Salvation and Indian Removal
JAMES W. VAN HOEVEN
I am honored to contribute to this issue of the Reformed Review celebrating the
distinguished career of Professor Osterhaven. Through the years one has many teachers,
but very few mentors. He was one such mentor for me. He was among the first to inspire
in me a love for history and theology, to point out to me the social implications of Calvin's
thought, and to model for me what it means to love God with your mind, body, and
spirit. I am profoundly indebted to him for encouraging me toward a career in Christian
scholarship.
Those who have stud ied under Professor Osterhaven will remember his excursuses,
those wondrous times in every class session when he strayed from his notes to talk about
this or that. I always appreciated those moments/minutes/hours, which became for me the
"fine print" of his theology, and I generally bracketed them in my own notes. The topics
varied, and I share a scrap and a shard of them from old class notes I recently retrieved
from my attic: the communist takeover in Hungary; concern for Dr. Hromadka; a canoeing
experience, and then another, and still another! problems with Barth's theology (here I disagreed
with him); Hope College football; a story about Albertus Pieters; van Ruler's doctrine of
the Holy Spirit; U.S. treatment of the American Indian. The point, as I learned it from
Professor Osterhaven, is that everything is under the sovereign lordship of Jesus Christ and
is subject to theological reflection- and often action.
My paper brings together issues of theology and politics as these interacted in the Reformed
Church in America in the nineteenth century, particularly in the person of the Rev. John
F Schermerhorn.
Who is this John F. Schermerhorn? What distinguished and eminent service
has he rendered the Republic that his ipse dixit should stand ... ?1
So asked Major William M. Davis who was present at New Echota, Georgia, on December
29, 1835, when Indian Commissioner John F. Schermerhorn successfully concluded a treaty
of removal with a portion of the Cherokee Nation, obligating the entire tribe to emigrate.
Schermerhorn's treaty was later ratified by Congress and on May 23, 1836, President Andrew
Jackson signed it into law. It required the Cherokees to leave their ancestral homes in Southern
Appalachia within two years for new land across the Mississippi River. Because the vast
majority of the Indians refused to emigrate, the government imposed the treaty's terms by
force. Consequently, from 1838 to 1840, approximately four thousand Cherokees, nearly
one fourth of that nation's citizens, died as they were marched westward across the "Trail
of Tears" to their new homes beyond the Arkansas Territory.
That tragic episode in American history is well known and has been rightly condemned
by scholars of United States Indian relations. 2 Less weli known, however, is that John F.
Schermerhorn, the Indian Commissioner who negotiated the treaty of removal was a minister
in good standing in the Dutch Reformed Church.3
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Schermerhorn was born in Schenectady, New York, on Setpember 24, 1786. His forebears
were part of the original settlement in Schenectady, and Schermerhorn's family was both
influential and rich in land holdings. 4 It also was active in the First Dutch Reformed Church
in Schenectady, where John F was baptized and confirmed.
In 1805, Schermerhorn enrolled at Union College in Schenectady, determined to prepare
himself for the Christian ministry. Union was a natural choice for the young scholar because
his church, "Old First," had given the college its first buildings and substantial financial
support. A Liberal Arts college, Union was sponsored by several ecclesiastical bodies in
the Mohawk River area, including especially the Dutch Reformed, Presbyterian, and
Congregational. The school was ecumenical, as the name implies, and unambiguously
evangelical.
Schermerhorn graduated from Union College in 1809, and in the same year entered
Andover Seminary in Massachusetts. Andover had been established a year earlier, in 1808,
as a Calvinist bastion against a developing liberalism in New England theology.s Andover's
origins also touched the spring of the missionary impulse of the new century. One of the
school's principal donors, for example, John Norris (a wealthy merchant of Salem who
had made his money in the East Indian trade), gave ten thousand dollars on the condition
that the school train students for foreign missionary work.6 Andover therefore was a good
place for the young Schermerhorn to do his seminary studies, satisfying both his background
in Calvinist theology and his interest in the missionary movement.
As things developed at Andover, the students for the most part assumed the task of
implementing the missionary goals of the seminary, and with profoundly impressive results.
They formed mission societies for prayer and Bible study, and examined and shared information
on foreign mission fields.7 Samuel Mills was an important leader in all of this, as were
Adoniram Judson, Samuel Nott, Jr. , and Samuel Newell, each of whom became pioneers
in American foreign missions. Schermerhorn also shared in the missionary excitement of
this group, and his letters to his fiancee, Catherine Yates of Schenectady, reflected the tension
of trying to decide between mission work and marriage. "Perhaps it is not the pleas ure
of the Lord," he wrote Catherine in 18 10,
that I should be settled ... among civilized people. But to send me to carry
the gospel to the poor heathen who sit in the shadows and valley of Death.
Perhaps like Paul to spend my life in labours and sufferings and at last be
cruelly martyred by them, to whom I have carried the glad tidings of peace
and salvation. And what would you say were I called to undergo all this?
Would you endeavour to persuade me from it? Or like a sincere Christian,
full of the Holy Spirit, animate me to the work of the Lord, by a humble
acquiescence to the will of God and by a wilting resignation of all those dreams
of earthly happiness with the man you love?- Ah, could I refuse to suffer
all that human nature can suffer, to promote the interest and glory of my
Redeemer who died that I might live? And who has expressly said; that he
who hateth not father and mother and sister and brother and wife and houses
and land and yea even his life, for my sake, is unworthy of me. My Dear,
I know not that I shall be so highly favoured as to be called to so glorious
a work. But I write this, that if such a time should come, you may be prepared
for it. 8
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A year later, in 18 11 , there was still evidence that Schermerh orn 's indecision co ncerning
ma rriage or fore ign missiona ry work was not resolved, fo r he wrote Catherine, "Were it
not fo r you this country could not co ntain me in its bosom twelve mo nths longer, fo r
I should sail fo r Hindostan a nd spend my latest breath in preaching the Gospel of Salvati on
to the poor heathen. ''>
Along with ten other stud ents Schermerho rn gradu ated from And over Semin ary in
the spring of 18 12. 10 S hortly thereafter, on July 3, he and Samuel Mills went on an extend ed
tour of the western frontier fo r the Connecticut and M assachusetts M issiona ry Societies.
T he purpose of the tour was "not only to perform missio nary services but to inquire particularly
in to the religio us and moral state of that part of t he co unt ry."11 T he fi rst leg of their journey
took them th rough Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Kentucky, and into Nas hville, Tennessee,
"Where we put with Mr. (Gideo n) Blackburn , a Presbyterian' minister. "12 A routine repor t
descri bes the next phase of their to ur:
We co nsulted with Mr. Blackburn on the ex pediency of pursuing our course
down the river to New O rleans. He advised us to go, and ass isted in mak ing
the necessary preparations. General (Andrew) J ackso n was expecting to go in
a few days with about 1500 Volunteers to Natch ez. Mr. Blackburn introduced
us to the General, who, having beco me acquainted with our design, in vited
us to take passage on board his boat. We accepted the invitatio n; and after
providing some necessary stores for the voyage, and making sale of our horses,
we embarked the 10th of Janu ar y 18 13. We came to the mouth of the O hi o
the 27th , where we lay by three days on account of the ice. On the 3 1st we
passed New Madrid; and the 16th of Fe bruary arrived at Natchez.1J
Unk nown to Schermerh orn at that time, his introduction to General Andrew Jackso n
in 18 12- 13 was his entree into national politics. T he relationship between the young missionary
and the future President of the United States, which began on a Natchez-bound steamboat,
matu red into a friends hip that would last until Jackson's death. Schermerhorn wo uld later
become an active campaigner in New York in behalf of Ge neral Jackso n in the national
electio ns of 1824 and 1828. And J ackson would in 1832 appoint Schermerhorn , then an
evangelical minister in the D utch Reformed Church, to the prestigio us position of Indian
Com missioner to the West and later, in 1835, to the important task of commissioner to
negotiate a treaty of re moval with the C herokee Nation of Indians. But in 18 13, both men
had other work to do- J ackson to prepare fo r war and Schermerhorn to o rganize "a Bible
Society for the be nefit of the destitute in the M ississippi Territory." 14
Schermerhorn and Mills left Natchez on March 12, 18 13, and traveled fi rst to New
O rleans, and then eastward across the M ississippi territo ry th ro ugh the western parts of
Georgia, Carolina, and Virginia, until fi na lly, on July 6, 18 13, one year and three days
after beginning the tour, they returned to And over, Massachusetts.
Schermerhorn 's report of the journey totalled for ty-five printed pages, and was published
by the sponsoring missionary societies as A Correct View of that Part of the United States
Which Lies West of the Allegheny Mountains with Respect to Religion and Morals. 15 The
report included statistics covering the population of each Territory, the number of Presbyterian,
Met hodist, and Baptist ministers and churches, a listing of other "sects" performing missionary
work in the region, including the Roman Catholics, and an analysis of the religion and
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morals of frontier society. The report remains an important source of information on frontier
society in the early nineteenth century.
Schermerhorn completed his report on December I0, 1813, and shortly thereafter he
departed for Schenectady and his new bride, Catherine Yates, whom he had married several
months before. During the next several years he worked the family farm and sought ordination
within the Dutch Reformed Church.
That proved to be a difficult task, however, because in those years the Dutch Reformed
Church was reluctant to accept students not trained at New Brunswick Seminary. In 1813,
the General Synod of the Dutch Church ruled that unless a candidate for the ministry
"prosecute (his) studies in the institution under the care of this church," he would be required
to obtain a "special act of indulgence" to preach and administer the sacraments.16 Consequently,
before Schermerhorn could become an ordained minister in the Dutch Reformed Church
he was obligated to appear before a proper judicatory and give evidence that his faith and
piety were in accord with the standards of the denomination. That process took nearly
three years, and finally, on Sunday, November 3, 1816, Schermerhorn was formally ordained
and installed by the Classis of Montgomery as minister of the Reformed Dutch Church
of Middleburg, New York.17
Schermerhorn served the Middleburgh Church with distinction for thirteen years, from

1813 to 1826. Recognized particularly as a "very good business man," 18 Schermerhorn was
also a distinguished preacher and good pastor. Under his leadership the church substantially
increased its membership, made significant and necessary renovations in its buildings and
grounds, and met its annual budgets. 19 Schermerhorn was also active in the affairs of
Montgomery Classis, and served that body as stated clerk, 1819-1826, and concurrently
as president, 1821-1822. During much of that time the classis was troubled by serious theological
disputes, and as a leader Schermerhorn was thrust into the middle of those controversies.
The most celebrated of the disputes resulted in a secession. In 1822 a small number
of ministers and churches in the Montgomery Classis seceded from the Dutch Reformed
Church and subsequently formed a new sect. They charged the Reformed Church, and
particularly the Montgomery Classis, with false doctrine and failure to remain true to the
theological standards of the church. The main accusation was that the Reformed Church
held to Hopkinsian doctrines of New England theology which modified the classic Calvinist
doctrine of election. 20
The initial spark for this controversy was ignited in Ju ly, 1818, and again in May,
1819, when the consistory of the church at Owasco, New York, served by the Rev. Conrad
Ten Eyck, appealed to the Classis of Montgomery to investigate into the theology of their
minister, particularly as it related to the doctrine of election. The specific charge was that
Ten Eyck had declared that he "did not believe that Christ had atoned for any man ... but
for sin."21 This issue was not merely hair-splitting for hyper-orthodox Calvinists. If Christ
died for sin generally, and not only for "his chosen," then anyone could be saved if he
merely confessed his sin and accepted the work of Christ. This, in effect, made one's salv~tion
dependent upon his own initiative, which was essentially the "Hopkinsian" position, and
not upon God's prior act of grace in election, which was fundamentally the orthodox Calvinist
position.
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Schermerhorn was appointed to a committee of classis to "look into the grievance."
In October, 1819, nearly a year after the issue first surfaced, the Montgomery Classis approved
the committee's report which stated that Ten Eyck's theology was "not inconsistent with
or contrary to the Word of God and the Standards of the Church." The committee suggested,
moreover, that the controversy was "not of such a nature" as to destroy "the peace, harmony,
and fellowship of Christian brethren" and advised that the entire issue be dropped. 22
Several dissenting ministers in the Montgomery Classis thought differently, however,
and in June and October, 1820, appealed the decision to the General Synod. The Montgomery
Classis designated Schermerhorn to speak at synod on its behalf.23 The chairman of the
"State of the Churches" committee at the General Synod publicly mentioned the "unhappy
distractions, keen animosities ... and serious divisions" existing in the Montgomery Classis
and recommended that a day of"humiliation, fasting, and prayer'7be set aside for reconciliation
in that body.24 After a long and acrimonious debate, which carried over into the October,
1820, session, the General Synod approved the rather imprecise theological formulations
of Mr. Ten Eyck, and sustained the decision of the Montgomery Classis.25 The decision
resulted in the secession of the dissenting ministers and churches of the classis, who, together
with Dr. Solomon Froeligh, minister of the Hackensack and Schraalenburgh Reformed
Churches in New Jersey, organized themselves in 1822 into the "True Reformed Dutch Church
in the United States of America."26
In 1826 Schermerhorn resigned his parish in Middleburgh to become a missionary
agent for the American Home Missionary Society with primary responsibility in western
New York State. He held that position for two years and then, in November, 1828, he
left it to become General Agent for the Northern Agency of the Missionary Society of
the Dutch Reformed Church. In this new position he was responsible for visiting all the
churches in the Albany Synod, organizing new congregations and raising money for mission
programs- "in short, to excite a missionary spirit in our churches.''27 It was an important
position, the first such assignment in the history of the Dutch Church in America. The
position, however, had its peculiar problems. It had been created in an atmosphere of political
and theological tension between the northern and southern sections of the church, all of
which exploded in 1830 when the Missionary Society summarily fired Schermerhorn and
abandoned the Northern Agency.28 That provocative decision again pushed Schermerhorn
into the middle of a church-wide conflict.
The rationale for the board's action in 1830 is difficult to determine. Its published reason
for dismissing Schermerhorn was "because far less money than (his) salary was returned
into the treasury. "29 This appears strange, however, particularly because during the period
Schermerhorn worked for the board he annually raised far more money for benevolent
causes than in any previous year. Schern1erhorn gave two other reasons for his dismissal.
He claimed that he was "rudely assailed" by members of the board "on the score of the
want of orthodoxy.''30 The "conservative" controlled mission board apparently identified
Schermerhorn with its adversary, the northern "liberal" wing of the church, in the battle
of 1830. Schermerhorn defended his orthodoxy and called the attacks by the board "Indian
warfare, assaults in the dark .. . by the straightest sect in the church," which were unfounded
and untrue.3 1
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The second reason Schermerhorn gave for his dismissal concerned the board's mission
policy. It was well known in the church that Schermerhorn wanted to extend its borders
into the burgeoning frontier regions of the United States. He proposed this in sermons before
congregations and in the form of resolutions before classes and synods, urging the church
"to occupy the important central stations of our country. "32 Schermerhorn claimed, however,
that the board consistently rejected this policy. In a published statement fo llowing his discharge
he asserted that the board was "alarmed at the (idea) of the extension of our church, to
which they were opposed, and are still opposed, and if possible are determined to prevent. ''33
Following Schermerhorn's dismissal in 1830, the batt le lines between the northern, Albany
Synod and the southern-based Missionary Society became tightly drawn. Both pulpit and
press in the Reformed Church referred to it as the conflict between the "extreme liberals"34
in the north, and the "high ultras ''35 in the south; or, "the friends of innovation "36 in the
north, and "the little aristocracy''3 7 in the south. And, in effect, this deep controversy between
the north and south in the church focused on. Schermerhorn.
T he north declared him "the St. Paul of America,''38 an "active, laborious, indefatigable ... fast friend of the church,''39 indispensable for the future of the denomination. T he
south, on the other hand, spoke of him opprobriously as "the Pope's legate," and indeed,
even "his supreme holiness himself,"4-0 and thus a man whose influence must be stilled . When
the smoke of this conflict began to clear in 183 1, the Reformed Church terminated its
relationship with the mission society and established a new mission board under the General
Synod. And this new board employed Schermerhorn as its first missionary agent.41
Following this appointment, Schermerhorn again plunged into the work required of
the church's General Agent, visiting churches, preaching every Sund ay, raising money, and
finding new fields to extend the church westward . But the criticism from the south upon
his person and work continued unabated. Consequently, in November, 1831, Schermerhorn
took the issue to the General Synod. At a special session of that body, Schermerhorn requested
that a committee be formed to "investigate into the matter of my work a nd theology in
order to ascertain if those things be true whereof (the Christian Intelligencer) charges me."42
Schermerhorn told the Synod he would resign if the charges were found to be accurate.
If not, however, he asked the synod to do what they thought "necessary and proper" with
those who maligned him.43
The General Synod responded to Schermerhorn's statement by saying it did not "consider
the charges or insinuations" to which he alluded to be of sufficient character to warrant
an investigation. 44 It noted further, unanimously,
that the Synod have the same confidence in the General Agent that they had
at the time of his appointment in June last, and recommend him to the confidence
of the Churches.45
In June, 1832, the General Synod reappointed Schermei·horn as General Agent of the
church for the third successive time.46 At the same meeting Schermerhorn expressed gratitude
"for the renewed expression of your confidence," but he added "that an imperious sense
of duty will not permit me again to accept of your appointment."47 Schermerhorn told
the synod that the reasons for his resignation were not weariness in "my Master's service,"
nor "disappointments or opposition." Rather, he believed the purposes for which he originally
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entered the "Agency have already in a great measure (been) accomplished." He added he
had felt for some time that his work, "which has separated me from my family, at least
ten months in the year, was incompatible with the duty I owed them.'llB
In its response to Schermerhorn's resignation, the General Synod unanimously gave
its "thanks to the late General Agent" for the "able and faithful manner in which he has
discharged the duties of his trust." The synod concluded by invoking the "blessing of the
Great Head of the Church" upon his "future labors."49
Schermerhorn had already determined what his "future labors" would be. For some
time he had been involved in New York politics, and especially in the presidential campaigns
of 1824 and 1828, when he had worked for the election of Andrew Jackson. Since 1830,
moreover, he had also been in correspondence with both President Jackson and Secretary
of War Lewis Cass, expressing his views on the issue of Indian removal, and telling them
of his availability for the proposed new position of Indian Commissioner to the West.
The issue of Indian removal west of the Mississippi River had been very controversial
in the late 1820s and particularly after Jackson's election in 1828. President Jackson strongly
favored Indian removal, and made it one of the major goals of his administration. The
Christian community was divided on the issue, and the opposition to it was led by the
American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions. Headquartered in Boston, this
powerful and well-organized religious society had been a pioneer in programs for Indian
civilization and had sponsored most of the missionary stations then in operation within
the Indians' territory. Speaking with knowledge and conviction in Indian affairs, the American
Board worked tirelessly among eastern and northern church groups against Jackson's removal
policy.
President Jackson was sensitive to this formidable opposition from religious leaders
which, in effect, inferred that his removal plans were immoral and unchristian. To counter
the influence of the American Board and its friends, and to give his own cause moral legitimacy,
Jackson sought out allies among the churches to arouse religious response in favor of removal.
Rebuffed in this by the Episcopalians and Presbyterians, Jackson found his support in the
Mis.sionary Society of the Dutch Reformed Church.5-0 Through the efforts of Thomas L.
McKenney, the head of the government's Office of Indian Affairs, these Dutch Church
leaders organized and funded the "Indian Board for the Emigration, Preservation, and
Improvement of the Aborignes of America," with the "exclusive object" of promoting the
government's Indian removal policy. The board's constitution pledged its members to cooperate
with the federal government in its conduct of Indian affairs, promised to afford emigrating
Indians all the necessary instruction in the arts of life and the duties of religion, and invited
all citizens of the United States without respect to religion or party to join in its support
of the removal program. The board's influence in the removal question, however, was largely
ineffectual, and its membership remained almost exclusively within the Dutch Reformed
Church of New York Ctiy.51
On October 22, 1832, Secretary Cass informed Schermerhorn of his appointment "as
a Commissioner on the part of the United States, to carry into effect the Act of Congress
of July 14, 1832."52 That act, which had been initiated by Jackson to implement his removal
policy, authorized the appointment of three commissioners "to settle tribal disputes over
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boundary lines and treaty obligations" west of the Mississippi River.53 In his letter, the Secretary
instructed Schermerhorn to "repair. .. to Fort Gibson without any unnecessary delay," to
meet with the other commissioners.54
On the same day Schermerhorn accepted his appointment "with much pleasure," noting
its importance both to the country and to "the future welfare and prosperity of the Indians."
He informed the Secretary that as early as 1812, on his missionary tour to the West with
Samuel Mills, he had been persuaded that "the preservation and permanent improvement"
of the Indians, required their removal to the West. "And," he added, "I have seen no reason
for changing my opinion." Schermerhorn hoped his efforts would help carry out "the benign
and philanthropic views of the Government," and secure the Indians' "future incorporation
as a state in the federal union."55
In November, 1832, Schermerhorn departed Schenectady with his wife and eight children
for Fort Gibson, situated at the intersection of the Verdigris, Neosho, and Arkansas Rivers
in what is now Oklahoma, to begin a new career as a United States Indian commissioner.
En route he studied the important documents on United States-Indian relations sent him
by Secretary Cass. One of these documents was the secretary's detailed instructions to the
commissioners.
"In the great changes we are now urging (the Indians) to make," the secretary told
the commissioners, "it is desireable that all their political relations, as well among themselves
as with us, should be established upon a permanent basis beyond the necessity of future
alteration.' '56 Cass specified the political issues he believed required the commissioners' particular
attention: settling territorial conflicts between the Creeks and Cherokees and providing sufficient
land for the eventual removal of the eastern remnants of those tribes, examining and allocating
suitable land for the Chicasaw and Seminole Tribes with whom emigrating treaties had already
been signed, reserving adequate space for various tribes from Illinois, Michigan, Ohio, and
Missouri with whom the government was then involved in removal negotiations, relocating
the Osage Indians in order to allow a contiguous territorial arrangement between tribes
with similar language and habits, investigating the claims of the Pawnee Tribe concerning
its right to country already assigned the Delawares, and finding some way to control the
"hostile and predatory incursions" of the Comanches.57 "You will perceive," the secretary
wrote,
that the general object is, to locate all (the Indians) in as favorable position
as possible, in districts sufficiently fertile, salubrious, and extensive, and with
boundaries, either natural or artificial, so clearly defined as to preclude the
possibility of dispute. 58
In addition, Cass instructed the commissioners to submit suggestions for the improvement
of the government's educational and agricultural operations among the Indians. The
commissioners were also told to report a detailed plan for the Indians' government and
security in the Western Territory. Regarding this, the secretary said, "your report. .. will
be laid before Congress, and will probably become the foundation of a system of legislation
for these Indians. "59
Schermerhorn arrived at Fort Gibson in December. There he met his colleagues on
the commission, Henry Ellsworth, a former Congressman from Connecticut, Governor
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Montfort Stokes of North Carolina, and Col. Samuel Stambaugh, the commission's sec retar y.
During the next two years, from 1832 to 1834, the commissioners worked tirelessly and
generally independently to complete the program outlined by Secretary Cass. For the most
part they were successful in this, and the Secretary commended the commissioners for "devoting
themselves to their important labors with weat judgment, zeal, and industry.'"'
For his part, Schermerhorn proved to be a competent, albeit stern and uncompromising,
negotiator in all of this. He also proved to be stubbornly pious, often berating his colleagues
for their profanity, for their gambling and drinking habits, and for not properly observing
the Sabbath, all of which he dutifully reported to Secretary Cass. This behavior made him
a very unpopular member of the commission; his colleagues called him "bigoted and
opinionated,''6 1 claimed that he "took his pulpit''62 into the negotiating room, and frequently
accused him of making the commission into a "Missionary Association. ''63 In spite of these
and other differences, however, the commissioners completed their final report on February
10, 1834, which later became the basis for important new legislation in United States-Indian
affairs.
Schermerhorn left Fort Gibson for Washington in the Spring of 1834, where he remained
without work until February, 1835, when President Jackson appointed him to negotiate
a treaty of removal "with the Cherokee Indians East of the Mississippi River. ''64
The Cherokee Indians resided within the boundaries of Georgia, North Carolina,
Tennessee, Kentucky, and Alabama on lands which they had held for centuries. These Indians
were not uncivilized nomads. They had a developed agricultural economy, able political
leaders, and laws patterned after those of the whites. They also had an abiding attachment
to their lands and, by the late 1820s, they were determined to hold these at all costs and
to oppose all federal and state measures aimed at removing them. John Ross, the nation's
Principal Chief and the President of its National Council, was the leader in this opposition.
In 1827, the Ross-led Cherokees adopted a constitution modeled after that of the United
States and declared themselves an independent nation with an absolute right to land and
sovereignty within their boundaries.<>5 By this act, which asserted their autonomy with respect
to the states they inhabited and their independence from the federal government, the Cherokees
dramatically declared they would never cede another foot of their soil.
But Cherokee soil was what the white man wanted. This was especially true in Georgia
where, in the 1820s, large cotton planters, their seaboard lands exhausted, began encroaching
upon Indian territory and demanding their removal from the state. Georgia became more
aggressive when, in 1827, the Cherokees adopted their Constitution and, in 1828, gold was
discovered on their land. Responding to these eve nts, the Georgia legislature in 1828 and
1829 enacted a series of laws that distributed the Cherokee territory to several counties
and declared that after June I, 1830, Georgia law would be enforced within this territory,
thus rendering all Indian customs null and void . These laws also denied Indians the right
to testify in cases involving whites and punished any person or group who tried to prevent
Indians from emigrating from the state.MThe time lag, intended to give the federal government
opportunity to persuade the Cherokees to remove west of the Mississippi, was an expression
of confidence in the new President, Andrew Jackson, whose Removal Bill was subsequently
signed into law in 1830.
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By 1830, the Cherokee removal issue had become a cause celebre in the nation. Many
interpreted it as confli ct pitting a small Indian tri be against the combined power of the
State of Georgia and the fed eral government. Supp ort for the Cherokee cause came principally
from the Nor theast, where both pulpit and press attacked Georgia and condemned the
President. In addition, numero us churches held meetings throughout New England , at which
memorials to the White House and Co ngress were drafted protesting Jackson's removal
policy and urging Congress to defend the national honor by protecting the Cherokees.
T he State of Georgia, refusing to succumb to this hum anitarian pressure, grad ually
enforced its laws over the Indians. Even the Supreme Court decision of February, 1832,
which declared the whole "system of legislation lately adopted by the legislature of Georgia
in relation to the C herokee Nation repugnant to the Co nstitution, laws, and treaties of the
United States," failed to stop Georgia's greedy encroachments upon the Cherokees' land.6 7
Indeed, in 1832, the state openly defied the Court's decision by announcing a gigantic lottery
in which the C herokee land was raffled off in individual lots. Subsequently, thousands of
whites poured into the rich Indian territory to seize and secure their newly acquired property.
And President Jackson refused to stop Georgia's encroachments upon the Cherokees.68
By 1833 a few Cherokee leaders, notably Major Ridge and his so n John Ridge, realized
th at the Indians' conflict with Georgia and the federal govern ment would inevitably end
in removal and that a treaty under the best possible terms was the tribe's only recourse
for survival. Consequently, these men organized a determined faction against John Ross
and the large contingent of Indian leaders sti ll adamantly opposed to emigration. T hroughout
most of 1834, both of these factions bitterly debated their differences before their own people
and in Washington. Unquestionably, however, John Ross and the party opposed to removal
had the overwhelming support of the Cherokee people. 69
Early in February, 1835, the two rival fact ions, one headed by John Ross and the
other by John Ridge, arrived in Washington to argue their respective positions before members
of Congress. On February 11 , 1835, Secretary Cass delegated Schermerhorn to interview
the Ridge party "and to discuss with them the principles and details of the contemplated
(treaty) arrangements. "70 Against Ross' strong protests Schermerhorn completed these
negotiations on M arch 14, 1835, and the treaty's first article declared that it would not
be binding "unless approved by the majority of the Cherokee Nation, in full council. "7 1
Following these negotiations, in April, 1835, President Jackson appointed Schermerhorn
to negotiate the proposed treaty with the Cherokee Nation. Shortly thereafter, Schermerhorn
departed Washington for the C herokee country, arriving in Georgia on July 10. During
the next several months he set plans with the Ridge faction against John Ross, visited
missionaries in the region in an effort to gain their support, and spoke throughout the
Cherokee co untry on the virtues of the treaty. His efforts, however, proved ineffectual, and
at the council of Running Waters, held in early October, the Chernkee people overwhelmingly
voted against the proposed treaty.12
Undaunted, Schermerhorn intensified his work in an effort to "turn the screws"7 3 on
John Ross and the Indians and force their submission to the treaty's terms. For example,
he called out the feared "Georgia Guard" to maintain "peace and order," to protect the
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property and person of those Indians favoring the treaty, and generally to harrass Ross
a nd his friends. 74 He also wrote and circulated leaflets impugning the character of John
Ross, received assurances from the governors of Tennessee and Alabama that they would
"prevent the Cherokee government from exercising any authority in their respective states, "75
and sought by bribery the support of the missionaries in his cause.76
As might be expected, Schermerhorn gained few friends in the Chero kee country through
these actions. Missionaries who previously supported his work now accused him of hypocrisy
and duplicity,77 resented "that he was ever known here as a minister of the gospel, or even
a professor of religion,"78 and predicted that "he will effect nothing with the nation." Other
white men declared that he "prostituted the dignity of his station" and charged him with
"itinerating and wandering through the nation with a detachment of. . . troops. "80 And Indians
loyal to Ross were so angered by Schermerhorn's behavior that they nicknamed him
"Skaynooyaynah," which "signified the 'Devil's Horn.' "81 Some Cherokees said, "We expected
to find him a good man, but we find him a very bad one, even one guilty of profanity."8 2
For whatever reason, Schermerhorn remained confident of victory and called for a
new council to be held at Red Clay, Georgia, on October 24. The result at this council,
however, was no different than before, and the people once again overwhelmingly disapproved
the treaty's terms. In a separate vote at Red Clay, the people also gave Ross authority
to "proceed to Washington with a Delegation ... to conclude fully and finally a new treaty
with the United States Government. "83
While Ross and his delegation prepared to depart for Washington, Schermerhorn
an nounced a third council meeting, "to be held December 21, 1835, at the New Echota
council grounds, for the purpose of negotiating and concluding a treaty with the United
States.''8 4 In that same announcement Schermerhorn told the Indians that "those who do
not attend the council, we shall conclude give their assent and sanction to whatever is done.''11 5
During the next two months, from October to December, Schermerhorn worked to
secure a favorable vote at the council meeting. On December 19, he wrote Washington
that his preparations were completed and that he expected a large gathering of Indians
for the council. He reported general excitement throughout the Cherokee Nation to settle
the treaty issue. Indians in North Carolina "are holding councils among themselves," he
declared, and "the whole of them may attend here next week. " In addition, Schermerhorn
wrote that village Chiefs "who say they can no longer depend upon Ross" were sending
.runners to their people, "advising them all to attend the council." Expressing confidence
that he would be successful at New Echota, he informed Washington that he would "return . .. as
soon as the business of the council is settled.''116
The council at New Echota convened as scheduled on December 21, 1835. Approximately
four hundred Indians assembled for this meeting, including women and children, a number
far less than the commissioner anticipated.87 Because John Ross and the delegation appointed
at Red Clay chose to boycott this council and were then in Washington, Schermerhorn
directed the people to elect a new committee to negotiate the terms of the treaty, which
they did on December 23. Negotiations were held for the next several days and then finally,
on December 29, 1835, the treaty was signed and the council adjourned .88
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Elated by all of this, Schermerhorn wrote Secretary Cass that "I have a treaty," adding
that the council "was large and respectable" and the proceedings "were open and fair.""Ross,"
Schermerhorn declared,
after this treaty, is prostrate. The power of the nation is taken from him, as
well as the money, and the treaty will give general satisfaction.89
Predictably, Schermerhorn's settlement at New Echota evoked an uproar of outrage
throughout the United States- from numerous members of Congress who said the treaty
"brings ... eternal disgrace upon the country, "90 from large segments of the Christian
community, including a few members of the Dutch Reformed Church,9 1 from average citizens
who sent thousands of letters to Washington protesting the treaty,92 from the national press
which vilified Schermerhorn and the proceedings at New Echota, and from the Cherokee
Nation and especially John Ross, whose memorials of protest to Washington included more
than fourteen thousand Indian signatures.93
The protests, however, finally proved ineffectual. On March 5, 1836, President Jackson
sent the treaty to the Senate "for its advice and consent. "94 After protracted debate, the
Senate by one more than the necessary two-thirds majority, ratified the document. 95 On
May 23, 1836, the President of the United States proclaimed the treaty as law.96
Two years later, in 1838, The United States army began to forcibly remove the Cherokees
from their lands to a new home west of the Mississippi River. The Rev. Daniel Buttrick,
a Presbyterian missionary who served among the Cherokees and chose to remove with
them, was an eyewitness sojourner on that westward march. He writes of American soldiers
bayoneting pregnant women to death, pushing aged Indians into the river to drown, and
abandoning small children at campsites, because these could not keep up. With justifiable
indignation Buttrick gives his estimate of this tragic episode in United States-Indian relations:
Now, in view of the whole scene, how does the United States government
appear? A great Nation, laying aside her dignity, and with thousands of soldiers,
and all her great men, and all her mighty men, and all her powerful generals,
with all her civil and military force, chasing a little trembling hare in the wilderness,
merely to take its skin, and send it off to broil in the scorching deserts of
the West. 0 how Noble! How magnanimous! How warlike the achievement!
0 what a conquest! What booty! How becoming the glory and grandeur of
the United States! A little hare, a little trembling rabbit, indeed, is this poor,
and afflicted nation, as to power, or a disposition to resist her murderers; though
in reality a band of immortal beings, whose Redeemer is mighty, and has already
taken hold on vengeance .. .. 97
Schermerhorn returned to Washington from New Echota in January, 1836, and shortly
thereafter President Jackson appointed him "commissioner for holding a treaty with the
New York Indians. "98 Like the Cherokees, New York's "Six Nation's of Indians" were reluctant
to remove westward and represented the final major obstacle to the completion of Jackson's
removal policy. For a number of reasons these negotiations were far more complicated,
and Schermerhorn was less "successful" with these Indians. He did, however, manage to
conclude treaties with three of the six tribes in the nation. His work apparently was not
good enough, however, and on November 9, 1837, amidst continuing protest over his infamous
treaty with the Cherokees, the new President, Martin Van Buren dismissed him as
commissioner.99
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Broken by that unexpected turn of events, Schermerhorn spent the next year in Washington
protesting the decision, but without success. Subsequently, in 1841 , following a year long
trip to the Netherlands, the Dutch Reformed Church appointed Schermerhorn a missionary
to establish a new congregation in the Indiana territory. He died at his home in Lafayette,
Indiana, on March 16, 1851, at the age ofsixty-five. 100
Conclusion

Secretary of War Lewis Cass often referred to President Jackson's Indian removal policy
as the "Great Experiment," equal in importance to any achievement in his administration. 101
Whether or not that was the case, it is true that Jackson's policy of removal marked a
watershed in United States-Indian relations; at the end of Jackson's two terms in office,
nearly every tribe residing east of the Mississippi River either had removed to the West
or was under treaty obligation to emigrate.
No appointed government official did more to implement Jackson's program of Indian
removal in the field, during the 1830s, than the Dutch Reformed clergyman, the Rev. John
Schermerhorn. In the five year period he served as commissioner he participated in treaty
negotiations with twenty different tribes, including especially the difficult Cherokees. In addition,
he made extensive explorations into the Western Territory in order to search out suitable
land for the Indians, helped to formulate the government's new Indian Trade and Intercourse
laws of 1834, and developed a plan of government for a future Indian State across the
Mississippi River. In all of this, Schermerhorn believed he was working for the best interest
of the Indians. "My goal as a commissioner," he wrote in 1839,
was always to preserve the Red man from further degradation and final
extermination and ruin; to secure to them a permanent and peaceable home;
to deliver them from state oppression and aggression; to protect them in the
enjoyment of all their personal and political rights, which they had lost or
could no longer enjoy ... while they continued to reside within the jurisdiction
of the States; and finally to civilize and Christianize them by every proper
means and as soon as they were qualified for it to give them a name and
rank in our federal Union.102
Although Schermerhorn was a minister of the gospel, he did not hesitate to use questionable
means to accomplish these goals. He was responsible for the uprooting of thousands of
Indians from their native homes, many of whom died or were murdered as they were marched
westward beyond the Mississippi River.
If Jackson's program oflndian removal was one of the most significant accomplishments
of his administration, Schermerhorn was the person most called upon to carry out that
program effectively in the field . Reflecting on his work some years before his death,
Schermerhorn felt "bold to say because it cannot be denied, I have done more than any
other person in the service of the government, for the time I have been engaged in this
business of Indian removal."103 His claim is undoubtedly deserving and accurate. That perhaps
is judgment enough of his person, his career as a commissioner, and his goals for the Indians.
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