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This book is dedicated to the memory of Jonathan Wood, and that of all the courageous people who settled “Over the Mountains.”
The dying man’s words had made little sense to Bear Heart. With his final, strained breaths, the man had whispered to Bear Heart about secrets and danger and the white man’s god. Bear Heart thought there was also something about Croatoan. Of course, he might have misunderstood some of what the man had said. His English was good, but not perfect.
Of this much, he was certain: the dying man wanted the information on this piece of paper kept safe. Safe from whom, he had not said. How it should be done was also a mystery.
He looked down at the stranger. His hair was cut short—not like the Englishmen he had met. His clothing was odd as well: a black, hooded cloak worn over garments of the same black. His boots were worn, but had obviously belonged to a man of wealth. His hands were marked with symbols, the likes of which Bear Heart had never seen. Around his neck hung a thick, silver chain upon which was suspended another symbol of some sort. Bear Heart assumed it was an item of power, so he dared not touch it.
The man also carried a pack, but its contents were ordinary. Bear Heart ignored the metal circles the white men called “coins.” An Indian who tried to trade with them would be accused of thievery. The man would no longer have need of his blanket, his knife, or his dried meat, so Bear Heart took those. He found a jar of the burning liquid that brought the good dreams and took it as well.
A raven peered down from a low-hanging limb, scolding him with its harsh call.
“You be quiet,” Bear Heart chided. “I imagine you might feast on the dead from time-to-time yourself.” The raven squawked again and took wing, leaving Bear Heart smiling at its receding form. He had gotten the better of that argument. Oh yes he had!
He buried the man in the soft ground where a massive, ancient tree had fallen. The stump had decayed over the years, leaving a circle of black dirt which crumbled in Bear Heart’s palm, thick with the pungent scent of earth. A white man with a strange accent had once told him that such places were visited by spirit folk. Perhaps the man would have company in death.
He covered the grave over with stones to protect it from predators. He knew that white men said words over their dead, but he did not know what those words were, and he felt he had already done enough for this stranger. Tonight, the owls would sing a song of mourning for this fallen intruder into Bear Heart’s land.
Now, what to do with this secret?
He thought about it for a long while as he walked. A slow thinker, Bear Heart was better with his bow than his mind, but given sufficient time, he usually came up with a reasonable solution to any problem.
After many steps and few ideas, he sat down on a rocky ledge overlooking a valley of green. The rock was cool under his skin and the clean air seemed to sharpen his mind. He chewed on a piece of dried meat, letting the juices of his mouth release the flavor, and thought some more.
The man had not told him to destroy the paper. In fact, the man could have destroyed it himself. Obviously, the secret needed to be preserved, but in a way that it could be kept safe. But safe from whom remained the nagging question.
He would have to hide the paper. There was no other way to keep it secure. But there was another problem. Paper such as this did not last. How could he preserve it? Carving it into stone would take much too long. He supposed he could paint it onto a cave wall, but he was much better at carving. He scratched his head, as if to jar the ideas into motion. He let his hand trail through his thick, black hair, and his fingers touched the leather thongs that held his gorget in place.
His gorget! He could carve the lines from this paper onto the back of his shell gorget. That would preserve them. And he knew of a perfect cave nearby where he could hide it. It was not the sort of place in which a hunter would pass the night—just a small spot into which he had ducked once when trying to avoid detection by enemy warriors. He doubted anyone else had ever bothered with it. He smiled a satisfied smile. He always came up with a plan.
The sun was low on the horizon as Bear Heart made his way down off of the mountain. He was well pleased with himself. The white man’s secret was in a safe place, but also preserved so that it would not be lost. What would become of it now? That was none of his concern.
September, 1763
The rocky promontory looked out over a lush valley. The crisp, evening breeze carried the tangy scent of rain across the outcropping. Autumn’s brush had touched lightly along ridgelines, bronzing the hardwoods. Her next stroke would bleed scarlet against the golds and purples. The far distant peaks seemed to merge into a rolling sea of dark blue. With a touch of melancholy Jonathan gazed across the hollows of the Moccasin Valley. Even from the heights, he could hear the moving water of a narrow, winding creek. Back home, in the Tidewater, creeks were broad, slow, dark, and soundless. Here in this valley, Moccasin Creek was alive, wending its way between the mountains with a vigor befitting its namesake, drawn westward by the last rays of the evening sun. The reverence with which his father had always spoken of the works of God settled into his bones as he surrendered to the timeless scene that lay before him.
Another feeling came to him, unbidden and unexpected into his heart: envy. He longed to be a twig swept along by the insistent current, carried beyond the next hill and into the unknown. He had a sudden image of this verdant valley, with its rich, black soil, stately trees, and abundant life all being pulled away, washing eternally westward. His panicked heart urged him to follow, for every step he had taken into this broad expanse of wilderness seemed to bring him closer to a home he never knew he had lost.
His work was nearly finished, and he would begin the trip home the following day. He could not help but envy Dr. Walker’s foresight in having seen the potential value of the high ridge and valley region of Virginia. Thomas Walker had the backing and connections to form the Loyal Land Company and obtained this enormous grant. Jonathan and his crew had spent weeks surveying claims for settlers. There were no whites to be seen now but a few had already been there, marking trees with their axes, building rude shelters, planting corn, all to “prove up” their claim. Jonathan gave his mind free rein to wonder. Perhaps he himself could...
No, there was too much holding him back there — too many reasons that kept him east of the Blue Ridge. Land agents back in Williamsburg had uncovered some obscure details of the terms of a new treaty with the Indians. In exchange for peace, King George was to have established a line down the Blue Ridge across which no white man could settle or even hunt. If this were true, only Indians could live across these mountains.
Jonathan knew, however, that the Crown’s governor could read between the lines, and had turned his eyes away from the flood of settlers pouring down the great valley of Virginia. Governor Berkeley knew that the best way to defend the rich tidewater plantations of the east was to have whites settle across the Blue Ridge to bear the brunt of the inevitable attacks by Indians. He also knew that the vast majority of these settlers would consist of the hard-bitten Scots-Irish, clannish types who, even now, were moving south on the Great Philadelphia Wagon Road.
As the setting sun began to seal his thoughts of this closing day, Jonathan felt a shadow of regret descend upon him. Civilization, as some termed it, was neither for him, nor he for it. His father might see things differently, but, at home, Jonathan felt... stagnated, constricted. Surveying had afforded him some of that which he craved, but each taste of virgin territory only served to whet his appetite and sharpened his longing to a fine edge. Something had to change.
The chilled darkness finally drove him deep into the warmth of his horsehair blanket. Wrapped in its rough folds and his own discontent, he settled into an uneasy slumber.
The following day quickly became one of contradictions. His journal of tracts was current, the chain and rod crew had already started home, yet he found himself lingering at every turn of the trail. Mornings in the forest were loud for those who knew the origin of every sound. The animals that labored by day spent every waking moment in search of sustenance. Jonathan had often contem-plated a mind that never wandered but stayed steadily on the task at hand. Nevertheless, there was now stillness as he walked, a stillness that lingered far longer than his stride as he moved past the ferns and thick laurel. Survival for creatures of the woodland depended on constant motion, stopping only when danger threatened.
Someone or something was behind him and had been all day. Animals of prey, the catamount or packs of wolves tended to attack by dark when they had advantage. Still yet, the sunlight slanted some. If harm were to come, the opportunity was fast approaching.
Jonathan, though of a contemplative turn, could not abide inaction when danger threatened. He followed an ancient belief that the harder the storm, the quicker it passed. His eyes scanned the surrounding area one last time. He had heard that the forests of this land were so dense that a squirrel could leap branch to limb, tree to tree, from Montreal to St. Augustine without ever having to touch the ground, and it was true. Nothing was visible in this dense wood. A glimmer of green and gold to his right indicated a clearing, and he seemed to dare an attack by passing directly through. Yet there was method in his act, for he muffled his own sounds by stepping only on rocks or fallen trees. He knew of attacks betrayed by some sound that was off key from the timeless hymn of the forest. Any rustle of leaves or snap of a twig could signal the predator’s intention.
The late afternoon passed in such ploys until he doubted there was cause for fear. Night came quickly in the hills. If your path was deep in the hollow, it seemed the sun just sank without giving sign of its leaving. He lay down his rifle and budget pack at the edge of the stream that poured through the bottomland.
He pitched a camp beneath a large river birch tree. In this spot, the water slowed and formed an oxbow. He unwound his fishing gear and searched for bait under a rotting log, until his efforts were rewarded with a fat grub, which he put on his hook. Swinging the line above his head, he cast over the deep, clear pool just as the sun struck the tops of the tall pines. He almost immediately felt a tug and heard the satisfying splash of a fish on the line.
He set about making a small cook fire, shielding it behind a screen of wide strips of bark, woven between short stakes to hide its glow from searching eyes. The light of a few small flames would not penetrate this dense forest. He had not seen a soul since his crew led the packhorses away, yet he still sensed a presence that was unmistakably human. He knew this to be the shared hunting ground of a number of the Shawnee, Cherokee, and Mingo tribes, as well as the occasional path of a French trapper or long hunter. An honest measure of caution, with a touch of enticement, would serve him well. He allowed a mite of err to poise as a lure for an incautious attack.
He cleaned the fat bluegill he had caught, here, in Moccasin Creek. Using his flint and some curly birch bark, he ignited the bits of tinder, adding twigs, and soon sticks of hardwood as the flames grew. He then skewered the fish and set it over the fire where it crackled and sizzled. Ideally, he would have let the fire burn down to coals before cooking, but he did not want to keep the flames burning any longer than necessary. The aroma wafted through the air, teasing his nose and setting his stomach to growling. The ease with which he had landed the fish, snaring it with the grub on a bone hook and a length of twine, still amazed him. It was as if the fish wanted to jump right out of the water and into his belly.
A flash of movement at the corner of his eye drew his attention. It was no more than a flitting shadow, but it was enough. Knowing beforehand that his long barreled rifle was a weapon of intent rather than reaction, he gripped his skinning knife. Jonathan’s knife hand was as good at throwing as it was at thrusting. Not a sound warned him of his adversary’s advance. He knew, as if by instinct, that his stalker’s intent was to show scorn for Jonathan’s strategy rather than to do him bodily harm.
A tall, lean figure melted out of the darkness. Plainly, a Cherokee, hair plucked, buckskin breech-cloth, knife tucked in his beaded belt, and a trade hatchet tied with a leather thong. His hands were open and extended as a sign of peace. A finely dressed strap of leather held an ancient flintlock musket across his back. The gun was of Spanish origin, probably traded many times on its path from Florida to the Cherokee towns.
“You hide your flame well for an English,” he said. “I tired of tracking you. Almost abandoned the play until the scent of your fire led me to seek one who made to tempt Duwalla.”
Jonathan nodded. The Indian seemed to carry no ill intent beyond proving himself the better woodsman. Jonathan’s posture belied his mindful caution by motioning for the man to join him at the fire, and then settling uneasily to the ground. The Indian dropped down onto the balls of his feet on the other side of the fire.
“Fish?” Jonathan offered, taking the skewer from over the flames.
“My thanks,” the Indian said. He dipped a hand into his tipi bag and pulled out a small, wrapped bundle. “Fry bread,” he explained, pulling out what looked like hoecakes and handing one to Jonathan.
Jonathan balanced the bread on his thigh and, with a deft stroke, sliced off a chunk of fish and dropped it onto the bread. He did the same for the other man. The Indian nodded and accepted this act as penitence for the temerity of testing Duwalla’s dominance. Dropping comfortably to the ground, he seemed to mock any fear of this young man being a threat to him.
Jonathan took a bite of the fish and bread. The bluegill had a strong flavor and the bread was chewy but not altogether bad. Certainly not as dry and crumbly as corn pone.
As they ate in silence, he thought how strange it would seem to his family back in the Tidewater, that he would be breaking bread with a “savage” who might kill him at any moment. They would never understand the subtle signs between two men that indicated peace or the threat of violence. Staring at the waning flames of the tiny cook fire, he found the quiet to be comforting. His father had never failed to fill any gap in conversation, whether or not he had something of consequence to say. Jonathan, however, was not much for words unless he had something to share.
He washed his meal down with a swig of water from his flask. He offered a drink to the Indian, who accepted gratefully. Now that they had shared food and drink, it seemed to Jonathan as good a time as any to break the silence.
“Name’s Wood. Jonathan Wood,” he said. He did not offer his hand, as he would have to an Englishman. “I’m a surveyor from up above the Shenandoah.”
The Indian inclined his head. “My name is Duwalla of Tomotley in the lower towns.”
“You speak the English quite well,” Jonathan observed, hoping Duwalla would take that as a compliment rather than an assumption that all Indians were mutes.
“As good as Jonathan Wood?” Duwalla asked, with an aura of contention mixed with tolerance. “Father taught me some. Learned more from a long hunter I scouted with years ago. Now I visit the white settlements enough that I speak it better than most. I spend a lot of time on the Kanawha, where you call the New River.” He paused for a time, gazing into the dark. “If you are a surveyor,” he finally said, “that means more whites think to settle here.” It was a statement, not a question, so Jonathan simply nodded and kept his silence.
“They are not welcome here,” Duwalla said. Jonathan was not surprised, but indignation must have shown on his face. “It is not that I hate the English,” Duwalla added. “Many pass through here to hunt. Others simply pass through. It is shared land. No one makes a home here — especially not the English. The French come and leave with only the skins of the creatures, but the English take the skin of the land.”
“They will come regardless,” Jonathan said. It was the simple truth. When the hunger for more land and breathing room took hold of a man, the dangers were pushed to some far place in his mind. He had not understood that until coming to this valley. Now it had taken hold of him. “I might even settle here myself.” He said it without thinking, but he knew it had become a desire unlikely to be set aside.
“I wish you good range and shelter, but mind Duwalla’s words. Blood has marked this as ground no man may hold in his hand. When it flows anew, let it not be yours.” The words did not chill Jonathan, as they probably should. His mind was set. He would call this land his own.
Jonathan broke camp at daybreak and as expected, Duwalla was already gone. Jonathan could plainly see Duwalla’s tracks headed southwest to the Big Moccasin Gap. The gap revealed the tireless work of the swift running creek giving proof of God’s intention. Here, the seemingly impenetrable range of Clinch Mountain had been worn down nearly level. Soon, it would be widened by the axe even more than the passage of endless bison herds or the footfalls of innumerable travelers. But on this day, the rocky, southwestern face of Clinch Mountain blocked the light of the morning sun rising in the east. The narrow path and the dark shade could hide unseen danger. The rushing stream was louder, still knifing through the mountain’s break. If God intended this place as a helping passage to the western lands, His unknowable will offered it also as a test of a man’s courage and caution. The gap’s steep, northern face, strewn with boulders and giant pines, offered any man with ill intent an opportunity to ambush even the most vigilant.
Jonathan followed Duwalla’s tracks, trusting those moccasin prints would follow the best and safest path. Duwalla’s path forded the creek and then passed through a grove of hardwoods. Standing at the crest, Jonathan saw the mouth of the Big Moccasin Gap. Evergreens climbed the face of Clinch Mountain, which seemed to incline suggesting a sleeping giant. Feeling secure with following Duwalla’s way, he quickened his pace and lengthened his stride. If Duwalla intended to go north and follow the ancient Warriors’ Path, Jonathan would lose this advantage. His journey would take him south through the gap, then northeast.
After many days, he would make his way back to the South Branch of the Potomac. He looked forward to passing through the great valley of Virginia. On this day, however, he must still be aware of his every step and every sound. Reaching the lowest point of the gap, he again had to ford the creek, but here it narrowed, white water rushing loudly around his legs.
Here in the deep shade of the gap’s laurel, with the water drowning out all other sounds, he began to feel a sense of danger that he had not felt on his journey. He now questioned his decision to send the crew on ahead. He knew the Indian leaders had agreed to peace. The true danger came, not from the leaders, but from the renegades, those enticed by the French agents operating out of Detroit. These men ranged from the Great Lakes to Florida, trading weapons and rum for the plunder that raiding bands took from the settlers. The most valuable objects of plunder were the slaves, who were sent down the Mississippi and sold in the markets of New Orleans. White women and children were held for ransom in Detroit. Although horses were rare in the mountains, a few could be found in the Shenandoah Valley and brought the thieves a good return among the traders north of the Ohio.
His wariness was honed to a fine edge by a restless night, due to the abiding uncertainty of Duwalla’s intentions, and the fact that he had not eaten since the night before did not help. His best course was to put his worries aside and maintain a pace that could allow him to ford the Holston River and find shelter before sunset.
He ascended a ridge so steep that he had to walk a meandering angle to reach the top. The exertion was worth it, for here he could see the breadth of the valley he had just traversed. The north led to a hollow, walled in by the Clinch Mountain and the ridge upon which he now stood. He could see the hollow actually open to a valley choked by a dense pine forest. Experience had taught him that pine lands indicated soil of poor vigor. Looking to the south, he saw the richness of the lower Moccasin Valley. Old Indian fields were still evident from the lack of virgin forest along the creek bank. The slight rise of the land held treasure, for here, under the watchful eye of the Clinch Mountain’s rocky face, stood a mound. This small knoll was not of God’s hands alone but had risen by the work of a people so ancient that even to the elders of the Cherokee they were a mystery.
Descending the piney ridge, he heard the chatter of fox squirrels and then he saw the north fork of the Holston. It was wide and shallow at this point. He forded here where the water was only knee deep. Unlike Moccasin Creek, it still held some warmth from the past summer’s sun. The path now wound over low hills and through a gap so narrow that two packhorses abreast could not have passed.
The way became rocky, but then opened to a wide green valley. Its length to the southwest, stretched as far as his eyes could see. Though he had never ventured so far, he knew the western trail led to the Island Flats where the north and south forks of the Holston joined. In the opposite direction, he recognized the well-worn path that had brought him here and would lead him back to civilization.
Civilization.
The word both lifted his spirits and weighed heavy on his heart. There was so much there for him, but was it truly what he wanted? This land had hooked him as deftly as he had that bluegill the night before. He felt its tug so strongly that it seemed he ought to lean forward to keep from tumbling onto his back.
Back there…
He turned and took a last look back across the Holston. He breathed a deep, satisfying breath, drawing in the memories he would carry in his heart until he returned. For someday he would return, and make this land his home.
October, 1763
“What do you mean you want to leave?”Old John Wood’s booming voice rang out like a cannon. “You have a fine position, our family has standing, and you want to forsake it all to become a dirt farmer?” He spat the last two words as if the very dirt of which he spoke now soiled his mouth. Even seated, his was an intimidating presence. His graying temples did not make him seem old, but rather lent him an air of wisdom and experience. “What kind of foolishness is this? You have been raised better than this.”
“It is the most remarkable place I have ever been. You should see it, Father,” Jonathan said. Despite his fatigue from the lengthy trek home, the mere thought of that abundant land filled him with vigor. “It is the richest land you could imagine. The streams so choked with fish you can walk across them and never get your boots wet. One time I dropped my rifle. It went off and brought down three deer, a turkey and a slow Injun.”
“Your japes will do you no good when those Injuns come calling.” John’s face remained stolid. “Fool boy. I don’t understand all of this. Why would you leave a fine home to cross the mountains, where you most likely are going to up and get yourself killed?”
“It will be fine, Father. I met a Cherokee while I was there. He seemed… civilized.” He felt more than a touch condescending describing Duwalla as such, but it was the best description of which he could think at the moment.
“Huh! I suppose that is more than can be said for many of the white men I know.” John sat back, folded his hands across his stomach, gone soft in his middle years, and met his son with a level stare, his blue-gray eyes like the sea before a storm. “And what about the Davidson girl?”
“What do you mean?” Jonathan stammered, looking down at the floor, its dark wood polished to a sheen. His stomach was heavy and his throat tight. He just hoped he would not blush in front of his father.
“I might be old, but I am not senile just yet.” Now John did laugh. “If you like the mountain country so much, why did you linger on the New River for a week?”
How did his father know? It did not matter. In truth, there was nothing between him and the girl… yet. Nothing but his own hopes. Hopes he thought he had kept reasonably well hidden.
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