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Document 18.1 John Ross, “To the Chiefs and Headmen” (1861) 
 
Native Americans from the Five Civilized Tribes, the Cherokees, Creeks, Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Seminoles, 
fought on both sides during the Civil War. Chief John Ross, who was first elected Cherokee chief in 1828, led the 
Cherokee Nation into the Confederacy at an August 21, 1861 council attended by almost 4,000 Cherokee men at 
Tahlequah, Cherokee Nation. In this letter of September 19, 1861, he writes to Chief Opothleyahola and other 
chiefs and headmen of various tribes to convince them to not ally with the Union, but to join the Confederacy. 
Indian leaders from the Cherokees, Creeks, Senecas, Osages, and Quapaws signed treaties with the Confederacy on 
October 4, 1861, at Tahlequah. 
 
Brothers, I am gratified to inform you, that the Great Being who over-rules all things for good, has sustained me in 
my efforts to unite the hearts and sentiments of the Cherokee People as one man, and at a mass meeting of about 
four thousand males in Tahlequah, with one voice we have proclaimed in favor of forming alliance with the 
Confederate States, and I shall thereby preserve and maintain the Brotherhood of the Indian Nations in a Common 
Destiny. 
 
Brothers…. in order that you may be fully informed of the whole proceeding of the Cherokee People at the mass 
meeting—and of the reasons which influenced the people to adopt them. I send you herewith several penciled 
copies of my address to the People in Convention and of the Resolutions adopted by them on that occasion—I wish 
you to have them carefully read and correctly interpreted in order that you may fully understand them. 
 
Brothers, my advice and desire under the present extraordinary crisis is for all the red Brethren to be united among 
themselves in the support of our certain rights—and interests by forming an alliance of Peace and friendship with 
the Confederate States of America. 
 
Your friend & Brother 
John Ross, Principal Chief 
 
Source: Annual Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1865), 353–
354. 
 


