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In the fields and homes of the colonial plantations of the United States in the
late eighteenth century, African Americans and Native Americans forged their
first intimate relations in their collective oppression at the hands of the “pecu-
liar institution” of slavery.1 The institution of the chattel slavery, as it developed
in the United States, was based on the lessons learned in the enslavement of the
traditional peoples of the Americas. In spite of a later tendency in the Old
South to differentiate the African slave from the Indian, the “peculiar institu-
tion” was built on a preexisting system of Indian slavery.2 In North America,
the two systems never diverged as distinctive institutions.3

Racism and religious intolerance were critical components in the European
dispossession and enslavement of Native Americans in the colonial period.4

Originating in the Aristotelian notion of “natural rights,” the concept of white
supremacy as it found expression in colonial expansion had its roots in the clas-
sical traditions of philosophical idolatry.5 Juan Gines de Sepulveda met with
Bartholomeo de las Casas at Valladolid, Spain, in 1555 in a disputation over en-
slavement of the people of the New World. Sepulveda argued for the enslave-
ment of the indigenous people on the basis of the intellectual and moral superi-
ority of the Spaniard: “In wisdom, skill, virtue and humanity, these people are
as inferior to the Spaniards as children are to adults and women to men; there
is a great a difference between savagery and forbearance, between violence and
moderation, almost—I am inclined to say—as between monkeys and men.” 6

Though Sepulveda did not carry the day in Valladolid, the moral argument
against slavery was soon swept aside by a European continent facing a vast world
with countless treasures inhabited by a people who could, themselves, become
a commodity in the open market. Many of the early explorations of the New
World were quite simply slaving expeditions. Vast numbers of indigenous peo-
ples toiled to their death in the fields and mines of the Spanish colonists from
the earliest points of contact. A Cherokee from Oklahoma remembered his fa-
ther’s tale of the Spanish slave trade: “At an early state the Spanish engaged in
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the slave trade on this continent and in so doing kidnapped hundreds of thou-
sands of the Indians from the Atlantic and Gulf Coasts to work their mines in
the West Indies.” 7

What was originally the “black legend” of Spanish ethnocentrism and geno-
cidal cruelty spread quickly throughout Europe as political, economic, and re-
ligious sentiment fueled colonial expansion. Though initially shocked by Sir
John Hawkins’s first slaving venture in 1562– 63, Queen Elizabeth quickly
changed her mind—“not only did she forgive him but she became a share-
holder in his second slaving voyage.” 8 With the founding of Charlestown in
Carolina some one hundred years later, England entered into the commercial
slave market in a manner that was to establish Charleston as the center of the
slave trade for two centuries.9

Applying the same rhetoric that they had used in their campaign against the
“heathens” and “barbarians” of Scotland and Ireland,10 the English cited In-
dian “savagery” and “depredations” as justification for the dispossession and
enslavement of the indigenous peoples.11 The colonists’ predisposition to cite
“hostilities” as the cause for “Indian wars” was quite often simply a rhetorical
exercise to cover a more insidious commercial enterprise.12 The Carolinians
played Native American nations throughout the South against each other in an
orgy of slave dealing that decimated entire peoples. During this period, Carolina
was more active than any other colony in the exportation of Indian slaves; 13 the
trade in slaves became an essential element in the early southeastern economy.14

By the beginnings of the eighteenth century, even the interior Cherokees had
become objects of the slave trade to the extent that they sent a tribal delegation
to the royal governor of South Carolina to protect themselves from slave catch-
ers.15 In 1705 the Cherokees accused the colonial governor of granting “com-
missions” to slave catchers to “set upon, assault, kill, destroy, and take captive”
Cherokee citizens to be “sold into slavery for his and their profit.” The slave
trade was so serious that it eclipsed the trade for furs and skins and become the
primary source of commerce between the English and the people of what would
become South Carolina.16

The arrival of twenty Africans aboard a Dutch man-of-war in 1619 began to
change the face of American slavery from the “tawny” Indian to the “blacka-
moor” African over a period that reached its peak between 1650 and 1750.
Though the issue is complex, probable contributing factors to the transition to
an African-based institution of slavery include the unsuitability of Native
Americans for the colonials’ labor-intensive agricultural practices, their sus-
ceptibility to European diseases, the proximity of avenues of escape for Native
Americans, and the lucrative nature of the African slave.17 During this transi-
tional period, however, the colonial “wars” against the Westo, the Tuscarora,
the Yamasee, and numerous other peoples led to the enslavement and reloca-
tion of tens of thousands of Native Americans.
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The Carolinians formed alliances with coastal native groups, armed them,
and encouraged them to make war on weaker tribes deeper in the Carolina in-
terior.18 By the late years of the seventeenth century, caravans of Indian slaves
were making their way from the Carolina backcountry to forts on the coast just
as Africans were doing on the African continent.19 Once in places such as
Charleston or Savannah, the slave traders loaded their captives on ships for the
“middle passage” to the West Indies or northern colonies such as New Amster-
dam or New England. The Carolinians also kept many of the Indian slaves at
home and worked them on the plantations of the Carolinas; by 1708 the num-
ber of Indian slaves in the Carolinas was nearly half that of African slaves.20

During this transitional period, Africans and Native Americans shared the
common experience of enslavement.21 In addition to working together in the
fields, they lived together in communal living quarters, produced collective
recipes for food and herbal remedies, shared myths and legends, and ulti-
mately became lovers. The intermarriage of Africans and Native Americans
was facilitated by the disproportionality of African male slaves to females (two
to one) and the decimation of Native American males by disease, enslavement,
and prolonged wars with the colonists.22 In addition, during the intertribal
wars encouraged by the English in order to produce slaves and in accordance
with historical patterns of warfare among Native Americans, the largest ma-
jority of those enslaved were women and children.23 As traditional societies in
the Southeast were primarily matrilineal, African males who married native
women often became members of the wife’s clan and of her nation.24

As relationships grew, the lines of distinction began to blur. The evolution
of red-black peoples began to pursue its own course. Many of the people who
came to be known as slaves, free people of color, Africans, or Indians were
most often the product of integrating cultures.25 In areas such as southeastern
Virginia, the low country of the Carolinas, and northeastern Georgia, com-
munities of Afro-Indians emerged. A 1740 slave code from South Carolina re-
veals the depth and complexity of this intermixture:

all negroes and Indians, (free Indians in amity with this government, and ne-
groes, mulattoes, and mustezoes, who are now free, excepted) mulattoes or
mustezoes who are now, or shall hereafter be in this province, and all their is-
sue and offspring . . . shall be and they are hereby declared to be, and remain
hereafter absolute slaves.26

At this early point, the concept of “race” as an identifying component in inter-
action did not exist among the traditional nations of the early Americas. James
Adair, an early visitor among the Cherokees, noted that “their own traditions
record . . . no variegation of colour in human beings; and they are entirely igno-
rant which was the first or primitive color.” 27 In Cherokee cosmology, there is
no mention of race; the myth of Selu and Kana’ti—the first humans—is the
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story of a common human origin.28 Even into the nineteenth century, the
Cherokees were noted for their cultural accommodation.29 Only years later,
following the introduction of Christian traditions and the ideology of race as
a component within human interactions, would a Cherokee myth of multiple
origins and racial hierarchy be developed.

A historian of the Cherokees, William McLoughlin, stressed the importance
of clan relationships or larger collective identities (for example, Ani-Yunwiya,
Ani-Tsalagi, Ani-Kituhwagi) within indigenous societies as being the critical
components in their interactions with outsiders.30 In her pivotal work, Slavery
and the Evolution of Cherokee Society, 1540 –1866, Theda Perdue states that the
Cherokees regarded the Africans they encountered “simply as other human 
beings” and, “since the concept of race did not exist among Indians and since
the Cherokees nearly always encountered Africans in the company of Euro-
peans, one supposes that the Cherokees equated the two and failed to distin-
guish sharply between races.” 31 Kenneth Wiggins Porter, a historian of African
American–Native American relations, concurs with this conclusion: “[We
have] no evidence that the northern Indian made any distinction between Ne-
gro and white on the basis of skin color, at least, not in the early period and
when uninfluenced by white settlers.” 32

In the latter part of the eighteenth century, white colonists began to recog-
nize that, especially in areas of the South where Africans and Indians outnum-
bered whites four to one, a great need existed “to make Indians & Negro’s a
checque upon each other least by their Vastly Superior Numbers, we should be
crushed by one or the other.” 33 In 1775 John Stuart, a senior British official,
complained that “nothing can be more alarming to the Carolinians then the
idea of an attack from Indians and Negroes”; he further believed that “any in-
tercourse between Indians and Negroes in my opinion ought to be prevented
as much as possible.” 34 Historian William Willis states that one of the main
reasons that the colonists curtailed Indian slavery was white fears of an alliance
between Native Americans and African immigrants.35

Various mechanisms began to be developed throughout the colonies that
served to differentiate between Africans and Native Americans. Slave codes be-
gan to distinguish between them. Miscegenation laws were passed to restrict the
intermarriage between the two. African slaves were used against “Indian upris-
ings”; Native Americans were used to quell slave revolts. The colonists offered
bounties to Native Americans for capturing and returning runaway slaves. The
policy of fostering hatred between the races became an enduring element in
the relationships among the varied peoples of the South. The Virginia Supreme
Court codified this policy in 1814 when it made provisions related to the natu-
ral rights of white persons and Native Americans, “but entirely disapproving,
thereof, so far as the same relates to native Africans and their descendants.” 36
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Following the Revolutionary War and with the settlement of hostilities with
the Native Americans, the newly established national government under the
leadership of George Washington inaugurated its “program to promote civi-
lization among the friendly Indian tribes” that “furnished them with useful do-
mestic animals, and implements of husbandry.” 37 A critical element in the
“civilization” program would be the shift from the community-based low-
intensity agricultural collective that had been at the center of Cherokee society
to the European model of an individually owned labor-intensive farm. It was the
government’s belief that if the Indians adopted the concept of private property,
it would be a great advance toward “civilization.” In addition, it would also free
up millions of acres of property held collectively by the southeastern Indians.

The federal government under Secretary of War Henry Knox set about a pol-
icy designed to make farmers of the former “woodsmen” and assimilate them
into white society.38 The Treaty of Holston, signed 2 July 1791, stated: “That the
Cherokee Nation may be led to a greater degree of civilization, and to become
herdsman and cultivators, instead of remaining in a state of hunters, the United
States will, from time to time, furnish gratuitously the said nation with the im-
plements of husbandry.” 39 However, this dramatic shift in the culture of the
peoples of the Southeast could not be accommodated without first altering the
entire social, political, and religious structures of traditional societies. Toward
this end, the missionaries of the Christian churches proved quite effective.

From the very beginning of U.S. policy toward the Indians, missionaries
(often acting as government agents) played a critical role in the civilization/
Christianization of the southeastern nations. The Indian policy of George
Washington stated that “missionaries of excellent moral character should be
appointed to reside in their nation who should be well supplied with all the im-
plements of husbandry and the necessary stock for a farm.” It went further to
state: “It is particularly important that something of this nature should be at-
tempted with the Southern nations of Indians, whose confined situation might
render them proper subjects for the experiment.” 40

Thomas Jefferson followed on Washington’s heels by increasing the invest-
ment of the federal government in Indian agriculture, believing that farmers
could become good Christians, while hunters were “unfavorable to the regular
exercise of some duties essential to the Christian character.” 41 Jefferson believed
that it was possible to induce the Cherokees to “enter on a regular life of agri-
culture, familiarize them with the practice and value of the arts, attach them to
property, lead them, of necessity, and without delay, to the establishment of
laws and government, and thus make a great and important advance towards
assimilating their condition to ours.” 42

With the establishment of the first model farms and missions among the Five
Nations of the southeastern United States, a key aspect was the implementa-
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tion of African slaves as laborers in the building and operation of these model
farms and missions.43 Native Americans who had never used slaves in this man-
ner learned quickly of their value. Farms grew into plantations; buildings grew
into towns. As the program of civilization pursued its goals, slavery spread
among the Five Nations of the Southeast.44

Individuals who held positions of power and land began to grow wealthy
and to buy black slaves to extend their fields and tend to their livestock. Inter-
marriage among the Indians and the whites who served among them in-
creased; mixed-blood Natives who spoke English began to adopt the social and
cultural patterns of the missionaries and white farmers who surrounded them,
including slavery.45 Gradually the Five Nations developed an landed elite, and
a small group of shopkeepers and entrepreneurs formed a bourgeois element
that became dominant in national affairs. It was among this group of the rich
and powerful, the assimilated peoples of the “Five Civilized Tribes,” that slav-
ery became most accepted.46

Though the missionaries did not often own slaves except “with a view to-
wards emancipation” and only used slaves rented or borrowed from Native
American slave owners, they were reticent to preach against slavery among
their practitioners in the Five Nations.47 Many of their most loyal supporters
were slave owners. They, as well as governmental agents, would oppose the
missionaries should they choose to espouse the cause of abolition. Many mis-
sionaries believed that the most important goal was to first convert the hea-
then, and then attempt to deal with the “sin” of slavery.48

In fact, some government agents attributed the progress made by the Five
Nations to the spread of the practice of slavery among them; one such agent
stated: “I am clearly of the opinion that the rapid advancement of the Chero-
kees is owing in part to the fact of their being slave holders.” 49 In addition,
their governing boards in the North did not want to jeopardize contributions
from wealthy persons who disliked abolition.50 The missionaries sought to es-
tablish a basic position of neutrality “between two fires” and as the Bible did
not explicitly condemn slavery, they accepted “all to our communion who give
evidence that they love the Lord Jesus Christ.” 51

However, several dynamic phenomena were to draw many of the mission-
aries away from their positions of neutrality and cast the Five Nations into a
crisis that would have devastating effects on them for the next hundred years.
The first was a decisive split that occurred within the nations as to those who
pursued the path of assimilation, commonly referred to as “progressives,” and
those who clung to traditional values, the “conservatives.” Especially in the
light of a pan-Indian religious awakening inspired by Tecumseh in the early
nineteenth century, many of the conservative members of the Southeastern
Nations rebelled against assimilation by reasserting the traditional methods of

458 Minges: Race, Religion, and the Trail of Tears



living.52 This left little room for colonial institutions, including slavery, among
large populations of the conservative members of the Southeastern Nations.

In addition, there were splits among the various nations regarding the de-
sired level of assimilation to white culture and intermarriage between Euro-
peans and the peoples of the First Nations. Within the so-called “Five Civilized
Tribes,” nations such as the Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Cherokees intermar-
ried with the white missionaries, government agents, and local settlers to a
much greater extent than did the Mvskokean people of the Deep South. A joke
developed among the Indians that highlighted this peculiar aspect of southern
society: “A Creek said to a Cherokee . . . ‘You Cherokees are so mixed with
whites we cannot tell you from the whites.’ The Cherokee . . . replied: ‘You
Creeks are so mixed with the Negroes we cannot tell you from the Negroes.’” 53

This assertion was based in the fact that from the mid-eighteenth century
and well into the nineteenth century, Africans had been fleeing slavery south
along the same routes that their Native forebears had used in earlier times.54

Ohio congressman Joshua Giddings described this flight to freedom. “The ef-
forts of the Carolinians to enslave the Indians, brought with them the natural
and appropriate penalties. The Indians began to make their escape from slav-
ery to the Indian Country. Their example was soon followed by the African
Slaves, who also fled to the Indian Country, and, in order to secure themselves
from pursuit continued their journey.” 55

Mvskoke traditionalists, and especially their relatives among the Seminole
(a corruption of the Spanish word cimarron, meaning “runaway” or “ma-
roon” 56) of Florida, accepted these African American runaways and incorpo-
rated them into their communities. They did so because the Africans were well
skilled in languages, agriculture, technical skills, and warfare.57 Just as the Un-
derground Railroad facilitated flight to the North in later years, this other “un-
derground railroad” ran south to “freedom on the border.” 58

The Mvskokes and the Seminoles granted the Africans a great degree of free-
dom, even though they were referred to as “slaves.” 59 Africans among the
Mvskokes could own property, travel freely from town to town, and marry into
the family of their “owner.” Often, the children of a Mvskoke’s African Ameri-
can slaves were free, and African American Mvskokes became traditional lead-
ers among several local indigenous communities.60

Among the Seminoles, there was even greater freedom. The blacks lived
apart by themselves, managing their own stocks and crops, paying only trib-
utes to their “owners.” The Africans could own property, move about with
freedom, and the Seminoles allowed them to arm themselves.61 According to
contemporary sources, the Seminoles “would almost sooner sell his child as his
slave.” 62 In addition, there existed “a law among Seminoles, forbidding indi-
viduals from selling their negroes to white people.” 63
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The Africans were more than just the laborers and technicians for the Mvs-
kokes and Seminoles; they became their diplomats, their warriors, and their re-
ligious leaders. In many areas, an apocalyptic religious tradition spread among
the Mvskokes that promoted resistance to white oppression.64 This prophetic
Christianity had its roots in the African American community, as witnessed by
Anglican missionary Francis Le Jau as early as 1710, in the low country of South
Carolina.65 In these areas, as in many areas throughout the South, the Mvskokes
were instructed in the Christian religion by African American “linksters”—
multilingual cultural agents and missionaries.66 These persons spoke to them
of this prophetic religious tradition in their own tongue and outside the inter-
vention of nonfluent ministers; this prompted Le Jau to question whether
“Negroes and Indians shou’d indifferently be admitted to learn to read.” 67

On the frontier, there were constant rumblings of insurrections by these in-
spired Christians and there was great fear of blacks and Indians coming up
from Florida to attack planters—“to rob and plunder us”—and to rescue en-
slaved Africans.68 Joel Martin, in his work Sacred Revolt, argues that African
American prophetic Christianity may have contributed to the emergence of
the “Redstick” prophetic movement among the Mvskokes, “for at the heart of
African American Christianity was a spiritually inspired critical view of Anglo-
American civilization.” 69 However, it is equally likely that Native American
prophetic religion influenced African American religious consciousness; hav-
ing “Indian blood” meant something in the enslaved society.70

One of the leaders of the Redstick rebellion was the Prophet Abraham (Soua-
nakke Tustenukke), a former slave who fled south and served as war leader for
the maroon community at Fort Negro, Florida. Throughout the southeastern
United States, there existed independent and integrated Aframerindian com-
munities led by mixed-blood religio-political leaders such as Jim-Boy, Black
Factor, Garcon, Mulatto King, and the Choctaw (Seminole) chief.71 Kenneth
Wiggins Porter described the peculiar presence of Africans among the Semi-
nole as quite significant:

not only were there chiefs of mixed Indian and Negro Blood among the Semi-
noles, and free negroes acting as principal counselors and war-captains, but . . .
the position of the very slaves was so influential that the Seminole nation might
present to students of political science an interesting and perhaps almost
unique example of a very close approach to a doulocracy, or government by
slaves.72

The presence of such refuges and spiritual centers so close to colonial plan-
tations, especially in the light of the slave rebellion in Haiti, proved to be a great
threat to the institution of slavery. General Andrew Jackson, believing these
settlements had been established by “villains for the purpose of rapine and

460 Minges: Race, Religion, and the Trail of Tears



plunder,” destroyed them in the First and Second Creek War. As Joshua Gid-
dings noted, there was but one effort in Jackson’s war:

the bloody Seminole War [sic] of 1816 –17 and [18]18 arose from the efforts of
our government to sustain the interests of slavery; or that our troops were
employed to murder women and children because their ancestors had once
been held bondage, and to seize and carry back to toil and suffering those
who had escaped death.73

During these wars, those “stolen negroes” not killed or returned to the English
colonies, fled deeper into the South.74

Africans and maroons were not just religious leaders among the “exile”
communities of Mvskoke and Seminole; the same also existed to a lesser de-
gree within the communities of the Cherokee, Choctaw, and Chickasaw. Most
of the early records of the missionaries note that their earliest converts were the
enslaved African Americans within Native American communities.75 Even as
late as 1818, the missionaries referred to their “Sabbath schools” as “our Black
Schools” because of the presence of Africans as both students and teachers.76

As few missionaries spoke the native languages, the Africans played an inter-
mediary role as teacher and, of necessity, preacher.77 One of the most fascinat-
ing accounts of this presence in the missionary church comes from Cornelia
Pelham, a visitor to a mission in the Chickasaw Nation:

About two thirds of the members of the church are of African descent; these
mostly understand English; and on that account are more accessible than the
Chickasaws. The last mentioned class manifest an increasing attention to the
means of grace, and since the commencement of the present year, more of
the full Indians have been constant in their attendance upon religious meet-
ings, than at any time since the mission was established. The black people
manifest the most ardent desire for religious instruction, and often travel a
great many miles to obtain it. . . . Two or three years ago, a black man who
belonged to the mission church, opened his little cabin for prayer, on the eve-
ning of every Wednesday, which was usually attended by half a dozen colored
persons. This spring, the number suddenly increased, till more than fifty as-
sembled at once, many of whom were full Indians. The meetings, were con-
ducted wholly by Christian slaves, in the Chickasaw language. One of their
number can read fluently in the Bible, and many of the others can sing hymns
which they have committed to memory from hearing them sung and recited.78

Similar experiences are recorded among the Cherokees into the early nine-
teenth century, including the case of two slaves who were teaching their Chero-
kee mistress “to read in the Bible.” In August 1818, a full-blooded Cherokee
seeking admission to the Chickamauga Mission was found “able to spell cor-
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rectly in words of 4 & 5 letters. He had been taught solely by black people who
had received their instruction in our Sunday School.” 79

Within the cultural nexus of the integrated community of the early Ameri-
can frontier, a unique synthesis grew in which African and Native American
peoples shared a common religious experience. Not only did Africans share
with Native Americans, the process of sharing cultural traditions went both
ways. From the slave narratives, we learn of the role that Native American re-
ligious traditions played in slave culture:

Dat busk was justa little busk. Dey wasn’t enough men around to have a good
one. But I seen lots of big ones. Ones where dey all had de different kinds of
“banga.” Dey call all de dances some kind of banga. De chicken dance is de
“Tolosabanga,” and de Istifanibanga is de one whar dey make lak dey is skele-
tons and raw heads coming to git you. De “Hadjobanga” is de crazy dance,
and dat is a funny one. Dey all dance crazy and make up funny songs to go
wid de dance. Everybody think up funny songs to sing and everybody whoop
and laugh all de time.80

When I wuz a boy, dere wuz lotsa Indians livin’ about six miles frum the
plantation on which I wuz a slave. De Indians allus held a big dance ever’ few
months, an’ all de niggers would try to attend. On one ob dese ostent’tious oc-
casions about 50 of us niggers conceived de idea of goin’, without gettin per-
mits frum de master. As soon as it gets dark, we quietly slips outen de quarters,
one by one, so as not to disturb de guards. Arrivin at de dance, we jined in the
festivities wid a will. Late dat nite one ob de boys wuz goin down to de spring
fo de get a drink ob water when he notice somethin’ movin in de bushes. Get-
tin up closah, he look’ agin when—lawd hab mersy! Patty rollers! 81

Slaves were welcome at the busk festival and stomp dances and “mixed and
mingled and danced together with the Indians.” 82

Native Americans also played roles in the development of the African Amer-
ican churches through supporting the “invisible institution.” A prominent as-
pect of slave religion was the “brush arbor.” These brush arbors, hastily con-
structed “churches” made of a lean-to of tree limbs and branches, had been a
prominent part of the southeastern traditional religion. The brush arbor ar-
chitecture that became a critical part of the “camp-meetings” of the Second
Great Awakening was borrowed from the architecture of the “stomp ground”
of southeastern traditional religious practices.83 That Native Americans sup-
ported the invisible institution is evidenced in the slave narratives: “Master
Frank wasn’t no Christian but he would help build brush arbors fer us to have
church under and we sho would have big meetings I’ll tell you.” 84

Interestingly enough, Native Americans also shaped African American
churches in other ways. The first recorded Negro Baptist Church was estab-
lished at “Galphintown” near Silver Bluff, South Carolina, a place that was a
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center for trade with the Five Nations.85 George Galphin, the owner of the
settlement, was a gregarious Irishman who had at least four wives, including
Metawney, the daughter of a Creek headman, and two Africans.86 In the eigh-
teenth century the area around the Negro Baptist Church was a region where
the three races converged; members of Galphin’s family were patrons of the
Negro Baptist Church at Silver Bluff.87 Jesse (Peters) Galphin was one of the
founders of the Silver Bluff Baptist Church and revived the church following
the Revolutionary War.88

Another founder of the Silver Bluff Baptist Church was a slave named David
George. George’s parents were born in Africa and brought to America. They
were enslaved to a master whose brutality was such that David fled the planta-
tion and traveled throughout the South.

Extraordinary adventures took him to the Creek and ‘Nautchee’ Indian peo-
ples, where he was a well-treated chattel servant. He eventually became the
possession of George Galphin, a ‘very kind’ man who owned a plantation and
trading station at Silver Bluff, South Carolina, some twelve miles from Au-
gusta Georgia.89

In the years leading up to the Revolutionary War, David George preached to
the congregation at Silver Bluff Baptist Church “till the church . . . encreased to
thirty or more, and till the British came to the city of Savannah and took it.” 90

When the British invaded South Carolina, Jesse Galphin fled across the river
from Silver Bluff to Augusta, where he and some forty-eight other members of
his church formed the First African Baptist Church.91 Among the first min-
isters of the First African Baptist Church of Savannah was a former slave by 
the name of Henry Francis. Though a slave and considered a “black pastor” of
the Third African Baptist Church, Henry Francis had no known African 
ancestry:

Another dispensation of Providence has much strengthened our hands, and
increased our means of information; Henry Francis, lately a slave to the widow
of the late Colonel Leroy Hammond, of Augusta, has been purchased by a few
humane gentlemen of this place, and liberated to exercise the handsome min-
isterial gifts he possesses amongst us, and teach our youth to read and write.
He is a strong man about forty-nine years of age, whose mother was white and
whose father was an Indian. His wife and only son are slaves. Brother Francis
has been in the ministry fifteen years, and will soon receive ordination, and
will probably become the pastor of a branch of my large church. . . . it will
take the rank and title of the 3rd Baptist Church of Savannah.92

Most of the early records of the missionaries note that among these mixed
peoples of the low country areas, their earliest converts were the enslaved 
African Americans who lived within Native American communities. The rec-
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ords also state that the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel had no qualms
about baptizing “the heathen slaves also (Indians and negroes).” 93 Through-
out the Old South, mixed congregations of black and red people worshipped
together in ways that were at once both African and Indian. Whether in the
churches or in the stomp grounds, people recognized the solidarity that only
comes in response to an overarching culture of oppression that attempted to
define and divide black and red people. By learning to overcome that which
separated them as a people, they learned to conquer that which created es-
trangement within themselves. In so doing, they laid the foundation for a com-
mon history, one “written in the hearts of our people.” 94

A “close neighborly feeling” existed between the peoples of the Five Civi-
lized Tribes and the Africans in their midst.95 Even as slave owners, Native
Americans were particularly noted for their kindness and refusal to implement
even their own national laws with respect to slavery.96 According to one south-
ern visitor to the Indian nation: “The Indian masters treated their slaves with
great liberality and upon terms approaching perfect equality, with the excep-
tion that the owner of the slave generally does more work than the slave him-
self.” 97 Indeed, the slaves themselves noted the differences.

We all live around on them little farms, and we didn’t have to be under any
overseer like the Cherokee Negroes had lots of times. We didn’t have to work
if there wasn’t no work to do. . . . Old Chief treated all the Negroes like they
was just hired hands, and I was a big girl before I knowed very much about
belonging to him.98

Even within a particular nation, there was great variation. Cherokee New
Thompson noted “the only negroes that have to work hard were the ones who
belonged to the half-breeds. As the Indian didn’t do work, he didn’t expect his
slaves to do much work.” 99

Within the conservative elements of the Cherokees, more than just a “close
neighborly feeling” existed. Cudjo, the slave of Cherokee chief Yonaguska of
North Carolina, described their relationship thus: “He never allowed himself
to be called ‘master,’ for he said Cudjo was his brother, and not his slave.” 100

Those who had themselves been enslaved had little affection for the institution
of slavery. In addition, conservative members noted the destructive effects of
the “peculiar institution” on traditional culture and society. In those places
where blood and sentiment ran deep, the opposition to slavery grew strong.

In the late 1820s the colonization movement spread among the Cherokee of
North Carolina; the Cherokee American Colonization Society was formed in
1828 and Cherokee David Brown spoke for many Cherokees in 1825 when 
he said,

There are some Africans among us; . . . they are generally well treated and
they much prefer living in the nation as a residence in the United States. . . .
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The presumption is that the Cherokees will, at no distant date, cooperate with
the humane efforts of those who are liberating and sending this prescribed
race to the land of their fathers.101

Ironically, about this same time, a different kind of colonization movement
swept through the federal government. Henry Schoolcraft made the following
observation regarding the Indians of the Southeast: “Two diverse states of so-
ciety, it is observed, cannot prosperously exist together; the stronger type must
inevitably absorb or destroy the weaker.” 102 “Colonization” of the Cherokees,
or “removal” as it would later be called, was not a new idea. Thomas Jefferson,
who appropriated fifteen thousand dollars for such “colonization” efforts as
early as 1803, set its precedent.103 “Colonization” and “removal” would become
inextricably linked within liberal rhetoric over the next fifty years.104

Caught between Benjamin Lundy (whose abolitionist newspaper the Genius
of Universal Emancipation had once employed William Garrison) to the West
and a powerful Quaker abolitionist movement to the East, there is little doubt
that the Cherokees were exposed to abolitionist rhetoric.105 In 1824 the Baptist
Evan Jones, who would become a noted opponent of slavery, came to work as
a missionary among the conservatives in the valley towns of North Carolina.106

Among the Mvskokes and Seminoles, British abolitionism held sway. The Brit-
ish had offered freedom to African American slaves during both the 1776 and
1812 wars, believing that “the terror of revolution in the southern states can be
increased to good effect.” 107 Among the maroon communities of southern
Florida, the abolitionist message struck a particular note.

In 1827 the Cherokee people took what they considered the final steps to-
ward “civilization” by the establishment of a constitution, a bicameral legisla-
ture, a judicial system, and an electoral process that elected John Ross as princi-
pal chief.108 However, in the same year, the people of the United States elected
Andrew Jackson, noted Indian fighter and slaveholder, to the presidency of the
United States. In his first message to Congress, Andrew Jackson set forth his
“benevolent policy of the Government, steadily pursued for nearly thirty years,
in relation to the removal of the Indians beyond the white settlements.” 109 The
colonization plan had come full circle; those who had sought to help Africans
return to their homeland now found themselves being removed from their tra-
ditional homelands. The Cherokees were eloquent in their struggle against re-
moval, believing that because they had made significant progress toward “civ-
ilization,” they would be spared removal. In fact, the Supreme Court of the
United States, led by Chief Justice John Marshall, did side with the Cherokee
Nation in their struggle with Georgia.110 However, upon hearing of the deci-
sion, President Andrew Jackson is reported to have replied, “John Marshall has
rendered his decision; now let him enforce it.” 111

In the minds of most of the people of the United States, especially among
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those inhabitants of the Southeast, the issues of slavery and removal were in-
dissolubly linked.112 Among the reasons for removal of the Mvskokes, and es-
pecially the Seminoles, was the presence of “another class” of citizens of the na-
tion. African Americans among the Indians posed a significant threat to the
whites and greater opportunity for runaway slaves. Moreover, the presence of
missionaries who seemed not only to be preaching a message of equality but
also manifesting one in their missions was a tremendous threat to the institu-
tion of chattel slavery.113 Indicative of the problem was the attitude of many of
the missionaries, such as that of Sophia Sawyer who, when asked in 1832 by the
Georgia Guard to remove two African boys from her classroom, replied, “un-
til the Supreme Court of the United States declares the Cherokee Nation to be
a part of the State of Georgia I will obey Cherokee laws, which are just laws, not
Georgia laws.” 114

Sophie Sawyer’s position was symbolic of a much greater resistance.115 The
opposition to removal of the Indians was a potent force among the religious
bodies that had been working among the Indians for so many years.116 There
arose an organized opposition to removal among women’s groups in towns
and communities across the United States; women who were not empowered
politically became empowered socially, and an unprecedented national wom-
en’s petition drive against Indian removal was initiated. As the movement
spread, so did its message. Many of the antiremoval leaders were to become fu-
ture leaders of the abolitionist movement—Angelina Grimké, Theodore
Weld, Arthur Tappan, Catharine Beecher. Benjamin Lundy and William Lloyd
Garrison cut their political teeth in the antiremoval debate. It was the irony of
calling for African colonization and yet opposing Indian colonization that led
to the development of the “immediatist” movement and the birth of radical
abolitionism. In an illustration in the first issue of Garrison’s the Liberator, the
path to the slave auction block was littered with copies of trampled Indian
treaties; “from the Indian to the Negro, the transition was easy and natural. . . .
The suffering of the Negro flowed from the same bitter fountain.” 117

The relationship between slavery and removal was not lost on the Cherokees
either, though their understanding of the situation was propelled by a different
focus. Following a sermon by Evan Jones on “providence” in one of the Valley
Town missions, a discussion ensued regarding what sins could have turned
God’s face away from the Cherokee Nation. “God cannot be pleased with slav-
ery,” said one of the Cherokees. There followed “some discussion respecting the
expediency of setting slaves at liberty.” When one of those present noted that
freeing the slaves might cause more harm than good, a Native Baptist preacher
replied, “I never heard tell of any hurt coming from doing right.” 118

In 1835 a movement to free the African slaves of the Cherokee Nation was
put into motion by several “influential men” of the nation. These men made
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arrangements to emancipate the slaves and receive them as Cherokee citizens.
However, the following December the “Treaty Party” of the assimilated slave-
owning Cherokees signed the Treaty of New Echota, relinquishing all lands east
of the Mississippi and agreeing to emigrate to “Indian Territory” in the West.
According to missionary Elizur Butler, the Treaty of New Echota effectively
prevented the abolition of slavery within the Cherokee Nation.119 Though the
signers of this treaty were ultimately punished for treason, the long-term im-
pact of this treaty on Cherokees and Africans alike was disastrous.

On the eve of the forced displacement of the Five Civilized Tribes, the cen-
sus recorded the African American presence among the Cherokees as about 
10 to 15 percent.120 Taking into account that the census seldom counted free
blacks and maroons of outlying communities, we can assume the number was
much higher, especially among the Mvskokes and Seminoles. In spite of tales
used to support removal, the people were reluctant to leave their ancestral
homelands.121

In the spring of 1838 the process of forced removal began for the Cherokees
at the hands of the United States military. An African American member of the
community described the process:

The weeks that followed General Scott’s order to remove the Cherokees were
filled with horror and suffering for the unfortunate Cherokees and their
slaves. The women and children were driven from their homes, sometimes
with blows and close on the heels of the retreating Indians came greedy whites
to pillage the Indian’s homes, drive off their cattle, horses, and pigs, and they
even rifled the graves for any jewelry, or other ornaments that might have
been buried with the dead.

The Cherokees, after having been driven from their homes, were di-
vided into detachments of nearly equal size and late in October, 1838, the first
detachment started, the others following one by one. The aged, sick and
young children rode in the wagons, which carried provisions and bedding,
while others went on foot. The trip was made in the dead of winter and many
died from exposure from sleet and snow, and all who lived to make this trip,
or had parents who made it, will long remember it, as a bitter memory.122

Resistance among the Cherokees was high; many were bound and tied before
being brought out of their homes.123 A Georgia volunteer was later to remark
on the cruelty imposed upon the Indians: “I fought through the civil war and
have seen men shot to pieces and slaughtered by thousands, but the Cherokee
removal was the cruelest work I ever knew.” 124

The U.S. troops rounded up Indians, Africans, and other members of the
Cherokee Nation and placed them in “concentration camps,” 125 where they
were kept as “pigs in a sty.” 126 Starvation and disease were so rampant among
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those forcibly marched to the West that missionary Daniel Buttrick said, “we
are almost becoming familiar with death.” 127 A month later, he was to say that
the government might more mercifully have put to death everyone under a
year or over sixty; rather it had chosen “a most expensive and painful way of
exterminating these poor people.” 128

Without a doubt, the “Trail Where We Cried” was hard on those African
Americans who were forced to march, many without shoes, through the dead
of winter into Oklahoma.129 In spite of the hardship, the Africans were com-
mitted to the Cherokees: “My grandparents were helped and protected by very
faithful Negro slaves who . . . went ahead of the wagons and killed any wild beast
who came along.” 130 Even though they were given the responsibility to guard
(with “axes and guns”) the caravans at night, few of the slaves made their es-
cape. What for the Cherokees became known as the Trail Where We Cried was
for the Africans an exodus.131 Large numbers of Africans fled with the Chero-
kees and the other members of the Five Nations to “Indian Territory.” They re-
alized that as rough as life on the trail could be, there could be no life for them
in what was their adopted homeland in the Cherokee Nation. By the outbreak
of the Civil War, the African American population within the Cherokee Nation
would grow to about 20 percent.132

The newspaper reports of the time detailed a “peaceful and deathless trek of
the Cherokees.” 133 However, missionary Elizur Butler estimated conserva-
tively that over 4,600 Indians and African Americans died on that nine-month
march. More recent estimates put the number of deaths at nearly 8,000 people
who died as a direct result of the Cherokee Trail of Tears.134

Among the Mvskokes and Seminoles, where Africans played more promi-
nent roles in their society, the question of removal was deadly serious.135 The
Africans among these southern Indians knew that the whites considered them
to be the property of the men from whom they, or their ancestors, had fled.
The burden of proof lay on the slaves, and they knew that their losing to the
U.S. government meant they would become the property of whoever claimed
them.136 In 1836 the U.S. government sought to remove the Mvskokes and their
relatives from their lands in the Deep South; the government initiated simul-
taneous assaults upon the Creeks and Seminoles. The Second Seminole War
ended only following the commitment of nearly forty thousand troops, ten
years, forty million dollars, and fifteen hundred soldiers’ lives. The removal of
the Creeks, Seminoles, and their African counterparts was the costliest war in
American history until the Civil War.

Let us make no mistake about the nature of this endeavor. As General Jesup,
the leader of the campaign, stated in 1836: “This, you may be assured, is a ne-
gro, not an Indian war: and if it be not speedily put down, the South will feel
the effects of it on their slave population before the end of the next season.” 137

468 Minges: Race, Religion, and the Trail of Tears



Joshua Giddings saw the war in a similar light; the Second Seminole War

on our part had not been commenced for the attainment of any high or no-
ble purpose. . . . Our national influence and military power had been put
forth to reenslave our fellow men: to transform immortal beings into chat-
tels; and to make them to property of slave holders; to oppose the rights of
human nature; and the legitimate fruits of this policy were gathered in a plen-
tiful harvest of crime, bloodshed, and individual suffering.138

The Florida Indians were led in their resistance by the same Aframerindian
leaders who had fled there to escape from slavery. Jim-Boy, Gopher John, the
Negro Abraham, John Horse, Wild Cat, and many others led the Indians in
their struggle for resistance. The traditional leaders of the Mvskokes and Semi-
noles, such as Opothle Yahola, Micanopy, and Osceola (Asi Yahola), also had
deep ties to the African American members in their presence. In the spring of
1837 General Jesup reasserted his position: “Throughout my operations I
found the Negroes the most active and determined warriors; and during the
conference with the Indian chiefs I ascertained that they exercised almost con-
trolling influence over them.” 139

To solve the problem, General Jesup set about to divide and conquer; he of-
fered to free the slaves who would separate from the Indians and allow them to
emigrate to the West en masse. He wrote to John Horse of the Seminole, “to
whom, and to their people, I promised freedom and protection on their sepa-
rating from the Indians and surrendering.” 140 Black emancipation and re-
moval had become the policy of the U.S. army. Jesup refused to return the Af-
rican slaves to their owners in the South; he sent them West as part of the
Seminole Nation.141 Though many Africans surrendered and the Seminole fol-
lowed suit, the struggle to remove the last of the exiles from Florida went on
for many years.

The Africans, Seminoles, and Mvskokes took the path to the western terri-
tory, where the conflict over the status of the Africans was uncertain and the
relationship between the Seminoles and the Mvskokes seemed undecided. One
thing was certain and decided; the losses among the Mvskokes and the Semi-
noles in their Trail of Tears were immense. They collectively suffered a 50 per-
cent mortality rate. For the Mvskokes, many of these deaths followed removal;
probably one-third died from “bulious fevers.” Among the Seminoles, the
deaths were not from disease but from “the terrible war of attrition that has
been required to force them to move.” 142

As they were proceeding west upon the trail watered by their own tears and
sanctified by the many gravestones of their children and elders, many of the
Mvskokes began to sing the spiritual “We Are Going Home.” 143 The words “We
are going home to our homes and land; there is one who is above and ever

american indian quarterly /summer 2001/ vol. 25, no. 3 469



watches over us” rang true to those nurtured in a Christian religion birthed in
the cauldron of oppression. It also rang true to those traditionalists among the
Mvskokes who believed that they had emerged from caves in the West and had
come to settle in the Southeast.144 In the collective experience of those who
struggled to understand why a just deity allowed such injustice, a religious 
expression was born that reflected the essential nature of the experiences of
both peoples. It gave them the strength to resist and it gave them the strength
to endure.

When the Cherokees were moving west along the more famous Trail of Tears,
the missionaries who had been with them through the struggle in the home-
lands, the concentration camps, and the agony of the journey were with them
at their deaths. The missionaries and their native ministers led many of the
contingencies. The records of the Trail Where We Cried show that along the
way the churches themselves congregated and expressed their faith in God.
Reverend Jesse Bushyhead, who would himself become a controversial Baptist
“slave owner,” expressed his thanks that they were able “to continue, amidst
the toil and sufferings of the journey, their accustomed religious services.” 145

We can be certain that whenever faces gathered around the campfire, there
were Africans there to serve as spiritual guides into a different kind of wilder-
ness. When there were dances to celebrate, deaths to mourn, or festivals to mark
the passing of the seasons, there were Africans present. On the Trail Where We
Cried, there were also African tears. This we must never forget.
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