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  In remembrance of my old compañero of camp and trail, Warren
“Hawk” Boughton (1915–2002), who taught me as much about the human spirit from his nursing home bed as he did back in the good days when we ran the woods together.




  To friends Win Blevins and Richard Taylor, whose lyrical storytelling continues to inspire.




  And to the memory of the late Barbara Olson and all of our brave comrades slain on American soil on September 11, 2001:




  Requiescat in pace!




  Also by Ted Franklin Belue




  The Long Hunt: Death of the Buffalo East of the Mississippi




  Edited




  A Sketch in the Life and Character of Daniel Boone


  The Life of Daniel Boone




  Many heroic exploits and chivalrous adventures are related to me which exist only in the regions of fancy. With me the world has taken great liberties, and yet I have been but a common man. It is true that I have suffered many hardships and miraculously escaped many perils, but others of my companions have experienced the same.




  —Daniel Boone, Missouri years
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  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  Memory is a furtive thing, a mind’s gossamer thread fixed by time and experience. Why and how memory’s processes function—certain items the psyche imprints upon the brain; others the subconscious discards—remains a mystery; language thus far lacks a vocabulary rich enough to discuss memory in a meaningful way.




  Lyman C. Draper and John D. Shane intuitively understood this. Such men, driven by a muse neither bothered to explain, conducted hundreds of interviews with frontier folks and wrote letters by the ream, prodding and probing—all to mine troves they hoped would be deep. Zealous to a fault, often lacking historical perspective, Draper and Shane did not stir memories idly, waiting to skim surfacing details, but plumbed the depths of their interviewees’ remembrances. If they failed to unearth the gems they sought, they might, they knew, unearth gems remarkably similar as Americans bore witness to the deeds of pioneers from generations before.




  With the frontier’s eclipse, and in the nostalgic fullness of time, as kith and kin gathered around hearths and dinner tables to hear the old stories and family histories, yarns and lore evolved from “hearsay” and “myth” into “truth” and “fact.” When visited by Draper or Shane, a rare and welcome occurrence for most rural households, these men and women retold their tales for posterity.




  Draper’s work as one of our nation’s first oral historians resulted in his massive compendium—the Draper Manuscripts consist of 491 volumes, some longer than 300 pages—which a researcher, girded with a malleable hermeneutics, must plow with perseverance to glean the vibrant life songs contained within. It is a worthy endeavor, for the stories are surely there.




  Daniel Boone’s are. Boone remains the most famous hunter of Kentucky. In 1769 John Findlay led Boone, brother-in-law John Stewart, and three camp tenders through Cumberland Gap to a trace “much trammeled by the savage” that cut to the heart of the Bluegrass. Boone stayed until 1771, hunting, trapping, and exploring, exulting in the bountiful land—Kanta-Ke!




  There were others—men like George Michael Bedinger, James Nourse, and Capt. Thomas Bullitt—who aided in Kentucky’s settling but who, compared to the legendary Boone, have received scant attention. Some of these pioneers, like Spencer Records and Daniel Trabue, wrote their tales in memoirs and letters. Others, like Kentucky’s first freed slave, Monk Estill, were written about.




  Seeking to restore a balance lacking in popular history, mainly, that Daniel Boone—and Boone, the humblest of men, said as much—was far from being the only capable woodsman roaming the Bluegrass, The Hunters of Kentucky is an attempt to present a brief portion of the saga of America’s first Far West via an anthology of stories, narratives, and themes that proceeds at a rather loosely imposed chronological pace, with appropriate (and overlapping) shifts in chronology, in digressions, and in narrative voice.




  My focus rests upon telling that story through the eyes and the lives of common, largely unheralded men. Certainly it is regrettable that the exploits of redoubtable frontier stalwarts like Simon Kenton, George Rogers Clark, and Benjamin Logan have been largely omitted herein; all three have been the subject of sizable (and, in the case of Kenton and Clark, best-selling) biographies, which are yet available for readers wanting to know more about these famous Kentuckians. Daniel Boone, though, could hardly have been relegated to a few asides, and to be blunt, I found it a challenge keeping him out of the text. For others, like John Floyd, Michael Cassidy, William Whitley, John Redd, William Clinkenbeard, and Bland Ballard—all of whom deserve to be far better known—I simply lacked space.




  To be sure, frontier Kentuckians not only killed buffalo and grained deer-skins, they carved out homesteads, axed forests into oblivion, and shot at warriors who shot back. Settlers trammeled in the wake of the Long Hunters, staked claims on plats mapped by Fincastle County surveyors, recited from the journals of Dr. Thomas Walker and Christopher Gist, all of whom had passed through this mysterious Eden.




  Balancing and plotting all this telling and unraveling was like orchestrating and conducting a giant, spontaneously erupting symphony. Pushing the book forward and inserting independent vignettes—called “interludes”—between chapters eased transitions and helped flesh out main and lesser characters and give background and present historical context, all the while creating a palette of moods. (Interludes may be read separately or with the chapters.) Footnotes I used sparingly, only as needed. Still, history rarely cuts cleanly or simply, nor do historical eras usually begin and end tidily. Nor did my woodsmen—by nature an independent, hard-headed lot—always fit where I wanted them to go.




  There was another “imbalance” I tried to aright: Kanta-Ke was Indian land—hunted in, lived in. The notion persists that prior to the coming of Daniel Boone and his comrades, Kentucky was forever a vast, uninhabited big-game preserve, a “Dark and Bloody Ground” of unrelenting internecine warring, fought over by Indians but never lived in.




  New archaeological evidence and recent scholarship are causing historians to rethink the Dark and Bloody Ground legend. Many scholars theorize that due to epidemics and the “Beaver Wars”—when the Iroquois imposed a hegemony from New York to the Mississippi—Middle Ground natives fled. When the wars ended and the epidemics subsided, Indians returned to their homelands, only to be confronted by a far more persistent invader—the westering American pioneer. My prologue presents this side of the story, setting the stage for the Anglo invasion.




  Then, another quandary. These days, writers of historical verity often must grapple with the tedium and pretense of “political correctness.” To be blunt, interloping woodsmen under fire did not line fort walls to spew epithets of kind and gentle politic to attacking “Native Americans” (a trendy phrase that debuted circa 1970 and one that many Indians, like Lakota film star, author, and American Indian Movement activist Russell Means, bristle at and reject).




  No. Kentuckians bandied their foes with an onslaught of names—“reds,” “savages,” “Yellow Boys”—and worse. (Mostly they called them “Indians.”) In a letter to Gen. George Rogers Clark, dated April 16, 1781, Col. John Floyd described Shawnees raiding the Beargrass settlements (now a Louisville suburb) as “execrable Hell hounds”; months later, the Shawanoe Hell hounds spied Floyd pounding his charger down a path and shot him.




  Indians responded in kind, calling Kentuckians “White Eyes” and “Long Knives,” berating them with curses learned from white traders who often plied them with rum. (Slaves were called Africans, blacks, or Negroes.) With few exceptions, as my characters spoke, so too spoke I.




  Dialogue appears sparingly and was taken as is from journals, old diaries, and manuscripts. To be sure, Algonquins speaking their own tongue expressed themselves with dignity and eloquence. Many natives knew a smattering of English yet spoke the strange words as haltingly as Anglos spoke disjointed Algonquin. In reproducing pidgin dialogue from a phonetically written eighteenth-century text, a writer risks being accused of having Indians talk like Tonto parodies, an accusation I find both offensive and uninformed.




  Daniel Trabue’s text, for example, teems with quirky anachronisms and phonetically written dialogue keen enough to distinguish an Irish cockney from the thick brogue of a Dutchman or from pidgin English, and I have quoted heavily from it. Cryptic colloquialisms (“jumed” for zoomed, “tuckeyho” for Virginian) abound, as do depictions of customs, hunts, fights, land deals, and insights into the day’s political, social, and religious fabric—all part of a common man’s life. To Trabue, getting details right was more pressing than bending his rough-hewn prose to stubborn rules of grammar or syntax or spelling. “Buffalo” he spells variously as “Buffelo,” “buffelo,” “Buffaloos,” “Buffelow,” “buffelow,” “Buffeloe,” “buffeloe,” “bufflo,” and “buffeloes.” (In one remarkable sentence alone he spells it three different ways.) His “Shoneys” are Shawnees.




  Again, where possible I left the text intact, except in cases of profanity, where I replaced the chroniclers’ censorious dashes with letters.




  As in word, so too in deed. In 1778, when Flanders Callaway shot an Indian woman with smallpox and Spencer Records rebuked him, I felt that this vignette should be told. Records maintained a strong hand in defending Kentucky. Despite his religious scruples, he thought little of scalping a fallen foe, but back-shooting a defenseless old woman was a far different matter.




  When Laban Records scalped a Shawnee and took his trophy home to show off and tack to his cabin garret, I wrote it as he did; likewise when Indians meted out eye-for-an-eye justice. And if folks herein tell what they are wearing or describe what they saw or felt or how they jerked meat or tanned hides or how they evaded Indians or some other nuance, to preserve their voice and spirit I did too.




  A few narratives overlap. Though such happenstances were kept to a minimum, it was unavoidable. Daniel Trabue’s memoir, for example, contains the only account of Daniel Boone’s court-martial; as I was dealing with Boone’s life in the year 1778, I logically placed Trabue’s testimony of the episode in Boone’s chapter. As many of these men knew each other, and hunted and fought together (and sometimes fought and sued each other), it is natural such interplay would occur; when it does, I tell such stories from a fresh perspective and in abbreviated form.




  In the opening pages, Kanta-Ke is an unmapped, amorphous island in the wilderness—a “trackless forest” only to pale-skinned intruders and their westering sons who warily breached heavily canopied tangles of laurel and hemlock to reach the fabled canelands and savannas. By the end, Kanta-Ke is Kentucky, America’s fifteenth state.




  Ted Franklin Belue


  September 2002


  Murray, Kentucky




  PROLOGUE
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  The Contested Land, 1200–1744




  Kanta-Ke!




  Lush without measure was the land reposing south of Speleawee-theepee, whose waters of burnished gold and henna formed the land’s northernmost border. Onward, southwesterly, churned Speleawee-theepee, its length—from its headwaters at the fork linking the Monongahela and Allegheny to its spill into the Father of Waters roiling brown and muddy—a smooth flowing wash of 981 miles. Smooth flowing, that is, save for one juncture: the Falls. Six hundred miles southwest of the Beautiful River’s beginning, the Falls were a two-and-a-half-mile chute of turbulence boiling through boulders caked with petrified dung of the ancient long-horned buffalo (Bison latifrons) where the river’s level abruptly dropped twenty-six feet. Negotiating the cataracts took care: Spring rains transformed the Falls into a whirl of maelstroms able to seize elm-bark canoes and poplar dugouts and send them spiraling onto rocks and snags. Summer’s drought tamed the Falls into sandbars and shallow, still pools revealing fossilized marine life that vanished as autumn’s downpours shoved the river as high as one hundred feet out of its banks, transforming, again, the Falls into a tempest. Winter’s icy blasts stilled the tempest into snow-dusted floes of cerulean blue that melted and refroze with shifts of wind and temperature. More rain, warming, thawing, and the Falls’ cycle began anew after snowmelt.1




  But the Falls were the only exception to the Beautiful River’s calms; usually its currents lazed along at a steady three knots an hour from headwaters to mouth.




  Tributaries cutting from the shores spilled into the Speleawee-theepee. Creeks emanated from springs and brackish licks. And then, the rivers—the Muskingum, Beaver, Great Kanawha, Scioto, Great Miami, Licking, Kentucky, and Wabash—all fed by sprawling arterial webs of branches and water-sheds. Their labyrinthine meanderings carved a vast linkage of portages and thoroughfares that not only watered this fertile Middle Ground the French called the pays d’en haut, but gave entrance to it.




  Life teemed at the water’s edge and at Speleawee-theepee’s junction with the Scioto, 250 miles upriver from the Falls and near a rising islet of cedar and cane littered with turtle egg shards and ribboned with raccoon tracks.2 Shell-fish shoals rose from shallows as hogback ridges; jammed in side-to-side, the mussels had bred for millennia, growing into craggy, brown clumps resembling V-shaped reefs and half atolls.




  Softshells, sliders, and snappers and box turtles were bounty to skunks and minks. Crawfish darting back-end first among mud turrets rimming the shore were repast for bass whose spiny dorsals cut the surface as they cached, waiting, then drove in for the kill. Warmouths and shellcrackers gobbled nymphs and minnows and red-horse chubs; shiners scattered like goldfinches before a kestrel, whirling beneath the surface in glinting, ever-changing clouds, wary of bream, the bream alert for gar, pickerel, and muskellunge, and blue and flathead catfish bearing eyes set four fingers’ width apart.




  The Beautiful River was home to opossums and red and gray fox, raccoon, mink, and otter. And to beaver, whose bustling colonies of kits and migrating two-year-olds swelled in the spring. Muskrats altered banks by burrowing. Beavers burrowed and denned, felled trees, and dammed pools, their lodges and logjams shifting rivers while creating wetlands. As dirt, ferns, grasses, shrubs, and forbs filled in the bogs, the wetlands created luxurious vegas that all of life—great and small—intricately hinged upon.




  Deer and elk wandered shorelines, as did panthers, turkeys, wolves, and bears. By the 1500s buffalo (Bison bison bison) fording the Mississippi—at the Red and Yazoo Rivers, and at fork of the Ohio—altered savannas and woodlands. Old paths the wild cow herds created anew, widening and deepening lanes into trails that meandered past knobs, chiseled through tall timber, cut up and over ridges of clay and rock, forded streams and creeks, slashed through tangles of twelve-foot cane.3 But buffalo were a late arrival, not seen by those first people living along the Beautiful River’s banks and the Scioto, northward.




  These men and women of Ohio land wore ear-bobs and necklaces, bracelets of stone, shell, and hammered copper, and were of slight, wiry build. Heavily tattooed like the Timucuans seen by Spanish invading the tropical peninsula, the Land of Flowers, the bronze bodies of the Fort Ancient ones revealed bold mezzotints of valor gained in war, of rituals, of nature spirit manitous; the geometric and linear blackish whorls tribal tattooists jabbed into the skin with gar teeth, then rubbed in soot mixed with bear fat.4




  Flint maize tasseling into kernels of indigo, brick red, and greasy yellow assured the people’s survival, as did pumpkins, beans, and squash. Rain, coupled with the Ohio’s spring surges, and a growing season of 180 days promised years of plenty that outnumbered years of lean. Harsh winters seldom lasted long. Droughts were rarer still. Women tended gardens with care, seeding plots in grids and low-rising corn hills that little resembled the rows and fallow fields of Old World peasants. Plows—like the lumbering, ox-driven mold-board plows of medieval Europe—were unknown, as were wheels and domesticated beasts of burden, save for wolfish-looking dogs. Digging sticks with fire-hardened tips and mussel shell hoes hafted with hickory staves were tools the women, who supervised the field work, wielded with surety and efficiency.




  By 1200 in the Christian Era, Indians were flourishing in central Kentucky, their towns numbering more than fifty. Village life centered around a plaza and meetinghouse in the village’s midst. Around the pavilion they erected elm-bark wigwams that resembled shortened, less expansive versions of Iroquois longhouses. Town populations rarely exceeded three hundred, and often, towns were ringed by palisades. As towns grew and as game, furbearers, shellfish, wood, and fertile land dwindled, the “Big Men” gave the call to move, usually about once every generation.5




  To their west and south were earthen complexes featuring sizable moats and platform mounds built by Mississippians and guarded by deadeye archers. Such earthworks might serve as protection from marauders during raids that were more ritual than war; or as altars to offer prayers and sacrifices to gods; or, by the Late Woodland Era, to serve as tombs. By the 1400s Fort Ancient’s artisans were trading limestone-fired ceramics to Tennessee’s Coosa villagers for conch shell gorgets inscribed with rattlesnakes and weeping eye motifs, and for marginella disk beads, pendants, and yaupon leaves to roast into caffeinated black drink. Yet, they remained unique among their Mississippian neighbors, never evolving the hierarchies of the southeastern chiefdoms that in 1539 so startled Hernando de Soto’s six hundred conquistadores loosed in North America with two hundred horses, Canary Island mastiffs and greyhound war dogs, and an ambulatory meat locker of three hundred pigs.6




  The Fort Ancient people fled or were dispossessed by later arrivals. Or, perhaps they died out from famine or disease, or were annihilated by enemies, leaving their dirt mounds and shell middens for White Eye investigators to theorize that the sugar-loaf mounds could not have been built by undisciplined, aboriginal “savages.” Rather, the whites declared that it must have been civilized remnants from “the lost tribes of Israel,” or the “Hindoos,” or perhaps even fair-haired descendants of twelfth-century Welshmen that had built them.




  Born then was the cant Kentucky had been forever unoccupied by Indians. Kentucky was, the White Eyes averred, a vast hunting reserve rendered “Dark and Bloody” from generations of tribal wars.7




  But no one told the Mosopeleas or the Honniasontkeronons living south of the Beautiful River about an invading Israelite diaspora, nor of the coming of Madoc, son of Owen Gwynnedh, prince of Wales. Nor did they tell such fables to the Algonquins who lived there, the ones the Iroquois, who preyed upon them, knew as “Shanwans.” French traders called them Chaouanons and the English knew them as Shawanoes or Shawnees, a wandering people whose traditions suggest a kinship to the Fort Ancient folk.




  And, to Kanta-Ke.
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  1689. Darkness was upon Huronia, and to the south and west.




  Dutch and English wares arrived in New Netherlands’ ports by the bateaux full, but it was guns with thick butts and fitted with dog-lock cocks that clasped tight the amber and black sparking stones that the Mohawks wanted. Not the arquebuses sold to them an era before; the clumsy matchlocks needed a long cord that watered the eyes with the stink of vinegar when lit, and both ends smoking, and the glowing slow-match clenched in a serpentine arm suspended over the pan to make them shoot, if the ember ignited the priming. Flintlocks—forbidden to troops in France, but Compagnies franches de la Marines in Canada had them—cost more beaver, but the fancy guns killed with greater surety and at a good distance.




  [image: Transitional-style club-butt musket with flint ignition (sans dog-lock safety), 44 octagon-to-round barrel, walnut stock with persimmon wood patch-box lid, .62 caliber. NARRAGANSETT ARMES, INDIANAPOLIS; RE-CREATION BY CHUCK EDWARDS. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION.]




  [image: The arquebus nitre-treated slow-match set in the serpentine’s jaws and having been lit with flint and steel, blowing on the slow-match prior to firing to keep the glowing end free from ash ensured greater reliablility of ignition. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION.]




  Sleek, long-barreled fowlers stocked to the muzzle in walnut, and bullet molds, black powder, and bar-lead—all bartered for heaps of plundered deer-skins; for stolen otter and beaver pelts; for booty of fisher, mink, fox, raccoon, and pine marten furs; for greasy bundles of ebony silk locks, the lank Huron scalps were very finely decorated, braided with strands of white and purple wampum, barleycorn beads, and porcupine quills, and capped with human parchment stained a dirty shade of burnt umber.




  “The English have no sense,” declared a warrior of the longhouse, astonished at the spill of goods, his new sense of acquisition, and the power that it gave him. “They give us twenty knives like this for one Beaver skin.” But trader Robert Juet’s words evinced the classic European notion of these novel business dealings. “The people of the Countrie came flocking aboord and brought us . . . Bevers skinnes, and Otters skinnes, which wee bought for Beades, Knives . . . Hatchets, and trifles.”8




  [image: Petite iron trade hatchet, c. 1750. JIM AND CAROLYN DRESSLAR COLLECTION.]




  White, star, and cobalt blue Italian beads, knives, tomahawks fitted with pipe bowls, trade guns painted with floral designs of red, yellow, and white with black dots, and furnished with black powder, ball, and accoutrements— all were but a fraction of the wares the Iroquois were awash in. Linen, chintz, calico, osnaburg, frieze, cotton, camlet, fustian, baize, and silk—fabrics had by the bolt and at inflated prices from traders using scales rigged with lead weights—took the place of deerskins for making garments.




  Among the men, “striped neckcloaths” worn with ruffled shirts of scarlet and indigo appeared in tandem with scant cotton breechcloths and nude thighs, shocking missionaries who labored hard to discourage public displays of immodest apparel. “The end of a shirt protruding from under the coat is an indecorous thing; but not so in the Canadas,” wrote Father Joseph Lafitau to his superiors. “Sauvages” doffed deerskin leggings dyed walnut brown to don bright-hued “worsted stockings and a cloak, but without any breeches,” regarding pantaloons as “an encumbrance, although they sometimes wear them as a bit of finery, or in fun.”9




  Warriors chopped copper kettles into slivers to hone into arrowheads. Gun barrels blown at the breech from overcharging found service as hide scrapers. Broken shards from glass bottles became arrow tips. Pewter plates were cut and polished into pendants. Buckles became headdress ornaments. Woolen sashes—gaily beaded, gaily colored—were wound into turbans and festooned with peacock feathers and ostrich plumes. Pocket watches became earrings, as did jew’s harps, buttons, ribbons, tassels, hanks of stroud, and coins from the great nations of the earth.




  Blankets began to take the place of the heavy elk and moose hides, which were arduous for the women to tan and smoke. Cane sugar, chocolate, honey, molasses, coffee, tea, anise, nutmeg, clove, and cinnamon tantalized palates. Sterling brooches, ball-and-cone ear-bobs, armbands, wristbands, Jesuit rings stamped with fleurs-de-lis and the Cross of Calvary, and rings having gold bezels set with colored glass—all such “trifles” eased social and religious taboos and facilitated conversion to the Church.10




  And stashed away, always, were gable-high stacks of eight-gallon kegs, carried on foot or by horse, readily tapped and proffered, brimming with “spirituous liquors”: rum, madeira, brandy, and tafia.




  Strong drink—watered down and altered; adulterated sometimes to toxicity—sold even faster than the fancy new guns: “Indians,” Cadwallader Colden wrote in 1727, “loved rum more than their life.”11 To “drink the water that takes away one’s wits” dulled senses and impaired judgment; even better, the fiery water and sea of goods created a marrow-deep craving, a hunger and thirst that could not be quenched.




  But more and more, as the Iroquois played the harlot and disrupted the Hurons’ trade with Onontio (that is, New France’s governors), and fattened upon the White Eye’s goods, they began to forsake the old paths. The flush of wealth elevated the League’s status among big men on two continents and made long its arm that began to reach farther to strike distant enemies whose storehouses of peltry the Iroquois coveted. Avarice and rum shattered totem and taboo, sacred gossamer threads that for centuries provoked fear of reprisal from malevolent Underwater Panther and Thunderbird manitous and kept intact a fragile peace broken only by ritualized mourning wars.




  But the fragile peace was no more: Ritualized mourning wars became mass bloodlettings.




  Deafened to the despairing cries of Onontio’s Huron children, whom they hunted and kidnapped and stole from, the League, implacably and with impunity, tortured and killed the flesh of their flesh, and with iron hatchets severed arms and legs from the scalped corpses and boiled the rank flesh in copper trade kettles and quaffed the unholy broth from tin cups.12




  Yet it was not enough.




  As fur stores ran low, then ran out, tribes that supplied them dispersed in terror. Longhouse warriors scoured the land for more furs and skins to pilfer to get the precious White Eye cargo. They looked to the valley of the Ohio—a fresh, untapped lode. They lifted high maple ball-head death hammers inlaid with wampum and beads to strike anew the black-and-red-streaked war post.




  West to Lake Ontario and south to the Ohio and west to the Wabash, much of the land began emptying, or nearly so, save for French-allied Ojibway and Ottawa towns along the shores of the Great Lakes and at the cultural crossroads of the Straits of Michilimackinac, which linked Lakes Huron and Michigan and a sprawl of river routes. Again, it was the Iroquois.




  In their wrath, the longhouse men drove those nations loyal to Onontio out from before them, gathering peltry to sell and captives to adopt to replenish their ranks and captives to burn and eat to atone for their own dead. The most devastating epoch of the invasions was from 1649 to the 1660s. Waves of shocked refugees streamed to Algonquin towns along the Great Lakes: throngs of Wenros, Nipissings, Petuns, Hurons, Wyandots, Neutrals, and Eries. Fleeing too were the Algonquins of Ohio and Illinois country: Weas, Kickapoos, Twightwees, Tamaroas and others of the Illinois Confederacy, and the Fox, Piankashaws, Kaskaskias, and Peorias.13




  In the Carolinas, the Iroquois fought Cherokees, Creeks, and Catawbas. Even as longhouse parties were leaving the Adirondacks to hunt the Ontario Peninsula for moose, caribou, and beaver, Shawnees ensconced in villages along the Maumee, Scioto, and Ohio trembled at the sight of more invading Iroquoian adders.




  Middle Ground nations scattered, trespassing upon hunting lands not their own and kindling epic wars that remain some of the bloodiest episodes in Indian history: Mascoutens rising up against the Mesquakies (Fox), Potawatomis against Sauks, Miamias against Kickapoos and Illinois, Chickasaws against Shawnees, Shawnees against Cherokees and Catawbas.




  Fueling the Fox wars was Onontio, siding with the Mascoutens. The Fox erred fatally in opposing the chief of the Canadas’ fur and firearm trade with Sioux to their west. Impaled between imperial and native foes, as Onontio’s children sought to exterminate them for profit, the Fox fled their Wisconsin homeland to live among Iowa’s Sauks.




  And, with the Beaver Wars, there came upon Huronia, and to the south and west during those dark days, a more insidious invader: malevolent destroyers that eye could not see, whose vile medicine bespoke of a strength far mightier than that of the Great Serpent, Matchemanitou. Perhaps, warned the sachems, these killers that so mysteriously came were sent to punish them: scourges of the One Manitou, the Master of Life and Death.




  Influenza and measles, colds, diphtheria, viral hepatitis, typhus, mumps, meningitis, pneumonia, whooping cough—epidemics emptied villages and reaped bitter harvests among the Ohio and Lakes peoples, whose bodies lacked immunity to virulent Old World diseases. Smallpox, which appeared in its host as a “distemper” or “rash,” could in less than a week reduce a healthy man to a near unrecognizable horror seated in the house of the dead and dying.




  Pox victims exhibited a bewildering array of symptoms: chills, violent vomiting, debilitating bouts of dysentery, oozing lesions. A survivor was hideously pitted for life and often left eyeless, pus-filled pustules devouring cornea and iris, leaving ulcerated translucent lids shuttered over sunken, rheumy sockets. Most did not survive, and there was no knowledge of the Europeans’ brutal logic of quarantine. Nativist cures—fasting and plunges into icy streams after exhaustive sweat lodge rituals—served to frustrate the shaman’s efforts, exposing healthy people to the sick, weakening the ailing, and sharpening mortality.




  From whence came the evil serpent’s spawn of “loathsome fevers” is not known. The first strains from the Southeast arrived after 1539, brought from infected stragglers fleeing Hernando de Soto’s fifty-month, four-thousand-mile death march, which took him from Tampa Bay to the Father of Waters, almost to the Ohio’s mouth, and back to the Mississippi’s fall into the Gulf, de Soto’s Spanish knights raping, torturing, enslaving, and killing countless Indians along the way, de Soto’s swelling (and escaping) swine herd infecting deer and turkeys and forests with zoonotic issues of anthrax, brucellosis, trichinosis, and tuberculosis. Then, a century later, a lethal wave of smallpox came to the Ohio via refugees fleeing the epidemics on Lake Huron’s northeastern edge that so ravaged Hurons during the 1630s and 1640s.




  The Iroquois Confederation—the Mohawks, Oneidas, Onondagas, Senecas, and Cayugas—were among the earliest tribes to feel the plague’s wrath. And yet, though these longhouse people perhaps gained a faint degree of immunity sooner than did their enemies of the woodlands, in 1679 they too had to lay aside their arms for a season to bewail their dead.14




  Across the vast veldt of the Middle Ground, south and north of the Beautiful River and its tributaries, slowly, inexorably, cane and juniper thickets and hardwood saplings reclaimed abandoned hunting grounds once kept clear and open by annual firing, and ghost villages dotted with fire pits long cold and stark with dilapidated council houses; collapsing log huts, half faces, and lean-tos; and rotting elm-bark wigwams.




  Hundreds of acres of desolate corn hills lay withering, many a harvest gone to seed in a gray mat of husks and leg-high weeds, stalks skewed and tangled, splayed cobs rotting into the earth. Ruination.




  And always, an eerie stillness. Only wind, birds of the air, beasts of the field.
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  To Englishmen, Kanta-Ke was like an isle in the Great Wilderness ripe for settlement, free for the taking.15 Or so it seemed. While the Iroquois Wars raged.




  But for New York’s “Romans of the Western World,” the century’s dawning marked a dawn of crises.16 Chiefs of the Five Nations had been tried and found wanting; their empire was rife with evils from within and without; the splintered League was collapsing to a rising enemy horde—one-time allies, traditional foes, and alien peoples from near and far—about them.




  [image: “Sa Ga Yeath Pieth Tow” (or Brant), one of the four Mohawk kings to visit Queen Anne in 1710. Note dramatic tattooing on face, torso, and left arm, scarlet match-coat, and club-butted Queen Anne musket. The bear designates clan kinship. PAINTING BY JOHN VERELST, 1710.]




  Truly, if there was a time the Iroquois resembled Rome, it was in 1701 when the League signed treaties both in Albany and in Montreal, ending sixty years of Beaver Wars and securing a niche as fur brokers over a fiefdom they claimed “by right of conquest,” reaching from New England to the Father of Waters. But by then it was Rome circa 450 A.D.—the days of the last puppet Caesars withering under the fire of the Visigoths and Attila’s Hunnic assaults—that the culturally and politically addled League resembled. Not the glory of Octavian’s Pax Romana.




  In 1710 a delegation of Iroquois chiefs—they were Mohawks, Keepers of the Confederation’s Eastern Door, arrayed in English apparel that did not detract from their shaved heads and faces tattooed with ebony dots and triangles and lines—appeared before Queen Anne, beseeching Her Majesty to protect her Indians. She, in turn, beseeched them to clasp hands with her in defending Iroquoia. Hers was a true test of diplomacy, its having been six years since the Deerfield slayings.17




  Three years after Anne sent the troops, the Treaty of Utrecht ended the war, making the Iroquois her subjects. The links of the League’s symbolic “Covenant Chain,” once rusted and pulled apart, were reforged and polished, welding as one the longhouse people with the Crown.




  During the pestilence and war, Shawnees had quit their towns along the Beautiful River’s tributaries. Southward they went and elsewhere, to live along “Rivière de Chaouanons”—a river that in fourscore years a Virginia doctor would rename Cumberland for one of England’s greatest butchers.18 From there, as strands fraying off a hempen rope, the Algonquins moved to the red clay land to live on the Chattahoochee and Tallapoosa among the Yuchis and Creeks.




  By 1680 Shawnees had built homes along the Savannah (some speculate it was from the Savannah basin that the earliest Shawnees came), where they resided until 1715; the Yamasee Wars drove them to the river’s end, where they pushed out the Westos and served as slave catchers for Englishmen who swapped guns for humans. Shawnees traded at St. Augustine, bartering deer-skins for cloth, yaupon leaves, egret and crane feathers, blue and white duffels, for miquelet muskets and powder and lead to war against Catawbas.




  To be nearer to the commerce and safety of St. Augustine’s presidio, a strand of the diaspora moved to the Land of Flowers’ hummocks of live oak and moss, sable palm, palmetto, sawgrass, and brackish inlets roiling with manatees, and tarpon, snook, needlefish, mullet, bull and lemon sharks, black bass, bream, and shad, the squatters erecting lean-tos beneath towering cypresses reaching from the banks of the tannin-stained river of St. John’s. By 1707 a strand had emigrated to Apalachiola to establish Ephippeck Town. Black Hoof, a famous chief, was said to have been born in 1721 during this sojourn and died 110 years later. And so it was in La Florida, among its emerald flora and exotic fauna, that these southernmost exiles lived as strangers in a strange land.




  [image: frn_fig_004]




  Northward, by 1692 Shawnees were living among the Susquehannocks and Delawares in Pennsylvania and Maryland, in towns as motley as New York’s Fort Orange. Chartier’s Town, “the capital of Allegenia” (named for the St. Louis Huguenot, Martin Chartier), was one such hub of expatriated accommodation in western Pennsylvania.19 There, Shawnees renewed tribal enmities, roaming Athiamiowee—the “path of the armed ones”; white hunters called it “the Warrior’s Path” that bisected Kentucky and cut through Cumberland Mountain, past Reedy Creek and Holston River—to prey upon Cherokees and Catawbas east of the Blue Ridge.




  During the warmongering, some of the exiles wandered to Missouri, to Illinois, to New York, to the Tidewater. To be a “Shawnee” meant one belonged to the “Southerners” or “People of the South”—a name given in remembrance of their sojourns on the Savannah, or along the Coosa and Tallapoosa, or on the Cumberland. Or, “Shawnee” may reflect these people’s Fort Ancient, Ohio, origins following an earlier emigration from the Great Lakes.




  War had stirred their hearts to the English. England’s victory in the first two French and Indian Wars quenched the flames of the Iroquois’ wrath— flames that for threescore years had burned bright—and offered succor to La Frances’s allies.




  Provided, of course, Ohio tribes give up their ties to New France. For three decades, Algonquins and Iroquoians appeared willing to do just that. For the trade, mostly.




  As trade was king, so too for Indians was this much clear: Dependency and survival became trade’s pernicious counterparts. England reigned over that trade, middle-manned by Iroquois, the Crown’s haphazardly loyal subjects. Reveling in their status and at peace with England and France, the Iroquois made Pennsylvania a southern wing of its protectorate.




  But their relationship with the Shawnees remained tenuous. Unlike the Tuscaroras—who joined the Iroquois in 1722, making it the Six Nations—the Shawnees would not bend to the League’s will.




  By 1700 Shawnees numbered about twenty-five hundred, and rarely did they number more than that. About a dozen clans—with names like Turkey, Turtle, Horse, Raccoon, Rabbit, and Rounded Feet, representing wolves, panthers, and bears—and five septs, tribal divisions, distinguished Shawnees from Algonquins and Iroquoians (like Mingoes and Wyandots) living near them. Each sept had its own duties to fulfill to keep the Shawnee as one.




  “First Man” was the first division, translated from Chillicothe (or Chalaakaatha). Keepers of the Mee-saw-mi (sacred medicine bundles that had been passed down for centuries), Chillicothes were one of the two septs from which chiefs for the entire nation were chosen. (The most obscure sept, the Thawikila or “eldest brother,” was the other.) Chillicothes were involved in politics and in making decisions to relocate the villages. Their seed begat eighteenth-century leaders whose names would resonate along the frontier: Moluntha, pro-American Black Hoof and pro-British Black Fish, and Black Bob, who in the 1830s led his dispossessed “Absentee band” in a final hegira to the far western wilds of Kansas.




  Piqua, the second division, implies the Manitou’s creation of a wise people, a folk “formed from ashes” or “a man coming out of the ashes.” Alternately rendered Pekowi, Shawnees knew the sept as the “second oldest brother.” From this “talking band,” as they deemed the intellectual Piquas, elders picked shamans and orators, go-betweens and fleet couriers adept at evading enemies while sprinting to distant villages via moonlit traces to bear by memory the words of chiefs.




  War was the business of the Kishpokothas (“the third brother of the five”), a duty shared with the Piquas. Born into this sept in the late 1700s were two brothers: one greater, the elder; one lesser, the younger. Tecumseh, who died in a flash of musketry in 1813, built his confederation on alliances secured by the Piqua, Blue Jacket. Tenskwatawa, Tecumseh’s churlish brother turned holy man, died in Kansas in 1836—shamed, morose, ignored. Yet during the War of 1812, Tenskwatawa’s call to reject the White Eye path drew the masses that became Tecumseh’s audience and spawned a nativist revival that withered under American fire on the banks of the Thames.




  The Red Earth, or Mequache sept (alternately: Makujay or Mekoche) concerned itself with ceremonies and healing arts. Many sachems were Mequaches; the name signified “a man filled—a man . . . in whom nothing is wanting.” In councils, Mequache words interpreted the traditions and aided Shawnees in keeping pure their beliefs. The Mequaches’ role in spiritual matters was shared with the Piquas.




  Schisms might arise between the septs, splintering the nation into two competing factions vying for tribal preeminence and led by chiefs from the Chillicothes and Thawikilas. Traditionally, Chillicothes and Mequaches stood as one against their rivals, the Piquas, Thawikilas, and Kishpokothas.20




  After the illegal “Walking Purchase” of 1737 in Pennsylvania, in which the Penn brothers defrauded the Delaware of more than twelve hundred square miles of their homeland, as White Eyes began to settle the interior and as game was killed out and woods shrank between split-rail rows into fields and pastures studded with charred stumps and cabins, Shawnees began filtering back to Ohio land, north and south of the Beautiful River, Speleawee-theepee.




  [image: Circular concerning the details of the Lancaster Treaty, published and marketed by Benjamin Franklin, 1744.]




  The home-going was bittersweet: Their exodus had gained them disquieting knowledge of an immense pale-faced sprawl spawning east of the Dangerous Mountains (as the Cherokee knew the endless verdant of laurel and spruce and hemlock soaring misty blue northwest of Carolina land); a sprawl rife with mystery and foreboding, of impending harrowing times. And then, when that which is imperfect had come, the final dispersal.
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  Pennsylvania’s spring of 1744 awoke the countryside in a flush of greening verdant; no colony was more lovely than the well-watered Susquehanna basin, land of the Leni-Lenape, known to Quakers as Delawares. Their towns of Paxton, Aughwick, Shamokin, Conestoga, and Tulpehocken the Munsee clan (called Loups) likened to spoke tips emanating from an immense wheel having as its hub Lancaster, due west of Philadelphia and by coach two days north of Maryland’s border.




  [image: Often ignored in history, mixed-blood interpreters played pivotal roles in frontier diplomacy and in native/Anglo relations. THE GASTOWEH, BY JEFF PRECHTEL.]




  Indian towns were becoming pockets of rumor-mongering and unrest, red and white relations within them made brittle by white emigration to the Potomac’s headwaters. Algonquins were defecting to the French, spates of random killings ensued, and the churning bustle of the peltry trade forced hunters west into hostile territory. Prices for French goods were being undercut by an English monopoly, exasperating New France’s governor, who responded with a scheme of fort building to shore up France’s hold on the Northwest.




  Then, the English received extraordinary news: The Iroquois were poised to cede to them Ohio land, lacking warriors enough to drive interlopers from it or quell seditions brewing within its borders.




  By June 1744 delegates from Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Virginia and traders, officials, and interpreters gathered in Lancaster to greet the 250 Iroquois accompanying their chiefs clad in full regalia. Pennsylvania agent Conrad Weiser cautioned Virginians “not to talk much of the Indians, nor laugh at their dress, or make any remarks about their behaviour.” “It would,” he warned onlookers, “be very much resented by them and might cause some differences betwixt the white people and them.”21




  Parleys were somber occasions and, to whites, interminably long: rituals of wampum giving, pipe smoking, and speeches performed with ceremony and pomp to mollify all factions concerned. Americans sat, at times amused, bemused, and rankled, but behind stoic visages belying nothing, enduring long-winded speeches with one mind, seeing with one eye the windfall at their fingertips, trusting in interpreters to transform the strident declarations lobbed back and forth among the Iroquois headmen into English to scribble on parchment. And then, to get their curious marks of animals and manitous inked on the paper.




  One mediator attending was Andrew Montour, son of the Seneca Madame Montour (herself once a French captive), as fluent in English and French as he was in Iroquoian and Algonquin. In his heart he was Iroquois, one to whom longhouse ritual and protocol were intuitive. Eghuisera was the name the elders—the headmen and -women—had given to Montour, he, the trusted go-between to the Six Nations and English, who passed the white and purple wampum strands with care and attentiveness to detail as one might observe a religion, which, indeed, longhouse ceremonies were.




  Conrad Weiser must have been grateful the enigmatic Montour had journeyed to Lancaster and now stood beside him. Moravian missionary Nicholas Zinzendorf met him in 1742; the renowned mediator may have been dressed in much the same way in the Lancaster council, where, just as with one’s measured speech, one’s dress was strutted and brandished in a display of plumage warfare. His facial features reflected the Gaelic countenance of his grandfather, Governor Frontenac of Canada; to perceive that, though, one would have had to peer over the fire pit at his face, shiny with vermilion blended with bear fat. Wearing shoes, eschewing breechclout for breeches, Montour’s shirt lapped over his drop-fronts, which at the knees were buttoned and cinched with wool garters to hold up his stockings. The black cordovan scarf glinting with brooches and tied loosely about his neck set off the scarlet brocade of his damask weskit showing underneath his brown coat. Silver buttons shut the weskit from groin to neck; the top two buttons he left undone to let his shirt ruffles protrude, matching the ripples of his cuffs.




  By day he covered his head with a wide-brimmed, low-crowned beaver, sides curled up, rolled, and flared inward. Here, though, it would have been as proper for the métis mediator to don a gastoweh, a deerskin cap beaded, quilled, and flamboyantly thatched in an amorphous, feathery array—iridescent “eyes” clipped from a peacock’s train, white and black ostrich plumes, pileated woodpecker crests, spiraling tufts plucked off snowy egret and blue heron pinions, eagle tail feathers—that rose and fell in shimmering fluffs. Spiraling half crescents emanating from his temples were in fact his ear rims; as a child, his auricles were slit from apex to lobe, stuffed with beaver fur, and let heal, and here wrapped along the edges with brass wire to resemble basket handles four inches in circumference from which dangled ball-and-cone bobs.22




  Thus stood before this harlequin assemblage of deerskin and silk, fur and velvet, tawny skin and pale, war paint and tattoos and scalplocks, queues, and talc-powdered wigs, this harlequin go-between. All knew he did not hold liquor well; that he frequented tippling houses; that he debauched to excess; that some men assembled there did not trust him. “Montour is,” concluded one trader, “an unintelligible person.”23




  Maybe. But he was a skilled linguist. He remained clear-eyed and dispassionate, again and again cocking his oiled and ochered, well-decorated head to listen, relaying the Mohawk’s message in Munsee to stone-faced Algonquins, relaying the words a second time in English to terse whites.




  Algonquins did not like what they heard. Nor would the French: France claimed the Mississippi by right of La Salle’s 1680 forays. News of the Lancaster Treaty would give pause to the native inhabitants of the thriving, newly established Lower Shawnee Town at the Scioto’s spill into the Ohio, and to those Shawnees living at Eskippakithiki in their palisaded one-acre village set on the thirty-five-hundred-acre plain between Upper Howard and Lulbegrud Creeks and twenty-five miles from the Warrior’s Path.




  But the tobacco-farming, landed elitists of Virginia were immensely pleased, and so, as the Lancaster Treaty of 1744 concluded, the die was cast: His Majesty George II “legally” owned the land from the Tidewater to the Mississippi—to the Crown an untrammeled, unsettled region.




  CHAPTER ONE
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  Forbidding Gateway




  DECEMBER 12, 1749




  Dr. Thomas Walker jabbed the quill’s clipped end into the dip well, paused, then guided its nib in a forcibly neat stroke that belied the joy in his heart. His rough-hewn “farmer’s hand” was the brunt of many a jibe from his high-toned friends, so he had to work to achieve the look of control. When he wrote in haste or when his passions ran high, his script was nigh indecipherable; and just now, after receiving tantalizing news from his Loyal Land Company associates, he was both.1




  “It is my business to write the note, theirs to read it,” Dr. Walker said to his wife, who, besides having once been a widow of privilege, was Patrick Henry’s niece and second cousin to George Washington. Through Mildred Meriwether, Walker acquired a home and fifteen thousand acres in Albemarle County, Virginia, near Wolf Hills,2 and in the fullness of their years together, Mildred would bear twelve children.




  Pioneering ran deep in the family’s bloodlines. Eldest daughter Mary wed Nicholas Lewis, uncle of Meriwether Lewis, the secretary to President Jefferson (Dr. Walker was, in Thomas Jefferson’s youth, his guardian), who, along with Capt. William Clark, co-commanded the Corps of Discovery in their epic journey to the Pacific. Mary’s grandfather, Langaloo Winston, was skilled in the hunt and honest in the skin trade, which put him in good stead with his Algonquin neighbors. A “Long Hunter” thirty years before Elisha Walden’s deer slayers began filtering from New River basin to exploit the Cumberland, Langaloo lived with Delawares from midsummer until the first snow (and then some, if beaver and otter were aplenty and furs prime), dressing in leggings and moccasins, bark-dyed linen and brain-tanned buckskin, sleeping on bear hides, and eating from gut stewpots.3




  From Winston, Walker learned Indian ways, and of the verdant wilderness skirting Albemarle, and of the western waters. Now, he evinced no surprise: The Loyal Land Company, by considerable finagling and finesse, had persuaded His Majesty George II to grant unto them eight hundred thousand acres to parcel off as quitrents.




  What did startle Thomas was the fine bit of good news that the acreage need not be claimed or granted in one expansive swath; rather, Virginia’s prospective barons should choose their land with care, giving diligence to locate, survey, and mark the finest, most fertile tracts that were sure to yield the highest in the estate markets. Dr. Walker was to head the LLC’s scouting expedition beyond the Dangerous Mountains, northwestward of the Tennessee-Carolina border, to find those most excellent tracts.




  Of all the Company’s members—all of them bookish, rich, ambitious, and influential men who measured wealth and status in delicately manicured estates, in vast acreage, in two- and three-story stone and clapboard homes fitted with imported English panes, in cattle and horses, in corn and burley fields and barns, in African chattel bought and sold at slave auctions—Walker was the one man among them best suited for the heady task at hand.




  And too, besides the adventure, there was the ultimate quid pro quo: land. A gentry tobacco farmer, growing “that stinking weed” that so exhausted the soil after a harvest or two, and a two-time member of the House of Burgesses who also served on the Privy Council, Dr. Walker found such prospects irresistible. So alluring, in fact, that it was said of him, “Had Virginia’s land companies been a spider web, Dr. Walker would have been the spider.”4




  His father had died when he was a boy. But tragedy and loss notwithstanding, Thomas Walker was intellectually keen and well tutored, energetic and disciplined. Even in his last years, his disposition, said son Francis, inclined toward “fire and great spirit,” and he remained an optimistic, merry woodsman of robust health almost until his death in 1794, a month shy of his eightieth birthday.




  Neighbors swapped tales of his practical jokes, pranks bordering on the macabre and played out at the expense of Virginia’s upper crust. Walker, all knew, loathed bourgeois pretentiousness.




  Once, it was rumored, he had invited all the neighbors for a barbecue, laying before them plates heaped high with what his guests deemed succulent mutton, which was soon devoured and heartily complimented. Candles dimming, mugs full, and pipe smoke curling to the rafters, someone noticed that Old Fowler, Walker’s aging hound, had yet to show. Alas!—it was soon discovered that Old Fowler’s ribs were laid bare before them. Another time Walker brewed a batch of what he touted to be exotic gourmet coffee. After his visitors supped and artfully commented on the coffee’s unique aroma and delicate bouquet, he lifted the kettle lid and drew forth a decapitated timber rattler, one of his gustatory addictions.




  But there was far more to this man than pranks or woodsmanship or overseeing legal matters and baronial estates. A licensed surveyor beset with wanderlust and schooled at William and Mary in the arts of physic (tutoring at Williamsburg under his brother-in-law, Dr. George Gilmer, who owned an herbal apothecary), where, perhaps, he pored over the earliest western maps as rendered by De l’Isle (1700) and Moll (1720), Dr. Thomas Walker was a unique embodiment of American possibility.




  And now, missive in hand, he did not tarry. In April 1748 he had journeyed with Col. James Patton to the Holston, which flows through northeast Tennessee. Since 1743 Patton had worked hard to keep his clandestine Blue Ridge journeys a secret—“keep the noise subdued,” he ordered James Wood, John Buchanan, and Charles Campbell and his chain-men and hunters, while he formed the Woods River Land Company and petitioned the Privy Council for two hundred thousand acres on which to settle one hundred families, “one family for each 1,000 acres” at £3 sterling per acre.5




  [image: James Patton’s militia commission, signed by Virginia’s Royal Lieutenant-Governor, Robert Dinwiddie, July 16, 1752. DRAPER MANUSCRIPTS 1QQ:68; STATE HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF WISCONSIN.]




  In April 1745 the Council granted the two hundred thousand acres: one hundred thousand to Patton, but, stunningly, the other one hundred thousand acres to John Robinson, the Council president. In 1748 Thomas Lee and Robert Dinwiddie, surveyor general for the southern colonies, penned into being a competing speculative venture: the Ohio Company. Two feisty rivals followed: the Loyal Land Company and Greenbrier Company.




  Col. James Patton was dumbstruck. His worst fears realized, against such powerful political and financial machinations he had no hope of appeal. It hardly mattered: Shawnees killed him on July 8, 1755.




  Dr. Walker had beheld what Patton had tried to keep secret: eastern Tennessee’s loamy soil, spacious hardwood forests, teeming game herds. Cherokee half faces with scaffolds piled with deerskins baled and wrapped in bearskins and jerk racks smoking slabs of wild meat dotted the Holston to Reedy Creek. He saw denning otters and beavers and swarms of “English flies” (Cherokee for bees), heralding the coming of westering colonials. Buffalo were there too, the wild beef a welcome repast, their pounding hooves keeping paths clear of laurel twice head-high, which in spring burst into pink, purple, and ivory pastels. He saw elk trumpeting steam funnels from flared nostrils during autumn’s frosts, their thickening coats of burnished copper, taut and shivering from ebony muzzle to tawny rump and quivering hamstrings, ending in pear-shaped patches of tan buff. He marveled at the elk’s agility to nimbly clatter and skid along rock-strewn trails leading hither and thither to Athiamiowee, the Warrior’s Path spiraling northward to the Great Wilderness.




  By the early 1700s few Englishmen knew with surety what lay beyond the imposing sandstone chasm, Cave Gap, a massive cleft sundering the mighty Ouasioto (Shawnee for “land where deer are plentiful”) north-to-south. The mountain’s 120-mile ridge cresting to thirty-five hundred feet and parting the east from the west was a forbidding obstacle, its summit but a rounded splinter of its once towering magnificence that, eons before, had reached high into the foggy-blue, low-hanging cumuli that daily settled on this singular span of the Appalachian plateau.




  Vestigial splinter of ancient geography or not, Ouasioto certainly impeded travel. Gaining its slopes from the southeast, via Athiamiowee, one passed northwesterly through cliffs that on sunny days cut a stark profile to travelers gazing up at its rim from Powell’s Valley, Virginia. Twenty more miles took travelers to the Narrows, a water gorge carved by Clear Creek, a branch of the Shawanoe, through a rock wall jutting off Pine Mountain.6




  Cave Gap and the Narrows were twin gates opening to a lattice work of wide, dished-out ruts and traces travelers followed across overlying escarpments, through the tall timber of dark forests, past knobs rising near salt licks, savanna and canelands, to the Great Wilderness and to the Beautiful River. Gaining the Ohio shore, the paths resumed, ribboning on to the Great Lakes. Centered as an island in the Great Wilderness7 was its crown jewel: Kanta-Ke.




  North and south of Kanta-Ke were the Indian towns. The craggy Appalachian rim veined with coal was due east. West, on past the Falls of the Ohio, lay French and Indian settlements.




  By horse, or on foot (with a packhorse or two in tow), the bluegrass isle was two weeks’ journey from Cave Gap—about 120 miles. Or, a riverbound traveler departing the forks of the Ohio by keelboat, bateaux, flatboat, poplar dugout, or elmbark canoe drifted to the wide maw of a famous landmark, a well-beaten lead buffalo trace fording Limestone Creek. Taking the path at a smart step, one reached the bluegrass in fine order, the entire route—from Wheeling to now Lexington—being about 370 miles one-way. The riverine route was longer, but much easier.
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MARCH 6, 1750. 10:00 A.M.





  Dr. Thomas Walker’s company departed his home north of James River in Louisa County, Virginia, moccasined heels nudging mounts ahead. Six men astride six horses, two packhorses behind, Plott-ish looking hounds and yellow and brindled mutts panting along, dodging clomping hooves, capering and bugling in the morning’s chill.




  Dogs harassed bears, chased deer, locked onto buffalo ears long enough for hunters to throw down, and crawled in amongst men shivering under blankets—“three dog nights” of spring were commonplace on the Blue Ridge. Cherokees were at peace with England. Dr. Walker reckoned he knew Indian ways enough to deal with them. Still, the tranquility veneering the border remained brittle; sharp-nosed curs alert to the rustle and scent of Ouasioto’s painted guardians added security. And Walker had a fondness for dogs, as did Ambrose Powell, his deputy surveyor from Culpeper County; beneath Powell’s pony, plodding along, was old Tumbler. William Tomlinson, Colby Chew, Henry Lawless, and John Hughs rounded out the fellowship.




  Pressing on to the James’s headwaters, they spent Tuesday with Col. Joshua Fry, Albemarle’s commander of the county militia. Fry—collaborating on his forthcoming “Map of Virginia” with Peter Jefferson, father of America’s third president—was enthusiastic about the adventure. He and Walker talked long into the night.




  Rains ensued, lasting until Sunday. They forded the swelling Rockfish and Fluvanna, buying at an outpost “Rum, Thread and other necessaries,” and rode atop the Blue Ridge Wednesday, March 14, stopping at Buford’s Gap on Staunton Creek (near Roanoke).




  Travelers depended on Buford’s Station for jerk, tallow, and bear bacon and supplies from back east, but now there was no wild meat. Walker was dismayed at the dearth of big game: “Hunters had,” he lamented, shot the deer and elk for skins and “killed the Buffaloes for diversion.” The half bushel of meal and hominy he bartered from Michael Campbell had to last until they found game enough to hunt.
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