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To my brother Denis
and his Carolina clan




No writer has interviewed James Taylor and his family in greater depth over the decades than Timothy White, editor-in-chief of Billboard, former Senior Editor of Rolling Stone and author of the international best seller Catch A Fire: The Life Of Bob Marley. White is also the author of the acclaimed Beach Boys biography The Nearest Faraway Place: Brian Wilson, The Beach Boys & The Southern California Experience, and three separate volumes that bring together his writings from Rolling Stone, Billboard and other sources.

Timothy White is married with two sons and lives in Boston and New York.



Contents

  Information Page

  1   Lo And Behold

  2   Boatman

  3   The Water Is Wide

  4   Hard Times

  5   Carolina In My Mind

  6   Golden Moments

  7   Daddy’s All Gone

  8   Isn’t It Nice To Be Home Again

  9   You’ve Got A Friend

10   Never Die Young

11   One Man Parade

12   That’s Why I’m Here

13   Migration

14   Fanfare

15   Hey Mister That’s Me Up On The Jukebox

16   There We Are

17   Don’t Let Me Be Lonely Tonight

18   Walking Man

19   Family Man

20   Secret O’ Life

21   Company Man

22   That Lonesome Road

23   Home By Another Way

24   Native Son

25   Enough To Be On Your Way

Afterword: October Road

Postscript by Mitch Glazer



Appendices:

Notes On Sources

Discography





A Taylor Family Tree 1601–2001

HERCULES TAILYEOUR

Prominent shipbuilder in port of Montrose on Scotland’s Angus coast, and the son of John Tailyeour, treasurer in 1601 of the Montrose town council. Hercules was laird since 1616 of the family lands of Borrowfield, and in 1631 became Master of Montrose’s piers. Hercules had two brothers: John, Jr, local magistrate in the late 1650s, and Robert, elected town provost in 1661 and member of the Scottish Parliament until 1678.

ROBERT TAILYEOUR

Son of Hercules, a Montrose provost, and Master of the Hospital in Montrose. He wed Jean Ouchterlony in 1711. She bore him three children (Catherine, 1712), James (1714), and Robert, Jr (1715), who grew up on the family’s Borrowfield lands.

ROBERT TAILYOUR, JR

Co-provost of Montrose with brother James, moved away from Borrowfield and purchased the great estates at Kirktonhill and Balmanno. He wed Jean Carnegie, daughter of Pittarrow burgess Sir James Carnegie, in 1750, and they had three children: Mary, James, and John – the last a prominent trader like his father. John was once shipwrecked in Jamaica. Kirktonhill was sold after Robert, Jr’s death in 1778.

JAMES TAILYOUR

Robert, Jr’s brother and co-provost. He married Christian Card in the Marykirk church at the entrance to Kirktonhill in 1751. A thriving merchant-artisan known for his fine damask-weaving and thread-making firms, James and family resided at Drumnagair Farm and then the Mill of Barns estate adjoining Kirktonhill.

JOHN TAILYOUR

Son of Robert, Jr, a Montrose councilman and merchant active in Caribbean trade. He wed Mary McCall and prospered with shipping associates in Glasgow, London, Bristol, Liverpool and Lancaster. In the 1790s, John regained Kirktonhill and Balmanno.

ISAAC TAYLOR

The sixth of James and Christian Taylor’s nine children. Born in 1763 and christened in the Marykirk church, he left Montrose in 1790 at the age of 27, sailing across the Atlantic with his brother John, 24, to New Bern, North Carolina. Isaac became a famed merchant in the American South, and also owned a plantation outside of town called Glenburnie. He and his wife Hannah had six daughters and one son, Alexander. Isaac died on July 4, 1846.

ALEXANDER TAYLOR

Isaac’s only son, left out of Isaac’s will because his drinking habits were adjudged to be “excessive”. He became a successful physician and married Sarah Ann Cole, who bore them two boys, James Cole and Isaac Montrose Taylor I.

MRS ALEXANDER TAYLOR

A spy for the Confederacy during the American Civil War; also known as the “Prison Mother” for her work nursing injured/imprisoned rebel soldiers. She and her husband were friends of North Carolina Governor Zebulon Vance, a former Confederate colonel who served as a character witness in the murder trial of ex-soldier Tom Dula – whose 1868 hanging inspired the North Carolina folk song, ‘Tom Dooley’.

ISAAC MONTROSE TAYLOR I

Born in New Bern, NC, in 1857. Attended the University of North Carolina, graduating in 1879, and the College of Physicians and Surgeons at Columbia University in New York. He practised at the Western North Carolina State Hospital in Morganton, NC, and founded Broadoaks Sanatorium in Morganton. Wed Susan Murphy Evans, daughter of a noted NC doctor of Scottish descent, and they had seven children, including son Alexander.

ALEXANDER TAYLOR II

He married Theodosia Haynes of Long Meadow, Mass., his wife dying after complications during childbirth. The attending physician was her father-in-law Isaac Montrose I. Neither Dr Taylor nor his bereaved son ever recovered from the tragedy, so Theodosia and Alexander’s child, Isaac Montrose Taylor II, was raised by Alexander’s sister, Sarah Cole Taylor, and her husband, Dr James Vernon.

ISAAC MONTROSE TAYLOR II

Orphaned son of Theodosia and Alexander Taylor II, was a graduate of Harvard Medical School, lieutenant commander in the US Navy, chief resident at Massachusetts General Hospital and Dean of the Medical School at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. In 1946 he wed Gertrude “Trudy” Woodard of Newburyport, Mass. The daughter of a successful commercial fisherman, Trudy studied at Boston’s Conservatory of Music, and her lineage included numerous New England seamen as well as writer John Greenleaf Whittier. Ike and Trudy had five children, Alex, James, Kate, Livingston and Hugh.

JAMES TAYLOR

Prominent musician, singer, composer, married singer-songwriter Carly Simon in 1972. They had two children, Ben and Sarah “Sally” Maria Taylor; divorced 1983. James remarried in 1985 to actress Kathryn Walker; divorced 1996. James wed Caroline “Kim” Smedvig in 2001; they have two children, Henry and Logan.
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Lo And Behold

“A reading from the Book of Revelation: ‘The New Jerusalem’,” announced the tall, rangy man at the foot of the altar, peering down at the open book of Scripture through wire-rimmed glasses as he loomed over the bowed heads of the aggrieved congregation.

“And I saw a new heaven and a new earth,” James Taylor recited, the gentle nasal sonority of his sombre tone somehow lending him added authority, “for the first heaven and the first earth were passed away; and there was no more sea. And I saw the holy city, New Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband …”

Several hundred people were assembled in the Church of the New Covenant on the corner of Newbury and Berkeley Streets in Boston’s Back Bay on the sunny morning of November 30, 1996 for a memorial service for Taylor’s father, Dr Isaac “Ike” Montrose Taylor II, graduate of Harvard Medical School, ex-lieutenant commander in the United States Navy, former chief resident at Massachusetts General Hospital, one-time Dean of the Medical School of the University of North Carolina, and a past executive administrator at the Boston University Medical Center, who died November 3 at the age of 75.

The mood of the occasion was sedate, respectful, astringent in its emotional tenor. The proceedings had opened with the strains of J.S. Bach’s ‘Arioso’, as played by a cellist and pianist from the Boston Symphony Orchestra. Another short musical interlude, ‘My Father’s Eyes’, sung by son Livingston Taylor, was framed by concise impressions offered from family friends and lifelong New England colleagues. James’ reading was followed by the playing of Rachmaninoff’s bitter-sweet ‘Vocalise’.

“I chose to read the ‘New Jerusalem’ passage at my father’s memorial,” James Taylor confided afterwards, “because it had a lot of layers of meaning for him. The biblical aspect of a new beginning is there, and settlers coming to this country were looking for the same sort of new start, but also my dad had a sailboat that he dearly loved, and he named it New Jerusalem.”

Descended from prominent Scottish lairds, traders and shipbuilding seafarers who reached America in the late 1700s, James Taylor is himself an able boatswain, whether toiling as a 12-year-old on the decks of his grandfather Henry’s trawlers – “Knee-high in live flounder, tossing the trash fish overboard with a spiked pole” – or passing the summers of his mature adulthood on his own sloop off Vineyard Sound.

Six months after eulogising his parent, Taylor released Hourglass, his first Top 10 album in the States since Dad Loves His Work 16 years earlier. While the last 10 of Taylor’s 17 albums have either gone gold (a half-million units shipped) or platinum (a million units shipped), and he is a leading concert attraction in his native land, the critically acclaimed Hourglass would prove the singer-songwriter’s biggest popular and artistic success since 1970’s three-million-selling Sweet Baby James landed him on the cover of Time magazine. The New York Times called Hourglass “His finest album in two decades … and possibly his best ever,” the record going on to earn two Grammys, including one for Best Pop Album. The 50-year-old Taylor undertook his first full-scale European tour in 20 years, giving 35 sold-out shows in 10 countries, including England, Ireland and Scotland.

“Hourglass felt like a good title,” said Taylor, “because it reminded me of the hourglass on a ship during the 18th and 19th centuries. A CD disc is also a kind of glass that you can start again and again, most of them lasting about an hour.

“In the old days of British maritime history, the sandglass was used to mark time, to measure how long a sailor has to stand watch while at sea, and to judge how fast the ship was going.”

As the tale that ensues will make plain, Taylor’s modern Hourglass would fulfil many of the same functions, helping to calculate for the first time the distance in both nautical miles and human mettle between the wreckage of his storied family’s distant past and the painfully acquired redemption of the present.

It’s ironic that, prior to Hourglass, Taylor hadn’t been a substantial concern for UK album buyers since Mud Slide Slim And The Blue Horizon followed Sweet Baby James into the Top 10 of the British charts in the summer of 1971 (all chart references are to the US unless otherwise stated), since Taylor’s music has always drawn heavily from the music of his English and Scottish ancestry.

It’s also well known that Taylor’s recording career took shape in London, quite literallyin the shadow of The Beatles. Apple Records A&R chief Peter Asher signed James in London and produced his début album (with uncredited assistance from Paul McCartney) at Trident Studios during July–October 1968, the tapings interspersed with the Fab Four’s recording and mixing of material-in-progress such as ‘Hey Jude’ and ‘While My Guitar Gently Weeps’.

At that juncture, Taylor, who was living in a flat in Notting Hill, had a music-enveloped sorrow of his own. Before he could promote his self-titled Apple album, he would have to seek treatment at a Stockbridge, Massachusetts hospital called Austen Riggs for a persistent heroin habit he’d acquired two years previously in New York’s Greenwich Village.

During the early ’70s, the three Taylor singles that would gain the greatest retail and airplay recognition in England were ‘Fire And Rain’, James’ forlorn farewell to a female confrère lost to suicide; a meditative cover of chum Carole King’s ‘You’ve Got A Friend’, and his remake with then-wife Carly Simon of Inez and Charlie Foxx’s frisky 1963 R&B smash, ‘Mockingbird’.

That Taylor would ultimately conquer his addiction, survive his initial struggles with fame, and grow in artistic stature in the aftermath of his flamboyant but ill-fated 10-year marriage to Simon are now part of his lengthening legend as a self-effacing kinsman of Jimmie Rodgers, Cliff Edwards, Hoagy Carmichael, Ewan MacColl and other beloved troubadour-stylists of Anglo-American song.

Such hard-won personal triumphs are further accentuated by the out-spoken esteem with which the highly influential singer-songwriter-guitarist is held by such modern country superstars as Garth Brooks (who named his daughter Taylor in tribute to James), as well as latterday bards of Albion songcraft like Sting, who once described Taylor to this writer as the contemporary performer he most admired – “because he’s always been both a complete natural and a complete original. His singing and his sound are always contemporary and yet timeless – totally immune to mere fashion – and I find that remarkable.” So has the recording industry, with James accorded lifetime achievements honours and assorted hall of fame inductions from 1998–2000 that included receipt of Billboard’s Century Award, the trade publication’s highest honour for distinguished creative achievement, as well as entry in 2000 into the Songwriters’ Hall of Fame beside such diverse colleagues as Carmichael, Paul Simon and Bruce Springsteen.

Equally noteworthy, however, is the degree to which Taylor’s immigrant heritage and its thematic underpinnings in much of his music have long been obscured or miscomprehended. Indeed, fans who’ve spent three decades combing the performer’s lyrics for drugs allusions or clues to romantic attachments have allowed a few loose threads to distract them from the larger tapestry.

The bulk of Taylor’s songwriting concerns itself with restlessness, the lure of travel and the lives of those (soldiers, troubadours, outlaws, hobos) habitually drawn to wanderlust. And when James hasn’t authored such picaresque musical narratives, he has celebrated song-crafting customs of Scottish-Irish derivation, reinterpreting traditional folk laments like ‘One Morning In May’, ‘Wandering’ and ‘The Water Is Wide’.

Yet of all the subjects and characters woven into the man’s music, there are few so prevalent as the topic of the open sea and those who traverse it seeking fortune, glory or forgetfulness in its farther shores. The bounding main and its briny depths are unceasingly evoked – whether to connote beauty and loneliness, signify redemption or renewal, recall a directionless time, represent a new beginning, or simply extend an invitation to sail away for good – in dozens of selections from Taylor’s repertoire, from ‘Long Ago And Far Away’ and ‘Soldiers’ on Mud Slide Slim And The Blue Horizon (1971) to ‘Fanfare’ – as well as the album photo of James adrift in a rowboat – on One Man Dog (1972); continuing with ‘Hello Old Friend’ (Walking Man, 1974), ‘Lighthouse’, ‘Sarah Maria’ (Gorilla, 1975); ‘Captain Jim’s Drunken Dream’ (In The Pocket), 1976); ‘There We Are’, ‘Terra Nova’ and ‘Bartender’s Blues’ (JT, 1977); on through the Flag album (1979), whose jacket art was the nautical symbol for ‘man overboard’; and in ‘I Will Follow’, ‘Believe It Or Not’, ‘Summer’s Here’ and ‘Sugar Trade’ (Dad Loves His Work, 1981); ‘Turn Away’ and ‘Only A Dream In Rio’ (That’s Why I’m Here, 1985); ‘Never Die Young’, ‘Valentine’s Day’, ‘Sun On The Moon’ (Never Die Young, 1988); ‘The Frozen Man’ (New Moon Shine, 1991); as well as ‘Enough To Be On Your Way’, ‘Gaia’, ‘Jump Up Behind Me’, ‘Yellow And Rose’ and a pensive rendition of Livingston Taylor’s ‘Boatman’ on Hourglass.

“I’ve recently been reading the mariner novels by Patrick O’Brian, such as Master And Commander and The Wine-dark Sea,” explained Taylor in 1997, “which are ripping yarns of the sea that pretty much illuminate the evolution of an era that encompassed the migrations of my ancestors.”

What Taylor failed to note is that his forebears merit actual mention in O’Brian’s renowned series of historical fiction regarding the Royal Navy during the French Revolutionary Wars (1792–1802) and Napoleonic Wars (1803–15).

Just as the English O’Brian’s ultra-detailed epics frequently employ genuine ships and incidents, they also incorporate real personages from the late 1700s/early 1800s annals of maritime trade and naval adventure. Thus, chapter five of O’Brian’s international bestseller The Wine-dark Sea opens with Captain Jack Aubrey’s privateering crew on the HMS Surprise as they sight a bobbing barrel in choppy waters several miles off South America, surmising that the object signals another ship is lurking nearby. They examine the wooden cask, seeing that it’s bound with withies (flexible twigs) instead of iron hoops, and deduce it’s a “Bedford hog”, i.e. a strong, lightweight hogshead in use by the whaling ships out of the ports of New Bedford, Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket in Massachusetts.

“Then how come it has Isaac Taylor’s mark?” asks a deckhand, referring to an eminent Scottish merchant resettled on the North Carolina coast. A fellow seaman informs his deckmate that this sort of keg is customarily obtained by New England whalers as they take on stores while plying the coastal waters of America’s southern colonies.

That a forefather of the fellow who sang ‘Shower The People’ should prove grist for what literary critics consider some of the most storm-tossed and impassioned nautical tales ever published may catch some James Taylor fans unawares.

More intriguing still is the fact that even close friends and relations attending the memorial service in 1996 for Isaac Montrose Taylor II – the direct descendant, two centuries later, of the progenitor whose name was pointedly dropped in The Wine-dark Sea – remain ignorant or only dimly aware of the grand exploits and aggrieved sorrows that link the destinies of these and other Isaac Taylors and their offspring.

“He was a very principled person always,” says James Taylor of his late parent Ike, reflecting on the troubled father who figured prominently in assorted songs James penned over the years, including ‘Walking Man’, ‘Only For Me’ and ‘Jump Up Behind Me’, the last an anthem of rescue from Hourglass (1997).

“And he was very liberal-going-toward-socialist in his political leanings,” Taylor adds of Ike, “so we shared an adamant outrage at the political system throughout our lives. I’d also describe him as an alcoholic, but in a very controlled way.

“I think he was a very sexy, earthy guy. He was not a dry person at all; he was juicy and powerful. But he was a very lonely fellow, complicated too, and in many ways very driven, and submerged. He was an exceptional kind of being, but there was a very dark thing he came out of.”

And there was a very dark thing out of which the entire Taylor pedigree emerged, the great arc of its shadows stretching back 200 years to the Angus coast of Scotland. The stubborn gloom first arose during the social and economic turmoil of Scotland’s so-called Age of Transformation (1690–1830), and it spread to New Bern, North Carolina circa 1790 via the ominous voyage of the original Isaac Taylor.

The final respects paid to Isaac “Ike” Montrose Taylor II in Boston occurred 205 years to the month after his 18th-century namesake took a bride in North Carolina. Then, as now, the sun shone on another fateful ceremony observed by one of the most publicly celebrated and secreted bedevilled family trees ever implanted on the Eastern seaboard’s edition of the New Jerusalem.

In a world that tends to hide many of its mysteries in plain sight, the tale of the Taylor clan – including musical siblings Alex, Livingston, Kate and Hugh – stands as a startling case in point. This is the saga, across half a millennium, of one of the more accomplished lineages in British-American social history, and yet the many filaments of its remarkable outreach have never before been woven into one comprehensible fabric.

The annals of the Taylors are also the story of the ebb and flow in the fortunes of the British Empire, and its collateral impact on the economic, social and cultural destiny of the United States, from its colonial origins and the Civil War, on through the Civil Rights Movement of the mid-20th century and its unsettled aftermath. Yet it took the most unlikely latterday exponent of the Taylors’ elusive legacy to occasion a full examination of its past and present, and the family’s unique, ongoing contributions to life along America’s eastern shores.

There are other James Taylors in this book besides the renowned singer-songwriter, and each was a role model and even a cultural hero to his contemporaries in the British Isles – much as a young English musician named Gordon Sumner (later famous by his nickname of Sting) drew early career inspiration from a 1970 concert by the contemporary James Taylor. (“I went to see him in my hometown of Newcastle; he played the city hall the year of ‘Fire And Rain’; I bought the albums, learnt everything on them, play all the licks.”)

By the same token, there are several Isaac Taylors in this chronicle – including a fledgling singer-songwriter now in his twenties named Isaac Cole Taylor – who personally acknowledge the pioneering influence of bygone bards of Albion songcraft. On a chilly November evening in 1997, the modern Isaac took the stage at the new Agricultural Society Hall on the island of Martha’s Vineyard, located seven miles off the south-east coast of Massachusetts, to sing a pensive tune called ‘Willow’, whose lyrics he boasted he’d “stolen” from William Shakespeare.

But we are getting ahead of ourselves in this century-spanning account of Anglo-American borrowings, historical influences, and lineal bestowals. As indicated earlier, the title of this book comes from a ballad written by the modern James Taylor for his semi-autobiographical 1971 album for Warner Bros. Records, Mud Slide Slim And The Blue Horizon.

The song’s composer laboured at Crystal Recording Studios in Hollywood between January 3 and February 28, 1971 to capture on tape that album’s title piece and the record’s other material. Manager Peter Asher supervised the production, boyhood chum Danny Kortchmar playing guitar and congas, close friends Carole King and Joni Mitchell offering piano and vocal accompaniment, and drummer Russ Kunkel and bassist Leland Sklar comprising the rhythm section. Moreover, each of these musician-friends of Taylor’s had been fated to exert a profound personal as well as professional impact on James.

Among the most wistful of Taylor’s vast catalogue of secular hymns, ‘Long Ago And Far Away’ speaks of “tender dreams”, “sailing ships”, a “misbegotten guess” and “bits of broken glass”.

At the climax of the cheerless chantey, the singer asks, “Why is the song I sing so sad?”

By treading back through the mists of memories since obscured, delving into diaries nearly lost or archives never probed, and picking up the traces of questful journeys that breached unfathomed oceans, unexplored wildernesses, and unprotected human hearts, this book recovers a forgotten world from long ago and far away.

Virtually all of the direct testimony from the principals in the text derives from talks with the author over the course of almost 30 years. Sons, daughters, parents, colleagues and friends each discussed and/or discovered for the first time the personal and historical patterns underlying the matrix of a family whose modern music was an often-unconscious diary of its ancestral turmoil.

In the process, this story discloses hidden parallels with the present and answers one mournful ballad’s truly ancient questions.
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Boatman

The early 1620s on the Angus coast of Scotland was an era of ill omens and uncertain signs. On a crisp, blustery day in October 1622, Hercules Tailyeour learned of the stern decree that the town council of Montrose, Scotland had issued regarding him and his recent activities. However complaint-like its wording was, the overall tone of awe in the municipal order made Hercules proud: “Cass [cause] fill up that dokk holl [dark hole] quhilk [which] wes cassite [dug] be him and his brother for the bigging [building] of their new schipp [ship], besyt the hinging hill.”

The local hummock in question was Constable Hill, a sandy rise that sheltered from westerly winds the muddy lagoon and magnificent adjoining seashore rimming the handsome seaport and market town of Montrose. And the town council’s chastising message to Hercules Tailyeour was owed to the mammoth eyesore Hercules and sibling John, Jr had created on the otherwise picturesque community beach, even though their gaping pit was an impromptu shipyard for the largest sea vessel yet constructed in Montrose.

Hercules’ audacious act of shipbuilding came at an uneasy time in the superstition-prone Montrose’s recent history. It occurred less than a year after a great whale had washed ashore and been pronounced an evil portent. When an armed galleon fleeing an engagement of the Thirty Years’ War between Spain and Holland’s United Provinces slipped into Montrose harbour in January 1622, fears of menacing intrusions seemed confirmed.

The gentry of the royal seaport vowed to assemble a volunteer navy to protect Montrose against a dreaded Spanish invasion. Thus, the erection of a truly imposing new commercial vessel by Hercules Tailyeour of Borrowfield signalled the presence among them of a bold modernist willing to confront the shifting uncertainties of the times.

The Tailyeour brothers had designed and constructed their great sailing craft to help facilitate their burgeoning trade in textiles – for the clients of the wealthy Tailyeours could be found in markets as distant as northern Norway, the inner Baltic, Rotterdam, Normandy and Bordeaux.

The Montrose town council’s dictum was a diplomatic exercise intended to mollify other council members, since Hercules’ father John had served as treasurer of the council since 1601 (two years before the union of the crowns of Scotland and England, whose parliaments nonetheless took another century to unite). The patriarch of the Tailyeours sat in council sessions beside representatives from such eminent families of the burgh as the Ramsays of Balmain and the Erskines of Dun.

For Hercules’ part, he had been the laird since 1616 of nearby Borrowfield, a vast landholding described in a royal deed dating back to 1480 as containing “woods, plains, moors, marshes and stagnant waters, pastures, mills and multures, fishings, etc.” Known in the region as Tailyeour of Borrowfield, Hercules would rise to the position of premier bailie (a medieval term meaning owner-magistrate) of that burghfield in 1629.

Montrose would become an active centre over the next 150 years for ship and boatyards specialising in both the design and repair of vessels. Along the Angus coast, gentleman skippers and shipwrights were frequently burgesses and the social equals of the foremost neighbouring merchants. But the Tailyeours were all these things and more, being prominent landowners and traders as well as multi-skilled artisans. Hercules of Borrowfield would transcend the censure of the Montrose council. As the leading local master ship-carpenter, he was officially entrusted in 1631 with the contracting and supervision of repairs to the piers of a port with crown-ordained monopolies in wool, hides and other apparel-related products.

Hercules’ parent John acted as provost of Montrose from 1640 until his retirement in 1657, formally supported in the role by all three of his sons. John, Jr took over as chief magistrate of the town after his father stepped down, and then son Robert was elected provost on September 24, 1661, sitting in the Scottish Parliament until 1678.

The resourceful Tailyeours were also tailors to the kings of Scotland, hence their surname. Indeed, they had been prominent tradesmen and respected seafarers on the Angus coast of north-east Scotland (also called Forfarshire) since the founding of Montrose in the 13th century, when Montrose (Gaelic for “a sunny promontory on a peninsula”) was designated a royal burgh by King David II, son of the famed Scottish king Robert I the Bruce.

The Tailyeours were believed to have come to Montrose from adjoining parishes to the east of Forfar, a fertile vale, once the centre of the aboriginal Picts tribe, in the loch, munro (mountain) and glen-adorned county of Angus. Back in Forfar, the Tailyeour name had known spellings as various as Tailzour and Tayleour. There was no firm rule in the early 17th century regarding the proper spelling of surnames, but with regard to the subscription of Council deeds in the mid-1600s, “Tailyour” became the correct form.

Forfar was known in the 17th century for the chimney stacks of its textile mills, for the mysterious, pre-antiquity allure for wayfarers of its many symbol-encrusted Pictish “standing stones”, and for the local persecution of witches. King James VI, son of Mary Queen of Scots, was a sworn enemy of witches. After the “Union of the Crowns” by which James VI inherited the English throne as James I, he revised what he called the “defect” in Elizabethan laws that dared to mark a distinction between good and bad witches.

But the bisexual James was also a devotee of fashion; thus the devout Church of Scotland Tailyours were much in his favour. James’ reign (1603–25) was a voguish juncture, during which men and women of the smart set carried umbrellas to protect their waistcoated suits and hoop skirts from the elements. James, who introduced golfing to England, delighted in lace-trimmed satin cloaks, and embroidered livery gowns.

Apparel denoted status. Important citizens wanted to wear what the sovereign wore, and clothes made of linen, damask, and fine wool were sufficiently expensive to spark a thriving enterprise in secondhand outfits – as well as the not-infrequent theft of choice items from bedchambers and washing lines.

Fine garments demanded protection, and were sufficiently valuable to be bequeathed in wills and cited in merchants’ inventories of heirlooms. The official Montrose residence of the affluent Tailyours by 1645 was a manor house at Close No. 186 on the west side of the “Hie Way” that lay between the low-roofed cottages dotting the grasslands of St John’s Croft (a croft being a small tenant farm) and the walls and gateway of the King’s Port.

The Tailyour home in the close was a large mansion facing south, its gables toward the street, with the family’s busy address quickly acquiring the centuries-honoured designation of [sic] “Tailor’s Close”. Montrose householders would be known as Gable Endies, due to the unusual manner in which the town’s 17th-and 18th-century merchants like the Tailyours, influenced by architectural trends on the Continent, had constructed their handsome domiciles gable end to the main thoroughfares. In the Tailyours’ case, an addition was made in 1677 to extend their manse still closer to the carriage traffic of nearby Murray Street.

During the 1670s, Scotland was well into the United Kingdom’s Restoration Period under the rule (1660–85) of Charles II after the death of English parliamentary general and self-styled Lord Protector, Oliver Cromwell (whose forces had occupied Montrose in 1651 and installed a military governor). Following years of civil war, the social euphoria of the Restoration was mirrored in the flamboyant frivolity of men’s fashions, which included raiment as peculiar as petticoat breeches.

In May 1662, Charles II announced to a disconcerted House of Commons that he “could not but observe that the whole nation seemed to him a little corrupted in their excess of living. All men spend much more time in their clothes, their diet, in all their expenses, than they used to do.” Charles neglected to mention that he personally was then deeply in arrears to his own tailors.

The occupants of the Montrose greathouse in Tailor’s Close were thriving in their ventures: importing fine fabrics, raw flax and unfinished cloth; exporting finished cloth, bleached and unbleached sail canvas, and building boats to transport textiles. The ports of call for the Tailyours’ compact fleet of schooners and barques rapidly expanded to encompass havens in Canada, Virginia, the Carolinas, Jamaica and Antigua.

By 1684, the Tailyeours had relinquished much of their retail interests as they augmented their extensive shipping, and the mansion on Tailor’s Close was sold off to be transformed into capacious workrooms for associated firms of royal clothiers (Robert Graham, William Smith, Forbes Dick & Co., James Selby & Co.). The glass entrance door of the Cloth Hall, as it came to be termed, remained engraved with the nation’s royal coat of arms.

During the remainder of the 1600s, the Tailyours resided principally on their Borrowfield lands, and strengthened their hold on local political power, each male head of the family becoming an alderman over the clan’s corner of the Angus coast. On May 24, 1711 provost Robert Tailyour wed Jean Ouchterlony, who bore him three children in swift succession: Catherine (1712), James (1714), Robert, Jr (1715). During these happy years, the Tailyours had civic-mindedly embraced the medical profession, with Robert, Sr becoming Master of the Hospital in Montrose.

Privilege was its own reward in rural Scottish society during the 17th and 18th centuries, and the Tailyours depended on this fact as they made plans in the evolutionary decades before the American Revolution. Scotland was still dominated by the royal or gentry-controlled burghs which the crown licensed to oversee internal and external trade. Fiscal and bodily risk were considerable in sea merchantry in the mid-1700s, given the uncertainty of tempestuous seas and fog-engulfed landings where smuggling endured in opposition to unpopular colonial trading laws. Many sovereigns extended official and unofficial letters of marque to captains of private vessels – i.e. privateers or corsairs – allowing them to attack and plunder the ships of a hostile government.

With Scotland still independent in its church and legal system but now incorporated (by means of the 1706–07 Act and Treaty of Union) with England in its parliament, its Hanoverian sovereignty and its trading, a new business boom occurred. By 1740, England was importing much more of Scotland’s linen cloth, the latter nation’s foremost industry, which also found ready markets in America’s plantations. Scotland also eased into the American tobacco trade, its cut of Britain’s stake in the leafy indulgence rising from 10 per cent in 1738 to 52 per cent in 1769.

The Tailyours were benefiting from every aspect of this interface of old and new. Thirty-six-year-old Robert Tailyour, Jr, currently sharing power as co-provost of Montrose with his brother James, was wed in 1750 to 30-year-old Jean Carnegie, sister of Pittarrow burgess Sir James Carnegie. Five years later Robert, Jr decided to move away from the clan’s burgh of Borrowfield, and purchased the huge estates of Kirktonhill and Balmanno in the barony of Rescobie, County of Kincardine. Robert, Jr thereby became the titular laird of the entire picturesque Kincardine village of Marykirk, located six miles from Montrose, since his estates encompassed not only the principal buildings of the suburb but also the dozen farms that hemmed it.

In the centre of Marykirk stood a stone kirk (church) that had been consecrated to the Virgin Mary in AD1242. The parish of Marykirk supported 1,280 residents in 1755, most of them produce and livestock farmers, fishermen, weavers of linen on hand looms, and mill workers who either spun flax at the sole local flax-spinning concern or sawed fir timber from 1,532 encircling acres of often muirish (boggy, black-soil) woods. Looming in the middle distance nine miles inland were the purple and green Grampian Mountains.

The landscape was splendid, and never more so than on a clear late-September day, when the golden stands of hay that coated the wavelike stretches of hillocks were gathered in neat windrows to dry. More formal efforts to enhance the beauty of the estate included two walled gardens constructed on either side of the ample stables and adjoining dairy, but visitors to Kirktonhill often discovered its greatest vistas by wandering in the high pastures of oats and barley, up above the small grain mill behind the Kirktonhill manor house. One could stroll between the dense copses of elm, birch and larix (larch) trees (some of them concealing romantic gazebos and stone follies) and then follow the cowpaths over the crest of the dell, gazing out at the towering, rainbow-rimmed curtain of salty mist – known locally as haar – that often obscured the nearby ocean. As the day wore on, and prevailing winds parted the twinkling veil of vapour, a shaft of the North Sea would suddenly shine forth like hammered steel: cold, indented and keen. This was Scotland’s rural coast at its robust, prismatic best.

As for Robert Tailyour’s neighbouring brother James, he was a merchant-artisan, being well regarded locally for his damask-weaving and thread-making businesses. After James’ own decision to relocate to lovely Marykirk, he married Christian Card of Logie Pert, Angus, in the tiny medieval Marykirk church on October 17, 1751, the couple settling on Drumnagair Farm beside the Kirktonhill estate. For the next thirty years, these two branches of the Tailyour brood oversaw every aspect of this verdant corner of Kincardine, including, in generations to come, the ministry of its church.

The family crest of the Tailyours of Kirktonhill was a dexter (right) forearm, its hand holding a cross ending in crosslets whose shaft was fitched (sharpened to a point), the motto below it reading: In hoch signo vinces (“Under this sign, you shall conquer”). There was earthly power depicted in the thrusting human limb, and piety in the object it grasped. And when a demonstration of royal allegiance was appropriate, the family’s heraldic coat of arms was shown emerging from a marquess’ coronet. But no effort or escutcheon symbolised the intentions of the Taylor clan in the 18th century more than a great trading ship under full sail, its mass riding low in the water thanks to a bulging cargo.

Robert Tailyour opened shipping offices in Kingston, Jamaica and Lisbon, Portugal, and his son John would find his own fortune in Kingston in the 1780s – but only after he nearly forfeited his life. After being shipwrecked off the Jamaican coast, losing all his possessions in the process except his father’s gold watch, John recovered with aid from his rich cousin Simon, then called “The King of Jamaica” by his friends, and joined in enhancing Simon’s lucrative Jamaican and Antiguan sugar trading interests. John soon discovered that the sugar business inevitably overlapped with slave trading, and for a time he also served in Kingston as an agent for the “black ivory” brought into Jamaica to toil in the cane fields.

Though Montrose’s fortunes were by no means solely dependent on the slave trade, slaves were sometimes part of a triangular trading scheme involving salmon (the primary Montrose export to the Mediterranean) and tobacco (highly profitable in Europe), the human cargo being picked up (along with elephant tusks) in West Africa after the fish was disposed of, with the slaves being the barter in Virginia for the tobacco. Records from the period show as many as 33 Montrose ships engaged in the slave trade (albeit none owned by the Tailyours), with town merchants known to give the wives of slavers’ captains a golden guinea as a gift after each successful voyage.

The 18th-century merchants of Montrose were typical in their customary sense of entitlement, with teas, dinner parties, balls, concerts and theatrical presentations filling the seasonal schedules of the area’s mercantile families. After Robert Tailyour’s death in 1778, his estates at Kirktonhill and Balmanno were sold for £7,000, leaving his widow Jean with a bank account that fed a self-indulgent social calendar. Knowing no other station in life, Jean Tailyour was immersed in idle diversion, even writing of this to her son John in Jamaica on February 16, 1786:


This town is growing so very gay – that I even am ingaged somenly thrie days in the week paying or receiving visits – last night I was at a Play & came not home till twelve a clok, what do you think of that!



The Montrose town council and its merchant burgesses, including John, had more pressing matters to think about. With slavery illegal within the British Isles since 1772, the rising outcry against any co-ordinated Scottish commerce in slaves – which had centred locally around the slave ships (one of them named Montrose) of Thomas Douglas & Company – ensured it had largely ceased by 1773. But there was still strong political pressure to outlaw all such British trade wherever it took place.

In 1788, the Montrose council argued the issue, and after receiving a letter from a committee in Manchester requesting support in Parliament for complete abolition of the slave trade, the council agreed to instruct their MP accordingly. John Tailyour, who had last served on the council circa 1779 but remained an influence through a “faction” composed of his friends, struggled with his conscience, writing to business associates that, “From all the best information I ever had, it clearly appears Slaves live better by far in the West Indies than in Africa and from my own observation I can say they in general live better than the poor of Scotland, Ireland and probably of England.”

Strictly speaking, John’s defences may have been feebly accurate in a very few of the latter instances, but the momentum of moral and political destiny swept such qualmish rationales back into the dark seas that had borne the pernicious Middle Passage. John, who had already relinquished his role as a slave factor (broker), returned home to Marykirk to conform to a collective change of heart and mind. On March 5, 1792, the Montrose town council met for a final debate on the African slave trade and unanimously agreed to petition Parliament to abolish “a commerce so disgraceful to a free and enlightened nation”.

Clearly, much had changed in the forty years since the Tailyours had settled in the village of Marykirk. Intent on regaining clout in Scottish society, John wed Mary McCall, daughter of a Glasgow merchant who abandoned his Virginia and Maryland tobacco lands in favour of Jamaica sugar after he backed the losing Loyalist side in the war for American independence. John Tailyour took some of the new fortune he’d amassed through trading with associates in Glasgow, London, Bristol, Liverpool and Lancaster, and began protracted negotiations to repurchase his late father’s Marykirk estates.

During the 1790s John Tailyour bought back the huge Kirktonhill house, lawn park, 220 acres of woods, 2,000 acres of farmlands, and a half-mile of prime salmon-fishing frontage on the left bank of the River North Esk that comprised the estate. He reacquired the adjacent Balmanno house and its acres of grounds a year later. The fee for the properties was a sizeable sum at the time, £17,000, land values having increased during the Napoleonic Wars.

Most importantly, John regained the family’s exclusive fishing rights on the West Water, a winding, salmon-steeped capillary of the North Esk which they had controlled since antiquity. It was their earliest commercial and personal link to the region north-west of their original settlement of Forfar, the picturesque wilderness tributary being a gently rolling watercourse on which the clan had subsisted since their name was first known in Scotland. A century later, John’s kin would even fight successfully to get the track bed of the local railroad rerouted so the family retained their exclusive access to the West Water. Every river, brook, creek and pond the family’s descendants were ever to reside near would be spiritually linked in their psyches to the West Water. In all their creeds and lore, in all their expressive gestures and creative acts, the image of a rolling river would always recur.

John Tailyour elected to simplify the spelling of his surname to Taylor, following the example of the other Marykirk-rooted wing of the family. John rebuilt the main mansion at Kirktonhill for £3,000, and remained there until his death (in 1820), leasing Balmanno to a succession of relatives. Most of John’s branch of the Taylor family tree would remain tied to Scotland – a notable exception being his son Patrick, who would settle in Australia, marrying and creating a new offshoot of his bloodlines there.

Meanwhile, John’s neighbouring uncle, James Taylor, had moved from Drumnagair Farm to the Mill of Barns estate adjoining Kirktonhill. But two of James’ boys intended to break away from the Angus coast and begin again in the newly independent American colonies; the chief author of this plan was named Isaac.

Isaac Taylor, the sixth of James and Christian Taylor’s nine children, was born in July 1763 and christened in the church in Marykirk. Isaac came of age in a household dominated by James, Jr, 10 years his senior and now frequently away in the Caribbean seeing to overlapping Jamaican and Antiguan trading concerns.

The Montrose social whirl was of no interest to Isaac, a smiling, habitually well-dressed young adventurer whose elfin blue eyes burned with purposeful zeal. The parish of Marykirk with its current 1,481 inhabitants, 344 houses, 8 blacksmiths, 5 pubs, 1 schoolhouse, and the mossy remnants of 4 Druid temples, just seemed a drowsy backwater to a well-bred and ambitious gentleman.

So dapper Isaac decided to depart Montrose – the seaport’s name later incorporated into his descendants’ nomenclature – for the well-known Scottish settlement of New Bern, North Carolina. Isaac, 27, and his 24-year-old brother John, bought a large, two-masted brig and set sail in 1790. It was a trip that would, by degrees, thrust the 18th-century James Taylor’s side of the family into the seafaring mainstream, its cultural momentum, and the storytelling songs of America’s eastern shores, helping shape the character of each over the next 200 years.

The perils were many, whether from wars, foul weather, risky investments, wily corsairs, misplaced loyalty or unwise affection. These dangers and more would beset the Taylors and their inheritors. Indeed, the full brunt of what lay ahead for the family might have been summed up in a distressingly enigmatic message, scribbled on a scrap of paper in the late 1770s and found in a bottle washed up outside Montrose on nearby Ferryden Beach. Written hastily by the chief mate of a beleaguered brigantine, the missive had the fierce poetry of a farewell note, and the sure metre of a tragic ballad:


Blowing a hurricane lying to with close-reefed main topsails, ship waterlogged. Cargo of wood from Quebec. No water on board, provisions all gone. Ate the dog yesterday, three men alive. Lord have mercy on our souls. Amen.
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The Water Is Wide

Many a tipsy or travel-worn seaman striding for the first time up Craven Street from the Trent River wharf in New Bern, North Carolina, during the mid-1790s was literally staggered by the sight of the stately, three-storeyed townhouse of wealthy 30-year-old merchant, ship owner and planter Isaac Taylor. Just as Scottish rye whiskey had replaced rum or peach brandy as the standard cure for a colonial sailor’s thirst after 1750, so a resourceful mercantilist from the Aberdeen lowlands had redefined genteel ostentation in the loveliest seaport on Carolina’s central coastal plain.

One morning in May 1791, barely a year after Isaac had cruised across Pamlico Sound and up the Neuse River with brother John to where it meets the Trent to form the New Bern harbour, the elder Taylor had purchased lot 50 on the east side of Craven Street as the site for the dream house he built for his intended bride, Hannah Justice. The two were married in New Bern in November 1792, and moved immediately into the handsome Federal-style edifice dominating Craven Street.

The urban mansion, deliberately erected in sight of the water, boasted a façade of Flemish-bond brick, brought from Scotland in Isaac’s boat as ballast. He created the perfect merchant-mariner’s home to announce his personal and entrepreneurial command of the harbour. The Taylor home also had gable-end parapets, mimicking Montrose-style house construction, plus a huge Diocletian half-circle window at the top of its Southern face, and it was filled with elegant fireplaces and elaborate woodwork. The hand-moulded ceiling cornices, tall-columned mantels, intricate relief sunbursts over the door-ways and cresting wave patterns adorning the step-end brackets of its winding staircases were all carved in Carolina’s maritime off-season by ship’s carpenters.

Such a dwelling represented high civilisation in an America that was still largely wilderness, with settlements to the north such as Pittsburgh, where Conestoga wagons were only just greeting the headwaters of the Ohio, boasting fewer than 400 inhabitants.

New Bern was on the cusp of commercial trading and commercial agriculture in the New World, and the rising prosperity of the port was owed to dramatic fiscal and political developments. As the official and unofficial colonial capital of North Carolina between 1738 and 1792 (when a Wake Country stretch of woods was renamed Raleigh by a special commission), New Bern had regularly hosted aristocrats attending either the Crown’s or later the revolutionary colonists’ legislative Assembly. Indeed, in the spring of 1791, a little more than a year after North Carolina had ratified the United States Constitution and entered the Union, founding US president George Washington was entertained at a waterside banquet and ball at Tryon Palace, the governor’s Georgian-Palladian mansion-turned-state Capitol in the centre of town.

During the War of the French Revolution (1792–1802) and the Napoleonic Wars (1803–15), the Americans of New Bern and other colonial ports were able to rebound from the loss of their privileged British imperial trading terms by marketing vital provisions (pork, rice, corn, flour), raw materials (cotton) and naval stores to the French as well as that European country’s shifting coalitions of adversaries (Austria, Holland, Spain, Prussia, and, yes, Britain).

New Bern’s population doubled between 1780 and 1800, its civic pride self-evident in the increased “Federal” revisions of the Georgian architecture that preceded it. Isaac Taylor’s house was also designed to thank the sea for its mercies. Isaac’s brother John was rumoured to have been washed overboard and rescued from drowning during the difficult passage, spending the rest of the trip in an infirm state. Isaac sold the boat used for the Atlantic passage in Wilmington, NC, apparently pleased to be rid of it.

Once John had regained his always fragile health, he returned to Scotland to find another boat for the brothers’ thriving trade. On May 16, 1793, he bought a large sloop called the Rainbow from a William Clark of Angus county, John registering himself as master five days later in the port of Dundee. The Rainbow made regular trips to the Caribbean, often by way of the Firth of Forth, where it would stop at the port of Alloa to drop off a shipment of barley for the local breweries, in exchange for coal and Alloa strong beer, stopping next in London en route to New England, New Bern and then Jamaica.

The Rainbow’s last sailing under John’s direction was on June 28, 1795, when it left the port of Dundee, fully loaded with barley and ultimately bound for the West Indies. In fact, it was to be John’s last voyage, for when he finally returned to New Bern from Jamaica he was seriously ill. In the years since his trauma and resultant sickness on the high seas in 1790, John’s physical aspect had varied in degree from hale and game to hampered and grim. Still, he seemed to fare better under sail than on land, as the heat and torpor of the Carolinas and the Caribbean were thought to have been tough on him.

On February 7, 1796, John Taylor died in New Bern, his brother Isaac placing a public announcement in the February 13 edition of the North Carolina Gazette:


Notice

Is hereby given, to all whom it may concern, that John Taylor, late of Newbern, is dead, and that the subscriber has qualified as administrator to his estate. All persons having claims against said estate are hereby required to bring them forward, as they will not be paid after the time limited bylaw for bringing claims against the estate of the deceased persons.

All those who are indebted to the estate are desired to make
payment to

      ISAAC TAYLOR, Admr.



Like the politically unpopular Highland Scots before him, whose initial 1730–50 mass migration to North Carolina (occasioned by the Stuarts’ defeat in their attempt to regain the Scottish throne) had transormed the territory, Isaac was determined to prevail in America.

He purchased a large plantation located on the Neuse River just outside New Bern called Glenburnie, and did nicely in Caribbean commerce, trading tea, cotton, lumber, pork, corn and other foodstuffs in exchange for sugar cane, molasses and the inevitable rum.

Isaac also conducted trade on the South’s inland waterways and up and down the Eastern Seaboard. Isaac Taylor’s shops on Middle Street in 1791 and then on Craven Street from 1793 onward were intended to satisfy the needs of locals but also to advertise his inventory of goods to entrepreneurs in the region who might wish for shipments to their locales in exchange for their best wares.

As early as November 1791, “Isaac Taylor’s Cheap Store” on Middle Street was advertising in the North Carolina Gazette for the sale or barter of imported goods such as “wine, rum, Geneva (gin), Molasses, Pepper, Allspice, Ginger, Salt, Iron, Paints, oil, 7 by 9 and 8 by 10 window glass, Blacksmiths anvils and vices, and a great assortment of crockery and stoneware”.

By November 1793, Isaac’s Craven Street emporium ran regular notices in the North Carolina Gazette that “ISAAC TAYLOR has just Imported from NEW YORK, and has for sale, a general assortment of DRY GOODS, suitable to the season, which he is determined to sell low for cash or country produce. He also has West-India produce of all kinds, which will be sold low for cash only, or country produce, at a cash price.”

And on January 14, 1794 an advertising dispatch piously posted in the Gazette made it known that “A few copies of the Book of Common Prayer according to the use of the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States of America, published by direction of the General Convention, for sale at ISAAC TAYLOR’s Store.”

Even a business so upright, however, was occasionally undercut by corsairs, as when the Rainbow was seized off the coast of the Caicos Islands on April 2, 1799 by two French privateers. The Rainbow was rescued by the famed HMS Surprise – a 24-gun frigate.

A portion of the crew of the Surprise manned the Rainbow and escorted her into Kingston Harbour, Jamaica, where the ship’s mate, Ephraim Hackburn, signed a sworn affidavit on April 13, at the office of the Justice of the Peace, stating in protest of his now-impounded vessel that the Rainbow had sailed out


from Newburn on the eighth of February last pastbound to Kingston in this island and on the second of April was taken off the coast of Caicos by two French privateers and on the fourth of the same month was recaptured by his Majesty’s Frigate the Surprise … The privateer took away with him all the logbook register and all the sloop’s papers, their Boats and sundry other things. And that the master of the Rainbow and five of their people were put on board one of the privateers at the time of their capture saith [sic] that he arrived here on the tenth of the present month with only one of the seamen and a mulatto, and that the seaman from sickness is not able to join in this protest.



Such were the dire indignities suffered by American merchants and their crews while Britain opposed French aggression during the War of the French Revolution. The French privateers were in the wrong on every score, since their government’s authorisation of them as pirates extended only to enemy vessels, especially commercial vessels, in time of war. The Rainbow was under the flag of the United States, which was not at war with anyone, least of all the French, and the Rainbow bore no arms to either threaten others or defend itself.

For their part, the British saw the Rainbow as a sloop forfeited by its owner through a contretemps on the open ocean, and then subsequently “found” by the Surprise, thus making the outcome a matter of salvage rather than naval chivalry.

A heated legal battle to regain the sloop was waged by Isaac Taylor, and it lasted until autumn 1800. As Isaac’s agent wrote to him from Kingston, JA on September 20 of that year:


We are truly sorry that the business of the Sloop Rainbow’s Cargo has been laying unsettled for so long a time and it is still out of our power to come to a settlement with you on account the Agents of the H. M. Ship Surprise having entered and [sic] action against us for not paying them their Attorneys fee which is about 250 dollars – which we are of the opinion would be very unjust. The trial is to come on next Month and you may rest assured when Settled with them we shall forward you immediately all or accounts.

Lumber and [barrel] staves [i.e. the wooden strips that bind their sides] are now getting in great demand, for the prices thereof and other articles we refer you to enclosed prices.



Isaac’s agent in Kingston was struggling to get a fair-market price for the lumber goods (staves, shingles, floor boards) and foodstuffs (corn, lard, pork, etc.) in the Rainbow’s hold, but in the end total disbursements in the settlement exceeded the ship and cargo’s total worth. And so a beloved craft in Taylor’s American trading fleet (and a sentimental link to his bygone brother John) was never coming back to New Bern.
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Despite such traumatic reversals, Isaac Taylor’s profits were such that he turned the first floor front chamber of his Craven Street residence (situated immediately below a dramatic, second-floor drawing room) into a counting house for his demanding bookkeeping duties. This office was walled off from the rest of the house, with a separate entrance to the left of the front door.

Taylor became an active member of St. John’s, the leading Masonic lodge (his forebears having been Freemasons in Montrose), and he was on the building committee for one of the foremost Federal-style public buildings in New Bern, the Masonic Lodge and Theater, erected between 1801 and 1809, which also included a ballroom for public entertainment. Because Masonic philosophy emphasised public service, Isaac was an early trustee of the spired, colonnaded First Presbyterian Church on New Street.

As befitted an educated man of Isaac’s cosmopolitan taste and curiosity, his impressive library of books included Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained, Don Quixote, Dryden’s Virgil, The Arabian Nights in two volumes, assorted collections of poetry, fables and essays, books on agriculture, gardening, seasonal planting, fruit growing, arithmetic, household medicine, and a copy of The Ancient Israelites.

Isaac and his prominent contemporaries were under the spell of a mode of thinking exemplified by a nationally popular sermon that Connecticut Governor Jonathan Trumbull had requested from Yale president Ezra Stiles in 1783, a heady mix of chauvinistic spirituality and optimistic cultural proprietorship concerning “God’s American Israel”. Stiles’ sermon was entitled “The United States Elevated to Glory and Honor”, and it envisioned a destiny for the new nation of biblical import, led by chief executive (and pre-eminent American Freemason) George Washington – “the only man on whom the eyes of all Israel were placed”. Particularly stirring to the new American merchant class was the following passage of this famous and widely republished exhortation:


This great American revolution, this recent political phenomenon of a new sovereignty arising among the sovereign powers of the earth, will be attended to and contemplated by all nations. Navigation will carry the American flag around the globe … The prophecy of Daniel is now literally fulfilling – there shall be an universal travelling ‘too [sic] and fro, and knowledge shall be increased.’ This knowledge will be brought home and treasured up in America; and being here digested to the highest perfection, may reblaze back from America to Europe, Asia and Africa, and illuminate the world with TRUTH and LIBERTY.



A proud product of the Old World as well as the New, Isaac Taylor exhibited in his town and plantation homes two maps of the United States and one map of North Carolina; he had a local bookbinder gather under leather covers nine volumes of the Edinburgh Review. Also on prominent domestic display in the parlour of his townhouse was a fine pianoforte.

A standard badge of gentility, most pianofortes cost between three and six hundred dollars, the upper rate representing the price of a small house in the early 1800s. Even a fairly cheap model at two hundred post-colonial dollars would have equalled half a year’s wages from a prosperous skilled worker. A preferred 18th-century product amongst cultivated American gentry of British descent were the pianofortes made by Scottish craftsman Robert Stodart, who founded the London firm of William & Matthew Stodart.

In a country accustomed to rural fiddlers, or the fife, drums and brass of male military bands, the subtle tonality of a pianoforte was a revelation, if not a sensation that commonly caused passers-by to pause in the streets to appreciate its overheard lilt. It was considered a woman’s instrument in polite society, and Isaac’s six daughters were expected to be acquainted enough with it to offer brief recitals for guests. Classical pieces and sacred hymns were the preferred home repertoire, but a few Scottish airs and prim parlour ballads were permitted.

By 1824, Isaac Taylor was openly referred to as a wealthy retired merchant and “one of the most respected citizens of the town”, and his spouse and offspring were likewise held in high regard, a whispered exception being his only son Alexander, a bright, handsome fellow with an unfortunate private weakness for alcohol.

Isaac Taylor died on July 4, 1846, leaving most of his bank account, stock in the Bank of New York, Merchants Bank of New York, and Merchants Bank of New Bern, and extensive land holdings – among them 16 choice properties that included a lot on Front Street overlooking “Taylor’s Wharf” – to his wife, Hannah. His estate papers for his houses in town listed such worldly goods as two carriages; two milk cows for daily use; three dozen bottles of the finest imported Madeira wine; much fine China, silver plate and crystal; and an array of custom-made mahogany furniture.

Out on the Glenburnie plantation sat 289 barrels of corn harvested from the crop of 1845, plus 5,992 pounds of peas. In the stables and pens stood 9 horses, 12 mules, 65 head of cattle, 72 head of sheep, 105 hogs. And the barn held 32 ploughs, numerous wagons, cultivators and spinning wheels.

Of Isaac’s 75 slaves on the Glenburnie plantation – which ranged from an 11-month-old infant named Betty to a 64-year-old man named Bill Foy – they were apportioned amongst his spouse and daughters, two of whom, Janet and Mary, had married, respectively, into the prominent New Bern families of Hollister and Attmore.

Mary Taylor was wed in 1829 to George Sitgreaves Attmore, a lawyer and real estate investor from a Philadelphia merchant family with decades-old business ties to New Bern. In July 1839 Isaac had purchased, enlarged and remodelled a Greek Revival house at 513 Broad Street and presented it as a belated wedding gift for the beloved couple and their two small children.

It was son-in-law George Attmore, along with Isaac’s unmarried daughter Phoebe Taylor, whom Isaac had appointed as co-executors of his last will and testament.

Ominously, Isaac’s son Alexander was completely left out of Isaac’s will, its text curtly inferring that even the land and slaves the son had enjoyed the use of during his early adulthood must now be turned over to the surviving members of the Taylor family, because his father deemed Alexander’s drinking habits to be “excessive”.

Isaac’s house was reconfigured after death, his widow Hannah replacing the office door with a window, and cutting an inside doorway to the former counting house to connect it with the hall, turning that space into a downstairs drawing room. Visiting Hannah Taylor and her maiden daughters were a steady stream of married offspring, grandchildren and extended family, among them black-sheep scion Alexander, who became a successful physician and wed Sarah Ann Cole, who had two boys, James Cole and Isaac Montrose I.

The Attmores also did well, raising seven children and amassing an estate said in the 1850 census to be worth $10,000. In 1854, two years after mother Mary Attmore died at the untimely age of 45, eldest daughter, Hannah Taylor Attmore, married moneyed New Bern merchant William Hollister Oliver.
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Back in Scotland, several members of both lingering offshoots of the Taylors of Marykirk followed Isaac’s cousin Patrick Taylor to south-western Australia, where Patrick had settled some 200 miles south of Perth, building a fine home on the banks of the Kalgan River in the port town of Albany and raising six children there.

Patrick himself left a personal library of 200 books, chiefly religious, which he gave to the people of Marykirk, Kincardineshire, to form the basis of the parish libary.

The original Kirktonhill House in Marykirk burned down. A new stone mansion was built beside it by later Taylor generations, who stayed on in the village and achieved their own heyday. This second, slightly smaller Kirktonhill complex, overseen in the 1840s by Robert Taylor, Esq. (a direct descendant of the medieval aristocrat who begat Hercules), had a grand entrance hall and subsidiary inner halls, four reception rooms, twelve principal bed and dressing rooms, five bathrooms, business and domestic offices and servants’ quarters. The house was so extensive, with two annexes, that it once took two days to give a party for just the household staff. And the nearby Balmanno House was largely unchanged from Isaac’s ancestors’ days, with its two reception rooms, seven bed chambers, multiple baths, conservatory, and gun room.

For all their public hazards and private heartbreak, the Taylors of Montrose and Borrowfield, Kirktonhill and Balmanno, had amply demonstrated their mettle as migrating gentry. This story might have found a fairly happy ending right here, at midpoint in the 19th century, with the rest of the Taylor lineage fading elegantly away along with the last vestiges of the British Empire.

But America was about new beginnings, whether through war or peace, and the Taylor motto beneath its fisted crest of crosslets was a sign of martial cunning and commercial artistry. A great-great grandson, born in Boston in the 1940s, would one day write a meditative song with friends entitled ‘Sugar Trade’, which reconsidered such matters, its music a hybrid of a hymn and a hornpipe as it contemplated “the crown and the cross”, muskets and chains, and their power to justify both white men’s religion and family names. With two centuries of hindsight, who was to blame? The captain, cargo or the bankable sugar cane?

The song also acknowledged that a constant in all this merchantry, wealth and misery was the sea, which retained the right to swallow people up, or let them survive, as well as the means to “heal” them or “steal” them as the fickle trade winds dictated. Hence this unpredictable story, infused with the fluid spirit of all the generations that have thus far inhabited it, was really just getting started.
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Hard Times

The siege of New Bern by the Union Army began at 7 a.m. on the morning of March 14, 1862. It was almost two years since Confederate troops had fired upon and forced the surrender of Federal troops at Fort Sumter, South Carolina in 1860, signalling the start of the War Between The States – with North Carolina being the last southern state to join the Confederate rebellion against the abolition of slavery on American soil.

By late afternoon, after the Confederate lines of Colonel Zebulon B. Vance had been breached, New Bern fell to Union troops in a campaign by General Ambrose Everett Burnside whose larger designs were the seizure and control of coastal North Carolina. The rebels had burned the railroad bridge over the Trent River to impede the Northern advance on the town. Union shells hit some targets downtown, and there were several days of looting by exultant troops and black citizens, but the greatest damage (the torching of waterfront warehouses and the Washington Hotel on Broad Street) was done by the retreating Southerners.

New Bern immediately became a heavily garrisoned base of operations for the Union forces in eastern North Carolina, with some of the female gentry temporarily taken hostage to insure the safety of Federal officers from snipers. Among them was Miss Mary Attmore, named for her late parent, the daughter of Isaac Taylor. Miss Mary, who remained under house arrest for an extended period, was twice accosted by prowlers, one of whom almost choked her to death before she pulled loose and escaped.

She awoke on another “grey morning”, in her words, to find uniformed Yankee scavengers digging up burial sites in her estate’s family cemetery in search of plunder.

Running out alone and defenceless into the midst of the macabre scene, she reviled the armed intruders, barking, “Is it possible that you could be guilty of such a dastardly trick as to dig open the graves of our ancestors?!”

Stunned, the body snatchers dropped their shovels, and as neighbours spied the proceedings from a safe distance, they removed their caps in mortification and disgrace. After a prolonged silence under Miss Mary’s livid gaze, they began replacing the disturbed earth and hastily departed as dawn broke.

Left alone again, a smock pulled around her nightclothes, Miss Mary fought back tears as she smoothed and patted the soil of the desecrated resting places.

In the days that followed, she was granted greater freedom of movement by Union officials than any other private resident of New Bern. Miss Mary later became a favourite of the occupying troops for her dry wit, keenly eloquent tongue and fearless dignity, ultimately striding into history as a heroine of the North Carolina division of the United Daughters of the Confederacy.

Most of New Bern’s white population had fled inland during the Union forces’ capture of the town, abandoning their homes and businesses. Union soldiers had commandeered what was then still called the Isaac Taylor House on Craven Street, making it the headquarters for the 45th Massachusetts Regiment. They were astounded to discover Phoebe, Catherine and Frances Taylor – three spinster offspring of Isaac – hiding on the third floor of the mansion. Insisting on continuing to abide on the premises, these maiden aunts of the equally defiant Hannah Oliver refused to interact with the Yankee soldiers, and had their food and supplies raised to their window by a pulley mechanism.

The choice of opposing the Union had been difficult for much of North Carolina, with even Zebulon Vance, a personal friend and political compatriot of the Taylors, pleading initially for fidelity to the Union with “upraised hand”. But when word of the events at Fort Sumter reached him, Col Vance wrote that his conciliatory hand fell “slowly and sadly by the side of a Secessionist”.

By October 1862, North Carolina Governor-elect Zeb Vance was at odds with the president of the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis, arguing that “the original advocates of secession no longer hold the ear of the people” in his Union-occupied state, which led the South in troop desertions and civil protests.

Mrs Alexander Taylor, whose friendship with the Raleigh-based Governor Vance did not prevent her from also maintaining a cordial relationship with local Union military governor Edward Stanly, was known in New Bern as the “Prison Mother” for her work nursing Confederate inmates. Mrs Taylor was meanwhile spying for the rebels and ran a secret underground mail service, hiding letters to prisoners in special pockets sewn into the insides of her dresses.

She was stopped in the street one day by an unsuspecting Federal officer who mused, “Mrs Taylor, it is very strange, but we cannot find out how or where this Rebel mail comes in or who receives it.”

Gripped by panic, and suspecting she was about to be led away to a firing squad, Mrs Taylor swallowed hard and elected to be flippant, replying, “Why I receive it! And at this moment my pockets are full of letters. Would you like to see them?”

The officer regarded her remarks as a dark jest and let her pass unmolested, Mrs Taylor nearly swooning with fear as she moved on with her day’s batch of contraband correspondence tucked in the recesses of her skirts.

Hannah Oliver’s eldest brother Sitgreaves enlisted as a private in Company F of the 10th North Carolina Confederate troops, seeing battle in 1864 before spending most of his remaining stint as a prisoner of war, dying in May 1865 in a Federal hospital of chronic diarrhoea and fever.

Isaac Taylor Attmore, Hannah’s middle brother, joined up with the famed “Beaufort Rifles” of Company I, 2nd Regiment North Carolina Troops and became part of General Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia. After fighting at Gettysburg, he was promoted to sergeant and was later killed at Spotsylvania courthouse in 1864.

The youngest brother of Hannah, George Attmore, also took up with the Confederacy, fighting with the rebels at Gettysburg and Spotsylvania. Meanwhile, New Bern stayed in the hands of the Union Army until Southern commander Robert E. Lee surrendered to General Grant at Appomatox courthouse in central Virginia on April 9, 1865. George Attmore was present at Appomatox courthouse but was among those who burned their guns and carriages and left without signing the surrender. George was paroled at Greensboro in ’65.

For the last few months of the war, the old Isaac Taylor home on Craven Street saw duty as a Union field hospital but it was restored to the three Taylor aunts after they agreed to sign President Abraham Lincoln’s Amnesty Proclamation.

Phoebe and Catherine eventually relocated, but Frances “Fanny” Taylor died in the Taylors’ Craven Street house, her iron resolve to remain at the address linked to a tragic incident back in December of 1816, when her fiancé, Lewis Cannon, inexplicably fell dead in a public thoroughfare in downtown New Bern.

As a friend of Frances wrote to her husband at the time:


There was extreme sudden death on Sunday evening last – Mr. Lewis Cannon drank tea in perfect health, set off for a walk, and dropt [sic] dead in the street. He was to have married Christmas morning. When Miss Taylor received the news of Mr. Cannon’s death she fainted – poor girl, what a shock it must have been.



From that day forward, Frances refused to leave the Craven Street home in which she’d been born, undeterred by war or its discontents, and supported by her old maid sisters for as long as they could withstand it.

In the century and a half since, it is believed in the town that Fanny Taylor’s spectre still sits at a first floor window in the front room of the tall brick house, waiting for the groom who failed to appear for her holiday nuptials. Notorious in Craven County as one of the “ghosts of Old New Bern”, Fanny’s wan, woeful face is periodically visible to passers-by, who leap back from the narrow sidewalk at the sight of the impossibly sad apparition.
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“All these matters run pretty deep,” descendant James Taylor asserted with a grim face in 1997, “and the Civil War was to change all of them forever.”

Speaking in the autumn of 1999, James’ brother Livingston, a Civil War buff, concurred. “When I was a kid in North Carolina in the 1950s, the Civil War was still very much an issue,” said Livingston. “As a little boy of six or seven I stood at the bedside of my great-great aunt, Grandmother Vernon, who my father told me was born in 1863 – during the Civil War. So I remember actually being next to somebody who was born during what Uncle Charles, my dad’s cousin, called ‘The War of Northern Aggression’. That phrase always got a laugh, but it was his outlook on the pivotal event that made all of us Americans, because it locked us all into our sense of being part of a country.

“The Civil War also gave us the concept that we were now a wide population base that needed the same things,” added Livingston. “All mass production was stimulated as a result of the war, because you had troops that needed trousers, underwear, rifles and cannons, whose parts and sizes had to fit everything and everyone. And clearly you had very popular Civil War songs, and the sheet music for them went everywhere, just as telegraph and daguerreotype photographs quickly sent news of the battles everywhere and the railways took the troops elsewhere. The unlimited efficiencies of the Civil War made possible both the Industrial Revolution and mass media. We became a country of interchangeable parts – and interchangeable human beings, ’cause if you shot one in battle we discovered there was always another soldier to take his place – the war killed or injured half a million people!

“As for the Taylors in New Bern,” said Livingston, “the Union’s blockade of Southern ports made it impossible for them to do shipping. And since I’m sure my Southern forebears must have had money tied up in slaves, and the Emancipation Proclamation made owning them impossible for labour, that was capital that would have all been forfeited too. So that was my sense of why the Taylors went inland to the western part of North Carolina to start over.”

However, after the Union victory and withdrawal of its occupying forces, several members of the Attmore-Oliver branch of the Taylors held on to their old Isaac Taylor-bequeathed house at 513 Broad Street, raising children and sheltering its elderly inheritors within its walls through Reconstruction, the Spanish-America War, World War I and World War II, until the sole surviving direct Taylor-Oliver heir died at 91 and her nephews sold the home to the New Bern Historical Society, which now uses it as administrative offices.

“But most of my end of the family,” observed the modern James Taylor in the late 1990s, “went from being plantation owners after the Civil War – rejecting that way of life – to become professionals; doctors, lawyers and insurance executives. When they moved to Morganton in the western part of North Carolina, they also ran and owned hospital-sanatoriums.”

Morganton, situated 200 miles north-west of New Bern, lay in the spectacularly verdant Catawba River Valley at the eastern edge of the Appalachian Mountains. Between 1754 and the American Revolution, the Morganton region of what became Burke County in 1777 was host to waves of Scottish-Irish settlers moving further into the wilderness in what was known as the Great Southern Migration. They discovered an Eden in North America, its piedmont plateau and Appalachian Mountain regions an imagination-humbling immensity of river-marbled luxuriance and eminent promontories.

In the 1820s, Burke County had hosted a gold rush that yielded millions of dollars in ore. And in the early 1830s, the Burke County courthouse was the site of the famed trial of murderess Frankie Silvers, who later escaped disguised as a boy, was reapprehended and on July 12, 1833 became among the few ever females hanged in North Carolina. The lurid tale of Frankie’s slaying of her husband, Charles, at the Toe River in 1831 formed the initial basis of the multi-version folk ballad, “Frankie and Johnny” (which saw additional reinvention in 1899 after being interspersed with facets of another crime of passion by a Frankie Baker in the African-American underworld of St Louis, Missouri).

When the focus of gold fever shifted in 1849 to California, the Burke County region grew quiet economically, only to be left nearly desolate by the ravages of the Civil War. A Union cavalry division led by Brigadier General Alvan Gillem had followed Union Major General William T. Sherman’s famed scorched-earth policy in western North Carolina, torching factories and mills and pillaging private property in and around Morganton – although his gallant Colonel William Palmer returned a captured trunk of valuables to Mrs Zebulon Vance when she took refuge in nearby Statesville.

Fortunes revived in Morganton during the South’s two-decade Reconstruction period, as the resultant industrial development (tanneries, furniture and textile mills) attracted ambitious young men.

The New Bern-born Isaac Montrose Taylor I, one of Alexander Taylor’s two sons, graduated from the University of North Carolina in 1879. According to family lore, he was the first student to attend UNC when it reopened after the Civil War, and then he attended the College of Physicians and Surgeons at Columbia University, graduating in 1882, and ultimately bringing his skills to Morganton to practise medicine in western North Carolina. After four years of general practice in China Grove, NC, a small town below Statesville, Dr Isaac M. Taylor I took a post as assistant to Dr Patrick L. Murphy at the Morganton Asylum – officially the Western Insane Asylum of North Carolina and later Western North Carolina State Hospital.

During these years, the panther and grey wolf still prowled the dense Appalachian countryside, and the white-tailed deer, beaver, and wild turkey had not dwindled to where their later reintroduction was necessary. Bald eagles still swooped overhead in the high ground, and shad and small mouth bass abounded in its rivers and creeks. Turkey vultures, woodcock, mourning doves, chickadees, goldfinches, red-bellied woodpeckers, belted kingfishers and dozens of other birds made the hills and meadows their havens.

Spring brought mountain laurel, rhododendron, Catesby’s trillium, Solomon’s seal, Jack-in-the-pulpit and flame azaleas to the depths of the forests and the banks of watercourses, with the regular populace of mockingbirds, loggerhead shrikes, phoebes, cardinals and ravens mingling in their midst.

Great blue herons, whip-poor-wills, white-eyed vireos and yellowbilled cuckoos arrived each summer with wildflowers of the fields, woods and streams – like Carolina lilies, and three kinds of July orchids.

When autumn cold snaps signalled temperature drops on the eastern slopes of the Blue Ridge, goldenrod and ironweed would give way to the winding, butter-coloured petals of the witchhazel trees, with mallards, bufflehead ducks and red-breasted mergansers descending on the wetlands. Until finally purple finches and hermit thrushes alighted on most bare, wind-knifed boughs, and the appearance of the fox sparrow confirmed that winter was upon the Greater Morganton wilderness.

In total, this was an astoundingly lush province certain to anchor the soul and quicken the amatory impulse. While a physician at the state hospital, Dr Isaac M. Taylor I fell in love with and proposed to a well-to-do young woman of Scottish-Irish lineage named Susan Murphy Evans, the niece of the hospital superintendent, and a descendant of Robert Murphy and Elizabeth Kelso of the Isle of Arran.

The wedding took place in 1889 at Woodland, the bride’s family estate in Cumberland County, NC, and she and Dr Taylor would eventually have seven children, including Alexander Taylor II. In 1901, Dr I.M. Taylor I and two other doctors from the State Hospital acquired an old mansion in Morganton and established the Broadoaks Sanatorium on Valdese Avenue, a private institution for the mentally ill, with Dr Taylor advancing from chief medical officer in 1903 to sole owner of Broadoaks. He lived across the street.

Back in New Bern, evidence of the earlier Taylors’ great impact on the town grew gradually fainter. Isaac’s old Glenburnie plantation grounds were now known as Glenburnie Park. It was the privately run site of a spacious dock for pleasure boats on the Neuse River, as well as a pavilion where dances and concerts were held and a fairground with a steeplechase whose grassy centre ring served as a launching pad for hot-air balloons.

As the years passed, Dr Isaac Montrose Taylor I became a pillar of the community in Morganton, acting as a vestryman at the Grace Episcopal Church, and during World War I he served as medical officer for the town.
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At this stage, however, the American aspect of the Taylor saga begins to sour, growing downright gothic. James Taylor explains: “My grandfather Alexander Taylor II married my grandmother, Theodosia Haynes, who had come down from the North with Alexander’s sister, Sarah, where they had been in school together.”

Sarah had been Theodosia’s roommate at the Shipley School in Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania, a girls academy founded in 1894 by Misses Hannah, Elizabeth and Katherine Shipley to prepare its students for the institution that sat directly opposite it: Bryn Mawr College – which the two friends later attended.

While visiting the Taylors, Theodosia, a debutante from a prominent family in Longmeadow, Massachusetts, fell in love with Alexander II. According to grandson James Taylor: “Her sudden marriage came as a shock to the Haynes family.” A much greater jolt was to come.

Theodosia Haynes Taylor insisted on her baby being delivered at home by her aged father-in-law, “a psychiatrist”, as a family member later noted, “who hadn’t delivered a baby in 50 years”. And so grandpa Isaac Montrose Taylor became the physician in charge. In a ghastly turn of events, Theodosia died in 1921 shortly after giving birth to her only child, Isaac Montrose Taylor II.

Theodosia had contracted “childbirth fever” – basically a uterine infection – after her incautious and inadequately sterilised father-in-law went in after the placenta. Lapsing into a pain-wracked delirium and then a coma, she perished within two weeks. Naturally, the Haynes family wanted to know how she expired – and was told it had been tuberculosis – but then the truth came out and there was a major rift.

“Theodosia’s death was a tragedy,” as James Taylor recounts, “and it killed my great-grandfather, the delivering physician, who died about two months later.”

The calamity continued to widen in scope, next claiming the inconsolable Alexander Taylor II, who was incapacitated by whisky-aggravated grief. Fortunately, Theodosia requested before her death that Sarah Vernon raise Ike.

“So my father lived nearby to his father,” James now recalls. “He was raised by his aunt and uncle, Sarah Cole Taylor and her husband, Dr James Vernon. My father’s cousins, Taylor, Livingston and Charles Vernon, became like brothers.

“My father’s father was pretty much an abandoned alcoholic. If you were alcoholic then, there was little they could do for you. My great-grandfather was left pretty much helpless in those days.” So by the end of 1921 James’ guilt-ridden great-grandparent, Dr Isaac Montrose Taylor I, was dead.

James Vernon succeeded Isaac M. Taylor I as superintendent and chief medical executive of Broadoaks, having served on its staff for 11 years. At approximately 4.30 a.m. on Thursday, April 3, 1924, a fire ripped through the sanatorium, killing three female patients and one male patient, a J.P. Green, who sacrificed his life while rescuing several of Broadoaks 40-odd resident patients.

Broadoaks itself would survive the deadly conflagration, with Dr Erasmus Taylor, a younger brother of Alexander’s, joining the staff in 1925, followed by Dr J. Taylor Vernon in 1951. (“The clan all named themselves with the same names over and over again,” one in-law later commented.) The institution continued operations until its voluntary closure by the Vernon and Taylor families on September 30, 1959. The building was sold off and once again became a private residence. At the close of the 20th century it still stood as a picturesque Morganton landmark in the National Register Valdese Avenue District.

As for the namesake of the negligent family doctor who had once turned the handsome edifice to its historic purpose, the years would not be quite as kind. From his boyhood onward, Isaac Montrose Taylor II had as much to live up to as he had to live down, and it left him consumed by an internal fire he was determined to somehow quell.

“There was some shame involved in how my father was reared, how he grew up with his father nearby but so out of control,” his son James now recalls. “So it propelled my dad to succeed from an early age; he felt he had everything to prove.”
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Carolina In My Mind

“Day down” as some North Carolinans call nightfall, is that regular interval when the civilised air of the red clay piedmont, Blue Ridge highlands, and the cypress swamps and piney sandhills of the Coastal Plain is finally exhausted, and a creeping wildness resumes its advance.

About 45 miles down the highway from Morganton, in a sector of the southern piedmont between the tributaries of the Catawba and Pee Dee rivers waggishly dubbed “Scotch-Irish Mesopotamia”, lies the Iredell County seat of Statesville. It was here during the years after the Civil War that folks began singing a song after dusk that was named for poor Tom Dula, thought culpable for the death by misadventure of a girl from the county called Laura Foster.

Handsome Tom, nearly six feet tall with dark curls and a gracious smile, was a fiddle and banjo-flailing ex-Rebel in his early twenties, fresh from the disbanded ranks of the 26th North Carolina Regiment. A paroled veteran of a lost cause, he’d come home eager for distractions, and found them with a half-dozen young mountain beauties, at least one being a married woman, Ann Melton, Dula’s purported accomplice in the abduction and death of Foster.

Foster’s remains were found carelessly interred in June 1866 in a thick local wood of neighbouring Wilkes County known as a lovers’ rendezvous, her rotting torso stabbed in the breast, both legs broken to fit in the hole, her remains identifiable by her torn dress and the gold tooth visible in the upper left corner of her static gape.

Former governor Zebulon Vance stood as a character witness for Dula at two 1868 trials in Statesville, for Dula had served bravely under Vance during the fierce Yankee fire at the Battle of New Bern, the rookie private never seeming frightened, nor sustaining even a scratch.

“I have known Tom Dula during years of strain and stress, when a man’s soul was tried,” Col Vance testified, “and I tell you in all sincerity that never did a better soldier live, and never did one action of his ever lead me to believe him capable of murder.”

To Vance, war was a test of character rather than killing ability, and a man fit for valour at the barricades was a man fit for peacetime in the Carolina vale. But witnesses for the prosecution claimed they saw Dula and Ann Melton in rapt conference the day before the terrible deed.

The jury of 12 men was finally persuaded by Dula’s accusers, however, and Vance’s appeal to the Supreme Court on Dula’s behalf had failed.

“You have such a nice clean rope,” said Tom Dula on May 1, 1868, standing on the back of a wagon around 2 p.m. on his last Carolina afternoon as he lowered his curl-covered brow to accept the hangman’s noose. “I ought to have washed my neck.”

The horses harnessed to the wagon were struck with a lash, and they pulled it out from under Dula, dropping him into a stiff, strangling dangle. There was no struggle. His lifeless body was cut down at 2.30 p.m. and buried at day down.

All anyone was sure of were the losses suffered, and how it was noted at the trial that Tom did credit to himself in the war by singing at night to the homesick Rebel boys at the front.

Even before the sad denouement, the deep green Carolina canopy had begun to stir on cool mountain evenings with a folk hymn – like so many that would pour off its front porches and out of its fathomless forests – about the uncertainty of life, the fragile trust of new love, and the fates of men who come back from one solemn engagement with assumptions they can shrug it off and easily adopt another:


Hang your head, Tom Dooley
Hang your head and cry.
Hang your head Tom Dooley
Poor boy, you’re bound to die.



Hand me down my banjo.
I’ll pick it on my knee.
This time tomorrow evening
’Twill be no use to me.



Western North Carolina is a world of myth and lament, legend and legacy, the land through which Daniel Boone carved his Wilderness Road, the place where future US President Andrew Jackson made his reputation as the “most roaring, rollicking, game-cocking, horse-racing, card-playing” back-county law student in history; the radio market where Jimmie Rodgers, the Father of Country Music, first hit the airwaves in the 1920s via Asheville’s new station, WWNC; the hill country where Junior Johnson graduated from bootleg runner to stock car champion; the region in which Congresswoman Exum Clement became the first female legislator in the South, and the political base from whence Morganton judge Sam Ervin emerged to anchor the Senate committees that censured Senator Joe McCarthy and later forced the resignation of President Richard Nixon.

Like its folk songs, the people western North Carolina nurtures simmer with the energy of secret drives and relentless intent; a wildness of the spirit to match the landscape around them. Baptised in June 1921 at the First Presbyterian Church in Morganton, Isaac Montrose II was such a personality.

As the grandson and namesake of the shamed Dr Isaac M. Taylor I, one-time president of the North Carolina State Medical Society, young Ike was determined to erase the stigma of family scandal and tragedy that clung to the memories of his drink-decimated father and grandfather. And while Ike Taylor’s heritage also claimed new stars such as cousin Hannis Taylor (1851–1922) former US Minister to Spain, it still saw setbacks like the private auction in Montrose, Scotland on January 14, 1925 of the Taylors’ famed 2,314-acre Kirktonhill estate.

After attending the Asheville (NC) School for Boys, an exclusive prep school, Ike was a Phi Beta Kappa and Sigma Ki at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where he was bestowed in May 1942 with the highest honour on the University campus, being tapped with eight other students for coveted membership in the Order of the Golden Fleece, an award for academic achievement created in 1903. Ike received his AB degree at the UNC-Chapel Hill in 1942, and his MD degree at Harvard Medical School, where he was Alpha Omega Alpha and president of his class for all four years, graduating cum laude in 1945.

While Dr Taylor was in his last year at Harvard he met pert, sophisticated Gertrude “Trudy” Woodard at a 1944 student party in Cambridge. The 21-year-old Woodard was much impressed with the blond, broad-shouldered, intense young med student from the South, who ignited feelings that disturbed the decorum of her quiet, well-structured life.

A graduate of Newburyport High School, in the Massachusetts coastal town at the mouth of the Merrimack River, Trudy was enrolled at The Graduate House, a finishing school run by Katherine B. Child in a brick town house at 20 Chestnut Street on Boston’s Beacon Hill. Trudy was also studying to be a lyric soprano at the New England Conservatory of Music on Huntington Avenue. Poised but girlish with light brown hair and a ready laugh, Woodard had been weaned on music, her mother teaching her children her repertoire of World War I songs and Broadway standards, the kids aware that their grandmother’s sister was a noted music hall singer named Lottie Collins who’d gone to Europe to make her reputation.

The Woodards were descendants of English seafarers who had landed in New England in the 1600s, coming first to Boston and Gloucester and then settling in York and then Waterboro, Maine, where generations of Woodards dating back to 1792 were buried in the North Waterboro Cemetery. Patriarch Hezekiah Woodard left Waterboro for Newburyport because he preferred the sea to farming, vowing he “was never going to hoe another row of beets as long as he lived”. He took his portion of his inheritance from his own parent’s 1865 will to live the kind of existence that earned him a ring in one ear – a symbol in maritime circles in the 19th century that one had sailed across the equator.

Hezekiah’s great grandson Henry Woodard, born August 12, 1895, was one of the earliest recruits of the US Coast Guard, formed in 1915 when the Revenue Cutter Service that protected US merchant ships (like Isaac Taylor’s) against French privateers in the Caribbean was merged with the national Life Saving Service. Henry had married 20-year-old Ellen Angelique “Angie” Knox on September 4, 1916, and when the US entered World War I in 1917, the armed forces declined to draft Henry because he was the sole supporter of his new family as well as his mother’s youngest offspring after the recent death of his father.

Henry had been one of 13 children, three of whom died young (one expired in childbirth, one froze to death on the Merrimack in a blizzard, and another perished in a motorcycle crash). Four of the others were taken in by Henry and Angie to raise as their own because the responsibility was too much for his aged mother.

Angie would have five kids of her own by Henry, rearing all the assorted Woodard charges in two houses Henry owned in Ferry Road on Rings Island, located directly across the river from Newburyport. Starting from scratch, Henry Woodard founded a local fishing and boat-building business on Rings Island that sent trawlers up and down the Merrimack and as far out to sea as treacherous Georges Bank, located some 180 miles east of Cape Cod.

Woodard had a small fish market in which to retail a portion of his weekly catch (the surplus usually sold off beforehand in Gloucester). And he regularly built small and medium-sized wooden trawlers (known as “draggers”) under contract in his boatyard. To keep his boatwrights busy in between commissions, he also turned out a fairly steady stream of little sailboats and dories.

At the beginning of the 19th century, Newburyport was a leading salt cod port, in strong competition with leading Maine and Massachusetts fishing towns, including Portland, Marblehead and Gloucester, which was the leading fishing port in America by 1866.

Newburyport continued to do well, however, as a distinguished centre for the building of excellent transatlantic steamships like the Ontario and the Erie of 1866–67 (built for the Boston-financed American Steamship Company), or sloops, cod schooners and other coastal sailing vessels like the renowned three-masted Cox & Green and John Currier of the late 1800s.

Roughly a decade after Woodard had started his businesses during World War I, many of the men on Rings Island worked for him, and some of them had home mortgages he’d obtained for them during the Depression (often as interest-free or non-refundable loans) in order to keep their cosy island community together. A thoughtful, eccentric workhorse, Henry Woodard was as industrious as he was kindly.

“Fresh fish caught by our own boats,” read the slogan on H.H. Woodard’s business cards, and so efficient were his trawling nets that he would be credited after his death in 1978 with catching more fish in the Merrimack than any known human on the river – including ancient predecessors in the Pennacook and Massachusetts Indian tribes.

Henry and Angie had “met on the river”, as habitués of the Merrimack Valley liked to put it. Both of their social lives, private sensibilities, and public concepts of purpose were inevitably linked to the river and its ancient heritage, whether as a pastoral artery for New England’s timeless dramatic unfoldment, or as a practical symbol of the American Industrial Revolution all but born in the mills on its municipal frontage from Lawrence to Lowell.

The Knoxes were an old Merrimack Valley family with kin all along the great inland river from Groveland in its western bend opposite Haverhill, to Salisbury at the Atlantic shore near the New Hampshire border. They were related to John Greenleaf Whittier (1807–92), the Haverhill-born reformist editor and fiery Quaker abolitionist, who pioneered regional writing in such books and poems as Legends of New England (1831) and Moll Pitcher (1832). After the Civil War, Whittier turned his pen principally to poetry and hymns, mostly evoking New England life and faith, including Barbara Frietchie and The Barefoot Boy.

Angie Knox’s upbringing was marred by the separation of her parents when she was young, which was followed by the sudden death of her dad from heart disease. Having been close to her late parent, who was said to be “able to do anything”, from sailing a boat to catching a fish, Angie resolved to be like him and find a beau who followed suit.

In a photo of Henry and Angelique Woodard taken in 1942, the couple are shown poised before a great ship’s anchor in front of their market, a knowledge of hard work and a sense of fun in their faces. They had communicated both to the second of their four daughters.

Trudy Woodard was born on November 7, 1922, an election day when the Democrats made gains against President Warren Harding’s corrupt Republican majority in Congress. That same year, the 19th Amendment providing for women’s suffrage was declared constitutional by the Supreme Court, and the first woman US senator (Mrs W.H. Felton, 87, of Georgia) was appointed. Trudy was a young woman of her era, idealistic yet sensible. She was intrepid enough at 19 years old to insist on going to sea on one of her dad’s trawlers, and wise enough never to repeat the experience after spending most of the trip mute with seasickness and wrapped in a tarpaulin at the ship’s bow.

During her freshman year in high school, Trudy contracted a chronic upper respiratory illness that curtailed her studies and clouded her attitude towards continuing her education. Walking into the principal’s office in the run-down school building one afternoon, the consistent “A” student told him she wasn’t going to attend classes any longer. Back home, Trudy explained her feelings to her parents in greater detail, saying she found that the run-down old high school’s environs had become intertwined in her mind with her depressing ailments, and she thought it might be better if she just spent the next few months riding her bicycle to the library and pursuing an ad-hoc course of study there.

Since both her parents looked at life as a constant improvisation, the Woodards concurred with their self-motivated daughter and allowed her to do just that. Trudy would not return to regular classes until the following year when, happily, a new school had been built under the Public Works Administration.

The Woodards had been doing their own building in the late 1930s, most notably a sleek fishing craft called the Sevenovus, its name a wry tribute to their seven-member household. It was launched in the summer of 1939, several months after the sudden death in the spring of their 20-year-old daughter Ruth from a ruptured appendix. An earlier bout of appendicitis had presumably healed. The tragedy jarred the entire Rings Island community, and the Woodards never got over the loss of their eldest daughter, a fact made plain in weary, late evening musings from Trudy Woodard’s diary between January 1 and January 19, 1940:


Monday, January 1:

“New Yrs. Day. Strange, but the coming year doesn’t seem to hold anything so spectacular toward us. Ruth died last spring.”

Friday, January 19:

“Etta Mae is 12. Doris Jeannie is 7. Henry Woodard, Jr. – 14. Gertrude is 17. Ruth would be 21. Ruth died in May 1939. Her birthday was on August 18th. I shall never forget her radiance, her works, and her lovely charming eyes, hair and teeth.”



In between these random reflections, on January 6, 1940, Trudy was registered for voice training at the Conservatory of Music on Huntington Avenue in Boston, taking the shoreline commuter train from Newburyport into Beantown’s North Station for her weekly Saturday instruction. Her teacher was Madame Marie Sundelius, who seemed to know what Trudy wanted and needed to learn, immediately encouraging her to purchase a selection of recent Decca, Columbia and Victor recordings, including ones by British contralto Kathleen Ferrier and the glamorous French-Italian coloratura star of the Metropolitan Opera, Lily Pons, especially the latter’s famed high F-scaling interpretation of ‘Où va la jeune hindoue?’ (‘Bell Song’) in the title role of Delibes’ Lakmé. In addition, regular piano lessons commenced on January 25 at 2.30 p.m. at the Newburyport home of Julia Finnegan at a cost of one dollar an hour. Once home again, she’d disappear into her bedroom, with its pink and white curtains and blue taffeta bedspread, reading Thackeray’s Vanity Fair for senior English or doing vocal exercises while waiting out the frequent blizzards of 1940.

The mid-winter tranquillity of such routines was disrupted on March 18, when Henry Woodard and the crew of the Sevenovus were reported missing at sea after the ship had failed to return from a morning sail.

Angie Woodard phoned the Coast Guard to request a search party, which promptly departed in quest of the former Guardsman, but high seas and poor visibility impeded their reconnaissance. Angie paced the floor all night, waiting for any word on her husband and his crew.

Twenty hours later, the Woodard’s boat was towed back into Newburyport Harbour after having rested distressed for 20 hours off the northern coast of Massachusetts.

This frightening event, plus the recent engagements and marriages of several friends, among them Doris Miller (at whose wedding Trudy sang the 1913 Enrico Caruso hit, ‘Because’), engendered an uncharacteristic level of anxiety in Trudy, whose only romantic relationship to date was a “serious longing” for Charles Edward “Hoppy” Hopkinson, her first beau.

At 18, her own checklist of essentials in a proper mate, as set down in April ’41, was extensive and particular:


Through marriage, I would like to gain wealth, happiness, a companion, (an aesthetic companion), a fellow traveler, a nature lover, a Christian, a good citizen, a man who can ride horseback with me, play a short game of tennis with me (and stand my game), a man who will swim, dance, play – then work – with me. A man who will protect and prevent me from working and playing too hard. (Thus far I am an untamed colt – I have never been taught what it means not to have something I really desire; I have had my say always. I am forever winning – never losing. I realise I must sometime, and I hope … I receive a husband whom I maybe proud of).



At least as proud, that is, as she longed to be of herself. By the following year, after her affection for Hoppy had cooled and he went off to World War II service in the Navy. Eligible men of marrying age were few and conspicuous in America during World War II, and people on the home front were particularly sensitised to the onset and aftermath of unexpected emotional pain – although the prime source of late had been letters delivered to neighbours’ doorsteps by the War Department, informing loved ones of another fallen soldier scarcely out of high school.

Trudy would hold her senior class spellbound in ’41 when she sang in the senior play, Smilin’ Through, an adaptation of Allan Langdon Martin’s extravagantly romantic post-World War I Broadway hit of 1919. Trudy had the starring role of Moonyeen, a girl killed in the crossfire of a suitors’ quarrel whose spectre appears on lunar-lit nights to console her bereaved lover. And the show’s title ode of undying love remained a showstopper on her lips:


There’s a little green gate
On whose trellis I’ll wait
While two eyes so true
Come smilin’ through.
I’ll be there, waiting
Just at the end of the road.



As convincing as Trudy’s portrayal of the spirit in Smilin’ Through had been, the character’s hopefulness could not carryover into Trudy’s own family life, where such supernatural serenity was hard to sustain. As she confided to her journal on Sunday, May 11, 1941:


My mother is happy, for she has had five children of whom she is proud; she is happy for she had, and has, a great deal of happiness, although she has had strife (mental strife).

We wish that you were here, Ruthie. We know that you see us, but we hope that you don’t try in vain to tell us things that we cannot see nor hear. Mother longs for her Ruth, and I should like to see things through your eyes once again, dear. God bless my mother, and keep daddy well, for in him is her strength.



As for Trudy, her own indefatigable strength of purpose and outwardly confident air could prove at times to be a social liability. The sense of drive and independence she constantly projected hindered her seeming capacity for accessibility, with less self-motivated classmates and potential paramours shying away from the personable but preoccupied classical vocalist. Isolated by her keen absorption in her outside interests and ambitions, Trudy often found herself lonely when the frisson of those involvements faded. In her senior-year diary inscription of Friday, May 16, 1941, she paused in her otherwise hectic schedule of music studies to confide:


I do long to go to my Senior Promenade Dance this evening … Never did I think that I should ever go through high school without an invitation to the “Prom”, but here I am – at home … When I reach college days I do hope that I may have many friends of the masculine sex – musicians or not!”



Smiling through, Trudy Woodard kept to her own dogged course, taking the train into Boston for her vocal lessons at the Conservatory of Music, singing Schubert, Bellini, and lieder, and trying to improve her German and Italian in what little spare time remained. Trudy would once again have the audience in the palm of her petite hand when she accepted the principal’s invitation as a senior to sing at the Newburyport High graduation programme, but that occasion had its own capacity to disturb.

During rehearsals for the commencement ceremony, Trudy watched from the stage as another senior girl displayed open annoyance at having to march into the auditorium in two-by-two formation with a black classmate.

Afterwards, the girl went home and told her parents, who complained to the Newburyport High administration that their daughter could not publicly enter the graduation exercise paired with a “coloured boy”.

On the day of commencement, Trudy sang as scheduled but stared in dismay and shame as the black student, Frank Cousins, was forced to enter the auditorium alone at the end of the class procession. The world was at war for the causes of freedom and human dignity, yet it seemed in pathetically short supply at a public school in a region of northeastern Massachusetts once known for its abolitionist fervour and agitation for emancipation.

To Trudy’s satisfaction, Frank Cousins would one day see his own son hold local elective office (Sheriff and State Representative) in Massachusetts, but social injustices rankled with her and became part of everyday discussion both during and after the inception of the New Deal domestic reform programmes (1933–41) of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt. As the Depression subsided and economic recovery overlapped with defence spending for a war that raged on in Europe and Asia, cocktail debates of these and other societal shortcomings were commonplace at Boston gatherings of college students, with Trudy often contributing sharp insights to the exchanges.

At the medical students’ party on the evening in ’44 when Trudy first encountered the intense Ike Taylor, she found him to be a liberal-to-left-wing advocate of racial justice and socialised medicine, which pleased her. And the young doctor also possessed some of the essential attributes for husbandhood she had once identified in her diary – but only some. He appreciated music but not in any pronounced sense. And yet, from the instant they’d met, he seemed utterly compelling. The odd merger of his inbred Southern reserve and fierce intellectual hunger formed an alluring alloy, and its smouldering promise felt undeniable to her.

“The minute … I saw this man,” she later told friends in a tremulous tone, suddenly flushed by an abrupt flood of emotion, “I loved every cell in his body. He brought out feelings I didn’t know I had. I said to myself, that very night, ‘This is the man I want to have children with.’ ”

Suddenly Trudy’s budding musical career seemed less important, her chic black portable Victrola and the opera records she had revelled in less entrancing, and a future with Ike inescapable. After graduation, Ike served his internship at Massachusetts General Hospital in 1945–46 and was an assistant resident in medicine for a year before being appointed resident. The stillpoints in this hectic schedule were the times he spent with Trudy, and when he advanced the idea of matrimony, she readily accepted. “At the time,” she now recalls advisedly, “my favourite song was ‘What’s The Use Of Wond’rin”, from Carousel.

Isaac Montrose Taylor II and Gertrude Woodard were married in 1946, moving from an apartment in Boston to a big wooden house in Milton, Massachusetts. Trudy gave birth to their first child, Alexander, on February 28, 1947, at the Boston Lying-In Hospital across from the Harvard Medical School, the droll Trudy noting that “the place had a driveway in the shape of a uterus”.

Naming the boy Alexander was part of Ike’s private determination to remake the past and forge a fresh start in a new century. Alex was a bubbly, blond and headstrong little boy, and he got a brother on March 12, 1948, James Vernon Taylor – “Jamie” or “Jamus” for short – a quiet, self-contained baby, named for the uncle who’d raised Ike when his father could not.

With the appearance of spring and the second child, the Taylors’ landlady came by one night and left a blunt, handwritten note in a milk bottle, placing it on the doorstep: “Now I need my house back.”

Searching with a nursing James in tow, Trudy traversed greater Boston for a 30-mile radius in her Kaiser automobile until she found their next home in a woodsy suburb called Weston – or at least a plot on which to construct it. The family lived in the house as it was being finished, Trudy describing it to friends as “Cambridge-Bauhaus”, with icicles dripping off the roofs. She could visualise gardens situated around the periphery, and tiers of children’s records and books strewn about indoors, with selections from the former blaring from a stereo Trudy placed in a hall closet at toddler level: ‘Take Me Riding In The Car Car’, by Woody Guthrie, Burl Ives and the Andrews Sisters’ ‘Blue Tail Fly’, and Leadbelly’s ‘Grey Goose’.

The last ode was featured in the pioneering book, Folk Song U.S.A.: The 111 Best American Ballads, published on April 2, 1947 by editors John A. and Alan Lomax with voice and piano settings by music editors Charles and Ruth Crawford Seeger. The acclaimed, fast-selling anthology brought authentic folk songs into the mainstream; among its other 100 traditional tunes arranged for mass consumption was a certain Appalachian murder ballad, ‘Tom Dooley’.

In 1948, the year Ike was licensed to practise medicine in Massachusetts, he was appointed assistant medical advisor to Harvard University, where for the period 1948–50 he was research fellow in biological chemistry. In 1949, he was named clinical fellow in medicine at Massachusetts General Hospital, which made him chief resident in 1951.

During the few precious breathing spaces in between, a third child arrived on August 15, 1949, their first and only daughter, who was christened Katherine Child Taylor in honour of the founder of Trudy’s fond finishing school. “Kate” as she was called was followed on November 21, 1950 by another boy, Livingston “Liv” Taylor.

Ike had his own brood now, and at Harvard Medical School he was a very visible and much sought-after talent on the rise. He was soon approached for a prime faculty position at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill – a provocative opportunity for ancestral redemption. “He was a very magnetic, very appealing man,” second son James would recall of his dad, reflecting on that turning point in his parent’s professional ascent. James added that his father was “A detached person with a lot of animal magnetism. I think he was propelled by his early family situation, whose paradigm was the successful doctor or the successful academic.”

Livingston, though, would grow up convinced that even deeper forces were at work within his father and mother, gnawing at them even as they grappled with ties to work and family.

“My father was charismatic,” observed Livingston five decades later, “but he was irreparably heartbroken. I think the death of his own mother, and that sense of abandonment he felt, was insurmountable. He was not ever able to overcome that reservoir of sadness, and it continued to drag him down, to drag him back to North Carolina.”

As for Livingston’s mother, Liv saw Trudy as “competing with the older sister, Ruth, who died of the ruptured appendix. Trudy’s mother always spoke of Ruth in really incredible terms. Ruth was a star, and Trudy felt driven to compete with the impossibly glowing memory of the favoured sister who died young. [“And trying,” in Trudy’s own words, “to take on my sibling’s responsibilities as ‘No. 1’.”] So both of my parents would search for things they couldn’t find.”

Son James Taylor could only shake his head ruefully at the memory of Ike Taylor’s decision to resume life in the South. “My father, in moving back to North Carolina, basically re-engaged his family drama,” he says. “If I could have chosen for him, I would have said that someone with as promising an academic and medical career as his should have stayed in Boston” – Taylor’s soft but tightening voice verges on anger – “and just let it be.”

But that was not the way that Taylor family leaders behaved when they carried a burdensome legacy. Nor was it consistent with Yankee can-do attitudes, or the method by which Carolina ballads customarily crept out from the dark canopy of Carolina’s folk culture.

So Isaac Montrose Taylor II and the former Gertrude Woodard went South, to the land of lost ships and lost wars and ghosts and graves and whisky and wounds. And everything fragile and new in their family trees went south with them.
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