
The Forum piece " 'Black' Cherokees fight for heritage" wrongly accused the Cherokee Nation of racism because it voted to require all citizens to have an Indian ancestor on the federally authorized base roll of our people (Oct. 12). 

It ignored the fact that we are one of the most diverse Indian tribes. We have thousands of black, Latino, Asian and white citizens. The Nation also will help any descendants of Freedmen, or the name commonly referring to black Cherokees, to find out whether they have Indian ancestry. Contrary to the column, money was irrelevant to the Cherokee people's vote. The Nation doesn't distribute gaming revenue to individuals. Instead, it reinvests in public works for our citizens and communities beyond the Cherokees. 

The piece omitted the fact that the issue of whether the U.S.-Cherokee Treaty of 1866 gave citizenship to the Freedmen or their descendants is being litigated. We believe the treaty never granted them citizenship. In 1906, Congress passed the Five Tribes Act, which clarified that today's Freedmen descendants neither have rights to property nor citizenship. Even so, the Cherokee Nation supported a court order giving disenrolled Freedmen descendants critical social and health services and the right to vote until all litigation is resolved. 

The column mentioned that some in Congress advocate a scorched-earth policy of eliminating federal health, housing and other vital services for the neediest Cherokees in retaliation for our people's will to define ourselves as an Indian nation, just as more than 500 other tribes do. We'd ask that Congress let the courts decide before rushing to judgment. 

Chad Smith, principal chief, Cherokee Nation - Tahlequah, Okla. 
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