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GREAT SMOKY PIONEERS 

DeSoto, the first white explorer on this continent, possibly may 

have viewed the Great Smoky Mountains in their deep blue haze. The Great 

Smokies were the home of the Cherokees until the advancing frontier of 

the white man drove them from their home. During the "Great Exodus" of 

1838 when the Cherokees were rounded up and moved to a new home west of 

the Mississippi, a small band under the leadership of Tsali, hid in the 

mountains. The descendants of this group now occupy the Qua 11a Indian 

Reservation on the southern fringe of the park. 

Hunters and Indian traders were the first white men to penetrate 

the rugged slopes of the Great Smoky Mountains. During the war for Am­

erican Independence the Cherokees were allies of the British. In 1776 

General Rutherford swept through the Cherokee settlements destroying 

their crops, burning their towns and driving the survivors into the 

mountains. During this expedition Rutherford and his men penetrated as 

far as the valley of the Oconaluftee. Records indicate that some of the 

men who accompanied General Rutherford were the first to make entries of 

land in this area, evidently being impressed with the richness of the 

r iver bot toms. 

by CHARLES S. GROSSMAN, Assistant Architect 
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The first settlers came during the last years of the eighteenth cen­

tury or the early part of the nineteenth century. By 1820 several set­

tlements were established on both the north and south slopes of the Smok­

ies. These early settlers were descended from English, German, and 

Scotch-Irish stock who had previously settled in Pennsylvania, western 

Maryland, Virginia and along the eastern slopes of the Blue Ridge of 

North Carolina and South Carolina. 

Habits of thrift, hardihood, and independence characterized these 

people. 

Most of the settlers came with only the bare necessities. An ax, 

an auger, a long rifle with lead and powder, a pot, an oven, and seeds 

to plant the first crop, and a cow, if the trail they followed was not 

too steep and rough, constituted the means for establishing their new 

homes and providing a livelihood. Many of these folk were descended 

from craftsmen such as metal workers and wood workers; the women were re­

sourceful; and all together, by force of environment, were able to sup­

ply the necessities of life from the materials at hand. 

The first settlers in the Oconaluftee valley were soldiers who had 

accompanied General Rutherford on his expedition against the Cherokees. 

In Cades Cove, John Oliver and Job Jones made the first permanent settle­

ment about 1818. These two men had fought with Washington in the "Jer­

seys". The early settlers in the vicinity of Gatlinburg made their way 

from Georgia, North Carolina, and Virginia over trails through gaps in 

the Great Smokies. The trails these first travelers followed were rough, 

impassable except on foot or on horseback, and goods had to be carried 

on men's shoulders. As the choice lands along the larger streams were 

occupied, individual families moved up into the narrow valleys and into 

the coves and almost inaccessible areas of the mountains. By the time 

of the War Between the States about all of the areas in the park that 

have ever been inhabited, had been occupied, and that state of stagna­

tion or social inertia occasioned by isolation had set in. 
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The first task of the settlers was to clear a patch of land and 

plant a crop against the coming winter. Their first shelter was a crude 

structure built so as to afford the quickest possible shelter and pro­

tection to their precious possessions. It was usually located near a 

spring near the foot of a hill. The walls of the house were of round 

logs with the chinks filled with moss. The roof was covered with rived 

or split shakes. To construct the doors, slabs were split from a log and 

pegged to crude wooden hinges with wooden pegs. Stone on the site and 

mud for mortar supplied the materials for the chimney and the hearth. 

The only window consisted of a small shuttered opening cut through the 

logs on one side of the fireplace. During the winter the shutter re­

mained closed. From time to time as necessity demanded or time permit­

ted, a barn, a corn crib, a bear-proof pig pen, and a bear-and - fox-proof 

chicken house, all built of logs, were added to the group. On a stream 

nearby a pounding mill or a "tub" mill would be constructed to crush or 

grind the family corn. 

As the family increased in size or just pure pride of ownership 

demanded, larger and finer houses were built to replace the first crude 

houses. It is the later building, many of which still remain in the 

park, which reflect the skill and pride of craftsmanship which many of 

these people possessed. In some of the finer log buildings poplar logs 

24 by 30 inches in diameter were used to construct the walls of the 

house requiring only three rounds of logs for the first story. These 

logs were hewn in two sides, usually to a thickness of four or five in­

ches. Hewn with a broadax their faces are true and smooth. In one such 

house the logs were hewn on four sides and all joints so accurately made 

that no chinking was required between the logs. In three known examples 

the chimneys of these later cabins are of hand made brick, that was moul­

ded and burned nearby. The ultimate in log cabins is reached in Cades 

Cove. A bridegroom promised his bride to build her the finest cabin in 

the mountains. Not being satisfied with a fine hewn log cabin he took 

the logs to the Johnny Cable sash saw mill and had them sawn four square. 

The cabin is one and a half stories and the chimney is one of the three 

hand made brick chimneys' mentioned before. To the rear of this new cab­

in stands the original one story cabin with its rough round logs and 

saddle-notched joints. 

As the tide of emigration swept down the river valleys of east Ten­

nessee and across the Blue Ridge, more and more settlers penetrated in­

to the Great Smokies. In the larger coves several families were soon 

settled and a form of social life was established. Churches were organ­

ized and church houses built, grist mills for custom grinding, sash saw 

mills and iron forges made their appearance. On June 17, 1827 John Oli­

ver and a group of men organized the Primitive Baptist Church in Cades 

Cove. In the year 1828 Davis Fout built the Cades Cove Bloomery Forge 

on Forge Creek. This forge continued to operate until 1859. About half 

a mile downstream from the forge Johnny Cable built his grist mill and 

sash-saw mill. This evidence of progress noted in Cades Cove was equal­

ly true of other large coves and creek bottoms. In the narrow and inac­

cessible coves and valleys individual families continued to live in iso­

lation. 
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Above. The house and garden of the Walker sisters in the Little Green 
Brier, Slkmont, Tennessee . The split picket fence is the type commonly 
used by the Smoky Mountaineers . 

Below. This typical corn crib and gear shed is one of the "carry-alls" 
for the mountain farm. The strap hinges on the crib door are hand-wrought 
iron. 
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It is interesting to note how topography and environment influenced 

the activities and architecture of the various areas in the park. The 

settlement along the Oconaluftee was located on an old Indian Trail which 

followed along the Oconaluftee, crossed the Smokies and along the West 

Prong of Little Pigeon. As settlements developed on both sides of the 

Smokies this trail became a stock trail over which mules, horses and 

pigs were driven from Kentucky and eastern Tennessee to South Carolina 

and Georgia. This traffic afforded an outlet for the products raised on 

the rich lands along the banks of the Oconaluftee. The rich flat floor 

of Cades Cove permitted extensive agriculture. During the summer months 

herds of horses, cattle, sheep and hogs were grazed on Thunderhead, 

Spence Field, and Gregory's Bald, large grassy meadows on the crest of 

the Smokies. In the fall, fattened by their summer's grazing, the cattle 

were driven over the narrow trails to market. Whenever it was possible 

for the people to raise a surplus above the bare needs of existence, and 

secure a market for their surplus they prospered. Their prosperity was 

reflected in their buildings and their community life. Barns were 

large and their contact with the world outside was reflected in their 

homes and social life. 

In the narrow rock strewn valleys, as the Sugarlands Valley near 

Gatlinburg, the people had a hard struggle for existence. Trails were 

rough and steep and communication with the world outside was extremely 

difficult. 

The Great Smoky Mountains National Park presents a unique opportun­

ity to preserve frontier conditions of a century ago, which have vanish­

ed elsewhere. The cultural and human interest aspects of this park are 

as outstanding as its scenery and vegetation. 

The white population of the region still exhibits the pristine rug-

gedness and self-sufficiency of the pioneer period shortly after the Am­

erican Revolution. 

Several typical mountain communities remain intact within the park 

boundaries and may constitute valuable outdoor exhibits in a proposed 

"museum of mountain culture". Already large collections of household 

goods, tools, farm equipment, weapons, chiefly primitive and hand-wrought, 

have been assembled. Studies of the folklore, ballads, linguistics, 

genealogy and local tradition, initiated several years ago, are being 

continued. These cultural studies contemplate a regional picture of na­

tive folk life in the Great Smokies. 
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JAMESTOWN ISLAND NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE 

AMERICA'S FIRST SETTLEMENT 

Photographed from the National Park Service auto-giro, Jamestown 
Island presents a view never seen by John Smith, Pocahontas or Powhatan, 
but which, no doubt, they would recognize. One aspect of this modern 
view would astonish them, however, for Jamestown Island in 1607 was not 
an island but a peninsula. The point of land in the lower left corner, 
now known as Glass House Point, formerly extended as a narrow neck join­
ing Jamestown Island to the mainland. Across this neck ran the colonial 
road from Jamestown to Williamsburg. Many years ago the connecting link 
was worn away by the forces of erosion, but in the near future this geo­
graphical feature will be restored by the National Park Service. The 
original Jamestown settlement was probably in the wooded area just below 
the docks which may be seen jutting out from the island. Here the shore 
line has also been worn away by erosion and the James River now covers a 
part of the historic site. 
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Fortifications which played an important part in the siege of York-

town Virginia, in the War of the American Revolution The enclosed 

work on the right is the British Redoubt No. 9, and in the center is 

Battery No. 2 in the Second Parallel of the American line. 

Battery No. 9 was constructed by Lord Cornwallis between July and 

the latter part of September, 1781. It formed a part of the outer de­

fenses of the British line encircling Yorktown and was stormed and cap­

tured by 400 French soldiers on the night of October 14, 1781. The next 

morning construction was begun on the American Battery No. 2 and the 

British redoubt was incorporated into the American siege works. After 

Cornwallis surrendered, these fortifications were completely leveled for 

strategic purposes and were reconstructed a few years ago by the National 

Park Service. 

Yorktown Battlefield 

Colonial National Historical Park 
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YORKTOWN BATTLEFIELD 

The Yorktown Victory Monument was erected by the United States to 
commemorate the French alliance and the victory over Cornwallis. The 
cornerstone of this monument was laid in 1881, at the celebration of the 
centennial of the surrender. It is located near the upper end of Main 
Street in Yorktown and overlooks the York River. 

Yorktown National Cemetery 

Colonial National Historical Park 
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LABEL WRITING 
is a tough job 

James McNeil Whistler once remarked that it took two artists to 

paint a picture -- one to paint the picture, the other to kill him when 

it was finished and didn't know enough to quit. Writing labels and pam­

phlets for the information of the visiting public also requires similar 

teamwork omitting whenever possible, the little detail about killing. 

One member of this team is the historian or scientist with a complete 

knowledge of the events or processes involved, the second is a public 

contact man who has a complete knowledge of the educational limitations 

of the average visitor plus the ability to write in a plain and enter­

taining manner to reach the level of experience of these people. Both 

abilities are seldom found in the same person. Usually the profound 

student of history or science has, by the very nature of his work, lost 

contact with "the man in the street" who is identically the same person 

encountered in the park. It is equally true that the public contact man 

rarely has the time to engage in the original research necessary to be­

come intimately familiar with all the phases of history and science, 

hence the need for teamwork. 

It is more likely that the researcher will look with some contempt 

at the results produced by the public contactor. Possibly he will re­

gard the finished product as childish or naive. The writer also may 

show a certain impatience at the researcher's insistence on including 

certain items which appear to be of tremendous importance. Herein lies 

the kernel of the problem. Details assume an ever-increasing importance 

as the researcher goes deeper in his quest for facts. The contact man 

knows how difficult it is to read a primer when one has but recently 

learned the alphabet and the futility of trying to teach algebra to a 

student who has not yet mastered arithmetic. 

In writing a label or other description, it is essential to sepa­

rate the wheat from the chaff. The question is what shall be regarded 

as wheat. The writer will undoubtedly want to throw out some item as 

chaff which the researcher treasures as a very precious grain. Every­

thing being relative our team should endeavor to keep in sight the com­

mon objective toward which it is working; namely, the production of a 

description which is basically true and yet not over the heads of those 

who will read their label and profit, or pass it up in whole or in part. 

If they read and understand, the work is a success . If they become puz­

zled or go away unsatisfied, the result is obviously a failure. The 

sole purpose of the label is to interpret and any attempt to impress the 

visitor with the writer's erudition should be punished by roasting over 

a slow fire. 

A satisfactory method of procedure is for the researcher to first 

prepare a statement embodying what he considers to be the essential facts 

by NED J. BURNS, Chief, Museum Division 
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