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Introduction 
john Floyd, a native of Amherst County, Virginia, moving west-

ward as young Virginians of his time often did, came under the direc-
tion of William Preston, then of Greenfield in Botetourt County. Some-
time after 1767, Floyd became an assistant surveyor under Preston 
and at times represented him in business affairs. On one such trip to 
Williamsburg in the fall of 1776, Floyd became involved in a scheme 
to engage in a privateering venture. 

Little in the way of detail is available concerning the ensuing 
series of events in his career. Nevertheless, several writers have un-
dertaken to write his story and have supplied details which in some 
cases have been either in conflict and/or unsubstantiated. The result 
is a not-very-neat story that in a way epitomizes the short and hectic, 
but significant, life of the man. Floyd was a man who stood in the first 
order of importance in that company of men and women who seemed 
to collect around William Preston, and who gave form to the frontier 
society leading to the western expansion in Virginia and then to Ken-
tucky. 

The accounts of Coloneljohn Floyd's life read like an historical 
romance, and abound in inaccuracies, conflicting records, and em-
bellishments. With their "reluctant hero," as he was called by one 
biographer, and their fairytale quality, the accounts present a story of 
high adventure, grounded in fact, obscured by uncertainty, and filled 
with vitality. The fascinating life of Col. Floyd of Virginia ended when 
he died in 1783, 1 nine years before Kentucky moved from county sta-
tus in Virginia to statehood. 

One romantic tale, in brief and somewhat conjectural, begins in 
the fall of 1776 with john Floyd in Williamsburg, where he was nego-
tiating to purchase a ship for the West Indies trade. Unsuccessful in 
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such a purchase, he shipped aboard the Phoenix, a privateer. William 
Radford has also been mentioned as aboard the Phoenix. The Phoenix 
was captured by the British navy, and Floyd taken to prison in En-
gland. Released from prison, he reached France, where he contacted 
Benjamin Franklin, possibly met other prominent persons, and was 
supplied with funds to return home. He arrived at home in time to 
prevent his fiancee, under the impression that Floyd was dead, from 
marrying another. 

The purpose of this essay is to analyze one episode in his life 
that has been the basis of many conflicting renditions. It is not my 
intent here to add another version to the Phoenix story but to com-
pare the several versions extant, determine - if possible - what can 
reasonably be accepted as the core truth, and point out the inconsis-
tencies. If a bit of the more romantic aspects are lost in the process, 
the integrity of the basic story may be preserved and reinforced by 
the examination. 

Most of the accounts used in this article were filtered through 
the memories of non-participants and were recorded many years af-
ter the events took place. The stories probably circulated in the fam-
ily over the years and changed in the telling and re-telling. For ex-
ample, one source, Nathan Reid, 2 was the son of a close friend of 
Floyd's, but only a fragment of Nathan's version remains, the balance 
having been used as wrapping paper by a servant. Also, Letitia Floyd 
- the daughter of William Preston and the wife of Dr. john Floyd, 
Colonel Floyd's son - wrote her family history in 1843,3 when she 
was 64. She would have been a small child of three and a half years 
when john Floyd died, and her husband was born shortly after his 
father died, so neither had the benefit of first-hand story telling. How-
ever, none of the numerous discrepancies in the several narratives 
discredit the basic story. 

Financing the Phoenix 
Some prominent Virginians were engaged in promoting 

privateering,4 the practice of which had been approved by the Conti-
nental Congress on March 23, 1776.5 William Preston may have been 
among the promoters who, Patricia Givensjohnson6 reports without 
documentation, included Edmund Pendleton, William Radford, and 
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Dr. Thomas Walker.7 However, Preston, according tojohnson,8 asked 
Floyd to attend to some business for him, to find a ship for the West 
Indian trade. Hamilton Tapp, also without documentation, states that 
Floyd met Colonel Preston, Dr. Thomas Walker, and Colonel William 
Radford in Williamsburg in early fall 1776, where the group informed 
Floyd that they had purchased a ship, the Phoenix, for privateering, 
and were giving Floyd the command of the ship.9 Anna M. Cartlidge 
follows essentially the story line, also undocumented, that William 
Preston at Smithfield asked Floyd to rent a ship for him and two other 
gentlemen to be used as a privateer in West Indian waters. 10 Tapp 
and Cartlidge, it seems, proceed from Letitia Floyd's letter, which im-
plicates Walker, Pendleton, and Preston in the venture. 

The question here is, did Preston authorize his assistant surveyor, 
Floyd, who may have never seen the sea, to undertake privateering? A 
letter from Floyd to Preston, sent from Amherst County on November 
21, 1776, 11 suggests that Preston was asking Floyd to rent a vessel for 
the West Indies trade, as Johnson states; the letter does not mention 
privateering. Floyd writes that there is little hope of pursuing the ven-
ture and that he is considering asking for a commission in Fincastle 
in hopes of a future in the west. On December 16, 1776, 12 a letter from 
Floyd advises Preston that the voyage to the West Indies will be "abor-
tive" since he cannot get a ship; he admits to his mentor that he has 
signed on as a partner in a privateering enterprise financed by a group 
of twenty wealthy backers and that he is already sorry that he has 
done so. Apparently, he felt that his other employment opportunities 
had vanished and that this was a last resort. He writes: 

I must tell you I am exceedingly unhappy, I shall be more and 
more so till I return. I wish I could have consulted you. I took 
this step which I fear you will call silly and imprudent ... 

He implies that Preston would not have approved. Where does that 
leave the assumption that William Preston was among the instigators 
of the privateering venture? A more logical explanation is that Floyd 
was desperate for employment and was persuaded to go into it by a 
group of prominent men who put him on board as their representa-
tive. Edmund Pendleton was famously persuasive, was a friend of Wil-
liam Preston's, and was certainly involved. Floyd's last word on the 
subject is that he had "seen the person who is to have the manage-
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ment of the ship" and was sorry about going on this first voyage. 13 As 
Johnson points out, "This letter to Preston gives the lie to the tradi-
tional story that William Preston, Edmund Pendleton and john Rad-
ford were partners in the venture and Floyd was the captain." 14 Inci-
dentally,Johnson here incorrectly identifies William Radford as john 
Radford, who was William's father and who died in 1759, the year 
William was born. 15 

That Floyd went to sea on the Phoenix is undisputed, as his letter 
ten days later attests. It was written from "on board the Privateer Phoe-
nix" and was more upbeat about the vessel, but in the letter he vows 
to undertake something more suited to his qualifications next time. 16 

It seems doubtful that Preston knew anything about the Phoenix 
caper until he received Floyd's letter on the subject. Although 
privateering had been sanctioned by the Continental Congress on 
March 23,1776, 17 instructions for privateers had been provided on 
April 3, 18 and the Virginia Committee of Safety had been ready to grant 
commissisons on May 3, 19 pursuit of the West Indies trade seems 
much more in keeping with William Preston's style than does 
privateering. Such trade would indeed have been a logical outlet for 
Preston's entrepreneurial efforts, since, as Osborn points out, his sur-
veying business was in a steep decline: "Surveying activity declined 
from 209 sites surveyed in 1775 to virtually nothing by the end of the 
war, which resulted in serious loss of income for Preston."20 

There is the question of whether john Floyd and William Rad-
ford were together on the Phoenix. In a note in volume 2 of his biogra-
phy of Edmund Pendleton, Mays noted that there were four or five 
privateers named Phoenix during the Revolution, including one owned 
by Carter Braxton of Virginia and Robert Morris of Philadelphia. 21 Is 
it possible that William Radford was aboard another vessel named 
Phoenix, not Floyd's ship? The following strongly suggests that Rad-
ford and Floyd were not companions in any part of this caper. 

Possible Role ofWilliam Radford 
Radford first appears in the Phoenix story as a possible partici-

pant in hatching the scheme. Tapp writes of "the romantic Colonel 
Radford" in association with Edmund Pendleton, Dr. Thomas Walker, 
and Colonel Preston in the fall of 1776.22 At that time, Radford was a 
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mere youth of no more than eighteen years, hardly a likely crony of 
those substantial gentlemen. Moreover, there could be no mis-identi-
fication of him with his father john, who died in 1759, the year Will-
iam was born. 23 

It has been established by all accounts that the imprisonment of 
Floyd in England, and his journey to Paris and then home, occurred 
in 1777. It is difficult to place Radford in Europe in 1777. Yates states: 

It is possible that William Radford was on the privateer Phoe-
nix, which was captured by the British in early 1777, that he was 
in Paris in October 1777, and returned to America late that year. 24 

Yates' speculation is not supported by documentation. It conflicts with 
the claim that Radford was captured by Banastre Tarleton, a point 
strongly argued byYates.25 In Yates' account Radford escaped by dig-
ging out from his prison cell in the Tower of London. No other ac-
count includes this escape or places Floyd in the Tower of London. 

There are records26 showing that a William Radford enlisted on 
August 4, 1776, and answered muster rolls fromjune 1777 to Novem-
ber 1779. Yates questioned whether this was the same Radford.27 A 
Radford family history28 supports the idea that two unrelated Will-
iam Radfords served in the Revolution. Yates acknowledges 

a paper received from the Virginia State Library which certifies 
that William Radford enlisted in the 1 ,, Va. Cont'! Regm't in the 
year 1777, that he re-enlisted for the war and served as Serg't 
and Serg't Major until the day of Buford's defeat, when he was 
wounded and died of his wounds while in the service of the 
United States. 29 

This paper was signed on September 21, 1787 by Ballard Smith, Lt. 
1st Va. Regm't . Yates accepted this letter as referring to his ancestor 
William Radford. 30 Buford's defeat, it must be noted, was in May 1780 
at the Battle of Waxhaws, where Tarleton earned his reputation for 
cruelty. 

This part of the story of William Radford is difficult to reconcile 
to both the Phoenix story and the assignments of Tarleton in those 
years. Dates become very important in that effort. Yates was posi-
tive31 about William Radford having been taken prisoner by Tarleton 
and sent to England. Certainly William Radford did not die as re-
ported, so he may have been wounded and/ or captured by Tarleton at 
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Waxhaws in 1780, or even caught by Tarleton on his raid to 
Charlottesville on June 4, 1781. Tarleton was in the northern cam-
paign from 1776 until he was sent south in 1780, so Radford prob-
ably could not have been his prisoner prior to 1780. 

Within that chronology, it is highly improbable that Radford was 
in the company ofJohn Floyd in Europe in 1777. 

Imprisonment and Freedom 
There is concurrence in all accounts on the capture of the Phoe-

nix by the British and the removal of the crew to England; no specific 
dates are known. What happened to the crew, with the exception of 
John Floyd and perhaps William Radford, is never mentioned. It is 
possible that the crew was impressed into the British Navy. However, 
there are several versions of the subsequent events, some of which I 
will call the "Floyd" account and some the "Radford" account. The 
questions at issue here are: 

1) Where were the prisoners kept? 
2) Were they tried in an official court? 
3) Did they escape, or were they released? 
4) If they escaped, how did they manage it? 
5) Were Floyd and Radford together in prison? If so, how did 

they get together? 
6) Were they together in Paris, and did they have the same 

experiences there? 

For these questions, there are no letters or statements from the 
participants, no first-hand accounts - only family memories of twice-
or-more-told tales. William Radford's daughter Mary was married to 
William Preston's sonJohn, andJohn Floyd's sonJohn was married 
to William Preston's daughter Letitia; thus, these stories must have 
circulated within the family. The two accounts differ in emphasis and 
in hero-making, but a careful comparison should give a better picture 
of what happened. 

The story of Floyd's imprisonment, release or escape, and sub-
sequent travel to France seems to be derived from Letitia Floyd's let-
ter of 1843. In the "Floyd" version, John Floyd charmed the jailor's 
daughter into releasing him and got help from an American-sympa-
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thizing clergyman who got him safely to France, where, subsisting on 
grapes and bread, he made his way to Paris. In Paris he contracted 
smallpox, had contacts with Benjamin Franklin and perhaps other 
prominent persons, and had help in arranging passage back to 
America. Tapp identifies Floyd's helpers at Dover, while the Draper 
manuscript Ms SB does not. 

The "Radford" story32 adds another dimension of uncertainty, 
placing William Radford as ( 1) a companion to Floyd on the Phoe-
nix, 33 or (2) a fellow prisoner,34 or (3) a companion in France. 35 The 
association ofjohn Floyd with William Radford may be real, but it is 
unverifiable, and therein lies a problem with this part of the story. 

Letitia Floyd, in her letter to Rush, stated that "Col. Radford was 
brought to the same prison [where Floyd was held]."36 She did not 
know whether the prison was in London or on the coast of England. 
Thus, she suggests that the two did not arrive together and that Rad-
ford was probably not on the Phoenix. Nowhere is there any sugges-
tion that Floyd was in the Tower. He was reported variously to be in 
prison at Dartmouth, 37 in Devon (Dartmoor), 38 at Forton Gaol, Ports-
mouth,39 and at an unidentified location.40 

The "Radford" version has Radford imprisoned with William 
Chamberlayne in the Tower of London. In that account41 Mrs. Will-
iam Radford told fanciful tales about his imprisonment, describing 
in great detail the Tower itself and how Radford and Chamberlayne 
managed to dig their way out of the Tower prison. 

Even though the location of Floyd's prison is uncertain, there 
are two distinct versions of how he got free. In one account, he was 
tried, pleaded for himself, and was acquitted.42 Cartlidge could find 
no record of such a trial in England, but found that the Admiralty 
Court records for 1776 and 1777 were missing.43 So that account can-
not be confirmed or denied. The other version, the more popular and 
romantic one, is that Floyd charmed the jailer's daughter, who helped 
him escape.44 

Incidentally, Ms lONN - the surviving part of the Nathan Reid 
account - has Floyd twice caught by press gangs, sent to London, 
released, and helped by an unidentified man and his wife at Dover, 
who got him to Calais. In this manuscript is the only mention of Floyd 
in London. Cartlidge,45 incidentally, is the only Floyd biographer who 
places Floyd and Radford together after prison. 
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The various versions agree that after Floyd's release or escape, 
he managed to find help, from an innkeeper and her husband46 or a 
sympathetic sailor47 or an American-leaning clergyman,48 in getting 
to Dover and across the channel to Calais. Subsisting on grapes and 
bread provided by sympathetic French people, Floyd reached Paris 
and contacted Dr. Franklin,49 who arranged a loan subsidy of ten guin-
eas to get him back to America. This loan story is credible since the 
loan was repaid to the Treasury of the United States by Dr. Thomas 
Walker,50 confirming the assistance of Dr. Franklin and the involve-
ment of Dr. Walker, who seems to have had a hand in the venture all 
along. Floyd was reported to have contracted smallpox while in Paris 
and to have purchased a scarlet coat, which became his trademark. 51 

Was Lafayette a Player? 
At this point, the "Radford" and "Floyd" versions become even 

more entangled and confusing. Yates52 quotes Fiske in his History of 
the American Revolution for his account, in which Radford and a com-
panion named Floyd managed to escape prison and get to Paris, where 
Gen. Lafayette presented Radford to Queen Marie Antoinette, who 
gave him a brace of pistols and a pair of golden buckles. On the other 
hand, Cartlidge53 has Benjamin Franklin present Floyd and Radford 
to Marie Antoinette at Versailles. 

Lafayette left France in March 1777 and arrived in America on 
April 19, 1777. He returned to France injanuary 1779, came to Bos-
ton in April 1780, and went back to France in January 1782.54 Since 
he was not in France from March 1777 to early 1779, Lafayette could 
not have presented john Floyd at court. Yates55quotes Cartlidge56 to 
the effect that Franklin took Floyd and Radford to Versailles to be 
presented to Queen Marie Antoinette, who gave each of them a pair of 
silver-and-paste shoe buckles. Yates adds that "Dr. [Lyman] Draper 
said that Colonel William Radford had told the same tale to Floyd's 
daughter-in-law, Letitia (Preston) Floyd." Presumably, then, this ac-
count would have been incorporated into Letitia's letter to her son 
Rush. However, the stated source (Draper Ms SB, pp. 55-60) contains 
no reference to Floyd's visit to the French court under any sponsor-
ship, nor does Mrs. Floyd's letter suggest such a visit. 57 Tapp men-
tions the possible visit to the Queen but without documentation. Fit-
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ting, depending on an account by a descendant of William, Sophie 
Radford deMeissner,58 discusses these various possibilities, which are 
equally speculative. 

With the Lafayette chronology what it is, it is difficult to sustain 
either the Franklin or the Lafayette versions of a visit to Versailles by 
john Floyd. As far as john Floyd is concerned, the Versailles incident 
seems to be, at best, a fantasy. 

Home and Destiny 
Only scant detail exists in the story ofjohn Floyd's journey from 

Europe (Paris?) back to Virginia, little of it verifiable. Apparently he 
landed at Charleston and proceeded immediately to Smithfield, Col. 
Preston's home in Montgomery County. A very brief account of this 
period in Floyd's life is told by his daughter-in-law, Letitia. 59 A longer 
and more fanciful account by Tapp60 and a similar account by 
Cartlidge61 with its own elaboration depend mostly on two Draper 
manuscripts: lONN 189-194, the fraction of the Reid biography of 
Floyd, and SB 56-68, Draper's biography of Floyd. Letitia's account is 
a family story that she naturally did not document, but it seems to 
have been Draper's chief source. Even though details of Floyd's jour-
ney from Paris to Smithfield are lacking, the fact remains that he did 
return by early 1778, endingjane Buchanan's plans to marry another, 
thinking Floyd dead. On November 2, 1778, he and Jane Buchanan 
were married at Smithfield. 

One thing is plain. From the fall of 1776 to his November wed-
ding in 1778, john Floyd was one of the luckiest men alive. At every 
crucial point in that period, someone stepped up to rescue him from 
his difficulties, all brought on by a thoughtless and precipitous deci-
sion to become a privateer. 

More than four years later his luck ran out. He was mortally 
wounded in an Indian ambush in Kentucky on April 12, 1783. Re-
ports indicate that he was wearing his scarlet coat at the time,62 a 
veritable invitation to any Native Americans in the vicinity to take 
aim at him. He was buried on an eminence at Floyd's Station, his 
chosen burial site. His widow subsequently married Alexander 
Breckenridge. When Mrs. Breckenridge died, the scarlet coat was put 
in her coffin, at her request. 63 
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john Floyd's grave site was not sufficiently identified for anyone 
to find it with certainty. In 1934 Hamilton Tapp, the author of one of 
the Floyd biographies cited here, arranged to have thirty graves in the 
Breckenridge Burying Ground excavated and the skeletons exam-
ined.64 Two skeletons of unusual length were found close together 
and assumed to be those of john Floyd and his son, George Rogers 
Clark Floyd. Thus, even in death, uncertainty plagued john Floyd. 
Perhaps his shade found some consolation in that both his namesake 
son and his namesake grandson earned historical recognition: the 
first, Dr.john Floyd, governor of Virginia 1830-1834; the second,john 
Buchanan Floyd, governor of Virginia, 1849-1852. 
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