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Sequoyah and the Language of the
Human Tribe teaches great lesson
Highland Views
Chris Highland
Guest columnist

The brilliant Cherokee silversmith and wordsmith
named Sogwali or Sequoyah (died 1843) was a keen observer of communication. Intrigued by the “talking
leaves” (written words) of the whites, he set his mind
on the invention of a written language for his people.
As his birthplace museum in Vonore, Tennessee, explains: “Never before or since, in the history of the
world, has one man not literate in any language, perfected a system for reading and writing a language.”
Horace Kephart, in “The Cherokees of the Smoky
Mountains,” makes several interesting comments
about Sequoyah’s interactions with religion. As he
pursued his project of creating an alphabet, he was
“true to his own religion” and “did not seek help from
the missionaries.” They actually “discouraged him”
from his intent. Ignoring them, he finished his work,

though ironically one of the first translations of English into Cherokee was a portion of the Gospel of John.
As Kephart tells it: “In 1827, the Cherokee Council
resolved to establish a national newspaper in their
own language” and the Cherokee Phoenix was published. The first editor had been educated by a board of
missionaries.
I can’t begin to understand how Sequoyah accomplished his amazing creation, considering he was illiterate. Yet I suspect there is a great lesson to be learned
from the story, no matter what our heritage or culture.
Over the new year, my wife and I drove to Robbinsville for a few nights in a small cabin. Since we love
nature and history, we were delighted with Joyce Kilmer Memorial Forest with its quiet trails and giant,
old-growth poplars. Kilmer, who died in World War I at
the age of 31, was a man of words, like Sequoyah. He’s
famous for his poem “Trees”: “I think that I shall never
see, A poem lovely as a tree.”
Equally as meaningful, we visited the gravesite of
Cherokee warrior Junaluska and his wife Nicie before
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See SEQUOYAH, Page 3D
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