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John Howard Payne: 

Friend of the Cherokees 

THURMAN WILKINS 

In the collection of the papers of Johii Howard Payne, now 
being presented to Columbia by the heirs of the late Thatcher T. 
P. Luquer (C. E. iSSp; E. E. 18^2), is a packet of about a score 
of letters and documents labeled "Cherokee Incident." We asked 
Professor Thurman Wilki?is of the English Department, who is 
making a definitive study of the Cherokee Indians, how Payne 
came to be concerned in the troubled affairs of that tribe. Here is 
his answer. EDITOR'S NOTE 

A F T E R twenty checkered years in Europe, where "Home, 
/ - A \ Sweet Home" had made him famous, John Howard 

A . ) \ Payne, actor, playwright, adventurer, returned to 
America in 1832, poor in everything but reputation, plans and 
energy. His supply of these seemed inexhaustible. Before long 
he had devised a scheme to change his fortunes—a weekly 
magazine, whose prospectus he mailed to newspaper editors 
sometime in August, 1833. The new publication, he wrote. 



4 Thurman Wilkins 

would bear a title in Old Persian, Jam Jehan Nima or "The 
World from the Inside of a Bowl." It would issue from London, 
but its columns would advertise America, the wonders of the land 
and the ideals of the people. Soon Payne launched an "experience 
jaunt", aiming to canvass every state in the Union for literary 
materials as well as subscriptions. He had covered seven states 
before approaching Georgia in the summer of 1835. 

Passage through Alabama had brought him among the Creek 
Indians, whose "busk", the Green Corn Dance, he described in a 
letter to his sister which was later published for its historical and 
ethnological interest. But his intention of visiting the Cherokees, 
the most advanced Indians of the South, crystallized only after 
talks with several prominent Georgians; Payne soon found his 
first unfavorable notions of the tribe dissipating. "I enquired 
more thoroughly. I determined to judge them with my own eyes. 
I purchased a horse, traversed the forests alone and went among 
them." He carried letters of introduction to the Principal Chief, 
John Ross, whom he met on September 28. He was pleasantly 
surprised by the Chief's cordiality, having expected from 
Georgian accounts to find a dour, mean and selfish man. Rather 
under middle height, wiry and vigorous, about forty-five years 
old, with sharp brown eyes, John Ross impressed his new acquaint
ance as "mild, intelligent and entirely unaffected". Ross, who had 
seven times more Scotch blood than Indian, spoke English better 
than Cherokee, and he was eager to make his people's cause 
well known to such a famous visitor. Payne soon became an 
earnest partisan of the Cherokees, and rich documentation for his 
interest in their affairs appears in the Luquer Eamily Gift of 
Payne Papers, which are held in the Special Collections Division 
of the Columbia University Libraries. 

It was not understood, in Payne's time, that the Cherokees were 
of Iroquoian stock; however, it was common Icnowledge that, in 
their own way, these Indians were quite as remarkable as the 
northern Six Nations. Owing to the work of Christian mission
aries, intermarriage with intelligent whites, and a streak of native 


