Information Sheet

The Cherokee Talking Leaves: The Power of the Written Word
The stern faced Cherokee chief spoke harshly to the little Cherokee girl, Ayako.  As one story goes, he said, Your father has been the laughing stock of the tribe for many years.  We will give you one chance to prove the worth of his talking leaves.  If you can write like the white man, record what I am about to say.  Your father will be brought in to read your leaves to us.  Some laughed at such an absurd idea.  Ayoka felt the weight of the responsibility of helping prove that her father was right.  She wrote the words the chief spoke and when her father came in, he translated the sentences perfectly.  The audience was amazed at such a feat.  Since then, Sequoyah has been known as the father of the Cherokee alphabet.

Sequoyah was born around 1770 in the Tuskegee village.  He was probably born handicapped, because his name means pig’s foot in Cherokee.  With the invasion of whites, Sequoyah fled to Tennessee when he was a youth.  He moved to Georgia, where he learned how to work with silver.  He wanted to sign his work like the white silversmiths had begun to do, but he did not know how to write.  He visited a local farmer who showed Sequoyah how to write his name.  After this experience in 1809, Sequoyah got the idea to develop a Cherokee writing system.  

Sequoyah’s interest developed further when he saw a white prisoner’s letter.  He was intrigued by the white man;s ability to put marks on a piece of paper which the Cherokees called talking leaves.  He saw the importance of being able to send a message over a great distance and have it understood by others.  Many of his fellow tribesmen thought Indians did not have the intelligence to master the written language, but Sequoyah disagreed.  

The Cherokees were abandoning their native language in favor of learning English so they could read.  Sequoyah feared they were losing their tribal identity.  Language was the Cherokee’s strongest link to each other and their past, and Sequoyah believed they needed their own written language. Even in Sequoyah’s day, the Cherokees were farming and entering businesses like the white settlers.  He knew that the Indians needed to keep records and be able to translate messages over long distances to be successful.  He started his work to create a written language, which lasted twelve years.

Sequoyah spent more and more time alone thinking about the talking leaves.  He decided to live by himself in a cabin for a year which troubled his friends and family.  Sequoyah’s frustrated and angry wife entered his cabin one night and threw all of his papers into the fire.  Sequoyah saw this not as defeat, but an opportunity to begin again with a different strategy.  He started to take the words apart, instead of whole sentences, to develop one character for one syllable.  Once he understood that identical sounds made up the different spoken words in Cherokee, he had the key he needed.  He then created the 85 letters that make up the Cherokee alphabet.  Within a short time, without books, schools or expense, the Cherokee enjoyed a 100% literacy rate.

In the Cherokee’s capitol, New Echota, Georgia, the first Indian newspaper was printed in the Cherokee language.  It was printed in parallel columns in both English and Cherokee, and its name was The Cherokee Phoenix for the mythical Egyptian bird who rose from the ashes to live again, a symbol of the Cherokee’s attempt to rise above the stereotype of ignorant savages.

Sequoyah’s invention definitely helped the Cherokees to become what they are today, a tribe that has one of the highest standards of living among the Native American people.   Their written language has helped to keep the Cheokee spirit alive. 

written by Elizabeth Lance, UGA student
