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Elias Boudinot

From An Address to the Whites. Delivered 
in the First Presbyterian Church [of Phila-
delphia] on the 26th of May, 1826.

TO those who are unacquainted with the manners, habits and improve- 
	 ments of the aborigines of this country, the term Indian is pregnant with 
ideas the most repelling and degrading. But such impressions, originating as 
they frequently do, from infant prejudices although they hold too true when 
applied to some, do great injustice to many of this race of beings. 
	 Some there are, perhaps even in this enlightened assembly, who at the 
bare sight of an Indian, or at the mention of the name, would throw back their 
imaginations to ancient times, to the savages of savage warfare, to the yells 
pronounced over the mangled bodies of women and children, thus creating an 
opinion, inapplicable and highly injurious to those for whose temporal interest 
and eternal welfare, I come to plead. 
	 What is an Indian? Is he not formed of the same materials with your-
self? For “Of one blood God created all the nations that dwell on the face of 
the earth.” Though it be true that he is ignorant, that he is a heathen, that he 
is a savage; yet he is no more than all others have been under similar circum-
stances. Eighteen centuries ago what were the inhabitants of Great Britain?
	 You here behold an Indian, my kindred are Indians, and my fathers  
sleeping in the wilderness grave—they too were Indians. 
	 But I am not as my fathers were—broader means and nobler influences 
have fallen upon me. Yet I was not born as thousands are, in a stately dome 
and amid the congratulations of the great, for on a little hill, in a lonely cabin, 
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overspread by the forest oak I first drew my breath; and in a language unknown 
to learned and polished nations, I learnt to lisp my fond mother’s name. In after 
days, I have had greater advantages than most of my race; and I now stand 
before you delegated by my native country to seek her interest, to labour for 
her respectability, and by my public efforts to assist in raising her to an equal 
standing with other nations of the earth. 
	 The time has arrived when speculations and conjectures as to the practi-
cability of civilizing the Indians must forever cease. A period is fast approaching 
when the stale remark—“Do what you will, an Indian will still be an Indian,” 
must be placed no more in speech. With whatever plausibility this popular 
objection may have heretofore been made, every candid mind must now be 
sensible that it can no longer be uttered, except by those who are uninformed 
with respect to us, who are strongly prejudiced against us, or who are filled 
with vindictive feelings towards us; for the present history of the Indians, par-
ticularly of that nation to which I belong, most incontrovertibly establishes the 
fallacy of this remark. I am aware of the difficulties which have ever existed to 
Indian civilization, I do not deny the almost insurmountable obstacles which 
we ourselves have thrown in the way of this improvement, nor do I say that 
difficulties no longer remain; but facts will permit me to declare that there are 
none which may not easily be overcome, by strong and continued exertions. 
It needs not abstract reasoning to prove this position. It needs not the display 
of language to prove to the minds of good men, that Indians are susceptible 
of attainments necessary to the formation of polished society. It needs not the 
power of argument on the nature of man, to silence forever the remark that 
“It is the purpose of the Almighty that the Indians should be exterminated.” 
It needs only that the world should know what we have done in the few last 
years, to foresee what yet we may do with the assistance of our white brethren, 
and that of the common Parent of us all. . . . 
	 There are three things of late occurrence, which must certainly place the 
Cherokee Nation in a fair light, and act as powerful argument in favor of Indian 
improvement. 
	 First. The invention of letters. 
	 Second. The translation of the New Testament into Cherokee.*
	 And third. The organization of a Government. 

*Editor’s note: Boudinot assisted with the translation of both the New Testament and a book of hymns 
into Sequoyah’s Cherokee syllabary, a sample of which is on the following page.
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Syllabary from Elias Boudinot and Samuel Worcester’s Cherokee Hymns, Compiled from 
Several Authors and Revised, originally published in 1829 (New Echota, GA: J. F. Wheeler). 
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	 The Cherokee mode of writing lately invented by George Guest,* who 
could not read any language nor speak any other than his own, consists of 
eighty-six characters, principally syllabic, the combinations of which form 
all the words of the language. Their terms may be greatly simplified, yet they 
answer all the purposes of writing, and already many natives use them. 
	 The translation of the New Testament, together with Guest’s mode of 
writing, has swept away that barrier which has long existed, and opened a 
spacious channel for the instruction of adult Cherokees. Persons of all ages 
and classes may now read the precepts of the Almighty in their own language. 
Before it is long, there will scarcely be an individual in the nation who can say, 
“I know not God neither understand I what thou sayest,” for all shall know him 
from the greatest to the least. The aged warrior over whom has rolled three 
score and ten years of savage life, will grace the temple of God with his hoary 
head; and the little child yet on the breast of its pious mother shall learn to lisp 
its Maker’s name. 
	 The shrill sound of the Savage yell shall die away as the roaring of far 
distant thunder; and Heaven wrought music will gladden the affrighted wil-
derness. “The solitary place will be glad for them, and the desert shall rejoice 
and blossom as a rose.” Already do we see the morning star, forerunner of 
approaching dawn, rising over the tops of deep forests in which for ages have 
echoed the warrior’s whoop. But has not God said it, and will he not do it? 
The Almighty decrees his purposes, and man cannot with all his ingenuity and 
device countervail them. They are more fixed in their course than the rolling 
sun—more durable than the everlasting mountains. 
	 The Government, though defective in many respects, is well suited to 
the condition of the inhabitants. As they rise in information and refinement, 
changes in it must follow, until they arrive at that state of advancement, when 
I trust they will be admitted into all the privileges of the American family. . . . 
	 From what I have said, you will form but a faint opinion of the true 
state and prospects of the Cherokees. You will, however, be convinced of three 
important truths.
	 First, that the means which have been employed for the christianiza-
tion and civilization of this tribe, have been greatly blessed. Second, that the 
increase of these means will meet with final success. Third, that it has now 

*Editor’s note: Guest was more often known by his Cherokee name, Sequoyah.



become necessary, that efficient and more than ordinary means should be 
employed. 
	 Sensible of this last point, and wishing to do something for themselves, 
the Cherokees have thought it advisable that there should be established, a 
Printing Press and a Seminary of respectable character; and for these purposes 
your aid and patronage are now solicited. They wish the types, as expressed in 
their resolution, to be composed of English letters and Cherokee characters. 
Those characters have now become extensively used in the nation; their reli-
gious songs are written in them; there is an astonishing eagerness in people of 
all classes and ages to acquire a knowledge of them; and the New Testament has 
been translated into their language. All this impresses on them the immediate 
necessity of procuring types. The most informed and judicious of our nation, 
believe that such a press would go further to remove ignorance, and her off-
spring superstition and prejudice, than all other means. The adult part of the 
nation will probably grovel on in ignorance and die in ignorance, without any 
fair trial upon them, unless the proposed means are carried into effect. The 
simplicity of this method of writing, and the eagerness to obtain a knowledge 
of it, are evinced by the astonishing rapidity with which it is acquired, and by 
the numbers who do so. It is about two years since its introduction, and already 
there are a great many who can read it. In the neighbourhood in which I live, 
I do not recollect a male Cherokee, between the ages of fifteen and twenty-
five, who is ignorant of this mode of writing. But in connexion with those for 
Cherokee characters, it is necessary to have type for English letters. There are 
many who already speak and read the English language, and can appreciate the 
advantages which would result from the publication of their laws and transac-
tions in a well conducted newspaper. Such a paper, comprising a summary of 
religious and political events, &c. on the one hand; and on the other, exhibiting 
the feelings, disposition, improvements, and prospects of the Indians; their 
traditions, their true character, as it once was and as it now is; the ways and 
means most likely to throw the mantle of civilization over all tribes; and such 
other matters as will tend to diffuse proper and correct impressions in regard 
to their condition—such a paper could not fail to create much interest in the 
American community, favourable to the aborigines, and to have a powerful 
influence, on the advancement of the Indians themselves. . . . 
	 There are, with regard to the Cherokees and other tribes, two alternatives; 
they must either become civilized and happy, or sharing the fate of many kin-
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dred nations, become extinct. If the General Government continue its protec-
tion, and the American people assist them in their humble efforts, they will, 
they must rise. Yes, under such protection, and with such assistance, the Indian 
must rise like the Phoenix, after having wallowed for ages in ignorant barbar-
ity. But should this Government withdraw its care, and the American people 
their aid, then, to use the words of a writer, “They will go the way that so many 
tribes have gone before them; for the hordes that still linger about the shores 
of Huron, and the tributary streams of the Mississippi, will share the fate of 
those tribes that once lorded it along the proud banks of the Hudson; of that 
gigantic race that is said to have existed on the borders of the Susquehanna; of 
those various nations that flourished about the Potomac and the Rhappahan-
noc, and that peopled the forests of the vast valley of Shenandoah. They will 
vanish like a vapour from the face of the earth; their very history will be lost in 
forgetfulness; and the places that now know them will know them no more.”*
	 There is, in Indian history, something very melancholy, and which seems 
to establish a mournful precedent for the future events of the few sons of the 
forest, now scattered over this vast continent. We have seen every where the 
poor aborigines melt away before the white population. I merely speak of the 
fact, without at all referring to the cause. We have seen, I say, one family after 
another, one tribe after another, nation after nation pass away; until only a few 
solitary creatures are left to tell the sad story of extinction. 
	 Shall this precedent be followed? I ask you, shall red men live, or shall 
they be swept from the earth? With you and this public at large, the decision 
chiefly rests. Must they perish? Must they all, like the unfortunate Creeks, 
(victims of the unchristian policy of certain persons,) go down in sorrow to 
their graves? 
	 They hang upon your mercy as to a garment. Will you push them from 
you, or will you save them? Let humanity answer. 

*Editor’s note: Washington Irving, from “Traits of Indian Character,” Analectic Magazine, February 
1814, 145–56.


