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Battle of Gettysburg in July 1863

As I was growing up in central Pennsylvania, my family often visited the Gettysburg National Military Park which was about an hour’s drive from our farm in Perry County. The Battle of Gettysburg was a turning point in the Civil War, the Union victory that ended Confederate General Robert E. Lee's second and most ambitious invasion of the North. Often referred to as the "High Water Mark of the Rebellion", Gettysburg was the Civil War's bloodiest battle and was also the inspiration for President Abraham Lincoln's immortal "Gettysburg Address".

[image: Mary Pearl (Davis) Wilson (Great Grandmother)]

Mary Pearl Davis

During my first trip to Gettysburg, my father casually mentioned to me that our family was related to Jefferson Davis who had been President of the Confederate States of America during the Civil War. My father went on to say that my grandfather (Harold Davis Wilson) acquired his middle name from his mother Mary Pearl Davis (my 1st great grandmother) whose roots can be traced back to Jefferson Davis. As a 14 year old boy at the time, I was excited to hear about our family’s connection to a famous person who I had read about in history books.

For more than fifty years, I believed that what my father told me about our family’s relationship to Jefferson Davis was true. That changed when I became interested in genealogy and began researching my family’s history.

Despite my best efforts, I could not find a direct relationship between Mary Pearl Davis and Jefferson Davis. I did find, however, that the ancestors of Mary Pearl Davis and the ancestors of Jefferson Davis hailed from Wales. I also found that Jefferson Davis was married to my distant cousin Sarah Knox Taylor (daughter of Zachary Taylor). That makes me indirectly related to Jefferson Davis through his marriage to Sarah Knox Taylor. So my father was partially correct.

[image: image]
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While conducting research into the life of Jefferson Davis, I uncovered some interesting information regarding his on-again, off-again relationship with Zachary Taylor before, during, and after he married Taylor’s daughter Sarah Knox Taylor (whose nickname was Knoxie). In my book, I write about that rocky relationship and how the two men finally reconciled a few years before Zachary Taylor’s sudden death in July 1850 while he was serving as President of the United States.

The main characters in my book are Sarah Knox Taylor, her father (Zachary Taylor), her mother (Margaret Mackall Smith), Sarah’s husband (Jefferson Davis), and Davis’ second wife (Varina Banks Howell). Sarah Knox Taylor is the person who ties the Taylor family and the Davis family together. I hope you enjoy reading my book as much as I enjoyed writing it.
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Sarah Knox Taylor
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Sarah Knox Taylor

Early Life

Sarah Knox Taylor (daughter of Zachary Taylor and Margaret Mackall Smith) was born on 6 March 1814. Her middle name ‘Knox’ and her nickname ‘Knoxie’ originated from Fort Knox II near Vincennes, Indiana, where she was born.
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Log cabin at Fort Knox II

Fort Knox II sits three miles north of Vincennes on a bluff overlooking the Wabash River. This site was used as a military installation beginning in 1803. In July 1811, Knoxie’s father Zachary Taylor (a career soldier) was called to the Indiana Territory, where he assumed control of Fort Knox II after its commander (Captain Thornton Posey) murdered his second in command (Lieutenant Jesse Jennings) and fled his post. Taylor immediately set about putting the garrison into readiness and restoring discipline.
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Historical marker at Fort Knox II

Inscription on historical marker entitled ‘Tecumseh at Fort Knox II and Vincennes’: The Shawnee Indians have come. They passed by the garrison, which is three miles above Vincennes, on Sunday last, in eighty canoes. They were all painted in the most terrific manner. They were stopped at the garrison by me, for a short time. I examined their canoes and found them well prepared for war, in case of an attack. They were headed by the brother of the Prophet, [Tecumseh], who, perhaps, is one of the finest-looking men I ever saw – about six feet high, straight, with large, fine features, and altogether a daring, bold-looking fellow. The governor's council with them will commence tomorrow morning. – Captain George Rogers Clark Floyd, commanding at Fort Knox II, 14 August 1810.

You have taken our land from us, and I do not see how we can remain at peace if you continue to do so. ... You are continually driving the red people, until at last you will drive them into the Great Lake, where they can neither stand nor walk. – Tecumseh to Governor Harrison, in council at Vincennes, 20 August 1810.

It should be noted that Tecumseh and his brother, Tenskwatawa ‘The Prophet’ (shown below), were members of the Shawnee tribe, which had been forced westward by frontier advance. They wanted to unite the Indian tribes to oppose the taking of tribal lands. They also wanted Indians to return to traditional values and reject white men's ways and trade goods – especially whiskey. Warriors from other tribes soon joined them. By 1808, Tecumseh and ‘The Prophet’ had set up the village of Prophet's Town on the Tippecanoe River, where it flows into the upper Wabash.

[image: You Have to Take In This Historic Indiana Battlefield]

Tenskwatawa ‘The Prophet’ (left) / Tecumseh (center) / William Henry Harrison (right)

William Henry Harrison (shown above) gathered his troops at Fort Knox II before marching north for the Battle of Tippecanoe against Tecumseh’s brother, Tenskwatawa ‘The Prophet’, and his followers.

Zachary Taylor did not take part in the Battle of Tippecanoe because he was temporarily called to Frederick, Maryland to testify as a witness in the court-martial of John Wilkinson. Following the battle in November 1811, the fort served as a hospital for the injured and sick. Zachary Taylor moved his family to Fort Knox II after the violence subsided.

Knoxie and her siblings (Ann, Octavia, Margaret, Mary, and Richard) grew up in various military installations. Moving from post to post was a harsh and itinerant lifestyle. Life on army posts could also be dangerous in the early 19th century. During Zachary Taylor’s posting in Louisiana, his wife and three of his daughters (Knoxie, Octavia, and Margaret) came down with what was called bilious fever, but is now considered malaria. Peggy Taylor and Knoxie survived, but Octavia and Margaret died from the disease in 1820.

Knoxie’s Education

During part of her childhood, Knoxie remained at home with her relatives near Louisville, Kentucky. Her father (Zachary Taylor) was busy serving in the military and it was felt putting the children in a permanent living environment provided them with educational and cultural advantages.

[image: http://archive.firstladies.org/images/biographies/mtaylor/taylor4.jpg]

Knoxie lived with relatives near Louisville, Kentucky until age 17

Knoxie had been described as "a petite, vivacious and charming young lady with wavy brown hair and gray eyes", as well as "witty, clever, graceful and the best dancer in the state of Kentucky".

Knoxie Rejoins her Family

When she was seventeen years old in 1832, Knoxie rejoined her parents and siblings at Fort Crawford at Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin.

[image: The first Fort Crawford at Prairie du Chien, with the Mississippi River in the foreground. Although dated 1830, this scene was actually painted by Henry Lewis in 1848 and published in Germany in 1854 as "The Valley of the Mississippi." Lewis relied heavily on the work of his friend, fellow artist, and soldier Seth Eastman who was stationed at the fort in 1830, so his depiction can be considered accurate. Because of the frequent flooding of the Mississippi River, a second Fort Crawford was built on higher ground and occupied about 1831.]

Painting of Fort Crawford in Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin in 1830 (Artist: Henry Lewis)
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