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• Origins (1700-1830). Choctaws of African-descent are a people 
with a history forged in the colonial origins of the United States. 
Their ancestors were West and Central Africans with languages 
and cultures of their own. These ancestors were taken, enslaved, 
and sold in the Americas. They were brought to the Choctaw 
homelands of Mississippi and surrounding areas. Here they lived with white settlers, Choctaws living traditional 
lifestyles, and Choctaws of blended European and native lifeways. In earlier times, slavery of Africans resembled 
tribal slavery. Later, mixed bloods practiced chattel slavery in a manner similar to that of their white slaveholding 
neighbors.

• Indian Removal and Indian Territory (1830s-1850s). After the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, free people of 
African descent, enslaved people of African descent, and other Choctaw community members arrived in Indian 
Territory during the removal period of the 1830s. African Choctaws transitioned to Indian Territory with 
restrictions on both movement and personal choice. They lived within the cultural norms of the native life into 
which they were immersed.  

Many of the enslaved did make efforts to find freedom. Some ran away from bondage. Some went west while  
others fled southward seeking freedom in Mexico. Slave uprisings did happen, though rare. In 1861, on the Hall 
plantation in Skullyville an uprising occurred with male members of the Hall family being killed.  

Learn. Share. Empower. 

The Oklahoma Freedmen Collective is a group of Five Tribes 
Freedmen and Friends of Freedmen dedicated to genealogical 
research, storytelling, and community. One part of our mission is 
to educate the public on freedmen history. We created this 
factsheet to provide a brief history of African-descended peoples 
of the Choctaw Nation and to shed light on common 
misconceptions. 

Timeline

Banner Photo: Closing Day at Oak Hill Academy for 
Choctaw Freedmen, 1912. 

Bow (Tanamp shibata) used by a Choctaw 
Freedman. This bow was used to shoot birds, 
fish, and squirrels in Latimer County, 
Oklahoma at least a hundred years ago. 
Choctaw Nation Capitol Museum Collection. 
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• Civil War and Post-War Era (1860s-1880s). In 1863, several black Choctaws 
in the northern portion of the nation joined the Union Army as part of the United 
States Colored Troops — specifically the 11th, 54th, 79th, and 83rd US Colored 
Infantries. After the war, leaders of the Choctaw and Chickasaw Nations signed 
the Treaty of 1866 with the United States. The treaty emancipated people held 
as slaves in both the Choctaw and Chickasaw Nations. The Choctaw Nation 
officially adopted formerly enslaved people of the nation and their descendants 
as citizens in 1885.  

An early census of newly freed African Choctaws was made in 1867. Freedmen 
began to form organizations to determine their own fate as free people. The first 
convention of Choctaw Freedmen occurred in Skullyville County in 1869. 
Conferences of the Choctaw Freedmen Association unfolded in places like 
Talihina, Berwyn, Fort Smith (in nearby Arkansas), and other communities. 
Leaders like Watson Brown, Henry Cutchelow,  and others were strong 
leaders who organized such conventions. A primary goal of Choctaw Freedmen 
was to secure education for their children. Neighborhood schools were 
established in all districts of the nation, including, Skullyville, San Bois, and 
Gaines. The Choctaw Council also created Tushka Lusa Institute, a boarding 
school designed for around 30 freedmen students. In 1892, the tribal council 
approved over seven thousand dollars for the school. The Oak Hill Academy for 
freedmen was established by Presbyterians.

• Dawes Era & Tribal Disestablishment (1898-1907). The Dawes Allotment 
process unfolded for Choctaw Freedmen in various parts of the nation. If 
accepted and enrolled, each person  would receive  40 acre land allotments. 
Citizens  by blood were given 329 acres each. By the end of the enrollment 
process, the Choctaw Freedmen population was 5,254. In 1904, an election was 
held for Principal Chief. The Tuskahoma Party included a platform to appeal 
specifically to Freedmen. Freedmen voted in elections but were not allowed to 
hold office. Henry Cutchlow, a Freedman from the Skullyville District, won a seat 
on the tribal council but was not allowed to take office. Several conferences 
unfolded during and after the Dawes allotment hearings.

• Statehood and Jim Crow (1907-1965). Choctaw Freedmen continued to worship and build community 
within churches despite segregation and racial violence in Oklahoma. For example, members of the Oak Hill 
Presbyterian church purchased land west of Valliant for a new chapel in 1912. Freedmen, like others in 
Oklahoma, migrated to other areas of the state and outside the state for more freedom and economic 
opportunities.

• Indian Reorganization and Disenrollment (1965 - 1985). In 1983, the Choctaw Nation revised its 
constitution. The revision excluded Freedmen from the tribe officially. This policy continues to this day.

• Modern Era (1985 - present). After more than a century from statehood, thousands of Choctaw Freedmen 
live within Oklahoma and across the United States. They work and live in community among their neighbors. 
Choctaw Freedmen, as well as other Five Tribes Freedmen, continue to organize. One created organization is 
the Descendants of Freedmen of the Five Civilized Tribes Association.
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C h o c t a w F r e e d m e n 
connected to Oak Hill 
Academy. Rev. and Maria 
Jones Dands (top), and 
George Shoals (bottom). 
Rober t F l ick inger. The 
Choctaw freedmen and the 
story of Oak Hill Industrial 
Academy (1914).
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Common Misconceptions: Asked and Answered

Question Answer

Didn’t the Choctaw Nation fight in the 
American Civil War for sovereignty? Not 
to to keep slavery? 

Maintaining slaveholding was a key interest of Choctaw Nation 
leadership. Wealthy and influential leaders in the nation such as 
R.M. Jones and Peter Pitchlynn saw chattel slavery as a vital 
element of the national economy. 

Wasn’t chattel slavery amongst the Five 
Southeastern Tribes less harsh and 
closer to kinship? Weren’t the enslaved 
Africans refugees or indentured 
servants?

Within the Choctaw Nation, enslaved persons were bought, sold, 
and held as chattel before 1866. Slave sale records and estate 
probates establish that this holding was analogous to the 
slaveholding of the Antebellum south. Additionally, enslaved 
people resisted their enslavement. 

What about blood quantum? Shouldn’t 
freedmen be excluded from the 
Choctaw Nation due to blood quantum?

The basis of Choctaw Freedmen citizenship is treaty rights and 
tribal adoption. Even before European contact, Choctaws had a 
history of making relations with new individuals and groups 
through adoptive mechanisms. Freedmen descend from enslaved 
and free persons of color from Africa. Some freedmen are also of 
European and indigenous ancestry. 

Are African-Americans the “real” 
Indigenous peoples of the Americas? 

No. The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade was a traumatic, historic 
reality. African-Americans and Freedmen of the Five Tribes are 
members of the African Diaspora. They have ancestors from 
West and Central Africa that arrived in the present-day United 
States through the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade. 

Banner Photo: Dawes Card of Joana Williams and relatives.

Additional Resources
To learn more, explore the following resources about people of African-descent of the Choctaw Nation:  
• “Black Slaves, Indian Masters: Slavery, Emancipation, and Citizenship in the Native American South” 

by Barbara Krauthamer 
• “Freedmen of the Frontier Volume 1: Selected Cherokee, Choctaw, & Chickasaw Freedmen Families”  

by Angela Walton-Raji 
• The African-Native American Genealogy Blog: african-nativeamerican.blogspot.com 
• “Momentum for Choctaw Freedmen?” Episode of Native America Calling:  

nativeamericacalling.com/wednesday-march-17-2021-momentum-for-choctaw-freedmen


