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Cumberland Gap N ational Historical Park

By WiLLiam W. Luckert

Cumberland Gap is a prominent V-shaped indentation in the
Cumberland Mountains. It is situated on the Kentucky-Virginia
boundary approximately one-quarter mile north of the point where
Kentucky, Virginia, and Tennessee meet. The base of the pass lies
in a plane 300 feet above the valley floor and 900 feet below the
pinnacle on its north side. On the south side, the mountain is only
600 feet above the saddle of the Gap. Viewed from a distance, this
picturesque natural feature probably appears much the same as it
did when seen by the first pioneers. However, a closer look will
reveal that the north side of the pass has been sliced by a modern
highway to a depth of approximately twenty feet.

Indians used Cumberland Gap as a gateway through the moun-
tains long before the arrival of the white man. Those crossing the
Ohio at the mouth of the Scioto River found a well-beaten trail
known as the Warriors’ Path, leading directly to the Gap. Often
they ventured beyond and into the Carolinas on the Catawba Trail,
or toward the south on the Clinch and Cumberland Gap Trail
which connected with others leading to present-day Chattanooga
and Middle Tennessee. Occasionally these hunters returned to the
Scioto country by following the Great Indian Warpath which inter-
sected the Catawba at a point about thirty miles southeast of the
Gap.’

The Warriors’ Path played a tragic role in the lives of the Indians
and early white settlers of Kentucky. The region through which it
passed was uninhabited and therefore a prized hunting ground for
Indian tribes until the whites gained control. The bitterest rivals
for this coveted territory were the Shawnees to the north and the
Cherokees to the south. This was the state of affairs when the first
white man entered the region.

For a century and a half the American colonists had been held
in check by towering mountains, the warring French, and hostile
Indians. Meantime, the pressure of a land-hungry population, espe-
cially in the middle colonies, caused these settlers to probe for the
least hazardous routes westward. Although scanty reports had

1William E. Myer, “Indian Trails of the Southeast,” in Forty-Second Annual
Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology to the Secretary of the Smithsonian
Institution, 1924-1925 (Washington, 1928), 772, 779-80, 845.
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trickled in from traders and explorers such as Gabriel Arthur, who
had roamed with Indian tribes from the Ohio to Florida, credit for
discovering the pass which was to govern the course of the west-
ward movement until the revolution, fell to Dr. Thomas Walker of
Albemarle County, Virginia. Employed by the Loyal Land Com-
pany to search for a suitable site for settlement beyond the moun-
tains, Walker started westward on March 6, 1750. After ascending
a branch of the Roanoke River, he and his party of five crossed the
Holston, the Clinch, and the Powell rivers, arriving at Cumberland
Gap on April 13. He described the natural features here as follows:

On the North side of the Gap is a large Spring, which falls very fast,
and just above the Spring is a small Entrance to a large Cave, which the
Spring runs through, and there is a constant Stream of Cool air issuing
out. The Spring is sufficient to turn a Mill. Just at the foot of the Hill
is a Laurel Thicket, and the Spring Water runs through it. On the
South side is a plain Indian Road, on the top of the Ridge are Laurel
Trees marked with crosses, others Blazed and several Figures on them.
As I went down on the Other Side, I soon came to some Laurel in the
head of a Branch. A Beech stands on the left hand, on which I cut my
name. This Gap may be seen at a considerable distance, . . . The Moun-
tain on the North Side of the Gap is very Steep and Rocky, but on the
South it is not So. We called it Steep Ridge.”

Leaving the Gap the same day, Walker’s party followed the
Warriors’ Path for about four miles and camped that night on the
banks of Yellow Creek. Continuing their journey the following day,
they came to a river which Walker named in honor of the Duke of
Cumberland, son of King George II of England. High water pre-
vented Walker and his men from fording the river, and forced
them to wander through difficult terrain for several miles, before
they were able to cross in bark canoes near present-day Barbour-
ville. Here they built a cabin and planted corn, thus bolstering
their claim to the land. Proceeding northward again, they jour-
neyed as far as the Rockcastle Hills country before deciding to
abandon their search for more fertile lands. They now turned east-
ward, reaching their homes the following July. Although failing to
find the blue grass region, Walker had returned with a written de-
scription of the great pass which was to become the main artery
of migration into the trans-Appalachian wilderness. His journey
through Cumberland Gap paved the way for settlement and acquisi-
tion of territory to the Mississippi River.

2], Stoddard Johnston, First Explorations of Kentucky (Filson Club Publication
No. 13, Louisville, 1898), 48-49.
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Two years after Walker’s expedition, John Finley, a Pennsylvania
trader, accidentally discovered the blue grass region. With trade
goods, he had gone down the Ohio, established trade relations with
the Shawnees, and accompanied them on a hunting expedition into
the Kentucky lowlands. While on this expedition Finley learned
that the Warriors’ Path led directly to Cumberland Gap. On re-
turning home, he had hardly finished telling friends of his discovery
when the French and Indian War began, postponing any further
explorations.

With the return of peace, hunters took to the trails in large num-
bers, mostly in the direction of Cumberland Gap. Chief among the
earlier pioneers known to have passed through the Gap were: Elisha
Walden and a small party in 1761; Captain James Smith, Uriah
Stone, and three companions in 1766; Isaac Lindsay and five hunt-
ers during the same year; and an organized party of forty led by
Joseph Drake and Henry Skaggs in 1770.

Proceeding as far as Stone’s River, in Middle Tennessee, Lindsay
met James Harrod and Michael Stoner who had come from Fort
Pitt by way of the Ohio and Cumberland rivers. ‘Another group led
by Benjamin Cutbirth of North Carolina crossed the mountains
above the Gap and hunted in southern Kentucky and northern
Tennessee, carrying their furs down the Mississippi to New Orleans.
The success of this bold venture as recounted by John Stuart
aroused the interest of his brother-in-law, Daniel Boone, whose
family lived in the Yadkin Valley of North Carolina. Unlike most
hunters, Boone exhibited unusual interest in the geography of the
country and the ways of the Indian. With these qualifications he
was the most suitable candidate for Judge Richard Henderson, a
North Carolina land speculator, who readily agreed to supply an
exploration party in return for information concerning choice sites
in the interior.

Remembering the story he had heard from Finley, a fellow com-
panion during the French and Indian War, and having heard the
tales of hunters who had passed through the Gap, Boone became
anxious to venture into the blue grass region. His first attempt,
made during the winter of 1767-68, resulted in a fine harvest of furs,
but he missed the Gap.

Although keenly disappointed, Boone became encouraged fol-
lowing a chance meeting with Finley. They immediately began
making plans to undertake an exploration the following spring. Ac-
cordingly, in May of 1769 the two, accompanied by Stuart and three
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other woodsmen, began the trip. Each rode a wiry mount and led
a pack horse.

With little difficulty Boone and his companions found the Gap
and followed the Warriors’ Path to Station Camp Creek, a tributary
of the Kentucky River. Here a shelter was built for their furs. Luck
stayed with the party until December when a band of Shawnees
raided their camp and captured Boone and Finley. After escaping
and rejoining the other members, all except Boone and Stuart were
too frightened or discouraged to remain. At about the same time
Daniel’s brother, Squire, and a companion arrived with fresh sup-
plies. Realizing that their camp was too near the frequently used
Warriors’ Path, the four hunters supposedly moved it to a point
nearer the junction of the Red and Kentucky rivers.

During the following winter Stuart disappeared and Squire’s com-
rade returned east, leaving the two brothers alone, and with a
dwindling supply of ammunition. In the spring there was another
reduction in force. Squire went east to deliver their furs and to
obtain much needed supplies. Although left to live off the country,
Daniel found plenty to do. He learned more about the geography
of the region—especially the Kentucky and Licking Valleys. Upon
Squire’s return in July, they extended their hunts to the Kentucky,
Cumberland, and Green rivers, and joined a party of forty hunters
under the leadership of James Knox during the winter of 1770-71.

By then hunters were becoming wise to the ways of the Indian.
They had learned that large numbers were required for protection
against warring bands along the Path. Uriah Stone had demon-
strated the wisdom of this policy the previous summer by leading
a large party through the Gap and hunting profitably in eastern
Kentucky.

With their pack horses loaded with furs, the Boone brothers
started east in March, 1771. All went well until the pair reached
Powell Valley. Just past Cumberland Gap, a band of Indians took
their possessions, leaving them with nothing to show for two years
of hunting except valuable information for Judge Henderson.

Stories brought back by Boone and other hunters encouraged
the landless and adventurous and whetted the appetites of specu-
lators. Without waiting for any settlement of Indian claims to lands
in Kentucky, surveying parties began arriving in 1773. One of these
groups, comprising five families including Boone’s started out with
immediate settlement in mind. Before reaching the Gap, however,
their plans were upset by an Indian attack which resulted in the
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death of Daniel’s son, James.

Early the following year a group of Virginians was more success-
ful. Under the leadership of James Harrod, a speculator from
Pennsylvania, they entered Kentucky by way of the Ohio River and
founded Harrodsburg. Widespread settlement could not succeed,
however, in the face of continued raids. Few would risk exposing
their families to the resultant brutalities. Virginia’s Governor, Lord
Dunmore, consequently declared war on June 10, 1774, against the
Shawnees. Suffering defeat four months later in the Battle of Point
Pleasant, the Shawnees agreed to renounce claims to all lands be-
tween the Ohio and Tennessee rivers and to stop molesting traffic
on the Ohio. Learning of the treaty with the Shawnees, Judge
Henderson acted quickly and dealt directly with the only other
claimant, the Cherokees. Representing the Transylvania Company,
on March 17, 1775, he bought the tribe’s claim to the land south
of the Kentucky River, including a right-of-way through Cumber-
land Gap. Even before meeting with the chiefs, however, Hender-
son had engaged Daniel Boone to blaze a trail to the Kentucky
River.

Leaving Long Island on the Holston River, March 10, 1775, Boone
with about thirty axmen hacked out a road which led through
Martin’s Station (Rose Hill, Virginia), Cumberland Gap, and Cum-
berland Ford (Pineville, Kentucky) tq the mouth of Otter Creek
on the Kentucky River. There, at the terminus of the famous Wil-
derness Road, they built cabins and founded a village which came
to be known as Boonesboro.’

In April Henderson arrived with forty riflemen, several Negro
slaves, and a number of pack horses with provisions. Almost simul-
taneously half a dozen other towns sprang into existence, none of
which, however, would agree to recognize the claim of the Transyl-
vania proprietors. Instead, delegates from these communities set
up a temporary government of their own and dispatched George
Rogers Clark with a petition to the colonial capital of Virginia,
asking that Kentucky be annexed as a county. Although recognition
did not come until early the following year, the Revolutionary War
and Indian raids brought the entire population into closer union.
Working jointly they built forts at Boonesboro, Harrodsburg, and
St. Asaph’s Station, and thus prevented annihilation during the
early years of the war. Relief came only when Clark with a band
of 175 trained Indian fighters took the offensive and captured the

3Robert L. Kincaid, The Wilderness Road (Harrogate, Tenn., 1955), 100-105, 110.
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British posts in the Illinois country.

Believing the war in the west was over, thousands of settlers
poured through the Gap. Unfortunately, they soon found the con-
dition to be otherwise. As a result of closer British and Indian ties,
frontier provincialism, and poverty of the American Congress, most
that had been gained was lost in 1781 and 1782. Of greater effect
at the peace table was the well-known fact that the settlers con-
tinued to occupy the Kentucky region. This foothold west of the
mountains paved the way toward British recognition of the Missis-
sippi River as the western boundary for the new republic.

From the time of the founding of Boonesboro until peace was
signed in 1783, the population in Kentucky increased from about
300 to 12,000. Seven years later, 73,677 persons were counted, and
in another decade this number tripled and was greater than that of
five of the original thirteen states.* Although many of these settlers
had entered Kentucky by way of the Ohio River, Cumberland Gap
was the favored gateway until General Anthony Wayne’s final vic-
tory over the Shawnees at Fallen Timbers in 1794 made other west-
ern entrances safe. Of approximately 400,000 who had gone west
by 1800, it was estimated that three-fourths had used the Cumber-
land Gap route, which had been widened into a wagon road four
years earlier.

Following the floodtide of immigration, Cumberland Gap was
soon to become a passageway for cattle-drives and stagecoaches.
Yet as the North and South became engaged in a Civil War, the
pass would once more become unusually important. Military au-
thorities quickly recognized its strategic value as a gateway from
the border state of Kentucky to East Tennessee and western Vir-
ginia. Furthermore, whoever occupied the pass would control the
vital railroad from Virginia to Tennessee.

As early as July of 1861 the Federals began mustering troops into
service in eastern Kentucky. To meet this threat, Brigadier General
Felix K. Zollicoffer was ordered to assume command of Confederate
forces in East Tennessee.

It was not until September, however, that both sides began oper-
ating openly in Kentucky. In the western part of the state the
Confederates occupied Hickman and Columbus; the Federals, Pa-
ducah. In the east, Zollicoffer assumed the offensive from Cumber-
land Gap but was turned back in a sharp encounter with Brigadier

*Mary Verhoeff, The Kentucky Mountains (Louisville, 1911), 74; Temple Bodley,

History of Kentucky (4 vols.; Chicago, 1928), I, 561; Clifford L. Lord and Eliza-
beth H. Lord, Historical Atlas of the Unéted States (New York, 1944), 210.
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