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John R. Finger, Emeritus Professor of History at the
University of Tennessee at Knoxville, has written a book
that chronicles the formation of the state of Tennessee
from the settlements of indigenous people up to the expulsion of the Cherokees and the closing of the Tennessee
frontier. This is not the first undertaking on the subject.
The works of historians J. G. M. Ramsay and Thomas P.
Abernethy most notably come to mind.[1] Finger’s work
revises and expands the scope of available texts on early
Tennessee history by including a discussion of the various contexts framing the state’s growth and development. Finger also examines the interactions between the
indigenous and European cultures as each struggled to
develop and control the area for its own use.

cans attempted to set the representatives of various European countries against each other, turning their enemies into their allies. He also shows how Europeans,
in turn, used Native Americans to assert their dominion. Finger’s thorough work in depicting the force of
economics for both Europeans and Native Americans–
in particular noting how Native Americans were drawn
into a world economy along with the escalating pace of
European trade and settlement–is an able treatment of a
complex subject.
Finger also deftly introduces individuals who were
important actors in early Tennessee history, including
John Sevier, Andrew Jackson, Little Turtle, and Dragging Canoe, to name only a few. His depiction of Native
American and white settlers who impacted the state’s
history is even-handed. He notes especially the invaluable contributions that women made in both Native
American and European societies. Good examples are
the descriptions of how native tribes generally used marriage to cement political alliances with influential settlers
and, specifically, how Cherokee women served their society as a political force. Finger also charts the cultural divide separating Native American and European societies.
For example, in the matter of revenge killings among
tribes, settlers assumed that Native American tribes were
a political entity and that their leaders had complete control over them, a perception that led to much conflict between the two cultures.

The book begins by describing the geography, geology, and environment encompassing Tennessee. To
native Tennesseans, well-schooled in their state’s history, this treatment may seem tedious at first, but Finger’s descriptive passages show how these factors influenced the settlement and development of the area. Finger
starts with the arrival of the Paleo-Indians approximately
14,000 years ago and then documents the origins of each
Indian tribe and the portion of the state they inhabited.
Finger’s descriptions of Native Americans shaping their
environment to fit their needs are vivid and informative.
He points out that, prior to the arrival of European settlement, Indians had already begun to change the landscape
to suit their needs. The overview of tribal structure and
society explores the unique ways each tribe acted and interacted as separate political entities.

Finger recounts the now familiar story of how pioneers, arriving from North Carolina, Virginia, and the
east coastal settlements that would become the United
States, tamed the “Tennessee” wilderness to suit their vision of civilization. Finger shows how settlement took
place not in isolation but in conjunction with broader
economic forces at play in the colonies, and later, the
United States. He thoroughly describes how trade with
other nations was vital for the area’s development and

European involvement with Native Americans is woven into the narrative from the first chapter. Hernando
de Soto’s expedition, Finger argues, depicted the convergence and inextricable involvement of Europeans and
Native Americans in a web of economics, society, and
politics that resulted in a struggle for dominance over the
whole area. Finger details the ways that Native Ameri-
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