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SUMMARY

The Drennen-Scott Home was listed in the National Register of Historic Places on
September 10, 1971, with local significance. At the time, the nomination stated that the
house was “an outstanding and well-preserved example of ante-bellum architecture.”

Subsequent research in recent years has brought to light the important role of John
Drennen in the Indian affairs of the nineteenth century, including the eligibility process
for settlement payments for Cherokees who had been relocated to the Indian Territory.
As a result of the new information about the Drennen-Scott Home, the Arkansas Historic
Preservation Program seeks to add Criterion A as a criterion of significance for its
associations with John Drennen’s role in nineteenth-century Indian affairs as well as add
Criterion B for the home’s association with John Drennen and to increase the Drennen-
Scott Home’s level of significance from local to national.

ELABORATION

John Drennen was born at Elizabeth, Pennsylvania, on February 5, 1801, and, sometime
after 1826, moved to Nashville, Tennessee, where he entered into the mercantile business
with his brother-in-law, David Thompson. During 1830, Drennen and Thompson arrived
in Arkansas, located briefly in Little Rock and eventually moved to Columbus, one mile
below the present site of Van Buren near the location where I-540 crosses the Arkansas
River. They established a landing on the north bank of the river and a store sometime
between 1832 and 1836. There is also evidence showing that they started a woodlot to
supply firewood to the new and lucrative steamboat traffic.'

In the fall of 1835, John Drennen was one of three Crawford County men who were
elected to represent the county at the first Constitutional Convention which met at Little
Rock from January 4 to 13, 1836, where he assisted in drafting the first State Constitution
of Arkansas. The location of Columbus was prone to flooding and after rebuilding twice,
Drennen and Thompson sought higher ground. They purchased the property known as
Phillips Point, which soon after became Van Buren, for $11,000 in 1836. Statehood for

! Eno, Clara B. ; History of Crawford County; Van Buren; The Press Argus, 1950.
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Arkansas in 1836 brought an influx of settlers to Van Buren from Tennessee, Kentucky
and Mississippi and the town flourished.”

After Arkansas was admitted to statehood, Drennen was elected a member of the first
House of Representatives. He served in 1836 and again in 1838. In 1837, Drennen and
Thompson laid out the first plat of the town, and in 1838 they were successful in having it
named the County Seat of Crawford County. Thompson died in 1838 leaving his partner
to become one of the most wealthy and prominent members of the community. Drennen
was concerned with the future of Van Buren. In 1839 he donated Block 14 in the town of
Van Buren to Crawford County as the site for the courthouse. Drennen also donated the
land on which the Fairview Cemetery stands.

Drennen served his country, state, county, and city in many ways. In addition to his
service in the Constitutional Convention and the State Legislature, he also served as
Postmaster of Van Buren from 1836 to 1843. In June of 1846, he was elected captain of a
militia organization known as the Arkansas Frontier Guards which served in the Mexican
War. He was promoted to Colonel before the war’s end.’

He was a successful businessman, owning real estate in Chicot, Pope, Crawford and
Washington counties in Arkansas, as well as property in other states. He was a business
partner with Sam Houston, was a trustee of the Real Estate Bank®, was the first President
of the Little Rock & Fort Smith Railroad, and chartered the Chihuahua Trading Company
for the purpose of trading with Mexico. John Drennen died of yellow fever at
Indianapolis, Indiana, on September 27, 1855. He was traveling to Virginia when he was
taken ill on the road. The body was returned to Van Buren and he was interred in the
family plot at Fairview Cemetery, the cemetery he had given to the city.

Iriq

Ibid.
3 Goodspeed’s History of Crawford County; 1889;reprinted by the Crawford County Genealogical Society;
1995.
* Brown, Walter Lee; A Life of Albert Pike, University of Arkansas Press, 1997. As a stockholder in the
Real Estate Bank, Drennen could borrow money and take an extra ten years to pay it back. The Real Estate
Bank became the center of speculation and controversy for the state of Arkansas.
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Drennen was appointed Indian Agent to the Choctaws in June of 1849 by President
Zachary Taylor, replacing Samuel M. Rutherford and later became Superintendent of
Indian Affairs for the southwestern area.” As such, he conducted the first allotment of the
new Cherokee immigrants of 1839 (the Drennen Rolls of 1851-52). The people counted
in this census were the New Echota Treaty group.6 The Treaty of New Echota in 1835
remains a source of division in the Cherokee Nation. The treaty supporters, headed by
Major Ridge, Elias Boudinot and Stand Watie were mixed bloods who sought
compensation from the Federal Government. The full blood faction, led by John Ross
opposed this action. The U.S. government recognized the Mixed Blood faction and
enforced the terms of the treaty on all Cherokees. Political violence and intertribal
conflict are reoccurring themes in Cherokee history clearly traced back to the Treaty of
New Echota. Article 9 of the Treaty of August 8, 1846, between the United States
government and the Cherokee Nation called for “a fair and just settlement of all moneys
due the Cherokees under the Treaty of 1835 (New Echota).” The Drennen Roll was
compiled in 1851 to determine eligibility to receive settlement payments for persons
claiming membership in the Cherokee Nation at the time of its forced removal from the
Cherokee Nation in the east.” The roll included a census of Cherokees residing in Indian
Territory (northeastern Oklahoma) after the removal in 18381839 who were eligible for
a per capita payment. A “Disputed Roll” is also included, listing 102 family groups that
immigrated to the West prior to the Treaty of New Echota (1835) but who returned to the
east before the removal. This roll was in turn used by the United States government in
the early 1900s to determine the eligibility of the Guion Miller Roll Applications, which,
like the Drennen Roll, concerned settlement payments to the Cherokee.

The Drennen Roll includes the notable names of Ridge and Watie. Both played
instrumental roles in the treaty and subsequent removal of the Cherokee. Major Ridge,

5 Ibid, Page 246. Albert Pike was a close personal friend of Drennen and traveled to Washington to secure
posts for prominent Arkansas Whigs in the new Taylor administration. Pike hand carried a list of choices
(which included Drennen) to Taylor, who in turn referred Pike to Thomas Ewing, Secretary of the Interior.
®Blankenship, Bob; Cherokee Roots Volume II, Western Cherokee Rolls August 1992, Cherokee Roots
Publications.

7 National Archives Record # M 685, 1852.
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one of the signers of the treaty of New Echota was assassinated for his actions along with
Elias Boudinot. The Ridge family is included on the Drennen Roll. Stand Watie, also a
member of the Treaty Party, survived numerous attempts on his life, for his participation
in forfeiting Cherokee lands.® Watie and his family are listed as well. The total amount
of the allotment was $1,047,067 and resulted in a per capita payment of $92.83 for each
Cherokee in the West who moved following the Treaty of New Echota. John Drennen
traveled to New Orleans and collected the newly minted funds returning in February of
1852. The payment was started on April 5. Drennen and the Cherokee allotment that
bears his name, were quoted in the 1893 Sugreme Court case that settled Western
Cherokee claims against the United States.!” The 1850 Census lists John Drennen’s
occupation as “Indian Agent.” Drennen’s Indian Agency office in Van Buren was
located in his home, overlooking the Arkansas River. His service as Superintendent and
Indian Agent connects him to the nationally significant events surrounding the Trail of
Tears and the implementation of Federal Indian Policy. 1" As Indian Agent and
Superintendent of Indian Affairs in the Southwest, Drennen was the representative of the
United States Government to the largest and most numerous Native American groups.
The duties of Agent/Superintendent varied from census taker, judge, legal counsel,
economic development officer, and trusted friend.

In 1849, the Chief of the Chickasaw Nation wrote John Drennen concerning a murder
trial. These letters are held at Depauw University in Indiana and illustrate the wide range
of duties administered by Drennen as Indian Agent."” The crisis involved a Shawnee
who had committed a murder in the Chickasaw Nation. The man’s guilt was not in

8 Grace Steele Woodward; The Cherokees, page 225.
® Grant Foreman; The Five Civilized Tribes, page 407.

1 U.S. Supreme Court, U. S. v. 'OLD SETTLERS/, 148 U.S. 427 (1893) http://caselaw.Ip.findlaw.com/cgi-
bin/getcase.pl?court=us&vol=148&invol=427.

" Eno, Clara B. ; History of Crawford County; Van Buren; The Press Argus, 1950.
12 Formerly Indiana Asbury University, Greencastle Indiana, quoted at:
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question due to the evidence and his admission to the crime, but he implicated two
Chickasaws who were clearly innocent. Punishing a Shawnee but not the others could
have led to war between the respective nations. Complicating matters, the Creek Nation
acted on behalf of the accused Shawnee as well. Drennen’s response to his superiors is
evidence of the need in Indian Territory for Federal Court jurisdiction to handle the
complex cases between the sovereign nations. “It however seems to me that there should
be some international arrangement in regard to such cases as the present. The punishment
of the individual of one Tribe for an offence committed against another, by the party so
injured, is likely to cause dissatisfaction and might lead to serious difficulty. In order to
obviate this; some tribunal should be established in the Indian Country to try such cases
or the parties should be caused to appear before the Court of the United States in that
District to which the particular portion of the Indian Country was attached, in which the
offence was committed. I mean in criminal cases. This system would prevent any
unfriendly feelings from arising between different Tribes in such cases.””® From 1871 to
1896 the Federal Court for the Western District of Arkansas in Fort Smith was charged
with the responsibility Drennen prophetically suggested as necessary in 1849.'

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Drennen-Scott Home was listed in the National Register of Historic Places on
September 10, 1971, with local significance. At the time, the nomination stated that the
house was “an outstanding and well-preserved example of ante-bellum architecture.”

Subsequent research in recent years has brought to light the important role of John
Drennen in the Indian affairs of the nineteenth century, including the eligibility process
for settlement payments for Cherokees who had been relocated to the Indian Territory.
As a result of the new information about the Drennen-Scott Home, the Arkansas Historic
Preservation Program seeks to add Criterion A as a criterion of significance for its
associations with John Drennen’s role in nineteenth-century Indian affairs as well as add

http://www.chickasawhistory.com/CHICI_49 htm.
13 :
Ibid.
14 Bearss Edwin C Fort Smith: Little Gibraltar on the Arkansas, pages 314-315.
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Criterion B for the home’s association with John Drennen and to increase the Drennen-
Scott Home’s level of significance from local to national.
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