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  To borrow words from “God Bless America,” Georgia ranges “from the mountains . . . to the oceans, white with foam.” The remarkable women profiled in this book lived throughout that geographic range, from Martha Berry in the northwest mountains to Mary Bosom-worth on the coast.




  The remarkable Georgia women profiled in this book came from three racial groups and lived in various historical periods. Mary Bosom-worth, who lived during the colonial period, was half Indian and half white. Ellen Craft, half black and half white, experienced the period of slavery followed by Emancipation of the mid-1800s. The African-American women in this book had to struggle against racism, and the white women struggled against the codes of their day that said that well-bred Southern women should stay at home and behave modestly.




  The women here had varied amounts of education, from Mary Bosomworth, who was well educated and spoke two languages, and Leila Denmark, who received a medical degree, to Ellen Craft, who could neither read nor write until she was an adult—with a wide range in between. Little is known about “Ma” Rainey’s schooling, but since she started performing and traveling at age fourteen and since schools for blacks were inferior at that time, it is possible that her education stopped then or before.




  These women have economic diversity as well, ranging from very poor to quite wealthy.




  Several of these women were tiny physically: Mary Bosomworth, Rebecca Felton, Lillian Smith, Dr. Leila Denmark, and Margaret Mitchell. They proved that courage, creativity, and achievement have nothing to do with physical size.




  All except four of these women married. Six had no children, but most of these ladies related to and influenced children significantly, especially Juliette Gordon Low, who started the Girl Scouts, and Martha Berry, who changed the lives of mountain children at the school she founded. “Ma” Rainey adopted a son and had seven foster children, and Lillian Smith operated a girls’ summer camp for twenty-six years.




  These women made their marks in many different areas, illustrating their own unique talents and personalities. They persisted against odds; they dared; they showed boldness when the circumstances called for boldness; they broke barriers; they challenged the status quo, often in service to others rather than for personal benefit.




  They excelled in a variety of fields: education, politics, music, writing, social work, art, working with youth, architecture, and medicine. It is likely that Georgia’s story would be extremely different without the involvement of these women. Still, they are just a sampling of the many remarkable women who have influenced the state.




  Writing this book has been a rich experience for me. Since I am not a Georgia native, I had no prior knowledge of these women; I had to start at “point zero” in the research. As I lived with this project, I felt that I came to know each woman personally, and I did meet Dr. Leila Denmark in person when she was 102.




  Researching each story was like reading a mystery, wondering how things would turn out for each woman. Would she conquer her particular set of odds, and—in particular—how? Would Mary Bosomworth lay claim to her properties? Would Ellen Craft and her husband get caught in their attempt to escape from slavery? How would Rebecca Felton and her husband pull themselves out of the post–Civil War poverty in which they found themselves? How did Nellie Black do so much, even with household help? When would Juliette Low move out of her life of wealth and self-indulgence to accomplish the task for which she is so well known?




  How would Martha Berry raise enough money to keep her schools afloat? Would Lugenia Hope win her battles against racism in general and against the Atlanta school board in particular to get better schools for blacks? Would Leila Wilburn get a secure foothold both financially and professionally in Atlanta’s male-dominated world of architecture? Would Lillian Smith ever see results from her campaign to end segregation in the South? And while researching Margaret Mitchell, I wondered: Will Scarlett get Rhett back? Except for the last, my research answered all of these questions and they will be answered for you in these pages.
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  MARY MUSGROVE BOSOMWORTH
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  ca. 1700–1764




  Pocahontas of Georgia




  The big day took place April 1, 2002, when Chad Braley, vice president of Southeastern Architectural Services in Athens, Georgia, started the second largest architectural excavation in the history of the county where Savannah is located.




  In 1994, the Georgia Ports Authority was going to buy an eighty-five-acre tract on the Savannah River to deepen the port. Law required that archaeological work be done prior to digging. Braley had been hired to survey and do the work, four miles upstream from Savannah. He and his crew wondered, “Will we find the site where Mary Musgrove had a trading post?”




  Mary Musgrove and her first husband, John Musgrove, had been granted five hundred acres in 1734 near the bluff and Musgrove Creek. They cleared thirty acres within a few years and built a house and residences for indentured servants. Mary owned property there until 1750 when her third husband sold the place.




  “This was a remarkably intact ‘island’ left in the midst of development,” Braley reported. “We were astonished at what we found.” Braley’s crew dug test pits to get information on the sites. “We found hundreds of artifacts,” Braley said.




  [image: The Bosomworths Invade Savannah, from Lawton B. Evans’s First Lessons in Georgia History (1913) Georgia Historical Society, Savannah, GA]




  The crew found three cellars around an area that apparently had courtyards. “When we finished identifying the big cellar, we knew it was in Mary’s time period,” Braley said with awe. He showed me some of the artifacts they found that dated to Mary’s period. “Articles like this allow us to tell a story,” he explained.




  “Mary’s wooden houses were built directly on the ground and rotted within ten years—therefore they were gone,” he said. “We found two hundred pounds of animal bones from the cellars from cows that Mary raised, [along with the bones of] horses, alligators, deer, turtle, and black bear. The people simply threw the bones into the cellar after eating.”




  The crew also found nondescript items, such as a hundred different types of pottery, as well as unique items, such as deer antlers that had been split and scraped with a knife. “They represent what’s left of a decoy for hunting deer. I believe Indians used them. Although many people have written about them, these are the first that have been found,” he said. “Liquor was important to the Indians,” he observed, therefore it was not surprising that the crew found many fragments of liquor bottles. They also found old tavern-type pipes made by Creeks, mostly out of white clay. As to be expected, the collection included many gun parts, including brass-sided plates, parts of flintlock, and musket and gun barrels. One ton of artifacts are stored at the University of Georgia in an archaeology laboratory. “This was one of the best sites I’ve ever worked on,” Braley concluded. “It was a thrill to be affiliated with one of Georgia’s most famous women.”




  From childhood until the end of her life, Mary Musgrove Bosom-worth, as she is remembered in history, straddled two worlds: her Indian heritage and her white way of life. She lived like the English with regard to home, clothing, marriage, and political activity, but she remained strongly connected to the Native American peoples. Both cultures respected her, yet both misunderstood her.




  The circumstances that thrust Mary into the spotlight of history actually started in England in 1729. General James Oglethorpe, a soldier, statesman, and humanitarian, secured a commission from King George II to establish the Colony of Georgia in the New World. Oglethorpe hoped it would serve as a haven for Europe’s oppressed, especially debtors and religious refugees. The king signed the charter for the colony that would be named for him on June 9, 1732.




  In November 1732, the ship Anne set sail from England with Ogle-thorpe—the only member of the trustees of the colony charter to actually travel to Georgia—and about 120 men, women, and children. After crossing the Atlantic, the ship dropped anchor in South Carolina. Then, Oglethorpe and a few others paddled boats up the Savannah River, where he spotted a bluff that would provide a good location for a settlement.




  The spot was called Yamacraw Bluff, named for the Yamacraws, a split-off group of Creek Indians, who lived nearby. Tomochichi, their mico, or chief, greeted the English.




  Oglethorpe wished to ask permission for his band to settle on the bluff, yet neither man spoke the other’s language. The chief sent for Mary Musgrove—the daughter of his sister, the old matriarch—and her first husband, John Musgrove (half English and half Creek, like Mary). The chief also had a brother, Old Brim, called “Emperor of the Creeks,” so the Indians had given Mary the title of princess. Mary spoke English well (even better than her husband) and translated between the two leaders. The Yamacraws had some doubts about the arrival of the newcomers, but due to Mary’s influence, they allowed the English to settle there. In addition, over the years Mary monitored transactions between the Indians and colonists.




  Oglethorpe hired Mary, agreeing to pay her one hundred English pounds—some say two hundred, while some say he promised her nothing—per year. The general treated her with “great Esteem” and made her his emissary to the Creeks. “John was actually the first interpreter,” said Braley, “but he stayed drunk most of the time.”




  Records report Mary as tiny, standing five feet tall and weighing one hundred pounds. She was probably thirty-three years old at that time. Her black hair hung in two long braids and she stuck a feather into a band of beads she wore across her forehead. One colonist wrote that she was “an Indian woman in mean and lowe circumstances, being only Cloathed with a Red Stroud Petticoat and an Osnabrig shift.” Mary later disputed that report, saying that she and her husband were “on the verge of great riches.”




  Brayley also disputed the claim of Mary being a “dainty Indian Princess.” He called that a myth and thinks she was a larger, tougher woman. He supported his claim by reporting an incident in which Mary claimed she took a gun away from her husband’s partner and broke it.




  Mary’s story has roots in the settling of South Carolina. When the English settled Charlestown (later Charleston), South Carolina, in 1670, the Creek Indians welcomed them to get protection from other Indians and the Spanish friars who were establishing missions and converting Indians in Florida. The English, responding to this welcome, established a trading center at Coweta, a major Creek town on the Ockmulgee River.




  However, the Creeks’ loyalty to the English did not last long. In 1715 they joined forces with their relatives—the Yemassees—to attack Charlestown, starting the devastating Yemassee War. From the Creek point of view, the attack was a failure. The Creeks then sought Cherokee help to pursue another attack, but the Cherokee aligned with the Carolinians against the Creeks. After the Creeks sought protection from the French and the Spanish, they signed a peace treaty with the Carolinians that ended the war. The Creeks and the Carolinians began to trade again in 1718.




  Mary was born around 1700 in Coweta, about thirty miles upstream from present-day Macon, Georgia. Coweta-on-the-Ocmulgee was one of at least ten Indian towns located on that river and its tributaries, and Mary said that Coweta was “the chief town in the Creek Indian nation.” Her Creek name has different spellings: Cousaponakeesa, Cooszaponakeesa, Coosaponakessa, or Consaponakeeso.




  English traders dealt with the Indians, and it was to the Indians’ advantage to help bridge the cultural divide between the two groups by offering the hands of their women in marriage, according to historian Steven C. Hahn, who published a biography on Mary in 2012. Mary’s mother married an Englishman, Edward Griffin, a licensed trader.




  Hahn wrote that Griffin appears to have been a contentious man, possessing a sharp tongue and a willingness to stir controversy, traits he may have passed on to his daughter. Hahn added that Griffin—unlike many traders—was not once charged with drunkenness, violence toward the Indians, or scurrilous business practices, and that the Creek Indians never lodged any complaint about him; so the Creeks would have accepted him as an in-law. Griffin’s wife bore him a second child—a son—also named Edward Griffin.




  When Mary was between the ages of seven and ten, Griffin took her to Pomponne—now Pon Pon—in South Carolina. His actions raise the question as to why her father took her with him on these trips, since mixed children usually lived within the Indian community, and rarely moved between Indian and white cultures. Possibly Mary’s mother had died earlier.




  In the white community, the girl was baptized and educated as a Christian, learned to speak English properly (although her father would have spoken English to her), and was given the Christian name Mary. She probably wore shoes for the first time in her life and would have been subjected to a much stricter upbringing by Europeans than that practiced by the Indians, who took an indulgent view toward children’s behaviors. “The adjustment to a new physical and sensory environment included becoming accustomed to a new style of clothing,” wrote Hahn. “As a very young girl, Mary probably wore very little and would have thought nothing about seeing older women walking around with exposed breasts. In the English settlement, however, modesty demanded covering more skin than Mary was accustomed to doing, and it is tempting to imagine that hers scratched a bit when for the first time she put on an ankle-length petticoat with sleeves that extended to the wrist and fastened a cap tightly around her chin. English shoes made with hard leather soles likewise would have crimped her feet, and Mary probably at times wished for a good pair of comfortable Indian moccasins. Sexual modesty, though, only partly explains why colonial women and girls dressed in ample and sometimes confining clothing.”




  As historian Karin Calvert explained, colonial-era costume reveals underlying concerns about “power, autonomy, and independence.” The petticoat and cap, she argues, symbolized submissiveness and dependency by covering and restricting movement, which is why women and children of both sexes wore them.




  Because of the high death rate in the colony, many South Carolina homes contained remarried spouses, half-brothers and half-sisters, and the children of friends and relatives. Parents, therefore, practiced an “extensive” parenting in which parents sent their children to work in the homes of family and/or friends. Since Edward Griffin stayed away much of the time for his work, Mary probably learned housekeeping skills in the homes of others.




  The colonial women did many of the same chores as the Indian women—raising vegetable gardens, milking cows, churning, feeding animals—so Mary may have continued performing tasks with which she was already familiar.




  Hahn proposed that since males outnumbered females in colonial society, Mary gained experience—and thus comfort—in dealing with men, perhaps explaining some of her skills in business as an adult when she had to deal with men.




  Since most girls at that time could neither read nor write, Mary received a better education than most other females, largely due to the Anglican Church. She would have spent long hours with church catechism and primer in hand, side-by-side with the English children.




  “By the turn of the eighteenth century, the offspring of English traders and Indian women constituted a small but growing element within the orbit of South Carolina,” wrote Hahn. “Often referred to as ‘must-ees’ (an English corruption of the Spanish word mestizo) . . . an unusually high concentration of them lived in the frontier Anglican parish of St. Bartholomew’s, on the southwest side of the Edisto River, an area Mary called home for a quarter century until 1715.”




  In Holy Week of that year, an Indian uprising took place, called the “Indian War” or the “Yemassee War.” Mary’s father was probably killed during those days of fighting. Mary, along with others, took refuge in Charlestown. She was fifteen years old.




  In 1716 the government of South Carolina sent Colonel John Musgrove to negotiate the treaty that would end the Yemassee War. His son, John Musgrove Jr., accompanied his father and fell in love with the Indian “princess” and asked her to marry him. The bridegroom, an Indian trader and government agent, probably had a Native American mother. Colonel Musgrove may have arranged the marriage between his son and Mary, which took place in 1717. History remembers Mary as Mary Musgrove, although she later married two more times.




  The newlyweds lived among the Cherokee in Georgia for several years. They then returned to South Carolina about 1723 and lived there for more than seven years. They had two sons, Edward and James. They relocated in June 1732 to Yamacraw Bluff, the site of present-day Savannah, a year before General James Oglethorpe founded the Georgia colony. Hahn observed that the couple emphasized their Englishness, trying to downplay their Indian heritage.




  At the request of the Creek Nation and by the consent of South Carolina Governor Robert Johnson, the couple opened a trading post. Mary showed her skills in business, and the trading post grew significantly. One-sixth of Charlestown’s annual exports—twelve thousand pounds of deerskins—passed through the Musgroves’ hands. They also owned cattle and three Native American slaves, as well as African slaves at one time. (Since the Indians owned slaves, it would have seemed normal to Mary and John to own them. John’s father also owned slaves.)




  When Oglethorpe settled the new colony, Georgia had few leaders among its small number of early settlers and, in order to survive, those settlers had to establish relations with the local Indians and those in South Carolina. Oglethorpe gave Mary gifts to secure her friendship and often called on her to interpret and negotiate between his government and Indians. In one instance, Mary used her influence to convince the Yamacraw Indians to cede a portion of their land to the colonists. Oglethorpe admired and trusted her so much that he began to regularly seek her advice, which aroused disapproval from some of the other Englishmen.




  Mary held an important position in the colony not only because of her relationship with Oglethorpe but because she provided supplies to the settlers. Due to her contacts with the Indians and her credit with merchants in South Carolina, she supplied the struggling colonists with badly needed meat and provisions.




  Both Georgia and South Carolina vied to have the upper hand in trade with the local Native Americans and in the rum trade. Mary helped Georgia win in that rivalry when she negotiated trade agreements between the British in Georgia and the Chocktaw Indians. In 1734 Mary again used her influence when she interpreted at the meeting between Chocktaw chief Redshoes and Georgia’s leaders.




  Two years later, when tensions arose, Oglethorpe again asked Mary to serve as interpreter at a meeting with Chigilly, leader of the Lower Creeks, and Malchi—Brim’s son and Mary’s cousin—who would succeed Chigilly.




  Mary helped the colonists and Indians develop alliances of the period, which made a crucial contribution in the development of Georgia. Because of her unwavering support during the colony’s formative years, Georgia escaped falling victim to the rash of Indian wars which caused havoc in every other Southern colony. She served as the colony’s unofficial hostess to visiting dignitaries and Indian leaders, which solidified her position among the whites.




  Only one thing clouded Oglethorpe’s and Mary’s sunny relationship over the years: Oglethorpe tried to block the Indians’ abundant drinking of liquor, but the main source of liquor was Mary’s trading post. Oglethorpe could not afford to have dissension with his main translator.




  In 1736, Oglethorpe asked Mary to start a second trading post on the south side of the forks of the Altamaha River at Mount Venture. Mary would look out for any Spanish movements and try to warn the colonists about attempts at invasion.




  Two or three years after the Musgroves moved to Georgia, sometime between 1734 and 1739, John Musgrove died. Mary received a condolence letter from Oglethorpe.




  At the time of Musgrove’s death, Mary had a home in Savannah and owned 1,400 acres of land.




  Customarily, a wealthy widow (such as Mary) would have remarried soon, but Mary waited two years before marrying Jacob Matthews. At the time, Matthews, who came to Georgia as an indentured servant—and possibly had been Mary’s servant—commanded twenty rangers stationed near the new trading post. “His marriage to Mary completely changed him,” E. Merton Coulter wrote in his article “Mary Musgrove, Queen of the Creeks: A Chapter of Early Georgia Troubles”: “He was now a ‘lusty . . . Fellow’ . . . who became . . . ‘blown up with Pride.’ ” Quarrelsome and given to drink, he gathered about him the colony malcontents.




  Coulter continued: “A man of this disposition would not fail to make full use of the Indians and to employ all the means in his power to secure the aid of Mary . . . in his plans. He and Mary were soon complaining that the Indians were not being given their full quota of presents, and to better play on their sensibilities he frequently made them drunk. . . . During the period of her alliance with Jacob, Mary had begun to show signs of being weaned away from the best interest of the colony; the fact that she did not drift further away was, perhaps, due to the presence of Oglethorpe.”




  Mary’s influence in the colony continued during her five-year marriage to Jacob Matthews. She aided in concluding treaties and in securing Creek warriors to fight with the British against Spain in the War of Jenkins’ Ear, 1739–44. Mary influenced the Indians to side with Oglethorpe, and she even sent her own traders into battle. Creek warriors went with Oglethorpe when he attacked the fort at St. Augustine, unsuccessfully, in 1740. Mary’s brother, Edward Griffin, who had acted as Georgia’s emissary to the Creeks, died in the battle, along with other family members.




  Controversy developed between Mary and the colonists. Mary had become owner of approximately two hundred acres circa 1738 when the Creeks gave her title to a tract of land near Savannah. Also around 1738 a group of Creeks gave Mary title to three offshore Georgia islands, Sapelo, Osaabaw, and St. Catherines, plus a tract of land that Oglethorpe had ceded to the Creeks in earlier treaties. The controversy stemmed from the fact that the English viewed the land as belonging to the Crown; from their viewpoint, Indians could cede land to the Crown but not to another individual.




  Jacob Matthews became ill in 1742 and, although Mary took him to Savannah for medical care, he died in May. Yamasee Indians demolished Mary’s unprotected trading post at Mount Venture, taking away her cattle and raiding the Yamacraw post.




  Unfazed, Mary continued to barter with traders at Yamacraw. She also sold colonists meat, bread, and other foods that were sorely needed in those early years before the colonists began to produce these items themselves. Many of the colonists never paid their bills, so she virtually gave away a lot of produce, losing about 800 English pounds due to bad debts.




  In 1743 Oglethorpe left Savannah, giving Mary a going-away present of one of his own diamond rings, taken from his finger, and valued at two hundred pounds. To demonstrate his esteem and appreciation for her services, he promised her one hundred pounds a year to continue as interpreter and promised two thousand more pounds to sweeten the pot.




  Mary never received that amount. Because Oglethorpe lived frugally, perhaps he thought that Mary had already been compensated adequately.




  Mary had received only about $1,000 up until 1743. Upon Oglethorpe’s departure, he recommended that William Stephens be made president of the colony. Fisher wrote “. . . at this time . . . her [Mary’s] position in the colony became precarious. . . .”




  Again, Mary did not remain widowed for long. Coulter wrote, “When it came to marrying, Mary was either designing or gullible; it seemed she could have not rest unless she was married to somebody.” She married Englishman Thomas Bosomworth on July 8, 1744. People who knew them were astonished since the groom was nineteen years younger than the bride. Some speculated that it was Mary’s property that appealed to Bosomworth. Williams Stephens wrote, “The white people always respected her, until she married Bosomworth. . . .”




  Thomas Bosomworth had volunteered to fight alongside Oglethorpe at St. Augustine before traveling to England to take holy orders in the Church of England, after which he was appointed the Church’s minister to Georgia, serving at one time as chaplain to Oglethorpe’s regiment. He later abandoned his religious calling and became an adventurer, described as a man of “sprightly Temper” with a “Little Share of classical Learning.” He worked as a clerk for Stephens, who later appointed him as secretary of Indian affairs. The Bosomworths opened a new trading post on a spot called “the Forks,” where the Ocmulgee and Oconee Rivers met.




  Although her benefactor, Oglethorpe, was gone, Mary continued to help the colony. During the War of the Austrian Succession, she worked successfully to convince the Creeks not to respond to the French appeal for help. During the Creek-Cherokee war in 1747–48, she persuaded the Creeks to remain loyal to the English after the Spanish courted them.




  Although Coulter wrote that it was during Mary’s marriage to Jacob Matthews that her attitude toward the colony changed, it wasn’t until after Oglethorpe left that relations between Mary and the colonists turned hostile. First, the colonists no longer treated Mary with her former respect, which insulted her. Mary also felt angry about the lack of payment for the goods and services she had provided colonists. She had continued to interpret for colonial leaders, according to her agreement with Oglethorpe, and it was when she asked for the payment that Oglethorpe had promised her that relations between Mary and the whites became severely strained.




  A major conflict occurred when Mary and Thomas Bosomworth attempted to lay claim to the property Mary had received earlier from the Creeks. Georgia leaders denied Mary’s claim to ownership of the islands, and she would spend much of the rest of her life fighting to secure British recognition of her claim. Most historians believe that Thomas Bosomworth influenced—and misled—his wife, convincing her that the colonists had wronged her. When referring to Thomas Bosomworth, historians use words and phrases such as “foment a scheme,” “take advantage both of the Creeks and of the colony government,” “ambitious,” “an unscrupulous fortune seeker,” “adventurer,” “carpet-bagger,” “a troublemaker,” and “fortune hunter.”




  In A History of Georgia, William Bacon Stevens took an especially cynical view of Bosomworth. He wrote:




  

    Hitherto the career of Mary had been one of generous self-denial, and of unmerited labors for the good of the colony. She had not indeed received the full reward of her services; but she rested in security on the faith of the government, and was, until her marriage with Bosomworth, quiet in her conduct, and moderate in her demands. But, from 1744 [the date of her marriage], her whole was changed; and the colony . . . was now, through her misdirected influence, to feel the dreadful horrors of expected massacre and extermination.


  




  Since Mary had received only about one thousand dollars up until 1743, she had a justified claim, but Stevens wrote, “Her avaricious husband . . . stepped in with an exorbitant demand for nearly twenty-five thousand dollars.”




  However it came about, Mary’s attitude toward the colony shifted from friendly to adversarial. After the couple had been married one year, Thomas Bosomworth went to England, writing the trustees of the colony that he would not return. After he had been in England for two years, though, he came back to Georgia. For the next two years, he stirred up the colony with his attempts to get compensation for Mary’s services and to get the property. In addition, he gave up all ecclesiastical duties and defied the colony trustees’ ban against slavery by bringing six black slaves in from South Carolina for his and Mary’s use. The trustees sent the slaves back, which doubtless angered Thomas Bosomworth.




  Bosomworth secured the support of Major William Horton, Oglethorpe’s commander of the regiment from the town of Frederica, Georgia, and other officers. When Colonel Alexander Heron arrived in 1747 to replace Horton, he also supported the Bosomworths. Thomas gathered a group of Indians, led by Malatchee, Mary’s brother, to confer with Horton. Malatchee summarized Mary’s services and asked that Thomas’s brother, Abraham, be sent to England to plead Mary’s cause to the king. Thomas Bosomworth proposed that the Indians crown Malatchee king, and it was done. The Indians deeded to Mary all their hunting lands “from the fourth day of the wintry moon and so long as the waters run down to the ocean forever.” By 1750 Mary had secured the signatures of seven Creek Nation chieftains who supported her demands for payment of past services and her demands that certain lands be deeded to herself and Thomas.




  The Creeks supported Mary in her claims and threatened to block any further colonial settlement in areas agreed upon under the Creek-Colonial treaty of 1739. The situation became so combative that Mary, presenting herself as queen of the Creeks, led about two hundred Creeks into Savannah on August 7, 1749. Thomas Bosomworth walked beside her in his canonical robes. The Indians fired guns as they walked, indicating their support of Mary, and William Stephens and the council members became understandably alarmed.




  The council entertained the Indians at a banquet where rum flowed freely, and they convinced them that Bosomworth was trying to take lands that belonged to all the Indians. Mary, also intoxicated, rushed into the meeting and threatened the colonists, who arrested her and her husband.




  Upon her release, she continued her battle.




  Abraham Bosomworth took documentation to England, hoping the king would recognize the legitimacy of Mary’s property ownership. Thomas, optimistic about a positive response, bought a herd of cattle from South Carolina merchants on credit. Mary, Thomas, and the cattle settled on St. Catherines Island.




  The Board of Trade in London, in turn, received strong documentation from the Georgia colony stating that Creek leaders disputed Mary’s claims. Feeling that their cause could be pursued more favorably in person, Mary and Thomas sold some of their property to raise cash to pay for a trip to England.




  When the couple arrived in Charlestown in 1752 to begin their trip, they were caught up in the aftermath of a Lower Creek Indian uprising. Near there, a Creek, Acorn Whistler, had killed four Cherokees and taken another prisoner. Horses had also been stolen from the Indian traders. Prior to the attack, both Indian groups had pledged friendship before the colony’s governor, James Glen, and the South Carolina Council. Thus Glen, who felt that his authority had been challenged, requested that the Council appoint Mary as agent to resolve the dispute.




  The Council resisted the governor’s request. They agreed to Mary acting as interpreter but appointed Thomas Bosomworth as agent. Thomas would be paid seven hundred pounds for the negotiations. The Bosomworths spent five months among the Creeks and successfully negotiated terms agreeable to both sides.




  Mary remained with the Creeks until the spring of 1753, and Thomas returned to Charlestown in January to take care of their fragile financial situation. Creditors in the city were hounding them, and they had exhausted their trip funds to pay for the Creek treaty mission. It was only through Governor Glen’s intervention with writs of protection that the couple stayed out of jail.




  The matter became more tense when the Commons House of Assembly defied Glen and dismissed the couple’s requests for payment. Thomas appealed to the General Assembly and Glen for nearly a year. Relief came in May 1754 when the Commons House authorized 2,266 pounds for Thomas. The issue was not resolved, however, because the public treasurer refused to release the total amount. Thomas responded by filing a lawsuit, but he left the state before the matter came to trial.




  The dispute took a new turn in June 1753 when the trustees of Georgia gave ownership of the colony over to the King of England. In 1754 the Bosomworths made their trip to England. To their disappointment the Board of Trade rendered a decision in 1759 that disallowed their claims. When they returned to Georgia, Mary accepted a compromise in 1760 from Henry Ellis, who had recently been appointed governor of the state. William Bacon Stevens wrote, “Thus after long years of litigation, after the most threatening disturbances, after scenes of turmoil and chicanery that embroiled the colony almost in civil war, and put in serious jeopardy its best interests, was this troublous claim adjusted to the satisfaction of all parties, and up on terms honourable and beneficial to each.”




  The colony council and governor resolved the issue by giving Mary title to St. Catherines Island and cash from the sale of Ossabaw and Sapelo Islands. The acquisition of St. Catherines plus her earlier properties made her the owner of the largest amount of land in Georgia. The Bosomworths relinquished all claims against the government in June 1760. They had enough money to build a grand home on St. Catherines, where they lived until Mary’s death in 1764.




  According to Hahn, Mary’s final years are as mysterious as her first, and maybe more so “as we have no direct written evidence of her existence after December 1760. . . . One possibly apocryphal story holds that Thomas wed their chambermaid after Mary’s death.” A large number of cattle roamed the island, and trespassers would hop onto the island to steal them. By 1925, the number of semi-wild cattle had become such a nuisance for Georgia state authorities that they employed a considerable force of men and dogs to track down and exterminate them.




  Hahn says that determining the date of Mary’s death is mostly a matter of guesswork. “Interestingly,” he said, “no written references to Mary’s death survive.” None of the region’s newspapers carried an obituary. “A few friends outlived Mary, but none bothered to comment on her death. It seemed that once Mary was gone, those who knew her quickly forgot about her.” Mary Musgrove Matthews Bosomworth is buried on St. Catherines Island in an unknown location.




  In 1765 Thomas married a woman, supposedly the “chambermaid,” and the couple moved away from St. Catherines. The couple had one son and owned at least two slaves.




  In Unsung Heroines of the Carolina Frontier, Alexia Jones Helsley wrote: “Mary . . . was a remarkable woman. At a time when the ‘troika . . . wife, mother, and household mistress,’ defined the lives of most women, she exercised extraordinary influence not only in Creek–Georgia relations but also as an emissary of South Carolina. Few women in her time approached her level of importance.”




  How was Mary able to achieve so much as a female in a male-dominated society and as a woman of color? “In native societies,” Braley explained, “bilingual people had a ‘leg up’ on others. In addition, trade flourished in Savannah between the Creeks and the English; therefore traders were powerful people who served as ‘go-betweeners’ between Creeks who wanted European products—especially cloth and wool—and the supplies of those items.”
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