
“Our  people  arrived  here  with  every-­
thing  in  disarray;;  many  people  dead,  
everything  familiar  gone.  And  what  is  
absolutely  remarkable  about  Cherokee  
people  is  they  almost  immediately  began  
to  reform  the  Cherokee  Nation  and  re-­
build  families,  rebuild  our  communities,  
and  rebuild  a  nation.  It  is  absolutely  
amazing  that  they  were  able  to  do  that,  
given  what  had  just  occured.”

—Wilma  Mankiller,  interview,  about  the  
Cherokee  rebuilding  their  nation.
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Wilma  Mankiller,  born  in  Tahlequah,  Okla-­
homa  in  1945,  is  the  fi  rst  woman  to  be  elect-­
ed  chief  of  the  Oklahoma  Cherokee  Nation.  
Her  life  tracks  the  tribe’s  own  story:  as  a  
child,  she  and  her  family  moved  to  an  urban  
setting  in  response  to  a  government  reloca-­
tion  policy,  just  as  the  Cherokee  tribe  itself  
was  removed  by  the  U.S.  government  from  
its  original  homelands  in  the  East  and  South-­
east  and  relocated  to  Oklahoma  Territory.  
As  a  young  mother,  Wilma  became  involved  
in  community  organizing  and  advocacy,  
learning  quickly  about  program  manage-­
ment,  economic  development  and  grass  roots  
self-­development.  Returning  to  Oklahoma  
where  her  children  could  connect  to  their  
roots,  she  quickly  became  noticed  by  tribal  
chief,  Ross  Swimmer,  who  asked  her  to  run  
for  deputy  chief.  Two  years  later,  she  became  
Chief  Swimmer’s  replacement  when  he  went  
to  Washington,  D.C.  to  head  the  Bureau  of  
Indian  Affairs.  Following  this  term  of  of-­
fi  ce,  in  1987  she  was  elected  chief  in  her  own  
right.  When  she  ran  again  in  1991,  the  result  
was  a  landslide  victory.  Despite  several  
brushes  with  tragedy  and  health  problems,  
this  highly  respected  tribal  leader  continues  
to  work  for  her  people.  She  has  received  
many  awards  and  much  recognition  for  her  
work  on  behalf  of  tribes  and  other  U.S.  citi-­
zens.

•   Removal/Relocation:  Response  of  Cher-­
okee  Nation  to  U.S.  Treaty  and  policies,  
the  impact  of  the  Relocation  Program

•   The  Power  of  Community  and  Cultural  
Traditions  in  Individual  and  Tribal  Sur-­
vival

•   Activism  to  Leadership
•   Women  as  Leaders

Suggested  uses:  look  up  defi  nitions,  fi  nd  synonyms  and  ant-­
onyms,  use  as  key  terms  for  further  online  study,  use  words  in  
context,  use  in  written  assignments  in  this  series.  (These  will  
be  defi  ned  for  the  instructor.)

  the  doctrine  or  policy  of  taking  
positive,  direct  action  to  achieve  an  end,  
esp.  a  political  or  social  end

  separation,  estrangement,  or  
detachment

  to  trade  or  exchange  goods  or  ser-­
vices  without  using  money

to  give  up  one’s  right  in;;  surrender  
formally

  to  deprive  of  the  possessions  
of  something,  esp.  land,  a  house,  etc.;;  oust

  dependence  on  each  
other  or  one  another;;  mutual  dependence

  among  North  American  peoples  
a)  any  object,  spell,  rite,  etc.  supposed  to  
have  natural  or  supernatural  powers  as  
a  remedy,  preventive,  protections  etc.  b)
magical  power

  to  make  friendly  again  or  win  
over  to  a  friendly  attitude  

  having  the  necessary  
resources  to  get  along  without  help;;  inde-­
pendence

  the  act  or  right  of  holding  prop-­
erty,  an  offi  ce,  or  a  position;;  the  length  of  
time,  or  the  conditions  under  which,  some-­
thing  is  held

of,  occurring  on,  or  affecting  
one  side  only

—Webster’s  New  World  College  Dictionary,  Fourth  Edition

              



  Activist  tribal  mem-­
bers  occupied  Alcatraz  Island  in  1969-­71,  
helping  bring  public  attention  to  the  condi-­
tions  of  contemporary  Indians.

  Originally  called  the  
Black  Panther  Party  for  Self-­Defense,  the  
revolutionary  Black,  nationalist  organi-­
zation  was  formed  in  the  late  1960s  and  
grew  to  national  prominence.  It  was  highly  
infi  ltrated  by  the  FBI.  The  Black  Panthers  
established  free  breakfast  programs  for  
children.

  In  the  late  1800s,  the  Bu-­
reau  of  Indian  Affairs  developed  a  system  
of  boarding  schools  that  were  intended  to  
“civilize”  Indian  children  and  youth.  Thou-­
sands  were  taken  from  their  homes.  Many  
children  suffered  from  being  away  from  
families  and  familiar  ways  of  life.  Many  
also  thrived,  in  spite  of  the  hardships.

  A  concentration  
camp  is  a  detention  center  for  a  specifi  ed  
group:  religious,  ethnic,  political,  citizens  
of  a  war  zone.  In  1838  when  President  
Van  Buren  ordered  the  Army  to  implement  
the  Removal  Policy,  the  Cherokee  people  
were  rounded  up  and  put  in  concentration  
camps  before  they  were  forced  to  walk  to  
Indian  Territory  (present-­day  Oklahoma).  
Though  these  camps  were  not  specifi  cally  
for  extermination,  many  Cherokees  did  not  
survive  them,  nor  the  forced  march  that  
followed

  Indian  Re-­
moval  to  west  of  the  Mississippi  became  
the  offi  cial  federal  policy  when  Congress  
enacted  the  Removal  Act  of  May  28,  1830,  
and  called  for  relocation  of  eastern  Indians.

  The  term  refers  to  
groups  of  people  who  were  living  on  their  
lands  before  settlers  came  from  elsewhere.  
In  modern  times  they  are  the  descendants  
of  people  who  inhabited  a  region  before  
people  of  other  cultures  and  origins  ar-­
rived,  often  as  occupiers  or  conquerors.  
Many  indigenous  people  still  struggle  to  
preserve  their  legal  rights  and  identities.

  In  the  1950s  the  Bu-­
reau  of  Indian  Affairs  worked  to  relocate  
Indians  to  big  cities  so  the  federal  responsi-­
bility  to  the  Indians  could  be  ended.  Relo-­
cation  was  put  in  place  during  the  Termi-­
nation  Era.

  A  body  of  people  or  a  
nation  with  supreme  authority.  Federally-­
recognized  Indian  tribes  have  the  right  to  
self-­determination  and  self-­government—
they  are  “sovereign.”  Tribes  are  not  for-­
eign  nations,  however,  but  “denominated,  
domestic,  dependent  nations.”  (Cherokee  
Nation  v.  Georgia,  1831).

  There  were  numerous  trails  of  
tears,  or  trails  where  Native  people  cried,  
in  the  1800s.  The  most  well-­known  is  the

   Cherokee  Trail  of  Tears.  Cherokee  Indians  
were  forced  to  travel  almost  1,300  miles  
without  suffi  cient  water,  food  and  medi-­
cine.  Many  did  not  survive.



View  Chapter  1  

•  Students  will  be  able  to  make  a  personal  
connection  with  the  speaker  and  be  open  to  
her  remarks.
•  Students  will  be  able  to  discuss  family  
names  of  Indian  people  in  a  judgment-­free  
setting.

1.  Within  the  fi  rst  minutes  of  the  video,  the  
origin  of  Wilma  Mankiller’s  surname  is  
discussed.  Ask  students  if  they  have  ever  
heard  of  the  term  “lady-­killer,”  and  ex-­
plain  if  they  have  not.  Ask  if  it  has  the  
same  meaning  as  Wilma’s  family  name  as  
she  describes  it.  (In  her  tribe,  Mankiller  
was  the  same  as  “warrior”  or  “guard.”)  
Discuss  whether  having  a  name  such  as  
Mankiller  would  be  diffi  cult  by  asking  
what  came  to  their  mind  when  they  fi  rst  
heard  the  word  Mankiller.  (At  page  13,  
Wilma  states:  “And  we  had  the  name  of  

Mankiller.  Children  can  be  very  cruel.”  
What  do  you  think  she  meant?)

2.  Ask  students  to  talk  to  their  parents/family  
about  the  origin  of  their  own  names  and  
report  the  next  day  on  what  their  names  
mean,  or  how  they  received  them.

(analytical:�,  and  refl  ective:�,  and  refl  ective:� �)�)�

�  Students  can  articulate  a  description  of  
how  one  family  surname  has  meaning  to  a  
tribal  community.

�  Students  can  describe  the  commonal-­
ity  and  differences  in  the  origin  of  family  
names.

LESSON  ONE:  GETTING  ACQUAINTED



View  Chapters  3  and  4

•  Students  will  appreciate  the  stamina  and  
leadership  in  the  Cherokee  people  as  they  
survived  many  forced  adaptations.

•  Students  will  be  able  to  contrast  the  urban  
and  rural  environments  through  which  the  
Mankiller  family  lived.

1.  Have  students  role  play,  one  representing  
a  well-­meaning  employee  of  the  Bureau  
of  Indian  Affairs,  and  the  other  Wilma  
Mankiller’s  father.  The  conversation  will  
be  about  the  positive  and  negative  ele-­
ments  of  the  possible  “relocation”  from  
rural  Oklahoma  to  an  urban  area.

2.  Ask  students  to  imagine  an  abrupt  move  
into  an  unfamiliar  city  with  customs  that  
are  strange  and  alien.  What  would  their  
options  be?  Would  they  look  for  people  of  
kindred  spirit  as  soon  as  possible?  Would  

they  go  out  of  their  way  to  study  the  cus-­
toms  as  soon  as  possible?

The  Cherokee  people  rebuilt  their  society  
after  removal,  and  many  people  like  Wilma  
Mankiller  restored  ties  with  Oklahoma  and  
their  Cherokee  heritage  following  relocation.  
Ask  students  to  describe  traits  and  values  
that  they  believe  give  people  the  strength  to  
rebuild  following  a  major  disruption.  

LESSON  2:  RELOCATION



View  Chapters  3  through  9

•   Students  will  be  able  to  differentiate  be-­
tween  activists  and  leaders.

•   Students  will  refl  ect  on  their  own  motiva-­
tion  and  potential  for  working  for  social  
change.

•   Students  will  hypothesize  about  what  
might  lead  an  activist  to  become  a  leader.  

1.  Talk  to  the  students  about  the  leaders  of  
the  Cherokee  Nation  they  learned  about  
in  the  video.  Ask  them  what  they  heard  
about  Wilma’s  life  that  led  her  to  become  
a  leader  of  her  people.  Ask  students  to  
tell  you  what  they  believe  a  person  who  
will  be  a  leader  must  learn,  or  who  they  
can  learn  from,  to  be  able  to  lead.  Wilma  
states  that  Chief  Swimmer  had  more  faith  
in  her  than  she  did  in  herself.  Ask  them  
why  they  think  he  believed  in  her?  

2.  Next  ask  the  students  to  come  up  with  
a  defi  nition  of  activist;;  talk  about  what  
Wilma  saw  around  her  that  inspired  her  to  
become  an  activist.

(analytical:�,  and  refl  ective:�,  and  refl  ective:� �)�)�
�Students  will  list  the  traits  of  an  activist  

and  a  leader;;  they  will  then  respond  to  the  
following  questions:  
n�What  traits  are  similar  and  what  traits  

are  different?
o�Does  a  good  activist  always  make  a  

good  leader?
p�Is  a  good  leader  always  an  activist?
q�Do  you  think  that  all  struggles  require  

similar  skills  and  strategies  to  overcome  
them?  If  so,  what  are  some  of  the  strat-­
egies?  If  not,  how  do  different  struggles  
require  different  strategies?  

�Students  will  write  a  short  essay  respond-­
ing  to  either  of  the  sets  of  questions  that  
follow:
n�What  types  of  issues  or  events  might  

inspire  them  to  become  active?  They  
should  include  a  description  of  strate-­
gies  they  think  are  required  for  meeting  
their  goals.

o�What  sorts  of  leadership  positions  are  
required  in  meeting  their  goals?  

p�What  might  propel  them  into  becoming  
more  active  in  leadership?

LESSON  3:  LEADERSHIP



View  Chapter  13

1.  Students  will  be  able  to  explain  the  im-­
portance  of  maintaining  community  and  a  
connection  to  our  environment.

2.  Students  will  refl  ect  on  social  or  environ-­
mental  conditions  on  which  they  might  act.

1.  Teacher:  “An  important  message  from  
Wilma  Mankiller’s  story  is  our  need  to  be  en-­
gaged  with  other  people  and  the  land.  As  we  
watch  this  part  of  the  interview,  I  want  you  
to  write  down  fi  ve  different  ways  she  sug-­
gests  will  help  us  become  more  engaged  with  
each  other  and  the  land.”  Student  responses  
might  include:  
•    Participate  in  indigenous  ceremonies
•    Reject  media  messages  of  thinking  only  

and  doing  for  yourself,  and  remember  we  
have  a  responsibility  to  each  other  and  the  
land

•    Maintain  traditional  medicines  and  cer-­
emonies

•    Remember  your  history  and  language
•    Remember  your  culture  through  the  sto-­

ries  of  your  people.

Discuss  student  answers  as  a  class.  Ask  
students  to  give  specifi  c  examples.  Are  these  
strategies  currently  happening?  What  could  
the  community  do  to  improve  in  these  areas?  

Which  of  theses  activities  have  students  en-­
gaged  in  previously?

View  Chapter  6,  Life  Transformed  

2.  Teacher:  “Wilma  Mankiller  experienced  a  
life  altering  event  as  a  result  of  surviving  a  
near  fatal  automobile  accident.  As  a  result,  
she  became  less  fearful  of  ‘death  and  life’  
and  experienced  an  increased  resolve  to  help  
her  people  and  the  land.  Previously,  Wilma  
explained  that  tribes  face  a  daunting  set  of  
health,  education,  housing,  and  economic  
problems.  As  we  hear  of  Wilma’s  own  tale  of  
transformation,  think  about  how  adversity  
in  your  life  has  in  some  ways  made  you  a  
stronger  person.  Perhaps  you  have  members  
of  your  family  or  friends  who  have  made  it  
through  diffi  cult  times  or  have  overcome  
obstacles  to  achieve  success.”

Teacher:  “One  of  the  benefi  ts  of  learning  from  
others  is  that  we  can  often  gain  the  wisdom  
of  an  event  without  having  to  experience  fi  rst  
hand  the  adverse  situation.  Wilma  did  sur-­
vive  the  ordeal,  and  faced  the  daunting  tasks  
of  improving  her  community  with  a  newly  
found  sense  of  courage.”

Refl  ect  on  the  challenges  or  adversity  in  your  life  
or  in  the  lives  of  people  you  know.  How  have  
you  or  they  “turned  lemons  into  lemonade?”

LESSON  4:  RESPONSIBILITY  TO  
EACH  OTHER  AND  OUR  EARTH



LESSON  5:  TRIBAL  RESILIENCY  
AND  THE  ROLE  OF  TRADITION

View  Chapters  1,  2,  7  and  13

1.    Students  will  be  able  to  explain  the  im-­
portance  of  tradition  in  Wilma  Mankiller’s  
life.

2.    Students  will  explore  the  role  of  tradition  
within  their  own  lives.

1.  The  following  is  a  section  from  Mankiller’s  
autobiography  where  she  talks  about  owls.  
Read  this,  recall  her  story  about  owls  from  
the  video,  and  refl  ect  on  the  symbolic  role  of  
animals  in  various  situations  and  traditions.  
What  animals  have  played  special  roles  in  
your  personal,  family,  or  community  life?

“Some  Cherokees  are  taught  to  beware  of  
owls.    We  were  told  that  a  dedonsek,  ‘One  
who  makes  bad  medicine,’  could  change  
into  an  owl  and  travel  through  the  night  
skies  to  visit  Cherokee  homes.    That  usually  
brought  bad  luck.    I  had  heard  stories  that  
if  owls  came  close  to  a  house,  it  often  meant  
bad  news  was  coming.    Just  the  hooting  of  

an  owl  could  make  some  people  wary.    In  
eastern  Oklahoma,  there  are  still  tales  of  
Estekene,  the  Owl,  who  can  change  shape  
to  appear  in  almost  any  form.    Other  native  
peoples  also  consider  the  owl  to  be  a  pow-­
erful  fi  gure  of  death  in  their  tribal  legends.    
They  throw  rocks  and  sticks  at  owls  that  
gather  near  their  homes.”
   —A  Chief  and  Her  People,  p.  221

2.    Concluding  Quote:
“We  are  a  revitalized  tribe.    After  every  
major  upheaval,  we  have  been  able  to  gather  
together  as  a  people  and  rebuild  a  commu-­
nity  and  a  government.    Individually  and  
collectively,  Cherokee  possess  an  extraor-­
dinary  ability  to  face  down  adversity  and  
continue  moving  forward.    We  are  able  to  do  
that  because  our  culture,  though  certainly  
diminished,  has  sustained  us  since  time  im-­
memorial.”    
   —A  Chief  and  Her  People,  p.  19

Ask  students  what  they  think  Wilma  means  
when  she  states  that  her  “culture  is  dimin-­
ished.”



(analytical:�,  and  refl  ective:�,  and  refl  ective:� �)�)�

�Ask  students  to  write  a  short  paper  us-­
ing  one  of  Mankiller’s  quotes  to  explain  
the  role  of  tradition  within  the  Cherokee  
world:

n�“The  people  who  got  more  services  
were  the  one’s  who  could  work  the  
system.    ...  the  other  people  were  not  
getting  served.”

o�“I  entered  the  Cherokee  world.  I  didn’t  
feel  whole  without  it.”

p�“It  is  very  hard  to  see  the  future  with  
tears  in  your  eyes.”  Mohawk  saying

q�“Life  is  not  worth  living  unless  you  are  
engaged  in  ...  community  around  you...  
and  land.”    

r�“How  do  we  hold  onto  a  sense  of  who  
we  are  as  Cherokee  people  and  still  
interact  with  the  people  around  us?”      

�  Why  do  you  think  traditional  Cherokee  
communities  and  individuals  were  not  
receiving  the  benefi  ts  of  services  that  more  
modern  (and  mixed  blood)  individuals  
and  communities  were  receiving?

�  What  traditions  have  infl  uenced  your  own  
life?    

�  How  have  your  cultural  and  family  tradi-­
tions  infl  uenced  how  you  see  the  world?

    
�  How  can  you  remain  true  to  your  tradi-­

tions  while  at  the  same  time  live  in  a  mod-­
ern  world?    



View  Chapters  1  and  2

•   Students  will  be  able  to  understand  that  
there  are  different  ways  for  governments  
to  be  organized  and  to  hold  power.

•   Students  will  be  able  to  understand  the  act  
of  treaty-­making,  particularly  the  impact  
of  same  upon  the  Cherokee.

•   Students  will  be  able  to  explain  the  im-­
pact  of  the  Trail  of  Tears  on  the  Cherokee  
people.

1.  With  a  map  of  the  United  States,  show  
students  the  boundaries  of  the  original  Cher-­
okee  territory  (North  Carolina,  Georgia,  
Tennessee,  parts  of  Alabama  and  Virginia,  
and  the  whole  Southeast)  where  approxi-­
mately  30,000  Cherokee  lived.  Ask  them  to  
think  about  how  the  people  lived  in  this  vast  
area  of  land  without  money  (fi  shing,  hunting,  
trapping,  farming),  and  why  the  new  United  
States  government  would  want  this  land,  
especially  after  gold  was  found  in  Georgia.  

2.  Explain  how  treaties  were  made  by  the  
United  States  with  other  nations,  and  point  
out  that  two  nations  can  have  different  ways  
of  governing.  Discuss  the  Treaty  of  Echota  
made  with  the  Cherokee  to  move  them  to  In-­
dian  Territory  in  Oklahoma  in  exchange  for  
their  land.  Use  the  handout,  The  ABC’s  of  
Treaties,  asking  students  fi  rst  if  they  under-­
stand  such  words  as  “contract.”  Ask  them  to  
describe  the  major  points  and  responsibilities  
of  governments  entering  into  a  treaty  with  
one  another.  

3.  Show  students  the  Trail  of  Tears  route  
on  a  map.  Ask  the  students  how  Oklahoma  
might  be  different  from  the  Southeast?  Dis-­
cuss  some  of  the  major  struggles  that  would  
be  facing  the  tribe  in  this  new  land.  Ask  the  
students  how  many  of  them  have  moved  
from  one  state,  or  one  house,  to  another.  Ask  
if  they  can  imagine  how  the  Cherokee  people  
must  have  felt  having  to  leave  the  only  land  
they  had  ever  known  to  move  somewhere  
across  a  great  river  (the  Mississippi).  

Additional  study  opportunities  and  explorations.
Can  be  used  either  by  class  or  individual  students.

THE  TRAIL  OF  TEARS



(analytical:�,  and  refl  ective:�,  and  refl  ective:� �)�)�

�  Students  can  draw  a  Venne  diagram,  draw  
a  story  poster,  or  write  a  story  or  poem  
comparing  how  the  Cherokee  lived  before  
removal,  and  after  they  reached  Indian  
Territory.

�  Students  can  list  the  differences  and  simi-­
larities  between  the  fl  edgling  U.S.  govern-­
ment  and  the  Cherokee  Tribe.  

�  Students  can  write  a  “letter  to  the  editor”  
(or  a  journal  entry)  as  a  non-­Cherokee,  
describing  their  reaction  to  Wilma’s  state-­
ment  that  a  Cherokee  Indian  saved  the  life  
of  Andrew  Jackson,  who  later  used  the  
Treaty  of  Echota  to  seize  Cherokee  land  
for  non-­Cherokees,  forcing  the  Cherokee  
removal  to  the  West.

�  Questions  for  discussion:  The  Trail  of  
Tears  was  experienced  by  the  Cherokee  
people  while  relocation  was  more  along  
the  lines  of  families.  Ask  students  which  
they  think  would  be  harder?  Which  one  
would  most  likely  destroy  cultural  bonds?  
How  are  they  similar  and  different?  



View  Chapters  3,  5,  8  and  9

1.    Students  will  refl  ect  on  challenges  faced  
by  women  in  a  world  where  men  hold  the  
majority  of  leadership  roles.

2.    Students  will  be  able  to  explain  the  role  of  
women  in  leadership  around  the  world.

Students  will  research  famous  women  lead-­
ers  and  give  the  class  an  oral  or  written  
report  on  how  this  leader  became  a  great  
leader  in  a  traditionally  male-­run  society?    
{Suggestions:    Pakistani  Prime  Minister  
Benazir  Bhutto;;  Corazon  Aquino,  Phillipines  
(1986);;  Indonesian  President  Megawati  
Sukarnoputri;;    Indira  Gandhi,  Prime  Minis-­
ter  of  India  (1966);;  Kim  Campbell,  Canada  
(1993);;  and  Mongolia’s  fi  rst  woman  presi-­
dent,  Suhbaataryn  Yanjmaa,  (1953).}

(analytical:�,  and  refl  ective:�,  and  refl  ective:� �)�)�

�  Students  will  identify  the  number  of  fe-­
male  governors,  representatives  (63/435),  
and  senators  (14/100)  in  the  United  States

�  Students  will  think  about  women  leaders  
they  know  of  within  their  own  communi-­
ties  and  families,  and  consider  what  ob-­
stacles  they  might  have  faced  in  accepting  
a  leadership  role.

Additional  study  opportunities  and  explorations.
Can  be  used  either  by  class  or  individual  students.

FEMALE  CHIEF/WOMEN  LEADERS



A  cooperative  learning/project-­based  exer-­
cise  may  be  assigning  students  to  groups  to  
research/investigate  local  community  prob-­
lems,  and  include  opportunities  for  persons  
to  get  involved  to  help  address  the  problem.    
Suggested  problems/issues  areas  might  in-­
clude:    Homelessness,  Hunger
Poverty  among  the  Elderly,  etc.  

Trail  of  Tears  facts,  fi  gures,  and  map
Relocation  facts  and  fi  gures
A  Chief  and  Her  People  by  Wilma  Mankiller

Cherokee  Nation  offi  cial  site:    
www.cherokee.org/Culture/Culture.asp

Smithsonian’s  National  Museum  of  the  
American  Indian

www.conexus.si.edu/main.htm  
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