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CHAPTER ONE: MCDOWELL FAMILY IN AMERICAN HISTORY
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My McDowell family came to the American Colonies to escape religious and political discrimination from the British in Ireland and pursue farmland. Recruiters and land agents from the various American Colonies roamed Irish ports, offering land and freedom to those willing to risk crossing the Atlantic so their families could have a better life in the New World. 

Scottish families had migrated to Ireland with the promise of land from King James. Most began to think of further emigration. The British rulers and landowners in Ireland banned the practice of their Scottish Presbyterian faith. Additionally, they threatened the Scotsmen’s economic future by restricting the trade of Irish goods to only English merchants. Beginning in the 1700s, many left Ireland for the Colonies.
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Countryside outside of Glenoe, Ireland

After arriving in the American Colonies, the Scotch-Irish settled on land that closely resembled where they had lived in Northern Ireland and Scotland. They preferred the rolling hills of the Appalachian and Blue Ridge Mountains and the fertile Cumberland and Shenandoah Valleys of Pennsylvania, Virginia, and North Carolina. The settlements grew as the early settlers wrote letters home, urging family members to join them.

Like other Scotch-Irish families, our early McDowell pioneers initially occupied the hills around the settlements in Pennsylvania, west of the German communities. They made their home in settlements such as Carlisle, Caln, Nottingham, Donegal, and Stranbane in Washington and Cumberland Counties.   

Thomas McDowell is my 8th great-grandfather, whose grandfather came to Ireland to obtain farmland. His six sons left Northern Ireland in the early 1700s to make new homes in the British colonies in America. They not only found the freedom and land they were seeking, but they and their descendants had significant roles in the growth of the colonies and the founding of America. His sons, Ephraim, Joseph, John, William, Andrew, and Alexander, and their descendants were early settlers in western Pennsylvania, Virginia, and North Carolina, clearing land and being members of the local militia. Two of the brothers, William and John, were killed by Indians. The sons and grandsons of these immigrants fought the British during the Revolutionary War. Additionally, some were high-ranking officers and played significant roles in winning major battles such as the Battle of Kings Mountain.

Colonial documents indicate that the McDowells were educated and devoted Prysbeterians. Many of their descendants became ministers, doctors, lawyers, community and state leaders, and officers in the local militias.

Colonial settlements required male settlers to be members of their local militia. They formed these groups to protect them initially from the Indians, who tried to prevent the immigrants from settling on their native lands. During the Revolutionary War, their local militias fought against the British.  

Many of the McDowells in Pennsylvania, Delaware, Virginia, North Carolina, and Kentucky were related, with their common ancestor being Thomas. Unfortunately, their relationships were sometimes confused. 

However, before I try to unravel the family mysteries, here is a sampling of McDowells who affected American History:

Ephraim McDowell (1673-1763), Son of Thomas

Ephraim McDowell migrated from County Antrim, Ireland, to Colonial America in about 1729 with his children and grandchildren after the death of his wife in 1728. Ephraim remained in Pennsylvania for several years before moving south into Virginia in 1737 to find better farmland. He and his son John used their surveying skills to help Benjamin Borden find and lay out his land grant in Augusta County, Virginia (now Rockbridge County, Virginia). The McDowells became the first settlers in Border's Tract and found land near the Great Wagon Road that cut through the Shenandoah Valley. Ephraim's "Timber Ridge" homestead included 42,000 acres east of the Great Wagon Road through present-day Lexington, Virginia. Much of the area's history was due to the efforts of Ephraim's descendants and other family members and friends who followed them to the area. Ephraim served in the Augusta County militia until 1743, when the militia exempted him from further service due to his advanced age (70 years).

John McDowell (1705-1742), Son of Ephraim

John McDowell, Ephraim's oldest son, was instrumental in populating Borden's Tract in Augusta County, Virginia, through his skill as a surveyor and his recruitment of other Scotch-Irish immigrants to come to Virginia. In return for their efforts, Benjamin Borden gave John, Ephraim, and Ephraim's son-in-law, James Greenlee, land, making them the first three settlers on his land. John built a large cabin known as the "Red House" due to the red stain John used on the logs. Unfortunately, Indians killed him and eight other men on December 14, 1742.​[1]

Samuel McDowell (1731–1817) 

Samuel, the son of John McDowell (1714) and the grandson of Ephraim McDowell, fought in three frontier wars as a member of the Augusta County Militia. He served under George Washington in the French and Indian War, was an aide-de-camp to Isaac Shelby in Lord Dunmore's War, and Samuel's regiment fought in the Battle of Guilford under Nathanael Greene during the Revolutionary War.​[2] Additionally, he became a political leader in Virginia and Kentucky.

After the war, Samuel became a surveyor and moved to Kentucky. He led the movement to make Kentucky a state. Officials appointed him as one of the first district court judges in Kentucky, and he served as the chairman for nine of the state's ten constitutional conventions. 


Ephraim McDowell (1771–1830) the Surgeon


	Ephraim, the son of Samuel McDowell and the great-grandson of Ephraim, the immigrant, became an American physician and pioneer surgeon. He performed the first adnominal surgery to remove an ovarian tumor and have the patient live. Medical historians name him as a founding father of abdominal surgery.
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Joseph McDowell (1668-1738), Son of Thomas

The immigrant Joseph left Northern Ireland with his family, arriving in Pennsylvania between 1730 and 1734. Unfortunately, he died in 1738. His family initially lived in Pennsylvania before moving to Winchester, Virginia, and Anson County, North Carolina, in search of better land. Two of his descendants, grandson Joseph "Quaker Meadows Joe" McDowell and great-grandson Joseph "Pleasant Gardens Joe" McDowell, commanded militia units at the Battle of Kings Mountain during the Revolutionary War. Grandson Charles Manley McDowell also served as an officer in the North Carolina militia during the Revolutionary War.

Joseph McDowell (1715-1771), son of Joseph (1668)

Joseph was born in Northern Ireland and Ireland with his father, Joseph McDowell, arriving in Pennsylvania sometime between 1730 and 1734. Joseph followed his uncle Ephraim to Virginia, settling near Winchester, Virginia, with his brother Charles. Later, he followed Charles further south, buying land in Quaker Meadows, North Carolina. He served as a Lieutenant in Captain Robert Rutherford's Company of Rangers during the French and Indian War (1754 to 1763). His son, "Quaker Meadows Joe," became one of the heroes of the Battle of Kings Mountain.

Joseph "Quaker Meadows Joe" McDowell (1756-1801) 

	Colonel Joseph McDowell was the son of Joseph McDowell (1715-1771), who immigrated between 1730 and 1734. People called him "Quaker Meadows Joe"  to differentiate him from his cousin "Pleasant Gardens Joe," while both served in the Burke County, North Carolina militia. He commanded the Patriot forces, which defeated the British at the Battle of Kings Mountain. Many historians consider him the hero of the Battle.
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Gen. Charles Manley McDowell (1743-1815)

Charles Manley McDowell, brother of “Quaker Meadows Joe” McDowell, was born on October 18, 1743, in Winchester, Frederick County, Virginia, and was the grandson of Joseph (b. 1668), the immigrant. He served as a Captain and then Lt Colonel in the 2nd Rowan County Militia from 1775 to 1777. The militia promoted him to Colonel and command of the Militia from 1777 to 1782. In 1782, he became a brigadier general, commanding the Morgan District Brigade from 1782 to 1783. His headstone read, "General Charles McDowell. A Whig Officer in the Revolutionary War, who died, as he had lived, a patriot."

Charles McDowell (1682-1754), son of Joseph (1668)

Charles was born in Northern Ireland and was the son of Joseph McDowell (b. 1668). He left Ireland with his wife, Rachel, and his first two children sometime between 1722 and 1727, joining his uncle John in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. Before settling in Anson County, North Carolina, he lived near his wife’s relatives in Cecil County, Maryland, and his relatives near Winchester, Virginia. His movements exemplify how many early colonial settlers searched for better farmland. His son, John, became known as "Hunting John" due to his legendary hunting skills. His grandson, “Pleasant Gardens Joe" McDowell, was one of the Patriot commanders at the Battle of Kings Mountain and was considered one of the heroes of the Battle.

John "Hunting" McDowell (1714-1742), son of Charles (1682)

John McDowell, son of Charles McDowell and great-grandson of Thomas McDowell (1628), was born in Tyrone, Ireland, and immigrated in the early 1720s with his parents, Charles McDowell and Rachel Florence Cathey. His family eventually settled in Wadesboro, Anson County, North Carolina. John became known as "Hunting John" due to his long hunting trips and skill at finding game animals to feed his family. In 1748, "Hunting" John McDowell received the land grant he used to claim Pleasant Gardens, which he found during one of his hunting trips with a cousin. He discovered this tract of land near present-day Asheville and beat his cousin in wrestling to see who would claim the land. His son, General Joseph "Pleasant Gardens Joe" McDowell, fought in the Battle of Kings Mountain. State officials named McDowell County in his honor.

Joseph "Pleasant Gardens Joe" McDowell (1758-1795)

Joseph "Pleasant Gardens Joe" McDowell was a Revolutionary War officer and the son of "Hunting" John McDowell. His birth occurred at his father's home in Rowan County. After his father moved westward to his plantation called “Pleasant Gardens,” people began calling Joseph "Pleasant Gardens Joe" to distinguish him from his cousin, “Quaker Meadows Joe.” He enlisted at age eighteen in the Burke County regiment that his cousin, Charles McDowell, commanded. He served with the regiment in various encounters against Tories and Cherokee Indians and at the Battle of Kings Mountain. He and "Quaker Meadows Joe" fought the British at Kings Mountain, and some family members attribute Major "Pleasant Gardens Joe" as the hero and commander of the Burke County militia on that day. However, "Quaker Meadows Joe" had the rank of colonel and outranked him. Also, their commander, General Charles McDowell, had designated “Quaker Meadows Joe” as the acting commander before Charles left on a mission to Nathaniel Greene. After the war, the militia made "Pleasant Gardens Joe" the honorary militia general, and he referred to himself as General McDowell for the remainder of his life.

John McDowell (1670-1736), Son of Thomas

John was born in 1670 in Glenoe, Raloo Parish, County Antrim, Ireland, to Thomas McDowell and Anne Locke McDowell. John and his brothers, William and Alexander McDowell, immigrated to America by 1718, perhaps as early as 1714-15.​[3] Early Pennsylvania records describe Alexander and John as mariners and surveyors. Before John died in 1736, he had many land transactions contributing to the development near New Castle County, Delaware. After John died, his family members moved to Anson County, North Carolina, between 1748 and 1750.

William McDowell (1682-1759), Son of Thomas

William McDowell was born in 1682 in Raloo Parish, Antrim, Ireland. William and his brothers, John and Alexander McDowell, immigrated to America by 1718, perhaps as early as 1714-15, in 1737. He moved his family into the lower part of the Cumberland Valley. William settled at the foot of Parnell's Knob, about 10 miles west of Chambersburg. He operated McDowell's Mill on the east side of the west branch of the Conococheague River. However, Indians drove him from his home after Braddock's defeat in 1755. He died on September 12, 1759, at the residence of friends near the Susquehanna, and his burial was at the old Donegal Church graveyard, Mount Joy, Lancaster County, Pennsylvania.

Alexander McDowell (1669-1738), Son of Thomas

Alexander was born in 1669 in Raloo Parish, County Antrim, Ireland. He and his brothers, John and William McDowell, immigrated to America by 1718, perhaps as early as 1714-15.​[4] Early Pennsylvania records describe Alexander and John as mariners and surveyors. Court records list Alexander as a land purchaser on Penn lands near Peapack on the Raritan River in Somerset County, New Jersey. He died in 1736 in New Castle, New Castle, Delaware, at age 67.
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Many of the descendants of Thomas McDowell were early settlers in the rolling hills of western Pennsylvania, the Shenandoah Valley in Virginia, and the Piedmont area in North Carolina. Many are in the history books for their efforts to establish the early settlements and for serving in the Indian Wars and the Revolutionary War.

Chapter Two will discuss details about Thomas McDowell, and the pages in chapters 3-8 will give more information on his sons and their descendants.

​
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CHAPTER TWO: THOMAS MCDOWELL, THE FATHER
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Thomas McDowell

Thomas McDowell’s ancestors were Scottish nobility. He was a descendant of Uchtred MacDowell, the ninth Lord of Garthland and Garthland Castle, the ancestral home of the McDowells. His clan was ardent defenders of the Presbyterian faith, and a failed attempt against the Catholic Scottish King James VI led to the execution of his great-grandfather. His grandfather, John Alexander MacDowell, fled Scotland to Ireland in 1595, fearing a similar fate due to his brother’s continued opposition to the King.  
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Thomas McDowell was born in 1631 in the village of Glenoe in Raloo Parish, a settlement on the plain above the larger towns of Larne and Carrickfergus in County Antrim, Ireland. Alexander McDowell (b. 1595) and Margaret Hall (b. 1605) were his parents. Thomas became a blacksmith and farmer. Before 1668, he married Anne Locke, born in 1640 in Donegal, a small village west of Glenoe. Between 1668 and 1682, they had at least eight children: Joseph, John, Alexander, Ephraim, William, Andrew, Esther, and Sarah.
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Glenoe, County Atrium, Ireland

Views of Ireland Collection, Library of Congress 

Thomas died in Glenoe in 1692 at the age of 61. His burial was in the Raloo Presbyterian Churchyard near Larne, County Antrim. His death left his wife to care for their children, ages 10 through 24. Fortunately, his older sons could help their mother with the farm and blacksmith work.
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Raloo Presbyterian Churchyard, Ca. 2024

Thomas’s ancestors had left Scotland seeking freedom to practice their Presbyterian religion and the promise of land. However, the Penal Laws enacted in 1691 by the British Parliament under monarchs William and Mary limited the Scots in Ireland from practicing their faith and owning land. Anglican ministers were the only preachers allowed, and only members of the Anglican churches could own land and hold public offices. The laws also banned the export of Irish goods to countries other than England. These laws limited opportunities for non-Anglican church members, and the Scots began thinking about leaving Ireland.

Shortly after their mother's death in 1708, the six sons, Ephraim, Joseph, John, William, Andrew, and Alexander, began immigrating to America. They began leaving as early as 1714 and continued until Joseph left around 1735. They went in search of freedom from the oppressive Penal Laws imposed on Ireland by the British. They wanted better opportunities for their families, especially more farmland. They found their land and freedom in the American colonies, and many of their descendants had significant roles in American history. A few were heroes during the American Revolutionary War. You may recognize a few names as you read this book because some are in history books.

Brothers John (b. 1670), Alexander (b. 1669), and William (b. 1682) immigrated to the American colonies sometime between 1714 and 1718.​[5] 

	Early Pennsylvania records describe Alexander and John as mariners and surveyors. Early land records indicate John purchased land in New Jersey and Pennsylvania. 

	Land records list Alexander as a landowner on William Penn lands on the Raritan River in Somerset County, New Jersey. His sons Andrew and Ephraim settled in Somerset and nearby Middlesex Counties, New Jersey. 

	William was the youngest McDowell brother. He initially settled in Chester County, Pennsylvania, but in 1735, he moved to western Pennsylvania, where he purchased land in the lower part of the Cumberland Valley in present-day Franklin County. All of his sons and son-in-laws eventually owned farms in Franklin County. 







Andrew (b. 1671) arrived in Pennsylvania in 1725. He lived initially in Philadelphia before settling in Nottingham, Chester County, Pennsylvania. 

Ephraim (b. 1673) and his children left Ireland for Colonial America after his wife died in 1728. They sailed with his father-in-law, Robert Irvine, and Robert's seven youngest sons, arriving in Pennsylvania in 1729. Ephraim became a blacksmith and lived in Chester County for eight years. In the fall of 1737, Ephraim, with his son John and daughters Mary Elizabeth and Margaret, left Pennsylvania for Augusta County in the Valley of Virginia (Shenandoah Valley). 

Thomas McDowell’s oldest son, Joseph (b. 1668),  and Joseph’s six sons immigrated to the American colonies between 1724 and 1735. He and his sons initially stayed in Pennsylvania. However, after Joseph died in 1738 at age 70, most of his sons left, searching for better farmland in Virginia before finally establishing large estates in North Carolina. 

Overview

Many family members had similar names, such as John and Joseph. They were also born about the same year. For example, Joseph "Pleasant Garden" McDowell, born in 1758, and  Joseph "Quaker Meadows" McDowell, born in 1756, are often confused. They lived in neighboring counties in western North Carolina. This confusion is a crucial element to the McDowell story because I have found family historians have recorded many birth and death dates to the wrong family members with the same name or attributed erroneous parents, placing them in the wrong ancestral line. 

Additionally, Ephraim, who arrived in 1729, is erroneously thought of as the progenitor of the McDowells in Virginia and the territory that became Kentucky. Some historians go further and attribute all McDowells as descendants of Ephraim. However, this confuses the ancestry of the descendants of Ephraim with the descendants of his brothers. The six sons of Thomas McDowell were responsible for many descendants in America, and published family trees confuse many of the dates and parents from the actual lines. 

They left Ireland with their families, which included between four and eleven children in each family group. The different branches of the colonial McDowell family lived in Pennsylvania, Delaware, New Jersey, Virginia, and North Carolina. Their contributions to America included clearing thousands of acres of land, building settlements, protecting their families from the threat of Indian attacks, and helping the American colonies claim their freedom from the English Crown during the American Revolution.

I hope this book will sort out the confusing issues and help everyone construct accurate family trees. I plan to use Thomas McDowell (b. 1628) as the starting point and focus on each family member's location and who they are near to determine which branch they belong to. Accounts by historians offer many details, but their analysis and conclusions are sometimes confusing. I hope to show the correct ancestry by verifying the lines with data from land transactions, probate records, and other historical records.  

The following six chapters include more details of the lives of the six brothers and their descendants. These pages should unravel some of the confusion caused by published family trees.

The final chapters describe the family’s Scottish origins, their emigration from Ireland, and life in Colonial America.
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CHAPTER THREE: EPHRAIM MCDOWELL
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​Ephraim McDowell (son of Thomas McDowell)

Ephraim immigrated to Colonial America with his children in about 1729. He settled in the wilderness and carved out a large estate called Timber Ridge near present-day Fairfield, Virginia. He and his sons John and James became members of the Augusta County militia, which the settlers formed to protect the valley from Indian raids. His other son, Alexander, served as the first Presbyterian minister for the six churches in the area. His daughters married and also settled in Augusta County. Additionally, history books mention a few of his grandchildren, most notably his great-grandson and namesake, Ephraim, who became a doctor and is considered one of the founding fathers of American abdominal surgery. 

Ephraim was born to Thomas McDowell and Anne Locke on March 3, 1673, in Glenoe, Raloo Parish, County Antrim, Ireland. On December 9, 1688, at age 16, he helped the Protestant forces defend Londonderry against the approach of Catholic "Jacobite" Alexander MacDonnell at the beginning of the Williamite War. He also served in the successful defense of Ireland at the tide-turning Battle of the Boyne two years later, on July 1, 1690, against England's deposed Catholic King James II.​[6] 

In about 1700, Ephraim married Margaret Irvine (b. 1672), his 1st cousin and daughter of Robert Irvine and Margaret Wylie (Wyles). Historians believe they had eight children: John (b. 1702), Thomas (b. 1705), Alexander (b. 1706), Mary Elizabeth (b. 1707), James (b. 1709), Margaret (b. 1716), Peter (b. 1718), and William (b. 1722). 

Unfortunately, his wife, Margaret, died in 1728 in Raloo Parish, and her burial was in the churchyard at Raloo, Ireland.

At age 62 and a widower, Ephraim immigrated to the American Colonies with his children. They sailed with his father-in-law, Robert Irvine, and Robert's seven youngest sons. Robert also lost his wife in 1728. 

Family historians write that Ephraim and his family left Ireland with his father-in-law, Robert James Irvine, on the ship George and Ann.​[7] However, Ephraim, his children, and Robert Irvine, with his seven sons, are not on the list of 155 passengers, and 13 crew members are mentioned in the journal of Charles Clinton as passengers on the George and Ann.​[8] Ephraim's and Robert Irvine's families may have arrived in Pennsylvania in 1729, but not on the George and Ann, and probably on the John of Dublin, which left on the same day. Charles Clinton could have missed recording one or two people on his passenger list, but not two large family groups. Nonetheless, Ephraim and his sons John and James are in the “Passenger and Immigration Lists Index” compiled by Frederick A. Virkus, indicating their arrival between 1725 and 1735.​[9]However, the index does not list the date or the ship.

List of McDowells from Charles Clinton’s journal:

	James McDowell, Pattk McDowell, Margery McDowell, Matthew Mcdowel, Margaret McDowel, Margery McDowel, George McDowel, Sarragh McDowell;  (Clinton's journal lists that James lost his wife, three daughters, and two sons)

	Andrew McDowel, Elinor McDowel, Mary McDowel, William McDowel, James McDowel, Jean McDowel, James Cowin, Sarraghh McDowil, and Margaret McDoweil (Clinton's journal lists that Andrew lost two brothers and three sisters)

	John McDowil, Thomas Cowin, (Clinton's journal lists that John died)​[10]


Significantly, Ephraim and his family were not on the George and Ann in 1729. At least eighty-six of the ship's 168 passengers died during the Atlantic crossing due to a measles outbreak and the unscrupulous actions of the captain. Unfortunately, twelve of those lost were McDowells.​[11] The McDowell passengers were from another branch of the McDowell clan and had left from County Longford, which is about 150 miles south of Ephraim’s village of Glenoe. Chapter Nine has more details about the voyage of the George and Ann. 

After Arrival

Ephraim initially lived in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, where he worked as a blacksmith and surveyor for his first eight years in the American colonies. 


  In 1731, his daughter Margaret married James Mitchell. 
  In 1734, his son, John, married Magdalena Wood, whose mother was a Campbell and of the Scottish noble family of Argyle.


  In 1736, Ephraim's daughter, Mary, married James Greenlee.  



In the fall of 1737, Ephraim left Pennsylvania with his son John, daughter Mary Elizabeth, son-in-law James Greenlee, daughter-in-law Magdelena, and grandson Samuel. His son James had gone ahead in 1736 to find land in Augusta County, Virginia, and plant a crop of corn. Ephraim and his family migrated south to the Valley of Virginia (now the Shenandoah Valley). They intended to find land close to their friend and relative, John Lewis, who already lived in Augusta County. John was a cousin who had left Ireland some years before and, in about 1732, became one of the earliest settlers on the Middle River in the Shenandoah Valley near present-day Staunton, Virginia.

Ephraim’s group traveled down the Indian Trail, which later became the Great Wagon Road. Many pioneers had come before them and widened the road for carts and wagons. However, the adults still had to push the carts through streams and up sharp embankments. When the women walked next to the cart, they had to keep a safe distance for
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