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| Despite the region's distance from the American capital and
the violence of Indian attacks, land speculators claimed much
of the Cumberland area by the late 1780s. Surveyor David
McGavack created this sketch of his family's holdings at
Nashville in 1786. (From History of Davidson County,
ww  Tennessee, 1880)
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Land Speculation, Popular
Democracy, and Political
Transformation on the

Tennessee Frontier,
1780-1800

By Kristofer Ray

Washington administration agent I. H. Williamson
was rather optimistic in the summer of 1789. Clearly
relieved that American government had stabilized under
the new Constitution, Williamson informed frontier
leader James Robertson that North Carolina’s Cumberland
District problems were about to dissipate. The new Indian
Commissioner General Benjamin Lincoln, he wrote,

will impress the Southern Indians with an idea that trifling
is at an end, and that they must seriously treat and faith-
fully abide by what they promise. It is possible that the
troops will be left as a barrier on the frontier to see that
neither parties [sic] break the treaty. This I believe is the
beginning of general Peace and security against the
Indians.'

He added, “If you have seen any News Papers you may
have observed that Congress Have established a Post on
the Ohio, not with much hope as you must be assured, of
collecting many Duties on Goods brought up the
Mississippi, but to part fair and let Spain see that the new
Government is resolved to maintain its Claim to the
Navigation of that River.”

Williamson’s faith in a burgeoning frontier/govern-
ment relationship would prove premature. Due to a group
of influential land speculators, the transition from North
Carolina frontier to federal territory and ultimately into
the state of Tennessee would be difficult. Taking advantage
of both the lenient statutes of North Carolina and an
unstable Confederation government, speculators in the
1770s and 1780s established frontier stations, fortified set-
tlements, as focal points from which to survey contested
lands. The stations, in turn, increasingly concerned local
Indian tribes, who grew to believe “what was told some
years ago by the Kings people i.e. if our elder brothers here
overcome them, they would at last take all our hunting
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grounds and bring us to nothing.” By the late 1770s,
white encroachment led to confrontation between
Cherokees and the eastern Watauga settlements, and after
1780, between the Chickasaws and the new group of set-
tlers led by Robertson, Richard Henderson, and John
Donelson in the Cumberland basin.*

As early as 1783, Spain received reports of armed
Cumberland-to-Mississippi River expeditions and became
convinced that, as nineteenth century historian John
Haywood noted, “settlers on the western waters were of
the warlike character as already to manifest an inordinate
ambition and vast projects for conquering all the countries
on the eastern shore of the Mississippi.” Hoping to estab-
lish a buffer zone between themselves and this American
threat, Spanish ministers thus closed river navigation and
signed treaties of friendship with the Cherokee and Creek
Nations.

Such ongoing intimidation severely affected the eco-
nomic and social stability of white settlers and led them to
demand aid both from North Carolina and the
Confederation government. When neither proved willing
to help, settlers and speculators looked for an alternate
solution: a powerful central authority that would stabilize
the economy, protect personnel and stations, stimulate
immigration, and ensure that Spain would allow settlers
access to the port of New Orleans.® Their attempts at
procuring these ends generally fell into three categories.
First, as James Robertson made clear, there was always the

possibility of looking abroad:

In all probability we cannot long remain in our present
state, and if the British or any commercial nation who may
be in possession of the mouth of the Mississippi would
furnish us with trade, and receive our produce there can-
not be a doubt but that the people on the west side [of]
the Appalachian [sic] mountains will open their eyes to
their real interest.”

More often, the region’s leadership employed extralegal
means of support, the results of which were governing
authorities such as the Watauga Association, Cumberland
Compact, and the state of Franklin. After 1788 a third
option won out, however; leading speculators found that
the new American government could provide the authori-
ty they were seeking, as well as the stability necessary to
establish themselves as the political leaders of the
Southwest.® Given that several already maintained ties to
(or were in their own right) influential Federalists, it
comes as no surprise that they easily transferred their sup-
port to the new government.
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This partnership would end by the early 1790s when
the Washington administration and its eastern political
allies realized that aggressive land speculation was costing

the government millions
of dollars in revenue, and
was leading to a frightful
escalation in settler-Indian
warfare by pushing white
settlers onto contested
land in the Cumberland
basin. Their conclusion --
that Southwestern confla-
gration grew out of a land-
grab impulse that left
Indian tribes more in need
of protection than white
settlers -- came at a
moment when the cash-
poor government was
looking for ways to exploit
western resources and
begin lowering the coun-
try’s sizeable debt. Seeing
that better opportunities
for federal control lay in
the land rich northwest,
they implemented a defen-
sive Southwestern policy
that effectively alienated
not only the otherwise
supportive territorial elite
but also the region’s grow-
ing population.” The end
result was that Federalist
interests gave way to a
new, powerful
“Jeffersonian” political cul-
ture that offered nascent
but growing democratic
institutions and  that

it
i

Ostenaco, like many Cherokee leaders, tolerated the
colonial traders of the 1730s, and he traveled to
George |1I's court as a British ally in [762. But by the

ground -- a realm in which Southwestern Indians interact-
ed with European cultures but were not dominated by
them." This middle ground began to erode in the years

after the Seven Years War,
when white explorers and
long hunters began to
appear in significant num-
bers in the district.
Personalities such as Daniel
Boone captured the popular
imagination with their
extended hunting exploits,
but his and his colleagues’
activities went beyond the
mere harvesting of game
animals. John Campbell,
for example, “a very early
pioneer of Southwestern
Virginia,” managed to
explore “the valley of the
Holston as early as 1764,
and purchase an ancient
survey, where he and his
father and his family after-
wards settled.”"
Thousands of
Virginians and  North
Carolinians, as well as
Pennsylvanians and
Marylanders soon would
follow his lead. These peo-
ple moved into the back-
country to start anew, and
in many cases looked to the
possibility that the seeming-
ly endless supply of “empty”
land might provide them
with a consistent source of
income. Despite the pres-
ence of increasingly unhap-

py Indian tribes, then, many
leading western figures began to
press for abrogation of the Royal
Proclamation of 1763."

Thus in the late 1760s the mid-
dle ground came under the withering attack of American
expansion. Specifically, the 1768 Treaties of Fort Stanwix
and Hard Labor gave expansionists access to vast ranges of
the territory south of the Ohio River. It would only get
worse. In 1775, for example, Richard Henderson’s

would not falter until well into J| [T]70s, encroaching white settlements in Tennessee
the nineteenth century. triggered more than twenty years of Indian warfare.

Although potentially prof- | (From a drawing by Sir Joshua Reynolds, [762)
itable, land speculation had

operated as a destructive force
almost from its arrival in North Carolina’s “western dis-
trict.” Indeed, prior to the 1760s the area was part of a
wider European market that brought the Chickasaws in
the west and Cherokees in the east together with white
traders into what John R. Finger has called a middle
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Transylvania Company negotiated the sale of twenty-seven
thousand square miles in central Kentucky and Tennessee
away from the Cherokees.” The problem with such a mas-
sive acquisition was that for local Indian tribes -- particu-
larly the Cherokees -- notions of manhood and tribal order
were closely connected to rites of hunting and thus to the
large range of land that made up the Transylvania pur-
chase.” When combined with the increasing number of
white settlers moving into the eastern district, Henderson’s
activity provided too serious a threat to Southwestern trib-
al traditions.

In short order Virginia would reject the claim as
destructive to the interests of the crown. Nevertheless,
Henderson’s efforts and eastern encroachment led the
Chickamaugas, a renegade group comprised of disgruntled
Cherokees, runaway slaves and disparate white traders,
and the main band of the Cherokees to fight in order to
stave off encroachment.” Certainly white settlers under-
stood the situation. As Franklin governor and land specu-
lator John Sevier made clear in a 1785 letter to North
Carolina Governor Alexander Martin:

You cannot be insensible that North Carolina in opening
her land Office tolerated all the lands on the North side of
the Tennessee as far up as the mouth of Holston’s river to
be entered. Have you been informed that within this limit
there is several Indian Towns, and the greater part of all the
corn plantations belonging to the Chickamoggy lie on the
north side of the Tennessee, together with all the principal
part of their hunting ground? If not, I can assure your
Excellency it is the case, and this alone I have sufficient
reason to believe is the principal reason why the Indians
commit hostilities."

As Sevier intimated, North Carolina’s Revolutionary
land statutes only reinforced tribal decisions to go on the
offensive. Although “the old north state” officially frowned
upon Henderson’s 1775 purchase, a solid faction of its
political elite nevertheless provided golden opportunities
for speculators who were willing to work within their leg-
islative framework. In 1777, for example, the North
Carolina General Assembly passed a land act that created
boundaries for the “western district” that covered the
entire area of modern Tennessee, even though only
approximately 2,000 white immigrants were settled along
a few eastern rivers."” In 1782, moreover, the assembly, in
response to British threats, offered Continental recruits a
minimum of 640 acres and a slave in the Cumberland dis-
trict. They based this action on the belief that settlers
should have free access to the land surrounding the few
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stations that comprised the new settlements.’ The follow-
ing year, legislators most effectively challenged Indian
authority by opening all un-granted land in the region to
settlement, an action which they justified by pointing out
that North Carolina needed to repay war debts and that
Indians (specifically, the Cherokee) had forfeited their
claims by allying with the British."”

In passing this last “land grab” act the North Carolina
General Assembly created an atmosphere that was partic-
ularly advantageous for a select few speculators. The rea-
son, as historian Thomas Abernethy once noted, was sim-
ple: even if he could (and wanted to) hold on to war cer-
tificates, the average North Carolinian could only secure a
warrant after a potential tract had had its boundaries locat-
ed and marked.” Without the means of getting to the mil-
itary district, or for paying for the surveys, most veterans
found that their certificates were meaningless. Faced with
this reality, and with a need for real money in the post-war
economic recession, many soldiers sold their claims to
speculators for bargain prices. Those who kept them often
were later swindled.”

Once in possession of the land warrants, speculators
sent front men to the Cumberland district with orders to
carry out the necessary surveys and run the all-important
land office.?? Native Americans, of course, quickly came to
view these settlers as a threat.® And what better response
to land encroachment than to attack the settlements? If
millions of tribal acres were grabbed and surveyed from
the small station at Nashborough, then why not go after
the source of the problem?* Ultimately they did so -- and
with such force that many settlers considered permanent-
ly leaving the region.

Given that both the settlements’ future and their rep-
utations as an influential elite depended on their ability to
develop the region, frontier leaders appealed to North
Carolina and the Confederation government for assis-
tance.” They were quickly disappointed. For North
Carolina, the issue was simple -- although it provided
more than generous land laws and allowed for the seating
of western district representatives, the assembly was not
willing to offer anything more than token military and
economic aid. To settlers the Confederation government
seemed equally indifferent. The Treaty of Hopewell of
1785 provided a typical example: it left white settlers on
the “wrong” side of new boundaries for the Watauga dis-
trict and provided that the Cherokees could punish tres-
passers as they saw fit. Such an affront to their legitimacy
led frontiersmen and speculators alike to believe that the
government represented “an inhuman lack of concern for
the plight of white settlers on the frontier.”
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This “lack of concern” seemed only to get worse in
1786 when John Jay, hoping to negotiate the opening of
Spanish ports on the Iberian Peninsula, proposed that the
United States agree to a twenty-five-to-thirty year closure
of the Mississippi.To those with frontier interests this was
absolute apostasy. Losing the river trade would not only
minimize economic opportunities for the few settlers
already on  the

And, realizing that it could provide the centralized author-
ity necessary to enhance land values and thus long-term
investments, most speculators went along.”? The problem
was convincing the rest of North Carolina that coming
under the new government provided palpable short and
long-term benefits -- no small task given that Ant-
Federalist forces had already mobilized so effectively as to

undermine ratifica-

C'uml?erland fron- ol STATE OF WORTH*‘G»’XROI A oo | tion. In 1788, their
ter, 1t WOUId also TO ALL TO WHoM THUEX nuw@s BHALL COME, RREETING adVantage proved too
severely limit immi- strong for Federalist
gration and thus K" rlatiogion partisans, but after
future growth. : el W"}““”T"«' New  York and
Perhaps Daniel ({fﬁ%‘“‘f‘fj; Virginia  approved
Smith made the %""“’”‘”’m the new government
point most clearly , 2:: most North

when he noted that
Mississippi  naviga-
tion was “as the light
of the sun, a birth-
right that cannot be
alienated.” ¥

The  response
from frontier leaders A o
was twofold. On the .
one hand, specula- - - = -

Carolinians accepted
reality and endorsed
S ol ity the Hew
Constitution. » At
approximately  the
same time the legisla-
ture ceded to the new
government the west-
ern district, with the
stipulations that it

tors quickly negated R
the limiting nature
of  Confederation
Indian treaties by
doing “the best we
can to open the land
office once more [so as to] Grant all the Western Country
and leave Congress no further hopes of obtaining it from
us to whom it justly belongs.”® On the other hand, key
frontier leaders moved towards the establishment of alter-
native sources of investment and settlement protection.
Their efforts led to the scenario deemed most dangerous
by Confederation and eastern leaders. * Following the
example of James Wilkinson in Kentucky and led by
Superintendent of Indian Affairs Dr. James White,
Tennesseans offered their services to the Spanish govern-
ment and “assured [them] that the western country would
surely secede from the United States and unite with Spain
and England in order to obtain access to the entire length
of the Mississippi River.”® As young Andrew Jackson later
remarked, allying with the Spanish simply was “the only
immediate way to obtain a peace with the savage.”

In 1788 advocates of a stronger federal government
hoped to bring order to this rather muddled environment.

(Tennessee State Library and Archives)
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guarantee all old land

In the early I780s, North Carolina passed land grant acts that opened the door for a titles, protect the
Tennessee “land grab.” Daniel Smith's land grant encompassed more than 3,000 acres '"sttution of slavery,
on Drake's Creek near the Cumberland, where he lived from (784 until his death.

and otherwise estab-
lish the new territory
under the provisions
of the Northwest Ordinance of 1787. Thus in 1790 the
new federal government created the Territory of the
United States South of the River Ohio.*

In that year, the region was largely comprised of lands
used by Chickasaws, Cherokees, and Chickamaugas, as
well as scattered white settlements totaling 28,649 resi-
dents in the eastern district and 7,049 in the
Cumberland.” These settlers offered little opposition to
the transfer of authority to the new federal government,
despite lingering local perceptions of “shabby” treatment
by the Confederation government.

They did, however, draw from their early experiences
to develop a relative level of popular democracy. Following
the example created by the 1772 Watauga Association, the
1780 Cumberland Compact protected and fostered land
distribution, and gave all freemen over the age of twenty-
one the right to vote for a local twelve-man court.®
Throughout the 1780s, moreover, common Tennesseans
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used militia organizing and electioneering as a means of
advancing “their views on local, state, national and inter-
national issues.” Militias in fact tended to serve as a polit-
ical outlet unlike almost any other for the frontier settler;
in addition to overseeing such government functions as
census enumeration,

LAND SPECULATION

county court judges were either speculators or employed
by them.

After 1790, the restrictive nature of the Northwest
Ordinance only tightened speculator control. Specifically,
the Ordinance’s provisions gave the governor nearly
unlimited power over

they provided the

most meaningful [ 56

exchanges and con- Schecule of the whole number of perfons in the territery of 1he
tested elections in United States of America, South of the River Ohio, as taken

which these men were

on the laft Saturday of Fuly 1791, by the Captains of the

his territory by giving
] him the authority to
convene a legislature,
as well as the ability to
appoint “the necessary

involved throughout Mfﬁﬁa Wi,bin tbe limits oj' tbeir rffpe&iw d!ﬂri‘?.f. officers of
the  pre-territorial ag> [ IS Al = Government, that is
. S E S . | E . .
period.* %*’g g, ég é I = Justices, Sheriffs,
This democratic Eg ESls | B ER Constables, Clerks
sESEXIE» D N ’ e
impulse clearly had its WASHINGTON |2§.5% 3 ; 3Ll LSS Registers, and Militia
limits. Because settlers IsTRICT. g EHEIBRHNEIERE officers of every grade
i - SRS SVIKENI| 3| 8 ) | ”
mamta'lned tradition- . z'I_hingtcn 5 1009| 1792| 2524| 12| 535] 5572 below a General.
al notions of defer- 3 Sallivan . 806 1242| 1995|107| 297| 4447 Controlling these
ence, no one outside 3 vac;e . 1293) 2374| 3580/ 40| 454| 774! positions -- most
s : S Eawkins . 1204| 1970| 2921| 68| 8o07| 6970 _ -
of the small Chque of LSonr.h of Ft. Broad| 681] 1082 1627 66 ‘63 36;9 promlnently the mili-
s[?eculator gentry pro- :{sf‘ﬁg- 28649 tia officers - ensu'red
vided any substantive 3 [Davidfoa R 639! 855| 1288| 18 .553 345 that the electioneering
input on questions % § Samper . 404 582 854 8| 348 21 of the earlier period
: S | Tenbefles . 235 380] 576| 42| 154] 1387
that mattered in terms © e 7042 would become less
of institutional devel- 6271j10277 15365l36x 3417 35691 significant.
— e ]

opment at either the
territorial or federal
levels. Although it was
voluntary and condi-
tional on the frontier,
as it was for most
areas in the colonial

one di

Note. There are feveral Captains who have not as yet returned
the Schedules of the numhers of their diltri&s, namely : In Greene
County, three—in Davidfon, onc—and South of French-Broad,

September 19th, 1791.

Population and the
ordinance, in short,
meant that no formal

mechanism could
emerge through which
Tennesseeans could

Wm: BLOUNT.

challenge elite control.

and  revolutionary

While one may grant

South, adherence to

traditional political cultural
forms ensured that a paternal
system would evolve with little
input from below.” Virginian
Arthur Campbell, for example,
a man often regarded as unusu-
ally democratic for his era,
noted that although “a real
republican system is a delight-
ful object for me to contemplate; I am not so deficient in
the knowledge of mankind, as not to doubt the wisdom
and virtue of a people that are yet far from being enlight-
ened.”™ In the Mero District the trend away from wider
political participation was particularly pronounced, as
seven out of eight legislators and eighteen of twenty-four
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William Blount saw great opportunity in forwarding his
land deals if he could gain appointment as governor of
the new Southwest Territory in [790. The first census
of the region that year enumerated almost 36,000
settlers, which included 3,400 slaves. (From First
Census of the United States, [791)

that, in the broadest
sense, public perception contin-
ued to play a role in molding
the course of government, the
fact that “leading men acceded
to ideas about popular sover-
eignty” nevertheless was more
abstract than it might have
seemed.” Whatever the elite
had in common with settlers
simply stemmed from the fact that in the territorial period
the two groups had similar goals -- to reduce Indian
assaults, assure land titles, protect land value, enhance eco-
nomic growth, and foster immigration.
The six-year territorial period thus served as a vehicle
for speculators’ interests, where high levels of land accu-
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mulation and jealous protection of reputation became a
prerequisite for offices of any regional or national signifi-
cance.” William Blount perhaps provides the perfect
example, as his political stature in North Carolina (in
addition to his legislative and Congressional service, he
had also acted as a delegate to the 1787 Federal
Convention), combined with his vast holdings in the west-
ern district, virtually ensured that President George
Washington would appoint him to the all-powerful post of
territorial governor. Blount clearly recognized the posi-
tion’s potential. “The appointment is truly important to
me,” he wrote to John Steele, “more so in my opinion than
any other in the Gift of the President could have been, the
Salary is handsome, and my Western lands had become so
great an object to me that I should go to the Western
Country to secure them and perhaps my presence might
have enhanced their value.” Moreover, given his long-
standing position that “it is a principle with me never to .
.. stand between a friend and a benefit,” Blount’s formal
appointment meant that land speculators would come to
represent the overwhelming majority of the new territori-
al government.”

His first act as governor further solidified his network.
Upon his arrival in the Southwest Territory the new gov-
ernor visited all of the major settlements, familiarizing
himself with local concerns and legitimizing the power of
local authorities. In effect, this “swing around the circuit”
created a group of loyal lower-level elites that remained
part of his “machine” until well after statehood. Loyalty to
Blount in turn helped several aspiring lawyers -- including
John McNairy, Archibald Roane, Andrew Jackson and
John Overton -- establish themselves within the political
structures of their respective locations. Subsequently they
would use their positions as springboards to leadership in
the early statehood years in Tennessee.*

Control by this speculator elite also meant that the
residents of the Territory South of the River Ohio would
closely follow their political allegiance, first, with the
Washington administration. Although there was certainly
no Federalist “party” in 1790, the territory’s leadership
came into power believing that President Washington
would create an atmosphere conducive to speculation,
immigration, and commerce. Accordingly, they were more
than willing to support federal policies and continued to
do so after internal squabbling had produced out of
Washington’s cabinet the coalitions later labeled
“Hamiltonian” and “Jeffersonian.” Even so, the lust for
land by Blount and his fellow speculators proved to be so
insatiable that it soon managed to alienate the administra-
tion and its allies.

GtV 2002

The problem first emerged in 1789 when, despite spe-
cific orders from the administration to cease trespassing,
southwestern speculators pressed Georgia to sell its west-
ern (or Yazoo) lands. Blount, as well as ex-governor of
Franklin John Sevier, soon became part of the Tennessee
Yazoo Company, which was looking to purchase the land
surrounding the Muscle Shoals area in the great bend of
the Tennessee River.” Unsuccessful in this endeavor, the
new governor in 1790 generously construed directions
from Secretary of War Henry Knox that he re-affirm or
revise the Cherokee boundaries that had been in relative
limbo since the Treaty of Hopewell.

The resulting Treaty of Holston was, as Knox noted,
“materially different from the one suggested in his instruc-
tions,” and in fact was so egregious, that it, “combined
with the attempts of the Georgia [Yazoo] companies,
would have pernicious effects” on settler-Indian relations.*
Washington proved sympathetic, and despite public sup-
port for Blounts treaty the President quietly provided a
deputy agent and fifteen hundred dollars in gifts to placate
unhappy Cherokee leaders. His actions, however, did little
to stop the incessant stream of settlers, surveyors and spec-
ulators who continued their activity despite the new
treaty.” As Cherokee leader the Bloody Fellow lamented to
Blount: “The talks we had [with the administration] was
that we should not war with one another, and that [set-
tlers] should not encroach on our land. But in place of that
they are daily encroaching and building on our land; this
is not what [we] had agreed upon.” The situation was bad
enough that by the fall of 1792 younger Cherokees reject-
ed the advice of tribal elders and began to apply more
forceful means of protecting their territory.

Problems with the Creeks and Spanish made the situ-
ation more precarious. Indeed, the Yazoo intrigue of 1789
in conjunction with the Holston treaty’s speculator-friend-
ly boundaries put Creek and Spanish lands as well as
Mississippi navigation within the easy grasp of a growing
number of white Americans. The Creeks had already
attacked the eastern settlements in Georgia because of
their fears of excessive encroachment; these new develop-
ments were enough to make some Creek leaders fear that
the young Republic might overrun their boundaries. In
response, the Creeks decided to attack and destroy white
settlements, particularly in the Cumberland. Their deci-
sion to go on the offensive also reflected the nature of their
alliance with Spanish officials. The Spanish often remind-
ed Southern tribes (most specifically the Creeks, but
Cherokees and Chickamaugas as well) that they were “not
like Americans -- first take your land, then treat with you,
and give you little or nothing for them.”' Extensive
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