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The Warren-Crawford Connection 
 

 LIZABETH Warren is a 

Harvard Law professor and US 

Senate candidate for 

Massachusetts. She was recently 

criticized and challenged by her 

opponents for claiming descent from a 

Cherokee ancestor. Warren traces her 

ancestry back to her great-great-great 

grandmother, O. C. Sarah Smith who 

married Jonathan H. Crawford as 

reported in articles by various news 

media over the Internet. 

 

During the month of May, articles by 

the Boston Globe and Boston Herald 

on the Internet focused on their son 

William J. Crawford who married 

Mary (Long) Woolford in Oklahoma in 

May 1894 (Logan Co. records for 

1894, Book 2, pp. 157-158, published 

by Breithart.com and FamilySearch).  

 

On May 14, the Indian Country Today 

Media Network published the 

Buracker & Boraker Newsletter No. 

34 where Crawford researcher Lynda 

Smith claimed that William stated on 

his marriage application that his 

parents were Jonathan Houston 

Crawford and O. C. Sarah Smith and 

that his mother was Cherokee Indian.  

 

Since the column for “Color” on the 

marriage license is not ticked, there is 

actually no indication showing 

Cherokee ancestry. A marriage 

application has not been found and  

may never have existed. Such 

applications apparently were not used 

until 1897 and even then the forms  

 

didn’t ask for the race to be noted. 

Lynda Smith apologized to the media 

for stating this claim on her family tree 

website at Rootsweb. It was an honest 

mistake based on what she had heard 

from other Crawford descendants. 

 

The Buracker & Boraker Newsletter 

No. 23 was about Jonathan Houston 

Crawford who was born around 1800 

and lived in Bledsoe County, 

Tennessee. He married O. C. Sarah 

Smith according to Crawford 

descendants. The Newsletter quoted 

Ruby Gail (Letterman) Niskern who 

said, “There is a legend of Indian 

blood in the family, believed to be in 

Sarah’s line.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lynda Smith, who has done extensive  

research into the Smith-Crawford line,  

also mentioned the same family 

legend. Although concrete evidence is 

E

Robert Preston Crawford with 
daughter Ella May Boraker 
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lacking, there is much “family lore” to 

support it. 

 

The first and middle names of 

Jonathan’s wife are not certain. In 

some records it is “O. C. Sarah Smith” 

(according to Al Donica and Donald 

Richardson) and in the 1860 census for 

Bledsoe County, Tennessee she is 

listed as “Neoma Crawford” (but 

“Nioma” in the index). What do the 

initials “O.C.” stand for and where did 

they come from? Was Sarah also 

called “Oma” as a shortened version of 

Neoma? Who can answer these 

questions? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The marriage license for William J. 

Crawford (above) says his father was J. 

H. Crawford and his mother was O. C. 

Smith. Yet Sarah Smith is often used 

in Crawford family records. 

 

Eldon Boraker told his children that his 

mother, Ella May (Crawford) Boraker, 

had one-eighth Indian blood in her 

veins. That means her great-

grandmother, O. C. Sarah (Smith) 

Crawford who married Jonathan H. 

Crawford, could have been a full-

blooded Indian.  

 

Ella May Crawford lived on an Indian 

reservation as a child. The excerpts 

from the following article was 

published by the Stagholt Nursing 

Home of Blaine, Washington in the 

early 1970s: 

 

RESIDENT OF THE MONTH 

 

Our resident of the month is Mrs. 
Ella May Boraker, daughter of 
Robert and Sarah Palmira 
[Palmyra] Crawford born on 
December 24, 1883. As a child she 
lived with her father and mother on 
the Indian Reservation in 
Oklahoma…. 
 
The Indians used to visit with Ella’s 
mother. One wash day they arrived 
and looked for their coffee. Mrs. 
Crawford, being very busy, told 
them that she didn’t have any 
coffee. The next time they came, 
they brought their own coffee tied 
up in an old Indian shirt tail. This 
shirt tail was used for many things 
like a handkerchief should the need 
arise. So Mrs. Crawford served that 
coffee for her Indian friends…. 
 
Ella May came to us at Stafholt in 
December 1971 and what a busy, 
little person she is. She is a familiar 
sight in the ladies’ lounge with her 
needle work basket, as busy as a 
bee…. 

 
Ella May (Crawford) Boraker was an 

excellent seamstress who had made 

several quilts. One was given to her 

grandson, Robert Boraker. Although Ella 

May had connections with Indians and has 

Indian facial features (see her photo on 

page 1), we must admit that there is no 

documentary evidence to prove she is a 

descendant of the Cherokee nation. 

 

In a message dated 9
th

 March 2006, 

Lynda Smith said:  “There is another 

legend concerning Warney Smith who 

married John Jackson Swafford. I have no 

doubt that Warney was a sister of Neoma 

From Logan Co. OK records for 1894, Book 2,  

     pages 157-158, at FamilySearch.org 
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[O. C. Sarah (Smith) Crawford], but with 

the courthouse fire in Bledsoe and Overton 

counties it's hard to prove. Anyway, a 

descendent of Warney and John Jackson 

contacted me and said that her family 

always said that Warney was Indian. There 

is a photo of Warney's daughter Malvina 

and she looks mixed-race, for sure.” 

 

A Crawford descendant, Ruby Gail 

(Letterman) Niskern wrote to Virginia 

(Taylor) Jessen on 7 Aug. 1974 as follows: 

"About the family having Indian blood, I 

can't tell you anything, except that it is sort 

of a tradition and I do not doubt it at all. I 

have always heard it but how it happens to 

be I do not know. I wish I did. It must 

have been on the Crawford side -- that is 

Grandpa Crawford's side and not the 

Blacks because his sister Aunt Rhodia 

(Crawford) Cook told her family about it. 

One of her granddaughters told me years 

ago....?...it will be most difficult to prove. 

It must have been Cherokee because they 

lived in Cumberland Mts. of Tenn. That 

was where the Cherokees were." 

 

Throughout the weeks of May, the Warren 

Cherokee saga in the news media carried 

on and entered another area by pointing 

out that Elizabeth Warren’s great-great-

great-grandfather Jonathan Houston 

Crawford was a member of the Tennessee 

militia who rounded up Cherokees and 

herded them into stockades at Ross’s 

Landing that is now called Chattanooga, 

Tennessee. From there they were removed 

to the Indian Territory in Oklahoma on the 

“Trail of Tears”. What are the facts about 

Crawford’s involvement in this incident? 

 

Jonathan H. Crawford’s  
Military Service 

 

It is true that Jonathan Crawford, 

“served in the East Tennessee Mounted 

Infantry Volunteer Militia commanded 

by Brigadier General R. G. Dunlap 

from late 1835 to late 1836. While 

under Dunlap’s command he was a 

member of Major William 

Lauderdale’s Battalion, and Captain 

Richard E. Waterhouse’s Company” 

(Michael Patrick Leahy’s article on 

Beithart.com). 

 

When the Treaty of New Echota for 

the removal of the Cherokees to 

Oklahoma was ratified on May 23, 

1836, it provided a grace period until 

May 1838 for the Cherokee tribe to 

voluntarily remove themselves to the 

Indian Territory. Some did so. In June, 

General John E. Wool led federal 

troops, with support from the East 

Tennessee Volunteers under Brigadier 

General R. G. Dunlap, into the 

Cherokee Nation to prevent disorder. 

In September 1836, stockades were 

built to house the U.S. troops.  

 

General Dunlap and his troops, 

including Jonathan H. Crawford, were 

there to police and protect the 

Cherokees in Tennessee, North 

Carolina and Georgia when they 

volunteered to move west. There was 

no uprising. When Dunlap’s troops 

were disbanded in the autumn of 1836, 

“he said that he gave the Indians all the 

protection in his power; the whites 

needed none. He added that he would 

never aid in executing, ‘at the point of 

the bayonet, a treaty made by a lean 

minority against the will and authority 

of the Cherokee people’” (Richard 

Gilliam Dunlap, biography on 

angelfire.com). 

 

 

Jonathan H. Crawford served under 

that kind of commander until 

September 1836 when Dunlap 

disbanded his brigade of volunteers 

and sent them home. He then went to 

Texas in 1837 and was appointed the 

Secretary of the Treasury for the 

Republic of Texas on December 14, 

1838. 

 

Meanwhile, the problem with the 

Seminole Indians in Florida reached a  
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crisis point. On December 28, 1835, a 

group of warriors under Oseeola had 

attacked and massacred 110 U.S. Army 

regulars and killed Indian Agent Wiley 

Thompson. That began an undeclared 

war between the Seminoles and the 

United States. 

 

In 1837, General Jessup and the 

Secretary of War Joel Poinsett asked 

the Governor of Tennessee to raise 

Tennessee Volunteers to assist Gen. 

Jessup in the Florida campaign. The 

former President Andrew Jackson 

wrote to the Secretary and 

recommended Major William 

Lauderdale as the best man to raise the 

necessary troops to assist General 

Jessup.  

 

“Major Lauderdale, who had recently 

been convalescing in the Smoky 

Mountains of North Carolina, returned 

and raised five companies of 100 men 

each to make the trip to Florida and 

aide in the Seminole War. [That must 

be when Jonathan H. Crawford 

reenlisted]. Major Lauderdale reached 

Florida in November 1837 and 

reported to Jessup” (The Forgotten 

Volunteer on TenneseeHistory.com). 

 

When the troops reached New River 

on March 5, 1838, they built a two-

tiered, 30-foot long blockhouse that 

would serve as a fort. On March 16, 

1838, Gen. Jessup filed Special Order 

No. 74 stating: “The new post 

established on the New River by the 

Tennessee Battalion of Volunteers and 

Company D, 3
rd

 Artillery will be called 

Fort Lauderdale” (TennesseeHistory, 

com). 

 

On April 7, 1838, Major William 

Lauderdale and his Tennessee 

Volunteers were ordered to Tampa Bay 

to be mustered out of service and 

returned home to Tennessee. On April 

24, the Tennesseans arrived at Fort 

Brooke where they turned over their 

arms and horses and boarded the ship 

for Baton Rouge to be mustered out of 

service.  

 

After the men arrived around May 3, 

Major Lauderdale was carried off the 

ship to the Army Barracks where he 

lingered with fever. He died on the 

night of May 10, 1838. The next 

morning, Jonathan H. Crawford and 

the other Tennesseans boarded the ship 

and returned home to their native state. 

After that army service, Jonathan and 

his family went to Jackson County, 

Tennessee where he died in December 

1841. 

 

Notice the timeline: By November 

1837, Jonathan H. Crawford in Florida 

with Major William Lauderdale’s 

reformed Battalion during the Second 

Seminole War. He served there for six 

months until the unit was disbanded at 

Baton Rouge, Louisiana in May 1838 

(Timeline of Cherokee History by 

Wikipedia).  

 

That is the same month when the 

roundup began, but the actual removal 

and forced march of the Cherokees 

from Bradley County in Tennessee did 

not begin until June 1838 when 

Crawford was no longer in the army. 

Their route to Oklahoma became 

known as “The Trail of Tears” because 

of the suffering and hardship they 

endured on that journey. The route 

crossed Bledsoe County about five 

miles north of Pikeville. 

 

Elizabeth Warren’s 
Crawford Connection 

 

The Northshore Journal published 

Elizabeth Warren’s ancestral line on May 

8 (Also see the Reed Family Gedcom at 
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Ancestry.com.) She is the daughter of Donald Herring and Pauline Reed who was the 

daughter of Harry Gunn Reed and Hannie Elvina Crawford. Hannie’s given name was, 

apparently, Bethanie Elvina Crawford, daughter of John H. Crawford and Palina/Paulina Ann 

Bowen. Their marriage license says Hannie E. Crawford lived in the Indian Territory at the 

time of her marriage. 

 

The 1880 census for “J. H. Crawford” and his wife “Paulina” lists their daughter “Bethena” 

Crawford, age 5. An interesting point is that John and Paulina Crawford lived in the Cherokee 

Nation of the Indian Territory that later became Oklahoma. Three of their children, Eddie, 

Roscoe and Bessie Crawford, were born there from 1894 to 1898.  

 

According to Crawford family records, John H. Crawford was the son of Preston H. Crawford 

and Edith Marsh. Preston or Presley Crawford was the son of Jonathan H. Crawford and O. 

(Oma?) C. Sarah Smith, who we thought had Cherokee blood. Although documentary 

evidence hasn’t been discovered so far, that doesn’t mean there isn’t any.  

 

As the spokesman for the prestigious New England Historic Genealogical Society, Tom 

Champoux said recently, “The nature of genealogical research is such that it can take many 

months or years, and conclusions change based on evidence that emerges over time” 

(BostonHerald.com, May 16, 2012). 

 

Genealogy is all about documentation and verification. If we chase false leads to wrong 

conclusions, we should admit our errors and correct them. Stories in our family lore are 

interesting, but they are hearsay evidence and need to be documented where possible. Our 

statements then become credible without being disputed. Our future research must rest on that 

kind of foundation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


