ball sticks of their adversaries; but as the others are on the lookout for this, the trick usually fails of its purpose. After the ball is once set in motion it must be picked up only with the ball sticks, although after having picked up the ball with the sticks the player frequently takes it in his hand and, throwing away the sticks, runs with it until intercepted by one of the other party, when he throws it, if he can, to one of his friends farther on.



The opponents were escorted onto the field by their shamans, these players also scratched, decorated, equipped with ball sticks. The yells of their supporters were meant to elate them and to terrify the opposition. Betting continued all along the sidelines. It was agreed that each team would field twelve players.

The shamans moved reverently to the bushes alongside the river, to secrete themselves, to continue prayers and chants; runners would take them news of the game as it proceeded.

Ridge took his place, his family watching. Everybody he had ever known in his life was watching. An elder advanced with the ball. He reminded the players to keep their tempers, and with a loud “Ha! Taldu-gwu!” he threw the ball into the air and the twenty-some pairs of ball sticks clattered together. One of the players caught the ball in his stick and, throwing off an opponent, ran with it toward the goal; but two men caught him, took him to the ground. Out from the heap of bodies rolled the ball. With a throw a player sent the ball high over the heads of the spectators, and the players followed it, charging through the crowd, spectators fleeing right and left. One player was seized around the waist, raised in the air, and hurled to the ground with force enough to break his collarbone. Spectators pulled him by his feet out of the way and the game continued.

Twelve runs constituted victory. The game, begun at noon, lasted until sundown. By then Ridge and the other players who remained were weary to death, hungry, virtually dead on their feet. The opposing team collapsed, as close to despair as life can tolerate, leaving their entire town in a fit of gloom. Ridge’s team members, revived by victory, returned to the water with their shaman to perform a ceremony meant to protect them from the revengeful chants of their opponents. Then they dressed. At last they were allowed to rest and eat.

Ridge was given his father’s horse for the ride home. Of the twelve goals he had scored only one, but that was a feat for a new player, and he had been in the thick of tackles and struggle for six hours; he had run the length of the field—about two hundreds—countless times. Bloody and sore, he was a proud young man, mounted on his father’s pony, accepting the adoring looks of the pretty ladies, recognizing the pride and fear in his mother’s eyes, grateful for her concern for him.

She could not touch him, nor could his sisters, nor any other woman, for one week.

Ridge’s parents became ill. Both were quite sick, and his mother’s brothers came at once and hired a shaman they respected. For the next weeks the house was a place of retching and groaning, of brews concocted, of herbal scents, of words uttered in fever. The medicine man ordered the sick couple taken out of doors into the cold and laid naked on a bearskin; when that failed to work a cure, he had them brought to the river, where he immersed them in cold water. Ridge listened to his dear mother scream in her delirium.

The couple did not die. The curse, which Ridge decided must be one deflected from afar, was in turn deflected from them by the shaman, whom Ridge and his uncles paid the bearskin the parents had lain on.

Chief Old Tassel, while standing under a flag of truce, was shot by a renegade white man named Kirk, and the news excited the young Indians. Ridge was seventeen when the war dance began in his village. At first only a few older men joined in. They sat in council, reasoning, considering, sharing worry, reciting yet again the grim litany of wrongs done by whites, yet warning of their own recent failures while fighting them. Ridge’s sister and younger brother drew him away from the center of town, took him to their house, where the two parents sat near a fire, even now in summer. It was while there that Ridge told his sister to shave his head; he would accept no delay. He wanted the traditional warlock left, he told her. Later, as he requested, she tied to the lock a few red feathers with white tips. She painted his face. She reminded him that he must support the family, should their parents die; even so, he told her, the whites must be punished.

Ridge was one of twenty men from his village to join two hundred or more from other villages, each dressed in loincloth, each armed with the best weapons he could provide for himself: gun, bow, spear. Each carried a hatchet for scalping. Each had a mount. Ridge’s was his father’s horse, which was old and obstinate. Reports came in of other warriors assembling and of parties of whites forming, alarmed by reports of an Indian uprising. A party of whites was said to be nearby, mounted and armed with guns.

22An old Indian orchard stood nearby, the bent trees heavy with ripe fruit, and the local chiefs decided to ambush the whites there. The warriors hid themselves around the orchard. Once thirty to forty whites had crossed the river—the Little Tennessee, near the deserted town of Settico—and came upon the fruit, they began to pick, enough to take a supply along, the men moving from tree to tree. They were laden with apples when the terrifying war whoops of the Cherokee sounded. The first volley of shots and arrows felled ten of them. The other twenty or so rode toward the fording place, only to find Indians there, too. About fifteen of the whites succeeded in crossing through the deeper waters of the river, but of these, many were wounded. A Cherokee overtook a soldier, pulled him from his horse. The two fought, the white man throwing the Indian into the river, even as another Indian joined in. Ridge came forward and killed the white man with his spear. He seized his victim’s hair with his left hand and with his right drew his father’s scalping knife around the top of the man’s skull, pulling the scalp free.

Around him, other Indians mutilated the bodies of the dying and dead whites, decapitating one and opening the body to rip out the heart and guts.

News of this skirmish, and of others, alarmed the frontier settlements. The whites sent an army to punish the Cherokees; the retaliation of the whites was fierce, their soldiers burning villages, destroying crops. It was the bloodiest white-Indian fighting for years; and Ridge was a hero in it.

Dragging Canoe gathered together an army and faced the whites with two thousand Cherokees and a thousand Creeks, Ridge among them. At the first skirmish, the army of whites under General Martin became demoralized, quickly buried their dead to discourage Indian mutilation of corpses, and retreated. Dragging Canoe, with young Ridge, sought out Colonel John Sevier, or who had been raiding, burning towns and crops, but Dragging Canoe repulsed his troops. The Cherokee army was then divided into smaller units, some pursuing General Martin, others set to raid the white settlements, and more ordered to harass Colonel Sevier’s men.

Ridge was one of the warriors to attack John Gillespie’s station on the Holston. Before the engagement the Cherokees captured several men working in the nearby fields, then attacked the stockades. The Cherokees overcame the defenses, killed all the men, and took twenty-eight women and children prisoners. They burned the station to the ground.

Some of the braves wanted to kill the twenty-eight prisoners. The whites would do as much, they argued. These avengers were young hotheads eager to have a frolic, a festival to celebrate their victory. Their leader, John Watts, a half-breed, demanded restraint, then led them against two other Holston stations.

They were always successful. But that winter when their army was camped under the western shoulder of the Great Smokes, the white forces of Colonel Sevier surrounded their camp and surprised them with a mounted charge, ending in hand-to-hand encounters, a fierce struggle in which 145 died. Ridge, though wounded, survived. The defeat was cruel and bitter to the Cherokees.

After seven months of war, he turned toward home. His father in his lifetime had taken only one scalp; the son already had several. He returned home victorious, at eighteen an experienced warrior, to be greeted by one of his sisters with the news that both of their parents were dead. Before their death the shaman had performed all the rites, including several water rites, but the spell sent against them had overcome his power and their resistance.

Two generations earlier the shamans as a group had failed when the tribe had suffered smallpox. The shamans decided that the disease had been sent to punish the adulterers, and the cure was to have them lie, breast bare, in the open, for that must have been their position when their acts were performed. The disease spread, overcoming the simple diagnosis and treatment, and the shamans turned to their water cure: they sweated a patient, then shocked the body by submersing it in the cold river. Many died. Twenty-five in one day in one river, Ridge had heard. Half of the Cherokee died. More than ten thousand Cherokees were lost in the epidemic. The shamans as a group humbled themselves, admitted their failure, even as now the sole shaman of Ridge’s parents admitted his.
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