






Early Government in Tennessee 
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Image 1. A 1791 letter from William Blount, 

who helped Tennessee become a part of the 

Union, to Andrew Jackson about the 

appointment as an attorney for the Mero 

District. However, Native American groups 

like the Cherokees and Chickasaws 

established their own forms of leadership 

centuries earlier. Photo from: Library of 

Congress.  
 
 

 
 

Image 2. Plan of the Old Stone Fort, a ceremonial 

structure built circa 80–550 A.D. near what is now 

Manchester, Tennessee. This plan originally appeared in 

Joseph Jones's "Explorations of the Aboriginal Remains of 

Tennessee" of 1896. Photo from: Wikipedia. 

 
 

Government has a long history in Tennessee. 
It goes back many thousands of years. 
Archaeologists study ancient objects to learn about 
the past. They have studied sites where Native 
Americans lived thousands of years ago. These sites 
give an interesting look at political and religious 
systems we will never know a lot about. 

Groups of Ice Age hunters who came to the 
area 10,000 years ago probably had systems of 
government. They had leaders with power over their followers. The Old Stone Fort in Coffee County, 
Tennessee, that still stands today is proof. Experts believe it goes back nearly 2,000 years and may 
have taken several hundred years to build. Making it was a very big task. It is proof that the people 
who made it must have had leaders. They likely had a system of rules or laws that led to its 
construction. 

Native Americans Lived In Area That Would Become 
Tennessee 

Native Americans such as the Cherokees, Creeks and Chickasaws lived in the area that would 
become Tennessee. They created systems of government led by men. These systems centered on 
villages with chiefs and councils of advisers. The Cherokees had a town where the most 
important chief lived. They gave a place in their council to an Honored Woman. She decided how to 
handle captives taken in war. Creeks had provinces with capital towns where ceremonies were held 
and decisions were made. A chief, called a miko, had a group of elders called Beloved Men that helped 



make decisions. They handled questions of war and peace, ceremonies and contact with non-Creek 
people. 

In 1663, the Tennessee region fell within the borders of the newly English colony of Carolina. 
English rule existed in name only, though. The French and English struggled for control of the area. 
Both countries wanted to make money from the fur trade with Native Americans. 

In the year 1763, the Treaty of Paris was created. It made the victory of England over France 
official. It gave the British control of Canada and most of North America east of the Mississippi River. 
The British quickly issued an order. The order drew a line down the Appalachian Mountains. It 
said colonists must remain east of the line. The West was set aside for Cherokees and other Native 
Americans. Tennessee was west of the line, outside the official border for settlers. Fur trappers and 
settlers went there anyway, though. They would not listen to the government. 

Three Efforts Failed 
North Carolina claimed control over the land that would become Tennessee. Settlers tried 

using that land to create their own system of government three separate times. 
The first time was in 1772. People living in Watauga and Nolichucky formed the Watauga 

Association. They created offices to keep the peace and protect themselves from Cherokee attacks. The 
association did not last long, and their records have not survived. Eight years later, pioneers at the 
French Lick on the Cumberland River drew up the Cumberland Compact for similar purposes. Like 
the Watauga Association to the east, it did not last. It was replaced in 1783, the year the United States 
won its independence. North Carolina asserted its control of the region and started Davidson County. 
Settlers from the Holston and Watauga areas held meetings at Jonesboro in 1784. They wanted to 
organize a new state. Supporters of statehood made their case to the U.S. Congress. They claimed that 
the actions of North Carolina had led to Native American attacks. They said North Carolina should 
not be allowed to control an area that it has not cared for. 

The supporters of statehood hoped congress would approve a new, separate state. It was to be 
named for Benjamin Franklin. Although he seemed unsure of the decision, John Sevier became the 
leader of the group trying to create the State of Franklin. The plan failed, dying slowly over a period of 
several years for a number of reasons. North Carolina opposed it and caused problems so that it 
would not be passed. It also suffered from disagreements between its own people and a lack of 
support from U.S. lawmakers. 
  



 

1.How did Native American tribes in the Tennessee area govern themselves? How do you 
know? 

They created systems that had chiefs and councils; "These systems centered on villages with chiefs and 
councils of advisers." 

They made structures that took many people to build; "The Cherokees had a town where the most 
important chief lived." 

They had many villages that show how they governed; "Archaeologists study ancient objects to learn 
about the past." 

They created towns for their chiefs to live in; "The Cherokees had a town where the most important chief 
lived." 

 

2.Read the section "Native Americans Lived In Area That Would Become Tennessee." 
Select the sentence from the section that shows WHY France and England were interested 
in Tennessee. 

In 1663, the Tennessee region fell within the borders of the newly English colony of Carolina. 

The French and English struggled for control of the area. 

Both countries wanted to make money from the fur trade with Native Americans. 

The West was set aside for Cherokees and other Native Americans. 

 
3.What effect did the Treaty of Paris have on settlers? 

It had little effect since settlers still went to live west of the Appalachian Mountains. 

It had no effect since France and England continued to fight over the territory. 

It had little effect because Native Americans continued to live in the territory. 

It had a large effect because settlers could not legally live west of the border. 

 
4.According to the section "Three Efforts Failed," how did Tennessee settlers feel about 
North Carolina governing them? 

They thought North Carolina took sides with the Native Americans. 

They thought North Carolina helped them to settle their disagreements. 

They thought North Carolina helped to control the Cherokee attacks. 

They thought North Carolina did not do a good job of protecting them. 

 









Tennessee:  

The Volunteer State 

Great Smoky Mountains National park runs along the 
border between Tennessee and North Carolina. This 
park gets more visitors each year than any other 
national park across the country! Along with the mist-
covered mountains, there are many creeks and trails 
for visitors to discover. Photo from: Getty 
Images/Tony Barber.   

Talk about ancient history. Bones and 
artifacts over 14,000 years old recently 
turned up in Tennessee. But it wasn't until 
thousands of years later 
that Native American tribes such as the 

Cherokee, Chickasaw and Shawnee appeared in the area. 
The Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto was the first known European to reach the land now 

called Tennessee, in 1540. Later, the French and British fought over the land. In 1763, the British 
took control of all land east of the Mississippi River, including what is now Tennessee. At that time 
the region was part of North Carolina. But after the American Revolution, Tennessee became its 
own U.S. state. That was in 1796. 

In 1830, President Andrew Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act. It forced Native Americans 
to leave all lands east of the Mississippi River. To this day, no state-recognized tribes live in 
Tennessee. 

 

Why Is It Called That? 
No one's sure how Tennessee got its name. 

However, two Native American villages were called 
Tanasi and Tanasqui, which sound similar to 
"Tennessee." 

The state got its nickname from some 
impressive volunteer work. During the War of 1812, 
an estimated 20,000 troops volunteered to fight. In 
1846, 30,000 Tennesseans enlisted for the Mexican-
American War. 

Geography And Landforms 
Tennessee is bordered by Kentucky and 

Virginia in the north and North Carolina in the east. 
It is bordered by Georgia, Alabama and Mississippi in 
the south and Arkansas and Missouri in the west. The 
state's wiggly western border is formed by the 

Mississippi River.  
Geologists divide the land into six major regions. 
The Unaka Mountains region is the most rugged in the state. It rises along the eastern border. 

This area has forests and high peaks including Clingman's Dome, Tennessee's highest point. Great 
Smoky Mountains National Park is also here. 

The Valley and Ridge region lies west of the mountains. It is named for its low, fertile valleys 
and long ridges, or "folds." 

Stretching north to south farther west is the Cumberland Plateau. Deep valleys and gorges lie 
below flat-topped mountains. Lookout Mountain has views of seven states! 



The Central Basin is in the center of the 
state. It is surrounded by another region 
called the Highland Rim. Erosion helped form 
the basin, which is mostly fertile farmland 
with some hills and ridges. 

The Gulf Coastal Plain covers the 
westernmost part of the state. It lies on a fault 
line and in 1812, was the site of the worst 
earthquake in the continental United States. 
The earthquake was so severe that land 
dropped several feet. The Mississippi River 
flowed backward, and a new lake called 
Reelfoot was created. The land closest to the 
Mississippi is often called "the Delta." 

Wildlife 
Black bears, mountain lions and deer 

are among the many mammals that live in 
Tennessee. Some of the most common birds here are hawks, owls and woodpeckers. 
The state's reptiles include lizards, turtles and rattlesnakes. Its amphibians include salamanders and 
frogs. 

The state's native trees include maple, pecan, cedar and pine. Wildflowers like the gladecress 
and beautyberry bloom across the state. 

Natural Resources 
One of Tennessee's top resources is its fertile soil. In fact, almost half the state is farmland. The 

state is also known for mining minerals such as marble, zinc and pyrite (fool's gold). 
 

Fun Stuff 
Frontiersman Davy Crockett was born in 

Tennessee. So were singers Aretha Franklin, 
Dolly Parton, Kenny Chesney and Justin 
Timberlake. 

The singer Elvis Presley's mansion, 
Graceland, is located in Memphis, Tennessee. It 
gets more visitors than any other U.S. home 
except for the White House. On display are Elvis' 
costumes and his pink Cadillac. 

Tennessee is home to Great Smoky 
Mountains National Park. It is the most-visited 
national park in the country. The Great Smoky 
Mountains are known as the "Salamander Capital 
of the World," and the park alone has 30 different 
species. 

Tennessee is filled with important Native 
American archaeological sites. One of them is the Shiloh Indian Mounds. These were created as a 
resting place for important individuals about 800 years ago. 
 

  



1. Read the summary below. Choose the answer that BEST fits into the blank to 
complete the summary.  
Tennessee has an ancient history that dates back several thousand years. Native 
Americans are the first known inhabitants of the land. ____ It became a U.S. state in 
1796, and a short time later President Andrew Jackson forced all Native Americans to 
leave the area. 

Hernando de Soto was a famous Spanish explorer before coming to Tennessee. 

Andrew Jackson was one of three U.S. presidents from the state of Tennessee. 

In the 1500s, explorers discovered Tennessee and began battling over the land. 

The American Revolution was the most important event in Tennessee’s history. 

 

2. Which of the following are two MAIN ideas from the article?  
1. Tennessee has a variety of different landforms.  
2. Tennessee is home to many salamanders and frogs.  
3. Almost half of the land in Tennessee is used for farming.  
4. Justin Timberlake and Aretha Franklin were born in Tennessee. 

1 and 2 

1 and 3 

2 and 3 

2 and 4 

 

3. Fill in the blank in the sentence below. Overall, the article is organized around.... 

facts and details. 

people and stories. 

ideas and opinions. 

landforms and nature. 

 
4. How is the structure in the introduction [paragraphs 1-3] different from the 

structure in the section "Geography And Landforms"? 

The structure of the introduction is description; the structure of the "Geography and Landforms” section 
is question and answer. 

The structure of the introduction is problem and solution; the structure of the "Geography and 
Landforms” section is description. 

The structure of the introduction is chronology; the structure of the "Geography and Landforms” section 
is description. 

The structure of the introduction is chronology; the structure of the "Geography and Landforms” section 
is question and answer. 

 








