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Introduction

[image: Images] “Dad? Have you read about the Battle of Midway?”

“Sure.”

“That was really something, huh? I mean how the whole course of the war was changed in only five minutes.”

A warm feeling of pride swelled in my chest. I wanted to high-five the kid. My son, a college sophomore, had discovered World War II. His interest was not ignited in a classroom. The spark came from a video game. A desire to excel at the game had sent him to the library to research the battle. Fascinated, he began reading about other engagements and developed an interest in World War II aircraft. Finally, he got around to actually learning some of the reasons for the conflict.

It always disturbed me that my children did not share my enthusiasm for history. Occasionally, I would find one of their school texts lying around the house, thumb through its pages, and ask a question I considered common knowledge. Inevitably, I was shocked by their inability to answer and, worse still, by their seeming disinterest.

The sad truth is that today’s students learn very little history. They shuffle through the pages with dull detachment because that is how most history texts are written. They sit through lectures on dates, events, and places as distant to them as the furthermost quasar, then guess at answers on multiple-choice tests. Is it any wonder we live in a time when a high school senior can pick up a diploma without knowing in which century the War of 1812 took place, much less the significance of Midway, Saratoga, Watergate, or Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s suffrage convention?

History is not dates, places, and events to be memorized by school children. It is people influencing events—real people with blood coursing through their veins and thoughts through their minds. History breathes. Its heart beats. Just like those who make it, history changes and remains the same. It repeats its triumphs and tragedies. History is little people caught up in great events and great people turning insignificant events into momentous ones. History is madman and genius, warmonger, peacemaker, idealist, and cynic—actors all, playing out their roles on the greatest stage of all.

I am not a historian by training. Rather, I am a journalist who grew up in a time and place when television was in its infancy and children actually read books. For three formative years, I had the good fortune to attend a small country school where a portly woman named Mrs. Dees brought Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln to life, stirred my imagination and sent me to the library to learn more. That school library consisted of one bookcase containing perhaps two or three hundred titles. But within those pages, I heard the creak of wagon wheels crossing the plains, the cries of Pickett’s men as they stumbled into a storm of smoke and lead on Cemetery Ridge, and the drone of a small engine far out over the Atlantic as Lindbergh scanned the horizon for any sign of land.

Over the years, I developed an interest in historical trivia, those little stories around the edges of great events. I also discovered that many events recorded as history simply were not true. I learned that Betsy Ross was a fine seamstress but did not make the first American flag, and that she probably never met George Washington in spite of a picture right there in my history book showing them together. I learned that the Wright brothers were nice, industrious young men and their neighbors back in Dayton were proud of them, but they did not invent powered flight.

In the mid 1970s, I met a kindred spirit. His name was Doug Storer. If this book has a beginning, I suppose it begins with Doug.

He was small in stature and quite elderly when I met him but he seemed driven by a mysterious inner energy. His eyes would literally light with excitement when telling stories of his travels and adventures, which were far-ranging and many. For most of his life Storer was a researcher and writer for Robert Ripley’s Believe it or Not. It was his job and passion to travel the world in a never-ending search for the unusual, the obscure, the unique, indeed, the unbelievable. He chronicled his encounters with strange people and bizarre events in Believe it or Not and later in his own Amazing but True books and newspaper columns.

For a brief time I was the young editor who reviewed the copy for his Amazing but True columns. Doug Storer was an editor’s nightmare. He delighted in relating some bit of outrageous historical trivia that could not possibly be true, then, when challenged, he would smugly produce the source material. In retaliation, I found myself searching out obscure events and characters in an ongoing effort to stump him. Seldom was I able to do so.

It was Storer, his passion for obscure history, and his writings that inspired me to begin collecting the material found within these pages. The sources are varied—old newspaper clippings tossed into a file drawer over the years, magazine articles, little-known regional publications, obscure research papers, local and regional history books, and my own collection of history texts ranging from rare to current.

By no means is the material contained herein definitive history. It is anecdotal history, written more for entertainment than deep scholarly analysis. And, in spite of the title, much of the material can be found in history books—if you are willing to look hard enough. But these stories will not be found in the dull, traditional texts we expect our children to read. Here Benedict Arnold is the hero who saved the American Revolution before his own bitterness and a flirtatious teenage girl inspired him to betray it. Here the pathfinder of the American West is not John C. Fremont, but an African-American frontiersman who blazed the paths Fremont would follow. Here Albert C. Read is the first to cross the Atlantic in a fixed-wing aircraft, not Charles Lindbergh. Here pre-Columbian Native Americans were not savages, but intelligent people who built a great city and established a remarkable empire in the lower Mississippi River Valley 3,000 years before Columbus was born.

The reader’s indulgence is requested in advance for the occasional opinionated observation that might weave its way into these pages. It results from an irrepressible genetic curse inherited from the maternal side of my family. I do not apologize for the occasional irreverent lance thrust at our hallowed institutions and sacred heroes. After all, irony and humor have never been missing from history—just from historians.

Concluding this introduction, I must say the collection of this material was a more enjoyable endeavor than the actual writing of the book. But if my son, the sophomore, is inspired to put aside his video game controller long enough to read it, I suppose it will have been worth the effort.


A Word about “Politically Correct” History

[image: Images] In recent years, there has been a trend in the academic community to place a priority on the inclusion of multiethnic history in our nation’s story. Some call it multicultural history; others “politically correct” history. The supposition is that because our history was written by white males of European extraction, we are left with a narrow and somewhat distorted view of our past. The hypothesis is not without basis.

What about Native Americans, African-Americans, the Spanish, the Chinese, and others? Did they not contribute? Of course they did. Chinese and Irish sweat and muscle built the railroad that finally bound our nation together, and it was an African-American who discovered the pass through the Sierra Nevada Mountains that made it possible.

Without question, the inclusion of multiethnic history in our texts must be encouraged and applauded. For too long it was ignored. The danger, as is often the case, lies in extremism. When endeavoring to correct obvious distortions, we should never distort history just to be politically correct. It is already sufficiently distorted.

We cannot elude the fact that it was white male Europeans who set us upon the course that brought our nation and its people to this time in world history. Were they always right? Were they always just and good? Of course not. But what they left us is not all bad. Finally, we are a perking (sometimes boiling) melting pot of multiethnic peoples living under a system of laws borrowed from the French, English, Greeks, and Romans (and Iroquois, I might add) and still getting along reasonably well after two-and-a-quarter centuries of trial and error democracy. And although we are far from perfect and our system is far from perfect, it is an often-repeated truism that our revolutions still take place at the ballot box.

But what of the minority viewpoint?

There is an old Roman adage that says, “To the victor belong the spoils.” A more recent American adage says, “Freedom of the press belongs to the man who owns the press.” Both are applicable to the problem. If Germany had won World War II, European schoolchildren might be reading about the heroism of Nazi tank commanders in Belgium, no doubt ignoring the fact that their opponents rode horses and carried ceremonial spears.

The paths of American history are liberally sprinkled with such “ifs.” If Native Americans had had sufficient numbers to initiate an eastward movement in the seventeenth century, there might not have been a westward movement in the nineteenth century. In that case we might be speaking an Algonquin dialect, be more ecologically correct, and live in small villages instead of large cities. That did not happen because three-quarters of the Native American population east of the Mississippi River was wiped out by smallpox epidemics in the sixteenth century. (Yes, they caught it from white male Europeans.) If France had had the foresight to transport its prison inmates to the upper eastern shores of North America instead of settling the St. Lawrence and lower Mississippi valleys, we might have a better appreciation for fine cuisine and fewer Taco Bells. If Spain had built a sufficient number of forts along the Sabine River and forbid Anglo immigration in Texas and California, we might be attending bullfights in Dallas and Beverly Hills.

These things did not happen.

The upper eastern shores of the United States were settled by Englishmen and Dutchmen. When they were not destroying native cultures, importing enslaved Africans, and feuding with each other and the king’s governors, they managed to forge a mighty union of people of independent spirit and strength—enough strength to break the shackles of colonialism and form a nation that, in spite of its faults, remains the most respected on Earth.

The treatment of Native Americans as these white male Europeans muscled their way westward remains a genocidal disaster no matter who writes the history. Their maltreatment of enslaved African-Americans remains a horrible stain on our past and yet plagues our national psyche. These are things that did happen and they are a part of what our nation was and is.

Although we should not distort our history to be politically correct, we must expand it to include the minority viewpoint if we are to avoid an endless revisitation of the social plagues from our past. Only then can we hope to be better and do better than those who came before us.




PART ONE
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Nolichunky Jack and Patriotic Horseflies

Stories Lost between the Pages

Did you know . . . ? The Wright brothers were not the first to achieve powered flight? There was a communist invasion in Texas eighty years before the Bolshevik revolution? There was a fourteenth state, which the thirteen original ones would not let join the Union? America’s shortest war lasted only one day because the opposing army got drunk? And could it be possible that the British legally own California? If so, would this not be a good opportunity to give it back? These are stories that, somehow, became lost between the pages of history—some of them deservedly so. But others deserve a mention. For example, did you know that a tribe of North American natives built a great city, developed a knowledge of astronomy, and established trade routes that extended thousands of miles 3,000 years before Columbus was born? They even cooked their meals in “microwave” ovens. This is their story, along with others that did not quite make the history books.




First in Flight

The Men Who Flew before the Wright Brothers

[image: Images] A small crowd of curious onlookers gathered at the edge of a field beside a windswept beach that August morning near the turn of the nineteenth century. They were attracted by the appearance of a strange machine and an even stranger man, who ignored them as he tinkered and made adjustments to the apparatus.

In answer to their questions, a newspaper reporter informed the onlookers that the contraption was a “flying machine.” If they wanted to wait, they could watch the inventor attempt to make it fly—a prospect that drew expressions of doubt by some, and chuckles from others.

A murmur went through the crowd when the man finally climbed onto the craft and signaled to his young assistant to start the engine. As it sputtered to life, he revved the engine until it sounded right to him. Another signal, and the assistant and two volunteers towed the craft into position. Slowly, it moved forward on spindly wheels, gained speed, and then, to the astonishment of those who witnessed it, the winged wonder escaped the bounds of gravity. It rose steadily and traveled a remarkable distance before settling back to earth.

The setting was not Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, and the pilot was not Orville Wright. This event took place at Fairfield, Connecticut, on August 14, 1901, more than two years before the famous Wright brothers flight. The man on board the flying machine was a shy Bavarian immigrant named Gustave Whitehead.

For some a picture might be worth a thousand words, but for Gustave Whitehead, failure to have his aircraft photographed in flight was worth much more. It cost him a place in history.

Traditional history tells us the Wright brothers were the first to achieve “controlled” powered flight when their shaky aircraft lifted itself from the beach at Kitty Hawk on December 17, 1903. It would be more accurate to state that they were the first to have a fixed-wing, motorized aircraft photographed in flight.

Manned flight in the United States had a colorful history long before the Wright brothers. In fact, the very first flight in America took place 110 years before the Kitty Hawk experience, and George Washington was there to witness it. A French aeronaut named Jean Pierre Blanchard demonstrated the then remarkable abilities of a hydrogen-filled balloon. During an exhibition for the president and dignitaries at Philadelphia, Blanchard and his balloon rose a mile into the air and traveled 15 miles in 46 minutes, finally coming to rest near Woodbury, New Jersey. Since Blanchard carried a message of introduction from President Washington on his flight, we might even stretch a point and call him the first airborne letter carrier in the United States.

[image: Images]

Hang gliding, 1908 An unidentified volunteer soars on a glider designed by Gustave Whitehead.
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First in flight Whitehead beat the Wright Brothers into the air by more than two years.

[image: Images]

The airplane that beat the Wright Brothers

A number of American inventors (not to mention those in England, France, and Germany) were experimenting with flight well before the Wrights. Two American engineers, Octave Chanute and A. M. Herring, were flying in experimental gliders on the shores of Lake Michigan long before the Wrights began exploring the possibilities of aviation. In 1896, Professor Samuel Pierpont Langley, Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C., constructed a small, fixed-wing airplane powered by a steam engine. He launched the unmanned craft from atop a houseboat on the Potomac River, and it traveled three-quarters of a mile at 20 miles per hour. However, the very first person to get a manned, motorized aircraft off the ground might have been an American inventor named Hiram S. Maxim. He constructed a multi-wing craft in England in 1894 and managed to get it into the air for a short hop.

In 1902, at Pittsburg, Texas, a preacher named Burrell Cannon was inspired to build an airship based on the description of the biblical flying machine in the Book of Ezekiel. Numerous witnesses watched a “Mister Stamps” fly the Ezekiel Airship almost two years before the Wright brothers’ flight took place. Once in the air, the craft began to vibrate and the pilot had to shut off the engine and land it. The Ezekiel Airship was famous in its time. It was being transported to the St. Louis World’s Fair for exhibit in 1904 when it was destroyed in a train accident. Cannon’s airplane was rebuilt in Chicago in 1908, and a pilot named Wilder flew it. Unfortunately, Wilder flew it into a utility pole, destroying the craft and prompting Reverend Cannon to finally concede that, “God never willed that this airship should fly.”

[image: Images]

Whitehead (holding his daughter) sits beside Aircraft No. 22.

[image: Images]

The Whitehead helicopter The inventor (second from right) stands beside his 1910 flying machine. The craft had 60 rotor blades—not enough to get it off the ground.

In fact, Texas was something of an aeronautical hotbed just after the turn of the century. There are reports that another inventor managed to get a motor-powered craft into the air near San Antonio. A less successful turn-of-the-century flight took place at Justin when an inventor tried to launch an aircraft from the roof of a two-story building. The duration of that flight was two floors.

And then there was Gustave Whitehead. While others, including the Wright brothers, were struggling to achieve “controlled flight,” Whitehead accomplished it. Not only did he beat the Wrights into the air, he set distance and altitude records that make the Kitty Hawk experience pale by comparison.

Unfortunately, Whitehead was an inventor and not a promoter. He had only a limited command of the English language and, at the height of his success, he was totally absorbed in his work to the exclusion of all else. Had he been aware of the value of publicity, he might be known today as the father of flight. Instead, he joined that large corps of unsung figures forgotten by history.

The Wright brothers knew the value of publicity. Although the exploits of others might be cloaked in doubt, there is no doubt the brothers flew an airplane at Kitty Hawk that chilly December day in 1903. Five witnesses were present. Even more important, Orville brought a camera. The witnesses were all young men who were waiting around the nearby Kill Devil Life Saving Station that morning. When they saw the Wrights making preparations to attempt a flight, they walked down to the site to watch. A single rail had been placed upon the sand to guide the aircraft in its takeoff attempt. Orville set up his camera and carefully focused it on the rail. He asked a young lifeguard named John Daniels to stand by and click the shutter if the flying machine rose above the rail.

Three days earlier, Wilbur had attempted to get the craft they had christened The Flyer off the ground and failed. Now it was Orville’s turn. He lay flat on the lower wing, revved the engine, and loosed a restraining rope. The aircraft moved down the rail and rose, and Daniels snapped the shutter. The flying machine reached a height of 10 feet, wobbled, and fell back to earth after a flight of 120 feet. It had stayed in the air 12 seconds. The Wrights launched three more flights that day. On the fourth attempt, The Flyer traveled 852 feet and stayed in the air 59 seconds. Elated, the brothers sent the following telegram to their father back in Dayton, Ohio:

SUCCESS. FOUR FLIGHTS THURSDAY MORNING ALL AGAINST 21-MILE WINDS. STARTED FROM LEVEL WITH ENGINE POWER ALONE. AVERAGE SPEED THROUGH AIR 31 MILES. LONGEST 59 SECONDS. INFORM PRESS.

Daniels’s dramatic photograph eventually appeared in newspapers and magazines around the world. It made its way into history texts and the Wrights became famous.

Poor Gustave. By the time the Wrights completed their flight, he already had flown a much more sophisticated machine to a height of 200 feet, traveled more than 7 miles, and executed a full turn.

Whitehead’s Fairfield flight was not his first. Between 1897 and 1901, he completed several “hops” in a succession of aircraft he built while experimenting with various wing configurations and engines of his own design. Whitehead never considered these “hops” as actual flights. However, the flight at Fairfield was impressive enough to satisfy the demanding German that he, indeed, had flown an aircraft. Dozens of spectators witnessed the event. Years later, many of them provided affidavits to back Whitehead’s “first flight” claims. Among the witnesses that day was a newspaper reporter named Richard Howell. He wrote a full-page article about Whitehead and his flying machine in the August 19, 1901 issue of the Bridgeport Sunday Herald.

[image: Images]

The Ezekiel Flying Machine A Texas preacher built this aircraft following a wheel-within-a-wheel concept described in the Bible. Camp County Museum, Pittsburg, Texas

Whitehead’s assistant, Junius Harworth, informed Howell that the airplane was “constructed entirely by Gustave Whitehead with my assistance.” Harworth described the craft, which he called No. 21, as a monoplane with a single engine that powered two propellers. Its body was constructed of spruce, pine, bamboo, and Japanese silk. In contrast to the Wright machine, which slid along a rail, Whitehead’s aircraft taxied on bicycle wheels.

According to Howell, Whitehead’s airplane took off in a field overlooking the beach near the end of Howard Avenue and landed near Wordin Avenue, a distance of about a half mile. He then turned the plane around and flew back, barely missing a small boy who ran in front of the craft as Whitehead was attempting to land it.

Gustave Whitehead was born Gustave A. Weisskopf in Leutershausen, Germany, on January 1, 1874. His early interest in aircraft is evidenced by the fact that he was building and flying gliders while still in his teens. He arrived in New York City in his early twenties and his first recorded appearance in America was in 1897 when the New York Tribune reported that a gasoline-powered airplane had been built by a Gus Whitehead at 139 Prince Street. The article noted that Mr. Whitehead was making plans to test his aircraft. A month after the article appeared, on November 24, 1897, Whitehead married Louise Tuba. On the marriage license, under occupation, he wrote “aeronaut.”

The couple moved several times before settling in Bridgeport, Connecticut, in 1900. During that itinerant period, Whitehead made numerous short hops, witnessed by neighbors, friends, and fellow mechanics. His continuing effort to improve his aircraft finally resulted in the half-mile flight at Fairfield in 1901.

Whitehead would complete an even more impressive flight over Long Island Sound on January 17, 1902—still 23 months ahead of the Wrights. That aircraft, which he identified as No. 22, was constructed of steel and aluminum tubing, with 450 feet of silk covering the wings. Powered by a five-cylinder kerosene engine that drove twin propellers, it had a boat-like fuselage, making it amphibious. This time, Whitehead provided a personal account of the event in a letter (perhaps dictated, since he did not write English well) to The American Inventor Magazine:

It was intended to fly only a short distance, but the machine behaved so well that at the first trial it covered nearly two miles over the waters of Long Island Sound and settled in the water without mishap.

On the second trial . . . with myself on board, it sailed across Long Island Sound. The machine kept on [course] steadily in crossing the wind at a height of about 200 feet when it came into my mind to try steering around in a circle. As soon as I turned the rudder and drove one propeller faster than the other, the machine turned round [sic] a bend and flew with the wind at a frightful speed but turned steadily around until I saw the starting place at a distance.

I continued to turn but when near the land again, I slowed up the propellers and sank gently on an even keel into the water. . . . She steadily floated like a boat. The length of the flight on the first was about two miles and on the second about seven miles. I consider the trip quite a success. . . . To my knowledge, it is the first of its kind.

Two years later, the Wright brothers managed to get a much less sophisticated craft off the ground for a hop of 852 feet. But it was they and not Whitehead who reaped the glory and financial rewards that resulted from “man’s first flight.”

There were two reasons why Whitehead was denied his rightful place in aviation history. First, his accomplishments were overshadowed in a twenty-year publicity struggle between the Wright brothers and others for the fame and financial rewards that came with first-flight honors. Orville Wright and officials at the Smithsonian Institution both published articles dismissing Whitehead’s flights as a hoax, despite numerous witnesses, including journalists and scientists. The second factor was prejudice. In the years leading up to World War I, a bitter propaganda campaign effectively demonized all Germans, including America’s immigrants.

For a dozen years after the Wright brothers’ flight, there was a blizzard of bizarre claims of aviation feats. Whitehead’s achievement simply became lost in the publicity shuffle. The Smithsonian Institution would not acknowledge the Wright brothers’ first-flight claim for more than twenty years, much less consider one accomplished by a German immigrant. When Daniels’s Kitty Hawk photograph made its way into school textbooks, institute officials had little choice but to recognize the Wrights. Still, it was 1948 before the Wright family allowed The Flyer to be displayed at the Smithsonian. The family refused to donate the craft until Smithsonian officials signed a contract, agreeing to bestow the title “Fathers of Flight” upon the brothers.

Whitehead continued to refine his aircrafts and experiment with them for several years after his Long Island flights. While the Wrights were secretive, Whitehead shared his designs and inventions. To raise money, he even sold his engines to other aviation pioneers. He did not bother to patent his aircraft until 1905. Even then, his ideas were widely copied by aircraft builders who ignored his patents.

In 1910 Whitehead took on the task of building a helicopter. The project attracted several investors but was doomed to failure. Instead of building a helicopter with a single rotor blade, Whitehead constructed one with no less than sixty propellers. Attempts to make it fly were unsuccessful. At age forty, broke, discouraged, and discredited, he took a job as a machinist in a Bridgeport manufacturing plant. He died in 1927 at age fifty-three.

For thirty-seven years, not even a gravestone marked Whitehead’s resting place in the cemetery at Bridgeport; there was only a small bronze marker with the number 42 on it. It was 1964 when several members of the local Air Force Reserve Squadron became aware of the Whitehead story. They solicited donations and erected a proper headstone, finally paying tribute to the forgotten “aeronaut” who flew before the Wright brothers.


Nolichunky Jack and the Fourteenth State

[image: Images] Every schoolchild knows there were thirteen original states. But time and history have forgotten our fourteenth state—the one the others would not accept into the Union.

Our fourteenth state (actually, its founders called it an independent republic) existed for only four years, from 1784 to 1788. During that time it was a subject of continuous controversy and bitter debate. At one point, its governor came close to signing a treaty with Spain that would have been disastrous for the fledgling United States. He also almost got into a war with North Carolina. But what could one expect from a state that would elect a governor named “Nolichunky Jack?”

The fourteenth state covered an area of 29 million acres and was named after one of the nation’s most illustrious founding fathers—Benjamin Franklin. It was called the Free Republic of Franklin.

The Franklin saga began in the early 1780s, when North Carolina’s western border extended all the way to the Mississippi River. At the conclusion of the War for Independence, public funds were in short supply, and especially so in North Carolina. With the end of the war, hundreds of Carolinians crossed the mountains to settle in North Carolina’s western wilderness. By 1784, the frontier inhabitants were demanding that North Carolina’s government protect them from hostile Indians and roving bands of outlaws that plagued their settlements.

Most North Carolinians considered the western settlers to be little more than ruffians and outlaws themselves and did not want to spend their tax money to protect them. That prompted North Carolina Governor Alexander Martin to come up with a plan that proved politically popular with his constituents. He dumped the problem into the lap of the Continental Congress. At the urging of the governor, the North Carolina Assembly ceded its western lands back to the Continental Congress, making that body responsible for protecting the wilderness region. What Governor Martin did not plan on was the fierce independence of the western settlers or the stubborn nature of Nolichunky Jack.

Jack’s real name was John Sevier. A native Virginian descended from a French Huguenot family, his exploits as a frontier character were legendary. He was a hero at the Battle of King’s Mountain during the War for Independence and before that had earned a reputation as a pathfinder and Indian fighter.

Shortly after North Carolina ceded the territory to the Continental Congress, Sevier and a group of his frontier cronies held a secession convention. On August 23, 1784, they declared North Carolina’s western counties of Sullivan, Greene, and Washington to be independent. Sevier and his friends then held a constitutional convention and formed a provisional government they called the Republic of Franklin. Sevier was elected its governor.

The secession of the western counties did not concern Governor Martin. That was a problem for the Continental Congress. But the formation of an independent republic on his western border upset him mightily. He quickly moved to have the North Carolina Assembly reclaim the territory, but by then the Franklinites were enjoying their new status as a free state. North Carolina, they insisted, had no jurisdiction over their republic. Governor Martin responded by declaring the western territory in a state of rebellion and threatened to send troops to reclaim it. Sevier responded by vowing to raise an army to defend his republic.

On May 16, 1785, William Cooke, representing Franklin, arrived in New York to present to the Continental Congress a petition seeking statehood. Caught by surprise, North Carolina’s delegation protested. Following a heated debate, a vote was taken. Seven states voted to admit Franklin to the Union. Although a majority, it fell two votes short of the required two-thirds needed for approval.

What followed was a period of chaos in Franklin. Because it had no means to back a currency, barter became the prevailing system of exchange. Governor Sevier’s salary was fixed at 1,000 deer hides per year.

North Carolina would not give up its claim to the territory. In 1786, the North Carolina Assembly passed the Act of Oblivion. It promised to waive all back taxes if the citizens of Franklin would simply return to the fold. But, behind the scene, others were wooing Franklin. Across the ocean, Spain’s monarchy was formulating a plan to form a number of frontier colonies into a Spanish alliance in North America. A minister from Spain arrived in Franklin, seeking Governor Sevier’s cooperation. Had Sevier accepted the Spanish proposal, he might have become a wealthy man; but he turned it down.

Ignoring Franklin’s claim of independence, North Carolina sent its own officials into the republic, creating two sets of authorities and a great deal of confusion. Rival clerks of court issued marriage licenses and recorded land transactions. Rival justices handed down conflicting decisions, and rival sheriffs got into fist-fights. It seemed everyone was in control—and no one. Taxes went unpaid because no one was sure to whom they should be paid.

[image: Images]

The Infamous Nolichunky Jack John Sevier led the charge to found the independent Republic of Franklin. Tennessee Conservation Department

In exasperation, William Cooke wrote to Benjamin Franklin, urging him to intervene on behalf of the republic that bore his name, pointing out that the region was in a state bordering on anarchy. As it turned out, the aging Franklin was so far out of touch he was not even aware the troubled republic was named for him. In a letter of reply dated August 12, 1786, he noted: “I had never before been acquainted that the name of your new state had any relation with my name, having understood that it was called Frankland.”

Franklin went on to suggest that representatives from Franklin and North Carolina approach Congress to serve as a mediator. But North Carolina’s legislative delegation was working behind the congressional scenes. In November of 1787 Congress decided that a new state could be admitted to the Union only after affirmation of nine of the thirteen states “and the consent of the state that originally claimed the territory.” North Carolina had won the legal battle, but the ever-combative Nolichunky Jack was not about to give up.

In desperation, Governor Sevier turned once more to Spain, requesting a defense loan to protect Franklin’s citizens from a military invasion by North Carolina. However, before a deal could be struck, a company of North Carolina law officers, led by John Tipton, invaded Franklin to arrest Sevier, clap him in irons, and spirit him back across the mountains. He had barely settled in his jail cell when a contingent of frontiersmen from Franklin showed up to break him out of jail and escort him back home.

By then, Sevier had realized the futility of continuing the struggle. In February of 1788, he and other leaders of the ill-fated venture crossed the mountains into North Carolina and surrendered to authorities. They stood trial, but their only punishment was to take an oath of allegiance to the State of North Carolina.

Ironically, Sevier would become a state senator representing Greene County in the North Carolina legislature. Also odd: As soon as things settled down, North Carolina once more ceded the same territory back to the federal government. This time it was accepted by Congress, and the “Territory of the United States of America South of the Ohio River” was formed. On June 1, 1796, a new state was created from the territory that once had been the troublesome Republic of Franklin.

They named it Tennessee. Its first governor was none other than the illustrious
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