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PREFACE

As a native and resident of Tennessee, I’m quite proud to hail from the Volunteer State. Researching this book, I’ve uncovered dozens of fascinating events that have shaped and molded the course of my home state’s history. This book spotlights thirty-two events from Tennessee’s rich and colorful past.


The stories in this book do not offer a complete history of the state. Instead they uncover some lesser known historical events and offer behind-the-scenes information on several famous happenings. On the following pages you’ll find stories about well-known personalities from Tennessee, ranging from the hot-headed Andrew Jackson to the one-and-only Elvis Presley. You’ll find heartbreaking stories about the tragic loss of life during events such as yellow fever epidemics and Civil War battles. And you’ll find inspirational stories on topics ranging from baseball to television movies.


Each story offers a complete glimpse into one event from Tennessee’s history. You can choose to read the chapters out of sequence, or read the book straight through. But no matter how you choose to read this book, I hope you’ll gain a new appreciation for the rich and colorful history of the wonderful state of Tennessee!


—Susan Sawyer
Chattanooga, Tennessee








THE TRANSYLVANIA PURCHASE

1775

It was a land deal that has never been matched, marking the largest real estate transaction in American history. On March 14, 1775, the Cherokee exchanged over two million acres of land for a few thousand pounds of goods and sterling. The transaction took place at Sycamore Shoals, in the area now known as Elizabethton, Tennessee.

The man primarily responsible for the incredible business deal was Richard Henderson, an ambitious land speculator and associate justice of the North Carolina supreme court. Eager to reap vast financial rewards from buying and developing western lands, Henderson hired an agent to explore the uncharted lands west of the Appalachian mountain range. Henderson’s agent, Daniel Boone, led the way to the Kentucky River, blazing new trails into the untamed wilderness. Henderson soon followed Boone over the newly created Wilderness Road with additional settlers.

Henderson hoped to transform the region, known as Transylvania, into a proprietary colony similar to Pennsylvania and Maryland. His judicial position, however, prevented him from taking an active role in land speculation until the expiration of his term in 1774. He then formed the Louisa Land Company, quickly reorganizing the business under the name of the Transylvania Company in 1775. Within a short time, Henderson, along with his partner, Nathaniel Hart, and agent Boone, traveled to the Overhill region of the Cherokee Nation to negotiate the purchase of Cherokee lands. To sweeten his prospects of success, Henderson assembled six wagons of goods that he hoped to use in making a profitable deal with the tribe.

Henderson and his associates invited Cherokee leaders to meet with them for talks at Sycamore Shoals in the Watauga settlement on March 1, 1775. Formed in 1772, Watauga was the first permanent American settlement outside of the original thirteen colonies. Most people believe that the settlement also established the first majority rule system of American democratic government.

Cherokee began to gather at Sycamore Shoals as early as January, apparently curious about the pending offer by the Transylvania Company. Henderson arranged for the Watauga settlers to provide food for the Cherokee during their visit. Word of the upcoming negotiations spread through the Overhill region, and over twelve hundred Cherokees and six hundred settlers had gathered at Sycamore Shoals by March 1.

After two weeks of bargaining, the Cherokee agreed to exchange more than twenty million acres of land for approximately eight thousand pounds of goods and two thousand pounds sterling. The purchase included much of what is now Middle Tennessee and about two-thirds of Kentucky. Before leaving the bargaining table, Henderson also purchased a “path deed” for an additional two thousand pounds sterling, gaining access to his lands through the Cumberland Gap.

After three Cherokee chiefs, Attakullakulla, Ocanastota, and Savanook, signed the agreement on March 19, 1775, the deed for the Transylvania Purchase was recorded in the Hawkins County Register of Deeds Office in Rogersville. Many deeds transferring land from the Transylvania Company to new owners were later recorded in Rogersville.

Some Cherokee leaders were not pleased with the deal, particularly Chief Attakullakulla’s nephew, Dragging Canoe. After the Cherokee concluded the conference with the white settlers, Dragging Canoe pointed north and warned that the area would become “a dark and bloody ground.” Determined to drive the settlers from Cherokee lands, Dragging Canoe and several young Creek and Cherokee warriors formed the Chickamauga confederation and proceeded to lead violent attacks on white settlements. Fort Watauga near Sycamore Shoals became a refuge for settlers in need of protection from the Indians.

Legal problems plagued the transaction, as well. Although a provisional, democratic government for the Transylvania region was organized in May 1775, the Continental Congress ignored Transylvania’s plea to be recognized as the fourteenth colony. To make matters worse, the project did not meet with British approval under the Royal Proclamation of 1763, which denounced further white settlement on Cherokee lands. Moreover, the chartered limits of Transylvania encompassed Virginia and North Carolina lands. By the time Virginia and North Carolina attained statehood, both states had voided the Transylvania Company’s land titles.

In compensation for their labor and expenses in promoting western colonization, Henderson and his associates were awarded two hundred thousand acres of land from both Virginia and North Carolina. Although the leaders of the Transylvania Company eventually received only a small portion of the vast territory that they had originally acquired from the Cherokee, the Transylvania Purchase played a strategic role in the early days of the western frontier by opening the door for further expansion.








THE LOST STATE OF FRANKLIN

1784

In the decade before Tennessee obtained statehood in 1796, a group of settlers from the region nearly changed the course of the state’s history. In 1784, four counties created an independent state known as Franklin—and almost succeeded in gaining the approval of the Continental Congress to admit Franklin as the fourteenth state in the union.

During the early 1780s, settlers in the area west of the Appalachian mountain range became increasingly dissatisfied with the state and federal governments’ ability to protect them from Indian attacks. At the time, the Mississippi River served as the western boundary of North Carolina, and residents of the western portion of the state felt slighted by and isolated from the state government. No state courts existed west of the Appalachians, and new inhabitants desperately needed one to record land deeds in the region. By 1784, a group of settlers had decided to form a new, independent state that would meet their pressing needs. They turned to a prominent veteran of the Revolutionary War, John Sevier, for leadership in forming the new state.

On August 23, 1784, Sevier gathered with a group of settlers in a log courthouse in Jonesboro to plan an independent state. The group decided to name the new state in honor of statesman Benjamin Franklin. Sevier agreed to serve as governor of Franklin, which consisted of the four counties of Washington, Sullivan, Greene, and Hawkins. Hawkins County was later subdivided to include the counties of Wayne, Caswell, Spencer, Sevier, and Blount.

By 1785, the Franklinites had drawn up a state constitution and designated Jonesboro as the state capital. Taxes were levied, laws were passed, and Franklin functioned in the same manner as any other state. But North Carolina failed to recognize Franklin’s statehood. Instead of acknowledging the state of Franklin, the North Carolina General Assembly assumed the role of a forgiving parent by passing an act to pardon Franklinites for their roles in separating the lands that made up Franklin from North Carolina.

But Governor Sevier and his followers responded by appealing to a higher authority: the Continental Congress. After an unsuccessful attempt to win North Carolina’s approval, Franklin sent delegate William Cocke to New York to petition the Continental Congress for statehood. Statesman Thomas Jefferson favored the petition, predicting that Franklin would win statehood from North Carolina. Benjamin Franklin, however, offered little support for Franklin’s admission as the fourteenth state. After Cocke informed Franklin that the leaders of the independent state wished to name the state in his honor, Franklin replied that he was flattered, but offered no assistance and declined an invitation to visit the area.

As delegates to the Continental Congress considered the Franklin petition, North Carolina abstained from voting. Under the law, admission into the union required approval by two-thirds of the states, requiring nine votes from the thirteen states. After the votes were cast, the final count revealed seven ayes—two short of the required votes for passage.

Although Franklin continued to operate as an independent state, problems plagued the region. Still claiming Franklin as its own, North Carolina labeled the Franklin area as Washington County, North Carolina, and set up a government for the area. North Carolina designated Greensboro as the new state capital, replacing Jonesboro. Bitter competition between the two governments resulted in courthouse raids, with each party stealing the other’s records. Moreover, the instability of Franklin’s currency forced the independent state to pay its public servants in furs instead of money. Governor Sevier received one thousand deerskins as his annual salary, while the state’s chief justice received five hundred deerskins. Five hundred raccoon skins served as payment to the governor’s secretary, and the justice of the peace received one muskrat skin for each signed warrant.

Franklin’s population peaked about 1788, with some forty thousand residents. Although the king of Spain offered to provide protection for the state in exchange for oaths of allegiance from Franklinites, Governor Sevier declined the offer. Lured by stories of rich lands in the west, residents of Franklin began leaving the area in the late 1780s. The decline of Franklin continued as the federal government signed the Treaty of Hopewell with the Cherokee, turning over a large portion of the state to the Indians, including the capital of Greensboro.

Unable to survive on its own, the state of Franklin disappeared in 1789. No one replaced the state’s governor at the end of his four-year term. Sevier was elected to serve as Washington County’s senator for the state of North Carolina and appointed brigadier general of the Washington County militia, and the state resumed rule over the Franklin region. When the lands west of the Appalachians gained admission to the union as the state of Tennessee in 1796, Sevier was inaugurated as Tennessee’s first governor.

By the time Tennessee became the nation’s sixteenth state, the state of Franklin was all but forgotten. Today, few Tennesseans realize how close they came to becoming known as Franklinites. According to one historian, “The situation was one without parallel in American jurisprudence, since Franklin was and is the only example of a de facto American state that functioned in every aspect of [state] power.”








ANDREW JACKSON’S DUEL

1806

Long before his rise to fame as a military leader and the seventh president of the United States, Andrew Jackson was known for his aggressive, forceful personality. Never one to back down from a challenge, he honored and accepted the code of dueling as a method of settling disputes between gentlemen. To resolve months of heated disagreements with attorney Charles Dickinson, Jackson took part in a memorable duel on a fateful May morning in 1806.

Conflicts between the two Tennesseans erupted late in 1805, when Jackson received word that Dickinson had spoken unfavorably about Jackson’s wife, Rachel. When Jackson married Rachel Donelson in 1791, her divorce from her first husband had not yet been finalized. Any talk of the scandalous situation enraged Jackson, who adamantly vowed that he would never allow anyone to mar his wife’s name. True to his word, Jackson confronted Dickinson, claiming he had taken Rachel’s “sacred name” into his “polluted mouth.” Although the Nashville attorney insisted he must have been drunk at the time, he apologized for making such remarks. Jackson accepted the apology and went on his way.

But a dispute over a horse race soon deepened the hostilities between the two men. Socially prominent in Nashville, Dickinson was the leader of a group of carefree young men who enjoyed horse racing. One member of the group, Joseph Ervin, entered his horse in a race against Jackson’s prized stallion. Before the start of the race, however, Ervin was forced to pull the horse from the race and pay a forfeiture fee to Jackson. Although Jackson accepted Ervin’s notes, Dickinson and Jackson later disagreed over the payment.

The dispute led to additional quarrels between Jackson’s and Dickinson’s friends, including Thomas Swann. When Jackson referred to Swann as a “damned liar,” Swann promptly demanded a duel. Jackson refused, insisting that Swann was not a gentleman worthy of a duel, but a boy who deserved a caning. Later, during an encounter with Swann in a local tavern, Jackson struck the young man with his cane. In retaliation, Swann publicly denounced Jackson by writing scathing letters about the situation to Nashville’s only newspaper, the Impartial Review and Cumberland Repository.

Dickinson quickly leaped to the defense of his friends. Penning a letter to the Review, he wrote, “I declare [Andrew Jackson] to be a worthless scoundrel, ‘a poltroon and coward’—a man who, by frivolous and evasive pretexts, avoided giving the satisfaction which was due to a gentleman whom he had injured.”

Realizing that Dickinson was the leader of the group, Jackson challenged him to a duel. Embracing the formal tone associated with dueling, he wrote: “Your conduct and expressions relative to me of late have been of such a nature and so insulting that it requires and shall have my notice. … I hope, Sir, your courage will be ample security to me that I may obtain speedily that satisfaction due me for insults offered.”

Dickinson promptly accepted the challenge. Close friends of the two men arranged the details of the upcoming duel, choosing a small field located across the state border in Kentucky as the site of the showdown. As word spread of the scheduled match, observers placed bets on the outcome, favoring Dickinson’s superior marksmanship. Widely regarded as the best marksman in the state, Dickinson constantly practiced with his pistols.

By the time the two men arrived at the dueling grounds on the morning of May 30, 1806, both Jackson and Dickinson had carefully planned their strategies. Confident of his speed and accuracy with a pistol, Dickinson wagered that he would strike a particular button on Jackson’s jacket. Aware that Dickinson would almost certainly hit him before he could fire, Jackson was determined to take his opponent’s first bullet. Then he intended to take his time, slowly and carefully aiming to kill.

Following the traditional rules of dueling, Dickinson and Jackson each took eight paces across the field and turned his side toward his opponent. As soon as Dickinson had leveled his pistol and fired, a puff of dust rose from the breast of Jackson’s coat. To Dickinson’s horror, Jackson stood perfectly still, clenching his teeth. Stunned, Dickinson stepped back from his dueling position and cried, “Great God! Flave I missed him?”

Little did Dickinson realize that he had failed to consider the politician’s thin frame and loose jacket when he had aimed at Jackson’s heart. To continue the duel, Jackson’s comrades forced Dickinson back to his position. Jackson slowly raised his pistol, carefully aimed, and pulled the trigger. Although the hammer stopped at the half-cock position, Jackson cocked his pistol and fired again. This time, the bullet pierced Dickinson just below the ribs. Dickinson reeled as the bullet seared through his abdomen and lodged into the opposite side of his ribs.
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