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Preface
Children of the Revolution: Book 3 in the Westward Sagas is the story of patriots Adam and Elizabeth Mitchell’s progeny. Their six oldest were not only children of the American Revolution, but survived the bloody Battle of Guilford Courthouse, fought on the family farm March 15, 1781. This book is not about war, but how it affected the children who became America’s First Generation.
I have written the Westward Sagas Series as historical fiction, based on actual events in history. Vital statistics are based on extensive research and known facts, including the Family Bible started by Adam Mitchell ten years before the signing of The Declaration of Independence. Where sufficient historical records are available I used that data; where it wasn’t, I created it in a believable way that I hope you find entertaining.
Geographical locations are accurate with the exception of Limestone, Tennessee which wasn’t created until after the railroad came. The previous names Freedom and Klepper’s Depot have been forgotten except by a few. The importance of the area, home to Samuel Doak, his Salem Church, and Washington College is too significant to chance confusion. Likewise, Johnson City, Tennessee is not mentioned as it didn’t exist during this period. The Knob Creek Community is in present day Johnson City.
The personas of Peggy, the protagonist, and her siblings were created by me. Even though they lived hundreds of years before me, I know them well. I hope you enjoy the story of America’s first generation.
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Chapter One
Return to Guilford
The weary horsemen rode hunkered down in the saddle as they climbed the Deep Gap Trail of Grandfather Mountain. Snow blew into their faces, turning eyebrows and other facial hair into curly little icicles. The men weren’t dressed for such extreme cold this late in the spring. They chose this route because, under normal conditions, going over the mountain was faster than going around the mountain along the river trail. Mother Nature’s surprise obscured the panoramic view of the Watauga Valley and the town of Boone below in the distance. Adam’s grown sons had often heard their father describe the view from the top of “ole Grandfather.”
Adam hollered over the shrieking wind. “Robert, you best take the lead now—your eyesight is much better than mine. Everyone into single file.”
The drifts of snow now came halfway up to the horse’s knees. The two short-legged pack donkeys tethered to the last horse sensed their precarious predicament. They struggled and pulled back on the reins as John, the youngest Mitchell on the trip, tried to coax the stubborn animals forward, knowing that the donkeys had ample reason to resist.
“We best stop,” Robert, the oldest of Adam’s sons, yelled back. “I can’t see the trail any longer. We could wander off a cliff.”
Adam pulled on the reins to stop his horse. “I know you’re right, but we could freeze to death on this mountain.”
William, the middle son, agreed. “We best take our chances on the mountain.”
Adam shouted over the howling wind. “I’m sorry I brought you over the mountain rather than going through the valley.” He shook his head. “Had no idea this spring storm was coming.”
Robert looked at his brothers before he spoke. “We know, Father.”
“You did what you thought was best at the time.” Jimmy Witherspoon yelled to be heard over the howling wind.
Adam dismounted. “Best make some type of shelter.”
They found a heavy thicket where a herd of deer had taken refuge from the storm. Their approach startled the deer, and they scattered. The heat of the bodies of the creatures that had been lying there caused a smoky steam to rise.
Jimmy knelt to feel the warmth by holding a bare hand over the exposed dry ground. He looked up at his companions and smiled. “I think we should take advantage of the dry ground.”
The men placed a heavy oilcloth tarp on the ground to sit on and used the rest of the tarps carried by the donkeys to create a makeshift shelter. They huddled beneath the tarps in a circle, clutching the bulky material the best they could to prevent it from blowing away. Their backs were up against one another to preserve body heat. Each spread his bedroll over the front of his body—shoulders to feet. The scant fire was too small and too far away to provide warmth, but it would deter the predators that roamed the mountain. Snow drifts piled up against the tarps, forming a wall that would help protect their bodies against the whistling wind.
Jimmy removed a small, leather-bound Bible from his satchel and clutched it reverently to his chest. The Bible had been a gift to the minister from members of the Hebron Presbyterian Church. “Will you pray with me?”
They prayed, and Jimmy recited Psalm 23 from memory as it was too dark to read from the Bible. They found comfort in the Scripture and Jimmy’s prayers.
They knew someone must stay awake if they were to survive. They told stories and jokes far into the night, trying not to succumb to unconsciousness and sure death.
Adam volunteered to stay awake so the others could get some rest. He reminded himself of many dangerous experiences they had survived and prayed they would get through this situation. He and Elizabeth were fortunate that all their children survived to adulthood, except for baby Joseph, who had been taken in his sleep by a bolt of lightning. God must have needed him for an angel.
As he slept, Robert began to shake and utter the strange sounds that his father and brothers had heard many times before.
“Please, don’t bring any more bodies. No more, please,” Robert pleaded in his sleep.
Adam leaned over and spoke softly to his son. “It’s all right, Robert. It’s just a bad dream that will go away when you wake up.” He sighed, knowing that Robert’s nightmares would never go away, nor would his.
Before dawn, the wind began to die. Adam could see stars and a waning crescent moon through a small hole in the tarp over his head. The moonlight gave the new fallen snow that covered the mountain a bluish tint. Grandfather Mountain was known for its snow-covered cap into the summer, but a blizzard this late in the year was unusual. Adam leaned over and placed a hand on the clergyman’s knee to wake him. “You did good, Jimmy. Our prayers have been answered.”
Jimmy tried not to reveal that he had fallen asleep. “That’s g-g-ood.”
“At daylight, we’re getting off this mountain and on to Guilford Courthouse,” Adam said.
Jimmy yawned. “It’s now called Martinsville.”
“I know, but it will always be Guilford Courthouse to me.”
Robert stretched and rubbed his eyes with gloved hands. “Sounds like a strange name for a town.”
Adam shrugged. “Never was a town, just a few farmhouses near the courthouse of Guilford County. For lack of a better name, we just called the community Guilford Courthouse. I believe it was our neighbor, Francis McNairy, who first called it that.”
Robert said, “I went to school with his son John.”
“That’s right. Matter of fact, Francis and John both witnessed the sale of Mother’s farm to Mr. Hamilton.”
John wrinkled his forehead, “I don’t understand why someone would give back land that they paid you good money for.”
“From his correspondence, it seems the responsibility of protecting hallowed ground was more than Mr. Hamilton could endure,” Adam said.
His sons became very quiet, each in their own thoughts of that dreadful March day when their home was destroyed by the British and their lives altered forever. Jimmy had often heard the stories and shuddered at the thought of what the family had endured during the battle. Not only was he their minister, but he had also attended Samuel Doak’s Salem Church and school with Adam Mitchell’s sons. Now he was assisting Peggy, the eldest Mitchell daughter, to teach at the Hebron School.
After a short silence, the men started to move. Once out from under the smelly oilcloth, they could see the sun slowly rising over a few dwellings in the far distance.
Adam pointed. “That’s smoke billowing from fireplaces in Boone. Boys, get a good look at it—you dang near gave your lives to see it.”
“Is Boone in North Carolina or Tennessee?” John asked as he rolled his bedroll.
“Don’t know for sure.” Adam shook his head. “It was North Carolina when ole Daniel Boone first settled it, but it’s so close to the boundary of three states it could be anyone’s guess. Might even be Virginia.”
They fed the animals cracked corn. The men gnawed on deer jerky and didn’t bother to build a fire. They just wanted to get off the mountain.
The snow had stopped, but the ground was covered with drifts of white powder—knee-high in places. Leading the horses, the men trudged down the northeast side of the mountain, a descent that would take most of the day.
***
Half-frozen and wearing wet clothes, the men stopped at the only inn along the road.
“Welcome to the Boone Inn, gentlemen.” A little man of no more than five feet spoke with a British accent. “I’m Jonathan Wilkes, the proprietor. What can I do for you?” he asked, looking nervously at the gun-toting mountain men. Then he relaxed when he saw Jimmy’s collar and the Bible he cradled.
“We need to warm up, eat a good meal, feed our animals, and get some rest,” Adam said.
“I have a large room upstairs with a fireplace that the five of you can share. Three can sleep on the rope bed, which has a fine feather mattress, and two can roll out bedrolls on the floor.”
“Sounds good, don’t you think?” Adam looked at his traveling companions, who eagerly nodded their approval. “We’ll take it.”
Opening the door to the room for his boarders, the innkeeper asked, “Where are you from?”
Adam answered, “From Knob Creek, north of Jonesborough.”
Mr. Wilkes led them to the barn. Once the horses and mules were cared for and the men had eaten a warm meal, they retired to their room.
The roaring fire in the large, limestone fireplace warmed their bodies and dried the heavy linsey-woolsey clothing hung about the room.
***
At breakfast the next morning, Mr. Wilkes asked, “What brings you this far from Knob Creek?”
“Headed to Guilford Courthouse on business,” Adam said.
The young innkeeper appeared to be about the same age as Robert, who was twenty-seven. Mr. Wilkes said he was a newcomer to the mountains, having recently moved from New York to buy the inn from the previous owner.
He stood only a few inches from Adam. “Must be important business,” Wilkes said, peering inquisitively into Adam’s eyes.
“Yes, it is.”
The innkeeper leaned closer to hear more, as if he expected Adam to whisper a secret into his ear. Adam ignored Mr. Wilkes’ question and leaned back away from him.
“Were your parents loyalists?” Adam asked.
“They were neutral,” Mr. Wilkes snapped. “Would you like more biscuits?” He held out the breadbasket toward Adam.
Adam grabbed the breadbasket and slammed it on the table. “They had to be either Tories or Patriots. Only Quakers were neutral. With your inn serving whisky, I don’t think you would be of that sect.”
The other four men looked at their elder, surprised at his sudden anger toward this little man.
“I was just a child during the Revolution. My parents always told me they didn’t get involved in the war.” Wilkes picked up the breadbasket and turned away to offer biscuits to the other men.
Adam jumped up from his chair and shouted, “How could your family not be involved in the Revolutionary War?”
The innkeeper remained silent, looking down at the dusty buffalo hide that covered his hard-packed dirt floor, obviously uncomfortable with Adam’s outburst.
“Adam, the war is over,” Jimmy said. “We won our freedom. What difference does it make?”
Adam’s face turned red. He glared at Jimmy, then at his sons, then at the innkeeper. Shaking his head, he stormed toward the door without his coat. At the door, he turned back and took a deep breath. “I best check on the horses. You need to gather your belongings.”
John followed his father. “Let me help you.”
Jimmy said, “I have never seen or heard Adam Mitchell speak to anyone like that, Mr. Wilkes.”
“Me, neither,” Robert said.
“Sounds very bitter about a war that his side won.” Mr. Wilkes picked up Adam’s plate.
Jimmy took a deep breath. “Yes, but that war cost him everything he had.”
Robert’s and William’s thoughts drifted for a moment back inside the spring house when they were young boys listening to the cries of the wounded in their cornfields.
John followed Adam into the stable adjacent to the inn. “What happened in there? I’ve never seen you so angry at anyone.”
“His accent and his looks reminded me of the British guard who taunted me and the other Guilford Militiamen in the pigpen where we were kept prisoner after the battle.”
“He reminds you of someone who mistreated you?” John asked.
“Yes.” Adam looked down at the ground. “But, more than that, I dread seeing the farm fields that your grandfather and I cleared, knowing that all those bodies are buried in what was our farm.”
“I understand, and I think my brothers and I feel the same.” John put an arm on his father’s shoulder. He looked into Adam’s blue eyes and saw a small tear from a man who seldom showed any emotion.
“I just don’t know if I can oversee the land from so far away.”
“Don’t you think Reverend Caldwell would help? He lives nearby.”
“I know he would if he could, but he and Rachel are both getting old.” Adam took a deep breath.
John said, “You have sons who will follow your wishes.”
“That’s right!” William said as he entered the stable.
Adam smiled at his sons. “I know, but you boys are all getting married and soon will have your own families to care for.”
“Father, we’re family. We’ll do what needs to be done,” William said.
When the reverend and Robert came in, Adam said, “Get your horses saddled. I’ll pay our board and apologize to Mr. Wilkes.”
***
The sun shone brightly without a cloud in the sky. The travelers rode hard to make up for the time they had lost in the snowstorm. As they approached a fork in the road, they reined in their horses.
“Things are beginning to look familiar,” John said.
William pointed straight ahead. “I remember that fork.”
“I think we’ve made it, boys.” Adam spurred his horse forward.
When the others caught up to Adam, they found him on his knees in front of a small rock structure embedded in the side of the creek. Adam gently caressed the rocks he and his father had laboriously stacked so many years ago to make a cool place for the family to store dairy products and eggs.
Adam looked around the tiny space. “This is what’s left of the spring house.”
“It’s amazing that it’s still standing,” Robert said.
“If the British army couldn’t destroy it, nothing else could,” Adam said.
John and William stood up in their stirrups to look down into the roofless shell of the spring house from the top of the creek bank.
John looked around and spoke. “It seemed much larger when I was a child.”
“Of course, everything seems larger when you’re a child,” William said.
John shook his head and mumbled, “I don’t even want to think about it.”
Adam and Robert stepped into the ruins, followed by Jimmy.
Jimmy looked at Adam, and then around at the tiny space. “You mean this is where Mother Mitchell, Elizabeth, and the children hid during the battle?” The stories Peggy told him were beginning to make sense. He visualized them inside with the door shut, thousands of soldiers going at one another, guns and cannons blazing amidst the clang of swords and bayonets.
Adam and his sons didn’t say a word, but all nodded their heads to acknowledge the question.
Adam led his horse a short distance up a small knoll. The boys followed, leading their horses and the pack animals to the spot where their home had once stood. It also was in shambles, another victim of the horrific fight that had taken place here.
Standing in front of where the front porch had been, no one said a word. They just gazed at what had been their home. Suddenly a mongrel bitch came charging out from under the remains of the porch. The yellowish dog stopped three yards in front of the men and growled menacingly, the hair on her back standing up straight. She appeared to be nursing.
“She has a pack of pups under there that she’s protecting.” Adam approached her slowly, holding out a piece of deer jerky. “Here, old girl, take this.”
“Careful,” Robert said.
“She’s starved from nursing her litter.” Adam reached out further to her.
The excited dog wouldn’t take the jerky from his hand, so he tossed it in front of her. She grabbed it and scurried back under the rubble. As soon as her head disappeared from the men’s sight, they heard sounds of movement and a babble of yelps.
“Hear the pups?” Adam asked.
“Sure do,” John answered.
Adam looked around the area and then at his sons. “What do we have that would fill her stomach?”
John reached for his rifle. “I’ll go shoot a rabbit before it gets dark.”
“Good idea. We can camp here by the ruins tonight and give the old girl some human company, whether she wants it or not,” Adam said.
The men worked together to build a fire and create a shelter with the tarps. They would be in Guilford County several nights, and Adam remembered the frequent spring rains of the Piedmont.
A gunshot rang out. Everyone jumped.
Adam took a deep breath. “Sounds like John hit something.”
“Hope it’s a big one.” Robert patted his stomach. “That ole mamma dog isn’t the only one who’s hungry.”
“Me, too,” William said.
Jimmy said, “You won’t have to wait long. I hear John coming now.”
“That’s the biggest rabbit I ever saw!” exclaimed William as he pulled the large deer carcass off John’s horse.
“I came up on a rabbit, and just as I was about to fire, this deer came out of the timber. I only had one shot, so I took the best one.”
Adam patted his son on the back. “Good job. We can feed the mongrel and still have meat for us.”
“You sure do worry about that dog.” Robert helped William hang the deer spread-eagle in an elm tree to bleed out before butchering.
“She reminds me of Lulubelle. She’s the same color but a different body shape.” Adam sighed deeply, remembering the death of the family dog the previous summer. “I sure miss Lulubelle. Wonder how this dog ended up here at our old home?”
“This is for her.” John pitched a handful of innards under the rubble of the house.
“Did you see how fast she wolfed that up?” Robert asked.
The reverend leaned down to look under the house. “She’s pretty weak—couldn’t catch a mouse in her condition.”
After a hearty meal of venison, cornbread, and red beans, the men laid out their bedrolls and were just about asleep when a raspy voice cried out of the darkness. “Adam, is that you?”
John and William instinctively reached for their guns.
“I’m Adam Mitchell. Who goes there?”
The voice, sounding like that of an old man, answered, “Adam, it’s Trapper John come back to haunt you.”
Adam strained his eyes, trying to make out the features of the strange-looking man through the billowing smoke of the campfire. The man held a long shepherd’s crook. He wore a full-length cloth robe tied at the waist, and his belongings were strapped to his back. The center of his head was bald. His thin, shaggy, gray hair and long, gray beard had only a few thin streaks of dark hair. “Is it really you, Trapper?”
The men met halfway and embraced in a bear hug so intense they almost fell in the campfire. Robert, William, and John jumped up and joined in the welcoming celebration as Jimmy enjoyed watching the reunion of old friends. “Which one of you young ’uns is Robert?” Trapper asked.
“That would be me.”
“Can’t believe you’re all growed up. Do you remember me carrying you in a papoose as I plowed your father’s fields?” Trapper asked.
“I don’t remember that, but I remember you coming to our house for breakfast.”
Trapper looked at the other three young men, “You must be . . . ”
“I’m William, the next oldest—exactly four years younger than Robert.”
Trapper looked at the two other men and turned to one of them, “I think I see a family resemblance. You must be John.”
“That’s right, the third son.”
“Well, then, who is this fellow smiling like a possum?”
Adam said, “Trapper, meet Reverend James Witherspoon, our pastor. We call him Jimmy.”
Trapper grinned, showing only a few teeth. “You Mitchell boys getting into so much trouble you have to bring your preacher with you all the way from Knob Creek?”
“Reverend Witherspoon came along in hopes of meeting Reverend Caldwell and Rachel,” Adam said.
“I’m honored to meet a man of the cloth. I know Reverend and Missus Caldwell are excited about seeing Adam and the boys. I’m sure he’d want to meet you.” Trapper bowed his head.
“The honor is mine,” Jimmy said.
“Have you eaten? We have lots of stewed venison left.” Adam pointed to the pot sitting beside the campfire.
Trapper stepped closer. “You know, I wouldn’t turn down something to eat.”
The men gathered around the campfire and watched as Trapper gulped down three big bowls of venison stew and the remaining cornbread. They put a pot of coffee on the fire for what would be a long night of catching up between old friends.
“Can I get you anything else?” Adam asked.
“Jist another cup of that coffee, if you please. Widow Jessop doesn’t keep any at home. She thinks it’s bad for me.” Trapper shook his head. “After all the rotgut whisky I drunk, what difference does it make? I sure miss a good cup of campfire coffee now and then.”
“How did you know I was here?” Adam asked.
“Mr. Hamilton told me you would be here by the first day of May. Course, I can’t read or write, so I don’t know what day that would be. I guess he got tired of me asking every day when you would be here. So he told me in three sunrises you’d be here. This morning was three sunrises since he told me that.”
“Then you can count,” Adam said.
“I can’t count much, but I can get to three. So I went to the courthouse this morning, and Mr. Hamilton said you wrote that you would be here today. He seemed put out that you weren’t here. I told him that if you said you was gonna to be here, you’d be here—and here you are!”
“We planned on being here sooner, but we got caught on Grandfather Mountain in a snowstorm,” Adam said.
“This late in the spring?”
“Yes sir, it was some blizzard. Thought we were going to freeze to death.” Adam made a brushing motion with his hand as if to wipe away that thought. “Now I have to know how you escaped the Hessian soldiers when they captured me. For all these years, until I got John Hamilton’s letter, I thought you were dead. Tell me what happened.”
Trapper chuckled. “Once those Hessians broke through the front line of the Guilford County Militia near Hoskins Farm, everything happened so fast.” Trapper took a sip of coffee.
Adam said, “Yes, it did.”
“I followed you up a cliff jist behind you a little ways. As I got to the top, I seen they had you. No sooner than I seen you, the ground underneath me gave way, and I was jist swallowed up.”
“Swallowed up?” Adam asked.
Trapper looked down, “I felt so bad I couldn’t protect you like I promised your mother I would.”
“There were too many of them; there was nothing you could have done,” Adam said. “How did the earth just swallow you up?”
“The bank of the creek gave way under my weight. I fell backward into the dry creek bed, and the cliff jist caved in on top of me. As luck would have it, my face fell next to a big fallen timber. An opening under that log gave me jist a crack to see and breathe. I laid there on my face for a long time. That dirt was so heavy, it felt like it was crushing my bones.”
The listening men looked at each other with expressions of horror.
“I thought I was dead, and then I heard the voice of a sweet old lady—reminded me of your mother. All I could see was her shoes in the creek bed jist a few feet from my face. I begged her to please help me. She couldn’t figure out where I was, and I couldn’t tell her because I didn’t know. She got some men, and later on they tole me they dug all day and night to get to me. I was pretty far gone by the time they got me out. Miz Jessop was the lady what found me; she took me home and cared for me until I got better. It took quite a while, though.”
“The cliff caved in and the soil covered you up. That makes sense.” Adam nodded. “For nearly sixteen years, I didn’t know what happened to you. I’m so glad you’re alive.”
Everyone just sat there without speaking or moving as they contemplated Trapper’s story.
Jimmy broke the silence. “Praise God!”
Trapper looked at Jimmy, his brow furrowed. “What do that mean? The Quakers say that all the time, but it was Miz Jessop what saved me. Just like that momma bear did when I was jist a baby. God weren’t there, neither.”
“I understand, Trapper, that you haven’t been churched.” Jimmy attempted to explain. “Trust me, Trapper. God has a plan for you, and He had a hand in saving your life by sending you the help that you needed, whether it was in the form of Mrs. Jessop or the momma bear.”
The minister had heard the stories of Trapper John and how he claimed to have been cared for by a mother bear when his widowed father died in the woods with Trapper in a papoose on his back. The Indians who found him with the bear confirmed this story, and Adam had seen the scars on his neck where the bear carried him by the scruff of the neck, as she would her cub.
“That’s some story to live to tell about,” John said.
Trapper nodded. “I hear Mr. Hamilton wants to give your mother’s farm back.”
“That’s why I’m here. I’m trying to figure out why.” Adam looked at his friend for an answer.
“He told folks that he keeps seeing the ghost of your mother. Says she’s come back as a dog and guards what’s left of the home and won’t let nobody near it.”
About that time the yellow momma dog came out from under her hiding place.
William pointed. “You mean her?”
“That’s her. Don’t let her bite me.” Trapper started backing away in fear.
“She won’t hurt you, Trapper.” John reached to give the animal some more venison.
Trapper stopped but continued to eye the dog. “She’s run off everybody that comes here. That ole dog ran me all the way up New Garden Road last time I was here.”
“She was just protecting her pups.” Adam handed Trapper a chunk of venison. “Pitch her a piece of meat, and she’ll be your friend forever.”
Trapper timidly tossed the venison toward the dog.
“Mr. Hamilton thinks this dog is my dead mother?” Adam asked.
“He says that dog told him not to never let anybody disturb the resting place of the brave men that are buried here.”
“Come on. Be serious.” Adam pointed at the canine. “That dog talked to John Hamilton?”
Trapper nodded. “That’s what I heard.” Adam gazed at the pitiful-looking, old dog with its tail between its legs and shook his head. “He thinks my mother has come back as this dog?”
Trapper leaned back, his bushy eyebrows raised toward his balding head, making his dark eyes seem larger than they were. “That’s what they says.”
The men all had a good laugh.
“Well, Mother, if that’s you in that bag of bones, I guess we better start feeding you a little better.”
Adam held a piece of the fresh-cut venison in his palm. The dog approached with her tail out from between her hind legs.
Trapper took a couple of steps backward. “Careful.”
“My mother wouldn’t bite the hand that feeds her.” Adam let the dog take the morsel and then lick the deer blood from his hand.
The dog wagged her tail as Adam stroked the fur on her back. Everyone watched, expecting her to attack.
“You’re welcome, Mother.” Adam got closer and caressed the dog with both hands. “Should we call her Mother Mitchell?”
Robert looked from the dog to his father. “You’re not going to name that dog, are you?”
“If she’s going to share our campfire and food, she should have a name.”
“If she is Grandmother Mitchell, she should have a Biblical name,” William said.
“Why not call her Lulubelle, after our old, faithful dog?” Adam asked.
“Much more appropriate than naming her for Grandmother.” John moved cautiously toward the dog. “Here, Lulubelle.” He held out his hand.
The dog sniffed John’s hand, and finding nothing to eat, returned to Adam’s side.
“I think Adam has a new friend,” Jimmy said.
Adam reached down and gingerly patted the dog’s head. Lulubelle got up and went under the porch.
Then Adam turned to Trapper, “Tell me what happened after this Jessop woman found you.”
“I don’t ’member much till I woke up some days later. I heard lots of people talking in a tongue I never heard before. I kept my mouth shut and jist listened ’cause I didn’t know if they was friend or foe, and I didn’t know where I was, neither.”
“That must have been frightening,” Adam said. “Where were you?”
“Turns out, I was at the New Garden Meeting House being tended to by a bunch of German Quakers. They was also caring for some wounded Hessian soldiers and talking in that strange tongue, which I found out was German.”
“Then what happened?” Adam asked.
“Miz Jessop thought I was touched in the head for I didn’t talk to nobody, but she still decided to take me in. She walked me around her nice little place and showed me how to do the chores, and I started helping her around the farm. She’s a widow woman. I been staying with her ever since. Miz Jessop treats me real good, and I try to do right by her. I feed her chickens, herd her sheep, and tend to them at night, and I get to sleep out under the stars that way.”
Adam laughed as he was reminded of how frightened Trapper John was of the chickens when he helped him on the farm. “So, Trapper, you’re a sheepherder now and no longer afraid of chickens?”
“I still don’t like chickens, but I like herding sheep. Now tell me what you been doing since the battle.”
“Elizabeth and I had six more children—four boys and two girls—after the war. Peggy, the oldest girl, and the reverend here,” Adam nodded at Jimmy, “teach at the Hebron School. She’s learned the piano and plays for our little church there in Knob Creek.”
“Peg is all growed up now and teaching school,” Trapper said, shaking his head. “You got a big family.”
“She’s still not married.” Adam looked at Jimmy as if it were his fault.
Jimmy had heard this before. He knew Adam wanted him to marry his oldest daughter, but having known Peggy since childhood, Jimmy knew that the only way that would happen was if Peggy decided they should marry.
Trapper John ignored the looks exchanged between Adam and Jimmy. He continued, “Knob Creek had the best trapping I ever found on either side of the mountain.”
“Peggy is buying up all the beaver pelts from around Knob Creek, paying top dollar. She has a buyer from Amsterdam who sails into Philadelphia to pick them up,” Adam said.
“Little Peg is a fur trader?” Trapper asked.
“Yes, she is quite a businesswoman, and John is her number one supplier of pelts.”
“It sure is difficult bargaining with your own sister,” John said.
Jimmy smiled. “It’s not easy for anyone to bargain with Peggy.”
“She also takes furs as her teaching stipend or for ministering to the sick.” Adam said.
“Ministering the sick?” Trapper said.
Adam answered, “Peg has become a pretty good healer—she’s delivered most of the babies around Knob Creek.”
The brothers and Jimmy lay back on their bedrolls. Robert and William were sound asleep, and John and Jimmy were about to doze off.
Adam pointed to the others. “Looks like the boys have gone to sleep. You’re welcome to spread your bedroll here. We can talk more in the morning.”
“I’d like that.” Trapper rolled out his bedroll close to the campfire.
“Goodnight, Trapper.”
“Goodnight, Adam.”
Adam was nearly asleep when the dog crawled out from her den. She moved slowly on her belly until she reached the area where her new friends were sleeping, then she curled up at the foot of Adam’s bedroll.
***
When the sun came up over the tall timbers, Lulubelle woke Adam by licking his face. He thought of the many times as a young boy, back in Pennsylvania, when his mother had awakened him with a good morning kiss.
Trapper smiled as he put more wood on the camp fire. “Looks like Mother Mitchell never left your side last night.”
The four pups were frolicking around the camp looking for their mother. The largest one spotted her and tried to get to a nipple, but she resisted.
“She’s trying to wean them,” Adam said. “They must be about two months old—time they should be eating solid food.”
Adam prepared breakfast. The tantalizing smells of biscuits and venison gravy woke William, John, and Jimmy.
“What’s cooking?” William asked as he pulled on his buckskin boots.
“Your favorite—biscuits and chopped venison gravy. Will you wake Robert? Daylight is burning. We got business to tend to and people to see.”
“Something’s wrong with Robert!” Reverend Witherspoon called out as he kneeled beside Robert’s bedroll trying to wake him.
Adam handed Trapper John the wooden spoon. “Watch breakfast so it doesn’t burn, while I check on Robert. I should have known something was wrong. He wasn’t his usual self last night. He was just too quiet.”
Trapper moved the large Dutch oven off the hot embers and placed the lid on the simmering gravy. Then he turned his attention to the biscuits in the other Dutch oven, lifting the lid to see if they were ready.
“Robert, can you get up?” Adam felt his son’s head.
Robert barely moved his head. In a hoarse voice, he said, “I feel so weak.”
“You may have caught a cold during the blizzard on the mountain; you have a fever. I’m going to send for Reverend Caldwell, the best doctor in Guilford County.”
Trapper brought a porridge bowl with venison gravy and a biscuit and handed it to Adam. “See if he can take a little breakfast.”
Adam managed to feed him a few bites of the gravy-soaked biscuit. The others ate their breakfast as Robert slept.
Adam looked at William. “I know you were only ten when we last lived here. Would you be able to find your way to Dr. Caldwell’s home and bring him here?”
“I’m pretty sure I can find him.”
“Tell him Robert’s in a bad way and to come quickly,” Adam said.
Jimmy asked, “Could I go with William?”
“That’s a good idea,” Adam said. “Be careful.”
John volunteered to sit with Robert until the doctor arrived.
Adam and Trapper fed the pups scraps from breakfast, and they ate their first solid meal with relish. The pups’ mother sat and watched the men pampering her offspring and seemed relieved that she would no longer be nursing.
Trapper straightened up and rubbed his back. “I need to check on the sheep down in the fields, and then I’ll be back.”
“That’s fine,” Adam said. “I need to wash up a bit at the springs before we look up Mr. Hamilton.”
Adam could hear sheep’s bells ringing and an occasional bleat as he approached the springs that fed the old spring house. Trapper’s flock must be nearby. Lulubelle was close behind, following Adam’s every move.
Adam opened a small haversack that contained a tiny bar of pine tar soap, a razor, and a small piece of a looking glass. He looked around to make sure no one was there, then looked at Lulubelle. “If you are my mother, then let’s have a talk while no one is listening. Talk to me, old girl, as Trapper said you did to John Hamilton.”
The dog swished her tail and walked a short distance away to a large tree directly behind and above the crumbling walls of the spring house. The tree had shaded the structure from the sun and hid it from the enemy on the day of the battle. Lulubelle started pawing at the dirt just inches from the trunk of the tree while Adam shaved a week’s growth of beard from his face and then washed his body in the cool spring water. As he buttoned up the freshly washed clothes Elizabeth had so neatly packed for him, the dog barked impatiently. Adam realized she wanted him to climb up the creek bank to look at the hole she had dug.
“Well, look here at what you’ve found.” Adam got on his knees to inspect the strange, round object she had uncovered. Coated in red mud, it appeared to be the top of a small human skull. I can’t believe she dug up a soldier’s grave. As he touched it he discovered the round object was metal and much larger than the top that Lulubelle had unearthed. Digging deeper, he dislodged a solid cannon ball about four inches in diameter. Must have come from one of the British six-pounders during the battle and missed its target, landing so hard it embedded itself in the soft earth of the creek’s bank.
The donkeys began to bray and the horses nickered as Lulubelle ran over the hill to see who was coming. The rider was not a farmer dressed in clothes of linsey-woolsey, but a distinguished-looking gentleman wearing a powdered white wig, attired in a fine suit of tailored clothes. He was a big man, well over six feet tall, with a ruddy face and a well-groomed, gray moustache and green eyes.
The stranger asked, “Are you Adam Mitchell?”
“Yes, I am. Who might you be?”
“Adam, it’s me—your old friend John Hamilton.”
Adam shook Hamilton’s hand. I don’t remember John Hamilton being my friend. “I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you. It’s been so long since I last saw you. Nearly fourteen years.”
“We have both changed, perhaps for the better—a little older and wiser.” Mr. Hamilton tied his horse to a post.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t make it for the May session of the court yesterday. We—”
“Your son William told me about your difficulties on Grandfather Mountain. He also said your son Robert is gravely ill. I gave William and your reverend directions to Dr. Caldwell’s. They should be here soon.”
Mr. Hamilton saw Lulubelle for the first time. He jumped back, respectfully removed his black tri-cornered hat, and made a timid attempt to bow toward her, as if she were a lady.
Adam pretended not to notice this strange encounter and stooped to scratch Lulubelle on the head as she sat patiently by his side.
“I see you’ve met the protector of Guilford Courthouse,” Mr. Hamilton said.
“You mean this old mongrel dog?” Adam knelt beside the panting Lulubelle and continued to stroke her fur.
Mr. Hamilton cleared his throat. “Is there anything I can provide you or your sons in the way of comfort while you are here? I have a guest cottage; you needn’t stay outdoors.”
“Thank you for your kind offer, but we are quite comfortable in our camp. Let’s walk over to the lean-to, and you can meet my other sons.” Adam picked up the six-pound cannon ball and carried it to their shelter where he laid it gently on the ground.
John looked at the object on the ground. “What’s that?”
“My new doorstop.” Adam turned to his son. “How is Robert?”
“He hasn’t opened his eyes since you left. He just moans like he is in terrible pain, keeps mumbling something about the dead soldiers he buried in the cornfields.” John looked from his father to the visitor and back to his father, waiting for an introduction.
“John, this is Mr. Hamilton, with whom we came to do business.”
“Glad to make your acquaintance. I would shake your hand, but I’ve been tending my sick brother, who is feverish.”
“I appreciate your concern for my health.” Mr. Hamilton held on to his hat with both hands, being careful not to touch anything or to get too close. “I lost my mother to a cholera epidemic when I was a child so I don’t like to take chances.”
Adam said, “Why don’t we move out under the shade of a tree?”
“Good idea. Does that, err—dog follow you everywhere?” Mr. Hamilton nodded toward Adam’s new companion, the yellow dog following along beside him.
“She’s been by my side since I found her under the porch with her pups.”
“Has she . . . ” Mr. Hamilton paused, and his face reddened. “Has she said anything?”
“Just barks when she doesn’t like something.” He does think this dog can talk.
Lulubelle looked over the ridge behind what had been the Mitchell home and started to bark.
“She’s saying someone is coming down the lane.” Adam looked toward the sound of a wagon and team. “I hope it’s Dr. Caldwell.”
As the rickety old farm wagon got closer, they could see it was Trapper John and a white-haired, matronly-looking woman dressed as if she were going to a church social, white gloves and all.
“Adam, this is Miz Jessop. She’s a pretty good healer. I went and fetched her as I thought she might be some comfort to Robert until Dr. Caldwell could get here.”
“Glad to meet you, Mrs. Jessop. This is John Hamilton and my son John.”
“I met you many years ago when you came to our farm with your father to buy apple trees. Unfortunately, I know Mr. Hamilton, having dealt with him on the estate of my late husband, but I am glad to meet your son John. Now where is your son that’s ailing?” Mrs. Jessop cast a disapproving eye toward Mr. Hamilton, walking past him as if he were a pile of horse dung.
Trapper looked like he wanted to speak to Mr. Hamilton, but instead just nodded respectfully. Adam recognized the animosity that Mrs. Jessop held for the county clerk. Must have been some difficulty settling her husband’s estate. Seems like Trapper knows the situation; I’ll ask him what caused such ill will when we are alone.
“Over here.” John led the way to where his brother lay.
“Thank goodness you kept him in the shade. Fetch my basket, Mr. John,” Mrs. Jessop told Trapper.
“That’s what she calls me. Mr. John—jist like Mother Mitchell.” Trapper rolled his eyes at the others.
Lulubelle growled and snapped at Trapper, who moved quickly to the open wagon. Avoiding the dog on the way back, he brought the basket to Robert’s side. Mrs. Jessop was feeling his head with her ungloved hand.
“Quite a high fever. This boy is very sick and needs lots of fluids. I brought some of my chicken soup, which I make every Tuesday. Keeps me and Mr. John well. Hopefully, it will cure what’s ailing your son.” Mrs. Jessop gently lifted the crock of soup from her basket and began slowly spoon-feeding Robert, allowing the rich broth to trickle down his sore throat.
Robert opened his eyes and smiled at Mrs. Jessop. “Grandmother Mitchell.”
“They call me Sister Jessop, but I knew your Grandmother Mitchell well.”
“I think Robert likes your soup,” John said.
Barking, Lulubelle took off to higher ground to check out who else was coming. The donkeys kicked and brayed, and the horses shook their heads and whinnied, letting everyone know they were also aware that riders were coming. This time it was William, Jimmy, and Dr. Caldwell.
Dr. Caldwell dismounted and gave Adam a brotherly hug. “I see you have Robert under the very good care of Sister Jessop.” He referred to her as Sister Jessop out of respect for her position as one of the few women preachers in the Quaker community.
Sister Jessop moved over to make room for Dr. Caldwell to examine Robert. “Yes, but he needs a real doctor.”
Dr. Caldwell thought back to that cold February day, twenty-seven years ago when he delivered Robert, Adam’s firstborn. He remembered how hard he tried to save Robert’s mother, Jennett, who died from complications of birth three days later.
After giving Robert a thorough examination, the doctor asked, “Sister Jessop, is that your wagon and team under the tree?”
“Yes, it is.”
“Can we use it to take Robert to my place? I want him off the ground and in a good feather bed with no chance of him being rained on.”
“Certainly, you may use my wagon.”
“Thank you.” Dr. Caldwell stood and patted her gently on the shoulder.
It was obvious the two clergy had a deep respect for each other, even though their customs varied greatly.
Dr. Caldwell greeted John, Trapper, and Mr. Hamilton, then turned toward Adam. “Robert is very sick. He will need constant care and rest for at least a week, maybe more. He can get that at my home from Rachel and me. With your permission, I would like to move him there.”
“Whatever you think is best, Reverend. You are the learned doctor.”
“Adam, you and the boys pick him up slow and easy and move him to Sister Jessop’s wagon.”
“I’ll make him a bed.” Sister Jessop grabbed up his bed roll and got to the wagon first to make a comfortable place for the men to lay Robert. Trapper John held the team steady as Robert was laid into the wagon bed.
“Make the ride easy on him, Trapper. Sister Jessop, will you sit in the back with Robert and keep giving him water from this canteen?” Dr. Caldwell handed the canteen to Sister Jessop. “I’ll be riding behind you, if you need me.”
She climbed up on the wagon, with the assistance of Adam and Jimmy.
“The boys and I will be following you as soon as we pack up and break camp.” Adam said. “We’ll try to catch up with you. If we don’t, we will see you at your place.”
“I assume our business will have to wait?” Mr. Hamilton asked.
“Let us take care of my son, and then I will find you and we can take care of our business when I know Robert is out of danger.” Adam started breaking camp with the help of John, William, and Jimmy.
Adam picked up the cannonball.
“Where did that come from?” William asked.
“Lulubelle dug it up near the big sycamore tree that shades the spring house.” Adam hid it under the rubble of the porch.
William pointed to the tree. “That one?”
“Yes, that one. Why do you ask?”
“How did you know it was there?” William asked.
“The dog uncovered it, apparently fired from one of General Cornwallis’s cannons that missed its target and it lay buried in the mud all these years.”
William stared at the dog. Could it be possible? The dog, tilting her head, stared back at William then at Adam.
“That cannonball did not miss its mark—that’s what destroyed our home.” William said.
“Why do you say that?” Adam said.
“Only two people knew where it was buried, Grandmother Mitchell and me.” William glanced at Lulubelle again; she looked at him the same way as before. “Grandmother Mitchell found it inside our house after the battle. It was the mortar that knocked out a big piece of the roof and the front wall. She asked me to bury it under the big sycamore tree behind the spring house. Grandmother said to never tell a soul where it was buried because if the British came back and found it, they could use it to destroy some other patriot’s home. I never told anyone—only she and I knew it was buried there.”
William and Adam looked at the yellow dog. Then John and Jimmy looked at the cannonball, then at Lulubelle, who was smiling. No one said anything. They just finished gathering their camp for the move to the Caldwell farm.
Chapter Two
Confessions
“Lulubelle, I want you to stay here and protect the farm. We’ve left you a hindquarter of venison, and you have the spring for water. I’ll be back to check on you and the pups as soon as I can.” Adam looked at the dog, who just sat and turned her head from side to side as he spoke.
“Do you think she understood you?” William asked.
John and Jimmy, already in the saddle ready to ride, chuckled.
“I don’t know. Just in case she is Mother, I don’t want to have her mad at me for not telling her what’s going on.” Adam mounted his horse. “Let’s get going as daylight is burning.”
John and William mimicked their Father, silently mouthing “daylight is burning” together and turning toward Jimmy in doing so. They all knew what he was going to say, having heard him recite his old adage often about getting a move on. All three laughed.
“What’s so funny?” Adam asked.
“Nothing,” John said.
William said, “Just admiring how well you can still mount up.”
The horses cantered down a narrow trail toward the Caldwells’ home, located several miles southeast of the battlefield.
After a while, Adam stopped and pointed from a high vantage point and said, “That’s the Buffalo Creek Church over in the trees just above the creek, where you boys were baptized by Reverend Caldwell.”
“I remember Mother saying you helped build that church,” William said.
“That’s right, and working there with Reverend Caldwell is where I learned the skills of a carpenter.”
“You learned that trade from Reverend Caldwell?” Jimmy asked.
“Yes, he was a carpenter before becoming a clergyman.” Adam looked at Jimmy. “Don’t look so surprised. Jesus started out as a carpenter.”
“That’s right. Just hadn’t thought about a minister of today starting as a carpenter,” Jimmy said.
John and William viewed the church back in the woods from at least a mile away.
“It seemed much larger when we lived here,” John said.
William shook his head. “I told you everything seemed bigger!”
As they rode, Adam told them about the family members buried in the church yard behind the sanctuary. “I hope to take all of you to see the church and cemetery if we have time. Jennett, Robert’s mother and my first wife, is also buried there.”
“What happened to her?” John asked.
“Jennett had a difficult time with Robert’s birth and she died when he was three days old.”
“Is Reverend Caldwell the only doctor in Guilford County?” Jimmy asked.
“That’s right.” Adam nodded his head. “He tried to save Jennett’s life. He did all he could.”
“I’m sure he did,” Jimmy said.
***
“Here we are. John, William, take the horses and mules to the barn. Rachel doesn’t like them near the house, especially a bunch of them at once. Makes for a smelly situation on a warm day.” Adam handed his horse’s reins to William and hurried to the house.
Rachel met Adam at the door and hugged him tightly. “I’m so glad to see you, Adam, and so sorry Robert is sick.”
“It’s been a long time, Rachel. I’ve missed you and the reverend so much since leaving Guilford.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Elizabeth sends her regards and wanted to come, but she is just not up to such a journey.”
“Peggy told me in her letters that her mother has not been well.” Rachel led Adam to the room where Robert was.
Reverend Caldwell was on his knees beside the bed, his head bowed in prayer. Robert was on the bed, flat on his back with his eyes closed. His face was as white as the handmade quilt that covered him. Adam gasped, startling the preacher for a moment.
“Come in, Adam.”
Approaching the bed slowly, Adam said, “He’s so pale. Is he gone?”
“No, he’s very much alive,” Dr. Caldwell said. “I just bled him. That’s why he’s so pallid.”
“Oh!”
“As a doctor of medicine, I’ve done all I can. Now I must call on my faith in God to help Robert. Would you like to pray with me?”
“Yes, but let me gather his brothers and Jimmy. I know they’ll want to join us.” Adam stepped out to find them talking to Rachel and motioned all to come in. They circled the sick bed and joined hands in a unity prayer.
Word spread in the community that Adam and his sons were at the Caldwells’ with Robert, who was recovering from a serious illness. Neighbors and church members came, as did many Mitchell family members who still lived in Guilford County. They prayed for his recovery and brought food and comforting words. Their prayers were answered by the end of the week. Robert’s fever had gone down, his color began to change for the better, and his voice was coming back.
Adam and Reverend Caldwell were seated in the study that adjoined the room in which Robert was recuperating, discussing his miraculous recovery.
“I think I need to bleed him again and make sure the infection is out of his body.”
“Let’s not do that,” Adam replied.
“But he must be bled,” the doctor insisted.
“He’s doing so well. Why put him through such agony?”
“If you prefer that I not do a final bleed, then I will honor your wishes.” Reverend Caldwell seemed surprised that Adam didn’t insist on a final bloodletting as was the usual prescribed treatment for an infection.
“Peggy and Dr. Chester have both stopped the bleeding of their patients and think Dr. Rush’s theory of the treatment for infection is in error,” Adam said.
“Who is Dr. Chester?”
“For years, Peggy’s been the only midwife and healer around Knob Creek. She helped birth most of the babies born in our part of the county. Dr. William Chester came to Jonesborough recently from Lancaster. He was trained by the famous Dr. Benjamin Rush and bled his patients accordingly. He noticed that Peggy didn’t bleed her patients and they seemed to do as well as those he bled. They kept accurate patient records, and he is now convinced that Dr. Rush’s treatment for infection is flawed.”
“Dr. Rush’s treatment is flawed?” Reverend Caldwell looked astonished.
“That’s what they say.”
“As you know, Adam, I was trained in medicine by Dr. Woodside, a medical doctor who was a relative of Rachel’s. After he died, I had only his books to rely on. Thank you for sharing this information with me. It’s difficult being both a doctor and a clergyman to the congregation. Sometimes I fail, as with Jennett.” Reverend Caldwell looked down at the wooden floor.
“Please don’t blame yourself for Jennett’s death. Everyone knows how hard you worked to save her.” Adam placed a comforting hand on the reverend’s arm.
“Thank you,” he said, looking up at Adam.
“I should thank you, Reverend, for all you and Rachel have done for my family over these many years. Your guidance has always been the keystone of our family’s health and faith.”
“You’re welcome, Adam. Your family’s presence is missed here in Guilford.” The reverend put his hand on Adam’s shoulder and stared into his face. “What is troubling you so, Adam?”
“I miss Guilford and its people. I think often of moving back and with John Hamilton giving us the homestead, we would have property to rebuild on.” Adam looked down at the reverend’s feet and shook his head. “I don’t think that’s what Mother would want, and I know that I could never farm the land that holds the remains of so many brave soldiers. Besides, Guilford Courthouse has horrible memories for Elizabeth and the children who witnessed the battle.”
“Being on the battlefield was a horrible experience for your family, especially Robert.” The reverend’s voice broke as he spoke. “I am so sorry for what I did to your Robert.” The reverend looked into Adam’s eyes.
“You just saved his life!”
Reverend Caldwell stood and looked out the window. Then he turned back to face Adam. “Yes, but when he was fourteen, I took away his boyhood.” The minister began to cry. “I made a big mistake. Adam, will you forgive me?”
Adam stood up, looked Reverend Caldwell in the face, and clutched the shoulders of his friend’s long-sleeved shirt. Adam was frightened, never having seen David Caldwell so distraught. “Tell me what happened.”
“Robert found me at the McNairy house, which I had turned into a temporary infirmary to care for the wounded. He had been searching for you, not knowing you had been captured. Robert told me that he and your mother had looked at every wounded and dead soldier scattered about the battlefield. Tired and with little help, I asked Robert to get a wheelbarrow, and gather and bury the human limbs I had amputated before they putrefied. He obliged me, but I didn’t think of the long-term implications of this precious young man taking on such a gruesome chore. During his convalescence the last few days, nightmares came during his fever and I heard his cries of agony. I realized I had scarred him for life during an unthinking moment. I pray you and Robert will forgive me for what I have done.” Reverend Caldwell looked into Adam’s eyes for the forgiveness he sought.
“Reverend, for many years I have blamed myself for not sending my family away from Guilford Courthouse when I learned the British were coming. Mother and Elizabeth refused to leave the farm. I gave Robert a gun and put him in the spring house with his grandmother, mother, and siblings with instructions to protect them at all cost. A tremendous responsibility for a lad who had just turned fourteen.”
The minister put his arms around Adam. “I will never forget how awful war is.”
“Nor will I.” Adam shook his head defiantly.
They embraced for some time, each lost in their own memories of that fateful day.
Reverend Caldwell pulled away. “Do you intend to take back the farm?”
“That’s what I’ve been wanting to talk to you about.”
“Let’s take a walk. I want to show you something, and we can discuss your concerns without interruption.”
Outside, Reverend Caldwell pointed the way down a well-traveled path. They walked side by side, not saying a word, each waiting for the other to speak. Decades of ministry kept the reverend in control, not uttering a word but watching and listening.
Breaking the silence, Adam said, “May I ask you about the deathbed letter you received from mother?
It was delivered by a Lieutenant John Armstrong of the U.S. Army.”
“That was in the spring of 1788,” Reverend Caldwell remembered.
“Mother died the last week of March, in the eleventh year of Independence.”
“I remember like yesterday, that soldier dismounting from his bay mare in front of the house, announcing who he was and that you had sent him. Rachel and I both knew it was bad news. You couldn’t have picked a better courier for such a letter, and he was honored to have been chosen to deliver it. He told us Judge McNairy and a young lawyer named Andrew Jackson had introduced you.”
Reverend Caldwell yanked open the door of the Log College where he and Rachel taught the young men of Guilford County. “I want to show you where John McNairy sat.” He pointed toward a bench near one of the two windows of the log structure. “Your Robert sat next to him. They were the best of friends. Now, John has been appointed a federal judge in Nashville.” Reverend Caldwell beamed with pride. “His father told me he’ll be paid eight hundred dollars a year.”
Adam gestured impatiently. “Tell me about Mother’s letter.”
“I’m sorry. I get carried away about my pupil’s success. I wanted to share the story with you.” Reverend Caldwell looked a little embarrassed.
“I understand, but I want to hear about the letter while we have this time together.” Adam took a step closer.
“Lieutenant Armstrong was aware from conversation with Judge McNairy that your mother provided shelter and medical attention to the injured soldiers in her corn fields and secured the release of the Guilford County Militiamen whom Cornwallis had captured.”
“Did you know Armstrong was sent to Jonesborough by the Secretary of War at the direction of George Washington?” Adam asked.
“You don’t say.”
“That’s what he told me. Seems some in Philadelphia thought Governor John Sevier was cooking up a conspiracy with the British to gain control of the Mississippi River for the State of Franklin,” Adam said.
Reverend Caldwell said, “John Sevier would never join the British in any endeavor.”
“That’s what Armstrong’s investigation concluded, but by then the State of Franklin had dissolved and the Franklinites pledged their loyalty to North Carolina and the new nation. Now, Tennessee is the sixteenth state and John Sevier is our Governor.” Adam sat down on a school bench and the reverend followed, sitting across from him.
“Armstrong is now second-in-command at the War Department,” Reverend Caldwell said. “Word is, President Washington recommended that he become Adams’s Secretary of War when Henry Knox steps down.”
“I’m impressed by him as was my daughter Peggy. We met the lieutenant by way of introduction from her beau at the time, Andrew Jackson. Andrew and John McNairy both lived with our neighbors the Taylors before moving west to Nashville to set up the court there. Andrew carried Mother’s will and recorded it there. Her will was one of the first records ever recorded in Davidson County.”
“While Rachel read your mother’s letter aloud to me, the lieutenant stood at attention. He was moved by your mother’s written words, and I could see his eyes tear up.”
“What did the letter say that upset John Hamilton so much that he wants to give the property back to me?” Adam asked.
“You don’t know what your mother’s letter said? I thought you wrote it for her.” The reverend looked surprised.
“No, Elizabeth’s father John McMachen wrote the letter and Mother’s last will and testament a few days before she died. He was by her side to the end.”
“From her letters, I knew your mother and Mr. McMachen were very close. I am surprised they didn’t marry, both being without a spouse.”
“Mr. Mac proposed, but Mother said she could never marry another man after Father’s death. Mr. Mac understood,” Adam said.
“Mr. Mac?”
“That’s what everyone called him in Washington County, where he was the first county register. They just couldn’t get his name right. Some called him McMahon, others McMachen, which is correct, but those that weren’t sure just called him Mr. Mac. He liked it, and the family started calling him that.”
Reverend Caldwell shifted on the bench. “Now that I know you never saw the letter, I wish I had kept it for you. Mr. Hamilton asked for it as he wanted to explicitly carry out your mother’s wishes. I do remember she described vividly the horrific sight of the dead and dying soldiers on her property after the battle—how she ran about looking for you, and not finding you, assumed you were dead.”
“What did Mother want Mr. Hamilton to do that has caused him such distress?”
“If I had your mother’s letter, I would be glad to share it with you. Mr. Hamilton is no longer a member of my congregation, but we have had many discussions about your mother and her farm. It would not be proper for me to discuss his revelations. I will tell you that on account of his buying the Mitchell farm, he has had a very unusual spiritual awakening. When you talk, I am sure he will tell you about it. I would rather you hear it from him.”
Reverend Caldwell opened the schoolhouse door for Adam. They walked the trail from the Caldwell school to the manse on the same path that Reverend and Rachel Caldwell had strolled arm in arm for thirty years.
Chapter Three
Relinquishment of the Battlefield
When Reverend Caldwell and Adam returned from their walk and approached the manse, Adam noticed a white horse tied to a rail of the loafing pen attached to the barn.
“That looks like the horse Mr. Hamilton was riding when he came to the farm on Monday,” Adam said.
“It is indeed Old Blue.”
Adam looked at the horse again. “That’s a strange name for a white horse.”
“Not really. If you look closely, you’ll notice a bluish tint about his coat, especially where the sun rays shine. A strong horse of good stock he is—look at that broad back and those strong legs. It takes a big horse to carry a man the size of Mr. Hamilton or me.”
“I assume he came to finish our business,” Adam said.
“That may be the reason, but our county clerk has become one of our frequent callers of late, bringing fresh game and farm products to Rachel.”
“I thought you said he isn’t a member of your congregation.”
“Not at this time he isn’t.” Reverend Caldwell opened the door for Adam.
Mr. Hamilton was in the parlor visiting with Rachel and her guests from Knob Creek.
“Good to see you, Mr. Hamilton,” the minister said.
Reverend Caldwell wiped his dusty boots on a small deer skin on the wooden floor just inside the foyer. Rachel wrapped her arms around him, and he gave her a kiss. Adam carefully wiped his boots on the soft deer skin, remembering from his boyhood how Rachel fussed about her wooden floors. For years, the Caldwells, like most of the settlers in the Piedmont area of North Carolina, had nothing but dirt floors in their log dwellings.
Mr. Hamilton nodded to Adam, “Glad to see you under better circumstances than last Monday.” He glanced toward the room where Robert convalesced. “The patient looks much better today.”
“Mr. Hamilton brought us some plump pheasants this morning; had his slave girl clean and pluck them,” Rachel said. “All I have to do is put them in the big skillet with some vegetables for supper tonight.”
Reverend Caldwell said, “Well, thank you, Mr. Hamilton. We’ll put them to good use.”
“I had planned to look you up today, Mr. Hamilton, as Robert is doing much better,” Adam said. “Your being here makes it convenient for me. If you have the papers for me to sign, we can complete our business.”
“I do and I would like to have the opportunity to discuss this land transaction with you and your sons, in private, if we may.”
“That would be good, as I do have some questions,” Adam said.
“You must have tea and crumpets first,” Rachel said in such a way as no one could refuse.
William mouthed to his brother John so as to not offend their hosts, “Tea and crumpets?”
John shrugged his shoulders to indicate that he didn’t know what Rachel was talking about, either.
Adam remembered fondly Rachel’s little pastries with her delicious fruit jellies and jams. I wish my Elizabeth were here to partake of Rachel’s hospitality. She would have enjoyed this. I shouldn’t forbid Elizabeth to keep tea in the house. It’s just that the mention of the word reminds me of the British bastards that destroyed our home. Obviously, the Caldwells have forgiven the Brits enough to drink tea. I don’t think I can ever be so benevolent.
“Come this way.” Reverend Caldwell gestured toward a long dining table set with fine china for afternoon tea. The sturdy oak table was adorned with an Irish linen tablecloth laced with intricate little crosses and fishes.
When they were all seated, Reverend Caldwell said, “Let’s give thanks.”
He gave thanks for Robert’s speedy recovery and for the opportunity to see Adam and his sons again. He asked forgiveness for lost souls who were trying to return to the church.
As Rachel poured the hot tea, Reverend Caldwell passed a pewter tray of crumpets. Jimmy gently caressed the tablecloth with the palm of his hand. “How appropriate your tablecloth is, Mrs. Caldwell, with the symbols of Christ woven into it. Did you make this?”
“No, it was a gift from Reverend and Mrs. Annan made by the ladies of the Pine Street Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia as a twenty-fifth wedding anniversary present to us.”
“I know Reverend and Mrs. Annan and have been to their home,” Jimmy said.
Reverend Caldwell looked up in surprise. “You have?”
“How would you know them?” Rachel’s voice and expression showed her excitement.
“I preached to the congregation of the Old Pine Street Church last fall,” Jimmy said proudly.
“We went to the opera in Reverend Annan’s carriage.” William looked at Jimmy, who nodded in agreement.
“Really?” Reverend Caldwell was quite impressed with the young clergyman Adam had brought.
As the host’s attention was turned toward Jimmy Witherspoon, Adam leaned toward Mr. Hamilton and whispered, “Now would be a good time to discuss our business.”
“Yes, it would.” Mr. Hamilton rose from his chair and bowed toward the hosts. “Thank you, Rachel, Reverend, for the refreshments. If you will excuse us, Adam and I still have business to tend.”
“Please use my study.” Reverend Caldwell gestured toward the room.
Mr. Hamilton looked around the table. “Adam, as we are getting older and must depend on your sons to carry on the perpetuity of this commitment, I would like them to hear what I have to say regarding this matter.”
“Robert needs to rest, but William and John can join us.” Adam motioned for them to follow him as Mr. Hamilton led the way to the reverend’s study.
Adam pointed out the pastor’s great literary works, many written in Latin and Greek. “Reverend Caldwell can read and recite from the Latin and Greek books as well as those in the King’s English.”
The collection of leather-bound books and elegant furnishings in the pastor’s study amazed John and William. Adam could remember Reverend Caldwell tutoring him as a young man in this very room, working from these same books. He looked around the room and then at his sons with a proud smile. “It is from this study and Reverend Caldwell’s books that I received my education.”
Mr. Hamilton sat in Reverend Caldwell’s desk chair. Adam and William sat in high back, wooden chairs, made years ago by their host. John stood in the doorway of the study. Mr. Hamilton cleared his throat and shifted in his chair before speaking.
“I know my giving back the Mitchell homestead sounds highly unusual to you. Please understand that it is important that I receive nothing in return, other than your promise to protect it from any use that would disturb the soldiers buried there.”
“You want nothing from us?” Adam asked.
“Only that you fulfill your mother’s wishes and that you never sell it to anyone who will not follow those wishes.”
William and John listened intently to Mr. Hamilton’s every word, expecting some strange request.
“You mention often my mother’s wishes,” Adam said. “Would you explain?”
“What she mentioned in her letter, and what she told me,” Mr. Hamilton said.
“You talked to my mother?” Adam stood and looked down at Mr. Hamilton. “I took her over the mountain with the children shortly after the battle. I returned to request a re-grant of the 107 acres, because the original grant had mysteriously disappeared from the courthouse, but my mother did not come back with me.”
“I didn’t exactly . . . talk . . . to her . . . ” Mr. Hamilton stammered, his face turning the color of a ripe peach.
Adam sat down again, but his eyes never left Mr. Hamilton’s face. “Mother left Guilford County shortly after the battle and never returned. You couldn’t have talked to her.”
John tilted his head and looked at Mr. Hamilton out of the corner of his eye. “That’s right. William and I went with Grandmother when Father took us over the mountain.”
“Please hear me out. It is not easy for me to tell this story.” Mr. Hamilton again cleared his throat.
“We apologize for interrupting you. Please continue.” Adam looked at his sons in a way that warned them not to interrupt again.
“As you know, Adam, I served under Alexander Martin in the war. He is now a U.S. senator and was governor of North Carolina.” Mr. Hamilton took a deep breath. “A powerful man, but hated by many—and for good reason.”
Adam nodded, “I know about his court-martial and resigning a colonel’s commission after Germantown.”
“He came back to Guilford County after giving up his military service, started a law practice, and built a home near Salisbury.
Martin practiced law in both Rowan and Guilford Counties. He taught me the law and how to use it for personal gain.” Mr. Hamilton shook his head as if to get that thought out of his mind.
“I remember you were the sheriff before the battle,” Adam said.
“Martin secured the appointment for me, obliging me to be at his beck and call.”
Adam added, “I remember you were popular with the Whigs for confiscating property from the Tories.”
“And some patriot’s property as well—all by means of deception and fraud, all planned by Martin.” Mr. Hamilton looked down at the floor.
“Governor Martin took property from Whigs?”
“Yes, and I helped him,” Mr. Hamilton murmured.
John moved from the doorway to sit on the arm of the sturdy chair that William occupied. They listened intently to the confession by this man who had been a sheriff and was now county clerk.
“How?” Adam asked.
“Thomas Henderson was county clerk the year before the battle. Martin was state senator then. The county leaders took lands and private property that belonged to Edmund Fanning—the land adjoining your property. I took two heifers for my part. The others took whatever they wanted.”
“Didn’t anyone protest?”
“How could they?” Mr. Hamilton raised his head and looked at Adam. “I was the sheriff and the others were all elected officials of the county, all related.”
“What did the landowners do after you confiscated their property?”
“They all left, except for your family. When your mother didn’t move after your father’s death, the plan Alexander Martin had for the valuable land surrounding the new courthouse fell apart.”
Adam looked confused. “When I sold the property, you mentioned missing records. I have always wondered how you knew about the records disappearing from the courthouse in Salisbury. Mother and I never told anyone, except Reverend Caldwell.”
“I am sorry to say that I was the person that removed them. I hope that you will forgive me.”
“You removed them?” Adam and his sons looked at each other, then at Mr. Hamilton.
“I must confess everything to you. Please allow me to finish, and I think you will understand why I must do this. As the clerk of the county, Thomas Henderson was in a much better position to make land acquisitions than I was as the sheriff. We accumulated a great deal of land working together. He was appointed as the new clerk of Rockingham County, which was created out of Guilford County, and I was appointed to the position of Guilford County Clerk. Then we had two counties from which to steal widows’ and orphans’ lands. As you know, I am still county clerk, a position I would like to retain, if that is possible.”
“Why are you telling us this?”
Mr. Hamilton leaned forward. “I must, Adam. Please, hear me out. Your family had moved over the mountain to join Mr. McMachen. General Cornwallis had surrendered at Yorktown. The war was over. Even though significant battles were fought and won in this state, the State Assembly voted against ratification of the national Constitution.”
Adam said, “I know about that, and I always wondered why North Carolina voted against ratification.”
“The governor and other leaders of the conspiracy were afraid that our land grab scheme would be found out by the new federal government. Many of our constituents suspected us, but with the records of the counties in such shambles, it would be difficult to prove.”
Now things are beginning to make sense, Adam thought.
“When you started investigating the disappearance of your father’s original land grant and applied for a re-grant, I feared I might be caught up in the conspiracy.” Mr. Hamilton shrugged his shoulders and turned his palms up. “That’s why I paid you three times what the land was worth—to get the matter settled quickly and put a stop to the questions.”
“I was satisfied with the price.” Adam shifted in his seat.
“You should have been. ₤158 was exorbitant, but worth it to me if it let me keep doing what I was doing. After you left the county for good, I continued my wicked ways when I knew I could get away with it. Like robbing Widow Churchton of her estate.” Mr. Hamilton paused and looked at the floor. “Reverend Caldwell and the elders had suspicions of my misconduct for many years and eventually ousted me from Buffalo Presbyterian Church. It embarrassed my poor wife to the point that she killed herself. My grown children left and no longer communicate with me. The only family I have now are my slaves.”
“I am sorry for your loss,” Adam said.
Mr. Hamilton nodded his thanks. “I decided to sell your farm with another parcel of land I own near the courthouse to a Virginia plantation owner who wanted land to grow tobacco. I broke the promise I made to you and your mother to never disturb the sacred ground of your fields.”
Adam bounded up from his chair. “You didn’t!”
“Yes, I did. The wealthy buyer was already en route to Martinsville from Frederick County, Virginia. I was in my parlor, as usual indulging in the elixir of forgetfulness, dreaming about the lucrative land sale that was pending, when I heard riders coming. I thought the riders might be the buyer, but it was Reverend Caldwell and this Army officer.”
“Did I hear my name?” Reverend Caldwell stood outside the door.
“Yes, you did, Reverend. Please, come in and join us. I am about to finish my confession and would like you to hear what I have to say,” Mr. Hamilton answered.
The minister entered the room. “Are you sure? I know this is difficult for you to do.”
“I have done it many times in my head. It is easier now to tell the story.”
William and John got up and offered their shared seat to the reverend, and then moved to the doorway. Reverend Caldwell and Adam sat down.
Mr. Hamilton continued, “The reverend and Lieutenant John Armstrong had your mother’s deathbed letter and wanted to read it to me, which they did. It was the most eloquent letter I have ever heard or read. Your mother asked the reverend to call on me to thank me personally for being the protector of the battlefield.”
“You had already decided to sell the property?” Adam asked.
“Yes. I am not making excuses, but that was before I knew of the letter and her death. After Reverend Caldwell and the lieutenant left, I fell asleep in a drunken stupor. I awoke to find your mother standing at the foot of my bed. She told me that if I didn’t cancel my plans to sell the land, she would haunt me for the rest of my life and that I would burn in eternal Hell for my sins.”
Adam wrinkled his brow. “What did Mother look like?”
“She looked just like she did the last time I saw her before you moved, but slightly older. There was this glow around her, like a firefly glowing in the dark.” Mr. Hamilton shuddered. “She had her say and was gone. Just went through the wall. I was afraid, but I convinced myself it was the whisky causing me to see and hear the ghost of your mother.” Mr. Hamilton paused and looked intently at each person in the room.
“I had promised Lieutenant Armstrong I would meet him at the spring house the next day when the sun was high. He wanted me to show him where the mass grave of the soldiers was. I arrived early and watered Old Blue in the creek, then went into the spring house to get myself a cool drink directly from the spring. The door was missing, but it still had enough roof to make shade.” Mr. Hamilton lowered his voice. “In the dark corner was a young man in the uniform of a Continental soldier, drawing up a canteen of spring water. He introduced himself as Richard Taliaferro from Surry County. Said he was getting his fallen comrade, Jesse Franklin, some cool spring water. I started to introduce myself. He told me, ’We all know who you are and what you intend to do, Mr. Hamilton.’”
John’s and William’s eyes opened wider.
“He walked past me and waded across the creek, spooking Old Blue so badly he ran off toward New Garden Road. I followed where the soldier came out of the water on the other side of the creek. There were no footprints on the creek bank.” Mr. Hamilton looked at Adam.
That’s some story, Adam thought.
“Where did your horse go?” John asked.
“Lieutenant Armstrong saw Old Blue hightailing it toward home with an empty saddle. He naturally assumed I had been thrown. After chasing my horse a ways, he grabbed the halter and tethered him to his saddle and came looking for me. Armstrong said he had never seen such a scared horse. I didn’t tell him Old Blue saw a ghost.”
The brothers looked from Mr. Hamilton to their father and back again.
Mr. Hamilton kept talking. “He asked to see the burial site, which I showed him. The lieutenant drew sketches and made lots of notes in his journal, like he might fight the battle again someday.”
“That soldier is a sharp young man.” Adam looked at Reverend Caldwell, who nodded in agreement.
Hamilton said, “It was like Lieutenant Armstrong knew my plans for the battlefield. He said that two hundred years from now, people would still come from all over to see where these gallant men fought for this sacred piece of ground. He warned me that it would upset the survivors and the ghosts of the men who died here if their resting place were ever disturbed.”
Mr. Hamilton paused, shook his head, then looked first at Adam then at John and William. “I wish to be exonerated from this responsibility.” He pulled a document out of his coat pocket and handed it to Adam.
The document was already signed by John Hamilton and his signature had been witnessed by John McMurry, County Trustee, on May 1, 1797. It was written in John Hamilton’s very distinctive, yet fine penmanship and read exactly as follows:
John Hamilton to Adam Mitchell relinquishing of a Deed Registration
I do hereby relinquish all Bargain Seal on purchase between Adam Mitchell and myself in Consequences of the within Described Land and do hereby Revoke Taking Desannul all & Singular the Right & Interrest that I Now have or ever had to the Title or Lands Contained therein by Virtue of Sd Title & this profane meaning of this Certificate is to Recover all Right & Title made to Me by Adam Mitchell in this Title to him and his heirs as although this Title had Never been Made Heretefo my intial and Seal this first Day of May 1797
J. Hamilton
Test John McMurry
Execution of the above Certificate was Ackd. in open Court
Let it be Recorded
Test J. Hamilton CC
“There is no place for me to sign,” Adam said.
“That’s correct. This is not a buy, sell agreement. It is my relinquishment certificate to you that our previous bill of sale has been canceled by me, the buyer.”
Adam looked at the document again, “I have never heard of a certificate of relinquishment.”
“Since I was appointed the county clerk, there has never been one filed in Guilford County.”
Adam read the document again, turned it over and looked at the blank back, then handed it to John.
“I’ve never heard of anything like this, either.” John examined the document as his father had and passed it on to William.
William looked the paper over and asked, “How do we know this is a legal document since none of us even knows what it is?”
Reverend Caldwell put his hands on his knees and pulled his large frame up into a standing position, stretching and taking the floor at the same time. “Adam, Mr. Hamilton and I have had many discussions on how to handle this matter. He could have sold it back to you for a pittance or signed a quit claim deed signing away any interest in the property. To do a sale or a quit claim would be admitting that he, in fact, did own the property. Adam, I am hesitant to become involved in this matter, but Mr. Hamilton’s reason for buying your property had to do with a previous, dishonest indiscretion. He needs to do this in such a way as to say he never owned the 107 acres in the first place, to avoid the possibility of impeachment and criminal prosecution.”
“I see,” Adam acknowledged. “And if the property is ever misused, it will be because of my actions rather than his.”
Both Reverend Caldwell and Mr. Hamilton nodded in agreement.
“What do I need to do?” Adam said.
Mr. Hamilton continued, “Just accept a copy that I have for you and honor your mother’s wishes. I would like one of your sons to sign under the county trustee’s signature should anyone question this transaction later. As we missed the May session of county court last week, I will not be able to file the certificate for record until the August session of the court.”
Adam looked at John and William, “What do you boys think?”
“Sounds to me like what Grandmother Mitchell wants.” John looked at William, who nodded in agreement.
“Well, let’s do it.” Adam handed the document to William for a signature, and everyone shook hands and thanked each other.
Outside the study, Rachel and Jimmy heard the men moving around and talking after they finished their business.
Rachel knocked softly. “May I come in with Reverend Witherspoon?”
“Certainly, my dear,” her husband answered.
She came into the study, smiling and her face beaming. “I have a wonderful suggestion that I hope you will all agree to. Tomorrow is Sunday and you, my dear husband, have been so busy you haven’t prepared a sermon.” She shook her index finger at him teasingly. “It just so happens we have a visiting Presbyterian preacher, a graduate of Washington College, and a relative of Dr. John Witherspoon of Princeton University, who has offered to preach for you tomorrow.” She extended her hand toward Jimmy as if she were introducing him for the first time.
“That is a marvelous idea. I know the congregation would love to hear another pastor preach, especially one who has preached to Pine Street Presbyterian in the nation’s capital.” Reverend Caldwell looked at Adam. “You had planned on visiting your old church while you are here?”
“With all that has been happening, I forgot tomorrow is the Sabbath. Yes, I would like to attend church and then leave first thing Monday morning, if Robert continues to improve.” Adam looked at his sons, who smiled and nodded.
“Good, that’s settled. Now, everyone but Jimmy out of the study, as Reverend Witherspoon has to prepare his sermon.” Rachel waved them toward the door. Moving into the parlor, Mr. Hamilton looked humbly at Reverend Caldwell. “Would it be proper now for me to attend church services tomorrow as a guest?”
“That would be good, and after church, the elders will meet in session to consider your request for reinstatement and other church matters. I would recommend you be prepared to make a public confession and ask the congregation for forgiveness.”
Chapter Four
Homeward Bound
Five horsemen rode slowly through the overgrown fields of the battleground toward Huntington Creek. The sun rose in a big orange ball, warming their backs this cool, spring morning. They stopped at a high place known as Lookout Ridge for one last glance at what had once been their home. Looking down on Martinsville, they could see Trapper John watching over Sister Jessop’s sheep, just white dots in the lush, green grass. Adam waved goodbye, not expecting a wave in return as his old friend would not be able to see him in the shadows of the tall timbers.
“Lulubelle, come on, girl. Get a move on. We’ve got a long way to go.” Adam turned in the saddle to see if she was following.
He had the pup that looked like her in a gunny sack slung over his shoulder. Jimmy, John, and William each carried a litter mate, their heads out of the sacks, looking wide-eyed at the world. They didn’t whine or whimper as their heads bobbed up and down to the cadence of the horses. Robert led the donkeys, who bore the usual food and supplies for a long trip, plus the many gifts from family and friends.
Adam, who was bringing up the rear, hollered for all to hear, “Keep going. I’ll catch up with you. I need to check on the momma dog.”
Adam found Lulubelle sitting in the middle of the road waiting for him. He dismounted and knelt down beside the sad-looking dog. “What’s the matter, old girl?” He patted her head gently. “You don’t want to go, do you?”
She looked back down the road toward her home.
“If your mind is made up, I know I can’t change it.”
She cocked her head to one side then the other, intently staring into Adam’s eyes as his mother often did, looking deep into his mind and soul for his thoughts.
“I understand. This is your home. You raised your family here and did a fine job of it.” Adam wiped a small tear from his eye with the back of his hand as the dog started to slowly walk away.
She went a few yards, then stopped and looked back at Adam.
“Go on, girl. It’s going to be all right. Your pups will have a good home. I’ll make sure of that. Go on now.” He waved his arms to shoo her on.
She moved down the road a little further, stopped, and turned again.
“Go on home now.” He shooed her along with his hands and watched her disappear around a curve in the road. “I’m going to miss you,” he whispered.
Jimmy and John came riding back to check on Adam, who was standing in the middle of the trail, holding the reins of his horse and looking back. The pup was still in its gunny sack pouch over his shoulder.
“Where is she?” Jimmy asked.
“Heading back to where she belongs.” Adam grabbed the saddle horn with both hands and pulled himself up onto his chestnut mare.
“Did you say goodbye?” John asked.
“I did.”
“Was it Grandmother or Lulubelle you said goodbye to?”
“Both.” Adam turned his mount toward Tennessee.
John looked at Jimmy and mouthed, “What does that mean?”
Jimmy shrugged.
The horses cantered through Herman Husband’s abandoned homestead just west of Horse Pen Creek. Adam told the boys how this neighbor had been involved in the Battle of Alamance, the first skirmish between the Regulators and the Tories. They stopped to let the horses graze. The pups were allowed out of their gunny sacks to run and play and select that perfect little patch of grass.
“They’re really too big to carry.” Adam watched them play in the lush clover.
“Do you think they’ll follow us if we don’t carry them?” John said.
“Here, Smoky.” Robert offered a piece of jerky to the only male pup from the litter.
John had claimed him and named him Smoky as his fur had the coloring of the mountains back home.
William said, “Let’s train him to lead the others, and we won’t have to carry them on horseback.”
John cut up some jerky, called the pup, and gave him a treat when he came. The dog got the idea pretty fast. The cream-colored female came to John for a treat.
“Looks like our old dog when she was a pup.” John handed a piece of the jerky to the puppy. “Remember how she scratched on the schoolhouse door after recess, just when Peggy was starting penmanship class? It was like that dog had a timepiece and could tell time.”
William grinned. “The old gal would make her entrance, and the pupils would have a good laugh as she went to her pallet near Peggy’s desk and plopped down, usually with a loud sigh.”
“The children really miss Lulubelle,” Jimmy said.
Adam stepped back toward his horse. “Enough talk about old dogs. Let’s get a move on—daylight’s a-burning.”
The boys laughed.
“What’s so funny?”
“You always say that,” William said.
“Well, it is. God gives us just so much daylight each day to get things done. If we waste it, that’s a sin, isn’t it, Jimmy?” Adam grabbed the reins of his horse and turned her.
“Could be, Adam. I’ll have to think about that.” Jimmy mounted Star, the horse Peggy had given him on his graduation last year from Washington College.
“Heading home!” William hollered, turning his horse westward.
Three days later, they reached Boone. Pleasant weather allowed the men to camp outdoors rather than staying at the inn.
They sat downwind from the campfire, ready to eat their evening meal as John dished up beans and salt pork from the big pot he had prepared.
Adam took a bite. “Good beans.”
“Thanks,” John said.
“You’re gonna make Mary Ann a good wife,” William wisecracked while eating his plate of beans. “That reminds me—you owe me big for posting that bond of marriage for a thousand dollars.”
“What’s this about a thousand-dollar bond?” Adam looked at his sons through narrowed eyes.
“I signed it in December for John’s proposal to Mary Ann Barnes,” William answered.
“I only posted a fifty-dollar bond for Robert’s marriage bond to Elizabeth Allison. You posted twenty times the required bond?” Adam glared at William.
William stared back at Adam. “It was Peggy’s idea to post a large bond. She said it would assure both Mary Ann and her father of how serious John’s intentions were, as Mary Ann had another suitor.”
“Peggy hatched this scheme for you?” Adam shook his head in disbelief. “That sounds like my Peg.”
John said, “She would have put up the bond herself, if women were allowed to post bonds.”
“What did Mr. Barnes say when you showed him the bond?” Adam asked.
“He asked, ‘Do you have a preacher in mind?’ I said, ‘Yes.’ Then he asked if Sunday, December 17th would be agreeable. I said, ‘That’s only two weeks away, but I don’t know why we couldn’t.’ Then he says that’s the date he and Mrs. Barnes had set for Mary Ann’s wedding to her other suitor. The marriage went on as planned, except I was the groom instead of the Hazelwood boy.” John couldn’t hold a straight face. Now everyone was laughing.
Adam looked at William. “Did you have a thousand dollars?”
“Well, uh, no, but no money changes hands unless John reneges on the marriage.”
John nodded in agreement. “It was a surety bond to make sure the groom honored his commitment.”
“Why didn’t you come to me about it?”
“Didn’t want to bother you.” John took a deep breath. “And we all knew you wouldn’t approve of William posting such a high bond.”
“She meant that much to you?” Adam asked.
“Yes, she’s everything I ever wanted in a wife.”
“William, what would you have done if John had changed his mind?”
“I would have hurt him real bad.” William grinned and everyone laughed.
“Well, the plan worked and just in the nick of time, it sounds like. Now I’m going to bed.” Adam laughed out loud and laid back on his bedroll using his saddle as a pillow.
The cream-colored pup curled up next to Adam and both were soon asleep. The other travelers, tired from a long day on the trail, followed his lead.
Adam had breakfast cooking early the next morning. The smell of bacon frying and biscuits baking woke the others.
“It’s ready.” Adam took a sip of camp coffee.
“You’re in good spirits,” Robert said.
“Ready to get back home to my wife and children,” Adam said.
“I’m ready to get back to my bride,” Robert said.
“Me too,” John said.
Adam filled their plates one after the other. “When you going to make me a grandfather, Robert?”
“I’m working on it.”
“You been married for seven months and she’s not pregnant.”
“She will be soon.”
Adam smiled at his son. “That so?”
Robert nodded.
“That would make your mother and me proud.” Adam looked at the rest of the group. “Eat your breakfast, boys, and let’s hit the trail. If the sun is just right in the afternoon, there’s a spot we can see ole Grandfather, whom the mountain was named for.”
“Who named it that?” John asked.
“Don’t know. It’s been Grandfather Mountain since the first time I came over the mountain. Old-timers tell me the Indians called it Tanawha, which means ‘fabulous hawk.’” Adam gazed at the panoramic view of the majestic mountains ahead of them.
They made the crest by way of the Deep Gap Trail by noon.
Jimmy slid off his horse and looked up at a high peak. “I see it. I see why they call it that.”
“I don’t see any old man.” William squinted and looked in the same direction as Jimmy.
“He’s right there.” Jimmy pointed to a high bluff in the distance.
“I see him,” Robert said.
Adam stared at the bluff. “I finally see Grandfather, after all these years.”
“I don’t see what you’re talking about,” William said.
Jimmy pointed again. “He’s there. I see how the mountain got its name.”
“Let’s go get a better look. Maybe I can see him if I get closer.” William looked at Adam for approval.
“Go on,” Adam said. “You may never get another chance to see him again.”
Jimmy, William, and John started up the trail toward the optical illusion that was created by the bright sun and the rock structure of the mountain. Robert, still weak from his illness, stayed with his father.
Adam watched them for a few seconds before walking toward his horse. “I’m going to take a nap while they’re gone.”
“That sounds like a good idea.” Robert took the saddle off his horse.
Adam removed his saddle, then unburdened the donkeys and hobbled them to graze in the fresh mountain grass. Adam and Robert rested under the shade of a ledge that protruded out of the side of a cliff.
Robert looked around at the shelter that nature had made. “Wish we had this shelter during the storm.”
“That would have been nice.” Adam lay back with his head on his saddle.
Three of the pups curled up beside Robert; the yellow-haired one lay next to Adam.
Robert lay flat on his back looking up at the stalactites that formed on the ceiling of the cave-like shelter. “What is the day of the month?”
“The eleventh. Why do you ask?”
“I have to sign the indenture for the town lot I bought in Jonesborough on the fifteenth.”
“What are you going to do with it?” Adam asked.
“Build Elizabeth and me a home for our family.”
“On Main Street with all that wagon traffic heading to Nashville?”
“That’s what makes it such a good investment. The Chester Inn is doing so well that Dr. Chester might need some competition someday. That lot would be worth a good penny someday for Jonesborough’s next inn.”
When he didn’t get a response, Robert looked at Adam and realized his father had dozed off. Robert shut his eyes and was soon asleep. After a while, the pups became restless and started to yelp.
“The boys must be coming,” Adam mumbled, still half asleep.
The horses snorted loudly and the donkeys brayed that high-pitched sound they made only when scared for their lives. Adam and Robert looked at each other and without saying a word, grabbed their rifles. They knew that something had spooked the animals and they could soon be in a fight for their lives.
A large black bear was tearing at the tarps that covered the provisions on the ground. Robert had a bead on the bear and pulled the hammer back slowly.
Adam reached his arm out near the gun. “Don’t shoot.”
“That damn bear is going to kill a horse.”
“If it was, it would have already attacked. It smells the smoked hams and bacon we’re carrying.”
The bear stood on its hind legs, at least six feet tall, revealing that it was a boar. He growled and snarled at the men in a menacing manner. They slowly backed toward the covered shelter, worried about the excited pups adding to the bear’s agitation.
“I can take him,” Robert whispered.
“I know you can.” Adam spoke just loud enough for Robert to hear him. “But just let him take a ham or side of bacon, then he’ll leave us alone.”
The bear went down on all fours, pulled back the tarp with his teeth, grabbed a ham, and sauntered back into the brush to eat it.
“If he comes back, shoot him.” Adam moved from animal to animal to settle the horses and donkeys, talking to them softly. When they heard Adam’s voice, they began to calm down.
“Easy, Star, easy. Everything is going to be all right.” Adam motioned to Robert that the bear was gone.
“Should have let me take him.”
“Then what? We would have a five-hundred-pound bear to skin, and we don’t have the time to deal with it. Now if those boys will come on, we can get off the mountain before dark. Let’s get saddled up and be ready to go when they get here.”
***
The children saw a cloud of trail dust through the open window of the schoolhouse.
Samuel ran to the window. “It’s them!”
James and David followed their brother. The children were so excited to see their father that Peggy couldn’t control them any longer and dismissed the class. It was Friday afternoon, nearly three weeks since the men had left for North Carolina. Peggy was as anxious as the children to see her father, brothers, and—she had to admit—Jimmy.
The pupils called Jimmy “Reverend Witherspoon.” He was their preacher and a teacher at the Hebron Church School that adjoined the complex of log structures on the Mitchell farm.
Thirteen-year-old Jennett rang the school bell, pulling the woven rawhide rope with all the might her skinny little arms could muster. She was excited her father and brothers were home. Ringing the bell alerted the neighbors along Knob Creek that school had let out early.
Peggy hurriedly discarded the ink-filled walnut shells used by the older pupils, then placed the small slate boards of the elementary students on her desk to grade later. Rebeckah, Peggy’s fifteen-year-old sister, stood on her tiptoes, erasing the large slate board on the wall behind Peggy’s desk.
“I have finished. May I go now?” Rebeckah asked.
“You may, and I will tell Father that your spelling has greatly improved since the last grading was done.”
“Thank you, teacher.” Rebeckah curtsied and was out the school door running to welcome her father, brothers, and Reverend Witherspoon home.
Peggy’s siblings were instructed to call her “teacher” or “Miss Mitchell” in the classroom, like the other students who were not family members.
Peggy stood at the washbowl in the corner of the classroom cleaning the chalk dust from her hands and trying to scrub the indigo ink stains from her long, slender fingers. She primped and fussed with her long hair using the bone-handled mirror and brush set she had purchased last summer in Philadelphia. Smoothing out a few wrinkles from her long, schoolmarm dress that covered everything except the toes of her shoes, she closed the schoolhouse door. That will have to do.
Outside, the children were gathered around the travelers. Elizabeth had come out of the nearby house and watched the children welcome their father home.
“Samuel, get your brothers away from the horses before one of them gives a kick,” Adam said.
Samuel, who had just turned eleven, grabbed four-year-old Hezekiah by one hand and seven-year-old James by the other.
“Look what I brought home.” Adam pulled the cream-colored pup from his gunny sack and held it up for all the children to see.
“Puppy!” Hezekiah screeched in his high-pitched voice.
“No, four puppies!” John held up Smoky.
William and Jimmy pulled the pups they carried from their gunny sacks and showed them off, to the delight and surprise of everyone.
Another mouth to feed. Elizabeth looked at the canine from a distance. She didn’t want to get attached to another dog as she had Lulubelle, who died last year.
Robert saw his wife’s carriage in the barn and looked anxiously around for his bride.
“She is in the house.” His mother gestured toward the main house.
“I’ve got a surprise for her.” Robert ran toward the cabin with a small package in his hand.
“She’s got a surprise for you.” His mother spoke so everyone but Robert could hear.
“What’s the surprise?” Adam said.
“You’ll have to wait your turn.” Elizabeth kissed her husband.
“Rachel made this for you.” Adam handed his wife a neatly wrapped package.
Elizabeth opened the package to find a new spring bonnet. “That is so much like Rachel.” She tied the bonnet on her head and smiled for Adam.
“I brought you a new door stop. Now we can put that old field stone out in the yard where it belongs.” Adam held out his prize for Elizabeth to see.
She cringed. “It’s a cannonball.”
“How would you know that?”
“One just like it tore our house apart in North Carolina. That’s how I know. Where did you find it?”
“It’s a long story. I’ll tell you about it later.”
They heard Robert howling from the house.
Adam jerked his head up. “What in the world?”
“Come see your surprise.” Elizabeth grabbed Adam’s hand and led him toward the main house.
Knowing the commotion didn’t signal disaster or imminent danger, Peggy approached Jimmy and her brothers, who were busy in the barn putting up the tack and currying the horses. “Did you have a good trip?”
“Everything went well, except Robert took sick and a bear tried to eat our horses.” Jimmy smiled as he removed his saddle from Star.
Peggy suppressed a sigh when she saw that special smile she so adored. “What happened to Robert?”
“Not sure, but we all got caught in a blizzard on top of the mountain and nearly froze to death.” Jimmy placed his saddle on the saddle rail.
Peggy caressed the stallion she had raised from a colt. “A blizzard this late in the year?”
“That’s what we thought, but we learned that snowstorms are not uncommon on Grandfather Mountain this time of year.” Jimmy poured a bucket of cracked corn in the horse trough for the horses.
“How did Star do going over the mountain?” Peggy rubbed the stallion’s well-formed neck.
“He did well—you did a good job of training him.”
Screaming and hollering from the main house became loud enough to be heard in the barn.
William looked up from currying his horse. “Sounds like Father.”
“You’re fixing to be an uncle, as is John.” Peggy poked her head around the horse to see her brother’s reaction.
“Robert’s going to be a father.” Jimmy poured another bucket of corn.
Adam came out of the cabin with his arm around his wife, waving his hat in the air. “We’re going to be grandparents.”
The ringing of the school bells drew neighbors and family to see what the commotion was about. They surrounded the Mitchell cabin, offering congratulations and welcoming the men home.
“When is Elizabeth due?” Jimmy put down the bucket.
“Early September, best I can tell.” Peggy waved at her Father, who waved back.
“Could it be a boy?” Jimmy said.
“She is carrying the baby low, which is a good indication it might be a boy. Why your concern over the gender?”
“Robert said he and Elizabeth were going to name their first child James after me if it’s a boy.” Jimmy beamed with pride.
“Well it’s a fifty-fifty chance it will be a boy.” Peggy saw her father coming to help tend to the horses and greeted him with a hug.
John, William, and Jimmy went to the main house to congratulate Robert.
“How’s my matchmaking daughter?” asked Adam.
“What do you mean?”
“I heard about your scheme to help John win over the Barnes girl.”
“What did you think of it?” Peggy asked.
Adam said, “Well, obviously it worked. It only took two weeks to get her to the altar after her father saw the number of zeros on the marriage bond. Would he have gotten her without your interference?”
“I don’t know. John is shy when it comes to such things. He needs to be pushed.” Peggy said.
“I have taught my children to read the Bible and adhere to its teachings. There is one passage in the Good Book that I do not agree with and that is, ‘The meek shall inherit the earth.’”
“Why, Father?”
“If the men who signed the Declaration of Independence had been meek and not made their demands known to King George, we would still be sipping tea. If John truly wanted to marry Mary Ann, he should have let her know in no uncertain terms his intention.”
“Father, you need to tell John, not me.”
“Well the same goes for you. If you want to marry Jimmy, you need to tell him.”
Peggy’s mouth formed a perfect “O.” “In good time Father. In good time.”
“My dear Peggy, you will soon be twenty-five years old.”
“I’m glad you’re home. I need to grade today’s schoolwork while there’s still some daylight. Please excuse me.” Peggy hurried off toward the schoolhouse, which also served as her sanctuary when she wished to be alone with her thoughts.
She heard the ringing of the dinner bell, but kept working as night fell on the schoolhouse. She lit a candle and was reading from a Mary Wollstonecraft book when she heard a knock on the door.
“Who’s there?”
“It’s me, Jimmy. May I come in?” He didn’t wait for an answer but entered with a pewter plate filled with food.
“That smells good.” She put her book away.
“Your favorite, pulled pork. You were missed at supper. Didn’t you hear the bell?” Jimmy sat at his desk next to hers.
“I heard the bell, just wasn’t hungry.”
“Your mother made a plate for you. I’ll leave it with you.” Jimmy got up and moved toward the door.
“How are your accommodations?”
“They are sufficient for my needs. William and I get along quite well in the bunk house.” Jimmy turned from the door, his hand still on the latch. “Thank you for your concern.”
“Come and sit with me while I eat. Then let’s go for a walk along the creek.”
“I would enjoy that.” Jimmy pulled out a stool.
“Tell me about Rachel and Reverend Caldwell.”
“They were both so gracious, and Rachel just went on and on about you and how she looks forward to your letters.”
“I was nine years old the last time I saw them.”
“Did I tell you that I preached at the Buffalo Church?”
“You did? What was your sermon about?” She took a bite of pork.
“Forgiveness.”
“Why did you pick forgiveness?”
“It just seemed appropriate, as the session was meeting afterwards to consider reinstating an ousted member.”
“Who was it?”
“John Hamilton.”
“He must have done something terribly bad.” Peggy put her hand on Jimmy’s. “I’m proud of you.
Do you realize you have spoken at two of the oldest and most prominent congregations in the Presbytery?”
“If Reverend Balch is not going to be here, I will hold services here in this very room. You will get to hear the sermon I gave at Buffalo Church.”
“I look forward to hearing you preach.” Peggy took his hand and stood up. “Let’s go for that walk.”
Peggy blew out the tallow candle on her desk and said, “I don’t think we’ll be seeing much of Reverend Balch anymore. He is involved in establishing a church and school near his home in Greeneville.”
Jimmy lifted up the stuck front door, pushing it out for Peggy.
“I need Father to fix that door,” she said.
“What’s this about not seeing Hezekiah Balch?” Jimmy asked.
“He preached last Sunday and stayed two nights in anticipation of your return. He wanted to talk with you, but had to get back to Greeneville on business. Seems he has gathered enough financial support to open the college in Greeneville he has been talking about for some time.” Peggy stopped and looked at Jimmy. “You understand what this means, don’t you?”
“What does it mean?”
“You are now the full-time minister at Hebron.” She grabbed both his hands and swung them. “You are excited, aren’t you?”
He studied Peggy’s face. “What did the elders say?”
“Now they can pay you more than the pittance that you have been receiving, and it solves the Hopkins issue.”
“The Hopkins issue?”
“Remember how Reverend Balch changed so after going back east three years ago?”
“I was still in school at Washington College, but I remember Reverend Doak was quite upset with his preaching.”
“As were members of Hebron Church, who left to attend Salem Church. Hopefully, they will come back when word is spread that Reverend Balch is gone.”
“I am the minister of Hebron Church now?”
“That’s right. You’ve been praying for a church of your own. Now you have one.” Peggy said.
“Yes, my prayers have been answered.”
They walked along the creek, neither saying a word for several minutes.
Finally, Peggy spoke. “You are happy about this?”
“Yes, it’s just happened so fast that I don’t feel prepared.”
She turned to look Jimmy in the face and took both his hands. “Reverend and Sister Doak saw in you the makings of a great minister when you were just a young boy. They’ve spent the last ten years grooming you to be a preacher. How can you feel unprepared?”
“I have never felt quite adequate at my calling.”
Peggy sat down on the large flat boulder, gently pulling Jimmy with her. “I don’t know how you could feel inadequate. I heard you preach to the congregation of the Pine Street Presbyterian Church. You gave an excellent sermon, and they invited you back.”
“Peg, I have always been unsure of myself in everything I have been called on to do.”
“I know, Jimmy. I remember when you couldn’t say hello without stuttering. That’s why Reverend Doak had you read the Scripture lesson out loud to the congregation every Sunday. I don’t remember you ever stuttering while reading the Scripture. Why didn’t you stutter in front of the congregation?”
“I didn’t want to fail Reverend Doak or embarrass Mother.”
“You were afraid of disappointing your mother?”
“Yes, I want to make her proud of me.”
“She will be very proud of you becoming the minister of Hebron Church.”
“You think so?”
“Why wouldn’t she?”
“My mother is not easily pleased.” He frowned, then smiled. “But, I know my brother Thomas will be.”
“Thomas is your half-brother?”
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