
  
   
    
       

      CIRCA AD 1500

      

      The Last Days of Ocmulgee
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  The sun’s shadows were lengthening as warm days became cool evenings. By the European calendar it was late September, but to the hundreds of American Indians gathered in their ceremonial plaza, it was time for the Busk. This ritual, sometimes known as the Green Corn ceremony, derived its name from the Muskogean word, baskita, which means “to fast.” The Busk celebrated the ripening of the Indians’ most important crop—corn—and was a time for purification and renewal.


 In the early Georgia town of Ocmulgee, which was located near present-day Macon, the Busk lasted for about a week, and the inhabitants fasted almost until the end of the celebration. Throughout the week, they participated in songs, dances, and games to celebrate the new crop and the new year. Then, as the Busk drew to a close, all the fires in the village were extinguished so they could be relit from the sacred flame.
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  A fire maker who had been specially appointed for the celebration arranged several logs and built the new sacred fire. When the fire maker signaled that the new flame was ready for distribution, his assistants lit torches from the master fire, then went around to every house and temple in Ocmulgee and rekindled the fires of the village. Then, the feasting began in earnest, and before the evening was over, every man, woman, and child in the village had filled his or her stomach with fresh, sweet corn.


  As part of the purification process, chief priests visited families and forgave their sins. All debts were forgiven and any grievances were resolved. Everyone performed rituals of purification such as cleaning out lodges, bathing, or taking cathartic medicines. Families laid plans for the future and a new year was thus begun.


  Today, two of America’s most impressive prehistoric sites lie within Georgia’s boundaries. Ocmulgee National Monument was the first large prehistoric ruin in the South to be scientifically excavated. Almost as imposing is the Etowah Indian Mounds State Historic Site, located near Cartersville, north of Atlanta. The Etowah remains have been designated as a national landmark, and the complex consists of several mounds dominated by three unusually large ones. The large mounds probably provided the base for the dwellings of the chief priests and other high-ranking officials of the village.


  Both the Ocmulgee and Etowah sites are examples of an early American Indian culture known as Mississippian, which reached its zenith in early Georgia from about AD 700 to AD 1500. The Mississippian period is characterized by the numerous large temple mounds and huge agricultural villages that sprang up throughout the valley of the Mississippi River and its tributaries. When the fires of Mississippian brilliance were extinguished, shortly before the explorations of the Spanish conquistador Hernando de Soto, the lands of the South fell into a dark age that lasted until the rise of new tribes: the Cherokees, Creeks, Chickasaws, and Choctaws.


  
    
      Georgia is the twenty-first-largest state in land area in the United States, and the largest state east of the Mississippi River. It covers 57,906 square miles, which is just over 37 million acres. Its extreme east-west breadth is 250 miles, and its extreme north-south length is 315 miles.

    




  Mississippian settlements in early Georgia were located in the floodplains of rivers. These floodplains offered rich soil for growing corn, squash, and beans. The vegetables provided the Indians with a surplus of food, which, in turn, allowed them to give up their hunter-gatherer societies and establish permanent settlements. In these settlements, they established trading systems with neighboring villages, made elaborate handicrafts, and held religious ceremonies.


  Most Mississippian towns were built around a central ceremonial plaza, which was the center of government and religious life. Villagers would gather in the plaza for ceremonies such as the Busk. Surrounding the plaza were large, flat-topped mounds where temples or homes were built for the chief priests. The common people lived in earth lodges, and their social standing was reflected by how close their dwelling was to the ceremonial plaza. It was during Mississippian times that southeastern Indian culture reached a high level of accomplishment.


  By the mid-1500s the Mississippian way of life had vanished forever. No Europeans ever witnessed the eerie beauty of a sacred Mississippian-era Busk ceremony or visited a chief priest atop a high temple mound. All that is left today of this once powerful culture—a culture that in its own way rivaled those of the Incas and the Aztecs—are mysterious remains, some of which can be seen at the Ocmulgee and Etowah historic sites in Georgia.
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      The Wesley Brothers’ Brief Stay in Georgia
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  The late days of autumn, 1737, were trying ones for John Wesley. The thirty-four-year-old preacher was looking for a way to get out of Savannah in one piece. When just two weeks earlier, entangled in immense legal difficulties, he publicly announced that he would leave Georgia forever, he was threatened with immediate arrest if he dared depart the colony. But, warnings aside, Wesley wrote:


  
  I now saw clearly the hour was [sic] come for me to fly for my life, leaving this place, and as soon as evening prayers were over, about eight o’clock, the tide then serving, I shook off the dust of my feet, and left Georgia, having preached the Gospel there with much weakness indeed and many infirmities, not as I ought but as I was able.




  On December 2, tired of his tenure in Georgia, Wesley boarded a craft destined for Charleston. Several days later he was bound for England, while law enforcement officials in Savannah scratched their heads over his sudden disappearance.


  Wesley’s sojourn in Savannah had been a brief one, less than two years. He and his younger brother, Charles, likewise a preacher, had arrived in the colony in February 1736, in the company of Georgia’s founder and chief benefactor, Governor James Oglethorpe. Oglethorpe had known the Wesley family for years back in England. His desire to establish Protestant missions among the Indians and to provide a source of spiritual guidance for his own colonists prompted him to offer the Wesley brothers a berth on the ship, Simmonds, before he departed England on his second trip to Georgia.


  Oglethorpe’s generous offer intrigued both John and Charles Wesley. John’s entire life had centered around religion, and he had been ordained a priest in the Church of England nine years earlier. Although not a youngster any longer, he was more than anxious to travel to foreign shores and try his powers of conversion on the Indians. But John had another motive for making the transatlantic journey. Before his departure from England, he wrote to a friend, confessing that “My chief motive is the hope of saving my own soul. I hope to learn the true sense of the Gospel of Christ by preaching it to the heathen.”


  Brother Charles possessed deep religious convictions as well, although his faith was not as intense as John’s, nor did he have the desire to spend several years in Georgia. In later years, after his return to England from his journey in America, Charles confessed that:


  
I took my degree, and only thought of spending all my days in Oxford. But my brother, who always had the ascendant over me, persuaded me to accompany him and Mr. Oglethorpe to Georgia. I exceedingly dreaded entering into Holy Orders but he over-ruled me here also, and I was ordained deacon by the Bishop of Oxford, and the next Sunday, priest by the Bishop of London.




  Both Wesley brothers decided to accompany Governor Oglethorpe to Georgia. John was to be paid an annual salary of fifty pounds to serve as “Minister to Savannah and Missionary to the Indians,” and Charles to function as private secretary to Oglethorpe. The governor’s party left England on December 10, 1735, and for the next two months, the Wesleys used the ship’s passengers—much to the chagrin of the captive audience—as a testing ground for their ministrations in Georgia in the months that lay ahead.


  During the voyage, the brothers became entangled with two women who eventually would cause them much dismay. The ladies were on their way with their husbands to a new life in Georgia. Beatre Hawkins, wife of Dr. Thomas Hawkins, and Anne Welch, wife of John Welch, decided that in order to entertain themselves during the long voyage across the Atlantic, they would delude John Wesley into believing that he was saving their souls.


    
    
    Georgia has 100 miles of Atlantic Ocean shoreline.

    




  For days and weeks on end, Wesley labored with the women through sermon after sermon about sin and the need for redemption. Charles Wesley and several of John’s friends saw through the charade and warned John that the women were merely toying with him. However, serious-minded John would not listen to the criticism and continued his preaching. By the time the ship had reached Savannah harbor, the two women had turned hostile to Wesley, most likely because the innocent preacher had failed to respond to their amorous advances.
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  A week after arriving in Savannah, Charles was sent to a new town called Frederica, located several miles to the south on St. Simons Island. Hawkins and Welch, already relocated there with their husbands, immediately launched a devious plot, accusing Wesley of adultery. Charles quickly fell out of grace with the governor and eventually pleaded with John to come to his rescue. In the meantime, however, John stayed in Savannah and began his church duties in earnest. He soon became known as a zealot and, according to one churchgoer, he “drenched his parishioners with the physic of an intolerant discipline,” and his sermons “tended to propagate a Spirit of Indolence and of Hypocrisy.”


  John finally made the trip to Frederica to check on his brother. In time he convinced Oglethorpe that the vicious women had lied, and he generally smoothed out the difficulties between Charles and the governor. Still, Oglethorpe deemed it best that Charles leave Georgia for good and return to England, which he did in August 1736. With his mission accomplished, John returned to Savannah to take over the pulpit at Christ Church.


  While preaching at Christ Church, John became infatuated with an eighteen-year-old girl named Sophia Hopkins. Although he actually considered asking for her hand in marriage, all of Wesley’s closest friends advised against it. Wrestling with his emotions, the preacher distanced himself from Sophia for a while, hoping that the proper course of action would be divinely revealed to him. While the two were apart, however, Sophia married another, and John became increasingly hostile toward her, even to the point of refusing to serve her communion.


  Wesley was quickly served with a warrant for refusing Sophia the sacraments. He was also sued by Sophia’s husband for one thousand pounds. Two weeks later John was hauled into court before a grand jury that had been rigged by Sophia’s uncle. Accused of a number of offenses, Wesley was indicted on all counts. As he awaited his trial, he decided to flee Savannah and Georgia once and for all.


  After making his harrowing escape, and while sailing back to England, Wesley reflected on what he considered to be his massive failure in Georgia.


  
  I went to America to convert the Indians; but oh! who shall convert me! This have I learned in the ends of the earth, that I am fallen short of the glory of God, that my whole heart is altogether corrupt and abominable, and consequently my whole life. Alienated as I am from the life of God, I am a child of wrath, an heir of hell.




  Time soon healed Wesley’s emotional and spiritual wounds. Less than two years after his return to England, he organized the Methodist Church, a denomination that had spread all the way to the backwoods of America before his death in 1791 at the age of eighty-six. Brother Charles remained active during that period as well. Before he died in 1788, he had written more than 6,500 church hymns, many of them still performed in today’s Methodist churches across the world.
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      The Battle of Bloody Marsh
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  Don Manuel de Montiano watched proudly as column after column of brightly uniformed soldiers disembarked from the fleet of thirty-six ships that lay offshore the southwestern tip of St. Simons Island. Montiano—the Spanish governor of Florida—and his flotilla had departed St. Augustine just a few days earlier with orders from the governor-general of Cuba to drive the English not only from St. Simons itself but from the entire ten-year-old colony of Georgia. After taking over Savannah, the Spanish forces intended to attack Charleston in hopes that they would succeed in expelling the English from South Carolina as well.


  Montiano spent most of July 5, 1742, supervising the unloading of men and equipment on St. Simons Island. A few of the ships in the Spanish fleet required some minor repair work as a result of cannon fire from a nearby English fort as the ships sailed through the narrow channel to the point of debarkation. The governor happily noted that little damage had been done, however, and his spirits soared even more when he received intelligence that the English had deserted the fort and retreated northward to nearby Fort Frederica and its surrounding village, also called Frederica. By July 7, Montiano assessed that all was ready, and he issued orders to prepare for the march across the island to attack the English.


    
    
      The mean elevation of Georgia is 600 feet. The highest point in the state is Brasstown Bald, which has an altitude of 4,784 feet.

    




  Since Montiano was unfamiliar with the terrain of the island and not at all certain how many troops occupied Fort Frederica, he decided initially to send out only two small patrols to reconnoiter the countryside and to spy out the fort. Accordingly, during the early morning hours of July 7, he ordered Captain Nicholas Hernandez, accompanied by twenty-five soldiers and forty Yamassee Indians who were allies of the Spanish, and Captain Sebastian Sanchez, commanding fifty men, to proceed northward toward Fort Frederica. By mid-morning the two advancing groups had hacked their way through the swampy and insect-infested under-growth that covered the island and joined forces at a spot less than 2 miles from the fort. There, they literally ran into five Georgia militiamen who were out on patrol duty themselves.


  In a brief skirmish, William Small, one of the Georgia militiamen, was killed outright by Spanish gunfire, while his four companions managed to escape and make their way back to Fort Frederica. The excited soldiers met with forty-three-year-old James Oglethorpe, the founder and governor of Georgia as well as the commander of the fort. Oglethorpe quickly organized a mixed command of his own soldiers, supplemented by Creek and Yamacraw Indians, and hastily headed south down the narrow pathway leading out of Fort Frederica.


  Less than an hour later, Oglethorpe’s forces and the two Spanish patrols met head to head at a spot about a mile from Fort Frederica. The sudden appearance of the small English army startled the Spanish soldiers and fighting ensued. Within minutes, thirty-six men from the Spanish contingents were either killed or missing in action, and the two commanders themselves, Captains Hernandez and Sanchez, were captured. The remaining members of Governor Montiano’s scouting parties retreated toward the main Spanish encampment on the southern end of the island. When Oglethorpe called for a casualty report of his own men, he learned that only one of his soldiers had been killed during the fighting due to heat exhaustion.


  It was around noon when the Spanish survivors straggled into Montiano’s camp and reported to the shocked governor. Greatly dismayed over the outcome of this first encounter with the English in their own territory, Montiano sent for Captain Antonio Barba, a seasoned veteran of many battles in Cuba, and ordered him to organize a force consisting of three companies of his own Havana-based regiment. The column of two hundred men was quickly dispatched northward to rescue any patrol members who might have been cut off from retreat.


  While Montiano was reorganizing his forces, Oglethorpe was not idle. After the mid-morning skirmish with the Spanish patrols, the English governor marched his army down the trail to a large swampy area located 5 miles south of Fort Frederica. There, on the northern side of the marsh and beneath huge old oak trees covered with spidery Spanish moss, Oglethorpe ordered his men to gather downed tree trunks and brush and pile them together to form barricades from which the riflemen could shoot while remaining hidden.


  It was a hurried project and had
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