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Part 1
THE LIFE OF WILLIAM WHITLEY

It was late in November in the year 1775. Richard Henderson
with a party of forty men was making his second trip to his
settlement at Boonesborough.' They had passed through the Cum-
berland Gap and were descending near Yellow Creek when they
overtook two small families who were exchanging their homes
in the Valley of Virginia for the land which lay just beyond the
last range of Cumberland foothilis.?

The children of one of the men were old enough to ride alone
or to walk beside the horses. The other man, who appeared to be
the leader, had undertaken a more difficult task, for his children
were two small girls, the elder only three years of age, and the
younger still 2 baby.® He was a rather tall man with light eyes,
sandy hair, and a prominent aquiline nose. His features indicated
the strength of his character. The pioneer, William Whitley,
was serving notice upon the wilderness that he was coming to stay.

Whitley was born on August 14, 1749, in Augusta County,
Virginia.® His father, Solomon Whitley, had married Elizabeth
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Barnett in Ireland and had emigrated to that portion of Augusta
County which was later to be incorporated in Rockbridge Coun-
ty.* Little is known of Whitley’s boyhood. He was the oldest
of four sons, and he is said to have had five sisters.” When he was
about twenty-one years of age® he was married to Esther Fullen®
who was five years younger than he, having been born on May 10,
1755.2 Two of their children, Flizabeth and Isabella, were born
in Virginia about 1772 and 1774 respectively.” .
In the spring of 1775 Whitley, accorfipanied by his brother-
“inclaw, George Clark, journeyed through the wilderness to Ken-
tucky.”? They selected a likely location on a branch of Dick’s
River and returned to Virginia for their families.

The return to Kentucky was exceedingly difficult. Esther
Whitley and the two little girls rode on the same horse, the older
one tied on behind, and the younger in her mother’s arms. At
times the going became so rough that the horses had to be un-
packed, and their goods carried over ranges of mountains in small
quantities. Several times Mrs. Whitley’s horse fell, and she and
the two children landed in a heap on the ground.”

Shortly after Henderson’s party had passed several guns were
heard, and Whitley feared an Indian attack. Henderson was
thoughtful enough to send back a runner, who explained that a
bear had been killed, and who brought some very welcome bear
meat.™

Most of the trip was made in November, and the group en-
countered both rain and snow. It is not surprising that when
they reached their destination on Cedar Creck, about two miles
west of the Crab Orchard, thirty-three days had elapsed since
the journey began.”

The Indians had not molested the Kentucky settlements while
Whitley and Clark were away, and the two families ignored the
forts and followed the popular practice of “settling out.”® The
following spring, after he had planted his corn,’”” Whitley jour-
neyed to Boonesborough for supplies, opening an account at the
Henderson Company’s store on April 20.'

Things went well until mid-summer when the capture of
Jemima Boone and the Callaway girls by a small party of Indians
alarmed the settlers, and those who were living in isolated cabins
began to move to the forts for protection.'® Although Whitley was
already referring to his “station,” he had not yet erected anything
which could be considered a fort. Taking his family and a few
possessions, he traveled the eight miles to St. Asaph’s, leaving ten
acres of corn standing around his cabin. Benjamin Logan was
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considerably farther along in the construction of a fort, but even
this did not look to Whitley like a safe place for his family, and
so they continued to Harrodsburg. Whitley’s alarm may have
influenced Logan, for soon afterward he took his wife and son
to Harrodsburg where he left them until the following spring.*

At Harrodsburg on February 25, 1777, the third Whitley child
was born, a daughter who was called Levisa, 2 name which was
at that time commonly applied to the entire region. Levisa Whit-
Jey is thought to have been the second white girl born in Ken-
tucky, Betsy Menifee, daughter of William Menifee, having been
the first.”

Before another month had passed, Logan came to Harrodsburg
with the word that his fort was completed and needed only the

presence of a few more men to be secure. The Whitleys were

among those who agreed to join him, and with Logan as guide a
small party traveled the eighteen miles to St. Asaph’s under cover
of darkness.**

By May of 1777 Boonesborough was under attack. John Ken-
nedy and another resident, who were cut off from the fort, de-
cided to warn Logan. They arrived at St. Asaph’s only a few
hours ahead of the Indians and found most of the men outside
of the fort. They were hastily summoned, and all possible sup-
plies were brought inside the stockade. At the beginning of the
siege there were only fifteen men at Logan’s, and the only white
women were Mrs. Pettit, Mrs. Clark (Whitley’s sister, Margaret),
Mrs. Whitley, Mrs. Menifee, and Mrs. Logan. A total of fifty-
seven Indians were seen at a single time. Attacks continued at
intervals throughout the summer. On one occasion, when a thir-
teen-day siege had apparently ended, Esther Whitley, Ann Logan,
and a Negro woman belonging to the latter, ventured outside
the fort to milk the cows, with John Kennedy, Burr Harrison,
William Hutson, and James Craig standing guard. A group of
Indians who had remained in the vicinity of the fort, opened fire
on the group. Kennedy, Craig, and the three women fled to the
fort, leaving Harrison and Hutson apparently dead. Several hours
later Whitley saw Harrison move slightly. He notified Logan,
who called to Harrison and told him if he were conscious to move
his foot. He did so, and Logan, using a bag of wool as a shield,
brought him into the fort. This act of heroism, however, availed
them little for Harrison died seven days later. When the action
became less intense, Logan also recovered the body of Hutson.™

These losses determined Logan to go to the Holston settlements
for aid. Leaving on the night of June 6 and traveling almost con-
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tinuously, he completed the round trip in record time, returning
to his fort on June 23. He had obtained only a promise of future
aid, but in September the promise was kept when Captain Pawling
and Captain Ruddell came out with their companies. Six of their
men were dispatched to St. Asaph’s to reinforce the little gar-
rison there.*

While the six men were enroute from the main branch of the
Wilderness Road to Logan’s Fort, the Indians fired upon them,
killing Ambrose Grestham- and ‘wounding™ Jonas Menifee and

“Samuel Ingram. A proclamation from Col. Henry Hamilton,
British commander at Detroit, was left lying on the body of
Grestham. It promised food, lodging, and humane treatment to
all who would desert and bring their arms with them. Those who
held colonial commissions were even promised equal rank in the
British army. An additional inducement of two hundred acres
of land for each man could not have been very effective, since
land at that time-seemed to be very plentiful.®®

Although Logan’s Fort was in danger during most of the year
1777, it must not be supposed that the siege was continuous. Corn
was planted in the spring, and, although the Indians drove away
or destroyed most of the livestock, some of this corn remained
and was harvested in the fall.*®

About this time Whitley and John Carpenter set out to recover
Whitley’s horses which had been driven off by the Indians. Near
Whitley’s Old Station they found where the Indians had camped
on the previous night, and tracks indicated that at least nineteen
horses had been tied nearby. During the next night Whitley
heard the familiar tone of the bell on one of his horses, and the
two men found themselves almost upon the Indians’ camp. Mount-
ing two of the horses they rode rapidly back to St. Asaph’s with
the remaining horses luckily following along behind them.*

The experiences of 1777 convinced Whitley of the necessity
of remaining in or very near a fort, so he and his family con-
tinued to live at Logan’s throughout the following year. In the
spring of 1778 Andrew Johnson, who had been captured with
Boone in February, escaped from the Shawnees and finally arrived
at Logan’s Fort. Since he was able to give information regarding
the distance to the Indian towns north of the Ohio, Whitley de-
cided to make an attempt to regain more of the horses which
the Indians had stolen during the preceding year. He set out for
Harrodsburg, accompanied by Nehemiah Pore, and there they
were joined by four other men, including the aforesaid Johnson.
The party crossed the Ohio on rafts and came upon an Indian
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camp a few miles north of the river. Since there were too many
Indians for a frontal attack, Whitley suggested that they attempt
to take them by surprise just before dawn. This plan might have
been successful had not the Indians’ dogs scented them during
the night and started to attack, thus arousing the savages. They
remained to fire a few shots, killing two Indians and a dog. Es-
caping with seven horses, they returned home after fourteen days
absence. Boone, who was still a prisoner, later informed them
that there were twenty-five Indians in the camp.™ }

When George Rogers Clark landed at Corn Island, just above
the Falls of the Ohio, to prepare for his invasion of the North-
west, Whitley joined him as a member of Captain John Mont-
gomery’s volunteer Kentucky company. He gave a brief account
of the trip down the river and across the present State of Illinois,
and of the capture of Rocheblave, the Commandant at Kaskaskia.
Whitley had evidently volunteered for only three months because
he returned to Kentucky in September, and thus was not a wit-
ness to the capture of Vincennes.*

The following October Whitley again led a small band of men
across the Ohio, as he put it, “to steal horses again.”*® Their
progress was made easier by their having painted themselves and
dressed as savages. This time they came upon a band of Indians
at the Old Sugar Camp about fifteen miles from Chillicothe.
‘Whitley said later that a squaw came so close to him that he could
have touched her. They started home with about thirty horses,
but after crossing the Ohio they were surprised by several war-
riors who were returning from another attack on Boonesborough.
They lost one man, John Hays, and all of the horses were retaken
by the Indians. They then returned to Harrodsburg and St.
Asaph’s and found all well*

By the end of that year things scemed quiet in Kentucky, and
in January, 1779, the Whitleys moved back to their own land.*
Their first station must have been destroyed during the tragic
year of the “three sevens,” and it is possible that Whitley’s return
to Kentucky in September was for the purpose of completing
his rebuilding. )

About this time Whitley’s parents came from Virginia and
spent their remaining years at his station, both dying around 1782.
One of the Whitley girls later recalled that it was her Grandfather
Whitley who taught her the Presbyterian catechism.”

The location of Whitley’s Station on the Wilderness Road
made it a logical place for those who were returning to Virginia
to obtain supplies. In April, 1779, a small band of men arrived
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at the station. Some were obviously prisoners, and the remainder,
their military guards. They purchased provisions for the two-
week trip to the Holston settlements; “a small ox, three bags of
corn, and some dried meat.” One of the prisoners appeared to
be a man of some consequence, and Whitley learned that he was
Col. Henry Hamilton, former British governor at Detroit, who
had been captured at Vincennes. The notorious “ha’r buyer” was
being escorted to Virginia as a prisoner of war.** .

Whitley was ever a-believer in attacking the Indians on their
own ground. In June, 1779, he and Logan raised companies
which joined with the forces of Kentucky’s County Lieutenant,
John Bowman, at the mouth of the Licking river for an attack
on the Shawnees. At this point Whitley, who had been to the
Shawnee towns on two previous occasions, was named as the
“pilot” for the expedition, and his men were joined to Logan’s
company. Bowman now commanded a total of about three hun-
dred men. When they attempted to surround one of the villages,
they were discovered by an Indian who was tending livestock.
He was killed by one Hugh Ross, but his dying scream awakened
the sleeping warriors, and thus the surprise was not so complete
as they had hoped. After fighting all night and a part of the
next day, the whites gained possession of about half of the village
and burned it. A Negro woman who was living with the Indians
told Bowman that the notorious renegade, Simon Girty, was
within a few miles of that place with about five hundred warriors.
After receiving this information, Bowman decided to withdraw,
having had nine men killed and two wounded.*®

By 1779 the land situation in Kentucky was badly confused.
Some settlers had received land grants before leaving Virginia,
while others had built their cabins and planted their corn where-
ever they wished. At this time the Virginia legislature passed an
act providing for a three-man land commission to be appointed
by the governor. This commission, which was headed by William
Fleming, came to Kentucky in October, 1779, with the authority
to investigate and correct the existing conditions. The first ses-
sion was opened at St. Asaph’s on the thirteenth. The commission
was authorized to issue a certificate for a 400-acre settlement to
each man who could show that he had raised a crop in Kentucky
or had lived there for a year prior to January 1, 1778. Anyone
who could prove that he had erected a cabin or made other im-
provements was allowed to pre-empt 1000 acres more. The peti-
tioner was charged ten shillings per acre and an additional ten-
shilling fee to cover the cost of issuing the certificate.?® Whitley
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sent his first claim to this commission while it was sitting in Har-
rodsburg on November 6. He was able to show that in 1776 he
had improved and raised corn on “2 tract of land lying on Cedar
Creek west of the Carb Orchard about three miles from the said
Whitley’s Station.”®™ A certificate for 1400 acres was then issued
in his name and delivered to Hugh McGary. The 400-acre settle-
ment was surveyed on November 11 and the 1000-acre pre-
emption on April 26 of the following year.*

The new station which Whitley had built was not located on
this 1400-acre tract, but his subsequent actions show that he
thought himself to be well within his rights. On February 5,
1780, he appeared in person before the land commission and
proved himself to be the assignee of one Valentine Harmon who
had raised a crop of corn near the location of Whitley’s second
station in 1775. He then received a second certificate for 1400
acres including and surrounding his existing station.®

Whitley’s service as an Indian fighter, although rather extensive
prior to this time, was to continue for many years. In July, 1780,
George Rogers Clark raised one thousand men, and, with Logan
as his second-in-command and Whitley as his guide, advanced on
the Shawnee towns. Chillicothe was found abandoned and they
burned it. At Piqua they defeated the Indians and destroyed
about 500 acres of corn. In this battle a cousin of Clark, who
had been a prisoner of the Indians, was killed as he tried to escape
to the whites.*’

The following year small bands of Indians again appeared in
" Kentucky. That summer two men ‘named Walker and Coburn
were killed while enroute from Logan’s fort to Harrodsburg. A
party of about eighteen men, including Logan, Whitley, and
- Daniel Trabue, pursued the savages, but were unable to overtake
them."

Samuel Daveiss, who lived about three miles from Whitley’s
Station, started to Gilmore’s Lick early one morning in 1782,
He had traveled only 2 few hundred yeards when, on looking
back at his cabin, he saw several Indians entering it, and he
hastened to Whitley’s for help.. Although Mrs. Daveiss delayed
the intruders by showing them her dresses and quilts, she and her
three children were being led away as prisoners when help ar-
rived. Whitley and his men might have surprised the savages
had not the younger Daveiss boy seen them coming and shouted:
“Come on, Captain Whitley, here’s Indians a’plenty.” The Indians
then hastily scalped the older boy, knocked the small girl’s head
against a tree, and made their escape. The most remarkable part
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of this incident is that both of the injured children recovered.*

Whitley did not participate in the Bartle of Blue Licks which
was fought on August 19, 1782, but was prevented from doing
so only by the fact that the men involved did not wait for the
Lincoln County reinforcements which were led by Logan. He
arrived on the scene five days later and helped to bury the dead.*®

Although Blue Licks has been called the “last battle of the
American Revolution,” the Indians were not yet ready to abandon -
Kentucky. In March, 1783, Absaloni Mounts and Martin Moore

“were slain while trapping,** and on the thirteenth of the next
month Indians appeared at the home of Michael Woods at Crab
Orchard. The cabin was occupied at the time by Mrs. Hannah
Woods, her mother, and a Negro man who was crippled. One
of the savages had forced his way in before the door could be
secured, and the Negro grappled with him, both falling to the
floor of the cabin. Just as the Indian seemed to be getting the
better of the struggle, the younger woman dispatched him with
an axe. The Negro is said to have suggested letting in another
and repeating the process, but fortunately help arrived before
this expedient was tried.** Colonel William Fleming of the Vir-
ginia Land Commission, who was at Logan’s Fort at the time,
said that the men of the vicinity gathered at Whitley’s and went
in pursuit.*

Later in the same year Whitley and William Hartgrove went
on a mission to the Cherokees to obtain some prisoners who had
been taken during the war. They were received in a friendly
manner, but while they were there, a half-breed named Jack
Taylor, who usually acted as an interpreter, stirred up the war-
riors and threatened Whitley and his companion with death.
When both Whitley and Hartgrove showed their intention of
going down fighting, a chief called Otter Lifter intervened, com-
plimented them on being good warriors, and allowed them to go
home with several Negroes who had been prisoners. The Indians
also released a seven-year-old white child named Baker who had
been stolen from her parents during infancy. Whitley fortunately
was able to discover her identity and returned her to her friends.*’

In 1780 the Virginia assembly had divided Kentucky into three
counties, Lincoln, Jefferson, and Fayette. After that time, ref-
erences to Whitley in the Lincoln County Records are numerous.
On August 19, 1783, the county court sent his name to the gov-
ernor of Virgina, recommending his appointment to the rank of
captain in the militia,”* and on November 16 he appeared with
his commission from the governor and was duly sworn.*’
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Whitley put his new commission to good use. In the fall of
1785 a man named McClure was entering Kentucky by the Wil-
derness Road, accompanied by his wife and three small children.
When Indians appeared McClure hastily abandoned his family.
The three children were killed and scalped, and Mrs. McClure
was taken prisoner and tied on the back of an unbroken horse.
When evening came she was removed and forced to cook while
the scalps of her children were drying beside the fire. When the
news reached Whitley’s Station, Whitley collected twenty-one
men and gave chase, overtaking the Indians, killing two, rescuing
Mrs. McClure, and taking a considerable quantity of plunder.
McClure, who presumably had brought the news to Whitley’s,
refused to join the expedition. Whitley advised Mrs. McClure
not to continue to live with such a cowardly man, but she failed
to heed his warning.*

Ten days after the McClure affair, another group, led by a
man named Moore, was attacked on the Wilderness Road near
Raccoon Creek with the loss of nine persons. Captain Whitley was
away from home when the news arrived, but his wife, Esther,
raised a company of men, and when he returned they pursued
the Indians and overtook them, killing three and recovering
clothing, furniture, and horses which had been stolen from the
settlers in recent raids.**

For his services in Illinois, Whitley received a private’s allot-
ment of 108 acres in George Rogers Clark’s military grant, which
was located on the north bank of the Ohio just above the falls.
As was the case with most of the privates, Whitley’s land was in
two tracts, 100 acres in plot 262 and 8 acres in plot 74. He gave
William Clark a receipt for both tracts on August 6, 1785, but
" by the end of the year he had sold his 100-acre tract to William
Croghan and Alexander Bullite.*

Whitley had served under Clark a third time in November,
1782, when he guided 1100 men to the town of Standing Stone
on the Big Miami. Logan again was Clark’s chief lieutenant. The
Indians were defeated in several engagements, and a number of
prisoners were taken.”

One of the worst of many tragedies on the Wilderness Road
took place in October, 1786, The McNitt party was attacked at
night between the Big Laurel and the Little Laurel rivers, and
more than twenty were killed. I was then in Virginia,” said
Whitley, “and they were not followed.”™

The year 1787 saw more raids on families coming to Kentucky.
“Isracl Hart’s Defeat, May, 1787,” said Whitley, “took place
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about 5 miles from my Old Station.”*®

By 1788 Whitley had laid out a race path on his property. The
citizens of other parts of the county were evidently interested
in this development for on June 17 of that year the Lincoln
County Court ordered “that James McClure, Henry Cooke,
Philip Lumpkins, and William Logan . . . do view the most con-
venient way for a Road from Whitley’s race paths to the court-
house and make report thereof to the court.”™ This committee
in due time submitted its report,-and on October 21 the court
- ordered “that the road from Whitley’s Race Path to the court-
house be estabished agreeable to the Report made by the viewers
thereof. . . .”*" William Logan was named as surveyor of the
road and 1t was ordered “that he, with the Tithes which shall be
allotted for the purpose, do clear and keep the same in repair
according to law.”®®

In September the court had recommended that Whitley be
advanced to the rank of major in the Virginia militia.** The
following April he exhibited his commission to the court, and
“had the Oaths prescribed by Law administered to him.”®

Back of Whitley’s service in the militia lay his sense of duty
and of responsibility. The pay was small, and on at least one
occasion was not received for nearly six years. A manuscript in
the possession of the Kentucky State Historical Society shows
that on September 29, 1788, he was issued a certificate for 18 days
service as a captain on the frontiers. On July 12, 1803, he re-

ceived his pay which totaled $28.50.” Whitley’s highest military

rank under the State of Virginia was lieutenant colonel. He was
recommended for this rank on June 15, 1790, and was sworn in
on February 15, 1791.% .

His military experience was early sought by the Common-
wealth of Kentucky. One of the first acts of Governor Isaac Shelby
was to appoint officers for the Kentucky militia, and included in
their number was the name of William Whitley as major of the
sixth regiment.®

Both of Whitley’s stations were located between St. Asaph’s
and Crab Orchard. It was at the latter place that travelers to the
East awaited until a sufficient number had gathered to cross the
wilderness with some degree of safety. The following notice
which was printed in the Kenfucky Gazette for November 1,
1788, is typical of those which appeared in nearly every issue:
“A large company will meet at the Crab-Orchard the 19th of
November in order to start early the next day through the wilder-
ness. As it is very dangerous on account of the Indians, it is hoped
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that each person will go well armed.”® Located on the frontier,
Whitley was in an ideal position to advise these travelers, and to
furnish part of the needed supplies. By 1792, however, the fron-
tier was being pushed back, and Collins’ Station on the Rockcastle
River was in a position to furnish corn, oats, and whisky for
those who passed by.*

An account book found in the papers of Harry Innis showed
that in 1792 a group of Kentuckians subscribed money for the
improvement of the Wilderness Road. Among the contributors
was 2 William Whilley.®® (This was obviously Whitley, since the
names of his neighbors, Moses Collier and Henry Clark, appeared
on the same page.) Although the others contributed money,
Whitley’s name was followed by the words, “Bacon acct.” Since
some men were employed to “carry provisions, grind corn, and
collect bacon” in addition to those hired to work on the road,
it would appear that the bacon was furnished by Whitley, and
that a part of it was accepted as his contribution toward the im-
provement of the road.®

Whitley, although a large land owner, continued to devote a
part of his time to military activities. On June 1, 1793, he was
advanced to the rank of lieutenant-colonel in the state militia to
fill the place of Thomas Todd who had resigned.® This appoint-
ment followed closely his expedition to relieve Tucker’s Station
which had been attacked by a large number of Indians. This
action was undertaken on the orders of Governor Shelby.™

About the same time the Indians defeated the McFarland party
on the Wilderness Road. Two small girls escaped unnoticed and
were later rescued by Whitley and returned to their relatives.™

Drake’s Defeat also took place in 1793. On this particular
occasion both Drake and his wife fled from the scene, leaving
their eight-year-old daughter, Betsy, who was led away as a pris-
oner. She was not closely guarded and soon escaped, only to
wander in the woods, completely lost. Whitley and his men found
the child’s tracks and followed her. When finally rescued, Betsy
was taken to the Whitley home where she remained for several
months. When her mother learned of her rescue and sent for the
child, Whitley replied that “she had deserted her child and let it
fall into the hands of the Indians, and he thought he could do as
good a part by it as the Indians.” Mrs. Drake then came in per-
son, but Whitley still refused to part with the child. Eventually
the mother became subject to attacks of fits which were thought
to be caused by her grief. Believing this to be the case, Esther

P
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Whitliy intervened and persuaded her husband to restore the
child.”

On March 11, 1794, the Indians surprised another party on
the Wilderness Road near Richland Creek. Four members of the
group were killed and a fifth was mortally wounded.™ By the
end of March, attacks had become so frequent that John Bradford
began to run a special column of “Indian News” in his Kentucky

Gazette.™ These tragedies convinced Whitley that it was neces- - -

sary again to attack the Indians on their home ground, which he

-+ ~believéd to be the Chickamauga village of Nickajack in the present
State of Tennessee. Obtaining permission from Governor Shelby
to call out his militiamen for a thirty-day period,” he advanced
to Nashville with 200 men. Here he was joined by an even larger
body of Cumberland men under the command of Major Orr.
The Indians were defeated with great loss, and their village and
crops were destroyed.™

When Whitley returned from his Nickajack expedition he
gave a great barbecue, inviting his neighbors and the men who
had served under him. By this time he had built a fine, two-story
brick house on the site of his first station, but even this could not
accommodate the crowd, and, the weather being mild, tables
were set up on the lawn. Vegetables and fruits were plentiful,
but the main course consisted of shoats roasted whole and each
with a potato in its mouth.”™ If the event was held in celebration
of the final defeat of the Tennessee Indians, it was premature,
for in the October 18th issue of the Kentucky Gazette Benjamin
Logan announced his intention of making another attack in
November and asked all who would to join him.™

Whitley’s chief contribution to the Kentucky settlements lay

- in his exploits as an Indian fighter; politics he was generally
content to leave to others. The one exception to this occurred
in 1797 when he was elected to the lower house of the state
legislature and served for one term.”™

After 1798 Whitley seems to have devoted most of his attention
to his family and his land. His three daughters, Elizabeth, Isabella,
and Levisa, had been followed by three sons, Solomon, William,
and Andrew, and these in turn by five more daughters.

His 2800 acres had remained almost intact, the only transfer
having been the sale of 114 acres to William Pearl in 1792.% In
1799 he disposed of three additional tracts; 154%% acres to
Cuthbert Banks, 85 acres to Abraham McKinney, and 133 acres
to John Kissinger.®

In spite of his having been the owner of a large amount of
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land, Whitley had few slaves and only a small amount of livestock.
His tax returns from 1787 through 1812 show an average of
about three sltaves with a maximum of four in any year, while
his cattle did not exceed twenty-one nor his harses twenty.*

The Lincoln County Deed Books will bear out the tradition
that Whitley paid for his house by disposing of portions of his
land, if it is assumed that the debt was spread over a period of
several years. In addition to the above-mentioned tracts, he
sold 70 acres to John James in 1802, 110 acres to Moses Collier
in 1804, 10 acres to Achilles Perrin in 1808, and 105 acres to
Joseph Hutchison in 1812.%

According to legend the brickwork in the Whitley house was
done by one Joseph Lewis, and a German with the rather un-
German name of Henry Clark is supposed to have furnished the
whisky for the workmen, both being paid in land.** On Ocrober
21, 1805, Whitley, for a consideration of 328£, deeded to a Joseph
F. Lewis 228 acres of his land. If this were a payment in full,
the brickwork would have cost approximately $1500, no mean
sum for that day. There is no record of any of the Whitley land
having been transferred to a Henry Clark, the closest approach
being the sale on August 28, 1804, of 243 acres to Henry Sheven.*

Whitley’s 2800 acres of land also was sufficient for giving each
of his sons 2 good start as farmers. About the time that each
attained his majority the parents deeded to Solomon, William, Jr.,
and Andrew, 200 acres of land apiece.”’

In addition to the activity which would be expected in a family
of thirteen, the Whitley house witnessed some unusual occasions.
The Indians came to look upon Whitley as the white chief of
the Kentucky frontier, and many of their leaders came to -call,
sometimes passing the night in the home, while their braves
camped outside. At least one treaty was made there, the chiefs
negotiating with Whitley, and their women presenting gifts to
his wife.®®

On one of their visits a group of Cherokees challenged
Whitley to a shooting contest. In spite of his renown as a fighter,
his wife was even better at target shooting than he. Without
mentioning this fact, he suggested that Esther might consent to
shoot with them. When the best of them had been beaten, the
Cherokees asked how it was that she, a woman, could shoot so
well. Esther Whitley is said to have replied that she had learned
in order to kill Indians, and could still do so if conditions should
make it necessary.®

Other references to Whitley for the pernod from 1800 to 1812
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are scarce. In 1801 the Kentucky River Company was chartered
to clear obstructions from that stream and to make it navigable
for boats from “its mouth to the mouth of its south fork.” Two
hundred shares of stock were to be subscribed at $50 each, and
three commissioners were appointed for each county. In Lincoln
County the commissioners named were Isaac Shelby, William
Logan, and William Whitley.* _
At the April meeting of the Lincoln County Court in 1803,
Whitley presented a certificate which-he-had received “for services
- -against Indians on the Frontiers of Kentucky.” He took an oath
to the effect that he had received the certificate prior to
November, 1799, and that its face value, eight pounds and eleven
shillings, “never was to his knowledge paid to any Sheriff or
Collector in Payment of Taxes.” The court then ordered his
paper to be “certified to the Auditor of Public Accounts.,”™

On August 26, 1812, Whitley drew up his will in the presence
‘of his neighbors, Moses Collier and Jacob Overleese. Specific
bequests included 2 feather bed to each of his unmarried
daughters, Polly, Sally, and Ann. In addition, each of the three
was to have a horse, saddle, and bridle, worth one hundred dollars,
or the equivalent in cash. Sally was also to receive.a Negro girl.
He directed that the remainder of his personal property be sold,
and the money be divided, one-third to go to his wife, Esther,
and the balance, in equal shares, to his eight daughters. The
tract of land on which he lived was to remain with his wife until
her death and then was to be divided equally among the daughters.
He furthermore expressed the wish that his three sons be content
with the farms which he had deeded to them as their portions of
his estate.”

Although he was in his sixty-fourth year and a veteran of
more than twenty Indian engagements, Whitley answered
Governor Shelby’s call for volunteers for the War of 1812, and
enlisted as a private in John Davidson’s company, which formed
a part of Richard M. Johnson’s Kentucky Mounted Infantry.®
In all of his campaigns he had been wounded only once, but he
had often said that “the death he craved to die was in his country’s
defense.”®

The night before the Battle of the Thames, Whitley is said
to have expressed to his friend, John Preston, the belief that he
would die on the following day. A short time before the battle,
however, he swam his horse across the fiver to get the scalps of
three Indians whom he had killed.

The main engagement took place on October 5, 1813. While
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other units were dealing with the British, Johnson’s regiment
assumed the task of engaging a large body of Indians commanded
.by the noted chief, Tecumseh., To avoid sending his entire
regiment into an ambush, Johnson halted the main body and used
twenty volunteers to draw the savages’ fire. The group, which
rode out to almost certain death, has been called by many
historians, “The Forlorn Hope.” Johnson, himself, rode beside
the little band, and at its head rode William Whitley. At the
first Indian volley, nineteen of the group were unhorsed, and
fifteen were mortally wounded. Johnson, although bady injured,
continued to give orders, sitting upright with his judge-advocate,
Samuel Theobald, at his side. When the battle had ended with
the death of Tecumseh and the rout of his warriors, William
Whitley was numbered among those slain.*®

Whitley’s horse, his gun, and his powder horn were returned
to Mrs. Whitley by John Preston.”” The gun and horn came
eventually into the possession of a daughter of William Whitley,
Jr., Mrs. Sally Ann Burch Higgins, who loaned them to
Christopher C. Graham to be placed in a museum.”® They are
‘now the property of Mr. John Buchanan of Louisville, Kentucky,
a Whitley descendant.

At the December, 1813, session of the Lincoln County Court
the will of William Whitley was exhibited and proven, and the
court ordered that the executor and executrix, Raney McKinney
and Esther Whitley, be granted a certificate for obtaining a
probate of the will.® William Farris, James Menifee, Reuben
Menifee, and Daniel Morehead were appointed as appraisers of
the estate.’® They made their report on the eleventh of the
following April, and their inventory of the property was duly
recorded.’™

Fortunately, answering the question, *“Who killed Tecumseh?”
is not one of the purposes of this paper. Suffice it to say that
Whitley is one of many to whom credit has been given. Robert B.
McAfee, who participated in the Battle of the Thames, wrote
in his diary: “Tecumseh, it is said, fell by the hands of our
Colonel,” thus assigning the honor to Richard M. Johnson.**

Richard Spurr of Fayette County, a private in Samuel Combs’
company, was one of the twenty members of the “Forlorn
Hope.”'® He stated in later life that he had seen Whitley and
an Indian fire at each other, and that both were killed. He also
claimed that he had “carried Col. Whitley’s and the Indian’s
remains into camp, and that General Harrison recognized the
Indian as Tecumseh. . . .”'** Unfortunately, Harrison was not
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very helpful, for in his report to the secretary of war he failed
to mention the death of Tecumsech. He praised Johnson’s
regiment, but did not single out a particular group for
commendation.'®

Christopher C. Graham, who had interviewed General John
Adair and Whitley’s captain, John Davidson, stated that
Tecumseh was “‘shot through the breast with two balls,'%
and that Whitley and 2 young man named David King,
also of Davidson’s company, were the only ones who loaded in

- -that particular way.'®" =

Collins’ History of Kentucky presents the statements of various
men who participated in the Battle of the Thames. Opinions
were varied, some assigning the honor to Richard M. Johnson,
some to Whitley, and some to David King. After weighing the
evidence, Collins concluded that, “Colonel Johnson did not kill
Tecumseh, that David King might have done it, but that Colonel
Whitley probably did kill him.”**®

The question of Tecumseh’s death may remain a mystery, but
the contribution of William Whitley to pioneer Kentucky is an
established fact. In 1818 Whitley County was formed and was
named in his honor. Its county seat, Williamsburg, was first
known as Whitley Courthouse.”® A tablet which was placed
on the Whitley house in 1920 by the Logan-Whitley Chapter,
Daughters of the American Revolution, reads: *“Col. William
Whitley, born 1749, Philanthropist, Patriot, Poet, Hero, killed
in the Battle of the Thames, 1813.”
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