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“Every Irishman—and that means anyone with one drop of Irish blood—sooner or later makes a pilgrimage to the home of his ancestors. I have just made such a pilgrimage. I am half Irish, the rest of my blood being watered down with German and Massachusetts English. But Irish blood doesn’t water down very well; the strain must be very strong.”


—John Steinbeck in America and Americans and Selected Nonfiction, 2003
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PREFACE 


They’ve had a litany of names. In Ireland they’re called Ulster-Scots, Ulstermen, Northerners, Ulster Protestants, Presbyterians, Unionists. In America they were called Irish until the mid-1800s, when the Catholic Irish arrived. Given the animosity between the two peoples, those who traveled from the north of Ireland changed their name to Scotch-Irish to distinguish themselves from their old foes. When it became widely known that Scotch was a whiskey, they became Scots-Irish.


They are a race of people whose genome is part Irish, part Pictish, with strains of as many as nine other ancient European tribes. After the fall of the Roman Empire they were known simply as Scottish, but when some families moved to Ireland during the Plantation of Ulster in the early 1600s, their history and experience in Ireland shaped their character in a manner different from those who stayed in Scotland. In the hostile landscape of northern Ireland they developed a new sense of independence, fortitude, stern work ethic, and an early system of democracy.


After more than a hundred years living in the province of Ulster in the north of Ireland, these Ulster-Scots or Irish Presbyterians began immigrating to America in the early 1700s. They settled the frontier, intermarried with other migrants, imbued the national character with their own nature and values, and, arguably, became the most patriotic of all Americans. They provided American icons like Davy Crockett, literary giants from Mark Twain to Stephen King, American warriors from Sam Houston to George Patton. They invented NASCAR—the biggest spectator sport in America—and provided more than twenty presidents.


An estimated 250,000 traveled the ocean to the New World, and some scholars include an additional 150,000 that landed in the early nineteenth century. By 2008 an estimated 36.3 million Americans reported “Irish” ancestry; another 3.5 million people identified themselves more specifically with “Scots-Irish” ancestry. In the South, one can’t swing a muskrat without hitting a Scots-Irishman, but outside the South they are little known. While “Irish” became synonymous with Irish Catholic, these “Scots-Irish” remained proud, independent-minded, self-reliant Presbyterians.


Call them what you will—they are the little-lauded Other Irish.
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CHAPTER  1


INVASION OF THE 
OTHER  IRISH 


No sooner had the brigantine Friends’ Goodwill left the port of Larne in northern Ireland for Boston in 1717, than she sailed into winds shrieking out of the north. Gray clouds covered the sky and turned the ocean to blackness. Hundreds of passengers heaved as the ship rocked and waves crashed onto the deck. A low rumble of thunder was followed by a tremendous flash of lightning. The wind tore at the topsails; the mainsails ripped apart even as the sailors scrambled to lower them. A deluge fell from the sky. All hands grabbed buckets and spent five hours frantically bailing the ship out.


“Chests, barrels, boxes, trunks, kettles, pots, pans and in fact every moveable article were tossed about in all directions,” one migrant wrote of his voyage. “This and the darkness that prevailed caused such a scene . . . men women and children call for relief and cry most earnestly for God to send them help. . . . Not a single passenger on board but conceived they had only a few minutes to spend this side of eternity.”1


Another wind change and the ship was bombarded by waves that rose to half-mast. This majestic ship that set sail with a sense of adventure and big hopes for a new life, was left destitute, her passengers and crew exhausted, vulnerable, and limping across the ocean.


Only a few weeks earlier, five ships had readied to sail from Ireland’s northern harbors. It had been an exciting week of preparation for hundreds of families who packed up and took their leave of what was said to be one of the loveliest districts in Ireland. Their tiny hamlet was gently lapped by the silvery waves along the Atlantic shoreline. Little whitewashed cottages dotted the rolling mountains. Inside there was only a simple bed, a few iron pots, a basket of potatoes, and some peat for the fire that cooked their food and kept them warm through harsh winters. Smoke curls from the gable-end chimneys drifted away as the little party trekked along the soft forest pathway and gentle slopes on their long journey to the port of Larne.


A few miles south in Belfast Harbour, hundreds were heading for the brigantine Robert behind the Reverend James McGregor who led his flock from their little parish in County Derry. They owed him eighty pounds at the time he embarked in 1717, but he gave up the idea of getting it back and looked instead to a grand, new life in Massachusetts. Besides, America offered a much needed fresh start for McGregor. He had been admonished by the Synod of Ulster for drinking too much. But since he willingly admitted that “less might have serv’d,” his flock tolerated his failing by virtue of his honesty.


They passed the five-hundred-year-old Carrickfergus Castle that had protected the northern coast of Ireland from barbarian attack and the Houston and Jackson cottages that stood in its shadow.


Belfast Harbour was packed with people and their possessions when the Derry pioneers arrived. There was barely enough room to squeeze onto the pier for people who were singing, preaching, yelling, laughing, and clattering from all directions. Sailors added to the chaos, shouting orders as they scampered up rope ladders, hoisted the sails, loaded the decks, and made ready to depart.


Children in their Sunday best chased each other around the wagons and pallets. Street merchants sold their wares to whomever might have a shilling to spare. Friends and families cried and hugged and waved goodbye for the last time. There was never such a majestic sight as two brigantines docked in the harbor, wooden decks creaking, their massive sails unfurling, ready to catch the brisk Irish wind that would drive them across the ocean. Adventurers clambered aboard. Robust farmers, tradesmen, weavers, hardy women, and lively children dragged their supplies up the gangway and climbed below deck into steerage, where they were packed in like rats. McGregor stood on a mount to address his flock.


“If thy presence go not with me, carry us not up hence,” he quoted from Exodus.


“We must say farewell to friends, relations, and our native land so that we may withdraw from the communion of idolaters and have the opportunity of worshipping God according to the dictates of conscience and the rules of his inspired word.”2
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Port of Larne.
The Scenery and Antiquities of Ireland, by J. Stirling Coyne, illustrated by W.H. Bartlett (London: George Virtue, ca. 1840). Image provided by Kitty Liebreich, www.kittyprint.com. 


A bargain was made between the captain and those passengers who couldn’t afford the fare: the migrant agreed to be auctioned off as an unpaid, indentured servant when they landed. The captain got his cut of the sale, and after about four years in the service of some wealthy American, the migrant would be sent on their way with a cow, a coin, and maybe a piece of land. It seemed as good a way as any to get to the New World.


Transporting indentured servants was a lucrative business that attracted a new menace to the pier. Rural youths who dreamt of sailing away on a galleon one day were lured aboard for a tour of the ship, then knocked out or drugged, remaining unconscious until they were long out of port, and would later find themselves up for sale on the other side of the Atlantic.


For those who retired to the local tavern to wet their whistles, there was another culprit at large—the British navy. Many men gulped down a mug of ale only to catch sight of a shilling at the bottom. It was an old British navy trick that legally bound the customer to the navy on the grounds that he had “accepted” the King’s shilling. Without a chance to take their leave of family or friends, they were off to a stinking, poorly ventilated, overcrowded, bug-infested ship, upon which no sane man would volunteer to serve.


In both harbors sailors cast off the lines and weighed anchor. The Irish wind set them off on their grand adventure into the wild unknown, where they believed their character, resilience, and fortitude, forged from decades in the wild countryside, would keep them in good stead.


In Larne the Friends’ Goodwill sailed with Captain Goodwin at the helm. In Belfast the Robert set sail under Captain Ferguson, with McGregor, his flock, and a family of Armstrongs on board. John Armstrong was a respectable local tradesman, but he had little money and hadn’t secured employment in advance. He would need to convince a court in Boston that he and his family were self-sustaining.


With grand dreams, thousands of these Presbyterians watched the pier shrink away, unaware they were now confined to ships of misery and death.


From the time she left port, Friends’ Goodwill faced violent storms and constant headwinds. She made such little progress that the six-week trip stretched into months. Food supplies ran out, and passengers began to starve; they fished for sharks but ate anything they caught.


A menace probably more dangerous that the storm was calm seas. With no wind or rain, the creaking boat was dead in the water. Days of dry heat exhausted water supplies, leaving the adventurers parched and weak. One old lady passed away from starvation and thirst. Her body was unceremoniously tossed overboard to the consternation of her grandchildren.


Five months of storms and dead seas left them wretched, emaciated, and hobbling across the sea. Finally they were driven to desperate measures—someone would have to be eaten if any of them were to survive. As they drew lots, Captain Goodwin pleaded with them to wait; he was sure they’d spot land any day now. Fortunately he was right; they docked in Boston Harbor in mid-September; with one passenger missing from the manifest.


The Robert made the crossing as scheduled and had already docked, but many passengers were sickly after spending weeks below decks in dim, cramped, filthy quarters overrun with rats and cockroaches.


These were the lucky ones. On most voyages, conditions were so harsh that the initial terror of the rough seas was replaced with fear of death from disease and starvation. One ship set sail with 146 passengers, six of whom died and were eaten. Pirates appeared from nowhere; they wrecked the mast with cannonballs, boarded the ships, kidnapped and looted at will, then left the disabled galleon adrift on the seas.


“It is indeed very amazing that after all the risques and dangers that people have run,” a 1729 report wrote of the exodus, “and the many misfortunes they have fallen under in those attempts, some having perished at sea, some robb’d by pirates, many of them cheated and abused by the villainy of masters of ships [they are] still running in greater numbers of ever.”3


Five thousand Presbyterians migrated from Ireland in the first wave. By the end of the 1700s an estimated quarter of a million had “run,” leaving many to wonder, what was so bad in Ireland that they willingly sailed into treacherous storms, pirates, disease, and cannibalism?


The Irish Raiders


Since the time of the Roman Empire, a Gaelic tribe called the Dal Riata had wandered around Ireland—or Scotia as the Romans called it in those days—before settling in County Antrim on the far northeastern coast of the island. Before long, their restless nature pushed them across the twelve-mile stretch that separated “Scotia” from the land that was then called Alba at the north end of Britain.


Alba was overrun by marauding tribes. It was dominated by a warlike race called the Picts that had been tormenting the Romans for a few hundred years. In ad 122, the Roman Emperor Hadrian was compelled to build a wall ten feet wide and fifteen feet high, guarded by thousands of sentries to keep the Picts out of his empire. When the Irish arrived, both tribes burst across the dyke and unleashed general mayhem on the Roman province of Britain.


Hadrian’s Wall marked the furthermost point of the Roman Empire. The Romans never invaded Ireland or meddled with its tribes. By then the barbaric practices of the Irish clans were legendary—though probably mythic. At the inauguration of one Irish king called The O’Donnell, a horse was killed and boiled in a pot. The O’Donnell drank the broth and ate the horsemeat after tearing it from the bones with his bare hands. He tossed the leftovers to his clansmen, who feasted hungrily while he took a bath in the cauldron.


By ad 500 the ungovernable Dal Riata raiders had gained supremacy over the Picts. No sooner had they renamed the land Scotia Minor to connect it to the motherland of Ireland, than the Picts began to viciously fight back. A massive army of Dal Riata tribesmen arrived from Ireland, massacred the Picts, and elected themselves the absolute kings of the land.


Over the next three hundred years, Scotia Minor dropped the suffix and became known simply as Scotia. The tradition of paying tribute or taxes to the motherland gradually lapsed, and Scotia started to drift away from its status as an Irish colony. One last Pict rebellion in ad 834 became the catalyst for the final rupture with Ireland. The Dal Riata king Kenneth MacAlpin stood almost seven feet tall with long, thick, dark hair, massive shoulders, and biceps measuring more than a foot around. In a merciless rage, he led his army on a rampage of vengeance, plundering, burning and rebellious Pict’s town to the ground, and killing everyone in his path. Having laid waste to Pictland, MacAlpin made a lasting peace with the remaining Picts. He married a Pictish princess, starting a tradition of intermarriage that led to the gradual fusion of the Irish and Pictish tribes. The result was another Gaelic race, but this one was distinctly Scottish.


The Scottish Disintegration


David the First of Scotland wasn’t the warrior type that warranted favor or respect from the Scots. As a child, he was exiled to England after his uncle usurped the Scottish throne. He grew up in the English court, where he had the Gaelic spirit knocked out of him, or as one nobleman put it, “[he had] rubbed off all tarnish of Scottish barbarity through being polished by intercourse and friendship with us.”4


Much had changed in the two hundred years since Kenneth MacAlpin’s death.


Scotland had been under constant siege from the Vikings from Scandinavia and the Britons and the Normans from France, and by 1093 it had fallen into a complete state of disarray. With the support of the English army, David returned from England, waged ten years of war against his nephew, and finally took the throne


Perceived as a collaborator, King David was not popular with a race of people who demanded their leaders earn their allegiance. With his long thin nose, narrow face, droopy eyes, and spurious ways, he was accepted as king by virtue of an English ultimatum—make him your king or face war with England.


David needed to make friends closer to home. To that end, he implemented a scheme that reorganized the Christian Church and political structure of Scotland. It had lasting and disastrous consequences.


He made an ally of the French military by introducing a feudal system and making the French overlords of the arable land. The next thousand years, tracts were leased to the peasants in exchange for a commitment to farm the land and provide forty days of annual military service to the landlord, or laird. With the support of the lairds, David’s crown was secure. The system, however, crippled Scotland’s economy for a millennium by creating an impenetrable, immovable class system that tied the peasant to the land and left him at the landlord’s mercy.


While the Scots grew increasingly impoverished: In England David was known as a pious king, a reformer, a benefactor to the Church, and a civilizing influence on his people.


“The whole barbarity of that nation was softened,” wrote one English abbot, “as if forgetting their natural fierceness they submitted their necks to the laws which the royal gentleness dictated.”5


The stability David brought to his realm was built on the backs of the peasant. By strapping them to the land, he created a large and powerless underclass. He gave land to the Church to build monasteries, but few preached to the people. Admittedly, the Scottish population was scattered across a lawless and untraversable country. A priest took his life in his hands just leaving the monastic walls, and the Church was not prepared to provide any security to serve the spiritual needs of their violent flock.


To make matters worse for the peasant, nobles shifted land leases around at will. They would put families off the land and give it to another farmer if he could pay higher rent. This discouraged farmers from making improvements to their land or bonding with the land at all. The result was a kingdom of overcrowded stone hovels with holes stuffed with heather to keep the wind and rain out. There was no floor except for the muddy land on which the house was built, and there was no chimney, so the shack was invariably filled with smoke. Cattle were brought inside at night, and this served to attract vermin and disease. The bubonic plague that wiped out about a hundred million people in the 1300s was still found in Scotland in the 1600s.


The 1500s saw Scotland degenerate into one of the poorest and most backward countries in Europe. The best land was in the Scottish lowlands along the border with England, but wars with the English were constant. While the lowlanders fought the English to the south, highlanders raided from the north. Fights between the peasants were endless, as subsistence-level farmers stole livestock from other farms to survive. Houses were often burnt down for retribution.


The lairds became a law unto themselves. They paid no taxes, so the king had to live by his own means, unable to finance a standing army or penal system. The lairds ruled over their own lands like subkingdoms. A clannish system of loyalty emerged in which the laird was responsible only to himself and the tenants who farmed his land.


Thus wars were exacerbated by the lack of walls separating one farm from the next. When cattle wandered off, the laird was required to retrieve them. Often they returned with more cattle than went missing to begin with, so fighting between the lairds became customary, justifiable, and usually violent. The peasant’s livelihood depended on his laird’s courage, not on his title. In Scotland, justice was meted out by vigilante nobles who were described by one Scottish writer as “a selfish, ferocious, unprincipled set of hyenas.” High praise indeed, for these were the qualities tenants needed to survive and the only merits to which they were loyal.


As Europe in the Middle Ages developed a merchant class, the Scottish remained stuck in the feudal system of the Dark Ages. While Europe built cities, Scottish towns remained filthy mud holes. Life was an endless drudge of farming bad land, beating your neighbor to a pulp, drinking whiskey till you passed out, and dancing to the harp and bagpipe at every opportunity. The annual event for the latter occurred once a year during the “lifting,” a period after winter when the cattle had become so weak that they couldn’t get on their legs to get out to pasture. All the neighbors rallied to help carry the cattle into the fields, stand them up, and let them totter about.


Eventually ecclesiastical opulence fell into disrepute. Avaricious and unchaste priests left their flock to languish on the outer reaches of Christianity. There was no moral censor. Any money that was donated to the Church went to religious houses, cathedrals, and universities, not to schools or parish churches. Bishops were aristocrats who bought their divine positions, and monks lazed around in grand comfort.


From time to time invaders arrived to break the monotony, but since the tenants were required to serve only forty days a year in military service to the laird, he would just go home in the middle of a battle if his time was up. Even their commitment to fighting was waning. It was a miserable, pointless, slothful life that encouraged neither enterprise, ambition, or self-respect.


The Beggar’s Summons


No one saw the mysterious figures creeping around the shadows of Scotland’s friaries or heard the tap-tap of little hammers fixing notices to their oak doors, but when the Scots woke up on a freezing January morning in 1559, they found the catalyst that would change their lives forever fluttering in the bitter wind from friary doors.


“The blind, crooked, lame, widows, orphans,” the notice warned, “and all other poor visited by the hand of God as may not work, to the flocks of all friars within this realm, we wish restitution of wrongs past and reformation in times coming.”6


It was called the Beggar’s Summons, and it sparked a powder keg of anger and discontent from Scotland’s decrepit tenants, who had been crushed under the weight of nobles and clergy for centuries. Two days of rioting erupted: priests were struck by stones, relics were destroyed, stained glass windows and statues were smashed, and altars were ransacked. Two hundred years’ worth of neglect, idolatry, abuse, and corruption was unleashed in a fury.


The nobles quickly recognized the fundamental shift in Scottish society. The peasants, by virtue of their anger and numbers, had become more dangerous than the Crown. The nobles needed someone to placate the fervor on the filthy, vermin-infested streets before an all-out rebellion cost them their lands. They recalled from exile the only man they believed could save them—one of the “ruffians of the reformation.”


John Knox had struggled to bring the true faith to Scotland long before the mysterious Beggar’s Summons appeared. A serious, sturdy youth with thick, dark hair and resolute eyes, he grew up in the early 1500s on a small farm on the banks of the River Tyne in the decrepit Scottish countryside. At fifteen he decided to join the priesthood and set off across the barren wasteland, past dilapidated churches destroyed by centuries of barbarism and papal abandon. It was the first time the youth witnessed the travesty of history, the abuses of power, and the despair that gripped his nation.


While studying, Knox met teachers that returned from Germany fired up by the vision of a young theology professor there. Martin Luther had hammered what became known as the Ninety-Five Theses to the door of a church in Wittenberg, Germany, to protest what he considered clerical abuses, particularly by the Church’s practice of selling forgiveness for one’s sins. His theses became the catalyst for a Protestant Reformation that ripped through Europe.
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George F. Folingsby, The Relief of Derry, July 1689. On stone by N. Sarony and Paul Marny. Published by James Magill, Donegall Place, August 1861. Derry City Council, Heritage and Museum Service, reprinted with permission. 


Two of Knox’s teachers went to Germany to meet Luther but unfortunately found on their return to Scotland that a prominent Scottish cardinal had ordered them to be burned at the stake. One was burned on such a blustery day that the executioner had to re-light the fire so many times, it took six hours for the poor wretch to die.


Outraged by the executions, their Scottish supporters captured the cardinal in his home at St. Andrew’s Castle, murdered him, and hung his body from a window. Knowing they would share his fate if they were captured, the rebels appealed to Protestant England for rescue. For the next four months the band of beleaguered conspirators waited for help inside the ancient castle that towered over the North Sea. They formed the first Protestant congregation in Scotland and invited Knox to serve as the garrison’s preacher.


Finally, their hopes were raised when they saw ships sail up the coast—their new Protestant cousins from England must be sailing to their rescue. But as the ships drew closer, the colors fluttering over the flagship were not those of Protestant England, but of the Catholic kingdom of France. French soldiers disembarked, positioned their cannons, and at four o’clock in the morning began a devastating artillery bombardment that eventually brought the fortress walls crashing to the ground. All the Protestants inside were captured and condemned to enslavement aboard French galleys.


Knox had always been a sturdy man, but a life chained to oars in cramped lower decks where he was flogged mercilessly was more than any man could endure. The prisoners were given water and a biscuit daily, fed vegetable soup three times a week, and forced to participate in Catholic Mass. No matter how sick, weak, or demoralized they became, or how many beatings they had to suffer, they defiantly pulled their shirts up over their ears so they wouldn’t have to listen to Catholic idolatry.


Knox’s faith that God would deliver them from bondage never wavered. His conviction was a tonic that strengthened resolve of his half-starved, lacerated fellow Protestants who had lost all hope of making it off the ship alive. Nineteen months later he was set free. Whether because he was part of a prisoner exchange negotiated by an English duke, or because his skeletal body was so ravaged by sickness and starvation that he was useless to the French captain, no one knew. Knox, however, believed a power had intervened so he would survive. His body was broken, but his ordeal had strengthened his spirit—he was determined to fight to bring the true faith to Scotland.


By the time he got home, the Scottish nobles had already rejected the Pope and the Vatican. They banned Mass and condemned all doctrines contrary to Protestantism. They called their own particular brand of the new religion Presbyterianism; it was a polity that involved the election of elders instead of the appointment of bishops, as was the hierarchical tradition of the English or Anglican Church. They declared their Kirk, or Church, the established religion of Scotland. They formed a covenant and pledged to defend it against Catholic superstition and idolatry. This covenant became the basis for the reconstruction of a nation.


Knox introduced the harsh dogma known as Calvinist theology. Calvinism declared an individual’s soul was predestined by God to go to heaven or hell regardless of any good or charitable works performed by the individual. Man played no role in his own salvation, God was omnipotent, and salvation was determined by His grace alone.


This theology disappeared two centuries later in the environment of the New World, where individual responsibility and self-reliance were essential to survival. A society that put more power in the hands of the individual also demanded the power to determine his own salvation. In the mid-1500s, however, it was likely Knox’s dogmatic approach was the recipe Scotland needed to pull it from lawlessness and depravity and curb the abusive excesses of the aristocrats.


Knox was misogynistic and contemptuous of the nobility. He tore through Scotland with such a force that even its queen was driven to tears when he condemned her choice of husband. He eradicated traditional forms of entertainment like May Day, carnivals, gambling, and theatrical performances. Except for hymns, there was no dancing or music on the sabbath. The Kirk became the moral censor that meted out punishments to fornicators and drunkards. Within a single generation, Scotland was transformed from a land of heathens to one of puritans.


Despite the Presbyterian austerity introduced by Knox, the people loved him. The Kirk provided a clergy that was dedicated to leading exemplary lives. It provided religious instruction, education, and helped the poor and sick. The people were roused out of their lethargy by fiery sermons. The common man got to choose his own ministers and the elders that represented him at the annual General Assembly. The local presbyteries acted like town councils where anyone could voice their opinions and concerns. For the first time, in a remote European outpost where few travelers ventured and no cultures intermingled, peasants discovered they had a right to be heard, and that fostered a sense of dignity that resulted in moral, educated, and civilized behavior.


Much of their leisure time was spent in the insatiable thirst to hear the word of God. They gathered at Holy Fairs to hear preachers speak for hours and days on end. They were excited into a spiritual frenzy unlike anything they had ever known in the drudgery of their former half-life existence.


“At first you find a great number of men and women lying upon the grass . . . some with their faces toward heaven, others with their faces turned downwards . . .” wrote one man about a Holy Fair. “In another place . . . you will find some weeping and others laughing . . . the parson is sweating, bawling, jumping and beating the desk.”7


Knox delivered fiery sermons into his sixties. Then on November 24, 1572, as his wife read from Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, the trailblazer of the true faith that defeated popery in Scotland quietly passed away. Knox had made a great many enemies at court by promoting his radical views that political power was not divinely endowed to kings but was ordained by God and vested in the people. His was the first vision of popular sovereignty to exist in Europe. It would be almost two hundred more years before his fledgling notion that a government of, by, and for the people would be adopted in the New World.8


Five years before his death, Knox preached at the young King James’s coronation when he ascended to the Scottish throne. He had known the pin-sized head and spindly legs of the effeminate heir since his birth, and watched him grow with the populist ideals of the Kirk. Knox had high hopes that James would be a great monarch who truly recognized the authority of the people.


When Knox died, however, the implacable feudal system was still in place, and the peasant was still at the mercy of the nobleman. Instead of realizing Knox’s hopes, James threw off the trappings of populist idealism and reasserted his position as the country’s absolute monarch, subject to no earthly authority, deriving his sovereignty directly from God. He even asserted royal authority over the Kirk, but he couldn’t take away the dignity the Scots developed during Knox years, or the sense of national identity that became synonymous with Presbyterianism. This remained a unifying force as they migrated during the centuries to come.


The Plantation of Ulster


James’s reign ushered in a whole new standard of bloody wars, treachery, betrayal, genocide, and regicide to the history of Ireland, Scotland, and England. As heir and king to the English and Scottish kingdoms, he contrived a plot to accomplish what neither the Roman Empire nor any of his predecessors could do—subdue Scotland and conquer Ireland.


England’s refusal to stay out of Ireland was draining the royal exchequer. For all the civilizing influence the Protestant Reformation had on Scotland, it, like everything else, never traversed the Irish Sea. So while the Scots were becoming moral, educated religious zealots, their ancestral Irish cousins remained ungovernable lapsed Catholics, with an avaricious, fornicating clergy. They were still a tribal culture, poor and illiterate, and they hated the English.


Powerful chieftains had crushed every military invasion of Ireland. James’s predecessor, Elizabeth I, sent thousands of English “planters” to Ireland to form a colony in an effort to drive the Irish from their land by sheer force of numbers. Unfortunately, each wave of planters was either killed or intermarried and became more Irish than the Irish themselves. It caused the monarchs such distress that Elizabeth I was said to be haunted till the day she died because her army—the best army in Europe—had not been able to subdue her great Irish adversaries.


James adopted a different strategy. With a little bit of luck and a lot of trickery, James managed to capture the most powerful Irish chieftain from the north, when he unwittingly came to the rescue of a little tribe being menaced by the English in the south of Ireland. The chieftain escaped to Europe under the auspices of raising an army, but he never returned. The Irish were left without an effective leader.


James seized the northern lands of the exiled chieftain and drove his people from their homes. With the land vacated, James needed planters to move in quickly. The English weren’t particularly eager to move to Ireland, besides which they never proved to be effective planters. James turned to a hardier stock—he granted Irish lands in the northern province of Ulster to Scottish lords who in turn parceled tracts out to Scottish lowlanders. These people had been fighting almost continuously for a thousand years—if anyone could contend with the Irish, it was the Scots.


As an incentive to brave the Irish threat, the lords released the Scots from the shackles of the feudal system and gave them thirty-one-year leases in Ireland with the choice of what to farm. This was an opportunity for which they would happily confront any number of dispossessed Irish. Eight thousand Scottish peasants took their meager possessions, and the zealotry of their reformed religion, and set sail back across the twelve-mile stretch of sea that separated Scotland from Ireland.


Long land leases motivated the Ulster settlers to improve their holdings. They drained bogs and planted crops. They built stone houses and formed small communities where they could meet and trade and share agricultural techniques. They kept flocks of sheep and built up woolen and linen industries that allowed a merchant class to emerge. A man could improve his social standing by virtue of hard work and self-reliance. He could choose his ministers and elders and have a say in local affairs. The populist experiment may have failed in Scotland, but it was taking root in Ireland.


They built churches and spent a full day every month listening to impassioned sermons that roused them to such fervor one witness said he had “seen them myself stricken and swoon with the Word-yea, a dozen one day carried out of doors as dead, so marvelous was the power of God, smiting their hearts for sin, condemning and killing.”9


A thousand years earlier their Dal Riata ancestors left Ireland as ungovernable, semi-heathen, feisty, fun-loving Gaels, now a new tribe returned seasoned by war, reformed by religion, and economically enterprising. Unfortunetly since there was no longer any kinship with the Irish whom they dispossessed, their idyllic Ulster colony inevitably became a nightmare.


The evicted Irish lived by plunder. Lurking in the thick woodlands and the foggy inlets of the cragged Irish coastline, they launched sudden murderous assault on the Presbyterians, burning houses and destroying crops, then retreated into the fog and thick forests. When the attack was over, the Presbyterians came out of hiding and rebuilt. No sooner were they on their feet than the cycle would begin again. The last days of James’s life were plagued by arthritis, gout, and fainting fits, and he finally died of dysentery without seeing his colonial experiment succeed.


James was succeeded by his imprudent son Charles, who immediately demanded increased taxation and the installation of an Anglican hierarchy in all Protestant churches—including the Presbyterian’s. When he tried to dismiss parliament, the politicians decided to oust him with an army of “godly, honest men” led by the most maniacal savage England ever produced.


Oliver Cromwell was born into an ordinary town in a remote part of the English countryside. A beady-eyed member of the minor gentry, he was an unexceptional child with unremarkable academic ability. In his early twenties he had some sort of spiritual awakening, after which he devoted his life to uncompromising religious beliefs.


He was elected to parliament in 1628, where he became a vocal opponent of King Charles and the hierarchy of bishops that the monarchy imposed on the Church. When the government promoted him to the position of Lieutenant General of the army, Cromwell became even more outspoken. He thundered against a list of offenses committed by the beleaguered king. When he declared regicide to be the will of God, the government had Charles beheaded. Cromwell stepped into the highest office—Lord Protector of the Realm.


While the English were skirmishing amongst themselves, the Irish had begun a decade-long violent uprising to recover their land in the north. By the spring of 1642 the rebellion had spread through the whole of Ireland. Reports of widespread massacres spread rapidly through England and Scotland as the Presbyterians fled the country.


Once Cromwell’s control over England was secure, he led his massive army into Ireland with a ferocity that would put Sherman’s march to shame. He crushed the Catholic uprising and all Presbyterian Royalist sympathizers who didn’t support Cromwell or the execution of the king. The Catholics fought to the death, suffering half a million casualties in the process. but many Protestants gave up in the face of the terror that rained down on them. The Catholic survivors were subjected to a draconian penal system. They were entirely dispossessed of their lands. Their religious liberty was repudiated and their right to education denied. The Presbyterians in the north were largely spared, but the tribal tradition of Ireland was forever destroyed.


Cromwell returned to London where he was offered the Crown. As an anti-Royalist he was compelled to refuse but attended his inauguration as Lord Protector of the Realm in the full royal regalia of purple velvet, ermine, and a golden scepter. He allowed people to call him “your highness” and moved into the king’s palace. Soon after, he decided to impose direct military rule over England, Scotland, and Ireland, rather than govern through an assembly of the people. England had replaced a king with a dictator.


When Cromwell finally died of malaria in 1658, a violent storm wracked England all through the night. It was said to be the devil coming to carry away his soul. Once he was gone, parliament, which was mired in political crisis and fed up with civil war, decided to return to the devil they knew. They extended an invitation to Charles II to come home and restore the monarchy. Although Charles II was Protestant, parliament didn’t know he had made a pact with his Catholic grandfather, Louis XIV of France, to convert to Catholicism in exchange for France’s military and political support—the repercussions of that wrinkle weren’t far off. Meanwhile, Cromwell’s body was exhumed from its royal resting place, and the corpse was dragged through the streets and hung from the gallows. His head was put on a spike and left on display for twenty years. One day it disappeared, to where no one knew, but most agreed it probably blew away in the wind.


A Short but Peaceful Interlude


As the late 1600s advanced, the English focused on their own business and let the Presbyterians in the north of Ireland get on with rebuilding their farms and industries. An enterprising farmer was allowed to sell or rent his land to make a little profit and extend his wealth and productivity. This liberty was never granted to his ancestors in Scotland. Opportunity to advance one’s social position encouraged the Ulsterman to become more ingenious, think independently, and work hard. Different circumstances and terrain fostered an Ulster character unlike that of the Scottish ancestors.


Farmers grew flax to spin linen and reared sheep for wool. They turned their small agricultural economy into a more urbanized, industrial, and expansive society. They increased agricultural efficiency, which allowed them trade with foreign countries. Mills, hamlets, and churches popped up in the desolate, wet, and windy north of Ireland.


They continued to choose their own elders and have a say in local government. King James I’s vision for a prosperous colony was in effect a democratic experiment where small government presence, religious liberty, fair trade, and hard work rewarded the common man with economic prosperity, morality, and dignity.


Unfortunately it wasn’t to last.


The War of Two Kings


When Charles II died, his brother James II became king. James II was a rough-looking man with puffy eyes that made him look like a simpleton. Without his overgrown blond wig and his royal finery, he could have passed for a tradesman in the vermin-infested London streets. He was a staunch Catholic, the first Catholic monarch in over a hundred years, and he was also an unguarded ogler and keeper of a harem. Needless to say, he didn’t inspire much respect from his subjects.


In battle he was admired as one who gallantly charged into the fray. Like his father, the beheaded Charles I, he believed in the absolute power of the monarchy, so was destined to make the same mistakes. No sooner was he crowned in 1685 than he instituted sweeping reforms to ensure his own security, including the replacement of Protestant military commanders with loyal Catholics. An alarmed Protestant parliament began surreptitiously looking for a credible replacement.


William of Orange was a particularly ugly-looking man with a thin, hooked nose and a high forehead protruding from a massive black wig. His mother had little interest in him, so he was reared by tutors who filled his head with the notion that he was predestined to become an instrument of Divine Providence. He married James’s daughter Mary, hoping he would succeed the English throne, although he showed little interest in his queen and spent most of his time in the company of handsome men.


He fought numerous wars against the Catholic monarchs in Europe and was widely regarded as the champion of the Protestant faith, so as heir to the Crown of the Netherlands and son-in-law to the King of England, the English parliament promptly invited him over to usurp their Crown.


William arrived in England at the head of fifteen thousand men. The disgruntled army of James II deserted to the Williamites. The unfortunate James fled to France, where he continued to issue orders to his viceroy in Ireland to rid the country of Protestant garrisons, while he focused on raising an army to invade England and wrest his crown back from William.


The English newspapers covered the events of the year 1689 daily. News of the “war of the two kings” quickly spread across Europe, gaining an almost mythic status. It was an aristocrats’ war, but it was fought and won by the common man, who had little in the way of defense except resilience, stubbornness, dignity, and national pride.


The Siege of Derry


The first Protestant garrison ordered to be relieved was that of the ancient walled city of Derry. Derry, a little city on a hill, had been a monastic center since the sixth century. By the seventeenth century it was an enclosed merchant city on about thirty-three acres, surrounded by walls that reached twenty-six feet high and up to thirty feet wide. The only entrances were four heavy, oak gates, all of which were guarded by large cannons. The city stood in sharp contrast to the lush, green-forested hills that rolled down from its walls to the winding River Foyle. Strategically located at the very tip of the island overlooking the North Atlantic, there were few places in the world as beautiful, abundant, or peaceful as the fortified city of Derry in 1688.


Two thousand people lived in the city when the Protestant garrison was ordered to leave. They were to be relieved in a few days by a Catholic regiment called the Redshanks. Unfortunetly, the Protestant garrison marched out days before their replacements arrived, leaving the residents confused, undefended, and at the mercy of the menacing Irish Catholics who they believed would rise up and massacre them at any moment.


The Redshanks were only a few miles away when word of an approaching army spread through the countryside. Terrified farming families poured into the city. The population swelled from two thousand to thirty thousand, only seventy-five hundred of whom were able-bodied men.


The anxious citizens were crammed into the streets when a booming voice sounded the alarm from the city walls—a force of a thousand well-equipped soldiers were marching toward Ferry Quay Gate. The town leaders had no idea what to do and no idea what was happening. Officially it was only an order to change guard, but news that King James had been deposed had reached them from London.


The thunderous sound of the approaching army echoed all over the city. Town leaders were still fretting over a course of action when thirteen young boys, who were apprenticed to various tradesmen in the city, grabbed the keys to the Ferry Quay gate, ran out, and slammed it shut. It was treason. They had prevented a change in the king’s garrison. Nevertheless, men joined the apprentice boys on the wall and trained what few muskets they had on the soldiers below. The army halted and waited for further orders.


The Redshanks believed if King James showed up at the walls of Derry, his presence would induce the defenders to surrender. James landed with a force of eight thousand men, to join the seven thousand under the command of his viceroy. It was a formidable force for a tiny city populated by only a few thousand citizen-soldiers.


In April 1689, James’s army stood cold, wet, and mired in mud from the deluge of an Irish spring. James rode up to the walls to call for surrender. The defenders opened fire and killed some of James’s men—it was an act of war. The message they sent resounded loud and clear: “No Surrender.”


James instructed his army to bomb them out or starve them out and rode back to Dublin. The Redshanks built a massive boom (wooden barricade) across the winding River Foyle to the north so no relief ships could reach the city. They set up batteries, stocked with hundreds of mortars ready to fire an unrelenting barrage onto the overcrowded streets. The greatest weapon in their arsenal was the simplest one—the ability to starve out the defenders.


Inside men organized themselves into militias. Several men from the Crockett family helped drag cannons to the highest parts of the walls. A twelve-year-old boy called James McGregor who would later lead a flock to the New World stood by Bishop’s Quay Gate, musket in hand, nervous but ready for the battle cry. Others braved the fields outside to fell trees and prevent the Redshanks from scaling the walls. Few of those men made it back alive.


When the order came to attack, the Redshanks unleashed a merciless barrage. Their mortars couldn’t breach the city walls, but they could wreak disaster on the people who were crammed into the streets inside.


The city was not equipped to manage a crowd this big. It couldn’t provide shelter from the ravages of the Irish weather or provide protection from the pounding cannonade. Conditions deteriorated rapidly. People dug holes in the ground to make crawl spaces for shelter. When the food ran out they were reduced to what one historian called “walking shadowy skeletons.” They ate anything they could find. A rat was a shilling, a mouse six pence, a quarter of a fattened dog was five shillings and six pence—dogs that had been fattened on the decaying corpses of the dead.10


As the people of Derry dug in, word spread across Europe that the little garrison was standing firm in the face of “treachery, cowardice and timidity within the walls and an infuriated foe without.”11


Women and children with sunken eyes and shrinking stomachs watched the people around them get blown to pieces by mortars. On the walls, gunners fired back with all cannons, sending out their one and only message, “No Surrender.” Months passed. Thousands of emaciated corpses were piled up along the streets. The defenders fired every piece of metal at their disposal; they ate every rat they could catch. They prayed that at any moment relief would arrive. Finally the McGregor boy spotted something fluttering over the tall trees on the other side of the River Foyle. After a few minutes he fired a round to alert the citizens inside—the topsails from a fleet of King William’s small ships were visible over the trees. King Billy had come to their aid.


Raspy cheers erupted, and tears poured from their listless eyes, but no sooner had McGregor sounded the relief, than he realized the little ships couldn’t breach the boom.


For another month they endured starvation and bombardment. Then one morning they were awoken by the sound of a cannon fire coming from the north. Three of William’s frigates were on the river firing on James’s forces. While war raged between the armies of the two kings, William’s soldiers worked for three days to smash the boom. Finally they crashed through. By sheer force of will the Presbyterians dragged their skeletal bodies onto their feet to witness the long-awaited relief of Derry.


For one hundred and five days they endured the most horrific conditions. But they had stood firm and now were watching the Redshanks retire from the field. Their determination to keep fighting with all they could muster and their willingness to starve rather than capitulate made the defenders of Derry legends throughout Europe. A few thousand citizens with muskets and cannons had beaten one of the most formidable armies on the continent.


Two words were seared into the collective unconscious of every generation of Scots-Irishman that came after them. It became the maxim by which they lived their lives in Ireland and in the New World. Whenever and wherever they were attacked, they marched out to meet the enemy with the same words as the defenders of Derry.


“No Surrender.”


Allure of the New World


“Our ancestors reduced this kingdom to the obedience of England,” wrote Jonathan Swift, author and dean of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin in the 1700s, “for which we have been rewarded with a worse climate, the privilege of being governed by laws to which we do not consent, a ruinous trade, a house of peers without jurisdiction.”12


Swift’s outrage was shared by Ireland’s Northern Residents. The reward for their hard work and industry, for remaining loyal to William of Orange, for defending their plantation against Irish Catholic rebellions was religious persecution and taxation without representation.


The success of the Scots-Irish democratic experiment alarmed the English parliament. The Ulster colony had, after all, been established almost a hundred years earlier to benefit the Crown, not the Scots who were sent there. Now it had gone awry, as English cloth manufacturers were in competition with the woolen industry in the north of Ireland. The Ulstermen were getting rich at the expense of the English.


In a devastating blow to Ulster’s economy, parliament passed a law restricting the sale of wool products to all countries except the British market. The British then resold them in the rest of the empire.


The resilient group refocused their efforts into linen production, but, in the early 1700s, six years of drought ruined crops, including the flax they needed to make linen.


Crop shortages also caused the price of food to soar. With no income, they had to eat the seed they needed for the following year. Things were going from bad to worse.


In 1702, the formidable King William died when he fell off his horse after it tripped over a molehill. His successor believed the interests of the realm were best served by all its people worshipping in the hierarchical Anglican tradition of the monarchy. Bishops were to be appointed not elected. This ran contrary to the fundaments of the Kirk that had existed since the time of John Knox. Those who refused to conform were turned out of the pulpits and forced into exile, leaving Ireland without any religious leadership. If a minister remained, he couldn’t teach the marriages he performed were illegal; the dead couldn’t be buried without a minister of the Anglican Church presiding. To make matters worse, they had to pay a religious tax to the monarch’s church.


Over the next decade, many of the long land leases that had remained stable for generations came up for renewal. Landlords began ratcheting up the rents and auctioning farms off to the highest bidder. Families were forced off the land they had cultivated for decades. With economic, religious, and land restrictions that threatened their livelihood, they had no choice but to emigrate.


“Whoever travels through this country . . . would hardly think himself in a land where either law, religion, or common humanity was professed . . .” wrote Jonathan Swift about the country at large. “[People] every day dying and rotting by cold and famine and filth and vermin.”13


The cumulative result of all these setbacks was a mass exodus of Presbyterians beginning in 1717. They were enticed to the New World by wealthy Americans in search of servants with the promise of cheap land and freedom to practice their religion. Soon the assailed, poverty-stricken people were selling what possessions they owned or committing themselves to seven years of indentured servitude in exchange for a ship’s passage. They marched with their democratic experiment, individual spirit, and unwavering courage toward the ports of Belfast and Larne.


As the sailors weighed anchor, cast off the lines, and watched the blustery winds fill the sails, the cragged Irish coastline disappeared. It was the only home they had ever known, and it was a heart-breaking farewell. They turned westward to the New World where they expected a hearty welcome from their fellow Protestants and Quakers.


It was thirty years since Reverend James McGregor saw a ship as majestic as the Robert sail down the River Foyle to bring relief to Derry. Growing up is be a man of the cloth, he saw his flock subjected to religious oppression, economic hardship, and war, yet he also saw this make them tougher and more enterprising. McGregor had hoped for a good life in Ireland; now he hoped for a better life in Boston. Unfortunately, Boston didn’t feel the same way about them.


There Are More Irish Than People Here


When the ships finally limped into Boston Harbor in 1718, the authorities wouldn’t allow anyone to disembark without medical clearance for fear they’d spread disease through the city. When they were finally cleared, they had to wait until the indentured servants were sold. It seemed like they’d never escape the ship’s miserable filth.


When they eventually stumbled down the gangway onto the concrete pier of their new home, they were tired, poor, huddled masses yearning to breathe free. Unfortunately the warm welcome they expected from their fellow Protestants turned out to be contempt for their illiteracy and filthiness. Their children, people said, looked as if they hadn’t been washed since the day they were born, and the rest of them were boisterous, headstrong, and a bit too fond of the drink.


At that time, Boston was busy building batteries, paving streets, employing teachers, and building churches. In short, they were setting the city up as a paragon of civility in the New World. They raised taxes to take care of the poor, but poverty became such a problem that they couldn’t absorb, nor did they want, the poor, hungry Irishmen.


When John Armstrong and his family crawled off the boat, he and Captain Ferguson were promptly hauled up in court. Armstrong couldn’t convince the authorities that he could support his family. Ferguson pleaded that the children were indentured servants, but to no avail. The court ordered him to cart the “Armstrong wife and two youngest Children out of the Province or indemnify the town.” Ferguson also had to pay one hundred pounds as a surety that they wouldn’t come back.


Armstrong got back on the Robert along with McGregor and about three hundred more of the unwelcome rascals and sailed north to Casco Bay. Colonial Governor Samuel Shut granted them tracts of land there, but failed to tell them that the winters were brutal and that the Indians were particularly violent and had decimated every previous attempt to settle the area. They spent a cold, miserable winter in temporary shelters, tormented by Indian raids.


Eventually Armstrong and a few others wrote to the governor for help. They got a few bushels of wheat.


By the spring, McGregor and many of the colonists started looking for a more hospitable place to settle. To the northwest they found fertile land full of trees and fruit and wandering brooks where they could grow barley, potatoes, and beans. They named it Londonderry in honor of the defenders. Reverend McGregor stood under a large oak tree looking out over his flock and, in a commanding voice, told them their wanderings were over. They had reached a “great rock in a weary land,” and now it was time for courage, prayer, and steadfastness in the midst of strange people and lurking dangers.14


Back in Boston the feeling of resentment had become so intense that in 1729 it was reported, “A mob arose to prevent ye landing of Irish.”15 As word of these hostilities made its way back to Ireland, new settlers sailed up the Delaware River into Pennsylvania to a colony formed by a Quaker pacifist named William Penn. It was managed by another man from the north of Ireland called James Logan, who had arrived in 1699 from County Armagh only a few miles from where the first settlers sailed. A statesman and scholar, he had a soft, kindly face under his enormous wig. His penchant for science and fur trading had made him a very wealthy man.


Logan didn’t agree with Penn’s pacifism and fretted that the colony had no militia. He solved his problem by extending an invitation to his countrymen.


“At the time we were apprehensive from the Northern Indians. . . . I therefore thought it might be prudent to plant a settlement of such men as those who formerly had so bravely defended Londonderry and Inniskillen as a frontier in case of any disturbance,” he wrote in 1720. “These people . . . will also, I expect, be a leading example to others.”16


Logan miscalculated. By the time his fellow countrymen arrived, the best land around Philadelphia had been bought by Quakers, Germans, and English. The Scots-Irish moved south and west, where they settled on land without bothering to secure legal rights. By the time officials caught up to them they had usually cultivated the land, declared a sort of squatter’s right, and refused to move. As far as they were concerned, if no settlers were already on the land then it was just going to waste. That was sinful, as sinful as the ground rent that they refused to pay. They set an example for the indentured servants, who were given enough coinage to buy some land when their term of service expired. It now seemed like a waste of money if they could get away with squatting instead.


“A settlement of five families from the North of Ireland gives me more trouble than fifty of any other people,”17 Logan lamented ten years later.


Officials tried to dispossess the squatters by burning down their cabins, but as soon as they left, farmhouses would be rebuilt and the land cultivated anew. When officials went out to survey lands that had been granted to someone else, they found them already appropriated by the Scots-Irish and so ferociously defended, no one had the wherewithal to challenge them.


As the new arrivals laid claim to Indian lands, the Pennsylvanian authorities scrambled to negotiate deals to avoid a breach of peace. But the settlers kept swarming in. One official complained that there were now “more Irish than people” in the colony.


“It looks as if Ireland is to send all its inhabitants hither,” fretted Logan. “Last week not less than six ships arrived, and every day, two or three arrive also. . . . It is strange that they crowd where they are not wanted.”18


The sylvan melting pot of Pennsylvania was soon in an uproar. The colony stopped issuing land to the Scots-Irish settlers completely, but since they couldn’t run them off the land they’d already taken, officials made very liberal offers if they would remove themselves.


The governors of Virginia and North Carolina stepped in with invitations to settle on a seven-hundred-mile stretch of land in the Shenandoah Valley. It wasn’t motivated by benevolence—the eastern seaboard needed an Indian buffer. However, the valley was potentially an unhampered Scots-Irish tract. If they accepted the governors’ offer they would have to move beyond the scope of the colonial authority’s ability to provide courts, sheriffs, schools, or churches. They would have to live in a lawless hinterland beyond the reach of civilization where menacing Indians roamed at will.


It was an easy choice.


If there was ever a race bred to tame the frontier, it was King Billy’s boys, who were already heading south along wild rivers and through perilous valleys into the unexplored wilderness.
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CHAPTER  2


THREE  FRONTIERSMEN AND 
THEIR  GUNS 


David Crockett and his old hunting buddy “Indian Joe” Hudson had just crossed the Tennessee state line on their way to the Rockies for two weeks of hunting when they heard a heated debate on talk radio. Presidential hopeful Senator Barack Obama had just shown up in a small town in southwest Virginia promising that if elected he would not to take their shotguns, rifles, or handguns away. The issue seemed so important to the senator’s campaign that he climbed into the Appalachians with his sleeves rolled up, looking like your average guy, trying to convince a den of Second Amendment diehards that he respected their right to bear arms.


The two old Tennessean boys, who were hauling a truckload of camping gear, dry ice, rifles, and ammunition for a week’s hunting in the Rockies knew the presidential nominee needed to chip off part of the Southern vote to win the White House, and he couldn’t do that if Southerners thought he was going to confiscate their guns. Every election year it was the same old thing, and they never could quite figure out what all the fuss was about.


“People down here are attached to their guns because they’ve grown up close to the earth,” said Crockett, the six-and-a-half-foot-tall descendent of an American legend, who strode around his truck with a Stetson and a Weatherby 300. “They know that food doesn’t grow shrink-wrapped on trees.”1


Indian Joe nodded. Joe isn’t a real Indian; he got that nickname because he can track as good as any Indian Crockett ever met. He’s a sturdy hunter of Scots-Irish Presbyterian stock, sixty-eight, but “in the woods or on the water he is twenty-eight,” Crockett boasted. Indian Joe fought a fair few forest fires with the combined federal agency firefighting team in his day. The two men were neighbors and hunting buddies for years.
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Elk hunting in the mountain woods of northwest Wyoming. (New York : Underwood & Underwood, ca. 1904.) Courtesy of the Library of Congress. 


When they got to the campsite in western Montana, Crockett’s old friend, A.J. Smith, an eighty-year-old retired factory worker from Chattanooga, was sitting in front of the cook stove eating bacon and beans out of a battered old black pot. A.J. is a tough, wiry mountain man and has been hunting his whole life.


Crockett unloaded his truck. The sun was setting over the Rockies, and he could see snow glistening on the mountain peaks. It was still cool, but the sky was clear and the ground was dry. They passed around bottles of Tennessee Sour Mash, “Jack Daniels and George Dickel” that they bring on hunts for medicinal purposes like “hurt feelings” and “bad luck,” and of course, to celebrate “good luck.”


Before dawn the next day, they drank coffee that could strip paint, took their water, rifles, and ammunition, and saddled up. They weren’t an hour into the steep dirt trails of the forest when A.J.’s horse bucked him off the side of the mountain. The horse stumbled and rolled over him; Crockett and Indian Joe could hear his ribs cracking from ten feet away. They hoisted him out and carried him back to base camp, where they tried to figure out how to get him back to civilization. A.J. let out a roar—he might be eighty years old with busted ribs, but he wasn’t going down the mountain. He made them tape up his ribs with masking tape, then climbed back onto his horse and disappeared into the hills.


“He’s just a tough old Tennessee boy,” Crockett laughed. “A regular hillbilly.”


Three days of lonesome wandering later, Crockett was standing on the top of a ridge. The sky was so clear he could see across the entire expanse of Montana almost to Long’s Peak in Colorado. There was still snow on the tops of the mountains, but it was starting to warm up in the valleys. He inhaled that innate sense of freedom he got from being alone in the wild. That’s when they heard that old familiar rattle. He was looking around for the snake when he realized he was standing on it. He jumped back, fired his rifle. Joe suddenly appeared out of nowhere, and he started firing. They were both shooting but their rifles were sighted to shoot long distances so they kept missing and the snake kept striking and rattling. Finally Joe hit it.


“Are you bit?” Joe asked.


“I don’t know.” Crockett answered.


“Take your clothes off, and let’s see if you are bit,” Joe suggested.


Crockett, still a little ruffled started taking his jacket off.


“I don’t think he bit you in the chest! Take your pants off,” Joe laughed.


The fangs hadn’t pierced the thick leather of his boots. They were both still laughing when Joe wandered off one way and Crockett the other to resume their search for the ever-elusive elk.


The week was almost up when Crockett was pushing through the thick woods late one afternoon and heard an elk bugle off in the distance. He bugled back, crouched down in the undergrowth, aimed his scope, and waited until the animal appeared between the trees. Crockett fired, bolted another shell, and fired again. The massive elk hit the ground like an elephant. Crockett climbed out of the undergrowth just in time to see it slide down the mountain. He dropped his pack and ran after it, grabbed hold of it to try to turn him over to stop the slide, but the animal was so big the two of them ended up careening down the mountain like a toboggan until they slammed into a tree.


“I had to crawl back up the mountain and get my pack and my rifle, which I had left up there,” he said. “I opened up my pack and got out my winch, a pulley, and a rope, and I tied him to a tree so he couldn’t roll down anymore. And I started working on him.”


There was only one way to get that elk off the mountain and that was to work him into five pieces. Crockett got out his axe and worked away till nightfall. As it grew dark he realized he’d lost his bearings after sliding so far down the mountain. He’d no idea where the camp was and even if he found it, he didn’t know if he’d be able to find his way back with the winched-up elk, and he wasn’t leaving that elk.


“I had a little radio, but the batteries were low and I couldn’t find any fresh ones. There I was, sitting up there in the dark with no batteries, no flashlight, so I started shooting every now and then. Shooting in case anyone would hear.”


After nearly ten hours of sitting in the dark with the two legs of an upside-down elk tied to a tree, Crocket heard a gunshot in the distance. He fired another round. He heard another shot. Someone had come looking for him.


“I saw the flashlights, and then I was shooting. Shooting back and forth. Lo and behold, A.J. Smith was coming through the woods at four in the morning on foot. Here he is with busted ribs.”


Between them they got the elk “dressed” and hauled it down the mountain where they packed it into ice chests that would preserve the meat for the twenty-six-hour drive home. There was always great excitement when they got back. Family and neighbors visited for the afternoon and divided the meat up so everyone got to eat good elk, venison, and sometimes a piece of grouse. Nothing went to waste.


“Southern people are closer to realizing that water is not a gift,” Crockett said as his family and friends fired up the grill for an afternoon of Southern socializing. “You go find it, you find the spring. It is work to find game, clean it, and provide food. It is work to take care of the horses and mules. People on farms understand that. They know there is a cause and effect to everything they do.”


Out there in rural Tennessee, and throughout the rest of the South, there’s a simplicity in their commitment to the right to bear arms. Land is an integral part of their psyche, and guns are an integral part of living close to the land; but how did the land and its defense become so inextricably woven into and peculiar to their DNA?


Forging the Frontier


If ever there was a family bred for the American frontier it was the Crocketts. From the time of the Siege of Derry, when they bombarded a huge army, to the time they sailed out of the little port of Larne with nothing but passion, courage, independence, and sense of adventure, the Crockett family were the archetypical Scots-Irish pioneers. It seemed appropriate that John Crockett, father of America’s legendary frontiersman, came screaming into the world in the midst of a murderous squall during their transatlantic crossing, and that Grandfather David Crockett was part of the first available convoy of the great unwashed and unwanted Other Irish on the perilous overland journey to the uncharted edges of the frontier.


When the exhausted trailblazers, with their rickety little wagons and scrawny packhorses, finally stumbled into the Shenandoah Valley, the half-starved days of sickness, storms, pirates, hostile Indians, and wild beasts were quickly forgotten. Their bare feet were raw from walking, and their clothes torn and ragged from pushing through the thicket, but they ran onto the lush green grass of the valley, waded in the rushing brooks, and stared in awe at pine-covered mountains. In every direction there was game to hunt and fertile land covered in fruit and flowers beyond their imagination.


“I believe I saw more peaches and apples rotting on the ground than would sink the British fleet,” squealed a delighted woman.2


Men unpacked the wagons and built fires and shelter for the night. Others went out to hunt for food. That night they sat down to venison, turkey, and wild honey and got the first good night’s rest they’d had in months. The next morning men started hewing trees and hauling up the deeply rooted stumps to clear the land for planting.


Timber was used to build rustic cabins for shelter. They had one door and no windows, so the light and air could only get in through the doorway. They filled the crannies between the logs with clay and poked little rifle holes so they could shoot any hostile marauders. Within months, little cabins dotted the hillsides; streams of smoke drifted up from their chimneys and disappeared into the clear valley air. Livestock grazed peacefully. Indian corn and potatoes started taking root in the freshly tilled soil.


Women got busy spinning breeches and shirts designed for the practicalities of their new lives. They shaped simple moccasins and coats made out of deer and bearskins. This rapid transformation in appearance quickly set them apart from the wigs and buckles and frilly shirts of New England. Almost immediately the frontier revitalized the hunter-warrior encoding in their bloodline.


“The bosom of this dress,” said one visitor, “served as a wallet to hold a chunk of break, cakes, jerk, dow for wiping the barrel of the rifle.”3


In a belt around their waist, they wore the most essential accoutrements; a tomahawk and a scalping knife for hunting and self-defense. No one could go about without muskets and knives in case of an Indian raid or bear attack. Skill with a rifle and knife was essential to survival, and a good marksman had great status in his community.


“The inhabitants of this country, in common with all the backwoods people,” wrote one backwoods traveler, “are wonderfully expert in the use of it, thinking it a bad shot if they miss the very head of a squirrel.”4


Hunting and tracking—skills necessary for survival—became competitive pastimes.


Soon out-shooting, out-bragging, and showing off became integral to frontier culture and a wholly noble pastime. Unfortunately it confused neighboring settlements that thought they were under Indian attack. Maryland passed a law stating “no man to discharge three guns within the space of a quarter hour . . . except to give or answer alarm.” Virginia prohibited shooting “any guns at drinkeing (marriages and funerals onely excepted).”5


Their wild, adventurous nature was amplified the further west they moved in search of better land and greener pastures. With constant movement and the arrival of new migrants who had to push beyond existing settlements in the south and west for available land, class distinctions blurred; the old order fell away, and a new order that emphasized individualism, adventure, self-reliance, and personal achievement came into existence. Respect was earned by physical accomplishments, not literacy or education or gentility. It was the basis for a distinctly American character.


They built schools and churches as they had done in Ireland, but it was more symbolic on the frontier since rarely were there any preachers available to minister to them. Deprived of a pastor for moral censorship, or even a village to generate gossip that would keep their behavior in check, there was no one to dampen their joie de vivre or stop their remarkable descent into debauched, drunken merrymaking.


On the frontier there was always someone dying and someone getting married, and someone who could adapt their Irish family recipe for making whiskey out of potatoes into making it out of corn. Weddings were a day-long affair that started with all the men of the settlement racing for a bottle of whiskey, which when drunk, was followed by the ceremony, then a raucous serenade on pots and pans that followed the couple all the way to the bedding.


“Attended a marriage,” one bewildered reverend wrote in 1772. “It was a scene of wild and confused merriment . . . They are much addicted to drinking parties, gambling, horseracing and fighting.”6


The whole community stopped work to take part in funeral services. Processions up to a half a mile long often followed the body to the grave.


“When death entered their community . . . the people gathered at the house of mourning, and . . . observed a custom which they had brought with them from Ireland called the ‘wake’ or watching with the dead,” recounted one traveler. “The scriptures would be read . . . but ere long, according to established usage the glass, with its exhilarating beverage, must circulate freely, so that, before the dawn, the joke and the laugh, if not scenes more boisterous, would break in upon the slumbers of the dead.”7


A few settlements managed to find a minister, but invariably it didn’t help as he tended to take to the drink himself. Nevertheless a drunken Presbyterian minister was better than an Anglican one and his concept of a holy hierarchy. When one Anglican missionary tried to preach in the Carolina mountains, the settlers started a dogfight outside his church, let his horse loose, stole his keys, and got his congregation drunk.


Settlers continued to pour down the Great Wagon Road and into the Shenandoah Valley, bringing their inherent sense of industry and mischief. Living beyond the reach of any presbytery or colonial jurisdiction meant they could pursue their high-spirited mayhem with an even greater commitment.


The Crocketts and the Chickamauga


In the late 1700s Grandfather Crockett decided North Carolina was overcrowded and it was time to take his wife and three grown sons, John, James, and Joseph, further inland to the more fertile lands of the Watauga settlement in what is now Tennessee. At that time it was a no-man’s-land founded on the boundary between Virginia and North Carolina. It was the most dangerous journey the Crocketts had yet undertaken.


As settlers moved further westward, the land became so thinly populated it was beyond the scope of any colonial authority to provide sheriffs, courthouses, or any semblance of order and governance. Most states assigned the responsibility of self-defense to the individual. Virginia outlawed traveling without an armed party; it armed anyone too poor to arm themselves and fined anyone found with a shoddy gun. Even travelers passing through would be fined a shilling if they were found without “their guns fixed and a quantity of powder and shot with them.”8 In South Carolina and Georgia church wardens were required to check that each man coming to church was armed for the purpose of “better security of this Province.”


On the frontier, men had a duty, not just a right to bear arms. Everyone traveled on horseback with pistols and swords. John Elder, a Presbyterian minister and a native of County Antrim, carried his rifle up the winding stairs into the pulpit, where he kept it close at hand. The men in his congregation stacked theirs under guard inside the church door.


Vigilantism became the only form of justice available in a land so lawless that men were murdered, women raped, homes burned, people tortured, and eyes gouged out for the simple failure to repay a debt.


“Delinquents of the worst species have been shot,” one traveler reported after seeing forty men ride out to mete out some frontier justice. “After which their heads have been stuck on poles, to deter others from following their example.”9


When vigilantism took on the semblance of mob rule, settlers agreed some sort of local governance had to be established. Leaders were elected based on qualities of personal courage, a strong Protestant work ethic, and an independent spirit. The Crockett patriarch was such a man.


Grandfather Crockett helped form the Watauga Association to establish local government and a well-regulated militia. Two of the first men to volunteer were John and Joseph Crockett, but everyone was required to be armed and ready to serve. It was a simple association created by a group of uneducated Scots-Irish who created and extended the rights and privileges of self-government to all its citizens. It was lauded as the first free and independent community on the continent. Unfortunately, they soon discovered the land they thought was under Virginian jurisdiction was in fact owned by the Indian and therefore outside the scope of any colonial treaty.


“He settled there under dangerous circumstances, both to himself and his family,” grandson Davy Crockett understated later, “as the country was full of Indians, who were at that time very troublesome.”10


The Indians started sending small raiding parties to surprise settlers in their fields, scalp them, and run off. They’d sneak through the woods ambushing a lone field worker, then dumping the mutilated body somewhere conspicuous to let the community know they were being watched.


“He skulks in ravines, behind rocks and trees,” read an account. “He creeps out in the night and sets fire to houses and barns, he shoots down from behind a fence, the ploughman in his furrow; he scalps the women at the spring, and the children by the roadside, with their little hands full of berries.”11


News of atrocities poured in. One group of settlers was ambushed at a funeral where the Indians even opened the coffin and scalped the dead woman. A Virginian father and his sons were captured; the twelve-year-old was tied to a tree and burned alive in front of his father and brother.


The Scots-Irish settlers were described as fun-loving, kindly people who would give someone the shirt off their backs, but they were also known for shooting anyone who meant them harm. The Indian menace nurtured their capacity to endure and inflict appalling horrors. They fought the Chickamauga Indian–style—as they were butchered, tortured, and scalped, so they butchered, tortured, and scalped in return. Frontier terror mutated into a thirst for vengeance. In the Paxton township of Pennsylvania, it was rumored that the peaceful Conestoga tribe was collaborating with hostile Indians. A group of men killed six of them, then went on to find twenty more in a Quaker workhouse and massacred them all, including children.


Tensions were about to explode in 1776 when Grandfather Crockett and his two sons petitioned North Carolina and Virginia to annex their little settlement and negotiate a land treaty to end hostilities. The following year, North Carolina reached agreement with the Cherokee on a boundary between the settlers and Indians. Grandfather Crockett had found a way to protect his kinsmen. Unfortunately, before the treaty even went into effect, it was violated by new speculators who stumbled onto Cherokee lands.


A mixed group of renegade Indians calling themselves “Chickamauga” went on a murderous rampage through the settlements, swearing to turn the land into a “dark and bloody ground.” John Crockett was out patrolling on militia duty when they crept up on the Watauga settlement and killed everyone inside. Ten people were slaughtered before they smashed into the Crockett house, where Grandfather Crockett and his son Joseph fired on their attackers in a desperate effort to save the family.


“My grandfather and grandmother Crockett were both murdered, in their own house,” Davy Crockett wrote later. “At the same time, the Indians wounded Joseph Crockett, a brother to my father, by a ball, which broke his arm.”12


The man who tried so hard to make peace between the two peoples was dead. John Crockett had to live out his life knowing he had failed to save his family. Turning to alcohol, he drifted out of the settlement with nothing but a bag of debts and a terrible head for business. He tried land speculation and lost his farm. He moved again, bought a mill beside a stream that overflowed and swept it away. Eventually he bought a tavern near Jonesborough, on the lawless road to Knoxville, where his ability to write his name qualified him for the underpaid job as local magistrate.


One day a brash, twenty-three-year-old, on his way to Tennessee to seek his fortune, strolled into his courthouse and requested a license to practice law. No one knew they had granted a license to the man who would redefine the American nation, to the man with whom the life of John Crockett’s son would be inexorably bound.


Andrew Jackson


Andrew Jackson Sr. walked out of his cottage, across the thick green grass on a little plot of land that passed for a garden, and looked out over the lapping shores of Belfast Lough. A mile or two down the coast, the garrison in Carrickfergus Castle was still watching over the industrious Presbyterian farmers, desperately trying to make ends meet despite the trade restrictions the English imposed. Jackson Sr. was only twenty-seven but already he was a respected member of the small community—his cottage a veritable palace, with two bedrooms and a parlor for special occasions.


It was fifty years since the Reverend James McGregor and his flock gamboled along the shoreline on their way to the harbor. Since then hundreds of letters had been sent home telling of the glorious land and abundant opportunities waiting in the New World.


Jackson Sr. quietly turned back inside. His wife Elizabeth, a feisty woman of Presbyterian stock, knew by his expression that he had made up his mind.


Over the next few weeks, they sold their land lease and cottage, packed up their belongings, and bought tickets on the next brigantine sailing for Charleston. From there they joined family along the Catawba River on the border with North Carolina in a settlement called Waxhaw. The Other Irish had been settling there in 1751 after the Waxhaw tribe died off from small pox and war. Unlike the Crocketts, the Jacksons could settle into a fairly tranquil and productive existence.


Within two years Jackson Sr. had built a simple but comfortable cottage and cleared enough land to support his growing family and garner a large degree of respectability in the community. Then, one day while he was chopping wood, he just dropped dead, leaving his pregnant wife Elizabeth and his two sons virtually destitute.


Andrew Jackson Jr. was born a fatherless child in the spring of 1767 in the little family cabin in the isolated Carolina backcountry. Perhaps it was the absence of paternal discipline, or a congenital sense of rebelliousness, but Jackson felt very comfortable growing up around rough people who liked to race horses, cockfight, drink heavily, and fight for their personal honor. He was the quintessential Scots-Irish frontier boy. He swore, chewed tobacco, drank whiskey, was willful and reckless, and was generally the wildest, most uncontrollable kid in the village. He was also intensely competitive: under no circumstances would he be defeated.


“I could throw him three times out of four,” said an old schoolmate, “but he would never stay throwed.”13


The neighbors said he was destined to fight his way through life, but Elizabeth had more ambition for her youngest son. She scraped enough money together to send him to school, but he was neither studious nor teachable and received, it was said, only as much education as he couldn’t avoid. Then in 1780 at the age of thirteen, his high-spirited childhood abruptly ended, when the Revolutionary War finally reached Waxhaw, and the British wreaked devastation on the little settlement before it had a chance to mobilize its militia and make a stand.


“Men hunted each other like beasts of prey,” Jackson recalled. “The savages were outdone in cruelties to the living and indignities on the dead.”14


After the massacre the thirteen-year-old Jackson joined a local regiment as a courier. He was captured and taken prisoner by a British officer who demanded he polish his boots. When the teenager refused, the officer slashed his head with a sword. It was a deep gash that left him scarred for life. His two older brothers fought with the patriots and died; his mother contracted yellow fever tending to the sick and died. All he got back were her clothes. He was never able to find her grave.


In one year, the sandy-haired, high-spirited frontier boy was a scarred orphan with a bitter hatred of the British and anyone to whom they were allied. He never forgot the atrocities at Waxhaw or the barbarism to which he believed all men were capable. He went back to frontier life where he still appeared to be a “roaring, rollicking, game-cocking, card-playing, mischievous fellow,” but a darkness developed in Jackson. For the rest of his life any man who crossed him would endure cruel and excessive punishments. He would never suffer at the hand of another again.


During a short stint in Charleston, he squandered his little inheritance on extravagances like a fine horse and saddlery, expensive pistols, a gold watch, and fancy clothes. He also took an interest in the law, and after an apprenticeship, he was admitted to the North Carolina bar in 1787 at the age of twenty. During his first case in a little town called Salisbury, he confounded the judge, defendant, and gallery alike when he challenged the prosecuting lawyer to a duel.


His code of frontier justice was better suited to an even wilder and less regulated society. The following year he set off across the Alleghenies into the territory that would later become Tennessee, where he heard there were plenty of opportunities for ambitious men with courage enough to brave the anarchy that raged along the road to Nashville.


“There is no one here but carries arms under his clothes,” warned a traveling French nobleman. “At the slightest quarrel, knife or pistol comes to hand. These things happen continually; it is a semi-barbarous state of society.”15


Jackson saddled up his stallion, took a law book or two, ammunition, tobacco, liquor, a blanket, and three pistols and joined a little party waiting for an armed escort to take them through the Alleghenies. It didn’t matter that it was a party of crack-shots, the backcountry road was overrun with villains and hostile Indians. They’d need all the help they could get.


After some hairy moments and bumps on the road, the armed party arrived in the settlement to find it had grown into a veritable metropolis of about two hundred people and a lawyer. This bode well for Jackson, who looked the part of a frontier lawman with “a tall, lank, un-couth-looking personage . . . with long locks of hair hanging over his face.”16


He took rooms in the lodging house of the Widow Donelson where he promptly fell in love with her daughter, Rachel, a pretty, vivacious woman, known for her intelligence, wit, and ability to hold her own in any conversation. Rachel was unhappily married, and when her ex-husband told her their divorce was final, Rachel and Jackson married. Unfortunately the ex-husband lied, Rachel was a bigamist, and although the situation was rectified, Jackson embarked on a lifetime of fighting to defend her honor.


Colonial law was at odds with frontier law on the subject of dueling. A tradition had been established during British rule that any person threatened by violence had a legal duty to retreat from the scene; failure to do so made the homicide victim culpable in his own murder. However, in Tennessee the law deemed an honorable man had the right and duty to seek vengeance. This gave rise to regular gunfights and sometimes to vigilantism. It branded the American psyche with the notion that facing off, not running off, is the standard of self-defense and the measure of the man.


Jackson certainly measured up; he fought fifteen duels on Rachel’s behalf. One damp, spring morning he faced off against an expert marksman, Charles Dickenson. An argument that started over a horse led to the marksman insulting Rachel. Dickenson fired first, seriously wounding Jackson in the chest, but Jackson fired the fatal bullet.


“If he had shot me in through the brain,” he said resolutely. “I should have still killed him.”


Jackson publicly caned one man, stabbed another, and generally clocked up an impressive list of quarrels, threats, fights, and other violent outbursts.


“Yes, I had a fight with Jackson,” a senator admitted late in life; “a fellow was hardly in the fashion then who hadn’t.”17


Far from landing him in a frontier jailhouse—had such a thing even existed—Jackson’s feisty ways qualified him to practice frontier law better than anything he’d learned in a book. With his bad grammar and a lamentable education, he rode the circuit between settlements to keep order in a turbulent society. Every year he crossed miles of wilderness and rocky roads; he swam rapids, dodged Indians, and slept in the outdoors with one hand on his rifle.


Before long his record of facing down and apprehending hardened criminals made him a legend in Tennessee. In 1802, he was appointed major general of the Tennessee militia, the men he called the “hardy sons of the West.” He hoped one day to lead them into battle against a worthy foe. He had to wait ten years, but when that enemy appeared, it tore through Alabama with a ferocity that even he had never before encountered.


In 1812 Civil War broke out within the Creek nation. A faction called the Red Sticks wanted to stop the expanding settlements and return to a traditional way of life. They were inspired by Shawnee Chief Tecumseh who organized a league of Indian tribes trained by the British to fight the Americans with the battle cry “War now! War always! War on the living! War on the dead!”


In the fall of 1813 the Red Sticks brutally slaughtered over five hundred whites, half-breeds, and Creeks in a stockade owned by Samuel Mims in Alabama.


As the Red Sticks continued to rampage across the frontier, the Tennessee governor ordered Major-General Jackson to call up his militia of twenty-five hundred men. Two of the militiamen descended from families that had lived within seventy miles of the Jackson cottage in northern Ireland. The triumvirate of Scots-Irishmen shared an ancient history and a frontier upbringing that produced a distinct class of rugged warrior. One was a twenty-six-year-old sharpshooter from Tennessee called Davy Crockett; the other was a nineteen-year-old frontiersman from Virginia called Sam Houston.


Davy Crockett


Davy Crockett, “King of the Wild Frontier,” was the stuff of legend. They said as a baby he drank wild buffaloes’ milk, and as a boy he could kill a hundred bears in one season and put a rifle ball through the moon. He personified the Scots-Irish sense of humor and incomparable gift for regaling the neighbors with tall tales and exaggerated exploits. He not only made himself a legend, he brought a sense of myth and romance to a barbaric existence in the wilderness.


He was the quintessential Scots-Irish by bloodline and situation. His father, having no knack for business, kept his family in all the grandeur of a one-room, windowless, wood hut that hadn’t a decent piece of furniture but had strategically bored rifle-holes for defense. John Crockett carried the scars from the massacre at Watauga. It was into these humble origins that Davy was born in 1786 with no choice but to become a self-made man.


[image: image]


David Crockett in deer skin. Reprinted with permission of the State Preservation Board, Austin, Texas. 


When Davy was twelve years old, his father rented him out to a Virginia cattle driver to help pay off some debts. The accidental cowboy found himself herding cattle across four hundred miles of frontier. When his time was done, the child walked seven miles in a snowstorm and hitched a ride with a wagon train that was going close to his home.


It wasn’t long before he heard his father was out looking for him with a “two year old hickory” for playing truant from school; Crockett took off running. When he returned two years later, neighbors said he was “about six feet high . . . broad shouldered, stood erect, was a man of great physical strength, of fine appearance, his cheeks mantled with a rosy hue, eyes vivacious and in form he had no superior.”18


He was also a crack-shot who won the first prize of a side of beef at every shooting match in the county. He was a popular young man, full of mischief, bravado, and exhibitionism, although this didn’t help him when he fell in love with a Quaker girl.


Whyever, she rejected her wayward suitor, he believed it was because he was uneducated, so he took himself back to school. Six months later he decided he’d learned about as much as he would ever need to know and left. He had a knife, a musket, and about as much education as anyone else on the frontier. He didn’t have the other two items essential for survival in the ungovernable Tennessee territory: a tract of land and a wife.


A few years later he met an Irish girl called Polly Finley who had a “good wheel” and great talent as a weaver, but his prospective mother-in-law would have nothing to do with a half-educated rascal. The standoff between two stubborn Presbyterians began when Crockett rode up to the Finley home with an extra horse and invited Polly to elope. Word spread quickly, and everyone raced to the Finleys’ cabin to watch the drama. Mrs. Finley wouldn’t let Polly out of the house; Crockett wouldn’t go away. Eventually, Mr. Finley, mortified by the spectacle, persuaded Crockett to get off the horse and get married in the house. A minister was called and a type of Other Irish wedding ensued.
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