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PROLOGUE

The People’s President

The presidential election of 1828 turned the American political world topsy-turvy. General Andrew Jackson, political outsider, westerner, and military chieftain (as his enemies referred to him, meaning potential dictator), crushed the incumbent John Quincy Adams, son of a founding father, government insider, and intellectual. Supporters on each side had fought harder and more viciously than in any of the young nation’s previous ten elections.

Mountains of paper and rivers of ink had been expended on newspapers and broadsides, each more partisan than the next. Scurrilous charges and indignant rebuttals, more scurrilous countercharges and even more indignant rebuttals had flown. The candidates had been accused variously of corruption, incompetence, dishonesty, violence, pimping, and even murder. For the first time in the Republic, their wives had been fair game as well. Rachel Jackson was called an adulteress, a bigamist, and a whore, and declared unworthy to grace the presidential mansion.

Crowds at political meetings cheered impassioned oratory, devoured herds of barbecued hogs, and knocked back uncounted barrels of liquor. Twice as many voters participated in this election as in any previous election in American history, and the people’s choice of the man to be the seventh president was overwhelming: Andrew Jackson.

For the first forty years under the Constitution, the presidents of the United States had been members of the gentry, men of financial substance, education, and dignified manners. All of them had been born and bred on the Atlantic seaboard, the two Adamses in Massachusetts, the other four in Virginia with its self-conscious traditions of gentility and well-defined class distinctions. Only George Washington had much in common with Jackson. He too had been largely self-educated, a military hero who had experienced the West firsthand.

Washington’s successors knew the frontier merely by report, much of it negative. Now, political power had shifted westward with the waves of settlers who had gone over the mountains, swelling the white population to nearly 2.5 million. Of the twenty-four states in the Union, nine lay west of the Appalachians, and their voters were Jacksonian almost to a man.1

Washington, D.C., was agog with anticipation and suspense. Ever since 1800, when Thomas Jefferson defeated the incumbent John Adams, the presidential succession had been entirely predictable. The party of republicans organized by Jefferson and James Madison to overwhelm the Federalists soon became the Republican Party with a capital “R.” From Jefferson onward, Republican followed Republican. Each president chose as secretary of state the man anointed to follow him in office—and so those men did, with clockwork regularity. But the political machine had been fractured with the rancorous opposition to John Quincy Adams within the Republican Party in 1824 and had completely broken down in 1828. A great expansion of the suffrage, changes in the way candidates were nominated, and the emergence of powerful new political factions had changed the game board.

By December 1828 it was known that Jackson would be the next president. That meant changes in the capital, but no one knew how far-reaching they would be. In a city of fewer than 40,000 people, “society,” that is, upper- and upper-middle-class adults, probably consisted of fewer than a thousand people—and they all knew or knew about each other. Congressmen came and went, sometimes remaining in office for years, often resurfacing as cabinet members; upper-echelon government employees had been retained in office through administration after administration so that they seemed like permanent fixtures.

Andrew Jackson would naturally name new cabinet members, but government appointees could be a different matter. He had made it clear during the campaign that he believed in rotation in office, but did that mean a wholesale firing of competent, experienced men? Even some of his supporters in Washington regretted the prospect of losing acquaintances who would have to leave the city if they lost their jobs; others were excited by their own ambitions. Margaret Bayard Smith, a writer who kept a sharp eye on the capital’s social and political life, remarked on “the hopes and fears of the expectants and the fearers—both tremblingly alive to what may happen.” Tension was almost palpable in the air of the capital.2

Despite his deep disappointment and disgust at the electoral outcome and an ongoing physical malaise, President Adams kept up appearances, attending public events and greeting guests at his wife’s receptions. Begun by Martha Washington, these so-called drawing rooms were large affairs at the presidential mansion, where the first ladies entertained both ladies and gentlemen. An acute observer remarked, “How strange it is, that every individual of the administration, should be ill.”3 Indeed, perhaps as a response to the intensity and bitterness of the contest, Adams’s four closest adherents in the cabinet were quite ill, and all were gloomy, giving up their rented houses, selling their furniture, and arranging to go back to their home states immediately after the inauguration. All the Adams men dreaded the public hoopla that would attend the arrival of their nemesis.
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But Jackson surprised supporters and opponents alike. Plans for mass celebrations along his route from Tennessee and a grand parade to greet him in the capital were declined by the president-elect. In fact, he avoided any reception at all in Washington. The death of his beloved wife, Rachel, just before Christmas had plunged him into profound sorrow. Escorted by some ten horsemen, veterans of the American Revolution who had requested the honor, the single coach carrying Jackson and his party rolled into Washington early on Wednesday morning, February 11. Arriving four hours earlier than expected, they eluded the welcoming committee and went directly to the elegant Gadsby’s National Hotel on Pennsylvania Avenue, conveniently located about halfway between the presidential mansion and the Capitol. Jackson was in town for hours before anyone knew he was there.4

February 11 was the date appointed for the joint houses of Congress to count the votes of the Electoral College. Even though the results had been known since the fall, this ceremony was important. Snow, rain, slush, muddy streets—the weather was terrible, but it didn’t dim the spirits of Jackson’s admirers. Margaret Smith remained snugly at home, but she could hear the “cannons firing, drums beating, and hurrahing” that greeted the official announcement of the election of their hero.5

In the three weeks between the count and the inauguration, society was dullness itself. Adams’s supporters were too depressed for parties, and Jackson and his family declined any invitation that hinted at gaiety. The general met privately with his closest advisers, forming a cabinet during those weeks. He was also besieged by aspiring officeholders at “the Wigwam,” as Washingtonians mockingly referred to Gadsby’s. One traditional duty he refused to perform: The incoming president was expected to call on the incumbent at the presidential mansion to pay his respects, but because of the vicious attacks on his marriage by the Adams press during the election, Jackson pointedly omitted that courtesy call.

The suspense was nearly unbearable. Inauguration day was Wednesday, March 4, and Jacksonians by the thousands flooded the city in the days beforehand. Jackson’s opponents were floored by the turnout and its political implications. “I never saw such a crowd here before,” Senator Daniel Webster wrote. “Persons have come five hundred miles [then a great distance] to see General Jackson, and they really seem to think that the country is rescued from some dreadful danger.”6

A journalist and political observer wrote: “It was like the inundation of the northern barbarians into Rome . . . you might tell a ‘Jackson man’ almost as far as you could see him. Their every motion seemed to cry out ‘victory!’ Strange faces filled every public place, and every face seemed to bear defiance on its brow.” Whatever their politics, the capital’s permanent residents were bemused to see the city so full of strangers “who have flocked here from the East, the West, the North, and the South,” as Margaret Smith put it. The city’s hotels, inns, taverns, and boardinghouses were packed to bursting, several men to a room; latecomers had to move out to Georgetown or Alexandria; there wasn’t a bed anywhere to be had by the inaugural eve.7

Although one snowstorm had followed on the heels of another throughout February with temperatures so bone-chilling that the Potomac River had frozen over, in perfect symbolism, March 4 dawned bright, sunny, and warm. Everyone had assumed that Jackson, like his predecessors, would ride to his inauguration in a carriage with mounted escorts. Instead, he announced that he would walk down Pennsylvania Avenue from Gadsby’s to the Capitol, the first president to do so since Thomas Jefferson. The city’s grandest avenue was unpaved and muddy, but it was flanked by wide, paved sidewalks. Because of the immense throng in the city, the inaugural ceremony was moved from the Senate chamber outside to the East Portico.

The morning of March 4 opened with “a national salute,” twenty-four rounds of cannon fire in honor of the twenty-four states of the Union. By 10:00 AM, the Capitol grounds were thronged with an immense crowd, as were the surrounding streets. Admirers even swarmed up the portico steps so that a ship’s cable had to be stretched across the steps to hold them back. It was an American festival of liberty.

Andrew Jackson left his hotel at 11:00 AM, escorted by a few military veterans and his Washington committee. He was dressed all in mourning black—suit, tie, hat, and long overcoat—dignity itself. Pennsylvania Avenue was clogged with vehicles of every description—carriages, hacks, gigs, sulkies, wagons, carts—as well as horsemen and pedestrians, all straining to see him, cheering every step of the way. At the Capitol, he and his escorts pushed through the crowd to witness the swearing-in of the vice president, John C. Calhoun, in the Senate chamber. Unlike previous presidents, John Quincy Adams absented himself from the ceremony, piqued at Jackson’s refusal to call on him.

At noon, Jackson strode out onto the portico where the waiting crowd, estimated at fifteen, twenty, even thirty thousand people, burst into frenzied huzzahs at his appearance, and he responded with a bow. Tall, thin, black-clad, Jackson was recognizable even from a distance by his upstanding cockscomb of white hair. Among the observers, Francis Scott Key, author of “The Star Spangled Banner,” kept exclaiming, “It is beautiful, it is sublime!” And his companion, Margaret Smith, wrote, “the shout that rent the air, still resounds in my ears.”8

Facing the crowd, few of whom could actually hear him, Jackson delivered his inaugural address, a brief and succinct statement of his reform plans. Only when the speech was published in the newspapers the next day did most people learn what he had said. But little did they care. They knew what he stood for, and he was their champion.

After the address, Chief Justice John Marshall, who had sworn in every president since his appointment by George Washington, administered the oath to Jackson. The new president kissed the Bible, then bowed again to the people. They went wild. Cheering, they surged forward, breaking the hawser barring their way, to congratulate and shake the hand of the man they had elected. At last, urged by his friends, Jackson left the Capitol through another door, mounted a white horse provided for him, and rode up the avenue to his new home, the presidential mansion, which had been vacated by Adams the previous night.9
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Flowing along behind, beside, and even in front of their hero, the crowd headed for the mansion as well. And what a crowd! As Margaret Smith observed, the wealthy and socially prominent were in the minority, while “country men, farmers . . . boys, women and children, black and white” were rampant. Afoot, on horseback, in a wild assortment of carriages and carts, the celebrants pursued their quarry. It took nearly an hour for the pavements to clear as they moved determinedly forward.10

Following previous inaugurations, a sedate group of friends and supporters had visited the president at his residence, congratulating him and taking modest refreshments. The staff had made similar preparations with punch, wine, cakes, and ice cream ready for the new president’s guests. Imagine their astonishment when a considerable portion of the thousands who had attended the inauguration began to push their way in. Even before Jackson arrived, the rooms on the lower floor were crammed with a wild assortment of humanity, tracking mud over all the carpets. As orange punch was brought out, thirsty celebrants lunged for drinks, breaking cups and upsetting trays. “The reign of King ‘Mob’ seemed triumphant,” a conservative judge lamented. “I was glad to escape from the scene as soon as possible.”11

The crowd was determined to shake the hand of their hero and congratulate him and themselves on the victory of a new sort of politician, a new sort of president. Jackson was so besieged by devotees that he kept retreating until he was pressed against a wall. His friends surrounded him, making a barrier of their bodies to prevent his admirers from crushing him. Men who couldn’t get close enough jumped up on the satin damask chairs in their muddy boots, craning for a sight of the man. Women fainted, and men angered by the pushing and shoving bloodied one another’s noses. The pressure of unwashed bodies was so great that the staff threw open the windows leading out to the gardens and carried tubs of punch and buckets of liquor outside. The president finally slipped away to Gadsby’s to rest. He had, of course, declined to attend the inaugural ball. Instead, he dined privately at the hotel that evening with his vice president and a few friends, retiring early.

Waiting until the crowd had cleared out somewhat, Margaret Smith and her friends arrived after the president’s departure. “The Majesty of the People had disappeared,” and in their place was “a rabble, a mob . . . scrambling, fighting, romping. What a pity what a pity!” As she pointed out, only ladies and gentlemen had been expected, as in the past, not this multitude. But, she mused, “it was the People’s day, and the People’s President and the People would rule.” Breakage and damages ran to several thousand dollars.12

Traditionalists were shocked by the melee, but Jackson’s adherents thought the whole affair went off very well. Neither then nor later did the president apologize for the exuberance and rowdiness of that party. He had come much further than they, but these were his people, and he stood for them. Never would he turn his back on these republicans of a free nation. He understood that they were merely celebrating the new day dawning in government. After the excitement of the inauguration, that very night the Jacksonian strangers to the capital began leaving for home. By the following afternoon, Washington had emptied out, as though the people’s festival had never been.
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Andrew Jackson had won a huge victory for himself and his constituency, but that triumph had turned to ashes with the death of his wife. Rachel Donelson Jackson had been his life’s partner, the woman who had been everything to him for nearly forty years. Beneath his mourning attire, he wore her miniature suspended by a cord. Without Rachel, his emotional life was a desert.

Struck down by a heart attack at sixty-one, she had been buried in the garden at their home outside Nashville on Christmas Eve. Instead of dancing at the inaugural ball in the white satin gown she had chosen, she had worn that gown to the grave. Jackson would live on for another sixteen years, transforming the American political scene. But every day of those sixteen years, he would remember and grieve for Rachel. Their love was the stuff of fables. This is their story.


CHAPTER 1

The Tennessee Frontier

West of the Appalachian Mountains lay the wilderness of Kentucky and Tennessee, the backcountry of the colonies of Virginia and North Carolina. For several competing Indian nations, they were traditional hunting grounds. For white explorers and hunters who began coming over the mountains from the East as early as the 1740s, these were lands waiting to be claimed. The beauties of the untouched wilderness—a land of hills, rivers, and vast forests, teeming with game—called out to them. They would return time and again. Within two decades, they would be followed by permanent settlers, their numbers swelling into the thousands, until they made it their own.

In the eighteenth century, the Tennessee country was the site of only a few Indian towns despite earlier, denser habitation by Native Americans in that region. The two most important Indian claimants to dominion and hunting rights in middle Tennessee were the Cherokees to the east, largely living in North Carolina and Georgia, and the Chickasaws of Mississippi to the west. The Shawnees to the north had once claimed the Cumberland Valley area, but had been driven out by the Cherokees and Chickasaws. Still, there were conflicting claims by all three nations along the Cumberland.

The first whites to come out to that frontier were the long hunters, following trails trodden out over hundreds of years by wild animals and then by Indians. Armed with rifles, they came singly or in small groups on horseback leading packhorses for the deer hides and beaver pelts they expected to amass as they hunted. Staying several months or even a year or two (hence “long” hunters), they lived off the land. In such a large territory crisscrossed only occasionally by roving bands of Indians, the long hunters frequently made it back east without encountering adversaries, making a tidy profit and raving about the paradise they had seen. At other times, their luck ended with an encounter with an Indian hunting party. Sometimes they were killed, but more frequently the affronted Indians merely confiscated all their hides and guns and sent them home sadder and poorer.

Speculators were sure to follow the hunters’ paths as land was the bonanza of America. In Europe, land was owned by aristocrats and rented to tenants. There were some independent yeoman farmers, but hardly anyone could hope to acquire land except through inheritance. In America, land seemed endless. Indian patterns of use didn’t approach anything whites could recognize as settlement. Speculation—buying or claiming large tracts—and then making a profit by installing tenants or selling small sections at greatly increased prices was a time-honored American pastime.

In 1750 the Cumberland Gap, the largest and most accessible pass through the mountains from Virginia to Kentucky, was explored by Dr. Thomas Walker, a Virginia physician and speculator. In 1769 Daniel Boone, North Carolina farmer and hunter, went on a long hunt in the Kentucky country, coming home broke (after a losing encounter with Shawnees) but inspired. Another land speculator, Judge Richard Henderson of North Carolina, hired Boone in 1775 to arrange a meeting with Cherokee elders. They sold Henderson land in Kentucky to which they had no claim and in Tennessee, including the Cumberland Valley, to which they did. Boone then led an expedition through the Cumberland Gap with a group of muscular axmen, following Indian trails and cutting a road through the forests into Kentucky that became known as the Wilderness Road.

They built a settlement called Fort Boone or Boonesborough, where Boone brought his extended family to live. An ever-growing flood of white settlers followed the Wilderness Road to Boonesborough or to neighboring Harrodsburg, founded at about the same time. Steep, winding, rocky, and clogged with tree stumps, the road west wasn’t for the cowardly. Kentucky was the first of the trans-Appalachian areas to be heavily settled by whites, but the area to the south, Tennessee, soon followed.
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Rachel Donelson was the ninth of eleven children of one of the founding white families of middle Tennessee. Her father, John Donelson, was an educated surveyor, planter, and land speculator of Scottish-Welsh heritage. Born in Maryland in 1718, a third-generation American, as a young man he moved to Virginia, where he met and married Rachel Stockley in 1744. She was a native Virginian of Ulster Scottish-English stock. The groom was twenty-six, the bride only fourteen. They moved westward in Virginia to frontier Pittsylvania County in the foothills of the Appalachians, where their fourth and last daughter, a brown-eyed baby girl with curly black hair, called Rachel after her mother, was born in 1769.

Donelson acquired an iron foundry and a plantation, worked by some thirty slaves. He was appointed county surveyor in 1767, represented Pittsylvania in the House of Burgesses for five years, and joined the county militia as colonel at the outbreak of the American Revolution in 1775. The Donelsons were prosperous and well-respected minor gentry and might have lived out their lives in Virginia if John Donelson had not gone over the mountains to survey western lands.

As colonies, both Virginia and North Carolina were bounded by the Atlantic Ocean on the east, with northern and southern borders designated carefully by latitude. But their western boundaries were theoretically almost limitless. The grants ran from sea to sea, and no one had a notion how far away the western sea might lie. With a surveying crew, Donelson trekked through the Cumberland River area of middle Tennessee with its broad bottomlands, navigable rivers and streams, and abundant salt licks. On the frontier, it seemed that ambitious and industrious men could better themselves with claims to fertile bottomlands like the early planters on the Atlantic coast. Going west embodied the American dream of wealth and freedom.

In 1779 Richard Henderson contracted with John Donelson and James Robertson to lead settlers to the Cumberland. Henderson’s earlier purchase of Cherokee lands in Kentucky had run into trouble, but he still had hopes for Tennessee. Like Henderson, Robertson was a North Carolinian. In 1769 he had established a claim in the upper Holston Valley near the Watauga River of Tennessee. There he settled his family and several neighbors; they formed a government known as the Watauga Association in 1772. But, like John Donelson, Robertson became entranced by the Cumberland while on a surveying trip. A few settlers already lived at French Lick on the Cumberland River, the site of present-day Nashville. Salt licks or salt springs were very much sought after because imported salt was expensive and cumbersome to transport. Naturally occurring salt attracted game and was easily processed for human consumption.

Robertson and Donelson planned a joint expedition to French Lick in company with their extended families, neighbors, friends, and a few slaves—more than one hundred people altogether. The larger the group, the safer they would be from hostile Indians and the more mutual assistance they could count on in clearing land, planting, harvesting, and building.

After the fall harvest of 1779, the Donelsons sold their land and the furniture they couldn’t bring along. John and Rachel Donelson, their eleven children, in-laws, slaves, and neighbors mounted their horses and rode up the rocky trail into the mountains. Because of the snow and sleet, they all wore several layers of clothes, further wrapping themselves in quilts, the hats on their heads tied down with shawls against the angry wind. They were accompanied by a train of packhorses loaded with barrels, baskets, boxes, and saddle bags filled with the necessities for frontier life. At last they reached the defensive blockhouse on the far side of the mountains and turned south on the trail to Fort Patrick Henry, built at the beginning of the American Revolution as protection against the British and the Cherokees and manned throughout the war.

At the settlement outside the fort on the Holston River, they met the Robertson party. There they divided forces, most of the men going with Robertson on horseback, driving all the cattle, horses, hogs, and sheep before them, chivvied along by their dogs. They rode back up to the blockhouse, then turned westward to the Cumberland Gap and on down the Wilderness Road to Kentucky. On the road to French Lick, they met a group of families heading for Harrodsburg and convinced them to go to Tennessee instead. They arrived at their destination during Christmas week of 1779. The Cumberland River was frozen solid, and they completed their 400-mile journey by driving their large herd across the ice to their new home on Christmas Day.

Back at Fort Patrick Henry, the Donelsons and the rest of their party were confronted with one of the coldest winters ever known in those parts. Suffering from hands and feet swollen and ulcerated with chilblains and in danger of frostbite, they built the boats that would take them on their epic journey. At least timber was readily available in the heavily forested valley. The Donelsons’ large flatboat, christened the Adventure by its proud owners, was about a hundred feet long and twenty feet wide. There were probably a dozen or more flatboats capable of transporting large families in their flotilla, as well as assorted smaller boats, including canoes and dugouts, bringing the total to about thirty vessels. Their route—down the Holston River, to the Tennessee, continuing onward to the Ohio for a short stretch before ascending the Cumberland River to French Lick—was more than a thousand dangerous miles long, what with Indians, shoals, rapids, and the very real prospect of running out of supplies. By road today, the distance between the fort, now Kingsport, and Nashville is about 285 miles. But back then it was a wilderness so impenetrable to large parties that the long, long river journey was a reasonable option.

John Donelson kept an illuminating journal of the voyage, which he described as “intended by God’s permission.” He made brief, fairly regular entries, writing more extended accounts of dangers and hardships. He never mentioned his twelve-year-old daughter Rachel or any other family member. That omission indicated how well the Donelsons fared on their trip. The people Donelson mentioned by name were those who suffered some catastrophe—shipwreck, Indian attack, illness, death, or separation from the party.1

On December 22, 1779, the boats departed the fort, floating down the Holston River. They didn’t get very far. Just a few miles down, they reached the mouth of Reedy Creek, where they were marooned by severe frost and the falling level of the river, no longer sufficient to float their crafts. Camping there for nearly two months, they suffered severely from the cold and low spirits.

In February, they were able to float a few more miles before fetching up at the mouth of Cloud’s Creek on February 20. There they lay for another week and then sailed again, now in company with vessels that had just come down from the fort. But that very day, the Adventure and two other boats struck the Poor Valley Shoal, where they lay stuck all afternoon and overnight in what Donelson described as “much distress.”

The following morning, the river rose a bit, and, after offloading about thirty passengers, they were able to get off the shoal. They sailed during the day and tied up at night to avoid running into shoals or other obstructions in the dark. The next few days were miserably rainy. On March 2, one of the boats was driven onto an island by the force of the current and sank. All the party put ashore to help, bailing out the swamped boat and refloating it.

Although everyone had brought barrels of salted meat and bags of cornmeal, as well as dried and pickled fruits and vegetables, provisions were already running low because of their two-month delay. Hunting in the woods along the river was essential to feeding the party. The day the boat sank, a young man went hunting in the thick forest and didn’t return. To guide him home, Donelson fired the cannon on the Adventure, and the others shot their guns; several men went into the woods looking for him without success. So the following day they set off again, leaving behind the boats of the boy’s distraught parents and some of their friends to continue the search. Unexpectedly, the main party came upon him several miles down the river where he had wandered and took him aboard.

After entering the Tennessee River, the fleet arrived at a deserted Chickamauga town on March 7. The Chickamaugas were a breakaway group of Cherokees who had settled in several towns along the southern bank of the Tennessee. Their leader was a chief called Dragging Canoe. Incensed at the sale of Cherokee lands to the east and determined to turn back the white tide, the Chickamaugas were ferocious enemies of the settlers. Although they had deserted some of their towns because of militia attacks that spring, the Indians still maintained a strong presence along the river.

The next day, the boats came to a town that was very much populated. Upon spying the Donelson party, the Indians made signs of friendship and called them brothers. Donelson’s son and another man started paddling toward shore in a canoe when they were warned off by a boatload of Indians. Among them was Archy Coody, described by Donelson as a “half-Breed,” who advised them that they were in danger and should continue on downstream. After some confused negotiations, the whites saw a number of Indians embarking in their canoes, armed, and painted red and black. They outran that group, then came upon another town, where one young man of their party was shot and killed when his boat ran too near the shore.

Later that day, still more shocking to the voyagers was the “tragical misfortune,” as John Donelson called it, of the Stuart family and their friends—twenty-eight in all. Part of the expedition since the beginning, several family members had come down with smallpox, one of the most virulent and contagious illnesses of the day. The leaders of the main party and Mr. Stuart agreed that their boat should be quarantined, lagging some distance to the rear to keep the infection from spreading and camping separately each night. The increasing numbers of Indians marching along the shore, shadowing the travelers, took note of the isolation and helplessness of the trailing boat. They struck at once, out of sight of the flotilla. But the main party could hear the agonized screams and cries of the Stuarts and their friends as they were killed or taken prisoner.

Fearing for their own lives and not daring to pause, the convoy kept an anxious watch on the Chickamaugas, who continued to keep pace with them. When the Cumberland Mountains narrowed on both sides of the Tennessee River, the Indians could no longer continue along the banks, but the rapids through this gorge were dangerous enough. Going through the choppy upper portion, called the “boiling Pot,” a large canoe was overturned. Everyone landed at a level spot to help rescue its cargo. To their horror, the Indians reappeared atop the cliffs and started firing down at them, wounding four people slightly. They immediately pushed off and headed into another trial, a place where the river rushed so rapidly over rocks that it created a powerful whirlpool called the Suck or the Whirl.

As they caromed through the Suck to the wide and peaceful current on the other side of the gorge, one boat ran aground on a large rock. Unable to approach safely, the others abandoned the hapless passengers to drown or be taken by Indians. The boat belonged to Jonathan Jennings and his family, like the Stuarts part of the original expedition. Terrified to stop, the other boats continued on throughout the night and the next day. Finally at midnight, they believed they were beyond the reach of the Chickamaugas and set up camp on shore.

At four o’clock the next morning, March 10, however, they were awakened by cries of “help poor Jennings,” coming from upriver. To their surprise, some of the Jennings family had caught up with them, their boat riddled with bullet holes, battered by rocks, and practically useless. Floating downriver, they had found their companions by the light of their campfires.

Their survival was the stuff of legend. Trapped on the rock and under blistering fire from the Indians, they had started throwing goods overboard to lighten the boat so it could float free. Their son, a male passenger, and a male slave went overboard, possibly wounded, to be captured or killed by their attackers.

Jonathan Jennings, an excellent marksman, fired back while his wife, a black slave woman, and their passenger, the wife of Ephraim Peyton, one of the men who had gone overland with James Robertson, continued tossing the cargo. Mrs. Peyton was particularly valiant since she had given birth only the night before. Mrs. Jennings finally got out and shoved, nearly getting left behind when the boat suddenly slipped off the rock. In all the hurry and confusion, the day-old Peyton baby was killed, perhaps going overboard. Donelson remarked that all their clothes, particularly those of Mrs. Jennings, were “very much cut with bullets.”

After redistributing the Jenningses and Mrs. Peyton among the other boats, the party floated on. On March 12, they arrived at Muscle Shoals (in present-day Alabama), a fearful danger in their path. The roar of high water running at a great speed over rocks could be heard for miles. But they had hopes of ending their river journey without attempting these rapids. It had been agreed that Captain Robertson would explore an overland route from French Lick to the Tennessee River above Muscle Shoals, leaving signs that they could debark and finish their journey on land. To their intense disappointment, there were no signs, so they had to run the shoals.

The current of the river ran in every direction. The boats frequently dragged the bottom, and they feared being dashed to pieces. Donelson had been told that the shoals were twenty-five or thirty miles long. Since they passed through them in about three hours, he guessed that they had descended at great speed. As soon as they got through—all alive—they camped and rested for the night. Their last days on the Tennessee were mostly peaceful, free from natural obstacles and disturbed by only one Indian attack.

On March 15 they arrived at the mighty Ohio River, in full spring flood with a racing current. After all this time gliding downstream, the party now had to pole their very unwieldy boats upstream against the current, several men on each side. Some of the party lost their nerve in the face of such hard going and turned their boats downstream, deciding to follow the Ohio to the Mississippi as far as Natchez.

Besides the exhausting labor of poling the boats against a strong current all day while making scant headway, everybody was weak from hunger. Their food supplies were gone, and they were entirely dependent on whatever wild game they could kill. After nine weary days on the Ohio, on the afternoon of March 24 they came to the mouth of a small river that John Donelson hoped was the Cumberland. Others doubted, but he was right. Although still poling upstream, they were now upon a much smaller river with a gentler current. As the boats continued along slowly for the next month, the men frequently killed buffalo and once a swan, which they found delicious. They also gathered green herbs, called by some Shawnee Salad, in the river’s bottomlands.

They were nearly worn to the bone with the fatigue of moving their boats upstream when, on April 24, after four months of grueling adventures, the party (minus those killed by Indians, disease, accident, or drowning, and those who had chosen to go a different way) arrived at their destination. Donelson concluded his journal, “This day we arrived at our journey’s end.” At French Lick they were delighted to find the James Robertson party, reuniting family members who by this time had almost despaired of seeing each other again. The wives and daughters from the river trip, including Charlotte Robertson, James’s wife, and both Rachel Donelsons were among the first white women in Tennessee.

Colonel Richard Henderson, who had been responsible for the Robertson-Donelson expeditions, appeared soon after the flotilla of boats landed at French Lick, having arranged for the welcome delivery of a load of cornmeal. He insisted on a name change for the fledgling settlement, choosing Nashborough in honor of a Revolutionary commander. He also led the other men in setting up an interim government under the Cumberland Compact until East Coast institutions could reach them.

The Cumberland seemed a new Eden to the Donelsons and the other settlers. Rich soil, abundant timber for building, a profusion of game, moderate weather, easy access to the Mississippi River down the Cumberland and the Ohio, and a beautiful situation—soon they had surveyed and bought their acreage, built cabins, and put in crops.

After building shelters, getting a crop of corn into the ground was essential to life on the frontier. All settlers brought a leather pouch of seed corn, but most had to clear the land before they could plant. Trees held no beauty for pioneers. They were useful for building houses, boats, fences, wagons, furniture, bowls, utensils, and a thousand other things. But they were huge obstacles in the way of cleared fields, not to speak of providing shelter and hiding places for reconnoitering enemies. Chopping down smaller trees, girdling the larger ones, grubbing up roots as best they could—all were necessary tasks in the process of creating fields to plow and plant.

John Donelson, however, was astute in the land he claimed—a clover bottom. This was a low-lying field of clover with very few trees alongside a river. Clover Bottom, as they called their place, was on the Stones River, a few miles east of the new town. Without the heavy labor of clearing a forest, Donelson, his many sons, and enslaved blacks were able to plant fields of corn and the first cotton in Tennessee.

Away from the riverbanks, the new settlers found themselves in a howling wilderness, delightful to hunters, but fearsome to farmers and their wives. A dark virgin forest of huge trees stretched on endlessly. To their ears, the wilderness literally howled—with storm winds, the calls of birds and animals, the screams of attacking Indians. Perhaps in response to these frightening noises, much like whistling when passing a graveyard, the pioneers were noticeably fond of their own voices, except when stalking game, of course. They talked all the time, spinning tales, rhyming, riddling, trying out tongue twisters, imitating animals, arguing, and challenging one another. Whistling and singing made almost any job go faster and contributed to their evening’s entertainment as well. The Donelsons were known as especially good talkers.

That spring, the settlers had to make almost everything from scratch. The most valuable items for their new lives they brought with them—all the manufactured metal implements that they couldn’t make themselves. Rifles were essential, both to kill game and to protect against enemies. The favored gun was a long-barreled lightweight model developed by arms makers in Pennsylvania. These so-called American, later Kentucky, rifles were easy to carry, accurate at long distance, silent in loading with a hickory rod, and so small-bored that a pound of lead was sufficient to make sixty to seventy bullets in the molds that all pioneers owned. They also brought knives, tomahawks, axes, adzes, hoes, froes, mauls, needles, thimbles, and pins.

A few log cabins and lean-tos had been built by the advance party before the voyagers arrived, but there were many more to raise, as well as a fort and blockhouses against Indian attacks. Trees felled, logs shaped and notched, chinking cut, pegs carved, shakes adzed, clay and mud brought up wet for daubing: building even a simple cabin was backbreaking work.

Theoretically, the tasks of men and women fell into familiar gender-based divisions. Men were primarily responsible for building houses and fences, tending stock, plowing, planting, hunting, and defense. Women were primarily responsible for cooking, processing food, spinning and weaving cloth, sewing, mending, and childrearing. But that word “primarily” says it all. On the frontier, there was tremendous blurring of responsibility. A woman who couldn’t shoot a gun or wield an axe in defense of her family didn’t amount to much, and when crops had to be planted or harvested, everyone turned to. But a man who scorned to sew a ripped shirt or cook up a pot of buffalo stew was considered equally useless.
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When they discovered a new white settlement smack in the middle of their hunting grounds, the Chickasaws of northern Mississippi were outraged. A group of Cherokees might have sold their own rights, but they had no authority to dispose of land claimed by the Chickasaws. They were joined by the Chickamaugas under Chief Dragging Canoe’s leadership. Here was the very incursion onto Indian lands that he had foreseen when he opposed the sale of Cherokee lands to Henderson and other land speculators. Because of them, he had moved his people west, and now white settlers had followed.

Soon, the Indians began a constant stream of attacks on farms, houses, and even the fort, with hit-and-run raids that resulted in houses in flames, settlers killed or taken prisoner, horses and other livestock driven away. Working in the fields, picking berries, going to the stream for water, milking the cows, visiting a friend—any daily activity could become a death sentence if Indians were in the area. The settlers responded with equally deadly violence as posses tracked the raiders back to their towns. Methods of warfare on both sides were swift and deadly—lightning in-and-out raids, destruction of homes and crops, killing women and children without mercy. Scalping, stealing horses, and taking plunder from dead enemies were commonplace among both whites and Indians.

Besides the fort at Nashborough, earlier settlers had built sturdy blockhouses, homes that were very fort-like. The Donelsons withdrew to the fortified station of Kaspar Mansker, a German immigrant and former long hunter. In addition to the constant Indian attacks that prevented them from tending their crops, the Stones River flooded, swallowing up the fruits of their labor. When the water went down, some of the men went to Clover Bottom to harvest and were attacked by Indians.

By the end of 1780 it began to seem that the Chickasaw-Chickamauga strategy would succeed, and the Nashborough settlement was doomed. Many of the residents went back east over the mountains to Virginia or North Carolina. Others, like the Robertsons, determined to stay, generally living “forted up,” as they called their situation. All the neighborhood crowded into the fort or blockhouses, and armed men went along to protect anyone working the fields or doing chores.

Although they believed, quite incorrectly, that James Henderson’s negotiations with the Cherokees had given them a valid claim to the land, John and Rachel Donelson chose to make a strategic retreat to Kentucky. They intended to return to Clover Bottom when the Indians were less “troublesome,” the term commonly used by settlers for a barrage of raids. Longer settled and more heavily populated, the Kentucky heartland was more secure from Indian raids than the Cumberland settlement. In late 1780, after less than a year in Tennessee, the large Donelson clan, including thirteen-year-old Rachel, saddled up and headed north up the trace to Kentucky.


CHAPTER 2

A Marriage Made in Hell

In 1780 John Donelson claimed more than 2,000 acres of land near Davies Station outside Crab Orchard, a small settlement on the Wilderness Road to Harrodsburg, the first town permanently settled in the Kentucky territory. The family might have lived on the land (though this is unlikely, given the fear of Indian attacks), in Crab Orchard, or in Harrodsburg, the most comfortable and secure of their options with a fort overlooking the town. Unlike most frontier towns, where the cabins were thrown up higgledy-piggledy, the ten or fifteen log cabins of Harrodsburg were laid out on a grid plan with wide streets. Residents operated some commercial enterprises, including gristmills to grind corn, replacing the laborious hand mills used by the earliest settlers. Only ten miles from the Kentucky River, the town had a busy little port called Harrods Landing, where immigrants landed and goods were shipped out. Both tobacco and hemp had become viable exports.1

John Donelson frequently traveled on business, looking after his farming, surveying, and land speculation interests. He was in an area with easy (for the period) access to Virginia and North Carolina via the Wilderness Road, to Natchez and New Orleans by way of the Kentucky, Ohio, and Mississippi rivers, and to Nashborough (soon renamed Nashville) down a well-trodden trace.

Although the Harrodsburg neighborhood was safer than the Cumberland, the American Revolution was a time of ferocious battles between British-led or -instigated forces of Indians and white settlers in Kentucky. From their main fort at Detroit and their smaller outposts throughout the Ohio country, the British rained death and destruction on American frontier settlements. Supplying hostile Shawnees and their allies with weapons, ammunition, and trade goods, the British cemented the Indians’ allegiance to their cause with the promise to help drive all white settlers out of the natives’ traditional hunting grounds. But young George Rogers Clark had led Kentucky’s militia against the British and the Indians in the Ohio country throughout the Revolution. By 1780, both Crab Orchard and Harrodsburg were generally peaceful.

The Donelsons soon made friends in Kentucky. They were members of the frontier gentry who could move from place to place with relative ease. Not by any means members of the upper tier of great landowners, they nevertheless had enough money to buy a few thousand acres of land to be worked by their slaves. John Donelson’s prestigious military and political appointments in Virginia brought respect from his peers. The title of colonel went far on the frontier. He was fairly well educated, as were his children. America had a social mobility unknown in Britain, and people had a habit of defining and redefining themselves. Because the Donelsons defined themselves as gentry according to their understanding of British standards, they were perceived as such by their fellow citizens. They followed basic rules of civility and, given the stringencies of frontier life, incorporated proper standards of dress and decor. In the Harrodsburg area, they would have been perceived immediately as members of the upper class.

Social and economic differences among frontiersmen were immediately obvious. Housing was a clear giveaway even though most people still lived in log cabins. The poor and new arrivals often lacked the time or expertise to build snug log cabins and threw up ramshackle sheds with dirt floors and slanting roofs, leaving one side open with only a cloth drape to keep out the weather. One traveler was amazed to see several people living in a huge hollow sycamore tree, entering and leaving via a hole in one side and making their fire outside. Others failed to caulk the spaces between the logs of their cabins, leaving the interiors open to the wind and cold, making for a nice airy quality, according to a pioneer reminiscing with rose-colored glasses. All of these poorer cabins had but one room for an entire family and any visitors to carry out their daily activities. An open loft reached by a rough ladder occasionally provided more sleeping space. They used a big wooden spoon to dip into the communal bowls. Men, women, and children were armed with sharp knives to use for daily tasks or defense, but they also ate with their knives, spearing hunks of meat from the frying pan and poking them into their mouths.

Those with higher standards—and more money—lived in finished cabins with more than one room, with fireplaces, puncheon floors, wooden doors on hinges, and sometimes even glass windows; most important, cracks between the logs had been caulked and made airtight. They also daubed and whitewashed the interior walls. People like the Donelsons had more and better homemade furnishings than most of their neighbors; and sometimes they had even managed to haul a few professionally made pieces of furniture over the mountains with them.

Cleanliness was very much a class signifier. The poor, who were intent on clearing fields and scratching out a living, put little time or effort into cleaning themselves or their houses. Water for bathing, washing clothes, or scrubbing the house had to be hauled laboriously from the nearest stream. Travelers commented on how dirty these westerners were; their filthy cabins were infested with fleas, lice, and other pests. This was hardly surprising, considering that the entrances to their cabins seldom had doors, and children, hens, dogs, and hogs tracked dirt inside all day long.
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At thirteen, Rachel Donelson had already spent years helping her mother and older sisters with chores in the house, the garden, the dairy, and the chicken coops, learning as she worked. Although her family owned slaves, most of them would have been employed as farm laborers in the fields, with stock, and at the million and one tasks needed to start a new plantation. At most, one or two enslaved women might have been spared for household work—hauling water, washing clothes, tending the garden, and cooking under Mrs. Donelson’s direction.

By 1780 Rachel’s two oldest sisters were married with their own households to care for. Only she and Jane, still unmarried in her late twenties, were left at home to help care for a large household of active men. Of her five older brothers, ranging in age from twenty-one to thirty-one, only one was married. Some or all of them probably lived with their parents. Even those who might have lived in a separate cabin probably depended on their mother and sisters for meals, laundry, clothing, and medical care. The Donelson household was completed by their father and two little brothers of seven and three.

Rachel was thus trained to be a careful and economical housewife by her mid-teens, adept at all the myriad tasks required of a woman before she was considered marriageable. A list of all the responsibilities of frontier women to their families is overwhelming. First came food—not just cooking, but growing and preserving in a world without refrigeration. Men provided the meat by tending herds or hunting in the forest, but women produced the rest of the family diet. They tended the vegetable garden, the orchard, the fowls, and the dairy. They preserved fruits and vegetables for winter meals by pickling, salting, sugaring, or drying; kept track of brooding hens, gathering eggs and candling them to decide which to eat and which to return to the nest; boiled and skimmed the sap of the sugar maple for hours to make crystallized sugar or a form of molasses; dried and purified salt brought from the salt springs; and searched the nearby forest for plants and herbs to concoct home remedies. They also processed whatever meat couldn’t be eaten fresh by smoking, salting, or jerking over a slow fire Indian fashion.

Women were also expected to clothe their families with decency. They retted, pounded, and wove hemp; carded, spun, and wove wool, sometimes in combination with hemp or linen to make the pioneer’s staple cloth, linsey-woolsey; colored the cloth with natural dyes from the forest in a range of soft golds, tans, and browns; hand sewed all the family’s clothes, including hunting shirts, breeches, leggings, dresses, aprons, and sunbonnets; knitted socks, stockings, scarves, hats, and mittens; made soap, washing vast cauldrons of filthy clothes; patched, mended, and darned; and quilted, often with groups of neighborhood friends. And with their extra time, they could collect firewood, find and herd stock, and generally help the men with their chores. All the while keeping a rifle and knives at the ready and an alert eye out for attacking Indians.

It’s amazing that the Donelsons or any frontier woman found time for socializing, but they did and treasured every minute of it. Visiting friends and relatives and helping out those in need were important marks of a caring woman. They carried food and remedies to the sick; gathered around at births, marriages, and deaths; helped newcomers get settled in; and worked together at quilting or sewing bees.

Singing and making music, usually with a fiddle, was the centerpiece of most social gatherings, and the Donelsons were a very sociable lot. Rachel had a clear, pleasant voice and became a stylish, untiring dancer, a great addition to any party. The dances favored on the frontier tended to be vigorous romps, like the reel and the jig. She also loved to talk to anyone and everyone. Friendly and outgoing, she made quite an impression as a teenage flirt in Kentucky.

By 1784, when she turned seventeen, Rachel had received a basic education in reading, writing, and figuring, although she never became adept enough at writing to enjoy it. Her spelling and grammar ranged all over the place, as did most people’s in the eighteenth century, but she was not illiterate and was in fact better educated than the majority of western women of her day. Frontier cabins didn’t run to books, other than the Bible, almanacs, and home medical texts, and Rachel was more active than introspective. Only in later life, with more leisure, did she broaden her reading tastes.

Now was the time for Rachel and her family to look about among the Kentucky gentry for a likely husband. We don’t know who her suitors were, but a newcomer from Virginia moved to the Harrodsburg area in 1784. When Lewis Robards caught sight of the brown-eyed girl who tossed her black curls so saucily while she danced, he fell hard for the last woman on earth he should have married and began a determined courtship. Rachel Donelson reciprocated his interest and consented to marry the last man on earth she should have married.

Captain Lewis Robards was twenty-six when he, his widowed mother, and younger brothers and sisters moved permanently to Kentucky. In 1782 and 1783, he and three brothers had already spent time clearing land for cultivation on the Cane Run a few miles from Harrodsburg. The Robards family was more socially prominent than the Donelsons, but their Virginia plantation land had been left to the children of their father’s first marriage. Lewis was the eldest child of a second marriage. He had served in the Virginia Regiment, Continental Line, rising to the rank of captain before mustering out after Washington’s victory at Yorktown. When he moved to Kentucky, he owned 1,800 acres and two slaves. His siblings were similarly provided for, and, moving as a family, they multiplied their chances of success by living together, combining their efforts, and sharing the labors of their slaves.2

In 1785 John Donelson decided that Tennessee was safe enough from Indian attacks for the family to return to the Cumberland. The young people’s courtship had progressed far enough by then that Lewis Robards requested her father’s permission to marry seventeen-year-old Rachel. On February 9, Donelson gave his permission to the county clerk to issue a marriage license. On March 1, Lewis Robards signed a marriage bond, ensuring that the intended marriage would shortly take place.3 The couple was duly married in Harrodsburg—we don’t know the circumstances of the ceremony—and moved in with the widowed Elizabeth Lewis Robards, several siblings, and their boarders. It was just the sort of large, extended family that Rachel had grown up in. Mrs. Robards took to the pretty young girl and welcomed her warmly. Satisfied that their youngest daughter was settled, the rest of the Donelson family moved south to Tennessee soon afterward.

Everything seemed to be in place for a happy marriage—families of the same social class, money on both sides, an established husband, a charming wife, a welcoming family. Unfortunately, the qualities that had first attracted Lewis to Rachel were the very things that began to drive an intensely jealous and possessive husband mad. With seven brothers, Rachel enjoyed the company of men, and they reciprocated. Her beauty, sociability, and warmth became triggers for anger, reproach, and scenes. She remained open, approachable, and friendly with everyone, and he couldn’t bear it.

Robards did well in Kentucky, becoming a militia captain, developing his acreage, and apparently setting up as a merchant with some success. But there were also signs of financial irresponsibility as men turned to the law to collect money he owed them. His younger brother, George, had been named executor of his father’s will, instead of Lewis, the eldest son, who would have been the more usual choice. It seems that the father might have had doubts about Lewis’s financial acumen or character. The brothers quarreled constantly over money and land until they became completely estranged. Money was surely important in the breach, but so was Lewis’s jealousy that his brother had taken the place in the family that he thought should be his. The desire for undisputed possession created recurring dramas in his life.

Meanwhile, Rachel, who loved her mother-in-law, was probably having doubts about her husband. A girl of spirit, she was not accustomed to being treated with unkindness and suspicion. The Donelsons were an exceptionally close family, and Rachel’s position as the cosseted and adored baby daughter had not prepared her for disapproval and disharmony. She missed her family’s company, particularly when her father was murdered in mysterious circumstances later in 1785.

After two years, Rachel was certainly fed up with her husband. When a well-to-do Virginian named Peyton Short came to live at the Robardses’ house as a boarder in 1787, there were months of jealous scenes and accusations. Lewis had someone to fix his free-floating suspicions on. He must have sensed that his wife no longer loved him. A man of his temperament couldn’t believe that his own behavior had altered her feelings: an outsider must be to blame for the change. There is no doubt that Short was smitten with Rachel and sympathetic to her plight in an unhappy marriage, but there is no reason to believe that she encouraged his love. Short dashed home to Virginia, planning to gather the necessary funds to carry her away. He sent her a very indiscreet letter, proposing that they elope. She had clearly been unaware of his plans until then.

As might be expected from such a suspicious man, Robards intercepted and read the letter. He followed Short to Virginia intent on revenge. There the astute Short offered Robards the satisfaction of a duel or a payment of $1,000, perhaps knowing that Robards had debts. Robards took the money and returned home, but he must have felt keenly the humiliation of accepting his rival’s money. His treatment of his wife worsened, probably aggravated by his own shame. Rachel was not one to accept unwarranted criticism without defending herself, and their marriage deteriorated further. One of Lewis’s sisters-in-law later charged that he was violent toward Rachel, and that he frequently visited the slave quarters at night, cajoling or forcing sex from enslaved black women.4

In the late summer of 1788, after only three years of marriage, Rachel’s favorite brother, Samuel, came to fetch her home to Nashville. Sources differ on the circumstances of this separation. Members of the Robards family later claimed that she had merely gone for a visit, and that the couple at first had every intention of reuniting. On the other hand, the Donelsons claimed that Robards had written to Rachel’s mother, telling her that he would no longer live with her daughter and directing her to send an escort to take Rachel away. During the summer of 1788, Robards purchased considerable acreage in the Cumberland area, indicating that he intended to give the marriage another try, regardless of what Rachel’s plans might have been.

He did indeed follow her to Nashville later in the year, moving into her mother’s house and Rachel’s bed. But such an ill-assorted pair continued to make each other miserable. At twenty-one, she was still lovely, sprightly, friendly to men, and admired by them. At thirty, he was as jealous, touchy, and suspicious as ever. And he had an admirable object for suspicion—Mrs. Donelson’s new boarder, a lawyer named Andrew Jackson, newly arrived from North Carolina.
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Jackson had been drawn to Nashville by the opportunities it offered for a single young man determined to move up in the world. After years of violence between Indians and whites—raids, attacks, counterattacks, frightful atrocities on both sides, treaties and purchases both duplicitous and honest—the balance of power had swung in favor of the whites, even though frontier violence would continue to ebb and flow until the turn of the century. Hundreds of thousands of acres of former Indian lands had been opened to white settlement, usually without their acquiescence, and thousands of land-hungry families swarmed over the Appalachians. The growth of Tennessee towns like Nashville, Knoxville, and Jonesborough, along with the organization of judicial systems and district militias, opened the door to both professional success and military honor for an ambitious young lawyer.

Andrew Jackson was far from the social or economic equal of the Donelsons. He was the son of Scots who emigrated in 1765 from the poverty and despair of Ulster in northern Ireland to the backwoods Waxhaw area, which straddled North and South Carolina. Andrew and Elizabeth Hutchinson Jackson took up a life of labor on a subsistence farm. In 1767, Andrew Jackson dropped dead, leaving two small sons and a very pregnant wife behind. This baby, called Andrew after his father, was born at an aunt’s house in South Carolina. Throughout his childhood, the Jacksons lived with their uncle and aunt, his mother serving as the housekeeper, the family treated as poor relations.

Elizabeth Jackson had hoped that her youngest son would become a minister—Presbyterian, naturally—and saw that he received a better education than his brothers. But that education was still sketchy at best, because of both the inadequacies of backwoods schools and Andrew’s own resistance to learning. His hair-trigger temper made the ministry an unlikely career for the mischievous, athletic boy. When the British attacked South Carolina in 1780, all three Jackson boys joined the patriots even though they were just teenagers. Andrew’s two older brothers died, and his own health was severely damaged by imprisonment, starvation, and smallpox. Recovering at home, he lost his mother to cholera in British-controlled Charleston, where she had gone to aid her imprisoned nephews.

At fourteen, Andrew Jackson was a veteran of the Revolution, a lifelong enemy of the British, and an orphan without prospects. Depressed and hopeless, he fell in with a group of wild young men and became as much a ne’er-do-well as the rest. At odds with his relatives, Andrew went to Charleston in late 1782, where he wasted a small inheritance from his grandfather and got deeply into debt. Through a lucky gamble, he cleared his debts and headed home. At seventeen, he went to Salisbury, North Carolina, where he studied law with Spruce McCay, a distinguished attorney. Never a very serious student, he learned enough to satisfy the less than stringent requirements of the day, while paying much more attention to the dancing lessons so essential for an elegant social life. Mostly he partied—partied very hard indeed. He and his friends drank, gambled, womanized, rollicked, and roistered about the town. They could be seen at cockfights, horse races, and brothels, but were also popular enough to be invited to respectable dances and social occasions. Boys, after all, will be boys, seemed to be the attitude of Salisbury society.

After being admitted to the bar, he practiced desultorily and not very successfully in North Carolina, adrift and seemingly without purpose. Then John McNairy, a law studies friend who had been named Superior Court judge for the Western District of North Carolina, that is, western Tennessee, offered him the position of public prosecutor for that district. At last, a chance to make something of himself. McNairy, Jackson, and other lawyers selected to bring justice to the West set out on horseback down the Wilderness Road for the newly named Mero District in the summer of 1788.

Jackson was determined, fearless, and charismatic, possessing that spark that made other men follow him. Until he arrived in Tennessee, however, he had wasted his gifts of character and personality, sowing acres of wild oats with other rowdy young men. Going west was an important step in his reinvention of himself as a gentleman, notwithstanding his parents’ poverty and his own scanty education. On the frontier, a gentleman was whoever claimed that status and was able to maintain it in the face of the world.

After their grueling trek through the 200 miles of wilderness between North Carolina and Jonesborough, the easternmost town of Tennessee, Jackson, John McNairy, and the rest of their party arrived in August and stopped to spend the fall there. They had another 200 miles of rough country to struggle through before they could reach Nashville and set a spring court session.

But money was a constant problem for the impecunious Jackson. Since boyhood he had loved and worked with horses. A passionate devotee of horseracing, he went to work at a local stable as a trainer. He also presented himself to the community as a lawyer, accepting the few civil cases that came his way.

Eager as he was to rise in the world, Jackson’s insecurity about his social and professional position showed in an early foray into a Jonesborough courtroom on August 11. In this case, opposing counsel was Waightstill Avery, a noted attorney and law teacher with whom Jackson had unsuccessfully applied to study in North Carolina. Put on his mettle before someone he admired, Jackson failed very publicly indeed. His preparation was inadequate and his arguments ill-conceived. Avery was dismissive of the entire performance, his rebuttal delivered sarcastically. Enraged and embarrassed, Jackson ripped a blank page from a law book and dashed off a challenge to a duel. When Avery refused to take the matter seriously, Jackson wrote a letter the next day reiterating his challenge and demanding a meeting after court adjourned.

His letter almost quivered with passion: “My character you have Injured; and further you have Insulted me in the presence of a court and a larg audianc [sic].”5 Although Avery had no use for dueling, he knew that refusing a challenge would damn him forever as a coward on the frontier.

Both men hastily found seconds. Like most duels, this meeting was acted out by gentlemen for the benefit of the community. Unlike the rougher sort, who took after each other with eye-gouging, earbiting, alcohol-enhanced fury, gentlemen followed an established dueling code in which their seconds agreed beforehand on place, time, distance, and weapons.

On the evening of August 12 a little after sundown, Avery and Jackson met in a hollow north of town, paced off the agreed-upon distance (usually ten to twenty paces), and leveled their pistols. Then in an anticlimax that was a feature of many duels, they both deloped, that is, deliberately fired into the air to bring the conflict to an end without wounding or killing an opponent.6 According to the thinking of the time, Jackson’s honor was satisfied merely by meeting Avery. Later, this Avery affair would be pointed out as the beginning of a life of violence. At the time, however, it created little comment.

When the group arrived in Nashville in the fall, they found a town of a few hundred residents living in houses and cabins, as well as a courthouse, two stores, two taverns, and a distillery. Jackson took lodgings with Mrs. Donelson, who lived in a protective blockhouse ten miles outside of town, along with her daughter, her newly arrived son-in-law, and several sons. He moved into one of the cabins included in the Donelson compound.

At twenty-one, just Rachel’s age, Andrew had at last found his place and his future. Never handsome, he was nonetheless very striking in appearance, seeming to be a “somebody,” as Virginians phrased it, long before he was anybody. Tall, skinny, pale-skinned, he looked a typical Scot with his lantern jaw, thick sandy red hair, and piercing blue eyes. Never again would he return to his favored haunts of taverns and brothels. Now serious about his career, he soon became serious about Rachel Robards as well.

Throughout his life, Andrew Jackson had a reputation for violence, sometimes exaggerated but basically true. Jackson was willing to fight and to kill in defense of his honor and his sense of righteousness. He was also innately chivalrous toward women, enjoying their company, sensitive to their rights and wrongs, and flaming into anger at the suggestion of any mistreatment. The Robardses’ situation could not have been more calculated to arouse his best and worst instincts. A lovely and charming woman, a member of a close-knit and admirable family, was being falsely accused and berated by a cowardly and despicable husband, who even had the nerve to accuse Andrew of wrongdoing.

Thus, Andrew Jackson was moved to defend Rachel and to remonstrate with Lewis Robards. Suspicious of the attraction, all too real, between Rachel and Andrew, Lewis forbade them to speak to each other and then was enraged at finding them in the most mundane conversation. He harped on his doubts, interrogating his wife about her every movement and action, despite her and her mother’s tears and denials. Their home became as unhappy as the Robards place had been in Kentucky.

The Donelsons started to turn against Lewis, as tired of him as Rachel was. They were an exceptionally close-knit family—parents, siblings, in-laws, nieces, and nephews, living close to one another, socializing, joining each other in business ventures, helping each other in times of need. “Little Rachel,” as her family still called her, was a much beloved member of the Donelson clan. Lewis Robards had seemed an acceptable husband for the Donelsons’ baby sister in 1785, but four years later their mistake was clear.

The public scenes he created were an embarrassment to the entire family. As Lewis’s obsessive distrust of his wife became fixed on Mrs. Donelson’s popular lodger as her lover, Andrew was forced to move. At his friend John Overton’s urging, he moved to lodgings at Mansker’s Station to calm the tense situation.

Unlike Robards, Jackson did have the ability to make friends easily. The Donelsons had taken very kindly to the charming, outgoing Jackson, who treated their sister and mother with such courtliness. Neither then nor later would there be anything but friendship and mutual trust between the family and Jackson.

A couple of incidents that occurred during 1789, recounted by John Overton during the 1828 presidential campaign, illustrate the dynamic between Jackson and Robards.7 Once, near the orchard fence, Jackson approached Robards to reason with him about the injustice he was doing his wife, as well as himself. Robards became violently angry, threatening to whip Jackson and making a show of doing so. When Jackson offered to duel with him instead, Robards withdrew but declared that he had no use for Jackson or for Rachel. Any man looking into those blazing eyes knew that, neither then nor later, would Jackson hesitate to shoot to kill if he were sufficiently offended.

Robards couldn’t seem to stop talking about his grievances, real or imaginary. One day, he went with a group of women, presumably the Donelsons, to pick blackberries. They were accompanied by armed men on guard against Indian attacks. Robards told the men that Jackson was too intimate with his wife. Lewis Robards was not popular with other men; Jackson was. After some of the men repeated the story to him, Jackson confronted Robards and threatened to cut his ears off (a common western mode of assault) if he continued to make such remarks. Robards left the scene to swear out a peace warrant against his tormentor. Such a warrant would have forbidden Jackson to trouble Robards further under penalty of the law.

When Jackson was arrested by several armed men, Robards accompanied them to see the magistrate. Subsequent events give some hint of frontier opinion of a husband who went to court instead of a dueling field with the man he suspected of seducing his wife. Jackson asked one of the men to lend him his large knife. After being assured that he would do no harm with it, the man obligingly handed it over. Jackson began playing with the knife point and edge, looking menacingly at his accuser. Robards lost his nerve and ran, pursued by Jackson, plunging into a thick canebrake and out of sight. The others continued to the magistrate’s office, where, the plaintiff not being present, the charges were dismissed.

Whether or not every detail of these stories is true, it is clear that Jackson stood up for the mistreated Rachel, that Robards was convinced of their guilt, and that he was terrified of Jackson. In the end, Robards stormed off back to Kentucky, vowing never again to live with his faithless wife.

By this time, the summer of 1789, it had no doubt become clear to both Rachel and Andrew that they were in love. For her, reconciling with her husband was no longer possible, and, even if she could have, Andrew could not have borne it. What were they to do? The chance of their ever being legally married and living together in respectable society was as much a long shot as any of the gambles of Jackson’s wild youth.
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