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The Saga of Tsali: Legend Versus Heality

By Jonun K. Fincer®*

Every racial or ethnic group has certain heroes who symbolize the aspirations
and accomplishments of ita members, and for the Cherokee of Morth Carolina
one such figure is Tsali (Jnown as “Charley” to whites of hiz day). Accounts of
hig heroism vary, but the most prevalent story can be quickly summarized: Teali
and his family were among the thousands of Cherokes residing in Georgia,

+ Alabama, Tennessee, and Morth Caroling who were rounded up by the United

States Army in 1838 in preparation for their enforeed removal westward over the
infameus “Trail of Tears.” During the roundup Tsali's wife was brutally mis- —
treated by the soldiers, Enraged, Tsali killed one of his captors and escaped with
his family into the Great Smoky Mountains, where several hundred other In-
dians were already hiding, Major General Winfield Scott, the officer in charge of
removal, did not relish the prospect of tracking down the scattered bands in such
rugged terrain. He had already removed most of the Cherokee Nation, and the
relatively few Mugitives were gpeupying land that was of little value to whites. So, —
the story goes, Scott agreed %o ignore most of the fugitives—in effect giving his
tacit consent for them to remain in North Carolina—if they would turn in Taali
and his accomplices in murder. When informed of this, Tsali said that he did not

. wish to have his own people track him down, and he surrendered voluntarily. As
' a final humiliation, the army required the other fugitive Cherokee to execute

- Tsali, two of his sons, and a brother.'

From these accounts, then, the heroic Tsali emerges and becomes readily

" definable, He sacrificed his own life so that his people could remain in their
- North Carolina homeland; later they would coalesce into the Eastern Band of
. Chemokee Indians. As the anthropologist Paul Kutsche points out, Tsali thus

combines some of the attributes of George Washington (the father of his nation)
and Jesus Christ (who died =0 that others might live).! Today the hagiography of
Tsali takes its most visible form in the romanticized outdoor pageant, Urfo

*Dr. Finger in asociate professor, Department of History, University of Tennessee, Knoxville.
"This is the account found in James Moonay, "Myths of the Cherokee,” 1.5, Congress, House of
Representatives, Nineteenth Annuel Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology to the Secretary of

¢ the Smithsoninn Institution, 16897-95, House Documents, Filty-sisth Congresa, Second Sesion
. (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1900), No. 539, Part I, pp. 131, 167-158, here-

inafter cited as Mooney, "Myths of the Cherokee,” Mooney's portion of the report has been re-
printed as Myths of the Cheroliee and Sacred Formulos of the Cheroheps (Mashville, Tenn.: Charles

o Elder, 1072).

'Paul Kutache, “The Teali Legend: Calture Heroes and Historiography,” Ethnakistory, 10 (Fall,
1863), 343, horeinafter cited ns Hutsche, “The Teali Legend.”
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