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ABSTRACT: In order to recognize and correctly evaluate basic letter forms regarding their 
rarity, or general character, forensic document examiners are expected to have a ready 
reference file of the various systems of writing used in the United States during the last 
100 years [1]. However, one system of writing appears to have been omitted from the 
reference/study materials. This paper provides information on that system of American 
writing known as the "Cherokee Alphabet," which is still in use today. 
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Historic  Events  

On the way to discovering the Mississippi in 1540, the Spanish expedition of DeSoto 
documented their march through Cherokee country [2]. The Cherokee, descendants from 
Iroquois linguistic stock, lived and thrived in the southeastern United States, which was 
comprised of Georgia, Tennessee, North and South Carolina. 

In 1821, after twelve years of work, the Cherokee Sequoyah presented his "alphabet" 
to his people. This was an amazing accomplishment for a man who could not read or write 
prior to developing the alphabet. Sequoyah's "Talking Leaves" [3] invention was not a true 
alphabet. In actuality, it was a syllabary--phonetic symbols representing spoken sylla- 
bles [4]. 

Sequoyah initially taught his daughter, Ah-yo-ka, to read and write his eighty-five 
character syllabary. He then began to teach other children in the tribe. The skepticism of 
the tribal chiefs toward the value of Sequoyah's work was soon overcome and the adult 
members of the tribe began to learn the syllabary [3]. 

Paper was scarce among the Cherokee, so bark was often used as a writing surface. 
Sequoyah's symbols were drawn with charcoal or paint made from berries. From one to 
another, the syllabary spread quickly to those who spoke the language, culminating in the 
Cherokee becoming the first Native American tribe in the United States to have a written 
language [3]. 

In 1824, portions of the New Testament from the Bible were translated into the Cherokee 
syllabary by missionaries. With the help of these same missionaries, the Cherokees estab- 
lished their own newspaper in New Echota, Georgia. At that time, New Echota was the 
eastern capital of the Cherokee nation [3]. 
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In Boston, Sequoyah's characters were cast into metal type for a printing press [2]. The 
press was then shipped to Georgia. Printed in English and Cherokee, America's first Native 
American newspaper, the Cherokee Phoenix, was published in 1828. A complete file of 
the Cherokee Phoenix has been preserved in the British Museum in London [2,3]. 

In 1838, the United States army forced the entire Cherokee population to march west 
to Oklahoma territory, leaving behind their printing press. Prior to this infamous "Trail of 
Tears" march, the Cherokee had expanded westward beyond the Mississippi, separating 
into two divisions--the Eastern and Western Cherokee. The census of 1825 revealed 13,563 
Cherokee in the Eastern Division alone [2,5]. If history is correct, then Sequoyah's invention, 
in a matter of months, had transformed an illiterate nation of thousands into one of almost 
complete literacy. 

Much has been written about the famous and honored Sequoyah, and it is not the intent 
of this paper to elaborate on his life or cultural achievements. However, it is important to 
note his legacy lives on. For example, thousands of American missionaries, using the 
Sequoyah-method of phonetic writing, have put more than sixty Native American languages 
into writing [2]. 

Recent Developments 

In 1975, the Tulsa Tribune, published an article about a "special election proclamation 
and notice" printed in the Cherokee syllabary. The legal notice and ballots were required 
by federal law to be printed in the Cherokee syllabary. The Bilingual Institute at Tahlequah 
prepared the ballots on what was described as "the only Cherokee typewriter in Okla- 
homa [6]." 

In the spring of 1986, it was learned that the Cherokee tribal headquarters in Tahlequah, 
used two typewriters with the Cherokee syllabary---one an IBM Executive and the other, 
an IBM Selectric II (Fig. 1). The typeball elements were manufactured by Adobe in Hawaii. 
Additionally, it was reported the Cherokee syllabary was being taught in five high schools 
in eastern Oklahoma and at Northeastern State University at Tahlequah [7]. 

According to a 1985 newspaper article in The Sunday Oklahoman, Durbin Feeling and 
William Nelson Coxe Jr. developed a word processing program using the Cherokee syllabary. 
Feeling, a Cherokee language specialist and author of a Cherokee dictionary, developed a 
keyboard that included the eighty-five Cherokee symbols. Coxe, an attorney and university 
professor, designed the tribe's syllabary on software made by Rising Star Industries of 
Torrence, California. On the keyboard, the syllable most used was numbered one, while 
the syllable least used was numbered eighty-five [8]. 

On December 14, 1987, Coxe was invited by the Cherokee Nation to give a demonstration 
of the world's first Cherokee/English word processing system. 2 On this date, a letter (Fig. 

~'B T tI'GMVZGAYq 
d g.l Olt~ O ~ E  
Oh OPY S~W b q 
R $ A ~ S q ' B V ,  . 

"3~ 0"i 3d56Ogt,gZOt 

I t~KPBf fT /L-  ? 

FIG. I--IBM Selectric typeface with Cherokee syllabary. 

2W. N. Coxe, personal communication, May, 1993. 
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W i l l i a m  and H a t t i e  C o x e  
601 Napoleon at Beauregard 

B a t o n  R o u g e ,  L o u i s i a n a  7 0 8 0 2 - 6 1 9 7  
(504)  383-7611 (504)  343-4182 

14 D e c e m b e r  1987 

CWYa D~C 6 S W ~  
I P +  
A S | ~  7 4 4 6 5  

C h i e f  Wi lma  H a n k i l l e r  
C h e r o k e e  N a t i o n  o f  O k l a h o m a  
T a h l e q u a h  
O k l a h o m a  ? 4 4 6 5  

RCgTJ ffEMC D a S a J ~ J  
H o n o r a b l e  C h i e f  M a n k i l l e r ;  

AaTS ~kTCL ~ C ~ E ,  TEA DI',~ ~ENC~ SSPdda3  Lks CW3~ 
DSC, Aa~P?P$  $ C S W J ~ J  khSP~L Dh CWY~ DSC. 

On t h i s  h i s t o r i c  o c c a s i o n ,  t h e  i n s t a l l a t i o n  o f  t h e  
f i r s t  woman C h i e f  o f  t h e  C h e r o k e e  N a t i o n ,  we a r e  i n d e e d  
p r o u d  t o  b e  h e r e  a s  t h e  g u e s t s  o f  t h e  C h e r o k e e  N a t i o n .  

~ # b #  TS A~LP?PE De EhFE Z~rA&, aD JCu165 Jkg6VJ Z~ ~Cfiab. 

W i t h  e q u a l  p r i d e  a n d  s e n s e  o f  a c c o m p l i s h m e a t ,  we h e r e b y  
present you with this copy of the files which allow, for the 
f i r s t  t i m e ,  t h e  u s e  o f  t h e  m o d e r n  w o r d  p r o c e s s i n g  c o m p u t e r ,  
t o  w r i t e ,  p r i n t ,  a n d  p u b l i s h  i n  t h e  C h e r o k e e  l a n g u a g e .  

~D 8~3  JCffY JAgGVJ DhCWY $~VJ $Cfih4t, ~$3 b3~4~JJ JCTP 
Be ~tVJ De hS~TR TCP~VJ 0 ~  CWY TkOh~J  Tk&T. 

We p r e s e n t  t h e s e  files f o r  t h e  use o f  y o u r  p e o p l e ,  i n  
t h e  h o p e s  t h a t  y o u r  h i s t o r i c  a n d  w o n d e r f u l  l a n g u a g e  will 
c o n t i n u e  t o  g r o w  a n d  p r o s p e r  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  N a t i o n  a s  s 
whole. 

OkTP~ DL&~J ~R TYJk~J  630SP q k ~ J 8  CEOC~ kET. 

W i t h  b e s t  w i s h e s  f o r  
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,  we r e m a i n ,  

a l o n g  a n d  f r u i t f u l  

Respectfully, 

William Nelson Coxe, Jr. 
Hattie Ann Finoher Coxe 

FIG. 2--Letterproducedusing Cherokeelanguagewoldprocessingprogram(seetext). 
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2) using the word processing system was presented to Chief Wilma Mankiller, Principal 
Chief of the Cherokee Nation. As part of the demonstration, "The Lord's Prayer" (Fig. 3) 
and a "Sample Cherokee Lesson" were printed (Fig. 4). As indicated by these examples, 
the characters form words separated by spaces, which are read left to right. 

On May 25, 1993, the Tulsa World reported that a retiree, Harry Moneyhun, developed two 
computer programs to help preserve the Cherokee language [12]. Moneyhun's educational 
programs, which include more than I0,000 Cherokee words, "are being used in several 
area schools and by the Cherokee Nation." Moneyhun's programs differ from the previous 
programs insofar as the phonetic spelling (even one reasonably close) will produce the 
Cherokee characters. Eventually, Moneyhun would like to develop a third program that 
would type the spoken word. 

ffE@~B f f ~ V ~ e  

T H E  L O R D ' S  P R A Y E R  

O u r  F a t h e r  w h i c h  a r t  i n  h e a v e n ,  h a l l o w e d  b e  

g G V  i T . G E  $ ( ~ . 8  I - - ! ~  ~ S O q A T  . 
t h y  n a m e .  T h y  K i n g d o m  c o m e .  

Dh R ~  @hSP~l. r e~3Y~ 
Thy will be done in earth, as it 

i s  in h e a v e n .  G i v e  u s  

t h i s  d a y  o u r  d a i l y  b r e a d .  

And f o r g i v e  u s  o u r  d e b t s ,  a s  we f o r g i v e  

!~  h l S f ~  I ~ A  I -  K l f S Y  . D ~ "  L a . !  
our d e b t o r s .  A n d  l e a d  u s  

~ L AI"~  8 ~I I . - l ~  O ~ I  ~9~v ~ ~ 0 " ~ W 0  " 
not into temptation, but deliver 

~ Y C I~ ~ dr? I -  dt~ . t  dJ  dr.~ 8 '  h O~Fi F R T  . 
us from evil: 

G T P 6 ~ Z  C; E Q C . ~  I - R  D ~  O P h ~ . J ~  
For thine is the kingdom, and the power, 

]b-F/ Dd" 1~ C q ~ ' ~ i  C ]F-i~ h A . S q T  . 
and the glory, for ever. 

ROI~ . 

Amen. 

FIG. 3--The Lord's Prayer in the Cherokee language. 
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~A.I"J..F~L ~ ~ Z ' Z E . ~  O K ~  L ~ S .~ O N  

S a m p l e  p h r a s e s  s u p p l i e d  by  Hr.  D u r b i n  F e e l i n l ,  C h e r o k e e  
Language  S p e c i a l i s t  o f  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  E d u c a t i o n  o f  t h e  
C h e r o k e e  N a t i o n  o f  Oklahoma.  

A l l  F o n t  D e s i g n s ,  Keyboard  P l a c e m e n t s  and I m p l e m e n t a t i o n  
C o p y r i g h t  (C) 1985, 1986 and 1987 b y  W i l l i a m  N e l s o n  Coxe, J r .  
For more information, write to William Nelson Coxe, Jr., 601 
Napoleon at Beauregard, Baton Rouge, Louisiana 70802-6197. 

C~ZWJB ~ E  Sq72 A~P, "k~ s ~ b q T , "  DJ§ 
The s h o r t e s t  v e r s e  i n  t h e  B i b l e  s a y s ,  " J e s u s  w e n t . "  

RWJ #J8 aZLSJ ~ .  
When h e  t h r e w  t h e  b a l l  down,  ~ .  

8 DW~SP~ ~ t b  DL~t2~ ~ I L a J .  
The b a l l  p l a y e r  i s  ~ t h e  b a l l  h a r d .  

8 DhJC ~ZL~J ~8AS&~S. 
The b o y s  a r e  p l a y i n g  b a l l .  

gZa~R DJT~|8, @LAqT. 
When he was accused of stealing, he denied it. 

k~LA4, flYZ Ak~OS. 
I am denvine him because I don't know him. 

dA~ TWh2 hSM~ kC UTPT. 
H i s  b o a t  i s  t e n  f e e t  l o n g .  

~LP T | h d ,  ~ t P  TbWJ~J u 8 DW~SP~Y. 
T h a t  b a l l p l a y e r  i s  s i x  f e e t ,  s i x  i n c h e s  t a l l .  

IPS T b l d d 2  6~ TWbJ hSPaJdAT.  
T w e l v e  i n c h e s  make one  f o o t .  

CWY~ h@ha~? 
Do you s p e a k  C h e r o k e e ?  

JW 8hD DhCW~ShqLt~LA Gg~ DSCT? 
How many C h e r o k e e s  work a t  t h e  C h e r o k e e  N a t i o n ?  

l ~ L q  SVi SAW. 
She lives st a place called Rocky Mountain. 

u sqwJ DA~ D@4P. 
E a g l e s  l i v e  h i g h  a t o p  t h e  m o u n t a i n s .  

FIG. 4---Sample Cherokee ~sson (see text). 

Depending on which  source is used, the Cherokee Nation has anywhere from 60.000 
[8] to more than 100,000 [5] members .  Of  the 60,000, Feeling reported, only about 30 
percent can speak Cherokee.  Of  that 30 percent, only about 10 percent can read Cherokee 
and about  5 percent  can write it [8]. 

In an effort to improve these percentages,  the Cherokee  Nation Education Department  
sponsored a three year  curr iculum plan to teach chi ldren how to read and write the Cherokee 
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language. The 1991 through 1994 stated goals of the Cherokee Language Curriculum Project 
are to: 

1. Retain the language for future generations of Cherokee; 
2. Maintain the status of the language as separate and distinct from other native languages; 
3. Share the language with others who are not of Cherokee descent; and 
4. Enhance the self-esteem and the image of the Cherokee child in his/her learning 

environment [9]. 

Currently, there are six elementary schools in three counties in northeastern Oklahoma 
pilot-testing the curriculum materials in grades kindergarten through third grade. The Chero- 
kee curriculum staff is in the planning stages of drafting a curriculum guide for grades 
four through six, which will be ready by the 1994-1995 school year [9]. 

The method of teaching the Cherokee language begins with the See-Say-Write Workbook 
by Feeling) The three major areas of learning to write are utilized in the workbook: Visual 
(See), Auditory (Say), and Kinesthetic (Write). The lessons are designed to be presented 
in eight sessions of ten lessons per session (except the eighth session, which is comprised 
of fourteen lessons). At the end of the eighth session, the students are expected to read 
and write the Cherokee language. 

Students are issued the workbook during the first session. The workbook contains the 
"Cherokee Alphabet" writing system (Fig. 5). The entire lesson plan is based on repetition 
as the means of instilling the characters of the syllabary into the students' memories. The 
characters are in printed form and cursive writing (connecting letters) is not a factor. Each 
lesson is progressive and each new character introduced will be located in the upper left 
corner of the workbook page, much the same as writing workbooks used in many schools 
throughout the United States. 

To allow for better recall, the teacher initially introduces a character in large print on a 
chalkboard then says the sound that the character represents. The students repeat that sound 
as they write the character. Eventually the characters will be used in sentences. All sentences 
are written in the Cherokee language, along with its literal meaning and its translation. The 
literal meaning and its translation is mainly for the student who does not speak the Cherokee 
language. Some characters do not sound like they are spelled. An example would be: 

K Character 
tso Transliteration 
jo Pronunciation 

Leung, et al. [13] were able to differentiate writers of 21 handwritten symbols consisting 
of single strokes, geometric figures, printed English alphabet letters, and Chinese characters. 
Based on their results and other studies, identification of individual writers of the Cherokee 
syllabary is well within the realm of probability and a possible subject for future study. 

Discussion and Conclusions 

Document examiners in Oklahoma 4-6 and the Federal Bureau of Investigation 7-8 were 
contacted. To date, they have not encountered any examinations of questioned documents 

3D. Feeling, personal communication, October, 1993. 
4A. H. Frank, personal communication, May, 1992. 
5j. M. Hull, personal communication, May, 1992. 
6j. S. Kelly, personal communication, May, 1992. 
7E. D. Smith, personal communication, May, 1992. 
gS. Grantham, personal communication, May, 1992. 
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D a  

~a�9 
~'h~ 
Wla 
' ~a  
Ooa t~.o, Go,. 
~qua 

[,Oa W,a 

G t s a  

G.~a 
C~ya 

Re Ti 

#,e f,, 
C~rne Hmi 
Aoe ho, 

as, b,, 

1. , .  13,,, 
T,.e h-., 

Sounds Represented by Vowel~ 
a, as ~ in father, Or ShOt% as & in r ival 

e, as a in ~a:e, or  s ~ o r :  as e in met 

I, aS ~ in ~1=ue, or snort aS i in plt 

II O, aS 0 tn note, epproachin 9 a.~w in la.~ 

u, as O O tn foo.~l, or  shor t  as u i n  pull 

v, as u 4n but, n4saltzed 

Consonant Sounds 
.~g nearly as in [nglism, but approaching t: k.  d nearly as In [nqllsh but apomo&chln9 

tO .;.. _m k l  m n cl ! t_w), as in [nglism. Syllables beqinntng with ,9. exceot~(ga) 

nave sometimes the power of k_. ~- (9o) ,  S ( a - ) , i ~ ( d v )  are  sometimes soundea to, :u, 

tvanr syl lables wrl t ten with tl exceDt ~ , ( t la )  sometimes very ta d l .  

FIG. 5--Cherokee alphabet. 

involving the Cherokee syllabary. There was, however, one landmark questioned document 
case relating to Cherokee writ ing--Hickory v. United States (1894. 14 S.Ct. 334, 151 U.S. 
303, 38 L.ED. 170). Referencing this case, Charles C. Scott wrote in 1981: 

"Unquestionably this is the leading case announcing the rule that volunteered 
writing done post litem motam for the purpose of creating specimens for comparison 
are inadmissible when offered on behalf of the party making them. Hickory was a 
C h e r o k e e . . .  who was charged with murder of a United States marshal. A letter in 
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the nature of a confession, written in the Cherokee alphabet, was put in evidence. 
Hickory denied the letter was in his handwriting and his counsel offered a paper, 
written by Hickory while at the counsel table, to compare with the confession 
letter" [10]. 

In Hicko~ v. United States, the Supreme Court held that the trial court properly excluded 
the volunteered specimen [10]. A review of the full decision by the court revealed two 
expert witnesses testified on behalf of the defense--one an "expert in Cherokee handwriting'" 
[11]. Both experts (who were not identified as document examiners) claimed they compared 
the questioned writing with writing offered by the defendant and found that Hickory did 
not write the questioned document. There was no mention in the decision of a expert 
document examiner witness for the government. 

With the development of the Cherokee Nation Language Curriculum, it would not be 
unlikely in the near future to see a document problem involving the Cherokee syllabary 
submitted for forensic document examination. When this occurs, the document examiner 
will hopefully recognize the symbols of Sequoyah's great achievement. 
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