
 

"Are you Kituwah's son?”: Cherokee Nationalism and the Civil War

Patrick Minges

Chaplain Reverend Lewis Downing of the First Cherokee Mounted Rifles awoke at the dawn of a new day,
December 9, 1861. He stood amidst officers of the Creek and Cherokee Nations in what was to become the
Kansas Indian Regiments of the Army of the United States of America. Among the warriors lie free Africans,
maroons, and fugitive slaves from the deep south hoping to move "on to Kansas" and freedom on the border.
There were many battles yet to come, but for this morning, Chaplain Downing felt safe.

Across the corn field lie what was left of the First Cherokee Mounted Rifles of the Army of the Confederate
States of America under the leadership of Colonel John Drew. Behind Colonel Drew's men lie the seccessionist
troops of Albert Pike's "Indian Brigades," including the 1st Choctaw and Chickasaw Regiment, the Choctaw
Battallion, the 1st Creek Regiment and the Second Cherokee Mounted Rifles under Colonel Stand Watie. On the
other side of the Confederate Army lie Chaplain Downing's home, his family, and the rest of the Cherokee
Nation.

It was the issue of slavery that ripped the Cherokee Nation asunder leading up to the Civil War, but it was also
something older and much deeper. Yet, for this moment as he looked about him, Chaplain Downing could see
only the faces of those about him fleeing the racist slavocracy of the deep South and seeking “the promised land”
of freedom and equality in Kansas. African faces fleeing slavery had long ago found refuge and identity among
the full-bloods of the “Five Nations” of the Southeastern United States. Though the "underground railroad"
which fled North was more famous, the flight South to freedom among the Seminole and Creek Nations was
older and played an equally critical role in United States history. [1]

The rich tapestry of colors found amongst those who surrounded him reminded Chaplain Downing of the gospel
message of equality brought to him by the missionaries. Chaplain Downing, an ordained Baptist minister, had
found confirmation in the gospels for that which the had known all along; all humanity has a common origin and
ultimately, a collective responsibility. This was the message that the first missionaries had brought to the
Cherokee nation in the middle of the eighteenth century.

Christian Pryber, Jesuit missionary to the Cherokee from 1736-1743 had attempted to establish a "kingdom of
paradise" among the Cherokee people. [2] Welcome in this paradise were all runaway slaves, African as well as
Native American and "all others who would fly thither Justice or their Masters." [3] It was his pursuit of a vision
of a strong and independent Cherokee Nation founded upon the notion of equality that got the visionary Pryber a
prison cell and death and the hands of the English governors.

John Marrant, a free African minister, also brought this message of equality to the Cherokee and the Creek
Nations in the years preceeding the Revolutionary War. Marrant, converted by the preaching of George
Whitefield, had fled to the Cherokee Nation after his family had rejected him and his Christian mission to them.
Living among the Cherokee nation, he adopted the social and cultural patterns of the Cherokee. Marrant's story
of his life among the Cherokee is one of the enduring stories of colonial history and a critical text in African
American literature. [4] Marrant went on to be a prominent member of the African-American Community, served
in the Revolutionary War, and was one of the founding members of Prince Hall Grand Lodge Free and Accepted
Masons, a militant nationalist/abolitionist organization. Early members of Prince Hall were ministers Richard
Allen and Absolum Jones. [5]

The message of equality based upon a monogenetic theory of origins as preached by these early missionaries
found ready acceptance among a people who failed to distinguish on the basis of race. All accounts of the Native
American record "no evidence that the northern Indian made any distinction between Negro and white on the
basis of skin color, at least, not in the early period and when uninfluenced by white settlers." [6] Among the
people of the Chickamagua region and those who spoke the Kituwan dialect, there was a particular "ethnic
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openness" and the people were "more receptive to racial diversity within their towns than the mainstream
Cherokees." [7]

In the latter part of the eighteenth century, white colonists began to recognize that, especially in areas such as
S.C. and GA. where Africans and Indians outnumbered whites 4 to 1, a great need existed "to make Indians &
Negro's a checque upon each other least by their Vastly Superior Numbers, we should be crushed by one or the
other." [8] A key element element in this "divide and conquer" scheme was the new "civilization program" of the
United States government which sought to change the economic base of Cherokee society by promoting a shift
from a subsistence based agricultural system to a plantation based large-scale farming system.

George Washington's Indian policy stated that "missionaries of excellent moral character should be appointed to
reside in their nation who should be well supplied with all the implements of husbandry and the necessary stock
for a model farm." [9] It went further to state "It is particularly important that something of this nature should be
attempted with the Southern nations of Indians, whose confined situation might render them proper subjects for
the experiment." [10] With the establishment of the first model farms and missions among the Five Nations of
the Southeastern United States, one of the key tools used in this civilization process was the implementation of
African slaves as laborers in the building and operation of the model farms and missions. [11]

In order to accomodate this new outlook on life, the missionaries began to teach a new message concerning the
origins of humanity. Gone was the message of equality, a new creation myth arose which spoke of a common
origin but a specific curse upon the black race, which meant "that the negro must work for the red and white
man, and it has been so ever since." [12] Some government agents attributed the progress made by the Five
Nations to the growth of the practice of slavery among them; one such agent stated, "I am clearly of the opinion
that the rapid advancement of the Cherokees is owing in part to the fact of their being slave holders." [13]

Encouraged by the missionaries, many of the indigenous people of the Southeast believed that by emulating
white society, they would be accepted by the enveloping culture. The use of African bondsmen to develop large
agricultural plantations was part of the "christianization/civilization" program. Its use spread especially among
the upper class of mixed-blood members of the Cherokee Nation. Many of the highest political figures in the
Cherokee Nation became slaveholders. [14]

Farms grew into plantations, buildings grew into towns. As the program of civilization pursued its goals, slavery
spread among the Cherokee. Individuals who held positions of power and land began to grow wealthy and to buy
black slaves to extend their fields and tend to their livestock. Intermarriage among the Cherokee and the whites
who served among them increased; mixed-blood natives who spoke English began to adopt the social and
cultural patterns of the missionaries and white farmers who surrounded them, including slavery. Gradually the
Cherokee developed a landed elite and a small group of shopkeepers and entrepreneurs formed a bourgeois
element that became dominant in national affairs. It was among this group of the rich and powerful, the
assimilated peoples of the Cherokee Nation, that slavery became most accepted. [15]

Yet, the adoptance of the "civilization" plan and its slavery component was by no means accepted by large
numbers of people within the Cherokee nation. A decisive split occurred within the nations as to those who
pursued the path of assimilation, commonly referred to as "progressives," and those who clung to traditional
religious, social, and political values, the "conservatives." Especially in the light of a pan-Indian religious
awakening inspired by Tecumseh/Tenskwatawa that spread among the nations in the east in the early nineteenth
century, many of the full blooded members of the Southeastern Nations rebelled against assimilation by
reasserting the traditional methods of living. This left little room for colonial institutions, including slavery,
among large populations of the of full-blooded members of the Southeastern Nations who did not adopt
plantation agriculture and mercantile capitalism. [16]

In the late 1820's, the abolition movement spread among the Cherokee of North Carolina near where Lewis
Downing was born; the Cherokee American Colonization Society was formed in 1828. Cherokee David Walker
spoke for many full-blood Cherokees in 1825 when he said, "There are some Africans among us;... they are
generally well treated and they much prefer living in the nation as a residence in the United States...The
presumption is that the Cherokees will, at no distant date, cooperate with the humane efforts of those who are

9/29/26, 9:55 PM kituwah

file:///Volumes/Patrick's SSD/Old Hard Drives/1/Patrick/Patrick/homework/Dissertation/old/oldPatrick/Kituwah.htm 2/17



liberating and sending this prescribed race to the land of their fathers." [17] Even before Baptist missionary John
Jones began to preach his abolitionist message among the Cherokee, there is little doubt that the message had
found deep roots among them. [18]

In 1827, the Cherokee people took what it considered its final steps towards "civilization" by the establishment
of a constitution, a bicameral legislature, a judicial system, and an electoral process which elected John Ross as
principal chief. [19] The Cherokee leaders, in order to reflect the racism it perceived a critical component to
white "civilization," set forth provisions in the Cherokee Consitution which prohibited blacks from voting or
holding office. It also saw free blacks as "intruders" and denied their right to live among the Cherokee with
specific written permission from the Cherokee Nation. [20]

According to treaty negotiations among sovereign states, the Cherokee believed themselves to be a free and
independent nation located within a loose confederation of states. However, in 1828, the people of the United
States elected Andrew Jackson, noted Indian fighter and slave holder, to the presidency of the United States. Less
than a month after his inauguration and in his first message to Congress, Andrew Jackson set forth his plan for
the removal of all of the Southeastern Indian nations to lands west of the Mississippi River. Eleven days after
Jackson's message to Congress, the state of Georgia (bolstered by "their man in the White House") nullified all
Cherokee laws, prohibited the Cherokee government from meeting, and ordered the arrest of anyone opposing
emigration westward. [21]

The relationship between slavery and removal was not one that was lost upon the Cherokees, though their
understanding of the situation was propelled by a different focus. Following a sermon by Northern Baptist
minister Evan Jones in one of the Valley Towns of North Carolina, a discussion ensued regarding what sins could
have turned God's face away from the Cherokee Nation. "God cannot be pleased with slavery," said one of the
Cherokees. There followed "some discussion respecting the expediency of setting slaves at liberty." When one of
those present noted that freeing the slaves might cause more harm than good, a native Baptist preacher replied, "I
never heard tell of any hurt coming from doing right." [22]

In the fall of 1835, a movement to free the African slaves that lived in the Cherokee nation was put into motion
by several "influential men" of the nation. They were making arrangements to emancipate the slaves and receive
them as Cherokee citizens. The following December, the "treaty party" of the largely assimilated slave-owning
Cherokees associated with John Ridge, Elias Boudinot and Stand Watie, signed the Treaty of New Echota which
relinquished all lands east of the Mississippi and agreed to migrate to the Indian Territory beyond the
Mississippi. [23] According to American Board missionary Elizur Butler, the Treaty of New Echota prevented
the abolition of slavery within the Cherokee nation. [24]

In the spring of 1838, the process of removal began for the Cherokee. An African-American member of the
Cherokee Nation described the process:

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

The Cherokees, after having been driven from their homes, were divided into detachments of nearly equal size
and late in October, 1838, the first detachment started, the others following one by one. The aged, sick and young
children rode in the wagons, which carried provisions and bedding, while others went on foot. The trip was made
in the dead of winter and many died from exposure from sleet and snow, and all who lived to make this trip, or
had parents who made it, will long remember it, as a bitter memory. [25]

A Georgia volunteer was later to remark on the cruelty imposed upon the Indians on the Trail of Tears, "I fought
through the civil war and have seen men shot to pieces and slaughtered by thousands, but the Cherokee removal
was the cruelest work I ever knew." [26]
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However, what for the Cherokee became known as "the trail where we cried" [27] was for the Africans amidst
the Cherokee Nation an exodus. [28] Large numbers of slaves and free africans fled with the Cherokee and the
other southern nations to Indian Territory. The route to Oklahoma was blazed by African-Americans: "my
grandparents were helped and protected by very faithful Negro slaves who...went ahead of the wagons and killed
any wild beast who came along." [29] In spite of the fact that there were given the responsibility to guard with
"axes and guns" the caravans at night, few of the slaves made their escape. The entire maroon community from
among the Seminoles was granted freedom by the U.S. Government and relocated among the Creeks and the
Cherokee. [30] By the outbreak of the Civil War, the African-American population within the Cherokee nation
would amount to about 20% of the nation. [31]

It was about the time of removal that another peculiar institution arose within the “Five Nations, and began to
spread throughout the Indian Territory. J. Fred Latham describes this phenomena in The Story of Oklahoma
Masonry:

A number of the Indian Chiefs and other leaders had received their Masonic degrees in Washington, D.C., while
there on official business. They, with the officers and enlisted men in the Army taking them to Indian Territory
were members of the Craft. Seemingly this was the first time that any considerable number of Masons were
domiciled in this area.

The history of the Indian Territory, and indeed that of freemasonry in the present state of Oklahoma, is so closely
interwoven with that of the Five Civilized Tribes it would be difficult--almost impossible--and entirely
undesirable to attempt to seperate them. [32]

Cherokee Lodge No. 10 was chartered in Tahlequah, the Capital of the Cherokee Nation on November 8, 1848
by the Grand Lodge of Arkansas. The officers were sworn in at Supreme Court Headquarters on Keetoowah St.
on July 12, 1849; it is the first lodge of Masons established among Native Americans. [33]

Once in the "Indian Territory" of Oklahoma, the dissension that had led up to the removal of the Cherokee
Nation continued with a vengeance. Following the assassination of prominent members of the "Treaty Party," a
factional dispute ripped through the Cherokee Nation with the killings on both sides being so great as to bring it
to the brink of civil war. [34] Though the dispute was largely between the "Treaty Party" and the "mountain
Indians" who were the last to be removed, the factionalism also broke down quite evenly among those "ardent
and enterprising" Cherokees who owned 90% of the nation's slaves and those "ignorant and but slightly
progressed in moral and intellectual improvement" who owned few, if any, slaves. [35] Aside from the impact of
the factional dispute among the Cherokee themselves, Baptist missionary Evan Jones was censured by the
American Board for having "taken a decided and earnest political course...[and being] not disposed apparently to
exercise due watchfulness over the churches." [36]

In 1846, due to the outstanding leadership of Cherokee Chief John Ross, the disputes were ameliorated to the
point in which a sense of placidity began to spread through the Cherokee Nation. To nearly everyone's
amazement enemies John Ross and Stand Watie shook hands at the signing of the Treaty of 1846, pledging
themselves to peace, harmony, and general welfare of the reunited Cherokee Nation. In this period of prosperity
the Cherokee Nation began to reclaim its heritage and struggled to distance itself from the cruel legacy of forced
displacement. Many members of the Cherokee Nation were meeting with prosperity and making great strides in
education, political, and social autonomy. However, the gap between the rich and the poor (the assimilated and
the full-bloods) began to widen and the cultural chasm within the Cherokee Nation began to reflect the economic
one. [37] As this chasm widened, it laid the foundations for the coming struggle over the issue of slavery.

The years 1846-1855 continued to be prosperous ones for the Cherokee Nation, but they were ones where the
issue of slavery moved from the background of the factional struggle between conservatives and progressives
and came to eclipse all the issues that beset this new nation. The number of slaves within the Cherokee nation
had grown immensely in the years following removal; in 1839 slaves represented ten percent of the Nation but
by 1860 they represented nearly twenty-five percent. The 4,000 slaves in the Cherokee Nation were owned by
ten percent of the population. [38] Slave revolts among the Cherokee in 1842, 1846, and 1847, (following the
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preaching of abolitionist ministers) solidified the Cherokee elite in the belief of the efficacy and importance of
slavery. [39]

Among the full-bloods (who were largely Northern Baptists as opposed to the elite who were often Southern
Baptists and Methodists), the abolitionist message continued to spread and gain strength. Only 5 of the 1100
Cherokee Baptists owned slaves and fifty slaves were members of the Baptist missions even though their owners
were not. Even though the Baptist missionaries never publicly preached against slavery, the Cherokees came to
"look forward to the extinction of slavery." [40] According to Baptist missionary Evan Jones, noted that among
the strongest opponents of slavery were the native preachers who "are decidedly and steadfastly opposed to
slavery....We have no apology to make for slavery nor a single argument to urge in its defence, and our sincere
desire and earnest prayer is that it may be speedily brought to an end." [41] Federal agent George Butler wrote
that the Northern Baptist missionaries were "fanatically pursuing a course which, if persisted in, must lead to
mischievous and pernicious consequences." [42]

In 1854, the issue of slavery continued to be plague the Cherokee Nation and the even more troublesome issue of
"Southern Rights" arose within the Cherokee Nation. John Ross and the leadership of the Cherokee Nation
struggled to maintain a position of neutrality, which was exceedingly difficult considering the location of the
Cherokee Nation deep within the South and the proximity of "bleeding Kansas." However, in 1854 the Ross
party lost votes to an increasingly hard-line Southern-Rights party that believed an alliance with white
southerners in the defense of slavery would be the best course for the nation. The pro slavery Southern Rights
party was largely composed of those pro-assimilationist "Treaty Party" members who represented the elite ten-
percent of the Nation. [43]

In 1855, Chief John Ross discovered the emergence of "a secret society organized in Delaware and Saline
Districts" dedicated to the promotion of slavery and the removal of abolitionist interests from the Cherokee
Nation. [44] Forming the core of this "sinister plot" were members of the so-called "Blue Lodges" (Freemasons)
that had been organized by the Grand Lodge of Arkansas. The Grand Lodge of Arkansas was being used
effectively in the promotion of the pro-Southern effort in Kansas and Oklahoma from Arkansas. [45] Many of
the pro-slavery factions in the Cherokee Nation had ties to Arkansas. John Ross, a Freemason himself, believed
that these elements were spreading the pro-southern message among the "Blue Lodges" within the Cherokee
Nation.

Some of the members of the "Blue Lodges" later formed the "Knights of the Golden Circle," an organization that
functioned somewhere in the blurred regions between Freemasonry and the Ku Klux Klan. [46] The Constitution
of the Knights of the Golden Circle, as chartered on August 28, 1860 states:

“No person shall become a member of the Knights of the Golden Circle in the Cherokee Nation who is not a pro-
slavery man...

The Captain, or in case of his refusal, then the Lieutenant has the power to compell each and every member of
their encampments to turn out and assist in capturing and punishing any and all abolitionists in their minds who
are interfering with slavery....

You do solemnly swear that you will keep all the secrets of this order and that you will, to the best of your
abilities protect and defend the interests of the Knights of the Golden Circle in this Nation, so help you God.”
[47]

The leader of the Knights of the Golden Circle was Stand Watie, a Freemason, and members of the Knights of
the Golden Circle included many of the elites of the Cherokee Nation, John Rollin Ridge; Elias Boudinot;
William Penn Adair; James Bell -- all leaders of the Southern Rights party. [48]

The leadership of the Northern Baptist Churches of the Cherokee Nation sought a mechanism to respond to the
growing militancy of the Cherokees now associated with "Confederate" Cherokee Stand Watie. [49] At the
encouragement of Chief John Ross, the Baptists missionaries Evan and John Jones approached the native
ministers who met with the concerned laypersons of their missions. Those most committed to "loyalty" to the
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United States and to their people formed the Keetoowah Society within the Peavine Baptist Church, in the
Going-Snake district of the Cherokee Nation. Reverend John B. Jones, a Freemason, worked with the Peavine
Baptist Church's native miniisters Lewis Downing and Budd Gritts to organize, or reorganize the the Keetoowah
Society. [50]

The Keetoowah Society sought to combine the traditional religion of the Cherokee with the virtues of the newly
acquired Christianity. It also sought to preserve Cherokee sovereignty by establishing full-blood dominance in
the political and social affairs of the Nation. Finally, it believed that the more the Cherokee Nation disestablished
its ties with the institution of slavery, the better it could sustain its own national identity and control its own
sovereignty. It is these basic concerns that led to the organization of the Keetoowah Society. [51]

Derived from the Cherokee term "Ani-kitu-hwagi" meaning "the real people," the name Keetoowah was
synonymous with the fullblood element of the Cherokee Nation. Members of the Keetoowah society believe that
their name comes from God and bespeaks their special relationship with the divine. [52] The name Keetoowah
also refers to an ancient town North Carolina that formed the nucleus of the most conservative elements of the
Cherokee Nation. It was also with this most conservative element that the opposition to the enslavement of
Africans first spread. [53] Many fullblood Cherokees having been slaves themselves in the mid-eighteenth
century, opposition to slavery ran deep. [54]

A central element in the belief system of the Keetoowah Society is its focus upon national/spiritual identity and
the preservation of cultural integrity. The Reverend Budd Gritts, the fullblood Baptist preacher of Peavine
Church, detailed the aims of the organization in the The Constitution of the Keetoowah Society:

As lovers of the government of the Cherokees, loyal members of Keetoowah Society, in the name of the mass of
the people, we began to study and inves tigate the way our nation was going on, so much different from the long
past history of our Keetoowah forefathers who loved and lived as free people and had never surrendered to
anybody: They loved one another for they were just like one family, just as if they had been raised from one
family. They all came as a unit to their fire to smoke, to aid one another and to protect their government with
what little powder and lead they had to use in protecting it...

Now let us Cherokees study the condition of our government. We are separated into two parts and cannot agree
and they have taken lead of us. It is clear to see that the Federal Government has two political parties, North and
South. South are the people who took our lands away from us which lands the Creator had given to us, where our
forefathers were raised. Their greed was the worst kind; they had no love and they are still following us to put
their feet on us to get the last land we have. It is plain that they have come in on us secretly, different
organizations are with them and they have agreed to help one another in everything. They control our political
offices because our masses of the people are not organized.

We therefore now declare and bind ourselves together the same as under our oaths to abide by our laws and assist
one another. There must he a confidential captain and lodges in numerous places and confidential meetings, the
time and place to he designated by the captains. But we shall continue on making more laws. If any member
divulges any secret to any other organization it shall be considered that he gave up thereby his life. But every
time the meet they must fully explain what their society stands for. They must have a membership roll in order to
reorganize one another.

... Our secret society shall be named Keetoowah. All of the members of the Keetoowah Society shall be like one
family. It should be our intention that we must abide with each other in love...We must not surrender under any
circumstance until we shall "fall to the ground united." We must lead one another by the hand with all our
strength. Our government is being destroyed. We must resort to bravery to stop it." [55]

According to historian T.L. Ballenger, national identity and spiritual integrity were congruent for the Keetoowah:
"with them the Great Spirit and national patriotism seemed to be synonymous terms. They were supposed to
stand for the autonomy of the Cherokee race--to keep it pure from within and free from outside interference and
intermixture with other peoples." [56] From its beginnings, the Keetoowah Society limited its membership to
full-blood, non-literate in English, Cherokee speaking citizens of the Cherokee Nation. [57]
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Albert Pike, a Freemason and friend of John Ross, was appointed Confederate Commissioner to the Indian
Nations in May 15, 1861. [58] On May 17, 1861 Chief John Ross declared the Cherokee Nation's neutrality
concerning the Civil War by emphasizing that the Cherokee wished to “take no part in the present deplorable
state of affairs” and hoped that “they should not be called upon to participate in the threatened fratricidal war...”
[59] The following day, Stand Watie was approached by Southern agents and encouraged to “join in our efforts
for mutual defense” by forming Confederate Cherokee batallions and assured that they would be armed within
weeks. On July 12, 1861, Stand Watie was commissioned a Colonel in the Confederate States of America Army
and his battalion was stationed near the Arkansas border. [60]

On the eve of the Civil War, a chasm located specifically along racial, economic, and political lines ripped the
Cherokee Nation asunder. On the one side lay the “progressives” of the Southern Rights party who sought to
align themselves with the South and the enveloping culture of slavery; on the other lay the “conservatives” who
believed that Cherokee national identity lie with the interests of “the people” and the preservation of the
Cherokee Nation. Nowhere was this struggle more evident than in an incident in June, 1861 in which a Baptist
minister who had left the Keetoowah Society was held accountable to his code of honor:

The Native Minister, an inoffensive and pious man, was murdered -- callled out of his house at night and shot; he
ran -- they followed him and cut his throat. The cause is hard to ascertain. Three rumors here: 1st, Because he
would not leave the Southern Baptist Church...2nd, Because he had withdrawn from a secret organization known
here by the term `Pins,' he refusing to be united [with them] again; 3rd, Because of his money, of which
everybody that knew him knew that he did not have one red cent. [61]

In July, a company of pro-Southern Cherokees led by Stand Watie attempted to raise the Confederate flag over
the Cherokee Nation. Senator William Doublehead and 150 full-bloods confronted the Confederate Cherokees
and bloodshed was only narrowly averted by the intervention of John Drew, a member of Chief John Ross's
family. [62]

On August 21, 1861, Chief John Ross addressed a meeting of some four thousand Cherokee meeting to discuss
the Nation's stand in the coming Civil War and encouraged them to maintain neutrality: “the great object with me
has been to have the Cherokee people's harmonious and united in the free exercise and enjoyment of all their
rights of person and property. Union is strength; dissension is weakness, misery, ruin.” [63] When the discussion
was over, the Cherokee Nation had maintained its unity, but lost its neutrality. The Cherokee Nation became the
last great nation to side with the Confederate States of America when it signed a treaty on October 7, 1861. [64]

Two Confederate regiments were raised by the Cherokee Nation. Brigadier General Ben McCulloch of the
Confederate Army described them: “Colonel Drew's Regiment will be mostly full-bloods, whilst those with Col.
Stand Watie will be half-breeds, and good soldiers anywhere, in or out of the Nation.” [65] The membership in
the two units fell directly upon party lines and membership in the corresponding secret societies. The largest part
of the 1st Cherokee Mounted Rifles were members of the Keetoowah Society and supporters of John Ross; most
of the 2nd Cherokee Mounted Rifles were members of the Knights of the Golden Circle and followers of Colonel
Stand Watie. [66] The leadership of both parties was composed of former Freemasons from Cherokee Lodge
#21, Fort Gibson Lodge #35, and Flint Lodge #74. [67]

Reverend Lewis Downing, ordained Baptist minister, was 38 years old when he was appointed Chaplain of the
1st Cherokee Mounted Rifles. [68] John Drew's Regiment was not only largely composed of Keetoowah, but
many of them were from the paramilitary branch of the Keetoowah called the “Pins.” “Pin Indians” were called
such because they wore two crossed pins on their lapels. The “Pins” had other signs such as touching their hats
or the lapels on their jackets in a certain manner when they encountered each other. When going into battle,
“Pins” would wear strips of split corn husk in their hair. At night when two Pins met, a password was required,
“Who are you?” The reply was “Tahlequah -- who are you?” The proper response was, “I am Keetoowah's son.”
[69]

In addition to being minister at Peavine Baptist Church, Lewis Downing was also head of the Cherokee Baptist
Missionary Society and, as such, engaged in frequent missions to the Creek Nation. Pastor Downing often
preached to congregations and camp-meetings of Muscogean and African citizens of the Creek Nation. [70] It is
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well known that the Mucogean people were much more integrated than any other Southern Nation. [71] It was to
these people that Downing spread the gospel of abolition as well as the message of unity, organization and
activism which were at the heart of the Keetoowah Society. Among those members of the Upper Creek Nation
were those who had participated in the “Red Stick” rebellion and had fought a tremendous war against removal.
Some of these traditional people adopted the Keetoowah message and became “Pin” Indians. [72]

The leader of the Muscogean “Pins” was Chief Opothleyahola, a Freemason and former leader of the “Red
Stick” rebellion.Opothleyahola believed that the Muscogean people should remain neutral in the Civil War. He
and his followers, accounting for at least one third of the Muscogean people, criticized the Creek Nation for
siding with the Confederacy and set about a policy of resistance. [73] When the Creek Nation passed a law
giving free Negroes within the Creek nation ten days to “choose a master” or face the trading block, many chose
Chief Opothleyahola. [74] Free Africans, runaway slaves, as well as large numbers of Chickasaw and Seminole
began to flee to Chief Opothleyahola's two thousand acres in the Creek Nation. [75] The prospect of armed
resistance by Africans and Native Americans (as had been experienced in the Second Seminole War - the
costliest war in American history prior to the Civil War) was a grave fear for the Confederacy. [76]

When members of his followers faced forced conscription, Chief Opothleyahola saw no recourse but to take his
assembled band of dissidents and refugees and attempt to cross the border to Kansas where he believed that the
Federal Army would protect them. [77] Believing that his Keetoowah brothers in the Cherokee Nation, or
perhaps having an agreement of the sort, Opothleyahola set forth plans in September to flee across the Cherokee
Nation to Kansas. When approached by Chief John Ross and Albert Pike (both Freemasons) to discuss the
matter, Chief Opothleyahola refused to meet with anyone associated with the Confederacy. [78] David McIntosh,
a Creek leader, wrote to John Drew of Chief Opothleyahola and his followers:

It is now certain that he has combined with his party all the surrounding wild tribes and has openly declared
himself the enemy of the South. Negroes are fleeing to him from all quarters -- not less than 150 have left within
the last three days. [this rebellion] should be put down immediately...I hope you will come in all haste and join in
an undertaking for the interest of all...this state of things cannot long exist here without seriously effecting your
country. [79]

General Ben McCulloch, the Confederate Commander in Arkansas, ordered Drew's regiment to “proceed without
delay” and join forces with Colonel Daniel McIntosh's and Colonel Douglas Cooper's command to move against
Chief Opothleyahola's band of nearly 10,000 refugees, including 1500 Creek soldiers and 700 armed blacks.
McIntosh's and Cooper's troops caught up with Opothleyahola's troops near Bird Creek before Drew's regiment
could arrive. [80]

Colonel Drew's Cherokee forces hurried to make their rendezvous with the Army of the Confederate States at
Bird Creek on December 7, 1861. Following encampment at Camp Melton on that evening and the capture of
Creek scouts, several members of the Keetoowah Society met and planned what would be their course of action
over the next several days. The next day Chief Opothleyahola sent of message to Colonel Cooper of the Army of
the Confederacy “expressing a desire to make peace.” Following a meeting between Colonel Drew and Colonel
Cooper, members of Drew's regiment were to be sent to the opposing camp, expressing the concern that “they
did not desire the shedding of blood among Indians.”

The peace delegation sent from Drew's delegation was composed entirely of officers (including Chaplain Lewis
Downing) who were led to Chief Opotheyahola's camp by the Creek scouts who had been captured earlier. After
the officers had fled to Opotheyahola's camp, the remaining Keetoowah spread the rumor among the regiment of
an impending assault by an overwhelming force of Africans and Native-Americans under the leadership of the
former Red-Stick Opotheyahola. Unwilling to fight against their brother Keetoowahs in the opposing camp,
three-quarters of Drew's regiment tied cornhusks in their hair and made their way across the cornfield to the
other side. As they passed one another, the Keetoowah brothers would ask “Who are you?” The reply from the
other side would come, “Tahlequah -- who are you?” Defenses were lowered and unity restored with the words,
“I am Keetoowah's son.” [81] In all, some six hundred Confederate soldiers would desert and join Chief
Opotheyahola's forces and eventually the Army of the United States of America. [82]

9/29/26, 9:55 PM kituwah

file:///Volumes/Patrick's SSD/Old Hard Drives/1/Patrick/Patrick/homework/Dissertation/old/oldPatrick/Kituwah.htm 8/17



On December 9, 1861 the Civil War within the Cherokee Nation began:

They called the old Creek, who was leaving for the North, “Old Gouge.” All our family join up with him, and
there was lots of Creek Indians and slaves in the outfit when they made a break for the North. The runaways was
riding ponies stolen from their masters.

When they get to the hilly country farther north in that country that belonged to the Cherokee Indians, they made
a big camp on a big creek and there the Rebel Indian soldiers caught up, but they was fought back.

The Creek Indians and the slaves with them tried to fight off them soldiers like they did before, but they get
scattered around and seperated so they lose the battle. Lost their horses and wagons, and the soldiers killed lots
of Creeks and Negroes, and some of the slaves were captured and carried back to their masters....Dead all over
the hills when we get away; some of the Negroes shot and wounded so bad the blood run down the saddle skirts,
and some fell off their horses miles from the battle ground, and lay still on the ground. Daddy and Uncle Jacob
keep our family together somehow and head across the line into Kansas. [83]

In spite of Colonel Cooper's contention that “they did not desire the shedding of blood among Indians,” the Civil
War within the Cherokee Nation was a terrible and fearsome ordeal:

The events of the war brought to them more of the desolation and ruin than perhaps to any other community.
Raided and saced alternately, not only by Confederate and Union forces, but by the vindictive ferocity and hate
of their own factional divisions, their country became a blackened and desolate waste. Driven from comfortable
homes, exposed to want, misery, and the elements, they perished like sheep in a snowstorm. Their houses,
fences, and other improvements were burned, their orchards destroyed, their flocks and herds were slaughtered or
driven off, their schools broken up, their schoolhouses given to the flames, and their churches and public
buildings subjected to a similar fate; and that entire portion of their country which had been occupied by their
settlements was distinguishable from the virgin prarie only by the scorched and blackened chimneys and the
plowed but now neglected fields. [84]

By the time the war was over in 1866, seven thousand Cherokee had lost their lives; this amounted to from 1/4 to
1/3 of the Cherokee Nation. [85] No state suffered greater losses than did the Indian Territory in the Civil War.
[86] General Stand Watie of the Knights of the Golden Circle was the last General of The Confederate States of
America to surrender. With Watie's surrender, the Civil War within the Cherokee Nation was over.

The Cherokee treaty was completed in Washington, D.C. on July 19, 1866. The terms of the treaty stipulated that
the Cherokee Nation was “brought back under the protection of the United States.” The treaty followed up on an
1863 Keetowah decision by abolishing slavery within the Cherokee Nation and granting tribal citizenship to all
former slaves and freedman residing in the Cherokee Nation. However, using the Five Nations participation in
the Civil War as an excuse, the federal government seized eight thousand acres of Cherokee lands, granted the
railways right of passage on Cherokee Lands, and settled members of other nations on Cherokee lands. [87]

Lieutenant Colonel Lewis Downing of the Union 3d Kansas Indian Home Guard regiment helped craft the
Treaty of 1866 which abolished slavery within the Cherokee Nation and made former slaves citizens of the
Cherokee Nation. Following Chief John Ross's death in August of 1866, Lewis Downing became acting principal
Chief of the Cherokee Nation until William P. Ross was elected Chief in October. When the younger Ross sought
to exclude the former Confederate Cherokee from the Cherokee nation, Downing (with the assistance of of the
Reverend Evan Jones) unseated him by forming a coalition party made up of former enemies. In 1867, Downing
was elected Principal Chief and remained so until his death in 1872. The Downing Party kept the Nation together
even through the terrible struggle that came when Senator Henry Dawes of Massachusetts decided the
government of the Cherokee was too much like “Henry George's system.” [88]

Following the deaths of Downing in 1872 and Evan Jones in 1876, the Keetoowah Society would not be able to
survive the struggle over the Dawes Allotment Act intact. In 1889, the Constitution and Laws of Government of
the Keetoowah Society was changed so that the organization became more of a political entity than a religious
one. From this period on, the differences between the “Christian Keetoowahs” and the “Ancient Keetoowahs”
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became more marked and a lack of harmony ensued. [89] To this day, the Keetoowah remain split between the
United Keetoowah Band and the Nighthawk Keetoowahs. [90]

In a curious footnote, Cherokee Freemasonic Lodge #21 had difficulty gaining reinstatement of its charter from
the Grand Lodge of Arkansas following the Civil War. From 1867-1877, the Lodge applied repeatedly for
reinstatement by was refused repeatedly. It seems that the lodge had been divided by the Civil War and leading
members of Cherokee Lodge #21 had sympathized with the North. Even though the lodge was preserved, its
charter intact, and its membership consistent, Cherokee Lodge #21 was never reorganized. In 1877, Cherokee
Lodge #10 was organized and granted a charter by the Grand Lodge of Indian Territory. From that day forward,
Cherokee Lodge #10 has continued to function within the Cherokee Nation. [91]
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