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INTRODUCTION

T

he first thing I must say to a McKissack “cousin” reading this book is that it is
by no means the definitive work on the descendants of John and Rebeccah
McKissack. For the most part, this is a narrative on only one particular line -mine -- and there are many other lines to be researched. I don’t presume to think I’ve found all
there is to find on my ancestors. There are old stories to be uncovered, and facts to be unearthed.
Anyone who has performed genealogical research knows that there is always more to be learned
about the descendants of a particular family. A trunk in an attic or a box in a flea market booth
may contain a letter, diary or old family Bible that will provide wonderful new information.
Hopefully, anyone reading this book will not stop their research here, but simply use this as a
starting point for their own genealogical sleuthing.
Unfortunately, there have been precious few of those letters or family Bibles or other
primary sources to consult in piecing together the history of the McKissacks discussed in this
book. The McKissacks in this line left no diaries or letters that I have been able to find. The
written sources of information concerning them take the form of impersonal public documents
such as census records, deeds, lawsuits, tax lists and other local records. And there are no
pictures of my ancestors beyond my own great grandfather and grandmother.
Consequently, in writing this history, I have been forced to make educated guesses about
my ancestors’ everyday lives. Some readers will undoubtedly quarrel with this method as “too
creative.” I’ve tried, however, to merely give context to these people’s lives by recounting the
events that shaped their everyday world. I hope I’ve avoided the mistake of projecting our my
values or desires upon them. Likewise, I’ve also tried to avoid the mistake of trying to make my
ancestors better people than they really were.
In addition, I have attempted to avoid judging my ancestors with the standards of our
time. Where the McKissacks’ actions conformed with the mores and standards of their
communities, I’ve attempted to describe their activities in non-judgmental ways. Where their
actions might have earned them their communities’ disapproval, I’ve tried to indicate this, also.
No family "skeletons," however, appear in this book if descendants of certain people ha ve
requested that the "skeletons" be left out. One person requested, for instance, that a divorce be
kept "secret," because it was something their 19th century ancestor had found shameful and tried
to hide. It is not included in this book; my goal has been to try to see and understand the world
through the McKissacks’ eyes, not embarrass anyone or second-guess their actions.
Indeed, since they left no extensive personal writings, it is difficult to do anything other
than generalize about the lives, behavior, motives, and attitudes of most of the people mentioned
in this book. And as we in the 20th century know, what is true of one generation may not hold
for the next. Our assumptions may not fit other people’s lives. Consequently, we can draw only
the broadest of conclusions.
For instance, one broad conclusion we can draw about the McKissacks is that they have
been very mobile. Not a single one of our ancestors died in the same state he or she was born in.
Some moved several times in their lifetimes. As the reader will see, this was not uncommon as

early Americans restlessly moved on into new lands.
As a result of their constant moving, the McKissack family was always on the frontier.
They were farmers by "trade" and always seeking fresh lands for agriculture. From the early
1700's until 1820, family members were buying and moving onto lands that had not previously
been used for large-scale agriculture. This frequently put them into conflict with the Indians, and
several lost their lives because of this.
Moving onto these frontier lands with the McKissacks were their slaves. From the time
the earliest known ancestor -- John McKissack -- bought his first slave in the 1750's, to the end
of the Civil War, most McKissacks were slaveowners. This fact would determine where they
lived and how they lived. There are thousands of black Americans today, the descendants of
slaves, now bearing the name of McKissack.
Another characteristic of the McKissacks was their relatively low public profile. Few
McKissacks ran for or held public office. With certain notable exceptions, few ran afoul of the
law. By and large, the McKissacks planted their crops, raised their children, paid their taxes,
and served their country in times of war. In this way, they were quite ordinary. But in another
way they were quite extraordinary. In spite of tremendous uncertainty and danger, they were
always willing to pull up roots, journey into untamed and hostile country, and endure the
hardships necessary to survive and prosper. This demonstrated an adventurous and optimistic
spirit. In this way, the McKissacks were examples of what one early observer called "the new
man" that was an American. I hope this text will give other generations some idea of where they
came from, and an appreciation of the struggles of those who made our comfortable modern life
possible. This particular branch of the McKissack clan has been fed by interesting roots in
America. And those roots go very deep.
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CHAPTER I -- BEGINNINGS

T

he earliest known ancestors of many of the thousands of McKissacks scattered
throughout the United States were John and Rebeccah McKissack who
purchased 300 acres in Edgecombe County, North Carolina in 1744 1 . John and
Rebeccah were the parents of three sons -- John Jr, William and Thomas. These men established
large and prolific families. The descendants of their sons and daughters moved into Tennessee,
Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi and Arkansas. Later generations would move north and west.
It is impossible to write a single, coherent narrative covering all branches of the family of
John and Rebeccah McKissack. The story would involve hundreds of people and be far too
confusing. Consequently, this narrative will attempt to trace the lives and times of one particular
line of the family which traveled from North Carolina, to Tennessee, to Georgia, to Alabama and
finally to Poplarville, Mississippi. A reader interested in other branches of the McKissack family
might find useful information in the genealogical listings which follow in Part II of this book.
EARLIEST APPEARANCE
The land onto which John and Rebeccah moved in the early 1740's appears to have been
located just south of Halifax, North Carolina on one of the branches of Conneconary Creek.
Little is known about John and Rebeccah's lives when they lived in Edgecombe County; records
are sparse for that time period. 2 Its also unclear where they lived before their appearance in
North Carolina. The act of sale for their land states that John paid "12 pounds 10 shillings
current money of Virginia" for the land, so it is possible that John and Rebeccah moved south
from Virginia to North Carolina. Many, many Virginians were doing just that.
The fact that John was using Virginia money, however, doesn't necessarily mean he was
from that state. Virginia money may have been the only coin available in the area. At this time
in American history, coin money was scarce in the backcountry. Independent and self-sufficient
pioneers could build, grow, or shoot most of what they needed to survive; hard money was for
special purchases. This was especially true of the backwoods where John and Rebeccah settled,
because North Carolina was slower than its northern neighbor Virginia to develop some type of
coin as a medium of economic exchange. Since pioneers crossed the North Carolina-Virginia
border frequently, they used whatever coin was available to buy land. A glance at land
transactions during the period shows purchases not only for current money of Virginia, but also
for "sterling money of Great Britain," "silver money," "proclamation money," "current money of
South Carolina," "gold and silver bullion," and "one ear of Indian corn on the feast of St.
Michael the Archangel."
As mentioned, numerous settlers from Virginia, finding the land cheaper in North
Carolina, moved across the border. Two families with whom the McKissacks would later
intermarry, the Allens and Hudsons, immigrated from Virginia. No records examined so far,
however, show a McKissack in Virginia in the early 1700's. Nevertheless, a passage in "History
of Pittsylvania County [Virginia]," Clement, 1981, states, "It was probably owing to this exodus
[from Virginia in 1756] that we find many of the Scotch names listed in the tithables of western
1

Lunenburg [Virginia] missing from the records a few years later; such as McDead, McCusick,
McCanes, and McDavid and so on."
POSSIBLE ETHNIC ORIGINS
We know for certain that McKissack is a Scottish name. Consequently, John could have
emigrated voluntarily from Scotland in hopes of a better life in America. A group of
McKissacks were indeed prominent in the predominantly Scottish community along the Cape
Fear River in southeastern North Carolina. One of them was named Archibald McKissack;
many of the descendants of John and Rebeccah McKissack would be named “Archibald.” In
addition, a John McKisage received a land grant in this area in 1764. It does not appear,
however, that this was the John McKissack of Edgecombe and later Granville County, North
Carolina. Perhaps future research can tie John to the group in Southeastern North Carolina, but
we have been unsuccessful to date.
It is also possible that John was born a Scotsman and was deported to North Carolina in
the early 1700s. In the late 1600s and early 1700s Scotland was in a constant state of turmoil.
Wars occurred between clans, between religions, and between Scots and Englishmen. To
suppress these conflicts, the English deported groups of Scots to North Carolina.
THE SCOTCH-IRISH
Given the fact that John first appears in lands close to the Virginia border, however, far
from the North Carolina Scottish enclaves, it seems most likely that he was what was known as
"Scotch-Irish." The Scotch-Irish were descendants of Scots who had lived in Northern Ireland
prior to coming to America. Those Scots moved to Ireland in the 1600s. At that time the
English, seeking to tame their rebellious Irish subjects, decided to give Irish land to the tough
and warlike Scots and let them fight and then “civilize” the Irish.
These Scots were quite successful in Northern Ireland, though it wasn't an easy success.
Irish resentment smoldered as they were forced off the best land and reduced to living in the
woods or working as day laborers. In addition, the Scots were Presbyterians and the Irish were
Catholics, and this was the period of great religious conflicts and wars.
These factors meant that the Scots lived under constant threat of attack by the Irish. The
Scots in the countryside lived in small forts into which they drove all their animals at night to
protect them from raids by the dispossessed Irish. Open war broke out in 1641 and 1688, and
hundreds of thousands of Irish, Scots and English died from sword, famine and plague.
In spite of these problems the Scots prospered. Some of them farmed -- drained swamps,
cleared fields, raised cattle and sheep and grew flax. Others developed a thriving linen and
woolen industry. Thus, by 1700, the Scots had successfully "civilized" northern Ireland.
Ironically, it was their success that led to events that forced many of them to immigrate to
America. When their cloth industry began to compete with English cloth mills, English
merchants demanded protection, and the English passed laws that devastated the Scots' industry
in Northern Ireland. In addition, the Scots had improved the lands so much that many English
landlords saw an opportunity to make a profit and raised the rents. Many of the tenant Scots
could not pay and were forced off the land. Then a drought occurred which lasted six years,
2

ruining crops and creating famine. On top of this, the English tried to force the Presbyterian
Scots (and Catholic Irish) to vow allegiance to the Anglican Church. Many Scots decided it was
time to leave for the rich lands they had heard about over the waters in America.
With its reputation as a colony of good land and religious toleration, Pennsylvania was a
favorite destination of many early immigrants of all nationalities, including the Scotch-Irish. By
the early 1700s, however, the best land in Pennsylvania had already been purchased. To push
further west was to be certain of coming into conflict with the Indians (who would kill thousands
in the 1750s). Since many of the Scotch-Irish were accustomed to this kind of violent life from
Northern Ireland, some moved to western Pennsylvania and fought for the land.
Others left Pennsylvania and journeyed down the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia.
Continuing south until they arrived in North Carolina, they found large tracts of land for free or
for very little. We know the names of some who made this journey -- the Boone family,
including a young man named Daniel, and also the Johnston family, which later produced three
generations of men named William Wirt, all buried in Bolton, Mississippi, and ancestors of the
author through his mother.
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Great Wagon Road – Pennsylvania to North Carolina.
Thousands of new immigrants were pouring into Pennsylvania at this time, and records show
many McKissacks in Pennsylvania in the early 1700s. John and Rebeccah could have been
descendants of some of these settled families and moved to North Carolina when they heard of
the cheap and plentiful land. Perhaps they gathered what little they owned, and walked hundreds
of miles down dirt roads, slept in the woods, and for safety traveled in a group with some other
folk, hoping for some land of their own and the freedom to take advantage of their opportunities.
In fact, it is oral history in some branches of John and Rebeccah's descendants that John was
from Pennsylvania. 3
It is also possible that instead of moving directly from Pennsylvania to North Carolina,
the McKissacks were some of the many Scotch-Irish who stopped first in Virginia. Several
books, including "Emigration to Other States From Southside Virginia,"4 mention Scotch-Irish
settlements in Virginia on the Buffalo River in Prince Edward County, Cub Creek in Charlotte
County, and Hat Creek in Bedford (now Campbell) County. These Scotch-Irish came to Virginia
4

from Pennsylvania. Perhaps the McCusicks mentioned earlier were related to John McKissack
and his family.
Whatever John and Rebeccah's origins, it appears they shed old allegiances quickly.
They struck out on their own and seem to have been genuine members of the "melting pot" on
boil in the backwoods. It appears they were alone, without the aid and support of a network of
family and friends. When the American Revolution erupted, many of the North Carolina Scots
who had been in America only a few years stuck together and felt obligated to serve the British
crown. Likewise, numerous other Americans remained loyal to the King (and thus became
known as "Loyalists"). Contrary to this, every McKissack in North Carolina appears to have
fought against the English.
We hope that future research will clarify John and Rebeccah's origins. No matter where
they came from, however, we can be certain that they, like so many other early Americans, were
tough and resourceful. While people tried to help each other when possible, there was no
welfare or unemployment compensation and no Medicaid. When John and Rebeccah McKissack
moved onto their lands in North Carolina, it was "root hog or die," just as it was for all pioneers.
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CHAPTER II -BUILDING A LIFE IN THE CAROLINA WILDERNESS

J

ohn and Rebeccah McKissack lived in the eastern North Carolina county of
Edgecombe from about 1744 to 1749. They were probably both around 20 years
old at that time. 5 They remained in the region for about five years. John helped
survey land in the area in 1748. 6 John and Rebeccah's first son, John Jr., was probably born in
Edgecombe County.
Perhaps it was the growth of their family that made John and Rebeccah think of
improving the ir prospects by moving elsewhere. They had undoubtedly heard of the new lands
available for settlement to the west. Its likely John visited the area before moving there, as this
was a common thing for pioneers to do. John sold the Edgecombe county lands in 1749, and the
small family moved west to Granville County. 7
It appears that the McKissacks moved to Granville County without the support of an
extended family group or friends. A 1750 tax list shows that at first they lived with an early
settler named Michael Goin (sometimes spelled Going or Gowen), perhaps sharing a crude
cabin. 8 Goin and other members of his family remained neighbors of the McKissacks for the
next 30 years. Like many of the people moving into Granville County at that time, the Go ins
were probably from Virginia, where word had spread of the cheap and fertile lands available
across the state line.
The Granville County that the McKissacks moved to in 1750 was still a wilderness. Up
until 1746 it had been part of western Edgecombe County. Settlers complained about the long
journey to the courthouse in the east, however, so the western lands were split off to form a new
county -- Granville. This process of forming new counties would continue into the 1800's. 9
The frontier nature of Granville County is illustrated by the manner in which government
business was conducted. Though in June of 1746 a group of settlers petitioned the government
for permission to build a courthouse on Tabb's Creek, a few miles from where the McKissacks
would settle, no courthouse was ever built. 10 Instead, most government business in the area was
conducted at the home of a rich planter named William Eaton, who lived six or seven miles north
of where the McKissacks' eventually established their farm. (Eaton lived in Kittrell township of
present day Vance County). 11 In our modern world, its almost comical to think of a local
government being conducted out of a log cabin with a dirt floor, but this was common in the
American backcountry during colonial times. The rural nature of the area would change very
little during the time the McKissacks lived there. As late as the Revolutionary War, there were
still no towns or churches. Even in 1764, only 40 people inhabited Hillsboro, one of the largest
towns in the McKissacks' area (but still about 40 miles away -- a vigorous day- long horseback
ride). 12
A SELF-RELIANT LIFESTYLE
The lack of towns was encouraged by the fact that the early settlers were self-sufficient
6

and could make, grow, or shoot most of what they needed. What they couldn't make themselves,
the pioneers purchased from itinerant merchants who traveled the old Indian Trading Path
running down from Virginia. In addition, some of the richer citizens sold dry goods from stores
in their homes.
Indeed, North Carolina was a good place for industrious people to build a life. As one
book relates:
"It remained a small- white-farmer's paradise, where the industrious yeoman, the
man with fifty acres of land or more, could have some voice in his destiny; ...
With a little labor, a plucky, hard-working individual could become a prosperous
farmer and a respected member of the community. In such a place, what
difference did his origins count or how he began in life? A French traveler in
1765 found the colony 'a fine Country for poor people, but not for the rich.' In
fact, the Frenchman met very few rich people and noted that the fortunes of those
that he did encounter consisted 'generally in lands, which are for the most part
uncultivated, and consequently of no advantage or value for the present.' He
believed that many of the new inhabitants were 'convicts' (he probably meant
indentured servants) who had served their time in Virginia and then had come
south 'where they are not known.' Many North Carolinians, indeed, did manage
to keep their origins a well-kept secret -- even to the present day.”
DEVELOPING THE HOMESTEAD
Upon arriving in Granville county, perhaps even before moving there, John McKissack
located a tract of unoccupied land. To encourage settlement, lands were granted free to new
settlers who made improvements and paid rents. On May 2, 1752 John McKissack received a
patent for 600 acres in Granville County on both sides of Taylor's Creek, near present day
Franklinton. 13 The next day he sold 225 acres of this tract to Michael Goin, and by the end of the
month he had sold another 150 acres to Thomas Goin. 14 Compared with other sales in the area at
the same time, the price paid by both the Goins appears to have been low. Perhaps Michael Goin
had helped the McKissacks settle into the area and John was repaying obligations to him.
Whatever the reason for the sales, they provided the McKissacks with extra capital and a
remaining tract of 225 acres.
Thus, the McKissacks owned their first land in Granville County. They would live in this
area for the next 30 years. And though they would eventually buy and sell several thousand
acres of land in the area, they would not sell what remained of the original 1752 grant until they
moved west in the 1780s. It seems likely that this first piece of land was where the family
homestead was built.
Moving onto their raw land, they began building a life for themselves. In spite of all the
movies and books about early America, it is not easy for us to appreciate the rugged and tough
lives lived by pioneers such as John and Rebeccah McKissack and later, their descendants. The
following extended excerpt, from The Scotch-Irish: A Social History, by James Leyburn (1962),
illustrates how John and Rebeccah probably lived when they first moved onto their lands on
Taylor's creek.
7

Their immediate task was, of course, to build a home and plant a crop as soon as possible.
In these first days, every family in the community lived under conditions roughly similar
to those of their neighbors. The life of the newly arrived frontiersmen was the same
practically everywhere, north or south, and whether the people had come straight from
Europe or had moved from a community along the American seaboard. Crude and
makeshift arrangements did not first begin on the western side of the Alleghenies. The
important question seems to be how long these arrangements were tolerated -- how strong
the impulse was to change them into something resembling settled life. In the following
account, which happens to be a description of pioneering in New Hampshire, one has the
details of the early days of people on a frontier; it might have been an account of pioneers
in Virginia or Pennsylvania, in Scotch-Irish settlements or English ones, in early colonial
regions or in the much later settlements around the Ohio country.
They frequently lie out in the woods several days or weeks together in all seasons of the
year. A hut composed of poles and bark, suffice them for shelter; and on the open side of
it, a large fire secures them from the severity of the weather. Wrapt in a blanket with
their feet near the fire, they pass the longest and coldest nights, and awake vigorous for
labour the succeeding day. Their food is salted pork or beef, with potatoes and bread of
Indian corn; and their drink is water mixed with ginger; though many of then are fond of
distilled spirits.
Those who begin a settlement, live at first in a style not less simple. They erect a square
building of poles [a log cabin], notched at the ends to keep them fast together. The
crevices are plaistered with clay or the stiffest earth which can be had, mixed with moss
or straw. The roof is either bark or split boards. The chimney a pile of stones; within
which a fire is made on the ground, and a hole is left in the roof for the smoke to pass out.
Another hole is made in the side of the house for a window, is occasionally closed with a
wooden shutter. In winter, a constant fire is kept, by night as well as by day; and in
summer it is necessary to have a continual smoke on account of the musquetos and other
insects with which the woods abound. The same defence is used for the cattle; smokes of
leaves and brush are made in the pastures where they feed by day, and in the pens where
they are folded by night.
Ovens are built at a small distance from the houses, of the best stones which can be
found, cemented and plaistered with clay or stiff earth. Many of these first essays in
housekeeping, are to be met with in the new plantations, which serve to lodge whole
families, till their industry can furnish them with materials, for a more regular and
comfortable house; and till their land is so well cleared as that a proper situation for it can
be chosen. By these methods of living, the people are familiarized to hardships; their
children are early used to coarse food and hard lodgings; and to be without shoes in all
seasons of the year is scarcely accounted a want. By such hard fare, and the labour which
accompanies it, many young men have raised up families, and in a few years have
acquired property sufficient to render themselves independent freeholders; and they feel
8

all the pride and importance which arise from a consciousness of having well earned their
estates.
Characteristic (and practical) frontier actions occurred among the Scotch-Irish as
elsewhere; neighborly help was expected and given in log-rolling, house-raising, treefelling. No doubt one cabin so much resembled every other that a visitor would have
supposed that no social distinctions could exist. Coming with few household goods or
implements, each family must camp out until the cabin could be built. With the
preliminary preparations made, erection of a house usually required but a day with a
rough division of labor among the helpers. With the walls up, the family could at their
own leisure construct their furniture, shape their wooden dishes and buckets, build a
stone chimney, and make a floor to cover the bare earth. The indispensable equipment of
every pioneer consisted of rifle, pouches, powder horn, axe, and hoe; beyond these a
man's acquisitions marked his economic progress. Social status in a [pioneer] community
was revealed by objective criteria, such as the size and condition of the dwelling, care of
the farm, work done by women in the family, personal character and morality, or even
diversions engaged in.
A glance around a farm after two or three years would reveal the man's social standing.
Good, respectable families had their fields unencumbered with stumps, more land cleared
each year, clean crops and careful farming. The cow was the most valuable domestic
animal, and the observer could see whether enough cattle were being raised to send east
to market for cash or goods. Other animals in variety were further clues to the standard
of living in the family. Pigs were certain to be found on every farm. Sheep were not on
frontier farms, for they required either shepherds or fences, and labor was not available
for either; but the presence of even a few sheep bespoke the quality of clothes the family
would wear. As for food, no pioneer need ever want, even before his first crop was
harvested. Forests teemed with game, wild fruits, nuts, and berries and the streams with
fish. It marked the quality of the family, however, if it long depended chiefly on what
nature offered, instead of cultivating a garden that contained not only the staples of the
Old World, but the attractive vegetables of the New -- corn, sweet potatoes, new varieties
of bean, squash, and pumpkins.
EARLY FARMING
As the passage above mentions, the McKissacks' would have planted a crop on their new
lands as soon as possible. To do this, they first girdled an acre or two of large trees, cutting a
ring of bark from around the trunk. Then they cleared the underbrush, sometimes by lighting
fires that burned the vegetation and scorched the still-standing trees. The following spring the
girdled trees didn't leaf out, and this permitted sunlight to reach the ground. Crops were then
planted between the huge, dead trunks. The following fall, after the crops were in, the dead trees
were felled and used for firewood, building material, or fences.
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Sites of McKissack homesteads in North Carolina
Because tree roots still clogged the ground, hoes -- not plows -- were the pioneers’ main
agricultural tool. If John McKissack was an especially industrious farmer, he removed the
stumps from his fields, but to do this he needed a team of oxen; only their brute strength could
yank the stumps from the ground. Anyone who has removed a stump knows this is hard, dirty
work, and to do it day after day on many acres of ground would have been especially demanding.
With so much else to do on the farm, many farmers simply let the stumps rot in the fields.
Slowly, laboriously, the McKissacks and other settlers cleared the land. Working in this
fashion a farmer could clear only a few acres a year. Without sons, servants or slaves, he could
clear only about a hundred acres in a lifetime. Some historians have speculated that it was the
demands of clearing the land that created the "Protestant work ethic." The 14-hour day was the
norm for an industrious pioneer family. 15
Like most pioneers in their area, the McKissacks' first crop was probably corn. It was
easy to raise, easy to harvest and incredibly useful. The ears could be roasted and the kernels
eaten right off the ear. The stalks were used for livestock fodder, the husks to stuff mattresses,
the cobs as jug stoppers and "toilet paper." The kerne ls could also be ground and used as meal.
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Several gristmills were located on creeks near the McKissacks' home; old maps call nearby
Billy's Creek "Mill Creek.”16 That the stream offered running water is indicated by the sale of
lands near the McKissacks; those deeds refer to "the Falls."17 Maps also show a Cheaves Mill
along nearby Tabb's Creek. 18
The everyday lives of the McKissacks and their neighbors were for the most part slow
and steady. Their main concerns were things like the weather--either drought or violent storm
could destroy a crop -- and destructive pests. Frequently mentioned in records of the time is the
damage done to crops by various birds, and to livestock by eagles, foxes, raccoons and bears.
Like most farmers in their area, the McKissacks raised a kitchen garden; this was mostly
Rebeccah's responsibility. In it she grew beans, squash, potatoes, onions, rhubarb, lettuce,
greens and herbs. The McKissacks probably also grew wheat and oats, and raised hogs, cattle
and poultry.
Raising livestock was a completely different process than what it is today. The
McKissacks and their neighbors branded their horses, cattle and hogs and then simply turned
them loose to make their own way. Fences were not built to enclose animals; instead the law
required farmers to have fences around their crops to protect them from free-ranging livestock.
If a farmer's crops were eaten by livestock and he couldn't prove he'd built a good fence, then the
farmer could not successfully sue the offending stocks' owner. About 55 percent of the cases
brought in colonial Granville county court were for trespass of livestock. If the McKissacks
were typical, they probably owned close to 20 cows and 40 or 50 hogs. 19
PILLARS OF THE COMMUNITY
It appears from the available public documents that over the next 30 years the
McKissacks grew into solid and respected members of the community. John must been the kind
of man who earned the respect of his neighbors because the State Records of North Carolina
show him serving as ensign of a company of state militia in 1754. 20 By 1758 he'd been promoted
and took the oath as a lieutenant. 21 This is significant because militia officers were chosen by
their fellow citizens and were usually some of the wealthiest men in the community. But in 1754
John owned only a few hundred acres. For the other men in his community to desire that he
serve as an officer indicates John either had military experience or was a man of reliable
character.
Contemporary accounts of North Carolina pioneers paint many of them as indolent; once
they had acquired enough land to subsist on, some became satisfied and unmotivated.
Considering how strenuous it was to clear the land versus simply living off of it, this isn't
surprising. John McKissack, however, was not the indolent type. During the 1750s, as he and
Rebeccah developed their farm along Taylor's creek, John acted to acquire additional acreage. In
1756 and 1757 he entered and had surveyed several thousand acres north and south of the Tarr
River. The land south of the Tarr fell along Taylor's and Billy's creeks, near the McKissacks'
first lands; they kept most of this acreage. They sold the land north of the Tarr River. 22
John and Rebecca's family was also growing during this period. As mentioned, John Jr.
was born around the time of the move to Granville County. William and Robert came shortly
after the move, and Thomas arrived in 1755. 23 John and Rebecca may have had other children,
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perhaps daughters as well, who died in infancy or without issue. One historian estimates that the
infant mortality rate in colonial North Carolina was 40 percent. 24
RELATIVES, FRIENDS AND NEIGHBORS
It was also during this period that families arrived in the area with whom the McKissacks
would become in- laws. One of these families was that of Robert and Elizabeth Allen Jr.,
Virginians who settled along Taylor's and Billy's creeks in 1757, adjacent to the McKissacks.
Robert and John served in the militia together, being listed in the same company in 1754 and
1758.25 Years later, Thomas McKissack, John and Rebeccah's son, married the Allen's
granddaughter Lucy Hudson. Likewise, one of John and Rebeccah's granddaughters, Nancy,
married the Allen's grandson Clement Allen. 26 When the McKissacks moved to Caswell
County in the early 1780s, Robert Allen and his son Drury moved there, also. 27
Following the Allens down from Virginia were several families of Hudsons. One family
was that of William and Susannah Hudson. Susannah was the daughter of Robert and Elizabeth
Allen, Jr. The Hudsons were in Granville County by 1762, and they purchased lands adjacent to
the McKissacks and Allens by 1768. 28 As mentioned, their daughter Lucy later married John
and Rebeccah's son, Thomas.
Another Hudson family was that of John and Elizabeth. Elizabeth was also the daughter
of Robert and Elizabeth Allen, Jr. To cement family ties even more, Elizabeth's husband John
was the brother of William Hudson. So two brothers had married two sisters. One of John and
Elizabeth Hudson's sons, Isaac Hudson Jr, would serve with Thomas McKissack in the
Revolutionary War. The maternal uncle of Isaac Jr. and Lucy Hudson, Drury Allen, was the son
of Robert and Elizabeth Allen, Jr., and would likewise serve in the Revolution with Thomas
McKissack and Isaac Hudson, Jr. 29 Drury’s son Clement would later marry one of John and
Rebeccah’s grandaughters — Nancy McKissack — in Georgia.
Another early neighbor, John Simmons, is listed as owning land adjacent to the
McKissacks as early as 1758. 30 The Simmons would live near the McKissacks for the next 25
years. Lucy (Hudson) McKissack's sister, Elizabeth, would marry a James Simmons. 31 And a
Rebecca Simmonds would witness John Sr.'s will, which was written in Person County in 1799.

John and Rebeccah McKissack's Children & Their Spouses
Rebeccah
Simmonds
1720 -

John
McKissack
1720 - 1799

John
McKissack
1740 - 1815

Jane
Hudson
- 1819

William
McKissack
1750 - 1823

Betsy
Winstead
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Robert
McKissack

Thomas
McKissack
1756 - 1826

Lucy Hudson
Edwards
1754 - 1825

Perhaps one of the most interesting set of neighbors, to the contemporary mind, were the
Goins. It was with Michael Goins that the McKissacks lived when they first moved to Granville
County. John McKissack later sold some of his granted land to Thomas and Michael Goins, and
they remained neighbors for almost 30 years. What is interesting about this is that the Goins
were listed in John’s militia regiment as “mulattoes” in 1754.
Early records indicate that relationships between people of different races may have been
more relaxed than today. This comes as a surprise to most people who study the period. But
there are indications that class, not race, was the important factor in social relationships in
colonial America. Whatever the case, the McKissacks were obviously on good terms with the
Goins, and possibly related to them, to share a home with them during their initial residence in
Granville County.
TOBACCO FARMING
At some point, tobacco probably became the McKissacks' main cash crop. Most of the
land being cleared in their area was for growing tobacco. Tobacco became increasingly
important as demand grew from England. From 1753 to 1772 tobacco exports from North
Carolina (not including what was shipped across the Virginia border) climbed from 100,000 to
over 1,500,000 pounds. The northern tier of North Carolina counties which bordered Virginia,
and which was where the McKissacks lived, became well-known for tobacco production.
If they did grow tobacco, we have a pretty good idea of the McKissacks' daily and
seasonal routine. Tobacco was the most demanding crop grown in colonial America; it was
highly labor intensive. John, Rebeccah, and their children would have first planted the small
tobacco seeds (a thousand seeds will not fill a teaspoon) in seed-beds. This was done in late
February or early March. Once the small plants began to grow they were transplanted to the
field. Then, as the plants grew, the McKissacks would have wormed, primed, suckered, and
otherwise cared for the plants. The McKissack children would have gone through the fields
picking off the tobacco worms and squishing them between their fingers. Cultivation was
performed with a hoe instead of a plow, and this again required much labor.
Once they were up and growing, the young plants were topped to prevent useless leaves
from growing high on the stalk and ensure that the remaining lower leaves grew big and rich.
Topping was done in the hottest part of the summer, and required the grower to move among his
plants nipping off the top between his thumbnail and forefinger; whichever hand a man favored
for this operation would eventually grow bigger and more muscular than his other hand. The
plants were cut in August and hung in sheds where they were "cured." After about five to six
weeks, usually in late October, the leaves were removed and packed in hogsheads which were
rolled to the most convenient landing. 32
North Carolinians hauled their surplus crops, including tobacco, to either eastern North
Carolina or Virginia. It is possible that the McKissacks sold their crops to the Hamiltons -Scottish merchants who set up a store about six or eight miles west of Halifax. The store was
located at the meeting place of two main roads from western North Carolina, and by the time of
the Revolution ,was one of the most prosperous in the state. The Hamiltons promoted and
financed the cultivation of tobacco. They loaned planters money to buy more land and slaves
13

and the loan was repaid in tobacco at the end of the season. The Hamiltons then shipped the
tobacco to the coast in their own wagons and carts. In addition, they kept farmers supplied with
goods available only through import. A cluster of buildings (including a tavern, warehouses, and
an elegant dwelling house) eventually grew around their general store,. 33
A MEASURELESS FOREST
Whether the McKissacks shipped their crops to Virginia or North Carolina merchants
such as the Hamiltons, transporting their crops to a selling point wasn't a simple chore. The
nearest river, the Tar, was not always navigable, so hogsheads were probably transported
overland to a collection point. Overland travel wasn't easy because the roads were generally
poor. Heavy rains eroded soil and cut gulleys into the roadbeds; trees fell across paths.
Consequently, travel using any kind of wheeled vehicle could be slower than on foot. This was
true in spite of the fact that just about every legislative meeting after 1730 passed laws related to
improving the roads.
The roads were usually laid out by overseers appointed by county courts. Since there was
no highway department similar to what we have today, all male taxables, 16 to 60, were required
to help maintain the roads for a certain number of days each year. John McKissack, as well as
Michael and Thomas Goin, Robert Allen, John Simmons, and numerous other men were ordered
by the court on December 22, 1758, to help maintain a road laid out in their area. 34
For local errands, people often traveled on community footpaths. A footpath might lead
to a general store, a gristmill or a church. The McKissacks undoubtedly used this avenue of
travel, since one deed dated 1766 refers to land as bordering on "McKissack's footpath."35
The rural nature of the McKissack's and their neighbors lifestyles cannot be
overemphasized to the modern reader. A traveler in some parts of North Carolina could journey
a long distance without seeing more than one or two plantations. One traveler in the late 18th
century wrote that he journeyed through "a continuous, measureless forest, an ocean of trees."36
The "roads" that John McKissack and his sons and neighbors cut were probably only dirt paths
through the woods. The reader must remember that the farmers had their own farms to work,
also. Consider how much time and energy it took to cut down trees, dig up the stumps and fill in
gullies caused by rains -- all with hand labor -- and you get an idea of the condition of the roads
through the "measureless forest."
Consequently, a traveler could have a rough time of it. If he miscalculated and wo und up
on the road after dark, he risked losing his way entirely. (Walk on a path in the woods at night
with no light and you get a feel for this.) If he was "lucky," he ran across a tavern (called
an"ordinary") or a country store at a busy crossroads. These taverns, however, were not earlier
versions of a comfortable Holiday Inn. Many were nothing more than the log-cabin home of a
settler who took in travelers to earn extra money. The floor might be dirt. Beds were few; you
might wake up to find another traveler sleeping with you who wasn't there when you closed your
eyes. Pork, bacon, cornbread, and greens were the usual food. An English traveler gave the
following description of these "ordinaries:"
They were mostly long-huts, or a frame weatherboarded; the better sort consisting
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of one story and two rooms; ... One corner of the room would be occupied by a
'bunk' containing the family bed; another by a pine-wood chest, the family clothes
press and larder; a third would be railed off for a bar, containing a rum-keg and a
tumbler. The rest of the furniture consisted of two chairs and a table, all in the
last stage of palsy ... If hunger and fatigue compelled you to remain, a little Indian
corn for your horse, and a blanket on the hearth, with your saddle for a pillow, to
represent a bed, were the most you could obtain ... As to edibles, whether you
called for breakfast, dinner, or supper, the reply was one --- eggs and bacon ...
Ten to one you had to cook the meal yourself ... No sooner were you seated than
the house-dog (of the large wolf breed) would arrange himself beside you and lift
his lank, hungry jaws expressively to your face. The young children, never less
than a dozen (the women seeming to bear them in a litter in those regions), at the
smell and sight of the victuals would let up a yell enough to frighten the wolves. 37
If a traveler was lucky, he ran across a more genteel farmer's home. The custom in the
backcountry was to welcome travelers and give them a place for the night. In fact, given the
isolation of most farms, visitors were welcome company. A visitor might bring news from the
outside world, tell a good story, or share new jokes. As one writer noted,
"[North Carolinians] loved company and opened their doors to strangers...
Merchants and lawyers were often on the road and sometimes their wives
accompanied them for a holiday... On one occasion Johnston and Iredell, while
riding circuit, stopped to have breakfast with the newlywed Richard Bennehans,
who operated the Snow Camp store in Orange County. The two lawyers had
intended to stay only a short time, but at Bennehan's insistence, they stayed the
whole day... Bennehan's partner was sent for [and Iredell later wrote] 'we had a
happy day in company with them and Mrs. Bennyam, whose amiableness of
temper is extremely engaging,' but Iredell believed that her life must be very dull.
'She has not a single woman she can associate with nearer than Hillsboro, which
is at a distance of 18 miles.' When Johnston 'told her he would endeavor to bring
Mrs. Johnston to see her, she could scarcely speak; tears flowed into her eyes.'"38
The McKissacks probably did not feel as isolated as the Bennehams. They had neighbors
living up and down Billy's and Taylor's creeks, and they also lived in an area of the state which
was rapidly increasing in population. Their farms were located a few miles away from the main
road between Hillsboro and Halifax. Travelers along the road would have lessened the sense of
isolation felt by settlers in the McKis sacks' area.
Likewise, both Halifax and Hillsboro were only a good day's ride away. Halifax, to the
east, was a small though busy trade town that even had a playhouse by 1769. 39 In 1764,
Hillsboro was described as a "small village, which contained 30 or 40 inhabitants, with two or
three small stores and two or three ordinary taverns, but it was an improving village... A church,
a courthouse and jail were built..."40 By the 1760's a trading center of several stores had grown
up along the main road leading to Virginia, near present-day Oxford, about 20 miles northwest of
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the McKissacks' farms. 41
FARM AND SOCIAL LIFE
Nevertheless, as John and Rebeccah labored to develop their farm along Billy's and
Taylor's Creeks, they experienced long, monotonous, lonely days and nights. This would have
been especially true for Rebeccah, since she would have been tied to the house and farm. For her
there were the constant and everyday chores of cooking meals, washing clothes, household
organization and childcare. John's duties were more likely to take him away from the farm on
occasion to court, a gristmill, militia duty or to a general store. Likewise, his farm duties varied
with the seasons. As their children matured, and John Jr and William created their own families,
some of the loneliness, and perhaps the burden of some of the work, was alleviated. It appears
that John Jr. and William eventually set up their own households on farms next to their parents. 42
One advantage of the rural isolation was that it created close-knit families. There was
simply nowhere else to turn for friendship, entertainment and comfort.
"The family, which eighteenth century clergymen referred to as the very basis of
society, indeed, became the only community that many children knew in their
early years; especially in the backcountry. One of the first reasons why James
Iredell liked the Johnston family so much was the genuine affection that held the
family together -- both adults and children, siblings and cousins. Samuel
Johnston clearly believed that as head of his family which included sisters,
nephews, nieces, and cousins, he had certain specific responsibilities. But
Johnston was certainly no exception. Other families apparently enjoyed the same
warm relationship with each other. Given the sparse population and small houses,
families undoubtedly became well-acquainted. Sons, when they grew old enough,
worked alongside their fathers, while daughters learned housewifely tasks from
their mothers."43
EDUCATION
While mothers and fa thers often taught their children how to read and write, the
McKissack family probably was lucky enough to have access to a school. A deed dated July 28,
1766, records the sale of land "adjoining McKissock's path" to "Thomas Springfield,
Schoolmaster."44 Other deeds indicate Springfield had been in the area since at least 1760.
(Springfield was a witness to a grant to William McKee [McBee] for 640 acres in Granville
County on March 13, 1760. 45 He is also listed in tax records as residing in the same district as
the McKissacks in 1762). His school, like most schools of that time, was probably no more than
a log cabin in which a group of children of all ages -- perhaps McKissacks, Allens, Hudsons,
Goins, Simmons and other neighbors -- obtained a basic education.
RECREATION
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The McKissacks probably participated in some of the diversions popular among pioneers
at that time. It should be noted that drinking alcohol today might be considered a "diversion,"
but it could have been a normal everyday activity for the McKissacks and their neighbors.
"Beverages were always available in quantity, and the amount of rum sold by country stores and
taverns still excites the imaginations of historians. William Attmore noted with some surprise
that 'it is very much the custom in North Carolina to drink Drams of some kind or other before
Breakfast; sometimes Gin, Cherry-bounce, Egg Nog.' On Christmas day, he emphasized that he
had had egg nog -- and with rum -- for breakfast."46 It seems likely that, except for people
suffering from alcoholism, the amount of intake was regulated by the activities expected for the
day. The sale of several Mckissack lands mentions their "orchards"; apples, pears and peaches
were often grown in home orchards to make brandies.
The McKissacks may have also participated in "diversions" at the legendary Popcastle
Inn. This was a tavern supposed to have been located a mile west of present day Kittrell, six or
seven miles from the McKissack's farm on Billy's and Taylor's creeks. Local legend hold s that a
mysterious Captain Popcastle lived there in an imposing house of huge hewn logs. He built a
race track and cockpit and erected a sign reading, "Popcastle Inn -- Entertainment for Man and
Beast." At some point, a body of the King's officials arrived and arrested Popcastle, charging
that he was actually a pirate from the North Carolina coast. 47
Though Captain Popcastle was gone, new proprietors took over and festivities continued
at the inn until around the Revolutionary War. Many were the diversions offered there. Horse
racing had a strong appeal among North Carolinians, and one writer reported that "they have
what is called race-paths, which seldom exceed a quarter of a mile in length, and only two horses
start at a time." Sales of lands in the McKissacks' area refer to "race-paths." Cockfighting was
also popular, with observers betting on the likely winner. The sport was so important that
fighting cocks were imported from Virginia, England and Ireland. 48
Other occasions for socializing came at the periodic militia musters John attended, as
well as quarterly court sessions and church meetings. Entire families often attended militia drills
since they frequently turned into a day of footracing, contests of strength and general socializing.
Court sessions were held quarterly and the community likewise gathered at that time.
Unfortunately, we know nothing about the McKissacks' religious affiliations, but there were
numerous traveling ministers throughout Granville County in colonial North Carolina.
When John and Rebeccah's son, John Jr., married Jane McKissack sometime in the early
1760's, there may have been "diversions" at the wedding. Later frontier weddings could be wild,
rollicking affairs with plenty of alcohol, dancing and firearms use, but historians are divided on
whether weddings of colonial North Carolina were social events. Some think weddings were
staid affairs with the emphasis on confirming a legal and religious union. 49 Others report that "A
southern wedding was usually held in the home and was an occasion for the gathering of the
neighborhood and the clan. After the minister completed the ceremony, the festivities began -card playing and dancing, followed by 'an elegant supper, a cheerful glass, and the convivial
song to close the entertainment.'"50 We will probably never know the details of John Jr and
Jane's wedding. One thing is clear, however. Whatever ceremony John Jr. and Jane chose was
effective; they would be married over 30 years and raise 11 children to maturity. 51
On the other hand, when Robert McKissack died sometime after 1771, his funeral was
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probably a public and social occasion. The law prohibited private burials and required that the
body be viewed by three or four neighbors to insure that no foul play had occurred. Since the
law also required planters to set aside a fenced burial place on their property for all Christian
persons, bond or free, who died on their property, Robert's funeral probably took place at the
McKissack homestead. One historian described the typical funeral: "Sometimes an invitation to
a wake or a funeral would be sent, and friends and acquaintances would come from a distance....
Food and lodging had to be provided, and it was the custom that no one be turned away.
Frequently, the rabble of a community would arrive simply to enjoy the food and drink provided
for the 'guests.' Wine and whiskey were usually available at these gatherings -- at a funeral in
Mecklenburg County in 1767, seven gallons of whiskey were consumed and charged to the
estate of the deceased."52
SOCIAL STATUS
Given the scanty records, it’s difficult to know what the social position of John and
Rebeccah was in their community. We can make some guesses based on what we do know,
however. As mentioned, John had bought and sold about two thousand acres in Granville
County from 1752 to 1762. Production from this land, along with the sale of some of the acreage
to the steady stream of newcomers, could have provided money for at least a middle-class
lifestyle.
As mentioned previously, John's service as ensign and lieutenant in the militia indicates
he must been the kind of man who earned the respect of his neighbors. Court records contain no
instance of any of the McKissacks in conflict with the law or their neighbors. Even the mention
of orchards in later sales of the McKissacks' lands speaks well of their characters; William Byrd,
an early explorer and Governor of Virginia, wrote: "It is an observation which rarely fails of
being true, both in Virginia and Carolina, that those who take care to plant good orchards are in
their general characters industrious people."53
Using this information may help us make guesses about Rebeccah's life, also. Again
turning to the Leyburn book (p.263), we find:
An almost absolute clue to status was afforded by the women in a family. Were
the wife and grown daughters permitted to work in the fields? If so, that family
belonged to the lowest class. All women worked, and worked hard; but the
proper place for a woman of good family or of respectability was in the home.
Marriage was early, for a bachelor could hardly survive in a frontier community
without a wife, unless he left home to become a perpetual explorer, hunter,
trapper, or Indian trader. Domestic economy depended upon the women;
cooking, baking, the making of clothes, washing, milking cows, making butter,
spinning, weaving, pickling, all the manifold duties of a housewife, in addition to
being mother to eight or ten children, nursing them, caring for them through
illness witho ut a doctor, and teaching them if a school were not available. How
efficiently and successfully a wife and mother accomplished her endless tasks
was, justly or unjustly, considered a mark of status. Not even in the most trying
days of early settlement, however, would a man who valued his social position
permit field labor for his wife and daughters.
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The above passage shouldn't be taken to mean, however, that women didn't usually work
in the fields. Among the middle and lower classes it was most common, and when John and
Rebeccah first moved to Billy's Creek it was probably necessary for them to work in the fields
together. Rebeccah would have had other demanding chores as well. "Women not only tended
the livestock but also did the slaughtering of even the largest animals. Travelers were startled to
see delicate females knock down beef cattle with a felling axe, and then roll down their sleeves,
remove their bloody aprons, tidy their hair, and invite their visitors to tea. Females also helped
with the heavy labor of forest-clearing and ground-breaking. [One observer] noted that women
in the back settlements were not merely 'up to their elbows in housewifery,' but also busy with
what other English cultures took to be man's work."54 The point is that if a man was able to get
along without his wife in the fields, he preferred doing so because it was a sign of his own
elevated social status. And if a man could afford not to have his wife in the fields, she probably
didn't mind at all.
Another factor that may have eased Rebeccah's workload was that in 1757 the family
purchased a slave. Her name was Nan and it appears she was owned by the McKissacks for her
entire life. Unfortunately, we know very little about Nan. She appears with John in the tax rolls
from 1757 to 1762. The next available tax records occur in 1771, and show John as owning one
slave, but by that time, tax collectors had stopped recording the names of individual slaves.
When John died in 1799, however, he left a slave named Nan to Rebeccah. If this was the same
Nan purchased around 1757, she was a member of the household for over 40 years. While
records show that in the 1780's the McKissacks would purchase more slaves, making the fateful
decision to join the slaveowning planter class, it appears Nan was their only servant until that
time. Given that servants, black and white, lived in the same cabin, ate the same food and
suffered the same hardships as their masters, Nan was probably a vital and important member of
the family.
John and Rebeccah's steadily improving economic status also allows us to make some
guesses about their characters. Again, we might gain some clues from a few excerpts from The
Scotch-Irish: A Social History:
People always make social distinctions. They are always conscious of prestige,
even though the attainments that bring prestige change over the years and
radically. What disappeared among the Scotch-Irish and among most Americans
was the idea of permanence of social distinctions, the belief that families must be
given deference simply because they have always had it. What was retained
among Americans was acceptance of social distinction, even social class, based
upon whether an individual family, in this generation and for this generation
alone, achieved the qualities that were admired, respected, and honored at the
time and place.
A shift had been subtly and imperceptibly made from the criterion of family
heritage to that of individual achievement. One's own strength of will, selfcontrol, inward determination, were now the primary factors determining status in
a community.
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It could well be reasoned that the informal, but very real, social class system of
the Scotch-Irish was based upon character. One of the strongest checks on laxity
of behavior had been removed upon the American scene: the farm village.
Almost everywhere in the British Isles, tenants on an estate lived in houses close
by each other along a village street, each tenant going thence every day to work
on his own plot of land. This close proximity had the inevitable result of making
every man aware of his neighbors and their opinion, for each person was in truth
his brother's keeper. In the New World, however, the farm village was
characteristic only of New England. On most of the American frontier, however,
it seemed more practical for each farmer to live near the center of his own land.
Until the prairies were reached, a man's land had to be cleared out of the forest,
and with his hunting grounds might include three hundred acres or more. A
village could come into being only when specialists -- a storekeeper, lawyers, a
smith, a tavern keeper, the minister -- were present, or when a courthouse marked
the final arrival of civilization. For families living alone on an isolated farm, it
would be easy to fall into compromises, to let standards deteriorate, in short, to
become shiftless in the absence of daily surveillance by close neighbors. Families
who, removed from watchful eyes, still upheld the best standards they knew, had
proved their worth.
As mentioned, it is likely that the McKissacks were Scotch-Irish. Of all the peoples who
shaped early America, the Scotch-Irish perhaps lost their separate ethnic identity faster than any
others. Nevertheless, they were known for certain cha racteristics and some of these might have
applied to John and Rebeccah. Modern-day McKissacks will undoubtedly recognize some of
themselves in the following sometimes amusing description from North Carolina, The History of
a Southern State (Lefler, 1973):
The Scotch-Irishman was described by some writers as 'clannish, contentious, and
hard to get along with.' He was usually well 'set in his ways,' as illustrated by the
prayer attributed to him, 'Lord, grant that I may always be right, for Thou knowest
that I am hard to turn.' His thrift was proverbial, and it was said of him, 'The
Scotch-Irishman is one who keeps the commandments of God, and every other
good thing that he can get his hands on.' In spite of these ascribed qualities -- or
perhaps because of them -- the Scotch-Irish made a great contribution to the
growth, expansion, and development of North Carolina. They established
Presbyterian churches throughout the area. Within a short time they established
schools. They had a flair for politics, and in this, as in religion, they were not
given to compromise. They developed agriculture and a variety of local
industries, having among their numbers capable weavers, coopers, joiners,
wheelwrights, wagon-makers, tailors, blacksmiths, hatters, rope- makers, fullers,
and other skilled workers. They had fighting qualities acquired in their rough,
hardy, outdoor life, which stood them in good stead on the frontier. All in all they
exerted a tremendous influence in shaping the history of the colony and of the
state.
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CHAPTER III
TROUBLED TIMES
THE FRENCH AND INDIAN WAR

A

s one of Granville County’s earliest settlers, a landowner and officer in the
militia, John McKissack held opinions and attitudes probably influenced as well
as reflected those of most people in his community. Nevertheless, no records
indicate how he felt about some of the tumultuous events which occurred in early North
Carolina. And at several points during that time period, the shadow of conflict hovered over
John and Rebeccah's lives.
During the time John served as an officer in the militia, the French and Indian War
between Britain and France was ongoing. The war started in 1754 and lasted until 1763. It
appears that John, Jr would have been of age to serve in the militia by 1761, also. 55 During the
time of the war, fighting and massacres occurred along the western North Carolina frontier.
Cherokee attacks on Rowan County, the westernmost part of the colony, were so ferocious that
half of its residents fled east. "In early 1760 Fort Dobbs [in western North Carolina] was
attacked ... and by June, the Cherokees ambushed and inflicted heavy casualties on a British
Army force of some 1,600 in what is now the southwestern part of North Carolina. These events
were not heartening signs to settlers on the frontier, and ... some moved eastward into then
Orange and Granville counties. Although Granville was some 100 miles east of the nearest
hostile Indians, it served as a refuge for some of the fleeing settlers."56
The numerous pioneers fleeing the fighting and heading east into Granville would have
no doubt brought a certain amount of fear with them. Some militia units were sent west on
forays into Indian territory. These events would have obviously been discussed at great length in
the McKissacks' community, and John and Rebeccah's interest would have been heightened by
the possibility of the Granville County militia being sent west to fight.
Finally, in 1761, the North Carolina militia, aided by troops from other colonies, dealt the
Cherokees several defeats. A strong force entered the Cherokees' mountain strongholds and
withstood a vigorous Indian attack. Afterwards, 15 Indian towns were destroyed along with
nearly 1400 acres of growing corn. By the end of the year, the Cherokees signed a peace treaty,
and the French and Indian War ended with the signing of the Treaty of Paris in 1763.
THE REGULATORS
The McKissacks would have also been very interested in the events which led up to what
were called the "Granville Land Riots," and later the Battle of Alamance between the state
militia and rebellious citizens. These events were the result of long pent-up resentment of the
citizenry at government corruption.
These feelings arose partly because of the way government was organized in colonial
North Carolina. Local affairs were usually controlled by a small group of men -- the justices of
the peace -- who were appointed by the governor. These justices of the peace oversaw virtually
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all public business such as levying taxes, hearing court cases, licensing inns and taverns, and
building roads. They also appointed virtually all of the county government's officers: sheriffs,
court clerks, and even the vestry, a committee which administered the affairs of the local
Anglican church.
While this system seems to have been relatively honest in eastern North Carolina,
officials in the western counties attempted to use their power for personal gain. They, the
sheriffs and court clerks they appointed, and often merchants and planters who were the
wealthiest men in the county, worked to use government to make more money for themselves.
They became known as the "courthouse ring."
One way the courthouse ring made money was to charge excessive taxes and set up
extortionate fees for performing necessary duties. Adding to the aggravation of these dishonest
fees was the fact that cash money was still scarce in the western counties (remember that John
McKissack had purchased his first land with Virginia money). Sometimes pioneers didn't keep
cash around the house, and if they needed money, they might take a pig or cow or other item to a
neighbor and exchange it for coin. The sheriffs, however, began showing up at homes to collect
taxes and refusing to wait for the taxpayer to find money. Some times the sheriff would charge
an extra fee for the delay; other times he'd just seize the taxpayer's property. Even worse, some
sheriffs turned around and sold the confiscated property to their friends at a low price. By 1767,
even the governor estimated that the sheriffs had embezzled more than half the public money
they collected!
The justices of the peace conspired with the sheriffs to charge exorbitant fees and
otherwise control the county government to their own benefit. On top of all this, some of the
officials responsible for selling land from the government to pioneers engaged in corrupt
practices. They also charged excessive fees, and some even sold the same land twice!
Though the citizens complained to the Governor, there was little he could do since he was
in the eastern part of the state, far removed by those "measureless forests" from the western
frontier. Finally, citizens began taking matters into their own hands. During the "Granville Land
Riots" of 1759, frustrated pioneers kidnaped a land agent and held him for several days until he
gave bond to produce his books and return illegal fees. Another land agent died before the
settlers could kidnap him, but the suspicious settlers dug up his coffin to make sure it contained
his corpse!
Anger toward these corrupt government officials was especially strong in the western
counties, including the area where the McKissacks lived. 57 As recounted in North Carolina and
the Coming of the Revolution, 1763-1776, (Butler, 1976): "The seething hostility toward public
officers surfaced in open defiance on June 6, 1765, when George Simms, a school- master, wrote
a protest entitled, 'An Address to the People of Granville County.' The pamphlet castigated the
county clerk, Samuel Benton, who was charging exorbitant fees for recording legal transactions.
Bitterly characterizing the clerks, lawyers, and sheriff as 'these cursed hungry caterpillars, that
are eating and will eat out the bowels of our Commonwealth,' Simms urged legal action and
expressed faith that the system could cleanse itself without rebellion. Subsequently Simms was
arrested, tried and sentenced to jail for publishing his address." Simms' proclamation became
known as the "Nutbush Address" -- named for the Granville locality where Simms lived.
In other western counties people refused to pay taxes and assaulted government land
surveyors. One such event, perhaps apocryphal, is supposed to have occurred only a few miles
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from the McKissacks' home. A man named Major Lynch was sent by the Governor into Bute
County to collect taxes. Where he failed to get money he seized crops and livestock. He
eventually commandeered a guard of local men to take charge of his seizures. As he progressed
on his journey into Bute, however, the guards began to desert him, and he finally found that they
had all slipped away. Then some of the citizens pursued and seized him. The citizens formed a
court, tried and judged him. It sentenced him to die, and he was hung at night on a tree near a
creek that entered the Tar River. The creek is today known as Lynch's Creek; it was about 10
miles from the McKissacks' farm. 58
Anger over official corruption simmered until 1768 when the sheriff of Orange County
announced that he would receive taxes in only five specified places and that there would be extra
charges for failure to pay. To those of us who have access to modern roads and vehicles, this
might not seem an enormous burden, though it would be aggravating. But to pay taxes as
required by the sheriff of colonial Orange County, some of the pioneers had to spend several
days walking or riding down trails, fording streams, being rained on, etc, all to carry scarce and
hard-earned hard coin to pay extortionate taxes to corrupt officials. As one of the community
leaders wrote, "... [the people] were obliged to bring their Burdens to him [the Sheriff] in order
that one of their Deputies might collect the Whole in ten Days sitting on their Breech, at Ease, in
five Places only."59
By this time, the people were fed up. They organized themselves into a group called
"The Regulators" and issued a proclamation saying that they would pay no more taxes until they
were satisfied the taxes were only what the state laws required. They asked the sheriff and local
officials to meet with them and show a list of taxables and a copy of the laws establishing the
fees.
The government officials refused the people's request for an accounting. At the first
convenient opportunity, they seized one of the Regulator's horses, saddle and bridle and sold
them for taxes. An outraged band of Regulators rode into the county seat of Hillsboro, rescued
the horse and fired several shots into a government official's house. The county officials called
out the militia, but so many people were in sympathy with the Regulators that few heeded the
call.
A meeting was then arranged between the leaders of the Regulators and government
officials, but when the Regulators arrived they were arrested and thrown into jail. This so
outraged the citizens that a group of over 700 armed Regulators gathered and marched towards
Hillsboro to free their leaders. Hearing this, the officials released their prisoners before the
Regulators arrived.
When news of this controversy reached the Governor, he promised to issue a
proclamation ordering his attorney general to prosecute any government official charging illegal
fees. The Governor even went to Hillsboro in an attempt to sort the controversy out himself. He
instituted proceedings for extortion against some of the officials, but he also agreed that the
leaders of the Regulators should be tried for inciting rebellion. The situation was so tense that
the Governor called out the militia to protect the court when it met to try the Regulators. With
difficulty, he managed to raise 1,461 men from four counties. The Regulators, however,
assembled a force of about 3,700 men, and for several tense days it was unclear whether they
would try to interfere with the trial. Finally, they dispersed. Several of their leaders were
convicted and sentenced to fines and imprisonment.
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The Governor and State Assembly began trying to address some of the problems that had
created the Regulators. Their efforts were slow, however, and more people, impatient over what
they considered governme nt indifference to their problems, began to take matters into their own
hands. Some disrupted courts, rescued friends from jails, and agreed to pay no more taxes.
Finally, in September of 1770 a group of Regulators rode into Hillsboro, broke into the
courthouse and forced the judge from the bench. Some officials were dragged from the
courthouse by their heels and brutally whipped. William Hooper, an assistant attorney general
and later a signer of the Declaration of Independence, "was dragged and paraded through the
streets, and treated with every mark of contempt and insult."60 The mob broke into officials'
houses, destroyed furnishings, broke windows in private residences, generally rioted in the
streets and even burned stables.
Again turning to The Colonial Records of North Carolina, (Saunders, Vol. VIII, p.551)
we find that the McKissacks' neighborhood was probably sympathetic to the Regulators. Charles
Cupples, a Reverend in St. John's Parish of Bute County where the McKissacks lived, watched
the Regulator's anti-tax activities with concern because ministers in the Anglican Church were
paid through taxes. He wrote to his superior that: "I shall not be able to support myself without
your kind relief; and the reason is the disturbances of our country has made it impossible for the
collectors to get either public, parish, or County taxes.... It begun betwixt two and three years
ago, but they have carried it now to such a height that they have obstructed our Courts of Justice,
threatened the Capital, destroyed several Gentlemen’s buildings, whip every Officer who calls
upon them for taxes..."
Reverend Cupples had found that his parishioners didn't take advice from the pulpit well,
either. "If in my sermons to them I mention that a true Christian ought to live in a due
subordination and in supporting the Government, they will return that they love the Government,
will stand up for it with all their lives and properties, but that the Sheriffs, Clerks of Courts and
Registers have been Exactors, and unless they make up to them the money which they say they
have unjustly taken they will pay no more taxes or anything."
The Governor finally called out the militia to suppress the Regulators in March of 1771.
He ordered the commanders of the various local militias to supply 50 volunteers each. Dutifully
following orders, the Colonel of the McKissacks' regiment called for the men to assemble at the
courthouse. Normally, the county militia regiment met only once a year. A gathering called
specifically to raise troops to suppress the Regulators would have been of great interest to
everyone in the county.
A militia gathering in colonial times was a big event. It was one of the few times that all
the men of the county were required to show up in one place. Consequently, it was usually an
excuse for activity other than military training. Entire families would accompany the men, "...
and everyone had an opportunity to visit, to politic, to settle debts, to buy and sell, and perhaps to
begin a courtship. To survive a hard day of training, liquid refreshment was needed, and by the
end of the day, few men felt any pain. Many, in fact had energy left to engage in footraces,
target shooting, wrestling matches, or other forms of physical contact. Sometimes serious
fighting broke out and no rules of sportsmanship prevailed. On more than one occasion someone
left the field with an eye gouged out, a nose slit, a tongue cut, a finger bitten off, or an ear
twisted and pulled off."61
There are no records showing whether the McKissacks attended the militia muster. It
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seems likely that some of them were there, perhaps John and all four of his sons. Likewise,
Rebeccah and the wives and children of John, Jr. and William may have traveled to the muster as
a social event, also. Since families had to come from all over the county (the McKissacks would
have had to travel over 20 miles), it probably took several days for everyone to assemble. In the
meantime, there would have been much visiting, "horse-trading" and socializing.
The place where the muster was held was hardly a "town." As mentioned, the selfsufficient, farm-based lifestyle of rural colonial North Carolinians didn't favor the growth of
towns. The only significant buildings at the muster point were a few residences, the jail, the
courthouse, and perhaps just as important, Jethro Sumner's Ordinary. Sumner had moved to the
county from Virginia. Acquiring 7,500 acres, he became a successful planter and built his
tavern, which was to become well-known in the county's history. 62
Sumner's Ordinary was one of the best of those institutions which the area had to offer; a
traveler of that time found the food and accommodations excellent. It was a place for planters to
transact business, exchange news and discuss important matters. It would have been especially
busy when court was in session and when the militia was mustering.
Accounts written in those years indicate Sumner was a vigorous and intelligent man.
Sumner was a popular and influential man with his neighbors and also an outspoken sympathizer
of the Regulators. Consequently, it is not hard to imagine some of the conversation passing at
Sumner's Ordinary while the men were gathering in response to the special muster of the militia
to oppose the Regulators.
When the regiment had finally assembled, the colonel called for them to arrange
themselves in ranks. He then announced that the governor would be holding a special court
session in Hillsboro and required volunteers from the militia to insure the proceedings wo uld not
be interfered with by the Regulators.
The colonel later told Reverend Charles Cupples that "the Regiment some 800 or 900
strong, when called on for 50 volunteers, broke ranks without orders and declared themselves for
the Regulators."
It doesn't take much imagination to see what probably happened after the
colonel's call for volunteers; men began walking away, some probably muttering "like hell I
will" or "in a pig's eye" until there was a steady stream breaking ranks. At some point, some wag
in the crowd may have even yelled, "There are no Tories in Bute!" -- a play on words, since
Lord Bute, for whom the County was named at that time, was a hated Tory. A history written in
1850 by John H. Wheeler says, "There were no Tories in Bute is regarded as fixed fact. The
whole County as one man was for independence and liberty."
In spite of the unwillingness of some citizens to volunteer for his expedition, the
Governor managed to raise about 1000 troops. Most were from the eastern counties or
responding to the Governor's offer of a bounty for service. Marching into the Hillsboro area, the
Governor's troops met a force of about 2,000 Regulators at Alamance Creek.
While the Regulators outnumbered the Governor's forces, they lacked efficient
organization. They were mostly a large group of armed men who had risen up in anger and who
hoped that their numbers would awe the Governor into granting their demands. The Governor's
forces, on the other hand, were well-organized, had officers and even cannons.
There was some attempt at peacemaking, but the Governor and the Regulators could not
come to terms. The Governor gave the Regulators one hour to disperse. During the truce, many
of the Regulators approached the militia and dared them to fire. As one of the militia later wrote,
25

"Never did I see men so daring & desperate as they were, for during the expiration of the hour ...
they would even run up to the mouth of our Cannon & make use of the most aggrieving language
that could be expressed, to induce the Governor to fire on them..."63 When the hour was up, the
Governor sent an officer for the Regulators' reply. "Fire and be damned!" was their answer.
When the Governor ordered his men to fire, they hesitated, and he shouted, "Fire! Fire on them
or on me!" The militia and the Regulators began firing at each other.
The battle lasted about two hours, with the disorganized Regulators fighting mostly as
individuals, crouching behind trees and rocks while firing at the Governor's troops. Many
Regulators fled when the firing began. The Governor's troops, fighting in organized companies
led by officers and supported by cannons, eventually drove the Regulators away.
After the battle, the Governor's forces marched further into North Carolina's western
counties. By the summer of 1771 the rebellion was over. Rather than submit to what they
considered a corrupt government, many of the Regulators moved over the mountains to
Tennessee and Kentucky. Those that remained in North Carolina, even many of those who had
fought with the Governor, kept with them the idea of armed resistance to corrupt authority. And
the American Revolution was only five years away.
Did any of the McKissacks fight on the side of the Regulators? At this point we do not
know. That the McKissacks sided with the Americans during the Revolution is not a sure sign
that they had earlier served with the Regulators. Many of the leaders of the Revolution were
upper-class planters who objected not to the petty taxes of local officials, but to the taxes placed
on commerce by the British crown. Other law abiding citizens disliked the Regulators'
lawlessness and wanted an end to their high- handed methods. Even though they were outraged
by corrupt officials, they did not necessarily approve of the officials being dragged through the
streets, whipped and having their houses burned. As relatively successful citizens, the
McKissacks probably did not have as much trouble paying the fees and taxes that outraged some
of their neighbors. Nor would they have been interested in seeing anarchy take over in their
county. Yet, as people who had started with nothing, and as independent farmers, they were
probably sympathetic to the stance of the Regulators. The behavior of most people in their area
certainly leads one to believe this.
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CHAPTER IV
THE COMING OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION
PRELUDE

G

iven their attitudes about authority, one might assume that the Regulators would
later fight for the Americans in the Revolution. Allegiances among North
Carolinians, however, were much more complicated than that. What skewed
political attitudes was the presence of a strong class system. Many of the Regulators were poor
backwoodsmen who were especially burdened by the fees, taxes and corrupt practices of local
officials such as sheriffs. For the most part, the backwoodsmen lived in the newer, more rugged
and developing western part of North Carolina. Most local officials, however, were tied to the
wealthier, eastern part of the state where most of the great plantations, landowners and merchants
lived.
As mentioned, many of these local officials were part of the "courthouse ring," appointed
by the governor and wealthy citizens. When the Regulators rebelled against the abuses of
corrupt local officials, the wealthy class, tied into government and the governor, saw this as a
revolt against its power. Consequently, many of the upper class of North Carolina supported the
governor's suppression of the Regulators. What is interesting is that when the British
government enacted taxes which affected the business of the upper class, their outrage eventually
led to the American Revolution!
In fact, some of the taxes which upset the upper class were enacted before and
simultaneous with the Regulator movement. The 1764 Sugar Act placed duties on numerous
goods imported into America such as sugar, molasses, indigo, coffee, wine, silk and other kinds
of cloth. Then, in 1765, the Quartering Act required that if no barracks could be found for
British troops, then they must be quartered in inns, livery stables, liquor shops and other
buildings. In addition, expenses for the troops' upkeep were to be paid with colonial funds.
THE STAMP ACT
Then in 1765 the British government attempted to raise funds by passing the Stamp Act.
The Stamp Act required that certain types of documents must be printed only on paper that had
an approved government stamp. Individual, gummed stamps had not been invented in 1765 so
the stamp was actually printed on the paper, not affixed separately. Printers of government
documents were required to put the stamp on a variety of legal papers, bills of lading used by
merchants, clearance papers for ships, liquor licenses, bonds, warrants for surveying land, deeds,
mortgages, appointments to public offices, leases, contracts, playing cards, pamphlets,
newspapers, and other paper products. Any of these documents without the required "stamp"
was considered illegal, so citizens were forced to purchase the papers from government printers
and pay an extra fee for the "privilege" of doing so.
North Carolinians were affected in different ways by the numerous taxes levied by the
British government, but it’s obvious that men of property and business would be affected most
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by the Stamp Act since they required more business documents. As a result, people in the
eastern part of the state were most vocal in their opposition to the tax, while the westerners were
less concerned.
To oppose the Stamp Act, the gentlemen and planters formed an organization called the
"Sons of Liberty." They hanged the prime minister in effigy and forced the stamp agent to resign.
They also warned the public printer to print the local newspaper on unstamped paper. When a
ship carrying stamped paper arrived in Wilmington, North Carolina, armed men from the
surrounding countryside hurried to the town to prevent the cargo's landing.
Similar disturbances erupted in other colonies. In far away Boston, Massachusetts, the
Stamp Act created such turmoil that the British sent 4,000 troops to help maintain peace. The
citizens were forced to house the soldiers. Frictions between citizens and the occupying army
eventually ignited into the Boston Massacre where five colonists were shot by British troops.
The various colonies united in their opposition to the tax acts. Men formed Committees
of Correspondence and began to consult on the common problem of how to resist British taxes.
At this time, most men based their objections on their rights as Englishmen not to be taxed
without representatio n in the English Parliament. Nevertheless, many colonists began thinking
of themselves as a separate people from the British.
THE BOSTON TEA PARTY
In 1773 the British Parliament passed what was its last and perhaps most famous "tax"
act on the American colonies -- the Tea Act. Interestingly, the act made it possible for
Americans to buy tea cheaper than their English cousins, since it eliminated the English
middleman. But by this time just the sound of the word "tax" was enough to anger many
colonists. Consequently, many refused to buy tea. The colonists in Philadelphia and New York
prevented the unloading of tea; the ships returned to England with their cargo. In Charleston,
South Carolina, the tea was landed but no one would buy it, and it remained stored in
government warehouses. Then, in Boston, on December 16, 1773, 50 or 60 local Sons of Liberty
disguised as Indians boarded the tea ships and threw the cargo overboard. Thus occurred the
"Boston Tea Party."
The British government was enraged. It passed the Coercive Acts, which among other
things closed the port of Boston and made British officials independent of the authority of locally
elected government. Seeing these acts as dangerous to their own liberties, other colonies sprang
into action. In May of 1774, Virginia's House of Burgesses sent out a call to the other colonies
for a meeting, and Massachusetts suggested that a congress convene in Philadelphia in
September.
Receiving these messages, a group of leading citizens in North Carolina organized
themselves into a Committee of Safety and sent letters to sympathizers in all North Carolina
counties asking them to send delegates to a state convention that would choose delegates for the
Philadelphia congress. The letter stated that "we consider the cause of the Town of Boston as the
common cause of British America and as suffering in defense of the Rights of the Colonies in
general....”64
GIVE US LIBERTY, OR GIVE US DEATH!
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In response to this letter, county and town meetings were held throughout North Carolina
in the summer of 1774. Committees of Safety were formed in all counties, including Bute. By
late summer, a group of the McKissacks’ neighbors had formed themselves into an association to
fight what they regarded as British tyranny. Their serious intent is revealed by the articles of
association they signed:
We therefore the Trusty and well beloved Brothers, and friends, to each other, of
Bute County North Carolina, being deeply impressed with the sense of our
distressed brethren in the Northern provinces, who are now defending the General
rights of mankind, against the arbitrary, and dispotick power of a Corrupt
Ministry, by enforcing Laws on us, where we are not represented, depriving us of
the Constitution, which we were born and bred under, as free Subjects, Privileges
highly worthy the spilling the hearts blood of every American, doe most seriously,
Religiously, Join our hearts and hands in embodying ourselves against any
violence that may be exerted against our persons and properties to stand by and
Support to the utmost of our Power the Salvation of America. And do most
humbly beseech our Lord Jesus Christ of his glory, and to the good of our
distressed Country & with full dependence thereof, we the subscribers do
constitute and agree, that this company consist of ninety rank and file, two
Drummers, eight serjeants, one Ensign, two Lieutenants, and a Captain to
Command with full power, to our glory, and our Country's Good.
In some counties the Committees of Safety seized the functions of local government.
They enforced price ceilings on certain goods, regulated public morals, and organized for the
defense of the community. Later that summer, when the First Continental Congress in
Philadelphia organized a ban of all trade with Britain, the committees punished violators of the
boycott by publicly denouncing them. In some counties everyone was asked to sign a pledge to
buy no goods imported from Britain. People who refused to sign the non- importation pledges
risked not only pub lic denunciation and business boycotts, but also a bath of tar and feathers if
they were vocal in their opposition.
In Bute County a merchant named William Duncan was called before the committee
because he would not subscribe to the ban. The committee agreed to "indulge" Duncan for a
week until he received instructions from the owners of his business, but declared "in the
meantime they will have no Dealings with him." The committee instructed Duncan to report to
two of its members and if he had failed to subscribe to the ban after a week, those members were
"then to give immediate notice to the Chairman."65
If we mentally transport ourselves back in time, we can understand the enormity of what
the American patriots were attempting. Imagine that a group of armed citizens shouldered aside
your local town officials and announced that they were going to run things in your community.
Even if you sympathized with their politics, you might feel a little uneasy at such an assault on
the established order.
Obviously, not everyone in North Carolina agreed with these actions. In fact, it has been
estimated that at the time of the American Revolution only one third of Americans were for
rebellion, another third were against, and another third were neutral. The American patriots in
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North Carolina and elsewhere, however, were better organized and knew what they wanted.
Likewise, they were firm in their resolve to protect liberty as they understood it. In
Cumberland County, North Carolina, for example, a certain Loyalist lawyer named James
Hepburn told several people that if he had control of the local militia, he'd use it to stop the
patriots. When news of this reached the local Committee of Safety, it published a notice of
Hepburn's intentions "...in order that the Friends of American Liberty may avoid all dealings and
intercourse with such a wicked and detestable character." After numerous patriots in his
community approached him and let him know what they thought of him, Hepburn apologized
and begged the committee that he "...be restored again to the favor of the public."66
Not all of the North Carolina Loyalists were so easily cowed. In Anson County the local
Committee of Safety called upon James Cotton, who was a Lieutenant Colonel of the militia, and
asked him to sign the committee's resolves. Cotton refused to sign and told them that they
"...would all be deemed Rebels and their Principals would be hanged."67 Subsequently, Cotton
woke up one night to find the patriots, with rifles, standing in his bedroom. He was taken
prisoner but managed to escape. He then attempted to rally the local militia, but few men
responded. Most were sympathetic to the patriots or afraid to oppose them. Cotton sneaked out
of the area; his house and fields were burned.
THE MCKISSACKS’ VIEWPOINT
We can only guess at how the McKissacks viewed these developments. The McKissack
men did not sign any of the resolves of the Bute County Committee of Safety, but this is no
indication of their allegiances; only a handful of residents were actively involved in resisting
what were seen as British inequities. As mentioned, the McKissacks' farms were at a
considerable distance from the courthouse and they may have just continued working and
waiting to see how the situation resolved itself. Due to the lack of towns in their area, they may
not have felt the activities of the Committee of Safety as keenly as other North Carolinians.
Nevertheless, they undoubtedly kept up with events through conversations with neighbors,
visitors, and others.
There must have been some serious conversations around the family fireplace at night.
As mentioned, the early opposition to taxes came from the wealthier class in North Carolina -- a
class for which the backwoodsmen had little love. Yet, the McKissacks belonged to neither the
poorer nor wealthier class. As established landowners they were not poor, but they were also not
wealthy. And since their roots were with the common people, they probably shared many of
their thoughts and attitudes. Class was probably not an important factor in the McKissacks' view
of the Revolution. They were examples of a new type of man -- the American -- who was
independent, expected government to treat him fairly, and willing to challenge authority to
sustain what he viewed as his natural rights.
Like many other Americans, the McKissacks may have also made a distinction between
the King and Parliament. While they saw Parliament as a body of leeches sucking them dry with
taxes, people still remained fond of the King as a national symbol. For example, a resolve
adopted by the Bute Committee of Safety in January 1775 states: "We his Majestys most loyal
Subjects, avowing our Allegiance to his Majesty George the Third, ... find that the Present
unhappy Situation of our Affairs is Occasioned by a ruinous system of Colony Administration,
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adopted by the British Ministry, evidently calculated on inslaving America, by the oppresive acts
of Parliament..." Many colonists expected that the King would eventually step in on their side
and persuade Parliament to treat them in what they considered a fair manner. It was only after
people realized that the King had called on Parliament for troops to use in America, that he was
hiring mercenaries from Germany, and that he proclaimed the colonies to be in rebellion that
they turned against him.
It must also be remembered that when the American Revolution occurred, the failed
Regulator uprising was only four years past. Some of the Regulators had been hanged; others
were forced to flee eastern North Carolina for the mountains. These facts had to weigh heavily
on the McKissacks' minds. By this time John Jr. and his wife Jane had a large family of their
own, including at least six, and probably more, children. 68 William may have been married and
with children, also. There may have been other children we do not know of. The fortunes of
wives and children would be affected by any false moves made by the husbands and fathers.
Participation in a rebellion could have serious consequences for the family.
WAR ERUPTS
Local and national patriots continued to correspond and work together through the fall
and winter of 1774. The British government tried to negotiate with the rebellious colonists, but
the colonists were determined to protect the ir rights. Then, in April of 1775, the British
commanders in Boston decided to secretly march into the countryside and seize a store of
gunpowder and several patriot leaders. Paul Revere rode to give warning; the Minute Men met
the British at Lexington Green; the embattled farmers halted the British at Concord Bridge and
fired the "shots heard round the world."
News of the fighting in Massachusetts reached North Carolina in May. West of the
McKissacks, in Mecklenburg County, the local militia happened to be meeting when the news
arrived. In response, the militia leaders drew up what were later called the Mecklenburg
Resolves. The resolves defiantly proclaimed that:
Whereas by an address presented to his Majesty by both Houses of Parliament in
February last, the American colonies are declared to be in a state of actual
rebellion, we conceive that all laws and commissions confirmed by or derived
from the authority of the King and Parliament are annulled and vacated and the
former civil constitution of these colonies for the present wholly suspended.
The citizens of Mecklenburg further stated that all executive and legislative powers were from
then on held by local North Carolina committees and the Continental Congress in Philadelphia.
They also approved a county representative government and formed a committee to purchase
powder, lead, and musket flints for the county militia.
Some historians cite the Mecklenburg Resolves as the first Declaration of Independence.
A copy of the resolves was actually sent to Congress in Philadelphia, but it would be almost a
year before that body decided that there was no way to settle differences with the British and
issued Thomas Jefferson's famous document beginning, "When in the course of human events it
becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bonds which have connected them
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with another..."
In the meantime, the fighting at Lexington and Concord spurred on the local Committees
of Safety to prepare for war. In Tryon County, North Carolina, the committee met and signed a
set of resolves beginning:
The unprecedented, barbarous and bloody actions committed by the British
Troops on our American Brethren near Boston on the 19th of April & 20th of
May last, together with the Hostile operations & Traiterous Designs now Carrying
on by the Tools of Miisterial Vengeance & Despotism for the Subjugating all
British Americans suggest to us the painful necessity of having recourse to Arms
for the preservation of those Rights & Liberties which the principles of our
Constitution and the Laws of God, Nature, and Nations have made it our duty to
defend.
We therefore, the Subscribers Freeholders & Inhabitants of Tryon County, do
hereby faithfully unite ourselves under the most sacred ties of Religion, Honor &
Love to Our Country, firmly to Resist force by force in defence of our Natural
Freedom & Constitutional Rights against all Invasions, & at the same time do
solemnly engage to take up Arms and Risque our lives and fortunes in
maintaining the Freedom of our Country...
The committee further stated that it was empowering militia officers to detain and secure
all gunpowder and lead in the county. It also resolved that Daniel McKissick (a possible relative
of John McKissack -- researchers will find the name spelled McKissick, Mckisick, McKissock,
McKizic, Machisick, Mckyzack) apply to the Council of Safety of Charleston, South Carolina,
for 500 pounds of gunpowder, 600 pounds of lead, and 600 gun flints which would be distributed
as the local committee deemed necessary. 69
Likewise, the committee in the McKissacks' county recommended "to the good people of
this county to meet together at Convenient places, and form themselves into Independent
Company's & Chuse their own officers, and that the officers when chosen, shall Diligently
Instruct their men in Military Exercise for the Defense of this Country."
Throughout 1775 and into the spring of 1776, the relationship between the North
Carolina rebels and the governor continued to worsen. By July 1775, the Bute County
Committee of Safety had resolved that "this County do Immediately raise Companies of Foot
consisting of 63 men each exclusive of Officers, and each soldier precure himself of a well fixt,
Tommehock, hunting Shirt, shot Bag or Cartidge Box picker &c." The committee further asked
that the Captains begin drilling their companies and meet at a general muster at the court house
the next month. In the meantime, it instructed one of its members to try to procure more
gunpowder and lead, and asked that Bute Countians save their gunpowder by using it "as
Sparringly as possible."
Eventually, there were several small battles between the rebels (called Whigs) and British
supporters (called Loyalists or Tories). The governor was forced to flee to the safety of a British
warship at anchor in a North Carolina river. By April 1776, the local North Carolina Congress
had met four times, and even before the national Declaration of Independence, it had authorized
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the formation of Carolina Continental regiments. It had also written a document called the
Halifax Resolves, which called for all the colonies to declare themselves independent of Britain
and form their own governments. The document was sent to the Continental Congress in
Philadelphia where it was well received. Delegates from other colonies sent copies of the
resolves home and urged their constituents to follow suit. On June 7, 1776, Richard Henry Lee
moved the Continental Congress to declare "that these United Colonies are and of right ought to
be free and independent States." On July 4, the final draft of the Declaration of Independence
was approved by the Congress.
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CHAPTER V
THOMAS MCKISSACK'S WAR — SERVICE WITH THE NORTH
CAROLINA CONTINENTAL LINE

W

hen the American Revolution did come in 1775, all of the McKissack sons -- John Jr,

William, Robert and Thomas would have been old enough to fight. John Jr and William had
families of their own by this time and several of John Jr’s sons would be old enough to fight by
the end of the war, which would last eight years. Thomas, however, is the only one for whom
service records have been found. In 1775, he would have been 20 years old. Interestingly, he
joined the North Carolina line in April of 1776. This was several months before the Declaration
of Independence was issued, so his mind was made up to fight for American rights before the
official break came. 69
An affidavit filed after the war by Isaac Hudson Jr, (who lived on an adjacent farm) said
that Isaac and Thomas joined the army together. Other sources indicate that another neighbor,
Drury Allen, also joined the North Carolina Line at that time. 69 So its possible that Thomas,
Isaac and Drury walked or rode with some other young men the 40 miles to Halifax where the
North Carolina Continental regiments were forming. 69
At 20, Thomas would have been very much a grown man. He probably left home
wearing typical pioneer clothes of buckskin or the fringed shirts and pants of coarse cotton or
linen woven with wool called "lindsey-woolsey" by pioneers. The men may have carried their
own rifles.
Arriving in Halifax, Thomas and the others would have found the activity exhilarating.
Though the town was small by modern standards (about 50 houses), it was an active trading
center and to them it was the big city. There was a courthouse, a jail, a tobacco store, and even a
playhouse. 69
In addition to the usual merchants and townspeople, the North Carolina Provincial
Congress was in town. The most powerful and influential men from all of North Carolina's
counties were present, walking about in their finery and traveling the streets in their elegant
carriages. They brought with them "an almost rampant spirit of independence... Not only did
they instruct their representatives in the Continental Congress [in Philadelphia] to concur in
independence should it be proposed, but many, almost before the messenger bearing their
resolves had clattered off to Philadelphia, were thinking seriously of drawing up a document
under which they could erect an independent government.”69 In other words, Halifax was abuzz
with the excitement of possible independence and war.
Thomas and Isaac Hudson Jr, were assigned to Captain Jacob Turner's Company of
Jethro Sumner's Third North Carolina Regiment. (Thomas is carried on the rolls as Thomas
Metisuck). 69 Turner was the son of a prominent Bute Countian and one of the early members of
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its Committee of Safety. And the colonel of Thomas' regiment was Jethro Sumner, the
prosperous tavern keeper and Regulator sympathizer. Sumner had represented Bute at the North
Carolina provincial congress and been appointed commander of one of the first continental
regiments.
There were other young men from neighboring farms in Thomas' and Isaac's regiment.
We know from records that John Young, another Bute Countian, served with them. It is not
clear whether Drury Allen served in their regiment. Isaac would become the company's sergeant
major and John would become a corporal. The men's terms of enlistment were for two and one
half years.
FIGHTING IN SOUTH CAROLINA AND GEORGIA
Thomas and his comrades did not stay long in Halifax. By June 1776, it was clear that
the British intended to invade Charleston, South Carolina, so the North Carolina Regiments
marched for that town. Their presence in Charleston, along with that of South Carolina troops,
dissuaded the British from landing.
After spending a little over a month in Charleston, Thomas and his comrades were
ordered to march south to Savannah, Georgia. The decision to march the troops to Savannah was
made because Loyalists from Florida were raiding and attacking settlements in Georgia. It was
felt the presence of regular troops might discourage these raids.
Except for 37 men sent to guard supplies in Salisbury, North Carolina, the soldiers of
Thomas' regiment (the Third Regiment) spent the next eight months stationed at various posts in
Georgia. They saw little fighting; many spent most of their time on garrison duty or building
fortifications. 69
Physical conditions were their most troubling enemy. The weather was
terribly hot and their food was bad. When it was first proposed they march from Charleston to
Savannah, one of their generals doubted they could do it because of their "wretched condition"
due to a lack of clothing. Another general was begging shoes for them. When they reached
Georgia, 14 or 15 men died each day as a result of disease. On top of all this, many South
Carolinian merchants took advantage of the situation and charged exorbitant prices for goods.
Discontent among the troops grew to the point that the officers maintained discipline by
sentencing trouble makers to "the Black Hole" on a diet of "Rice and Water." A general later
described this period as "a fatiguing, fruitless, expedition in Georgia."
A further blow to morale occurred in September when the commander of the American
southern forces decided to allow South Carolina and Georgia to recruit for troops among the
North Carolina line. Men serving with the North Carolina regiments were allowed to leave their
units and join the lines of the other states. Some of the men would have obviously been ready
for a change of any sort, especially if they could collect the extra enlistment bonus being offered
by Georgia and South Carolina. Thomas lost numerous comrades in this manner, as many of the
men of the Third Regiment chose to leave.
So it was probably with great joy after spending winter in Georgia that the men heard in
March that they were heading home. By early April, Thomas and his comrades had reached
Wilmington, North Carolina. By mid-April, they were rendezvoused in Halifax, east of Thomas'
home. After the misery of the past year it must have been a welcome thing to be back home in
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the spring. Given that they were so close to the farms back on Billy's and Taylor's Creeks,
perhaps Thomas and Isaac Hudson Jr, obtained furloughs for a visit home.
JOINING GEORGE WASHINGTON
The reason the men were brought back to North Carolina was that they were needed to
join George Washington's army in the north. While the North Carolina line had been in the
south, things had not gone well for patriots in the north. During the summer of 1776, George
Washington's green army of 18,000 patriots had been beaten in a series of battles by the welltrained British troops. Defeated at Long Island in August, Washington was barely able to escape
with his army. Throughout the remainder of the summer and fall, the British chased
Washington's army across New York and New Jersey toward Philadelphia. Washington's army
dwindled to a few thousand men. The patriot cause seemed near collapse, but Washington kept
the army alive with his audacious Christmas Eve attack at Trenton, New Jersey. This battle
inspired the famous painting of Washington and his men crossing the Delaware.
Halifax was established as the rendezvous for the North Carolina troops heading north.
While the troops were happy to be back in North Carolina, the camp at Halifax was not without
its problems. Being back on native soil, so close to the comfort of home and family, was too
much for some of the men, and an officer reported the North Carolina Line was depleted by
those who were "now every night running off." A dispute also arose over rank and was settled
when the Captain of Thomas' company, Captain Jacob Turner, was recognized as the first
captain of the Third Regiment.
Then in early May smallpox broke out in the vicinity of the camp. It was decided the
men may as well begin their march to join Washington. Thomas and his comrades marched to
Petersburg, Virginia, and then to Williamsburg and on to Richmond.
In Richmond the North Carolinians had an amusing encounter with a Loyalist. As they
marched through the town, a doughty little shoemaker stood in the doorway of his shop and
shouted "Hurrah for King George!" The men paid him little mind, regarding him as a harmless
nuisance. But that night the shoemaker visited their camp and strutted around yelling "Hurrah
for King George!" Still the men ignored him. Pushing his luck, the shoemaker followed the
commander of the North Carolinians around the camp, all the while hurrahing for the king. At
this, the North Carolinians tied a rope around his middle and dragged him back and forth across a
nearby river. The man almost drowned, but when his head rose above water he'd sputter "Hurrah
for King George!" Exasperated, the North Carolinian commander had the man dipped head first
in a barrel of tar and then sprinkled with feathers taken from the shoemaker's own mattresses.
Wearing his feather outfit, the shoemaker continued hurrahing. The general finally had him
drummed out of camp and told him he'd be shot if he returned.
Continuing to march north, the North Carolinians stopped in Alexandria, Virginia,
(across the river from present-day Washington, DC) to receive smallpox inoculations. In those
days this was accomplished by taking pus from the pustules of a smallpox victim and rubbing it
into a scratch on the skin. The resulting mild case of the disease incapacitated the patients for
three to four weeks. Only one of the North Carolinians died afterwards, but so many men
complained that the doctor who administered the inoculation was suspended from duty.
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After continuing their march through Maryland, the North Carolinians joined Washington
in Pennsylvania. One wonders how they felt about the army they joined in Pennsylvania.
Thomas undoubtedly saw some of the more unusual characters around camp who had joined the
Americans in their fight. Here was the flamboyant Polish Count -- Casimir Pulaski -- who had
been made a General in the American army. Pulaski was born into a wealthy noble Polish family
and had achieved military fame in his native country until enemies falsely accused him of
plotting to kill his king. Pulaski went into exile and eventually offered his services to the young
American revolution.
Then there was General the Baron Joha nn de Kalb. Over six feet tall, with a high
forehead, aquiline nose, hazel eyes and strong chin, de Kalb was a Bavarian who had served in
the French army. De Kalb was not actually a baron, nor did his name begin with "de," but he
had assumed both the title and prefix because it was difficult for a commoner to achieve high
rank in European armies. While he had assumed the name and title of nobility, de Kalb did not
soldier in an aristocratic fashion. He marched on foot with his men instead of riding a horse. At
night, rather than retire to an officer's tent and cot, de Kalb would wrap himself in his horseman's
cloak and fall asleep by the campfire with his soldiers. In 1780, he would lead an army south,
passing near the McKissacks' farms in North Carolina. Later that year he fell at the battle of
Camden, leading his Maryland and Delaware troops in desperate bayonet charges, fighting even
after he was surrounded and the remaining American troops fled in panic.
Occasionally a tall, slim, red-headed Frenchman as fair as a girl rode by. This was
Lafayette, barely 19 years old. In France, he had read about the American struggle and became
so sympathetic that he left his wife, family and career to offer his services to the new nation.
Though he spoke little English at first, he immediately impressed Washington. The two
developed a warm relationship -- Washington serving as the father Lafayette never knew, and
Lafayette serving as the son Washington never had. Lafayette was given a commission in the
army, and the troops probably wondered at the sweet-faced young lad commanding them as a
Major General.
And often when Lafayette passed, it was in the company of the man he admired -George Washington. The North Carolinians had undoubtedly heard of Washington before
arriving in Pennsylvania. At this time, however, the six- foot-two Virginian was not the legend
he is today. His greatness as "the father of his country" would only be recognized when he'd
made the history by which he was judged. In the summer of 1777, though, some of the armchair
quarterbacks in Congress, and even a few of his generals, were beginning to have doubts about
his military competence. What few appreciated at the time was that his persistence, his sheer
willful refusal to surrender to setbacks and adversity, would later be credited with keeping the
American Revolution alive during its darkest hours.
Other Americans Thomas may have seen were Henry Knox, Washington's trusted and
portly artillery commander; a bookseller before the war, he would weight 300 pounds and father
12 children by its end. In contrast, there was the dashing cavalryman "Lighthorse" Henry Lee,
future father of Robert E. Lee. Another who rode by was probably General Nathaniel Greene, a
former blacksmith apprentice expelled by the Quakers because he refused to renounce warfare,
and who would later be credited with winning the war against the British in North and South
Carolina. Also present was Benedict Arnold, whose name would become synonymous with
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"traitor" to ge nerations of American schoolchildren.
As for the common soldiers, they were a ragged force, but so were Thomas and the other
North Carolinians. What was different was the men themselves. Except for the Virginians,
Washington's army were mostly northerne rs, with different accents and occasionally different
customs. But probably what may have divided the men most was that the veteran troops of
Washington's army had fought several battles with some of the finest British infantry in the
world. Thomas and his comrades must have felt like rookies when they heard the other
Continentals talk of their fights at Long Island, Harlem Heights, and White Plains, of what it was
like to see, only yards away, the disciplined red lines steadily approaching with sharpened
bayonets lowered and ready for work. The North Carolinians were accustomed to the
aggravations of army life -- long marches, bad food, illness, sleeping outdoors, but they had not
experienced a serious standup fight with British infantry. This was going to change.
During the summer of 1777, the British army was located in New Jersey and New York.
Washington's main concern was where the enemy would go from there. He feared their next
objective might be Philadelphia, which was then the location of the American government. Then
again, Washington felt the British might march north and attack up the Hudson River into New
York.
While Washington tried to anticipate the British army's next move, Thomas McKissack
and his comrades waited in their camps. Arms were inspected and repaired. Wagons were
repaired so that they would be ready to roll on short notice. The men were drilled.
As usual, maintaining health and discipline was a challenging job for the officers. "In
general, the average soldier of the American revolutionary army was a rather dirty animal and
those of the North Carolina Brigade were no different from Continentals of other states. [Among
North Carolinians], the artillery company was the worst offender, 'throwing Bones, and Scraps of
Meat and other things about their tents.' Respiratory diseases incapacitated many, and the men
were cautioned against bathing too frequently. During the continuing rains, extra whiskey
rations were issued in an attempt to keep down illness.
Frequent courts- martial tried soldiers charged with deserting, stealing, sleeping on duty,
insulting officers, and disobeying orders." A private in Thomas' regiment, Dennis O'Bryan, was
convicted of desertion. The commander of Thomas' company, Captain Jacob Turner, wrote that
since the man was considered "a stupid Foolish Person," he wasn't worthy of harsh punishment,
so he was merely dismissed from the service and drummed out of camp. Another private named
Levi Springer, already a member of the Fourth North Carolina Regiment, had tried to make extra
money by also joining the Tenth Regiment and collecting its enlistment bonus. He was
sentenced to receive 50 lashes on his bare back.
Finally, in late August, Washington decided that the British were moving to take
Philadelp hia, and he gave orders that would place the army between that city and the enemy. To
encourage the Patriots in the city, as well as awe the Loyalists, Washington marched his army
through Philadelphia. A North Carolina member of Congress wrote that the North Carolina
brigade "appeared very well."
After months of camping in the countryside, marching through Philadelphia must have
been exhilarating for Thomas McKissack and his comrades. Philadelphia was the largest city in
America at that time. Its seaport was the busiest in the nation. It was the home of men such as
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Benjamin Franklin and the intellectual center of North America. The elegant architecture,
cobbled streets, and fine clothing of many of Philadelphia's inhabitants must have been a wonder
to some of the men from the American backwoods.
It is also interesting to speculate on whether Thomas had any family connections in
Pennsylvania. We've already written how family tradition holds that John McKissack came to
North Carolina from Pennsylvania. If this was true, had he told Thomas and his other sons about
the kinfolk he left there? Perhaps John Senior told Thomas to look up an aunt or uncle. We may
never know.

THE BATTLE OF BRANDYWINE
Washington marched his army to place it between Philadelphia and the British. On the
night of September 8, the men saw a magnificent display of the aurora borealis, or northern
lights, something Thomas may never have even heard of. The next day Washington decided to
make a stand along Brandywine creek. For the next two nights, a hundred North Carolinians,
perhaps Thomas himself, as well as other troops, crossed the creek to watch for the British.
Sitting up in the dark, Thomas may have wondered how he would fare in the coming battle.
Most of the men of the North Carolina Brigade undoubtedly vowed that they would show
Washington's veterans that they could fight well. As Hugh Rankin noted in The North Carolina
Continentals, "The men of the North Carolina Line, on the eve of battle, were no different from
other soldiers. Some were nervous, some were scared, while others moved about in that daze
that so often overcomes soldiers when combat is near. And all they could do was wait."
Waiting for the British along the Brandywine on September 11, 1777, Washington placed
most of his troops on high ground behind Chad's ford, expecting the enemy to attempt a crossing
and the battle to begin from there. To slow the British approach, a brigade of infantry was
placed across the creek. Among these troops was Captain Jacob Turner, Thomas' company
commander, and some of his men, perhaps including Thomas.
At dawn, a fog covered the ground. By eight, however, the sun was beating down hotly
and the fog burned away. Four young girls began walking down the road leading to the
Brandywine. Suddenly, they saw American cavalry riding through the fields. One of the
horsemen shouted, "Girls, you'd better go home!" "Why?" one of the girls asked. "Because the
British regiments are coming up the road." Years later one of the girls, Elizabeth Coates,
remembered looking down the road and seeing the British coming "in great numbers."69
The British began attacking the Americans stationed across the creek. For two hours the
Americans engaged the British in hot skirmishing. Several times it appeared the Americans
would be flanked, but they adjusted their lines and fought on. The North Carolinians were in the
thick of the fighting, and Captain Turner was later cited for gallantry during this stage of the
battle. The British eventually put so many troops into the fight that the Americans were forced
to withdraw across the creek and rejoin the rest of the army.
By about 11 o'clock a line of British soldiers stood on the bank opposite the Americans.
They brought up cannon and it appeared that they would attack. Then a silence fell over the
battlefield, interrupted only by an occasional musket shot or cannon boom. Reports trickled in
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that the majority of the British army was crossing the Brandywine elsewhere and slipping around
the American's flank. But Washington received other information indicating this was incorrect,
and he was convinced the main British attack would be at the ford in front of him.
Suddenly a wild farmer riding a sweating, heaving horse burst into camp and dema nded
to see Washington. The farmer told Washington he'd seen a huge British force flanking the
Americans. Despite the farmer's howls of outrage, Washington would not believe this. Then
word came that the bulk of the British army had in fact crossed the stream elsewhere and
marched around the American flank. Washington hurriedly shifted some of his troops, including
most of his Virginians and North Carolinians, to meet the threat.
The men had to hustle over almost four miles of hot, broken countryside to reach the
scene of fighting. When they arrived, they encountered a scene later described by a British
officer: "There was the most infernal fire of cannon and musquetry. Most incessant shouting,
'Incline to the right! Incline to the left! Halt! Charge! etc.' The balls plowing up the ground.
The trees crackling over one's head. The branches riven by the artillery. The leaves falling as in
autumn by the grapeshot."
The North Carolina Brigade was placed in reserve as the Virginians held the British back.
At one point, it appeared the North Carolinians would have to meet the British with the bayonet,
but the enemy retreated. By late afternoon the British flank attack was stifled, and as dark
approached, the Americans retreated toward Philadelphia.
While the battle raged on the American right, the men who had started the battle across
the river, including Captain Turner's North Carolinians, remained at Chad's ford. At one point,
Washington ordered them to attack across the creek, and they drove off the British, killing 30 of
a group who were digging a battery for artillery. Though this attack was successful, Washington
finally realized his right was in danger, and he recalled the troops across the river. 69
When the British at the ford heard the fighting on the right, they knew the flank attack
was underway, and they began to attack across the river. This was preceded by an immense
cannonade. The British stormed across the creek, directing most of their attack at the brigade to
which Jacob Tur ner and the North Carolinians were attached. Slowly, the Americans were
forced back. In spite of being reinforced, they were forced to withdraw as dark came on and
slipped away in good order. 69
The battle was a British victory, but it did not depress the Americans. They felt they had
fought well. One American captain wrote that as the troops regrouped, "I saw not a despairing
look, nor did I hear a despairing [sic] word. We had our own solacing words already for each
other -- 'Come boys, we shall do better another time' -- sounded throughout the entire army."
The Continental Congress was pleased enough with the troops' behavior to vote them 30
hogsheads of rum, with each soldier to receive a gill (about a quarter pint) a day while it lasted.
BATTLE OF GERMANTOWN
Over the next few weeks the armies skirmished, and Washington could not prevent the
British from occupying Philadelphia. When the British finally marched into town, the Congress
had left along with most of the city's Patriots. No one viewed Philadelphia's loss as a great
concern as long as Washington's army was still in the field to keep the Revolution alive.
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Benjamin Franklin remarked that the British had not captured Philadelphia; Philadelphia had
captured them.
For the next few weeks, Washington watched for an opening for another attack. Then, in
October, intercepted documents revealed that British regiments had been detached from the main
force at Germantown, Pennsylvania, reducing the size of the main army. Washington decided to
attack.
Washington's plan called for the Americans to march all night and hit the enemy at dawn
on October 4. That night was cloudy and the men were allowed no light during the march.
Consequently, Thomas and the North Carolinians placed white pieces of paper in their hats so
that they could see each other in the dark. 69 The night was damp and chilly. The men marched
for six or seven hours in the dark, bumping into each other, starting and stopping as the guides at
the head of the column made sure of their directions.
Dawn was breaking as the Americans prepared to strike the British pickets. The sun,
however, was covered by clouds. In addition, a heavy ground fog covered the area, so that in
some places the men could not see the British until they were a few feet away. These conditions
would affect the outcome of the battle.
The American attack began well, and the men drove the British back. As the Americans
swept forward through the fog, they ran into a British regiment posted around an enormous stone
mansion called the "Chew" house. Part of the American line began exchanging volleys with this
regiment, while Americans on either side of the house, unable to see in the fog, charged straight
ahead and passed the mansion.
Realizing he had been cut off from his army, the commander of the British regiment
ordered about 120 of his men into the Chew house. Once in, the British barricaded the huge
wooden doors and closed all the shutters on the first floor. Men were assigned to cover each
window and ordered to bayonet anyone trying to climb inside. Other troops dispersed into the
basement and second floor where they had a clear field of fire across the elegantly landscaped
lawn around the house.
During this initial fighting, the North Carolinians were waiting in reserve with their
commander, General Nash, along the road leading to the Chew House. Suddenly, a British
cannonball sailed out of the fog, struck a sign post and ricocheted into General Nash's horse.
Passing through the horse's neck, the cannonball tore through Nash's left thigh. It then
decapitated Major John Witherspoon, son of a signer of the Declaration of Independence. As
Nash was carried away, he bravely told his troops not to worry about him, but it was obvious he
was mortally wounded. 69
It must have dented the morale of Thomas and the other troops to have their commander
shot down before they had even gone into battle. Nevertheless, they began deploying around the
Chew house as Washington and his generals decided what to do about the situation. Some of
Washington's aides argued that they should surround the house with one regiment and then push
the rest of the army forward to join the units they could hear fighting ahead in the fog. Others
argued that leaving a fortified "castle" in their rear would be a mistake.
Washington decided the army should capture the Chew house before moving forward.
Thus, 120 British troops were holding up most of the American army. While Thomas and the
other infantry fired at the British troops shooting out the second story windows, the Americans
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set up artillery and began a thunderous bombardment. The first shot blew the house's huge front
doors off their hinges, sending stone chips from the walls flying about in the darkened front
hallway, wounding several British soldiers. Other cannonballs blew through the wooden
shudders and sunk into the interior plaster walls. Some of the stately lawn ornaments in front of
the mansion were blown away; other statues lost arms, legs and heads.
Apart from this damage, however, the cannonballs had little affect on the mansion. Its
huge stone walls were too strong for the cannons, and the Americans realized they could fire all
day without driving the British out. It was decided the infantry must try to storm the house.
As Thomas and the North Carolinians fired on the house from its north side, they saw
troops of the 3rd New Jersey charge the mansion's front door. The British in the house fought as
desperate men. They fired on the New Jersey men as fast as possible, killing numbers of them as
they ran toward the house. Some of the New Jersey troops and their officers reached the front
door and a murderous struggle with bayonets and point-blank musket blasts ensued on the front
steps. With the British troops in the front hall lunging at them with bayonets, and the troops in
the basement and first and second floors firing at them from the windows, the New Jersey men
fell in great numbers. The effort was too much for them, and they retreated from the house,
leaving a heap of dead and wounded around the front door.
As the firing and bombardment around the Chew mansion continued, the Americans who
had bypassed the house the house in the fog began to wonder why the rest of the army wasn't
joining them. Unable to see more than a few yards, some of their generals heard the firing at the
Chew house and worried that the British had somehow managed to slip around behind them.
Turning their troops around, they marched back through the fog and blundered into other
American troops. Unable to distinguish friend from foe at only a few yards away, the men began
firing on each other.
In this confusion, the American attack came apart. The men were already tired from
being up all night, and some began to run out of ammunition. Unable to see in the fog, feeling as
if they were being attacked from all sides, unit commanders began withdrawing their men. In
some places, panic set in and the men began running toward the rear. As officers rode among the
fleeing men, swatting them with the flats of their swords, cursing and begging them to rally, the
North Carolina Brigade began a stubborn and orderly withdrawal.
At some point in the battle Thomas McKissack was wounded. The regimental fifer, John
Christian, said he "saw Tho mas McKissack a few moments after he received a wound in his right
shoulder and saw [him] carried off to the hospital..." Isaac Hudson said that after Thomas was
wounded he was carried to the hospital in Redding, Pennsylvania. Another soldier, John
Atkinson, said he helped the doctors tend to Thomas in the hospital. 69
There were other casualties among Thomas' messmates. Jacob Turner, the gallant captain
of Thomas' company, was killed. One of the sergeants of Thomas' company, James Richards,
was captured. Two of the company's other sergeants, Mathew Goodridge and Bryan Turner,
deserted soon after the battle. 69 Lieutenant Kedar Ballard was promoted to Captain of Thomas'
company. 69
VALLEY FORGE -- “PINNACLE OF COURAGE”
47

For the remainder of October and throughout November and December, Washington and
the British watched each other, looking for an opening to attack. There were no large battles,
however, though there was much marching and skirmishing. As winter approached, the armies
decided to settle in for the winter.
During that time, Thomas was recovering from his wound in the hospital at Redding. 69
It’s difficult to know how long it took Thomas to heal. We know, however, that he eventually
rejoined the army at a site that would later have special me aning to Americans -- Valley Forge. 69
As Washington's troops marched in mid-December to their camp at Valley Forge, the air
sharpened and snow began to fall. "It was a bare thirteen miles ... but more than a week was
spent in covering them. Baggage wagons went astray. Snow thickened, became stinging sleet,
softened into pelting rain. The freeze came swiftly and the wretched, boggy roads stiffened into
knife-ruts that slashed at rag-bound feet. Washington later said 'you might have tracked the
army...to Valley Forge by the blood of their feet.'"69
When on December 19 the cold and ragged men of the United States army arrived at the Error!
Main Document Only.cluster of houses called Valley Forge, what they saw was a bleak and
desolate plateau of snow and gray, leafless trees. Most of the men pitched tents on a wooded
ridge which rose from the nearby Schulykill river. Many still had enough energy to snort when
local residents told them the highest point on the ridge was called "Mount Joy."
That night, "... the exhausted, chilled men lurched to their camp sites and lighted fires.
For rations they had only what they might scrape out of their haversacks, and soon even the fires
became a menace, for all their cheerful glow. Broken boots dried too quickly and cracked and
split. Foot-wrappings charred and fell away from bruised, bleeding soles."69
The men of the North Carolina brigade were no better off than the rest of the army. One
historian wrote that "they were pathetic in their nakedness."69 They needed coats, waistcoats,
breeches, shoes, shirts, hats and blankets. Indeed, some of the men at Valley Forge had no
clothes at all and had to cover themselves with blankets. A roll of the North Carolina brigade
taken shortly after they arrived at Valley Forge showed that out of 1,051 men, 327 were on sick
rolls, while another 164 were listed as "Unfit for Duty for want of Cloathing."
Seeing there was no time to waste, Washington issued orders the day after the army
arrived at Valley Forge for the men to build log cabins. The men were divided into groups of 12
and ordered to build huts 14 feet by 16 feet, and six and one- half feet high. As an incentive,
Washington offered a 12 dollar prize to the group in each regiment who produced the best hut in
the shortest time.
Short of tools, the men nevertheless began felling trees, shaping logs, and kneading clay
for the walls. Short of pack animals, they pulled the huge logs through the snow themselves.
The North Carolinians were so short of manpower that even the "walking sick" were forced to
help build the shelters. 69 Tom Paine wrote that the men reminded him of beavers, as all across
the desolate plain "everyone was busy; some carrying logs, others mud, and the rest fastening
them together."69 A hut city rose, with the men of each regiment grouped together. Finally,
Washington moved out of his own leaky tent and into a house, something which he had refused
to do until all the men were under cover.
The nights and days grew even colder. On December 23 Washington angrily reported to
Congress that many of his soldiers were confined to the hospital because they had no shoes.
48

Blankets were so scarce that large numbers of the men were forced to sit up by the fires all night
to keep from freezing to death. At other times, as many as three men would share a blanket; one
soldier wrote that it was "colder than one can think." Some of the sentinels were seen standing
in their hats to keep their rag-wrapped feet out of the snow. Washington's sympathy for his
troops overrode his usual reserve, and he wrote sarcastically about the members of Congress, "it
is a much easier and less disturbing thing to draw remonstrances in a comfortable room by a
good fireside than to occupy a cold bleak hillside and sleep under frost and snow without clothes
or blankets. However, although they [Congressmen] seem to have little feeling for the naked and
distressed soldiers, I feel superabundantly for them, and from my soul, I pity those miseries,
which it is neither in my power to relieve or prevent." 69
As if freezing wasn't enough, food was also scarce. One of the surgeons wrote that
during this time the men lived on a steady diet of "firecake and water." Sometimes they were
fortunate enough to get "a bowl of beef soup full of dead leaves and dirt." At times, the men
could get no meat or bread for two days.
What made matters worse was that the starving soldiers knew that many of the farmers in
the area had barns bulging with food. The farmers, however, preferred to sell to the British who
paid in hard coin, not the paper money offered by the Americans. Starving and ill- clothed, the
men of the American army were not even allowed the luxury of believing their fellow
countrymen stood solidly behind them. Before the ordeal of Valley Forge was over, 3000 of the
12000 man army would perish.
The North Carolina men were definitely included in this suffering. According to
Washington himself, the North Carolina Brigade was more sickly, for want of provisions and
clothing, than any other unit at Valley Forge. During this period, the North Carolina Brigade
averaged around 1,000 men, about a third of its official quota. Of these, an average day found 88
sick in camp with another 219 so sick they were in hospitals in Pennsylvania and New Jersey.
Fifty men died in January and February, many of them from Thomas' company. There was only
one doctor for the entire brigade. Nevertheless, the North Carolina Brigade had fewer desertions
than any other state. 69
Why Washington's army survived the winter of 1777-78 is a question which has puzzled
historians. The numerous foreign officers serving with the army were astonished that it held
together and they stated that no troops they had ever known would have stayed in the field under
the conditions at Valley Forge. One historian credits Washington's stubborn refusal to surrender
to adversity, as well as the allegiance of the men to Washington and the American cause of
liberty. 69 Trying to understand why the men stayed, another historian wrote: "The only
explanation ... is that the troops had become conditioned to adversity beyond the recognition of
ordinary mortals." Then, two sentences later, still scratching his head, the same historian wrote:
"Perhaps the explanation lies in the simple fact that so many of the soldiers were not dressed well
enough to attempt desertion, for the records suggest that many had no body clothing other than a
blanket in which they wrapped themselves."69
Throughout the ordeal at Valley Forge, the North Carolina Brigade was stationed next to
the gray field-stone Isaac Potts house which Washington used as his headquarters. Thomas
McKissack probably saw the father of our country, as well as numerous other historic figures,
ride or walk by frequently. When he was in the hospital, he may also have had a visit from the
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general's wife. "The ultramasculine severity of the camps was softened when Martha
Washington, always a gallant campaigner, came up from Mount Vernon and threw herself into
army life. The dank hospitals knew the memory of her warm smile and her words that somehow
touched every man in the stark wards."69
It seems unlikely that any of the men at Valley Forge foresaw what their suffering would
mean to future Americans. The main thing on their minds was simply surviving. They had no
idea the cold and hungry nights were the ingredients of a legendary glory. When we think about
what they went through, and how much of our comfort and freedom rests on the backs of their
suffering, we must agree with historian Christopher Ward that their story can be told "Not once
too often."
SPRINGTIME
From mid-December, through January and February -- for two and one- half months -- the
men simply endured. And then their condition began to brighten. In late February a cargo of
clothing came into camp. By the end of the month "only" 30 North Carolinians were listed as
unfit for duty because of a lack of shoes or clothing. Warm spring breezes began to blow from
the west.
And then the food problem was eased by an early and heavy run of shad up the Schuylkill
River next to the lines at Valley Forge. Some of the men saw the river churning with the
swarming fish, and yelling, they plunged into the cold water and tossed the fish on the bank with
whatever tools they could find. One can imagine Thomas and his comrades sitting in their huts
near the river, hearing the commotion nearby. Then, realizing what was happening, the men
grabbed baskets, shovels, and broken branches and rushed down into the river to heave the
squirming fish onto the banks. Seeing the fish might escape, some of the cavalry charged their
horses into the river and milled them about so the fish were scared back to the "fishermen."
Soon, both banks of the river were covered with slithering, writhing fish. Men dragged down
barrels and salt, and spent the day storing tons to be eaten later.
As the weather began to warm, and the food situation to ease, a strange character rode
into camp. He called himself Friedrich Wilhelm August Heinrich Ferdinand, Baron von
Steuben. He was stout and bald, with a large red nose, and claimed that he had been a general
for Frederick the Great of Prussia. Unlike some of the proud foreign officers, however, he
requested no fixed command, but merely asked Washington to be allowed to serve as a
volunteer.
Though von Steuben carried letters of introduction from Benjamin Franklin, he had in
truth never risen above the rank of Captain. In addition, he hadn't been active for fourteen years.
But Washington immediately took to von Steuben and asked Congress to appoint him as the
army's inspector general. Von Steuben threw himself into training the ragged Americans in the
skills they needed to fight the disciplined British regulars.
Prior to von Steuben's arrival, there was no standard drill for the American army.
Consequently, the mens' ability to move in formation depended on how well their individual
officers or sergeant s understood the art of drill. The reader can get some idea of the problem if
he imagines himself leading a group of a thousand men down a road; next imagine they are
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suddenly fired upon by a thousand of the enemy standing across the road in a double line. How
do you get your thousand to move quickly from a long column on the road to a double line that
can shoot back? With luck, turning around to the mob of one thousand and yelling, "Everybody
line up and shoot" might work, but what happens if another 500 of the enemy appear to your
left? How can you get a couple hundred of your mob to calmly break off and face them, all in
the midst of shooting and yelling and mayhem?
To teach the American soldiers how to move in formation, Von Steuben started out with
100 picked men. He drilled them from six in the morning until six in the evening. Since his
English was poor, he spoke in German and sometimes in bad French. His aides would then
translate the commands into English. Sometimes von Steuben, exasperated with his students,
would swear in German. Other times he'd swear in French. Then he'd swear in both languages
together. And at one point he was so frustrated he shouted for his aides to come and swear for
him in English.
The parade ground was in the middle of the Valley Forge camp. Throughout the day
Thomas and the other soldiers probably watched von Steuben yelling commands and marching
the ragged men around the field. Rather than being offended by von Steuben's cursing them, the
men laughed and took a liking to the old soldier. Though he came from an autocratic
background, in his own way von Steuben represented the spirit of equality. Sometimes he would
seize a musket and demonstrate a command. He demanded that the officers drill their own men
and abandon the English practice of leaving drill to sergeants. Officers who balked at
performing drill were threatened with arrest. This no doubt pleased the enlisted men.
Von Steuben taught the men how to stand, how to turn, and how to march. After he was
satisfied the first 100 men were properly trained, he sent them back to their units to teach their
comrades. Then he began teaching another hundred men the same way. After a month, von
Steuben was drilling the men by companies, regiments, brigades and divisions, so that the entire
army could maneuver together. The next time the British army met the Americans, they would
realize this was a new army.
As the weather began to warm, the North Carolina Brigade addressed discipline
problems. There were charges against several of the captains in Thomas' regiment. One was
convicted of disobedience and being absent without leave. Another was reprimanded for
unintentional forgery. One was acquitted of drawing more money and provisions than he had in
his company and for giving bonuses to "imagined" recruits. Captain Clement Hall was charged
with illegally seizing a barrel of whiskey and three and one-half barrels of cider. But when the
case came to court, it was proved that he merely seized the spirits because the owners were
selling it without a proper license. The court confiscated the evidence and gave it to the troops.
This probably helped keep Thomas and the rest warm.
The ordinary North Carolina soldiers likewise faced discipline. A private named Julian
Burton stole a pair of shoes from another soldier and gave them to his girlfriend; he received 50
lashes in front of the entire brigade. A soldier named John O'Neal was convicted of forging and
selling discharges and was sentenced to receive 225 lashes, 125 to be applied the first day and
100 more two days later before the welts had time to heal. Other soldiers received from 25 to 50
lashes for offenses such as being absent without leave or drunk on duty. 69
On May 5, the army received electrifying ne ws. The French had joined the war on the
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side of the Americans! The army assembled on the parade ground and performed a feu de joie or
"fire of joy," where the men used blank cartridges to conduct a rolling fire -- the military
equivalent of "the wave" at a modern day sports event. In between firing the men yelled
"huzzahs," and on this occasion Thomas and the men saw the usually reserved Washington join
in the cheering.
In June, it was decided that the North Carolina regiments were so badly undermanned
that they must be consolidated. The nine regiments were combined into three, and the extra
officers were sent home to recruit more troops. Thomas was transferred from his old company
(Ballard's) in the Third Regiment and placed in Major Hardee Murphree's company of John
Patten's Second Regiment. 69 The records indicate none of the other men from his old unit were
transferred with him.
THE BATTLE OF MONMOUTH
The warm spring breezes made Washington anxious to take the field against the British.
Volunteers had begun drifting into camp and Washington's army had grown to over 20,000 men,
twice the number of British troops in Philadelphia. While there were reports that the British
army was preparing to move, it's destination was unclear.
Then, on June 18, Washington learned that the British had evacuated Philadelphia. It
appeared they were marching overland toward New York. Here was an opportunity that every
commander relished -- the chance to attack an enemy strung out on a march. The army was set
in motion and began to pursue the British, watching for an opportunity to strike. Thomas and the
Second North Carolina Regiment were sent with other troops to annoy the enemy's left flank and
rear. They felled trees across the roads and destroyed bridges to slow the British and took
occasional pot-shots at them.
As Thomas and the other troops pursued the British, the weather became violent. On
June 24, there was a total eclipse of the sun. The next day the temperature climbed to 100
degrees and some of the British, in heavy wool uniforms, fell dead of heatstroke. The hot
weather continued for the next two days and was accompanied by a heavy rainstorm that soaked
the troops at night. But now the army was close to the British camp at Monmouth. The men
were issued 40 rounds of ammunition and ordered to check their firearms.
Reconnaissance indicated that the British were in a vulnerable position. Seeing his
opportunity, Washington ordered an attack to be made the minute the British renewed their
march. He gave command of the advance force, which included the North Carolina brigade, to
General Charles Lee.
The selection of Lee showed Washington's extreme patience with some of his officers'
foibles. Lee was an arrogant know- it-all who had been held captive by the British early in the
war and had been exchanged for another prisoner. Upon his return to the American army, he
lectured his fellow officers on the superiority not only of the British army to the American, but
also of his own military skill to that of even Washington himself.
When the British began moving out of their camps on June 28, Washington ordered Lee's
troops forward. Soon the North Carolina Brigade and other troops were hotly engaged with the
British. Suddenly, Thomas and the other North Carolinians saw British cavalry charging wildly
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out of the smoke. These were the Queen's Rangers, wearing the distinctive tall, full-dress, fur
hats called "busbys." They were followed by the 16th Dragoons. The horsemen charged,
pounding down on the Americans, raising their sharp sabers high in the air for action. Earlier in
the war, at Chatterton's hill, a few British cavalrymen had routed an entire American brigade.
But this time, the British faced men who had learned their lessons well from Baron von Steuben.
Thomas and his comrades stood firm, steadily fired their volleys, and then advanced on the
cavalry with bayonets. Suddenly, the roles were reversed and a British general later wrote that
the cavalry had "to retreat with precipitation upon our infantry."69
The British and Americans became heavily engaged, and it appeared there was
opportunity for an American victory. General Lee, however, was timid and disorganized. He
issued no clear plan of attack and then confused things even further by giving orders without
explaining his intentions to his subordinates. Finally, it appeared the North Carolinians and
others might be overwhelmed. General Lee ordered the American line to withdraw.
By now the temperature was reaching 100 degrees. Men and officers collapsed. Some
units retreated in good order. Others broke into scared, disorganized mobs. The regiment
Thomas was in, Patton's Second North Carolina, retreated "in some disorder, the men barely able
to walk and greatly distressed by the fatiguing tramp and the excessive heat."69
While the advanced guard was fighting the British, Washington had been pushing the rest
of the army up the road to join the fight. Suddenly, Thomas' regiment and Lee's other retreating
troops met Washington's. Washington, on a huge white horse, his blue and buff uniform stained
with sweat, demanded from Lee the reasons for the retreat. Lee had previously said that the
British troops were so well disciplined and in such fine condition that the Americans should
never try to engage them in a stand-up fight. Now, facing a furious Washington, Lee tried to
stammer out an explanation. "Sir, these troops are not able to meet the British Grenadiers."
"Sir," cried a seething Washington, "They are able, and by God they shall do it!"
Washington began rallying the troops. Lafayette, who witnessed this episode, later wrote
that Washington's "presence stopped the retreat ... his calm courage ... gave him the air best
calculated to excite enthusiasm.... [He rode] all along the lines amid the shouts of the soldiers,
cheering them by his voice and example and restoring to our standard the fortunes of the fight. I
thought then, as now, that never had I beheld so superb a man."
As Thomas and the men of the North Carolina Brigade began to regroup behind the lines,
Washington led fresh troops into the fight. Soon regiments from Virginia, New Hampshire,
Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Delaware, New Jersey and New York crashed into the finest troops
the British had to offer -- the 42nd Black Watch wearing their distinctive black and green kilts,
the 37th Hampshires; the 44th Essex; Light Infantry; Dragoons; Grenadiers; the Guards; and the
Hessian mercenaries wearing their tall, brass, miter- like helmets. All afternoon the battle
continued with attacks and counterattacks, crashing volleys of musketry and cannons. "Scarlet
coats and blue littered the trampled grass, struck down by the heat as often as by American
bullets. As the British came on, superbly unflinching, their moral must have suffered at the sight
of the American units advancing, shifting ground, sideslipping, falling back with a precision and
effectiveness that they could not have shown prior to the advent of von Steuben." In fact, von
Stueben, "watching, saw all this reshuffling under deadly pressure and thought that his trainees
moved up 'with as much precision as on ordinary parade and with the ... intrepidity of veteran
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troops.'"
The heat continued to drain the men. Some of them, including Private Willie Upton of
Thomas' regiment, dropped dead of heatstroke. Washington's great white horse died from
exhaustion; he continued directing the battle on a chestnut mare, galloping along the lines,
encouraging the men as they fired volley after volley and repulsed attack after attack by the
British. By late afternoon, both British and Americans were exhausted, and neither side could
push to victory. Looking for fresh troops, Washington ordered the North Carolinians and others
forward. Though they had been regrouping and resting behind the lines, the North Carolinians,
like everyone else, were melted by the heat. They did not come forward quickly, and though
they eventually advanced beyond the front line, darkness fell and the tired men on both sides lay
down to rest.
That night the British slipped away, marching for their ships on the New Jersey shore.
The Americans awoke to find themselves masters of the battlefield. It was the last great battle of
the Revolution in the northern United States. After Monmouth, the British in the north would be
content to stay safe in the coastal towns where the guns of their fleets could protect them.
THOMAS FINISHES HIS ENLISTMENT
After Monmouth, only four months remained on Thomas' original two and one-half year
enlistment. Consequently, if he desired, he could start for home in October of 1778. Likewise,
Isaac Hudson Jr's and numerous other men's enlistments would expire in September.
It doesn't take much imagination to see Thomas, Isaac, and the others discussing the pros
and cons of reenlisting. There was probably a strong emotional pull to finish the job of winning
freedom. Also, substantial financial bounties were offered to troops for reenlisting. Against
these things they had to weigh the hardships. What was the likelihood they'd survive to spend
the money? What did the future hold? Undoubtedly they wondered if the coming winter of
1778-79 would be as hard as the previous winter at Valley Forge. They decided not to reenlist.
Perhaps after two and one-half years of marching over half the eastern seaboard, sweltering in
mosquito- and malaria- infested South Carolina, sustaining a serious wound, almost starving and
freezing to death at Valley Forge, and standing toe-to-toe with the best troops the British had to
offer, Thomas decided he had done his bit for liberty.
There may have been another thing pulling Thomas home. Isaac had a cousin named
Lucy Hudson Edwards. Seven years Thomas' senior, Lucy had been married and then widowed
prior to the war. Since the family farms were near each other, Thomas probably knew her before
the Revolution began. For all we know, she could have been the reason Thomas joined the army,
since as some wise person once said, "Most of the blamed foolish things a man does can be
traced back to a desire to impress some woman." Maybe when Isaac received a letter from home
Thomas would look off in the distance in a distracted fashion and say, "So uh, (cough, cough),
how's your cousin?"
Thomas left the army while it was camped in New York. At least 12 other men from
Thomas' original company received their discharges at the same time. Numerous men from the
other companies and regiments left, also. It seems likely that the men made their way home
together. (In 1783, when North Carolina was finalizing its accounts with its soldiers, Isaac
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Hudson would go to Warrenton to pick up not only his own back-pay, but also to collect for
Thomas and a messmate named John Young. 69
It was a long walk home from White Plains, New York, to North Carolina, but it must
have quickened Thomas' and Isaac's steps to know they could be home by Christmas. The
journey probably took six weeks of walking, perhaps less for young men accustomed to
marching.
As he headed south, Thomas was walking away from history. For the rest of his life he'd
carry the memory of the great events he'd participated in. Perhaps he told the family about some
of the things he'd seen -- the battles of Brandywine, Germantown and Monmouth, of the night
he'd seen the beautiful northern lights, and of the dark winter months at Valley Forge. Maybe he
related some now- lost anecdote about George Washington or other later- famous Americans at
Valley Forge. Perhaps not, since soldiers often choose to leave their war memories behind.
HOMECOMING
So down the eastern seaboard Thomas and his comrades tramped, walking the colonial
dirt roads they had previously traveled north. Down through the length of New Jersey, through
Philadelphia, Baltimore, Richmond -- and not a Holiday Inn or McDonald's in sight. Most likely
they slept in the woods beside the road -- they were accustomed to it. Perhaps sometimes a
sympathetic farmer let them sleep in his barn.
One can only imagine the scene when Thomas strode up to the farm in North Carolina.
He'd been away for over two years. Undoubtedly he'd changed. So had everyone else. John Jr's
son Archibald, a baby when Thomas left home, was a curious young boy around five years old
by this time. And here was his "famous" Uncle Thomas, who had been fighting the redcoats
with General Washington!
A WEDDING
It wasn't long before Thomas was visiting Lucy Hudson Edwards. Perhaps she had
returned to living with her father upon the death of her husband. Her father had been made her
young son's guardian .69 Thomas probably hung about on the pretense of helping her with some
of her chores, maybe trying to make friends with her young son Isham Edward, Jr. Since
Christmas was near, maybe Thomas and Lucy enjoyed some of the season's activities together.
Whatever happened, it did not take them long to decide to get married. Thomas could not
have been home more than a few months when on February 8th, 1779, they signed a Marriage
Bond that was witnessed by her father. 69 This was to be a long and profitable union for both of
them. Luc y got the husband that she needed as a widow with a child. Thomas got an older and
possibly wiser helpmate. They would raise at least five children to maturity.
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CHAPTER VI
THE REVOLUTIONARY WAR IN NORTH CAROLINA

T

he American Revolution continued for another four years after Thomas returned
home at the end of 1778. As mentioned, North Carolina communities were
sometimes divided in their allegiances. The Committee of Safety in adjacent
Granville County required that an Oath of Allegiance be given to everyone in the area and those
who refused to take it were watched closely. The Committee punished or imprisoned those who
spoke out against the cause of liberty, refused to use Continental currency, or corresponded with
the British. Records show that in 1779 a man named Patrick Duffey was charged with "speaking
words inimical [sic] to the American cause & etc, the said Duffey is sent to Hillsboro."
Likewise, a commission was established to manage the confiscated estates of Granville County
Loyalists.1
Though there were a few Loyalists in the area, the McKissacks' region seems to have
been safely pro-American. There was apparently even a blacksmith shop located on Billy's
Creek which manufactured guns for the Continental army.2 Toward the end of the war, North
Carolina's governor was writing numerous letters from nearby Williamsboro, so that hamlet was
probably a military headquarters.3 Likewise, General Jethro Sumner used the old Bute
courthouse as his headquarters in the last days of the Revolution. 4
The McKissacks and their neighbors were probably most concerned about the foraging
activities of armies in the region. The McKissacks lived midway between Hillsboro and Halifax,
both of which were used extensively by American armies as staging points. In later campaigns,
the British passed through the area, also. The significance of this lies not just in the chance of a
battle but also in the fact that the armies fed themselves off the countryside and surrounding
farms. Both American and British troops might appear and take hogs, cattle, corn, or whatever
they needed. Sometimes they paid; other times they simply showed their guns and took what
they wanted. Sometimes homes were burned, women raped, and men killed. By 1781, the area
around Hillsboro had little in the way of food for marauding armies.
The first time a large army passed near the McKissacks was when General De Kalb, who
had been at Valley Forge, led an army south through the area in the spring of 1780. He and his
troops stayed at General Parson's plantation in Granville County. De Kalb had hoped the North
Carolina militia would join him, but the governor offered excuses for their not taking the field.5
Later, during the summer of 1780, after de Kalb and his troops were defeated at Camden, the
fleeing American army reassembled at Hillsboro.
After Camden, the British slowly followed the Americans into North Carolina. Each day
brought reports to the McKissacks and their neighbors that the British were moving closer. The
British sent a force toward the western mountains, intending to scare the pioneers into
submission. Instead, a force of men from Virginia, North Carolina, and South Carolina
surrounded the British force at King's Mountain and annihilated it. Records show that a Thomas
McKisnick fought in the battle, but its unclear if this was Thomas McKissack of Bute County.6
In spite of the King's Mountain victory, the main American army, under General
Nathaniel Greene, did not feel strong enough to offer fight. Greene slowly retreated into
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Virginia. Reaching the Dan River in Virginia, the British abandoned the pursuit and turned
south, passing through Granville County on their way to Hillsboro.
The British made camp at Hillsboro and, raising the royal standard, called for all loyal
subjects to rally to the king's support. The Loyalists in the area were emboldened and began to
join Cornwallis. General Greene decided he must move south and confront the British.
Cornwallis' and Greene's armies met in the battle of Guilford Courthouse. Greene's army
contained a large contingent of North Carolina militia. Drury Allen, a neighbor and in-law of the
Mckissacks, fought at Guilford Courthouse.7
The book "Another Such Victory" by Thomas Baker mentions that two brigades of North
Carolina militia, one under Thomas Eaton and another under James Butler, fought at Guilford.
These brigades came from the counties around the McKissacks. It's likely that some of the
McKissack men and their other neighbors fought, also, considering the battle was fought close
enough to their homes for them to feel threatened by the British advance. While the battle was a
victory for the British, the Americans killed so many of them that a member of Parliament
commented, "Another such victory would ruin the British Army."
All of the McKissack men -- Thomas, John and William -- and any sons or brothers-inlaw, could have fought in the battles in North Carolina. As mentioned, the maneuvering and
fighting of the armies were certainly close enough to their homes to threaten the families and
farms. At the time of the Revolution John Jr may have had as many as six or seven children and
this would have placed an extra burden on the family had he served with the regular troops.8 His
oldest son James would have been old enough to soldier later in the war. All of the men could
have fought with the militia, who often showed up for a battle and then returned to the farm. No
records examined to date, however, show them as having served.
At least one historian makes the case that they probably served at some time. "All able
bodied men between the ages of 16 and 60 were registered as members of the [Franklin] county
militia regiment. Each regiment was divided into companies with each company being broken
down into five divisions. The oldest and least able of the men were placed in the last of these
divisions, to be used only in times of the direst sort of need. The other four could be called upon
at the will of the state authorities, when needed. This resulted in practically every man in the
county serving on active duty at some time during the War for Independence, in periods from
one month upwards.
An example of this type service is shown in a letter in Vol. 15, page 535, of The State
Records of North Carolina, which I quote:
Copy of orders to Commanding Officers of Franklin and Warren Counties, from
the State of North Carolina, July 16, 1781.
Sir: Some movements of the Enemy in Virginia indicate a rapid movement of
Cavalry through this state, therefore I request you to collect the Riflemen from the
militia of your county, and order them under expert officers to march towards
Burtons Ferry on Roanoke. You may assure the men that the time they serve shall
be credited to their next tour of duty, and that they shall be discharged one month
at farthest, if they require it. To prevent those wagons from penetrating our
Country is of the highest importance and I hope every good friend to his Country
will exert himself. Measures shall be taken for supplying arms and ammunition. 9
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This order was signed by Governor Thomas Burke.
Regardless of whether the men saw a battlefield, all of the family was touched by the war
in one way or another. The American armies were clothed through the efforts of the people; the
government frequently called on the public to produce cloth -- linens and wool -- and these
would have been produced by the women working in their homes. The nature of their
commitment to independence was so different than ours today. Rather than watch television
coverage of a far-away American military action, these women spent their day weaving cloth
that they knew could furnish a shirt or pants for a husband, son or neighbor.
In addition, they were constantly touched by news of relatives and friends serving with
the armies; Lucy's McKissack’s cousin, -- James Allen -- served with the Patriots.10 Other
possible relatives of Lucy's -- James Hudson and David Allin -- were also killed while serving
with the militia.11 The North Carolina state records contain numerous cases where a wounded
and disabled soldier from Franklin County was voted a pension of 20 bushels of corn a year to
live on.
Lucy McKissack’s maternal Uncle -- Josiah Allen -- was killed in the spring of 1781
when General Greene retreated from besieging the British at Ninety-Six, South Carolina.
Especially distressing would have been the fact that Josiah Allen was captured and murdered by
Tories after the battle was over. The following describes his capture and death. To appreciate its
affect on the family, place yourself at their cabin when news of Josiah's death arrives and this
story is told:
[The Tories] passed the house of Captain Solomon Pope, where they found three
of Pope's men, Aaron Weaver, Josiah] Allen and Fred Sisson, whom they made
their prisoners. Having no place of confinement .. they took them into the swamp
nearby ... and put them to death. Captain Pope immediately called his company
together ... They met the [Tories] in the fork of Cloud's Creek and Little Saluda,
where a bloody fight ensued, in which [the Tories] were completely exterminated.
It is said that about half of them were killed after they surrendered, so great was
the exasperation of the Whigs at their conduct in murdering Pope's men ... Only
one man was left alive, Henry Etheridge, and he was saved by the interposition of
Clark Spraggins, they being closely connected by marriage.12
While the McKissacks' area was relatively free of extreme neighbor-versus-neighbor
violence, the details surrounding Josiah Allen's death illustrate just how vicious the fighting was
elsewhere. As one historian wrote: "The Revolutionary war in the South developed into an
increasingly brutal war. The 18th century South was a wild, harsh, and violent land, inhabited by
a hard and violent people. The southern Loyalists fought their former friends, cousins, and
neighbors who supported the cause of American independence with a cruel and sanguinary
ferocity exceeded only by the cruel and sanguinary ferocity with which the American Patriots
fought them."13
EVENTS AFFECTING OTHER POSSIBLE MCKISSACK RELATIVES
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Though John and Rebeccah McKissack's family lived in a relatively safe area, other
families of McKissacks in North Carolina experienced some of the war's savagery. It is possible
that these other McKissacks were related to John and Rebeccah, though the evidence found by
the authors is
circumstantial. Since they may have been relatives and since their experiences further illustrate
the nature of the war in North Carolina, however, their suffering is related here.
For example, after the British captured Charleston, South Carolina, in May 1780, they
marched north into North Carolina because they had heard that there were numerous Loyalists
there who would join their army. One of the Loyalists, a Colonel who had been fighting with the
British, returned home to the area around Charlotte and began to organize his friends and
comrades into a small army which would join the British when they arrived. Eventually, about
1,300 Loyalists were camped at Ramsour's Mill.
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Hearing of this concentration, Patriot leaders, including Captain Daniel McKissick of
Lincoln County (the same Daniel McKissick who had been authorized by the Committee of
Safety to obtain guns and ammunition from Charleston at the beginning of the war), rounded up
about 400 militiamen and, though outnumbered, decided to attack at dawn of June 20, 1780.
Since the Loyalists and Patriots were not regular soldiers, both sides were dressed in civilian
clothing. As the battle began, the Patriots placed a white piece of paper in their hats to identify
themselves while the Loyalists wore a sprig of green. The battle lasted about half an hour, and at
one point the combatants fought hand-to-hand, swinging their rifles at each other. "In this
strange contest, several [Loyalists] were taken prisoners, and others, divesting themselves of
their mark of distinction (a twig of green pine top stuck in their hats), intermixed with the
[Patriots], and all being in their common dress, escaped unnoticed."14
The Patriots, though greatly outnumbered, were rewarded for their boldness and
eventually got the upper hand. After the Loyalists were driven away, the Patriots took
possession of the battlefield and walked among the dead and wounded.
It is believed that seventy were killed, and the loss on each side was equal. About
one hundred men on each side were wounded, and fifty [Loyalists] taken
prisoners. The men had no uniform, and it could not be told to which party many
of the dead belonged. Most of the [Patriots] wore a piece of white paper on their
hats in front, and many of the men on each side being excellent riflemen, this
paper was a mark at which the Tories often fired, and several of the [Patriots]
were shot in the head. The trees behind which both [Patriots] and [Loyalists]
occasionally took shelter, were grazed by the balls; and one tree... at the roots of
which two brothers lay dead, was grazed by three balls on one side and by two on
the other.
In this battle neighbors, near relations, and personal friends fought against each
other, and as the smoke would from time to time blow off, they would recognize
each other. In the evening and on the next day the relations and friends of the
dead and wounded came in, and a scene was witnessed truly afflicting to the
feelings of humanity.15
One of the "friends and relations" who came in was Jane Wilson McKissick, wife of
Captain Daniel McKissick. Years later, Daniel McKissick's daughter Margaret still remembered
men coming to their home, about 10 miles from the fighting, and telling her mother that Daniel
had been left for dead on the battlefield. Jane hurried to the area and searched among the dead
and wounded for her husband. This must have been a ghastly chore. We can only guess at the
mixture of relief and anguish that flooded her when she finally found him. She carried him to a
nearby farmer's house and nursed him back to health. "The gunshot wound had broken the bone
in his left arm, the ball entering at the elbow and lacerating the arm to the shoulder. The severity
of the wound caused him to have only partial use of his arm the rest of his life."16
In fact, Daniel was lucky he wasn't killed by Loyalists after he was wounded. As related
in The State Records of North Carolina (Clark, Vol XIX, p.981), "Captain Machisick (sic) was
wounded early in the action, shot through the tip of his shoulder, and finding himself disabled &
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the result being at the time uncertain, he went from the battle ground about 80 poles to the west;
about the time the firing ceased he met 10 of the Tories coming from the neighbouring farm
where they had been until the sound of the fire started them, they were confident their side was
victorious & several of them knew Capt. Machisick, insulted him, would have used him ill but
for Abram Kiener, Senr., one of his neighbors, who protected him & took him a prisoner, and
marching on towards the battle ground Kiener kept lamenting that a man so clever & such a good
neighbor and of so good sense should ever be a rebel, continued his lecture to Capt. Machisick
until they came where the Whigs were formed. Kiener looking round saw so many strange faces
said, "Hey poys, I believe you has cot a good many prisoners here," still thinking his party had
beat; immediately a number of guns were cocked and Capt. Machisick, tho' much exhausted by
loss of blood, had to exert himself to save the lives of Kiener and party."
One historian called the fight at Ramsour's Mill "one of the most significant partisan
strikes" of the Revolutionary War. The defeat of the Loyalists discouraged British sympathizers.
When the British finally arrived in Charlotte, the Patriots had the upper hand and few
sympathizers were willing to welcome or aid the British.
Many of the Loyalists who fought at Ramsour's Mill escaped to South Carolina to join
the British at Camden. These Loyalists must have believed one of the old backcountry sayings -"He who fights and runs away lives to fight another day." And they were right, because two
months later, the American army, including some of the Patriots from Ramsour's Mill, suffered a
stunning defeat at Camden. Following this victory, the British again decided to invade North
Carolina.
News of the British victory at Camden emboldened North Carolina Loyalists. Some
contacted friends and comrades who had been in hiding to gather so they could attack Patriots.
Numerous atrocities occurred with homes and fields burned, houses pillaged, and men shot down
and killed in cold blood.
One area that suffered tremendously from this type of violence was the area along the
North and South Carolina borders. This was home to Archibald McKissack, a Justice of the
Peace and prominent businessman before the war. After the British won the battle of Camden,
violence in the area worsened as Tories were emboldened and Archibald McKissick and his
family fled to the northern, safer parts of North Carolina. His son, Archibald McKissack Jr.,
joined a group of several hundred Patriots fighting the Loyalists. Archibald Jr's group was
surprised and he was taken prisoner. What happened next is related in The Old North State in
1776, (Caruthers, 1854) "McKizic, still sitting on his horse, and no disposal having yet been
made of him, on seeing an opportunity, stuck the spurs into his horse and dashed down the hill at
full speed, the balls whizzing about his head all the time, crossed the creek, and when he had
ascended to the top of the opposite hill, he stopped a moment, turned round and, waving his hat
over his head, gave the whoop of defiance, and then cantered off at his leisure."
While the Patriots, including Archibald McKissick Sr., were gone, Loyalists pillaged and
burned their possessions. Archibald Sr. was reported to have lost everything. Nevertheless, he
decided to return home once it appeared safe. He returned in the company of a group of other
men, some who had been captains in local Patriot partisan bands. Returning to the region of
their homes, the group camped for the night at Piney Bottom, a branch of Rockfish Creek. That
night, John McNeill, a Loyalist leader and apparently a relative of Archibald's, sent runners to
his men to rendezvous for an attack. They approached the camp where Archibald and his
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comrades, except for a single sentinel, were sleeping. Carruthers relates what happened next.
The sentinel hailed them but received no answer. He hailed them again, but
received no answer. [A Loyalist] cocked his gun and determined to shoot at the
flash of the sentinel's gun. The sentinel fired and [the Loyalist] shot at the flash...
Then they rushed upon the sleeping company, just as they were roused by the fire
of the sentinel's gun, and shot down five or six of them but the rest escaped,
leaving everything behind them. A motherless boy...was asleep in one of the
wagons, and being roused by the firing of the guns and before he was fully awake
cried out 'Parole me! Parole me!.' Duncan Ferguson, a renegade deserter from the
American army, told him to come out and he would parole him. He came out and
dropped upon his knees, begging for his life; but on seeing Ferguson approaching
him in a threatening manner, he jumped up and ran. Ferguson took after him and
Colonel McDougal [ran] after Ferguson, threatening him that if he touched the
boy he would cut him down. Ferguson still ran on, however, until he overtook the
boy, and then with his broad sword, split his head wide open, so that one half of it
fell on one shoulder and the other half on the other shoulder. The waggons were
then plundered, the officers taking the money and the men whatever else they
could carry away. There were two or three hundred of the [Loyalists].17
Archibald Sr. was one of the lucky men who managed to escape into the darkness when
the Loyalists attacked. Its not clear what became of him after this. Some of his comrades
regrouped the next day and visited some of the Loyalists at their homes and killed them.
Archibald apparently survived to the end of the war as there were claims by he and business
partners for supplies provided to the Americans.18
One of the most vicious partisan leaders of the Revolution was actually the brother-inlaw of another Daniel McKissick (not Captain McKissick of Ramsour's Mill). That Daniel was
the son of Neil and Catherine McKissick, also of Lincoln County, North Carolina. Daniel
married Mary, the sister of William Cunningham, whose exploits in the war earned him the name
of "Bloody Bill Cunningham." Like many Loyalists, Cunningham took no prisoners. Several
times he surrounded and fought small groups of patriots who surrendered after stout resistance.
After they surrendered, Cunningham would have them butchered on the spot. Once, he hung the
leader of a group of patriots, and when the rope broke, Cunningham sabered the half-strangled
man instead.
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CHAPTER VII
AFTER THE REVOLUTION — GO WEST, YOUNG MAN
PEACE

A

fter the battle of Guilford Courthouse in 1781, the British General Cornwallis
led his troops north to Yorktown, Virginia. Here they were trapped and
forced to surrender by the combined forces of George Washington and the
French. Though the American Revolution would continue for another two
years, the McKissacks’ area would see no more large armies. There were still, however,
occasional skirmishes and atrocities between Patriots and Loyalists.
After the war, John McKissack Sr. received payment for goods he had provided the
Americans in 178119. For his service with the North Carolina Continental line, Thomas received
640 acres of land .20 This grant may have been located in Tennessee, where he moved in the
early 1800's.
ANOTHER GENERATION MOVES WESTWARD
When Thomas returned home from New York at the end of 1778, he found a family that
even then was thinking of moving from the farms along Billy's and Taylor's creeks. In 1778,
John McKissack Jr. had been granted 308 acres along Double Creek of Hico Creek in Caswell
County, about 40 miles to the west.21 John Jr. appears in the Franklin (Bute) County tax lists for
1777, but is gone in 1778, so he and Jane and their growing family had probably moved to
Caswell County.
Thomas and Lucy (Hudson) McKissack followed them to Caswell County by the fall of
1781, and their first son -- William -- was born there on November 14, 1781.22 The next year,
1782, John Jr, William, and Thomas appear on the Caswell County tax lists, apparently living
together on land purchased by John Jr.23 Soon afterwards, Thomas acquired 320 acres of his
own..24 John Sr and Rebeccah had probably made the move by this time, also.
As was so often the case, the move to new lands was made by relatives and friends of the
family, also. Lucy Hudson's grandfather, Robert Allen, moved to Caswell County in 1781.25 His
brother Drury Allen moved to Caswell in 1777.26 Members of the Simmons and Goings families
also appear to have joined the emigration to Caswell County.
NEW LAND, SIMILAR LIFE
County records indicate that the families settled into the familiar farming life they had
known in Franklin County. Within a few years the McKissack men began signing "Planter" after
their names, indicating that they considered themselves as part of North Carolina's highest social
class.
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In the years following the American Revolutionary War, the McKissacks probably
became established tobacco farmers. Just as in Franklin County, this crop was the staple
commercial crop in Caswell. One piece of evidence which attests to the McKissacks’
involvement in tobacco culture lies in the fact that when John McKissack, Sr. died in 1799, his
will listed seven slaves. Slaves were used primarily for clearing and cultivating land. A list of
taxables in 1771 shows John as owning only one slave -- Nan -- who had been owned by the
family since at least 1757. Up until the Revolution, the family probably worked their farms
together without additional slaves. They may have had the help of occasional day laborers or
indentured servants. Perhaps when they moved west to Caswell County (from which Person
County was later formed), they used money from the sale of their old lands to buy more slaves.
We modern folk may find it distasteful, but the fact that John owned seven slaves at his
death is also a measure of the McKissacks' growing economic prosperity. This is significant
because the early lists of tithables indicate that John owned no slaves when he first arrived in
North Carolina. As mentioned, tithable lists show John Sr. as owning only one slave as late as
1771. Slaves represented a significant investment; it was only with the passage of time that John
and Rebeccah created the wealth to buy more slaves and join the “planter” class.
Ownership of several slaves placed John and his family in a minority. As late as 1782,
only about 40 percent of the families in the area owned slaves. And unlike John, the vast
majority of larger slaveholders had brought inherited wealth with them from Virginia.27
A GROWING FAMILY
Up until now in our story, it has been relatively easy to keep track of the McKissack
family. John Sr., Rebeccah, and their sons lived and worked together from around 1750 to 1780.
But by the time the family moved to Caswell County, the sons had begun to establish families of
their own. John Jr. and his wife Jane probably had six or seven children by the time of the move
(11 children would eventually survive them). Their son James was probably old enough to be a
father by 1780. Likewise, John and Rebeccah’s son William had also become a father during
this period, and, as mentioned earlier, Thomas and Lucy were blessed with their first son,
William, in 1781.
THE FRONTIER BECKONS AGAIN
The growth of the family may, as we shall see, have actually motivated John Jr. and Jane
to consider moving to lands with more opportunities. For in spite of the prosperity offered by
Caswell County, John Jr. and Jane decided in the 1780's to move to the developing state of
Tennessee. John Jr. is listed in the Caswell County tax records until 1786; then he disappears.
This indicates that John Jr and Jane McKissack's family left Caswell County (later Person
County) sometime after 1786. The first national census of 1790 lists both William and Thomas,
but no John (not even John Sr.), in this area. The 1794 tax rolls for Person County show Thomas
and William as landowners, each with 320 acres and two to three slaves, but again, no John.
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McKissack who lived in Montgomery County was engaged, and possibly killed, in a fight with a
group of Indians in September of 1795. The Augusta Chronicle & Gazette of November 7, 1795
states:
INDIAN TROUBLES. An account of troubles with the Indians was given in the
form of affidavit of Daniel Currie under date of September 14, 1795; he said he was
a workman at Captain Benjamin Harrison's boat yard in Montgomery County, and
was so engaged when a party of five armed Indians came there and cursed Mr.
Vessells, another workman, and beast up the affiant (Currie) who escaped, and while
so fleeing met with Captain Harrison, Levi Glass and William McKissack and they
with Mr. Vessels returned and killed the five Indians. This was on September 14,
1795. Benjaimin Harrison in his affidavit also published, stated that on the same day
as above trouble the Indians had gone in his house and demanded rum which he told
them he had none of, and they called him a liar and he ordered them off his property.
This was verified by affidavit of James Vessel. In another affidavit made by David
Blackshear, Captain Edward Blackshear and Benjamin Harrison dated October 8,
1795, in which they testify that on the preceding Sunday morning when at the house
of said Harrison they saw a painted Indian there; and a party then searched for those
suspected of being with him and found them a few miles up the river, there being
eight Indians there. They attacked the Indians and killed seven of them but lost one
of their own number; William McKissack and five others were wounded, one of
whom, Josiah Sparks has since died.
This newspaper article does not make it clear that William McKissack was killed in the
skirmish with the Indians. Neither do most of the affidavits on which the article is based (the
affidavits appear in the same issue of the newspaper). An affidavit signed by the local Justice of the
Peace, however, does say "William McKissack killed dead on the ground." This would seem
conclusive, but there is other evidence that William McKissack survived the fight and was also the
son of John and Jane McKissack. Perhaps this question will be put to rest one day.54
The fight with the Indians is also interesting in the way it highlights the struggles between
some Indians and whites. While the affidavits of the whites reflect that they acted in self-defense,
the men were actually indicted for killing the five Indians with knives and axes. Their leader was
Captain Benjamin Harrison, a prominent figure on the frontier and in the militia. In a deposition
given shortly after the above-described fight, one settler swore that he had overheard Harrison say
"that there Should Never be apeace with the Indians whilst his nam was Ben Harrison for he was
able to raise men enough to kill half the Indians that might cum to aney Treaty."55
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CHAPTER XI
THE PEACEFUL SIDE OF GEORGIA LIFE — RELIGION, FARMING
AND MARRIAGES
GREENE COUNTY

S

ometime between 1799 and 1805, John and Jane McKissack moved from Hancock
County to nearby Greene County (see map). Thomas, Duncan, and Archibald were
also residing in Greene County at this time, probably living on and working their
parent's land.56 Like Hancock, Greene County bordered the Oconee River and Indian territory. In
1802, the disputed lands between the Oconee and Appalachee Rivers (called “The Fork”) were
added to Greene, and this is where the McKissack family settled.57
DAILY LIFE
About ten years passed from the time John McKissack purchased land along Logdam Creek
in Hancock County to his and Jane’s move to land in "The Fork" in Greene County. Some of the
above accounts make it seem like the family did nothing but worry about Indians during that entire
period. Life went on, however, just as it does in modern times. It might help the reader to ponder
some of the violence and crime experienced by Americans living in cities today. Many awful things
happen, but "life goes on." People build lives, get married, have children. One original settler and
community leader in frontier Georgia summarized the early period this way:
I venture and take the liberty of endeavoring to throw in, my mite of information
with regard to the settlement of some parts of the frontiers of Georgia: from the year
1785, up to 1795...At first designated period, the inhabitants of the frontiers of
Georgia were very thinly settled, even the Oak and hickory lands, presented vast
tracts, without one spot of cultivated land; such, for instance was the fork, between
the Okony and Apalachy rivers. Sometime, the Cherokee, but invariably the Creek
Indians, used to make it their sport, every spring and summer to carry off stock and
work animals, to burn the housing and fencing of farms, and to massacre some of the
inhabitants. Part of these last would then break up, and fold themselves, on the
adjacent and more populous parts of the State. The officers, high in command of the
militia, would then beat for volunteers, sally forth and scour the wilderness, whilst
the frontier people who had stood their ground, and those who then returned, did
repair old forts or build new ones, and then tended their respective fields in
companies, as should have been done at first, which measures served to protect, at
least, the aged and the women and children: But at the dawn of every spring, some
specious reasons were always alledged, why the Indians would not be hostile, that
year, which reasons always proved fallacious, with regards to some parts of the
frontiers, and sometime for its whole extent.58
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FARMING
Most of the settlers who moved into east Georgia grew tobacco as their cash crop. The
McKissacks undoubtedly did the same. The crop became so plentiful, and the maintenance of its
quality was so important, that the Georgia Legislature authorized tobacco inspection stations along
the Oconee River. Growers took their hogsheads of tobacco to the stations to have them weighed
and checked for quality. The law stated that if the owner of an inspection station or any of his
employees were caught falsifying the weight or descriptions on a hogshead of tobacco that the
penalty was "to be hanged by the neck until dead, and be denied the benefit of clergy."
Most of the settlers along the Oconee River also raised livestock. Just as in North Carolina,
the stock grazed in the unfenced fields, canebrakes, meadows and woodlands. Consequently, each
settler branded and marked his livestock in order to distinguish them from his neighbors'. These
brands and marks, essentially “trademarks,” were registered at the county courthouse.
RELIGION
Several Baptist churches were established in Hancock County around the time the
McKissacks moved there.59 Fort Creek Baptist was established near Logdam Creek in 1790.
Shoulderbone Baptist was established in 1791 and Island Creek Baptist in 1794. Among the
members of Island Creek Baptist was Tully Choice, Captain of the McKissacks' militia district and
owner of a local stockade.60
The available evidence, however, indicates the McKissacks were probably Methodists.
According to some accounts, east Georgia was the cradle of Methodism in that state. Around 1787
in Greene County, a man named John Bush is said to have become a zealous convert to Methodism
after he heard sermons by Methodist preachers. He built a large brush arbor near his house and
invited his neighbors to come hear the preaching the next summer. They came and listened. This
type of gathering became enormously popular and it grew into the annual revival or “camp meeting.”
The first organized "camp meeting" was supposedly held in 1802 near Shoulderbone Creek,
not far from the McKissack farms on Logdam Creek. Attendance was estimated at between 4,500
and 5,000 people, a huge amount of people for that time and place. One hundred seventy-six tents
were pitched and 17 preachers participated.
Camp meetings were held after crops were planted, so work could be halted. People came
from miles away and spent an entire week of worship, singing, socializing and fellowship.
Emotional excess was common at these meetings. When a person was converted, they sometimes
shouted or wept for joy. One historian wrote of camp meetings in Georgia:
In October [1802] seven thousand people attended a meeting at Rehoboth
Chapel in Warren County. Twenty-six preachers, eighteen of them Methodist,
harangued the crowd. In November, at a Green County camp meeting, a large crowd
stood through a rainstorm to hear evangelical harangues. Several large meetings were
held in 1802 and 1803. 'Old stubborn sinners,' said Reverend Moses Black, 'are
turning to the Lord.' In early 1803 Thomas Grant's family camped five days at a
nearby gathering, but unsated, they looked forward to attending another meeting that
would be 'the greatest one ever in the State.'
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The camp meeting message was simple -- Christ died for all people, and
everyone who repented and believed would be saved. Preachers depicted the
heavenly serenity awaiting believers and the eternal torments and nonbelievers
would suffer. During sermons, additional preachers waded into the crowds and
urged listeners to avow Christ. Those hearers most affected by the proceedings made
their way to an area in front of the preaching stand called the 'mourners' bench.'
Mourners had been convicted (convinced they were dreadful sinners) but had yet to
sense forgiveness. Preachers paid particular attention to mourners, urging them to
push on toward conversion. Some responded, shouting in delight when they felt the
weight of sin lifted from their shoulders.
Early Georgia camp meetings were normally held during quarterly
conferences. Campers typically gathered on a Thursday night with opening services
held by torchlight. For the next three days, campers awoke at the sound of a horn 6
a.m. After breakfast a succession of services began. Preaching was held at 8 a.m.,
11 a.m., 3 p.m., and 8 p.m., or nightfall. the best and most experienced ministers
preached at late morning and evening services when the largest crowds attended.
The biggest crowd came at 11 Sunday morning when noncampers from the
neighborhood attended Sabbath-day services.61
It is not known whether the McKissacks attended any of these camp meetings or were
otherwise religiously active. (The authors of this narrative have not examined church records for
the relevant times or institutions). We do know, however, that several of John and Jane’s sons gave
their own sons the name of John Wesley McKissack (see Part II of this book). This is significant
because John Wesley was the founder of Methodism. And perhaps its important to note that when
John Sr. died in 1815, his estate contained a hymn book.
Likewise, John and Jane's son Archibald would marry a woman -- Lucy Ellis -- who was
devoted to the Methodist faith. Archie and Lucy would name a son John Wesley McKissack, and
he in turn would marry a woman -- Eliza Jane Shanks -- whose father and brothers were Methodist
ministers. Another of Archie and Lucy's sons, Radford Ellis, would contribute to the building of the
first Methodist meeting house in Columbia, Henry County, Alabama, and name a son after
Methodist Bishop Andrew. Several other McKissack men and relations were also founders of the
Columbia, Alabama, church. And one of Archie and Lucy's daughters married a Methodist minister.
If they were active in the Methodist religion in Georgia, this might have reflected the
McKissacks' background as plain country folk. One writer concluded:
Methodism... was weak at the top of Georgia's class system. Many educated
southerners remained amused or appalled by Methodists and camp meetings.
Planters and city-dwellers often ridiculed Methodist emotionalism as designed for
the weak-minded.
Early Georgia Methodism thrived among unlettered up-country planters and
frontiersmen, not among a well-established planter gentry. Cotton production had
begun to dominate Georgia, especially in older eastern countries, and planters,
though often plain and unlearned, were becoming increasingly wealthy. Still, early
nineteenth-century Georgia, especially in the up-country, lacked a well-established,
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educated elite. Some Methodists, such as Thomas Grant and Josiah Flournoy, had
become wealthy, but before the 1820s few Methodists, lay or clerical, were welleducated. Only in 1820 did the first Methodists academy open Georgia, and even
Sabbath schools were rare. Georgia's few towns, such as Washington, Eatonton, and
Greensboro, where educated professionals often lacked any churches until the 1820s.
Lovick Pierce preached in the courthouse because Greensboro had no church. As
historian Lacy K. Ford argues, growing evangelical strength helped turn up-country
south Carolina from peripheral backwater to a settled civilization in the first decades
of the new century. In contrast, much of Georgia was still frontier in 1820. Most
settlers, even planters, subsisted on plain fare, lived in log cabins, and set small store
by high cultures.
While Georgia Methodism was deeply affected by its plain-folk setting, its
evangelical ethos had a limited impact even in the up-country. Georgia was rife with
practices that evangelicals deplored. Convivial drinking was almost universal, while
gambling, dancing, and dueling were common. Cocksure duelists demanded
satisfaction for fancied slights, while plainer men engaged in eye-gouging fights and
blood sports. Evangelicalism provided a distinct contrast to this violent honor ethic,
as camp meeting Christians, to show their piety, publicly humiliated themselves
before God and man. Wesleyans disapproved of their society's violence and
disorder. But in the 1820s, still composing under 3 percent of Georgia's population,
they lacked the influence to transform their society. 62
MARRIAGES -- THE GROWING FAMILY
As the family moved from North Carolina to Tennessee and then to Georgia, John and Jane's
children found their spouses along the way. James, William, Duncan and Elizabeth were probably
married before the family left Tennessee.63 Nancy married Clement Allen by 1803 (she would have
been 16 years old).64 Archibald married Lucy Ellis in Clarke County, Georgia, in March of 1802.65
Thomas married Mary Browning sometime before 1807.66 Polly and Lucy most likely married in
east Georgia in the early 1800's, also.67
It would be wonderful to find a diary that describes some of these weddings. A wedding was
a welcomed way to alleviate the tedious and lonely life of the farm; a wedding was a great
opportunity for everyone to "cut loose." There is no way of knowing what the McKissack weddings
were like. It is possible they were relatively staid, sober occasions. Given that they were American
pioneers, however, there is also a good chance that the McKissack weddings had some similarities
with one described by a writer who lived in the Virginia back country at the turn of the 18th century.
As noted in Albion's Seed: Four British Folkways in America, (Fischer, 1989, p.671):
A wedding in the back-settlements was apt to be a wild affair. On the appointed day,
the friends of the groom would set out for the wedding in a single party, mounted and
heavily armed. They would stop at cabins along the way to fire a volley and pass
around the whiskey bottle, then gallop on to the next. Their progress was playfully
opposed by the bride's friends, also heavily armed, who felled trees along the road,
created entanglements of grape vines and branches to block the passage of the
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