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After the Civil War, Appalachia was widely 
perceived as an uncivilized wilderness, 
riddled with hidden dangers and populated 
by thieves and murderers. Extensive media 
coverage of horse stealing and scalping 
raids contributed to the characterization 
of the region’s residents as intrinsically 
violent. Later, news of the conflict between 
the Hatfields and the McCoys as well as the 
bloodshed associated with the coal labor 
strikes reinforced Appalachia’s aggressive 
reputation. Blood in the Hills: A History 
of Violence in Appalachia provides an in-
depth analysis of hostility in the region 
from the late eighteenth to the early twen-
tieth centuries. Editor Bruce E. Stewart 
and a host of scholars investigate notorious 
cases of violence in Appalachian history—
conflicts resulting from the region’s rapid 
modernization, and violence as a function 
of social control. 
 Blood in the Hills examines sensation-
alized episodes such as the murder of 
Canadian journalist Hugh O’Connor and 
the rise and fall of the state of Franklin 
to explain the misconceptions behind 
the area’s violent stereotype, while also 
acknowledging that Appalachians seldom 
hesitated to take matters into their own 
hands when bureaucracy failed. Stewart 
and the contributors demonstrate that these 
incidents were part of larger national pat-
terns of violence and address issues such as 
geographical isolation, ethnicity, kinship, 

gender, class, and race—factors often omit-
ted in characterizations of the region’s 
people.
 Delving into the region’s culture and 
history, Blood in the Hills uses empirical 
analysis to prove that violence is no more 
natural in the hills than anywhere else. 
The volume’s contributors utilize detailed 
research and analysis to explain the social 
and political factors that have contributed to 
the public’s perception of past and present 
Appalachia. 

bruce e. stewart, assistant professor of 
history at Appalachian State University, is the 
author of Moonshiners and Prohibitionists: 
The Battle over Alcohol in Southern 
Appalachia.

appalachian  studies

“Some of the region’s brightest young scholars confront old images and received theo-
ries about mountain culture and offer new insights to violent episodes in the region’s 
history. In so doing they tie that violence to ‘deeper tensions within the fabric of 
American society.’ A must-read for those who seek to understand Appalachia as a win-
dow to the American experience rather than an exception to it.”—ronald d eller, 
author of Uneven Ground: Appalachia since 1945

“The contributors to Blood in the Hills at once challenge the persistent myth of a 
culturally backward and inherently violent Appalachia while looking squarely at vio-
lence in the region to understand its complexity, sources, and consequences from the 
eighteenth to the early twentieth centuries. Written by senior scholars and rising stars, 
most of whom are historians, these studies provide deep and critical insights into the 
role of violence in regional and national history and the political, economic, racial, and 
religious conflicts that engender it. While they challenge pejorative representations, 
they also provide an indispensable antidote to the all-too-prevalent romanticization 
of Appalachia.”—dwight b. billings, coeditor of Back Talk from Appalachia: 
Confronting Stereotypes

“An important contribution.”—ronald l. lewis, author of Welsh Americans:  
A History of Assimilation in the Coalfields

“Blood in the Hills is the first systematic exploration of the myths and realities of vio-
lence in the southern Appalachian region. An important work for scholars and stu-
dents of Appalachian history that will add much to the field.”—daniel s. pierce, 
author of Real NASCAR: White Lightning, Red Clay, and Big Bill France
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Perhaps no other region in the United States has been subject to as much 
misconception and stereotyping as has Appalachia. For many Americans, 
Appalachia was—and still is—a land of backwardness, poverty, hopeless-
ness, and violence. It is—to use the words of journalist Dan Rather—“a 
place that seems like something out of another country.”1 Appalachia often 
evokes images of drunken hillbillies, rednecks, feudists, and moonshiners. 
Its residents are supposedly eccentric, illiterate, lazy, and hard-drinking. 
They are “a different breed of people.”2

The essays in this book seek to challenge one of the most enduring 
stereotypes about the region and its inhabitants: the myth of violent Ap-
palachia. Debunking previous theories that attribute violent behavior in 
Appalachia to geographical and cultural isolation, they demonstrate that 
mountain violence was not exceptional, but a reflection and result of 
deeper tensions within the fabric of all of American society. Taken together, 
the following essays add texture and complexity to the study of Appalachian 
violence.

Many people worked hard to make this book a reality. I owe my great-
est debt of gratitude to the contributors, all of whom went beyond the call 
of duty to make this volume a success. I would like to thank Peter Carmi-
chael, who recommended that I submit the book to the University Press of 
Kentucky, and Anne Dean Watkins, who supported this project from the 
beginning. I am also grateful to Dwight Billings, Ronald Eller, David 
Hsiung, Gordon McKinney, and the anonymous readers for their valuable 
and perceptive suggestions in the preparation of this book.

Finally, I would like to thank my family and loved ones. My brothers 
William and Jason, to whom this book is dedicated, have always been there 
for me when I needed them. I am also enormously grateful to Sunny 
Townes. She has made me a better writer and person over the years.
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ix
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1. Quoted in David C. Hsiung, “Stereotypes,” in High Mountains Rising: Ap-
palachia in Time and Place, ed. Richard A. Straw and H. Tyler Blethen (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2004), 102.

2. Quoted in “Signs of the Times,” Appalachian Journal 23 (Fall 1996): 144.



On the afternoon of September 20, 1967, Canadian Hugh O’Connor and 
four other television journalists arrived at the hamlet of Jeremiah in Letch-
er County, Kentucky, to film a documentary on poverty in Appalachia. As 
they began to interview coal miners living on the property of Hobart Ison, 
an eccentric sixty-seven-year-old man whose family had migrated to the 
region in the 1890s, a woman drove up and warned them that Ison “was 
coming to throw them” off his land. Ison arrived at the scene minutes later 
with pistol in hand. Shouting “get off my property,” he fired two shots in 
the air. The filmmakers immediately picked up their equipment and 
headed toward their cars. As they fled, Ison pointed the pistol at O’Connor 
and pulled the trigger. The fatal bullet ripped through the award-winning 
journalist’s chest. Before falling to the ground, a shocked O’Connor spoke 
his final words: “Why did you have to do that?”1

Local authorities promptly arrested Ison for the murder of O’Connor. 
Realizing that many Letcher County residents supported the defendant, 
prosecutors convinced the judge to move the trial to nearby Harlan County. 
But even there Ison enjoyed widespread support. “Before the case, people 
were coming up and saying, ‘He should’ve killed the son of a bitch,’” Har-
lan County prosecutor Daniel Boone Smith recalled. “People would say, 
‘They oughtn’t to make fun of mountain people. They’ve made enough fun 
of mountain people. Let me on the jury, Boone, and I’ll turn him loose.’”2

Ison’s trial began in May 1968. Prosecutors portrayed O’Connor and 
his colleagues as respectable men who never intended to degrade mountain 
people. They blamed Judy Breeding, a Jeremiah citizen, for encouraging 
Ison to confront the cameramen. Ison’s attorney countered by arguing that 
the reporters had been intrusive and claimed that his client suffered from 
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2 Bruce E. Stewart

paranoid schizophrenia. The trial resulted in a hung jury. On March 24, 
1969, days before a second trial was scheduled to commence, Ison pled 
guilty to voluntary manslaughter and was sentenced to ten years in prison. 
Paroled after serving one year of his sentence, Ison died in 1978.3

Hugh O’Connor’s murder and the subsequent trial of Hobart Ison 
helped to perpetuate the widespread misconception that Appalachian resi-
dents were inherently more violent than other Americans. Since the late 
nineteenth century, the national media had popularized mountain whites 
as “hillbillies” whose culture and genetic makeup encouraged them to act 
irrationally when confronting change. They were supposedly “a different 
breed of people”: social misfits devoted to kinfolk and suspicious of outsid-
ers.4 For many Americans, Ison’s actions and the local community’s reac-
tion to the murder confirmed such stereotypes. Reporting for the New 
Yorker in 1969, Calvin Trillin noted his belief that Ison had killed O’Connor 
because he, like most other mountain residents, viewed “strangers” with 
disdain. “In Letcher County,” Trillin wrote, “fear of outsiders by people 
who are guarding reputations or economic interests blends easily into a 
deep-rooted suspicion of outsiders by all eastern Kentucky mountain people, 
who have always had a fierce instinct to protect their property and a distrust 
of strangers that has often proved to have been justified.” Trillin suggested 
that “the code of the hills” had driven Ison to kill the journalist and encour-
aged his neighbors to remain supportive of him. “A strong-looking woman 
with a strong Kentucky accent,” whom Trillin had overheard while in Har-
lan County, explained:

Us hillbillies, we don’t bother nobody. We go out of our way to help 
people. We don’t want nobody pushin’ us around. Now, that’s the 
code of the hills. And he [Ison] felt like—that old man felt like—he 
was being pushed around. You know, it’s like I told those men 
[O’Connor’s film crew]: “I wouldn’t have gone on that old man’s land 
to pick me a mess of wild greens without I’d asked him.” They said, 
“We didn’t know all this.” I said, “I bet you know it now. I bet you 
know it now.”5

The years following O’Connor’s murder in 1967 witnessed a revolution 
in the field of Appalachian studies. Scholars have debunked the long-
standing assumption that Appalachia is geographically, economically, and 
culturally at odds with the nation. They have demonstrated that stereotypes 
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about Appalachia and its residents were “invented” after the Civil War by 
writers from outside the region who “discovered” an isolated people still 
living like America’s pioneer ancestors. But far from being static and ho-
mogenous, they argue, mountain culture was—and is—dynamic and di-
verse, the product of neither geographical isolation nor ethnicity, but of the 
same historical forces that influenced the development of regions elsewhere 
in the United States.6

Revisionist scholars have also begun to shed new light on the nature of 
mountain violence.7 They have challenged previous theories that attribute 
violent behavior in Appalachia to isolation, poverty, inadequate legal sys-
tems, familialism, and/or ethnicity, pointing out that the causes for moun-
tain violence resembled those in other parts of the nation. For them, violence 
in Appalachia is best understood as a response to the larger economic, so-
cial, and political forces that shaped the history of the region—and the 
nation—at a particular time.8

Seen in this way, the murder of O’Connor was not simply the result of 
Ison and other Letcher County residents’ supposed “innate, clannish suspi-
ciousness of outsiders.” Months prior to the journalist’s death, locals had 
become alarmed and angered at rumors that the federal government 
planned to build a dam in the county. The dam posed an immediate threat 
to families whose homes and farms would soon be underwater. O’Connor 
and his film crew arrived at Jeremiah unknowingly in this charged atmo-
sphere. Perhaps Ison viewed the journalists as agents of a federal govern-
ment that was engaged in a power struggle with his neighbors. Perhaps, as 
historian Robert S. Weise has suggested, the local residents, already upset 
with the national media’s negative portrayal of the mountain region, re-
mained supportive of Ison, not because they approved of the murder, but 
“because they perceived the prying eyes of reporters to be an assault on 
manners, common decency, and the integrity of their communities.”9

The essays in this book seek to add further complexity and texture to 
the study of violence in Appalachia between the eighteenth and twentieth 
centuries. Several of them focus on the creation of the myth of violent Ap-
palachia, revealing that the origins of such a negative stereotype predated 
the Civil War and that mountain residents played an active role in the de-
velopment of this misconception. The other essays probe the causes and 
impact of violence in Appalachia. They argue that mountain violence was 
part of a struggle for power, whether individual or collective, within the 
region. Taken as a whole, the essays comprising this book demonstrate that 
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the nature of violence in Appalachia was not exceptional, but a reflection 
and product of deeper tensions within the fabric of all of American society.

“The Appalachian ‘mountain people’ today are no better than barbarians. 
They have relapsed into illiteracy and witchcraft. They suffer from poverty, 
squalor, and ill-health. They are the American counterparts of the latter-
day White barbarians of the Old World—Rifis, Albanians, Kurds, Pathans 
and Hairy Ainus.” So wrote Arnold J. Toynbee in his 1946 abridged classic 
A Study of History, describing the “barbarizing effect of the American fron-
tier” on Appalachian residents.10 It should come as no surprise that Toynbee 
cast mountain people in such a negative light. During the late nineteenth 
century, novelists, missionaries, and scholars popularized Appalachia as a 
land of violence and lawlessness. For them, the apparent prevalence of 
moonshining and feuding demonstrated that highlanders were unwanted 
remnants of America’s pioneer past: staunch individualists who relied on 
violence to maintain order and preserve their “primitive” way of life.11 The 
rise of violence in the coalfields of Appalachia in the twentieth century 
further reinforced this stereotype. As the U.S. Coal Commission explained 
in 1922, “Local traditions [still] exert a dominating influence and account 
very largely for the outbreaks of violence. Much of the violence had nothing 
to do with the coal industry but had to do with the nature and racial char-
acteristics of the people. . . . The primitive conditions of life of this people 
can scarcely be paralleled anywhere.”12 In short, Toynbee’s A Study of His-
tory simply regurgitated the long-held misconception that mountain inhab-
itants were the “riff-raff of civilization.”13

Although agreeing that Appalachia was steeped in violence, Toynbee 
and other early writers differed in their explanations for the causes of the 
region’s “degraded” state. Toynbee argued that mountain violence was a 
product of the American frontier. Forced to live in the “wilderness” and 
defend themselves against Native Americans, Appalachian whites “re-
lapsed” into savagery, a condition that future generations failed to rise 
above. Quoting historian Frederick Jackson Turner, Toynbee elaborated: 
“[The frontier] strips off the garments of civilization and arrays him in the 
hunting shirt and the moccasin. It puts him in the log cabin of the Chero-
kee and Iroquois and runs an Indian palisade around him. Before long he 
has gone to planting Indian corn and plowing with a sharp stick; he shouts 
the war-cry and takes the scalp in orthodox Indian fashion.”14 Other con-
temporaries disagreed with Toynbee, contending that violent behavior in 
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Appalachia was the result of genetic deficiency. They opined that most 
highlanders were the offspring of “shiftless and vicious” Virginians and 
North Carolinians who, unable and unwilling to adapt to “civilization,” 
migrated to Appalachia, where they “gave birth to generations of violent 
and hardened criminals.”15

Many early-twentieth-century writers, however, insisted that the roots 
of mountain violence lay not in America, but in Europe. They argued that 
most highlanders were descendants of Scottish and Scotch-Irish settlers 
who had carried with them to the backcountry a cultural and historical 
propensity to break the law, act “clannish,” and repeatedly engage in acts of 
violence.16 “They [the Scotch-Irish] were a fighting race,” Horace Kephart 
wrote in 1921, explicating why mountain residents distilled alcohol illegally. 
“Accustomed to plenty of hard knocks at home, they took to the rough fare 
and Indian wars of our border as naturally as ducks take to water. They 
brought with them, too, an undying hatred of excise laws, and a spirit of 
unhesitating resistance to any authority that sought to enforce such laws.”17

Perhaps the most popular explanation for the supposed prevalence of 
violence in Appalachia was geographical isolation. By the turn of the twen-
tieth century, most scholars, educators, and missionaries believed that the 
mountains had always served as a physical barrier preventing “civilization” 
from entering the region. As such, Appalachian residents remained impov-
erished, uneducated, and savage. According to C. T. Revere in 1907, moun-
tain people had “never come in contact with the world, and are amazingly 
ignorant of anything which happens outside their immediate neighbor-
hood.”18 Revere and other writers agreed that geographical isolation ulti-
mately forged a peculiar mountain culture. Adapting to their environment, 
highlanders became “extreme individualists” who lacked a sense of com-
munity and regarded strangers with suspicion.19 These cultural traits, along 
with an absence of effective legal systems, resulted in the proliferation of 
feuding and other acts of individual and collective violence throughout 
Appalachia.20

Since the 1970s, a growing number of activists and academics have 
challenged such theories about mountain violence. Henry Shapiro’s 1978 
classic Appalachia on Our Mind proved instrumental in sparking this wave 
of revisionist scholarship. Shapiro argued that the popular image of Appa-
lachia as being vastly out of step with America, economically and culturally, 
was not based on evidence. Instead, it was a post–Civil War construct “in-
vented” by urban Americans in order to project their own fears about eco-
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nomic modernization onto a people perceived as different. Appalachia 
became the “other,” a fictional place that reminded Victorian Americans 
why they had embraced “progress,” which provided them with an excuse to 
intervene in the lives of mountain residents, whom they viewed as crude 
and unrefined.21

Shapiro’s work inspired other scholars to conduct more empirical stud-
ies of Appalachia. Contrary to popular perception, they discovered an eth-
nically, racially, economically, and politically complex region. They 
concluded that mountain culture had always been dynamic and heteroge-
neous, the product of a people whose ancestors were not only Scotch-Irish, 
but English, German, Welsh, Italian, African, and Native American as 
well. Nor did these revisionists believe that geographical isolation forged an 
Appalachia that was out of step with the rest of America. Despite the re-
gion’s rugged terrain, historical forces at work elsewhere in the United 
States also shaped the history of Appalachia. Slavery, war, racism, poverty, 
industrialization and modernization, economic exploitation, environmental 
degradation, and labor unrest led to divisions along class, religious, gender, 
racial, and political lines. It was a society very much American.

This scholarship ultimately encouraged writers to develop new theories 
on the nature of violent behavior in Appalachia. Instead of attributing 
mountain violence to geographical and cultural isolation, they argued that 
such conflict resulted from definable historical causes that had shaped the 
region at a particular time. Many stressed the role that outside forces played 
in the rise of individual and collective violence in Appalachia, while others 
emphasized local events as the leading factor in the outbreak of mountain 
violence. All of these scholars, however, agreed on two points: that violence 
in Appalachia was not exceptional and that it was often the product of 
power struggles within the region.

Published in 1977, Gordon B. McKinney’s “Industrialization and Vio-
lence in Appalachia in the 1890s” marked the beginning of this new wave 
of scholarship on mountain violence.22 McKinney argued that violence was 
a rare phenomenon in Appalachia until the advent of industrialization at 
the end of the nineteenth century. He believed that economic moderniza-
tion transformed Appalachia from a region of self-sufficient and stable 
communities to one of poverty and dependency. Unable to control their 
own economic and social environments, highlanders responded with what 
many outsiders considered “irrational acts of violence”: political assassina-
tion, rioting, lynching, and feuding. “No other group in the history of the 
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United States has faced such an onslaught in such a short period of time,” 
McKinney concluded. “The wonder is not that the people of Appalachia 
were violent in the 1890’s, but that they were not even more violent than 
they were.”23

Many scholars followed McKinney’s lead by interpreting violence as a 
reaction to economic and political changes that occurred in the region at 
the turn of the twentieth century. In 1980, for instance, William F. Holmes 
argued that moonshine violence was neither the product of geographical 
isolation nor the result of ethnic origins. He described highlanders’ resis-
tance to federal liquor taxation as a form of “reactionary violence.” “Usu-
ally local and small-scale,” Holmes explained, “reactionary violence is 
essentially backward-looking and designed to protect rights once enjoyed 
but subsequently threatened.” Fearing that the federal government used li-
quor taxation to expand its authority, Georgia moonshiners and their 
neighbors resorted to vigilantism as a means of combating this threat to 
local autonomy. But such violent opposition to the “forces of political and 
economical nationalization” was not confined to Appalachia. Holmes as-
serted that similar acts of collective violence also became widespread in 
rural communities elsewhere in the United States throughout the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries.24

Other revisionists revealed that industrialization also played an impor-
tant role in the rise of feuding in Appalachia following the Civil War. Ac-
cording to these scholars, feud violence was not irrational, cultural, or 
genetic, but was instead caused by conflicts between local elites to maintain 
or achieve economic and political hegemony over their changing communi-
ties.25 Altina Waller’s 1988 Feud: Hatfields, McCoys, and Social Change in 
Appalachia, 1860–1900 typified this new interpretation. In it, Waller recast 
the legendary Hatfield-McCoy feud as a class confrontation within moun-
tain society. She argued that internal forces initially created an atmosphere 
in which violence became almost inevitable. By the 1870s, high birth rates, 
land shortages, and agricultural decline had made it more difficult for many 
Tug Valley farmers, especially young men, to make a living. Frustrated, 
Randolph McCoy’s sons lashed out at William Anderson Hatfield, a bud-
ding entrepreneur whose dubious business practices had earned him the 
nickname “Devil Anse,” and his family. The advent of industrialization in 
the 1880s heightened these economic and social tensions within the Tug 
Valley region, ushering in a new and more violent phase of the feud. Ran-
dolph McCoy and his supporters allied with outside capitalists in order to 
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gain economic and political power over the community. “Devil Anse” 
Hatfield responded to this threat by siding with local residents who feared 
that modernization would destroy local autonomy. “The resulting conflict 
between subsistence farmers, as well as small-scale independent entrepre-
neurs like Devil Anse, and the local allies of distant corporations defined 
the political conflicts of the decade,” Waller concluded. “The exploitation 
of the mountains, then, was not a simple struggle between outsiders and 
natives but a complex set of struggles at the local level over control of Ap-
palachia’s vast resources.”26

Not all revisionists have interpreted economic modernization as the 
leading culprit responsible for the outbreak of violence in Appalachia at the 
turn of the twentieth century. Influenced by Raymond Gastil and other 
sociologists, these scholars opined that highlanders shared with all south-
erners a cultural proclivity toward violent behavior. They maintained that 
historical forces and social values forged a “subregional culture” that toler-
ated violence in all forms.27 In his 1986 study of homicide in four mountain 
counties along the Kentucky-Tennessee border, for instance, folklorist Wil-
liam Lynwood Montell traced the origins of this “culture of violence” to 
guerrilla activity during the Civil War. According to Montell, this type of 
warfare fostered a new attitude within local communities that accepted the 
use of violence in the defense of one’s honor, property, and home. This 
“fatal code,” along with the prevalence of gun ownership, widespread use of 
moonshine whiskey, ineffective law enforcement, and geographical isola-
tion, accounted for the region’s high incidence of homicide during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Only when improved roads in the 
1940s allowed state and local police to enforce the law did murder rates 
subside to near national levels.28

Contrary to popular misconception, recent scholars have also discov-
ered that Appalachia shared with the rest of the United States a long history 
of racial violence. According to them, mountain whites had always utilized 
force to maintain the racial status quo. Like those elsewhere in the antebel-
lum South, masters in Appalachia often subjected their slaves to physical 
and sexual abuse.29 Nor did mountain blacks escape such maltreatment 
after the Civil War. The unwillingness of white highlanders to accept Afri-
can American equality often led to open unrest during Reconstruction, as 
evident in a race riot that erupted in Asheville, North Carolina, in 1868.30 
The influx of African Americans into mountain towns, coal mines, and 
lumber camps, all of which were places experiencing rapid economic and 
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social change, further exacerbated race relations, resulting in an increase of 
lynching in Appalachia at the turn of the twentieth century.31 “The violence 
of the mountain lynchers was not an inarticulate, irrational reaction to in-
choate fears but rather a concentrated effort to control, not stop or reverse, 
change,” historian W. Fitzhugh Brundage explained in 2001. “Like their 
counterparts in other rapidly changing regions of the South . . . the whites 
who lived in Appalachia used violence as a tool to define racial boundaries 
in a region where traditional racial lines were either vague or nonexistent.”32

Over the past thirty years, activists and academics have also shed new 
light on labor conflict in twentieth-century Appalachia. Published in 1981, 
David A. Corbin’s Life, Work, and Rebellion in the Coal Fields served as a 
foundation for this revisionist scholarship. Corbin dismissed the prevailing 
interpretation that violence in West Virginia (and other coal mining com-
munities across Appalachia) was the product of the region’s tradition of 
“gun-totin’,” moonshining, and feuding.33 “This erroneous, pejorative rea-
soning fails to recognize the decades of economic growth and social change 
in [the region] prior to the outbreaks of strikes and violence,” he explicated. 
“It displays an ignorance of the fact that about two-thirds of the area’s work 
force . . . came from outside the region.”34 Corbin argued that violence 
against coal operators in West Virginia ultimately reflected the emergence 
of a working-class consciousness among a diverse population of African 
American, eastern European, and Appalachian miners. Rather than a 
manifestation of inherent violent tendencies, it was a “rational response” to 
the economic exploitation and political corruption that these laborers could 
no longer endure.

While Corbin’s work encouraged subsequent scholars to interpret class 
conflict in twentieth-century Appalachia within the context of larger 
struggles between labor and capital, it failed to explain why the vast major-
ity of strikes ended with no violence.35 Contrary to popular perception, 
Price V. Fishback discovered that most miners and coal operators sought to 
avoid violence, fearing that it would hinder labor relations and reduce em-
ployers’ profits and workers’ earnings. Both sides, however, armed in self-
defense. “The miners felt they had to set up their own defenses to protect 
themselves and their civil rights,” Fishback wrote in 1995. “On the other 
hand, the operators set up elaborate defenses because they feared destruc-
tion of property and attacks on men who continued to work.” Although 
such defensive posturing often deterred violence, it sometimes transformed 
a minor event into a violent clash. Fishback concluded:
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A rock that found its mark, a guard stumbling under the pressure of 
the crowd, someone firing into the air, or an angry move in self de-
fense could start a melee. In the confusion of the incident, both sides 
charged the other with starting the violence. The violence might end 
there if both sides quickly settled. But this initial incident damaged 
relations, thus lowering the costs to both sides of aggressive retalia-
tion. Both sides exacted revenge for prior acts, sometimes striking 
before the other side could act. The worst excesses of aggressive vio-
lence occurred during these periods of retaliation.36

Recent scholarship has also demonstrated that labor violence in 
Appalachia was more than just an uprising of exploited workers against 
capitalists. In 2008, for example, Rebecca J. Bailey revealed that local cir-
cumstances played an important role in the infamous Matewan Massacre. 
Bailey acknowledged that external forces—conflicts between the United 
Mine Workers of America (UMWA) and coal operators, a sluggish national 
economy, federal deregulation of the coal and rail industries, and infla-
tion—fostered tensions within Mingo County. But these factors, which 
existed in neighboring Logan and McDowell counties as well, failed to ac-
count for the violence that erupted in the town of Matewan on May 19, 
1920. According to Bailey, the “massacre” was the product of political in-
fighting and chronic economic instability that had plagued Mingo County 
for decades. During the spring of 1920, the UMWA capitalized on these 
“unique” local conditions to establish Mingo as the “beachhead from which 
to organize their true targets of Logan and McDowell.” Consequently, 
Matewan became the center of political and labor agitation in southwestern 
West Virginia, setting the stage for violence.37

Taken as a whole, revisionists have demonstrated that violent behavior 
in Appalachia was not exceptional. When highlanders used violence to 
combat economic exploitation, environmental degradation, political in-
equality, and social change, they were acting much like other Americans. 
This should come as no surprise. Violence has always been a part of Amer-
ican culture and history. Most eighteenth-century Americans accepted the 
existence of riots and other extralegal uprisings, believing that they occurred 
“in all governments at all times.”38 Colonialists supported the use of force 
to relocate American Indians and then later to rebel against the British 
Crown when they felt unfairly taxed. During the antebellum period, farm-
ers utilized “rebellions” as a form of social protest, nativists employed riots 
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to intimidate “foreigners,” and abolitionists and slavery apologists alike 
formed vigilante committees to combat their adversaries. The Civil War 
continued the country’s turbulent history, as “internal violence flared be-
hind the lines of the bloodily contending Northern and Southern armies.”39 
The post–Civil War period proved to be the most tumultuous epoch in 
American history—an era of increased racial violence and labor conflict. 
And in the twentieth century, the 1960s witnessed a renewed outbreak of 
domestic violence as the country became divided along racial, gender, and 
generational lines. In short, violence is as American as apple pie.40

Nonetheless, the widespread belief that Appalachian residents have al-
ways been inherently more violent than other Americans lingers to this day. 
Television networks continue to perpetuate negative images about the 
mountain region by recycling repeats of The Dukes of Hazzard and broad-
casting popular Hollywood films like Deliverance and Next of Kin. Such 
stereotyping persists in academia and the arts as well. Most Appalachian 
scholars and activists, for instance, have taken exception to David Hackett 
Fischer’s 1989 award-winning Albion’s Seed and Robert Schenkkan’s 1992 
Pulitzer Prize–winning play, The Kentucky Cycle, arguing that both works 
portray mountain culture as “simplistically rooted in violence and cruelty.”41 
The essays in this book, then, seek to further challenge the myth of violent 
Appalachia, while also shedding new light on the nature of mountain 
violence.

In his 1962 classic Night Comes to the Cumberlands, a book that helped to 
raise national awareness about poverty and economic exploitation in Ap-
palachia, Harry M. Caudill characterized mountain whites in the eigh-
teenth century as “loudmouthed, profane, vulgar, and short-tempered.”42 
According to Caudill, life on the American frontier had encouraged high-
landers to act much like the “red man.” “He was an uncouth brawler, 
wholly undisciplined and untamed,” Caudill explained, “and it was practi-
cally impossible to direct or control his energies in any sustained undertak-
ing.”43 Caudill is one of many scholars who have argued that the roots of 
violent behavior in Appalachia lay in the eighteenth century. Historians like 
David Hackett Fischer, for instance, maintained that frontiersmen operated 
within a “warrior culture,” one that they had inherited from their Scotch-
Irish ancestors and that made them prone to commit violence in defense of 
honor, family, and property. “The [Scotch-Irish] were more at home than 
others in this anarchic [frontier] environment, which was well suited to 
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their family system, their warrior ethic, their farming and herding economy, 
their attitudes toward land and wealth, and their ideas of work and power,” 
Fischer wrote in 1989. “The ethos of the North British borders came to 
dominate this ‘dark and bloody ground,’ partly by force of numbers, but 
mainly because it was a means of survival in a raw and dangerous world.”44

The first three essays in this book challenge such misconceptions about 
mountain frontiersmen and the causes of violence in eighteenth-century Ap-
palachia. Kevin T. Barksdale explores the role that threatened and targeted 
violence played in the rise and fall of the state of Franklin between 1784 and 
1788. Dismissing previous cultural, ethnic, and geographical explanations 
for the prevalence of violent behavior in the upper Tennessee Valley during 
those years, he reveals that conflict was the product of internal factionalism 
and political instability. Led by John Sevier, Franklinites combated their 
antistatehood adversaries, both white and Native American, to achieve po-
litical and economic hegemony. Meanwhile, Cherokee resistance to white 
highlanders’ attempts to seize their land further destabilized the region, 
thereby creating an atmosphere in which violence became inevitable.

The next essay broadens our understanding of violent confrontation in 
Wyoming Valley, Pennsylvania, from 1752 to 1800. In it, Kathryn Shively 
Meier discovers that “bloodshed” in the region was not as widespread as 
contemporaries and later scholars claimed. According to Meier, the Dela-
ware and white settlers more often relied on postured aggression rather than 
actual violence when defending their claims to the land. Through verbal 
warnings and the mobilization of large numbers of men, both groups sought 
to intimidate their opponents into submission without resorting to killing. 
Nor were white frontiersmen in Wyoming Valley staunch individualists 
who utilized vigilantism in defiance of authorities. They continually sought 
sanction from formal power structures before engaging in acts of violence.

While Native Americans utilized diplomacy as a means of stymieing 
white encroachment, internal divisions often threatened to prevent them 
from successfully and peacefully doing so. Tyler Boulware’s essay examines 
the impact that generational conflicts between elder headmen and younger 
men had on Cherokee society in eighteenth-century Appalachia. Horse 
stealing and revenge killings largely conducted by young warriors, Boulware 
reveals, alarmed many village leaders who feared that such behavior served 
to only further destabilize relations with neighboring Anglo-Americans. 
Elder headmen responded by distancing themselves and their communities 
from the marital activities of these “mad young men.” But village leaders 
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also discovered that it was beneficial to “have members of the community 
who were ostensibly beyond authority,” using them as a “powerful diplo-
matic weapon” to counter challenges to their lands. In the end, however, 
the generational divide within Cherokee society undermined elder leaders’ 
attempts to “convince Anglo-Americans that border raids were ‘private’ af-
fairs and not a ‘general’ war.”

Most recent works on antebellum Appalachia have focused on the re-
gion’s diverse and vibrant economy. Challenging the long-standing assump-
tion that nineteenth-century Appalachia was a land of self-sufficient white 
farmers who lived in isolated, egalitarian communities, revisionists have 
demonstrated that improved transportation routes, population growth, and 
new manufacturing technologies allowed some mountain residents access 
to the larger market economy. An agricultural and commercial elite, most 
of whom owned slaves or hired tenants, also populated the region, revealing 
that mountain society was both heterogeneous and class differentiated. 
Nonetheless, this new wave of scholarship has often overlooked the role that 
violence played in the region before the Civil War. Three essays here help to 
fill in this historiographical gap.

During the 1830s, gold mining in north Georgia brought national at-
tention to Appalachia. Writers journeyed to the region, where they often 
commented on the high levels of violence and lawlessness in mining com-
munities. Did such media coverage pave the way for the creation of the 
myth of violent Appalachia before the Civil War? In his evaluation of the 
1834 novel Guy Rivers, set in the gold country of Georgia’s highlands and 
written by one of the antebellum South’s most popular writers, William 
Gilmore Simms, John C. Inscoe answers this question with an emphatic 
no. Inscoe argues that the novel’s Appalachian setting “was only incidental 
to the plot, the characters, and the social realities that inspired both.” In 
fact, the descriptors Appalachia and southern highlands never appear in the 
story, suggesting that Simms and other Americans had not yet identified 
the region as a cultural entity unto itself. Inscoe contends that Guy Rivers 
was one of several “Border Romances” penned by Simms to contrast “or-
dered society” with the “unbridled license” of the American frontier. “As an 
apt description of the society Simms created in Guy Rivers, and indeed an 
equally apt characterization of the reality of the early settlements in Geor-
gia’s gold country,” he concludes, “there seems to be nothing in either case 
that makes these particular tensions in any way integral to, or even typical 
of, Appalachia per se.”
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While Williams Gilmore Simms may not have perceived violence as a 
defining feature in antebellum mountain society, other writers, according 
to Katherine E. Ledford, did. Ledford discovers that travel writers often 
depicted Appalachia as a “no man’s land,” a place where the mountainous 
landscape caused white inhabitants to continue to behave in an “uncivi-
lized” way and to rely on violence. This perception, however, did not neces-
sarily reflect the reality of life in Appalachia before the Civil War. Instead, 
it was created by middle-class northerners to help them define themselves 
in opposition to the “other.” “From real to imaginary violence, from threat-
ened to acted-upon violence,” Ledford concludes, “depictions of physical 
conflict tell us more about the traveler, his personal worries and his cul-
tural expectations—and more about an emerging U.S. national identity 
(bound by place and race)—than about the people of the Mountain South.”

Like other parts of the United States, antebellum Appalachia was 
sometimes a brutal place, especially for African Americans. In Rogersville, 
Tennessee, in 1857, for instance, John Netherland, an elder in the Second 
Presbyterian Church and a prominent politician, ordered the savage (and, 
in one case, fatal) beating of two of his slaves. Durwood Dunn chronicles 
how white eastern Tennesseans responded to these whippings. Residents 
like Samuel Sawyer, who would resign as pastor of the Second Presbyterian 
Church, condemned Netherland’s actions and began to question whether 
such brutality could be justified in any civil society, regardless of the cir-
cumstances. These beatings, Dunn concludes, triggered among many 
white highlanders a sense of moral revulsion and guilt toward the peculiar 
institution, helping to revive the antislavery crusade in eastern Tennessee, 
a political movement that had become victim to “the successful character-
ization of abolitionism as an incendiary and morbidly irresponsible form 
of extremism.”

Most recent scholarship has focused on the causes of violence in post–
Civil War Appalachia, and for good reason. It was during those years that 
the media popularized to a national audience the image of Appalachia as a 
land of violence and lawlessness. In his essay, Bruce E. Stewart examines the 
role that the Moonshine Wars of the 1870s played in the construction of 
this stereotype. Although resistance to federal liquor-law enforcement oc-
curred throughout the nation, local colorists and journalists singled out 
Appalachia following Reconstruction. Nearly a decade before feuds made 
national headlines in the late 1880s, these writers’ coverage of the Moon-
shine Wars introduced Victorian Americans to a mythical region of “big-



Introduction 15

boned, semi-barbarian people” whose culture and genetic makeup made 
them reject civilization and defy federal authority.

The myth of violent Appalachia ultimately encouraged religious orga-
nizations to journey to the region, where they sought to “Christianize” its 
residents. As Mary Ella Engel demonstrates, such attempts to win converts 
sometimes ended in bloodshed. Engel chronicles north Georgians’ opposi-
tion to Joseph Standing and other Mormon missionaries during the late 
1870s. She argues that violence directed at Mormon elders was neither the 
product of highlanders’ (supposed) suspicion of outsiders nor the result of 
an enduring southern tradition of vigilantism. Instead, it was a response to 
Mormons’ successful campaign to recruit local residents, particularly 
women, into the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The conver-
sion of mountain women, and their subsequent migration to Colorado, 
disrupted kinship ties and eroded male heads of household’s authority over 
their dependents. Consequently, many north Georgians, especially those 
whose loved ones had converted to Mormonism, employed violence to com-
bat this perceived threat to their families and communities.

Perhaps nothing better illustrates Appalachia’s connectedness to the 
rest of the post–Civil War South than its racial violence. Rand Dotson ex-
plores one such example of racial discord in Appalachia: the Roanoke Riot 
of 1893. Celebrated as the “Magic City of the New South,” Roanoke defied 
popular misconceptions of Appalachia as a land of isolation and backward-
ness. By 1890, the town had become the economic and political center of 
southwestern Virginia, serving as the headquarters for the Norfolk & West-
ern and Shenandoah Valley railroads. But all was not well for this booming 
city. During the early 1890s, tensions within Roanoke’s white community 
erupted as middle-class reformers implemented prohibition and other stat-
utes aimed at controlling white workers and criminalizing vigilantism. The 
influx of African Americans into the city further exacerbated the situation, 
unsettling many whites who viewed blacks “as chronic criminals and po-
tential rapists of white women.” According to Dotson, these racial fears, 
along with white laborers’ growing opposition to middle-class hegemony, 
ignited the riot.

By the turn of the twentieth century, most Americans had accepted the 
stereotype that Appalachia was a land of lawlessness. For them, geographi-
cal and cultural isolation had conspired against highlanders, forging a cul-
ture that encouraged them to reject modernity and embrace violence to 
preserve their “primitive” way of life. The apparent persistence of mountain 
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feuds, especially in eastern Kentucky, helped to perpetuate and confirm 
this misconception. “It is the feud that most sharply differentiates the . . . 
mountaineer from his fellows,” John Fox Jr. wrote in 1901. “The feud 
means, of course, ignorance, shiftlessness, incredible lawlessness, a frightful 
estimate of the value of human life; the horrible custom of ambush, a class 
of cowardly assassins who can be hired to do murder for a gun, a mule, or a 
gallon of moonshine.”45

In his essay, T. R. C. Hutton reveals that such depictions served to 
mask what many of these feuds actually were: calculated acts of violence 
used by Democrats to achieve political hegemony in their communities. 
Hutton argues that the murders of James Cockrell and other Republicans 
in “Bloody” Breathitt County, Kentucky, during the early 1900s were not 
the result of a feud between members of the Cockrell and Hargis families. 
According to Hutton, James Hargis, a prominent local Democrat, orches-
trated (at least two of  ) these assassinations to prevent Republicans from 
gaining a foothold in Breathitt County. In an attempt to obfuscate the po-
litical motives that lay behind the murders, Hargis recast them within the 
larger narrative of a “family feud,” a characterization that Bluegrass Ken-
tuckians and other Americans, already believing that highlanders were 
prone to commit “irrational” acts of violence, accepted at face value.

The rise of violence in Appalachian coalfields during the early twenti-
eth century further solidified the region’s reputation as a land of lawless-
ness. Debunking the myth that bloodshed associated with labor strikes 
developed from a “backward” mountain culture, recent scholarship has 
portrayed such conflict as a class struggle pitting workers against exploitive 
mine owners. But as Paul H. Rakes and Kenneth R. Bailey point out in 
their essay, little scholarly study has focused on non-strike-related violence 
within mining camps and towns. In southeastern West Virginia, Rakes and 
Bailey discovered, coal communities were dangerous places at the turn of 
the twentieth century. There, some miners, often under the influence of 
alcohol and other drugs, resorted to violence to settle personal disputes, 
defend their honor, and prove their manhood. According to Rakes and 
Bailey, however, such violence was not unique to Appalachia. It had evolved 
from conditions common in all industrial frontiers throughout the nation’s 
history.

No matter how much violence in Appalachia resembled that elsewhere 
in the nation, Americans continued to emphasize the region’s “savage” cul-
ture during the twentieth century. The media’s coverage of the public dis-
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play of Broadus Miller’s corpse in Morganton, North Carolina, is one such 
example. In 1927, Miller, an African American construction worker, alleg-
edly murdered a young girl, igniting a nearly two-week-long manhunt for 
her assailant in the mountains of Burke and Caldwell counties. Commodore 
Vanderbilt Burleson, a white Morganton denizen, eventually tracked down 
and killed Miller. He then transported Miller’s remains to Morganton, 
where thousands of residents viewed the corpse in celebration. As Kevin W. 
Young argues in his essay, white southerners often displayed in public the 
dead bodies of “outlaws,” especially those of African American men who had 
committed a sexual crime, following the Civil War. Nonetheless, Young re-
veals that Piedmont townspeople, hoping to distance themselves from the 
exhibition, depicted it as an act of crude “hillbillies,” much to the dismay of 
Burke County inhabitants. By emphasizing the town’s “hilly” location, he 
concludes, the state press framed its coverage of the case in ways that both 
played upon and reinforced stereotypes of mountain residents.

Not all Appalachian residents stood idly by as outsiders portrayed vio-
lence as a central component of mountain life. They knew how outsiders 
perceived them and, as Richard D. Starnes demonstrates, “took steps to 
shape those perceptions.” In the book’s final essay, Starnes chronicles local 
boosters’ response to the murder of Thomas Price, a prominent New Jersey 
industrialist who retired to Haywood County, North Carolina, in the 
1930s. On September 24, 1933, Dewey Potter and four of his relatives shot 
and killed Price. The murder alarmed many residents, especially local 
boosters who feared that it threatened to undermine their attempts at pro-
moting outside investment, tourism, and economic development. Hoping 
to distance western North Carolina from the prevailing representations of 
Appalachian violence, these denizens depicted the assailants, all of whom 
had been born in north Georgia and had just recently moved to Haywood 
County, as outsiders beyond the control of the community. Meanwhile, 
they championed Price as a native Appalachian whose death was not the 
product of highlanders’ supposed fear of outsiders. Price’s murder and local 
reaction to it, Starnes concludes, reveal that “the construction of Appala-
chian identity remained a process mediated by both outsiders and moun-
taineers themselves and that for both, violence continued to play a central 
role.”

In 1977, Wilma Dykeman, one of the pioneers of the Appalachian 
studies movement, bemoaned the region’s undeserved reputation as a land 
of violence:
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While robber barons were fleecing the people of public lands and 
treasured resource, while big city bosses and rural demagogues were 
subverting the essential democratic processes, while chain-gang labor 
enriched certain treasures and lynching of blacks violated every sanc-
tion of law and order, national readers were invited to believe that 
moonshine stills and family feuds made Appalachia a unique example 
of lawlessness. Actually, violence was as American as apple pie—
whether it was exemplified by a “splendid little war” in the Philip-
pines, by John Dillinger, or by the Hatfields and McCoys. The 
variance in social acceptability seemed to be determined in part by 
the economic status of the participants and by the public enormity of 
the violence.46

Over the past thirty years, scholars following Dykeman’s lead have labored 
diligently to debunk the myth of violent Appalachia. Building upon their 
works, the essays in this book further broaden our understanding of the 
problem of violence in the region without denying that it exists. Taken to-
gether, they remind us that Appalachian residents have always been Ameri-
can for better or worse.
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In December 1784, a small contingent of upper Tennessee Valley political 
leaders met in Washington County, North Carolina’s, rustic courthouse to 
discuss the uncertain postrevolutionary political climate that they believed 
threatened their regional political hegemony, prosperity, and families. The 
Jonesboro delegates fatefully decided that their backcountry communities 
could no longer remain part of their parent state and that North Carolina’s 
westernmost counties (at the time Washington, Sullivan, and Greene coun-
ties) must unite and form America’s fourteenth state.1 From 1785 through 
1788, the leaders of the Franklin separatist movement struggled to secure 
support for their state from the U.S. Confederation Congress, the North 
Carolina General Assembly, high-profile national political figures, and 
their bitterly divided neighbors. Throughout the three-year effort to win 
Franklin’s admission into the union, violence and the threat of violence 
plagued the political movement.

Despite involving a relatively small number of western residents and 
the state of Franklin’s brief existence, Amerindian clashes, internal political 
factionalism, and divisive western political policies resulted in a high level 
of backcountry bloodshed in the upper Tennessee Valley. From supposed 
violent tendencies culturally engrained in the region’s Scotch-Irish residents 
to the anarchic impulses unleashed by mountain isolation, there is no short-
age of explanations for Appalachian frontier violence. When the rise and 
fall of the state of Franklin and the corresponding level of regional hostili-
ties are briefly examined, many of these earlier raisons d’être regarding 
postrevolutionary Appalachian violence are replaced with more compelling 
explanations grounded in specific historical circumstances and a complex 
collision of political and economic forces. The violence surrounding the 
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state of Franklin resulted from the intersection of three primary causes: 
national and regional postrevolutionary political instability, fierce regional 
and state economic and political competition, and finally skillful and deter-
mined Amerindian diplomatic and martial resistance to western encroach-
ment. In the end, culture and physiography proved much less important 
factors than the struggle for regional economic and political hegemony in 
the chaos surrounding the state of Franklin.

Since the “discovery” and “invention” of Appalachia in the last decades 
of the nineteenth century, local color writers, missionaries, reformers, and 
scholars have offered their own ideas regarding the root causes of Appala-
chian violence. Two of the earliest and most persistently reoccurring argu-
ments offered to explain the perception of a hyperviolent mountain culture 
by relying upon ethnic and cultural generalizations and a fundamental 
misunderstanding of Appalachia’s past, both of which are challenged by the 
socioeconomic conditions surrounding the state of Franklin. Beginning in 
the 1880s, the outbreak of feuds and labor militancy associated with the 
trauma accompanying rural industrialization resulted in the application of 
the principles of social Darwinism to Appalachia in order to decipher the 
underlying factors behind mountain violence.2 The fallacious notion that 
nearly all southern Appalachians descended from Scotch-Irish immigrants 
gave birth to the idea of the “Appalachian Highlander,” who carried a cul-
tural and historical propensity to act “clannish”; live outside of the law; and, 
most important, repeatedly and unabashedly engage in acts of violence.3 In 
his 1989 work Albion’s Seed: Four British Folkways in America, historian 
David Hackett Fischer updates the cultural comparison of southern Appa-
lachia to the Scottish Highlands. Fischer argues that in what he labels as 
“border culture,” Highlands Scots, driven from their homes during the 
eighteenth-century clearances, carried their culture to Ireland (Ulster) and 
eventually on to the Appalachian Mountains. Fischer contends that several 
of the defining characteristics of this “border culture,” including individu-
alism, “autarchy,” and “retributive justice,” created a “climate of violence in 
the American backcountry.”4

Out of the search for an explanation for the perceived persistence of 
this violent and clannish “border culture” in the southern mountains 
emerged the theory of Appalachian isolation and the resulting cultural 
stagnation. In short, the absence of trade and transportation connections, 
geographic distances, and geological obstacles retarded cultural, political, 
and economic growth in the region. According to scholars, educators, and 
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reformers, Appalachian isolation preserved both positive and negative as-
pects of Scotch-Irish culture and prevented the “modernization” and 
“Americanization” of the southern mountains. When married to the “bor-
der culture,” in theory, Appalachian isolation perpetuated generational and 
trans-Atlantic mountain violence and offered a clear explanation for the 
brutal Indian wars of the eighteenth century, the Civil War bushwhacking 
and feuding of the nineteenth century, and the labor militancy of the twen-
tieth century.5

Of course, Appalachian scholars have spent the better part of fifty years 
demonstrating that both the “Appalachian Highlander”/“border culture” 
and isolation theories are at best exaggerated and at worst historically inac-
curate.6 As one historian notes, the Scotch-Irish were not nearly as cultur-
ally predisposed to violence as many scholars have asserted. Despite the 
Scotch-Irish bringing “fighting techniques like biting and eye-gouging to 
the colonies,” preexisting frontier conditions in the areas they settled were 
far more critical in determining the levels of backcountry violence than 
were ethnic origins.7 Furthermore, “assumptions about the cultural homo-
geneity” of southern Appalachia represent a “gross misrepresentation” of the 
region’s ethnic diversity.8 A cursory glance at the socioeconomic conditions 
in the upper Tennessee Valley during the Franklin separatist movement 
provides further evidence that ethnicity and isolation played very little role 
in the persistence of frontier violence in the southern mountains. First, the 
upper Tennessee Valley’s population at the end of the eighteenth century 
was relatively diverse and far from being homogeneously Scotch-Irish. In a 
survey conducted of the roughly 31,913 residents of the Tennessee country 
in 1790, approximately 83.1 percent were English, 11.2 percent were 
Scotch-Irish, and 2.3 percent were Irish. Additionally, the 1790 census also 
included Germans, Welsh, Dutch, Swiss, Alsatians, Africans, and French 
Huguenots.9 Many of the leading figures in the Franklin movement and 
the opposition party (Tiptonites) belonged to these minority groups, in-
cluding Franklin governor John Sevier (French Huguenot), adjutant gen-
eral of the Franklin militia George Elholm (Danish), and leading anti-
Franklinite Evan Shelby (Welsh).10

The “isolation theory” also proves historically inaccurate as an explana-
tion for Franklin-related violence. Appalachian scholars have effectively 
demonstrated that Appalachia has never been isolated from the rest of 
North America. Historian Wilma A. Dunaway convincingly argues that 
from the moment of Euroamerican contact, Appalachia’s indigenous resi-
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dents participated in a “capitalist export economy” that linked the region to 
global pelt markets. As Euroamerican settlements developed and advanced 
across the mountain backcountry, local and regional markets expanded 
that connected Amerindian and Euroamerican mountain communities to 
local, regional, and international markets. These market connections served 
as the conduits for not only the exchange of goods and services but also the 
transference of culture, technology, and information. As geographer Gene 
Wilhelm contends, “The idea that the Appalachian Mountains acted as a 
physical barrier . . . hardly stands up against the evidence at hand.” In his 
examination of early eastern Tennessee, historian David C. Hsiung thor-
oughly debunks the idea that the antebellum upper Tennessee Valley was 
cut off from the outside world. He argues, “East Tennessee’s road system 
and economic ties should dispel any notions that the region has been like a 
fly trapped in amber, isolated and untouched for generations.”11 Appala-
chian scholars’ identification of the existence and continued expansion of 
private and public roads, repeated demands for further internal improve-
ments, and evidence of regional market connections across southern Ap-
palachia have largely dispelled the antebellum “isolation theory.”12

Ethnicity and geographic isolation ultimately do not explain the high 
levels of violence and fear that surrounded the Franklin statehood move-
ment. However, postrevolutionary political instability within the national, 
state, and local governments and a high-stakes competition for control over 
the region’s emerging commercial economy and political system do stand as 
compelling causes underlying the anarchy of Tennessee Valley separatism. 
In his sweeping examination of the underlying factors behind America’s 
fluctuating homicide rates, historian Randolph Roth argues that frontier 
regions and communities were not intrinsically violent due to their cultural 
or ethic composition. Instead, Roth identifies four historical variables that 
he believes determined the level of backcountry homicide rates: confidence 
that a government is “stable” and effective at defending person and prop-
erty, belief in the “legitimacy” and integrity of a government, level of com-
munity cohesion fostered by socioeconomic and political bonds, and 
community acceptance of the authority of a ruling class. Roth’s analysis of 
the correlation between political stability and violence is particularly reveal-
ing when applied to the upper Tennessee Valley during the Franklin sepa-
ratist movement. Roth states, “If no government can establish uncontested 
authority and impose law and order, if political elites are deeply divided and 
there is no continuity of power or orderly succession, men can . . . take up 
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arms on behalf of particular political factions or racial groups and kill with-
out restraint.”13

Following the American Revolution, the national government struggled 
under the weight of the severely restrictive Articles of Confederation, war 
debts, specie shortages (British pound), currency deflation, the loss of Brit-
ish markets, and the destruction of America’s urban centers of commerce 
and the merchant fleet. Additionally, the United States proved incapable of 
protecting its western frontier from Amerindian resistance movements, 
foreign threats (Spain and Great Britain), and Western separatists.14 The 
North Carolina state government found itself in a very similar situation 
during the postwar years. North Carolina’s political leadership confronted 
a growing postrevolutionary Cherokee resistance movement on its western 
fringes, significant war debt, and disaffected western communities.15 The 
dire economic and political situation of both the national and the North 
Carolina governments created a geopolitical climate in the upper Tennessee 
Valley that was clouded by uncertainty and fostered widespread citizen 
discontent.

The Franklin statehood movement emerged out of this political uncer-
tainty and the policies enacted by both the Confederation Congress and the 
North Carolina Assembly aimed at solving these economic and diplomatic 
challenges. The beginning of the Franklin statehood movement was a di-
rect result of a piece of North Carolina legislation aimed at ameliorating the 
state’s postrevolutionary economic crisis. One of the many strategies the 
national government developed to reduce the national debt required that 
states with sizeable tracts of western lands either cede their territory to the 
federal government or face the prospect of being saddled with steep taxes on 
these lands. The national government in turn planned to divide up the 
ceded western lands, sell the tracts, and use the proceeds to reduce the na-
tional debt. Beginning in 1780, several of these states, including New York 
(1780) and Virginia (1781), relinquished their western territory to the na-
tional government. North Carolina’s political leadership was divided over 
the western land-cession issue. Many of the state’s eastern political leaders 
argued that the state’s investments in infrastructural development and In-
dian diplomacy made the territory simply too valuable to turn over to the 
national government. However, with the intentionally obscured support of 
western political figures, including many future leaders of the state of 
Franklin, the state finally ceded its western lands with the passage of the 
Cession Act in April 1784.16
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Despite the fact that many of the leading men of the upper Tennessee 
Valley lobbied and voted in support of the Cession Act, after the legisla-
tion’s passage, many of the region’s political and economic leading figures 
publicly criticized the legislation and used manufactured outrage to pro-
mote the creation of a new state out of their communities. The first official 
discussion related to the creation of an independent state occurred just four 
months after the passage of the Cession Act. During the legislature’s August 
meeting in Jonesboro, the forty delegates to the as yet unnamed Franklin 
Assembly decried their “abandonment” by the state of North Carolina with 
the passage of the Cession Act, relayed their fears that they were being 
thrown to the Indian “savages,” and expressed their desire to form an inde-
pendent state. As news of the Jonesboro meeting reached eastern North 
Carolina, the state’s political leadership quickly realized that western po-
litical and business leaders had duped them into passing the legislation. A 
few months later, North Carolina repealed the Cession Act, a decision that 
unleashed a wave of partisan anger across the Tennessee Valley and left 
many western residents unsure about who held political authority in their 
own neighborhoods.17

John Sevier (1745–1815), 
engraving. Courtesy of 
the North Carolina 
State Archives.
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The decision to repeal the Cession Act triggered the December 1784 
Jonesboro meeting, in which the first signs of political factionalism devel-
oped among the leaders of the upper Tennessee Valley. Proponents of state-
hood argued that the formation of a new state would allow them to direct 
their taxes toward improving their own regional infrastructure, encourage 
emigration into the region, and create a state government responsive to the 
demands of westerners. Former Revolutionary War hero turned Tennessee 
Valley politician John Sevier, a man destined to serve as the state of Frank-
lin’s only governor, initially led the opposition to the statehood proposal. 
Sevier and other statehood opponents warned that political separatism was 
a very radical proposition and asserted that North Carolina’s expansion of 
backcountry defenses and repeal of the Cession Act eliminated the primary 
grievances of western residents. Despite his initial reluctance to support 
statehood, William Cocke, one of Sevier’s most trusted advisors and the 
state of Franklin’s most skilled diplomat, ultimately convinced Sevier to 
join the movement. By the closing of 1784, North Carolina’s passage and 
repeal of the Cession Act had opened a deep fissure that polarized the Ten-
nessee Valley’s communities. A region once united by Indian warfare, the 
struggle for American independence, and a shared political and economic 
agenda succumbed to the political chaos and partisanship fostered by the 
North Carolina Assembly’s wavering western policies and the manipulative 
political machinations of an ambitious cabal of Tennessee Valley political 
and economic leading men.18

The political partisanship and regional instability that began with the 
Cession Act and statehood debates intensified the following year with the 
implementation of North Carolina’s “divide-and-conquer” strategy, de-
signed to peaceably defeat the separatist movement from within the region; 
the debate over the Franklin constitution; and the emergence and growth of 
a determined anti-Franklinite faction. Over the state of Franklin’s brief 
existence, three North Carolina governors, Alexander Martin (1782–85), 
Richard Caswell (1785–87), and Samuel Johnston (1787–89), oversaw the 
state’s strategy for derailing the separatist movement. The Martin adminis-
tration determined that the most effective approach for confronting the 
Franklinite government was to directly challenge the state’s leadership and 
rank and file. In February 1785, Governor Martin dispatched one of his 
military advisors, Major Samuel Henderson, to travel to the upper Tennes-
see Valley and apprise the governor of the level of citizen support for the 
statehood movement. Henderson also carried a letter from Martin to newly 
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elected Franklin governor John Sevier demanding an explanation for the 
separatist actions and stating unequivocally that the actions taken by the 
Franklinites were unconstitutional. Governor Sevier’s response to Martin’s 
letter laid out a number of reasons for the Franklinite declaration of inde-
pendence and encouraged Martin to throw his support behind the admis-
sion of Franklin into the confederation of states. Just a few weeks prior to 
being replaced as governor, Martin issued a threatening public manifesto to 
the leaders and supporters of Franklin, rejecting the reasons for separation 
and warning that “far less causes have deluged States and Kingdoms with 
blood” and that the actions of the Franklinites could set a precedent for 
other groups to engage in “dangerous and unwarranted procedures” that 
might ultimately topple the new American Republic. Martin’s manifesto 
exacerbated an already chaotic political situation in the Tennessee Valley, 
and the Franklinites accused Martin of attempting to “create sedition and 
stir up insurrection among the good citizens of this State, thinking thereby 
to destroy that peace and tranquility that so greatly abounds among the 
peaceful citizens of the new happy country.” Martin’s address to the resi-
dents of the Tennessee Valley also galvanized a growing minority faction of 
anti-Franklinites under the leadership of Washington County resident John 
Tipton. Tipton sent a response to Martin’s manifesto offering to “continue 
to discountenance the lawless proceedings of my neighbors.” The Franklin-
ites’ expression of concern for the intensification of communal factionalism 
and the Tiptonite response reveal the disruptive effects of political instabil-
ity within the communities of the upper Tennessee Valley.19

As Franklin’s leadership warned of “sedition” and “insurrection” and 
Tipton and his supporters aligned themselves with the state of North Caro-
lina, Richard Caswell began his term as North Carolina’s governor. In 
sharp contrast to Governor Martin’s confrontational handling of the 
Franklin affair, the Caswell administration initiated a much less threaten-
ing policy, aimed at defeating the separatist movement from within and 
avoiding the outbreak of violence. In what can best be described as a 
“divide-and-conquer” strategy, Caswell engaged in direct diplomacy with 
the leadership of Franklin, supported a parallel state bureaucracy with the 
upper Tennessee Valley, and repeatedly made offers to pardon the Franklin-
ites if they restored their loyalties to the state of North Carolina. If the 
Caswell policy unfolded as planned, it would reduce anti–North Carolina 
rhetoric, expand the growing faction of anti-Franklinites, and topple the 
Franklin government without loss of life or disruption to the regional 
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economy. Richard Caswell’s policy was also influenced by two underlying 
factors: his close personal and business relationship with John Sevier and 
his own financial interests in the upper Tennessee Valley. Governor Caswell 
owned sizeable tracts of land in the region and even went as far as to jointly 
speculate in land during the Franklin affair with his friend John Sevier.20

Despite the effort to rely on diplomacy to peaceably undermine the 
Franklin movement, the expansion of support for the Tiptonites and the 
political competition and civic disruption fostered by the existence of a 
competing internal bureaucracy ultimately resulted in an intensification of 
regional partisanship and elevated the likelihood of violence. Beginning 
with the state and local elections of 1786, North Carolina maintained its 
own regional courts, polling stations, law-enforcement officials, and militia 
in the upper Tennessee Valley. As one Tennessee historian explains, the 
residents of the upper Tennessee Valley “were presented with the strange 
spectacle of two empires exercising at one and the same time over one and 
the same people.” Unsurprisingly, John Tipton and his loyalist supporters 
dominated the North Carolina–backed elections and political offices. Both 
factions conducted their own discrete 1786 regional elections without any 
real incidents of violence. The Franklinites and the Tiptonites erected poll-
ing stations, and the statehood issue dominated the political climate as the 
sides rallied under the banners of “new state” and “old state” men. In the 
end, the Franklinites and the Tiptonites elected their own slates of represen-
tatives, but the results reveal an intensification of political polarization, 
further destabilization of the region’s communities, and the effectiveness of 
Caswell’s divide-and-conquer strategy.21

Following the 1786 elections, political rancor escalated across the re-
gion and eventually sparked the first physical confrontations between 
Franklinite and Tiptonite partisans. Much of the initial violence surround-
ing the Franklin government resulted from the competing state bureaucra-
cies and the subsequent legal confusion and challenges to regional political 
and economic hegemony. Both the Franklinites and the Tiptonites under-
stood the economic importance of controlling the region’s courts and po-
litical offices. From deciding on which road construction projects to fund 
to recording land sales, backcountry courts stood as the seats of political, 
legal, and of course fiscal power in the upper Tennessee Valley. Addition-
ally, state and county officials exerted tremendous power over the region’s 
political economy, and controlling the offices was paramount for both re-
gional partisans.
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As both factions sought to assert their own dominance over the region’s 
judicial system and local offices, the county courts became the sites of vio-
lent altercations. In Washington County, John Tipton held court at Buffalo, 
and John Sevier simultaneously presided over the Franklin court, just ten 
miles away in the town of Jonesboro. In the winter of 1786, Tipton and a 
group of approximately fifty men burst into Sevier’s Washington County 
courtroom, destroyed legal documents, and forced the court to shut down. 
In retaliation, the Franklinites targeted Tipton’s Buffalo court, destroying 
court documents and disrupting the proceedings. Remarkably, the first and 
only direct confrontation between the states’ two leading protagonists, 
John Sevier and John Tipton, occurred in a Jonesboro courtroom. After a 
verbal altercation between Sevier and Tipton, John Sevier struck Tipton 
with a cane, and Tipton countered with a flurry of punches. Bystanders 
managed to separate the two combatants, but the frequency of these types 
of courtroom brawls led one Tennessee Valley resident to quip that “fami-
lies took lessons in pugilism from each other at public meetings.”22

The office of sheriff also took on a heightened degree of importance 
and danger as the hardening of political positions increasingly sparked re-
gional violence in and out of courtrooms. One such “recounter” occurred in 
the summer of 1787, when North Carolina’s Washington County sheriff, 
Jonathan Pugh, attempted to arrest John Sevier’s son James for failure to 
pay North Carolina taxes. When Franklin’s Washington County sheriff, 
Andrew Caldwell, received word of the impending arrest, he confronted 
Pugh in Jonesboro. After he “violently struck and abused” Pugh, Caldwell 
arrested the North Carolina sheriff, then “put him in prison and shut the 
door.” The significance of the altercation between the two Washington 
County sheriffs dramatically increased after John Sevier publicly pro-
nounced that the Franklinites “paid no obedience to the laws of North 
Carolina” and that he personally “despised her [North Carolina’s] authori-
ty.” The Tiptonites swiftly responded to the assault and abuse of Sheriff 
Pugh. Flanked by a sizeable group of armed men, Tipton entered Jonesboro 
in search of Andrew Caldwell. Unable to locate the Franklin sheriff, the 
Tiptonites again raided the Jonesboro courthouse and destroyed court 
documents. The Tiptonite raid nearly plunged the entire region into civil 
war when an erroneous report circulated that John Sevier had been arrested 
and was being held at John Tipton’s Washington County farm. The Frank-
linites quickly organized a large militia of two hundred men and made 
plans to assault the Tipton farm. Fortunately, John Sevier managed to get 
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word to his armed supporters that he was not being held by Tipton, but the 
narrowly averted raid and the rapidity with which the region’s citizen-
soldiers mustered to the apocryphal report reveal the unintended conse-
quences of North Carolina’s divide-and-conquer tactics and the growing 
specter of backcountry violence.23

By the opening of 1788, the Franklin statehood movement stood on 
the precipice of collapse. The Franklinite diplomatic effort aimed at secur-
ing support for the state’s admission into the union failed despite the re-
peated attempts of the state’s most skilled diplomat, William Cocke. The 
Caswell administration’s strategy for toppling the Franklin government by 
fomenting internal divisions, quietly supporting the swelling opposition, 
and repeatedly dangling pardons, lucrative state positions, and tax conces-
sion had paid huge dividends. The number of anti-Franklinites continued 
to increase as the Franklin government slowly watched regional support 
fade and key members of its leadership return their loyalties to North Caro-
lina. Despite the occasional flare-up of localized violence and the visceral 
feelings of fear and uncertainty that shrouded the region, the Caswell strat-
egy seemed to succeed in minimizing the potential threat of an all-out 
civil war. However, the events that occurred in February 1788 proved just 
how illusory the Caswell strategy’s successes had been.24

Predictably, the climactic clash between the Franklinites and the Tip-
tonites began as a result of the bureaucratic uncertainty created by the exis-
tence of two parallel state governments functioning simultaneously in the 
region and the partisan anger built up after nearly three years of political 
and legal wrangling. At the end of February, John Tipton ordered Wash-
ington County sheriff Jonathan Pugh to travel to John Sevier’s Plum Grove 
plantation and confiscate Sevier’s slaves as payment for delinquent North 
Carolina taxes. Tipton directed Pugh to remove Sevier’s slave property to 
his own farm on Sinking Creek. It is almost certain that John Tipton knew 
that his actions would provoke Sevier and his supporters, and the anti-
Franklinite leader retreated to his home with over 50 armed loyalists, await-
ing Sevier’s response. News of the confiscation of his slaves reached John 
Sevier as he mustered the Franklinite militia in preparation for a raid on the 
Overhill Cherokee towns dotting the lower Tennessee Valley. Sevier im-
mediately ordered the Franklin militia to Tipton’s farm to restore the gov-
ernor’s property. Approximately 150 Franklinite troops reached the 
Washington County farm on the morning of February 27, 1788, and 
quickly surrounded the Tiptonites barricaded in the farmhouse.25 The re-
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turn of Sevier’s slaves served as the impetus for the standoff, but both sides 
realized that much more was at stake that frigid morning than simply pri-
vate property and unpaid taxes. Bolstered by Governor Caswell’s support 
for the region’s North Carolina bureaucracy and blinded by seething anger 
fueled by political partisanship, John Tipton’s actions stood as a direct chal-
lenge to Franklin’s political and economic sovereignty. Once again, the 
Tiptonites attempted to enforce North Carolina laws and collect North 
Carolina taxes in the state of Franklin. As the Franklin government strug-
gled to survive the winter of 1788, Sevier and his supporters knew that what 
was unfolding on Tipton’s farm would have significant consequences for 
the future of their statehood movement and their own political and eco-
nomic positions within the region.

While the Franklinite forces paraded outside of the home of their chief 
political opponent, John Sevier instructed Colonel Henry Conway to carry 
a flag of truce, accompanied by a demand that the Tiptonites surrender to 
the Franklin militia and accept the legal authority of the state of Franklin. 
Tipton responded to Sevier’s ultimatum, stating that “he begged no favours, 
and if Sevier would surrender himself and leaders, they should have the ben-
efit of North Carolina Laws.” There was no mention of slave property or 
taxes in these initial exchanges, and each side simply demanded that the 
other accept their political authority. As the two political factions finally 
faced off on the banks of Sinking Creek, nothing less than political and 
economic control over the upper Tennessee Valley was at stake. After the 
initial exchange, the Franklin militia set up camp and continued to march 
menacingly around the Tipton property. As the sun set on the first day of the 
siege, John Tipton managed to get word to his supporters relaying his dire 
predicament, and a small detachment of troops under the command of Cap-
tain Peter Parkinson set off from Jonesboro to reinforce the Tiptonite forces.26

As night fell on the Tipton farm, the outbreak of hostilities commenced 
with Franklinite forces firing on Parkinson’s troops. Despite a hail of bul-
lets from both sides, three horses were initially the evening’s only casualties. 
As the Franklinite and Tiptonite troops continued to exchange fire, two 
women inside the Tipton home attempted to flee the “fiery fracas” under 
the cover of darkness. One of these women escaped unharmed, but the 
other, Rachel Devinsly, “received a ball through her shoulder” and became 
the only human casualty of the opening round of the Battle of Franklin. 
The next morning (February 28), additional North Carolina loyalist troops 
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from neighboring Sullivan County received word of the backcountry 
standoff. After dispatching a small force to halt the advance of these Tip-
tonite reinforcements, John Sevier sent a second flag of truce, requesting 
that the anti-Franklinites submit to the authority of the state of Franklin. 
Tipton again refused, informing Sevier that “all I wanted was a submission 
to the laws of North Carolina, and if they would acquiesce with this pro-
posal I would disband my troops here and countermand the march of the 
troops from Sullivan.” Once again, these exchanges reveal the efforts of 
Sevier and Tipton to assert their state’s authority in a region gripped by 
three years of political instability. As each side proved incapable of breaking 
the diplomatic impasse, troops from both political factions made prepara-
tions for the impending pitched battle.27

As a strong winter snowstorm cloaked the region in a cover of white-
ness, John Sevier dispatched a small detachment of troops commanded by 
his two sons, John and James, to intercept the Sullivan County reinforce-
ments before they could rendezvous at the Tipton farm. Less than three 
hundred yards from the Tipton farm, the small expedition led by the Sevier 
sons encountered some of the Sullivan County Tiptonites. After briefly 
exchanging fire with a portion of the Tiptonite reinforcements, the Frank-
linite forces quickly reversed course and sped back through a blinding 
snowstorm to rejoin the main body of militia troops. The appearance of the 
Sullivan County reinforcements outside of the Tipton farm offered the 
anti-Franklinite men a long-awaited opportunity to attack Sevier’s Franklin 
militia and break the siege. A witness to the events that morning described 
what transpired next: “A great body of Sullivan men attacked him [Sevier] 
with heavy firing, and rushed among them, took a number of prisoners, 
arms, saddles, and dispersed the whole of the Franklinites.” As the Sullivan 
County forces engaged the Franklinites, John Tipton and the remainder of 
the barricaded Tiptonites “sailed out [of the farmhouse] and drove them 
[the Franklinites] from their ground without much resistance.” The rapid 
turn of events caught the Franklinites off guard and forced their leader 
John Sevier, who was a few miles from the farm at the time of the engage-
ment, to “retreat without his boots.”28

Both factions suffered several casualties during the Battle of Franklin. 
Franklinite John Smith sustained a fatal shot to the thigh, and Henry Pol-
ley and Gasper Fant each received devastating wounds to their extremities. 
During their hasty retreat, the Franklinites’ delaying fire led to the deaths 
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of Washington County sheriff Jonathan Pugh and Sullivan County militia-
man John Webb, as well as the wounding of Captain William Delancy and 
John Allison. Slowed by the driving snowstorm, the troops under the com-
mand of John Sevier and James Sevier finally reached the Tipton farm 
shortly after the Franklinite retreat. The Franklinites rode “up to the camp 
[with] Col. Sevier’s flag still flying,” unaware of the “sudden & complete 
change in affairs that had taken place during their brief absence.” As they 
approached the Tipton home, “a volley of guns arrested them and some few, 
amazed & wondering were pulled from their horses & called in to surren-
der, among them, James & John Sevier [Jr.] & their cousin John Sevier.” 
Shortly after their capture, Governor Sevier learned of the fate of his family 
and sent John Tipton a message “asking [for] his life [and that] of his par-
ties” and agreeing to “submit to the Laws of the State” of North Carolina. 
After initially threatening to hang Sevier’s two sons, John Tipton released 
the members of the Sevier family and accepted John Sevier’s capitulation.29

Despite the repeated diplomatic failures, the crushing military defeat 
on the fields of John Tipton’s farm, the near-complete collapse of the state 
government, and Governor Sevier’s promise to restore his loyalty to North 
Carolina, the Battle of Franklin did not signal the end of either the upper 

“Escape of Gov. Sevier” engraving. Courtesy of the North Carolina State Archives.
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Tennessee Valley’s political instability or the violence surrounding the 
Franklinite movement. Throughout the remainder of 1788, significant sup-
port for Sevier and the separatist movement remained in the newest Frank-
lin counties in the lower Tennessee Valley. Driven by valuable and contested 
land claims, Sevier, Blount, and Greene County residents continued to 
support the Franklin government. Even the replacement of moderate gover-
nor and Sevier associate Richard Caswell by political hardliner Samuel 
Johnston a few months prior failed to persuade Sevier and the Franklinite 
holdouts to submit to North Carolina’s authority. Bolstered by a significant 
faction of regional loyalists, and despite a warrant being issued for his arrest 
for treason by the state of North Carolina, John Sevier refused to uphold his 
promise to “abide by the laws” of North Carolina and even made a failed 
attempt “to raise a militia of their party to march against Colonel Tipton.” 
In response, John Tipton requested “a few volunteers to quell the Insurrec-
tion” and “save [the region] from future bloodshed” from neighboring 
Washington County, Virginia. The existence of an arrest warrant also did 
not deter Sevier from frequent visits to Jonesboro and its neighboring com-
munities. The day before his arrest for treason, the former governor of 
Franklin (Sevier’s term expired in March 1788) entered the town of Jones-
boro with a group of ten to twelve armed men on horseback. The group 
eventually stopped at the home of David Deaderick, who was being visited 
by former Franklin sheriff Andrew Caldwell. Deaderick described what 
unfolded that afternoon in a deposition taken by North Carolina justice of 
the peace William Cox. According to Deaderick, Sevier demanded “Whis-
key or Rum” from him. Upon learning that Deaderick had no alcohol, Se-
vier asked Caldwell “nearly the same respecting Liquor,” and the former 
sheriff also “informed him he had none.” Sevier then became angry and 
“began to abuse this place, then its inhabitants without distinction.” Dead-
erick and Caldwell confronted Sevier, asking him “if he aimed that dis-
course or abuse at” them. Sevier answered, “Yes, at you or anybody else,” 
and then called Deaderick “a son of a Bitch.” Deaderick replied “[that Se-
vier] was a dead son of a Bitch, and stepped close to Sevier, who immedi-
ately drew out his pistol.” The altercation eventually spilled out into the 
Jonesboro street, where Sevier accused Caldwell of owing him money, 
pulled his pistol, and threatened to shoot him. As Sevier waved his pistol in 
the air at Caldwell, the gun discharged and wounded Richard Collier, an 
innocent onlooker. Sevier and his men quickly fled the scene of the shoot-
ing, but the incident highlights the continued threat of violence surround-
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ing the separatist movement. The fact that Sevier turned his weapon on a 
former ally also reveals the political instability that continued to breed vio-
lence in the region’s communities.30

Shortly after the Jonesboro shooting, John Tipton and a small posse of 
a dozen men, armed with a North Carolina arrest warrant, tracked Sevier 
down at the home of a Franklinite widow. With John Sevier accused of 
“High Treason in levying troops to oppose the Laws and Government of 
this State” and using “an armed force [to] put to death several good Citi-
zens” by the Johnston administration, North Carolina and its Tennessee 
Valley loyalists finally arrested him. Tipton initially proposed hanging Se-
vier on the spot but eventually agreed to allow his political rival to be trans-
ferred across the mountains to stand trial in the eastern North Carolina 
community of Morganton. Despite Sevier’s appeal to remain in Washing-
ton County to stand trial, the Tiptonites shackled the Franklinite leader, 
paraded him in front of Tiptonite supporters, and finally transported him 
to the Burke County jail to await trial. The Tiptonites turned their pris-
oner over to Burke County sheriff William Morrison, a former Revolution-
ary War soldier who had fought under Sevier at the Battle of King’s 
Mountain; Morrison immediately released the prisoner from his irons and 
escorted him to the nearest tavern. A short time later, Sevier and a small 
group of Franklin supporters simply rode out of Morganton and returned 
to their communities in the upper Tennessee Valley. The former governor 
of the state of Franklin never stood trial for his participation in the Battle 
of Franklin or the Jonesboro shooting.31

Sevier’s arrest signaled the effective end of the Franklin statehood 
movement and with it a decrease in violence within the Tennessee Valley 
communities. As former separatists, including John Sevier, returned their 
loyalties to North Carolina, with many reclaiming their former political 
and civic positions within state and local government, the political instabil-
ity that had fueled regional violence subsided. However, the fear and threats 
of violence resulting from white encroachment, land speculation, and the 
former state of Franklin’s aggressive and uncompromising Indian policies 
continued to plague the region. Even as the Tennessee Valley communities 
experienced some level of internal political stabilization, the Overhill and 
Chickamauga Cherokees remained determined and defiant in the face of a 
rapidly expanding American population. Only slightly less significant than 
the impact of political destabilization and economic competition, this Am-
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erindian resistance movement played a central role in creating the percep-
tion and reality of backcountry disorder.32

Relations between the upper Tennessee Valley’s white settlers and the 
region’s dominant Amerindian group, the Overhill Cherokees, remained 
confrontational throughout the eighteenth century. From the first appear-
ance of Euroamerican settlers in the region, the Overhill Cherokees had 
struggled to defend their territory and villages from white encroachment by 
utilizing a sophisticated plan that combined strategic territorial and trade 
concessions, direct diplomatic engagement, and targeted martial resistance. 
The Overhill Cherokee policy directly led to the fragmentation of their own 
Tennessee Valley communities; served as an underlying impetus for the 
Franklin separatist movement; and, most important, contributed to the en-
demic fear and violence that dominated the trans-Appalachian backcountry.

Beginning with the 1773 lease agreement between the region’s earliest 
Watauga settlers, the Overhill Cherokee leadership embraced at least some 
level of territorial concessions to Euroamerican westerners in the Tennessee 
Valley. The first significant Cherokee-white land sale in the region occurred 
in 1775, when Richard Henderson, a former North Carolina judge and 
successful land speculator, secured twenty million acres from the Cherokees 
for two thousand English pounds and ten thousand pounds’ worth of trade 
goods. At that time, the Henderson Purchase stood as the largest private 
land deal in American history and initiated a wave of land sales between the 
Overhill Cherokees and the region’s leading land speculators. Not all of the 
Overhill Cherokee leadership agreed with the territorial transactions. 
Cherokee chief Dragging Canoe denounced the land deals and eventually 
broke away from the Overhill Cherokee alliance, establishing separate In-
dian towns on the banks of Chickamauga Creek. Under the leadership of 
Dragging Canoe, the Chickamauga Cherokees refused to accept the terri-
torial treaties with American westerners and launched a bloody resistance 
movement that targeted Tennessee Valley western settlements, land survey-
ors, and mountain travelers.33

The backcountry chaos reaped by Dragging Canoe’s Chickamauga 
warriors forced western settlers to expand and improve their backcountry 
defenses. As the intensity of the Cherokee-white conflict raged during the 
second half of the eighteenth century, increased western demands for fund-
ing for internal improvements in order to construct and bolster backcountry 
forts, pay and equip militia companies, and bribe Amerindian leaders 
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placed considerable strains on Euroamerican governments. This financial 
burden, created by western demands for internal improvements and the 
expenses associated with Indian diplomacy and warfare following the 
French and Indian War, served as one of the primary causes that led the 
British government to enact the Proclamation of 1763. One of the most 
important and controversial provisions of the 1763 colonial legislation es-
tablished a boundary line, roughly following the Appalachian Mountain 
chain, between white western settlements and Native American territory. 
The colonial legislation reserved the territory west of the Proclamation Line 
for Amerindian residents and forbade western land speculation and settle-
ment in the region. According to historian Woody Holton, these British 
colonial concessions to the indigenous westerners and the obstacles the 
policies presented to western land speculation served as one of the deter-
mining factors cementing backcountry resident’s patriot loyalties during 
the American Revolution.34 Following the Revolution, the new American 
government and several state governments resumed the British policy of 
Amerindian diplomacy and compromise. During the Franklin affair, the 
state of North Carolina passed legislation that attempted to establish and 
protect Native American territorial reserves from western land speculators 
and squatters. This shift in state Indian policy did not go unnoticed by the 
political and economic leadership of the upper Tennessee Valley and qui-
etly emerged as one of the key factors behind the Franklin separatist move-
ment. Although this was never stated explicitly, the leaders of the Franklin 
movement believed that the establishment of an independent state govern-
ment would allow them to replace North Carolina’s conciliatory Indian 
policy with a much more aggressive strategy aimed at forcing further land 
concessions and eventually driving the region’s native people from the Ten-
nessee Valley. The coupling of a sophisticated and determined Cherokee 
resistance movement, the national and the North Carolina governments’ 
Indian diplomacy, and Franklin’s aggressive and threatening Native Amer-
ican policy resulted in high levels of postrevolutionary Indian-white vio-
lence across the Tennessee Valley backcountry.35

A brief survey of Indian-white relations during the Franklin period il-
lustrates the violent consequences of the collision of Indian resistance and 
Franklinite policies. Shortly after the establishment of the Franklin govern-
ment, the Tennessee Valley separatists revealed their contentious Amerin-
dian policy during their earliest Indian treaty negotiations. In the summer 
of 1785, a small delegation of Franklinites, including John Sevier, Joseph 
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Hardin, Luke Boyer, Ebenezer Alexander, Joshua Gist, and Alexander Out-
law, parlayed with Overhill Cherokee leaders at the mouth of Dumplin 
Creek in an effort to purchase a sizeable swath of Indian land. The negotia-
tions surrounding the Treaty of Dumplin Creek established the basic con-
tours of Franklinite Indian diplomacy. The Franklinites aggressively 
demanded land concessions from the Cherokee leaders and made few if any 
concessions of their own. The Franklinites all but guaranteed favorable 
treaty terms by excluding Cherokee leaders critical of further land sales 
from the negotiations and threatening violence if those chiefs in attendance 
failed to acquiesce to their demands. Whether the Indian representatives’ 
action was pragmatic or not, the huge Cherokee tract of land they sold at 
Dumplin Creek further enflamed Chickamauga Cherokee anger and em-
boldened Franklin’s political leaders.36

As reports of backcountry violence perpetrated by both whites and In-
dians and the Dumplin Creek negotiations reached political leaders in 
North Carolina and New York, U.S. Indian agents drafted plans for a large 
Indian treaty council to be held at Hopewell, South Carolina. The negotia-
tions and agreements reached at Hopewell provide a striking contrast to the 
Treaty of Dumplin Creek. First, the U.S. Indian agents and Cherokee 
diplomats did not include either the Franklinites or the Chickamauga 
Cherokees in the meetings. However, the U.S. government did invite all of 
the other tribal leaders, including over a thousand additional representa-
tives from Cherokee towns. From November 18 through November 29, 
1785, Benjamin Hawkins, Joseph Martin, Andrew Pickens, and Lachlan 
McIntosh, the congressionally appointed Indian commissioners, engaged 
the Cherokees in a series of talks that proved to be far more equitable and 
compromising than the Dumplin Creek parlays. While territorial issues 
remained at the forefront of these talks, the maintenance of peaceful back-
country relations also stood out as a diplomatic priority. Additionally, the 
U.S. negotiators at Hopewell accepted the concept of Cherokee territorial 
sovereignty and included a provision that allowed the Indians to force white 
squatters off of their lands.37

Although the Treaty of Hopewell was perceived as a great diplomatic 
victory by the Cherokees, it created a backlash that accelerated backcountry 
violence across the Tennessee Valley. The treaty contained provisions that 
restored Overhill Cherokee lands in the region by disavowing earlier con-
troversial and often coerced land cessions. The Hopewell negotiators also 
agreed to disallow the recently signed Treaty of Dumplin Creek and return 
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these lands to Cherokee control. The return of the Dumplin Creek lands to 
the Cherokees meant that several of the state of Franklin’s most significant 
towns and communities, including the new Franklin capital of Greeneville, 
now rested in Cherokee territory. As news of the Hopewell Treaty terms 
reached the state of Franklin, the state’s political leadership quickly rejected 
the Cherokee land restoration and maintained the validity of the Dumplin 
Creek land purchases. The Treaty of Hopewell and the resulting threats to 
Franklinite land claims and individual wealth strengthened regional sup-
port for the separatist government and Franklinite resolve to maintain and 
expand the state’s geographic boundary. Simultaneously, the treaty bol-
stered the Overhill Cherokees’ resistance efforts by dubiously giving the 
tribe’s leadership confidence that they could count on support from the 
United States and the state of North Carolina in their efforts to defend their 
communities and lands. The diplomatic and economic reverberations from 
Hopewell all but ensured the escalation of backcountry violence as both the 
Franklinites and the Cherokees struggled to come to grips with the terms of 
the treaty.38

Throughout the remainder of the state of Franklin’s existence, the Over-
hill Cherokees and American communities experienced perpetual back-
country warfare and faced the constant threat of violence. The Franklinites 
simply ignored the provisions of the Treaty of Hopewell and the United 
States’ and North Carolina’s conciliatory Native American policies and con-
tinued to encourage their citizens to purchase and settle on Dumplin Creek 
lands. Despite the protestations of Cherokee leaders, white encroachment on 
Cherokee land continued apace. The inability (or perhaps unwillingness) of 
the national and North Carolina governments to enforce the provisions of 
Hopewell and remove Franklinite squatters from Cherokee lands predict-
ably led Chickamauga Cherokee leaders Dragging Canoe and métis John 
Watts to initiate a series of backcountry raids across the Tennessee Valley. In 
1786, Watts and a force of nearly a thousand Chickamauga Cherokee war-
riors raided settlements near the community of Knoxville. In response, 
Franklinite militia forces under the command of John Sevier attacked and 
burned a number of Overhill Cherokee towns a few months later. This cycle 
of retaliatory violence defined Indian-Franklin relations from 1786 through 
1788 and left hundreds of Cherokee and American casualties and decimated 
communities across the Tennessee Valley.39

Amid the escalating Indian-white warfare, two significant events oc-
curred that further fanned the flames of backcountry violence. In the face 
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of increasing demands for additional Indian land transactions from re-
gional land speculators and commercial farmers, the Franklin government 
initiated another round of treaty negotiations with the Overhill Cherokees 
in the summer of 1786. Relying on the same tactics of selective chief invita-
tion and threats of violence, Franklin diplomats pressured Cherokee leaders 
into selling another large area of land. The Treaty of Coyatee not only 
governed the sale of Indian lands but also contained extraordinarily threat-
ening language warning against any future Cherokee resistance to white 
encroachment. The Franklin diplomats warned the Overhill Cherokees in 
attendance not to resist their territorial expansion or “kill any of our people,” 
for the consequences of such actions would lead to the destruction of “the 
town that does the Mischief.”40

The signing of the Treaty of Coyatee, the opening of a Franklin land 
office in order to divide and sell former Cherokee lands, and the renewal of 
Indian diplomacy with the Cherokees by both the U.S. and North Carolina 
governments triggered another round of Indian raids and American coun-
terattacks during the final months of 1786. The year 1787 witnessed a 
further intensification of backcountry violence perpetrated by both whites 
and Indians that climaxed in the spring of 1788 with a particularly grue-
some set of murders that eventually sparked outrage on both sides of the 
Appalachian Mountains and hastened the downfall of the Franklin govern-
ment. In May 1788, a Cherokee named Slim Tom viciously hacked down 
eleven members of the Kirk family, living just a few miles from the Overhill 
Cherokee capital of Chota on the Tennessee River. According to the only 
surviving member of the family, John Kirk, Slim Tom, “with a party of 
Sattigo [Citico] and other Cherokee Indians,” fell upon his family; “mur-
dered my mother, brothers and sisters in cold blood”; and mutilated the 
“smiling faces” of the Kirk children. In response, John Sevier mustered the 
Franklin militia and prepared to retaliate against Overhill Cherokee towns. 
Accompanied by a vengeful John Kirk and facing little resistance from the 
Indians, the Franklinite forces attacked a number of Overhill Cherokee 
towns. After burning several towns and killing dozens of Indians, the 
Franklinites turned their attention to the Overhill Cherokee town of Chil-
howe, unfortunately the hometown of Slim Tom. After laying siege to the 
town, the Franklinites invited two Cherokee chiefs, Old Tassel and Old 
Abraham, who just happened to be meeting in Chilhowe at the time of the 
attack, to meet with them to discuss terms of peace. Both Cherokee chiefs, 
who were widely known to be among the Cherokees’ strongest proponents 
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of peace, agreed to meet with the Franklinites in John Sevier’s tent. As the 
two Cherokee leaders and their party approached the Franklinite encamp-
ment, “[John Kirk and James Hubbard] fell on the Indians, killed the Tas-
sel, Hanging Man [sic], Old Abram, his son, Tassell’s [sic] brother, and 
Hanging-Man’s [sic] brother, and took in Abram’s wife and daughter—
brought in 14 Scalps.” Under a flag of truce, the Franklinites cut down the 
two Cherokee leaders most dedicated to amity and effectively undermined 
any chance for the cessation of backcountry violence. Despite Sevier’s pro-
testation that he was absent when Kirk and Hubbard murdered the Chero-
kee chiefs, the events that transpired that May morning were widely 
condemned by the U.S. administration and the political leadership of 
North Carolina. After receiving support from the U.S. Congress, North 
Carolina governor Samuel Johnston issued an arrest warrant for Sevier and 
the other members of the Franklin militia involved in the murders. Despite 
Sevier’s eventual acquittal of the crime, the Kirk and Cherokee chief mur-
ders derailed any possibility of ending backcountry violence in the region. 
Sadly, the ramifications of the Franklinite Indian policies and the Cherokee 
resistance movement continued to breed violence, death, and destruction in 
the Tennessee Valley long after the collapse of the state of Franklin.41

This brief history of the state of Franklin leaves little doubt that the 
separatist movement was engulfed in near-perpetual violence during its less 
than four-year existence. Racked by political instability and internal fac-
tionalism fostered by economic and political competition, North Carolina’s 
divide-and-conquer diplomatic strategy, and a determined and well-
supported antistatehood faction; the communities of the upper Tennessee 
Valley constantly faced the threat of civil strife and bloodshed. The addi-
tion of a resolute and effective Cherokee resistance movement that relied 
upon diplomacy and warfare to halt territorial encroachment and to defend 
Cherokee backcountry communities further escalated the level of fear and 
violence in the region. Despite efforts to offer ethnic, cultural, and geo-
graphic explanations for the persistence of backcountry violence in the re-
gion, these are the primary factors that underlie the “effusions of blood” in 
the upper Tennessee Valley following the American Revolution.

Notes

The author wishes to thank Randy Roth for sharing his work and insight into the 
nature and causes of frontier violence.
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In 1787, politician Timothy Pickering described the Pennsylvanian fron-
tier’s Wyoming Valley as home to a wild and brutish people: “The natural 
instability of . . . that settlement, where during so many years they have 
lived in anarchy—where they have been taught to abhor the government of 
Pennsylvania . . . warrants the suspicion that a large number of [settlers] 
would again easily be wrought up to a pitch of violence.”1 The alleged mis-
creants were Connecticut migrants who had begun to settle in the Indian-
inhabited Wyoming Valley under extraordinary colonial charter claims 
during the 1750s.2 A special congressional court had awarded Pennsylvania 
jurisdiction over Wyoming Valley in late 1782, which emboldened Picker-
ing to denounce the contemporarily termed Connecticut “Yankees” who 
continued to refuse to relinquish many of their claims to the land.3 But 
contemporaries as well as modern historians have misrepresented the com-
petition for Wyoming Valley as rampantly violent by magnifying the mo-
ments when resistance escalated to bloodshed. Indeed, the claims dispute is 
an early example of Appalachian mountain dwellers being erroneously ste-
reotyped as backward and lawless. As is so often the case, myth had partial 
grounding in reality: when confronting each other and their Pennsylvanian 
neighbors, Yankees and their Delaware Indian competitors did resort to 
killing under predictable circumstances: serious diplomatic failures; inter-
ference from well-known vigilante instigators; or formal conflicts, such as 
the Seven Years’ War, Pontiac’s Rebellion, and the American Revolution. 
But these moments merely punctuated a fifty-year land dispute during 
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which the majority of settlers preferred to pursue diplomatic channels while 
intimidating their neighbors with restrained tactics, such as razing farms 
and buildings or threatening with makeshift militias, that did not claim 
lives.4

This argument confronts scholarly stereotypes regarding Appalachian 
residents, Indian and white. Historians have either left northern Appala-
chian settlers out of the history of the mountains altogether, or they have 
portrayed them as a homogenous people who internalized the surrounding 
untamed landscape and, in isolation from legitimized government, prac-
ticed vigilantism. Among the most famous scholars, Frederick Jackson 
Turner and Arnold Toynbee have labeled Appalachians as uncivilized or as 
“no better than barbarians.” Richard Slotkin has suggested that borderland 
Americans reflected the wildernesses they encountered by acting lawlessly.5 
Historians have also carelessly labeled the Wyoming claims dispute as a 
typical mob action that had either escalated beyond the control of its lead-
ers or was a manifestation of political protest.6

These portrayals, however, obscure the complexity of Yankee settle-
ment strategies and reduce the region’s Delaware Indian inhabitants, who 
also resided in Wyoming Valley during the eighteenth century, to carica-
tures.7 Both Connecticut settlers and the Delawares operated within the 
confines of political reality rather than as unruly, anti-institutional mobs 
who embraced vigilantism in defiance of authorities. They desired legiti-
macy from the formal power structures governing them: the Delawares had 
been conquered by the Iroquois Six Nations, and the Yankees were citizens 
of the colony of Connecticut. Thus, white settlers and Native Americans 
were not responding to the isolation of the frontier, but rather fully compre-
hended their incorporation within the British and Indian power structures. 
The tide of Western settlement had swept them into contested land, where 
they hoped to build permanent homes and fruitful lives. Anarchy could not 
serve their goals. Yet neither could the strategy of intimidation perma-
nently resolve the land dispute; settlers required a solution from powers 
beyond Wyoming Valley. Ironically, whenever claimants invited outside 
intervention, they also invited violence and suffering.

In the northeastern belt of the Appalachian Mountains, within present-
day Pennsylvania, sits Wyoming Valley. An adjacent triangular arm of New 
York separates the valley from the state of Connecticut. Wyoming itself is a 
crescent-shaped depression that accommodates part of the Susquehanna 
River, which drops in from the northwest and flows southwesterly for half 
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of the valley, then southeasterly as it exits through a mountain gap. Though 
the river does not dominate, it enriches the land, making it fertile for agri-
culture. In October 1754, the Susquehannah Company, a land corporation 
that laid claim to Wyoming based on the latent Connecticut sea-to-sea 
charter, had accumulated eight hundred shareholders and begun to survey 
the area. The surveyors’ presence distressed two groups who also resided in 
Wyoming: Iroquois Indians and Pennsylvanians.

Having the primary claim to Wyoming, the Iroquois Six Nations re-
solved to prevent this new white invasion of its lands. Its leaders commenced 
the nonviolent tactic of occupation because empty space was often too 
tempting for white settlers.8 Instead of relocating one of its own tribes, the 
Six Nations used threats and enticements to reposition a portion of a con-
quered people—former Lehigh River Delaware Indians.

The Six Nations had already compelled the Delawares to move north a 
decade earlier to please Pennsylvanian authorities. In 1737, the Delawares 
had been tricked out of their original land between the Lehigh and Dela-
ware rivers in Pennsylvania, because John Penn and Thomas Penn, the sons 
and successors of Pennsylvania founder William Penn, claimed that the 
Indians had sold this land to their father. Denying the corrupt “Walking 
Purchase,” the Delawares refused to leave until the Iroquois intervened.9 
On July 10, 1742, at a meeting of Delawares, Iroquois, and Pennsylvanian 
leaders, Governor Thomas Penn demanded that the Delaware people de-
part immediately, as they had been ordered to do five years earlier. But it 
was Onondaga Canasatego, a spokesman for the Six Nations, who finally 
convinced the Delawares to move: “We conquer’d You, we made Women of 
you. . . . This Land that you Claim is gone through Your Guts.”10 Histori-

Wyoming Valley as seen from the Wilkes-Barre mountains, c. 1896. Prints and 
Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.
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ans have argued over the emasculating implications of this speech, but at the 
very least, Canasatego intended a humiliating reminder that the Delawares 
no longer enjoyed political sovereignty.11 The defeated Indians took a variety 
of paths, including living as scattered wards in northern Iroquois land, mov-
ing into white religious settlements, or adopting European identities.12 Thus, 
when the Iroquois insisted that a number of Delaware Indians, most of 
whom had been living at the nearby Moravian mission at Gnadenhütten, 
occupy Wyoming Valley in 1753, they had little choice but to relocate.

Although this fertile crescent provided the Delawares with a satisfac-
tory opportunity to rebuild their shattered communities, their fortunes re-
versed again one year later, when permanent Yankee settlers from the 
Susquehannah Company began building in the valley. The Yankees had 
received a temporary setback at the Albany Conference of 1754, when the 
Iroquois relinquished some lands but specifically reserved Shamokin and 
Wyoming.13 Just when it appeared that the Yankees would not be able to 
proceed with settlement, Susquehannah Company representative John 
Henry Lydius secured a liquor-clouded purchase of Wyoming Valley from 
illegitimate Iroquois representatives.14 Though the authentic Six Nations’ 
leadership later repudiated the deal, the Yankees saw their opportunity to 
move settlers in and began heavy recruiting.15 The Connecticut settlers 
sought colonial sanction for their plans, and while Connecticut’s governor 
approved, its legislature did not.16 The colonial assembly had a much more 
immediate concern to attend to: tensions between the French and British 
occupiers of the Ohio Valley had erupted, resulting in the Seven Years’ War 
in 1754. Nevertheless, hundreds of Yankees began constructing homes and 
farms in the valley, and the Delawares, though feeling forsaken by the Iro-
quois, did not immediately lash out at their new neighbors.

Instead, the Delawares appealed to higher authorities for aid, often via 
their emerging spokesman, Teedyuscung. With pressure from Connecticut 
to the east and a mounting threat from the French to the west, the Dela-
wares sought the support of their superiors, the Six Nations, in deference to 
their conquered status. They begged, “Uncles the United Nations, we ex-
pect to be killed by the French your Father; We desire, therefore, that you 
will take off our Petticoat that we may fight for ourselves.”17 The request 
reflected a desire for legitimacy of action and a fear of Iroquois retribution 
for unauthorized killing of whites. Although the Iroquois wished to main-
tain control over the Wyoming Valley and recognized the dual Yankee and 
European threats, they did not sanction Delaware violence, hoping to re-
main neutral during the Seven Years’ War.18
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No Native American tribes would succeed in sitting out the Seven 
Years’ War, yet most Wyoming Delaware Indians avoided excessive killing 
even in this period of formalized violence.19 Unlike many of their Indian 
neighbors, Teedyuscung and the Wyoming Delawares did not immediately 
form war parties, but focused on protecting their women, children, and 
homes from outsiders. The men, in particular, felt bound to their adopted 
home in light of a late spring frost that had ruined their harvest, requiring 
a steady hunt to replace the food. They showed deep resolve to maintain 
peace when, on September 11, 1755, they refused to supply the Oneida In-
dians, part of the Six Nations, with warriors to fight for the British.20 Fi-
nally, during the winter of 1755, Teedyuscung arranged a small war party 
of around thirty men, mostly family members, who probably sought honor 
in their participation rather than a decisive defense of their land. It seems 
the group was sufficiently satisfied after just one raid and returned home to 
Wyoming, at which point many of their people temporarily fled north in 
fear.21 Following the raid in 1756, Teedyuscung hoped to use diplomacy in 
place of violence and attempted to make a separate peace with the British to 
gain independence from the Iroquois. He even tried to purchase Wyoming 
from Pennsylvania, though Pennsylvania officials did not have the author-
ity to sell Six Nations land.22

Despite the turbulence of war, the Delawares attempted to hold Wyo-
ming Valley against the Yankee invasion mainly through postured aggres-
sion, threats, and occupation rather than killing. This should not come as a 
surprise, considering that unruly Indians could be disowned by their tribal 
governments, or worse, handed over to be killed in retribution. Further, the 
Delawares were not only a conquered nation but entirely surrounded by 
hostile whites, who had the advantage of numbers.23 When the Susquehan-
nah Company threatened to occupy Wyoming Valley by force, the Dela-
wares announced that they would kill any cattle or white men who entered 
the valley. They then backed this claim with a calculated, brief display of 
physical might that proved temporarily effective. On June 22, 1755, three 
whites were killed and scalped near Willis Creek, presumably by Delaware 
Indians. Even a few scalpings went a long way in frightening off whites, 
who considered the practice uncivilized.24 The potential of Indian barba-
rism and the chaos of the Seven Years’ War prevented significant Yankee 
settlement until after 1758, when the Delawares abandoned the war with 
the Treaty of Easton.25

By the summer of 1760, the Yankees had managed to construct a new 
community near Wyoming. Teedyuscung responded by registering com-
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plaints through diplomatic channels with Pennsylvania. In 1760 and 1761, 
he negotiated with Lieutenant Governor James Hamilton, who assured him 
that his colony would be “very sorry if you remove from Wyoming,” recog-
nizing the Indians as a significant buffer against Connecticut.26 Hamilton 
announced to the Pennsylvania council in 1761, “The Delaware chief, 
Teedyuscung, hath made a very earnest and formal Complaint and Remon-
strance to me . . . insisting that the Intruders should be immediately re-
moved by the Government to which they belonged, or by me.” Further, “if 
this was not done, the Indians would come and remove them by force, and 
do themselves Justice.”27 Teedyuscung’s warning to Hamilton revealed the 
Indians’ desire that legitimate government would prevail over unnecessary 
violence. The Susquehannah Company, however, made further plans in 
1762 to send a large number of settlers to Wyoming Valley.28

Though the Delaware efforts at peaceful diplomacy were rewarded 
with the British Order of June 1763, which temporarily forbade white settle-
ment of Wyoming and instructed the Yankees to return to Connecticut, 
Teedyuscung fell victim to violence just prior to this small victory.29 In 
1762, because Yankees had refused to vacate the region, Teedyuscung 
amassed 150 warriors to bully the settlers into leaving. The act was largely 
symbolic, as none was injured.30 This display of intimidation, however, 
soon encouraged the Yankees to retaliate. On April 19, 1763, a mysterious 
conflagration razed an Indian town in Wyoming Valley, forcing many of its 
inhabitants to flee north in despair. The fire also claimed the life of Teedy-
uscung, who burned to death in his cabin.31

A number of Delawares, led by Teedyuscung’s son Captain Bull, had 
not learned of the June proclamation before they joined in the larger Indian 
uprising that occurred at this same moment: Pontiac’s Rebellion. Captain 
Bull killed or captured the Wyoming Yankees who had immediately occu-
pied his father’s village, and Delaware Indians joined with Shawnees to 
scalp white settlers and lay waste to their homes. Yet even these more vi-
cious attacks were within the context of widespread Indian war.32

Despite this final attempt at massive Native American resistance, Yan-
kees continued to pour into the area. When the Iroquois finally ceded 
Wyoming Valley in the Fort Stanwix Treaty of 1768, the remaining Dela-
wares departed north to Fort Tioga or Fort Niagara.33 They had been for-
saken once again—this time by their conquerors—though they had been 
largely peaceful occupants of Wyoming Valley. Their defensive tactics had 
included verbal threats, diplomacy with the Iroquois (who were in effect 
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their governors) and the Pennsylvanians, and amassing large numbers of 
warriors to intimidate their foes. At times, the Delawares had backed their 
threats with limited displays of force, but usually within the context of 
larger wars. It is difficult to say whether the Delawares avoided bloodshed 
simply because their Iroquois conquerors refused to “remove their petti-
coats” or because they had been influenced by their time spent at the Mora-
vian mission.34 It seems likely that the Delawares, politically vulnerable and 
unlucky in their harvests, hoped above all to secure their homes and fami-
lies, and so they avoided unnecessary killing that might have drawn the 
disapprobation of those in power. They were ultimately unsuccessful at 
holding their ground and passed into history either forgotten as north Ap-
palachian residents or misrepresented as savages. Nevertheless, they would 
wait up north until the Revolution provided them with a brief opportunity 
for revenge.

The Fort Stanwix Treaty swept the Wyoming-dwelling Indians aside 
and ushered in a new phase of conflict between white claimants only—the 
Yankees and the Pennsylvanians, contemporarily termed Pennamites. As 
the Susquehannah Company devised new plans in February 1769 to send 
forty settlers to erect five towns on the banks of the Susquehanna River, the 
Yankees’ revived fervor to claim Wyoming sparked what has been termed 
the First Yankee-Pennamite War (1769–71), a bit of a misnomer.35 Contrary 
to popular conception, the Connecticut natives did not resort to immediate 
violence to achieve settlement. In this early phase of conflict, they most 
often relied upon postured aggression, much like the Delaware Indians had 
used against them in the preceding decade, to fleeting success.

When the “first forty” arrived in Wyoming Valley, officials from 
Northampton County, the Pennsylvania county that had absorbed Wyo-
ming, responded by arresting a number of these Yankees on charges of riot-
ing. Rather than backing down, the Susquehannah Company sent an 
additional two hundred settlers to the region, with three hundred more 
shortly to follow. Intimidation by occupation was a tactic reminiscent of the 
Iroquois strategy: the more bodies in Wyoming Valley, the greater chance 
of holding the land. The strategy proved effective. Under pressure from the 
now-formidable numbers of Connecticut settlers, not to mention the sud-
den construction of several Yankee forts, Northampton authorities released 
their prisoners.36

Seven months later, tensions between Yankees and Pennamites culmi-
nated in real, if overdramatized, violence. On September 22, 1769, the 
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Pennsylvania Gazette reported that the Connecticut settlers “came to the 
number of sixty armed with tomahawks, axes and other instruments of vio-
lence, in order to take possession of some land in the tenure of Captain 
[Amos] Ogden.” Pennsylvanian Ogden had owned a trading post in Wyo-
ming Valley since 1765. In what would become a typical display of intimi-
dation between the warring claimants, Ogden then “called about twenty-five 
of his neighbors to his assistance, to enable him to defend his property.” 
Unlike the many incidents in which both sides would amass pseudo-armies 
that would threaten but not harm, Ogden’s men were supposedly “attacked 
by this lawless gang of fierce warriors, and five or six of them much wound-
ed.” Wielding wooden sticks, Ogden’s men forced the Yankees, some of 
whom “got broken heads from the hard knocks they received in the affray,” 
to retreat.37 Despite the tenor of the newspaper, a few men were injured but 
none killed, the “hard knocks” being exaggerated to champion the Pennsyl-
vanian resistance.

Over the next three years, control over Wyoming Valley changed hands 
repeatedly as the two groups attempted to bully each other with displays of 
force. For instance, in November 1769, Pennamites stormed Yankee Fort 
Durkee and razed Yankee homes in the vicinity. But violence was not as 
rampant as contemporary newspapers and later historians claimed. Wanton 
references to “maimings, deaths, and lootings” or a “shooting war” during 
the First Yankee-Pennamite War misrepresent the rarity of killing in the 
early stage of the dispute.38 In reality, Susquehannah settlers only occasion-
ally threatened each other, because Yankee leaders John Durkee, Zebulon 
Butler, and Ebenezer Backus hoped to be embraced by the Connecticut 
colonial assembly as a legitimate settlement. While some were wounded in 
these staged exercises in terror, the handful of men who would be killed 
before the outbreak of the American Revolution in 1775 was the result of a 
new leadership compact with the Paxton Boys. These true vigilantes from 
southwest Pennsylvania were notorious for slaughtering peaceful Indians in 
Lancaster in December 1763, provoking Indian retaliation.39

In 1770, the Susquehannah Company allied with the Paxton Boys in 
hopes of retaking the captured Fort Durkee and increasing its hold over 
Wyoming. Led by Lazarus Stewart, the Paxton Boys had courted the 
Susquehannah Company due to their interest in the company’s democratic 
dispersal of land and their general discontent with Pennsylvania’s Indian 
policies.40 During Pontiac’s Rebellion, self-serving Stewart had seen first-
hand the Susquehannah Company dealings in Wyoming Valley, where he 
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led a company of Pennsylvanian militia in driving out the Connecticut 
settlers and Indians.41 The Susquehannah Company was interested in the 
Paxtons for their demonstrated success in seizing land. On January 15, 
1770, Wyoming representatives Backus and Butler met with Stewart to 
deliver the terms of the agreement: Stewart and fifty of his followers would 
receive “a township of land six square miles” in exchange for their help in 
driving out the Pennamites.42 For the moment, neither the Wyoming lead-
ership nor the Susquehannah Company speculators anticipated the high 
level of violence these new settlers would ignite.

Immediately upon arriving in Wyoming, the Paxton Boys made good 
on their promise. On February 12, 1770, they easily drove Amos Ogden’s 
men out of the fort, though the Pennamites retook it several days later. 
Over the next month, the Paxton Boys violated the unspoken rules of Wyo-
ming defense with unfettered aggression, raucously burning and looting 
the Pennsylvania settlements. The Ogden brothers described the Paxtons as 
“armed with fire Arms and other offensive weapons, and made forcible 
Entry on the said proprietor’s Tract.”43 Butler was notably absent from this 
destructive orgy, but he was present to demand Pennamite eviction on Feb-
ruary 28, though the Pennsylvanians did not leave.44

The Paxton Boys’ unregulated violence provoked the first two murders 
of the dispute. On March 28, 1770, a gunfight broke out, during which 
Pennamite John Murphy slew a Stewart follower, Balzer Stager. Two other 
Yankees were wounded. Though Murphy was arrested, local authorities 
released him, unable to find a proper venue in which to try him. Since 
Connecticut had not yet extended its jurisdiction, Wyoming Valley had no 
Connecticut courts, and allowing a Pennsylvania trial would suggest Penn-
sylvanian jurisdiction.45 Even in this moment of bloodshed, which highly 
inflamed tempers, both sides appealed to the legal system first to resolve 
their disputes. Outside authority, however, failed to resolve the situation.

It was only after Murphy’s release, when traditional justice seemed to 
have failed, that Lazarus Stewart retaliated with murder. Amos Ogden’s 
brother, Deputy Sheriff Nathan Ogden, approached a Pennamite fort cap-
tured by Stewart. William Sims, a Pennsylvanian, recalled what happened 
next: “It was the Shot or Ball from Lazarus Stewart’s Gun that killed Na-
than Ogden; That this deponent ran immediately, as soon as Ogden fell, 
and then thought and now thinks he heard the Bullet when it entered his 
Body.”46 This event marked the second death in the land dispute.

The deliberate shooting of Nathan Ogden convinced Pennamites and 
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many Yankees that Stewart possessed none of the restraint that previous 
settlers in Wyoming Valley had displayed. Outraged, current Pennsylvania 
governor John Penn issued the Riot Act—which forbade mobs from as-
sembling and disturbing the peace, offered a reward for the capture of 
Stewart, and even tried to involve British general Thomas Gage in remov-
ing the Connecticut claimants. Gage coolly declined.47 Relations between 
the Paxton Boys and the Susquehannah Company also began to deteriorate 
as Stewart and his followers became alarmed at rumors that the company 
had decided to renege on its promise of providing them with a tract of 
Wyoming land.

Ultimately, Zebulon Butler tempered Stewart’s aggression enough that 
the Paxtons and Yankees reunited. For the next year, most Yankee-
Pennamite exchanges revolved around plundering and destroying each 
other’s farms as they had in the past.48 Eventually, however, Stewart’s influ-
ence renewed violence. In August 1771, the combined forces of Butler and 
Stewart besieged a Pennsylvanian fort and ignited a confrontation that 
claimed one Pennamite’s life and three Yankees’ lives.49 The Pennsylvanians 

Col. Zebulon Butler Homestead, 1939. Prints and Photographs Division, 
Library of Congress, Washington, DC.
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temporarily surrendered, and new numbers of Yankees came flooding into 
the region, signaling the end of the First Yankee-Pennamite War. Six lives 
had been claimed since the Yankees enlisted the Paxtons.

Throughout the First Yankee-Pennamite War, the Yankees had con-
tinually petitioned the Connecticut colonial assembly for formal recogni-
tion. It repeatedly declined formal support for a new colony or an extension 
of its domain to that area. While pursuing the question of claims through 
legal and government channels, Yankee settlers struggled to maintain peace 
and order in their towns to prove the permanency of their settlements.50 
The original Yankee leaders had preferred intimidation, occupying the land 
with large numbers of settlers and plundering and targeting Pennamite 
land rather than actual people. Murder would not help the Yankee case 
before the Connecticut Assembly. The original Connecticut settlers were 
not hostile to colonial government, though the Paxton Boys, who intro-
duced real violence into the dispute, genuinely despised Pennsylvanian au-
thorities. When, at long last, Connecticut welcomed Wyoming Valley as 
Westmoreland County in 1773, the settlers’ spirits soared. Unfortunately 
for the Yankees, this legitimization failed to settle the land dispute with 
Pennsylvania.

Though the American Revolution would soon affect the region, one 
final confrontation occurred in September 1775, when the Susquehannah 
Company decided to extend its reach to the western branch of the Susque-
hanna River, encroaching upon several remaining Pennsylvanian settle-
ments. On September 23, the Yankees pursued the coveted land in 
pre-Stewart fashion by amassing a force of around 150 men and planning 
to merely order Pennamite families to leave. But given the tenor of violence 
introduced in the frays, still fresh in Pennamites’ memories, they responded 
with violence. The Pennsylvanians mustered a 300-man militia that killed 
a Connecticut settler, wounded two others, and apprehended between 75 
and 85 men.51 Two months later, Pennsylvanian sheriff William Scull, with 
magistrates from Northumberland County, demanded complete Yankee 
capitulation, still believing that even one casualty was enough to render a 
confrontation decisive. Yankee leader Butler and his followers had no inten-
tion of surrendering to Scull’s forces. They blamed the Pennamites for the 
recent casualties and warned that they too would embrace violence if the 
dispute continued. Just a month prior to this recent confrontation, Butler 
had scoffed at Ellis Hughes, a leading Pennamite: “You mention the thing 
of Sheding Blood, I am as much Concerned of your Wetting us with your 
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Watter as we are of your Sheding our Blood.”52 Now that the Pennamites 
had committed more murders, Butler considered meeting them blow for 
blow.

Finally, on December 15, 1775, Pennsylvanian William Plunkett led a 
five-hundred-man crowd of Pennamites against a four-hundred-man group 
of Yankees under Lazarus Stewart. Though both sides were armed to in-
timidate, no casualties resulted, as had been the case in the pre-Paxton days. 
The Pennamites were repelled, and throughout 1776, Connecticut settlers 
continued to harass the last Pennsylvanian settlements without casualty 
until the reignited Indian threat briefly consumed their attention.53 Follow-
ing Plunkett’s Expedition, the Yankees, fully aware of the gathering storm 
of revolution, slapped their enemies with the incendiary title of Tories.54 It 
is true that a number of Pennsylvania settlers would take up arms with the 
British during the Revolution to try to win back Wyoming, and Pennsylva-
nia itself was notoriously late in answering the patriotic call to action.55 
Still, Yankees would use this title, ringing of treachery, long after the end of 
the war to rally sympathy for their cause.

During this same period from 1775 to 1776, Delaware Indians began 
reappearing in the Wyoming area. Though the Native Americans claimed 
that they only wished to hunt, the Yankees anticipated renewed Indian 
conflict.56 In the summer of 1776, Zebulon Butler petitioned the Continen-
tal Congress to raise a Wyoming-based militia, and Pennsylvanians in 
Wyoming, learning of the request, urged congressmen not to oblige it. 
They feared that Yankees would use the militia to dispossess them.57 This 
duo of petitions concerned Connecticut colonial leaders Silas Dean and 
Roger Sherman, who believed Butler’s request would draw negative atten-
tion from Congress to the claims dispute as a nasty reminder of colonial 
disunity. They urged him to refrain from further confrontation with Penn-
sylvania.58 Though Dean doubted Congress would grant Butler’s request 
for troops, on August 23, 1776, Congress sanctioned two militia companies 
in the region, gauging the Indian threat as formidable.59 To the Yankees’ 
dismay, Congress also reserved the right to call these companies into na-
tional service, which it did almost immediately.60 With the heartiest Con-
necticut men off fighting for Washington’s Continental Army, local 
residents became easy prey for Native Americans and British sympathizers 
who wanted to gain control over the region.

The British quickly capitalized on Wyoming vulnerability. Royal colo-
nel John Butler pulled together a ranger corps of approximately 500 men, 
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mostly disaffected “Tory” Pennsylvanians from Northumberland County 
and Iroquois, Delaware, and Shawnee Indians from the north, who arrived 
in Wyoming Valley on June 30, 1778.61 The ranger corps secured the peace-
ful surrender of two outlying forts and moved on to take Forty Fort, an 
important military garrison where 300 to 400 Yankee troops under Zebu-
lon Butler, on furlough from the Continental Army, and Lazarus Stewart 
had gathered.62 On July 3, the famous Battle of Wyoming ensued.63 Ac-
cording to the recollection of Zebulon Butler, after a bloody clash, the 
Rangers feigned retreat, and Stewart walked into the trap. Stewart and a 
number of his men were killed or captured, while Butler retreated with 
roughly half of the Yankee defenders, fleeing east toward Sunbury or the 
Delaware River.64 At this point, the battle allegedly turned into a massacre 
as the Ranger force murdered and scalped fleeing settlers and burned their 
homes and crops. In the end, the battle and massacre resulted in the deaths 
of approximately 150 Yankees.65 Following the attack, all white settlers 
abandoned the valley for a time, as Indians continued to raid the area in the 
coming months.

Sensationalized throughout the colonies, the Battle of Wyoming and 
the subsequent massacre evoked the sympathy of many Americans and be-
came a national symbol of excessive violence both at the time and in his-
torical memory. In fact, it was this Revolutionary War battle that earned 
Wyoming Valley Indians their barbaric reputation. Some Pennsylvanians 
even began to welcome Yankee refugees into their land. William Maclay, a 
former Pennamite settler of Wyoming, wrote: “Something in the way of 
charity ought to be done for the Many Miserable objects that croud the 
Banks of this River, especially those who fled from Wioming. They are a 
People, you know, I did not use to love. But I now most sincerely pity their 
distress.”66 Responding to public outcry over the massacre at Fort Forty, 
along with an earlier massacre at Cherry Valley, New York, General George 
Washington ordered General John Sullivan to conduct a “scorched earth” 
campaign against Native Americans in the western New York and Wyo-
ming areas.67 Throughout the spring of 1779, Sullivan, accompanied by 
four thousand patriots, torched forty Indian settlements and 160,000 acres 
of corn, killing any Indians they encountered. Destructive as Sullivan’s ex-
pedition was, it only temporarily halted Indian raids in the context of the 
war.68

Though Yankees had suffered a major blow, they also had renewed 
hope for resettlement of Wyoming Valley. With the full support of Wash-
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ington, they believed they might rid the region of Native Americans once 
and for all. Public outrage over the Wyoming Valley massacre also allowed 
the Yankees to gain even more leverage in their fight against white Pennsyl-
vanians over control of the Wyoming Valley. The massacre provided them 
with an opportunity to define their struggles in the region as patriotic. Like 
other Americans, they had fought and died for the patriot cause, earning 
them the right to claim the Wyoming Valley as their possession. To the 
dismay of the Yankees, however, the land remained in dispute.

Following the Battle of Wyoming in 1778, Yankees and Pennsylva-
nians returned to the valley. When Connecticut and Pennsylvania ratified 
the Articles of Confederation in July 1778, Yankees became particularly 
fearful that Pennsylvania would win legal claim to the valley. Article IX 
stated that “all controversies concerning the private right of soil claimed 
under different grants of two or more States . . . shall on the petition of ei-
ther party to the Congress of the United States, be finally determined,” and 
Connecticut settlers were well aware that Wyoming Valley lay adjacent to 
Pennsylvania, not Connecticut.69 At the same time, Wyoming Yankees suc-
cessfully petitioned for a new company of militia to protect their settle-
ments, while Pennsylvania actively worked to prevent supplies from reaching 
those troops.70 On December 12, 1780, General Washington responded to 
this problem by replacing Connecticut militiamen with “neutral” New 
Jersey troops under the command of Alexander Mitchell.71 The Yankees 
viewed these troops as pro-Pennsylvanian and became even more alarmed 
when Maryland ratified the Articles, committing them to law.72

Congress confirmed Yankee fears by granting Pennsylvania jurisdic-
tion over Wyoming Valley with the Trenton Decree of 1782.73 Despite the 
fact that Pennsylvania was supposed to honor the individual claims of Con-
necticut settlers, Pennamites used their now-legitimized militia to arrest 
Yankees and uproot them from their homes. This diplomatic failure for the 
Yankees launched the so-called Second Yankee-Pennamite War, 1783–
87—a truly violent chapter in the claims dispute. During this new phase, 
Zebulon Butler remained a bastion of cool-headed leadership and attempted 
to work with the Pennsylvania government to secure individual Yankee 
farms. But at the same time, a new radical and violent Yankee leader, remi-
niscent of Lazarus Stewart, also rose to power: John Franklin, an influential 
shareholder in the Susquehannah Company. Like Stewart, Franklin was an 
outsider who had moved to Wyoming with the goal of personal gain, rather 
than creating a peaceful, permanent home. Because Franklin had com-
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manded a militia unit during the Revolutionary War, he ignited patriotic 
rage against the Pennsylvanians, defaming them as Tories.74

Bloodshed ensued with Franklin at the helm. In May 1784, Franklin 
justified his outrage by citing Pennamites’ physical and psychological abuse 
of Yankees. “Numbers of families were forceably turned out of their houses 
and Possession without regard to their age or sickness,” he wrote. Yankee 
families received “the greatest Insults and Abuses from some of the Justices 
as well as from the Officers and Soldiers.” The Pennsylvania militia pre-
vented the Yankees from building homes, slaughtered their animals, and 
ruined their crops.75 In response, in July 1784, Franklin led a group of 
Connecticut settlers in several assaults on Pennsylvanian Fort Dickinson, a 
confrontation at Locust Hill, and an engagement at the Wilkes-Barre gar-
rison, resulting in approximately eight deaths and a number of woundings, 
including Franklin himself. Though the Pennsylvania Assembly showed 
increasing interest in obtaining justice for the Yankees by negotiating indi-
vidual land titles and allowing Yankees to sit on the legislature, events on 
the ground remained dangerous.76 In October 1874, the Pennamite militia 
mobilized for mass arrests of Connecticut settlers and ambushed the Yan-
kees in their homes. The casualty count included one dead Pennsylvanian 
and a number of wounded. Franklin claimed that the Pennsylvanians mis-
treated and starved the Yankee prisoners they apprehended and raped sev-
eral women, a situation Franklin deemed outright war. In his words, “we 
are now in a State of War Which the state of Pennsylvania is supporting 
against us. To live in a state of Anarchy we cannot.”77 Even Franklin was 
growing tired of the violence, but the Yankees’ tempers remained inflamed 
by the extreme Pennamite aggression.

The general Wyoming Yankee populace was divided about how to cope 
with the situation from 1783 to 1787, which had turned dismal. All of the 
families faced hardship; some would settle for whatever land Pennsylvania 
would allot them, while others were intrigued by Franklin and the Susque-
hannah Company’s insistence upon radical separatism.78 It was far easier for 
the Susquehannah shareholders who were not living in the valley and facing 
torment to continue to advocate for a Connecticut Wyoming. Though the 
Connecticut settlers ultimately hoped to remain peacefully in their homes, 
the majority of them elected Franklin to the Pennsylvania Assembly in 
February 1787, condoning, at least on some level, his more violent approach 
to defense. Franklin, however, refused to sit.79

During the 1780s, the Yankees pursued the dual strategies of appealing 
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through legal channels for individual titles, championed by Butler, and us-
ing Franklin-inspired violence, their tempers fueled by Pennamite aggres-
sion. Just as the Yankees had learned from other borderland strategies 
during the 1770s, they took note in the 1780s of the successes of Ethan 
Allen, who led the Green Mountain Boys’ revolt in New York to eventually 
create Vermont. Allen’s tactics involved armed group intimidation to evict 
opponents, burn houses and property, and administer threats and occa-
sional abuse.80 Franklin and the Susquehannah Company worked with 
Allen to create a “New Vermont Plan,” in which Allen advised the settlers 
to “crowd your settlements, add to your numbers and strength, procure fire 
arms and ammunition, be united among yourselves.”81 The advice was fa-
miliar but also gave the Yankees revived hope in the possible success of vio-
lence, thanks to Allen’s victory. They continued to support Franklin, 
though their lives were becoming increasing bleak.

Violence had escalated beyond what either side had imagined possible. 
The rebellious leader of the Yankees despaired that the Connecticut settlers 
had been “reduced to about 2000 souls . . . the principle part of which are 
Women & Children. Scattered in the Woods, with only Huts of Bark and 
Thatch to Cover them from the Incleminices of the approaching Winter; & 
their Enemy in full possession of their houses farms Crops and other prop-
erty and they Starving with Hunger and Cold.”82 In June 1788, Franklin’s 
political rival Thomas Pickering agreed, noting that areas occupied by 
Connecticut settlers were “under very slovenly husbandry. . . . The hovels 
they dwell in are wretched beyond description. . . . The children are often 
very ragged & the whole family very dirty.”83 This turbulent state of affairs 
could not last forever, and indeed the Pennsylvania Assembly passed the 
Confirming Act of 1787, entitling Connecticut settlers and their heirs to 
lots owned prior to the Trenton Decree. While this did not satisfy the sepa-
ratists, it was a victory indeed for those Yankees attempting to build lasting 
homes in Wyoming Valley.84

Still the radical Franklin would not relent, and Pickering finally had 
him arrested for advocating separatism in violation of the Confirming Act.85 
This moment represented a triumph for those who had grown weary of de-
struction. It marked a shift from bloodshed back to symbolism and threats. 
In retribution for Franklin’s detainment, rather than organize a militia, his 
followers abducted his old archrival and arrester, Timothy Pickering. Picker-
ing was hardly surprised, as the Yankees had forewarned him. On June 26, 
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1788, a group of men dressed as Indians seized Pickering from his house and 
kept him bound in the forest, moving him every two to three days, but al-
lowing him to write to his wife. Pickering was released within the month, as 
was Franklin, nearly a year later.86 Much has been made of this game of dress 
up played by the abductors and whether they were enacting a kind of Indian-
learned ritual.87 It seems the men were simply in disguise, much like the 
“Indians” who dumped tea in Boston Harbor before the American Revolu-
tion. More important, the abductors were engaging in symbolic aggression 
rather than bloodshed. Pickering was unharmed if shaken.

When Franklin returned from his imprisonment, he was somewhat 
subdued and even took his assembly seat. Though the Connecticut settlers 
faced several more legislative setbacks after the repeal of the Confirming 
Act, confrontations had again receded into threats, mostly on the part of 
the Pennsylvanian militia, and symbolism, such as the Yankee tarring and 
feathering of a Pennsylvanian agent.88 Both bloodshed and intimidation 
faded away by the turn of the nineteenth century, though individual legal 
questions remained.

Throughout the Yankee-Pennamite claims dispute, the desire of the 
Connecticut settlers who lived in Wyoming had been to construct perma-
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ing. Courtesy of the Emmet 
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nent homes, farms, and lives. The Yankees pursued soil rights and legiti-
macy through legal channels first, while resorting to intimidation on the 
ground. They amassed armed pseudo-militias to scare off Pennsylvanians, 
built defensive forts, and targeted the land of their enemies. When violence 
was employed, it was not random, crazed, or anarchic, but instrumental in 
nature. Two main leaders—Lazarus Stewart and John Franklin—invited 
bloody tactics into the Yankee repertoire of defensive strategy. Otherwise, 
killing was contained to formal wars, such as the American Revolution. 
The Yankee-Pennamite Wars did result in casualties, and the bloodier Sec-
ond Yankee-Pennamite War wrought tremendous destruction in Yankees’ 
lives. Violence, however, was not the result of shiftless, uncivilized mobs 
lashing out amid political or economic turbulence. Claimants resorted to 
killing only when outside authorities failed to protect them. Even then, 
most competitors employed violence during wars or under the leadership of 
rare extremists. Despite settling on the borderlands, Indians and whites 
were integrated into formal power structures and well aware of events un-
folding in America, which they used to their advantage.

Historical memory, mainly produced by the Pennsylvanian victors, has 
corrupted our understanding of the landscape of northern Appalachian vio-
lence. In nearly every county history of Wyoming Valley, the Battle of 
Wyoming became the climactic historical moment, eclipsing all other 
events in the dispute. Pennsylvanians likely hoped to forget their own less 
patriotic revolutionary track record and draw attention away from white 
violence toward the Indian massacre. Wyoming Pennsylvanians even raised 
a monument in honor of the battle in 1842 and have held yearly com-
memorations since the battle’s centennial. One county history claims that 
“no historical event of the American frontier is better known in song and 
story than that of the battle and subsequent massacre.”89 Other histories 
have even found a fond place in the battle story for the formerly notorious 
Pennsylvanian traitor—Lazarus Stewart—who defended Forty Fort on 
that fateful July day.90

Even Yankees were recast as sympathetic characters. A history of Lu-
zerne County in 1866 read: “The conduct of the state of Pennsylvania is 
without excuse. Her vacillating legislation, and her bad faith, expose her to 
the severest censure. . . . It is hoped that our great Commonwealth will 
never suffer the pages of her history to be darkened and disgraced by a 
disregard of the dictates of justice and humanity.”91 Another history showed 
sympathy with the Connecticut settlers, “who had become deeply attached 
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to the land of their adoption.”92 In each account, the Delawares were con-
veniently disgraced.93 These two distortions of historical memory—the 
magnification of the Battle of Wyoming and the unification of white 
claimants against the Indians—contributed to the image of a hyperbloody 
claims dispute in which Indians were the prime villains. Appalachia conve-
niently appeared steeped in bloodshed. But the actual landscape of violence 
in Wyoming, with its peaks and valleys, is far more representative of the 
American borderland experience.

The irony of the real Wyoming Valley story is contained in John 
Franklin’s 1786 letter to a Pennsylvanian authority: “You Query that wheth-
er after all that the wisdom and forbearance of Government can do for us, 
we must be a people devoted to hardships, danger and devastation. . . . The 
good people of Wyoming . . . stand forth in their defence in a just and 
righteous cause, and overthrow the hellish schemes of the Land monopoliz-
ers, who wish to destroy the Yankees from the face of the Earth.”94 Despite 
the fact that Franklin had ignited the worst violence outside of the Revolu-
tionary War, he revealed the underlying “just and righteous cause” that 
fueled the actions of all the settlers involved in the dispute. They were de-
termined to build peaceful lives and permanent homes in Wyoming Valley, 
but in the process they became “a people devoted to hardships, danger and 
devastation.”

Notes

1. Timothy Pickering to George Clymer, Nov. 1, 1787, in The Susquehannah 
Company Papers, ed. Julian P. Boyd and Robert J. Taylor, 11 vols. (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1962–71), 9: 256 (hereafter SCP).

2. The Susquehannah Company and two other Connecticut companies that 
laid claim to western lands outside of colonial Connecticut relied upon the ambigu-
ous language of the original Connecticut charter, which conferred “a Grant of the 
Sea-Coast, from Naraganset River to the South-West, forty Leagues, to keep the 
Breadth to the South Sea”; see William Smith, An Examination of the Connecticut 
Claim to Lands in Pennsylvania with an Appendix Containing Extracts and Copies 
taken from the Original Papers (Philadelphia: Joseph Cruxshank, 1774). Having just 
ended a dispute with New York, Connecticut speculators bypassed land in that state 
for territory in the northwest to which Pennsylvania also laid claim: Wyoming 
Valley. Pennsylvania also claimed Wyoming under its charter and an Indian deed. 
For more information on the competing claims, see SCP, 1: introduction; and Paul 
B. Moyer, Wild Yankees: The Struggle for Independence along Pennsylvania’s Revolu-
tionary Frontier (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2007), 16–17.



72 Kathryn Shively Meier

3. The Trenton Decree of 1782 came out of a congressionally ordered special 
court that reviewed the claims dispute between Connecticut and Pennsylvania. 
The court awarded Pennsylvania jurisdiction of Wyoming Valley, solving only a 
superficial problem. Still remaining was the question of individual soil rights 
(SCP, 7: xxi).

4. This argument harmonizes well with recent work done by Peter Silver that 
suggests that “mass refugeeism and large-scale rioting were the unfolding results of 
actions taken by small numbers of people.” See Peter Silver, Our Savage Neighbors: 
How Indian War Transformed Early America (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 
2008), xxv.

5. Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History (New York: 
Henry Holt and Co., 1921); Arnold Toynbee, A Study of History (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1946), 149; Richard Slotkin, Regeneration through Violence: The 
Mythology of the American Frontier, 1600–1860 (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan Uni-
versity Press, 1973). This essay affirms newer literature, such as John Alexander 
Williams, Appalachia: A History (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2002), which reveals the complexities of land ownership and the varieties of people 
who settled in Appalachia.

6. Among the first group of scholars, who cite excessive rural mob violence, are 
William Pencak, “Introduction: A Historical Perspective,” in Riot and Revelry in 
Early America, ed. William Pencak, Simon Newman, and Matthew Dennis (Uni-
versity Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002), who portrays Wyoming 
Valley as “far more violent than the activities initiated by the urban crowds” during 
the Revolution (9); Paul A. Gilje, Rioting in America (Bloomington: Indiana Uni-
versity Press, 1996), 43, who suggests that Revolutionary mobs spread to the fron-
tier; and Thomas Slaughter, “Crowds in Eighteenth-Century America: Reflections 
and New Directions,” Pennsylvanian Magazine of History and Biography 115 (1991): 
14, who maintains the anti-institutional and antiauthority predilections of rural 
mobs, such as those in Wyoming. Among the second group of scholars, who suggest 
that Wyoming violence was directed at the government, are W. Eugene Hollon, 
Frontier Violence: Another Look (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), who 
believes that most violence up to Washington’s administration was directed at the 
state; Gary Nash, The Unknown American Revolution: The Unruly Birth of Democ-
racy and the Struggle to Create America (New York: Viking, 2005), who describes 
mobs as highly political and calculated; and Russell Bourne, Cradle of Violence: 
How Boston’s Waterfront Mobs Ignited the American Revolution (Hoboken, NJ: John 
Wiley and Sons, 2006), who states that the American Revolution gave mobs “a new 
kind of predetermination” and “program and purpose” (202).

7. A final historiography confronted by this paper is the role of race in prompt-
ing borderland violence. Gregory Knouff, The Soldiers’ Revolution: Pennsylvanians 
in Arms and the Forging of Early American Identity (University Park: Pennsylvania 



“Devoted to Hardships, Danger, and Devastation” 73

State University Press, 2004), has argued that Continental soldiers disseminated 
racism learned on the frontier, while John Grenier, The First Way of War: American 
War Making on the Frontier, 1607–1814 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005), has argued that “instead of racism leading to violence, in early America vio-
lence led to racism” (12). In Wyoming, racial strife did not dictate violence, as 
whites and Indians hoped to avoid the appearance of bloodshed in their mutual 
quests for legitimate settling. Grenier’s point is valid insofar as Indians were por-
trayed as violent in historical memory. Likewise, Peter Silver’s Our Savage Neighbors 
details how white rhetoric depicted their victimization by Indians—the “anti-
Indian sublime”—in order to gain white sympathy and coveted land (xx, xxii).

 8. Historian C. A. Weslager also believes that the Six Nations wanted to 
protect Wyoming Valley because it “blocked white expansion northward into Six 
Nation country and controlled war and diplomatic trails to Onondaga from Penn-
sylvania.” See C. A. Weslager, The Delaware Indians: A History (New Brunswick: 
Rutgers University Press, 1972), 192.

 9. For more on the “Walking Purchase,” see Weslager, Delaware Indians, 78.
10. Weslager, Delaware Indians, 191.
11. An inquiry into the meaning of Canasatego’s words can be found in Wil-

liam A. Starna, “The Diplomatic Career of Canasatego,” in Friends and Enemies in 
Penn’s Woods: Indians, Colonists, and the Racial Construction of Pennsylvania, ed. 
William Pencak and Daniel K. Richter (University Park: Pennsylvania State Uni-
versity Press, 2004), 151–52.

12. Stephen C. Harper, “Delawares and Pennsylvanians after the Walking 
Purchase,” in Pencak and Richter, Friends and Enemies, 179.

13. “A Treaty with the Shawanese and Delaware Indians, Living on and near 
the Susquehanna River. Negotiated at Fort Johnson, in the County of Albany, in 
the Province of New-York, By the Honourable Sir William Johnson, Baronet, His 
Majesty’s Sole Agent, and Superintendent of the Affairs of the Six Confederate 
Nations of Indians, their Allies and Dependents,” in Early American Imprints, 1st 
series, no. 40888.

14. Weslager, Delaware Indians, 214–16.
15. For the Six Nations’ repudiation of the alleged land title sold to the Susque-

hannah Company, see SCP, 2: 106–7. The Six Nations claimed, “Some of the 
English have settled upon our lands, but we don’t know from whence they came. 
WE have heard that this Land has been sold, but we do not know for certain by 
whom. . . . Whoever has sold the Land stole it from us. . . . We have heard that two 
Tuscaroras, one Oneida, & one Mohawk sold it unknown to the Six Nations.”

16. Moyer, Wild Yankees, 20.
17. Weslager, Delaware Indians, 217.
18. Historian Daniel K. Richter shows that even the Delawares’ conquerors, 

the Iroquois, “prized peace far more than war,” though “war remained a necessary 



74 Kathryn Shively Meier

exercise.” See Daniel K. Richter, The Ordeal of the Longhouse: The Peoples of the 
Iroquois League in the Era of European Colonization (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1992), 38.

19. Most historians conflate the fragments of Delaware Indians during the 
Seven Years’ War and incorrectly claim that Wyoming residents participated in 
unbridled bloodshed (see Moyer, Wild Yankees, 21). It its true that non-Wyoming 
Delaware Indians terrorized Pennsylvanians in retribution for the Walking Pur-
chase, sparking an angry white response; see “By the Honourable Robert Hunter 
Morris, Esq: Lieutenant Governor, and Commander in Chief of the Province of 
Pennyslvania, and Counties of New-Castle, Kent and Suffex, upon Delaware, A 
Proclamation,” in Early American Imprints, 1st series, no. 7754.

20. Weslager, Delaware Indians, 227.
21. Unruly Indians who attacked whites could be disowned by their tribal 

governments, or worse, handed over to be killed in retribution. See Weslager, 
Delaware Indians, 229–30.

22. For an overview of the events described, see “By his Excellency Jonathan 
Belcher, Esq; Captain General, and Commander in Chief, in and over his Majesty’s 
Province of Nova-Cefara, or New Jersey, and Territories thereon depending in 
America, Chancellor, and Vice-Admiral in the Same, & c. A Proclamation” in 
Early American Imprints, 1st series, no. 40857; see also Weslager, Delaware Indi-
ans, 233–39.

23. Weslager, Delaware Indians, 229–30; John Heckewelder, An Account of the 
History, Manners, and Customs of the Indian Nations, who once inhabited Pennsylva-
nia and the Neighboring States (Philadelphia: Abraham Small, 1819), 112.

24. Anthony F. C. Wallace, King of the Delawares: Teedyuscung 1700–1763 
(Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries Press, 1949), 67.

25. The treaty stated that the Native American tribes in Ohio country would 
not side with the French in exchange for the British agreeing not to settle west of 
the Alleghenies after the war. See “Proclamation by Henry Bouquet, Esq., Colonel 
of Foot and Commanding at Fort Pitt and Dependencies,” Archives, series A, vol. 
26, 4: 10, Memorial University of Newfoundland and the C. R. B. Foundation, 
http://www.heritage.nf.ca/law/lab6/labvol6_3087.html.

26. SCP, 2: 109.
27. James Hamilton to Sir William Johnson, read at the Pennsylvania council 

meeting of Feb. 17, 1761, and James Hamilton, Esq. Lt-Governor and Com-
mander in chief of the Province of Pennsylvania, and counties of New-Castle, 
Kent and Sussex, on Delaware, “Proclamation against the Connecticut Settlers,” 
SCP, 2: 51, 61.

28. See Minutes of the Susquehannah Company, May 1, 1762, SCP, 2: 130–31.
29. See “Instructions from the Privy Council to Thomas Filch,” June 15, 1763, 

SCP, 2: 256.



“Devoted to Hardships, Danger, and Devastation” 75

30. SCP, 3: i–ii.
31. Wallace, King of the Delawares, 256, 259.
32. Frederick Stefon, “The Wyoming Valley,” in Beyond Philadelphia: The 

American Revolution in the Pennsylvania Hinterland, ed. John B. Frantz and William 
Pencak (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1998), 133–53, 134–
36. For a firsthand account of a white captive taken at this time, see Isaac Hollister, 
“A Brief Narration of the Captivity of Isaac Hollister, Who was taken by the Indians, 
Anno Domini, 1763,” in Early American Imprints, 1st series, no. 10653.

33. The Fort Stanwix Treaty actually gave encouragement to both Pennsylva-
nia and the Susquehannah Company. Pennsylvania purchased a great tract of land 
in the forks of the Susquehanna for ten thousand dollars. Connecticut won the 
establishment of a western line of settlement to the far west of its purchase, forti-
fied with its own Indian title from 1754 (SCP, 3: xii–xiii). It also once again dem-
onstrated the Six Nations’ penchant for selling off Delaware land. See Alan Taylor, 
The Divided Ground: Indians, Settlers, and the Northern Borderland of the American 
Revolution (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006), 45.

34. Weslager, Delaware Indians, 227.
35. Stefon, “Wyoming Valley,” 136.
36. Stefon, “Wyoming Valley,” 136.
37. SCP, 3: 217.
38. Historian Frederick Stefon made the first reference (“Wyoming Valley,” 

139) and Paul Gilje the second (Rioting in America, 43).
39. In fact, there was already an outstanding warrant by the Pennsylvanian 

government for the Paxton Boys’ arrests. See Krista Camenzind, “Violence, Race, 
and the Paxton Boys,” in Pencak and Richter, Friends and Enemies, 204.

40. The Pennsylvania Assembly was provoking its western settlers in a number 
of ways, including providing unequal representation in the assembly for western 
counties, constructing poor roads with no offers of improvement, and showing 
favoritism to Eastern land speculators when new lands opened up through the 
Proclamation of 1763. Thus, the Paxtons had resorted to violent possession of 
Lancaster and were no strangers to vigilantism (SCP, 4: ii–iv). Paxton discontent is 
evident in the petition of Lazarus Stewart and sixty-three other frontier settlers to 
the Pennsylvania Assembly of Mar. 27, 1769 (SCP, 2: 277).

41. Paul Moyer, “‘Real’ Indians, ‘White’ Indians, and the Contest for the 
Wyoming Valley,” in Pencak and Richter, Friends and Enemies, 229.

42. This offer appeared in a letter from the Susquehannah Company Execu-
tive Committee to John Montgomery and Lazarus Young, both members of the 
Paxton Boys, Jan. 15, 1770, SCP, 4: 5.

43. SCP, 4: 71–72.
44. James R. Williamson and Linda A. Fossler, Zebulon Butler: Hero of the 

Revolutionary Frontier (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1995), 20–21.



76 Kathryn Shively Meier

45. SCP, 4: xiii.
46. Quoted in the Deposition of William Sims, SCP, 4: 155.
47. The warrant for the arrest of Lazarus Stewart “and others” set a price of 

three hundred pounds for Stewart’s arrest and fifty for his accomplices’. See SCP, 
4: 50. Mention of the Riot Act is made in John Penn to Thomas Penn, Mar. 6, 
1771, SCP, 4: 174. In a letter from John Penn to General Thomas Gage, dated Apr. 
6, 1770, Penn complained that the Connecticut settlers had “lately fired upon a 
Party of our People. . . . One of the Rioters was killed. . . . And not having any 
Militia in the Province, I find myself under the disagreeable Necessity of applying 
for the Aid of the Military, to support the Civil Power.” Gage replied on Apr. 15, 
1770: “I can’t but think, it would be highly improper for the King’s troops to in-
terfere.” See SCP, 4: 55–56.

48. See Memorandum Book of Zebulon Butler, 1770, SCP, 4: 80.
49. SCP, 4: 223–24, 241–43, 252.
50. We can see evidence of the desire to maintain high standards of order de-

spite the lack of a formal government in the “Minutes of a Meeting of the Propri-
etors and settlers of Wilke-Barre,” Feb 16, 1773, SCP, 5: 67: “Voted by this 
Company to appoint a Comtee to Draw a Plan in order to Supress vise and Im-
morallety that abounds so much amongst us.” Around this time the Yankees had 
come up with a fairly elaborate pseudo-governmental system. Among their regula-
tions they restricted timber cutting along the river, forbade the export of grain 
during winter months, sought to establish weights and measures, formed a pound 
to control animals, began construction of a road to the Delaware River, and pro-
vided a ferry service between Kingston and Wilkes-Barre. Zebulon Butler was at 
the head, overseeing the Committee of Settlers (SCP, 5: xxiv). In 1773, the Com-
pany finally established a formal government: each town was to have a directorate 
of three men to enforce order. See SCP, 5: xxvi. A detailed description of the legal 
battle for Wyoming Valley, held in England from 1773 to 1775, can be found in 
SCP, 5: xxviii–xxxv.

51. SCP, 5: xlvii, 6: 173–75; Stefon, “Wyoming Valley,” 143.
52. Zebulon Butler to Ellis Hughes, Aug. 21, 1775, SCP, 5: 345. Butler ac-

knowledged that “I rece’d yours of the 25 June, 1775. . . . Can’t Say but Some of 
your People have Mett with Some Rough Treatment by Some of our People, but 
I’m not to Answer for that” (a statement followed by the quote cited in the text).

53. Stefon, “Wyoming Valley,” 145.
54. Stefon, “Wyoming Valley,” 143.
55. See Anne M. Ousterhout, “Frontier Vengeance: Connecticut Yankees vs. 

Pennamites in the Wyoming Valley,” Pennsylvania History 62 (July 1995): 330–63, 
for an excellent discussion of the complexity of the term loyalist in reference to 
Pennsylvanians.

56. The Delawares at the Indian conference held at Wyoming on Aug. 20, 
1775, claimed they had come to “make you a visit”; “We are for Peace,” they in-



“Devoted to Hardships, Danger, and Devastation” 77

sisted. “When our young Men come to hunt your Way don’t dream they come to 
hurt you.” See SCP, 6: 342–43.

57. SCP, 6: 333.
58. Silas Deane to Zebulon Butler, July 24, 1775, SCP, 6: 332; Sherman Roger 

to Zebulon Butler, 1776, and Portrait, n.d., Accession #12562, Special Collec-
tions, University of Virginia Library, Charlottesville.

59. The Journal of the Continental Congress, Friday, Aug. 23, 1776, 669, http://
memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/hlaw:@f ield%28DOCID+@
lit%28jc00567%29%29; “The Acts of the Continental Congress for the Defence 
of the Wyoming Valley, PA, 1776–8,” in The Massacre of Wyoming, The Acts of 
Congress for the Defense of the Wyoming Valley, Pennsylvanian 1776–8: With the 
Petitions of the Sufferers by the Massacre of July 3, 1778, for Congressional Aid, ed. 
Horace Edwin Hayden (Wilkes-Barre, PA: Baur and Son, 1895), 3.

60. This pleased the Pennsylvanians, who were rumored to want to keep the 
companies permanently attached to the Continental Army. See letters from Nathan 
Denison to Roger Sherman and Samuel Huntington, Mar. 14, 1777, SCP, 7: 33.

61. For the best description of exactly who the so-called Tory Pennsylvanians 
were and why they fought, see Ousterhout, “Frontier Vengeance.”

62. Rumor had it that one of those forts, Wintermute, had been surrendered 
by treasonous loyalists, who had possibly corresponded with the enemy for months 
in advance and then joined them for the assault at Forty Fort. This was Butler’s 
belief, as told to William Rogers. See William Rogers, Journal of Rev. William 
Rogers, D.D., Chaplain of Gen. Hand’s Brigade in the Sullivan Expedition, 1779, 
Pennsylvania USGenWeb Archives Project, second series, vol. 15, 255–88, http:
//files.usgwarchives.net/pa/1pa/military/revwar/sullivanexpedition/rogers.txt.  The 
second fort was surrendered by Yankees who were apparently too elderly to fight. 
See Hayden, “Introduction,” in Hayden, Massacre of Wyoming, xii.

63. For secondary accounts, see Joseph R. Fischer, A Well-Executed Failure: 
The Sullivan Campaign against the Iroquois, July–September 1779 (Columbia: Uni-
versity of South Carolina Press, 1997), 27; Ousterhout, “Frontier Vengeance,” 337.

64. This account of events was related by Zebulon Butler to Rev. William 
Rogers (Rogers, Journal of Rev. William Rogers). For an overview, see Fischer, Well-
Executed Failure, 27.

65. For specific descriptions of what the settlers who fled Wyoming lost, see 
Hayden, Massacre of Wyoming, appendix. A general estimation of monetary 
loss—38,308 pounds—can be ascertained from the 1780 Wyoming Selectmen 
Report, SCP, 7: xvii.

66. William Maclay to Timothy Matlack Paxton, July 12, 1778, SCP, 7: 46–47. 
This statement should also remind us that not all Susquehanna Pennsylvania set-
tlers were loyalists.

67. Governor George Clinton of New York referred to the combined massacres 
at Cherry Valley, in his own state, and Wyoming, slightly to the southwest, as 



78 Kathryn Shively Meier

provoking a national response and Sullivan’s Expedition. See Hugh Hastings, ed., 
Public Papers of George Clinton, First Governor of New York, 1777–1795–1801–
1804, Military Volume 1 (New York: Wynkoop-Hallenbeck-Crawford Co., 1899).

68. For a detailed account of the Sullivan Expedition, see Fischer, Well-Executed 
Failure.

69. SCP, 7: xviii; Articles of Confederation, http://www.usconstitution.net/
articles.html#Article9. For an overview of events, see Peter S. Onuf, The Origins of 
the Federal Republic: Jurisdictional Controversies in the United States, 1775–1787 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1983), 11.

70. For the petition of John Jenkins and Others to the Connecticut General 
Assembly in Oct. 1780, see SCP, 7: 59. As Pennsylvanians actively worked to pre-
vent the Yankees from getting supplies, Zebulon Butler’s troops were having an 
increasingly hard time holding out and complained to Congress, provoking a re-
sponse from Washington. See SCP, 7: xviii–xix.

71. The fact that many Connecticut soldiers petitioned to stay home after their 
company was dissolved provoked controversy and rivalry with Mitchell. See SCP, 
7: xix.

72. Onuf, Origins of the Federal Republic, 11.
73. The Trenton trial lasted from Nov. 12 to Dec. 30, 1782, documented in 

SCP, 7: 144–242. The proclamation announcing the decree was read on Jan. 6, 
1783. See SCP, 7: 247.

74. Moyer, “‘Real’ Indians,” 234; SCP, 9: 209.
75. SCP, 7: 411–20.
76. Dickinson showed continued devotion to investigating the Yankee claims; 

furthermore, he ordered the demolition of his namesake fort on Aug. 10, believing 
that it symbolized violence rather than defense. The assembly, for its part, voted 
on Sept. 7 of that year to formally investigate the claims of Yankee settlers. See 
SCP, 8: xvi–ii.

77. SCP, 8: 121–22.
78. The extremists under Franklin hearkened back, extraordinarily enough, to 

the original sea-to-sea charter. See SCP, 9: xxxv.
79. SCP, 9: 33–37, 45–49.
80. Gilje, Rioting in America, 43.
81. As quoted in Nash, Unknown American Revolution, 445.
82. SCP, 8: 126.
83. SCP, 9: 384.
84. SCP, 9: xix.
85. SCP, 9: xxiv.
86. This information is taken from Timothy Pickering’s own memorandum 

on his abductors (SCP, 9: 436); Franklin’s release is detailed in SCP, 10: xiii.
87. Historian Paul Moyer takes the view that white settlers in Wyoming 



“Devoted to Hardships, Danger, and Devastation” 79

learned brutal tactics from the Indians and perpetuated them long after the Indi-
ans had departed, even dressing in native attire. See Moyer, “‘Real’ Indians.”

88. The legislative setbacks included the Passage of Intrusion Act, Van Horne’s 
Lesee v. Dorrance (a case confirming the legality of repealing the Confirming Act), 
and the final passage of Compromise Act in 1799, all of which favored Pennsylva-
nian holdings. See SCP, 10: xl, 468, 11: xv–xvii. See also Onuf, Origins of the 
Federal Republic, 64.

89. Wilbur A. Myers, ed., Book of the Sesquicentennial Celebration of the Battle 
of Wyoming: July 1–4, 1928 (Wilkes Barre, PA: Smith-Bennett Corp., 1928), 22.

90. Horace Hollister, History of the Lackawanna Valley, 5th ed. (Philadelphia: 
J. P. Lippincott, 1885), 155–76.

91. Stewart Pearce, Annals of Luzerne County: a Record of Interesting Events, 
Traditions and Anecdotes. From the First Settlement in Wyoming Valley to 1866, 2nd 
ed. (Philadelphia: J. R. Lippincott and Company, 1866), 99. A smoothing over of 
ills is evident in Samuel Livingston French, Reminiscences of Plymouth: Luzerne 
County, Penna (Plymouth, 1914), 2. French avoids the debate over claims alto-
gether, calling it “very unpleasant,” but deeming it now “bared out from contro-
versy by the statute of limitations.” In Steuben Jenkins’s Historical Address at the 
Wyoming Monument 3d of July 1878, on the 100 Anniversary of the Battle and Mas-
sacre of Wyoming (Wilkes-Barre, PA: Robert Baur, 1878), the Yankees are virtually 
accepted as the rightful settlers of Wyoming. Their heroic stand at the battle of 
Wyoming is gleefully recounted.

92. E. G. Smith, Sesquicentennial Celebration. Also find sympathy for Con-
necticut settlers being hung out to dry by their mother state of Connecticut in The 
Centennial Jubilee and Old Home Week: Wilkes-Barre, May 10, 11, and 12, 1906 
Official Souvenir & Program, comp. George A. Edwards, 37, Ivy Stacks, Univer-
sity of Virginia Library.

93. In virtually every history of Wyoming Valley, the Indians’ main role is as 
perpetrators of the brutal massacre on July 3, 1778. “All kinds of barbarities were 
committed by [the savages],” reads Isaac Chapman’s The History of Wyoming: With 
an Appendix, Containing a Statistical Account of the Valley and Adjacent Country 
(Wilkes-Barre, PA: Sharp D. Lewis, 1830), 128.

94. John Franklin to William Montgomery, June, 26, 1786, SCP, 7: 657–58.



Attakullakulla was one of the most influential Cherokee headmen in 1761. 
Customarily referred to as Little Carpenter by the English, Attakullakulla 
had long been a proponent of the Anglo-Cherokee alliance. His diplomatic 
and trading connections to Charleston and Williamsburg usually served 
him and his people well, but March 1761 was an especially tense period for 
Anglo-Cherokee relations. The Seven Years’ War had strained the alliance 
to the breaking point as an unfortunate series of events resulted in war be-
tween the Cherokees and their English neighbors. As the British readied an 
army to invade Cherokee country for the second time in less than a year, 
Attakullakulla and other village leaders intensified their peace efforts. At-
tempting to divert blame from themselves, their villages, and the nation as 
a whole, these leaders reverted to an age-old argument: the war had com-
menced and continued because of the rash actions of their young warriors. 
Lieutenant Governor William Bull of South Carolina remained uncon-
vinced. “They say the mad Young Men who did not know the Consequence 
begun the War,” Bull wrote to Attakullakulla, but if village headmen could 
not restrain their warriors, “How shall I know that they can hinder them 
from continuing or beginning it again? If they cannot be hindered, it looks 
to me, as if these mad Young Men ruled their Nation, and made Peace and 
War, and not the old Head Men.”1

More than thirty years later, and following nearly two decades of en-
demic warfare with the Americans, a new generation of Cherokee leaders 
attempted to ease relations using similar arguments. In October 1794, the 
well-known leader Doublehead returned home after treating with U.S. of-
ficials in Philadelphia. Directing his talk to Governor William Blount of 
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the Southwest Territory, Doublehead hoped the recently affirmed peace 
would last, noting “the old head-men strove a long time” to conclude it. Yet 
Doublehead also recognized that the activities of young Cherokee men 
threatened the fragile peace. Some of “our mad young men” might steal 
horses from American settlers, he forewarned Blount, but “you must not get 
in a passion for that with us, but wait till the horse or horses shall be re-
turned to you again.” In a frontier milieu where horse theft generated as 
much hostility among the Americans as scalping raids, Doublehead rightly 
worried the young Cherokees’ forays would undermine both the leadership 
of village headmen and the recent treaty.2

What should we make of these generational tensions within Cherokee 
society, and what do they tell us about violence in Appalachia? Answering 
the first part of that question is not as straightforward as it may seem. On 
the one hand, revenge killings and horse stealing largely carried out by 
younger men generated great concern among village leaders, since such 
behavior destabilized relations with their Anglo-American neighbors. The 
repercussions of trade embargos and border warfare for village security 
prompted many leaders not only to publicly distance themselves from 
young warriors but also to intensify their efforts to rein in the martial ac-
tivities of their “mad young men.” They did so first by utilizing social 
control mechanisms within the family, clan, and village and later by sup-
porting new legal and political institutions, such as a mounted police force 
and laws designed to restrict clan revenge. Headmen also blamed delin-
quent acts on warriors from neighboring villages to safeguard their own 
towns and leadership. When such efforts failed, headmen lamented their 
inability to control even the young men of their own villages, thereby pro-
viding a convenient outlet for rising border tensions with Anglo-Americans. 
On the other hand, the generational discord that figures so prominently in 
the historical record should not always be taken at face value. While young 
warriors did in fact complicate the headmen’s ability to maintain order and 
stability, they also served as a powerful diplomatic weapon for village lead-
ers who strategically employed arguments of unruly, mad, and roguish 
young men to counter challenges to Cherokee sovereignty and lands. 
Threats of unleashing the young warriors allowed Cherokee leaders the 
ability to flex their diplomatic muscle while at the same time disclaiming 
responsibility for these actions. It could prove beneficial, in other words, to 
have members of the community who were ostensibly beyond authority.

The generational divide—both rhetorical and real—held important 
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long-term consequences for village authority and Anglo-Cherokee relations. 
Displacing blame for border unrest onto young Cherokee men helped to 
undermine conventional village political structures and strategies. The de-
centralized polity known as the Cherokee nation provided headmen a 
means to redirect cross-cultural tensions to villagers in other towns and 
regions. This had long served them well, for it forced the Cherokees’ Indian 
and European neighbors to hold individual towns, rather than all Cherokee 
peoples, accountable for hostile acts. But this changed markedly in the 
second half of the eighteenth century, in part because the headmen’s con-
demnation of the young men on a general level effectively transcended local 
politics by spreading culpability to all towns and regions, which thwarted 
efforts to isolate and contain potential conflicts. Furthermore, when young 
men from different towns and regions did participate in border raids, it 
increased the likelihood that conflict would become more general. Warfare, 
indeed, escalated and widened throughout the second half of the eighteenth 
century. One of the most important ramifications of this endemic warfare 
is that younger warriors and war leaders played an ever-expanding role in 
politics and diplomacy. The rising political power of warriors and war lead-
ers consequently altered and unbalanced the structure of village authority 
as elder headmen contended with a new agent of power in their young men. 
It also produced a powder keg for Anglo-Cherokee relations by facilitating 
violence throughout the southeastern borderlands.

Generational tensions within Cherokee society also reveal much about 
violence in early Appalachia. Perhaps most important, they force us to rec-
ognize that modern stereotypes of an exceptionally violent Appalachia do 
not apply to the eighteenth-century mountain South. Indeed, the recurring 
warfare that plagued Anglo-American and Cherokee relations was not 
unique to the region. Young warriors asserted themselves throughout Indian 
country in order to gain status and goods, revenge or replace lost kinfolk, 
and resist encroachment. Conflicts accordingly resulted between Native 
and newcomer and among Indians. Thus, despite the many instances of 
intercultural friendships, goodwill, and peace, early America was a violent 
world. Far from an isolated mountain people, the Cherokees directly con-
tributed to this volatile landscape. They would point less to their own war-
riors as the cause of this violence, however, but instead stress the hostile and 
belittling attitudes of Anglo-Americans, the rapid encroachment of settlers 
onto Cherokee lands, and the scorched-earth policies of British and Ameri-
can armies.
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“Damn them they are blood thirsty and must have blood somewhere,” 
wrote Alexander Cameron about the young Cherokee warriors in 1771. 
The British Indian commissary among the Cherokees had not tempered his 
disdain three years later, adding that they were “as Eager for Human Blood 
as Greyhounds for the Blood of Deer.” Cameron’s observations on the eve 
of the American Revolution testify to escalating border tensions between 
the Cherokees and Americans, but they also speak to the cultural impor-
tance of war to young Cherokee men. Warfare was central to Cherokee 
manhood because it formed the basis of a warrior’s identity, sense of mascu-
linity, and position in society. Attaining rank, in particular, was a primary 
objective of younger warriors. Scouting an enemy, securing a prisoner, tak-
ing a scalp, and other wartime achievements provided Native men with 
“war titles,” observed the trader James Adair, “which distinguish them 
among the brave; and these they hold in as high esteem.” Cameron’s im-
mediate superior, John Stuart, likewise found that the ascending levels of 
Cherokee warriorhood—Raven, Slavecatcher, Mankiller, and Skiagusta—
afforded a corresponding degree of respect and influence among their 
people. Young men thus readily engaged in warfare, according to another 
Indian agent, “for the sake of acquiring War Names.”3

The procurement of war titles and status had a direct bearing on po-
litical authority, since Cherokee town government was largely meritocratic. 
The “great and leading” men, noted Adair, rose to prominence from their 
“reputed merit alone,” which gave them “titles of distinction above the 
meanest of the people.” While Adair’s observation does not address the he-
reditary aspect of Cherokee leadership, it does testify to its hierarchical na-
ture. This hierarchy was based on gender and generation. Men officially 
directed the affairs of the village in trade, diplomacy, and war—increasingly 
so as the eighteenth century progressed—though women exerted an infor-
mal (and at times official) influence that frustrated and concerned their 
Euroamerican neighbors. More specifically, authority rested in the hands of 
older, proven men. A British officer in 1756 found that village leaders were 
usually “old and middle-aged People who know how to give a Talk.” 
Cherokee headmen repeatedly stressed this generational underpinning of 
village leadership in speeches to their English counterparts. “This my Talk 
is not to be looked upon as Nothing,” noted the Raven of Hiwassee. “I am 
not a young Man.” Skiagusta of Keowee likewise reminded the governor of 
South Carolina he was “an old Man,” adding, “There were many head Men 
here, who are but Boys to me.” Young men accordingly bolstered their po-
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litical influence not only by acquiring war titles but also by advancing in 
years. One aspiring leader realized his youth limited his participation in 
public meetings, “but in a few Years more I hope to be able to talk myself,” 
he declared.4

Giving and receiving “talks” within the village often took place in the 
townhouse. These council houses were the focal point of a community’s 
political activities, and seating arrangements were determined by age and 
rank. Adair wrote, “Every one takes his seat, according to his reputed 
merit”—a convention that was strictly observed. If an ambitious but unsea-
soned warrior ventured beyond his station, the trader continued, “he is or-
dered to his proper place, before the multitude, with the vilest disgrace, and 
bears their stinging laughter.” Jests, barbs, and other social control mecha-
nisms speak to the involvement of all adult community members in the 
town’s political affairs. Although civil leaders (“beloved men”), elder war-
riors, and priests managed village policy, every adult villager had a voice in 
the council house. Young warriors played an important political role by 
deciding to reject or accept a war leader’s talk. If a noted warrior “beat up 
[the drum] for Volunteers,” for example, young warriors could either ignore 
the call for recruits or join the expedition. A British officer serving in 
Cherokee country during the Seven Years’ War expressed his displeasure at 
this perceived wayward individualism. “The very lowest of them thinks 
himself as great and as high as any of the Rest,” wrote Captain Raymond 
Demere, whereby older headmen “may influence the Minds of the young 
Fellows for a Time, but every one is his own Master.”5

Headmen had to contend with this individual autonomy, but they were 
also forced to deal with kinship systems that placed significant power in the 
hands of young warriors. In particular, the law of clan revenge meant the 
cultural importance of war to young Cherokee men was not about simply 
titles and status, but fulfilling familial obligations. The “law of blood,” as 
the legal historian John Reid describes it, directed the nearest relations of a 
slain clan member to take satisfaction for the murder, usually through di-
rect retaliation against the offending party. This cultural precept was invio-
lable, for, as John Stuart noted, “revenging the Death of a Relation is 
esteemed the point of honor.” Young men were often the conduits through 
which these scores were settled, although women proved instrumental in 
encouraging (or not) retaliation for a deceased relative. In July 1759, for 
example, a group of “young fellows” from Estatoe brought three English 
scalps to a Keowee woman. When a British officer confronted the woman 
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about the scalps, she countered that her relations had been killed “by the 
white People and that those Sculps were brought and given to her in revenge 
& that she thought very well of it.” Accordingly, young men who conducted 
revenge killings had the backing of female relatives and other clan mem-
bers, which complicated headmen’s efforts to contain border hostilities. 
Nowhere is this more evident than in the Anglo-Cherokee War (1759–61).6

The most immediate cause of Anglo-Cherokee unrest stemmed from 
repeated incidents of horse stealing and murder in western Virginia. During 
the Seven Years’ War, Britain and France competed for imperial supremacy 
in North America, and Native allies played a vital role in the war effort of 
both empires. The British tapped their long-established Cherokee alliance 
to secure hundreds of warriors for the mid-Atlantic campaigns. While in 
the vicinity of Bedford County, Virginia, however, Cherokees and back-
country settlers clashed, ultimately leading to murders on both sides. War-
riors subsequently revenged “their [murdered] Relations in Bedfored” by 
killing a corresponding number of Virginians. A British officer seemed 

“Seven Delegates to London in 1730” engraving, n.d. Attakullakulla is on the far 
right. Courtesy of the National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institu-
tion (NAA INV 06221500).
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confused as to “why the Cherokees . . . had so suddenly declared War,” but 
headmen dismissed the idea of a general war by offering a conventional re-
sponse: the acts “were committed by young People who would give Ear to 
no Admonitions.” When pressed further about the murders and the need to 
punish the guilty individuals, Cherokee leaders denied their authority 
trumped clan law. The failure to deliver the murderers to the English, At-
takullakulla noted, owed “to the Obstinacy of their Relations who only 
have power to punish them by the Custome of the Country.”7

Attakullakulla’s deference to clan law testifies to the limitations placed 
on town leaders. Headmen were beholden to clan and village support, for 
the lack of consensus among their followers could undermine headmen’s 
policies. Even if older leaders disapproved of the younger warriors’ revenge 
killings, they at times muted their opposition to maintain power. Patrick 
Calhoun of Long Cane witnessed this during his visit to the Lower Chero-
kee Towns in September 1759. Troubled by the general fear gripping his 
neighbors in the South Carolina backcountry, Calhoun traveled to Keowee 
to ascertain the Cherokees’ real intentions. He found that Lower Cherokee 
headmen endeavored to clear themselves of the behavior of their young 
men, but they would give no satisfaction. A later report indicated Overhill 
leaders also confirmed “their young Men were the Authors” of the raids, but 
they likewise “did not offer any Satisfaction.” These headmen failed to 
placate the English because the young warriors had the support of their 
people. For this reason, many headmen ultimately chose to countenance 
war, as described by one British observer in the winter of 1759–60. The 
“prevailing Sentiment of their Councils,” he noted, “seemed to be, to meet 
our Army, with their collected force.”8

The headmen’s decision for war resulted from misguided British poli-
cies, but it also stemmed from the rising political consequence of younger 
warriors who exerted power independently of village councils. Once the 
British and Cherokees seemed on the verge of war, younger warriors report-
edly “had a meeting of their own” at the Overhill town of Tenasee. Head-
men in other regions subsequently notified Governor Lyttelton of South 
Carolina that bad talks had been spread “by young runnagade Fellows from 
Town to Town.” The substance of these talks centered on the warriors act-
ing “in conjunction” against the British, a view seconded by a warrior’s wife 
in the Lower Towns, who related “they were all in every town throughout 
the Nation from Chotee [Chota] to Keowee of one mind.” Militants re-
ceived additional support from villagers and headmen alike when the Brit-
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ish imprisoned and then massacred Cherokee leaders in February 1760. 
The incident marked the breaking point in Anglo-Cherokee relations. 
Whereas many warriors earlier promised they would not seek revenge “for 
their Relations that was kill’d in Virginia,” they now openly sent “scalping 
Gangs” throughout the settlements to revenge their fallen relatives. Head-
men realized by this point that accommodation was a failed policy that 
threatened their political standing. Although some leaders continued to 
claim that the raids “were committed by only a few of their young Fellows,” 
eyewitnesses recorded how “many [headmen] followed them in the Manner 
of a Mob.”9

A trade embargo, coupled with two British invasions of Cherokee 
country, quashed the militants’ political support by the fall of 1761. Village 
headmen, including the more notable war leaders, intensified peace efforts, 
in part by further distancing themselves from the young warriors. Overhill 
headmen claimed that “all the young Men begun this War that knew noth-
ing of the Danger & they were Fools.” Even those “head Men who had been 
Active in the War,” noted Attakullakulla, “were Determined to stay at 
home & Leave the Young Warriors to Themselves.”

Such arguments might have appeared to British diplomats as thin 
promises of peace, since recalcitrant warriors could renew the war, but they 
were in fact strategically employed by village leaders to stabilize relations. 
Labeling the young warriors as “rash” or “mad” placed them outside the 
headmen’s authority. This would hopefully convince the British that village 
leaders, townspeople, and the nation in general did not condone hostilities. 
Headmen, in other words, attempted to project the conflict as a “private” 
affair rather than a “general” war. As the historian Wayne Lee argues, Indi-
ans distinguished between “grand” and “little” war, a distinction also no-
ticed by the French missionary Joseph-François Lafitau, who wrote, “War 
may be regarded either as private when it is made by little parties . . . or as 
general, when it is carried in the name of the tribe.” When Cherokee leaders 
dismissed the young warriors’ acts as isolated incidents, they intended to 
lessen the political ramifications of intercultural conflict. Think nothing of 
it, Lower Cherokee headmen advised Governor Lyttelton at the onset of 
hostilities, for it is as “if two of our Children had been playing together, and 
one had hurt the other, and we hope you will think the same.”10

How did Anglo-Americans respond to such logic? The answer appears 
mixed. On the one hand, officials had long been familiar with the structure 
of village authority before the Seven Years’ War. The more astute diplomats, 
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for instance, recognized that the young warriors’ autonomy was an inherent 
part of Native conflicts. Colonel George Chicken, South Carolina’s agent 
among the Cherokees during the 1720s, admitted the “Young Men of this 
Nation” could not be expected to “live without warring at one place or 
Another.” He accordingly pressed village leaders to “keep their Young Men 
under them and make them obey them in everything,” but headmen re-
plied, “They were Young Men and would do what they pleased.” Chicken 
was apparently convinced, for when relations became strained in 1726, the 
agent eased tensions by assuming “this Mischief . . . to be done by some of 
your Young Men who I desire may be talked to.” The language of British 
officials of the following generation mirrored Chicken’s sentiments. South 
Carolina’s governor assured Cherokee leaders in 1753 that “when any Mis-
chief is done by your young Men, we are far from laying that to the Charge 
of your Nation.” Later, during the Anglo-Cherokee War, an English trader 
among the Cherokees likewise vindicated peace-minded headmen by not-
ing that “the young Men, the new made Warriors, are all mad.”11

The British also had to confront the political realities of the Cherokee 
“nation” when deciding whether headmen and their followers favored a 
“little” or “grand” war. For much of the eighteenth century, the Cherokee 
nation was highly decentralized, with individual towns and town clusters, 
or regions, exerting independent political authority. Scholars typically iden-
tify the Lower, Middle, Valley, and Overhill settlements as the dominant 
Cherokee regions prior to the American Revolution. Although the British 
attempted repeatedly to bypass town and regional autonomy by centralizing 
Anglo-Cherokee relations, they were only moderately successful, thus forc-
ing officials to work within the Cherokee political framework. Headmen 
consequently labored to contain border conflict by not only stressing the 
young warriors’ independence but also utilizing the diplomatic advantages 
offered by local and regional autonomy. Prior to the Anglo-Cherokee War, 
for instance, Oconastota (the Great Warrior of Chota) downplayed the 
Virginia incidents by blaming the “many great Rogues in the Lower Towns, 
especially Estertoe [Estatoe].” Attakullakulla supported his Overhill peer 
by assuring Governor Lyttelton “all the mischief was done . . . by the mad 
young men of the lower towns, where he had not much influence.” Middle 
Town headmen likewise absolved themselves by claiming Cherokees in 
other parts of the nation “seems not to sett any regard by us no more then 
if we were a different People” for they “don’t care to lead us into the Light 
of their Private affairs.”12
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The transference of blame to other towns and regions or to younger 
warriors—and Anglo-American acceptance of such arguments—was effec-
tive only to a point. As border warfare and horse-stealing raids reached 
epidemic proportions throughout the revolutionary era, citizens of the new 
United States were less willing to entertain the headmen’s diversionary 
rhetoric. The remainder of this essay explores this escalation of border 
hostilities, focusing specifically on the rise of the warriors’ military and 
political influence, the indiscriminate spread of retribution to all Cherokee 
towns and regions, and subsequent efforts by headmen to control the 
young warriors.

The period between 1763 and 1794 were crisis years for the Cherokees. 
Land pressures from an exploding Anglo-American population intensified 
after the Seven Years’ War, ultimately leading to Cherokee cessions of im-
mense proportion. Territorial loss cut into the young warriors’ economic 
livelihood as their once-extensive hunting grounds diminished. Not sur-
prisingly, young warriors clashed with village leaders, whose land-for-peace 
policy failed to keep the intruders at bay. Headmen grew increasingly 
troubled by this warrior unrest and voiced their concerns to British officials. 
At the Treaty of Lochaber in 1770, Oconastota related that the younger 
warriors—many of whom were then out hunting—would say the “old men 
give away the Land without our knowlidge.” Oconastota and other head-
men responded by ensuring all land deals had the backing of “the young 
fellows.” In a conference the following year, Overhill leaders assured offi-
cials they had unanimously agreed, “with the consent of Our young Men,” 
to cede the lands in question. Younger Cherokees consented in part to rid 
themselves of their mounting debts to traders. With “the Deer growing 
scarcer every year,” as one Cherokee noted in 1771, the lure of gifts and debt 
forgiveness proved hard to resist.13

Minimal and temporary remuneration, however, did little to ease the 
general unrest swelling among younger Cherokees. Overhill leaders con-
tinually warned the British their “young fellows are very angry to see their 
Hunting Grounds taken from them,” but Cherokee disaffection did not fall 
upon the British. Instead, the split between Britain and her American colo-
nies provided militants the opportunity to attack the “Virginians” (Ameri-
cans), who, they argued, “Steal our Deer & our Land too.” As tensions 
mounted in the spring of 1776, British agents serving in Cherokee country 
reported the young warriors “seem unanimously resolved to recover their 
lands.” One Overhill warrior in particular emerged as the leading voice in 
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favor of armed resistance against the Americans. Dragging Canoe of Great 
Island Town (Overhill), son of Attakullakulla, repeatedly condemned the 
older headmen and vowed to contest American expansion. Writing to his 
brother John from Pensacola, agent Henry Stuart reported Dragging Canoe 
had “a great many Young fellows that would support him and that they 
were determined to have their land.” The militants followed their rhetoric 
with coordinated attacks against the settlements that summer. American 
militia quickly responded, thereby ushering in a period of endemic warfare 
that would last until 1794.14

Dragging Canoe and his many supporters left their ancestral lands 
early in the war to establish new villages near present-day Chattanooga, 
Tennessee. Initially settled in the vicinity of Chickamauga Creek, the mili-
tants became known as the Chickamaugas, while Cherokees in older towns 
and regions (later known as the “Upper Cherokees”) officially positioned 
themselves as the peace proponents. The Chickamauga emigrants also in-
cluded aged headmen, women, and children, but since their towns emerged 
as the hotbed of militancy and pan-Indian resistance, warriors exerted an 
inordinate amount of influence on village politics. One wartime report 
noted how the “young warriors” would “counsel amongst themselves,” after 
which they “sent for the beloved men” to further discuss policies. This au-
tonomy, coupled with the political split between Chickamaugas and Chero-
kees, has prompted some scholars, such as the anthropologist Fred Gearing, 
to speculate the “divided Cherokees slipped into virtual anarchy” during 
the Revolution. In older Cherokee towns “were amiable old men,” he writes; 
“in the Chickamaugas, violent young men had thrown the political struc-
ture away.” The Chickamauga warriors, however, were not delinquent 
“rogues” who drifted into political and social anarchy. Instead, they pro-
jected their power while simultaneously working with village headmen to 
formulate policy. Furthermore, not only did Chickamauga warriors consult 
their own “beloved men,” as the above report indicates, but they also worked 
closely with Cherokee warriors and headmen in older regions to negotiate 
matters relating to both war and peace.15

Gearing and others exaggerated the divide separating Cherokees and 
Chickamaugas, but they had good reason for doing so: Cherokee accom-
modationists repeatedly emphasized the distinctions between themselves 
and the militant Chickamaugas. One beloved man, for instance, informed 
the Americans in 1792 that the Chickamaugas, now also known as the Five 
Lower Towns, “make war by themselves . . . it is not the consent of the 
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whole nation, nor no part of it only them five towns—they agreed amongst 
themselves.” Governor William Blount reassured the aged leader that the 
United States “do not wish to punish the innocent for the guilty.” However, 
Blount and other Americans increasingly understood that prowar Chicka-
maugas and peaceable Cherokees were not as disconnected as the accom-
modationists would have them believe. One eyewitness noted how Upper 
Cherokee leaders expressed their desire for peace, yet he found “many of the 
young men of every part of the nation” possessed “an inclination to join the 
war party of the Lower towns.” Blount likewise related to his superiors the 
following year that the Chickamauga militants attracted young warriors 
“from every town in the nation.”16

American views were partly influenced by the realities of war, for 
Cherokees and Chickamaugas did assist one another in war and peace, but 
they were also connected to the age-old arguments of village leaders who 
blamed border unrest on the young warriors. As we have seen, headmen 
utilized such rhetoric to excuse themselves and their people from culpabil-
ity, as well as to convince Anglo-Americans that border raids were “private” 
affairs and not a “general” war. Village leaders also sometimes employed 
arguments of mad and unruly young men to project their tribal sovereignty 
in the face of increasing land pressures. When the federal government failed 
to enforce tribal boundaries as agreed upon by treaty, for example, Chero-
kee leaders reportedly “directed their young men to remain at home and 
have their moccasins ready”—a thinly veiled threat of border reprisals if the 
United States did not protect Cherokee lands. Thus, by asserting that “their 
young mad people would not agree to be quiet,” as did some headmen 
during the Revolution, village leaders attempted to flex their diplomatic 
muscle in an age of decreasing opportunities for resistance against the ex-
pansionist Americans.17

Accentuating the generational divide within Cherokee society held 
important long-term consequences for Anglo-Cherokee relations. Perhaps 
most important, it undermined conventional strategies of conflict resolu-
tion that transferred blame to other towns and regions. The argument that 
all young warriors were beyond authority, in other words, forced the 
Americans to dissociate politics from place—meaning they no longer 
seemed willing to discriminate between peace towns and war towns or, 
more simply, between the “innocent” and the “guilty.” To be sure, some 
Americans continued to articulate their belief that headmen simply could 
not control their young men. An agent among the Cherokees in 1793 be-
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lieved the young warriors in search of rank had been the cause of recent 
hostilities. An ethnocentric report from the secretary of war two years later 
held that the “passion of a young savage for war . . . is too mighty to be re-
strained by the feeble advice of the old men.” A few officials accordingly 
sought satisfaction from the Cherokees by punishing “the young and un-
ruly part of them.” But such arguments were drowned out by the ground-
swell in retributive calls to attack all Cherokees, regardless of their true 
political leanings or place of residence. One border citizen, who recognized 
Creek and Cherokee wartime collaboration, advised his countrymen to 
“destroy the whole of the Cherokees and Creeks, the friendly as well as the 
hostile parts.” Backcountry settlers and southern militias apparently needed 
little convincing, for the Americans launched at least twenty invasions of 
Cherokee country between 1776 and 1794, often attacking the peaceful as 
well as the militant towns.18

Amid the turmoil surrounding these wartime invasions, Cherokee 
leaders increasingly worried about the border activities of their young men. 
Revenge killings generated great concern, but so too did horse stealing. 
Younger Cherokees participated in horse-raiding expeditions for multiple 
reasons. American expansion and the subsequent reduction of hunting 
lands undermined the hunter-warrior role of Cherokee men. Young war-
riors thus turned to horse stealing to acquire war titles and reinforce their 
sense of manliness. Horses were also vital to village economies, in part be-
cause they provided a much-needed commodity in the face of shrinking 
deer populations and a decline in the transatlantic deerskin trade. It is in-
teresting to note that both the legal and the illegal intercultural trade in 
horses surged as the trade in skins diminished. Lastly, since equines were 
equally indispensable to American frontiersmen, horse stealing doubled as 
a form of economic resistance and warfare for the Cherokees. Not surpris-
ingly, American officials responded with alarm as backcountry settlers re-
taliated against these border raids and the illegal traffic in horses (in which 
many frontiersmen readily participated). William Blount called horse steal-
ing “one great source of hostility” between Indians and whites that would 
only worsen “if measures are not taken to prevent it.” The Creek agent 
Benjamin Hawkins similarly found it to be “the source of much evil in this 
land,” adding it was an “evil being now so deep-rooted that it would require 
much exertion and some severity to put an end to it.” Hawkins consequent-
ly vowed “to go to the utmost extent of my authority to crush it,” an action 
that was particularly necessary since he and other officials believed village 
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headmen “can neither restrain nor punish the most worthless fellow” in-
volved in border raids and the illicit trade in horses.19

Blount, Hawkins, and other U.S. agents did not fail to notice their own 
authority had severe limitations as well. In November 1794, when a final 
peace between the Cherokees and Americans seemed at hand, Blount 
rushed a letter to Doublehead and other Chickamauga leaders, warning 
them of an unauthorized invasion by Kentucky militiamen who intended 
to recover their stolen “negroes and horses.” Blount advised the Cherokees 
to temporarily quit their towns with all their livestock and other posses-
sions. They must also deliver up all stolen property and avoid bloodshed, he 
continued, for “war will cost the United States much money, and some 
lives, but it will destroy the existence of your people, as a nation, forever.”20

Such statements were not idle threats as the eighteenth century neared 
an end. After nearly forty years of endemic warfare, Cherokee leaders—
even the militant Chickamaugas—intensified their efforts to secure peace, 
largely by attempting to control the actions of their young warriors. This 
was a long, uneven process that took many forms, two of which centered on 
the prevention of revenge killings and horse stealing. Numerous treaties 
with the individual colonies, the states, and the federal government in the 
latter half of the century addressed these two most important contributors 
to border unrest. Internally, Cherokee government underwent a restructur-
ing, which placed more power in the hands of nationalist leaders and a 
more institutionally based, centralized polity. New legal institutions were 
put into place, such as a mounted police force and laws designed to abolish 
clan vengeance. Isolated border incidents continued after the revolutionary 
era, but by 1795 the great age of Anglo-Cherokee warfare had ended, and 
the “mad young men” seemed under control.21

The popular view of Appalachia as a land of lawlessness was not new 
when the infamous Hatfield-McCoy feud erupted along the borders of 
West Virginia and Kentucky in 1878. Indeed, Anglo-Americans in the co-
lonial South had long cast a steady but wary eye toward the west, where the 
Cherokees lived amid the steep ridges, deep valleys, and fortified walls of 
the southern mountains. The Scottish adventurer Alexander Cuming per-
haps best encapsulated this mixture of uncertainty and fascination follow-
ing his visit to Cherokee country in 1730. In his memoirs penned more 
than thirty years later, Cuming wrote about “the Cherekee mountains, the 
mountains of the Wild men that inhabit the Wilderness.” Eurocentric as-
sumptions of the Cherokees and other Indians as “savage” and “wild” pre-
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dated Cuming, of course, but the second half of the eighteenth century 
witnessed a new epoch in Anglo-Cherokee relations with the spread of en-
demic violence throughout southern Appalachia. An exploding Euroameri-
can population, coupled with the imperial crises of the Seven Years’ War 
and the American Revolution, facilitated intercultural conflict throughout 
the region. Cherokee warriors attacked the expanding settlements, while 
Anglo-American armies invaded and unsettled Cherokee country. The de-
centralized structure of both Cherokee and Anglo-American authority 
added to this instability, whereupon “mad young men” on both sides found 
outlets for aggression and resistance. Once the war ended, the United States 
would steadily employ demographic and legal means to force Cherokees off 
their lands. Some Cherokees remained in their mountain homeland follow-
ing the era of removal, but Americans in the East would ultimately turn 
their attention to other populations when describing the Appalachians and 
its people as savage and wild.22
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In 1833, a miner in Auraria, in the heart of Appalachian Georgia’s recently 
developed gold mining region, exclaimed in a letter home: “I have never 
before been amongst such a complete set of lawless beings.” At the same 
time and place, an exasperated judge described his fellow residents as 
“thieves, gamblers, and murderers—quarrelsome, drunk, and malicious—
forming altogether a lawless, ungovernable community. This condition 
could not be tolerated by an English people.”1 With the rush of thousands 
of newcomers into the Blue Ridge Mountains of northeast Georgia in the 
months and years after gold’s discovery there in 1828, many shared the 
impression of these two observers, noting the many ruffians, drifters, and 
con men who had turned this remote frontier on the bounds of Cherokee 
country into an excessively violent and brutal society.

Curiously, this phase of southern highland settlement, as tumultuous 
and colorful as it was, seems to have had little lingering effect on later per-
ceptions of Appalachia as a violent, depraved, and backward society. This 
was true despite the fact that one of the earliest novels to be set in southern 
Appalachia focused on the gold country of Georgia’s highlands, which also 
happened to be the second novel of one of the antebellum South’s most 
distinguished and popular writers, William Gilmore Simms.2 His Guy Riv-
ers, published in two volumes in 1834, was critically well received and sold 
well, especially among northern readers. It was the first of his so-called 
Border Romances, which Simms described as “A Tale of Georgia—a tale of 
the miners—of a frontier and wild people, and the events are precisely such 
as may occur among a people & in a region of that character.”3
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Simms made violence a prevalent theme of the novel; his title character, 
in fact, is perhaps the most ruthless criminal ever to appear in his vast fic-
tional output. He filled his narrative with multiple forms of violence—
ambushes and knife fights; lynchings and murders; pitched battles between 
rival gangs, vigilantes, and military forces—all of which were very real 
parts of the early days in Georgia’s gold country. Indeed, he so effectively 
captured that rough-and-tumble world that the preeminent Simms scholar, 

Frontispiece of William Gilmore Simms’s Guy Rivers: A Tale of Geor-
gia (New York: Harper and Bros., 1834).
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John Caldwell Guilds, has called Guy Rivers a landmark in American fic-
tion, noting that “for the first time in our literature the ugliness, the law-
lessness, the brutality of the early nineteenth-century American frontier 
was fully exposed.”4

Yet just as this social upheaval was rarely incorporated into emerging 
images of southern Appalachia, so this first major literary effort to be set in 
the same region is rarely acknowledged in treatments of Appalachian litera-
ture.5 This essay explores why this is the case. Was there nothing regionally 
inherent in the nature of the violence that took place in these goldfields, or 
were there other, more prevailing factors in both the historical realities and 
their fictional re-creations that rendered the Appalachian context of Geor-
gia’s gold rush peripheral or even irrelevant to its subsequent characteriza-
tion and interpretation?

It remains unclear when gold was first discovered in the Georgia moun-
tains. The most widely accepted account has a young resident, Benjamin 
Parks, stumbling upon a sizeable nugget while hunting along the Chestatee 
River in 1828. But it was an announcement in the Georgia Journal in the 
state capital of Milledgeville the following year that brought on the “rush.” 
On August 1, 1829, the newspaper proclaimed that two mines had just 
been discovered in Habersham County, and “preparations are making to 
bring these hidden treasures of the earth to use.” By year’s end, thousands 
of “twenty-niners” from throughout the Southeast fell prey to “gold fever” 
and converged on the region centered primarily in Habersham, Lumpkin, 
and White counties.6

As was true in most such situations, those who made up that “rush” 
represented all types of men, but drew most heavily from the lower, often 
unattached, classes, for whom the opportunity for fast gain and quick prof-
its proved irresistible. They constituted the majority of the populace of the 
first boom towns in the area—first Auraria and shortly thereafter Dahlone-
ga, only five miles to its north, both in Lumpkin County.7 Governor George 
Gilmer called them “idle, profligate people . . . whose pent up vicious pro-
pensities, when loosed from the restraints of law and public opinion, made 
them like the evil one in his worst mood.” With them came a bawdy, unruly 
lifestyle as well. “Drinking, gambling, and fighting were rife,” according to 
an eyewitness in 1831, “and the laws were little known and less cared for.”8 
And yet the region was never totally devoid of law and order. Makeshift 
courts were established within a year or so of the 1829 influx, and lawyers 
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and judges were kept busy by a flurry of lawsuits generated mostly by prop-
erty disputes, but also by efforts to maintain the peace and discourage the 
unruly behavior often rampant within these booming mine towns.9

Nor was all of this lawlessness violent in nature. Theft was rampant on 
a variety of scales, much of it perpetrated by roving gangs of horse thieves 
and gold robbers, along with trespassers digging for gold on land owned by 
others. More subtle crimes included con games and other forms of swin-
dling, price gouging, and financial corruption. The imposition of a land 
lottery system by the state of Georgia for the reassignment of what had been 
Cherokee territory opened the door to other types of fraud in attempts to 
move resident Indians off the land and in the sale and resale of lots.10 The 
many slaves who were a part of the influx into the region spurred other 
crimes and subversive activity. Those bondsmen who accompanied their 
masters and were made to mine for them were exposed to new temptations, 
including theft and escape, while other slaves fled from lowland areas and 
sought refuge in the region. A number of unscrupulous white men actually 
stole slaves from elsewhere and brought them into this area, where they ei-
ther sold them or hired them out to miners eager for extra labor in their 
grab for gold.11

Yet much of the area’s lawlessness did indeed entail violent action. Most 
common were physical fights; brawls spawned by alcohol, vagrancy, and an 
atmosphere of distrust; competitiveness; and short tempers. Governor 
Gilmer noted that the early miners “exhibited scenes of indulgence, vio-
lence, and fraud. . . . Hundreds of combatants were sometimes seen at 
fisticuffs, swearing, striking, and gouging, as frontier men only can do 
those things.”12 Auraria had previously been called Nuckollsville, named 
for one of its earliest settlers, though many referred to it as “Knucklesville,” 
due to the many fistfights that took place there, presumably spawned by 
disputes over mining claims.13

A remarkable firsthand account by one of those miners provides a vivid 
sense of just how brutal that world could be. Edward Isham, born in nearby 
Jackson County, Georgia, around 1826, came of age in that rough-and-
tumble world and was already a drifter and ne’er-do-well who moved 
through the Georgia goldfields as an adolescent and young adult. In an 
autobiographical confession he dictated in 1859, just before his execution 
for a murder in North Carolina, Isham recounted his delinquent youth in 
revealing detail. A mere sampling of his narrative makes the point:
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I left next morning and went to Forsythe County Georgia to my 
Uncle Hardin Millers and dug gold. There while working on the 
road, a man accused me of stealing milk from his spring house and I 
tried to kill him with my axe but was prevented. I went then to a little 
cross road town called “Shake rag town” and got to gambling with 
one Roger, who tried to cheat me and we had a fight but neither was 
hurt. I then started for Carroll [County]. On the way . . . there were 
two men were quarreling and one refused to fight because he was sick, 
the other pressed on him and I agreed to be his second, so they went 
to fighting and during the fight one Gus Wood, a great bully, at-
tempted foul play and I struck him with a heavy hickory stick and 
hurt him badly. There men were then parted and the other party 
gathered in force to mob us and we fled. I was not yet grown at the 
time.14

Isham’s confession consists of a constant litany of such encounters, as 
he drifted from one site to another throughout north Georgia, sometimes 
only a few steps ahead of either law officials or makeshift mobs. At some 
point in the early 1840s, Isham spent four or five months in Lumpkin 
County, the real center of gold fever and lawless activity. There, he “took up 
with a woman named ‘Thirs’ Murphy, and had a severe fight with a man 
who had been keeping her.” He later linked up with two men who had a 
“feud” with a grocery man in Dahlonega and jumped at the opportunity to 
help his new companions retaliate against the merchant: “We went to his 
grocery one day and broke up everything he had decanters, glasses and 
barrels and his fiddle.” The grocer took out a warrant on all three vandals; 
one was jailed, and Isham and the other hid in the woods for several days, 
until Isham decided to move on to Cobb County, Georgia, “to dig gold.”15

As rampant as such individual volatility must have been throughout 
the region, larger-scale forms of group violence were also prevalent. Dis-
putes over land claims led both to clashes between single miners and, in-
creasingly, to turf wars between factions of miners. Historian David 
Williams recounts several such instances, including a showdown in Forsyth 
County in 1833 between about thirty whites and thirty Cherokees over 
conflicting claims to the same area, who battled with “fists, sticks, and 
stones,” and a similar confrontation between Georgia miners who were at-
tacked by a much larger group of Carolinians. The locals ultimately pre-
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vailed over the outside intruders, with at least one man killed and others 
seriously injured.16 One site—Battle Branch in Lumpkin County—still 
bears the name of an 1831 clash that also pitted insiders against outsiders. 
A group of Tennesseans who had come into the area to sell pork and other 
food supplies to Georgia miners soon realized that they could profit far 
more by staking their own claim in the mining operations they were sup-
plying, or at least claiming some share of the profits. The refusal of the 
miners to comply led to yet another pitched battle, a free-for-all fought with 
“shovels, pick handles, rocks and other convenient weapons,” in which, 
once again, the Georgians emerged triumphant.17

Cherokee residents of the area were the most frequent targets of gang 
violence. In 1830, bands of ruffians that came to be known as “Pony Clubs” 
began a reign of terror that, much like raids by the Ku Klux Klan and 
“white cappers” several decades later, wreaked havoc on much of the settled 
populace, both Indian and white. Targeting Cherokee farms at first, they 
roamed the countryside, driving families out of their homes; burning barns 
and fields; and stealing what cattle, horses, and other livestock they did not 
butcher on the spot (the activity from which the name obviously derived). 
Some reports claimed that the Pony Club riders massacred whole families. 
Two members of one such band actually ambushed Cherokee chief John 
Ross and his brother, who were saved from assassination by a quick retreat 
as soon as one of the men pulled a pistol on them.18

In response to Pony Club rampages and other violations of Cherokee 
people and property, federal troops came into the area to maintain order. 
When they proved less than effective in curbing the Pony Clubs, Governor 
Gilmer sought alternative means of force from the state legislature. In De-
cember 1830, the General Assembly in Milledgeville passed legislation 
creating a state militia to patrol the gold country and prevent trespassers 
and other unauthorized miners from working lands that were not theirs. 
Inevitably, this Georgia Guard, as it was called, soon found itself pitted 
against the Pony Clubs as well. In an incident that came to be known as the 
“Battle of Leather’s Ford,” in January 1831, the guard arrested eleven men 
caught intruding at a mining camp on the Chestatee River. As it escorted 
its prisoners south, a band of their friends and allies ambushed the guard 
farther down the river. According to the guard’s commander, “We had 
warm work at Leather’s Ford. . . . We were attacked by about 60 men, who 
used every thing except guns. We charged on them and dispersed every one 
of them, without damage to my men.”19
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All of this provided an abundance of material for William Gilmore 
Simms to draw on as he wrote his novel set in the Georgia goldfields. Al-
though he never visited the region himself, he did make an extensive tour of 
the Old Southwest in the spring of 1831, moving through central Georgia 
and on into Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana, with New Orleans as his 
westernmost destination.20 On that trip, Simms had regular access to news-
papers in Savannah, Augusta, Milledgeville, Macon, and Columbus, all of 
which published regular reports—many of them drawn from Auraria’s own 
weekly paper, the Western Herald—of the dramatic developments in north 
Georgia. Soon after his return, he began work on the novel that became 
Guy Rivers. Simms’s interest in the region was also piqued by the well-
known fact that the most prominent of South Carolinians, John C. Cal-
houn, an acquaintance if not friend of his, had purchased what proved to be 
a particularly lucrative mine there and had sent several of his slaves to work 
it; that in turn drew increasing numbers of South Carolinians westward 
into Georgia’s Blue Ridge.21 (It is hardly coincidental that so many of 
Simms’s key characters, including his protagonist, are South Carolinians.)

Guy Rivers is an action adventure—and to a lesser extent, a “ro-
mance”—set in a boom town in the heart of Georgia’s gold country. Called 
Chestatee, the actual name of a small river running through the heart of the 
area, the rustic, almost makeshift village was most likely based on Auraria. 
Simms writes that it was “in character and caste . . . the frontier and out-
skirts of civilization.” There, he writes, “came the spendthrift and the indo-
lent, the dreamer and the outlaw, . . . herding confusedly together” in the 
pursuit of a like object—“the novel employment of gold-finding, or rather 
gold-seeking, for it was not always that the search was successful.”22

Curiously, Simms transforms the actual beautiful Blue Ridge setting 
into a landscape far more bleak, ominous, and appropriate for the malevo-
lent activity it will spawn. He begins the novel with “a wayfarer lost in the 
a long reach of comparatively barren lands,” which he describes as a tract 
“tarnished with a stunted growth, a dreary and seemingly half-withered 
shrubbery . . . that saddens the soul of the most careless spectator.” One can 
only assume that Simms’s never having visited the north Georgia moun-
tains accounts for his characterization of them as “the dreary wastes, the 
dull woods, the long sandy tracts, and the rude hills that send out no voices, 
and hang out no lights for the encouragement of the civilized man.” The 
bleakness of the landscape seems to attract an equally unseemly populace. 
With language he could have drawn directly from Governor Gilmer and 
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other contemporary observers, Simms notes, “The section of the wild world 
in which our traveler journeyed was of doubtful character; but sparingly sup-
plied with good citizens; and most certainly infested with many with whom 
the world had quarreled—whom it had driven forth in shame and terror.”23

That wayfarer is Ralph Colleton, the young son of a South Carolina 
planter, who, in all his innocence and nobility of spirit, is moving into the 
Georgia mountains not for gold, but to take refuge from the unpleasant 
dictates of his father regarding the woman he loves. Simms wastes no time 
in exposing his genteel protagonist to that violent world. In the novel’s 
opening scene, his “wayfarer” is ambushed as he “finds himself lost in a 
long reach of comparatively barren lands.” The perpetrator is none other 
than Guy Rivers, who introduces himself as the leader of the Pony Club 
and demands on its behalf and at gunpoint that Colleton pay a toll in order 
to continue on his journey. “The Pony Club,” Rivers tells him, “is the pro-
prietor of everything and everybody. . . . Scarce a man in Georgia but pays 
in some way to its support—and judge and jury alike contribute to its trea-
suries. Few dispute its authority . . . without suffering condign and certain 
punishment.” In a lengthy exchange between the ruffian and the young 

Portrait of William Gilmore 
Simms from volume 1 of his Poems 
(New York: Redfield, 1853).
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gentleman, the latter refuses to recognize the legitimacy of the club or to 
pay even a few cents to Rivers. Tensions flare, and the encounter ends as 
Rivers shoots and wounds Colleton and leaves him to die. He is soon res-
cued by a passing frontiersman, Mark Forrester, who becomes the young 
South Carolinian’s guide and mentor in this strange new wilderness world 
that he has entered.

That initial encounter sets off a lengthy and intense vendetta waged by 
Rivers against Colleton, with the title figure determined to avenge this 
young upstart who so openly defied his status and power. Yet the young 
gentleman never becomes a mere victim of Rivers’s bullying ways. His sense 
of decency and justice (for Simms, he embodies the best of civilized society, 
as reflected in the South Carolina Low Country) makes Colleton deter-
mined to bring down the Pony Club and to bring to justice the ruthless 
Rivers, who himself embodies “the absence of all civil authority, and almost 
of all laws. . . . [which] may readily account for the frequency and impunity 
with which these desperate men committed crime and defied its conse-
quences.” The plot is driven in fits and starts by this tension, a rather blatant 
allegory of the forces of lawlessness and law and order in what Simms 
termed “the “wildest region of the then little-settled state of Georgia—
doubly wild as forming the debatable land between the savage and the 
civilized—partaking of the ferocity of the one, and the skill, cunning, and 
cupidity of the other.”24

Colleton comes into the town of Chestatee, only to find it as violent as 
the wilderness where he has just been ambushed. “Strife, discontent, and 
contention were not infrequent,” Simms writes of the town’s cut-throat, 
dog-eat-dog climate. “The laborers at the same instrument, mutually de-
pending on each other, not uncommonly came to blows over it. The success 
of any one individual . . . procured for him the hate and envy of some of the 
company, while it aroused the ill-disguised dissatisfaction of all. . . . The 
issue of these conflicts, as may be imagined, was sometimes wounds and 
bloodshed, and occasionally death.”25

With that, Simms sets the scene for Colleton’s initiation into this vola-
tile new order. Colleton comes upon a rowdy crowd gathered in the town 
square, taunting a Yankee peddler who was discovered to have duped his 
local customers by selling “them nutmegs made from hickory and clocks 
that strike thirty-one times.” One of the mob explains to Colleton that this 
has become standard practice in dealing with shysters and swindlers: after 
a mock trial of sorts, vigilante justice prevails. “Ef the whole country’s 
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roused,” he declares, “then Judge Lynch puts on his black cap, and the ras-
cal takes a hard ride on a rail, a duck in a pond, and a perfect seasoning of 
hickories, tell thar ain’t much of him, or, may be, they don’t stop to curry 
him, but jest halters him at once to the nearest swinging limb.” The mob 
engages in an extended debate as to the proper punishment for this particu-
lar form of fraud, with Colleton offering a feeble voice of reason for a more 
civilized form of justice than that proposed by most of the ever more rowdy 
crowd. At last a bonfire is built, and the peddler’s remaining merchandise 
burned, while in a “scene of indescribable confusion . . . the rioters danced 
about the blaze like so many frenzied demons.” This confusion allows the 
accused to slip away, only to return later as an ally of Colleton as they both 
face further abuse from Guy Rivers and the Pony Club.26

Simms may have modeled the central clash between the Chestatee resi-
dents and a group of squatters encamped on the community’s outskirts on 
the 1831 Battle of Leather’s Ford, which journalists widely publicized at the 
time. Organized only days after the peddler’s near lynching, this impromp-
tu party of forty or fifty men easily shifts their target to other outsiders—
“the better portion of them mounted and well armed, all in high spirits, and 
indignant at the invasion of what they considered their own.” Simms makes 
clear that these are not simply miners protecting their turf; rather, “the 
whole village—blacksmith, grocer, baker, and clothier included, turned out 
en masse; for, with an indisputable position in political economy, deriving 
their gains directly or indirectly from this pursuit, the case was, in fact, a 
cause in common.”

Presided over by Wat Munro, Guy Rivers’s chief henchman, the group 
marches on the nearby encampment, which sets off a showdown between 
the two forces in a lengthy sequence that spans three chapters and thirty 
pages. It begins, all too typically, with a lengthy verbal exchange between 
the rival leaders—Munro and the squatter’s leader, a man named George 
Dexter—over whose territorial rights are more legitimate. Resolving noth-
ing, the vigilantes quickly resort to violent force, and Munro, whom Simms 
describes as courageous, cool, and yet with the “vindictive ferocity of the 
savage,” taps into his considerable “experience in all forms of warfare, com-
monly known to white man and Indian alike, in the woods,” to launch his 
assault.27

Simms shapes this attack specifically like those frontier clashes fought 
between white settlers and Native Americans in various parts of the North 
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American wilderness for well over a century. He describes the battle as 
follows:

The invading force . . . came to the attack after the manner of the 
Indians. The nature of forest-life, and its necessities, of itself teaches 
this mode of warfare. Each man took his tree, his bush, or stump, 
approaching from cover to cover until within rifle-reach, then pa-
tiently waiting until an exposed head, a side or shoulder, leg or arm, 
given an opportunity for the exercise of his skill in marksmanship. To 
the keen-sighted and quick, rather than to the strong, is the victory 
. . . the hunter is enabled to detect the slightest and most transient 
exhibition, and by a shot, which in most cases is fatal, to avail himself 
of the indiscretion of his enemy.

The fact that both sides are “at the outset studiously well sheltered” creates 
an early stalemate, and in response to “this fruitless manner the affray had 
for a little time,” Munro resorts to trickery. He creates a diversion in the 
guise of a temporary truce and “parley” with Dexter, the leader of the “be-
leaguered fort.” As the two men talk, the vigilantes, in a prearranged move, 
sneak behind the settlement undetected and set it afire, generating great 
panic and chaos among the squatters and their families.28

Upon realizing the betrayal inflicted on his people, Dexter physically 
attacks Munro and, “with the sinuous agility of the snake, winding himself 
completely around his opponent, now whirled him suddenly over and 
brought himself upon him.” Caught off guard, Munro responds in what 
has to be one of Simms’s very few understatements: “The face of the ruffian 
. . . was black with fury; and Munro felt that his violation of the flag of 
truce was not likely to have any good effect upon his destiny.” Dexter pulls 
a knife and is about to stab his opponent when “the look of Dexter was 
turned from the foe beneath him, and fixed upon the hills in the distance—
his blow was arrested, his grasp relaxed—he released his enemy, and rose 
sullenly to his feet, leaving his antagonist unharmed.”29

This melodramatic twist, one of many employed throughout Simms’s 
narrative, adds a new element to the battle at hand. For what Dexter sees 
fast approaching is a detachment of the Georgia Guard, “a troop kept in the 
service of the state, for the purpose not merely of breaking up the illegal and 
unadvised settlements of the squatters upon the frontiers, upon lands now 
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known to be valuable, but also of repressing and punishing their frequent 
outlawries.” Thus, the squatters face a fresh and formidable foe, one that 
quickly engages them in full-scale combat, much of it hand-to-hand. Ralph 
Colleton, up until this point a mere observer, is finally drawn into the ac-
tion in a fateful encounter with Dexter, who sneaks up on him from behind: 
“It was well for the youth and unlucky for the assassin, that as Dexter with 
his uplifted hatchet, struck at [Colleton’s] head, his advance foot became 
entangled in the root of a tree . . . and the stroke fell short of his victim, and 
grazed the side of his horse, while the ruffian himself, stumbling forward 
and at length, fell headlong upon the ground.” Ralph responds to the sur-
prise attack by drawing his pistol, “and while the prostrate ruffian was en-
deavoring to rise, . . . the unerring ball was driven through his head, and 
without word or effort he fell back among his fellows, the blood gushing 
from his mouth and nostrils in unrestrained torrents.”30

The battle concludes with a dramatic denouement imposed by Mother 
Nature, as an avalanche obliterates the majority of the Georgia Guardsmen, 
who have been maneuvered into a vulnerable position in a narrow gorge. 
Again, Simms is at his melodramatic best in describing the horror of their 
fate and their helplessness in responding to it. Focusing on the contrasting 
sounds of the incident, he writes:

The advancing troops looked up, and were permitted a momentary 
glance at the terrible fate which awaited them before it fell. A general 
cry burst from the lips of those in front, the only notice which those 
in the rear ever received of the danger before it was upon them. That 
involuntary shriek . . . was more full of human terror than any utter-
ance which followed the event. With the exception of a groan, wrung 
forth here and there from the half-crushed victim, in nature’s agony, 
the deep silence which ensued was painful and appalling.31

In this pivotal and much prolonged set piece, Simms incorporates mul-
tiple forms of violence, or what he calls “all modes of warfare”—from a 
frontal military assault to stealth, ambush, and sniper fire; from hand-to-
hand combat to knife and gun fights; from the intentional setting of fires 
to the most destructive, if unintentional, of all such forces, an avalanche.32 
This episode provides the novel’s readers with as much suspense, action, 
and melodramatic twists as the rest of the novel combined. Yet it is by no 
means a culmination, of either violent action or plot development. “The 
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struggle between the military and the outlaws had now terminated in a 
manner that left perhaps but little satisfaction in the minds of either party,” 
Simms writes in concluding this scene. He then returns both Colleton and 
Rivers to center stage, along with their respective allies, Mark Forrester and 
Wat Munro, and advances his plot through further, equally violent encoun-
ters among the foursome.33

A romantic rivalry adds much to Rivers’s resentment of Colleton. Wat 
Munro’s Lucy had been bound to her uncle’s partner in crime with little 
regard for her own feelings. But she and Colleton find themselves attracted 
to one another, much to Rivers’s anger and frustration. In one of the novel’s 
most impassioned scenes (and a far cry from most of the stilted exchanges 
between men and women in the book), Lucy refuses to reveal the where-
abouts of Colleton, whom she has just helped elude his rival, and Guy re-
sponds with both verbal and physical abuse. “May God curse you for it!” 
her enraged suitor spews in “broken and bitter words.” “You have bearded a 
worse fury than the tiger thirsting after blood. What madness prompts you 
to this folly? You have heard me avow my utter, uncontrollable hatred of 
this man—my determination, if possible, to destroy him, and yet you inter-
pose. You dare to save him in my defiance.” Lucy insists that she would 
rather perish than place Colleton again within Rivers’s power, vowing that 
“before a word of mine puts him in danger, I’ll perish by your hands, or any 
hands.”

“‘Then you shall perish, fool!’ cried the ruffian,” and just as his hand is 
raised “by the ferocious impulse of his rage,” he catches sight of a locket 
with Colleton’s portrait hanging around Lucy’s neck, and he rips it off her 
with a “single wrench.” Even more enraged, Rivers attempts to force an 
answer from her as she cowers before him. “She struggled desperately to 
release herself from his grasp, but he renewed it with all his sinewy strength, 
enforcing, with a vice-like grip, the consciousness, in her mind, of the futil-
ity of all her physical efforts.” As their struggle continues, she shrieks for 
help from her uncle and then faints. It is only as “her brutal assailant was 
hauling her away, with a force she could no longer oppose,” that Munro 
enters the room and forces his ally—and prospective son-in-law—to release 
her: “I tell you, Guy Rivers, if you but ruffle the hair of this child in vio-
lence, I will knife you, as soon as I would my worst enemy.” Curiously, 
Munro reaffirms his commitment to his niece’s marriage to the brute. 
“Though I’m willing you should marry Lucy, I’ll not stand by and see you 
harm her,” he tells Rivers, “and with my permission you lay no hands on 
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her, until you are married,” to which Rivers sullenly responded: “Very well! 
See that you get the priest ready soon.”34

With this rather startling conclusion to one of the novel’s most dra-
matic encounters, Simms adds a new and darker dimension to the villainy 
not only of Guy Rivers but of Wat Munro, as well. Certainly such violent 
treatment of women as that exhibited by Rivers and (nearly) condoned by 
Munro would have been unacceptable in Charleston society. It stands in 
sharp contrast to the very formal, but genteel dialogue that takes place be-
tween Ralph Colleton and his fiancée, fellow Charlestonian Emily, and 
even in his romantic exchanges with Lucy herself.35 Rivers is thus con-
firmed, once again, as the novel’s most unredeemed villain, serving as a 
powerful example of the brutalizing effects of frontier life.

Illustration of Rivers attacking Lucy in Guy Rivers.
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This exchange also strengthens Rivers’s resolve to murder Colleton, as 
does a public charge of attempted murder by the latter before the local 
court, leading to another form of violence, though one seemingly more out 
of place in this rough-and-tumble frontier than it would have been in the 
civilized world farther east: Rivers challenges Colleton to a duel. Colleton 
refuses, and to counter charges among the locals that he did so due to a lack 
of courage, as “timidity brought scorn and indignation in all faces around 
him,” he explains his refusal on the grounds of class differences: “You mis-
take me greatly . . . if you suppose for a moment that I will contend on equal 
terms with such a wretch. He is a common robber and an outlaw, whom I 
have denounced and whom I cannot therefore fight with. Were he a gentle-
man, or had he any pretensions to the character, you should have no need 
to urge me on, I assure you.”36

A series of further complications culminates in a chapter entitled “The 
Bloody Deed,” in which Rivers and Munro carry out a long-planned am-
bush of their young nemesis on a moonlit night along a lonely, thicketed 
route where they know he will be traveling. As the anticipated horseman 
approaches “the fatal avenue,” Rivers attacks him, “a single stroke was 
given,” and the horseman is thrown from his horse. Only then, when “the 
moon shone forth unimpeded by a single cloud [and] the person of the 
wounded man was fully apparent to the sight,” does Munro recognize 
their victim as Mark Forrester, not Ralph Colleton. Yet Rivers raises his 
arm to strike again, even as Munro points out that this is not the man they 
thought it was. As Forrester pleads for his life, Rivers makes it clear that he 
fully intends to finish the murder he has begun, if only out of frustration 
with Forrester for foiling his original plans: “ ‘Who would have thought to 
find him here?’ was the ferocious answer; the disappointed malice of the 
speaker prompting him to the bitterest feelings against the unintended 
victim.”

In the book’s original edition, Simms describes the final blows in 
graphic detail:

[Forrester] threw up his hands with fearful energy as he beheld his 
murderer—from whom Munro had wrested the weapon originally 
used—aiming a second blow with the small hatchet which he always 
wore. The interposition of Munro was without avail; the sharp steel 
drove through, separating the extended fingers of the fallen man as he 
threw them up, and crushing and crunching deeply into the skull. 



114 John C. Inscoe

The unhappy woodman sank back, without groan or further word, 
even as an ox beneath the stunning stroke of the butcher.

For some reason, Simms or his editor found this passage too extreme or ex-
plicit, and in the 1855 revised edition of the novel, the author replaced it 
with a simpler statement: “And the dying man threw up his hands in order 
to avert the blow; but it was in vain. Munro would have interposed, but this 
time the murderer was too quick for him, if not too strong. With a sudden 
rush he flung his associate aside, stooped down, and smote—smote fatally.”37

This incident—in either version—is a turning point in the novel and 
takes on added significance because of the subsequent argument between 
Munro and Rivers as to why this “unintended victim” had to die, which 
proves to be one of the novel’s more enlightening exchanges. “It is no won-
der, Guy, if the whole country turn out upon us,” Munro tells his compan-
ion. “You are too wanton in your doings. Wherefore, when I told you of 
your error, did you strike the poor wretch again?” Simms is quick to remind 
his readers that Munro “deserved as little credit for humanity as the indi-
vidual he rebuked” and articulates the difference in these two dastardly 
characters: “Both were equally ruffianly, but the one had less of passion, less 
of feeling, and more of profession in the matter. With the other [Rivers], the 
trade of crime was adopted strictly in subservience to the dictates of ill-
regulated desires and emotions suffering defeat in their hope of indulgence, 
and stimulating to a morbid action which becomes a disease.”38

These episodes only take us about two-thirds of the way through the 
novel, and the story continues with Rivers’s gradual but inevitable downfall. 
He is ultimately captured, imprisoned, and tried and convicted for the 
murder of Forrester, all of which plays out slowly and allows Simms to use 
his villain’s comeuppance and his reflections on his failures to offer further 
commentary on the psychology of crime and the complex—some would say 
ambivalent—motives of this master criminal who becomes a more compel-
ling and multidimensional character as the novel proceeds. Perhaps fit-
tingly, Rivers’s own death is a violent one, if barely so. In the novel’s final 
scene, he watches from his jail-cell window as Colleton and his first fiancée 
head out of town and back home to the civilized world that he has so ably 
embodied throughout. Rivers, furious at seeing his detested rival triumph 
over him, is equally put out with a compassionate young woman, a former 
love, who comes to Rivers’s cell to urge him to repent of his many sins. He 
asks her to turn toward the window, and as she does so, he stabs himself in 
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the heart with a pen knife. She is horrified at his deed and takes his head in 
her lap, where he utters his final words: “Throw open the window—I will 
not rest—I will pursue! He shall not escape me!”39

The question raised by all this is to what extent Simms’s vividly etched 
portrait of this exceptionally violent society—in many ways a fairly accu-
rate depiction of the Georgia goldfields in the early 1830s—can be attrib-
uted to its geographical setting. Close examination of the text suggests that, 
for the most part, the Appalachian setting is only incidental to the plot, the 
characters, and the social realities that inspired both. Most of the novel’s 
major characters are not native highlanders, but transplants—even tran-
sients—attracted by the promises of instant wealth suddenly offered in the 
region. The two central combatants, Colleton and Rivers, are themselves 
South Carolinians—Colleton arriving in Georgia as the novel begins and 
Rivers having been there only a few years longer.

Even the most stereotypical mountain man among Simms’s characters, 
Mark Forrester, is never explicitly identified as Appalachian. Representing 
Simms’s version of what Richard Slotkin has called “the Leatherstocking 
myth,” Forrester was modeled on historical figures such as Daniel Boone 
and fictional characters such as James Fenimore Cooper’s Natty Bumpo, 
who had already appeared in two of his novels by the time Simms wrote 
Guy Rivers.40 He is clearly a frontiersman, a hunter at home in this wilder-
ness environment. Yet in his only description of Forrester, Simms simply 
states that “his face was finely southern,” with no reference to that particu-
lar part of the South—its highlands—that produced men of his type. Nor 
does Simms label Forrester or, for that matter, any other character in the 
novel as a highlander, an Appalachian, or a mountaineer. Even literary 
scholar Cratis D. Williams, whose focus was fully on the literature on and 
of the southern highlands, admits that this novel “cannot really be called a 
book about mountaineers,” for its characters “remind us more of characters 
we have known outside the mountains than they do of mountaineers.”41

It was the frontier writ large, not the southern highlands, that inspired 
Simms to take on this novel and that he emphasizes throughout. He refers 
to his principal setting, Chestatee, as like “some ten out of every dozen of 
the country towns . . . in all the interior settlements of the South and 
West.”42 And while he clearly suggests a strong connection between the 
geographic setting of his story and the unruly society that emerges there, it 
is less the physical or topographical features of this setting, and more its 
stage of development, that defines it. “The wild condition of the country,” 
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he notes early on, “the absence of all civil authority, and almost of laws . . . 
may readily account for the frequency and impunity with which these des-
perate men committed crime and defied its consequences.” As such, that 
“wild condition of the country” could describe any part of those so-called 
borderlands, which Simms and others in the 1830s envisioned as nearly all 
of those sparsely settled areas west of the Atlantic seaboard, of which the 
southern highlands were only a small part.

That lawlessness, which Simms witnessed firsthand on his 1831 tour of 
the Deep South, became the common bond in the series of Simms’s novels 
generally referred to as his “Border Romances.” Guy Rivers was the first of 
four works categorized as such—the others being Richard Hurdis (1838), 
Border Beagles (1840), and Helen Halsey (1845). Only Guy Rivers takes place 
in a mountain environment; the others are set, respectively, in the back-
woods of Alabama and Mississippi and in the swamps of Louisiana. All are 
characterized by what one scholar has called “the clash between civilization 
and anarchy, or law and crime,” as embodied by the contrast between “the 
ordered society of the plantation South and the unbridled license of the far 
frontier.” Simms himself, in fact, defined the term borders, in the last of the 
series, Helen Halsey, as “a neutral ground . . . neither savage nor social, be-
tween civilization and wilderness.”43

It is not surprising then that all of these novels are characterized by the 
same types of violence that permeate Guy Rivers. Indeed, a likely inspiration 
for the character of Guy Rivers, as well as prominent villains in the first 
novel’s three successors, was an actual outlaw whose exploits Simms prob-
ably learned of first during his venture into the Gulf States. John W. Mur-
rell was a Georgia native who migrated west and, during the late 1820s, 
organized a band of ruffians, not unlike the Pony Clubs, that terrorized 
travelers along the Natchez Trace and robbed banks, burned farms, and 
stole property, including slaves, from new settlers in that area. By the time 
of Simms’s visit in 1831, Murrell was well-known as “the Great Western 
Land Pirate,” and by 1835 (after Guy Rivers’s publication), his exploits and 
ultimate capture by law authorities had inspired a host of popular accounts, 
both fictional and nonfictional.44 In short, while Simms drew on much in 
the actual crime and conflict of north Georgia’s gold rush for Guy Rivers, 
what he had seen and heard of in the Old Southwest was equally influential 
in his depiction of violence in not only this novel but those that followed.

Most of Simms’s critics have taken their cues from the author himself 
and from the larger patterns apparent in the Border Romances. Like Guilds, 
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most have characterized Guy Rivers as part of a frontier tradition, both his-
torically and literarily.45 William P. Trent, Simms’s first biographer, ex-
plained the novel’s popularity by stating in 1895, “Unadulterated 
Americanism was what many readers were crying for, and what they got in 
Guy Rivers; excitement, sentimentality, bombast were what others were cry-
ing for and got in Guy Rivers.” Its readers, Trent proclaims, “had found an 
author who could describe in a lively way the wild and picturesque scenery 
of a virgin country and who was quite successful in his delineation of strik-
ing and original characters drawn from the humbler walks of life.”46 By the 
same token, Mary Ann Wimsatt, in one of the most sustained literary as-
sessments of Guy Rivers, states that “the violence that characterized the 
frontier of the Gulf South permeates major sequences of the novel.” Ray-
burn Moore declares that “the frontier itself serves as a powerful influence 
on the lives of the characters and on the action of the novel,” while Caroline 
Collins argues that it is through the encounters between the novel’s lead 
characters that “Simms chronicles the development of the American fron-
tier and achieves the effects of saga.”47 None of these scholars ever uses the 
terms Appalachia or southern highlands to define either the novel’s physical 
setting or its social or cultural context.

Guilds, the most thorough interpreter of Guy Rivers, has provided per-
haps the most astute characterization of the social dynamics of the lawless-
ness at the heart of the novel. “Such conditions,” he argues, “inevitably 
promoted two things: the concept of frontier justice (an attempt by the 
people to control the lawless) and the concept of the crime syndicate (an 
attempt by the lawless to control the people).”48 As an apt description of the 
society Simms created in Guy Rivers, and indeed an equally apt character-
ization of the reality of the early settlements in Georgia’s gold country, there 
seems to be nothing in either case that makes these particular tensions in 
any way integral to, or even typical of, Appalachia per se. One could argue 
that elements of both—frontier justice in the hands of the people or outlaws 
seeking to harass or dominate local law abiders—are recognizable in the 
guerrilla warfare that wracked much of southern Appalachia during 
the Civil War or the feuds that plagued select parts of the region later in the 
nineteenth century. And yet the same dynamics characterized much of 
the American West during the same era. Indeed, both the popular literature 
and the Hollywood films that made the “Western” such an integral part of 
American lore, legend, and national identity were built on variations of 
these two basic sets of conflict and tension, as laid out by Guilds.
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Yet another context, also more national than regional, lies behind much 
of the violence portrayed in Guy Rivers. The chaotic and often ruthless na-
ture of gold rushes and the boom towns they spawned were largely func-
tions of high-stakes situations and “get-rich-quick”  opportunities that 
brought out the worst in human nature—greed, competition, corruption, 
crime, and crudity. This has been documented by both contemporary ob-
servers and historians of Georgia’s gold rush, along with the primary causes 
that made such lawlessness so rampant, most notably an influx of vagrants, 
ruffians, and drifters moving quickly into areas still lacking strong legal or 
governmental infrastructures. The same was true across North America 
whenever and wherever gold or other minerals created “boom-town” envi-
ronments—whether in California some two decades after Georgia’s rush or 
in Colorado, Nevada, or Alaska later in the nineteenth century.49 This is the 
dynamic that Simms captures so vividly, and relatively accurately, in Guy 
Rivers, and it is among the factors that most distinguish it from the later 
Border Romances. Yet those are also the very factors that inspired critics to 
extol this novel, in particular, as a literary landmark for what it reveals not 
so much about Appalachia, or Georgia, or even the South, but rather about 
“the American frontier,” to quote John Caldwell Guilds, and “unadulterated 
Americanism,” as William Trent labeled it.

It would be more than a decade after Guy Rivers was published before 
Simms actually saw Appalachia firsthand. In 1847, he first ventured into 
western North Carolina for a five-week hunting trip; it would take him al-
most another decade to write about his impressions of the region. Perhaps 
the strongest indication of just how little he saw the violence that he ren-
dered in such dramatic ways in Guy Rivers as indicative of the Mountain 
South lies in how he characterized Appalachia after he had seen it in person. 
(There’s no evidence that Simms ever visited Lumpkin County or any 
other part of north Georgia.)

In a series of lectures he wrote in 1856 to be delivered in New York and 
perhaps elsewhere in the North, entitled “The Idylls of the Apalachian,” 
Simms drew on notes he had made during his 1847 excursion and on the 
descriptions of other travel writers. In them, he extolled the region’s scenic 
grandeur in terms that could hardly be more romanticized or idyllic. “I 
would have you know us better,” he wrote for his New York listeners. “Our 
wild forest homes, our mighty mountains, our sheltered Cottages—our 
hardy cottagers—how they live, how they feel and this, in this beautiful 
world which we inhabit.” Practically claiming to be a highlander himself, 
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he continued: “I have been nursed in those mysterious regions. I have been 
sung to sleep by the deep voices of wind and torrent in their mountain 
gorges, and the thunder of perpetual cataracts through the night have 
brought me, in dream and vision, the wild aspects of their legendary lore.”50

In a further reversal of his earlier themes, Simms actually suggested 
that the Appalachians were superior to the Low Country South in which he 
had previously taken such pride: “It is a vulgar notion that the South is a 
region of mere heat and pestilence—swamp and thicket—without form 
and void, and that there is no refuge, in all the land, for the terrible fevers 
of the lower latitudes. You have heard but little of the mountain ranges of 
the Carolinas and Georgia, though these are unsurpassed in grandeur, 
beauty and sublimity.” A far cry indeed from his descriptions of Georgia’s 
mountains in 1834 as a “bleak . . . and barren land,” where “a stunted 
growth, a dreary and seemingly half-withered shrubbery . . . saddens the 
soul of the most careless spectator.”51

As for the temperament of the highland populace, Simms had little 
specific to say, but in veiled hints he seemed to take his greatest leap yet from 
the violence-prone world where he had set Guy Rivers. In his most idyllic 
mode, he waxed poetic about the Appalachians of Virginia: “Oh, to behold 
this triumph of humanity over place, custom, the tyranny of false gods—the 
ferocity of savage hates and habits—this is to realize that lovely promise 
which teaches that the lamb shall yet lie down with the lion, and innocent 
childhood, unafraid, shall slumber above the very hole of the adder. Here are 
the grand essentials of all romance—heroism and tenderness; courage and 
sympathy—all serving to subdue immortal hates by an immortal humanity.” 
While much of this reverie was set off by a reference to Pocohontas saving 
John Smith at Jamestown, Simms made it clear that he included the Vir-
ginia Blue Ridge in his assessment of regional character: “And every height 
and headland of this region may be crowned, in like manner, with its own 
moral monument.” So much for Appalachian violence! In these admittedly 
vague rhetorical flourishes, Simms seemed to suggest the very antithesis of 
conflict as characteristic of the Mountain South. And nowhere in these lec-
tures did he seem to recognize—or at least acknowledge—how differently 
he had characterized the region two decades earlier.52

There was then nothing exclusive—or even particularly distinctive—
about the nature of Appalachian culture or society in the antebellum period, 
as defined by excessive violence. At least through the 1830s, Appalachia 
seems to have been perceived as little more than part of a vast frontier that 
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captured the imaginations of antebellum Americans, who felt no reason yet 
to view the southern highlands as a cultural or social entity unto itself. 
Most historians see the emergence of Appalachian distinctiveness as begin-
ning only after the Civil War and evolving gradually through the latter 
nineteenth century and into the early twentieth.53 Only as the region itself 
came to be perceived as what Simms himself later acknowledged as “a re-
tarded, inner frontier” did violence become an integral part of both the 
process and the product of that image making.54

Yet long before such violence came to stigmatize the region as back-
ward, primitive, or degenerate, both Georgia’s gold rush and its most 
prominent fictional depiction clearly demonstrated that much of the bru-
tality and ruthlessness the gold rush spawned were as transient as those who 
practiced it. Such social upheavals would continue to erupt not just in 
southern Appalachia or even the South, but throughout frontier America, 
as long as mining camps and other boom towns rose and fell, as they would 
do for many decades to come. It just so happened that the first of those 
frontiers on which these dramas played themselves out lay in the heart of 
the Blue Ridge Mountains of Georgia.
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Henry Tudor, an English lawyer traveling through the Appalachian Moun-
tains of eastern Kentucky in the early 1830s, found just what he was look-
ing for. As he begins his two-and-a-half-day coach trip from the mountains 
westward to the Ohio River, he shares with the readers of his travel narra-
tive the tenor of what he expects to find among his fellow travelers—namely, 
“strong shades of difference between the character of the southern and 
western inhabitants of the republic and those of the north.”1 Kentuckians’ 
reputation, specifically, has preceded them: “Having heard much of the 
people of Kentucky, as exhibiting, in their persons and manners, all the 
rugged outlines of that poetical personage the ‘half-horse and half-alligator,’ 
I had long felt particularly anxious to see the illustration.”2 That Tudor’s 
curiosity “was at length satisfied to the full, and, indeed, to overflowing,” 
may speak more to the expectations of regional difference he held when he 
entered the coach than to the events he relates.3 Tudor describes how, after 
taking initial stock of his new traveling companions in the public coach, he 
“sat on the watch, like a lion couching in his lair, to seize on those pecu-
liarities of character which [he] fully expected would be displayed during 
the journey that lay before [them].”4 Before recounting the horrors of the 
trip, however, Tudor assures the reader, “my anticipations were not disap-
pointed.”5 And by extension, the reader’s anticipations will not be disap-
pointed either.6

Tudor’s narrative serves as an effective starting point for considering 
travelers’ representations of violence in the Mountain South in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, a transformative period marking 
the end of Native American control of the trans-Appalachian frontier. Eight 
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published narratives of trips made by men traveling through the region 
between 1779 and 1835 illustrate the expectations about mountain places 
and people travelers brought with them; the adjustments travelers made to 
those attitudes once in the mountains; and the complexities of violence it-
self, from physical confrontation to acute mental anxiety about bodily 
danger, that travelers grappled with on their journeys. Rather than count-
ing and cataloging documented instances of violence in the Mountain 
South, one possible approach for understanding the subject, this essay seeks 
to explore the perceptions and representations of mountain violence circu-
lating in the print culture of the early nation, particularly in travel writing. 
The travel narrative genre is a productive literary landscape to examine for 
this concern because it self-consciously “reports” to its readers, purporting 
to reveal the unvarnished truth about a place and its people. Scholars of 
travel writing, most notably Mary Louise Pratt, have demonstrated the util-
ity, even the necessity, of turning from a seeking of the truth of people and 
place via the travel narrative and turning toward an analysis of the cultural 
work the genre does, its participation in cultivating a space for economic 
and social exchange and exploitation, for example.7 Narratives of travel 
through the Mountain South in the early national period represent violence 
(anticipated violence and experienced violence) in such a detailed, specific, 
and imaginative way that it bears considering what cultural purpose the 
imagery of a violent Mountain South may have served. Representations of 
violence in the Mountain South, I argue, contributed to the formation of a 
U.S. national identity inflected by region that coalesced around issues of 
progress and degeneracy, two states impacted by perceived distance from 
and closeness to violence.8

Henry Tudor, whom we left trapped in a public coach in the Kentucky 
mountains, is uncomfortably close to those he perceives as degenerate, fo-
cusing his interest on the behavior of one man as a representative specimen 
of the half-horse, half-alligator breed of Kentuckian:

The elder of the semi-civilised Kentuckians—not to call them barbar-
ians, which, though it might be severe, would nevertheless in this in-
stance be perfectly just—was a Mr. Willis Morgan, an “investigator of 
land titles,” . . . who appeared determined, in the significant phraseol-
ogy of his own country, to “go the whole hog;” in other language, to 
let loose the unrestrained coarseness of his nature, and to lord it over 
our little community with a supremacy as despotic and self-willed as 
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his great prototype of the sty. His word, in short, was to be law, with 
certain penalties beyond his merely expressed displeasure, annexed to 
its infraction.9

This “semi-civilised” man’s choice of despotic rule, Tudor relates, was sole 
control over the windows in the coach, which he insisted be kept shut on 
this cold and snowy morning. Since the coach was filled “with nine full-
grown persons inside, and some of them not of the most delicate complex-
ion of either body or mind, tainting the air with the sickening odour of 
spirituous liquors, which they were guzzling as often as they could procure 
them,” Tudor believes there is a good chance that he and his fellow travelers 
will be stifled in the confines of the coach.10 Finally, unable to stand the 
noxious atmosphere any longer, “a mild, unassuming young man” ventures 
to open a window:

Scarcely was the act completed, when this “whole hog-going” gentle-
man instantly seized hold of him by the collar of his coat, dragged 
him down on his lap, and assaulted him in the most furious and 
brutal manner that can be conceived. I verily believed, having previ-
ously been told of some of the extraordinary practices of these “half-
horses and half-alligators,” that he was literally going to bite his nose 
off ; for certainly the demonstration of such an intent was, in the first 
onset, particularly strong, and it is said to be a delicate little custom in 
high favour among the epicures and gourmands of that state.11

This “human hyaena” eventually lets go of the young man, “declaring, with 
a volley of the most bitter oaths, that if the offence were repeated, he would 
hurl the offender out of the window.”12

Tudor, for his part, is satisfied: “Here is a specimen, thought I, of Ken-
tucky manners, with a vengeance! I have longed for the exhibition to some 
purpose, truly!—a wild Indian—a good honest Hottentot—or a plumed 
savage of Otaheite—would be gentlemanly society in comparison with 
such company.”13 Having seen what he came to see, Tudor is desirous of 
“wash[ing] [his] hands of the whole affair,” but he finds himself “in the 
midst of the mountains” where “retreat was impossible.”14 Condemned to 
“run the gauntlet” with the present company, Tudor complains that he 
“had to witness some of the most disgusting and offensive behaviour that 
ever characterised the civilised state of man,” including “blowing the nose 
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out of the coach window, and sometimes inside of it,” without the aid of a 
handkerchief; cursing and swearing; and enough “spitting, hawking, and 
chewing tobacco” to “break the drums of one’s ears.”15 Violence, therefore, 
goes hand in hand with other antisocial behaviors and is part and parcel of 
incivility. Tudor concludes his portrait of his coach mates with a scathing 
assessment of their comparative worth relative to all the people he has met 
during his travels: “I must frankly acknowledge, without at all mincing the 
matter, as there is nothing of exaggeration in what I have said,—not having 
‘set down aught in malice,’ a feeling the very farthest from my thoughts and 
wishes—that this was the most sickening exhibition and journey, and these 
human bipeds the most disgusting, to which I was ever in my life exposed 
throughout the four quarters of the globe.”16 The Kentuckian has degener-
ated below even the three lowest representatives of humanity (an Indian, a 
Hottentot, and a “plumed savage of Otaheite,” according to Tudor), resting 
in an animalistic (half-horse, half-alligator) state.

Tudor models for his readers what they should be getting from his ac-
count: a shudder for what he had to suffer and an appreciation that his 
good-humored wit let him share the tale with a civilized readership. Tudor’s 
travel narrative addresses issues of class, violence, and regional stereotyping, 
subjects that preoccupied many travelers to the Mountain South in the 
early national period. Tudor’s narrative displays class issues through his 
condemnation of his fellow travelers’ lack of exhibition of middle-class 
standards of polite behavior in regard to language, consumption of alcohol, 
and bodily functions, coupled with his righteousness in declaring them 
mere “human bipeds,” “semi-civilised,” and “barbarians.” Violence erupts 
in the coach, and Tudor explains it as a function of region: everyone knows 
Kentuckians are like that.

Tudor’s tale of the coach is bracketed by expectations of regional differ-
ences and an “I-told-you-so” summation of the veracity of those expecta-
tions. Tudor expects to find “difference[s] between the character of the 
southern and western inhabitants of the republic and those of the north” at 
the outset, and he does.17 He concludes his tale with the assurance that “the 
change, too, was as rapid as it was violent, from the civilised polish of the 
northern and middle states,—for such I had invariably witnessed there,—
to the Algerine practices of the western and southern regions.”18 Tudor 
places his experiences within this North/South/West social matrix, but ele-
ments of both the coach trip and his descriptions of the western places he 
visits afterward fail to fit neatly into this template.
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The coach becomes a microcosm of competing regional identities hur-
tling through an untamed, unpopulated section of the U.S. landscape. 
Tudor positions most members of the party both socially and geographi-
cally. In this “motley group” are two “slave-drivers, dignified by the appel-
lation of ‘merchant,’” representing, along with another man’s “slave-servant,” 
the South; “two soi-disant gentlemen of Kentucky,” along with the half-
horse, half-alligator window tyrant, representing simultaneously Kentucky 
and the West; and “a young gentleman from Fredericksburg,” east of the 
mountains in Virginia.19 Two other passengers are not identified. Tudor 
clearly aligns himself with the northern civilized. The violent confrontation 
that ensues takes on regional, territorial, and racial connotations. The half-
horse, half-alligator Kentuckian/westerner, in defense of “his” window, as-
saults “the passenger from Fredericksburg, a mild, unassuming young 
man.”20 This West versus East affray ends in the two principles “talking 
loudly of daggers and pistols” and the remainder of the company banding 
together and insisting on an opposite window being left down.21 As the 
representative of cool northern detachment (waiting in his lair to seize on 
regional peculiarities), Tudor characterizes the Kentuckian/westerner’s be-
havior as barbaric, placing him on the cultural evolutionary scale below “a 
wild Indian—a good honest Hottentot—or a plumed savage of Otaheite,” 
whose company Tudor proclaims he would have preferred.22 From the per-
spective of the northern elite, the behavior of this “human hyaena,” this 
“half-horse, half-alligator,” is representative of the residents of both Ken-
tucky specifically and the “West” in general. Significant portions of the 
nation, in this formulation, are peopled by animalistic horrors that are in-
ferior when compared with a collection of the world’s “savages.” But instead 
of existing in a safely distant land with wild Indians, Hottentots, plumed 
savages, and others of their ilk, they are located in the civilized citizens’ 
backyard, where escape from them proves impossible.

The regional “battles” and social confrontations that take place among 
this group of travelers escalate within an environment signifying the short-
comings of Mountain South spaces in patterns of U.S. national develop-
ment. Tudor, aligned with the northern elite, is trapped in a disturbingly 
intimate association with these barbarians from whom the mountain land-
scape will not allow him to extract himself. After the physical confrontation 
over the window, Tudor desperately wants to leave the coach and its pas-
sengers behind, “but we were, at this time, in the midst of the mountains, 
and retreat was impossible.”23 The journey takes on a militaristic air, with 
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Tudor unable to “retreat” and forced to “run the gauntlet through a weary 
distance of 160 miles.”24 The coach is a microcosm of regional, social, and 
class strife, hurtling for two and a half days through a mountainous land-
scape that offers no possibility of escape from the forced encounter between 
representatives of the United States’ development triumphs and its tragedies. 
Tudor describes encountering only one other person on the journey, a young 
“cottage girl,” without mentioning the sleeping and eating establishments 
he and his coach mates must have patronized. There are no descriptions of 
towns, farms, or other travelers on the roads. The coach passengers are 
alone, together. Tudor gives no information about the driver (or drivers) of 
the vehicle, not even acknowledging his presence, focusing entirely on the 
group trapped inside.25

The image of the Mountain South Tudor develops in his narrative is of 
a primarily unoccupied landscape through which the coach hermetically 
travels, encountering almost no one and offering no possibility of escape. 
What would there be to escape to? His only indication of human agency in 
the landscape occurs when he mentions passing “salt-manufactories” on the 
“Kenhawa” River and recounts a stop the coach makes at the Burning 
Spring, “the surface of which . . . was agitated by a continual bubbling, 
occasioned by unremitting exhalations of gas.”26 A girl from a nearby cot-
tage sets the surface of the spring on fire for them. Saltworks or burning 
springs are no place to exit a public conveyance in hopes that another form 
of transportation will come along. Tudor’s only physical description of the 
landscape over which he is forced to travel occurs after he has related the 
internal social workings of the group and passed judgment on them. His 
mountainous landscape, while sublimely beautiful and mercifully distract-
ing, presents no alternative to remaining cloistered with half-horses and 
half-alligators:

The only alleviating circumstance of consolation, to lighten over this 
deeply-shaded picture of savage existence, was the splendid scenery 
that met my eye in crossing the noble range of the Alleganies, of 
which the main ridge is denominated, in figurative language, the 
“back-bone of the United States.” The “beau morceau,” however, of 
this romantic mountain-chain was the White Cliffs on the River 
Kenhawa, that flows, for a number of miles, through a profound and 
most picturesque ravine, bounded by tremendous precipices, and 
beautifully wooded banks, till it reaches the Falls to which it gives 
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name. Hence it is precipitated over a foaming cataract, and, winding 
along, is lost amid the defiles of the mountains. This is, perhaps, the 
most imposing landscape of the whole of the kingdom-like state of 
Virginia. Here, as throughout these Alpine regions, all was wildness 
—woody wilderness—sterility—and silence, broken, alone, at the 
latter place, by the noise of the rushing waters.27

The Mountain South landscape offers no comfort for Tudor or, by exten-
sion, for his readers, only a site for violent, rude social confrontations be-
tween regionally stereotyped barbarians and representatives of the morally 
and culturally advanced East.28 The Alpine regions, in their wildness, steril-
ity, and silence, are a no-man’s land into which the cultivated traveler ven-
tures at his own peril.

In early national travel narratives of the Mountain South, violence 
manifests itself in the region not only through the unlucky combination of 
strangers forced to travel together in a public conveyance but also on the 
mountainous landscape over which those people travel. Charles Fenno 
Hoffman, returning eastward in the early 1830s after having spent a winter 
across the Appalachian Mountains in the sparsely populated West, relates 
two travelers’ tales that hint at the possibility of a more place-based interac-
tion between the people of southern Appalachia and the larger nation. De-
scribing the area around Cumberland Gap, Hoffman notes that “the 
dividing lines of Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia here intersect each 
other; and the triangular section thus made on the confines of these three 
‘sovereign and independent states,’ is reputed to be a sort of neutral ground, 
so far as the operation of the laws of either is concerned.”29 Within this 
no-man’s land, “a gang of counterfeiters and coiners of false money are said 
to have their workshops among the deep glens adjacent.”30 Hoffman learns 
that “they mingle with the people in the most impudent manner” and that 
their “fast horses carry them when suspected soon beyond the reach of im-
mediate pursuit.”31 The mountainous landscape, virtual terra incognito to 
the laws of the land, is what allows the lawlessness to continue: “the seclu-
sion of their rocky dens prevents their being subsequently ferreted out—
supposing even that the sheriff ’s officers should be anxious to encounter 
these ‘Cumberland riders.’”32 In this mountainous landscape, lawbreakers 
traffic among ordinary citizens with impunity—officials of the law unable, 
or unwilling, to confront them.

Additionally, their mode of crime (counterfeiting) breaks not just local 
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but federal systems of economic trust, questioning national authority. If it 
is unlikely that the “Cumberland riders” will break out of their neutral 
territory to terrorize the good citizens of the lowlands, it is, Hoffman points 
out in another anecdote, quite possible that geography could help all moun-
taineers—counterfeiters and the general citizenry alike—remain defiant—
and potentially violent. He writes, “The innumerable caverns and mountain 
fastnesses of every description in this region would make it a strong refuge 
in time of hostile invasion, and enable the inhabitants to hold their wild 
hills against the armies of the world.”33 Hoffman’s primary imagery of a 
quaint Rip Van Winkle stasis in the Mountain South, carefully constructed 
in other sections of his narrative, mutates into a more confrontational spec-
ter as he describes some mountaineers’ willingness to take up illegal activi-
ties that threaten economic exchange in the capitalist system coupled with 
the power for defiance their rugged landscape gives them.

Whereas Henry Tudor depicts the Mountain South in a primordial 
natural state virtually devoid of human habitation or human impact as he 
hurtles across it enclosed with a half-horse, half-alligator, Charles Hoffman 
represents a populated, poverty-stricken Mountain South whose citizens 
resort to counterfeiting. John Palmer’s 1818 travel narrative utilizes ele-
ments of both these views of the Mountain South, establishing the region 
as a holdover from an earlier age because of both its terrain and the people 
who have sparsely settled it. Having traveled west from Pittsburgh to 
Wheeling, and then south along the western slopes of the Cumberland to 
Lexington, Kentucky, Palmer heads east to pass back through the moun-
tains at Cumberland Gap. His descriptions of the land over which he trav-
els, the towns and cities where he stays, and the people he encounters are 
positive and encouraging, noting general prosperity and refinement. As he 
journeys farther into the heart of the mountains in southeast Kentucky, 
however, his assessment of the land and the people changes dramatically. 
He writes: “We are now in that part of Kentucky which is yet called ‘the 
wilderness.’ Twenty years ago it was infested by hostile bands of thievish 
and murdering Indians, and travellers intending to pass it, were obliged to 
stay in the settlements and collect in armed bands of fifty or an hundred: 
now there is no danger, the whole route is more or less settled and no In-
dian can come near to molest the traveller.”34 Even though the traveler may 
not have to contend with “thievish and murdering Indians,” the region is 
still drastically different from the western areas through which he has just 
traveled so pleasantly. He characterizes the country as “still very wild, and 
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full of game, and wild beasts; every farmer keeps five or six mongrel dogs, 
and the sheep, hogs, and fowls are carefully penned every night.”35 Deer 
carcasses are easily bought, since “some of the expert hunters will kill sev-
enty or eighty in a season, besides bears, wolves, foxes, turkies, and other 
game.”36 Not too long ago, “buffaloes, elks, and moose, used to be common 
here.”37 Palmer rides “through a wild unsettled country, hilly, and full of 
creeks,” where the water “is very bad, and the people look sickly.”38 The 
settlers themselves are representative of this state of “wilderness,” this state 
of violence, both a physical violence, through the killing of animals, and a 
social violence, through limited economic opportunity. Palmer describes 
one family newly settled in the area living in a “miserable log house” that 
was “dirty” and “disagreeable,” with a passel of “filthy” children.39 The 
physical wildness of the area, represented by the difficult terrain and abun-
dant animals, coupled with far-flung “settlers” still trying to tame this 
dangerous land, sets this region apart from the prosperous western spaces 
through which he previously journeyed.

Tudor’s, Hoffman’s, and Palmer’s narratives of travel through southern 
Appalachia present three different views of violence in the region, but they 
coalesce around images of physical, social, and economic backwardness 
causing strife. In each, the Mountain South is represented as a distinct re-
gion operating under systems out of step with those governing other sec-
tions of the nation in the North and South and, increasingly, in lands to the 
west. While these patterns of difference connote negativity to Tudor, Hoff-
man, and Palmer, James Kirk Paulding finds sections of bucolic simplicity 
in both the landscape and the inhabitants of the Mountain South. He calls 
the Shenandoah Valley, nestled among the southern hills of Virginia, “one 
of the most verdant, fruitful, and picturesque regions of the United States.”40 
“The fields are greener,” he writes, “and the people that cultivate them are 
white men, whose labours being voluntary, seem to make the landscape 
smile.”41 He finds the region’s economic system, which does not rely heavily, 
he says, on slave labor, peculiarly advantageous for the scenery as well, since 
“you see but few slaves, and every thing is the more gay for not being dark-
ened by them—at least to my eyes.”42 In this cleansed, whitened social 
landscape, where the majority of inhabitants are “laborious Dutchmen,” 
even the physical landscape reflects purity: “Here too, the rivers which, east 
of the mountains, are muddy and turbid, become pure and transparent as 
the fount of Parnassus, out of which poets drink—because they can get 
nothing stronger.”43
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But the simplicity of the Shenandoah Valley does not extend through-
out the entire Mountain South in such an uncomplicated way. At another 
point in his narrative, Paulding recounts the terror with which he encoun-
ters a mountain family in their home as he seeks shelter one night. Caught 
out after dark far from public lodging, he knocks on a cabin door, only to 
have it answered by a hulking man he believes to be at least seven feet tall. 
Ushered into the kitchen, he finds the man’s six equally gigantic sons sitting 
around the kitchen table: “Hereupon, at sight of this most picturesque 
group, all the stories I had ever read of people being killed, wounded, and 
thrown into a ditch, in traversing lonely heaths, or desert mountains, rushed 
upon my memory. I fully determined to look at the sheets to see if they were 
not bloody, before I went to bed. . . . I did not like the looks of three or four 
rifles, displayed rather ostentatiously over the chimney.”44 Paulding listens 
to the men talk of “the day’s work they had just gone through, and of the 
task of the morrow, when they were going to reap a field of oats—and at 
once all apprehensions subsided.”45 Paulding assures his reader that “the 
industrious farmer, even in the wildest recesses of the mountains, is ever a 
harmless, honest being, with whom the lonely stranger may eat, and drink, 
and sleep in safety.”46 In this reversal of fortune, Paulding’s bloodthirsty 
robbers become “cultivators of the land” who “constitute the real whole-
some strength and virtue of every civilized country.”47 According to Paul-
ding, “these are the lads to go in front of the great caravan of man, in his 
progress to the west—to clear the lands, to hunt the deer, to war against the 
wild beasts, and cope with the savage, equally wild.”48 Their imposing stat-
ure, collection of guns, and rustic appearance signify for Palmer the possi-
bility of random, violent behavior on their part. Only when he learns that 
they are farmers, an occupation of simplistic honor, does Paulding calm his 
own fears.

Scary mountaineers who morph into wholesome farmers parallel scary 
mountains that morph into awe-inspiring landscapes in some travel narra-
tives of the Mountain South. Perhaps the most vivid example of the inter-
section of terror inspired by a violent wildness and the role that sublimity, 
the combination of pain and pleasure, played in mediating such moments 
of discomfort is in an 1806 narrative by Thomas Ashe. Traveling through 
the Appalachian Mountains, Ashe found himself alone on a mountaintop 
trail with night fast approaching and no welcoming cabin in sight. Afraid 
that if he should advance on the unknown trail “a sudden and rapid death 
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was unavoidable; or if [he] remained where [he] was, wolves, panthers, and 
tiger cats, were at hand to devour [him],” Ashe weighs his options and 
chooses to stay where he is for the night instead of risk a violent death.49 
While contemplating a frightening night alone, he watches fog rise from 
the valley as the moon shines “capriciously,” “exhibit[ing] various fantastic 
forms and colours,” making the “‘darkness visible,’ conveying terror and 
dismay.”50 Just as Ashe is almost overcome with fear, this terrifying land-
scape changes into one of almost incomprehensible beauty:

Such apprehensions were gaining on my imagination, till an object of 
inexpressible sublimity gave a different direction to my thoughts, and 
seized the entire possession of my mind. The heavenly vault appeared 
to be all on fire . . . through which the stars, detached from the firma-
ment, traversed in eccentric directions, followed by trains of light. . . . 
Many meteors rose majestically out of the horizon: and having gradu-
ally attained an elevation of thirty degrees, suddenly burst; and de-
scended to the earth in a shower of brilliant sparks, or glittering gems. 
This splendid phenomenon was succeeded by a multitude of shooting-
stars, and balls and columns of fire.51

Ashe falls to his knees, crying, “offering to the great Creator of the works 
which [he] witnessed, the purest tribute of admiration and praise.”52 This 
sublime landscape does not remain extant for long, however, as “the pro-
found silence maintained during the luminous representation, was followed 
by the din of the demon of the woods.”53 Owls screech. Wolves and panthers 
howl. The mountains return to a place of danger and potential violence for 
Ashe as the landscape once again threatens to engulf and master him.54

Ashe’s terror arises from his realization that he is alone in a landscape 
void of the trappings of human habitation—symbolized by an imaginary 
protective cabin and welcoming family. He is surrounded by a landscape 
that, save for the trail, appears untouched by the march of westward prog-
ress. In this moment of personal and cultural anxiety, Ashe utilizes the de-
scriptive elements of the sublime (itself a dichotomy of terror and pleasure) 
to paradoxically gain an element of control over a landscape dramatically 
out of control. As a light show explodes over the valley, it appears for a time 
as if this sublime vision will transport him to a safer landscape, one in 
which the sounds and actions of the beasts of the woods are suspended. In 
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that moment of stunned pleasure as Ashe gazes on such an awe-inspiring 
scene, the fact that he is alone is no longer troubling. But this sublime ex-
perience emerges from displeasure. Both before and after this event, Ashe’s 
discomfort with his position on a dehumanized landscape is the focal point. 
Danger—first from the unknown as he watches the fog rise in the valley 
and finally from the too-well-known as he listens to wolves howl—is the 
primary element from which the sublime arises. The sublime landscape 
may momentarily infuse terror with pleasure, but for Ashe, horror of the 
untamed land reemerges as the primary issue in the text.

Ashe’s juxtaposition of terror/awe/terror in his reactions to the poten-
tially violent landscape, and the dangerous animals it contains, foregrounds 
the discomfort and anxiety surrounding human interaction with the 
mountain landscape. In the late eighteenth century, that mountain land-
scape likewise contained violent people, not as an anomaly, as demonstrated 
by Hoffman’s counterfeiters, and not as a fantasy, as demonstrated by 
Paulding’s “bloodthirsty” mountaineers, and not as a representative of re-
gional distinctiveness, as demonstrated by Tudor’s traveling companions, 
but as representative of economic, social, and political upheavals emerging 
from conflict between American Indians and people of European descent. 
In a journal account of moving back eastward from Kentucky in 1779 and 
1780, William Fleming describes a scene that was all too commonplace on 
the Kentucky frontier:

At noon this day three men and a negro came in to us who belonged 
to a party of 12 from Lexington that were defeated about five miles 
before us, we marched in silence and pritty good order to the place 
and found John and Robert Davis from Amherst lying scalped and 
much mangled on the road. There was two war Clubs left[.] on the 
head of one was the figure of a Lizard cut[,] which I supposed be-
longed to the Spring Lizard of Chickamaga[.] it appeared to me there 
was two parties out. One of 17 and one of 18 Indians[.] we buried the 
Corps as well as we could and pursuing our Journey crossed Cumber-
land Mountains and encamped half a mile short of Walkers Creek.55

Entry after entry in Kentucky frontier journals recounts days spent observ-
ing violence, participating in violence, avoiding violence, and gathering 
intelligence about violence. Fleming provides specific, detailed descriptions 
of attacks and body counts:
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May 22. Breakfast at Bakers[.] some days before a party of Indians 
attacked a house on Nonachucky[.] had two of their party killed. Our 
People were relieved by some people that came up to their Assistance. 
A man was either killed or taken Prisoner in Carters Valley. halted at 
Grays three miles from Shelbys and was overtaken by a party who left 
Kentucky some days after we did and who met with Wimer[,] one of 
the Lexington party at Martins Cabbin[,] Powells Valley[.] when the 
party was attacked he quit his horse with a design to fight them but 
seeing his companions dispersed he was obliged to run and was fired 
at by an Indian. Wimer soon after falling by stepping into a hole[.] the 
Indian[,] thinking he had shot him[,] run up to Wimer with his 
tomahawk and knife without his gun, Wimer[,] recovering himself[,] 
presented his gun at the Indian who stopt short in Amaze and stand-
ing motionless was shot down. Wimer then ran off and blundering a 
second time fell in a hollow place, the Indians loosing his tract he 
loaded his gun and observing an Indian running toward him shot at 
him with a zest 50 yards and thinking he wounded him in the belly[.] 
he was no longer pursued and made his Escape[.] he discovered an-
other party of fifteen whom he avoided, and got to where Skeggs 
Party overtook him, inable to go further from his Legg and knee be-
ing much swelled. Tomlins the only person missing of this Party got 
in wounded in both his Arms. Capt. Pawling coming up who had 
gone back for my sadlebags which I had left[,] we went to Mr. Cum-
mins 15 miles from Col. Shelbys[.] he informed us that the Indians 
had attacked a Fort on Nonachucky and lost three after which they 
went to the house mentioned above.56

Narratives from this period are far more likely to record scenes such as those 
above than to contain descriptions of majestic mountains or sublime land-
scapes, textual indulgences that were rare when lives were at stake.57 The 
lived experiences of violence in the trans-Appalachian West and the pub-
lished tales that circulated about those experiences created a collective 
mental trauma in the early nation that impacted reactions to the Appala-
chian and trans-Appalachian region for years afterward.58 For example, 
Elias Pym Fordham, addressing an English audience in his narrative about 
his American travels in 1817–18, notes:

The inhabitants of the Eastern ports know no more about this coun-
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try, than you do in England. Some are afraid to cross the Mountains: 
so many terrible stories of it are in circulation. Kentucky, or Bloody 
Ground, as it used to be called, seems to them to be the verge of the 
habitable world. These prejudices are, however, disappearing. The ris-
ing, and already important, commerce of the West is becoming an 
object of their jealousy. The poorer and more enterprising of the farm-
ers leave the inhospitable climates of the North, and find here fertile 
lands and short winters.59

Spurred on by the prospects of economic success, migrants in the early de-
cades of the nineteenth century braved travel over a landscape that but 
lately represented physical and psychological violence.

As Paulding’s fantasies about bloodthirsty mountaineers demonstrate, 
in the white collective understanding of a violent trans-Appalachian fron-
tier, murder and mayhem were not only perpetrated by Native Americans. 
In 1806, Thomas Ashe notes that the mountainous part of Virginia “was, 
at no very remote period, deemed the frontier, not only of Virginia, but of 
America.”60 Drawn like a magnet “to this frontier all persons outlawed, or 
escaping from justice, fled, and resided without the apprehension of pun-
ishment, or the dread of contempt and reproach.”61 These people, unbound 
from civil constraints, “formed a species of nefarious republic, where equal-
ity of crime constituted a social band.”62 Ashe claims that only the conclu-
sion of the Indian wars and the subsequent removal of Natives westward, 
which pushed the frontier before it, he believes, brought civil order to the 
region, cleansing the outlaw population through the moral example dis-
played by a solid citizenry immigrating from the East.63 This cleansing 
sweep is incomplete, however. Ashe notes that the town in western Virginia 
that he is visiting will make another great leap forward when it can finally 
“abolish cock-fighting, horse-racing, fighting, drinking, gambling, &c. 
and, above all, enforce the observance of the sabbath and other solemn 
days.”64 Far from settling down to a pious day of rest from work, the “major-
ity of the present inhabitants have no means whatever of distinguishing 
Sunday, but by a greater degree of violence and debauchery than the affairs 
of ordinary days will allow them to manifest.”65 After describing a “rough 
and tumble” fight in this post-frontier Virginia town complete with gouged 
eyes and torn lip, Ashe identifies the best way to determine the quality of a 
western Virginia hotel.66 Check the hotelier’s ears:
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I again demanded how a stranger was to distinguish a good from a 
vicious house of entertainment? I was answered . . . a tolerable judg-
ment could be formed, from observing in the landlord, a possession, or 
an absence of ears: many of the proprietors of small inns being men 
who had left those members nailed to certain penitential market 
crosses in Maryland, Pennsylvania, and the Carolinas, in lieu of cer-
tain horses and cattle of which they had from time to time become 
the illegal owners.67

A final example of violence in travel narratives of the Mountain South, this 
time only threatened, illustrates another source of tension—the enforce-
ment of racial boundaries. We leave where we began—on a coach. William 
Faux writes:

Off, an hour before day-light, along the banks of the Monongahela. 
Just as we were starting, up came a Mr. Morgan and six negroes, re-
questing of the gentlemen passengers that he and his negroes might be 
graciously permitted to share the stage with us: we consented. My 
companions’ compliance, indeed, surprised me a little, and in came 
Morgan and his black cattle. . . . On leaving Washington, several 
other gentlemen entered our stage, but would not permit Mr. Morgan 
and his negroes to enter.—“What?” said they, “ride with negroes?”—
Much strife now ensued, and a battle was intended; but to quiet the 
angry passions of both sides, a stage was provided for the refusing 
party.68

Violence takes many shapes in travel narratives of the late eighteenth- and 
early nineteenth-century Mountain South. From real to imaginary vio-
lence, from threatened to acted-upon violence, depictions of physical con-
flict tell us more about the traveler, his personal worries, and his cultural 
expectations—and more about an emerging U.S. national identity (bound 
by place and race)—than about the people of the Mountain South.
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In the three decades before the Civil War, escalating tensions over the issue 
of slavery between North and South led to the development of differing 
images of each section in the popular perceptions of the American people. 
Southerners increasingly saw their northern counterparts as rabid abolition-
ists, determined to destroy the peculiar institution immediately and with 
no compensation to the owner. Northerners, on the other hand, gradually 
gave credibility to theories that slaveholders actually plotted to destroy the 
freedom of all, not just their black bondsmen. Erroneous as both these 
counterimages of each section were, they assumed a life of their own 
through constant debate and agitation during the 1850s and framed the 
larger context of further changing, or hardening, attitudes against the rival 
section in both the South and the North. In a very real sense, these differ-
ing perceptions of the rival sections determined reality for most Americans, 
dictating not only how they viewed themselves but ultimately how they 
would react to any national political crisis involving slavery between regions 
of the country that were rapidly becoming differentiated from each other in 
both economic development and political culture.1

The single incident that best symbolized this growing alienation and 
the distorted images of the other section, both North and South, was John 
Brown’s raid on the federal arsenal at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, in October 
1859. Brown’s subsequent trial and death evoked the image of martyrdom 
in the North, but southerners saw only the brutal, seemingly psychotic 
killer who had escaped from Kansas and planned a bloody slave insurrec-
tion throughout the lower South. Arming slaves with crude iron staves 
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would enable them to murder their masters at night in their sleep, a deeply 
rooted fear among all southern slave owners after the 1790s massacre of 
white masters by their slaves in Saint-Domingue. Two years earlier, a Pres-
byterian minister had been forced to leave his church in a small East Ten-
nessee town, Rogersville, because he questioned one of his prominent 
parishioners for brutally beating two slaves. This 1857 incident would like-
wise invoke widespread publicity in both competing sections and would be 
interpreted completely differently by proslavery forces in the South and by 
abolitionist forces in the North.2

Yet such analysis as that of competing images of rival sections greatly 
oversimplifies the reality of southerners living in border regions such as East 
Tennessee. Intrasectional attitudes varied in remarkably complex ways and 
often contained internal contradictory corollaries within them. Antislavery 
sentiment, as noted by Ezekiel Birdseye, a Connecticut Yankee living in 
this area during the 1840s, often varied from day to day, depending on their 
audience, among the same individuals, and sympathy toward particular 
slaves did not necessarily mean condemnation of the institution per se. 

Nevertheless, Birdseye frequently commented on the “prevailing public 
sentiment” among East Tennesseans, which discountenanced both cruelty 
toward slaves and their condition of servitude.3

East Tennessee’s exceptionalism to southern patterns of thought is ex-
plained by its distinctive history, differing geography, and sense of alien-
ation and inferiority in relation to the rest of the state in the decades leading 
up to the Civil War, as historian John Inscoe so ably demonstrates. The 
“lost state of Franklin,” the section’s first effort to secede from North Caro-
lina, failed miserably between 1784 and 1788. By the early 1840s, the much 
more successful growth of middle and west Tennessee further embittered 
an area whose geography of small farms did not lend itself to the plantation 
economy of the cotton South. Angered over perceived lack of equal treat-
ment in state funding for internal improvements, the section again made an 
effort to secede from the state in 1842, unsuccessfully. Finally, the presence 
of an active manumission movement in East Tennessee in the 1820s left a 
lasting legacy of hostility toward slavery that survived into the 1850s and 
that partially explains why the section overwhelmingly voted against Ten-
nessee’s secession from the federal Union, then made a belated attempt, in 
two secession conventions at Greeneville and Knoxville in June 1861, to 
secede from the state itself and form a new state, such as West Virginia 
would eventually succeed in accomplishing.4
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But as historian Todd Groce has demonstrated, East Tennessee had 
numerous slave owners and many adherents to the southern cause, as es-
poused by leaders such as John C. Calhoun, who demanded that southern-
ers should cease defending slavery as a necessary evil and insisted by the late 
1830s that it actually be defended as a positive good. Herein rests the real 
complexity, and myriad contradictions, of both the political economy and 
the social attitudes of this beleaguered border section. Staunch defenders of 
the peculiar institution lived in the same communities and villages through-
out East Tennessee with residents who remained antislavery at heart. Practi-
cally everyone agreed that abolitionists were ultraists, extremists whose 
incendiary methods threatened the peace and stability of the country. But 
almost all other aspects of slavery were subject to individual interpretation 
and differing responses.5 

Central to their understanding and attitude toward slavery in both sec-
tions was evangelical religion, which historian Richard Carwardine argues 
was among the principal shapers of American political culture in the nine-
teenth century. Evangelical Protestantism was at the very core of southern 
identity, and proslavery scriptural defenses of the peculiar institution 
quickly assumed paramount importance as southerners responded to 
mounting abolitionist attacks within the mainstream Protestant churches 
in the North. Religious schism occurred first among the Presbyterians, who 
in 1837−38 split into the Old School and New School factions primarily 
over differences in theology, church constitutional law, and ecclesiastical 
policy. Although historians disagree about the exact role of slavery in this 
split, it is indisputable that the peculiar institution played a major role. The 
New School faction’s theology was essentially an effort to liberalize Calvin-
ism, moving toward revivalism as an agency for humankind’s freedom to 
choose its own destiny. In the final analysis, abolitionists in the North were 
able to win over New Schoolism to the idea that slavery was a sin per se, a 
concept so subversive to New School southern Presbyterians that they 
would agree to withdraw from the New School General Assembly at Rich-
mond, Virginia, in August 1857.6

Nowhere was the struggle between conservatives and abolitionists in the 
New School Presbyterian church so desperately fought as in the American 
Home Missionary Society (AHMS). Founded in 1826 to coordinate domes-
tic missionary work of the Calvinist churches, the AHMS was supported by 
Presbyterian, Congregational, Reformed Dutch, and Associated Reformed 
denominations, but was predominantly funded and controlled by the New 
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School Presbyterians after the 1837−38 split. In order to send Presbyterian 
ministers to the South, moderates within the New School sect insisted that 
the AHMS remain neutral in regard to the slavery issue. Dissatisfied with 
this compromise, the Congregational Church in 1846 established the 
American Missionary Association, which was unequivocal in denouncing 
slavery as a sin. By 1853, a rival Southern Aid Society had been funded by 
wealthy patrons in the North who had commercial ties to the South and 
who wished to challenge the mounting abolitionist tendencies they perceived 
spreading in the AHMS. Finally, in December 1856, the AHMS capitulated 
to the inexorable pressure from northern abolitionists and withdrew all sup-
port from any southern churches containing slaveholders.7

In 1848, the AHMS sent Samuel Sawyer, a young graduate of Union 
Theological Seminary in New York, to Rogersville, Tennessee. The county 
seat of Hawkins County, Rogersville is located in the northeast corner of 
the state, just below the Virginia state line. Shaped like a parallelogram, 
Hawkins County is one of the largest counties in the state, with 570 square 
miles. It is divided into two almost equal parts by the Holston River, which 
traverses its entire length. Lying on the north side of the Holston River, and 
on a major road between Kingsport and Knoxville, Rogersville was prosper-
ous until the completion of the railroad built between Bristol and Chatta-
nooga in 1858, which bypassed it. Rogersville was celebrated as the location 
of the first newspaper printed in Tennessee, the Knoxville Gazette, in 1791. 
The Presbyterian church to which Sawyer was sent as supply/acting minis-
ter, with his salary partially paid by the AHMS, had suffered more than 
most churches from the bitter split between Presbyterians in 1837−38. It 
was hoped that the new minister, with his wife and baby accompanying 
him, could assist in both healing Presbyterianism and strengthening the 
New School’s standing in the area.8

According to the 1860 slave census of Hawkins County, there was a 
total of 311 slave owners and 1,925 slaves in the county. Out of a total of 
16,162 people, black and white, slave and free, living in the county, the 
1860 population schedule identified 194 as free blacks. The largest single 
slave owner had 50 slaves, but only a few owners had many slaves, and the 
large slave owners were concentrated in the Tenth Civil District. Many of 
these civil districts had very few slaves, and often there was no separate 
housing for slaves on smaller family farms, leaving the impression that 
many such slaves lived in the same house with their owner and were treated 
like household workers or hired field hands. For the very few large slave-



Violence against Slaves as a Catalyst in Changing Attitudes 149

holders, profits from their chattels’ labor were evidently tremendous. In an 
article initially published in the Springfield (Mass.) Republican, Mr. Phipps 
of Hawkins County, Tennessee, was said to have made a gross profit of 
$20,000 from his 50 slaves in 1857. He realized a yearly income of $400 per 
slave, yet the cost of supporting each slave was not over $50, according to 
this article.9

The concentration of numerous slaves among a relatively few owners 
also mirrors the unequal economic distribution of land and the glaring 
disparity between rich and poor in the cash value of farms and crops in 
Hawkins County before the Civil War. In an 1857 article, the Rogersville 
Times reported that a great number of white people were actually starving 
to death in this county due to a lack of corn and wheat. “Our citizens who 
have grain should look to this thing—not hold back to sell to foreign 
speculators,” the article continued, citing the death of one poor woman and 
her four small children from starvation. In Hawkins County, ownership of 
large numbers of slaves was inextricably linked with wealth, class, and sta-
tus. At the other end of the scale, many small white farmers owned neither 
slaves nor very much land that could be profitably cultivated, setting the 
stage for deference toward the wealthy elite in their midst, but also much 
resentment.10

By almost any standard, Sawyer, a native of New York State, appeared 
to be remarkably successful, finding his work “severe yet pleasant toil” and 
missionary life “arduous, but delightful.” On September 29, 1849, he was 
ordained by the Holston Presbytery and quickly began to play a leading role 
within the New School Presbyterian Synod of Tennessee. By 1851, he had 
been chosen one of the commissioners to the General Assembly from the 
Holston Presbytery. Energetic and popular, he regularly preached in the 
outlying communities of Liberty Hill, Mooresburg, and the Kinkead settle-
ment; by 1850, his home church, Second Presbyterian Church of Rogers-
ville, numbered 123 members, with an average weekly attendance of 250 
people. Endeavoring to maintain friendly relations with ministers of other 
denominations, by his second year, he had increased offerings from his own 
congregation to the point where he seriously considered foregoing supple-
mental income from the AHMS. One of his parishioners wrote in her diary 
that “our beloved minister (may we always love him)” was “one whose pow-
ers to give comfort at such seasons are not often met with.”11

Sawyer argued from the beginning of his ministry that he was not an 
abolitionist, at least, not an “ultraist,” as he characterized extremists in the 
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North who saw slavery as a sin in itself. He basically divided public opinion 
on this critical issue into three parts. First, there were the fanatics in the 
North, abolitionists, who refused any compromise and insisted on immedi-
ate freedom for all slaves. Second, there were people, mainly white south-
erners, who could see no evil whatsoever in the institution and whom he 
characterized as “bigots and worse than fanatics.” Finally, a third and much 
larger class of people, North and South, among whom he included himself, 
saw slavery not as an evil per se, but as “having many evils necessarily grow-
ing out of it—at least invariably attending it, and therefore they feel it their 
duty to pray for its removal—to circumscribe it, and to do what they can to 
get rid of the institution.” He believed the majority of East Tennesseans fell 
into this last category, but viewed them as “deficient in moral courage,” 
which made the advance toward emancipation very slow.12

Although Sawyer regularly preached to mixed congregations of African 
Americans and whites, he especially enjoyed preaching once a month to 
slaves and free blacks alone. At one point, his wife had hired a slave to do 
her work while she was ill, but Sawyer “concluded to wash our hands in 
innocence and have nothing to do with supporting the system of American 
slavery.” Periodically he read to his congregation antislavery materials sent 
by the AHMS and observed that they “have never yet objected.” Even in the 
heated atmosphere following passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854, 
he insisted that a minister could preach to East Tennesseans against the 
evils of the peculiar institution if he “has the confidence and love of his 
people” and clearly shows that “his object is not to abuse and reprove so 
much as to correct and inform.” He noted no diminution in his congrega-
tion’s regard for him, only a stronger attachment because of his “frankness 
and candor.”13

Nevertheless, as coeditor of the Knoxville Presbyterian Witness between 
1855 and 1856, Sawyer routinely excoriated attacks against the institution of 
slavery in numerous northern publications as abolitionist fanaticism that 
threatened to destroy the union. “We regard all oppression as a sin against 
God, and a gross moral wrong before men,” he argued in 1855, “but a man 
may sustain the relation of a master and be no oppressor.” The act of oppres-
sion against anyone, whether family member or slave, was the actual sin, not 
slave ownership. Nor were southern Christians apologists for all that took 
place under the shelter of slavery, he contended, citing familiar abolitionist 
charges against breaking up slave marriages and separating slave children 
from their mothers. In arguing that East Tennessee slaves were not op-
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pressed, but were allowed to attend church and become church members, 
Sawyer came dangerously close to being an apologist for slavery, however. 
His assertions that slaves “seemed contented and happy,” “feed off the fat of 
the land,” and indeed were “much better cared for, many of them, than their 
masters,” echoed remarkably similar proslavery arguments that other south-
erners routinely made in the 1850s to justify their peculiar institution.14

In the spring of 1857, a sequence of events occurred in Rogersville that 
put Sawyer’s convictions about slavery to the ultimate test and led to his 
resignation on May 22 as minister of the Second Presbyterian Church. Ac-
cording to a statement written by him on July 26, 1857, and verified by two 
elders of Sawyer’s church, Joseph Hoffmaster and J. R. Johnston, a promi-
nent member of his church, Colonel John Netherland, had a year earlier 
sold one of his slaves to a Negro trader, ultimately to be sold in Mississippi. 
This slave, Abe, ran away rather than be separated from his wife and chil-
dren and lay hidden in the surrounding woods for more than a year. Fi-
nally captured that spring, when he was found by some hunters in his 
hiding place, Abe, it was expected, would be taken quietly to be sold in the 
Lower South by Mr. Blevins, the slave trader. At this point, however, Colo-
nel Netherland gave his consent to Blevins that Abe be publicly whipped as 
a lesson for his defiance and as a warning to other potentially errant slaves. 
Taken in chains by the parsonage to a field just back of the church, he was 
stripped naked, tied to four saplings, blindfolded so he could not see the 
blows coming, and given 330 blows by the trader with a leather strap nailed 
to a wooden handle for the occasion. Blevins warned Abe he would give 
him 900 lashes unless he confessed who had harbored him during the past 
year.15

A large crowd gathered to witness this spectacle; one sympathetic by-
stander, from motives of humanity, had placed Abe’s clothes under his 
stomach to keep him from the rocks and bare ground. It was rumored that 
the man who whipped Abe was commonly intoxicated, was angry because 
the slave had escaped from him once before, and performed his task with 
profane words. Some students from Caldwell College witnessed this scene, 
along with numerous other citizens of the town, and actually counted the 
blows. Many left in disgust at the scene after several hours; others went up 
afterward to examine with revulsion Abe’s bloody body. Plans were made to 
continue the whipping a second day, but one magistrate, expressing the 
growing public outrage over this atrocity, stated that if they “had under-
taken it the second day, they would not have got through it,” according to 
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Sawyer’s statement. Critical to understanding public opinion on this issue 
in East Tennessee at the time is the public debate that ensued over Abe’s 
brutal beating. Many were especially outraged by the public aspect of the 
beating, commenting that it was an insult to the town “to bring Mississippi 
brutalities so close to our doors.” Another remarked that if the population 
of the entire county of Hawkins had been present, it would have made five 
hundred lifelong enemies to the institution of slavery.16

It was widely rumored in Rogersville that Colonel Netherland’s brother- 
in-law had stated publicly that the colonel was equally to blame as the slave 
trader for the whipping of Abe because he had sanctioned it. According to 
Sawyer, the community had not recovered from this shocking spectacle 
before they were agitated again by a rumor “of a still more melancholy in-
stance of cruelty.” Netherland had taken an old gray-headed slave named 
Anthony, who had helped nurse him in childhood, “a servant reputed as 
generally dutiful and exemplary,” and given him to the same slave trader, 
Blevins, to be whipped because of his suspicion that Anthony knew where 
Abe was hiding and had actually assisted the runaway. Blevins took An-
thony to Bean’s Station, another town, and, finding a stable on the public 
highway, stripped him naked, stretched him on a plank, tied his arms to-
gether under the plank, strapped his feet to a post, and tied his head forward 
to a brace, so the hapless elderly Negro could not move in the slightest to 
evade the coming blows. Then the slave trader proceeded to whip Anthony 
with a carpenter’s handsaw, which raised large blisters, burst them, and cut 
his skin into pieces, “a Mississippi way of whipping,” Sawyer editorialized.17

This beating occurred on Sunday and continued until “the neighbors 
closed their doors, shut down their windows, and dropped their curtains, to 
keep from hearing the negro’s cries for mercy,” Sawyer continued. The 
women of the community “cried out against it,” and one man said “if it was 
not stopped he would return him to court.” Finally the landlord, after An-
thony had received three hundred blows, went to Blevins and told him he 
must put an end to it, “that he himself was liable to indictment for whip-
ping a slave, even on a Sunday.” Blevins was angered at having been forced 
to stop, after he had hired a little boy to get him a bundle of whips to con-
tinue beating Anthony’s now-raw flesh. Manacling the elderly slave, he left 
in disgust at the Bean’s Station people and went on to Rutledge, the county 
seat of neighboring Grainger County. Anthony reportedly had two fits or 
spasms from the effects of the beating, one in the buggy en route and an-
other when the irons were taken off him in the jail in Rutledge. “Hypocrite 
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fits, of course,” Blevins asserted, and he proceeded the next day to whip 
Anthony in jail, despite the opposition of the jailor and his superiors. Tak-
ing advantage of the absence of the jailor, Blevins took three sticks from a 
loom and proceeded to whip Anthony once again until he confessed Abe’s 
whereabouts. Sawyer believed Anthony did not know the location of his 
fellow slave, a later point of contention. Finally, the returning jailor de-
manded that the whippings cease in his jail, and Anthony remained there a 
week until his wounds had healed sufficiently so that he could be allowed 
to return home.18

Both Anthony and his master, Colonel John Netherland, were mem-
bers of Sawyer’s church. Both church members and members of other de-
nominations, slaveholders and nonslaveholders alike, protested against 

John Netherland (1808–1887). Colonial Dames of America 
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these brutal beatings and demanded that a session (a meeting of the local 
Presbyterian congregation) be called to consider the “wisest and best course 
to pursue with reference to this matter.” No charge was preferred against 
Netherland, but as it was commonly believed he was a high-minded and 
honorable man, it was preferred that he come before the session himself and 
“relieve himself of all unjust censure.” An elder was duly appointed to see 
Netherland, tell him about the session’s concerns, and ask him to come 
before the session on the following Sabbath. Sawyer believed that “could he 
have done this, and had he done it, the breach would have been healed and 
the church need not have been torn in twain.” Netherland’s family and 
friends, however, “took violent grounds against” even the meeting of the 
session to consider this subject, and many church members as a consequence 
refused to ever hear Sawyer preach again. Many feared that Netherland’s 
“standing and natural pride would keep him” from appearing before the 
session to defend himself. Netherland reportedly argued that it was exclu-
sively the right of a master to correct his slave, regardless of how cruel or 
inhumane such treatment might be, and that consequently “the minister or 
session, or church had no right to inquire into it.”19

The Rogersville delegate to the called meeting of the Holston Presby-
tery at Jonesborough represented this entire case, which had caused such 
bitter division in the local congregation, in an extremely prejudicial fashion, 
according to Sawyer. The delegate argued “that the ground they had taken 
against their minister at Rogersville was, that slavery was to be ignored al-
together in the action of a church session—that as a judicature they had no 
cognizance whatever of even evils growing out of the abuse of the relation 
of master and slave.” The moderator reminded him that this position was 
“strange and indefensible,” pointing out that the New York Observer had 
praised the South by stating that “there was not a church in the South but 
would fearlessly discipline a church member for cruelties to his or her slave.” 
Sawyer realized he had lost the battle, however, and subsequently resigned 
as minister of the Rogersville Second Presbyterian Church on May 22, 
1857, to avoid further division. His resignation was accepted, with one dis-
senting vote, and a motion was adopted stating that Sawyer had labored in 
their midst for nearly nine years “with great industry, zeal, devotion, and 
success as a minister of the gospel of reconciliation.”20

Despite his resignation from the Rogersville church, Sawyer was still a 
member in good standing of the Holston Presbytery, a fact corroborated by 
his presence, and actual service as clerk, or secretary, at a called meeting of 
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that body in Jonesborough on July 14, 1857. This group drew up a state-
ment regarding their views on slavery—that is, that it was not a sin per se, 
that Christians should strive for its removal in the spirit of the gospel, and 
that Christians living in the midst of slavery should avoid “perpetual agita-
tion of this subject.” These propositions were unanimously adopted, includ-
ing a recommendation to attend  a proposed convention in Washington, 
DC (later changed to Richmond, Virginia), on August 27, to encourage 
and labor for the formation of what, in essence, would become a new south-
ern Presbyterian Church. In response to the call made at this Richmond 
convention, representatives from twelve presbyteries and four synods (Vir-
ginia, Tennessee, West Tennessee, and Mississippi) would organize “The 
United Synod of the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A.” in April 1858, 
thus separating primarily over the issue of slavery. Sawyer had dutifully 
traveled to Richmond in late August 1857 to attend what would later be 
called the Richmond Convention, but he was approached by several prom-
inent members and requested to withdraw his credentials because his pres-
ence might “bring up an exciting question.” He remonstrated with these 
officials “on the ground that he was a minister in good standing in the 
Presbytery; that his credentials were genuine; that the Convention had no 
business with local differences.” Colonel Netherland was also in attendance 
as a delegate at this convention, along with a prominent slave trader from 
Rogersville, but they were not asked to leave.21

Although Sawyer agreed to leave the Richmond Convention without 
further remonstrance, he had in the meantime written a lengthy statement 
detailing the whole history of the brutal beating of Colonel Netherland’s 
slaves Abe and Anthony. Twelve hundred copies of this statement were 
printed by James B. G. Kinsloe and Charles A. Rice, publishers of the 
Knoxville Presbyterian Witness, who later claimed that Sawyer through 
“misrepresentations and fraud” had persuaded the compositors to print it. 
They destroyed eleven hundred copies when they discovered that “its char-
acter was entirely different from what we were lead to suppose,” but Sawyer 
had already left with one hundred copies, which he proceeded to send to 
various northern newspapers. Netherland purportedly told the printer that 
he was liable to indictment for a felony for printing these copies, but Sawyer 
consulted the state’s attorney, who concluded it contained no inflammatory 
matter that could possibly sustain such an indictment. Another friend of 
Sawyer’s, one of the judges of the Tennessee Supreme Court, agreed that 
“all they could do was to answer it if they could.” So angry was Colonel 
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Netherland over this unfavorable publicity that almost a year later, on Au-
gust 3, 1858, long after Sawyer had left for the North, he persuaded the 
Holston Presbytery to depose Sawyer from the ministry in absentia on 
grounds of “contumacy.”22

John Netherland (1808−87) was one of the wealthiest and most prom-
inent lawyers in East Tennessee. Born in Virginia, he had moved with his 
family at an early age to Sullivan County, where he was educated by Samu-
el Doak and licensed to practice law in 1829. Marrying the daughter of a 
prominent judge, John Augustine McKinney, he moved in 1837 to Hawkins 
County near Rogersville, where he built his home, “Rosemont.” He served 
in both the house and the senate of the Tennessee General Assembly be-
tween 1833 and 1853 and ran as the unsuccessful Whig candidate for gov-
ernor in 1859 against Isham G. Harris, the Democratic candidate who later 
led the state out of the Union in 1861. He was wonderfully entertaining as 
a trial lawyer, one of his legal contemporaries remarking that probably “no 
other lawyer of equal reputation ever cared so little for book law as Mr. 
Netherland,” but conceding that “no other lawyer who knew so little law 
ever was so successful.” Clearly, Netherland ideally fits the pattern so care-
fully analyzed by Bertram Wyatt-Brown of a southern gentleman whose 
whole conduct was determined by the code of honor. In a culture like that 
of the old South, where a person’s reputation was vitally important and was 
determined largely by his contemporaries, Netherland could not allow Saw-
yer’s attack against his character to go unanswered or unchallenged.23

Like the fine courtroom lawyer he was, Netherland devised a counter-
attack against Sawyer’s statement that was cleverly designed to persuade his 
immediate audience in Tennessee and the larger South. Legally, he was 
undeniably acting within his rights as a master. He certainly well under-
stood as a practicing attorney that Tennessee statutory law permitted a 
master to virtually beat his slave to death under two conditions. If the slave 
were resisting, or if the master were administering “moderate correction,” 
there were no limits to the physical violence that could be involved in the 
punishment. The central problem Netherland faced lay in the incontrovert-
ible public brutality surrounding the severe beatings of two of his slaves, 
which had so outraged the local community. Nevertheless, in his own state-
ment, or rebuttal, published on September 15, 1857, in the Knoxville Presby-
terian Witness, he led his attack by focusing on destroying the characters of 
both slaves, Abe and Anthony. Abe had been sold to him initially by his 
good friend Reverend Frederick A. Ross, a famous proslavery Presbyterian 
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minister, but owing to this slave’s “drunkenness, gambling and laziness,” he 
had been forced to sell him to Mr. Blevins, from whom Abe had escaped in 
the fall of 1855. During the next year, Abe had been harbored and fed at the 
Female College in Rogersville “day and night,” unknown to the president 
or staff, by Anthony, Netherland’s slave hired to work at the college. A large 
number of these innocent young ladies from Tennessee and adjoining states 
had thereby been placed in some danger, according to this narrative.24

In the spring of 1856, Abe concealed himself in a den in the woods, 
within sight of the town, where he continued to be harbored and fed by 
other Negroes in the area. Shortly before Netherland had sold Abe, the slave 
had taken up with “a free mulatto prostitute, by whom he had no children.” 
After Abe escaped Blevins and went into hiding, this woman “took up with 
another free Negro, and was perhaps married to him.” In June 1856, Abe 
encountered his former inamorata and her new husband and was instantly 
infuriated. Armed with a pistol and a large butcher knife, he immediately 
attacked the hapless couple, chasing the man until he knocked him down 
with a stone, leaving him unconscious. Abe then returned to the woman 
and beat her over the head with his pistol, thereby cutting her to the skull 
in several places. Afterward he tied her up and raped her, then returned to 
cut the throat of her husband, who had in the meantime escaped. The poor 
mulatto woman also managed to untie herself and escape, then ran into 
Rogersville, where both she and her husband sounded the alarm. Nether-
land certainly knew the immediate reaction of a southern audience to the 
threat of sexual attack by a black slave and consequently asserted disingenu-
ously that in Rogersville the “females in the neighborhood were afraid to 
pass from house to house.” The obvious fallacy in spreading this rumor, 
however, lay in the reality that southern anger was kindled only when a 
white woman was raped by a slave, a fundamental rule in the southern code 
of honor that Netherland certainly knew. It was actually unclear in Tennes-
see law whether or to what extent sexual violence directed against black 
women, free or enslaved, was even punishable.25

Although “many citizens of the town turned out to arrest the villain,” 
Abe again managed to escape, Netherland continued. Stopped on the road 
by a white man with a rifle, he refused to surrender and was shot twice but 
still managed to escape to the next town, where he was harbored by the 
servants of “one of the most respectable ladies in the state,” who, being in 
bad health, never went down into her own cellar. Again he was discovered, 
was captured, and managed to escape. Finally, his hiding place was discov-



158 Durwood Dunn

ered by two slaves, who informed a white man, and thereafter he was cap-
tured and brought to Rogersville, where he was delivered to Mr. Blevins, his 
owner since the fall of 1855. Netherland specifically stated that Abe had 
never been “blindfolded and cruelly whipped.” But he did acknowledge that 
Blevins with his full approval beat him “not equal in severity to 39 lashes 
with a cow hide.” He did admit to allowing Blevins to whip his slave An-
thony until he had confessed the location of Abe’s hideout. He also conceded 
that Blevins whipped Anthony “at Bean’s Station very severely” and later 
gave him blows from a small wooden slat, whereupon the slave confessed 
where Abe was hiding. Here the narrative is extremely ambiguous, because 
Netherland asserts that he consented to Blevins’s beating Anthony “a few 
days before Abe’s apprehension.” Earlier Netherland had stated that Abe had 
been discovered by two Negroes, which subsequently led to his final cap-
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ture, but here he adroitly concludes that Anthony’s ultimate confession 
corroborated the actual location where Abe had indeed been discovered!26

After having characterized Abe as a psychotic rapist, Netherland turned 
his attention to destroying the reputation of his elderly slave Anthony. This 
proved to be a far more difficult task, because Anthony was a member in 
good standing of the Second Presbyterian Church of Rogersville, along with 
his master. He categorically denied that Anthony was “dutiful and exemplary” 
or that he had ever been his childhood nurse. He asserted that Anthony actu-
ally had “some notoriety in the region” and that he had been a stubborn, 
disrespectful slave owned by six previous masters, four of whom had sold him 
for his “bad conduct.” Why Netherland had bought such a slave, who, he 
stated, had appealed to him by letter to buy him while he was in jail, is a 
mystery in itself. The crux of Netherland’s case against Anthony was seri-
ously compromised by Sawyer’s charge that he had consented to have his el-
derly slave whipped only on the “suspicion” that he knew Abe’s location. 
Netherland now confidently claimed that he had “full proof” that Anthony 
did indeed know where Abe was hiding, although he never offered any evi-
dence of this proof in his statement. It also seems highly improbable that the 
Female College would hire anyone as a servant who had a questionable char-
acter, and indeed, Netherland was highly culpable by his own standards for 
knowingly sending such an apparent wolf in among the sheep.27

Netherland’s next line of defense was simply to portray Sawyer as an 
abolitionist, unconcerned with the real truth and interested only in giving 
a sensational, if distorted, story to serve the purposes of the northern aboli-
tionist press, “a tissue of lies from the beginning to the end.” In light of this 
line of argument, it is especially noteworthy to examine specific instances 
where Sawyer had allegedly lied. Netherland especially bridled at the charge 
that the magistrate had said that “if they undertook to whip the Negro 
again that they would not get through with it.” Public opinion was perhaps 
the most sensitive issue to an ambitious politician, and Netherland was 
loath to admit that there was any such adverse community reaction to the 
beatings of these slaves. He also taxed Sawyer with his assertion that he had 
defended whipping slaves on “chattel ground” and denied ever having be-
lieved in this doctrine, which, he claimed, was actually a fabrication of the 
abolitionists. Nor did Netherland allow that “any such doctrine prevails in 
the South.” He then accused Sawyer of lying when he asserted that he had 
refused to appear before the session; Netherland actually claimed he had 
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never even been requested to do so. Finally, he ended with a blanket ad 
hominem attack against the minister, stating that “many in this commu-
nity have charged Sawyer with lying for years.”28

Reactions North and South to both Sawyer’s statement and Nether-
land’s rebuttal predictably reflected the growing sectional tensions dividing 
the United States in 1857. Both sections perceived only their own precon-
ceptions and values and seemed to welcome yet another opportunity to 
denigrate their disagreeing countrymen in the opposite camp. Southern 
opinion was led by the irascible and vituperative editor of the Knoxville 
Whig, who was well known for his support of Whig politicians like his 
friend Netherland, his hatred of the abolitionists, and his earlier battles as a 
Methodist minister against Presbyterianism. In an article of August 8, 
1857, in his own newspaper, William G. (“Parson”) Brownlow castigated 
Sawyer for using inflammatory language irresponsibly in a slaveholding 
community: “It is an outrage that ought not to be tolerated.” He went on to 
lament that there were too many of “these vile incendiaries, Abolitionists, 
and cut-throats in the South, in disguise, sowing the seeds of discord, dis-
content and disunion,” especially those “under a pretence of ‘preaching 
Christ and Him crucified.’” He had previously noted Sawyer for several 
years publishing highly offensive antislavery articles in the Knoxville Presby-
terian Witness, thus dismissing him as yet another predictable northern 
abolitionist.29

In a letter to the editor of the New York Times, responding to an edito-
rial in that paper on September 5, 1857, Brownlow attempted to link in the 
public mind the controversy between Sawyer and Netherland over beating 
two slaves with a more serious episode that had occurred several years ear-
lier, in Cocke County, Tennessee. The Times editorial had made reference 
to a thousand citizens who “assembled in cold blood and burnt a Negro 
alive at the stake.” The slave in question, a Negro man twenty-two years 
old, had murdered his master, Mr. Moore, by chopping his head off with an 
ax, and then bashed in the head of Mrs. Moore while she slept beside her 
husband. Then the slave raped and murdered Mrs. Moore’s younger sister 
in an adjoining bedroom. Had he been there, Brownlow asserted with his 
characteristic rhetorical hyperbole, “we should have taken a part, and even 
suggested the pinching of pieces out of him with red-hot pincers, the cut-
ting off of a limb at a time, and then burning them all in a heap.” Thus, in 
its not so subtle form, this letter to the editor of the New York Times was 
clearly intended to demonstrate to a largely racist American audience, 
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North and South, that violence against slaves was occasionally justified. By 
implication, the violence against Netherland’s slaves was also justified un-
der the circumstances, in Brownlow’s estimation. Like Netherland, Brown-
low was extraordinarily adept at manipulating popular prejudices to suit his 
own ends, regardless of the untruth of either his assumptions or the corol-
lary false analogies attached.30

Sawyer’s statement quickly became a cause célèbre in northern newspa-
pers, forming as it did such excellent grist for abolitionist propaganda mills. 
The publication of Netherland’s rebuttal shortly thereafter presented a 
splendid opportunity to compare the two statements, and “Deacon-Colonel 
Netherland,” as he came to be referred to ubiquitously, suffered in contrast 
because of the arrogance of his tone and the numerous inconsistencies in his 
own statement. The American Presbyterian noted that Sawyer’s views on 
slavery were “the old views formerly universal in the Presbyterian Church,” 
as “plentiful as blackberries” before the rise of either abolitionism or pro-
slavery, but that now such views were very rare in the South. Boston’s Lib-
erator characterized Sawyer himself as a “weak and inconsistent man,” who 
made no objection to slavery itself, but did reprobate its cruelty to its vic-
tims. Especially did the Liberator deplore his ready acquiescence of his seat 
at the Richmond convention, “a position far more commanding than the 
pulpit from which to make his protest against cruelty to slaves, and to in-
corporate reform,” where he had both a legitimate forum and a moral re-
sponsibility as a minister of the Gospel to express his views. Sawyer’s failure 
to recognize that violence under the guise of discipline was the cornerstone 
of slavery, however, was his biggest mistake, according to the Liberator. 
This lack of awareness had accordingly almost inadvertently caused him to 
fling a “firebrand into the quiet slaveholding community in which he 
lived.”31

Deacon-Colonel Netherland’s statement provided “a succession of 
point-blank contradictions,” according to the Liberator. Netherland had 
accused Sawyer of being a liar, but if the minister had misrepresented the 
beatings of the two slaves, he must have been mad “to devise a roorback 
which so many people were in a position to refute,” because he was writing 
about events “of which all his neighbors were cognizant.” Netherland him-
self had specifically verified the essential tale of the beatings, noting that 
Anthony had been flogged “very severely” at Bean’s Station. If the slave Abe 
were indeed incorrigible, this was “more discreditable to his former master,” 
the Reverend Frederick A. Ross, leader of the proslavery Presbyterians in 
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the South. On the other hand, the Liberator pointed out, “this depraved 
wretch was fed, sheltered and concealed by the neighbors, white and black, 
which affords pretty good evidence that he was popular among them.” 
Netherland’s assertion that he had never himself whipped a grown Negro in 
his life struck the editors as particularly specious: “Pray is it the custom of 
Southern gentlemen to do their own flogging?” Finally, the Liberator 
charged Netherland with assisting in the invention of a lie to his slave An-
thony that he was to be substituted for Abe and sent south in Abe’s place if 
he did not confess his location.32

No southern audience was likely to be persuaded by these arguments, 
of course, any more than a northern audience would likely be amenable to 
Parson Brownlow’s tirade. By 1857, each section had a different set of values 
and presumptions regarding the debate over slavery, and a reasonable dia-
logue based on shared assumptions was no longer possible. But what about 
the people of East Tennessee? What does this whole sorry episode reveal 
about the inhabitants of Rogersville, Hawkins County, and the surround-
ing region? The key to understanding their reaction lies in the character 
and personality of Samuel Sawyer. Contrary to Parson Brownlow’s charge, 
he was not an abolitionist, and he was not moving closer to an abolitionist 
position during the latter part of his career as minister of the Rogersville 
Second Presbyterian Church. A careful examination of Sawyer’s own writ-
ings, both his correspondence with the AHMS and his numerous articles in 
the Knoxville Presbyterian Witness, clearly demonstrates the fact that he was 
becoming even more conservative and felt quite at home in the South. Time 
and again, he blasted northern abolitionists as reckless incendiaries and 
extremists and reasserted his conviction that slavery in itself was not a sin. 
In a revealing letter to David B. Coe at the AHMS in October 1855, Sawyer 
actually appeared to take sides against the AHMS for its increasingly anti-
slavery stance and threatened that because its policies might prevent his 
church from assisting a slave-owning minister, his congregation must cease 
all relations with the AHMS in the future.33

Far from becoming radicalized by northern abolitionism, Sawyer 
seemed to be becoming increasingly more conservative and prosouthern in 
his outlook in the years just before the 1857 incident with Netherland’s 
slaves. Scarcely a month after that incident, in the minutes of the Holston 
Presbytery he took on July 14, 1857, as clerk and fully participating member 
of that meeting, he, along with the presbytery’s other members, resolved 
that their delegates to the forthcoming Richmond convention would “be 
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instructed to encourage and labor for the formation of a National Assem-
bly,” which would in effect form a separate church. This group also unani-
mously resolved that “slavery is not necessarily sinful, or a sin per se,” but 
neither was it a “permanent or desirable institution.” Nor did Sawyer appear 
to leave his church readily. In his letter of resignation, dated May 22, 1857, 
he said that he “need not refer to the painful strong ties which have bound 
us together for nearly nine years, nor allude to the painfulness of a lasting 
separation.” Indeed, he had become “so attached to this people and had 
received so many evidences of regard from them” laboring for them that he 
cherished the wish “that as this was my first, it might be my lifelong, field 
of labor.” He concluded by asking the congregation’s forgiveness for “what-
ever real or supposed imprudencies I have been betrayed into, whatever 
unintentional wrongs I have done.”34

Finally, the question becomes one of agency, whether Sawyer himself 
was primarily responsible for the sequence of events that resulted in his 
resignation as minister. In this regard, Sawyer’s initial statement offers 
strong internal evidence that he was pushed along by the force of over-
whelming public antagonism against the public beating of Netherland’s 
two slaves. Neither Sawyer nor Netherland was actually present at these 
beatings, but the former’s narrative of events repeatedly shows marked pub-
lic outrage, as exemplified by such minutely detailed and graphic accounts 
from numerous witnesses in the community. The narrative itself is too full 
of such telling details, such as a sympathetic bystander placing Abe’s clothes 
under him before the first beating. Descriptions of these reactions of the 
crowd to the brutal floggings abound, reaching a climax when one magis-
trate opined that a second day of such floggings would not have been per-
mitted by the public in Rogersville.35

Likewise, Anthony’s whipping at Bean’s Station continued until “the 
women of the place cried out against it,” one man threatened to take Blevins 
to court to stop it, and finally the landlord stopped him, arguing that he 
himself was “liable to indictment for whipping a slave, even on a Sunday.” 
Even the jailor in the neighboring town of Rutledge, Grainger County, 
protested against the further beating of Anthony. Blevins, the slave trader 
who whipped Anthony, might have shaken “the dust off of his feet in dis-
gust against the Bean’s Station people,” but everywhere “the horrible details 
of this whipping inflamed the public feeling of indignation against slave 
trading cruelties.” It seems quite clear that various indignant neighbors and 
church members regaled Sawyer with innumerable, horrific accounts of 
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these brutal whippings and demanded that he at least make some inquiry 
into the matter. Both Netherland and his slave Anthony were members of 
Sawyer’s congregation, after all, and he undoubtedly finally yielded to the 
frantic importunities of his own parishioners. Even proslavery members of 
his congregation who were friends of the Netherlands, like Eliza Fain, were 
profoundly shocked by these events. “Our church is in what I consider a 
soul destroying condition,” she wrote in her diary on August 2, 1857. Eliza 
was still agonizing over her beloved minister’s resignation a year later: “It is 
with difficulty that I can bring myself to think that he is not a Christian,” 
she lamented, “how strangely and mysteriously has that man acted.” Addi-
tionally, Sawyer reported that members of other churches, “interested in the 
cause of a common Christianity, spoke in the same way. This was the feel-
ing of slaveholders as well as non-slaveholders.”36

Violence against slaves was thus the catalyst in gauging the limits of 
public opinion in East Tennessee, even as late as 1857, in regard to what 
most people considered acceptable behavior regarding the treatment of 
their enslaved brethren. Reverend Andrew Blackburn, one of Sawyer’s close 
friends and editor of the Knoxville Presbyterian Witness, wrote a blistering 
article attacking slave traders in December 1857, noting that formerly “the 
Negro-driver was a sort of monster, who was unworthy to be esteemed or 
treated as a gentleman.” But of late, politicians were only too willing to 
“have winked at the thing” and to allow the Negro trader a position in re-
spectable society. “Cruelty and shame are thus holding up their heads, and 
bidding defiance to the public sentiment of the country,” he argued. “The 
devil never persuaded men to engage in a more wicked business than driv-
ing Negroes,” Blackburn concluded. “Money is his only object, and if he 
may but get money, he does not hesitate to commit any sin, from crushing 
out every kindly feeling in his own heart, up to virtual murder itself.” Like-
wise, violence against slaves had represented the fatal flaw in Sawyer’s own 
previous defense of slavery as not being a sin per se. The peculiar institution 
itself could not exist without violence as a means of coercion and control, 
either threatened or realized. What northern abolitionists were trying to 
point out was simply the undeniable fact that the very institution of slavery 
was inherently oppressive.37

In the final analysis, however, it would be a critical mistake to assume 
that public opinion in East Tennessee in opposition to violence against 
slaves was not strong enough to prevent Samuel Sawyer from being forced 
to resign as minister from his church in Rogersville. What actually cost him 
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his job was directly challenging a tight-knit group of wealthy men who 
dominated and virtually controlled all aspects of local community life—
political, social, economic, and religious. John Netherland was the ac-
knowledged leader of this group, which included family names like 
McKinney, Ross, and Kyle and later broadened to include political allies 
like Thomas A. R. Nelson, William G. Brownlow, and Andrew Johnson. 
Defeated at the apex of his career in 1859, when he ran as the Whig candi-
date for governor against Isham G. Harris, Netherland, along with his fel-
low Whigs, regarded the mounting agitation over the extension of slavery 
into the western territories after the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854 as the 
primary reason for this defeat. Harris and his fellow Democrats increas-
ingly used the defense of southern rights to defeat Whig reliance upon 
economic issues, like Netherland’s campaign promise to stabilize the cur-
rency through various banking reforms.38

In the bitter debates after the election of Abraham Lincoln in 1860 over 
whether Tennessee should secede from the Union, Netherland and his 
group tirelessly canvassed the eastern portion of the state, urging citizens to 
remain loyal to the United States. Historians have debated their reasons for 
doing so, but a strong and growing sense of alienation from middle and 
west Tennessee, as well as their hostility to the plantation economy and 
so-called fire-eaters, or rabid secessionists from the lower South, seems the 
most probable explanation. After Fort Sumter, when Tennessee did secede 
from the Union in a second secession referendum on June 8, 1861, this 
group immediately tried to organize a separate government in East Tennes-
see, which would remain loyal to the federal Union. Netherland gave an 
important speech on the convention’s first day and was one of three dele-
gates, along with Oliver P. Temple and James P. McDowell, chosen by the 
Greeneville Convention, June 17−20, to present to the state legislature a 
memorial requesting permission to form a separate state.39

If the national Union were dissoluble, however, the state legislature of 
Tennessee refused to admit any possibility that the state itself might legiti-
mately also be divided, and dissatisfied Unionists in the eastern portion of 
the state were forced to remain against their will in the Confederacy until 
liberated by federal forces in 1863. John Netherland remained Unionist 
throughout the war, although at one point he had to make humiliating 
concessions to the Confederates to escape arrest or at least not be actively 
persecuted. Slavery, or the continuing debate over it in the hands of his 
political enemies, seemed to have thwarted him at every turn. But he none-
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theless publicly protested against the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863 
and remained proslavery in his attitudes throughout the war, regardless of 
his Unionist stance. He was ever a realist, however, and his political in-
stincts allowed him to survive the war and reemerge afterward protected by 
the patronage of his old friend and political ally Andrew Johnson. He served 
as a member of Tennessee’s constitutional convention in 1870, rewriting the 
state’s prewar governing document, and was offered in 1867 a diplomatic 
post as U.S. minister to Bolivia by President Johnson, which he declined.40

Perhaps the best key to understanding how violence toward slaves af-
fected public opinion in East Tennessee lies in the character and personality 
of the slave trader who actually beat Netherland’s slaves. Although Nether-
land’s published rebuttal to Sawyer’s accusation represented this man as an 
almost anonymous and transient slave trader, he was actually one of Neth-
erland’s very best friends and closest political allies. John Lucian Blevins 
was born on July 24, 1817, in Hawkins County, the illegitimate son of John 
Blevins. Raised by James P. McCarthy’s family, he was employed as a driver 
for the Great Eastern and Western Stage Lines, operated by Absalom and 
William Kyle of Walnut Hill, in the same county. James P. McCarthy was 
a nephew of Absalom Kyle. At the age of eighteen, Blevins eloped with the 
sixteen-year-old daughter of his employer, Minerva Leanna Kyle, marrying 
her on October 29, 1835, to the consternation and outrage of her family. 
Minerva’s father initially refused even to see them after their elopement. 
Described by later friends as “well-educated,” Blevins briefly taught school 
and in March 1838 was elected clerk of Hawkins County, a position he had 
held by appointment since the resignation of the previous clerk the preced-
ing October. In 1846 he operated a tavern at Rogersville, and by 1849 he 
had been elected clerk of the Bank of Tennessee in that town. The president 
of the board at this bank was his father-in-law, Absalom Kyle, who had by 
now become reconciled to his daughter’s husband. Clearly the assistance of 
his wife’s family made Blevins’s rapid rise to wealth both possible and com-
paratively easy.41

Blevins’s great friendship with Netherland is perhaps best indicated by 
the fact that he named one of his sons John Netherland Blevins. Although 
he himself never belonged to any church, his wife, Minerva, attended the 
Presbyterian church with her good friends the Netherlands. Real wealth, 
however, came through slave trading, and Blevins bought a large cotton 
plantation in Mississippi to facilitate this commerce, soon accumulating 
large tracts of land in both that state and Tennessee. He owned a string of 



Violence against Slaves as a Catalyst in Changing Attitudes 167

race horses that were raced from Baltimore to New Orleans, befitting his 
role as a southern plantation owner and cotton grower. By 1860, Blevins 
had real estate valued at $47,000 and personal property valued at $127,000, 
most of which were slaves. His extreme wealth undoubtedly partially ac-
counts for his arrogant attitude toward the community’s reaction to his 
beatings of Netherland’s slaves. To the vast majority of Hawkins County 
citizens, who owned neither slaves nor much property, Blevins must have 
seemed the very epitome of the arrogant planter class of the lower South, 
which they despised.42

Between 1854 and 1856, the Blevins family had moved to Aberdeen, 
Monroe County, in northeastern Mississippi, where they had relatives. In 
1856 they moved back to Hawkins County, and Blevins bought out his 
mother-in-law’s dower interest in the Kyle family home at Walnut Hill, 
known as the Mansion House. The opprobrious characterization in Sawyer’s 
statement of the types of instruments and weapons used to beat Netherland’s 
slaves in 1857 as “Mississippi methods” doubtless stemmed from the com-
munity’s knowledge and assumption that Blevins’s residence in that state had 
honed his skills in the best procedures for punishing disobedient chattels. Yet 
despite his evident identification with the southern planter class, Blevins 
joined his friend Netherland at the Knoxville and Greeneville conventions in 
June 1861 to protest Tennessee’s secession from the Union and to devise sepa-
rate statehood for East Tennessee. However, Blevins and his brother-in-law, 
William C. Kyle, hedged their bets at the Greeneville Convention by insisting 
that a written protest of their disagreement with the actions of this conven-
tion be entered into the formal minutes of the proceedings. What specifically 
they objected to was not stated, but clearly both men wished to escape future 
opprobrium from the new Confederate government.43

Blevins nevertheless remained Unionist throughout the Civil War, al-
though his eldest son, Kyle Blevins, became a major in the Confederate 
Army. Losing property, slaves, and horses valued at over $100,000 during 
the war, Blevins was shot in the foot by a Confederate straggler trying to 
steal a horse near the end of that conflict and walked with a limp from this 
wound for the rest of his life. He, however, maintained his political ties 
with both Netherland’s group and Andrew Johnson throughout the war. As 
a consequence, after the defeat of the Confederacy, President Johnson ap-
pointed him U.S. marshal of the Northern District in Mississippi, a post he 
held from 1866 to 1868. Nothing could be more ironic, perhaps, than an 
archetypal slave trader, who had actually owned a cotton plantation in the 
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same district of Mississippi before the war, being appointed to reconstruct 
this area in 1866, but Blevins was nothing if not resourceful and flexible 
regarding the expediency of his political allegiances. He appointed his 
brother-in-law, L. N. Kyle, an ex-Confederate captain, as his deputy in this 
position and by all accounts enjoyed conspicuous success.44

The actual fate of the two slaves in question, Abe and Anthony, lies 
hidden in obscurity. An article in the Liberator claimed in 1865 that Neth-
erland’s elderly slave, Anthony, had actually died from the “moderate cor-
rection” administered to him with a handsaw, but none of the articles or 
accounts penned at the time of the incident, in 1857, mentions this fact. 
Abe, the runaway who had been purchased by John Lucian Blevins, in all 
probability was sold much farther south, as his owner had previously threat-
ened. Samuel Sawyer served as chaplain in the U.S. Army, Forty-seventh 
Indiana Infantry, between 1861 and 1864. As an agent for the Presbyterian 
Committee on Home Missions from 1864 to 1866, he actually returned to 
Rogersville to assist in reorganizing the Holston Presbytery to be loyal to 
the federal government. His triumph was bittersweet, however, because 
Presbyterians remained more bitterly divided in East Tennessee than they 
had been before the war. One of his most admiring church members before 
the war, Eliza Fain, an ardent supporter of the Confederate cause, now in 
1865 reviled him for “wild fanaticism” because northern Presbyterians 
characterized ministers who had supported secession as “grievous sinners 
against God.” After serving as an agent for Maryville College between 1866 
and 1868, Sawyer returned to the North, serving a variety of churches as 
minister in New Jersey, Illinois, Wisconsin, and Indiana before his death in 
Indianapolis on May 23, 1902.45

In the 1857 catalog of Caldwell College, thanks were duly rendered to 
Samuel Sawyer upon his resignation for his “great zeal and fidelity” as pro-
fessor of literature. Among the names of the trustees listed for this ephem-
eral institution, which did not survive past 1858, were men like John 
Caldwell, Seth A. J. Lucky, and John R. McKinney, all of whom had been 
actively engaged in the antislavery movement with Ezekiel Birdseye a de-
cade earlier, in the 1840s. Indeed, John Caldwell, one of Birdseye’s best 
friends, always fervent in his opposition to slavery from an early date, had 
actually given ten thousand dollars to found Caldwell College. What had 
happened to this movement to end slavery in Tennessee by the time Sawyer 
was forced to resign as pastor from his church in Rogersville? As a political 
movement it was moribund, victim of the successful characterization of 
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abolitionism as an incendiary and morbidly irresponsible form of extrem-
ism that threatened both southern prosperity and the federal Union.46

Yet the basic abhorrence toward the peculiar institution, the sense of 
guilt and moral revulsion it triggered in most nonslaveholding East Tennes-
seans, continued as a subterranean stream of conscience, just below the 
surface of the political rhetoric raging between North and South during the 
1850s. In some respects, it was a classic example of what political scientists 
today regard as latent public opinion. The brutal beatings of Colonel Neth-
erland’s slaves in 1857 by his friend John Lucian Blevins triggered a brief 
outcropping of this opinion. The secession referendums Tennessee held in 
February and June 1861 would finally bring it clearly to the surface, when 
East Tennesseans voted overwhelmingly not to leave the federal Union. 
Neither does the very able political leadership of men like Parson Brown-
low, John Netherland, T. A. R. Nelson, Horace Maynard, or Andrew John-
son completely explain the region’s determination to remain within the 
Union. Nor does the section’s historic sense of alienation and separatism 
from the rest of Tennessee and from the larger South fully account for this 
decisive plebiscite. If their latent antislavery sensibilities are factored into 
this extraordinarily complex political mixture as a catalyst, however, the 
vote of the majority of East Tennesseans in 1861 makes perfect sense.
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“It is a good deal the fashion to ascribe to this transmontane country an un-
due share of that moral and intellectual darkness . . . characteristic of the back 
woods settlement.” So wrote an anonymous mountain resident to the Ashe-
ville Citizen in 1883, angry over the media’s portrayal of western North Caro-
lina as a violent and uneducated region. “The error begins with ignorance of 
facts,” the writer pleaded. “The mountain people are neither so ignorant nor 
so irreligious as careless persons pronounce them.” Nor were most of them 
violent moonshiners. “While there is occasional violence,” he explained, “it is 
so exceptional as to justify the assertion that there is no more peaceful, law 
abiding and moral people than those of Western North Carolina.”1 This plea 
for understanding would fall on deaf ears. Captivated by the national media’s 
coverage of the Moonshine Wars in the late 1870s, Victorian middle-class 
Americans had already accepted the stereotype that Appalachia was “the 
home of the hunter, the moonshiner, and the beasts of the forest.”2

Although negative images of Appalachia and its people originated dur-
ing the antebellum period, it was not until after the Civil War that these 
misconceptions gained widespread acceptance among northern and south-
ern townspeople.3 This was largely due to the emergence of local color writ-
ing, a literary genre that grew out of new American literary magazines and 
catered to a burgeoning urban, middle-class readership in the 1870s. The 
goal of these writings was to increase magazine sales by focusing on the 
peculiarities of Appalachian people.4 Local colorists ultimately “discovered” 
a distinct but noble white “race” out of step with modern society.5 Begin-
ning in the late 1870s, however, writers forged another conception of 
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mountain whites, one that portrayed them as both violent and savage. The 
moonshiner played an important role in the creation of this stereotype, 
epitomizing a mountain populace that Americans came to fear was a threat 
to civilization.

Since the 1970s, historians have devoted considerable attention to the 
images that local color novelists, journalists, and missionaries produced of 
mountain residents at the turn of the twentieth century. They have demon-
strated conclusively that negative stereotypes about the region often re-
flected middle-class America’s desire to stress the benefits of industrialization 
and “progress.” “In an age of faith in American, and more generally West-
ern, intellectual, cultural, and social superiority over the other ‘races’ of the 
world,” historian Anthony Harkins explained, “these [stereotypes] were 
designed to show not cultural difference so much as cultural hierarchy—to 
celebrate modernity and ‘mainstream’ progress.”6 Urban, middle-class Vic-
torians perceived southern Appalachia as an unwanted remnant of the co-
lonial era. They believed that the region and its people were economically, 
geographically, and culturally at odds with modern America.

Hoping to reaffirm their cultural superiority, among other reasons, 
Victorian whites also depicted Appalachia as a region where lawlessness and 
violence prevailed. Most historians have emphasized the role that feuding 
played in the construction of this myth of violent Appalachia. During the 
late 1880s, they agree, the national media’s coverage of the Hatfield-McCoy 
and other feuds convinced middle-class citizens that mountain whites were 
inherently more violent than other Americans.7 Although correct, these 
scholars have underestimated the impact of moonshiner violence on the 
formation of such misconceptions. Published nearly a decade before the 
emergence of Victorian America’s fascination with feuding, local color and 
newspaper accounts of illicit distilling, whether sympathetic to the moon-
shiners or not, portrayed southern Appalachia as a lawless region that 
needed civilizing. According to these writings, illicit distillers and other 
mountain residents were the products of a “frontier” environment: rugged 
individualists who rejected modernity and were willing to use violence to 
preserve their way of life. Many middle-class Americans embraced these 
stereotypes, which made illicit distilling synonymous with Appalachia. 
More important, moonshiner stories convinced urban Victorians, when 
reading about feuding in the 1880s and 1890s, to accept the image of vio-
lent Appalachia and intervene in the lives of mountain residents, whom 
they already believed were crude and uncivilized.8
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In October 1869, Appleton’s Journal published a three-part series called 
“Novelties of Southern Scenery” by landscape artist and travel writer 
Charles Lanman. This illustrated work introduced middle-class Americans 
to Appalachia, portraying it as a land of “grand and beautiful scenery.” 
Lanman believed that the Civil War had prevented “modern civilization” 
from “rapidly developing” in the mountains. The region’s landscape re-
mained pristine because it had not been cut up to make way for “cumber-
some coaches and the railway trains.” The mountains, whose peaks, he 
reported, rose higher than Mount Washington in New Hampshire, offered 
abundant resources, blue skies, and diverse flora and fauna, all “glories be-
yond compare.” “The Roan and the Bald, the Grandfather, and the White-
side Mountains, each and all of them, and hundreds of others afford charms 
and delightful association without member,” Lanman praised.9

“Novelties of Southern Scenery” was the first of several illustrated works 
on Appalachia’s mountain landscape published in Appleton’s, Harper’s, and 
other literary magazines during Reconstruction. Spurred by technological 
advances in the mass production of images, increasing literacy, and the 
growth of advertising, these articles appealed to urban, middle-class north-
erners, who, adopting British aesthetics, wanted to enjoy “picturesque” 
scenes that contained elements both beautiful and sublime.10 These illus-
trated works also served to reunite the North with the South.11 War-weary 
northern urbanites were eager to reconcile with their former adversaries, 
learn about the southern landscape, and invest in its unexploited raw materi-
als.12 Appleton’s and other urban-based magazines met this demand by pro-
viding their readership with a glimpse of a “strange and peculiar” world.

Like “Novelties of Southern Scenery,” subsequent illustrated pieces 
portrayed Appalachia’s landscape as pristine and untamed. Henry E. 
Colton, another Appleton’s writer who penned a series of short features on 
the region in 1870 and 1871, declared that the highlands were “nature’s 
gallery of the queer, the beautiful and grand.” Set amid “lofty mountains, 
majestic and fatherly, standing with a saintly presence like a benediction 
over the gentle valley,” this was a land undisturbed by modern society.13 In 
The Land of the Sky; or, Adventures in Mountain By-Ways, Frances Fisher 
Tiernan, using the pen name Christian Reid, continued where Colton had 
left off. This novel, serialized in Appleton’s during the autumn of 1875 and 
based on a trip that Reid made to the region, chronicles the adventures of 
four young northerners spending a summer in western North Carolina. 
These Victorian youth encounter a land “so boundless and so beautiful, 
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that the imagination is for a time overwhelmed.” They also discover a pris-
tine mountain landscape. When traveling from Asheville to Warm Springs, 
the characters feel that they are “leaving civilization altogether behind, 
plunging deeper and deeper into the heart of primeval Nature.” The narra-
tor describes what the group observes: “[The mountains] rise over our heads 
hundreds of feet . . . in every interstice of which great pines grow, and 
thickets of rhododendron flourish. In the dark shade, ferns, flowers, and 
mosses abound, together with trees of every variety, while down the hill-
sides and over the rocks countless streams come leaping in foam and spray.”14 
Focusing on the “curiosities” of the landscape, Colton, Tiernan, and other 
scenic entrepreneurs mostly ignored the mountain inhabitants.15 In The 
Land of the Sky, for instance, Tiernan mentioned only one highlander by 
name: John Pence, “a spare, sinewy man, dark as an Indian, with the eyes 
of a hawk, who wears a pair of the brownest and dirtiest corduroy trou-
sers.”16 When local characters did appear in literature, writers often por-
trayed them as the product of an isolated environment. In 1872, David 
Hunter Strother wrote that the highlander was “born and nurtured in 
poverty and seclusion. He [had] no set pattern to grow up by, with none of 
the slop-shops of civilization at hand to furnish him ready-made clothing, 
manners, or opinions.”17 Two years later, author Edward King described 
western North Carolinians as noble people out of step with modern Amer-
ica. “They were neatly dressed in home-made clothes, and their hair was 
combed straight down over their cheeks and knotted into ‘pugs’ behind,” 
King explained. “There were none of the modern conventionalities of dress 
visible about them. The men were cavalier enough; their jean trousers were 
thrust into their boots, and their slouch hats cocked on their heads with 
bravado air.”18 For the most part, however, the mountain landscape re-
mained the central character in the narratives of scenic entrepreneurs. It 
was a world different from that in which they and their urban readership 
lived, a fantasy of an unspoiled wilderness devoid of civilization.

Beginning in the mid-1870s, a new literary genre emerged that would 
further shape how middle-class Victorians perceived southern Appalachia 
and its people. More so than earlier authors, local colorists began to focus 
considerable attention on the dialect and culture of mountain people. 
Building on the works of Lanman, Strother, and King, they portrayed 
mountain white inhabitants as a noble “race” uncorrupted by the evils of 
modern civilization. In “Qualla,” published in 1875, Rebecca Harding 
Davis praised highlanders for their primitive lifestyle:
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They were not cumbered with dishes, knives, forks, beds, or any 
other impediments of civilization: they slept in hollow logs or in a 
hole filled with straw under loose boards of the floor. But they were 
contented and good-natured: they took life, leaky roof, opossum, and 
all, as a huge joke, and were honest gentlefolk despite their dirty and 
bedless condition. . . . Money, indeed, appeared throughout this re-
gion to be one of the unknown luxuries of civilization; and it’s star-
tling (if anything could be startling up yonder) to find how easily and 
comfortably life resolves itself to its primitive conditions without.19

In “The French Broad,” published in Harper’s Monthly that same year, Con-
stance Fenimore Woolson expressed a similar admiration for mountain 
whites. “There are noble hearts under those gaunt, ungraceful exteriors that 
excite your mirth,” one of Woolson’s characters explains. “Those very 
women will come over the mountains from miles away, when you are ill, 
and nurse you tenderly for pure charity’s sake. They will spin their wool and 
dye and weave, and make you clothes from the cloth.”20 These characteriza-
tions of mountain folk served to differentiate middle-class townspeople 
from the rural, primitive “other” and helped satisfy urbanites’ longing for a 
simpler past. Southern Appalachia became a refuge, a place where these 
Victorians could escape from the hustle and bustle of city life.21

By the late 1870s, the depiction of southern Appalachia in literature 
had become less of an idyllic escape from the realities of the modern world 
and more of a region full of violence and lawlessness. In 1879, Louise Cof-
fin Jones claimed that most Carolina highlanders belonged to “the lower 
class, composed of ‘poor white trash,’” and “the civilities, courtesies, even 
some of the decencies, of life were dispensed with; and as a relapse from 
culture is always more degrading in its influence and tendencies than a 
corresponding state of ignorance among a people who have never been ele-
vated, so these degenerate Anglo-Saxons compared unfavorably with the 
native Indians, a few of whom still lingered in the mountains.”22 For local 
colorists like Jones, this was a primitive people who had willingly rejected 
modernity. The mountain moonshiner played an important role in the 
creation of this stereotype. Even though illicit distilling persisted in many 
northern cities and in other parts of the South, it would become synony-
mous with the mountain region, largely due to the national media’s cover-
age of the conflict between the Bureau of Internal Revenue and 
moonshiners following the end of Reconstruction. These accounts helped 
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to convince many outsiders that mountain residents were inherently more 
ignorant and violent than other Americans. They perpetuated the idea that 
all highlanders—not just moonshiners—were products of a “frontier” envi-
ronment, a “big-boned, semi-barbarian people” who needed civilizing.

In 1862, the U.S. Congress imposed duties on liquor, tobacco, and 
other “luxuries” to raise revenue for the Union war effort.23 It also created 
the Office of the Commissioner of the Bureau of Internal Revenue (com-
monly known as the Bureau of Internal Revenue) to collect these taxes.24 
Following the Civil War, many highlanders, having relied on alcohol 
manufacturing to support their families and participate in the larger mar-
ket economy, began to oppose the new levy on liquor, arguing that it chal-
lenged local control over distillation and reduced their profit margin.25 
Some of these men and women, mostly small farmers, chose to resist revenue 
agents in their collection efforts. As historian Wilbur R. Miller explained, 
they became moonshiners because “a distant federal government ‘criminal-
ized’ part of their way of life by imposing a tax on home-distilled whiskey 
they had produced for generations.”26

From the beginning, mountain residents—even those who did not 
manufacture alcohol—challenged the legitimacy of the Bureau of Internal 
Revenue. As long as distillation did not deprive their communities of food-

“Illicit Distilling of Liquors—Southern Mode of 
Making Whiskey,” engraving. Harper’s Weekly, De-
cember 7, 1867, 73. Courtesy of the Prints and Pho-
tographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, 
DC.
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stuffs, many highlanders regarded liquor manufacturing as an inalienable 
right. Moonshiners gained sympathy among these residents by claiming 
that they had the right, just as their fathers did, to make a living unmo-
lested by the federal government. According to revenue agent George At-
kinson in 1881, West Virginians “claimed that inasmuch as this is a free 
government—a Republic—every citizen should be allowed to make a living 
for himself and family as best he can; and if he does not steal, or trample 
upon the rights of his neighbors, the Government should not interfere with 
him.”27 Alexander Stephens, a resident of the mountains of Georgia, shared 
the views of his West Virginia brethren: “A farmer should have the same 
right to boil his corn into ‘sweet mash’ as to boil it into hominy.”28

Other highlanders embraced the moonshiners’ fight against the Bureau 
of Internal Revenue because they saw federal liquor-law enforcement as an 
attack on local autonomy. For many former mountain Confederates, liquor 
taxation reaffirmed their fears of Yankee centralization. In 1870, for in-
stance, South Carolina moonshiners attacked a group of revenue agents, 
shouting that “they had been Confederate Soldiers for four years, had often 
fought and whipped Yankees.”29 Nor did revenuers’ history of Unionism 
help their cause with the mountain populace. Wartime Unionism was often 
a prerequisite for southerners hired by the Bureau of Internal Revenue.30 
Former mountain Confederates quickly developed a deep hatred for these 
revenue agents, whom they also viewed as the purveyors of radical change 
in the post–Civil War South.

Meanwhile, Democratic politicians did little to discourage moonshiner 
violence and often encouraged it. Resentful that the Bureau of Internal 
Revenue provided Republicans with “hundreds of patronage jobs,” they 
condemned federal liquor taxation by linking it with Radical Republican-
ism and the question of “home rule.”31 In 1876, Democrat and former 
North Carolina governor Zebulon B. Vance chastised the entire revenue 
system as corrupt and called bureau agents “red-legged grasshoppers.” 
Holding up to his mountain audience a grasshopper preserved in alcohol, 
he proclaimed: “This fellow . . . eats up every green thing that God ever 
gave to man, and he only serves the universal dissolution. The time has 
come when an honest man can’t take an honest drink without having a 
gang of revenue officers after him.”32 Five years later, the North Carolina 
legislature summarized Vance’s and other Democrats’ criticisms of the Bu-
reau of Internal Revenue:
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The present system of internal revenue laws is oppressive and inquisi-
torial, centralizing in its tendencies and inconsistent with the genius 
of a free people, legalizing unequal, expensive, and iniquitous taxa-
tion, and, as enforced in this state, is a fraud upon the sacred rights of 
our people and subversive of honest government, prostituted in many 
instances to a system of political patronage which is odious and outra-
geous, corrupting public virtue and jeopardizing public liberty, and 
sustained by intimidation and bribery on the part of the revenue of-
ficials to debauch the elective franchise.33

The conflict between moonshiners and revenuers came to a head in 
1877, when newly appointed commissioner of internal revenue Green B. 
Raum intensified federal liquor-law enforcement. Throughout Appalachia, 
illicit distillers increasingly intimidated, assaulted, and killed bureau 
agents.34 But such violence was neither the product of ethnic origins nor the 
result of geographical isolation. This politically motivated lawlessness re-
flected a number of grievances that certain elements in mountain (and 
southern) society had against the federal government following the Civil 
War. Nor was the amount of bloodshed as high as contemporaries claimed. 
Between 1876 and 1880, when moonshine violence against the Bureau of 
Internal Revenue reached its climax in the Mountain South, twenty-five 
agents were killed in the line of duty, an average of about six per year. When 
compared to the death rates of deputy marshals in the “Wild West,” which 
averaged twenty per year, those in southern Appalachia were low.35 None-
theless, the Moonshine Wars of the 1870s provided writers with an oppor-
tunity to depict Appalachia as a land of violence and lawlessness.

Although illicit distilling in Appalachia was reported as early as 1867, 
it was not until the late 1870s that northern newspapers and magazines 
depicted moonshining as one of the “peculiarities” of the mountain re-
gion.36 By 1877, the New York Times was offering extensive coverage of the 
Moonshine Wars, noting that illicit distilling occurred most frequently in 
the mountains of Tennessee, Georgia, and the Carolinas. The Times first 
argued that the Democratic Party encouraged “densely, ignorant men of 
the up-country” to evade the federal liquor law. It read in July 1878:

At one time, during the rule of Republican Governors . . . an earnest 
and what promised to be a successful effort to break up the rapidly-
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growing traffic was made by the Federal officers, aided by United 
States troops. The return of the Democracy to power brought other 
methods, however; the State courts did everything in their power to 
shield the still-owners against the officers of the National Govern-
ment, until, sometime after the inauguration of the present Adminis-
tration, the distillers in many cases began to openly defy the Marshals, 
and to publicly break the laws which they had previously violated in 
secret.37

By 1880, however, influenced by descriptions of the region in local color 
literature, the newspaper had begun to downplay the role of politics, instead 
blaming geographical isolation for the violence surrounding moonshining. 
“They [illicit distillers] live in districts remote from railroads and from 
markets, where they could sell surplus grain,” the Times explained. Like 
most highlanders, these moonshiners “were illiterate and ignorant. They 
scarcely ever read a book or a newspaper, and know very little of what is 
going on in the world.” This, combined with their supposed natural fond-
ness for whiskey and distrust of federal authority, encouraged mountain 
farmers to manufacture alcohol illegally. The best way to end illicit distill-

A moonshine still seized by revenuers. From John C. Campbell, The Southern 
Highlander and His Homeland (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1921), fac-
ing 103.
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ing and improve the region, the paper argued, was to introduce mountain 
inhabitants to civilization by building free schools and railroads. “So long 
as they remain isolated,” the Times concluded, “they will defy the laws.”38

As the national media coverage of moonshiners intensified in the late 
1870s and 1880s, local color writers also began to include them as central 
characters in their stories. During those years, illicit distilling became vir-
tually a requirement in descriptive pieces dealing with the mountain region. 
Writers used the moonshiner as a symbol of what was wrong with Appala-
chia and, like the media, proposed that only industrialization could change 
the behavior of mountain residents.

In 1877, Harper’s published “The Moonshine Man: A Peep into His 
Haunts and Hiding Places,” the first of several pieces that focused on illicit 
distilling in southern Appalachia. In it, the anonymous author recounts his 
journey with two revenuers attempting to capture moonshiners in Ken-
tucky. This work contains two themes that journalists and local colorists 
would build on as they developed the image of both moonshiners and 
highlanders. First, it characterizes illicit distilling as the product of geo-
graphical isolation. According to the anonymous author, most moonshiners 
lived in “so dreary and desolate” places “that wild-cats and other beasts of 
the forest are still around them.” “In the mountains, in ravines, briers, 
brushes, trees thick and tall, in caves and under cliffs, are these peculiar 
specimens of law-breakers,” he explicates. “Many have never beheld aught 
else of the world than exists within a hundred miles of their own habita-
tions.” Second, it uses the distiller to epitomize tensions between urban 
America and savage Appalachia. The anonymous author explains:

The moonshiner in a large city is as mild-looking a man as is ever 
seen. The sudden change from horseback to a seat in the [train] cars, 
on which nine-tenths of them have never ridden until captured, and 
the startling effect produced by sudden entry into a city after long 
years of life in rural regions, so overcome the illicit distiller that his 
appearance on the streets would picture him to the observer as meek 
and mild-mannered in the extreme. Clad in garments of butternut, 
sometimes yellow, oft-times brown, and occasionally blue jeans, and 
always homespun, with hands in pockets, an old slouch hat shaped in 
semi-Continental style and pulled partly over the forehead, the 
moonshiner on arriving in Louisville, where all of his kind are brought 
after their capture, waddles awkwardly through the streets, with an 
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“The Moonshine Man,” engraving. Harper’s Weekly, Octo-
ber 20, 1877, 820. Courtesy of the Prints and Photographs 
Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.

expression upon his features, if not of awe, most certainly astonish-
ment of the deepest dye.

The story’s message was that illicit distillers were unable and unwilling to 
adapt to civilization and felt out of place when forced out of their natural 
habitat. They were members of “the poorest and most ignorant classes,” the 
unwanted remnants of the colonial past.39
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Woolson further develops these themes in the short story “Up in the 
Blue Ridge,” published in Appleton’s in 1878. Woolson, who just four years 
earlier had extolled highlanders for their simplicity in “The French Broad,” 
now expresses the fear that most of them will never adjust to modern soci-
ety. The story chronicles the adventures of Stephen Wainwright, a north-
erner who visits the mountains of North Carolina and falls in love with a 
mountain girl. Wainwright, however, soon discovers that his life is in dan-
ger because many local residents, including a Baptist preacher, believe he is 
a revenue agent attempting to capture the notorious moonshiner Richard 
Eliot. According to Woolson, Eliot is a typical highlander: he had turned to 
illegal distilling because he had been unable to “adapt” to modern society 
and find a “civilized” profession. Wainwright convinces locals that he is not 
a revenuer, but his cousin and fellow New Yorker John Royce pledges to 

“Moonshiners,” engraving. Harper’s Weekly, November 2, 
1878, 865. Courtesy of the Prints and Photographs Divi-
sion, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.
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capture Eliot, who has murdered a bureau agent named Allison. In a battle 
of the civilized versus the savage, Royce and Eliot square off in a gunfight. 
Eliot wounds Royce and escapes, vowing to continue his illegal activities. 
“The moonlight-whiskey is made up in the mountain, and still the revenue-
detectives are shot,” Woolson concludes. “The wild, beautiful region is not 
yet conquered.”40

Following the publication of “Up in the Blue Ridge,” journalists and 
local colorists devoted considerable attention to illicit distilling in the Caro-
lina highlands, which they considered to be one of the most dangerous 
moonshine enclaves in Appalachia.41 Edward Crittenden’s 1879 dime novel 
about Lewis Redmond, an actual moonshiner whose exploits against reve-
nuers in South Carolina had gained him national notoriety, helped solidify 
this perception.42 Published in Philadelphia, this tale of romance, betrayal, 
and murder must have thrilled its Victorian audience. In it, Redmond kid-
naps and falls in love with the angelic Gabrielle Austin, who had the mis-
fortune of riding in a carriage attacked by Redmond’s gang. Gabrielle soon 
discovers that her captor is a tormented man. Although educated and re-
fined, he lives only to avenge his father’s death at the hands of Internal 
Revenue agents. “One night a body of Federal troops surrounded our house, 
and demanded my father’s surrender,” he explains to Gabrielle. “Like a 
brave man he refused, and gave up his life rather than sacrifice his liberty. 
The shock of that terrible night’s occurrence killed my mother, and I, a boy 
in years and in experience with the rugged side of life’s journey, was an or-
phan.” While Redmond ultimately allows Gabrielle and her fiancé, who 
attempts to rescue her, to leave unscathed, he refuses to abandon his way of 
life. “Redmond the outlaw,” Crittenden concludes, “still defies the author-
ity of the law, daily commits crimes unparalleled in history, has startling 
adventures and hairbreadth escapes.”43

In August 1879, Harper’s Weekly printed “Law and Moonshine,” an 
exposé on illicit distillers in western North Carolina. The piece agrees that 
moonshiners are the products of geographical isolation, but it adds a new 
explanation: genetics. According to the anonymous author, most mountain 
whites were not only illicit distillers but also naturally “wild” and “gro-
tesque.” They were social misfits who were dedicated to kinfolk and predis-
posed to reject authority. “It is impossible,” the author explains, “to convince 
these big-boned, semi-barbarian people that the revenue official who comes 
with an armed posse into their haunts, searching for and destroying their 
stills, is not an emissary of a tyrannical and unjust government, for whom 
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the sly bullet is but too good a welcome.”44 Unlike “Up in the Blue Ridge,” 
“Law and Moonshine” places the blame for moonshiner violence squarely 
on the shoulders of highlanders, whose culture and genetic makeup encour-
age them to act irrationally.

By the 1880s, most journalists and local colorists characterized Appa-
lachia as a region full of moonshiners who refused to embrace civilization. 
Some writers sympathized with the “mountain outlaws,” pointing out that, 
although misguided, they were not “bad people.” In 1882, for instance, the 
Atlantic Monthly published a story on illicit distillers by Jonathan Baxter 
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“Law and Moonshine—Crooked Whiskey in North Carolina,” 
engraving. Harper’s Weekly, August 23, 1879, 667. Courtesy of 
the Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, 
Washington, DC.

Harrison, an Ohio native and Unitarian minister who had recently traveled 
throughout the South. In it, Harrison, having “heard many wild stories of 
their life and actions,” ventures into Appalachia “to see the moonshiners.” 
He eventually befriends a group of illicit distillers residing in an unnamed 
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mountain community. “They all seemed to think it entirely right to go on 
making whisky and selling it, as their fathers had done before them,” Har-
rison writes in explaining why these men defied the federal government. 
“For law in general they appeared to have as much regard as any Northern 
community with which I am acquainted, but they did not think it wrong 
to disobey the revenue.” Harrison ultimately portrays illicit distilling as the 
product of an isolated culture resistant to change and modernity. “They 
despise the life of towns and cities, and think the inhabitants of such places 
much inferior to themselves in wisdom, character, and happiness,” Harri-
son concludes. “The continued manufacture of whisky in violation of the 
laws [is] partly a feature of [this] old warfare of the mountaineers against the 
civilization and the people of the towns.”45

Adopting the view that mountain violence was largely the result of ge-
netics, other writers condemned the moonshiners. In 1885, Donald Baines 
remarked that illegal distillers in the border counties of North Carolina and 
Georgia remained “semi-barbarians” and, as such, knew “no law of right 
and justice.” According to Baines, these “uncouth looking specimens of 
humanity” were a breed apart, a distinct, racialized “other”:

Imagine a tall, finely-built, powerful, loose-jointed man, standing six 
feet two inches in his stockings, (for the air of his mountain home is 
conducive to perfect physical development), with long tangled hair, 
black as jet, falling over a low sunburned forehead, and clustered in 
luxuriant masses in his neck; eyebrows of equal blackness that seem to 
shadow his eyes; a high, prominent nose; thin, cruel lips, which, when 
parted, disclose long white teeth of enviable regularity and beauty; 
eyes like burning coals of fire and of serpent-like brilliancy, always 
moving restlessly; muscles that stand out like knotted cords upon his 
arms and legs; a sinewy, shapely body, denoting extraordinary physi-
cal strength—this is a faithful pen picture of the “moonshiner” as he 
is to be seen to-day.46

Culturally and genetically predisposed to break the law, moonshiners and 
their families lived in squalor and ignorance. “Of morality,” Baines charged, 
“it is impossible to speak in an article of this character—suffice it to say 
there is scarcely any such thing as morality among the class of people de-
scribed.”47 Baines and other local colorists also linked the highlanders’ al-
leged genetic inferiority, inherent violence, and fondness for alcohol to 
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feuding, a practice that became synonymous with the region during the late 
1880s.48 Kentucky journalist James Lane Allen explained in 1886:

The special origins of [feuding] are various: blood heated and temper 
lost under the influence of “moonshine”; reporting on the places and 
manufacturers of this; local politics; the survival of resentment engen-
dered during the civil war—these, together with all causes that lie in 
the passions of the human heart and spring from the constitution of 
all human society, often make the remote and insulated life of these 
people turbulent, reckless, and distressing.49

Journalists and fiction writers continued to promote industrialization 
as the solution to the economic and social ills of the southern Appalachian 
Mountains. By improving education, introducing new religious groups, 
and modernizing the region’s economy, the moonshiner—who was both a 
product and a cause of his environment—would be eradicated. Railroads, 
factories, and other industrial projects would usher in a new era of “prog-
ress” by discouraging highlanders from engaging in illicit distilling, binge 
drinking, and violence.50 As Donald Baines concluded in 1885:

In a few more years, when the march of progress shall have sounded 
through these woods and dales the “moonshiners” occupation will be 
gone, and in his stead we shall find industrious, hard-working farm-
ers, cultivating the rich soil that is now running to waste; the hum of 
the spindle shall succeed the bubbling of the still, and where now is 
nought but desolation, squalor and ignorance, there shall be cultiva-
tion and plenty, happiness and wealth, education and intelligence.51

Four years later, Charles Dudley Warner, writing about eastern Kentucky, 
concurred. “Worthless, good-for-nothing, irreclaimable, were words I often 
heard applied to the people of this and that region,” Warner wrote. “I am 
not so despondent of their future. Railways, trade, the sight of enterprise 
and industry will do much with this material.”52

Much to the dismay of Warner and other writers, modernization failed 
to eliminate moonshining in Appalachia during the 1890s. But the con-
tinuation of this profession was neither the result of geographical isolation 
nor the product of ethnic origins. It was rather a response to the region’s 
increasing connectedness to the larger market economy. In 1891, a nation-
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wide depression began that would continue until 1897. This economic crisis 
made moonshining an attractive alternative for some highlanders who saw 
the cash value of their farms plummet during those years. In 1894, the U.S. 
Congress raised the federal liquor tax. This new tax encouraged evasion 

“The Moonshiner’s Home,” engraving. Harper’s Weekly, October 
23, 1886, 687. Shirley Stipp Ephemera Collection, D. H. Ramsey 
Library, Special Collection, University of North Carolina at 
Asheville.
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because many small distillers believed that it reduced their profit margin.53 
Meanwhile, the enactment of local-option laws further encouraged illicit 
distilling by providing a wider market for moonshiners, who, without legal 
competition, often raised the price of alcohol on mountain residents who 
did not appreciate the ban.54 Other illicit distillers also took advantage of 
industrialization to expand their operations, selling their product to a new 
clientele: “thirsty lumberjacks, miners, and millhands.”55

Most of these moonshiners used their wits rather than a Winchester 
rifle to evade revenuers, but some did resort to violence. Between 1891 and 
1895, for instance, illicit distillers operated a “white cap” club in Wilkes 
County, North Carolina, to protect their whiskey operations from federal 
and local officials.56 Modeled partly on the Ku Klux Klan, white caps had 
appeared in Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia in the late 1880s.57 Like the 
Klan, these vigilantes wore disguises and terrorized African Americans in 
an attempt to maintain white supremacy. They also paid unwelcome visits 
to informers and fired on federal agents conducting raids. In the Roaring 
River section of Wilkes County, these terrorists ruled with an iron fist. 
According the Wilkesboro Chronicle in 1895, white caps there were “an en-
ergetic people in the cause of Satan.” The newspaper elaborated: “Last Fri-
day night a crowd went to Ansel Prevette’s, and called him to the door and 
shot him through the thigh. They went to John Prevette’s near by and tore 
down his dwelling house. They then went to an unoccupied house belong-
ing to Mathew Prevette and burned it. John and Mathew are sons of Ansel, 
[who was a witness] a few days ago in a case again[st] W. C. Wiles, charged 
with blockading. . . . It is dangerous to be safe up there.”58

Although such violence was an exception to the rule, journalists and 
local colorists continued to portray it as widespread, the product of an iso-
lated culture that needed civilizing. “[Mountain] people have customs 
quaint and curious, elsewhere obsolete,” S. M. Davis wrote in the Mission-
ary Review in 1895. “Their moral looseness is dreadful; but what can be 
expected where sometimes three generations live, eat, and sleep in small, 
windowless cabins.”59 Even writers like Francis Lynde, who downplayed the 
level of moonshine violence in Appalachia, conceded that illicit distilling 
was the result of a culture “not sufficiently in touch with modern civiliza-
tion.”60 Emil O. Peterson concurred: “Three hours’ ride takes one from the 
heart of busy civilization to a certain moonshine quarter on the slope of the 
Blue Ridge Mountains, where may still be found true children of nature 
and the primitive customs of forest dwellers.”61
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Much of this literature also served as propaganda for the uplift move-
ment of the 1890s. Missionary Margaret Johann’s “A Little Moonshiner,” 
for instance, chronicles the rescue of a rural mountain girl from poverty 
and ignorance. The girl lives in a crude cabin “built of logs, and the branch-
es of trees, and clay.” One day, she accompanies her father, whom revenuers 
had arrested for illicit distilling, to the town of Marshall in Madison 
County. She is dumbfounded, having never seen windows, ceiled walls, and 
trains. A town resident helps the “poor little thing” by convincing the com-
munity to build a new cabin for her father. “The place is a little nearer to 
civilization than the old cabin, but yet it’s wild enough to be homelike to 
them,” the narrator concludes. “As for the father . . . he’ll go at some legiti-
mate work—tobacco raising perhaps.”62

While perpetuating the myth of violent Appalachia, stories like this 
also reinforced middle-class America’s belief that moonshining prevented 
mountain whites from embracing wage labor, commercial agriculture, and 
other “civilized” pursuits. Even more distressing, the profession victimized 
children, who, mired in poverty, remained ignorant of the outside world. 
But, as Johann emphasizes in “A Little Moonshiner,” these unfortunate 
families could find salvation. It was the duty of reformers to encourage 
moonshiners to go to school, embrace mainstream Christianity, learn new 
job skills, and participate in the larger market economy. “We cannot fail to 
love this land of beauty nor to appreciate the high and noble qualities of its 
dear people,” missionary E. G. Prudden agreed. “Their patient endurance 
of deprivation and trial calls forth our warmest sympathies.”63

The myth of violent Appalachia and its moonshiners was embraced by 
two groups. Northern capitalists could rationalize their activity in the region 
because they were, in effect, saving the people of Appalachia as much as they 
were profiting off them. It also allowed middle-class Americans to project 
their own fears about economic modernization onto a people they perceived 
to be different. The illicit distiller reminded these Victorians why they had 
embraced industrialization and “progress.” Moreover, northerners’ embrace 
of violent Appalachia permitted them to reunite with the South following 
Reconstruction. By focusing their attention on moonshining, and later feud-
ing in the mountains, middle-class northerners were able to overlook the 
racial violence that accompanied “redemption” elsewhere in the South, 
thereby making it easier for them to reconcile with their former adversaries.64

Perhaps more significantly, the myth of violent Appalachia and its 
moonshiners ultimately encouraged northern, middle-class Victorians to 
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launch the uplift movement of the 1890s. These reformers, disappointed 
over their failure to empower African Americans in the South during Re-
construction, increasingly focused their attention on reforming mountain 
whites, whom they believed were “Americans-in-the-making.” Although 
primitive and violent, highlanders had supposedly rejected slavery, been 
loyal to the Union during the Civil War, and remained racially pure, the 
embodiment of “Anglo-Saxonism.” In other words, they possessed “quali-
ties which made them capable of uplift and improvement.” As historian 
Nina Silber argued, these myths helped open “a new path for northern 
humanitarianism that was far removed from the disturbing racial and social 
conflicts that held the South in its grip” during the last two decades of the 
nineteenth century.65
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In the fall of 1876, Mormon missionary John Hamilton Morgan answered 
a call from church president Brigham Young. He was to go to the South, to 
join other elders there in a new effort to win converts for the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS). Morgan quickly determined that 
he would make the counties of northwest Georgia his mission field, and 
according to Mormon historians, the rugged and mountainous area that 
extended from Rome to Chattanooga proved to be “the most profitable 
field the Mormon missionaries found in the South”—so profitable, in fact, 
that locals soon dubbed the region “Utah.” In one sense, Morgan’s decision 
to concentrate his proselytizing efforts in north Georgia would seem to 
represent the emerging national obsession with Appalachia. However, his 
mission differed considerably from those of the mainstream Protestant de-
nominations that would also turn their attention to the southern mountains 
in the last decades of the nineteenth century. As Morgan saw it, the True 
Gospel of the LDS Church offered spiritual deliverance to the unchurched 
souls of the region. In addition, the Mormon doctrine of “gathering” the 
Saints to a western Zion promised to relocate poor farmers of northwest 
Georgia to a more stable and secure economic situation. As Mormon efforts 
intensified and the pace of conversions accelerated, local opposition simi-
larly ratcheted up. On July 21, 1879, a mob of twelve men confronted two 
young Mormon missionaries as they traveled through Whitfield County, 
Georgia, on their way to a church conference in nearby Chattooga County. 
In the confrontation, Elder Joseph Standing was killed.1
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Ill-Starred Georgia’s Wood”
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To the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Standing’s murder 
represented only the latest in a series of religious persecutions, dating back to 
the church’s emergence from the “burned-over” district of western New 
York during the period of intense revivalism known as the Second Great 
Awakening. Founded by Joseph Smith Jr. in 1830—the same year that 
Smith produced the Book of Mormon—the LDS Church attracted both 
jeers and cheers. Critics questioned Smith’s claim that the Book of Mormon 
was divinely inspired; church members accepted Smith as prophet and em-
braced his vision of a restored Christian church. Discord and violence fol-
lowed the Saints as they sought their earthly “Zion” in Ohio, Missouri, and 
then Illinois, where Smith met his death at the hands of a mob. The Saints 
left Illinois in 1846 under the leadership of the new prophet, Brigham 
Young, who led them to the valley of the Great Salt Lake in what would 
later become Utah Territory. But controversy continued to plague the 
church, especially as its practice of plural marriage became public. Plural 
marriage, or polygamy, disturbed most nineteenth-century Americans, so 
much so that the 1856 platform of the Republican Party vowed to eliminate 
both slavery and polygamy, “those twin relics of barbarism.” Fears regarding 
an expanding Mormon theocracy and animus toward polygamy prompted 
the U.S. government to invade and occupy the territory in 1857–58, and in 
1862 Abraham Lincoln signed into law the first antipolygamy act passed by 
Congress, legislation largely ignored by the Saints. Their defiance would 
provoke later, and more aggressive, anti-Mormon legislation.2

Thus, opposition and persecution were familiar challenges for the 
nineteenth-century LDS Church, and the Latter-day Saints interpreted El-
der Standing’s murder in Georgia as a continuation of American anti-
Mormonism. They did, however, acknowledge a peculiarly southern 
propensity for violence. In 1886, an unidentified elder from Ogden, Utah, 
received a call to missionary service in the South and reacted with horror: 
“Save me from that horrible place. Any place on earth but the Southern 
States.” In contemporary examinations of Standing’s murder, scholars have 
perpetuated that theme, attributing the bloodshed in Georgia to an endur-
ing southern tradition of extralegal violence. A significant change occurred 
in the 1980s, when historians began to point out that Georgia’s violence 
against Mormons was more precisely located in Appalachian Georgia. In 
his 1989 article about Joseph Standing’s murder, Ken Driggs noted that 
“the Mormons had their greatest missionary success in a poor rural moun-
tainous area of Georgia which had one of the most active traditions of vio-
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lence at the time.” Historian Edward Ayers also placed violence against 
Mormons within mountain traditions, linking whitecapping, feuding, 
moonshine wars, and anti-Mormonism. “Isolated mountain people,” he 
explained, “had no notion of cultural pluralism or moral relativism—only 
right and wrong.” According to Ayers, mountain folks rejected both the 
moral threat of Mormon polygamy, which threatened male honor and fe-
male purity, and the organized forces of the LDS missionary effort.3

In stressing the geographic location of an event such as Standing’s mur-
der, place assumes extraordinary explanatory power. As a result, Standing’s 
death could be seen as simply representative of a mountain predilection 
toward lawlessness, a frontier mentality, or fear of outsiders, making further 
inquiry unnecessary. An acknowledgment of north Georgia’s violent past, 
however, does not mean that anti-Mormon violence—and more particu-
larly, Joseph Standing’s murder—should simply be subsumed to larger pat-
terns or attributed to a general regional proclivity toward violence. As this 
essay suggests, this particular incident of mob violence can best be under-
stood as the consequence of disrupting community, family, and kin—
especially the relationships between heads of households and dependents. 
Initially, southern Saints fashioned a new Georgia community of like-
minded believers, but eventually most relocated to a communitarian settle-
ment in Manassa, Colorado. So conversion to Mormonism presupposed the 
physical separation of converts from loved ones and dependents from 
heads-of-household. Additionally, the Latter-day Saints’ practice of plural 
marriage, considered by many nineteenth-century Americans to be the in-
vention of hypersexual men, also invited suspicion that mission efforts fo-
cused on north Georgia’s women. Had Mormon missionaries been less 
persuasive, Joseph Standing may have escaped harm. Ironically, it was the 
success of Mormon conversion efforts that all but guaranteed retaliation 
from those intent upon maintaining family and community.4

Only weeks after his arrival in north Georgia in late 1876, Elder John 
Morgan waxed optimistic about his new Chattooga County mission field. 
In a letter directed to the editor of Utah’s Deseret News, but intended to 
communicate mission news to supportive Saints as well as church authori-
ties, he described the success of his Georgia labors. Though “the opposition 
has been bitter, as it usually is,” his ten-week endeavor had produced satisfy-
ing results. “We have a good church building,” he wrote, “controlled en-
tirely by the Saints,” and each Sabbath day he carried his message to new 
members and their families, an audience of about fifty Georgians.5
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Encouraged by his reception, Morgan moved from his Chattooga 
County headquarters into other northwest Georgia counties, his way often 
eased by introductions provided by new Georgia Saints. It was usually the 
case that Mormon elders negotiated the ties that connected family, kin, and 
neighbors as they sought new converts, and Elder Morgan did this quite 
successfully in northwest Georgia. After the organization of the first branch 
of the church in Chattooga County, he quickly organized two branches in 
Floyd County. From Floyd, Morgan moved to Walker County and began 
three branches there. The local churches would be necessary for only the 
short term, he hoped, as he forcefully encouraged Georgia converts to 
“gather” to the western Zion. In May 1877, he confided to his journal that 
“the spirit of emigration is taking hold upon the Brethren,” continuing, “I 
am much in hopes that all will try and emigrate this Fall.” By late October 
1877, John Morgan reported to new church president John Taylor that 
plans for an initial expedition had been finalized and that he was “endeav-
oring to pick out the strongest of the saints”—from Appalachian Georgia 
and Alabama—to travel first and open the way for future companies. In 
November, less than a year after his arrival in Georgia, Morgan accompa-
nied that expedition of Georgia converts to the West. They wintered in 
Pueblo, Colorado, completing their journey to a new Mormon settlement 
in the San Luis Valley of southern Colorado the following spring.6

The church rewarded Morgan’s efforts by naming him president of the 
entire Southern States Mission, and he returned to Georgia in the spring of 
1878. Violence and threats of violence had dogged John Morgan’s heels 
during his first mission to Georgia, and he expected little change in the 
second. Warnings of trouble had come during the summer of 1877, when 
Morgan visited with converts in Walker County. “Some pistols fired near 
the house after night,” he wrote in his journal at that time. The casual dis-
missal belied the fact that sinister forces had organized against the mission-
ary. In the autumn that followed, Jesse Bartlett Faucett, of a Walker 
County branch, reported a midnight visit from “devils” claiming to repre-
sent the Ku Klux Klan (KKK). They asked for Elder Morgan, but upon 
learning that the Mormon missionary was not in residence, they left. They 
reappeared days later at an outdoor meeting hosted by convert William 
Dixon Bailey. Morgan remembered that the meeting had barely begun 
when one of the Bailey daughters “rushed in from a neighbor’s house and 
informed her father that the KKK were preparing to break up the meeting 
and forcefully drive” Morgan from the community. After a moment’s delib-
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eration, Morgan asked if Bailey possessed firearms. Bailey then walked into 
his home, reemerging moments later with three loaded weapons, “which 
Elder Morgan stacked immediately beside the table he was using as a pul-
pit.” The Klansmen retreated.7

Nineteenth-century Appalachian Georgia was a dangerous place. It is 
impossible to divorce the mountain counties from the violence inherent in 
antebellum racial slavery as that institution existed, at least marginally, in 
north Georgia. The Civil War had also unleashed destructive and devastat-
ing guerrilla warfare in northwest Georgia counties, as Confederate sympa-
thizers and Unionists clashed on the home front. Whether described as 
raiders, Independent Scouts, or guerrilla bands, brutal marauders prowled 
northwestern Georgia, inciting fear in Unionist and Confederate alike. In 
the months immediately following the war, guerrillas continued to plague 
the region, claiming that they worked on behalf of local residents and the 
maintenance of law and order. Reconstruction saw renewed violence as the 
Ku Klux Klan—considered by Republicans to be “the terrorist wing” of the 
Democratic Party—worked to “redeem” Georgia from Republican rule and 
return control of the state to white conservative Democrats.8

Chattooga County boasted the largest group of Klansmen north of the 
Chattahoochee River, attracting members from Floyd, Walker, and Chat-
tooga counties, who worked to suppress the Republican vote in northwest 
Georgia. Although the KKK had officially disbanded by the time Mormon 
missionaries appeared in the state in the mid-1870s, men identifying them-
selves as members of the Klan continually harassed Mormon elders, de-
scribing themselves as protectors of public morality. Whether they had 
represented the terrorist group in the past is unknown. The illegal liquor 
trade also provoked shooting wars in the Georgia mountains, as it did in 
1877 when armed conflict between moonshiners and U.S. revenue officers 
broke out on the borders of Fannin and Gilmer counties.9

Though he decried all anti-Mormon expressions, John Morgan reserved 
his bitterest recriminations for those he believed responsible for inciting 
violence against Latter-day Saints: Georgia’s clergy and press. He commu-
nicated Georgia threats to the Saints in Utah, an effort to emphasize both 
the perils of his mission and the sweetness of success, which led the Deseret 
News to report: “Alarmed on account of so great progress being made, no-
tices were posted warning Elder Morgan to leave the country, and ministers 
from the pulpit advocated mobbing, hanging, and other violent measures.” 
For an 1878 issue of the church journal Juvenile Instructor, Morgan wrote a 
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first-person account of an event that took place in the shadow of Floyd 
County’s Lavender Mountain. The Floyd County Saints, he wrote, typi-
cally gathered at dusk, seating themselves “upon the rough planks and 
benches that have been hastily brought together for the purpose.” Morgan 
remembered that the small church was crowded with converts and curious 
family and neighbors who had come to hear him preach. His words were 
met with such close attention, he said, that “a pin can almost be heard to 
drop upon the floor.” However, the peaceful service was suddenly and 
shockingly interrupted. To newspaper readers, he described the scene:

“Bang, bang, bang, bang!” go a lot of guns. The boards that cover the 
crevices between the logs rattle, and we hear the heavy thud as the 
lead strikes the solid logs. The shots rattle alongside of and against the 
weather boards while the hurried tramp of feet on the outside tells us 
that our disturbers are fulfilling scripture, in that they are fleeing 
“where no man pursueth.” For a moment only does the audience show 
signs of uneasiness. One or two start to their feet, while a frightened 
word or two falls from the lips of the most excitable. Uncle Billy Man-
ning, sitting directly in front, without ever turning his head, or deign-
ing to notice the alarm, speaks slowly and calmly: “Keep quiet!” The 
tones of his voice show that he is cool and collected as though at the 
table asking for polk greens, his favorite dish. A word from the Elder 
of assurance is offered, and the thread of the discourse is taken up, 
and continued to the close without any allusion to the incident.10

John Morgan expected the opposition to resume upon his return to 
Georgia in 1878, so he was not surprised to learn that Klansmen intended 
to welcome the elder by disrupting LDS meetings in Walker County’s 
McLemore’s Cove Branch. Forewarned of the threat, branch president Wil-
liam C. Kilgore and Elder Morgan resolved to meet violence with violence, 
“so we sent for some of the brethren and armed ourselves for a fight.” The 
anticipated showdown never occurred. “More or less talk of K.K.K.,” Elder 
Morgan wrote in late May, “but we have not been troubled yet.”11

The arrival of new missionaries from Utah buoyed his spirits, espe-
cially the arrival of Joseph Standing, called by the church on March 1, 
1878, to take up his second mission to the South. Some of the elders Mor-
gan assigned to neighboring southern states, but four would labor in Geor-
gia, including John Morgan and the young man he selected as his 
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missionary companion. Of Joseph Standing’s responsibilities, Morgan 
wrote simply, “Joe will stay with me for a while.” The elders had labored 
together briefly in Indiana and Illinois before Standing relocated to Ten-
nessee to complete his mission. Twenty-three years old in 1878 and unmar-
ried, Standing was the son of British converts who had made the perilous 
journey to the valley of the Great Salt Lake. Standing’s father earned a good 
living as a stonecutter and supported his wife and ten children comfortably 
in Salt Lake City’s Twelfth Ward, a neighborhood that demonstrated the 
scope and diversity of nineteenth-century Mormon conversion efforts. 
Among the Standings’ neighbors were a lawyer from Iowa, a surveyor from 
New York, a bookbinder from Norway, an artist from England, and a shoe-
maker from Pennsylvania. Prior to his call to mission, Standing was em-
ployed as a fireman with the Wasatch Engine Company.12

Perhaps his enhanced missionary force led John Morgan to downplay 
local resistance. “The opposition has been strong and bitter,” Morgan re-

Photograph of Joseph 
Standing. Courtesy of 
the University of Utah.
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ported to church authorities in 1878, “but so far has not had any perceptible 
influence to retard the work. I am satisfied that thinking people throughout 
this part of the country are more in the spirit of investigation than they 
heretofore have been, and if we but have the patience to teach steadily along, 
good results will follow.” At this point, no face-to-face violent confronta-
tions between elders and locals had occurred, largely because the initial 
branches of the LDS Church in Georgia—those in Chattooga, Floyd, and 
Walker counties—primarily represented nuclear families, some of them 
constituent families within a larger network of kin. In these counties, the 
presence of male heads-of-household seems to have successfully deterred 
serious efforts to confront directly either Georgia’s new Saints or the LDS 
missionaries who often relied on their protection. When patriarchs assumed 
a prominent role in branch leadership, their participation appears to have 
diffused, at least partially, objections from local critics. The situation would 
prove very different in the Varnell’s Station Branch, which drew converts 
from both Catoosa and Whitfield counties.13

It was Walker County Branch member Nathaniel Connally who en-
couraged elders Morgan and Standing to carry their LDS message to rela-
tives near Whitfield County’s Varnell’s Station. In the fall of 1878, the 
missionaries left Walker County, Connally traveling with them as he in-
tended to personally introduce the missionaries to family members living 
along the border separating Catoosa and Whitfield counties. Connally de-
livered the missionaries first to the Catoosa County home of his niece 
Elizabeth Elledge, who welcomed them cordially, as did her husband and 
children. Elizabeth, in turn, directed the elders to the residence of her mar-
ried daughter and son-in-law, Mary and Henry Huffaker, a short distance 
away in the railroad town of Varnell’s Station, where Henry and his father-
in-law ran a store.14

The first baptisms to occur in Varnell’s Station came only six weeks 
after the elders’ initial visit, when Mary and Henry were baptized, along 
with Mary’s mother, Elizabeth Elledge. Dillingham Elledge gave consent 
for his wife’s baptism but did not join her in the living waters, due perhaps 
to the influence of his brother-in-law and Baptist minister Brittain Wil-
liams. Local residents had always considered Dillingham and Elizabeth 
Elledge as “good Baptists,” so word of her defection quickly spread. Brittain 
Williams was especially outraged. According to family members, when the 
preacher heard of Elizabeth’s baptism, he exclaimed forcefully, “I’ll soon 
straighten her out!” His effort to “straighten her out” proved singularly 
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unsuccessful, as both the Elledges and the Huffakers were soon inviting 
neighbors to attend meetings with the Mormon elders at their homes and 
nearby Smith’s Chapel. Among those giving the missionaries careful con-
sideration was David Williams, the son of the Baptist preacher. “I think we 
are moving something,” John Morgan enthused after a meeting at the Huf-
fakers, noting that there had been a “full house” and “good attention” given 
his message.15

Morgan also found “a good spirit” at the home of John Nations, who 
had married into the Huffaker family and was, in fact, a cousin to Elizabeth 
Elledge. However, the visit to John Nations is perhaps illustrative of the 
selectivity of the conversion process and the potential for family disruption. 
The oldest child of Elizabeth Elledge’s paternal uncle, Manley Nations, 
John was the only member of Manley’s family to receive a call from the el-
ders. There is no record that Mormon elders visited Manley Nations or any 
other member of his household, which included a wife, daughter, and 
grown sons. Similarly, the missionaries made no call at the home of Eliza-
beth Elledge’s stepmother. By indirectly choosing her coreligionists, Eliza-
beth appears to have rejected her deceased father’s extended family even as 
she embraced the new religion brought to her by members of her mother’s 
family.16

Eighty-eight-year-old Sarah Cline Fullbright, who lived next door to 
the Elledges and so near Smith’s Chapel that some of the cemetery grave-
stones were actually on her property, found the Mormon message irresist-
ible. Three generations of Fullbright women soon attended meetings: Sarah 
“Granny” Fullbright; her widowed daughter, Elviny Hamblin; and Sarah 
Hamblin Kaneaster, her granddaughter. Sarah Kaneaster’s attendance was 
apparently tolerated by her husband, Josiah, although he displayed only 
limited interest in the Mormon elders. On New Year’s Day, 1879, Joseph 
Standing baptized the three women. The Varnell’s Station Branch now 
boasted six members, five of them women. Henry Huffaker, the lone male 
participant, served as branch president.17

John Morgan believed that some of the Varnell’s Station converts would 
join the spring expedition to Colorado. It would be his last expedition, he 
hoped. He anticipated an end to his southern mission; in fact, church 
president Taylor had released him to return home to Utah, which he in-
tended to do once he had seen the southern company safely to Manassa. 
Calling the Georgia missionaries together to Varnell’s Station, Morgan saw 
to a new distribution of labors, his chief concern the maintenance of 
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branches already established and continued efforts in those mountain vi-
cinities newly opened to Mormon visits. As a result, Morgan instructed 
Joseph Standing to go to Fannin County. Elder Charles Hardy would 
travel “with Brother Joe into the mountains east.”18

At least some of the Varnell’s Station Saints made arrangements to join 
Morgan’s expedition. In anticipation of the move Henry Huffaker sold his 
Catoosa County farm, accepting a partial payment of five hundred dollars 
but relying on his wife’s uncle Thomas Nations to collect the remaining 
five-hundred-dollar balance. The Elledges’ son George assumed manage-
ment of the store in Varnell’s Station, a temporary expedient as the Elledges 
intended to follow their daughter and son-in-law to the western colony. 
Though they remained in residence, they had already transferred their Ca-
toosa County property to the supervision of Nathaniel Connally, who 
agreed to dispose of the real estate. The Fullbright-Hamblin-Kaneaster 
women also began to prepare for a later move. As wagons were loaded with 
belongings and remaining converts excitedly continued preparations for a 
better life in the new western Zion, those who did not embrace the Mor-
mon message likely viewed the altered social landscape with dismay.19

On March 21, 1879, Elder Morgan ushered a party of sixty new 
Saints—among them Henry and Mary Huffaker—aboard a train bound 
for the new Mormon colony. The coming separation created anxiety, but 
Mary Huffaker’s distress was mitigated by her mother’s promise of a future 
reunion in the Colorado Zion. Conversely, the Huffakers’ departure 
prompted anxiety for Elder Standing, now officially in charge of the Geor-
gia mission. Four new members had joined the Varnell’s Station Branch, all 
of them women. “We now have a Branch of eight,” Joseph Standing set 
forth in a letter, “all sisters.” The development, though not unwelcome, 
created a dilemma for the missionary. “We are undecided as to what steps 
to take,” Standing wrote. “Bro. Huffaker, who was the only male member 
of this branch, and its president, is on his way to Zion, so that there are 
eight lone women, and all young in the Church.” He expressed keen disap-
pointment in the men of Varnell’s Station. “I would like to see some men 
step forward and take hold of the Gospel so that meetings could be held in 
the branch,” Standing declared. He then added, exasperated, “The men, 
oh, the men!” With no male to preside over the branch, meetings would not 
be possible; instead, Elder Standing mused that they might “let the sisters 
hold their own meetings,” perhaps through the organization of a Relief 
Society or similar woman’s organization.20
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Standing’s disappointment in the men of Varnell’s Station continued 
into April, so, perhaps resigned to the men’s recalcitrance, he organized the 
women into a Relief Society, an organization intended to provide adult 
women the opportunity for religious education, service, and leadership and 
emphasizing the sisterhood of female Saints. Elizabeth Elledge agreed to 
accept the presidency, with Granny Fullbright and Sarah Kaneaster serving 
as her counselors; Elizabeth Loggins assumed the office of secretary. At 
least three of the sisters were married, but their husbands—D. H. Elledge, 
Josiah Kaneaster, and Riley Loggins—had not been baptized, so they may 
not yet have shared their wives’ commitment to the new religion. That 
spring, eight sisters from Catoosa and Whitfield counties came together 
regularly in an exclusively female religious organization, bound together by 
gender and belief, but excluding those—even friends and family—who did 
not accept Mormonism. To those unfamiliar with LDS religious organiza-
tions, the group may have seemed a female-headed church, with no male 
authority supervising the sisters and no spouses to exercise husbandly con-
trol. Instead, the sisters worshipped under the solicitous care of the young 
male representatives of a polygamous lifestyle.21

Varnell’s Station quickly became a congenial meeting place for young 
elders who sought southern hospitality as they moved within the mission. On 
one occasion, six young missionaries gathered at the Elledge home for twi-
light hymn singing, an activity that some in the small community may have 
found provocative, as it encouraged both men and women to participate. 
Passions were further inflamed when local ministers accelerated their attacks 
against the marriage practices of the LDS Church, describing the religion as 
the creation of sexually insatiable men. Commentaries regarding the Mor-
mon practice of polygamy featured prominently in Georgia newspaper cover-
age at the time, and occasionally, anti-Mormon sentiment was masked as 
humor. In 1878, for instance, one writer quipped, “A Mormon has just mar-
ried, at one swoop, a mother and a daughter. Has he a mother-in-law?”22

In some cases, news articles focused on the licentiousness of local mis-
sionaries. Following the departure of the Georgia Saints to the West in the 
spring of 1879, the Atlanta Constitution reported on the progress of that 
expedition, reprinting an interview that appeared in the Memphis Ava-
lanche, under the heading “Mormon Converts from Georgia.” The Ava-
lanche’s reporter intercepted the company only days out of Georgia, 
describing the party as “squalid in dress, ignorant looking,” and “taken 
from the poorer and lower walks of life.” The Memphis newspaperman 
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sought out one attractive young woman to ask why she had undertaken the 
journey. She had only barely responded that she was on her way to the West 
“after a husband,” when John Morgan, according to the reporter, intervened 
to “put an end to the conversation.” The reporter directed the same ques-
tion to Morgan: “Why is it that these people wished to leave?” Morgan al-
legedly replied that “the men go because it is the religion of the world, and 
it will finally prevail.” Of the women, he said, they go “because they cannot 
get husbands here.” For the benefit of the newspaperman, Morgan explained 
that Georgia possessed thirty-three thousand unmarried women. “As soon 
as we get to Utah,” he said, “all will be married to as many as we want to.” 
Morgan then pointed out that the reporter was young and handsome. “This 
young lady,” Morgan indicated the young Georgia Saint, “is also young and 
pretty,” adding slyly that “if you will go along with us you may have her.” 
According to the reporter, his finer qualities prevented him from accepting 
Morgan’s offer. Whether or not the writer accurately reproduced Morgan’s 
remarks or character is uncertain. The Atlanta Constitution simply reprinted 
the article with no comment.23

Morgan often complained that newspapers stirred anti-Mormon senti-
ment in Georgia, explaining that articles carried in the Atlanta Constitution 
were routinely reproduced by smaller county newspapers, becoming fodder 
for local ministers’ sermons against the religion. In some cases, the opposite 
was true. On May 1, 1879, the North Georgia Citizen included a small and 
suspect, but incendiary item: “Within the past year eight Mormon girls 
have married colored men in Salt Lake.” The same appeared, word for 
word, in the May 15 issue of the Atlanta Constitution and then was repro-
duced exactly in the May 21 issue of Murray County’s Gazette.24

Elder Standing’s efforts in Varnell’s Station thus coincided with a delib-
erate inflammation of gender and racial anxieties, but if he feared for his 
personal safety at this point, there is no indication of it. He tended to dis-
miss the opposition of rival ministers and argued that their personal short-
comings prevented serious objections, even to plural marriage: “The moral 
status in this land would hardly admit of a very vehement tirade against the 
‘down-trodden women of Utah,’” he opined, then shared an encounter with 
a hypocritical ex-minister of the Baptist Church who had recently sched-
uled a public meeting in order to dispute the Mormon teachings. “He came 
in a wagon,” Standing wrote, along with “his legal wife and a woman that 
he has kept as a wife for years,” making the subsequent tirade against po-
lygamy seem ridiculous.25
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Standing hoped that the establishment of the Relief Society for the 
sisters of Varnell’s Station would “encourage and sustain” the women until 
they could emigrate west. Satisfied that he and Elder Hardy had success-
fully resolved the problem, Standing noted his intention to leave Varnell’s 
Station to go “up among the mountains” of Fannin County, “where the 
pure breezes blow and the clear streamlets flow.” An Atlanta newspaper 
would later report that he fled Varnell’s Station to avoid accusations of se-
duction, but there is no evidence of that. Instead, elders Standing and 
Hardy hoped to fulfill John Morgan’s desire to build on an opening he had 
made in that area. In Fannin County, the elders found a receptive audience, 
but Standing soon faced the loss of yet another missionary companion.26

“Elder Hardy left me to return home, having been released,” Standing 
wrote in an 1879 letter to Matthias Cowley. “This was by no means pleas-
ant to my feelings, for not only had I become greatly attached to Brother 
Hardy, but here were scores of people seemingly interested in the gospel, 
and it now devolved upon me to teach and instruct them.” He then noted 
gloomily the possibility that John Morgan would remain in the West and 
compared Cowley’s long-term relationship with his missionary companion 
to his own unfavorable circumstances. “It seems to me that you and broth-
er Barnett are married. I get a companion for a short time, then am left 
alone, and then another one is given me, and he goes, and so adfinitum,” 
Standing complained, adding a plaintive postscript at the bottom of the 
missive: “Write.”27

Later, Standing learned that Elder Hardy’s departure had been fraught 
with considerable difficulties. Hardy left Fannin County for Varnell’s Sta-
tion, his intended departure point, but reached the depot late and missed 
the train by ten minutes. With time to spare, he decided to call the Varnell’s 
Station Saints together for one last meeting. At the conclusion of the meet-
ing, one of the Georgia Saints “looked out and saw a bunch of men coming.” 
According to young William Kaneaster, whose “three mothers”—mother, 
grandmother, and great-grandmother—attended Mormon meetings, it was 
the first mob to move against the Mormons in Varnell’s Station. If the as-
sembled men intended to apprehend the missionary, they were thwarted in 
their effort by the sisters gathered inside. Just as the men approached the 
front of the Kaneaster house, the women led Hardy to a rear window that 
opened into a field of corn. Hardy, who said he “didn’t want to cause any 
trouble,” escaped, invisible among the tall stalks. The immediate arrival of 
Rudger Clawson, Hardy’s replacement and the new missionary companion 
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to Joseph Standing, further prompted the ire of anti-Mormon forces. 
Though Clawson escaped an encounter with the mob, a group of men 
emerged to successfully drive away new elders Charles W. Hulse and 
Thomas Lloyd, who arrived in Varnell’s Station seeking mission assign-
ments. Hulse and Lloyd fled the state to North Carolina in early June and 
prompted Joseph Standing, who had assumed the position of president of 
the Georgia Conference, to seek the intervention of authorities.28

On June 12, 1879, from his headquarters in Fannin County, Elder 
Standing penned a letter to Governor Alfred Colquitt of Georgia. He in-
formed the governor of the situation in Varnell’s Station and asked his as-
sistance, writing that Mormon elders “have been obliged at times to flee for 
their lives, as armed men to the number of 40 and 50 have come out against 
them.” Additionally, Varnell’s Station Saints reported that mobs had, on 
occasion, “entered their houses in search of said elders.” He acknowledged 
the unpopularity of Mormonism but reminded the governor that “the laws 
of Georgia are strictly opposed to all lawlessness, and extend to her citizens 
the right of worshipping God according to the dictates of conscience.” In 
return, Elder Standing received what he described as “a very respectful let-
ter” from J. W. Warren, secretary of the Executive Department, which of-
ficially decried extralegal violence that attempted to inhibit the free practice 
of any religious faith, so long as the practice of that faith conformed to the 
laws of the state. “The Governor regrets to hear the report you give from 
Whitfield County,” the letter continued. “He will instruct the State Prose-
cuting Attorney for that district to inquire into the matter, and if the report 
be true, to prosecute the offenders.” The governor’s reply apparently reas-
sured Standing, who reported its contents to other elders.29

What Standing did not tell the governor was that when the new Mor-
mons of Whitfield and Catoosa counties found angry mobs at their doors, 
familiar faces dominated the groups. Community members later testified 
that neighbors and kin of the Varnell’s Station Saints frequently patrolled 
the community in their search for elders, if necessary bursting into homes 
where they may have once been welcomed as family. So fearful was Riley 
Loggins, whose wife was a member of the local branch, that he forbade his 
children to accompany teenager William Kaneaster to school in Varnell’s 
Station, as was their practice. Children of the Kaneaster and Loggins fami-
lies attended a school run by the Huffaker family in Whitfield County, 
along with children from the Nations and Elledge families, and that, in 
addition to other neighborhood associations, contributed to a chain of rela-
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tionships that linked the area. William Kaneaster, who typically sang the 
hymns he had been taught by Mormon elders on the way to school and 
back, said Loggins “stopped his son and daughter from going to school for 
fear the mob would take action on me for singing Utah Mormon songs 
along the road.”30

Joseph Standing and Elder Clawson, reassured by the governor’s letter 
and hopeful that the potential for violence had been snuffed out, remained 
securely remote from the immediate threat as they labored in Fannin and 
Pickens counties. In the first week of July, Standing sounded an optimistic 
tone in reports to John Morgan, who had not been released by church au-
thorities as expected and so retained the position of Southern States Mis-
sion president, but lingered in the West to welcome another company of 
fifteen Georgians who planned to leave from Chattanooga in mid-July.31

The Elledge family dominated that small summer expedition, which 
traveled unaccompanied by a Mormon elder. On July 18, 1879, the com-
pany of Georgians successfully reached Colorado. On that same day, Joseph 
Standing sat down to pen the last letter he would ever write. To a friend in 
Utah, he reported the terrible summer heat: “Talk about hot, it is simply 
awful. Yet we have considerable walking to do.” He worried about the con-
dition of Georgia’s farms and speculated that “there are hundreds and 
thousands who will suffer for food” in the coming months. Still, he re-
ported that “last night we had a genuine treat,” when he and Clawson 
“visited a house where there is a piano as well as those who play it.” Stand-
ing enjoyed tunes such as “Auld Lang Syne,” the first instrumental music he 
had heard for months. For a time, he wrote, he “was conscious only to the 
sweet tones of the instrument and the long ago scenes, that came fresh to 
my memory, as the familiar airs one after another were played.” Over-
whelmed by nostalgia, and likely exhausted by his Georgia mission, Stand-
ing described to his friend the unhappy challenges he faced: “How would 
you like it,” he asked, “after having preached to have two ministers get up 
and lie about you and shake their fists nearly in your face, and that before 
an audience of 150 people?”32

In the wake of the latest expedition, threats against the missionaries 
escalated in both number and intensity, and according to Rudger Clawson, 
Elder Standing had grown increasingly troubled. “Brother Standing had a 
dream which made a powerful impression upon his mind,” Clawson re-
called, “and caused him to have forebodings of approaching trouble.” In his 
dream, Standing traveled to Varnell’s Station, “when suddenly clouds of 
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intense blackness gathered overhead and all around me.” He dreamed that 
he visited a family of Georgia Saints, which did little to alleviate his distress. 
The Georgians, who seemed frightened and fearful, “made it clear” that 
Standing’s visit was unwelcome. Standing told Clawson that the dream 
concluded when “I suddenly awoke, without my being shown the end of the 
trouble.” So it may have come as no surprise to the missionaries when they 
arrived in Varnell’s Station on Saturday, July 19, 1879, to find the Saints 
frightened and fearful and doors firmly shut against them.33

Elders Standing and Clawson intended only a short visit with branch 
members, before traveling on to the Haywood Valley Conference, sched-
uled for August in Chattooga County. The sun had set by the time they 
reached Whitfield County and knocked at the door of Riley and Elizabeth 
Loggins, where they hoped to find shelter for the night. Instead, Mr. Log-
gins “brusquely turned them away and would not keep them.” When the 
bewildered missionaries asked where they should go instead, Loggins di-
rected them to Henry Holston’s home, about a mile and a half away. Though 
not a member of the Varnell’s Station Branch, Holston enjoyed a local repu-
tation for fairness and had opened his home to Mormon elders on more 
than one occasion. Elders Standing and Clawson left Loggins’s house, reas-
sured by the prospect of a night’s lodging but disturbed by their inhospitable 
greeting. After proceeding about a half mile, they decided to try their luck 
again, this time at the Josiah Kaneaster home.34

Young William Kaneaster answered their knock and later claimed to 
have invited the elders to stay all night, an offer he said was refused by Jo-
seph Standing. Rudger Clawson’s account differs. He noted that the house-
hold “seemed to be in a state of great excitement.” The Kaneasters reported 
that “threats had been made against the brethren, and the feeling toward 
them in the neighborhood was bitter and murderous.” Clawson remem-
bered that their request to stay overnight was refused, just as it had been in 
the Logginses’ home, “because if anything happened, they would have to 
share the trouble.” In fact, evidence suggests that Sarah Kaneaster was espe-
cially fearful, as she and her husband, Josiah, had recently separated. Her 
embrace of Mormonism and determination to go west with her sister, 
mother, and grandmother strained her marriage to the breaking point. 
Though she would not allow them to stay, the elders did leave their valises 
at the Kaneaster home, planning to return for them the next day.35

Henry Holston only reluctantly opened his door to the missionaries, 
explaining that “there was danger in the air. Threats of mobbing, whip-
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pings and even killing the Elders had been freely made, and he expected to 
get into trouble on account of entertaining them.” An uneventful night 
passed, and at first light on Sunday morning, William Kaneaster went to 
seek assistance from local law enforcement, a task urged upon him by Jo-
seph Standing. He returned to Holston’s, burdened by an unhappy report 
that no help would be forthcoming, to find his female kin—Sarah Full-
bright, Elviny Hamblin, Sarah Kaneaster, and aunt Mary Hamblin—
assembled there, perhaps the only Varnell’s Station Saints willing to attend 
Sunday services with the elders. The women prudently departed for home 
before darkness could settle. Clawson remembered that Standing appeared 
“pale, anxious, and determined” throughout the visit, preoccupied with 
thoughts of impending danger and unnerved by the prospect of an encoun-
ter with the mob. He double-checked the windows and doors to make sure 
all were carefully secured. Still, Sunday night passed without disruption, 
just as Saturday had.36

The missionaries left Holston’s early Monday morning, intending to 
retrieve their suitcases from the Kaneaster house, unaware that Varnell’s 
Station was already astir. Henry Holston saw the elders off before departing 
for a local sawmill, where he found several armed men gathered and inquir-
ing as to the whereabouts of the Mormons. Other local residents encoun-
tered the men that morning as they searched for the missionaries. By 
midmorning, only Joseph Standing and Rudger Clawson were unaware of 
the impending confrontation. Valises in hand, they left the Kaneaster home 
and began the walk back toward Mr. Holston’s house. Clawson described 
the road they traveled as curving and “densely wooded on both sides,” so 
the missionaries were unprepared when they rounded a bend and found 
their way blocked by three horsemen who presented weapons and ordered 
the elders to halt. Within minutes, nine other men joined their three com-
patriots. “Some were mounted, the remaining were afoot,” Clawson re-
membered, though “all were armed,” and when they recognized the two 
young elders as the Mormons they sought, they unleashed whoops of joy. 
Detained in the middle of the road, Joseph Standing demanded to know 
why and by what authority they had been stopped. The question prompted 
one Georgian to brandish his weapon threateningly before retorting that 
“the government of the United States is against you, and there is no law in 
Georgia for Mormons.” Standing and Clawson were directed at gunpoint 
back down the road, in the way they had come.37

Standing walked briskly and argued incessantly with his captors, at-
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tempting to persuade them that the missionaries intended immediately to 
vacate north Georgia. From his precarious position within the jostling as-
sembly, Clawson sadly listened to Standing’s appeals. He understood that 
Standing’s promises to abandon the mission field were pointless, as “it was 
not what the missionaries might do for which these base fellows had re-
solved to punish them, but for what had already been done.” In fact, their 
captors shared a personal grievance with the representatives of the Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Four of Elizabeth Elledge’s cousins 
rode with the mob: Jasper “Newt” Nations, Dave Nations, Bill Nations, 
and Joe Nations. However, Dave Nations’s perceived injury extended be-
yond the loss of the Elledge family. Married to Josiah Kaneaster’s sister, he 
likely viewed the destruction of the Kaneaster marriage as the result of 
Mormon conversion. Hugh Blair, a neighbor of the Brittain Williams fam-
ily, also numbered among the group assembled to punish the Mormon 
missionaries. Blair anticipated the loss of two sisters due to the efforts of 
Mormon missionaries. One sister, Nancy, was married to David Williams, 
who now planned to abandon his Baptist father in order to join his aunt and 
uncle Elizabeth and Dillingham Elledge in the western Zion. Another of 
Hugh Blair’s sisters, Martha Blair, planned to accompany them to Colorado. 
Blair’s neighbor Andy Bradley rode with the mob. David Smith, neighbor 
to Andy Bradley and the now-emigrated Huffakers, also joined the armed 
group, as did A. S. “Jud” Smith, who possessed a reputation for violence. 
Gang members Jefferson Hunter and Mac McClure were linked by mar-
riage, not blood, and both had lost neighbors to Mormonism. Jim Faucett 
of Catoosa County, kin to numerous Walker County converts, rode with 
the mob. Ben Clark was a Baptist deacon and related by marriage to John 
S. Martin, who had left the Baptists for the Mormons. Resentful at the 
family and community divisions that resulted from conversion to the LDS 
Church, they resolved to punish elders Standing and Clawson.38

While no north Georgia men intervened on the elders’ behalf, women 
did. Just as the female Saints of Varnell’s Station had spirited Elder Charles 
Hardy out a rear window and to safety, they tried to prevent the capture of 
elders Standing and Clawson. Apprised of the danger, Elviny Hamblin and 
her daughter Mary set out from home in a vain effort to intercept and warn 
the missionaries. Mary was the first to locate the two; however, by the time 
she reached Standing and Clawson, they were already in the hands of the 
mob. Clearly, the gang understood that she intended to help the missionar-
ies, for when she emerged from the woods and attempted to pass them on 
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the road, Jud Smith issued a threat: “We’ve got your brethren” and “we’ll 
tend to you hereafter.” She was allowed to leave but anticipated punishment 
for having interfered.39

It is not clear that the mob intended murder. At one point, Jim Faucett 
told the elders that “if we ever again find you in this part of the country we 
will hang you by the neck like dogs,” suggesting that their lives would be 
spared. However, Clawson recalled, “they told us they were going to whip 
us and that we’d be limber when it was over.” Joseph Standing, described by 
Clawson as fearing the whip more than death, was terrified. When they 
reached a shady hollow by a spring, the July heat forced the men to a halt. 
Standing drank twice from the spring, perhaps an indication of his extreme 
anxiety. “Some of the men sat down,” Clawson recalled, “and one of them 
laid his pistol down.” Joseph Standing realized his opportunity and seized 
the weapon. Directing the pistol toward the men still on horseback, Stand-
ing ordered them to surrender. It was at that moment, Clawson later re-
called, that “one man raised up from under the tree” with a weapon of his 
own. A shot was fired, and Standing fell.40

At first, it seemed that Clawson would be shot as well, and the elder 
braced himself. Unaccountably, the group lowered their weapons. Having 
escaped injury, Clawson knelt in the dust beside Joseph Standing and ex-
amined his friend, finding him still alive but suffering a mortal wound to 
the head. As Clawson tenderly placed his hat under Standing’s head to keep 
it out of the dust, a member of the Nations family approached the body and 
said, “Well, he shot himself, didn’t he?” Perhaps it was because Clawson 
carefully replied, “I don’t know,” that the mob agreed to let him leave the 
scene to summon help for the dying man. Clawson departed immediately, 
casting apprehensive glances over his shoulder, though he understood that 
nothing could be done to prevent Standing’s demise. He only hoped that 
the law could be brought to bear against Standing’s murderer and wondered 
at his own good fortune in escaping. It was sundown when he returned, 
having fetched the local coroner to the scene. The mob had melted away 
into the Georgia woods, and Clawson noticed that Standing’s hat had been 
removed from under his head and placed over his face. The removal of the 
hat verified that Standing was lifeless; further, new injuries had been in-
flicted. A coroner’s inquest determined that Standing had met his death as 
the result of twenty or more gunshots to the head and neck. Rudger Claw-
son surmised that the members of the mob had “agreed to stand upon an 
undoubted common ground,” so each had fired into the body. A closer in-
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spection confirmed that they had fired into Standing’s head and neck from 
close proximity, as the wounds were also “powder-burnt.” Information from 
Henry Holston, Mary Hamblin, and other witnesses produced the names 
of the men accused of murder, and a warrant was issued for the arrest of 
twelve men.41

Rudger Clawson refused to consign Standing’s remains to Georgia soil 
and transported the body back to Utah. Ten thousand mourners attended 
his funeral service, conducted in the Salt Lake City Tabernacle. The Saints 
later erected a monument over Standing’s tomb. A poem decorates one face 
of the monument, twelve lines written by Orson F. Whitney, including 
“Deep in the shades of ill-starred Georgia’s wood, / Fair freedom’s soil was 
crimsoned with his blood.” Another carries the names of the men accused, 
but acquitted, of Standing’s murder. On a third are the words attributed to 
Standing’s murderers and chiseled permanently into stone: “There is no law 
in Georgia for the Mormons.” The monument reflected the futility of their 
demands for justice. Though Whitfield County’s grand jury indicted twelve 
men for murder and riot, only three were apprehended and faced trials—
Jasper Nations, Andy Bradley, and Hugh Blair. Thomas Nations, Elizabeth 
Elledge’s brother, rode with the sheriff ’s posse that captured and returned 
his kin to face trial, providing further evidence of the fractured family 
unit.42

As Salt Lake City grieved its newest martyr, the murder garnered local, 
state, and national attention. The Chicago Times reported, erroneously, that 
“ten indignant servants of the Lord” dispatched “the heathen . . . with 
shot-guns.” The New York Herald predicted that the murderers would never 
be punished and expressed the belief that evading the law entirely was 
surely possible “since more than half the houses in Georgia would offer 
them refuge.” Not that the Herald was unsympathetic to north Georgians. 
Indeed, even as New York writers denounced the mob as “savage, blood-
thirsty, and cowardly,” they offered an explanation for the murder: “There 
were many men and women who had become converts to the polygamic 
faith and had expressed a determination to leave for Utah. This incensed 
their friends and relatives, who several times threatened the Elders with 
summary treatment, if they did not leave the country.” Connecticut’s New 
Haven Register deplored the murder—“Violence is not the remedy for Mor-
monism”—but pointed out that “families are the composite units which are 
the foundation stones of society.” The Register’s editor called on legislators 
to act against the Mormon menace, arguing that “the state must protect the 
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family from [the] corruption and disintegration” that accompanied Mor-
mon conversion efforts.43

In the immediate aftermath of the murder, the Atlanta Constitution 
hastened to defend Georgia’s image. Arguing that “the killing was entirely 
unwarranted,” the newspaper reassured its readers that the mob did not 
enjoy popular support. “The quiet people of the county are determined that 
a fair and full trial shall be had, and the parties committing this murder be 

Joseph Standi ng’s gravesite. Photo by Mary Ella Engel.
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brought to justice.” By comparison, local newspapers rallied to the defense 
of the accused. The North Georgia Citizen placed the blame for the murder 
on the Mormons, explaining that the elders had been “proclaiming their 
plurality of wives doctrine, with a view to working up a colony of women to 
send to Utah. The boldness with which they proclaimed this doctrine in-
censed the men of that neighborhood against them.” Similarly, the Catoosa 
Courier justified the attack on the Mormon elders as a defense of household 
and womanhood, arguing that the “good citizens” of north Georgia “could 
not stand any longer the bad influence that his preaching had upon the fe-
male portion of the neighborhood.” It appears that local reaction prompted 
the Atlanta Constitution to reconsider its stance. Just prior to the com-
mencement of the trials, the Constitution offered a new account of Mormon 
activities in north Georgia. Describing Joseph Standing as a “lustful lout,” 
the Atlanta Constitution alleged that Standing had, prior to his death, de-
flowered numerous virgins and cuckolded numerous husbands as he pros-
elytized in Varnell’s Station. Though he did not mention them by name, 
the writer even referred to the strained marriage of Josiah and Sarah Ka-
neaster, noting that “so great were the troubles in one family on account of 
Standing’s intimacy that it caused the husband and wife to separate.” The 
defense was a powerful one, and most north Georgians believed the accused 
would escape justice.44

The speculations proved accurate when a jury found Jasper Nations not 
guilty of Standing’s murder. In consideration of the acquittal, prosecutors 
immediately dismissed murder charges against both Bradley and Blair. The 
following week, a jury found Bradley innocent of charges of riot, and 
within days, the grand jury absolved the entire mob of blame. Many pre-
dicted that the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints would abandon 
its mission to the South in the face of such violent repression, and according 
to Mormon accounts, the violence against Standing and subsequent acquit-
tal of his murderers convinced many local converts to abandon the state. 
Only weeks after the unsuccessful prosecution of Standing’s killers, John 
Morgan led a company of over one hundred southern Saints to Colorado, 
among them the three generations of Georgia women at the heart of the 
Varnell’s Station controversy. Granny Fullbright, now nearly ninety years 
old, completed the journey, along with daughter Elviny Hamblin. Three of 
Elviny’s daughters emigrated, too—Mary and Martha Hamblin and Sarah 
Kaneaster. Whitfield County residents remembered that Sarah’s husband, 
Josiah, was unaware and “plowing in the fields” when his wife and children 
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boarded a train to the West. Sarah carried a yet-unborn daughter with her. 
Local folklore suggests that Josiah followed his family to Colorado and 
pleaded with them to return to Georgia, without success, but William Ka-
neaster refuted that, reporting that after leaving north Georgia, he never 
saw his father again.45

In drawing followers away from their homes, Mormon missionaries 
overstepped the already limited bounds of their welcome by disrupting es-
tablished patterns of family and community. Standing was killed where it 
was perceived that he did the most damage—in Whitfield County, Geor-
gia, but within easy walking distance of the boundary of Catoosa County. 
In order to conduct business and visit family and neighbors, inhabitants 
often moved from Whitfield into Catoosa County, then back. Such politi-
cal boundaries apparently carried little meaning. Instead, residents used 
reference points such as “Elledge’s mill” or “Henry Holston’s place,” and it 
is useful to re-create that sense of the local, as the violence against Mormon 
Joseph Standing must be understood in local terms.

As historian Gene Sessions points out, Mormon conversion was a de-
cidedly individual thing. Mormon missionaries, he argues, frequently 
threatened the southern societal system: “They often converted a single 
member of such basic southern community units as the family, extended 
family, or church, drawing its members apart” and disrupting these basic 
social units “with both philosophical and geographic distance.” Conversion 
created division in north Georgia, especially when the community’s women 
embraced Mormonism. It was in Varnell’s Station that women openly de-
fied men—ministers, fathers, brothers, and husbands—by claiming the 
new religion for their own. It was in Varnell’s Station that men felt justified 
in resorting to violent action against both the representatives of the disrup-
tive faith and the women who continued to intervene on behalf of the mis-
sionaries, deliberately shielding them from harm whenever possible. The 
mob’s elimination of Joseph Standing attempted to establish boundaries 
beyond which community members could not go.46

The actions of north Georgians against missionary Joseph Standing 
can best be understood in just that way—as the consequence of the tensions 
resulting from separating converts from loved ones and dependents from 
heads-of-household. This interpretation relies on the understanding that 
mob violence is a local event, best understood at the local level. Such a van-
tage point moves us beyond facile explanations for Appalachian violence, 
rooted in theories that stress the “otherness” of the region. Rather, Stand-
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ing’s murder may be viewed as a response to social and cultural forces at 
work in nineteenth-century Appalachian Georgia. Sadly, the decision to 
employ violence against Mormon missionaries mirrored the actions advo-
cated by many Americans and placed Appalachian Georgians at the center 
of a national debate.
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By 1893, the barely ten-year-old city of Roanoke had become the economic 
engine of Southwest Virginia. A booming railroad hub with bustling ma-
chine shops and iron mills, the “Magic City” was on the brink of becoming 
one of the New South’s shining examples of post–Civil War industrial tri-
umph. That narrative, however, suffered a catastrophic blow in late Sep-
tember, when working-class residents bent on lynching an African American 
suspected of assault went on a rampage that plunged the city into near an-
archy. In the ensuing maelstrom, the city’s police and militia killed eight 
white residents but were unable to prevent a lynch mob from taking over 
the town and hanging the African American in their custody. As local au-
thorities fled for their lives, the mob ransacked downtown stores for guns 
and dynamite and vowed to bury the dead man in the mayor’s front yard. 
Dissuaded by a local minister, the mob instead burned his body in front of 
thousands of cheering onlookers.

Disparaging accounts of the “Roanoke Riot” in northern newspapers 
cast a pall over the city, leaving many to believe that it was on the precipice 
of economic ruin. Numerous stories blamed the mayhem on residents from 
the nearby mountains and countryside, ignoring the fact that many of Roa-
noke’s inhabitants were transplants from the urban North. Such descrip-
tions meshed well with Victorian-era notions of Appalachia as a place 
uniquely prone to violence and viciousness. What happened in Roanoke, 
however, was not as exceptional as the northern press would have readers 
believe. When residents responded to economic depression, rapid demo-
graphic change, and social upheaval with racial violence, they not only 
mirrored the reactions of other southerners but acted much like other 
working-class Americans.1
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In the 1880s, no city in the South grew faster than the railroad hub of 
Roanoke, Virginia. Located in a valley of the Appalachian Mountains in 
the southwestern portion of the state, Roanoke had been the Town of Big 
Lick—a tobacco depot with about a thousand residents—until 1882, when 
a group of native businessmen used tax breaks, cash bonuses, and land 
grants to convince a Philadelphia investment firm to select the place as the 
junction, headquarters, and machine shops for its two railroads. Opportu-
nity in the town attracted thousands of skilled northern laborers and scores 
of new residents from the surrounding mountains and countryside. By 
1890, the “new” city of Roanoke had become Virginia’s fifth largest mu-
nicipality and the fourth fastest-growing urban area in the nation. New 
South boosters, buoyed by Roanoke’s seemingly spectacular rise from no-
where, declared it the “Magic City of the New South” and described the 
place as “teeming with wealth, culture, industry, energy, and vim.” Its des-
tiny, they promised, was “to be that of one of the largest manufacturing and 
industrial centers of the South.”2 Town boosters in Appalachia extolled 
Roanoke’s emergence as well. For unlike most industrializing mountain 
towns, which were generally the base of operations for extractive industries 
and typically owned by northeastern capitalists, Roanoke was an indepen-
dent municipality largely under the control of natives, where manufactur-
ing was the main source of employment.3

Roanoke natives, albeit with a helping hand from their northern bene-
factors, were primarily responsible for the intense industrial and demo-
graphic development that accompanied the arrival of the railroad. They 
were also the residents who reaped the most significant economic rewards 
in the land booms and manufacturing investments that followed. Unlike 
other natives trapped in industrializing Appalachia’s colonial economy, 
these men not only courted and welcomed northern-owned industries; they 
also shepherded them into place, served on their boards of directors, and 
mitigated conflicts between them and the municipality’s inhabitants. Hav-
ing nearly abolished corporate taxes and guaranteed all new enterprises an 
accommodating and obsequious government in order to get manufacturers 
to locate in Roanoke, they also strapped the place with a chronically under-
funded government, a chaotic growth pattern, and an infrastructure that 
failed to keep pace with the massive influx of new residents. Many of its 
dirt streets became impassable mud bogs after a rain, and its stagnant 
streams served as open sewers, which, coupled with a lack of adequate sani-
tation, produced outbreaks of cholera and typhoid.
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Political and social conflicts between the thousands of native southern 
whites and northern white newcomers arriving in Roanoke for a time di-
vided the town. Most of the migrants from the North were Republicans, 
who, with the support of African American residents, threatened the hege-
mony of native Democrats. Very quickly, however, most white residents, no 
matter what their geographic origins or political affiliations, found com-
mon ground in pushing the municipality to fund modest infrastructure 
improvements and in a variety of law-and-order issues aimed at African 
American residents. Class and race also deeply divided the society that 
emerged. White migrants from the mountains or countryside and white 
working-class residents from the North existed in one world, white upper-
class natives and newcomers in another, and black residents in yet one more. 
Most of the town’s white working class lived in company-owned housing; 
frequented the city’s thriving saloon and brothel district; and patronized its 
lowbrow culture of street carnivals, traveling museums, and bawdy theaters. 
Native and newcomer elites, by contrast, resided in Queen Anne mansions 
on the outskirts of town and lived in a world of exclusive societies, fraternal 
orders, civic associations, and patrician clubs. African Americans—nearly a 
third of all residents—lived in a world of exclusion in a completely separate 
section of town, where they created a flourishing culture of dance halls, 
eating houses, and saloons that white inhabitants rarely saw.

By the early 1890s, Roanoke’s white community, which first had frac-
tured into factions of natives and newcomers, divided itself more overtly by 
class. The city’s workers and their families, along with migrants from the 
nearby mountains and countryside, comprised one distinct class, its busi-
ness leaders, professionals, and their families another. The cleavage between 
the two groups grew more severe when the town’s upper classes attempted 
to impose an array of “reforms” on lower-class whites that they hoped would 
rationalize Roanoke’s unruly and disordered environment. While that quest 
operated on numerous fronts, it was most apparent in moves designed to 
shut down the city’s rowdy saloon district by imposing prohibition and in 
an attempt to end extralegal violence.

The move to enact prohibition generated immediate hostility and re-
sentment among the city’s lower classes, almost all of whom saw it as an il-
legitimate attack on their liberty. Since most of these men also understood 
justice in terms of personal vengeance, they likewise reacted with disbelief 
and rage when municipal authorities prevented them from exacting retribu-
tion on African Americans charged with crimes against whites. The fact 
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that municipal authorities then repeatedly failed to punish black residents 
for their supposed crimes only added to their fury. As lower-class challenges 
to municipal control of the judicial process mounted, elected officials and 
business leaders—the men most concerned about the maintenance of Roa-
noke’s progressive image—eventually decided to make a stand for law and 
order. When they did, however, lower-class whites reacted by rioting. In the 
ensuing violence, known afterward as the “Roanoke Riot of 1893,” the 
city’s militia shot and killed eight residents before a mob took control of the 
city, lynched an African American in police custody, and threatened to 
hang the mayor.4

While the conflict over prohibition and extralegal violence were the 
immediate causes of the riot, its origins can be found in the dramatic inten-
sification of tensions between white and black residents. White hostility 
toward African Americans, while constant, grew more intense in the 1890s, 
as the city’s black population increased, putting whites into more frequent 
contact with African American strangers, at least some of whom refused to 
conform to contemporary white notions of appropriate black subservience. 
By then, African Americans accounted for roughly 30 percent of the city’s 
twenty-three thousand inhabitants.5 Many of the newcomers were lone 
black males looking for a better life than tenant farming or sharecropping 
provided. In Roanoke, as elsewhere in Appalachia and the South, the pres-
ence of unknown black men wandering about town unsettled white males, 
most of whom understood them as manifestations of their worst fears about 
blacks as chronic criminals and potential rapists of white women.6 More-
over, as the city’s population grew and its economy boomed, traditional 
boundaries of decorum and space between the races became more amor-
phous or occasionally broke down altogether, with streets, sidewalks, de-
pots, and other public spaces turning increasingly into contested terrain.7

As tensions between the races mounted, clashes over appropriate public 
etiquette increased in intensity. In the summer of 1893, for instance, one 
paper reported that a black male had “attempted to monopolize more of the 
sidewalk than belongs, by custom or good breeding, to any one man” and 
bumped into a white pedestrian “who resented the encounter by drawing a 
gun upon the aforesaid Senegambian.” C. W. Allen did not shoot the man, 
the paper explained, “and many people think he ought to have been impris-
oned for neglecting to perform his bounded duty.”8 Such sidewalk confron-
tations were generally the result of African Americans asserting their 
humanity in the face of an emerging racially hierarchized society that 
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sought to define them as subhuman and unfit for equal access to public 
space.9 One way authorities dealt with that assertion was by arresting black 
males more frequently for disorderly conduct, vagrancy, suspicion, or tres-
passing on railroad property. As a result, by 1893, African American men in 
Roanoke comprised only about a quarter of the city’s male population but 
accounted for slightly over half of all arrests.10 The emergence of suppos-
edly disease-ridden and corrupt “negro dives” in the city added to white 
anxiety and fear, as did the constant barrage of local newspaper stories 
warning readers about dissipated and depraved African Americans descend-
ing into “barbarism” and “savagery.” In addition, some whites resented the 
handful of black residents who had emulated Victorian ideals and managed 
to establish successful businesses, while others, mainly rural white new-
comers, chafed at competing for day labor jobs against African Americans.11

One symptom of the growing fear and racism was an increase in inci-
dents over which white residents asserted what they perceived as their right 
to lynch blacks suspected of assault, rape, or murder of whites. Lynching, 
after all, served not simply as retribution against a transgressor, but also as 
an assault on all black residents, marking them as outsiders beyond the 
bounds of due process or basic rights of citizenship.12 Twice in the 1880s, 
after Roanoke police arrested African American males accused of murder-
ing white residents, members of the white community formed vigilante 
gangs to seek extralegal retribution. In both cases, mobs bent on lynching 
the men arrested for the murders gathered around the jail, and each time 
authorities thwarted riots only by removing the accused to nearby cities. 
Demands for “lynch justice” appeared again after hung juries or insuffi-
cient evidence led to acquittals in both cases. In the aftermath, many Roa-
nokers lost faith in their government’s ability to mete out justice, making 
the potential for vigilantism not just possible but highly likely. In such an 
atmosphere, any black on white violence had the potential to unleash furi-
ous demands by whites for swift retaliation, as well as the potential to put 
outnumbered authorities attempting to maintain law and order on the de-
fensive. The fact that many white residents were recent migrants from the 
nearby mountains or countryside, whose traditional ideas about justice 
rested on notions of honor and personal vengeance, only made the situation 
more precarious.13

The result was that by the early 1890s, lower-class whites in Roanoke 
were calling for “lynch law” both more forcefully and more frequently. 
Such was the case in late 1891, when an African American named Jeff 



242 Rand Dotson

Dooley killed a white police officer attempting to arrest him. Police cap-
tured Dooley shortly afterward and put him in the city jail, where a menac-
ing crowd of several hundred men had already gathered to attempt a 
lynching. Falling back on their standard response to such a threat, authori-
ties quickly snuck Dooley out the back door and onto a train bound for 
Lynchburg.14 The move, of course, infuriated those who wanted immediate 
retribution, ratcheting up their already high resentment and suspicion of 
local officials.

Early the following year, after a black male supposedly attempted to 
rape a twelve-year-old white girl in one of the town’s working-class neigh-
borhoods, lower-class whites again united in calls for swift extralegal jus-
tice. Alice Perry, the victim of the attack, provided a detailed description of 
the man, but according to the Roanoke Times, “the police did not seem to 
appreciate the gravity of the situation and made no effort to investigate the 
matter.” Relatives of the girl, outraged by police disinterest, armed them-
selves with shotguns and searched in vain for the suspect.15 As news of the 
attempted assault and lax reaction by police spread, other vigilante groups 
joined in the hunt for Perry’s assailant.16 Her relatives eventually captured 
William Lavender not far from where the supposed assault had occurred, 
and Perry identified him as her attacker. Why Lavender, an unemployed 
bootblack, would return to the scene of his crime in the midst of a frantic 
manhunt is unclear, as is the sudden replacement of another man police 
listed as the prime suspect. Lavender was, however, an easy target for white 
fury: he was relatively new in town and had an extensive police record for 
offenses ranging from vagrancy and disorderly conduct to theft and assault 
on the chief of police.17

After Perry identified Lavender, police placed him in the city jail, where 
a large and boisterous mob had already gathered to demand his immediate 
lynching. The mob’s outrage was legitimate, according to one man in the 
crowd, since “justice in Roanoke could hardly be trusted.” Though worried 
about the police’s ability to protect Lavender, Roanoke’s chief of police in-
sisted that he be kept in the city, lest it reflect poorly on the municipality’s 
capability to maintain law and order. That evening, however, after the 
crowd grew larger and more unruly, the chief had Lavender removed to a 
house belonging to one of his officers. A few hours later, members of the 
mob located Lavender and easily overpowered the three police officers 
guarding him. They afterward marched him to the bank of the Roanoke 
River, coerced his confession, and hung him.18
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The Roanoke Times’s editors endorsed the lynching, proclaiming in 
oversized type on their front page: “Judge Lynch! Little Alice Perry Has 
Been Avenged.” In an editorial condoning “lynch law,” they explained that 
“when the people come to believe that the machinery which they have 
erected for carrying out of justice has lost its power to right wrongs, they 
erect new machinery.”19 By early the following day, thousands of residents 
had turned out on a bitter cold February morning to view the “weird, 
strange scene” of Lavender dangling “frozen stiff and stark.” Indeed, so 
many spectators cut off pieces of the rope for souvenirs that by midmorning 
his body had fallen down. Later, at the funeral home where Lavender was 
taken, a photographer “secured a likeness of the man as he lay on the board 
with the big hangman’s knot encircling his neck” to be sold as a memento 
of the event. The general feeling in town, the Times boasted, was “that a 
good thing had been done” and the “dignity of the people maintained.”20 A 
subsequent grand jury investigation failed to indict anyone.21

At the same time racial antipathies and predilections for lynching were 
reaching new highs in Roanoke, a catastrophic economic depression was 
sweeping the nation. The 1893 depression struck Roanoke especially hard, 

The lynching of William Lavender. Anonymous archive, Roanoke, Virginia.
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throwing the Norfolk & Western Railroad into a reorganization receiver-
ship, driving the Norwich Lock Works out of business, forcing layoffs at the 
Roanoke Machine Works, and causing four of the town’s seven banks to 
fail.22 Unemployed shop and railroad workers packed up their families and 
left town; those who stayed struggled to make ends meet. Unskilled labor-
ers from the nearby mountains or countryside faced even worse economic 
circumstances; those who did not leave subsisted on odd jobs, charity, and 
occasionally even begging. In poorer parts of the city, entire neighborhoods 
of workers’ housing stood deserted.23 The depression ratcheted up tensions 
between workers and the town’s professionals and upper classes, who both 
managed local businesses and took the blame for the shocking and mysteri-
ous economic collapse.24

Racial and class resentments were thus already simmering by the fall of 
1893, when residents became embroiled in a heated “local option” election 
to decide whether Roanoke would ban the sale of alcohol. While the vote did 
not break down entirely along racial or class lines, a significant segment of 
the city’s registered African Americans joined middle- and upper-class whites 
in supporting prohibition, while lower-class whites generally opposed any 
restrictions on the sale of alcohol. The fight began in earnest a month before 
the vote, when organizations representing each side began staging rallies and 
marches to attract supporters. For the city’s white workers, patronizing sa-
loons among fellow workingmen was a cherished liberty and integral part of 
their social life. While many businessmen and politicians sided with them 
and also came out against prohibition, most of the town’s middle and upper 
classes viewed saloons as a threat to law and order, production, and family 
life. Prohibition, in their view, would recast working-class recreation in ways 
that conformed to a modern, bourgeois value system.25

Since the issue almost evenly divided the town’s whites, organizers 
from both sides focused some of their efforts on African American voters. 
At a rally in the black section of town, white business leaders and politicians 
railed against prohibition and reminded their audience that they were the 
men who had supported funding for a new African American schoolhouse.26 
At a counterrally for blacks held in the Opera House, white ministers joined 
the city’s two most prominent African American clergy in encouraging 
those in attendance to save their race from dissipation and extinction by 
casting votes in favor of prohibition. “Never,” the Times summed up the 
campaign, “has a conflict been more vigorously waged.”27

On Election Day, the antiprohibitionists won decisively in the city’s 
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lower- and working-class wards. They also carried its mostly black ward, 
but by the slimmest margin possible, with only 51 percent of voters casting 
ballots against prohibition. The prohibitionists won easily in predomi-
nantly middle- and upper-class wards, and in the end, they carried the en-
tire election by 139 votes. The votes cast in favor of prohibition by blacks 
were thus critical to that outcome. Hostility over the result was palpable, 
according to the Times, which reported that the vote had engendered “a 
large amount of enmity and strife” that showed no signs of dissipating.28 In 
the days after the contest, antiprohibitionists accused the prohibitionists of 
fraud, hired a team of lawyers, and filed a suit contesting the election.29

The city’s working classes were despondent about the outcome of the 
election, and while there were many obvious targets for their fury, the fact 
that blacks had played a major role in removing their right to drink was 
perhaps most galling of all. In the aftermath of the vote, workers’ and poor 
whites’ mistrust of local authorities and intolerance for African Americans 
reached their zenith in Roanoke, creating an atmosphere so poisoned with 
suspicion and disgust that any spark might ignite class warfare or a racial 
pogrom. That spark appeared just two weeks after the vote, when rumors 
spread that a black man had robed, raped, and killed a middle-aged white 
woman in downtown Roanoke.

Sallie A. Bishop, a farmer’s wife, and her twelve-year-old son had come 
to the city on the morning of September 20, 1893, from neighboring Bote-
tourt County to sell produce on Market Square. Not long after arriving, 
Bishop stumbled into a nearby grocery store in a daze and bleeding from 
several large gashes on her head. About thirty minutes earlier, she explained 
to the throng of men who quickly surrounded her, a black man had offered 
her sixty cents for some grapes on the condition that she go with him to 
deliver the fruit to a “Miss Hicks” who lived only a couple of blocks away. 
Bishop followed the man into the basement of the building given as the 
address, where he drew a straight razor and demanded money. After she 
handed over two or three dollars, he beat her unconscious with a brick and 
fled the scene. The man, she told those gathered around her, was in his 
early twenties, “tolerably black,” and wearing a faded gray frock coat, gray 
pants, and a “large, black slouch hat.” Word of the assault spread quickly, as 
did rumors that a black “brute” had murdered or raped Bishop. Within 
minutes, patrons poured out of saloons and businesses to look for the cul-
prit, and dozens of farmers at the market unhitched their teams and rode 
bareback through the city searching for him.30
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William Edwards, a black teenager who had joined in the hunt, wit-
nessed someone matching Bishop’s description jump aboard an outbound 
train a couple of blocks from the market. Edwards hopped aboard as well 
and pulled the man off. As the suspect fled toward nearby woods, a posse 
nearby joined the chase. William G. Baldwin, chief detective of the Norfolk 
& Western Railroad, rode into the lead and first overtook the man. Bald-
win drew his revolver, ordered him onto the back of his horse, and pro-
ceeded back to town through dozens of men throwing rocks and demanding 
that Baldwin turn over the suspect to them. Baldwin took the suspect to 
Conway’s Saloon, where doctors were treating Bishop, and forced his way 
through the enraged men gathered outside. Over shouts of “lynch him” or 
“hang him,” Bishop tentatively explained that the man resembled her at-
tacker and asked to see his hat, which she identified as the one worn by the 
person who had robbed her. The detective, gun drawn, rushed the suspect 
back to his horse and headed for the jail. An immense and hysterical mob 
followed close behind.31

Baldwin beat the crowd to the jail and turned the man over to authori-
ties, who lodged him in a cell on the second floor. Within minutes, accord-
ing to a reporter on the scene, the municipal building was “surrounded by 
over a thousand men clamoring for revenge and blood.” The mob was al-
most entirely composed of lower- and working-class white men, almost all 
of whom interpreted the attack on Mrs. Bishop as yet another assault on the 
white community. Mayor Henry Trout and the city’s commonwealth at-
torney addressed the increasingly boisterous crowd and promised swift 
justice. Trout, a Big Lick native, former state legislator, well-known bank 
president, and member of the N&W’s board of trustees, was widely ad-
mired by residents, and his speech at least temporarily mollified the mob. 
In a clear sign of the crowd’s mistrust of local authorities, however, its mem-
bers surrounded the jail to make certain officials did not attempt to remove 
the prisoner. Others in the mob headed off for Botetourt County to gather 
Bishop’s kin and neighbors. The man in custody, Thomas Smith, a mar-
ried, unemployed former iron-furnace worker from nearby Vinton, denied 
any knowledge of the attack. Beyond the identification of his slouch hat, 
there was no actual evidence against him. Moreover, that a black male, 
witnessed by dozens of farmers leading Bishop away from the market, 
would rob her, beat her, and then remain nearby for the next half an hour 
makes little sense. Although Smith was probably innocent, the city’s press 
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assured readers that he was the culprit. The Roanoke Times even falsely 
claimed that Bishop “immediately knew her assailant and said so.”32

Protecting Smith from the lynch mob was far more precarious in Roa-
noke because the police force charged with safeguarding him was under-
staffed and inept. Authorities had removed the department’s former chief 
for embezzlement and had dismissed numerous officers for fighting, being 
drunk or asleep on duty, or consorting with prostitutes.33 Roanoke’s current 
mayor, Henry Trout, had reorganized the department in 1892 but left John 
F. Terry, a fellow Civil War veteran and former N&W yardmaster, in his 
position as chief and Alexander H. Griffin, a Pennsylvanian and former 
machine-shop worker, in his position as sergeant. Neither officer had any 
formal police training, nor had either been on the force more than a year.34 
The sixteen other officers in the department lacked formal training as well, 
and most of them were wholly unprepared for the danger and mayhem they 
encountered on Roanoke’s streets. They came and went as quickly as they 
could, according to Sergeant Griffin, who observed that many “started out 
very bravely as patrolmen in the morning but could hardly lay aside their 
badge fast enough at night.”35

Throughout the remainder of the day, the crowd outside the jail grew 
in size and became more belligerent. Bottles of whiskey passed freely be-
tween its members all afternoon, and as the men become more and more 
intoxicated, their demands for “lynch justice” steadily increased in volume. 
Unlike other municipal officials in Virginia, who generally acquiesced to 
the demands of lynch mobs, Henry Trout vowed to protect Smith, knowing 
that he risked social ostracism and retribution. Given state authorities’ si-
lence on the issue and hesitancy to protect potential lynching victims, his 
stand was all the more remarkable.36 It did not take Trout long to realize 
that his police force would be no match for the mob and that he could not 
remove the prisoner, so rather than risk Smith being taken by the crowd, he 
called up the Roanoke Light Infantry, the city’s component of the Virginia 
Militia. According to Jack W. Hancock, a member of the infantry, when he 
and seventeen other militia members marched to the municipal building, 
Trout again came outside and pleaded with the crowd to disperse before 
ordering the squad to clear the street in front of the jail. The mob, Hancock 
reported, laughed at the men and “made fun of us saying we were afraid to 
shoot.” The militia, although armed with bayonets and rifles, was hardly 
threatening. A social organization as much as an infantry, its crisply uni-
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formed members, most of them young clerks for the railroad or other busi-
nesses, had no experience with actual combat. Although outnumbered by 
at least twenty to one, the infantry was able to clear the street in front of the 
municipal building, giving police an opportunity to arrest two of the most 
vocal men in the crowd when they refused to back up.37

After driving the crowd back, John Bird, captain of the infantry, sta-
tioned his men along nearby streets, creating a blockwide perimeter around 
the municipal building. Bird, who had moved to Roanoke from Connecti-
cut a couple years earlier to help operate the Norwich Lock Works, believed 
the situation was under control even though hundreds of men remained 
nearby, milling about Campbell Avenue beside the Ponce de Leon Hotel. In 
an obvious indication of just how confident Bird was, at 7:30 p.m. he walked 
several blocks to check on a takeout dinner order for his troops. According 
to Hancock, Bird had been gone only a few minutes when he frantically 
telephoned to report that a mob was rushing up Commerce Street and 
Campbell Avenue. Bird beat the crowd back to the municipal building and 

The Roanoke police and light infantry. Anonymous archive, Roanoke, Virginia.
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had his men to take up defensive positions along the front steps and at 
windows. Hancock, stationed on the steps with four other soldiers, saw 
what he believed to be at least a thousand men running up the street and 
“cheering as they came.” Its leaders, according to local papers, were Mrs. 
Bishop’s oldest son and fifty to a hundred other men from Botetourt 
County who had just arrived in the city. “It seemed,” Hancock reported, 
“that they would attempt to rush over us at every moment.”38

Thousands of spectators followed the mob to the municipal building 
and watched the confrontation. E. P. Tompkins, a railroad clerk among 
them, recalled that he gossiped with friends and never dreamed of danger.39 
Reverend William Campbell, like other ministers, wandered through the 
crowd, doing what he could to talk its members out of an attempt to lynch 
the prisoner. Campbell, who like most residents believed the rumor that 
Mrs. Bishop was dead, left the scene to hold a special prayer meeting at his 
church a few blocks away. “We have a murderer in our city,” he told his 
congregation, “and I fear we shall have a number of others.”40 While Camp-
bell preached, the mob closed in around the jail. Trout and Bird—his sword 
drawn—pleaded once again for calm, informing those close enough to hear 
them that the infantry’s guns were loaded and that they would protect 
Smith. “They replied with curses and abuse,” Hancock recalled, “saying that 
they were not afraid of us, that we were afraid to shoot, and that they would 
have the negro.”41 The situation now clearly spiraling out of control, Bird 
wired the governor to warn him that a mob of five thousand had surrounded 
the infantry and that he and his men would be “wiped out shortly.”42

Around 8:00 p.m., according to a reporter at the scene, the shouting 
and screaming mob made a “wild rush” toward the western side of the jail, 
battering a door there with logs and shattering every window with rocks 
and bottles. In the chaos, Bird issued the “ready” command, signaling his 
men to cock their rifles and take aim at the crowd below.43 Seconds later, a 
shot rang out. Who fired it remains unclear. Hancock, stationed out front, 
swore that it and four or five others that rang out afterward in rapid succes-
sion came from the sidewalk across the street.44 A correspondent for the 
Roanoke Times concurred, reporting that “in the fever heat of excitement 
and suspense . . . several imprudent persons in the street opposite the jail, 
near the Chinese laundry, fired a number of pistol shots.”45 E. P. Tompkins, 
however, claimed that as soon as the mob started bashing the door, there 
“came a volley of shots from the windows over my head, and men fell right 
and left in the street.”46 The Daily Record ’s correspondent at the scene 
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agreed and reported that there were thousands of other witnesses who saw 
the militia open fire on the crowd. Whatever the origins of the first shot, 
after it rang out, the infantry opened fire. Over the next two minutes, it and 
the mob exchanged about 150 shots.47

Many of the bullets hit Greene Memorial Church next door, forcing 
parishioners to seek shelter under their pews.48 A couple blocks away, at 
William Campbell’s prayer vigil, he and his congregation heard the “ter-
rific roar of musketry” and rushed outside to see what had happened. 
Campbell passed several of the wounded and saw thousands of men and 
women “running in every direction to get out of reach of other shots that 
might come.”49 In the panic, the mob and the crowd of spectators fled down 
Campbell Avenue or tumbled into piles behind the Ponce de Leon Hotel’s 
railing. “The street before the jail,” according to E. P. Tompkins, “looked a 
shambles, blood in forty places, the street car rails slippery with it.”50 In the 
alley beside the jail, the Daily Times reported, the ground was “soaked with 
blood, stones splattered and walls splashed with the same dreadful dye.” 
The melee killed eight men in the crowd, wounded thirty-one others, and 
left Mayor Trout, the only casualty inside the courthouse, with a bullet 
lodged in his foot. According to local papers, most of those struck down or 
wounded had been spectators standing on the outskirts of the mob. The 
proprietor of the St. James Hotel was among the dead, as were three Nor-
folk & Western employees, a Roanoke County distiller, and a popular 
member of the Roanoke Athletic Club’s baseball team. A black saloon-
keeper was wounded, as were two African American women who had been 
watching the mob from across the street. Most of those hit in the volley 
were horrifically injured. One man had his leg blown off, another lost his 
foot, and several others had wounds to the groin, stomach, or head. In the 
chaos of the assault, the militia and mob both fired haphazardly, and ac-
cording to doctors who treated the injured, pistol shots from the crowd hit 
at least three spectators in addition to Mayor Trout.51

Within a few minutes of the clash, N&W detective William Baldwin 
made his way to the courthouse to warn the militia and city officials that 
members of the mob were breaking into hardware stores downtown to steal 
rifles and dynamite. According to a Times correspondent in the area, “in-
cendiary speeches were being made by a dozen men,” all of whom had 
vowed to mount another attack on the infantry and to lynch Mayor Trout 
along with Smith. When Judge John W. Woods and local politician J. Allan 
Watts attempted to dissuade the crowd, men in the mob shouted them 
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down and fired pistols in the air. According to Jack Hancock, shortly after 
Baldwin’s warning, Trout limped into the Ponce de Leon Hotel, and Cap-
tain Bird ordered the militia to shed their uniforms, go home, and stay in-
side. Before leaving, Trout instructed the police force to take Smith into 
hiding. Once the mayor left, however, Chief Terry suggested that the police 
save themselves by turning Smith over to the mob. Sergeant Griffin and 
two other officers ignored him, and along with George Gordon, another 
black prisoner, they took Smith across the Roanoke River, to a hiding spot 
beyond the southwestern limits of the city.52 When the mob returned and 
found the courthouse empty, according to Tompkins, one of its leaders 
mounted a table inside, “swinging a coil of rope with many oaths calling for 
volunteers to help hang the mayor.”53 William Campbell once again begged 
the crowd to disperse but found the men so enraged that “they would not 
listen to reason or anything else.”54

After a frenzied search of the courthouse and the Ponce de Leon Hotel 
failed to turn up the mayor or Smith, the crowd followed Mrs. Bishop’s son 
to Trout’s house. The mayor had slipped out the back door of the hotel only 
minutes earlier, after getting treatment for his wounded foot, and remained 
in hiding among his friends.55 Having failed to find the mayor or Smith, the 
mob broke up into several ten- to fifteen-man squads to ransack the homes 
of city officials and guard the railroad tracks to prevent either man from 
escaping by train.56 Sometime later that night, George Gordon—the pris-
oner who had helped Smith escape—and Sergeant Griffin returned to the 
jail. By then, Griffin had reconsidered and told Chief Terry that Smith was 
“nothing but a damned negro” who deserved to be lynched. Terry agreed 
and at around three that morning ordered Smith brought back to the jail. 
He then informed at least one member of the mob about the plan. As a re-
sult, twenty-five armed men, their faces hidden behind handkerchiefs, were 
waiting in a vacant lot halfway between Commerce and Roanoke streets 
when Smith and his escorts appeared. Smith spotted the posse first and 
took off running but made it only a few dozen yards before someone 
knocked him down. The gang ordered Griffin and the other officers to 
“take a walk” and then headed off into the darkness with Smith.57

The men proceeded only a short distance before they stopped beneath 
an electric light at the corner of Franklin Road and Mountain Avenue. 
Unlike William Lavender, who in a desperate attempt to save his life admit-
ted to being drunk and accidentally knocking Alice Perry down, Smith re-
fused to confess to assaulting Mrs. Bishop, denying his executioners their 
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final prize and leaving them determined to stigmatize his body. They 
promptly tossed a rope over a hickory tree, strung Smith up, riddled him 
with bullets, and desecrated and decorated his body in ways that marked 
him both physically and socially as one who had transgressed the boundar-
ies of allowed behavior. To them, Smith’s supposed assault of a “defenseless” 
and “respectable” white woman was an attack on their masculine responsi-
bility to protect white women from the black “menace” roaming Roanoke. 
Moreover, Smith, the former “property” of local officials, was the symbol of 
middle- and upper-class efforts to impose order on the city’s working 

The Thomas Smith lynching. In this previously un-
published image, Smith hangs in the center of a 
large crowd on the morning after his murder. A Ro-
anoke photography studio sold the image as a souve-
nir. Anonymous archive, Roanoke, Virginia.
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classes and rural immigrants. His hanging thus served a twofold purpose: it 
terrorized black residents and rebuked white authorities.

In the morning, the Times reported, thousands of residents turned out 
to view the tree’s “ghastly fruit.” Signs pinned to Smith’s back proclaimed 
him “Mayor Trout’s Friend” and warned “Do Not Cut Him Down—By 
Order of Judge Lynch.” Hundreds of those who came to view Smith took 
bark from the tree, slices of the rope, or pieces of his clothing as souvenirs.58 
A photo of the scene, sold as a keepsake by Lineback Photography Studio, 
reveals throngs of smiling men and women as well as several black residents 
in the immense crowd around Thomas Smith, who hangs, much like a 
prize buck or bear, as a trophy to be admired. Smith, dressed in a shabby 
suit and wearing pants with patches over the knees, dangles only a few feet 
off the ground, his white socks hanging off his feet, his eyes and tongue 
protruding out of his badly swollen head, and his ears bleeding from spots 
where hunks had been cut off as souvenirs.59 That residents felt not only 
comfortable but enthusiastic about posing for cameras next to Smith says a 
great deal about their self-righteousness and evident pride in his violent 
demise. The carnival-like atmosphere that followed Smith’s extralegal 
hanging was common in lynchings throughout the South, and much like 
participants in other “lynch festivals,” Roanoke residents sought to prolong 
their “victory” by further desecrating Smith’s body.60 The difference, how-
ever, was that they wanted to do so in a way that further solidified their 
disdain for city authorities as well. Indeed, when members of a coroner’s 
jury arrived and had Smith cut down for transport to the city morgue, the 
enormous crowd refused to release him and insisted that they were going to 
lay Smith in state on the mayor’s dining room table before burying him in 
Trout’s front yard.61

William Campbell learned of the plan to further demean Mayor Trout 
from Robert Moorman, an elder in his church, and insisted that Moorman 
rush him to the scene so that he could prevent it. When Moorman and 
Campbell arrived, several men had just begun to drag Smith down the 
street, and there were at least a thousand people cheering them on. Camp-
bell pleaded with them to stop. Their reply, according to him, consisted of 
“angry words” and fists waved in his face. Several men pushed Moorman 
down and started dragging Smith away again before Campbell grabbed the 
rope and told them “they should not drag the body through the streets; that 
we had already suffered enough.” His stand convinced at least a few men in 
the group to back him up, and with their added pleas, the mob eventually 
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decided to burn Smith on the banks of the Roanoke River instead. A crowd 
of hundreds then followed the wagon bearing Smith’s body down Moun-
tain Avenue, cheering and tearing down fences along the way. When they 
reached the riverbank, several men gathered brush and tree limbs to build a 
pyre, doused Smith with coal oil, and set him afire. “The flames roared and 
cracked, leaping high in the air,” according to a reporter at the scene, “while 
all around stood 4,000 people, men, women, boys and children on foot, in 
buggies and on horseback, and numbers of them shouting over the pitiful 
scene.” Hundreds of onlookers fed the flames by tossing branches and twigs 
into the fire, and by noon, according to another correspondent, all that re-
mained of Smith “was a few ashes and here and there a bone.”62

After the fire burned out, the mob turned its fury back to the militia 
and mayor—some allegedly gathered buckets of Smith’s ashes to dump in 
Trout’s yard; others spread out to locate him.63 Trout, who was still hiding 
in town, decided to leave after the torrent of threats against him showed no 
signs of abating. The following evening, accompanied by railroad detective 
Baldwin, he boarded a special Norfolk & Western coach and rode to 
Lynchburg. When a reporter visited Trout later that evening, he found the 
mayor in a “highly nervous and overwrought condition and laboring under 
much mental perturbation.” In a sign of just how troubled Trout was, his 
.38-caliber pistol was on the hotel room table.64 Back in Roanoke, the 
president of the city council had taken over as mayor. In an attempt to re-
store order, he and a citizens’ committee headed by Joseph H. Sands, vice 
president of the N&W, issued a broadside. “It is most desirable,” the flyer 
proclaimed, “that all excitement should be allayed, exciting speeches or 
conversation discouraged, and the majesty of the law shall be respected as 
being competent to deal fully and justly with all persons who may be sus-
pected of sharing illegally in the events of last night.” The committee ad-
vised all citizens to go home or back to work and summoned a grand jury 
to investigate the lynching and riot. The acting mayor suspended Police 
Chief Terry and appointed dozens of special police officers “whose duty is 
to urge upon citizens to preserve order and disperse to their homes.” He and 
the committee also convinced saloonkeepers to close their businesses.65

Later that day, Joseph Sands addressed all N&W and Machine Works 
employees and asked them to abide by the law and help restore order. Al-
though the workers voted to follow Sands’s advice, they also passed a resolu-
tion declaring the militia’s actions unprovoked and demanded a full 
investigation of the mayor, police force, and infantry. The city’s Masons 
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and Odd Fellows pledged to assist municipal authorities, as did the William 
Watts Camp of Confederate Veterans and the local post of the Grand Army 
of the Republic. The Blue and Gray veterans issued a joint statement back-
ing the citizens’ committee and condemning the “lawless persons” respon-
sible for tarnishing the reputation of the Magic City.66 The mob, nevertheless, 
continued to roam the streets in search of city authorities and militia mem-
bers. Although most infantrymen stayed in hiding, Jack Hancock, a bank 
clerk, reported to work the morning of the lynching and stayed there until 
friends convinced him to leave. Like all members of the militia, Hancock 
later received a death threat from the “Headquarters of the Vigilant Com-
mittee.” “Sir,” the note read, “prepare yourself to meet your creator—one 
day longer in Roanoke you will sleep the sleep of the brave. We want your 
blood—you shot our friends. Yours to administer death, 163 Citizens.” 
After getting the threat, Hancock decided to lodge with heavily armed 
comrades at a boardinghouse rather than go home.67 Other infantrymen 
and city officials hid in nearby Salem, which according to the Richmond 
Dispatch had become a “city of refuge for many of those who have incurred 
the wrath of the mob.”68

The coroner’s jury charged with investigating the shooting and lynch-
ing called its first witnesses the day after Smith’s hanging. The men who 
testified failed to concur on who fired the first shot but agreed that Mrs. 
Bishop’s son and Walter Davis, a seventeen-year-old Roanoke resident, led 
the assault on the jail and that the most violent and determined members of 
the mob were fifty to one hundred of Bishop’s neighbors from Botetourt 
County. Captain Bird of the infantry admitted to giving the order to fire on 
the crowd, but swore that he did so only after men in the mob fired several 
shots at him. Several witnesses claimed that Chief Terry attempted to turn 
Smith over to the mob after the shooting, but that Mayor Trout had in-
sisted that the police force continue to protect him. At the conclusion of 
testimony, the jury found that all the men killed except Smith died because 
of Bird’s order, and it forwarded the case to a grand jury to determine the 
legality of the shooting.69

Mayor Trout, who had gone to Richmond the day after arriving in 
Lynchburg, refused all requests for interviews but told reporters that he 
hoped to return to Roanoke as soon as possible.70 Back in Roanoke, the 
citizens’ committee issued a statement to the Southern Press Association 
urging the mayor to return. “It is our purpose,” they claimed, “to demon-
strate to the world that the charge we are under mob rule and the course of 
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law cannot be pursued on account of intimidation and threats is false.”71 
Virginia governor Philip W. McKinney, who had previously been hesitant 
to use the power of the state to suppress lynching, changed course after the 
mayhem in Roanoke. The riot, he told the state senate, was a “terrible les-
son” that should make all Virginians realize the need to “respect the au-
thorities and obey the law.” Henceforth, he warned, the state would 
maintain order, “and the consequences must rest upon the heads of those 
who make it necessary.”72

Reaction to the lynching and riot appeared in newspapers around the 
nation and as far away as London.73 Coverage of the riot in out-of-town 
newspapers shattered the progressive image of the Magic City that its busi-
ness boosters had cultivated, directly threatening continued economic in-
vestment. The press accounts justifiably horrified Roanoke’s business 
leaders, who reacted to the riot with strong support for municipal authori-
ties and loud demands for law and order. Roanoke’s papers, longtime sup-
porters of “lynch justice,” did an abrupt about-face and called for speedy 
punishment of the men responsible for the riot. The Times extolled Trout’s 
leadership and acknowledged that the infantry had no choice but to fire 
upon the mob. The Daily Record likewise informed readers that unless they 
were “ready to see their hopes of building a metropolis turned to despair, 
her streets turned to pastures, and her houses the roosting places of birds of 
night, they will with one accord, sustain the constituted authorities in the 
maintenance of law and order.”74

City editors’ stance against “lawlessness” did much to quell tensions and 
bolster public acceptance of the stand against the mob, and when Trout did 
return, a week after fleeing for his life, a crowd of three hundred residents 
cheered his arrival at the depot.75 According to the Times, by then, “the great 
mass of the people” had begun to sympathize with authorities and finally 
“recognized the fact that the laws of the land are supreme and must be en-
forced.”76 Mrs. Bishop, who had been recovering in Roanoke since her at-
tack, left for home the same day Trout returned. Although a week earlier she 
had only been able to tentatively identify Smith based on his “slouch hat,” 
when questioned leaving town, Bishop reported that she was absolutely cer-
tain the man who had beaten her had “met his just deserts.”77

Roanoke’s papers, while admonishing lawlessness, did so while simul-
taneously damning Smith as a monstrous brute who deserved to die for his 
crime. They entirely ignored the lack of any real proof against Smith, not 
only embellishing the meager evidence against him but also turning the 
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assault on Bishop into an attempted rape. Although it is perhaps impossible 
to prove, it seems likely that Smith was innocent. In the immediate after-
math of his murder, antilynching activist Ida B. Wells claimed to have 
learned that Smith was not guilty and that this fact was “well known in the 
city before he was killed.”78 The Cleveland Gazette, like other northern pa-
pers, reported only weeks after the riot that the “poor Afro-American 
lynched, and whose body was riddled with bullets, then burned, is now 
generally acknowledged to have been innocent of the offense charged.”79 
Although Wells and the northern press offered no evidence to support their 
contentions, more credible accounts of Smith’s innocence appeared in the 
years that followed. According to former infantryman Jack Hancock, a 
subsequent chief of Roanoke’s Police Department had informed him that 
detectives eventually uncovered evidence that “the man lynched was not 
the one guilty of the crime for which he was taken up as a suspect.” Han-
cock, unfortunately, did not reveal what the new details were, nor did he 
name the informant.80 In 1916, the NAACP’s journal Crisis: A Record of the 
Darker Races backed up Hancock’s claim, reporting much like he did that 
a high-ranking Roanoke police officer had “recently revealed the fact that 
the colored man Smith, who was lynched Sept 21, 1893, for assaulting a 
woman, was innocent and known to be so by officials a short time after-
wards.” According to the Crisis, by the time Baldwin captured Smith, an-
other suspect had admitted his guilt and been ordered by authorities to 
leave town immediately.81 If that was indeed the case, then Trout’s stand 
against the lynch mob makes even more sense.

With Trout back in town and the tide of public opinion now running 
against the mob, a semblance of law and order returned to the city. Over a 
hundred “special policemen” teamed up with what was left of the local 
force to maintain the peace. By September 30, nine days after the lynching, 
participants in the riot had even returned twenty-six of the forty-one pistols 
they had stolen from Evans Hardware.82 The torrent of bad press worried 
city fathers, but most assumed a looming grand jury investigation would 
result in punishments against members of the mob so severe that Roanoke’s 
reputation would be at least somewhat rehabilitated. During the subsequent 
hearing, the jury heard over two hundred witnesses before it handed down 
nineteen indictments on sixteen men for felonies and misdemeanors. 
Oddly enough, the jury failed to charge Mrs. Bishop’s son, the openly ac-
knowledged leader of the mob. It proclaimed the action of the mayor and 
militia lawful, declared some of those killed active participants in the riot, 
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and charged Police Chief Terry and Sergeant Griffin with being accessories 
to the lynching. Of the fourteen other men indicted, only four stood ac-
cused of felonies, and only three of them with lynching Smith. The other 
felony indictment was against James G. Richardson, a Botetourt County 
farmer, for threatening to hang the mayor and breaking into a hardware 
store to steal guns and dynamite. Most of the misdemeanor charges were 
for inciting the riot or burning Smith’s body.83 Following their indictments, 
Trout suspended Terry and Griffin. He also created a permanent reserve 
police force of 150 “discreet men” to quell riots.84

The November 1893 trials of those charged by the grand jury ended up 
doing little to help in the city’s restoration efforts. Edward Page, who had 
openly boasted of placing the noose around Smith’s neck, found plenty of 
witnesses willing to provide an alibi, and his jury cleared him of any respon-
sibility in Smith’s death.85 James Richardson, who testified that he had 
been drinking in a local saloon the day of the riot, claimed that he had been 
too drunk to recall anything about leading the search for Mayor Trout or 
breaking into a hardware store. Numerous witnesses, however, placed him 
at the scene and recalled his threatening language against the mayor. The 
jury found him guilty, and the judge sentenced Richardson to thirty days 
in jail and fined him one hundred dollars. The two other rioters found 
guilty of misdemeanors, S. W. Fuqua, a carpenter, and D. D. Kennedy, an 
N&W employee, received one-day prison sentences and one-dollar fines.86 
Such light sentences bewildered the Times editors, who deemed them “trav-
esties upon justice.”87

To make matters worse, prosecutors found no witnesses willing to tes-
tify against Chief Terry or Sergeant Griffin, and as a result, their jury did 
not even leave its seats before proclaiming them not guilty of being acces-
sories to the lynching.88 Mayor Trout, outraged at the acquittals, not only 
refused to reinstate the men but also had them both charged with conduct 
unbecoming an officer of the law.89 At their subsequent hearings in Decem-
ber, Terry and Griffin testified against each other, and this time numerous 
witnesses claimed that both men had plotted to turn Smith over to the 
mob. Although they were once again acquitted, Trout fired Terry and de-
moted Sergeant Griffin to patrolman.90 Early the following year, a Roanoke 
jury found four men, including mob leader Walter Davis, guilty of felonies 
for rioting and burning Smith’s body. The judge sentenced all of them to a 
year in jail and imposed one-hundred-dollar fines. None of the men, how-
ever, served any significant time in jail or had to pay their fines. Some of 
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them won subsequent appeals; others, like Walter Davis, received pardons 
from the governor.91 Indeed, even James Richardson’s thirty-day jail sen-
tence for threatening to hang Mayor Trout was eventually reduced to just 
twenty-four hours.92

In the aftermath of the trials, Roanoke’s business and civic leaders kept 
up their campaign to restore the city’s progressive image. In early 1894, as 
part of that effort, they mounted a campaign to convince Henry Trout to 
run for reelection.93 Tensions from the lynching and riot still simmered, and 
it was unlikely that Trout would have had a repeat of the easy victory he had 
claimed two years earlier. Having survived both Pickett’s Charge at the 
Battle of Gettysburg and the Roanoke Riot, Trout decided the time was 
right to withdraw from public life. While most of the community forgave 
their former mayor for his role in the riot, other officials were not so lucky. 
Captain John Bird of the Roanoke Light Infantry, for example, found the 
lingering hostility against him impossible to live with and, by mid-January, 
had resigned his position and left town.94

Roanoke’s businessmen and politicians, well aware of the public rela-
tions damage done by the lynch riot, did what they could in the years that 
followed to conceal it.95 Many of the city’s other white inhabitants, by con-
trast, attempted to keep memories of the lynch riot alive with scrapbooks, 
souvenirs, folklore, and photos.96 “Haunt tales” circulated widely in town 
after the hickory tree used to hang Smith died in mid-October. Indeed, so 
many residents saw its death as a sign of God’s wrath that the Times felt 
obligated to investigate the matter and inform readers that street grading 
along Mountain Avenue was the actual culprit. City workers cut it down 
later that month, but folk legends that the hanging tree lived on persisted as 
late as 2001, when landscapers removed an ash tree on Franklin Road that 
many residents claimed was the Smith hanging tree.97 A few weeks after the 
actual tree had been removed, a suspicious fire gutted the house directly 
across the street from where it had stood. The Times, aware that “silly, hal-
lucinary stories” about the fire’s genesis were rampant, lectured residents 
again, informing them “that the ghost of the departed black man had noth-
ing to do with the origin of the fire.”98 A more likely suspect was Fred 
Primity, an African American arrested the following month for setting fire 
to the cellar where the attack on Mrs. Bishop occurred.99

At least one white resident even wrote a popular ballad about the lynch 
riot. Sung to the melody of the well-known British ballad “Barbara Allen,” 
the lyrics of “Roanoke Riot,” also known as “Roanoke Outrage,” are per-
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haps the best representation of contemporary public sentiment about what 
happened:

It was the twentieth of September
when the moon shown from on high
in the Magic City of Roanoke
nine innocent men did die.

They were shot down by the militia
that was stationed at the jail.
It was the awfulist outrage
that ever did prevail.

The captain gave his orders to fire
when he heard the people shout
for he had instructions from the mayor—H. L. Trout.
It was the awfulist outrage
that was ever heard about.

And I think it was foolish
to call out the militia
all because of
a dirty low down Negro

Some were shot through the heart
while many were shot through the head.
After the firing was over,
nine innocent men lay dead.

Many people did many cruel things,
yes, things we call hard
for they wanted to bury the Negro
in the Mayor’s backyard.

But the preacher pleaded with them,
yes, loudly he did shout,
“have some respect for your neighbors here,
if not for Mayor Trout.”
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Some suggested they burn him
at the stake
for the awful crime attempted,
Mrs. Bishop’s life to take.

So they built the fire upon him
out of oil and pine,
and all looked on him to see him burn
yes, everyone that could.

That it was outrage in our city,
yes, everyone that could be clear.
Let’s all be quiet now
and have no lynching here.

For the Negro is dead
and gone to a different world from this,
but all do know that he did not go
to a world of heavenly bliss.100

In the public’s opinion, the ballad shows, city authorities murdered in-
nocent citizens to protect a subhuman criminal. It adds one to the actual 
number killed in the melee and incorrectly implies that Mayor Trout gave 
the militia an order to fire. Because eight white men died, the folk song 
does not celebrate the lynching of Thomas Smith as much as it mourns the 
loss of good citizens in the process. It also seeks repentance for the many 
“cruel things” done by the mob and counsels against future extralegal 
hangings. Traditional lynching ballads served as a way to enshrine lynchers, 
prolong a “glorious” event, and remind blacks of their subservient and pre-
carious position in society. They were generally an accurate depiction of a 
community’s interpretation of the event, as well as a way to preserve its so-
cial memory and add to the production of the extralegal hanging by keep-
ing its messages alive.101 “Roanoke Riot,” by contrast, is as critical of white 
authorities as it is of Thomas Smith, and it is ambivalent about lynch “jus-
tice.” It celebrates the actions of William Campbell that prevented addi-
tional “outrages,” but in a final blow against the “low down dirty Negro” 
responsible for the tragedy, it envisions Smith in hell.

Virginia governor Charles T. O’Ferrall, elected only six weeks after the 
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Roanoke Riot, alluded to the chaos in Roanoke in his inaugural address 
and vowed to do all he could to prevent any repetition of mob rule, “let it 
cost what it will in blood or money.”102 Such antilynching rhetoric, however, 
had little to do with sympathy for African Americans, but was instead part 
of a conservative quest to maintain an orderly society in which the power of 
elected officials did not come into question. Indeed, by the time O’Ferrall 
assumed office, the 1893 depression, the rise of the Populist Party, and the 
Roanoke Riot had combined to make Virginia’s politicians and business 
leaders alike believe that the prospects for an underclass revolt that could 
plunge the Old Dominion into anarchy were genuine.103 To counter this 
threat, O’Ferrall called out the state militia on dozens of occasions to pro-
tect prospective African American lynching victims. He demanded thor-
ough investigations of extralegal violence and ordered local officials to do 
whatever necessary to safeguard prisoners held in their jurisdictions. For 
blacks charged with capital offenses against whites, however, the prospects 
for actual justice were slim. To counter the public’s outcry for lynchings, 
most authorities arranged hasty and unjust trials for the accused and then 
professionally executed them beyond the immediate purview of the com-
munity. Combined, these measures led to a dramatic decline in lynching in 
Virginia in the years that followed.104

Thomas Smith was one of 12 blacks lynched in Virginia in 1893 and 
one of 153 blacks lynched in the South that year. Unlike his fellow Virginia 
victims, all of whom stood accused of rape, murder, or barn burning and 
had been taken easily by mobs and immediately hung, Smith stood accused 
of a minor offense and had received what protection city officials were able 
to muster.105 That protection, however, prompted unruly poor whites to 
attack those in power, threatening the very core of elites’ social, political, 
and economic status. As a result, Smith’s execution took on the trappings of 
a true “carnival”—rioters turned the world upside down, disrupting the 
orderly hierarchy that had taken control of him. His lynching, however, was 
the last in the city’s history. In the years that followed, Roanoke authorities 
followed the precedent set by Henry Trout and did all they could to quash 
extralegal violence. The only serious challenge to that effort appeared in 
1904, when city authorities faced potential mob action against an African 
American male accused of brutally assaulting a white woman and her 
daughter. In a show of force that was a direct reaction to the 1893 riot, 
Virginia’s governor dispatched eight hundred infantrymen to help protect 
the prisoner.106
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In February 1900, William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal printed a 
poem written by Ambrose Bierce, alluding to the recent shooting death of 
Kentucky’s Democratic gubernatorial candidate William Goebel. It also 
proved alarmingly prophetic for another office-holder of the day.

The bullet that pierced Goebel’s breast
Can not be found in all the West;
Good reason, it is speeding here
To stretch McKinley on his bier.

When self-styled anarchist Leon Czolgosz killed President William McKin-
ley nineteen months later, rumors flew that a clipping of Bierce’s poem had 
been found in the assassin’s pocket. Hearst had been McKinley’s most fla-
grant journalistic detractor, and some interpreted the quatrain as a veiled 
threat, especially since William Goebel had apparently fallen to an assassi-
nation plot devised by Kentucky Republicans. Bierce swore that he had 
never intended for his stanzas to be taken as an attack on the president or 
his party, but that they were instead a warning of the dangers posed by the 
growing population of “foreign elements” who espoused the fearful phi-
losophy of anarchism and its most publicized product, assassination.1 The 
poem, Bierce insisted, was a warning of a clear and present—and foreign—
danger, one that was most definitely new on the American scene. William 
Goebel, however, was probably killed by native-born Americans, and ones 
with politics decidedly less exotic than anarchism.

Anarchist was already a widely used epithet by the time of William 
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Goebel’s death, and critics described him as such because of his Jacobin 
politics. After his death, the term was used to describe his murderers as 
well.2 Assassination, a new method of violence no longer exclusive to Eu-
rope, was deemed the American Republic’s greatest threat at the time of 
Bierce’s writing, due to both its deadly, chaotic result and its origins among 
the throngs of non-Anglo-Saxon immigrants.3 But when it came to Ken-
tucky, a section of the country fairly lacking in Serbs and Italians, the media 
had previously embraced another description of violence: feud.

By the end of the 1880s, as Altina Waller observed in her seminal article 
on the subject, feud, and all it entailed, had become discursively fastened to 
the Kentucky mountains—but with gross imprecision. Precisely speaking, 
a feud is a protracted, reciprocal conflict between groups or individuals or 
groups of the same social strata—a popular theme in nineteenth-century 
fiction.4 By the turn of the century, feud had become pregnant with mean-
ing far beyond its actual definition. Impromptu knife affrays, riots, and 
lynchings all were called feuds or symptoms of feuds without consideration 
of the nature of violence or the number of people involved.5 The word 
monosyllabically conjured images of the occidental past (i.e., the Middle 
Ages) or societies that, from an Anglophone perspective, lived out the past 
while existing in the historical present (such as the Mediterranean island of 
Corsica). While assassination represented a new Industrial Age danger that 
had recently arrived with Europe’s swarthy throngs, feud was vestigial, for-
eign in time but not in place and race, emerging bizarrely but familiarly 
from the foundations of Anglo-America. Feud reiterated Kentucky’s not 
entirely undeserved reputation for violence, but its use led to continued 
misinterpretation of its causes.

For a time, the death of William Goebel was associated with feud. The 
Republican Party dominated most mountain counties, and for weeks before 
Goebel’s murder hundreds of Republicans from Kentucky’s mountains 
flooded Frankfort’s streets protesting his claim to the governorship. “The 
mountain feuds,” one Democratic paper wrote, “have been transferred to 
Frankfort at the instance of acting [Republican] Governor [William] Tay-
lor.”6 Still, as defendants were tried and political mud slung for years after-
ward, the taint of feud and all it entailed drifted away from the memory of 
Goebel’s assassination. Feud suggested a medieval antiquity far removed 
from the Gilded Age hustings. For Kentucky Democrats, there was too 
much to gain from Goebel’s death for it to be relegated to some mythic, 
primordial past.
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In 1903, assassination and feud were again mingled when Republican 
attorney James Marcum was murdered by a hidden gunman in the moun-
tain boomtown of Jackson, the county seat of Breathitt County. Within 
days of Marcum’s death, the Louisville Courier-Journal bemoaned the “cow-
ardice” with which men had been murdered in the state’s mountains. “It is 
by stealthy methods and implacable spirit that they intimidate whole com-
munities, including the officers of the law and the courts of justice,” the 
paper accused, “the result being that it is rare indeed, that one of these as-
sassins and anarchists is brought to punishment.”7 The phrase “assassins 
and anarchists” accentuated the parallels between the killings of Goebel 
and Marcum. In the long run, however, Marcum’s death was remembered 
less as a political assassination and more as the outcome of an ongoing feud. 
This was partly because he had died in the Kentucky mountains, and in the 
early twentieth century this was a reflexive media assumption. It was also 
because of a concerted effort to reframe the narrative of Marcum’s death by 
Democratic county judge James Hargis, who wielded a considerable amount 
of influence in the party and had likely ordered Marcum’s death. In this 
instance, unlike with Goebel, it was politically beneficial for the party to 
embrace feud as an explanation for violence.

This essay examines how impoverished, isolated Breathitt County in 
Kentucky’s mountain region became central to the state’s political enter-
prises or, more precisely, those of its Democratic Party, following the Goe-
bel affair. As had been the case in the South since Reconstruction, violence 
was one of the party’s primary tools for achieving regionwide dominance. 
In viciously dispatching challengers to their power, Breathitt County’s 
Democratic leaders differed little from those elsewhere in the South. How-
ever, their decidedly political violence took on an apolitical visage thanks to 
the language used to describe it. The memory of the Marcum killing was 
indelibly associated with the loosely defined feud phenomenon that had 
plagued the region in past years. Feud, and all that it meant to Americans 
at the turn of the twentieth century, disguised the nature of Marcum’s 
death, portraying it as the result of some strange, organic process native to 
the Kentucky mountains, rather than the calculated act of political expedi-
ency that it was.

Unlike most other southern states, where post-Reconstruction “re-
demption” virtually eliminated the Republican Party, Kentucky remained 
a “genuine” two-party state, albeit one with a consistent Democratic major-
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ity for most of those years.8 The 1890s was a decade of unprecedented tri-
umphs for Kentucky Republicans, successes helped along by the 
Democratic Party’s internal divisions at both the state and the national 
levels. The 1888 end of viva voce had stifled the power of Democratic 
county regimes all over the state, allowing Republicans to gain local offices 
via secret ballot.9 Internal divisions over Free Silver lost votes to the Populist 
insurgency, especially in the western counties’ black leaf tobacco belt, fur-
ther weakening Kentucky Democrats.10 As the party floundered, the Re-
publican vote increased steadily over the course of the 1890s, resulting in 
the election of William O. Bradley, Kentucky’s first Republican governor, 
in 1895.11 The following year, Democrats bemoaned President-Elect Wil-
liam McKinley’s narrow victory in the state’s electoral college and the elec-
tion of the state’s first Republican U.S. senator.12 With the onset of actual 
two-party competition in the state, eastern Kentucky, predominantly Re-
publican since the Civil War, had become almost as politically vital as the 
always-predominant Bluegrass.

The loss of the governor’s mansion was simply unacceptable to many 
Democrats, especially considering Governor William Bradley’s attempts to 
maintain black political equality and his friendliness with the Louisville & 
Nashville (L&N) Railroad.13 With hundreds of miles of track in Kentucky 
and other southern states, the L&N had promised to be an interstate “Rail-
way Emperor,” one that some Kentucky Democrats feared held too much 
influence over the state government (on the other hand, one of the state’s 
most prominent Democrats, Basil Duke, was the railroad’s public face).14 
This half-hearted concern resulted in unsuccessful Democratic calls for 
heightened railroad regulation.15 Although Kentuckians had established a 
healthy two-party system by relatively honest and peaceful means, Demo-
crats, envying the “Solid South” forming below them, sulkily refused to 
recognize Republican legitimacy.16 “Republicanism,” the Louisville Courier-
Journal opined in 1888, “is simply an epidemic. Like Federalism, cholera, 
Know-Nothingism and yellow fever, when it has run its course, it will pass 
away.”17 Over the following decade, Kentucky Democrats remained dog-
gedly unwilling to acknowledge their opponents’ legitimacy in their state.

Distrust toward the L&N, coupled with ambitions of one-party rule, 
fueled the political career of one of the South’s most unlikely political fig-
ures, Pennsylvania-born firebrand William Goebel. As the son of a German- 
born Union veteran, Goebel did not fit the mold of a Kentucky Democrat 
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imagined by those who retained sympathy for the Lost Cause.18 But his 
opposition to the L&N and acumen in dealing with more traditional court-
house Democrats increased his popularity during the 1890s.19 Northern-
born though he may have been, he was adept at the New South’s emerging 
practice of “shooting on sight.” In 1895, an armed Republican banker 
confronted Goebel for writing an unflattering article about him, to which 
Goebel swiftly responded with a bullet to the banker’s head. Because both 
men were armed, many accounts of the shooting framed it as a traditional 
southern duel. However, neither the banker nor Goebel had planned for the 
encounter. More likely than not, Goebel dispatched his target before the 
banker had the time to shoot him, a scenario that hardly qualified as the 
traditional (and, by this time, sharply declining) white southern ritual.20 
Although Goebel was acquitted on grounds of self-defense, his public kill-
ing of a prominent financier was the first of many other controversies that 
would surround him. When banditry broke out in the Bluegrass to protest 
toll road fees and the fencing of hunting land, the young state senator ex-
pressed sympathy for the protestors, prompting conservative legislators of 
both parties to associate him with lawlessness.21 Goebel became the most 
controversial political figure to emerge in Kentucky (at least since flamboy-

Portrait of Governor William 
Goebel. Courtesy of the Ken-
tucky Historical Society.
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ant abolitionist Cassius M. Clay), upsetting conservative Democrats and 
producing fears among Republicans that a new era of demagoguery had 
arrived. In light of his salvos against the L&N and other corporations, even 
members of his own party condemned Goebel for turning their party over 
to “Anarchists, Socialists and Populists.”22

But Goebel’s call for railroad regulation, one echoed by many other 
southern politicians, paled in comparison to his brash foray into electoral 
reform. In 1895, Goebel (who was then state senate president pro tem) pro-
posed a bill to centralize the management of elections, a measure that would 
have theoretically strengthened Democrats. Republicans considered the bill 
a disenfranchisement measure every bit as egregious as other states’ poll 
taxes, but the bill passed over Governor Bradley’s veto.23 While this so-
called Goebel Election Law increased the General Assembly’s ability to 
manipulate elections, it in turn diminished the authority of local courts.24 
By 1898, Goebel, riding upon an angry minority’s support, had alienated 
the majority on his left and right flanks. Nonetheless, his political capital 
never sank so low as to prevent him from running for governor.

Goebel’s nomination as Democratic gubernatorial candidate in 1899 
was widely attributed to the selection of his former Senate bench mate, 
“ardent Democrat of the Jeffersonian school,” and citizen of Breathitt 
County, Circuit Judge David B. Redwine, as convention chair.25 Redwine 
was a former state senator and minor luminary from one of the few Demo-
cratic counties in eastern Kentucky. Judge Redwine’s residency brought 
with it a certain amount of pariah status. Anyone outside of Kentucky who 
had heard of Breathitt County since the 1870s associated it with nothing 
more than irrational violence and depravity and its centrality within the 
state’s “feud belt.”26 Over the following years, Redwine’s “Bloody Breathitt” 
origins obscured all other details of his role in Goebel’s ascendancy.27 But 
the selection of an obscure circuit court judge from an isolated, notorious 
county proved masterful. A dark horse of the mountains, Redwine had 
fewer relationships with powerful Democrats and, as such, was less in their 
thrall. More important, he served as judge in a circuit district that rarely 
elected Democrats.28 The selection of a mountaineer diminished the possi-
bility of sectional prejudice being thrown against Goebel. It was also fanci-
fully suggested that a convention chair from “Bloody Breathitt” was the 
only selection intrepid enough to stare down a hostile convention hall.

With a Republican in the governor’s mansion, thanks largely to votes 
from other mountain counties, Breathitt County’s political stock had risen 
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considerably. By 1899, Redwine had allied with merchants James “Big Jim” 
Hargis and Edward Callahan, both of whom shared his desire to maintain 
the Democratic Party’s continuing dominance in Breathitt County.29 After 
attaching himself to Goebel’s rising star, Hargis became the first Breathitt 
County resident appointed to his party’s state central committee, a position 
that gave him patronage privileges over his entire congressional district and 
a voice in the party’s highest statewide echelons.30 Callahan, with fewer con-
nections outside of eastern Kentucky, acted as majority whip within the 
county.31

With or without his home county’s reputation, Judge Redwine brought 
Louisville’s infamous June 1899 “Music Hall Convention” under control.32 
The convention was nationally known as a conflagration of river-town 
dregs brought to act as conventioneers. Redwine managed to maintain the 
convention in the direction of a Goebel nomination (despite physical threats 
from hostile delegates) by insisting on a dizzying flurry of roll-call votes and 
refusing to adjourn until Goebel’s other conventioneers could negotiate a 
firm majority. A disgruntled Republican recalled: “He apparently desired 
the world to surrender on its knees. Parliamentary usages formed no part of 
his code. He was not there for the convention to direct, but to direct the 
convention. There was but one man he obeyed, but one man he served, and 
that man was William Goebel. He served with all the fidelity with which a 
slave serves his master.”33 Redwine was game enough to remain onstage 
during some angry delegates’ impromptu rendition of “We’ll Hang Jeff 
Davis from a Sour Apple Tree,” with his own name substituted for Davis’s.34 
Throughout the proceedings, James Hargis worked behind the scenes as 
“one of the main manipulators,” quietly cajoling delegates and supposedly 
threatening Redwine with bodily harm when he finally considered leaving 
the lectern.35 After he was nominated on the twenty-sixth ballot, Goebel 
coyly disregarded Redwine’s role at the convention, even when visiting 
Democratic strongholds like Breathitt County. “I want to know if Judge 
Redwine really was for me,” he announced at a whistle stop in Jackson. 
“They say he was but I want to know.”36 While campaigning, Goebel con-
tinued to demonize the L&N and went so far as to suggest that any other 
candidacy represented the railroad’s executive domination. Goebel scarcely 
mentioned his Republican opponent, Attorney General William S. Taylor, 
by name during his fiery speeches.37 By 1899, even anti-Goebel Democrats 
favored railroad regulation or at least favored ending the L&N’s undue in-
fluence.38 But his election bill, by far his most outrageous legacy, was con-
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siderably more complex and problematic than his attacks on the railroad. 
The Democratic Party in Kentucky remained fragmented for the remainder 
of Goebel’s life.

Even as Goebel styled himself an anticorruption leveler, Hargis and 
Callahan assured his success in Breathitt County with a heavy hand.39 Cal-
lahan hired men to guard the ballot boxes in the county’s most heavily 
Republican precinct and threatened Republican election inspectors with 
physical harm during the November polling. When election inspectors held 
the final count in Jackson’s courthouse, an armed gang of “Goebel despera-
does” entered and fired pistols in the air, driving all of the Republicans 
from the room and securing the ballot box. According to the state Repub-
lican campaign chair, this act of intimidation secured an additional four 
hundred votes for Goebel. Even in the precincts where Republican inspec-
tors remained, all Democrats voted for Goebel. Due to both specially con-
figured heavy-paper ballots and “bulldozing never seen in Breathitt County 
before,” Goebel won the county with 756 votes.40 

Even with the endorsements of William Jennings Bryan and the Louis-
ville Courier-Journal, Goebel’s lack of support within his own party (as well 

Portrait of Governor 
William S. Taylor. 
Courtesy of the Kentucky 
Historical Society.
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as the persistence of the Populists who pilloried his election law) ended in 
his apparent narrow defeat.41 For their part, Republicans capitalized on 
Democratic furor over Goebel and concentrated solely on state issues (this 
at a time when Republicans elsewhere were winning elections by touting 
issues of national and international reach). The review board created by 
Goebel’s own notorious election bill surprised everyone by ruling in Wil-
liam Taylor’s favor.42 Although Goebel initially conceded defeat, Democrats 
decried the Republican ticket and the L&N for corrupting the election by 
using fraudulent ballots and intimidating railroad workers at the polls.43

Invigorated by this support, and vindicated by blatant L&N activism, 
Goebel rescinded his concession and returned to the General Assembly in 
January with accusations against the election returns from more than a 
third of the state’s counties. The General Assembly’s Democratic majority 
selected a committee made up of nine fellow party members (including 
James Hargis), one Republican, and one Populist to review the evidence of 
fraud.44 Meanwhile, armed Democrats patrolled the streets of Frankfort in 
anticipation of a Republican attempt to confound the review process. Re-
publicans responded by summoning more than one thousand militiamen 
from the eastern “Whig Gibraltar” counties (the L&N openly volunteered 
its rolling stock to transport the armed Republicans from the foothill and 
mountain counties without charge).45 As members of both parties awaited 
the committee’s findings, pro-Goebel and anti-Goebel Democrats united to 
protest the latter group’s presence, while Republicans defended the freedom- 
loving mountaineers as a peaceful assembly gathered to “protect their liber-
ties.”46 Throughout January 1900, both sides appeared to be preparing for a 
miniature civil war.

On the morning of January 30, a hidden rifleman shot Goebel as he 
walked by the state house to the senate chamber with two Democratic com-
panions. Later that day, probably unaware that Goebel was mortally wounded, 
the committee announced a party-line decision that Goebel had received the 
largest number of votes (but without giving the exact numbers of the returns). 
Viewing this decree as an act of sedition, Governor Taylor dismissed the Gen-
eral Assembly with instructions to reassemble in the “bloody eleventh” con-
gressional district’s Laurel County, the point of origin for many of the 
Republican militiamen.47 Republican legislators quickly complied, while 
their opponents gathered in the hotel where Goebel lay dying in order to 
ratify the election committee’s decision. While succumbing to a fatal case of 
pneumonia, Goebel twice took the oath of office from two friendly Demo-
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cratic judges.48 Even as Governor Taylor presided over a reassembled 
General Assembly in the Kentucky mountains, Democrats declared his re-
cumbent opponent the state’s thirty-fourth governor.

Goebel’s death three days later failed to alleviate tensions between the 
two parties. Many Democrats remained convinced that Governor-Elect 
Taylor had directed Goebel’s assassination. After sixteen initial indictments, 
eastern Kentucky native Caleb Powers, Republican secretary of state and 
the primary assembler of the mountain militiamen, was convicted for plan-
ning Goebel’s murder.49 Taylor fled late in 1900 to Indiana, where the 
Republican-dominated government refused to extradite him back across 
the Ohio River. Although a jury “made up entirely of Democrats” sentenced 
him to life imprisonment, Powers’s ensuing appeals triggered years of po-
litically charged trials that resulted in the eventual pardoning of Taylor and 
two other men implemented in the assassination.50 Following a long series 
of court battles, J. C. W. Beckham, Goebel’s running mate for lieutenant 
governor, became governor.51 Kentucky’s Democrats would glorify the 
name “Goebel” for nearly a decade after his assassination. When Beckham 
ran for reelection in 1903, even Democrats who had once hated Goebel 
conjured up his “martyrdom” for the party.52

One of the foremost Kentucky historians of recent decades character-
ized the Goebel campaign as the “breaking down” of “old political lines” 
that had existed since 1865.53 This may have been true, if only by happen-
stance. Goebel’s later categorization as a populist and progressive ran counter 
to his reliance upon the machine tactics of Kentucky’s many undemocratic 
courthouse rings like Breathitt’s. While he attempted to make clear who 
Kentuckians’ economic enemies were, he never developed a critique of the 
state’s political process. His inability to negotiate differing strains within his 
own party prevented his higher goals while highlighting his baser methods. 
His expressed plans to punish the forces of monopoly proved to be in vain; 
Goebel’s successor and protégé, Governor Beckham, became a firm friend of 
the L&N.

The Goebel campaign’s most lasting outcome was the revelation of 
eastern Kentucky’s paradoxical role in the state’s political process. Goebel’s 
Democratic nomination had been initiated by Kentucky mountaineers, and 
(apparently) his life had ceased because of them as well. There was little 
doubt that the successes, failures, and eventual tragedy experienced by Wil-
liam Goebel in his doomed campaign for governor could all be traced either 
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to his Breathitt County supporters, Hargis, Redwine, and Callahan, or to 
“the roughest [Republican] crowd ever gotten together in the mountains.”54

In return, the Goebel legacy was long-lasting in Breathitt County. Rid-
ing upon their ascendancy, brought by the Goebel campaign, James Hargis 
and Edward Callahan were elected county judge and sheriff respectively, 
cementing their hold on Breathitt County’s government and the local 
Democratic Party. Their connections to William Goebel, and the fraudu-
lent methods by which they had secured his victory in the county, however, 
dictated that a perpetual air of controversy followed them both. Breathitt 
stood out as the most overtly forceful example of what the Republican New 
York Times vaguely labeled “the Goebel methods.”55 Long known for its 
singular record of violence, it had become simply another piece of evidence 
for the crisis of governmental legitimacy suffered throughout the entire 
state. After he had won the sheriff ’s office by a mere sixteen votes in a 1901 
election, Callahan’s opponent contested the outcome, prompting Judge 
Redwine to declare the election void.56 In his capacity as county judge, 
James Hargis then appointed Callahan as acting sheriff until a new election 
could be held, creating an uproar in both parties. Republicans challenged 
Callahan’s right to the office, but Kentucky’s State Court of Appeals sus-
tained Hargis’s and Redwine’s decisions in 1903. By that time, Callahan 
had already served as sheriff for nearly two years, hardening control over 
the county.57 Having direct or indirect influence over “at least one-half the 
business interest of Breathitt county,” as well as the courthouse, Hargis and 
Callahan then possessed “entire control of the juries of Breathitt county, 
and [could] convict or acquit a person charged with crime at their plea-
sure.”58 Democrats indicted in federal and state criminal cases remained 
free and appeared in court at their leisure.59 When a former Democratic 
county judge released an anti-Hargis circular in 1902, he could only disin-
genuously accuse Hargis of supporting Republican candidates for the past 
two decades, charges that Hargis easily dismissed by invoking the names of 
Goebel and William Jennings Bryan.60 The two politicians had formed a 
local one-party dominance similar to those forming all over the South.

And as in other states, fusionism was the disfranchised minority’s re-
sponse.61 Republican attorney James B. Marcum and Jim Cockrell, Jackson’s 
Democratic town marshal, began a bipartisan reform effort against the 
courthouse ring.62 In 1901, Marcum had been his party’s inspector in one 
precinct during the 1899 gubernatorial election before “Hargis-Callahan 
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Goebelites” forcibly locked him out of the room containing the ballot box 
(he had also represented Callahan’s opponent in the election for sheriff the 
following year).63 Marcum was the nephew of the late William Strong, a 
pugnacious Union partisan during the Civil War who, till his mysterious 
assassination in 1897, had refused to accept the continuance of Democratic/
Confederate dominance in Breathitt County.64 Following his uncle’s death 
in 1897, Marcum rose through Kentucky’s Republican ranks and by 1903 
had become state party chair. Short years earlier, Breathitt County was a 
sparsely populated backwater that most of the rest of the state could afford 
to ignore. When James Marcum challenged Hargis’s newly formed court-
house ring, however, it was the beginning of a fight between two of the 
most influential power brokers in Kentucky.

In early 1902, Hargis, Callahan, Marcum, and Marcum’s law partner, 
O. H. Pollard, met in Marcum’s law office to take depositions for the fu-
sionists’ upcoming contestation of Callahan’s election. To complicate mat-
ters, Hargis and Callahan had requested Pollard’s services as their faction’s 
attorney, and despite the obvious conflict of interest involved, Pollard had 
accepted. Unsurprisingly, this led to a quarrel during the meeting, and be-
fore cooler heads prevailed, four pistols were drawn. After Marcum de-
manded that the other three leave his office, charges were filed against 
Marcum and Hargis (but apparently not Pollard and Callahan). In order to 
allay any future confrontations, Marcum paid his own fine and asked the 
police judge to dismiss the case against Hargis, but not before Jim Cockrell 
and his brother Tom (whom he had enlisted as deputy marshal) served 
warrants to Hargis in the courthouse, leading to another incidence of un-
holstered pistols. Again, no shots were fired.65 A few weeks later, Tom 
Cockrell confronted Hargis’s younger brother Ben in an illegal tavern, re-
sulting in a gunfight that left both of them seriously wounded. Cockrell 
was taken to the home of his “guardian” (the Cockrells were both orphaned 
young men in their twenties), Dr. Braxton D. Cox, and recovered shortly 
thereafter. Ben Hargis was not as fortunate. He died in his brother’s home 
the following day.66

Within its time and place, Ben Hargis’s death was not unusual. As in 
other parts of the South, violence had been common in Breathitt County 
for decades, often fueled by readily available supplies of whiskey.67 However, 
by way of his home county’s prior reputation and Judge Hargis’s ability to 
use that reputation to his own end, Ben Hargis’s violent demise was made 
to appear as a recent episode in an ongoing feud between families. Six years 
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earlier, railroad detective Jerry Cardwell shot and killed James and Ben 
Hargis’s other brother, John, who had become unruly on a passenger train 
car en route to Jackson. Cardwell was convicted of manslaughter, but re-
ceived a pardon from Republican governor William Bradley soon thereaf-
ter.68 Cardwell’s brother was the police judge before whom Hargis had 
refused to appear earlier in the year, while Dr. Cox, the Cockrells’ guardian, 
was married to Cardwell’s sister.

In 1902, Judge Hargis used these familial connections and his brother 
John’s death to his political advantage. Angered by his other brother’s more 
recent death at the hands of the brother of a political enemy, he portrayed 
the shooting as part of a longer history of personally motivated violence. By 
placing the killing within the larger narrative of a “family feud,” Hargis 
could claim victimhood and preemptively justify future retaliations. Al-
though Cardwell’s shooting of John Hargis in 1896 had no connection to 
later events, Bluegrass Kentuckians and other Americans, already believing 
that the region was a land of violence and lawlessness, readily accepted 
Hargis’s characterization of the murders, one that overlooked the political 
motives that drove Breathitt County residents to commit violence.69 In this 
manner, even if Judge Hargis was later found culpable for violent wrongdo-
ing, his actions could be excused as those of an uncouth mountaineer
following a bloody hidebound tradition or, perhaps, a sort of familial-honor-
based self-defense that might draw sympathy from tradition-minded Ken-
tuckians.70 Most important, the “feud” invocation encouraged observers to 
interpret any future deaths in Breathitt County as part of a reciprocal, 
mutual fight between equals, not the oppressive force of a political elite.71 
Thus began the “Hargis-Cockrell feud” and decades of requisite misinfor-
mation in Kentucky newspapers and the national press.72

The subsequent murders of Dr. Braxton Cox and James Cockrell 
seemed to further confirm the widespread misconception that a “feud” 
continued to plague Breathitt County.73 On the night of April 13, 1902, 
Cox was riddled with buckshot as he walked home from a house call. That 
July, James Cockrell met a similar fate, shot and killed within yards of Cox’s 
place of death.74 Cockrell’s murder attracted far more statewide attention 
than his guardian’s because he had been shot from the upper window of the 
courthouse in the middle of the day.75 Even before his expiration from in-
ternal bleeding, the press had already placed his impending death within a 
feud narrative that swapped facts for conformity to a prearranged plot. Ac-
cording to the Republican Lexington Leader, the young town marshal was 
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the latest victim of the “Breathitt County feuds.” The evening edition of the 
newspaper fumbled key facts, particularly the familial relationship between 
Ben Hargis and Judge Hargis (calling them father and son and then broth-
ers at different places in the article), foreshadowing future media errors that 
always kept the details of Breathitt County’s violence obscured, seemingly 
unexplainable, and from a distant past.76 Indeed, as in past interpretations 
of feud violence in eastern Kentucky, Cockrell’s death was headlined as 
only “Another Dark Chapter Added to Bloody Breathitt’s Terrible Record 
that Savors of Middle Age Barbarism.”77 Authorities were slow in finding 
suspects in either killing, and the declaration of “feud” helped obfuscate 
matters. Wolfe County’s Hazel Green Herald, one of the only Democratic 
papers in the Kentucky mountains, insisted that Breathitt County residents 
were having “a hell of their own” and that “people outside the immediate 
trouble do not know the cause of any of the parties involved, save as retailed 
to them, and are apt, therefore, to misjudge.” The Herald assured readers 
that the troubles were strictly part of a “family affair.”78 Hargis’s plan was 
working.

Sketch of Judge James Hargis. 
Louisville Courier-Journal, 
May 1903.
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No doubt through the encouragement of the Herald and other papers, 
many Kentuckians were happy to think of these homicides as strictly local-
ized occurrences with no broader significance, feud related or otherwise. 
But Republicans were not as willing to accept the conflict’s singular pecu-
liarity, either to Breathitt County alone or to the mountains at large. After 
James Marcum alerted the newspaper that he had received death threats, 
the Republican Lexington Leader launched a prolonged attack on Hargis 
and Callahan in the fall of 1902. The Leader accepted Marcum’s claims, 
which were also reprinted in other state Republican newspapers, whole 
cloth.79 Marcum produced an affidavit signed by one of his clients in a 
criminal case, claiming that the judge and sheriff had offered him money 
to kill Marcum. Above all, Marcum made it clear that, though he had been 
threatened, he was not part of a feud.80

Hargis and Callahan responded by calling Marcum a liar. Hargis cited 
his own record of shutting down illegal whiskey sales as evidence for his 
county’s lack of troubles.81 Callahan was more candid, acknowledging that 
Marcum might have had reason to be alarmed due to the recent murder of 
“two prominent men” in Jackson.82 Unmoved, Marcum scoffed at Hargis’s 
and Callahan’s claims of innocence, announcing that two of Callahan’s 
deputies, Curtis Jett and Tom White, had conspired to kill him.83 Marcum 
then condemned the state’s Democratic apparatus for protecting Breathitt 
County’s courthouse ring. “[Hargis and Callahan] have men employed, 
newspaper correspondents, to misrepresent the facts,” Marcum asserted, 
“and Hargis is now trying to arouse political prejudices in order to secure 
the sympathy of the Democratic press. There is no politics in the law. It was 
made for all parties and should be obeyed by all, even the ‘leading Demo-
crats in Eastern Kentucky.’”84 Outraged, Hargis directed Breathitt County’s 
grand jury to indict Marcum for criminal libel, temporarily stifling any 
further public accusations (the charges were eventually dismissed).85 Never-
theless, Marcum had succeeded, at least for the time being, in publicly as-
sociating party politics with the recent murders of his allies. Not only were 
Hargis and Callahan implicated, but Hargis’s “feud” explanation for recent 
deaths had been challenged.

In May 1903, an unknown gunman shot and killed James Marcum in 
a manner almost identical to the previous year’s murders, again within sight 
of the courthouse (this time in its doorway) and yards away from where Cox 
and Cockrell fell.86 By dying violently after publicly announcing threats 
against his life, and implicating the courthouse ring, Marcum almost suc-
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ceeded in his goal of exposing the corruption of Breathitt County’s govern-
ment. Circumstantially, it would have indicted the Hargis courthouse 
immediately—if only his and the previous deaths had not already fallen 
under the feud rubric. The most widely publicized “feudal” death to occur 
in Kentucky since the 1880s, Marcum’s murder reinforced Breathitt’s pre-
existent violent reputation. The Louisville Courier-Journal, for instance, ar-
gued that Marcum was the latest casualty in the Hargis-Cockrell feud:

The feud which took Mr. Marcum’s life has caused, it is said, no less 
than forty deaths in the last two years. This would be an astounding 
statement to anyone who was a stranger to these mountain vendettas. 
But this is only one of many similar feuds which have disgraced the 
State and will continue to disgrace it until the State shows a more 
resolute purpose and power to uphold the law.

These feuds have too often been looked upon as romantic episodes 
of primitive life in our backwoods. That is entirely too charitable a 
view to take of them. There is nothing romantic or manly about 
them. Originating in some trivial quarrel, they continue for genera-
tions of cowardice, treachery and assassination. The murders which 
are their outcome are not even committed man to man, in the open, 
but almost invariably are perpetrated after patient lying-in-wait and 
ambush extending over months and years.87

Like the Louisville Courier-Journal, other Kentucky newspapers, mostly 
Democratic, portrayed the Breathitt County killings as the product of ex-
trapolitical “lawlessness.”88 Well aware of the ever-present danger of libel 
charges, these newspapers interpreted Breathitt County’s violence as a sin of 
the local authorities’ omission rather than as violence directed with political 
certainty. In fact, after having initially accepting Hargis’s “feud” scenario, 
the Lexington Leader was the only Kentucky newspaper that examined the 
killings of 1902 through a political lens.89

Meanwhile, Hargis continued to cast the death of James Cockrell 
within a larger feud narrative that acknowledged enmity between his fam-
ily (but not necessarily himself) and the Cockrells. Although Hargis admit-
ted that Marcum was one of a number of “Republican leaders” who had 
“endeavored to run [Hargis] out of the county,” he insisted that the recent 
outbreak of violence had been sparked by old, bitter familial disputes, not 
current political matters. According to Hargis, Marcum’s uncle William 
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Strong had raided his family’s farm and left him hungry and shoeless dur-
ing the Civil War.90 Marcum, he continued, had been “reared in an atmo-
sphere of feuds.” In a condemnation that doubtlessly referred to Marcum’s 
notorious relative, Hargis concluded that there was “not a family in Breathitt 
county some one of whose members has not been slain by Marcum blood.”91 
Feud, it seemed, could have political associations so long as they rebuked 
the past while allowing the present to remain benign. The small number of 
Democratic papers that glibly decried the crimes of Breathitt without spe-
cifically placing blame often did so by comparing Marcum’s death to that 
of William Goebel.92

“A Republican Preserver of the Peace at Frankfort.” 
Louisville Courier-Journal, January 27, 1900.
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After Marcum’s death, the only person in Breathitt County willing to 
publicly suggest a courthouse-ring conspiracy was his widow, Abrelia Hurst 
Marcum. Although many men in the community probably knew the iden-
tities of Marcum’s (and Cox’s and Cockrell’s) killer(s), most of them re-
mained silent out of fear. But as a woman and mother, Abrelia Marcum 
represented to the men of Breathitt County home and family, communal 
institutions that the county’s decades-old cycle of violence had not violated. 
James Marcum’s tactic of shielding himself with women and children in the 
weeks before his assassination demonstrated the reverence with which local 
residents regarded the “domestic sphere.” Even the most ruthless men kept 
violence, especially politically motivated violence, as far from women as 
possible.93

As such, the widow Marcum felt free to denounce Hargis and his po-
litical allies. Publicly, she not only charged Hargis’s “clan” with her hus-
band’s homicide but also accused “the administration of Judge Hargis” of 
promoting such lawlessness and refusing to prosecute those who committed 
it.94 Breathitt County residents tolerated violence, she concluded, not be-
cause of some unnamable force that kept the feud tradition alive in “Bloody 
Breathitt,” but because Hargis and other community leaders sanctioned it. 
Within the boundaries of the county, no one other than Abrelia Marcum 
was willing to announce this to the world even though many knew it to be 
true.

Mrs. Marcum’s accusations did little to weaken the courthouse ring, 
even as Governor Beckham became involved. Soon after Beckham offered 
a two-hundred-dollar reward for the capture of James Marcum’s murderer, 
local authorities arrested Deputy Sheriff Curtis Jett (soon after, fellow 
deputy Tom White was indicted as well). Jett refused to implicate his supe-
riors in the crime.95 His role as an agent of the courthouse was not forgot-
ten, but the rumor that he and James Marcum had “quarreled” publicly 
shortly before the latter’s death emphasized personal enmity over political 
calculation.96 Fearing that Jett’s trial would incite further violence, Gover-
nor Beckham issued an executive order sending the state militia to Jack-
son.97 During the trial, however, Beckham announced that the “situation” 
in Jackson had “been exaggerated” and refused to deploy additional militia-
men to the town.98 Before long, however, the county’s ill fame was used 
against Beckham as personal connections between himself and the Hargis 
courthouse were insinuated in Kentucky and elsewhere. Beckham shrewdly 
acted as if these innuendos were not directed toward him but toward the 
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entire state, reframing the issue as a sectional one. He ignored most com-
plaints from Kentucky Republicans while instead addressing the small 
number of jeers from northern newspapers. The governor parried with 
northern critics over the quantity of violence in his state as a whole, which 
he contended was not on scale with much of the North. “The calling into 
service of the entire national guard of one of the northern states to suppress 
a strike, where hundreds may be slain, does not attract one-half the notice 
as does the use of one company of Kentucky militia in aiding some Circuit 
court in trial of a criminal,” he explained.99 At the official opening of the 
Democratic state campaign, he declared: “That the Democratic officials 
have done everything in their power to put an end to the troubles in Brea-
thitt County no one disputes. They were purely local, and not half as seri-
ous as the feudal outbreak in Clay County [a Republican-dominated 
mountain county] during the last [Bradley] administration.” Like his party’s 
press, Beckham could not resist exhuming his slain predecessor as proof of 
Republican hypocrisy: “If the Republicans had shown the same desire to 
punish the assassins of William Goebel that the Democrats did to punish 
Marcum’s assassins, both crimes would now be avenged. Let the past be 
forgotten, and let us stand together henceforth shoulder to shoulder as 
Democrats, with our hearts full of devotion for the welfare of our State and 
Nation.”100

Beckham’s reelection victory the following November showed that 
sacrificing the reputation of eastern Kentucky was an effective Democratic 
tool. In January 1904, Beckham repeated these claims in his annual address 
but, safely back in office, used language that restored the highlands back to 
the state at large while repeating his earlier critique of the North’s urban 
crime. “Irresponsible romances” had inflated Breathitt County’s condi-
tions, Beckham argued. “It is not an exaggeration to say that there was not 
a day during the past year that human life was not safe in Kentucky, even 
in Breathitt County, than it is any night upon the streets of Chicago or 
New York, from the sanguinary columns of whose voracious journals the 
people have been told day after day of the awful condition of lawlessness 
and crime in Kentucky.”101 Beckham’s address to his party had multiple 
implications. Even many Democrats remained unconvinced that the Brea-
thitt County killings were rooted solely in local conflicts. Breathitt County’s 
violence had to be, as had always been the case in other eastern locales (es-
pecially those under Republican control), purely internal and without any 
greater significance. In addition, his reference to an analogous “feud” situ-
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ation in a Republican county during a Republican administration negated 
whatever attempts Republicans might make to pillory his party for sanc-
tioning violence.

For his own part, Hargis’s position in the state Democratic organiza-
tion remained largely untarnished throughout Jett’s and White’s trial. 
Hargis retained his seat in the central committee, and shortly after Jett’s 
and White’s change of venue to another county, Lexington Democrats 
honored him with a dinner.102 But it was the 1904 passage of the “Day 
Law,” one of the most far-reaching pieces of Jim Crow legislation in Ameri-
can history, that confirmed Hargis’s restored position in the Kentucky 
Democratic Party.103 That January, Breathitt County’s state representative 
Carl Day proposed a bill to effectively prohibit integrated educational fa-
cilities for all private institutions (Kentucky’s public education system was 
constitutionally segregated) in an attempt to segregate Berea College, one of 
the few remaining biracial schools south of the Ohio River.104 Judges Hargis 
and Redwine attended the state house’s educational committee closed ses-
sion (representatives from Berea College were excluded) to express their 
support, as well as that of their “section.” Although Judge Hargis’s name 
had become synonymous with “feudism” the previous year, the press por-
trayed his presence at the capitol as neither peculiar nor deleterious to the 
bill’s potential passage.105 State legislators voted overwhelmingly in favor of 
the bill, and it became law that March.106 If any Kentucky Democrats be-
lieved that Hargis and his cronies were behind the murder two years ago, 
they were willing to overlook it in the interest of segregation.107

Angry that the new law would force its hometown institution to segre-
gate against its will, the Republican Berea Citizen groused that the General 
Assembly intended to next form a new mountain judicial district “for the 
sake of enthroning the famous Judge Hargis.”108 Four days later, as the 
Citizen had predicted, state legislators passed a redistricting that made 
Breathitt part of a theoretically Democrat-majority district.109 Within Brea-
thitt County, Sherriff Callahan’s continuing popularity was reaffirmed as 
well. Praised for his “executive ability and services to the party,” he was 
unanimously renominated as chair of Breathitt County’s Democratic cen-
tral committee the following November.110 No Kentucky Democrats, 
within Breathitt County or beyond, considered the two men liabilities.

The Democratic establishment’s loyalty to Hargis protected the judge 
from many things, but litigation was not one of them. Soon after Hargis’s 
Frankfort appearance, Abrelia Marcum sued Hargis, Callahan, and two 
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others for one hundred thousand dollars.111 Hargis delayed proceedings by 
arguing for the dismissal of the civil suit due to an “existing and continued 
state of hostile feeling” between himself and the scheduled judge, but to no 
avail. He and Callahan were eventually found to be culpable for James 
Marcum’s death and ordered to pay the widow eight thousand dollars in 
damages.112 This wrongful-death suit was the beginning of the end for 
Hargis and his courthouse cabal. Although its immediate success was lim-
ited, Marcum’s civil suit brought the details of the Jackson killings in 1902 
and 1903 directly to the Bluegrass audience, and Breathitt County’s most 
powerful men soon found themselves defendants in a short series of crimi-
nal trials. In the winter of 1905, Hargis, Callahan, and a number of confed-
erates were indicted in Lexington for Jim Cockrell’s murder, on the grounds 
that he had died within its judicial jurisdiction.113 But the criminal trial for 
Cockrell’s murder, as well as those for Cox’s and Marcum’s murders that 
followed shortly thereafter, failed to prove the guilt of either Hargis or his 
compatriots. Against seemingly overwhelming evidence, Hargis managed a 
hung jury and then an acquittal for the Cockrell murder by challenging 
Fayette County’s right to try him for a crime committed in another coun-
ty.114 Hargis’s trial in Lee County for the Marcum murder also ended with 
the judge’s acquittal, much to the dismay of prosecutors. After signing an 
affidavit implicating Hargis and Callahan, Curtis Jett unexpectedly refused 
to testify. Instead, Jett attributed his actions to drunkenness and swore to 
the jury (said to be packed with Democrats) that Marcum had been his 
personal “bitter enemy,” a testimony that fit neatly into the general concep-
tion of “feud” behavior that trumped the notion of political conspiracy.115 
Later that week, Hargis and Callahan were acquitted.116 Jurors in the trial 
for the murder of Braxton Cox did not have the opportunity to weigh in on 
Hargis’s and Callahan’s guilt. The presiding judge dismissed the case before 
it commenced, due to the prosecution’s failure to produce key witnesses.117 
The “uncrowned Czars of Eastern Kentucky,” as they were dubbed by a 
New York Times correspondent, had walked away scot-free, with their 
wealth and influence intact.118 

Membership in the continuously militant Kentucky Democratic Party 
ultimately brought with it a privileged position. The judge specially ap-
pointed by Governor Beckham to try Hargis, Callahan, and other defen-
dants in the criminal trial for Marcum’s murder was known for his “unwav-
ering allegiance to the Democratic Party.”119 The trial for Braxton Cox’s 
murder had occurred in one of the most intensely Democratic counties in 
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the state, Elliott County, where the authorities allowed Hargis to spend 
most of his time awaiting trial outside of the jailhouse shooting marbles 
with locals.120 While Edward Callahan sat in the Lexington jail during his 
trial for Jim Cockrell’s murder, a Democratic merchant treated the defen-
dant to “50 quarts of whisky and about 50 boxes of cigars a two bushel tub 
of apples and case of beer all free,” which Callahan served to the “at least 
3000” admirers who visited his cell. “The Fayette County Democrats are 
Red hot for us they want to fight for us too,” Callahan boasted, describing 
the widespread support that he, Hargis, and the other accused enjoyed 
throughout Kentucky. “Every Goebel Democrat in this county is hot for 
us.”121 Still disheartened more than five years after Goebel’s death, many 
Democrats, recognizing the contributions that Callahan had made in their 
late hero’s campaign, continued to tolerate (or perhaps even sanction) the 
brutal methods employed to accomplish what Republicans called “the best 
exemplification of the horrors of Goebelism.”122

Despite Callahan’s and Hargis’s popularity among Bluegrass Demo-
crats, the murder trials destroyed their political dominance back in Brea-
thitt County. While Hargis awaited trial for the Cox murder, he and 
Callahan were defeated in a countywide fusionist landslide.123 In October 
1906, six men elected to the Democratic state central committee from vari-
ous counties signed a petition complaining that Hargis had arbitrarily de-
prived them of committee membership.124 The following month, with 
Democratic support waning in Breathitt County, Kentucky’s Tenth Con-
gressional District elected its first Republican U.S. House representative 
since 1896.125 Perhaps even more damaging to the Democratic Party, a 
majority of Breathitt County residents voted for William Howard Taft in 
the 1908 presidential election, the only time before 2008 that a Republican 
presidential candidate carried the county.126

The murder trials also triggered broader political fallout. Beginning in 
1906, Republicans charged Governor Beckham as an ally of Breathitt 
County’s “assassination chiefs” and his administration as an embodiment 
of “Gobelism, Redwineism and Hargisism.”127 They accused him of impos-
ing “many indignities on Breathitt County’s peaceful majority” through his 
mishandling of the Hargis trials.128 Nor did Hargis improve the situation. 
His boasts that he could get anyone pardoned convinced many Kentuckians 
that the judge and Beckham had allied with one another. Beckham’s par-
doning of Tom White further confirmed this suspicion.129 Kentucky Re-
publicans could not have been more pleased. In 1907, Democratic control 
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of the General Assembly was narrowed to a slim majority.130 When Beck-
ham attempted to run for the U.S. Senate the following year, four Demo-
crats bolted from the party line, sending former governor William O. 
Bradley to Washington, DC, as Kentucky’s first Republican U.S. senator.131 

The publicity surrounding “Bloody Breathitt” led to tremendous po-
litical fallout between 1906 and 1910, but most state and national newspa-
pers situated the murders in Breathitt County within the nonpolitical feud 
narrative. As such, the political origins of the “Hargis-Cockrell feud” have 
been forgotten. The press portrayed assassinations that encapsulated the 
statewide furor over William Goebel’s murder as nothing more than “hu-
man nature’s daily feud.”132 Accordingly, state and national media contin-
ued to report all killings from Breathitt County as the product of an extant 
feud.133 When Judge Hargis’s nephew Matt Crawford, who had no prior 
involvement in his uncle’s political wranglings, was killed near his illegal 
whiskey still in 1910, one nationally read almanac blithely recounted his 
death as part of “a feud which has long been carried on in Breathitt Coun-
ty.”134 Perhaps the most dramatic explication of the familial concealing the 
political appeared in 1917, when a law journal characterized James Marcum 
as a family rather than an individual in order to fit violence in Breathitt 
County into the “family feud” mold.135 Although the murders that James 
Hargis directed eventually cost him his political office (the prize that had 
motivated the killings in the first place), his strategy of casting them within 
the context of an ongoing family feud proved successful. “The Hargis-
Cockrell feud was like nearly all the other mountain feuds,” historian 
Lewis Franklin Johnson wrote in 1916. “It was a family difficulty.”136

Ensuing events either added more evidence of familial violence or made 
Breathitt County appear to be a preternaturally violent place regardless of 
politics. While Judge Hargis was on trial, his oldest son, Beech, began a 
profligate spree, and his father’s agents had to retrieve him from Lexington 
brothels multiple times. After another incident in 1908, the disgraced for-
mer judge beat his son almost to the point of unconsciousness. Shortly 
thereafter, Beech shot his father to death and attempted to commit suicide 
by swallowing morphine. Although this in-family homicide had nothing 
directly to do with past factionalism, state newspapers described it as a 
“natural sequel” to recent events.137 Following the death of his former part-
ner, Edward Callahan gradually withdrew from politics and grew increas-
ingly paranoid, avoiding Jackson and building a protective bunker around 
his home in southern Breathitt County. On the ninth anniversary of James 



296 T. R. C. Hutton

Marcum’s assassination, in 1912, an unknown rifleman killed Callahan 
just as he concluded a telephone conversation in his house. While the tim-
ing of Callahan’s murder suggested a motive of revenge for Marcum’s death, 
the “noted feudist” had amassed too many enemies, both personal and po-
litical, for local authorities to pinpoint a definite suspect.138 Only Judge 
David Redwine, who had always remained on the periphery of the contro-
versy, managed a peaceful passing and a posthumous reputation untar-
nished by “feuds.”139

Assassination as it was used in Frankfort in 1900, or in Breathitt 
County in 1902 and 1903, had broader implications in both means and 
ends. William Goebel’s assassination in 1900 was initially attributed to the 
“mountain method of ambush,” the surreptitious “bushwhacker” style of 
sniper killing popular during the Civil War.140 But the mise en scène of 
Goebel’s death did not reflect the circumstances suggested by the label 
“mountain method.” The latter was best suited to the unpopulated quiet of 
the isolated wagon roads and footpaths found throughout Kentucky. Goe-
bel was killed in the clear of a winter morning while walking through 
Kentucky’s capitol grounds, circumstances that befitted his position in 
government. Although the rifleman’s identity remains unknown, we do 
know that he shot Goebel from the second-story window of the State 
House, next to the capitol, a building “tenanted by Republicans exclusive-
ly.”141 Even if Secretary of State Caleb Powers did not sanction the assassina-
tion, the conditions that ended Goebel’s life were meant to publicly 
denounce his legitimacy as governor-elect.142 In short, conspirators orches-
trated the assassination in such a way that it would appear to be the will of 
the state. Carried out in the urban center of state governance, the murder 
was a far cry from the anonymous nature of wartime bushwhacking. In 
fact, it more approximated the definitively public (in the anarchist parlance 
of the period) “propaganda of the deed,” performed not only to dispatch a 
hated political figure but also to broadcast a public message.

The murders of Braxton Cox, James Cockrell, and James Marcum oc-
curred under remarkably similar circumstances. Dr. Cox was killed in the 
dead of night by a shotgun blast in the area of Jackson’s main thoroughfare, 
close to both the courthouse and James Hargis’s commercial property.143 
Cockrell and Marcum, more directly linked to the ensuing political con-
flict, were dispatched more publicly and flamboyantly than Cox, shot from 
the Breathitt County courthouse in broad daylight with numerous poten-
tial witnesses present and Judge Hargis and Sheriff Callahan nearby.144 The 
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close proximity of all three killings established the courthouse square as 
“the assassination center of Jackson.”145 Even though Judge James Hargis 
linked at least two of the deaths (Cockrell’s and Marcum’s) within ongoing 
kin-based feud narratives, the manner in which these deaths were spatially 
arranged confirmed that they were the will of the local powers that be and 
acts that involved some amount of planning. Hargis was hardly, it seems, 
the picture of the benighted “mountain white” given to the impassioned 
violence that Americans associated with “feuding.” One home-missions 
progressive explained shortly after Hargis’s death that the mountain judge 
“was neither poor nor ignorant, and had had no little contact with public 
affairs in the larger world of men.”146 As long as violence in “Bloody Brea-
thitt” was assumed common, however, the motives behind individual ho-
micides could easily remain enigmatic or even hidden completely. But it 
was not Hargis’s use of directed violence itself that led to his downfall, but 
rather the unwanted, and unexpected, publicity attracted by the deaths of 
Cox, Cockrell, and Marcum. Still, Hargis encouraged observers to think of 
these deaths as outcomes of an ongoing “feud,” and most Kentuckians and 
Americans obliged.

Breathitt County’s assassinations, and the ensuing trials of the accused 
assailants, had broad political connections to the “outside world.” But the 
press included the Cox, Cockrell, and Marcum homicides within the older 
narrative of violence that had earned the county the nickname “Bloody 
Breathitt” in the 1870s. Although state Republicans (who recognized the 
connections with the hated Goebel island of mountain Democracy) insisted 
on the political motive behind these killings, feud endured as the dominant 
descriptor, one that accentuated the prevalence of communal violence with 
purely insular, local causes. This was not only because of the influence of 
Democratic elites outside of the county, who, like their brethren farther 
south, profited from violence while striving to distance themselves from it. 
It was also because Kentuckians, and Americans in general, preferred to 
segregate native violence into the darkest corners possible, lest it reveal too 
many corrupt realities.
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A typical Saturday-night payday crowd had gathered in James Collins’s sa-
loon. Yet, as too often occurred, arguments erupted, tempers flared, and 
Collins soon found himself in a fistfight with patron Clarence Staten. Al-
though victorious in the contest, Collins grew apprehensive and concerned 
when Staten publicly declared that he intended to kill the proprietor before 
morning. Collins had become accustomed to dealing with miners who 
faced danger daily, knowing that these, mostly young, men had no inhibi-
tions about rebelling against authority. Alcohol and/or drugs influenced 
such temperaments, resulting in the creation of volatile situations.

To make matters worse, intoxicated individuals began to take sides re-
garding the affair, further increasing tension within the crowd. Unfortu-
nately, Collins then found himself forced to eject two other patrons, Noah 
Rodgers and Frank Kirk, from the establishment. Word of the expanding 
troubles at the saloon had been conveyed to the local magistrate, and Col-
lins probably hoped law enforcement might soon arrive to quell any other 
potential disturbance.

Rodgers and Kirk had left the building without incident, but their anger 
increased as the two loitered nearby, fuming over the arguments with fellow 
patrons and what they considered to be their unjustified and unacceptable 
banishment from the tavern. Before Special Constable William Combs ar-
rived on the scene, Rodgers and Kirk had already reentered the saloon, where 
a group of men continued to fight. Several of the combatants carried fire-
arms, and Combs immediately began confiscating pistols. Proprietor Col-
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lins exited from behind the bar to back up Combs and stood slightly behind 
the officer just as Rodgers flatly refused to surrender his weapon. A scuffle 
ensued when Combs tried to force the revolver from his opponent’s hand. In 
the struggle, Combs fired two shots, one missing its mark and the other 
striking Rodgers in the hand, forcing him to drop the weapon.

Kirk had either purposely taken up a position behind the bar, placing 
him to the rear and slightly to the right of his companion, or he had fled to 
that post whenever the first shots rang out and some of the customers dove 
for cover. Either way, Kirk had a clear view of Combs, and he quickly joined 
in the battle. Other patrons also pulled weapons and produced a general 
roar of gunfire. Someone, probably Rodgers, fired a pistol so close to the 
officer that he received a painful facial powder burn from the muzzle blast. 
In spite of shots fired in his direction, Combs escaped injury, and instead, 
saloon owner Collins staggered and dropped close to the front doorway. 
Although struck just below the heart, the wounded man remained con-
scious and tried to save himself from further violence by crawling out of the 
building.

An early saloon, company store, and office in close proximity, Pocahontas Coal 
Company, Davy, McDowell County, West Virginia. West Virginia and Regional 
History Collection, West Virginia University Libraries.



316 Paul H. Rakes and Kenneth R. Bailey

Possibly because the group realized someone had been hit, the gunfire 
ceased, and Combs managed to arrest both Rodgers and Kirk. Saloon pa-
trons rushed outside and carried Collins back into the building. Shortly 
afterward, the men moved Collins to a nearby house, where he soon died.1

The Collins incident seems reminiscent of the many popular stories of 
violence in famous western cattle towns such as Dodge City or Abilene. 
Actually, the episode in the Collins saloon occurred not in the “Wild West,” 
but in the “rough-and-tumble” southern West Virginia coal camp of Rush 
Run on February 19, 1901. Historian Roger McGrath has discovered that 
western frontier mining camps proved to be twice as dangerous as the bois-
terous cow towns of the 1870s, and evidence suggests equally hazardous 
conditions at saloons, boardinghouses, and holiday celebrations in the early 
coal operations of West Virginia’s southern smokeless coalfields. Pioneer 
coal operator William P. Tams remembered the early coal miners of the 
smokeless fields as a “hard-bitten lot,” and the initial coal camps did indeed 
include a substantial element of rugged individualists who readily settled 
personal disputes with guns, knives, clubs, and fists.2 Yet the increased vio-
lence did not evolve from any form of Appalachian cultural behavior, but 
rather sprang from factors common on all frontiers in the nation’s history. 
Guns, liquor, and drugs in the hands of single men from a wide array of 
backgrounds resulted in confrontations typical everywhere, not specifically 
in Appalachia.

Previous historical studies have concentrated on coalfield violence as-
sociated with labor strikes, but these models have limited usefulness in ex-
amining the bloodshed among the miners themselves. Labor historians 
have naturally focused on the confrontations between miners and mine 
guards during the Paint Creek–Cabin Creek strike of 1912 and the Logan 
County conflict culminating in the March on Blair Mountain in 1921. 
Noting the diversity of coalfield populations and working-class distrust of 
vested authorities, scholars such as David Alan Corbin corrected the earlier 
twentieth-century notion that strike violence evolved from the inherent 
cultural characteristics of mountain people. In “The 1913–1914 Colorado 
Fuel and Iron Strike, with Reflections on the Causes of Coal-Strike Vio-
lence,” historian Priscilla Long entered into a debate with economist Price 
V. Fishback regarding the causes of miners resorting to physical conflict 
during labor disputes. Long questioned Fishback’s observation that workers 
armed themselves in self-defense during labor strikes, but neither author 
considered whether or not many miners already habitually carried weapons. 
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Research indicates that firearms certainly proliferated in the smokeless 
coalfields, and guns regularly came into use during altercations among 
miners. Fishback suggested that “hotheaded” individuals may well have 
contributed to the opening of hostilities during mine strikes, and the coal-
camp altercations described in the present essay primarily evolved from 
similarly hot-tempered individuals reacting to perceived personal insults.3

Young miners with a “short fuse” frequented the early coal camps and 
contributed to a remarkable expansion of crimes-against-the-person in Fay-
ette, McDowell, Mercer, Kanawha, and Mingo counties. Although these 
individuals came from a variety of backgrounds, all who became miners 
worked in a violent world where natural environmental forces claimed life 
and limb on a daily basis. In essence, those laboring underground found 
themselves in combat with “Mother Nature.” Most worked independently 
in mining “rooms” and had to become self-reliant on their knowledge and 
skill to make a living in an inherently dangerous underground world. Sig-
nificantly, mining subcultural mandates required a miner to exhibit bravery 
in dangerous situations, and the volatile combination of young “courageous 
hot-heads,” alcohol, and firearms produced frequent deadly quarrels in the 
early coal camps.4

The drastic population increase in the southern coal counties translated to 
a higher incidence of violent confrontations, and by 1904, there developed 
a dramatic contrast in numbers of state prison inmates from West Virginia’s 
southern mining region versus the figure for those from elsewhere in the 
state. Prison records indicate that in 1904 the five counties of Fayette, Mc-
Dowell, Mercer, Kanawha, and Mingo, with a combined population of 
139,812, had contributed 419 of the 748 state convicts, while a comparative 
list of sixteen agricultural counties, with a population of 205,175, had con-
tributed only 28 criminals.5 In an effort to identify the cause of this dispar-
ity, Warden C. E. Haddox pointed to a transitory mining population that 
lived in makeshift shacks, a society “more loosely organized [with] fewer 
safeguards . . . thrown around the people,” and a “tendency in cases being 
to foster conditions that imperil society, rather than to try to protect it.” 
Haddox further argued that the sixteen counties supplying fewer convicts 
benefited from a permanent population, stable agricultural occupations, an 
organized society, and people owning their own homes. Most important, 
by 1906, the warden’s records indicated that murder or similar incidents of 
violence represented 80 percent of the crimes in the southern mining areas.6



318 Paul H. Rakes and Kenneth R. Bailey

Haddox offered a harsh assessment of conditions in the southern coal 
counties, and clearly something more than just the numbers associated with 
a massive population increase had produced the explosion in violent crimes. 
In 1880, only 3 of the 229 convicts at the Moundsville state prison in the 
northern panhandle came from Fayette County, and between 1866 and 
1882, McDowell County contributed only 1 individual to the penal sys-
tem.7 By 1905, the numbers had increased to 130 and 107, respectively. 
These numbers are even more compelling when one realizes that this trans-
lates to 1 convicted criminal for every 277 people in Fayette and 1 for every 
233 in McDowell. Warden Haddox compared these figures to ratios of 1 
convict in 6,500 (total population) in Fayette’s agricultural neighbor 
Nicholas County and 1 in 8,330 in Preston.8

Prison statistics prove equally indicative of the coal industry’s influence 
on the demographic change sweeping southern West Virginia. In 1890, the 
nativity of Moundsville’s entire prison population incarcerated for state 
crimes represented nineteen states and foreign nations, with most born in 
West Virginia, Virginia, and Ohio. By 1908, the original citizenship of only 
those individuals convicted and sentenced during the biennial period re-
flected fifty-one states and nationalities. West Virginia and Virginia prison-
ers continued to be a majority, but the state’s native-born convicts between 
1890 and 1908 had decreased from 42 to 36 percent, and those from its 
sister state had increased from 18 to 25 percent.9

Completion of the Chesapeake and Ohio and Norfolk and Western 
railroads provided the primary catalyst for the economic and social change 
in southern West Virginia reflected by penitentiary statistics. The railroads 
opened previously inaccessible areas to coal industrialization in the late 
nineteenth century and produced significant topographical and demo-
graphic changes to southern West Virginia’s rugged and primarily agricul-
tural setting. Outcrops of easily accessible coal on mountainsides allowed 
numerous enterprising individuals to open drift mines with minimal capi-
tal. Realizing profit practically from the first strike of the pick, these em-
bryonic operations in remote regions often established camps that proved to 
be equally rudimentary. In many cases, sawmills set up at the site cut timber 
in the immediate vicinity and used the green lumber for both elementary 
physical-plant needs and miner housing. Many successful operations pro-
gressively expanded and improved the outside industrial complex and the 
living quarters, but “shanties,” the contemporary name for simple basic 
shelters, remained common housing for many black and bachelor miners.10
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Attracted by the economic opportunities that the coal industry offered 
them, migrants from a variety of backgrounds seeking financial improve-
ment flooded into this rural-industrial setting. Nevertheless, many of these 
workers had no idea that this fiscal pursuit included deadly physical quar-
rels as either instigator or victim. The migration included native white 
mountaineers such as thirty-three-year-old James Collins from Alderson, 
West Virginia, who died at Rush Run in 1901, and African American 
blacksmith Funston Cox from Virginia, whose future included six months 
on a chain gang followed by a controversial murder conviction in 1898 that 
eventually received the attention of Governor Albert B. White. Although 
native whites and blacks dominated the early smokeless coalfields in Mc-
Dowell, Fayette, and Mercer counties, and the Cabin Creek district of 
Kanawha County, Italian and eastern European immigrants soon joined 
them, providing a substantial ethnic presence in such areas as Boomer and 
“Hunk Hill” in Fayette County. The vast majority of violent episodes oc-
curred within the cultural groups themselves, but ethnocentric-related 
troubles occasionally surfaced. Ohio-born white miner Perry Christian 
never anticipated an altercation with “foreigners” leading him to the gal-
lows at Moundsville in 1902. In some cases, women such as Fannie Wash-
ington and Annie Kidwell experienced violence: Washington used a firearm 
to settle a domestic dispute, and an intoxicated Kidwell died from the slice 
of a straight razor in the hands of her drunken husband.11

These representative crimes reflect the reality that the state’s southern 
coalfields suffered from an abundance of liquor and testosterone and a 
proliferation of firearms. Future coal-industry official John J. Lincoln re-
called that his 1892 trip to the emerging industrial enterprises of McDowell 
County’s Elkhorn region involved a half-day delay in Pocahontas, Virginia, 
because a local train delivering alcoholic beverages for coal-mining camps 
and railroad construction workers blocked the rail line. Lincoln noted the 
presence of professional gamblers, related an incident involving gunplay, 
and suggested that “seldom a weekend passed without several shootings and 
sudden death.” By 1901, the Fayette Journal informed its readers that arrests 
and fines related to discharging or carrying firearms had become so numer-
ous that many such instances escaped the notice of the press. In 1906, 
Moundsville warden Haddox insisted that smokeless coalfield violence re-
sulted from “the indiscriminate, unregulated sale of adulterated liquors and 
cocaine, coupled with an equally unregulated and restrained sale and use of 
firearms.” Although possibly overstated, the warden’s criticism insisted that 
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“dangerous drugs are freely sold and consumed in immense quantities, low 
resorts are allowed to ply their nefarious trade almost as a matter of course, 
and every pay day a reign of terror prevails.”12

Whatever the accuracy of Haddox’s assessment, violent confrontations 
of one sort or another expanded dramatically in the smokeless coalfields 
and affected every level of state government. Magistrates regularly imposed 
antipistol laws, and constables often found themselves on the wrong end of 
firearms. Tragedies evolved from trivial quarrels, and criminal cases involv-
ing violence overwhelmed the court system. The trial of Rodgers and Kirk 
for the killing of James Collins, described in the introduction, proved to be 
only one of nineteen murder cases on the docket. As early as 1891, the state 
legislature recognized the strain on the legal system caused by an increase 
of industrial activity, population, and crime in such counties as Fayette and 
divided the legal unit into two branches: a criminal court to handle felonies 
and a circuit court to hear civil cases. The West Virginia State Supreme 
Court of Appeals soon found it necessary to offer opinions in capital cases 
involving a vast array of legalities, including complex self-defense argu-
ments based on intoxication or imminent threat. The state’s chief executives 
also experienced an increased workload due to a dramatic expansion of ap-
peals for commutation of sentences, and Governor Albert B. White found 
himself accused of allowing too many murderers to escape the gallows.13

According to the Board of Directors of the West Virginia Penitentiary in 
1906, this significant increase in crime in Fayette, McDowell, Mingo, Mer-
cer, and Kanawha counties between 1880 and 1910 could be explained by 
easy access to liquor, cocaine, and pistols. Homicide accounted for 80 per-
cent of the crimes committed in those five counties, and the board insisted 
that the murders directly resulted from “the indiscriminate, unregulated 
sale of adulterated liquors and cocaine, coupled with an equally unregulated 
and [un]restrained sale and use of fire-arms.”14

In the early 1900s, the West Virginia legislature believed it necessary to 
address this general use of liquor and drugs and the subsequent impact on 
crime. A prohibition movement had existed in West Virginia since the 
1870s, but it had met with little success. The 1906 penitentiary report, 
coupled with the constant increase in the number of criminals being sen-
tenced to the prison, resulted in a new push to prohibit the sale of liquor 
and efforts to regulate cocaine. Cocaine had legitimate medical uses, and 
doctors prescribed the drug to regulate bleeding, control pain, and relieve 
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other ailments. As with other painkillers, laudanum being a popular one in 
the United States, a potential for drug abuse plagued those individuals un-
able to regulate their use of it, and increasing reports surfaced regarding 
cocaine abuse by persons who consumed it for its euphoric qualities.15 West 
Virginia laws placed no legal restrictions on the possession of cocaine and 
did not require a medical doctor’s prescription to purchase the drug. Con-
sequently, unrestricted purchases of cocaine took place in drugstores and 
even from traveling peddlers in the coalfields. Confronted with the bur-
geoning crime rate perpetrated by persons intoxicated from drugs and alco-
hol, the state legislature finally passed a law in 1911 regulating the sale and 
use of cocaine and in 1912 adopted a resolution allowing voters to endorse 
a constitutional prohibition amendment that went into effect on July 1, 
1914.16

Officials realized some success in regulating alcohol and drugs, both 
contributors to the crime rate, but found it much more difficult to limit the 
sale and misuse of pistols. West Virginia’s 1863 Constitution merely copied 
the Virginia statute permitting ownership of various weapons, but it for-
bade the carrying of firearms or dangerous armaments such as dirks and 
bowie knives. The original edict provided no penalty for violating the law, 
but over the years the West Virginia legislature had increased the restric-
tions on carrying weapons and made violation of the law punishable by 
fines and/or confinement.17 Nonetheless, the law remained largely ineffec-
tive at the turn of the twentieth century because inexpensive pistols could 
be easily purchased at both company and independent stores in the state.

Although West Virginians continued to carry illegal weapons, evidence 
suggests that the general population readily reported to authorities anyone 
they had witnessed breaking the law. In 1904, for instance, a pistol fell from 
the pocket of intoxicated Bud Thompson as he drove a wagon in Mingo 
County. William Blair, an innocent bystander, retrieved the weapon and 
placed it back into Thompson’s clothing, but witnesses only saw Blair with 
the revolver, and the latter incurred the twenty-five-dollar minimum fine. 
Local justices of the peace often passed judgment as to the seriousness of 
such offenses and pronounced punishment accordingly. Arthur Clark from 
Fayette’s Laurel Creek, an area increasingly renowned for gunplay, received 
the maximum year in jail and a two-hundred-dollar fine, while H. P. Tollen 
in McDowell paid fifty dollars and court costs. Women who carried weap-
ons for protection received sentences under the law as well. Bertha Ferrell’s 
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offense seemed to warrant only the minimum punishment, until Justice 
H. M. Pauley, offended by her comments, raised the sentence to the maxi-
mum allowed by the law.18

Even coal-company officials with powerful political connections found 
themselves reported for violating the pistol law. In 1909, H. H. Pinckney 
held a position as superintendent of the Price Hill mining complex, an op-
eration within the domain of Fayette County’s most powerful coal operator 
and politico Sam Dixon. Pinckney instructed an employee to retrieve a re-
volver in order to euthanize a mine mule with a broken leg. Someone later 
reported that Pinckney had walked home that night with the pistol in his 
overcoat. The local justice responded with the minimum punishment of a 
twenty-five-dollar fine, despite the fact that the superintendent held con-
trolling stock in the New River Company and that the town of Price Hill 
existed as the private property of that corporation. Such events suggest an 
equal application of the pistol law to coal officials in company-owned 
towns. In 1910, James K. Laing, a member of one of the earliest coal-
entrepreneur families in the smokeless fields, found himself incarcerated for 
violation of the pistol law. With a revolver in his valise, Laing boarded a 
train for a return visit to the family home in Craig County, Virginia. At a 
stopover in the railroad town of Hinton, a witness claimed to have seen the 
pistol, resulting in Laing receiving a sentence that included a fifty-dollar 
fine and six months in jail.19

Easy access to guns often led to bloodshed. In 1901, James Kearney, 
following an argument about the ownership of a pair of shoes with fellow 
Turkey Knob miner and Virginia migrant H. P. Watts, purchased a .38-
caliber Iver and Johnson revolver. Heated words resumed when the two met 
again at their boardinghouse, and Watts invited Kearney to follow him 
outside to settle the matter. Kearney followed a few paces behind Watts, 
and the new pistol owner stepped slightly through the door and killed 
Watts. Two years later, a group of men at Wilcoe in McDowell County 
instigated an argument with a Hungarian painter. Rather than solve the 
matter with fists, the group entered the Kelley Creek company store, ob-
tained and loaded a .32-caliber Smith and Wesson, and then walked outside 
and shot the painter to death.20

A substantial market existed for these firearms. Young American males 
maintained an attraction to weapons, and those seeking economic oppor-
tunity in the southern coalfields brought with them a fascination with 
guns. Historian Thomas D. Clark suggests that the frontier antebellum 
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Early coal miners staging a gunfight. West Virginia and Regional History Col-
lection, West Virginia University Libraries.

South had passed down a “spirit of rowdiness and irresponsibility” to the 
younger southerners of the postwar period and, consequently, that “young 
men had a love for lethal weapons.” Clark notes that this love affair with 
weapons did not evolve purely from the period of post–Civil War violence, 
but also from the colorful stories of life on the Great Plains filtering back 
across the Mississippi River. Dime novels provided stories of quick-on-the 
draw characters and, as such, contributed to the continuation of a cultural 
love of firearms and admiration for skilled gunmen.

Sociologist Raymond D. Gastil suggests a “predisposition for lethal vio-
lence” among southerners, and records indicate that the American South 
contributed a majority of miners migrating into the early smokeless fields.21 
Among the transitory young males living in the often rugged industrial 
frontier conditions of early coal camps, a deadly combination developed 
when a love of firearms, a reverence for “gun-toting,” and a tendency for the 
physical settlement of quarrels blended with liquor consumption, card-
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game excitement, crap shooting, holiday celebrations, and the stimulation 
of womanizing.

Miners occasionally engaged in actual stereotypical “dime novel” shoot-
outs. In April 1902, for instance, black miners James Freeman and Charles 
Brown argued over a woman with whom they boarded at Rush Run. Sup-
posedly, Brown had “insulted” the boardinghouse proprietor, and Freeman 
decided to intervene on her behalf. Through mutual agreement, the two 
men met outside the boardinghouse on a Sunday and conducted a draw-
and-fire gunfight resulting in Brown’s death. Special cultural admiration 
existed for individuals taken by surprise, but who still managed to draw and 
return fire while falling. Constable John L. Kincaid arrived in the rugged 
coal camp of Slater to arrest one of two black miners who had engaged in a 
fight. The officers located black miner Charles Perkins, a notorious indi-
vidual with previous gunfight credits, near the company store, but he refused 
to surrender unless Kincaid read the arrest warrant. When the constable 
turned his head to search his pockets for the warrant, Perkins pulled his 
pistol and fired point-blank into Kincaid. As the constable fell from a bullet 
that struck a left rib and glanced down close to his spine, he managed to fire 
four times at the fleeing Perkins, only to have all four rounds pass through 
the criminal’s coat instead of his body. Even mining entrepreneur William 
P. Tams exhibited some esteem for coalfield characters with excellent pistol 
skills when he referred to a policeman such as Nat Ressler, who had managed 
to kill an assailant after being mortally wounded.22

The apparent rise in crime encouraged many people to carry a weapon 
whenever traveling in the coalfields. Indeed, by the early twentieth century, 
many mining communities in Fayette, McDowell, Mingo, and Mercer 
counties had become dangerous places. In 1909, the Fayette Journal re-
ported on an upcoming criminal court term with the headline, “Excep-
tional Large Docket for Even Fayette County.” Those charged with oversee-
ing felons convicted of various malicious assaults also believed it necessary 
to move about well armed. In 1902, Fayette sheriff Nehemiah Daniel, 
himself shot and killed by a coal miner at Montgomery two years later, 
made use of twenty-one guards to escort county prisoners to Moundsville. 
Prison rules forbade entrance with firearms, and penitentiary officials took 
charge of thirty-eight revolvers handed over by Daniel’s group. Although a 
few of the guards arrived unarmed, others carried as many as three pistols.23

The proliferation of firearms and the appeal of liquor made taverns in 
the smokeless coalfields the principal sites of gunplay. Ohio mining expert 
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Andrew Roy knew well the drunkenness and violence associated with 
America’s early coal industry, and in 1883, he suggested that saloons func-
tioned as “the curse of the coal mines.” The popularity of whiskey among 
miners became evident with the 1902 announcement that fifty-one saloon 
keepers had received liquor licenses in Fayette County, most of these situ-
ated in the various mining camps. In May 1908, county commissioners in 
Kanawha County responded to the rash of violence in the “watering holes” 
along Paint and Cabin creeks by refusing to renew liquor licenses outside 
the capital city of Charleston. As if to punctuate the necessity of such a 
move, on the night the license expired for the saloon at the Mammoth coal 
camp, a second murder within a month occurred when an aged Civil War 
veteran stepped between armed combatants to protect his son.24

Tavern keepers had to be “tough customers” themselves to regularly 
manage their often intoxicated, gun-toting patrons. George Workman, for 
example, established a reputation for a willingness to engage in gunplay in 
Mount Hope, an independent village surrounded by several coal camps. 

Saloon interior at Parral (present-day Summerlee), Fayette County, West Vir-
ginia, 1911. West Virginia and Regional History Collection, West Virginia Uni-
versity Libraries.
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Workman had been involved in several shooting incidents and been 
wounded himself during an election riot in 1906. When Workman chal-
lenged one-armed Dan Johnson, a fellow business owner, by entering the 
competing establishment and brandishing a pistol, a policeman convinced 
him to put away the weapon. Workman turned to leave, but Johnson, con-
cerned that his adversary might return later, shot Workman in the side. 
Although the bullet lodged dangerously close to his spinal column, and 
local rumor insisted that this constituted a mortal wound, Workman once 
again made a surprising recovery.25

In many cases, saloon keepers had to deal with an increase of drunken 
and argumentative patrons during holiday periods. In 1908, Independence 
Day celebrations in Fayette County’s Loop Creek district resulted in the 
fatal shooting of three tavern customers. Garrett Grigsby, a sixty-year-old 
farmer and miner, entered the infamous “Red Rabbit” saloon at White Oak 
and left his dinner pail with one of the bartenders. In the meantime, Jerry 
Coleman, a Virginia native, took over bartending and informed Grigsby 
that he had no knowledge of the whereabouts of the dinner pail. Grigsby 
became boisterous, and a scuffle ensued when Coleman ordered the elderly 
man to leave. Although versions of the struggle vary, the fight escalated 
after Coleman struck Grigsby with a pool cue and then shot the elderly 
man in the stomach. On the same day, white Ashley Allen and black Riley 
Bailey pulled guns on one another at an African American restaurant and 
bar in the mining town of Kilsyth. Bailey had the faster hand and was 
about to kill Allen when the proprietor quickly stepped in to prevent a gun 
battle. Allen made use of the pause to shoot Bailey and then ran from the 
establishment, pursued by William Holstein, a Kilsyth police officer. The 
men fired at each other during the chase, but Allen finally became ex-
hausted and fell. Shortly before his death, Allen insisted that Holstein had 
shot at him first and fired the final two rounds into him after he had lain 
down and surrendered.26

Shooting affrays among miners on holidays extended beyond saloons, 
and a pardon for one such case in 1899 at the mining town of Sewell ulti-
mately became an embarrassment for Governor William M. O. Dawson. 
With the completion of the C & O Railroad in 1873, the Longdale Iron 
Company began mining operations at Sewell on New River. Industrial ac-
tivity attracted men with skilled trades, such as Funston Cox, an African 
American blacksmith from Virginia. In September 1898, Cox pulled a re-
volver and fired at Special Constable James Tait. Pleading guilty to both 
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violation of the pistol law and attempted second-degree murder, Cox re-
ceived six months on a chain gang.27

Evidence suggests that Cox regularly exhibited a bad temper, and only 
a few months after completing his sentence, the twenty-five-year-old black-
smith found himself involved in yet another shooting incident at Sewell. 
On Independence Day, Cox became embroiled in a dispute with another 
black miner, and word of a potential gunfight spread through the crowd. 
Harrison Lusk, a white man who had assumed the role of special constable 
at the celebration without authority, and a comrade confronted Cox near 
the railroad, pointed a gun at his head, and told him to raise his hands. 
Self-proclaimed constable Lusk made no effort to announce himself as a 
peace officer, and consequently, the blacksmith refused to comply. At that 
moment shots rang out, and a shooting brawl developed when others joined 
in the affray. One witness later testified that another African American had 
fired into the ground near Lusk and that Cox had then opened up with his 

A gaming room in Glen Jean or Thurmond, Fayette County, West Virginia, 
c. 1910. West Virginia and Regional History Collection, West Virginia Univer-
sity Libraries.
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revolver. Two fatal bullets entered Lusk, whose brother, standing some dis-
tance away, shot Cox in the shoulder and lower leg. Rumors surfaced re-
garding the killing of a white man, particularly among those who recalled 
that exactly nine years earlier, black miner John Turner had killed Sol 
Walker in the Rush Run saloon and a Fayette mob had stormed the jail and 
lynched him. Although seriously wounded and bedfast for five months, 
Cox recovered, and a jury in October 1899 recommended a sentence of life 
imprisonment for first-degree murder rather than execution.28

Various petitions on behalf of Cox eventually convinced Governor 
William M. O. Dawson that the blacksmith had been treated unjustly. In 
March 1908, the chief executive commuted Cox’s sentence to eighteen 
years’ imprisonment and granted him parole for “good time” served, even 
though the prison record indicated that his behavior had been only “fairly 
good.” Cox’s “hot-headed” reputation encouraged the governor to offer him 
a conditional pardon, which remained in effect only so long as Cox avoided 
trouble. This concern proved well-founded, because by April 1909, Cox 
had returned to Fayette, once again violated the law, and then escaped from 
a chain gang.29

Although holidays and paydays may have escalated drinking, many 
miners needed no such excuse to regularly consume large amounts of alco-
hol. In 1915, Governor Henry Hatfield suggested that the “loss of self 
control is usually the cause of men getting into trouble.” Certainly, alcohol 
and drugs often generated a loss of self-control in the coalfields, and two 
particularly horrifying cases exemplify that observation. One such case of 
crazed intoxication, and probably drug use, occurred in 1901 at Beech-
wood, a particularly violent New River coal camp located between Quin-
nimont and Thurmond. Ike Young and Ed Tyler visited Thurmond, “the 
magic city on the river,” where they engaged in a day of extensive drinking. 
Tyler had become quite drunk and had given his revolver to Young on the 
return trip. Standing in front of the Beechwood Coal and Coke company 
store, the two began arguing when Young insisted that he did not have six 
dollars of Tyler’s money. A scuffle ensued, and the pistol fell to the ground. 
Young grabbed it, stepped back, and fired a round into Tyler. Wounded, the 
young man staggered to the steps of the company store porch and sat down. 
Witnesses insisted that Young behaved “like a demon,” a possible indication 
that drugs procured in Thurmond had added to his intoxication. Bystand-
ers fled inside the company store as “Demon” Young paced back and forth 
on the porch and threatened to shoot anyone who interfered. Young contin-
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ued his tirade at Tyler, who by this point pleaded, “Don’t shoot me any-
more.” Ignoring the appeal, Young placed the muzzle of the weapon against 
Tyler’s head and pulled the trigger twice, but the pistol misfired. On the 
third attempt the revolver discharged, killing Tyler instantly. Still crazed, 
Young fired yet another round into the body and then fled.30

Authorities captured Young a few miles from the scene on the following 
day, and shocked citizens believed his crime warranted a trip to the gallows. 
Tyler’s family retained Frank H. Brazie to assist the county prosecutor and 
see justice done, while Young’s appointed defense counsel of three talented 
attorneys scrambled to avoid a trip to the gallows for their client. The out-
come seemed to be a foregone conclusion because even defense witnesses 
corroborated the state’s evidence. Young’s lawyers could only hope to con-
vince the jury that the intoxicated defendant had lost all control of his fac-
ulties and therefore must be found innocent of premeditated murder. Much 
to the surprise of the general public, the defense maneuver succeeded. After 
deliberating for an hour, the jury returned with a first-degree murder ver-
dict, but added, “We further find that his punishment be imprisonment in 
the penitentiary.” Within the legal guidelines of the period, Judge James 
Dunbar reluctantly abided by the jury’s recommendation, prefacing the life 
sentence with words that conveyed community shock: “If there ever was a 
murderer who deserved hanging, you do, for your crime is the cruelest and 
brutalest that has come before me, as judge of this court.”31

Tendencies toward extreme alcohol abuse also contributed to domestic 
violence in the early coal camps. In 1907 at Royal, situated on the New 
River, James and Mary Kidwell engaged themselves in a three-day drinking 
binge in which both “remained in a state of gross intoxication.” At some 
point during the drunken spree, Kidwell murdered his wife with a straight 
razor and then insisted that he had no control over his actions because of 
intoxication-induced insanity. The court disagreed with the argument, but 
imposed a relatively light sentence of ten years’ imprisonment.32

Although historical studies document that mine officials and company-
paid peace officers violated laws with impunity during the mine wars, one 
must not assume that either local or mine officials who attempted to pre-
serve order in and around the early coal camps had full governmental sanc-
tion for any of the actions they took. In 1906, a mining superintendent at 
the Merrimac Coal and Coke Company complex in Mingo County pro-
vided mine foreman John Newcome with a .22-caliber pistol and instructed 
him to investigate a disturbance within the camp. Several rowdies, among 
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them a petulant drinker named Dock Childers, had terrorized the neigh-
borhood for several hours. Newcome soon found himself not only cursed 
by Mrs. Childers but also confronted by her approaching husband. Childers 
kept a hand behind his back, and Newcome naturally feared a pistol might 
be displayed at any moment. When the angered Childers ignored the fore-
man’s commands to stop, Newcome fired one shot, wounding his assailant 
in the arm. Without proof that the injured man had been carrying a 
weapon, the jury found the mine foreman guilty of unlawful wounding, 
and a two-year penitentiary sentence followed.33

In 1902, Constable James Tate, an individual with a solid reputation as 
a ruffian, learned that peace officers violating laws in the coal camps also 
risked prosecution. That February, Tate traveled to “Hatcher’s Saloon” at 
Stone Cliff, a camp approximately a mile upriver from Thurmond. At dusk, 
a group of black miners went outside the bar, where others had involved 
themselves in a game of dice. Gunfire soon rang out, and Tate and a com-
panion walked outside to investigate the disturbance. Tate’s actual role in 
the battle remains unclear, but Tom Mallery, a black miner dying from his 
wounds, blamed the constable for the violence. Although Mallery recanted 
his accusation before he died at the nearby McKendree miners’ hospital, 
Tate went on trial for murder. A combination of blithe behavior, bad luck, 
and the violent nature of the coal camps sealed the constable’s fate: neither 
Tate nor his habitually intoxicated attorney took the case seriously, the 
physician who heard Mallery retract his accusation died before the trial, 
and someone murdered the chief defense witness. Consequently, the jury 
returned a guilty verdict, and the judge sentenced Tate to life in prison.34

Five years later Governor Dawson commuted the charge to second-
degree murder and released the constable on a conditional pardon. The 
Fayette Journal referred to Tate as a “well-known character,” and unfortu-
nately, within two months of his release, the parolee repaid Dawson’s leni-
ency by brandishing a weapon and exhibiting threatening behavior in the 
Loup Creek region of Fayette. A new governor, William E. Glasscock, re-
ceived word of Tate’s twenty-five-dollar fine and sixty-day incarceration for 
this most recent escapade and had the hooligan returned to Moundsville to 
serve out his life sentence for the Mallery murder.35

The case of F. P. Thornton indicates that abusive mine guards in the 
communities also found themselves on the receiving end of a pistol. In the 
summer of 1903, young Thornton, a Lincoln County native, journeyed by 
rail to Thurmond for the purposes of settling a personal debt and finding 



“A Hard-Bitten Lot” 331

employment. Unable to secure a position in the railroad town, Thornton 
moved to the bustling area of Glen Jean and White Oak, where Justus 
Collins and Samuel Dixon had established rapidly growing mining opera-
tions. After landing a job at a sawmill and securing boardinghouse space in 
Glen Jean, the lad set out to see the town. Fascinated by so much activity, 
the rural youth roamed the area for quite some time. Thornton realized he 
needed to answer a call of nature, and a young boy suggested that some 
nearby unoccupied company buildings might provide the necessary privacy. 
As Thornton walked toward his destination, mine guard Henry Ball yelled 
for him to halt. Unfamiliar with company towns and privately hired “po-
lice,” Thornton stopped and asked Bell what authority he had to hinder a 
person’s movements. Ball responded by pushing and punching Thornton. 
When the guard then raised a club to strike Thornton, the lad fired his re-
volver, killing Ball instantly.36

Justus Collins, a coal operator strongly committed to use of the mine-
guard system, hired an attorney to assist the county prosecutor in convict-
ing Thornton of murder. Ball’s father, a practicing attorney in nearby 
Raleigh County, also joined the legal team in locating and presenting a se-
ries of unreliable witnesses to testify against Thornton. Fayette prosecutor 
Charles W. Ostenton harbored some suspicion that the Collins Coal Com-
pany had coerced several citizens into giving false evidence by threatening 
to terminate their employment. When the jury returned a second-degree 
murder conviction, Judge Walter R. Bennett confirmed his own concerns 
about the case by sentencing Thornton to the minimum of five years’ im-
prisonment. Three years later, Governor Dawson agreed a miscarriage of 
justice had occurred and granted Thornton a pardon.37

Thornton had simply stumbled into trouble, but adolescents beginning 
an occupation in the coal industry always faced the possibility of violence 
at the hands of older quarrelsome miners. As experienced trapper boys ma-
tured, they often moved up to mule drivers in the coal mines, and Matthew 
Halstead, a slight youth weighing about 135 pounds, held such a position 
at the Cherokee mines on Cabin Creek in Kanawha County. Halstead had 
previously received an injury to his spine and arm from a mining accident, 
but had continued to work. On July 15, 1905, he joined several of his com-
rades at a restaurant and saloon to spend the paychecks they had just re-
ceived. After drinking for a time, Halstead and two companions purchased 
a watermelon and retired to a nearby building porch to eat it. Charles 
Massey, a brawny miner notorious for fighting, approached the group and 
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entered into a bantering conversation. Massey grew angry and lunged to-
ward Halstead, but another man stepped in, only to get the worst of the 
affray. Still injured from the mining accident, Halstead had little hope of 
defeating his larger assailant. In desperation, Halstead drew a revolver and 
killed Massey.38

A jury concluded that the youth had fired too quickly and convicted 
him of second-degree murder. Jurisprudence required that legitimate self-
defense cases demonstrate the English-law concept of one being “against 
the wall”—meaning that bodily harm proved imminent, and no retreat 
remained open. West Virginia’s pardon attorney argued that Halstead had 
not met this standard, but recently elected governor William Glasscock 
disagreed. Instead, the chief executive suggested that a “mere boy of peace-
able and quiet disposition” had proved no match for his slain adversary and 
undoubtedly feared for his life.39

Women in the southern coalfields also sometimes resorted to violence 
in self-defense or as a means of resolving problems. In the mining camp of 
Carbondale in Fayette County, for example, Fannie Washington spied on 
her second husband, Clay Washington, whom she believed had impreg-
nated her fifteen-year-old daughter by a previous marriage. Peering through 
a keyhole, she saw Clay attempting an abortion on the girl and immedi-
ately broke open the door. Her husband lunged at her with a knife, and 
Fannie grabbed a revolver from a table as she fled. According to Washing-
ton, her hand struck a flour barrel, causing the weapon to discharge acci-
dentally. Yet when neighbors arrived, she claimed that Clay had abused her 
and that she had used the gun to make him stop. Authorities ultimately 
believed Fannie’s version of events and nullified the murder indictment.40

Intoxicated males with wages in their pockets presented robbery op-
portunities for women who came into the coalfields as practitioners of the 
“oldest profession,” but the methods used for theft sometimes led to murder. 
In 1898, several black McDowell County women at the “house” of Fannie 
Johnson conceived a plot to rob African American miner Rhines Foster. 
After going into a room with Foster, Rose Clark exited and told Lou Grif-
fin, her sixteen-year-old housemate, that the miner appeared to be intoxi-
cated and that another drink could “fix him.” The women placed some 
morphine in his whiskey, a mixture that made the man senseless, and pro-
ceeded to steal twenty-one dollars from his pockets. Unfortunately, an 
overdose killed the intended robbery victim, and Fannie Johnson and Lou 
Griffin received lengthy prison terms for murder.41
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Drugs and alcohol did not always provide the primary catalyst for vio-
lence in coal camps. Perceived verbal affronts also led to deadly confronta-
tions. One such case occurred in the Laurel Creek district of Fayette 
County in 1899, when black miner Lud Madison murdered one of his three 
shanty mates, Peter Suader. Madison and Suader sat playing checkers until 
bedtime. As the men prepared to retire, Suader asked for a piece of bread, 
and Madison responded by telling him to cook his own bread. As the ban-
tering continued, Suader escalated its seriousness by using profanity toward 
his adversary. Madison’s temper flared as he warned his roommate not to 
swear at him, and Suader casually informed his opponent, “Don’t take it 
then if you don’t like it.” Madison left for nearly an hour, returned armed, 
and shot and killed the sleeping Suader. Authorities captured Virginia na-
tive Madison later that night as he traveled south along the C & O Railroad 
line in Summers County. His only explanation for the crime centered on a 
determination not to allow anyone to curse him. Only twenty-four years 
old, Madison received the death sentence in October 1899, but two years 
later Governor White commuted his punishment to life in prison.42

Any miner committing such a crime could not automatically trust on 
the clemency of the chief executive. Almost two years after Madison’s epi-
sode, intoxicated Perry Christian, a white miner from Ohio, and a gang of 
rowdy drunken companions became involved in an argument with George 
Dent, a well-regarded citizen in the Fayette County coal town of Boomer. 
Dent broke away from the clutches of one of the ruffians and ran, but 
Christian pulled a revolver, fired four times, and hit the fleeing man twice 
in the back. Dent fell dead, and Christian fled to the woods, but local au-
thorities used hounds to track and capture him.43

Boomer citizens became enraged at the murder. Not only did the com-
munity recoil at such an attack on a fifty-five-year-old man, but it also 
noted that Dent had left behind four children and been shot in the back. 
Christian’s reputable Ohio family sent an attorney who assembled a legal 
team to defend him, but he was convicted. A Fayette judge passed a death 
sentence, and by April 1902, the state’s pardon attorney refused to recom-
mend clemency to the governor. After three reprieves, Christian’s execution 
took place at Moundsville on June 13, 1902.44

These incidents indicate that it is no longer adequate to view violence in the 
smokeless coalfields only within the context of a struggle between manage-
ment and labor. Powerful political and economical forces did compel strik-
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ing miners to adopt physical confrontation in an effort to preserve their 
rights and make themselves heard at governmental levels. Yet as has been 
shown, hostilities existed as a common occurrence in early coal camps, and 
“hot-headed” individuals already experienced in violent reprisals later 
served on the strike lines of the Paint Creek–Cabin Creek and Logan 
County mine wars.

Similar to people in boom towns elsewhere in the national experience, 
southern West Virginia coal miners assaulted and killed one another for a 
variety of perceived causes, but most often as a consequence of motivations 
confused by intoxication of one sort or another. In various camps, inebri-
ated men shot one another over arguments related to card games or because 
of disagreements over such trivial matters as ownership of a pair of shoes. 
Quarrels regarding the affections of women turned into gun battles along 
railroad tracks or in saloons.45 To be sure, more miners died in the danger-
ous world of the underground coal mines working “faces,” but a precarious 
life also existed for those who went about armed and intoxicated.

Some historians suggest that drinking in these early coalfields served 
an important social purpose; in their view, limiting access to alcohol or 
other substances functioned as a form of social control imposed on residents 
by “paternalistic” or arrogant mine owners. Perhaps, but early coal opera-
tors did have to confront a serious social problem. These rural-industrial 
settings overwhelmed the capabilities of local infrastructures and resulted 
in some early coal camps resembling lawless zones of liquor, drugs, and 
gunplay. Most dockets of a Fayette criminal court term represented more 
shooting deaths than those deaths stemming from the infamous strike-
oriented Matewan Massacre. Quite simply, many coal camps in West Vir-
ginia’s smokeless coalfields, particularly Fayette and McDowell, constituted 
a dangerous industrial frontier.
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“In the heart of an uncharted range of mountains with a crippled blood-
hound following the scent with gasping choking sobs, the Negro, sought 
unrelentingly for five days, tonight was believed near exhaustion.” Thus, in 
the summer of 1927, a correspondent for the Raleigh News and Observer 
reported the latest news from a manhunt in western North Carolina, where 
hundreds of armed pursuers hunted a twenty-three-year-old man. Accused 
of murdering a young girl in the foothills town of Morganton, Broadus 
Miller had fled west, up the Johns River and into the mountains. For 
nearly two weeks, the hunt for Miller attracted great attention throughout 
North Carolina and beyond. Newspapers as far away as California covered 
the case, which Morganton resident and future U.S. senator Sam Ervin Jr. 
later described as “the largest manhunt in western North Carolina’s history.” 
Contemporary press coverage emphasized the manhunt’s mountainous set-
ting, but the case originated—and concluded—far from the mountain 
woods.1

The story of the 1927 manhunt begins at the turn of the century in 
Greenwood County, South Carolina, in the cotton-producing flatlands of 
the western Piedmont. Formed in 1897 from Abbeville and Edgefield 
counties, Greenwood County had a population of nearly thirty thousand 
people, two-thirds of whom were African Americans. These former slaves 
and their descendants toiled in the local cotton fields, while the region’s 
white minority maintained political power by force. The year following the 
county’s creation, the election of November 1898 precipitated widespread 
violence throughout many parts of the South. In the most noted of these 
incidents, armed white supremacists in Wilmington, North Carolina, over-
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threw the democratically elected, racially integrated city government, then 
swept through the city’s African American neighborhoods, killing several 
people and causing hundreds more to flee north. The same week as the 
Wilmington massacre, Democrats clashed with African Americans at-
tempting to vote in Phoenix, a small community in southern Greenwood 
County. The fight at Phoenix sparked a weeklong reign of terror in which 
white supremacists murdered at least eight people. In the wake of the kill-
ings, the Greenwood Index warned local African Americans “to keep out of 
politics,” declaring that “our civilization won’t allow us to entertain any 
thought of the negro taking a part in a white man’s realm.”2

Born about 1904 and orphaned at an early age, Broadus Miller grew up 
with his three siblings in the household of their uncle and aunt, Thomas 
and Alpha Walker. The Walkers were tenant farmers in northern Green-
wood County, in a region where lynchings and other forms of violence were 
common. Two years after Miller was born, a local mob—comprised of both 
whites and blacks—seized an accused rapist named Bob “Snowball” Davis, 
an African American man who had allegedly assaulted women of both 
races. The mob tied Davis to a tree and killed him in a volley of gunfire. In 
October 1911, a gruesome lynching spectacle took place in the community 
of Honea Path, where a mob led by Joshua Ashley, a member of the South 
Carolina General Assembly, captured a young African American accused of 
raping a white girl. Several thousand people, including the editor of the 
local newspaper, traveled to the scene to watch Ashley and his companions 
hang Willis Jackson—still alive and pleading for mercy—upside down 
from a telephone pole, then riddle his body with gunfire. After killing the 
teenager, members of the mob cut off Jackson’s fingers to keep as souvenirs.3

Broadus Miller would have been about seven years old when the mob 
killed Willis Jackson at Honea Path, which was only a few miles north of 
Miller’s home. When Miller was around thirteen years old, a mob in neigh-
boring Abbeville County lynched Anthony Crawford, one of South Caro-
lina’s most prosperous and successful African American farmers. Crawford 
owned over four hundred acres of prime cotton fields, but after quarrelling 
over cotton prices with an Abbeville shopkeeper, he was placed in the local 
jail. Two hundred men stormed the jail and dragged the wealthy farmer 
through the streets to a public fairground, where they hanged him and then 
fired volleys of gunfire into his body. In the words of historian W. Fitzhugh 
Brundage, the killing was a case of “an affluent black man being lynched 
for what can only be described as the status envy of whites,” and the mes-
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sage of the lynching was clear: “If it happened to Anthony Crawford, it 
could happen to anybody.”4

By the time he was a teenager, Broadus Miller was working as a hired 
farm laborer. But in early 1921, at the age of about seventeen, he left his 
uncle and aunt’s home and moved to the nearby city of Anderson, probably 
searching for employment. There he took up residence in a row of board-
inghouses at the corner of West Market and South Main streets, the center 
of an African American neighborhood in downtown Anderson. A middle-
aged woman named Essie Walker, listed on census records as a “mulatto” 
and possibly a relative of Miller, worked as the landlady at one of these 
houses. On the night of Sunday, May 1, 1921, Essie Walker’s young son 
stumbled over something in the boardinghouse’s pitch-dark hallway. Fetch-
ing a light, he returned to discover a horrific scene. The walls of the hallway 
“were spattered with blood.” On the floor lay his mother’s body, her head 
crushed by multiple blows from a baseball bat and a bullet wound in her 
chest. In an adjacent boardinghouse police found and arrested Broadus 
Miller, who had “bloodstains all over his clothes.” Taken to the Anderson 
jail and “put through the third degree,” he “broke down and confessed his 
guilt.”5

Judge George E. Prince presided over Miller’s trial. In his mid-sixties, 
Prince had played a prominent role in Anderson County civic affairs for 
several decades, first as an attorney and then as a judge, and he had fer-
vently championed public education and other progressive causes. “It has 
been brought to my attention,” the judge noted two weeks after Miller’s 
arrest, “that there is some doubt as to the defendant’s sanity.” He therefore 
appointed Dr. Anne Young to examine Broadus Miller and determine 
whether he was sane. A graduate of Woman’s Medical College in Philadel-
phia—the first American medical school for women—Dr. Young was “the 
only trained psychiatrist in upper South Carolina” and had previously 
served for three years on the staff of the state Hospital for the Insane in 
Columbia. After examining Miller, she would testify that he “was not nor-
mal mentally, and was irresponsible for the crime.” Following Dr. Young’s 
testimony, the case against Miller ended in a mistrial and the prosecution 
and defense agreed to a plea bargain: In exchange for pleading guilty to 
killing Essie Walker, Miller would serve three years in the South Carolina 
State Penitentiary. Located in Columbia, the severely crowded and poorly 
run penitentiary held some five hundred inmates, far more than its in-
tended capacity. Guards subjected prisoners to random beatings, while in-
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mates were forced to share small cells—designed to hold only one person 
—and sleep together in one-man cots.6 

While Broadus Miller was in prison, his uncle and aunt moved away 
from Greenwood County. Thomas and Alpha Walker were part of a mas-
sive 1920s exodus of African Americans from South Carolina. At the begin-
ning of the decade, the boil weevil devastated the state’s cotton fields, 
destroying the livelihood of tenant farmers like the Walkers. Following the 
dismal 1922 harvest, over fifty thousand African American farmers left the 
state and headed north; by the end of the decade, more than two hundred 
thousand were gone. Like many of their fellow emigrants, the Walkers 
moved to Asheville, the largest city in western North Carolina, one hun-
dred miles north of Greenwood County. The city was experiencing a real 
estate and construction boom; Thomas Walker found work as a construc-
tion worker, while his wife took a job as a maid. Upon his release from 
prison in February 1924, their nephew Broadus Miller rejoined them in 
Asheville. Soon after arriving, Miller wed eighteen-year-old Mamie Wad-
lington, who—like Miller and his relatives—had recently arrived in the 
city from South Carolina. The newly married couple took up residence in a 
tenement house in a downtown African American neighborhood known as 
the Block.7

By the mid-1920s, several thousand African Americans had moved 
from South Carolina to Asheville, alarming many of the city’s white resi-
dents and prompting a backlash from local authorities. Just three weeks 
after the Millers were married, Buncombe County commissioners ordered 
the racial segregation of water fountains on downtown Pack Square. The 
following year, in the late summer and fall of 1925, a series of alleged sexu-
al assaults created an atmosphere of mass hysteria in the city. Described by 
the Asheville Citizen as “a sordid saturnalia of bestial ravishment,” the al-
leged assaults began in August, when a woman claimed to be have been 
attacked by a black man on Sunset Mountain. In September and October, 
further rape accusations led to the arrests of Alvin Mansel and Preston 
Neely, recent immigrants from South Carolina. After Mansel’s arrest, a 
mob of several hundred men ransacked the Buncombe County jail, seeking 
to find and lynch the prisoner, but the sheriff had already transferred him 
to Charlotte for safekeeping.8

During the first week of November 1925, authorities transported Man-
sel and Neely back to Asheville to stand trial. To deter any further mob vio-
lence, state officials deployed National Guard troops to the city, where one 
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detachment stood guard in the courtroom “with their Springfield rifles at a 
business-like angle, attracting much attention and sending a chill over the 
throng.” The only evidence against the two defendants was the testimony 
of the alleged victims, filled with inconsistencies and outright contradic-
tions, while both men had solid alibis, supported by numerous witnesses, 
for the times of the alleged assaults. Nevertheless, a jury quickly convicted 
the hapless Alvin Mansel, who was then sentenced to death. Two days later 
a second jury stunned the courtroom audience by acquitting Preston Neely. 
Fifty troops with fixed bayonets hurriedly rushed Neely out of the court-
house and to a waiting convoy of police cars, which then sped south through 
Hendersonville and released Neely at an undisclosed location in South 
Carolina. Though acquitted of rape, Preston Neely had been both literally 
and figuratively driven out of Asheville and back to his native state.9

At the peak of public hysteria over the rape allegations, the Asheville 
Citizen published an editorial addressed to the city’s African American 
community. The editorial concluded with an ominous ultimatum: “There 
must be no other assault on a white woman by a Negro—one more and 
peril will stare you in the face—a fearful peril. It will be no respecter of 
persons—the powers and influences which have restrained it will no longer 
avail.” Alarmed at what they termed the Citizen’s “general negro-baiting 
tendency,” some African American residents spoke to a Citizen reporter and 
attempted to draw a distinction between themselves and recent immigrants 
from South Carolina:

These newcomers, in large measure, are of the so-called “boll weevil” 
type. They were brought to Asheville by construction workers to aid 
in the gigantic developments that have called for hordes of robust day 
laborers. The creation of the white man’s residential paradise, the 
miracle of forming new business districts of accessibility and adequa-
cy, the erection of factories and the placing of machinery in an indus-
trial revival have required men of muscle. They have arrived in 
multitudes. . . .

Many of these strange negroes have been picking cotton and hoe-
ing corn in the flat lands with a month’s earning absorbed by a 
month’s appetite, with overseers ruthless and unscrupulous. Suddenly 
transplanted to a tolerent [sic] city like Asheville, they have shown a 
tendency to run riot and have exercised a bad influence on their fel-
lows. With pockets bulging with money, they have made possible 
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such dives and rendezvous as exert a wicked sway. The Asheville negro 
can not disclaim a certain racial responsibility for them but neither 
can he assume a personal guarantee of their good behavior, especially 
since he had nothing to do with bringing them here

At least some of these recent immigrants drifted back and forth between 
Asheville and their native South Carolina, desperately pursuing any op-
portunity to earn money. At some point in 1925, Broadus Miller returned 
to Greenwood County, where in March of the following year he pled guilty 
to housebreaking and larceny. Freed from a county chain gang after serving 
ten months at hard labor, Miller traveled back to Asheville, where in the 
spring of 1927 contractor Dante Martin hired him as a manual laborer for 
a construction project in Morganton, a town in the Blue Ridge foothills 
some sixty miles to the east.10

The county seat of Burke County, Morganton in the 1920s had a 
population of over five thousand people. In the center of town stood a 
handsome two-story stone courthouse, nearly a century old, surrounded by 
a large grassy lawn and a bustling downtown with wide sidewalks, well-lit 
streets, and brick office buildings and shops. Many of the town’s residents 
worked in three local furniture factories, while on East Union Street, only 
a few minutes’ walk from the courthouse square, businessman Francis Gar-
rou had established a knitting mill that employed several dozen women and 
girls.11

Slaves had accounted for over a quarter of Burke County’s antebellum 
population. In the decades following the Civil War, race relations in Mor-
ganton had been fraught with tension and occasional violence, and by 1927 
nearly 90 percent of Morganton’s residents were white. In 1884, hundreds 
of whites and blacks fought one another with rocks and sticks on the Mor-
ganton courthouse square, while during the violent November 1898 elec-
tion, white residents of the town warned African Americans that if they 
attempted to vote, they would be shot. In April 1925, an incident at Mor-
ganton’s School for the Deaf brought racial tensions in the town to a head 
once again. A native of Florida, Arthur Montague moved to Morganton in 
the spring of 1925 and found work as a substitute cook at the school, which 
also provided him room and board. On the evening of April 23, Montague 
attended a dance and got blind drunk. Returning to the school late that 
night, he broke into a dormitory and entered the room of a fourteen-year-
old deaf girl. The following morning he was found passed out in her bed; 
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doctors examined the girl and declared she had been raped. In order to 
prevent a lynching, law-enforcement officials immediately rushed the ac-
cused rapist to the state prison in Raleigh, bringing him back to Morganton 
three weeks later to stand trial. Following a one-day trial and jury delibera-
tions lasting seven minutes, Montague was convicted and sentenced to 
death.12

The Montague case outraged many Morganton residents. After indict-
ing Montague for the crime, the grand jury issued a written statement to 
the press: “We, the grand jury, desire to recommend that the two State in-
stitutions located in Burke county, that is the State Hospital and the School 
for the Deaf, not employ in or around the buildings of said institutions any 
colored help.” An extended appeals process delayed Montague’s execution 
for eight months, leading Morganton News-Herald editor Beatrice Cobb to 
suggest that a lynching would have been preferable to any judicial delay. 
The alleged victim had been a boarding student from the eastern part of the 
state, “If she had been the daughter of a local citizen,” Cobb declared, “the 
situation would have never been allowed to reach its present state.”13

At the beginning of June 1927, just two years after the Montague case, 
Asheville contractor Dante Martin and his crew of African American labor-
ers arrived in Morganton. Broadus Miller’s wife accompanied her husband. 
The Millers took up residence in Will Berry’s boardinghouse on Bouchelle 
Street, which ran west from the center of town to its rural outskirts, and 
whose scattered houses formed a predominantly African American neigh-
borhood. Several blocks away, at 410 West Union Street, Miller and the 
other laborers began work at the construction site, digging the foundations 
for a large granite house. Homeowner Franklin Pierce Tate was the son of a 
Confederate colonel and one of Morganton’s most socially prominent resi-
dents. Tate held a variety of corporate offices, serving as a bank director, 
president of an insurance agency, and a member of Garrou Knitting Mill’s 
board of directors.14

At the same time as Dante Martin’s work crew began construction on 
Tate’s house, Garrou Knitting Mill hired a fifteen-year-old girl named 
Gladys Kincaid. Born in 1912, Kincaid had grown up on a farm near Ches-
terfield, a small rural community a few miles north of Morganton. When 
her father died of influenza in early 1923, he left a widowed wife and eight 
children who struggled to make ends meet. Within a few years they aban-
doned their rural home and moved in with Mrs. Kincaid’s brother, who 
lived in a farmhouse near the Catawba River, on the western outskirts of 



“Th e Largest Manhunt in Western North Carolina’s History” 347

town. A slender girl with long black hair, Gladys Kincaid was quiet and shy; 
many years later, a former schoolteacher described her as “something of a 
dreamer, gazing often with unseeing eyes beyond persons and objects 
within her immediate presence.” Because of her family’s financial circum-
stances, she had to quit school and begin working ten-hour days in the mill. 
Her daily mile-and-a-half walk to work led along Bouchelle Street—and 
past the boardinghouse in which Broadus Miller had taken up residence. 
Boarders in the house frequently spent their evenings sitting and talking on 
the front porch facing the street, and over the first three weeks in June, 
Miller allegedly began to watch Kincaid closely as she walked by the board-
inghouse in the evenings on her way home from work.15

On Tuesday, June 21, Broadus Miller finished work at the construction 
site at four-thirty in the afternoon, then ate supper at the boardinghouse 
around five o’clock. At five-thirty, Gladys Kincaid’s shift at the knitting 
mill ended, and she began her walk home. The sky was overcast and later 
that evening it would begin to rain. Halfway between Miller’s boarding-
house and the Kincaid home lived the Whisenant family. Gladys briefly 
stopped to speak with Ida Whisenant, who was outside in her yard with her 
children. Whisenant invited the girl to stay for supper, but Kincaid’s 
mother was out working in the fields and expected Gladys to cook the 
family’s evening meal. “No, I must go on home,” Kincaid told Whisenant. 
“I am very tired.” Around the time of her conversation with Kincaid, 
Whisenant noticed an African American man walking along the road. He 
wore a yellow raincoat and held a short iron pipe in his hand.16 

When Kincaid’s mother came home shortly after six-thirty, she found 
dinner uncooked and her daughter not there, so the worried family began 
searching for the missing girl. About five hundred yards from the 
Whisenants’ house, one of Kincaid’s brothers heard a groan and discovered 
his sister lying unconscious in the bushes beside the road, with her skull 
crushed and a bloody iron pipe lying on the ground nearby. She never re-
gained consciousness and died later that night in Morganton’s Grace Hos-
pital. Burke County sheriff John Julius “Jules” Hallyburton would head the 
police investigation of the attack on Kincaid, while thirty-year-old attorney 
Sam Ervin Jr. served as the sheriff ’s legal counsel. Police soon identified 
Broadus Miller as the man whom Mrs. Whisenant had seen. When officers 
arrived at Miller’s boardinghouse residence, only a few hundred yards up 
the road from the Whisenants’ home, the suspect had vanished. His wife 
said that she had spent the evening outside on the street, watching as people 
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rushed to the scene where the girl’s body had been found, and she had not 
seen her husband. Upon searching the boardinghouse, detectives found 
that some items of clothes had been taken from Miller’s room. They also 
discovered the suspect’s raincoat hidden behind a door. The raincoat was 
spattered with wet bloodstains.17

News of the assault on Kincaid quickly spread through Morganton, 
causing hundreds of townspeople to begin furiously searching for the sus-
pect. Police took Miller’s wife and boardinghouse owner Will Berry into 
custody as material witnesses—and to guard them from the angry crowds. 
That night a journalist for the Raleigh News and Observer drove to Morgan-
ton and found the town in an uproar. “Two thousand men went wild,” he 
reported. “Armed with every sort of weapon from ancient squirrel rifles to 
the latest automatic, they beat about the streets here, pried the alleys, back-
yards and every conceivable hiding place, and then lay a dragnet far out into 
the hills.” Carloads of men cruised Bouchelle Street yelling racial epithets at 
the street’s African American residents, who armed themselves and pre-
pared to defend their homes. During the first frenzied hours of the search, 
any African American man in Morganton ran the risk of being mistaken 
for the accused killer. In the southern end of town, a mob of townspeople 
seized a worker walking home from his job in a local tannery. As they pre-
pared to hang the man from a railroad bridge, one of his white coworkers—
a man named Bert Walker—happened upon the scene. Insisting that the 
man had been at work all day and was not the suspect, Walker eventually 
persuaded the mob to release its intended victim. In the words of one press 
account, “If the [suspect] had been caught the first night after the crime, 
there would undoubtedly have been a necktie party.”18

On the morning following Kincaid’s murder, Burke County authori-
ties used a provision of state law to declare the accused murderer an “out-
law,” which meant any citizen of North Carolina could legally kill the 
fleeing fugitive. State and county officials each posted $250 rewards for the 
wanted man, dead or alive, while local resident Sam Taylor organized an 
even larger private reward fund. Over the next week and a half, businesses 
and private individuals pledged nearly $1,500 in reward money “for the 
brute who murdered Gladys Kincaid”; among the main contributors were 
Burke County’s furniture factories. The intense search for Broadus 
Miller—a pursuit that would last for twelve days and involve thousands of 
private citizens—would thus be sanctioned by the state and financed by 
local businesses, while the outlawry proclamation and the offered rewards 
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provided legal justification and considerable financial incentive for killing 
the fugitive.19

The day after the assault on Kincaid, groups of armed private citizens 
gathered on the courthouse square in downtown Morganton, awaiting any 
new developments in the case. When word came that the outlaw had alleg-
edly been spotted near Lake James—about eighteen miles west of town—
chaos erupted on the square: “The scattered groups instantly became 
hundreds dashing madly across the streets and into automobiles. . . . There 
appeared to be no speed limits, no thoughts for safety of men or machines. 
The first rush for position having been settled on the score of survival of the 
fittest machine and the fastest driver, the long line of automobiles stretched 
out over the hills. . . . A few cars dropped out of the way; the occupants were 
picked up by others.” By noon on Wednesday, an estimated 2,500 people 
had converged on the scene of the alleged sighting, a wooded area on the 
southern shore of Lake James. Many of them were millworkers and factory 
hands from Morganton, given time off work by their employers so they 
could participate in the search. A large posse came from the nearby town of 
Marion, and police brought bloodhounds from Asheville. The Associated 
Press noted that roads in the area were “choked with automobiles carrying 
men and even some women to the scene,” while the local country stores 
“did a land office business” selling cold drinks to the arriving townspeople. 
Police officers openly admitted to reporters that they probably “could not 
control the crowd if the negro was captured,” causing newspapers to pro-
claim “Lynching in Prospect in Burke.” But the day’s search proved fruit-
less, and Wednesday ended with Broadus Miller still at large.20

In the following days, newspapers played a crucial role in shaping pub-
lic perception of the case, transforming the murder of Gladys Kincaid from 
a private tragedy to a public sensation. All the major papers in North Caro-
lina covered the events in Morganton, emphasizing the race of the accused 
killer and describing the attack on Kincaid as an attempted sexual assault. 
The press consistently portrayed Broadus Miller as subhuman, and the 
Raleigh News and Observer even described the suspect as an “ape-faced Ne-
gro.” The Charlotte Observer gave a highly salacious account of a premedi-
tated assault. In correspondent Harry Griffin’s words, “Miller had for 
several days followed the girl’s movements as she passed . . . on her way from 
work, with bestial lust in his eyes. On two occasions at least he had skulked 
behind her as she, a wistful looking girl of appealing beauty, had wandered 
her way home.”21
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One of the most outspoken commentators was Beatrice Cobb, owner 
and editor of the Morganton News-Herald, who penned racially inflamma-
tory editorials denouncing the crime and demonizing the accused killer. 
Though the circulation of the News-Herald was smaller than that of large 
city papers, Cobb was no obscure country editor. She served as secretary of 
the North Carolina Press Association—a position she would hold for sev-
eral decades—and was influential politically. For eighteen years—from 
1934 to 1952—she would be the Democratic national committeewoman 
from North Carolina, and in 1940 she would serve on the committee tasked 
with choosing the party’s national chairman. In Beatrice Cobb’s words, the 
murder of Gladys Kincaid should “stir people as few things can arouse 
them—a pretty, innocent young girl, just blossoming into her teens, the 
victim of a savage-minded, unspeakably brutal black beast.” Two days after 
the murder, the editor rhetorically asked her Burke County readers how 
they would feel if Kincaid—“the helpless, innocent victim of a devil in 
human guise”—were a sister or daughter. She declared that death seemed 
“too lenient a punishment” for the accused killer, whose life was “too small 
a forfeit” to pay for his crime.22

By stating that Broadus Miller deserved a fate worse than a simple ex-
ecution, Cobb implicitly approved the idea that he experience the torture—
the mutilation and burning alive—so frequently associated with lynchings 
of black men by angry white mobs. Her proclamations were strongly remi-
niscent of the heated rhetoric of Rebecca Latimer Felton, the Georgia suf-
fragist and first woman to serve in the U.S. Senate, who thirty years before 
had infamously declared that “if it takes lynching to protect women’s dear-
est possession from drunken, ravening human beasts, then I say lynch a 
thousand a week.” Nor was Cobb alone in wanting to see the accused mur-
derer suffer. On Thursday evening, after a rumor spread through the town 
of Hickory “that Miller had been captured and was being lynched,” more 
than three hundred cars filled with eager would-be spectators sped out of 
Hickory and toward Morganton.23

As rumors flew and purported sightings of the fugitive came from all 
directions, the manhunt “spread over three states, with authorities and pos-
ses in North Carolina, South Carolina and Virginia engaged in the search.” 
Authorities widely distributed a photograph of Broadus Miller. The grainy 
and blurred image, showing an unsmiling and sleepy-looking young black 
man in a cloth cap, was in great demand. The Winston-Salem Journal re-
ported that a Morganton “studio has capitalized upon the situation by turn-
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ing out hundreds of postcard pictures of the alleged negro culprit which are 
sold at 15 cents apiece.” Law-enforcement officers engaged in a massive 
roundup of potential suspects, and anyone remotely resembling the photo-
graph faced the possibility of arrest. The Hickory Daily Record noted that 
Morganton deputies “have been speeding back and forth over the foothill 
section of North Carolina in an effort to quickly identify the many captures 
that have been made. . . . Asheville, Marion, Lenoir, Hickory and other 
sections of this country have captured and held tall ginger-cake negroes 
until the Burke officers could identify them.”24

Even far from Burke County, officials took dozens of African American 
men into custody. Young men traveling by freight train were especially 
vulnerable to arrest. Less than two days after the assault on Kincaid, police 
arrested a “nervous” young man near Raleigh and announced that they 
would hold him until they were “completely convinced” he had “no con-
nection with the Morganton crime.” From Lynchburg, Virginia, to Gaff-
ney, South Carolina, railroad detectives and local police detained travelers 
and pursued hoboes. At Spencer, a small community near Salisbury, work-
ers spotted and chased a man through the railway yards and—after he 
eluded them—summoned the Rowan County sheriff to continue the pur-
suit. When farmers outside Charlotte “reported that a strange negro was 
wandering around the fields and acting queerly,” a police officer arrested 
the man after a daylong search. In the ominous words of a news account, 
the policeman “put the negro through a severe cross-examination.”25

Among the many alleged sightings of Broadus Miller, the most credible 
reports indicated that he had fled northwest on foot. In the vicinity of 
Chesterfield lived a number of rural African American families. Some per-
sons in the community fed the fleeing man, but others later reported having 
seen him to the police, who then brought bloodhounds to the scene. As 
Sam Ervin Jr. remarked many years later, western North Carolinians had “a 
superstitious awe about bloodhounds and any testimony of bloodhounds 
tracking a suspect.” If hounds stayed on the trail of a particular suspect, it 
seemed proof of the suspect’s guilt. However, bloodhounds had not been 
able to pick up a trail anywhere in Morganton, neither at the scene of the 
attack on Kincaid nor at Miller’s boardinghouse residence. Only after po-
lice took the dogs to Chesterfield did they finally strike a trail, which offi-
cers then followed “in an almost direct route” up the Johns River valley and 
into the Blue Ridge Mountains of western Caldwell County.26

Throughout the following week, manhunters combed some fifty square 
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miles along the mountainous and heavily wooded eastern slopes of Grand-
father Mountain. Concentrated in the area of Wilson Creek, the mountain 
manhunt began in earnest around noon on Friday, June 24, when someone 
spotted a man resembling Miller in the vicinity of Adako, a small commu-
nity near the Burke-Caldwell county line. Over the next few days, newspa-
pers emphasized that the “phantom negro” had not been conclusively 
identified. In the words of the News-Herald, “some negro, who for some 
reason is dodging, has been giving the inhabitants of that section occa-
sional glimpses of his dusky form and has been leaving traces of his flight.” 
Some speculated that the man might be a recently “escaped convict from a 
road construction gang.” However, according to the Charlotte Observer, 
authorities thought Broadus Miller might be trying to reach his sister, who 
reportedly worked as a cook at a resort hotel in the small community of 
Edgemont, several miles up Wilson Creek from Adako.27

On Friday, Hickory police chief Eugene Lentz traveled to Adako to 
check out alleged sightings of the outlaw by local African Americans. An 
elderly man described giving food to a stranger who claimed to be on the 
run for accidently killing a man in Asheville; the stranger had requested 
shelter, but the old man had refused and sent him away. A group of children 
near Brown Mountain said that the suspect had stopped at their family’s 
cabin around one o’clock in the afternoon, “then left hurriedly going in the 
direction of the mountains.” That afternoon Lentz tracked the fugitive for 
several miles before losing his trail. In the evening a posse of three hundred 
civilians cordoned off Adam’s Knob, a mountain peak a few miles north of 
Adako, but did not find anyone.28

The following morning someone allegedly glimpsed the suspect in the 
woods near Adako, and another reported sighting in the nearby commu-
nity of Collettsville caused several carloads of sheriff ’s deputies to race to 
the scene. As the day progressed, the hunt centered on a heavily wooded 
area between Johns River and Mulberry Creek. In the words of the Char-
lotte Observer, “All day the pursuit was hot, with a bloodhound leading the 
pursuers almost to within sight of the fugitive.” Hunters chased the suspect 
“until his shoes were worn off and his feet were bleeding,” and bloody foot-
prints indicated “the killing speed which the fugitive has been forced to 
keep up to stay ahead of the pursuers, both man and dog.” The footprints 
showed that the pursued man was using his cap to cover his raw and bleed-
ing feet. Late Saturday evening the bloodhound’s handler believed the dog 
was within a few hundred feet of their prey, but the fugitive succeeded in 
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doubling back on his trail and losing his pursuers. The bloodhound, “ex-
hausted by long hours of trailing, dropped in his tracks and could go no 
farther,” so the posse stopped to wait for morning and the arrival of fresh 
hounds from Salisbury and Asheville.29

On Sunday, the hunt resumed. From dawn to dusk, private citizens and 
law-enforcement officials from Burke, Catawba, and Caldwell counties 
swept the mountains north of Collettsville. Among the hunters that day 
was Sam Ervin Jr., who came from Morganton to participate personally, 
while a Catawba County police chief, wearing “a pair of overalls” and “with 
a pistol strapped under his left arm,” directed one of the hunting parties. A 
member of the posse—described in press reports as a “hearty young hills-
man from near Morganton”—later claimed to have “jumped the negro 
from his night’s bed and stayed close on his heels until early afternoon be-

Reward notice for Broadus Miller. 
Winston-Salem Journal, June 24, 
1927.
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fore he lost the trail.” However, none of the other hunters could find any 
clear sign of their prey. Nor could the bloodhounds pick up the fugitive’s 
scent, erased by the hordes of men tramping through the woods over the 
previous two days.30

The Sunday manhunt attracted a “typical holiday crowd,” for towns-
people swarmed to the mountains to watch the latest developments in the 
case. “Hundreds of cars went from Morganton, Hickory and Lenoir to 
Adako and Collettsville,” noted the Charlotte Observer. Throughout the 
day these sightseers drove the narrow backroads, traveling “from one place 
to another” as “various reports and rumors gained circulation,” and a long 
line of traffic slowly moved “along the road by Mulberry or up the Globe 
and between Lenoir and Collettsville.” Over a thousand of the tourists 
parked their cars and walked along a stretch of road between Collettsville 
and Olivette, but they did not enter the woods to hunt the wanted man. 
Instead, in the contemptuous words of one reporter, they only “paraded the 
broad highway and displayed their vicious guns and pistols,” causing the 
Caldwell County sheriff to remark that he had “never seen so much artillery 
and so many varied guns in his life as an officer.” Though the armed tour-
ists “walked up and down in places where they could be seen by the most 
persons and threatened extreme violence if Broadus Miller were to walk out 
in that big and thickly populated highway,” they did not dare “stick their 
toes under a patch of shrubbery, unless a car pushed them off the road.” In 
the late afternoon as the sun sank and the air grew chill, the sightseers and 
highway strollers began heading back down the mountains and home to 
town.31

Over the next couple of days, the hunt continued on a smaller scale. Po-
lice and bounty hunters combed the woods near Collettsville, while a posse 
of twenty men from Blowing Rock spent Monday searching a nearby rocky 
crag. However, the fugitive’s trail had grown cold, and law-enforcement of-
ficials began “talking among themselves to the effect that the negro has 
made good his escape.” Hoping to pick up the trail again, police brought in 
fresh bloodhounds from eastern North Carolina. One of the hounds was 
accompanied by six puppies, for its handlers wanted the young dogs to 
learn “their first lesson in man hunting under the most adverse circum-
stances it is possible to imagine.” As the Raleigh News and Observer ex-
plained to its urban readers, the area of the manhunt was “the rugged land 
at the very foothills of the uncharted Blue Ridge and Grandfather ranges.” 
Though the terrain was daunting, the mountain woods contained “plenty 
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of water and fine huckleberries.” Journalists and police speculated that 
Miller might also be receiving food from some mountain residents. About 
four miles north of Collettsville lived a number of rural African American 
families, descendants of slaves from the Johns River valley. As the Charlotte 
Observer reported, “Officials have searched every negro house in this com-
munity and are keeping a close watch on them.”32

Eighty years later, a number of elderly residents of the Caldwell County 
mountains still remembered oral accounts of the 1927 manhunt. Many 
accounts emphasized the theft of food from isolated cabins and spring-
houses. When one family found that some of their milk had been stolen, 
they threw away their remaining milk and butter because “Broadus had 
been in the springbox.” From another family’s house, Miller stole a bowl of 
food and some rags to wrap around his raw and bleeding feet, discarding 
the empty bowl a few hundred feet from the home. Late in the afternoon 
on Tuesday, June 28, the fugitive entered the home of Charlie Ingram, who 
lived on Cold Water Creek near Mortimer. Ingram’s wife was outside with 
other local women, hoeing a nearby cornfield, when the intruder stole milk 
and cornbread from the family’s kitchen. The Ingrams’ daughter saw him 
and screamed, causing Miller to jump out the open kitchen window and 
flee. Posse members with bloodhounds soon arrived. Seeing movement in 
the bushes near the Ingrams’ home, the posse opened fire, killing two 
chickens. After the hounds caught scent of the man’s trail, the chase began 
anew. Late that night, the family of a woman giving birth to a child heard 
the baying of the hounds and looked out their kitchen window. They alleg-
edly glimpsed the fleeing fugitive and, minutes later, the posse and dogs, 
hot on his trail.33

On the morning of Wednesday, June 29, as news spread of the previous 
day’s events, carloads of men again headed into the mountains from the 
Piedmont towns. In the words of one reporter, “Cars began passing Col-
lettsville at an early hour this morning and the search began to resemble 
one of its earlier days.” Unlike the weekend sightseers, these midweek arriv-
als “went into the thickets of the mountains,” determined to claim the large 
rewards offered for the outlaw. Late Wednesday afternoon a woman near 
Mortimer saw him breaking into her family’s springhouse. Hunters quickly 
arrived with hounds and began a relentless pursuit that lasted throughout 
the evening and into the night. After sunset, members of the posse spotted 
and fired at the fugitive as he crossed a railroad trestle over Wilson Creek. 
From there his trail “led the men and dogs on into the untracked region 
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west of Mortimer.” That night, a journalist on a nearby ridgeline reported 
hearing “a continuous but faint roar of the barking dogs as they stick to the 
course over the rugged cliffs.”34

Far from the mountains, the Charlotte Observer provided its urban 
readers with a vivid summary of unfolding events:

With the bass voices of half a dozen bloodhounds echoing through 
the stillness of the night in these Caldwell county mountains, the 
man-hunt . . . was believed by officers in charge of the search to 
gradually be coming to a close. Reports coming out of the dense 
mountains are that the negro . . . is just a few paces ahead of the 
pursuing posse. From Collettsville to Adako, and then from Adako to 
Globe, the chase for the outlawed man has been resolutely pushed, 
and tonight the pack of bloodhounds, increased from all parts of the 
state, has battled its way through the thicket of mountain growth on 
toward Mortimer, near the line of Avery county.

But predictions of an end to the manhunt proved premature. West of Mor-
timer the fugitive entered one of the most rugged areas in the Appalachians, 
with twelve-mile-long Linville Gorge at its center. On each side of the 
gorge, steep wooded cliffs plunged down some 1,400 feet to the Linville 
River. In this harsh terrain, the wanted man finally managed to shake off 
the hunters and bloodhounds on his heels.35

Early on the morning of Sunday, July 3, a storekeeper in Linville 
Falls—a small village on the other side of the gorge, ten miles west of Mor-
timer—noticed that a neighboring café had been broken into during the 
night. Candy bar wrappers marked the intruder’s trail down the mountain 
into the North Cove valley and toward the rural community of Ashford, 
some six miles away. Suspecting that the intruder might be the long-sought 
outlaw, storekeeper John Wiseman telephoned the police. That same morn-
ing a farmer in Ashford discovered that someone had broken into his 
springhouse and stolen a jar of milk. The farmer’s daughter claimed to have 
glimpsed a black man, shotgun in hand, crossing the road at Concord 
United Methodist Church.36

Residents of the North Cove valley were rather isolated, but because of 
the telephone, news of the events in Linville Falls and Ashford spread to the 
outside world with amazing alacrity. Among the men who converged on 
Ashford were four bounty hunters from Morganton. Fons Duckworth, 
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Commodore Burleson, Harrison Pritchard, and John Burnett had set out 
early that morning in Duckworth’s Model T Ford, heading west to Yancey 
County, where the previous day police had taken an African American 
suspect into custody. On the way, they stopped in the town of Marion. 
There they heard that the Yancey County sheriff, fearful of a potential 
lynch mob, had transferred the suspect to the Asheville jail. They also heard 
about the burglaries at Linville Falls and Ashford. Ironically, one of the four 
men—Commodore Vanderbilt Burleson—had been born and raised in 
Linville Falls and was the nephew of John Wiseman, the storekeeper who 
discovered the break-in. Following his marriage to a Morganton resident in 
1913, Burleson had moved to the town, where he worked as a policeman 
and then as a carpenter, and he seldom returned to visit his mountain rela-
tives. For most of the previous week, Burleson had been one of the many 
hunters scouring the mountains of Caldwell County, searching for the fugi-
tive; he and his companions now changed direction and drove north, fol-
lowing the fugitive’s trail to Burleson’s own birthplace.37

Arriving in Ashford, the men found a number of cars parked beside the 
road near Concord United Methodist Church. The McDowell County 
sheriff had brought bloodhounds, and a few dozen people had gathered at 
the scene. Starting at the farmer’s springhouse, members of the loosely or-
ganized posse traced the fugitive’s trail to an empty milk jar a hundred 
yards away. From there footprints led up the wooded mountainside behind 
the church. Burleson and Pritchard recognized the tracks as the same they 
had followed in Caldwell County a few days before, for one of the hunted 
man’s feet was “covered with rags with two toes [sticking] through.” The 
four men from Morganton split up and went in separate directions, agree-
ing that whoever came upon any sign of their prey would give a bobwhite 
whistle to alert the others. As Pritchard and Duckworth circled around the 
top of the mountain, they came upon a fresh trail through the brush and 
whistled. While working his way up through the dense undergrowth to-
ward the other hunters, Commodore Burleson suddenly encountered Broa-
dus Miller.38

As the crow flies, Ashford is only some twenty miles from Morganton, 
but during twelve days on the run Miller had covered a much greater dis-
tance—up the Johns River valley, back and forth across the rugged ridges 
at the base of Grandfather Mountain, and over the steep rock faces and 
thick scrub brush of Linville Gorge. In a mad zigzag course, going in circles 
and doubling back on his own trail, he had frantically tried to shake off the 
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incessant hounds and hunters on his heels. He had worn out his shoes in the 
first few days of running, and from then on he had been barefoot, his bleed-
ing feet wrapped in rags, as he pushed blindly forward through dense laurel 
thickets and snake-infested creek bottoms. Living on wild berries, on oc-
casional milk and food pilfered from springhouses and remote cabins, he 
had lost thirty pounds while on the run. When he emerged from Linville 
Gorge early on Sunday morning, hungry and tired, he had broken into a 
café, desperately searching for food. Apparently making no attempt to 
cover his tracks, he had littered the ground with candy bar wrappers as he 
made his way down the mountainside toward Ashford. There he drank 
milk from a farmer’s springhouse, tossed aside the emptied jar, and wan-
dered back into the woods.

Commodore Burleson shot and killed Broadus Miller on the thickly 
wooded mountainside behind Concord United Methodist Church. The 
details of the killing are shrouded in controversy. According to Burleson, 
the fugitive was armed and fired at him with a .12-gauge shotgun, stolen 
from some isolated mountain cabin. Burleson’s companions supported his 
account, and one of them stated that when he arrived on the scene “less 
than a minute” after the shooting, a shotgun was “lying at the negro’s side”; 
when the gun was broken open, “it was still smoking” from having recently 
been fired. The previous week, the Charlotte Observer had reported rumors 
that Miller had stolen a shotgun and was armed, and the newspaper noted 
that posse members were “prepared to shoot without a great deal of provo-
cation.” In the coming days, the press would portray the encounter between 
the fugitive and his pursuer as an epic gun battle in which Burleson, armed 
with a .45-caliber pistol, had triumphed.39

However, a group of seven hunters who had tracked the fugitive from 
Caldwell County, traversing Linville Gorge and arriving on the scene 
shortly after the shooting and too late to claim any reward, would later 
challenge the official account of the outlaw’s death. The seven hunters as-
serted that they had tracked Miller through nearly impenetrable laurel 
thickets, places where a person “had to crawl considerable distances on 
hands and knees,” and that they had never seen “any sign of any gun on this 
trail.” But though the details of Burleson’s encounter with the outlaw were 
disputed, its outcome was clear. Burleson stood holding an emptied pistol, 
and Miller lay on the ground, mortally wounded. Hearing the gunshots, 
other posse members quickly arrived on the scene. Broadus Miller, who had 
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been shot at least once in the chest, “never spoke and in a moment or two 
closed his eyes and was dead.”40

Eager to claim the large rewards offered for the outlaw, Burleson and his 
companions tied a rope around Miller’s legs and dragged him like a dead 
animal out of the woods and to the road, where they threw him into the 
back of Duckworth’s Model T. Joined by Burleson’s uncle John Wiseman, 
the men began the hour-and-a-half journey back to Morganton. Growing up 
in the mountains, Commodore Burleson had become a skilled tracker and 
hunter, but he had never learned to drive, and sitting in the crowded car as 
it sped along a curving mountain road was a hair-raising experience. “I was 
more scared coming down that mountain in the car, turning curves as fast 
as possible,” Burleson later told a reporter, “than I was while being shot at by 
Miller.” But once out of the mountains, the road straightened and flattened 
and ran directly toward Morganton, where shortly before noon the carload 
of men entered town with their grisly trophy.41

Journalist Ben Dixon MacNeill of the Raleigh News and Observer hap-
pened to be in Morganton that Sunday morning, having stopped in the 
town on his way west to a Fourth of July celebration in Mitchell County. 
Known as “the most colorful newspaperman in North Carolina,” and 
seeming to have a “mysterious gift for being where things happened,” Mac-
Neill vividly described the bounty hunters’ arrival:

An automobile swept into [town] with its siren shrieking. Four men 
rode in the car, and over the right rear door projected the feet of a 
figure thrown carelessly on the floor. The feet were wrapped in rags. 
The left foot was partially bare and very black. It hung loosely over 
the side of the car. The streets were filled with people going home 
from their places of worship.

One of the men sat still and tired in the seat but the other three 
leaned far out of the car to yell jubilantly to the crowds going home 
from church[,] “Here’s your Nigger—come and look at him.” People 
stopped to stare as the car swept along and then they turned toward 
the court house in the center of the town. . . .

Shooting half across the sidewalk before it was brought to a stand 
still, the car drew up before the courthouse. The rear door was opened, 
and two men grabbed the feet that projected. The body was dragged 
to the pavement, its head hitting sharply as it fell. For a moment it lay 
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there, with its red, gaping wounds in the naked breast and stomach 
still dripping. The clothing had almost all been torn off in his wan-
dering through mountain forests. . . .

Again grasping the figure by the feet, two men dragged it across 
the sidewalk, across the courthouse lawn, pausing a moment before 
the door and then going in. A vast throng collected with miraculous 
speed. They yelled in exultation. Women embraced one another and 
men shook one another by the hand and slapped one another on the 
back. Before the doors of the courthouse they all clamored for a sight 
of the dead, naked fugitive.

For half an hour Broadus Miller’s body “lay in a huddled heap” on the 
courthouse floor while local residents crowded into the building to look at 
his remains. In the words of the Charlotte Observer, “thousands of people, 
in varying moods and temperaments, began to pour into town and fill the 
streets about the courthouse.” As the crowd grew in size and began de-
manding to see the body, authorities allowed townspeople to drag the 
corpse out of the courthouse and to the north side of the lawn, where they 
placed it on the ground next to a large Confederate monument. The 
crowd—mostly comprised of men, but with a few women and children—
clustered around Miller’s body, while several men stood on the base of the 
Confederate monument to look down at the dead black man on the ground 
below.42

Over the course of the next hour, the crowd became increasingly restive 
and unruly, with people pushing forward to get a glimpse of the body—and 
threatening to do more than just look at it. In MacNeill’s words, “Some 
proposed to hang him up in sight of everybody and others demanded that 
he be dragged through the streets behind an automobile.” Alarmed at a 
situation rapidly spiraling out of their control, local law authorities hur-
riedly seized the body and hauled it to the jailhouse, a small two-story 
building on the opposite side of the courthouse square. There they removed 
it from public view and locked it in a cell. While the body lay in the cell, 
authorities brought in Broadus Miller’s wife—who had been held in an 
undisclosed location in another county—and a dozen of his coworkers to 
confirm the identity of the emaciated corpse. Two policemen then escorted 
Mrs. Miller back to Asheville by train.43

The large crowd on the Morganton courthouse lawn attracted the at-
tention of motorists on a nearby highway, who stopped to see the cause of 
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the rampant excitement. Traffic on the highway came to a standstill, and as 
news spread by telephone and telegraph to nearby towns, carloads of more 
spectators rushed to the scene, clamoring to see Broadus Miller’s body. Af-
ter the crowd grew to a few thousand people, Sheriff Hallyburton acqui-
esced to their demand to see the corpse. However, this time local authorities 
took steps to maintain a more orderly exhibition. While some fifty town 
and county officers stood guard, police carried the body back outside and 
laid it “on a board at the foot of the steps of the north portico of the jail.” 
Officers roped off a narrow aisle leading to the steps and allowed the crowd 
to pass by in single file in front of the dead outlaw.44

As the public exhibition began, Commodore Burleson sat in the law 
office of Ervin and Ervin across the street from the courthouse, giving a 
formal statement concerning the shooting to North Carolina pardon com-
missioner Edwin Bridges. The governor’s special envoy to Morganton to 
oversee the Broadus Miller case, Bridges had a long-standing personal and 
professional friendship with Morganton resident Sam Ervin Jr. Successful 
attorneys in their early thirties and politically active in the state Demo-

The exhibition of Broadus Miller’s body. The Morganton courthouse square dur-
ing the early afternoon of Sunday, July 3, 1927. Miller’s body lies at the base of 
the Confederate Monument. Raleigh Times, July 6, 1927.
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cratic Party, the two men had known each other since their schooldays in 
Chapel Hill. Bridges would subsequently report to the governor that “the 
slaying of Broadus Miller was necessary and justifiable” and would praise 
local officials, especially Ervin, for having “worked diligently and wisely in 
taking precautionary measures for the purpose of preserving law and order.” 
The interview with the governor’s envoy ended when a police officer stepped 
into the office and announced that the huge crowd outside was demanding 
to see Broadus Miller’s killer. When Burleson emerged from the law office, 
the crowd cheered wildly. Police officers escorted him to the jailhouse 
porch, where he stood “above the body of the dead negro, and as the hun-
dreds after hundreds milled past, Burleson was acknowledged as the hero.” 
He remained on the porch throughout the afternoon, occasionally waving 
in response to the people shouting his praises, while members of the crowd 
speculated about electing their new hero to the office of Burke County 
sheriff.45

That afternoon a local photographer took pictures of Burleson and of 
Broadus Miller’s corpse, causing hordes of people to stampede the photog-
rapher’s downtown studio, demanding copies of the photographs. “We had 
to sell the pictures while they were still wet,” the studio’s owner later re-
counted. “If we had waited until they were dry that crowd would have torn 
the building down.” In the two photographs of the dead outlaw, the shot-
gun that Miller had allegedly carried is prominently displayed on top of his 
body. The shirtless dead man wears a pair of knee-length shorts, while a 
knotted sheet has been looped around his shoulders, presumably to use in 
carrying or dragging the body. In one of the photographs the corpse is 
spread-eagle with legs outstretched, while two men stand behind the body 
and raise it by the arms for the benefit of the camera; in order to keep 
Miller’s head upright, one of the men props it up with his foot, his highly 
polished leather dress shoes contrasting sharply with the dead man’s gaping 
mouth and open eyes.46

Throughout the Sunday afternoon a constant stream of spectators 
moved through the roped aisle at the jailhouse. A journalist counted more 
than five thousand people passing in front of the body; however, some per-
sons went through the line more than once. Many spectators spat on the 
corpse, but police protected it from greater desecration. When one man 
“paused at the side of the dead negro and then kicked it mightily,” deputies 
intervened and arrested him. Another person “showed an open knife up his 
sleeve and the officers pushed him on down the line hurriedly.” As people 
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passed through the line, two men solicited donations for Gladys Kincaid’s 
family, collecting more than three hundred dollars. Not everyone on the 
crowded courthouse lawn stood in line to see the corpse. Editor Beatrice 
Cobb later wrote that though she had not felt any “desire to gaze upon a 
dead negro and did not look at the body,” she had nevertheless “felt no 
uneasiness or hesitancy in mingling with the crowd.” Those who did wait 
in line “came out expressing profound satisfaction” at having had “a glimpse 
of the huddled ragged figure.”47

In spite of Prohibition, some members of the crowd were drinking, and 
by late afternoon, according to the circumspect description that would later 
appear in the News-Herald, “an atmosphere of unrest appeared prevalent.” 
Local officials feared that crowd members—their passions inflamed by al-
cohol—might attempt to seize the corpse in order to desecrate it further. 
Although hundreds of spectators were still waiting in line to see the body, 
police took it back inside the jail, placed it in a coffin, and prepared to ship 
it by train for burial in an undisclosed location. At six-thirty that evening, 
“thousands were lined up at the railway station as officers placed the body 
in an express car.” A funeral-home employee and sheriff ’s deputies accom-
panied the coffin. According to one account, the men planned to disembark 
in nearby Hickory and bury the body there. However, members of the 
crowd, intent on desecrating the corpse, sped to Hickory and were waiting 
when the train arrived, so the body’s handlers had to continue on farther 
east. When the train stopped in Statesville late that evening, the men un-
loaded the coffin and turned it over to a local funeral home.48

The following morning, July 4, Broadus Miller was buried in an un-
marked grave near Statesville’s African American cemetery. His burial took 
place on the day of the city’s Fourth of July celebration. Festivities included 
a large horse show—as well as the long-planned annual rally of the North 
Carolina Ku Klux Klan. At its peak, around 1924, the Klan in North 
Carolina had numbered some fifty thousand people, but by the summer of 
1927 the North Carolina Klan had sharply declined in size and power. 
Though its heyday had passed, the Klan still maintained significant sup-
port, and by noon on Monday, July 4, an estimated two thousand Klans-
men had gathered in Statesville. They came “from all parts of North 
Carolina,” as well as from South Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia. Hun-
dreds more Klan members arrived throughout the day. When the afternoon 
horse show commenced, the “official Klan band from Gastonia supplied 
music from the pavilion, in the center of the race tracks, from which the 
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judges and officials of the show view[ed] the contests.” The horse show 
featured a special visitor: Commodore Vanderbilt Burleson, the killer of 
Broadus Miller—and a member of the Morganton Ku Klux Klan.49

Describing Burleson as “the mountaineer who shot and instantly killed 
Broadus Miller . . . in a pistol duel,” the Statesville Landmark noted the 
warm welcome he received: “Ex-Sheriff J. M. Deaton, on horseback, with 
Mr. Burleson riding behind him, rode in front of the grandstand and 
around the grounds, announcing, ‘Here’s the man who killed the negro.’ 
Cheers came from all sides of the grounds, many enthusiasts yelling out, 
‘Bring him around and let me see him.’” In the evening after the horse show 
ended, a large parade wound its way through the center of Statesville. “Two 
mounted police officers, accompanied by two mounted Klansmen, with 
both riders on horses in white robes, led the procession and opened the way 
for a long train of robed Klansmen,” who carried American flags. City of-
ficials accompanied the Klansmen along the parade route, and following 
the parade, a crowd of thousands watched a large fireworks display, capped 
off by “the burning of the fiery cross.”50

The same day as Klansmen gathered in Statesville to celebrate the Fourth 
of July, the Raleigh Times published a biting editorial entitled “Morganton 
Church-Goers Applaud a Gory Matinee.” Quoting at length “from the ac-
count of the ubiquitous Ben Dixon MacNeill,” the paper denounced what 
had happened in Morganton: “When the automobile brought the dead 
body through the streets, the people were just emerging from church, 
meditating sermons. The siren announcing the kill changed them instantly 
from a collection of pious sheep and demure doves into a pack of wolves 
ravening after the event.” The Times’s criticism set the tone for the editorial 
reaction of other Raleigh-area newspapers. The News and Observer decried 
what it termed “a carnival of community hate” and “a gruesome spectacle 
to satisfy the fierce exultation and the morbid blood lust of a group of white 
men,” while the Greensboro Daily News condemned Morganton as “a com-
munity where so many persons have happily utilized a Sunday afternoon to 
drench themselves in savagery.”51

The widespread editorial criticism outraged Morganton’s white resi-
dents. A news report noted townspeople’s anger at “a piece in the Raleigh 
News and Observer by Ben Dixon MacNeill, staff feature writer, which 
states that he saw ‘5,000 ostensibly civilized human beings decend [sic] to 
the gutters of stark savagery.’” Residents felt “much aggrieved that the pic-
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ture of a ‘carnival of hate’ should have been presented to the State,” and 
Sheriff Hallyburton declared “that a very grave injustice had been done 
Morganton.” In the words of editor Beatrice Cobb, local people who had 
read MacNeill’s article were “spitting fire.”52

Newspapers in adjacent counties rallied to Morganton’s defense. The 
Hickory Daily Record argued that “if the truth were known, any other com-
munity of North Carolina, or any other state, would have done itself no 
better under the circumstances.” The Lenoir News-Topic concurred, insist-
ing that the town had “not received fair treatment at the hands of some of 
the would-be sensational newspapers.” Among the staunchest supporters of 
Morganton was the Cleveland Star, published in neighboring Cleveland 
County. Many of the county’s residents had driven to Morganton to see the 
Sunday exhibition; during the Fourth of July holiday, the Star had displayed 
photographs of Miller’s body and of Commodore Burleson on a bulletin 
board outside the paper’s Shelby office, where they were viewed by hun-
dreds of people.  The Cleveland Star dismissed the criticism of Morganton 
as “sanctimonious pish” and “a bunch of talk with no more realism in it 
than Mencken’s phrases of derision.” According to the Star, the behavior of 
the crowd that had flocked to see Miller’s dead body was no worse than the 
typical conduct of fans at “a league baseball game in some of the cities 
where the criticism comes from.”53

Debate over the events in Morganton reverberated far beyond North 
Carolina. In a front-page article entitled “Lynch Man, Let Public View 
Body: Church Goers Take Part in Celebration,” the Chicago Defender exco-
riated the town’s residents. The most widely read black-owned newspaper in 
the United States, the Defender “didn’t mind exaggerating the details of a 
lynching or other injustice.” Mixing fact and fantasy, the paper claimed 
that a “mob estimated at more than 2,000 whites, business men and church 
workers, started the celebration of the Fourth of July . . . by piercing the 
body of Broadus Miller, alleged slayer of a girl, with more than a hundred 
bullets.”54

Although the Chicago Defender described the shooting of Broadus 
Miller as a “lynching,” the killing had been legally sanctioned by the state. 
In designating Miller an outlaw, Burke County authorities had carefully 
followed state law to the letter, turning the search into an open hunting 
season. In the mountain woods west of Morganton, the pursuit of the fugi-
tive had come to resemble a bear hunt, requiring the cooperative efforts of 
groups of armed men using dogs to pursue their prey for several days and 
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over many miles. Having grown up in Linville Falls, Commodore Burleson 
had extensive bear hunting experience and was the son of “a well known 
bear hunter of the mountain country.” A photograph from about 1900 
shows a group of hunters in Linville Falls posing with a black bear they had 
killed. Commodore Burleson stands over the bear’s dead body, holding a 
long-barreled pistol. As historian Amy Louise Wood has noted, there is of-
ten an “uncanny resemblance” between lynching photography and photo-
graphs of hunters with their prey. The photograph from Linville Falls eerily 
foreshadows the exhibition in Morganton three decades later, when the 
pistol-carrying Burleson would stand in triumph over an African Ameri-
can’s corpse.55

Though Burleson was born and grew up in Linville Falls, he had moved 
to Morganton over a dozen years before the Broadus Miller case, leaving his 
birthplace in the mountains for a town whose geography and history much 
more closely resembled the Piedmont than Appalachia. Nevertheless, jour-
nalists invariably described Commodore Burleson as a “mountaineer.” The 

Bear hunters in Linville Falls posing with their trophy, c. 1900. Standing, third 
from left in the middle row, is Commodore Burleson, who holds a long-barreled 
pistol. Kneeling at the far left is Burleson’s father, noted bear hunter Mitch Burle-
son. Courtesy of Pat Burleson Howell.
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Charlotte Observer announced that he was a “stalwart mountaineer.” The 
Winston-Salem Twin City Sentinel reported that the outlaw had been “killed 
by a lone mountaineer,” while the Washington Post described Burleson as “a 
mountaineer and used to reading signs that enable the mountaineer to trail 
persons through the bush.” The press extended this identification to all 
Morganton residents. According to the Winston-Salem Journal, the town’s 
male population consisted of “grim hillmen” and “courageous and deter-
mined men of the hills.” The Cleveland Star described Burke County’s in-
habitants as “hospitable, friendly, ‘square-shooting’ hill people,” while the 
Charlotte News labeled Morganton “the hill city.”56

When associating Morganton with the mountains, observers drew 
upon the established stereotypes of the violent ways of mountain people. A 
few days after Gladys Kincaid’s murder, police arrested Eugene Martin, a 
Hickory construction worker with a striking resemblance to Broadus 
Miller. The suspect soon confessed to being a fugitive from a chain gang, 
but fear of a potential lynch mob led authorities to transport Martin to the 
Gastonia jail, where he was held for several days. The Gastonia Daily Ga-
zette quoted a sheriff ’s deputy who was relieved that Martin’s stay in the city 
did not end in violence. “If those mountain people had taken a notion,” the 
deputy declared, referring to the residents of Morganton, “they might have 
come down here, taken Gene from the jail and lynched him on the spot.” 
In a cartoonish attempt at dialect, the Gastonia paper reported that Martin 
regretted his remaining time under the watch of a chain gang’s armed 
guards could not be extended. “Den dem mountain folks mought of forgot 
who Ah ever wuz,” the prisoner allegedly said.57 

The newspapers that most emphasized Morganton’s “mountain” setting 
were located in the border region between Piedmont and the mountains, in 
towns and cities not so very different from Morganton itself. Gastonia was 
less than sixty miles south of the town, Shelby was even closer, and though 
the Winston-Salem press referred to the town’s inhabitants as “hillmen,” the 
difference in elevation between Winston-Salem and Morganton was less 
than the length of a football field. In categorizing the residents of Morgan-
ton as “mountain people,” journalists distanced themselves and their fellow 
townspeople from such a designation. As Appalachian scholar Jerry Wil-
liamson has noted, it is “always someone else” who is the “hillbilly.”58

Broadus Miller was killed in the mountain woods, but the subsequent 
exhibition of his body took place in the center of town, before a crowd 
dressed in their Sunday best—women in dresses and large-brimmed hats, 
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men in long-sleeved shirts, straw hats, and ties. News of the event was rap-
idly broadcast via telephone, attracting additional spectators who rushed to 
the scene by car. Thanks to photography, an even larger audience would 
eventually view the dead outlaw. In their examination of lynching violence, 
scholars Stewart E. Tolnay and E. M. Beck have noted that “exhibition of 
the victim’s body . . . had the express purpose of reminding African-
Americans of their subservient place in the southern social hierarchy—and 
the consequences for them if they forgot it.” The Sunday spectacle on the 
Morganton courthouse lawn clearly had such an underlying meaning. In 
the candid assessment of an elderly present-day resident of Morganton, a 
native of the town and one of its most prominent citizens, townspeople 
publicly displayed Miller’s corpse in order to “put the fear of the Lord into 
Negroes.” Yet Broadus Miller’s own life journey—from the Greenwood 
County cotton fields to an unmarked grave in Statesville—suggests that 
lynchings and mob vigilantism had not fulfilled their expressly stated pur-
pose. Instead, such actions had merely kept the cycle of violence spinning 
in a long and circular path, from the flatlands to the mountains and back.59
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Thomas Price loved horses. In fact, he loved animals of all kinds. He also 
loved the southern mountains. He discovered Haywood County, North 
Carolina, during a vacation just before World War I and, like many, grew 
to love the region’s natural landscape and mild climate. He also developed 
a love and admiration for the people of western North Carolina that, while 
infused with paternalism, reflected real emotion. He established an exten-
sive estate on Lickstone Mountain just south of Waynesville to which he 
took many sojourns from his job as secretary to the president of the Union 
Pacific Railroad. It was a place where he could spend his days surrounded 
by the mountains he loved and indulging his outdoor interests. By 1933, he 
had retired to a permanent residence in Haywood County, where he could 
enjoy the landscape, the wildlife, and his relationships with his neighbors. 
On the warm and clear morning of September 24, 1933, he and two com-
panions—Virge Williams and Charlie Buchanan—rode up Lickstone 
Mountain, a ride through beautiful country that Price took regularly. They 
traveled together for most of the morning, Price on horseback and his com-
panions on mules, and in the afternoon they turned back down the trail. 
About 2:30, near the top of the mountain and close to where his property 
abutted the Big Ridge mica mine, a man called out, “You’ve gone far 
enough.” “Who?” Price asked, reining his horse to a stop. “All of you,” the 
voice replied. Gunfire broke the day’s solitude. Williams and Buchanan 
were both wounded, but that horseback ride up Big Ridge would be Price’s 
last.1

At first glance, Price’s death appears to be a simple case of murder. A 
closer examination shows that the murder and the trial that followed offer 
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a glimpse at the persistent connections among image, identity, and violence 
in the Appalachian South. Since the Civil War, violence seemed a central 
component of Appalachia’s regional image. The bitter, divisive fighting that 
swept the region during the Civil War, the Hatfield-McCoy feud, labor 
unrest, and other widely circulated stories of mountain bloodshed provided 
ample evidence in the minds of many Americans that southern highlanders 
were a people defined by violence. Such perceptions often stemmed from 
the writings of missionaries, social reformers, and local colorists who 
flocked to the Mountain South to win souls, reform society, and document 
a place and a culture seemingly out of step with a modernizing America. 
Horace Kephart, who penned widely read observations of mountain life in 
nearby Swain County, North Carolina, described mountaineers as “un-
checked by any stronger arms, inflamed by a multitude of personal wrongs, 
[and] habituated to the shedding of human blood,” a people accustomed to 
living a violent existence.2 Violence, specifically a primitive and visceral 
type of violence, seemed an essential and expected part of mountain life 
well into the twentieth century. Too often this perceived link between vio-
lence and Appalachian identity has been dismissed as the result of outsiders 
stereotyping southern mountaineers, but both Appalachians and outsiders 
influenced the ways violence affected regional identity. Outsiders did play 
powerful roles in shaping what being Appalachian meant, but Appalachians 
themselves were keenly aware of the ways outsiders perceived them, and 
they took steps to shape those perceptions. Therefore, to ask questions 
about Appalachian violence is to ask questions about the components—real 
or perceived—of regional identity. The Price murder presents an interesting 
study of the links between violence, image, and identity. When a prominent 
industrialist like Price met his end at the hands of mountaineers, the inci-
dent brought to the forefront the question of what it meant to be Appala-
chian. The murder and reaction to it at the local, state, regional, and 
national levels demonstrate that the construction of Appalachian identity 
remained a process mediated by both outsiders and mountaineers them-
selves and that for both, violence continued to play a central role.3

Although many facts in this case were disputed, one thing remained 
clear: Thomas Price was an outsider to the North Carolina mountains. 
Born in Wrexham, Wales, in 1875, Price migrated to America as a boy and 
soon became a clerk with Union Pacific. He worked his way up the corpo-
rate ladder, becoming secretary to the president in 1907. Price became 
prominent in Union Pacific’s railroad empire, serving as a director of nine-



382 Richard D. Starnes

teen coal, railroad, and utility subsidiaries. In short, Price was a powerful 
player in American capitalism during an important period in the nation’s 
history. Price’s interests extended well beyond the boardroom. He devel-
oped a passion for horses and maintained a large stable for most of his adult 
life. His desire to protect horses from mistreatment, specifically in the 
realm of horse racing, led him to become active in the cause of animal 
welfare. From 1925 to 1932, Price served as president of the New Jersey 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, a position that allowed 
him to pursue his love of animals, but one that placed him at the center of 
a number of controversies. When it came to the cause of animal welfare, 
Price exhibited clear convictions. He was attacked on two occasions while 
trying to prevent incidents of animal cruelty. In one incident in October 
1928, Vivian Munce “struck Mr. Price with her riding crop as he was lead-
ing the horse away after declaring her horse lame.” Although Munce was 
subsequently convicted of animal cruelty, the incident set off a series of 
charges and countercharges, suggesting that Price was a man of firm beliefs 
and one accustomed to using the legal system and his personal influence to 
achieve his ends. Described as “an enthusiast for horseback riding and the 
outdoor life,” he became acquainted with the North Carolina mountains 
just after the First World War, a time when the region was becoming some-
thing of a playground for the American elite. Following his retirement from 
Union Pacific in 1932, Price voiced his intention of residing permanently 
on Lickstone Mountain in Haywood County.4

His thousand-acre mountain estate with its well-appointed lodge gave 
Price the ideal base from which to pursue his outdoor interests. It offered a 
number of riding trails and other diversions well suited for a man of Price’s 
predilections. But Price did not come to western North Carolina expecting 
to live out his days in seclusion. Not unlike other prominent Americans who 
came to the region during these years, he brought with him a philanthropic 
zeal, likely influenced by progressivism and a strong sense of paternalism. 
Others described Price as a “kindly, generous, genuinely democratic man” 
who was “deeply interested in the welfare of his mountain neighbors and 
eager to aid in the advancement of that welfare.” He “maintained a free 
circulating library and a free drug dispensary” and often provided books, 
food, school supplies, and even candy to the children at nearby Allen’s 
Creek School, where they recalled him as “the chewing gum man.” His 
wife, Esther, did not share his desire to spend retirement in the southern 
mountains and regularly returned to New Jersey. However, Price could not 
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imagine anything else. In a conversation at the offices of the Waynesville 
Mountaineer shortly before his death, Price remarked, “When I am in 
these mountains I feel like I am among my people. I feel more at home here 
than anywhere else.”5

His attackers were also outsiders of a sort. Four men stood accused of 
murdering Price: Dewey Potter; his fourteen-year-old son, Wayne; his 
brother Clarence; and Eric Ledford, his first cousin.6 Sons of the southern 
mountains, the Potter family hailed originally from Towns County, Geor-
gia, where they lived a simple, if impoverished, existence farming in the 
North Georgia mountains. In the early twentieth century, the family 
headed west for Oklahoma. The specific reasons for their move to Okla-
homa and for their return thirteen years later remain unknown, but both 
migrations were likely motivated by a quest for better economic opportuni-
ties. Upon their return, the Potter brothers lived in Macon, Clay, and Jack-
son counties in western North Carolina, most likely moving to Haywood 
County in 1932 or early 1933. Their father, W. E. Potter, pastored a church 
on Johns Creek in neighboring Jackson County, where the rest of family 
often attended services.7 The Potters most certainly remained poor. The 
1920 census found Dewey Potter living propertyless in Clay County, North 
Carolina, with his wife, Bessie, and his son Wayne, and working as a wood 
chopper. At the time of the attack, the Potters had found employment in 
Haywood County with Tom Blaylock, who had leased the Big Ridge mica 
mine from the Haywood Lumber and Mining Company. Blaylock paid the 
Potters by the ton for scrap mica they found at the old mine.8 It was dirty, 
backbreaking work that held few rewards, but working for Blaylock meant 
that their families could live in houses at the mine, thus providing a bit of 
stability during a time of great economic uncertainty. Little more is known 
of the Potters, except that their lives likely reflected the themes familiar to 
many of their Appalachian neighbors. They were poor and hardworking, 
espoused strong religious faith, and maintained strong kinship bonds. De-
spite common roots and similar circumstances, they remained outsiders to 
many in Haywood County. Even if they hailed from the southern moun-
tains, they lacked the local ties that would make them full, integrated 
members of the community.

These events unfolded in a region undergoing rapid social and eco-
nomic transformations. The extension of the railroad during the 1880s 
helped establish the region as an elite resort destination and led to the ex-
ploitation of its natural resources. The Ohio-based Champion Fibre Com-
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pany opened a large pulp paper mill in Haywood County in 1908 and, 
combined with significant mining and timber operations, ushered in a pe-
riod of industrialization. Not surprisingly, local elites praised these changes, 
and through regional newspapers, boards of trade, and other organizations, 
these leaders actively promoted the region as a great place to visit and as a 
profitable place to invest. By the 1920s, leaders in Waynesville, Haywood 
County’s seat, were promoting road projects, sidewalks, a municipal power 
plant, and even a public golf course to enhance economic development and 
boost the community’s image. By the late 1920s, the movement to establish 
the Great Smoky Mountains National Park was well under way, a process 
that would create a powerful tourist attraction in the region and forcibly 
relocate hundreds of families from ancestral homes in North Carolina and 
Tennessee. These economic changes led to rapid population increases, as 
Haywood grew from 16,222 residents in 1900 to 28,273 in 1930. The 
Great Depression interrupted Haywood County’s economic growth, mak-
ing the county more reliant than ever on outside forces to bring relief and 
recovery to the local economy. Local boosters realized that the region’s im-
age remained an essential component of Haywood’s economic future. 
Price’s murder threatened the county’s image in the minds of tourists and 
potential investors, something that it could not afford, especially in the 
depths of the Great Depression.9

Price and the Potters did not meet for the first time on that September 
morning on Lickstone Mountain. The week before, they had met in Hay-
wood County Superior Court in a case of trespassing. In past years, Price 
had allowed his neighbors to graze livestock on his estate, but had stopped 
the practice in 1933. Sensitive to trespassing, Price had recently posted his 
land, warning others not to graze cattle, hunt, or otherwise intrude on his 
property. In August, Price learned that Clarence Potter had killed a ground-
hog on his estate. Hearing that Potter has violated his land, Price dispatched 
Virge Williams—one of his employees who would accompany him on his 
last ride—to swear a warrant against Potter for trespassing and unlawful 
hunting. At the hearing, Justice of the Peace J. C. Patrick dismissed the 
hunting charge, but found Potter guilty of trespassing and fined him five 
dollars, giving Potter until September 26 to pay the fine or spend thirty 
days in jail.10

The tension between the Potters and Price did not end with the verdict. 
J. C. Churchwell, an African American working at the Price estate, told 
reporters that Dewey Potter had stopped him on Main Street in Waynes-
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ville just after the trial, offering Churchwell a warning for his employer. 
According to Churchwell, Potter told him to tell Price “not to ever get off 
his land again and not to ride to the top (of the mountain) again. What’s 
fair for the goose is fair for the gander.” Virge Williams reported a similar 
encounter with Clarence Potter. After the judgment against him, Potter 
met Williams on Main Street and said, “Tell old man Price not to ride the 
mountains any more.” When Williams asked what he meant, Potter replied, 
“I mean for him not to ride anymore.”11 Price took these warnings quite 
seriously. The next day, Price asked J. N. Tate to go to Waynesville the fol-
lowing week to be sworn by the sheriff as a special deputy so he could act as 
his bodyguard. Tate noted that Price “was worried to death and was rest-
less” after Churchwell relayed Potter’s warning, even changing the location 
of his bed so he could sleep away from a window.12 Price’s fear was well-
founded. As he and his companions rode up Lickstone Mountain toward 
the Big Ridge mine, they were doubtlessly aware that Dewey Potter or his 
family might discover them and follow through on their threats. Not sur-
prisingly, that morning Price and his companions rode armed.

On that fateful Tuesday, neighbors and deputies carried Price’s body 
several miles down the mountain by stretcher as the ambulance could not 
navigate the rough roads near the murder scene. The next day, a crowd in-
cluding a large number of his Allen’s Creek neighbors met Price’s body at 
Waynesville’s Garrett Funeral Home for the viewing. Mrs. David West, 
wife of Price’s caretaker, sobbed openly near the casket, proclaiming, “He 
was the best friend we ever had and now he’s gone!” The Potters had also 
spent Tuesday night in Waynesville, but in custody of the sheriff, as Clar-
ence and Dewey Potter and their cousin Eric Ledford turned themselves in 
the afternoon following the murder. Deputies brought young Wayne Potter 
down from Big Ridge later that evening. Despite requests for bail, Judge 
Felix E. Alley held all four defendants in the county jail. There, they were 
not the only prisoners who stood accused of murder. The Price case was one 
of four murder trials on the same grand jury docket that fall, perhaps indi-
cating that Haywood County was growing more violent and residents were 
becoming concerned. In fact, members of the grand jury called the recent 
crime spree “not only regrettable, but revolting to good citizens.” Too many 
cases, both capital and noncapital, “are prompted by a spirit of revenge and 
malice. . . . Let all men deal honestly and in good faith and not in a spirit 
of revenge.” They called on “our civic leaders, ministers, and teachers to call 
meetings over our county not once but often in the interest of better citizen-
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ship and crime prevention,” focusing especially on the county’s youth. In 
short, the community had to take a stand to stem crime so as to protect the 
county’s people and reputation.13

After the incident, the Waynesville Mountaineer, the weekly newspaper 
for Haywood County, rose quickly to celebrate Price and condemn his at-
tackers. Being branded with a reputation for violence clearly remained a 
concern for local boosters as such an image threatened the region’s economy 
and the social fabric of the community. “We readily admit,” the Mountain-
eer editorialized, “that the publicity received was not any help to Waynes-
ville,” but “neither do we feel that it was detrimental to the extent that some 
would have us believe.” If properly managed and accurately reported, the 
editor argued, the murder would not have a lasting effect on the region’s 
image, noting that “very few remember what town in North Carolina in 
1929 had a mill strike and a number of men killed,” an oblique and errone-
ous reference to Gastonia’s infamous Loray Mill strike.14

As part of its defense of the region’s image, the Mountaineer attempted 
to clarify the origin of those accused of Price’s murder. This defense ini-
tially took the form of an editorial battle. In describing the murder, the 
Charlotte Observer declared, “No fouler crime has stained the escutcheon 
of this commonwealth than that in Haywood county, North Carolina, 
when a mountaineer shot and killed a distinguished New Yorker.” The 
victim’s “only sins, so far as the evidence of the case has turned up, was 
that he was wealthy, had bought up large areas of mountain lands and 
converted them into preserves, had established libraries and given away 
books, distributed medicine among the sick and dispensed charity to the 
needy of that community.” The Observer editor decried the incident as 
something that “might attract little attention in blood crazed Russia with 
its seething prejudices and boiling passions of the unsuccessful toward the 
achieving.” It was difficult to believe “that so gruesome a murder as this 
could be conceived in the brain of a citizen of North Carolina.”15 In re-
sponse to this apparent attack on Haywood’s reputation, the Mountaineer 
quickly defended the community’s collective identity and the image of its 
residents. The editor noted that press coverage of the murder had domi-
nated the headlines, but wanted to make “perfectly clear . . . that the al-
leged murderers are not Haywood County folks.” Although the Potters 
were from north Georgia and had lived for some time in western North 
Carolina, they were not locals. “The men charged with this crime have 
only been living in this county for the past eight months,” the Mountaineer 
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recorded. “They are originally from Georgia and Oklahoma. They moved 
to Haywood from Jackson County.”16

Not content to watch his clients maligned in the press, defense attorney 
Doyle Alley took to the newspapers to defend the Potters’ mountain roots 
and to depict Price as an outsider. Without mentioning the victim directly, 
Alley waded into the editorial dustup between the Observer and the Moun-
taineer, arguing that his clients were not only innocent until proven guilty, 
but also had strong local ties. “Dewey, Clarence, and Wayne Potter are citi-
zens and residents of Waynesville township, Haywood County, North 
Carolina,” Alley noted, adding that the elder two “are entitled to vote, as 
electors, upon proper registration . . . and deserve the full consideration 
extended to any other citizens.” He admitted that Ledford was a resident of 
Georgia, but attempted to elicit a degree on empathy for the accused by 
countering claims that the Potters were outsiders with few ties to the local 
community, opining, “I do resent insinuations that my clients are all for-
eigners.” His silence on Price’s ties to the community could be interpreted 
as an unspoken critique of the victim as an outsider. These warring editori-
als not only indicate that Appalachians were keenly aware of their reputa-
tion for violence but demonstrate that they were active in attempting to 
counter those perceptions. More significantly, the murder provided western 
North Carolinians with the opportunity to define and redefine mountain 
identity.17

Other regional newspapers drew clear lines between Price and the Pot-
ters. The Asheville Citizen lamented Price’s death and posited that “as a 
citizen of Western North Carolina he was an exceedingly valuable acquisi-
tion.” His social prominence, his philanthropic endeavors, and his tragic 
death allowed Price to transcend his outsider status. Simultaneously, his 
attackers, although natives of the mountains, lost their status as mountain-
eers by killing Price. The paper noted that “reports make clear that those 
who are accused of his death were not natives of the region, but newcomers 
to it.”18 The more conservative Asheville Times echoed these themes. In an 
editorial, the Times argued that “the violent doing to death of a man who 
had proved his devotion to this region and its people is an unmitigated 
tragedy.” The paper reported that J. M. Long, a shopkeeper in Hazelwood 
and a friend of Price, believed that his death “would mean that this section 
of Western North Carolina will be set back ten or 15 years in its progress.” 
An understandable fear, the editor noted, but “that the outside world will 
charge the death of a great-hearted lover of humanity to the lawlessness of 
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Haywood County citizens is negatived by the facts of the tragedy. Mr. Price 
met his death at the hands of newcomers to the county.” The murder was 
“an incident that runs contrary to the traditions of the Appalachian moun-
tain people. For these people, even in their strong independence and pecu-
liar individualism, are known to the world as hospitable and neighborly to 
all who come among them in friendship and good-will.” Thus, the regional 
press stripped the Potters of their Appalachian identity due to their alleged 
actions and their lack of local ties.19

John Parris, a Jackson County native who would later become one of 
the most beloved newspaper reporters in the region, wrote a long feature for 
the Raleigh News and Observer that also sought to portray the Potters as 
“outlanders” and Price as a man who had come to the North Carolina 
mountains “in the radiance of friendship and good will.” Like others, Parris 
argued that “the Potters, in jail awaiting trial for murder, are not natives,” 
but rather “came from Georgia and lived in Oklahoma.” The killing “gnaws 
at the hearts of the Appalachian people” as it “was so utterly foreign to the 
traditions of a people, who for all their independence and individuality, are 
noted for hospitality and neighborliness to all who come in friendship and 
good will.” His death left the community “stunned,” as “there’s not a man, 
woman, or child in Haywood County who would have harmed a hair on 
Mr. Price’s head.” Parris’s choices about what constituted Appalachianess 
ignored powerful images in the American imagination that linked the Ap-
palachians and violence, choosing instead to focus on kinder, more positive 
regional traits such as neighborliness, kindness, and community ties.20 The 
conflagration of identity continued as the trial approached. As it began, the 
Raleigh News and Observer reported on “the 62-year old mountaineer whose 
death is believed by officers to have been the result of a feud with the Pot-
ters following conviction of Clarence of poaching on the Price estate.” In 
the rhetorical attack on the defendants, Price became a mountaineer, while 
the Potters became outlaws bent on revenge. So, far removed from the 
mountains, some writers were willing to grant mountain identity to the 
wealthy victim from New Jersey, while rendering the accused rootless, any-
thing but Appalachian.21

Not surprisingly, this was not the only account to refer to the incident 
as a feud. Since the Hatfield-McCoy feud, the family conflict that raged 
along the Kentucky–West Virginia border between 1878 and 1891, Ameri-
cans equated Appalachian violence with feuding.22 In reporting the murder, 
the New York Times headline proclaimed, “Thomas Price Shot Dead by 
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Feudists in North Carolina.” The article alleged that, “reverting to the 
primitive law which Price had sought during the vacations of almost a quar-
ter of a century to have abandoned by the hill-folk, Dewey Potter swore a 
blood feud against the section’s benefactor.” This report implied that Price 
had been deserted by the very people he had expended so much effort to 
help. Price “was widely admired in this section because of his interest in 
poor mountain children and his warm friendship with less fortunate neigh-
bors.” He not only provided schoolbooks for them but also “entertained 
many guests at his home and most of them were mountain folk or working 
people from the town.”23 Just as the trial commenced, the New York Times 
Magazine ran a long article by Jean Thomas, a New Yorker who had spent 
several years collecting ballads and reporting in eastern Kentucky. Thomas 
argued that incidents such as the Price murder, while once commonplace in 
the Mountain South, were fading into history. In fact, Thomas simultane-
ously defended southern mountaineers and condemned the Potters, noting 
that during her time in the region, “I know of no parallel to the Price case 
among the people with whom I have been associated [and] I can recall no 
betrayal of a benefactor and I have never known a mountain man, woman, 
or child who would accept a favor without returning one.”24

Just like the pretrial debates over the murder, the trial itself became a 
referendum on Appalachian identity. When the trial opened at the Hay-
wood County courthouse, the proceedings attracted great attention from 
both locals and the press. The opening session saw the courthouse “thronged 
with residents of Waynesville as well as the people from the mountain sec-
tion where Price had his summer lodge and met his death.”25 In the state’s 
case against the Potters, Solicitor John M. Queen depicted the murder as a 
premeditated act of vengeance, an ambush of a prominent citizen by rogues 
seeking revenge for past transgressions. He laid the groundwork for this 
theory in a preliminary hearing held just four days after the incident. At 
this hearing, Queen called just four witnesses, the most powerful being 
Price’s employee and companion Charlie Buchanan. Buchanan testified 
that not only had he accompanied Price on the ride up Lickstone Mountain 
that September morning, but he also had been at the Potters’ home on 
Sunday, September 17, and witnessed an agitated Dewey Potter grab his 
.12-gauge shotgun and declare as he left the house that he was on his way 
to kill Price.26

At trial, Solicitor Queen continued to depict the killing as a premedi-
tated act of revenge. Both Buchanan and Virge Williams testified that they 
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were certain that Dewey Potter had been the man who called on their rid-
ing party to halt and who had fired the shotgun blast that killed Price and 
wounded them both. Buchanan admitted that all three men were armed 
that morning, but only he managed to get off a shot at Potter, while Potter 
fired three times. Price’s pistol, according to Buchanan, never left his 
pocket.27 The state also called to the witness stand three of Price’s African 
American employees, Jess Churchill, Sloan Irvin, and William Gray, all 
claiming that Dewey Potter had told them to warn Price not to leave his 
property again.28 One of the state’s most compelling witnesses was Robert 
Buchanan, “a 12-year-old red-headed mountain boy,” who testified that 
while at Dewey Potter’s home on the day of the murder he heard Dewey’s 
son Wayne announce that “Mr. Price has just gone by on the mountain,” to 
which Dewey replied that he was “going out to kill everyone of them.”29

In the face of such evidence, the defense faced a difficult path to acquit-
tal. On the stand, Clarence Potter proclaimed his innocence and argued 
that he was at “an old-time mountain singing convention” on Old Bald 
Mountain at the time of the shooting, which three witnesses, including his 
father, confirmed. He denied telling various people following Dewey’s con-
viction for trespassing that Price “had better look out after this or a little 
Oklahoma justice will be taken.” In fact, he refused knowing Price or ever 
having spoken to him.30 Eric Ledford admitted to being at the scene, but 
denied firing any shots. In some of the trial’s most dramatic testimony, 
Dewey Potter admitted to shooting at Price and his companions, but in-
sisted that he did so in self-defense. He stated that the day before the murder 
he and his son Wayne had been fired upon by Virge Williams and Bill Gray 
and that this was not the first incident in which Price had acted violently 
toward the Potter family. Dewey knew Price and believed him to be a “dan-
gerous and violent” man who often went around armed. He told the jury 
that in the weeks leading up to the shootings, Price had threatened “to kill 
my wife and said he was going to run the whole family off.” He claimed 
that he did not leave his home that Sunday to kill Price, but that he and Eric 
Ledford had gone out to pick chestnuts and that he took his shotgun for 
protection against bears.31

Defense witnesses painted a much darker picture of Price than those 
local boosters and neighbors who recalled him as the benevolent “chewing 
gum man.” In contrast to the regional press, they portrayed him as a mercu-
rial elitist who demanded that his neighbors recognize his superior social 
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status. Cling Bumgarner told the jury that Dewey Potter had asked Price 
“not to go around my house arousing my wife and children.” Bumgarner 
became hostile under cross-examination, stating, “If a man abuses my wife 
and runs her off he had better make his tracks scarce in North Carolina,” 
clear support of Dewey Potter’s argument that he had acted to protect him-
self and his family.32 Claude Rhinehart, a neighbor of both Price and the 
Potters, testified that Price had told him, following Clarence’s trespassing 
arrest, that “I had one Potter brought off the mountain today and I’ll have 
the rest brought off later. The Potters and I can’t live in the same commu-
nity.”33 The implication was clear. Price was a bad neighbor who was not 
above resorting to threats, intimidation, and even violence to achieve his 
ends. For the Potters and some of their neighbors, Price’s actions and de-
meanor were an affront to the traditions of kinship and neighborliness so 
common in mountain communities.

In the end, the Potters’ claims of self-defense fell on deaf ears. The jury 
found three of the men guilty of second-degree murder. Dewey Potter re-
ceived a sentence of twenty to twenty-five years at hard labor, while his 
brother, whom witnesses placed miles away from the scene, received a two- 
to four-year sentence. Eric Ledford garnered a sentence of fifteen to twenty 
years, but jurors found fourteen-year-old Wayne Potter not guilty of con-
spiracy.34 Curiously, after pronouncing the sentences Judge Felix Alley 
noted that he “had never heard an abler defense in 35 years” and that “Mr. 
Price was evidently, according to the evidence, hunting for trouble. He had 
no business to go up there armed and with two armed men. Everyone who 
knows me knows that I am sorry for the defendants.” Perhaps Alley had 
come to understand that this was anything but a simple case of murder.35

How, then, should we interpret the murder of Thomas Price and the 
disparate reactions to it? It offers a way to understand the layers of Appala-
chian identity and the complex ways violence shaped that identity. The 
construction of Appalachian identity has too often been viewed as a process 
dominated by outsiders. Certainly outsiders shaped what it meant to be 
Appalachian in American culture. As Henry D. Shapiro argues, the work of 
missionaries, social reformers, and local colorists “involved an attempt to 
understand reality, or more precisely reality perceived in a particular way 
from a particular point of view.” But such perceptions, powerful though 
they were, constituted only one force shaping regional identity. Appala-
chians themselves also defined who they were, using traits, experiences, and 
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cultural denominators such as localism, ethnicity and race, economic sta-
tus, culture, and even propensity toward violence to delineate who was 
Appalachian and who was not. As David C. Hsiung ably demonstrates, re-
lationships between residents of valley towns and their more rural neighbors 
led to various characterizations among Appalachians even before the Civil 
War. Economics, town-rural dynamics, and social status helped create the 
images of mountain people that would become so powerful in the Ameri-
can imagination in the late nineteenth century. Hsiung concludes that “this 
sense of difference, articulated by the inhabitants themselves living within 
the mountain region,” often the result of social and economic differences, 
“in turn led to potent and enduring images of Appalachia.”36 Image and 
identity are not mean expressions; they have power and real worth. The 
process of inclusion and exclusion by both outsiders and mountaineers—of 
defining Appalachianess—has been and remains a process of wielding and 
mediating power.37

The process of formulating identity rests on this complex mediation of 
inclusion and exclusion, of definition and ostracization. In this episode of 
Appalachian identity politics, an outsider could achieve near-native status, 
and mountaineers could be stripped of their identity by those bent on dem-
onstrating that Appalachia was not the violent, benighted region of popular 
perception. For both Price and the Potters, their respective places in the 
social order not only contributed to the act that would forever link them, 
but also represented a case of the definition and redefinition of mountain 
identity that continued well into the twentieth century. In this case, and in 
incidents in other mountain communities, violence both acted as a compo-
nent of Appalachianess and created a context in which identity could be 
redrawn and reinterpreted.

Why were the Potters stripped of their Appalachian identity? Why was 
Price granted, in life and in death, a level of social inclusion outsiders often 
did not receive in mountain communities? For the Potters, the loss of Ap-
palachian identity in the eyes of their neighbors stemmed not simply from 
the fact that they killed a man, but rather whom they killed. By attacking 
Thomas Price, whether for a perceived wrong or out of self-defense, they 
killed a man who had carved out a place for himself in the local commu-
nity due to his wealth and power. Their roots in north Georgia, their strong 
and clear kinship bonds, and the stark class differences between themselves 
and the victim should have granted them some degree of social inclusion 
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but did not. The Potters and their attorney attempted to win both their 
freedom and community approval by presenting the family as hardwork-
ing, God-fearing natives of the Mountain South. Despite such assertions, 
their act sacrificed their standing in a community with which they shared 
many commonalities, but in which they lacked the native status needed to 
gain acceptance. Although born in Appalachia, they remained, in Hay-
wood County, according to John Parris, “outlanders.”

For Price, philanthropy allowed him to transcend outsider status in the 
local popular imagination, at least after his death. We know little about how 
neighbors viewed Price before the events on Lickstone Mountain, but we do 
know something about how he was remembered. Dissenting opinions about 
his benevolence, if they existed, were filtered by a popular press bent on 
celebrating his generosity, defending the honor of local residents, protecting 
regional reputations, and excoriating his attackers. In fact, the local opinion 
makers likely felt that they had much more in common with Price than with 
the Potters. Clearly the regional press used portrayals of the defendants and 
the victim to distance western North Carolina from the prevailing images of 
Appalachian violence. Editors at the Waynesville Mountaineer, the Asheville 
Citizen, and other newspapers had spent the first two decades of the twenti-
eth century serving as boosters for their individual communities and for the 
region. They promoted outside investment, tourism, and economic develop-
ment and worked to counter the more negative depictions of the Mountain 
South and its people. Thomas Price represented exactly the type of person 
whose opinion mattered to these boosters: wealthy, powerful, and interested 
in both the region and its future. The Potters’ action represented an unpleas-
ant, even distasteful, reminder of the ways Appalachia had been viewed, and 
Price the region’s hopes for a brighter future.

Price died considered a member of the local community by his many 
neighbors, while his killers lost their status due to their violent actions. 
Why? Is it simply because, through his wealth and power, he had achieved 
a prominence in the local community that the Potters could not? The Price 
case is about more than simple language. It is about boosterism, regional 
self-perception, and a long and nuanced debate about the nature of Appala-
chian identity in which natives and outsiders played essential roles. The 
portrayals of this incident offer a way to ask broader and deeper questions 
about the link between violence and Appalachian identity, the image of 
Appalachia, and the ways in which a community views itself and its people.
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