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Preface

If nature abhors a vacuum, so too do publishers and authors. Although one of us (James C. Klotter) had coauthored the standard full history of the state and edited a high school state history textbook, and we had recently coauthored an elementary school text, none fully met the need for a concise, readable, and affordable introductory history of the Commonwealth of Kentucky and its people. To remedy that situation, this book emerged. In essence, it is a revision of a 2006 work entitled Faces of Kentucky. In this leaner (though not meaner) version, some features have been omitted, and some material has been added or updated to bring the freshest scholarship to the subject. Most of all, this book provides a good, solid, readable introduction to the state—past, present, and future. Here, readers can find out about the Native American frontier, early leaders such as Daniel Boone, the divisive Civil War era, the bloody feud period, the important twentieth century, and much more. Within these pages, sidebars feature the stories of the people who made the history, and materials from the time are highlighted so readers themselves can examine these sources and be historians, operating as detectives. These chapters also detail the state's government, geography, education, and economy, as well as its rich literary and cultural traditions.

This work tells the story of all Kentuckians, young and old, rich and poor, black and white, past and present, in a way that has meaning for today's readers. So, for those new to the state or just new to its history, this book was written for you. It is our hope that it entertains and educates and that reading this book will make you want to explore Kentucky's rich past even more. It is a journey worth taking.

[image: image]

(Map by Dick Gilbreath)


CHAPTER ONE

Frontiers—Then and Now

One meaning of the word frontier is a border between places. But those borders can be very different at different times.

Astronaut Dr. Story Musgrave of Kentucky first went into space in 1983. Though he was born outside the state, he learned to fly in Lexington and considered Kentucky his home. He flew on the space shuttle a total of six times, during which he helped repair a space telescope and even walked in space. When he retired, no other person had taken more space flights.

Musgrave was not the only astronaut from Kentucky. Born in Russellville, Terry Wilcutt went to high school in Louisville and got a college degree in Bowling Green. He taught math in high school for a time, then became a space shuttle pilot and participated in four flights. On one, he linked up with the space station.

Both Musgrave and Wilcutt traveled thousands of miles in just a few days. Both saw things that few others had seen. Both experienced a sense of wonder as they left their world for the unknowns of space. But when they faced that unknown future and the frontier of space, they were simply doing what humans have done for thousands of years.

[image: image]

Astronaut Terry Wilcutt. (Courtesy of the Kentucky Library, Western Kentucky University)

How did the first human who stepped on the soil of what is now Kentucky feel? Exactly when that event happened, and who that person was, are unknown. But that first person (one of a group called Indians or Native Americans) started the process of people living in Kentucky—and it still goes on. The first Kentuckian could travel only a few miles on foot each day. Yet as that person looked out over the untouched land, he or she likely felt much the same way those astronauts felt many thousands of years later. That person saw a new place that no one else had ever seen. That man or woman faced a new frontier. That person looked to a fresh future.

Many, many centuries later, people from Europe arrived at what, to them, was the New World, and they called it America. Think of how it would be today if astronauts in a space shuttle suddenly came upon a new, previously unknown planet and found that humans were already living on it. Such feelings of discovery and awe the Europeans experienced in America. They found humans they did not know even existed. The Indians, of course, had the same reaction, for these people from across the ocean were new to them too.

European explorers soon made their way to Kentucky and found a land that filled them with excitement. Like the Indians before them, they wanted to live there. They also sought a new life on this new frontier. Although living thousands of years apart, the first Indians, the first European explorers, and even the present-day astronauts from Kentucky all shared the same human feelings about the places they saw.

Today, if people want to travel to places that no one has seen before, they may have to go into space, as astronauts Musgrave and Wilcutt did. But many frontiers still exist on earth, and the spirit of those earlier people remains alive today. After all, change happens all the time. Our future may involve another meaning of the word frontier. It can also mean discovering new learning and the outer boundaries of knowledge. Our future frontiers may be frontiers of the mind. People may make discoveries in science or medicine, invent new ways of doing things, write books that cause people to think in different ways, or so much more. New frontiers still await present-day explorers.

The Past

People who study the past are explorers too. Similar to those who came to Kentucky many years ago, historians want to discover new things. Like detectives trying to solve the mysteries of history, they seek to uncover the hidden past.

But why? Why is history important? First of all, knowing what other people did means that current generations do not have to relearn everything. They do not have to repeat earlier mistakes and can follow the example of what worked for others. In the end, the historical record remains the only guide to how humans acted.

If people got up each morning and did not know where to go or what to eat, they would have to learn those things over and over again. They would not get much done and would make many mistakes before discovering what they needed to know. If the people living in a state or a nation do not know their history, they have to relearn all of life's lessons. That is why history is important.

History is about real people and real events. Sometimes individuals make mistakes; sometimes they act heroically and courageously in matters big and small. Those actions and those lives can be models for today. History is not just about the past; it is also about the future.

Writing about the Past

Everyone can be a historian. If you wanted to write a history of your grandparents, for example, you might first talk to them and let them tell the story of their lives—an oral history. Then you could ask other people what they know about your grandparents. You might go through family photographs or even old letters that had been saved. Reading historical city and county newspapers might reveal stories about your grandparents' past. School yearbooks could provide additional information about them. Any land or houses they bought would be listed in records in the courthouse. Finally, everything you found out could be written down as their history, their record of life on this earth. In doing those things, you would be acting as a historian, solving mysteries and explaining your grandparents' lives to others. And in the end, you would likely learn things you did not know before—about your grandparents and about yourself.

But what happens when no letters, newspapers, or other written sources are available? How can people re-create the elusive past in that case? In fact, that is the situation for most of the years that humans have lived in Kentucky. Trying to tell the story of those times becomes much more difficult. Without written records and people to interview, how can we find out about the people of the past?

Archaeologists try to find answers by studying ancient people and looking at what they left behind—stone tools, bits of pottery, pieces of clothing, burial places, skeletons, and even trash pits. If someone looked at a modern family's trash, what could they find out about them? By examining the trash of the past, archaeologists can discover what people ate, based on the animal bones or shells they threw away. They could uncover bits of broken jars and be able to determine how the people stored food and other things. They might find old pieces of arrows and understand how the ancient people made weapons. Such records can suggest how people lived thousands of years ago. What, then, do we know about the first people in Kentucky?

Native Americans in Kentucky

Native Americans (or American Indians) are not really native to America. They, too, came as immigrants. Thousands of years ago, when the land and oceans had different configurations, people from Asia could walk across a land bridge to Alaska. From there they slowly spread over America. It is possible that some also came by small boats across the Pacific Ocean. Native Americans traveled to America, then, just as other people did much later.

These new people found themselves in a new land filled with animals that they could hunt—and animals that could hunt them, too. Eventually, one Indian—or perhaps a whole family—came to what we now call Kentucky, and the first humans walked this land. That event probably happened at least 12,000 years ago. If one generation covers 20 years, then 600 generations of American Indians lived and died here before the first European explorers even arrived in America. In contrast, only a dozen or so generations have lived in Kentucky since written histories have existed. To put it another way, if every inch on a six-inch line stands for 2,000 years of history, then Europeans have been in Kentucky only one-eighth of an inch on that scale—not very long.

Change takes place over time, and archaeologists have divided those 12,000 years into four different periods, each with its own characteristics.

Paleo-Indians, 10,000 to 8000 B.C.

Paleo-Indians came to Kentucky some 12,000 years ago, in 10,000 B.C. or earlier. At that time, ice covered most of the northern part of the United States, and Kentucky had a much colder climate than it does today. Its trees resembled those in the far north today, and large lakes covered parts of the land.

Little is known about the Native Americans who walked the land then. Now-extinct animals, including huge mammoths and mastodons, roamed nearby. The Indians hunted some for food, using sharpened stone points on spears. They stayed in small camps of a few dozen people but built no houses; they used rock shelters or anything else they could find in nature. Overall, they lived hard, simple, short lives. Probably no more than 5,000 people called Kentucky home during this period.

[image: image]

Native Americans hunted the mammoths that roamed Kentucky, using the skin for protection from the cold and the meat for food. (Kentucky Heritage Council poster titled “Kentucky before Boone”)

Although their lives differed greatly from ours, they had the same human feelings. They saw people being born and others dying. They loved and hated; they understood pleasure and pain. They laughed and cried, and they knew happiness and sorrow. They were not all alike; individual differences existed, just as today. Some had different ideas or spoke different languages. Sometimes they lived at peace with one another; at other times they fought. Not much is known about them, but they did start the process of humans living in Kentucky.

Archaic Period, 8000 to 1000 B.C.

The Archaic period, which lasted about 7,000 years, represents the longest period of Native American life in Kentucky. During that time, the land changed as the ice age ended. Inland seas disappeared, modern rivers flowed, the population increased, and people moved less. For food they killed deer, elk, beavers, birds, and turtles. They also gathered nuts and ate river mussels.

The Archaic people invented new weapons for hunting. The atlatl allowed them to throw their spears a greater distance. They made stone axes as well and used them to build dugout canoes.

Near the end of the Archaic period, a small shift took place, but it was one that would mark a major change over the years. When the American Indians in Kentucky began to grow squash—both for food and as containers—that marked the beginning of farming and a new way of life.

Woodland Period, 1000 B.C. to A.D. 1000

For 2,000 years, change took place gradually. People still mostly hunted for food and added only sunflowers and a few other plants to what they grew. But two major inventions did occur—pottery and a new weapon.

Woodland Indians in the eastern and central parts of Kentucky began making pottery around 1000 B.C. Having bowls and pots allowed them to cook directly over a fire. In that simple society, however, it took another 500 years for pottery making to reach parts of western Kentucky. Later, around A.D. 800, a new weapon arrived: the bow and arrow. Use of the bow and arrow spread rapidly, and Native Americans were soon utilizing it for both fighting and hunting.

During this time, the Indians' lifestyle grew increasingly complex. They used axes to cut trees and clear land, which changed their environment. Objects found in burial mounds show that they also had a strong belief in life after death. But the biggest change came at the end of the Woodland period, when Native Americans began to grow maize (corn). Corn, potatoes, tobacco, and tomatoes—all American crops unknown to Europeans—led to the creation of a new farming lifestyle in the next era.


Kentucky Lives: An Indian's Story

His name, if he had one, is lost to history. But more than 2,400 years ago, a Native American man entered Mammoth Cave to dig minerals, unaware that he was working in one of the largest cave systems in the world.

The man got up in the morning, put on a skimpy piece of clothing, and left camp for the cave. He was about fifty-four years old and stood five feet, three inches tall. Perhaps he saw his mate making barrel-shaped pots as he was leaving. Perhaps others who were tending sunflowers in the fields watched him go. That is not known. What is known is that he lit some reeds to use as torches and went three miles into the darkness of Mammoth Cave. He was high on a ledge, digging out minerals and placing them in a pouch, when a rock fell and crushed him. The cool air in the cave preserved his body for centuries. About seventy years ago, some people found his mummified remains. He is a reminder of the present's link to those who lived and died in the past.



Late Prehistoric Period, A.D. 1000 to 1750

Corn-based farming produced more food, which caused a rapid increase in the number of Indians. They built larger villages and formed towns ruled by powerful chiefs. Trade expanded all the way to the Great Lakes. But such growth meant that different groups had more contact with one another, and violence increased.

Differences between the Native Americans within Kentucky became greater as well. In the west, the Mississippian culture consisted of large, walled villages of more than 1,000 people. Tall, flat-topped earthen pyramid platforms and a central, open plaza for sports and other events dominated these villages. Around the plaza, people built houses with pole frames, sun-baked mud walls, and grass roofs. Colorful pottery and rich decorations displayed the skills of those who lived there. In contrast, in the east, a simpler society existed. Indians of the Fort Ancient culture used wooden walls for protection against others, but they had smaller villages and no central platform mounds. Generally, they had simpler pottery and a less sophisticated lifestyle. But whether in the eastern or western part of the state, Native American life was about to face its greatest challenge.
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Before the Europeans came to Kentucky, Native Americans lived in fort-type communities similar to those the settlers later built. (Copyright Kentucky Heritage Council; design and artwork by Jimmy A. Railey)

The Great Dying

In 1492, Christopher Columbus came to what Europeans later called the New World. At that time, thousands of Indians lived in Kentucky. Two hundred years later, however, English explorers found few tribes still living in Kentucky. By the 1750s, only two Native American towns seemed to be left, outside of far western Kentucky. One was Lower Shawnee-town on the Ohio River in Greenup County. In 1751, it had some 1,200 people, but floods caused its residents to leave soon thereafter. The other town, Eskippakithiki, was in central Kentucky. Indians also abandoned this place, and it later burned. When the first wave of European settlers came to Kentucky a few years later, they found no Native Americans living there. Why?

This is a historical mystery waiting to be solved. Kentucky was a place of rich farmland with plenty of animals. It was a locale where American Indians had lived in large numbers for thousands of years. Why were the Indians gone by the 1760s?

The first part of the answer concerns the beginning of Kentucky's historical period. Written records show that various European explorers—from Spain, France, and England—first came in small numbers to Kentucky. They brought with them various items that they traded for furs. But unknowingly, these explorers also carried something else—disease.

One person wrote that the Europeans won Kentucky from the Indians not by guns but simply by being there. He meant that the diseases the Europeans brought with them killed many more Native Americans than any weapons or wars. Long before settlers arrived, invisible pioneers in the form of germs swept across Kentucky. Indians had never been exposed to these diseases, and their bodies had no means to resist them. The “Great Dying” resulted. Across America and across Kentucky, millions perished. Some say that diseases killed half of all Native Americans; others think that as many as four out of every five died.

Like an invisible wave, disease spread. It decimated populations and caused others to flee from the unknown cause of so much death. Kentucky became almost vacant for a time. Those who did not die had been weakened in many ways. Many tribes lost their leaders, and the death of those who passed down the stories from generation to generation left the tribes without a history. Native peoples now had fewer people to resist the new European forces. Land went unused because no one remained to farm it. When settlers finally came to Kentucky, the Indians they encountered were very different from those of a century before. Native Americans still claimed Kentucky as a hunting land, and conflict with the settlers ensued. But the earlier effect of disease on the Indians made it an uneven fight from the start.

The Name “Kentucky”

Native Americans left their mark on Kentucky in many ways. Perhaps the clearest example involves the name of the state itself. The exact origins remain uncertain. One version indicates that Kentucky came from an Indian word Kenta-ke, meaning “a place of fields” or “a level place” or “meadowland.” Another source says that it came from another tribe's name for the area—Ken-tah-teh, meaning “tomorrow” or “land of tomorrow.”

Whatever the exact meaning, European explorers took what they heard and changed it to fit their language. As early as the 1750s, people called the land Kentucky. Later, some would erroneously say that the name meant “dark and bloody ground.” An Indian chief had once predicted that when settlers went there, they would find a dark cloud hanging over the place, and attempts to settle it would end in bloodshed. The peaceful “meadowland” or “land of tomorrow” would indeed soon be known as a place of conflict.


CHAPTER TWO

Starting a State

In its early days, Kentucky became a middle ground. It served as a crossroads where different groups met. Native Americans hunted the land. From the north and west, small groups of French explorers came to the region. A few Spanish arrived from the South. From the east, Virginians and other English colonists, and the African Americans they brought with them, entered Kentucky. It was a multicultural society from the start.

When these groups made peaceful contact, they could see how each had changed the others' lives. By then, the Indian villages, with their cabins and walls, looked much like the English stockades. Indians and Europeans wore similar clothes on the frontier. Most adopted the Native American moccasin, and they combined European clothing with Indian items. Quickly the native people started replacing the bow and arrow with the rifle.

Clear divisions did not exist among the different groups of people. Just as the English fought the French, different Indian tribes fought each other. Sometimes one tribe would support the French, while another would side with the English. As the Europeans divided, so did the Native Americans.

When the groups came together, they did so to barter and trade. Europeans would bring cheap jewelry, metal goods, weapons, mirrors, and strong drink, among other things. The Indians would exchange deer-skins, beaver furs, and other items. They would talk back and forth until both sides agreed on a trade.

Even though the two worlds—European and Indian—often seemed similar, they also differed. Those differences sometimes made compromise difficult, and people died as a result.

Europeans in Kentucky most often made contact with the Shawnee tribe of Indians, who lived in Ohio and hunted and traded in Kentucky. They built houses about twenty feet long, covered in tree bark. Shawnee men hunted, while the women farmed. The Shawnee concept that no one owned the land caused part of the conflict with the European settlers.


Kentucky Voices

Daniel Trabue came to Kentucky in 1785, when he was twenty-five years old. Near the end of his life, while living in Columbia in Adair County, he wrote down his memories of those early days. Here he relates a talk he had with an Indian chief, one that shows how the two groups held different views of land.

This chief said to me…“What do you want to take Indian land from them for?”

I told him that we alwaise bought their land and paid them for it.

He said he beleaved that the Great Spirrett made all the people…. He made all the land and it was the Great Sperritt's land. And it was rong for Indian or white man to say it was his land. This was a lie.

“Now,” said he, “if Indian make house, it is Indean's house. If he make corn field, it is his, but the land is the Great Spirrett's. But,” said he, “the white man he marke of[f] the land in the woods and say it is his land.” Said he: “This is a lie. It is not his land. It is the Great Sperritt's land.”



The Shawnee raised their children to be tough. They tied their babies to cradle boards to make sure that they would grow straight and strong. The boards also left flat spots on the backs of the babies' heads. Shawnee mothers bathed their children in cold water every day, even in winter, to harden them. Overall, Shawnee women had much more freedom than European women, and as a result, European women who were captured by the Shawnee sometimes did not want to return to their own people. Because so many members of the tribe had died of disease, the Indians often adopted these white captives into their tribes and treated them as part of the family. The settlers seldom dealt with captured Indians in the same way.

But the major conflicts came over animals and land. Simon Girty, a white man who had switched sides and become a leader of the Indians, spoke to a group of tribes and told them why they should fight:

The Indians from all the tribes, have had a right from time immemorial, to hunt and kill unmolested these wild animals….


Kentucky Lives: Mary Ingles

Mary Draper Ingles may have been the first European woman in Kentucky, although she certainly did not want to have that privilege.

In 1755, Mary and her husband lived in a house in scenic frontier Virginia. No English lived in Kentucky, and none would for another twenty years. At that time, Mary was twenty-three years old and had been married for six years. She had two sons—Thomas, age four, and George, age two—and was expecting a third child. Then, on July 8, her happy life changed when Indians raided her settlement. They killed several people and captured Mary Ingles and her sons. Three days after being taken captive, she gave birth to a daughter. The next day she got back on a horse with her baby and continued to ride. The Native Americans took her to their camp in Ohio and seized her sons.

Three months later, the Indians and Mary Ingles went to Big Bone Lick, in what is now Boone County in northern Kentucky, to get salt. The Indians forced her to leave her baby daughter behind. Mary decided that this might be her only chance to escape, so she fled. She trudged through the wilderness for forty days. Thorn bushes tore off most of her clothes. Her feet grew swollen and bloody. She had little food and became almost too weak to stand. Then, at last, Mary reached a cabin near her home. It had been nearly half a year since her capture. She was reunited with her husband, and they moved away from the frontier. Just days after they left, Indians attacked the house where they had been staying and killed or captured everyone there. Mary had narrowly escaped becoming a prisoner again.

Mary and her husband had four more children. Thirteen years after her capture, Mary learned that her son Thomas, now seventeen years old, had been located. He lived with a Native American family and could no longer speak English. After being with the Indians for so long, he was reluctant to leave, and when he finally did return to his mother, he never fully accepted his new life. Mary never saw her daughter or her son George again. Deeply saddened, she was forever changed by her experience. She died at age eighty-three, with the dubious distinction of being the first non-Indian woman in Kentucky.



Brothers, the Long Knives [the people from Virginia] have overrun your country and usurped your hunting grounds—they have…killed…the deer and the buffaloe, the bear and the raccoon….

Unless you rise…and exterminate their whole race, you may bid adieu to the hunting grounds of your fathers.

Because the English showed little desire to do anything other than take and occupy the land, conflict followed.

The First West

The various Europeans in North America—French, Spanish, and English—had all been in the land called Kentucky at one time or another. The English, however, would be the ones to settle the land, although a century passed between the first English venture into Kentucky and the first settlement there.

Part of the reason for the delay had to do with geography. The Appalachian Mountains form a barrier between Kentucky and the area farther east. Early explorers called these the “Endless Mountains” because it took so long to cross them. Most people went around the Appalachian Mountains and came into Kentucky through a break called the Cumberland Gap. Another way to reach Kentucky was to go down the Ohio River on a boat. Most people got off the boat at Maysville or Louisville or went up the Kentucky River to central Kentucky.

Either trip brought the English explorers into contact with the Native Americans who initially lived in Kentucky and later just hunted here. Those Indians represented the second reason it took so long for the English to settle in Kentucky. Conflict between the two groups made Kentucky a dangerous place.

A third reason for the delay in settlement was that, at first, the English had plenty of land where they lived in the East. But over the years, increasing numbers of people came to America from Europe, and all of them wanted farmland on which to raise crops. As eastern land became scarce, some looked to Kentucky as a place where they could find land and fulfill their dreams.

Kentucky would become the first area to be settled outside of the original thirteen colonies. It had taken people more than a century to go just a few hundred miles inland from the ocean. Now, in just one more century, explorers and settlers would cover the whole continent. America's first step westward took place in Kentucky and set the stage for all later expansion. Thus, Kentucky became the first West.

The First Explorers

Englishmen explored or hunted in Kentucky a century before any Europeans settled in the area. Most of them left no record of their visits, but a few carved their names in the bark of trees to show that they had been here.

By the 1750s, some explorers began to write down what they saw on their trips, with Christopher Gist and Thomas Walker being among the first to do so. Traders had already been to Kentucky to barter for furs. Then a group called the Long Hunters came to Kentucky to procure their own furs. Finally, people came just to look over the land so that later settlers would know where to find the best places.


Kentucky Voices

Two of the earliest written records of English explorers in Kentucky come from Thomas Walker and Christopher Gist. Both men were sent to find good land for others to claim as their own. Both kept journals of their trips.

Dr. Thomas Walker tells of finding the Cumberland Gap and going into eastern Kentucky in 1750, where he and those with him built perhaps the first European cabin in Kentucky:

April 13th. We went…six miles to Cave [Cumberland] Gap, the land being levil…. On the South side is a plain Indian Road. On top of the Ridge are Laurel Trees marked with crosses, others blazed and several figures on them.

23rd. We all crossed the [Cumberland] River…leaving the others to provide and salt some Bear, build an house, and plant some Peach Stones and Corn.

Walker never got to the Bluegrass region, and he turned to cross back into Virginia.

Christopher Gist came down the Ohio River instead, traveling through northern and central Kentucky before returning to Virginia. He wrote in 1751:

Monday [March] 18—We turned from Salt Lick Creek to a Ridge of Mountains that made toward the Cuttaway River [Kentucky River], & from the Top of the Mountain We saw a fine level Country as far as our eyes coud behold.

Later, he moved into the mountains of Kentucky before leaving the state. He wrote:

Sunday [March] 24—We had but poor Food for our Horses & both We and They were very much wearied.

Monday [March] 25—We killed a Buck Elk and took out his Tongue to carry with Us.



All these groups came on horseback or by boat. Many had slaves with them, so black and white alike came to Kentucky beginning in the early days. The explorers and hunters wore shirts made of linen or hemp and covered their heads with broad-brimmed hats. Almost no one—not even Daniel Boone—wore coonskin caps.

They could carry only a few things with them to the frontier. In rolled up blankets tied behind them on their horses, they might have some soap, a razor, some tobacco, and a bullet mold so that they could melt spent bullets and reuse them. The explorers might also carry a little food in their packs—coffee, flour, and sugar. Most of the time, they killed what they needed to eat—bears, buffalo, deer, turkeys, even swans.


Kentucky Lives: Monk Estill

Many people came to Kentucky for freedom: freedom of religion, freedom of political beliefs, or freedom from poverty. The ability to choose freedom did not always extend to black Americans, however, because some of the settlers brought slaves with them.

One of those enslaved people was named Monk. He stood about five feet, five inches tall and weighed 200 pounds. In March 1782, some Indians attacked a place called Estill's Station, just south of Richmond, Kentucky. They captured Monk, but he tricked the Indians into leaving, convincing them that Estill's Station was better defended than it actually was. Monk's owner, James Estill, and about twenty-five men followed the Indians, and the two forces met near Little Mountain, named for the Indian mounds there (present-day Mount Sterling). In the fierce fight that followed, Monk yelled out his captors' location, and in the ensuing confusion, Monk escaped. However, the Native Americans killed James Estill and others, and the settlers had to retreat. The battle became known as Estill's Defeat. Monk carried one of the wounded men back to the fort, more than twenty-five miles away. His new master freed him for his bravery.

Monk Estill was already the father of the first African American child born at Boonesborough. Now, as a free man, he had many more children and in his long life supported his family by making gunpowder. But the freedom he won on the frontier went to very few other slaves.



After they made their way through the Cumberland Gap or down the Ohio River, they went into the interior of Kentucky. Once more the environment—the geography—shaped their actions. There, they found the level land they sought to farm and streams or rivers to provide water for themselves, their animals, and the land itself. They told others about this special land, and the word Kentucky began to have a magical appeal.

What They Found

Early explorers called Kentucky “a new found Paradise,” a heaven on earth, “the Garden of the West.” Animals seemed to be everywhere. Huge buffalo herds numbering a thousand or more roamed the land. One woman recalled a herd she saw near Lexington: “The woods roared with their tramping, almost as bad as thunder.” Daniel Boone said, “They were more frequent than I have seen cattle in the settlements.”

Buffalo created the first roads in Kentucky. As the large animals moved from one place to another, seeking the salt they needed, they took the easiest routes, going around mountains instead of over them and crossing rivers at the lowest water level. They cleared the area around them by eating plants as they walked. Year after year, century after century, they had traveled the same routes, creating large trails, or traces. Explorers told of one of these traces near Frankfort: “The buffalo trace at this point is 100 feet wide and in some places, the hoofs of buffalo have worn down the ground several feet.” Another trace in Shelby County measured forty feet wide and four feet deep. All across Kentucky, those buffalo trails gave early explorers paths to follow. Many modern-day highways were built along buffalo traces started thousands of years ago.


Kentucky Voices

Laurence Butler came down the Ohio River to Kentucky in 1784 and wrote to his friends, describing what he saw:

This river affords a vast quantity of fresh water fish; they have a kind that is called cat, which weighs upward of 100 weight…. I remained at the Fall [Louisville] a few days and then traveled up the country to examine the land, which exceeded anything I ever saw.

It is a fine country for horses. There is the greatest plenty of buffaloes, which serve for beef; and bears, which answer the same as bacon; and, as to wild turkeys, there is no end to them.

Thirteen years later, Gilbert Imlay published a book in which he told of the rich land: “Everything here assumes a dignity and splendour I have never seen in any other part of the world. Everything here gives delight.”

Daniel Trabue, however, recalled the hard winter of 1779–1780: The turkeys was almost all dead. The buffaloes had gone poore. People's cattle mostly Dead. No corn. The people was in great Distress. Many in the wilderness frostbit. Some Dead…. A number of people would be Taken sick and did actuly die from the want of solid food.

Another person wrote a letter from Harrodsburg and said of that same winter: The world never new human nature so defased as the unhappy settlers that set out late for this place, many of them still remaining in the wilderness, having lost every horse & cow they were possessed of & hole families have perished on the rode, while others escaping with the loss of their hands & feet & all the skin and flesh taken off their face by the excessive cold.



The buffalo was only one of many animals in Kentucky, and the area became known as a hunting ground without rival. One person estimated that a ten-mile square of forest would contain 1 to 3 wolves, 2 or 3 panthers, 2 elk, 5 bears, 30 foxes, 200 turkeys, 400 deer and buffalo, and 10,000 squirrels. Later, settlers would go on all-day squirrel hunts to rid the land of what they considered pests that destroyed their crops. They killed 7,941 squirrels during one hunt; in another squirrel hunt in Madison County, 8,857 died. Many fur-bearing animals, such as beavers, otters, and minks, lived in or near streams. In the forests, various animals chewed off small branches and thinned out the woods as they tramped through them, providing early hunters with easy-to-follow trails in a park-like setting.

Birds seemed to be everywhere as well. Ravens, woodpeckers, and parakeets filled the air, as did passenger pigeons. One man stood and watched for four hours while a mile-wide flock of pigeons flew over. He calculated that more than 2 billion birds had passed by. Settlers killed those birds in huge numbers.
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Buffalo trails served as the first roads. Later, people and their vehicles made those trails larger. (Courtesy of the Bell County Historical Society; from David M. Burns, Gateway: Dr. Thomas Walker and the Opening of Kentucky [2000])

Besides the plentiful animals, the best thing Kentucky had to offer settlers was land. One leader wrote, “A richer and more beautiful country than this, I believe has never been seen in America yet.” He added that if a person saw the place once, “he never will rest until he gets in it to live.” Later, a man who had traveled widely wrote to his friends that in Kentucky he had found “the richest land in the world.” Another praised the tall grass, giant trees, and rich soil. In fact, those who first farmed the land claimed that it grew twice as much as the old, worn-out soil back beyond the mountains. In one writer's opinion, “this country is more temperate and healthy than the other settled parts of America.” Such words made Kentucky seem like a very appealing place. But the image and the reality did not always coincide.

Coming to Kentucky

Having heard about the richness of this new place called Kentucky, many settlers made it their destination. But migrants faced hard choices. If they came into Kentucky through the Cumberland Gap, they had to walk the several hundred miles or perhaps, if they were lucky, take a horse or two. As a result, they could bring few things with them. For most people, the trip took at least four long, tiring weeks. They also faced the danger of being killed in Indian attacks or accidents.

Settlers who set out for Kentucky from Pittsburgh, going down the Ohio River, could take a few more belongings in their boats. Mary Dewees, for example, made the trip in a forty-foot-long craft. River travel was also faster, allowing settlers to reach Kentucky in just one or two weeks. But river travel cost more, so poorer people could not afford it. It also proved more dangerous, because the river took people closer to the Indian towns north of the river.
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Early copper engraving of the Cumberland Gap. (Engraving by H. Fenn; published by D. Appleton & Co., New York, 1872)

Going to Kentucky meant that individuals would likely never again see their families and friends who stayed behind. It meant leaving a safe home for an unsafe one and leaving an easy life for a harder one—at least for a time. It meant going from the known and familiar to the unknown and unfamiliar of Kentucky. But the promise of good land and a fresh start in a new place drove many settlers to take the risk. They wanted better lives for themselves and for their children and thus made the hard choice: they started out for Kentucky. Some found what they sought; others did not. Many achieved success; others failed. Certain people became leaders and found fame; others found only hardship or even death.

Settling a State

Not all parts of Kentucky were settled at the same time. The first large groups of settlers came in the 1770s to central Kentucky, around Lexington, Frankfort, and Louisville. Over the next decade, others settled the northern, south-central, and western regions. By the 1790s, people began to live in eastern Kentucky. Few people lived in the westernmost parts of Kentucky before 1810 to 1820. Geography was responsible for some of that difference, with level areas being settled first. The Indian threat also made a big difference. No matter when people came to the frontiers in Kentucky, however, they all began to build homes out of the wilderness. Soon, they would create a new state.

The first Kentucky frontier, and the first part of the region to be settled, was the central part of the Bluegrass. It would also be the scene of the bloodiest battles with Native Americans who did not want to give up the land. In the first fifteen years of the English settlement of Kentucky, about 73,000 people arrived, and 1,500 or more died in conflicts with the Indians. In just one year in the area around Louisville, 131 settlers were killed or captured by the Indians—or one-eighth of the population. One person wrote, “We can hardly pass a spot, which does not remind us of the murder of a father, a brother, or a deceased friend.” Native Americans probably said the same thing. On the frontier, every man and woman had to act almost like a soldier. Even children helped, for youth ended early on the frontier.

In these dangerous times, strong leaders came forward. Their efforts helped settle Kentucky and then make it safer for those who lived there. Brave and often fearless, the earliest leaders included James Harrod, Daniel Boone, Benjamin Logan, Simon Kenton, George Rogers Clark, and many more.


Kentucky Voices

Daniel Drake came to Mayslick, Kentucky, in 1788, when he was only three years old. He and Kentucky grew up together. Later he became a doctor and taught in Lexington, Louisville, and Cincinnati. Near the end of his life, he wrote down his memories of those early days. Here he tells about one of his duties as a young boy in a log cabin:

The children were told at night, “lie still and go to sleep, or the Shawnees will catch you.” On the morning the first duty was to ascend a ladder…to the loft and look through the cracks for Indians lest they might have planted themselves near the door, to rush in when the heavy crossbar should be removed…. But no attack was ever made.



The tall, bearded James Harrod established the first permanent English settlement in Kentucky. On June 16, 1774, he led a small group of men down the Ohio River and then up the Kentucky River to what they called Harrodstown, or Fort Harrod (present-day Harrodsburg). The threat of Indians drove the settlers away at first, but they came back the next year and stayed. Harrod, born in Pennsylvania, had little formal schooling, but he learned several Native American languages, as well as French, while hunting in the area north of the Ohio River. His brother and several friends would die at the hands of Indians, but Harrod never hated the Indians. In fact, many of the English leaders simply wanted to live in peace and hunt and farm, as did the Indians. That the two groups could not resolve their conflicts and live together peacefully would produce sad results.

To protect themselves, settlers at Harrodsburg and other places built forts or stations. Inside the forts sat log cabins about 20 feet square, with floors of either wood planks (whose splinters might hurt bare feet) or just dirt. The chimneys were made of stone, sticks, straw, and mud. Few cabins had windows; for those that had window spaces, they were either left open or covered with greased paper. None had glass, for it broke too easily and could not be brought to the frontier. Fort Harrod was 264 feet square, with 10-foot walls made of oak tree trunks placed side by side in the ground. At each corner of the fort, a larger blockhouse provided more protection if an attack came.
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Fort Harrod. (Clay Lancaster, Antebellum Architecture of Kentucky [1991])

People did not like to live in the forts and moved away as soon as it was safe to do so. They had come to farm, not to fight. Besides that, the forts were dirty. The water supply near Fort Harrod contained all kinds of refuse and pollution from the fort, making it nearly unfit to drink. Also, the smell of horses and other animals, along with their waste, filled the air. In the summer, dust and bugs got into the cabins. In the winter, mud covered the ground outside, and smoke stung the residents' eyes inside. Forts were also crowded, and disease spread rapidly. Two years after its construction, Fort Harrod had 198 people—10 percent were slaves, 35 percent were white children, and 12 percent were white women. They all worked to protect the fort if an attack came. And they all were anxious to move outside the fort's prison-like walls as soon as they could.

Another early settlement in Kentucky was called St. Asaph's and then Logan's Fort (present-day Stanford). Although he did not start the settlement, Benjamin Logan soon guided it. A tall man with long, curly black hair, he said what he thought, which made some people mad. His skills as a leader kept the settlers alive in bad times, however.

Daniel Boone

The other major settlement in early Kentucky—and the second one to be built—was Fort Boonesborough. It was started by Daniel Boone, the most famous of the early pioneers. But why is he so famous, while others who made similar contributions are not? For one thing, a man named John Filson told Boone's story in the first book written about Kentucky—The Discovery, Settlement, and Present State of Kentucke (1784). It made Boone famous all over the world, while other leaders such as Harrod, Kenton, and Logan received little attention. Later, people would use Filson's book to write their own accounts of Boone's life, and much later, motion pictures and a television series added to his fame. According to Filson, Daniel Boone was born into a Quaker family in Pennsylvania. Although the Quakers believed that people should live in peace, Boone would end up playing a big part in a very violent time in history. He never went to school, but his son said that Boone could “read, spell, and write a little.” He was also well versed in the lessons of the woods. When he was twenty-one, Boone married seventeen-year-old Rebecca Bryan. No pictures of her exist, but people described her as tall and buxom, with jet-black hair and dark eyes. She had four children by the age of twenty and ten children overall. Later, she also raised six other children whose mother had died. When Boone left on his long hunting trips, Rebecca tended the crops and kept the family going; she probably never learned to read or write. Her efforts allowed Boone to travel to Kentucky to hunt and procure furs. He wore his long hair in Indian-style braids and dressed much like the Native Americans did. Once he spent months alone in Kentucky, perhaps the only European in the whole area. When a friend asked him if he had ever gotten lost, Boone answered that he had not but admitted that he had once been “pretty confused” for several days. Another time, some so-called Long Hunters in search of furs heard a strange sound and, when they investigated, found Boone lying on his back in the middle of a field, singing loudly. Boone loved nature and the openness of Kentucky.

During Boone's first attempt to establish a settlement, some Indians killed one of his sons, and a sad Boone turned back. The next time he came, he had been hired by Richard Henderson to set up a fort. Henderson's Transylvania Company had bought a large part of Kentucky from the Indians and wanted people to settle that land. (Later, Henderson's land claim would be rejected.) Boone led a group through the Cumberland Gap, and they blazed a trail, later called the Wilderness Road, to the place where they built Fort Boonesborough on the Kentucky River.
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Artist's rendering of when Daniel Boone first viewed “the beautiful level of Kentucke.” (Courtesy of the Anschutz Collection)

Daniel Walker was one of the men accompanying Boone at the time, and he later described what they felt when they saw what Boone called “the beautiful level of Kentucke” (sometime later, the name would be spelled with a y instead of an e at the end). Said Walker: “A new sky and strange earth seemed to be presented to our view. So rich a soil we had never seen before…. We felt ourselves at a garden where [there] was no forbidden fruit.” Two days later, however, reality struck. Indians killed two men in the group, one black and one white, and wounded Walker during the attack. The group suspended their travels for twelve days to allow Walker to heal (although some of his friends expected him to die). He lived, and they eventually went on to set up Fort Boonesborough.

Once the three forts at Harrodsburg, Boonesborough, and Stanford had been set up, other people started to arrive, but it was neither an easy trip nor an easy time.

Hard Times

William Whitley and his family left Virginia for Kentucky in the same year that the early forts were built. He told of going through the wilderness: “At times my wife would fall, horse & all, & at other times she and her children [were] all in a file tied together, for where one went, all must go. In that situation, we were 33 days in the wilderness…. Had rain, hail, and snow with the disadvantages large.” They made it through safely, however, and Whitley and his wife, Esther, built what has been called the first brick home in Kentucky. It still stands in Lincoln County. He died at the age of sixty-five, fighting for his country in the War of 1812. Soon after his death, Kentucky named a county in his honor.

Seven-year-old Sarah Graham came to Kentucky five years after the Whitleys arrived. Later, when someone asked about that trip, she noted that she had come with 300 other people. The large group managed to avoid Indian attacks, but she recalled seeing parts of bodies in the bushes around her, left from other fights. After the group got to Kentucky, Simon Kenton visited, and she remembered talking with him. One of Sarah Graham's enduring memories concerned another young girl she saw there. The girl had been badly injured in an Indian attack, and when her father came for her, she could not see him clearly because of the blood and yelled out, “Indians! Indians!” Her father kissed her and comforted her and held her in his arms. She lived for only a few more days. Sarah Graham lived for many years, in Mercer and Bath counties in Kentucky. But she never forgot what she had seen as a young girl.

Josiah Collins came to Boonesborough a few years after its construction and fought in several battles with Boone and Harrod. But peaceful activities, such as teaching school, could be violent too. Collins told the story of a Lexington teacher named John McKinney and what he saw at school one day: “He looked round and saw a wild cat sitting in the door and picked up a ruler to throw at it. As he turned, the cat sprung into his arms and seized him with its teeth…. Some [people] came in to his help, alarmed by his screams. The cat was killed.” The teacher lived, but after that, people called him “Wildcat” McKinney. Danger lurked everywhere in frontier Kentucky.

All those settlers and many more faced hardship and pain, yet they survived. They cried for the dead, but they went on living. Such courage helped shape a state.

Choices

During the time of Kentucky's settlement, people began to think of themselves more and more as Americans and less and less as English, Irish, or some other European nationality. Kentucky settlement took place during the American Revolutionary War. The area became a battleground in that conflict, and people in the region had to choose which side to support. They had to make other hard choices as well.

Ten days after the Declaration of Independence was signed in far-off Philadelphia, Daniel Boone's thirteen-year-old daughter Jemima and two Callaway girls—Betsy, age sixteen, and Fanny, age twelve—got into a boat near Boonesborough, to escape the fort's walls and enjoy the cool river water. Daniel Boone related what happened next: “In July 14, 1776 two of Col. Callaway's daughters and one of mine having strolled across the Kentucky River in search of wild flowers, were made prisoners by some Indians.” When the leader of the small group of Native Americans found out he had seized Jemima, he remarked, “We have done pretty well for old Boone this time.” Quickly, a group from Boonesborough was organized to go after the girls. The young captives helped by leaving a trail—breaking branches along the way, digging their heels into the ground to leave marks, or tearing off small pieces of clothing. But Boone and the other rescuers soon faced a hard choice. The rescue party could continue to follow the trail, but the Indians had a big lead, and the settlers might not catch them before they crossed the Ohio River into safety. The other choice would be to leave the trail, take a shortcut, and catch up with the Indians. Boone thought he knew where the Native Americans were heading, but if he was wrong, the girls might never be rescued. Following the trail seemed to be the safer choice, but doing so might lead to failure. A man in the rescue party later described what Boone did: “Paying no further attention to the trail, he now took a straight course through the woods, with increased speed, followed by the men in perfect silence.” Boone's risky choice worked. They caught the Indians in Bath County and wounded two of them; the other three escaped. The girls were not harmed, and when everyone was safe, they all sat down and cried with joy. Boone's choice had been the right one.
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This is the only painting of Daniel Boone created while he was alive. Photographs did not become common until the 1840s. (Courtesy of the Massachusetts Historical Society)

Later, when Daniel Boone was wounded defending Boonesborough, Simon Kenton carried him back toward the fort. Jemima Boone—the daughter that Daniel had saved from the Indians—ran out to help bring her father to safety.

A year and a half after that attack, Daniel Boone faced another hard choice. He and 27 men had gone to get salt from the briny water that seeped out of the ground at a salt lick. The settlers needed salt to preserve their meat, since they had no way to keep it cool for very long. While at the salt lick, the men were surrounded by 120 Indians. Boone knew that although his men could fight, they could not defeat such a large force and would likely be killed. Boone made his choice and told them to surrender, although many of the men disagreed with that decision. The Native Americans took Boone and the others into Ohio, where Boone faced Chief Blackfish. The chief asked Boone if he had killed Blackfish's son in an earlier battle. Boone admitted his responsibility and then added, “But many things happen in war best forgotten.” The Indians admired courage, and Chief Blackfish said, “Brave man. When we in war you kill me. I kill you. All right.” He accepted Boone into the tribe as a replacement for his son and called him Shel-Tow-y or “Big Turtle.” Boone lived with the Native Americans for four months, but when he heard them making plans to attack Boonesborough, he escaped to warn the people at the fort and help them prepare for the attack. When the siege came, it went on for eleven days. The Indians tried to tunnel under the fort walls, but the wet ground caused the tunnel to collapse. Finally, the Indians left, and the fort was still standing.


Kentucky Lives: Simon Kenton

Simon Kenton could have been as famous as Daniel Boone, but no one wrote about Kenton's exploits. His career was almost as important as Boone's, and once he even saved Boone's life. But Kenton was largely forgotten for a long time.

Kenton was born in Virginia and never learned to read or write. At age sixteen, he got in a fight and thought he had killed his opponent, so he changed his name to Simon Butler and fled to what is now Maysville, Kentucky. There, he planted the first corn grown by settlers north of the Kentucky River.

The tall, strong man helped protect the new settlements. In the process, he was captured by the Shawnee, tied on a horse, and run through briars and branches in the woods. Once he lived through that experience, the Indians made him run the gauntlet: two rows of armed Native Americans lined up, and he had to run between them as they hit him. Many of those forced to run the gauntlet did not survive, but Simon did. Before he finally escaped, he was made to run the gauntlet again and was almost burned at the stake.

After Simon got back to Kentucky, he discovered that the man he thought he had killed was alive. So he took back his old name and continued to explore in places where others would not go. One man to whom Kenton owed money decided not to try to collect it. He wrote: “Too dangerous to go where Kenton is.”

Later Kenton married and settled down. He and his wife had four children, but she died in a fire. He then married her first cousin, and they had five more children. Kenton moved to Ohio but later returned to Kentucky as an old man. Authorities jailed him for nonpayment of a debt, but they released the old pioneer the next year.

Kenton died in Ohio in 1836, a forgotten hero in a distant land. Four years later, Kentucky named a county in his honor.



Sometimes, choices made for the wrong reasons have disastrous results. A case in point is the Battle of Blue Licks, which took place in 1782. It has been called the last battle of the Revolutionary War. Some Native Americans and a few English soldiers attacked Bryan's Station, near Lexington—the biggest fort in Kentucky. They quickly abandoned the attack, but settlers from other forts joined together to pursue them. They caught up with the fleeing English and Indians at Blue Licks, but Daniel Boone warned the army that the Indians might be lying in wait to ambush them. Another man who was eager to fight yelled out, “Them that ain't cowards, follow me.” The men followed, and Boone sadly said, “Come on, we are all slaughtered men.” Boone had been right—it was a trap. With twice as many men, the Indians and the English struck the American force. At least sixty-six Americans died there—one-third of those involved. In the middle of the attack, Boone told his son Israel to get on a horse and ride away, but Israel said, “Father, I won't leave you.” He was killed. Boone managed to escape. It was the worst defeat the settlers experienced. But it was also the last major Indian battle in the state. A state park now occupies the site.

The End of the Frontier

As more people moved into Kentucky, and as the Indian threat faded, the settlers' need for these leaders diminished. They remembered the courageous acts of the early frontiersmen but wanted a new type of leader now. James Harrod went on a hunting trip and disappeared. Simon Kenton moved to Ohio. Daniel Boone left for Missouri.

The early pioneers had helped settle, or resettle, the land. But in doing that, they also did away with what had brought them there in the first place—the wild animals, the free land, and more. They destroyed the wilderness. In 1820—the year Boone died—the last of what had once been thousands of buffalo was seen in Kentucky, in Hart County. Of those billions of passenger pigeons that had once flown over, all were gone from Kentucky by 1899. Fifteen years later, the last one on earth died. Like the early pioneers, they passed from the scene.

The new American nation emerged at the same time as Kentucky. The country wanted a hero who represented the “common man,” and Daniel Boone became that symbol, standing for all those people who had risked their lives to come and settle in Kentucky. In that way, his fame extended to all of them.

Statehood

George Rogers Clark served as a bridge from the pioneers to the new leaders. Tall, red-headed, with a hot temper, Clark was only in his twenties when he led armies north of the Ohio River to try to keep the Indians and the English soldiers away. In a truly heroic march, his men took forts from the English; later, other soldiers raided Native American villages as well. Many people credited Clark's victories with bringing that area into the new American nation after the Revolutionary War. But he was not as successful in times of peace. Like Harrod, Kenton, Logan, and others, he did not receive enough praise.

Clark and many of the early settlers on that first frontier had come from Virginia. At the time, Kentucky constituted part of Virginia, and it consisted of only one county. Later, it divided into several counties but remained part of Virginia. During the Revolutionary War, as the nation sought freedom, Kentuckians asked for statehood. They based it on “that spark, which kindled the flame of Liberty.”

Finally, on June 1, 1792, Kentucky became the fifteenth state in the new United States and the first state west of the mountains. The people chose as their first governor a man named Isaac Shelby. Of medium height and only a fair speaker, the forty-one-year-old Shelby was originally from Maryland; he had been a war hero and moved to Lincoln County, Kentucky, at the end of the conflict. He started out from Danville that June day, with horsemen around him, and headed for the temporary capital at Lexington. When he arrived, people fired rifles and cannon in the air to honor him. Then he took the oath of office as governor. Three days later, legislators met in a two-story log cabin. One of the first orders of business was to decide where the permanent capital would be located. Groups of people from various towns vied for that honor, but Frankfort made the best offer. It promised land in town to build on, money for construction, and building materials—glass, nails, locks, stone, and timber. The new state had a new capital and now faced a new future.

What of those people who had lived for thousands of years in what was now the state of Kentucky? What happened to the Native Americans? By the time of statehood, most of them had been driven well beyond the borders of Kentucky. The last large group of Indians passed through the state much later, however, in 1838. But they did not do so voluntarily. The United States forced some 16,000 members of the Cherokee Nation on a 1,200-mile journey to their new home, on lands far away. Thousands of men, women, and children went through such towns as Hopkinsville, Princeton, and Paducah in the cold of winter, on the frozen roads. One-quarter of the Native Americans forced from their homes did not survive the trip; some 4,000 perished. The tribe called it Nunna-Da-Ul-Tsun-Y, or “the place where they cried.” Others termed it the Trail of Tears.
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Trail of Tears. (Courtesy of the Woolaroc Museum)

The last, brief, major Indian presence in Kentucky was gone. But the frontier had ended long before that.
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