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LAY ABSTRACT:

Normally a formal dissertation in English Literature would examine works of
literature and apply western literary theory to examine the intricacies of the poem or
story. My project attempts a more difficult task — that of taking the spoken word in the
form of Cherokee oral stories and, first, transcribing this orature into written words on
paper, and, second, using an Indigenous critical approach in order to present a Cherokee-
centric method of understanding the rich cultural and spiritual teachings held within these
spoken stories and histories. | offer the ancient concepts of Gadugi (giving of oneself and
working for the betterment of the community) and Duyvkta (walking the right path of
harmony and balance) as ways of learning from the ancient and contemporary stories of
the Eastern Cherokee. It is the originary oral tradition which created the basic foundation
of Cherokee culture and life, and I humbly wish to offer my research to the growing field
of study of Native orature of Turtle Island. Sgi.



ABSTRACT:

The power and beauty of all Indigenous cultures lies within the oral tradition of
each respective group. The Eastern Cherokees continue today to regenerate and
reinvigorate their culture, lifeways, spirituality, dance and song, and healing practices
through their daily use of oral storytelling and historical narratives. As a small Native
community in the southern United States (North Carolina), the Eastern Band of Cherokee
Indians (EBCI) function as a sovereign Indigenous nation who have steadfastly remained
in their original homeland, despite a forced removal of most of the tribe in the late 1830s,
infamously known as the Trail of Tears. These are the descendants of those brave
Giduwah ancestors who resisted the colonizer demands to remove to Indian Territory,
now called Oklahoma. The oral tradition with its ancient cultural teachings and stories
provide the impetus for the Eastern Band to reassert their indigeneity to their sacred
homeland in the Smoky Mountains, and to practice their unique and distinctive culture so
that future generations of their young will keep the language and the old ways alive.

Oral storytellers and community Elders use their spoken word art and share their
vast orature in order to both revitalize the culture within their Native community, and to
share cultural knowledge and educate those thousands of non-Cherokee tourists who visit
there. My research into the living oral tradition of the Eastern Cherokees involved
recording and collecting the oral stories shared at community events, and creating an
archive in order to examine these varied stories and cultural specifics. Although it is
difficult to analyze orality transcribed onto a written page, it was necessary for this formal
dissertation. | have used a Native and specifically Cherokee theoretical methodology,
known as Duyvkta and Gadugi, in order to frame and explicate the wealth of cultural
knowledge held within this oral tradition. This dissertation may be complete, but the
stories and spoken words will live on for the Eastern Cherokee, and there is much more
work to be done so that the sacred Fire will continue to burn. Hvwa.
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Introduction — Adalenisgv: The Beginning

My mother was a storyteller. She used to regale us with tales about her childhood
in a little wooden cabin in Trion, Georgia, a cabin made with red clay jammed between
rough-hewn pine boards. The clay would wear out quickly from the weather and was
replaced each spring. Mom said she could often slip her little hand between the boards
where the clay had chipped out, and if it snowed, she could see and feel the flakes
blowing through, sometimes on her face as she slept. Not that it snowed too often in
north Georgia, mind you. We always thought Mom was an only child, but it turns out she
had an older sister she never knew who had died before Mom was born. | guess the girl
was just six years old when she danced too close to the outdoor cookfire and her dress
made of flour sacking caught a spark. My grandmother did her best to save her, but
Grandma was too late. That was Mom’s saddest story. We never got to know our aunt,
and Momma never knew her big sister, but a beautifully-framed old hand-painted portrait
of that sister and aunt hung in our house in Detroit. Mom never thought she was very
smart because she had dropped out of school in the third grade when the family needed
her to go to work in the cotton fields. She said she used to drag along a burlap sack that
was as long as she was tall and fill it. Picking cotton is hard work because the tough bolls
that hold the cotton jab and cut the fingers and make them bleed, especially the tender
fingers of a child. If one of us kids wanted to stay home from school for no good reason,
my mother would tell that story. Then we would be sent to school. When my sisters and

I complained about washing dishes for our family of fifteen, Mom would tell how she
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used to have to go out back to the creek and draw a bucket of water, heat the water on the
open fireplace in winter or outdoor cookfire in summer, and then wash dishes in a tin
washpan on their rough wooden table in water that was as hot as her little hands could
stand. She told us we were lucky to have running water, period. My grandmother had
died when my mother was only two years old, and at some point my grandpa sent her to
his sister’s family to be raised with her three male cousins. It was a hard, scrabbling life
filled with extreme poverty and few physical comforts, and my mother learned to subsist
on little. This came in handy while raising the thirteen of us.

My mother, Lenora Sellers Muse, often told stories to teach us a lesson, or to
explain to us just who our people are, what she knew about where our Tsalagi
(Cherokee)! and white ancestors came from, and why we had southern accents even
though we lived up north. She told us how her dad had always kept quiet the fact that he
was a mixed-blood who had moved to Georgia from Oklahoma’s Cherokee Territory as a

young man; 2 she never knew that until well after his death.® For the most part, her stories

! Cherokee is the name which other tribes used for the People known as Kituwah/Giduwah. There are no
‘Rs’ in the Kituwah language, so in Cherokee it is pronounced tsa-la-gi; the use of the name Cherokee is
today the common one for the People. Kituwah or Giduwah is the real name in the language, and in this
dissertation, 1 will use the two spellings interchangeably because that is the common practice. It is a sound
that is best presented as either the K or the G, so both spellings are correct. | have confirmed this with
Cherokee language instructor Tom Belt, who teaches at Western Carolina University.

2 My grandfather was Sydney J. Sellers, and he left behind a few of his siblings, whose descendants are still
on the rolls of the Cherokee Nation out west. We know little of my grandfather’s family, other than that he
grew up in Locust Grove, Oklahoma, about ten miles north of the capital of the Cherokee Nation in
Tahlequah. He was born in 1882, well before Oklahoma’s 1902 statehood, and seems to have left before so
much Cherokee land was grabbed up for the new state. This government grab of more land supposedly set
out for Indians decimated the huge tracts which had been awarded to the Cherokee upon removal from the
south and their arrival in this new land. My grandmother was Willie Stokes, who died when my mom was
just two, so we really knew very little about her, other than she was a mixed-blood.

3 It was common practice for mixed-bloods in the south before and following the removal to keep it very
quiet that they were of Native blood. There was the long-held generational fear that if the authorities found
out, their entire family would be shipped out to Indian Territory/Oklahoma and their lands and homes be
auctioned off. This suppressed fear continued for decades, so many families either kept quiet about their

2
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were somewhat hard for me and my twelve siblings to relate to, considering our
upbringing in a racially-divided black and white neighborhood in Detroit during the
1960s and ‘70s. Our childhood was nothing like hers, as ours was filled with violence
and walking a racialized tightrope daily. But Mom was the storyteller of the family and
took that job seriously. 1 understand now that those family stories grounded me and
helped shape my values and work ethic. They created a profound sense of pride of who |
am and from where we originated. This sense of family and origin was hard to hang onto
growing up in Detroit, far from both of my parents’ families — grandparents, aunts, uncles
and cousins — who all lived in northern Georgia. Both my parent’s ancestors had come
from what is now North Carolina, and were a mix of Cherokee, Scottish and Irish. So my
father, John Muse, tried hard to hold tight to his roots and sense of self by returning every
summer to the south, mainly to Dalton, Georgia to visit his kinfolk and also to Cherokee,
North Carolina so he could show us where the rest of the Cherokee people lived. * When
our family became too large for us all to fit in the car, he would take two or three of us
with him, leaving my mother behind each summer to care for the younger children. It
was then that those of us lucky enough to go with him would get to visit all the old

Cherokee historical sites in Georgia such as New Echota® and the Chief Vann house®,

lineage or denied it when questioned. My father said that was the case in his family; he and his siblings
were told to not say anything, and he was born in 1920, about eighty years after removal.

4 The official name for the North Carolina group is the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians, or EBCI.

® This was the location of the government of the Cherokee Nation prior to the 1838 forced removal. New
Echota now is a Georgia state-owned historical site and gives a glimpse into what life was like for the tribe
at the time. It includes the original printing press for the Cherokee Phoenix; more on that in chapter 5.

8 This is the home of Joseph Vann, a wealthy mixed-blood, who owned slaves that worked his plantation. It
stands as an example of how many Cherokees, particularly mixed-bloods, accepted Euro-American values
and emulated them, quite possibly in hopes of being allowed to remain in the homeland as settlers pushed
for Indian removal in the south.
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along with Red Clay Council Grounds’ in nearby Tennessee. My father would take us to
visit the Etowah Indian Mounds in Cartersville, Georgia and explain that the People who
built those mounds were the ancestors of the Cherokee. He always got into arguments
with the archaeologists who were excavating one of the three mounds, furious with them
for desecrating the dead and disturbing the spirits in this sacred ground. As a child, |
remember feeling embarrassed and then later, as an adult, realizing how angry and
passionate he had been about this desecration, and how frustrated he must have felt seeing
this horror and not being able to stop it. Then, going across the north Georgia mountains
to Cherokee, he would tell us about the Trail of Tears and the sadness of the People who
were forced to leave, and how many of them died on the way — whether from sickness,
cold, starvation, or a broken heart. These stories, too, stayed with me as a child and since
| loved the beauty of the mountains and the red clay earth and always hated to leave to go
back to Detroit and our lives there, I would imagine and promise myself that one day, |
would live in Cherokee and always have those mountains around me to protect and hug
me tight. That sense of origins and belonging to this southern mountain home stayed with
me, and, coupled with my mother’s stories of her upbringing and her earnest longing to
return to her southern roots, became deeply ingrained in my spirit, mind and heart. Itisto
honor my mother that I went on my journey of higher education, eventually to arrive at

the PhD level, which was my chance to collect and examine the oral stories of the

" This is the location of the last full Cherokee council held before some Cherokees began to relocate to
Indian Territory by their own choice. | will have more about this in chapter 4.

4
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Giduwah® people of North Carolina. My mother’s stories inspired me in writing this
dissertation, and gave me its overall aim, which is to show the enduring strength of the
Cherokee oral tradition, and how stories which are thousands of years old continue to
define the modern lifeways and culture of today’s Eastern Cherokee community. Oral
stories have changed somewhat, evolving and adapting to the changing world around the
People, but always proving to be powerfully vital and necessary for cultural and spiritual
continuance, as well as being a tool for self-preservation, sovereignty, and Indigenous
nationhood in resistance to the colonizer government’s patriarchal oppression and
dominance.

Everyone has family stories that tell us who we are and where our ancestors came
from; such oral memories essentially create our identities as individual human beings.
Oftentimes, the storytelling role falls to an elder in the family because he or she would
have the largest store of family knowledge; this fact cuts across all racial and ethnic lines.
Cree author Neal McLeod likens such oral stories to an “echo of older voices from a long
time ago” (6). Stories teach us about religious beliefs and ceremonies, what our personal
responsibilities are within our family and community, and even about the good fortune
and hardships our people have had to endure just to get to the present day and living
situation. Not only can these narrated stories inform people of their cultural and religious
heritage, they also offer a form of counter memory and alternative history, which is

particularly vital for colonized people as a way of physically and verbally “talking back”

8 Again, the K and G spelling are both correct, and I will use them interchangeably, as most Cherokee do.
Another term Kituwah people call themselves is Ani-Yunwiyah, which means the Original People or the
Principal People, a term for all Indigenous people.
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to the colonizer. Maori theorist Linda Tuhiwai Smith argues that for Indigenous peoples,
that kind of talk “about the colonial past is embedded in our political discourses, our
humor, poetry, music, storytelling and other common sense ways of passing on both a
narrative of history and an attitude about history” (19). It is one of the best methods of
correcting the biased, one-sided historical accounts offered by colonial institutions. Such
stories are vital for cultural and spiritual continuity and the sharing of a common
background, whether within the family or an entire community. Cherokee author Thomas
King says, “The truth about stories is that’s all we are” (2), a maxim which most certainly
holds true for many Tsalagi people. When I think back over my mother’s repertoire of
stories, | can clearly see from whom | am descended and what my duties are as a mother,
wife, daughter, sister, aunt, and as a Cherokee woman. My mom was of the Ani-Tsisqua,
which is the Bird® clan of the Tsalagi; ours is a matrilineal and matriarchal clan system.
The role of the Bird clan in the olden days was that of messenger, or speaker. Since our
villages were scattered throughout what is now the Appalachian mountain range on lands
that now make up parts of seven southern states, it was up to the Bird people to carry
messages and news from town to town.'° Bird people always seem to be the talkers who
have no fear of speaking in front of a crowd; we are often teased by the other clans for
‘chattering’ too much. The Bird clan arbor at the Raven Rock Stomp Grounds is
generally the noisiest. My mother was so obviously a Bird person, as am I. This may be

why | worked for years as a radio journalist and public speaker, along with being a

9 Whenever | write about any of the clans of the Cherokee, it will be capitalized as a proper noun, whether it
is Bird clan, or Wild Potato clan or any of the others.

10 Deer clan people were also used as messengers, because their young folks were considered the fastest
runners when there was news that had to be carried quickly to the many villages.

6
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college teacher and lecturer. For most of my adult life, | have made a living from my
words — both written and spoken — and it is nice to get paid for what you love doing.
Oral narratives are a method of communicating the past to people in the present,
keeping alive the voices, memories and traditions of the ancestors. Cherokee writer
Robert J. Conley explains that for Native people, storytelling is much more than
entertainment or education. “It is vital and necessary to continued life — the life of the
tribe and the life of the world itself. Creation stories are told ritually to ensure the
continued existence of the world” (xiii). For the Tsalagi, these are not just the familiar
creation and originary stories which explain how our mountain homeland was made for
us, or how Selu, the Corn Mother, brought corn to the People, or even how the water
spider delivered fire to the Tsalagi (these will be examined in my first chapter) — these
originary stories also explain the role of the various non-human creatures, how a
particular town or community came to exist, why a certain name was given to a particular
Earth place, or how a specific ceremony was born and how it is to always be conducted
and who is to have this responsibility. Cherokees have been telling stories since the
beginning of the Earth and will undoubtedly continue to do so as long as there are
Cherokees living, in order for us to always remember our connection to the Earth, for
without that, we could not continue to exist. Stories are not only told by individual
community-recognized storytellers, but are often held and known collectively by a small
or larger group of people within the community or tribe who have either witnessed or
participated (or have a family member who has) in certain events that have had a rippling

effect and deep impact upon the entire Tsalagi nation. It is these lesser-known inter-
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generational stories, some originary and some explanatory, and many contemporary, that
interest me. And I have been curious about how the old stories are kept alive and how
these ancient explanations of how things came to be continue to have relevancy for
today’s Cherokee.

After reading collections of Cherokee stories and oral narratives from Oklahoma
scholars and storytellers, | wondered what newer stories and histories were held by the
Eastern Cherokees that differ from what is shared and spoken of among the western bands
(known as the United Keetoowah Band (UKB) and the Cherokee Nation). It has been
175 years since the horrific and deadly forced removal that broke the nation apart and
separated the Giduwah People, and even though the western brothers and sisters have
kept the originary stories from the ancient oral tradition, newer ones based on their new
home, its geography, and the land’s spiritual attributes — along with those of other living
beings — have come about and are told. This evolution can be witnessed and read about in
books like Robert Conley’s The Witch of Goingsnake and Other Stories, and his
Cherokee Medicine Man, along with Friends of Thunder: Folktales of the Oklahoma
Cherokees by Anna and Jack Kilpatrick, and Chris Teuton’s Cherokee Stories of the
Turtle Island Liar’s Club. These excellent works feature narratives of the western
Giduwah, which are rich and intricately connected to the newer, diasporic settings and

communities, and give testament and insight into the political and social environment, !

11 Unlike the Eastern Cherokees who continue to live in the ancestral territory, the Oklahoma family has
had to adapt to living around and amongst other tribes who were also relocated to “Indian Territory.” In the
early days, this sometimes meant trouble, but over the years, there has been much cultural sharing as
happens with any diasporic peoples. However, also like other diasporic groups, the two bands of Cherokee
out west have held tightly to and maintained many of the old ways and the language. The Eastern Band,

8
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as well as the natural ecology of eastern Oklahoma. My dissertation project is intended
to offer not only an examination of several of the originary stories which are the ancient
markers for Cherokee culture and society overall, but also to begin a scholarly discussion
about the modern and post-removal narratives and oral stories that are unique to the
Eastern Cherokees within the sacred homeland. At this time, the only collection that
offers a few of the contemporary oral works by Eastern Cherokee storytellers, along with
several modern re-tellings of the older stories, is Living Stories of the Cherokee, which is
collected and edited by Dr. Barbara Duncan, a folklore scholar who works for the
Museum of the Cherokee Indian. Along with that collection is James Mooney’s book,
Myths of the Cherokee and Sacred Formulas of the Cherokees, which the ethnographer
compiled in the 1880s — more will be said on the Mooney book later in this introduction.
It is hoped that this dissertation will provide some insight and analysis into the stories —
both ancient and contemporary — that are the foundation of the unique culture of the
Eastern Cherokee on the Qualla Boundary, and the way the oral tradition continues to be
a vital component of this community. The Qualla Boundary is so named because it is not
a true “reservation”*? in the sense that the United States government did not allocate the
land to the Cherokee; instead, it is land that was purchased over several decades by the

ancestors of the current band members. The name Qualla comes from the ancient village

meanwhile, are far removed from any other Native groups, so have had less influence from others upon the
traditional culture.
12 For convenience’s sake, it is conversationally referred to as a reservation, and I will also refer to it as that.

9
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which sat the closest to what is now the “downtown” section of the land base, or
boundary.

Before the arrival of the European colonizers, every Native nation utilized the oral
tradition for passing down the intricacies of culture, such as history, ceremonies,
clan/gender responsibilities, spiritual duties, war and battle, song and dance, ancient art
forms, food gathering and preparation, gardening and/or hunting, and all of the other
facets of communal life —a life lived within an interdependent natural environment.
Penny Petrone notes that each of these Native groups or tribes had diverse and unique
collections of their own oral narratives. Those stories held within them each group’s
“own regional ecologies, its own values, customs, and tastes, embodying its own religious
and philosophical beliefs,” making each set of “tribal literatures...unique and culturally
specific” (10). Too often, people have the mistaken notion that once Aboriginal people
learned to read and write the colonizer’s language that the oral tradition fell by the
wayside. Most Native people, particularly those who grow up in their home community,
know this is far from the truth. Modern Indigenous writers and scholars frequently point
to the continuing life and vitality of the oral tradition, and many Native writers of fiction
employ these ancient stories within their contemporary works — thus regenerating and
giving the traditional story new life each time their work is read. Indeed, scholars like

Susan Berry Brill de Ramirez, as described in American Indian Literary Nationalism,

13 The term Boundary is an old one, originating in the period when boundary lines were created by treaty
between Indian land and white man’s land. There is an historic sign on Asheville Highway (Highway 23)
in nearby Sylva that denotes it as the “Indian Boundary Line” between 1802 and 1819. That road is now far
removed from the actual boundary line of the present-day reservation, which shows how much Cherokee
land has been taken from them.

10
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choose to examine written Native literature “‘from an oral center [which] comes from a
conviction that oral storytelling is foundational to these literatures and, in fact, all
literatures’” (22). Co-authors of this book, Jace Weaver, Craig Womack, and Robert
Warrior, note that “Native storytellers never disappeared or ceased their telling” (23).
This is abundantly clear within the world of the Eastern Cherokee, as this dissertation’s
final two chapters will examine the modern usage of the oral tradition and its continuing
vitality and importance within the Qualla Boundary community. Paul Zolbrod offers the
term “ongoing preliterate traditions” (3) to emphasize the way “Native American poetic
discourse” (3) remains a living part of Native societies today. Jerry Blanche focuses on
oral tradition in his Native American Reader: Stories, Speeches and Poems and addresses
the endurance and continuity of Native tribes’ orality, despite the “bombardments of
social, political, religious, and economic forces both from within and without Indian
culture and society. It is this long term ability to stimulate thought, challenge, enlighten,
and provide alternative viewpoints that make wisdom stories so valuable today” (26). He
chooses to call the tribal stories he has collected “wisdom stories,” arguing this “is a
better reference term than ‘legend, ‘tale,” ‘narrative,’ or the simple ‘story,” because
wisdom stories go beyond the singular intent to re-create real or imagined events and
experiences” (22). When it comes to the wide array of Cherokee oral tradition, I, too,
refuse to use terms such as myth, legend or tale — this decision will be discussed further in
my first chapter.

Having worked in the field of radio journalism, where news stories are spoken and

news script written “for the ear” I have always been fascinated by the power of the
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spoken word, the art of storytelling itself, and the way so many Native people are still
compelled to use their oral skills to pass on cultural ways of knowing. The oral tradition
of Turtle Island has garnered more and more attention by scholars, both Native and non-
Native, over the past few decades and many recognize the continuing life of all the forms
of spoken word. In examining Anishnaabe scholar and author Gerald Vizenor’s
employment of the spoken word within his writings, Kimberly Blaeser notes that he
“acknowledges not only the primacy of the word but also its place in the relationships that
constitute an oral tradition. Storytellers (and, by extension, writers) are merely vehicles
or voices for the words that have always existed” (18). Vizenor believes that the way
Native people understand words as origin is closely linked to the power of thought, and
their understanding that “thought realized in words becomes creator of our reality” which
he also links to our identity (18). Blaeser points out that this belief in the power of words
and thought to actually create is not simply a part of early tribal stories, asserting that
“[pJast and present, words and thought are believed to have a certain power, and this
power is enlisted to order all manner of things in American Indian life” (20). In their
introduction to The Way: An Anthology of American Indian Literature, co-editors Shirley
Hill Witt (Tuscarora) and Stan Steiner note that:

The spoken word contains a life all its own, an endless life. The spoken

word does not fall to the ground, shatter, and turn to dust, in Indian

comprehension. The spoken word is born, takes flight, and lives forever—

always ready to be recalled if need be. And, when words have the value of

immortality, one is careful not to use them haphazardly or falsely (xxiii-

XXIV).
Noting the respect for and the power of words for Native people, Brian Swann suggests

that is why when treaties were made with various tribes, the Native leaders “did so with a
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formula invoking the growing of grass and the running of waters. He linked the truth of
words to the truth of nature” (xii). Petrone suggests that words have the sacred power to
create or cause things to occur, such as helping the hunter in a successful hunt, using a
medicine plant to heal, or causing food plants to grow well** — quite simply to try and
influence the cosmic powers which control life (10). She goes on to note:

Words do not merely represent meaning. They possessed the power to

change reality itself. They were ‘life, substance, reality. The word lived

before earth, sun, or moon came into existence.’*®> For a people who

carried their history in the spoken word and incorporated their values in

story and song, it was only natural for them to invest words with power

and reverence. They relied on the ability to use and manipulate

language—the fluent and artful use of words—to influence not only other

people but also spirits (10).

Petrone does a commendable job of examining the oral tradition as told by various First
Nations storytellers in Canada; however, her analysis is overshadowed by the fact that she
writes in the past tense and speaks of it as being something of the past, as seen through
her book title Native Literature in Canada: From the Oral Tradition to the Present. Such
a title seems not to recognize the continuing vitality and power of that tradition today.
This dissertation contradicts such a notion, and while one can see that the telling of stories
and narratives has been altered because of colonization and modern technology, as well as
by the modern use of English (or French or Spanish) as opposed to an Indigenous
language (not so for every tribe or First Nation, who may still have enough Native

speakers in those communities), the power of the spoken word as a means of cultural

production and re-generation is still with us today.

14 Such things are conducted through songs, prayers, spoken phrases, or speaking words of encouragement.
15 Quoted from Margaret Astrov, American Indian Prose and Poetry, pg. 19.
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It must be noted that there is an on-going discussion among literary and Native
scholars concerning the way language loss and translation of ancient Native stories into
English has also meant misinterpretation and misunderstanding of the true words —
essentially a loss of meaning and Indigenous knowledge from so many old stories and
teachings because of the imposition of a foreign language; this discussion is far too
complex to thoroughly address here. Suffice it to say here that | do agree with Acoma
scholar Simon Ortiz, who argues that Indigenous peoples have subverted the colonizers’
languages — English, Spanish, and French — and “created a body of oral literature which
speaks crucially about the experience of colonization” (“Towards a...9-10). Ortiz
suggests that using the new foreign language does not destroy the authenticity, but
“rather[,] it is the way that Indian people have creatively responded to forced
colonization. And this response has been one of resistance; there is no clearer word for it
than resistance. It has been this resistance — political, armed, spiritual — which has been
carried out by the oral tradition. The continued use of the oral tradition today is evidence
that the resistance is on-going” (10). I have most certainly learned of the beauty and true
meaning of Cherokee words and names when I took the course “Tsalagi Gawonihisdi
Aksasdohdi” (the language Tsalagi we are speaking)*® and saw how English-translated
words and phrases simply did not do justice to the Indigenous concepts and teachings.
The reality, however, for Eastern Cherokees is that the stories are learned, spoken, and

transcribed in English for the most part, and in order to inform outsiders of the perpetual

16 This is the formal name of the first semester of the one year Cherokee language course offered through
Western Carolina University’s Cherokee Studies Program. The second term is the “Cherokee Speaking
World.”
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Indigenous affiliation with the land, it is necessary to translate Cherokee concepts into
language which the non-Cherokee neighbors will understand, thus fulfilling a political
purpose through the continued use of the oral tradition. Also, this dissertation must be
written and presented in the colonizer’s language, so English will be the format presented
here, with explanation of various Cherokee words, names and phrases when necessary.

The power of Native orality and orature is astounding and physically moving,
particularly because stories are told to a crowd of people and each of us experiences it in
a collective fashion, rather than as an individual quietly reading a book in silence with no
one sitting nearby and reading/hearing the same thing. While we learn many things from
books, and most certainly gain much knowledge, reading is again more of a personal,
interior experience, rather than a communal one. When we listen to a storyteller, we
partake in a ritual of sorts that prompts the uniqueness of group emotions, because if we
laugh or shed a few tears, everyone witnesses those emotions and that sort of audience
participation can even influence how our neighbor reacts to the orature. A good
storyteller can hold the attention and thus the minds and hearts of her listeners and
influence them in ways they may not realize she could. Cherokee Elder Kathi Smith-
Littlejohn says she especially likes telling stories to children, because they immediately
react with their creative imaginations and completely immerse themselves in the action,
quickly relating to the characters and their situations. Many people can remember
childhood tales that were told to them by parents, and oftentimes, hearing a spoken word
story can be comforting as we re-visit those nurturing moments. As adults, we can

harken back to childhood and physically and emotionally feel the story and its action.
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Listening to stories can alter or prompt behavior, create fear and apprehension, mystify,
envelope one in a sense of comfort and serenity, teach a lesson, provoke tears of sadness
or longing, cause laughter, introduce wonderment, and inspire curiosity. In his book
Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word, Walter Ong refers to Bronislaw
Malinowski who points to the way spoken words have power and a type of “magical
potency” because “sound cannot be sounding without the use of power...In this sense, all
sounds, and especially oral utterance, which comes from inside living organisms, is

299

‘dynamic’” (Ong 32). When we allow ourselves to become fully surrounded and
immersed in the story, our imagination provides the pictures and action. Emotions and
thoughts take control of our very being. We can feel the sacredness of certain aspects,
begin to see the interconnectedness of nature and human beings, and come to a deep
understanding of our individual roles and how we affect one another and all of life around
us. In his foreword to the book The Native Stories from Keepers of the Earth by Joseph
Bruchac and Michael Caduto, Kiowa/Cherokee writer and poet N. Scott Momaday posits
that stories within the oral tradition generally “center upon one of the most important of
all considerations in human experience: the relationship between man and nature. In the
Native American world, this relationship is so crucial as to be definitive of the way in
which man formulates his own best idea of himself” (viii). This nature-based
understanding allows for “an affirmation of the human spirit” (viii). Bruchac, who is
Abenaki, expresses the belief that the traditional knowledge which Native people held for

thousands of years came from the living experience of seeking balance with nature and all

of its creatures. He notes that the oral teachings urge people to always live in a
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sustainable fashion upon the earth while considering the consequences of our deeds upon
the seventh generation ahead. These teachings and lessons were not taught in books or in
a school, but instead through the oral tradition and storytelling (ix-x).

In the case of Indigenous oral teachings, hearing and experiencing the strength of
those words and their cultural signifiers can provide for a sense of belonging and
community. When the stories are of olden or ancient times, we marvel at the resiliency of
our ancestors and begin to consider our own lives; we often realize how little we know,
despite technology and instant knowledge through the internet, and understand how we
should re-connect with the land and the many other forms of life upon our Earth. With
some stories, we may laugh at the ineptitude of man and the awkwardness of trying to
anticipate others’ behavior and our own response. We cry for the fragility of human
emotions, for the passion of love, for the losses, and for the sadness of death because a
good storyteller will affect listeners in this way. Walter Ong discusses Freytag’s
Pyramid!’ concerning written plot lines and uses it to describe speech as operating with a
linear rise and fall of climactic action, which has been likened to the tying and untying of
a knot. | suggest this visual could be applied to Cherokee spoken word more as a
weaving and tightening of threads — reaching back in time and picking up cultural threads
and pulling them forward to weave into the present time, thus intricately weaving and
linking our ancestors’ lives with our own. Such a method allows for the ancestors to be

present with us today, and establishes that communal and familial connection and

17 A nineteenth century German novelist who created a pyramid diagram which shows common patterns in
the plot lines of most written stories. He notes things like scene setting, inciting events, rising action to a
climax and then falling, and finally, resolution.
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continuation, along with a sense of self. For the Cherokee, this brings to mind two of the
ancient crafts still in practice today by the Eastern Cherokee — basket weaving and yarn
finger weaving'® — both beautifully colorful and intricate. A good storyteller can be
thought of as a word weaver.

Talking stories are meant to be listened to with spirit, intellect, and passion.
Throughout my life, I recall how, when given the chance to sit and hear about various
Native teachings, | felt the excitement of knowing | would learn something new, and be
reminded of things | may have learned long ago and had too frequently forgotten. Certain
Native speakers may instruct us not to record her or his words in any way — whether by
pen and paper, keyboard, or electronic recording — but instead to listen with our hearts
and our minds. We are told that recording the story removes the sacredness and the
power of the spoken words. These Elders know that too much of our brain and thought
processes would be far too busy taking notes and writing, intent on scribbling down every
word so that we would not have time to actually listen and feel. What is really needed is
for the audience to simply sit back, hear the words, and absorb them with every part of
the body and spirit. As we sit and listen to stories and teachings, we may tense when
there is anticipation or anxiety; sometimes we are on the edge of our seat. Our body
shakes with the laughter or trembles with the sorrow and tears. Our gestures and body
language are evidence of allowing ourselves to become fully enveloped and involved in
the story, sometimes becoming one of the characters ourselves. Some of us may harken

back to our youth and the pure joy and excitement of listening to our mother or father

18 Sashes are generally made in this fashion.
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sitting and telling us a bedtime story. Simpler times. Often happier times. For the time
that we are listening to a story, we can suspend reality and allow the words to pour over
us, immersing us in the strangeness and unfamiliarity of it, or in the shared experiences,
familiarity, and commonality. Oral stories hold a unique and sometimes elusive power
which can often defy explanation. We are accustomed to books with their physical text
which we can re-read when we do not comprehend quickly or when we lose our train of
thought. Talking stories oftentimes allow for just one chance to hear the words and grasp
the meaning and this is why we must block out all extraneous noise and activity and focus
on the talking story; although with some storytellers, there is a certain amount of
repetition involved in the telling so it sticks in our heads better. Phrases may be said over
and over in the same way, or in a paraphrased manner to bring the listener back to the
action at the transitional stages of a story, and without a hard copy text we must closely
pay attention. Listening to oral stories truly involves our entire being, as we react in more
physical ways to an animated storyteller than when we read a book, using only our
imagination and mind as we sit quietly.

Ironically, then, for the purposes of this dissertation, it was necessary to
electronically record and then to transcribe the oral stories, narratives, histories, and
teachings of the Eastern Cherokee storytellers,*® as well as to work with existing
collections of transcribed oral interviews and works. This is indeed problematic in the

fact that reading those stories is clearly not as emotionally and spiritually powerful and

19 Each of these storytellers and historians will be named throughout the following chapters as their
personal and unique ways of sharing orally the many facets of Cherokee culture must be looked at
individually.
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enjoyable as hearing them; this is why | have created an archive of the visual and aural
recordings which | was fortunate to gather.?® Since a PhD dissertation must be a written
document, this is the only process which allowed me to collect and examine the oral
tradition of the Eastern Cherokee, and I respectfully hope it is effective. This project
relied heavily on a number of resources, such as the video recordings | made of public
storytelling events; CDs and cassette tapes made by individual storytellers; transcriptions
of interviews with community Elders; written notes from cultural and historical sharing at
community meetings; lectures from the Cherokee language classes which | attended;
published collections of transcribed stories, most notably the Duncan and the Mooney
books, and; DVDs and VHS tapes produced by the Junaluska Museum in Robbinsville,
North Carolina.?* | must admit that although this collection may sound fairly
comprehensive, | feel I have barely scratched the surface of the entire set of stories which
lie within the hearts and minds of so many Eastern Cherokee people, for so many do not
think of themselves as storytellers, simply because they do not perform and speak in a
public forum, but rather tell their narratives and stories at family functions and everyday
community events. | believe there is a wealth of such stories out there, and my fear is that
so many will be lost when the community loses each of these Elders.

When considering my research topic, | wondered about how this particular Native

community has held so tightly to the oral tradition. A number of factors would lead one

20| do have hopes of sharing this archive with the community in Cherokee, North Carolina as my way of
showing my gratitude and respect for all the many kind people who touched my life during my three years
there.

21 These latter media were kindly given to me by the museum director, T. J. Holland, whom I also refer to in
my fourth and fifth chapters for his oral accounts of local Cherokee history.

20



Ph.D. Thesis — Sandra Muse Isaacs; McMaster University — English and Cultural Studies

to expect the members of the Eastern Cherokee community on the Qualla Boundary to
lean more heavily on the written word. The scholar Sequoyah, who had no formal
education and was essentially illiterate (in the English language) as well as disabled from
a hunting accident, developed a writing system known as a syllabary?? and within two
years of its introduction in 1821 (prior to removal), the entire Cherokee nation became
fully literate and able to read and write in their own language. (The syllabary has eighty-
five symbols to represent each sound or syllable in the Cherokee language.) This
invention led to the creation of a Cherokee constitution and America’s first Native
bilingual newspaper, the Cherokee Phoenix in 1828, a remarkable achievement.
Historians Theda Perdue and Michael Green refer to the invention and adoption of the
Sequoyah?® writing system as an “expression of Cherokee nationalism” (14) and I suggest
that its usage today is a testimony to continuing Cherokee nationalism, more than 190
years later. Anna and Jack Kilpatrick address the fact that “Sequoyah is so highly revered
by the Cherokee people that some elders even believe he will come back some day...It is
highly significant that the national hero of the Cherokees was an intellectual, not a
warrior” (180). The syllabary continues to be used today, although there has been
tremendous language loss amongst the Cherokee as there has been among all Indigenous

groups in North America and around the world, but the Cherokee were the only Native

22 As Chief Wilma Mankiller points out in her autobiography, there are some oral history accounts that say
there was a written language for the Cherokee further back in time. This possibility is suggested in my third
chapter in regards to Judaculla Rock and the carvings made there. Western Carolina University Cherokee
Language instructor Tom Belt also asserts the existence of an ancient writing system, but as Mankiller
points out, “even if there was an ancient written Cherokee language, it was lost to the Cherokees until
Sequoyah developed the syllabary” (81).

2 There are many good books about Sequoyah, too many to list, though | would suggest Sequoyah: A Novel
of the Real People from Robert J. Conley’s “Real People” series.
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group to develop their own writing system, and this is indeed a source of pride.?* There
are fewer than 300 language speakers on the Qualla Boundary, and most can read and
write the Sequoyah syllabary; children who attend the New Kituwah Academy, which is
the immersion school there, also learn to speak and read and write in Cherokee. Since the
language is being revitalized, more and more Eastern Cherokees are learning to speak
their own tongue?® and thus have varying degrees of fluency and literacy.?® The
Cherokee Phoenix was printed in both Cherokee and English, and the newspaper office
and press were located in New Echota, Georgia, the last capital of the nation prior to
removal. Today, the Cherokee One Feather informs band members of the EBCI of local
news as one of America’s oldest Native weekly newspapers; it celebrates its fifty year
anniversary in 2015.%