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  PREFACE




  This book highlights some fascinating episodes that have occurred in the long history of the Old South, that region of the United States that encompasses Virginia, North and South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Tennessee, and Kentucky. The time period is from the first explorations by Europeans in the sixteenth century to the end of the Civil War. A couple of District of Columbia events are included as well since, before the war, the nation’s capital was more Southern in its culture, traditions, and lifestyles than it was Northern.




  I hope that It Happened in the Old South will provide a few hours of pleasure to those who read it, and that it will perhaps find its way into the classrooms of the region, thereby giving younger generations a better appreciation of their vast heritage.




  FLORIDA’S FIRST WHITE CITIZEN




  Florida, 1528




  Seventeen-year-old Juan Ortiz could not believe what was happening to him. Less than an hour earlier, he had been on board ship, moored in present-day Tampa Bay, chatting with his compatriots about the great adventure that they were sharing here in the New World. Now, after he had volunteered to go ashore to investigate what appeared to be a white piece of paper stuck in a tree branch protruding from the beach, he was literally running for his life. In pursuit were a score or more of yelling, tattooed Indian braves who were making no mistake about their intentions. As Juan looked seaward, he was horrified to see his ship and its crew heading out of the bay rather than toward the beach to give him aid. In less than ten minutes, the galleon had disappeared around a point in the bay and Juan was being manhandled by the Indians.




  Ortiz was carried inland by his captors and later that day reached an Indian village, where he was placed in a hut and left alone to ponder his fate. Thoughts of the day raced through his brain, and he quickly reviewed the events that had brought him to this subtropical wilderness.




  Although Christopher Columbus had first stepped upon New World territory nearly forty years earlier, excitement still ran rampant in Spain, where a constant stream of conversation flowed about the riches and glory to be found in the Americas. Young Ortiz was not exempt from all the chatter, and in early 1527 he volunteered his services to an explorer named Panfilo de Narvaez, a veteran of Columbus’s second voyage to the New World. With five ships, the expedition left Spain in June of that year and arrived on the west coast of Florida on April 9, 1528, following a couple of stops in the West Indies.




  Upon his arrival near Tampa Bay, Narvaez divided his command into two groups—one, led by himself, exploring the mainland on foot; the other, consisting of the ships, coasting and observing along the western shore. Young Ortiz had stayed with the ships, and the piece of paper visible on the beach was thought by the crew’s captains to be a message from their commander, hence the necessity to retrieve it. As it turned out, the supposed message was a hoax planted by the Indians to lure the Spaniards ashore.




  By the time Ortiz had finished reviewing the events that led to his predicament, morning had dawned. Following a skimpy breakfast, he was led to the center of the village, where he was prepared by the natives to burn at the stake. As the flames rose around him, a young Indian maiden appeared out of the crowd and begged the warriors to release the Spaniard, then leaped forward and cut the bindings from his hands and feet. Ortiz fainted from pain and woke up in the maiden’s hut. She was Acuera, daughter of a powerful chief of the Timucuan tribe and ruler of Ortiz’s tormentors.




  The Timucuan consisted of a consortium of many smaller tribes that at the time numbered as many as thirteen thousand members, spread across central and northern Florida from the Atlantic Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico. They were a powerful people who, as events turned out, would be abused by the Spanish explorers, including Narvaez himself. In 1910, Frederick Webb Hodge, a leading American ethnologist whose authority is still respected today, described the tribe as “tall and well made.”




  

    They went almost entirely naked except for the breech-cloth, but covered their bodies with an elaborate tattooing. They were agricultural, though apparently not to the same extent as the Muskhogean tribes, depending more on game, fish, oysters, wild fruits, and bread from the nourishing coonti root. Their larger towns were compactly built and stockaded, their houses being circular structures of poles thatched with palmetto leaves, with a large “townhouse” for tribal gatherings in the center of the public square.


  




  Hodge also reported that the tribe practiced scalping, mutilation of the dead, and religious cannibalism.




  For three years Ortiz endured the hatred of everyone except Acuera; however, even her pleadings failed to gain him the acceptance of her tribesmen. Eventually, with the assistance of Acuera, Ortiz escaped the village and traveled overland to a neighboring town, where a kindly chief and his wife adopted the weary Spaniard into the tribe. For the next eight years, among the friendly and supportive natives, Ortiz became more Indian than Spaniard, until one day in June 1539.




  Hernando de Soto had just landed in Tampa Bay, commanding the largest Spanish expedition to the New World to date—around seven hundred men, including a carpenter, a shoemaker, several tailors, a farrier, a sword maker, a few notaries, two engineers, and twelve priests, as well as two hundred horses, several hundred pigs, and a pack of ill-tempered dogs, all aboard nine ships. Upon landfall, de Soto dispatched a few horsemen inland to reconnoiter the region. They chanced upon Ortiz and some of his Indian compatriots and, after Ortiz identified himself as a Christian brother, the conquistadors took him back for an interview with their commander.




  Although Ortiz no doubt had dreams of returning to his family and friends in Spain after all those years, it was not to be. De Soto recruited the Spaniard turned Indian, now turned Spaniard again, to be his official interpreter for the long expedition, which wound up occupying the next four years—the last nineteen months without Ortiz and the last sixteen months without de Soto, both of whom died in the Mississippi River valley. The journey eventually traversed parts of present-day Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, North Carolina, Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, Louisiana, and possibly Texas, covering several thousand miles during the effort.




  After he died, Ortiz was sorely missed by the men of the de Soto expedition. One of the party’s chroniclers wrote, “Throughout the entire exploration [Ortiz] had served no less with his forces and strength than with his tongue, for he was an excellent soldier and of much help on all occasions.” Another declared that his death was “a loss to the Governor [De Soto] greatly regretted; for without an interpreter, not knowing whither he was traveling, Soto feared to enter the country, lest he might get lost.”




  The names of the great Spanish conquistadors have spanned the centuries—Hernando de Soto, Francisco Pizarro, Francisco Vasquez de Coronado, Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo, Ponce de Leon, and Cabezo de Vaca—most of them being easily recognized by students of American history. Yet, sadly, Florida’s first white citizen, Juan Ortiz—the man who, through his language skills and intimate knowledge of the Indians, was largely responsible for any successes that could be claimed for the de Soto expedition—is largely forgotten.




  LOOKING FOR THE LOST COLONY




  North Carolina, 1590




  As soon as Christopher Columbus stumbled upon the New World in 1492, the Crowns of England, Spain, Portugal, Holland, and France jumped into the arena and sent ships far across the Atlantic to exploit the newfound lands and garner what treasures they could. Consequently, during the 1500s, much of the New World was frequented by ships flying many different flags.




  Spain, undoubtedly the world’s strongest seafaring nation at the time, explored, and in many cases established strongholds in, the West Indies, Mexico, and the present-day Southeastern United States. In fact, in 1561 Pedro Menendez de Aviles accidentally came upon the Chesapeake Bay, spent a few days in what is now Virginia, and took Opechancanough, an older brother of the more famous Powhatan, back to Spain with him. Nine years later, when the Indian was returned to his own people, the Spanish churchmen who accompanied him established a short-lived Jesuit mission on the south bank of the York River.




  By 1565, in the name of Spain’s monarch, Philip II, de Aviles had established Saint Augustine in Florida, the oldest surviving European-settled town in the United States. In the meantime Frenchmen were making inroads into today’s Canada, while their English counterparts concentrated on the mythical land that soon became known as Virginia.




  Queen Elizabeth I sat on England’s throne at the time, and in 1584 she issued to one of her court favorites, Walter Raleigh, a royal grant that gave him possession of a large tract of land in America. Raleigh wasted no time sending out a party under the command of Philip Amadas and Arthur Barlowe to explore his new possessions. Landing in the vicinity of the Outer Banks of North Carolina, the Englishmen reported favorably to Raleigh upon their return home. Hoping to impress his virgin queen, Raleigh named the recently visited territory Virginia.




  During the summer of 1585, Raleigh dispatched a colonizing party of some 107 prospective settlers to Virginia, under the guidance of Governor Ralph Lane. The ships disembarked on Roanoke Island, and over the next few months, the entire region along present-day North Carolina’s Atlantic coast was explored. The winter proved difficult, however, and during the following summer, when Francis Drake’s small fleet called on the colonists, the disheartened survivors jumped at the opportunity to leave the miserable place for England.




  The following year (1587) Raleigh tried again to colonize his holdings. The new governor, John White, and about one hundred settlers returned to the area. On August 18 the governor’s daughter gave birth to a girl who was christened Virginia “because she was the first Christian born in Virginia,” wrote the proud grandfather.




  After White assured himself that all was well, he set off for England to resupply. By the time he returned to Roanoke Island, three years had passed, the departure from his homeland having been delayed due to England’s and Spain’s flirtation with war and the invasion threat by the Spanish Armada. Yet he was confident on August 15, 1590, that all was well with the colonists he had left behind, later recalling that “we saw a great column of smoke rising from Roanoke Island, near the spot where I had left our colony in the year 1587." Continuing, he wrote that “the smoke gave us good hope that some of the colony were still there, awaiting my return from England.”




  On August 17, despite a horrific gale in which seven companions were lost in the sea, the party finally reached the shores of Roanoke Island. White picks up the gripping story:




  

    Before we could reach the place where the planters had been left, it was so dark that we missed it by a quarter of a mile. At the north end of the island we espied the light of a great fire through the woods. We rowed towards it, and when we were opposite the place we let fall our grappling anchor near the shore, sounded a trumpet call, and then played the tunes of many familiar English songs. We hailed the shore with friendly greetings, but got no answer. At daybreak we landed, and when we approached the fire we found the grass and some rotten trees burning. From there we went through the woods . . . [and] proceeded to walk along the shore, rounding the north point of the island until we came to the place where I had left our colony. . . . During the walk we saw in the sand the prints of the feet of two or three savages which must have been made during the night. As we went inshore up the sandy bank we saw a tree on the brow of the cliff curiously carved with the clear Roman letters C R O.


  




  White’s hopes were raised somewhat since he and the colonists he had left behind had agreed upon a system whereby the returning governor would know if they had changed locations. According to the governor, they were to “write or carve on trees or doorposts the name of the place where they had settled, for at the time when I departed for England in 1587 the men were ready to move from Roanoke fifty miles up into the mainland.” After combing the area for such signs, the men found none and moved on to the site of the previous settlement, but soon discovered that all of the dwellings had fallen into disrepair and that a stockade had been built around the building site. On one of the stockade posts were the carved letters CROATOAN. Further investigation unearthed no signs of life other than some cannon shot, iron bars, and a few fowling guns. Nearby, the men discovered a number of chests, three of which belonged to Governor White, that had been buried but later opened, supposedly by natives, and the contents spoiled.




  Attempts during the following days to navigate to Croatoan, situated near present-day Cape Hatteras, proved impossible. On one of the ships, three of the anchors and anchor cables were lost, leaving only one set operational; the freshwater cask disappeared; and the food supply was nearly exhausted. The other ship was deemed practically unseaworthy. Plans were then laid for the flagship carrying White to sail to the West Indies for refitting, then return as soon as possible to continue the search for the lost colony. The other ship was ordered to somehow sail back to England.




  Alas, it was not to be. Continued bad weather forced White to return to England, apparently now convinced that his countrymen, including his daughter and granddaughter, were truly lost forever.




  White was next heard from in February 1593, when he wrote a letter from his home in Ireland to his friend Richard Hakluyt. With the letter was a detailed report of his failed mission to rescue the remnants of the lost colony. After this, White fell from the pages of history, not to be heard from again.




  THE FOUNDING OF JAMESTOWN




  Virginia, 1607




  In 1606 King James I presented a charter to a group of English entrepreneurs to organize the Virginia Company of London, with authority to exploit, colonize, and administer the vast region known as Virginia. In December of that year, three galleons—the Susan Constant, Discovery, and Godspeed—slipped their moorings near London and drifted down the Thames River, soon to be surrounded by the mighty Atlantic Ocean. During late April 1607, after an eighteen-week-long voyage, the small fleet, commanded by Captain Christopher Newport, sighted Cape Henry at the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay.




  Captain John Smith, who was one of seven counselors named to govern the colony, described the site of the first landfall in his book A Map of Virginia, published in 1612. “There is but one entrance by sea into this country,” he wrote, “and that is at the mouth of a very goodly Bay the width whereof is near 18 or 20 miles.” Continuing, he reported:




  

    The cape on the Southside is called Cape Henry in honor of our most noble Prince. The show of the land there is a white hilly sand like unto the Downes, and along the shores great plenty of pines and firs. . . . Within is a country that may have the prerogative over the most pleasant places of Europe, Asia, Africa, or America, for large and pleasant navigable rivers, heaven & earth never agreed better to frame a place for man’s habitation being of our constitutions, were it fully manured and inhabited by industrious people. Here are mountains, hills, plains, valleys, rivers, and brooks, all running most pleasantly into a fair bay . . . with fruitful and delightful land.


  




  For two weeks following the first sighting of Cape Henry, Newport and his adventurers explored the numerous streams, inlets, and marshes along the Atlantic coast. Proceeding up one of the waterways—a broad river that dumped its waters into the Chesapeake Bay and later was named the James in honor of the king—the three ships, crew, and passengers eventually moored near a spit of favorable-looking land situated near the north bank. The date was May 13, 1607, and the site selected for settlement was present-day Jamestown Island.




  The roster of 105 new arrivals included four carpenters, two bricklayers, one blacksmith, one mason, one tailor, one preacher, one drummer, one barber, one “sailer,” and two surgeons. Twelve others were listed as laborers, and the rest were classified as either members of the council, gentlemen, or boys. The amount of work that awaited so few skilled craftsmen was overwhelming, but according to John Smith, everyone pitched in. “The Council contrived [designed] the fort,” he wrote, and “the rest cut down trees to make place to pitch their tents; some provide clapboard . . . some make gardens, some nets, etc.” Smith also revealed that “overwhelming jealousies” among the new colony’s leadership prohibited the formation of an army for defense or the construction of a fort, other than a poorly conceived one hastily built from “boughs of trees cast together in the form of a half moon.”




  Settling the new colony would not be easy for the Jamestown adventurers. Not only was the site ill-suited for European habitation due to intense humidity, hoards of biting insects, and poorly drained terrain, but also food supplies were either quickly depleted or ruined due to spoilage from the fierce heat. Four months into the audacious colonization scheme, fifty of the newcomers had died from starvation and/or disease. “Within ten days [of the original landfall on Jamestown Island], scarce ten amongst us could either go, or well stand, such extreme weakness and sickness oppressed us,” wrote a dejected Smith several years later. But this was only the beginning.




  Scores of pairs of curious eyes peered at the Englishmen as they went about their chores. The region was controlled by the Algonquian-speaking Powhatan, whose population of around nine thousand was organized into thirty distinct subtribes and scattered throughout more than a hundred towns and villages in present-day tidewater Virginia. The supreme authority of this loosely controlled confederation was a chief named Wahunsonacock, or, as the new arrivals would call him, Powhatan.




  John Smith left a detailed account of the tribe, which included an essay on the lifestyles and living arrangements of its people, as well as a vivid firsthand description of the great chief Powhatan and his entourage:




  

    He is . . . a tall well proportioned man, with a sour look, his head somewhat gray, his beard so thin that it seems none at all, his age near 60; of a very able and hardy body to endure any labour. About his person ordinarily attends a guard of 40 or 50 of the tallest men his country affords. Every night upon the 4 quarters of his house are 4 sentinels each standing a flight shoot from the other, and at every half hour one from the corps du guard doth hollow, unto whom every sentinel doth answer round from his stand; if any fail, they presently send forth an officer that beats him extremely.


  




    Smith estimated that about five thousand natives lived within sixty miles of Jamestown, but guessed that only about fifteen hundred qualified as warriors “fit for their wars.” This was, no doubt, sobering news, and the colonists must have been relieved when initial visitations by the natives turned out to be friendly. The relationship between the two peoples would not always remain peaceful, however, as the weeks, months, and years ahead sadly proved for both parties.




    Although the first few years of the colony’s existence tried the patience and wits of everyone there, it did survive, although sometimes, it seemed, by divine intervention. During the winter of 1609–10, the town was practically devastated by a combination of natural forces, including extremely frigid weather, an onslaught of uncontrollable communicable disease, and starvation. This horrible period has become known as the “starving time” and, before the spring days of 1610 brought respite, an estimated 90 percent of the town’s inhabitants had died from one cause or another. Makeshift funerals for the recently deceased were daily occurrences. A contributor to Captain John Smith’s book The Generall Historie of Virginia, New-England, and the Summer Isles, published in London in 1624, described the unbelievable conditions:




    

      Though there be fish in the sea, fowl in the air, and beasts in the woods, their bounds are so large, they so wild, and we so weak and ignorant, we cannot much trouble them. . . . As for our hogs, hens, goats, sheep, horse, or what lived, our commanders, officers and savages daily consumed them, some small proportions sometimes we tasted, till all was devoured; then swords, arms, pieces, or any thing, we traded with the savages . . . that what by their cruelty, our governor’s indiscretion, and the loss of our ships, of five hundred within six months . . . there remained not past sixty men, women and children, most miserable and poor creatures; and those were preserved for the most part, by roots, herbs, acorns, walnuts, berries, now and then a little fish . . . yea, even the very skins of our horses.
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