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A Note from the Editors
Following the early settlements along the eastern American coastline, an enormous migration of people began moving ever westward. As
this migratory tide began to cross the sub-continental ridge of Virginia in
the 1700s, many frontier towns emerged - quite often to exploit commercial advantage on desirable land along a well-traveled road to the
west. So it was with the community of Draper's Meadow and then later
with the Town of Blacksburg, Virginia.
As a part of Blacksburg's bicentennial celebration, The Smithfield
Review is publishing four articles that document a small portion of the
American frontier story. The first, "A Story of Continuity and Change:
Blacksburg, Virginia 1798-1998," provides a summary of early Blacksburg history. It was written by James Paxton, the Resident Interpreter at
Smithfield, who recently received his masters degree in history from Virginia Tech.
The second article, "Ties to External Markets: Imports and Exports
in the New River Valley, 1745-1789" provides insight into various commercial aspects of frontier America. It was written by a native son of
Blacksburg, Scott Crawford, who received his Masters of Arts degree in
history from Old Dominion University, and now teaches at Patrick Henry
High School in Roanoke, Virginia.
Dr. Wirt Wills, currently the director of Smithfield, and June Stubbs,
an active Smithfield Board member, have collaborated to provide the
second part of a letter written in 1843 by Letitia (Preston) Floyd. The
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letter gives a vivid account of 18th century frontier life in southwest Virginia and Kentucky, and reveals the role of Blacksburg residents in settling various parts of Kentucky. It also tells the remarkable story of the
exploits of John Floyd, Letitia's father-in-law. The first part of the letter,
published in Volume I of The Smithfield Review, relates, among other
stories, an account of the Draper's Meadow massacre - a pivotal event
in Blacksburg' s history.
Next, Laura Katz Smith, Manuscripts Curator, Special Collections
Department of the University Libraries at Virginia Tech, has compiled a
"Union Catalog of Manuscript Collections of the Preston Family." These
collections are found in libraries in six states and the District of Columbia. Some of the original material found in these extensive collections
was generated in Blacksburg and documents the considerable influence
that its early residents had on significant national events.
The remaining three articles analyze specific events in other areas of
Southwest Virginia in a later era.
Dr. Gil Bollinger, Professor Emeritus of Geology at Virginia Tech,
describes the second largest seismic shock in the southeastern states in
'The Giles County Earthquake of 1897 - Virginia's Largest Temblor."
Dr. Robert Whisonant, a professor of Geology at Radford University,
relates the crucial role of Virginia's geology resources in the Civil War.
The article, entitled "Mineral Fights - Civil War Battles for Southwestern Virginia's Lead and Salt," provides the reader with a new appreciation for some of the Civil War battles that were fought in southwest Virginia.
The final article, "Desertion and Unionism in Floyd County, Virginia,
1861-1865," relates a fascinating story of deteriorating support for the
Confederate cause in a southwestern Virginia county. The story was
extracted by Rand Dotson from his 1997 Master of Arts thesis in history
at Virginia Tech.
For the benefit of our readers who have not seen Volume I, a brief
orientation is appropriate. Smithfield is an historic property adjacent to
the campus of Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University in Blacksburg, Virginia. The manor house, constructed around 1774 on the early
frontier, is a premier example of early American architecture and is one
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of few such regional structures of that period to survive. It was the last
home of Colonel William Preston, a noted surveyor and developer of
western land, who served as an important colonial and Revolutionary
War leader. Smithfield served as a land office involving property as far
west as Kentucky. It was a home for the distinguished Preston family and
a military base during the tumultuous Revolutionary War period.
Today, Smithfield is a museum that is interpreted and administered
by a local group of volunteers. The Smithfield Review originated as a
Smithfield publication designed to ensure that the often-neglected history of the region is made available to the general public in a way that is
both interesting and enlightening. Following the publication of our first
issue, we are pleased to announce that both the Smithfield Preston Foundation and the History Department of Virginia Tech have joined in sponsoring our effort.
The Smithfield Review continues to focus on the history of the area
west of the Blue Ridge Mountains in Virginia and adjacent states. We
seek articles that include studies of important personages and events,
reports of archaeological discoveries, and analyses of the social, political, economic, and architectural history of the region. Whenever possible and appropriate, the articles will incorporate letters, speeches, and
other primary documents that convey to the reader a direct sense of the
past.

Hugh G. Campbell, Editor
Editorial Board:
Charles E. Modlin
Lon Savage
Charles L. Taylor
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James Patton Preston, 1774-1843,
one of the first trustees of Blacksburg.
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A Story of Continuity
and Change:
Blacksburg, Virginia, 1798-1998
James Paxton
Blacksburg, Virginia, like any other community, is the sum of its
inhabitants, so any history of the town must be a history of the people
who created it. The year 1998 marks the two hundredth anniversary of
the founding of Blacksburg. The expectant buildup to the anniversary
celebration has renewed interest in local history, sending people into
libraries and archives to rediscover the town's early years. This essay
stems from that renewed interest and more than a few trips to the library. A walk through town indicates that little remains of the Blacksburg
of 1798. William Black, the man who lent his name to the town, would
not recognize the physical aspects of modern Blacksburg, except perhaps the original grid of sixteen blocks that he laid out, which still compose the heart of the downtown. Blacksburg overflowed its original survey years ago, none of the earliest buildings survive within the first sixteen blocks, the branches of Stroubles Creek that once ran through town
have been diverted underground, and some of the streets bear different
names. Perhaps the most significant change has been the establishment
and growth of Virginia Tech. The school, a dominant player in shaping
modern Blacksburg, did not exist during Black's lifetime. Despite these
physical changes, William Black, I believe, would recognize that some
essential part of the town's character remains intact in modern Blacksburg.
In this essay I will deal with the establishment and subsequent development of Blacksburg, but I am primarily concerned with the dynamics
and relationships among some of the people who came into the region
and founded the town. Blacksburg was not the creation of one man. It
was a community effort involving many families over many years. In a
brief overview such as this, it would be impossible to give a detailed
account of everyone who played a significant role in Blacksburg' s early
history. My goals are much more modest. I focus on two families. The
5
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Black and Preston famities shared many common experiences with other
settlers, and, at the same time, they were arguably the most influential
people in Blacksburg's early years. The Blacks gave the land and the
impetus to the plan, while the Prestons loaned their considerable reputation and support. Together they gave form to Blacksburg in its infancy.
Blacksburg had its beginnings as part of a 7 ,500-acre survey originally known as the Patton tract. The tract, roughly bounded by Tom's
Creek to the north and Strouble's Creek to the south, was a small part of
Colonel James Patton's large land holdings. Patton had come to Virginia
from Northern Ireland in 1738 and quickly became an influential and
prosperous speculator in western lands. 1 Although settlers were beginning to carve a life for themselves out of Virginia's backcountry wilderness as early as the 1740s, the Patton tract was not formally subdivided
until Patton's nephew, William Preston, completed his surveys in 1753. 2
By that time the area was being called Draper's Meadow after George
Draper, one of the area's first settlers. He - along with the Ingles, Price,
and Barger families - settled within the bounds of the Patton tract. These
families were the vanguard of a much larger migration that brought thousands of settlers out of Pennsylvania and eastern Virginia, southwest
through the Shenandoah Valley, and into southwestern Virginia.
During the eighteenth century a majority of backcountry settlers were
Scots-Irish and German immigrants who had left their own turbulent
countries in search of better economic circumstances and religious freedom. Historians estimate that 250,000 Scots-Irish people migrated to
the colonies during the eighteenth century. 3 Although fewer Germans
made the trans-Atlantic crossing, the relatively open land of southwestern Virginia became a favorite destination for them. The German and
Scot-Irish immigrants intermingled with lesser numbers of Scot and English settlers and a few African slaves to form a patchwork of ethnic
neighborhoods throughout the counties of southwest Virginia. At Draper's
Meadow the Scots-Irish tended to settle along Strouble's Creek, while
the Germans established themselves around Tom's Creek (see map 1). In
a short time the rigors of frontier life melded the various ethnic groups
into a tight-knit community. In 1754 one could find a mix of Scots-Irish
and German names living side-by-side. Jacob Harman, Joseph McDonald,
William Byars, Robert McGee, George Surface, Jacob Lingle, and John
Draper counted on each other as neighbors. 4
Just as the Draper's Meadow community began to grow and put
down roots, events disrupted its natural evolution. During the first half of
the 1750s, tensions along the frontier were building toward the French
and Indian War. Conflict between Indians and settlers increased in fre6
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Map 1. Draper's Meadow and vicinity, 1745-53. (Source: Harvey

Lee Price Papers, Newman Library, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, Virginia.)

quency and intensity. In 1755 a war party of Shawnee Indians attacked
the Draper's Meadow settlement, killing James Patton, Casper Barger,
Eleanor Draper, and her grandchild. Several other unnamed residents
were killed or wounded. The Shawnee captured Henry Leonard, Betty
Draper, Mary Draper Ingles, and Ingles' two small sons, Thomas and
George, and carried them back to their villages in Ohio. Ingles later
escaped without her children and eventually returned to the New River
Valley. These and other incidents caused a number of the residents, among
them the Draper family, to flee the region. 5 The end of the French and
Indian War in 1763 brought an influx of new settlers into southwestern
Virginia.
Those who settled in Draper's Meadow after the war encountered a
community that had been clearing the land and tilling the soil for twenty
years or more. The newcomers, including the Black and Preston families, and long-term residents shared many common experiences. Most
were immigrants or the children of immigrants who had moved several
7
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times before coming to southwestern Virginia. Samuel Black and William Preston were born two years apart in Northern Ireland and had
come to Virginia as children with their parents. Black lived in Augusta
County, Virginia, where he became a minister and served as a lieutenant
in the Continental Army. He married Jane Porter, and they had nine
children, two of whom played leading roles in the development of Blacksburg. John Black, the eldest child, was born in 1755; his brother, William, was eleven years younger. William Preston's parents also settled in
Augusta County, Virginia. After his father's death in 1747, Preston became a private secretary and surveyor for his uncle, James Patton. In
1761 Preston married Susanna Smith, and they started a family at their
Greenfield Plantation in Botetourt County, Virginia. Two of their sons,
James and John, also played prominent roles in the founding of Blacksburg. 6
Before moving to Draper's Meadow, the Blacks and the Prestons
crossed each other's paths, at least briefly, at Beverley Manor, in Augusta
County near present-day Staunton, where in 1741 Samuel Black's father purchased land that had been surveyed for John Preston, William's
father. 7 The land remained in the Black family for at least three generations. In 1749-50 William Preston bought more than 330 acres in the
same area. 8 It seems probable that the two families knew of each other
from the time they spent near Beverley Manor. Perhaps Preston convinced Black to purchase land at Draper's Meadow. In 1772 Black paid
160£ for 600 acres on the eastern end of the tract, 9 and shortly thereafter Preston bought three properties at Draper's Meadow. 10 William began construction on a new home, Smithfield Plantation, and in 1774 the
Preston family took up residence at Draper's Meadow. Whether by design or accident, the Blacks and Prestons became neighbors in Montgomery County.
Unlike William Preston, Samuel Black remained in Augusta County
and reserved the Draper's Meadow tract for his sons, John and William
Black. John moved to Montgomery County at least ten years before his
brother. Although the date of his arrival is uncertain, John appears on
the rolls of James Byrne's militia company during the Revolution, and in
1781 he was appointed overseer of roads from "glade to the foot of
Sinking Creek Mountain." 11 When Samuel Black died in 17 82, John
assumed control of the entire 600 acres and grew flax on a portion of
the land. John retained sole possession of the land until William joined
him in 1794, the year after William married Jane McBeth in Augusta
County. The brothers divided their father's land equally, each receiving
300 acres. 12
8

A

STORY OF CONTINUITY AND CHANGE: BLACKSBURG, VIRGINIA.

1798-1998

Between the time the Prestons and Blacks settled in Draper's Meadow
and Blacksburg's founding in 1798, they enmeshed themselves in the
fabric of community life. The web of social relations in small, preindustrial,
agricultural communities bound people together. County records only
partially demonstrate how active and interrelated were the public lives of
area residents. Friends witnessed land transactions and served as appraisers to their neighbors' estates. In 1772 William Preston witnessed
the sale of land to Samuel Black, and in 1790 John Black served as an
appraiser to the late William Preston's estate. 13 Neighboring men supervised, maintained, and built roads. Even large, private projects required
community approval. When James P. Preston, William's son, wanted to
dam Strouble's Creek to build a water-powered grist mill, the state required that twelve "freeholders" assess any potential damages. Among
the assessors were John Black, William Argabright, John D. Helms,
Dangerfield Dobyns, and Michael Kinzer, men James likely knew well
through land transactions and a variety of public and private functions. 14
Friends also helped meet large financial commitments. The state required
office holders to post large bonds ensuring their good conduct, and those
unable to meet the financial obligation sought aid from wealthy neighbors. In 1807 John Black, Jr., John Hoge, and Harmon Sifford posted
a $1,000 bond so John Black could become county constable. 15
White men came together to serve in militia companies. Montgomery County was divided into a number of militia districts, each under the
command of a captain. The militia drew men from small, defined, geographic areas and often from the same families, a practice that reinforced neighborhood and kinship ties. During the early years of the Revolution, John Preston and John Black served together in Captain James
Byrnes's militia company. In 1784 John Preston was promoted to captain in command of his own company, and John Black served as his
ensign. In that same company, John Preston's brother Francis served as
a lieutenant. 16 Of the sixty-two men in John Preston's company, 55
percent served with someone who shared the same last name. On the
muster roll were five McDonalds, four Martains, and four Heavens. 17
Widespread participation in public duties and social events fostered a
strong sense of community among free white men. They shared the joys
of marriage, the mourning of a neighbor's death, and the hardships and
rewards of frontier !ife.
It is not surprising that, when William Black decided to create Blacksburg, he sought the support of influential neighbors. The town's success
was far from certain. In 1798 Draper's Meadow was not an ideal place
to situate a town. Christiansburg, only eight miles to the south by eigh9
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teenth century roads, had been established a few years earlier as the seat
of Montgomery County. It had the dual advantages of an early start and
a good location on the ridge of the Allegheny Mountains along the Great
Road, which carried most of the overland trade in southwestern Virginia
(see map 2). By comparison, Blacksburg had a late start and lay off the
main road over the Allegheny Ridge, a site that diminished its potential
for commercial success. Yet Blacksburg was not completely lacking as a
town site. It lay in a fertile valley, several nearby springs provided fresh
water, and the Pepper's Ferry Road, a parallel branch of the Great Road,
ran through the proposed town (see map 1). 18 Supporters of the project
hoped the Pepper's Ferry Road might divert some travelers and commerce from Christiansburg. William Black convinced several prominent
neighbors that these advantages gave the town a reasonable chance to
succeed. Supporters demonstrated their confidence by serving as trustees and purchasing lots in the village.
The first trustees were John Black, William Black, John Preston,
James P. Preston, George Rutledge, Edward Rutledge, and John
Henderson. 19 These seven men were among the most powerful and influential men in the area. In economic terms they outranked most of
their neighbors. In 1810 six of the seven trustees each held at least 450
acres of land, and all but one owned slaves. The average trustee owned
more than 1, 7 66 acres and six slaves. Of the group, William and John
Black owned the least amount of property. William Black possessed less
than 300 acres and two slaves, while John Black worked 450 acres
without any slaves. By comparison the largest slaveholder, James P. Preston, owned thirteen bondspeople, and John Preston owned the most
land with over 7 ,500 acres (see Appendix 1). 2° Furthermore, many of
the trustees held important local and state offices. John Black became a
county constable, and William Black was a justice of the peace. 21 John
Preston was a member of the Virginia Senate, and James P. Preston was
a state senator and later became governor. 22 Those who lent the greatest
support to the venture were in a position to reap the greatest benefits.
Most of the trustees owned land near the town and could expect their
land prices to rise. John and William Black owned land adjacent to the
town, while the Rutledges and Prestons bordered on the Blacks and
were near the proposed village (see map 3). No doubt, these families
counted on the benefits of a nearby commercial center to buy goods,
obtain much needed services, and possibly market crops.
With approval from family and neighbors, William Black set to work
laying off the town. The site he selected was 38 % acres and 20 poles
bordering on the northern edge of John Black's property. William Black
10
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sulxlivided the tract into sixteen blocks. Each block contained four halfacre lots. The original sixty-four lots were bound by Smithfield Street
(present-day Jackson), Clay Street, Roap Street (Water, then Draper), 23
and Wharton Street. Roanoke, Lee, and Washington streets crossed Tom's
Creek (Main), Church, and Penn streets to form the major intersections.
The first lots sold almost immediately. Robert King, John McGee, and
John Preston purchased lots one through four, situated between presentday Main Street and Draper Road and between Jackson and Roanoke
streets. What King and McGee did with their lots is unknown, but Preston proceeded to build a store. The following year Montgomery County
granted Preston a merchant's license to operate a store in town. The
Prestons did not have a monopoly as the county also granted a license to
Dangerfield Dobyns. 24
Between 1798 and 1807, the trustees sold just fourteen of
Blacksburg's sixty-four lots. One reason for slow sales was a clause in
each deed that required buyers to build "a house of wood, stone or bricks
. . . seventeen feet square with a brick or stone chimney fit to reside in or
any other improvement for carrying on a useful trade or calling to the
value of one hundred Dollars." The time allowed to build a house ranged
between two and five years. 25 The building requirement prevented a few
wealthy speculators from purchasing many properties and leaving them
vacant. It also dissuaded poorer people who might not have the money
or inclination to build immediately. In addition to the construction rider,
Blacksburg' s position off the main road and over the Allegheny ridge
likely hindered its early development as a commercial center. 26
Although just a few lots sold in the first years, a lively land trade
developed in properties already sold. Lot 22 changed hands four times
between 1798 and 1810, from Robert McGee to William Lyon who sold
it to John Burgess who, in turn, sold it to John Gardener. John Preston's
lots 1 and 3 passed through three owners in less than twenty-five years.
Some made handsome profits. Parrot Smyth, who purchased a quarteracre lot for $40 in 1807, sold it to Jacob and Hannah Stanger for $200
the following year, and Zachariah Des Camp paid the Stangers $305
three years later for the same property. 27 The properties nearest town
also became desirable and valuable. William and Jane Black reaped the
benefits of good location by selling lots of land that bordered the town. In
1809 Michael Kinzer paid $40 for less than half an acre of land on
Smithfield Street. The next year the Blacks sold Harmon Sifford a halfacre plot near Kinzer's property. George Surface witnessed the Black's
prosperity and subdivided some of his own farm land into small lots. In
1818 Lydia Savine paid $35 for one of George Surface's lots adjoining
. 11
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Map 2. A Civil War era map of the New River Valley, indicating the
positions of towns, roads, creeks, and rivers. Note the location of
Blacksburg in relation to Christiansburg, and the three Preston
1

properties, which correspond to Solitude to the north, Smithfield in
the middle, and Whitethorn to the south. (Source: Jeremy Francis Gilmer

Collection, 1864, Newman Library, Special Collections, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg.)
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Map 3. Relative location of several trustees' properties to
Blacksburg and each other. (Source: Harvey Lee Price Papers, Newman
Library, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, Virginia.)

the town. Ten years later John Goodrich paid $500 for twenty-five acres
near Roanoke Street. 28 Blacksburg' s development raised nearby property values and spurred a number of speculative land deals.
By 1807 the trustees abandoned the building requirement as a condition of purchase. The rate of buying, however, did not increase until
Adam Croy, Jr. purchased two lots in 1819. Over the next twelve years
the trustees sold twenty-five properties, and within forty years most of
the original sixty-four lots were sold. John Preston's store was joined by
a meeting house built on the corner of Church and Lee streets. The
Methodist and Presbyterian congregations shared the meeting house for
Sunday services. Important commercial shops and services moved into
town. William Lyons and William Argabright operated a blacksmith shop,
and a tannery was opened. Dangerfield Dobyns, in addition to his
shopkeeping, opened (on Roanoke Street) the first schoolhouse within
the original sixteen squares. 29
Artisans brought more people into town and created opportunities
for people such as Lydia Savine. In 1822 Savine applied to the county
for a license to operate a tavern on the land she bought from George
Surface. After reviewing her case, the court determined that Savine was
14.
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"of good character not addicted to drunkenness or gaming" and granted
her license. Savine renewed her license the following year, but after that
date she disappears from the county record. 30 The first buildings constructed by Savine, Dobyns, Argabright, and Lyons were modest, onestory, log structures with dirt floors. Not until the 1820s did wealthy
Blacksburg residents begin constructing their homes with brick and mortar. From these humble beginnings the town grew, overspilling its original boundaries, and developed a lively commercial core. By 1845 the
town boasted a population of 250. 31 Blacksburg moved into competition
with Christiansburg and generated a rivalry that has lasted ever since.
William Black did not remain in the area long enough to witness
Blacksburg's growth. ln 1814, sixteen years after he founded the town,
forty-eight year old William, his wife Jane, and five children moved to
Clark County, in west-central Ohio. By anyone's standards William had
been highly successful in Virginia. He farmed 300 acres of good land,
established a town, became a justice of the peace, had family living close
by, and even acquired two slaves. Moving entailed that Black leave his
brother, surrender his public office, and sell his remaining 300 acres to
George Surface. Unable to take slaves into the free state of Ohio, Black,
according to family history, emancipated them. 32 Once settled, William
and Jane Black never moved again. Jane died in 1843, and her husband
followed eight years later at the age of eighty-four. Both are buried in the
Black family cemetery in Clark County, Ohio. 33
It might seem unusual for a successful, middle-aged couple such as
William and Jane Black to give up expensive slave property and risk
everything for an uncertain future in Ohio. Yet the Blacks typified the
mobility that was common of eighteenth and nineteenth century Americans. The restless hunt for economic security, which brought immigrants
to the colonies, kept them moving in search of better land. The first
generation crossed the ocean and, if they were fortunate, staked their
independence on good arable land. 34 The migration did not stop in the
New World. lmmigrants, their children, and their grandchildren chased
the frontier, and the promise of good cheap land, farther and farther
west. Settlers who opened new territories inevitably sent stories to their
families of rich virgin lands that surpassed those already under cultivation. Many were lured south and west, opening up the lands of Alabama
and Mississippi, while others, like the Blacks, opted for the Old Northwest. ln the end William Black's decision was indisputably a good one, as
he amassed enough land to leave his three sons 400 acres each. 35
The Preston family displayed a similar mobility. Four of William
Preston's five sons eventually moved away from Montgomery County.
15
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Only James P. Preston, who inherited Smithfield Plantation, remained in
Blacksburg. John Preston lived in Montgomery County for more than
thirty years, until he married and moved to Botetourt County, Virginia.
All of James P. Preston's three sons remained near Blacksburg. James
amassed a fortune in land and slaves and was able to subdivide the family
holdings among his sons without jeopardizing their future prosperity.
William Ballard Preston inherited the family home, Smithfield, while Robert
T. Preston constructed Solitude and James F. Preston built Whitethorn,
the plantation near present-day Hethwood (see map 2). 36 Men of more
modest means often could not divide their land into profitable farms for
all of their sons, who then faced the options of an uncertain future at
home or an equally uncertain future searching for land elsewhere.
Blacksburg has undergone many changes since its founding two hundred years ago. With the growth of Virginia Tech and a corresponding
growth in the transient student population, people move in and out of
Blacksburg at a more furious pace than ever. While the search for security continues to be the impetus for movement, it is no longer land but
education that fuels Blacksburg's migratory population. The original ethnic mix of predominantly white, Protestant, Scots-Irish, German, and
English settlers has been replaced, in part, by Chinese, Indian, and Korean immigrants, who come to learn and work at Virginia Tech. Although some old names such as Price, Linkous, and Long still thrive in
Blacksburg, many of the earlier settlers have long since moved away. A
few Black and Preston descendants continue to live in the area. Many no
longer bear the names of their ancestors, but they provide links to
Blacksburg's past and give continuity and context for an evolving, everchanging town. People do not connect in the old ways. Militia musters,
road construction, and property assessment no longer bind people together. Yet the people of Blacksburg still form communal attachments.
Virginia Tech, the Blacksburg Electronic Village, and a host of social and
sporting events help maintain a sense of community. Although the town
has changed, the expansive pioneering spirit remains much the same,
and it is the dynamism of the people that William Black would recognize
in the thoroughly modern town of Blacksburg.

Endnotes

•The author thanks Greer and Mary Kent Elliott for their willingness to share Black
family history.
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Oakes gives a good account of nineteenth century mobility in The Ruling Race:
A History of American Slaveholders (New York: Knopf, 1982). ch. 3.
Weiland. Fifty New England Colonists, p. 10.
James P. Preston held about 3,000 acres and nine-one slaves. Deed Book IJ, p.
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STORY OF CONTINUITY AND CHANGE: BLACKSBURG, VIRGINIA,

1798-1998

Appendix 1:
A comparison of property holding for
Blacksburg trustees in 1810
Name

Land Holdings in acres
(number of properties)

William Black ........................... 290
John Black .............................. 450
John Henderson ...................... 571
James P. Preston .................... 2380
John Preston ......................... 7560
Edward Rutledge ...................... 5 74
George Rutledge ...................... 541
Average:

acreage, 1766.57;

..... (1)
. . .. (2)
..... (1)
..... (3)
... (22)
..... (2)
..... (2)

Number of
Slaves
.................. 2

.................. 0

.................. 3
................ 13
.................. 8

.................. 9
.................. 7

number of slaves, 6

Appendix 2:
List of original lots and purchasers (when known)
Lot#

Purchaser

Date Purchased

1 ............. John Preston ....................................... 1798
to Lawson Dunnington ......................... 1815
to John Bell ......................................... 1821
2 ............. Robert King . . ... .. ... .. .. . . .. .. .. . .. .. .. .. . . .. .. . .. . 1 798
to Mary and Susanna Carleton .............. 1818
3 ............. John Preston ....................................... 1 798
to Lawson Dunnington ......................... 1815
to John Bell ......................................... 1821
4 ............. John McGee ........................................ 1 798
reverts to trustees
to Lawson Dunnington ......................... 1815
5 ............. John Helms ......................................... 1839
6 ............. John B. Goodrich ................................ 1828
7 ............. John Helms ......................................... 1839
8 ............. John Helms ......................................... 1839
9 ............. Harmon Sifford . . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. .. . .. .. . .. . . .. .. . .. 1803
10 ............ Jacob Stanger ..................................... ?
to Harmon Sifford ............................... 1811
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Appendix 2, continued
Lot#

Purchaser

Date Purchased

11
12 ........... Harmon Sifford .............................. 1803
13 ........... Thos. Rutledge et al. ....................... 1821
14 ........... Thos. Rutledge et al. ....................... 1921
15
16 ........... Lewis Amiss ................................... ?
1 7 ........... Lewis Amiss ................................... ?
............... to John Helms ................................ 1807
18 ........... Henry Price .................................... ?
19 ........... William Lyons ................................. ?
............... to Jacob Taiber ............................... 1844
20 ........... William Dobyns ............................... 1803
............... to John Burgess .............................. 1806
............... to James Mitchell ............................ 1814
21
22 ........... Robert McGee ................................ ?
............... to Wm. Lyons ................................. ?
............... to John Burgess .............................. ?
............... to John Gardner ............................. 1810
23
24 ........... Samuel Black .................................. 1806
25
26 ........... Harmon Sifford .............................. 1807
27
28
29
30 ........... John Peterman ............................... 1845
31 ........... Elizabeth Stanger ............................ 1830
32 ........... John Peterman ............................... 1845
33 ........... John Surface .................................. 1821
34 ........... John Surface .................................. 1821
to Peter S. Wax .............................. 1823
35 ........... John Surface .................................. 1821
36 ........... John Surface .................................. 1821
to Peter S. Wax .............................. 1823
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Lot#

STORY OF CONTINUITY AND CHANGE: BLACKSBURG, VIRGINIA,

Purchaser

1798-1998

Date Purchased

37 ........... Adam Croy, Jr................................ 1819
38 ........... Adam Croy, Jr................................ 1819
39
40 ........... split between
Methodist Church ........................... 1830
and Wm. Barger ............................. 1830
41 ........... Wesley Argabright ........................... 1840
42 ........... Parrot Smyth .................................. 1807
............... to Jacob Stanger ............................. 1808
............... to Z. DesChamp ............................. 1811
43
44
45 ........... William Argabright .......................... 1827
46 ........... William Argabright .......................... 1827
4 7 ........... William Argabright .......................... 1827
48
49
50
51
52
53 ........... Andrew Croy .................................. 1830
54 ........... Andrew Croy .................................. 1830
55 ........... Andrew Croy .................................. 1830
56 ........... Andrew Croy .................................. 1830
57
58
59 ........... Thomas W. Jones ........................... 1844
60 ........... Thomas W. Jones ........................... 1844
61 ........... William Thomas .............................. 1822
62 ........... William Thomas .............................. 1822
63 ........... William Thomas .............................. 1822
64 ........... William Thomas .............................. 1822
Source: Montgomery County Deed Books A-0
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Appendix 3:
Town of Blacksburg in 1798, showing the first 64 lots
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Ties to External Markets:
Imports and Exports in the New
River Valley, 1745-1789
Scott Crawford

When George Draper, along with his family and associates, established the Draper's Meadows settlement ca. 1742, they were but a small
part of a larger migratory movement into the New River Valley. During
the mid to late eighteenth century, the New River Valley experienced a
surge in European population as a wide variety of push factors in the
east encouraged westward migration. Along the frontier a settler found a
degree of religious toleration, dreams of economic independence, and a
possible source of adventure as individuals or families attempted to make
a living in a wild and untamed environment. Yet, for many, in fact the
majority, of the frontier settlers, the dream of economic independence
was never realized as squatters became tenant farmers or died in the
French and Indian War or the American Revolution.
This theme of economic independence, although widely upheld since
Frederick Jackson Turn er had put forth his .. Frontier Thesis," appears
flawed and not applicable to the New River Valley during the region's
frontier experience. Rather than a region isolated from outside markets
with each family eking out its own existence, the area was actually extremely interdependent as local, regional, and even world trade allowed
the frontier family to find access to a variety of goods not available in the
New River Valley. These economic ties were strengthened as goods found
along the frontier traveled east and in turn allowed the region to find an
economic niche in a global economy.
That the Virginia frontier was in no way an independent region,
operating entirely within a traditional economic setting, but was rather a
region defining itself socially and economically in a world context, is
evidenced by the speed with which the frontier settlers moved to establish trade relations with eastern markets. The presence of eastern merchants and peddlers along the frontier also brings doubt as to the validity
of Turner's thesis, since economic ties to the east wore down any independent spirit felt by Virginia frontier settlers. Finally, the strong pres-
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ence of trade goods coming from in and around Draper's Meadows and
the New River Valley forged an interdependent, not dependent, relationship with the east; the Virginia frontier fit itself into a trade model within
a world context.
The speed with which frontier justices moved to establish ordinaries,
roads, and ferries along the Virginia backcountry is another strong indication that the region was aspiring to establish firm economic ties with
eastern markets. By developing the backcountry in such a manner, justices provided the necessary infrastructure to support healthy trade relations with the east. These relations in turn allowed the region to forge
economic relationships with the east that eroded any independence the
region may have had when the first white settlers moved into the area.
What the justices in essence did was create a strong economic bond
between the east and the frontier; trade made the two regions interdependent.
One of the most important venues for the Virginia frontier economy
was the local ordinary, or tavern. Daniel Thorp asserts that the ordinary
provided a means through which settlers could find access to goods from
outside the region and find potential buyers for their own goods. 1 As
county government moved west, the justices of the new counties realized
the importance of creating an environment that adequately supported
economic growth. They moved quickly to provide individuals with licenses
granting permission to set up ordinaries. Between 1774, when Fincastle
County broke away from Botetourt County, and 1790, county justices
granted 25 ordinary licenses in Fincastle and Montgomery counties, which
then encompassed the New River Valley. On the first two days of the
first court session alone, Fincastle County justices granted five ordinary
licenses. William Ingles was the first to receive such a license, which was
granted on the first day the justices met, while Charles Diverex, Joseph
Drake, Samuel Simpson, and James Hollos all received licenses over the
next two days. 2 Within these institutions the frontier travelers and eastern merchants found both room and board as they journeyed either east
with their goods or moved through the region peddling merchandise.
Thus the ordinary played a vital role in economic life.
Another indication of the settlers' interest in retaining access to eastern markets is the speed with which they moved to establish a road
network throughout the region. The justices of Fincastle County named
five overseers of roads on the first day of the first court session alone,
and named a total of 234 overseers between 1774 and 1790. Two
roads in particular provided the frontier settlers access to eastern mar24
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kets. The Great Wagon Road ran along the Virginia frontier to Philadelphia while the Three Notch'd Road headed east to Richmond.
Settlers also realized the need for ferries in order to ensure passage
across the various rivers in the region. By June of 1779, Montgomery
County justices had granted licenses to William Inglish (Ingles), Samuel
Pepper, John Craig, and David Herbert to establish at least four ferries in
the region. These men were allowed to ferry people and wagons across
the New River for 4 shillings per man and horse. 3 Such activity indicates
the desire on the part of the settlers to improve the region, as both roads
and ferries allowed for easier access to both local and eastern markets.
These developments further solidified the connection between east and
west, as travel between the regions became less of a burden and frontier
famities found a means through which they could obtain items needed
for daily living. The ordinaries, roads, and ferries all allowed merchants
and peddlers from the east and north to establish ties to the region that
facilitated the interdependent nature of colonial Virginia's frontier
economy.
In addition to local trade, eastern merchants provided a means through
which frontier famities could obtain a variety of goods. This connection
to eastern markets served the gentry particularly well as they established
a variety of relationships with eastern merchants. William Preston, for
example, had numerous dealings with four eastern merchants that allowed him access to goods and business opportunities from which he
would profit. These merchants were Edward Johnson; Felix Gilbert; William, Robert, and James Donald; and Alexander and Peterfield Trent.
Gilbert ran a store in Staunton, Virginia; Johnson and the Trents operated from Manchester, Virginia. The Donalds- originally from Glasgow,
Scotland - also ran their business out of Manchester, Virginia. Through
these merchants, Preston ordered, and subsequently had delivered, numerous items, including leather shoes, Irish linen, sugar, nails, a Dutch
oven, stockings, steel shoe buckles, china coffee cups, and wine glasses,
to name just a few. Generally the various lists of merchandise consist of
non-essential items; however, Preston did order various tools, linens,
and other clothes. 4
While these merchants provided Preston with access to goods, the
relationship also allowed him an avenue through which to find profit.
Edward Johnson and Preston became business partners, as well as inlaws, and trafficked indentured servants throughout the backcountry. A
market for labor existed during the early years of settlement, although by
the 1770s that market had declined and the sale of indentured servants
all but stopped. 5
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Preston and other members of the gentry were not the only ones
who dealt with eastern merchants. The numerous court cases instigated
by these merchants against various settlers who were not paying their
debts indicate the importance of frontier trade to both regions. Between
1773 and 1779, Donald and company appeared thirty times in the
Fincastle and Montgomery County courts in order to collect debts owed
them by county residents. Generally the defendant was ordered to pay
the debt in full, plus costs and interest. On at least two occasions the
defendant's estate was sold in order to cover the debt. Such was the case
with Peter Rife, who did not appear at his hearing in May of 1774. Rife's
estate was sold in order to cover a debt of two pounds, eight shillings,
and three pence. 6 That his estate was sold in order to cover such a small
amount indicates that his estate was not of great value and that he was
therefore not in the upper class. Generally a twelve-foot by twelve-foot
cabin was valued at five pounds. 7 Since his debt was a little over two
pounds, Rife' s estate more than likely was valued somewhere between
three and five pounds, indicating that he led a meager existence. This
and the 29 other cases involving debts owed to Donald and Company
indicate that financially insecure individuals also were caught up in the
trade with eastern merchants.
Another way in which goods found their way to the frontier was
through peddlers. While no sales records were found indicating that peddlers were traveling through the region, and Montgomery County did
not grant a peddlers' license until 1803, an abundance of circumstantial
evidence suggests that peddlers were quite active throughout the
backcountry of Virginia. This evidence comes in two forms. First, the
House of Burgesses passed legislation restricting the movement of peddlers, indicating that their activities were noticeable enough to cause
problems regarding certain forms of trade, problems that could be controlled through legislation. Second, advertisements appeared in the Virginia Gazette and the Pennsylvania Gazette warning settlers along the
backcountry to be on the lookout for escaped servants who posed as
peddlers. 8
Between 1738 and 1762 the House of Burgesses passed a series of
laws pertaining to peddlers, in order to restrict the movements of vagabonds posing as peddlers. The first such legislation, in November of
1738, noted the "divers" number of "vagrant and idle people ... frequently found traveling about the country, under the name of pedlars."
The law went further in outlining various problems incurred by these
itinerant merchants, or alleged merchants, and required all peddlers to
acquire a license from their county justices in order to peddle goods.
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Because this law did not seem to solve the problem adequately, the
House passed more legislation in May of 1742. This time the law was
clearer as to the exact problem peddlers were causing, and in what region the problems were occurring. The law mentioned that many "vagrant people" were traveling from the northern to the southern colonies
peddling horses. These peddlers then "either buy or steal, great numbers
of nett cattle, which in their return back they drive through the frontier
counties, and often take away with them the cattle of the inhabitants of
the said counties, under pretense that they cannot separate them from
their own droves ... " This problem was addressed in the legislation, which
required the licensing of peddlers and insisted that the peddler present
each county justice a list and a description of his cattle.
The House continued to pass laws pertaining to peddlers through
1762, each subsequent law requiring more regulation over peddlers and
making fines and punishment stiffer for those peddlers who did not cooperate and follow the law. By 1762 a peddler who sold goods without
a license and refused to pay the set fine was subject to "thirty-nine lashes
on his bare back, well laid on ... "9 The passage of such laws indicates
that peddlers were moving along the backcountry, and that while some
operated outside the boundaries of the laws, contact was being established between itinerant eastern and northern merchants and Virginia
frontier families. In turn, frontier families were able to purchase those
goods not otherwise readily available along the frontier.
Peddling in the backcountry was not always a safe avenue to find
profit; several articles in the Virginia Gazette and the Pennsylvania
Gazette gave notice of peddlers' deaths in the backcountry. Such was
the case of Leonard Croucher, a peddler who, the Virginia Gazette reported, was murdered along the backcountry in October of 1777. In
August of 1768 the Pennsylvania Gazette reported that an "old German pedlar was murdered and robbed of his goods ... " in Lancaster County,
Pennsylvania. At that time Lancaster was part of Pennsylvania's
backcountry and was a starting point from which one could enter the
Virginia backcountry. Other advertisements in those newspapers warned
frontier famities to be on the lookout for escaped convict servants and
indentured servants posing as peddlers, or peddlers who had stolen goods
from merchants and were moving through the backcountry. Such a
guise provided an escapee or thief with a ready excuse for his or her
itinerant nature. This was the case with John Harthe, a German who
was supposed to sell goods for a Charles Bergee of Philadelphia. Harthe
allegedly stole the goods he was supposed to sell in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, and fled towards the Carolinas, passing through the Virginia
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backcountry and more than likely selling the stolen goods and keeping
the money for himself. Some of the advertisements in these newspapers
mention possible goods the peddler, or servant passing as a peddler, was
selling. In June of 1758 the Pennsylvania Gazette reported the escape
of two convict servants, John Jackson and his wife Mary. The paper
reported that John was "much given to Swearing and Lying" and passed
as a peddler with "Pins, Needles and Ribbons to sell ... " Such advertisements, along with laws passed by the House of Burgesses, establish the
definite probability that peddlers were traveling through the Virginia
backcountry. 10
One final method for acquiring merchandise appeared later as small
towns began to develop along the frontier, and individuals established
stores in order to sell goods to local families. Montgomery County granted
its first merchant license on March 6, 1787. By 1790, six merchants
held licenses in the county. The first town to establish itself in the region
was Fincastle, which was founded in 1772. By 1784, fifty-nine buildings
were included in a listing of homeowners, including 26 "log-dwelling
houses," 21 "cabins to dwell in," one "double cabin," and 11 "frame
dwelling houses." In 1777 a sawmill was established in Fincastle, and
between 1787 and 1789, twenty-two individuals obtained licenses to
retail goods. 11 Thus, toward the end of the New River Valley's frontier
period, backcountry families could turn to local merchants, in addition to
neighbors, eastern merchants, and peddlers, to receive goods and merchandise.
The frontier family desired to emulate eastern society and to create a
more comfortable existence along the frontier. County government quickly
established the necessary transportation routes to open the backcountry
for trade with the east, allowing families access to eastern markets. County
administrators established ordinaries that allowed travelers a place to
stay and provided possible trade connections between east and west.
Alongside the local trade grew an important import trade relationship
with the east, as eastern merchants, peddlers, and later stores penetrated
the frontier, allowing backcountry families a means through which to
acquire a lifestyle similar to that which existed in the east. Yet goods did
not flow in one direction. As goods and merchandise moved westward,
an export economy also took hold along the backcountry. The exportation of goods from the region allowed the New River Valley to participate in both regional and world-wide trade, thus creating a truly interdependent relationship between these regions.
Upon reaching the frontier, a pioneer family immediately needed to
build a dwelling in order to provide shelter and to clear land for the
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production of enough food for the family's survival. With a lag time between arrival in their new location and first harvest, the pioneer family
had to rely on the abundance of game the region offered, or possibly the
generosity of neighboring families. Generally, during the early years of
settlement, the typical family cleared 10 to 12 acres of land. Early exports from the region include furs and skins along with livestock. However, by the 1760s Virginia's backcountry had found a cash crop in hemp
and flax, which could be sold to eastern and world markets. The American Revolution strengthened these ties, as hemp and flax increased in
demand, and the need grew for lead from frontier mines for the production of ammunition. 12
The abundance of game along the frontier provided access to a marketable product dating back to the seventeenth century. Trappers and
explorers had penetrated the valleys of Virginia in search of game as
early as 1654 with Wood's expedition across the Blue Ridge Mountains
to seek out trading opportunities with western Indian tribes. 13 Although
no substantial numbers of Indians inhabited the region, the valleys of
Virginia served as a meeting ground between Native Americans and Europeans as trade connections were established along Indian road networks and European goods were exchanged for furs and skins. The Cherokee, Occaneechi, and Catawba tribes, in particular, played a vital role in
the Virginia fur trade. However, by the mid-eighteenth century, when
European occupation of the western valleys began, the Cherokee were
the only remaining major aborigine trade connection, as the Occaneechi
began to decline after Bacon's Rebellion and the Catawbas were devastated by war and disease. 14
The fur and skin trade with Native Americans and white hunting
expeditions became an important part of Virginia's export economy,
ranking third and fourth respectively in net value. Hunters and early settlers of the New River Valley took advantage of the ready supply of furs
and skins to establish market connections with the east. In 1749 Adam
Harman, one of the earliest settlers along the New River in present-day
Giles County, reported that Indians had stolen 96 deerskins and 3 elk
skins. Such a large number of skins in the possession of one family show
a definite surplus, indicating a probable plan on the part of Harman to
establish ties with either local, regional, or world markets. Others along
the frontier shared Harman's desire to establish external trade relations.
In Augusta County between 1744 and 1749, ten individuals accounted
for the collection of 1,286 deerskins, 93 fox furs, 67 raccoon skins, 14
otter pelts, 3 elk hides, 1 wildcat skin, and 202 pounds of beaver pelts.
Such a collection amounted to between 120 and 150 pounds Virginia
29
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currency, with the deerskins alone accounting for 100 pounds. 15 An
assessment of Abraham Dundeberry's (?)estate in 1761 showed that he
possessed 12 skins worth 43 pounds Virginia currency at his death. Ten
of these skins were described as "Merchantable skins" and were valued at
38 pounds with 2 "Winter Skins not merchantable according to Wm.
Davies" valued at 5 pounds. 16
Skins and furs acquired along the frontier not for personal use were
eventually transported via wagons or pack horses to Philadelphia or towns
in eastern Virginia, such as Winchester, Fredericksburg, or Richmond.
Merchants from these localities were also known to travel along the
backcountry and to purchase furs and skins, thus negating the cost of
transportation for the hunter. 17 Once the furs and skins made it to Philadelphia or eastern Virginia, they were either sold locally or shipped to
British or other Atlantic ports. Between October 25, 1763 and October
25, 1766, 185 hogsheads and one box of skins were exported from the
upper district of the James River alone. According to the surviving copies of the Virginia Gazette, during the years 1766 through 1770, 219
ships cleared the upper district of the James destined for Philadelphia,
New York, Boston, or a variety of British ports. Of these 219 ships, 43
(20 percent) listed skins in their cargo. In addition to the colonial ports,
ships clearing the James ended up in Liverpool, Glasgow, London,
Greenock, Whitehaven, and Bristol. 18
Although it is almost impossible to determine exactly how many skins
were exported in these listings, 19 the majority came from the backcountry,
since game tended to move west as European settlement took shape and
available game became depleted as a result of both Native American and
European hunting. 20 With the westward movement of game, Indian traders or European backcountry settlers made possible the majority of exports of skins or furs, resulting in a strong trading relationship between
east and west. However, the number of frontier settlers practicing this
trade was not substantial, as this trade was more supplemental than primary to a family's income. Generally, the frontier family focused their
efforts on a more permanent agricultural base in order to bring about
commercial ties with distant markets. 21 In particular, livestock, hemp, or
flax provided the pioneer family with a commercial product that solidified eastern and world market commercial connections.
Livestock played an important role in the New River Valley settlers·
lives, providing both a source for food and a marketable product traded
both locally and regionally. While the horse played an integral role in the
frontier family's life, being used both for transportation and as an instrument for labor, settlers along the frontier possessed other types of
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livestock as well. Cattle, sheep, and pigs were all found along the frontier, with cattle ranking next to horses as the most numerous livestock.
Out of 1,339 tithables on the 1782 Montgomery County tax list, 1,066
(79.6 percent) listed owning at least one head of cattle, with a total of
10, 123 heads of cattle accounted for. The inventories for Botetourt,
Fincastle, and Montgomery counties during the years 1770 to 1790
show a similar degree of cattle ownership, with 135 estates out of 172
(78.4 percent) listing at least one head of cattle.
The frontier family found that livestock provided an important source
of food in the form of beef, butter, cheese, and milk; a source for clothing in the wool from sheep; and even on occasion could be used as a
beast of burden. In addition to local consumption, a ready market was
available for beef in eastern urban areas and the West Indies. Philadelphia was the ultimate destination of cattle drives originating in the Virginia backcountry as settlers drove their cattle northeastward through
the Shenandoah Valley, across the Potomac, and into Pennsylvania. Cattle
drives originating along the Virginia frontier began in the Shenandoah
Valley as early as 1742. By the 1750s cattle from the upper valley, on
the fringes of the New River Valley, were making their way to the Pennsylvania market. 22 However, the French and Indian War temporarily interrupted the cattle trade, as frontier settlers used their cattle to supply
beef for local militia units and for the Cherokees. The war did not have a
lasting effect on the trade, however, and by 1758 cattle were arriving in
Philadelphia again, resulting in a steady growth until the mid-1760s,
when a sharp decline occurred in the beef market. After the 1760s,
livestock played a less-than-important role in the frontier family's commercial ventures and activities. 23
While the fur and skin trade along with the exportation of livestock
and related products allowed the frontier family access to regional and
world markets, such economic activity only supplemented a family's income and was not the center of economic activity along the Virginia
frontier. The economic base along the frontier, rather, revolved around
agriculture and the export of cash crops. 24 The main cash crops grown
in the New River Valley were hemp, flax. corn, and wheat; these crops
are found listed in inventories more often than oats, cotton. or rye. These
latter crops were typically used for home consumption, local trade, or, in
the case of oats and corn, as fodder for livestock; thus they became
indirectly connected to larger outside markets. 25
Wheat, the principal bread grain for the frontier family, could provide settlers with a base for whiskey and, when combined with rye, produced maslin. a type of flour. While wheat found a market outside the
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frontier, it did not attain the degree of importance that it reached in the
Shenandoah Valley, where the soil was more suited for wheat production. 26 While wheat took hold in the Shenandoah Valley as the main cash
crop, it took a back seat in the New River Valley to the more profitable
hemp and flax. The latter crops were not new to the Virginia economy
when backcountry exports peaked in the 1760s. As early as 1673 the
House of Burgesses passed legislation to encourage the production of
hemp and flax in Virginia in response to low returns from tobacco. The
1673 law stated that the county courts were to distribute hemp and flax
seed to every tithable. Tithables were then expected to produce one
pound of flax and one pound of hemp, or two pounds of either, annually
under penalty of being fined by the county courts fifty pounds of tobacco
per pound lacking. 27
Throughout the colonial period, the House of Burgesses passed various acts that either reinstated existing legislation encouraging hemp and
flax production or enlarged the colony's responsibilities in collecting the
plants. In 1682, the House passed legislation that made it necessary for
an individual to take hemp and/or flax to a justice of the peace in order
to have an official weight registered, for which the individual received a
certificate authenticating the amount of hemp or flax grown. The bounty
still remained at two pounds of tobacco per pound of hemp or flax. By
1745, however, four shillings were paid by the county courts per hundredweight of hemp produced, and a two-shilling bounty was paid per
hundredweight exported to England. In 1766 the House responded to
legislation passed in Great Britain that encouraged the exportation of
hemp and flax to any of its home ports. This act in turn increased the
amount of hemp production in Virginia by granting permission to the
county courts to establish storehouses for hemp. This brought about
more intervention from the colony in the production of hemp and flax,
and allowed for a central location for the collection of the plants, thus
allowing the hemp and flax farmers easier access to markets. 28
Although hemp and flax were produced in Virginia before the valleys
of western Virginia were settled, the hemp industry did not rise until that
time. Hemp can generally grow in any type of soil; however, in Virginia
the crop tended to do best in the Piedmont and along the Virginia
backcountry where the heavy soil with limestone formations provided
the healthiest environment. An anonymous author in 1775 made note
of this fact, stating that Virginia and Maryland had better soil for raising
hemp than did the Northern colonies and that the soil yielded the product "in large quantities." Western Virginia soil also allowed for a longer
32
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plant to mature, producing a less-woody bark and allowing an easier
separation of the fibers. 29
Hemp and flax provided the frontier family with both a source for
cloth, linen, and oil, and a product that was of value to the British Navy.
In its "neat" form, hemp provided a source for the coarse cloth used to
produce clothing, sacks, tents, or rope. The British Navy had an interest
in the plant not only for all of the above uses, but also because manufacturers could use it to produce sails. 30 The same anonymous writer who in
1775 noted the quality of Virginia's and Maryland's soil for hemp production also recognized the importance of the plant to the British Empire:
This (hemp) is the commodity of all others which we must want from our
colonies, for it is so necessary for our navy that we ought certainly to
have it more within our command than it is at present ... to raise it
therefore in America is an object of the greatest importance. 31

Flax also found a place in regional and world markets, as it produces
a softer linen that was more suitable for the manufacture of clothing.
Flaxseed provided for linseed oil, which could be used along the frontier
or by buyers in the east or in Britain for illumination and occasionally as
a food source for the poor. 32
Although the valleys of Virginia had begun to support European occupation as early as the 1730s, and the Germans began growing hemp
and flax soon after their arrival, production did not peak until the 1760s.
The first record of anyone's growing hemp west of the Blue Ridge Mountains was in 1762, when Thomas Lewis was given a certificate for 3,343
pounds of winter-rotted hemp. The latter stages of the French and Indian War gave a boost to hemp and flax production, since tents, rope,
and sacks were needed to support the war effort. Following the war,
hemp and flax output along the frontier increased, and was again boosted
by the outbreak of war in 1775 as the colonies revolted against British
rule. 33
The American Revolution significantly increased the importance of
hemp and flax production along the frontier, as imports all but stopped
and the military demand rose. Both factors contributed to the sharp rise
in hemp prices between 1776 and 1782. Between 1774 and 1775, the
price for gross hemp was anywhere from 27 to 35 shillings per hundredweight. By the end of 1775, the price had risen to 180 shillings per
hundredweight, and by 1779 a planter could earn as much as 220 shillings per hundredweight. Prices stabilized at this point and then began a
sharp decline, bottoming out around 30 to 35 shillings per hundred33
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weight in June of 1783. The war allowed the state to emerge as the
greatest hemp market; the resulting subsidized transportation costs eased
some of the financial burden on the planter. 34
While the war stimulated hemp and flax production, it also had an
effect on another industrial endeavor along the frontier. Located near
Fort Chiswell, a series of lead-producing mines allowed a form of industry to develop that supplied large quantities of lead to both state militia
and the Continental Army during the American Revolution. At the end
of the war, the Virginia state government levied a claim against the United
States for $81,500.00 for lead produced at the lead mines and used by
the Continental Army. In 1776 the Virginia Gazette reported that as of
August 16, "15,000 wt. of pure lead have been got from our mines in
the back country." The writer added that after this lead had been cast
into bullets, he hoped they would "be unerringly directed against our
enemies. "35
The need for lead in order to make bullets created a unique relationship between the state and backcountry proprietors as the government
placed controls on lead mines to ensure continuous and adequate production. Early on in the Revolution, the House of Burgesses, recognizing
the importance of Virginia's backcountry lead mines, passed an act in
July of 1775 ordering the Committee of Public Safety for Fincastle County,
which at that time encompassed the Fort Chiswell lead mines, to contract with the proprietors of the mines for lead that Virginia's troops
might need in the upcoming struggle with Great Britain. If the proprietors refused to produce the lead, the Fincastle committee was given the
authority to "employ proper persons. and furnish necessary materials,
for the making of lead, at the charge of this colony." In October of 1776
the House found it necessary to retain total control of the lead mines on
the grounds that the mines had "been for some time past worked on the
publick account" and that the mines would function better under direct
governmental control. At this time the House passed "An act to empower the Governour and Council to employ persons for working the
Lead Mines to greater advantage," which in essence granted full control
over the mines to the Governor and the Virginia Council. In 1776 the
lead mines belonged to William Byrd and to the estates of John Robinson
and John Chiswell, who were reimbursed through the payment of an
annual rent by the Virginia government for the use of the mines. 36
What the October act effectively did was place the lead mines under
the control of Virginia's state government agents, which in turn strengthened the ties between eastern and western Virginia as the Virginia government became directly involved in the manufacture of a backcountry
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product. The act allowed the Governor, or in case of "his death, sickness
or necessary absence" the president of the Council, to administer the
production of lead by raising an adequate labor force to work the mines.
Furthermore, the governor, or council president, had the power to direct
the sale of lead to either the central government, other "sister states," or
any individual willing to make a purchase. Through this act the state
government was involved in every process of the mining of lead, from
acquiring workers, to transportation from the backcountry to eastern
markets, to final distribution. 37
By 1782, as the Revolution was coming to a close, the state relinquished its control over the lead mines, returning production back to the
private sphere. At this point Jacob Rubsaman and Charles Lynch had
gained ownership of the mines. The Virginia government contracted the
proprietors to furnish 50,000 pounds of lead for an amount of tobacco
that they would later determine. 38 This marked the final transition from
state-run to private control over the lead mines. The state during the
Revolution had encouraged east-west ties as lead from the backcountry
found its way to eastern markets.
Furs, skins, cattle, hemp, flax, and - to a lesser degree - lead all
played a role in allowing the backcountry of Virginia to remain a part of
larger economic trends and markets. The export of such products placed
the frontier in a position of importance in the economic activities involving eastern Virginia and world markets since commodities that were scarce
in other regions were in adequate supply within the backcountry. Western Virginia soil proved to be above average for the planter to grow
hemp and flax. The large supply of game kept a steady movement of
skins and fur heading east for market. Rich bluegrass kept cattle fed as
the frontier settlers prepared their cattle drives towards Philadelphia or
eastern Virginia. All the while rich deposits of lead awaited extraction
within certain mountain chains.
Although several avenues of economic gain awaited the frontier settler, it must be remembered that none of the items produced along the
frontier led any planter to the riches tobacco did in the East. The gentry
leaders along the frontier never attained the same economic status as the
Tidewater elite did, with their large Georgian plantations housing hundreds of slaves. At best, what the average settler could possibly find was
a middling sort of position on the economic ladder. Yet it was this existence that prohibited the region from becoming entirely independent,
and allowed an economic interdependency to take root. As settlers attempted to emulate the world they had left behind, they desired goods
they could find only through local trade or eastern and world markets.
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The frontier family also reinforced this economic interdependency as
goods unique, or more abundant, along the frontier headed east. These
economic ties created a relationship between east and west that was
mutually beneficial and placed Draper's Meadows, and indeed the entire
New River Valley, in a world setting and not simply an isolated, independent setting, as Turner's "Frontier Thesis" would have us believe.
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John Floyd, Kentucky Hero,
and Three Generations of
Floyds and Prestons of Virginia
Introduction by Wirt H. Wills
Transcription by June Stubbs
In 1997 The Smithfield Review published a literal transcription of a
manuscript copy (1848) of the first part of an 1843 letter from Letitia
Preston Floyd to her son Benjamin Rush Floyd. 1 That letter, as published
in the Richmond Standard in 1880, has served as a primary source for
much of the story of Col. William Preston, her father. 2 The second part
of the letter had to do with the life of her husband's father, Col. John
Floyd. Amherst County* native James John Floyd was the first of three
generations of John Floyds to play significant roles in Virginia history.
Dr. John Floyd, his son by his wife Jane Buchanan Floyd, was the second; the third was John Buchanan Floyd, son of the second John Floyd.
Both the second and third John Floyds served as Governors of Virginia,
in 1830-34 and 1849-52, respectively.
Col. James John Floyd had a brief and turbulent life from 1750 to
1783, perhaps equal in excitement, danger, romance, and accomplishment to that of any man of action in American history. It is even more
remarkable when one considers the brevity of his life. The second and
third John Floyds, commanding their own spots in Virginia history as
Governors of the Commonwealth, were leaders of their times and are
better known in Virginia history than is Col. John Floyd. 3 Col. Floyd's
recognized place in history is in Kentucky, where he is accorded high
honor as one of their most celebrated early heroes. 4 However, his place
in Virginia history is undeservedly neglected, especially since Kentucky
was part of Virginia during his entire lifetime. The second part of Letitia
Preston Floyd's letter to her son Benjamin Rush Floyd appeared in an
1880 newspaper account in the Richmond Standard. Two typed versions of the letter are currently housed in the Special Collections of the
• Until 1761 the area where James John Floyd was born was a part of Albemarle
County.
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Virginia Tech library, one of which includes endnotes and follows closely
the newspaper version. The other copy appears to have been taken
from what we now believe was the original letter. These versions vary
slightly but not significantly in the story they tell. We have recently acquired what appears to be a facsimile of the original letter as written by
Mrs. Floyd and signed Latitia Floyd (note the spelling of her first name). 5
There is a section of about two pages in the original letter and in both of
the Virginia Tech copies which is not included in the Cochran document
published by us in the first number of The Smithfield Review. These
pages precede the Floyd story as found in all copies we have seen. The
omitted pages relate to the family of a distant relative of William Preston,
John Preston of Washington County, Virginia, who married William
Preston's youngest child, Margaret Brown (Preston) Preston. The details
of that family may be found in Dorman. 6 What is reproduced here are
Mrs. Floyd's recollections of the life of Col. Floyd, as transcribed from
the facsimile of the original. For more recent scholarly biographies, refer
to the papers by Tapp 7 and by Cartlidge. 8 The latter presents a more
thorough investigation of some of the anecdotal accounts of Col. Floyd's
extraordinary life and adventures, including information not found in
previous accounts.
Mrs. Floyd's account of Col. Floyd's adventures provides the reader
with a chronicle of frontier life and Revolutionary War activities on the
outer edges of the American colonies, spanning two continents and several cultures, from the Kentucky wilderness to Williamsburg to England
and the French court.
Col. Floyd met his early death at the hands of the Indians in 1783.
Not only did he die in Kentucky in an encounter with Indians, but so did
several members of his generation of Floyds. His brothers Robert, Charles,
and Isham went with him to Kentucky in 1779, and Robert and Isham
joined him in death at the hands of Indians. Also accompanying him
were his sisters Jemima and Abadiah and their husbands. Both sisters
and their husbands were believed killed by Indians, as was the husband of
a third sister. 9 Mrs. Floyd stated that "Col. John Floyd, his brother Isham,
his brothers-in-law Le Master, Sturgis, Pryor, Joseph Drake, William
Buchanan, and John Buchanan were all killed during the Revolutionary
War. " 10 By any accounting, the Floyds gave full measure to their country.
In the next generation, Col. Floyd's nephew, Charles Floyd, gave his life
during the Lewis and Clark expedition in 1804. 11 Continuing the thenestablished tradition of western involvement, Col. Floyd's son Dr. John
Floyd first proposed in 1821 the territorial organization of the Oregon
Territory and continued to promote the idea from his seat in Congress,

40

JoHN FLOYD. KENTUCKY Hrno

where he also voted for the final version of the Missouri Compromise as
a means of promoting western development before he became a states
right advocate. 12
Returning to the story of Col. John Floyd, although not as exciting
as his adventures at sea and abroad and certainly not as hazardous as his
dangerous and ultimately fatal encounters on the frontier, his civilian
accomplishments enhanced his stature as a Kentucky hero and a Virginia contributor managing the expansion of the western frontier. Some
public service aspects of his life which contributed to his stature as a
significant presence in early Kentucky history include his service as one
of five members of the Quarter Court in Kentucky County in 1777, 13 as
founder of St. Asaphs, 14 as one of the original trustees of the City of
Louisville in 1780,1 5 and as one of three original justices of the first
session of the Court of the District of Kentucky in 1783. 16 He was appointed County Lieutenant of Jefferson County in 1781 17 and in 1783,
not long before his death, Chief Justice of the Kentucky District Court. 18
When, in 1770, twenty-year-old John Floyd arrived at Greenfield,
Col. William Preston's home in Botetourt County, bearing recommendations from Col. William Cabell of Amherst County to Col. Preston, Surveyor of Botetourt County, a relationship began between the two families which was to last for at least three generations of Prestons and Floyds.
John Floyd started the relationship when he married Jane Buchanan in
1778. Jane Buchanan, ward and young cousin of William Preston, was
the daughter of John Buchanan and Peggy Patton, William Preston's
mother's sister. 19
Marriage between cousins was fairly common in early Virginia and
routinely occurred in these two families. The following relationships are
recorded in Dorman. 20 The son of John Floyd and Jane Buchanan, Dr.
John Floyd, then married his second cousin, Letitia Preston, the author
of the following letter, and their son, John Buchanan Floyd, married his
first cousin, Sarah Buchanan Preston, daughter of Francis Smith Preston and Sarah Buchanan Campbell. Francis S. Preston and Letitia Preston Floyd were siblings, children of Col. William and Susanna Smith
Preston. There were no children from this marriage of John B. Floyd
and Sarah Preston, but they adopted the orphaned Eliza Mary Johnston,
cousin to both of them, who was the daughter of John Preston of
Greenfield, a brother of Letitia Preston Floyd and Francis S. Preston. As
an example of the Preston family practice of marrying within the family,
five of fifteen children of Francis S. Preston and Sarah Buchanan Campbell
married their cousins. 21 Consanguinity became the rule in the clan.
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The story of the Royds and the Prestons is a story of two families
united by blood, common interests, and public service accomplishments
perhaps unparalleled in American history. Col. John Floyd stands as a
giant among a company of giants. The following is the continuing
chronicle of Letitia Preston Floyd's view of her father and her father-inlaw, the second part of her letter to her son, literally transcribed, describing the extraordinary life of Col. John Floyd. 22

I

will now give you an account of your Grandfather Royds
Family. Early in the last Century his ancestors emigrated from Wales,
settled on the Eastern Shore of Virginia. Mr. William Floyd, the Father of Col. John Floyd, had two brothers, one named John who
went North, and whose family (if he ever had one) is lost sight of.
Charles, the youngest son went to Georgia and is the Ancestor of
Genl. John Floyd of Darien in that State. William Floyd left the Eastern Shore and went up the Country as far as Amherst County, which
was then a very wild region. He met with a Family by the name of
Davis, whose ancestors had come from Wales. They had traded with
the Catawba Indians, and got much property in that way. The Father of Robert Davis had married a half-breed indian Girl. This Robert Davis was the Father of Miss Abidiah Davis, whom Mr. William
Floyd married. Davis owned many of the rich lands of Amherst. His
other daughters married a Mr. Venable, and Genl. Evan Shelby of
Maryland. His oldest son Robert Davis emigrated even at that early
day to Natchez, where many of his descendants live. John Floyd, the
oldest son of William Floyd and Abidiah Davis, his wife, was born in
1751 Amherst County, Virginia. At the age of eighteen he married
a Miss Burfoot. In twelve months after their Marriage Mrs. Floyd
died, leaving a daughter a few days old. The mother of Mrs. Floyd
took charge of the child. Shortly afterwards Col. Floyd came to
Botetourt and engaged in the business of teaching school and writing in the Surveyors office - he remained at Col. Prestons until the
year 1773. Whilst at Smithfield his duties were arduous. Whenever
the business of the Surveyors Office did not require his personal
attention he rode as deputy Sheriff with Col. Daniel Trigg, both
being employed by Col. William Christian the High Sheriff. In the
year 1775, Col. Floyd went to Kentucky, where he made many
surveys of all the best Lands on Elk horn Creek, many in Clark
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County, in Woodford County, Shelby County, and Jefferson County.
He returned to Smithfield after unparalleled sufferings. The Declaration of Independence had been made at this time. Dr. Thomas Walker,
Edmund Pendleton, Col. Preston and one or two other gentlemen
purchased a schooner, had it fitted up for a privateer, and gave the
command to Col. Floyd. I remember to have read a Letter from Col.
Floyd to my Father, dated "On board the Privateer Phonix." He
sailed to the West Indies, obtained a very rich prize. Amongst the
articles on board the Merchantman, was a very fine suit of Wedding
clothes for a Lady. Col. Floyd was at that time engaged to Miss Jane
Buchannan to be married. He thought his Fortune was made in the
rich Cargo he had taken. On his return whilst nearly in sight of the
Capes of Virginia he was overhauled by a British Vessel of War,
captured, taken to England, put in Irons, and imprisoned. Whether it
was in London or on the Coast of England I do not recollect. Whilst
he was there Col. Radford was brought to the same Prison. They
were nearly a year confined. The jailer had a Daughter to whom Col.
Floyd appealed so successfully that she obtained the Keys and let
him out. Col. Radford told me when Floyd left them, all the prisoners shed tears, so great a favorite had he made himself. Floyd begged
his way to Dover, where he found a Clergyman who was in the habit
of concealing all American fugitives and procuring a passage for them
to France. It was in the season of the Vintage. The French gave him
Grapes, and sometimes bread. In this way he got to Paris, applied to
Dr. Franklin, who furnished him with money, and instructions to
return to the United States. Whilst in Paris Col. Floyd was attacked
with the smallpox which nearly cost him his life. During his sojourn,
he obtained his wedding Clothes, a rich and beautiful pair of brilliant
shoe buckles for his intended Bride, a Scarlet Coat for himself. No
intelligence of the Privateer or its crew had reached the United States.
The inference was that all was at the bottom of the Sea. A year after
Col. Robert Sawyers a distant kinsman of Miss Buchannan, an officer in the Army and a rich man, addressed the young Lady. Sawyers had requested her to walk with him in the garden to which she
consented, and whilst there agreed to marry him. In an hour thereafter Col. Floyd arrived at Smithfield much to the surprise and joy of
his Friends. Miss Buchannans last engagement was immediately cancelled, and in the month of November 1778. she married Col. Floyd.
Soon afterwards they went to Johns Creek and settled there. Col.
Floyds Father and Family had left Amherst and were living on Johns
Creek. He remained a year there. and then determined to move to
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Kentucky. By this time their eldest son William Preston Floyd was
born. In the month of October 1779, Col. Floyd, his brothers Robert, Charles and Isham, with his brothers in law Le Master and Sturgis,
husbands of his sisters Jemima and Abadia, went with them. There
were also two single sisters, one married a Mr. Pryor, the other a Mr.
Alexander. The two oldest sisters, Mrs. Powell of Lynchburg and
Mrs. Tuley remained in Virginia, when the latter moved to Kentucky
the Autumn after her brothers death. Col. Floyd went to his fine
Estate on Beargrass Creek, six miles from Louisville. He commenced
building a Fort, got the houses completed in a short time, and a good
Stockade made. The place was called Floyds Station. As soon as his
Family was secure, he commenced organizing the County. Mr. John
Howard, Col. Robert Todd, I think Benjamin Sebastian, and perhaps
Judge Muter, and Judge Sarni. McDowell, endeavored to arrange or
enact laws for the better regulation of the people. When they convened to do so, Floyd made an address to them saying, "he felt he
had placed his foot upon the Threshold of an Empire." This expression was looked upon as the boast of an ardent tempered man. Time
has proved that it was prophetic. Much unity existed amongst the
first settlers of Kentucky. Every one sought to bring to them some
agreeable Friend whose Fortunes might be advanced by the opening
prospects of that rich country. In accordance with this feeling Col.
Floyd invited Mr. John Brown of Rockbridge, who had completed his
Collegiate Studies at Dickenson College, Carlilse, Pennsylvania. I forget who was Mr. Browns preceptor in the Study of Law. A very
cordial friendship ensued. Brown was a sensible well poised man, of
great application, consequently successful. Col. Floyd was frequently
engaged in skirmishes with the Indians. Going one day to Louisville
he encountered a huge Indian within half a mile of his Fort, killed
him, took all his ornaments of medals, brooches, & Rifle. The Indian
had silver enough in his ornaments to make a dozen of table spoons.
Some little time after this matter Floyd rallied a company of eighteen
or nineteen men, went about ten miles from his Fort, met a company
of Indians. I think sixteen in number. The attack was made by Floyd.
They fought for several hours, and there was fourteen of the Whites
killed, and thirteen of the Indians. Floyd who was wounded in the
foot & made his escape through the generosity of Mr. Wells who
dismounted from his horse and gave him to Floyd. In the spring of
1801 I passed by the battle ground. Governor Madison was my escort. He showed me a large beech tree with the names of the fourteen soldiers carved on it, but it had so grown out, that few of the
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names could be read. The bodies of the Whites and Indians were
collected, placed in a sink hole near the field of battle, and covered
with stones and limbs of trees- This encountre took place on a fork
of Salt River, which has ever since been called "Floyds Fork .. of Salt
River. What is the date of this incident I do not recollect. I think it was
in 1782.+ You will find a statement of it in Mr. Humphrey Marshalls
History of Kentucky. General George Rogers Clarke was in Jefferson
County about this time. He was commissioned by the State of Virginia to raise troops for the defence of Kentucky. The constant depredations of the Indians kept every man under arms. The Indians
were instigated by the British Governor Hamilton, to destroy the
Whites finding they would not be driven out. He made a proposition
to Clarke and Floyd, if they would give up the Country to the British,
they should have as much boundary of Land on the west bank of the
Ohio as they might wish, and any title under that of Duke. Each
gentleman had received the proposition at the same time but was
afraid to divulge it. Floyd having less caution than Clarke, communicated the fact to Clarke. They agreed to keep it concealed from the
Troops, who were too famished and discontented, that if they had
known how, they would have gone to any help to be fed and saved
from the tomahawk of the ruthless Savages. This incident was communicated to Mr. Charles Fenton Mercer upwards of thirty years ago
by Mrs. Croghan, the sister of General Clarke, and mother of Colonel George C. Croghan, of Sandusky memory. Mrs. Breckinridge
had at the same time corroborated the fact. In 1782 Mrs. Floyd gave
birth to a son that her husband named George Rogers Clarke, after
his Friend and fellow Soldier. About this time Isham Floyd was killed
on the west bank of the Ohio. The Indians scalped him, cut off his
ears, fingers and toes, after torturing him for three days. They cut out
his heart and threw it to their Dogs - Colonel Floyd had invited Mr.
William Breckinridge and his step-brother, Mr. Alexander Breckinridge,
to make his house their home, in the year 1783. During the winter
they assisted in writing in the Surveyors Office, and surveying many
of the fine Lands Floyd located in now Galatin County for Colonel
Preston & Mr. Howard. There were six thousand acres in one body
on the banks of the Ohio for Mr., or rather Mrs. Howard. These
lands with all their great appreciation mainly fell into the hands of Mr.
Robert Wickliffe, the husband of Miss Margaret Howard. The Land
on which a part of the City of Louisville and Lexington stand, was
located and surveyed by Col. Floyd for Col. Preston. Likewise, the
land in Woodford County on which Mr. Nathaniel Hart resides, con45
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taining two thousand acres, and upwards. Mr. Joseph Drake, the
husband of Miss Margaret Buchannan, her brother William, and sister Anne, settled in Kentucky. All were sustained by Floyds princely
generosity. He never received the gratuity of one cent for all his
personal trouble. How much wealth he procured for Others! Mr.
Alexander Breckinridge and his brother Robert, were the sons of
Col. Robert Breckinridge by his first wife Miss Poage, of Augusta
County. After his marriage with Miss Lettice Preston, much disagreement existed between the children and step-mother. Col. Preston to
relieve his sister, proposed to Col. Breckinridge to apprentice his
sons to Mr. Francis Smith, the brother-in-law of Col. Preston, to
learn the Carpenters trade. The proposal was assented to by
Breckinridge. The lads were sent to Hanover County and soon became excellent workmen. After their apprenticeship was over Col.
Preston employed them to build Smithfield house. This was done so
well, the first roof lasted forty years, it being painted. When the covering and weather boarding was done both the young men decided
to enter the Revolutionary Army. Alexander got an Ensigns commission, and Robert enlisted as a Sergeant. The latter served in the South
and was taken prisoner in Charleston. When peace was concluded
Colonel Floyd invited them to Kentucky to promote their fortunes On the 12 of April 1783, Col. Floyd his brother, Charles Floyd and
Alexander Breckinridge were going to Salt River about twenty miles
from Floyds Station. Floyd wore a Scarlet Coat. On their return a
party of Indians attacked them, shot Floyd through the arm, the ball
entered the body. Floyd reeled on his horse, which his brother observing, dismounted from his, jumped on his brothers caught him
round the body and rode off in full speed, to a house about five miles
distant. By this time Col. Floyd was so exhausted from the loss of
blood that he appeared to be dying. Nevertheless he lived that night,
talked much to his brother, expressed unmitigated sorrow for his young
wife, the unborn infant, and his two little sons. He desired to be
buried at his Station on an eminence he had chosen for a Grave yard.
All this was fulfilled - On the 26th day of April Mrs. Floyd gave
birth to a son, whom she named John after his Father - Col. Floyd
had bequeathed his wife the beautiful Estate he lived on, also a childs
part in all his Lands (seventy-five thousand acres of which he owned
in Shelby County) made her Executrix and his Friend Col. Pope Executor. He gave his Daughter Miss Mourning Floyd a fine estate on
Beargrass, his eldest son William P. Floyd a superior tract of land on
Bear grass called the Dutch Station. George Floyds Estate was in
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Fayette and Clarke Counties, one thousand acres was bequeathed to
his youngest son in Oldham County. Half the land was lost by an
older Entry. In the course of the year 1783, William P. Floyd died of
smallpox. His lands accrued to his brother George, in right of primogeniture. Soon after Col. Floyds death Captain Alexander Breckinridge
obtained the Surveyors place in Jefferson County - One year only
had elapsed, when, three brothers of the Breckinridges made suit for
the hand of the beautiful, rich, relict of Col. Floyd - Alexander, Robert and William. The preference was given to Robert, an engagement
took place. Robert went to Virginia to settle some business he had
there, failed to write, or at least his letters never reached Mrs. Floyd.
Meanwhile Capt. Breckinridge urged his suit, was successful, and
became the husband of Mrs. Floyd. This union was not a happy one,
Capt. Breckinridge had contracted habits of intemperance whilst in
the Army. He was a kind tempered man, and always treated his step
sons with the same affection he bestowed on his own children. There
were six sons from this marriage. Four lived to manhood. The oldest
son Mr. James D. Breckinridge is yet living - he was educated at
Williamsburg. The sons of Col. Floyd had been sent to the neighborhood school. In the year 1796 Mr. John Brown proposed to take her
son John Floyd and place him at Dickinson College. Mr. Brown was
in Congress which at that time met in Philadelphia. An arrangement
was made with Robert Breckinridge the Guardian of the Aoyds, to
pay the cost of John Floyds education by supplying and paying some
workmen who were building a very large house in Frankfort for Mr.
Brown, who promised to advance the money for young Floyd at
College. Robert Breckinridge failed to pay the workmen. Brown ceased
his advances and the young student was left to shift for himself. In
this state of destitution, he was induced by the suggestion of Dr.
Pendergrast, to return to Kentucky and such was his situation that he
was obliged to borrow a pair of pantaloons from a boatman! Nevertheless through the whole of Governor Floyds life he always felt grateful
to Mr. Brown for removing him out of the reach of his Guardian.
That Guardian disposed of all the Shelby Lands to Colonels Lynch &
Blanton for the sum of sixteen thousand dollars!! Mrs. Breckinridge
had given all her Estate in Trust to Genl. Robert Breckinridge, for the
benefit of her husband. In the month of February 1801, Capt.
Breckinridge died, at the house of Mr. John Breckinridge in Fayette
County. The entire arrangements of the family devolved on Genl.
Breckinridge. Young Floyd returned to Carlille, pursued his studies,
which were arrested by a violent illness, which so impaired his health
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that his brother George determined to bring him Home. This happened in 1802. Genl. Breckinridge proposed to John Floyd to study
medicine with Dr. Richard Ferguson of Louisville. This Floyd consented to, being yet in the hands of his Guardian. In the May of
1804, Mr. Floyd was married. He went to the University of Pennsylvania in the month of October. pursued his medical studies. In the
October of 1805, he returned to Philadelphia. In the month of April
1806, he graduated as Doctor of Medicine. Matters had taken such
a turn in Kentucky by this time, Dr. Floyd determined to settle in
Virginia. George Floyd had married Miss Maupin, the daughter of
Col. Gabriel Maupin of Williamsburg. She died in the June of 1807.
This event determined George Floyd to enter the Army of the United
States. During this year young Mr. Robert Breckinridge was sent to
Williamsburg. By this time Genl. Robert Breckinridge had amassed
great wealth. He sold the land he had obtained near Floyds Station
(then known by the name of Woodville) for twenty-five thousand
dollars. He built a good house on it, and occasionally lived at it. On
the evening of the 13th of May 1811, some young ladies. the daughters of Doctor Grant who resided at the house formerly owned by
Genl. Breckinridge, came to Woodville and spent it, with Mrs.
Breckinridge. After supper they returned home. There was no white
person at Woodville but Genl. Breckinridge. About midnight he said
he heard an unusual noise in Mrs. Breckinridges room. He went to
the Kitchen waked the servants, got a candle, went into the room
and found her in convulsions. Next morning he sent to Louisville for
a Physician, and Col. George Floyd who was living there at that
time. When Col. Floyd arrived she was speechless and died that
evening. No clue has ever been furnished for this sudden and unaccountable death. Mrs. Breckinridge had always desired that Col. John
Floyds wedding Coat, and the scarlet one he was killed in (both of
which she had carefully preserved) should be put into her Coffin.
This was done by Mrs. Beale the sister of Miss Maupin. Mrs.
Breckinridge was buried near the grave of Col. Floyd. There is a
plain stone placed over the remains of Col. Floyd, without any inscription. There is no portrait of him. Col. Floyd was six feet high,
somewhat slender, formed symetrically, his complexion dark, brilliant black eyes, very black straight hair, fine white teeth. He was
remarkable for his great beauty, generosity of temper, kindness of
heart, and undaunted courage. There was in my Fathers possession
a great number of letters from Col. Floyd giving details of nearly all
the striking incidents of the early settlements in Kentucky. Col.
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Prestons papers fell into the hands of his eldest son and Executor,
Genl. John Preston. A family arrangement had been made, that all
the undevised Lands belonging to Col. Wm. Preston should be divided amongst his Children. Mr. Nathaniel Hart, and Major Wm. Preston were made Agents for the Kentucky interests. Genl. Preston put
all Col. Floyds letters into Mr. Harts hands. Doctor Floyd had often
expressed a wish to obtain these letters for the purpose at some
future day, to write a History of the early times of his native State.
For some reason of Genl. Prestons they were withheld. Mrs. Susanna
Radford of Greenfield, Botetourt County, has all the Letters and Papers that are extant belonging to her Grandfather, Col. William Preston. Colonel George Floyd continued in the Army. He married a
second time. The young Lady was Miss Sally Fountain of Louisville.
At the battle of Tippacanoe Col. Floyd manifested the same undaunted
courage his ancestors had been conspicuous for. He was perfectly
versed in Indian warfare, expressed to Genl. Harrison the day before
the battle, "that the movements of the Indians augured some treachery." However no heed was given to the expression. The whole Army
lay down to sleep on the night of the attack. Floyd was in his Tent
when the war whoop was heard he jumped up, seized his sword, and
at the door of the Tent cut down an Indian who was succeeded by a
warrior with an uplifted Tomahawk. Floyd seized it, struck the Indian
with it, killed him. All this was done in the Colonels Shirt-tails because he had not time to put on his pantaloons. When Floyd returned to Louisville all the surviving Friends of his Father met him
with great cordiality. In the official Report of the battle of Tippacanoe
Col. Floyd thought himself overlooked. He retired from the service.
In the June of 1823 he died at Woodville and was buried near his
Father. There is a tombstone placed over him by his widow. He left
three children. John G. Floyd the son of his first wife, who was a
Cadet at West Point. From his fine attainments whilst there, he was
made Principal Engineer to the State of Indiana. He resides at Terre
Haut in that State. He married a Miss Hager, formerly of Baltimore.
In 1823 the Breckinridges became the proprietors of Woodville.
General Robert Breckinridge gave it to his Nephew, Captain Henry
Breckinridge inherited it after his death. I have since heard that Mrs.
Cowan, their Grandmother, is the present proprietor. General Robert Breckinridge gave his great Estate to his grand niece, the daughter of Mrs. James D. Breckinridge. Col. John Floyd, his brother Isham,
his brothers-in-law Le Master, Sturgis, Pryor, Joseph Drake, William
Buchannan, and John Buchannan were all killed during the Revolu49
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tionary War. From the year 1755 to the battle of New Orleans, your
Paternal Ancestors unsheathed the sword and poured out their blood
for the Country. The "last of the Mahicans" you will remember in
your grand-uncle Nathaniel Floyd, whose old age did not deter him
from service at New Orleans. You recollect the utter destitution of
that old Age! I will add a Fact. In all this service given, not one cent
of Public money was ever received by any individual of the whole
race, except their daily compensation. I have done. My dear Son May this faithful History teach you to look more to Individual Interest than ever your Ancestors have.
Should you transcribe this you will find many errors to correct
from feeble hand and imperfect vision.
Ever your Affectionate Mother,
Latitia Floyd

Capt. John Buchannan was killed at the battle of Saratoga and
William Buchannan at the siege of Boonsborough.
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We have attempted to follow faithfully the spelling and punctuation of the
original handwritten, signed letter. The original letter, if our facsimile is that of
the original as it appears to be, does not have in it a mysterious description of an
incident which is described in both typescript versions we have seen. It appears
to be a later addition as a quotation from a book. The incident described is a raid
led by Floyd on an Indian encampment. Considering that in the typed copy
which most closely follows the original the incident precedes the statement "You
will find a statement of it in Mr. Humphrey Marshall's History of Kentucky" and
follows the same quotation in the Richmond Standard version, it is not possible
to be sure whether or not Mrs. Floyd was referring to the incident as described.
The description of the raid consists of about eleven typed lines and is omitted
from the text which follows because it does not appear in the facsimile of the
original letter. We include it in this endnote for your edification.
In that year Col. Floyd had learned a party of thirty Indians had assembled to cross the Ohio and destroy the settlements on Bear Grass
during the night. Floyd forthwith sent a runner, collected all the men
the neighborhood could furnish, twenty in number, crossed the River
above the Falls, marched to the encampment of the Indians. who were
asleep, commenced the work of death, and only three Indians escaped.
Two of Floyds men were killed. Hempinstal who was alive in 1844
living near Shelbyville, killed with his Tomahawk and butcher knife
fourteen of the Indians. Such was the conflict for the possession of the
"Dark and Bloody Land.
Also in the original, wherever the title Colonel was used by the author it was
abbreviated in her distinctive handwriting but was spelled out in the other
versions we have seen. We follow the author's style. The author also spelled her
name L.atitia instead of Letitia and the name Buchanan with a double "n" as
Buchannan. It should be noted that the facsimile of the original shows that the
original has suffered considerable damage, obliterating some wording but not
enough to impair its usefulness.
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Letter written by John Preston (1764-1827) to his brother-in-law
James McDowell on July 21, 1799. (Smithfield Preston Foundation
collection, Ms97-002, Special Collections Department, University
Libraries, Virginia Tech .
52

A Union Catalog
of Manuscript Collections
of the Preston Family
Laura Katz Smith

When John Preston arrived on American soil in 1738, he might
have had a vague vision of the great impact he and his extensive family
would play in shaping the history of Virginia and early America. Born
around 1699 near Londonderry. Ireland, he and his wife Elizabeth Patton
Preston (1700-76) left their homeland with her brother. James Patton,
and their children, to settle on lands in the western part of the Virginia
colony, in what is now Augusta and Botetourt counties.
After John Preston died in 1747, his son William moved the famity
farther down the Shenandoah Valley. William Preston (1729-83) in time
established himself as a member of the Virginia militia and served as a
commissioner of the peace and a surveyor of the newly-opened lands in
the region. In 1759 William purchased land in Botetourt County and
settled his family in the first of the revered family homes, Greenfield. In
1773 he purchased tracts of land in what is now Montgomery County,
Virginia. and built Smithfield, named in honor of his wife, Susanna Smith
Preston (1740-1823). Smithfield still stands today as a historical site
maintained by the Montgomery County branch of the Association for
the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities.
With the family now firmly established in Virginia. they set about on
a devoted mission to be fruitful and multiply. William and Susanna begat
twelve children, eleven of whom grew to full adulthood and had a myriad
of children of their own. William's four sisters produced twenty-eight
children. of whom twenty-four lived to marry and have children as well.
Many descendants of this extended family played prominently in the
early history of Virginia. James Patton Preston (1774-1843). John
Buchanan Floyd (1806-63), and James McDowell (1795-1851) served
as governors of Virginia. William Ballard Preston (1805-62) served in
the Virginia legislature in the 1830s and 1840s, the United States Congress from 1846 to 1849, and as Secretary of the Navy from 1849 to
1850. Numerous descendants served as military officers or government
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officials in the Civil War, on both the Confederate and the Union sides;
among them were Robert Taylor Preston (1809-80) and William Preston Johnston (1831-99).
Members of the family also made their marks in South Carolina and
Kentucky. William Campbell Preston (1794-1860) was a U.S. Senator
from South Carolina from 1833 to 1842 and President of South Carolina College from 1846 to 1851. William Preston (1816-87) was a member of the United States Congress from Kentucky in the 1850s and a
United States Minister to Spain from 1858 to 1860.
While the history of the family is certainly admirable, no less so is the
dedication that the descendants placed on saving the extraordinary quantity
of letters, land deeds, receipts, and documents generated by their venerated ancestors. Aware of the historical value of these treasures, the descendants, including Jane Preston Boulware Lamb and Preston Davie,
gave these materials generously to various institutions in Virginia, Kentucky, and South Carolina, to preserve them for the historical record.
The Preston family has been studied and written about in several
excellent genealogical publications, including The Prestons of Smithfield and Greenfield in Virginia: Descendants of John and Elizabeth
(Patton) Preston through Five Generations, by John Frederick Dorman
(The Filson Club, 1982), and The Preston Genealogy by William Bowker
Preston (Salt Lake City, Utah; The Deseret News, 1900). These extensive genealogies, written from pride in the family and a fascination with
Smithfield, must also be a result of the sheer availability of the documents. There is no doubt that many of the collections listed below were
the basis for much of the research of these and other Preston genealogies.
This listing, or union catalog, describes collections of manuscript
materials created by the Preston family, in order to provide researchers
of the history of the family a guide to the collections and a lead to the
institutions that hold the materials. For the sake of brevity I did not include descriptions of collections of genealogical materials, of which many
exist, but focused almost exclusively on collections of original family
materials, and of these only the collections that I deemed had true research value.
Each listing includes the institution's name, library's name, and location. I did not include such information as addresses, telephone or facsimile numbers, or contact persons, for fear that as soon as it was written
and published the information would change. The name of the collection
is that designated by the institution, to aid the researcher when contacting the institutions listed. Where possible, I listed the title of the collec54
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tion, a description of the scope and content of the materials, the physical
dimensions or number of items the collection encompasses, the identifying number designated by the institution, and any extraordinary characteristics of the collection.
I extend my thanks to the editors of the Smithfield Review, particularly Hugh Campbell and Charles Modlin, for their guidance in compiling
this catalog, as well as the many archivists and Special Collections librarians who provided me with inventories and finding aids to aid me in the
descriptions. A special thanks to Eileen Parris of the Virginia Historical
Society for her extraordinary efforts on my behalf. My appreciation also
goes to the Library Faculty Association of the University Libraries of
Virginia Tech, who funded the research trips I took to investigate some
of the collections at other institutions.

Kentucky

Preston collections, listed by state
and thereunder by institution:

Filson Club Historical Society
Louisville, Kentucky
PRESTON FAMILY PAPERS-DAVIE COLLECTION, 1658-1896.
2.0 cu. ft. Correspondence concerning family, business, political, military, and legal matters; land papers, that were in the papers of William
Preston (1816-87) and his sister Susan Preston Christy Hepburn (181997), and other family members. Inventory available at repository. Mss./
A/P937d.
PRESTON FAMILY PAPERS-GRAY COLLECTION, 1754-1899.
.66 cu. ft. Collection includes correspondence and other papers relating
to the business and legal matters of Francis Preston (1765-1835). Includes correspondence from his father William Preston (1729-83) about
the American Revolution and the settlement of his estate, and information about the Prestons' salt business at "Salt Works" in Washington
County, Virginia. Inventory available at repository. Mss./A/P937k.
PRESTON FAMILY PAPERS-JOYES COLLECTION. 2.0 cu. ft.
Papers created by or written to William Preston (1816-87) of Louisville,
Kentucky, and his wife and children. Papers include correspondence discussing personal, legal, land, business, social, and political matters, legal
papers, military papers, and certificates and grants. Inventory available
at repository. Mss./A/P937j.
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WILLIAM PRESTON PAPERS, 1855-76. 7 items. Miscellaneous
papers from Preston (1816-87) written mostly during the Civil War.
JOHNSTON FAMILY PAPERS, 1798-1943. 871 items. Correspondence of Albert Sidney Johnston (1803-62) and his son William Preston
Johnston (1831-99), much of it concerning their military affairs during
the Civil War, including administrative communications received by ASJ,
letters received by WPJ as an aide-de-camp to Jefferson Davis, and his
correspondence with his wife Rosa during his imprisonment at Fort Delaware and postwar exile in Canada. WPJ's later correspondence relates
to his career on the faculty at Washington and Lee University in Lexington, Virginia. and as president of Louisiana State University. A \J72j.
University of Kentucky

Special Collections and Archives Service Center
Margaret I. King Library
Lexington, Kentucky
WICKLIFFE-PRESTON FAMILY PAPERS, 1753-1897. 158 boxes.
Papers of William Preston (1816-87), a politician and soldier of Louisville, Kentucky. Also includes the papers of Robert Wickliffe (1775-1859),
Preston's father-in-law. Papers consists of letters and documents from
noted Kentucky politicians, lawyers, and businessmen, indentures, and
bills of sale. Preston's papers include a diary in which he describes his
tour of duty during the Mexican War; other papers include information
about Preston's career in Congress (1852-55). as an ambassador to
Spain (1858-61), and as a major general in the Confederate army during the Civil War.
PRESTON-JOHNSTON PAPERS. 32,800 items. Collection consists
of the papers of various members of the Kentucky Prestons, including
William Preston (1816-87), Robert Wickliffe Preston (1850-1914), Sarah McDowell Preston and the McDowell family, Philip Preston Johnston
(1840-1925) and Philip Preston Johnston II (1877-1937), and Margaret Preston Johnston (1885-1964).

r

Figure 1. Letter written April 27, 1814, by William
Campbell Preston to James Monroe. (Mssl P9267JFA2, Virginia
Historical Society, Richmond, Virginia.)
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Note from John Preston (1764-1827) to Nicholas Carper about
giving James Breckinridge information about Preston's business
affairs, June 15, 1789. (Preston Family collection, Ms62-006,
Special Collections Department, University Libraries, Virginia
Tech).

Louisiana

Tulane University
Manuscripts Department
Howard-Tilton Memorial Library
New Orleans, Louisiana
WILLIAM PRESTON JOHNSTON AND ALBERT SIDNEY
JOHNSTON PAPERS, 1700-1900. 11,147 items and 80 vols. Correspondence, diaries, business and legal papers, speeches, lectures, poetry, scrapbooks, ledgers, maps, photographs, and printed matter. WPJ's
papers were created predominantly after 1860, with correspondence
from Jefferson Davis, George Hancock, Sam Houston, and Robert E.
Lee. ASJ's papers include his private and official correspondence and
copies of Army orders.
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North Carolina

Duke University
Special Collections Library
Durham, North Carolina

JOHN WARFIELD JOHNSTON PAPERS, 1778-1890. 416 items.
Papers of a lawyer, judge and U.S. Senator of Abingdon, Virginia, and
his wife, Nicketti Floyd Johnston, and her parents, John Floyd and Letitia
Preston Floyd, Letitia's brother, Francis Smith Preston, and other members of the Preston family. Includes letters, fictional and political writings, and other papers, including references to the pioneers of southwestern Virginia and genealogical information.
WILLIAM AND JOHN PRESTON PAPERS, 17 40-1960. 349 items.
Correspondence and other papers of the Prestons relating to surveying,
old treaties with the Cherokees, the education of John Preston's children, legislation in the House of Delegates, property of the Preston family, and other matters.
WILLIAM CAMPBELL PRESTON LETTERS, 1837-59. 20 items.
Personal, financial, and political correspondence of Preston.

South Carolina

University of South Carolina
South Caroliniana Library
Columbia, South Carolina
WILLIAM CAMPBELL PRESTON PAPERS, 1817-1902, 1924-35.
187 items and 2 vols., 1817-1902, 1924-35. Letters written by Preston from Washington, D.C., and Columbia, South Carolina, to members of the Preston family, among other correspondents.
JOHN SMITH PRESTON PAPERS, 1854-77. 5 items. Letters from
Preston (1809-81) to Governor John L. Manning, W.H. Gibbes, Nathaniel
Barnwell, and Hugh S. Thompson.

Virginia

Clinch Valley College of the University of Virginia
John Cook Wyllie Library
Wise. Virginia
TRIGG-FLOYD PAPERS. 1830-1903. Papers of Daniel Trigg (18431909). a lawyer and politician from Abingdon. Virginia. and John
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Buchanan Floyd, son of John and Letitia Preston Floyd. The Floyd papers relate to Floyd's public service and include correspondence between
the women of the Floyd and Johnston families. Floyd's wife was his
cousin Sarah Buchanan Preston Floyd, daughter of Francis and Sarah
Preston.
College of William & Mary

Manuscripts Department
Earl Gregg Swem Library
Williamsburg, Virginia
ROBERT PRESTON PAPERS, 1777-1864. 575 items. Papers of
Robert Preston including letters from relatives in Ireland, documents,
surveys, plats, and memorandum books. Mss39.1 P92.
PRESTON FAMILY PAPERS, 1755-1826. 90 items. Papers of three
generations of the family reflecting their involvement in the administrative and political life of Virginia and the nation, as well as family concerns on the Virginia frontier. Itemized inventory available. Mss39.1 P91.
ARMISTEAD-COCKE FAMILY PAPERS, 1680-1907. 296 items.
Papers of Maria Carter Armistead and William Cocke of Henrico and
Cumberland counties, Virginia. Includes letters of Thomas Lewis Preston Cocke, grandson of Thomas Lewis Preston. Mss65 Ar6.
Roanoke Valley Historical Society

Roanoke, Virginia
PRESTON FAMILY COLLECTION, 1754-1828. 30 items. Family
letters written between 1784 and 1828, which touch on a variety of
political, social, and financial topics. The majority of the letters are written to John Preston, including letters from his second wife Eliza Ann
[Carrington Mayo] Preston, and his daughter Elizabeth.
University of Virginia

Alderman Library
Special Collections Department
Charlottesville, Virginia
PRESTON-RADFORD FAMILY PAPERS, 1744-1895. Ca. 1300
items. Correspondence, receipts, surveys, indentures, wills, and other
papers concerning farming and crops, land sales, legal affairs, mercantile purchases. and the hiring of slaves, of the Preston and Radford families of southwestern Virginia. Includes accounts (ca. 1755-62) relating
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to the service of William Preston against the Indians on the Virginia
frontier and estate papers of James Patton. Manuscript #6353.
JAMES BRECKINRIDGE PAPERS, 1783-1904. 456 items.
Breckinridge {1763-1833) was a lawyer, army officer, and U.S. representative of Botetourt County, Virginia. Correspondence chiefly relating
to Breckinridge' s legal career and his land speculation in western Virginia and Kentucky, legal papers, deeds, militia orders and returns, receipts, accounts, and other papers. Papers include correspondence from
Francis Preston, John Preston, and William Preston. Itemized inventory
available at the repository. Manuscript #10395.

Virginia Historical Society
Richmond, Virginia
PRESTON FAMILY PAPERS, 1727-1896. 3540 items. Correspondence, accounts, sheriff's records, land records, estate materials, militia
records of James Patton and William Preston. Also includes correspondence, accounts, land records, militia records, state treasurer's records,
and miscellany of John Preston (1764-1827) and Francis Preston, Thomas Lewis Preston, and James Patton Preston. Detailed index and inventory available at the repository. Mssl P9267.
PRESTON FAMILY PAPERS, 1744-1961. 4702 items. Five additions to the collection described above, combined here as one collection.
The additions are listed as a-e in the VHS finding aids. Collection holds
letters, land records, receipts, and legal and military documents of John
Preston (1729-83), William Preston, John Preston (1764-1827), Francis
Preston, James Patton Preston, William Campbell Preston, Eliza Henry
Preston Carrington, and William Ballard Preston. Detailed inventory available at repository. Mssl P9267a-e.
Virginia Military Institute
Preston Library
VMI Archives
Lexington, Virginia
JOHN T. L. PRESTON PAPERS. 7 items. Includes an historical sketch
of VMI written for the Institute's Semi-Centennial in 1889, Preston's
U.S. passport (1851), and a Franklin Society membership certificate
(1856).
Also includes forty letters from John Thomas Lewis Preston to Francis
H. Smith, located in the Institute' s official records.
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Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University
University Libraries
Special Collections Department
Blacksburg, Virginia
PRESTON FAMILY (ALICE PRESTON MOORE COLLECTION).
PAPERS, 1745-1882. 235 items. Papers include business transactions,
land surveys, and general store accounts (1745-89) relating to William
and Susannah Smith Preston; correspondence, business transactions,
and notes on farm affairs (1782-1828) relating to their son, John Preston; correspondence and land surveys (1840-82) relating to John, William A., and Alfred G. Preston; correspondence (1848-61) relating to
William Ballard Preston; and a day book (1789-1820) of the Prestons of
Washington County. Ms62-004.
PRESTON FAMILY (CHARLES PEALE DIDIER COLLECTION).
PAPERS, 1747-1897. 282 items. Separate collection from the Preston
family collection listed above. Papers include surveys, promissory notes,
and land indentures (1747-70) relating to James Patton; list of quit rents
in the Middle District of Augusta (1759-60); promissory notes and correspondence (1755-1806) relating to William Preston; and correspondence, surveys, and business papers (1780-1830) relating to John Preston. Ms85-020.
PRESTON, JOHN (1764-1827). PAPERS, 1806-20, 1844, n.d.
0.2 cu. ft. Papers consist of letters and promissory notes, and documents stating the transfer of lands, slaves, and property. Also includes a
letter from J.B. McBride at the Union Theological Seminary, to William
M. Radford of Botetourt County, Virginia. Ms94-034.
PRESTON, ROBERT TAYLOR (1809-80). PAPERS, 1829-71, n.d.
0. 2 cu. ft. The collection consists of 218 letters, military orders, notes,
certificates of military appointments, and other items, the majority collected or created by Preston during the period May 1861 through December 1862. Includes several military orders signed by such members
of the Confederate Army as Jubal Early, John B. Floyd, and George E.
Pickett, as well as orders written by Preston himself. Also includes a draft
of a broadside written by Preston from Solitude on May 13, 1863, as a
call to arms to the men of Roanoke and Montgomery County to repel
the Union Army which was in the immediate vicinity. Inventory and
selected transcripts available. Ms92-003.
PRESTON, WILLIAM (1729-83). LAND GRANT, 1773. 1 item.
Land grant for 2075 acres in Botetourt County, Virginia (now the land
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that is Smithfield), purchased by Preston, signed by British King George
Ill and Virginia colonial Governor John Murray Dunmore. Ms94-027.
SMITHFIELD PRESTON FOUNDATION. PAPERS, 1784-1881. 0.4
cu. ft. Letters from several members of the Preston family, including
John Preston, Eliza Preston Madison, James P. Preston, William C. Preston, Francis Preston, Eliza Preston Carrington, Sophonisba P.
Breckinridge, and John Thomas Lewis Preston. Ms97-002.
Washington & Lee University
James Graham Leyburn Library
Special Collections
Lexington, Virginia
Scattered small collections, including letters from John Thomas Lewis
Preston in the Baer family collection, notebooks of Margaret Junkin Preston, and William Preston's 1758 commission as a major in the Virginia
militia.

Washington, D. C

Library of Congress

Manuscripts Division
Washington, D.C.
JOHN THOMAS LEWIS PRESTON PAPERS. The collection consists of an 1861 diary kept by Preston while he served with the 9th
Virginia Volunteers at Craney Island, Virginia, during the Civil War. Control number mm 77094284.
WILLIAM CAMPBELL PRESTON, FAMILY COLLECTION, 17791840. 17 items. Control number mm 79005677.
WADDY THOMPSON PAPERS, 1826-82. 89 items. Papers of a
U.S. representative from South Carolina, lawyer, and diplomat. Includes
correspondence from William Campbell Preston. Control number mm
79042853.
CAMPBELL-PRESTON-FLOYD FAMILY PAPERS, 1741-1925.
5000 items. Correspondence, account books, survey books, memoranda,
bills, receipts, and other papers pertaining to members of the Campbell,
Preston, and Floyd families of Southwestern Virginia. Control number
80014910.
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Wisconsin

State Historical Society of Wisconsin
Madison, Wisconsin
DRAPER MANUSCRIPTS. Collection consists of materials gathered
by Wisconsin archivist and historian Lyman Draper (1815-91) on his
travels throughout the Allegheny mountains, the western Carolinas and
Virginia, the upper Mississippi Valley, and the Ohio River Valley in the
1840s and 1850s. He collected papers and made copious notes that
reflected the history of these areas from the 1740s to the early 1800s.
The entire collection is composed of 500 volumes of records that are
divided into fifty series, arranged by geographical area or the names of
those Draper had targeted for biographies, including William Preston.
The papers in series QQ (William Preston Papers, 6 volumes) specifically
focus on William Preston and the men with whom he corresponded and
did business. Topics include Indian affairs, provisions for military protection of the border areas, land surveys and grants in the Virginia frontiers,
the preparation for and battle at Point Pleasant of Dunmore's expedition, Preston's negotiations with the Cherokee and Shawnee tribes, and
Preston's public service and family interests. The papers in series ZZ
(Virginia Manuscripts) include letters received by Draper from descendants of the western Virginia pioneers, and concern Draper's efforts to
locate and obtain the papers of William Preston. Series QQ and ZZ are
given an item-by-item description in The Preston and Virginia Papers
of the Draper Collection of Manuscripts by Mabel Clare Weaks (Madison: State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1915).
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The Giles County Earthquake
of 1897Virginia's Largest Temblor
Gil Bollinger
The period from May 3 to June 6, 1897, was especially disturbing
for the residents of Giles County in western Virginia and the surrounding
area. During that time interval, there was a continuing occurrence of
earthquakes, the largest of which was a damaging, magnitude 5.8 shock
on May 31. Many of these seismic events were accompanied by acoustic
phenomena known as ··earthquake sounds." These low-pitched sounds
are usually reported by people as being subterranean in origin and are
very frightening to the general populace. Clearly, New River Valley residents had to have been alarmed and concerned at this state of affairs.
Unlike California, Virginia is not a seismically active state; thus, the
occurrence of multiple earthquakes there over a protracted time interval
was truly unique. Additionally, that May 31st shock is the largest known
earthquake during Virginia·s long recorded history, and it is the second
largest seismic shock in the ten southeastern states. (The largest southeastern U.S. earthquake was a magnitude 7.3 event near Charleston,
South Carolina, in 1886.) It caused damage to buildings in Pearisburg
and was felt over an area of some 300, 000 square miles in a dozen
states from Ohio to South Carolina and from the Atlantic coast to Kentucky.
The late 19th century was at the beginning of the instrumental period of seismology; i.e .. seismographs were just being invented. Accordingly, the study of earthquake occurrences during that period relies almost entirely on such qualitative data sources as newspaper accounts,
diaries, and journals. Fortunately, newspaper journalism has a long history in Virginia, and an extensive collection of microfilms of pre-1900
newspapers exists within the state. Additional archival sources found to
be very useful were the American Journal of Science and the Monthly
Weather Review. A compilation of the data obtained from all these sources
is fully tabulated in a separate paper. 1 That tabulation lists ten different
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data sources that report on 115 different localities distributed throughout the region.

Measures of Earthquake Size

From a description of the effects reported for each site, seismologists
assign an "intensity" level to those effects. Such a designation gives a
numerical rating, according to a special scale, of the severity of the earthquake shaking that was reported. This rating is done routinely by seismologists in addition to their calculation of the more familiar measure of
earthquake size - magnitude - from seismographic recordings.
The magnitude measure of the size of an earthquake is well-known
and often referred to as the "Richter magnitude" after the California
Institute of Technology professor, Charles F. Richter, who developed the
scale in the mid-1930s. It is a quantitative measure and, because it is
corrected for the distances from the epicenter to the various recording
seismographs, the determinations at various observatories are, within
experimental error, the same for a given shock. Thus, there is only one
magnitude value (number) associated with each earthquake. As a general
guideline, structural damage begins but is slight at the 4.5 magnitude
level, becomes moderate at the 5.5 level, and from 6.5 up can be great.
Below a magnitude 4.5 an earthquake is generally felt but causes no
damage. At a magnitude 5.8, the 1897 Giles County temblor would be
classified by seismologists as being "moderate" in size. However, it was
so much larger than anything in the locals' prior experience that it was
much more than moderate to them.
As previously noted, the intensity measure of earthquake size is qualitative. It is intended to specify the severity of earthquake motion at a
given site by its effects on people, the structures, and the landscape at
that location. It will be largest near the epicenter and will decrease with
distance from that point. Thus, there are many possible intensity values
(numbers) associated with each shock. A typical use of intensity data is to
plot all of the values at their respective locations on a map and then to
contour them. The resulting map, which depicts those areas that experienced each varying level of shaking effects, is termed an "isoseismal
map" or an "intensity map". Such maps have been developed for the
1897 shock.
The reference intensity scale in use in the United States is termed the
Modified Mercalli Intensity Scale. It has 12 degrees or levels, ranging
from I (felt by only a few people) to XII (total destruction). Structural
damage usually begins at intensity VI, becomes pronounced at VIII and
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great at X and higher. Because there are two earthquake size measures,
convention dictates that Arabic numbers are used for magnitudes and
Roman numerals for intensity values. At the 1897 shack's intensity VIII,
considerable building damage, fall of chimneys, disturbance to wells and
springs, overturning of heavy furniture items, and similar effects on structures and the environment would be expected to occur in the epicentral
area.
The three principal sources of information on these effects are newspaper accounts at the time, a published report by a professional geologist who visited the area soon after the earthquake's occurrence, and a
1975 engineering inspection of buildings in the Pearisburg area that had
been constructed prior to 1897. As expected, these data sources tell
somewhat different stories. Newspaper accounts must be evaluated carefully, as they are not scientific reports. Similarly, an engineering study
conducted almost 90 years after the occurrence of the effects being investigated suffers some loss of credibility. The geological report is probably the most reliable source of information. Its time duration and areal
extent were, however, rather limited, and a more extensive study immediately following the shock would have been very useful.

Contemporary Newspaper Accounts

The intensity reached the VIII level in the epicentral area of Pearisburg,
Narrows, and Giles County. Structural damage reported from that area
included the courthouse at Pearisburg, the county seat, having been badly
cracked by the earthquake shock, and numerous chimneys seriously damaged or shaken down completely. In particular, bricks rolled from chimneys onto the county courthouse roof to such an extent that Judge Jackson, who was holding circuit court when the shock occurred, ran from
the building, along with the others present. An attorney from Roanoke
who was in Pearisburg soon after the shock reported that, within a radius of nearly fifty miles, he saw hardly a sound chimney standing. "In his
opinion, if the buildings throughout Giles had been largely of brick, the
damage would have been very great, and serious loss of life would have
occurred. "2
The intensity VIII level of ground shaking is severe enough that it also
produces effects on the landscape. In Giles County, tons of rock were
thrown down from overhanging cliffs onto the railroad tracks below. In
one instance, a freight train was derailed, causing a traffic delay of several hours. Initially, a crack in Angels Rest Mountain was reported but
this was later shown to be false. 3 For several days following the shock the
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waters in many of the springs and branches were muddied. "There were
fissures in the ground and small landslides in places where they were
easy to start. At Narrows it was claimed that a motion like the ground
swell of the ocean was observed. " 2
In an apparent foreshock sequence of a week or more, the people
throughout Giles County were disturbed by series of subterranean noises.
On Monday the 31st, the day of the shock, detonations like the explosion of distant artillery were heard throughout the county. 2·3 The most
direct interpretation of these sounds is that the earlier ones were of lower
pitch sound level and were, therefore, from more distant and/or deeper
sources. The explosive artillery sounds had both higher pitch and greater
sound levels and would be nearer and/or shallower to the Giles County
residents. There is not enough quantitative data here to attempt an interpretation of this apparent "approach" of the shocks towards the epicentral area.
Reports from the area immediately adjacent to Giles County included
those from the communities of Christiansburg, Dublin, Floyd, Pulaski,
Radford, and Bluefield, West Virginia. 2 .4 In Christiansburg (Intensity VI},
it was reported that a "rumbling noise" preceded the shock. Houses
rocked, doors opened, and bricks were thrown down from chimneys.
People there "rushed into the streets much excited." The severity of the
earthquake "exceeded any in the recollection of the oldest inhabitant."
These Christiansburg reports were typical of those in the other communities surrounding the epicentral locale. The effects were uniformly described as "severe." Damage to masonry buildings and walls was common, as were earthquake sounds and general alarm of the populace.
The 1969 Christiansburg News Messenger> gave the following quotation from their original 1897 account:
"It was a warm, sunny day in early summer when, without warning,
buildings along Main Street began a rocking movement and dry timbers
in their frames popped and cracked and the air became full of dust.
Many people ran out of houses and into the street, some whitefaced,
and stared upward where the dust, shaken from the buildings, was slowly
settling to the ground. The tremor lasted only a few minutes before the
panic was over and normal business was resumed along the street. This
earthquake was felt in several counties adjoining Montgomery, but little
damage was reported beyond the cracking of plaster in a few homes ...

In the central and eastern parts of the Commonwealth, the general
level of effects was recorded in the newspapers from such cities as
Lynchburg. Richmond, Norfolk, Portsmouth, Petersburg, Suffolk and
Williamsburg. 2 As expected, the level of damage was absent or greatly
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diminished, but the ground vibrations were still severe enough to be felt
by and to frighten the residents sufficiently to cause general alarm. There
was great excitement, and panic-stricken people rushed into the streets.
In Petersburg, "Large factories were quickly emptied of their workmen.
Vases were broken, glass globes were shaken from chandeliers, and crockery was moved on shelves. Telephone and telegraph wires were violently
shaken." 2
In Richmond, a newspaper reported, "The vibrations lasted for several seconds and were so violent that many people ran out of their houses,
fearing their collapse." No material damage. Hotel guests "ran out of
their rooms under the impression that a boiler had burst." The noise
was "Loud and startling." Pictures were shaken, shutters "rattled as if
blown by a violent wind," and "furniture was moved in a number of
instances." Many became suddenly sick just before the shock was felt,
with symptoms "like nausea and swimming of the head." Convicts at the
penitentiary were so frightened that they tried to break out. It was "The
most serious and alarming earthquake ever experienced here. "2
Nausea was also reported at other Piedmont and Coastal Plain communities in Virginia. This type of human response to earthquake vibrations is not uncommon when the shock is large and distant. It is attributed to an inner-ear motion response to the slow ground motions associated with the low-frequency, seismic surface waves, which is similar to
sea-sickness. These surface waves become well-developed only at appreciable epicentral distances (100's of kilometers).
Representative reports from the surrounding states include those from
Atlanta, Georgia; Indianapolis, Indiana; Louisville, Kentucky; Baltimore,
Maryland; Winston, North Carolina; Cincinnati, Ohio; Cleveland, Ohio;
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; Spartansburg, South Carolina; Knoxville, Tennessee; Wheeling, West Virginia; and Washington, D.C. 2 ·6 ·7 Throughout
the twelve states nearest Virginia, the 1897 shock was felt and recognized as an earthquake by residents, but there was no damage to structures. Particularly interesting accounts in that region came from two Ohio
locations and the District of Columbia.
At Cincinnati, Ohio (V) the shock was felt "here and in the suburbs ...
The printers ran out of the Times Star office. The occupants of other
buildings were alarmed and at Coney Island, Chester Park, the Zoo Gardens, and elsewhere there was consternation among the holiday crowds.
At the Lagoon, on the Kentucky side, there was panic among several
thousand people on the grounds. The waters in the Lagoon were so
rough that the life-saving crew went to the relief of those out on the
electric pleasure boats. " 2 The weather bureau station report gave more
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detail on this unusual effect. It stated that at 13:02 (1:02 p.m.) "A wave
of water started at the southwest extremity of Ludlow Lagoon, which by
the time it reached the eastern shore, was over 3 feet high. The earthquake lasted 1 1/2 minutes. Shock was rarely noticed inside the city. "6
The lagoonal disturbance sounds very like a "seiche" effect, which is
an oscillation response of confined bodies of waters to long-period seismic ground shaking. In this instance, however, it was probably a "tempest in a teacup", as most city lagoons are quite shallow. Similarly, in
recent years, Californian residents have reported water being splashed
out of their swimming pools following some of the larger shocks in that
state.
The 1897 earthquake was recorded on two of the earlier, prototype
seismographs. In Cleveland, Ohio (Felt) the seismograph of Professor
Edward W. Morley, at Adelbert College, recorded ground vibrations of
northeast to southwest orientation and about one-hundreth of an inch in
amplitude. 6 At the weather bureau in Washington, D. C., a Marvin seismograph recorded ground motions beginning at 1:58: 15 p.m. and lasting for five minutes. 6 ·7

Geological Report

At the "urgent request of several citizens of Pearisburg," a geologist,
M. R. Campbell, with the U.S. Geological Survey in Washington, D. C.,
visited the Pearisburg region for three days, June 6-8, 1897, and reported his findings in Science. 3 He stated that the previous reports that
Mountain Lake had drained, that the wells at Saltville, Virginia, had ceased
to flow, and that large fissures had opened in the earth at various points
in Giles County were "found to be grossly exaggerated."
There is, however, an apparent conflict in where he does assign the
maximum intensity effects. On the first page of his report (p. 233), he
writes that "The shock of May 31 was probably more severe in and
about Pearisburg than at any other point for which I have information."
Then, on the following page, he states: "Apparently the general shock
of May 3 lst was most severely felt at the Narrows, which is located on
one of the most complex and extensive faults of the region." His description of the effects at the two locations indicates that he was probably not
simply drawing a distinction between effects to structures (damage at
Pearisburg) and effects on people (panic at Narrows). For the Pearisburg
area, Campbell reports:
No serious damage was done even here, but old brick houses were
badly shaken and many chimneys were cracked and the topmost bricks
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thrown to the ground. Much noise accompanied this shock, and many
of the inhabitants, already disturbed by the previous heavy shock [probably the Intensity VII foreshock on May 3rd], and the continued rumblings beneath them during the month, were terror stricken. (p.235)3

For the Narrows area, some four miles west, Campbell states:
At this point the surface is said to have rolled like the groundswells
of the ocean, springs were muddied and in some cases ceased to flow
for a short time after the shock occurred, and a landslide of considerable
proportions and a big rock rolled down off the face of Wolf Creek Mountain. The latter is no indication of great intensity for the slopes are so
steep that a slide is liable to start at any time, and the blocks of sandstone have frequently such a precarious foothold that they will start with
the slightest disturbance. (p.235) 1

The epicenter is generally taken by present-day seismologists to have
been at Pearisburg, but that may be simply because there were more
buildings there to reflect earthquake damage than there were at Narrows. However, the two sites are close enough together to make the
point essentially moot. Campbell apparently preferred the Narrows location because of a great fault present there and concluded that the cause
of the " ... pronounced disturbance in and around Pearisburg is presumably the cavernous condition of the limestone in that region, apparently
causing it to act as a sounding board, magnifying the sounds and vibrations." (p. 235) 3
Campbell certainly emphasized the acoustic nature of the aftershock
sequence. He describes it as "explosive sounds" which were likened by
old veterans [of the Civil War] " ... to reports of heavy siege guns fired at
frequent intervals during the night." For the May 31 to June 6 time
period, Campbell notes that the explosive sounds continued with considerable regularity, with from five to ten slight shocks being about the daily
average. He cites a Baptist minister, J.A.H. Shuler, as having estimated
the occurrence of at least 250 distinct shocks at Pearisburg since May 3
(presumably until June 6-8). It is clear that Campbell correctly understood that the sounds were indeed caused by earthquakes.

Engineering Study

The size and intensity level of the 1897 shock took on importance
once again some eighty years after its occurrence. The early- to mid1970s was a time of development in the nuclear power industry in this
country. In the southeastern United States, such power plants were being built in Virginia, Tennessee, and North and South Carolina. The
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U.S. Code of Federal Regulations pertaining to reactor site criteria for
nuclear facilities required the consideration of the most severe historically reported earthquakes in the region surrounding the site. These shocks
were then used to determine the level of ground vibrations that the reactor should be designed to withstand.
In 1975, a Clinch River Breeder Reactor Plant in eastern Tennessee
was in the planning process. The 1897 Giles County earthquake was
considered to be the relevant maximum historical earthquake to be used
in its design. In part because of the differences between the newspaper
accounts and Campbell's report, an engineering firm, Law Engineering
Testing of Marietta, Georgia, in conjunction with Burns and Roe, Inc.,
was commissioned to conduct a study and then prepare a report on all
available information and data relating to assignment of a Modified Mercalli level to the 1897 shock.
Law Engineering Testing (now Law Engineering and Environmental
Services, Inc.) conducted an exhaustive evaluation of all available data
relating to the 1897 earthquake. That evaluation consisted of reviewing
all available published and unpublished reports and newspaper articles
on the shock, interviews with older residents and historians in the area,
on-site physical inspections of pre-1897 buildings that were still available
in Giles, Montgomery and Pulaski counties, and discussion with geologists and seismologists in the region who had studied the earthquake. In
this process, the engineering personnel added to the number of newspaper accounts originally gathered by Margaret Hopper and Gil Bollinger. 1
Their new data along with on-site building evaluations were published in
a 1975 report. 8
The basic conclusion of this Law Engineering Tes ting study was that
the intensity level for the 1897 earthquake was not at an VIII level but
was intermediate between that and the VII level; i.e., it was a VII-VIII
intensity (See Figure 1). 9

Isoseismal Maps and a Magnitude Estimate
for the 1897 Earthquake

Two isoseismal maps have been prepared for the historically important shock. The first was published in 1971 in the Bulletin of the Seismological Society of America by the author and Margaret Hopper. 10
That map and its supporting data were available to the Law Engineering
Testing personnel at the start of their 1975 investigation. As noted above,
they added to the available data base and then went on to publish their
own isoseismal map based on 217 reports from 101 different localities.
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Figure 1. The Giles County Courthouse in Pearisburg, Virginia.
This building was constructed in 1836. Law Engineering personnel
inspected this structure in 1975 and concluded that there was no
damage from the 1897 earthquake except possibly to the upper
bricks on one of the chimneys.

Figure 2 presents the Law Engineering Testing map but does not show
all of the individual data points. It does, however, depict the configuration and areal distribution of those areas that experienced the different
levels of intensity for the 1897 shock. The northeasterly orientation of
the innermost isoseismal contours probably reflects the influence of the
Appalachian geology and topography, which has a pronounced "grain"
in that direction. A felt radius of approximately 300 miles about the
(presumed) Pearisburg epicenter is indicated.
To estimate the Richter magnitude for earthquakes that occurred
before there was adequate seismographic monitoring, seismologists employ a calibration technique. That technique consists of studying the relationship between isoseismal area size and spatial rate-of-decrease with
increasing epicentral distance for modern events for which both magnitudes and isoseismal maps are available. This type of study for the 1897
shock was performed by Dr. Otto Nuttli of St. Louis University and his
co-workers in 1979.11 Their magnitude estimate was 5.8, and that value
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Figure 2. lsoseismal map for the Giles County earthquake of May
31, 1897. Intensity levels shown by Roman numerals, but the 217
individual observation points upon which the isoseismal contours
are based are not plotted. Modified after Law Engineering Testing
Co. 7
has subsequently been accepted by the professional community as a valid
size measure for this earthquake.

Some Final Comments

The centennial anniversary of the 1897 Giles County earthquake
was this past year. It is likely that the many of today's residents in the
area are unaware of this important geologic event's occurrence within
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their county. In recent times occasional small shocks have been felt in
the locality, but nothing nearly as unnerving and damaging as in 1897.
In 1969, Virginia Tech's Department of Geological Sciences personnel installed a modern seismograph in Mill Creek valley at Narrows. That
began a program of study of the seismicity of the area that continues
today. In the mid-l 970s, a Seismological Observatory program was formally instituted at the University. That group can be contacted for the
Giles County research results they have obtained over the past three
decades.
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Five of the officers wh o
played a part in the
defense of or attacks
on the salt works at
Saltville and the lead
mines at Austinville in
southwest Virginia during the Civil
War. Top left: Confederate General
John Breckenridge; clockwise from
top right: Union Generals William
Averell, Stephen Burbridge, and
George Stoneman, and (lower left)
Union Colonel John Toland.
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Mineral Fights - Civil War
Battles for Southwestern
Virginia's Lead and Salt
Robert C. Whisonant

Between mid-July 1863 and late December 1864, Federal commanders concerned with southwestern Virginia launched four major attacks
on the strategic mineral operations in the region and on the railroad over
which these and other vital materials moved. The two mineral industries
targeted were the lead and salt operations in the Valley and Ridge country west of the Blue Ridge. The lead mines at Austinville and the enormous salt works at Saltville were, in fact, essential to the Confederate
war effort, particularly in the last two years of the conflict. Thus, Union
forces were sent at various times from West Virginia, Kentucky, and
finally eastern Tennessee over some of the most rugged terrain in eastern North America to attack and destroy the mineral industries and railroad in far southwestern Virginia. These little-known campaigns, laden
with instances of hardship, suffering, and courage, provide a fascinating
glimpse into the connections between the topography, mineral deposits,
and Civil War history of this region.

Virginia's Mineral Contributions to the Confederacy

In order to feed the huge Northern and Southern war machines that
developed in the 1860s, certain mined materials were absolutely fundamental. These included lead, salt, iron, niter (saltpeter), and coal. 1 Lead,
of course, was needed to make bullets, which at that time were cast-lead
projectiles of varying sizes, but typically around 50 caliber or even larger.
Salt was essential to pack and preserve meat and other foodstuffs, to
provide nutrition for soldiers and animals, and to make medications. Iron
was necessary for railroads, armaments, and implements, and niter was
the main ingredient in gunpowder. Even coal, just then beginning to
replace wood as a major fuel, was required for certain heavy industries
such as the giant Tredegar Iron Works at Richmond.
Of all the Confederate states, Virginia ranked first in the production
of each of these strategic materials save iron, where it was a close second
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to Alabama. Perhaps even more interesting is the fact that, except for
the coal which came principally from the mines around Richmond, nearly
all of the production of the other mined resources was located west of
the Blue Ridge. Iron, for example, was manufactured primarily at furnaces and forges in the Valley and Ridge of western Virginia. Niter-rich
organic deposits in the limestone caves of many western Virginia counties provided most of the Old Dominion's saltpeter production.
But no Virginia mineral operations rivaled the importance to the
Confederate war effort of the Wythe County lead works or the salt operations at Saltville (Fig. 1). The lead mines and smelting facilities at
Austinville eventually produced approximately one-third of all the lead
consumed by the South during the war years. 2 Particularly in the last two
years of the conflict, as pre-war stockpiles and smuggled quantities of
lead became increasingly scarce, the Confederacy came to rely almost
exclusively on the one significant lead-mining operation within its borders -Austinville. Nearby Saltville in adjacent Smyth County was just as
crucial as Austinville, eventually providing an estimated two-thirds of all
the salt required by the Confederacy. 3 No wonder, then, that as the war
wore on, Northern military activities in southwestern Virginia focused
more and more on the irreplaceable lead and salt production centers and
the region's greatest transportation system, the Virginia and Tennessee
Railroad.

Geology and Geography of Southwestern Virginia

Virginia has five distinct geologic and physiographic provinces - the
Coastal Plain, Piedmont, Blue Ridge, Valley and Ridge, and Plateau,
from east to west. Most of the major battles of the Civil War in Virginia
were fought in the low-relief Coastal Plain ("Tidewater") and Piedmont
provinces, where Washington and Richmond lay and where large armies
could be handled and supplied much more effectively than in the mountainous provinces to the west. Beyond the Blue Ridge, especially in the
Great Valley at the western foot of the mountains, important military
activity did occur, as evidenced by Stonewall Jackson's brilliant Valley
campaign in 1862. And in southwestern Virginia's Valley and Ridge
were Saltville, Austinville, and the railroad, the three great military targets of the region.
The formation of the rocks exposed in the Valley and Ridge began
approximately 550 million years ago, long before the Appalachian Mountains arose. At that time, the area that would become western Virginia
was part of a low-lying continental margin covered by a shallow sea
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Figure 1. Index map of Virginia showing location of lead mines at
Austinville (A) in Wythe County and salt works at Saltville (S) in
Smyth County.

under tropical conditions. Thick masses of carbonate-rich rocks (limestone and dolomite) formed much as they do now in the present-day
Bahamas area. After deposition of the carbonates, extensive layers of
sediment composed of mud, sand, and gravel accumulated as the tectonic plates shifted about and produced elevated land masses. Eventually, climaxing around 250 million years ago, the continental margin was
compressed in a major mountain-building event caused by the collision
of North America and Africa. The sediments along the edge of the continent were folded, faulted, and uplifted to form the Appalachian Mountains. After the tectonic plates separated, the Atlantic Ocean formed,
erosion of the newly-formed Appalachians began, and the present-day
landforms of eastern North America started to take shape.
These geologic events have had a profound impact on the human
history of southwestern Virginia. The Wythe County lead ores were
emplaced into the ancient carbonate rocks during this time, perhaps
when metal-rich fluids were generated in an episode of mountain build-

ROBERT

C.

WHISONANT

ing. The salt and gypsum deposits were formed at Saltville when the
young Appalachians arose and blocked moisture-bearing winds from
reaching the western side of the range. There, under warm, dry conditions, sea water evaporated and precipitated salt and gypsum, much like
modern-day occurrences in the Persian Gulf region.
But not only mineral gifts constitute the geological heritage of southwestern Virginia. The very shape of the land itself has exerted tremendous influence over the human history of the area. The Great Valley
subregion immediately west of the Blue Ridge exists because of the relatively "soft" (to the processes of erosion) carbonate rocks underlying this
area. The Great Valley offered fertile bottom land and an easy transportation corridor for travelers wishing to journey northeast or southwest. 4
This area then, which regionally extends from Alabama to Pennsylvania,
drew many early settlers and ultimately determined the principal road
and railroad routes. In the 1850s, the Virginia and Tennessee Railroad
was constructed from Lynchburg to Bristol (and beyond); most of its
length in Virginia - Big Lick (Roanoke) to Bristol - lay in the Great
Valley. During most of the Civil War, Southern commanders had control
of southwestern Virginia's Great Valley and used it to shift their forces
either north or south quickly. Northern forces, until very near the end of
the war, had to launch their attacks on southwestern Virginia from West
Virginia or Kentucky, which meant moving slowly through the treacherous, deeply dissected Plateaus country and across the rugged mountains
of the western Valley and Ridge. Hence, the terrain of southwestern
Virginia was very definitely not "neutral" during the Civil War, but greatly
favored the defending Rebel forces.

History and Technology of the Lead and Salt
Operations

The Wythe County lead mines (Fig. 2), which later came to be known
variously as the mines on Cripple Creek, the Austinville mines, or the
Wytheville mines (as they were commonly called during the Civil War),
were opened in the mid- l 700s by Colonel John Chiswell, a British officer who was a native of Wales and an early adventurer in southwestern
Virginia. 5 By the time of the Revolutionary War, Colonel Chiswell had
died and the mines were taken over by the state of Virginia. Of particular
historical interest is the writing in 1775 of the "Fincastle Resolutions,"
which were drawn up at the Lead Mines (as the little mining community
was then known}, the Fincastle County Seat. These resolutions were
addressed to the Virginia Delegate to the Continental Congress and helped
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Figure 2. Late nineteenth-century illustration of lead mines area.
Although published after the Civil War, this picture suggests how
the lead operations might have appeared in the 1860s.

frame the Declaration of Independence of July 4, 1776, fame. During
the Revolution, the lead mines produced significant amounts of lead for
George Washington's Colonial Army.
After the Revolutionary War, the lead works came into the hands of
two Austin brothers, Moses and Stephen. In 1798, by which time the
community of Lead Mines had become Austinville and Moses' son Stephen
F. Austin (later to become the "Father of Texas") had been born, Moses
Austin and his family left Virginia for Missouri. The mines changed hands
once again; in 1806, Thomas Jackson, an English immigrant who had
worked at the mines previously, and two other partners acquired the lead
mines from the state for $19,000. Soon thereafter (1807-12), Jackson
had the Shot Tower built on a dolomite bluff along the New River about
three miles northeast of the lead operations. This fascinating structure,
one of the few historic shot towers still standing in the United States, was
constructed to produce lead shot for hunting purposes. The then-current
method of pouring molten lead through sieves and letting the droplets
fall through the air to cool into nearly perfect little spheres is still used
today to produce lead shot.
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Following Jackson's death in 1824, activities at the lead mines continued on a very limited scale. Eventually, a new operator, the Wythe
Lead Mines Company, was organized in 1838; the company name was
changed to the Wythe Union Lead Mine Company in 1848. On March
8, 1860, the Union Lead Mining Company was incorporated for the
express purpose of mining and manufacturing lead and shot. Ironically,
then, by the eve of the Civil War and throughout the conflict, the South's
only substantial domestic lead source was operated as the Union Mines!
Shortly after the war began, Confederate officials told the mines
management either to work the mines to "their utmost capacity" or surrender them for operation by the government. The company directors
chose the former, and thus full-time war production commenced. The
mines ran day and night and the mined ore was "reduced" (smelted) on
site. Lead pigs were cast and hauled by wagons to Max Meadows, an
important trans-shipment point on the railroad about ten miles north of
the mines. Here, the lead was loaded onto railroad cars and shipped to
the Richmond-Petersburg area or Knoxville and Chattanooga. Production records are incomplete, but reports after the war by Confederate
ordnance officers indicate that around 3,300,000 pounds of lead were
produced at the Wythe County mines during the war (Table 1). This
amount constitutes fully one-third of the estimated 10,000,000 pounds
of lead consumed by the entire Confederacy in the manufacture of
150,000,000 cartridges used by its armies. 6
The history of salt-making in the Saltville Valley is as fascinating as
the development of the Wythe County lead mines. 7 Extraction of salt
from the brine ponds in the Saltville Valley must have begun thousands
of years ago when native Americans evaporated the brines for salt acquisition. By the 1750s, Charles Campbell had acquired most of the saline

Table 1. Wythe County Union Lead Mines Production,
1861-64 (from Donnelly, 1959)
Pounds

May 1, 1861-February 28, 1862 ................. 1,232,254
February 28, 1862 - February 28, 1863 ............ 842,378
February 28, 1863 -April 1, 1864 ................... 623, 113
April 1, 1864-December 17, 1864 ................. 585,571
Total ........................................ 3,283,316
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springs and ponds; his relatives began the first commercial salt operations in 1782. By the late 1700s, the original Campbell works had passed
by marriage into the hands of the Preston family. At about the same
time, William King began competing salt production on land adjoining
the Preston operations. For the next 60 years, these two salt operations
grew and intertwined, being known generally as the Preston's and King's
salt works.
During the first half of the nineteenth century, a burgeoning mineral
industry developed in southwestern Virginia. Just a few miles southwest
of Saltville at Plasterco, gypsum or "plaster" was prospected for and
mined as early as 1815 from the same geologic strata containing the
salt. Originally used mostly to "sweeten" or condition the soil for farmers, gypsum found new uses, such as plaster products 8 , and production
increased. Iron furnaces and forges sprang up in a number of southwestern Virginia counties west of the Blue Ridge (especially, Wythe, Smyth,
and Washington) and, of course, lead production continued at Austinville.
By the 1850s, southwestern Virginia produced an abundance of salt,
plaster, shot, pig iron, and lead for the area between the Cumberlands
and Smokies. The completion of the Virginia and Tennessee Railroad
in 1856 greatly aided economic development in this region. Of particular interest to the salt works was the construction of a railroad spur from
Glade Spring on the main line to Saltville in 1856.
The technological aspects of the salt manufacture at Saltville is an
interesting story. In the 1750s, Charles Campbell, original owner of the
salt ponds and springs, followed the Native American practice of simply
boiling down the salt from the surface brine sources to meet his own
needs. By 1800, William King was producing 200 bushels a day by using
open-shed furnaces to evaporate water bucketed from his wells. (Surprisingly, brine evaporation by boiling in kettles continued as the basic
salt production technique until 1892, when salt production ceased. No
salt was ever obtained by pick-and-shovel mining).
In 1857, a fascinating sketch of salt manufacture at Saltville appeared
in Harper's Magazine (Fig. 3). The article described the salt wells from
which brine was pumped into large reservoirs on the ground surface.
Wooden pipes conducted the briny solutions from the reservoirs to the
kettles in the open-shed furnaces, some of which were up to 150 feet
long. Two rows of kettles, shaped like shallow bowls, were a common
arrangement; in the largest furnaces, 80 to 100 kettles might be present.
Workmen made their rounds at regular intervals and ladled out the crystallized salt, which was then drained, dried, and stored in salt sheds (or
"magazines") for shipment.
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Figure 3. Illustration of Saltville salt shed and railroad from
Harper's Magazine, 1857 (Library of Virginia).

This was the technology that produced the Saltville salt during the
Civil War. Stuart, Buchanan, and Co. operated the Saltville works for
most of the war years and a few years thereafter. (Partner William A.
Stuart was the older brother of famed Rebel cavalryman J.E.B. Stuart,
whose wife and children spent much of the war in Saltville under William's
care.) Shortly after fighting began, the salt works contracted with the
Confederate government to provide salt "to and for the uses of the Confederate State armies." By the fall of 1862, the Saltville output had become so important that nearly every Confederate state had negotiated
contracts to purchase salt or erect their own operations. Thus, numerous state-owned operations sprang up in the valley. In the peak production year of 1864, the salt operations combined included 38 furnaces
with 2,600 kettles that produced a total of four million bushels (200
million pounds) of salt. The enormous salt output during the war years
commonly exceeded the ability of the Virginia and Tennessee Railroad
to carry it. According to contemporary accounts, it was "a common
thing to see as many as a thousand salt wagons at one time" lining the
roads for miles waiting their turn for salt. Each wagon would bring a load
of wood, needed to feed the voracious furnaces, as part payment for the
salt; the rest was paid in Confederate currency.
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Mineral Fights - Battles for the Lead and Salt
The first two years of the Civil War saw little significant military action in southwestern Virginia. This region was far removed from the
major battles raging in other theaters. Indeed, for many people, those
times were not only relatively peaceful but prosperous, thanks in part to
the mineral-based war industries located in the area. But in the summer
of 1863, things changed dramatically as the Confederacy suffered the
twin disasters of Lee's def eat at Gettysburg (July 1-3) and the fall of
Vicksburg (July 4). Almost immediately, Federal commanders began devoting resources to the destruction of the enormously important salt and
lead operations and the railroad in Virginia's far southwest.
On July 13. 1863, Union Colonel John Toland left Charleston, West
Virginia, with about 1,000 cavalry and mounted infantry, intending to
attack the salt works at Saltville. 9 Coming into Virginia through the Abbs
Valley lowland, Toland met and defeated a small Rebel outpost there.
Fearing that Saltville and its considerable defensive forces would be forewarned, Toland switched his plans to an assault on Wytheville, hoping to
demolish the railroad "High Bridge" west of town over the Reed Creek.
He also anticipated mounting an attack on the lead mines.
By late afternoon on July 18, Toland was within sight of Wytheville.
A small group of defenders had been hastily assembled; these consisted
of local armed citizens and about 130 troops from the Confederate Department of Southwest Virginia, sent down from department headquarters at Dublin by train. A sharp fight broke out along the streets of downtown Wytheville and Toland was killed. In about 45 minutes, the Union
forces overpowered the Southern def enders and the Battle of Wytheville
was over. But the Union command was decimated and the surviving
ranking officer gathered his troops and retreated to West Virginia.
The results of all this were negligible. Parts of Wytheville were burned,
and some railroad track was damaged; it took only about an hour to
make repairs. The High Bridge was untouched and the crucial lead mines
never attacked. Indeed, the lead mines' home guard, consisting of two
companies of miners, was called out to help defend Wytheville, but
arrived too late to be of any consequence. They simply turned around
and went back home.
The next major action involving the mineral operations and railroad
occurred in spring 1864. 10 By May, Union Commander-in-Chief General Ulysses S. Grant had Federal forces on the march throughout Virginia. In particular. General Benjamin Butler was coming up the James
toward Richmond, General Franz Sigel was advancing southward in the
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Shenandoah Valley, and Grant himself was moving down from Washington to confront Lee in the Wilderness area.
As part of this grand strategy, a Union force based in West Virginia
under General George Crook left Charleston with 6, 155 troops on April
29, determined to destroy the salt works at Saltville and cut the Virginia
and Tennessee Railroad by burning the "Long Bridge" over the New
River at Central (now the City of Radford). Crook detached General
William Averell's cavalry to attack Saltville, but, once in Virginia, Averell
learned that Saltville was def ended by the ferocious General John Hunt
Morgan and his terrible men. Averell switched his plans to an assault on
Wytheville and the nearby lead mines; however, Morgan caught Averell
just outside Wytheville in the Crockett's Cove area. The result was the
Battle of the Cove on May 10, 1864, a running cavalry battle in which
Morgan eventually drubbed Averell smartly and drove him northeastward
toward Crook. Shortly thereafter, Averell and Crook returned to West
Virginia without getting anywhere near the lead or salt works or inflicting serious permanent damage on the railroad.
A very important battle occurred at Saltville in October 1864. Union
General Stephen Burbridge left his base in Kentucky on September 20
with about 5,200 mounted troopers. II Burbridge chose a particularly
difficult invasion route into southwestern Virginia, moving along the Levisa
Fork of the Big Sandy River through the rugged, deeply dissected Plateaus country. One noteworthy incident illustrates the ordeal endured by
the Federal soldiers: crossing a high mountain on September 28 at night
during a thunderstorm, perhaps as many as eight men and their mounts
fell to their deaths from the precipitous trail. Others had to be rescued
with ropes.
Meanwhile, on the Confederate side, Saltville's defense was the responsibility of the newly reorganized Department of Southwest Virginia
and East Tennessee. The Department's commander, General John
Breckinridge (like Burbridge, a Kentuckian), had been campaigning in
the Shenandoah Valley but was hastening back to southwestern Virginia.
As Burbridge approached Saltville, Breckinridge's chief lieutenant, General John Echols, was working miracles, pulling together scattered forces
for the defense of the salt works. On the very day of the battle, the last
Rebel troops, about 1, 700 strong under the command of General John
Williams, arrived a bare hour and one-half before fighting broke out.
The battle of Saltville began around 1 la.m. Sunday, October 2. General Williams commanded Saltville's 2,500 defenders, who were dug in
on the high ground guarding the approaches to the town, during the
fighting. Williams and the other Southern field commanders handled their
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troops well for the six hours of battle; conversely, Burbridge led his men
rather poorly. The Federal commander sent his soldiers repeatedly up
steep slopes in the face of withering fire from the entrenched Confederates. By 5 p.m., Burbridge was beaten and withdrew. The Battle of Saltville
was a clear Southern victory that kept the salt works safe for a few more
months. The Rebel success at Saltville might have led to more significant
things, but the Confederacy was simply too weak to exploit the victory.
By December 1864, the rapidly weakening Confederacy was tottering toward defeat and final oblivion. Sherman was tearing through the
heart of the deep South and Grant was inexorably closing the ring around
the Richmond-Petersburg complex and Lee's trapped Army of Northern
Virginia. In southwestern Virginia, Union scouting parties sometimes
roamed at will. The citizens of the region, besides facing Federal troops,
were equally terrorized by outlaw bands of bushwhackers, murderers,
and deserters from the Confederate army. 12 But, incredibly, even at this
late stage of the war, the three great military targets of the region - the
lead mines, the salt works, and the Virginia and Tennessee Railroad remained intact and operational.
General George Stoneman, an ambitious Union commander in eastern Tennessee, was determined to change all this. Stoneman left Knoxville, by now in Union hands, on December 10 with 5,500 men plus
artillery pieces. 13 Stoneman's troops entered Virginia at Bristol; from
here he continued his movement up the Great Valley, driving the weakened Confederate forces before him. Railroad trestles, rolling stock, and
depots were eventually destroyed from Bristol to ten miles north of
Wytheville. On December 16, Wytheville itself was taken and partly
burned.
Next day, Stoneman sent two regiments of troopers to attack the
lead mines. Facing virtually no opposition, the Yankee soldiers crossed
the frigid New River at Austinville and demolished the lead works. In only
two hours, the mine offices, storehouses, stables, crushing machine,
bellows, furnaces, and even the sawmill and gristmill, went up in flames.
(Surprisingly, even with this much devastation, resourceful Confederates
had the mines back in production on March 22, 1865). His work at
Wytheville and Austinville accomplished, Stoneman turned back toward
Marion and defeated Confederate troops led by Breckinridge on December 17 and 18. At last, the way to the great salt works lay open.
Stoneman's forces arrived at Saltville on December 20 and overwhelmed its few hundred defenders, mostly young boys and old men.
There followed an ''orgy of destruction'' described as follows:
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Sledge hammers rang against salt kettles and masonry kilns; artillery
shells and railroad iron rattled down the wooden well casings; soldiers
broadcast sacks of salt like Romans at Carthage; everywhere sheds,
stables, and offices crumbled in flames. 14

Stoneman's troops left Saltville and withdrew from southwestern Virginia. But, like the lead mines, the salt works had not been permanently
disabled. A report to General Breckinridge a few days after the Saltville
raid said that fewer than two-thirds of the sheds and less than one-third
of the kettles had been destroyed; some of the sheds and furnaces were
left untouched. Several weeks later, the furnaces were going once more
and salt was again being furnished to the various states; this continued
until the end of the war.
Stoneman returned to Knoxville in late December, his devastation of
southwestern Virginia temporarily ended. Next March, as the Confederacy collapsed, he returned to complete his destruction of the region.
By then, no amount of lead or salt or any other mineral resource could
save the exhausted South; Lee surrendered at Appomattox on April 9,
1865. The war was finally over and with it ended the struggle for the
great mineral-producing centers of southwestern Virginia.

Epilogue

After the Civil War, the Austinville mines continued to be a significant mineral production center. Lead manufacture resumed in October
1865, but gradually declined as zinc became the major metal extracted.
Approximately 13,000 pounds of zinc ore had been shipped in March
1864 to Petersburg for trial smelting.) Substantial reserves of zinc ores
were discovered in 1866 in the Bertha territory near Austinville and
large-scale zinc operations soon developed throughout the mining district. Eventually, New Jersey Zinc Company acquired the Austinville district operations and continued zinc production (with lead as a minor byproduct) until December 31, 1981. On that date, all work in the Austinville
district ceased when the mines and production facilities were permanently closed by New Jersey Zinc, thus ending the approximately 225year-long history of the oldest continuously operating mines in the entire
United States.
At Saltville, mineral production also continued for many years after
1865. Before the Civil War ended, a joint stock company - the Holston
Salt and Plaster Company - had been formed in 1864 that united the
King and Preston estates under single ownership. This company sur88
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vived the conflict and operated until 1892, when it was purchased by the
Mathieson Alkali Works. Mathieson soon ended salt manufacture and
switched to the production of numerous sodium and chlorine compounds
(ultimately ranging from baking soda to rocket fuel) made from the briny
solutions extracted from the Saltville subsurface. These operations flourished, and high-pressure injection wells were introduced into the area in
1929. In 1954, Mathieson merged with Olin Industries, after which OlinMathieson operated the brine fields and chemical industries until 1971.
In that year, confronted by rising public concern about stream pollution
and enforcement of state and federal regulations, Olin-Mathieson ceased
operations and the long history of human use of the Saltville Valley's
briny waters ended.
A symbolic footnote to the story of the historic mineral operations in
southwestern Virginia occurred in 1969 when rockets powered by hydrazine fuel made at Saltville helped put the first humans on the moon.
Therefore, little more than a century after soldiers of a divided nation
fought and died for control of the Smyth County salt operations, these
very same mineral resources ensured that the first footprints in the lunar
dust would be those of Americans.
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Desertion and Unionism
in Floyd County, Virginia,

1861-1865

Paul Randolph Dotson, Jr.
In Floyd County, Virginia, the Civil War generated an extreme example of divided loyalties and community division in the Confederacy.
The county was the home of a strong and growing pro-Union sentiment
during the war, and to the dismay of Confederate leaders in Richmond, it
also became a haven for deserters. Almost a fourth of Floyd's soldiers
deserted their units and returned to hideout in the mountains around
their homes. This article examines desertion and Unionism in Floyd,
elements that both reflected and heightened division, and suggests that
mounting desertion and Unionism were crucial elements in transforming
the community's initial support for the Confederacy into rampant disdain for it. 1

I. Initial Bonds to the Confederacy

During secession, Floyd County's residents found their political interests meshed to those of eastern Virginia and the South. Most of the
county's approximately 8000 residents had profited in a regional economic boom during the 1850s. They reaped the benefits of increases of
4 7 percent in the number of farms, 52 percent in improved farm acreage, and a 2000 percent increase in tobacco harvests. Transportation
improvements, which opened Virginia's market economy to local farmers, accounted for dramatic growth in tobacco weights and solidly linked
the interests of the community with tobacco speculators in the east. Floyd's
116 slaveholders, who owned only 475 slaves in 1860, nonetheless
disproportionately dominated local economics and politics; they controlled
a third of local real estate, possessed nearly half the county's personal
wealth, and held nearly all significant political offices. 2
In the 1860 presidential election, Floyd residents paralleled southwest Virginia's vote, dividing their ballots almost evenly between (Southern) Democrat James Breckinridge and Constitutional Unionist John Bell.
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After Lincoln's election, voters in Floyd choose "conditional" Unionist
candidate Harvey Deskins as their representative to Virginia's secession
convention. Like most southwest Virginians, they believed that as long
as slavery and the South were left alone, they could remain faithful to the
Federal government. Deskins thus mirrored their sentiment on April 4,
when he cast his vote against secession. Events at Fort Sumter and
Lincoln's call for 75,000 volunteers in mid-April shattered that trust. In
Christiansburg, The New Star demanded armed rebellion against "the
treacherous and cowardly Abe Lincoln" as the only option left to maintain the "honor of Virginia." Deskins also quickly shifted his position. On
April 1 7, he voted with the majority of Virginia's legislators for immediate secession. 3
During the county's follow-up "reference" vote on secession, disunionists crushed all signs of dissent at the polls. They threatened antisecessionists with property seizure, violence, and even death. In Southern Claims Commission testimony recorded in the early 1870s, Indian
Valley tenant farmer Madison D. Reed remembered that during "reference . . . no person at my voting place was allowed to vote against it." In
similar testimony, Andrew F. Stigleman claimed that in the Court House
district, he thwarted the orders of a mob and "refused to vote for secession." Another dissenter, Eli Epperly, "voted for secession ... through
fear" because "the Rebels would destroy his property" if he refused.
Charles Huff witnessed "the general influence exerted very severely in
Floyd County in favor of secession" and reported that the county's "leading Rebels" openly threatened "that those who refused to vote for secession would be hung." 4
Despite the emergence of at least limited contention during the "reference" vote, dissent appeared to be insignificant in the months following secession. Enthusiasm for the Confederacy was high; hundreds of
residents rushed to enlist in the county's newly forming infantry companies. Henry Lane, a 35 year-old Jacksonville lawyer, recruited 101 volunteers for his company of "Floyd Guards." By mid-June, Lane successfully mustered the unit into the newly formed 42nd Virginia Infantry. As
Lane and his "Floyd Guards" marched off to Lynchburg to begin drilling
at Camp Lee, others in the Floyd community moved to organize additional infantry companies. County surveyor Jackson Godby enlisted 7 4
"Floyd Defenders," Andrew Dickerson signed up 89 "Floyd Grays," and
by the end of summer they were joined by three additional Floyd units in
the 54th Virginia Infantry. By the fall of 1861, over a third of the roughly
1,400 Floyd men eligible for Confederate service had voluntarily en92

DESERTION AND UNIONISM IN FLOYD COUNTY, VIRGINIA,

1861-1865

listed. They elected slaveholders as captains in four of the county's six
infantry companies. 5
Others swore loyalty to the Confederacy in the strongest terms. G. W.
Shelton and Jacksonville lawyer James Luke Tompkins expressed their
enthusiasm to Virginia Governor John Letcher, reporting their "anxious" desire "to get some positions in the Virginia Regiments" and "assist Virginia in her troubles." S.A. Buckingham, captain of a local militia
company, told Letcher that "the flower and pride" of the county's young
men would "beat back the hired mercenaries of the base and despotic
usurper that now occupies the position once occupied by Washington,
Jefferson and Madison." He claimed to be willing "to pour out blood like
water" in defense of Virginia's "untarnished honor." In July, 54 1h Virginia
Infantryman Cephas Walton wrote relatives in Floyd. He boasted of volunteering "to fight for my cuntry and my wife and my father and my
mother and my brothers and frends." ln the initial excitement of the
Southern revolt, the community also warmly received Confederate soldiers. When the 51•1 Virginia Infantry bivouacked at Floyd Courthouse,
enthusiastic crowds offered "a hearty reception" for the troops. 6

II. The Effects of Desertion

The majority of Floyd County's enlistees and conscripts served the
length of their commitment and returned home only after being discharged, killed, or defeated. However, nearly 23 percent of local soldiers
chose to abandon the Confederate cause, and return to "lay out" in the
county's woodlands and mountains. They were three times more likely
to desert as other Confederate troops and almost twice as likely as Virginia soldiers. The consequences of their desertions were profound; they
fostered community division, generated chaos, and eventually provoked
Confederate military actions. 7
The county's soldiers deserted for a myriad of reasons. To many,
absence from their families became intolerable. Tenant farmer John A.
Ratliff, who enlisted in the 541h Virginia lnfantry, worried about his 26year-old wife Adline and two infant children left alone in Floyd's Court
House district. He wrote home often to check on his "dear wife" and
'"sweet little children." A year after enlisting, Ratliff felt "very uneasy"
after experiencing a series of omens he interpreted as indicative of his
children's impending deaths. Scarcity at home worried Ratliff as well; his
wife reported that the family ''had got out of money" and would need his
soldiers' pay to survive. By the spring of 1863, he confessed to Adline:
"i hope the wore wont last much longer ... three boys is running a way
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i wish they hole regment would run a way." Ratliff stayed, but pondered
desertion again at the end of summer, warning his wife in August that
"you might not be surprised to see mee at home at any time for I am
coming some way or another." His older brother Philip seized the opportunity to urge him to desert. Philip reported in 1863 that "the general
opinion of the people in Floyd is that the war is nearly over." He claimed
that 250 Confederate deserters were passing through the county each
week and they were "respcted as much as eny body else." Ratliff, already
eager to return, heeded his older brother's advice and deserted that autumn. The home guard arrested him soon after his return and within
weeks forced him back into the military. However, the misery of continued absence from his wife and children was brief. Just weeks after his
departure Adline received a lieutenant's notice confirming "the sad news"
that her husband had been killed by an artillery shell near Jonesboro,
Georgia. 8
Suffering on the homefront drew hundreds of soldiers home. Although Floyd was shielded from combat, its population experienced food
and labor shortages. Its magistrates taxed and impressed provisions to
feed its troops' families, but still reported "a great many of our soldiers
wives and families are inteirely barefoot, and a good many neighborhoods are so scarce of men that the soldiers families can not get help to
get firewood." Nancy Walton, like spouses throughout the county, begged
her husband to return: "my trubble is so grate i dont now how i can bar
it . . . try to gite home as soon as posible." 9
County soldiers began deserting early in the war and continued to
desert in increasing numbers through 1865. In June 1861, only a month
after volunteering for service with Henry Lane's "Floyd Guards," John
William Howell, David Linkins, and James Manning abandoned Camp
Lee. Two weeks later, Andrew Michael Reed and Jackson Brogan also
deserted. A distraught Captain Lane turned to the Daily Lynchburg Virginian in an attempt to get the men back. The newspaper published two
notices naming the deserters and reminded Floyd County's sheriff and
home guard units to "arrest the said deserters and cause them to be
delivered at this camp to be dealt with according to law." Later in the
war, the homogenous composition of county units, which made their
localist identity preferential to Confederate ideology, contributed to increasing desertion rates. In the spring of 1864, it was likely a significant
factor in the decision of Captain Asa Booth and all 101 Floyd soldiers in
Company D to desert the 541h Virginia Infantry in Georgia and head
home. 10
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The omnipresent threat of military punishment made abandoning
the war a potentially dangerous decision. In the fall of 1863, county
soldiers in the 42n<l Virginia watched as three weeping deserters were
tied to stakes and executed. Men in the 54th Virginia also saw firsthand
the "dying agony and spasms" of fellow soldiers executed for abandoning the war. Physical punishments, like those inflicted on Floyd soldier
Thomas King, who was "branded on his left hip with the letter D [and]
put in hard labor for four months ... with a 12 pound ball attached to his
ankle," were a far more popular penalty for deserting. 11
Officers reacted with disbelief and anger when men in their commands fled the war. In the summer of 1862, Colonel William Banks
Shelor, a former court clerk, put a heavy guard around the 54rh Virginia
to impede the flow of men from the unit. When the guards proved ineffective, Shelor drank heavily and went into "a perfect rage." He swore to
end all furloughs and proclaimed that his troops "might die and go to hell
for all he cared." Local Confederate commanders John R. Hammet,
captain of the 54rh Virginia's Company I, and Austin Harman, captain of
Company D, were also distraught. In March 1863, they filed complaints
against Monroe Hudson, James and Joseph Gray, Daniel Keith, and
George Wells for having "deliberately thrown down their arms, abandoned their comrades, and deserted their flag and country." The captains urged Floyd's magistrates to post the deserters' names in "the most
public place in the county" to humiliate the men back into service. However, the anguish of officers and the punishments they inflicted did little
overall to stem the tide of Floyd men leaving the war. By the fall of 1862,
more county soldiers were abandoning local units than joining them (see
Figure 1). 12
Once in Floyd, deserters usually attempted to conceal themselves in
mountainous portions of the county or in woodlands near isolated family
farms. For additional protection and sustenance, many also banded together in gangs. They staged hundreds of foraging raids against the
county's loyal Confederates and used scouts scattered throughout the
countryside to provide warnings against home guard patrols. One notorious gang, established and commanded by David and James Sisson,
eventually even turned the tables on Confederate deserter hunters by
ambushing and capturing them instead. 13
Since deserters were usually unable to sow or tend crops, their wives
or mothers were often made responsible for producing provision. In
Southern Claims Commission testimony, Jane Weddle reported that
during the war she felt an obligation to send out "a basket of provisions
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for deserters every day for about 15 months." Aley Ann Kinsey remembered caring for several young children during the war, but still managing
to find a way to provide provisions to several relatives "laying out" in
Floyd's mountains. Most deserters' wives suffered harassment when loyalists learned they were aiding their husbands. In the spring of 1864,
dozens of deserters' wives responded to the intimidation by banding together and robbing a Confederate "tax-in-kind" station at Locust Grove. 14
Warnings supplied by female relatives were of vital importance to
runaway soldiers who were attempting to elude capture. Not surprisingly, the warnings also provoked persecution from pro-Confederates.
In the fall of 1864, Aley Kinsey told her son-in-law that deserter hunters
were in the neighborhood. When the home guard learned of the warning, they arrested Kinsey and her nine-year-old son and charged them
both with treason. Rebecca Blackwell instructed her eight-year-old son
Isaac "to blow the horn when the homeguards were in the neighborhood." She successfully safeguarded her older son Abraham, but was
harassed and threatened for the action. 15
Aid from Unionists was also vital to the survival of runaway soldiers.
In their efforts to end the war, Unionists considered "encouraging desertion from the rebel ranks by feeding deserters" a top priority. Miriam
Reed and her father, who were typical of the Floyd Unionists, fed men
who were "strangers" they "never saw before." David Weddle Sr. claimed
to have fed "as many as 150 deserters a week" at his isolated farm.
Philip Ratliff used providing breakfast as an opportunity to urge deserters to "go to their homes and stir up their friends against the secession
cause." Farmers Tilman Overstreet and Eli Epperly both hoped to "brake
up the war." They "would harbor and feed deserters from the rebel army"
as much as possible. Dunkard Joshua Weddle, who fed Floyd's runaway
soldiers even after receiving death threats from loyalists, was remembered by them as "a great friend to us poor fellows who had to stay in the
woods." 16
Unionists also provided food for deserters' families, becoming an
alternative outlet of assistance in direct contrast to the Confederate aid
offered soldiers' families. In 1862, Otey F. Kinsey, who operated a grist
mill in the Simpsons district, began providing free grain to deserters'
families. When loyalists eventually learned of his actions, and threatened
to burn his mill, Kinsey outsmarted them by grinding surplus grain under
the cover of darkness. To further provide for the families of runaway
soldiers, Unionists sometimes offered deserters employment. In 1863,
Amos Graham hired several runaway soldiers to assist him in cleaning
grain. After deserting the 54 1h Virginia Infantry, Henry Dangerfield se97
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cured a job with Otey Kinsey. According to him, Kinsey employed several other deserters, "paid them well," let them sleep on his premises,
and provided "timely warnings" when home guards approached. When
the guard captured Dangerfield, Kinsey even lured the soldiers to a nearby
still and "made them drunk," a circumstance that allowed Dangerfield to
flee back into the woods and remain at large.17
When deserter hunters began scouring the county, Unionists frequently sheltered and protected its runaway soldiers. During one raid,
Elijah Hylton concealed dozens of deserters in the loft of his barn. As the
guard began closing in on Andrew Weddle, William J. Dillion pulled him
out of the woods and advised him to "dodge in and stay with him a little
for protection." In the winter of 1863, Andrew Stigleman warned Floyd
deserter John Earls that the home guard was tracking him in the snow.
Stigleman promptly retraced Earls' tracks in another direction and confounded the nearby deserter hunters. Unionists also actively assisted deserters across the lines, providing maps, horses, provisions, and often
even money to local runaway soldiers heading north. Noah B. Underwood,
a Court House district farmer, made maps for local deserters detailing
the safest route to nearby Union lines. Elijah Hylton, another strong
Union man, claimed to have done everything he could to assist local
runaway soldiers in crossing into Federal lines. 18
Floyd's loyalist community realized early in the war that they would
be unable to apprehend most of the county's runaway soldiers or halt
community support. By the fall of 1862, gangs of runaway soldiers were
subjecting them to foraging raids, threats, violence, and murder. The
county's loyal Confederates, who were primarily outside the age parameters of the southern draft, felt outnumbered and outgunned by local
deserters. They turned to the Virginia and Confederate governments for
additional assistance and prompted military actions that further divided
residents.
Loyalists' demands for governmental support began in November
1862, when members of a Bent Mountain deserter gang ambushed and
killed Confederate recruiting officer John R. Payton. Tazewell Price wrote
Governor John Letcher and explained that Payton was "shot dead from
his horse" in the middle of the day and that a witness's house had been
"burned to the ground." He demanded "a force sufficient to scour the
mountain" to "put a stop to such outrageous acts," complaining that
"robbery, theft and attempts to murder various citizens" and "threats"
against witnesses were commonplace. He explained that no "sufficient
force" was available locally to arrest the "traitors," making Floyd's "re98
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spectable citizens ... alarmed [toJ such an extent that they don't believe
their lives are safe." 19
Loyalists continued to beg the state for help throughout the rest of
the war. In the spring of 1864, an anonymous "loyal citizen" who signed
his name as "Virginia" wrote newly elected Governor William Smith to
inform him of "the deplorable situation of affairs in our county." The
writer estimated that "not less than 500 deserters" were already in Floyd
and noted that "their number is almost daily increasing." He described
"unbearable depredations upon the persons and property of loyal citizens," which included "theft, arson and murder." The home guard was
"nearly powerless," and suspected to be "friends of desertion." The circumstances required "some plan by which our county may be rid of this
growing and disgraceful nuisance. "20
The following summer, the "Committee of Safety" in Montgomery
County reported that Floyd and Giles counties were "infested by armed
bands of deserters," making "the lives and property of all loyal citizens
very insecure." Deserter gangs were shooting "unarmed and inoffensive
citizens," pillaging and burning their property, and believed to be planning to destroy track of the Virginia and Tennessee Railroad. In September 1864, Floyd's pro-Confederates relayed even more shocking information. They warned Governor Smith that 300 deserters, led by a "Yankee officer," were planning to "destroy the railroad and keep it in said
condition and dispell the secessionists of all their property." In addition,
they alleged that an unnamed Floyd magistrate was aiding the runway
soldiers with their scheme. 21
The complaints prompted Governor Smith to lash out at Floyd's
magistrates. In September 1864, he chastised Harvey Deskins, complaining: "I am astonished to have reported to me that there is large
amount of disloyalty in your county, that bands of deserters were at large
therein, that they pillage and plunder peaceable citizens, that they are
even organized and that they and others of your county have been publicly addressed by a man said to be a Yankee officer and that no steps
have been taken to suppress such scandalous proceedings." In a simultaneous letter, he urged Commonwealth Attorney, G. W. Shelor, to immediately prosecute those persons responsible for "the grave and scandalous evil infected to your people. "22
Despite Smith's suspicions, Floyd magistrates had organized deserter
patrols. In the spring and summer of 1864, the court forced male residents to "ride night and day" in search of deserters. However, their absence from farms caused a grain shortage the following fall and further
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disillusioned the community. The patrols fought fiercely with armed local
runaway soldiers. In August 1863, a patrol led by Captain Asa Booth
was "unlawfully and maliciously" ambushed by the Sisson Gang. The
following month patrols along mountains bordering Franklin County
stumbled upon a deserter fortress. In the resultant combat, two deserters
and four home guard members were killed, and 60-70 runaway soldiers
were captured. 23
Confederate military actions against Floyd's deserters began in the
spring of 1864, after Robert E. Lee learned that soldiers from the county
in the Army of Northern Virginia were receiving letters from kin urging
them to desert. He alerted John C. Breckenridge, the commander of
Western Virginia, and ordered him to suppress the treasonous activity.
Breckenridge quickly ensured the general that "a plan for the suppression of this band of tories and deserters" was underway and reported
that Brigadier-General John Echols was being placed in charge of deserter hunting operations in the county. In October, Echols forwarded a
report detailing the "large collections of deserters and disloyal men in
Floyd . . . and the depredations and outrages committed by them." He
claimed to be nearly ready to "hunt them out, . . . drive them from the
country or exterminate them." However, in a shocking subsequent report, Echols alleged that residents had "gone so far as to elect what they
called a brigadier-general of deserters . . . and organized what they called a
state government, for which they claimed to have elected a governor. "24
Later that fall, Echols reported that his troops had apprehended "a
large number of deserters and disloyal men." He claimed that they "shot
some" and hunted others "so effectively that many are coming in." The
Floyd jail was full and the county's "disloyal citizens" had been terrorized.
To ensure continued progress, Echols ordered Colonel Robert Taylor
Preston and his 4 1h Virginia Reserves to "follow up the treatment" through
the fall of 1864. Nearly 200 of Preston's soldiers were conscripts from
Floyd. By dispatching them into "the very heart of ... Sisson's Kingdom,"
Preston hoped to learn the location of deserter hideouts. Once that information arrived, the unit staged a series of surprise nighttime raids and
apprehended dozens of runaway soldiers. Lieutenant John S. Wise, a
17-year-old Virginia Military Institute cadet, conducted one of the reserve·s
raids on a man considered to be a "notorious" runaway Confederate
soldier. His squad burst into the runaway's cabin in the pre-dawn hours,
but startled only the man's wife and infant children. After questioning
the woman and searching the premises, Wise concluded that her husband had already crossed into Federal lines. However, while preparing to
leave, the squad stumbled upon her husband emerging from a tunnel
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behind the cabin. As they left with him in their custody, his wife sounded
a "cow's horn" to warn men concealed in the woods nearby. 25
Colonel Preston's troops, and other Confederate forces, continued
scouring the county for deserters throughout the remainder of the war.
They returned hundreds of men to service. Floyd's loyalists praised the
actions, assuring relatives in the army that troops were rounding up deserters and sending them back into the war. Louisa Walton of Floyd
County wrote to her son, Cephas Walton, who was with the 54th Virginia Infantry in the trenches around Petersburg: "they shot a deserter
from Petersburg the same night he got home and they say that they is
going to shot them all." She counseled him not "to be woraly about the
runaways that are in here, for they is a heap after them now." Cephas'
wife seconded his mother's opinion, informing him that "thar is guards
from petersburg hear i hope they will git all of the deserters out from
hear. "26
In their effort to arrest runaway soldiers, Confederate forces harassed,
imprisoned, and terrorized residents who were supporting them. In the
fall of 1864, Jane Weddle received threats from Confederate cavalry
hunting her sons. The soldiers stole her chickens, fed their horses, and
proceeded to "curse and swear and threaten to shoot," warning her that
if she refused to "bring [her] boys in from the woods that night that [the]
next morning they would burn [her] house down." Huffsville district farmer
Jacob Weaver received similar intimidation and claimed "rebel soldiers
threatened to hang my daughter in law" because they were feeding and
sheltering his deserter son. 27
Despite the apparent success of numerous deserter hunting raids
conducted in the county, the support of the community allowed the majority of Floyd's deserters to escape arrest. In November 1864, Brigadier-General Echols admitted the difficulty in correspondence with his
superiors in Richmond. He complained that "It has been found very
difficult to capture or drive from the county these deserters, because they
are supported and sustained in every way by the disloyal citizens of that
section, and . . . they are supplied with all that they may need by their
friends at the expense of the loyal citizens' property in the vicinity. "28

III. The Effects of Unionism

Confederate disaffection, which often eventually produced disloyalty
and Unionism, expanded throughout the war in Floyd. Although persecution of deserters eventually became a leading cause of disaffection,
residents' discontent was also generated in other ways. Some, like the
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county's hundreds of Dunkards, who were "as a body ... opposed to the
war," were Unionists from the opening days of the conflict. Others were
enraged by confusing Confederate conscription laws, or alienated by
new taxes, wartime inflation, and Confederate impressment. In September 1862, when the county experienced a severe grain shortage, its
residents held a mass meeting in Jacksonville and drafted a petition to
explain how "the distilling of grain during our present difficulties" made
"the principal sufferers the needy and unprotected families of the poorer
classes." The petition was signed by 5 7 2 residents and described "intense suffering in our midst." The effects of such suffering early in the
war, combined with even greater shortages and hardships later, created
disaffection within a portion of the community. 29
Extortion by merchants, pillaging by Confederate troops and home
guard units, and the increasing worthlessness of Confederate currency
added to the community's misery. Jacksonville tanner James W. LeSueur,
like other merchants, forced residents to sign his military exemption petition, threatening customers who refused that he would "see them in
hell" before ever selling them leather again. From the camp of the 541h
Virginia Infantry in Dalton, Georgia, John Howell instructed his wife not
to "sell eny thing you have for Confederate money." Cephas Walton
wrote county authorities, begging them to "try and tend to my famley
and see that they dont suffer if you can help it." Scarcity and hardship
forced some residents to examine their allegiance to the Confederacy
and prompted many of them to seek an end to their continued suffering. 30
Late in the war, even county slaveholders found reasons to question
their loyalty to the Confederacy. In January 1863, the Virginia government instructed magistrates to impress a Confederate-mandated county
quota of twenty slaves. Floyd·s magistrates compiled the list, but eventually denied the request. The court also declined a subsequent re-request
in December 1864, and informed authorities that their county was "one
of the poorest grain growing in the state" because local "crops for the
last two years have been an intire failure." They also complained of being forced to feed 1,800 soldiers' families with only the assistance of
"brokendown old men." They therefore beseeched the state to "spare
the negroes to assist in relieving the poor families." Although these excuses were likely a factor in their decision, two other unspoken elements
played a greater role: several of the magistrates' slaves were on the county's
quota list and two of the magistrates were overt Unionists. 31
The Unionist magistrates, Esom Huff and Ferdinand Winston, were
two of approximately 100 leading and well-known Unionists in Floyd.
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Their elections, which occurred despite strenuous objections from Confederate loyalists, indicate that Unionist sentiments were also present
among hundreds of less outspoken citizens. Although little is known about
the less vocal Unionists, census data reveals that overt Unionists were
primarily middle- to upper-class farmers. They were sometimes
slaveholders, usually wealthy landowners, and often Dunkard in religion.
They were also mostly men, roughly 40 years old, and usually owned
real estate worth about $1,000 and personal property valued at $775.
Non-farming Unionists were occupied mainly as merchants, artisans,
industry owners, civic representatives, and clergy. Only a small portion
were tenant farmers, impoverished, or female. In 1860, most lived clustered in portions of five neighborhood districts: Court House, Huffsville
I Simpsons, and Greasy Creek I Willis Ridge. Most also lived within 100
households of Dunkard clergyman Christian Bowman, near Spangler's
Mill, or concentrated in family groupings. 32
Floyd's overt Unionists capitalized on disaffection in the county and
attempted to convert disillusioned residents to their cause. In 1862, Freeborn Hall lectured a group of farmers about Confederate policy, suggesting that the war would starve the South and "free the negroes." The
home guard promptly arrested Hall and charged him with "counseling,
aiding and abetting . . . residents) to resist the laws and authorities [of the
Confederacy!." David Weddle informed his neighbors that "if he had his
way he would hang Jeff Davis and all his rebel crew." Andrew F. Stigleman,
a brazen Unionist, made his opinions about the "so called Confederate
government" known "regardless of the company or persons [present!."
Outspoken disloyalty, however, could also result in violent retribution. In
September 1862, Hyram Dulany enraged Confederates by declaring that
"he was glad to hear of the death of Henry Lane in the Battle of Cedar
Run, [and) that he hoped he was in Hell where all secessionists ought to
be." The loyalists informed the county court of Dulany's pronouncements, demanded his arrest, testified against him, and afterwards shot
him. 33
In 1861, the Virginia legislature passed laws defining treason as "levying war against the State, adhering to its enemies, or giving them aid and
comfort." The state sanctioned "punishment by death" if two witnesses
verified the treasonous activity. In April 1862, Floyd's court used the
Virginia Code to charge Clarburn Lloyd and Hiram Hall with treason. It
accused them of "acting and speaking in a contemptuous manner and
threatening personal violence against the person of William E. Lewis,
Captain of the home guard." Lewis testified that the men spoke openly
of their "hostile sentiments to the Southern Confederacy and in favor of
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the federal government." Due to a lack of further evidence, however, the
men were eventually freed. Five months after the trial, Lewis received
similar threats and again attempted to arrest the men responsible. This
time Lewis was "waylaid and murdered." In Lynchburg, the Daily Virginian reacted to the homicide by declaring Floyd County "infested"
with Union men and deserters. 34
To ensure a continued anti-Confederate stance among impoverished
Unionists, and to strengthen their resistance to Confederate bribes,
wealthy Unionists like Joshua Weddle "contributed means to many poor
fellows whose sentiments were that of mine." Others sheltered residents
who "were afraid to stay at their own houses because of their Union
sentiment" or harbored Federal soldiers. In 1862, when five escaped
Federal prisoners of war found their way to Floyd, Hosea Wimmer fed
and sheltered them for several days. He then assisted them out of the
county and toward northern lines. Jacob Walters gave his grandson "a
horse, saddle, bridle, and eleven dollars in silver... to go to the Union
army," but reported that he was "driven back by the rebels" and instead
"laid in the woods the balance of the war. "35
To counter the intimidation and abuse of home guards, Unionists
infiltrated the units and "used the position for the benefit of Union men"
by providing false intelligence to officers and warning anti-Confederates
of the guard's plans. In the summer of 1864, approximately 100 Union~
ists created their own guard unit. Under the leadership of "captain" Charles
Huff, they terrorized their oppressors with a series of ambushes and
nighttime raids. 36
Sometime in 1863, members of the covert Unionist peace society
known as The Heroes of America visited Floyd and recruited residents
into the organization. The order, which was headquartered in Raleigh,
North Carolina, promised its members protection and guaranteed a postwar division of Southern loyalists' land. In exchange, the H.O.A. expected its constituents to encourage desertion, provide intelligence on
troop movements, and aid Federal forces nearby. Members swore an
oath to secrecy, faced the penalty of death for divulging the order's covert existence, and used an elaborate biblically themed password and
sign system to identify fellow H.O.A. members. Floyd's Unionists were
receptive to the H.0.A. 's doctrine and joined the order by the dozens. In
1863, Court House district farmers John H. Sowers, Peter Bowman,
and L. G. Wickham took the Heroes' oath, but were afterwards "afraid
to talk with anybody [about their membership! . . . in the red string or
Union league party." Tilman Overstreet and miller Jacob B. Moses joined
the "Heroes of America to break down the Confederate government,"
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and Dunkard Eli Epperly took the league's oath "to brake the Confederacy down." Court House district farmer Freeborn Hall and his neighbor, carpenter Robert W. Whitlow, joined the "order for the suppression
of the rebellion." Charles Huff took the oath and in the winter of 1863
Huff's friend Otey F. Kinsey, a Simpsons district blacksmith, also became a member of the "secret organization of the neighborhood ... which
had for its object the preservation of the Union and signs [by] which one
Union man knew another. "37
H.O.A. members spread the doctrine of the society throughout the
county. They also eventually recruited soldiers in the 54th Virginia Infantry and local politicians. Members risked execution for treason, yet boldly
confronted loyalist residents, threatening them with death for reporting
H.O.A. and deserter activities. When Court House district slaveholder
Perry Graham complained to the home guard about deserters and H.O.A.
members in his neighborhood, an informer alerted the H.O.A. The society then left a note for Graham, cautioning him that, "You will get your
dues ... you old rebell . . . for vengence is at hand. "38
In November 1863, army physician James Dove accused Floyd magistrate and H.O.A. member Ferdinand A. Winston of supplying deserters' families with relief materials collected for soldiers' families. Winston,
a Jacksonville cabinetmaker, began expressing his disloyal sentiments
publicly shortly after secession. In June 1861, he notified Governor
Letcher of his lack of affection for "the Dictator of the Confederate States"
as well as his plan to refuse all Confederate oaths. He claimed the pledges
were designed to "humiliate the people and confer more power upon
those who are crushing us with a weight too intolerable to be born."
Winston later told Letcher that Floyd's Unionists longed "for the restoration [because] it is impossible to forget the old United States." Dove accused him now of using his position to "inculcate and spread disaffection
among the citizens" and ''hamper our efforts at independence in every
possible way." He demanded action from Governor Letcher and forwarded corroborating testimony from Presbyterian minister Lindsay H.
Blanton. The Reverend's sworn affidavit alleged that during a dinner
party in November 1863, Winston spoke of plans to redistribute loyalists' land and boasted "'the South can never succeed in establishing its
independence."' He also reportedly claimed that "'Virginia was forced
out of the Union by a mob [and] there was no free expressions of the
sentiment of the people at the polls.·" The visit left Blanton convinced
that he was "a notorious Union man or something worse." 39
Letcher forwarded the information to Adjutant-General L. Baptist
French. On November 21, 1863, French charged Winston with "disloy~105
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alty" and issued a warrant for his arrest. The Floyd Court subsequently
declared "the conduct of Mr. Winston and his genuine character is such
to repel any such charge." They informed authorities that the court would
"unanimously refuse to sanction or enter said order." However, the court's
bold declaration did little to dissuade the Confederates who eventually
arrested Winston. On January 5, 1864, French transported him by train
to Richmond's Castle Thunder Prison to await trail on "disloyalty"
charges. 40
Winston's imprisonment created several problems for Virginia's legal
authorities, because while a "disloyalty" law existed for state militia members, no similar law existed for Virginia's civil officers. William Smith, the
state's newly elected governor, understood the potential problem of trying Winston and asked Attorney General J. R. Whicker to examine the
question. On January 13, 1864, Whicker reported that he could "find
no law or ordinance of Convention applicable to such cases." For while
the state could charge Winston with "malfeasance in office," it could not
use the magistrate's "disloyalty" as the sole means of establishing the
malfeasance. Whicker concluded that "the disloyal sentiments attributed
to Winston, however reprehensible in the view of every true patriot,
don't render him liable to any indictment under our law." He encouraged
Smith to notify the General Assembly of the legal difficulty, but in the
meantime, "Winston . . . must be left to disgrace the official station which
!he] treasonably holds." Days later, Smith encouraged legislators to render a disloyal speech law. He appealed for "proper legislation ... for the
arrest, detention, and punishment of all such persons," because they
were "a source of very great annoyance to !Virginia·s] loyal citizens." The
legislature, perhaps realizing the inherent difficulty of regulating or defining "disloyal" speech, denied the request and left Whicker no choice but
to free Winston. 41
In early 1864, Winston returned to Floyd on a horse provided by
county Unionists. His magistrate term had by then expired, making him
immediately eligible for the draft. As a way to avoid such circumstances,
Winston declared himself a Union candidate for Sheriff. His campaign
infuriated loyalists. They organized to ensure a defeat, and on election
day. according to Winston, "there was guards placed at every precinct
... to prevent men from voting for me." Some Unionists mustered the
courage to vote, but most submitted to the threats. Confederate officials
conscripted Winston after his defeat, but were forced to provide a 30day furlough due to his ill health. During the break, the Floyd Court
quickly appointed him Assistant Commissioner of Revenue. and on March
4. 1865, with few other legal options available, Governor Smith be106
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grudgingly approved the appointment and certified him exempt from
military duty. 42
Floyd's loyalists used its home guard to suppress the treasonous activity of their neighbors through a campaign of terror. In 1863, they
informed H.O.A. member Robert W. Whitlow that they planned to hang
him for his Unionist beliefs. They also warned Madison D. Reed that he
"was to be hung [along with] other violations of his person" for expressing anti-Confederate sentiment. Others, like Philip Ratliff, were forced
to "swear allegiance to the Confederate States" or face prison. They
destroyed David Weddle's corn crop, terrorized his family, and "threatened to set fire to his buildings and burn them up and take him and put
him in Castle Thunder." The guard fed their horses with Andrew
Stigleman's fodder supply and then "wasted and destroyed" what was
left over "just for meanness." When they similarly attacked Jacob Walters,
he informed the men "that he would rather feed a bad dog" than feed
them. The insult, however, only hastened the looting and pillaging of his
family's foodstuffs. 43
Floyd's Dunkards were obvious and highly visible targets for the home
guard and, according to post-war testimony, "were persecuted and abused
as rebels to the Confederacy." The Dunkards reported that loyalists late
in the war planned to drive them from Floyd, destroy their churches, and
hang their ministers. Others in the community reported suffering oppression from Confederate troops under the command of Captain George.
Amos Graham, who said he was assaulted by the soldiers, considered
George's men no better than "regular cutthroats." In the fall of 1863,
according to later testimony, the troops surrounded William J. Dillion' s
farm and "threatened to burn up everything [he] had because [he] was a
Union man and harbored and fed deserters." When the soldiers also
threatened to shoot him, a defiant Dillion brazenly shouted "to shoot,
that he would soon die that way as any." Confederate regulars under
General Duke's command, according to Jacob Weaver, terrorized the
county's Unionists and "destroyed considerable property" at his Hu!fsville
district farm; they even forced his wife Lucy to serve as their cook, he
said. Duke's troops raided Elijah Hylton's farm and afterwards promised
a continuance of similar treatment because he "was a Union man." Duke's
men stole bacon and oats from Court House district farmer James Wright
and his eight children before quartering themselves in his house. They
informed him that because he was a Union man, it was entirely legal,
according to the testimony. 44
Confederate troops also repeatedly and illegally arrested dozens of
county Unionists. ''Disloyalty" charges were difficult to make and nearly
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impossible to prove in court. Commanders like General Echols countered the difficulty by dressing troops in tattered Federal Uniforms and
dispatching the "bogus Yankees" to the homes of suspected anti-Confederates. Others, like Colonel Preston and the 4 1h Virginia Reserves,
simply arrested suspected Unionists without proof. In 1864, the Reserves threatened Noah Underwood with execution and jailed him for
five days on the sole charge of being a Union man. They arrested Floyd
County's constable Joseph Phares on the suspicion of being a Unionist
and threatened to burn his farm while they held him in a guardhouse in
Dublin. In their search for Freeborn Hall, the troops terrorized his family. Hall confronted the men after learning of their action and was afterwards imprisoned for three months on the charge of possessing "Unionist
sentiments. "45
Unionists were also punished by being forced into the military. Amos
Graham claimed that he was imprisoned and "much against my will"
forced into Colonel Trigg's regiment. He deserted "the first opportunity
he had . . . and came home and evaded service." Loyalists imprisoned
Jacob Weaver, and were attempting to force him into the Confederate
army, when he escaped and managed to hide out for the remainder of
the war. In 1864, they captured Philip Ratliff and forced him into a
reserve unit stationed nearby. A defiant Ratliff immediately informed his
commander that he would refuse to bear arms. He then allowed himself
to be captured by Federal forces, swore an oath of allegiance to the
United States, and returned to Floyd. 46
When loyalists grew desperate, they began reporting the treasonous
actions of Unionists to the governor and to Confederate authorities. In
the spring of 1864, Jacksonville lawyer Martin Holt relayed his indignation in a letter to Governor Smith. He complained that magistrate Esom
Huff was "unquestionably a disloyal man [and] doing everything he can
against the Confederate cause ... [including] encouraging desertion ....
and [attempting to] stir up strife and array the people against the Confederate government." He reported that Huff was a candidate for re-election and begged Smith to somehow keep such "disloyal men" out of
office, because loyalists were "fearful from the crowd he has behind him
that he will be re-elected. "47
In April 1864, after investigating the H.O.A. with fellow loyalists,
the anonymous resident known as "Virginia" alerted the governor. He
alleged that "a secret organization whose avowed object is to stop this
war" existed in Floyd and that "every deserter ... and every 'union' man
and Lincoln well wisher . . . were] members of the society." He begged
Smith to somehow "remedy the evil" and advised him to contact physi108
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cian Andrew Jackson Hoback for further information. Secretary of the
Commonwealth G. W. Mumford quickly located Hoback and demanded
the details. In response, the doctor explained "that a very large majority
of the citizens of this county are in it . . . [and they are! Union in sentiment
or have become despondent of Southern secession, men who want peace
upon any terms" and who "threaten death to any person who shall seek
to betray them." They "employ deserters to work on their farms [and!
harbor, feed and conceal them." To remedy the situation, loyalists were
"feverently hoping that the Governor may devise some plan to restore
order in our afflicted county. "48
In September 1864, the Confederacy began an investigation of
H.0.A. operations in southwest Virginia. To provide the necessary intelligence, authorities in Richmond dispatched undercover spies Thomas
McGill and John B. Williams to the region. The detectives learned the
H.O.A. 's passwords and signs and compiled "a large list of traitors" that
included several "prominent men," local magistrates, and the sheriff of
Montgomery County. They also reported that the society was well established only in a few regions, but informed authorities that members claimed
the order was especially strong in Floyd County, where "nearly all the
people" were participants in "The Heroes of America. "49
After reviewing the detectives' reports, Confederate Secretary of War
James Seddon forwarded the information along with his opinion to
Jefferson Davis. He urged a "prompt and vigorous response" to "arrest
and repress" the "treasonable association among the disaffected people."
He reported that the society was "plundering and subsisting upon the
means of the well affected citizens" as well as preventing its disclosure
through a campaign of "terror, threats, and outrages." The H.O.A. 's
promise of land division, according to the Secretary, was popularizing
the order among the "disaffected" and "ignorant" residents of the region
and allowing the order's leaders to become ambitious enough to contemplate "the idea of forming a new state of Southwest Virginia." The crisis,
he felt, called for the suspension of habeas corpus as "the prudent and
most satisfactory remedy." On November 9, 1864, Davis followed the
advice and notified the Confederate Congress that "a dangerous conspiracy exists in some of the counties of southwestern Virginia." He
called for a suspension of the writ "'in order that full efficiency may be
given to the military power for the repression of the evil." Although they
submitted to Davis' request for suspension of the writ twice in 1862 and
once on early 1864, this time they denied his appeal. 50
Early in 1865, the Confederacy abandoned most efforts to restore its
disintegrating homefront, leaving Floyd's disloyal and Unionist residents
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in control of their county's fate. By April, Major-General George
Stoneman' s Federal cavalry raided the county and signaled the end of
even theoretical Confederate control. Although en route to block the
Army of Northern Virginia from its move toward Danville, the cavalry
stopped long enough to seize supplies and confiscate fresh horses. Floyd's
loyalists, sensing an inevitable end to the war, offered only minimal armed
resistance. Those who did challenge the cavalry's superior numbers and
firepower, like former 42nd Virginia lieutenant James M. Howard, were
captured or killed, as was Howard. Unionists recognized the raid as a
sign of the end to the Confederacy and "came to rejoice that the Yankees were there" at last. 51
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Camp Near Petersburg, Virginia], 13 March 1865, Walton Family Correspondence.
10. Daily Lynchburg Virginian, 20 June 1861; Chapla, 42nd Virginia, pp. 99,
107, 108; Daily Lynchburg Virginian, 11 July 1861; Chapla, 42nd Virginia.
pp. 71, 121; Daily Lynchburg Virginian, 20 June; 11July1861; Peter S.
Bearman, "Desertion as Localism: Army Unit Solidarity and Group Norms in the
U.S. Civil War," Socia/ Forces 70 (December 1991). pp. 336-37, 340;
Sherwood and Weaver, 54th Virginia, p. 5.
11. Daily Lynchburg Virginian, 18 November 1863; John S. Robson, How a One
Legged Rebel Lives: Incidents in the Life of the Writer During and Since the
Close of the War (Richmond: W.H. Wade and Company, 1876), pp. 55-56;
Chapla, 42nd Virginia, p. 104.
12. Milton [Charlton], "Rocky Gap" [Virginia]. to Oliver [H. Carden, Montgomery
County, Virginia], 29 July [1862], Charlton Family Papers, V.P.1.&S.U.; Captain
John R. Hammet, "Camp on the Blackwater," Isle of Wight County, Virginia, to
Floyd County Magistrates [Floyd County, Virginia], March 1863. and Captain
Austin Harman, "Camp in the Blackwater," Isle of Wight County, Virginia, to
Floyd County Magistrates, March 1863, in Floyd County Court Order Book,
1858-1864, Floyd County Courthouse, Virginia, pp. 416-17.
13. Floyd County Court, Common Law Order Book 3, 1859-1868, Floyd County
Courthouse, Virginia; John Sergeant Wise, The End of an Era (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1901), pp. 385-86.
14. Records of the Southern Claims Commission, Record Group 233, Claim Number
17764: ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number 8740; Dr. Andrew Jackson
Hoback, "Flathead." Floyd County, Virginia, to G. W. Mumford, "Secretary of
the Commonwealth of Virginia" [Richmond, Virginia], 25 April 1864. Smith
Papers; for similar raids by deserters' wives in Appalachian North Carolina, see
Gordon B. McKinney. ··women's Role in Civil War Western North Carolina,"
North Carolina Historical Review 69 (January 1992): 37-45.
15. Records of the Southern Claims Commission, Record Group 233. Claim Number
8740; ibid., Record Group 217. Claim Number 2990.
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16. Ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number 2436; ibid., Record Group 217, Claim
Number 2434; ibid., Record Group 217, Claim Number 2441; ibid., Record
Group 233, Claim Number 8741; ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number
3491, testimony of Tilman Overstreet for Eli Epperly; ibid., Record Group 233,
Claim Number 3491, testimony of Jacob B. Moses for Eli Epperly; ibid., Record
Group 217, Claim 2995, testimony of Denis Hylton for Joshua Weddle; ibid.,
Record Group 217, Claim Number 2995.
17. Ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number 8740, testimony of Charles Huff for
Otey F. Kinsey; ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number 2992; ibid., Record
Group 233, Claim Number 8740.
18. Ibid., Record Group 217, Claim Number 17710; for other examples see ibid.,
Record Group 217, Claim Numbers 17604, 5861, and Record Group 233,
Claim Number 14698; ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number 2430, testimony of Andrew Weddle for William Jasper Dillion; ibid., Record Group 233,
Claim Number 8740, testimony of Henry Dangerfield for Otey F. Kinsey; ibid.,
Record Group 233, Claim 2436, testimony of John Earls for Andrew F.
Stigleman; ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number 3520, testimony of A.P.
Dobbins for Noah B. Underwood; ibid., Record Group 217, Claim Number
17710.
19. Tazewell Price, "Copper Hill," Floyd County, Virginia, to Governor John Letcher
[Richmond, Virginia], 16 November 1862, Letcher Papers.
20. "Virginia" [presumably Dr. A. J. Hoback, whose handwriting on subsequent

21.

22.

23.

24.

loyalist letters to Smith appears very similar to this one], Floyd County, Virginia,
to Governor William Smith [Richmond, Virginia], 6 April 1864, Smith Papers.
See other quotes from "Virginia" on pages 108-09.
The Official Records of the War of Rebellion (Washington: Government
Printing Office, 1900), series 4, volume 3, pp. 804-05; "We the Undersigned
Citizens," Floyd County, Virginia, to Governor William Smith [Richmond,
Virginia], 11 September 1864, Smith Papers.
Jackson Godby, "Clerk of County Court," Floyd County, Virginia, to Governor
William Smith [Richmond, Virginia], 18 February 1864, Smith Papers; Virginia
Governor William Smith, Richmond, Virginia, to Harvey Deskins, Floyd County,
Virginia, 15 September 1864, ibid.; Virginia Governor William Smith, Richmond, Virginia, to 'The Commonwealth Attorney of the County of Floyd" [G.
W. Shelor], Floyd County, Virginia, 15 September 1864, ibid.
For conscription of all available Floyd men into deserter patrols and the subsequent grain shortage, see Harvey Deskins, "Floyd Court House" [Floyd County,
Virginia], to Governor William Smith [Richmond, Virginia], 7 January 1865,
Smith Papers; the Sisson ambush is noted in Floyd County Court, Common Law
Order Book 3, 1859-1868, p. 239; the deserter battle is available in the Daily
Lynchburg Virginian, 14 September 1863.
Major-General John C. Breckenridge, "Headquarters - Department of Western
Virginia" [Dublin, Pulaski County, Virginia], to General Robert E. Lee, 9 April
1864, in Official War Records, series 1, volume 33, pp. 1269-70; BrigadierGeneral John Echols, "Headquarters - Department of Western Virginia"
[Dublin, Pulaski County, Virginia], to Major J. Stoddard Johnson, "Assistant
Adjutant-General," Richmond, Virginia, 10 October 1864, in ibid., series 1,
volume 43, part 2, pp. 889-90; Brigadier-General John Echols [Dublin, Virginia]
to Major J. Stoddard Johnson, "'Assistant-Adjutant General" [Richmond, Virginia], 27 October 1864, in ibid., series 1, volume 43, p. 907.
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25. Ibid.; Wise, End of an Era, pp. 374, 385-90; for additional commentary on
deserters using tunnels to elude Confederate deserter hunters, see David Dodge,
"The Cave Dwellers of the Confederacy," Atlantic Monthly: A Magazine of
Literature, Science, Art, and Politics 68 (October 1891): 514-21.
26. Louisa Walton, Floyd County, Virginia, to "Son" [Cephas L. Walton, Camp near
Petersburg, Virginia!, 17 March 1865, Walton Family Correspondence;
"Mother" [Louisa Walton, Floyd County, Virginia! to Cephas L. Walton [Camp
near Petersburg, Virginia!, 5 March 1865, ibid.; Nancy A. Walton, "Simpsons
P.O.," Floyd County, Virginia, to "Husband" [Cephas L. Walton, Camp near
Petersburg, Virginia!, 5 March 1865, ibid.
27. Records of the Southern Claims Commission, Record Group 233, Claim Number
17764; ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number 5862.
28. Brigadier-General John Echols [Dublin, Virginia! to John Seddon, Confederate
Secretary of War, Richmond, Virginia, in Official War Records, series 4, volume
3, p. 813.
29. Quote is from Floyd County Dunkard Joshua Weddle, in Records of The Southern Claims Commission, Record Group 217, Claim Number 2995; Dunkards in
Floyd paid $500 each for conscription exemptions; see also Edward N. Wright,
Conscientious Objectors in the Civil War (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1931); the meeting is explained in an enclosure that arrived with the
petition, in Virginia General Assembly, Legislative Petitions, Floyd County,
1831-1862, The Library of Virginia, Richmond.
30. A letter from concerned Floyd government authorities explained LeSuer"s
extortion to state authorities; see Harvey Deskins, William Banks Shelor, Jackson
Godby, and Burwell Akers, "Floyd Court House" [Floyd County, Virginia!, to
Governor John Letcher [Richmond, Virginia!, 13 July 1863, Letcher Papers;
John Howell, Dalton, Georgia, to Mary A. Howell, Floyd County, Virginia, 2
March 1864, quoted in Sherwood and Weaver, 54th Virginia Infantry, p. 103;
Cephas L. Walton, "Camp Near 7 Pines," to Captain S. R. Alderidge [Floyd
County, Virginia!, 17 June 1864, Walton Family Correspondence.
31. See, Colonel J. F. Gilman, "Chief of Confederate Army Engineer Bureau," to
James A. Seddon, "Confederate Secretary of War," enclosed in a letter from
Seddon to Governor John Letcher, January 1863, Letcher Papers; see also a
printed circular with Floyd County's quota of 20 slaves, dated 22 January 1863,
in ibid.; the twenty slaveholders are listed in Floyd County, Court Order Book,
1858-1864, p. 407; for the letter from Floyd County magistrates to J. S.
Preston, "Chief of the Conscript Bureau," requesting a slave exemption, see
ibid., p. 4 72; for subsequent requests, see the printed circular from George W.
Mumford, "Secretary of the Commonwealth," to "Clerks of County Courts," 16
December 1864, in Smith Papers; the magistrates' response is available in
Harvey Deskins, "Floyd Court House" [Floyd County, Virginia!, to Governor
William Smith [Richmond, Virginia!, 7 January 1865, Smith Papers. The
magistrates· claim of furnishing 1,800 soldiers appears to be an exaggeration of
roughly 500 men; the slaveholding magistrates are listed on the twenty slave
impressment list in the Floyd County, Court Order Book, 1858-1864, p. 407;
Unionists Esom Huff and Ferdinand A. Winston were both elected county
magistrates during the war.
32. The foremost Unionists of Floyd County during the Civil War are derived from
roughly 97 names residents provided in response to question seventeen on the
Southern Claims Commission interrogation form: "Who were the leading and
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best known Unionists of your vicinity during the war?"; Floyd County's well
known Unionist slaveholders were derived from names provided on question
seventeen of the Southern Claims Commission interrogation form, and then
cross-listed with Floyd slaveholders listed in Manuscript Schedules of Slave
Population, Floyd County, Virginia. They were: John Carter - 6 slaves; Ruth
Carter - 2 slaves; Jackson Godby - 1 slave; John Harman - 1 slave; Jacob Helm
- 7 slaves; Preston Howery - 1 slave; Jacob Moore - 8 slaves; Elijah Wilson - 2
slaves; Unionist homestead information was derived from the names provided on
question seventeen of the Southern Claims Commission interrogation form and
from data available in Manuscript Schedules of Free Population, Floyd County,
Virginia.
Floyd County Court, Common Law Order Book 3, 1859-1868, p. 214; Records
of the Southern Claims Commission, Record Group 217, Claim Number 2441,
testimony of William Jasper Dillion for David Weddle Sr.; ibid., Record Group
233, Claim Number 2436, testimony of Alex Weddle for Andrew F. Stigleman;
Floyd County Court, Common Law Order Book 3, 1859-1868, p. 224; for the
Dulany shooting, see Records of the Southern Claims Commission, Record
Group 217, Claim Number 2441.
See the printed circular titled "Treason in Virginia" issued by the state on 15 May
1861, available in Confederate Imprints, 1861-1865, Microfilm, Number 2867
[and filmed from the collection available in the Archives Division of Rice
University, Texas]; Floyd County Court, Common Law Order Book 3, 18591868, p. 212; Daily Lynchburg Virginian, 8 October 1862.
Records of the Southern Claims Commission, Record Group 217, Claim Number
2995; ibid., Record Group 233. Claim Number 2992 [Amos Graham]; ibid.,
Record Group 233, Claim Number 14495. Wimmer claimed the Union soldiers
were from units that originated in Indiana. It seems reasonable to conclude that
they escaped from the Confederate prison in Danville, Virginia, approximately
80 miles southeast of Floyd County; ibid., Record Group 217, Claim Number
5861. Jacob Walters' grandson, Jacob Board, lived with Walters at his Court
House district farm. Board would have been eighteen, and eligible for Confederate conscription, sometime in 1864.
Ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number 5649, testimony of Esom Huff for
Joseph Phares; ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number 8740, testimony of
Charles Huff for Otey F. Kinsey.
The society was also known as The Heroes of 1776 and The Red String League.
Some evidence that the order was established in Floyd County as early as the fall
of 1862 by Raleigh, North Carolina physician John Lewis Johnson can be found
in William T. Auman and David D. Scarboro, "The Heroes of America in Civil
War North Carolina," North Carolina Historical Review 58 (October 1981):
336, 338-39; evidence the society was founded in Floyd in the fall of 1863 by
North Carolina Unionist Horace Dean is available in Georgia Lee Tatum,
Disloyalty in the Confederacy (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina,
1934). pp. 32-34, 158-59: and in The Official War Records. series 4, volume
3. pp. 802-03, 807; Auman and Scarboro also concluded that the order's
cryptic signs and passwords came mainly from text in the Book of Joshua and
were based on the practices of Freemasons. see "Heroes of America." pp. 34244: see also The Official War Records. series 4. volume 3, pp. 806. 809-11;
Kenneth W. Noe's assertion that the Heroes of America are mentioned by only
one claimant in the 220 post war claims from southwestern Virginia filed with
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the Southern Claims Commission is entirely incorrect. In Floyd County alone the
H.O.A. is mentioned in five separate claims by seven residents who refer to
membership in the order and implicate approximately 30 other Floyd residents
as H.O.A. members. For Dr. Noe's inaccurate assertion, see his "Red String
Scare: Civil War Southwest Virginia and the Heroes of America," North Carolina Historical Review 69 (July 1992): 321-22. For Floyd claimants mentioning
the H.O.A., see Records of the Southern Claims Commission, Record Group
217, Claim Number 2993, and Record Group 233, Claim Numbers 2091,
3491, 8740, 13909; quoted material is from ibid., Record Group 233, Claim
Number 13909, testimony of Peter Bowman and L. G. Wickham for John H.
Sowers; ibid., Record Group 217, Claim Number 2993, testimony of Tilman
Overstreet for Jacob B. Moses; Record Group 233, Claim Number 3491,
testimony of Tilman Overstreet for Eli Epperly; ibid., Record Group 233, Claim
Number 2091, testimony of F. A. Hall and Ferdinand A. Winston for Robert W.
Whitlow; ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number 8740, testimony of Charles
Huff for Otey F. Kinsey.
38. Deserters recruited into the H.0.A. while hiding in Floyd County, who were
afterwards captured and returned to their units, spread H.0.A. doctrine among
the troops. For evidence that this was especially true with deserters returned to
the 54th Virginia Infantry, see Sherwood and Weaver, 54th Virginia Infantry, p.
129; the local H.O.A. also placed members in Floyd's home guard, see Tatum,
Disloyalty, p. 160; The death threat appears as an enclosure in a letter from the
Floyd County home guard, to Colonel Gardener, Dublin, Virginia, 3 December
1864, available in the Letters Received, Confederate Secretary of War, Record
Group 109. National Archives of the United States, Washington, D.C.
39. Winston testified for H.0.A. member Robert W. Whitlow during a Southern
Claims Commission interrogation in June 1872. informing investigators that
Whitlow "belonged to a Union organization. 1was a Union man myself during
the war." See Record Group 233, Claim Number 2091; in 1867 Winston was
noted as a member of a "loyal secret society during the war" by Union General
John M. Schofield, see Richard G. Lowe, "Virginia's Reconstruction Convention:
General Schofield Rates the Delegates," Virginia Magazine of History and
Biography 80 (July 1972): 355; Ferdinand A. Winston, "Floyd Court House"
[Floyd County, Virginia]. to Governor John Letcher [Richmond, Virginia]. 28
June 1861, Letcher Papers; Ferdinand A. Winston, "Floyd Court House" [Floyd
County, Virginia]. to Governor John Letcher [Richmond, Virginia], 9 July 1861.
ibid.; Dr. James Dove, Salem, Virginia, to Governor John Letcher [Richmond.
Virginia], 19 November 1863, in the January 1864 folder of Smith's Papers; the
details of Blanton's visit is recorded in "Memorandum of Lindsey H. Blanton,"
and located in the January 1864 folder of ibid., (Underlining is Blanton's).
40. French·s arrest order is located as part of a circulating Confederate military
document dated 19 November 1863 through 5 January 1864, and enclosed in
the January 1864 file of Smith's Papers; the Floyd Court's statement is available
in Floyd County, Court Order Book, 1858-1864, p. 463; Winston's arrest is
noted in the same Confederate military document cited above, in the areas
signed by General Jones and Major J. B. Dorman, located in the January 1864
folder of Smith ·s Papers; for Winston's confinement, see an Address of Virginia
Governor William Smith to the Virginia General Assembly, 19 January 1864.
Smith Papers; Unionist assistance is noted in Records of the Southern Claims
Commission, Record Group 233, Claim 8042 [Freeborn Hall].
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41. J. R. Whicker, "Attorney General of Virginia" [Richmond, Virginia], to Governor
William Smith [Richmond, Virginia], 13 January 1864, Smith Papers; Address by
Virginia Governor William Smith delivered to the Virginia General Assembly, 19
January 1864, ibid.; no law regulating "disloyal" speech by officers of the
Commonwealth appears in Acts of the General Assembly of the State of
Virginia Passed at Session of 1863-4 (Richmond: William F. Ritchie, Public
Printer, 1864); or in Acts of the General Assembly of the State of Virginia
Passed at Session of 1864-5 (Richmond: William F. Ritchie, Public Printer,
1865).
42. In Southern Claims Commission testimony for his friend Samuel Morricle,
Winston informed the claims commissioners that: "I myself was a Union candidate for sheriff for the county of Floyd in 1864." See Records of the Southern
Claims Commission, Record Group 233, Claim Number 14406; and see also
ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number 5862, for corroborating testimony
from Jacob Weaver; Winston's conscription and furlough information is available
in a letter from S. P. Guerrant, "Acting Enrolling Officer, Floyd County, Virginia," to Governor William Smith [Richmond, Virginia], 25 February 1865,
Smith Papers; Winston's appointment to Commissioner of Revenue is available
in Harvey Deskins, "Floyd Court House" [Floyd County, Virginia], to Governor
William Smith [Richmond, Virginia]. 25 February 1865, ibid.; Governor Smith's
exemption of Winston is available in his March 1865 Executive Papers.
43. Records of the Southern Claims Commission, Record Group 233, Claim Number
2091; ibid., Record Group 217, Claim Number 2994; ibid., Record Group 233,
Claim Number 87 41; ibid., Record Group 217, Claim Number 2441. testimony
of William Jasper Dillion for David Weddle Sr.; ibid., Record Group 233. Claim
Number 2436, testimony of Willis Reed for Andrew F. Stigleman; ibid .. Record
Group 217, Claim Number 5861, testimony of Esom Huff for Jacob Walters.
44. Confederate prosecution of local Dunkards is noted in ibid., Record Group 217,
Claim Number 2995, testimony of Willis Reed for Joshua Weddle; ibid., Record
Group 217, Claim Number 17710, testimony of Alexander Weddle for Elijah
Hylton; Graham's quote is available in ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number
2992; ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number 2430, testimony of Dillion and
testimony of David Weddle for him; ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number
5862; ibid., Record Group 217, Claim Number 17710; ibid., Record Group
233. Claim Number 9141.
45. Echols' methods of capturing Unionists is noted in W. H. Newlin. An Account of
the Escape of Six Federal Soldiers from Prison at Danville, Virginia: Their
Travels by Night Through the Enemy's County to the Union Pickets at
Gauley Bridge, West Virginia, in the Winter of 1863-64 (Cincinnati: Western
Methodist Book Concern, 1889), p. 87; Underwoods' arrest is available in
Records of the Southern Claims Commission, Record Group 233, Claim Number
3520, testimony of Noah B. Underwood and A. P. Dobbins for him; ibid.,
Record Group 233, Claim Number 5649 [Phares]; ibid., Record Group 233,
Claim Number 8042 [F. Hall[.
46. Ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number 2992 [Graham[; ibid., Record Group
233, Claim Number 5862; ibid., Record Group 233, Claim Number 8741.
47 .. Martin H. Holt, "Flat Head" [Floyd County, Virginia]. to Governor William Smith
[Richmond. Virginia[. 25 April 1864, Smith Papers.
48. "Virginia" [Floyd County, Virginia[ to Governor William Smith [Richmond,
Virginia], 6 April 1864. Smith Papers; Andrew Jackson Hoback, "Flat Head,"
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Floyd County, Virginia, to G. W. Mumford, "Secretary of the Commonwealth"
[Richmond, Virginia), 25 April 1864, ibid. See other quotes from "Virginia" on
page 99.
49. Official War Records, series 4, volume 3, pp. 805-09.
50. Ibid., pp. 802-04, 813; Journal of the Congress of the Confederate States of
America, 1861-1865, volume 7 {Washington, D.C.: Government Printing
Office, 1905), p. 266; Official War Records, series 4, volume 3, pp. 819-20;
rejection of the suspension is discussed in Frank Lawrence Owsley, State Rights
in the Confederacy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1925; reprint,
Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1961), pp. 150-202; Journal of the Congress
of Confederate States, volume 7, pp. 346-50.
51. Howard was discharged from the Confederate military in 1862 and killed in
Floyd County by Stoneman's troops on 2 April 1865, see Chapla, 42nd Virginia
Infantry, p. 99; local Unionists welcoming the Federal army were noted by W.
Edward Howery, "Personal Reminiscences," in Wood, Floyd County, pp. 383384.
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The Smithfield Review is commencing a book re-

view section. The editors plan for each issue to carry two

to three reviews of books dealing with all periods of transAppalachian history and culture. We will enlist active scholars and professionals to write the reviews. Review copies,
requests to review books, and other inquiries may be addressed to:
Tom Costa, Book Review Editor
The Smithfield Review
Department of History and Philosophy
Clinch Valley College
Wise, VA 24293

The Smithfield Review is published annually by the
Montgomery County Branch of the Association for the
Preservation of Virginia Antiquities, Blacksburg, Virginia.
Subscriptions are $10 per year, including tax; please
add $2.00 for shipping. Make checks payable to The
Smithfield Review.
Proposals or manuscripts to be considered for publication are welcome. Please enclose a self-addressed,
stamped envelope. Texts may be of varying length, but
should ordinarily not exceed 8,000 words. Annotations
should be collected as endnotes and should follow the
Chicago Manual of Style, latest edition. Please address
all correspondence to:
The Smithfield Review
555 Edgewood Lane
Blacksburg, VA 24060

In This Issue:
"Blacksburg had its beginnings as part of a 7,500-acre sur
vey originally known as the Patton tract.... Although settlers
were beginning to carve a life for themselves out of Virginia's
backcountry wilderness as early as the 1740s, the Patton tract
was not formally subdivided until Patton's nephew, William Pres
ton, completed his surveys in 1753. By that time the area was
being called Draper's Meadow after George Draper, one of the
- James Paxton, page 6
area's first settlers."
"The economic base along the frontier . . . revolved around
agriculture and the export of cash crops. The main cash crops
grown in the New River Valley were hemp, flax, corn, and wheat
"

- Scott Crawford, page 31

"In the year 1775, Col. Floyd went to Kentucky, where he
made many surveys of all the best Lands on Elk horn Creek. ..
He returned to Smithfield after unparalleled sufferings... . [They]
purchased a schooner, had it fitted up for a privateer, and gave
the command to Col. Floyd... . He sailed to the West Indies,
obtained a very rich prize.... He thought his Fortune was made
in the rich Cargo he had taken. On his return whilst nearly in
sight of the Capes of Virginia he was overhauled by a British
Vessel of War, captured, taken to England, put in irons, and
imprisoned .... Floyd begged his way to Dover, where he found
a Clergyman who was in the habit of concealing all American
fugitives and procuring a passage for them to France ....
"Sawyers had requested her to walk with him in the garden
to which she consented, and whilst there agreed to marry him.
In an hour thereafter Col. Floyd arrived at Smithfield much to
the surprise and joy of his Friends. Miss Buchannans last en
gagement was immediately cancelled, and in the month of No
vember 1778, she married Col. Floyd .... "

- Letitia Preston Floyd, pages 42-43
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