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Introduction

Come with me on a journey of exploration and discovery. It’s a Kentucky journey you can take anytime it pleases you—day or night, winter or summer, in sunshine or rain. Open this book and join the adventure at any point—from Daniel Boone’s account of his early years in the Kentucky wilderness to Bobbie Ann Mason’s memoir of her mother’s heroic contest with a fish of epic proportions in western Kentucky. It is a journey that will titillate, irritate, educate, delight, and enlighten you, a journey with a Kentucky accent that has been in the making for over two centuries. Our Kentucky trip is not only geographical and historical but social, political, economic, racial, religious, and literary. It chronicles our interests and aspirations, our achievements and failures, our comedies and tragedies. Indeed, this collection of Kentucky writing seeks to cover a wide spectrum of subjects and events that have made our state unique and American.

Some of the landscape you will recognize as we pass through. Some you will not know, for we will be exploring new ground as we seek to redefine Kentucky’s heritage by claiming territories heretofore shunned or unknown. You will find a road filled with potholes, alluring diversions, and occasional epiphanies. In fact, during our Kentucky journey you will hear Whitmanesque voices of human aspirations, failures, and achievements that are common to us all.

A motley crew of writers will be your guides. In the early years they are hunters, soldiers and adventurers, travelers and tourists, land speculators and Indian fighters, even outlaws; later, they are farmers, lawyers, preachers, physicians, and educators; and more recently they are journalists, historians, playwrights, novelists, and poets. In May 1780 John Adams described the beauties of Paris in a letter to his wife, Abigail, while he was on a diplomatic mission, then added wistfully: “I must study Politicks and War that my sons may have liberty to study Painting and Poetry, Mathematics and Philosophy, Geography, natural History, Naval Architecture, navigation, Commerce and Agriculture, in order to give their Children a right to study Painting, Poetry, Musick, Architecture, Statuary, Tapestry and Porcelaine.” Likewise, the early Kentuckians were occupied with basic human needs for the better part of their first century and had little time for the arts.

This is not to say that Kentuckians as early as the 1770s were not writing. In fact, they were writing diaries, letters, laws, sermons, and legal documents. Squire Boone, the preacher brother of Daniel, is alleged to have written a crude couplet. As you will see in the early chapters of this collection, most of their early writing was utilitarian: military, political, promotional, and religious. It was not until the latter part of the nineteenth century that Kentuckians had the wealth and leisure, as well as a usable past, to produce a large body of fine poetry, fiction, and nonfiction. But let us put state chauvinism aside and be honest. Kentucky produced no world-class literary talent before Robert Penn Warren. The last six chapters, however, showcase how well Kentucky writers have fared during the state’s second century, when some of the most acclaimed writers of the twentieth century called Kentucky home. Joy Bale Boone once reported gleefully that tiny Todd County, in southwestern Kentucky, had produced within a single life span three literary luminaries—Dorothy Dix, Caroline Gordon, and Robert Penn Warren. It is a legacy that any state would be proud to claim.

In 1913 John Wilson Townsend published a two-volume anthology called Kentucky in American Letters 1784–1912, which surveyed Kentucky writers from John Filson to James Lane Allen. In his introduction Townsend reported that he had identified more than 1,000 Kentucky writers but that he could choose only 196 for his collection. He promised that he would eventually publish a dictionary of Kentucky writers, in which he would honor all 1,000 of them, as well as all the scattered “crossroads poets” that he could find. Sadly, his grandiose plans never came to fruition. Even though we would not consider most of the writers included in his volumes serious writers at all, my task has been more daunting than his because, as the twentieth century ran its course, great numbers of Kentucky writers began producing prose and poetry good enough to compete with that of writers anywhere. I have, consequently, been forced to make this anthology representative and selective.

Thus, I have sought to make it a representation of the people who have left a meaningful and eloquent record and thereby contributed to our Kentucky patchwork quilt. The result is a gathering together of many voices, some of which you will love and will agree with, and some which you may not approve of or like, but all of which contribute to the strength, richness, and beauty of our national fabric.

I have searched for good, effective writing in many places, some of them nontraditional. Good writing can be discovered almost anywhere, from hastily scribbled Civil War letters and local columns in weekly newspapers to a finely honed poem by Charles Semones or an epic whaling novel by Sena Jeter Naslund. Good writing is good writing, whether it appears in the New Yorker or Open 24 Hours, Brescia University’s literary magazine. It may be found daily on the editorial page of the Courier-Journal or in the features section of the Lexington Herald-Leader or in the sports pages of the Paducah Sun. Good writing is published not only by Knopf and William Morrow in New York but also by Algonquin Books in Chapel Hill, North Carolina; NewSouth Books in Montgomery, Alabama; Sarabande Books in Louisville, Kentucky; Plum Lick Publishing in North Middletown, Kentucky; and Wind Publications in Nicholasville, Kentucky.

My Kentucky journey began long before I had the good fortune to move here just after Christmas 1962. It began with stories of Daniel Boone and the drama of exploring and settling the Kentucky wilderness that I heard in grade school, before I could locate Kentucky on the map. It continued as I studied American history and read about Abraham Lincoln, who not only freed the slaves but also built a moral base for the whole nation. When I learned that Jefferson Davis, the president of the Confederacy, was also born in Kentucky, I began to see that Kentucky’s place in our nation’s history has, indeed, been central, ironic, and contradictory. From its founding during the American Revolution, it has served as a crossroads state for the nation—geographically, historically, and symbolically. Jesse Stuart worded it eloquently in “Kentucky Is My Land”:


Kentucky is neither southern, northern, eastern or western,

It is the core of America.

If these United States can be called a body,

Kentucky can be called its heart.



My Kentucky journey continued in high school and college, where I read stories and poems by such vintage Kentucky writers as James Lane Allen, John Fox Jr., Janice Holt Giles, Harriette Simpson Arnow, Robert Penn Warren, James Still, and Elizabeth Madox Roberts. It was not, however, until I was teaching in a small junior high school in south Alabama that my life was changed by reading a Kentucky book. I was a nineteen-year-old first-year English teacher and was becoming thoroughly discouraged by having to manage and teach my recalcitrant seventh- and eighth-grade scholars. One day after classes I moped into the school library and put my head on a reading table to rest. The librarian walked over and asked me if I was sick. “No, ma’am,” I said. “I just think I have failed as a teacher.” She smiled at me and said, “Honey, you’re too young to be a failure at anything. Wait a minute. I’ve got something for you.” I expected her to return with an aspirin. Instead, she came back with a book in her hand. “Here,” she said. “Read this book. It will make you feel better.” Indeed, it did. After the first page I was hooked and spent the rest of the day and evening reading The Thread That Runs So True, Jesse Stuart’s inspiring account of his experiences taming and teaching a schoolhouse full of rough country pupils in Greenup County, Kentucky, in the late 1920s.

Some ten years after that day, when he came to lecture at the University of Florida, where I was teaching, I was able to tell Stuart in person that he had saved my career. At that time I could not know that within a year I would be moving north and spending most of my life and career in Kentucky. Neither did I dream that I would get to know Jesse Stuart and dozens of other Kentucky writers personally as well as professionally—or that I would be bringing them together in this book.

What qualifies a writer to be a part of this anthology? Who is a Kentucky writer? Does any writer born in the state qualify? When someone asked Robert Penn Warren to define a Southern writer, he responded that “the work will tell us all we need to know.” Wendell Berry once defined Kentucky writing as “local life aware of itself.” My definition is broad and applies mainly to creative works, whether fiction or nonfiction: A Kentucky writer is one who was born in Kentucky or has lived in the state long enough to relate intimately to the Kentucky land, heritage, or history and whose writing in obvious or subtle ways reflects this relationship. This does not mean, of course, that a “Kentucky” piece of writing has to be about Kentucky, only that in some way, usually intangible, the writing has been affected by the author’s having lived in the state—whether he or she is a native or not. These definitions, however, do not apply to such perceptive travelers to Kentucky as Charles Dickens and Alexis de Tocqueville, whose outside experiences and impressions are also valid.

Writers who are born in Kentucky naturally have a head start on outlanders who move in. A writer’s earliest experiences are usually the most important. In a story by Elizabeth Madox Roberts, “On the Mountainside,” this point is made vividly by an old native mountaineer who is going home, at last, after many years lived in the flatlands. He meets a young mountain boy going the other way and says:

The places you knowed when you was a little shirt-tail boy won’t go outen your head or outen your recollections. . . . Your insides is made that way, and you’ll find it so. Your dreams of a night and all you pine to see will go back. You won’t get shed so easy of hit. You won’t get shed. . . . You may go far, but mark me as I say it, the places ye knowed when you was a little tad will be the strongest in your remembrance. It’s true, whoever you are and whatever land you come from. Your whole insides is made outen what you done first.

I do not mean to suggest that a longtime resident, such as Jim Wayne Miller, could not write a convincing poem about Kentucky because he was not a native—in fact, he wrote many good poems about Kentucky—but I think that his instinctive inclination was to think first of words, images, and experiences from his boyhood in North Carolina.

Most of the writers assembled in this collection had the good fortune to be born in this state. Some of them proudly trace their Kentucky roots back five, six, even seven generations. Like Daniel Boone, however, Sena Jeter Naslund, James Still, Janice Holt Giles, and even Annie Fellows Johnston, author of The Little Colonel books, and many other Kentucky writers, including me, were not born here. One might say that we are Kentuckians by choice. We were fortunate to have moved to Kentucky and spent large portions of our lives and careers in this wondrous, richly cultured, hospitable state. Perhaps our status as naturalized citizens of this commonwealth, moreover, has given us a special perspective and lent us a stranger’s objectivity as we enjoy and exploit the incredible literary and historical riches of this first offspring of the American West.

Kentuckians, whether native-born or naturalized, are fiercely proud of where they live. Indeed, it is an American trait that Kentuckians celebrate with great passion in prose and poetry. We are all proud of our homeland—from nation to state to county to city to neighborhood—and as a nation have fought to protect it in numerous ways and wars. Even when the country seemed to be splitting in half with civil war in the 1860s, both sides argued that they were fighting for their country. Needless to say, the American Indians, although their definition of land and ownership differed from their invaders’, fought bravely to keep their land unencumbered, the way it had always been. For most of the newcomers from Europe, however, the love of homeland was a literal love of home land—the deep thirst to own the place where they lived, be it a home or land or both. It was the kind of home ownership that immigrant Americans had usually been denied in their native countries. In our brash new world, people at last had at least a fighting chance actually to own a piece of this earth. For the common people, it was truly something new under the sun; for Kentuckians it became a passion.

Nowhere has the love of land and place been more pronounced than in this “great meadow,” this “new Eden” carved out of the virgin wilderness. For more than two hundred years Kentuckians have cherished, criticized, fought for, and litigated over their homeland in deeds and in words. “Dark and Bloody Ground” is an epithet well suited to this state. From Daniel Boone’s loving descriptions of the new land to James H. Mulligan’s praise poem, “In Kentucky,” Lee Pennington’s “Of Earth,” Patricia Ramsey’s lament, “Harlan County Cat,” and Jane Gentry’s anticipation of spring, “A Garden in Kentucky,” the care and love for this Kentucky homeland is a leitmotif that runs through our literature. A reviewer of Chris Offutt’s Out of the Woods in the New York Times Book Review calls his collection of stories “a lean and brilliant examination of romantic obsession.” The reviewer then adds, “But the love object isn’t a girl; it’s the state of Kentucky.”

Alas, as Offutt himself can attest, we often flee the thing we love; and for generations Kentuckians have been running away from home to seek fame and fortune and freedom elsewhere—then returning in fact or, at least, in their fiction. James Lane Allen, who first put Kentucky on the national literary map in the 1880s with his Kentucky-based local-color stories, set the pattern when he spent the final thirty-two years of his life in New York. Harriette Simpson Arnow and Robert Penn Warren spent most of their lives outside their native state, Arnow in Michigan and Warren in Louisiana, Minnesota, and Connecticut; but when they sat down to write fiction or poetry they came home to Kentucky for their subjects, characters, and themes. Bobbie Ann Mason hit the road for New York soon after graduating from the University of Kentucky in 1962; but when she began writing fiction, she located her stories in Mayfield and western Kentucky, the very places she had left. Indeed, Kentucky’s history and heritage make rich grist for the writer’s mill.

Kentuckians love their state, but contemporary writers, especially, do not overlook its faults: they write about them freely in their poems, stories, and essays. The dark side of the American Dream is very much present in Kentucky’s history and lore. Kentucky’s role in the dispossession of the American Indians and the abuse of minorities is a popular subject. When Kentucky became a state in 1792, women and all minorities were, in varying degrees, denied their full human rights. The landowning white male was king. This anthology reflects the gradual democratizing of Kentucky life, from the shame revealed in antebellum slave narratives to the glowing rainbow of fresh and vibrant voices that today celebrate our differences and our similarities.

I have tried to select complete works, but often space limitations have forced me to use excerpts from longer works, especially fiction. I have, however, provided context for these. Each selection is included because it is a worthwhile example of the writer’s work. My introductions are designed to orient you to each selection. The 179 writers who are included in this anthology are represented by selections ranging from a few lines of poetry to more than a dozen pages of fiction. Although such internationally known authors as Robert Penn Warren, Barbara Kingsolver, Wendell Berry, Sue Grafton, Bobbie Ann Mason, James Still, and Guy Davenport are represented with multiple pages from their works, there is no correlation between the length of a selection and its author’s critical reputation or popularity.

These selections have another objective: they were chosen to tantalize you to read additional works by the writers in this book as well as other Kentucky writers who are worthy of your time and patronage. Let us consider this collection but the first course for a banquet of delights that Kentucky’s writers have waiting for you in libraries and bookstores.

Many of these authors you already know. I used to say that Jesse Stuart was so well known and popular throughout Kentucky that he could sell his books to illiterates. Some of these writers, however, will be new to you. All of them are worth knowing and reading. The biographical appendix at the back of this book gives their vital statistics and lists a couple of their representative works. If you do not find your favorite author included, please keep in mind that this collection is not exhaustive. There are many other good writers whose works you may want to become acquainted with, and I mention a number of them in the pages that follow.

In “There Is No Frigate Like a Book,” Emily Dickinson likens reading a book to taking a voyage. When you open a book, you embark upon a trip that will take you wherever the author’s words carry you. The trip awaiting you in this book is navigated by many authors. These guides I now call into service as we embark together through the thickets and prairies, the smooth waters and the rapids, the barrens and the bluegrass of our Kentucky journey. The route is easy, for I have arranged the selections generally in chronological order. By the end, you will know Kentucky and its people better. And, more important, you’ll know yourself better and recognize the humanity that is common to us all.


When Kentucky Was Wilderness

The Early Years

In the mid-eighteenth century, to the west, beyond the English colonies that bordered the Atlantic Ocean and were struggling to become independent, lay a vast, uncharted wilderness of great promise and wealth. Although this land was declared off limits to His Majesty George III’s subjects by the Proclamation of 1763, many hunters, adventurers, land speculators, and land-hungry settlers—especially from Pennsylvania, Virginia, and North Carolina—ignored the king’s edict and began trekking over the Allegheny Mountains into the new territory that some people, despite the hardships and dangers that awaited them, had dubbed the New Eden. The country was simply too alluring to resist.

It is appropriate, therefore, that we start our journey with those intrepid adventurers who defied wild animals, hostile terrain, alarmed Indians, the indifferent elements, even their own human reason and limitations, and ventured forth by foot, horse and wagon, and boat to claim a share of this wondrous place already being called Kentucky.

From George Rogers Clark and his secret mission during the American Revolution to dismantle the British posts in the Illinois country to John James Audubon, the bird-obsessed painter and inept merchant, we read the words of the witnesses to this bold migration. In addition, through the words of one contemporary author and two latter-day fiction writers, we can relive those pioneer times in our imaginations. For more than two hundred years the early settlement of Kentucky has been a perennial subject for numerous fiction writers, poets, and playwrights, beginning with Gilbert Imlay’s novel, The Emigrant. A generation later, Robert Montgomery Bird, a native of Delaware, sojourned in Kentucky in the 1830s and wrote a popular novel about the Western frontier. Bird’s Nick of the Woods, or The Jibbenainosay, A Tale of Kentucky, published in London in 1837, tells of the incredible feats of a mythical giant or spirit who protects the white settlers from Indian attacks in 1782. Other novelists who have written of early Kentucky include Elizabeth Madox Roberts, whose The Great Meadow (1930) is perhaps the best novel about the migration into Kentucky. Gene Markey, a novelist, screenwriter, and producer, was born in Michigan but became a Kentuckian after 1952, when he married Lucille Parker Wright, the owner of Calumet Farm. The Far Paradise (1960) tells of the trials and triumphs of a wealthy Virginia family who, with their servants, furniture, and livestock, move en masse down the Ohio River to Kentucky in 1794 and settle in Lexington. Two novels that tell the epic story of the pioneer family of Roman and Kitty Gentry are Betty Layman Receveur’s Oh, Kentucky! (1990) and Kentucky Home (1995). A seventh-generation Kentuckian, Receveur once said of Kitty Gentry, “She is all my ancestors.” Last but hardly least are Robert Emmett McDowell and Jude Deveraux. All these writers open vivid windows on this howling and croaking but exhilarating land.

 

John Filson

from The Discovery, Settlement, and Present State of Kentucke

It is appropriate that we start with a real man who became a myth. No man’s name says Kentucky and the early American West better than that of Daniel Boone, a native of Pennsylvania and onetime resident of North Carolina who, as he tells us in the “autobiography” written for him by Kentucky’s first historian, John Filson, came to Kentucky in 1769 with a band of friends to hunt and explore. Filson’s description of the new country begins after an introductory paragraph from Boone’s autobiography.
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It was on the 1st of May, in the year 1769, that I resigned my domestic happiness for a time, and left my family and peaceable habitation on the Yadkin river, in North Carolina, to wander through the wilderness of America, in quest of the country of Kentucke, in company with John Finley, John Stewart, Joseph Holden, James Monay, and William Cool. We proceeded successfully; and after a long and fatiguing journey, through a mountainous wilderness, in a westward direction, on the seventh day of June following we found ourselves on Red river, where John Finley had formerly been trading with the Indians, and, from the top of an eminence, saw with pleasure the beautiful level of Kentucke. Here let me observe, that for some time we had experienced the most uncomfortable weather as a prelibation of our future sufferings. At this place we encamped, and made a shelter to defend us from the inclement season, and began to hunt and reconnoiter the country. We found everywhere abundance of wild beasts of all sorts, through this vast forest. The buffaloe were more frequent than I have seen cattle in the settlements, browzing on the leaves of the cane, or cropping the herbage on those extensive plains, fearless, because ignorant, of the violence of man. Sometimes we saw hundreds in a drove, and the numbers about the salt springs were amazing. In this forest, the habitation of beasts of every kind natural to America, we practiced hunting with great success, until the 22d day of December following. . . .

Among the native animals are the urus, bison, or zorax, described by Cesar, which we call a buffalo, much resembling a large bull, of a great size, with a large head, thick, short, crooked horns, and broader in his forepart than behind. Upon his shoulder is a large lump of flesh, covered with a thick boss of long wool and curly hair, of a dark brown color. They do not rise from the ground as our cattle, but spring up at once upon their feet; are of a broad make, and clumsy appearance, with short legs, but run fast, and turn not aside for any thing when chased, except a standing tree. They weigh from 500 to 1000 weight, are excellent meat, supplying the inhabitants in many parts with beef, and their hides make good leather. I have heard a hunter assert, he saw above 1000 buffaloes at the Blue Licks at once; so numerous were they before the first settlers had wantonly sported away their lives. There still remains a great number in the exterior parts of the settlement. They feed upon cane and grass, as other cattle, and are innocent, harmless creatures.

There are still to be found many deer, elks, and bears, within the settlement, and many more on the borders of it. There are also panthers, wild cats, and wolves.

The waters have plenty of beavers, otters, minks, and muskrats: nor are the animals common to other parts wanting, such as foxes, rabbits, squirrels, racoons, ground-hogs, pole-cats, and opossums. Most of the species of the domestic quadrupeds have been introduced since the settlement, such as horses, cows, sheep, and hogs, which are prodigiously multiplied, suffered to run in the woods without a keeper, and only brought home when wanted. . . .

This country is more temperate and healthy than the other settled parts of America. In summer it has not the sandy heats which Virginia and Carolina experience, and receives a fine air from its rivers. In winter, which at most lasts three months, commonly two, and is but seldom severe, the people are safe in bad houses; and the beasts have a goodly supply without fodder. The winter begins about Christmas, and ends about the first of March, at farthest does not exceed the middle of that month. Snow seldom falls deep or lies long. The west winds often bring storms, and the east winds clear the sky; but there is no steady rule of weather in that respect, as in the northern states. The west winds are sometimes cold and nitrous. The Ohio running in that direction, and there being mountains on that quarter, the westerly winds, by sweeping along their tops, in the cold regions of the air, and over a long tract of frozen water, collect cold in their course, and convey it over the Kentucke country; but the weather is not so intensely severe as these winds bring with them in Pennsylvania. The air and seasons depend very much on the winds, as to heat and cold, dryness and moisture.

 

Colonel James Smith

from An Account of the Remarkable Occurrences in the Life and Travels of Col. James Smith

Colonel James Smith, a native of Pennsylvania, in May 1755 went with a party of three hundred men to cut a wagon road from Fort Loudon to Braddock’s Road, near the present-day town of Connellsville in Fayette County, Pennsylvania. His capture by the Canasatauga and Delaware Indians, his travels and uncertain life with them, and his eventual escape are true-life adventures that still have the power to freeze the blood. Afterward, Smith settled in Bourbon County, Kentucky, and in 1799 published a book about his harrowing experiences.
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In May 1755, the province of Pennsylvania, agreed to send out three hundred men, in order to cut a waggon road from Fort Loudon, to join Braddock’s road, near the Turkey Foot, or three forks of Yohogania. My brother-in-law, William Smith esq. of Conococheague, was appointed commissioner, to have the oversight of these road-cutters.

Though I was at that time only eighteen years of age, I had fallen violently in love with a young lady, whom I apprehended was possessed of a large share of both beauty and virtue;—but being born between Venus and Mars, I concluded I must also leave my dear fair one, and go out with this company of road-cutters, to see the event of this campaign; but still expecting that some time in the course of this summer, I should again return to the arms of my beloved.

We went on with the road, without interruption, until near the Allegheny Mountain; when I was sent back, in order to hurry up some provisions waggons that were on the way after us; I proceeded down the road as far as the crossings of Juniata, where, finding the waggons were coming on as fast as possible, I returned up the road again towards the Allegheny Mountain, in company with one Arnold Vigoras. About four or five miles above Bedford, three Indians had made a blind of bushes, stuck in the ground, as though they grew naturally, where they concealed themselves, about fifteen yards from the road. When we came opposite to them, they fired upon us, at this short distance, and killed my fellow traveller, yet their bullets did not touch me; but my horse making a violent start, threw me, and the Indians immediately ran up, and took me prisoner. The one that laid hold on me was a Canasatauga, the other two were Delawares. One of them could speak English, and asked me if there were any more white men coming after? I told them, not any near, that I knew of. Two of these Indians stood by me, whilst the other scalped my comrade: they then set off and ran at a smart rate, through the woods, for about fifteen miles, and that night we slept on the Allegheny Mountain, without fire.

The next morning they divided the last of their provision which they had brought from Fort DuQuesne, and gave me an equal share, which was about two or three ounces of mouldy biscuit—this and a young Ground-Hog, about as large as a Rabbit, roasted, and also equally divided, was all the provision we had until we came to the Loyal-Hannan, which was about fifty miles; and a great part of the way we came through exceeding rocky Laurel-thickets, without any path. When we came to the West side of Laurel-Hill, they gave the scalp halloo, as usual, which is a long yell or halloo, for every scalp or prisoner they have in possession; the last of these scalp halloos were followed with quick and sudden shrill shouts of joy and triumph. On their performing this, we were answered by the firing of a number of guns on the Loyal-Hannan, one after another, quicker than one could count, by another party of Indians, who were encamped near where Ligoneer now stands. As we advanced near this party, they increased with repeated shouts of joy and triumph; but I did not share with them in their excessive mirth. When we came to this camp, we found they had plenty of Turkeys and other meat, there; and though I never before eat venison without bread or salt, yet as I was hungry, it relished very well. There we lay that night, and the next morning the whole of us marched on our way for Fort DuQuesne. The night after we joined another camp of Indians, with nearly the same ceremony, attended with great noise, and apparent joy, among all, except one. The next morning we continued our march, and in the afternoon we came in full view of the fort, which stood on the point, near where Fort Pitt now stands. We then made a halt on the bank of the Allegheny, and repeated the scalp halloo, which was answered by the firing of all the firelocks in the hands of both Indians and French who were in and about the fort, in the aforesaid manner, and also the great guns, which were followed by the continued shouts and yells of the different savage tribes who were then collected there.

As I was at this time unacquainted with this mode of firing and yelling of the savages, I concluded that there were thousands of Indians there, ready to receive General Braddock; but what added to my surprize, I saw numbers running towards me, stripped naked, excepting breech-clouts, and painted in the most hideous manner, of various colours, though the principal color was vermillion, or a bright red; yet there was annexed to this, black, brown, blue, &c. As they approached, they formed themselves into two long ranks, about two or three rods apart. I was told by an Indian that could speak English, that I must run betwixt these ranks, and that they would flog me all the way, as I ran, and if I ran quick, it would be so much the better, as they would quit when I got to the end of the ranks. There appeared to be a general rejoicing around me, yet, I could find nothing like joy in my breast; but I started to the race with all the resolution and vigor I was capable of exerting, and found that it was as I had been told, for I was flogged the whole way. When I had got near the end of the lines, I was struck with something that appeared to me to be a stick, or the handle of a tommahawk, which caused me to fall to the ground. On my recovering my senses, I endeavored to renew my race: but as I arose, some one cast sand in my eyes, which blinded me so, that I could not see where to run. They continued beating me most intolerably, until I was at length insensible; but before I lost my senses, I remember my wishing them to strike the fatal blow, for I thought they intended killing me, but apprehended they were too long about it.

The first thing I remember was my being in the fort, amidst the French and Indians, and a French doctor standing by me, who had opened a vein in my left arm: after which, the interpreter asked me how I did, I told him I felt much pain; the doctor then washed my wounds, and the bruised places of my body, with French brandy. As I felt faint, and the brandy smelt well, I asked for some inwardly, but the doctor told me, by the interpreter, that it did not suit my case.

When they found I could speak, a number of Indians came around me, and examined me, with threats of cruel death, if I did not tell the truth. The first question they asked me, was, how many men were there in the party that were coming from Pennsylvania, to join Braddock? I told them the truth, that there were three hundred. The next question was, were they well armed? I told them they were all well armed, (meaning the arm of flesh) for they had only about thirty guns among the whole of them; which, if the Indians had known, they would certainly have gone and cut them all off; therefore, I could not in conscience let them know the defenceless situation of these road-cutters. I was then sent to the hospital, and carefully attended by the doctors, and recovered quicker than what I expected.

Some time after I was there, I was visited by the Delaware Indian already mentioned, who was at the taking of me, and could speak some English. Though he spoke but bad English, yet I found him to be a man of considerable understanding. I asked him if I had done any thing that had offended the Indians, which caused them to treat me so unmercifully? He said no, it was only an old custom the Indians had, and it was like how do you do; after that he said I would be well used. I asked him if I should be admitted to remain with the French? He said no—and told me that as soon as I recovered, I must not only go with the Indians, but must be made an Indian myself. I asked him what news from Braddock’s army? He said the Indians spied them every day, and he showed me by making marks on the ground with a stick, that Braddock’s army was advancing in very close order, and that the Indians would surround them, take trees, and (as he expressed it) shoot um down all one pigeon.

Shortly after this, on the 9th day of July 1755, in the morning I heard a great stir in the fort. As I could then walk with a staff in my hand, I went out of the door which was just by the wall of the fort, and stood upon the wall and viewed the Indians in a huddle before the gate, where were the barrels of powder, bullets, flints &c. and every one taking what suited; I saw the Indians also march off in rank, intire—likewise the French Canadians, and some regulars. After viewing the Indians and French in different positions, I computed them to be about four hundred, and wondered that they attempted to go out against Braddock with so small a party. I was then in high hopes that I would soon see them fly before the British troops, and that General Braddock would take the fort and rescue me.

I remained anxious to know the event of this day; and in the afternoon I again observed a great noise and commotion in the fort, and though at that time I could not understand French, yet I found that it was the voice of Joy and triumph, and feared that they had received what I called bad news.

I had observed some of the old country soldiers speak Dutch, as I spoke Dutch I went to one of them, and asked him, what was the news? he told me that a runner had just arrived, who said that Braddock would certainly be defeated; that the Indians and French had surrounded him, and were concealed behind trees and in gullies, and kept a constant fire upon the English, and that they saw the English falling in heaps, and if they did not take the river which was the only gap, and make their escape, there would not be one man left alive before sun down. Some time after this I heard a number of scalp halloo’s and saw a company of Indians and French coming in. I observed they had a great many bloody scalps, grenadiers’ caps, British canteens, bayonets &c. with them. They brought the news that Braddock was defeated. After that, another company came in, which appeared to be about one hundred, and chiefly Indians, and it seemed to me that almost every one of this company was carrying scalps; after this came another company with a number of waggon-horses, and also a great many scalps. Those that were coming in, and those that had arrived, kept a constant firing of small arms, and also the great guns in the fort, which were accompanied with the most hedious shouts and yells from all quarters; so that it appeared to me as if the infernal regions had broke loose.

About sun down I beheld a small party coming in with about a dozen prisoners, stripped naked, with their hands tied behind their backs, and their faces and part of their bodies blacked—these prisoners they burned to death on the bank of Allegheny River opposite to the fort. I stood on the fort wall until I beheld them begin to burn one of these men, they had him tied to a stake, and kept touching him with fire-brands, red-hot irons &c. and he screeming in a most doleful manner,—the Indians in the mean time yelling like infernal spirits. As this scene appeared too shocking for me to behold, I retired to my lodgings both sore and sorry. . . .

A few days after this the Indians demanded me and I was obliged to go with them. I was not yet well able to march, but they took me in a canoe, up the Allegheny River to an Indian town that was on the north side of the river, about forty miles above Fort DuQuesne. Here I remained about three weeks, and was then taken to an Indian town on the west branch of Muskingum, about twenty miles above the forks, which was called Tullihas, inhabited by Delawares, Caughnewagos and Mohicans.—On our rout betwixt the aforesaid towns, the country was chiefly black-oak and white-oak land, which appeared generally to be good wheat land, chiefly second and third rate, intermixed with some rich bottoms.

The day after my arrival at the aforesaid town, a number of Indians collected about me, and one of them began to pull the hair out of my head. He had some ashes on a piece of bark, in which he frequently dipped his fingers in order to take the firmer hold, and so he went on, as if he had been plucking a turkey, until he had all the hair clean out of my head, except a small spot about three or four inches square on my crown; this they cut off with a pair of scissors, excepting three locks, which they dressed up in their own mode. Two of these they wraped round with a narrow beaded garter made by themselves for that purpose, and the other they platted at full length, and then stuck it full of silver broches. After this they bored my nose and ears, and fixed me off with ear rings and nose jewels, then they ordered me to strip off my clothes and put on a breech-clout, which I did; they then painted my head, face and body in various colours. They put a large belt of wampom on my neck, and silver bands on my hands and right arm; and so an old chief led me out in the street and gave the alarm halloo, coo-wigh, several times repeated quick, and on this all that were in the town came running and stood round the old chief, who held me by the hand in the midst.—As I at that time knew nothing of their mode of adoption, and had seen them put to death all they had taken, and as I never could find that they saved a man alive at Braddock’s defeat, I made no doubt but they were about putting me to death in some cruel manner. The old chief holding me by the hand, made a long speech very loud, and when he had done he handed me to three young squaws, who led me by the hand down the bank into the river until the water was up to our middle. The squaws then made signs to me to plunge myself into the water, but I did not understand them; I thought that the result of the council was that I should be drowned, and that these young ladies were to be the executioners. They all three laid violent hold of me, and I for some time opposed them with all my might, which occasioned loud laughter by the multitude that were on the bank of the river. At length one of the squaws made out to speak a little English (for I believe they began to be afraid of me) and said, no hurt you; on this I gave myself up to their ladyships, who were as good as their word; for though they plunged me under water, and washed and rubbed me severely, yet I could not say they hurt me much.

These young women then led me up to the council house, where some of the tribe were ready with new cloths for me. They gave me a new ruffled shirt, which I put on, also a pair of leggins done off with ribbons and beads, likewise a pair of mockasons, and garters dressed with beads, Porcupine-quills, and redhair—also a tinsel laced cappo. They again painted my head and face with various colors, and tied a bunch of red feathers to one of these locks they had left on the crown of my head, which stood up five or six inches. They seated me on a bear skin, and gave me a pipe, tomahawk, and polecat skin pouch, which had been skinned pocket fashion, and contained tobacco, killegenico, or dry sumach leaves, which they mix with their tobacco,—also spunk, flint and steel. When I was thus seated, the Indians came in dressed and painted in their grandest manner. As they came in they took their seats and for a considerable time there was a profound silence, every one was smoking,—but not a word was spoken among them.—At length one of the chiefs made a speech, which was delivered to me by an interpreter,—and was as followeth:—“My son, you are now flesh of our flesh, and bone of our bone. By the ceremony which was performed this day, every drop of white blood was washed out of your veins; you are taken into the Caughnewago nation, and initiated into a warlike tribe; you are adopted into a great family, and now received with great seriousness and solemnity in the room and place of a great man; after what has passed this day, you are now one of us by an old strong law and custom—My son, you have now nothing to fear, we are now under the same obligations to love, support and defend you, that we are to love and to defend one another, therefore you are to consider yourself as one of our people.”—At this time I did not believe this fine speech, especially that of the white blood being washed out of me; but since that time I have found that there was much sincerity in said speech,—for, from that day I never knew them to make any distinction between me and themselves in any respect whatever until I left them.—If they had plenty of cloathing I had plenty, if we were scarce we all shared one fate.

After this ceremony was over, I was introduced to my new kin, and told that I was to attend a feast that evening, which I did. And as the custom was, they gave me also a bowl and wooden spoon, which I carried with me to the place, where there was a number of large brass kettles full of boiled venison and green corn; every one advanced with his bowl and spoon and had his share given him.—After this, one of the chiefs made a short speech, and then we began to eat.

The name of one of the chiefs in this town was Tecanyaterighto, alias Pluggy, and the other Asallecoa, alias Mohawk Solomon.—As Pluggy and his party were to start the next day to war, to the frontiers of Virginia, the next thing to be performed was the war dance, and their war songs. At their war dance they had both vocal and instrumental music. They had a short hollow gum closed in one end, with water in it, and parchment stretched over the open end thereof, which they beat with one stick, and made a sound nearly like a muffled drum,—all those who were going on this expedition collected together and formed. An old Indian then began to sing, and timed the music by beating on this drum, as the ancients formerly timed their music by beating the tabor. On this the warriors began to advance, or move forward in concert, like well disciplined troops would march to the fife and drum. Each warrior had a tomahawk, spear or warmallet in his hand, and they all moved regularly towards the east, or the way they intended to go to war. At length they all stretched their tomahawks towards the Potomack, and giving a hideous shout or yell, they wheeled quick about, and danced in the same manner back. The next was the war song. In performing this, only one sung at a time, in a moving posture, with a tomahawk in his hand, while all the other wariors were engaged in calling aloud he-uh, he-uh, which they constantly repeated, while the war song was going on. When the warior that was singing had ended his song, he struck a war-post with his tomahawk, and with a loud voice told what warlike exploits he had done, and what he now intended to do: which were answered by the other warriors with loud shouts of applause. Some who had not before intended to go to war, at this time were so animated by this performance, that they took up the tomahawk and sung the war song which was answered with shouts of joy, as they were then initiated into the present marching company. The next morning this company all collected at one place, with their heads and faces painted with various colors, and packs upon their backs: they marched off, all silent, except the commander, who, in the front, sung the travelling song, which began in this manner: hoo caugh-tainte heegana. Just as the rear passed the end of the town, they began to fire in their slow manner, from the front to the rear, which was accompanied with shouts and yells from all quarters.

This evening I was invited to another sort of dance, which was a kind of promiscuos dance. The young men stood in one rank, and the young women in another, about one rod apart, facing each other. The one that raised the tune, or started the song, held a small gourd or dry shell of a squash, in his hand, which contained beads or small stones, which rattled. When he began to sing, he timed the tune with his rattle; both men and women danced and sung together, advancing towards each other, stooping until their heads would be touching together, and then ceased from dancing, with loud shouts, and retreated and formed again, and so repeated the same thing over and over, for three or four hours, without intermission. This exercise appeared to me at first, irrational and insipid; but I found that in singing their tunes, they used ya ne no hoo wa ne, &c. like our fa sol la, and though they have no such thing as jingling verse, yet they can intermix sentences with their notes, and say what they please to each other, and carry on the tune in concert. I found that this was a kind of wooing or courting dance, and as they advanced stooping with their heads together, they could say what they pleased in each others ear, without disconcerting their rough music, and the others, or those near, not hear what they say. . . .

Tontileaugo left us a little before Christmas, and from that until some time in February, we had always plenty of bear meat, venison, &c. During this time I killed much more than we could use, but having no horses to carry in what I killed, I left part of it in the woods. In February there came a snow, with a crust, which made a great noise when walking on it, and frightened away the deer; and as bear and beaver were scarce here, we got entirely out of provision. After I had hunted two days without eating any thing, and had very short allowance for some days before, I returned late in the evening faint and weary. When I came into our hut, Tecaughretanego asked what success? I told him not any. He asked me if I was not very hungry? I replied that the keen appetite seemed to be in some measure removed, but I was both faint and weary. He commanded Nunganey his little son, to bring me something to eat, and he brought me a kettle with some bones and broth,—after eating a few mouthfuls, my appetite violently returned, and I thought the victuals had a most agreable relish, though it was only fox and wild-cat bones, which lay about the camp, which the ravens and turkey-buzzards had picked—these Nunganey had collected and boiled, until the sinews that remained on the bones would strip off. I speedily finished my allowance, such as it was, and when I had ended my sweet repast, Tecaughretanego asked me how I felt? I told him that I was much refreshed. He then handed me his pipe and pouch, and told me to take a smoke. I did so. He then said he had something of importance to tell me, if I was now composed and ready to hear it. I told him that I was ready to hear him. He said the reason why he deferred his speech till now, was because few men are in a right humor to hear good talk, when they are extremely hungry, as they are then generally fretful and discomposed; but as you appear now to enjoy calmness and serenity of mind, I will now communicate to you the thoughts of my heart, and those things that I know to be true.

“Brother,

“As you have lived with the white people, you have not had the same advantage of knowing that the great being above feeds his people, and gives them their meat in due season, as we Indians have, who are frequently out of provisions, and yet are wonderfully supplied, and that so frequently that it is evidently the hand of the great Owaneeyo that doth this: whereas the white people have commonly large stocks of tame cattle, that they can kill when they please, and also their barns and cribs filled with grain, and therefore have not the same opportunity of seeing and knowing that they are supported by the ruler of Heaven and Earth.

“Brother,

“I know that you are now afraid that we will all perish with hunger, but you have no just reason to fear this.

“Brother,

“I have been young, but am now old—I have been frequently under the like circumstances that we now are, and that some time or other in almost every year of my life; yet, I have hitherto been supported, and my wants supplied in time of need.

“Brother,

“Owaneeyo sometimes suffers us to be in want, in order to teach us our dependance upon him, and to let us know that we are to love and serve him: and likewise to know the worth of the favors that we receive, and to make us more thankful.

“Brother,

“Be assured that you will be supplied with food, and that just in the right time; but you must continue diligent in the use of means—go to sleep, and rise early in the morning and go a hunting—be strong and exert yourself like a man, and the great spirit will direct your way.”

The next morning I went out, and steered about an east course. I proceeded on slowly for about five miles, and saw deer frequently, but as the crust on the snow made a great noise, they were always running before I spied them, so that I could not get a shoot. A violent appetite returned, and I became intolerably hungry;—it was now that I concluded I would run off to Pennsylvania, my native country. As the snow was on the ground, the Indian hunters almost the whole of the way before me, I had but a poor prospect of making my escape, but my case appeared desperate. If I staid here I thought I would perish with hunger, and if I met with Indians, they could but kill me.

I then proceeded on as fast as I could walk, and when I got about ten or twelve miles from our hut, I came upon fresh buffaloe tracks,—I pursued after, and in a short time came in sight of them, as they were passing through a small glade—I ran with all my might, and headed them, where I lay in ambush, and killed a very large cow. I immediately kindled a fire and began to roast meat, but could not wait till it was done—I ate it almost raw. When hunger was abated I began to be tenderly concerned for my old Indian brother, and the little boy I had left in a perishing condition. I made haste and packed up what meat I could carry, secured what I left from the wolves, and returned homewards.

I scarcely thought on the old man’s speech while I was almost distracted with hunger, but on my return was much affected with it, reflected on myself for my hard-heartedness and ingratitude, in attempting to run off and leave the venerable old man and little boy to perish with hunger. I also considered how remarkably the old man’s speech had been verified in our providentially obtaining a supply. I thought also of that part of his speech which treated of the fractious dispositions of hungry people, which was the only excuse I had for my base inhumanity, in attempting to leave them in the most deplorable situation.

As it was moon-light, I got home to our hut, and found the old man in his usual good humor. He thanked me for my exertion, and bid me sit down, as I must certainly be fatigued, and he commanded Nunganey to make haste and cook. I told him I would cook for him, and let the boy lay some meat on the coals, for himself—which he did, but ate it almost raw, as I had done. I immediately hung on the kettle with some water and cut the beef in thin slices, and put them in:—when it had boiled awhile, I proposed taking it off the fire, but the old man replied, “let it be done enough.” This he said in as patient and unconcerned a manner, as if he had not wanted one single meal. He commanded Nunganey to eat no more beef at that time, least he might hurt himself; but told him to sit down, and after some time he might sup some broth—this command he reluctantly obeyed.

When we were all refreshed, Tecaughretanego delivered a speech upon the necessity and pleasure of receiving the necessary supports of life with thankfulness, knowing that Owaneeyo is the great giver. Such speeches from an Indian, may be tho’t by those who are unacquainted with them, altogether incredible; but when we reflect on the Indian war, we may readily conclude that they are not an ignorant or stupid sort of people; or they would not have been such fatal enemies. When they came into our country they outwitted us—and when we sent armies into their country, they outgeneralled, and beat us with inferior force. Let us also take into consideration that Tecaughretanego was no common person, but was among the Indians, as Socrates in the ancient Heathen world; and it may be, equal to him—if not in wisdom and in learning, yet, perhaps, in patience and fortitude.

 

George Rogers Clark

Letter from Patrick Henry

George Rogers Clark, the founder of Louisville on Corn Island at the Falls of the Ohio in 1778, was a soldier who was directed by Virginia’s Governor Patrick Henry to attack the British forts at Kaskaskia, Vincennes, and Detroit to eliminate the British presence in lands that would be claimed, should the American Revolution prove successful, by the new independent nation. Clark’s expedition was spectacularly successful—and so was the Revolution. In 1781 he was made a brigadier general by Governor Thomas Jefferson and established Fort Nelson at the Falls. He spent most of the rest of his life in the Louisville area and died in 1818. The first document relating to General Clark’s early career in Kentucky is the orders from Governor Henry, dated January 2, 1778, to undertake the expedition to the British outposts.
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VIRGINIA SCT.

In Council, Wmsbug, Jan. 2, 1778.

LIEUT. COLONEL GEORGE ROGERS CLARK:

You are to proceed with all convenient Speed to raise Seven Companies of Soldiers to consist of fifty men each officered in the usual manner & armed most properly for the Enterprise, & with this Force attack the British post at Kaskasky.

It is conjectured that there are many pieces of Cannon & military Stores to considerable amount at that place, the taking & preservation of which would be a valuable acquisition to the State. If you are so fortunate therefore as to succeed in your Expectation, you will take every possible Measure to secure the artillery & stores & whatever may advantage the State.

For the Transportation of the Troops, provisions &c., down the Ohio, you are to apply to the Commanding Officer at Fort Pitt for Boats, &c. during the whole Transaction you are to take especial Care to keep the true Destination of your Force secret. Its success depends upon this. Orders are therefore given to Captn Smith to secure the two men from Kaskasky. Similar conduct will be proper in similar cases.

It is earnestly desired that you show Humanity to such British Subjects and other persons as fall in your hands. If the white Inhabitants at the post & the neighbourhood will give undoubted Evidence of their attachment to this State (for it is certain they live within its Limits) by taking the Test prescribed by Law and by every other way & means in their power, Let them be treated as fellow Citizens & their persons & property duly secured. Assistance & protection against all Enemies whatever shall be afforded them, & the commonwealth of Virginia is pledged to accomplish it. But if these people will not accede to these reasonable Demands, they must feel the Miseries of War, under the direction of that Humanity that has hitherto distinguished Americans, & which it is expected you will ever consider as the Rule of your Conduct, & from which you are in no Instance to depart.

The Corps you are to command are to receive the pay & allowance of Militia & to act under the Laws & Regulations of this State now in Force as Militia. The Inhabitants at this Post will be informed by you that in Case they accede to the offers of becoming Citizens of this Commonwealth a proper Garrison will be maintained among them & every Attention bestowed to render their Commerce beneficial, the fairest prospects being opened to the Dominions of both France & Spain.

It is in Contemplation to establish a post near the Mouth of Ohio. Cannon will be wanted to fortify it. Part of those at Kaskasky will be easily brought thither or otherwise secured as circumstances will make necessary.

You are to apply to General Hand for powder & Lead necessary for this Expedition. If he can’t supply it the person who has that which Capt Lynn brot from Orleans can. Lead was sent to Hampshire by my orders & that may be delivered you. Wishing you success, I am

Sir,

Your h’ble Serv.,

P. HENRY.

Letter from Clark to the Indians

This is Clark’s explanation to the Indian tribes in the Detroit area near Lake Erie warning them not to support the British.
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Nothing destroys Your Interest among the Savages so soon as wavering sentiments or speeches that shew the least fear. I consequently had observed one steady line of conduct among them: Mr. Hamilton, who was almost Deifyed among them being captured by me, it was a sufficient confirmation to the Indians of every thing I had formerly said to them and gave the greatest weight to the Speeches I intended to send them; expecting that I should shortly be able to fulfill my threats with a Body of Troops sufficient to penetrate into any part of their Country; and by Reducing Detroit bring them to my feet. I sent the following Speech to the different Tribes near the Lakes that was at war with us, to-wit:

TO THE WARRIERS OF THE DIFFERENT NATIONS.

Men and Warriers: it is a long time since the Big Knives sent Belts of peace among You Siliciting of You not to listen to the bad talks and deceit of the English as it would at some future day tend to the Destruction of Your Nations. You would not listen, but Joined the English against the Big Knives and spilt much Blood of Women & Children. The Big Knives then resolved to shew no mercy to any People that hereafter would refuse the Belt of Peace which should be offered, at the same time One of War. You remember last summer a great many People took me by the hand, but a few kept back their Hearts. I also sent Belts of Peace and War among the nations to take their choice, some took the Peace Belt, others still listned to their great father (as they call him) at Detroit, and Joined him to come to War against me. The Big Knives are Warriers and look on the English as old Women and all those that Join him and are ashamed when they fight them because they are no Men.

I now send two Belts to all the Nations, one for Peace and the other for War. The one that is for War has your great English fathers Scalp tied to it, and made red with his Blood; all You that call yourselves his Children, make your Hatchets sharp & come out and Revenge his Blood on the Big Knives, fight like Men that the Big Knives may not be ashamed when they fight you; that the old Women may not tell us that we only fought Squaws. If any of You is for taking the Belt of Peace, send the Bloody Belt back to me that I may know who to take by the hand as Brothers, for you may be Assured that no peace for the future will be granted to those that do not lay down their Arms immediately. Its as you will I dont care whether You are for Peace or War; as I Glory in War and want Enemies to fight us, as the English cant fight us any longer, and are become like Young Children begging the Big Knives for mercy and a little Bread to eat; this is the last Speech you may ever expect from the Big Knives, the next thing will be the Tomahawk. And You may expect in four Moons to see Your Women & Children given to the Dogs to eat, while those Nations that have kept their words with me will Flourish and grow like the Willow Trees on the River Banks under the care and nourishment of their father, the Big Knives.

Letter from Francis to Clark

The final document relating to Clark is the letter of concession to Clark from Francis, the son of Tobacco, grand chief of the regional tribes.
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By the TOBACOES SON, Grand Chief of all the Peankeshaws Nations and of all the Tribes, Grand Dore to the Ouabache as ordered by the Master of Life, holding the Tomahawk in one hand and Peace in the other: Judging the Nations, giving entrance for those that are for Peace, and making them a clear road, &c.

DECLARATION.

WHEREAS for many Years past, this once Peaceable Land hath been put in confusion by the English encouraging all People to Raise the Tommahawk Against the Big Knives, saying that they were a bad People, Rebellious, and ought to be put from under the Sun, and their names to be no more.

But as the Sky of our Councils was always Misty, and never Clear we still was at a loss to know what to do, hoping that the Master of Life would one Day or other make the Sky Clear and put us in the right Road. He taking Pitty on us sent a father among us (Colo. George Rogers Clark) that has cleared our eyes And made our Paths straight defending our Lands, &c., So that we now enjoy Peace from the Rising to the Setting of Sun; and the Nations even to the heads of the great River (meaning the Messicippi) are happy and will no more listen to Bad Birds; but abide by the Councils of their great father, A Chief of the Big Knives that is now among us.

AND whereas it is our desire that he should long remain among us, that we may take his Council and be happy, it also being our desire to give him Lands to reside on in our Country that we may at all times speak to him. After many Silicitations to him to make choice of a Tract, he chusing the Lands adjoining the falls of Ohio on the west side of said River.

I do hereby in the names of all the Great Chiefs and Warriers of the Ouabash and their Allies, Declare that so much Lands at the falls of Ohio contained in the following bounds, to-wit, Begining opposite the middle of the first Island below the falls, Bounded upwards by the west Bank of the River so far as to include two Leagues and half on a straight line from the begining, thence at right angles with said line two Leagues & half in Breadth, in all its Parts shall hereafter and ever be the sole property of our great father (Colo. Clark) with all things thereto belonging, either above or below the Earth shall be and is his; except a Road through said Land to his Door, which shall remain ours, and for us to walk on to speak to our father. All Nations from the Rising to the setting of the Sun, that are not in alliance with us are hereby warned to esteem the said gift as sacred and not to make that Land taste of Blood; that all People either at peace or War may repair in safety to get Council of our father. Whoever first darkens that Land shall no longer have a Name. This declaration shall forever be a Witness between all Nations and our Present Gt father; that the said Lands are forever hereafter his Property. In witness whereof I do in the name of all the Great Chiefs and Warriers of the Ouabash in open Council affix my mark and Seal done at St. Vincents this 16th day of June 1779.

(Signed) FRANCIS SON OF TOBACCO.

 

Thomas Perkins

“Letter from Kentucky”

A rare and choice travel narrative is the following letter written by an anonymous visitor to Kentucky describing his dangerous trip through the Cumberland Gap, one of the two main avenues into the new land (the other was the water route down the Ohio River). The preponderance of evidence suggests that the author of the letter was Thomas Perkins, a Massachusetts-born lawyer who moved to Danville in 1784 from Fredericksburg, Virginia. It is a delightful eyewitness narrative by a close observer and good writer. Published in the September 1785 issue of the Boston Magazine, it is prefaced by this note: “By Publishing the following Letter from a Gentleman in Kentucky to his Friend in this State [Massachusetts], you will oblige G.B.”
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Danville, Kentucky, March 1st, 1785

Some time in December last I sent an account of my tour, for the amusement of my friends, to Fredericksburg in Virginia by the hand of Mr. B___; but have lately heard that the whole company in which Mr. B___was, were attacked by a party of Indians in crossing Clinch River, and the best accounts say they were all killed or taken prisoners.

As I presume the Cherokees will not be polite enough to forward your packet, I embrace this opportunity of conveying you the substance of it in a letter. I left Major M’s family in Orange county on the 27th of September, and set off for Kentucky without the prospect of a single person to accompany me. Twice I had appointed to go with company. They failed of going. Therefore, fearing that another disappointment might prevent my going before spring, I resolved to risque the journey alone, knowing that, as this was the time of year in which the people move, it would hardly be possible but what I should fall in with company before I arrived at the Block house, which is the last settlement of consequence on the eastern side of the wilderness.

I crossed the blue ridge at a place called Rock Fish Gap. A man must be insensible not to be charmed with the beauties of that mountain, especially on the eastern side. I was five hours and an half ascending the mountain, which, in some places, is too steep to ride with safety. The soil of it is extremely fertile, and is delightfully watered by an almost infinite variety of rivulets which run down its side, falling in many places near fifty feet perpendicular. The murmuring of these streams, the variety of fowls and birds, the prodigious herds of cattle and horses which graze on this mountain, the different kinds of wild fruit with which it abounds, and a thousand nameless beauties peculiar to such places, almost made me imagine myself on enchanted ground. On the top of it is a large spring which breaks out from under a cliff of rocks, and affords many kinds of fish. This has given the passage over it in that place the name of Rock Fish Gap. The growth peculiar to the mountains is honey locust, paupau, chinquopins, black walnut and wild cherry: these are in common with such other trees and shrubs as are found usually on the mountains of New England. On the western side of the mountain the inhabitants appear altogether different from what they call the lowlanders, i.e., the people on the east side. They have but few slaves, are more industrious, and instead of raising tobacco, turn their whole attention to corn and grain. The county of Rockbridge, which is the first you go through after crossing the mountain, took its name from a natural stone bridge over one of the branches of James River, which is, perhaps, one of the greatest natural curiosities in Virginia. The bridge is about eighty feet long, and forty or fifty feet wide, and is supported by a well turned arch, from the top of which to the water, is two hundred and forty three feet. There is soil enough on the bridge to produce small trees and bushes, which grow so thick on its sides, that strangers often ride over the bridge without knowing it.

The next day after crossing the mountain I met a company from Kentucky, who confirmed the accounts I had before heard that the Indians were growing very troublesome in the wilderness: that the Cheekomangres, a tribe of the Cherokees, thought themselves neglected in the late treaty, and were therefore determined to do us all the mischief they could. They informed me that the week before, while they were in the wilderness, there were seventeen armed men in company with five women and three children on their way to Kentucky. They were attacked in the night by nine Indians, on which the men instantly fled, leaving the women and children a prey to the savages. If cowardice ever deserved the gibbet it was in this instance.

The tract of country which lies between the Blue Ridge and the Alliganey mountains is, I think, less fertile than any part of Virginia. Near the Alliganey it is settled chiefly by the Scotch and Irish, who, on account of the cheapness of the land, have removed hither in prodigious shoals from the back part of Pennsylvania and Maryland.

The Alliganey mountain is the dividing ridge between the eastern & western waters. The ascent, except in a very few places, is not difficult: you seem to be rising gradually for near thirty miles. The mountain is thickly inhabited, by all sorts of indolent ignorant people, who raise a little corn, but depend chiefly on hunting for their support. They live in little log huts, destitute of every convenience of life; but as they never were acquainted with any other kind of living, they do not appear unhappy. Their only wants are salt and whiskey.

October 5. I crossed New River, the first stream that runs west. This is a branch of the Ohio and empties into it about 250 miles below fort Pitt, where it is called the big Connoway [Kanawha].

Having arrived at the place where all the roads which lead to Kentucky meet, I kept an account of the number of souls I overtook in one day going to that country; and though I was the whole day in riding about thirty miles, but very little faster than a waggon would drive, I overtook two hundred and twenty one. They seemed absolutely infatuated by something like the old crusading spirit to the holy land. West of the mountain, the land, though stony, appears good. The growth is sycamore alias button wood, sugar tree, cherry, walnut, lucust, oak, &c. &c.

Saturday 10. I arrived at the block house, the last house on this side the wilderness, except a few scattering huts, which are possessed alternately by hunters and Indians. Col. A. The gentleman who keeps the house informed me that a very agreeable company left that place the day before: and that as there were a number of families in it, they would move slow, that I might overtake them in one day; and, therefore, advised me to push after them as fast as I could.

At 7 in the evening, Col. B. Arrived there from the Cherokee tribe. He was formerly our minister plenipotentiary, and resided a considerable time at their court.

In consequence of the mischief which had lately been done, he went there to enquire into the reasons of it, and to demand the horses and cattle they had stolen.

He told me, that on the 3d day, they refused to admit him in to their public council, which much alarmed him. One of his Indian friends came to him privately and told him the subject of debate was, whether they should roast him that day, or put it off a few days longer; on which he made his escape.

His friend also assured him, that many of the Indians, were much disposed for war, and that a large party of near 300 were then on the Kentucky road hunting horses and hares, as they term it; and his business there was to inform the people of the danger on the road and to warn them against attempting the wilderness, unless in large companies well armed. This was most unwelcome information. I was, however, under a necessity of going on; and being informed that there was but little danger in the first day’s march. I set off alone on Sunday at break of day, to overtake the companies before. The wilderness is 195 miles from the block house to the first settlement in Kentucky, though for 40 or 50 miles, there are a number of little huts, with small pieces of cleared land, where the hunters have endeavoured to raise corn.

The badness of the road from the block house is not easily described. From the rugged ascents and descents, which seemed absolutely impassible; and from the mire, which was every step up to my horse’s knees, occasioned by heavy rains, which had fallen a few days before, I had hard work to go a mile in an hour. I however made the best of my time ’til sunset, but could hear nothing of the company. As marching in the dark was out of the question, I began to look out for a place to sleep, or rather to stay, for I did not expect to sleep. Some little apprehension of danger from the Indians, the loneliness of my situation, the howling of wolves and croaking of ravens on every side, made me feel some what gloomy. I turned aside from the road about a quarter of a mile, by the side of a steep rock, where I found green grass for my horse, and after giving him my hat full of corn, tied him to a tree, then bringing my saddle, my bag of corn and wallet of provision by the side of the rock, I wrapped myself in my blanket, and with a large horseman’s pistol in each hand, I set down to guard him and myself. About one o’clock I fell asleep, and forgot the danger of my situation ’til morning.

Monday about noon I overtook the company. It consisted of upwards of 500 souls, 134 of which were active men, well armed; the rest were old men, women, children and negroes. Tuesday we spent in making regulations, chusing officers, &c. We found, that evening, that a number of the families had on the road been exposed to the measles and were then beginning to break out. This was a difficulty for which we were unprepared. To go back with them was out of the question, to leave them behind certain death. We agreed to keep with them and move on slowly encamping every night by the roadside, and keeping a guard of thirty men, who by keeping a great number of fires round the encampment, and crying every five minutes as loud as they can “all is well,” would endeavour to terrify the savages. We turned our horses out to graze every night. The woods afford cane, wild pea vines, grass, &c. in great plenty.

In a few days we found our company too large to move with any convenience; and that we must either divide or perish with famine. We divided our company at Cumberland river taking 54 guns.

I believe no company ever had so disagreeable a time of it through the wilderness. Out of 22 days we had only 4 in which it did not rain and thunder most excessively.

We, however, all got safe through, notwithstanding many of the company, while sick, rode from morning ’til evening in the rain. We generally marched about ten miles in a day. Were never disturbed by the Indians, except once they fired on some of our company, who were out a hunting; but we frequently saw the effects of their cruelties. Scarce a day but we found the marks of a defeated company. The last summer and the beginning of the fall, the people supposing the Indians to be at peace, ventured through the wilderness in small companies, which fell an easy prey to them. It is supposed they have killed more than a hundred on that road since last July. Some whole companies have never been heard of. The encampments of those who have been destroyed by them, exhibit a scene too horrid to be described.

My situation, and prospects, with respect to business, are as good as could reasonably be expected, considering the time I have been in the country. I hold my office in this place [Danville], a small trading town, containing about 15 families, who live in little log huts, and seem quite sociable. I am here however but a small part of my time, having the courts to attend in four counties, each of which is held once a month; so that I have one court to attend every week, besides a circle of about 250 miles to ride every month, from county to county. I had almost forgotten to observe, that this is Lincoln county, about 95 miles from the falls of Ohio [Louisville].

I have now given you quite a circumstantial account of myself for the last six months; and although a dry narration, without so much as one philosophical observation or wise speech to set it off to advantage, am in hopes it may serve for the amusement of a leisure hour.

 

Gilbert Imlay

from Topographical Description of the Western Territory of North America

The life of Gilbert Imlay, another early visitor to Kentucky, reads like an adventure novel. A native of New Jersey and a veteran of the American Revolution, he came to Louisville in 1784 and failed as a land speculator. He left in 1792 and moved to London, where he published his Topographical Description of the Western Territory of North America, one of the most readable and accurate descriptions of early Kentucky life. His novel, The Emigrants, published in London in 1793, is the sentimental story of an English merchant and his family who move to Louisville. In a series of letters the novel tells of the hardships they experience on the rough frontier, including his daughter’s capture by the Indians and her eventual rescue. It is usually accorded the honor of being called the first Kentucky novel. The excerpt below, from his first book, describes early Kentucky “stations,” or small settlements, the log houses, the soil, the domestic animals and crops, and country amusements.
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In some of my first letters I gave you an account of the first settlement of this country. The perturbed state of that period, and the savage state of the country, which was one entire wilderness, made the object of the first emigrants that of security and sustenance, which produced the scheme of several families living together in what were called Stations. These stations were a kind of quadrangular, or sometimes oblong forts, formed by building log-houses connectedly only leaving openings for gate-ways to pass as they might have occasion. They were generally fixed in a favourable situation for water, and in a body of good land. Frequently the head of some party of connections who had a settlement and pre-emption right, seized upon these opportunities to have his land cleared, which was necessary for the support of the station; for, it was not only prudent to keep close in their forts at times, but it was also necessary to keep their horses and cows up, otherwise the Indians would carry off the horses, and shoot and destroy the cattle.

Under such circumstances, the first settlement of Kentucky was formed, which soon opened a considerable quantity of land in the county of Lincoln, which lies in the upper part of the state, and contiguous to the wilderness, which ends in this delectable region.

As the country gained strength, the stations began to break up in that part of the country, and their inhabitants to spread themselves, and settle upon their respective estates. But the embarrassment they were in for most of the conveniences of life, did not admit of their building any other houses but of logs, and of opening fields in the most expeditious way for planting the Indian corn; the only grain which was cultivated at that time.

A log-house is very soon erected, and in consequence of the friendly disposition which exists among those hospitable people, every neighbour flew to the assistance of each other upon occasions of emergency. Sometimes they were built of round logs entirely, covered with rived ash shingles, and the interstices stopped with clay, or lime and sand, to keep out the weather. The next object was to open the land for cultivation. There is very little under-wood in any part of this country, so that by cutting up the cane, and girdling the trees, you are sure of a crop of corn. The fertility of the soil amply repays the labourer for his toil; for if the large trees are not very numerous, and a large proportion of them the sugar maple, it is very likely from this imperfect cultivation, that the ground will yield from 50 to 60 bushels of corn to the acre. The second crop will be more ample; and as the shade is removed by cutting the timber away, great part of our land will produce from 70 to 100 bushels of corn from an acre. This extraordinary fertility enables the farmer who has but a small capital to increase his wealth in a most rapid manner (I mean by wealth the comforts of life). His cattle and hogs will find sufficient food in the woods, not only for them to subsist upon, but to fatten them. His horses want no provender the greatest part of the year except cane and wild clover; but he may afford to feed them with corn the second year. His garden, with little attention, produces him all the culinary roots and vegetables necessary for his table; and the prolific increase of his hogs and poultry, will furnish him the second year, without fearing to injure his stock, with a plenty of animal food; and in three or four years his flock of cattle and sheep will prove sufficient to supply him with both beef and mutton; and he may continue his plan at the same time of increasing his stock of those useful animals. By the fourth year, provided he is industrious, he may have his plantation in sufficient good order to build a better house, which he can do either of stone, brick, or a framed wooden building, the principal articles of which will cost him little more than the labour of himself and domestics; and he may readily barter or sell some part of the superfluous productions of his farm, which it will by this time afford, and procure such things as he may stand in need of for the completion of his building. Apples, peaches, pears, &c. &c. he ought to plant when he finds a soil or eligible situation to place them in, as that will not hinder, or in any degree divert, him from the object of his aggrandizement. I have taken no notice of the game he might kill, as it is more a sacrifice of time to an industrious man than any real advantage.

Such has been the progress of the settlement of this country, from dirty stations or forts, and smoaky huts, that it has expanded into fertile fields, blushing orchards, pleasant gardens, luxuriant sugar groves, neat and commodious houses, rising villages, and trading towns. Ten years have produced a difference in the population and comforts of this country, which to be pourtrayed in just colours would appear marvellous. To have implicit faith or belief that such things have happened, it is first necessary to be (as I have been) a spectator of such events.

Emigrations to this country were mostly from the back parts of Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, and North Carolina, until 1784: in which year many officers who had served in the American army during the late war came out with their families; several families came also from England, Philadelphia, New Jersey, York, and the New England States. The country soon began to be chequered after that æra with genteel men, which operated both upon the minds and actions of back woods people, who constituted the first emigrants. A taste for the decorum and elegance of the table was soon cultivated; the pleasures of gardening were considered not only as useful but amusing. These improvements in the comforts of living and manners, awakened a sense of ambition to instruct their youth in useful and accomplished arts. Social pleasures were regarded as the most inestimable of human possessions—the genius of friendship appeared to foster the emanations of virtue, while the cordial regard, and sincere desire of pleasing produced the most harmonizing effects. Sympathy was regarded as the essence of the human soul, participating of celestial matter, and as a spark engendered to warm our benevolence and lead to the raptures of love and rational felicity.

With such sentiments our amusements flow from the interchange of civilities, and a reciprocal desire of pleasing. That sameness may not cloy, and make us dull, we vary the scene as the nature of circumstances will permit. The opening spring brings with it the prospect of our summer’s labour, and the brilliant sun actively warms into life the vegetable world, which blooms and yields a profusion of aromatic odours. A creation of beauty is now a feast of joy, and to look for amusements beyond this genial torrent of sweets, would be a perversion of nature, and a sacrilege against heaven.

The season of sugar making occupies the women, whose mornings are cheered by the modulated buffoonery of the mocking bird, the tuneful song of the thrush, and the gaudy plumage of the parroquet.—Festive mirth crowns the evening.—The business of the day being over, the men join the women in the sugar groves where inchantment seems to dwell.—The lofty trees wave their spreading branches over a green turf, on whose soft down the mildness of the evening invites the neighbouring youth to sportive play; while our rural Nestors, with calculating minds, contemplate the boyish gambols of a growing progeny, they recount the exploits of their early age, and in their enthusiasm forget there are such things as decrepitude and misery. Perhaps a convivial song or a pleasant narration closes the scene.

 

Christian Schultz

from Travels of an Inland Voyage

In the two volumes of his Travels of an Inland Voyage, Christian Schultz, apparently a native of New York City, takes us on an 1807–8 journey from New York through Pennsylvania, Virginia, and Ohio into Kentucky and on down to New Orleans. His travels through Kentucky are detailed and colorful and filled with marvelous stories and anecdotes, meetings with fellow travelers, and data regarding distances between various towns. In these selections he tells about the different kinds of boats seen on the Western waters, his encounters with wild animals and wild people, a visit to Big Bone Lick, and an up-close description of the Falls at Louisville.

[image: image]

In my last I promised to give you some account of the different kinds of boats made use of on these waters, and shall now proceed to gratify your curiosity on that subject. The smallest kind of craft in use are simple log canoes; next follow perrogues, which are a larger kind of canoes, but sufficiently strong and capacious to carry from twelve to fifteen barrels of salt. Skiffs are built of all sizes, from five hundred to twenty thousand pounds weight burthen. Batteaux are the same as the larger kind of skiffs, and indifferently known by either name. Arks are not much in use on these waters; what few I have noticed were similar to those you have seen on the Susquehanna. Kentucky boats are strong frames of an oblong form, varying in size from twenty to fifty feet in length, and from ten to fourteen in breadth; they are built of stout square timber, and, before they are sided and roofed in, have much the appearance of old graving scows, excepting that the front part or bow has somewhat of a rake. The gunwales are generally from twelve to twenty-four inches high, and from three to six inches thick; on the top of these are mortised square joist of three or four feet in length, and four or five inches thick, which are sided up like a house with ordinary boards; on the top of these studs are secured the foot of each rafter, over which the roof is laid, which likewise answers the purpose of a main and quarter deck; they are steered by a long swing oar of the whole length of the boat, and generally have from one to three hands to manage a boat, having frequent occasion, when heavily loaded, to use their unwieldy oars, in order to keep nearly in the middle of the river. Some of these floating machines, with a shed roof, bear a very striking resemblance to what you daily see in the streets of New-York, where new houses are building, and generally denominated a lime-house.

New-Orleans boats are built upon the same model as the Kentucky boats, excepting that they are generally much larger and stronger, with an arched roof fore and aft. When I first saw a row of these boats lying high and dry on the shore at Pittsburgh, I really concluded they were detached pieces of some large rope-walk which had been carried off by the freshes from above. The largest boats of this kind will carry four hundred and fifty barrels of flour. Keel boats are very different from what their name would seem to imply to a stranger who has never seen one, especially to an inhabitant of a sea-port, where the name is always applied to sailing boats, particularly those kinds that can beat up against a wind. Here, however, it is given to a species of the Schenectady boats, which you will find particularly described in my account of the navigation of the Mohawk River. The principal difference consists in this, that the timbers or knees of these are built upon a small keel, about three inches in depth, and four or five in width; from which circumstance they are denominated keel boats. I have no doubt but the keel is an additional strength to the boat, as it receives the first shock of any obstruction in the navigation, which otherwise would fall immediately upon the planking; but at the same time it makes a draft of three inches more water than Schenectady boats of the same size and burthen. These boats are generally built from forty to eighty feet in length, and from seven to nine feet in width; the largest kind require but one hand to steer and two to row, in descending the Ohio, and will carry about one hundred barrels of salt; but, to ascend the stream, they will require at least six or eight hands to make any considerable progress.

The last and best kind of boats used on the Ohio and Mississippi is what is called a barge. You will have a tolerable correct idea of this kind when you see a ship’s long boat, or those used at the ferry from the city of New-York to Long Island, adding thereto about three times the length and a proportionable depth, their width being generally between seven and ten feet. These boats are steered by a rudder, and are easily managed while they have any way upon them; but when descending with the force of the current alone, are not so easily twisted and turned as a keel boat is by her long steering oar. A barge will carry from forty to sixty thousand weight, and requires four hands besides the helmsman to descend the river; but, to return with a loading, from eight to twelve become necessary. Barges, as well as keel boats, generally carry a moveable mast a-midships, and, whenever the wind will permit, set a square-sail, and some few top-sails. A small fleet of six or seven of these vessels coming up before a wind, at a distance of three or four miles, is equally as pleasing a sight in this country, as an equal number of the largest square-rigged vessels entering the harbour of New-York.

The prices of the various kinds of boats already described are as follows: Canoes from one to three dollars; perrogues from five to twenty; small skiffs from five to ten dollars; large skiffs or batteaux from twenty to fifty; arks one dollar a foot in length; Kentucky and New-Orleans boats from one dollar to one and a half a foot; keel boats from two and a half to three dollars a foot, and barges from four to five dollars a foot. These are the customary prices for new boats; but, from the constant influx of boats of every description down the Monongahela and Alleghany Rivers, whose destination is no farther than Pittsburgh, boats may often be had at very reduced prices.

The land from the Kentucky line, at Big Sandy River, to this place, which is a distance of seventy miles, presents a rough and hilly country, as far as can be seen from the river, excepting some small bottoms, alternately found, first on one side and then on the other.

This country appears to be completely overrun with innumerable quantities of black and grey squirrels. The river, since we left Marietta, has afforded us an abundant supply of these animals, without any trouble on our part, as our boat had continually five or six of them on board, who clambered up the oars in order to rest themselves. I have counted no less than forty-seven at one time swimming across the river in different directions. The shores on each side of the river are literally lined with drowned squirrels; and I suppose that one third at least of those who take to the river perish in the water. They all appear to be migrating to the southward. Higher up the river we found them very fat, and they afforded us many delicious repasts; but they have now become too poor to be eatable.

Although, in one of my former letters, I described the navigation of the Ohio to be perfectly safe, yet experience has shewn me it is at least necessary to keep a constant look out. We were about three miles below Salt Lick Creek when our boat drifted very gently against a pointed log or snag, which was barely covered with water. The boat was under such moderate way, that we had not the least idea that she was injured, as she wheeled around and continued her course. I soon, however, perceived the water rising fast over the timbers, and at the same time heard a rippling noise, which I at first supposed was occasioned by the current, but was soon convinced that it proceeded from the leaking of the boat. I removed some of the baggage, and perceiving the water gushing in with violence, thrust an old great coat into the hole, and directed my men to make for the shore, where we unloaded, and drew the boat out of the water. On examination we found one of the plank stove through; but by means of a thin piece of board and a few nails, we soon covered the fracture, and payed it over with some of the rich mud of the Ohio, which, on this occasion, answered all the purposes of tar, without the trouble of boiling.

After repairing the boat, and reloading our trumpery, we set forward again, when, just as we turned a short bend in the river, we discovered a bear that had taken to the water, with an intention of crossing to the opposite side. We immediately manned our oars with all hands in order to come up with him, but all to no purpose, for as soon as he perceived our intention, he prudently turned about, and recovered the shore he had left before we could come within gun shot. We had better luck, however, in the afternoon: seeing a deer make the same attempt, we despatched two hands in our light canoe after him, who, after cutting him off from the shore, and forcing him again to the middle of the river, determined not to shoot him, but give him fair play, and either take him alive or suffer him to escape: after a chase of nearly five miles, they seized him by the horns and dragged him ashore.

Limestone is said to be the oldest settlement in the State of Kentucky. The town, which consists of about eighty houses, is built on a flat in a bend of the river, and commands a pleasing view of the stream both above and below; and, from the great number of boats of every description lying along the shore, must have a very considerable share of business. Ship building, I was informed, is likewise carried on with much spirit, but I saw nothing of the kind going on while I was there.

The river had made very considerable encroachments upon the town, by washing away the banks; so that in some places there is barely room between the houses and the edge of the bank for a passable road. A year or two more, especially if assisted by any extraordinary freshes, will either swallow up those on the margin of the bank, or oblige their inhabitants to remove them to some more permanent foundation.

Lexington, which is the largest town in the State of Kentucky, is only sixty-five miles distant from this place; it is said to be nearly five times as large as Limestone, and situated in one of the finest countries in the world.

Limestone Creek falls into the Ohio immediately above the town. I understand that this is sometimes a considerable stream; but, at present, its bed, which is at least six feet above the surface of the river, is perfectly dry. This is the case with most of the creeks which empty into the Ohio, although at other times they rush down with all the appearance of large and permanent rivers.

After leaving Limestone six miles, we came in sight of Charlestown, likewise in the State of Kentucky. This place contains about forty houses, and makes a respectable appearance from the river. Twelve miles lower we passed the town of Augusta, situated on the right bank of the river, in the State of Ohio, and containing about thirty houses. Thirty-seven miles below Augusta, the Little Miami River puts in from the right; immediately above which, is the site of a small town called Columbia, consisting of about one dozen scattered houses. Seven miles further down stands the town of Cincinnati, the largest town on the Ohio below Pittsburgh, from whence it is distant about four hundred and eighty miles, and lies in latitude 39. 6. N. and 84. 18. W. . . .

Descending thence twenty-four miles, we arrived at Big Bone Lick Creek, in the State of Kentucky.

Big Bone Lick is celebrated for the incredibly large bones found in its vicinity, which have not only amazed and astonished, but likewise puzzled the learned world. Horns have been found here measuring fifteen feet in length, fifteen inches in circumference, and weighing nearly one hundred pounds; teeth or grinders from five to twelve pounds weight, and other bones in proportion.

That this animal, which has been denominated the mammoth, is now extinct, is, I believe, the generally received opinion, although, I am informed, the Indians cherish a tradition that he still exists unknown in the west.

“That in ancient times a herd of them came to Big Bone Lick, and began a universal destruction of the bears, deer, elks, buffaloes, and other animals which had been created for the use of the Indians; that the Great Man above, looking down and seeing this, was so enraged that he seized his lightning, descended to the earth, seated himself upon a neighbouring mountain on a rock, on which his seat and the print of his feet are still to be seen, and hurled his bolts among them, until the whole were slaughtered except the big bull, who presented his forehead to the shafts and shook them off as they fell; but at length missing one, it wounded him in the side; whereupon, springing round, he bounded over Ohio, the Wabash and the Illinois, and finally over the Great Lakes, where he is living to this day.”

Col. Morgan informs us, that upon putting similar queries to a chief of the Iroquois tribe, whom he saw at the Lick, he delivered himself as follows: “After the Great Spirit first formed the world he made the various birds and beasts which now inhabit it. He also made man; but having formed him white, and finding him imperfect and ill tempered, he placed him on one side of the earth, from whence he lately found a passage across the great water to be a plague to us. As the Great Spirit was not pleased with this work, he took some black clay, and made what you call a negro, with a woolly head. This black man was much better than the white man, but still he did not please the Great Spirit. At last the Great Spirit, having found a piece of pure red clay, formed of it the red man, perfectly to his mind; and was so well pleased with him that he placed him on this great island, separate from the white and black men, and gave him rules for his conduct. He increased exceedingly, and was perfectly happy for ages; but the foolish young people at length despising his rules, became very wicked. In consequence of this, the Great Spirit created the great buffalo, the bones of which you now see before us; these made war upon the human species, and destroyed all but a few, who repented, and promised the Great Spirit to live according to his laws in future; whereupon he sent thunder and lightning, and destroyed the whole race in this spot, two excepted, a male and female, which he shut up in yonder mountain, ready to let loose again, should occasion require.”

Thirty miles below Big Bone Lick Creek, and on the same side, you perceive the Kentucky River, which, after having traversed the State in its widest part, and passing through innumerable tracts of the finest lands, here discharges its waters into the general receiver, the Ohio. This river is one hundred and fifty yards wide, and is navigable for one hundred and sixty miles during a great part of the year; but in dry seasons it is frequently obstructed with shallows. Immediately at the mouth of Kentucky River, which lies in latitude 38. 39. N. and 85. 2. W. is situated a thriving little town named Port William, consisting at present of about forty houses. Frankfort, which is the seat of government, although not the capital of the State, is situated on this river, about sixty-five miles from its mouth, and is said to be in a very flourishing condition, containing already about two hundred houses. Several large vessels have been launched on this river, and descended to New-Orleans. Westport is forty-eight miles below Port William, and contains only six houses. I have observed, during my whole course down this river, that the land rises and falls alternately on each side: whenever you see a flat on one side you will always find a corresponding elevation on the opposite shore.

In descending the Ohio River you frequently pass what are here called floating mills; they are of a very simple construction, and consequently the more valuable in a country so destitute of mill-seats as this. The mill is supported by two large canoes, with the wheel between them; this is moored wherever they can find the strongest current nearest to the shore, by the force of which alone the mill is put into operation. You have seen a razor-grinder wheeling his machine from house to house in the city of New-York—this is exactly the case with the mills I am now describing; for they are literally floated up and down the stream, wherever a customer calls. Should I ever again attempt farming, it will most probably be in this new country, for I well remember I lost nearly one half of all my time and labour by sending to mill; for let me call for whom I would, he was always “gone to the mill.” Here, therefore, I may flatter myself with a better prospect of success, in that particular at least, for instead of the farmer’s going to mill, the mill comes to him.

After leaving Westport we descended twenty miles, and found ourselves at the head of the Falls of Ohio, before the town of Louisville, six hundred and thirty miles below Pittsburgh. This town is very handsomely situated on an elevated bank on the left side of the river, in the State of Kentucky, about eight hundred yards above the commencement of the rapids, and contains one hundred and twenty houses; it is the county town, and carries on ship and boat-building with considerable spirit; several large vessels have already been built, and the many advantages which it enjoys in this respect, over all the towns above the falls, bids fair to give it all the encouragement it can wish. The country around Louisville is perfectly level for some miles, and the elevation of the town commands a beautiful prospect of the smooth and gentle stream above, as well as the rough and foaming billows of the falls below. Louisville has lately been erected into a port of entry and clearance, and lies in latitude 38. 14. N. and 85. 29. W.

The river at this place appears to have acquired a breadth of about one mile and a quarter; and, as the passage of the falls is dangerous to strangers unacquainted with the navigation, the court appoints able and experienced pilots, who conduct you over in safety. Our pilot informed us that he received the same pilotage for a ship of three hundred tons as for a canoe, which you may carry on your shoulder, for, according to the act, “every boat shall pay two dollars for pilotage.”

These falls, which may be considered as the only real obstruction in the navigation of the Ohio throughout a distance of nearly eleven hundred miles, are occasioned by a bed of solid rocks extending from one side of the river to the other. The water was low when we passed them, and according to the pilot’s account, no more than twenty inches of water over them. I have, however, seen too much water roll not to be able to form a reasonable conjecture of the quantity necessary to raise so violent a commotion as is here found, and shall therefore venture to say there could not have been less than three feet, but probably more. You will perhaps be surprised at my stupidity in not sounding the falls on our passage over them. I certainly intended it, but, by beginning too soon, I lost my pole, and before I could procure another, it being entangled under the rowers’ oars, we had passed the shoalest part of the fall.

When the river is high, I am told, there is not the least appearance of any fall, except that the current is somewhat swifter at this place than ordinary; but when low, as at present, nearly two thirds of the breadth of the river may be walked over without wetting your ancle. There are three different passages or shoots over these falls, all depending, however, on the state of the water. The principal is nearest the Indiana shore; the middle is the next best; and the third, or Kentucky shoot, is only passable with the larger vessels during the highest stage of the water. Two fine large ships, of two hundred and fifty and three hundred tons burthen, were lying upon the falls as we descended the river, having attempted to pass without a sufficient rise of the water; they had their keels knocked out, and were otherwise considerably damaged. Their situations were considered so very precarious that the one which ought to have been worth ten thousand dollars, was sold at public auction for fifteen hundred only.

The descent of these falls appears to have been accurately surveyed, and found to be twenty-two feet and a half in two miles. The legislature of Kentucky have incorporated a company for the purpose of opening a canal from the mouth of Bear Grass Creek, which runs in front of the town to the foot of the falls below. The ground has been bored, and every way examined for the purpose, and it is considered as practicable. The only difficulty remaining, is that of raising a sufficient capital to undertake it. When, therefore, this is once effected, the only serious obstruction in the navigation of the Ohio will be removed.

It may be of some service to you, should you ever take a trip this way, and become a “captain,” like myself, that I have attained that honour before you; for although I may not be able to instruct you what you ought to do, yet my experience will enable me to inform you what you ought not to do. You must never, on any account, advance money to your boatmen. One of my hands, being arrested by a constable for a debt of eight or ten dollars, at the moment we were leaving the shore, I paid the money without the least hesitation, thinking to deduct it from his wages. After descending a mile or two, I observed a fine stream of spring-water on the shore, and expressing a desire to have a keg filled with it, this fellow was ready in an instant; we accordingly landed him, and, after waiting near an hour, and receiving no answer to our repeated calls, I sent our pilot after him; but the fellow had left the keg at the spring, and escaped to the woods. Another agreed with me at Cincinnati to go the whole voyage down to New-Orleans, or up the Mississippi, as I should think proper, at twenty-five dollars a month. Just as we were ready to start, his wife came down to see him off—She had no money—she might want a little before Josey returned—and, finally, could not I oblige her with one month’s advance, as Josey would probably continue with me three or four months? I let her have the twenty-five dollars, and the second night after, the rascal ran away!

After having proceeded about thirty miles through this flat country, you pass the mouth of Green River, which falls into the Ohio from the left shore. This is a beautiful stream, being about one hundred and eighty yards in breadth, navigable for one hundred and sixty miles, and presenting to the eye a far greater degree of transparency than the Ohio itself. Its mouth lies in lat. 37. 59. N. and long. 37. 13. W. Twenty-two miles below Green River, and likewise in the State of Kentucky, you arrive at the town of Henderson, or, as it is more commonly called, Red Banks. This village, which contains about forty houses, is situated on the second bank, about one quarter of a mile from the river, owing to the nearest banks being subject to be overflowed with every ordinary rise of the river; which still continues its breadth of about one mile and a quarter, rather increasing. Green River, before mentioned, is no more than seven miles distant from Henderson by land, but owing to an extraordinary bend in the river, it is twenty-five miles by water.

One evening, a little after sunset, below a place called Diamond Island, as we were landing on the shore, we discovered a bear which had just entered the river about one quarter of a mile above us, on the opposite shore, with the intention of crossing over to our side. I have ever been anxious, while on these waters, to shoot at least one of these animals, but have always been disappointed. This I thought a most favourable opportunity; accordingly I took a rifle, and proceeded, under cover of the willows, to the spot where I concluded the current would land him. I soon found myself conveniently posted; and at the moment he stood still to shake himself, I fired, and shot him down. He, however, recovered sufficiently to ascend the bank, and passed me so close, that in a fright I jumped down, with the intention of retreating to the river. But finding he made no pursuit, I reloaded my piece, followed his trail, which was covered with blood, and found him dead about one hundred yards distant from the place where he passed me. We afterwards found the ball had entered in at the breast and passed out at the left flank.

 

John James Audubon

John James Audubon, the most famous bird painter in history, moved to Louisville in 1808 and lived off and on in Louisville and Henderson for more than a quarter of a century. He spent his Kentucky years trying to be a good merchant and sawmill operator and roaming the woods in pursuit of birds he could shoot and stuff and paint. He was more successful with the birds, his bird prints, and his autobiographical books than with his business enterprise. He had mixed feelings about his Kentucky sojourn, but the selections below show him in a more positive mood—first his tribute to Louisville and its people, followed by an amusing account of a friend’s affair with a pole cat, a visit to a corn shucking, and a Fourth of July barbecue.
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from “Louisville in Kentucky”

Louisville in Kentucky has always been a favourite place of mine. The beauty of its situation, on the banks of La Belle Rivière, just at the commencement of the famed rapids, commonly called the Falls of the Ohio, had attracted my notice, and when I removed to it, immediately after my marriage, I found it more agreeable than ever. The prospect from the town is such that it would please even the eye of a Swiss. It extends along the river for seven or eight miles, and is bounded on the opposite side by a fine range of low mountains, known by the name of the Silver Hills. The rumbling sound of the waters, as they tumble over the rock-paved bed of the rapids, is at all times soothing to the ear. Fish and game are abundant. But, above all, the generous hospitality of the inhabitants, and the urbanity of their manners, had induced me to fix upon it as a place of residence; and I did so with the more pleasure when I found that my wife was as much gratified as myself, by the kind attentions which were shewn to us, utter strangers as we were, on our arrival.

No sooner had we landed, and made known our intention of remaining, than we were introduced to the principal inhabitants of the place and its vicinity, although we had not brought a single letter of introduction, and could not but see, from their unremitting kindness, that the Virginian spirit of hospitality displayed itself in all the words and actions of our newly-formed friends. I wish here to name those persons who so unexpectedly came forward to render our stay among them agreeable, but feel at a loss with whom to begin, so equally deserving are they of our gratitude. The CROGHANS, the CLARKS (our great traveller included), the BERTHOUDS, the GALTS, the MAUPINS, the TARASCONS, the BEALS, and the BOOTHS, form but a small portion of the long list which I could give. The matrons acted like mothers towards my wife, the daughters proved agreeable associates, and the husbands and sons were friends and companions to me. If I absented myself on business or otherwise, for any length of time, my wife was removed to the hospitable abode of some friend in the neighbourhood until my return, and then, kind reader, I was several times obliged to spend a week or more with these good people, before they could be prevailed upon to let us return to our own residence. We lived for two years at Louisville, where we enjoyed many of the best pleasures which this life can afford; and whenever we have since chanced to pass that way, we have found the kindness of our former friends unimpaired.

During my residence at Louisville, much of my time was employed in my ever favourite pursuits. I drew and noted the habits of every thing which I procured, and my collection was daily augmenting, as every individual who carried a gun, always sent me such birds or quadrupeds as he thought might prove useful to me.

“The Traveler and the Pole-Cat”

On a journey from Louisville to Henderson in Kentucky, performed during very severe winter weather, in company with a foreigner, the initials of whose name are D. T., my companion spying a beautiful animal, marked with black and a pale yellow, and having a long and bushy tail, exclaimed, “Mr. Audubon, is not that a beautiful squirrel?” “Yes,” I answered, “and of a kind that will suffer you to approach, and lay hold of it if you are well gloved.” Mr. D. T. dismounting, took up a dry stick, and advanced toward the pretty animal, with his large cloak floating in the breeze. I think I see him approach, and laying the stick gently across the body of the animal, try to secure it; and I can yet laugh almost as heartily as I then did, when I plainly saw the discomfiture of the traveller. The Pole-cat (for a true Pole-cat it was, the Mephitis americana of zoologists), raised its fine bushy tail, and showered such a discharge of the fluid given him by nature as a defence, that my friend, dismayed and infuriated, began to belabour the poor animal. The swiftness and good management of the Pole-cat, however, saved its bones, and as it made its retreat towards its hole, kept up at every step a continued ejectment, which fully convinced the gentleman that the pursuit of such squirrels as these was at the best an unprofitable employment.

This was not all, however. I could not suffer his approach, nor could my horse; it was with difficulty he mounted his own; and we were forced to continue our journey far asunder, and he much to leeward. Nor did the matter end here. We could not proceed much farther that night; as, in the first place, it was nearly dark when we saw the Pole-cat, and as, in the second place, a heavy snow-storm began, and almost impeded our progress. We were forced to make for the first cabin we saw. Having asked and obtained permission to rest for the night we dismounted and found ourselves amongst a crowd of men and women who had met for the purpose of corn-shucking.

To a European who has not visited the western parts of the United States, an explanation of this corn-shucking may not be unacceptable. Corn (or you may prefer calling it maize) is gathered in the husk, that is, by breaking each large ear from the stem. These ears are first thrown into heaps in the field, and afterwards carried in carts to the barn, or, as in this instance, and in such portions of Kentucky, to a shed made of the blades or long leaves that hang in graceful curves from the stalk, and which, when plucked and dried, are used instead of hay as food for horses and cattle. The husk consists of several thick leaves rather longer than the corn-ear itself, and which secure it from the weather. It is quite a labour to detach these leaves from the ear, when thousands of bushels of the corn are gathered and heaped together. For this purpose, however, and in the western country more especially, several neighbouring families join alternately at each other’s plantations, and assist in clearing away the husks, thus preparing the maize for the market or for domestic use.

The good people whom we met with at this hospitable house, were on the point of going to the barn (the farmer here being in rather good condition) to work until towards the middle of the night. When we had stood the few stares to which strangers must accustom themselves, no matter where, even in a drawing-room, we approached the fire. What a shock for the whole party! The scent of the Polecat, that had been almost stifled on my companion’s vestments by the cold of the evening air, now recovered its primitive strength. The cloak was put out of the house, but its owner could not be well used in the same way. The company, however, took to their heels, and there only remained a single black servant, who waited on us until supper was served.

I felt vexed at myself, as I saw the traveller displeased. But he had so much good breeding as to treat this important affair with great forbearance, and merely said he was sorry for his want of knowledge in zoology. The good gentleman, however, was not only deficient in zoological lore, but, fresh as he was from Europe, felt more than uneasy in this out-of-the-way dwelling, and would have proceeded towards my own house that night, had I not at length succeeded in persuading him that he was in perfect security.

We were shown to bed. As I was almost a stranger to him, and he to me, he thought it a very awkward thing to be obliged to lie in the same bed with me, but afterwards spoke of it as a happy circumstance, and requested that I should suffer him to be placed next the logs, thinking, no doubt, that there he should run no risk.

We started by break of day, taking with us the frozen cloak, and after passing a pleasant night in my own house, we parted. Some years after I met my Kentucky companion in a far distant land, when he assured me, that whenever the sun shone on his cloak, or it was brought near a fire, the scent of the Pole-cat became so perceptible, that he at last gave it to a poor monk in Italy.

The animal commonly known in America by the name of Pole-cat is about a foot and a half in length, with a large bushy tail, nearly as long as the body. The colour is generally brownish-black, with a large white patch on the back of the head; but there are many varieties of colouring, in some of which the broad white bands of the back are very conspicuous. The Pole-cat burrows, or forms a subterranean habitation among the roots of trees, or in rocky places. It feeds on birds, young hares, rats, mice, and other animals, and commits great depredations on poultry. The most remarkable peculiarity of this animal is the power, alluded to above, of squirting for its defence a most nauseously scented fluid contained in a receptacle situated under the tail, which it can do to the distance of several yards. It does not, however, for this purpose, sprinkle its tail with the fluid, as some allege, unless when extremely harassed by its enemies. The Pole-cat is frequently domesticated. The removal of the glands prevents the secretion of the nauseous fluid, and when thus improved, the animal becomes a great favourite, and performs the offices of the common cat with great dexterity.

“Kentucky Barbecue on the Fourth of July”

Beargrass Creek, which is one of the many beautiful streams of the highly cultivated and happy State of Kentucky, meanders through a deeply shaded growth of majestic beech woods, in which are interspersed various species of walnut, oak, elm, ash, and other trees, extending on either side of its course. The spot on which I witnessed the celebration of an anniversary of the glorious Proclamation of our Independence is situated on its banks, near the city of Louisville. The woods spread their dense tufts towards the shores of the fair Ohio on the west, and over the gently rising grounds to the south and east. Every open spot forming a plantation was smiling in the luxuriance of a summer harvest. The farmer seemed to stand in admiration of the spectacle: the trees of his orchards bowed their branches, as if anxious to restore to their mother earth the fruit with which they were laden; the flocks leisurely ruminated as they lay on their grassy beds; and the genial warmth of the season seemed inclined to favour their repose.

The free, single-hearted Kentuckian, bold, erect, and proud of his Virginian descent, had, as usual, made arrangements for celebrating the day of his country’s Independence. The whole neighbourhood joined with one consent. No personal invitation was required where every one was welcomed by his neighbour, and from the governor to the guider of the plough all met with light hearts and merry faces.

It was indeed a beautiful day; the bright sun rode in the clear blue heavens; the gentle breezes wafted around the odours of the gorgeous flowers; the little birds sang their sweetest songs in the woods, and the fluttering insects danced in the sunbeams. Columbia’s sons and daughters seemed to have grown younger that morning. For a whole week or more, many servants and some masters had been busily engaged in clearing an area. The undergrowth had been carefully cut down, the low boughs lopped off, and the grass alone, verdant and gay, remained to carpet the sylvan pavilion. Now the waggons were seen slowly moving along under their load of provisions, which had been prepared for the common benefit. Each denizen had freely given his ox, his ham, his venison, his turkeys, and other fowls. Here were to be seen flagons of every beverage used in the country; “La belle Rivière” had opened her finny stores; the melons of all sorts, peaches, plums and pears, would have sufficed to stock a market. In a word, Kentucky, the land of abundance, had supplied a feast for her children.

A purling stream gave its water freely, while the grateful breezes cooled the air. Columns of smoke from the newly kindled fires rose above the trees; fifty cooks or more moved to and fro as they plied their trade; waiters of all qualities were disposing the dishes, the glasses, and the punch-bowls, amid vases filled with rich wines. “Old Monongahela” filled many a barrel for the crowd. And now, the roasted viands perfume the air, and all appearances conspire to predict the speedy commencement of a banquet such as may suit the vigorous appetite of American woodsmen. Every steward is at his post, ready to receive the joyous groups that at this moment begin to emerge from the dark recesses of the woods.

Each comely fair one, clad in pure white, is seen advancing under the protection of her sturdy lover, the neighing of their prancing steeds proclaiming how proud they are of their burdens. The youthful riders leap from their seats, and the horses are speedily secured by twisting their bridles round a branch. As the youth of Kentucky lightly and gaily advanced towards the Barbecue, they resembled a procession of nymphs and disguised divinities. Fathers and mothers smiled upon them, as they followed the brilliant cortège. In a short time the ground was alive with merriment. A great wooden cannon, bound with iron hoops, was now crammed with home-made powder; fire was conveyed to it by means of a train, and as the explosion burst forth, thousands of hearty huzzas mingled with its echoes. From the most learned a good oration fell in proud and gladdening words on every ear, and although it probably did not equal the eloquence of a Clay, an Everett, a Webster, or a Preston, it served to remind every Kentuckian present of the glorious name, the patriotism, the courage, and the virtue, of our immortal Washington. Fifes and drums sounded the march which had ever led him to glory; and as they changed to our celebrated “Yankee Doodle,” the air again rang with acclamations.

Now the stewards invited the assembled throng to the feast. The fair led the van, and were first placed around the tables, which groaned under the profusion of the best productions of the country that had been heaped upon them. On each lovely nymph attended her gay beau, who in her chance or sidelong glances ever watched an opportunity of reading his happiness. How the viands diminished under the action of so many agents of destruction I need not say, nor is it neccessary that you should listen to the long recital. Many a national toast was offered and accepted, many speeches were delivered, and many essayed in amicable reply. The ladies then retired to booths that had been erected at a little distance, to which they were conducted by their partners, who returned to the table, and having thus cleared for action, recommenced a series of hearty rounds. However, as Kentuckians are neither slow nor long at their meals, all were in a few minutes replenished, and after a few more draughts from the bowl, they rejoined the ladies, and prepared for the dance.

Double lines of a hundred fair ones extended along the ground in the most shady part of the woods, while here and there smaller groups awaited the merry trills of reels and cotillons. A burst of music from violins, clarionets, and bugles, gave the welcome notice, and presently the whole assemblage seemed to be gracefully moving through the air. The “hunting-shirts” now joined in the dance, their fringed skirts keeping time with the gowns of the ladies, and the married people of either sex stepped in and mixed with their children. Every countenance beamed with joy, every heart leaped with gladness; no pride, no pomp, no affectation, were there; their spirits brightened as they continued their exhilarating exercise, and care and sorrow were flung to the winds. During each interval of rest, refreshments of all sorts were handed round, and while the fair one cooled her lips with the grateful juice of the melon, the hunter of Kentucky quenched his thirst with ample draughts of well-tempered punch.

I know, reader, that had you been with me on that day, you would have richly enjoyed the sight of this national fête champêtre. You would have listened with pleasure to the ingenious tale of the lover, the wise talk of the elder on the affairs of the state, the accounts of improvement in stock and utensils, and the hopes of continued prosperity to the country at large, and to Kentucky in particular. You would have been pleased to see those who did not join the dance, shooting at distant marks with their heavy rifles, or watched how they shewed off the superior speed of their high bred “old Virginia” horses, while others recounted their hunting-exploits, and at intervals made the woods ring with their bursts of laughter. With me the time sped like an arrow in its flight, and although more than twenty years have elapsed since I joined a Kentucky Barbecue, my spirit is refreshed every 4th of July by the recollection of that day’s merriment.

But now the sun has declined, and the shades of evening creep over the scene. Large fires are lighted in the woods, casting the long shadows of the living columns far along the trodden ground, and flaring on the happy groups, loath to separate. In the still clear sky, began to sparkle the distant lamps of heaven. One might have thought that Nature herself smiled on the joy of her children. Supper now appeared on the tables, and after all had again refreshed themselves, preparations were made for departure. The lover hurried for the steed of his fair one, the hunter seized the arm of his friend, families gathered into loving groups, and all returned in peace to their happy homes.

And now, Reader, allow me also to take my leave and wish you good night, trusting that when I again appear with another volume, you will be ready to welcome me with a cordial greeting.

 

Robert Emmett McDowell

from Tidewater Sprig

One of the Kentucky novelists who have written fiction about Kentucky’s pioneer period is Robert Emmett McDowell. McDowell, a historian who wrote history and historical fiction, is the author of Tidewater Sprig (1961), the story of Todd Medford, a ne’er-do-well from an aristocratic Virginia family who comes to Kentucky on an Ohio River flatboat, debarks at Louisville, and winds up working at the saltworks in Bullitt County. This excerpt describes Todd’s arrival in Louisville.
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Todd wasn’t disappointed by the settlement at the Falls of the Ohio for the simple reason that he hadn’t expected it to amount to anything. Louisville, for such was its official name, consisted of a scattering of rude log hovels set down in the midst of ponds and swampy ground that gave the place an unhealthy appearance. There was a new, raw-looking stockade, where he understood General George Rogers Clark made his headquarters; a short walk downstream he discovered a second, older fortification that already was beginning to fall into a state of disrepair.

Since the Andrews and the Collings tribes were leaving the river at this point, planning to journey inland to Caleb’s improvement a short distance above the saltworks, Todd found himself faced with the necessity of hiring hands to work the boat. He made his way to the lower fort where, he had learned, there was a public house.

This fort, unlike the new one where Clark made his headquarters, was a typical Kentucky station. Since it was the first that Todd had seen, he studied it curiously. It had been built in the form of a rectangle, the backs of the cabins making up the walls, the space between the individual cabins stockaded in with pickets. The cabins themselves were but one story high, with flat shed roofs sloping in toward the compound. Todd counted eight to the long sides of the roofs rectangle and four at the ends; at the corner nearest him a two-story blockhouse reared itself above the stockade, the second floor projecting about three feet beyond the walls.

The gates stood open, and the compound was ankle-deep in mire, the musky odor of cattle droppings mingling with the sharper scents of urine and wood smoke. He located the ordinary and stepped inside to find a small, gloomy, dirt-floored chamber where a number of men were drinking and playing cards, laughing and joking boisterously. They were as fine a parcel of rogues as Todd had yet seen, unshaven for the most part, clad in dirty buckskins or linsey-woolsey. A man was snoring drunkenly on the floor in a corner; the stink in the place must have risen to high heaven.

 

Jude Deveraux

from River Lady

River Lady is a modern historical romance by the best-selling novelist Jude Deveraux, a native of Louisville. It is the story of Wesley Stanford, a handsome, wealthy philanderer from Virginia who moves his family to the wilderness of Kentucky in 1803. His unconventional family includes Leah, whom he marries in Virginia after she becomes pregnant, and his new girlfriend, Kimberly, whom he plans to marry after they reach their new Kentucky home and he divorces Leah. His plans don’t quite work out that way. Like many of the newcomers to the West, he finds that a new land opens up all kinds of new possibilities.
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There were many travelers on the road heading for Kentucky and even farther west. They were drawn by the enticement of riches beyond belief, of fertile, virgin land that was theirs for the asking. There was no longer an Indian problem and Kentucky was a state, so they felt safe, protected from hardship. Some of the travelers were well prepared, their wagons loaded with goods. They’d sold their farms and had money to buy new land in the west. But too many others had merely walked away from where they’d lived, their families trailing behind them with no more than the clothes on their backs and a sackful of food.

Leah trudged along behind Wesley through the silent, roaringly loud forest. Her eyes kept darting this way and that, trying to see behind trees and bushes. A sound in the distance made her jump. Ahead of her, Wesley didn’t even turn at Leah’s sound.

In the morning he’d turned every time she’d given a little squeal of fright, then smiled smugly and turned back around. Leah swore she’d be quiet from now on, but she broke her vow constantly. Never had she been so far away from people. She’d grown up surrounded by brothers and sisters and the only time she’d left was to live at Wesley’s plantation, where there’d been even more people near her. On the trip toward Kentucky, they’d never been out of sight and sound of many people.

Now for the first time in her life she was alone—or at least very close to it. The way she felt now, Wesley didn’t count as a human being. Very early that morning they’d loaded goods into packs.

“Which horses do you plan to take?” John Hammond asked.

“We’re going where a horse can’t go,” Wesley answered, slinging the pack on his back.

Refusing to comment or even look at Wesley, she put on her much smaller pack. She was swearing to herself that she’d show no fear.

Kimberly stayed close to John and it was unusual to see her up so early in the morning. Usually she stayed in bed until breakfast was cooked. Leah wasn’t sure if Kim wanted to be near John or if he was insisting she stay there. But Leah was too caught up in her own problems to worry about Kim.

“Ready, Mrs. Stanford?” Wes asked.

Leah wouldn’t look at him, but when he started walking, she was behind him.

Now they’d been walking for hours. Leah was tired, and long ago they’d left all sights and sounds of other people. Only she and the buckskin-clad man in front of her seemed to be left on the earth.

“Can you climb up there?” Wes asked, stopping and pointing.

Leah looked up at the steep climb to what seemed to be a cave opening. Curtly she nodded, but she wouldn’t look at Wes.

“Give me your pack.”

“I can carry it,” she said, starting forward.

Wesley caught her pack and half pulled it from her back. “I told you to give me your pack and that’s what I meant. You give me any more trouble and I’ll throw you over my shoulder and carry you.”

Still without looking at him, she slipped out of the pack and handed it to him. It wasn’t an easy climb, especially in her long skirt, but every time she had difficulty, Wes was there with a hand freeing her skirt edge, steadying her at her waist, and once giving her a boost on her seat.

When she reached the top, she didn’t thank him but stood on the ledge, flattened against the stone wall and peering into the blackness that was the cave. “Do you think there are any bears in there?” she whispered.

“Maybe,” Wes answered unconcerned as he put their packs on the ground. “I’ll have a look.”

“Be . . . be careful,” she murmured.

“Worried about me, are you?”

She met his eyes. “I don’t want to be left here alone.”

“I guess I deserved that,” he half grunted, removing a heavy knife from the sheath at his side and a candle from his pack.

“Shouldn’t you take the rifle?” she asked, aghast.

“Rifles are useless in close combat. How about a kiss before I enter?”

“I’m to reward you for putting us in the middle of nowhere in front of a bear’s den? Maybe there’s a whole family of bears in there and we’ll both die.”

His eyes twinkled. “If I could but die with your kiss on my lips . . .”

“Go on! Get it over with.”

Wesley’s face turned serious as he disappeared into the cave. “It’s bigger than I thought,” he said, his voice sounding hollow. “There’re some Indian paintings on the walls and some signs of camp fires.”

She could hear him moving in the cave and when he spoke again his voice sounded farther away.

“Doesn’t look like there are any signs of bears. A few bones. Looks like lots of people have camped here.”

For a few minutes he said nothing else and Leah began to relax from her rigid stance and took a step closer to the cave opening. She could hear Wesley walking about and now and then see the flicker of his candle flame.

“Is it safe?” she called.

“Sure,” he yelled back. “Clean as a whistle.”

In the next few seconds everything happened at once.

Wesley said, “Uh oh,” then bellowed, “run, Leah! Hide!”

Instantly, Leah froze right where she was, smack in the middle of the wide cave opening.

In a lightning flash of buckskin fringe, Wesley came tearing out of the cave, and inches behind him was a big old black bear, its fat rippling as it lumbered after Wesley.

The bear brushed past Leah so closely that her nostrils flared at the smell of it. But she could no more move than the rock behind her could.

The bear didn’t seem to notice her at all in its pursuit of Wes.

Only her eyes able to move, Leah watched Wes tear down the hillside.

“Climb a tree, Leah,” he yelled back at her.

Tree, Leah thought. What is a tree? What does it look like?

She was still wondering this when she heard a loud splash to her left.

“Move, Leah,” she commanded herself. But nothing happened. “Move!”

When she did move, it was quickly. She ignored Wes’s order to climb a tree and took off, running toward the sound of the splash. She stopped, chest heaving, by a little pool of water that was surrounded by rock. Everything was perfectly quiet. There was no sign of Wesley or the bear. Just the birds singing, the late afternoon sunshine, the smell of grasses.

The next thing she knew her ankle had been grabbed and she was being dragged downward. Instinctively she began to struggle.

“Stop kicking!” Wes’s voice hissed—his voice alone, because Leah still saw no one.

When she paused in her struggles, Wes jerked her into the water.

“What—?” She gasped just as Wes put his hand on the top of her head and pushed her underwater.

Her breath held, furious, she saw him submerge and she glared at him through the clear water.

He pointed and she looked. There above them, sniffing the air, was the bear. Wes motioned for her to follow him underwater and she did.

He swam to the opposite side of the little pool and stuck his head up behind some hanging greenery. Leah came up struggling for breath and instantly Wes put his fingers to her lips.

With a sideways glance Leah saw the bear in the same place and she moved away from the animal, which happened to be nearer Wesley. His arms opened and he pulled her to him, her back against his front. She couldn’t struggle because the sound might carry to the bear.

Wesley caught her earlobe between his teeth and began to nibble on it.

She tried to move away.

He released her ear and nodded meaningfully toward the bear.

She tried to tell him with her eyes that she almost preferred the bear’s mauling, but Wes’s grip wouldn’t let her move.

He began to nuzzle her neck, his kisses trailing upward to her hairline.

The water was warm, heated all day by the sun, and it was relaxing Leah’s tired muscles. As Wes continued to explore her neck and the side of her face, Leah leaned back into him, turning her head to give him freer access.

“The bear’s gone,” he murmured.

“Mmm?” Leah said, her eyes closed.

 

Carolyn Lott Monohan

“Virginia Woman: 1775”

Poets who have written about pioneer Kentucky are legion. The Louisville poet Carolyn Lott Monohan speaks about the strong women who accompanied their men into the wilderness and often suffered more than they did.
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Bright hunter, speak to her of Ken-tuck-ee.

“Imagine!

There are woodcocks there

with ivory bills;

beaver, deer and waterfoul

abound.

And cane there is,

great meadows of it

shining in the sun;

woodlands watered green

and wondrous caves all dripping

alabaster ice.

Seven rivers ravel

from blue mountain skeins

and over all there lies

the sheen of Eden!”

She listens, hunter!

She will risk the Gap with you

to Ken-tuck-ee.

In her hands is will enough

and strength

to mold you to the fertile land.



 

Charles Dickens

from American Notes

One of the most famous visitors to Kentucky was Charles Dickens, who, accompanied by his wife, visited the United States and Canada between January and June 1842. As a passenger on a steamboat between Cincinnati and Louisville, he met Chief Pitchlynn of the Choctaw Indians, who impressed him with his intelligence and learning. He arrived about midnight in Louisville and went immediately to the Galt House, with which he was much impressed. Indeed, he liked it so much that he later spent a second night there on his way back to Cincinnati from St. Louis. On his way to board the boat in the canal below Louisville near Portland, he commented on the coal-blackened buildings and the pigs in the streets. Onboard the Fulton, he entertained Jim Porter, the Kentucky Giant, who, unlike the dull, leaden people he traveled with on the boat, impressed him with his height of seven feet eight inches and his hospitality. As this selection indicates, by the time of Dickens’s visit in 1842, Kentucky was almost out of the wilderness.
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Leaving Cincinnati at eleven o’clock in the forenoon, we embarked for Louisville in the Pike steamboat, which, carrying the mails, was a packet of a much better class than that in which we had come from Pittsburg. As this passage does not occupy more than twelve or thirteen hours, we arranged to go ashore that night: not coveting the distinction of sleeping in a state-room, when it was possible to sleep anywhere else.

There chanced to be on board this boat, in addition to the usual dreary crowd of passengers, one Pitchlynn, a chief of the Choctaw tribe of Indians, who sent in his card to me, and with whom I had the pleasure of a long conversation.

He spoke English perfectly well, though he had not begun to learn the language, he told me, until he was a young man grown. He had read many books; and Scott’s poetry appeared to have left a strong impression on his mind: especially the opening of The Lady of the Lake, and the great battle scene in Marmion, in which, no doubt from the congeniality of the subjects to his own pursuits and tastes, he had great interest and delight. He appeared to understand correctly all he had read; and whatever fiction had enlisted his sympathy in its belief, had done so keenly and earnestly. I might almost say fiercely. He was dressed in our ordinary every-day costume, which hung about his fine figure loosely, and with indifferent grace. On my telling him that I regretted not to see him in his own attire, he threw up his right arm, for a moment, as though he were brandishing some heavy weapon, and answered, as he let it fall again, that his race were losing many things besides their dress, and would soon be seen upon the earth no more: but he wore it at home, he added proudly.

He told me that he had been away from his home, west of the Mississippi, seventeen months: and was now returning. He had been chiefly at Washington on some negotiations pending between his Tribe and the Government: which were not settled yet (he said in a melancholy way), and he feared never would be: for what could a few poor Indians do, against such well-skilled men of business as the whites? He had no love for Washington; tired of towns and cities very soon; and longed for the Forest and the Prairie.

I asked him what he thought of Congress? He answered, with a smile, that it wanted dignity, in an Indian’s eyes.

He would very much like, he said, to see England before he died; and spoke with much interest about the great things to be seen there. When I told him of that chamber in the British Museum wherein are preserved household memorials of a race that ceased to be, thousands of years ago, he was very attentive, and it was not hard to see that he had a reference in his mind to the gradual fading away of his own people.

This led us to speak of Mr. Catlin’s gallery, which he praised highly: observing that his own portrait was among the collection, and that all the likenesses were “elegant.” Mr. Cooper, he said, had painted the Red Man well; and so would I, he knew, if I would go home with him and hunt buffaloes, which he was quite anxious I should do. When I told him that supposing I went, I should not be very likely to damage the buffaloes much, he took it as a great joke and laughed heartily.

He was a remarkably handsome man; some years past forty I should judge; with long black hair, an aquiline nose, broad cheek-bones, a sunburnt complexion, and a very bright, keen, dark, and piercing eye. There were but twenty thousand of the Choctaws left, he said, and their number was decreasing every day. A few of his brother chiefs had been obliged to become civilised, and to make themselves acquainted with what the whites knew, for it was their only chance of existence. But they were not many; and the rest were as they always had been. He dwelt on this: and said several times that unless they tried to assimilate themselves to their conquerors, they must be swept away before the strides of civilised society.

When we shook hands at parting, I told him he must come to England, as he longed to see the land so much: that I should hope to see him there, one day: and that I could promise him he would be well received and kindly treated. He was evidently pleased by this assurance, though he rejoined with a good-humoured smile and an arch shake of his head, that the English used to be very fond of the Red Men when they wanted their help, but had not cared much for them, since.

He took his leave; as stately and complete a gentleman of Nature’s making, as ever I beheld; and moved among the people in the boat, another kind of being. He sent me a lithographed portrait of himself soon afterwards; very like, though scarcely handsome enough; which I have carefully preserved in memory of our brief acquaintance.

There was nothing very interesting in the scenery of this day’s journey, which brought us at midnight to Louisville. We slept at the Galt House; a splendid hotel; and were as handsomely lodged as though we had been in Paris, rather than hundreds of miles beyond the Alleghanies.

The city presenting no objects of sufficient interest to detain us on our way, we resolved to proceed next day by another steamboat, the Fulton, and to join it, about noon, at a suburb called Portland, where it would be delayed some time in passing through a canal.

The interval, after breakfast, we devoted to riding through the town, which is regular and cheerful: the streets being laid out at right angles, and planted with young trees. The buildings are smoky and blackened, from the use of bituminous coal, but an Englishman is well used to that appearance, and indisposed to quarrel with it. There did not appear to be much business stirring; and some unfinished buildings and improvements seemed to intimate that the city had been overbuilt in the ardour of “going ahead,” and was suffering under the reaction consequent upon such feverish forcing of its powers.

On our way to Portland, we passed a “Magistrate’s office,” which amused me, as looking far more like a dame school than any police establishment: for this awful Institution was nothing but a little lazy, good-for-nothing front parlour, open to the street; wherein two or three figures (I presume the magistrate and his myrmidons) were basking in the sunshine, the very effigies of languor and repose. It was a perfect picture of Justice retired from business for want of customers; her sword and scales sold off; napping comfortably with her legs upon the table.

Here, as elsewhere in these parts, the road was perfectly alive with pigs of all ages; lying about in every direction, fast asleep; or grunting along in quest of hidden dainties. I had always a sneaking kindness for these odd animals, and found a constant source of amusement, when all others failed, in watching their proceedings. As we were riding along this morning, I observed a little incident between two youthful pigs, which was so very human as to be inexpressibly comical and grotesque at the time, though I dare say, in telling, it is tame enough.

One young gentleman (a very delicate porker with several straws sticking about his nose, betokening recent investigations in a dunghill) was walking deliberately on, profoundly thinking, when suddenly his brother, who was lying in a miry hole unseen by him, rose up immediately before his startled eyes, ghostly with damp mud. Never was pig’s whole mass of blood so turned. He started back at least three feet, gazed for a moment, and then shot off as hard as he could go: his excessively little tail vibrating with speed and terror like a distracted pendulum. But before he had gone very far, he began to reason with himself as to the nature of this frightful appearance; and as he reasoned, he relaxed his speed by gradual degrees; until at last he stopped and faced about. There was his brother, with the mud upon him glazing in the sun, yet staring out of the very same hole, perfectly amazed at his proceedings! He was no sooner assured of this; and he assured himself so carefully that one may almost say he shaded his eyes with his hand to see the better; than he came back at a round trot, pounced upon him, and summarily took off a piece of his tail; as a caution to him to be careful what he was about for the future, and never to play tricks with his family any more.

We found the steamboat in the canal, waiting for the slow process of getting through the lock, and went on board, where we shortly afterwards had a new kind of visitor in the person of a certain Kentucky Giant whose name is Porter, and who is of the moderate height of seven feet eight inches, in his stockings.

There never was a race of people who so completely gave the lie to history as these giants, or whom all the chroniclers have so cruelly libelled. Instead of roaring and ravaging about the world, constantly catering for their cannibal larders, and perpetually going to market in an unlawful manner, they are the meekest people in any man’s acquaintance: rather inclining to milk and vegetable diet, and bearing anything for a quiet life. So decidedly are amiability and mildness their characteristics, that I confess I look upon that youth who distinguished himself by the slaughter of these inoffensive persons, as a falsehearted brigand, who, pretending to philanthropic motives, was secretly influenced only by the wealth stored up within their castles, and the hope of plunder. And I lean the more to this opinion from finding that even the historian of those exploits, with all his partiality for his hero, is fain to admit that the slaughtered monsters in question were of a very innocent and simple turn; extremely guileless and ready of belief; lending a credulous ear to the most improbable tales; suffering themselves to be easily entrapped into pits; and even (as in the case of the Welsh Giant) with an excess of the hospitable politeness of a landlord, ripping themselves open, rather than hint at the possibility of their guests being versed in the vagabond arts of sleight-of-hand and hocus-pocus.

The Kentucky Giant was but another illustration of the truth of this position. He had a weakness in the region of the knees, and a trustfulness in his long face, which appealed even to five-feet nine for encouragement and support. He was only twenty-five years old, he said, and had grown recently, for it had been found necessary to make an addition to the legs of his inexpressibles. At fifteen he was a short boy, and in those days his English father and his Irish mother had rather snubbed him, as being too small of stature to sustain the credit of the family. He added that his health had not been good, though it was better now; but short people are not wanting who whisper that he drinks too hard.

I understand he drives a hackney-coach, though how he does it, unless he stands on the footboard behind, and lies along the roof upon his chest, with his chin in the box, it would be difficult to comprehend. He brought his gun with him, as a curiosity. Christened “The Little Rifle,” and displayed outside a shopwindow, it would make the fortune of any retail business in Holborn. When he had shown himself and talked a little while, he withdrew with his pocket-instrument, and went bobbing down the cabin, among men of six feet high and upwards, like a lighthouse walking among lamp-posts.

Within a few minutes afterwards, we were out of the canal, and in the Ohio river again.

The arrangements of the boat were like those of the Messenger, and the passengers were of the same order of people. We fed at the same times, on the same kind of viands, in the same dull manner, and with the same observances. The company appeared to be oppressed by the same tremendous concealments, and had as little capacity of enjoyment or lightheartedness. I never in my life did see such listless, heavy dulness as brooded over these meals: the very recollection of it weighs me down, and makes me, for the moment, wretched. Reading and writing on my knee, in our little cabin, I really dreaded the coming of the hour that summoned us to table; and was as glad to escape from it again, as if it had been a penance or a punishment. Healthy cheerfulness and good spirits forming a part of the banquet, I could soak my crusts in the fountain with Le Sage’s strolling player, and revel in their glad enjoyment: but sitting down with so many fellow-animals to ward off thirst and hunger as a business; to empty, each creature, his Yahoo’s trough as quickly as he can, and then slink sullenly away; to have these social sacraments stripped of everything but the mere greedy satisfaction of the natural cravings; goes so against the grain with me, that I seriously believe the recollection of these funeral feasts will be a waking nightmare to me all my life.

There was some relief in this boat, too, which there had not been in the other, for the captain (a blunt good-natured fellow) had his handsome wife with him, who was disposed to be lively and agreeable, as were a few other lady-passengers who had their seats about us at the same end of the table. But nothing could have made head against the depressing influence of the general body. There was a magnetism of dulness in them which would have beaten down the most facetious companion that the earth ever knew. A jest would have been a crime, and a smile would have faded into a grinning horror. Such deadly leaden people; such systematic plodding weary insupportable heaviness; such a mass of animated indigestion in respect of all that was genial, jovial, frank, social, or hearty; never, sure, was brought together elsewhere since the world began.


The Scourges of Slavery and Civil War

It is hard to believe that less than a century and a half ago—when my great-grandparents were living—most people, north and south, in this “land of the free” still accepted human slavery as a part of civil society. There had been abolitionist sentiments and movements throughout the colonial and early national periods, but none of them had been effective enough to abolish slavery as a matter of national policy. Indeed, all the so-called Northern states had officially outlawed slavery by the time of the Civil War; but all the states that had been English colonies had at one time permitted slavery. Even President Abraham Lincoln was ambivalent about the practice. Although he personally found slavery repugnant, he said at the beginning of the Civil War that his major objective was to save the Union and that if he could preserve the Union by freeing all of the slaves, he would do so; that if he could preserve the Union by freeing some of the slaves, he would do so; and that if he could preserve the Union by freeing none of the slaves, he would do so. In fact, his Emancipation Proclamation, issued on January 1, 1863, specifically freed only those slaves in states or parts of states that were “in rebellion against the United States.” It was not until the adoption of the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1865 that all the slaves in the nation were officially freed.

In this section of our Kentucky journey, we address slavery, the most important moral issue that the nation and Kentucky have had to resolve, and the war that probably had to be fought to resolve it. Although Southern apologists sometimes still justify their states’ secessions from the Union in the name of states’ rights, it is apparent to any objective reader of American history that the bottom line was slavery. For Lincoln and even for most of his Northern supporters, the war may have been about saving the Union; but it wasn’t until Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation that the war took on the moral dimension it needed for the continued support that led to ultimate victory for the Union side.

These fifteen selections pertain to the intertwining of slavery and war in Kentucky: commentary on slavery by Tocqueville; the reality of slavery as seen in the slave narratives; documents relating to the Civil War by Jefferson Davis and Abraham Lincoln, the Kentucky-born presidents of the Confederacy and the Union; fiction and nonfiction responses to slavery and the war by Harriet Beecher Stowe, the author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, who witnessed slavery in Kentucky while she was living in Cincinnati; and four twentieth-century Kentucky writers, Clara Rising, Alfred Leland Crabb, Charles Bracelen Flood, and Allen Tate.

 

Alexis de Tocqueville

from Democracy in America

Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–1859) was born into a prominent French aristocratic family with royal connections, but he developed liberal, democratic ideas and came to America in May 1831, ostensibly to study our prisons but actually to gather information on our political institutions that might be useful in democratizing France. His American journey took him from New England and Canada through almost all the states east of the Mississippi River. The Kentucky portion of his trip took him from Pittsburgh down the Ohio River to Wheeling, Cincinnati, and Louisville, then on to the lower south and finally back to New York, where he embarked for France in February 1832. The first volume of Democracy in America was published in 1835, and the second in 1840. In the following piece he contrasts the industry and thriving economy of “free labor” in Ohio with the sloth and violence he said characterized Kentucky, a slave state.
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. . . why did the Americans abolish slavery in the North and why have they kept it and increased its hardships in the South?

The answer is easy. Slavery is being abolished in the United States not in the interest of the Negro but in that of the white man.

The first Negroes were imported into Virginia around 1621. In America as in the rest of the world, servitude was therefore born in the South. From there it spread gradually, but as slavery moved northward, the number of slaves tended to diminish. There have always been very few Negroes in New England.

The colonies were founded; a century had already elapsed when everyone began to be struck by an extraordinary fact. In provinces where people owned virtually no slaves, population, wealth, and prosperity were increasing more rapidly than in provinces where people did own slaves.

In the former, however, residents were obliged to cultivate the soil themselves or else to hire the services of others. In the latter, they could avail themselves of the services of workers who were not compensated for their efforts. Thus, labor and expense on the one hand, leisure and economy on the other: yet the advantage lay with the former.

This result was difficult to explain, all the more so in that the immigrants, all belonging to the same European race, shared the same habits, civilization, and laws and differed only in rather subtle ways.

More time passed: leaving the shores of the Atlantic Ocean behind, Anglo-Americans daily plunged deeper into the solitudes of the West. There they encountered new terrain and new climates. They had to overcome obstacles of various kinds. Their races mingled: men from the South went north, and men from the North went south. With all these various causes at work, the same phenomenon recurred at every stage, and, in general, colonies where there were no slaves became more populous and prosperous than colonies where slavery was in force.

The farther they went, the more they began to see that servitude, so cruel to the slave, was also fatal to the master.

The ultimate demonstration of this truth came when they reached the banks of the Ohio.

The river that the Indians called the Ohio, or Beautiful River par excellence, waters one of the most magnificent valleys ever settled by man. The rolling land that stretches into the distance on both sides of the river is for the farmer a constant source of inexhaustible riches. On both banks the air is healthy and the climate temperate. The river forms the boundary between two vast states. The one that lies to the left as one travels downstream through the thousand twists and turns described by the Ohio River is called Kentucky; the one that lies to the right takes its name from the river itself. The two states differ in only one respect: Kentucky allows slaves, whereas Ohio has expelled them from its midst.

Thus the traveler who lets the current of the Ohio carry him to the point where it joins the Mississippi navigates, as it were, between freedom and servitude, and he has only to look around to judge at a glance which is more propitious for humanity.

On the left bank of the river, the population is sparse. From time to time, a group of slaves can be seen ambling in their carefree way through half-cleared fields. The virgin forest never disappears for long. Society seems to slumber. Man appears idle, whereas nature is the very image of activity and life.

By contrast, the confused hum emanating from the right bank proclaims from afar the presence of industry. Rich harvests fill the fields. Elegant homes hint at the taste and fastidiousness of the farmers. Prosperity is apparent everywhere. Man seems rich and content: he is at work.

The state of Kentucky was founded in 1775, the state of Ohio not until twelve years later: twelve years in America is more than half a century in Europe. Today the population of Ohio already exceeds that of Kentucky by 250,000.

The contrasting effects of freedom and slavery are easy to understand. They suffice to explain many of the differences that one finds between ancient civilization and civilization today.

Labor is identified south of the Ohio with the idea of slavery, north of the Ohio with the idea of well-being and progress. To the south it is degraded, to the north honored. On the left bank of the river it is impossible to find workers of the white race; they would be afraid of looking like slaves. For labor, people must rely on the Negro. On the right bank one would search in vain for an idle person. The White applies his industriousness and intelligence to labor of every kind.

Hence those whose task it is to exploit the natural riches of the soil in Kentucky are neither eager nor enlightened, while those who could be both either do nothing or else cross over into Ohio so as to put their industriousness to good use in conditions where they need not be ashamed of it.

To be sure, masters in Kentucky make their slaves work without being obliged to pay them, but they derive little fruit from the slaves’ efforts, whereas money paid to free workers would be returned with interest in the price of their products.

The free worker is paid, but he works more quickly than the slave, and speed of execution is an important factor in the economy. The White sells his services, but he finds buyers only when those services are useful. The Black has no claim on a price for his services, but he must be fed regularly. He must be supported in old age as well as in maturity, in barren childhood as well as in the fertile years of youth, in sickness and in health. Thus the work of both the White and the Black must be paid for: the free worker receives wages; the slave receives an upbringing, food, care, and clothing. The money that the master spends on the upkeep of the slave is meted out for specific purposes a little at a time; it is barely noticed. The wage paid to the worker is distributed in a lump sum and seems to enrich only the person to whom it is paid. In reality, however, the slave costs more than the free man, and his labor is less productive.

The influence of slavery extends still further. It penetrates the master’s very soul and imparts a particular direction to his ideas and tastes.

Nature has given man an enterprising and energetic character on both banks of the Ohio, but the uses to which these common qualities are put differ from one side to the other.

The White on the right bank, who must support himself through his own efforts, has made material well-being the principal goal of his existence. Because he lives in a region that offers inexhaustible resources to his industry and endless incentives to his activity, his ardor to acquire has surpassed the ordinary limits of human cupidity: tormented by the desire for wealth, he boldly explores every path that fortune uncovers. He is equally ready to become a sailor, pioneer, manufacturer, or farmer, and equally willing to persevere in the face of the rigors and dangers with which these various occupations confront him. There is something wonderful about his ingenious resourcefulness and a kind of heroism in his avidity for profit.

The American of the left bank is contemptuous not only of labor but of all enterprises that succeed by virtue of labor. Living in idle comfort, he has the tastes of idle men. Money has lost part of its value in his eyes. What he seeks is not so much fortune as excitement and pleasure, and to that end he invests energy that his neighbor employs elsewhere. He has a passionate love of hunting and war. He enjoys the most violent forms of physical exercise. He is familiar with the use of arms, and as a child he learned to risk his life in single combat. Thus slavery not only prevents the White from making a fortune but diverts his will to other ends.

For two centuries, these factors, tending in opposite directions, have been constantly at work in the English colonies of North America, and they have led to a prodigious difference in the commercial abilities of southerners and northerners. Today, only the North has ships, factories, railroads, and canals.

This difference is apparent not only when the North is compared to the South but also when southerners are compared to one another. Almost all the men who engage in commercial enterprises and seek to use slavery in the southernmost states of the Union come from the North. Every day, northerners spread throughout this part of the country, where they have less to fear from competition. They discover resources that the residents had failed to notice and, adapting to a system of which they disapprove, capitalize on it more effectively than the people who founded it and still support it.

Were I inclined to press this parallel further, I could easily demonstrate that nearly all the evident differences between the southern and northern characters stem from slavery, but to do so would take me away from my subject: right now I am looking not at the effects of servitude in general but at the effects of servitude on the material prosperity of those who permit it.

Antiquity could have had only an imperfect understanding of this influence of slavery on the production of wealth. Servitude then existed throughout the civilized world; only among barbarian peoples was it unknown.

Accordingly, Christianity destroyed slavery solely by insisting on the rights of the slave. Today, one can attack it in the name of the master: on this point interest and morality are in accord.

As these truths became clear in the United States, slavery began slowly to recede in the face of enlightenment born of experience.

Servitude began in the South and expanded northward. Today it is receding. Freedom, emanating from the North, has been moving steadily southward. Among the large states, Pennsylvania today constitutes the extreme northern limit of slavery, but within its borders the institution is shaky. Maryland, which is just south of Pennsylvania, is on the point of abolishing it, and in Virginia, the next state to the south after Maryland, there is debate about its usefulness and dangers.

Whenever a great change in human institutions occurs, the law of inheritance always figures among the causes.

When unequal division of estates was the law in the South, every family had as its representative a wealthy man, who felt neither the desire nor the need to work. Surrounding him like so many parasitic plants were the members of his family, who were legally barred from a share of the common inheritance and lived as he did. In those days all southern families resembled the noble families that one still sees today in certain countries of Europe, where younger sons, though not as wealthy as the eldest, nevertheless lead lives just as idle. Similar effects sprang from entirely analogous causes in America and Europe. In the southern United States, the entire white race constituted an aristocratic body headed by a number of privileged individuals whose wealth was permanent and leisure hereditary. The leaders of the American nobility perpetuated the traditional prejudices of the white race in the body they represented and continued to set a high value on idleness. Within this aristocracy there were poor men but not workers; misery seemed preferable to industry. Negro workers and slaves therefore had no competitors, and no matter what opinion one might have held as to the utility of their efforts, one had to employ them, because there was no one else.

 

William Wells Brown

from Narrative of William W. Brown, a Fugitive Slave

Slave narratives were based on the true stories told by escaped or emancipated slaves about their experiences. Many of them were told to educated writers who doctored them up to conform to literary standards and to give them dramatic flair. This is the way that William Wells Brown’s autobiography begins:
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I was born in Lexington, Ky. The man who stole me as soon as I was born recorded the births of all the infants which he claimed to be born his property in a book which he kept for that purpose. My mother’s maiden name was Elizabeth. She had seven children, viz: Solomon, Leander, Benjamin, Joseph, Millford, Elizabeth, and myself. No two of us were children of the same father. My father’s name, as I learned from my mother, was George Higgins. He was a white man, a relative of my master, and connected with some of the first families in Kentucky.

 

Josiah Henson

from Father Henson’s Story of His Own Life

Josiah Henson, the presumed model for Uncle Tom in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, was born a slave in 1789 in Charles County, Maryland, and grew up to become a trusted overseer and servant to his owner. His master put him in charge of a group of slaves being transported from Maryland to Owensboro, Kentucky, where Henson became a Methodist preacher. Here he also gained the confidence of his new master, who took him on a trading trip down the Mississippi River to New Orleans, where he planned to sell him. Had not his owner become disabled from an illness and needed Henson’s care, he would have been sold into the harsher slavery of the lower south. It was this experience that convinced Henson that all forms of slavery were evil and that eventually he must run away. In October 1830 he escaped with his family and fled to Canada; there he helped to establish a thriving fugitive slave colony and became a leading spokesman for the emancipation of slaves. In these excerpts Henson (with the obvious aid of a writing teacher), speaks of how slaves managed to survive and even have some fun; then he recalls his family’s escape to Cincinnati, the first leg of the road to freedom.
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I have no desire to represent the life of slavery as an experience of nothing but misery. God be praised, that however hedged in by circumstances, the joyful exuberance of youth will bound at times over them all. Ours is a light-hearted race. The sternest and most covetous master cannot frighten or whip the fun out of us; certainly old Riley never did out of me. In those days I had many a merry time, and would have had, had I lived with nothing but moccasins and rattle-snakes in Okafenoke swamp. Slavery did its best to make me wretched; I feel no particular obligation to it; but nature, or the blessed God of youth and joy, was mightier than slavery. Along with memories of miry cabins, frosted feet, weary toil under the blazing sun, curses and blows, there flock in others, of jolly Christmas times, dances before old massa’s door for the first drink of egg-nog, extra meat at holiday times, midnight visits to apple orchards, broiling stray chickens, and first-rate tricks to dodge work. The God who makes the pup gambol, and the kitten play, and the bird sing, and the fish leap, was the author in me of many a light-hearted hour. True it was, indeed, that the fun and freedom of Christmas, at which time my master relaxed his front, was generally followed up by a portentous back-action, under which he drove and cursed worse than ever; still the fun and freedom were fixed facts; we had had them and he could not help it.

Besides these pleasant memories I have others of a deeper and richer kind. I early learned to employ my spirit of adventure for the benefit of my fellow-sufferers. The condition of the male slave is bad enough; but that of the female, compelled to perform unfit labor, sick, suffering, and bearing the peculiar burdens of her own sex unpitied and unaided, as well as the toils which belong to the other, is one that must arouse the spirit of sympathy in every heart not dead to all feeling. The miseries which I saw many of the women suffer often oppressed me with a load of sorrow.

During the bright and hopeful days I spent in Ohio, while away on my preaching tour, I had heard much of the course pursued by fugitives from slavery, and became acquainted with a number of benevolent men engaged in helping them on their way. Canada was often spoken of as the only sure refuge from pursuit, and that blessed land was now the desire of my longing heart. Infinite toils and perils lay between me and that haven of promise; enough to daunt the stoutest heart; but the fire behind me was too hot and fierce to let me pause to consider them. I knew the North Star—blessed be God for setting it in the heavens! Like the Star of Bethlehem, it announced where my salvation lay. Could I follow it through forest, and stream, and field, it would guide my feet in the way of hope. I thought of it as my God-given guide to the land of promise far away beneath its light. I knew that it had led thousands of my poor, hunted brethren to freedom and blessedness. I felt energy enough in my own breast to contend with privation and danger; and had I been a free, untrammeled man, knowing no tie of father or husband, and concerned for my own safety only, I would have felt all difficulties light in view of the hope that was set before me. But, alas! I had a wife and four dear children; how should I provide for them? Abandon them I could not; no! not even for the blessed boon of freedom. They, too, must go. They, too, must share with me the life of liberty.

It was not without long thought upon the subject that I devised a plan of escape. But at last I matured it. My mind fully made up, I communicated the intention to my wife. She was overwhelmed with terror. With a woman’s instinct she clung to hearth and home. She knew nothing of the wide world beyond, and her imagination peopled it with unseen horrors. We should die in the wilderness,—we should be hunted down with blood-hounds,—we should be brought back and whipped to death. With tears and supplications she besought me to remain at home, contented. In vain I explained to her our liability to be torn asunder at any moment; the horrors of the slavery I had lately seen; the happiness we should enjoy together in a land of freedom, safe from all pursuing harm. She had not suffered the bitterness of my lot, nor felt the same longing for deliverance. She was a poor, ignorant, unreasoning slave-woman.

I argued the matter with her at various times, till I was satisfied that argument alone would not prevail. I then told her deliberately, that though it would be a cruel trial for me to part with her, I would nevertheless do it, and take all the children with me except the youngest, rather than remain at home, only to be forcibly torn from her, and sent down to linger out a wretched existence in the hell I had lately visited. Again she wept and entreated, but I was sternly resolute. The whole night long she fruitlessly urged me to relent; exhausted and maddened, I left her, in the morning, to go to my work for the day. Before I had gone far, I heard her voice calling me, and waiting till I came up, she said, at last, she would go with me. Blessed relief! my tears of joy flowed faster than had hers of grief.

Our cabin, at this time, was near the landing. The plantation itself extended the whole five miles from the house to the river. There were several distinct farms, all of which I was over-seeing, and therefore I was riding about from one to another every day. Our oldest boy was at the house with Master Amos; the rest of the children were with my wife.

The chief practical difficulty that had weighed upon my mind, was connected with the youngest two of the children. They were of three and two years, respectively, and of course would have to be carried. Both stout and healthy, they were a heavy burden, and my wife had declared that I should break down under it before I had got five miles from home. Sometime previously I had directed her to make me a large knapsack of tow cloth, large enough to hold them both, and arranged with strong straps to go round my shoulders. This done, I had practised carrying them night after night, both to test my own strength and accustom them to submit to it. To them it was fine fun, and to my great joy I found I could manage them successfully. My wife’s consent was given on Thursday morning, and I resolved to start on the night of the following Saturday. Sunday was a holiday; on Monday and Tuesday I was to be away on farms distant from the house; thus several days would elapse before I should be missed, and by that time I should have got a good start.

At length the eventful night arrived. All things were ready, with the single exception that I had not yet obtained my master’s permission for little Tom to visit his mother. About sundown I went up to the great house to report my work, and after talking for a time, started off, as usual, for home; when, suddenly appearing to recollect something I had forgotten, I turned carelessly back, and said, “O, Master Amos, I most forgot. Tom’s mother wants to know if you won’t let him come down a few days; she wants to mend his clothes and fix him up a little.” “Yes, boy, yes; he can go.” “Thankee, Master Amos; good night, good night. The Lord bless you!” In spite of myself I threw a good deal of emphasis into my farewell. I could not refrain from an inward chuckle at the thought—how long a good night that will be! The coast was all clear now, and, as I trudged along home, I took an affectionate look at the well-known objects on my way. Strange to say, sorrow mingled with my joy; but no man can live anywhere long without feeling some attachment to the soil on which he labors.

It was about the middle of September, and by nine o’clock all was ready. It was a dark, moonless night, when we got into the little skiff, in which I had induced a fellow slave to set us across the river. It was an anxious moment. We sat still as death. In the middle of the stream the good fellow said to me, “It will be the end of me if this is ever found out; but you won’t be brought back alive, Sie, will you?” “Not if I can help it,” I replied; and I thought of the pistols and knife I had bought some time before of a poor white. “And if they’re too many for you, and you get seized, you’ll never tell my part in this business?” “Not if I’m shot through like a sieve.” “That’s all,” said he, “and God help you.” Heaven reward him. He, too, has since followed in my steps; and many a time in a land of freedom have we talked over that dark night on the river.

In due time we landed on the Indiana shore. A hearty, grateful farewell, such as none but companions in danger can know, and I heard the oars of the skiff propelling him home.

There I stood in the darkness, my dear ones with me, and the all unknown future before us. But there was little time for reflection. Before daylight should come on, we must put as many miles behind us as possible, and be safely hidden in the woods. We had no friends to look to for assistance, for the population in that section of the country was then bitterly hostile to the fugitive. If discovered, we should be seized and lodged in jail. In God was our only hope. Fervently did I pray to him as we trudged on cautiously and steadily, and as fast as the darkness and the feebleness of my wife and boys would allow. To her, indeed, I was compelled to talk sternly; she trembled like a leaf, and even then implored me to return.

For a fortnight we pressed steadily on, keeping to the road during the night, hiding whenever a chance vehicle or horseman was heard, and during the day burying ourselves in the woods. Our provisions were rapidly giving out. Two days before reaching Cincinnati they were utterly exhausted. All night long the children cried with hunger, and my poor wife loaded me with reproaches for bringing them into such misery. It was a bitter thing to hear them cry, and God knows I needed encouragement myself. My limbs were weary, and my back and shoulders raw with the burden I carried. A fearful dread of detection ever pursued me, and I would start out of my sleep in terror, my heart beating against my ribs, expecting to find the dogs and slave-hunters after me. Had I been alone I would have borne starvation, even to exhaustion, before I would have ventured in sight of a house in quest of food. But now something must be done; it was necessary to run the risk of exposure by daylight upon the road.

The only way to proceed was to adopt a bold course. Accordingly, I left our hiding-place, took to the road, and turned towards the south, to lull any suspicion that might be aroused were I to be seen going the other way. Before long I came to a house. A furious dog rushed out at me, and his master following to quiet him, I asked if he would sell me a little bread and meat. He was a surly fellow. “No, he had nothing for niggers!” At the next I succeeded no better, at first. The man of the house met me in the same style; but his wife, hearing our conversation, said to her husband, “How can you treat any human being so? If a dog was hungry I would give him something to eat.” She then added, “We have children, and who knows but they may some day need the help of a friend.” The man laughed, and told her that she might take care of niggers, he wouldn’t. She asked me to come in, loaded a plate with venison and bread, and, when I laid it into my handkerchief, and put a quarter of a dollar on the table, she quietly took it up and put it in my handkerchief, with an additional quantity of venison. I felt the hot tears roll down my cheeks as she said “God bless you;” and I hurried away to bless my starving wife and little ones.

A little while after eating the venison, which was quite salty, the children become very thirsty, and groaned and sighed so that I went off stealthily, breaking the bushes to keep my path, to find water. I found a little rill, and drank a large draught. Then I tried to carry some in my hat; but, alas! it leaked. Finally, I took off both shoes, which luckily had no holes in them, rinsed them out, filled them with water, and carried it to my family. They drank it with great delight. I have since then sat at splendidly furnished tables in Canada, the United States, and England; but never did I see any human beings relish anything more than my poor famishing little ones did that refreshing draught out of their father’s shoes. That night we made a long run, and two days afterward we reached Cincinnati.

 

Harry Smith

from Fifty Years in Slavery

Another Kentucky slave, Harry Smith, paints a vivid portrait of the infamous slave pens in Louisville and the nefarious work of the “patrollers,” who preyed upon runaway slaves.
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Atkinson and Richardson were two southern men, living in New Orleans. They made annual tours to Kentuckey in the spring attending all the resorts of Tennessee and Kentuckey buying all the slaves they could find, large and small, they could get. When the planters would learn of their presence in the vicinity they would tell their negroes who would not toe the line that they would sell them to go south and drink Mississippi water.

When the slaves were aware of the presence of these two slave buyers a number of them would run away to the hills and remain often a year before they returned. Some would reach Canada for fear of being sold.

Going to New Orleans was called the Nigger Hell, few ever returning who went there. Usually those who ran away when caught were sold. As fast as they were brought back by Richardson and Atkins, they were taken to Louisville and placed in the negro pen and guarded until fall, when they were fettered, chained together and started on their long journey South.

Mr. Smith’s old Massa Midcalf, as the reader is aware, kept a large hotel and when they were on their way with droves of negroes every negro that would stop there that night would be ordered not to leave the plantation under penalty of death. All night long chains would rattle. Some were crying for a mother left behind, some for an only child, and altogether it made a scene almost indescribable; and all the consolation they could hear would be the crack of the bull-whip of some watchman and floods of profanity. Some were tired out by their bloody feet walking on the frozen ground, and were compelled to dry up. “I will take you where it is warm enough—where you d-—m backs will crack instead of your feet.” Many were so crippled they could not walk and were thrown into some old wagon and conveyed in this manner to their journey’s end. Water and mud made no difference; they were compelled to move right along.

At that time there were no turnpikes. The roads were all dirt and rock roads. After reaching Louisville they were put in a negro pen—barracks where they could not get away. Then these traders had them all washed and each one had a new suit of clothes, consisting of hard time cotton, this was for the man’s breeches and shirts; and then cheap calico for the woman and a hard-time shirt constituted the woman’s clothing. No shoes on any of them. There were two negro pens in Louisville. Nat Garrison owned one of them and Artiburn owned the other. They were marched out hundreds at a time after dressing and put on the steam boats and taken down the river.

Finally Magroo, who lived on the Bargetown turnpike, turned out to be a patroller. He was cruel and wicked to the colored folks. He owned a large steam distillery. He caught a colored man out one night and undertook to whip him, he resisted and it took six men to accomplish it, but they succeeded in cutting his flesh all into pieces, striking him over six hundred lashes. He finally reached home and was confined to his bed six weeks before he was able to resume work. Dick said nothing until the next fall. Then he repeated he would fix old Magroo for whipping him. When Magroo commenced making whiskey in the fall, he had a fine colored girl who Dick was paying some attention to. Magroo happened in one night when Dick was there and ordered him home; Dick started at the word. A few nights following, Magroo’s still house and mill was all on fire. There was another great excitement among the colored folks, as it was all laid to them. So they had about a week’s whipping to find out who fired the mill. All the clue they could get on Dick, some of the colored people heard him say he would fix Magroo. Uncle Dick was taken before Squire Salone, his sentence was to place him in jail, and in a few days send him down the river. The patrollers still continued in their nefarious business.

The next encounter the patrollers got into, was with a colored man belonging to old John Hycus, Harrison was his name, and he was away visiting his girl, where they found him and took him out to whip him. Harrison resisted them. They struck him as usual with their iron canes. Harrison was getting the best of them. One of them stabbed him. Harrison whipped out his knife and the wildest excitement ensued. The man who owned the girl Harrison called to see, saw the whole affair, also his three sons and his wife. In the fight at that time the darkies wore their hair long, many took great pains with their hair. In the melee that ensued, one of the first party struck Harrison on the head with his iron cane and cut off a large tuft of hair, clearing the skin from the scalp. They succeeded in getting the advantage of him at last, and leaving him for dead they quit the bloody scene. Immediately his owner, John Hycus, was informed and he came down with a conveyance and took him home. When Harrison got a little better, the patrollers sued John Hycus for injuring some of them, then he sued them for barberously using his colored man. For each man Harrison cut with his knife, the court granted them $700 each. For every hair they knocked and cut off from Harrison’s head it cost the patrollers the sum of $100, which amounted to a good many thousand dollars.

The hairs were counted in the court house at Louisville. John Hycus won the suit after one year. This tragic affair forever ended in Kentuckey the nefarious work of the patrollers.

 

Milton Clarke

from Narrative of the Suffering of Lewis and Milton Clarke

Milton Clarke, a Lexington slave, describes the gruesome reality of slave auctions, broken families, and floggings, giving a graphic portrayal of slave driving.
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When I was about six years of age, the estate of Samuel Campbell, my grandfather, was sold at auction. His sons and daughters were all present at the sale, except Mrs. Banton. Among the articles and animals put upon the catalogue, and placed in the hands of the auctioneer, were a large number of slaves. When every thing else had been disposed of, the question arose among the heirs, “What shall be done with Letty (my mother) and her children?” John and William Campbell came to mother, and told her they would divide her family among the heirs, but none of them should go out of the family. One of the daughters—to her everlasting honor be it spoken—remonstrated against any such proceeding. Judith, the wife of Joseph Logan, told her brothers and sisters, “Letty is our own half sister, and you know it; father never intended they should be sold.” Her protest was disregarded, and the auctioneer was ordered to proceed. My mother, and her infant son Cyrus, about one year old, were put up together and sold for $500!! Sisters and brothers selling their own sister and her children!! My venerable old father, who was now in extreme old age, and debilitated from the wounds received in the war of the Revolution, was, nevertheless, roused by this outrage upon his rights and upon those of his children.

“He had never expected,” he said, “when fighting for the liberties of this country, to see his own wife and children sold in it to the highest bidder.” But what were the entreaties of a quivering old man, in the sight of eight or ten hungry heirs? The bidding went on; and the whole family, consisting of mother and eight children, were sold at prices varying from $300 to $800. Lewis, the reader will recollect, had been previously given to that paragon of excellence, Mrs. Banton. It was my fortune, with my mother, brother Cyrus, and sister Delia, to fall into the hands of aunt Judith; and had she lived many years, or had her husband shared with her the virtues of humanity, I should probably have had far less to complain of, for myself and some of the family. She was the only one of all the family that I was ever willing to own, or call my aunt.

The third day after the sale, father, mother, Delia, Cyrus, and myself, started for our home at Lexington, with Mr. Joseph Logan, a tanner. He was a tall, lank, gray-eyed, hard-hearted, cruel wretch; coarse, vulgar, debauched, corrupt and corrupting; but in good and regular standing in the Episcopalian church. We were always protected, however, from any very great hardships during the life of his first wife.

At her death, which happened in about two years, we were sincere mourners; although her husband was probably indulging far other emotions than those of sorrow. He had already entered, to a considerable extent, into arrangements for marrying a younger sister of his wife, Miss Minerva Campbell. She was a half fool, besides being underwitted. If any body falls into such hands, they will know what Solomon meant, when he said, “Let a bear robbed of her whelps meet a man, rather than a fool in his folly.” There are a great many bears in Kentucky, but none of them quite equal to a slaveholding woman.

I had a regular battle with this young mistress, when I was about eleven years old. She had lived in the family while her sister was alive, and from the clemency of Judith, in protecting the slaves, the authority of Miss Minerva was in a very doubtful state when she came to be installed mistress of the house. Of course, every occasion was sought to show her authority. She attempted to give me a regular breaking-in, at the age above stated. I used the weapons of defence “God and nature gave me;” I bit and scratched, and well nigh won the battle; but she sent for Logan, whose shadow was more than six feet, and I had to join the non-resistance society right off. It was all day with me then. He dashed me down upon my head, took the raw hide and ploughed up my young back, and that grinning fool, his wife, was looking on; this was a great aggravation of the flogging, that she should see it and rejoice over it.

When I was about twelve years old, I was put to grinding bark in the tannery. Not understanding the business, I did not make such progress as Logan thought I ought to make. Many a severe beating was the consequence. At one time, the shoulder of the horse was very sore, and Logan complained that I did not take good care of him. I tried to defend myself as well as I could, but his final argument was thumping my head against the post. Kings have their last argument, and so have slaveholders. I took the old horse into the stable, and, as I had no one else to talk with, I held quite a dialogue with old Dobbin. Unluckily for me, Logan was hid in another stall, to hear his servant curse him. I told the horse, “Master complains that I don’t grind bark enough; complains that I work you too hard; don’t feed you enough; now, you old rascal, you know it is a lie, the whole of it; I have given you fifteen ears of corn three times a day, and that is enough for any horse; Cæsar says that is enough, and Moses says that is enough; now eat your corn, and grow fat.” At the end of this apostrophe, I gave the old horse three good cuts on the face, and told him to walk up and eat the corn. I then stepped out into the floor and threw in fifteen ears more, and said, “See if the old man will think that is enough.”

Scarcely had the words passed my lips, when I heard a rustling in the next stall, and Joe Logan was before me, taller than ever I saw him before, and savage as a cannibal. I made for the door, but he shut it upon me, and caught me by one leg. He began kicking and cuffing, till, in my despair, I seized him, like a young bear, by the leg, with my teeth, and, with all his tearing and wrenching, he could not get me off. He called one of the white hands from the tanyard, and just as he came in, Logan had his knife out, and was about to cut my throat. The man spoke, and told him not to do that. They tied me and gave me three hundred lashes; my back was peeled from my shoulders to my heels.

Mother was in the house, and heard my screams, but did not dare to come near me. Logan left me weltering in my blood; mother then came and took me up, and carried me into her own room. About 8 o’clock that evening, Logan came out and asked mother if I was alive or dead. She told him I was alive. I laid there four weeks, before I went out of the door. Let fathers and mothers think what it would be to see a child whipped to the very gate of death, and not be permitted to say a word in their behalf. Words can never tell what I suffered, nor what mother suffered. I shuddered at the countenance of Joseph Logan for many months after. The recollection now makes me shudder, as I go back to that bitter day.

 

Jefferson Davis

from “Farewell Address to the U.S. Senate”

Born in Fairview, in Todd County, Kentucky, Jefferson Davis attended St. Thomas Catholic School in Springfield and later Transylvania University; he graduated from West Point in 1828. When he was two years old, his family moved to Louisiana and then Mississippi, which became Davis’s political base. After the collapse of the Confederacy, he moved his family to Beauvoir, an estate on the Mississippi Gulf coast.

The following is Davis’s farewell not only to the Senate but also to the Union; he was soon to become the first and only president of the Confederate States of America.
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I am sure I feel no hostility towards you, Senators from the North. I am sure there is not one of you, whatever sharp discussion there may have been between us, to whom I cannot now say, in the presence of my God, I wish you well; and such, I am sure, is the feeling of the people whom I represent towards those whom you represent. I, therefore, feel that I but express their desire when I say I hope, and they hope, for peaceable relations with you, though we must part. They may be mutually beneficial to us in the future, as they have been in the past, if you so will it. The reverse may bring disaster on every portion of the country; and, if you will have it thus, we will invoke the God of our fathers, who delivered them from the power of the lion, to protect us from the ravages of the bear; and thus, putting our trust in God and in our own firm hearts and strong arms, we will vindicate the right as best we may. . . .

Mr. President and Senators, having made the announcement which the occasion seemed to me to require, it only remains for me to bid you a final adieu. . . .

Letter to Governor Magoffin

Davis wrote this letter to Governor Beriah Magoffin of Kentucky regarding the state’s attempt to remain neutral.
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To the Hon. B. Magoffin, Governor of Kentucky, etc.

Sir.—I have received your letter informing me that “since the commencement of the unhappy difficulties yet pending in the country, the people of Kentucky have indicated a steadfast desire and purpose to maintain a position of strict neutrality between the belligerent parties.” In the same communication you express your desire to elicit “an authoritative assurance that the government of the Confederate States will continue to respect and observe the neutral position of Kentucky.”

In reply to this request, I lose no time in assuring you, that the government of the Confederate States of America neither intends nor desires to disturb the neutrality of Kentucky. The assemblage of troops in Tennessee, to which you refer, had no other object than to repel the lawless invasion of that State by the forces of the United States, should their government seek to approach it through Kentucky without respect for its position of neutrality. That such apprehensions were not groundless has been proved by the course of that government in the States of Maryland and Missouri, and more recently in Kentucky itself, in which, as you inform me, “a military force has been enlisted and quartered by the United States authorities.”

The government of the Confederate States had not only respected most scrupulously the neutrality of Kentucky, but has continued to maintain the friendly relations of trade and intercourse which it has suspended with the people of the United States generally.

In view of the history of the past, it can scarcely be necessary to assure your Excellency that the government of the Confederate States will continue to respect the neutrality of Kentucky so long as her people will maintain it themselves.

But neutrality, to be entitled to respect, must be strictly maintained between both parties; or if the door be opened on the one side for aggressions of one of the belligerent parties upon the other, it ought not to be shut to the assailed when they seek to enter it for the purpose of self-defense.

I do not, however, for a moment believe that your gallant State will suffer its soil to be used for the purpose of giving an advantage to those who violate its neutrality and disregard its rights, over others who respect them both.

In conclusion, I tender to your Excellency the assurance of my high consideration and regard.

And am, Sir, very respectfully yours, etc.,

Jefferson Davis

 

Abraham Lincoln

Letter to Governor Magoffin

Abraham Lincoln was born into a humble family in a log cabin in Kentucky in 1809, near Hodgenville, and he had the good fortune to remain in the state until he was seven, when his family moved westward, first across the Ohio River to Indiana, and later to Illinois, which now claims him as a native son. He became a lawyer, then courted and married the aristocratic Mary Todd from Lexington. His best friend was Joshua Speed of Louisville. He helped to found the Republican Party in 1856, which selected him as its candidate for president in 1860. He was elected, and then re-elected in 1864; he was assassinated by a South-sympathizing actor in 1865. He was easily this nation’s greatest president and possibly the best writer to be elected to that office. This, the first of two superb letters, is written to the Confederate-leaning governor of Kentucky.
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To his Excellency B. Magoffin, Governor of the State of Kentucky.

Sir.—Your letter of the 19th inst., in which you “urge the removal from the limits of Kentucky of the military force now organized, and in camp within said State,” is received.

I may not possess full and precisely accurate knowledge upon this subject, but I believe it is true that there is a military force in camp within Kentucky, acting by authority of the United States, which force is not very large, and is not now being augmented.

I also believe that some arms have been furnished to this force by the United States.

I also believe that this force consists exclusively of Kentuckians, having their camp in the immediate vicinity of their own homes, and not assailing or menacing any of the good people of Kentucky.

In all I have done in the premises, I have acted upon the urgent solicitation of many Kentuckians, and in accordance with what I believed, and still believe, to be the wish of a majority of all the Union-loving people of Kentucky.

While I have conversed on this subject with many eminent men of Kentucky, including a large majority of her members of congress, I do not remember that any one of them, or any person, except your Excellency and the bearers of your Excellency’s letter, has urged me to remove the military force from Kentucky, or to disband it. One other very worthy citizen of Kentucky did solicit me to have the augmenting for the force suspended for a time.

Taking all the means within my reach to form a judgment I do not believe it is the popular wish of Kentucky that this force should be removed beyond her limits, and, with this impression, I must respectfully decline to so remove it.

I most cordially sympathize with your Excellency in the wish to preserve the peace of my own native State, Kentucky, but it is with regret I search, and cannot find, in your not very short letter any declaration or intimation that you entertain any desire for the preservation of the Federal Union.

Your obedient servant,
A. Lincoln

Letter to Mr. Hodges

Another fine letter, this is one Lincoln wrote to a Kentuckian in the spring of 1864 about his hatred of slavery and his love of the Union.

[image: image]

My dear Sir: You ask me to put in writing the substance of what I verbally said the other day in your presence, to Governor Bramlette and Senator Dixon. It was about as follows:

“I am naturally antislavery. If slavery is not wrong, nothing is wrong. I cannot remember when I did not so think and feel, and yet I have never understood that the presidency conferred upon me an unrestricted right to act officially upon this judgment and feeling. It was in the oath I took that I would, to the best of my ability, preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States. I could not take the office without taking the oath. Nor was it my view that I might take an oath to get power, and break the oath in using the power. I understood, too, that in ordinary civil administration this oath even forbade me to practically indulge my primary abstract judgment on the moral question of slavery. I had publicly declared this many times, and in many ways. And I aver that, to this day, I have done no official act in mere deference to my abstract judgment and feeling on slavery. I did understand, however, that my oath to preserve the Constitution to the best of my ability imposed upon me the duty of preserving, by every indispensable means, that government—that nation, of which that Constitution was the organic law. Was it possible to lose the nation and yet preserve the Constitution? By general law, life and limb must be protected, yet often a limb must be amputated to save a life; but a life is never wisely given to save a limb. I felt that measures otherwise unconstitutional might become lawful by becoming indispensable to the preservation of the Constitution through the preservation of the nation. Right or wrong, I assumed this ground, and now avow it. I could not feel that, to the best of my ability, I had even tried to preserve the Constitution, if, to save slavery or any minor matter, I should permit the wreck of government, country, and Constitution all together. When, early in the war, General Fremont attempted military emancipation, I forbade it, because I did not then think it an indispensable necessity. When, a little later, General Cameron, then Secretary of War, suggested the arming of the blacks, I objected because I did not yet think it an indispensable necessity. When, still later, General Hunter attempted military emancipation, I again forbade it, because I did not yet think the indispensable necessity had come. When in March and May and July, 1862, I made earnest and successive appeals to the border States to favor compensated emancipation, I believed the indispensable necessity for military emancipation and arming the blacks would come unless averted by that measure. They declined the proposition, and I was, in my best judgment, driven to the alternative of either surrendering the Union, and with it the Constitution, or of laying strong hand upon the colored element. I chose the latter. In choosing it, I hoped for greater gain than loss; but of this, I was not entirely confident. More than a year of trial now shows no loss by it in our foreign relations, none in our popular sentiment, none in our white military force—no loss by it anyhow or anywhere. On the contrary it shows a gain of quite a hundred and thirty thousand soldiers, seamen, and laborers. These are palpable facts, about which, as facts, there can be no cavilling. We have the men; and we could not have had them without the measure.

“And now let any Union man who complains of the measure test himself by writing down in one line that he is for subduing the rebellion by force of arms; and in the next, that he is for taking these hundred and thirty thousand men from the Union side, and placing them where they would be but for the measure he condemns. If he cannot face his case so stated, it is only because he cannot face the truth.”

I add a word which was not in the verbal conversation. In telling this tale I attempt no compliment to my own sagacity. I claim not to have controlled events, but confess plainly that events have controlled me. Now, at the end of three years’ struggle, the nation’s condition is not what either party, or any man, devised or expected. God alone can claim it. Whither it is tending seems plain. If God now wills the removal of a great wrong, and wills also that we of the North, as well as you of the South, shall pay fairly for our complicity in that wrong, impartial history will find therein new cause to attest and revere the justice and goodness of God.

Yours, A. Lincoln

“Second Inaugural Address”

I have included my favorite of Lincoln’s public speeches, his “Second Inaugural Address,” in which, with his characteristic eloquence and succinctness, he reviews the stark tragedy of war, God’s possible role in the conflict, and, finally, his hope for reconciliation with the breakaway South. He extends to his enemies the hand of fellowship and generosity.
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Fellow-Countrymen:—At this second appearing to take the oath of the presidential office there is less occasion for an extended address than there was at the first. Then a statement somewhat in detail of a course to be pursued seemed fitting and proper. Now, at the expiration of four years, during which public declarations have been constantly called forth on every point and phase of the great contest which still absorbs the attention and engrosses the energies of the nation, little that is new could be presented. The progress of our arms, upon which all else chiefly depends, is as well known to the public as to myself, and it is, I trust, reasonably satisfactory and encouraging to all. With high hope for the future, no prediction in regard to it is ventured.

On the occasion corresponding to this four years ago all thoughts were anxiously directed to an impending civil war. All dreaded it, all sought to avert it. While the inaugural address was being delivered from this place, devoted altogether to saving the Union without war, insurgent agents were in the city seeking to destroy it without war—seeking to dissolve the Union and divide effects by negotiation. Both parties deprecated war, but one of them would make war rather than let the nation survive, and the other would accept war rather than let it perish, and the war came.

One eighth of the whole population was colored slaves, not distributed generally over the Union, but localized in the southern part of it. These slaves constituted a peculiar and powerful interest. All knew that this interest was somehow the cause of the war. To strengthen, perpetuate, and extend this interest was the object for which the insurgents would rend the Union even by war, while the Government claimed no right to do more than to restrict the territorial enlargement of it. Neither party expected for the war the magnitude or the duration which it has already attained. Neither anticipated that the cause of the conflict might cease with or even before the conflict itself should cease. Each looked for an easier triumph, and a result less fundamental and astounding. Both read the same Bible and pray to the same God, and each invokes His aid against the other. It may seem strange that any men should dare to ask a just God’s assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other men’s faces, but let us judge not, that we be not judged. The prayers of both could not be answered. That of neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has His own purposes. “Woe unto the world because of offenses: for it must needs be that offenses come, but woe to that man by whom the offense cometh.” If we shall suppose that American slavery is one of those offenses which, in the providence of God, must needs come, but which, having continued through His appointed time, He now wills to remove, and that He gives to both North and South this terrible war, as the woe due to those by whom the offense came, shall we discern therein any departure from those divine attributes which the believers in a living God always ascribe to Him? Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away. Yet, if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said, “The judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.”

With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation’s wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations.

 

Harriet Beecher Stowe

from Uncle Tom’s Cabin

Harriet Beecher Stowe was not a Kentucky writer, but she wrote the most influential book ever written in this country and set it in Kentucky. She did live close to Kentucky, just across the Ohio River in Cincinnati, where her husband taught in a theological seminary. Moreover, she apparently made a number of visits into Kentucky’s slavocracy, with trips to Maysville, Paint Lick, and Daviess County, where the slave Josiah Henson lived, who may have been a model for Uncle Tom in her novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852). Stowe did a considerable amount of research before writing her big book, including field research and reading such works as Josiah Henson’s and Milton Clarke’s slave narratives. As the legend goes, when Mrs. Stowe met Mr. Lincoln, he remarked that, ah, so she was the little lady whose book had caused the big war. I have chosen from her book one of its best-known and most loved passages, the episode in which the slave Eliza, after discovering that her son has been sold, spirits him away to freedom across the frozen Ohio River, one ice floe at a time. Stowe was not a great writer, but her story, even in the twenty-first century, is heartbreaking.
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In consequence of all the various delays, it was about three-quarters of an hour after Eliza had laid her child to sleep in the village tavern that the party came riding into the same place. Eliza was standing by the window, looking out in another direction, when Sam’s quick eye caught a glimpse of her. Haley and Andy were two yards behind. At this crisis, Sam contrived to have his hat blown off, and uttered a loud and characteristic ejaculation, which startled her at once; she drew suddenly back; the whole train swept by the window, round to the front door.

A thousand lives seemed to be concentrated in that one moment to Eliza. Her room opened by a side door to the river. She caught her child, and sprang down the steps towards it. The trader caught a full glimpse of her, just as she was disappearing down the bank; and throwing himself from his horse, calling loudly on Sam and Andy, he was after her like a hound after a deer. In that dizzy moment her feet to her scarce seemed to touch the ground, and a moment brought her to the water’s edge. Right on behind they came; and, nerved with strength such as God gives only to the desperate, with one wild cry and flying leap, she vaulted sheer over the turbid current by the shore, on to the raft of ice beyond. It was a desperate leap—impossible to anything but madness and despair; and Haley, Sam, and Andy, instinctively cried out, and lifted up their hands, as she did it.

The huge green fragment of ice on which she alighted pitched and creaked as her weight came on it, but she stayed there not a moment. With wild cries and desperate energy she leaped to another and still another cake;—stumbling—leaping—slipping—springing upwards again! Her shoes are gone—her stockings cut from her feet—while blood marked every step; but she saw nothing, felt nothing, till dimly, as in a dream, she saw the Ohio side, and a man helping her up the bank.

“Yer a brave gal, now, whoever ye ar!” said the man, with an oath.

Eliza recognized the voice and face of a man who owned a farm not far from her old home.

“O Mr. Symmes!—save me—do save me—do hide me!” said Eliza.

“Why, what’s this?” said the man. “Why, if ’tan’t Shelby’s gal!”

“My child!—this boy!—he’d sold him! There is his Mas’r,” said she, pointing to the Kentucky shore. “O Mr. Symmes, you’ve got a little boy!”

“So I have,” said the man, as he roughly, but kindly drew her up the steep bank. “Besides, you’re a right brave gal. I like grit, wherever I see it.”

When they had gained the top of the bank the man paused.

“I’d be glad to do something for ye,” said he; “but then thar’s nowhar I could take ye. The best I can do is to tell ye to go thar,” said he, pointing to a large white house which stood by itself, off the main street of the village. “Go thar; they’re kind folks. Thar’s no kind o’ danger but they’ll help you,—they’re up to all that sort o’ thing.”

“The Lord bless you!” said Eliza earnestly.

“No ’casion, no ’casion in the world,” said the man. “What I’ve done’s of no ’count.”

“And, oh, surely, sir, you won’t tell any one!”

“Go to thunder, gal! What do you take a feller for? In course not,” said the man. “Come, now, go along like a likely, sensible gal, as you are. You’ve arnt your liberty, and you shall have it, for all me.”

The woman folded her child to her bosom, and walked firmly and swiftly away. The man stood and looked after her.

“Shelby, now, mebbe won’t think this yer the most neighborly thing in the world; but what’s a feller to do? If he catches one of my gals in the same fix, he’s welcome to pay back. Somehow I never could see no kind o’ critter a-strivin’ and pantin’, and trying to clar theirselves, with the dogs arter ’em, and go agin ’em. Besides, I don’t see no kind of ’casion for me to be hunter and catcher for other folks, neither.”

So spoke this poor, heathenish Kentuckian, who had not been instructed in his constitutional relations, and consequently was betrayed into acting in a sort of Christianized manner, which, if he had been better situated and more enlightened, he would not have been left to do.

Haley had stood a perfectly amazed spectator of the scene, till Eliza had disappeared up the bank, when he turned a blank, inquiring look on Sam and Andy.

“That ar was a tol’able fair stroke of business,” said Sam.

“The gal’s got seven devils in her, I believe!” said Haley. “How like a wildcat she jumped!”

“Wal, now,” said Sam, scratching his head, “I hope Mas’r’ll ’scuse us tryin’ dat ar road. Don’t think I feel spry enough for dat ar, no way!” and Sam gave a hoarse chuckle.

“You laugh!” said the trader with a growl.

“Lord bless you, Mas’r. I couldn’t help it, now,” said Sam, giving way to the long pent-up delight of his soul. “She looked so curi’s, a leapin’ and springin’—ice a crackin’—and only to hear her,—plump! ker chunk! ker splash! Spring! Lord! how she goes it!” and Sam and Andy laughed till the tears rolled down their cheeks.

“I’ll make ye laugh t’other side yer mouths!” said the trader, laying about their heads with his riding-whip.

Both ducked, and ran shouting up the bank, and were on their horses before he was up.

“Good-evening, Mas’r!” said Sam, with much gravity. “I berry much ’spect Missis be anxious ’bout Jerry. Mas’r Haley won’t want us no longer. Missis wouldn’t hear of our ridin’ the critters over ’Lizy’s bridge to-night;” and, with a facetious poke into Andy’s ribs, he started off, followed by the latter, at full speed,—their shouts of laughter coming faintly on the wind.

Eliza made her desperate retreat across the river just in the dusk of twilight. The gray mist of evening, rising slowly from the river, enveloped her as she disappeared up the bank, and the swollen current and floundering masses of ice presented a hopeless barrier between her and her pursuer. Haley therefore slowly and discontentedly returned to the little tavern, to ponder further what was to be done. The woman opened to him the door of a little parlor, covered with a rag-carpet, where stood a table with a very shining black oil-cloth, sundry lank, high-backed wood chairs, with some plaster images in resplendent colors on the mantel-shelf, above a very dimly-smoking grate; a long hard-wood settle extended its uneasy length by the chimney, and here Haley sat him down to meditate on the instability of human hopes and happiness in general.

“What did I want with the little cuss, now,” he said to himself, “that I should have got myself treed like a coon, as I am, this yer way?” and Haley relieved himself by repeating over a not very select litany of imprecations on himself, which, though there was the best possible reason to consider them as true, we shall, as a matter of taste, omit.

He was startled by the loud and dissonant voice of a man who was apparently dismounting at the door. He hurried to the window.

“By the land! if this yer an’t the nearest, now to what I’ve heard folks call Providence,” said Haley. “I do b’lieve that ar’s Tom Loker.”

Haley hastened out. Standing by the bar, in the corner of the room, was a brawny, muscular man, full six feet in height, and broad in proportion. He was dressed in a coat of buffalo-skin, made with the hair outward, which gave him a shaggy and fierce appearance, perfectly in keeping with the whole air of his physiognomy. In the head and face every organ and lineament expressive of brutal and unhesitating violence was in a state of the highest possible development. Indeed, could our readers fancy a bull-dog come unto man’s estate, and walking about in a hat and coat, they would have no unapt idea of the general style and effect of his physique. He was accompanied by a travelling companion, in many respects an exact contrast to himself. He was short and slender, lithe and cat-like in his motions, and had a peering mousing expression about his keen black eyes, with which every feature of his face seemed sharpened into sympathy; his thin, long nose ran out as if it was eager to bore into the nature of things in general; his sleek, thin, black hair was stuck eagerly forward, and all his motions and evolutions expressed a dry, cautious acuteness. The great big man poured out a big tumbler half full of raw spirits, and gulped it down without a word. The little man stood tiptoe, and putting his head first to one side then to the other, and snuffing considerately in the directions of the various bottles, ordered at last a mint julep, in a thin and quivering voice, and with an air of great circumspection. When poured out, he took it and looked at it with a sharp, complacent air, like a man who thinks he has done about the right thing, and hit the nail on the head, and proceeded to dispose of it in short and well-advised sips.

“Wal, now, who’d a thought this yer luck’d come to me? Why, Loker, how are ye?” said Haley, coming forward, and extending his hand to the big man.

“The devil!” was the civil reply. “What brought you here, Haley?”

The mousing man, who bore the name of Marks, instantly stopped his sipping, and, poking his head forward, looked shrewdly on the new acquaintance, as a cat sometimes looks at a moving dry leaf, or some other possible object of pursuit.

“I say, Tom, this yer’s the luckiest thing in the world. I’m in a devil of a hobble, and you must help me out.”

“Ugh? aw! like enough!” grunted his complacent acquaintance. “A body may be pretty sure of that, when you’re glad to see ’em; something to be made off of ’em. What’s the blow now?”

“You’ve got a friend here?” said Haley, looking doubtfully at Marks; “partner, perhaps?”

“Yes, I have. Here, Marks! here’s that ar feller that I was in with in Natchez.”

“Shall be pleased with his acquaintance,” said Marks, thrusting out a long, thin hand, like a raven’s claw. “Mr. Haley, I believe?”

“The same, sir,” said Haley. “And now, gentlemen, seein’ as we’ve met so happily, I think I’ll stand up to a small matter of a treat in this here parlor. So, now, old coon,” said he to the man at the bar, “get us hot water, and sugar, and cigars, and plenty of the real stuff, and we’ll have a blow-out.”

Behold, then, the candles lighted, the fire stimulated to the burning point in the grate, and our three worthies seated round a table, well spread with all the accessories to good-fellowship enumerated before.

Haley began a pathetic recital of his peculiar troubles. Loker shut up his mouth, and listened to him with gruff and surly attention. Marks, who was anxiously and with much fidgeting compounding a tumbler of punch to his own peculiar taste, occasionally looked up from his employment, and, poking his sharp nose and chin almost into Haley’s face, gave the most earnest heed to the whole narrative. The conclusion of it appeared to amuse him extremely, for he shook his shoulders and sides in silence, and perked up his thin lips with an air of great internal enjoyment.

“So, then, ye’r fairly sewed up, ain’t ye?” he said; “he! he! he! It’s neatly done, too.”

“This yer young-un business makes lots of trouble in the trade,” said Haley, dolefully.

“If we could get a breed of gals that didn’t care, now, for their young uns,” said Marks; “tell ye, I think ’twould be ‘bout the greatest mod’rn improvement I knows on,”—and Marks patronized his joke by a quiet introductory sniggle.

“Jes so,” said Haley; “I never couldn’t see into it; young uns is heaps of trouble to ’em; one would think, now, they’d be glad to get clar on ’em; but they arn’t. And the more trouble a young un is, and the more good for nothing, as a gen’l thing, the tighter they sticks to ’em.”

“Wal, Mr. Haley,” said Marks, “jest pass the hot water. Yes, sir; you say jest what I feel and all’us have. Now, I bought a gal once, when I was in the trade,—a tight, likely wench she was, too, and quite considerable smart,—and she had a young un that was mis’able sickly; it had a crooked back, or something or other; and I jest gin’t away to a man that thought he’d take his chance raising on’t, being it didn’t cost nothin’;—never thought, yer know, of the gal’s takin’ on about it,—but, Lord, yer oughter seen how she went on. Why, re’lly, she did seem to me to valley the child more ’cause ’twas sickly and cross and plagued her; and she wan’t making b’lieve, neither,—cried about it, she did, and lopped round, as if she’d lost every friend she had. It re’lly was droll to think on’t. Lord, there an’t no end to women’s notions.”

“Wal, jest so with me,” said Haley. “Last summer, down on Red River, I got a gal traded off on me, with a likely lookin’ child enough, and his eyes looked as bright as yourn; but come to look, I found him stone blind. Fact—he was stone blind. Wal, ye see, I thought there warn’t no harm in my jest passing him along, and not sayin’ nothin’; and I’d got him nicely swapped off for a keg o’ whiskey; but come to get him away from the gal, she was jest like a tiger. So ’twas before we started, and I hadn’t got my gang chained up; so what should she do but ups on a cotton-bale, like a cat, ketches a knife from one of the deck hands, and, I tell ye, she made all fly for a minit, till she saw ’twan’t no use; and she jest turns round, and pitches head first, young un and all, into the river,—went down plump, and never ris.”

“Bah!” said Tom Loker, who had listened to these stories with ill-repressed disgust,—“shif’less, both on ye! my gals don’t cut up no such shines, I tell ye!”

“Indeed! how do you help it?” said Marks, briskly.

“Help it? why, I buys a gal, and if she’s got a young un to be sold, I jest walks up and puts my fist to her face, and says, ‘Look here, now, if you give me one word out of your head, I’ll smash yer face in. I won’t hear one word—not the beginning of a word.’ I says to ’em, ‘This yer young un’s mine, and not yorn, and you’ve no kind o’ business with it. I’m going to sell it, first chance; mind, you don’t cut up none o’ yer shines about it, or I’ll make ye wish ye’d never been born. I tell ye, they sees it an’t no play, when I gets hold. I makes ’em as whist as fishes; and if one on ’em begins and gives a yelp, why,—” and Mr. Loker brought down his fist with a thump that fully explained the hiatus.

“That ar’s what ye may call emphasis,” said Marks poking Haley in the side, and going into another small giggle. “An’t Tom peculiar? he! he! he! I say, Tom, I s’pect you makes ’em understand, for all niggers’ heads is woolly. They don’t never have no doubt o’ your meaning, Tom. If you an’t the devil, Tom, you’s his twin brother, I’ll say that for ye!”

Tom received the compliment with becoming modesty, and began to look as affable as was consistent, as John Bunyan says, “with his doggish nature.”

Haley, who had been imbibing very freely of the staple of the evening, began to feel a sensible elevation and enlargement of his moral faculties—a phenomenon not unusual with gentlemen of a serious and reflective turn, under similar circumstances.

“Wal, now, Tom,” he said, “ye re’lly is too bad, as I al’ays have told ye; ye know, Tom, you and I used to talk over these yer matters down in Natchez, and I used to prove to ye that we made full as much, and was as well off for this yer world, by treatin’ on ’em well, besides keepin’ a better chance for comin’ in the kingdom at last, when wust comes to wust, and thar an’t nothing else left to get, ye know.”

“Boh!” said Tom, “don’t I know?—don’t make me too sick with any yer stuff,—my stomach is a leetle riled now;” and Tom drank half a glass of raw brandy.

“I say,” said Haley, and leaning back in his chair and gesturing impressively, “I’ll say this now, I al’ays meant to drive my trade so as to make money on’t, fust and foremost, as much as any man; but, then, trade an’t everything, and money an’t everything, ’cause we’s all got souls. I don’t care, now, who hears me say it,—and I think a cussed sight on it,—so I may as well come out with it. I b’lieve in religion, and one of these days, when I’ve got matters tight and snug, I calculates to tend to my soul and them ar matters; and so what’s the use of doin’ any more wickedness than’s re’lly necessary?—it don’t seem to me it’s ’tall prudent.”

“Tend to your soul!” repeated Tom, contemptuously; “take a bright lookout to find a soul in you,—save yourself any care on that score. If the devil sifts you through a hair sieve, he won’t find one.”

“Why, Tom, you’re cross,” said Haley; “why can’t ye take it pleasant, now, when a feller’s talking for your good?”

“Stop that ar jaw o’ yourn, there,” said Tom, gruffly. “I can stand ’most any talk o’ yourn but your pious talk,—that kills me right up. After all, what’s the odds between me and you? ’Tan’t that you care one bit more, or have a bit more feelin’,—it’s clean, sheer dog meanness, wanting to cheat the devil and save your own skin; don’t I see through it? And your ’gettin’ religion,’ as you call it, arter all, is too p’isin mean for any crittur;—run up a bill with the devil all your life, and then sneak our when paytime comes! Boh!”

“Come, come, gentlemen, I say; this isn’t business,” said Marks. “There’s different ways, you know, of looking at all subjects. Mr. Haley is a very nice man, no doubt, and has his own conscience; and, Tom, you have your ways, and very good ones, too, Tom; but quarrelling, you know, won’t answer no kind of purpose. Let’s go to business. Now, Mr. Haley, what is it?—you want us to undertake to catch this yer gal?”

“The gal’s no matter of mine—she’s Shelby’s; it’s only the boy. I was a fool for buying the monkey!”

“You’re generally a fool!” said Tom, gruffly.

“Come, now, Loker, none of your huffs,” said Marks, licking his lips; “you see, Mr. Haley’s a-puttin’ us in a way of a good job, I reckon; just hold still,—these yer arrangements is my forte. This yer gal, Mr. Haley, how is she? what is she?”

“Wal! white and handsome—well brought up. I’d a gin Shelby eight hundred or a thousand and then made well on her.”

“White and handsome—well brought up!” said Marks, his sharp eyes, nose, and mouth all alive with enterprise. “Look here, now, Loker, a beautiful opening. We’ll do a business here on our own account;—we does the catchin’; the boy, of course, goes to Mr. Haley,—we takes the gal to Orleans to speculate on. An’t it beautiful?”

Tom, whose great heavy mouth had stood ajar during this communication, now suddenly snapped it together, as a big dog closes on a piece of meat, and seemed to be digesting the idea at his leisure.

“Ye see,” said Marks to Haley, stirring his punch as he did so, “ye see, we has justices convenient at all p’ints along shore, and does up any little jobs in our line quite reasonable. Tom, he does the knockin’ down and that ar; and I come in all dressed up—shining boots—everything first chop, when, the swearin’ ’s to be done. You oughter see, now,” said Marks, in a glow of professional pride, “how I can tone it off. One day, I’m Mr. Twickem, from New Orleans; ’nother day, I’m just come from my plantation on Pearl River, where I works seven hundred niggers; then, again, I come out a distant relation of Henry Clay, or some old cock in Kentuck. Talents is different, you know. Now, Tom’s a roarer when there’s any thumping or fighting to be done; but at lying he an’t good, Tom an’t,—ye see it don’t come natural to him; but, Lord, if thar’s a feller in the country that can swear to anything and everything, and put in all the circumstances and flourishes with a longer face, and carry ‘t through better’n I can, why, I’d like to see him, that’s all! I b’lieve my heart, I could get along and snake through, even if justices were more particular than they is. Sometimes, I rather wish they was more particular: ’twould be a heap more relishin’ if they was,—more fun, yer know.”

Tom Loker, who, as we have made it appear, was a man of slow thoughts and movements, here interrupted Marks by bringing his heavy fist down on the table, so as to make all ring again. “It’ll do!” he said.

“Lord bless ye, Tom, ye needn’t break all the glasses!” said Marks; “save your fist for time o’ need.”

“But, gentlemen, an’t I to come in for a share of the profits?” said Haley.

“An’t it enough we catch the boy for ye?” said Loker. “What do ye want?”

“Wal,” said Haley, “if I gives you the job, it’s worth something,—say ten percent on the profits, expenses paid.”

“Now,” said Loker, with a tremendous oath, and striking the table with his heavy fist, “don’t I know you, Dan Haley? Don’t you think to come it over me! Suppose Marks and I have taken up the catchin’ trade, jest to ’commodate gentlemen like you, and get nothin’ for ourselves?—Not by a long chalk! we’ll have the gal out and out, and you keep quiet, or, ye see, we’ll have both,—what’s to hinder? Han’t you show’d us the game? It’s as free to us as you, I hope. If you or Shelby wants to chase us, look where the partridges was last year; if you find them or us, you’re quite welcome.”

“O, wal, certainly, jest let it go at that,” said Haley, alarmed; “you catch the boy for the job;—you allers did trade far with me, Tom, and was up to yer word.”

“Ye know that,” said Tom; “I don’t pretend none of your snivelling ways, but I won’t lie in my ’counts with the devil himself. What I ses I’ll do, I will do,—you know that, Dan Haley.”

“Jes so, jes so,—I said so, Tom,” said Haley; “and if you’d only promise to have the boy for me in a week, at any point you’ll name, that’s all I want.”

“But it an’t all I want, by a long jump,” said Tom. “Ye don’t think I did business with you, down in Natchez, for nothing, Haley; I’ve learned to hold an eel, when I catch him. You’ve got to fork over fifty dollars, flat down, or this child don’t start a peg. I know yer.”

“Why, when you have a job in hand that may bring a clean profit of somewhere about a thousand or sixteen hundred, why, Tom, you’re onreasonable,” said Haley.

“Yes, and hasn’t we business booked for five weeks to come,—all we can do? And suppose we leaves all, and goes to bush-whacking round arter yer young’un, and finally doesn’t catch the gal,—and gals allers is the devil to catch,—what’s then? would you pay us a cent—would you? I think I see you a-doin’ it—ugh! No, no; flap down your fifty. If we get the job, and it pays, I’ll hand it back; if we don’t, it’s for our trouble,—that’s far, an’t it, Marks?”

“Certainly, certainly,” said Marks, with a conciliatory tone; “it’s only a retaining fee, you see,—he! he! he!—we lawyers, you know. Wal, we must all keep good-natured,—keep easy, yer know. Tom’ll have the boy for yer, anywhere ye’ll name; won’t ye, Tom?”

“If I find the young’un, I’ll bring him on to Cincinnati, and leave him at Granny Belcher’s, on the landing,” said Loker.

Marks had got from his pocket a greasy pocket-book, and taking a long paper from thence, he sat down, and fixing his keen black eyes on it, began mumbling over its contents: “Barnes—Shelby County—boy Jim, three hundred dollars for him, dead or alive.

“Edwards—Dick and Lucy—man and wife, six hundred dollars; wench Polly and two children—six hundred for her or her head.

“I’m jest a-runnin’ over our business, to see if we can take up this yer handily. Loker,” he said, after a pause, “we must set Adams and Springer on the track of these yer; they’ve been booked some time.”

“They’ll charge too much,” said Tom.

“I’ll manage that ar; they’s young in the business, and must spect to work cheap,” said Marks, as he continued to read. “Ther’s three on ’em easy cases, ’cause all you’ve got to do is to shoot ’em, or swear they is shot; they couldn’t, of course, charge much for that. Them other cases,” he said, folding the paper, “will bear puttin’ off a spell. So now let’s come to the particulars. Now, Mr. Haley, you saw this yer gal when she landed?”

“To be sure,—plain as I see you.”

“And a man helpin’ on her up the bank?” said Loker.

“To be sure, I did.”

“Most likely,” said Marks, “she’s took in somewhere; but where, ’s a question. Tom, what do you say?”

“We must cross the river to-night, no mistake,” said Tom.

“But there’s no boat about,” said Marks. “The ice is running awfully, Tom; an’t it dangerous?”

“Don’no nothing ’bout that,—only it’s got to be done,” said Tom, decidedly.

“Dear me,” said Marks, fidgeting, “it’ll be—I say,” he said, walking to the window, “it’s dark as a wolf’s mouth, and, Tom——”

“The long and short is, you’re scared, Marks; but I can’t help that,—you’ve got to go. Suppose you want to lie by a day or two, till the gal’s been carried on the underground line up to Sandusky or so, before you start.”

“O, no; I an’t a grain afraid,” said Marks, “only——”

“Only what?” said Tom.

“Well, about the boat. Yer see there an’t any boat.”

“I heard the woman say there was one coming along this evening, and that a man was going to cross over in it. Neck or nothing; we must go with him,” said Tom.

“I s’pose you’ve got good dogs,” said Haley.

“First rate,” said Marks. “But what’s the use? you han’t got nothin’ o’ hers to smell on.”

“Yes, I have,” said Haley, triumphantly. “Here’s her shawl she left on the bed in her hurry; she left her bonnet, too.”

“That ar’s lucky,” said Loker; “fork over.”

“Though the dogs might damage the gal, if they come on her unawares,” said Haley.

“That ar’s a consideration,” said Marks. “Our dogs tore a feller half to pieces, once, down in Mobile, ’fore we could get ’em off.”

“Well, ye see, for this sort that’s to be sold for their looks, that ar won’t answer, ye see,” said Haley.

“I do see,” said Marks. “Besides, if she’s got took in, ’tan’t no go, neither. Dogs is no ’count in these yer up states where these critters gets carried; of course, ye can’t get on their track. They only does down in plantations, where niggers, when they runs, has to do their own running, and don’t get no help.”

“Well,” said Loker, who had just stepped out to the bar to make some inquiries, “they say the man’s come with the boat; so, Marks——”

That worthy cast a rueful look at the comfortable quarters he was leaving, but slowly rose to obey. After exchanging a few words of further arrangement, Haley, with visible reluctance, handed over the fifty dollars to Tom, and the worthy trio separated for the night.

If any of our refined and Christian readers object to the society into which this scene introduces them, let us beg them to begin and conquer their prejudices in time. The catching business, we beg to remind them, is rising to the dignity of a lawful and patriotic profession. If all the broad land between the Mississippi and the Pacific becomes one great market for bodies and souls, and human property retains the locomotive tendencies of this nineteenth century, the trader and catcher may yet be among our aristocracy.
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While this scene was going on at the tavern, Sam and Andy, in a state of high felicitation, pursued their way home.

Sam was in the highest possible feather, and expressed his exultation by all sorts of supernatural howls and ejaculations, by divers odd motions and contortions of his whole system. Sometimes he would sit backward, with his face to the horse’s tail and sides, and then, with a whoop and a somerset, come right side up in his place again, and, drawing on a grave face, begin to lecture Andy in high-sounding tones for laughing and playing the fool. Anon, slapping his sides with his arms, he would burst forth in peals of laughter, that made the old woods ring as they passed. With all these evolutions, he contrived to keep the horses up to the top of their speed, until, between ten and eleven, their heels resounded on the gravel at the end of the balcony. Mrs. Shelby flew to the railings.

“Is that you, Sam? Where are they?”

“Mas’r Haley’s a-restin’ at the tavern; he’s drefful fatigued, Missis.”

“And Eliza, Sam?”

“Wal, she’s clar ’cross Jordan. As a body may say, in the land o’ Canaan.”

“Why, Sam, what do you mean?” said Mrs. Shelby, breathless, and almost faint, as the possible meaning of these words came over her.

“Wal, Missis, de Lord he persarves his own. ’Lizy’s done gone over the river into ’Hio, as ’markably as if de Lord took her over in a charrit of fire and two hosses.”

Sam’s vein of piety was always uncommonly fervent in his mistress’ presence; and he made great capital of Scriptural figures and images.

“Come up here, Sam,” said Mr. Shelby, who had followed on to the verandah, “and tell your mistress what she wants. Come, come, Emily,” said he, passing his arm around her, “you are cold and all in a shiver; you allow yourself to feel too much.”

“Feel too much! Am not I a woman,—a mother? Are we not both responsible to God for this poor girl? My God! lay not this sin to our charge.”

“What sin, Emily? You see yourself that we have only done what we were obliged to.”

“There’s an awful feeling of guilt about it, though,” said Mrs. Shelby, “I can’t reason it away.”

“Here, Andy, you nigger, be alive!” called Sam, under the verandah; “take these yer hosses to der barn; don’t yer hear Mas’r a-callin’?” and Sam soon appeared, palm-leaf in hand, at the parlor door.

“Now, Sam, tell us distinctly how the matter was,” said Mr. Shelby. “Where is Eliza, if you know?”

“Wal, Mas’r, I saw her, with my own eyes, a-crossin’ on the floatin’ ice. She crossed most ’markably; it wasn’t no less nor a miracle; and I saw a man help her up the ’Hio side, and then she was lost in the dusk.”

“Sam, I think this rather apocryphal,—this miracle. Crossing on floating ice isn’t so easily done,” said Mr. Shelby.

“Easy! couldn’t nobody a done it, widout the Lord. Why, now,” said Sam, “ ’twas jist dis yer way. Mas’r Haley, and me, and Andy, we comes up to de little tavern by the river, and I rides a leetle ahead,—(I’s so zealous to be a cotchin’ ‘Lizy, that I couldn’t hold in, no way),—and when I comes by the tavern winder, sure enough, there she was right in plain sight, and dey diggin’ on behind. Wal, I loses off my hat, and sings out ’nuff to raise the dead. Course ’Lizy she hars, and she dodges back when Mas’r Haley he goes past the door; and then, I tell ye, she clared out de side door; she went down the river-bank;—Mas’r Haley he seed her, and yelled out, and him, and me, and Andy, we took arter. Down she come to the river, and thar was the current running ten feet wide by the shore, and over t’other side ice a-sawin’ and a-jiggling up and down, kinder as ’twere a great island. We come right behind her, and I thought my soul he’d got her sure enough,—when she gin sich a screech as I never hearn, and thar she was, clar over t’other side the current, on the ice, and then on she went, a-screeching and a-jumpin’—the ice went crack! c’wallop! cracking! chunk! and she a-boundin’ like a buck! Lord, the spring that ar gal’s got in her an’t common, I’m o’ ’pinion.”

Mrs. Shelby sat perfectly silent, pale with excitement, while Sam told his story.

“God be praised, she isn’t dead!” she said; “but where is the poor child now?”

“De Lord will pervide,” said Sam, rolling up his eyes piously. “As I’ve been a-sayin’, dis yer’s a providence and no mistake, as Missis has allers been a-instructin’ on us. Thar’s allers instruments ris up to do de Lord’s will. Now, if ’t hadn’t been for me to-day, she’d a been took a dozen times. Warn’t it I started off de hosses, dis yer morning’, and kept ’em chasin’ till nigh dinner time? And didn’t I car’ Mas’r Haley nigh five miles out of de road, dis evening, or else he’d a come up with ’Lizy as easy as a dog arter a coon. These yer’s all providences.”

“They are a kind of providence that you’ll have to be pretty sparing of, Master Sam. I allow no such practices with gentlemen on my place,” said Mr. Shelby, with as much sternness as he could command, under the circumstances.

 

Clara Rising

from In the Season of the Wild Rose

Kentucky’s own Clara Rising wrote a fact-filled novel about Kentucky’s dashing Confederate raider, John Hunt Morgan. In the Season of the Wild Rose resurrects her hero and clothes him in the burnished armor of doomed chivalry. (Another twentieth-century Kentucky novelist, Gene Markey, wrote about the family of one of Morgan’s raiders and the harsh realities of Reconstruction in Kentucky Pride [1956].) Here are two passages from Rising’s magnificent reenactment of the Battle of Shiloh, one of the war’s crucial turning points, which occurred near a little country church on a cliff overlooking the Tennessee River, close to where the states of Tennessee, Alabama, and Mississippi come together. The first excerpt is a lyrical paean to the foolish courage of warriors on both sides. The second is a macabre postmortem on the wasted lives of young men lost in battle.
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Shiloh! Shiloh. The sound of that name, like the vibrato of a chill wind, would blow everything, everything before it. A silent, sacred, secret place for tabernacles to wait, as in the days of Samuel: And the whole congregation of the children of Israel assembled. . . . And the land was subdued before them.

Shiloh.

A little log church in Tennessee.

An insignificant country meeting place surrounded by a tumbled, upended land of vine-choked woods and ravines with sheer drops of a hundred feet or more, of forests and fields where more than a hundred thousand men would struggle and scream and leave more Americans dead in two days than the Revolution, the War of 1812 and the Mexican War combined. Where the thunder of cannon, like a mad giant hammering the sky, his feet mired in blood-soaked mud, would annihilate valor, however brave, however individual.

From the river and across trembling peach blossoms and peaceful ponds and the dark, haunted mounds of dead Indians the roar would deafen and drown and finally silence the groans of the wounded and dying, and the giant would laugh at those onrushing lines with their flags fluttering and their notion of honor and wait for the fear that would numb and the pain that would blind all human hope. Like a monster lifting his head above the clouds, War would watch the miscalculation and error, the orders received too late or sent too soon, nameless boys dying and a general with steel-blue eyes and a square jaw, under vines and in the shade of April leaves, laughing at the wound that would kill him.

No grave, however deep, can bury you, O Shiloh.

No wind, however strong, can blow the memory of you away. . . .

The retreating lines stretched for almost ten miles, long lines of wagons loaded with wounded, piled like sacks, groaning and cursing the lurching wheels that stuck in axle-deep mud. Exhausted horses and mules strained forward, some sinking in their harnesses, which were removed, in some cases carefully placed in other wagons, or on the limbers of gun carriages. Behind the wagons came the infantry, too tired to curse, staggering, supporting each other or a dangling, broken arm. About nightfall a cold, drizzling rain became a pitiless hail, as if the sky itself were bombarding them with vindictiveness.

In Corinth the ghastly trains arrived, dripping blood on the streets as the wounded were carried up the steps of houses, onto sidewalks, or laid out at the depot platform, where shocked ladies received, made comfortable, nursed and by daylight slumped, exhausted themselves, in a nightmare of dead and dying. For two weeks mothers appeared, from little towns like Bolivar and Middleburg and Hickory Valley and Rogers Springs, to gather their wounded, to take their boys home, in most cases to die. Chest and stomach wounds were the worst; mercifully, the pain would not last long. Amputees had, the doctors knew, a 10 percent chance. As for the others, they managed, and a slow exodus began.

The generals made proclamations. The Battle of Shiloh was a Confederate success. Braxton Bragg’s first act was to assemble his troops, the brave men of Shiloh and Elkhorn (for by now Van Dorn’s troops had arrived from Arkansas), to tell them that “A few more days of needful preparation and organization and I shall give your banners to the breeze.” He would lead them “to additional honors to those you have already won on other fields.” Then he added: “But be prepared to undergo privations and labor with cheerfulness and alacrity.” Strangely, insanely, they cheered.

Underneath, Morgan knew why. Something had happened. After Shiloh, nothing, not even the well-intentioned speeches of its own generals, could have told the Confederate soldier what he knew in his bowels, in his soul: that a gut-deep determination to survive had been born.

For three days Breckinridge, with the rear guard, camped on the Corinth Road, burying the dead from the “hospital,” collecting straggling wounded and sending on to Beauregard scavanged Yankee guns. Morgan’s squadron remained in the vicinity of the battlefield for more than a week. But the Federals were quiet, busy burning dead horses and burying their dead. An acrid, incredible stench blew in with the smoke. Before dawn Tuesday Morgan received an order from Beauregard’s headquarters to send a courier for permission to gather the Confederate dead and wounded from the battlefield.

Sam Morgan and Gus Magee volunteered to go. Morgan watched them leave just as daylight began lifting mist in the woods. Sam carried the white flag and galloped forward, his body bent in a V. Three hours later they returned. When Magee dismounted, Morgan saw the answer written on his face.

“They’re burying their own. Neat rows. Separate graves. The Confederates . . .”

“The Confederates?”

“General Grant refuses,” Sam spoke up, “to release them. Claims the climate . . . health reasons.” He looked down at his boots, scuffing the trampled grass under his feet.

Magee cleared his throat. “The Confederates are being buried seven deep in open trenches. Or where they fell, where convenient.”

So. James, beloved West. Standing so straight when he took the oath at Woodsonville. And Jim Geslin. Behind his mother, so full of trust, in the terror of retreat through Nashville. And Buckner, just a boy. They were all just boys. Buckner chopping down that flagpole for Alice. They should be courting somewhere. Flung down like dogs in a common grave. He would never know where. He prayed they were dead.

It rained constantly, threatening to wash away the mud from shallow graves. Mounted Confederate vedettes, shifting on their horses, watched the reeking, mud-running, corpse-strewn battlefield in disbelief. For four days the smoke kept rising from those mounds of horseflesh. In the distance squads of bent forms, carrying dead and wounded, looked like giant, misshapen ants against the underbrush. Morgan, late one afternoon, rode near Fraley Field with Tom. They heard voices, and Morgan held up his hand for silence. Two Yankee infantrymen were laughing and talking not fifty feet away. They soon saw what their joke was: A hand and half an arm had escaped a grave, and one of the soldiers had stuck a piece of hardtack between the fingers.

“Wouldn’t want this feller to go to the next world empty-handed, now would we? Might get a mite hongry before he gets thar!”

Tom sank back in his saddle, his face white. Tears cut through rage: The sleeve on the arm was gray.

 

Alfred Leland Crabb

from Peace at Bowling Green

No one has written more historical novels about the Civil War than Alfred Leland Crabb, who was born in Plum Springs, in Warren County, Kentucky, in 1916. Six of his novels are set in Tennessee, and only one—his most popular and best—takes place in Kentucky. Although focused on the war, Peace in Bowling Green (1955) presents a grand panorama of the history of Bowling Green, from the town’s founding in 1803 through the Civil War, Reconstruction, and Reconciliation. Briefly designated the Confederate capital of Kentucky, Bowling Green was a hotbed of passion and violence, which was quelled at last by an early peace. These excerpts from the novel bring together historical characters such as Confederate general Simon Bolivar Buckner, who had refused a commission in the Union Army, and a host of fictional but genuine Bowling Green citizens.
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Early in November, General Buckner sent notice of his intention to occupy Bowling Green with his army. He planned to erect such fortifications as were necessary to protect the section in case of invasion from the north. He promised the citizens the least possible interruption to their daily routines. Under the existing conditions, he could not permit any hindrance to the army in its assigned tasks. It had been the plan of the South to respect Kentucky’s neutrality, but the status of neutrality had been violated by Northern forces, and consequently the South could hardly be expected to regard with fidelity the state’s border lines.

On a Monday morning, the leading citizens gathered in the courthouse to consider solemnly their plans for the future. Rumsey Skiles acted as chairman. And that was fitting. No one had heard him speak a partisan word in the whole unhappy issue. He read aloud General Buckner’s message and proclamation.

“It all means,” he said in his cool, precise way, “that Kentucky is at war. I have never thought there would be any way to stay out of it. We have a great many people who favor the South. That has been their way of life and thought. We have a great many friends and neighbors who favor the North. We have already contributed soldiers to both armies. Undoubtedly, there will be a great many more. But our homes are here. We are neighbors. Undoubtedly, there will be friction and strained relations. But we must let the battles be fought by soldiers on the fields, and we must learn to abide by both defeat and victory. We must come to realize that a man can favor either side and still be a gentleman. We want no spies here sending out reports to either side.

“We learn that General Buckner is coming up from Tennessee with a detachment of Kentucky troops to occupy our town. All of us hate to have the town so disturbed by the activities of war, but there is nothing we can do to prevent it. We will be fortunate indeed if General Buckner’s is the only army brought to Bowling Green. Our very location will tempt armies. It is my strong suggestion that those who stay here as citizens play the part of citizens, and no other part. Are there any questions, or does any citizen wish to make a statement?”

Frisbee Cherry, a known Northern sympathizer, stood. “We have been told time and again that Kentucky is a neutral state, and that we would not be invaded by either army.”

“We have indeed been told that,” said the chairman gravely, “but as a matter of fact, Northern troops have already invaded Kentucky and established a camp on our soil. It is possible that Kentucky will take neither side officially, but both sides will use Kentucky, and we might just as well face it. There is no earthly way to keep them out.”

“All right,” said Cherry, “but are we to pay the bills of both sides while they are in the state? Will these Rebels—” he looked about him and decided to change the word—“Southerners raid our cribs to feed their horses? Will they take the meat from our smokehouses?”

“We have been promised that they will not. In war promises are usually kept at first, but forgotten if it goes on long enough. I do not anticipate any pillage under General Buckner. My information is that, while he is a soldier, his word can be trusted.”

“Why are we meeting if there is nothing we can do?” asked Ed Hampton.

“So that we may understand the situation, so that under this stress we may behave with due discretion. It will be annoying, of course, to have the work of this army going on near us. We may be stopped from using some of our streets. A great many objectionable things may arise. It is plain good sense to accept them with all the grace we can summon. Anything else will only make matters worse.”

“How long is this army expected to be here?”

“I have no idea. Maybe just a little while, maybe as long as the war lasts. You can have no less knowledge of that than I, Ed.” He paused, thinking, then was speaking again, “I might say that I have lived here all of my life. This century and I were born the same year. I came here with my parents when I was three years old. Except for the time I spent in Transylvania College, I have not been away from here many days. I speak both modestly and truthfully when I say that my father and mother helped build this town. My wife and I have reared our children here. Almost all of our friends live here. This is our home. We do not plan ever to have another one. I cannot conceive of a section more gravely stricken by war than this. Most of us have blood kin on both sides. All of us have dear friends in both armies, and we will have more. For us, there can be no real victory except peace. For us, divided as we are, there can be no good news except that our friends still live. We shall have to play this war out with such restraint and dignity and good will as we can possibly have.”

He sat down and the minister of the Baptist church arose. “I have only a weak, human mind,” he said, and his voice was hoarse from emotion, “and so I do not understand God. I do not comprehend His purposes till in the fullness of time they stand revealed. I do not know toward what end God is moving us now, but I do know that God is not wasting His time, nor piddling with the substance of our lives. Every word that Brother Skiles has said is good. Hearken to it and leave the end in God’s hands.”

They went soberly back to their homes, and to the work that waited them there. Rumsey Skiles found that Bill Willie Blewett was burying cabbages and turnips, except those he had stored in a cool place in the cellar for immediate use. The potatoes were already in the great ridge that was to be their winter home.

“It has been a good cabbage season,” said Bill Willie. “Taters and turnips fair, but it’s the best cabbage year I ever seen. There’s five crocks of kraut in your cellar, and better kraut I never tasted. Kraut goes mighty good with backbones and spareribs. We got at least ten bushels of cabbage in there now.” He pointed to the fresh mound. “I guess we’re jest about ready for winter to set in: plenty o’ firewood ready, barn loft filled with fust-rate hay, two cribs o’ corn, more’n a bushel o’ shelled beans, four bushels o’ dried apples, and one o’ dried peaches, fifty gallons o’ sorghum——”

“Anything in the smokehouse?” asked Skiles, smiling faintly.

“Enough to last till we get good hog-killin’ weather. We’ll have fifteen hogs ready when it turns cold.”

“Plenty of feed for the cattle, I suppose?”

“Plenty. I’m a-goin’ to start haulin’ the fodder to the sheds tomorrer. I bet you don’t know what’s been goin’ on here lately.”

“Working a little on the side maybe.” Again the faint smile.

“I’m a bread eater. I could live offn bread by itself, corn bread or flour bread, it don’t make me no difference. But I jest natchelly got to have my bread. There’s a lot o’ scalawags in any army, and you can’t tell when they’ll be thievin’ aroun’. So I got that carpenter that helped build the crib out in the woods, and while you and Miz Ella was gone to preachin’ Sunday, we fixed a secret place in the attic to hide meal and flour in. You might say the ox was in the ditch, and this carpenter knows when to keep his mouth shet. You let me get three or four sacks o’ meal and flour and put it up there, and I’ll feel a lot safer about my bread.”

“Take all the corn and wheat you need to the mill. I wouldn’t want you to be stunted, Bill Willie. Better take it right away.”

“Had a visitor while you was gone to town.”

“Anybody I know?”

“Trez Covington. He wants to buy that red bull. His bull has got the hollow horn, or somethin’, so he needs another one. I told him he would have to see you, and he said he would rather trade with me, said you was liable to cheat him out of his last dollar, said he knowed he could trust me.”

“So can I,” Rumsey said. “We don’t need that bull—anyhow, that is what I heard you say a month ago. You go ahead and trade him. I will try to do what is right by whichever one is left alive.”

“It’d be right amusin’ to cheat that old buzzard out o’ the last strand o’ hair he’s got left on his head.”

“You’ll run a risk, Bill Willie. Don’t forget that he is my wife’s uncle.”

Ella Skiles had come out on the veranda in time to hear the reference to the prospective sale of the bull. She was laughing heartily. “Virgil is the only man who ever beat Uncle Trez in a trade. You two youngsters would be no match for him.”

“That red bull is a mighty good bull,” said Bill Willie meditatively. “That is a long sight better bull than Trez Covington is used to. I think it would be a right good thing if we could fix it so afore he dies he could say that he had had one bull that wasn’t a scrub.”

“When is he coming back?” asked Rumsey Skiles.

“Tomorrer. I told him I’d ast you what you’d take.”

“Whatever you do, Bill Willie, will suit me fine. I have an important case in court tomorrow afternoon, but I’ll hurry home to hear about it.”

Bill Willie and two of the hands were replacing some rotted posts in the garden fence when Trezevant Covington arrived the following morning. Bill Willie told the men to continue with their work and went out to meet his visitor. It was a clear day and the feel of frost was in the air. Covington flung himself from the horse with all the sprightliness of youth. Bill Willie asked him if he wouldn’t come into the house. “A glass o’ milk is mighty refreshin’ after a hard ride.”

“You call three miles a hard ride? But I reckon it would be for a man as old as you.”

“I walked out to Providence Knob to preachin’ Sunday. Had a real good time. Got to feelin’ sorry for people that have to use a hoss every time they leave home.”

“Why didn’t you say something to me? I’d have lent you a horse. That is too long a walk for a man that is feeble.” Trez Covington’s eyes were twinkling.

“Didn’t want a hoss. Had a good time jest a-walkin’ along and a-thinkin’ about things. How about you walkin’ out there with me sometime? Preachin’ is real good.”

“I always go to my own church.”

“I don’t blame you. It’s close. Besides, I guess you ride even to it. The folks both done gone to town. He had some business he couldn’t put off, and she’s gone to visit awhile with Miz Robin Rodes. From what I hear, she’s ailin’ some.”

“Worrying about that boy of hers in the army. Did you ask Rumsey about that bull?”

“Yessir, and he said that seein’ as how that bull would still be in the family, for me to make you a special price of thirty-five dollars.”

“Thirty-five dollars!” Trez almost shouted. “You misunderstood me. I didn’t say anything about buying all the stock he has got. You ought to have told him I just wanted the bull.”

“That bull has got blood in it. And another thing, that bull has got sense. That bull took it mighty hard when Lincoln was elected. I thought for a while we was a-goin’ to lose it.”

“I wouldn’t pay thirty-five dollars for Lincoln himself.”

Bill Willie sighed. “It’s jest like Rumsey Skiles said: your stock is a-lookin’ a little run-down, and here’s a good chance for you to sort o’ build it up. That bull can practically read and write. You would be surprised how smart that bull is.”

“How did it find out that Lincoln was elected? Read it in the New York Tribune?”

“We don’t get that paper. I told it, and jest like I am tellin’ you, it made that bull mighty unhappy. That’s a real Southern bull.”

“Why don’t you sell it to Jeff Davis?”

“He ain’t no good man with a real fine bull. You want me to show you what a Southern bull this one is?”

“Bill Willie Blewett, what are you talking about? You sound to me like old age has got you.”

“I’ll prove it to you what a real Southern bull that is. Now you look at that gate. You can see it opens out due south. Yonder is the rest of the cattle.” He pointed to the right. “Natchelly, you’d think that bull would go up where the others are. And he would if I didn’t remind him what direction that is. I am goin’ to put this rope on him so he can’t get away, and I’m a-goin’ to ast him what kind o’ bull he is. You jest watch.”

He looped the rope around the bull’s horns. He opened the gate, holding firmly to the end of the rope. “His name is Ginral Jackson,” Bill Willie explained to Covington. “Now, Ginral, I’m goin’ to ast you which kind o’ bull you is. Ifn you’re a Northern bull, you turn to the right when you go through that gate. Ifn you’re a Southern bull you keep goin’ straight ahead. I’m a-leavin’ it to you.”

“And you’ll jerk a little the way you want it to go.”

“You jest watch close and see ifn I make a sign. Now, take your choice, Ginral.”

The bull didn’t even look at the other cattle grazing up to the right. It continued exactly as it had come through the gate.

“Wait a minute. That just happened. Try it again.”

Bill Willie led the bull back into the lot. “Now, Ginral, I am givin’ you another chance to show this gentleman that you ain’t got a drap o’ Yankee blood in you. I’m a-goin to open that gate agin, and ifn you a real Southern bull you keep goin’ straight ahead. You understand me, don’t you?”

General Jackson walked majestically through the gate, and kept going with not a fractional shift in course. Trezevant Covington looked at the cattle grazing up on the rise to the right. Then he looked at General Jackson, and then at Bill Willie Blewett.

“You put on a good show, Bill Willie. I’ll buy that bull though I think I am being cheated out of the nine teeth I have got left. You are a strong young fellow. You walk out to Providence Knob to preaching. I guess you wouldn’t mind just walking along and thinking a little, and help me get that bull to my place.”

“No trouble a-tall. I need me a little stroll. I expect you’ll find it right tiresome, jest a-settin’ on that hoss, but I guess it’s about your only chance to get there. I’ll get the Ginral there for you. Wait here till I get my hat.”

He hitched General Jackson to the gate and went inside the house. A minute later, he was back, wearing his hat, and in his hand he held a lump of salt which he gave to a very eager General Jackson.

“Don’t you reckon you ought to have a little snack to eat?” asked Bill Willie. “You look all frazzled out to me.”

Trezevant Covington grinned. “This horse of mine has got real Southern blood in it. It’s a real Rebel horse. It will carry double in case you give plumb out.”

Bill Willie Blewett handed Rumsey Skiles the thirty-five dollars. “I mighta got a little more, but I let Trez off easy, seein’ he’s a member of the family.”

“I didn’t need that bull. Twenty-five dollars would have been enough. How did you raise Uncle Trez that high?”

“You might say that the saltin’ place had sumpin’ to do with it. I’d been keerful not to let that bull have any salt since yesterday mornin’.”
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One morning a week later, Nat Grider passed by with sacks of wheat flour in his spring wagon. Rumsey Skiles was starting to town as Grider drove by the gate.

“You have made an early trip to the mill.”

“I didn’t want to take any chances. The soldiers got to town last night.”

“General Buckner’s soldiers?” Rumsey asked.

“The town is filled with them. I was afraid they would take over the mill, so I hurried to get my grinding done.”

“That was commendable foresight, Nat. I think I will ask Bill Willie to take some corn and wheat to the mill sometime today. Were there many there?”

“They were coming in when I left. I saw Tom Henry Hines on the street. He was wearing a gray uniform. Here for a last visit to his folks, he said. We spent a few minutes very pleasantly. He told me he was leaving tonight, but of course he didn’t say where he was going. I am glad it wasn’t Motley he met. They never did like each other.”

Skiles left word for Bill Willie to make the trip to the mill. Then he rode on to town. Nat had been right. The place was crowded with soldiers. They were dressed in a wild scramble of uniforms, with little exactness in color and not much concern about fit. But they seemed cheerful enough, and twice they broke ranks for Skiles to pass through. He went directly to his office and wrote a letter to General Buckner, asking whether he might assume that his coming to and going from work would be unhindered. He then settled into the legal work before him. For a while his mind held to its proper focus, and the questions that arose were quickly answered. Then his attention weakened. His lawsuits faded out and in their place were the soldiers he had passed that morning. What were they doing in Bowling Green? Their presence on the streets of the city was incredible. Such a state of things must not be permitted. Then his mind cleared, and he knew there was nothing unreasonable about the presence of those ill-clothed soldiers. It was war that was unreasonable, incredible, unthinkable. But incredible or not, war was their lot. God alone knew when strife would cease and the happy days of peace return. He couldn’t get his mind back to those legal forms on his desk before him. So he closed the desk and rode up Bridge Street to Vinegar Hill to see what was going on there.

A great deal was going on. The brow of the hill lying nearest town had been cleared of the fine cedars that had been there for generations. The boughs had been chopped off and burned in great, roaring, crackling fires. The logs were being stacked for further use. Skiles dismounted from his horse and stood watching the soldiers put the logs into stacks. An officer, obviously in charge, saw him and came up.

“I played on this hill when I was a small lad,” said Skiles. “I imagine that I have been up in most of those trees. Am I trespassing?”

“Why, not at all, as long as you don’t get in the way. I like trees, and I hate like fury to cut one down. War is bad medicine, any way you take it. I wish the Yanks had not forced this on us, but people have to defend themselves. My name is Happy Watts. I can’t complain because I have been trained for war. I am the youngest graduate West Point ever turned out.”

“My name is Rumsey Skiles. I am a lawyer here.”

“A good one, I dare say from your looks. Well, I have a hundred men up here and half of them don’t know which end of an ax you cut with till you show them. I suppose I’d better get to showing them.”

He smiled pleasantly and moved on. Skiles looked about him and flinched at the terrible wound that a hundred men had inflicted upon his favorite hill. The sounds of shouting and chopping were deafening. Skiles mounted his horse to ride away. At the head of Bridge Street, he reined in his horse and sat there looking at the town beneath him. He could hear chopping and shouting on Grider Hill, farther in toward town, and to his right. Skiles flinched again. That was a beautiful elevation, not so high as Vinegar Hill, but more suited to homes. He knew that they were at work on College Hill, but the view was obstructed and it was too far away for the sounds of chopping to be heard. They would be making fortifications on Baker’s Hill across the river. To the right of Baker’s Hill he could see Mount Ayr, on the summit of which was the home of Warner Underwood. It was one of the country’s finest homes. The site was well suited for fortifying, though it was not likely of much military significance. It would, Skiles thought, be sheer vandalism to require it, so gracious and fine was the home on its crest. But Underwood had been frank and unrestrained in his partisanship for the North. His position was well understood. The place might be in danger.

The courthouse clock struck four. It was time for him to be on his way to Three Springs. Supper would be ready by the time he reached there. As he rode down Bridge Street, he met Shade Gossom, the owner of the mill.

“Have you done any grinding for Bill Willie today?” he asked.

“A fair wagonful. There will be bread at Three Springs, Mr. Skiles, war or no war. I was just going up to see what they are doing on Vinegar Hill. Have you been up there?”

“I almost wish I hadn’t gone. They have destroyed the finest cedars in south Kentucky, and I don’t know for what.”

“It will be more than trees, Mr. Skiles. This place has got its share of headstrong Northerners. I am going to run my mill as long as I can get grinding for it, and not open my mouth about anything except meal and flour. It would be a lot safer for the milling business if everybody was on one side or the other.”

“Better for everybody. Better for the town. Any other news except the forts they are building?”

“Yes, the recruiting office on the square is filled. It looks like every Southerner came in town to enlist just as soon as he got word the army had got here. There is a full company of them already in down there now.”

It was only a few squares out of his way, so Skiles rode by the recruiting office. Shade Gossom was right. The enlistment station was doing a flourishing business. He pulled his horse to one side and stopped. Fully fifty men were lounging there outside the office. There was Franklin Beck, whom a dozen times he had helped out of fighting scrapes. The boy wasn’t good for much besides fighting, but for his father’s sake—his father was a steady and industrious farmer out in the county—Skiles had been able to keep him out of jail. Franklin had always called him judge.

He saw Rumsey sitting there on his horse and grinned. “This is one thing you won’t have to get me out of, Judge. This time I got the law on my side.”

“That’s fine. Keep it there.”

“Don’t expect to be in more’n three months, six at the most. The Yankees ain’t got a chance.”

“Not many of us have,” said Skiles soberly. “I wish you good luck, Franklin. Make them a good soldier.”

“All I ask, Judge, is a chance in a good battle.”

“Franklin Beck!” bawled an orderly. “Inside.” The boy grinned at Skiles and disappeared inside the office.

“Remember me, Mr. Skiles?” The young man had arisen from the curb and was standing close to him. Skiles could not at the moment identify him, though the face was familiar. “My name is Phillip Chandler. I have preached at the Methodist Church here several times.”

Then Skiles remembered the man. He had met and talked briefly with him at a Methodist conference held at Woodburn the year before. Brother Tully Napier, of the Bowling Green Methodist church, had invited him out to the conference, and had driven by Three Springs and taken him in his gig. Brother Napier was a hale and hearty man, and loved a joke dearly. He told Skiles that he had asked him to go because the blood of the Methodists was getting too thick and needed a little Presbyterian thinning.

The faint smile appeared on Skiles’s face. “Have you ever tried sassafras-root tea? It is a good thinner.”

“It’s our favorite drink, and it leaves our blood thicker.”

“Then I’ll stand by my Presbyterian doctrine that your blood is predestined to a thickness. But I’ll be delighted to go to your conference with you.”

Rumsey Skiles had found the conference refreshing both to his body and spirit. The basket dinner spread by the ladies of Rockfield was well prepared and of great quantity. He had told his wife that evening that in all of his sixty years of life he had never seen so much fried chicken as was in plain view at Rockfield that day.

“I imagine you altered the view some, Rumsey.”

“What would you have done with that chicken so good and those Rockfield ladies urging you on?”

The main sermon at the conference had been delivered by the great Dr. John B. McFerrin of Nashville. Its thunderous eloquence had set Rumsey Skiles’s thin Presbyterian blood to coursing through his veins at unwonted speed. It was then that he had seen Phillip Chandler, sitting one row ahead and just across the aisle. The young man sat there transfixed. There was upon his face the look of one exalted, and his eyes shone like stars.

The episode came back to Rumsey Skiles, as he sat there on his horse. Chandler had preached a sermon at the Methodist Church at Bowling Green, but Skiles had not known of it till later.

“I wish I had known of your engagement here. I would have deserted the Presbyterian church that day.”

“I didn’t blame people from staying away who did know of it. Brother Frogge is a much better preacher than I will be for a long time, maybe ever. I can preach a little and I know a good deal about sickness. I want the army to take me as a chaplain.”

“How is it that you are so well acquainted with sickness?”

“I felt there was a war coming on and I have gone with Dr. Strother on all of his trips for the last two months. There has been a lot of sickness. I have studied the Bible between trips,” he added proudly. “Do you think they will take me?”

“I don’t see how they can refuse. When you have time write me a letter.”

Skiles turned his horse and started away. Then he stopped, dismounted, and hitched his horse to a paling fence. He walked into the recruiting room past the orderly, who looked at him in some astonishment but said nothing in protest. An officer sat behind a table.

Skiles spoke to him. “I am an attorney in the city here. My name is Rumsey Skiles. I wish to speak with you about a man waiting outside to enlist.”

“Yes? I am Colonel Lillard.”

“The man’s name is Phillip Chandler. He wishes to enlist as a chaplain and as a medical attendant. I recommend him strongly.”

“How long have you known him?”

“A little more than a year.”

“Is he related to you?”

“Not in the least.”

Colonel Lillard made some notes on a paper. “We have not enlisted any as chaplains, and I am not sure that we have any official instructions about them. Perhaps we have been negligent there. When he comes in I shall give him special thought because of what you have said.” . . .

Spring was at its best that day. The sky was clean-swept, but its deep blue was dimmed and softened by a purple-tinged haze that was everywhere—against the hills and thickets, over the fields, hanging gently and caressingly against the sky. It softened the stark white of the dogwoods that gave brightness to an April world. The graveyard vine that lay heavily upon and between the Shobe graves had lost its winter dinginess, and again was alive with the buoyant green of spring and thick with purple, star-shaped flowers. Everywhere the trees were clad in the garments of spring or poised to put them on. The birds that thronged the trees, or hopped gaily about on the ground, knew that it was spring again, and their songs swelled into a chorus of praise. All of the sounds that greeted the ears were tuned to spring: the plowmen calling to their teams, the tinkle of a cowbell in a meadow, somewhere in the distance the casual, deep-throated bay of a foxhound, a train engine sounding long and mournfully for the station at Oakland—all fused into the unity of spring.

A wooden bench had been placed in the graveyard. The grave nearest it did not bear the maturity of the other graves about. On the bench sat Jane Shobe and at her side a boy nearing three. He did not understand what the graves meant, but he did understand that his mother did not want him to run and scamper about, as was his way at home. For some reason she wished him to sit quietly at her side. She held in her hand some lilac blooms that she had broken from a hedge at the side of her yard, less than a half mile away. A cardinal sat on a maple bough not a dozen feet distant, its head cocked to one side, and watched with bright eyes.

“Listen, Jackson,” Jane said to the child, “I want to tell you something. You will not understand what I am saying. Maybe you will understand better than I think. Anyhow, I want to talk to you a little while. That is your father’s grave there. You never saw him, but I am going to tell you about him so often that you will almost think you did. I don’t want you to grow up thinking that he is somebody far, far off. He believed in the South very deeply, and so did I. We married after the war started, but neither of us thought it would last very long, a year at the most. Things got worse, and he decided that it was his duty to enlist. I thought it was too. He went away to the army, son, but once he came back to see me. We talked a great deal about you, what you would look like and how we would love you. Your father didn’t come back any more, son. My father came home one day with the news that he had been wounded. Bill Willie took me to Fort Donelson where your father was. You know Bill Willie, don’t you?”

“Bill Willie,” said the boy, his eyes bright with recognition.

“I don’t know how we got there, Jackson. I don’t want you ever to forget Bill Willie, son. I don’t believe anyone else could have got me there in time. And we did get there in time. Your father was still alive. I know that he was spared that long so I could see him once more. We talked mostly about you. He was weak, and he would rest awhile so that we could talk again. And then the time came when he wouldn’t ever talk any more. It was Bill Willie who brought us back.”

“Bill Willie,” said the boy again, nodding his head.

“And we buried him in that grave there. It was very cold that day, and the sun wasn’t showing at all. I was terribly tired and heartbroken, and sometimes when Dr. Smoot was talking I thought I would die too. Then I knew that I wouldn’t. I would live for you. I knew that your father would want me to. And then the sun came out, and that was a sign to me that you would soon be here and that everything would be better. We have had a hard time of it, Jackson, and there have been some very bad days for me. If it hadn’t been for you, I don’t suppose that I would ever have got through them. But everything seems all right now. The war is over and I don’t think you will ever see another one. I pray to God you won’t. I don’t know what is going to happen, but you and I will be together. Sunday we are going to see your grandfather and grandmother. They are good people, son. You are going to be proud of them. You are going to be proud of the Shobes too. You look like the Shobes. You are one of them. Take these flowers and put them on your father’s grave. Right over there. Put them down right there. That’s right, Jackson. We must go back to the house now. There is a lot of work to be done.”

Far in the distance, all but hidden by the haze, were the Edmonson County hills. In the southwest, Cook’s Knob stood in faint outline. There seemed fitness in the scene: the haze, the hills and knobs, everywhere the white dogwoods, the misty spring sky above, the plows threading patiently across the fields, the birds throbbing their joy from meadow and bough. Spring had come, and not only spring, but the beginnings of peace.

 

Charles Bracelen Flood

from Lee: The Last Years

Charles Bracelen Flood, a naturalized Kentucky citizen who has lived in Richmond for some thirty years, has written popular and acclaimed fiction and nonfiction about numerous wars, from the American Revolution to World War II, Korea, and Vietnam. His biography Lee: The Last Years (1981) includes this moving portrait of General Robert E. Lee at his finest hour, when he chose to surrender to Grant and end the war, thereby helping the South to pick up the pieces and survive.
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General Robert E. Lee stood on a hilltop, studying the fog-covered woods ahead. Listening to the artillery fire and musketry, he tried to judge the progress of the crucial attack that his men were making. It was shortly after eight o’clock in the morning on Palm Sunday, April 9, 1865, and the shattered remnants of Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia were in a column strung along four miles of road near the village of Appomattox Court House.

A few minutes earlier, Lee had ordered Lieutenant Colonel Charles Venable of his staff to ride forward through these woods and find Major General John B. Gordon, the able and aggressive Georgian whose corps was making this assault. When Venable returned through the mist, the report he brought would determine whether this army was to fight on or surrender.

After four years of war, the northern front of the Confederate States of America had collapsed. A week before, unable to hold their overextended lines against the massive Union forces being thrown at them by General Ulysses S. Grant, Lee’s battered, worn-out army had evacuated both Petersburg and the Confederate capital, Richmond. Since then they had slogged westward across Virginia through a hundred miles of spring mud, marching and fighting in an effort to break away from pursuing Federal columns. Lee’s plan was to move west parallel to the railroad lines, and pick up food that was to await his army at supply depots. Then they would turn south to join the Confederate army under Joseph E. Johnston that was opposing Sherman’s march north through the Carolinas from Savannah.

That turn to the south had never come. The march west became a nightmare retreat under incessant attacks that produced terrible losses—three days before this Palm Sunday, in the rout at Sayler’s Creek, eight thousand of Lee’s men were captured at one stroke. The food had not materialized. Starving horses collapsed and died in the mud. Reeling from hunger, soldiers who had won amazing victories in the past threw away their muskets and lay down in the fields, waiting to be picked up as prisoners. At its peak, this once-fearsome army had numbered seventy thousand men. A week before, thirty thousand began this withdrawal to the west, with sixty to seventy thousand Union Army soldiers on their heels. On this misty morning, the Army of Northern Virginia was reduced to eleven thousand gaunt, tenacious veterans. During the night, Federal troops had thrown themselves in strength across the Confederate line of march, and Lee’s army was at last surrounded. At five this morning Lee had launched this final drive to break out to the west and continue the retreat.

Waiting for Lieutenant Colonel Venable to return with the message that would tell him whether further fighting would be useless, Lee stood silent amidst a few of his staff officers. He was a strikingly handsome man of fifty-eight, nearly six feet tall, with grey hair and a trim silver beard. Years of campaigning had burnt his clear ruddy skin to a deep red-brown; there were crow’s-feet at the corners of his luminous brown eyes. He had a broad forehead, prominent nose, short thick neck, big shoulders and deep chest, and stood erect as the West Point cadet he once had been. Because he thought he might end this day as General Grant’s prisoner, Lee was not wearing his usual grey sack coat. To represent his thousands of mud-caked scarecrows who were still ready to fight on, this morning Lee was resplendent in a double-breasted grey dress coat with gilt buttons. Around his waist was a deep red silk sash, and over that was a sword belt of gold braid. At his side hung a dress sword in a leather and gilt scabbard; on the blade was an inscription in French, Aide toi et Dieu t’aidera—Help yourself and God will help you.

Standing on this hillside, Lee knew the consequences of the choice he must soon make. In the past forty-eight hours Ulysses S. Grant had opened a correspondence with him, sending messages under flags of truce, urging him to surrender this army. If he surrendered these men now, the other armies of the Confederacy might stagger on briefly, but his action would mean the end of the war.

For Lee, there was a special problem faced by no other Confederate officer. He was not only the field commander of this army, but he was the general in command of all Confederate forces. If the rider coming back through the woods brought him reason to think he could get his men through to Johnston’s army in North Carolina and assume direct command of both armies, it might be his duty to continue the bloodshed. He had produced near-miracles before; if he could fashion one more sharp blow, it might ease the terms of the inevitable surrender.

Everything was converging. Two days before, he had sent a message to his son Major General W. H. Fitzhugh Lee, a young cavalry commander who had served in the United States Army before the war: “Keep your command together and in good spirits, General; don’t let it think of surrender. I will get you out of this.” Earlier in the war he had written this same son, whose nickname was Rooney, “If victorious, we have every thing to live for in the future. If defeated, nothing will be left for us to live for.”

All the hopes were crashing now, in a way that affected his flesh and blood. Rooney was up there in the fighting in those misty trees; so was another Major General Fitzhugh Lee, his nephew. His oldest son, Major General Custis Lee, a West Pointer like himself, had been missing since Sayler’s Creek; there were rumors that he was dead. His youngest son, Captain Robert E. Lee, Jr., had been missing in action for a week.

Those were the bonds of family, but this entire army was filled with love for Lee. They were proud of his appearance, proud of his brilliant leadership, but their hearts went out to him because he shared their risks and hardships, constantly showing them how much he admired them and appreciated their sacrifices. Thousands of them referred to him as “Uncle Robert.” His soldiers saw their cause embodied in him; one of his generals told him, “You are the country to these men.” In the horrendous confusion of the defeat at Sayler’s Creek, Lee had cantered into the midst of his scattered troops. Facing the enemy, he grabbed up a red Confederate battle flag and held it high in the dusk, the banner waving against the flames of destroyed supplies. A staff officer told what happened next.

. . . The sight of him aroused a tumult. Fierce cries resounded on all sides and, with hands clinched violently and raised aloft, the men called on him to lead them against the enemy. “It’s General Lee!”

“Uncle Robert!” “Where’s the man who won’t follow Uncle Robert?” I heard on all sides—the swarthy faces full of dirt and courage, lit up every instant by the glare of the burning wagons.
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Lieutenant Colonel Venable emerged from the misty woods and rode up the slope to Lee. He had an oral message from Major General Gordon on the front line: “I have fought my corps to a frazzle, and I fear I can do nothing unless I am heavily supported by Longstreet’s corps.”

Longstreet’s corps. Lee knew that Gordon could not have the reinforcements he said he needed to break through; they were committed and fighting as the army’s rear guard, holding off twice their numbers. There were no reserves left, and no hope of breaking out.

Lee said in his deep voice, addressing no one, “Then there is nothing left me but to go and see General Grant, and I would rather die a thousand deaths.”

His words broke the respectful silence and dignified bearing of the officers near him. Years of dedication, of comrades killed, had come to naught in an instant. “Convulsed with passionate grief,” an artilleryman said, “many were the wild words we spoke as we stood around him.”

As the fog began to lift and Lee finally could see his last battlefield, he spoke again, this time in what an officer beside him called a voice “filled with hopeless sadness.”

“How easily I could be rid of this,” Lee said, again addressing no one, “and be at rest! I have only to ride along the line and all will be over!” He meant that it would be easy to commit suicide by riding in front of his lines, drawing enemy fire. Lee crossed his arms over his chest, his hands gripping his biceps; an inward battle was being fought to a decision. Finally he said with a deep sigh: “But it is our duty to live. What will become of the women and children of the South if we are not here to protect them?”

 

Allen Tate

“Ode to the Confederate Dead”

Finally, we come to what is probably the most eloquent tribute to those who did not survive the Civil War, or any war, Allen Tate’s “Ode to the Confederate Dead.” The poem contrasts egocentric, materialistic visitors to the cemetery, who cannot comprehend dedication to cause and duty, with the young men who are buried there. People of the modern age are incapable, Tate suggests, of such sacrifice because they are guilty of the unpardonable sin of total self-centeredness—“narcissism,” he called it. Tate was born near Winchester and attended Vanderbilt University, where he studied with John Crowe Ransom and became one of the luminaries of “The Fugitives” and “The Agrarians,” which were overlapping neoconservative groups of poets, novelists, and historians who promoted a return to a true humanism and a concern for classical form. Tate also wrote a highly valued biography of a Confederate icon, Stonewall Jackson, who was killed by friendly fire at the Battle of Chancellorsville.
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Row after row with strict impunity

The headstones yield their names to the element,

The wind whirrs without recollection;

In the riven troughs the splayed leaves

Pile up, of nature the casual sacrament

To the seasonal eternity of death;

Then driven by the fierce scrutiny

Of heaven to their election in the vast breath,

They sough the rumour of mortality.

Autumn is desolation in the plot

Of a thousand acres where these memories grow

From the inexhaustible bodies that are not

Dead, but feed the grass row after rich row.

Think of the autumns that have come and gone!—

Ambitious November with the humors of the year,

With a particular zeal for every slab,

Staining the uncomfortable angels that rot

On the slabs, a wing chipped here, an arm there:

The brute curiosity of an angel’s stare

Turns you, like them, to stone,

Transforms the heaving air

Till plunged to a heavier world below

You shift your sea-space blindly

Heaving, turning like the blind crab.

      Dazed by the wind, only the wind

      The leaves flying, plunge

You know who have waited by the wall

The twilight certainty of an animal,

Those midnight restitutions of the blood

You know—the immitigable pines, the smoky frieze

Of the sky, the sudden call: you know the rage,

The cold pool left by the mounting flood,

Of muted Zeno and Parmenides.

You who have waited for the angry resolution

Of those desires that should be yours tomorrow,

You know the unimportant shrift of death

And praise the vision

And praise the arrogant circumstance

Of those who fall

Rank upon rank, hurried beyond decision—

Here by the sagging gate, stopped by the wall.

      Seeing, seeing only the leaves

      Flying, plunge and expire

Turn your eyes to the immoderate past,

Turn to the inscrutable infantry rising

Demons out of the earth—they will not last.

Stonewall, Stonewall, and the sunken fields of hemp,

Shiloh, Antietam, Malvern Hill, Bull Run.

Lost in that orient of the thick-and-fast

You will curse the setting sun.

      Cursing only the leaves crying

      Like an old man in a storm

You hear the shout, the crazy hemlocks point

With troubled fingers to the silence which

Smothers you, a mummy, in time.

                      The hound bitch

Toothless and dying, in a musty cellar

Hears the wind only.

Now that the salt of their blood

Stiffens the saltier oblivion of the sea,

Seals the malignant purity of the flood,

What shall we who count our days and bow

Our heads with a commemorial woe

In the ribboned coats of grim felicity,

What shall we say of the bones, unclean,

Whose verdurous anonymity will grow?

The ragged arms, the ragged heads and eyes

Lost in these acres of the insane green?

The gray lean spiders come, they come and go;

In a tangle of willows without light

The singular screech-owl’s tight

Invisible lyric seeds the mind

With the furious murmur of their chivalry.

      We shall say only the leaves

      Flying, plunge and expire

We shall say only the leaves whispering

In the improbable mist of nightfall

That flies on multiple wing;

Night is the beginning and the end

And in between the ends of distraction

Waits mute speculation, the patient curse

That stones the eyes, or like the jaguar leaps

For his own image in a jungle pool, his victim.

What shall we say who have knowledge

Carried to the heart? Shall we take the act

To the grave? Shall we, more hopeful, set up the grave

In the house? The ravenous grave?

Leave now

The shut gate and the decomposing wall:

The gentle serpent, green in the mulberry bush,

Riots with his tongue through the hush—

Sentinel of the grave who counts us all!
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