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The present Fort Gibson Citizens Cemetery occupies a roughly 
ten-acre rectangle of native grassland dotted with trees. A 
modest ridge runs the north-south length of the plot (see the map), 
giving the cemetery a pleasantly peaceful appearance from the 
nearby federal highway. The view from the cemetery is similarly 
tranquil and pleasing to the eye, looking down over rolling farm 
and pasture land to the east, south and west.

The cemetery has been well fenced and it is nicely maintained 
by the Town of Fort Gibson, 9 mile to the west. Although well 
over a third of its known graves are unmarked, it ha sjjspr inkling 
of impressive stones and handsomely enclosed individual family 
plots.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

In submitting this cemetery for National Register consideration it 
is recognized that cemeteries are not ordinarily acceptable ... unless, 
of course, there are unusual circumstances involved. At least two 
predominatly Indian burying grounds in Oklahoma - Poison Cemetery and 
Chief's Knoll at Fort Sill - have already been placed in the National 
Register because of such circumstances. It is believed that the Fort 
Gibson Citizens Cemetery is similarly qualified.

Fort Gibson was established in early 1824, the first such military 
outpost in what is now Oklahoma. When it was abandoned by the War 
Department in 1857 title of the land reverted to the Cherokee Nation in 
accordance with Treaty provisions. In October of 1857, in his annual 
message to the Cherokee Legislature, then Principal Chief John Ross 
reported the transfer of title and directed the Council to make provision 
for a suitable cemetery to which could be transferred the remains of the 
many U. S. soldiers and others who had been buried at the post cemetery 
in its 33 years of existence.

The cemetery nominated here was thus established in late 1857. 
It was one of two such National Cemeteries maintained by the Cherokee 
Nation prior to the Civil War. The othejjjn Tahlequah, former capital of 
the Cherokee Nation, some twenty miles east of Fort Gibson. This 
Cherokee National Cemetery held its tribal status until May 10, 1906. 
Then approaching statehood and dissolution of the Indian nations led the 
Cherokees to transfer title to the Town of Fort Gibson. It has since 
been known as the Fort Gibson Citizens Cemetery.

In addition to the unusual nature of what might be called its 
"dual national background," the Cherokee National Cemetery at Fort Gibson 
contains the graves of several figures important in Oklahoma history - 
figures of whom there remains no other tangible physical relic. Primary 
among these would be William Potter Ross, one of the most highly respedted 
and accomplished chiefs the Cherokee Nation produced. An 18^3 Princeton 
graduate, he twice seized as Principal Chief of the Nation, by election 
of the National Council, and throughout his life he was the foremost
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leader in the Cherokee effort to protect and preserve the Cherokee fee 
title domain in what is now eastern Oklahoma. He died in 1891, at 71, 
having successfully protected his people against aggressive action by the 
Federal Government to terminate the existence of the Cherokee Nation and 
to distribute its lands among Cherokee citizens. The sjple of surplus 
tribal property, the allotment of tribal lands, and termination of tribal 
government all came about rapidly after his death.

Other important citizens and officials of the Cherokee Nation are 
buried here. Among them are George 0. Sanders and Connell Rogers, both 
of whom served in the Senate of the Cherokee Legislature with honor and 
distinction. Elected officials, they were repeatedly returned to office 
by the Cherokee voters. After statehood in 190? Rogers served as elected 
treasurer of Maskogee County, Oklahoma. (Of something more than passing 
interest: such has been the vote-getting power of the name - enhanced 
considerably by the national acclaim later accorded Oklahoma's own Will 
Rogers - that the ranks of elected public officials in Oklahoma - on both 
the state and national levels - has rarely failed to list one or more 
Rogers. Indeed the last - for now - was not turned back by the voters 
until Nov. 7, 1978.)

Near the center of Cherokee National Cemetery is also located the 
grave and monument of Elizabeth A. Bushyhead, wife of famed Principal 
Chief Dennis W. Bushyhead. She was one of three sisters of prominent 
Cherokee parents who educated all their daughters in eastern schools. 
Another sister was the mother of Will Rogers. The third was great- 
grandmother of movie-television personality Clu Gulugar.

Although absolute verification is still lacking, many believe the 
old Cherokee cemetery also contains the remains of Montford Stokes, former 
Governor of North Carolina, Revolutionary War veteran, former United 
States Senator, and Treaty Commissioner to the Cherokees and other tribes 
in this area. Records show that Commissioner Stokes died at Fort Gibson 
Nov. 4, 1842, and was buried in Fort Gibson Cemetery. He was then a 
Civilian officer of the Federal Government. The present U. S. National 
Cemetery at Fort Gibson (a half-mile to the north) was not established 
until 1868, eleven years after the military post was closed. And its 
records do not contain positive evidence that Stokes is buried there. 
This has led some to believe that his remains might well have been removed, 
with others, to the new Cherokee National Cemetery. If so, it is of course 
unmarked, as are approximately a thousand of the some 2,500 graves in 
the cemetery.
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Marked, but of only minimal significance: the grave of Crawford 
Goldsby, better known as Cherokee Bill, along with several of his outlaw 
companions.


