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Introduction

As a writer of expository prose, Donald Davidson had few peers, even among the distinguished members of the significant literary groups of which he was an important member. Characterized by its stylistic grace, persuasive logic, cogent reasoning, and demonstrated authority, his prose, as Gerald Johnson once noted, is “not merely correct, it . . . [is] lucid, smooth, supple.” Few Americans of his generation, Johnson continues, have employed “a more carefully chiseled style, agreeable to the eye and ear without trumpery ornamentation, clear to the understanding without falling into puerility.”1

Davidson’s mastery of English prose allowed him to achieve a broad range of emotional effects and to indicate with great precision specific intellectual attitudes. He displayed that mastery in both volumes of The Tennessee, published initially in the Rivers of America series. The theme of volume one, which covers the river’s history up to the Civil War, is succinctly stated: “One of the chief peculiarities of the old Tennessee is that, of all the great rivers east of the Mississippi, it has been least friendly to civilization.” In fact, Davidson would accept Carlyle’s statement that history is the biography of great men, if he were allowed to employ the river itself as a character in the dramatic tale he is relating. For the story he tells is one of man’s attempts to harness nature, to use its power and resources for his own benefit.

Like many modern ecologists, Davidson is deeply concerned about the senseless destruction of our wilderness. Behind almost every conclusion drawn in The Tennessee is the deeply felt conviction expressed in the Introduction to I’ll Take My Stand: “Religion is our submission to the general intention of a nature that is fairly inscrutable; it is the sense of our role as creatures within it. But nature industrialized, transformed into cities and artificial habitations, manufactured into commodities, is no longer nature but a highly simplified picture of nature.”2 Davidson is careful to point out time and again that the Tennessee absolutely refused to cooperate in man’s attempts to convert the natural environment around it into an artificial and “highly simplified picture of nature.” It fought with great resourcefulness until it was completely subdued by the TVA engineers intent upon converting its natural power into forms that would benefit all of the inhabitants of the region. The history of the Tennessee “begins with legend,” Davidson says, and “ends with statistics.”

The Tennessee was a formidable opponent for those who would tame it, convert it into an economic tool for their own use. Almost nothing the Tennessee does is predictable. Although its length and size would suggest that it must flow into an ocean or sea somewhere, it does nothing of the sort. The river flows for five hundred miles, but in the process “it doubles back on its course . . . , goes to much trouble to arrive nowhere in particular, and finally runs into another river.” Not only does the Tennessee follow a strange and unexpected course, but before the 1930s it contained so many natural obstacles, especially in the upper river above Florence, Alabama, that it could hardly be navigated. Such phenomena as Muscle Shoals, the Narrows, the Boiling Pot, and the Suck made travel up and down the river almost impossible. To navigate this portion of the river, the pioneer claimed and Davidson agrees, “one needed not only to combine the virtues of the horse and alligator, but to add something of the frog, snapping turtle, raccoon, buffalo, and shikepoke.” Even the lower end of the river—from Florence, Alabama, to Paducah, Kentucky, where the Tennessee flows into the Ohio—although relatively safe and sane, does not act as a river should because it flows north; therefore it confounded the bargeman’s natural expectations of how he could use this waterway to move freight from one point to another. He could not depend upon loaded barges moving with the current from north to south as he could on most North American rivers.

In this volume Davidson covers the history of this cantankerous river from early frontier days, while suggesting something of its pre-historic origin, to secession. His discussion of the people who lived along its banks and largely controlled the river leads him into an informative and evocative presentation of the habits and customs of the natives who occupied the Tennessee Valley before the white man came. The Cherokees, for most of the time the white man’s friend, found it much easier to accept new customs and beliefs because their culture did not include many deeply imbedded myths and taboos. The Creeks, on the other hand, were much reluctant to give up their old traditions and adopt the strange new ones of the white men who moved through their land. The Cherokees had “no real cycle of cosmic myths and only a slight trace of a migration legend. They had no official priesthood.” One white man who lived among them in the latter part of the eighteenth century found them “accustomed to look forward to new things rather than to dwell upon the past.” Their rather unstable culture made the Cherokees a much less forbidding obstacle to the advancement of the white man than the more firmly organized tribes of the north and west. The Cherokees were the quickest of the Indian peoples to assimilate the white man’s culture, and their generally friendly and cooperative attitude was of tremendous assistance to the early frontiersmen who were trying to settle the beautiful and fertile Tennessee Valley and to conquer the natural obstacles that made navigation of the upper river an experience as hazardous as it was uncertain.

Davidson’s account is not confined, of course, to the efforts of the river to prohibit man’s use of it. He includes, too, the exploits of some well-known figures, as well as some of the almost nameless men and women, who never ceased in their efforts to force the Tennessee to aid the inevitable westward movement of civilization. The familiar adventures of Andrew Jackson,3 John Sevier, James Robertson, and John Donelson are well rehearsed, but so are others, of almost equal importance in the settlement of the region: those of Abraham Wood, Gabriel Arthur, Jean Couture, Thomas Nairne, Price Hughes, James Adair, Sir Alexander Cuming, and many others.

Davidson’s necessarily selective treatment of the Tennessee’s past includes many significant historical events and developments. These include struggles of the French, English, and Spanish for control of the Tennessee Valley; the rise and fall of Fort Loudoun;4 the establishment of friendly relations with the Indians (some of them) and the infamous means by which the Indians were driven from their lands and resettled in the west. Davidson’s attitude toward this last-named maneuver is unmistakable:

In the Creek country, serious disorders occurred. Under the treaty of 1832, provision was made for the orderly purchase of the lands of those who would voluntarily remove according to the government’s plan. Protection was promised. Unlawful intruders upon Creek lands were to be expelled. An appropriation of $100,000 was promised to liquidate tribal debts. But the solemn words were empty of meaning. Not only did the government fail to fulfill the treaty specifications, but in cynical negligence it permitted the very outrages that the treaty was designed to avoid. Swarms of white intruders multiplied into hordes. . . . Since most of the Indians did not know the value of their lands . . . or even the English language, it was easy for swindlers to cheat them. (259)

The actual removal was even more scandalous. In the early 1830s when the transfer began, the Cherokees, who on the whole had been friendly to the white man and had adopted many aspects of his culture, numbered about seventeen thousand persons. Back in 1820 they had adopted a republican form of government and one member of the tribe, Sequoyah, had devised a Cherokee syllabary or alphabet. After a native had learned the eighty-five characters of Sequoyah’s syllabary, he could read anything written in Cherokee. Even a bilingual newspaper, the Cherokee Phoenix, was established in 1828. The Cherokees had long since ceased to be members of the Stone Age. They were agriculturalists and cattle raisers: they grew corn, wheat, potatoes, and other garden vegetables, as well as cows and hogs, just as their white neighbors did. The Cherokees were even beginning to establish mercantile and manufacturing facilities. They thought of themselves as American citizens and even aspired to advancing their nation to statehood.5

In spite of the Indians’ desires, as well as their just claims, laws were passed annexing the Cherokee lands and declaring tribal laws and customs null and void. It was decreed that the Indian was not a competent witness in a court case involving a white man. Although the Cherokees tried to establish their rights through the courts and even to protect their lands through guerilla warfare, they were overcome by superior force in both instances. Consequently fifteen thousand Cherokees were marched under military guard to stockades, where they were forced to remain until river transportation could be provided. Only a very small portion of the tribe was ever transported down the river; the main body moved by land, crossed the Tennessee at Tucker’s Ferry, and marched through Nashville and across Kentucky to the Ohio River. By the time the huge columns had reached the area around Cape Girardeau, Missouri, the winter rains were setting in and the roads fast became almost impassable. Davidson’s account of the forced march is most evocative:

The advancing winter found the greater part of the Cherokee nation still on the road, with their sufferings increasing. In bitter privation and hardship, they crossed the Mississippi at Cape Girardeau, the river filled with ice, hundreds of the sick and dying penned in wagons or stretched upon the ground. . . . About four thousand of the Cherokees never reached the western lands. In other words, nearly one fourth of the nation died along the way, or in the stockades before the march began, were killed by soldiers, or else escaped. (277)

History records few instances in which a civilized nation has shown less compassion for a friendly people who had a legitimate claim to property that the first nation wanted. Only the color of the Tennessee Indian’s skin precluded him from going west along with the white man a good many years later, when the tide of civilization was moving in that direction. He was sacrificed in the name of a good cause, or he was the victim of the white man’s lust for material possessions.

Even with the Indians gone, one enemy of civilization remained: a treacherous river, one badly needed as a means of moving products to and from the market but one that could not be navigated with a reasonable degree of safety or even with an acceptable expectation of success. Although attacks on the Muscle Shoals, the Suck, and the Narrows continued with increasing frequency in the period just before the Civil War, navigation of the upper river, from Florence to Knoxville, was so hazardous that steamboat traffic on that part of the waterway was never dependable. A few brave and resourceful steamboat captains, including George Washington Harris, author of the Sut Lovingood yarns, were able to move up and down that portion of the river with a fair degree of success, but history records a far greater number of failures. One passenger on a steamboat traveling from Knoxville to Chattanooga in the 1850s found the “ ‘scenery on the river . . . bold and pleasing without ever rising to sublimity,’ ” but, then, “of course he never tried Muscle Shoals.”

The golden years on the river were soon over, Davidson states in the conclusion of this first volume of the history of the Tennessee, because “in pillared mansion and log cabin, all innocent and peaceful hopes were to be hurled into ruin.” The Civil War came and the main thrust of the Federal attack was straight up the line of the Tennessee River.

Although Davidson acknowledges that his story of the Tennessee “begins with legend,” contemporary scholars may feel that he has on occasion stressed legend to the detriment of historical fact and at other times has confused the two.6 In describing the people who might have inhabited the Tennessee Valley before the white man’s coming, as recorded in the writings of Hernando De Soto, Davidson relates the legend of the “Welsh Indians,” a story now largely discounted that made its way around wilderness campfires. It was often rumored that some white race had preceded the American pioneers on this continent. They were Welshmen, the story went, who settled in America before Columbus discovered the continent.

Interwoven with this tale are speculations about who built the elaborate mounds and earthworks found at many points along the Tennessee and its tributaries. The pioneers thought it unlikely that these structures could have been built by the Indians they knew. The Indians themselves denied any responsibility for them, so, Davidson concludes, “surely they must have been built by the legendary Welshmen.” Then, to compound the effect of his tongue-in-cheek attitude, Davidson quotes Oconostota, a Cherokee chief, telling John Sevier that these mounds and fortifications “had been made by the white people who had formerly inhabited the country.” Yet finally, after presenting this and additional evidence supporting the existence of the mythical “Welsh Indians,” Davidson correctly dismisses them as legendary. He offers additional explanations for the ancient fortifications and mounds, including those “of a curiously antiquarian and romantic tendency,” without citing any of the findings of modern archaeology and anthropology. Much of this scientific information must have been known to him because his good friend Jesse Wills had since the early 1930s been making regular reports on the findings of Cyrus Thomas, Gates P. Thruston, Henry Clyde Shetrone, Joseph Jones, W. E. Meyer, and others to the Old Oak and Coffee House clubs,7 of which both Davidson and Wills were members. Davidson dismisses the whole question with a simple statement. “Modern archaeology and anthropology cannot wholly dispel the mystery,” he insists, although he admits that the scientists say the mounds “were built by the prehistoric Indian tribes who, so far as we know, were the first human inhabitants of the Tennessee.”

Davidson is ready to move on to another subject, the early Indian inhabitants of the Tennessee. The first of these primitive peoples mentioned is a tribe who were “content to live chiefly upon the abundant mussels of the river.” Living as they did among mounds of mussel shells, Davidson asserts, “they must have been surrounded by a bad smell of unholy proportions, but they were primitives and did not mind bad smells.” Before we interpret Davidson’s attempt at humor as the expression of an anti-Indian attitude, we should examine his treatment of the courage, daring, and honesty of the Cherokee and other tribes. Davidson’s attitude toward the Indian was far in advance of his time.

Even as archaeologists and anthropologists cannot dispel the mystery of the identity of the state’s first inhabitants, Davidson cautions, neither can they make completely intelligible the activities and accomplishments of prehistoric Indians.8 Davidson after all was neither a scientist nor a social scientist but a humanist; therefore—like many of his colleagues, including his good friend, John Crowe Ransom—he believed in the validity of myth. He was interested in more than facts, those phenomena which have been registered by one or more of the five senses of an honest and reliable narrator. He could accept a myth that was frankly fable because often that myth helped him to comprehend phenomena in their entirety by concerning itself with other than the phenomena’s natural dimensions. Legend and myth can help man perceive a world of a magnitude that goes beyond its own natural history.

Thus, after Davidson has carefully surveyed many of the early attempts of the United States Corps of Engineers to make the upper Tennessee navigable and has meticulously detailed the reasons for its lack of success, he offers another explanation for its failure, for the existence of the Suck, the Narrows, and other impediments to navigation on the upper river. Just before the forceful removal of the Indians from their native lands, the story goes, the people living in the Hiwassee Valley heard strange voices:

Hearkening, they understood these voices to be warning them and urging them to gather in their townhouses and fast in religious silence for seven days in order that they might be transported to the home of their old supernatural visitants, the Nunnehi, with whom they could dwell forever. One townhouse, where the people obeyed the voices and religiously fasted, was carried off bodily by the Nunnehi, and it can be seen today, changed into a great rock, on a certain mountaintop. . . . The Nunnehi transported the people of another town to a place underneath the waters of the Hiwassee, where they lived forever. It is a place where fishers’ nets always hang, as if caught on rocks. But it is not rocks, it is the hands of the people of the lost Cherokee town that clutch the nets and remind the fishermen that they are still there in the deep underwater home of the immortals. (278–79)

We can understand, therefore, Davidson’s fascination with the old river. Why man’s scientific knowledge could not conquer the upper Tennessee until the 1930s when he built a new river is also clear. Like Davidson, we may find this new river, “the product of engineering operations of such calculated daring that the imagination is daunted to find precedent for them,” less interesting. The present waterway supplants the historic Tennessee; it is really a chain of lakes, the river of the TVA.

THOMAS DANIEL YOUNG

1. Gerald W. Johnson, New York Herald Tribune Weekly Book Review, January 25, 1948, p. 1.

2. “Introduction,” I’ll Take My Stand: The South and the Agrarian Tradition by Twelve Southerners (Baton Rouge, 1977), p.xlii.

3. Davidson’s view of Jackson, following that of his good friend Harriet Owsley, stresses Old Hickory’s position as a nationalist. He underplays Jackson’s usual role as that of Indian hater.

4. Davidson’s statement that “all the officers were killed,” along with “twenty-three privates and three women” in the massacre at Fort Loudoun, is contested by some modern authorities (see pp. 112–24). Director Duane King of the Museum of the Cherokee Indian claims that only about two dozen soldiers were killed on August 10, 1760.

5. Historian Ronald Satz contends that “the Cherokees really didn’t want American citizenship; they wanted to be Cherokee citizens and to retain their land” (letter to Louis Iglehart, April 10, 1978).

6. Many modern anthropologists and historians disagree with some of David-son’s “facts.” Many argue, for example, that it is highly unlikely that Needham and Arthur ever reached the Little Tennessee River. Others believe, however, that they did reach Chota (see pp. 64–66).

7. Two well-established Nashville literary clubs.

8. The specialists referred to will insist that there is nothing “mysterious” about the identity of the first inhabitants. They were Indians, known to have lived in Tennessee for at least 10,000 years before Europeans settled the land. Anthropologist Charles Faulkner observes that we not only know who these people were but also basically how their culture changed and developed during the thousands of years of their occupation.


The
Tennessee

VOLUME ONE

[image: image]


CHAPTER I

Two Rivers in One

DOWN the valley of the Tennessee two rivers flow—two rivers blended indistinguishably where for centuries there was only one. They slant southwest, then west, then north, in the wide curve that marks the course of the Tennessee. One of these, uppermost and immensely obvious, is the new Tennessee, a man-made river, the product of engineering operations of such calculated daring that the imagination is daunted to find precedent for them. A unique modern contrivance, designed and finished in a little over a decade, it is less a river than a chain of lakes, formed by the impounding of river waters behind great dams that stand athwart the valley in Egyptian impassivity. It is one of the best-advertised rivers in the world, and has been visited and studied by the emissaries of many foreign governments as well as by ever-increasing throngs of American tourists. With reason, it is an object of supreme interest to all who want to learn how to control the waters of a river valley and how to convert their force into electrical energy, while achieving at the same time material benefits which are thought not to be readily attainable by other means. This shining, modern thing, so new that its concrete structures have not had time to weather, is the river of the TVA.

Beneath the giant stairs of great lakes, merged with them and all but lost in them, flows another river—the old Tennessee, the river of the Cherokee Indians and of their Creek and Chickasaw neighbors. To one of its small upper branches came the pioneers who made the first permanent settlement west of the Appalachians. Its actually recorded history covers about four centuries, from the visit of Hernando De Soto, in 1541, to the beginning of the presidency of Franklin D. Roosevelt, in 1933. Many times in those four centuries it has been at the center of the conflicts and decisions that have shaped the American republic. But it has not been well advertised, and therefore is not well known to the modern generation. Historians have neglected it. Even the natives of its valley have somehow lost acquaintance with it.

There is good cause for this inattention. One of the chief peculiarities of the old Tennessee is that, of all the great rivers east of the Mississippi, it has been least friendly to civilization. Until the advent of the Tennessee Valley Authority it defied every human attempt at conquest. It could be used, but only at great hazard and on terms forbidding to commerce and industry. So it remained a wild river, cherishing its wildness while civilization rushed across it or away from it. It mocked the schemes of improvers. It wore out the patience of legislators. Tawny and unsubdued, an Indian among rivers, the old Tennessee threw back man’s improvements in his face and went its own way, which was not the way of the white man. The white man therefore withheld his praise. So today there are no fine romantic songs
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