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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

As the Agent of the U. States Govt. you speak to us & tell us of another country, 

west of the great river Miss. that is good & where we and our children a long & quiet 

home & enjoy many blessings…this you wrote out as a faithful officer under your 

superior—But here is our home, our dwelling places, our fields, our schools, all our 

friends; and under us are the dust of the bones of our forefathers.  This land is dearer to 

us than any other.  Why talk to us about removing!  We always hear such counsel….  

~David Folsom, 18291 

One day in late December 1831, during his extensive tour of the United States, the 

French diplomat, political scientist and historian Alexis de Tocqueville wrote, “I found myself 

on the east bank of the Mississippi, at the place the Europeans call Memphis.”  A large band of 

Choctaws had just arrived, and Tocqueville watched them try to cross the river.  Tocqueville 

described the scene: 

It was then the heart of winter, and the cold that year was unusually bitter.  The snow on 
the ground had frozen, and enormous chunks of ice floated in the river.  The Indians 
traveled in families.  Among them were the wounded and sick, newborn infants, and dying 
elders.  They had neither tents nor wagons, only scant provisions and some weapons.  I 
watched them embark for the voyage across the great river, and the memory of that solemn 
spectacle will stay with me forever.  Not a sob or a cry was to be heard despite the large 
number of people; all were silent.  Their misfortunes were old, and they sensed there was 
nothing to be done about them.2 
 
That same winter, Israel Folsom, the scion of an elite Choctaw family, and a Presbyterian 

minister who had been educated at the Foreign Missions School in Cornwall, Connecticut, also 

travelled west in removal from Mississippi.  Israel Folsom penned a poem—of longing and 

offense—on that journey: 

                                                 

1 David Folsom to William Ward, 7 November 1829, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 757, 

Houghton Library, Harvard University, Cambridge MA (Hereafter HL).  
2 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (New York: The Library of 

America, 2004), 374, 375.  Tocqueville also noted poignantly in the same passage that “Their dogs had been left 
behind on the bank.  When the animals finally realized they were about to be abandoned for good, they began to 
emit the most terrifying howls, then leaped into the icy waters of the Mississippi and swam after their masters.” 
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Lo!  The Poor Indian’s Hope 

Land where brightest waters flow, 
Land where loveliest forest grow 
Where warriors drew the bow, 
     Native land farewell. 
 
He who made yon stream and tree, 
Made the White, the Red man free, 
Gave the Indians’ home to be 
     ‘Mid the forest wilds. 
 
Have the waters ceased to flow? 
Have the forests ceased to grow? 
Why do our brothers bid us go 
     From our native home? 
 
Here in infancy we played, 
Here our happy wigwam made, 
Here our fathers’ graves are laid, 
     Must we leave them all? 
 
Whiteman tell us, God on high 
So pure and bright in yonder sky, 
Will not then His searching eye 
     See the Indians’ wrong?3 
 
“Have the waters ceased to flow?” Folsom asked.  The question brings to mind, what 

Robert Dale Parker calls the “legend…that such phrases often appear in treaties….”  A famous 

phrase such as “as long as the grass should grow and the waters run.”  Yet, notes Parker, “these 

words do not appear in any treaties with the federal government.”4  The origin of the famous 

misplaced phrase is from the pen of Andrew Jackson, who wrote, in 1829 to his old comrade 

from the War of 1812 and Mississippi “pioneer” David Haley:  

                                                 

3 Israel Folsom, “Lo! The Poor Indian’s Hope,” Original found in Lula Austin Interview with Christine 

Bates (Daughter of Israel Folsom), March 27, 1937, p. 39.  Western History Collections, University of Oklahoma, 
Norman, Oklahoma: https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/cdm/ref/collection/indianpp/id/3799.  Accessed December 6, 
2019. 

4 Robert Dale Parker, ed., Changing is not Vanishing: A Collection of Early American Indian Poetry to 

1930 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 67. 
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Say to the chiefs and warriors that I am their friend, that I wish to act as their friend but 
they must, by removing from the limits of the States of Mississippi, and Alabama, and by 
being settled on the lands I offer them, put it in my power to be such—There…in 
possession of a land of their own, which they shall possess as long as Grass grows or 
water runs, I can, and will protect them and be their friend & father.”5 

The abundant irony in the above quote should not be lost on anyone with even a 

rudimentary grasp of United States history.  Estimates vary, but from the 1830s to the 1850s, 

approximately 80,000 to 120,000 Native individuals, from throughout the Eastern United States, 

both North and South, were “removed” from their homelands east of the Mississippi River, and 

transported in various fashions—often by U.S. Army escort—to lands west of that river, mostly 

lying within the territory now constituting the States of Oklahoma and Kansas.6  

“Removal”…anything but the friendship and protection publicized by Jackson.  I will use the 

term “removal” throughout this work, admittedly for reasons of ease, and because it has long 

been the historically accepted term.  To be clear, however, “removal” is an inadequate, and 

perhaps ultimately distorting term for which to name what actually happened, because, as Stuart 

Banner has written, there is a “mismatch between the word’s surface blandness and the 

                                                 

5 Andrew Jackson to David W. Haley, 15 October 1829.  In Daniel Feller, Thomas Coens, and Laura-Eve 

Moss, eds., The Papers of Andrew Jackson, Volume VII, 1829 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1980), 
494. 

6 Claudio Saunt uses a low estimate of 80,000, while Christina Snyder puts the number at 100,000, though 

the source(s) of their respective estimates is not clear.  See Claudio Saunt, “Financing Dispossession: Stocks, Bonds, 
and the Deportation of Native Peoples in the Antebellum United States,” Journal of American History 106, no. 2 
(September 2019): 316.  Christina Snyder, Great Crossings: Indians, Settlers, and Slaves in the Age of Jackson 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2017).  Jeffrey Ostler, in his book Surviving Genocide, puts the number at 
closer to 120, 000, based upon an apparent scouring and analysis of population data from nearly every removed tribe 
both North and South, including reports of numbers departing and numbers arriving.  Some slaves, removing with 
their owners, are included in his estimate.  It is unclear whether Saunt and Snyder’s estimates include slaves.  Writes 
Ostler, “Some of the sources for the southern nations…make it clear whether or not enslaved people are included in 
population figures, but this is not always the case.  Similarly, in situations of extensive intermarriage…it is often 
impossible to tell whether estimates include people of mixed ancestry, some of whom might identify, for example, 
as mixed-blood, French, or white.  Despite these problems, however, I am confident  that the estimates provide a 
fairly accurate picture….”  See Jeffrey Ostler, Surviving Genocide: Native Nations and The United States from the 

American Revolution to Bleeding Kansas (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2019), 247, 388-406 (Quote on p. 
388). 
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cruelty…of the events….”7 This mismatch was not lost on the supporters of “removal,” nor on 

its opponents in Congress.  During the congressional debates preceding the passage of the Indian 

Removal Act, one of the most ardent white voices in opposition, Massachusetts representative 

Edward Everett, noted that “removal” was “a soft word, and words are delusive.”8  Perhaps a 

better term might be borrowed from Claudio Saunt: “mass deportation,” or another that Saunt 

criticizes as “nebulous and…obscuring violence:”  “ethnic cleansing.9  I do not count the term 

ethnic cleansing, especially considering its origins in the Yugoslav wars of the 1990s, as 

obscuring violence.  It is forceful and describes the horrid reality better than most words we 

could use.  To quote James Taylor Carson: “To call their expulsion a removal is to sanitize it, to 

banalize it, to avoid confronting it, for what the citizens of…Mississippi in fact undertook was 

nothing less than the complete dismemberment, the ethnic cleansing, of the society and the place 

they inhabited.”10  Christina Snyder and Christopher Haveman, in their scholarship, have also 

used this terminology.11  Although I will most often use the historically accepted term 

“removal,” the brutal reality—with all of its attendant implications—of the terms mass 

deportation and ethnic cleansing, inform the underpinnings of this work. 

The ethnic cleansing of Native American peoples from the Trans-Appalachian West, and 

particularly the Southeast of the continent, is a pivotal event in U.S. history, the magnitude of 

which should not be underemphasized.  But as Christina Snyder has written, “Removal, 

                                                 

7 Stuart Banner, How the Indians Lost Their Land: Law and Power on the Frontier (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 2005): 191. 
8 Register of Debates in Congress, Library of Congress, vol. 6:2, p. 1070.   
9 Claudio Saunt, Unworthy Republic: The Dispossession of Native Americans and the Road to Indian 

Territory (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2020): xiii. 
10 James Taylor Carson, “”The Obituary of Nations”: Ethnic Cleansing, Memory, and the Origins of the 

Old South,” Southern Cultures 14, no. 4 (Winter 2008): 10.   
11 Christina Snyder, Great Crossings; Christopher D. Haveman, Rivers of Sand: Creek Indian Emigration, 

Relocation, & Ethnic Cleansing in the American South (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2016). 
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ultimately, was not a single act of Congress…it was a thousand betrayals, a series of 

dispossessions, an ethnic cleansing designed to radically restructure North America.”12  Indian 

Removal is often treated as a chapter in the larger picture of all of the manifold changes of 

“Jacksonian” or “Market Revolution” America.  This is unfortunate.  Indian Removal is as 

central and seminal an event of this period as any other.  Not only is Indian Removal integrally 

linked to the emergence of the market transformation of the United States in the first decades of 

the nineteenth century, but also to the expansion and further creation of the Slave South.13  From 

this latter fact, it is not a stretch to posit Indian Removal among the causes of the Civil War.  

There are further and more subtle historical ramifications of Indian Removal.  As Harry Watson 

has pointed out, Indian Removal became a “lesson” to state governments for many subsequent 

battles with the federal government, as “Indian removal showed the benefits of an aggressive 

attack on federal policy by states that felt aggrieved by it….  Perhaps the same approach could be 

used against other objectionable federal policies.”  According to Watson, South Carolina’s fight 

against the federal tariff was directly inspired by the success of state pressure exerted in Indian 

Removal.14  Further studies of Indian removals then, such as this dissertation, are crucial not only 

for a deepened understanding of Indian histories, but to a fuller understanding of broader 

American history. 

                                                 

12 Christina Snyder, Great Crossings, 145. 
13 According to Sean Wilentz, Removal “resettled nearly forty-six thousand Indians west of the 

Mississippi….  In the process…obtained over a hundred million acres of Indian land for white settlement, pre-
eminently in the nascent cotton kingdoms of Alabama and Mississippi.”  Indian Removal “opened up grand new 
vistas to the West for slaveholders….”  The Rise of American Democracy: Jefferson to Lincoln (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 2005): 425.  Given the earlier discussion on the numbers of “removed” Indians, all estimates of 
which are far larger than the number Wilentz posits, it is certain that Wilentz was working with now outdated 
figures at his time of writing and publication.  That said, his figure of one hundred millions acres plus remains spot 
on and relevant to the present work. 

14 Harry L. Watson, Liberty and Power: The Politics of Jacksonian America (New York: Hill and Wang, 

1990): 113. 
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Removal is the central event in modern Choctaw history, which changed everything.  

Much as the Civil War was a pivotal event in broader U.S. history, Removal serves as this same 

sort of turning point in Choctaw history.  In addition, greater historical importance must be given 

to Choctaw Removal than has previously been the case in the historiography, for the reason that 

Choctaw Removal served as a negative example for subsequently removed native peoples, 

especially in the Southeastern United States, in that these subsequently removed peoples made 

attempts to take greater control of their own removals based upon what had happened with the 

Choctaws.   

Andrew Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act into law on May 28, 1830.  In his “State 

of the Union” address to Congress in December of that year, Jackson characterized Indian 

Removal as a policy motivated by benevolence (albeit a misguidedly paternalistic and 

ethnocentrically intolerant benevolence):   

It will separate the Indians from immediate contact with settlements of whites; free them 
from the power of the States; enable them to pursue happiness in their own way and 
under their own rude institutions; will retard the progress of decay, which is lessening 
their numbers, and perhaps cause them gradually, under the protection of the Government 
and through the influence of good counsels, to cast off their savage habits and become an 
interesting, civilized, and Christian community. These consequences, some of them so 
certain and the rest so probable, make the complete execution of the plan sanctioned by 
Congress at their last session an object of much solicitude.15 
 

But other portions of Jackson’s address cannot help but betray the real agenda of Removal:   

It will place a dense and civilized population in large tracts of country now occupied 
by a few savage hunters. By opening the whole territory between Tennessee on the 
north and Louisiana on the south to the settlement of the whites it will incalculably 
strengthen the south west frontier and render the adjacent States…and enable those 
States to advance rapidly in population, wealth, and power.16 

                                                 

15 The Papers of Andrew Jackson, Volume VIII, 1830 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1980), 

668-669. 
16 Ibid. 
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It was all about the land. 

Of the 80,000 to 120,000 Native individuals removed during the 1830s (and beyond), the 

largest numbers came from—not surprisingly—the largest tribes, the so-called “Five Civilized 

Tribes” of the Southeast: The Cherokees, Chickasaws, Choctaws, Muskogees (Creeks) and 

Seminoles.17  Of these removals, the removal of the Choctaws from Mississippi in the early 

1830s is one of the lesser examined episodes.  Further, Choctaw voices have been largely absent 

from such discussions. This is a serious historiographical lacuna, especially given that as the first 

tribe to undergo banishment their experience established precedents for the removal of other 

Southeastern Native peoples. Complex processes shaped Choctaw Removal that illuminate 

important themes within subsequent removals and ensuing Choctaw history. 

Between 1800 and 1830, federal authorities initiated negotiations or pressure on at least 

forty occasions to force the Choctaws to cede or sell land.  By the time of the final treaty 

negotiations at Dancing Rabbit Creek in September of 1830, the Choctaws had already ceded 

approximately thirteen million acres, in several treaties.  Approximately eleven million acres 

remained, but the pressure from white settlers in Mississippi, and the Mississippi state 

government, was relentless.  Throughout the late 1810s and 1820s, the state of Mississippi 

continued to pressure the federal government, and thus the entreaties to the Choctaws for 

renewed treaty negotiations to cede more land continued apace throughout the period. 

This dissertation is a re-examination of the removal of the Choctaws from Mississippi 

during the 1830s, through an ethnohistorical lens.  I trace the removal process through the 

                                                 

17 See note no. 6 above.  Though the bulk of removals took place in the decade of the 1830s, and 1840 is 

often used as an approximate date by which Removal as an “era” was mostly over, removals actually continued 
piecemeal for decades.  In the case of the Choctaws, the “last” removals are documented as occurring in 1903.  See 
Charles Roberts, “The Second Choctaw Removal, 1903,” in After Removal: The Choctaw in Mississippi, eds. 
Samuel J. Wells and Roseanna Tubby (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1986): 94-111. 
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divergent perspectives, voices, and experiences of the Choctaws themselves from the dozen 

years preceding Removal through Removal to Indian Territory, and in so doing, illuminate 

Choctaw voices.  There are, of course, difficulties to the scholar in accessing Native perspectives 

when Natives are not the ones telling the story.  William Bartram, the botanist, and one of the 

earliest white writers to put to paper his observations of Southeastern native peoples, recognized 

these difficulties in 1789:  

All that I can say, from my own observation, will amount to little more than  conjecture, 
and leave the subject in a doubtful situation; for, at best, it will be but the apprehensions 
or conjectures of a traveler from cursory and superficial views, perhaps aided and perhaps 
led astray by the accounts given him by the traders or other white people, who have 
resided among [the Indians].  These, from motives of avarice or contempt of the Indians 
in general, through prejudice, seldom carry their observations or inquiries beyond 
common report, which we may be assured is against the Indians.18   

This difficulty notwithstanding, I am convinced that through careful and sensitive dissection of 

the documentary and evidentiary base, a Choctaw perspective on their removal can be recovered.       

Much of the Choctaw story of their removal told in this dissertation is a story of 

individuals who may be classified as “elites” in the Choctaw Nation in the decade preceding 

removal.  The biographical bulk and center of the work that follows, in part tells the stories, in 

varying degrees of thoroughness, of seven men who I identify as the most salient Choctaw 

“voices” during the Choctaw Removal story.  These men are James McDonald (the first Indian 

lawyer), David Folsom, Greenwood LeFlore, Peter Pitchlynn, and George Harkins, as well as the 

Choctaw chiefs Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi.19  All of these men were wealthy (relative to most 

                                                 

18 William Bartram, “Observations on the Creek and Cherokee Indians [1789],” in A Creek Source Book, 

ed. William C. Sturtevant (New York: Garland, 1987): 22. 
19 For the best very short treatment of the life and career of James McDonald, see “The First Indian 

Lawyer: James McDonald, Choctaw” in Frederick E. Hoxie, This Indian Country: American Indian Political 

Activists and the Place They Made (New York: Penguin Press, 2012), 52.  Greenwood LeFlore’s surname is spelled 
multiple ways in the extant documentation, though it appears that the spelling he used himself was “LeFlore.”  
Therefore I have used this spelling when writing of him, except when quoting a source which used a different 
spelling, then the spelling in the source is used. 
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Choctaws at the time), and all of them were central players in the unfolding Choctaw national 

drama leading up to and just after removal.  Previous generations of historians would have 

classified men such as McDonald, Folsom, LeFlore, Pitchlynn, and Harkins as “half-breeds” or 

“mixed-race,” owing to their having white trader fathers and Choctaw mothers.  In the 

Choctaws’ matrilineal society this granted a status fully Choctaw in the Choctaw Nation.  This 

consideration, as well as others, makes the terminology of “mixed-race” problematic.20  A more 

recent terminology that has been used to categorize these men is “bicultural,” and at first glance 

this may seem completely on the mark, but as will be seen in subsequent discussion, this too is 

not a completely adequate descriptor.   

From the late 1790s until removal, such mixed-heritage trading families—of which other 

southeastern native nations such as the Cherokees, Chickasaws, and Muskogees had 

counterparts—increasingly turned to plantation agriculture, cattle ranching, and other 

commercial ventures such as ferries and taverns.  They owned and traded in slaves, just as did 

their white counterparts in the expanding Cotton Kingdom of Mississippi.21  These facts would 

                                                 

20 For a thorough explication of the problems of the “mixed-race” lens, see Theda Perdue, “Mixed Blood” 

Indians: Racial Construction in the Early South (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2005). 
21 Though much can and sometimes has been made of the fact of slave ownership among members of the 

so-called “five civilized tribes,” a pertinent statistic puts the issue in some perspective.  According to the 1830 
census of the Choctaw Nation, there were 65 families who owned one or more slaves.  This equates to 
approximately 2% of Choctaw households at the time.  Armstrong Roll of Choctaw, Records of the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. 1831. Document 512, Vol. 3, National Archives and Records Administration, Fort Worth, Texas. (NARA 
FW hereafter). 

That statistic does not, of course, justify the slavery in any way, but it does put it in broader perspective as 
actually a relatively small phenomenon within the Choctaw Nation at that time. It is beyond the scope of this work 
to provide comparable statistics for the other four "civilized tribes" but it is the suspicion of the author that one 
would find similar percentages of slave ownership among them. 

Additionally, it must be mentioned that slavery was not an entirely new or unfamiliar institution to the 
Choctaws and many other tribes, even before European contact.  War captives were enslaved and performed 
domestic chores and assisted the women in agricultural work.  This fact notwithstanding, there does appear to be 
some evidence that the adoption of black slavery was connected with the “civilizing” of the southeastern tribes, and 
done—at least in part—in emulation of their white planter neighbors, as well as for the economic gain that slavery 
could and did bring. 
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seem to confirm their status as “bicultural.”  Yet, two other important Choctaw figures also 

profiled in the pages that follow, Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi, also participated in all of these 

activities and were also comparatively wealthy, though they were “full-blood,” not “mixed-

blood,” in the now outdated terminology of a former generation.  Is “biculurality” then based 

upon race, class, or economic activities engaged in?  The term is thus seen to be inadequate.  A 

Choctaw person with mixed ancestry is not automatically bicultural.  Most such people were 

raised largely, if not nearly exclusively by their mother’s family.  We may speak of these 

individuals gaining “bicultural skills,” perhaps, as for example becoming bilingual, being 

educated in white schools outside of Mississippi, and conversion to Christianity, but to label such 

individuals as “bicultural” suggests a common world view, among other things.  As will be seen 

in the biographical chapters in this dissertation, there was, in fact, diversity of world view among 

these figures of similar “bicultural” backgrounds.22 

Another divide in the terminology that has traditionally been used which closely parallels 

the “full-blood” versus “mixed-blood” way of seeing the southeastern tribes in particular is to 

view camps within these nations as “progressives” and “traditionalists” with progressives largely 

corresponding to the “mixed-race” and supposedly bicultural individuals, and the traditionalists 

being the “full-blood” camp who held more firmly to traditional tribal ways, and largely rejected 

white ways of life and livelihood.23  This too is unsatisfactory and ultimately distorting of the 

                                                 

22 My views on the supposed “biculturality” of the major figures treated in this dissertation were influenced 

and nuanced in discussions with Dr. Greg O’Brien, to whom at least some credit must be given for my using this 
approach. 

23 The term “progressive” used in this context would be in reference to its root term “progress,” that is 

“movement toward a destination”—in this case a “civilized” state increasingly indistinguishable from the lives and 
customs of their white settler neighbors—and not in the modern political sense of the term.  By contrast, the term 
“traditionalist” has been used to indicate a supposed greater desire on their part to attempt to preserve a more 
“pristine” Native culture.  As will be seen in the discussion, these terms are woefully inadequate and ultimately 
distorting of the reality. 
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facts.  Mushulatubbee may be seen for the Choctaws as a prime example of a wealthy, “elite” 

Choctaw who—at least partially—supported some aspects of assimilation to white society, yet 

he was “full-blood,” and has been sometimes considered a “traditionalist.”  The inadequacy of 

viewing the socio-political-economic realities of southeastern Native nations as based only on 

race is not limited to the Choctaws.  For example, similar divides and dynamics were operative 

within the Cherokee and Muskogee societies as well.  Major Ridge was “full-blood,” not white-

educated, did not speak or write English, was wealthy, a plantation owner and a slave owner, and 

was a member of the so-called “Treaty Party” who signed the Cherokee removal Treaty of New 

Echota.  His rival John Ross was only one-eighth Cherokee, was also wealthy and a slave owner, 

and enjoyed the overwhelming and steadfast support of mostly “full-blood” Cherokees who by 

and large actually were traditionalists in the sense the term has been commonly used.24 

“Mixed-blood” or “full-blood,” “progressive” or “traditional,” “bicultural”…all are 

inadequate frameworks for analyzing the messy reality of what was going in southeastern Native 

societies in the early decades of the nineteenth century.  For the Choctaw leaders discussed in 

this work, I propose a different lens: nationalism as defined by sovereignty. All of the “elite” 

figures whose stories are offered herein and whose voices I have attempted to retrieve were, in 

my terminology, “Choctaw Nationalists.”25  Mushulatubbee, Nitakechi, David Folsom, 

Greenwood LeFlore, James McDonald, Peter Pitchlynn and George Harkins—whatever their 

racial quantum, or wherever they landed on the spectrum of assimilation—all of these figures 

opposed removal in the 1810s and through much of the 1820s.  As the pressures for removal 

                                                 

24 See the definition of “traditionalist” in the footnote just preceding. 
25 It is realized that “nationalism”—the idea of which being a European construct--may potentially also be 

a problematic term as it is commonly defined.  The subsequent discussion will clarify my usage of this term and why 
I think it can apply. 
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from both the federal government and the State of Mississippi increased greatly in the latter 

years of the 1820s, we will see that the resolve of some of these leaders waivered at times, only 

for them to reassert again their defense of Choctaw sovereignty in their homeland, right up until 

the time when five of the seven would become signatories to the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek 

in 1830.26  It may be supposed by some that given the half-white status and education of men 

like David Folsom, Greenwood LeFlore, and others herein, that it is no surprise that some of 

these were among the signers of the removal treaty.  Their “Choctawness” is thus doubted.27  It 

should not be.  Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi signed the treaty too.  The tension between 

acculturation and resistance seen in the correspondence and stories of the prominent Choctaws 

profiled in this work was at the core of what I have defined as “Choctaw Nationalism.” Whether 

by a wholehearted embrace of acculturation, as in the case of David Folsom, or a very selective 

one as in the case of Mushulatubbee, the core of their motivations for their actions was the 

maintenance of Choctaw sovereignty. 

The seven men whose stories are told herein (to varying degrees of “completeness” based 

upon the available documentation) are not “cookie-cutter” representatives of some monolithic 

class of “Choctaw elites.”  Their lifestyles as well as their views on many issues were diverse 

and as will be seen, they were often at loggerheads.  Five of them were American-educated and 

literate, two of them were not.  At least a couple of these men were devout Christians, one of 

                                                 

26 The names Mushulatubbee, Nitakechi, Peter Pitchlynn, David Folsom, and Greenwood LeFlore all 

appear as signatories to the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.  The name James McDonald is not listed in the 
signatories, though there is some debate as to whether he may have signed under his Choctaw (birth) name.  See 
Chapters Six and Seven for more on McDonald’s role in the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek. 

27 Seen through such a racial and cultural lens, their signing of the removal treaty may be seen as self-

serving.  While subsequent discussion will show that this may have been true in the case of Greenwood LeFlore, it 
cannot be said for other signers of the treaty.  Furthermore, for figures such as Folsom, McDonald, Pitchlynn, 
Harkins, and even LeFlore, their demonstrated commitment to “civilization,” especially in the aspect of education 
was seen by themselves as their duty to the Choctaw Nation, and not as merely their personal path to “getting ahead” 
in American society. 
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these an evangelical zealot.  At least two of them certainly were not Christians, and one of these 

while embracing the educational mission of missionaries to the Choctaw nation, despised the 

religious aspect of their endeavors.  Two of them may have been alcoholics.  They were unique 

individuals, all attempting in their own best way, according to who they were, to grapple with the 

inexorable and relentless pressures of their time and place.  The one thing that can be said of all 

of them, however, is that at the base, the core of their motivations for their actions was the 

maintenance of Choctaw sovereignty.28  This is why I have chosen to call them ‘Choctaw 

Nationalists,” with their “nationalism” defined by sovereignty, and their commitment to it.  

Sovereignty here may be defined as not only “the power of a culturally and territorially distinct 

group of people” to govern themselves according to their own ways, but also as “the spiritual, 

moral, and dynamic cultural force…empowering the group toward political, economic, 

and…cultural integrity….”29  Though they each pursued different paths to this ideal of Choctaw 

sovereignty, they all saw both education and increased economic opportunity as bolstering the 

sovereignty of the Choctaw nation. 

Seven men.  And what of the women?  I acknowledge that women are and were equally 

important to men in Choctaw history, as well as in Choctaw culture and the Choctaw worldview.  

In the Choctaw culture and worldview, the land is female, crops are female, and thus the power 

to create is a female power.  In a very real sense then, the “Choctaw Nationalism” which I have 

                                                 

28 This may not be true in the case of Greenwood LeFlore, who is the most controversial Choctaw figure 

profiled herein.  There remains debate on whether LeFlore was actually a self-serving opportunist who “betrayed” 
his people for his own monetary gain, or whether he has been unfairly maligned in history and was actually truly a 
Choctaw leader attempting under very difficult circumstances to do what he regarded as the best for his people.  
There is also a “middle” possibility that LeFlore began as staunch a Choctaw nationalist as any other but at some 
point “turned.”  As will be seen in Chapter Eight, his life and legacy are complex to sort out. 

29 I have used here the definitions of sovereignty as posited by the Lumbee legal scholar David E. Wilkins.  

David E. Wilkins, American Indian Politics and the American Political System (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2002): 339. 
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begun to define above, of the seven men profiled herein can be said to have come from their 

Choctaw mothers.  I also acknowledge, however, that women’s voices, though they will not be 

completely absent from this work (see especially Chapter Nine), are not included herein 

anywhere near to the extent that we hear men’s voices.  Choctaw women may not have been the 

one’s directly negotiating treaties with American agents, and their actions often may not have 

appeared in the letters of the Choctaw men analyzed herein, but their role was important, 

nonetheless.  We will catch glimpses of their roles along the way and hear some of there stories 

in Chapter Nine.  The reason their voices are otherwise absent from this work is an unfortunate 

but rather straightforward one: there is simply comparatively little of their voices to be found in 

the documentary record.  The reader should not infer from this however, that the author 

discounts in any way their importance in Choctaw society.30 

The “voices” of the Choctaw “elites” profiled herein may be categorized in three levels of 

documentation, and on a spectrum as to the level of depth in which each is treated in this work.  

In the cases of James McDonald, David Folsom, Peter Pitchlynn, Greenwood LeFlore, and 

George Harkins, these men were white-educated and literate, and left behind correspondence (in 

some cases voluminous correspondence) that can be “mined” for a reconstruction of their stories, 

even in some cases their states of mind, as the years before and after removal unfolded.  In other 

words, their “voices” on removal can be recovered to a large extent.  For Mushulatubbee and 

Nitakechi, who though “elite” were not white-educated or literate, I have had to rely on letters 

                                                 

30 My gratitude to Ian Thompson, Tribal Historic Preservation Officer for the Choctaw Nation of 

Oklahoma for challenging me on this issue.  An excellent work on the significance of women in Choctaw society is 
Michelene E. Pesantubbee, Choctaw Women in a Chaotic World : The Clash of Cultures in the Colonial Southeast 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2005).  One can also find significant discussions of the various 
roles and significance of Choctaw women in James Taylor Carson, Searching for the Bright Path: The Mississippi 

Choctaws from Prehistory to Removal (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999), and Dawn Peterson, Indians 

in the Family: Adoption and the Politics of Antebellum Expansion (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2017). 
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they dictated and other writings about them.31  With regard to the depth in which these seven 

men and their stories are covered in the work that follows, there is a spectrum.  David Folsom 

occupies more space in this story than any other figure.  This is, in part, because there exists the 

greatest amount of his own correspondence revealing his person to us in a deeper way than any 

other figure herein.  But it is also because I have chosen to make Folsom a “psychological study” 

which I believe reveals some of the deep inner conflicts that may have troubled all of these men 

to varying degrees in the era of Removal.  All of the voices herein are “troubled.”  David 

Folsom’s voice may only the most troubled because it is the voice that can be the most 

completely retrieved.  After David Folsom, in descending order according to the amount of 

available documentation, are the voices of James McDonald, Peter Pitchlynn, Greenwood 

LeFlore, Mushulatubbee, and Nitakechi.  Each of these figures completes another part of the 

picture in giving a Choctaw voice to the story of their removal.   

Greenwood LeFlore, as the most controversial figure among the Choctaw leadership 

during the era, receives a chapter in tandem with his nephew and successor, George Harkins.  

These two figures are examined together as their contentious relationship well illustrates some of 

the internecine turmoil that percolated among the Choctaw leadership of the period, and also 

gives insight into the character and motivations of both of these men.  In the case of LeFlore, I 

examine his motivations and attempt to sort out his complicated legacy.  George Harkins, though 

                                                 

31 When, in this dissertation, I write of Choctaws—leaders as well as not—as not being “white-educated,” I 

am not implying that such individuals were “uneducated.”  The Choctaw people of this time (and previous times) 
had their own system of learning which was suited to their way of life.  The importance of this traditional education 
should not be disparaged or denigrated and this dissertation in no way intends such.  In personal correspondence to 
me, Ian Thompson, Tribal Historic Preservation Officer for the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma made an apt analogy: 
“As a comparison, it would be incredibly hard for a college-educated person of today to go back to 1820 and thrive 
in Choctaw society without getting some Choctaw education.”  Thus, writes Thompson, it is not that the Choctaws 
“of the past were uneducated; it’s that they were uneducated in the western system.”  Personal correspondence with 
Ian Thompson, 21 September 2021.  The distinction Thompson makes is indeed an important one. 
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not of less importance to the story, will not be treated as thoroughly, nor his story as 

reconstructed as with any of the other figures in this work.  As will be seen, however, he merits 

inclusion at various points in the story because of crucial interactions with the other principals, as 

well as for authoring two documents of great importance, both of which will be analyzed at 

length at points following. 

But the voices of the Choctaw “elites” were not the only voices.  For the record of the 

voices of the generally poorer, less influential Choctaws, the majority of whom were illiterate, I 

have relied in part on the Indian-Pioneer Papers Collection at the University of Oklahoma, 

Western History Collections.32 Although these are not firsthand accounts from actual Choctaws 

who went through removal, they are in many cases the accounts of their direct descendants 

regarding the stories they were told about removal.  Without question, the use of such sources 

requires caution in terms of conclusions drawn from them.  Nonetheless, they can provide a 

valuable window into the Choctaw experience of removal.  Admittedly, however, my narrative 

tends to skew towards “elite” Choctaw voices.  This is an artifact of the documentary base which 

unfortunately cannot be avoided entirely. 

Where I use documentary sources not written by Choctaws—as for example government 

documents and the letters of missionaries to the Choctaws and other Southeastern Native 

Nations, my approach has been “digging” through these documents to find “hidden” gems of 

Choctaw voices and experiences amidst the mountain of white government and missionary 

documentation.  I have tried to read the extant documentation written by government officials, 

                                                 

32 Indian-Pioneer Papers Collection, University of Oklahoma, Western History Collections (hereafter OU-

WHC).  https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/whc/pioneer/. 
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missionaries, newspaper editors and reporters, and other whites ethnohistorically, with the 

perspectives (and thus biases) of these writers in mind.   

James Boon, in his book Other Tribes, Other Scribes, has noted, I think correctly, that 

historically when Europeans have written about Native peoples, they have used a stock of 

particular cultural themes.  Using these themes helped Europeans “to render intelligible major 

aspects of cultural difference separating them from the “exotic” peoples they encountered.”33  

Boon’s work has demonstrated that information about a “native perspective” is, in fact, 

embedded in European texts.34  Patricia Galloway outlines a three-stage process for recovering a 

“native point of view embedded in European texts.” First, “the European cultural themes and 

“master scripts”” present in a particular text must be identified.  Second, it must be determined 

“which events in the narrative…were used to convey or represent these themes…and 3) then 

stripping away all connotative modifiers that cloak the bare essentials of these events.”35  

According to Galloway, “when such a process is carried out…an amazing thing happens: the 

story of [native] actions in response…emerges.”36  Such a methodology is not perfect, of course, 

but it does serve well as a basic underlying template for a study such as this one. 

Finally, but by no means least in terms of the methodology of this dissertation, 

collaboration with Choctaws has been an essential component.  As pointed out to me by Ian 

Thompson, the Tribal Historic Preservation Officer for the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma, “Even 

                                                 

33 George Sabo III, “Encounters and Images: European Contact and the Caddo Indians,” Historical 

Reflections 21, no. 2 (April 1995): 220. 
34 James A. Boon, Other Tribes, Other Scribes: Symbolic Anthropology in the Comparative Study of 

Cultures, Histories, Religions, and Texts (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982): 158-168. 
35 Sabo, “Encounters and Images,” 220. 
36 Patricia Galloway, “The Unexamined Habitus: Direct Historic Analogy and the Archaeology of the 

Text,” in Jean-Claude Gardin and Christopher S. Peebles, eds., Representations in Archaeology (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1992): 193. 
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to this day, little work in ethnohistory, anthropology and archaeology of Tribal communities is 

collaborative in nature.”37  That statement is actually a sad commentary.  From the 

commencement of my research on this dissertation, I considered the collaboration and 

participation of Choctaws to be essential.  I approached the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma at the 

outset of the project.  A part of my concern was to recover information that would be of interest 

and relevance to today’s Choctaw people.  Choctaw Nation Historic Preservation Department 

staff joined me during my research in Mississippi, providing me with invaluable help in sifting 

through archives, and throughout the entire process of research and writing, I was engaged in 

ongoing conversations about the work and Indigenous research. 

The Historiography 

There exists a substantial, if not voluminous, body of scholarship on Indian Removal as a 

general event and process.  Among the most important of these general studies, are Angie 

Debo’s And Still the Waters Run, and Grant Foreman’s The Last Trek of the Indians.  Published 

in 1940 and 1946, respectively, these studies, “cutting edge” for their time, are seriously dated 

today in terms of approach and tone.  Also of note is Foreman’s more specific volume on the 

removal of the Southeastern Indians, Indian Removal: The Emigration of the Five Civilized 

Tribes of Indians, published in 1932.  Though Debo and Foreman are largely sympathetic to 

Indians, they make no real attempts to retrieve any Native voice and seem to take their 

documentary base largely at face value.  Considering this, while they still furnish valuable 

overviews of the narrative structure of Indian Removal, they are of limited ethnohistorical value.   

                                                 

37 Personal correspondence with Ian Thompson, 23 September 2021.   
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Another important but dated work which deals in a general way with Removal primarily 

as (Jacksonian) government policy is Mary Elizabeth Young’s Redskins, Ruffleshirts, and 

Rednecks: Indian Allotments in Alabama and Mississippi, 1830-1860.  As the book’s subtitle 

suggests, its main focus is on land allotments and policy for the unremoved populations among 

not just Choctaws, but also Chickasaws and Creeks, as well.  Despite this focus, Young includes 

two introductory chapters on Removal, one on the “Removal Crisis” (which she mostly treats as 

a ‘Jacksonian” era phenomenon), and one on treaty negotiations among the Choctaws, 

Chickasaws and Creeks.38  Young also ends the book with a chapter evaluating Jacksonian 

Removal policy in retrospect.  Young’s work is entirely politically and governmentally focused, 

and not at all ethnohistorical in nature.  This is not surprising given her focus on land transfers 

and the era in which she wrote (1961).39 

Of much more recent scholarship in terms of broad Indian Removal studies, and in an 

ethnohistorical vein, is Claudio Saunt’s Unworthy Republic: The Dispossession of Native 

Americans and the Road to Indian Territory, a work which surveys all of Removal north and 

south.  Although the Choctaw Removal is covered in Unworthy Republic, it is by necessity—

given the work’s broad scope—a far more cursory treatment than this dissertation intends to 

give.  Also of more recent scholarship, Jeffrey Ostler has embedded a four chapter overview of 

Removal, both North and South in his larger work on genocide.  Ostler’s treatment, though 

                                                 

38 It should be evident and is noted here that removal was NOT only or even primarily a “Jacksonian” era 

policy.  Removal had been explicitly discussed as a policy—one that was much desired by individual states as well 
as by many in the federal government—since early in Thomas Jefferson’s administration (1801-1809), and was 
implicit in the Civilization Plan—with its underlying goal of land appropriation—as inaugurated and first 
implemented in the 1790s under George Washington.  Suffice to say that eventual removal of tribes east of the 
Mississippi had been discussed (and desired by many) as a policy goal for decades before the so-called “Jacksonian” 
era.  The Indian Removal Act of 1830 was a culmination. 

39 Mary Elizabeth Young, Redskins, Ruffleshirts, and Rednecks: Indian Allotments in Alabama and 

Mississippi, 1830-1860 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1961). 
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admirable in scholarship and ethnohistorical approach, remains cursory and extremely broad, by 

nature of the fact that it is not the sole focus of his work.40  Yet another relatively recent 

investigation of Indian Removal is Tim Alan Garrison’s The Legal Ideology of Removal: The 

Southern Judiciary and the Sovereignty of Native American Nations.  Garrison’s focus is on the 

role of state courts in Removal, and the impact of legal actions on Native sovereignty in the 

Removal era.  Garrison is spot on in arguing that state governments played a greater role in 

Removal than has commonly been assigned in the historiography.  Nevertheless, his work in The 

Legal Ideology of Removal is not particularly ethnohistorical and is focused on state-level 

judicial actions rather than the views of Indian people.41   

Moving from a general overview of Indian Removal to studies on specific tribal 

removals, the Cherokee removal has received the most scholarly attention.  There exists only a 

smattering of other studies of specific tribal removals, beyond the Cherokee literature.  But 

Cherokee Removal as a federal government action did not begin until 1836.  As mentioned 

above, I argue that Choctaw Removal had a broader historical significance, and thus, another 

reason the relative paucity of literature on it is troubling.  Though there are other works on 

specific tribal removals that may provide a model for what this dissertation is attempting for the 

Choctaws (for example, Christopher Haveman’s outstanding study of Creek Removal, Rivers of 

Sand: Emigration, Relocation, & Ethnic Cleansing in the American South), there existed crucial 

differences between the Cherokee and Choctaw Removals that renders the extensive literature on 

Cherokee Removal of more limited value to this present study.  One of these crucial differences 

                                                 

40 Jeffrey Ostler, Surviving Genocide: Native Nations and The United States from the American Revolution 

to Bleeding Kansas (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2019). 
41 Tim Alan Garrison, The Legal Ideology of Removal: The Southern Judiciary and the Sovereignty of 

Native American Nations (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2002). 
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was that Choctaw Removal did not take place at the literal point of a gun, as did Cherokee 

Removal in its final stage, but also to one extent or another, the removal of the Creeks and 

Seminoles as well.  As will be seen in chapter six, the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek is a 

unique treaty among the removal treaties of the southeastern native nations.  With the insertion 

of articles 14 and 19 in the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, the Choctaws essentially negotiated 

a “non-violent” removal.  “Non-violent” is placed in quotes here because, without question, the 

entire process and event is a violent one, whether purposeful physical violence occurred or not.  

On the surface there may not have been actual physical violence perpetrated but still the violence 

of ethnic cleansing…cultural, mental and emotional violence, as well as death, occurred in all 

removals in abundance, and historical trauma affecting many future generations.42  

“The story of the removal of the Choctaw Nation from Mississippi lands to Indian 

Territory has heretofore received only a cursory treatment by historians….”  So wrote Arrell M. 

Gibson in the opening sentence to his foreword for Arthur DeRosier’s 1970 monograph The 

Removal of the Choctaw Indians.43  More than fifty years later, Gibson’s statement remains true.  

The contribution I expect to make to the literature with my research is to, at least partially, 

rectify this historiographical lacuna.  Arthur DeRosier’s The Removal of the Choctaw Indians, 

then, will be the major work with which my own work will be in conversation.  To date, 

DeRosier’s monograph is the only book length treatment of Choctaw Removal.  Although a 

work of admirable and thorough scholarship, The Removal of the Choctaw Indians was written 

before the widespread advent of ethnohistorical perspectives and methodologies.  Consequently, 

it is heavily skewed towards a political perspective with focus on the “big names” of white 

                                                 

42 See Chapter Nine for this discussion. 
43 Arrell M. Gibson, in DeRosier, Arthur H., Jr., The Removal of the Choctaw Indians (Knoxville: 

University of Tennessee Press, 1970): vii. 
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officials involved in removal such as Jackson, Calhoun, and others.  Certainly this type of 

“political” history is important, but this focus does not give us the Choctaws’ own perspectives 

on the experience, history, or ordeal of removal.    

Though DeRosier’s The Removal of the Choctaw Indians is to date the only book length 

treatment of Choctaw removal, the story has been told in briefer version in many places, most 

recently and notably by Christina Snyder.  In her book Great Crossings, Snyder’s main focus is a 

history of the Choctaw Academy at Great Crossings, Kentucky.  In the context of this story 

Snyder includes three chapters (of the book’s twelve chapters) that deal with Choctaw removal 

right in the center of the book.  Of particular note in this regard, is Snyder’s lively biographical 

sketches of two of the principal actors whose stories will also be found in the present work. 

James McDonald and Peter Pitchlynn.44  McDonald and Pitchlynn were both crucially important 

figures in the Choctaw’s removal drama, and their voices must be heard, and their stories told in 

greater detail for a fully Choctaw telling of removal.45 

Donna Akers has also briefly treated Choctaw Removal at the beginning of her book 

Living in the Land of Death: The Choctaw Nation, 1830-1860.  The focus in this book is the 

rebuilding of the decimated Choctaw culture and society in Indian Territory (the “Land of 

Death” to the Choctaws, according to Akers) after removal.  What makes this book valuable and 

important is the ethnographical, cosmological, and cultural perspective that is the core of Akers 

approach.  This context is crucial for understanding and recovering a native voice, especially in 

one’s reading of the extant non-Indian documentation. 

                                                 

44 Christina Snyder, Great Crossings: Indians, Settlers, and Slaves in the Age of Jackson (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2017).  See especially chapters 5-7. 
45 See Chapter Six for my examination and analyses of James McDonald and Peter Pitchlynn. 
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Another important contribution from Akers that must be reckoned with is her article 

“Removing the Heart of the Choctaw People: Indian Removal from a Native Perspective.”  As 

indicated by her title and subtitle, Akers, herself a member of the Choctaw Nation, recounts 

removal from a Native point of view, drawing on Choctaw oral traditions and religious and 

cultural understandings of the Choctaw, regarding such issues as their origins in the land and 

kinship as an absolutely crucial and integral component to the fabric and functioning of Choctaw 

society.   Thus, Aker’s focus is largely on Choctaw cultural understandings of what removal 

from their land would have meant to them.46  One final observation with regard to Akers work: 

In both Living in the Land of Death, and “Removing the Heart of the Choctaw People,” Akers 

heaps doubt and near scorn upon the “mainstream” use of “Government and military records and 

accounts, even personal journals and diaries,” as all of them “reflect white authorship.”47  She 

makes a plea instead for the use of Choctaw oral narratives.  It is instructive to note that despite 

this, the overwhelming majority of Akers source base for these works are the very documents she 

criticizes.  I do not point this out as a criticism so much as to observe that despite this, Akers has 

managed to largely succeed at delineating a Native perspective.  This indicates to me that despite 

the very real problems of using documentary sources, a recovery of a Native voice in the 

historical record is still possible. 

Rex Syndergaard’s article “The Final Move of the Choctaws, 1825-1830,” provides an 

able summary of the most eventful period in what was actually a decades long process of 

removal.  However, writing in 1974, not long after DeRosier’s work, Syndegaard still makes 

actions taken by various government officials the focus of his recounting of these years.  

                                                 

46 Donna L. Akers, “Removing the Heart of the Choctaw People: Indian Removal from a Native 

Perspective,” American Indian Culture and Research Journal 23, no. 3 (1999). 
47 Akers, “Removing the Heart of the Choctaw People,” 63. 
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Furthermore, Syndegaard’s entire focus is on the role of the federal government, and Syndegaard 

puts the entire onus, indeed blame, for removal upon the federal government.48  This is an 

incomplete view at best, and a distorting one.  Though it is not a main focus of this present work, 

it will be argued here that though there is ample blame to be assigned, both to the federal 

government and to the State of Mississippi, in fact the State of Mississippi deserves the greater 

share of blame.49  Federal actions stemming from the Indian Removal Act of 1830 were a direct 

response to relentless pressure from white settlers in Mississippi and the state government.50  The 

election of Andrew Jackson in 1828—a kindred thinker to the majority of southern whites on the 

“Indian question”—essentially gave the state governments of the South, Mississippi included, 

carte blanche to pass laws and implement policy with regard to the Native populations within 

their designated borders.  Mississippi, and other southern states, would have removal, no matter 

what.  And Andrew Jackson was all too willing help them realize that vision. 

James Taylor Carson has briefly explored the specifics of Choctaw removal not only in 

his article “States Rights and Indian Removal in Mississippi, 1817-1835,” but also in ““The 

Obituary of Nations”: Ethnic Cleansing, Memory, and the Origins of the Old South.”51 In these 

brief treatments, Carson’s read of the role of the State of Mississippi in Choctaw (and 

Chickasaw, the other major Mississippi based Native nation) removal is spot on.  As mentioned 

                                                 

48 Rex Syndergaard, “The Final Move of the Choctaws, 1825-1830,” Chronicles of Oklahoma 52, no. 2 

(Summer 1974): 207-219. 
49 For more on Mississippi’s nefarious role in the Removal of the Choctaws, see James Taylor Carson, 

“State’s Rights and Indian Removal in Mississippi, 1817-1835.” Journal of Mississippi History 57, no. 1 (1995): 25-
41.  Also see discussion of Carson’s work below. 

50 In 1829 the Mississippi House of Representatives passed a (unconstitutional) law extending Mississippi 

authority, jurisdiction, and laws over the Choctaws and their land, thus making a direct assault on Choctaw 
sovereignty.  Journal of the House of Representatives of the State of Mississippi, at their Twelfth Session, Held in 

the Town of Jackson (Jackson, MS: Peter Isler, 1829), 214-16. 
51James Taylor Carson, “States Rights and Indian Removal in Mississippi, 1817-1835,” The Journal of 

Mississippi History 57, no. 1, (February 1995): 25-41., and “”The Obituary of Nations”: Ethnic Cleansing, Memory, 
and the Origins of the Old South,” Southern Cultures 14, no. 4 (Winter 2008): 6-31. 
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previously, the role of the Mississippi State government was crucial in the pressures placed upon 

the Choctaw in the decade before removal, and removal was not just a federal government 

policy, as it has often been portrayed.  Carson has also written extensively about the Choctaws in 

his book Searching for the Bright Path: The Mississippi Choctaws from Prehistory to Removal.  

The book contains a single, very short, chapter on removal, but its real importance to Choctaw 

studies is telegraphed in its subtitle.  Searching for the Bright Path deals not just in Choctaw 

history preceding removal, but in ethnography, in Choctaw culture and cosmology.  As noted 

above with the work of Akers, this ethnographic context is crucial for attempting to understand 

the Choctaws experience of removal, and in attempting to recover their voice. 

Two other important works in Choctaw historiography which need to be mentioned and 

appreciated are Richard White’s The Roots of Dependency and Katherine Osburn’s Choctaw 

Resurgence in Mississippi.  White’s Roots of Dependency contains only a single (though 

excellent and surprisingly thorough given its short length) chapter on the Choctaw removal.  This 

is not a book solely about the Choctaws, but a comparative study of, as the subtitle indicates, 

Subsistence, Environment, and Social Change among the Choctaws, Pawnees, and Navajos.  

White’s focus in Roots of Dependency is on the shaping and manipulation of Native people’s 

environments in their subsistence economies before encounter with, as White calls it, “the global 

capitalist system,” and on the ““structural distortions”—political, economic, and social” that 

result in dependency for Native peoples in North America, using the Choctaws, Pawnees, and 

Navajos as case studies.52  The Roots of Dependency then, is in many ways essentially an 

economic history, and not an ethnohistory.  Katherine Osburn’s Choctaw Resurgence is a history 

                                                 

52 Richard White, The Roots of Dependency: Subsistence, Environment, and Social Change among the 

Choctaws, Pawnees, and Navajos (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1983).  See especially pp. xv and xvi.   
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of the Choctaws who did not remove, but remained in Mississippi, and only its first chapter 

covers the Removal era, and that in whirlwind fashion.  This cursory treatment of my subject 

notwithstanding, when and wherever the present work touches upon the unremoved Choctaws 

who became the federally recognized Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians—as it inevitably 

must at points—my thoughts and discussion in that regard have been informed by Osburn’s 

excellent work.53 

Clara Sue Kidwell, a member of the Choctaw Nation, is a scholar who has written as 

much as any other about the Choctaws.  Kidwell’s 2007 book The Choctaws in Oklahoma: From 

Tribe to Nation, 1855-1970, covers the Choctaws’ post-removal efforts and struggles in Indian 

Territory and later Oklahoma.  It is a thorough and exemplary work of scholarship but touches 

upon removal only cursorily in its introduction and first chapter.  On the other hand, in the 

majority of its chapters, her 1995 book Choctaws and Missionaries in Mississippi, 1818-1918, 

deals with the bulk of the pre-removal and removal periods.  However, her focus is upon 

conversion and the process of “civilizing” the Choctaws, as mediated through white Christian 

missionaries.  These are crucial considerations for understanding the Choctaws’ world leading up 

to and during removal, and Kidwell’s work has figured significantly in my approach to Choctaw 

Removal, though as with DeRosier’s work, my focus is different, and I relate a more specific 

story of the removal experience for the Choctaws.  Finally, with regard to Kidwell’s work on the 

Choctaws, her 1996 article “Beguilement and Guile: The Removal of the Choctaw Indians to the 

West,” is perhaps the best overall brief treatment of the crucial decade of 1820 (the Treaty of 

                                                 

53 Katherine M.B. Osburn, Choctaw Resurgence in Mississippi: Race, Class, and Nation Building in the 

Jim Crow South, 1830-1977 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2014).  An additional work worth consulting on 
the unremoved Choctaws remaining in Mississippi is Wells, Samuel J. Wells and Roseanna Tubby, eds., After 

Removal: The Choctaw in Mississippi (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 1986). 
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Doak’s Stand) to 1830 (the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek), and in this brief summary of 

events, Kidwell does a better job of illuminating Choctaw perspectives than did Arthur DeRosier 

in his lengthier treatment.54  

Greg O’Brien has done extensive work on the Choctaws, most notably in his book 

Choctaws in a Revolutionary Age, 1750-1830.  All of O’Brien’s work on the Choctaw, however, 

is pre-Removal.  This work furnishes necessary background to the Removal era with which my 

study is in conversation.  Of particular interest to me in O’Brien’s work is a methodology (not 

the only one he uses, of course) that I also use herein in tracing the narrative of Choctaw 

Removal. That is, as O’Brien puts it, getting “down to the level of individuals, to follow their 

lives over long periods of time, and to watch them confront a changing world while grappling 

with their own inherited cultural baggage.”55  As O’Brien has done this for Revolutionary era 

Choctaw society, I make a similar tracing of Choctaw individuals through the Removal era, and 

in so doing give a more complete and nuanced telling of Choctaw Removal than was possible for 

Arthur DeRosier.56 

There are other, more general works which deal with the Choctaw Removal serving as a 

negative example for subsequently removed native peoples.  One such study with which this 

work is in dialogue is Ronald Satz’s American Indian Policy in the Jacksonian Era.  In his 

chapter on Choctaw Removal, titled The Test Case of the Removal Policy, Satz essentially 

                                                 

54 Clara Sue Kidwell, Choctaws and Missionaries in Mississippi, 1818-1918 (Norman: University of 

Oklahoma Press, 1995), and “Beguilement and Guile: The Removal of the Choctaw Indians to the West.”  In 
Proceedings: Trail of Tears Symposium, April 17-18, 1996, North Little Rock, Arkansas. [Little Rock, Ark.]: [Dept. 
of Arkansas Heritage], 1996. 

55 Greg O’Brien, Choctaws in a Revolutionary Age, 1750-1830 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

2002): xv. 
56 See footnote 44 and the discussion above of Christina Snyder’s biographical sketches of James 

McDonald and Peter Pitchlynn.  A similar approach/method is used by Snyder in Great Crossings. 
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proposed that the governmental logistical fiasco that was Choctaw Removal furnished the federal 

government with lessons that would be implemented in subsequent removals, especially those of 

the other Southeastern Native peoples.  Wrote Satz, “The experiences of the first Choctaw 

removal party led the Jackson administration to rethink the entire problem of Indian removal and 

to propose some guidelines for the future.”57  While this is not entirely incorrect, a more accurate 

way in which to view the Choctaw Removal is as providing “lessons” to the Cherokees, 

Chickasaws, Creeks, and Seminoles to make attempts to take greater control of their own 

removals based upon what had happened with the Choctaws.  While they were not entirely 

successful in that regard, it is also true that, as Satz himself acknowledges, “systematic 

planning…never occurred…. President Jackson and his successors spent so much time trying to 

convince the Indians to emigrate and trying to counteract the opposition of their opponents that 

they paid scant attention to systematizing the removal process.”58 

It is the overarching concern and intention of this work that Choctaw Removal needs a 

new historical understanding, an ethnohistorical understanding.  A political history told as a 

sequential narrative of what government officials did (i.e. in the manner of Arthur DeRosier) is 

not ethnohistory.  The attempt must be made, as much as possible to let the voices of the people 

themselves (in this case the Choctaws, of course) tell their own stories.  This dissertation is that 

attempt.  The ethnohistorical and biographical/narrative approach herein will give a more 

complete and nuanced understanding of Choctaw Removal than has heretofore appeared in the 

literature.  By so doing, it additionally attempts to honor the Choctaw people.  Historians must 

attempt to tell the truth from the record as they find it, messy and sometimes uncomfortable as 

                                                 

57 Ronald N. Satz, American Indian Policy in the Jacksonian Era (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

1975): 78. 
58 Satz, American Indian Policy, 65. 
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that truth may be.  Contained in the accounts herein is a fair amount of mess and discomfort, 

particularly in chronicling the personalities, struggles, and internecine conflicts of the Choctaw 

principals.  But even in this, I attempt to honor the people I write about and their experience, as 

well as the experience of their descendants (see Chapter Nine), because it is their voices I have 

given place to, not solely a record heavily focused on the “big names” of white officials involved 

in removal such as Andrew Jackson, et al.  Finally, as already indicated in various places above, 

this dissertation assigns a greater historical importance to Choctaw Removal, so that we can 

come to a more thorough and complete understanding of the entire Removal era.  This then is 

another piece to the puzzle, one that will, it is hoped, lead to the fitting of many other pieces 

together in the broader study of Indian Removal. 

As to particular figures whose stories form the bulk of this work, another scholar might, 

arguably, and with their own justifications, identify a different list, but the seven men profiled in 

this work—to varying degrees based upon the documentation available—are the individuals 

within the Choctaw leadership of the Removal era that I have deemed crucial to reaching an 

understanding of the internal dynamics of Choctaw Removal.  Whereas in some respects one 

could characterize Arthur DeRosier’s work on Choctaw Removal as actually being more about 

the likes of white, US government actors in the drama than about the Choctaws, my overarching 

attempt in this work is to let Choctaw voices speak in their own words as much and as often as 

possible.  We will hear that those voices, in the years leading up to, and following the crucial 

juncture of the removal Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, were—as I have characterized them—

troubled voices.  These voices were troubled in several different ways, from the evangelical zeal 

and sometimes racial self-hatred of David Folsom, to the seeming vacillation—in different 

ways—of Mushulatubbee and Greenwood LeFlore. That the Choctaw Removal story is sad, even 
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horrifying, is understatement.  Yet, in the sweep of history, the more important story may be that 

of resilience, which I will also endeavor to bring forth in the Choctaw voices—both elite and 

non-elite—herein.  Nanih Waiya still stands, as does the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma, the 

Mississippi Band of Choctaws, and the smaller and lesser-known Jena Band of Choctaws of 

Louisiana.59  Whether removed or unremoved, the Choctaws have “remained.” 

I have divided this work into three parts.  Part One (Chapters Two and Three) covers the 

necessary chronology of Choctaw Removal up to mid-1830.  This narrative has been rehearsed 

in many of the works previously mentioned in the historiographical section of this introduction 

and will admittedly be the least ethnohistorical section of this dissertation.  However, the 

necessity of understanding the broad sweep of the narrative will become evident in Part Two 

(Chapters Four through Six), which examines in detail and largely through their own voices, five 

of the seven principal Choctaw actors in this work, and their lives (in brief), characters, 

motivations, and role in the removal saga.  Even though new ground is not broken in Part One, I 

have here also tried to tie the overarching narrative as much as possible to the voices and 

Choctaws themselves, so as to not make this telling a mere regurgitation of previous non-

ethnohistorical narratives.  Finally, Part Three (Chapters Seven through Nine) of this dissertation 

concerns the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, a summation of the major Choctaw figures after 

1830, and the narrative of “the trail of tears and death,” as the Choctaws became the first of the 

Native nations removed under the Indian Removal Act.   

                                                 

59 Nanih Waiya is the “mother mound” of the Choctaw people, the source of their creation in one of their 

origin stories.  Nanih Waiya may be said to be central to the Choctaw identity, and in a very real sense it remains the 
spiritual and emotional center of the Choctaw people.  The central significance of Nanih Waiya will be discussed at 
various points in this dissertation, but especially in Chapter Two. 
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Chapter Two covers a broad swath of stage setting introduction, from origins of the 

Choctaw to a crucial juncture in 1820, the Treaty of Doak’s Stand, which can in some ways be 

considered the first removal treaty, through removal would not actually come en masse until the 

Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek in 1830.  The focus of chapter 2 is land, and why the 

Mississippi homeland—as opposed to promised land in the West—was of paramount importance 

to the Choctaws.  This consideration may seem readily evident to some, but it is absolutely 

crucial to emphasize and understand it in order to make full sense of the actions and 

pronouncements of the major actors in the Choctaw removal drama.  Chapter 3 concerns the 

complicated chronology of the crucial decade of the 1820s, between the treaties of Doak’s Stand 

and Dancing Rabbit Creek.  As the 1820s proceed, we see increasing infighting between the 

principals examined in Part Two (and Part Three in the case of Greenwood LeFlore).  It is 

evident that this internal dynamic directly—and negatively—impacted the outcome of this 

fateful decade, as for some of these men, the struggle seemed to become almost as much about 

the preservation of personal power as it was about the continuance of the Choctaw Nation. 

With the stage set in Part One then, Part Two focuses on the stories of five of the central 

players in the Choctaw national drama leading up to removal.  As the trajectories of these 

Choctaw leaders are traced, the internal conflicts and motivations which fueled the growing 

internecine conflict in the 1820s are clearly revealed.  The biographical delvings and in some 

cases “psychological studies” emerging in chapters four through six give their own voices to the 

narrative arc traced in Part One.  In attempting to understand these men’s personal grappling 

with the inexorable and relentless pressures of their era and situations, we can arrive at a better 

understanding of the conflicts which plagued them and prevented a more unified response to 

removal.  I have taken this biographical approach to try to tell a very human story—“warts and 
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all”—to endeavor to let the reader get to know—to the extent possible—the men who were faced 

with the crisis of leading their people through their “time of horror.”60   

Chapter Four explores the inner conflict of David Folsom.  It is, in many ways, and more 

than any other profile herein, a psychological study.  It illuminates the deep inner conflict of just 

one of the Choctaw leaders of the day, but the other Choctaw leaders were no less conflicted than 

David Folsom, in some ways differently, in some ways the same.  Therefore, I have begun Part 

Two with David Folsom.  Chapter Five traces the careers of Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi, the 

most prominent remaining representatives of an older order of leadership in the Choctaw Nation, 

that was superseded by a new political order in the 1820s.  Chapter Six groups two younger 

leaders—and friends—together through both personal triumphs and ultimate tragedy: James 

McDonald and Peter Pitchlynn.  George Harkins, another younger leader and also a dear friend 

of both of these men, appears also in the chapter as a correspondent with each of them.   

With the narrative chronology of Part One, and the knowledge and understanding gained 

about the key players in Part Two, Part Three then moves on to the climax and denouement of 

the story.  Chapter Seven tells the dramatic story of the “showdown,” or “moment of truth” at a 

place called Dancing Rabbit Creek, where the removal treaty was signed.  The long fight to fend 

off removal was lost and was now over.  In addition, Chapter Seven provides an evaluation of 

each of the five Choctaw leaders profiled in Part Two, and a summation of their actions after 

Dancing Rabbit Creek.  Chapter Eight is a sorting out of Greenwood LeFlore’s complicated role 

and legacy in that treaty and in the Removal saga in general along with an examination of his 

nephew and successor, George Harkins, their contentious relationship, and its importance to 

                                                 

60 This phrase come from the American Indian Movement activist Carter Camp, who often explained the 

broad sweep of Indigenous history—post contact—in North America by saying that over 350 years, as the invader 
advanced across the continent, every tribe would eventually face their own “time of horror.” 
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understanding both LeFlore and Harkins.  I have placed this largely biographical chapter in Part 

Three rather than with the other biographical chapters of Part Two, as most of the source base for 

my examination of LeFlore comes from after the crucial juncture of the events at Dancing Rabbit 

Creek in 1830.  George Harkins appears in Chapter Eight because of the crucial dynamic of his 

relationship with his controversial uncle.  Finally, Chapter Nine turns to stories from “The Trail 

of Tears and Death,” mining the limited extant documentation from Choctaws about the actual 

ordeal of removal, as well as newspaper, and other accounts from along the trail.  George 

Harkins’ appears in this Chapter as well, as he wrote one of the most famous documents from the 

“Trail” en route, his “Farewell Letter to the American People.”  Additionally, in Chapter Nine, I 

include a section on the relevance of this ethnohistory in the present in the context of how these 

stories, as well as the historical silences, shed light on the issue of historical trauma.  The work 

closes where it will begin: Nanih Waiya.
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PART ONE: THE FIGHT: FENDING OFF REMOVAL 
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CHAPTER II: THIS LAND: NANIH WAIYA TO DOAK’S STAND 

“The gift of the Great Spirit was this land.  They were never to leave it or the nation 

would die.”1 

The first thing that must be understood in any study of Indian Removal—and I would 

assert the first thing to understand as the fundamental underlying reality in all interactions 

between settler colonists and Native peoples even to this very day—is that it’s about land.2  It is 

all, and always, about land.  It is about land for both settler colonists and Native peoples, if in 

very different ways.  For settler colonists, land has meant independence, a God-given “manifest 

destiny” (with all the baggage of racial superiority and exceptionalism the terms carries), a 

wasteland for the “betterment,” and ultimately, commodities, resources to be exploited, bought 

and sold; in other words, to put it bluntly and crudely, money to be made.  As the historian 

Francis Paul Prucha has aptly observed, in the early republic of the United States, in particular, 

“There was no effective check upon covetousness for land.”3  For Native peoples, land has meant 

something very different, perhaps best summed up by the Santee Sioux poet and activist John 

Trudell: one does not sell the Earth/The people walk upon/We are the land/How do we sell our 

                                                 

1 Donna L. Akers, “Removing the Heart of the Choctaw People: Indian Removal from a Native 

Perspective,” American Indian Culture and Research Journal 23, no. 3 (1999): 67. 
2 As stated in the Introduction, this chapter covers a broad swath of stage setting, from origins of the 

Choctaw to a crucial juncture in 1820, the Treaty of Doak’s Stand.  Though the period covered is centuries in length, 
what follows herein is only the barest of thumbnail sketches of those centuries.  I am well aware that a huge amount 
of material is absent from this chapter, and that is by design, as I have only included such history here as I have 
deemed as critical background for an understanding of where things stood after 1820, and the gist of how they came 
to be that way.  Further, though the period covered by this chapter is crucial to understanding removal, it is removal 
that is the focus of this dissertation.  All of what is covered in thumbnail in this chapter has already been written 
about in great detail by many.  Additionally, it should be noted that white voices, such as Andrew Jackson, John 
Calhoun and others will appear in this chapter, and in Chapter Three, to a larger extent than elsewhere in the 
dissertation.  This was kept to a minimum and deemed necessary for the purposes of this chapter.  Starting with 
Chapter Four, the overwhelming focus will be on Choctaw voices. 

3 Francis Paul Prucha, The Great Father: The United States Government and the American Indians 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1962): 195. 
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Mother….4  If for settler colonists it has been about any land, all land, just the land, for Native 

peoples it has been about this land, the land their people walk upon, the land their mother, the 

land where the bones of their ancestors lie, their homeland, and the deep emotional and spiritual 

connection and rootedness to it.  For the Choctaws, it all goes back to Nanih Waiya.   

In the mists of their antiquity, the Choctaws were not a homogenous people, nor a single 

tribe.  This is suggested by the Choctaws traditional political division into three districts in the 

watersheds of the Tombigbee, Pearl, Big Black, Chickasawhay, and Pascagoula Rivers, the 

majority of which lie in present day state of Mississippi.  These three designations were, in 

Choctaw, the Okla Falaya (“people who are widely dispersed”), Okla Tannap (“people from the 

other side”), and Okla Hannali (“people of six towns”).  The word okla means “people” in 

Choctaw, and also corresponds, as Greg O’Brien has stated it “to a chiefdom, or self-contained 

polity.”5  Archaeological evidence suggests that at least some of the ancestors of the Choctaws 

migrated into what is now Mississippi from other locations.  These migrations may have come 

from all cardinal directions, as pandemic disease in the wake of the de Soto entrada (1539-1542) 

generated severe social dislocations which occurred throughout the Southeast.  It is probable that 

each of the three oklas which constituted the Choctaw confederacy had different geographical 

and ethnic origins.6 

                                                 

4 John Trudell, “Crazy Horse,” from Lines from a Mined Mind: The Words of John Trudell (Golden, CO: 

Fulcrum Publishing, 2008), 202.  Bold emphasis mine. I write here in generalities, of course.  But generalities that I 
believe history proves as largely on the mark. 

5 Greg O’Brien, Choctaws in a Revolutionary Age, 1750-1830 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

2002): 14.  See also, Patricia Galloway, “Confederacy as a Solution to Chiefdom Dissolution,” in The Forgotten 

Centuries: Indians and Europeans in the American South, 1521-1704, eds. Charles Hudson and Carmen Chaves 
Tesser, (Athens GA: University of Georgia Press, 1994), 408-409; and Richard White, The Roots of Dependency: 

Subsistence, Environment, and Social Change among the Choctaws, Pawnees, and Navajos (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1983), 37.  It should be noted that I have used (and will throughout) the spelling “Okla Tannap,” 
but this Okla is often also seen as “Okla Tannip.” 

6 For a full discussion of the anthropology, the archaeological and ethnographic evidence to support this 

theory of Choctaw origin, see Patricia Galloway, Choctaw Genesis, 1500-1700 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
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The “non-homogeneity” of the Choctaws in antiquity is also hinted at in the fact of two 

very different origin stories.  The folklorist Tom Mould makes the claim that the Choctaws are 

“unique in that they have two distinct stories of their origin.7  Only one of the two is, strictly 

speaking, a “creation” story.  The creation story tells of the Choctaws (and in some versions 

other southeastern tribes such as the Chickasaws, Muskogee’s, and Cherokees along with them) 

emerging wet and muddy from a mound in Mississippi they called Nanih Waiya.8  On the sides 

of the mound, the newly formed people sunned themselves dry.  This was the story told by an 

elderly Choctaw man to then schoolteacher Henry S. Halbert in the late 1890s.  Said the old man, 

Hopankitubbee, “the Great Spirit stacked them along on the rampart, as on a clothesline, so that 

the sun could dry them.”9 

The other Choctaw origin story may be more exactly characterized as a migration story.  

In its simplest version, two brothers, Chahta and Chikasa (progenitors of the Choctaw and 

Chickasaw peoples, respectively) lead their people from somewhere in the West.  Each night at 

                                                 

Press, 1995), 131-143, and passim.  For an even wider discussion of this same and similar scenarios in the origins of 
Southeastern tribes, see Robbie Ethridge, From Chicaza to Chickasaw: The European Invasion and the 

Transformation of the Mississippian World, 1540-1715 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010). 
7 Tom Mould, Choctaw Tales (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 2004): 61. 
8 Gideon Lincecum, a physician and naturalist who spent much of his life living among the Choctaws 

translated Nanih Waiya from Choctaw simply as “leaning hill.”  Gideon Lincecum, History of the Chahta Nation 
Part 1 with Preface (1874).  Box 2R82, Gideon Lincecum Collection, Briscoe Center for American History 
(hereafter BCAH), The University of Texas at Austin.  For this citation as well as subsequent citations from the 
BCAH, I am indebted to Deanna Byrd of the Historic Preservation Office of the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma for 
her research and for her gracious gift of the BCAH research materials. The definition of Nanih Waiya as “leaning 
hill,” “bending hill,” or “slanting hill” appears to be the most common in the literature.  However, George Strother 
Gaines, a onetime factor of the Choctaw Trading House in St. Stephens, and one of the supervisors of Choctaw 
Removal, translated Nanih Waiya as “mother hill.”  George Strother Gaines, The Reminiscences of George Strother 

Gaines: Pioneer and Statesman of Early Alabama and Mississippi, 1805-1843, ed. James P. Pate (Tuscaloosa: 
University of Alabama Press, 1998): 147.  As Greg O’Brien has observed, “”Mother mound”…appears to more 
accurately reflect the significance of the site [as having produced the Choctaw people] in Choctaw eyes.” O’Brien, 
Choctaws in a Revolutionary Age, 121.  NOTE: There also exists a variant of this creation story in which the 
Choctaws emerged not from the Nanih Waiya mound itself but from a cave in a hill one mile east of the Nanih 
Waiya mound site. John R. Swanton, Source Material for the Social and Ceremonial Life of the Choctaw Indians 
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2001): 7. 

9 Henry S. Halbert, “Nanih Waiya, the Sacred Mound of the Choctaws,” Publications of the Mississippi 

Historical Society 6 (1899): 230. 
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the end of their day’s journey, they planted a sacred pole in the ground.  In the morning, the pole 

would be found leaning to the east, indicating their travel direction for that day.  One morning 

the pole was standing straight upright.10  They took this as a sign that they had reached their 

home and they settled there.  There are also variants of this migration story which add further 

complications and details to the story.  In one variant the pole stood upright near a large mound 

(presumed to be Nanih Waiya).11  The people had been carrying the bones of their dead ancestors 

on their journey.  They buried them in the mound.12  In addition, there are versions of this story 

told in which only those who followed Chahta stayed and the followers of Chikasa continued 

migrating.  Thus, the peoples who would become the Choctaws and the Chickasaws separated.13 

In each of the origin stories and their variants, Nanih Waiya is central.  It may truly be 

called the “mother mound” of the Choctaws.  Nanih Waiya was never the geographical center of 

the Choctaw Nation, but it was in a very real sense the emotional center.  Nanih Waiya therefore 

roots the Choctaws to a place.  One cannot make full sense of the Choctaw experience of 

removal without starting here, at Nanih Waiya, and with the Choctaws rootedness and sense of 

place.  It is the echo of this rootedness to place, this emotional center, which is heard in David 

Folsom’s angry plea to William Ward, agent to the Choctaws, “But here is our home, our 

                                                 

10 According to one version of this migration story, the proto-Choctaws/Chickasaws followed the direction 

of the pole every morning for forty-three years before it stood upright one morning.  Dr. Ian Thompson, Tribal 
Historic Preservation Officer, Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma, Choctaw History Webinar, 23 June 2021.  See also 
Dunbar Rowland, History of Mississippi: The Heart of the South (Chicago and Jackson MS: S.J. Clarke Publishing 
Company, 1925): 52. 

11 Harley Vaughn as told to Tom Mould.  Mould, Choctaw Tales, xxxix-xl.  See also “Choctaw-Chickasaw 

Legend” as told by Dr. Charles A. Denison to Hazel B. Greene, Journalist.  November 18, 1937.  Western History 
Collections, University of Oklahoma, Norman, Oklahoma. 
https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/cdm/ref/collection/indianpp/id/7501, accessed 12 February 2020.   

12 Gideon Lincecum, History of the Chahta Nation Part 1 with Preface (1874).  Box 2R82, Gideon 

Lincecum Collection, BCAH. 
13 John R. Swanton, Indians of the Southeastern United States (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 

Office, 1946), 777-778; John R. Swanton, Source Material for the Social and Ceremonial Life of the Choctaw 

Indians (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2001): 7. 
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dwelling places, our fields, our schools, all our friends; and under us are the dust of the bones of 

our forefathers.  This land is dearer to us than any other. Why talk to us about removing!”14  The 

historian Katherine Osburn has suggested that this land of ancestors, which would come to be 

known as Mississippi, represents the very “spiritual foundation for being Choctaw.”15  One 

could, in fact say, that the very identity of “Chahta” (as they name themselves) is inextricably 

tied to Nanih Waiya, and the Mississippi homelands surrounding it.  The Choctaw homeland, 

where they had been from time immemorial, provided not only familiarity of sustenance and 

livelihood, but even more crucially, spiritual connection, rootedness, and sustenance as well.  

Removal must be understood then, as brutal severing from this rootedness, sustenance, and 

spiritual connection. 

Disruptions to this connection and rootedness began, of course, with the sea changes 

initiated by European contact, and continued in various manifestations right up to removal.  

Tribes of the Southeast, including the Choctaws (or proto-Choctaws) faced biological invasion, 

ecological change, and new political alignments and realities in the near century and a half 

between de Soto and the late seventeenth century when Europeans once again inhabited the 

Southeast.16  But the post-contact and pre-removal history of the Choctaws is not solely a history 

of disruption; it is also a history of increasing adaptation.  From the late seventeenth century until 

removal, whether in the deerskin trade or in the increasing “civilizing” of southeastern Native 

                                                 

14 David Folsom to William Ward, 7 November 1829, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 757, HL. 
15 Osburn, Choctaw Resurgence in Mississippi, 6, 7. 
16 “Proto-Choctaws”: Among the mound-building, horticulturalist, town dwelling groups whom 

anthropologists have designated as “Mississippians,” whose societies were “shattered” in the wake of de Soto’s 

entrada, were largely (though not exclusively) Muskogean speaking peoples who subsequently coalesced into the 
historic tribes we now know at the Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Creeks.  The foregoing sentences are oversimplified 
out of necessity, since a full explication of the origins of modern day southeastern Native peoples is beyond the 
scope of the present work.  For more full, detailed and nuanced explications of these origins see Ethridge, From 
Chicaza to Chickasaw, Galloway, Choctaw Genesis, and chapter one of Carson, Searching for the Bright Path. 
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peoples, Choctaws and other southeastern Native peoples, in the words of Richard White, 

“adjusted to and, to a surprising degree, actually shaped the new world that followed contact.”17 

When the Dutch-born cartographer and naturalist Bernard Romans visited the Choctaws 

in 1770, he found them to be, in his estimation, a largely agricultural people, “more properly 

called a nation of farmers than any savages I have met with.”18  In fact, by the early eighteenth 

century, the Choctaws grew corn, beans, pumpkins, and squash, the four most common staple 

crops of many Native peoples of the Americas.  These formed the bulk of the Choctaw diet.19  

After contact, the Choctaws adopted additional crops from Europeans, among them the sweet 

potato, though corn, beans and squash would remain the most important staples.20  If these crops 

formed the bulk of the Choctaw diet, a still sizable amount of their subsistence continued to 

come from hunting, fishing, and gathering.  As historically with indigenous societies the world 

over then, daily life was rooted in the seasons and in the land in an even more intensely intimate 

way than would be evident in the commodity-based economies of their European and eventually 

American neighbors. 

                                                 

17 Richard White, Roots of Dependency, 1.  For the best succinct, yet thorough overview of the momentous 

disruptions that beset the Choctaw people during the late seventeenth and throughout the eighteenth century, as well 
as the Choctaws adaptation to these changes, see Roots of Dependency, chapters 1-5. 

18 Bernard Romans, A Concise Natural History of East and West Florida (Gainesville: University of 

Florida Press, 1962), 71, 86.  Agriculture was a gendered activity in nearly all of the indigenous societies of North 
America who practiced it.  The Choctaws were certainly no exception.  To put the matter in very simple terms, 
women were the farmers, men were the hunters.  This difference in gender roles created much cultural 
misunderstanding between Native peoples and Europeans upon and after contact, as in European societies, men were 
the farmers.  One of the express purposes of the “Civilization Plan” of the first five presidential administrations of 
the United States was to subvert Native gender roles and to make Native men into farmers.  See my discussion of 
this later in this chapter. 

19 Romans, A Concise Natural History of East and West Florida (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 

1962), 71, 86.  Originally published in 1775.  Charles Hudson, The Southeastern Indians (Knoxville: University of 
Tennessee Press, 1976), 292-293.  

20 Henry C. Benson. Life Among the Choctaw Indians and Sketches of the Southwest (New York: Johnson 

Reprint Corp., 1970), 33.  Originally published in 1860. 
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Given that at the time of European contact, Southeastern Indigenous peoples were 

already highly productive agriculturalists, there is a certain irony that they would subsequently 

often be depicted as semi-nomadic hunters.  The Choctaws, in fact, if Bernard Romans is to be 

believed, may have been the best agriculturalists in the Southeast.21  Southeastern Native peoples 

taught Euro-Americans a corn-based farming system which would be become the core around 

which American “soul food” was developed.  The irony here is that by the time of removal, in 

the early decades of the 19th century, Americans were denigrating the Choctaws for being 

focused hunting rather than on agriculture.  In reality, a century of interactions with Europeans 

via the deerskin trade (to be discussed below), had in fact somewhat shifted the Choctaw 

economy away from agriculture to the hunt.  In the meantime, Americans had adopted major 

components of the corn agriculture based foodways that Southeastern Native peoples had taught 

them.22 

Disruptions to the Choctaws’ connection to their homeland and to their relationships to 

their environment intensified in the eighteenth century.  Europeans with guns, then Choctaws 

with guns and the deerskin trade, and continued bouts with disease and the resulting population 

decline, all of these and the changes they wrought confronted the Choctaws in the eighteenth 

century.  In particular, the last half of the eighteenth century, as Greg O’Brien has noted, 

“produced revolutionary changes in many aspects of Choctaw culture.”23  Among these were the 

deerskin trade which fundamentally altered the Choctaw’s traditional relationship to their 

                                                 

21 Bernard Romans, A Concise Natural History of East and West Florida (Gainesville: University of 

Florida Press, 1962), 71, 86.   
22 These observations on Choctaw agriculture were heavily influenced by discussions with Dr. Ian 

Thompson, Tribal Historic Preservation Officer of the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma.  Personal correspondence with 
Ian Thompson, 23 September 2021.   

23 O’Brien, Choctaws in a Revolutionary Age, 8. 
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physical environment and its resources, as deerskins became a commodity, and indeed a form of 

currency to obtain trade goods upon which the Choctaw’s became increasingly dependent.  Then 

debt came when deer populations were largely depleted, and European demand for deerskins 

declined.  Richard White has well documented the catastrophic effects of the Choctaw’s 

exposure to these kinds of market forces during this period.24 

In the 1760s, liquor first became a social problem for the Choctaws.  It would remain so 

in varying degrees up to and beyond the Removal period.  The growing addiction to liquor was 

one factor among several interacting factors which helped to fuel overhunting in the deerskin 

trade.  Overhunting represented a fundamentally altered relationship with an integral component 

of their environment and their subsistence, I posit with nature itself.  Though overhunting had 

real effects in Choctaw daily life, it serves as potent symbol of all that was changing and being 

disrupted in the Choctaw’s world in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  I view it 

as a sort of “canary in the coalmine”…a harbinger, as it reflected a stark alteration in how the 

Choctaws had from time immemorial been functioning essentially as partners with their 

environment, not dominators of their environment.   But when Europeans with their trade goods 

and liquor had injected themselves, no longer was the land, the environment, nature, the sole 

provider of all that the Natives needed to survive.  Dependency grew, and with it the Choctaws 

and other Native peoples lost some of the intimacy of their connection their surrounding 

environment, beginning to see it—as Europeans did—as just another resource, a commodity, for 

their own “betterment.”   

                                                 

24 White, Roots of Dependency.  See footnote 17 above. 
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Liquor hastened this process.  During his 1770 visit to the Choctaw Nation, Bernard 

Romans claimed to be utterly shocked by the rate and amount of alcohol consumption he 

witnessed among the Choctaws.25  Citing Romans as well as the accounts of other late eighteenth 

century travelers in the Choctaw Nation, the historian Richard White posits that liquor sales and 

consumption among the Choctaws had become such a problem that      

The Choctaws, quite simply, hunted for liquor.  Drunkenness was the final product of 
their hunt.  At times the quest of the hunters for rum was intentional; more often…the 
Choctaws simply succumbed to their craving for alcohol once the traders offered it to 
them.  Choctaws who fully intended to trade for clothes or tools ended up getting drunk 
instead….  Under such circumstances the Choctaws could take more deer than ever 
before and yet grow steadily poorer and more abject.26   
 
From very shortly after its introduction into the Nation, there were Choctaw and White 

voices calling for the end of the liquor trade and the expulsion of any and all who supported, 

promoted, and profited from it.  Such pleas and efforts would continue up until removal with 

ultimately very little success.  The struggle with and against liquor will be seen dramatically in 

some of the biographical chapters which follow.  Though I do not wish to overemphasize the role 

of liquor in the Choctaw story of removal, neither can it be disregarded or ignored as one of 

many contributing factors which rendered the Choctaws resistance to removal less effective 

especially in the final decade before the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek. 

By the beginning of the nineteenth century as deer populations and demand for deerskins 

had dwindled significantly, the Choctaw’s land became the commodity coveted by Americans.27  

                                                 

25 Romans, Natural History, 76. 
26 White, Roots of Dependency, 85. 
27 One of the effects of dwindling deer populations in Mississippi was pre-removal migrations of Choctaws 

to the west of the Mississippi River.  John Sibley, the Indian superintendent for the Orleans Territory, reported to the 
Secretary of War in 1805 that eighty Choctaw warriors and their families—in all, several hundred people—had 
settled west of the Mississippi.  John Sibley to Henry Dearborn, 15 May 1805, Letters Received by the Secretary of 
war 1801-1860, War Department, MSS, National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, D.C. (NARA 
DC hereafter).  These “trickles” of migration west continued through the first decades of the nineteenth century such 
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Henry Knox, the first United States Secretary of War convinced President George Washington 

that the new republic could not afford to acquire new lands from Indians through conquest; the 

new (and relatively “cash-strapped”) nation desperately needed peace with the Native nations 

along its western frontier.  War was expensive, and the wars of the 1790s against the Ohio 

Valley Indians had nearly bankrupted the nation.28  Further, Knox asserted that Native nations 

actually and rightfully held legitimate title to their land, and that “it cannot be taken from them 

except by their free consent.”29  A different, more “honorable” way than war, was needed to 

acquire Native land.  And so, Knox became the primary architect of what would come to be 

known as the Civilization Plan, which would unfold and continue across the first five 

presidential administrations of the new American republic. 

The Civilization Plan was to be administered through the so-called "factory system" of 

trade.  For a century previous, there had been whites living in the backcountry and trading among 

the Indians.  But with the factory system this trade would be regulated and supplied by the 

federal government, and trading outposts or "factories" would be set up throughout Indian 

country.  The plan called for engaging the Indians through trade as a means for the introduction 

of agriculture, farming and ranching, into Indian society.30  Although Indian women had long 

practiced small scale subsistence farming (the Civilization Plan conveniently ignored this fact), 

                                                 

that by removal there may have been a few thousand Choctaws already living west of the Mississippi.  According to 
Richard White, these migrant Choctaws were “attempting to recreate the older agricultural-hunting life of their 
homeland” which had been lost or severely diminished in Mississippi.  White, Roots of Dependency, 94. 

28 For a full treatment of the national financial distress precipitated by the Indian Wars of the 1790s, see 

Colin Calloway, The Indian World of George Washington: The First President, The First Americans, and the Birth 

of the Nation (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2018). 
29 Henry Knox to George Washington, 15 June 1789, American State Papers: Indian Affairs, vol. 1: 13 

(hereafter ASP: IA 1).  Accessed March 31, 2020.  https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=007/llsp007.db&recNum=14. 

30 Initiated in 1796 by act of Congress, the factory system lasted until 1822, and achieved only limited 

success in any of its aims. 
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the Civilization Plan attempted to change the traditional division of labor among the Indians, 

converting Indian men from hunters into farmers and ranchers, and thus subverting traditional 

gender relations among the Indians.31 

Among the intents of the civilization plan were to make the Indians like American 

whites, to supplant their culture, make them Christian, and essentially transform them into 

yeoman farmers, assimilated and indistinguishable from white settlers.32  These intents were 

ostensibly motivated out of paternalistic ideas of “bettering” the condition and society of the 

Indians.  Embedded in this ethnocentric paternalism was, essentially, cultural extinguishment.  In 

1803, Thomas Jefferson wrote to Benjamin Hawkins “let our settlements and theirs meet and 

blend together, to intermix, and become one people.”33  But aside from this cultural 

extinguishment intent of the Civilization Plan, it was at its core in fact a deliberate strategy to 

appropriate Native lands through the accumulation of debt.  Also in 1803, in a letter to the 

governor of the “Indiana Territory” (comprising at that time the present day states of Indiana, 

Illinois, and Wisconsin, and parts of what would become the states of Michigan and Minnesota), 

William Henry Harrison, Jefferson gave the clearest and most explicit admission of the true 

motives behind the so-called “Civilization Plan.”  Jefferson wrote: 

                                                 

31 See Angela Pulley Hudson, Creek Paths and Federal Roads: Indians, Settlers, and the Making of the 

American South (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 34, and Claudio Saunt, A New Order 

of Things: Property, Power, and the Transformation of the Creek Indians, 1733-1816 (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999): 139-140. 

32 That the Southeastern tribes in particular were already farmers was mostly disregarded or ignored by the 

architects of the civilization plan, as well as by Euro-Americans generally.  Misunderstanding and rejection by Euro-
Americans of gender roles among southeastern tribal societies—the women farmed, not the men, as in Euro-
American society—played a part in this disregard. 

33 Thomas Jefferson to Benjamin Hawkins, 18 February 1803.  Library of Congress.  Accessed 13 March 

13, 2020.  http://memory.loc.gov/service/mss/mtj/mtj1/027/027_1066_1069.pdf.  Benjamin Hawkins had in years 
previously been the United States agent to the Creek Indians (Muskogees) and was charged with the civilization 
plan’s implementation among them, of which he was an ardent proponent. 
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When they withdraw themselves to the culture of a small piece of land, they will percieve 
(sp.) how useless to them are their extensive forests, and will be willing to pare them off 
from time to time in exchange for necessaries for their farms & families. to promote this 
disposition to exchange lands which they have to spare & we want, for necessaries, which 
we have to spare & they want, we shall push our trading houses, and be glad to see the 
good & influential individuals among them run in debt, because we observe that when 
these debts get beyond what the individuals can pay, they become willing to lop th[em 
off] by a cession of lands. 34 
 
Jefferson went on to say that the government trading posts would not seek to make a 

profit, but would sell to the Indians at cost, keeping prices for coveted trade goods low, and thus 

encouraging the dependency and debt that would lead to land cession.35  To paraphrase Jefferson, 

the gist is “We want their land, so we will create a situation of dependency and debt that leaves 

the Indians no other choice but to cede their lands to us.”  The debt would concentrate on 

traditional Choctaw leaders.  Traditional Choctaw leaders were expected to give away wealth 

(including alcohol at times when alcohol was seen as a valuable commodity) to their community 

and followers.  This expectation, combined with the nature of the deerskin trade as discussed 

above, tended to concentrate the accumulating debt upon traditional leaders. 

Scholarly opinion on Knox and his motivations for the Civilization Plan has been 

divided.  Robert F. Berkhofer Jr., taking Knox’s (and others such as Benjamin Hawkins, for 

example) expressed concerns—albeit paternalistic ones—for Indian rights and welfare at face 

value, characterized the Civilization Plan as Knox’s attempt at “expansion with honor.” 36  Tim 

                                                 

34 Thomas Jefferson to William Henry Harrison, 27 February 1803.  Accessed March 13, 2020, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-39-02-0500.  Spelling and punctuation exactly as in the 
document. 

35 Ibid.   
36 Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr., The White Man’s Indian: Images of the American Indian from Columbus to the 

Present (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1978): 134-153.  Benjamin Hawkins, in his post as a United States Indian 
Agent, was an important and enthusiastic proponent of and evangelist for the Civilization Plan.  For Hawkins’ 
paternalism and concern for the betterment of Southeastern Indians, see C.L. Grant, ed., Letters, Journals and 

Writings of Benjamin Hawkins (Savannah: The Beehive Press, 1980). 
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Alan Garrison, while recognizing that “Knox’s plan revealed an enlightened concern for Indian 

rights,” also asserts that “the scheme was primarily designed to promote…expansion.”37  Robbie 

Ethridge, however, sees a “hidden hand behind the plan for civilization.”  Ethridge makes the 

claim that “the real agenda” was more direct than indirect and ultimately not motivated by any 

vestige of paternalistic “benevolence” in the least.  It was “to assimilate the Indians into 

American society, undermine their national sovereignty, and appropriate their lands in the 

process.”38  Reginald Horsman has argued that the Civilization plan amounted to putting a noble 

face on an illegitimate and morally unjustifiable land grab.  In their eager pursuit of Indian lands, 

Knox and Washington would use “military force, bribery, deception, and every other possible 

means to expand….”39  In my view, the historical record contains plentiful examples of each of 

these tactics.  I side with Ethridge and Horsman with regard to the real intents of the Civilization 

Plan.  It was all, and always, about the land. 

The increasing debt load of the Choctaws and other tribes, which Jefferson so 

calculatingly intended during the first two decades of the nineteenth century, has been well 

documented by many historians.  But specific examples seen in the records of the Choctaw 

trading house illustrate how this process of indebtedness worked, and what it looked like “on the 

ground” in many individual Choctaw lives and families.  Throughout the period of 1804-1820, 

records from the Choctaw trading house expose the amounts of tools and consumers goods 

purchased by the Choctaws, or in some cases requested as part of their annuity payments from 

                                                 

37 Tim Alan Garrison, The Legal Ideology of Removal: The Southern Judiciary and the Sovereignty of 

Native American Nations (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2002), 17. 
38 Robbie Ethridge, Creek Country: The Creek Indians and Their World (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2003): 15. 
39 Reginald Horsman, “American Indian Policy and the Origins of Manifest Destiny,” in The Indian in 

American History, ed. Francis Paul Prucha (Hinsdale, IL: Dryden Press, 1971): 20-28. 
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the several treaties concluded with the Choctaws during these decades (see my discussion of 

treaties later in this chapter).  In the records of the Choctaw trading house, we can see in actual 

numbers the increasing debt and dependency which Jefferson had planned. 

For example, on 18 October 1807, the records report that the trading house received 

deerskins from a Choctaw chief noted as “Mingo Hoomastubbee” worth $733.06.40  

Hoomastubbee then purchased goods from the trading house worth $1063.30, resulting in a net 

debt for Hoomastubbee of $330.24 for the transaction.  The records also report that 

Hoomastubbee’s net debt load after this transaction was $2928.13.  Let the numbers sink in.  

Accounting for inflation, a debt of $2928.13 in 1807 was the equivalent of a debt of over 

$66,000 in 2021.41  This would not be considered a small debt even today.  The only “good” 

news here is that by December 31st of that year, Hoomastubbee had paid his debt down to a still 

whopping $1938.10.42 

Hoomastubbee’s situation is just one of many similar examples to be seen in the records 

of the Choctaw trading house in the first two decades of the nineteenth century.  The famous 

chief Pushmataha’s name appears.  In 1808, Pushmataha owed a debt of $83.10.  In 1809 that 

debt had risen to $534.59.  In 1810 it was $556.79.  In March of 1811 Pushmataha’s debt is 

recorded as $634.55, and in June as $641.00.  By the end of 1811, Pushmataha’s debt had 

skyrocketed to the enormous sum of $1591.51, or nearly $36,000 in 2021 terms.43  The trajectory 

of Pushmataha’s debt from 1808 through 1811 is a curve proceeding ever upward.  What can 

                                                 

40 Elsewhere this chief is identified as Homastubbee, with only a single “o.”  Homastubbee was one of the 

negotiating chiefs at the Treaty of Fort Adams in 1801, the discussion of which is below in this chapter. 
41 Calculated at https://www.in2013dollars.com/, 18 February 2021. 
42 Records of the Choctaw Trading House, Roll 1 (1803-1825) T-500, National Archives and Records 

Administration—Atlanta (hereafter NARA-AT). 
43 Records of the Choctaw Trading House, Rolls 1 and 2 (1803-1825) T-500, NARA-AT.  Calculated at 

https://www.in2013dollars.com/, 18 February 2021. 
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often be seen, however, in the records is a sort of forward and then back again debt trajectory.  

This was true of Pushmataha in 1812-1815.  The records record that by the end of 1812, 

Pushmataha had paid his debt down to $604.89.  Yet, by the end of 1815 Pushmataha’s debt had 

risen back to $719.82.44  Perhaps the best example of this kind of up and down debt trajectory is 

seen in the records of a Choctaw man named Mastubbee, identified as the son of the 

aforementioned Mingo Hoomastubbee.  In 1810, Mastubbee is recorded as carrying a debt load 

to the trading house of $1500.28.  In March of 1811: $1590.78.  In June of 1811: $1623.00.  By 

June of 1812, Mastubbee had paid down his debt to $1282.58, only for the debt to rise again to 

$1351.83 by March of 1813.45 

In the records of the Choctaw trading house concerning these and many other Choctaws 

during the first two decades of the nineteenth century can be seen the actual numbers resulting 

from the words of Thomas Jefferson: “…we shall…be glad to see the good & influential 

individuals among them run in debt, because we observe that when these debts get beyond what 

the individuals can pay, they become willing to lop th[em off] by a cession of lands.”46  The 

records show that in the sixteen year period between 1804 and 1820, the number of Choctaw 

individuals listed as carrying debt balances in the trading house account books tripled.47  We see 

                                                 

44 Records of the Choctaw Trading House Roll 2 (1803-1825) T-500, NARA-AT. 
45 Records of the Choctaw Trading House, Rolls 1 and 2 (1803-1825) T-500, NARA-AT.  There is some 

question/doubt as to whether Mastubbee may actually be the chief Mushulatubbee.  Homastubbee was either 
Mushulatubbee’s father or uncle—genealogical sources differ on this.  Given the matrilineal society of the Choctaws 
in which maternal uncles figured far more prominently than biological fathers, it is more probable that Homastubbee 
was Mushulatubbee’s maternal uncle.  Though misspellings and alternate spellings are commonplace throughout 
documents from this period, if “Mastubbee” is actually a misspelling of Mushulatubbee, it is a misspelling farther 
afield than is usual.  Further, the name “Mushulatubbee” (spelled as such) occurs later in the trading house records 
with other debt figures.  Mastubbee may have been a brother of Mushulatubbee, but this is unclear. 

46 Thomas Jefferson to William Henry Harrison, 27 February 1803.  Accessed March 13, 2020, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-39-02-0500.  Spelling and punctuation exactly as in the 
document. 

47 Records of the Choctaw Trading House, Rolls 1 and 2 (1803-1825) T-500, NARA-AT.   
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that from year to year, massive debt loads were carried by many influential Choctaws, among 

these, one of the chiefs profiled herein, Mushulatubbee.  Although we see that some gains were 

made in terms of paying down the debt, the debt would never be paid.  The role this fact played 

in treaties of the first decades of the nineteenth century should not be underestimated.  Although 

a comparison of the debt figures from the trading houses of other tribes (particularly southeastern 

tribes) is beyond the scope of the present work, it is suspected that similar dynamics and 

scenarios would be seen in these as well.  Jefferson’s plan for the factory system of trade worked 

as he intended, to put Native people in debt. 

If such evidence lends credence to the assertion above that it was all, and always, about 

the land, so also does an examination of when and from whom the idea of actual physical 

expulsion, banishment—“removal,” to use the historically accepted, if sanitized, term—came.  In 

1830 when the Indian Removal Act was signed by President Andrew Jackson, “removal” was by 

no means a recent idea.  Talk of removal had in varying degrees already been “in the air,” for 

several decades.  The question really wasn’t if the Indians would eventually be removed from 

east of the Mississippi River, but when and by what means.  The earliest historical mention of 

the idea may have been in 1767, by an English mapmaker and botanist named John Mitchell.  In 

a work titled (in part) The Present State of Great Britain and North America, Mitchell observed 

that the Indians were really the only obstacle preventing Colonial expansion.  If the Indians were 

removed, then British settlements might easily and quickly extend to the Mississippi River.  

Mitchell’s own suggestion was that the Choctaws and their Creek neighbors be relocated to 

Florida, and the northern tribes to Canada and around the Great Lakes.48   

                                                 

48 John Mitchell, The Present State of Great Britain and North America, with Regard to Agriculture, 

Population, Trade, and Manufactures, Impartially Considered (New York: Research Reprints, 1970), 231, 232, 
notes.  Originally published in 1767. 
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Thomas Jefferson was the first president to seriously take up the idea of Indian removal, 

and he did so long before his presidency, in fact as early as 1776, when he expressed hope that 

the Cherokees would “be driven beyond the Mississippi.”49  We see then that from the earliest 

moments of the new republic, and even before, the idea of eventually expelling the Indians was 

already being considered.  As Anthony F.C. Wallace has asserted, there is much evidence to 

support that “the federal policy of removal—involuntary or voluntary—as the solution for 

dealing with Indians who rejected “civilization” or waged war on the United States was 

established by Thomas Jefferson.”50  

At the very same time that Jefferson was counseling territorial governor Harrison that the 

Indians be “run in debt” such as to encourage land cessions, Jefferson had dispatched emissaries 

to Paris to negotiate with France for the vast Louisiana Purchase.51  Among the intents of such a 

purchase, for Jefferson, was that it provided a space for eventual removal of tribes east of the 

Mississippi River.  This was explicitly stated in Jefferson’s correspondence to his French 

economist friend DuPont de Nemours: “Our policy will be to form New Orleans, & the country 

on both sides of it on the Gulf of Mexico, into a State; & as to all above that, to transplant our 

Indians into it.”52  While Jefferson did not expect that a wholesale removal of eastern Indian 

                                                 

49 Thomas Jefferson to Edmund Pendleton, 13 August 1776, The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Julian P. 

Boyd (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950), vol. I: 494.  See also Bernard W. Sheehan, Seeds of Extinction: 

Jeffersonian Philanthropy and the American Indian (New York: Norton, 1974).  Sheehan argues that Indian 
Removal can be directly traced to Jefferson as the fountainhead of the ever emerging and developing policy 
thereafter. 

50 Anthony F.C. Wallace, Jefferson and the Indians: The Tragic Fate of the First Americans (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 275. 
51 It should be noted that although France at the time claimed ownership of the territory, it was in fact in 

the possession of tribes who had inhabited it from time immemorial, and therefore was not in fact France’s to sell or 
the United States’ to buy.  Furthermore, at no point in any negotiations of the matter were any of the tribes 
consulted, nor was it ever even considered that they could or should be. 

52 Thomas Jefferson to DuPont de Nemours, 1 November 1803.  Accessed May 1, 2020.  

https://archive.org/stream/correspondencebe011472mbp/correspondencebe011472mbp_djvu.txt.  Spelling and 
punctuation exactly as in the document.   
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populations would be accomplished during his time in office, he was very intentionally laying 

the groundwork for that expected outcome at some future time.  He exhorted the governor of the 

Mississippi Territory, William Claiborne, to encourage advance parties to move west “and thus 

prepare in time an eligible retreat for the whole.”53   

When Jefferson left office in 1809, pressure for removal temporarily eased.  The rise of 

Tecumseh and Tenskwatawa’s movement, followed by the War of 1812, resuscitated and 

generally hardened Indian resistance.  Thus, wholesale implementation of Jefferson’s purpose for 

the Louisiana purchase as a place for essential deportation of Native peoples would not begin for 

almost three more decades, but this was not for lack of intent to do so. 

Treaties 

We now come specifically to treaties with Choctaws keeping all of this background in 

mind: the land—not just any land, but this land, not just land in the west for which this homeland 

could be exchanged, but this land, where the “bones of…forefathers” were buried, this land 

where the mother mound Nanih Waiya stood—the disruptions brought by European contact, the 

growing dependency on trade and the increasingly large debt load carried from year to year by 

many Choctaws, chiefs especially, the depletion of hunting grounds, the pressures of the 

civilization plan, the scourge of liquor trading, and other erosions of a traditional way of life.   

 Between 1801 and 1820, the Choctaws concluded seven treaties with the United States.  

The first of these was the Treaty of Fort Adams (so named for the site of its signing, the fort and 

                                                 

53 Thomas Jefferson to William Claiborne, 24 May 1803, The Writings of Thomas Jefferson, ed.  Albert E. 

Bergh (Washington: Thomas Jefferson Memorial Association, 1905), vol. X: 394.  There were certainly 
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many: intratribal conflicts, seeking out better hunting grounds, or simply not wanting to put up with the continuing 
pressure and encroachment of “civilization” any longer.  This fact notwithstanding, it remains that an organized and 
concerted push toward a policy of removal originated with Jefferson. 
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town 40 miles south of Natchez, Mississippi), concluded in December of 1801, nine months after 

Thomas Jefferson had taken office as president.  The treaty ceded more than two and half 

millions acres, carving a steep triangle of land from the southwest corner of the Choctaw lands, 

which would become part of the future state of Mississippi.54  As article III of the treaty reads 

“…said nation does by these presents relinquish to the United States and quit claim for ever, all 

their right, title and pretension to the land lying between the said line and the Mississippi river, 

bounded south by the thirty-first degree of north latitude, and north by the Yazoo river, where the 

said line shall strike the same….”55  In addition, the second article of the treaty provided for the 

surveying and construction of a wagon road through the Choctaw Nation (the Natchez Trace).56  

The Treaty of Fort Adams is relatively short, just six articles and a few pages including 

signatures.  But this initial treaty of the nineteenth century should be notable for an ominous 

provision which signaled the future trajectory of Choctaw-US treaty-making. 

Article I of the treaty stated that that portion of the Choctaw Nation “as may reside” 

within the territorial limits of the United States, should “continue under the care and protection 

of the said States.”57  This wording of the article is rather (intentionally?) vague, and open to 

interpretation.  It is almost certain that it was interpreted differently by each party.  It hints, first 

of all, that the United States, though promising “care and protection,” did not respect or 

acknowledge any actual territorial integrity or sovereignty of Choctaw land.  Land was an 

interchangeable commodity to settlers, but as stated already in this chapter, this was not so for 

                                                 

54 U.S. Congressional Documents and Debates, 1774 – 1875.  U.S. Serial Set, Number 4015, 56th 

Congress, 1st Session, PP. 660 , 661.  Library of Congress.  Accessed May 29, 2020, https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
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55 Transcript of the Treaty of Fort Adams.  Accessed May 25, 2020, 
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Native peoples.  In the context of the difference of view, it is also probable that “care and 

protection” meant somewhat different things to each party.  The treating US commissioners 

themselves (among them Benjamin Hawkins) recognized the precedent setting nature of the 

treaty.  In their communication of the treaty to the US Senate, the commissioners wrote: 

…for the first time, the bounty of the United States was implored, and we were 
supplicated for materials, tools, implements, and instructors….  These circumstances 
induce us to…hope that by the liberal and well directed attention of the Government, 
these people may be made happy and useful; and that the United States may be saved 
from the pain and the expense of expelling or destroying them.58 
 
Less than six months after the signing of the Treaty of Fort Adams, General 

James Wilkinson (who had been among the negotiators at Fort Adams) was instructed by 

then Secretary of War Henry Dearborn to renew negotiations for another treaty, and the 

following year, an additional ten thousand acres were ceded under the very short treaty of 

Fort Confederation, which for all intents and purposes amounted to an amendment to The 

Treaty of Fort Adams.59  Some of the previous boundary lines of the Choctaw nation 

were redrawn resulting in the loss of approximately ten thousand acres.60  The territory 

ceded at Fort Confederation constitutes what is now Jefferson County, Mississippi. 

The Choctaws were not initially inclined to negotiate again with Wilkinson, owing to 

their complaint—to the Governor of the Mississippi Territory, William Claiborne—that whites 

where still settling on Choctaw lands guaranteed by treaty.  Claiborne endeavored to persuade 
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the Choctaws to reopen negotiations.  He told them he was powerless in the situation because he 

did not know where the boundary lines were located.61  In 1765, the Choctaws had negotiated a 

boundary line with Great Britain, but the line had never been identified because other matters 

had taken precedence.  Claiborne told the Choctaws that the United States only wanted to 

establish the negotiated line from 1765.  And after three months of talks, this is exactly what the 

Treaty of Fort Confederation did, with the resulting loss of the aforementioned ten thousand 

acres to the Choctaws. 

The following year, 1803, again brought federal government pressure to cede additional 

land, and continued resistance to negotiation on the part of the Choctaws.  Settlers were pouring 

into the territory, and demanding more and more land, and Jefferson and his administration were 

eager to assist them.  Debt, just as Jefferson’s plans intended, became the leverage used by James 

Wilkinson—again the principal negotiator—to induce the Choctaw leadership to reconsider their 

resistant stance.  But this was not debt to the US trading posts.  Instead, but still conveniently, for 

Jefferson and for land hungry settlers, the Choctaws had run into significant debt to the British 

trading firm of Panton and Leslie, based in Pensacola.  Jefferson proposed that the United States 

assume the Choctaw debt to Panton and Leslie, and then accept land from the Choctaws in 

payment. Secretary of War Henry Dearborn instructed Wilkinson to present the Choctaw chiefs 

with their overdue bills to Panton and Leslie.62  The tactic did indeed cause the Choctaws to 

reconsider, and the resulting Treaty of Hoe Buckintoopa was signed on August 31, 1803.  This 
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time, some 853,760 acres of land, near the southeast corner of the Mississippi Territory, and just 

north of Mobile, was ceded to the United States.63 

By 1805, however, the Choctaws had again accumulated a considerable debt to Panton 

and Leslie.64  In May, Panton and Leslie presented bills for payment.  The Choctaws were unable 

to pay.  Meetings with the Choctaws in the summer of 1805, this time with longtime U.S. Indian 

agent Silas Dinsmoor as the government’s chief negotiator, went nowhere. 65  The Choctaws 

were once again initially disinclined to negotiate.  Also once again, however, the Choctaws 

realized the bind they were in and reconsidered, agreeing to meet with U.S. commissioners in 

November at Mount Dexter, near the present-day city of Macon in Noxubee County.  

Commissioner John McKee’s diary records several occasions during these negotiations that the 

Choctaw representatives threatened to leave, and that it was with great disgust that they 

eventually capitulated and signed an agreement.66  It turned out that the resulting Treaty of 
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Mount Dexter was almost identical in wording to the agreement that the Choctaws had rejected 

the previous summer. 

The Treaty of Mount Dexter ceded 4,142,720 acres in a chunk of land in what is now 

south-central Mississippi.67  The Choctaws received $50,000 dollars, $48,000 of which went to 

pay their debts to Panton and Leslie.  They also received an annuity of $3,000.68  The Treaty of 

Mount Dexter had succeeded in the gain of the United States--and the divestiture of the 

Choctaws—of more land than all previous treaties combined.  Yet, Thomas Jefferson was 

unhappy with the treaty, and initially refused to send the treaty to the Senate for ratification.  

Jefferson had wanted land along the banks of the Mississippi River, but the Choctaws had ceded 

other land to pay their debts.  Jefferson would tell the Senate in 1808 that because the treaty was 

“against express instructions, and not according with the object then in view, I was disinclined to 

its ratification, and therefore did not, at the last session of Congress, lay it before the Senate…but 

have suffered it to lie unacted on.”69  Two years after the treaty’s negotiation, however, late 1807 

found the United States and Spain on the verge of war.  At issue was the possession of Florida.  

Under the changed circumstances, Jefferson reconsidered his opposition and thought it 

advantageous for the treaty of be ratified.  Though originally signed at Mount Dexter on 

November 16, 1805, the treaty was not finally ratified by the Senate until January 15, 1808. 
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After Mount Dexter, the Choctaws received no more pressure for additional treaties and 

cessions of land for several years.  That did not mean the Choctaw world was quiet or peaceful 

during that interim.  These years in the Choctaw Nation would be characterized by border 

conflicts, the movement of Tecumseh and Tenskwatawa which swept through the region in 

1811-12, and a subsequent war against their neighbors and cultural-linguistic relatives, the 

Muskogee Creeks. 

After France sold the Louisiana Territory to the United States in 1803, Spain—who until 

that time had been rather laissez-faire with regard to its border with the United States—decided 

upon a policy of strict control and patrols of the thirty-first parallel, the border of its Florida 

possession.70  Such newly strict border patrols created problems with the Choctaws who, still 

having difficulty with the concept of ownership of land, whether by individuals or nations, did 

not recognize international boundaries and were in the practice of crossing such arbitrary and 

imaginary lines at will.  Spain began arresting the “trespassers.”  When the United States 

protected these Choctaws from Spanish penalties, the result was a greater Choctaw dependence 

upon and alliance with the United States government.71 

This newly increased dependency and alliance may have been a contributing factor in the 

Choctaws decision not to align with Tecumseh and his brother the Shawnee prophet 

Tenskwatawa when they traveled throughout the South in 1811-12, recruiting tribes to unite 

against the United States and unite in agreement to cede no more land.  According to the early 
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chronicler of Choctaw life and history Gideon Lincecum, the Choctaws leading chief of the time, 

Pushmataha, had no time for Tecumseh or his brother Tenskwatawa’s prophecies, and told them 

quickly and in no uncertain terms to exit the Choctaw Nation.72  Thus it was that when the Creek 

War (or “Red Stick War”) came in 1813, a conflict in part precipitated by Tecumseh and 

Tenskwatawa’s inspiration and influence over a part of the Muskogee Creeks (the “Red Sticks”), 

the Choctaws, under Pushmataha’s leadership, joined the United States in the war against their 

Muskogee neighbors.73  The bravery and ability of the Choctaw warriors in winning two decisive 

battles over the Creeks in that war brought them the attention of General Andrew Jackson, and 

the invitation to continue fighting, now merging from the Creek War straight into allying with 

American forces in the War of 1812.74  Choctaw warriors joined Major Uriah Blue's command 

that captured Spanish Pensacola in November 1814.  After occupying Pensacola, and upon 

learning of the British fleet in the Gulf of Mexico, Jackson made the decision to go to New 

Orleans, and approximately 30-60 Choctaw warriors accompanied Jackson’s forces.75  Despite 

the fact that they had not yet been paid for their services in the Creek War, the chiefs and 

headmen of the three Choctaw districts voted overwhelmingly in favor of joining General 

Jackson.76  The Battle of New Orleans would become one of the most famous battles in United 
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States military history.  The group of between thirty and sixty Choctaw warriors who fought 

there were reported to have “killed upwards of 50 British soldiers in the days leading up to and 

including the culminating battle on January 8, 1815.”77   

With their service in the Creek War and at the War of 1812, it may be that the Choctaws 

felt they had proved themselves as loyal friends and allies of the United States, and that in so 

doing they would essentially be left alone and their sovereignty would be respected, both by the 

soon to be state of Mississippi, as well as the federal government.78  They may have supposed 

that the pressure to continue to surrender their land would not resume.  Such a supposition 

would, of course, be proved wrong, and very shortly.  By 1816, the pressure for yet another land 

cession was renewed, and on October 24, 1816, at the Choctaw Trading House, Fort St. 

Stephens, Choctaw representatives signed the Treaty of Fort St. Stephens.  The cession in this 

treaty was a small one, relative to other treaties, only approximately 10,000 acres, but was still a 

continued chipping away at the Choctaw homeland, and the accompanying threat to 

sovereignty.79  For this cession the Choctaw Nation received $6,000 annually for twenty years, 

and $10,000 dollars’ worth of merchandise.80 

In March 1817, James Monroe took office as the United States’ fifth president.  Though 

the Civilization Plan had been inaugurated by the first Secretary of War, four administrations 

earlier, and had received an enormous push of approval and support by Thomas Jefferson two 
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administrations earlier, it did not lag during the new Monroe administration.  Among the many 

ambitious items on the agenda of the ardently nationalistic new president was a revitalization of 

the Civilization Plan.  And once again, as always the plan was, at its core, shown to be about 

land.  In his first annual message to Congress in December of 1817, Monroe was explicit in his 

intentions and his ideology, though once again these are cloaked in a veneer of paternalistic 

benevolence: 

It is our duty to make new efforts for the preservation, improvement, and 
civilization of the native inhabitants.  The hunter state can exist only in the vast 
uncultivated desert.  It yields to the more dense and compact form and greater 
force of civilized population; and of right it ought to yield, for the earth was given 
to mankind to support the greatest number of which it is capable, and no tribe of 
people have a right to withhold from the want of others more than is necessary for 
their own support….81 
 
Monroe found just the “right” man to spearhead his renewed civilizing efforts.  He 

appointed as his Secretary of War the South Carolinian John C. Calhoun, who proved to be an 

ardent proponent of the Civilization plan.  Calhoun was intent upon reforming the War 

Department, an agency which was widely seen at the time as a chaotic and disorganized, and 

lacking a coherent policy agenda.  In a report to Congress in December 1818, Calhoun outlined 

his plan for reform, the gist of which can be characterized under three main ideas.  First, the 

consideration of tribes as being independent nations and according them a legal status as such 

must stop.  This intention was a direct threat to Native sovereignty.  Secondly, in order to save 

Native peoples from being annihilated by the advance of white civilization, they themselves must 

be “by a proper combination of force and persuasion, of punishments and rewards…brought 

within the pales of…civilization.”  This idea was of course not new; it had been the stated intent 
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of the Civilization Plan from its beginnings.  The plan’s original primary architect, Henry Knox, 

had said and written this almost verbatim.  If anything was new about this, it was only a renewed 

commitment to this idea as a guiding and motivating principle for U.S. Indian relations.  Finally, 

in order to better achieve the second objective, Calhoun’s third main idea was that the idea of 

private ownership, especially of land, should be introduced and encouraged among all tribes.82  

This again is not new but a recommitment to what had been an agenda of the Civilization Plan 

from its beginnings.  As Jefferson wrote to Governor Harrison in 1803, “…when they withdraw 

themselves to the culture of a small piece of land, they will percieve (sp.) how useless to them 

are their extensive forests, and will be willing to pare them off from time to time in exchange for 

necessaries for their farms & families….”83  John Calhoun’s agenda for the War Department, the 

Civilization Plan, and for U.S.-Indian relations, was not a new one then, with the exception of 

the increased threat to Native sovereignty suggested by his first idea, which was a departure from 

Henry Knox’s original intent.   

The Civilization Plan was given a boost in the Choctaw Nation in 1818 by the arrival of 

missionaries from the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (hereafter 

ABCFM), a New England based interdenominational Christian missionary organization founded 

by members of Presbyterian, Congregationalist, and German Reformed churches.  The first 

missionaries to the Choctaw were Cyrus Kingsbury and Cyrus Byington, who along with their 

families and a few others founded the first missionary school in the Choctaw Nation, Elliot 

Mission, on the banks of the Yalobusha River, thirty miles north of where the Yalobusha joined 
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the Yazoo.84  They arrived in the Choctaw Nation in June of 1818.85  Shortly after their arrival, 

Kingsbury reported to the ABCFM of at least some degree of disagreement and difference of 

opinion among the Choctaws about their presence.  Kingsbury’s culturally (and racially) telling 

assessment was as follows: “The half breeds and natives who understand our object, appear 

highly gratified and treat us with much kindness; though there are not wanting those, who look 

upon all white people…with a jealous eye.”86  By March of 1819 a church had been established, 

and the Elliot Mission School officially opened in April of 1819, with an inaugural class of ten 

pupils.87  By 1820, the Elliot school had grown to a student body numbering sixty-two students.88  

From this beginning, the mission efforts grew steadily throughout the 1820s.  By 1827, eight 

schools, of various sizes, had been established in the Choctaw Nation.89  In 1829, on the eve of 

removal, these eight schools instructed a total student population of 320 boys and girls.90   
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In a letter to his fellow missionary (to the Cherokees) Samuel Worcester, Kingsbury  

expressed frustration at the difficulty and slowness of making converts, and lamented that “the 

expectation of this people has been that all our efforts would be directed toward…the school.”91  

Much evidence in the documentary record suggests that both the Choctaw leadership and 

ordinary Choctaws—with perhaps a few exceptions such as David Folsom (see Chapter Four)—

were only interested in instruction in practical matters which would aid their efforts to 

“civilization,” not “gospel instruction,” lamented Kingsbury.92  The school curriculum was 

reading and writing for both genders, with mathematics and farming for the boys, and cooking, 

sewing, spinning and weaving for the girls.93  Though the Choctaws, especially their leadership, 

were eager for schools, not all parents of attending children were entirely happy with this 

curriculum.  As one Choctaw mother who was told that boys would be taught farming strongly 

retorted, “Would you have me make a woman of my son?  He is to be a man and a warrior & he 

is not going to work like a woman!”94  Though the Choctaws may have been eager for the 

economic promise that came with acculturation, there were limits, and the missionaries and their 

“civilizing” efforts were met with resistance, especially when entrenched cultural roles were to 

be subverted.  As James Taylor Carson has aptly put it, “Men continued to do men’s things and 

women continued to do women’s things.”95 
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The missionary presence in the Choctaw Nation, with its evangelizing, educational, and 

ultimately “civilizing” agenda, was a significant new development which would have profound 

consequences for the Choctaws and their fight to retain their homeland and their sovereignty 

during the final decade before removal.  We will see this in varying degrees in the 

correspondence and the stories of the principal Choctaw actors discussed in detail in chapters 

four through seven of this work.  Ostensibly, the missionary agenda was a religious one, with the 

primary concern being the salvation of Choctaw souls.96  But the missionaries were also willing 

instruments of the “civilizing” designs of the United States government, the ultimate aim of 

which, as we have already seen, was the acquisition of Choctaw land.  Over the course of the 

1820s, the ABCFM missionaries to the Choctaws would come to occupy what can only be called 

a “conflicted” place.  Though their attitudes, methods, and agenda were certainly paternalistic 

and ethnocentric at best, by 1830 and the fateful final treaty negotiations at Dancing Rabbit 

Creek, the missionaries had become “friends” and defenders of Choctaw sovereignty, vocally 

and vehemently opposing removal.  As we will see in Chapter Three, this gained them 

banishment as personas non grata from the treaty grounds in 1830, as U.S. Commissioners 

sought to curb the missionaries’ influence upon the Choctaw leadership.97  

                                                 

96 It is difficult to determine exactly what percentage of the Choctaw Nation had converted to Christianity 

in the twelve years between the first missionary activity in the Nation in 1818, and the beginning of removal in 
1830.  The Missionary Herald (a publication of the ABCFM) for 1830 reports that the number of “anxious 
inquirers” into conversion was “3000, or one fourth of all the adults.”  Missionary Herald 26 (1830): 11, Accessed 
June 24, 2020.  https://earlyushistory.net/missionary-herald/. 

 This is almost certainly an inflated and overly optimistic assessment.  Some further discussion of the 
evangelistic efforts and success of the missionaries can be found scattered throughout the biographical sketches in 
chapters 4-6, and 8, but especially in Chapter Four. 

97 A thorough analysis and history of the missionary activity in the Choctaw Nation prior to removal is not 

the primary focus of the present work.  The documentary base of missionary correspondence and reports is 
voluminous, and indeed an entire dissertation could be written on the mission and missionaries to the Choctaw.  
Much of that work has in fact already been done, as for example in Clara Sue Kidwell, Choctaws and Missionaries 

in Mississippi, 1818-1918 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1995).  In this work, my concern with the 
missionaries, what they did and what they wrote, is only as these are relevant and necessary to help tell the Choctaw 
story. 
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In 1818, John C. Calhoun began to seriously press for not just continued piecemeal 

chipping away at Native land bases, but for complete removal to the west.  The Choctaws were 

the first Native nation approached under this agenda.  Commissioners were once again 

dispatched to the Choctaw Nation for negotiations.  John McKee, who had successfully 

negotiated the largest land cession to date under the Treaty of Mount Dexter in 1805, was once 

again tapped to lead the delegation.  Calhoun told Mckee to be courteous, and not make 

demands, but rather “suggestions” of certain possibilities to the Choctaws.98  But the Choctaw 

leadership in 1818 was in no mood for cession, and complete removal to the west could not even 

be contemplated.  Upon learning that the express intentions of the negotiations were removal, the 

Choctaw delegation unanimously broke off the negotiations.  Mckee counseled Calhoun that the 

time was not yet, to wait, perhaps another year, and approach again.99  Calhoun accepted the 

Choctaw rejection politely, assuring them that the U.S. government accepted their decision, but 

also he exhorted them to reconsider how advantageous to them removal would be in light of the 

fact that they were being overwhelmed by white settlers.  Of course, any suggestion that the flow 

of white settlers to the region could or should be stopped or slowed, was absent from discussion.  

It was, perhaps, viewed as an inevitability and a foregone conclusion.100 

The white settlers to Mississippi were incensed by the federal government’s failure.  

Their attitude on removal was perhaps best summed up by their congressman (later to be 

governor) George Poindexter who, though acknowledging that the Choctaws had right to their 
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land by treaty, still urged that the only solution was a forcible removal to the west.  Though of 

course the Choctaws had already ceded vast acreages of land in a series of treaties prior to 1818, 

Poindexter told Congress that the Choctaws “will never cede to the United States any part of the 

valuable country which they occupy by treaty East of said river.”101  Poindexter would do 

everything within his power to force and speed the issue of removal and gain the land for his 

constituents. 

After the failure of the 1818 treaty negotiations, Calhoun was inclined to wait for at least 

a year before approaching the Choctaws again.  But continued pressure from white 

Mississippians and their legislators forced another attempt at a treaty in February of 1819.102  

Support of the missionary schools and all attempts at “civilizing,” and realizing economic gains 

among the Choctaws—all things they believed would help them maintain their sovereignty and 

keep their land—ultimately made no difference; they could not withstand the pressure exerted by 

white settlers to Mississippi and the federal government.  John McKee would again be a 

commissioner for the latest round of treaty negotiations, but this time the commission to treat 

with the Choctaws would be led by the popular general and war hero, the future president, 

Andrew Jackson.  Calhoun wrote to Jackson, “It is the wish of the government that a treaty 

should not be held, unless there is a strong probability of success, of which you will judge.”103  

Jackson, however, was determined to take a “get tough” approach with the Choctaws, and wrote 

to McKee suggesting that they ignore Calhoun’s instructions and suggested approach, and 
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instead inform the Choctaws that time and patience were running out and that if the Choctaws 

did not accept removal to the West, it would mean their extinction.104 

In August of 1819, when Andrew Jackson, John McKee and Daniel Burnet finally met 

with Choctaw chiefs on the Yazoo River, Jackson’s approach was to threaten and bully the 

Choctaws.  The approach failed.  After three days, the Chiefs Pushmataha and Mushulatubbee 

stood up and delivered a strong an unequivocal rejection to the commissioners.  In each of their 

eloquent replies, the deep connection to their homeland is evident.  Pushmataha told Jackson, his 

old friend and comrade from the Creek War and the War of 1812, that “I am sorry I cannot 

comply with the request of my father….  We wish to remain here, where we have grown up as 

the herbs of the woods and do not wish to be transplanted into another soil.”105  Pushmataha then 

expressed his dissatisfaction with the country in the west, “I am well acquainted with the country 

contemplated for us.  I have often had my feet sorely bruised there with the roughness of its 

surface.”106 

Mushulatubbee also had his say to Jackson and the commissioners, appealing to the 

country of his fathers and offering a bit of a defense in rehearsing the efforts the Choctaws had 

made at “civilization:” 

We have heard the request of our father the President to exchange our country; but we are 
informed by some of our people who are acquainted with the situation intended for us 
that it is not so good as the one we live in.  We have made arrangements, in respect to 
civilization, to do better in our country than we have heretofore done.  We return thanks 
for the school established in our nation….  We have made up our minds not to leave the 
country of our fathers.  We are sorry that we cannot comply with our father’s request; a 

                                                 

104 The Papers of Andrew Jackson, Volume IV, 1816-1820 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 

1980), 288, 289. 
105 Pushmataha, In General Council of the Choctaw Nation, August 12, 1819.  ASP IA 2: 230.  Accessed 

June 29, 2020, https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008/llsp008.db&recNum=237. 
106 Ibid. 



 69 

man cannot make up his mind at once to suit every object, but we have made up ours to 
remain where we have always lived.107 
 
To say that Jackson was annoyed by his own and the commission’s failure to negotiate a 

treaty is perhaps understatement.  Within a couple of weeks after the failure of the negotiations, 

Jackson fired off an angry letter to Calhoun in which he directed blame for the failure seemingly 

at everyone and everything but himself.  He scathingly criticized his fellow commissioner and 

Indian negotiating veteran John McKee, irked that McKee “liked” the Choctaws, and that 

McKee refused to use any “influence which he believed to be inconsistent with the interest of the 

[Choctaw] Nation.”  Jackson continued his diatribe, condemning the government’s entire Indian 

policy, and asserting that it was “high time” to assert a much greater and direct control over all 

Indian tribes.108 The belligerent tone of the letter foreshadowed the direction of Indian affairs a 

decade into the future when Jackson would be President.  Calhoun could not help but take 

Jackson’s attack on the federal Indian policy personally.  Calhoun’s approach was simply too 

slow, too “moderate” for the increasing hordes of western settlers, from whom Jackson himself 

had sprung and for whom Jackson had become and would remain their hero and champion.   

Calhoun’s moderation had gained him enemies in Mississippi, among them George 

Poindexter, who led a vehement opposition to, and denunciation of, federal Indian policy among 

his Mississippi constituents.  Impatient for nothing short of removal, Poindexter and his fellow 

Mississippians pressed the issue.  Newspapers in Mississippi, such as for example the 

Mississippi State Gazette, piled on, proclaiming that all Mississippians were fed up with the 
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Indian problem.  Complete removal was the answer.109  Andrew Jackson as well sided with and 

championed white settlers in Mississippi, and advocated for removal and continually criticized 

federal Indian policy and Calhoun himself, to his face.110  In early 1820, Jackson lobbied 

Calhoun to give him unlimited authority to immediately negotiate another treaty with the 

Choctaws.111  Under intense pressure from multiple sides, and realizing that he would not be 

successful in resisting the now militant western clamoring for Removal, Calhoun authorized 

Jackson to negotiate a new treaty.   

It was the Mississippi Representative Christopher Rankin who informed Jackson of the 

appointment in a letter in May 16, 1820.  Rankin called Jackson’s appointment a victory for the 

State of Mississippi, and praised Jackson’s ability to handle the “belligerent” Indians.112  It was 

not until eight days later on May 24 that Calhoun’s official appointment letter went out.  The 

letter was stiff and formal, in contrast to Rankin’s letter.  There were no congratulations 

included, and the letter made clear his distaste for Jackson and reluctance to appoint him.  

Calhoun’s official letter also gave instructions on how to proceed with “the extinguishment of 

Indian title to all lands within the state of Mississippi.”113  The long and seemingly inevitable 

push for the land and the removal of the Indians had grown yet more serious, concerted and 

overt. 

                                                 

109 Mississippi State Gazette (Natchez), 8 January 1820 (Newspapers.com). 
110 Andrew Jackson to John C. Calhoun, 28 February 1820, Andrew Jackson MSS, David M. Rubenstein 

Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Duke University. 
111 Ibid. 
112 Christopher Rankin to Andrew Jackson, 16 May 1820.  Andrew Jackson Papers, Library of Congress.  

Accessed July 4, 2020, https://www.loc.gov/resource/maj.01057_0129_0130/?sp=1. 
113 John C. Calhoun to Andrew Jackson, 24 May 1820.  Andrew Jackson Papers, Library of Congress.  

Accessed July 4, 20202, https://www.loc.gov/item/maj009495/. 



 71 

Jackson spoke out of both sides of his mouth.  He had lobbied Calhoun for such an 

appointment, only to complain to Calhoun that the appointment was a burden for him; he had 

become too busy with other matters.  Further, Jackson claimed that “I had determined never to 

have anything to do again in Indian treaties.”  But since “the President of the U. States is 

desirous that I should engage in this duty…had determined me…to accept the appointment.”  

Jackson also insisted, in this letter as in many others, that his great desire was to help the 

Choctaws.114   

In August of 1818, the Quapaws had ceded a vast tract of land to the United States: most 

of present-day Arkansas and southern Oklahoma.115  Calhoun authorized his negotiating 

commissioners to offer a portion of this newly acquired land in exchange for Choctaw lands in 

Mississippi.  White settlers began—illegally—moving in to the region almost immediately.  

Calhoun ordered Jackson to have these settlers evicted.116  Jackson passed the order on to Major 

William Bradford, the commanding officer at Fort Smith.  Bradford, who carried out the order 

with his soldiers in June of 1819, reported that he had found two hundred families settled in the 

region, some with crops already in the field.  Several years later, Bradford would tell Congress: 

…immediately after, many of those who had removed under the order of myself and 
Captain Combs re-occupied the ground from which they had been removed.  Information 
of this having reached the Government of the United States, an order was sent to Colonel 
Arbuckle…in the fall of last year, commanding him to drive back all such intruders to the 
east side of the line….117 
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But the twice evicted settlers, and others, moved back in again.  The tide of white 

settlement and the drive for land was incessant.  Thus it was that at Doak’s Stand—a tavern on 

the Natchez Trace and the site of the next treaty negotiations—in October 1820, the land that the 

Choctaws would be offered in exchange for their Mississippi lands was land already occupied 

and being settled by white Americans. 

Throughout the summer of 1820, Jackson and his fellow appointed commissioner 

Thomas Hinds worked on the details of the upcoming treaty negotiations, finally getting 

Choctaw representatives to agree—very reluctantly—to meet the first week in October.118  Most 

of the Choctaw leadership was adamantly against removal and had no interest in negotiating at 

all.  There was, however, a faction who favored and had been pushing for removal.  The main 

figure of this faction was James Pitchlynn, the son of John Pitchlynn—for decades the official 

interpreter at the Choctaw Agency—and the older brother of Peter Pitchlynn.119 

James Pitchlynn had been pressing for removal for some years’ previous, writing letters 

to Calhoun, Jackson, and to President Monroe.  He appears in his correspondence to have been 

an early adherent to the view that removal was the only hope for saving the Choctaws, for saving 

their sovereignty, a view to which many of the signers of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek 
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would come to a decade later after the turmoil of the 1820s.  Despite what the Choctaw leaders 

would be pressured to do or felt that they had to do at any given point, it is clear that the vast 

majority of the Choctaw Nation protested any move in the direction of removal at every juncture.  

But in a letter to Calhoun in March of 1819, James Pitchlynn surely exaggerated when he 

claimed that “I believe if there was a treaty held in the nation, there would be one-third or half of 

the nation would move in the fall.”120  James Pitchlynn was also almost certainly “gilding the 

lily” in a letter to Jackson in June 1819 when he wrote,    

I have conversed with all the chiefs and principal men of two districts, and find them 
entirely willing to meet your excellency, and hear the talk of their father thePresident of 
the United States.  The chiefs I have had talks with are Mushulatubbee, General Turner, 
Little Leader, Pooshamataha and Red Fort, who are all highly gratified that their father 
the President has appointed General Jackson to treat with them….  Accept the assurance 
of my zeal for the cause in which you are engaged….121 
 
It is doubtful, on the basis of their own words and pronouncements of this period that 

Mushulatubbee, Pushmataha—and perhaps some of the other listed leaders as well—were as 

enthusiastic and amenable to negotiation as James Pitchlynn portrayed them.  Also in the letter, 

James Pitchlynn told Jackson that his father John Pitchlynn was at that moment presently in the 

third Choctaw district “exerting himself to the utmost” to convince the district chief 

Puckshunubbee to join in the removal faction.122   
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The elder Pitchlynn’s visit may have had some impact, but was not fully effective, for in 

August, John McKee, the negotiator of the Treaty of Fort St. Stephens, and in 1819 the current 

U.S. Agent to the Choctaws, visited Puckshunubbee and reported to Jackson that Puckshunubbee 

might be wavering:  

The day before yesterday I had a conference with Puckshunubbee on the subject of the 
treaty,—He will meet the commissioners on most friendly terms, but will not consent to 
sell or exchange a foot of land, and resisted….  All this however is from policy, to throw 
from his shoulders on the leading captains, the responsibility of making the sale or 
exchange he feels will come.123 
 

Mckee was thus suggesting that Puckshunubbee saw the inevitability of eventual removal, and 

was actually disposed to negotiate a removal treaty, but knowing that opinion in the Choctaw 

Nation ran counter to that view, did not wish to be seen in favor of removal, or to take any blame 

or responsibility when it eventually came.  Jackson, for his part, was eager to capitalize on what 

he perceived from such reports from Mckee and James Pitchlynn as growing weakness in 

Choctaw resistance to removal.  He wrote to Mckee later in August that removal was the best 

thing that could befall the Choctaws because “they are standing in the way of progress.”124  

Jackson’s strategy in the Doak’s Stand negotiations would be to frighten and intimidate the 

Choctaws into signing a treaty. 

Jackson arrived at Doak’s Stand several days earlier than the Choctaws, on September 

28.  His fellow commissioner Thomas Hinds arrived two days later in the company of seventeen 

Mississippi militiamen, who were to be the peacekeeping force for the large gathering.  The first 

Choctaw arrivals, only a few, came on October 2, but the following day, the chiefs 
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Puckshunubbee and Pushmataha arrived with seventy or eighty warriors, between them.  

Puckshunubbee’s men refused the rations provided to them.  When asked why, Puckshunubbee 

answered that since he had no “intention to grant any thing which might be asked by…the 

President, and did not wish to subject him to any expense.”  It was subsequently ascertained by 

the commissioners that David Folsom has been speaking to Puckshunubbee and throughout his 

district, “recommending to them to disregard the talks of the President…and stating…that the 

country which he proposed to exchange with them was not desirable to the nation.”125  Jackson 

and Hinds told Puckshunubbee and his men that their refusal of the rations provided was 

disrespectful and insulting to their father the President, and “the President was disposed to treat 

with them as friends and brothers…if they refused to hear his friendly talk, he might determine 

never to speak to them again.”  At this, most of Puckshunubbee’s men left the treaty grounds and 

returned home, though Puckshunubbee himself stayed, for reasons that are unclear.126 

Over the next several days Choctaws kept trickling into the treaty grounds.  

Mushulatubbee arrived on October 6.  On October 7, Puckshunubbee’s attitude appeared to 

change, for reasons unclear.  The journal of the treaty proceedings for that day read: “Puck-she-

nub-bee…appeared to be in a better humor, and gave us a ball-play.  In the evening Puck-she-
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nub-bee made known to the commissioners that he was desirous to hear the talk of the 

President.”  The commissioners would wait a few more days for more arrivals.127 

On October 10, Jackson delivered his opening talk.  Jackson told the assembled 

Choctaws that as some Choctaws had already “gone and settled on the west side of the 

Mississippi,” they had “been told that many more chiefs and warriors of your nation are anxious 

to remove.”128  “They wish to obtain a new country there, in exchange for a small part of their 

lands here.”129  Jackson then painted a bleak picture for the Choctaws, stressing the poor and 

deteriorating condition of the Choctaws in Mississippi, and the disappearance of game for 

hunting, the latter being a fact the Choctaws knew all too well.  “Many have become beggars and 

drunkards, and are dying of wretchedness and want,” they said.130  “Without a change in your 

situation,” asserted Jackson, “the Choctaw nation must dwindle to nothing.”131 Jackson painted 

their concerns as being motivated by benevolent responsibility: “Humanity requires that 

something should be done” for the Choctaws.  “Your father the President is anxious to make all 

his Choctaw children happy.” But along with such we-care-about-our-poor-red-children 

language, was an ultimatum.  The Choctaws were told that they could not refuse the 

government’s offer to exchange their lands.132 
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128 Ibid.  Jackson had been told for some time by James Pitchlynn that this was the state of the 

Choctaws thinking on the matter, as discussed earlier in this chapter. 
129 Ibid. 
130 Ibid. 
131 ASP: IA 2: 236.  Accessed July 23, 2020, https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008/llsp008.db&recNum=243. 
132 Ibid., 235. Accessed July 23, 2020, https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008/llsp008.db&recNum=242.   
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Jackson promoted the western lands like they were a proverbial promised land: “Your 

father the President…has chosen you a larger and better country, where all those who will not 

cultivate the ground may live by hunting.133  The land is rich, and water good.  The fish, fowl, 

and game are plenty.  He has, at much expense, procured this new country for his Choctaw 

children, where he will protect and defend them.”  Then again, an ultimatum of sorts, “Unless 

you make an exchange, and a part of your nation will go and settle upon it…your father the 

President cannot keep it for them.  His white children are anxious to live upon it.”  This 

statement of Jackson’s was not only true, but as has already been discussed, the “white children” 

were already settling the land in droves, over and over after eviction.  “If this timely proposal is 

refused,” cautioned Jackson, “it may never be offered again.”134 

Jackson continued to coax the Choctaws in paternalistic terms: “Your father the President 

of the United States does not wish to drive you from your land by force; nor does he ask you to 

sell it or give it away.  He has not sent us here to cheat or threaten you.  All these things have 

been told you by mischievous persons…and you should hate them.”135  As it was the opposition 

of those among their own leadership such as David Folsom, and also the missionary Cyrus 

Kingsbury, which Jackson was characterizing here, this statement sowed insinuating seeds of a 

nascent internecine strife within the Choctaw Nation that was only just beginning.  But in a 

careful reading of Jackson’s speech at Doak’s Stand, Jackson betrays himself and his supposed 

paternalistic concern.  Speaking  for the President (but really speaking for himself), Jackson 

                                                 

133 A thinly veiled dig at what Jackson regarded as the failure of the Civilization Plan, and at the resistance 

of many Choctaws to acculturation. 
134 ASP: IA 2: 235. Accessed July 23, 2020, https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008/llsp008.db&recNum=242.   
135 Ibid., 236.  Accessed July 23, 2020, https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
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telegraphed the real agenda and the eventual outcome, though that outcome would still be a 

decade away: “He looks forward to the time when the great body of your nation will be 

compelled by necessity to remove” (emphasis mine).136 After Jackson’s speech, there ensued 

several days of negotiations, objections, offers and counter offers, the Choctaws meeting 

separately in council while the commissioners waited, and further cajoling speeches from the 

commissioners.  At one point Puckshunubbee resignedly “observed that the white people had the 

advantage of the Indians.”137  Once again the Choctaws were pressured and backed into a corner.   

Finally, on October 18, 1820, the Treaty of Doak’s Stand was signed.138  The Choctaw 

had exchanged a third of the remaining Choctaw homeland in Mississippi, over 5,000,000 acres, 

for the lands of the Quapaw cession of two years earlier, 13,000,000 acres, into which white 

settlers were already pouring.139  Notable in the treaty was Article IV, which provided a 

mechanism for acculturation, citizenship, and allotment for those Choctaw who would remain in 

Mississippi:  

                                                 

136 ASP: IA 2: 236.  Accessed July 23, 2020, https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008/llsp008.db&recNum=243. 
137 Ibid., 237.  Accessed July 23, 2020, https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008/llsp008.db&recNum=244.   For the entire day by day proceedings of the 
negotiations at Doak’s Stand, see ASP: IA 2: 234-243. 

138 One of the notable provisions of the Treaty of Doak’s Stand which cannot be discussed at length in this 

work, but should be made mention of, was the establishment of a mounted police force within the Choctaw 
Nation—made up of Choctaws—called the “Lighthorse.”  The treaty stated that the primary reason for the force’s 
establishment was to deal with the rampant issue of the sale of whiskey in the Choctaw Nation, and “to promote 
industry and sobriety amongst all classes of the Red people, in this nation, but particularly the poor….”  The 
Lighthorse were “vested with full power to seize and confiscate all the whiskey which may be introduced into said 
nation, except that used at public stands, or brought in by the permit of the agent, or the principal Chiefs of the three 
Districts.”  Transcript of the Treaty of Doak’s Stand.  Accessed July 5, 2021, 
https://www.choctawnation.com/sites/default/files/2015/09/29/1820_Treaty_of_Doak%E2%80%99s_Stand_original
.pdf.  Though the ostensible reason for the establishment of the Lighthorse was the curtailment of the whiskey trade, 
the Lighthorse exercised wide authority in the arrest, trial, and punishment of tribal lawbreakers generally.  Though 
provision for the corps was made by Articles XII and XIII of the Treaty of Doak’s Stand in 1820, the Lighthorse did 
not become operational until 1824.  The Lighthorse became a Choctaw institution that would continue after removal 
in Indian Territory. 

139 ASP: IA 2: 238.  Accessed July 23, 2020, https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008/llsp008.db&recNum=245. 
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The boundaries hereby established between the Choctaw Indians and the United States, 
on this side of the Mississippi river, shall remain without alteration until the period at 
which said nation shall become so civilized and enlightened as to be made citizens of the 
United States, and Congress shall lay of a limited parcel of land for the benefit of each 
family or individual in the nation.140 
 
Of course, there was a problem.  Very shortly after taking control of the massive cession 

of lands from the Treaty of Doak’s Stand, the Secretary of War, John Calhoun, realized white 

settlers had already squatted on lands of the Quapaw cession.  By the summer of 1824, Calhoun 

would be pressuring the Choctaws again, asking for another treaty, in which the United States 

requested the return of those western lands which had been “exchanged” in payment for their 

eastern homeland, and demanding still more eastern homeland territory.  

White Mississippians celebrated the Treaty of Doak’s Stand in a fashion similar to the 

celebrations when their state had been admitted to the Union just three years earlier.141  Jackson 

and Hinds were feted as heroes.  Jackson, who had already been considered a hero in 

Mississippi, even further cemented his adoration from Mississippians.  The Mississippi 

Republican proclaimed the treaty as an accomplishment for Jackson second only to the Battle of 

New Orleans.142  The following year, 1821, Mississippi named its new capitol, located smack in 

the middle of the Doak’s Stand cession, Jackson.  The county in which the new city of Jackson 

was located was named Hinds County.143 

In a sense, The Treaty of Doak’s Stand can be considered the first “Removal” treaty—

though that title ultimately goes to the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, a decade later—in that it 

                                                 

140 Treaty With The Choctaws, 1820.  Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians.  Accessed July 23, 2020, 

https://www.choctaw.org/aboutMBCI/history/treaties1820.html.  This article was an early echo of the controversial 
Article XIV in the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek in 1830. 

141 Mississippi Republican (Jackson, Mississippi), 31 October 1820.   
142 Ibid.   
143 Port Gibson Correspondent (Port Gibson, Mississippi), 7 December 1821. 
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provided for the removal of at least a substantial portion of the Choctaw Nation from 

Mississippi.  White Mississippians and the federal government both certainly hoped that the 

treaty and the lands in the west which the Choctaws obtained through it would be sufficient 

inducement for the Choctaws to begin removing en masse.  But that didn’t happen.  Very few 

Choctaws removed.  Though now severely diminished, the Choctaws still had a land base in 

Mississippi; it was still their homeland, the land that was, as David Folsom would tell the 

Choctaw agent William Ward nearly a decade later, “our home, our dwelling places, our fields, 

our schools, all our friends; and under us are the dust of the bones of our forefathers…” the land 

that was “dearer to us than any other.  Why talk to us about removing!”144   Ultimately, the 

Treaty of Doak’s Stand did not accomplish its intended purpose.   

In this chapter we have gone from Nanih Waiya to Doak’s Stand.  Though the 

geographical distance between them is only approximately sixty-five miles, we have covered a 

massive scope from the mists of antiquity to a juncture when continued Choctaw sovereignty in 

Mississippi hung by a last thread which threatened to unravel for another decade.  In his talk to 

the Choctaws at Doak’s Stand, Andrew Jackson had uttered something—a single, almost throw 

away sentence amidst the barrage of both paternalistic and threatening words but turning out to 

be prophetic—Jackson predicted that the Choctaws would “be divided amongst yourselves, and 

must be easily conquered by your enemies.”145  In the decade between Doak’s Stand and the 

final removal treaty at Dancing Rabbit Creek, Jackson’s prophecy would come true.  In the 

                                                 

144 David Folsom to William Ward, 7 November 1829, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 757, HL. 
145 ASP: IA 2: 236.  Accessed July 23, 2020, https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008/llsp008.db&recNum=243.   
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1820s, Choctaw voices became increasingly troubled.  We now turn to the turmoil of that 

decade, and and its culmination in the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek in September of 1830.
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CHAPTER III: DOAK’S STAND TO DANCING RABBIT CREEK 

Throughout 1821, John C. Calhoun and his War Department tried, unsuccessfully, to 

move Choctaws west, even resorting to warnings, to which the Choctaws proved indifferent.1  

65,000 dollars had been appropriated by Congress “to carry into effect the treaty,” as well as 

provisions for the removing Choctaws including corn and meat for the journey west, “500 

blankets, 500 kettles, 500 rifle guns…1,000 pounds rifle powder.”  Edmund Folsom, a long-time 

white resident of the Choctaw Nation, was to oversee the removal and guide the Choctaws to 

their new lands in the west.2 It was all to little avail.   

By November of 1821, both Edmund Folsom and Calhoun were admitting defeat in their 

efforts.  Calhoun wrote to the Superintendent of Indian Affairs Thomas McKenney, “From the 

latest accounts from the Choctaw Nation there is great reason to believe that very few, if any of 

that Nation are inclined at present to emigrate west of the Mississippi.”3 Nonetheless, Calhoun’s 

urging—along with that of Edmund Folsom and William Ward—for the Choctaws to move west 

                                                 

1 John C. Calhoun to William Ward, 16 July 1821, Records of the War Department, Indian Affairs, MSS, 

NARA DC.  Christopher Rankin to John C. Calhoun, 11 June 1821, Letters Received by the Secretary of war 1801-
1860, War Department, MSS, NARA DC. 

2 ASP: IA 2: 393, 394. Accessed July 25, 2020, https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008/llsp008.db&recNum=400 and https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008.db&recNum=401.   Edmund Folsom was the uncle of David Folsom.  There 
were three white traders named Folsom who settled in the Choctaw Nation around the time of the American 
Revolution, the brothers Edmond, Ebenezer and Nathaniel, who would become the progenitors of the large and 
influential Folsom family among the Choctaws.  The online Encyclopedia of Arkansas states, incorrectly, that the 
Edmond Folsom who was appointed by Calhoun to oversee removal was a “mixed-blood Choctaw.”  Presumably 
this would refer to the Edmond Folsom the son of Nathaniel and brother of David Folsom (see Chapter Four), who 
was “mixed-blood,” as Nathaniel had married and had many children by a Choctaw woman.  It is impossible, 
however, that this latter “Edmond Folsom” could have been the Choctaw Agent appointed by Calhoun in 1821, as 
that Edmond Folsom is reported to have died young, probably around 1811.  Therefore, the Edmond Folsom who 
attempted to oversee Choctaw Removal in 1821 has to be Edmond Folsom one of the original three Folsom brothers 
to settle in the Choctaw Nation, and the uncle of David Folsom.  See Nathaniel Folsom’s “memoirs…as related as 
related by himself to the missionary, Rev. Cyrus Byington, June, 1823,” and recounted in Cushman, History of the 

Choctaw, Chickasaw and Natchez Indians (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1999), 327. 
3 John C. Calhoun to Thomas L. McKenney, 11 November 1821, The Territorial Papers of the United 

States (Washington, D.C..: Government Printing Office, 1953), XIX, 354, Accessed July 25, 2020, 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=umn.31951d02363844n&view=1up&seq=382. 
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continued through 1822 and into 1823, still to no avail.  By 1823, Calhoun was convinced that 

the treaty needed to be renegotiated, particularly the boundary lines for the land in the west and 

had convinced President Monroe of the same.4  This decision tremendously angered white 

citizens in Mississippi, who felt that the signed and ratified treaty should be a “done deal,” and 

be forced upon the Choctaws, end of story.  As Congress approved funds for new negotiations, 

Calhoun once again appointed Mississippian Thomas Hinds, the lead negotiator for the Treaty of 

Doak’s Stand, to go to the Choctaw Nation to negotiate a new treaty.  But William Ward wrote 

to Calhoun warning that the Choctaws had refused to entertain a meeting with any 

commissioners.  Then, wrote Ward, “I am requested by some of the chiefs to ask the 

President…if it would be agreeable that they should visit the City of Washington to hold a talk 

with the President about the land beyond the Mississippi in preference to make a treaty with any 

commissioners that might be sent.”5   

Calhoun refused and went ahead with plans to send treaty commissioners to the 

Choctaws:  Thomas Hinds, and William Woodward from the Arkansas Territory.  As the main 

sticking point to be renegotiated from the Treaty of Doak’s Stand was concerned the boundary 

lines in Arkansas Territory, Calhoun deemed it only fitting that a prominent Arkansan should be 

involved in the negotiations.  Still, the veteran Hinds would be the lead commissioner.  In 

October of 1823, Calhoun sent Hinds and Woodward’s letters of appointment and instructions 

through the Choctaw agent Ward.  Ward, incensed by Calhoun’s ignoring of his warnings about 

the Choctaws, and feeling as the agent on the ground in the Choctaw Nation, he knew best, 

                                                 

4 John C. Calhoun to Senator Henry Johnson, 15 February 1823, Records of the War Department, Indian 

Affairs, MSS, NARA DC. 
5 William Ward to John C. Calhoun, 12 August 1823, Letters Received by the Secretary of war 1801-1860, 

War Department, MSS, NARA DC. 
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decided to destroy the letter to Hinds.  It was never delivered.6  Woodward showed up in the 

Choctaw Nation in December, expecting a meeting with the Choctaws and was shocked to find 

Hinds was absent.  Investigating matters, Woodward was able to discover Ward’s transgression, 

and reported to Calhoun that Ward had “willfully and deliberately suppressed highly important 

papers.”  For his part, Hinds, upon being informed of what had transpired, surprisingly came to 

Ward’s defense, saying that he would have refused the appointment anyway, and praising Ward 

for his “efficiency.”  Furious, Woodward returned home to Arkansas.7  Such disarray, disunity, 

and lack of communication (Hinds, for example, apparently had had no previous communication 

on the matter of another treaty negotiation nor his participation in it, and Calhoun apparently had 

no inkling that Hinds was disinclined to do so) in the ranks of government officials worked in the 

Choctaws favor, at least temporarily. 

Calhoun was enraged by the debacle but kept it quiet anyway for fear of being ridiculed 

in Washington.  And so, reversing course, Calhoun relented upon his previous rejection of the 

Choctaw chiefs’ wish to come to Washington for talks, and extended an invitation for a meeting 

there for June of 1824.  The meeting was delayed, however, as the Choctaw delegation did not 

set out for Washington until late September of 1824, arriving in Washington on November 1.8  

Negotiations lasted into the new year, and finally the new Treaty of Washington City was signed 

on January 20, 1825.  The story of that treaty, the fateful journey of the Choctaw delegation from 

Mississippi to Washington, and the events and struggles during the Choctaws three months spent 

                                                 

6 William Woodward to John C. Calhoun, 11 December 1823, Letters Received by the Secretary of war 

1801-1860, War Department, MSS, NARA DC. 
7 William Woodward to John C. Calhoun, 11 December 1823, Letters Received by the Secretary of war 

1801-1860, War Department, MSS, NARA DC. 
8 Thomas L. McKenney to Cyrus Kingsbury, 5 November 1824, Records of the Office of Indian Affairs, 

Letters Sent 1824-1833, MSS, NARA DC. 
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in Washington, are best told through the lens of members of the Choctaw delegation.  This is 

keeping with the expressed concern of this work that it be told in Choctaw voices as much as 

possible.  Therefore, that story will be told in parts in Chapters Four and Seven to follow, 

respectively. 

In the new treaty, the Choctaws ended up losing a sizable portion of the Arkansas land 

that they had received in the Treaty of Doak’s Stand.  Arkansans began to oppose the treaty as 

soon as it was ratified.  The Arkansas Gazette wrote of the new treaty, “We do lose by it,” and 

blasted the federal government and enflamed the territorial citizenry, reporting that surely no 

more than half of the land given to the Choctaws in the Treaty of Doak’s Stand would be 

returned by the new treaty.9  As it turned out, however, when the new boundary line was 

surveyed, the Arkansas Gazette was forced to back off of its inflammatory claims and admit that 

the actual situation was not as dire to the settlers, and more acceptable than they had originally 

reported.  In the end, the Arkansas settlers had lost very little of the Quapaw cession land they 

had squatted upon.10 

Also in the 1825 treaty was a new annuity of six thousand dollars which the Choctaws 

intended to use for education of Choctaw youth, the accomplishing of which most of the chiefs 

regarded as the best hope for the future maintenance of Choctaw sovereignty.11  There was 

substantial disagreement with the Choctaw leadership, however, as to the best manner in which 

the annuity should be used, and the best strategy for educating Choctaw youths.  David Folsom 

and James McDonald, in league with John Pitchlynn and the missionary Cyrus Kingsbury 

                                                 

9 Arkansas Gazette (Arkansas Post, Arkansas) 15 March 1825, p. 3 (Newspapers.com). 
10 Arkansas Gazette (Arkansas Post, Arkansas) 19 April 1825, p. 3 and 20 December 1825, p.3 

(Newspapers.com). 
11 Lancaster Intelligencer (Lancaster, Pennsylvania) 1 March 1825, p. 2 (Newspapers.com). 
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envisioned a Choctaw National Academy in the Choctaw Nation, a secondary school run by 

missionaries.12  Mushulatubbee and a group of Choctaw headmen expressed to the Choctaw 

agent William Ward that they were opposed to such a plan.13  Presumably this was because of 

their opposition to the evangelistic mission of the missionaries.  Mushulatubbee, as will be seen 

in Chapter Five, though in agreement with the general consensus that education was the path to a 

secure and sovereign future for the Choctaws, had a rocky and uneasy relationship to the 

missionaries, at best, and at times outright hostility toward them.  Ultimately, Mushulatubbee 

took it upon himself to appropriate the six-thousand-dollar annuity to send Choctaw youth to a 

fledgling “Choctaw Academy” in Kentucky run by the lawyer and politician (and later to be 

Vice-President) Richard Mentor Johnson.14   

Thus it was that the twenty-one Choctaw boys were sent off to Great Crossings, 

Kentucky to the new school, in October 1825.15 By the summer of 1826, the number of 

Choctaws studying at Great Crossings had swelled to sixty-three.”16  The Academy would 

                                                 

12 Cyrus Kingsbury to James Barbour, 6 July 1825, The Choctaw Academy: Official Correspondence, 

1825-1841.  Edited and compiled by Joe R. Goss (Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 6. 
13 A “headman” was a “captain” of sorts, with some position and influence in the leadership of the Nation, 

under the authority of a principal chief.  There was a principal chief for each of the three Choctaw districts, but there 
could be many headmen from each district.  Many documents of the period are signed with the names and marks (as 
most were illiterate) not only of the principal chiefs, but also by their headmen, thus indicated their support and 
agreement to the substance of the document. 

14 Cyrus Kingsbury to Thomas L. McKenney, 28 September 1825, The Choctaw Academy: Official 

Correspondence, 1825-1841.  Edited and compiled by Joe R. Goss (Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 13. 
15 Choctaw Council to the Secretary of War, 27 August 1825, The Choctaw Academy: Official 

Correspondence, 1825-1841.  Edited and compiled by Joe R. Goss (Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 9.  Thomas 
L. McKenney to William Ward, 29 September 1825, The Choctaw Academy: Official Correspondence, 1825-1841.  
Edited and compiled by Joe R. Goss (Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 11.  Further details of the disagreement 
over the schooling of Choctaw youth and the appropriation—or misappropriation depending upon whom one is 
listening to—will be discussed at various points in the biographical chapters in Part Two. 

16 Richard Mentor Johnson to the War Department, 20 August 1826, The Choctaw Academy: Official 

Correspondence, 1825-1841.  Edited and compiled by Joe R. Goss (Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 32.  In 
1831, as removal was under way, the Academy was graduating approximately ten students per year, and the student 
body at the Choctaw Academy numbered one hundred, composed of Choctaws, Creeks, and Pottawatomies.  Samuel 
S. Hamilton to William Ward, 27 June 1831, The Choctaw Academy: Official Correspondence, 1825-1841.  Edited 
and compiled by Joe R. Goss (Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 49, and “Notice of the Choctaw Academy No. 
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continue to grow each year, even into the removal years of the early 1830s.17  Meanwhile 

Thomas McKenney and the Bureau of Indian Affairs set about the task of moving the Choctaws 

to Arkansas.  Or trying to.  McKenney appointed a Mississippian, William McClellan as 

Choctaw agent in the West.  His charge from McKenney was to convince the Choctaws on 

matters of their removal and the government’s benevolent intentions towards them, but first, he 

must clear the Choctaw’s Arkansas land of settlers.  McClellan spent May and June of 1825 

persuading settlers to move and evacuate the now Choctaw land.  This endeavor generally 

proceeded well, but when McClellan turned his attention to the Choctaws he met a dead end.  

There was near complete refusal on the part of the Choctaws to emigrate.18  As discussed earlier 

in this chapter, as with their refusals after Doak’s Stand, the Choctaws still had a land base in 

Mississippi; it was still their homeland, and as to the land in Arkansas, some Choctaws hunted 

there frequently, and the land was regarded as inferior (for agriculture) to their Mississippi land.   

Faced with the Choctaws continued resistance, McKenney wrote to Choctaw agent 

William Ward with instructions to bring a delegation of Choctaw chiefs back to Washington to 

negotiate yet another new treaty.  Writing to Ward in January of 1826, McKenney urged Ward to 

make haste in this task so that a new treaty could go to the Senate for ratification before their fall 

recess, and to tell the Choctaw chiefs that this would be “the last time that the United States 

wants some of their land.”19  In the hindsight of history, of course, the statement is abundantly 

                                                 

48,” 1831, The Choctaw Academy: Official Correspondence, 1825-1841.  Edited and compiled by Joe R. Goss 
(Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 50. 

17 In 1832, the student body totaled one hundred and twenty, seventy- one Choctaws, and the remainder 

from a half dozen other tribes.  “Quarterly report…August 1832,” The Choctaw Academy: Official Correspondence, 
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18 William McClellan to Thomas L. McKenney, 12 November 1825, Letters Received by the Office of 
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19 Thomas L. McKenney to William Ward, 16 January 1826, Records of the Office of Indian Affairs, 
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ironic.  The Choctaw chiefs’ refusal to Ward’s message was swift and emphatic.  As Ward would 

convey Mushulatubbee’s words to McKenney, “We…have come to a resolution to sell no more 

land on any terms.”20 

Meanwhile, despite their steadfast resistance to removal, the Choctaw Nation was in 

increasing disarray.  A smallpox epidemic raged, brought back to the Nation by a group of 

warriors who had visited New Orleans.  By April of 1826, 400 Choctaws had died from the 

disease.21  Additionally, it was at this time that internal dissension began to intensify among the 

Choctaw leadership.  The Choctaws had a confederacy of sorts between the three districts of the 

Choctaw Nation, the Okla Falaya (“people who are widely dispersed”), which constituted the 

Western district, the Okla Tannap (“people from the other side”), which constituted the 

Northeast district, and the Okla Hannali (“people of six towns”), which was the southernmost 

district.  Though this was a decentralized system, until his death in Washington, DC on 

Christmas Eve, 1824—while a member of the Choctaw delegation negotiating the Treaty of 

Washington City—the venerable old chief Pushmataha had commanded widespread respect 

among the entire nation and functioned, essentially, as a unifying figure.  The Choctaw lawyer 

James McDonald (see Chapter Seven) made a push to unify the Choctaws, knowing that the 

infighting helped their fight against removal not at all.  He wrote to Thomas McKenney that 

unless another such leader as Pushmataha emerged in the nation, one that could command 

respect and keep harmony among the Choctaws, a sovereign Choctaw Nation would not 

survive.22 
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On May 20, 1826, Congress passed “An Act to enable then President of the United States 

to hold a treaty with the Choctaw….”23  As the historian Arthur DeRosier justly pointed out, 

“The word enable is quite misleading.  They really meant force.”24  Congress, and particularly 

the representatives and senators from Mississippi, were growing increasingly impatient at what 

they perceived as a lingering and intransigent Choctaw removal problem.  The Mississippi 

Senator Thomas B. Reed argued adamantly that as long as the Indians “were removed from the 

influence of our laws, the Indians would never leave their lands; and that so soon as our laws 

were brought to act upon these vagabonds, it would have a tendency to induce the Indians to 

change their residence.”  In Reed’s view, the Choctaws (and the Chickasaws as well) must either 

give up their lands and become citizens of the state of Mississippi, or they must leave 

Mississippi.  Either way, and sooner or later, their lands would be taken from them.25   

Reed’s pronouncements in Congress in fact essentially foreshadowed or predicted the 

exact eventual outcome four years later in 1830.  The agonizing choice the Choctaws would face 

was submitting to the laws and citizenship of Mississippi and becoming a severely marginalized 

and dispossessed population hanging on in a sea of white civilization, or to go west, preserving 

what they could of their political sovereignty.  This was the agonizing choice that all the 

Choctaw leaders were contemplating in the late 1820s, and it was the choice every Choctaw 

would have to make once the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek was signed in 1830.  Most would 

go upon the “Trail of Tears and Death” (see Chapter Eight).  Their descendants now constitute 
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(Windsor, Vermont) 1 July 1826, p. 1 (Newspapers.com). 
24 DeRosier, The Removal of the Choctaw Indians, 90. 
25 State Journal (Jackson, Mississippi) 3 May 1826, p. 1 (Newspapers.com). 
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the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma.  Many fewer would stay in Mississippi, eventually becoming 

the federally recognized Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians.26 

Public Act 63, as it was called, which “enabled” or rather forced a new treaty negotiation 

upon the Choctaws, and which Mississippi Senator Reed had vigorously promoted, caused great 

anger in the Choctaw Nation.  Realizing that time and again they had been promised that the 

most recent treaty would be the last treaty, and having been promised time and again, only to 

have the promise quickly broken, that no further land cessions would be demanded, the Choctaw 

leadership now realized the imperative of a unified policy and strategy, if not yet a completely 

unified government structure.  Consequently, in the summer of 1826, several councils of the 

Choctaw leadership were held to hammer out just such a unified policy, and attempt also to 

produce a more unified government.  The former Choctaw Agent John McKee (by this time a 

representative in Congress from Alabama) did not think such an effort would succeed, however.  

He wrote to the Secretary of War James Barbour that especially among the older chiefs, he saw 

and felt a spirit of great discouragement, fatigue, and growing fatalism.  This was despite the fact 

that the overwhelming majority opinion in the Choctaw Nation remained against removal.27  The 

tribal council meetings in 1826 were momentous, however, because in them, the Choctaws 

codified their first group of written laws, what may be regarded as a national “constitution.”28  In 

addition, in response to Public Act 63, if another treaty negotiation was going to be forced upon 

them, they must be ready with a unified policy. 

                                                 

26 Of a total population of approximately 20,000 at the time of removal, approximately 4,000 Choctaws 

remained in Mississippi.  The Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians has a post-removal story of incredible tenacity 
and resilience up until the present day, when they have become a cultural and economic force to be reckoned with in 
the State of Mississippi.  This story has been told by Katherine M.B. Osburn, Choctaw Resurgence in Mississippi: 

Race, Class, and Nation Building in the Jim Crow South, 1830-1977 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2014).  
27 John McKee to James Barbour, 9 August 1826, Choctaw Emigration 1826-1833, MSS, NARA DC. 
28 For a fuller discussion of this “constitution” and historical debate concerning it, see Chapter Six. 
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The momentous nature of the proceedings notwithstanding, unity did, at least initially, 

prove illusive.  Many of the younger to middle generation of leaders shared John Mckee’s 

assessment that their older chiefs were weary of the fight and fearing that they would sell out the 

Choctaw Nation in another treaty negotiation with the U.S. government, the national council 

took the extraordinary step of deposing Robert Cole as principal chief in the Western district 

(Okla Falaya), and Mushulatubbee in the Northeastern district (Okla Tannap).  Cole was 

replaced with Greenwood LeFlore, Mushulatubbee with David Folsom.  According to an account 

from George Gaines, a special agent to the Choctaw at the time who had been appointed to help 

convince the Choctaw leadership, both Folsom and LeFlore had campaigned for the deposing of 

Mushulatubbee and Cole, knowing that the overwhelming majority of the nation stood against 

removal, they took an adamant stance, pledging themselves ahead of time to oppose any treaty 

proposals.29  In informing him of the deposing of Mushulatubbee and of his own ascendancy to 

the office, David Folsom wrote to McKenney, “we have some commotions…But I am happy to 

tell you there is no bloodshed.”30   

The “commotions” to which Folsom was referring must surely have been the opposition 

of the “traditionalist” chief Nitakechi to what had just happened.31  Horatio Cushman reported 

that “As soon as the council adjourned…David Folsom, fearing the hot words passed in the 

council might be but the preliminaries of something serious, immediately sent a messenger to 

                                                 

29ASP: IA 2: 709.  Accessed April 19, 2021. https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008/llsp008.db&recNum=716.  This “coup,” of sorts, and some of its 
implications, will be discussed further in each of the chapters covering the principals involved: Chapter Four for 
David Folsom, Chapter Five for Mushulatubbee, and Chapter Eight for Greenwood LeFlore. 

30 David Folsom to Thomas McKenney, 27 June 1826, Grant Foreman Collection, Box 30, Vol. 59, pp. 25-

27, Helmerich Center for American Research at the Thomas Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa Oklahoma (Hereafter 
HCAR). 

31 Though I try generally to avoid the use of the simplistic label “traditionalist” in this work, of all the 

principals treated herein, this label may indeed fit the figure of Nitakechi.  See Chapter Five. 
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Greenwood Le Flore…to inform him of the unpleasant state of affairs existing in his 

district…and also the fears he entertained of its resulting in bloodshed.”  LeFlore responded 

quickly, collecting “a large body of his warriors…and hastened to…Folsom’s place of residence.  

In the meantime, rumor was on the wing that Moshulatubbee and Nittakachih had threatened to 

depose…Folsom and reinstate Moshulatubbee even if it had to be done by tomahawk and rifle.”  

Folsom soon learned that indeed Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi were collecting warriors.  Folsom 

responded by collecting his own warriors.32  The Choctaw Nation was now poised on the brink 

of a potential civil war, with Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi’s followers arming themselves, 

Folsom’s supporters arming themselves, and Greenwood LeFlore with warriors on the way to 

reinforce Folsom’s forces. 

Cushman claims to have witnessed the warriors of Greenwood LeFlore passing by his 

missionary parents’ home on their way to rendezvous with David Folsom’s forces: “For two or 

three days, and frequently during the night, bands of warriors continued to pass dressed in all the 

Choctaw paraphernalia of war.”  Cushman would have been six years old at the time.  He wrote 

that his parents, worried about the impending violence, made ready to leave their home at a 

moment’s notice.  In the end, however, according to Cushman, things were resolved peacefully: 

“But this difficulty, the result of which seemed would invariably terminate in civil war, was 

brought to a happy settlement by an incident which I relate here from memory as I heard it in my 

boyhood, when narrated to Mr. Cushman by Colonel David Folsom, and which was so impressed 

upon my youthful mind, that distance nor time has been able to efface it from the pages of 

memory.”33 

                                                 

32 Cushman, History of the Choctaw, Chickasaw and Natchez Indians, 277-278. 
33 Ibid., 279. It should probably be noted that Horatio Cushman always refers to his family in the third 

person, as “Calvin Cushman,” or “Mr. Cushman,” and to his family not as “my family,” but at “Mr. Cushman’s 
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According to Cushman’s memory of what David Folsom told his father then, the forces 

of LeFlore and Folsom rendezvoused and marched south toward Demopolis, where it had been 

reported to them that Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi had assembled their warriors.  On the second 

day of their march, they received word from one of their scouts that Mushulatubbee and 

Nitakechi’s forces were advancing from Demopolis to meet them.  On the morning of the third 

day, the scouts reported that their forces were only a few miles distant.  A few hours later, 

Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi’s forces were seen approaching in the distance.  According to 

David Folsom’s account as related to Calvin Cushman and then remembered by Horatio, the two 

armies continued advancing towards each other until they stopped and stood in silence at a 

distance of around two hundred yards from each other.  The silence continued for several 

minutes, with Folsom wondering if it was really going to come to bloodshed.34 

Then Nitakechi stepped forward alone and approached Folsom and LeFlore’s forces 

slowly.  Nitakechi stopped “about halfway,” and stood, statue-like, according to Folsom, with his 

arms crossed simply staring at them.  The silence continued.  Folsom, searching for a meaning to 

the spectacle, decided that it was meant for him to meet Nitakechi halfway in the field between 

the armies.  Folsom had only taken a few steps towards Nitakechi when he said he saw the 

opposing warriors raise their rifles and point them at him.  Behind him, Folsom said, he then 

heard “the ominous click of the rifle-locks of my own men.”  Folsom continued until he was 

within just a few steps of Nitakechi.  Folsom broke the silence, and according to the Cushman 

                                                 

family.”  It strikes the modern reader as a strange construction which might make one question whether he is 
actually referring to his own family at all, though the surname be the same.  I was able to confirm through 
genealogical sources, however, that Calvin Cushman was indeed the father of Horatio Cushman, and therefore 
Horatio Cushman was writing about his own family.  See also, Angie Debo, The Rise and Fall of the Choctaw 
Republic (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1934): 42-43. 

34 Cushman, History of the Choctaw, Chickasaw and Natchez Indians, 280, 281. 
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account said something like this: “Nittakachih, it would be…folly for me to speak as if nothing 

had occurred to justify your present attitude.”  The gist of the speech that followed can be 

paraphrased as basically “Nittakechi, for the good of our people, let’s talk, let’s not do this.”  

Nitakechi accepted the “proffered words of reconciliation.”  The two leaders talked briefly there 

on what might have been the “battlefield,” had things gone differently.  At the end of their brief 

talk, they shook hands, at which “instantly every rifle was lowered.”35  A civil war had been 

averted. 

Did this incident actually happen?  I have found no corroboration for it in any other 

primary source.36  If it did happen, we must acknowledge that there is undoubtedly a healthy 

dose of dramatic flair in Cushman’s telling of the incident, and indeed that dramatic 

embellishment may have been present in David Folsom’s original telling.  It may well be that 

Folsom, telling the story, wished to portray the scene and himself in a certain light.  It should 

also be kept in mind that in his History of the Choctaw, Cushman expressed admiration at the 

good character of David Folsom, especially of Folsom’s Christian zeal, and so would have been 

inclined to take Folsom’s account completely at face value, and even to make Folsom look like 

the hero of the story.  But keeping all of that in mind, if the incident—with or without the 

dramatic embellishments—is true, then it illustrates just how intense the internecine strife and 

disunity among the Choctaw leadership in the late 1820s had become.  And certainly, there can 

                                                 

35 Cushman, History of the Choctaw, Chickasaw and Natchez Indians, 281-284. 
36 The incident is undated in Cushman, though it is placed in Cushman’s narrative right after the 1826 

deposing of Mushulatubbee, which is why I have placed it here.  In her book Choctaws and Missionaries in 

Mississippi, 1818-1918, Clara Sue Kidwell makes this the same incident as occurred in 1829 when LeFlore 
advanced on Mushulatubbee’s home with 800 men.  Clara Sue Kidwell, Choctaws and Missionaries in Mississippi, 

1818-1918 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1995), 137-139.  I have discussed that incident later in this 
chapter, as well as discussed it with reference to Mushulatubbee’s role and response in Chapter Five, and with 
reference to LeFlore’s role and response in Chapter Eight.  The details as recounted in the 1829 incident by 
eyewitnesses Robert Jones and William Ward, are so different from the events in Cushman’s account that I am of 
the opinion that these are two different incidents, three years apart. 
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be no doubt that the internecine strife within the ranks of the Choctaw leadership, beginning in 

earnest around 1826 and continuing through the early years of removal, would create the 

opportunity, the opening needed for Mississippi and the United States to finally accomplish their 

longstanding aim of appropriating all Choctaw land, and removing the Choctaws.  It is a very 

unfortunate fact. 

After the ascendancy of Folsom and LeFlore to chiefly status, the National Council then 

selected a group of thirteen leaders to meet with the U.S. treaty commissioners in November 

which included Nitakechi, James McDonald, and Peter Pitchlynn.  It is significant, and perhaps 

somewhat curious, to note that neither David Folsom nor Greenwood LeFlore, the newly 

ascendant chiefs of their districts, were among the thirteen, but Nitakechi was.  Though the 

reasons for the omission of Folsom and LeFlore, and the inclusion of Nitakechi are uncertain, it 

may be wondered whether this was part of a deal with Nitakechi to keep the fragile peace.  

Nitakechi given his background and his views, would have been suspicious of the motivations of 

Folsom and LeFlore in any treaty negotiations.  Perhaps he had bargained for his presence and 

their absence in the committee of thirteen.  We cannot, of course, know for certain. 

When the appointed thirteen Choctaw leaders met with U.S. treaty commissioners 

William Clark, Thomas Hinds, and John Coffee beginning on 6 November 1826, the 

commissioners were incensed by what they viewed as the Choctaws obstinacy.  For all their 

internal disunity at the time, the Choctaws presented a unified response at the negotiating table.  

The commissioners wrote to the Secretary of War, James Barbour, 

…we endeavored…to explain to them…the advantages that would result to the Choctaw 
nation by their removal to the west.  After which we offered the terms on which the 
United States would pay the nation for the country they claim on the east side of the 
Mississippi…which offer was so liberal…that the nation certainly would have accepted 
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it, had they not determined previously that they would not accede to any terms offered 
them.37 

The commissioners then made another offer “that the nation should cede a small tract of country 

on the Tombigbee River, and to adjoin Monroe County, in the State of Mississippi, so as to 

enable that State to form a judicial district.”  Again, the commissioners offered what they termed 

“a liberal price.”  The Choctaw leaders issued “a flat denial.”  The commissioners admitted 

defeat to Barbour: “We have failed in every proposition that has been made them for the whole 

or any part of their country.”38  The commissioners left the treaty grounds and the Choctaw 

Nation on November 19. 

Thomas McKenney was disappointed by the failure, but still held hope that a treaty could 

be made.  He wrote to James Barbour of the reasons he believed the treaty efforts had failed.  

McKenney suggested to Barbour that the mode in which American officials were approaching 

the Choctaws was all wrong.  And he had apparently come to hold a low opinion of the treaty 

commissioners.  The U.S. must approach the situation more intelligently according to 

McKenney.  “Men of character and fidelity” must be sent to the Choctaws, “and not scoundrels.”  

McKenney decided to make a trip to Mississippi himself to see if he could negotiate a treaty.39  

McKenney left Washington in July of 1827, and the summer and early fall visiting and meeting 

with the Cherokee, Creek and Chickasaw nations on his way, hoping to convince them to make 

removal treaties as well.  He arrived in the Choctaw Nation on October 15 and received a festive 

                                                 

37 ASP: IA 2: 709.  Accessed April 19, 2021. https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008/llsp008.db&recNum=716.   
38 Ibid. 
39 Thomas L. McKenney to James Barbour, 27 December 1826, Records of the Office of Indian Affairs, 

Letters Sent 1824-1833, MSS, NARA DC. 
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reception, with feasts, dances, and much ceremony.  That very night, buoyed by the warm 

reception, he wrote to Barbour, “I think I shall succeed.”40 

But the warm reception notwithstanding, the chiefs had not changed their minds.  

McKenney tried for two days to—in his view—make the Choctaws understand the gravity of 

their situation, that if the State of Mississippi passed a law abolishing the Choctaw Nation (which 

was in fact being debated by the Mississippi legislature) their sovereignty would be lost.  The 

only solution, argued McKenney, was for the Choctaws to leave their homeland and the 

aggression of their white neighbors.41  The Choctaw chief’s reply read, in part: “We are thankful 

for your advice—but more than sorry…we have been unanimous in declining to accept it….  We 

now wish you a plain and straight path home, and that health and happiness may attend you.”42  

Essentially, a 19th century Choctaw version of “Thank you very much, but no; Goodbye and 

don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”  The official letter was signed notably by David 

Folsom, Greenwood LeFlore, and Peter Pitchlynn, among many others.43 

McKenney’s reply was, not surprisingly, paternalistic in tone: “I cannot help but feel 

troubled for you…to think you must be lost, if you do not rise up and look around you.  Let my 

voice keep sounding in your ears…if you get into trouble, send me word, and, if I can, I will help 

you….  I am the red man’s friend, and shall always be so.”44  But McKenney was not inclined to 

give up, and spent three additional days trying to convince the chiefs.  He wrote to Barbour that 

                                                 

40 Thomas McKenney to James Barbour, 15 October 1827, Records of the Office of Indian Affairs, Letters 

Sent 1824-1833, MSS, NARA DC. 
41 Thomas L. McKenney, Memoirs, Official and Personal; with Sketches of Travels Among the Northern 

and Southern Indians, Volume I (New York: Paine and Burgess, 1846), 336-338. 
42 Ibid., 338. 
43 Ibid.  James McDonald was not among the signers, as he was not in the nation at this time but had gone 

to Ohio to attempt to practice law there.  See the in-depth discussion of McDonald’s life in Chapter Six. 
44 Thomas L. McKenney, Memoirs, Official and Personal; with Sketches of Travels Among the Northern 

and Southern Indians, Volume I (New York: Paine and Burgess, 1846), 339. 
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he thought he had ascertained the reason for the chief’s failure to see the gravity of their 

situation, and their steadfast refusal to accept the remedy: They in fact did see it, but “The chiefs 

were bound, I discovered, to reject, openly, any proposition,” or they would “bring upon 

themselves the charge of inconsistency, and possibly the rebuke, if not chastisement, of the 

nation.”  McKenney went on to claim to Barbour that one of the chiefs, who he did not name, 

had come to him privately and “told me, in plain terms, it was not possible for the chiefs to even 

seem to approve it,” or it would be declared that “they had sold their country, which, if it did not 

result in shooting them by the way-side, or cutting their throats, would lose them their 

influence….”  The chiefs, according to McKenney, were in fear for their lives from their own 

people.45   

It is my opinion that McKenney’s pronouncements here should be taken with at least a 

mild skepticism.  I have not found in the documentary record a corroboration of this view from a 

Choctaw principal or voice.  It is conceivable that McKenney saw the situation selectively 

through the lens of his desperate desire to make sense of the continued and adamant refusal of 

the Choctaws to budge on the matter.  That the chiefs feared for their lives from rank-and-file 

Choctaws if they budged or didn’t fear…I think neither can be definitively established beyond 

doubt. 

Though McKenney did not mention the name of the chief who came to him privately in 

the passage of the letter discussed above, it may have been Greenwood LeFlore.  Later in the 

letter McKenney mentioned that LeFlore told him “in substance, that “if the guarantees were 

                                                 

45 Thomas L. McKenney, Memoirs, Official and Personal; with Sketches of Travels Among the Northern 

and Southern Indians, Volume I (New York: Paine and Burgess, 1846), 339. 
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with me…the answer might have been different.”46  Here we see an indication of what is either 

LeFlore’s suspect commitment to continued Choctaw sovereignty in their homeland, or it is 

rather a wavering from an earlier stance of this commitment.  LeFlore is a difficult figure to sort 

out, and a full attempt at such will be made in Chapter Eight. 

McKenney’s trip to the Choctaw Nation was not entirely without result.  The chiefs did 

agree to an investigative expedition to the lands in the west, with the stipulation—pushed by 

McKenney—that they would make a report their findings to the entire Choctaw Nation upon 

their return.47  McKenney, upon his return to Washington, set about organizing the expedition.  

Mississippi’s legislators were angry with McKenney’s failure to negotiate a new treaty and had 

lost patience with the Indian Commissioner.  They pushed for a special Choctaw Removal bill in 

Congress.  While the bill passed the House of Representatives, it was defeated in the Senate on 

22 May 1828.48  White Mississippians’ and their politicians’ hopes had been frustrated yet again. 

McKenney chose, not surprisingly perhaps given the discussion above, Greenwood 

LeFlore to be the leader of the Choctaw expedition.  Because of their interactions during 

McKenney’s visit, the Indian Commissioner held the feeling that LeFlore was his man to 

eventually accomplish Choctaw removal.49  McKenney was able to get congressional approval 

on an appropriations bill to bankroll the Choctaw expedition.50  Perhaps in a harbinger of what 

was to come in the eventual removal, the government proved unable to procure necessary and 

                                                 

46 Thomas L. McKenney, Memoirs, Official and Personal; with Sketches of Travels Among the Northern 

and Southern Indians, Volume I (New York: Paine and Burgess, 1846), 339. 
47 Thomas L. McKenney to James Barbour, 18 November 1827, Records of the Office of Indian Affairs, 

Letters Sent 1824-1833, MSS, NARA DC. 
48 Niles National Register (St. Louis, Missouri), 31 May 1828, p. 10 (Newspapers.com). 
49 William Ward to Peter Potter, 11 October 1828, Letters Received by the Secretary of war 1801-1860, 

War Department, MSS, NARA DC. 
50 Niles National Register (St. Louis, Missouri) 26 April 1828, p. 8 (Newspapers.com). 
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sufficient supplies for the expedition, and much to McKenney’s frustration, the expedition was 

delayed in departing the Choctaw lands in Mississippi until mid-August.51  Along with 

Greenwood LeFlore, the party also included the up-and-coming young leader Peter Pitchlynn.52  

The expedition arrived in the Kiamichi region (now southeastern Oklahoma) in late September.  

Over the next two months, they explored the new lands widely.  They found that two essential 

resources, water and wood, were in scarce supply as compared to their abundance in Mississippi.  

In addition, they concluded that the soil was also inferior to the soil of their Mississippi 

homeland.  Peter Pitchlynn would write in his diary that the lands to which the government 

wanted the Choctaws to emigrate were “generally poor and unfit for cultivation, no springs.”53  

Disappointed and unimpressed, the Choctaw explorers returned to Mississippi in December.  

While they had been gone, a new President had been elected: Andrew Jackson.  If the 

“Indian policy” that had been pursued for over a decade by John Calhoun and Thomas 

McKenney could be considered “moderate,” that run was about to end.  The Choctaws had 

endured, as Arthur DeRosier put it well, “bribery, threats, insulting language, and propaganda.”54  

Though by now it could be no secret nor surprise to any Choctaw person that the State of 

Mississippi and the U.S. government wanted them out of the coveted Mississippi lands, to this 

point, the decision had still ultimately come down to them.  During the previous decade, there 

had been two treaties (Doak’s Stand and Washington City, respectively) designed to facilitate a 

Choctaw removal from Mississippi.  Yet during the decade, according to an estimate by Samuel 

                                                 

51 Thomas L. McKenney to William Ward, 10 June 1828, Records of the Office of Indian Affairs, Letters 

Sent 1824-1833, MSS, NARA DC. 
52 Diary of Peter Pitchlynn, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, Box 6, Folder 1, OU-WHC.  Some of 

Pitchlynn’s recollections of the expedition will be found in Chapter Seven. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Arthur H. DeRosier, Jr., The Removal of the Choctaw Indians (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 

1970): 98. 
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Hamilton, McKenney’s successor as Commissioner of Indian Affairs, less than fifty Choctaws 

had actually emigrated west.55  Under Jackson, this would change, immediate removal of the 

Choctaws would be demanded…and by any means necessary. 

Southern states such as Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia, with large native populations 

had overwhelmingly supported Jackson, and in fact rejoiced at his election for the primary 

reason that they foresaw that with Jackson in the presidency, their “Indian problem” would be 

finally solved, prime cotton growing land could be appropriated, and Mississippi in particular 

anticipated wealth to flow into the state.  Choctaw and Chickasaw Removal were key to their 

achieving greatness.  In eager anticipation of a Jackson victory and the concomitant change in 

Indian policy, the Mississippi legislature passed an act in February 1829 “to extend legal process 

into that part of the state now occupied by the Chickasaw and Choctaw tribes of Indians.”56  The 

law essentially attempted to annex Indian lands adjoining existing Mississippi counties and 

enlarged those counties, thus extending Mississippi jurisdiction and laws in an effort to strip the 

Choctaws of sovereignty. 

Much to the disappointment of his southern supporters, Jackson did not immediately, 

upon taking office, turn his attention to Indian Removal.  It was only a delay.  At the end of July 

1829, Jackson’s new Secretary of War, John Eaton wrote to David Folsom informing him that 

the U.S. government was powerless to stop the state of Mississippi from extending their 

jurisdiction over the Choctaws.57  This was, of course, untrue.  The Mississippi law and other 

                                                 

55 Samuel S. Hamilton to John Eaton, 16 December 1830, Records of the Office of Indian Affairs, Letters 

Sent 1824-1833, MSS, NARA DC. 
56 Journal of the House of Representatives of the State of Mississippi, at their Twelfth Session, Held in the 

Town of Jackson (Jackson, MS: Peter Isler, 1829), 214.   
57 John Eaton to David Folsom, 30 July 1829, Records of the Office of Indian Affairs, Letters Sent 1824-

1833, MSS, NARA DC. 
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similar laws passed in southern states, were unconstitutional.  Indian affairs had always been the 

sole purview of the federal government since the nation’s founding, because tribes were always 

dealt with on a nation to nation basis, a standing that the states did not possess.  What Eaton was 

actually saying, though not outright, was not that the federal government couldn’t interfere or 

intervene in actions of the states towards them, but that they were choosing to intervene no 

longer.  Eaton told Folsom that the Choctaws and other tribes would cease to exist if they 

continued in their homelands.  They must end their opposition to removal and move west.58 

The Choctaw council read and debated Eaton’s letter to Folsom.  Mushulatubbee, already 

an old man by this point, was weary of fighting.59  He had resisted removal again and again.  

Now, though he stopped short of outrightly advocating removal, he declared his willingness to 

arrive at what he called a “fair” solution.  Writing to the Secretary of War, Mushulatubbee 

declared his heart “sorrowful,” and his wishes were almost a plea: “If our nation could remain at 

home and live free and independent I would be glad, or if the people of Mississippi would adopt 

us as their children upon equal terms I would also propose remaining where we are.  But I 

believe this cannot be expected.  Our only chance is to accept your proposition in due time to 

remove to a country where you can protect us.”60  “Accept your proposition in due time to 

remove” (emphasis mine)—the wording is key.  In “due time” they would accept removal.  

Mushulatubbee was hoping against hope—and he was not alone in this—for more time…perhaps 

something could happen in their favor, if more time….  Meanwhile David Folsom and 

Greenwood LeFlore adamantly swore that they would never capitulate and never leave 

                                                 

58 John Eaton to David Folsom, 30 July 1829, Records of the Office of Indian Affairs, Letters Sent 1824-

1833, MSS, NARA DC. 
59 Genealogical sources differ on Mushulatubbee’s birth year, making it either 1750 or 1770.  If it was the 

former. Then Mushulatubbee would have been 79 years old at this juncture. 
60 Mushulatubbee to John Eaton, 28 September 1829, Choctaw Emigration 1826-1833, MSS, NARA DC. 
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Mississippi, even if that meant the destruction of the Choctaw Nation.61  The truth was that in the 

summer of 1829, even though younger leaders such as Folsom, LeFlore, and Peter Pitchlynn 

made such adamant professions of resolve to hold firm, an awareness was growing that removal 

might be a fast approaching inevitability…perhaps some sort of compromise could or should be 

reached….   

Tensions were running high in the Choctaw Nation in the summer 1829.  According to a 

report from the Choctaw agent William Ward to the Secretary of War John Eaton, Robert Cole, 

deposed as chief by Greenwood LeFlore three years earlier, assembled around one hundred men 

and came for Leflore, with the intention of removing LeFlore and placing himself back in power 

in the Western District (Okla Falaya).  According to Ward’s report, “Leflour met him with about 

four hundred men two hundred armed with Guns and marched round Cole and party’s camp took 

them as prisoners and kept 10 or 12 tied all night under a strong guard; next day there was held a 

kind of court over them and fourteen were condemned to be whipped on their bare back, Cole 

was one who recd. sentence.”62 

Thus, in October, the chiefs, headmen, and warriors of the Choctaw Nation met in 

council with the intent to iron out once and for all, a path forward as concerned removal.63  

David Folsom pushed a resolution to make request of the War Department to outfit and bankroll 

another exploratory expedition west.64  It was a delaying tactic and Folsom knew it, but it did 

                                                 

61 David Folsom to William Ward, 7 November 1829, Choctaw Agency 1824-1833, Letters Received, 
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little to solve the internal strife, or unify the leadership of the nation at such a crucial juncture.  

The October council accomplished very little.  The Choctaws leadership was still divided, as 

what would turn out to be the pivotal year of 1830 approached.  On December 8th, in his first 

annual message to Congress, President Jackson unveiled his new Indian policy.  Not 

surprisingly, perhaps, Jackson feigned a benevolent paternalism toward “the condition of the 

Indians.”  Their condition, according to Jackson awakened “our sympathies,” and prompted an 

“enquiry if something cannot be done to better their situation.”  Jackson went on to say that 

while they had hoped to civilize the Indians, such a plan had largely failed except for a few 

individuals of “intelligence,” leaving the conclusion that “the great body of the Southern tribes of 

Indians” could not be turned from “uncivilized” habits.  And then, “our tribes on this side of the 

Mississippi have been told, that while the U. States are kindly disposed toward them, and 

anxious for their prosperity, it cannot be conceded to them to continue their efforts at 

independence within the limits of any of the States….  What then is to be done?...the plan of 

removal beyond the Mississippi….”65  Once again, though Jackson couched it all in a veneer of 

pretended benevolence, the path ahead was made clear and in Jackson’s view inevitable.  

Removal would proceed.  The southeastern Indian peoples had run out of time. 

Jackson’s new Indian policy was met with rejoicing and celebrations among settler 

populations all over the South.  Since the plan was that any Indian individuals who refused to 

remove must essentially give up any vestige of tribal citizenship, and meld into the mass of white 

settler population, in their January 1830 session, both houses of the Mississippi legislature 

wasted no time in acting on the new policy, passing an act which fully extended all Mississippi 
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state laws “over the persons and property of the Indian residents within its limits,” and repealing 

any and all “rights, privileges, immunities and franchises” of the Indians.66  This was a further 

extension of the law extending legal process of February 1829.  Failure to comply with the new 

law was punishable by a fine of one thousand dollars and up to a year in prison.67  In truth, the 

State of Mississippi lacked the ability and intention to actually carry out the law as written. It 

would have been nearly impossible to do so without bloodshed, and the resulting possibility of 

outright war with the Indians.  The law’s purpose was really to scare the Choctaws and 

Chickasaws and provide incentive for them to vacate the state.   

The Southern Galaxy, a Natchez newspaper, in explaining the bill to its readers, wrote  

A bill has passed the Legislature…annihilating the Indians as such, within the limits of 
our state.  They are hereafter to be amenable to the laws of Mississippi.—to be taxed, and 
being so, they will be rated in the next census—they are eligible to any office of profit or 
trust under the state, altho’, by the Constitution, they cannot vote.  In fact, so far as it will 
not conflict with the Constitution, they are, in the broadest sense of the term citizens of 

Mississippi.68 
 

The key phrase is “annihilating the Indians as such” (italics in the original).  That was indeed 

precisely the intention of the law.  On surface it purported to give the Choctaws and Chickasaws 

an “equal” citizenship status as their white neighbors, though note the caveats of “so far as it will 

not conflict with the constitution.”  The caveats meant, of course, that any true rights could and 

would be denied the Choctaws.  The purpose of the law was to remove their sovereignty, 

independence, and their very “Indian-ness.”  That is, if they stayed in Mississippi.  The real hope 

was that the law would finally drive them to removal out of Mississippi.  In their reporting on the 

new law, the Southern Galaxy also indulged in racist stereotyping as well, exposing what they—
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Town of Jackson (Jackson, MS: Peter Isler, 1830), 86.   
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68 Ibid., p. 2 (Newspapers.com). 
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and the overwhelming majority of their Mississippi readership—really thought about their 

Native neighbors: “We will inform our friend Haille [William Haille, the Mississippi legislator 

who was the bill’s principal author and sponsor], who is the…father of the bill, that about forty 

of the Choctaws in this place on yesterday, assumed the exercise of their privileges, as good and 

loyal citizens, by getting most gloriously fuddled.  Vive la liberte.”69   

The ABCFM missionaries to the Choctaws, as well as the national ABCFM organization, 

opposed the new policy and the new Mississippi law, as did also the Methodists’ Alexander 

Talley, asserting that education and civilization had indeed permeated the Choctaw Nation more 

successfully than had occurred in any other tribe.  Stephen Ward, the subagent to the Choctaws 

agreed with the ABCFM assessment and touted the Choctaws’ amazing progress in 

civilization.70  They were not savages, as many white Mississippians still tried to assert, but 

civilized persons, and as such, it was not right to take their land from them.71  Talley castigated 

Mississippi lawmakers, calling the law “cruel,” and lamenting that the law would deprive the 

Choctaws “of their dearest rights and privileges.”  When the law was made known to the 

Choctaw nation, wrote Talley, “the shock upon the feelings of the red people was violent.”72 

If the Mississippi act of January 1830 was intended to scare the Choctaws, it appears to 

have worked.  In February 1830, the national council deposed Greenwood LeFlore—who had 

been taking a hard line against removal—on the charge of “tyrannical and cruel conduct.”  

LeFlore retained a sizable personal following, however.  David Folsom, perhaps fearing that a 
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fate similar to LeFlore’s might befall himself, began at this time to moderate his own stance on 

removal.  Writing to Arkansas senator Robert Johnson, Folsom reiterated his offer to lead 

another exploring expedition to the west and hinted that his report would certainly be positive—

even if that was not the truth—and convincing to the Choctaws: “…the description I would 

bring…they would take my word for the truth.”73   

In March, the entire Choctaw leadership met again in council, once again trying to find 

unity in action towards the tightening noose of removal.  LeFlore’s friend, the missionary 

Alexander Talley, reported that at the council were several women who upon listening to the 

speakers at the council debate removal, cried out with “the voice of bitter lamentation and 

weeping.”74  While the council met, Greenwood LeFlore opened his own secret negotiations with 

Indian Commissioner McKenney.  LeFlore was sure that unity would not be forthcoming from 

the council and took matters into his own hands to try to achieve what he—and hopefully all 

Choctaws—could regard as an equitable settlement.  LeFlore’s plan was to then present the 

proposed settlement to the council for approval.  By early April, LeFlore had completed a draft 

of a treaty (according to some accounts with the assistance of Alexander Talley), which he then 

submitted to Mushulatubbee for approval.  For every Choctaw household, the treaty would 

provide one section (640 acres) of the Choctaw’s Mississippi homeland.  Young, unmarried men 

without families of their own would receive a half section.  LeFlore’s intention was that these 

granted lands would then be sold to the state of Mississippi for cash.  The proposed treaty also 
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contained small annuities for every Choctaw headman.  Every single Choctaw tribesman would 

receive a new rifle, with powder and lead shot, axes, hoes, ploughs, blankets, and brass kettles.  

Every Choctaw woman would get a spinning wheel and a loom.  The U.S. government would 

promise to feed and clothe the removed Choctaws in their new western territory for a full year.75 

The April 1830 actions to centralize power under Leflore and then approve his drafted 

treaty can be considered a harbinger or model for what would happen at the negotiations at 

Dancing Rabbit Creek a few months later in September, especially with regard to the assignment 

of lots of land to individual Choctaw families/men (to remain in MS as US citizens or sell the 

land and remove) and acceptance of the inevitability of removal.  It was a major power move by 

LeFlore, to be sure, and was indicative of where his thinking had now come to about removal 

and the future for the Choctaws.  In many ways it can be considered to have been a very 

American-style solution to the pressures to dissolve the Choctaw Nation in Mississippi by 

essentially financially compensating people for their losses but giving them little choice but to 

cooperate, much like the powers of eminent domain.76 

Mushulatubbee was at first inclined to reject the proposed treaty, but then agreed to 

present it to the council, and on the 8th of April, LeFlore defended the treaty before the council 

with eloquence and passion.  Whether because of the force of his arguments, or because they 

realized that they had no other serious alternatives—or both—the Choctaw council unanimously 

approved the proposed treaty and elected LeFlore chief of the northwestern district.  David 

Folsom then resigned as chief of the Northeastern district.  Samuel Garland, then chief of the 

Sixtowns, also resigned.  LeFlore’s restoration then became an ascendancy, as Folsom, Garland, 
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and all of their headmen unanimously elected Greenwood LeFlore to be supreme chief over the 

entire nation, all three districts.77  LeFlore wasted no time in delivering a draft of the proposed 

treaty to his friend Major David Haley.  Haley traveled to Washington and delivered the treaty to 

President Jackson in mid-April 1830.78 

Very quickly afterward, however, it appears that Mushulatubbee and also Nitakechi, had 

second thoughts and grave reservations about the ascendancy of LeFlore to chief over the whole 

Choctaw Nation.  In a letter to William Ward on April 17 (dictated to the interpreters John 

Pitchlynn and Middleton Mackey), Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi and two headmen 

(Eyahokatubbee and Eyacha Hopia) made accusation that  

Leflore and Folsom have been busily engaged in Stirring the hearts of the people to 
mutiny…the consequences must be disastrous.  They threaten to come upon us with an 
armed force of a thousand men…if we do not acceed to their nefarious plans…we 
therefore urge you forthwith to use your utmost powers to prevent bloodshed among us 
and to restore order and tranquility in the Nation.  There must be no time lost in this 
business.79 
 
Two days later, April 19, in forwarding the letter to the Secretary of War, William Ward 

wrote that Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi were “willing to receive propositions and Conclude a 

treaty for their lands in Mississippi But protest against those proposed by the Lafloor and Fulsom 

parties, already forwarded to the government.”80  Also that April, Mushulatubbee was able to 

regain enough support to regain the leadership of the Eastern District over David Folsom.81  By 
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this time, Mushulatubbee was considered quite moderate on the question of removal.82  One of 

his first acts upon returning to power was to bar any Christians from holding any offices in the 

district.  The Christians in the district then essentially “seceded,” naming the devout David 

Folsom as their chief.83  Division and dissension continued.   

Upon reading LeFlore’s April treaty, Jackson and others in the U.S. government were 

pleased that the Choctaws were coming to see reason and that their removal was inevitable.  

Jackson, in a letter to the United States Senate, dated 6 May 1830, wrote that included with the 

treaty was also correspondence that said this would the only time that the Choctaws would offer 

to remove, and if the proposed treaty was rejected, no future terms “will be assented to,” nor 

would the Choctaws submit any others.  Jackson continued that while he desired “that some 

agreement be concluded…I could not however…consent to adopt the provisions contained in the 

proposed treaty.”  Nonetheless, Jackson delivered the treaty to the Senate because he did not 

“consider it advisable or proper to withhold it from the consideration of the senate.”84 

In the end, however, the Senate thought the terms of the treaty far too generous to the 

Choctaws and far too costly to the United States.  The Senate rejected the treaty.  Meanwhile, on 

May 28th, Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act into law, authorizing negotiations with Indian 

nations east of the Mississippi River for their removal.  On June 2nd, the Choctaw National 

Council met, minus Folsom and LeFlore and their supporters.  Peter Pitchlynn served as 

secretary and recorded the proceedings.  Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi dictated a letter to 

Secretary of War, John Eaton, a letter subsequently signed by fifty-five headmen and warriors.  
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The letter expressed happiness that “the proposals which was prepared by a few designing men 

in the Nation, and sent to our Great Father by D.W. Haley has been considered inadmissible, and 

that the Commissioners will be appointed to come and treat with us for our lands.”85  This seems 

to indicate that the willingness to negotiate removal—perhaps based upon the realization of its 

“inevitability”—was becoming widespread among the Choctaw leadership. 

The letter also gave the current opinion of the assembled chiefs, headmen and warriors on 

David Folsom and Greenwood LeFlore.  LeFlore’s proposed treaty angered many in the Choctaw 

Nation, and apparently soured many on LeFlore’s leadership.  According to the dictated letter of 

Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi, “Folsom the former chief of the North East District has lost 

entirely the confidence of all the Captains and warriors of the Southern as well as the district he 

lives in, with the exception of a few and they…joined the Missionary Church and are related to 

him; but even these are fast leaving him.”  Of LeFlore, the letter simply stated that he “has no 

influence beyond the limits of the district he rules as Chief.”  And further, “Musholatubbee and 

Nittukaichee has been unanimously acknowledged by all the Captains and warriors of the 

aforesaid Districts as principle Chiefs, and accordingly invested with full powers to act in that 

office.”86  According to the ABCFM’s Missionary Herald, Mushulatubbee denounced the 

proposed treaty and blamed the Choctaws troubles on the “Christian” leaders such as LeFlore, 

saying that he “had always predicted that the Choctaws would be ruined by the introduction of 

Christianity.”87 
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Also at some point in that tumultuous spring and summer of 1830, the Choctaws once 

again came perilously close to violence and civil war in their midst.  In April, Mushulatubbee 

had written to William Ward claiming that Folsom and LeFlore had threatened him with a force 

of a thousand men, and some time that summer, the threat became a reality, as LeFlore had 

assembled eight hundred warriors loyal to him and marched on Mushulatubbee’s home.88  Robert 

Jones claimed to have been an eyewitness to the events that day and wrote to Peter Pitchlynn that 

when LeFlore and his warriors arrived, “All Mushulatubbee’s men broke ground, except a few 

who laid down their clubs and came up in a submissive manner….  And Mushulatubbee was 

found in a shuck pen, and draged out and would have been whipped, but he agreed to resign.”89  

Newspapers reporting on the event said that it “had ended in the complete prostration of the 

power of old Mushulatubbee.”90 

As is evident from the complicated and convoluted narrative traced in the paragraphs 

above, at this juncture, the Choctaw Nation was in such disarray and disunity—nearly civil 

war—that it is difficult to determine with certainty an exact picture of what was really going on, 

and the sources are sometimes in contradiction to each other on who was in control and doing 

what when.91  It should be noted that the council which sent the June 2nd letter to John Eaton was 
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not a full council; only two of three districts were substantially represented, the Western District 

(Okla Falaya), in which LeFlore still held power, is not recorded as having representation there.  

The June 2d letter gave Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi’s assessment and blamed LeFlore (perhaps 

justly) and Folsom (perhaps justly or perhaps unjustly) for the Nation’s troubles, but neither 

LeFlore nor Folsom, nor their supporters would have seen it that way.92 

In their June 2nd letter to Eaton, the signees characterized themselves as “the Republican 

party and Leflore the Despotic—our party now has double the power or number of warriors over 

Leflore’s; and we are daily increasing in number.”  And then, in a telling aside, “We are truely 

(sp.) proud that our most intelligent white brethren who have any knowledge of our cause have 

commended our proceedings and have enlisted their feelings on our behalf.”  The signees 

proclaimed assurances to Eaton that the Choctaws would “persevere in our cause and 

finally…establish whenever we may be so situated as to allow it a Government Simular (sp.) to 

that of the U States.”  Presumably, this is why they styled themselves the “Republican party.”  

As Peter Pitchlynn was present at the council and served as its secretary, he also must have held 

sympathy with the so-called “Republican party.”  The letter closed with a request for funding for 

yet another exploring “delegation” to the west.93  It should be noted that at this point, the division 

in the Choctaw leadership was not really any longer about whether removal would be opposed or 

supported.  Both the so-called “Republican” and “Despotic” factions were now actively trying to 

cut the best deal possible with the United States, even if publicly they still professed vehement 

opposition to a treaty or any negotiations.  Mushulatubbee and his supporting captains and head 

men wrote to John Eaton promising that it would be his “Republicans” and not LeFlore’s party 
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that would bring the Choctaw Nation to accept removal.94  The struggle in the Choctaw 

leadership in the spring and summer of 1830 looks less about principle and more about power. 

The Secretary of War, John Eaton, seized upon the realization in the rejected treaty, and 

also in the council’s letter, that the Choctaws, by actually having proposed removal themselves 

this time, rather than a government official or entity, had inalterably compromised their future 

negotiating position.  In July, Eaton penned an open letter to the Choctaw Nation.  The message 

of the letter was direct, forceful, and clear, essentially: Your time is up.  No more proposals for 

exploring the western lands, no more stalling for time.  “It is high time there should be an end to 

the argument….”95    

Both Jackson and Eaton felt the Choctaw weakness and knew the time had come for the 

final removal treaty.  On his summer vacation to The Hermitage, his palatial estate near 

Nashville, Tennessee, Jackson proposed to meet with Choctaw leaders while there.  Eaton 

informed the Choctaw chiefs that the President desired to “invite” them to come to meet with 

him to discuss a final treaty.96  The vacillation and disarray within the Choctaw leadership 

continued.  Though Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi, et al., had written to Eaton expressing 

pleasure that the U.S government had rejected LeFlore’s treaty, there is evidence to suggest they 

were in fact actually disappointed that the U.S. government had rejected the treaty proposal. 

They realized that any treaty proposals from the government would be much less favorable to 

them.  In this context, the Choctaw leaders debated over whether to go to Tennessee to meet with 
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Jackson.  Meanwhile, there was a swelling general outcry in the Choctaw Nation against 

treatymaking, negotiation, and “selling” away the Choctaw homeland.   

In August, Greenwood LeFlore wrote to Eaton that many in the Nation were “violently 

opposed to any of the officers going to meet you at Franklin for the purpose of making a treaty—

the lives of the chiefs and head men of the nation would be in great danger if they propose of 

selling the country.”97  LeFlore made sure Eaton and the President would understand that—at 

least according to himself—the chiefs “should be very happy to see you and converse with you 

face to face, but we still cannot go, as the nation is opposed to our going.”  Though LeFlore 

wrote the August letter to Eaton, it was signed by more than one hundred headmen of the 

Choctaw Nation, including David Folsom and George Harkins.  Notably absent were the 

signatures of Mushulatubbee, Nitakechi, Peter Pitchlynn, and James McDonald.98  However, one 

must be careful to not read too much into the presence or absence of a given man’s signature on 

a letter which essentially said, “we would love to meet with you about a treaty, but our lives may 

be in danger from our countrymen if we dared to.”  The entire Choctaw Nation, the leaders 

included, were in crisis at this point, and resolve may have ebbed and flowed.  Again, with the 

probable exception of LeFlore, signing a letter suggesting willingness to talk did not 

automatically signal that the talk would lead to their capitulation.  Nor did not signing the letter 

mean that their agreement to remove would not eventually be forthcoming. 
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On August 16th, Mushulatubbee and seventy-eight headmen and warriors wrote a 

collective letter to the President: “We wish our father the President would send us a talk by some 

good men, who will give us time to call a full council, and who will explain to us the views of 

the government on the subject of the removal of our people west of the Mississippi.”99  Jackson 

and Eaton were angered by the Choctaws refusal to come to Franklin, and by what they no doubt 

regarded as further stalling.  David Haley, the delivery agent of the rejected treaty wrote to 

Jackson that he agreed with LeFlore that the chiefs were in a hard place, that a meeting in 

Franklin to negotiate a treaty would bring accusations of treachery from the Choctaw people.  

Instead, Haley proposed a meeting in September, after the harvest.100   

Despite his anger, Jackson saw the wisdom of suppressing it at such a time, when the 

goal of removing the Choctaws from Mississippi was now so close at hand.  He wrote a very 

friendly letter to Greenwood LeFlore accepting the offer to talk in September.  Jackson himself, 

however, would not be at the September meeting.  He appointed the Secretary of War John 

Eaton, and John Coffee, a Tennessee planter and state militia general who had commanded 

troops under Andrew Jackson in the Battle of New Orleans, as well as in the Creek Wars (1813-

1815), as the treaty commissioners.  Eaton and Coffee immediately began selecting a treaty site 

and planning all the associated details and logistics.  The Choctaw chiefs suggested to Eaton that 

the meeting take place between the forks of Dancing Rabbit Creek in present day Noxubee 
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County, Mississippi.  The commissioners agreed and set the opening day of the meeting as 

September 15, 1830.101 

The dramatic story of the deliberations and negotiations at Dancing Rabbit Creek, and of 

the treaty signed there must wait until Chapter Eight.  Now we will turn to in depth examinations 

of the key Choctaw players in an effort to better understand, from the Choctaws own perspective, 

the events of the tumultuous 1820s, which led to Dancing Rabbit Creek.  As has been seen 

above, especially during 1829 and 1830, leading up to Dancing Rabbit Creek in September, the 

Choctaw Nation had come very close to their own civil war.  By many accounts, there was a 

general outrage among the majority of the Choctaw Nation, and a feeling that they had been, or 

were about to be, betrayed by their own leadership.  Though the rumors of the event were false, 

rancor was such that rumors reached the press and were reprinted in newspapers throughout the 

United States that during the summer of 1830, the Choctaws had put Greenwood Leflore and 

David Folsom to death.102 

Who were these men who fought so hard for the maintenance of Choctaw sovereignty in 

their homeland, these “Choctaw nationalists,” as I have called them?  We now turn to look at 

their struggles, the struggles inside themselves, against the powers of Mississippi and the United 

States, and amongst themselves.  An understanding of their turmoil, both internally as 

individuals confronting, as Greg O’Brien has put it, “a changing world while grappling with their 

own inherited cultural baggage,” and with each other is crucial to a full “Choctaw” 

                                                 

101 Henry S. Halbert, “The Story of Dancing Rabbit Creek,” in Publications of the Mississippi Historical 

Society, Vol. VI, ed. Franklin L. Riley (Oxford, MS: Mississippi Historical Society, 1902), 374. 
102 Natchez Weekly Democrat (Natchez, Mississippi), 24 April 1830, p. 6; Vermont Chronicle (Bellows 

Falls, Vermont) 9 July 1830, p. 3 (Newspapers.com). 
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understanding of removal.103  I also suggest that it is critical to our understanding of Choctaw 

removal to “get to know” these men as much as is possible.  Through an understanding of their 

struggles, their motivations, their characters, we will achieve a deeper understanding of 

“removal,” of the ethnic cleansing and mass deportation of one of the largest indigenous nations 

east of the Mississippi River.  In Part Two then, we turn to their stories, told as much in their 

own voices as possible from the sources.  

                                                 

103 Greg O’Brien, Choctaws in a Revolutionary Age, 1750-1830 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

2002): xv. 
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PART TWO: THE FIGHTERS: KEY CHOCTAW PLAYERS 
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CHAPTER IV: THE INNER CONFLICT: THE CASE OF DAVID FOLSOM 

“Now lead us in the white path….”1 

The first time David Folsom appears in the historical record, he was—if genealogical 

sources are correct—just twenty years old, but already apparently a man of importance and 

influence among the Choctaws, according to H.S. Halbert and T.H. Ball’s The Creek War of 

1813 and 1814.2 According to H.S. Halbert, Folsom, along with John Pitchlynn, was among the 

most adamant voices advising against the Choctaws joining the Shawnee Tecumseh’s 

confederacy when Tecumseh came to the Choctaw Nation in 1811 on his trip throughout the 

Southeastern region for the purpose of recruiting the Southeastern tribes as allies and members of 

his pan-Indian confederacy.3  After the Choctaw chiefs rejection of Tecumseh’s message and 

pleas, they “commissioned David Folsom to take a band of warriors and see Tecumseh safe 

across the Tombigbee” River.4  At some point before they reached the Tombigbee River, the 

combined party of Choctaws and Shawnees was ambushed by a war party of Muskogee’s 

(Creeks).  The ensuing battle lasted all day, and before the Choctaws and Shawnees emerged 

victorious, Folsom was wounded in the battle, receiving a musket ball through the shoulder.  

After the battle, though wounded, Folsom completed his mission of seeing the Shawnees across 

the Tombigbee, and then turned for home.5 

                                                 

1 David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 23 September 1819, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H-57, 

Folder 17, OU-WHC. 
2 Folsom is listed as having been born in 1791.  Genealogy of David Folsom, Jay L. Hargett Collection, 

Box H-57, Folder 48, OU-WHC. 
3 H.S. Halbert and T.H. Ball, The Creek War of 1813 and 1814 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 

1995), 51.  Originally published in 1895.  This book has also at times been confusingly published under the title of 
The Creek War of 1813 and 1815.  

4 Ibid. 
5 H.S. Halbert and T.H. Ball, The Creek War of 1813 and 1814 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 

1995), 52-54. 
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Halbert claimed his source for his account of Tecumseh’s visit to the Choctaws—and 

David Folsom’s role at the time of the visit—came from “repeated conversations” with two aged 

Choctaw informants.  The first was named Charley Hoentubbee, whose father had been a warrior 

accompanying Folsom on his expedition to escort Tecumseh’s party out of the Choctaw Nation.  

The second was an aged Choctaw man named Hemonubbee, who claimed to have been a boy 

about twelve years of age when Tecumseh passed through the Choctaw nation; that his father, 

Fillamotubbee, attended several of the councils; and in after years, he had often heard his father 

and other Choctaws converse about Tecumseh’s visit.”6  The secondhand nature of Halbert’s 

account should be duly noted.  In contrast to this early sketch of a twenty year old somewhat 

heroic warrior, a more complex portrait of David Folsom begins to emerge about seven years 

later in Folsom’s letters. 

As we have seen in Chapters Two and Three, the story of the Choctaw Nation in the 

decade preceding removal—especially the last half of that decade—is one of internal conflict.  

That is, not only internecine strife among the Choctaw leadership, but internal conflict in the 

hearts and minds of those leaders.  In no single individual is the internal struggle more evident 

when scouring the documentary record than in David Folsom, though his struggle may be unique 

in some ways as compared to the inner struggles of his contemporaries.  More than any other 

Choctaw figure of the time, the salient feature of David Folsom’s story was a fervent evangelical 

Christian faith.  For Folsom, that fact brought issues—discussed below—not seen to as great an 

extent in any other Choctaw leader of the time. 

                                                 

6 H.S. Halbert and T.H. Ball, The Creek War of 1813 and 1814 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 

1995), 55.   
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David Folsom was a troubled soul.  His voluminous correspondence reveals an intense 

internal ideological and social struggle, and indeed, I argue, a struggle for his own identity.7  

Folsom cultivated deep friendships with missionaries, and his letters to four of those missionary 

friends in particular, Elias Cornelius, Cyrus Byington, Cyrus Kingsbury, and Jeremiah Evarts, 

reveal several seemingly contradictory impulses.8  So also does some of Folsom’s 

correspondence with his younger brother Israel.  First, this body of correspondence attests to 

Folsom’s fervent evangelical Christian faith, and a genuine concern for the welfare of the 

Choctaw people, though the expression of this concern could sometimes mimic the paternalistic 

attitudes of his missionary mentors.  But a sometimes disdainful attitude for his fellow Choctaws 

who did not follow Christ, or who opposed the missionaries and their educational and 

“civilizing” efforts, can also be seen in Folsom’s correspondence.  Folsom was very clear in his 

desire for, and promotion of, “civilizing” the Choctaw.  Assimilation to white society was at the 

top of Folsom’s priorities.  Finally, Folsom’s struggle is manifested in confessions to his 

                                                 

7 Folsom’s prose is sometimes awkward reading, as it is pervaded by incorrect grammar and in some cases 

almost “primitive” sentence constructions.  The reader should note that I have quoted Folsom’s letters herein 
completely as they are, and without corrections.  It should also be noted with regard to this that though from an 
“elite” family with a white father—just as with others profiled herein: Greenwood LeFlore, James McDonald, Peter 
Pitchlynn and George Harkins—David Folsom had the least formal education of any of them, only six months by his 
own admission, spent away in Tennessee when he was sixteen years old.  His lack of education (perhaps as 
compared to some of his other “elite” contemporaries?) bothered him, and he sometimes apologized for it to his 
correspondents.  See, for example, David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 16 July 1818, Jay L. Hargett 
Collection, Box H-57, Folder 11, OU-WHC: “…excuse my bad writing…I had only six months schooling.” 

8 Cyrus Byington may have arguably been the most important and influential missionary to have lived and 

worked in the Choctaw Nation, for it was he who made Choctaw into a written language, developing the Choctaw 
orthography.  When the Choctaws were removed to Indian Territory, Byington followed them, and founded a new 
mission there.  There Byington continued his work, in total spending nearly fifty years working on the Choctaw 
language until his death in 1868.  To this day, Byington’s Choctaw lexicon is considered one of the most thorough 
and crowning achievements of Native linguistic work.  David Folsom appears to have had an especially close 
relationship with Byington and Cyrus Kingsbury above any of the Choctaw missionaries (for his closeness with 
Kingsbury see footnote 72).  Folsom would sometimes close his letters to Byington (this is seen in no other 
correspondence from Folsom), with the valediction “your affectionate son.”  See letter from David Folsom to Cyrus 
Byington, 28 December 1831, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 759, HL. 
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missionary friends and correspondents, which contain a fair amount of what appears to be a 

racial “self-hatred,” and shame for the Choctaw people and his own “Choctaw-ness.”9 

As will be seen below from Folsom’s correspondence, it can be argued that one of 

Folsom’s actual goals was to essentially “make” the Choctaws “white.”  This does not constitute 

a complete rejection of Choctaw identity.  Folsom did not seek to deny his Choctaw identity, and 

he possessed a genuine—if sometimes misguided and paternalistic—love for his people, and he 

was entirely genuine and sincere in his belief that “the white path” was the best path forward for 

the Choctaws, indeed, the only path, in his view, that would ensure their survival, and most 

importantly for the concerns of the present work, their continued sovereignty in their 

homeland.10 

                                                 

9 I feel it is important to anticipate an argument that may be made against my interpretations of David 

Folsom’s correspondence.  Some may voice a skepticism when reading the accounts of Native American converts, 
that much of the fervent pronouncements of faith, as well as the self-deprecations that often accompany them in 
these accounts, are suspect, and can in no case ever be taken at face value.  In writing the foregoing sentences, I am 
not arguing against any specific work, but rather a general attitude that I have experienced as being “in the air,” and 
have heard expressed regarding the accounts and testimonies of Native American converts stretching back to the 
Jesuit Relations and to John Elliot’s “praying Indians” in New England.  This suspicion has been voiced to me in 
presentation of my research at conferences.  My answer is as follows: Certainly, as captive nations or oppressed 
peoples, the principle of “telling them what they want to hear,” rather than one’s true thoughts, as well as the 
adopted posture of humble supplicant is without question operative to one degree or another in all such accounts and 
correspondence.  For this reason, these documents should be read carefully, and at least somewhat skeptically.  I 
push back at such skepticism just a bit though.  There were genuine and thorough conversions to Christian faith, and 
to—at least partially in many cases—a shift in worldview that accompanied it.  David Folsom is such a case, and the 
content, tone, and sheer volume of his correspondence makes this clear.  

10 According to Ian Thompson, the Tribal Historic Preservation Officer for the Choctaw Nation of 

Oklahoma, “the white path” in the writings of David Folsom and other leaders “is a literal translation of “Hina 
Hanta,” a Choctaw term that references the bright path to victory, illuminated by the Sun, which was God’s eye.  
This was an important concept in Choctaw traditional thought.  Because of its importance, the same term was 
adapted by missionaries/Christianized Choctaws to refer to the gospel way.”  Thompson suggests that it should be 
considered as to whether Choctaws who used this term meant to communicate the racialized meaning that it would 
have held for Euro-Americans, “or were possibly intentionally playing upon the very different meanings that this 
term held for Euro-Americans versus Choctaw speakers.”  Personal communication with Ian Thompson, 21 
September 2021.  I have interpreted Folsom’s pronouncements here and elsewhere about a “white path” in racialized 
way because that interpretation seems to fit best with all of Folsom’s other writings to his missionary friends and 
correspondents.  As mentioned previously, throughout his correspondence, David Folsom appears as a “troubled 
soul” in many ways.  A part of his inner struggle does appear to me to have been genuinely racial in nature.  
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It is probable that, at least to some degree, David Folsom came by his fervent evangelical 

faith by way of parental influence.  The same level of zeal seen in David Folsom’s 

correspondence is also evident in his father’s short memoir dictated to the missionary Cyrus 

Byington a few years before his death.  David’s father, Nathaniel Folsom, was a white trader, 

who recalled in his memoir that his mother had been a “pious woman.”  Nathaniel Folsom also 

recalled a dramatic conversion he experienced in August of 1804.  David Folsom would have 

been thirteen at the time.  Nathaniel Folsom recalled that “Soon after my son Edmund had died, 

One Sabbath…I heard a sermon in Pigeon Roost.  My friends thought I felt bad because my son 

had died.  But it was something else.  At that time there was a great change in me which has 

remained….”11  With pride and evangelical zeal, the elder Folsom told Byington, “I have been 

the father of 24 children, 14 of whom are living.  I have lived to see six of them Join the church 

and three others sit on the anxious seat.”12 

Of any of David Folsom’s missionary correspondents, his letters indicate a special 

closeness and friendship to Elias Cornelius.  Elias Cornelius was a missionary to the Cherokee 

rather than to the Choctaw, and it is not clear how Folsom had made his acquaintance, though it 

may have been on a visit Cornelius made to the Choctaw Nation in the autumn of 1817, a 

“scouting” expedition to gauge Choctaw receptivity to the inauguration of missionary activity in 

their nation.13  The documentary record shows that David Folsom had been in correspondence 

                                                 

11 Memoir of Mr. Nathaniel Folsom as detailed by himself to Cyrus Byington, June 1829, Jay L. Hargett 

Collection, Box H-57, Folder 8, OU-WHC. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Panopolist and Missionary Herald, volume XIV (Boston: Samuel T. Armstrong, 1818), 509.  Accessed 

June 23, 2020, https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.ah6kyz&view=1up&seq=517&q1=choctaw.  Elias 
Cornelius would report to the ABCFM that the “Choctaws showed not only a readiness [to missionary activity], but 
an ardent desire.” The First Ten Annual Reports of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 
(Boston: Crocker and Brewster, 1834), 198, 199.  James Taylor Carson, in his book Searching for the Bright Path, 
asserts that it was expressly at David Folsom’s initiation and invitation that missionaries from the ABCFM came to 
the Choctaw Nation.  Carson uses Folsom’s letter to Elias Cornelius of 23 September 1819, a quotation from which, 
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with Elias Cornelius since at least mid-1818, and from the tone of these early letters probably 

much earlier, though we do not have this earliest correspondence.  While some of Folsom’s 

correspondence in a slightly later period provides the most striking examples of Folsom’s 

struggle, we also see it in his early correspondence with Elias Cornelius, sometimes mentioning, 

often at length, the need for the adoption of white ways of being and livelihood, as well as nearly 

constant allusions to the assumed inferiority of the “red people.”   

In a letter dated 16 July 1818, Folsom laments to Cornelius that hunting was 

“gone…many years back,” and presuming to speak for the entirety of Choctaws, expressed that 

they wanted to be civilized, to adopt industry and farming and lay hunting aside.14  Later that 

                                                 

“now lead us in the white path” begins this chapter, as his reference for this assertion.  While this letter and many 
others from Folsom are filled with pleas for missionaries and schools, it is not clear to me from the correspondence 
(in the 23 September letter and others) that Folsom was the original initiator of missionary activity in the Choctaw 
Nation.  Carson further asserts that Folsom’s motivation for the invitation of missionaries was “to accelerate the 
transformation of the Choctaw economy.”  Though economic concerns may certainly have weighed in Folsom’s 
mind and decision-making process, what is clear to me from a thorough weighing of the evidence found throughout 
his correspondence, is that the primary motivator for Folsom was his own fervent Evangelical faith and a desire to 
see the Choctaw people not only “civilized,” but converted.  These may indeed have been nearly synonymous in 
Folsom’s mind.  See David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 23 September 1819, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box 
H-57, Folder 17, OU-WHC, and James Taylor Carson, Searching for the Bright Path: The Mississippi Choctaws 

from Prehistory to Removal (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 199): 83 and 166, note 66.  In contrast to 
Carson’s assertion, Choctaw scholar Clara Sue Kidwell posits that the idea and impetus for missionary work among 
the Choctaws came directly and solely from “the Prudential Committee of the American Board” [of Commissioners 
for Foreign Missions].  Clara Sue Kidwell, “Choctaws and Missionaries in Mississippi” in Pre-Removal Choctaw 

History: Exploring New Paths, ed. by Greg O’Brien (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2008), 202.  John A. 
Andrew III also suggests a similar origin for the Choctaw missions: that the missions to the Choctaws were planned 
in discussions between Jeremiah Evarts and Elias Cornelius. John A. Andrew III, From Revivals to Removal: 

Jeremiah Evarts, The Cherokee Nation and the Search for the Soul of America (Athens, GA: University of Georgia 
Press, 1992), 88. 

14 David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 16 July 1818, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H-57, Folder 

11, OU-WHC.  It should be noted with regard to Folsom’s presumed speaking for all Choctaws, that Folsom was not 
held in high regard by US treaty commissioners.  This was owing to a series of letters that had been sent to Andrew 
Jackson and other government officials by James Pitchlynn (See the brief discussion of James Pitchlynn in Chapter 
Two.)—an early and enthusiastic proponent of removal—disparaging Folsom and some other “bi-cultural” Choctaw 
leaders as “half-breeds” bent upon enslaving poor, ordinary Choctaws.  James Pitchlynn to Andrew Jackson, 13 
September 1819, in Correspondence of Andrew Jackson, ed. John Spencer Bassett, vol. 2, 1814-1819 (Washington, 
DC: Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1927), 429.  In part due to these efforts and Folsom’s steadfast opposition 
to removal and land cessions, the Federal agent John McKee identified Folsom to Andrew Jackson in 1919 as the 
ringleader of a group of “half-breeds, with but little claim to distinction, [who] have…alarmed many of the Indians 
who were disposed to migrate.” ASP: IA 2: 230.  Accessed November 20, 2020.  http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008/llsp008.db&recNum=237  
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same year, in a letter of 1 October 1818, Folsom continued these themes, “My red people…are 

more than highly pleased to know that the government of the U.S. are so good to the red 

people.”15  And he assured Cornelius of his full cooperation in and support of the civilizing 

mission: “With anxious desire, I look forward to the day when schools will be established in my 

nation, and our children will be taught to read and write and talk of our white brethren.”16  

Folsom continued, “Nothing will be wanting on my part to enlighten my nation, to improve 

them, and turn their minds to farming….  I must look forward for the day to come, that our white 

brethren will lead us out of Indian ways.”17  Thus, there is evidence in these early letters of 

Folsom’s shame at “redness,” and his seeming wholehearted embrace of “whiteness.”  On the 

same day, 1 October 1818, Folsom also wrote to the Indian Superintendent Thomas McKenney 

about his desire for the Choctaws to become “a learned people,” as the best hope for the 

Choctaws to remain in their homeland and preserve their sovereignty.  “I…wish young rising 

generation may educated,” wrote Folsom.18  This was so they could “transact business for the 

Nation.”  And Folsom hastened to add, “the Choctaw Nation, that is.”19  Here we see not only 

Folsom the thoroughgoing assimilationist, but Folsom the Choctaw Nationalist.20  For Folsom, 

these went hand in hand. 

                                                 

15 David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 1 October 1818, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H-57, Folder 

12, OU-WHC. 
16 Ibid.  
17 Ibid. 
18 Folsom means “white-educated,” rather than a traditional Choctaw education.  See footnote 31 in 

Chapter One. 
19 David Folsom to Thomas L. McKenney, 1 October 1818, Native American Collection, Clements 

Library, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 
20 See my definition and discussion of “Choctaw Nationalism” in the Introduction and the discussion of 

“Choctaw Nationalists” in Chapter Seven. 
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Also notable in Folsom’s 1 October 1818 letter to Cornelius is a statement that he was 

leaving in a few days’ time to meet U.S. commissioners for treaty negotiations.  Those 

negotiations failed and there was no treaty in 1818, for as soon as Folsom and the other Choctaw 

representatives learned that the express intentions of the negotiations were nothing short of 

removal to the west, they unanimously broke off the negotiations.21  Folsom seems to have 

suspected this outcome, for he wrote to Cornelius that “…it will be a disadvantage to ever to 

exchange…[our] lands away, and therefore it will not be done I know my Nation will listen unto 

my voice.”22   

“My nation” (emphasis mine).  Two pronouncements in two different letters written on 1 

October 1818.  This marks David Folsom as what I have defined as a “Choctaw Nationalist”, and 

at least at this early date, as a staunch opponent of removal, even as he was fully embracing and 

energetically promoting a thorough transformation of his people through the civilizing plan.  In 

the hindsight of history this may seem an untenable tension. As discussed in Chapter One, the 

civilization plan as carried out by the United States government, of whom the missionaries 

became willing accomplices, was at its core a strategy to appropriate Native lands through the 

accumulation of debt.  This was explicitly stated by Thomas Jefferson in correspondence to a 

territorial governor.23  Nonetheless, Folsom was among a number of voices in each of the large 

Southeastern Native Nations (Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, and Creek) who believed that 

contrary to its intended outcome by the U.S. government, the civilizing plan was Native people’s 

                                                 

21 John McKee to John C. Calhoun, 27 October 1818, Letters Received by the Secretary of war 1801-1860, 

War Department, MSS, NARA DC. 
22 David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 1 October 1818, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H-57, Folder 

12, OU-WHC. 
23 Thomas Jefferson to William Henry Harrison, 27 February 1803.  Accessed March 13, 2020, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-39-02-0500. 
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best chance at saving their land and their sovereignty, via acquisition of literary, math, and 

business skills.   

Upon his return home from the treaty negotiations in 1818, Folsom was quick to write 

and inform Cornelius that the Choctaws had neither sold nor exchanged lands with the United 

States.  Folsom rehearsed to Cornelius the treaty of just two years earlier (Treaty of Fort St. 

Stephens), in which the Choctaw had “sold a large track of country to the U.S,” and that the 

Choctaw negotiators had informed the commissioners this year that “they had no more lands to 

sell-which they cannot think to sell the land which we are living on it and raising our children on 

it.”24  After this report, Folsom hastened to assure Cornelius of the Choctaw friendship with the 

U.S. Commissioners, and that they had expressed their gratitude for education and expressed 

their desire for more schools in the Choctaw Nation.25  Folsom thus positioned himself again 

within the tension between acculturation and resistance.   

Folsom’s correspondence of 1819 shows his views to be steadfast with regard to this 

tension.  He continued to extoll the need and desire for both education and salvation, and the 

strain of racial self-loathing continued concurrently.  In June, Folsom pleaded to Cornelius to 

send more missionaries, and wrote, “We red people we are somewhat beginning to see that our 

friends of the whites are trying to do all the good they can do for us….  We are in the dark, and 

we do not know how we are to live in this world….  Help we pray for we poor red people and 

plead for us.”26  A few weeks later, Folsom waxed eloquent, telling Cornelius that he was 

“hoping that the day of light will come before we Choctaws….  We acknowledge that we do not 

                                                 

24 David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 3 November 1818, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H-57, 

Folder 14, OU-WHC. 
25 Ibid. 
26 David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 14 June 1819, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H-57, Folder 

15, OU-WHC. 
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know what is best for us…we are in ignorance, we are in the dark….”27  Again, it would seem 

that Folsom presumed to speak for all Choctaws, and again, it is difficult to gauge the accuracy 

of Folsom’s assessment of his fellow Choctaws on this matter.  Folsom’s views with regard to 

the evangelization and “civilizing” of the Choctaws—and the linking of the two—would remain 

steadfast through at least the mid-1820s.  

Also during his correspondence of 1819, Folsom began to explicitly link “civilization” 

with remaining “in the land of our Fathers.”  “I must say for the good of my nation,” he wrote to 

Cornelius, “that I am against in the regard of exchanging lands; because there is a prospect that 

we poor Choctaws have a chance to be civilized.  I am in hope that my nation will not be misled, 

so as to leave the land of our fathers…our improved farms…our beloved teachers….”28  

Throughout his correspondence of 1819, Folsom took a somewhat more adamant tone with 

regard to any notion of land cession or exchange.  In September, he wrote to Cornelius, “I think I 

can say on sure ground, that Choctaw will never agree to exchange land.”29  

At some point in late 1819, Kingsbury had asked to use the Folsom residence at Pigeon 

Roost as a temporary meeting house for Christian services.  In a letter dated 18 December 1819, 

Folsom replied to Kingsbury that “I will certainly give consent…to hold a talk at my house and 

to preach to my distressed people.”30  During much of 1820, Kingsbury used Folsom’s house as a 

                                                 

27 David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 9 July 1819, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H-57, Folder 16, 

OU-WHC. 
28 Ibid.  Nathan Bangs, in his history of the Methodist Episcopal Church, written in 1832 in the midst of 

removal, opined that comparatively, “a greater majority of the [Choctaw] nation…were in favor” of removal, “than 
were found among the Cherokees.”  Nathan Bangs, An Authentic History of the Missions Under the Care of the 

Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church (New York: J. Emory and B. Waugh, for the Methodist 
Episcopal Church, 1832), 155, 156. 

29 David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 13 September 1819, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H57, 

Folder 17, OU-WHC. 
30 David Folsom to Cyrus Kingsbury, 18 December 1819, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 755, 

HL. 
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“church” for Sunday services.31  Often, Folsom would serve as interpreter for the preaching of 

the missionaries in these services.32  Before the first such meeting, Folsom wrote to Kingsbury 

worried that attendance might be slim due to hunting season and apologizing: “I am sorry that so 

many of the red people are out in the woods hunting.  I hope there will be a good collection of 

people…to hear the good counsel of our white brethren.”33  Note Folsom’s reference here to “red 

people” juxtaposed with praise for “white brethren.”  This kind of juxtaposition of some form of 

deprecation of his people alongside various praises of “white” persons and/or their activities, 

beliefs, customs, etc., are rife in Folsom’s correspondence. 

The foregoing examples are most surely firm evidence of Folsom’s fervent faith, but also 

that he viewed the task of the missionary schools as not simply “civilizing,” that is, inculcating 

white cultural ways, but more fundamentally, as the missionaries themselves hoped for, the 

evangelism and conversion of the Nation.  This view put Folsom in direct opposition to his 

district chief at the time, Mushulatubbee, who though he initially invited and welcomed the 

missionaries because of their schools, soon came to despise them and their attempts to convert 

his people to Christianity.  Mushulatubbee, though in some regards to be considered a 

traditionalist, saw the value of and supported education, but only if it could be divorced from 

religion.34  David Folsom, on the other hand, promoted both the civilizing function of education, 

as well as—and even more so—the thorough propagation of Christian faith and practice. 

                                                 

31 The First Ten Annual Reports of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (Boston: 

Crocker and Brewster, 1834), 296. 
32 Panoplist and Missionary Herald, volume XVI (Boston: Samuel T. Armstrong, 1820), 365.  Accessed 

July 15, 2020.  https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.ah6kz2&view=1up&seq=383&q1=365. 
33 David Folsom to Cyrus Kingsbury, 18 December 1819, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 755, 

HL. 
34 This difference of approach and opinion can be strikingly seen in a comparison of any of several of 

David Folsom’s letters, including his letter to Elias Cornelius of 5 March 1820, with Mushulatubbee’s letter to 
Cyrus Kingsbury of ? June 1820, in which Mushulatubbee copiously praised the “flourishing condition” of the 
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Folsom’s correspondence of 1820-1821 may provide the most striking examples of 

Folsom’s internal struggle. A letter from Folsom to the Reverend Cornelius, dated 5 March, 1820 

is such an example, and also indicates that talk of removal was already very much “in the air,” in 

the Choctaw nation, here a decade before the fateful events of Dancing Rabbit Creek would 

usher in the era of mass deportations and ethnic cleansing in the Southeast, and even as the 

“civilizing” efforts of the missionaries—which many Choctaws hoped would aid their effort to 

remain in their homeland—were ramping up.  Writing to Reverend Cornelius of his fellow 

Choctaws, Folsom opined that “There is great many indeed in the nation, who might be suppose, 

that they would care nothing about leaving…they should be considered that they are so ignorant, 

that they would never be brought about to believe the learning was good things.”35  A striking, 

telling phrase; the tone towards Choctaws not white-educated as himself, is disdainful, and the 

sentence is significant in its apparent linking of “civilizing” efforts (learning) and removal.  If I 

may paraphrase Folsom, the gist is: Many in the nation don’t want to leave, but they are so 

ignorant they could never be convinced to learn things that would help them stay. 

But then in the sentences that follow this, Folsom seems to almost contradict himself, as 

he assured Cornelius that “…Choctaws are in throughout the whole nation, are anxious for 

schools.  Choctaws knows and are sensible that our white brethren ways are good, and we know 

that we Choctaws must turn our gun into a plow, and work like as our white brothers do, we are 

                                                 

school at Elliot, and the rapid “improvement” of the students there and appealed for more money and more schools 
like Elliot, while not once mentioning God, Christ, the Gospel, or anything having to do with Christianity.  The First 

Ten Annual Reports of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (Boston: Crocker and Brewster, 
1834), 299.  Mushulatubbee’s eventual outright hostility to the missionaries, and its growth over the years will be 
discussed in Chapter Five. 

35 David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 5 March 1820, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H-57, Folder 

8, OU-WHC. 
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thankful and rejoice, that people in the North are so good to we Choctaws.”36  Folsom presumed 

to speak here for “Choctaws throughout the whole nation.”  Since so much of the extant 

documentation from Choctaws of the time is—and understandably so—from the pens of the 

literate and white-educated Choctaws, who have been called the “progressives” in the Nation, it 

is difficult to gauge the accuracy of Folsom’s assessment of his fellow Choctaws on this matter.37  

Also worthy of remark in these sentences is the almost fawning tone of admiration in which 

Folsom wrote of the ways and persons of his “white brothers.”   

Additionally, it should be noted that the Choctaws, as virtually all Southeastern tribes, 

and numerous tribes continent wide, had long been agriculturalists to one degree or another, long 

before European contact.  In the traditional mixed economy of the Choctaws and other Native 

peoples, agriculture was the domain of women, hunting the domain of men, a gender role 

division of labor that Euro-Americans sought to subvert, and that the Civilization Plan explicitly 

sought to change.  David Folsom’s remarks of “turning gun into plow” were not new or unique 

among the Choctaws by the time of his letter to Cornelius in 1820.  The trend towards plantation 

style agriculture and away from hunting, and the concomitant gender role changes had already 

been ongoing since at least the early 1790s, if not earlier.  The prominent Choctaw chief 

Franchimastabé had made similar utterances to Folsom’s in 1792.38  Further, Folsom’s plea for, 

and receptivity to, missionaries was also not new for Choctaw leaders.  Choctaw leaders had 

been making similar calls since before 1800.39  It should be noted, however, that the interest in 

                                                 

36 David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 5 March 1820, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H-57, Folder 

8, OU-WHC. 
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38 Greg O’Brien, Choctaws in a Revolutionary Age, 1750-1830 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
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39 This although missionary activity in the Choctaw nation did not begin until 1818. 



 133 

missionary activity among them was almost strictly for the supposed advantage that the 

educational opportunities represented by the missionaries could provide.  I point out Folsom’s 

plea as an example that for him, there was something deeper in it than merely wanting education.  

Folsom the fervent believer wanted the conversion of the Choctaw people. 

Folsom went on in the letter to inform Cornelius that “my poor nation are…anxious for 

more missionaries to come and instruct us.”40  Was Folsom merely using language (“my poor 

nation”) to entreat his missionary correspondents in ways of “telling them what they want to 

hear?”  This is a fair reading-between-the-lines sort of question.  However, I contend that it will 

be seen in digging deeper into Folsom’s correspondence that he did, in fact, view his own 

people—even himself—as “poor” (i.e. unfortunate and miserable).  Folsom’s professed 

admiration of his “white brothers,” and his oft repeated confessions of the miserableness of the 

Choctaw people may be seen by some as merely a “poor red man trope,” which was in fact 

common among nearly all American-educated Indians of this time and is often interpreted as a 

humble appeal for more resources.  And Folsom did frequently use this language while 

simultaneously asking for aid and more missionaries.  But the sheer volume of these self-and-

nation-deprecating pronouncements in the correspondence of David Folsom may indicate a 

genuine ideological and identity struggle occurring inside David Folsom.  It is probable that 

nearly all Indian people who interacted with missionaries struggled to some degree with inherent 

contradictions.41 

                                                 

40 David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 5 March 1820, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H-57, Folder 
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Returning to Folsom’s letter to Cornelius of Part of 5 March 1820, its purpose, in part, 

was to acquaint Cornelius with the recent activities of Folsom’s missionary friend Cyrus 

Kingsbury, who had just begun work on the establishment of a new school, thirty miles from 

Folsom’s home in Pigeon Roost.42  Folsom wrote that he had helped Kingsbury select the 

location for the new school after scouting several locations together over several days.43  This 

would become the site of the school known as Mayhew.  Folsom then wrote glowingly of a visit 

to Elliot, the first missionary school established by Kingsbury two years earlier in 1818.  He 

wrote of rejoicing to see the missionaries at Elliot “learning my people good things.”  Folsom 

then offered prayers that the Choctaw, Cherokee, and other Indian youths who had gone to be 

educated at the Foreign Missions School in Cornwall, Connecticut (an ABCFM run school) 

would “return to their nation as a Christian.  And I hope that many of the children who are now 

at school at Elliot, whenever they can read well in the Bible, I hope many of them will be follow 

of Jesus Christ and to feel the blessedness of a sure hope of happiness in another world.”44  

Folsom made yet another reference to his “poor red people” before closing the 5 March 

1820 letter to Cornelius.  Again, whether Folsom’s assessment of the seemingly pathetic state of 

                                                 

this work, I contend that it stands to reason that some of the inner conflicts generated in Native peoples by 
acculturation were the same, no matter the era of acculturation in question.  The correspondence of David Folsom 
reveals a struggle strikingly similar to the one Dennis Banks describes, though the eras and other circumstances are 
very different. 

42 It is especially evident in the correspondence that Folsom’s friendship with Cyrus Kingsbury was 

genuine and deeply felt, an example of which is the poignant letter to Kingsbury dated 23 September 1822, in which 
Folsom comforts Kingsbury after the death of Kingsbury’s wife.  David Folsom to Cyrus Kingsbury, 23 September 
1822, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 755, HL. 

43 David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 5 March 1820, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H-57, Folder 
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1819, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 755, HL. 

44 David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 5 March 1820, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H-57, Folder 

8, OU-WHC.   
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the Choctaws was widely shared by his fellow Choctaws may be questioned, but as will be seen 

in his subsequent correspondence, the idea of the “poverty” of his people had taken deep root in 

Folsom’s psyche.  The final item of note in the 5 March 1820 letter is the announcement to Elias 

Cornelius that “On the 23rd last December we had a fine son born…we name him Cornelius after 

you.”45 

In another letter to Cornelius, dated 20 June 1821, Folsom makes a point to inform his 

missionary friend that “little Cornelius…18 months old…is a very fair child to be a Choctaw—

he is almost white.”46  This letter also closes with the news of another birth in the Folsom family, 

this time of a daughter, born 25 May 1821.  The Folsoms named the girl Mary, after Mary 

Cornelius, Elias’s wife.47  Thus continued David Folsom’s admiration and homage to his 

missionary friends and mentors.  After several lines about “little Cornelius,” his missionary 

friend’s toddler namesake, Folsom waxed eloquently fervent: “I thank you for your good 

admonition, instructing me by the blessing of Jesus Christ, that we Red people might be happy.  

But my friend in what way are we poor to find this living good savior, who has been so gracious 

and blessing….  Dear friend, we poor Choctaws must have an instructor to lead us in that good 

path—when we would walk in and find the Savior.”  Thus was prefaced a plea for more 

missionaries to be sent to the Choctaw Nation,  

…for my poor Nation are, in a great distress for taking of knowledge and our whole 
depending is on the Christian benevolence….  We want more minister to go out among 

                                                 

45 David Folsom to Reverend Elias Cornelius, 5 March 1820, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H-57, Folder 

8, OU-WHC.   
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the Red People…and tell them about this Savior….  I do suppose that you good People at 
the North are all very happy indeed—yes, you have a reason to be thankful and rejoice 
and happy—there you are all blessed with light from above.  That you have fine churches 
and cities, and there you are all blest with the gospel.  But we here poor Choctaws, in this 
dark benighted land, perishing and melting away because we have not the knowledge you 
have.48 
 
With its allusion to white racial superiority as evidenced by Folsom’s need to inform of 

little Cornelius’s fair complexion, the repeated intonement of the “poor” and “benighted” 

situation of his “red people,” and the lecturing of his missionary friends on their blessedness of 

the knowledge of the Christian gospel, the 20 June 1821 letter stands as a telling and penetrating 

look into the complex and troubled psyche of David Folsom.  In self-belittlement, Folsom signed 

this letter, “I am sorry to say that I am not a Pious man.  You will please pray for me and my 

Nation.  From your unworthy Red brother, David Folsom.”49 

It is telling that Folsom used the “poor Choctaw” language not just with his missionary 

correspondents from whom he was frequently seeking aid.  He uses this language when writing 

to his own brother, Israel Folsom.  Israel Folsom was David’s younger brother by eleven years, 

and in 1822, Israel was away from the Choctaw Nation as a student at the ABCFM missionary 

school in Cornwall, Connecticut.50  Israel would go on to become a minister of the Cumberland 

Presbyterian denomination.51  In a letter to Israel while at school at Cornwall, David Folsom 

wrote, “I shall undertake to inform you about the condition of our poor Choctaw brothers….  I 

have no good news to tell you about our nation.”  The use of this phrasing with his brother, who 

one supposes he could and would have been more candid with than with his white 
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correspondents, is evidence that the sentiments expressed were genuine on Folsom’s part and not 

solely part of a “poor red man trope,” used solely as an appeal for resources.52   

In this letter to Israel, David Folsom also went to some lengths to praise the missionaries, 

especially his friend Cyrus Kingsbury for “doing much good for our nation, but you and me, and 

others must help.”  Folsom then went on to give his brother Israel the “bad news.”  Conditions 

had apparently deteriorated significantly during the time Israel had been away at Cornwall.  “The 

nation is at this time in a state of drunkenness….  If the whiskey were out of the way there would 

still be some hope yet for our nation—eaven (sic) to our chiefs and head men are drunkard and 

you know when the head men do bad, the Warriors will do their [illegible] does.”  Folsom 

continued, “a great cloud of darkness hangs over our nation.”  The key to removing that cloud, 

David told his brother, was helping the missionaries do their work.53  It is hard to interpret 

Folsom’s 1822 letter to Israel as anything other than coming from the pen of a true believer, and 

indeed a zealot for the faith. 

And yet, either because of or despite such zeal, it is in this letter to his brother Israel that 

we see the first evidence of an intense inner struggle that went on within Folsom throughout the 

decade leading up to removal.  Towards the end of the letter, David, the seeming zealot wrote to 

his Bible student brother, “I wish I could say to you that I was born again with Holy Spirit of 

God.  I know that I am wicked an (sp.) great sinner indeed.  Notwithstanding—with many 

difficulties—I have a heart indeed to do some good toward my nation.”54  As will be seen later in 

examination of some of Folsom’s correspondence with his friend Kingsbury, this struggle, of 
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outwardly being a fervent evangelist, and inwardly doubting, and even chastising, himself, 

continued for many years.  David Folsom was indeed a troubled—conflicted—soul.   

In the same letter to Israel, we also get a picture of where David Folsom stood in the 

spring of 1822 with regard to the pressure in the nation.  Folsom had been utterly appalled by the 

signing of the Treaty of Doak’s Stand.  He had refused to attend the treaty negotiations with 

commissioners Jackson and Hinds, and his signature is conspicuously absent from the treaty, 

even as the signatures of the old chiefs Puckshunubbee (Apuckshunubbee), Pushmataha, 

Mushulatubbee, and even the signature of his contemporary Greenwood LeFlore endorsed the 

document.55  Such was Folsom’s displeasure, that he wrote to his brother Israel that the only 

salvation for the Choctaws would be a completely new slate of leaders: “I see no other way But 

we must have new chiefs.”56  This was a view that Folsom would maintain through the next few 

years, until his own deposing of Mushulatubbee as chief of the Northeast District. 

A few months after writing the letter to his brother Israel, The Missionary Herald records 

a visit Folsom made to the school at Mayhew.  Folsom gave a two hour talk to the students there, 

exhorting them to gratitude for, and obedience to, their missionary teachers.57  Folsom spoke of 

the good Christian people of the north, who “had gratuitously sent them the garments with which 

they were clothed; and that most of the good things which they enjoyed, came to them through 

the bounty of those good people….”  Folsom “reminded the children of their great obligations to 
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the beloved missionaries, who, for their good, had done and were doing so much; and the vast 

importance…of cheerfully and obediently submitting to all the rules of the school.”  Folsom also 

sounded a tone of acculturation, instructing the students to “strive to the utmost to acquire the 

manners, the knowledge, and the language of the missionaries.”58  Folsom also showed again the 

linkage—in his belief—between education, acculturation, “civilization”—and the maintenance 

of sovereignty in the Choctaw homeland.  The Missionary Herald reports Folsom to have told 

the students  

your fathers have long possessed this land.  But this you cannot expect to do, unless you 
become civilized. Your situation is rapidly becoming different from the situation of those, 
who have gone before you. The white people were once at so great a distance, that there 
was but little intercourse between them and your forefathers. Now, the white people are 
settling around you in every direction. It is therefore indispensably necessary that the 
rising generation should be educated and learn the ways of the white people.59 
 
In a letter to the Cherokee missionary Jeremiah Evarts dated 9 May 1824, Folsom not 

only continued to ask for more schools and education (because the old ways of living by hunting 

are over), but also for “more preachers,” because “preaching has been neglected.”  Then came a 

chilling sentence from one Choctaw man about his people: “They must be civilized or 

exterminated no other alternative exists.”60 

In the fall of 1824, Folsom traveled to Washington, D.C., as a member of a Choctaw 

delegation to negotiate the Treaty of Washington City.  The group included district chiefs 
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Puckshunubbee, Pushmataha, and Mushulatubbee, as well as James McDonald, who had recently 

become attorney for the Choctaw Nation, and John Pitchlynn functioning as U.S. Interpreter.61  

In a letter dated 25 September 1824, Folsom wrote to Cyrus Byington, very unhappy at the 

drunkenness of his traveling companions the night before.  “yesterday was a great day among 

some of the delegation,” he wrote, “to drink whiskey and get drunk….  I have already had some 

work with some of them…and they say they will do better hereafter.”62  But they didn’t.  Writing 

three weeks further into the journey, Folsom informed Byington that McDonald and John 

Pitchlynn had stayed up all night, “and for the first time McDonald got drunk.”63   

Once arrived in Washington, Folsom complained of his fellow delegates profligacy there, 

and that it was hurting the negotiations.  “My men have been drank,” he told Byington, “…some 

are constantly drank.  At first I endeavor to talk to them.  But I was called a Missionary and I 

was called every name to provoke me into doing wickedly.”64  In a letter to Cyrus Kingsbury 

from around the same time, Folsom elaborated on his treatment at the hands of his fellows: “I 

have been laughed at…and been called a friend of missionaries, a Christian, and rather endeavor 

to provoke me….”  Folsom suggested that the others thought that he thought himself better than 

them.  Folsom protested to Kingsbury, “I do not think myself any better than my brethren.”  
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Then, as if to underline his humility and self-deprecation, Folsom closed the letter to Kingsbury, 

“Pray for me that my wicked heart may turn.”65 

Folsom was certainly displeased with the behavior of his fellow delegates in Washington 

and at stops along the way, but the above letter to Cyrus Kingsbury, and his letters to Cyrus 

Byington also convey a genuine struggle within Folsom himself.  Folsom’s temptations grew 

even stronger when upon his arrival in Washington, he learned, in a letter from Byington, of the 

death of his young son, Cornelius, back home in Mississippi.  Still, Folsom claims not to have 

succumbed to the temptation of alcohol.  In this December letter to Byington, Folsom was 

palpably depressed and struggling within himself. “You have no idea of my trial since I left 

home,” he told Byington,  

My situation…has been very unpleasant to me.  I have temptation and trial all 
around me.  I have…even been called to sin against God which I ought not to do.  
I have no pashian, nor do I act like a pious man.  I would therefore still ask you to 
pray for me…it is to be hoped that my behavior is some better than some of my 
brethren….  Give my respect to all the missionaries, they are dear to me.  All 
though I do not follow their goode ways.66 
 

In his attempts at piety, Folsom wrote to Byington that while in Washington, he was attending 

church at every opportunity, and that he had visited nearly all the churches in the city.  “These is 

great many good people in this great city,” wrote Folsom, yet, “…it is among the greatest wicked 

place I ever have of.  I do long to got away from here.”67 

Folsom was so exasperated as to give up on the negotiations and on his fellow delegates.  

“I do not think,” he wrote to Byington, “delegation have acted in such a manner to be receive as 
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sober men.  I am only sorry that I am here, and that is all I must say….”68  His fellow Choctaw 

delegates had run up enormous bar tabs in Washington, drinking gallons of whisky.  In his 

preparations for the Washington negotiations with the Choctaw delegation, John Calhoun had 

appropriated what he thought to be an adequate sum—approximately three dollars per day—as a 

“whiskey allowance” for the treaty commissioners and the members of the Choctaw delegation.  

The allowance proved inadequate in the extreme. Thomas McKenney would inform the Choctaw 

chiefs in a letter in June of 1825, well after they had returned home, that each of them had 

averaged $8.21 per day in whisky for their entire three month stay in Washington.69 

When the great chief Pushmataha died on December 24th, while in Washington, Folsom 

disputed those who reported that Pushmataha died of “the croupe.”  Folsom reported to Byington 

that he was convinced that “Push” drank himself to death.70  Folsom also attributed the death of 

Apuckshanubbee en route to drink, that Apuckshanubbee’s fatal fall from a cliff in Kentucky had 

taken place in a drunken stupor.  Of the death of these two old chiefs, Folsom wrote to Byington, 

“God is just and right in taking those chiefs from among the people, so that there may be better 

men raised up in their places.”71  Such a statement of judgment, when the chief had not been 

dead even twenty-four hours, seems indicative of the inner turmoil Folsom was experiencing, but 

it is also consonant with a view Folsom had expressed to his brother Israel some years earlier, 
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that the old chiefs needed replacing.72  In his Christmas Eve letter to Byington, Folsom continued 

to predict that the treaty negotiations would come to nothing and blamed his fellows’ 

drunkenness and failure to listen to him.  He was especially worried about John Pitchlynn and 

James McDonald, “…it will be a wonder to me if they all git home in safety,” he opined to 

Byington, “it is them own wicked selfs that brot themselves to sickness.  I must stop here.  I am 

ashamed to tell you any more….  God is not for us.  But he is against us on account of our 

wickedness.”73   

Folsom’s turmoil only grew over the following weeks, as the negotiations dragged on.  

His letter to Cyrus Kingsbury dated 14 January 1825, shows intense exasperation and 

discouragement, and growing disgust with his fellow Choctaw delegates.  According to Folsom, 

every one of them except himself had “followed the path of dissipation,” and were “full of 

iniquity.”  In Folsom’s estimation, the Choctaw Nation would have been better off if they had all 

never been in Washington.74  

When, finally, the Treaty of Washington City was signed on January 22, 1825, David 

Folsom was a reluctant signatory.  Although he regretted the cession of parts of the Choctaws’ 

Arkansas lands, he had managed to obtain a provision in the treaty for more funding for 

missionary schools in the Choctaw nation, something dear to his heart, and in his view absolutely 

crucial to Choctaw success and salvation.  In particular, Folsom, along with his collaborator and 

fellow delegate James McDonald were keen to establish a secondary school in the Choctaw 

                                                 

72 David Folsom to Israel Folsom, 29 March 1822, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 757, HL. 
73 David Folsom to Cyrus Byington, 24 December 1824, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H57, Folder 31, 

OU-WHC. 
74 David Folsom to Cyrus Kingsbury, 14 January 1825, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H57, Folder 56, 
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nation, a “Choctaw national academy.”75  Plans were for the school to be located on Folsom’s 

property in Pigeon Roost, and according to the wishes of Cyrus Kingsbury, Folsom would 

essentially function as the headmaster of the school.76 

Mushulatubbee and his ally Robert Cole, who had replaced Apuckshunubbee as chief of 

the Western District, had other ideas for the six-thousand-dollar annuity obtained in the Treaty of 

Washington City.  Folsom might have known this, but in his complete disgust with his fellow 

delegates, he had essentially stopped speaking with them, and so was unaware of their designs 

for the annuity.  In fact, in his anger, Folsom had left Washington before the others and headed 

back to the Choctaw Nation alone.77  Mushulatubbee asked the Choctaw agent William Ward to 

write to various missionary societies “for the purpose of applying the $6000 granted by the late 

treaty…to send as many children as the above resources will educate.”78  Mushulatubbee was 

opposed to the school to be established at David Folsom’s property, and wanted Choctaw youths 

educated outside the Choctaw Nation.79  Although Folsom strenuously campaigned for the 

academy to be established in the Choctaw Nation, in the end, Mushulatubbee, Cole and others 

                                                 

75 Transcript of the Treaty of Washington City.  Accessed November 24, 2020, 

http://www.choctawnation.com/sites/default/files/2015/09/29/1825_Treaty_of_Washington_City_original.pdf. See 
especially Articles 2, 3, 4, 6, and 10. 

76 Cyrus Kingsbury to James Barbour, 6 July 1825, The Choctaw Academy: Official Correspondence, 

1825-1841.  Edited and compiled by Joe R. Goss (Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 5. 
77 David Folsom to Cyrus Byington, 24 December 1824, Jay L. Hargett Collection, Box H57, Folder 31, 

OU-WHC.  John Pitchlynn paid David Folsom’s expenses for his trip home, and then wrote to Thomas McKenney 
asking to be reimbursed $90 for having done so.  John Pitchlynn to Thomas McKenney, 27 January 1825, Letters 
Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, MS 234, Choctaw Agency Emigration 1826-1859, M234, Roll 
169, NARA DC.  McKenney paid.  Thomas McKenney to John Pitchlynn, 19 February 1825, Letters Received by 
the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, MS 234, Choctaw Agency Emigration 1826-1859, M234, Roll 169, NARA 
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78 William Ward to James Barbour, 26 June 1825, The Choctaw Academy: Official Correspondence, 1825-

1841.  Edited and compiled by Joe R. Goss (Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 4. 
79 Cyrus Kingsbury to James Barbour, 6 July 1825, The Choctaw Academy: Official Correspondence, 

1825-1841.  Edited and compiled by Joe R. Goss (Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 6. 
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won out.  Folsom was unable to muster enough support for his plan in the national council.80  

Mushulatubbee appropriated the annuity for the establishment Richard Mentor Johnson’s 

Choctaw Academy in Great Crossings, Kentucky. 

In May 1826, Thomas McKenney wrote reassuring, if ultimately untrue, words to 

Folsom: “I tell you, you will never be pushed off your land.  If you go, it will be by your own 

consent and free will.”81  Of course, as seen in Chapter Three, McKenney’s expectation—just as 

with other U.S. government officials—was that the Choctaws would remove of their own 

consent and free will.  There was never any doubt for them that this would happen.  Their 

frustration was that they had so far been unable to make it happen.  In the summer of 1826, 

shortly after he deposed and replaced Mushulatubbee as chief of the Northeast district (Okla 

Tannap), Folsom wrote to Thomas McKenney in an adamant tone:  

I have never supposed that the U.S. would conduct unjustly towards any Indian tribe in 
getting their lands from them.  This I have ever told my people….  I am sorry the 
President hears the Chahtas wish to sell their land.  I can only say he hears more than the 
Chahta people know anything about…the nation does not wish to sell any of their land 
either East or west of the Miss.—and it is useless to negotiate with them.  Take my word 
for all this. (underlining in the original)82 
 
Perhaps we must take Folsom at his word here, though it is difficult to fully believe, 

given the continual and growing pressure on the Choctaws that he had seen throughout his life, 

and the gradual chipping away at the Choctaw homeland in treaty after treaty, that he “never 

supposed” any thought of injustice coming from the United States.  Is Folsom’s assertion true 

naiveté, or is it a bit of oblique sarcasm directed at McKenney?  We cannot know for sure.   

                                                 

80 Cyrus Kingsbury to Thomas L. McKenney, 11 October 1825, The Choctaw Academy: Official 

Correspondence, 1825-1841.  Edited and compiled by Joe R. Goss (Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 17. 
81 Thomas L. McKenney to David Folsom, 9 May 1826, Letters Sent, Office of Indian Affairs, NARA DC. 
82 David Folsom to Thomas McKenney, 27 June 1826, Grant Foreman Collection, Box 30, Vol. 59, pp. 25-

27, HCAR. 
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In the power struggle that ensued within the Choctaw leadership in the summer of 1826, 

the Choctaw national council deposed Robert Cole as principal chief in the Western district 

(Okla Falaya), and Mushulatubbee in the Northeastern district (Okla Tannap).  Cole was 

replaced with Greenwood LeFlore, Mushulatubbee with David Folsom.  This extraordinary step 

was precipitated by suspicion, on the part of the younger to middle generation of leaders, that the 

older chiefs were growing weary of the fight and that they would sell out the Choctaw Nation in 

another treaty negotiation with the U.S. government.  According to an account from George 

Gaines, a special agent to the Choctaw, both Folsom and LeFlore had actively sought and 

campaigned for the deposing of Mushulatubbee and Cole, and to be their successors.83 

Given these facts, one may conclude that Folsom desired power.  Writing to Thomas 

McKenney in May 1826, however, Folsom portrayed the situation differently.  In his disgust 

over the events of his trip to Washington with the Choctaw delegation in 1824-1825, Folsom 

suggested to McKenney that he had no more interest in political affairs, but had “retired to 

private life,” and had essentially been drafted back into leadership: “…on account of removal of 

the chief Mooshalatubbee from the office by his people.  I have been appointed by the people in 

his place.”  Folsom wrote: “…since my appointment by my Countrymen to be their Ruler.”  

“Ruler” is a curious English word to use, one that could have rather authoritarian connotations.  

But it may be that Folsom is merely using it as a synonym for chief.  Folsom told McKenney, “I 

feel a deep anxiety for the welfare of my Nation.  And I feel there is no time to be lost on my part 

endeavering to improve the condition of my Nation.”84  The tone of the letter is of a man who is 

                                                 

83 ASP: IA 2: 709.  Accessed April 19, 2021. https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008/llsp008.db&recNum=716.   
84 David Folsom to Thomas L. McKenney, 27 May 1826, Atkinson/Elliot Indian Agency Papers, Box 5, 

Folder 4, Special Collections, Mississippi State University.  Spelling as in the original. 
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reluctant but has been drafted in a dire hour of crisis and feels “deep anxiety” to do the best that 

he can for his nation. 

Sorting through Folsom’s motivations, or the motivations of any of the major figures in 

this work, is a complicated matter.  Folsom’s fellow “conspirator” in this “coup,” Greenwood 

LeFlore, has been—as will be seen at many points in this work—castigated for his self-interest.  

Even LeFlore’s nephew George Harkins, essentially came to think of his uncle as having been a 

traitor to the Choctaw Nation.85  But can the same be said for David Folsom?86  What were his 

motivations for ascending to be chief?  Were they as “pure” as he himself portrayed them?  Did 

he actively seek, or perhaps even force the ouster of Mushulatubbee?  Was he motivated by a 

zeal to steer his people onto the path he knew was right?  Was he motivated by a distrust of the 

leaders who represented an “older order,” and a conviction that only he and other “younger” 

leaders could truly save the Choctaws from the fate of removal and preserve their sovereignty in 

the land where lay the “bones of our forefathers,” the land “dearer to us than any other?”87  

Perhaps it was all of the above…and a measure of self-interest in the mix as well?  

David Folsom, as with all of the Choctaw leaders examined in this work, was complex, 

sometimes contradictory, and…very human.  When, as earlier in this chapter, his sometimes 

tortured letters are read, or, as related in Chapter Three, when Folsom faced off with Nitakechi, 

sometime in the summer of 1826, it is difficult to read David Folsom as something other than an 

                                                 

85 See discussion of George Harkins’ letter to Greenwood LeFlore in 1845 in Chapter Eight. 
86 Both James McDonald and Peter Pitchlynn would blame and castigate David Folsom in the very same 

breath as Greenwood LeFlore and regard both of them as equally responsible for the betrayal of the Choctaw people.  
For McDonald’s pronouncement on the matter, see page 264.  For Pitchlynn’s opinions, see pages 252-253 and 271-
275. 

87 David Folsom to William Ward, 7 November 1829, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 757, HL.  

See the opening section of Chapter Five for a discussion of what I have termed the “old guard,” and the different 
kind of leadership and polity that was emerging in the Choctaw Nation in the latter half of the 1820s. 
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individual earnest and sincere in the extreme.  In the incident with Nitakechi, over the matter of 

the “coup” which ousted Mushulatubbee and put Folsom in power, each man was backed by an 

“army” with guns already drawn, and it was, if Horatio Cushman is to be believed, Folsom who 

broke the silence, Folsom who said to Nitakechi, “it would be…folly for me to speak as if 

nothing had occurred to justify your present attitude.”  It was Folsom who “proffered words of 

reconciliation.”88  As has been stated previously and now—and not for the last time in this 

work—these men were all attempting in their own best way, according to who they were, to 

grapple with the inexorable and relentless pressures of their time and place. 

A portrait has been drawn herein from David Folsom’s own correspondence of an 

extremely pious man, who yet did not regard himself as a pious man, and of a thorough 

assimilationist, motivated by a genuine, if paternalistic, concern for the good of the Choctaw 

people.  This portrait is confirmed by missionaries who knew Folsom, in their correspondence to 

each other.  On the 14th of March, 1828, the missionary David Greene arrived at David Folsom’s 

residence and stayed with him for three nights.  For reasons unclear, Jeremiah Evarts had 

instructed Greene to “form” and send him an “estimate” of Folsom’s “character.”  Greene wrote 

to Evarts saying that he had found Folsom “to be a true patriot,” and that he had found in him “a 

solicitude to do his people good.”89  Of doing his people good, Greene wrote, “On this his mind 

was fixed.”  In Greene’s estimation, Folsom keenly felt a responsibility to his people “more than 

                                                 

88 Cushman, History of the Choctaw, Chickasaw and Natchez Indians, 281-284. 
89 David Greene to Jeremiah Evarts, 19 March 1828, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 757, HL.  

Greene’s assessment of Folsom as a “patriot” fits with my assertion of Folsom as a “Choctaw nationalist.”  Though 
it is not certain whether by calling Folsom a patriot, Greene meant a “Choctaw patriot,” or an “American patriot,” it 
is my opinion that Folsom may be justly called a “Choctaw patriot” throughout his career up until shortly before 
Dancing Rabbit Creek, when, out of a desperate sense of inevitability, he began to move in the direction of 
approving removal. 
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any other man I ever saw, and to be more conscientious in performing his duties….”90  Greene 

went on to praise Folsom’s “collected, discriminating mind, which enables him to see 

the…results of different measures, and to approve of…the best means of bringing about the 

desired end.”  Greene also praised Folsom his “fairness of mind,” and suggested that he 

understood “the discouragements and trials of the missionaries.”91 

Greene expressed to Evarts a high opinion of Folsom’s piety, and of Folsom’s 

evangelistic zeal to see conversions among the Choctaw people.  Yet he had also in his three day 

visit seen Folsom’s tendency to self-deprecation and doubt when it came to his own feelings 

about his faith: “He seems well acquainted with the truth and nature of Christianity and believes 

in its efficacy and importance and would make all his people pious if he could, but does not talk 

as if he expected himself to know or feel its power.” Folsom was apparently having some 

familial success, at least, in his evangelistic efforts, as noted by Greene: “…a half-sister has 

expressed a hope within a few days, and a sister is very serious if not truly pious.”92 

Greene also related a conversation with Folsom in which Folsom was extremely 

displeased at the way in which he felt he had been treated by the Superintendent of Indian 

Affairs Thomas McKenney: “Speaking of some…letters which Col. McKenney had written to 

him, he said, “he wrote to me just as if I were a child.  If he will write to me as a man, I will 

answer him, but if he writes to me to flatter me as if I were a child, I will not answer.””93  

Folsom’s anger and desperation at the seemingly unstoppable trajectory to removal were 

growing. 
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For much of 1829, Folsom intensified his evangelistic efforts among the Choctaw Nation.  

Cyrus Kingsbury wrote in August 1829 that Folsom had for some months previous been 

preaching “to his countrymen in their native tongue,” sometimes “an hour or two long.”  

Kingsbury praised the eloquence of Folsom’s sermons.94  Cyrus Byington wrote that Folsom was 

“a great speaker” who could inspire his fellow Choctaws to tearful repentance.95  Also, in the 

summer of 1829, with pressures for, and talk of, impending removal increasing greatly within the 

Choctaw Nation, Folsom remained steadfast in his adamant opposition to removal, while at the 

same time increasing in his fervency—if that were possible—for the evangelization and 

conversion of the Choctaw Nation.  On 17 July 1829, Folsom wrote to Jeremiah Evarts, “Tell 

your good ministers to pray for us & to all his people to pray for we Chahtas.  Tell them I will try 

to pray and cry to the Lord until there is revival among them.”96  Was Folsom still holding on to 

a view that a thorough Christianization and civilization of the Choctaws might still save them 

from removal? 

     On November 7, 1829, Folsom wrote to William Ward, the US government agent to 

the Choctaws: 

On the 17th day of Sept. last you delivered unto us, while we were assembled in 
council, a talk from the Secretary of War.  The chahta people in answer to that 
communication, express their own views in a few words.97  We are sorry that the 
Secretary of war has the impression that the white men who reside among us 
pervert our minds so that we are unwilling to remove towards the land of the west.  
And we are sorry to hear that the President of the United States has heard reports 
about us which are false, but which he presumes to be true.98  

                                                 

94 Vermont Chronicle (Bellows Falls, Vermont) 7 August 1829, p. 2 (Newspapers.com). 
95 “Extract of a letter from the Rev. Cyrus Byington, dated Aukhuna, Dec. 28, 1828,” Vermont Chronicle 
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96 David Folsom to Jeremiah Evarts, 17 July 1829, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 757, HL. 
97 Note again that Folsom assumes to speak for the entirety of the Choctaw Nation. 
98 David Folsom to William Ward, 7 November 1829, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 757, HL. 



 151 

Folsom’s letter to Ward went on to insist that no white men in the Choctaw nation were 

influencing or directing any policy decisions or actions of the Choctaw National Council.  Wrote 

Folsom, “Therefore were it our wish to remove toward the lands of the west, there is not a white 

man among us who could prevent us….”  In a fashion now familiar to us, Folsom makes such 

adamant statements while in the next breath referring to the Choctaws as “an ignorant people.”  

The letter praises the American government, that they had always kept their treaties with the 

Choctaw; (They hadn’t.) “We cannot think that the American government will turn away from 

us.”   

But Folsom was not all wishful thinking towards the federal government in this letter.  

Folsom also expressed that the “red people” had no expectations that should they remove to the 

west, more treaties would not be demanded by the American government.  “The red people are 

of the opinion that in a few years the Americans will also wish to possess the land west of the 

Miss.  In giving reason for his and the Choctaw council’s adamancy against removal, Folsom 

wrote, “Should we remove we should again be removed by white men.”99  In the paragraph 

following, the tone of Folsom’s letter waxes eloquent, sad, and perhaps even a bit angry or 

dismissive: 

As the Agent of the U. States Govt. you speak to us & tell us of another country, west of 
the great river Miss. that is good & where we and our children a long & quiet home & 
enjoy many blessings…this you wrote out as a faithful officer under your superior—But 
here is our home, our dwelling places, our fields, our schools, all our friends; and under 
us are the dust of the bones of our forefathers.  This land is dearer to us than any other.  
Why talk to us about removing!  We always hear such counsel….100 
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In the same letter to William Ward, Folsom also called for the dismissal of the interpreter 

Middleton Mackey, who he claimed was fomenting removal sentiments among the Choctaws.  

Mackey, by his own admission, certainly was doing everything in his power to encourage 

removal, though, of course, he saw the situation in a very different light than Folsom.  On 

November 27th, Mackey wrote to the Secretary of War, John Eaton, in his own defense and in 

strong protest of Folsom and his actions.  Mackey told Eaton that he was only doing his job and 

representing “the views of my government,” that he was only following William Ward’s orders 

to “fully explain the nature of the laws of Mississippi that were about to be extended over them 

and the bad consequences that would attend as they were not prepared to live under (illegible) 

laws.  I have advised them on all occasions to make the best arrangements with the government 

they possibly can and emigrate to the west of the Mississippi.”101  Mackey was convinced that 

the mass of the Choctaws would remove to the west if it were not for “the halfbreed chiefs one to 

each Dist. They are all opposed to anything like emigration or anything that is for the good of 

their Nation.”  In Mackey’s view, these “halfbreed” chiefs were ultimately only about their own 

self-interest, as “they know that they can live under the laws and become citizens, but such is not 

the case with all….”  Mackey closed his letter with a terse indictment in a postscript: “NB Those 

halfbreed chiefs above Mentioned are influenced by the yankee Missionarys….”102   

Though he does not mention the “halfbreed chiefs” by name in these sentences, Mackey 

was undoubtedly referencing David Folsom and Greenwood LeFlore.  Mackey’s view here is 

that essentially it is Folsom and LeFlore who are preventing removal—motivated by their own 

self-interest—at every turn, not the rank and file, non-elite Choctaws (whom Mackey would 
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have referred to as “fullbloods”).  Whether this opposition from “mixed-blood” elites such as 

Folsom and LeFlore was indeed born out of self-interest, or whether it was from a staunch and 

principled motivation to maintain the political sovereignty of the Choctaws in their homeland, is 

considered at several points in this dissertation.  But whichever side of that argument is taken, it 

remains—and Mackey’s letter lends confirmation to this—that the assertion, oft repeated in 

removal historiography of a previous generation, that the “mixed-bloods” that led or pushed their 

peoples into removal is inaccurate to say the least.  

Folsom kept up his barrage of letter writing against removal and in defense of Choctaw 

sovereignty in their homeland.  The Cherokees were also facing and waging their own battle 

against removal and to remain sovereign, and in their homeland, and the Cherokee leadership 

especially took a keen interest in what was happening to the Choctaws.  The Cherokee Phoenix 

newspaper reported on a letter of December 14, 1829, written by David Folsom to an unnamed 

“gentleman of Mississippi,” in which Folsom once again zealously protested and touched upon 

many of the same themes as in his letter to William Ward of a week earlier.  Once again, Folsom 

claims to speak for his entire nation: “You know, as a people, the Choctaws do not wish to move, 

to better their condition.”  Folsom then advanced the argument that the “improvement” of the 

Choctaws in the last several years had been rapid and indisputable to any observer.  Folsom 

praised the “civilizing” of the Choctaws, that they were becoming “herdsmen and farmers.”  

Folsom admitted that there was still much drunkenness in the nation but implored his unnamed 

correspondent not to “look at the example of the vicious and ignorant part of our people for a 

sample of my nation.”103 
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“We have inherited this land from Jehovah,” wrote Folsom, waxing prophetic in his tone,  

…I have no wish to have my people remove to the west.  I am entirely averse to it.  I 
have no wish to bring calamity and destruction, nor will be an accessary to the downfall 
and deplorable destruction of my dear people.  For if the Choctaw people remove at all, it 
will be against their will, interest, and happiness, and everything dear to them will close 
from them…loss and sorrow forever….104 
 

The Cherokee Phoenix provided their own astute commentary on Folsom’s letter, writing that the 

letter made evident “that the unwillingness of the Choctaws to sell their lands is not owing to the 

influence of white men, or the authority or control of the chiefs, but to the attachment of the 

people of their country.”  The editorial writer then predicted that a removal, should it happen, 

would not be the end of the Choctaws troubles, and that no treaty would protect them from 

further “encroachments” of the United States, both in sovereignty and in territory.  “…why may 

not new states be formed around them on the other side of the Mississippi…?”105 

When the chiefs, headmen, and warriors of the Choctaw Nation met in council in October 

of 1829 with the intent to iron out once and for all, a path forward as concerned removal, David 

Folsom pushed a resolution to make request of the War Department to outfit and bankroll 

another exploratory expedition west.106  It was a delaying tactic which ultimately proved to be 

unsuccessful.  Folsom pushed this idea again to Richard Mentor Johnson in February of 1830.  In 

a letter to Johnson seeking his help in gaining funding for such an expedition, Folsom wrote, “I 

can be useful, I hope in some measure [to] cause the Choctaws…to come and settle on some 

particular place…the description of the country, that I would bring to these people…they would 
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take my word for the truth.”  Is Folsom wavering here from his former adamant resolve to never 

countenance removal?  Has he begun to see removal as inevitable?  Perhaps not…or not yet.  

Given the purpose of the letter, we might suppose that Folsom is, to some extent at least, saying 

what he thinks might best procure the funding needed for his proposed expedition.  Later in the 

letter he asserted to Johnson, “I am entirely oppose to the Choctaw emigration…as ever…but yet 

give me time to breathe, and let there be a little help extended in funding and I will be able soon 

to know what to do for the happiness for my people.”107  Whether moderating his stance on 

removal or not, it is clear that David Folsom was becoming weary of the constant struggle to 

fight it off. 

There can be no question, from the documentary record, that throughout the 1820s, David 

Folsom was among the most vocal, forceful, and steadfast voices for the maintenance of 

Choctaw sovereignty in their homeland.  Though many had opposed removal, few opposed it as 

adamantly and steadfastly as David Folsom.  Yet, in 1830, with the advent of President Jackson’s 

new policy, and the new Mississippi laws curtailing the Choctaw’s sovereignty, even David 

Folsom began to be pushed to moderate his position.  In February 1830, when the national 

council deposed Greenwood LeFlore, Folsom, perhaps fearing that a similar fate might befall 

himself, began at this time to moderate his own stance on removal.  Writing to Arkansas senator 

Robert Johnson, Folsom offered to lead another exploring expedition to the west and hinted that 

his report would certainly be positive—even if that was not the truth—and convincing to the 

Choctaws: “…the description I would bring…they would take my word for the truth.”108   
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Thus, as the Choctaws day of reckoning at Dancing Rabbit Creek approached, David 

Folsom, as with many of the Choctaw leaders, stood weary and beginning to accept the 

possibility that removal was inevitable; perhaps the best course of action was to proactively take 

the matter into hand and try for the best deal they could get.    We will complete our analysis of 

David Folsom and his role in removal in Chapter Seven after the recounting of the fateful events 

at Dancing Rabbit Creek.
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CHAPTER V: THE “OLD GUARD”: MUSULATUBBEE AND NITAKECHI 

In the latter half of the 1820s, after the deaths of Pushmataha and Apuckshunubbee in 

1825, Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi were the most prominent remaining representatives of an 

older order of leadership in the Choctaw Nation, though only Mushulatubbee was already an old 

man at the time.  In age, Nitakechi was only 38 at the coming of removal in 1830.  But despite 

their age difference, these two Choctaw leaders represent an older order, as they came into their 

positions under a different and older form of Choctaw polity than the order which emerged after 

the first Choctaw constitution of 1826, the period immediately following which saw David 

Folsom, Greenwood LeFlore, and George Harkins—and much later Peter Pitchlynn—assume 

chiefly positions.  Whereas the focus of Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi’s power came from the 

traditional, time-honored Choctaw ways of identifying authority and power, the political power 

of the new generation would be focused in what may be called a “constitutional” authority.1  

Thus, despite the age gap between them, Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi represent something akin 

to an “old guard” in terms of their positions and roles at the time of removal.  For this fact alone, 

however, we cannot automatically assign them the label “traditionalists,” but only that their 

chiefly authority originated in traditional Choctaw ways.  As will be seen, these men operated in 

ways and supported policies and practices which challenge the simplistic moniker 

“traditionalist.”  I have treated Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi together in this chapter because of 

their being representatives of this older order of Choctaw polity, as well as because throughout 

the extent documentation, Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi also seem to be consistently allied with 

                                                 

1 Categorizing these “generational” orders of polity according to “outlook,” James Taylor Carson has called 

them “primordialist” (Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi) and “cosmopolitan” (Folsom and LeFlore).  See Carson, 
Searching for the Bright Path, Chapter Three: “Creation of a Nation, 1819-1828.”  
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each other, often in opposition to such figures as David Folsom and Greenwood Leflore, from 

the newer generation of Choctaw leadership.   

Regarding the issue of the supposed “traditionalism” of Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi, 

the Choctaw historian Clara Sue Kidwell has written, “Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi represented 

the traditional way of life, even if they no longer lived it.  They came from full-blood lineages, 

the source of leaders before them.  Their followers drank and played ball and held their cries and 

dances.”2  There is a sense in which I find Kidwell’s statement to be true.  As I have indicated, 

Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi were the last representatives of a political order which may be 

called “traditionalist.”  Their power base was “traditionalist.”  However, as Kidwell alludes to, 

they had already in many ways left a truly “traditionalist” life behind.  They had embraced the 

market economy and, at least in the case of Mushulatubbee, certain other aspects of white 

“civilization,” especially an emphasis on American education.  Mushulatubbee, for example, was 

thoroughly enmeshed in the emerging market economy which characterized early nineteenth-

century America.  He raised and sold livestock and horses.  He owned African slaves.  He 

cultivated cotton.3  In this regard, he differed less from his “mixed-blood,” “progressive” 

counterparts such as Folsom and LeFlore, as might be supposed.   In 1818-1819, Mushulatubbee 

was among those influential Choctaws who welcomed the missionaries to the Choctaw Nation.  

While the missionaries’ main booster David Folsom may have wanted the conversion of the 

Choctaws to Christianity above any other benefit he believed they would bring, Mushulatubbee 

initially welcomed the missionaries because he wanted Choctaw youths to learn English, math, 

                                                 

2 Kidwell, Choctaws and Missionaries, 141.   
3 Greg O’Brien, “Mushulatubbee and Choctaw Removal: Chiefs Confront a Changing World,” Mississippi 

History Now (March 2001).  Accessed July 28, 2021.  
https://libres.uncg.edu/ir/uncg/f/G_O'Brien_Muchulatubbee_2001.pdf.  
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farming techniques, and business-related skills.  This consideration again points out the difficulty 

of common categorizing terminology.  No one label adequately fits the reality of “the situation 

on the ground,” and in fact, reliance upon the labels distorts the truth.   

Of the seven Choctaw leaders profiled in this work, Mushulatubbee—from what we see 

of him in the documentary record—may have been the most mercurial in personality.  According 

to Henry Halbert, Mushulatubbee “was a war chief of some note.  In early life he led several 

expeditions across the Mississippi River against the Osages.”4  Throughout his life, especially 

with missionaries and with representatives of a younger generation of emerging Choctaw 

leaders, Mushulatubbee had numerous recorded episodes of conflict and resolution, only to see 

conflict again.  According to the early Mississippi historian J.F.H. Claiborne, he even clashed 

with his contemporary, the revered Choctaw chief Pushmataha, when the Shawnee leader 

Tecumseh came to the Choctaw Nation in 1811.  According to Claiborne, though Pushmataha 

was steadfast in his opposition to Tecumseh from the beginning, Mushulatubbee vacillated on 

whether to support the movement.  Claiborne records Pushmataha as “menacingly” putting 

Mushulatubbee in his place, “in angry…words: “Return home with your warriors, and put to 

death any of them that join the Muskogee’s.”5  Despite his initial willingness to entertain the 

ideas of Tecumseh and Tenskwatawa, Mushulatubbee would fight alongside Andrew Jackson in 

                                                 

4 Henry S. Halbert, “Moshulitubbee’s Prairie Village,” Publications of the Mississippi Historical Society 7 

(1903): 375. 
5 Claiborne, Mississippi As a Province, Territory, and State, 487.  “Muscogees,” in this context refers to the 

“Red Sticks,” the portion of the Muscogee Creek Nation who followed Tecumseh in his movement against the 
United States.  Born in Mississippi in 1809, Claiborne would have been contemporary to much of the history of the 
Choctaws covered in this work.  However, he would have been only two years old at the time of Tecumseh’s visit to 
the Choctaw Nation.  Claiborne does not cite a source for the supposed incident between Pushmataha and 
Mushulatubbee. 
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the Creek War (or “Red Stick War”) in 1813, against the Tecumseh aligned “Red Stick” Creeks.6  

From this, Mushulatubbee claimed a lifelong friendship with Andrew Jackson. 

Undoubtedly, Mushulatubbee also must have had conflicts with the U.S. government 

trading concern in the Choctaw Nation.  Mushulatubbee’s debt may have started accumulating 

when his maternal uncle, the chief Hoomastubbee, passed away in 1809, and Mushulatubbee 

assumed his uncle’s unpaid debts.7  He is known to have carried a significant rolling debt load to 

the Choctaw trading house throughout the 1810s and into the 1820s.  For example, from the 

Choctaw trading house records, I calculated that during the period of June 30, 1816 to October 1, 

1822, Mushulatubbee’s average rolling debt to the trading house was $944.47.8  At the time of 

this writing, that would be equivalent to a debt of $20,205.41, no small debt even by today’s 

standards.9  Though we have the Choctaw trading house records only until 1825, it is probable 

that Mushulatubbee’s debt remained significant throughout the remainder of the 1820s.  

Mushulatubbee’s indebtedness, was undoubtedly one of the reasons that he was often not trusted 

by other Choctaw leaders during treaty negotiations.  Whether their distrust was justified or not, 

they were afraid that the debt compromised his resolve and made him more willing to bargain 

away Choctaw land. 

                                                 

6 Henry S. Halbert, “Moshulitubbee’s Prairie Village,” Publications of the Mississippi Historical Society 7 

(1903): 375. 
7 Albert James Pickett, “2nd Conversation with George S. Gaines, Spring of 1848,” in George Strother 

Gaines, The Reminiscences of George Strother Gaines: Pioneer and Statesman of Early Alabama and Mississippi, 

1805-1843, ed. James P. Pate (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1998): 149.   
8 Records of the Choctaw Trading House, Rolls 1 and 2 (1803-1825) T-500, NARA-AT.   
9 Calculated at https://www.in2013dollars.com/, 15 July 2021, using 1819, the year middle year of the 

range (1816-1822), as the comparison year with 2021. 
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However, in 1819, in treaty negotiations with none other than his Creek War comrade 

Andrew Jackson, Mushulatubbee held strong and made a rather unequivocal statement to 

Jackson of his resolve: 

We have heard the request of our father the President to exchange our country; but we are 
informed by some of our people who are acquainted with the situation intended for us 
that it is not so good as the one we live in.  We have made arrangements, in respect to 
civilization, to do better in our country than we have heretofore done.  We return thanks 
for the school established in our nation….  We have made up our minds not to leave the 
country of our fathers.  We are sorry that we cannot comply with our father’s request; a 
man cannot make up his mind at once to suit every object, but we have made up ours to 
remain where we have always lived.10 
 

Mushulatubbee appealed to “the country of our fathers,” and offered a bit of a defense of the 

Choctaw efforts to “civilize.” 

The education of Choctaw youth was, for Mushulatubbee as well as for the younger 

generation of Choctaw leaders, at the heart of any such “civilizing” that would be done.  In June 

of 1820, Mushulatubbee and his fellow chief Puckshunubbee, visited the school at Elliot—which 

had officially opened fourteen months earlier—for the first time.  They were greatly impressed.  

In a letter they subsequently co-dictated to Samuel Worcester (missionary to the Cherokees), the 

chiefs heaped praise upon Cyrus Kingsbury and the other missionaries for what was being 

accomplished at Elliot.  “Our hearts are made glad to see our children improving so fast,” they 

wrote, “We are pleased to see our boys go into the woods with their axes, and into the field with 

their hoes, under the care of their teacher to learn to work, that they may know how to clear and 

cultivate our land; for we cannot expect to live any longer by hunting.—Our game is gone….”11  

                                                 

10 Mushulatubbee, In General Council of the Choctaw Nation, August 12, 1819.  ASP: IA 2: 230.  

Accessed June 29, 2020, https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008/llsp008.db&recNum=237. 

11 Panoplist and Missionary Herald, volume XVI (Boston: Samuel T. Armstrong, 1820), 379, Accessed 

July 6, 2020.  https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.ah6kz2&view=1up&seq=397&q1=choctaw. 
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The sentiment that Mushulatubbee and Puckshunubbee expressed was virtually universal among 

the Choctaw leadership in 1820.  The “game is gone.”  There was a realization that the 

traditional hunting lifestyle and economy was no longer viable and an acceptance that 

education—“white” education at the hands of missionaries—was the only path forward that 

would lead to a positive outcome for the Choctaw people.  Though not specifically named in the 

letter to Worcester, the hope, the aim, was that such education would enable their continued 

sovereignty in their own land.   

Mushulatubbee, as the rest of Choctaw leaders, promoted education in the Choctaw 

Nation as part of a strategy to maintain a sovereign Choctaw Nation in Mississippi.  The 

Missionary Herald for 1822 records Mushulatubbee exhorting a group of Choctaw 

schoolchildren to learn well so that they could grow up to defend the Choctaw homeland.  The 

chief expressed a hope that he would live to see the Choctaw national council “filled with the 

boys who are now in school.”  He told the boys, “you will know much more than we know, and 

do much better than we do.”12  Though Mushulatubbee would come to turn against the 

missionaries around mid-decade of the 1820s, and would become the foe of the missionaries 

most fervent advocate and promoter David Folsom, he never wavered in his view—which was in 

agreement with Folsom—that the next generation of Choctaw children must a receive a “white” 

(if not “Christian”) education if the Choctaw people were to maintain sovereignty in their 

homeland. 

Gideon Lincecum wrote that Mushulatubbee was a frequent visitor to his house 

throughout the early 1820s.  Lincecum described him as “a handsome man, about six feet in 

                                                 

12 Missionary Herald 18 (1822): 377, 378, Accessed November 25, 2020.  

https://earlyushistory.net/missionary-herald/. 
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height and quite corpulent…good company, full of agreeable anecdote and witty…until he 

became too much intoxicated.”  In his account of Mushulatubbee, Lincecum references 

Mushulatubbee’s apparently excessive drinking several times, suggesting that Mushulatubbee 

may have been an alcoholic.  According to Linceum, Mushulatubbee was very hospitable to 

visitors, and though he was not wealthy, he owned “five or six” slaves.13  Mushulatubbee had 

two wives.  According to Lincecum, one was “full-blooded Chahta,” the other “a quarter white 

blood.”  Lincecum wrote that Mushulatubbee “was in the habit, when visited by white people, of 

pointing out his pretty, fair-skinned wife, and bragging a little,” though Lincecum added that “to 

an accurate observer it was easily seen that…his affections rested with the full-blooded Chahta 

wife.”14 

Cyrus Kingsbury recorded a conversation he had with Mushulatubbee on one of 

Mushulatubbee’s visits to the Elliot mission in August of 1822.  “Had a conversation with Mush-

oo-la-tub-bee,” wrote Kingsbury, “respecting the great evils resulting to his people from 

whiskey; the sin and disgrace of drunkenness….”  After listening for a while, Mushulatubbee 

pushed back, interrupting Kingsbury “in an animated strain:--“I can never talk with a good man 

without feeling displeased.  The first thing I hear is about the drunkenness and laziness of the 

Choctaws.  I wish we were travelers; then we would see whether we are worse than everybody 

else.  However, I am determined it shall be no longer.  We will have a great talk and stop the 

                                                 

13 Gideon Lincecum, Pushmataha: A Choctaw Leader and His People (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama 

Press, 2004): 28, 31.  See footnote 8 in Chapter Two on Gideon Lincecum.  By 1830, Mushulatubbee would own ten 
slaves, the most of any Choctaw lacking European ancestry.  In 1830, those ten slaves were cultivating thirty acres 
of cotton for Mushulatubbee.  Armstrong Roll of Choctaw, Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 1831. 
Document 512, Vol. 3, NARA FW. 

14 Gideon Lincecum, Adventures of a Frontier Naturalist: The Life and Times of Dr. Gideon Lincecum, 

eds. Jerry Bryan Lincecum and Edward Hake Phillips (College Station TX: Texas A&M University Press, 1994), 
77. 
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whiskey.  I am tired with hearing my people branded everywhere with drunkenness and 

laziness.””15  But despite this vow to “stop the whiskey,” as will be seen below, Mushulatubbee 

proved either unable or unwilling—perhaps both—to stop it. 

In 1824, Mushulatubbee was pleased to have a school—in which he planned to have a 

hand in shaping—started at his house.  The historian Dawn Peterson suggests that 

Mushulatubbee was motivated to have a missionary school at his house because it would 

augment his power stature in his district over against his rival, the younger and rising David 

Folsom.  Peterson suggests that Mushulatubbee may have felt that given Folsom already had an 

ABCFM school near his own house, that Folsom’s political influence was rising in the Choctaw 

Nation.16  Indeed, Folsom’s political influence was rising, and though Peterson’s suggestion 

regarding Mushulatubbee’s motivations may be conjecture, it certainly fits with the bitter rivalry 

that simmered between Mushulatubbee and Folsom throughout the 1820s.   

But things went awry with “Mushulatubbee’s school” and any plans that Mushulatubbee 

may have had for it when the schoolmaster, a New England educated Delaware Indian named 

Adin Gibbs, spoke out forcefully against the drunken gatherings which Mushulatubbee was in 

the habit of hosting at his house.17  Writing to his fellow missionary Jeremiah Evarts, Cyrus 

Kingsbury reported that Mushulatubbee lashed out at Gibbs in return, and “abused” him, though 

the exact nature of the “abuse” was left unexplained.18  Kingsbury closed the school.  When 

                                                 

15 Missionary Herald, volume XVIII (Boston: Samuel T. Armstrong, 1822), 378, Accessed July 20, 2020.  

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.b3079609&view=1up&seq=394. 
16 Dawn Peterson, Indians in the Family: Adoption and the Politics of Antebellum Expansion (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2017), 243. 
17 Cyrus Kingsbury to the Secretary of War, Annual Report of 1826, Letters Received by the Office of 

Indian Affairs, Schools, roll 773, NARA DC. 
18 Cyrus Kingsbury to Jeremiah Evarts, 19 July 1824, Cyrus Kingsbury Collection, Box 2, Folder 6, OU-

WHC. 
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Mushulatubbee, then having no place to educate his sons, apologized, Kingsbury then reopened, 

though Adin Gibbs was no longer schoolmaster.  The school reopened only for a short time, 

however.  Kingsbury would again close it, telling Jeremiah Evarts that it was because of 

Mushulatubbee’s “overbearing disposition,” his “intemperance,” and the fact that his house had 

generally become a place for Indians to come and get drunk. 19  In fact, Kingsbury reported that 

previous to his closing the school there had been a month-long binge of drinking and fighting at 

Mushulatubbee’s house.20  The Choctaw agent, William Ward—himself sometimes accused of 

being a drunk—challenged Kingsbury’s accounting of the matter.  Kingsbury, wrote Ward, was 

all wrong about Mushulatubbee:  “There has been very little drinking in the nation this year, and 

nothing like the charge against Mingo [Mushulatubbee].”21  Instead, Ward blamed any problems 

with whiskey in the nation on “half breeds” educated “at Mission Schools.”  Though his veracity 

may be doubtful, Ward certainly made clear whom he favored among the Choctaw leadership. 

After the school’s final closing, Mushulatubbee increased his criticism of the 

missionaries throughout the Choctaw Nation.  His position towards the missionaries had now 

hardened and would not be changed throughout the remainder of the 1820s, and into removal in 

the early 1830s.  At one point, he threatened “to break up all the schools in the Choctaw 

Nation.”22  And writing to President Jackson in 1830, Mushulatubbee’s contempt for the 

missionaries was palpable: “We have never received a scholar out of their schools that was able 

                                                 

19 Cyrus Kingsbury to Jeremiah Evarts, 8 August 1825, Cyrus Kingsbury Collection, Box 2, Folder 6, OU-

WHC.  Cyrus Kingsbury to Thomas L. McKenney, 28 September 1825, The Choctaw Academy: Official 

Correspondence, 1825-1841.  Edited and compiled by Joe R. Goss (Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 13. 
20 Cyrus Kingsbury to the Secretary of War, Annual Report of 1826, Letters Received by the Office of 

Indian Affairs, Schools, roll 773, NARA DC. 
21 William Ward to James Barbour, 15 April 1926, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-

1881, MS 234, Choctaw Agency Emigration 1826-1859, M234, Roll 169, NARA DC. 
22 Cyrus Kingsbury to Jeremiah Evarts, 8 August 1825, Cyrus Kingsbury Collection, Box 2, Folder 6, OU-

WHC.   
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to keep a grog shop book.”23  Though his point was to give example that the missionary schools 

were accomplishing essentially nothing of value to the Choctaws, this was an interesting choice 

of analogy for Mushulatubbee to make given his reputation as a lover of grog himself, and, at 

least in the view of the missionaries, as an aider and abettor of drunkenness in the Choctaw 

Nation. 

Mushulatubbee often seemed to carry a great concern for status and was impressed by 

what he regarded as the status of important people.  He was proud of what he considered his 

friendship with Andrew Jackson.  It is doubtful that Jackson held quite the same regard for 

Mushulatubbee.  As has been discussed in previous chapters, Mushulatubbee was among the 

representatives in the Choctaw delegation to Washington in 1824-1825, who negotiated the 

Treaty of Washington City.  During Mushulatubbee’s time in Washington, he met the 

Revolutionary War hero the Marquis de Lafayette, who was on his last visit to the United States.  

Mushulatubbee was quite impressed with Lafayette.  The Essex Register, a Salem, Massachusetts 

newspaper, reported on their meeting that Mushulatubbee heaped praise upon Lafayette.  In so 

doing, Mushulatubbee also emphasized what he regarded as his steadfast friendship to the 

Republic, and in fact, the Choctaw friendship to all of the colonizing European powers in 

succession:   

You are one of our fathers that fought in the War with Gen. George Washington. We take 
you here by the hand as a friend and a father. We have always walked in the white paths 
of peace; and in those paths we have traveled to visit you. We offer you pure hands, 
which have never been stained with the blood of Americans.—We live in the south, 
where the sun shines hot upon us. We have been neighbors to the French, neighbors to 
the Spaniards, and neighbors to the English: but now our only neighbors are the 
Americans, in the midst of whom we live as friends and brothers.24 

                                                 

23 Mushulatubbee et al, to Andrew Jackson, 23 December 1830, Senate Document 512, 23rd Congress, 1st 

Session.  Vol. 2, 205, 206.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
24 The National Gazette (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania) 27 November 1824, p. 2 (Newspapers.com). 
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“We have always walked in white paths of peace.”  Given the Choctaw’s history with the 

United States, it is a curious sentence.  It would have been more accurate to say that the 

Choctaws had “walked in white paths of war.”  It is also curious that Mushulatubbee expressed 

such praise for Lafayette’s role in the American Revolution, a war in which some Choctaws 

supported the Spanish, most supported the British, but none supported the Americans, whom 

Lafayette had helped to win the war.25  From after the Revolution on, however, the Choctaws 

had become a reliable and consistent ally to the Americans, fighting with them against their 

neighbors the Muscogee Creeks in the Creek War, and a contingent of Choctaw also participated 

in the Battle of New Orleans alongside Andrew Jackson’s forces.  In his statement to Lafayette, 

Mushulatubbee sought to emphasize the history of cooperation and alliance the Choctaws had 

had with the United States since the American Revolution, of which Lafayette was such a 

famous figure.  Mushulatubbee did not rehearse the history of incessant demands the United 

States had made and was continuing to make upon the Choctaw Nation, the very history which 

had brought him to Washington at the time of his meeting Lafayette.  

When Mushulatubbee returned from Washington, DC, in 1825, after the signing of the 

Treaty of Washington City, he was vilified among a large portion of the Choctaw Nation.  In a 

misguided attempt to essentially buy back lost authority and good will, Mushulatubbee at least 

temporarily encouraged an influx of whiskey to his captains, and much drinking.  In the wake of 

this move, Cyrus Kingsbury reported that the level of drunkenness in the Choctaw nation was in 

                                                 

25 See Greg O’Brien, “The Choctaw Defense of Pensacola in the American Revolution,” in Pre-Removal 

Choctaw History: Exploring New Paths, ed. by Greg O’Brien (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2008), 123-
147.  With regard to Spain’s involvement in the “world war that resulted from the American Revolution,” Greg 
O’Brien wrote that “authors of history textbooks sometimes forget” this part of the war: “Two British colonies, East 
Florida and West Florida, had existed there since the Seven Years’ War ended in 1763.  Those colonies remained 
loyal to the mother country during the Revolution….  Spain…possessed New Orleans and the territory west of the 
Mississippi River, declared war on Britain in 1779.”  O’Brien, “The Choctaw Defense of Pensacola,” 123. 
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excess of anything ever seen previously.  The gambit ultimately appears to have been 

unsuccessful in gaining back any good will to Mushulatubbee.  He hid in the federal agent 

William Ward’s cabin for several days in fear for his life.26 

During the treaty negotiations in Washington, in 1824-1825, Mushulatubbee was 

suspected by his fellow delegates James McDonald and David Folsom of wavering on, or 

evidencing too ready a willingness to entertain, the matter of further land cessions.27  This may 

have indeed been the case, however, when, the ink barely even dry from the Treaty of 

Washington City, the Choctaw agent William Ward came asking for new treaty negotiations yet 

again—at the instruction of Indian Superintendent Thomas McKenney—Mushulatubbee 

emphatically refused to discuss the matter with Ward, and was among several chiefs who 

informed Ward and the Secretary of War James Barbour that they were united and resolved “to 

sell no more land on any terms.”28   

The two previous paragraphs illustrate an inner conflict regarding the tenuous and 

increasingly troubled situation for the Choctaw leadership in the late 1820s, on the one hand 

adamant and passionate about the preservation of Choctaw sovereignty in their homeland, on the 

other beset, in some cases such as Mushulatubbee’s, by unpayable trade debts, and in all cases by 

constantly encroaching white settlement, the politicians and laws of the State of Mississippi, and 

what must have felt like the proverbial “handwriting on the wall,” a creeping inevitability of 

eventual removal and loss of their homeland.  And further, as evidenced by the apparent 

                                                 

26 Cyrus Kingsbury to Thomas L. McKenney, 11 October 1825, “Letter from the Secretary of War…,” 

Executive Document 109, Executive Documents, 26th Cong., 2d session, 1840-41 (Washington DC: Blair and Rives, 
1840), 17. 

27 It was thought that this was due to his having accrued significant trade debt, which land cessions would 

have alleviated.  See the discussion of this US government strategy in Chapter Two. 
28 ASP: IA 2: 704.  Accessed February 11, 2021, http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage?collId=llsp&fileName=008/llsp008.db&recNum=711.  
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widespread anger among the Choctaws at Mushulatubbee over the Treaty of Washington City, 

there was the “public” opinion of their own people to consider. 

The Treaty of Washington City contained a provision for a new six-thousand-dollar 

annuity to be paid to the Choctaws.  Presumably, this was to be used to fund additional 

missionary schools in the Choctaw Nation, including, in the vision of David Folsom and James 

McDonald, a secondary school, a “Choctaw national academy.”  Opposed at this point to further 

missionary activity in the nation, Mushulatubbee had other ideas and other plans for the annuity.  

And according to Cyrus Kingsbury, writing to Thomas McKenney, it wasn’t only 

Mushulatubbee that was opposing the plan for the new academy, but also several other “leading 

men” of the nation.  Their “intention,” wrote Kingsbury, was “to have a school established in 

Kentucky, and to expend the $6000 annually arising from the treaty in the education of children 

there.”  On their way to Washington in 1824, the Choctaw delegation had stopped at the home of 

Richard Mentor Johnson—who happened to be William Ward’s brother-in-law—in Great 

Crossings, Kentucky, and Mushulatubbee had been much impressed with him.  By August of 

1825, as the Choctaw National Council was meeting to debate the school funding issue, 

Mushulatubbee—collaborating with William Ward, who had now on more than one occasion 

shown his affinity towards Mushulatubbee and against the leaders he called “half-breeds,”—

already had a “gentleman’s agreement” with Johnson to spend the entirety of the new Choctaw 

annuity upon the establishment of a “Choctaw Academy” at Great Crossings.29  William Ward, 

in his office as the Choctaw agent was more than happy to enable the funneling of the annuity to 

his brother-in-law’s school.  Although Folsom strenuously campaigned for the academy to be 

                                                 

29 Cyrus Kingsbury to Jeremiah Evarts, 8 August 1825, Cyrus Kingsbury Collection, Box 2, Folder 6, OU-

WHC.   
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established in the Choctaw Nation, in the end, Mushulatubbee and his “leading men” had their 

way.  Folsom was unable to muster enough support in the national council.30  Mushulatubbee 

appropriated the annuity for the establishment Richard Mentor Johnson’s Choctaw Academy in 

Great Crossings, Kentucky.31 

Mushulatubbee, interested as he was in power and influence, may have warmed to the 

idea of the establishment of the Choctaw Academy not only because it curtailed the influence of 

the ABCFM missionaries in the Choctaw Nation, as well as blunting some of the influence of the 

missionaries’ main promoter—and his own rival—David Folsom, but also because of the 

connection now made with an influential and rising politician on the national stage, Richard 

Mentor Johnson.  Mushulatubbee would end up sending four of his sons to the Choctaw 

Academy.  In a harbinger of one of the practices that would characterize the boarding school era 

of the late nineteenth century, students at the Choctaw Academy were typically given Anglo 

names upon arrival.  Mushulatubbee chose the new names for his own sons ahead of time, 

naming them Peter, Hiram, Charles, and James.  For a surname, Mushulatubbee chose “King.”32  

Thus, Mushulatubbee’s sons appear in the Choctaw Academy records as Peter, Hiram, Charles, 

and James King.33 

                                                 

30 Cyrus Kingsbury to Thomas L. McKenney, 11 October 1825, The Choctaw Academy: Official 

Correspondence, 1825-1841.  Edited and compiled by Joe R. Goss (Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 17. 
31 For more on the maneuverings and intrigues of Mushulatubbee and William Ward in the matter of the 

establishment of the Choctaw Academy, see Snyder, Great Crossings, especially pages 38-39. 
32 The Choctaw word usually translated as “chief,” could also be translated as “king.”  In her book Great 

Crossings, Christina Snyder suggests that Mushulatubbee may have selected the surname “King” because it 
“helpfully invoked the idea of hereditary succession.”  Snyder, Great Crossings, 79. 

33 List of Students at the Choctaw Academy, 1 December 1825, Letters Received by the Office of Indian 

Affairs, Schools, roll 772, frames 512-513; List of Students at the Choctaw Academy, 1826, Letters Received by the 
Office of Indian Affairs, Schools, roll 773, frame 117, NARA DC. 
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Much to the chagrin of David Folsom and James McDonald, the new Choctaw Academy 

seems to have had great appeal to, and much support within the ranks of the chiefs and headmen 

in the National Council, though its appeal to rank and file Choctaws is uncertain and difficult to 

ascertain.  As James McDonald observed to Thomas McKenney in a letter in April of 1826, it 

was an expensive, private boarding school, and those who could and would attend would need 

“friends and influence.”34  It was not, in McDonald’s opinion, the way to educate a greater 

number of ordinary Choctaw youths.  According to a committee report to the National Council, 

the advantages of the new Choctaw Academy were that the school would not be religious, the 

education provided there would be more advanced, and it would educate promising leaders, that 

could then more selectively introduce white civilization to the Choctaw Nation, instead of the 

missionaries.  Thus, the missionaries influence in changing the Choctaws would be blunted.35 

Sometime in the late spring or early summer of 1826, the Choctaw National Council 

deposed Mushulatubbee from his chiefly position and replaced him with the younger David 

Folsom.  This was done because many of the younger to middle generation of leaders, headmen, 

and warriors suspected Mushulatubbee of wavering on the matter of land sales and feared he 

might be susceptible to essentially “selling out” the Choctaw Nation in another treaty negotiation 

with the U.S. government.  But in writing to Thomas McKenney on 27 June 1826, David Folsom 

contradicted this.  Folsom insisted that McKenney had been misinformed about the nature of 

Mushulatubbee’s having been deposed from his chiefly position.  Referring to an earlier 

correspondence from McKenney, Folsom wrote “You say, “I hear you suspected Mushulatubbee 

                                                 

34 James McDonald to Thomas L. McKenney, 27 April 1826, Letters Received by the Office of Indian 

Affairs 1824-1881, MS 234, Choctaw Agency Emigration 1826-1859, Roll 169, NARA DC. 
35 Committee on Schools Report to the General Council, (undated but presumably from the period of 1825-

1826 when the National Council was debating the issue and the Choctaw Academy was being established) Peter 
Perkins Pitchlynn Papers, folder 381A, HCAR. 



 172 

of being inclined to sell your lands & that this was the reason why he was removed.””  But 

Folsom disputed this and clarified that Mushulatubbee’s removal had been “on account of his 

intemperance tyrannical disposition ignorance and his manner of disposing of the annuity….  

You mentioned that the Chahtas removed their chief merely for suspecting him of intending to 

sell their land…there was no such particular charge brought against him.”36  Whatever the actual 

reasons for Mushulatubbee’s ouster, the event nearly brought the Choctaw Nation to civil war, as 

Mushulatubbee, aided by his fellow “old guard” chief Nitakechi, amassed armed supporters to 

challenge likewise armed supporters of Folsom and LeFlore.  David Folsom and Nitakechi, 

through their diplomacy, appear to have narrowly averted the crisis.37 

In 1829, Mushulatubbee paid a visit to the Choctaw Academy in Great Crossings, 

Kentucky, which he had helped into existence.  After his visit, in a letter dictated to Middleton 

Mackey (who Mushulatubbee called his “good friend”), Mushulatubbee wrote to the Secretary of 

War John Eaton.  This letter is significant because it illustrates the turmoil within Mushulatubbee 

himself as removal approached and shows Mushulatubbee reluctantly coming around to the idea 

of removal as an inevitability.  This was a similar turmoil and a similar process to what was 

being experienced at the same time by most (all?) of the Choctaw leaders profiled in this work.   

Though Mushulatubbee stated in the opening sentences of the letter that his purpose was 

to give Eaton his opinion of the Choctaw Academy, the letter actually contains no such opinion 

offered.  Mushulatubbee very quickly shifted to speaking of the “great disorder and confusion at 

this time,” and how the Choctaw Nation was “greatly divided in their opinions as to what is best 

for them to do.”  Mushulatubbee pleaded with Eaton that “I hope our friend the President will be 

                                                 

36 David Folsom to Thomas McKenney, 27 June 1826, Grant Foreman Collection, Box 30, Vol. 59, pp. 25-

27, HCAR. 
37 This incident was discussed in Chapter Three. 
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kind to the Choctaws and do all for them in his power.”  Mushulatubbee wished that “our nation 

could remain at home and live free and independent.  I would be glad if…the people of 

Mississippi would adopt us as their children upon equal terms.  I would also prefer remaining 

where we are.”  And yet, having expressed this hope and longing, Mushulatubbee also expressed 

an emerging resignation that “our only chance is to accept…in due time to remove to a country 

where you can protect us.  I am confident that by proper means many of our people will be 

willing to go beyond the Mississippi and some will want to remain where they are now…my 

heart is sorrowful as I write to you.”38  

As we have seen, Mushulatubbee had from the start had a contentious relationship with 

the missionaries and had already long been disgusted with them.  His support for missionary 

efforts had only ever been a partial and qualified support based upon what he considered as the 

need for education as an aid to the Choctaws retaining land and sovereignty.  Now he wrote, “the 

missionaries are doing no good in the education of our children.”39  Mushulatubbee’s reasons 

given for this opinion are worth noting because they show that he was not a thoroughgoing 

Choctaw traditionalist.  His “principal objection” to the missionaries was “their introduction of 

the Choctaw books in their schools, they teach our children…in the Choctaw language…they 

should be kept from using their own language as much as possible.”40  This sounds as something 

that could have come from the pen of a staunch assimilationist such as David Folsom, yet here it 

is from the pen (through dictation) of a “full-blood” chief.  Once again, this illustrates the 

complexity and “messiness” of the situation, and why the old frameworks of viewing removal 

                                                 

38 Mushulatubbee to John H. Eaton, 28 September 1829, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 

1824-1881, MS 234, Choctaw Agency Emigration 1826-1859, Roll 185, NARA  DC. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
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through lenses of “mixed-blood v. full-blood,” or “traditionalist v. progressive,” or even “bi-

culturality” do not fully explain the complexity “on the ground,” because it is the complexity of 

actual human beings, not of the labels we have assigned to them.  But given that such ostensible 

opponents as Mushulatubbee and David Folsom, and indeed all of the principals profiled in this 

work, agreed on the maintenance of Choctaw sovereignty on their land, this is the framework 

through which we can make sense of the “messiness.”  

Mississippi law was fully over the Choctaws in 1830—passing the Mississippi legislature 

in January 8, and taking effect on February 4.41  This included a unique provision which 

extended to the Choctaws “all the rights, privileges, immunities and franchises, held, and 

enjoyed by free white persons.”42  This provision was unique because in their own similar moves 

to assert state power over their own Native populations, the states of Georgia and Alabama made 

no such seemingly very generous extension of civil liberties.43  Perhaps deciding that he would 

put this provision to the test and try to turn the extension of Mississippi law over the Choctaws to 

advantage, Mushulatubbee made the surprising decision to run for the United States congress.  In 

his first campaign speech, on April 1, 1830, full of encomium, Mushulatubbee sounded at points 

like a seasoned politician.  His opening words: “Fellow Citizens: —I have fought for you.”  

Referencing his understanding of the recently passed Mississippi laws which had extended—or 

would attempt to—Mississippi law and jurisdiction over the Choctaw Nation, and the design of 

which was to strip the Choctaws of all sovereignty, Mushulatubbee assured the voters of 

                                                 

41 There had been a similar, but not as extensive extension of Mississippi laws over the Choctaws in 

February of 1828. 
42 Southern Galaxy (Natchez, Mississippi), 21 January 1830, p. 2 (Newspapers.com). 
43 The provision was de facto a largely hollow and, in practice, meaningless one.  As Katherine Osburn has 

written, “Although the provision may appear enlightened, its ultimate purpose was to subject Choctaws to 
Mississippi laws and drive them out of the state.”  Osburn, Choctaw Resurgence, 10.  
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Mississippi of his eligibility for office: “I have been by your own act made a citizen of your 

state…according to your laws I am an American citizen.”  And stressing his status as an equal to 

any white settler, he asserted, “I am a freeholder.”  He called the United States “the greatest and 

purest representative republic that has ever existed,” and assured his listeners that “I have always 

battled on the side of that republic.”  He closed his speech with a rather typical politician’s plea: 

“If you vote for me, I will serve you…elect me a member of the next Congress of the U. 

States.”44  Mushulatubbee’s congressional campaign may have merely been quixotic, however, 

and eventually came to nothing.       

During the intense crisis period of 1829-1830, Mushulatubbee’s anti-Christian stance 

became more militant.  He was now directing his efforts not just at blunting the influence of the 

missionaries, but at marginalizing converted Choctaws.  In April 1830, when Mushulatubbee 

was able to regain the leadership of the Eastern District over David Folsom, he barred Christians 

from holding any offices in the district.45  The ABCFM’s Missionary Herald reported that 

Mushulatubbee was now blaming all of the Choctaws’ problems on the Christians and their 

leaders, and “had always predicted that the Choctaws would be ruined by the introduction of 

Christianity.”46  It may be wondered at this point how much of Mushulatubbee’s increased 

militancy towards Christianity may have actually been motivated by his rivalry with Folsom and 

LeFlore, and if such policies as the barring of Christians from office was really a strike at his 

district rival Folsom, at Folsom’s power base. 

                                                 

44 American Whig (Woodstock, Vermont) 28 July 1830, p. 1 (Newspapers.com). 
45 Cyrus Kingsbury to Jeremiah Evarts, 23 June 1830 and 6 May 1830, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 

18.3.4, Reel 756, HL; Cyrus Kingsbury to Henry Hill, 19 April 1830, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 764, 
HL.   

46 Missionary Herald 26 (1830): 253, Accessed July 8, 2021.  https://earlyushistory.net/missionary-herald/. 
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But Mushulatubbee would again be forced from power in the summer of 1830, when 

Greenwood LeFlore had had enough of Mushulatubbee’s opposition and determined that 

Mushulatubbee should be forced from power once again.  LeFlore marched on Mushulatubbee 

with eight hundred armed warriors.  There are essentially three different and somewhat 

conflicting accounts of this incident, all claiming “eyewitness” status.  In the account of Robert 

Jones, discussed previously in Chapter Three, Mushulatubbee’s own warriors fled or submitted 

and Mushulatubbee himself was found hiding in what sounds like a corn crib, was threatened 

with a whipping, but avoided that outcome by agreeing to resign.  In another “eyewitness” 

account, that of the Choctaw agent William Ward, David Folsom, who Ward said accompanied 

LeFlore and his warriors, sent advance word to Mushulatubbee, giving him two hours to make a 

decision as to whether to acknowledge LeFlore as chief of the nation and himself, David Folsom, 

as chief of the Western District.  If Mushulatubbee did not, then LeFlore and his warriors would 

advance.  Mushulatubbee then “returned in writing for answer that he never would acknowledge 

either let the consequences be what it might.”47  But according to Ward, Mushulatubbee was not 

in hiding when LeFlore, Folsom, and warriors arrived, but “standing in the yard,” and then, 

according to Ward, LeFlore said that he only wanted peace in the nation, and upon the resolution 

of the matter then made a false report of what had happened that day.48 

A third “eyewitness” account is that of Israel Folsom, the younger brother of David 

Folsom, and who would later become a Presbyterian minister.  Israel Folsom’s account of the 

incident was published in The Arkansas Gazette.  The younger Folsom reported that 

Mushulatubbee and LeFlore each brought “a considerable body of warriors” to the confrontation, 

                                                 

47 William Ward to Richard Mentor Johnson, 7 August 1830, Grant Foreman Collection, Box 30, Vol. 59, 

p. 137, HCAR.  Spelling and capitalization as in the original. 
48 Ibid.  Ward’s full account of the incident is analyzed and discussed in Chapter Eight. 
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all of whom were “ready to second any enterprise of their respective commanders.”  Israel 

Folsom stated that “the causes of difference between these chiefs grew out of the subject of 

religion….  Mushulatubbee is…opposed to the introduction of the Christian religion among the 

Choctaws.  Laflore, on the other hand, has with equal zeal and assiduity advocated its doctrines, 

and exerted himself in promulgating its dissemination.”49  Israel Folsom downplayed violence or 

the possibility of it in his telling.  Apparently responding to rumors and what he regarded as false 

reports, Folsom wrote, “It is…not true, that either party has ever resorted to force….  Laflore has 

never attempted to “christianize” the Indians by an exercise of his official authority—nor have 

the other party destroyed by “fire” or otherwise any of the churches or religious books in the 

nation.  Such things may have been…threatened; but no attempt, in fact, has been made….”  

Israel Folsom elaborated more on the differences between LeFlore and Mushulatubbee, calling 

“Laflore and his party…zealous and devoted,” and that “Mushulatubba, Nitttokadhee and…their 

party” asserted “that Laflore and others of his party, have been seduced into the cause of 

christianity, by the bribes of…missionaries.”  Then, ending his long digression on the differences 

between the two parties and their leaders, Folsom got back to details of his “eyewitness” 

account.  He estimated that each side had amassed approximately 700 warriors, and that all of 

LeFlore’s men were armed, while “not more than 150” of Mushulatubbee’s forces were armed.  

Folsom attributed “the preservation of peace” to the “timely interposition of Col. McKee and 

George S. Gaines.”50 

                                                 

49 The Arkansas Gazette (Arkansas Post, Arkansas), 8 September 1830, p. 1 (Newspapers.com). 
50 Ibid.  Punctuation and spelling as in the original.  John McKee was a U.S. treaty commissioner at several 

treaties with the Choctaws, most notably the Treaty of Mount Dexter in 1805 (see Chapter Two).  George S. Gaines 
was a federal trade agent to the Choctaw who later would be appointed to be one of the overseers of their removal.  
In my research I found yet a fourth very different (and brief) version of this event, reported in the Natchez Weekly 
Democrat.  I have not included it in the main text of this work (but will mention it here) for reasons that it does not 
purport to be an eyewitness account, but rather an “extract from a letter to a citizen of Natchez,” and also because in 
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Such differing accounts undoubtedly reflect the biases of their tellers.  Robert Jones, a 

wealthy “mixed-blood” Choctaw planter may have favored those of a similar demographic to 

himself, such as Folsom and LeFlore, and may have been opposed to the representative of an 

older order, Mushulatubbee.  William Ward, the white Choctaw agent, who had clashed with 

Folsom and had an extremely low opinion of LeFlore, may have had reasons to portray the 

incident in a different light.  Israel Folsom, as devout as his brother David, would have favored 

the party of LeFlore and his brother David Folsom, yet it is noteworthy that Israel Folsom makes 

some attempt to be fair to both parties.  This might suggest greater trustworthiness to his account, 

yet his account contains the least detail of the three.  He spends much of it on “causes” and 

actually little on the narrative of what happened. 

But what can we glean from these differing accounts about Mushulatubbee?  Perhaps not 

much, as he is portrayed so differently in each.  However, the account of Israel Folsom does 

seem to confirm Mushulatubbee’s adamant anti-Christian stance.  What is also noteworthy is that 

in this and several other occasions in the narrative thus far, whenever a power struggle was 

operative in the Choctaw Nation throughout the 1820s, whether it be with the missionaries and 

their influence, or with his leaders such as David Folsom and Greenwood LeFlore, 

Mushulatubbee was involved, most often at the very heart of the struggle.  Throughout the extant 

documentation, Mushulatubbee can often be seen to be concerned about issues of power and 

influence.  Could this in part be because he saw that the “old order,” of which he was one of the 

                                                 

its details it seems fanciful and sensational when compared with the three accounts claiming eyewitness status.  On 
account of both of these concerns, I have not deemed the account trustworthy.  Nonetheless, the report gives yet a 
fourth very different accounting, saying that LeFlore “surprised” Mushulatubbee “in his camp, tied him, and made 
him beg for favor.”  The report then has Mushulatubbee, a “distinguished chief, a favorite of the nation, a bold, 
intrepid, daring fellow,” declaring “himself independent of Lefloor’s authority,” and vowing that “he would go to 
Lefloor’s house and sacrifice him to his vengeance, and that he hoped to die fighting under the star-spangled 
banner.”  The Natchez Weekly Democrat (Natchez, Mississippi), 7 August 1830, p. 2 (Newspapers.com). 
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last representatives, was disappearing, and he feared the loss of “traditional” structures of power 

and avenues to it, even as he was embracing change in other aspects of Choctaw life?  To again 

quote Clara Sue Kidwell on the matter, “Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi represented the 

traditional way of life, even if they no longer lived it.”51 

Nitakechi was, as discussed at the outset of this chapter, along with Mushulatubbee a 

representative of an older order of leadership that was on its way out amidst the profound 

transformations of the era(s) of the Civilization Plan and Removal.52  Furthermore, Nitakechi is 

recorded as having been present during all of the events, machinations, and strife occurring in the 

Choctaw Nation which are rehearsed in this dissertation.  Therefore, it seemed imperative to me 

that he and his role—however sketchy it may be in comparison to some others profiled herein—

must be examined. 

Perhaps a telling detail which gives some insight into Nitakechi’s character is found in 

Henry Halbert’s account of the Treaty proceedings at Dancing Rabbit Creek.  In contrasting 

Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi, Halbert reported that upon their respective arrivals at the treaty 

grounds, Mushulatubbee “wore a new blue military uniform, a present sent to him by General 

Jackson.”  Nitakechi arrived in simpler, and arguably more traditional attire, “a fringed hunting 

shirt and leggins.”53  Throughout the extant documentation concerning him, Nitakechi appears as 

perhaps the most “no-nonsense” figure among the seven principal leaders profiled in this work.  

Also more often than the others herein, those who wrote of Nitakechi mention his apparently 

                                                 

51 Kidwell, Choctaws and Missionaries, 141.   
52 Of the seven Choctaw leaders profiled in this work, it must be said that the least documentation exists for 

Nitakechi.  This makes him the most difficult figure among the seven to analyze and arrive at solid conclusions as to 
his character and motivations, as has been done in this work for the other six men.  This fact notwithstanding, I have 
felt that I must make the attempt.   

53 Halbert, “Dancing Rabbit Creek,” 376.   
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shrewd and practical intelligence.  George Harkins once wrote of Nitakechi, “he is the smartest 

fullblood I ever seen.”54  The evident and keen intelligence of Nitakechi is a theme repeated 

frequently in much of the extent writing about him.  Horatio Bardwell Cushman praised 

Nitakechi effusively: 

Had Nittakachih possessed the advantages of a thorough education, he would have placed 
his name high on the roll of fame among earth’s illustrious great as a brave, patriot and 
honest statesman; yet without any of those advantages whatever; few, if any among the 
whites could equal him in point of true…eloquence, genuine patriotism, self-command, 
and moral courage…never have I seen, nor do I ever expect to see, a finer specimen of 
nature’s true man, than was exhibited in Nittakachih.55 
 
Among the major leadership of the Choctaws in the 1820s and through removal, nearly 

all favored some degree of assimilation or “civilizing” the Choctaws, whether at the extreme of 

David Folsom (“now lead us in the white path”) or in only a selective fashion such as 

Mushulatubbee.  Not so Nitakechi.  He was hostile to any idea of “civilizing” the Choctaws.56  

Cushman wrote that Nitakechi possessed “a constitution which seemed to bid defiance to almost 

all changes.”57 

As might be expected from his apparent hostility to “civilizing” measures, Nitakechi 

appears to have shared Mushulatubbee’s distaste for those primary civilizing agents, the 

missionaries.  The Methodist missionary Nathan Bangs, suggested that Nitakechi was hostile to 

                                                 

54 George Harkins to Greenwood LeFlore, 17 June 1845, Herbert Otho Boggs Collection, Folder 1, item F, 

OU-WHC. 
55 Cushman, History of the Choctaw, Chickasaw and Natchez Indians, 285.  Horatio Bardwell Cushman 

was the son of ABCFM missionaries at the Mayhew School, established along the banks of the Tombigbee River, 
fifteen miles west of the town of Plymouth.  A historical marker stands at the spot in the present day.  Cushman 
grew up among the Choctaw and claimed to have witnessed their removal, 1831-1833, firsthand.  Cushman would, 
in his later years write one of the first (and to this day one of the most referenced and influential) histories of the 
Choctaw, his History of the Choctaw, Chickasaw and Natchez Indians, first published in 1899, five years before his 
death.  Among Cushman’s reminiscences was his claim to have known Nitakechi personally, though being a young 
boy at the time, it may be wondered just how well Cushman could have known him.   

56 George Harkins to Greenwood LeFlore, 17 June 1845, Herbert Otho Boggs Collection, Folder 1, item F, 

OU-WHC. 
57 Cushman, History of the Choctaw, Chickasaw and Natchez Indians, 276. 
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Christianity and practiced traditional Choctaw religion, calling him “the leader of…a little Pagan 

clan in the Six towns district.”58  Whether Bangs assessment was correct or not, there is at the 

very least, evidence of his opposition to missionary activity among the Choctaws.  In a letter to 

the Secretary of War from Nitakechi and Mushulatubbee (also signed by several other Choctaw 

“captains”), dictated to William Ward in June of 1831, as Choctaw removal was ramping up.  

Nitakechi, Mushulatubbee, and their supporting headmen requested that regarding the annuity, 

“the missionaries should not receive any more of our money.”  Further, “We neither wish for any 

of the present missionaries to go with us beyond the Mississippi,” and as to Alexander Talley, 

the Methodist missionary who had “already settled on our land” (in the west), they wanted him 

“ordered out.”59 

As mentioned earlier Nitakechi was nearly always seen allying with Mushulatubbee.  

Given Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi’s distaste for the missionary agenda, it is unsurprising that 

their alliance is seen most often in opposition to the two most ardent of the Christian leaders, 

David Folsom and Greenwood LeFlore.  According to Horatio Cushman, Nitakechi had 

strenuously opposed the deposing of Mushulatubbee by David Folsom and was an opponent of 

David Folsom generally.60  We know that perhaps more than any other Choctaw leader of the 

time, David Folsom favored the thoroughgoing civilizing of the Choctaws.  Given Nitakechi’s 

hostility to all such efforts, it makes perfect sense that he and Folsom would have been very 

much at odds.  Yet, if Cushman’s telling of the aftermath of Mushulatubbee’s ouster—discussed 

                                                 

58 Nathan Bangs, An Authentic History of the Missions Under the Care of the Missionary Society of the 

Methodist Episcopal Church (New York: J. Emory and B. Waugh, for the Methodist Episcopal Church, 1832), 157, 
158. 

59 Mushulatubbee, Nitakechi and Choctaw Captains to the Secretary of War, 15 June 1831, Grant Foreman 

Collection, Box 30, Vol. 59, pp. 283, HCAR. 
60 Cushman, History of the Choctaw, Chickasaw and Natchez Indians, 275-276. 
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in Chapter Three—is trustworthy, it illustrates a theme first enunciated in the introduction and 

which should pervade this work, though only explicitly mentioned in a few places: That all of 

these men were attempting in their own best way, according to who they were, to grapple with 

the inexorable and relentless pressures of their time and place.  This seems no less true for 

Nitakechi than for the rest.  In the late 1820s in the Choctaw Nation, rivalries multiplied, tempers 

boiled, and intrigue abounded.  Yet, what Horatio Cushman’s story—if true—of their face off 

suggests, is that though they had almost come to bloodshed over matters of power and the fate 

and future direction of the Choctaw Nation, neither David Folsom nor Nitakechi wanted the 

conflict.61  They wanted peace and what was in the best interests of their people.  Their 

disagreements were profound, to be sure.  But to repeat again: they were attempting in their own 

best way, according to who they were, to grapple with the inexorable pressure of their time, the 

relentless Mississippian and American drive to push them from their homeland. 

Nitakechi was among the group of thirteen Choctaw leaders who after the deposing of 

Mushulatubbee and Robert Cole in 1826, were unanimous in their refusal to give any more 

ground to the United States.  Nitakechi has been viewed as a “traditional.” Certainly, this term 

can apply in some ways, as he was a chief from the older structure of Choctaw polity before the 

council meetings of 1826 and the adoption of a constitution, and because he did not share the 

                                                 

61 It may be noted that I keep questioning whether Cushman’s accounts can be trusted as factual.  This is 

due to the fact he seldom cites any sources for much of what he relates in his History of the Choctaw, Chickasaw 

and Natchez Indians, and he could not have been an eyewitness—or a credible one whose memory can be trusted—
as even though he grew up among the Choctaws, he was a small child during many of the events that he relates.  
While thoroughly familiarizing myself with the Choctaw historiography in preparation for this project, I wondered 
why, given this concern, Cushman’s History of the Choctaw, Chickasaw and Natchez Indians is nearly universally 
cited among historians writing on the Choctaws.  Then I found the possible reason why: “Throughout Cushman’s 
account the reader will find essential notes on the Choctaws that are not divulged to other non-Choctaw writers.  
This information, set forth in his History as a summary of much oral history, may be considered an essential 
interpretation by a White of Choctaw perceptions of their own history during the removal period.  Many events 
poorly documented elsewhere…are found in this volume.”  Clara Sue Kidwell and Charles Roberts, 
“Bibliographical Essay,” in The Choctaws: A Critical Bibliography (Bloomington” University of Indiana Press), 28. 
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newer leaders’ views on assimilation.  He did share with them, however, an adamant stand on the 

preservation of Choctaw sovereignty in their homeland.  Thus, Nitakechi is as justly called a 

“Choctaw nationalist” as any other figure herein. 

In 1829, Nitakechi joined forces with Mushulatubbee again in a campaign to blunt the 

growth of Christianity and the influence of Christian Choctaws.  While Mushulatubbee was 

attempting to bar Christians from holding any offices in his district, the missionary Alfred 

Wright reported to his superior Jeremiah Evarts that Nitakechi and his protégé “young Juzan” 

(Pierre Juzan) were threatening Christians in the Sixtowns district.62  Later, Cyrus Kingsbury 

went further in his accusation against Nitakechi, writing to Evarts that Nitakechi had armed 

gangs abducting Christians and taking them to gatherings where they painted their faces and 

“ordered [them] to get up and dance away their religion, and if they hesitated guns were fired 

under them to hurry them.”63  Perhaps this was a stab at a form of “deconversion,” since 

traditional Choctaw dances were frowned upon by the missionaries, if not outrightly forbidden 

by them.  Nitakechi may have been able to go further in his anti-Christian campaign than 

Mushulatubbee because he had no formidable figure in his own district such as David Folsom, 

whose large Christian following essentially seceded from the rest of the Western District, 

ignoring Mushulatubbee as much as they were able.  But Nitakechi’s strong harassment of 

Christian Choctaws may also have been a function of his stance against any aspects of 

“civilizing” or assimilation (at this point in his history) and having, in all of the episodes in 

which we see him, an apparently less vacillating personality than his ally Mushulatubbee.64 

                                                 

62 Alfred Wright to Jeremiah Evarts, 23 June 1830, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 757, HL. 
63 Cyrus Kingsbury to Jeremiah Evarts, 23 July 1830, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 756, HL. 
64 See the discussion of George Harkins’ report on the change in Nitakechi’s views in Chapter Seven. 
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As was discussed in Chapter Three, in the summer of 1830, as what would become the 

final blow at Dancing Rabbit Creek approached, Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi had written to the 

Secretary of War, John Eaton, characterized themselves and their followers as “the Republican 

party,” and calling  Greenwood Leflore’s followers the “Despotic” party.65  Despite sporadic 

efforts made to achieve unity through the latter half of the 1820s, they remained locked in a 

power struggle as removal came ever closer and probable, if not inevitable.  It should be noted 

that at this point, the power struggle in the Choctaw leadership was not really any longer about 

whether removal would be opposed or supported.  Both the so-called “Republican” and 

“Despotic” factions were now actively trying to cut the best deal possible with the United States, 

even if publicly they still professed vehement opposition to a treaty or any negotiations.  

Mushulatubbee and his supporting captains and head men wrote to John Eaton promising that it 

would be his “Republicans” and not LeFlore’s party that would bring the Choctaw Nation to 

accept removal.66  This is where things stood with Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi, the two 

remaining chiefs of the “old guard,” on the eve of removal.  We will complete our analysis of 

Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi, and their roles in removal in Chapter Seven after the recounting 

of the fateful events at Dancing Rabbit Creek.   

                                                 

65 Choctaw Chiefs to John Eaton, 2 June 1830, Grant Foreman Collection, Box 30, Vol. 59, p. 114, HCAR. 
66 Chiefs, Captains and Warriors of the Southeastern and Northern Districts to John Eaton, 2 June 1830.  

Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, MS 234, Choctaw Agency Emigration 1826-1859, Roll 
169, NARA DC. 
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CHAPTER VI: FRIENDS IN TRIUMPH AND TRAGEDY: JAMES MCDONALD AND 
PETER PITCHLYNN 

“I was at times on the point of losing all hope—but them my favorite motto would occur 

to my recollection—nil desperandum.  Let us never despair.”1 

One of the most prominent Choctaws in the Choctaw Nation in the decade previous to the 

Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, was James Lawrence McDonald.  During the latter half of the 

1820s, McDonald and David Folsom, ten years his senior, would become collaborators in a 

project to promote the education and “civilization” of the Choctaws, while at the same time 

staunchly defending Choctaw sovereignty.  Indeed, McDonald and Folsom believed that such 

was the strategy that would keep the Choctaws sovereign in their Mississippi homeland.  They 

generally shared an acculturationist worldview conditioned by their exposure to white education 

at a young age, though McDonald would come to be educated far beyond Folsom.  Their shared 

vision of a Choctaw future in which all Choctaw children were educated in an Anglo-European 

curriculum—as opposed to a traditional Choctaw education—led them to be collaborators in a 

project to make that vision a reality.  But it does not appear, despite that collaboration, that 

McDonald and Folsom could be called friends.2  There is, however, a trio of friends who do 

appear in the documentary record.  The leadership—particularly the younger, emerging 

leadership—of the Choctaws was not completely plagued with internecine strife in the 1820s.  

Though he was five years the senior of Peter Pitchlynn, and nine years the senior of George 

Harkins, McDonald maintained treasured friendships with these younger, emerging Choctaw 

                                                 

1 James McDonald to Peter Pitchlynn, 21 March 1830, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, folder 79, Peter 

P. Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR. 
2 Folsom, for example, is on record at one point as being disgusted with the “evil” of McDonald’s heavy 

alcohol use.  See pages 140-143 and footnotes 63 and 73 in Chapter Four. 
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leaders, and for the purposes of the present study, I shall consider them together as a “cohort” of 

sorts in this chapter, although George Harkins will not be treated at any length in this chapter, 

but rather in contrast to his uncle Greenwood LeFlore in Chapter Eight.3 

James McDonald’s importance in the Choctaw story in the crucial decade of the 1820s, 

was in no small part owing to his having been the first Native American to ever take a law 

degree and practice as an attorney.  McDonald’s path to such a distinction began when, at the age 

of eleven, his mother, a Choctaw woman named Molly McDonald, placed him under the care, 

and in the home, of Silas Dinsmoor, the United States agent to the Choctaws from 1801-1813.4  

Beginning in 1811, McDonald lived and was educated in Dinsmoor’s Washington, Mississippi 

home for two and a half years, before then relocating to Washington, DC, for further education, 

under Quaker guardians Isaac Tyson, a businessman from Baltimore, and Andrew Ellicott, a land 

surveyor who would become the U.S. Boundary Commissioner.5  In 1818, Thomas McKenney 

the Superintendent of Indian Trade, took McDonald in and continued overseeing his education in 

Washington for three years.6   

McDonald was apparently a star pupil and won praise and high hopes from all corners.  

In a letter to McDonald’s previous guardians Tyson and Ellicott, McKenney compared the young 

                                                 

3 This editorial choice was discussed at the close of the Introduction. 
4 James McDonald to Thomas L. McKenney, 25 October 1825, Letters Received by the Office of Indian 

Affairs, Schools, roll 772, NARA DC. 
5 James McDonald to Silas Dinsmoor, 6 November 1820, Silas Dinsmoor Papers, 1794-1853, microfilm 

7011, roll I, Letters, Kansas Historical Society (hereafter KHS); James McDonald to Thomas L. McKenney, 9 
August 1819, Letters Received by the Secretary of War, microfilm 221, roll 86, NARA-DC.  During the last two 
decades of the 18th century, and the first two decades of the 19th century, it was not an uncommon practice for 
prominent families among tribes of the Southeast to send their children—mostly, but not exclusively, sons—to live 
in, and be educated by, white, slave-holding households.  For a thorough historical treatment of this practice, see 
Dawn Peterson, Indians in the Family: Adoption and the Politics of Antebellum Expansion (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2017). 

6 Thomas L. McKenney to John C. Calhoun, 15 April 1818, Isaac Tyson and Andrew Ellicott to Thomas L. 

McKenney, 6 March 1818, and Thomas L. McKenney to Isaac Tyson and Andrew Ellicott, 27 March 1818, Letters 
Received by the Secretary of War, microfilm 221, roll 78, NARA-DC. 
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McDonald to a blossoming plant and was gratified to “see it put forth such promising fruits.”7  

Though fond of McDonald’s intelligence, the attitudes of these white guardians were not 

surprisingly thoroughly paternalistic and betrayed an ethnocentric superiority.  Dinsmoor had 

written of the Choctaws in 1807, frustrated by their very limited and targeted adoption of 

“civilization,” “Poor devoted people, devoted to self-destruction and total extinction.”8  For 

McDonald’s white guardians and teachers, whatever fondness and affection they might hold for 

him, they were, to appropriate a later phrase, “killing the Indian” to “save the man.”9  McDonald, 

on the other hand, to whatever degree he would become “civilized,” would use his education to 

staunchly defend Choctaw sovereignty.  Such an outcome was, of course, inadvertent on 

Dinsmoor’s (and others) account, and an unintended consequence.10 

James McDonald’s mother, Molly, was a full-blooded Choctaw woman, who married 

three times, all white men.  Her first two husbands, McClure and James’s father McDonald, are 

apparently largely lost to the historical record, as we know little more than their surnames.  

Molly’s third husband was a Tennessean named John Rhodes, with whom Molly apparently 

became an elite rancher in the Pearl River Valley region in Mississippi.  Their farm was fifteen 

                                                 

7 Thomas McKenney to Isaac Tyson and Andrew Ellicott, 27 March 1818 (copy), enclosure in Thomas 

McKenney to John C. Calhoun, 15 April 1818, Letters Received by the Secretary of War, microfilm 221, roll 78, 
NARA-DC. 

8 Silas Dinsmoor to Mary Gordon Dinsmoor, 24 May 1807, Silas Dinsmoor Papers, 1794-1853, microfilm 

7011, roll I, Letters, KHS. 
9 “Kill the Indian, Save the Man,” became a famous slogan.  The phrase was coined by Captain Richard 

Henry Pratt, the founder of the flagship Indian Residential (“Boarding”) School, the Carlisle Indian Industrial 
School in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, and a major architect of the governing philosophy of the Indian Boarding Schools.  
See http://carlisleindian.dickinson.edu/sites/all/files/docs-resources/CIS-Resources_PrattSpeech.pdf, accessed 28 
October 28, 2020. 

10 The historian Dawn Peterson has written, “If Dinsmoor adopted James McDonald in hope of educating 

the young man to settler norms…his actions has unexpected consequences.  In establishing a paternal 
relationship…he created opportunities to resist dispossession.  James McDonald’s education in Dinsmoor’s home 
and, later, in and around the nation’s capital, enabled Molly McDonald and her son to acquire useful tools for 
individual empowerment and in support of Choctaw sovereignty.”  Dawn Peterson, Indians in the Family: Adoption 

and the Politics of Antebellum Expansion (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2017), 105-106.   
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miles south of what would become the site of the city of Jackson.11  According to Robert Jones, 

Molly’s nephew, Molly was an important cattle and horse rancher in the region.  She also owned 

at least two slaves who helped run her ranching enterprise.12  Her son James told Thomas 

McKenney in 1819 that he had left home with Silas Dinsmoor some six years before to fulfill his 

mother’s wish that he be educated in the East.13   

     Other than that lone hint, the historical record is silent on the details of the transfer of 

the eleven-year-old James’s care to Silas Dinsmoor, and what Molly McDonald’s motivations 

may have been in either allowing or encouraging it.  However, as the historian Dawn Peterson 

has suggested, “…it is not hard to speculate on some of the benefits Molly McDonald may have 

had in mind by transferring her son to Silas’s home.”  Dinsmoor “could be an important 

ally…someone who could provide her with trade goods.”  Perhaps Dinsmoor “could look out for 

her individual interests in the face of increasing U.S. encroachments…in the face of an 

expanding U.S. planter presence….”14  We can see then that Molly McDonald’s decision relates 

directly, in 1811, to questions and defenses of Choctaw sovereignty in their homeland, more than 

a decade before her son would become one of the strongest voices in defense of that 

sovereignty.15 

                                                 

11 William Haley, “History of Copiah: Recollections of an Old Citizen.” c. 1876, from the “Mississippi 

Democrat Newspaper, Edited & Reprinted by Paul Cartwright.”  Original in Special Collections, University of 
Mississippi Archives.  Accessed October 13, 2020. 
http://www.msgw.org/copiah/Resources/Reference/History/General/History_Part_1/history_part_1.html 

12 Robert Jones to James L. McDonald, 15 September 1826, Letters Received by the Office of Indian 

Affairs, microfilm 234, roll 773, NARA-DC. 
13 James McDonald to Thomas McKenney, 9 August 1819, Letters Received by the Secretary of War, 

microfilm 221, roll 86, NARA-DC. 
14 Peterson, Indians in the Family, 126. 
15 There is not a lot to be found regarding Molly McDonald in the historical record.  In some ways she 

remains a figure of mystery.  The historian Dawn Peterson has penned a tantalizing portrait of her that begs for 

further research and writing on this intriguing woman.  Peterson, Indians in the Family. 
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In 1818, James McDonald’s guardians of the previous five years, Isaac Tyson and 

Andrew Ellicott, brought him to the Office of the Indian Trade, and introduced him to the 

superintendent Thomas McKenney, in hopes of procuring employment for McDonald.16  

McKenney would take the now seventeen-year-old McDonald into his palatial residence, 

Weston, in Georgetown.  According to McKenney, he “made no distinction between” McDonald 

and his own son.  By McKenney’s account, McDonald lived a posh life at Weston.17  McKenney 

enrolled McDonald in the Georgetown Academy, and secured for him a personal tutor, the 

Reverend James Carnahan, who would later become the President of Princeton University.18   

McKenney wrote effusively of McDonald in his memoirs, calling him beautiful,  
with a manner and action altogether graceful and captivating.  His motions were all in 
harmony.  Whether he walked, or ran, or sat down, or rose up, it was all with a manner so 
unrestrained and easy, as might have led a stranger to suppose he had been taught by the 
most experienced of posture-masters.  But it was wholly the development of nature.  To 
these personal endowments was superadded a manner the most winning and gracious, 
and a morality that I never saw invaded. 
 

McKenney went on at length about McDonald’s physical beauty and was as equally effusive 

about McDonald’s intelligence and educational prowess as about his personal appearance and 

manner.19 McKenney was filled with pride at the progress of the young McDonald, albeit 

betraying his paternalism and ethnocentrism when he wrote, “I was proud of my charge…this 

poor Indian boy.”20 

                                                 

16 Thomas McKenney to John C. Calhoun, 26 March 1818; Thomas McKenney to John C. Calhoun, 15 

April 1818; Isaac Tyson and Andrew Ellicott to Thomas McKenney, 6 March 1818; Thomas McKenney to Isaac 
Tyson and Andrew Ellicott, all in Letters Received by the Secretary of War, microfilm 221, roll 78, NARA-DC. 

17 Thomas L. McKenney, Memoirs, Official and Personal; with Sketches of Travels Among the Northern 

and Southern Indians, Volume II (New York: Paine and Burgess, 1846), 109, 111. 
18 Ibid. 110. 
19 Thomas L. McKenney, Memoirs, Official and Personal; with Sketches of Travels Among the Northern 

and Southern Indians, Volume II (New York: Paine and Burgess, 1846), 110, 111. 
20 Ibid. 
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     McKenney claimed that it was at John Calhoun’s urging—in one of their 

conversations about McDonald—that he urged McDonald to become a lawyer, and that 

McDonald protested against this at first.  According to McKenney, McDonald is said to have 

replied to the suggestion that he study law that he could not, because, “I am an Indian…I am 

marked with a mark as deep as that which Cain bore.  My race is degraded—trodden upon—

despised.”21  According to McKenney, McDonald then showed him a letter from his brother 

which  

concluded by telling him he had one of two things to do—either throw away all that 
belonged to the white race, and turn Indian; or quit being Indian, and turn white man.  
The first you can do; the last it is not in your power to do.  The white man hates the 
Indian, and will never permit him to come into close fellowship with him, or to be a 
participator in any of his high prerogatives or distinguished advantages.”22 
 
McKenney wrote that he was able to convince McDonald that his brother was wrong, and 

at the end of the discussion McDonald did agree to study law in Ohio with John McLean (who 

would later become a Supreme Court justice), as McKenney had arranged.23  It could be argued 

that McDonald’s protestations about his Indianness suggest that McDonald’s life experience and 

education in white “civilization” had inculcated in him a measure of racial “self-hatred,” 

something akin to what we have seen in the correspondence of David Folsom.  But a close 

reading of his brother’s letter suggests a different interpretation.  McDonald seemed concerned 

that he would encounter difficulties succeeding as a lawyer because of white racism, as the letter 

from his brother states.  

                                                 

21 Thomas L. McKenney, Memoirs, Official and Personal; with Sketches of Travels Among the Northern 

and Southern Indians, Volume II (New York: Paine and Burgess, 1846), 111-113.  It is noted that given his own 
bias, McKenney’s account here (and elsewhere) should not necessarily be taken at face value. 

22 Ibid., 113.  McKenney lists the name of McDonald’s brother as “Thomas Jefferson,” but it is likely this 

is mistaken.  McDonald did have a brother whom Molly McDonald had named after another “founding father”: 
Alexander Hamilton. 

23 Ibid. 
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McDonald completed his law studies and was admitted to the Ohio bar in the summer of 

1823.24  On John McLean’s urging, he moved to Cincinnati to attempt to establish a law practice 

there, something that proved nearly impossible for him.  McDonald wrote to John C. Calhoun 

that he was “compelled to abandon” his hopes for a career in Cincinnati because he “could not 

form a partnership which promised much advantage.”25  In a letter to McKenney a few years 

later, McDonald would imply that the real reason for his failure in Cincinnati had been, 

essentially, racism.  Cincinnati had not been “a fair field” for an Indian.26 

Leaving Cincinnati in October of 1823, he paid a visit home to Choctaw country to see 

his mother.  Also, his brother, Alexander Hamilton, had died, and McDonald needed to settle 

some family affairs.  McDonald wrote to John Calhoun that his plans were now to practice law 

“either in the State of Mississippi or that of Alabama.”27  The Mississippi to which McDonald 

returned was a different place from the one he had left as a child.  In the year of his leaving 

home, 1811, only a few white traders and settlers had lived in and around Choctaw lands.  When 

he returned in 1823, the Choctaws had become a minority in the region, increasingly surrounded 

by whites.  Much of this change had come about from the Treaty of Doak’s Stand signed three 

years earlier in 1820, in which more than five million acres had been ceded to the United States.  

Whereas in James’s childhood his mother’s farm had been outside of US boundaries, it was now 

within the territorial limits of the State of Mississippi, and just twelve miles south of a new state 

capitol, Jackson.  The Treaty of Doak’s Stand had forced many Choctaws off their lands.  The 

                                                 

24 James McDonald to John C. Calhoun, 13 October 1823, in The Papers of John C. Calhoun, ed. W. 

Edwin Hemphill, vol. 8, 1823-1824 (Charleston: University of South Carolina Press, 1979), 309, 310. 
25 Ibid. 
26 James L. McDonald to Thomas McKenney, 31 January 1826, Letters Received by the Office of Indian 

Affairs, microfilm 234, roll 169, NARA-DC. 
27 James McDonald to John C. Calhoun, 13 October 1823, in The Papers of John C. Calhoun, ed. W. 

Edwin Hemphill, vol. 8, 1823-1824 (Charleston: University of South Carolina Press, 1979), 309, 310. 
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treaty commissioners’ intent was that these Choctaws would relocate to the thirteen million acres 

of the Quapaw cession that had been “exchanged” in the treaty, but very few Choctaws moved 

west.  Removal continued then as a future threat. 

In addition, as it turned out, very shortly after taking control of the massive cession of 

lands from the Treaty of Doak’s Stand, the Secretary of War, John Calhoun, realized white 

settlers had already squatted on lands of the Quapaw cession.  By the summer of 1824, Calhoun 

was pressuring the Choctaws again, asking for another treaty, in which the United States 

requested the return of those western lands which had been “exchanged” in payment for their 

eastern homeland, and demanding still more eastern homeland territory.  Unlike some of the by 

now many occasions upon which the Choctaw leadership had been pressured into yet another 

treaty negotiation, on this occasion there was some willingness to reopen negotiation.  The 

Choctaw delegation had grievances to be addressed.  Article VII of the Treaty of Doak’s Stand 

had stipulated that The United States would sell fifty-four sections of land, the proceeds from the 

sale going to fund additional schools in the Choctaw Nation.28  Four years later, the Choctaws 

has seen neither the schools nor the money from these land sales.   

And so it was that James McDonald, home again in Mississippi in 1824, was selected as a 

part of a delegation of Choctaw leaders to Washington, to negotiate what would become the 

Treaty of Washington City (1825).  With a fresh law degree, and his connections to Washington 

elites, McDonald’s profile in the Choctaw Nation was already rising.  Upon his return home to 

Mississippi a year earlier, McDonald had begun a collaboration of sorts with David Folsom.29  

                                                 

28 Transcript of the Treaty of Doak’s Stand.  Accessed November 18, 2020, 

https://www.choctawnation.com/sites/default/files/2015/09/29/1820_Treaty_of_Doak%E2%80%99s_Stand_original
.pdf  

29 Cyrus Kingsbury to John C. Calhoun, 30 September 1824, in The Papers of John C. Calhoun, ed. W. 

Edwin Hemphill, vol. 9, 1824-1825 (Charleston: University of South Carolina Press, 1979), 332, 333. 
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Both men had benefitted from white education, and both men believed wholeheartedly that the 

Choctaws’ salvation, both as a people and ultimately of their land and sovereignty, lay in the 

increased education of Choctaw youths.  McDonald and Folsom, along with the missionary 

Cyrus Kingsbury, were anxious to use the money stipulated from the land sale in Article VII of 

the Treaty of Doak’s Stand for more schools and “competent teachers” in the Choctaw Nation.30 

The Choctaw delegation to Washington was a generationally and philosophically divided 

one, mirroring the emerging divisions in Choctaw leadership, some of which would become 

bitter in the coming years.  McDonald and Folsom were joined by another young, emerging 

leader in the nation, Daniel McCurtain.  All of these younger men had received formal American 

schooling. They were in some conflict with two of the older members of the delegation, the 

chiefs Pushmataha and Mushulatubbee, because, in their view, as historian Dawn Peterson has 

put it, “Pushmataha and Mushulatubbee…had relinquished territory in order to acquire trade 

goods that they redistributed to maintain their political influence, even courting removal policies 

to maintain their access to foreign manufactures.”31  They saw the older chiefs as putting their 

own self-interest ahead of the good of the nation and the maintenance of sovereignty.   

Besides Pushmataha and Mushulatubbee, the older generation of the delegation was 

rounded out by the aged chief Apuckshunubbee.  These three elder chiefs were, in 1824, the 

chiefs of the three districts of the Choctaw nation, Mushulatubbee of the Eastern District, 

Apuckshunubbee of the Western District, and Pushmataha of the Southern District.  Neither 

Apuckshunubbee nor Pushmataha returned to Mississippi.  Apuckshunubbee suffered a fatal fall 

                                                 

30 Cyrus Kingsbury to the War Department, 6 July 1825, The Choctaw Academy: Official Correspondence, 

1825-1841.  Edited and compiled by Joe R. Goss (Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 5, 6. 
31 Peterson, Indians in the Family, 225. 
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while in route, in Maysville, Kentucky, and was succeeded as chief by Robert Cole.32  

Pushmataha made it to Washington, but then became ill with a viral respiratory infection and 

died.33  The death of these two older chiefs had a destabilizing effect upon the Choctaw Nation, 

ushering in an era of leadership instability that further complicated the issues facing the nation in 

the next few years before removal.  Finally, also joining the delegation, and among the older 

generation was the white interpreter John Pitchlynn, who though not Choctaw, had spent his life 

in the Choctaw nation.34  His son Peter, though not a member of the delegation, would soon 

assert himself as another of the younger generation of Choctaw leadership. 

The delegation was also divided as to its members willingness to entertain the 

relinquishing of portions of the Quapaw/Arkansas territory that the Choctaws had received in 

exchange for their Mississippi cession in the Treaty of Doak’s Stand.  Mushulatubbee and 

Pushmataha had accrued significant trade debt, and there is evidence that because of this they 

were wavering on the matter of further land cessions.  Apuckshunubbee, on the other hand, had 

no trade debt and was adamant in the matter of no further territorial concessions.35  Most of the 

cession of 1820 at Doak’s Stand had been land from Apuckshunubbee’s district.  This put 

Apuckshunubbee, though a member of the older generation, on the same page, ideologically, 

                                                 

32 As was mentioned in Chapter Three, Robert Cole would later ally in a camp with Mushulatubbee against 

McDonald and David Folsom, to use the annuity money from the treaty to fund a non-missionary run school outside 
of the Choctaw Nation in Kentucky, the “Choctaw Academy.” 

33 Upon the delegation’s return to the Choctaw Nation, a council was held to determine Pushmataha’s 

successor, which was Tapenahomah.  "Council held at the death of Pushmataha. 27 June 1825," Grant Foreman 
Collection, Box 30, Folder 59, p. 13, HCAR. 

34 John Pitchlynn, though he worked as an interpreter in the employ of the United States government, and 

sometimes advanced American interests, may never have been an American citizen.  He moved to the Choctaw 
Nation in his youth as a British citizen, and never left the Choctaws. 

35 D.W. Wright to James Monroe, 1 October 1826, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs, 

microfilm 234, roll 169, NARA-DC. 
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with McDonald and Folsom.  Apuskshunubbee’s death in route then, was a blow to McDonald 

and Folsom’s negotiating position within the delegation even before arriving in Washington. 

Despite all these conflicts, once negotiations began in Washington, internal dissension in 

the Choctaw delegation seems to have been minimal, and McDonald, using his legal expertise, 

appears to have taken the lead in the negotiations.  In doing so, he faced down the Secretary of 

War John Calhoun, as well his former mentor, the Superintendent of Indian Affairs Thomas 

McKenney.  McKenney found him a formidable negotiator, writing in his memoirs of the 

Washington encounter with his former charge: “I found him so skilled in the business of his 

mission…and so competent, both in verbal discussions, and with the pen, as to make it more of 

an uphill business than I had ever before experienced in negotiating with Indians.”36  McDonald 

took what might be considered a “moderate” rather than a hardline position, agreeing to the 

drawing of a new boundary line for the western territories but making it clear that compensation 

was expected for any Arkansas lands, and adding that the Choctaws would by no means part 

with “the most valuable portion of their [new] country.”37 

An agreement was struck on the new boundary line in Arkansas, such that the new white 

settlements there would now fall outside of Choctaw territory.  Calhoun wrote to the Choctaw 

delegation, “It being the wish of the Government to be liberal….  I have concluded to offer you 

Five thousand Dollars to be paid immediately upon the ratification of the Treaty…and Six 

thousand Dollars annually for ten years….”38  Though Calhoun suggested more than once that it 

was a “liberal offer,” McDonald and Folsom in a reply called it “entirely inadequate.”  Wrote the 

                                                 

36 Thomas L. McKenney, Memoirs, Official and Personal; with Sketches of Travels Among the Northern 

and Southern Indians, Volume II (New York: Paine and Burgess, 1846), 116. 
37 J.L. McDonald to John Calhoun, 16 November 1824, Treaties, microfilm T494, roll 1, NARA DC. 
38 John C. Calhoun to the Choctaw Delegation, 19 November 1824, in The Papers of John C. Calhoun, ed. 

W. Edwin Hemphill, vol. 9, 1824-1825 (Charleston: University of South Carolina Press, 1979), 388. 
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two young leaders, “…the Delegation…can never consent to surrender their lands on such terms; 

and unless the Government can bring itself…to make a far more liberal offer, the negotiation 

must come to an immediate close, and the Delegation return to their homes.”39  The Delegation 

made a counteroffer of thirty thousand dollars immediately, and nine thousand annually for 

twenty years.40  In their offer, the Choctaw delegation (no doubt in words penned by McDonald) 

stressed the issue that was of greatest concern to McDonald and Folsom especially, but to some 

lesser degree with Mushulatubbee, Nitakechi, and other Choctaw leaders as well: 

The price we ask may be more than has been usually given….  We wish our children 
educated….  We feel our ignorance, and we begin to see the benefits of education.  We 
are, therefore, anxious that our rising generation should acquire a knowledge of literature 
and arts, and learn to travel in those paths which have conducted your people, by regular 
generations to their present summit of wealth and greatness.41 
 
This statement reflects the assimilationist views of McDonald and Folsom in particular.  

It is probable that though the document was signed by all the members of the delegation, that it 

was largely composed by Folsom and especially—given its language—McDonald.  The 

delegation waited for a month to receive President Monroe’s reply through Calhoun.  When 

Calhoun finally replied, it was to say that there was no way the US government could meet the 

Choctaw’s demands.  The negotiations dragged on into the new year, with both sides refusing to 

budge.  Finally, in mid-January, an agreement in between the two positions was reached which 

amounted to $216,000 for lands in Arkansas.42 
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It is about the time of the delegation’s journey to Washington that, tragically, 

McDonald’s alcoholism begins to emerge in the historical record.  David Folsom wrote of 

McDonald getting drunk at inns along the journey from Mississippi to Washington.43  It was 

true, as McDonald himself admitted in a letter to his friend Peter Pitchlynn from Paris, Kentucky 

while on route to Washington.  McDonald had, in fact, gotten drunk the very first night of the 

trip at an inn.  McDonald confessed to his friend,  

I presume you have heard the particulars [in a letter from Peter’s father John, 
mentioned earlier in McDonald’s letter] of what occurred the first day of our 
departure.  I am not a saint; but I am generally sensible when I commit 
improprieties.  I have gone through a course of repentance and sinned again.  I 
took a wine frolic a few evenings ago, with some young men of Georgetown, and 
am now suffering the effects of it.44 
 
McKenney too had become aware of McDonald’s problem, and wrote that during the 

treaty negotiations in Washington, “On one occasion I detained him in my office, after the rest of 

the delegation had retired, and, locking the door, spoke to him on his fall with every tenderness I 

could employ.”  When McKenney spoke of McDonald’s “days of innocence, and honor, and 

bliss, he had enjoyed at Weston,” McDonald “sprang from his seat, saying—“Spare me! oh, 

spare me!”  McKenney wrote of McDonald’s extreme agitation and of again expressing how 
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“degraded” were himself and his “race.”45  According to McKenney’s account, however, 

McDonald “recovered himself…in a good degree” before the close of negotiations, and “left 

Washington, promising to devote himself to the law.”46 

Before leaving Washington in 1825, McDonald penned an open letter to Congress which 

would be signed by six other Choctaw delegates.47  Sometimes called the “Choctaw declaration” 

or the “Choctaw memorial,” in the letter we can see McDonald’s first articulation of his views on 

Choctaw sovereignty, at least as they existed in 1824-25.  The letter is significant because it 

defines a sovereign space for Indians, within the territorial boundaries of the United States, 

essentially nations within nations.  The overall tone is hopeful, and optimistic, as if McDonald 

believed that all would be well in the end, that all must be well in the end, as “the mist of 

prejudice is gradually vanishing before the light of reason….”48  McDonald referenced the 

President’s “opinion expressed…that under no pretense should the Indians be forcibly removed 

from the lands which they occupy,” and wrote that this expression against removal by then 

President John Quincy Adams, “gives us an assurance.”49  “You will not submit to injury from 

one party because it is powerful,” wrote McDonald, “nor will you another because it is weak.  

Impressed with that persuasion, we are confident that our rights will be respected.”50 
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But despite such optimism—an optimism that subsequent history would prove to be 

misplaced—the letter remains essentially a plea for justice and humanity and recognizes the 

precarious predicament in which the Choctaw nation stood in 1825, as the voices clamoring for 

removal multiplied.  “We have long been sensible of our weakness,” wrote McDonald, “and we 

know that, should the government of the United States rise in hostility against us, we must 

inevitably be exterminated or driven to the west.”  McDonald made note that “extensive country” 

which had “once belonged to our forefathers” was now already in the possession of the United 

States.51 

As with many Native leaders of the time, not just in the Choctaw Nation, but in many 

tribes, especially the Choctaw’s southeastern neighbors the Creeks and Cherokees, the letter 

shows McDonald’s full embrace of “civilization,” and the belief that such efforts would surely 

save Native sovereignty on their land.52  McDonald praised the “general diffusion of…the arts of 

civilized life,” and reminded the Congress that the majority of Choctaw men “are turning their 

attention to agriculture…settling themselves, and would in time become useful citizens.”  

McDonald continued, “We admit, at the same time, that a large number still continue to a 

wandering life, are wretched and degraded.”53  Do McDonald’s words here betray an “elitist” 

disdainful attitude towards less “civilized” fellow Choctaws? 
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But even if McDonald himself had “civilized,” even to the point of some feeling of 

superiority over some of his own people, he was clear in his defense of their sovereignty in their 

homeland.  “You cannot persuade all to remove,” he wrote.”  Going further, and on the issue of 

rights and the attempts of the Southern States to exert their control over Indian peoples, 

McDonald protested that  

in several of the Southern States we are denied privileges to which, as members of the 
human family, we are of right entitled.  However qualified by education we may be, we 
are neither permitted to hold offices, nor give our testimony in courts of justice, although 
our dearest rights may be at stake.  Can this be a correct policy?  Is it just?  Is it humane?  
When schools are multiplying among us…when we are forsaking the chase, and turning 
our attention to agriculture, and are becoming an orderly and social people; does it 
comport with an enlightened and liberal policy to continue the imposition of these 
degrading restrictions upon us?54 
 
Though McDonald left Washington in 1825 (after penning the above analyzed letter), 

promising McKenney “to devote himself to the law,” there is evidence that McDonald’s heart 

was not entirely in his profession, but that he had pursued it because it was what was expected of 

him by his Eastern wards.55  McDonald had written McKenney some years earlier that the thing 

he most wanted was to “return to a Farm….  I have been raised on a Farm.  I expected to return 

from the Federal City to a Farm.  I have a partiality for a Farmer’s life, and I did believe my 

choice unconnected with the interests of others.”56  It may be expected that McDonald would 

long for his mother’s farm from which he had been shipped away at the tender age of eleven.  

Nonetheless, McDonald apparently felt an obligation to those who had invested so much in him 

and his education.  Reflecting the attitudes that were, at least to some degree, inculcated in him 
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by his education, McDonald expressed a desire to use his education and the skills that he had 

gained “to free the character of educated Indian youth…of a proneness to relapse into 

Savagism.”57  We can see an inner conflict hinted at here, as McDonald struggled with 

reconciling his Choctaw identity with the both his white education and the otherness in the 

larger, white society, which still lingered, and always would.58  McDonald was, of course, not 

the only Choctaw leader of the era to experience this inner conflict.  As we have already seen in 

Chapter Four, his collaborator David Folsom experienced similar inner tensions. 

Upon his return from Washington in 1825, McDonald began to be concerned with 

Choctaw governance.  The historic division of the Choctaws into three districts, though once an 

effective alliance formed to deal with outside powers, was, to McDonald’s mind, no longer 

functioning efficiently.  As the political climate grew increasingly more hostile to Choctaw 

interests and sovereignty, McDonald became convinced that the Choctaws needed unified 

leadership.  In a pair of letters written and sent just two days apart in April of 1826, McDonald 

expressed his views to McKenney that without a unified position on removal, the Choctaws 

would lose.59  Without it the United States government would use an old strategy: divide and 

conquer.  McDonald used the example of Mushulatubbee, who had seemed wavering and 

receptive to removal pressures from the government during the Choctaw delegations’ 

negotiations in Washington.  Though the previous year McDonald had confessed to McKenney 
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that approaching the topic of any change in the age-old system of Choctaw governance would be 

“painful as well as delicate,” it was, to McDonald’s mind, unavoidable.60  “It is with the utmost 

difficulty that the chiefs can be brought together,” he told McKenney, “and when brought 

together…they cannot agree.”61  McDonald even predicted that the situation “might in the end 

produce a partial civil war.”62  As we already know, it almost did.  Making matters worse and 

contributing to the growing chaos and disarray in the Choctaw Nation was the fact the first few 

months of 1826 saw a smallpox outbreak, spreading east and north from New Orleans where it 

had begun, ravaged the Choctaws.63   

The collaboration between McDonald and David Folsom was certainly one of mutual or 

similar goals for the Choctaw Nation; it may not have been one of entirely mutual admiration, 

however.  David Folsom had expressed disgust with McDonald in his letters to Cyrus Kingsbury 

during their journey to Washington in 1824.  Despite this, they continued their collaboration after 

returning to Mississippi in 1825 after the signing of the Treaty of Washington City.  McDonald 

wrote to his old mentor McKenney of his shared vision with Folsom of establishing a Choctaw 

national academy in the Choctaw Nation.  McDonald and Folsom’s intention for at least part of 

the funds received from the newly signed Treaty of Washington, was to establish such an 

academy. The academy would be a missionary run school, as were all of the schools in the 

Choctaw Nation, and Cyrus Kingsbury was keen to aid and facilitate McDonald and Folsom’s 
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vision.64  As was seen in preceding chapters, the initial plan for such an academy was frustrated 

by the opposition and efforts of Mushulatubbee, which led to the sending of twenty-one Choctaw 

young men to Richard Mentor Johnson in Kentucky, and to the founding of the Choctaw 

Academy there in the fall of 1825.  McDonald wrote to McKenney the following January in 

strong disapproval of Mushulatubbee’s move and of the new Choctaw Academy.  In McDonald’s 

view, Choctaw youth should be educated in the Choctaw Nation, and “sending Choctaw children 

[out of] the nation for their education” was a mistake.”65  Such a strong view on McDonald’s part 

is especially noteworthy given McDonald’s own high-achieving education completely outside of 

the Choctaw Nation.  But McDonald had come to be a supporter of the ABCFM schools.  He 

told McKenney: “I am clearly of opinion that the missionaries ought to remain unmolested, 

undisturbed, and allowed to quietly pursue their labors with the annuity already granted them.”  

McDonald assured McKenney that he would continue to use “such influence” as he possessed 

“in their behalf.”66 

McDonald believed that his and Folsom’s fight to initiate widespread education of 

Choctaw children was a fight for the future and the survival of Choctaw sovereignty.  

Nonetheless, McDonald feared the future and sensed the handwriting on the wall, so to speak.  

He wrote to McKenney that “The clouds appear to be gathering from every quarter and ready to 

burst over every fragment of the Indian race.  I see applications to congress from half the states 

in the union for the extinguishment of Indian titles to land—and to my mind it looks like a bitter 
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and endless persecution.”67  McDonald’s correspondence in the years between the Treaties of 

Washington City and Dancing Rabbit Creek took on a darker, troubled tone.  He wrote to 

McKenney in April 1826, depressed, that “the only incident within the last two or three years of 

my life to which I can look back with anything like unmingled satisfaction” was his “exertions in 

behalf of the Choctaws at the last treaty.”  But McDonald confessed that the direction of events 

in the fourteen months since the signing of the treaty had made him regret that he had ever 

participated.68 

Despite his growing apprehension, depression, and disgust, McDonald endeavored to 

keep his focus on the education and civilizing project that he and David Folsom were promoting 

in the Choctaw Nation, and on his emerging vision of a “national academy” that McDonald 

promoted to McKenney as a “school of superior order…different from the missionary schools.”  

“Money thus applied,” wrote McDonald, “would give more satisfaction and produce better 

results.”69  Within a few months after expressing his wholehearted support of the missionary 

educational efforts, McDonald’s tune changed.  Whereas he previously been a supporter of 

missionary schools in the Choctaw Nation, he now began to oppose the funneling of funds 

through missionary organizations.  McDonald wanted something more and different than what 

the missionary schools were providing, and something that Choctaws controlled without outside 

help.  From its inception he had been critical of Richard Mentor Johnson’s Choctaw Academy, 

and would remain so.  The vision that was emerging for McDonald was one of a tribally run 

school which prepared future Choctaw leaders in a wide variety of skills and arenas, including 
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the necessity of bilingual facility.70  This vision of McDonald’s might also be thought of as 

another way in which the Choctaws could maintain sovereignty.  McDonald’s vision would 

remain just that, however, and would not become a reality while he lived, or before the Choctaws 

were forced from their homeland. 

Meanwhile, McDonald’s push for Choctaw unification received a boost from a fresh 

attack upon Choctaw sovereignty, when Congress passed Public Act 63, “An Act to enable then 

President of the United States to hold a treaty with the Choctaw….” On May 20, 1826.71  As 

discussed in Chapter Three, the summer of 1826 saw Choctaw leaders from all three districts of 

the nation meeting in national council to draft a code of written laws and a constitution.  

McDonald was among the group of thirteen leaders carefully chosen by the national council to 

attend the new treaty negotiations that had been forced upon them by Public Act 63.72 

McDonald’s rise and importance among the younger Choctaw leadership from 1823 to 

1826 was both predictable—given his standing as the first Indian lawyer—and a true asset in the 

Choctaws’ fight for sovereignty in their homeland.  In 1827, however, McDonald decided to 

leave the fray, as it were, and return to Ohio to apply himself to the practice of law.  The reasons 

for this change of course are unclear.  It may be that he decided that events merited his renewed 

attention to the law as a means to continue the Choctaws fight to maintain sovereignty.  On his 

way to Ohio, McDonald paid a visit to the Choctaw Academy in Kentucky.  He spent a week 

there, and wrote to a friend, Alex McKee—son of the former Choctaw agent John McKee—on 
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the eve of his departure that he found “some things to admire, and many things to condemn” 

about the Choctaw Academy.73  Despite being critical of the Choctaw Academy, McDonald 

wrote in May to his younger friend Pitchlynn that he should take advantage of the education he 

would receive at the school.  He was now back in Ohio, and the tone of his letter was more 

upbeat than his letters to McKenney had been.  “Cheer up,” he encouraged a homesick Pitchlynn, 

who had been at the Choctaw Academy since the end of February, “look forward to brighter 

prospects, study hard and go back [home] with me in the fall.  We shall rub through our 

difficulties and come off with flying colors in the end.”74 

But McDonald had no more success in Ohio in 1827 than he had had in 1823 and 

returned to Mississippi by year’s end.  Writing to Peter Pitchlynn to explain his decision, 

McDonald cited a renewed concern for what was happening with his people back in Mississippi, 

and that he felt a sense of duty to be there for them.  Such concerns, he told Pitchlynn, caused 

him to give up personal aspirations and “the idea of practicing law.”  He returned to his mother’s 

farm near Jackson, and with the labor of his mother’s four slaves, became a small planter, or as 

he put it became “the farmer in a lazy way.”75  He was very soon elected to the office of justice 

of the peace in Hinds County.76  For a still young (twenty-six) Choctaw to be put in such a 

position to be judging civil and even minor criminal cases, McDonald obviously, at least to some 

degree, had the respect of his white neighbors.   
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Outwardly, at least, things seemed to be going well for McDonald.  But inwardly he was 

battling depression and had difficulty seeing anything but bleakness in his life.  He wrote to Peter 

Pitchlynn, “the prospect before me has so little promise in it, that I feel at times exceedingly 

unhappy.”77  McDonald also acknowledged to Pitchlynn what had been said about him by many 

who knew him, that he had a serious alcohol problem.  He told his friend, “I now see more 

clearly than ever that indulgence in the social glass (under feelings of disappointment) will prove 

my destruction.”78 

By the spring of 1830, McDonald had become convinced that the Choctaws’ continued 

resistance was, if not completely futile, at least becoming impractical.  In this frame of mind, at 

the momentous Choctaw council meetings of March and April 1830, McDonald, along with his 

friend Peter Pitchlynn, supported Greenwood LeFlore and his proposed treaty, yet he had mixed 

feelings.  He wondered to Peter Pitchlynn if the tribe was conceding too much.  He wrote to 

Pitchlynn, “I have had more thoughts rushing thro’ my head within the last few days than I could 

reduce to writing in a month.  I was at times on the point of losing all hope—but then my 

favorite motto would occur to my recollection—nil desperandum.  Let us never despair.”  

McDonald encouraged Pitchlynn to “follow with energy whatever your judgment dictates as the 

line of duty, and in time all will be well.”79  In other words, do whatever you think is right.  In 

the letter, McDonald wondered to himself and Pitchlynn if he would go west with his people…or 

not.  Though he was leaning towards going—“I have a strong idea of embarking my fortunes 

                                                 

77 James L. McDonald to Peter Pitchlynn, 27 January 1829, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, folder 68, 

Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR. 
78 James L. McDonald to Peter Pitchlynn, 1 July 1828, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, Box 1, folder 

14, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, OU-WHC. 
79 James McDonald to Peter Pitchlynn, 21 March 1830, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, folder 79, Peter 

P. Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR. 



 208 

with the Choctaw and going west with them”—he had not made up his mind.80  Worth noting in 

this letter is McDonald’s referring to his people in the third rather than second person.  There is 

no “we,” only “the Choctaw,” as if he was an outsider.  Perhaps McDonald felt as such, at least 

to some degree, perhaps because of his education and “civilized” manner of life, or perhaps, in 

some sense he was already living as a literal “outsider,” because his farm was no longer Choctaw 

land.  He was a Mississippi resident, not a resident of the Choctaw Nation.  McDonald’s 

uncertainty about whether he had done the right thing and whether the Choctaw leaders were 

doing the right thing continued to grow.  He wrote to his old mentor McKenney that he was 

afraid the tribe was placing too much trust in Greenwood LeFlore and that perhaps a small group 

appointed by the Choctaw council could draft a better treaty than LeFlore’s treaty.81   

On July 5th, 1830, however, the confident and eloquent McDonald had given what the 

Port Gibson Correspondent called an “oration.”  Though the audience, circumstances and 

location of the oration are unclear, it was delivered with forceful eloquence characteristic of 

much of McDonald’s writing.  It is almost certain from both the content and tone of McDonald’s 

oration, that whatever the circumstances of its delivery, the audience was white.  Originally 

appearing in the Port Gibson Correspondent on July 17th, 1830, the “oration” was widely 

syndicated in newspapers nationally.82  McDonald’s oration, is noteworthy in two respects.  

First, it reads as a late plea for justice to his “fellow Mississippians,” indeed to all Southerners 

(he mentions Georgia and the Cherokees also) to do right by their Indian populations.  McDonald 
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acknowledged the growing despair of Indian peoples.  No doubt his own battles with that despair 

were heavily upon his mind.  Secondly, in the oration, McDonald appears to have overcome his 

previous conflicts over his “Indian-ness,” and asserts a racial pride not previously seen in his 

writings and pronouncements. 

The oration begins with McDonald appealing to the patriotism of his “fellow citizens,” 

referencing the growing disunity in the United States as a whole, and proclaiming, “The South is 

oppressed by the North, the tariff laws are unequal.”83  McDonald took pains to burnish his 

credentials as a true Southerner to his listeners: “I was born in the South.  I first inhaled the vital 

air in Mississippi….  To my young eyes, the blue skies, the verdant plains, and murmuring 

streamlets of my native land were as paradise, and I could imagine no spot on earth more 

glorious.”  But then, in fine oratorical style, McDonald, turned his two opening themes of 

“Southness” and oppression on his listeners: 

I think I can duly appreciate the feelings of the South.  I will admit, for the sake of 
argument, that the North and West seem to be feeling power and forgetting right.  But 
while I make this admission, I boldly proclaim to the South, Take the beam from thine 
own eye, before thy pluck the mote from thy brother’s eye.—I say to Georgia, in behalf 
of the oppressed Cherokees, --I say to Mississippi, in behalf of my kindred Choctaws, 
while you suffer from the legislation of a majority in Congress, do not by your own 
legislation inflict unnecessary suffering upon a weak and helpless people.84 
 
McDonald, in effect, called out the hypocrisy of his “fellow citizens” for crying 

oppression from the North and the federal government and then saying, “The Indians still 

cumber us.”  McDonald then proudly acknowledged his “the Indian blood coursing through my 
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veins (a blood, be it well understood, which I acknowledge without a blush…,” and speaking for 

his fellow Choctaws as well as for all Indians of the South, he made a plea to his listeners: 

…what, think you, must be the feelings of my kindred, who are about to take a last and 
reluctant leave of the soil of their nativity…?  Think you, my friends, that they feel not as 
deeply as you would under similar circumstances?  Think you, that…their heart-strings 
do not quiver at the thought of taking a last and eternal adieu of the land of their fathers?  
Think you that the tear will not start unbidden from the eye of the aged warrior and the 
cries of desolate women will not rise on the gale? 
 

For McDonald, the “anguish” was “keen,” and the “despair…hopeless.”85  The primacy in 

consciousness of “soil of their nativity” and “the land of their fathers” should be noted in 

McDonald’s plea.  As stated earlier (and subsequently) in this work in multiple places: It was 

about the land.  The land of their nativity, their fathers, the place that was not commodity for 

acquisition of wealth (as it was to so many settlers), but was themselves, their very heart. 

I have brought McDonald’s story up to the crucial juncture of Dancing Rabbit Creek.  His 

involvement in the proceedings there and the remainder of his life story after Dancing Rabbit 

Creek will be discussed in Chapter Seven.  We will now examine the life and character of his 

younger friend, Peter Pitchlynn. 

Peter Pitchlynn: the “snapping turtle”:86 

As much or perhaps more than some others profiled in this work, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn 

might justly be tagged with the label “elite.”  He was raised in wealth.  His father John Pitchlynn 

had become wealthy in his decades of trading in the Choctaw Nation and came to own a large 

herd of cattle, and eventually as many as sixty slaves to work a cotton plantation.87  John 

                                                 

85
 The National Gazette (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania), 13 August 1830, p. 2 (Newspapers.com). 

86 Peter Pitchlynn’s Choctaw name is recorded in many places as Hatchootucknee, which translates to 

English as “snapping turtle.”   
87 Probate Records of John Pitchlynn, Estate Docket 92, Records of the Chancery Courts, Lowndes County 

Mississippi.  See also, Missionary Herald, volume XVI (Boston: Samuel T. Armstrong, 1820), 173, Accessed 
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Pitchlynn’s eventual wealth was such that he sometimes took on the role of banker too, loaning 

large sums of money.88  The elder Pitchlynn also became an early and large financial contributor 

to the ABCFM missionary schools.  As Peter grew to adulthood and went away to schools in 

Kentucky and Tennessee, made other travels, and lived separately from his parents back in the 

Choctaw Nation, he kept up a frequent correspondence with his father John.  In John’s letters to 

his son, the Pitchlynn family slaves are often mentioned, as for example, “I want to send 

Abram…for sugar and coffee with pack horses, but all the others you can have to do your 

work.”89  From the documentary evidence, the picture that emerges of Pitchlynn family life is 

one that closely resembles the life of white plantation owners throughout the South in the 

antebellum years. 

Peter briefly attended the ABCFM school at Mayhew in 1823.  In a census of the students 

at Mayhew School dated May 4, 1824, “Peter Pitchlynn Age 19” is listed as having been 

“dismissed for disobedience” on October 22, 1823.90  As with other figures of his generation, 

such as his friend James McDonald, Peter Pitchlynn spent several years of his childhood away 

from his family in a household of wealthy white folks, in Pitchlynn’s case, the home of the 

Alabama planter and politician John Dabney Terrell.91  Pitchlynn also attended the Choctaw 

                                                 

December 9, 2020. Armstrong Roll of Choctaw, Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 1831. Document 512, Vol. 
3, NARA FW. https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.ah6kz2&view=1up&seq=151&q1=choctaw.  

88 John Pitchlynn to Peter Pitchlynn, 14 March 1824, Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, File #23, HCAR. 
89 John Pitchlynn to Peter Pitchlynn, 27 July 1828, Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, Folder 64, HCAR. 
90 Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 755, HL.  Clara Sue Kidwell, in her introduction to the 

published version of Peter Pitchlynn’s journal (see subsequent discussion of this journal in this chapter) makes the 
claim that Peter never attended any ABCFM school during his education.  Given the citation just above, this is 
clearly in error, though Pitchlynn’s attendance at Mayhew may have been very short.  Peter Pitchlynn’s birth year is 
uniformly listed as in genealogical materials as well as by Baird (Peter Pitchlynn: Chief of the Choctaws) as 1806, 
therefore he would have been seventeen at the time of his dismissal from Mayhew, not nineteen.  It is conceivable 
that Pitchlynn may have lied about his age when he enrolled at Mayhew.  In any case, Mayhew appears to have 
listed his age incorrectly, whatever the reason. 

91 Peter P. Pitchlynn to John Terrill, 21 June 1830, box 2, folder 6, John Coffee Papers, State of Alabama 

Department of Archives and History (Hereafter ADAH). 
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Academy at Great Crossings, Kentucky for a time.  Pitchlynn credited his acquaintance with the 

naturalist Gideon Lincecum—who lived among the Choctaws from 1822-1825—with sowing the 

seeds of education and civilization in him.  When Pitchlynn was much older he wrote to 

Lincecum thanking him for the interest the naturalist had taken in him: “We lived in a remote 

[wilderness?], where the light of Science and civilization had never shot a single ray.  We were 

hunters and heatheners….  Twas then you came and took me by the hand and led me by your 

council to the source of knowledge.”92  

Peter Pitchlynn appears in the extant documentation as something of a dandy.  At age 18, 

in 1824, his name appears in trade records as having purchased cashmere and silk clothing.93  He 

was apparently fond of Madeira wine.94  Many years later, in 1842, when meeting the famous 

English writer Charles Dickens on a steamboat trip from Cincinnati to Louisville, Dickens 

records his commenting upon the “elegance” of the portrait George Catlin had painted of him, 

and he later sent Dickens a lithograph of the portrait.95  Perhaps because of how he was raised, in 

a wealthy slaveholder family, Peter Pitchlynn seemed to prize a certain “elegance” and 

refinement in manner and behavior.  While in the west in 1828, he chanced to attend a frontier 

ball.  His assessment was severely critical: “The manners of the people in this country are to me 

more uncivilized than among the Choctaws; people go to balls without being invited.  No 

                                                 

92 Peter P. Pitchlynn to Gideon Lincecum, undated letter fragment, Folder 3554, Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, 

HCAR.  Though this letter fragment is undated, it could not have been written any earlier than 1849, as Pitchlynn 
refers at one point in the letter to a trip he made to Washington, D.C., “in the fall of 1848.”  It is likely the letter was 
written even much later, because of the many details about Pitchlynn’s wealth, “business with government,” and 
“public service,” all of which suggest a date in the 1850s or 1860s, when Pitchlynn was a delegate in Washington 
and elected Principal Chief, respectively. 

93 “Cooper and Hill Bill of Sale to Peter P. Pitchlynn,” 21 September 1824, Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, 

Folder 27, HCAR. 
94 Statements of Account from Thomas Worford to Peter Pitchlynn, 6 June 1828 and 16 December 1826, 

Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, Folder 37, HCAR. 
95 Charles Dickens, American Notes for General Circulation (New York: Penguin, 2000), 185-186.  

Originally published in 1842. 
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regularity in dancing.  Everything looked more like dissipation and rowdiness than gentility….  

Among all the girls I did not see but one that had anything like manners about her.”96 

It is not surprising that Peter Pitchlynn’s wealth and his education eventually translated 

into various political roles in the Choctaw Nation.  The first of these came in 1824, when upon 

their formation, Peter Pitchlynn became a member of the Lighthorse, the Choctaw mounted 

police force.  For a short time in 1825, he became the leader of the Lighthorse.97  In that 

capacity, he fought to curtail the liquor trade in the Choctaw Nation.  In October of 1825, 

Pitchlynn was charged with escorting the first class of Choctaw boys to the Choctaw Academy in 

Great Crossings, Kentucky.98   

From 1826 to 1828, Pitchlynn served as the secretary to the Choctaw tribal council and 

recorded the minutes and other records of the Choctaw Council meetings, in Choctaw, in a 

seven-by-four-inch journal.99  The original now resides in the Western History Collections at the 

University of Oklahoma.  The journal has been published in English translation as A Gathering 

of Statesmen: Records of the Choctaw Council Meetings, 1826-1828.100  The tribal council 

meetings in 1826 were momentous, because in them, the Choctaws codified their first code of 

                                                 

96 Diary of Peter Pitchlynn, 25 December 1828, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, Box 6, Folder 1, OU-

WHC. 
97 Mushulatubbee to Peter P. Pitchlynn, 25 September 1824, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, Box 1, 

Folder 3, OU-WHC.  See footnote 138 in Chapter Two for an explanation of the Lighthorse. 
98 William Ward to Thomas L. McKenney, 22 October 1825, The Choctaw Academy: Official 

Correspondence, 1825-1841.  Edited and compiled by Joe R. Goss (Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 18. 
99 Pitchlynn’s facility in written Choctaw may be seen as somewhat surprising given that literacy in written 

Choctaw was not widespread in the Choctaw Nation at this date.  Cyrus Byington had only begun his work of 
putting the “Chahta” language into written form a decade earlier and had only begun to introduce Choctaw language 
instruction at the ABCFM schools in 1823, the year before Peter attended one of the ABCFM schools for only a 
very short time.  Presumably, the bulk of Pitchlynn’s education was in English, so it is unclear where and how he 
achieved a fluency in the very new (at the time) written form of his native language.  This apparent anomaly may be 
evidence of Pitchlynn’s quick intelligence. 

100 Peter Perkins Pitchlynn, A Gathering of Statesmen: Records of the Choctaw Council Meetings, 1826-

1828. Translated by Marcia Haag and Henry Willis (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2013). 
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written laws.  The historians David Baird and Angie Debo have called this document a Choctaw 

national “constitution.101  Peter Pitchlynn was the scribe who recorded this “constitution.”  

Writing much more recently than Baird or Debo, the Choctaw historian Clara Sue Kidwell 

rejects the notion that the document should be understood as a “constitution,” as she asserts that 

this was not the understanding of the Choctaw leaders as to what they were creating in 1826 at 

the Choctaw council meetings.102  This is a curious conclusion given that in an undated (but from 

internal evidence is obviously after the signing of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek) letter 

fragment, Pitchlynn himself refers to the document as a constitution.103  It is clear from an 

examination of Peter Pitchlynn’s council journal that in fact the Choctaws were creating a 

constitutional form of government for the Choctaws.  This was done with the hope and 

understanding, that such a reform to Choctaw governance would aid them in their dealings with 

the US government.   

Pitchlynn began recording the Choctaw council meetings on August 5, 1826: “…gathered 

in session, we are the three districts of the Choctaw nation….  What value can we provide for our 

nation?  This will be our concern.  These concerns are, that those of us here continue to be not be 

of one mind, and we are ineffective.  It is necessary for us to conclude that we are certainly not 

effective at the things we are doing.”104  Pitchlynn then, just as his friend James McDonald, 

recognized that the traditional division and thereby decentralization of Choctaw governance was 

                                                 

101 Baird, Peter Pitchlynn: Chief of the Choctaws, 27; Angie Debo, The Rise and Fall of the Choctaw 

Republic (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1934), 48-49. 
102 Clara Sue Kidwell, “Introduction” 4-5, in Peter Perkins Pitchlynn, A Gathering of Statesmen: Records 

of the Choctaw Council Meetings, 1826-1828. Translated by Marcia Haag and Henry Willis (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 2013). 

103 Peter Pitchlynn to ?, undated fragment, Folder 81A, Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR.  See the in-depth 

discussion of this letter later in this chapter. 
104 Peter Perkins Pitchlynn, A Gathering of Statesmen: Records of the Choctaw Council Meetings, 1826-

1828. Translated by Marcia Haag and Henry Willis (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2013), 45-46. 
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no longer effective in the present crisis.  The traditional arrangement had served them well; 1826 

was certainly not the first time in their history that representatives of the three districts had met 

together in council and agreed upon a best and necessary course of action for the Choctaw 

Nation.  But the crisis facing the Choctaw Nation in 1826 was different, and of a magnitude and 

urgency that called for something new, something that would come to be called a “constitution.”  

The Choctaws had always had laws.  What was new beginning at the council in 1826 was, as 

Clara Sue Kidwell has put it, “laws that applied uniformly to the whole nation and…centralized 

power in the hands of a single group of people.”105  While each of the districts would retain their 

ability to make their own laws, such laws would now be subject to approval by the national 

council. 

Traditionally, family and kinship structures such as clans had regulated social 

relationships, and to a large extent, behavior.  But the changes that had been wrought in Choctaw 

society were enormous.  It was not simply that the Choctaw needed unified governance to 

provide a unified response to immanent removal pressures from all sides.  It was, additionally, 

that the accumulated changes of white settler contact, the social issues (e.g., widespread 

alcoholism), the “civilizing” impulse, and the concomitant erosion of traditional approaches to 

the environment and nearly everything else, the increasing Christianization of the Choctaws 

(though adherents at this point probably still constituted well under twenty-five percent of the 

total Choctaw population), and with it the impetus to forbid behaviors now deemed abominable 

by white missionaries (e.g. infanticide and adultery)—all of these factors seemed to demand a set 

of laws that would apply to the entire Choctaw people, and a centralized authority for 

                                                 

105 Clara Sue Kidwell, “Introduction” 19, in Peter Perkins Pitchlynn, A Gathering of Statesmen: Records of 

the Choctaw Council Meetings, 1826-1828. Translated by Marcia Haag and Henry Willis (Norman: University of 
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regulation.106 The “civilization” of the Choctaws meant that they must also govern themselves in 

a manner more closely resembling US constitutional governance.  

It was during Pitchlynn’s service as the secretary for the Choctaw council—and perhaps 

because of it?—that he began to seek opportunities for further education.  He wrote to the 

Secretary of War in early February 1826 asking if the War Department might help fund his 

pursuit of education and a profession.  He received a reply some weeks later from Thomas 

McKenney at the Office of Indian Affairs.  McKenney was polite, saying that the Secretary of 

War was quite “gratified to find in your dispositions to obtain a profession.  He wishes you 

success.”  But McKenney informed him there was simply no extra money for such a proposal.  

McKenney applauded Peter’s ambitions.  “There can be no objections to the course you 

propose,” but the Choctaws would have to pay for it.107 

In the fall of 1826, Pitchlynn was among the group of thirteen Choctaw leaders who met 

with treaty commissioners in the talks forced upon them by Public Act 63.  Pitchlynn, probably 

along with James McDonald, contributed to the adamant letter of refusal and rejection of 

proposals that the chiefs sent to treaty commissioners Clark, Hinds, and Coffee on 14 November 

1826.108  “It would be needless to enter into the reasons which have determined us to decline the 

acceptance of your proposals,” they wrote.  Such reasons had been rehearsed many times in 

previous negotiations.  The commissioners knew them well.  It didn’t matter.  If the United 

States would continue every year or two to demand a new treaty to force the Choctaws from their 

                                                 

106 See footnote 96 in Chapter Two for estimates on the percentage of Christian Choctaws. 
107 Thomas L. McKenney to Peter Pitchlynn, 27 February 1826, Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, Folder 33, 

HCAR 
108 The language of the letter reads very much like several other letters and statements written by James 

McDonald and Peter Pitchlynn, who were the most educated and eloquent among the “group of thirteen,” leading 
me to posit that the likely primary author was one of these two (or perhaps both). 
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homes, then the new young leadership of the Choctaw nation would be determined to oppose 

them categorically and at every turn.  Too much had already been surrendered in the previous 

treaties.  “It is sufficient that this is the land of our birth, and that when once sold it could never 

be recovered.”109  

The letter was essentially a plea by the Choctaws for the United States to “leave us 

alone.”  Many such pleas had been made by Choctaw leaders in the previous decades of 

unrelenting U.S. pressure and treaty after treaty with promises that this would be the last….  And 

like its predecessor pleas, the letter traverses familiar themes, the most salient being the land.  

The Land: “It is a sure asylum for our infirm and aged countrymen, where, surrounded by their 

offspring, and among the plains, the hills, and the streams of their youth, they might pass the 

remnant of their days in peace; and where, if undisturbed, we may all remain…prosperous and 

happy.”  And striking another familiar theme which would be echoed by David Folsom three 

years later (see the opening quotation of Chapter One): “Here our forefathers have lived…and 

when we die, let our bones be laid by the side of our kindred.  Why should we sell?”  The author 

(or authors) of the letter then made the proclamation those Choctaws who wished to go west 

could certainly go: “all are free to go who wish it.”  As to the group of thirteen, they would 

remain.110  

Also in the fall of 1826, Pitchlynn’s friend James McDonald wrote to his former mentor 

McKenney asking him to support Peter’s efforts at obtaining further education.  To McKenney 

he praised Pitchlynn as “a young man of excellent natural endowments…the share of education 

he has already received, has only given him a higher relish and a more ardent thirst for 
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knowledge.”111  Despite his good friend’s efforts to gain him help for a further and higher 

education, the support was not forthcoming.  Pitchlynn decided to enroll in the Choctaw 

Academy in Kentucky, though he was already older than most of the students enrolled there.  

The school, and thus Pitchlynn’s education there was largely supported by the Choctaw annuity 

from the Treaty of Washington City.  For Pitchlynn, however, the Choctaw Academy was 

essentially “settling.”  He knew the curriculum at the Academy was not equal to his personal 

ambitions.  He conceived a plan.  He wrote to Richard Mentor Johnson and asked him for a letter 

of recommendation to Transylvania University, located in Lexington, Kentucky, only fifteen 

miles from the Choctaw Academy in Great Crossings.  While attending Transylvania, Peter 

proposed to also study law under Richard Mentor Johnson at the Choctaw Academy, and further, 

since he was older than the other students at the Academy, he offered Johnson “my assistance in 

regulating and giving the boys good advice.”112  Johnson agreed to this proposal and wrote in his 

letter to Transylvania the Peter was “a young man of amiable manners and disposition…more 

devoted to study than is usual; he will pursue his studies with an ardor and zeal which will do 

honor and credit to any student.”113  Pitchlynn’s application to Transylvania University did not 

meet with success.  Pitchlynn “settled” for studies at the Choctaw Academy “in a melancholy 

mood.”114 
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Pitchlynn arrived at the Choctaw Academy sometime in February 1827 and was greeted 

by George Harkins who had arrived at the school the year before.  Within a few weeks, he had 

received a letter from his friend James McDonald. 

Dear Peter: I understood in a letter which I received from George Harkins yesterday that 
you had just arrived at the Choctaw Academy.  I hope things have gone right for you and 
that you are in both good health and good spirits, as I am at this time.  I am anxious to see 
you, or to hear from you, and learn how our mutual friends are in the Choctaw Nation.  I 
cannot go over to the Academy at this time….  I am just about to resume the study of law 
again, and I wish to apply myself closely to it for several months….  If you can possibly 
do so, I wish you would come over and see me.  It is only three days ride from the 
Academy, and you might come and stay one week and return again.  At all events, write 
to me as soon as possible.115 
 
During the ten months Pitchlynn spent at the Choctaw Academy, McDonald wrote to him 

frequently, often inquiring as to the progress of his studies, and was able to come down from 

Ohio and visit occasionally.116  Over his time at the Academy, Pitchlynn soured on it, and on 

Richard Mentor Johnson’s leadership of it.  In December, Pitchlynn secured a transfer to the 

University of Nashville.  Upon hearing of his friend’s transfer, George Harkins, still at the 

Choctaw Academy, wrote to Pitchlynn,  

Dear friend, you have a good chance now of gaining useful knowledge and I hope and 
trust that you will make good use of your time…let me entreat you to persevere hard and 
not rest satisfied until you have acquired that inestimable treasure which nothing but the 
cold and dry hands of death can render from you…you know well that our country stands 
in need of smart men.117 
 
It is not certain what conclusions, if any, may be drawn from the following observation, 

but it may be worth remarking upon the great encouragement that both of Pitchlynn’s friends 

gave him, Harkins, and James McDonald (earlier in the chapter), and noting that no reciprocal 
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manner of exhortations are to be found going in the other direction, from Pitchlynn, to either 

Harkins or McDonald.  Pitchlynn stayed at the University of Nashville until the summer of 1828.  

In July of 1828, he returned to the Choctaw Academy, to escort a group of graduating Choctaw 

youth—which included his younger brother Silas and his nephew Jacob Folsom—back to the 

Choctaw Nation. 

Upon his return, Pitchlynn decided to lodge a formal complaint and criticisms of the 

Choctaw Academy, on behalf of himself and many other dissatisfied students before the 

Choctaw National Council.  Pitchlynn complained of the food and clothing supplied to the 

students.  The clothes were too plain.  As most of the Choctaw students at the Academy came 

from the more elite families in the Choctaw Nation, they should be dressed so, with fur hats, 

waistcoats, cravats, and matching jackets, in more expensive fabrics such as silk.  The food, 

charged Pitchlynn, was also inferior, “stinking” in fact, especially the bacon and the cornbread.  

The table clothes were uniformly dirty.  The students had complained that there was too little 

meat in the diet, and Pitchlynn was particularly offended that the students ate the same food as 

the slaves, and that the slaves who served them dinner were “filthy,” and “insolent.”118  Richard 

Mentor Johnson took much offense when informed of Pitchlynn’s complaints and wrote to David 

Folsom that the clothing at the Academy was “not surpassed by the children of the best farmers 

of the country.”119  To Pitchlynn and the other complaining students, that was exactly the 

                                                 

118 Richard Mentor Johnson to David Folsom, 12 September 1828, Copy in Letters Received by the Office 
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capacity as secretary for the Choctaw council: Peter Perkins Pitchlynn, A Gathering of Statesmen: Records of the 
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problem.   Johnson called Pitchlynn’s accusations “gross misrepresentations.”  He told David 

Folsom that he was astonished by Pitchlynn’s report because of “the exaulted (sp.) opinion I had 

formed of Peters (sp.) character for integrity & veracity.”  Johnson was especially offended 

because he had thought Peter a friend, and because of “the ties which bound us together…as 

Masons.”  Johnson claimed he acted as “more than a Brother, more than a father” to Peter and to 

all the students at the Choctaw Academy.120 

The foregoing incident reflects a concern with class privilege that is evident in the life 

and correspondence of Peter Pitchlynn to a greater degree than any other Choctaw figure treated 

in this work.  Peter Pitchlynn may indeed have been the elite that he thought himself to be, but 

that he sometimes insisted that he be treated as such, and was offended when he wasn’t, may say 

much about Pitchlynn’s character. 

It is uncertain whether, at least in his early years, Peter Pitchlynn was a convert to 

Christianity.121  If he was, he was certainly not of the fervently evangelistic bent of his kinsman 

David Folsom, and despite his father’s apparent friendliness to religion, Peter Pitchlynn does not 

appear to have been a convert to Christianity in the years preceding the beginning of removal in 

1830.122  On a journey through the Choctaw Nation in the Fall of 1828, the Baptist missionary 
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Isaac McCoy wrote of his meeting with a then twenty-two year old Peter Pitchlynn, who McCoy 

made sure to remark was not a Christian, but an “intelligent and sensible” man nonetheless:  

‘…though not a professor of religion, he frequently borrowed my small bible to read, which I 

afterwards presented to him.  I had much interesting conversation with him.”  The conversations 

McCoy had with Pitchlynn included Pitchlynn questioning McCoy about the inconsistency of so 

many different sects among Christians, “when each sect appealed to the Scriptures as proof of its 

doctrines.”123 Despite McCoy’s assessment of Pitchlynn’s lack of religion, however, Pitchlynn 

wrote in his diary on December 25, 1828, “On this day, was it that the Savior of mankind was 

born?  A day held sacred by all that feel the love of him, and why is it a day spent in dissipation, 

when everyone ought to commemorate it in the most solemn manner.”124 

Some of his conversations with Isaac McCoy doubtless occurred along the journey that 

McCoy took that same Fall with Pitchlynn and other Choctaw and Chickasaw “delegates” to 

explore the country in the west that was being offered them by the federal government in 

exchange for their lands in Mississippi.  Pitchlynn confessed to his diary that he and his 

companions had indulged in “visionary forebodings” about the journey before their departure 

                                                 

Oklahoma claims that Ebenezer Folsom—Nathaniel’s brother and David’s Uncle, was Sophia Folsom’s father and 
her mother is unknown.  Ebenezer Folsom migrated to Louisiana and remarried a white woman.  Sophia was raised 
by her uncle Nathaniel—David’s father—thus perhaps the confusion of her being considered as David’s “sister.”  
Personal conversations with Sandra Moore Riley, Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma.  The issue is further complicated 
by the fact that in her book Great Crossings, Christina Snyder writes that Mushulatubbee was Peter Pitchlynn’s 
maternal uncle, making Sophia Folsom a relation to Mushulatubbee.  Mushulatubbee to Peter Pitchlynn, 10 October 
1824, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, Box 1, Folder 3, OU-WHC.  See also Christina Snyder, Great Crossings: 

Indians, Settlers, and Slaves in the Age of Jackson (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 20-23.  For John 
Pitchlynn’s relationship to Christianity, see Missionary Herald, volume XVI (Boston: Samuel T. Armstrong, 1820), 
173.  

123 Isaac McCoy, History of Baptist Indian Missions (New York: Johnson Reprint Corporation, 1970), 355. 

Originally published in 1840, by William M. Morrison, New York.  Pitchlynn wrote in his diary of McCoy that he 
found him “rather superficial in his opinion of things.”  Overall, Pitchlynn disapproved of McCoy because “It seems 
to be his object to concentrate all the Indian nations…over on the western side of the Mississippi.”  Thus, McCoy 
favored removal.  Diary of Peter Pitchlynn, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, Box 6, Folder 1, OU-WHC. 

124 Diary of Peter Pitchlynn, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, Box 6, Folder 1, OU-WHC. 
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from the Choctaw Nation.  “When we made our departure from our country,” wrote Pitchlynn, 

“we knew not what would be the result—whether we should again return to it, or be left to 

moulder in a foreign land, unburied and unlamented.”125   

Peter’s father John Pitchlynn was dismayed at the prospect of Peter’s journey to the west, 

and told Peter that the whole family wished that he would not go.126  The fact was that for the 

past two years, he had been away, at the Choctaw Academy, and then at the University of 

Nashville.  He was in Nashville when his second daughter Malvina (who would later marry 

Loring Folsom, a son of David Folsom) was born.  John wrote to him at Nashville informing him 

that his wife Rhoda had given birth: “on the 7th of this month you had a fine Daughter Born.”127  

Meanwhile, his wife, Rhoda Folsom had been managing their estate and raising their first 

daughter Lavinia, now four years old.  John wrote, “your little daughter often says pappy is gone 

to the Ball play and will bring me home beads.”128  But Peter was not dissuaded; he was keen to 

explore.  His explorations would turn out to be disappointing.  Near the end of November, after 

having traveled among the villages of the Kansas and Osage tribes in the western lands to which 

the U.S. government would push his people, Peter wrote home to his father John that this  

…portion of the world is…good for nothing and never will be, for it is all prairie and    
nothing but rock and gravel.  A tree…is a perfect curiosity…as to deer we never saw 
none at all, nor any kind of game whatever.  The land is generally poor.  Notwithstanding 
that these things are all true, the white people with us have been presumptuous enough to 
tell us that it is a fine country.129 
 

                                                 

125 Diary of Peter Pitchlynn, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, Box 6, Folder 1, OU-WHC. 
126 John Pitchlynn to Peter Pitchlynn, 15 February 1828, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, folder 57, 

Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR. 
127 John Pitchlynn to Peter Pitchlynn, 14 April 1828, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, folder 63, Peter P. 

Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR. 
128 John Pitchlynn to Peter Pitchlynn, 15 February 1828, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, folder 57, 

Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR. 
129 Diary of Peter Pitchlynn, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, Box 6, Folder 1, OU-WHC. 
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Peter’s opinion of the western lands was generally shared by the entire Choctaw exploring party.   

One very telling passage from Pitchlynn’s diary on the trip west describes his encounter 

with the Kansas Indians.  The passage shows just how “civilized” Pitchlynn (and perhaps the 

entire Choctaw people to some extent as well) had become, despite his traditional (at least partly) 

upbringing by his Choctaw mother.  He regarded the Kansas Indians as primitive curiosities, not 

unlike they may have been viewed by any white man from the civilized east.  “…you never saw 

such a people in your life,” he wrote to his father, “Their manners…are wild in the extreme.  

They are in a perfect state of nature and would be a curiosity to any civilized man.”  Pitchlynn 

commented on the oddity of their dress, and that “Their hair is left to grow long and hang 

promiscuously over their shoulders.  It is said they go perfectly naked in the summer.”130  It is 

noteworthy, in my opinion, that in this passage, Pitchlynn makes no reference of comparison to 

the Choctaws, even those retaining more traditional Choctaw ways.  Though Pitchlynn himself 

had been raised in wealth and had some white education, the passage almost seems to assume 

that the Kansas Indians are something very “other,” and backward and primitive as compared to 

his people the Choctaws.  Among the other matters of note in Peter’s letter to his father that 

November from the west, was the news that he had fallen madly in love with and come “very 

near getting married to a half-breed Osage, a very pretty young woman.”  They did not get 

married, but Peter confessed that “I am yet in love…very strongly.”131   

                                                 

130 Peter Pitchlynn to John Pitchlynn, 27 November 1828, in Diary of Peter Pitchlynn, Peter Perkins 

Pitchlynn Collection, Box 6, Folder 1, OU-WHC.  
131 Ibid.   It should be remembered that Peter Pitchlynn was a married man at this time.  Though not 

common among the Choctaws, polygamy was an ancient practice of the Choctaws (as with many indigenous peoples 
of what is now the southeastern United States), with documented cases from early contact, and the practice was 
tolerated and practiced to some extent up into the 1840s.  See John R. Swanton, Indians of the Southeastern United 

States (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1946), 706; Henry C. Benson, Life Among the Choctaw 

Indians and Sketches of the Southwest (Cincinnati: L. Swormstedt & A. Poe, 1860), 31.  See also the discussion of 
Mushulatubbee’s two wives in Chapter Five. 
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The Kansas Indians were not the only Indians at which Pitchlynn looked askance on his 

journey.  The Creeks, another southeastern tribe that the federal government was at that same 

time trying to remove from their homelands (mostly in Alabama) was also making an exploration 

of western lands.  Pitchlynn wrote of visiting their camps and watching their dances. He recorded 

in his diary the day after writing his father John, “I am extremely sorry to find people of my own 

color (Indians) so full of vice as I have found the Creeks are.  There is no distinction between 

them and the Negroes within themselves.  They mingle together in…terms of equality.”  

Pitchlynn seemed particularly displeased with Negro men dancing with Indian women, and also 

that “The women of the Creeks are very lewd.”132  In addition to seeming to imply, as with his 

thoughts about the Kansas Indians discussed above, that his own people, the Choctaws, were not 

like the Creeks, and thus, superior, this passage also, sadly, betrays a racial outlook very akin to 

white southerners of the period, also repeating stereotypes regarding the supposed “lewdness” of 

negroes and Indian women that were very much “in the air” in white society.   

Despite this, we see that Pitchlynn did not seek to reject his own Indian identity, for he 

prefaced with “people of my own color (Indians).”133  As with his contemporaries David Folsom 

(whose struggles with his own identity were discussed at length in Chapter Four) and James 

McDonald (whose struggles with his “Indianness” are mentioned briefly earlier in this chapter), 

it is possible that Peter Pitchlynn also experienced some identity struggles, though we find no 

direct mention of such in his writings.  He may have been thoroughly “civilized,” and criticized 

Native expressions he found “uncivilized,” but he always identified as proudly Choctaw. It 

should also be noted that despite his apparent disgust with the Creeks, Pitchlynn records having 

                                                 

132 Diary of Peter Pitchlynn, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, Box 6, Folder 1, OU-WHC. 
133 Ibid. 
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made several trips to their camps over several days in late November 1828, and participated in 

the dancing himself, remarking to his diary after one particularly late night at the Creek camp, 

“Owing to my ramble last night over to the Creek village, I feel drowsy this morning.”134 

December 1st found Pitchlynn spending the entire day “in an idle way.  The only thing I 

have done is go up to the garrison and get me two bottles of liquor.  Slept and thought of my 

friends at home….  Just at sunset I loaded up my gun and stepped out, and before I had gone two 

hundred yards I saw a prairie wolf, which I shot and killed—the second I have killed in this 

country.”  December 3rd, with the party moving on to a new camp, found Pitchlynn still 

complaining about the poor soil and “scrubby timber,” and adding that “The waters we see in 

this country are generally turbid.”  “I hauled out today my bottle of whiskey, and Kincaid and I 

drank a health to our friends at home.”  December 5th: “I saw today no good lands.”  Again, on 

December 7th, Pitchlynn complained of that the lands to which the government wanted the 

Choctaws to emigrate were “generally poor and unfit for cultivation, no springs.”135 

At some point in early December, the majority of the exploratory expedition had turned 

for home, to go back to Mississippi.  Pitchlynn remained in the country a few more weeks with a 

small group of companions, seeing more country, very little of which pleased him, drinking 

whiskey occasionally, and having a dance on occasion with females of any tribes he chanced 

upon.  Finally, he too turned for home.  On January 18th he wrote, “I am at this time on the banks 

of the Mississippi waiting in great anxiety for a passage….  I shall soon be striding once more 

over the lovely hills and plains of the Choctaws, where I long to be.  It is now almost four 

months since I took leave from home.”  Pitchlynn lamented being separated for so long from his 

                                                 

134 Diary of Peter Pitchlynn, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, Box 6, Folder 1, OU-WHC. 
135 Ibid. 
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“relations and friends,” but especially his parents, “as I know they have grieved much at my 

being separated from them.”136 

In passages such as these, Peter Pitchlynn’s diary does give us some insight into his 

character and personality.  We also find a portrait of him, and some of his relationships, 

emerging from the letters of his white, trader father, John Pitchlynn, who lived in the Choctaw 

nation for several decades, from his youth until his death, and for much of that time was 

employed by the United States as an interpreter.  In John Pitchlynn’s letters to Peter, we see a 

loving father, a sometimes complex relationship with his son, and we can also gain some 

insights, if indirectly, into the character of Peter Pitchlynn.137  In these letters, we see that even at 

times when he was not away to school, he see med to often be away from home.  In 1824 Peter 

was on a trip (location unknown) with the Choctaw Lighthorse, and his father wrote to him, “I 

want you to come back home as soon as Posablie and I hope you have time to stay at home 

Sometime befour they will call on you a gain.”138  When, in 1826, sicknesses of various kinds 

seemed to affect the entire Pitchlynn family, John wrote to Peter, “I hope you and your wife is 

better—Your little sister Bettey is very bad it is doubtful whether she will recover—Mary is a 

little better…my I am very poorly with fever—All I have to say god bless you and hous hold.”139 

The letters also allude, at times, to some level of “bad blood” between the Pitchlynn’s 

and the Folsoms, though the families were connected through Peter’s marriage to a Folsom.140  

In 1827, John wrote to Peter, “the folsom family says nothing about you but I know they are not 

                                                 

136 Diary of Peter Pitchlynn, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, Box 6, Folder 1, OU-WHC. 
137 John Pitchlynn’s customary closing to his letters to Peter was most often “I am your loving father.” 
138 John Pitchlynn to Peter Pitchlynn, 14 March 1824, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, folder 23, Peter 

P. Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR.  Spelling and capitalization as in the original. 
139 John Pitchlynn to Peter Pitchlynn, 5 October 1826, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, folder 34, Peter 

P. Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR.  Spelling, capitalization, and punctuation as in the original. 
140 See footnote 122 above in this chapter. 
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our friends therefor I will not help them…David [Folsom] is no mens friend.”141  Also occurring 

often in John’s letter to Peter are discussions of the families’ slaves, their health, and of John 

loaning slaves to Peter for help working Peter’s own plantation, which his wife Rhoda managed 

while Peter was away from home.142 

From when he became secretary to the Choctaw tribal council in 1826 onward, Peter 

Pitchlynn appears to have been there for all major developments in the Choctaw Nation.143  He 

does not appear to have played as vocal or dramatic a role as David Folsom or Greenwood 

LeFlore, or on the other side as Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi.  It is clear, however, that his 

sentiments were definitely in sympathy and support of Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi’s 

“republicans,” even if he was not as vehement as they in his opposition to Folsom and LeFlore 

previous to Dancing Rabbit Creek.  But he was there, involved, if often more quietly, in all of the 

struggles of the late 1820s.  On the eve of removal, we do not possess as clear a picture of where 

he stood as some others.  We do know that he was a signatory to the treaty at Dancing Rabbit 

Creek, and that he seems to have regretted that signature and opposed the treaty in the immediate 

aftermath.  We will return to Peter Pitchlynn and his life and role after removal at a later point in 

this work.  First, we turn to the recounting of the fateful events at Dancing Rabbit Creek. 

                                                 

141 John Pitchlynn to Peter Pitchlynn, 16 April 1827, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, folder 42, Peter P. 

Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR.  Spelling, capitalization, and punctuation as in the original. 
142 John Pitchlynn to Peter Pitchlynn, 27 July 1828, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, folder 64, Peter P. 

Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR. 
143 This statement also applies—and especially so--to the reconstituting of the Choctaw Nation in Indian 

Territory after removal, when until his death in 1866 he was one of the preeminent Choctaw leaders for more than 
thirty years. 
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CHAPTER VII: DANCING RABBIT CREEK AND AFTERMATH 

On the eve of the fateful final treaty negotiations at Dancing Rabbit Creek in late 

September 1830, the leadership of the Choctaw Nation remained in a state of internecine strife.  

As has been seen previously, during 1829 and through mid-1830, the Choctaw Nation had come 

very close to their own civil war.  By many accounts, there was a general outrage among the 

majority of the Choctaw Nation, and a feeling that they had been, or were about to be, betrayed 

by their own leadership.  Though the rumors of the event were false, rancor was such that rumors 

reached the press and were reprinted in newspapers throughout the United States that during the 

summer of 1830, the Choctaws had put Greenwood Leflore and David Folsom to death.1  It is 

important to note, that with the lone exception (in the opinion of the author) of Greenwood 

LeFlore, all of the Choctaw leaders who signed the removal treaty did so at the core because they 

saw that their people and their Nation were out of options as to how to continue to stave off 

removal, but even more importantly, out of options as to how to maintain Choctaw sovereignty if 

they stayed in Mississippi.  Though probably a majority of “ordinary” Choctaws opposed the 

final signing away of the Choctaw homeland, the signers—again with the exception of 

Greenwood LeFlore—didn’t necessarily think it was a good choice, but rather the only choice, 

the best choice they could make.  They had not forsaken their ‘Choctaw nationalism.”  Removal, 

as massive a rending in the fabric of their hearts as it might be, might be the only way to remain 

a sovereign nation.   

 

                                                 

1 Natchez Weekly Democrat (Natchez, Mississippi), 24 April 1830, p. 6; Vermont Chronicle (Bellows Falls, 

Vermont) 9 July 1830, p. 3 (Newspapers.com). 
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Dancing Rabbit Creek  

The most detailed account of the proceedings at Dancing Rabbit Creek that September of 

1830—and cited almost universally throughout the extant literature—is an “essay” by the 

historian Henry S. Halbert, who wrote the account around 1902, more than seven decades after 

the events.  Halbert claimed that much of his information came from “the oldest Indian in 

Mississippi…born about 1806.”  This Choctaw informant’s name was Oonteatubbee, a cousin of 

Nitakechi, who, according to Halbert, “was present several days during the negotiations.”  

Oonteatubbee also went by the name of Joe Jones.2  Much of what follows comes from Halbert’s 

narrative, and I have augmented it with an account found in the “Journal of the Proceedings at 

Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, 1830; Senate Document 512, 23rd Congress, 1st Session.”   

According to Halbert, the US government’s two commissioners (chief negotiators) at the 

treaty proceedings, John Coffee and Major John Eaton, had been personally instructed by 

                                                 

2 Henry S. Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit” (unpublished manuscript), page 7, 46, Henry S. 

Halbert Papers, Box 3 Folder 10, ADAH.  There are actually two versions of Halbert’s account of Dancing Rabbit 
Creek.  There is a version published by the Mississippi Historical Society in 1902, and an unpublished manuscript 
found in the Alabama State Archives.  The two versions are significantly—and curiously—different.  The published 
version makes no mention whatsoever of Oonteatubbee, and rather appears as a third hand account, as in it Halbert 
cites his primary source in constructing his narrative was  

 
a Mr. J.L. Higginbotham, now in his seventy-fifth year, has lived near the treaty ground ever since 1835, 
and is perhaps the best living authority for the site of the Choctaw council ground where the treaty was 
made.  Mr. Higginbotham’s information rests upon the statements of two pioneer settlers of Noxubee 
county, both of whom were present during all the negotiations at Dancing Rabbit and were eye-witnesses to 
the signing of the treaty. 
 

Henry S. Halbert, “The Story of Dancing Rabbit Creek,” in Publications of the Mississippi Historical Society, Vol. 
VI, ed. Franklin L. Riley (Oxford, MS: Mississippi Historical Society, 1902), 373.  Thus, the third hand nature of 
Halbert’s published account.  Halbert got his information from Higginbotham, who got his information from two 
eyewitnesses.  In addition to this significant difference in Halbert’s two accounts, there is much content in the 
unpublished manuscript that was omitted from the published version, including most significantly, accusations that 
the treaty commissioner John Eaton threatened United States military action against the Choctaws unless they signed 
the treaty.  It is unclear why the two versions are so different, but it seems quite possible that the publishers forced 
Halbert to change the printed version, and Halbert may have made sure his original drafts and notes were preserved 
because he wanted later researchers to see that the printed version was not the whole story.  I have elected to use the 
unpublished manuscript version in this chapter because it explicitly exposes an eyewitness account. 
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President Jackson: “fail not to make a treaty.”3  Coffee and Eaton arrived at the treaty grounds on 

September 15, 1830.  On Friday, the 17th, the ABCFM missionaries who were attending with the 

Choctaws, addressed commissioners Coffee and Eaton in a letter.  The missionaries, Cyruses 

Byington and Kingsbury, along with Loring Williams and Calvin Cushman, requested 

permission to attend the treaty proceedings, citing the assembled Choctaws’ desire that they be a 

part of the proceedings and also so that the Christian Choctaws attending would not miss “the 

advantages of religious instruction on the Sabbath.”  The missionaries concluded their letter by 

noting that they would “not have thought of troubling you with this note,” but they had received 

a “suggestion” from someone that their presence at the treaty grounds was not desired by Coffee 

and Eaton.  The missionaries countered this, writing to Coffee and Eaton that they could 

“perceive no reasonable objection” to their presence at the negotiations.4 

Coffee and Eaton replied the following day, sternly, and expressing some perplexity at 

the ABCFM missionaries’ request: 

Two days ago [16th] a letter was addressed to Mr. Byington, politely requesting that none 
of the missionaries should attend at the treaty ground.  This information he was requested 
to communicate to others….  With all this knowledge, your letter is now presented, 
asking leave to do what you have been requested not to do….  These 
circumstances…show a determination…to be present, and to mingle in the councils here 
at all hazards, regardless of our requests or instructions.”5 
 

Coffee and Eaton’s reply went on to contend that government policy had always dictated that 

“no man” had a right to be present in treaty negotiations between the United States and Indians, 

except representatives of the government and the Indians themselves.6  Coffee and Eaton went 

                                                 

3 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 12. 
4 Journal of the Proceedings at Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, 1830; Senate Document 512, 23rd 

Congress, 1st Session.  Vol. 2, 251, 252.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
5 Ibid., 252, 253.   
6 There had actually been no such expressed government policy previously.  It may be suspected that the 

real reason why the missionary presence was unwelcome at Dancing Rabbit Creek, was that given their opposition 
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on to laud the “praiseworthy” work the missionaries were doing in “improving and civilizing the 

Indians,” but, “we cannot reason ourselves to the belief that the present is a proper time, place, or 

occasion for such undertakings.”  The missionaries reluctantly assented to essentially being 

banned from the treaty grounds. 

John Coffee reported to President Jackson that “between five and six thousand” 

Choctaws attended the treaty negotiations at Dancing Rabbit Creek.7 Arriving with a large 

contingent of Choctaws from his district, Mushulatubbee was decked out in his finest, a “blue 

military uniform, a present sent to him by General Jackson.”  Nitakechi, arriving with a similar 

contingent from his district “was arrayed in the glory of full Indian grab, a fringed bunting shirt 

and leggings, adorned with bead work, and with garters below his knees…seven crescent shaped 

silver gorgets were suspended from his neck, overlapping each other from the neck down to his 

belt.”8  

While the Missionaries were banned from the proceedings, a large and “rowdy” 

contingent of white gamblers and whiskey peddlers were present and set up “drinking saloons, 

gaming tables, and every other contrivance whereby to catch the loose cash” of both whites and 

Indians in attendance.  According to Halbert, “dissipation and revelry” were abundant upon the 

treaty grounds both day and night, with dances every night into the wee hours.  But Halbert 

records a notable exception: David Folsom, a deeply pious Christian, led a Choctaw contingent 

of piety at Dancing Rabbit Creek: “…amid all the scenes of Indian amusement, gambling, and 

revelry…there was a notable exception in the conduct of the Christian Indians who lived under 

                                                 

to removal, the commissioners feared that missionary presence would exert what was to them an unwelcome 
influence, mitigating against the concluding of a treaty they were determined not to fail to make. 

7 John Coffee to Andrew Jackson, 29 September 1830, in Correspondence of Andrew Jackson, ed. John 

Spencer Bassett, vol. 4, 1829-1832 (Washington, DC: Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1927), 180. 
8 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 20-21. 
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the jurisdiction of Captain David Folsom.  This Christian party, with their captain, kept up 

religious services of preaching, praying and singing every night to a late hour.”9 

Negotiations began on September 18th, at 11:00 o’clock in the morning.  On that day the 

only business conducted was the delivery of a lengthy talk, with a threatening tone at points, 

given by Coffee and Eaton, and interpreted by the U.S. interpreter, John Pitchlynn.  The talk also 

contained promises such as that in the lands of the west, “no State or Territory will be created,” 

and that the United States would “protect you fully in your usages, laws, and customs.”  The 

overall gist of the talk can be summarized thus: The time is now.  Decide whether you will go or 

stay, “and let us be done with the subject.”  If you go, go.  If you stay, there will be 

consequences.10  The negotiations then adjourned until the morning of September 20th, when the 

Choctaw chiefs informed the commissioners of their readiness to meet again, presumably with 

reply to Coffee and Eaton. 

A committee of twenty Choctaw chiefs and headmen was to be appointed to treat with 

the commissioners, their numbers to be as equally distributed as possible between representatives 

from each of the three Choctaw districts.  However, on the morning of the 20th, dissension arose, 

and a dispute ensued between Greenwood LeFlore and headmen from other districts.  According 

to Coffee and Eaton’s journal of the proceedings, “LeFlore insisted that, having [the] most men 

present…he should have the largest number on the committee.”  John Eaton “addressed them: 

urged the necessity of their preserving peace and harmony at so important a crisis, and painted 

the necessity, if they would preserve the nation, of acting cordially together, and throwing aside 

                                                 

9 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 26-27.  See Chapter Four for an in-depth analysis of David 

Folsom’s Christian zeal. 
10 Journal of the Proceedings at Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, 1830; Senate Document 512, 23rd 

Congress, 1st Session.  Vol. 2, 255-258.  Quotations on 257.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
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all their differences and strifes.”11  Negotiations were called off for the day because of the 

quarrel.  In the afternoon, the Choctaw leadership met together, reconciled, and began serious 

discussions among themselves.  The following day (21st), the commissioners asked the chiefs to 

submit their terms, and they would offer their own terms, adding that these terms would certainly 

be “considered liberal.”12 

On Wednesday the 22nd, the commissioners and chiefs met and began consideration of 

“the outlines of the treaty they were willing to enter into.”  Nitakechi was not present, having 

fallen ill from a spider bite.13  Halbert reports that Nitakechi became very sick from the bite, and 

his cousin Oonteatubbee visited him.  Nitakechi asked Ooenteatubbee to convey the message that 

he “would not be able to make a talk in council that day on account of his sickness, but that he 

would speak the next day.  He requested Ooenteatubbee to look occasionally after his horse 

which was grazing on the range and see that he did not stray away.”14  Halbert reported on the 

layout of the council ground and other details not found in Coffee and Eaton’s “Journal of 

Proceedings.”  According to Halbert, “There was a large log, or fallen tree, lying east and west 

on the ground…this log formed the seat of the Commissioners and other white men…the 

commissioners sat facing the south.  The Choctaw councilmen, sixty or more in number, seated 

themselves on the ground, south of and fronting the Commissioners in a kind of semi-circle.” 

According to Halbert, “a half-breed chief, named Killihota…was the central man among the 

councilmen.”  Thousands of spectators, mostly Choctaw but also curious whites, encircled the 

grounds.  Halbert continued, “On the ground, in the center of this circle, were seated seven of the 

                                                 

11 Journal of the Proceedings at Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, 1830; Senate Document 512, 23rd 

Congress, 1st Session.  Vol. 2, 258.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
12 Ibid., 258, 259.  
13 Ibid., 259. 
14 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 46-47. 
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oldest women in the Choctaw camp.”15  Middleton Mackey, one of the interpreters, told these 

seven women “that he would faithfully interpret to them everything that was said by the 

Commissioners…”Holabi likma, sakonla bashlit hash tabla chike,” And if I tell a lie, you may cut 

my neck off.”16  

Here the accounts of Halbert and the commissioners diverge, with the rest of Coffee and 

Eaton’s account being mostly a bare bones and brief description akin to the minutes of a business 

meeting.  Halbert made note that “The Journal of the Commissioners…studiously avoids all 

mention of any speeches, made by Indians…at Dancing Rabbit.”17  Halbert then cites a 

“narrative of the late Judge Antony Dillard, of Alabama, based upon statements made to him by 

Colonel George S. Gaines”—who was present at the treaty grounds—as his source for an 

account of the speech of Killihota.18 

Killihota is a curious figure, and little is known about him or his identity.19  The historian 

Frederick Hoxie has suggested that Killihota may have been James McDonald, McDonald’s 

Choctaw name being Killihota.20  It seems to me that this idea borders on mere conjecture, 

however, as there is no certain evidence of what McDonald’s Choctaw name was.  He is never 

referred to by that name in any documentation, nor does he ever refer to himself by a Choctaw 

                                                 

15 Halbert cites “Another Choctaw, Dixon Tuckalumbie of Winston County, Mississippi, also told the 

writer several years ago the incident of the seven old women, he receiving this fact from his mother, who was 
present at the treaty.”  Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 52, footnote 14. 

16 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 51. 
17 Ibid., 58. 
18 Ibid., 59.  George Strother Gaines, “Letter to Anthony Dillard,” in The Reminiscences of George 

Strother Gaines, ed. James Pate (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1998): 119. 
19 Killihota was the Choctaw name of Allen Wright, a Presbyterian minister and principle chief of the 

Choctaw Nation from 1866 to 1870.  As Wright was born in 1826, it is, of course, not possible that he is the 
Killihota mentioned here, but one wonders about any connections. 

20 Frederick E. Hoxie, This Indian Country: American Indian Political Activists and the Place They Made 

(New York: Penguin Press, 2012), 416, note 71. 
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name in any writings or correspondence.  According to Halbert’s account, “the Commissioners, 

through Major Pitchlynn, called upon Killihota to make a talk.”21  That sentence in itself casts 

doubt upon the idea that the identity of Killihota was James McDonald, as Killihota was asked 

through the interpreter John Pitchlynn, suggesting that Killihota may not have spoken English.  

We know that James McDonald was not only fluent in English, but was eloquent in his English 

prose, and may well have been the most highly educated Choctaw of his day.22  Further, since 

McDonald was one of the most well-known Choctaws of his day, it seems odd to me that he 

would not have been identified as McDonald (rather than Killihota) by the white men who were 

among Halbert's sources.  The figure of Killihota, whoever he was, seems inconsistent with 

everything we know about McDonald from the copious documentation that exists in his own 

hand, as well as the correspondence of others to him. 

According to Halbert, the interpreter John Pitchlynn  

pointed to a stump about three feet high and a few steps in front of Killihota…Killihota 
arose and took his stand at the designated spot and made a talk of some length. It was the 
only speech that day that was delivered in favor of a treaty.  Killihota, in his talk, 
expressed willingness on his part to sell the country and move west.  That the Choctaws 
ought to sell everything they owned, land, cattle, horses, and hogs, and all in a body 
emigrate west.  With much exaggeration and in glowing terms, he depicted…the general 
superiority of the western country….  Game there was plentiful….  The soil…so fertile 
that watermelons, pumpkins, and squashes grew twice the size they did in Mississippi.23 
 

Killihota’s speech caused a ruckus among the Choctaws, “especially from the seven old women 

seated in the center of the ring, who gave vent to their indignation in bitter exclamations.”24  One 

of these seven elder women jumped to her feet and threatened Killihota with a butcher knife she 

                                                 

21 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 60. 
22 That is to say most highly educated in the white American-education system.  See footnote 31 of Chapter 

One for the distinction between white education and traditional Choctaw education. 
23 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 60-62. 
24 Ibid., 63-64. 
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apparently just happened to be holding. ““Killihota, she said, “I could cut you open with this 

knife.  You have two hearts,” meaning by this, one heart for the white people and one for the 

Choctaws.”  According to Halbert, other chiefs rose after this and condemned Killihota.  

“Killihota, you have no sense.  You are ruining our country.  What the old woman says about 

you is true.  You have two hearts.”  Killihota rose again and defended himself.  He addressed the 

old woman who had threatened him: “You may hang me up, and cut my bosom open and you 

will see that I have only one heart and that for my people.”25 

Halbert records several other chiefs as having made speeches that day, including 

Mushulatubbee, all of them adamantly against removal.26  One, a subchief named Little Leader, 

threatened violence: “Any chief who may sign a treaty selling our country is a traitor and should 

suffer death.  I go home to prepare my people to fight for our homes and the graves of our 

fathers.”27  Then,  

At the conclusion of the interpretation of the last speech…Killihota, taking a large knotty 
hickory stick in his hands and saying “Yakni kanchi lishkeh,” “I am for selling the 
country,” gave a heavy thud on the ground with it, thereby recording his own vote in 
favor of a treaty.  He then passed the stick to his right-hand neighbor.  This man, to show 
his opposition to the treaty, passed the stick in silence to the next council man sitting on 
his right hand.  The stick thus passed in silence from hand to hand around the circle until 
it returned to the hand of Killihota who alone of all the council men, that day, had struck 
the ground with the stick, thus voting for a treaty.28 
 

Killihota alone, among the twenty Choctaw council members represented would openly say that 

he would vote for a treaty…at least on this day.  No Mushulatubbee, no Greenwood LeFlore, no 

David Folsom, or anyone else.  Based upon the context of the widespread division at this time in 

                                                 

25 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 64-65. 
26 Ibid., 71. 
27 Ibid., 69. 
28 Ibid., 73-74 
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the Choctaw nation, and the known machinations of LeFlore and some others, this account of the 

day’s proceedings seems quite extraordinary.   

Mushulatubbee,  

when the action with the stick was completed…broke the silence by saying “hakchuma 
keho shunka,” “let us all smoke tobacco.”  The chief then ordered his pipe-lighter to fill 
his silver mounted pipe-hatchet with tobaccos, light it and hand it over to Killihota who 
after taking a single whiff, handed it to his right-hand neighbor.  He, in like manner, after 
taking a whiff, passed it to his right-hand neighbor.  The pipe thus passed around the 
circle, every one, even including the whites sitting on the log, taking a single whiff, until 
the pipe returned to Killihota, thus completing its circuit.  During all these ceremonies, 
the passing of the hickory stick, and the smoking of the pipe, the council-men remained 
seated in grave and decorous silence.  It was now about two o’clock in the afternoon.  All 
now arose…and the council adjourned for the day.29 
 

The back and forth between the Choctaw leaders and the commissioners went on for several 

days.  On the 23rd, Peter Pitchlynn, the chair of the committee of twenty, is recorded as stating 

that the chiefs “had concluded not to treat for a sale of their lands.”30  A week into the 

proceedings, the Choctaw resolve seemed to be holding.  Coffee and Eaton pretended great 

offense at this.  The commissioners  

called their attention to a printed letter to the War Department from two of the three of 
their districts, and which two of their principal chiefs had signed, in which they had said 
most feelingly that they were distressed, and could not possibly live under the laws of the 
State, and begged that commissioners might be sent to their nation to conclude a treaty.  
For them now to state differently showed their insincerity and deception.  That hereafter 
their complaints would not be regarded because they could not be confided in.31 
 

The commissioners then informed the Choctaws that “They would now take their leave and go 

home,” because the Choctaw chiefs had declared that they were unwilling to remove, and the 

                                                 

29 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 74-76. 
30 Journal of the Proceedings at Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, 1830; Senate Document 512, 23rd 

Congress, 1st Session.  Vol. 2, 260.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
31 Ibid. 
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commissioners “supposed they had arrived at the conclusion that they could remain where they 

were, and live under the laws of Mississippi.”32   

They had, of course reached no such conclusion.  So why then the continued obstinance?  

We know from their writings and correspondence that by this time, many Choctaws leaders 

knew that removal was inevitable.  All but Greenwood LeFlore would not submit to live under 

the laws of the State of Mississippi under any circumstances, for to do so would be the end of the 

sovereign Choctaw Nation.  Were they holding out for better terms, the best possible terms that 

they could bargain for?  Were they still holding a futile hope that they could continue refusals 

and somehow stave off removal yet again?  Might it have been a combination of both of these? 

Coffee and Eaton may have been asking themselves these same questions.  They told the 

Choctaw leaders, essentially, that if this was the Choctaw decision, then they “had nothing more 

to say or advise.”  They expressed regret that the Choctaws’ “judgment had erred so much in the 

decision they had made.  Throughout,” the commissioners reminded the chiefs, that “the 

language of all of them had been that they could not live under the white man’s laws.  If such 

was not their…opinion, why had they avowed it…?”33  Coffee and Eaton of course had no 

intention of taking their leave and going home.  They had been instructed to make a treaty at all 

costs.  They were playing a psychological game with the Choctaw leaders.  Perhaps both sides 

were trying to play a psychological game.  The Choctaws, however, not having the juggernaut of 

the United States behind them, were at a decided disadvantage in such a game. 

The commissioners alluded to this disadvantage as their reply to Peter Pitchlynn’s 

pronouncement of September 23rd went on.  If the Choctaws stayed in Mississippi, they asked, 

                                                 

32 Journal of the Proceedings at Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, 1830; Senate Document 512, 23rd 

Congress, 1st Session.  Vol. 2, 260.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
33 Ibid., 261.  
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“Will they resist the laws?  The sheriff must enforce them.  Will they oppose him with their guns 

and tomahawks?  While the Choctaws could raise one warrior to resist, there would be found one 

hundred or one thousand to one to oppose that resistance, and to enforce the law.”  In other 

words, simply put, resistance was futile.  The commissioners continued their chiding.  The 

Choctaws, they said, should have seriously considered all these things “before their decision was 

pronounced.”  Again, Coffee and Eaton threatened “to take leave of them and go home.”34 

Halbert records further “brutal” language from Eaton and a display of disagreement and 

disunity between Coffee and Eaton that “the Commissioners Journal thought best not to place on 

record.”35  Halbert again cites the account of Judge Anthony Dillard, based upon statements 

made to him by Colonel George S. Gaines, who was present at the treaty grounds as his source 

for this account.  According Halbert, Dillard wrote that  

Major Eaton with brutal roughness said the Choctaws had no choice in the matter, but 
were bound to sell their lands and remove….  If they refused to enter into a treaty to that 
effect, the President in twenty days would march and army into their Country, build forts 
in all parts of their hunting grounds, extend the authority of the United States over the 
Choctaw territory and appoint United States Judges to try the Choctaws by the laws of 
the United States.  Sherifs and constables would also be sent among them.  The soldiers 
would support and defend the constables….  Should the Choctaws go to war against the 
United States, it would be just as foolish as it would be for a baby to expect to overcome 
a giant.  The result…would be the ruin of the tribe.  Their lands would be seized as the 
property of an enemy and they would be forced to remove across the Mississippi.36 
 
Such threatening language is extraordinary, if not entirely surprising.  It may be that in 

his frustration at Choctaw incalcitrance, Eaton had overstepped and threatened more than was 

actually being contemplated by U.S. authorities at the time.37  There is no other documentary 

                                                 

34 Journal of the Proceedings at Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, 1830; Senate Document 512, 23rd 

Congress, 1st Session.  Vol. 2, 261.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
35 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 86.   
36 Ibid., 86-89. 
37 Halbert records that “This intemperate language on the part of Major Eaton at once brought Col. Coffee 

to his feet, who “declared his strong disapprobation of the course adopted by his brother Commissioner, and avowed 
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evidence that President Jackson was contemplating what would have essentially been a military 

invasion and occupation of the Choctaw Nation.  Yet, such a threat by Eaton is not surprising.  

Eaton and his co-commissioner John Coffee had been given broad operating leeway, with the 

only instructions from the President having been “fail not to make a treaty.”38  Furthermore, 

because there is no evidence that a “military solution” was being contemplated, does not mean 

that it would have been beyond the United States government to in fact do so.  We know that 

several years later, the Cherokees’ incalcitrance would lead to just such a scenario, as their “trail 

of tears” began. 

The commissioners ended the council at this point, and went to their tents at least, if not 

yet home.  Their journal of the proceedings then records that several members of the committee 

of twenty came to them “with a request that they would not leave the treaty-ground; that they had 

considered the remarks which had been made to them, and had no doubt, if the commissioners 

would remain a few days longer, that a treaty could be made.  To this the commissioners 

assented.”39  The commissioners had, in a manner of speaking, “bluffed,” and their bluff had 

paid off.  The commissioners’ journal does not record, but Halbert does, that on that September 

23rd, “Many of the Indians became very indignant at the severe language of Major Eaton in 

Thursday’s council, and large numbers that afternoon and the next day left the treaty ground and 

                                                 

that he would have no part in that sort of proceedings.””  Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 90.  Whether this 
was a sincere objection on the part of John Coffee, or part of a psychological game the commissioners were playing 
may be debated, but it is noteworthy that the commissioners included no mention of such a disagreement in their 
journal of the proceedings. 

38 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 12. 
39 Journal of the Proceedings at Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, 1830; Senate Document 512, 23rd 

Congress, 1st Session.  Vol. 2, 261.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
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went home.  Still larger numbers started for their homes on the following Saturday and Sunday.  

All those that left the grounds were bitterly opposed to making a treaty.”40 

According to Halbert, Greenwood LeFlore was the leader of the group that went to ask 

Coffee and Eaton to stay, asked for a little more time, and assured the commissioners that a 

treaty could be made.41  We also know that one of this group was James McDonald.42  Halbert 

quotes Greenwood LeFlore as stating that making a treaty had become an urgent “matter of 

necessity.”43  Halbert speculates that as there is no entry in the commissioners’ journal for Friday 

the 24th, that “it is very probable that a part of this day was employed by the commissioners in 

negotiating with Colonel LeFlore.”44  In any case, the following day, Saturday the 25th, the 

Choctaw leaders remaining present presented a draft treaty, authored by Greenwood LeFlore and 

James McDonald.45  Over the next two days, proposals and counter proposals went back and 

forth, as the two sides came closer to hammering out a treaty. 

On Monday the 27th, the commissioners’ journal contains only two short sentences: “A 

meeting at the council-house took place today.  The treaty was as drawn up was submitted, 

                                                 

40 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 92. 
41 Ibid., 91-93. 
42 Cyrus Kingsbury to Jeremiah Evarts, 11 October 1830, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 758, 

HL.  See note 102 below. 
43 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 93. 
44 Ibid., 94-95.  Though this is speculation on Halbert’s part, it does seem entirely plausible given 

LeFlore’s statement in a deposition in 1843: “I told them if they would embrace in the treaty such provisions and 
articles which I suggested…I would undertake to make a treaty in two days.  They agreed to the articles I suggested, 
and in twenty-four hours I had the treaty made.” Deposition of Greenwood Leflore to the Board of Choctaw 
Commissioners, 24 February 1843.  J.F.H. Claiborne Papers, Folder 46, SHC-UNC.  “Colonel LeFlore:” According 
to Muriel Wright, a Choctaw historian of the early 20th century, the honorary title of “colonel” was sometimes given 
to a chief or ex-chief of “mixed blood” ancestry.  The appellation did not necessarily—or even often—carry any 
military significance.  Muriel H. Wright, Chronicles of Oklahoma 6, no. 2 (June 1928): 106. 

45 Cyrus Kingsbury to Jeremiah Evarts, 11 October 1830, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 758, 

HL.  McDonald apparently spent several days after the close of the treaty negotiations visiting the missionary Cyrus 
Kingsbury and had told Kingsbury that he had helped LeFlore draft the treaty. 
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interpreted, and explained; and at one o’clock it was signed.”46  Halbert, however, has much 

more to say about the events of that day, and it is not surprising, if Halbert’s account is correct, 

that the commissioners either purposely decided to omit the following, and/or deemed it not 

important enough to include.  Halbert wrote that among the Choctaws “there was an intense and 

almost universal feeling…against the sale of their country.  Though the several leaders who had 

been in private negotiations had hammered out a treaty that would be signed that day, Halbert 

reported that “the Commissioners were well aware” that these feelings were still the opinion of 

the majority of Choctaws remaining on the council grounds on September 27.  Halbert also 

reported that the whiskey flowed that day, and even before the council convened for the signing 

of the treaty at noon.  It may be wondered what part whiskey played in the events of the day.  

Halbert wrote: “The council came to order, and after a few short talks by some of the Choctaw 

council men, they announced to the Commissioners that they had duly considered all that had 

been said to them, and it was their unanimous and fixed determination not to sell their 

country.”47  We know from the private negotiations that had been going on that the opinion on 

the Choctaw council was not in fact unanimous by this point.  The statement from the council 

also suggests that there were indeed “back room” negotiations going of which those not involved 

were unaware.   

Halbert continued, “No sooner was this decision made than…Major Eaton arose and 

delivered a very eloquent harangue,” which rehearsed  

the evils that would speedily befall them if they did not yield to the wishes of the 
government…their country would be overrun by the white men, who would come among 
them like…swarms of locusts…they and their children would become paupers and 
beggars; that they would be broken up and utterly destroyed as a nation…this was the last 

                                                 

46 Journal of the Proceedings at Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, 1830; Senate Document 512, 23rd 

Congress, 1st Session.  Vol. 2, 263.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
47 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 119-121. 
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opportunity they would ever have of escaping from the ruin…“and hereafter, said he 
[Eaton], “when your troubles come upon you, and your distress is great, you will then be 
heard appealing to the President for succor and relief, but he will turn a deaf ear to you 
lamentations and laugh at your calamities.”48 
 

After his speech, according to Halbert, Eaton  

placed the treaty on the table and urged the Indians to come forward and sign it.  The 
Choctaw were panic stricken at the threats and alarming representations of Major Eaton’s 
speech….  Full of fear and apprehension, in the midst of the greatest excitement and 
confusion, the chiefs and head-men came forward and hastily signed the treaty without its 
being again interpreted to them.49 
 
Whatever else one may say about the overall trustworthiness or not of Halbert’s account, 

from all the evidence we do have, Halbert got one thing spot on: “Intimidation and moral 

coercion simply made the treaty of Dancing Rabbit.”50  This is, of course, nothing unique to the 

Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, nor anything unique to many or most of the treaties that had 

previously been concluded with the Choctaws.  It is, in fact, not unique to the vast majority of 

treaties with Native nations that have ever been signed in U.S. history.  Ultimately, “intimidation 

and moral coercion,” made effective by the might and threats of the United States, made 

treaties…made Indian Removal, made the mass deportation and ethnic cleansing. 

The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek contained twenty-two articles.  Every article will not 

be treated herein, but mention should be made of the articles who contents directly relate to the 

themes of this work.  Article II ceded the entirety of Choctaw land in Mississippi to the United 

                                                 

48 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 121-124.  Halbert cites a “General Reuben Grant” as 

eyewitness to, and the source for, Eaton’s harangue. 
49 Ibid., 125-126. 
50 Ibid., 126.  Halbert did also opine that “the seductive influence of the fourteenth article, fear, 

intimidation and coercion…combined, were the causes that prompted the Choctaw council-men to sign the treaty of 
Dancing Rabbit.” Ibid., 155.  Italic emphasis mine.  Halbert thus did not assign cause only to intimidation and 
coercion on the part of the US commissioners. 
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States.  Article III stipulated that removal was to take place over a three-year period.  The plan 

was to move approximately one-third of the Choctaw Nation in each year from 1831-1833. 

Article IV essentially guaranteed the Choctaw perpetual territorial sovereignty in the 

lands in the west to which they would remove and promised that the no part of that land “shall 

ever be embraced in any territory or state.”51  Article IV was never ratified by the United States 

Senate.52  Article V promised the Choctaws in the west protection and defense from enemies.  

Articles VI-IX dealt with matters of legal jurisdiction.  The sovereignty of the Choctaws would 

not be recognized in every matter.  For example, Article VI stipulated that if any Choctaws were 

to “commit acts of violence upon the person or property of a citizen of the United States” who 

was residing in the Choctaw Nation, that individual could not be tried by the Choctaws 

themselves, but “such person so offending shall be delivered up to an officer of the United 

States.”53  Any Choctaw upon Choctaw violence was of course of no concern to the United 

States. 

Article XIV may, in some respects, be the most historically important article of the treaty.  

It would certainly become the most contested.54  Article XIV granted to “each Choctaw head of 

                                                 

51 Transcript of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.  Accessed May 27, 2021, 

https://www.choctawnation.com/sites/default/files/2015/09/29/1830_Treaty_of_Dancing_Rabbit_Creek_original.pdf  
52 The rejection of Article IV by the United States Senate proved convenient for the United States to say 

the least.  The territorial sovereignty of the Choctaw Nation was indeed violated at the end of the 19th century, as 
“Indian Territory” was opened to white homesteaders and eventually became the State of Oklahoma in 1907. 

53 Transcript of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.  Accessed May 27, 2021, 

https://www.choctawnation.com/sites/default/files/2015/09/29/1830_Treaty_of_Dancing_Rabbit_Creek_original.pdf 
54 It is beyond the scope of this work to write at length about the decades long debacle of Choctaw land 

claims resulting from Choctaw agent William Ward’s violent opposition to Article XIV and his essentially 
intentionally botching, delaying, and otherwise stonewalling the registration of those Choctaws who wished to 
remain in Mississippi.  But the following provides some helpful context.  A government commission in 1837-1838 
found that Ward had feigned illness and even gone into hiding to avoid registering Choctaws, trying to force as 
many to remove as possible, and that Ward essentially tried to deny Choctaws their rights under the treaty.  In fact, 
the fraud uncovered by the 1837-1838 commission was so grievous, that two additional investigative commissions 
were initiated in the 1840s.  Litigation and accusations of fraud went on for decades, even into the early twentieth 
century.  In their report, the commissioners of the 1837-1838 commission would write that “From the great mass of 
proof offered to the board, there can be no doubt of the entire unfitness of the agent for the station.  His conduct on 
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family” who decided to remain in Mississippi “a reservation of one section of six hundred and 

forty acres of land,” and additionally, “one half that quantity, for each unmarried child which is 

living with him, over ten years of age, and a quarter section to such child as may be under ten 

years of age to adjoin the location of the parent.”  The “price” this “grant” of land what was 

deemed far too costly for the majority of Choctaws.  The Choctaws who remained in Mississippi 

must become citizens of the United States, and “reside upon said lands…for five years after the 

ratification of this treaty, in that case, a grant of land in fee simple shall be issued.”  Given that 

remaining in Mississippi and becoming citizens made them subject to Mississippi law and 

removed all Choctaw sovereignty, most Choctaws felt it was far too high a price to remain in 

their homeland.  The Choctaws who remained were required to signify their “intention to the 

agent within six months from the ratification” of the treaty.55 

Article XV “gave” four sections of land apiece to Greenwood LeFlore, Mushulatubbee, 

and Nitakechi.  Its companion article was Article XIX, which “gave” four sections of land to 

David Folsom, Robert Cole, and several other headmen.56  Of these, only LeFlore would remain 

                                                 

many occasions was marked by…hostility…he was often arbitrary, tyrannical…and intended to drive them west.”  
The missionary Calvin Cushman testified to the commission that Ward was widely known as a drunkard and a cheat, 
and the former Superintendent of Indian Affairs Thomas McKenney testified that “As to his mode of doing business, 
it was as bad…as it could be,” and that he kept important papers in disarray “on a table in his public room,” and 
often “some of the leaves of the book fall out.”  Indeed, it was determined that not only had Ward failed to register 
many Choctaws who had wished to be registered but had lost or destroyed some of the ledgers of the Choctaws that 
he did register.  Choctaw Claims Journal of Commissioners Murray & Vroom, Microfilm T275 and T496, Record 
Group 75.6, Records Relating to Indian Removal, NARA DC.  Because of Ward’s corruption, dishonesty and fraud, 
as well as the continued unwillingness of the United States official to adequately address the resulting injustices, the 
four thousand Choctaws who remained in Mississippi were, as Donna Akers has written, “forced off their 
lands…never given their allotted acreages, and lived in dire poverty in the swampland and backwoods unwanted by 
white Americans.”  Donna Akers, Living in the Land of Death: The Choctaw Nation, 1830-1860 (East Lansing: 
Michigan State University Press, 2004): 93. 

55 Transcript of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.  Accessed May 27, 2021, 

https://www.choctawnation.com/sites/default/files/2015/09/29/1830_Treaty_of_Dancing_Rabbit_Creek_original.pdf 
56 Ibid.  I have put the word “gave” in quotes because what was really happening was the United States was 

taking Choctaw land and then “giving” it back to selected Choctaws.  The reader should note both the irony and 
asinine hypocrisy of this.  Notably, Article XIX also gave four additional sections to the interpreter (and white father 
of Peter Pitchlynn), John Pitchlynn.   
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and make full advantage of this reward for his services in securing the treaty.  Article XVI was 

the agreement of the United States to pay the expense of removing the Choctaws, and how it 

would be accomplished: “In wagons, and with steamboats, as may be found necessary….”  The 

United States would take all of the Choctaws cattle, pay them for said cattle upon their arrival.  

And along the trail westward and “for twelve months, after reaching their new homes,” the 

Choctaws would be furnished “with ample corn and beef, or pork for themselves and their 

families.”  In addition, Article XVI contained a sentence stating that the removal would take 

place “under the care of discreet and careful persons, who will be kind and brotherly to them.”57  

Article XVI sounds benevolent and humanitarian and contains no hint of the horror that the trail 

would become for many Choctaws.   

Rumors flew in the wake of the treaty signing, most of them being some version of that 

the majority of the Choctaw people were angry and felt they had been betrayed by their leaders.  

Henry Halbert wrote that in the weeks after the treaty signing, as the contents of the treaty 

became widely known in the Choctaw Nation, that many Choctaws “expressed the utmost 

astonishment and immediately set about getting up public meetings for the purpose of protesting 

against its ratification by the Senate.”  But William Ward, the Choctaw agent, “prevented the 

meetings from being held.  There can be no doubt that; but for his interference, the Nation with 

one voice, would have protested against the ratification of the treaty.”58   

Violence against the leaders was threatened, and there were even rumors of armed 

resistance.  The United States took that last rumor seriously.  Warned by Greenwood LeFlore 

that violence was immanent, John Eaton sent a US Cavalry regiment to the Choctaw Nation.  But 

                                                 

57 Transcript of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.  Accessed May 28, 2021, 

https://www.choctawnation.com/sites/default/files/2015/09/29/1830_Treaty_of_Dancing_Rabbit_Creek_original.pdf 
58 Halbert, “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” 150-151. 
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when no organized resistance was detected, the cavalry was quickly reassigned to another 

frontier location.59  Though violence may not have erupted as threatened, there was general 

“punishment” of the existing tribal leaders that ensued in the wake of Dancing Rabbit Creek.  

New chiefs were elected in each of the Choctaw districts.  Joel Nail replaced Nitakechi in the 

Southern District, Peter Pitchlynn defeated Mushulatubbee in the Northeast, and George Harkins 

was elected to replace his uncle Greenwood LeFlore in the Northwest.60  Harkins was a mere 

twenty years old at the time, and according to the missionary Cyrus Byington, had told the 

headmen and warriors of his district that he would “not do what my uncle did.”61  These new 

chiefs wasted no time in sending petitions to Washington in protest of the treaty (though Peter 

Pitchlynn had been a signatory), and James McDonald and Peter Pitchlynn were selected to 

travel to Washington.  But the United States refused to recognize the new leaders.  They were 

forced to resign and Mushulatubbee, Nitakechi and Greenwood LeFlore resumed power.62 

One further note about the aftermath of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek before 

moving on: Very quickly after, and in the years immediately following the signing of the treaty, 

Choctaws who tried to stay in Mississippi found themselves up against an onslaught of white 

settlement and violence descending upon the Choctaw country such as the Choctaws had not 

                                                 

59 Greenwood LeFlore to Office of Indian Affairs, 19 November 1830, Letters Received by the Office of 

Indian Affairs 1824-1881, MS 234, Choctaw Agency Emigration 1826-1859, Roll 185, NARA  DC; William Ward 
to the Office of Indian Affairs, Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, MS 234, Choctaw 
Agency Emigration 1826-1859, Roll 185, NARA  DC. 

60 Oklahoma Historical Society, Archives Division, Choctaw—Principal Chief, No. 19457.  
61 Cyrus Byington to David Greene, 1 December 1830, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 758, HL. 
62 S.S. Hamilton to William Ward, 11 April 1831, Records of the Office of Indian Affairs, Letters Sent 

1824-1833, MSS, NARA DC.  LeFlore’s friend D.W. Haley advocated for him to President Jackson and against the 
new “elected” chiefs, especially George Harkins.  According to Haley, the Choctaws could not be allowed to get 
away with the election and the installment of a set of different chiefs because it was against the newly passed laws of 
the State of Mississippi for them to have elections and pretend to continued sovereignty.  D.W. Haley to Andrew 
Jackson, 10 March 1831, Grant Foreman Collection, Box 30, Vol. 59, pp. 272-273, HCAR.  For a fuller discussion 
of this letter, see Chapter Eight. 
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seen of experienced in the decades of pressure they had already endured.  Peter Pitchlynn’s 

brother described it in biblical terms, telling Peter that the whites were turning the “rivers into 

blood.”63  Their white father John Pitchlynn, who had served for so many years as the United 

States interpreter, wrote to Peter that white Mississippians (of which he was one) were “the 

damnedest people in the world…the white men is stealing our horses, cattle, and hogs, and 

whipping…Indians for claiming their [own] property.”64  Though white, John Pitchlynn had 

lived among the Choctaws since his youth, and in the wake of a removal that he had helped to 

negotiate in his official capacity, he chose identification with his Choctaw family.  “The longer I 

stay the worse I despise white people,” wrote the elder Pitchlynn.65  James McDonald wrote to 

Peter Pitchlynn that he would not now encourage any Choctaw to stay and try to take advantage 

of Article XIV of the treaty.  He told Peter, “Let your advice, therefore, be to them to remove—

and to remove speedily.  Tell them they cannot stand the laws.”66  The great majority did 

remove, and reconstitute a Choctaw Nation in the west, in what is now the state of Oklahoma.  

Thus, they were able to hold on to their sovereignty, though they had now lost their homes, 

fields, schools, and the land under which, as David Folsom put it, was “the dust of the bones of 

our forefathers.”67  In Chapter Nine we will hear their “troubled voices” along the trail west, the 

“trail of tears and death,” as one Choctaw chief named it.68  Now we turn to an evaluation of 

                                                 

63 “Brother” to Peter Pitchlynn, 8 August 1834, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, folder 146, Peter P. 

Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR. 
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66 James L. McDonald to Peter Pitchlynn, 18 March 1831, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, Box 1, 

Folder 21, OU-WHC.   
67 David Folsom to William Ward, 7 November 1829, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 757, HL. 
68 See my discussion in footnote 3 of Chapter Nine. 
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each of the five Choctaw leaders profiled in Part Two, and a summation of their actions after 

Dancing Rabbit Creek. 

David Folsom 

Opinions of David Folsom and his role in the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek differed in 

the aftermath and years following the treaty.  The missionary Cyrus Kingsbury defended his 

friend, saying that he had signed the treaty because “he had lost all confidence in the government 

of the United States,” lost confidence in their promises to the Choctaws, broken many times.69  

Sovereignty for the Choctaws could only be preserved by removing to the west.  Peter Pitchlynn, 

on the other hand, would come to regard Folsom as having sold out the Choctaw People at 

Dancing Rabbit Creek (though Pitchlynn himself was a signatory to the treaty as well).  

Pitchlynn would accuse David Folsom of collaborating with Greenwood LeFlore in “bargaining 

away the whole country.”70  There is nothing really in the documentary evidence to substantiate 

Pitchlynn’s accusations against Folsom, except…perhaps something hinted at in a curious letter 

from John Eaton in December 1830.  Sometime in the Fall of 1830 after the treaty had been 

signed, Folsom asked John Eaton for the favor of the War Department funding the education of 

two of his sons at Lagrange College, a Methodist College just then being founded in Georgia.  

Eaton’s reply is telling.  Eaton agreed to this most unusual and bold request on Folsom’s part “as 

a matter of special favor to you…on account of the service you have rendered the Government.”   

                                                 

69 Cyrus Kingsbury to Jeremiah Evarts, 17 November 1830, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 758, 
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To what service was Eaton referring?  Eaton continued, “You will not say anything of your boys 

going to that school at the expense of the government, as others will expect a similar favor.”71          

Whether or not Folsom collaborated with Greenwood LeFlore on the Treaty of Dancing 

Rabbit Creek, and despite his land gains in Mississippi from Article XIX of the treaty, David 

Folsom, in the end, took a very different path than would Greenwood LeFlore.  LeFlore, as will 

be seen in Chapter Eight, would not remove with the Choctaw People.  But on Christmas Eve of 

1830, David Folsom wrote another letter to John Eaton, in which he proclaimed, “I am 

determined, if treaty is ratified to go…for the Red River country.  I shall act, the very best I can 

for my people, and be their chief if the people should wish it.”72   And go he did, leading two 

different removal parties of Choctaws in successive winters 1831-1832 and 1832-1833.  Though 

David Folsom would not again be elected chief of the Choctaw Nation, he would remain a 

respected leader among the Choctaws in Indian Territory until his death in 1847. 

Mushulatubbee  

As mentioned previously, Mushulatubbee’s campaign against the activities and influence 

of the missionaries would continue right into the main removal years of 1830-1833.  By 1832, 

with removal parties already underway, Mushulatubbee wrote to President Jackson asking him to 

defund the missionaries and their schools.  “You will please observe,” he wrote, “that the six 

thousand dollars heretofore paid out of our annuity to the missionaries…we wish applied in some 

other way; as it is our desire that they receive no more of our money.”  Mushulatubbee then 

hinted, though he did not ask outright, that the money going to the missionaries could be 
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appropriated for the provisioning of removal: “I want our nation, or as many as can get ready, to 

move by the first of September, and wish that provision may be made by that time for all that 

wish to go off this year.”73  Before his own departure from Mississippi to the west, 

Mushulatubbee was still attempting to stave off or slow the onslaught of white settlement of the 

Choctaws’ homeland.  He dictated a letter to the new Secretary of War, Lewis Cass, in February:  

Sir: I wish to inform you that the white people are daily moving in our country and 
settling amongst us.  This we understand to be contrary to the treaty…some of them 
are…very bad  people.  I want the Government to…cause them to be removed.  We have 
no objection to those who have purchased reserves to settle them, but want all others 
prevented.  And those who have moved into the country to be removed as soon as 
possible.  Your early attention will oblige….74 
 
Sooner than later, and despite the provisions of Article XIV of the Treaty of Dancing 

Rabbit Creek, almost all the Choctaw land in Mississippi would be owned and settled by whites.  

The great majority of his people were already leaving, as he soon would as well.  But until then, 

the United States was obligated by Article XII of the treaty to remove all intruders who were not 

legally in the Choctaw nation.  And illegal squatting was rampant. 

Throughout his life, up until about 1829 when he, as many others, finally began to see 

“the writing on the wall,” Mushulatubbee steadfastly supported and worked for the maintenance 

of Choctaw sovereignty on their homeland in Mississippi.  But Mushulatubbee, as much or more 

than any of the other leaders, exemplifies the “fatigue” that began to infect the entire Choctaw 

people to one degree or another.  For three decades, since the Treaty of Fort Adams in 1801, it is 

fair to say that the Choctaws had been “badgered” on a regular basis.  Every subsequent treaty 

was supposed to be the last, and sometimes it would seem that the ink was barely dry, when 
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Mississippi settlers came pushing the new boundaries and the United States sent new 

commissioners to coerce negotiation all over again. Mushulatubbee, as many others, had been 

worn down.  When he resigned as chief of his district in January of 1831, a few months after the 

signing at Dancing Rabbit Creek, Mushulatubbee wrote to John Eaton that he was “old and worn 

out in the service of my country.”75  Mushulatubbee and a party of more than one thousand 

Choctaws under his lead, left Mississippi in the fall of 1832.76  Like so many of the removal 

parties, by the time Mushulatubbee’s party arrived in Indian Territory around the middle of 

December, they had been decimated by cholera, other ailments, and a struggle against the 

harsher than normal winter weather.  Mushulatubbee died of smallpox in 1838, in present day 

Arkansas. 

Nitakechi 

When, after the general “punishment” of the existing tribal leaders that ensued in the 

wake of  Dancing Rabbit Creek, Nitakechi was replaced with Joel Nail as Chief of the Southern 

District, the United States refused to recognize Nail and the other new leaders (Peter Pitchlynn in 

the Northeast, and George Harkins in the Northwest, respectively).77  A few of Nitakechi’s loyal 

headmen had written to John Eaton “We the head captain are still in favor of our beloved Chief 

Niitucahee….  We still hold our Chief and will never forsake him.  We have nothing against him.  
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We have all told you he was our chief and we still hold him.”78  Eaton wrote back to assure them 

that “Joel R. Nail will not be acknowledged as a chief here.”79 

Before Commissioners Coffee and Eaton had left the treaty grounds after the signing of 

the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, Eaton asked George Gaines, who had been present at the 

negotiations, to lead an exploratory party of Choctaw leaders “to examine their new country.”  

Gaines reluctantly consented.80  Nitakechi accompanied Gaines on this expedition.  In his 

memoirs, Gaines remarked especially upon the politeness and respect that Nitakechi showed him 

and was deeply impressed by these qualities.81  Upon his return to Mississippi from the scouting 

expedition to the West, Nitakechi asked the Choctaw agent William Ward to convey his thoughts 

on the expedition to the President.  Ward wrote to Eaton, “Sir: I am requested by Mingo 

Netuchache, through you to present his respects to the President of the United States and let him 

know…the country he went to see was as good as he expected it to be.”  Ward reported that 

Nitakechi was disappointed to learn that the Treaty he had been signatory to at Dancing Rabbit 

Creek, “is not yet ratified by the proper authorities.”  At this point, Nitakechi appears to have 

become in a hurry to immigrate, as according to Ward, Nitakechi told him that the sooner the 
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Choctaws removed, the better.  Nitakechi noted to Ward the inconvenient fact that the “hunting 

grounds are much occupied by other nations of hunters, such as the Osages, Delawares, 

Shawnees, Cherokees, Creeks, and others.”  Nitakechi fully expected that these tribes would “be 

removed off the Choctaw lands,” calling the Choctaws now the “rightful owners” of the lands.82 

What are we to make of Nitakechi’s attitude toward the Indian nations he was so willing 

to displace?  Among the tribes Nitakechi listed, the Osages in particular, resided in their own 

homeland.  The others were newcomers and immigrants to the western lands, just as the 

Choctaws.  In addition, the emigrating Choctaws would be intruding upon the hunting grounds of 

not only the Osages, but the Comanches as well.  And one of the Kiowa’s sacred sites, Rainy 

Mountain, would now be Choctaw land.83  The Kiowas did not consent.  Neither did the Osages 

or Comanches.  And can it truly be said that the Choctaws or any other tribes removed to “Indian 

Territory” actually “consented” to their expulsion from their homelands to then become invaders 

in the homelands of other Native peoples?  Of course, the governments of states such as 

Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, and others, as well as the United States government, had no care 

or concern as to the mess that they were creating, blinded as they were by their single-minded 

pursuit of Native land. 

Where these plains peoples then to be summarily displaced by a people who had fought 

so hard to maintain their own land, and had lost?  Certainly, we cannot make of Nitakechi’s 

attitude towards these facts what we would make of them today, nor can we expect that 

Nitakechi, in his own time and context, would have thought as we might today about both the 
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irony and justice (or lack thereof) of displacing one group of indigenous peoples with another.  It 

is almost certain that Nitakechi did not possess a “pan-Indian” consciousness, and it is probable 

that he did not see the irony or regard any similarities between the plight of the Choctaws and 

what he was trying to press for and hurry as the fate of the Osages and others.84  His urgent 

concern—and understandably so—was the welfare of the Choctaws.  This would have trumped 

any other considerations.  And…what choice, under the hand of the United States, did the 

Choctaws or the Osages, or any other tribe have in the Removal era?  Ironic perhaps, and just or 

unjust, it was what it was. 

In the summer of 1831, the summer after the signing of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit 

Creek and before their own removals in the coming fall, Nitakechi joined forces with 

Mushulatubbee once again to make two pleas to the Secretary of War.  The first, dictated to 

Middleton Mackey on June 14, asked for a road to be built “sixty feet wide, sufficient to drive 

cattle and other stock, as many of us wish our own cattle to be driven to our new home beyond 

the Mississippi.”85  The following day, they dictated another letter through Middleton Mackey 
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asking that no further moneys be paid out of the Choctaw annuity to the missionaries: “the 

missionaries should not receive any more of our money.”86   

It is noteworthy to observe that in the first letter asking for the road, Mushulatubbee and 

Nitakechi were joined in signing by David Folsom and George Harkins.  In the second letter 

asking for support for the missionaries to cease, Folsom and Harkins are absent from the 

signatories.  This illustrates some of the fundamental differences between these representatives 

of different approaches and points of view within the Choctaw leadership.  Folsom, and Harkins 

to an extant as well, were thoroughly assimilationist in outlook and approach, whereas 

Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi were selectively so.  It is not surprising that the devout Christian 

Folsom—and enthusiastic booster of the missionaries—would not put his name to the second 

letter.  From all evidence, Harkins shared Folsom’s Christian faith.  Mushulatubbee and 

Nitakechi were not opposed to all changes and innovations in the Choctaw way of life, but they 

are certainly on record as opposing the fundamental evangelistic mission of the missionaries. 

Following on the heels of the letters of June 14 and June 15 discussed above, 

Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi dictated a third letter (this time with only themselves and one 

other as signatories, a captain named Hopianchahubbee) on a third consecutive day to John 

Eaton.  In the third letter (June 16), Nitakechi reported on his trip to the west with George 

Gaines, just a few months earlier.  He wished to assure the Secretary of War that after seeing the 

“land west of the Mississippi,” he was “fully satisfied with our bargain, as made by treaty….  We 
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are now ready to remove, and give up our country here, and comply with all the conditions of the 

treaty.”  But then the letter contains an interestingly assertive sentence: “Now, we request that 

you will, on your part…comply with all the provisions named in the treaty.”  There seems to be 

an implication of doubt here on the part of Mushulatubbee, Nitakechi and Hopianchahubbee, as 

to whether the United States will indeed hold up their part of the bargain, so to speak.  Given the 

history of treaty making with the Choctaws—with which these leaders were undoubtedly 

conversant—this is not surprising.  But the two sentences, “We are now ready…to comply…” 

and “Now, we request that you…comply…” read almost as a cloaked rebuke, and at the very 

least, an exhortation to the United States to do the right thing…this time.87 

Nitakechi, et. al, followed with a list of numerous additional “wishes,” among them: “We 

wish you to appoint George Gaines to conduct us to our new homes….  We wish…guns to be 

given to our warriors at the place they may cross the Mississippi River.  Also, our cattle, as many 

as can be driven.”  Complaint was made of the already developing debacle of agent William 

Ward’s mishandling of the registering of those Choctaws who wished to stay under the 

provisions of Article XIV of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.88  Mushulatubbee, Nitakechi 

and Hopianchachubbee implored the Secretary of War to essentially make Ward do his job.89 

Nitakechi, perhaps more than any other figure treated in this dissertation, represented a 

“traditional”—or perhaps a better descriptor would be “historic”—Choctaw life and way of 

being in the world.  Though he did not oppose every innovation of the time to Choctaw life, he 

seems to have certainly adhered more than any other figure to traditional forms of livelihood 
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such as hunting, and to traditional modes of dress, and generally more to a worldview informed 

by traditional Choctaw religion and cosmology.  Yet, he was not completely intransigent; no 

Choctaw leader of the time realistically could be.  According to George Harkins, writing in 1845, 

Nitakechi’s views on “civilizing” the Choctaws had changed, “entirely for the better.”90  

Apparently the years and experiences since removal had convinced Nitakechi of the need for 

white education to meet the myriad challenges they faced.  However, there is evidence that 

Nitakechi’s resistance to the civilizing project was crumbling even before he removed to the 

Indian Territory.  In a joint letter written (dictated to Middleton Mackey) to John Eaton, 

Nitakechi and Mushulatubbee both admitted said “we must raise corn and not depend on 

hunting.”  Almost begrudgingly it seems, they admitted that they had grown “accustomed to live 

like white people and cannot live by hunting wild game.91 

In 1845, Nitakechi made a trip back to Mississippi, accompanying William Armstrong, 

who had been the Superintendent of Choctaw Removal east of the Mississippi.  According to 

Armstrong, Nitakechi had come along on the journey back to his homeland “for the purpose of 

representing to his Eastern brothers the advantages of removing to the west.”  Nitakechi would 

not return to the Choctaw Nation in Indian Territory.  In a letter to the then Commissioner of 

Indian Affairs William Medill, Armstrong wrote that “as it happened,” Nitakechi died “on the 

very spot where he was born.”92  Nitakechi had intended, upon his return, to stand for election as 

chief of the Mushulatubbee district in the Choctaw Nation in Indian Territory.  George Harkins 
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was of the opinion that he would have won the election.93  In his letter, William Armstrong went 

on to eulogize Nitakechi, echoing some of the same words in which Horatio Cushman would 

speak of Nitakechi.  Wrote Armstrong, “Though entirely uneducated, he was a man of strong 

mind and great intelligence.  He was a true friend to the whites…." Armstrong went on to praise 

Nitakechi’s war service of long ago under Andrew Jackson, and then communicated to 

Commissioner Medill that though Nitakechi’s purpose (in Armstrong’s view) had been to 

encourage the emigration of his “Eastern brothers” still residing in Mississippi, “upon hearing of 

his death, their superstitions instantly suggested to them that it was a solemn warning that 

removal from the land of their fathers would be followed by fatal consequences.”94 

James McDonald 

James McDonald was present throughout the proceedings at Dancing Rabbit Creek.  He 

helped Greenwood LeFlore draft a treaty that was rejected by the U.S. commissioners and did 

not turn out to be what became the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.95  The fact that McDonald 

would draft a final removal treaty—even if it did not turn out to be the one—suggests that he had 

by this point come to a place of acceptance that he could sign such a treaty.  Did James 

McDonald sign the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek?  The preponderance of the available 

evidence suggests to me that he did not.  His name is not found among the signatories.  It has 

been suggested by the prominent historian Frederick Hoxie that McDonald signed the treaty and 
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must have done so under his Choctaw name.  Hoxie cites a letter from Cyrus Kingsbury to 

Jeremiah Evarts, dated October 11, 1830.  That letter does not specifically or outright say that 

McDonald signed the treaty; it only says that McDonald helped to draft the proposed treaty that 

Greenwood LeFlore presented at the treaty negotiations.96  Again, as discussed above, this was 

not, ultimately, the treaty which became the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.  As to McDonald 

signing the treaty in his Choctaw name, it is not certain what McDonald’s Choctaw name was.  

Hoxie suggests that McDonald’s Choctaw name may have been Killihota, but the name Killihota 

is not found among the signatories to the treaty either.97   

The only complicating factor that might seem to suggest that McDonald may have signed 

the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek—and certainly in that case he would have done so under a 

Choctaw name, since, as stated before, the name “James McDonald” is not found among the 

treaty’s signatories—is the fact that in Article II the supplementary articles of the treaty, the 

name James L. is among the listees who were granted a section and a half of land.  The name 

appears without the surname McDonald, though James McDonald’s middle initial was L 

(Lawrence).  We know that this “James L.” was in fact James McDonald because of a letter in 

1832, after McDonald’s death (see below), from Elbert Herring, the new commissioner of Indian 

Affairs to the Secretary of War, Lewis Cass, concerning McDonald’s having died intestate, and 

what was to be done in the matter of his grant of land under the treaty.98  This fact, however, of a 

land grant to McDonald in the treaty, does not in and of itself prove that James McDonald signed 
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the treaty.99  If, as Frederick Hoxie suggests, McDonald was Killihota, then it seems that the 

rebuke that “Killihota’s” talk at Dancing Rabbit Creek received from the old woman may have 

prevented his signature. 

Immediately following the signing of the treaty at Dancing Rabbit Creek, McDonald 

spent several days visiting the missionary Cyrus Kingsbury.  Kingsbury would relate the contents 

of McDonald’s conversations with him on that visit in a letter to his immediate superior Jeremiah 

Evarts, in October.  According to Kingsbury, McDonald said that “a majority had left the treaty 

ground before the treaty was signed…and most of those that signed now regret it.”  This 

corroborates Halbert’s account of the proceedings as was discussed above.  McDonald’s version 

of the events contradicts, however, the journal of Commissioners Coffee and Eaton, who wrote 

that over the space of two or three days, many changes to LeFlore and McDonald’s proposed 

treaty that resulted in the form of the final treaty that was signed.  McDonald contradicted this, 

reporting to Kingsbury that Coffee and Eaton had accepted their treaty, but then at the last 

minute, before the signing, had submitted their draft and demanded that the Choctaws sign it.  

McDonald blamed David Folsom and Greenwood LeFlore.  According to Kingsbury, McDonald 

told him that “[T]he nation is ruined….  The instability (some say ‘duplicity’) of LeFlore and 

Folsom have sunk all my hopes.”100 

The months after the signing of the treaty found McDonald idling in depression in 

Jackson.  In fact, James McDonald’s writings in the period from 1827 to 1830 (31?)—despite his 

occasional encouragements to Peter Pitchlynn to “cheer up,” and “in time all will be well,” as 
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well as his intoning of his “favorite motto…nil desperandum,”—manifest an overall steady 

descent into despair and depression.101  It may be wondered what role McDonald’s well 

documented alcohol abuse played in this descent.  In a letter from Jackson written to Peter 

Pitchlynn in November 1830, one can hear a weariness in McDonald’s tone.  It had become clear 

to McDonald that LeFlore has sidelined him and would not seek his advice.  He began to regard 

LeFlore, as many others came to do, as only self-interested, not truly concerned for the good of 

the Choctaw Nation, or the Choctaw people’s future welfare.  He confessed to laying around 

“doing nothing.”  But he had made a “promise to hold myself in readiness for a trip to 

Washington,” and but for that, he asserted that he probably would begun to practice law again.”  

He begged Pitchlynn: “Pray let me hear from you immediately.  I have no wish to go to visit the 

President, unless it is with ample authority, and with the view of being really useful to the 

Choctaws.  Without this hope, I would not waste another Thought on the subject, but 

immediately turn my attention to my own affairs.”102 

On December 13, 1830, perhaps feeling defeated and lapsing into what would prove a 

fatal despair, McDonald wrote to his old friend Peter Pitchlynn.  The tone of the letter is wistful, 

perhaps even regretful.  In the letter he reminisced about his early boyhood in Choctaw country 

before his departure from the homeland to live with Dinsmoor and the others.  He remembered 

“pleasant summer evenings” of storytelling with other boys, and that there were “but few white 

                                                 

101 James McDonald to Peter Pitchlynn, 5 May 1827, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, box I, folder 19, 

OU-WHC; James McDonald to Peter Pitchlynn, 21 March 1830, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, folder 79, Peter 
P. Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR. 

102 James McDonald to Peter Pitchlynn, 2 November 1830, Folder 92, Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR.  

Spelling and capitalization as in the original. 
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people” that had yet come into the Choctaw nation in those days.  Wrote McDonald, “[I] knew 

nothing of civilization…the “world far off” of the white people.”103  

By 1830, McDonald had become one of the largest landowners in Hinds County, 

Mississippi.104  He was greatly respected by his fellow Choctaws and white Mississippians alike.  

McDonald was encouraged by some of his white friends to run for the Mississippi state 

legislature, and he considered it.  But by now McDonald’s alcoholism was out of control and 

destroying his life.  He attended several political gatherings but admitted to friends that at these 

he had drank “rather too much wine—and shouted too lustily for Henry Clay.”105  And 

suspecting that his “objection to Genl. Jackson”—an immensely popular figure in Mississippi—

probably doomed his chances at election, he decided against a candidacy for the state 

legislature.106 

Sometime in early September of 1831, James McDonald’s body washed ashore and was 

found along the banks of the Pearl River near Jackson.  The cause of death was never 

conclusively determined, though it was widely reported both that he had drowned, or that he had 

committed suicide.107  Writing to Peter Pitchlynn, the Natchez journalist Henry Vose, a fellow 

friend, told Pitchlynn that McDonald’s death was an unfortunate accident.  In Vose’s opinion, 

McDonald could not have committed suicide because McDonald “was too brave to seek such a 
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death….  His aspirations were far too noble & his patriotism too fervent to deliberately abandon 

the stage of human action.”108  His former mentor, Thomas McKenney, wrote in his memoirs 

that McDonald had committed suicide because his marriage proposal to a white woman he was 

in love with had been rejected.  But that claim by McKenney cannot be verified in any other 

source, and how McKenney came by the information he does not say.109   

James McDonald’s story is surely one that tugs at the heartstrings.  He became a tragic 

figure, and one might even say a casualty of removal.  Not a casualty of the “trail of tears and 

death,” but a casualty of removal in a different way, nonetheless.  A casualty of his education 

and “civilization,” perhaps.  His intelligence, talent, and eloquence were obvious to all who 

crossed his path, whether white or Indian.  As a result of his upbringing and education, he 

straddled two conflicting and colliding worlds, and ever felt himself a misfit in both.  At times he 

nearly cursed his “Indianness,” and that it prevented him from success in his chosen profession; 

at times he defended his racial and ethnic identity with pride and fervor.  He possessed a genuine 

love for his people, even if it was somewhat tainted by a paternalism inculcated from his white 

education.  He resisted and fought for the Choctaws to maintain their sovereignty in their 

homeland as much as any other figure in the Choctaw story.  The ethnic cleansing and mass 

deportation—accompanied by manifold sufferings—that will be rehearsed in Chapter Nine are a 

story that needs to be told.  But no less crucial to an understanding of what removal—and what 

white “civilization”—did to the Choctaws is the story of James McDonald.  His is a voice, 

however troubled and ultimately tragic, that needs to be heard. 
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Peter Pitchlynn 

After the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, Peter sold his land in Mississippi in August of 

1832, and in November, after Peter had removed to the new lands in the west, a lonely John 

Pitchlynn wrote his son from Mississippi that he wished Peter would write more often.110  Just 

ten days later, John wrote again, informing of reports of cholera outbreaks among the parties of 

Choctaws who were then presently removing.111  On Christmas Eve, John wrote, still puzzled 

and perhaps a bit miffed, that he still had not heard from Peter.  In a postscript he wrote, “NB 

[nota bene] This is the fourth letter I have wrote you.”112  When John did receive a reply from 

Peter, it was with the news of the death of an infant son.  John wrote back, “My Dear Son, Your 

melancholy letter was received with grat sorriness in the family.  Your little Babe is gon out this 

trublusom world and gon to happiness.”113 

John Pitchlynn had originally planned to join his son in the west, but changed his mind 

sometime in 1833, owing to having heard that the west was “a verey sickly country also it is too 
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cold to make cotton.”  The elder Pitchlynn wrote that he could not grow corn, “you know I have 

too many hands to make nothing but corn and there is no market for it.  He would stay in 

Mississippi and keep growing cotton, but he was sure to inform Peter that “your Mother sends 

her love also she says you are her oldes child she is unhappy that you and her is separated she 

still is in hopes that you and your wife and children will return…so am I.”  John attempted to 

entice Peter to come back to Mississippi with an offer to buy him land to settle upon.114   

By June of 1833, John was almost pleading with Peter, “[I] still live in hopes that when 

you can settel your business that you will come and I hop that I may live and see you and your 

family before I die—I am very old if you should not come soon I may die and never see you and 

the children.”  He asked Peter to tell all his Choctaw friends in new country, “I hope to see them 

all after Dath in a good hunting ground till then I often think of them but I am old and never shall 

see them any more in this world.”115  In August 1833, John wrote again, citing his advanced age 

and begging Peter to come back and live in Mississippi.116  In April of 1834, John was scolding 

Peter again about his lack of correspondence: “I have wrote more letters to you then I have 

received” and still emphasizing his age and that if Peter did not come soon, he would not see him 

before he died.  “When I lay don at night,” John wrote, “I pray for you all and am sorrow we are 

so far aparte.”117  In August of 1834, again the pleas to Peter: “I have been looking 

continuously…but no letter from you yet this being the third letter that I am about to write you 
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without the least spark of answer.”  And then, in a backhanded but denied insinuation, “But I 

shall not insinuate anything of the kind as to say that you have neglected me through design.”  

John saw “no reason” why Peter could not come back to live with them in their old age.  He 

wrote that Peter’s mother “speaks of going to see you this fall But it is my impression and I 

know in fact that she is scarcely able to take journey of that kind.  Peter see what loving Mother 

and Father you have just for their sake move back and live here with us…any thing in my power 

that I can do for you I will do it with pleasure.”  The letter also ominously warns Peter that the 

United States will eventually take Indians lands in the west as they had done in the east.118 

John Pitchlynn died in 1835.  It would not be until 1846 that Peter would make a journey 

back to Mississippi.119  Since we have very few of Peter’s letters to his father—and if John 

Pitchlynn is to be believed, these were already very few to start—we cannot know Peter’s side of 

the story of his relationship with his parents.  At times reading the letters of his father it almost 

seems as though Peter must have been alienated from his parents in some way, though we are left 

without clue as to what the source of the alienation may have been.  But whether through Peter’s 

intentional design or just the exigencies of life in the new land, it is clear from John Pitchlynn’s 

letters that Peter had drifted away from his mother and father.  Undoubtedly Peter was very busy 

with the establishment of the Choctaw Nation in “Indian Territory.”  In the years following 

removal, among his many accomplishments, in1845, he would live in Washington, D.C., as the 

Choctaw Delegate (an ambassador of sorts) and participated in unsuccessful efforts to have the 

Choctaw Territory admitted as a state.120  Later he would later rise, during and after the Civil 

                                                 

118 John Pitchlynn to Peter Pitchlynn, 8 August 1834, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, folder 146, Peter 

P. Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR. 
119 See the “Epilogue,” Chapter Nine. 
120 Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, Box 1, Folders 92, 93, 97, 98, OU-WHC.   



 270 

War (1864-1866) to be the principal chief of the Choctaw Nation.121  Peter Pitchlynn had always 

been ambitious, and one cannot help but get an impression, from his time of leaving his wife and 

small children to attend studies at the Choctaw Academy and the University of Nashville, to his 

adventures on the 1828 exploratory expedition to the west, to his father’s insinuations that he 

was neglecting them, that for Peter Pitchlynn, family may have come second to his personal 

ambition.  And yet, we remember his lament as he stood upon the banks of the Mississippi 

waiting for passage upon his return from the 1828 exploratory expedition, when he wrote of his 

mother and father, “I know they have grieved much at my being separated from them.”122  

Pitchlynn, as with all of the Choctaw leaders profiled herein, was a complex and sometimes 

contradictory figure. 

This complexity must be taken into account when examining Pitchlynn’s role in removal.  

Pitchlynn is recorded as having chaired the committee of twenty Choctaw leaders at the treaty 

negotiations at Dancing Rabbit Creek in 1830.123  This would have meant that he took not only 

an active, but a primary part in those negotiations.  As with Greenwood LeFlore, but perhaps not 

to the same degree, Pitchlynn faced criticism for his signing of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit 

Creek.  In an undated letter fragment, Pitchlynn answered accusations against himself in scathing 

and at times sarcastic language.  Someone had denounced him in a speech in the Council 

(Pitchlynn capitalized “Council,” suggesting that he was speaking of the Choctaw National 

Council.) and Pitchlynn was refuting accusations and laying blame in return.  In the letter, he 

heaped blame upon David Folsom as being a hypocrite and a self-interested collaborator with 
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Greenwood LeFlore, whose guilt in “bargaining away the whole of our country” the letter 

assumes as a well-known and established fact.124  At times it seems as if he was speaking directly 

to David Folsom himself, though we cannot be certain of this as the letter is a fragment and the 

precise addressee is not known.  Some analysis of this letter is in order in endeavoring, as this 

dissertation does, to help establish the roles in Choctaw removal of the various protagonists 

herein.   

The fragment begins with Pitchlynn addressing his critic directly and beginning his own 

accusations against them: 

You not only joined Leflore in bargaining away the whole country without any 
knowledge of it on the part of the people of this district…but you also transferred your 
people over to Leflore…is it not palpable and most obvious that you did in both of these 
actions trample upon the rights of free people who never invested you with any such 
powers….  Did you not previous to this Council had memorials written in behalf of the 
rights of this nation to present to Cong rep and to the President.  Did you not leave home 
with the intention of defending the rights of the Choctaws.  Was it known to a single 
individual in this district that a Treaty was about to be proposed to the U States for the 
sale of our Country.  What was your promise to the people four years ago after being 
elected in the place of others…as their Chief.125 
 

The reference to the letter’s addressee becoming chief “four years ago,” would suggest David 

Folsom as the recipient if the letter was written in 1830 in the immediate aftermath of the signing 

of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, as Folsom had deposed Mushulatubbee in 1826.  

Pitchlynn then tells his correspondent to consult “the Second article of…[the] Constitution and 

say that you have not violated it yourself.”126  The “constitution” in question is most certainly the 

constitution of 1826, the second article of which reads in English translation from the Choctaw, 

“The land where we reside belongs to all who are called Choctaw people.  If any single district 

                                                 

124 Peter Pitchlynn to ?, undated fragment, Folder 81A, Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR.   
125 Ibid.  Punctuation exactly as in the original.  Though these are presumably rhetorical queries on 

Pitchlynn’s part, he uses no question marks.  Likewise in subsequent quotations from this letter below. 
126 Ibid.   



 272 

wants to sell its land, and the other two districts do not agree, the single district cannot sell its 

land.”127 

With this constitutional article in view then, Pitchlynn told the letter’s recipient that ‘It 

was your [two words illegible] duty…when you found Leflore or any other man disposed to sell 

the Country to have executed your powers against him.”128  Pitchlynn continued scathingly in his 

criticisms of both the actions and character of his antagonist: 

What became of your memorials, you never thought of them once….  And why because 
your heart turned inside out….  You forgot your fair promise and obligations to the 
people.  You laid them all out under your feet, and why, because your [word illegible] 
heart could not stand a temptation—ten sections of land had gathered in your eyes.129  
Love of Country forsake your heart…you joined Leflore in selling away your Country.130 
 

Then—whether Folsom is the letter’s recipient or not, Pitchlynn names and accuses 

David Folsom directly: 

Who has betrayed the interest of his people….  Who has deceived his friends, it is David 
Folsom.  Who under the imposing cloak of religion caused the people to believe in him.  
Who drew the attention of the people towards Heaven and while they were [word 
illegible] like Giddy and [word illegible] acting children drew from under their feet the 
country you wanted.131  Say it was Greenwood and David.  Who has sown the seeds of 
contention and strife among the people.  David Folsom.132 
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This portion of the letter suggests Pitchlynn’s contempt, certainly for the personal 

religiosity of David Folsom, but perhaps more generally as well, a contempt for Christianity 

itself, with its reference to a “cloak of religion” (thus hiding or “cloaking” a hidden agenda), and 

the suggestion that adherents were like “giddy children” who could then easily be deceived by 

one such as Folsom, who he considered a betrayer of his people.  In Pitchlynn’s view, Folsom 

had “drawn the attention of the people towards Heaven” as a distraction while he was pulling the 

country right out from under their feet.133  Repeatedly in the letter Pitchlynn lumps Folsom with 

LeFlore, which in context seems an implied damning condemnation.  In Pitchlynn’s mind—or at 

least in his protestations in the letter—both of these men were traitors.   

But of course, the truth is not that simple; it is nuanced, and open to interpretation.  Both 

Pitchlynn and Folsom are recorded in the 1820s as defenders of Choctaw sovereignty and 

opponents of removal.  For that matter, the same could be argued, to some extent, for Greenwood 

LeFlore, the figure for whom the present work has questioned the sincerity of his opposition to 

removal even from an early date in the narrative.  The early Mississippi historian J.F.H. 

Claiborne was contemporary to the events of Choctaw removal.  And while the pronouncements 

of a white Mississippian of the time should be taken advisedly and not necessarily at face value, 

it is noteworthy that Claiborne’s understanding of removal was that any “blame” for the final 

sale of Choctaw lands should rest upon Greenwood LeFlore and David Folsom.  The Choctaws, 

according to Claiborne, “were bitterly opposed to the sale of their country and declared that their 

chiefs, by collusion with the United States authorities, had defrauded them of their homes, and 

                                                 

133  Peter Pitchlynn to ?, undated fragment, Folder 81A, Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR.    
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had they not been powerless, the agreement never would have been executed….  They meditated 

a bloody revenge on LeFleur and Folsom, the chief factors in the sale….”134   

But Claiborne also notes that LeFlore and Folsom had adamantly opposed land cessions 

and removal for many years.  According to Claiborne, what happened with LeFlore and Folsom 

was that after years of struggle and setback after setback, they “had the sagacity to recognize” 

the inevitability of removal.135  Their supposed betrayal of their people then was but their attempt 

to make the best deal they could, the best of a very bad situation.  And returning to Pitchlynn, 

and his accusations….  It could be argued from the extent documentation that during the years 

previous to removal, Pitchlynn wavered in his views and resolve more often than David Folsom, 

yet it is Folsom that he accuses—along with LeFlore—of the betrayal of the Choctaw people.  

All three of these men signed the treaty.  Are they all to be regarded as traitors to their people?  

What justified Peter Pitchlynn’s own signing that did not justify the signing of either Folsom or 

LeFlore?   

Perhaps the issue comes down to motivation.  Perhaps Pitchlynn felt he was left with no 

choice under the circumstances but to reluctantly, sadly, sign a treaty.  His accusations against 

Folsom and LeFlore suggest he believed that their motives were different, and that their signing 

was not reluctant, but the “sealing of the deal” that they had been sneakily pushing for all along.  

At best we can only partially know or understand the motivations in the hearts of any of the 

Choctaw leaders of the Removal era.  These things I think are certain, however, from the 

documentary record: that accusations flew, and internecine strife festered both before and after 

                                                 

134 Claiborne, Mississippi As a Province, Territory, and State, 506.   
135 Ibid., 597.  Though I remain doubtful as to the “inevitability” of removal and also as to the “sagacity” 

of the treaty signatories, my own reading of the documentary sources leads me to agreement with Claiborne that, 
especially in the case of Folsom, opposition to removal was the stance until a very late date in the unfolding 
narrative of events leading up to the eventual capitulation at Dancing Rabbit Creek. 
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the climactic moment at Dancing Rabbit Creek, and that—as stated previously in the 

introduction—all of these men were attempting in their own best way, according to who they 

were, to grapple with the inexorable and relentless pressures of their time and place.  In other 

words, maybe they were doing the best they could.  In the hindsight of history, that “best” may 

appear to have been inadequate to the challenges they faced.  Still, in reading through the 

documentation of the lives of all seven of the figures covered in some depth in this dissertation, 

one cannot help but to feel a sadness at the untenable situation they encountered. 

Interlude: Choctaw Nationalists 

As stated in the introduction to this work, the various labels which have sometimes been 

applied to Native leaders in the southeastern Indian nations are inadequate to explain the 

complex reality in southeastern Indian nations during the period.  The seven men profiled in this 

work were all individuals whom historians have heretofore variously labeled as “elites,” “mixed-

blood,” “bicultural,” and “progressives” in the cases of Folsom, LeFlore, McDonald, Pitchlynn 

and Harkins.  The “full-bloods” herein, Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi, have sometimes been 

thought of as “traditionalists” (as over against the “progressives”).  But we have seen that none 

of these labels are adequate.  That the Choctaw leaders discussed herein were all “elites,” I will 

not push back on except to issue a caveat that their elite status in Choctaw society cannot be 

automatically or necessarily linked to their racial quantum, as has sometimes been the case.  

Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi must be considered elites just as much as the “mixed-blood” 

“progressives.”  Conversely, considerations of Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi being 

“traditionalist” also cannot be automatically linked to being a “full-blood,” just as one cannot 

consider the others as “progressives” simply because they are “mixed-bloods,” or, because of 
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their “white” or bicultural education.136  In fact, in terms of education, the Choctaw leaders had, 

from first contact with the French at the turn of the 18th century, insisted upon the European-style 

education of some of their youth.  This predates white traders beginning to marry Choctaw 

women and produce “mixed-blood” offspring.  This we see that education does not automatically 

equate to any “bi-culturality.”137 

To be sure, McDonald, Folsom, Pitchlynn, LeFlore, and Harkins could justly be 

considered “bicultural.”  They learned to speak and write English, were taught the Bible and an 

Evangelical brand of Christianity, and were immersed for significant portions of their formative 

years in white, slave owning culture, “breathing the air” of the market economy that was then 

powering the cotton boom across the South, and as historian James Taylor Carson writes, 

“witnessed firsthand how slavery worked…and learned the racial honor that bound free men 

together against the slaves.”138  Yet, in the matrilineal society of the Choctaws, they were also 

immersed in Choctaw kin networks, and would not only have imbibed the social and cultural 

discourses of white and Southern Americans, but also of their mother’s society.  But what of the 

fact that all seven of the leaders herein in some way engaged in levels of “civilization,” and 

assorted economic activities which may be considered as such: plantation agriculture, cattle 

ranching, and other commercial ventures such as ferries and taverns?  The historical record 

shows that most owned and traded in slaves.  This was true of Mushulatubbee as much as it was 

of Greenwood LeFlore.  Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi, who had no formal education, and spoke 

                                                 

136 For explanations of my usage of the terms “progressive” and “traditionalist” within the context of this 

work, see footnote 23 in the Introduction. 
137 For first contact with the French see Daniel H Usner, Jr, Indians, Settlers & Slaves in a Frontier 

Exchange Economy : The Lower Mississippi Valley Before 1783 (Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of Early 
American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia, by the University of North Carolina Press, 1992), 31. 

138 Carson, “Greenwood LeFlore: Southern Creole,” 226. 
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and wrote no English, adopted similar “cultural” and economic approaches, such as slave 

ownership and market oriented economic activity.  Are they also to be considered “bicultural?”  

Furthermore, the sundry economic activities engaged in by all of the Choctaw leaders we 

have examined must not be seen simply as “acculturation.”  These activities supported the very 

sovereignty they fought so hard to preserve and defend.  Choctaws were, in fact, some of the first 

and largest cotton producers and cattle ranchers in Mississippi.  The 1826-1828 Choctaw council 

deliberations which Peter Pitchlynn recorded are replete with investment in and development of 

nascent industrial sites (e.g. blacksmith shops).139  Such efforts were not solely born of a wish to 

acculturate nor from a pursuit of economic gain.  They were intentional moves to end Choctaw 

dependence on American goods and achieve an economic self-sufficiency which would preserve 

sovereignty.  It was a vision that might have worked given enough time.  But the Choctaws, as 

we have seen, were not given that time.140 

Through all of their differences, differences which, as we have seen, at times came close 

to violence, all of these leaders agreed—though some disagreed on the “how”—that the next 

generation of Choctaw youth must be educated if the sovereignty of the Choctaws in their 

homeland was to be preserved and defended.  Whatever their blood quantum, their education, or 

their affinity to (or lack thereof) traditional Choctaw ways of life, they all may be called 

“Choctaw Nationalists.”  Though there may be questions on whether and the degree to which 

they may have been more self-serving at times than serving the Choctaw Nation—and though 

most all of them probably experienced some changing of priorities over time as removal loomed 

                                                 

139 See, for example, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn, A Gathering of Statesmen: Records of the Choctaw Council 

Meetings, 1826-1828. Translated by Marcia Haag and Henry Willis (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2013), 
68-70. 

140 I am indebted to Greg O’Brien for this economic interpretation.  Personal discussions with Greg 

O’Brien, September 2021. 
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closer across the 1820s—these considerations notwithstanding—it can still be said that all of 

these men were, in the period leading up to removal, most defined in their commitment to 

Choctaw sovereignty.  The intense crises of 1826-1830—and especially of 1829-1830—should 

not be seen as a juncture where “Choctaw nationalism” was forsaken.  Though all of these men 

(with the possible exception of George Harkins) came round to supporting some version of 

removal, as massive a rending in the fabric of their hearts as it might be, the choice may have 

been the only way they saw for the Choctaws to remain a sovereign nation.   

That is one way of viewing the situation, and the view that I take.  There is another, dare I 

say more cynical, way to see it, the view taken by the Choctaw historian Clara Sue Kidwell.  

Kidwell and I agree in our reading of Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi that they were the last 

representatives of a political order which may be called “traditionalist,” even though they may no 

longer have been living wholly as “traditional” Choctaws.141  But Kidwell sees all of the major 

Choctaw actors of the removal drama as ultimately having been self-serving and about power 

and economic advantage, not really the preservation of Choctaw sovereignty in their homeland 

as their rhetoric suggested.  If Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi represented “traditionalism” to 

Kidwell, and if “they presumed to protect the interests of the “poor Indians,”” Kidwell suggested 

that their real agenda was “not the welfare of “savage” hunters over “civilized” farmers but the 

control of economic resources that would come from the sale of Choctaw lands east of the 

Mississippi.”142  In other words, they were, at the core, actually pro-removal for reasons of 

personal economic gain, regardless of their continued resistance to removal and their anti-

removal protestations. 

                                                 

141 Kidwell, Choctaws and Missionaries, 141. 
142 Ibid. 
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Likewise, according to Kidwell, we cannot take the resistance or rhetoric of figures such 

as Folsom and LeFlore at face value or as ultimately sincere as well.  For Kidwell, “LeFlore and 

Folsom represented the forces of change—white settlement, trade, cattle raising, private 

landownership, and Christianity.  They stood for constitutional government and codified laws.  

They spoke publicly against removal because of their elected positions, but they favored it 

privately in order to consolidate their political positions.”143  For Kidwell then, it would appear 

that the major Choctaw leaders in the era of removal were only about power and/or economic 

gain.  From my reading of the extent documentation, I do not see the situation in this light.  That 

is not to say that power and economic concerns played no part in the personal motivations and 

machinations of the various figures profiled herein.  They did, and this can be seen at some 

points in the narrative more clearly than others.  But, allow me to reiterate: through all of their 

differences, differences at times approaching violence, throughout the decade of the 1820s, all of 

these leaders agreed—though some disagreed on the “how”—that the next generation of 

Choctaw youth must be educated if the sovereignty of the Choctaws in their homeland was to be 

preserved and defended.   

Whatever their blood quantum, their education, or their affinity with the traditional 

Choctaw ways of life, they all were “Choctaw Nationalists.”  Though there may be questions on 

whether and the degree to which one or the other of them was more self-serving at times than 

serving the Choctaw Nation, the record shows that they steadfastly resisted and vehemently 

spoke against removal until very late in the 1820s.  Was there vacillation and shifting priorities 

as removal loomed closer?  Yes.  Were there internecine power struggles which did not serve the 

                                                 

143 Kidwell, Choctaws and Missionaries, 141. 
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spoken purpose of Choctaw sovereignty in their homeland?  Yes.  But these considerations 

notwithstanding, it can still be said that all of these men were, in the period leading up to 

removal, most defined in their commitment to Choctaw sovereignty.  In the final analysis, they 

must have arrived at the conclusion that removal mean preservation of political sovereignty, 

indeed the very continued existence of a “Choctaw Nation.” 

“Choctaw Nationalists.”  All were Choctaws, their kinship and identity posited in the 

lineage which came from their mothers.  And all posited identity in the land. This land: Nanih 

Waiya and land in and around the watersheds of the Tombigbee, Pearl, Big Black, 

Chickasawhay, and Pascagoula Rivers, the land which in the present day we know as 

Mississippi.  And whether Greenwood LeFlore was the traitor that he has often been portrayed 

as, whether David Folsom was just as guilty of a betrayal as Peter Pitchlynn accused him, 

whether Pitchlynn himself carried any responsibility for the events at Dancing Rabbit Creek, and 

whatever the complicity quotient of Mushulatubbee, Nitakechi, and the tragic James McDonald, 

in the end, though each and all of these men had resisted, and in their own sometimes conflicting 

ways tried to promote the cause and continuance of Choctaw sovereignty in their homeland—in 

the end, none could ultimately continue resistance to the designs of Mississippi and the United 

States upon the Choctaws.  As stated near the outset of this work, it was all about the land.  And 

Mississippi and the United States would have it.  Period.  The “Choctaw Nationalism” of the 

leaders, from whatever camp or faction, all their nation building, constitutions, education, 

“civilization”…would not save their homeland  in the end, though they did preserve the Choctaw 

Nation,  In this it may be said that they succeeded in their Choctaw Nationalism, if not in the 

way that they had fought for. 
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As was stated in Chapter One, the men whom I have examined in the preceding chapters 

are the individuals within the Choctaw leadership of the Removal era that I have deemed—from 

a deep examination of all the primary sources—crucial to reaching an understanding of the 

internal dynamics of Choctaw removal.  The stories of each of these men taken together, 

illuminate Choctaw removal not just as another important historical event, however heinous, and 

perpetrated by white government officials (as the story is most often told) but as the complex and 

sometimes agonizingly human experience that it was to Choctaws.  I have endeavored to let the 

reader get to know—to the extent possible—the men who were faced with the crisis of leading 

their people through their “time of horror.”144  There remain two Choctaw leaders we have yet to 

examine in any detail.  In the next chapter we turn to Greenwood LeFlore and George Harkins, 

whose contentious relationship further illustrates the internecine turmoil that percolated among 

the Choctaw leadership of the period, and also gives insight into the character and motivations of 

both of these men.  We will also attempt to sort out the complicated legacy of 

GreenwoodLeFlore.

                                                 

144 This phrase come from the American Indian Movement activist Carter Camp, who often explained the 

broad sweep of Indigenous history—post contact—in North America by saying that over 350 years, as the invader 
advanced across the continent, every tribe would eventually face their own “time of horror.” 
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CHAPTER VIII: CONSIDERING CHARACTER: GREENWOOD LEFLORE AND GEORGE 

HARKINS 

Greenwood LeFlore was born in 1800, the son of a Choctaw mother, and a French trader, 

Louis Lafleur, who had arrived in the Choctaw country in the late 1780s or early 1790s.1  As 

with other Choctaw sons of white traders, LeFlore spent a significant portion of his youth away 

from the Choctaw Nation, living and being educated in the home of a prominent white family.  

In Greenwood LeFlore’s case, this was the prominent Tennessean, John Donley.  Donley ran a 

stagecoach route south out of Nashville on the Natchez Trace.2  It is thought Donley met the 

young Greenwood at his father’s “stand” along “the Trace.”3  Exactly how Greenwood was 

transferred to the charge of John Donley we do not know, but the young LeFlore left his home in 

Mississippi in 1812 at the age of 12 to live with Donley in Nashville until returning to 

Mississippi at the age of 17 or 18.4  LeFlore would shortly afterwards marry John Donley’s 

daughter Rosa.5  Though little is known about these formative years of Greenwood LeFlore’s 

life, his education was probably by private tutors in the Donley home.6  Thus LeFlore, as with 

                                                 

1 It is uncertain as to how and why the family surname spelling became LeFlore, instead of Lafleur. 
2 George Zepp, “Choctaw leader educated in Nashville by local family,” The Tennessean (Nashville, 

Tennessee) 27 August 2003.  Accessed September 8, 2021, http://www.vaiden.net/tennessean_cowles_mead1.pdf.   
3 The Natchez Trace was originally a trail extending hundreds of miles through present-day Mississippi and 

Tennessee.  It was created by Indigenous peoples and used for them by centuries before the 18th and 19th centuries 
when it became a major road for settlers.  Euro-American traders founded inns for travelers and trading posts, called 
“stands” along “the Trace,” which extended approximately 440 miles from Natchez, Mississippi to Nashville, 
Tennessee.   

4 The sources differ on whether LeFlore spent either five or six years in the Donley home. 
5 Rosa is also seen in genealogical records by the name (presumably her full name) of Rosanah.   
6 James Taylor Carson has written that, “Although LeFlore’s stay in Nashville was probably a formative 

time in his life, we know little about what he experienced.” James Taylor Carson, “Greenwood LeFlore: Southern 
Creole, Choctaw Chief” in Pre-Removal Choctaw History: Exploring New Paths, ed. by Greg O’Brien (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 2008), 226.  Indeed, there is, unfortunately, little in the historical record to be found 
about LeFlore’s schooling and life with the Donleys, beyond his falling in love with their daughter.   
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James McDonald and Peter Pitchlynn (see Chapter Six), became one of the more educated and 

articulate Choctaws of his day.  As also with his counterparts McDonald and David Folsom, 

LeFlore rather ceaselessly promoted “civilization” among the Choctaws, including education, 

and missionary evangelization and conversion to Christianity.   

Greenwood LeFlore has often been regarded as a traitor to his people, and he was well 

aware that he had accrued that reputation, justified or not, during the latter half of the 1820s and 

in the wake of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.  In the wake of that treaty, as his people 

began to remove, LeFlore was well aware that he was widely regarded to have committed what 

amounted to bribery and treason in the eyes of many Choctaws.  Other Natives of the Southeast 

felt that way too; the Cherokee Phoenix made such charges against him in its pages.7  LeFlore 

published a defense addressed to the editor of the Cherokee Phoenix in which he maintained that 

only “good faith” to the Choctaws had “prompted the course” of his actions, and that removal 

was the only effectual way to preserve the Choctaws from even worse miseries.  LeFlore 

appealed to the argument that preserving sovereignty was paramount, and removal had become 

the only way to preserve sovereignty.8 

Many years later, in 1843, LeFlore made a deposition to the Commission on Choctaw 

Indian Claims (hereafter simplified to Choctaw Claims Commission) in which he stated the 

following: 

I was chiefly instrumental in effecting said treaty.9  I used all my influence with the 
nation to induce them to treat….  Threats had been made by many of the warriors, that 
they would kill any of the chiefs who should agree to a treaty, and the other two chiefs 
were afraid to enter into negotiations, but I believed the Indians could not live under the 
laws of the white man, and that they ought to sell their lands and go west, and determined 

                                                 

7 Cherokee Phoenix and Indians Advocate, 5 December 1830, p. 2 (Georgia Historic Newspapers). 
8 Gettysburg Compiler (Gettysburg, Pennsylvania) 10 May 1831, p. 2 (Newspapers.com). 
9 The Removal Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, signed by Leflore and others on 27 September 1830. 
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to risk my life in what I believed a good cause, avowed my determination and entered 
into negotiations….10  Many of the nation and warriors in the Southern part of the district 
of which I was chief, were opposed to making a treaty and going west.11 
 

LeFlore’s assertions in the quote above are in line with what has been the majority view among 

historians examining Choctaw removal, that most of the Choctaw Nation were in adamant 

opposition to the very idea of removal.  The widespread Choctaw sentiment is perhaps best 

summed up by the words of David Folsom to William Ward, quoted at several points in this 

dissertation: “…here is our home, our dwelling places, our fields, our schools, all our friends; 

and under us are the dust of the bones of our forefathers.  This land is dearer to us than any other.  

Why talk to us about removing!”12   

LeFlore’s assertions to the Choctaw Claims Commission are also in line with the 

historical consensus that more than any other principal Choctaw leader, LeFlore exerted a 

concerted and great effort to see a removal treaty signed at Dancing Rabbit Creek.  LeFlore, as 

with the other men profiled herein, had steadfastly opposed removal.  What made him turn and 

begin the fateful negotiations that would culminate in the mass deportation and ethnic cleansing 

of the Choctaw people?  If LeFlore’s opposition to removal was indeed genuine, then it may be 

wondered at what point did LeFlore “turn,” and begin to entertain removal as either the only 

eventual course of action, whether out of a sense of genuine concern for the welfare of his people 

or out of self-interest, as he has been accused?  It is possible that his motivations could have been 

                                                 

10 The other two chiefs referred to were Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi.  Though initially hesitant to 

negotiate, they did join Leflore in the negotiations. 
11 Deposition of Greenwood Leflore to the Board of Choctaw Commissioners, 24 February 1843.  J.F.H. 

Claiborne Papers, Folder 46, Southern Historical Collection, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill (hereafter 
SHC-UNC). 

12 David Folsom to William Ward, 7 November 1829, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 757, HL. 
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a mix of both genuine concern (at least at some points), and eventual self-interest in the final 

analysis. 

The turning point for LeFlore, if there was one, may have been in the summer of 1827, 

when Thomas McKenney visited the Choctaw Nation to personally attempt the negotiation of a 

removal treaty after U.S. treaty commissioners had failed the year before, meeting with adamant 

Choctaw recalcitrance.  As discussed in Chapter Three, McKenney’s mission was also a failure 

and met with the same refusals from the Choctaws, but in his memoirs McKenney wrote that at 

one point during his visit LeFlore told him “in substance, that “if the guarantees were with 

me…the answer might have been different.”13  In other words, “If it were up to me….”  LeFlore 

at this point publicly maintained unity with other Choctaw leaders in opposition to removal, but 

privately he was entertaining other thoughts and possibilities. 

Can we take LeFlore at his assertion and defense from his deposition to the Choctaw 

Claims Commission that in “good faith” he believed that a treaty was the only way to preserve 

sovereignty and prevent further misery to his people?  And why should such a view be doubted?  

It was doubted at the time and may still be doubted today because it cannot be denied that 

Greenwood LeFlore, already a prosperous planter at the time of removal, personally prospered 

even more off the provisions of the removal Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.  Through his own 

land gains from the treaty, LeFlore came into possession of four sections, or approximately 2,560 

acres, of the best land in the region, along the fertile river bottom of the Yalobusha.14  On this 

                                                 

13 Thomas L. McKenney, Memoirs, Official and Personal; with Sketches of Travels Among the Northern 

and Southern Indians, Volume I (New York: Paine and Burgess, 1846), 337.   
14 Transcript of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.  Accessed April 5, 2021, 

https://www.choctawnation.com/sites/default/files/2015/09/29/1830_Treaty_of_Dancing_Rabbit_Creek_original.pdf
.  See Article XV.  It may be coincidental to LeFlore’s acquisition of these lands through the treaty, but it is worth 
remarking that in an aside (“by the bye”) in a letter to John Coffee, George Gaines made a point to observe that the 
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new land, in 1835, shortly upon the heels of the first removals, LeFlore built a house he named 

Malmaison, French for “House of Sorrow.”  In 1854, upon his retirement from public life, he 

rebuilt the house into a mansion.15  It was said that LeFlore was an admirer of Napoleon 

Bonaparte, and his wife Josephine, and that he named his mansion after the Château de 

Malmaison, Josephine’s palatial residence in France.  Malmaison: “house of sorrow.”  It may be 

wondered if, at least in part, LeFlore may have named his palatial home “house of sorrow” as a 

memorial of sorts to the departed Choctaws. 

But as James Taylor Carson has written of him, LeFlore’s “prosperity came at a steep 

price.”16  Thirteen years after his signing of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, LeFlore seemed 

to feel full of regret and betrayed.  He was “sorry to say that the benefits realized from [the 

treaty] by my people were by no means equal to what I had a right to expect, nor to what they 

were justly entitled.”17  Greenwood LeFlore has remained into the present day as arguably the 

most controversial figure involved in the Choctaw removal story.  He has been alternately 

portrayed as a self-serving traitor to his people, or as an unfairly maligned soul, who, in a very 

complex and difficult situation, sincerely believed that he was doing the best thing for his people.  

If his pronouncements to the Choctaw Claims Commission are to be trusted, then by February of 

1843, twelve and a half years after Dancing Rabbit Creek, LeFlore saw himself as having been 

                                                 

new lands LeFlore had acquired were rich bottom land, “some of the finest lands I ever saw.”  George Gaines to 
John Coffee, 29 November 1830, Grant Foreman Collection, Box 30, Vol. 59, p. 231, HCAR. 

15 Malmaison was destroyed by fire in the 1940s.  The fire not only destroyed the mansion, but also a trove 

of invaluable historical documents, including LeFlore’s own papers and correspondence and one of three original 
copies of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.  Carroll County Mississippi Genealogical and Historical Website.  
Carroll County Mississippi Genealogical and Historical Website.  Accessed July 28, 2021, 
http://msgw.org/carroll/history/malmason.htm. 

16 Carson, “Greenwood LeFlore: Southern Creole,” 221. 
17 Deposition of Greenwood Leflore to the Board of Choctaw Commissioners, 24 February 1843.  J.F.H. 

Claiborne Papers, Folder 46, SHC-UNC. 
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deceived by the United States government, and as persecuted by his own people, and the latter 

was a consequence of the former: 

I did pledge myself to the Choctaw Nation that every article of the treaty would be 
carried into effect in good faith by the government and that they might rely on its faithful 
execution…. I was deceived and know that the treaty was violated by the agents of the 
government in many particulars….  In consequence of my having made such a pledge to 
the Nation and the failure of the government to guarantee the non-emigrating Indians 
their rights, I have been charged by them with lying and deceit, of being bribed to sell 
their land.18 
 

According to LeFlore’s accounting and defense, he became and had remained all these years 

later, a pariah and an outcast among his people: “They have been wholly alienated from me and 

have threatened my life, and my connection with my people has been broken off.”19 

Can LeFlore’s deposition to the Choctaw Claims Commission be taken at face value?  

Almost certainly not.  In many places, the deposition has the tone of a man who feels wronged 

and maligned—whether justified or not—and against whom all parties have turned.  Or did he 

merely have an overly inflated opinion of his own importance?  The final paragraph of the 

deposition gives the reader a bit of pause.  After referring many times throughout the deposition 

to his (wrongfully) persecuted and alienated state, LeFlore went off the topic of the interrogatory 

he was answering to add what he felt to be another apparently necessary clarification: 

I would also add that the commissioners on the part of the United States went to the 
ground at Dancing Rabbit Creek much prejudiced against me, and would have no 
intercourse with me.  They believed they could make a treaty with the other chiefs 
without my aid, and attempted to do so.  After ten or twelve days of fruitless negotiations 
with them, failed entirely to make any treaty.  The commissioners came to me and made 
many apologies for their neglect of me, saying they had been deceived and misled in 
regard to me, by many misrepresentations, and they solicited me to enter into 
negotiations with them.20 
 

                                                 

18 Deposition of Greenwood Leflore to the Board of Choctaw Commissioners, 24 February 1843.  J.F.H. 

Claiborne Papers, Folder 46, SHC-UNC. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
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LeFlore then emphasized his own ability and effectiveness, as if to say that the 

commissioners should have been negotiating with him all along: “…told them if they would 

embrace in the treaty such provisions and articles which I suggested, the fourteenth article being 

one of them, I would undertake to make a treaty in two days.  They agreed to the articles I 

suggested, and in twenty-four hours I had the treaty made.”21  Un(der)appreciated by the 

government and shunned and threatened by his own people…according to himself.  It should be 

noted that under the terms of the treaty, LeFlore received the large grant of land along the 

Yalobusha (which included allowances for unmarried children living with him).  What then are 

we to make of Greenwood LeFlore, and how should we decipher his role in the removal drama? 

In terms of his public declarations, in his earlier history, Greenwood LeFlore was a 

defender of Choctaw his people and their sovereignty, and what I have called a “Choctaw 

nationalist.”  In June of 1826, LeFlore wrote an angry letter to the editor of the Natchez 

Newspaper protesting remarks about the Choctaws from the U.S. Senator from Mississippi, 

Thomas Buck Reed, which the paper had printed in a previous issue.  Reed had written, “More 

than one half of Territory of the State of Mississippi is in the occupancy of Indian tribes, who use 

it for no beneficial purpose, even of savage life, but abuse it as a sanctuary for debtors, criminals 

and vagabonds, who have there placed themselves beyond the reach of our laws.”  LeFlore 

regarded this as a slander upon the Choctaws, and replied caustically.  Referring to Indian land 

“occupancy,” LeFlore wrote “The first section of this paragraph is true, and may they long hold 

it.”  But then LeFlore continued,  

…the latter part is without any manner of foundation.  This is not the first mis-statement 
that the Hon. Senator has made respecting this nation.  We are sorry that the Hon. 
Gentleman could find no other subject to exercise his talents upon….  How has the Hon. 

                                                 

21 Deposition of Greenwood Leflore to the Board of Choctaw Commissioners, 24 February 1843.  J.F.H. 

Claiborne Papers, Folder 46, SHC-UNC. 
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Gentleman conjured up such frightful abuses?  Perhaps he would like to repair his own 
character at the expense of the poor Choctaws, if so, we are sorry that he has employed 
the foul tongue of calumny to do the work….  We are immaculate in our national 
character….22 
 
There can be no question that LeFlore was very ambitious.  Some would accuse him of 

being power hungry.  In 1826, as the Choctaw leadership council was about to adopt their first 

constitution, LeFlore actively campaigned for the deposing of the chief of his district, Robert 

Cole, and to be made chief in his stead.  His campaign was successful.  At their meetings the 

national council took the extraordinary step of deposing Robert Cole as principal chief in the 

Western district (Okla Falaya) and replacing him with Greenwood LeFlore.  LeFlore would then 

prove that he was willing to protect his newfound power at nearly any cost, and to do so with 

methods resembling that of a brutal dictator.  When three years later in 1829, amid the 

deteriorating unity of the Choctaw leadership, Cole decided he would forcibly regain his 

position, LeFlore’s response was quick and forceful.  Cole assembled around one hundred men 

and came for Leflore.  According to Choctaw agent William Ward’s report on the incident, 

“Leflour met him with about four hundred men two hundred armed with Guns and marched 

round Cole and party’s camp took them as prisoners and kept 10 or 12 tied all night under a 

strong guard; next day there was held a kind of court over them and fourteen were condemned to 

be whipped on their bare back, Cole was one who recd. sentence.”23 

Cole had been removed at the council in 1826 because he was thought to be wavering on 

the issue of removal.  At the time, Greenwood LeFlore was not thought to be so, but rather to 

hold an adamant anti-removal stance.  It may have been that LeFlore’s pronouncements in this 

                                                 

22 Natchez Newspaper and Public Advertiser (Natchez, Mississippi) 27 Jun 1826, p. 3 (Newspapers.com). 
23 William Ward to John Eaton, 14 July 1829, Grant Foreman Collection, Box 30, Vol. 59, p. 74, HCAR. 
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regard were already at this time only a public persona and stance, and that his private 

motivations were already power and self-interest.  As already discussed, it is difficult to sort out 

the persona of Greenwood LeFlore and to determine with certainty if and when he may have 

“turned,” as it were.  As was discussed in Chapter Three, when Thomas McKenney came to the 

Choctaw Nation in 1826 to attempt to negotiate a removal treaty, LeFlore was among those 

voices who took the position of absolutely no negotiations, yet there is evidence that he was 

already dealing duplicitously with McKenney behind the scenes.  And yet, in February of 1830, 

little more than a half a year previous to what became widely regarded at LeFlore’s “betrayal” of 

the Choctaw Nation at Dancing Rabbit Creek, McKenney had expressed in a letter to John Eaton 

that it in his opinion, it was “principally LeFlore, and Folsom” who were keeping the Choctaws 

from emigrating en masse.24  Further on, however, McKenney’s letter to Eaton gives some 

potential insight into what may have been a “playing both sides to the middle” approach on the 

part of LeFlore.  “Leflore told me,” wrote McKenney,  

…that he could not agree to emigrate…since he would violate his pledge given at his 
election, and he would be called a turncoat….  But, he added, by remaining in, I can at 
the end of my term (four years) say, I see it for the best, I resign my office, free myself 
from my promise, and announce that I am going myself—Then, he added, they (the 
Choctaws) will follow, because they will look upon me as having kept my word, and 
being honest in my views.”25 
 
In the summer of 1827, Greenwood LeFlore made a visit to the Choctaw Academy in 

Kentucky and reportedly spoke to the students in both Choctaw and English.26  When LeFlore 

returned home to Mississippi in 1827, he wrote a letter to the Secretary of War, James Barbour, 

                                                 

24 Thomas McKenney to John Eaton, 25 February 1830, Grant Foreman Collection, Box 30, Vol. 59, p. 89, 

HCAR. 
25 Ibid. 
26 The Argus of Western America (Frankfort, Kentucky), 27 June 1827, p. 2 (Newspapers.com). 
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in which he made a glowing report of his visit to the Choctaw Academy.  “My most sanguine 

expectations have been surpassed by the reality.”27  

LeFlore’s remarks to the student body at the Choctaw Academy during his visit are 

noteworthy, as they give us some insight into how he viewed the “civilizing” of his people, and 

his own self and experience.  “I have not had a good chance to get an education,” LeFlore told 

the students, “but I have enough to know its value, and to recommend you to persevere and not 

tire in your studies….  As one of your chiefs, I have done all I can for you; that is to give you a 

chance of a good education.”28  Leflore implored the students to listen carefully to the teaching 

and advice of the headmaster Rev. Thomas Henderson, and of Richard Mentor Johnson, the 

Choctaw Academy’s founder and chief visionary.  LeFlore admonished them to maintain a 

humble and teachable attitude: “My children, you must never think you know more than your 

teacher.  We sent you here to be taught by him and not to give him instruction.”  Perhaps the 

most telling sentence of the letter is “It is now our wish to become like our white brethren and 

get a good education; and become civilized and live as all Christian nations.”29  “Our wish to 

become like our white brethren.”  This is the very same kind of language we have seen in David 

Folsom’s letters of the 1820s.  There can be no doubt that Greenwood LeFlore shared such a 

thoroughly assimilationist outlook and believed as many of the young Choctaw leaders of his 

day, that education was not only the best path for the Choctaws, but perhaps the only path that 

would ensure their survival as a sovereign nation. 

                                                 

27 Greenwood LeFlore to James Barbour, 27 June 1827, The Choctaw Academy: Official Correspondence, 

1825-1841.  Edited and compiled by Joe R. Goss (Conway, AR: Oldbuck Press, 1992), 38-39. 
28 It is uncertain why LeFlore would have said he did not have a chance to get an education or what he 

would have meant by the statement, as we know that he did receive education while living with the Donley family in 
Nashville (see the opening paragraph of this chapter), though we do not know the details of how and where he 
received that education. 

29 The Argus of Western America (Frankfort, Kentucky), 27 June 1827, p. 2 (Newspapers.com). 
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LeFlore would go even further with the “like our white brethren” language in a letter to 

Thomas McKenney in December of 1827.  The letter was to thank McKenney for his visit that 

year to the Choctaw Nation.  LeFlore references advice that McKenney gave in the course of his 

talks to the Choctaw chiefs, to “become industrious and educate” their children.  LeFlore 

expressed that he hoped the other chiefs would take McKenney’s advice to heart, that the 

Choctaw children must be educated and “make them white hart (sic).”  Again, such language is 

similar to what has been seen in the writings of David Folsom.  But LeFlore also expressed in the 

letter a bit of annoyance, and also weariness, with the incessant badgering of the U.S. 

government, whose representative McKenney was, “wee have been pestered for land so much 

wee don’t know what to do hartly.”  But “if our Father lets us rest few years…wee are anxious to 

become sivillize Nation.”30 

Though not recorded in the documentary record as being as zealous in Christian faith as 

the afore profiled David Folsom, LeFlore became a Christian and like Folsom, was also very 

supportive of missionary activity in the Choctaw Nation.  The original missionaries of the 

ABCFM, such as Cyrus Byington, Cyrus Kingsbury, and others, were New Englanders, from a 

Presbyterian/Congregationalist background, although the ABCFM was officially an 

interdenominational organization.  The Methodists came later to missionary activity to the 

southeastern tribes.  Alexander Talley was a southerner, and a Methodist missionary who 

showed up in the Choctaw Nation in 1828.  Talley spent three months living with Greenwood 

LeFlore in mid-1828, during which time he preached intensely around the western district of the 

Choctaw Nation.  In a letter dated 24 June 1828, Talley reported glowingly on his reception by 

                                                 

30 Greenwood LeFlore to Thomas McKenney, 15 December 1827, Grant Foreman Collection, Box 30, Vol. 

59, p. 48, HCAR. 
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the Choctaws, and their interest, “and a spirit of inquiry….  What I teach them is entirely new, 

and the novelty of such truths may have much influence.”  Talley reported that the Choctaws 

appeared to thankfully receive “such truths,” and of his hope for “new hearts and holy lives” 

from his preaching.  Talley showered praise upon Greenwood LeFlore:  

Much of the good feeling shown me is a consequence of the exertions of Colonel 
Greenwood Laflore….  He has on all occasions manifested the warmest solicitude for my 
success…he interprets sacred truth for me, in private or in the public congregation, and 
follows my discourses with talks to his people, impressing their minds with the 
importance of the truths I have been teaching them.31 
 
Though LeFlore encouraged and promoted the “truth” of Christianity, he himself 

did not formally embrace that truth by way of personal conversion until about a year later 

when his wife Rosa died in childbirth, according to Alexander Talley.  Remarkably, in 

1834, LeFlore remarried, to another Donley daughter, his first wife Rosa’s younger sister 

Priscilla.32  Despite his formal conversion having not occurred until 1829, Cyrus 

Kingsbury quoted the pre-conversion LeFlore as firm in his belief that “no other than the 

Almighty God,” could produce the necessary “change in the Choctaws.”33  Nathan 

Bangs’ history of the Methodist Episcopal Church, written in 1832, reported that by 

1830, LeFlore had become “a zealous and successful preacher of righteousness.”34  

Despite LeFlore’s faith, and general support and assistance to the missionaries in the 

                                                 

31 Letter of Reverend Alexander Talley, 24 June 1828, in Nathan Bangs, An Authentic History of the 

Missions Under the Care of the Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church (New York: J. Emory and B. 
Waugh, for the Methodist Episcopal Church, 1832), 152, 153. 

32 LeFlore Family Bible Transcript.  Accessed September 8, 2021, 

http://www.vaiden.net/leflore_bible_record.pdf. 
33 “Extracts from a Communication of Mr. Kingsbury, Dated at Mayhew, 28th of January 1829,” in 

Missionary Herald 25 (April 1829): 122.  Accessed December 1, 2020.  https://earlyushistory.net/missionary-

herald/. 
34 Letter of Reverend Alexander Talley, 24 June, 1828, in Nathan Bangs, An Authentic History of the 

Missions Under the Care of the Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church (New York: J. Emory and B. 
Waugh, for the Methodist Episcopal Church, 1832), 155. 
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Choctaw Nation, there were some rough patches in the relationship, most notably in the 

summer of 1828, when the discovery was made that two ABCFM missionaries, Stephen 

Macomber and Adin Gibbs (with whom Mushulatubbee had fought a few years 

previously—see Chapter Five) had repeatedly raped one of their students, a Choctaw 

teenager named Susannah Lyles.  Many Choctaws were incensed, including LeFlore, who 

wrote threateningly to the head of the ABCFM missionaries, Cyrus Kingsbury, “I will 

publish the case to the U.S. so they may see what you do here in civilizing the Chahtas 

Indians.”35 

In addition to becoming “a zealous preacher of righteousness,” as Nathan Bangs called 

him, the decade before removal saw Greenwood LeFlore become the largest landowner and 

concomitantly the largest Choctaw slaveowner in the Choctaw Nation, with two hundred fifty 

acres in cultivation, and thirty-two slaves.36  After removal (and because of it), Greenwood 

LeFlore would gain in wealth and at his mansion Malmaison would essentially live the life of a 

southern gentleman plantation owner, to appearances no different than many of his white 

counterparts.  But even before removal, LeFlore seemed very interested in casting himself in that 

mold, and his landholdings and increased slave ownership are indicative of that pursuit. 

It appears some in the U.S. government, most notably Thomas McKenney, considered 

LeFlore to be more receptive than most Choctaw leaders to the idea of removal.  In 1828, 

                                                 

35 Greenwood LeFlore to Cyrus Kingsbury, Cyrus Kingsbury Collection, Box 3, Folder 9, OU-WHC. 
36 Armstrong Roll of Choctaw, Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 1831. Document 512, Vol. 3, 

NARA FW.  John Pitchlynn, father of Peter and James Pitchlynn, who lived in the Choctaw Nation throughout the 
majority of his life and until his death, was the largest slaveholder in the Choctaw Nation with sixty slaves, but as he 
was not Choctaw, LeFlore has the (dubious) distinction of being recorded as the largest Choctaw slaveholder.  
Probate Records of John Pitchlynn, Estate Docket 92, Records of the Chancery Courts, Lowndes County 
Mississippi.  See also, Missionary Herald, volume XVI (Boston: Samuel T. Armstrong, 1820), 173, Accessed 
December 9, 2020. Armstrong Roll of Choctaw, Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 1831. Document 512, Vol. 
3, NARA FW.https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.ah6kz2&view=1up&seq=151&q1=choctaw. 
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McKenney wrote to LeFlore urging him to “rise up” like biblical prophets of old and lead his 

people to “a goodly land.”  McKenney suggested that the United States would do “great things” 

for LeFlore if he would be instrumental in persuading his people to emigrate.37  So we see that 

here, two years before Dancing Rabbit Creek and the pivotal role that Greenwood LeFlore would 

play there, the temptation had already been presented and was in view.  When McKenney 

appointed LeFlore the leader of a Choctaw expedition to investigate lands in the west to which 

the U.S. government wished to push them, McKenney fed LeFlore’s ego, asserting that LeFlore 

could possibly become the greatest Choctaw leader in history.38  

The expedition arrived in the Kiamichi region (now southeastern Oklahoma) in late 

September 1828 and explored widely throughout the whole territory for two months.  McKenney 

had hyped the western land in glowing terms, and LeFlore’s expectations were high.  He wrote to 

McKenney that he would “explore the new promised land which said land flows with milk and 

honey.”39  LeFlore was sorely disappointed by the western lands, considering them to be vastly 

inferior to the Choctaw’s Mississippi homeland.  It was on this trip that LeFlore decided that 

even if the Choctaws were forced to remove to the west, he was going to find a way to stay in 

Mississippi, and from the western lands, he wrote to David Folsom, telling him just that.40 

Despite any personal designs LeFlore may have been harboring about staying in 

Mississippi, he continued publicly to take an adamant anti-removal stance into the pivotal year of 

1830.  In February of 1830, scared into action by the passage of the new Mississippi law that 

                                                 

37 Thomas McKenney to Greenwood LeFlore, 15 January 1828, Letters Sent, Office of Indian Affairs, 
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38 Ibid. 
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extended Mississippi state laws “over the persons and property of the Indian residents within its 

limits,” the Choctaw national council deposed Greenwood LeFlore on the charge of “tyrannical 

and cruel conduct.”41  It was at this time that Greenwood LeFlore essentially became a “double 

agent.” 

In March, the entire Choctaw leadership met again in council, once again trying to find 

unity in action towards the tightening noose of removal.  While the council met, Greenwood 

LeFlore opened his own secret negotiations with Indian Commissioner McKenney.  It appears 

that James McDonald was on to LeFlore’s duplicity.  McDonald wrote, ominously, to Thomas 

McKenney concerning the council and the treaty that was being drafted, “I anticipate confusion, 

distress & bitter repentance on the part of many—permanent satisfaction and profit on the part of 

but few…the governing motives of at least one leading man are too palpable to be 

misunderstood.”42  Though McDonald did not mention LeFlore by name, there can be little doubt 

that it was LeFlore of whom he was writing.  It seems that even the editors of Natchez’s 

Southern Galaxy thought LeFlore was up to something nefarious, though where they came by 

this opinion, we do not know.  They reported that March, “…the Choctaws are now in council 

assembled, to take into consideration the subject of emigration.  It is also said that Lafleur is with 

them….  Lafleur is an arch-fellow and has something at stake beside his Indian title to lands.”43 

By early April, LeFlore had completed a draft of a treaty, which he then submitted to 

Mushulatubbee for approval.44  In submitting the treaty to Mushulatubbee, LeFlore attempted to 
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make peace with his older rival.  He expressed hope that “if any unpleasant feelings have 

existed…they were produced by lies; and that when you and your people, know the truth from 

me, that you and all of them will unite with us as brothers.”  LeFlore made his case for his 

removal treaty to Mushulatubbee: “the President has told us that if we live here, that we must 

submit to the laws of Mississippi.  You know that if Mississippi extends her laws over us, that 

bad white men will soon come among us, and settle on our vacant land, and cheat us out of our 

property.  The council determined that they should not submit to Mississippi law, but that we 

would move west.”45  Then again in a plea for unity (under his own leadership) and friendship, 

LeFlore wrote,  

We have long seen that to have several Chiefs, and different laws, in different parts of the 
nation, was calculated to ruin us….  We cannot have more than one chief if we go 
west….  I have written to you, that you may know that I feel toward you as a brother and 
hope that you and all your friends will join me in doing good for our people….  I was 
hoping…that all unpleasant feelings that previously existed would be 297ropped (sp.), 
and that you would feel willing to join us.46 
 
LeFlore’s proposed treaty of April 1830 is especially noteworthy because it shows that 

LeFlore had already moved away from any idea of a communal ownership of the land, as had 

always been the worldview of Indigenous peoples, and was still the view of most Choctaws at 

this time.47  LeFlore’s treaty of April 1830, proposed “allotment,” or individual land ownership, 

and in this way foreshadowed Article XIV of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, which would 

be signed five months later.  As discussed in Chapter Three, the (ultimately rejected) April 1830 

treaty proposed that for every Choctaw household, the treaty would provide one section (640 
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acres) of the Choctaw’s Mississippi homeland.  Young, unmarried men without families of their 

own would receive a half section.  As written previously, in many ways it can be considered to 

have been a very American-style solution to the pressures to dissolve the Choctaw Nation in 

Mississippi by essentially financially compensating people for their losses but giving them little 

choice but to cooperate, much like the powers of eminent domain.48  LeFlore’s mindset, as 

evidenced in this proposed treaty, is not surprising.  Though he did not technically own the lands 

on which he grew cotton in the Choctaw Nation, he was already living in the manner of a 

Southern gentleman plantation owner.  He was not the only Choctaw leader who was living in 

this manner; James McDonald and Peter Pitchlynn were already living this way as well, and by 

the Treaty of Doak’s Stand (1820), the land upon which McDonald had his “farm” (as he liked to 

call it), south of the capital Jackson, was already outside of the boundaries of the Choctaw 

Nation, and presumably he owned it outright already.  This private versus communal property 

angle may well have been an important consideration in the actions of Greenwood LeFlore in 

particular. 

Mushulatubbee was at first inclined to reject the proposed treaty, but then agreed to 

present it to the council, and on the 8th of April, LeFlore defended the treaty before the council 

with eloquence and passion.  Whether because of the force of his arguments, or because they 

realized that they had no other serious alternatives—or both—the Choctaw council unanimously 

approved the proposed treaty and elected LeFlore chief of the northwestern district.49  Leflore 

had sought to reassert himself into running the show, so to speak, and he had succeeded.  The 

very same Choctaw leaders who had only a month previously deposed him on the charge of 

                                                 

48 I am indebted to Greg O’Brien for this interpretation.  Personal correspondence with Greg O’Brien, 8 

September 2021. 
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“tyrannical and cruel conduct” had now praised his treaty, and essentially his leadership also, and 

had restored him to power. But LeFlore’s restoration then became an ascendancy as a 

groundswell of gratitude mounted.  Some order and unity had come out of the chaos.  It was 

LeFlore that brought it.  In the end, the chiefs of the Western and Southern Districts (David 

Folsom and Samuel Garland at the time), along with their, headmen resigned their posts and 

elected—once again unanimously—Greenwood LeFlore to be supreme chief over the entire 

nation, all three districts.50  This was a first.  Not even the universally revered and respected 

Pushmataha had ever been chief over the entire Choctaw Nation. 

Though chiefs and headmen may have made LeFlore a supreme chief, many in the nation 

were unhappy with this development and with what they heard about the proposed treaty.  The 

Nashville Banner reported “great dissatisfaction” in the Choctaw Nation.  “The opposing 

parties,” were still “violently incensed at each other.”  The Banner expected the imminent 

“commencement of hostilities.”51  Further, Mushulatubbee had decided he was not going to 

accept LeFlore’s authority as chief over the entire Choctaw Nation.  The Choctaw agent William 

Ward, in a letter to Richard Mentor Johnson, related an incident to which he claims to have been 

an eyewitness.  According to Ward, there was such “great confusion and bitter animosity…with 

all parties….  Leflour marched about Eight Hundred men armed and equipped in Military Style” 

against forces of Mushulatubbee and his ally Nitakechi.  Apparently, David Folsom accompanied 

LeFlore.  The incident as described thus far would bear similarities to the supposed face off in 

1826—discussed in Chapter Three—between forces of Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi on one 

hand, and forces of Folsom and LeFlore, on the other.  In this instance, “Folsom addressed a note 
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to Mushulatubbee ordering him to come out and acknowledge Leflour chief of the nation or him 

Folsom as chief of the district or if he did not…Leflour would advance upon him in 2 hours.”  

According to Ward, “Mushulatubbee returned in writing for answer that he never would 

acknowledge either let the consequences be what it might.”52 

Ward continued: LeFlore and his forces did march to Mushulatubbee’s residence, and 

found him standing “in the middle of the yard.”  They advanced to “within six paces and halted.”  

Someone told LeFlore that Mushulatubbee and his friends “were without arms but name the day 

and place and they should have a fight to his satisfaction.”  LeFlore replied “that he did not want 

to fight only to restore peace and that he had nothing against” either Mushulatubbee or 

Nitakechi.  So LeFlore “went away with his party and reported they made Mushulatubbee run 

which was faulse.”  Ward’s assessment of LeFlore to Johnson was “a greater Tyrant and coward 

I never have seen than this man Lefloure.  He has now found that the Indians will not have him 

as King for life over them and he wants an excuse not only for his attempts upon their rights but 

is the first to oppose any Treaty.”  Ward then referenced Jackson’s offer—rejected—for the 

Choctaws to have come to meet with him in Tennessee, and wrote, “we are doing our best, but 

Lefloure will oppose every thing unless he can get all his everesious heart is set on.”53  Such an 

assessment of LeFlore and his motivations—and at the pen of a white man whom the Choctaws 

widely regarded as corrupt, incompetent, and a drunk—must be taken advisedly.  But it does 

seem to corroborate how many Choctaws, especially among his “elite” peers, would come to 

regard LeFlore. 
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Henry Halbert, in “The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit,” wrote that when the Treaty of 

Dancing Rabbit Creek had been signed, “Many of the Indians throughout the nation, including 

many in…Leflore’s own district, were very much prejudiced against him…having an impression 

that he not only favored a treaty, but favored a forced migration of the Choctaw people west.”54  

It was rumored among the Choctaws that LeFlore had accepted a bribe in signing the Treaty of 

Dancing Rabbit Creek.  LeFlore is said to have replied to the accusation, “Which is worse—for a 

great government to offer a bribe or for a poor Indian to accept one?”55  As soon as the treaty of 

Dancing Rabbit Creek had been signed, LeFlore then pushed for immediate “receipt of the title 

to our country [in the] West.”  LeFlore expressed fear that any “delay in the title to our country 

may greatly discourage the people” from emigrating.56  Thus, LeFlore here seems anxious, now 

that the removal die had been cast, to get the process underway.  LeFlore expressed great 

concern—perhaps even “pity”—for the plight of his people, and promised that he would 

emigrate with them: “To know that the treaty is ratified, and to see the grant of my country, is all 

that will detain me.  The most necessitous, and helpless part of my people will be in the West, 

and so soon as I am assured of our future home, I shall immediately join them, that I may aid 
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indeed it came from the mouth of Greenwood LeFlore, it is notable that in it he does not make a denial of the 
accusation of bribery, but rather a justification.  That is how I read the quote.  Florence Rebecca Ray also quotes her 
great-grandfather as saying to the Choctaws after the signing of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, “My children, 
for your good, I have signed the Treaty.  Kill me if you wish; shoot me here.”  Again, there is no other verification 
for this quote that I have been able to locate.  Ray acknowledged that it has been “thought by some that Leflore 
signed the Treaty for their own good, while others have handed it down to their posterity the charge that it was for 
selfish gain.” Ray, Chieftain Greenwood LeFlore,100. 

56 Vermont Gazette (Bennington, Vermont) 23 November 1830, p. 1 (Newspapers.com).   
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them by any means in my power”57  LeFlore also assured John Eaton that all was well and the 

Choctaws were already perfectly and voluntarily removing, that in fact they were desirous to 

remove.  LeFlore wrote to Eaton that in fact, “I find it impossible to prevent my people from 

emigrating immediately and in considerable bodies.”58 

In fact, as soon as the treaty was signed and before it was even ratified, LeFlore was 

doing everything in his power to encourage and facilitate the removal of as many Choctaws as 

possible as soon as possible.  LeFlore’s friend D.W. Haley wrote to Alexander Talley that 

LeFlore was encouraging all Choctaws who were “entitled to reservations by the treaty” to sell 

them.  And they were “selling them daily to white people, under the inspection of Col. Leflore, 

and he gives purchasers permission to come in and take possession.”59  LeFlore had become for 

all intents and purposes the realtor for white settlers.  Very soon after the signing of the treaty, 

the premature—and thus illegal—flow of settlers into what had remained of the Choctaw lands 

increased to such an extent that the Choctaw agent William Ward wrote to the Secretary of War 

asking advice on “what course I am to pursue with the white people that are moving into the 

Choctaw nation, as I find that threats are useless any longer.  It is supposed that there will be five 

hundred families on the lands lately ceded to Government by the Choctaws this winter.”60 

When, towards the end of November 1830, several hundred Choctaws began to gather 

around Greenwood LeFlore’s home, presumably expecting assistance in their emigration from 

their wealthy countryman, LeFlore was quick to send them on their way.  These Choctaws 

                                                 

57 Greenwood LeFlore to John Eaton, 5 October 1830, reprinted in Vermont Gazette (Bennington, 

Vermont) 23 November 1830, p. 1 (Newspapers.com). 
58 Ibid. 
59 D.W. Haley to Alexander Talley, 3 November 1830, Senate Document 512, 23rd Congress, 1st Session.  

Vol. 2, 415.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
60 William Ward to Lewis Cass, 22 October 1831, Senate Document 512, 23rd Congress, 1st Session.  Vol. 

2, 628.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
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wished to emigrate as early as possible to find and settle upon the choicest lands in the new 

country, but he Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek had not yet been ratified by the U.S. Senate, and 

so it was too early to receive any government assistance.  LeFlore promised them, however, that 

the War Department would “at some point,” probably “early next spring,” provide them with 

provisions.61 Over the course of a few weeks from late November into early December, LeFlore 

reported to John Eaton that he sent seven or eight hundred” on their way, though it is 

questionable as to whether and how much assistance he provided them.  LeFlore wrote to John 

Eaton concerning these early emigrants: “A considerable portion of them are poor, and leaving 

with means hardly sufficient to sustain them on the journey, will reach the place of their future 

residence in a very destitute condition.”  LeFlore seemed to excuse his failure to help them by 

suggesting that they needed to be removed very quickly, “to escape the evils of intemperance 

which are flowing upon the country on all sides and have caused the death of a considerable 

number since the administration of the Choctaw law.”62  LeFlore was referring to the extension 

of Mississippi law over the Choctaws the previous year.  Along with the internecine strife which 

had plagued the leadership, a general despair had increased in the Nation, and along with it, the 

purchase and consumption of alcohol.  LeFlore suggested that the sooner the Choctaws departed, 

the better for them.  This would not, of course, apply to himself. 

A crowd of Choctaws similar in number to the 1830 group converged upon LeFlore’s 

property in 1838, as a result of the 1838 Choctaw Claims Commission meeting there.  The 

Commission to which LeFlore gave his deposition in 1843 was not the first attempt at 

                                                 

61 John Donley to John Eaton, 26 November 1830, Grant Foreman Collection, Box 30, Vol. 59, p. 229, 
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adjudication of Article 14 claims under the Treaty of dancing Rabbit Creek.  There had been a 

previous attempt by a Congressionally appointed commission in 1838, that proved largely 

unsuccessful, hearing only a very small number of cases.  When the 1838 Choctaw Claims 

Commission came to Mississippi, the commissioners convened at Greenwood LeFlore’s 

property, and a thousand Choctaws showed up to have their claims investigated by the 

Commission.63  Was LeFlore helping these Choctaws to seek justice, by not only giving them 

“camping” space—that much seems certain from the evidence—but also acting as their advocate 

to the claims commission?  We cannot know for certain. 

LeFlore did not join the removing Choctaws as he had promised and as he had told John 

Eaton in October, nor as he told his friend David Haley in November, even as the first departing 

Choctaws were gathering at his home.64  LeFlore had already expressed to a missionary the 

previous April, a full five months before the negotiations at Dancing Rabbit Creek, that should 

removal come to pass, he would “not emigrate with a poor, penniless, and ruined people.”65  

What are we to make of this?  It may have been vacillation on LeFlore’s part; he may have been 

genuinely changing his mind and then changing it back again, perhaps motivated by an inner 

struggle as to the right path.  On the basis of the evidence, however it seems more likely LeFlore 

was talking out of both sides of his mouth, dependent upon whom he was talking to at the time.  

As the situation in the Choctaw Nation was in a state of constant turmoil and uncertainty during 

1829 and 1830, it may be that LeFlore had a constant eye to his own interests; at times removing 

                                                 

63 Columbus Democrat (Columbus, Mississippi), 6 Jan 1838, Saturday, page 2 (Newspapers.com).   
64 Greenwood LeFlore to John Eaton, 5 October 1830, reprinted in Vermont Gazette (Bennington, 

Vermont) 23 November 1830, p. 1 (Newspapers.com).  D.W. Haley to “Hon. P. Ellis, transmitted to him by the War 
Department,” “Documents, transmitted by President Jackson, on Choctaw removal.  Washington, 1830.  Headed: 
Confidential,” Lester Hargrett Collection, H10.25, HCAR. 

65 Natchez Galaxy (Natchez, Mississippi) 8 April 1830, p. 2 (Newspapers.com). 
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with his people may have seemed like the most beneficial option, but in the final analysis it did 

not.  LeFlore did not join his people in their new home.  Scarcely had the treaty of Dancing 

Rabbit Creek been signed when LeFlore declared himself a candidate for the Mississippi House 

of Representatives.  And LeFlore was elected, to the house in 1831, again in 1835, and then to 

the state senate in 1842.66 

When, in October of 1830, during the general “punishment” of the existing tribal leaders 

that ensued in the wake of Dancing Rabbit Creek, the headmen and warriors of LeFlore’s district 

sought to have him deposed and replaced with his young nephew George Harkins, they wrote to 

John Eaton that LeFlore was “totally unfit to rule a free people…having forfeited his head by 

breaking a law he made himself in open council…that he would not sell his country.”  The 

several dozen signers of the letter went on to list their reasons for deposing LeFlore: “His selling 

the country against the known wishes of a large majority of the people…and disposing of said 

lands in in such a manner as to deprive the warriors generally of any immediate benefit…and 

making laws most oppressive and degrading to the great mass of people and also endeavoring to 

establish a sort of Monarchial Government….”67  The effort was largely moot, however, as the 

United States refused to recognize the action.  As far as they were concerned, LeFlore was chief 

and they would continue to deal with LeFlore. 

And from their perspective they had every good reason to.  As early as 1827 or 1828, 

Thomas McKenney had come to regard LeFlore as an asset to the government in the removal 

effort.  By the summer of 1831, it appears that LeFlore had come to regard himself in the same 
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way, as an asset not only in the Choctaw removal, but also potentially in the removals of other 

Southeastern Native peoples.  LeFlore told his friend David Haley to tell President Jackson that 

he would be willing to “visit the Cherokees and endeavor to prevail upon them to emigrate West 

of the Mississippi River.”  John Eaton made a reply to LeFlore on Jackson’s behalf: “The 

President requests me to communicate to you, the satisfaction it affords him, to witness the 

desire you feel, that your neighbors and friends should by removing be rendered happy.  He 

would gladly accept the offer….”  However, Eaton declined LeFlore’s overture because he said 

the President did not believe that the Cherokees “were at all open to reason and conviction….  

They are deceived, greatly deceived, and will discover their error when it may be too late to 

obtain adequate relief.”68  It is difficult to see how a spin other than self-interest and potential 

personal gain could be put upon LeFlore’s motivation at this point, in offering his services to 

facilitate a further removals beyond that of his own people.  Eaton’s letter also gives further 

evidence to LeFlore’s opinion of himself and his abilities.  He thought he could accomplish—or 

at least wanted to try—what the President of the United States regarded as pointless and doomed 

to failure. 

But once again as late as August of 1831, we see LeFlore contradicting his earlier 

pronouncements—at least, that is, his earlier pronouncements to some.  In a letter to John Eaton 

dated August 30th, LeFlore asserted to Eaton that he did intend to go west with his people, and 

“take my family with me.”  Because of this, wrote LeFlore, he was enquiring of Eaton “what 

construction the Government intends to put upon the clause of the treaty which provides for the 

building of houses for the chiefs.  Whether those houses are designed to be permanent residences 
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and property of the chiefs who executed the treaty, or whether they are to be considered the 

property of the nation, and to be used as residences of the chiefs successively in office.”69   

This is a rather curious and very specific inquiry on LeFlore’s part and gives one pause as 

to what his motivations were.  But LeFlore’s possible motivation for the inquiry becomes 

perhaps a little clearer in a subsequent sentence.  LeFlore told Eaton that the “arrangements” he 

would make, would depend “according to the construction given to this clause of the treaty.”70  

Presumably, this could be taken to suggest that if LeFlore could gain another house in the west 

that was his property as one “of the chiefs who executed the treaty” he would make arrangements 

to go west.  (Such an outcome would of course not negate his land gains per the treaty in 

Mississippi.  Presumably he could hold on to those as well.)  But if the house of the chief 

mentioned in Article XX of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek was to be the property of the 

Choctaw Nation and only for use by whoever the presiding chief was at any given time, then 

LeFlore would make other “arrangements” that would not see him living in the west.71   

Property—his own personal property, not the communal property of the Choctaw 

Nation—appears to have been a major concern for LeFlore.  It is worth noting, with regard to 

this, that LeFlore’s children by the Donley sisters, Rosa and Priscilla, his first and third wives, 

were not Choctaw by traditional matrilineal understanding, as LeFlore himself was.  Therefore, 

they were not entitled to use of land in the new Choctaw Nation in the west, again, as LeFlore 
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himself was.  Consequently, he would not be able to pass his sizable and growing estate on to his 

children if he removed.  By staying in Mississippi and becoming a United States citizen, he was 

able to do so. This consideration may have figured greatly into his final decision as to whether to 

remove to the west or remain in Mississippi.  

In 1828 upon his return from a disappointing exploratory expedition to the west, LeFlore 

had told David Folsom that he would surely stay in Mississippi if the Choctaws were forced to 

remove.72  In April of 1830 he reiterated this resolve that should removal come to pass, he would 

“not emigrate with a poor, penniless, and ruined people.”73  In October 1830, right upon the heels 

of the signing of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, LeFlore had told Eaton that he would 

certainly join his people in the west, and had told his friend D.W. Haley the very same.74  And 

then there is the letter of 30 August 1831, discussed above, in which LeFlore seemed to be 

weighing what he could gain by a move west.  There could be a few different ways, or 

combination thereof, in which to interpret this apparent contradiction or vacillation on LeFlore’s 

part.  LeFlore was either a) simply contradicting himself, b) vacillating or changing his mind, or 

c) playing both sides to the middle in his own calculated self-interest and saying completely 

different things to different people depending on the context/situation.  LeFlore’s letter to John 

Eaton of 30 August 1831, when juxtaposed against his other correspondences on the matter, 

seems to suggest the third interpretation.      
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George Harkins 

Our analysis thus far has not been kind to Greenwood LeFlore.  It is my view that a full 

attempt at understanding Greenwood LeFlore, his character, his motivations, and his role in 

removal, cannot be made without some examination of George Harkins and his apparently 

contentious relationship with his uncle.  Additionally, in Harkins’ writings, both to and about his 

uncle, to his friends James McDonald and Peter Pitchlynn, as well as others offer us in some 

respects a portrait that appears to be the very antithesis of uncle Greenwood LeFlore.  In the 

Choctaw’s matrilineal society in which maternal uncles played a major role in the raising of their 

nephews and in being the primary male role model for them, this would have meant that 

Greenwood LeFlore played a major role in the early formation of George Harkins.   

In the summer of 1827, Harkins was studying at the Choctaw Academy in Kentucky, at 

that time one hundred strong, consisting of sixty-four Choctaws, twenty-five Creeks, and eleven 

Pottawatomies.  It was during this time that his uncle Greenwood made his visit to the academy 

(discussed earlier in the chapter) and reportedly spoke to the students in both Choctaw and 

English.75  The then seventeen-year-old George Harkins was chosen to offer a welcome speech 

for his uncle.  In his speech, Harkins said it was “a credit and honor upon the Choctaw Nation” 

that his uncle had become a chief, and “We rejoice to see so distinguished an individual, whose 

merits have gained the applause of all honorable men, and raised him to his present eminent 

station.  But we rejoice still more to see you here, as one of our chiefs, and one of our political 

fathers, to see for yourself the progress of your Choctaw children.”76 
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It is conceivable that such sentiments were not Harkins’ own but were prepared for him 

by Richard Mentor Johnson or by his teacher, as a gracious welcome and tribute for LeFlore, and 

then Harkins was chosen as the fitting delivery agent for the words.  Though, judging by 

Harkins’ use of language in his later writings, it is perfectly conceivable the words were indeed 

his own.  We cannot know for sure.  But, if the words were his own, the speech is all the more 

significant, for Harkins would one day come to speak and write far less complimentary things of 

his uncle, and to regard him as essentially a traitor to his own people.77   

That same year of 1827, while studying at the Choctaw Academy, George Harkins wrote 

to his friend Peter Pitchlynn in December, encouraging him in his new studies at the University 

of Nashville.  He encouraged Pitchlynn to stay the course on his education, because “our country 

stands in need of smart men and therefore I hope and trust that you will improve your time in 

such a manner that it will fit and qualify you to tell our poor countrymen their rights.”  Harkins 

expressed tremendous idealism and optimism for the future of the Choctaws: “I hope the time is 

not very far ahead, when our nation will become one of the most enlightened nations upon the 

face of the earth.”78 

Just as with many of his contemporaries, George Harkins held a vision of educating 

Choctaw youth to defend their “rights,” and by that he—and they—meant sovereignty.  Bi-racial, 

bi-cultural, educated in white schools, a thorough proponent of education and “civilization” for 

the Choctaw people, and a “Choctaw nationalist” as defined in this work; in almost every regard, 

George Harkins fit the same mold of the other young leaders in the Choctaw Nation at the time 
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of removal.79  Except one perhaps:  Whereas with nearly every other Choctaw leader profiled in 

this work, compromises and vacillations—if not at some point outright reversals—occurred that 

might cast some or much (depending on the figure) doubt upon their ultimate personal integrity, 

never at any point do we see evidence in the documentary record that Harkins ever entertained 

land cessions, treaty signings, anything other than continued Choctaw sovereignty in the 

Choctaw homeland.  George Harkins appears as a rock of integrity. 

Harkins was enlisted by George Gibson’s agents in the field to assist in preparing the 

Choctaw to remove, especially those in Greenwood LeFlore’s district, of which he had been 

elected chief, though the U.S. government refused to recognize his election.  And though the task 

of organizing and preparing the Choctaws to remove was one that he would perform with great 

ability, it exasperated him at times, in part due to his growing disgust with his uncle, Greenwood 

LeFlore.   

Harkins removed to Indian Territory over the winter of 1831-1832.  He did so in utter 

contempt of his uncle, Greenwood LeFlore, who he regarded as a traitor.  A year earlier, in the 

general “punishment” of the existing tribal leaders that ensued in the wake of Dancing Rabbit 

Creek, Harkins had been elected to replace his uncle Greenwood.  Harkins was a mere twenty 

years old at the time.80  However, with his education and skill at writing and oratory, Harkins 

must have struck a capable and confident figure to many Choctaws despite his relatively tender 

age.  But the United States refused to recognize Harkins and the other newly elected leaders (Joel 

Nail and Peter Pitchlynn). 
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80 Oklahoma Historical Society, Archives Division, Choctaw—Principal Chief, No. 19457 



 312 

Greenwood LeFlore’s friend D.W. Haley wrote to President Jackson with both grudging 

praise and sharp criticism of Harkins.  Haley explained the situation as he saw it:  

You are no doubt apprised of a party in Col. Leflores district who became opposed to him 
on account of his having made a Treaty.  This party has lately…elected Mr. George W. 
Harkins as their chief and says they will not recognize Col. Leflore as chief….  Harkins is 
quite a promising young man, and may be useful to his people when they get west of the 
Mississippi, and he arrives to a proper age to administer the wants of a needy people.  But 
at present he is calculated to injure them.81 
 

The injury to his people, according to Haley, was Harkins’ rebellion against the legitimate 

authority of Greenwood LeFlore.  Haley continued with a plea to Jackson: “I hope for the 

prosperity of Mississippi, and the good of the unfortunate and ignorant Choctaws that you will 

inform them that they have no power to make chiefs.”  For the Choctaws to attempt to exercise 

any such franchise was against the laws of Mississippi.  They should, wrote Haley, “dispense 

with” such matters “until they get to their new home in the west.  By their late act they have laid 

themselves liable to a fine of $1000—and 12 months imprisonment and should law be enforced 

it would ruin every man of them.”82 

For Haley, the situation was intolerable, as Harkins and others were well known as being 

“opposed to the Treaty.”  Haley had apparently heard a rumor that Harkins was telling “the 

Indians if they can hold out for four years (I suppose he alludes until you go out of office) they 

can then hold their country.  Such talk is calculated to destroy the ignorant part of the nation.”83  

Haley told Jackson that the success of removal hinged upon keeping LeFlore in office, otherwise, 

“there will at once be a general opposition to the Treaty.”  Haley flattered Jackson with “a strate 
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talk from you to the fractured party will silence them.”  Haley ended his letter tellingly: “this is 

in all confidence.”84  The United States did not recognize and refused to deal with Harkins and 

the other newly elected chiefs, but whether Haley’s letter had any influence upon that is 

doubtful.  As it was quite obviously in the interest of the United States to deal with those chiefs 

who had signed the removal treaty, and not a new batch of leaders in opposition to what they 

now saw as a done deal, it is probable such a course of action by the United States was certain 

regardless of Haley’s letter.85 

In October of 1831, on or near the eve of his own departure at the head of a removal party 

several hundred strong, Harkins wrote to William Colquhoun, one of Gibson’s sub-agents in the 

field, tasked with organizing the removal.  Harkins’ exasperation shows through the letter.  He 

begins by essentially telling Colquhoun, “I quit”: “I must inform you that it is absolutely out of 

my power to attend to the removal of the Choctaws in Colonel Leflore’s district.  I have already 

spent three weeks in riding though the district, preparing the people to remove this fall; and I 

cannot be at the trouble and expense again, without receiving some compensation for my 

troubles.”  Harkins was exasperated because he was doing all the work out of his own pocket, 

which he didn’t see as fair, because “It is the duty of the treaty making chiefs to attend to the 

removal of their people, as they are paid for their services by the General Government.”86  

Greenwood LeFlore was one of the “treaty chiefs,” those who had started this process, and these 

chiefs had been “paid,” compensated well by the government for having made the treaty.  It was 
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therefore their responsibility to do the work of removing their people.  Apparently, Harkins felt 

that LeFlore was not doing the work that he had been paid for; Harkins was doing it all and out 

of his pocket.  The documentary record may be in some conflict with Harkins’ perceptions of the 

situation.  Whatever LeFlore was or wasn’t doing vis-à-vis Harkins’ own efforts, the record 

shows that throughout 1831, LeFlore was almost constantly writing letters to George Gibson, 

George Gaines, William Colquhoun, and several other government functionaries in removal, 

discussing matters of logistics, supply, prices for corn and beef, best routes of travel and numbers 

of Choctaws estimated to be in various stages of preparedness for removal.87   

Harkins continued his letter to Colquhoun with giving advice on the best way to 

accomplish removal: “The fact is, you will never be able to get the Choctaws to emigrate this 

fall, unless you employ some of the natives to assist you in preparing them to remove….  It is my 

opinion that you can get the people ready by the 20th of next month, if you are industrious.”  And 

as to Harkins chiefly status—or not—Harkins wrote, “The War Department says that they will 

not recognize me as chief; and now I have determined not to put myself to any trouble in 

attending to the removal of the Choctaws.  The fact is, I can be chief if I want to be.  I am sorry 

to inform you that most of my people…determined not to emigrate until I went.”  Harkins told 

Colquhoun that he would not himself emigrate until the following year, but in fact, Harkins 

would soon after the letter be on his way leading his people west to Indian Territory.  Perhaps 

this change of mind was in part because of what Harkins wrote in one of the closing sentences of 

the letter” “I know it will be best for the Choctaws to go as soon as possible, as they are 
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destroying themselves, and spending what little property they have for whiskey.”88  Harkins led a 

party of several hundred Choctaws from the Western District (Okla Falaya) in removing in the 

fall and winter of 1831-1832.  En route, Harkins wrote one of the most famous documents from 

the Trail of Tears, his “Farewell Letter to the American People” which was widely published in 

many newspapers.  This document is testimony to Harkins’ eloquence, principle, leadership, and 

character, and will be analyzed at length in Chapter Nine.   

In 1845, more than a decade since George Harkins had removed to Indian Territory or 

seen his uncle Greenwood, he wrote a letter to his uncle which speaks volumes both about the 

accusations against Greenwood LeFlore, as well as about the character of George Harkins.  

Harkins began the letter: “As Mr. Waits tells me it is your desire that I write to you, I have 

concluded to do so—but I am afraid it will not be interesting to you (as I have become a savage 

since coming to the west)…”89  This opening sentence sets a sarcastic and aggrieved tone which 

pervades the entire letter, though sometimes more veiled than this stinger of an opener.  Clearly, 

the intervening years had not dulled any of Harkins’ contempt for his uncle. 

Harkins proceeded then to essentially tell his uncle that they were doing just fine in the 

West: “Peace and harmony reigns among the Choctaw people—Political strife that was existing 

between the different leading men of the nation while in Mississippi—I am happy to say all 

hostile feelings are buried, and they are united as a band of brothers in trying to promote the 

interest and happiness of their people.”90  Harkins’ assertion of peace and harmony was not 

categorically true, some animosities and internal strife still afflicted the Choctaw Nation in the 

                                                 

88 George Harkins to William S. Colquhoun, 10 October 1831, Document 512, Vol. 1, 589. Record Group 

46.14, NARA DC.   
89 George Harkins to Greenwood LeFlore, 17 June 1845, Herbert Otho Boggs Collection, Folder 1, item F, 

OU-WHC.  The identity and/or significance of the “Mr. Waits” to whom Harkins refers, is unknown. 
90 Ibid.    
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West, but it may be understandable why Harkins would wish to represent the situation as such.  

Harkins informed his uncle that “The Choctaws are progressing and making great strides in 

civilization.”91  We see that Harkins had remained true to his assimilationist views.  He 

continued: “The Choctaw people if left alone by the United States Govt in the course of twenty 

years, there will be found in the nation as intelligent men and women as can be found in your 

highly civilized and refined state of Mississippi.”92   

There is a sense of Harkins saying to his uncle essentially, we here in the Choctaw Nation 

are just as good as you.  You have nothing on us.  And perhaps it would not be a stretch to infer 

from Harkins’ words that he no longer considered his uncle as a member of the Choctaw Nation.  

Harkins continued his assertions of the highly civilized state of his fellow Choctaws in the west: 

“Great numbers have embraced the Christian religion—There is places of worship in nearly all 

of the neighborhoods of the district—while I am now writing I see from my window immense 

numbers travelling the road to the meeting house….  If you were here, you would take them to 

be Mississippians from their manner and dress.”93  There is almost a sense which emanates from 

Harkins’ words of needing to prove himself and his fellow removed Choctaws to his uncle, 

almost as if to say, you had contempt for us, but we’re just as good as you. 

Harkins’ words are not all bluster, however.  He does admit to problems: “The greatest 

evil that we have to contend with is whiskey.”  But then, an accusation and a placing of blame: 

“…bordering on the Arkansas and Texas line there are a host of grog shops, and the larger 

portion of them kept by your…brothers from the state of Mississippi.”94  Once again, Harkins’ 

                                                 

91 George Harkins to Greenwood LeFlore, 17 June 1845, Herbert Otho Boggs Collection, Folder 1, item F, 

OU-WHC 
92 Ibid.   
93 Ibid.    
94 Ibid.    
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contempt for his uncle oozes from between the lines in the form of contempt for Mississippi and 

Mississippians.  And yet, Harkins had been proud and quick previously to compare the western 

Choctaws state of “civilization” to the Mississippians.  Harkins’ contradictions betray an inner 

conflict.  Harkins also contradicts his earlier assertions of “peace and harmony” reigning “among 

the Choctaw people” in the west.  He decries crime and mayhem in the Mushulatubbee district of 

the western Choctaw Nation, and that “The civil officers of that district are afraid to execute the 

laws—Nat Folsom is the chief of that district—he is not worth his weight in coonskins—The fact 

is that the larger portion of the people in that district are the dregs and leavings of the Choctaw 

people.”95 

Harkins closed the letter to his uncle in a curious and somewhat abrupt fashion: “What is 

there to hinder you from paying us a visit,” he asked his uncle, “or even moving to this country, 

from reports you are rich, and keep up your cotton farm in Miss and live here with us.”  Did 

Harkins genuinely wish his uncle to move to the Choctaw Nation in the west, or was this another 

dig at his uncle veiled in a pleasantry?  Despite his feelings towards his uncle, was Harkins 

making what attempt he could, however less than full hearted, to patch things up?  We cannot 

know for certain.  “I have much I could say, but shall draw to a close with a promise to write you 

again provided you answer this, if not I shall not feel myself under any obligations….  I am your 

nephew Geo. W. Harkins.”96  “Your nephew,” wrote the document collector Herbert Otho Boggs 

in notes attached to the letter’s manuscript, “—no word of love, or respect—no expression of 

                                                 

95 George Harkins to Greenwood LeFlore, 17 June 1845, Herbert Otho Boggs Collection, Folder 1, item F, 

OU-WHC 
96 Ibid.   
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common amenity or civility such as “sincerely yours”, “faithfully yours”, or any other polite 

phrase.”97 

There can be no question that whether justly or unjustly, Greenwood LeFlore bore the 

brunt of blame in the immediate aftermath and years following Dancing Rabbit Creek, for what 

was widely regarded as a “selling of the nation.”  Peter Pitchlynn accused him (along with David 

Folsom) of exactly that crime.98  We have just seen indications above as to how his nephew 

George Harkins felt about the matter.   Presumably because of these sentiments from his 

contemporaries, as well other evidence which has been presented in this chapter, LeFlore has 

largely continued to be viewed by historians in an unfavorable light as a self-interested 

schemer…or worse.  But the historian James Taylor Carson has seen LeFlore in a different light, 

as a man truly believing that “he was following the best course possible. He knew Eaton would 

make good on his promises to punish the nation, and he knew Jackson would not tolerate any 

resistance.”99  Carson focusses his more favorable evaluation of LeFlore on a sentence from his 

deposition to the Choctaw Claims Commission in 1843 when LeFlore asserted that he had been 

“determined to risk my life in what I believed a good cause.”100  In Carson’s evaluation, LeFlore 

based his belief in the critical fourteenth article of the treaty, and that the U.S. government would  

uphold the article.  With William Ward’s neglect and/or refusal to enroll/register Choctaws who 

wished to take advantage of the provision of Article XIV and stay in Mississippi on an individual 

                                                 

97 Notes by Herbert Otho Boggs on George Harkins to Greenwood LeFlore, 17 June 1845, Herbert Otho 

Boggs Collection, Folder 1, item F, OU-WHC.   
98 Peter Pitchlynn to ?, undated fragment, Folder 81A, Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, HCAR.  See the 

discussion of Pitchlynn’s views in Chapter Seven, pages 252-253 and 271-275. 
99 Carson, Searching for the Bright Path, 124. 
100 Deposition of Greenwood Leflore to the Board of Choctaw Commissioners, 24 February 1843.  J.F.H. 

Claiborne Papers, Folder 46, SHC-UNC. 
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land allotment, LeFlore’s hope and confidence was dashed.101  Thus, as LeFlore attempted to 

assert about himself in his deposition to the Choctaw Claims Commission, Carson sees LeFlore 

as more of a man betrayed than a betrayer.102 

I would like to see the matter as Carson does.  But given the preponderance of the 

evidence presented in this chapter, I cannot do so and deliver as favorable a verdict.  Most 

telling, in my view, and to be taken seriously is the view of his contemporaries: Mushulatubbee, 

Nitakechi, Peter Pitchlynn, his nephew George Harkins, and even Thomas McKenney.  It is true 

that these men had their own agendas of various descriptions and in some cases their individual 

grievances against LeFlore that may have had little relation to LeFlore’s actual role at and 

leading up to Dancing Rabbit Creek.  That notwithstanding, they were in a position to know 

much that we do not and cannot, about what actually happened.  They were there for much of the 

events.  We should take their evaluations of LeFlore advisedly, but nonetheless seriously.  

Perhaps it can still be said, as it has been of the other six Choctaw men profiled herein, that 

Leflore attempted in the best way he could to grapple with an inexorable, relentless, and 

impossible situation, but if any figure in the story of Choctaw Removal inspires doubt…Leflore 

remains that figure.

                                                 

101 See footnote 54 in Chapter Seven. 
102 Carson, Searching for the Bright Path, 124. 
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CHAPTER IX: STORIES AND DISPATCHES FROM THE “TRAIL OF TEARS AND 

DEATH” 

“It is said the lamentations for the dead, the groans of the wounded, and the noise of the 

storm, presented a most distressing and horrific scene….”1 

For the State of Mississippi, the removal of the Choctaws and their sister tribe the 

Chickasaws was viewed as a triumph, and nothing less than the state’s hopes and aspirations 

ripened to maturity.  The Indian Committee of the Mississippi House of Representatives lauded 

removal as “the dawn of an era,” when the state would “emerge from obscurity and justifiably 

assume an equal character with her sister states of the Union.”2  Such noble and high-flown 

language to describe what would become an ethnic cleansing, and the infliction of enormous 

suffering upon the Choctaws.  For the Choctaws, Mississippi’s “triumph” would become “the 

trail of tears and death.”3  A trail of tears…tears for what they left behind.  As Christina Snyder 

has observed, the Choctaws who removed would be forced to abandon “homes, farms, churches, 

                                                 

1 New York Observer (New York, New York) 18 February 1832, p. 2 (Newspapers.com). 
2 Journal of the House of Representatives of the State of Mississippi, at their Sixteenth Session, held in the 

town of Jackson (Jackson: Peter Isler, 1833), 141.  The popular humor writer and politician Joseph Glover Baldwin 
(1815-1864), wrote a book about the immediate post-removal era titled The Flush Times of Alabama and 

Mississippi, published in 1854.  Baldwin called the years 1835-1837, “that halcyon period...that golden era.”  Joseph 
Glover Baldwin, The Flush Times of Alabama and Mississippi: A Series of Sketches (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 
1854), 1.  Accessed September 4, 2021.  https://docsouth.unc.edu/southlit/baldwin/baldwin.html.  

3 The phrase “trail of tears” has been most associated with the more written about and better-known 

Cherokee Removal which occurred (in the main) several years after Choctaw Removal.  However, apparently the 
origin of the phrase comes from a Choctaw chief, or headman, variously identified in the literature as either Thomas 
Harkins or Nitakechi, who used the formulation “trail of tears and death” in speaking to a reporter from the 
Arkansas Gazette during one of the first removals in 1831.  I do not doubt this attribution, and it is even used on 
Trail of Tears historical markers.  I was, however, unable to track down the original citation from the Arkansas 

Gazette, or any other documented citation for this, though it is used widely. 
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and schools, all of which would be sold to whites.  Most painfully, they had to leave behind 

Nanih Waiya…[and] the graves of their ancestors.”4   

And a trail of death.  Although exact figures are impossible to come by and estimates 

have varied widely, it is probable that somewhere between two thousand and four thousand 

Choctaws died during removal.  Though the word was not yet coined, by any modern definition, 

removal must be called a genocide.5  In addition, one can consider how many Choctaws were 

never born because of the mass deaths of those who would have been their ancestors.  What 

might have been?  And since many elders died, much cultural knowledge died with them.  And 

all of this would create decades of chaos in their new land, and, as Donna Akers has put it, 

“rendered the social and cultural systems almost inoperative.”6 

A “trail of tears and death.”  S.T. Cross was one of the assistant agents overseeing 

Choctaw removal.  He made a “journal of occurrences” of his involvement in the removals of 

1832.  Reading it, one can see that the phrase “trail of tears and death” (with emphasis on death) 

is entirely appropriate:  

Novr. 13th…two deaths by Cholera….  Novr. 14th…three deaths reported by Cholera….  
Novr. 15th…traveled 10 miles on the road being bad…this morning…two U.S. teams 
came up and took the sick…one death reported.  Novr. 16th…rained very hard, all night, 
one death reported.  Nov. 17th…rained very hard, all night, one death reported.  Novr. 
18th—Raining very hard…traveled 15 miles…the weather cold and wet—two deaths 
reported.7 

                                                 

4 Snyder, Great Crossings, 149-150.  Snyder’s words call to mind the words of David Folsom used quoted 

in several places throughout this work: “…here is our home, our dwelling places, our fields, our schools, all our 

friends; and under us are the dust of the bones of our forefathers.  This land is dearer to us than any other.  Why 

talk to us about removing!”  David Folsom to William Ward, 7 November 1829, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 
18.3.4, Reel 757, HL. 

5 Arthur Grenke, God, Greed, and Genocide: The Holocaust Through the Centuries (Washington, D.C.: 

New Academia Publishing, 2005), 161. 
6 Akers, Living in the Land of Death, 94. 
7 “Journal of S.T. Cross,” Choctaw Emigration 1826-1833, Letters Received, MSS, Records of the Bureau 

of Indian Affairs, NARA DC. 
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And so it continued, day by day.  And Cross’s journal is by no means unique in its chronicle of 

the human toll of Choctaw removal. 

By the fall of 1830, President Jackson decided that the Commissary Department should 

oversee removal.8  In November of 1830, the Commissary General of Subsistence, Colonel 

George Gibson, wrote to his subordinate, Lieutenant L.F. Carter, stationed at Cantonment 

Gibson in Indian Territory to inform him of the rough plan of removal to the region: “Sir: I am 

apprized by the Secretary of War that about one thousand Choctaw Indians will immediately 

emigrate to Kiamitia, probably to the neighborhood of Cantonment Towson.  The balance of the 

nation, consisting of eighteen thousand or nineteen thousand souls, will probably emigrate in two 

or three years.”9  The actual number of Choctaws who started their emigration within a few 

weeks of Gibson’s letter turned out to be far less than the expected thousand.  On December 25th, 

Kingsbury wrote to Jeremiah Evarts, “I have just had a few minutes conversation with Col. 

Folsom [David].  He has made particular inquiries respecting the number of Choctaws that have 

started for the West of the Mississippi & thinks the number does not exceed a thousand & 

probably is considerable short of that number.”10   

Indeed it was.  Notwithstanding the several hundred from Greenwood LeFlore’s district 

who departed Mississippi with a month or two of the treaty signing, many Choctaws were 

                                                 

8 George Gibson to J.P. Taylor, 27 December 1830, Document 512, Vol. 1, 6.  Record Group 46.14, NARA 

DC.  The Commissary Department was a sub-department within the War Department that was responsible for the 
supply of food and other provisions to the US armed forces. 

9 George Gibson to L.F. Carter, 30 November 1830, Document 512, Vol. 1, 5.  Record Group 46.14, 

NARA DC.  Cantonment: a military garrison intended only as a temporary outpost.  Cantonments Gibson and 
Towson had been established many years earlier to “protect the frontier.”  Both would be very soon enlarged and be 
renamed at Fort Gibson and Fort Towson.  The area known as “Kiamitia” was one of the first settled by removing 
Choctaws.  Named after the Kiamichi River which flows through it, it would eventually become the present day 
Kiamitia County Oklahoma. 

10 Cyrus Kingsbury to Jeremiah Evarts, 25 December 1830, Cyrus Kingsbury Collection, Box 2, Folder 6, 

OU-WHC. 
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dragging their feet on removing, with many intending to stay, in hopes that the treaty would not 

be ratified by the U.S. Senate.  In addition, if the treaty was to be ratified (as it was), under 

Article XIV of the treaty, any Choctaws who wished to remain in Mississippi would receive a 

land allotment.  The Choctaws who did not remain—intended to be the overwhelming 

majority—would receive an annuity to compensate them for livestock left behind, and for 

improvements on their land abandoned.  President Jackson intended that the surplus land not 

allotted would fund this annuity.11  On paper it seemed a workable idea.  What actually 

transpired in the removal process would turn out to be anything but “workable.”  It would, in 

fact, turn out to be a disaster and a fiasco in nearly all respects.  Jackson wanted removal to 

happen quickly (as did white Mississippians and essentially all who favored removal).  

Furthermore, the cost of the endeavor was underestimated at every turn.  As Arthur DeRosier 

observed, “Only about one-third enough money was appropriated for the job.”12  The historian 

Ronald Satz summed up the situation well: “In his great rush to enact the Indian Removal Bill, 

Jackson and his congressional supporters seemed unconcerned about the technical aspects 

of…migration of thousands of eastern Indians to the trans-Mississippi West.”13 

This emphasis on removal happening speedily and cheaply spelled a lack of planning and 

amounted to a humanitarian disaster.  Many technical details were simply neglected or 

overlooked.  This was a journey of approximately 350 miles (depending upon which region of 

                                                 

11 Andrew Jackson to John Coffee, 23 October 1831, in Correspondence of Andrew Jackson, ed. John 

Spencer Bassett, vol. 4, 1829-1832 (Washington, DC: Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1927), 363.   
12 Arthur H. DeRosier, Jr., “Myths and Realities in Indian Westward Removal: The Choctaw Example,” in 

Four Centuries of Southern Indians, ed. Charles M. Hudson (Athens GA: University of Georgia Press, 1975): 90.  
DeRosier references George Gibson to Jacob Brown, 12 April 1832, Letterbook of Commissary General of 
Subsistence, Letters Sent, Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, NARA DC. 

13 Ronald Satz, “Rhetoric Versus Reality” in Cherokee Removal: Before and After, ed. William L. 

Anderson (Athens GA: University of Georgia Press, 1991): 37. 
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the new lands in the west one was bound for) through wilderness, much of it swampland and 

dense forest, and as it happened due to government unpreparedness and bungling, many 

removals of 1831-1833 were delayed and took place through two of the worst Southern winters 

in a generation.  In the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, Article XVI dealt with how the removal 

would be administered, but the wording was short and provided few actual details:  

In wagons, and with steamboats, as may be found necessary, the United States agree to 
remove the Indians to their new homes, at their expense, and under the care of discreet 
and careful persons, who will be kind and brotherly to them. They agree to furnish them 
with ample corn and beef, or pork for themselves and their families, for twelve months, 
after reaching their new homes. It is agreed further, that the United States will take all 
their cattle, at the valuation of some discreet person to be appointed by the President, 
and the same shall be paid for in money after their arrival at their new homes.14 
 

Actual guidelines on the nuts and bolts of how removal was to be conducted were an 

evolving and often ad hoc matter over the course of the three principal years of removals, 1831-

1833.15  The Choctaws, being the first tribe removed after the signing of the Indian Removal Act, 

were essentially the “test case.”  Their disastrous experience of removal caused tribes such as the 

Muskogee Creeks, the Cherokees, and others to make attempts to take a greater measure of 

control over their own removal when their times came a few years later.  Such efforts were 

largely unsuccessful.  Removal became at all times and everywhere a virtual disaster and 

bungled fiasco, truly a “trail of tears and death” repeated again and again, tribe after tribe. 

                                                 

14 Transcript of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.  Accessed May 19, 2021, 

https://www.choctawnation.com/sites/default/files/2015/09/29/1830_Treaty_of_Dancing_Rabbit_Creek_original.pdf
.  See Article XVI.  Though it is beyond the scope of this work to examine the monetary cost of removal, it should 
be noted that another exacerbating factor to the fiasco that removal became, was that the United States government 
was unprepared for what would become the skyrocketing cost of removal.  Ultimately the entire process of 
removing tribes from east of the Mississippi would take decades and costs would run into the millions of dollars.  
An outstanding and thorough treatment of this subject can be found in Ethan Davis, “An Administrative Trail of 
Tears: Indian Removal,” The American Journal of Legal History 50, no. 1 (2008): 49-100. 

15 For an in-depth examination of the evolving administrative nightmare, and resulting humanitarian crisis, 

see Ethan Davis, “An Administrative Trail of Tears,” The American Journal of Legal History 50, no. 1 (2008-2010): 
49-100. 
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Per President Jackson’s wishes, the Secretary of War, John Eaton, sidelined the Office of 

Indian Affairs, and assigned the coordination and logistics of the removal process to the Army’s 

Commissary General of Subsistence, George Gibson.  Based upon a promise he had made to 

George Gaines in order to convince Gaines to lead a Choctaw exploring party immediately 

following the treaty signing at Dancing Rabbit Creek, Eaton placed Gaines in charge of all field 

operations for the removal, including purchasing, supply, and transportation.16  This move 

seemed to have the effect of reassuring many Choctaws, since Gaines had lived in the Choctaw 

Nation for many years and was considered by many Choctaws to be a trustworthy friend of the 

Choctaw people.17  Gaines reported to Gibson.   

There exists a massive multi-volume collection of correspondence between Gibson and 

his Office of the Commissary General of Subsistence, along with his lieutenants and agents in 

the field, other government officials involved in the department of War and the Office of Indian 

Affairs, as well as the occasional correspondence from Choctaw leaders such as Mushulatubbee 

and Nitakechi (dictated to an interpreter in their cases), and Greenwood LeFlore and David 

Folsom.  All of this material was compiled into a single “document” which has become known 

as “Document 512.”  The full name of the document is “Document 512 of U.S. Senate 23rd 

Congress, 1st Session.”  To read through Document 512 is to see a government unprepared and 

unequal to the task and lacking an overall coherent plan for removal.  Changes of plans and 

strategy, and miscommunications and misunderstandings between personnel abound throughout 

the document, as well as logistical problems in supply, procurement, purchasing, and 

                                                 

16 Gaines, Reminiscences, 93.   
17 “We consider you a great friend to us….” Nitakechi (and Pierre Juzan) to George Gaines, 22 May 1831, 

Grant Foreman Collection, Box 30, Vol. 59, p. 281, HCAR.   
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transportation, and concerns about ballooning costs.18  Much analysis and unpacking of this 

voluminous correspondence could be done.19  I will use Document 512 and other material from 

government officials as necessary to construct the chronological narrative, but in keeping with 

the main concern of this work, the focus of this chapter will be upon the ordeal of the “trail of 

tears and death,” stories from it, and, as much as possible, the voices of Choctaws themselves 

regarding the trail.   

Beginning his duties over the winter of 1830-1831, George Gibson instructed his 

lieutenants to compile “a registry of emigrants.”20  The first Choctaw removal parties were due to 

begin removing in the fall of 1831.  Though the Indian Office had been sidelined, in his attempt 

to put together a plan, Gibson did solicit the help of the Choctaw Agent in the field, William 

Ward.  He had his assistant J.H. Hook write to Ward requesting,  

The number of persons who will emigrate; the time when, and places where they will 
assemble, the routes they will take to the Mississippi River; the time they will probably 
reach that river, and the places at which they will cross it…what provisions will be 
required between the place of starting and the Mississippi, and at what points they ought 
to be placed; or whether they should…be transported along with the emigrants….21 
 

                                                 

18 All through the main removal years of 1831-1834, white settlers and merchants along the main removal 

routes, seeing an opportunity for profit from the removal process, essentially price gouged the U.S. government at 
every opportunity for beef, corn, and other provisions.  The issue became so critical, driving up the cost of the 
removals, such that George Gibson wrote to his lieutenants and the disbursing agents in the field on repeated 
occasions to exercise the utmost care and thrift in expenditures, being alert to exorbitant prices, and that every dollar 
spent would have to be accounted for to the government.  Senate Document 512, 23rd Congress, 1st Session.  Record 
Group 46.14, NARA DC. 

19 In fact, it is probable that an entire dissertation could be done using the documents and chronology from 

Document 512 alone.  But as such sources are almost completely the accounts and assessments of the white 
government officials who oversaw removal, such a work would not be ethnohistory, and it would not give primacy 
of voice to the Choctaws themselves, which I have endeavored to make the focus of the present work. 

20 George Gibson to J.R. Stephenson, 27 December 1830, Senate Document 512, 23rd Congress, 1st 

Session.  Vol. 1, 6.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
21 J.H. Hook to William Ward, 30 June 1831, Senate Document 512, 23rd Congress, 1st Session.  Vol. 1, 20.  

Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
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It would almost seem as though Gibson were enlisting Ward to do his job for him.  Could 

Gibson have been unaware of Ward’s reputation for incompetency, owing to being a chronic 

drunk?  In 1828, the Choctaw chiefs had pleaded for his replacement, but Andrew Jackson was 

elected before their petition could be seriously considered, and Jackson, prizing Ward’s loyalty, 

had kept him in his position.22  In the early and planning stages of removal, Ward did correspond 

with Gibson with such information and suggestions as numbers of assembling and emigrating 

Choctaws, assembly points, best points for river crossings, wagon routes, estimates of mileage 

and speed of the emigrating parties, and prices of corn and beef for supplying the removing 

Choctaws along the way.23  But Ward’s main role in the removal was the debacle he created by 

failing to register claimants under Article XIV of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.24 

Among the very first Choctaws to begin the “trail of tears and death,” were several 

hundred from Greenwood LeFlore’s district.  Towards the end of November 1830, several 

hundred Choctaws began to gather around Greenwood LeFlore’s home, presumably expecting 

assistance in their emigration from their wealthy countryman.  The Treaty of Dancing Rabbit 

Creek had not yet been ratified by the U.S. Senate, and so it was too early to receive any 

government assistance.  According to Major John Donley—who presumably received the 

information from LeFlore—these Choctaws intended to march to Vicksburg, then ferry across 

                                                 

22 Petition of the Choctaw Chiefs, Headmen, and Warriors to John Quincy Adams, 17 September 1828, 

Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs, microfilm 234, roll 169, NARA-DC. 
23 See for example William Ward to George Gibson, 23 July 1831, Document 512, Vol. 1, 931-932.  

Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
24 Ward’s negligence in the matter was discussed at length in footnote 54 of Chapter Seven.  Transcript of 

the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.  Accessed September 5, 2021, 
https://www.choctawnation.com/sites/default/files/2015/09/29/1830_Treaty_of_Dancing_Rabbit_Creek_original.pdf
See Article XIV. 
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the Mississippi, eventually making their way to Fort Gibson.25  They wished to emigrate as early 

as possible to find and settle upon the choicest land in the new country.  In early December, 

LeFlore sent them on their way, though it is questionable as to whether and how much assistance 

he provided them.26   

Also among the first Choctaws to emigrate were “considerable numbers of Choctaws 

from the district of the Sixtowns” (Okla Hannali).27  The Baton Rouge Gazette reported on 

December 11th, 1830, that  

Considerable numbers of Choctaws from the district of the Sixtowns have been inour 
town…for several weeks, many have crossed the river here, and continued their course 
westward.  On being interrogated why they did not remain with the nation, and 
participate in the benefits secured to them by the late treaty; they answer, that they were 
displeased with their chiefs for selling their land, and that after having decapitated one of 
them they left their home….28 
 

The final item of note above is likely false.  There is no record that any Choctaw chief was 

decapitated.  These early Choctaw departees from the Sixtowns chose not to “participate in the 

benefits secured to them by the…treaty.”  They sought a preservation of their sovereignty in 

what would now of necessity be a reconstituted Choctaw Nation in the west.  Ultimately all of 

those removed Choctaws who followed this early party made the same determination. 

                                                 

25 John Donley to John Eaton, 25 November 1830, Choctaw Agency 1824-1833, Letters Received, Bureau 

of Indian Affairs, NARA DC.  John Donley was Greenwood LeFlore’s early educator and mentor.  LeFlore spent 
five or six years of his youth in the Donley home in Nashville.  Donley was also LeFlore’s father-in-law, twice, as 
he was the father of LeFlore’s first and third wives.  Greenwood LeFlore Biographical File, Oklahoma Historical 
Society.  https://www.okhistory.org/publications/enc/entry.php?entry=LE008, accessed June 5, 2021. 

26 See Chapter Eight for a fuller discussion of LeFlore’s motivations and statements regarding this early 

removal party. 
27 The Natchez Weekly Democrat (Natchez, Mississippi) 18 December 1830, p. 3 (Newspapers.com).  The 

“Sixtowns” (Okla Hannali) district was the Southern district of the Choctaw Nation. 
28 The Natchez Weekly Democrat (Natchez, Mississippi) 18 December 1830, p. 3 (Newspapers.com).  The 

original report was published in the 11 December 1830 issue of the Baton Rouge Gazette, but I was unable to locate 
the original issue in any newspaper database.  Therefore, I have used a syndicated reprint from The Natchez Weekly 

Democrat.   
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In Louisville and Cincinnati, respectively, the Commissary Department purchased twenty 

wagons “for the transportation of the women, children, and provisions of the emigrating 

Indians.”  These wagons were then transported to two locations in Arkansas along proposed 

removal routes.29  In practice then, this meant that emigrating Choctaws could not avail 

themselves of the provided wagons until they had reached these points in Arkansas.  The 

foregoing is just one example of the logistical nightmare that ensued, as, to quote the historian 

Grant Foreman, “the government…launched without compass or rudder into the uncharted sea of 

Indian removal.”30  In the case of wagons, Nitakechi would write (in a dictated letter) to George 

Gaines, “John H. Eaton promised that he would furnish us with wagons and steamboats, and now 

we should like to know where we are to have wagons and steamboats at.”31   

By the end of May 1831, it appeared that Mushulatubbee, Nitakechi, and Choctaws from 

their districts were making ready to begin their removal.  Nitakechi dictated a letter to George 

Gaines requesting that their old friend Gaines conduct their removal and take care of the 

“business” side of the endeavor, which was exactly what Gaines had already been appointed to 

do.  Nitakechi told Gaines that his people were “determined to go west in next fall…they wish 

you to furnish them with Blankets, Lead Powder and the Cloth to make tents with.”  Nitakechi 

was confused and worried about the annuity from the treaty, whether they would receive it in 

cash or goods, and was concerned as to how the removal would be paid for and supplied.  He 

appealed to Gaines that “as a great friend to us therefore you might not charge us anything…we 

                                                 

29 George Gibson to J.P. Taylor, 28 March 1831 and George Gibson to John B. Clark, Document 512, Vol. 

1, 7,8. Record Group 46.14, NARA DC.  
30 Grant Foreman, Indian Removal: The Emigration of the Five Civilized Tribes (Norman: University of 

Oklahoma Press, 1932), 47. 
31 Nitakechi (and Pierre Juzan) to George Gaines, 22 May 1831, Grant Foreman Collection, Box 30, Vol. 

59, p. 281, HCAR.   
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should like to have the annuity soon as possible we can.”32  Confusion about what exactly was to 

happen and when, was widespread.  In June, Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi wrote (dictated) to 

the Secretary of War stating that essentially they would be fine with removing themselves in 

their own ways, methods, and organization, and furnishing their own provisions, if they were 

given an allowance up front to do so.33 

Meanwhile, Nitakechi’s departure would be slightly delayed by an unfortunate injury.  

He had shot himself.  His interpreter, Pierre Juzan, writing the letter for him described the 

“exidence” (accident): “He was after a wild cow in the swamps…she ran up to him attempt to 

Stab with her horn—Then he was determined to shoot her But the pistle (sp.) was unloaded then 

he began to load the pistle on the horse he just finish the loading she fire off and wound his right 

hand between thumb and little finger, and one of the little fingers bone is show.”34  Nitakechi did 

recover, however, to lead one of the early and largest removal parties over the winter of 1831-

1832.      

The Nashville Banner reported that on November 25, 1831, a party of 700 Choctaws led 

by David Folsom crossed the Mississippi at Vicksburg, on the steamboat Reindeer.  On the same 

day, the party led by Nitakechi, 800 strong, crossed from Vicksburg on the Walter Scott.35  Other 

steamboats had recently made the crossing, including one with a party led by George Harkins, 

                                                 

32 Nitakechi (and Pierre Juzan) to George Gaines, 22 May 1831, Grant Foreman Collection, Box 30, Vol. 

59, p. 281, HCAR.  For all quotations from this letter, spelling, capitalization, and grammar are left as in the 
original. 

33 George Gibson to Roger B. Taney, 25 July 1831, Document 512, Vol. 1, 26, 27.  Record Group 46.14, 

NARA DC.   
34 Nitakechi (and Pierre Juzan) to George Gaines, 22 May 1831, Grant Foreman Collection, Box 30, Vol. 

59, p. 280, HCAR.  Pierre Juzan was a scion of another “elite” Choctaw trading family, the son of a French trader 
and a Choctaw mother.  He had been educated at the Choctaw Academy in the same class as George Harkins. 

35 By the time Nitakechi and his party reached their new home in the Kiamichi region in late January 1831, 

it was reported that many of the party were sick and that “among them is Chief Nituchache and his family, himself 
and a part of his family quite ill.”  J. Brown to George Gibson, 2 February 1832, Document 512, Vol. 1, 438. Record 
Group 46.14, NARA DC.   
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which the Nashville Banner estimated at 400 to 500 souls, but the number may have been higher, 

as much as 600 souls.36  Horses and cattle that the Choctaws were bringing with them were 

crossed separately, or on barges towed by the steamboats.37  Many smaller parties straggled 

through Vicksburg and crossed the Mississippi as well as crossing at other points.  The Nashville 

Banner estimated that “many hundreds are removing on their own resources” separately from the 

large, chief-led parties.38 

The soldiers stationed at Cantonments Gibson and Towson, were given explicit 

instructions from Colonel Gibson, the Commissary General of Subsistence, concerning such 

matters as the distribution of rations to arrivals, and that they must take “special pains to treat the 

emigrants with all kindness.”39  A noble sentiment, to be sure, but the motivation behind it, as 

outlined by Gibson, was not entirely humanitarian: “that they may be induced to remain, and, as 

agriculturalists, to become useful to themselves and to the Government; and also, that no 

unfavorable impressions may be carried back to their nation that will have the slightest tendency 

to discourage the emigration of the main body.”40 

“Unfavorable impressions” could and would have abounded from reports of the removal 

parties over the winter if 1831-1832.  It was the coldest winter in local memory.  During early 

December 1831, the temperature in Little Rock, Arkansas—a point the majority of removal 

parties that year passed through—dipped and stayed below freezing for at least fifteen days 

                                                 

36 Removal Summaries Document from the Arkansas Historic Preservation Program. 

https://www.arkansaspreservation.com/LiteratureRetrieve.aspx?ID=138116, accessed 28 January 2021. 
37 Nashville Banner and Nashville Whig (Nashville, Tennessee) 12 December 1831, p. 3 

(Newspapers.com). 
38 Ibid. 
39 George Gibson to J.R. Stephenson, 27 December 1830, Document 512, Vol. 1, 5. Record Group 46.14, 

NARA DC.  “The ration to consist of one and a half pounds of beef or pork one pint of corn, or an equivalent in 
corn-meal of flour, and two quarts of salt….” 

40 Ibid. 
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straight.  The mercury hit zero degrees Fahrenheit on December 10th, and averaged around 

twenty degrees Fahrenheit for the first two weeks of the month.  “So severe cold,” wrote J. 

Brown, a U.S. Army Captain and one of George Gibson’s assistant superintendents in the 

removal, “has never before been experienced in this section of the country.”  Brown reported that 

six inches of snow fell on the 5th and the 8th of the month, and that the Arkansas River had 

become “impassable being choked with ice.”  “This unexpected cold weather,” wrote Brown, 

“must produce much human suffering.41  Our poor emigrants, many of them quite naked, and 

without much shelter, must suffer.”  Brown feared that many would freeze to death.42  Brown, as 

with all of the U.S. government field officials overseeing removal, accompanying and supplying 

the removal parties, had been instructed to regularly keep a “journal of occurrences.”  But things 

had gotten so hard by the end of December 1831, that Brown wrote to Gibson that he simply 

didn’t have time to write much.  Due to the weather and the horrible conditions on the roads and 

river crossings, they had to increase “the land journey nearly two hundred miles at mid-winter, 

and one of unusual severity; a thinly settled country, with but a few means of transportation, and 

that in a shattered condition, all combined—has loaded me with a duty for some time past, and 

will continue for some time to come, that will prevent me from going into minute detail in my 

communications.”43  Months later, Brown would later write to Gibson that during that December 

                                                 

41 J. Brown to George Gibson, 10 December 1831, and 15 December 1831, Document 512, Vol. 1, 427, 

428.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC.  Special Indian Agent William Colquhoun wrote to George Gibson from 
Vicksburg on December 11th: “I have passed several winters in this climate, but never have seen such a spell of 
weather before.  It has been continually storming, with rain and snow, the last fifteen days.” William S. Colquhoun 
to George Gibson, 11 December 1831, Document 512, Vol. 1, 594.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 

42 J. Brown to George Gibson, 10 December 1831, and 15 December 1831, Document 512, Vol. 1, 427, 

428.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
43 J. Brown to George Gibson, 29 December 1831, Document 512, Vol. 1, 432.  Record Group 46.14, 

NARA DC. 
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and January of 1831-1832, the river crossings in Arkansas were ice bound “for upwards of forty 

days.”44 

George Harkins’ party crossed the Mississippi via a steamboat called the Huron, on a 

cold morning in late November of 1831, thus missing the severe cold that would slow the 

progress of the later emigrants that year—such as J. Brown’s party—to a crawl while they 

suffered in the sub-freezing weather.45  According to numerous newspaper accounts, it was on 

this steamboat journey on the Huron that Harkins wrote a widely published and very eloquent 

“Farewell Letter to the American People,” apparently scrawled in pencil.46  The letter was widely 

syndicated over the next several months in papers throughout the United States.  In the letter, 

Harkins confessed to a “considerable diffidence” in attempting “to address the American 

people.”47   

In the letter, Harkins claimed to overcome his diffidence and “confidently throw myself 

on your indulgence” due to his claimed knowledge that his audience readily sympathizes “with 

the distressed of every country.”  Harkins pleaded that his readers would listen to him patiently.48  

Harkins contended that the Choctaws had chosen the lesser of two evils.  He rebuked the state of 

Mississippi.  According to Harkins, there was no way that the Choctaw could “recognize the 

right that the state of Mississippi had assumed to legislate for us.”  Consequently, wrote Harkins, 

                                                 

44 J. Brown to George Gibson, 10 May 1832, Document 512, Vol. 1, 449.  Record Group 46.14, NARA 

DC. 
45 Niles Weekly Register (Baltimore), 25 February 1832, p. 480 (Newspapers.com). 
46 Rail-road Advocate (Rogersville, Tennessee), 2 February 1832, p. 6 (Newspapers.com).  With 

regard to Harkins’ eloquence, in later years in Indian Territory, Harkins gained a reputation as a “great orator:” H. F. 
O’Bierne, Leaders and Leading Men of the Indian Territory (Chicago: American Publishers’ Association, 1891), 
accessed July 4, 2019, https://archive.org/details/leadersleadingme01obei/page/254.  It should not be so surprising 
then that the letter was penned by a highly American-educated twenty-two year old newly minted Choctaw chief. 

47 The Natchez Weekly Courier (Natchez, Mississippi), 2 December 1831, p. 6 (Newspapers.com).   
48 Ibid.   
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“We as Choctaws rather choose to suffer and be free” than live under laws they themselves had 

no voice in making.  In Harkin’s view, sovereignty then was paramount, a non-negotiable.  But 

though “the state of Mississippi has wronged us, I cannot find in my heart any other sentiment 

than ardent wish for her prosperity and happiness,” claimed Harkins, who wished for future 

generations that “peace and happiness may be their reward.”  At first, the letter brimmed with 

this kind of almost optimism for the future.  Then, roughly a third of the way through the letter, 

came the sentence: “Amid the gloom…of the present separation, we are cheered with a hope that 

ere long we shall reach our destined home and that nothing short of the basest acts of treachery 

will ever be able to wrest it from us.”49   

That sentence, beginning with a cheery hope and ending with “basest acts of treachery” 

marks a turning point in tone.  The optimism and entreaty with which the letter began now gave 

way to a foreboding, and a different sort of entreaty. 

…it is said that our present movements are our own voluntary acts—such is not the case.  
We found ourselves like a benighted stranger, following false guides, until he was 
surrounded on every side, with fire or water.  The fire was certain destruction, and feeble 
hope was left to him of escaping by water.  A distant view of the opposite shore 
encourages the hope; to remain would be utter annihilation.  Who would hesitate, or 
would say that this plunging into the water was his own voluntary act.50 
 

In contemplating past treacheries and the possibility of future treachery, despite the promises, 

Harkins used irony and even a bit of sarcasm:  

The man who said that he would plant a stake and draw a line around us, that never 
should be passed, was the first to say he could not guard the lines, and drew up the stake 
and wiped out all traces of the line.  I will not conceal from you my fears, that the present 
grounds may be removes—I have my foreboding—who of us can tell after witnessing 
what has already been done….  Let us alone—we will not harm you, we want rest.  We 
hope in the name of justice, that another outrage may never be committed against us….51 

                                                 

49 The Natchez Weekly Courier (Natchez, Mississippi), 2 December 1831, p. 6 (Newspapers.com). 
50 Ibid.   
51 Ibid.   
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Was Harkins also being ironic in his subsequent praise of the American governments and 

the Choctaws wish and intention to emulate it in their new land?  If so, then the irony here is 

heavy: “Taking an example from the American government and knowing the happiness its 

citizens enjoy…it is the intention of our countrymen to form a government assimilated to that of 

our white brethren….  We know in order to protect the rights and secure the liberties of the 

people, no government approximates so nearly to perfection….”52  I do not, however, think that 

Harkins was being ironic.  I think he was being entirely sincere.  Everything else we know about 

George Harkins suggests that he entirely favored a path “assimilated to that of our white 

brethren.”  But even a government approximating “so nearly to perfection” as the United States 

had dealt in treachery to the Choctaws.  Harkins had fears and forebodings for the future, but he 

nonetheless genuinely hoped that “another outrage” would never be committed against them.53 

Harkins’ overall tone in the letter was self-deprecating.  As discussed earlier in this work, 

such self-deprecations that often accompany documents written by Native pens are suspect.  

They must be read carefully, and even somewhat skeptically, given that, as captive nations or 

oppressed peoples, the principle of “telling them what they want to hear,” rather than one’s true 

thoughts, as well as the adopted posture of humble supplicant is without question operative to 

one degree or another in all such accounts and correspondence.  Despite this fact of “reading 

between the lines,” it is difficult to see what, in this case, Harkins would have had to gain, from 

such a posture of diffidence, self-deprecation and humble supplication.  He was leaving to go to 

                                                 

52 The Natchez Weekly Courier (Natchez, Mississippi), 2 December 1831, p. 6 (Newspapers.com). 
53 Ibid.   
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a place where the Choctaw had been promised that they would never again be disturbed.  What 

had he to lose by a brute and forceful honesty?  Or does the tone of Harkins letter truly represent 

his feelings and thoughts on the eve of removal?  We cannot know for certain Harkins’ 

motivations or the why of the posture adopted in his letter.   

Finally, one can be excused for wondering—knowing the rift that had occurred between 

Harkins and his uncle Greenwood—if the penultimate sentences of his letter are a veiled jab at 

LeFlore, and his decision to remain in Mississippi after repeated promises that he too would 

remove to Indian territory.  Speaking of his people and of his chiefly duty, Harkins wrote: 

“Could I stay and forget them and leave them to struggle alone, unaided, unfriended, and 

forgotten…?  I should then be unworthy of the name of a Choctaw, and be a disgrace to my 

blood.  I must go with them; my destiny is cast among the Choctaw people.  If they suffer, so 

will I; if they prosper, then I will….”54 

And suffer with them Harkins did.  Later in that winter of 1831-1832, the journey for 

Harkins’ party turned deadly, as it did with so many of the removal parties.  After crossing the 

Ouachita River in Arkansas in late December, Harkins wrote a report which was syndicated in 

many newspapers across the east: 

We arrived at this place about two weeks ago.  Joel Nail and his party came in company 
with us.  We came up to this place in steamboats from Vicksburg.  We sent our horses 
and oxen by land, and about 250 head of horses have died on the road.  We have had very 
bad weather.  Since we landed at this place, about twenty of Nail’s party have died, and 
still they are continuing to die.  Two of my party have died.  We are about 200 miles 
from our country on the Red River.  It will be some time in February before we get to 
where we want to settle.  There are about 1200 of us in company, and we are compelled 
to travel slow, as there are so many sick people.  I am afraid a great many will die before 
we get home.55 

                                                 

54 The Natchez Weekly Courier (Natchez, Mississippi), 2 December 1831, p. 6 (Newspapers.com).   
55 New York Observer (New York, New York) 3 March 1832, p. 35 (Newspapers.com). 
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Peter Pitchlynn also led a party of several hundred suffering Choctaws that winter of 

1831-1832.  Pitchlynn reported that by the time his party reached Memphis, the journey became 

“very unpleasant, most being sick and some dying.”56  Sometime also during that winter, 

somewhere in Arkansas after they had crossed the Mississippi, an anonymous and literate 

Choctaw traveling in Pitchlynn’s party, wrote a poem about his or her experience of removal 

from home in Mississippi to Indian Territory.57  The manuscript of the poem, which resides in 

the Peter Pitchlynn papers at the Helmerich Center for American Research at the Gilcrease 

Museum in Tulsa, Oklahoma, gives a window into the thoughts and mood of one anonymous 

Choctaw making the journey58.   

It is a marvelous document to examine, eight pages in sometimes difficult cursive, of 

rambling verses, inconsistent in rhyme and meter, and with numerous crossed out lines on every 

page, and notes scribbled in the margins, a work in progress and a “rough draft” to say the least.  

At times the poem reads as an angry screed against Greenwood LeFlore and the treaty 

commissioner John Eaton, at times like a triumphant cheerleading chant for an athletic team.  

The poem begins with the refrain, “Eaton tell us go away/ Here no longer you can stay/ Walk O 

jaw bone walk I say/ Walk O jaw bone walk away.”59 

                                                 

56 Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, Folder 113, HCAR. 
57 It is also possible that this “poem” was meant as a song rather than a poem, perhaps as new lyrics for a 

catchy tune of the time.  But as we only possess the text without any musical notation, we cannot be sure of this, and 
have thus called it a “poem.” 

58 The poem is anonymous and so I have called it and its author such here, but it is entirely possible and 

plausible that it is actually the work of Peter Pitchlynn himself.  An examination of the handwriting of the poem 
with Pitchlynn’s letters shows very close similarities.  Further, at least part of the poem was written on paper on 
which it appears that a letter was started but not continued.  There is one corner of a page where an upside-down line 
at the bottom of the page (which would have been right side up at the top of a page if the start of a letter) reads 
“Dear Father” (John Pitchlynn?)  Since the poem is anonymous and we cannot know for certain, I have chosen to 
write of it above and subsequently as the work of “an anonymous Choctaw.” 

59 Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, Folder 110A, HCAR. 



 338 

The author of the poem gives him or herself away as one removing for reasons of 

Choctaw sovereignty, as the author writes, “On my way to the Arkansaws, G – d d – n the white 

man’s laws.”60  As the poem goes on, the anger—and perhaps some despair—continues, “In 

Memphis Town we took a dram/ and once more dam’d old uncle sam…. Be our fate good or 

bad/ we have cause to be sad.”  Right away in the first pages, the poem accuses Greenwood 

LeFlore of being a “tyrant,” and since “he is the man who took a bribe…we will give him the 

devil’s wrath.”  Some of the harshest lines of the poem are directed against John Eaton, 

castigating “his forked tongue and shallow hart (sp.),” and wishing that Eaton would be kept “in 

eternal pain.”61 

On page five, the poem turns to the Trail of Tears: 

          The damndst time we ever saw 
          Was at the post in Arkansas 
          The meanest place in all the world…. 
 
          Seventy sleeps we there we laid 
          While it snow’d and upon us hail’d 
          O the hard times we did see…. 
          It snow’d it hail’d I do you tell 
          I thought it twould pelt us all to hell 
          O the hard times we did see….62     
       

The author also complained of “the salted pork and damn poor beef,” of the government 

provisions supplied for removal.  Throughout, the refrain (or bridge, perhaps) keeps returning: 

“Walk a jaw bone walk I say/ Walk O jaw bone walk away.”  On page seven, the poem turns to 

                                                 

60 Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, Folder 110A, HCAR.  The two words “G –d d – n” are rendered here just as 

written in the manuscript by the poem’s author.  It is, of course, obvious that this stands for “God damn.”  The fact 
that the author was sensitive to the nature of the curse being uttered and declined to write it out fully, could possibly 
suggest that the author was Christian convert, or otherwise held a sensitivity to piety which would object to a curse 
or an instance of “taking God’s name in vain.” 

61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid. 
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cheering the removal party on with the double refrain “Huzza for the Choctaw Nation/ Huzza for 

the Choctaw Nation.”63 

In March 1832, after having arrived in the west and survived the harrowing debacle of the 

removal the previous winter, David Folsom, Nitakechi, and George Harkins, along with several 

of their headmen, joined forces to write a joint letter to the Secretary of War, in part complaining 

about the “damn poor beef” mentioned above.  They had several recommendations for the 

upcoming 1832-1833 removals, including doubling the rations of corn and salt, as they had been 

far too little to adequately sustain the removal parties of the previous winter.  They also asked 

that their meat rations be given in cattle and hogs that they could slaughter and prepare 

themselves, rather than the too often spoiled meat that they had endured on the trail.64   

At best, these recommendations were acted upon in partial, piecemeal fashion in the 

removals of 1832-1833.  During the removals of 1832-1833, conditions were complicated in 

horrible fashion by an outbreak of cholera spreading up and down the Mississippi, probably 

originating in Memphis, which killed whites and Indians alike.  William Armstrong, the 

Superintendent of Choctaw removal east of the Mississippi wrote to George Gibson in 

September that he was “making every effort” to get Indians across the Mississippi “as early as 

possible” to avoid cholera.  There were reports of cholera deaths on nearly all the steamboats 

going up and down the Mississippi.65  A month later, Armstrong wrote to Gibson with some 

veiled criticism that no thought had been given to providing the removal parties with physicians 

to travel with them.  Wrote Armstrong, “…today an Indian broke his leg, and we will of course 

                                                 

63 Peter P. Pitchlynn Papers, Folder 110A, HCAR. 
64 Chiefs and head-men of the Choctaw Nation to Lewis Cass, 2 March 1832, Senate Document 512, 23rd 

Congress, 1st Session.  Vol. 3, 226.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
65 William Armstrong to George Gibson, 10 September 1832, Senate Document 512, 23rd Congress, 1st 

Session.  Vol. 1, 378.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 



 340 

have to leave him.  We have no medicine…it is now too late to hear from the department, but I 

consider it very necessary that we should have medical aid: where there are two thousand 

Indians, with the wagoneers, and those attached to the emigration, at least a physician could have 

been employed.”66  William Colquhoun, an agent in the field overseeing removal parties, seeing 

the dire need and not waiting to hear from Gibson, took matters into his own hands and hired a 

local physician, later writing to Gibson that he was sure “that the appointment will meet the 

approbation of the department.”67  Finally, in December, after seeing untold death and suffering, 

Armstrong wrote to Gibson, 

No man but one who was present can form any idea of the difficulties that we have 
encountered owing to the cholera, and the influence occasioned by its dreadful 
effects…death was hourly among us and the road lined with the sick.  The extra wagons 
hired to haul the sick are about five to the 1,000; fortunately they are a people that will 
walk to the last, or I do not know how we could get on.68 
 
Over that deadly winter of 1832-1833, David Folsom led a second removal party from 

Mississippi to the west, having led a party west the previous winter.  We know little of this party 

and their trials, except several mentions in the journal of Jefferson Van Horne, a U.S. disbursing 

agent with the Office of the Commissary General of Subsistence.  Van Horne led a party of 

several hundred Choctaws who seemed to trail Folsom’s party and route several days behind.69  

                                                 

66 William Armstrong to George Gibson, 13 October 1832, Senate Document 512, 23rd Congress, 1st 

Session.  Vol. 1, 386-387.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC 
67 William Colquhoun to George Gibson, 25 October 1832, Senate Document 512, 23rd Congress, 1st 

Session.  Vol. 1, 628.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC 
68 William Armstrong to George Gibson, 2 December 1832, Document 512, Vol. 1, 401.  Record Group 
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accompanied—at least for part of their journey—the several hundred early emigrants from Greenwood LeFlore’s 
district.  “Journal of Jefferson Van Horne—Choctaw Removal, November-December 1832,” Records of 
the Commissary General of Subsistence, 1830-37, Letters Received, 1833, Box 11.  Record Group 75.6, NARA DC. 
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George Gibson had directed his agents to “treat the emigrants with all kindness.”70  Whatever the 

motivations behind the directive—as discussed above—Jefferson Van Horne seems to have 

genuinely tried to do his job with kindness.  Though Van Horne is not a “Choctaw voice,” I have 

included excerpts from his account here because they give us “snapshots” of the day-to-day 

struggles of one group of removing Choctaws, and as will be seen, illustrate an important point 

about these Choctaws in crisis. 

Van Horne led a group of 629 Choctaws from the Sixtowns (Okla Hannali).  His journal 

begins on November 29, 1832, at the crossing of the Arkansas River in central Arkansas: “At 

sunrise…I commenced crossing the party of Six Towns assigned to me consisting of 629 

people…I counted the people as they crossed the river.”  Van Horne had joined the party already 

in progress, just east of Little Rock.  He wrote that when he had joined them, “great numbers 

were sick and considerable numbers dying.”  Though we do not know the size of this Sixtowns 

party when they left Mississippi, it is probable it was considerably smaller due to deaths, at the 

time of Van Horne’s river-crossing census.  Despite this, however, on December 1 Van Horne 

remarked that the Choctaws were traveling “with great cheerfulness and harmony.”71 

On December 2, Van Horne wrote that he had “rejected a quantity of beef presented at 

this stand.  It had been slaughtered to long and was spoiled.”  December 3rd was a river crossing 

day.  Starting at eight o’clock in the morning, Van Horne “gave a certificate for crossing 584 of 

my people (small children not counted) at the ferry over the Washita river.”  The river crossings 

would take all of that day and part of the next.  Meanwhile, “Sixty-five of David Folsom’s 
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people, who had fallen back…being unable to get over, requested me to cross them.  I did so.”  

While the Choctaws were waiting their turns to cross the Washita River, “A man in the employ 

of Davis, the ferryman, made several of my party drunk, notwithstanding I went to his shop 

before my party came up and obtained his pledge that they should not have any liquor.”  Van 

Horne also ascertained, much to his chagrin, that several of those who had fallen back from the 

from the party of David Folsom, who had been camped out there for many days waiting to cross 

“had been beastly drunk for many days.”72 

On December 4 Van Horne reported the birth of a baby.  No further details, sadly, just 

that there was a birth.  In Van Horne’s account from just November 29th to December 4th—just a 

snapshot of six days on the trail, we have death and birth, sickness and “cheerfulness and 

harmony,” a group unable to keep up and falling back to join Van Horne’s group, and the cruelty 

and depravity of a liquor merchant.73  In short, we have a very human story, of both the best and 

the worst of humanity in massive crisis.  In a very real sense, the previous sentence could be said 

of the entirety of the Choctaw Removal crisis.   

On December 5, an incident occurred which continues the theme of humanity in crisis 

and illustrates the bonds formed through it.  Van Horne wrote, 

All the captains called upon me in a body and desired me to wait until the cart of their     
headman Etotahoma (which broke down last evening and was unable to get to camp) 
should be brought up.  I had sent back more than once and had much trouble to get this 
old man and his cart along.  His oxen were poor and worn out, and his cart badly 
constructed.  But he was looked to and beloved by the whole party.  He would not part 
with his cart and although it might have been policy to go on and leave the wretched old 
establishment, I found it impossible to get his people along without him.  He was old, 
lame and captious….74 

                                                 

72 “Journal of Jefferson Van Horne—Choctaw Removal, November-December 1832,” Records of 

the Commissary General of Subsistence, 1830-37, Letters Received, 1833, Box 11.  Record Group 75.6, NARA DC. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid. 
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An old, lame, and beloved man, with a broken-down cart and worn-out oxen, slowing down a 

party of hundreds.  Van Horne suggests that it would have been policy to leave the cart and oxen 

behind.  Yet he cannot.  The compassion of Etotahoma’s people for their aged headman will not 

allow it. 

On December 7 Van Horne reported that it had rained the entire night before and 

throughout “the whole day severely.”  Five more stragglers who had fallen behind from David 

Folsom’s party joined them.  “Etotahoma’s cart fell to the rear again.  I sent back Mr. Bryn and 

the interpreter with a yoke of oxen and a driver to bring it up.”  Then it rained again all that 

night.  On December 9, Van Horne wrote,  

Notwithstanding I had hired a yoke of oxen and a driver to bring Etotahoma’s cart up 
with the party, he failed to bring it further than the little Missouri river.  Many of 
Etotahoma’s people had stopped behind and this morning all the captains called upon me 
and requested that the party might lay by this day (Sunday) to allow all to get up with the 
party and that they might wash, mend their moccasins and rest.  They said Etotahoma 
was their chief, that they all love him, that he was old and lame, and that they were 
unwilling to leave him behind.75 
 

A hard journey, the need to rest, “mend moccasins”, an old lame man, and compassion upon 

him.  “They all love him.”  And they weren’t going to go on without him.  They were all in this 

ordeal together, and the weakest among them would set the pace.  There is a deep sadness in 

reading Jefferson Van Horne’s account, but there is nobility and beauty too. 

Though the bulk of Choctaw removal was completed by 1834, there were many more 

smaller removals throughout the rest of the 19th century.76  After 1833, however, according to the 

Treaty of dancing Rabbit Creek, there was no obligation nor promise of any government 

                                                 

75 “Journal of Jefferson Van Horne—Choctaw Removal, November-December 1832,” Records of 

the Commissary General of Subsistence, 1830-37, Letters Received, 1833, Box 11.  Record Group 75.6, NARA DC. 
76 Charles Roberts, “The Second Choctaw Removal, 1903,” in After Removal: The Choctaw in Mississippi, 

eds. Samuel J. Wells and Roseanna Tubby (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1986): 94-111.  
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assistance in removal.77  In September of 1833, William Armstrong wrote to George Gibson of 

his frustrations that there remained a still too sizable minority of the Choctaw Nation that was 

holding on in Mississippi.  “Strange as it is,” wrote Armstrong,  

…there are a large party who seem almost determined to remain, not one of whom have a 
foot of land.  This is owing to some three or four leading captains who, themselves 
entitled to land, either given them in the treaty, or have taken the five years stay, which 
will give them land.  To those captains I appealed in as strong language as I could, and 
informed them that the laws were extended over them, and that they could not protect 
their warriors against the laws; that although they themselves had land, their people had 
not; that the Government were anxious for them to remove; that this was the last year 
they would be emigrated at the expense of the United States.   
 

Despite Armstrong having “urged every consideration to induce them to go,” he found the 

holdouts to be, in his words, “so blind to their own interest.”78  The communal values of the 

Choctaws are evidenced in the above quote.  The “captains” who had or expected land allotments 

were allowing as many of their as wanted to stay on their allotments.  The descendants of this 

incalcitrant band of holdouts would become today’s federally recognized Mississippi Band of 

Choctaw Indians.   

The “Pioneer Stories” 

Now we come to other Choctaw voices no less troubled than the voices of the major 

Choctaw figures already examined herein.  And yet, as we will see, these voices are not without 

hope, even in the midst of despair.  Though the source base for accounts such as those that 

follow is not extensive, familiar patterns and refrains emerge to give a historical voice to 

Choctaws who traveled the very first “Trail of Tears.” 

                                                 

77 Transcript of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.  Accessed June 7, 2021, 

https://www.choctawnation.com/sites/default/files/2015/09/29/1830_Treaty_of_Dancing_Rabbit_Creek_original.pdf
.  See Articles II and III. 

78 William Armstrong to George Gibson, 14 September 1833, Senate Document 512, 23rd Congress, 1st 

Session.  Vol. 1, 414.  Record Group 46.14, NARA DC. 
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Any narrative account of the Choctaw Trail of Tears will be a grim one.  One of the most 

complete and eloquent narratives is found in a talk by Edmond J. Gardner, whose father removed 

in 1832 with a party of around 600 Choctaws led by Thomas LeFlore.79  In a talk given in 1934, 

only a year before his death, Edmond Gardner struck themes seen over and again in nearly all 

extent stories of the Choctaw Trail of Tears: 

…in many companies, some small, some large, some by boat upon the rivers and some 
over land….  They were gathered together like so many cattle, herded, and forced upon 
the road and driven to this country.  They were sad, the suffered, and they were 
discouraged….  Some were sick, some lame, some blind, some old and feeble, some little 
babes, some very thinly clad and had no shoes on their feet…thru a wilderness…thru rain 
and snow, and their suffering was most intense.80 
 
In 1937, as a part of the Works Progress Administration’s (hereafter WPA) Indian-

Pioneer Oral History Project, field worker Hazel B. Greene interviewed an aged Choctaw man 

named Lem W. Oakes, whose mother had removed from Mississippi to Indian Territory at the 

age of eight with her parents.81  Oakes told a tale of hardship similar to Edmond Gardner’s: “He 

said that his mother’s folks did not come to this country in a train of wagons and oxen and that 

they got here the best way they could.  Also that it took a year to make the trip because they 

walked, all who were able.”82  After her interview with the aged Choctaw man, Greene made a 

personal commentary rarely found in the Indian-Pioneer interviews:  

                                                 

79 “A Talk by Edmond J. Gardner at the Pilgrimage to Wheelock.  June 27, 1934.”  Edmond J. Gardner 

Papers, Folder 1, HCAR. 
80 Ibid. 
81 NOTE: The citations from the Indian-Pioneer Oral History Project found in this chapter are inconsistent 

in format.  This is due to the fact they are inconsistent in themselves, varying from document to document in what 
they are called, the terminology used, and even as to the title by which the field worker is listed (sometimes as “field 
worker,” but also as “interviewer,” and “investigator.”  I have tried to call the respective documents I have used 
what they call themselves and use the terminology and citation that they themselves use.  In addition, any spelling, 
capitalization and punctuation errors found in quotations from the interviews have been left as is.  

82 Hazel B. Greene in Fleming, Effie Oakes.  Interview.  Indian-Pioneer History Project for Oklahoma.  

June 12, 1937.  OU-WHC.  https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/cdm/ref/collection/indianpp/id/3995, accessed 12 
December 2019.  The interview with Lem W. Oakes is contained with the final pages of Greene’s interview with his 
niece, Effie Oakes Fleming. 
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Now I do not doubt the veracity of Lem Oakes, his mother…or Mrs. Fleming [Lem 
Oakes’ niece, see footnote 81]…neither do I doubt that Mrs. Oakes told them just what 
they said she did…she was very old and possibly drew on her imagination…as we are all 
too prone to do.  It is possible too, or probable that the things that she witnessed were 
distorted in her childish mind at eight, or at eighty odd years either.”83 
 

Greene finished her errant commentary with a verse” “I know not what the truth may be, But I 

tell it to you, as it was told to me.84 

One of the most complete extant Choctaw removal stories, in terms of detail, is the story 

of Tushpa, a member of a party of poor Choctaws who removed in the spring of 1834.  Tuspha’s 

story poignantly captures the harrowing ordeal of “ordinary” Choctaws in removal.  On his death 

bed, Tushpa, a “full-blood” Choctaw who had later gone by the name of John Culberson, told his 

son James Culberson, of his removal to Indian Territory at the age of twelve in the spring of 

1834.85  Although James Culberson was interviewed as a part of the Indian-Pioneer Oral History 

Project, his account there is very brief.  The full narrative of Tushpa’s journey and experience on 

                                                 

83 Hazel B. Greene in Fleming, Effie Oakes.  Interview.  Indian-Pioneer History Project for Oklahoma.  

June 12, 1937.  OU-WHC.  https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/cdm/ref/collection/indianpp/id/3995, accessed 12 
December 2019.   

84 Ibid.  Here is a (presumably) white “historian” doubting the veracity of a Native oral account.  This 

consideration raises methodological and philosophical questions regarding the telling of Native history by non-
Natives, questions and considerations of which the author is acutely aware in the present work.  Greene’s openly 
expressed doubt also raises important questions vis-à-vis the documentary base that must be considered, such as how 
much can be trusted of the memories of those who were children at the time of events, and then tell them to their 
children and grandchildren, in many cases not until decades after, when they themselves are aged…and that these 
accounts then, must be considered as second and third hand accounts.  Such is the major difficulty that must be 
squarely faced in this chapter.  The preceding caveat, notwithstanding, in examination of the stories below, we begin 
to see the same themes emerging over and over in the stories, and thus we can reconstruct, to some extent, an overall 
narrative of the “trail of tears and death” through Choctaw voices and perspectives.   

     The issue discussed above is not the only issue we face, however, with regard to mining a source base 
such as the Indian-Pioneer stories, interviews conducted and collected in the late 1930s as a part of the Works 
Progress Administration’s Indian-Pioneer Oral History Project.  J. Wallace Mcmurtry, interviewed in 1938, had a 
white father who married his Choctaw mother sometime after she “came to the Territory over the Lonesome Trail 
(Trail of Tears) in 1833.”  McMurtry said his mother was sixteen at the time, and “That bitter trip is something she 
didn’t like to discuss.”  Interview with Wallace J. McMurtry.  Investigator – James Russell Gray, Indian-Pioneer 
History S-149, February 24, 1938.  OU-WHC.  https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/cdm/ref/collection/indianpp/id/340,  
accessed 14 December 2019.  This sentiment is myriad in the Indian-Pioneer interviews.  Some of the implications 
of this historical silence are treated later in this chapter.   

85James Culberson. “End of “The Trail of Tears—the Upbuilding of State.” American Indian Magazine, 

January 1929, page 8. “Full-blood” is James Culberson’s own phrase, used in his account. 



 347 

the Trail of Tears can be pieced together from a very long, rambling and rather disjointed article 

written by James Culberson, which appeared in four consecutive issues of American Indian 

Magazine in 1928-1929.86 

On his death bed, Tushpa “enjoined me to keep the family together,” wrote James, “and 

give them some chance for an education; to be a good citizen, and write the history of the 

journey….”87  According to Tushpa’s account as told to his son, the band with which Tushpa 

removed was approximately one hundred strong at the start, “and were all full-blood Choctaw 

Indians of very small means, and in fact had nothing of value to help them make this trip.”88  

Despite their poverty, the party planned for their new start in Indian Territory by choosing 

individuals “to carry choice seed corn for the planting of new fields,” and “seeds from choice 

peach and apple trees so that new orchards might be planted.”  Others were given charge of the 

bean and melon seeds for new gardens.89  Most likely these seed carrying tasks were managed by 

the women in the party. 

Tushpa was traveling with his father and mother, whose names are given as Kanchi and 

Ishtona.90 Some in the party appear to have been Christian converts, or at least inquirers or 

                                                 

86 The American Indian Magazine was a magazine published in Tulsa, Oklahoma in a run of 51 monthly 

issues from 1926-1931 by Lee F. Harkins, the great-grandnephew of George W. Harkins.  The magazine showcased 
contributors and articles from primarily Oklahoma tribes, but other tribes across the nation to a lesser extent, and 
took a vehemently pro-assimilationist stance on Indian affairs both in Oklahoma and nationally. 

87 James Culberson. “End of “The Trail of Tears—the Upbuilding of State.” American Indian Magazine, 

January 1929, page 8. 
88 James Culberson. “Choctaws Were Hastened in Starting “Trail of Tears.””  American Indian Magazine, 

October 1928, page 10. 
89 Ibid. 
90 The Choctaw names used in James Culberson’s account are worth remarking upon.  All of them except 

one are verbs, nouns, or adjectives.  Tushpa is all three depending on usage.  Tushpa as an adjective: hasty, quick, 
alert, active, agile, speedy, sudden.  Tushpa as a verb: to be hasty, alert, active, agile, speedy, sudden.  Tushpa as a 
noun: haste, hastiness, quickness, readiness, speed.  Baha (the headman of the party): a jab, a stab, a knife stab.  
Ishtona (Tushpa’s mother who dies on route): to carry, to bring.  But the most curious name of all in the narrative is 
Kanchi.  As a verb, Kanchi means to sell, to cede, to grant, to transfer, to alienate, to dispose of, to eject, to forsake.  
As a noun: “a traitor to his people.”  The name Kanchi thus stands out particularly in a removal narrative, and may 
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sympathetic to Christianity.  James Culberson described his father, Tushpa, as “a very religious 

man.”91  The younger Culberson records his father carrying a Bible with him on the entire 

journey to Indian Territory, and in 1937, the younger Culberson, by then a very old man, showed 

the Bible to the WPA field worker who interviewed him.92  Prior to their departure Kanchi called 

the party together and made them a speech.  The mood in the party, according to Culberson, was 

a mix of anger and resignation.  Some swore vengeance, and others had given up already.  In 

Kanchi’s speech to this despairing and angry crowd of Choctaws, he recalled hearing “a man 

preach from a book that he called a Bible…and although that book was read by a white man, I 

believe there is something better in it than the way the white man acts.”  Kanchi urged his 

listeners against anger and vengeance.  His speech became a prayer of sorts for himself and his 

fellows: “…so give us hearts that we hear about in this book and let us be good, and if we live to 

see this new country to which we travel, help some of us to do good to those we meet.”93 

Tushpa’s party set off from the Choctaw homeland in the early spring of 1834, when the 

Mississippi River was near flood stage.  They could not cross the river and were forced to camp 

                                                 

cause one to muse as to whether James Culberson may have pulled these names from a dictionary and that perhaps 
something deeper is going on with this  narrative than the mere recounting of what his father told him…perhaps 
some kind of veiled statement about the principals involved (especially Kanchi) in the narrative?  However, in 
personal correspondence with Dr. Ian Thompson, the Tribal Historic Preservation Officer of the Choctaw Nation of 
Oklahoma, Dr. Thompson wrote, “I believe names like this honored people as individuals who could go out and get 
some of the material items that were needed to support their families….  Some or all of these could be nicknames, as 
it was not common to call family members by their actual name.  That could mean the names came from an unusual 
incident or personal characteristic and wouldn’t have necessarily followed formal naming convention at all.”  
Personal correspondence with Ian Thompson, 28 February and 1 March 2020.  Thompson’s explanation seems 
probable then, given the following snippet from Culberson: “Tushpa the bare-footed lad; Ishtona, the 
deliverer…Kanchi, the seller….”  James Culberson. “Choctaws Were Hastened in Starting “Trail of Tears.””  
American Indian Magazine, October 1928, page 11. 

91 James Culberson, Third Interview.  Interviewer Lula Austin.  August 26, 1937.  OU-WHC.  

https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/cdm/ref/collection/indianpp/id/7369, accessed 14 December 2019. 
92 Culberson, James.  Collection, 7338, - 10 – Form C-(S-149) Historical Collection Form Works Progress 

Administration.  Indian-Pioneer History Project for Oklahoma.  Field Worker Lula Austin.  August 27, 1937. OU-
WHC.  https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/cdm/ref/collection/indianpp/id/6366, accessed 10 December 2019. 

93 James Culberson. “Choctaws Were Hastened in Starting “Trail of Tears.””  American Indian Magazine, 

October 1928, page 11. 
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along its banks until its flow decreased to safer proportions.  On the second night they were 

camped at the river, a messenger entered camp and “announced that a fire had destroyed their 

former homes and everything that had been left in them.”  Culberson records that this “snatched 

away” any remaining hopes or notions that they might remain in their homeland.  There was no 

going back now.94 

When the party was finally able to cross the Mississippi, the crossing went well except 

for one tragic accident.  On the last trip of the raft ferrying the party and their meager 

possessions across the Mississippi, the raft “was struck by a swiftly moving submerged tree.”  

Kanchi, after rescuing two children who had been thrown into the river at the collision, “in some 

manner became entangled…and caught in the undertow.”  Kanchi drowned.  He was pulled 

under in the current and “never came to the surface again.”95 

Tushpa then related to his son how they traveled for days through swamps, “sometimes 

knee-deep in muck…and they often had to sleep in wet clothes.”  As a result, when they finally 

reached dry ground, they were forced to camp for a few days because many of them had become 

sick.  Finally, “By slow, painful marches they at last reached Little Rock, Arkansas, on the 

fifteenth of May, 1834, having been on the road two and a half months….”  They had only 

completed half of their journey at this point.  Sickness was rampant in the party, and only a few 

days out of Little Rock, Tushpa recalls a boy named Shunka dying “from a sort of dysentery,” 

which “quickly spread in camp among the weakened ones, and in the course of a week…three 

others had died.”96  Of course, we cannot know for certain, but in a party of less than one 

                                                 

94 James Culberson. “Choctaws Were Hastened in Starting “Trail of Tears.””  American Indian Magazine, 

October 1928, page 16. 
95 James Culberson. “Tragic Removal of Choctaws Westward 90 Years Ago.”  American Indian Magazine, 

November 1928, page 11. 
96 Ibid.  
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hundred, only some of whom were children, the fact that Tushpa recalled the name of the boy, 

“Shunka,” may indicate a closeness or familiarity.  Tushpa himself was only twelve at the time.  

Perhaps they were friends, playmates.  In any case, many years later when speaking to his son 

about the journey and recounting the dead, the impact of this one death had been such that he 

remembered the name: Shunka. 

After the post-Little Rock outbreak of sickness which claimed Shunka, the party then 

made “good progress…towards Dardenelle of the Arkansas River which they reached on the 30th 

of May.”  Here the destitute party prevailed upon some ferry owners “to take all the company 

free of charge and ask the United States government to pay the bill at some future time.”  The 

party crossed the Arkansas River on the 31st of May, 1834.97  But sickness hit the camp yet 

again, and their progress was stopped to care for the sick, not ten miles from the river crossing.  

Two more died.  The party became desperate just to reach Fort Smith, where they hoped that “all 

their wants would be supplied by the United States agent.”  A plan was worked out among the 

headmen of the band to leave the sick behind with a few to care for them, and that the rest would 

go on to Fort Smith or Skullyville.  The party who went on reached Skullyville in Indian 

Territory without incident, and the leader of the band, a headman named Baha, immediately 

returned to the sick camp with provisions.  He found the camp and its inhabitants in a much-

worsened state than when he had left it.  There had been eight deaths in his absence, and 

Culberson described the state of those still living as “near panic.”  One of the eight who had died, 

was James’ grandmother, Tushpa’s mother Ishtona.  Tushpa was one of the survivors from the 

camp, and Culberson wrote that before their departure from the camp site, Tushpa cried in 

                                                 

97 James Culberson. “Two Thousand Choctaw Died During Their Removal.”  American Indian Magazine, 

December 1928, page 10. 
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mourning over his mother’s grave.  Tushpa and the remnant reached Skullyville on July 1, 

1834.98 

James Culberson’s tale of his father Tushpa’s journey is a harrowing, gut-wrenching one, 

and though it was told in much fuller detail than most among those who told their stories to 

progeny, it is by no means a unique tale.  Gilbert Thompson’s father and mother Garrett and 

Belinda Thompson both journeyed in one of the early removal parties.  “They used to tell of the 

hard time they had in getting over to this country,” Gilbert told WPA interviewer Johnson 

Hampton.  Gilbert’s father Garrett told him: 

He said that lots of the Choctaws died on the road by freezing and lots dies by sickness.  
They did not have clothes to keep them warm, and they did not have bedding to keep 
them warm at nights when they camped out.  The “Trail of Tears” is the right name for 
the trip that our fore-fathers made when they came to this country; they were driven like 
cattle; the man who had them in charge did not try to help them; when they got sick he 
did not try to get them any medicine, nor did he try to get them bedding sufficient to keep 
them warm, nor did he give them food enough to live on while they were making the trip 
to this country; they had to dig roots and herbs and get what they could to live on coming 
over here.99 
 
Sampson Scott’s grandfather also removed from Mississippi in one of the early removal 

parties.  Portions of his grandfather’s report echoes the Thompsons almost verbatim: “a 

man…who was sent by the Government to pilot them over…had no mercy on any of them…they 

were driven like they were a bunch of cattle….”  Like many of the removals, it was—or turned 

into before it was over—a winter journey.  Sampson Scott’s grandfather complained of bitter 

cold and “very little clothes on their backs…there were several children who froze to death.”  

Food was scarce also; the party would sometimes go several days at a time with nothing to eat.  

                                                 

98 James Culberson. “Two Thousand Choctaw Died During Their Removal.”  American Indian Magazine, 

December 1928, page 11. 
99 Interview with Gilbert Thompson.  Interviewer Johnson H. Hampton.  October 19, 1937.  OU-WHC.  

https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/cdm/ref/collection/indianpp/id/5323, accessed 13 February 2020. 
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“If the men had anything they would give it to the women and children and do without 

themselves.”100 

As mentioned above, many did not tell their stories to children and grandchildren.  But 

over and over in the interviews of those children and grandchildren who were told, the same 

patterns, themes, even exact words, emerge almost verbatim.  From Jackson Miashintubbee, 

whose grandparents were removed: 

It seems that a good many of the Choctaws were banded together…under the command 
of a white man, who was bringing them through in wagons and horse back.  They left 
there sometime in the fall, and before they got very far, winter…[words missing]…to 
death.  There were a good many Indians died from exposure, and it seems they did not 
have food to keep them from starving along the road…this white man in command did 
not care for them at all; he did not care if all died on the road coming over here.101  
 

From Sallie Colbert, whose grandparents were removed: “My grand-father…and my grand-

mother would tell us that it was surely hard on them for they had no clothes nor shoes to wear, 

and that lots of them died on the way over here.”102   

The litany of winter travel, freezing cold, exposure, sickness, starvation and death 

becomes familiar when reading through the Indian-Pioneer stories.  Yet, the stories are not 

completely devoid of hope.  “When the Choctaws were to be moved from Mississippi to…Indian 

Territory,” Christine Bates told WPA field worker Lula Austin, “my father, then a young man, 

was appointed to assist in moving them on this journey to their new home.  It was winter…when 

the long journey was started.  There was much suffering and many deaths along the way.  He 

                                                 

100 Interview with Sampson Scott.  Field worker Johnson H. Hampton.  May 18, 1937.  OU-WHC.  

https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/cdm/ref/collection/indianpp/id/1900, accessed 12 February 2020. 
101 Interview with Jackson Miashintubbee.  Interviewer Johnson H. Hampton.  Undated.  OU-WHC.  

https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/cdm/ref/collection/indianpp/id/669, accessed 13 February 2020. 
102 Interview with Sallie Colbert.  Johnson H. Hampton, Field Worker.  Indian-Pioneer History, S-149.  

April 19, 1937.  OU-WHC.  https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/cdm/ref/collection/indianpp/id/7120, accessed 13 
February 2020. 
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started preaching…and the people had much faith in him.”103  Christine Bates’s father was the 

devout Presbyterian minister Israel Folsom (David Folsom’s younger brother), whose steadfast 

faith and preaching, helped his removal party make it through their journey in the bitter winter of 

1831.  

Of all the interviews which comprise the Indian-Pioneer Oral History Project, Josephine 

Usray Lattimer’s is one of the most extensive.  Her great-grandmother, a woman she named as 

Elsie Beams, was the niece of David Folsom, whose “N.W. District…was the first to move to the 

Indian Territory.”104  Josephine Lattimer told the WPA interviewer that “All of the Indians 

gathered at Memphis Tennessee, in 1832 and were transported across the Mississippi in the 

Steamboats, the Reindeer, the Cleopatra, the Talma and the Sir Walter Scott.”  She said the 

Choctaws sang a song as they crossed the river: “Fare thee well to Nunialchwayah (meaning to 

the land we love so dear, or perhaps “motherland”).”  After the river crossing, according to 

Josephine, the Choctaws loaded into wagons that the government had waiting for them.  These 

wagons were to take them to the “Government post, near Little Rock, Arkansas.”  Josephine told 

the interviewer, 

In loading my people got separated from each other for there were hundreds of wagons 
on this journey.  When they reached the Ouachita River, it was on a rampage and out of 
banks.  The roads were almost impassable.  It was raining and cold.  Even for the well 
and strong, the journey was almost beyond human endurance.  Many were weak and 
broken-hearted, and as night came there were new graves dug beside the way.  Many of 
the Indians contracted pneumonia fever and the cholera.105 

                                                 

103 Interview with Christine Bates.  Interviewer Lula Austin.  March 27, 1937.  OU-WHC.  
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While the Choctaws were camped out and waiting for the river to recede, a man 

Josephine called her great-grandfather, Ezekiel Roebuck, became ill.  Ezekiel held on until the 

river had receded and the Choctaws were starting to cross, but then “became unconscious and 

fell over.”  Said  Josephine, “Some one told the driver and he said “I will have to stop and put 

him out as we can’t afford to have anyone with the Cholera along.”  So they stopped by the 

roadside and put him out.  My great-grandmother said, “You can put the children and me out 

too.”  According to Josephine, the family at that time consisted of two twelve year old boys 

(twins?) and a baby girl. (Presumably one of these children must have been Josephine’s 

grandparent though which is not clear.)  The driver replied, “All right, but he will soon be dead 

and you and your children will have to walk the balance of the way.”106 

Josephine said that her great-grandmother insisted, and “begged the driver for food and a 

blanket for Great-Grandfather, and he grudgingly gave the blanket and one day’s supply of 

food.”  At about this time, her great-grandfather apparently regained consciousness, and upon 

realizing the situation told his wife, “…why didn’t you take the children and go on, I can’t last 

much longer, and my Soul will rest much easier if I knew you were safe.  My body is just dust 

and will be all right any place.”  His wife said that she would not leave his side, “As long as you 

live I’ll be with you….”  Josephine’s great-grandmother and her two boys then made a 

comfortable bed for Ezekiel from “long stemmed grass,” and pulled Ezekiel onto it.  According 

to Josephine’s story, they all huddled around a fire that night as they kept vigil over the dying 

Ezekiel, and in the night wolves and panthers came circling around their camp.  At sunset the 

next day, Ezekiel died, and his wife and her children used sticks and a couple of knives they had 
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to dig “a grave deep enough to bury him, and piled rocks and dead trees on top of the grave to 

keep the beasts from the body.”107 

Josephine’s great-grandmother tied the baby girl to her back, “and cautioning her boys to 

stay close to her they all swam across the river.”  Then, after building a fire to dry their clothes, 

they “walked all the way to the Government Post, where they were given food, clothes and 

shelter.  The next day they were carried to the border line in a wagon and from there they walked 

all the way into Doaksville, where Captain Doaks gave them plenty to eat and clean clothing.  

They rested here several days.  Captain Doaks sent word to her uncle, David Folsom, and he 

came for her and took her and children down to the Kiamichi.”108 

There are other stories which give us quite a different perspective from Josephine Usray 

Lattimer.  One of these is the account of Sarah A. Harlan.  Perhaps it cannot be strictly said that 

Sarah A. Harlan traveled the “Trail of Tears” if one defines that phrase at it is commonly thought 

of, as only in terms of the first and largest removals that took place in the 1830s.  In addition, 

Sarah Ann Harlan was listed as being from Alabama Choctaws, not Mississippi.109  Nevertheless, 

Sarah Harlan’s story must be considered, because though her removal did not take place until 

1850, and the circumstances of why this is so are unclear from her stories, she still tells a tale of 

incredible hardship, grief, tears and death.110   
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There are two documents bearing stories told by Sarah Harlan in the Indian-Pioneer 

archive.  First, in 1913, when she was 84 years old, Sarah Harlan dictated a manuscript—it is 

unclear to whom—which then in 1937 came into the hands of WPA field worker Amelia Harris.  

Amelia Harris wrote that she got the manuscript from a Julia Underwood of Oklahoma City.111  

Also in 1937, WPA field worker Lula Austin interviewed the then 108-year-old Sarah Harlan.  

The two documents are quite different in terms of the recollections shared such that it would 

almost seem that it was not the same person telling the stories, bringing to mind perhaps yet 

another consideration on how memory works and changes over time.112  In her interview with 

Lula Austin, the 108-year-old Sarah told the following story: 

There were twelve in the party and they were what was thought in those days as well 
fixed, having a good wagon, fat horses, plenty of provisions and covering.  The trip was 
started on September 15th and by October their troubles had begun.  Three of their horses 
died, the meat spoiled and sickness came.  One little baby died and was buried in a grace 
of cedars by the roadside.  After they journeyed on, the mother was missed, and on going 
back, was found by the little new grave singing a lullaby.113 
 
Sarah Ann indicates that her family would have been considered “well fixed” among the 

Choctaws.  This is borne out in the manuscript found by Amelia Harris.  Sarah Ann’s family 

owned slaves.  Sarah Harlan wrote, “…a bill was passed to have the Government move us.  The 

Government made appropriations to move us all west, paying our expenses and furnishing one 

year’s rations….  This applied to our negroes as well as to ourselves.”   
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Their removal route took them “…west down Tom Bigbee Bayou River to Mobile, 

Alabama.  There we crossed Lake Ponchartrain between Mobile and New Orleans.  Cholera was 

raging in New Orleans and we were anxious to take the first boat out.  It was an old boat and not 

a very safe one, by the name Alvarado.  Never the less, we would have taken anything to get 

away from the cholera.”114  Sarah Ann complained more about the boat and gave yet another 

clue indicating the “upper” status of her family: “We had not gone up the Mississippi very far, 

when we found we were not in a first-class boat.”  She continued, “We found that nearly all of 

the officers and hands were thieves.”  A trunk belonging to the family was found broken into and 

a number of articles stolen from it. Finding one of the “captain’s boys” with a hat that belonged 

to them, the family took the boy to the captain and reported the theft.  The captain gave them 

justice by making the boy return the hat and other things that he had stolen from the trunk, but 

Sarah Ann reported that they lived in fear because “we knew we were among a den of thieves.”  

A night or two later, their stateroom (yet another indication of their comparative wealth) was 

broken into and catching the thief in the act, one of them “struck out at him with a pocket knif 

(sp.) and cut his arm, so that stopped him.”  “We expected to be murdered,” Sarah Ann wrote. 115   

Further up the river, the levee had broken because of floodwaters, and the Alvarado ran 

aground on the levee and was stuck there for two days before a passing boat pulled them off the 

levee.  Reaching Arkansas, Sarah Ann reported that “we found we were in another den of 

thieves…none of us slept…but the children.”  Apparently, there were thieves everywhere 

looking to rob them.  Because of flooding, their journey up the Arkansas River on another boat 
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“made slow progress.  It took us a whole week to get up to Fort Smith.”  Death struck the party 

that week on the way up the Arkansas River: “My oldest sister’s baby was very sick with 

congestion of the brain.  There was a French doctor on the boat who took care of it, and he 

finally told me it would not recover…just as we pushed off from Van Buren, the babe drew its 

last breath.”  The baby’s name was Lewis Oliver.  When they landed at Ft. Smith, they had a 

small coffin made for little Lewis.  The boat continued on up the river to Ft. Coffee, and they 

buried the infant there “right on the bank of the Arkansas River.”116 

While in Ft. Coffee, Sarah Ann reported falling ill with cholera.  She wrote that while 

stepping into a hallway holding a pitcher of water, she “held out the pitcher, saying to my sister, 

“take it”; and I fell, knowing nothing for days.”  Her niece Helen also fell sick with cholera at the 

same time “and was a corpse before twelve o’clock that night.”  Somehow, Sarah Ann 

miraculously survived, recovering after several days.  Upon her recovery, she wrote that “I 

requested them to take me to see my baby’s grave—thinking my baby was dead because I did 

not see it.  They said, “Oh! No, your baby is well.”  But they went by the cemetery, and my 

husband said, “You see this is the grave of Lewis Oliver, and this is Helen’s.  “Oh!” I said, “Oh! 

Oh! Is she gone?” and cried, but was too weak to know my loss.”  A few days later, two more of 

the party “took the cholera and died within a few minutes of each other….  I began to think 

everybody must die.”117 

Of all of the recollections of Sarah Ann Harlan recorded in her manuscript of 1913, none 

seem to match up to what she would tell a WPA interviewer in 1937.  Both accounts contain 

poignant stories of tears and death, of sickness and mothers losing their children, but the details 
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of the stories are very different.  In the 1937 account there is no mention of a journey that was 

almost entirely by boat.  Clues in that account seem rather to indicate a journey by wagon.  There 

may be no way to adequately account for these discrepancies in accounts that we know came 

from the same person, but the trauma of the journey shouts loudly and clearly to us from both 

accounts, just as from the other accounts in this chapter.  Whether Sarah Ann Harlan’s memory 

played tricks on her between the ages of 84 and 108, that trauma never left her. 

If the relative wealth of Sarah Ann Harlan’s family is apparent in the pages of her 

accounts, Rhoda James’s interview states up front that both she and her husband came from very 

poor families.  Rhoda James was born in 1869, and is described as “a fullblood Choctaw…proud 

of her people.”  She never learned to speak English and when interviewed in 1937 by WPA field 

worker Gomer Gower, Gower wrote that the “interview was conducted with the aid of her 

grandson who served as interpreter, as she herself does not speak English.”  Rhoda James’s 

mother came to Indian Territory from Mississippi in one of the first removals.  One thing that is 

striking about Rhoda James’s interview is her recollections of what her mother told her about the 

opposition to removal.  Her account thus gives a window into how at least one poorer Choctaw 

family viewed the removal debate in the years leading up to it.  Rhoda told WPA field worker 

Gomer Gower that her 

…mother said that there was considerable opposition among Indians to being removed 
from their Mississippi homes to the Indian Territory.  This opposition was so strong that 
quite a number refused to leave their homes, with the result that only part of the Choctaw 
people were removed.  The oppositionists warned those who consented to the removal 
that the land offered them would again be taken from them just as it had been done in 
Mississippi.118 
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What may be most noteworthy in the above quotation is that subsequent history proved the 

“oppositionists” correct in their assessment of American promises and treaties.  Their skepticism 

was well justified. 

But what Rhoda James’s mother told her also indicates that the situation had become 

intolerable for many: “…the Choctaws were not accorded the best treatment while in 

Mississippi.  They were not permitted to hunt on any land owned by Whites, and if any game 

was killed on such land by the Indians, they would be subject to severe punishment.  The Indians 

were restricted in many other ways and were far from being happy under such restrictions.”  For 

poor families such as the James’s, the situation in Indian Territory was apparently little better 

until well after the Civil War.  According to Rhoda’s mother, “After removing to the Indian 

Territory the Indians had not fully recovered from the effects of the trip from Mississippi, before 

the Civil war with its devastating effects overtook them.”  Many poorer Choctaw families were 

“left helpless” after the war.  Food was in great scarcity.119 

Stories Told and Untold: The Historical Trauma of Choctaw Removal  

My aunt always started the story saying, “you are here because of what happened to your 

great-grandmother long ago”.120 

In interrogating these stories and others from the Indian-Pioneer Archive one may ask 

what are these stories telling us one hundred years after the events that produced them?  Or, to 

put it another way, what is deemed important to say, important to remember, generations later?  

Josephine Lattimer thought the song sung as they crossed the river important, the song about 
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saying goodbye to the land they loved so dear.  But for Sarah Ann Harlan’s story, history would 

never have known the name of a little boy, her nephew Lewis Oliver.  He is given importance.  

Among Tushpa’s memories of the trail are the deaths of both his mother and father, and another 

little boy: Shunka.  And we are left with the image of Tushpa crying over his mother’s grave. 

Every story told from removal speaks of death.  Many speak of disease and much 

suffering, “fever and the cholera,” as both Josephine Lattimer and Sarah Ann Harlan would put 

it, or “a kind of dysentery” Tushpa said.121  What arguably emerges as the salient feature of the 

Indian-Pioneer stories, however, is family: Josephine Lattimer’s great-grandmother staying 

behind at trailside to be with her husband, the dying Ezekiel, even against his encouragements to 

“take the children and go on….  My body is just dust and will be all right any place.”122  Family: 

the little nephew, Lewis Oliver, and Tushpa’s father drowning while saving children’s lives and 

the tears of Tushpa beside his mother’s grave.  The trauma of the trail would be remembered in 

the families of the Choctaw people. 

Generational or historical trauma continues in the present to be an important issue for 

Choctaws whose ancestors survived the ethnic cleansing and forced deportation of removal and 

began their reconstituted nation in “the land of death.”123  This fact was emphasized to me during 
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talks with representatives from the Historic Preservation office of the Choctaw Nation of 

Oklahoma during my visit with them about this project in the summer of 2018.  While I was 

concerned from the findings of my research even at that early stage, of the potential of writing 

some things that could be seen as less than complimentary about certain principals in the story—

one of whose direct descendants was sitting in the room during that meeting—the main concern 

of the Choctaws I spoke with was different.  It was conveyed to me that “Removal” is not 

ancient or past history to the Choctaws.  It remains in some sense a present reality which still 

accounts for many of the difficult issues, problems both social and health related, faced by the 

Choctaw people. 

As has been seen in this chapter, the documentary record of actual stories that have come 

down from ancestors directly involved in Removal is actually somewhat sparse.  When 

interviewed in 1938 by a WPA field interviewer, Elba Colbert Sharp Gardner said of her father, 

George W. Colbert who came on the Trail of Tears with his parents when he was eight years old, 

“…he never did tell us anything about the trip.  I have often wondered about that…and thought 

perhaps it was because he was so young that he just dismissed it from his mind.”124  Perhaps 

George Colbert did dismiss the memories of his eight-year-old journey; we can’t know for sure, 

but it almost certainly must have still had an effect upon him and his subsequent life.  Green 

Walker, Jr. was told that his grandparents were in “the first bunch” that came from Mississippi, 

but told his interviewer, “I don’t know how much they suffered…I never heard anything about 
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it.”125  Green Walker’s use of the word “suffered” is potentially telling.  He “never heard 

anything about it,” yet he knew there had been suffering involved.   

Removal, of course, as we have at least partially seen in this dissertation, is abundantly 

documented through accounts of white observers who recorded their impressions in 

correspondence and in local newspaper accounts, some of which were syndicated in the national 

press.  But many Oklahoma Choctaws today may have no story that has come to them from their 

removed ancestors.  But because of that we should not think that Removal didn’t matter to them 

or had no effect upon their lives.  As Waziyatawin Angela Wilson has written about the “major 

point of demarcation” in her Dakota people’s history, the U.S.-Dakota War of 1862, “The loss 

associated with that seminal event has affected every Dakota person alive since 1862, and it will 

continue to affect every Dakota person in the future.”126  This same dynamic is operative in the 

collective memory of Removal for the Choctaw Nation.  The silences that we find in the Indian-

Pioneer stories may constitute a form of denial on the part of those who experienced the events 

themselves.  That is, not denying that the events actually happened, but denial in that the events 

are so traumatic they cannot be spoken about, experiences that were so degrading, so brutal, and 

so real that they became unreal in the minds of some who experienced them.127   

The psychiatrist Karen Hopenwasser has written that there is a different kind of 

storytelling than that which uses words.  If a survivor of trauma will not speak of the traumatic 

event, but manifests the trauma in depression and self-destructive behaviors, what silent message 
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is conveyed to children?  We know that children are constantly observing their parents 

behaviors, and thus “absorbing their conscious and unconscious minds.”128 Karen Hopenwasser 

has written that, “One of the hallmarks of posttraumatic adaptation is the belief that what has 

happened in the past will happen in the future, even when there is no narrative memory of what 

actually happened…often the next generations carry this belief that what happened in the past 

will happen in the future.”129  The belief that what has happened in the past will happen in the 

future can be manifested in even in small behaviors, which though seeming insignificant can still 

over time convey a lesson to children and grandchildren without words.130  Trauma can be 

passed on in many ways big and small, even by silence, that is, not talking about it.  We might 

interrogate the stories, told and untold, of the Choctaw voices in the Indian-Pioneer Stories with 

this in mind.  For the Choctaws, one might arguably assert that there has been no more traumatic 

event in their history than Removal, and so there is an extent to which removal remains indeed 

the lived experience of not only the children and grandchildren of those removed, whose stories 

we have examined in this chapter, but of descendants down to contemporary Choctaws today.  

Though they did not live the events themselves, the effect of those events upon the subsequent 

lives of their ancestors is a part of their lived experience. As discussed earlier in this chapter, 
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“Removal” is not ancient or past history to the Choctaws.  It remains in some sense a present 

reality which still accounts for many of the difficult issues, problems both social and health 

related, faced by the Choctaw people. 

In her novel Fugitive Pieces, Ann Michaels uses the metaphor of trauma flowing into the 

bloodstreams of future generations.131  But as Karen Hopenwasser has written, it is not merely a 

metaphor but closer to truth.  According to medical research, traumatic experiences can “actually 

alter gene expression (through a process called DNA methylation) which is then transmitted on 

to future generations.”132  Bonnie Duran, Eduardo Duran, and Maria Yellow Horse Brave Heart, 

noted scholars in the field of indigenous historical trauma studies concur: “Memories of trauma 

do not have to be kept alive through conscious awareness…trauma can be passed on to 

subsequent generations whether it is a conscious memory or not.”133  Furthermore, the Choctaw 

homeland in Mississippi, where they had been from time immemorial, provided not only 

familiarity of sustenance and livelihood, but even more crucially, spiritual connection and 

rootedness as well.  Although the Choctaws who removed to Indian Territory started over and 

have forged and made a strong, vibrant nation with many effective and successful institutions 

and ventures, the loss of relationship to their traditional environment has undoubtedly brought 

spiritual and psychological injury, whether always realized or not.  This spiritual and 

psychological injury has been transmitted across generations, unconsciously.  It is important for 

us to understand that both speech and silence may transmit the trauma, to understand that the 

stories untold have transmitted trauma in the silence just as the stories told have transmitted it.     
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And speaking to the subject of silence, there is another silence that should be mentioned 

before this work closes.  It is the silence of unborn generations.   The Choctaw historian Donna 

Akers has estimated that one third of the population of the Choctaw Nation died in the journeys 

west during Removal.134  The demographer Russell Thornton, when examining the similar death 

tolls during Cherokee Removal, asked how many babies were not born because their potential 

parents died during the ordeal of Removal?135  The question would also apply to the Choctaws.  

How many thousands of Choctaw babies were never born?  How many Choctaws are not 

standing today, as the effect has rippled through the generations?  The population losses 

compounded over time are enormous. 

This work has sought to tell the Choctaw story of removal, the great historical trauma of 

Choctaw history.  And here at the work’s end I acknowledge that due to the nature of the 

sources, only so much of the story can be told.  But in the recognition of this, and its effect, there 

is hope for healing, for breaking the perpetuation of trauma, or as the psychologist Rachel Peltz 

has put it “[release] from the clutches of the unspoken history in their bones.”136  It is my hope 

that my work can in some small way contribute to this for and in the Choctaw Nation. 

Troubled Voices 

I have called the voices heard in this dissertation “troubled.”  What does the compilation 

of all the voices herein tell us about Choctaw removal that has not already been written?  Much.  
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Certainly, we have heard that trouble in the horrors of the Trail of Tears and Death, the freezing 

temperatures and exposure, the rain and snow and flooded or frozen rivers to cross, the 

pneumonia and cholera, in Josephine Usray Lattimer’s words, “a journey…almost beyond 

human endurance.”137  We have heard it in the endurance of Sarah Ann Harlan and her own bout 

with cholera: “I fell, knowing nothing for days,” and her visit to the graves of her sister Helen 

and her infant nephew Lewis Oliver.138  Yes, the trouble is unmistakable in these representative 

voices of the trail trauma and ordeal.  We have long known the documented horrors of Indian 

removal.  But the stories herein give names, and in our imaginations, faces to numbers of the 

dead, and to well-rehearsed synopses of the Trail of Tears already long told in history books.   

A part of my purpose in this work—and what I see as its major contribution to the 

historiography—has been to humanize this story, to make it an “intimate” story, if I may use that 

term for this purpose.  None of the previous works on Choctaw Removal referenced in this 

dissertation, whether a monograph such as Arthur DeRosier’s The Removal of the Choctaw 

Indians, or shorter treatments of Choctaw Removal such as found in the works of the historians 

referenced herein (Carson, Debo, Foreman, Kidwell, Snyder, et. al) has done this to the extent 

which I have done in this work.139  Choctaw removal was not simply an atrocity perpetrated by 

the State of Mississippi and the United States government upon another nation of people, though 

it certainly was that.  But it was more than that.  To speak only or even mainly of states and 

governments and nations here is to speak in abstractions that obscure the deeply human, intimate 

                                                 

137 Interview with Josephine Usray Lattimer.  Interviewer – Amelia Harris, Indian-Pioneer History S-149, 

October 13, 1937.  OU-WHC.  https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/cdm/ref/collection/indianpp/id/5086, accessed 11 
February 2020. 

138 “Biography of Sarah Ann Harlan,” Amelia F. Harris, Interviewer.   OU-WHC.  

https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/cdm/ref/collection/indianpp/id/6189, accessed 11 February 2020.   
139 It should be understood that this is not to diminish the stellar scholarship of these historians or any of 

their works, but simply to reiterate that I set out to approach the topic differently. 
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story that has needed to be told.  What was done was done to thousands of individuals, each with 

names, children or parents, their own struggles, and with a spiritual connection to a homeland 

deeper than most of us who may read this—especially if we are not Indigenous—could 

understand.  This is why we should care about this story.  It is my contention that other removed 

Indigenous nations need similar “humanizing” works to illuminate their own voices to their 

stories.  It is hoped this present work might serve as a model for that approach. 

In this work we have heard the trouble in David Folsom’s soul as he struggled with his 

faith, his identity, and his fellow Choctaw leaders who saw the crisis facing the Choctaws in 

different perspective.  We have heard Mushulatubbee and Nitakechi, the remaining 

representatives of an older and disappearing order in the Choctaw Nation try desperately, if 

perhaps sometimes in misguided ways, to preserve that order, only to see in the end that the 

forces of change were unstoppable; their fight would fail.  We have heard the troubled voice of 

the brilliant James McDonald, full of a different kind of human tragedy than took place upon the 

Trail of Tears, but a human tragedy nonetheless.  In the sundry voices of the seven Choctaw 

leaders I have profiled, we have heard voices of real people who struggled with (variously) 

deceit, doubt, pride, racism, self-interest, and vacillation or wavering at points.  But we have also 

heard fire in these voices.  Eloquence, integrity, principle, and deep connection to their people 

and their land.  In other words, human voices, with both frailty and nobility, in a human story.  

And it is that story that brings us to deeper and fuller understanding of Choctaw removal than 

has previously existed in the historiography. 
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Epilogue 

In 1831, Peter Pitchlynn led one of the first removal groups to Indian Territory.  Fifteen 

years later, in 1846, Pitchlynn made a trip back to Mississippi.  It was a trip full of memories and 

poignant emotion for him.  In letters to one of his brothers and to the tribal attorney John M. 

Armstrong, Pitchlynn remembered, “Here I killed an alligator, there I killed a deer, here I slept 

one night, and there was the spot my horse fell when I was bounding through the woods at full 

speed.”  Pitchlynn visited the family graveyard and went back to the family home to find it now 

occupied by a white family.  Much had changed, even in the landscape, in fifteen years.  Gone 

were clusters of rivercane and tall oaks at his old fishing spots.  There was now far more land in 

cotton fields, worked by hundreds more slaves.  “This was once a healthy country,” wrote 

Pitchlynn, “but now it is a very sickly one.  I scarcely know any of the places which were once 

familiar to me.”140  Then finally, Pitchlynn visited Nanih Waiya.  Climbing to the summit, 

Pitchlynn imagined generations of his kin and remembered the ancient origin stories of his 

people.  And he was comforted. 

Nanih Waiya is central.  It may truly be called the “mother mound” of the Choctaws.  I 

began this work in chapter one with the assertion that one cannot make full sense of the Choctaw 

experience of removal without starting at Nanih Waiya, and with the Choctaws’ rootedness and 

sense of place.  It is the echo of this rootedness to place that is heard in David Folsom’s angry 

plea to William Ward, agent to the Choctaws, “But here is our home, our dwelling places, our 

fields, our schools, all our friends; and under us are the dust of the bones of our forefathers.  This 

land is dearer to us than any other. Why talk to us about removing!”141  The Choctaw homeland, 

                                                 

140 Peter Pitchlynn to “Brother,” 23 September 1846, Peter Perkins Pitchlynn Collection, Box 1, Folder 

109, OU-WHC; Peter Pitchlynn to John M. Armstrong, 16 March 1846, John Armstrong Papers, HCAR. 
141 David Folsom to William Ward, 7 November 1829, Papers of the ABCFM, ABC 18.3.4, Reel 757, HL. 
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where they had been from time immemorial, provided not only familiarity of sustenance and 

livelihood, but even more crucially, spiritual connection, rootedness, and sustenance as well.  For 

the Choctaws then, removal was a brutal severance from this rootedness, sustenance, and 

spiritual connection.  As the historian Tim Alan Garrison has put it, removal was not just about 

“an exile to a faraway land.”142  In the loss of the homeland, a wound was opened, a wound of 

personal, cultural, and spiritual identity. 

This work started at Nanih Waiya, and here it ends at Nanih Waiya.  It started with 

Choctaw origins at Nanih Waiya, and here it ends with a saddened, yet comforted Peter 

Pitchlynn standing atop the mother mound, and looking back across the generations.  That the 

Choctaw Removal story is sad, even horrifying, is understatement.  Yet, in the sweep of history, 

the more important story may be that of resilience.  Nanih Waiya still stands, as does the 

Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma, the Mississippi Band of Choctaws, and the smaller Jena Band of 

Choctaws of Louisiana.  Whether removed or unremoved, the Choctaws have “remained.” 

 

Chahta Ahaya Moma143

                                                 

142 Tim Alan Garrison, The Legal Ideology of Removal: The Southern Judiciary and the Sovereignty of 

Native American Nations (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2002), 235. 
143 “The phrase literally means “Many Choctaw Standing;” in Choctaw the phrase suggests Choctaw 

endurance.  Surely the Choctaw will endure.” Carolyn Keller Reeves and Samuel J. Wells, The Choctaw Before 

Removal, eds. Carolyn Keller Reeves and Samuel J. Wells (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1985), viii. 
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