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ABSTRACT

This dissertation chronicles the changing images of alcohol distillers in Appalachian North
Carolina during the nineteenth century. Although moonshiners broke the law by refusing to pay the
federal liquor tax, local communities did not initially view them as criminals following the Civil War.
In fact, antebellum distillers were a well-respected, vital part of western North Carolina. During
Reconstruction, they continued to garner the support of most mountain residents by opposing the
newly reenacted federal liquor tax. Many mountain whites, whether Republican or Democratic,
opposed liquor taxation because it threatened to increase federal authority and destroy an important
local industry. Consequently, the moonshiner, by combatting the national government, became a
celebrated figure in western North Carolina. After 1876, however, the status of liquor manufacturers
(both licit and illicit) underwent a major overhaul. Mountain whites who did not distill alcohol
increasingly believed that moonshiners were criminals on the fringes of society.

Why did this change in attitude occur? To answer this question, | probe into the impact that
industrialization had on mountain society, examine how federal liquor taxation affected party politics
in southern Appalachia, and describe the rise of the prohibition movement in western North Carolina.
These phenomena, combined with mainstream media’s negative portrayal of mountain society,
helped to spark a local movement against legal and illegal distillers following Reconstruction. This
anti-distiller crusade was both a reflection and a function of a cultural rift between urban and rural
highlanders that had been growing since the late antebellum period. By the 1880s, distillers — the
moonshiners, in particular — had become symbols of what was wrong with mountain society, thereby
providing local townspeople and “outsiders” with an excuse to reform rural Carolina highlanders.
Writ large, this study provides an excellent opportunity to view the development and impact of class
conflict in southern Appalachia during the nineteenth century.
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INTRODUCTION

This book is about social change and conflict in one section of southern Appalachia
during the nineteenth century: western North Carolina.> The story begins in the late eighteenth
century, when most Carolina highlanders regarded alcohol distillers as well-respected members
of the community. It ends in 1908, when an overwhelming majority of mountain men, blaming
liquor manufacturers for perpetuating intemperance, crime, and violence, voted to enact state-
wide prohibition. In between, this book explains why the reputation of liquor distillers took a
turn for the worse. It does so by chronicling the origins and development of the anti-alcohol
crusade, a movement that historians of the mountain South have thus far largely ignored.

Since the 1980s, scholars have challenged the long-standing assumption that nineteenth
century Appalachia was a land of self-sufficient white farmers who lived in isolated, egalitarian
communities.? Their studies show that improved transportation routes, population growth, and
new manufacturing technologies had always allowed some mountain residents to participate in
the larger market economy. An agricultural and commercial elite, most of whom owned slaves
or hired tenants, also existed in the region, revealing that mountain society was not only

heterogeneous, but also class differentiated. In short, recent scholarship has conclusively

! For this study, the counties of western North Carolina will include Alexander, Alleghany, Ashe, Buncombe, Burke,
Caldwell, Catawba, Cherokee, Clay, Cleveland, Haywood, Henderson, Jackson, McDowell, Macon, Madison,
Mitchell, Polk, Rutherford, Surry, Swain, Transylvania, Watauga, and Wilkes. Residents from these counties
considered themselves mountaineers, and most Americans believed that these counties constituted Appalachian
North Carolina during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

2 For more on the construction of this myth, see Allen W. Batteau, The Invention of Appalachia (Tucson: University
of Arizona Press, 1990); and Henry S. Shapiro, Appalachia on Our Mind: The Southern Mountains and
Mountaineers in the American Consciousness, 1870-1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1978).



demonstrated that economic and social development in many parts of southern Appalachia
resembled that of other American regions throughout the nineteenth century.?

Nonetheless, when examining anti-alcohol reform in the nineteenth century, scholars
continue to characterize Appalachia as exceptional. They have depicted mountain residents as
stanch “traditionalists” who, living in isolation and depending on alcohol distilling to supplement
their incomes, retained cultural values hostile to a temperance ethic emerging in areas
experiencing urban and industrial growth.* Most studies have also focused on the 1880s and
1890s, when reformers, mostly missionaries and capitalists from outside the region, launched the
prohibition movement because they believed that alcohol made mountain society unproductive
and impeded economic progress. Many highlanders, however, perceived this crusade as an
attack on their way of life and resisted it.> While scholars are correct to argue that a clash

between two cultures (“progressives” vs. “traditionalists”) occurred in post-Civil War

¥ See Richard A. Straw and H. Tyler Blethen, eds., High Mountains Rising: Appalachia in Time and Place (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 2004); John C. Inscoe, ed., Appalachians and Race: The Mountain South from Slavery
to Segregation (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2001); Dwight B. Billings and Kathleen M. Blee, Road to
Poverty: The Making of Wealth and Hardship in Appalachia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000);
Donald Edward Davis, Where There Are Mountains: An Environmental History of the Southern Appalachians
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2000); Ronald L. Lewis, Transforming the Appalachian Countryside:
Railroads, Deforestation, and Social Change in West Virginia, 1880-1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1998); Wilma A. Dunaway, The First American Frontier: Transition to Capitalism in Southern
Appalachia, 1700-1860 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996); Mary Beth Pudup, Dwight B.
Billings, and Altina L. Waller, eds., Appalachia in the Making: The Mountain South in the Nineteenth Century
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995); Robert Tracy McKenzie, One South or Many? Plantation
Belt and Upcountry in Civil War Era Tennessee (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994); John C. Inscoe,
Mountain Masters, Slavery and the Sectional Crisis in Western North Carolina (Knoxville: University of Tennessee
Press, 1989); Altina Waller, Feud: Hatfields, McCoys, and Social Change in Appalachia, 1860-1900 (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1988); and Durwood Dunn, Cades Cove: The Life and Death of a Southern
Appalachia Community, 1818-1937 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1988).

*lan R. Tyrrell, “Drink and Temperance in the Antebellum South: An Overview and Interpretation,” Journal of
Southern History 48 (November 1982), 485-510; Jack E. Weller, Yesterday’s People: Life in Contemporary
Appalachia (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1965); Harry M. Caudill, Night Comes to the Cumberlands:
A Biography of a Depressed Area (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1962); Mandel Sherman and Thomas R.
Henry, Hollow Folk (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1933); Horace Kephart, Our Southern Highlanders
(New York: Outing Publishing Co., 1921); John C. Campbell, The Southern Highlander and His Homeland (New
York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1921); and Margaret W. Morley, The Carolina Mountains (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin Company, 1913).

®William A. Link, The Paradox of Southern Progressivism, 1880-1930 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1992).



Appalachia, they have failed to acknowledge that this was neither a new phenomenon nor was it
generated by outsiders.

By focusing on the anti-alcohol crusade in western North Carolina, this book allows us to
grapple with several critical questions about mountain society and how it changed throughout the
nineteenth century. While most of these are addressed in the narrative itself, it is worthwhile at
this stage to outline two of the larger issues at stake. The nature of social conflict in Appalachia
remains a matter of controversy. Some scholars have characterized it as an insider-outsider
phenomenon that developed in the late nineteenth century. According to them, struggles for
economic and cultural dominance pitted mountain residents against northern capitalists and
missionaries.® Others, however, have argued that this “us and them” dichotomy overlooks
internal strife. They insist that local elites, wanting to create a New South, also sought to exploit
the region’s working classes.’

I have found considerable evidence of conflict within the region that stretches much
further back than the post-bellum period. Beginning in the 1830s, the anti-alcohol crusade was
both a reflection and a function of a class differentiated society. Viewing themselves as refined
and cultivated, town middle-class highlanders embraced temperance because they feared that
alcohol was impeding the region’s economic and moral progress. Many mountain residents,

especially those in more rural parts of western North Carolina, disagreed, arguing that they had

® Ada F. Haynes, Poverty in Central Appalachia: Underdevelopment and Exploitation (New York: Garland
Publishing, Inc., 1997); Ronald Eller, Miners, Millhands, and Mountaineers: Industrialization of the Appalachian
South, 1880-1930 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1982); John Gaventa, Power and Powerlessness:
Quiescence and Rebellion in an Appalachian Valley (Urbana: University of 1llinois Press, 1982); David Corbin,
Life, Work, and Rebellion in the Coal Fields: The Southern West Virginia Miners, 1880-1922 (Urbana: University of
[llinois Press, 1981); David E. Whisnant, Modernizing the Mountaineer: People, Power, Planning in Appalachia
(Boone, KY: Appalachian Consortium Press, 1980); and Helen Matthews Lewis, Linda Johnson, and Donald
Askins, eds., Colonialism in Modern America: The Appalachian Case (Boone, KY': Appalachian Consortium Press,
1978).

" Billings and Blee, Road to Poverty; Pudup, Billings, and Waller, Appalachia in the Making; Waller, Feud; Dunn,
Cades Cove; and Southern Mountain Research Collective, ed., “Essays in Political Economy: Toward a Class
Analysis of Appalachia,” Appalachian Journal 11 (Autumn-Winter, 1983-84), 19-162.



the right to drink (and distill) alcohol. This conflict over alcohol reform ultimately heightened
social tensions within the region and sparked a cultural divide between urban and rural
highlanders that would widen following the Civil War.

The second issue — the origins and development of the “myth of Appalachia” — has
generated considerable interest among scholars in recent years and requires a more thorough
discussion at the outset. Perhaps no other region in the United States has been subject to as
much misconception and stereotyping as has the mountain South.® For many, if not most,
Americans, southern Appalachia is a land of backwardness, poverty, hopelessness, and violence.
It is — to use the words of journalist Dan Rather — “a place that seems like something out of
another country.”® The word Appalachia often evokes images of drunken hillbillies, rednecks,
feudists, and moonshiners. Its inhabitants are eccentric, illiterate, lazy, and hard-drinking. They
are “a different breed of people.”°

Since the 1970s, Henry D. Shapiro and other scholars have demonstrated that such
negative images about Appalachia and its people were largely a post-Civil War construct. These
misconceptions were not based on evidence. Instead, they were “invented” by late nineteenth
century missionaries, journalists, and local color novelists from outside the region. These men
and women “discovered” a people who, as a result of their presumed geographical isolation,

lived in the same fashion as that of America’s pioneer ancestors. Time appeared to have stood

still in Appalachia. The nation’s rapid advancement in communication, industry, and

8 For a recent discussion on stereotypes and southern Appalachia, see Dwight B. Billings, Gurney Norman, and
Katherine Ledford, eds., Confronting Appalachian Stereotypes: Back Talk from an American Region (Lexington:
University Press of Kentucky, 1999).

® Transcript of “Another America,” CBS News’s Forty-eight Hours, December 14, 1989, 2.

19 Quoted in “Signs of the Times,” Appalachian Journal 23 (Fall 1996), 144.



transportation following the Civil War seemed to have bypassed the region. Its inhabitants
remained backward, ignorant, and uncivilized.*

Much like Edward Said’s analysis of “orientalism,” scholarship on the discourse of
Appalachia has broadened our understanding of how cultural hierarchies between dominant and
subordinate societies are created.’* As Allen Batteau has explained, negative images about the
mountain region were invented (and reinvented during the twentieth century) to serve the
“economic opportunism, political creativity, or passing fancy of urban elites.”** The so-called
“myth of Appalachia” provided northern capitalists and missionaries with an excuse to intervene
in the lives of mountain residents, whom they viewed as crude and unrefined, and modernize the
region. It also fulfilled middle-class Americans’ need to project their own fears about the future
onto a people perceived as different. In short, Appalachia became the “other,” a place that
reminded Victorian Americans why they had embraced industrialization and “progress.”

While deconstructing these stereotypes, Shapiro and other historians have assumed that
myth-making originated from outside the mountain region. That they have done so should come
as no surprise. Most studies of Appalachian industrialism have emphasized “its exterior origins
and its imposition upon a population whose own actions had little effect in the creation of new
economy.”™* According to the standard narrative, mountain residents became victims to outside

forces beyond their control at the turn of the twentieth century. Northern capitalists, absentee

11 Shapiro, Appalachia on Our Mind; Batteau, The Invention of Appalachia; David E. Whisnant, All That Is Native
and Fine: The Politics of Culture in an American Region (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983);
Whisnant, Modernizing the Mountaineer; Jane S. Becker, Selling Tradition: Appalachia and the Construction of an
American Folk, 1930-1940 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998); Anne Rowe, The Enchanted
Country: Northern Writers in the South, 1865-1910 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1978); Richard
Ohmann, Selling Culture: Magazines, Markets, and Class at the Turn of the Century (New York: Verso, 1996);
Kevin E. O’Donnell and Helen Hollingsworth, eds., Seekers of Scenery: Travel Writing from Southern Appalachia,
1840-1900 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2004); and Anthony Harkins, Hillbilly: A Cultural History of
an American Icon (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004).

12 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon, 1978).

13 Batteau, The Invention of Appalachia, 1.

“ Robert S. Weise, Grasping at Independence: Debt, Male Authority, and Mineral Rights in Appalachian Kentucky,
1850-1915 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2001), 6.



owners, and land speculators monopolized power by manipulating local governments and
overwhelming “regional cultures with the legacies of industrialization.” Mountain residents
were powerless to stop these unwanted changes, much less shape the discourse of Appalachia.™

Recently, several historians have begun to challenge such assumptions. They have
argued that mountain residents played an active role in the development of Appalachian
stereotypes. In his study on tourism in western North Carolina during the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, for instance, Richard Starnes believes that local boosters, hoping to attract
northern capitalists and tourists, promoted the region as the “Land of the Sky,” a mystical and
exotic place where urban middle-class Americans could escape from “modernity.”*® Focusing
on upper East Tennessee, David C. Hsiung has discovered that negative images about
Appalachia and its people began within the region long before local color novelists arrived on
the scene in the late nineteenth century. According to Hsiung, as early as 1800, mountain town
dwellers and nearby farmers, eager for economic development and wider connections to the
outside world, began to emphasize differences between themselves and the more isolated (and
poorer) country folk. Chastising their rural counterparts as backward and ignorant, these
“outward-oriented” urban inhabitants forged the negative images about the region that local
colorists and missionaries popularized following the Civil War."’

In studying the anti-alcohol crusade, | have also discovered that the origins of many
Appalachian stereotypes lay in the antebellum period. By the 1830s, urban middle-class

mountain reformers began to identify rural western North Carolina as a backward place where

15 Lewis, Transforming the Appalachian Countryside; Eller, Miners, Millhands, and Mountaineers; Gaventa, Power
and Powerlessness; and Lewis, Johnson, and Askins, Colonialism in Modern America.

16 Richard D. Starnes, Creating the Land of the Sky: Tourism and Society in Western North Carolina (Tuscaloosa:
University of Alabama Press, 2005).

7 David C. Hsiung, Two Worlds in the Tennessee Mountains: Exploring the Origins of Appalachian Stereotypes
(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1997).



inhabitants, adhering to “traditional” drinking mores, failed to meet the standards of
“mainstream” American society. Tourists and writers subsequently tapped into these
perceptions, laying the foundation for negative images that persist today. Moreover, during the
late nineteenth century, local townspeople, having already embraced temperance, reinforced and
perpetuated the misconception that most mountain residents were drunken, moonshiners. These
men and women admitted that many rural highlanders continued to live in ignorance, consume
large amounts of alcohol, and engage in illicit distilling. Echoing the views of local colorists and
missionaries, they believed that the “traditional” culture of these country folk required reforming.
I have organized this book into three parts, each constituting a cohesive period in the
history of anti-alcohol reform in Appalachian North Carolina. Part 1 sets the stage for conflict
between mountain “progressives” and “traditionalists.” It begins with a discussion on the
important role that alcohol manufacturing played in the region’s diverse agrarian economy
during the early antebellum period. In those years, liquor distilling became a cottage industry
used by many farmers to obtain cash, a scarce commodity on the frontier. There was also not yet
a stigma attached to those who manufactured alcohol, and for good reason. As elsewhere in the
antebellum United States, whiskey and brandy flowed at western North Carolina dances, barn
raisings, and militia musters, providing participants with an opportunity to strengthen kinship
and community bonds. Highlanders’ demand for and acceptance of alcohol ensured that
distillers could always find buyers. These liquor makers were entrepreneurs responding to the
demands of the marketplace, and, as such, they gained the appreciation of mountain residents,
who regarded drinking and distilling as an integral element of their economy and culture.
Beginning in the 1830s, however, new social and economic forces would conspire against

mountain distillers and their clientele. Influenced by the Great Revival, many Presbyterians,



Baptists, and Methodists began to reject the prevailing drinking mores of antebellum Americans.
A new middle-class also emerged in the burgeoning towns of western North Carolina. Viewing
themselves as refined and cultivated, these doctors, lawyers, and merchants embraced the
evangelicals’ anti-alcohol crusade, believing that “traditional” drinking habits impeded the
region’s economic prosperity, and chastised liquor distillers for promoting intemperance. In
short, temperance became a badge of respectability, one that helped to demarcate differences
between middle-class residents of towns and rural mountain whites. Nonetheless, mountain
reformers would have to wait until the late nineteenth century, when the region began to feel the
full impact of industrialization and urbanization, before they could gain the support of rural
communities.

The emphasis in Part 2 is on the rise of moonshiner violence and the politics of federal
liquor taxation in western North Carolina during Reconstruction. It first explains why illicit
distillers enjoyed a broad base of mountain support in their fight against the Bureau of Internal
Revenue and its “infernal” liquor tax. Following the Civil War, many mountain whites,
Republican and Democratic, opposed liquor law enforcement because it threatened to increase
federal authority and destroy an important local industry. Consequently, the moonshiner became
a folk hero, an outlaw who supposedly killed in self-defense and for a noble cause: to protect his
community from an “oppressive” national government. As the issues of Reconstruction and
liquor taxation became intertwined, urban reformers found it more difficult to promote anti-
alcohol reform and condemn liquor manufacturers for encouraging violence and crime.
Meanwhile, North Carolina politicians capitalized on highlanders’ hostility to the revenue law.
Mountain Democrats linked liquor taxation with Radical Republicanism and the question of

“home rule.” Republicans counterattacked by disassociated themselves from their national



party’s support of the liquor law. In the end, Republicans failed, resulting in a political fiasco
that crushed the local party in 1876.

By the 1880s, however, the reputation of moonshiners and legal distillers declined as
western North Carolina experienced an unprecedented era of industrial and urban growth. The
arrival of the railroad, and along with it “civilization,” encouraged many highlanders to revive
the anti-alcohol crusade. Part 3 begins with a discussion on the resurgence of prohibition
sentiment among town middle-class highlanders during the 1870s. Embracing New South
rhetoric, these men and women feared that alcohol had stymied the region’s economic and moral
potential. They increasingly chastised the drinking mores of rural mountain residents, whom
they viewed as backward and unrefined, and passed local-option laws to curtail alcohol
consumption in their communities. Like missionaries and capitalists from outside the region,
middle-class highlanders concluded that social conflict in Appalachia was not the product of
economic exploitation, but rather the result of a “traditional” culture, one that needed civilizing.
Moonshiners and legal distillers emerged as central figures in this drama, epitomizing what was
wrong with mountain society. They were unwanted remnants of the colonial past, rugged
individualists who rejected modernity, embraced violence, and promoted intemperance. Like
other “traditional” mountain residents, they had no place in the new industrial social order.

Contrary to what northern and local urban reformers claimed, however, rural highlanders
had embraced “progress” and “civilization.” Part 3, then, also chronicles the rise of anti-alcohol
sentiment in rural western North Carolina at the turn of the twentieth century. The expansion of
commercial farming, industrial capitalism, and urbanization ultimately hastened the decline of
the isolation of rural culture. In fact, by the 1890s, a growing number of rural residents, having

greater access to towns and becoming more entrenched in the larger market economy, chastised



“traditional” drinking mores and blamed alcohol distillers for perpetuating violence, idleness,
and crime. Hoping to once and for all eradicate “King Alcohol” from the mountain region, these
men and women would ally with their urban middle-class counterparts and embrace state-wide
prohibition in 1908.

Taken as a whole, this book chronicles the social tensions that accompanied the
beginnings of western North Carolina’s transition from a rural to an urban-industrial economy
during the nineteenth century. As such, it is part of a larger story about the origins and
development of conflict within not only Appalachia but also rural America. Largely a product of
industrialization and urbanization, the anti-alcohol crusade played an important role in this
drama: one that often pitted town “progressives” against rural “traditionalists.” In the middle of
this battle for social control and cultural hegemony stood the alcohol distiller, whose decline in

reputation ultimately reflected rural America’s integration into “mainstream” society.
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PART 1:

THE BEGINNINGS OF ANTI-ALCOHOL REFORM, 1790-1860
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CHAPTER 1

“THIS COUNTRY IMPROVES IN CULTIVATION, WICKEDNESS, MILLS, AND STILL”:
DISTILLING AND DRINKING DURING THE ANTEBELLUM PERIOD

Here’s to Old Corn Likker,
Whitens the teeth,

Perfumes the breath,

And makes childbirth a pleasure.!

Bluford McGee was born in 1832 and raised on the bank of Beaver Creek in Wilkes
County, located on the eastern slopes of North Carolina’s Blue Ridge Mountains. In 1850, he
and several neighbors departed the county for the gold-fields of California. There, McGee found
nothing but hardship. He discovered little gold and developed severe rheumatism, which left
him unable to walk. McGee spent the next twelve years at a hospital in San Francisco, where he
wrote an autobiography of his childhood in Wilkes County.?

McGee’s father, also named Bluford, was a central figure in his autobiography. The
elder McGee farmed and made extra money by distilling his surplus apples into brandy and
selling it to his neighbors. In fact, McGee remembered that his father made the “best” apple
brandy in Wilkes County. Residents anxiously waited to taste the elder McGee’s first batch of

brandy each season. McGee recalled that his father, signaling that a batch of brandy was

complete, would “go out in front of the still house and blow” on the still cap “as loud as he

! North Carolina folksaying, quoted in Joseph Earl Dabney, Mountain Spirits: A Chronicle of Corn Whiskey from
King James’ Ulster Plantation to America’s Appalachians and the Moonshine Life (New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1974), 3.

2 McGee returned to Beaver Creek sometime after 1870. He worked as a school teacher there until his death in
1883. See B.B. McGee, The Country Youth: Autobiography of B.B. McGee (1874; reprint, North Wilkesboro, N.C.:
Pearson Publishing Co., 1964).
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could.” People from miles around heard this noise and, knowing what it meant, headed off to the
still to enjoy the first run, or batch, of the season.

McGee’s teacher was one such brandy connoisseur, who, to the youth’s delight, canceled
class upon hearing the high-pitched sound. “The school house was as quiet as a tomb,” McGee
remembered, “when all of a sudden a deafening blast from my father’s still cap came crashing in
at the door,” startling students and teacher alike. McGee saw the corners of his teacher’s mouth
begin “to twitch and glow with radiance, till they spread from ear to ear in a broad smile.” That
smile did not subside. The teacher dismissed class, put on his hat, and walked out, “leaving a
clear streak of sunshine behind him that made the heart feel glad.”

McGee’s autobiography reveals that antebellum mountain distillers were not hillbillies or
marginalized criminals, as journalists and local colorists would label them after the Civil War.
Most were small farmers who augmented their income by manufacturing excess yields of corn,
apples, and peaches into alcohol and selling it to neighbors or merchants. These distillers were
also respected members of the community. Wilkes County residents, for instance, viewed the
elder McGee’s liquor enterprise as a legitimate business. In fact, his first run of the season
provided citizens with an opportunity to strengthen kinship and community bonds. Farmers and
schoolteachers alike congregated near McGee’s still to drink, gossip, and debate politics.*

While devoting considerable attention to moonshiner violence in southern Appalachia
following the Civil War, historians have neglected to examine the antebellum distiller

thoroughly. Studying alcohol manufacturing provides an excellent opportunity to explore the

economic and social lives of mountain residents living on the southern frontier.> Whiskey

* Ibid., 46, 58-60.

* McGee, The Country Youth, 58-60.

® Since the 1970s, William Holmes, Wilbur Miller, and other scholars have confronted traditional notions of the late
nineteenth century Appalachian moonshiner, pointing out that resistance to federal liquor law enforcement was the
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distilling offers a lens through which to view the Appalachian South’s process of cultural
adaptation and reliance upon trade and outside markets. Both of these aspects of the region’s life
confirm that southern Appalachia was not a static or closed society before the Civil War.® One
of the region’s first industries, liquor distilling was often a capitalistic enterprise that enabled
farmers to obtain cash, which was a scarce commaodity on the frontier. It also promoted social
cohesion. As elsewhere in the antebellum United States, alcohol flowed at southern Appalachian

dances, barn raisings, and militia musters. Participants in these events felt like equals. The

product of neither ethnic origins nor geographical isolation. Recent scholarship has linked the rise of moonshining
to larger economic forces shaping the history of southern Appalachia following the Civil War. Industrialization, the
decline of farm size, and growth of urban markets encouraged many mountain residents who lived in rural,
economically depressed regions to distill alcohol illegally, thereby escalating the potential for violence. See Ester
Kellner, Moonshine: Its History and Folklore (Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1971); Jess Carr, The
Second Oldest Profession: An Informal History of Moonshining in America (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall,
1972); David W. Maurer, Kentucky Moonshine (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1974); Joseph Earl
Dabney, Mountain Spirits: A Chronicle of Corn Whiskey from King James’ Ulster Plantation to America’s
Appalachians and the Moonshine Life (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1974); William F. Holmes,
“Moonshining and Collective Violence: Georgia, 1889-1895,” Journal of American History 67 (December 1980),
589-611; Edward Ayers, Vengeance and Justice: Crime and Punishment in the 19""-Century American South (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1984); William L. Montell, Killings: Folk Justice in the Upper South (Lexington,
KY: University Press of Kentucky, 1986); Stephen Cresswell, Mormons & Cowboys, Moonshiners & Klansmen:
Federal Law Enforcement in the South & West, 1870-1893 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1991);
Wilbur R. Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners: Enforcing Federal Liquor Law in the Mountain South, 1865-1900
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991); Gordon B. McKinney, “Moonshiners, Law Enforcement,
and Violence: Legitimacy and Community in Western North Carolina 1862-1882,” (paper delivered at Southern
Historical Association meeting, New Orleans, November 1995); Bruce E. Stewart, “*When Darkness Reigns Then is
the Hour to Strike’: Moonshining, Federal Liquor Taxation, and Klan Violence in Western North Carolina, 1868-
1872,” North Carolina Historical Review 80 (October 2003), 453-474; and Stewart, “Attacking Red-Legged
Grasshopper: Moonshiners, Violence, and the Politics of Federal Liquor Taxation in Western North Carolina, 1865-
1876,” Appalachian Journal: A Regional Studies Review 32 (Fall 2004), 26-48.

® Since the 1980s, historians have challenged the assumption that southern Appalachia was a static and closed region
during the antebellum period. These scholars have argued that improved transportation routes, population growth,
and new manufacturing technologies allowed some mountain residents to increasingly participate in the larger
market economy. In short, historians have shown that economic development in southern Appalachia resembled
that of other American regions during the nineteenth century. See Richard A. Straw and H. Tyler Blethen, eds.,
High Mountains Rising: Appalachia in Time and Place (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2004); Dwight B.
Billings and Kathleen M. Blee, Road to Poverty: The Making of Wealth and Hardship in Appalachia (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000); Donald Edward Davis, Where There Are Mountains: An Environmental History
of the Southern Appalachians (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2000); Wilma A. Dunaway, The First American
Frontier: Transition to Capitalism in Southern Appalachia, 1700-1860 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1996); Mary Beth Pudup, Dwight B. Billings, and Altina L. Waller, eds., Appalachia in the Making: The
Mountain South in the Nineteenth Century (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995); Robert Tracy
McKenzie, One South or Many? Plantation Belt and Upcountry in Civil War Era Tennessee (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994); John C. Inscoe, Mountain Masters, Slavery and the Sectional Crisis in Western
North Carolina (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1989); and Durwood Dunn, Cades Cove: The Life and
Death of a Southern Appalachia Community, 1818-1937 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1988).
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important role that distillers played in North Carolina highlanders’ economic and social lives
before the Civil War prompts reevaluation of the image of the region’s most celebrated (and
notorious) figure. More so than previous works, which rely heavily upon the oral histories of
late nineteenth and early twentieth century moonshiners, this chapter uses manuscripts, store
accounts, and census data to argue that a majority of antebellum western North Carolinians
regarded alcohol and distilling as an integral part of their society and economy.’
America’s First Frontier: A Cultural Synthesis

Western North Carolina is a land of mountains, valleys, and plateaus. Extending from
Surry County on the north to Cleveland County on the south are the North Carolina foothills that
make up the eastern slopes of the Blue Ridge range. The Blue Ridge, which is part of the
Appalachian chain stretching from eastern Canada to northern Georgia, divides the rest of
western North Carolina from the foothills and piedmont to the east. Beyond this mountain range
in North Carolina lies a high plateau, which is traversed by several short high ranges. Rivers
flow between these ranges, creating fertile valleys across the plateau. Higher in the northwestern
part of the state and gradually lowering as it runs southward into Georgia, the plateau is bordered
on the west by the Great Smokies. This range divides North Carolina from Tennessee and is
home to some of the highest mountains east of the Mississippi River.?

A diverse group of Europeans trickled into the region during the mid eighteenth century.

English, German, and Scots-Irish migrants, among others, traveled down the Great Wagon Road,

" For scholarship on antebellum distilling, see Margaret Morley, The Carolina Mountains (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin Co., 1913); Horace Kephart, Our Southern Highlanders (New York: Outing Publishing Co., 1913); John C.
Campbell, The Southern Highlander and His Homeland (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1921); Cratis
Williams, “Moonshining in the Mountains,” North Carolina Folklore (May 1967): 11-17; Kellner, Moonshine; Carr,
The Second Oldest Profession; Maurer, Kentucky Moonshine; Dabney, Mountain Spirits; Thomas Slaughter, The
Whiskey Rebellion: Frontier Epilogue to the American Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986); and
Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners.

& Morley, The Carolina Mountains, 102-103; Ina Woestemeyer Van Noppen and John J. Van Noppen, Western
North Carolina Since the Civil War (Boone, NC: Appalachian Consortium Press, 1973), 1-3; and Laura
Thornborough, The Great Smoky Mountains (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1942), 1-2.
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a transportation artery linking western Pennsylvania to the southern colonies, and settled in the
piedmont of North Carolina. They believed that the backcountry offered them limitless
opportunity. Land was cheaper and more abundant there than in Pennsylvania or western
Virginia. Some stopped in the foothill region, where they settled along the rich bottomlands of
the Catawba and Yadkin rivers. After settling there, many of them, along with their slaves,
pushed westward, ignoring the British government’s Proclamation of 1763, which prohibited
white migration west of the Southern Appalachian divide.® Ascending the lofty ridges of the
Blue Ridge, they began to encroach on the hunting grounds of the Cherokees. “The number of
families that have come from North Carolina and Virginia,” one Cherokee Indian complained in
1766, “are circumstances very alarming to us ... we were promised quiet possession of our lands
and redress for our grievances.”™® This initial influx of Europeans to the region was only a sign
of things to come.

At the close of the American Revolution, the North Carolina General Assembly allowed
whites to legally settle in the territory west of the Blue Ridge. There, fertile valleys offered
strong inducements to those wanting productive tracts of land. French botanist and traveler
Francois Michaux commented on the region in 1802: “These mountains begin to be populated
rapidly. The salubrity of the air, the excellence of the water, and more especially the pasturage
of these wild peas for the cattle, are so many caused that induce new inhabitants to settle
there.”** By foot, wagon, and horseback, thousands of whites from the piedmont and foothills

ventured onto the high plateau lying between the Blue Ridge and Great Smoky mountains. The

° H. Tyler Blethen and Curtis W. Wood, Jr., From Ulster to Carolina: The Migration of the Scotch-Irish to
Southwestern North Carolina (Raleigh: North Carolina Department of Cultural Resources, Division of Archives and
History, 1998), 38-43.

19 Quoted in Davis, Where There Are Mountains, 95-96.

1 Francois Andrew Michaux, Travels to the Westward of the Alleghany Mountains (London: Richard Phillips,
1805), 290.
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earliest settlers acquired land on the rich bottomlands of the New, Toe, French Broad, Catawba,
and Swannanoa rivers. Many of them, possessing the most fertile and accessible lands, would
emerge as the region’s economic, social, and political leaders. Latecomers occupied less
desirable lands along smaller rivers and creekbeds. It was not until the early nineteenth century
that settlers moved farther up the hillsides into hollows and coves, remote areas that isolated its
residents from the outside world."

During the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, western North Carolina was part of
the American frontier. It was a land of migrants, some of whom used the region as a temporary
home before moving to Tennessee, Kentucky, Alabama, or Georgia. Others stayed. These
English, German, African, and Scots-Irish settlers transported some of their native culture with
them to the mountains. Migration also brought fundamental change. Immigrants survived by
borrowing ideas and practices from one another, thereby creating a hybrid frontier culture.*®
Adapting to the new environment and coming into contact with Native Americans and other
European farmers, settlers shifted from oats, barley, and sheep to an economy that relied upon
pigs, corn, and rye.* They also adopted from the Cherokees’ slash-and-burn technique to clear
farmland. Settlers constructed log cabins and barns using German and Swiss carpentry designs

and methods. The English, one of the largest ethnic groups to settle in the mountains, heavily

12 Inscoe, Mountain Masters, 13, 53. For a case study detailing the settlement patterns of pioneer farmers in western
North Carolina, see Edward W. Phifer, “Slavery in Microcosm: Burke County, North Carolina,” Journal of Southern
History 28 (May 1962), 140.

3 Most historians no longer view the frontier as a dividing line between uncivilized and civilized. Instead, they
insist that the frontier was a place where “different cultures, environments, experiences, economies, motives, and
perspectives came into contact.” On this frontier, people exchanged ideas, cultural traits, values, and sometimes
lifestyles, thereby creating a new culture. See John Anthony Caruso, The Appalachian Frontier: America’s First
Surge Westward (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1959); Gregory H. Nobles, “Breaking into the Backcountry: New
Approaches to the Early American Frontier, 1750-1800,” William and Mary Quarterly 46 (1989), 641-70; and
Robert D. Mitchell, ed., Appalachian Frontiers: Settlement, Society, & Development in the Preindustrial Era
(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1991).

' Blethen and Wood, From Ulster to Carolina, 33.
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influenced political organization, “as the system of English law was transplanted, basically
intact, to the region.”*
The Roots of Alcohol Distilling

The Scots-Irish also influenced the cultural and social development of western North
Carolina. These people had migrated to Pennsylvania during the early eighteenth century from
the northern Irish province of Ulster.® Pressures from population growth soon pushed them to
the Pennsylvania backcountry. Beginning in the 1740s, soil exhaustion and the quest for cheaper
land encouraged a significant number of Ulstermen (as they preferred to be called) to migrate
southward via the Great Wagon Road. Some settled in the piedmont of North Carolina, where
they lived on the river bottoms and creeks west of the Yadkin River. From there, Ulstermen
moved deeper into the foothills and, after the American Revolution, crossed the Blue Ridge
Mountains. By 1800, families of Ulster origins accounted for 43 percent of the population in
southwestern North Carolina.'’

Along with cattle herding and Presbyterianism, the Scots-Irish introduced the art of
whiskey distilling to southern Appalachia. Other settlers, rich and poor, quickly adopted this
cultural practice.® As early as the eleventh century, the Gaels of old Ireland had begun to
manufacture barley into whiskey.®® The Scots soon adopted Irish distilling methods and

modified them. By the late fifteenth century, the Irish and the Scots had developed distinct

distillation methods. The skills of both groups advanced when, through the actions of King

> Davis, Where There Are Mountains, 97-107 (quotation, 99).

18 Historian Joseph Dabney estimates that at least a quarter of a million Ulster Scots descended upon American soil
between 1717 and 1776. See Dabney, Mountain Spirits, 40.

17 Blethen and Wood, From Ulster to Carolina, 29-50.

'8 For a detailed study on the origins of cattle herding and Presbyterianism in western North Carolina, see ibid., 55-
62.

19 No one knows for sure who discovered the distillation process. Before the birth of Christ, the Chinese and
Japanese distilled rice into alcohol. Mid-eastern alchemists (re)discovered the distillation process during the Middle
Ages, disseminating it to Europe sometime before the eleventh-century. See Kellner, Moonshine, 30-31.

18



James 1, they combined their collective knowledge of the distilling process. In 1610, James I,
hoping to consolidate his control over the ten counties of Catholic Northern Ireland (Ulster),
enticed Protestants from Scotland to settle there. These so-called Scots-Irish, or Ulster Scots,
exchanged their skills with the older Irish inhabitants, thereby perfecting the process of whiskey
distilling.?°

The Scots-Irish continued to distill alcohol upon migrating to Pennsylvania during the
eighteenth century. The ingredients used to make whiskey changed, however. Instead of barley,
Ulstermen, adapting to the new environment, began to distill rye and corn into whiskey. The
ingredients may have changed, but the finished product remained in high demand. Philadelphian
Benjamin Rush complained about Scots-Irish distillers on the Pennsylvania frontier in the 1780s,
stating, “The quantity of rye destroyed and of whiskey drunk in these places is immense, and its
effects upon their industry, health and morals are terrible.” This love of making whiskey did not
dissipate when the Ulster Scots journeyed to western North Carolina and other southern
backcountry regions. By the late eighteenth century, notes historian Joseph Dabney, “columns of
steel blue smoke poured from hundreds of stills over the six-hundred-mile backcountry along the
Appalachian mountain chain.”*
The Manufacture of Corn Whiskey
The antebellum whiskey-making process varied among distillers, depending upon the

quantity of spirits desired, the ingredients used, and the speed of manufacturing needed.

Through trial and error, distillers created their own recipes and passed them on to their children

20 See Dabney, Mountain Spirits, 34; Ray Rensi and Leo Downing, “A Touch of Mountain Dew: Art and History of
Whiskey-Making in North Georgia,” in The Many Faces of Appalachia: Proceedings of the 7" Annual Appalachian
Studies Conference, edited by Sam Gray (Boone, NC: Appalachian Consortium Press, 1985), 196-197; David
Hackett Fischer, Albion’s Seed: Four British Folkways in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 729;
and William C. Lehmann, Scottish and Scotch-Irish Contributions to Early American Life and Culture (Port
Washington, NY: Kennikat Press Corp., 1978).

2! Dabney, Mountain Spirits, 50-51.
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or neighbors. A recipe book that William Lenoir of Caldwell County wrote during the 1790s, for
instance, reveals that not all western Carolinians agreed upon the best way to distill alcohol.
Lenoir discovered that while some mountain distillers preferred to use rye malt to speed up the
fermenting process, others cautioned against it.”* Although recipes may have differed, the actual
techniques used to distill alcohol in the region remained similar to those in Ulster.

The Scots-Irish brought both their small stills and their knowledge of manufacturing
alcohol to Appalachian North Carolina. Like other antebellum distillers, they most commonly
used the pot still, a copper container shaped liked a “large teakettle with a round lid and an extra-
long spout.” These stills proved extremely useful because they were light and easy to transport
over rugged terrain.?® Ulster Scots and other settlers who did not own stills could either buy or
make them. By the 1790s, merchants traveled the mountain countryside selling pot stills and
other items. In 1794, for instance, Buncombe County merchant Zebulon Baird executed a bill of
sale to William Lenoir “in consideration of one hundred and thirty pounds, for a still and other
items of personal property.”®* Distillers who were less affluent than Lenoir often built their own
stills, a skill they learned from the Scots-Irish. Distillers made this primitive variation of the pot
still by sawing a hollow log in two and running a copper pipe from one end to the other. With
the halves reconnected, “beer poured in at the top, steam sent through the pipe, and alcohol was
taken off through another pipe,” the process was complete.®

Once in possession of a still, the pioneer distiller found a proper site to operate it. Since

alcohol manufacturing required water, Ulstermen and other antebellum distillers preferred to set

22 William Lenoir’s distilling recipe book, Box 23, Folder 289, Household and Plantation Records, Lenoir Family
Papers, Southern Historical Collection, Manuscripts Department, Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill.

2% Keller, Moonshine, 58; and Maurer, Kentucky Moonshine, 29-32

2 Johnson J. Hayes, The Land of Wilkes (Wilkesboro, NC: Wilkes County Historical Society, 1962), 77.

% Dabney, Mountain Spirits, 67.
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up their stills near streams.?® Satisfying this preference was not difficult, for there were
countless springs and streams in western North Carolina. Before selecting a stream, however,
distillers tested water quality. Some examined the flora that surrounded the branch, hoping to
find yellow root or red horsemint, which indicated that the water was soft and more suitable
(many believed) for making whiskey. Others collected stream water in a jar, shook it, and tilted
it on its side. If bubbles rose when the distiller tilted the jar, he had discovered “soft” branch
water and would carry his equipment to that stream.?’ Distillers’ preference for soft water
backfired on them when the federal government attempted to enforce liquor taxation during the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Revenuers often searched for illegal stills by
studying the plants that surrounded a branch. If touch-me-nots grew along the banks of a stream,
revenuers bypassed it, knowing “that moonshin[ers] wouldn’t think of putting their still on a
branch with touch-me-nots. For touch-me-nots along a branch means hard water and hard water
won’t make corn whiskey. It takes soft water.”?®

After finding a proper site, the pioneer distiller selected the corn to make whiskey.?
Distillers would examine each kernel of corn by hand and discard discolored or rotten ones. In
order to change the corn’s starch into sugar through fermentation, the distiller first made “corn

malt.” This process involved placing unground kernels in a container with several holes in the

bottom. The distiller poured warm water into the container, hoping that the corn would sprout in

% «Eresh water was needed for both the mixing and tempering of the moonshine as well as a coolant for the
condensation part of the distillation procedure.” See Rensi and Downing, “A Touch of Mountain Dew,” 200.
2" Kellner, Moonshine, 56; and Rensi and Downing, “A Touch of Mountain Dew,” 199-200.

%8 John Parris, These Storied Mountains (Asheville, NC: Citizen-Times Publishing Co., 1972), 263-264.

% To make brandy, the distiller would use peaches or apples.
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three or four days.*® Distillers sometimes accelerated the sprouting process by burying the corn
in manure.®* Grown sprouts then dried in the sun or before a fire.

Once the grains were dry, distillers ground them into a coarse meal known as “corn
grits.” The farmer used a tubmill, which he could borrow from a neighbor or miller if necessary,
to complete this process.** When placed in an oak barrel and mixed with hot water, the meal
became a mush called “sweet mash.” One bushel of the mash stirred into thirty gallons of water
produced one to one and a half gallons of whiskey.** The distiller then covered the barrel to
keep its contents clean and placed it in the sun to dry. After four or five days, he uncovered the
barrel and thinned out the “sweet mash” with warm water. Before recovering the barrel, the
whiskey maker sometimes added rye malt, made like corn malt, to speed up the fermenting
process. The malt rose to “the top in a layer from one to two inches thick, sealed off the air, and
sealed in the flavor.”® During this time, the sugar in the “sweet mash” changed to carbonic acid
and alcohol — a soupy yellow mixture known as “sour mash”.*

When fermentation was completed five to ten days later, whiskey makers then separated
the mash from water through the distillation process.*® To ensure that the mash did not lose its

10 percent alcoholic content at this stage, the alcohol manufacturer had to distill it promptly.*’

He first dipped the mash out into buckets and strained it into the still through a piece of cloth.

% Distillers desired the sprouts to grow to a length of one to one and half inches. See Williams, “Moonshining in
the Mountains,” 13.

%1 «“The added warmth of the oxidation generally cut the sprouting time in half.” See Rensi and Downing, “A Touch
of Mountain Dew,” 200.

%2 «If he had a stout arm, or a stout wife or son, he might obtain two bushels of ground corn per day.” See Keller,
Moonshine, 57.

* Williams, “Moonshining in the Mountains,” 13.

% bid., 57-58.

% During the winter, the distiller kept the mash warm by burying it in hot manure or sawdust piles. See Dabney,
Mountain Spirits, 4, 6, 8.

% «A skill distiller could tell the proper degree of fermentation by the sound in the barrel; it was at perfection when
the bubbling resembled rain drumming on a roof or a slice of pork fring in the pan.” See Miller, Revenuers &
Moonshiners, 32.

% Dabney, Mountain Spirits, 5.
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The distiller then heated the pot still over a wood fire and cooked the mash at 176 degrees
Fahrenheit, the temperature at which alcohol becomes vapor.®® The resulting vapor traveled up
the neck of the still and into the worm, a copper coil connected to the pot still. The distiller then
set the worm in a cooler barrel under a waterfall. The cold coil turned the alcohol vapor back
into alcohol, which traveled out through a pipe directly into a pail, keg, or jug.*

The distiller’s work was not yet finished, however. This first batch, or run, of whiskey,
required additional distilling. “Singlings,” as the initial run was called, still contained excess

water and, among other poisonous substances, fusel oil.*°

To purify this murky liquid, the
distiller made a second run — “doublings” — at a lower temperature. Some used the same still to
make doublings, while others used two stills to speed up the process. If using one still, the
distiller had to remove the spent mash and “wash it out with some unstrained ‘beer’ left in the
mash barrel, a technique said to make the whiskey extra smooth and mellow.” He then cleaned
the pot with a rag and began to make “doublings.”

To estimate the strength, or proof, of whiskey, skilled pioneer distillers studied the
“bead” that formed at the top of a clear bottle filled with alcohol. Instruments that measured
alcohol proof were not available until the 1820s. If the bead was full of big, loose, collapsing
bubbles (“rabbit eyes” or “frog eyes”) after a distiller shook a bottle, the whiskey was not 100
proof (50 percent alcohol). However, if “the foam rose and remained in bubbles about the size

of a No. 5 shot, the proof was right.”*" Others used oil or lye to test whiskey’s proof. An early

twentieth century Georgia moonshiner described how pioneers used this method: “You put the

% Heating the still to the appropriate temperature was an important skill that pioneers learned by trial and error or in
childhood from relatives. As historian Esther Kellner explained, “The mash must cook neither too slowly nor too
rapidly. If it becomes too hot, the vapor will carry too much steam, or the mash will be scorched. In cases of
gg(treme heat, the steam can build up too fast and the still may explode.” Kellner, Moonshine, 59.

Ibid.
“ Williams, “Moonshining in the Mountains,” 14.
*1 Kellner, Moonshine, 60.
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oil in when the likker first comes out of the still. The way you tell ... when the bead hops all the
way out and sits on top of the surface, it’s false. A true bead will stop half in the likker and half

out on top.”*

Whether they tested proof with the jar or oil methods, distillers wanted their
whiskey to be 50 percent alcohol.
The Market Value of Distilled Spirits

Immigrants could not bring with them to the Appalachian frontier all of their customs,
institutions, and material goods. They survived by adapting to the new physical environment. In
the process, these settlers reshaped (or modified) the way they had lived in Europe, discarding
cultural practices that were not useful. The Scots-Irish, for instance, stopped using turf for fuel
and thatch for home construction.”® If a skill proved beneficial, however, settlers kept it.
Whiskey-making was one such practice that Ulstermen transplanted to the New World. In fact,
other farmers also began to distill whiskey, using it as a barter item or selling it for extra money.
The Ulster Scots may well have introduced the art of manufacturing alcohol to the region, but
economic forces encouraged mountain residents, rich and poor, to continue this tradition.

Diversity was the key to mountain agriculture during the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. Farmers cultivated fruits, vegetables, and other crops to feed their families
and sometimes satisfy market demands. All farmers grew corn, which usually made up at least
half of a farmer’s total output.** This grain thrived in western North Carolina’s cooler climate,
and fed residents and livestock. Mountain women (and men) served it on the table three times a

day as corn mush or Indian pudding. The most popular food item was cornbread, a dish that

mountain residents’ cooked over an open hearth and served with pork, vegetables, and wild

“2 Dabney, Mountain Spirits, 10.
% Kenneth W. Keller, “What Is Distinctive about the Scotch-Irish?” in Appalachian Frontiers, 72.
* Inscoe, Mountain Masters, 14.
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berries.* Corn was more than just a food source, however. Pioneer settlers often made
mattresses from leftover cornhusks, while others used corncobs as fuel, stoppers in jugs, and
fertilizer. Even children benefited from this grain, making corncob and cornhusk dolls.*®

Corn also provided Carolina highlanders with a viable product that connected them to the
larger market economy. Recent scholarship has demonstrated that most Appalachian farming
households were neither completely self-sufficient nor isolated from the outside world.*’
Pioneer and antebellum farmers produced at least a small surplus of livestock and/or grain,
which they bartered to their neighbors or sold to storekeepers, itinerant merchants, and drovers.
Merchants played an important role linking these rural farmers to external economies. James
Patton, an Ulster Scot who migrated to western North Carolina in the 1790s, for instance,
traveled throughout the mountain countryside, buying, among other things, corn and selling
manufactured goods from the North.*®* Moreover, a vast network of trails in western Carolina
gave the earliest migrants access to the larger market economy. During the 1790s, settlers began
to build roads along the region’s largest and most important river, the French Broad, which
“flows northwestward from near the South Carolina border, through Asheville, into northeast
Tennessee.” These trails and roads allowed farmers to transport their crops to market or join

their livestock with those being driven through the region from Tennessee and Kentucky.*

** Michael Ann Williams, Great Smoky Mountains Folklife (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1995): 92.

*6 Kellner, Moonshine, 55.

*" Inscoe, Mountain Masters; Donald L. Winters, Tennessee Farming, Tennessee Farmers: Antebellum Agriculture
in the Upper South (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1994); Paul Salstrom, Appalachia’s Path to
Dependency: Rethinking a Region’s Economic History, 1730-1940 (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky,
1994); Pudup, Billings, Waller, Appalachia in the Making; Dunaway, The First American Frontier; Blethen and
Wood, From Ulster to Carolina; Billings and Blee, Road to Poverty; Davis, Where There Are Mountains; Robert S.
Weise, Grasping at Independence: Debt, Male Authority, and Mineral Rights in Appalachian Kentucky, 1850-1915
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2001); H. Tyler Blethen, “Pioneer Settlement,” in High Mountains
Rising, 17-29.

“8 James Patton, Biography of James Patton (Asheville, NC: n. p., 1850), 9-16.

* Tyler H. Blethen and Curtis Wood, “A Trader on the Carolina Frontier,” in Appalachian Frontiers, 162.
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The creation of the Buncombe Turnpike in 1828, running from Tennessee through
Madison, Buncombe, and Henderson counties into South Carolina, increased Appalachian North
Carolina’s already thriving livestock trade. Each October, farmers and merchants from
Kentucky, Tennessee, and North Carolina gathered up hogs and other livestock to sell to drovers.
These men, many of whom farmed, then transported these animals to South Carolina and
Georgia. The beneficiaries of this trade were farmers fortunate to own land near the Buncombe
Turnpike, where an estimated 150,000 to 175,000 hogs passed through each year between 1828
and the Civil War. The enormous amounts of grain needed to feed these animals encouraged
farmers to raise corn as a cash crop. In Madison, Buncombe, and Henderson counties, residents
grew one and a half times more corn than other mountain farmers to feed livestock traveling to
South Carolina and Georgia. Most sold or bartered their crop to merchants who had established
inns or stands along the turnpike.*

But not all farmers had such an accessible outlet for their crops. In remote counties and
before the completion of the Buncombe Turnpike in 1828, mountain residents found it more
difficult to transport their corn crop to market. Transportation and trade routes were unable to
accommodate the demands of these market-oriented farmers. In 1770, mapmaker John Collet
described the roads of western North Carolina as “widened bridle-paths.”™! Nineteenth century

historian Eli W. Caruthers believed that during the 1790s mountain roads were “almost

% Inscoe, Mountain Masters, 17-19, 49-51. See also Wilma Dykeman, The French Broad (New York: Rinehart and
Co., 1955), 137-151; Forrest McDonald and Grady McWhiney, “The Antebellum Southern Herdsman: A
Reinterpretation,” Journal of Southern History 41 (May 1975), 160; Blethen and Wood, From Ulster to Carolina,
and F.A. Sondley, A History of Buncombe County, 2 vols. (Asheville, NC: Advocate Print. Co., 1930), 2: 665; Jinsie
Underwood, This Is Madison County (Mars Hill, NC: Underwood, 1974), 18-19; and Kevin Barksdale, “Whiskey
Distillation in Antebellum Western North Carolina,” Tuckasegee Valley Historical Review: A Graduate Student
Publication 5 (April 1999), 8-9

*! John Collett, quoted in William P. Cummings, North Carolina in Maps (Raleigh, NC: Department of Archives
and History, 1966), 19.
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impassable half of the year.”* Bishop Francis Asbury would have agreed. After leaving

Asheville in 1800, he gave up a carriage for his more reliable horse. “This mode of conveyance
by no means suits the roads of this wilderness,” Asbury wrote in his journal. “We are obliged to
keep one behind the carriage with a strap to hold by and prevent accidents almost continually.”*

Many farmers discovered that it was impossible to transport bulk grain over such poor
transportation arteries. The crop would often spoil, having taken so long to carry to market.
“Under such disadvantages,” Caruthers explained, “a load of grain of whatever kind w[oul]d be
eat up before they c[oul]d get it to market.”* This problem continued to plague the region well
into the nineteenth century. As late as 1849, traveler Charles Lanman revealed that “the roads
have consumed all the corn that can be transported.”® Mountain farmers needed cash to pay
debts or obtain goods they could not produce at home. The economic independence that many of
them desired remained elusive.

Antebellum western North Carolina farmers found another way to market their corn and
fruit. Many discovered that it was easier to distill some of their crops into alcohol before
carrying them to market. A mule could carry about four bushels of corn on the long journey to
market during the antebellum period. Yet when it was distilled into whiskey a mule could haul
an equivalent of twenty-four bushels of corn.®® Some mountain farmers also found it more
profitable to distill excess yields of corn, apples, and peaches into alcohol and sell or barter it to

neighbors or merchants. During the 1790s, these Carolina highlanders may well have produced

as much alcohol as nearby residents in Blount County, Tennessee. Historian Donald Davis

%2 Eli W. Caruthers, quoted in Crow, “The Whiskey Rebellion in North Carolina,” 5.

%% Francis Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury, Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church, from August
7, 1771 to December 7, 1815 3 vols. (New York: N. Bangs and T. Mason, 1821), 3:1.

> Manuscript biography of Richard Hugg King by Eli W. Caruthers (1862), Richard Hugg King Papers, PC 23,
State Archives, Raleigh, North Carolina, quoted in Crow, “The Whiskey Rebellion in North Carolina, 5.

% Charles Lanman, Letters from the Alleghany Mountains (New York: G.P. Putman, 1849), 195.

% Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners, 28.
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discovered that the average farmer/distiller there produced fifty gallons a year, or “one fourth to
one half of the total corn harvest.”’

Account books from various stores in western North Carolina and neighboring states
show that a bushel of corn and a gallon of whiskey sold for approximately the same amount
throughout the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The price of the two products
seldom fell below forty cents or rose above fifty cents between the 1820s and the Civil War.>®
When the price of both commodities was comparable, farmers could make more money by
distilling corn into alcohol.>® In 1850, for instance, an Alexander County farmer could sell
twenty bushels of corn for 10 dollars. Converted into whiskey, those bushels could sell for 25
dollars.?® Store accounts also reveal how whiskey’s value in the mountain marketplace
compared to that of other important consumer goods. In the 1830s, a Haywood County store
retailed both a gallon of whiskey and gunpowder, an essential product, for the same amount.®*

Many western North Carolinians testified to the financial advantages that whiskey and
brandy distillation offered them. In 1810, William B. Lenoir informed his father, Gen. William
Lenoir of Caldwell County, that his “money will soon be gone, and | must move my saw mill,
buy a saw, buy stills & set up a distillery, before I can make any money.”®? Life on the frontier

was hard, and one of the quickest ways to earn money was to invest in a still. Lenoir’s brother-

in-law, Isaac T. Avery of Burke County also believed that liquid was corn’s most lucrative form.

> Davis, Where There Are Mountains, 140.

%8 Ledger, 1831-1861, John Finley Papers; Pedan and Kelly Account Book, 1835-1837, Peden and Kelly Papers;
Samuel P. Sherrill Account Book, 1845-1847; Thomas Miller Day Book, 1849-1850; Samuel F. Kirby Account
Book, 1785-1804; T. P. Jackson Account Book, 1820-1826; James A. Sadler Account Book, 1848-1854; Hiram
Burgess Account Book, 1853-1864, all in Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections Library, Duke
University, Durham, North Carolina; and Strabane (N.C.) Account Book, 1821, Southern Historical Collection.
% Corn whiskey required at least 2 bushels of grain for each 5-gallon batch. See Davis, Where There Are
Mountains, 140.

% Miller Daybook.

1 W. Clark Medford, The Early History of Haywood County (Waynesville, NC: Privately printed, 1961), 107-108.
82 Quoted in Margaret E. Harper, Fort Defiance and the General (Hickory, NC: Clay Printing Co., 1976), 84.
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Table 1.1. Percentage of Population and Gallons of Whiskey Produced in the Mountain Region
Compared to North Carolina as a Whole between 1810 and 1840

1810 1840

NC Total WNC Total WNC % NC Total WNC Total WNC %

Population 555,500 59,380 A1 753,419 104,570 14
Gallons 1,386,691 238,400 17 1,051,979 328,353 31

Source: U.S. Census Office, Third Census, 1810, Aggregate Amount of Each Description of Persons within the United States of
America, and the Territories thereof ... 1810 (Washington, D.C., 1811), 75-76; U.S. Census Office, 1840, A Statement of the Arts and
Manufacturers of the United States ... 1810 ... (Philadelphia, 1814), 133-134; U.S. Census Office, Sixth Census, 1840, Compendium of
the Enumeration of the Inhabitants and Statistics of the United States ... Sixth Census ... (Washington, D.C., 1841), 43, 186.

In 1824, Avery wrote that he had “made enough corn to do me, perhaps can make whisky
enough to pay for my salt, sugar and coffee and perhaps pay my taxes, but money is as scarce as
ever.”® While Avery demanded cash for his product, other farmers used their homemade
alcohol as a barter item. Caldwell County residents, for instance, often delivered whiskey and
brandy to James Harper, for which he exchanged items such as shoes and horse collars in his
store.*

Although incomplete because census enumerators only recorded stills with capacities
large enough to classify as manufacturing plants, census data suggests that whiskey production
increased in Appalachian North Carolina during the early nineteenth century. As table 1.1.
illustrates, when compared to the rest of the state, the per capita percentage of alcohol
manufactured in the mountain region grew at a faster rate between 1810 and 1840. In 1810,

western North Carolina accounted for 11 percent of the state’s population and manufactured 17

percent of state’s whiskey. Thirty years later, the mountain region was producing 31 percent of

% Quoted in Edward William Phifer, Jr., Burke: The History of a North Carolina County, 1777-1920, with a
Glimpse Beyond (Morganton, NC: Phifer, 1977), 208.
® Nancy Alexander, Here Will | Dwell: The Story of Caldwell County (Salisbury: Rowan Printing, 1956), 94-95.
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Table 1.2. Per Capita Percentage of Population and Gallons of Whiskey Produced within
Western North Carolina in 1840

County Percentage of Population/Rank Gallons Produced/Rank
Rutherford .18/1 .04/5
Burke .15/2 .25/2
Surry 14/3 .39/1
Wilkes 12/4 .18/3
Buncombe .10/5 .03/6
Ashe .07/6 .07/4
Yancey .06/7 .02/7
Haywood .05/8 .01/8
Henderson .05/8 .004/10
Macon .05/8 .003/11
Cherokee .03/11 .01/8
Source: U.S. Census Office, Sixth Census, 1840, Compendium of the Enumeration of the Inhabitants and Statistics of the United
States, 43, 186.

the state’s whiskey, while only accounting for 14 percent of the state’s population. The lack of
railroads may have accounted for this increase in alcohol production.

Within western North Carolina, however, some counties produced more whiskey than
others (see table 1.2). The top four whiskey manufacturing counties in 1840 (Surry,
Burke, Wilkes, and Ashe) together accounted for 48 percent of the mountain population and 89
percent of the alcohol distilled in the region. These counties were also located in the
northeastern part of western North Carolina. Counties such as Buncombe, Henderson, and
Haywood with a lower percentage of whiskey production were situated closer to the Buncombe
Turnpike and other trade routes connecting the mountain region to livestock markets in Georgia
and South Carolina. This suggests that farmers there opted to sell their corn to drovers, stand
owners, and/or itinerant merchants rather than distill it into alcohol. Buncombe and Rutherford,
for instance, together manufactured 7 percent of the region’s alcohol, while accounting for 28
percent of western North Carolina’s population. Since census enumerators only recorded

whiskey production, it is impossible to gauge the amount of brandy manufactured in the region
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during the antebellum period. Farmers in Henderson, Haywood, and other counties near the
Buncombe Turnpike, growing an abundance of peaches and apples, may well have distilled
brandy more often than whiskey.®

Despite the existence of large distilleries, alcohol manufacturing remained an important
cottage industry in western North Carolina before the Civil War. Wills and inventories disclose
that small farmers often left their families land and stills when they died. These men knew that
distilleries would allow their families to earn money, a scarce commodity on the frontier. In
1778, for instance, John Witherspoon from Wilkes County bequeathed both “still and mill” to his
seven children. Nearly twenty years later, in 1795, Burke County farmer Thomas England, who
fattened his livestock on corn mash, insisted that his wife inherit “my stock of Hogs with my
still.”®® Several of the region’s elite also owned stills, suggesting that the profession was not a
function of class and that the community deemed it a legitimate business. Caldwell County’s
foremost citizen, Gen. William Lenoir operated a still on his large plantation at the turn of the
nineteenth century. Lenoir, along with his overseer George Taylor, distilled excess yields of
“fruit trees” into brandy and sold it to neighbors and travelers. This still must have been
profitable because Taylor demanded that he receive “a twelfth part of the brandy” they
manufactured.®’

Pioneer and antebellum distillers found various ways to market their product. Like

Bluford McGee from Wilkes County, they often sold homemade alcohol to their neighbors.®®

% Lanman, Letters from the Alleghany Mountains, 153; and William Wyndam Malet, An Errand in the South in the
Summer of 1862 (London: R. Bentley, 1863), 250-251.

% John Witherspoon Will, November 1, 1778, Wilkes County Records of Wills, Will Book 1; and Will of Thomas
England, 1795, Burke County Record of Wills, both in State Archives, North Carolina office of Archives and
History, Raleigh.

%7 Quoted in Harper, Fort Defiance and the General, 33-34.

% McGee, The Country Youth, 46, 58-60.
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Tenant farmers sometimes used their distilled spirits to pay the rent.®® Young men, especially
those unable to own land or a still, capitalized on their knowledge of the alcohol manufacturing
process, a specialized skill that they had most likely learned in childhood from relatives or
neighbors. Some of them may well have responded to this newspaper ad from nearby eastern
Tennessee in 1825:

Wanted immediately, a first rate distiller. A young man without family, who understands

the art of distilling corn and rye mixed, and all rye. He must be a man of sober habits.

To such a one constant employment and good wages will be given.”

Other distillers were more ambitious. Entrepreneur Henry Reid made a small fortune operating a
distillery in Burke County during the 1790s. Not satisfied, Reid expanded his liquor enterprise
by purchasing a store, where he sold most of his whiskey to neighbors and travelers. This store
became an important trade center in northeastern Burke (now Alexander County). Nearby
farmers sold their corn to Reid, who used it to operate his distillery. The store was also a popular
destination for small distillers hoping to sell their homemade whiskey.”

Mountain residents sometimes shipped their product to more distant markets. In 1813,
distiller John Welch, along with other Haywood County farmers, sold over four thousand gallons
of barreled whiskey to Philip Hoodenpile, a former resident who operated a tavern on the
Mississippi frontier.”” Yearly during the 1830s, Buncombe County farmer and distiller Else
Burnett collected good including homemade alcohol from his family and traveled by wagon to

Augusta, Georgia. There, he traded the liquor to merchants in exchange for cash or gunpowder,

calico, sewing thread, and other manufactured goods.” Whether using their homemade brew as

% Harper, Fort Defiance and the General, 85.

" Quoted in Dabney, Mountain Spirits, 73.

™ Henry Reid Book, 1800-1802, Benjamin Austin Papers, 1756-1803, Special Collections, Duke University.

72 See Manly Wade Wellman, The Kingdom of Madison: A Southern Mountain Fastness and Its People (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1973), 34, 158.

" Fred Burnett, This Was My Valley (Ridgecrest, NC: Heritage Printers, 1960), 74.
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a barter item or to make extra money, mountain farmers distilled alcohol because they knew that
someone would buy it.
The Social Value of Distilled Spirits

In The Alcoholic Republic, W.J. Rorabaugh revealed that alcohol consumption in the
United States increased dramatically between 1790 and 1840. In those years, he noted, the
typical American “annually drank more distilled liquor than at any other time in our history.”"
Americans were enjoying a “spectacular binge,” and many Carolina highlanders joined the party.
Travelers commented on the drinking habits of mountain residents, and wondered why so many
of them drank alcohol. Methodist Bishop Francis Asbury, who included western North Carolina
in his annual tours throughout the Southeast during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, often complained that mountain residents had a fondness for alcohol, believing that
life on the frontier made them more prone to drink and distill it. “This country improves in
cultivation, wickedness, mills, and still; a prophet of strong drink would be acceptable to many
of these people,” Asbury wrote from Wilkes County in 1795. Five years later, he traveled to
Warm Springs in Madison County, where drinking was also a favorite pastime. “My company,”
Asbury believed, “was not agreeable here — there were too many subjects of the two great
potentates of this western world, whisky — brandy.””® Frederick Law Olmsted and other visitors

also commented on the high consumption and availability of whiskey, which they believed most

Carolina highlanders preferred over wine, rum, and brandy during the antebellum period.”

" W.J. Rorabaugh, The Alcoholic Republic: An American Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), Xi.
" Grady Carroll, ed., Francis Asbury in North Carolina, the North Carolina Portions of the Journal of Francis
Asbury (Nashville, TN: Parthenon Press, 1964), 134-135, 175-176.

"® Frederick Law Olmsted, A Journey in the Back County in the Winter of 1853-54 (New York: Mason Bros., 1860):
273; and A.R. Newsome, ed., “John Brown’s Journal of Travel in Western North Carolina in 1795,” North Carolina
Historical Review 11 (October 1934), 284-313.
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Because it was cheap, homemade whiskey was popular in western North Carolina and
other backcountry regions. Alcoholic beverages such as wine and rum were available to some
mountain residents, especially those residing in or near towns. Yet because they were imported
from Europe and the West Indies, these drinks were more expensive than whiskey. In the 1790s,
for instance, wine and rum each cost six pounds per gallon at William Tucker’s tavern in
Caldwell County. In contrast, Tucker sold a gallon of whiskey for three pounds.”” Mountain
elites often bought imported spirits in bulk from local merchants or retailers in Charleston, South
Carolina, and consumed them at dinner parties and ballroom dances. Robert Pearson from Burke
County was one such man, a wealthy banker who kept bottles of champagne in his wine cellar.
During the Civil War, Unionist women plundered Pearson’s home, where they discovered the
bottles of champagne and distributed them among themselves. One of these women, upon
opening the first bottle, fled when she heard the pop of the cork, declaring that *“it was pizen, put
there to kill them for nobody had ever seed liquor pop that way.”"®

As its price seldom rose above fifty cents a gallon, corn whiskey proved the cheapest and
most popular alcoholic drink in western North Carolina.”® It remained affordable for two
reasons. Because merchants and tavern owners could always buy whiskey directly from nearby
distillers, the demand for it seldom eclipsed its supply. According to historian Ester Kellner,
improvements in the distilling process during the early nineteenth century also account for

whiskey’s low price. James C. Crow, a Scots-Irish chemist and distiller who moved to the

southern backcountry in 1825, was the first person to manufacture alcohol by scientific methods.

7 Alexander, Here Will 1 Dwell, 36.

"8 Quoted in John C. Inscoe and Gordon B. McKinney, The Heart of Confederate Appalachia: Western North
Carolina during the Civil War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000), 251.

" Ledger, 1831-1861, Finley Papers; Pedan and Kelly Account Book; Sherrill Account Book; Miller Day Book;
Kirby Account Book; Jackson Account Book; Sadler Account Book; Burgess Account Book; and Strabane (N.C.)
Account Book.
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Crow was known for “stressing almost clinical cleanliness and introducing the use of
hydrometer, saccharometer, and thermometer for water, sugar, and temperature control.” If able
to afford these instruments and understand how to use them, an antebellum distiller “could now
distill 3% gallons of whiskey from a single bushel of corn, whereas their fathers had obtained
only 2 gallons.”® Along with whiskey, brandy became popular in Henderson and Wilkes
counties, where farmers distilled it from an abundance of apples and peaches and kept its price
affordable.®

The availability of cheap whiskey and brandy encouraged the heavy drinking that
temperance societies and “outsiders” condemned in the late antebellum period. Mountain
residents did not have to travel far to buy spirituous liquors. In more remote parts of the North
Carolina highlands, communities often had a still house, where its inhabitants and travelers could
buy or barter alcohol.®* Those who did not live near a distiller purchased alcohol from retail
establishments. By the 1790s, taverns dotted the mountain countryside and kept alcohol in stock
throughout the year. Tax lists reveal that at least one legal tavern operated in every mountain
county by 1815.% The earliest taverns, according the historian Guion Johnson, were probably, at
best, crude weather-boarded buildings or log huts. “The more prosperous ones,” Johnson
explained, “consisted of several rooms, but most of them had only one large room with no
interior division.”® After 1800, entrepreneurs accommodated drovers and tourists by
establishing stands, or taverns, at close intervals along the Buncombe Turnpike and other

transportation routes. These establishments were far superior to earlier ones, and they often

8 Kellner, Moonshine, 64.

8 |Lanman, Letters from the Alleghany Mountains, 153; and Malet, An Errand to the South in the Summer of 1862,
250-251.

8 Newsome, “John Brown’s Journal of Travel in Western North Carolina in 1795,” 296.

8 «Comptroller’s Report, 1815. A Statement of the Revenue of North Carolina,” Box 4, Accounts (1731-1935),
Office of State Treasurer, State Archives.

8 Guion Griffis Johnson, Ante-Bellum North Carolina: A Social History (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1937), 96. See also Hayes, The Land of Wilkes, 26-27.
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catered to the rich. Hotels in resort communities like Warm Springs in Madison County and Flat
Rock in Henderson County also sold an assortment of fine wines as well as domestic whiskey
and brandy. While small farmers did not drink at these establishments, owners were more than
willing to purchase alcohol from them.®

While Appalachian North Carolinians consumed alcohol because it was inexpensive and
readily available, they also drank it because it was part of their culture. The drinking habits and
mores of mountain society resembled those of other rural communities in the United States
before the Civil War. Not needing the discipline that factory work demanded, farmers often
made little distinction between work and leisure. They freely mixed the two, turning some
elements of their work life into social events.*® The barn raising, a rural folkway practiced in
many parts of the South, was one way Carolina highlanders combined the two. Like log rollings
and corn shuckings, barn raisings helped mountain residents maintain communal ties, while
providing the farmer with much-appreciated labor. Easy access to whiskey enlivened these
events.®” Charles Lanman witnessed one such barn raising when he stopped at a farm in
Buncombe County in 1848. He found his host building a barn, “and some twenty of his
neighbors were assembled for the purpose of raising the framework of its position.” These men
were having a fun time, laughing as they wiped sweat from their foreheads. Based on their

behavior, Lanman figured that “an abundance of whiskey had already been imbibed” by most of

8 Lanman, Letters from the Allegheny Mountains, 125. For a further discussion on resort hotels, see Sondley,
Asheville and Buncombe County, 2: 722; Inscoe, Mountain Masters, 32-34; and Underwood, This Is Madison
County, 17-18.

8 Bill Cecil-Fronsman, Common Whites: Class and Culture in Antebellum North Carolina (Lexington: University
Press of Kentucky, 1992), 178; and lan Tyrell, “Drink and Temperance in the Antebellum South: An Overview and
Interpretation,” Journal of Southern History 48 (November 1982), 506. For more on preindustrial work habits, see
E. P. Thompson, “Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism,” Past & Present 38 (December 1967), 56-97;
and Herbert G. Gutman, “Work, Culture, and Society in Industrializing America, 1815-1919,” American Historical
Review 78 (June 1973), 531-588.

8 Frank L. Owsley, Plain Folk of the Old South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1949), 104, 112,
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his host’s neighbors.®® However, the use of alcohol during barn raisings and other co-operative
undertakings sometimes did more harm than good. When neighbors helped Wilkes County
resident Benjamin Cleveland harvest his crop in the 1790s, they became so intoxicated that they
never completed the work .2

Rorabaugh has discovered that mountain males’ demand for whiskey and brandy
increased as the communal binge grew more important during the early nineteenth century. This
public drinking to the point of intoxication, common throughout antebellum America, prevailed
when western Carolinians met at dances and other social events. In 1815, for instance, Francis
Asbury journeyed to Barnard’s Station in Madison County, where residents celebrated his arrival
with a dance that night. To Asbury’s disgust, however, the dance provided residents with the
opportunity to drink alcohol and play the fiddle, an instrument associated with the Devil. Asbury
quickly delivered a sermon to the drunken crowd against “such fiddling and drinking.”*

Militia musters also allowed mountain men to meet and participate in communal binge
drinking. Musters involved military drills, athletic contests, fighting, and drinking. This last
activity gave local distillers an opportunity to make extra money. Surry County distiller Hamp
Hudson sold his whiskey to residents on militia day in 1829. To Hudson’s dismay, however,
militia members hesitated to buy it because of rumors that Hemp had distilled the liquor “from a
mash-tub in which [his dog] Famus [had been] drowned.” No one wanted to “drink one drap uv
Hamp’s nasty old Famus licker.” Nonetheless, as the men stood in formation under the hot sun,
their lips and tongues became parched, and they grew increasingly tempted to drink Hamp’s

whiskey. “Famus or no Famus,” one of them finally declared, “I must take a little.” The barrel

of whiskey was soon dry. “Cap’en,” ‘leftenant,” and ‘sargint’ forgot their hard day’s work,”

8 |Lanman, Letters from the Alleghany Mountains, 115.
8 3. Jay Anderson, Wilkes County Sketches (Wilkesboro, NC: Anderson, 1978), 12.
% carroll, Francis Asbury in North Carolina, 135.
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Surry County resident H.E. Taliaferro remembered in 1859. “The ’litia and others fell to
discussing questions of great moment; but the whole affair ended in skinned noses, gouged eyes,
and bruised heads.”®*

As it did elsewhere in the South, communal binge drinking in western North Carolina
occurred most often during election and court days. In 1848, traveler Kemp Plummer Battle
witnessed a politician in Yancey County furnishing alcohol to men, hoping to persuade them to
vote correctly. He described the situation as follows:

I saw at Burnsville a specimen of mountain canvassing for the General Assembly. The

candidate, a man named Flemming, spoke from a goods-box in front of a grog-shop most

animatedly and effectively for about an hour with a tin quart-pot in his right hand. Then

he went into the shop inviting the crowd to follow him to partake of whiskey. He was

elected.*
Mountain inhabitants also assembled in county seats for court week, where they bought and sold
goods, met friends, and drank liquor. In 1854, Asheville lawyer Augustus Merrimon complained
about citizens’ heavy drinking during court week in the Yancey County town of Burnsville:
“There has been quite a crowd in attendance today and they have tried to see how badly they
could behave themselves ... At different times | noticed groups about over the Court Yard and in
the center stood a large gauky looking fellow with a fiddle and he would saw off some sill
ditty[.] two or three drunken fools would dance to the same.”* Communal drinking was not
solely about getting inebriated, however. Rorabaugh and historian Bertram Wyatt-Brown

suggest that the custom had ideological overtones. The communal binge was a symbol of

egalitarianism, and made its participants fell like equals. Regardless of their economic standing,

°L H.E. Taliaferro, Fisher’s River (North Carolina) Scenes and Characters by ““Skitt,” “Who was Raised Thar”
(New York: Harper and Brothers, Publishers, 1859), 20-27.

%2 Kemp Plummer Battle, Memories of an Old-Time Tar Heel (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1945), 91-92.

% A.R. Newsome, ed., “The A.S. Merrimon Journal, 1853-1854,” North Carolina Historical Review 8 (July 1931),
329.
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men demonstrated their worth and loyalty to the community by consuming large amounts of
alcohol. Mountain residents did not exempt politicians from this cultural practice. They, too,
had to drink as a means of proving their manhood and egalitarianism.**

Western North Carolinians drank alcohol for more practical reasons as well. Like other
antebellum Americans, they argued that spirituous liquors were healthful and nutritious. The
belief that alcohol was “good for what ails you” alarmed some mountain practitioners who
trained in medical schools and rejected folk medicine. “Instead of being lectured with regard to
improper diet,” an Asheville physician complained in 1852, “the patient is rejoiced to hear that
brandy is an antidote for all his ills, and that by the daily use of this beverage he can still indulge
in his favorite viands.”® Mountain residents often considered whiskey essential for protection
against the exposure of outdoor work. In 1853, Merrimon wrote that rural farmers thought “that
to drink [whiskey] in damp and cold weather will warm them and to drink in hot weather it will
cool them.”®® Other mountain residents pronounced distilled spirits a cure for colds,
consumption, snakebites, and other ailments.”” Randolph County Methodist preacher Brantley
York remembered that in the mid nineteenth century North Carolina, mothers soothed colicky
babies by feeding them a teaspoonful of diluted liquor.*®

Antebellum mountaineers also sometimes refused to drink milk for fear of contracting
“milk sickness.” This disease, afflicting people who consumed dairy products from a cow that
had fed on white snakeroot, was often fatal. Thomas Lenoir of Caldwell County, for instance,

noted in 1857 that “people on the East Fork have become alarmed about milk sickness.” The

% Rorabaugh, The Alcoholic Republic, 151; and Bertram Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor: Ethics and Behavior in the
Old South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 278-280, 329-330.

% Asheville Messenger, May 26, 1852.

% Newsome, “The A.S. Merrimon Journal,” 306.

" Wilbur G. Zeigler and Ben S. Grosscup, The Heart of the Alleghanies, or Western North Carolina (Raleigh: NC:
Alfred Williams & co., 1883), 115-116.

% Brantley York The Autobiography of Brantley York, rev. ed., ed. Charles Mathis (Jonesville, NC: Amanuensis
Two, 1977), 2.
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adult residents may well have decided to drink a safer beverage, such as whiskey or brandy.
Mountaineers’ fear of this disease continued well after the antebellum period. Physician
Benjamin Earle Washburn remembered that when he arrived in Rutherford County in 1910, older
residents refused to drink milk. “Fear of milk sickness may have been the cause,” he reasoned,
“for | was told that the disease had been much more prevalent a generation before.”*°

Alcohol played an important role in their economic and social lives of antebellum
highlanders like Bluford McGee. The region’s rugged terrain and relatively poor roads made it
easier and sometimes more profitable to distill some of their crops into whiskey and sell or barter
it to neighbors and merchants. During the antebellum period, a stigma had not yet been attached
to mountain residents who made alcohol. There were good reasons for this lack of
stigmatization. Whiskey and brandy were available at barn raisings, militia musters, and social
events throughout the early nineteenth century. Many people believed that these distilled spirits
were healthful and nutritious and often used them as medicine. Mountaineers’ demand for and
acceptance of alcohol ensured that distillers could always find buyers. Antebellum whiskey
makers were not hillbillies or criminals, as journalists and scholars labeled them after the Civil
War. They were entrepreneurs responding to the demands of the marketplace. As such,
antebellum alcohol makers gained the appreciation of mountain residents, who regarded drinking

and distilling as an important element of their economy and culture. New economic and social

forces, however, would soon conspire against the mountain distiller and his clientele.

% Thomas Lenoir to “My Dear Father,” December 30, 1857, Thomas Lenoir Papers, Special Collections, Duke
University; and Benjamin Earle Washburn, A Country Doctor in the Southern Mountains (1955; reprint, Spindale,
NC: Spindale Press, 1973), 12.
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CHAPTER 2
SELECT MEN OF SOBER AND INDUSTRIOUS HABITS:

ALCOHOL REFORM AND SOCIAL CONFLICT DURING THE LATE ANTEBELLUM
PERIOD

They drink nor cider, rum, nor beer
No brandy, gin, nor wine

But water sparkling pure and clear
And this is all a sign

The sign of the Sons of Temperance.!

“No other institutions in our opinion can have a more salutary influence in checking vice,
and giving a right direction to our various passions and appetites, than Temperance Societies.”
So wrote physician Jason F.E. Hardy, explaining why he and other middle-class reformers had
founded the Asheville Auxiliary Temperance Society in April 1831. One of the first of its kind
in western North Carolina, this organization was initially a success. That April, forty mountain
residents, mostly from Asheville, joined the society because they believed that alcohol was
impeding the community’s moral and economic prosperity. Two months later, the number of
members had increased to sixty-five. But support for the Asheville Auxiliary Temperance
Society was far from universal, especially in more remote parts of the county. Many farmers
argued that the society and its desire to eradicate “King Alcohol” — as temperance advocates
often termed alcoholic beverages — were “a scheme to deprive the people of their liberty.”

Several mountain churches joined the chorus of opposition, threatening to expel congregates who

joined the organization. By 1832, the Asheville Auxiliary Temperance Society faced an

! Excerpt taken from “Sign of the Sons of Temperance,” transcribed by Ruth E. Jones from Alexander County on
August 7, 1850. See Sue Campbell Watts Papers, SHC.
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uncertain future, as “enem[ies]” reduced its membership “to a bare majority.” To the dismay of
Hardy and other Asheville reformers, “King Alcohol” proved to be a formidable adversary.?

Since the 1980s, historians have debunked the notion that southerners were not receptive
to alcohol reform during the antebellum period.® lan R. Tyrrell, John W. Quist, and other
scholars have argued persuasively that the temperance movement in the South differed little from
that elsewhere in the United States. Like their cohorts in the North, most southern reformers
were middle-class professionals who tended to reside in large towns with 1000 or more
inhabitants. There members of the urban middle-class were numerous enough to influence local
politics, and they embraced the temperance movement, believing that it would improve their
communities both morally and economically. These towns, mostly situated in the lowland
South, also tended to have a large African-American population, whose presence further
encouraged whites to promote alcohol reform as an instrument of social control.*

Nonetheless, when examining the antebellum temperance movement, historians continue
to characterize southern Appalachia as exceptional. Believing that the region remained isolated
from the outside world, Tyrrell and other scholars have insisted that mountain residents retained

cultural values hostile to a temperance ethic emerging in areas experiencing urban and industrial

2 North Carolina Spectator and Western Advertiser, June 11, 1831; and J.F.E. Hardy, Second Annual Address:
Delivered before the Asheville Temperance Society, on the 4™ of July, 1832: With the Executive Committee’s First
Annual Report (Rutherfordton, NC: Roswell Elmer, Jr., Printer, 1832), 4, 9.

® Until the 1980s, most historians argued that the temperance movement failed to develop in the South due to its
close association in the North with antislavery efforts. See Joseph R. Gusfield, Symbolic Crusade: Status Politics
and the American Temperance Movement (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1964); Clement Eaton, The
Freedom-of-Thought Struggle in the Old South (New York: Harper & Row, 1964); and Clifford S. Griffin, The
Ferment of Reform, 1830-1860 (Arlington Heights, Ill.: H. Davison, Inc., 1967).

* See John W. Quist, Restless Visionaries: The Social Roots of Antebellum Reform in Alabama and Michigan (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1998); Douglas W. Carlson, “‘Drinks He to his Own Undoing’:
Temperance ldeology in the Deep South,” Journal of the Early Republic 18 (Winter 1998), 659-691; Ellen Eslinger,
“Antebellum Liquor Reform in Lexington, Virginia: The Story of a Small Southern Town,” The Virginia Magazine
of History and Biography 99 (April 1991), 163-186; Stanley K. Schultz, “Temperance Reform in the Antebellum
South: Social Control and Urban Order,” The South Atlantic Quarterly 83 (Summer 1984), 322-339; lan R. Tyrrell,
“Drink and Temperance in the Antebellum South: An Overview and Interpretation,” Journal of Southern History 48
(November 1982), 485-510; and W.J. Rorabaugh, “The Sons of Temperance in Antebellum Jasper County,”
Georgia Historical Quarterly 64 (Fall 1980): 263-279.
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growth before the Civil War.> Although questioning the extent of isolation in mountain society,
historians of Appalachia have agreed with Tyrrell. In her groundbreaking work on the Hatfield-
McCoy feud, for instance, Altina L. Waller noted that “[t]he temperance crusade that began in
1830s New England had never reached Appalachia, which simply continued a cultural tradition
once dominant in all regions.”®

A closer examination of one section of Appalachia, however, suggests that such
assumptions are misplaced. Despite its rural character, absence of large towns, and small slave
population, western North Carolina was home to a number of temperance organizations such as
the Asheville Auxiliary Temperance Society. Their existence further challenges the notion that
southern Appalachia was a static and closed region before the Civil War.” In fact, the forces
shaping temperance reform elsewhere in the United States — the expansion of the market

economy, the growth of urban centers, and the rise of a middle-class — also encouraged many

Carolina highlanders to reject the drinking mores of early nineteenth century America. This

> Tyrrell, “Drink and Temperance in the Antebellum South,” 505-507, 509.
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of North Carolina Press, 1988), 202.
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Rising: Appalachia in Time and Place (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2004); Donald Edward Davis, Where
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chapter chronicles the rise and fall of alcohol reform in antebellum western North Carolina. It
explains why Hardy and other mountain residents embraced the temperance cause and evaluates
the role that proposals for prohibition played in the decline of the movement during the 1850s.

This chapter also broadens our historical understanding of social discord in the Carolina
highlands and other parts of the Old South. Historians have long been intrigued by the seeming
lack of social conflict within white southern society during the antebellum period. Some
scholars have pointed out that paternalism mediated disputes among the majority white
population, while others have stressed the important role that “Herrenvolk democracy” played in
uniting whites of all socio-economic groups.® More recent explanations for this absence of
social tensions focus on kinship ties, white males’ adherence to the patriarchal ideal, and notions
of honor. Whatever the reasons, historians agree that most southern whites felt it necessary to
maintain a united front in the face of growing northern abolition sentiment and potential slave
insurrection.®

Perhaps nowhere were relations between white southerners more congenial than in
southern Appalachia. Historians have insisted that despite the rise of farm tenancy and the
emergence of a slaveholding elite, kinship ties, racism, and local institutions such as the church
served to mute social conflict in antebellum Appalachia. More importantly, scholars have

argued that slaveholders there put regional concerns before class interests. Unlike other parts of

® Eugene D. Genovese, “Yeoman Farmers in a Slaveholders’ Democracy,” Agricultural History 49 (1975): 331-42;
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the South, mountain masters did not reside on vast plantations that shielded them from the area’s
white populace. With their varied commercial and professional ventures, they were dependent
upon the business of their white neighbors. The mountain elite worked on behalf of the majority
white population by promoting tourism, advocating internal improvements, and stimulating
trade, while refusing to alter the attitudes or culture of rural farmers.*

Such scholarly analysis, however, has overlooked the role that middle-class southerners
played in sparking conflict within white society during the antebellum period. Recently,
Jonathan Daniel Wells has argued that an economically and politically influential middle-class
formed in the Old South. These merchants, artisans, and professionals, all of whom tended to
reside in towns, were not “slavish imitators of the planter class.” Heavily influenced and shaped
by ideas originating from the North, they sought to bring change to the region by advocating for
cultural and economic modernization. Embracing northern ideas about capitalism, the family,
public education, the work ethic, and progress, they often clashed with white laborers, yeomen,
and planters. Nonetheless, Wells points out that by the late 1850s devotion to slavery had
ultimately reunited “middling” southerners with other whites.™

A middle-class also emerged in southern Appalachia during the antebellum period. As

elsewhere in the South, middle-class mountain residents typically lived in commercial centers
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and were merchants, professionals, and farmers eager to embrace the larger market economy.*2
Moreover, they sought to improve the region both morally and economically. In western North
Carolina, these men and women rejected the prevailing drinking mores of antebellum society,
arguing that alcohol impeded commercial prosperity. Beginning in the 1830s, they founded
organizations such as the Asheville Auxiliary Temperance Society to reform their rural
neighbors and demonized the sellers and makers of distilled spirits. As Hardy and other urban
reformers quickly discovered, however, support for these societies was far from universal. Many
rural residents remained skeptical, believing that they had the right to drink (and distill) alcohol.
They labeled reformers as “fanatics.” Several churches feared that temperance societies
threatened to destroy local autonomy, and the churches publicly announced that they would
dismiss members who joined such groups.

The conflict over alcohol reform ultimately heightened social tensions in the Carolina
highlands, weakening important local institutions such as the church and exacerbating urban-
rural relations. The dispute also suggests that the potential fault line in antebellum white society
was not between elite slaveholders and the yeomen but instead between the parochial “plain

folk” and burgeoning urban middle-class. The anti-alcohol crusade was both a reflection and a

12 ike E.P. Thompson, | will consider class as both a cultural construction and an objective component of the social
order. As men and women of moderate economic means, middle-class professionals were not as wealthy as many
large commercial farmers in the mountains or planters in the Black Belt. Some professionals did become members
of the urban elite, having amassed large fortunes. But middle-class mountaineers “did consider themselves above
the rural yeomen and urban laboring whites,” and, according to Jonathan Wells, “it appears other southerners
recognized the higher status that a career as a doctor, grocer, or teacher might provide.” Moreover, middle-class
mountain residents, like those elsewhere in the South, became a “self-conscious class” by the late antebellum period.
As Wells explains, “Middle-class southerners rallied around ideas about culture that they learned from their northern
correspondents and restyled them to incorporate slavery. From ideas about gender and family, to notions about the
virtues of industrialization, to discomfiture with the practice of dueling, the formation of the southern middle class
depended to a significant extent on cultural values that it adopted from its contacts with the North and, indeed, the
rest of the world. Thus, the linguistic and ideological construction of the southern middle-class was just as
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Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York: Pantheon Books, 1963).
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function of an increased class differentiated society. Temperance became a badge of
respectability: one that helped to delineate differences between the new village middle-class and
rural mountain whites. Alcohol reform sparked a cultural divide that would widen following the
Civil War. Seen in this way, the antebellum temperance movement was not marginal, as
historians have argued. It was a powerful force shaping social relations in Appalachian North
Carolina and other communities across the Old South.
Two Worlds in Western North Carolina

“This town ... is very thin and they live but very indifferently,” land speculator John
Brown commented on Asheville and its residents in 1795.** Brown was not impressed, and for
good reason. The “thin” settlement consisted of only a store, a hatter’s shop, a small inn, and a
gristmill.** Asheville, however, soon emerged as the center of political, economic, and social
life in western North Carolina. Situated in the French Broad Valley and along the Buncombe
Turnpike after 1828, it quickly became a crossroads for most travel and trade west of the Blue
Ridge. It also served as a resort community, catering to wealthy South Carolinians and
Georgians who journeyed there in the summer to enjoy the cool climate and scenic beauty. By
the late antebellum period, Asheville was no longer a “thin” settlement, but, according to a
Macon County girl in 1847, “a place unsurpassed in the known world for the intelligence,

refinement, correct taste, generosity and hospitality of its inhabitants.”*> Along with three hotels

B A.R. Newsome, ed., “John Brown’s Journal of Travel in 1795,” North Carolina Historical Review 11 (October
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and over twenty stores, the village now supported three churches, several schools, a female
college, a jail, and a courthouse.*® John Brown would have been amazed.

Asheville was not the only burgeoning community in western North Carolina during the
late antebellum period. In the foothills east of the Blue Ridge, Morganton, Rutherfordton, and
Wilkesboro, among other villages and hamlets, developed a thriving commerce, serving as
gateways into and out of the highlands.'” West of the Blue Ridge in the French Broad Valley,
summer tourism played a major role in the development of Hendersonville, Flat Rock, and Warm
Springs, whose residents supported lavish hotels and other businesses to accommodate their
wealthy guests from South Carolina, Georgia, and other parts of the United States. North and
west of the French Broad Valley, county seats like Boone, Murphy, and Franklin, although less
developed than those to the east, emerged as important trading centers, linking nearby farmers to
the larger market economy.™® In fact, by the 1850s, ten mountain communities, all of which were
county seats, had a population of 150 or more inhabitants (See table 2.1). It was from these
villages, mostly situated in the French Broad Valley and east of the Blue Ridge, that the
antebellum temperance movement would garner its most support.

Regardless of their size or primary function, these communities attracted enterprising
men from within and outside the region, facilitating the growth of an urban elite and a

professional middle-class. Sons from well-to-do mountain landholding families migrated to

'® Inscoe, Mountain Masters, 31.
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Table 2.1. Mountain Communities with a Population of Over 100 by 1855

Community Population
Rockford (Surry County) 639
Morganton (Burke County) 558
Rutherfordton (Rutherford County) 484
Asheville (Buncombe County) 420
Hendersonville (Henderson County) 250
Lenoir (Catawba County) 250
Newton (Catawba County) 175
Waynesville (Haywood County) 170
Marion (McDowell County) 150
Wilkesboro (Wilkes County) 150
Source: Population statistics for Morganton, Rutherfordton, Asheville, Hendersonville, Lenoir, Newton, Waynesville, Marion, and
Wilkesboro were taken from J. Calvin Smith, Harper’s Statistical Gazetteer of the World (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1855).
Population statistics for Rockford were derived from The Seventh Census of the United States: 1850 (Washington: Robert Armstrong,
Public Printer, 1853), 308.

these communities, where, already possessing capital and an influential family name, many of
them emerged as leading businessmen and political figures. Often serving as county seats,
mountain villages also attracted lawyers, judges, and other officeholders. The arrival of these
men and their families created a need for teachers, ministers, doctors, and other professionals. If
not already there, merchants, innkeepers, and artisans, realizing the economic opportunities that
commercial centers offered them, soon followed. Some of these professionals, because they had
enough capital to purchase slaves, would become the region’s largest slaveholders, forcing their
human chattel to work in their hotels and stores.*

While villages helped to further link their residents and nearby farmers to the larger
market economy, a growing number of other Carolina highlanders found themselves more
(although not completely) isolated from the outside world during the late antebellum period. The
region’s most fertile and accessible lands, located in the larger valleys, were no longer available

to settlers by the 1830s. Migrants thereafter had to move farther up the hillsides into hollows and

¥ Inscoe, “Diversity in Antebellum Mountain Life,” 157.
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coves, remote areas that isolated its residents from the world beyond. As trade routes changed
and migration dwindled, the Toe River Valley and other regions in western North Carolina that
had been fairly accessible and well traveled during the late 1790s and early 1800s also became
more isolated, thereby cutting more highland residents off from major trade and communication
linkages.?

This influx of settlers into marginal regions, coinciding with the rise of urban centers,
created a sense of difference within the population of western North Carolina by the late
antebellum period.” Village residents and commercial farmers living in more open valleys
increasingly defined themselves in opposition to their rural (and often poorer) counterparts.®?
When campaigning for political office, urban middle-class highlanders realized that they had to
dress and act differently around rural neighbors to gain their support. As James Graham of
Rutherford County advised his brother, William, in 1840, “If a Candidate be dressed Farmlike he
is well received and kindly remembered by the inmates of the Log Cabin.”?® Others began to
identify rural western North Carolina as a backward place where inhabitants failed to meet the

standards of middle-class society. While traveling through Cherokee, Jackson, Haywood,
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Henderson, and Yancey counties during the early 1850s, for instance, Asheville lawyer Augustus
Merrimon sometimes chastised rural farmers, labeling them as “dirty, impolite, and ungenteel.”**
Fellow Asheville resident Mary Gash agreed. In 1853, she and several visiting relatives attended
a Christmas Party in rural Buncombe County. Writing to her aunt after the engagement, the
young woman complained: “... to tell you the plain truth there was only a few young ladies there
that I thought proper to introduce them to, and | managed that admirably, as it was rather a mixed
multitude, mountain boomers and backwoods folks in abundance. It reminded one of the “poor
man’s dinner’ and it was given for the purpose [of] encouraging that class.”?

Gash and other urban middle-class highlanders wanted to be refined, cultivated, and
fashionable. Having greater access to railroads and other communication linkages, these men
and women frequently interacted with “outsiders” and were more attuned to cultural trends.
They subscribed to and read national periodicals such as Godey’s Lady’s Book, Harper’s
Magazine, and the Saturday Evening Post. Influenced by these publications, mountain urban
dwellers formed debating societies, where they discussed such questions as “Is dueling
commendable in any case?” and “Whether it be not unjust to exclude ministers of the Gospel

2728 As one enthusiastic Wilkesboro

from legislative bodies under our form of government
woman wrote in 1843, “The Young gentlemen of the borough formed a debating society last
week which | am in hopes will afford us quite a literary treat this winter.”?” These societies not

only served as popular forms of entertainment, but also allowed village residents to meet and
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forge a common identity, one that stressed the middle-class virtues of industry, self-restraint, and
temperance.

More so than their rural neighbors, mountain urban professionals also embraced
education reform and economic development. Wanting to enhance their children’s ability to
succeed in the “modern” world, they funded the construction of primary and secondary schools
in Buncombe, Burke, and other mountain counties. By the 1840s, village residents, mostly from
the middle-class, enrolled in local seminaries and colleges such as the “Wilkesboro Male
Academy” and “Taylorsville Female Academy.”?® These students, along with their parents, also
hoped to improve their communities both economically and aesthetically. As one Asheville
resident explained in the 1850s, village dwellers, “in the spirit of improvement, a love of the
beautiful, and a taste for the refined,” desired to “make gardens of waste places, and turn barren
hillsides into blooming undulations.”®® Even those living in smaller, less developed hamlets
promoted economic growth and remained optimistic about the future. “We are making roads,
building bridges, rearing dwelling houses and churches at a rate that would astonish you,” Mollie
Carrie from Macon County’s Oak Hill community boasted a friend in Asheville in 1855.%°
Priding themselves as being civilized and cultivated, Carrie and others did not want “outsiders”
to think of the region as a backward place. While increasing urban-rural tensions, mountain
professionals’ desire for respectability, moral improvement, and economic progress encouraged
them to reform their rural counterparts. Influenced by the so-called American Benevolence

campaign — a middle-class evangelical movement that relied upon extra-local bodies to improve
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society — many of the highland townspeople participated in the antebellum anti-alcohol crusade
because they hoped to uplift the “backwoods” mountaineer from poverty and ignorance.
The Church Speaks

In June 1802, Rev. James Jenkins wrote a letter to Bishop Francis Asbury, describing the
first camp revival held in Rutherford County. “Thousands were present,” Jenkins rejoiced,
“many poor sinners felt the power of God and were raised up to testify that He had forgiven their
sins.”®" This news must have pleased Asbury, who, on his annual missionary tours to western
North Carolina in the 1790s, had endured “filth, fleas, rattlesnakes, hills, mountains, rocks, and
rivers.” Jenkins’s letter reassured Asbury that the work of circuit riders, whose souls “felt for
these neglected people,” was paying off. To Asbury’s delight, the “encamping places” of the
Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians now made the mountain region “look like the Holy
Land.”* The so-called Great Awakening, which had swept through the eastern seaboard during
the mid-eighteenth century, had arrived in the Carolina highlands and other parts of the southern
backcountry.®

Baptist, Methodist, and — to a lesser extent — Presbyterian churches were the chief

beneficiaries of this religious movement.** Adapting to the rural landscape, these denominations
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established circuits, whereby a small number of clergy could serve wider geographic areas.®
They also organized camp meetings or revivals. These meetings, usually lasting for several
days, helped circuit riders spread religion in regions where churches were widely scattered. “By
calling persons away from worldly matters for several days of uninterrupted religious exercises,”
concludes Anne Loveland, camp meetings provided an opportunity “both for the conversion of
sinners and the spiritual growth of professors.”®® According to historian Loyal Jones, the
revivals “won many to the hope that all may achieve salvation and, beyond that, may improve
human nature through sanctification.”’ Moreover, these meetings allowed settlers to maintain
and strengthen community bonds. In between the daily services, singing sessions, and prayer
meetings, revivalists met with neighbors and kinsfolk, gossiped, and debated politics.*®
Hundreds of churches, the products of this evangelical movement, dotted the mountain
countryside by late antebellum period, providing moral guidance to their members and acting as
centers of neighborhood activities. It was from these churches that opposition to alcohol would
first emerge in western North Carolina during the antebellum period.*

“The present age,” Gabriel Phillips wrote in 1827, “might emphatically be styled the
drunken age, so much does inebriety prevail.”*® Like other members of the Broad River Baptist
Association in Rutherford and Cleveland counties, Phillips was concerned about the prevalence

of intemperance, especially among church members. But this was not a new phenomenon.
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Meeting for the first time at Green’s Creek in Rutherford County in 1801, members of the Broad
River Baptist Association had exhorted their brethren to “keep their bodies in subjection, watch
against unlawful desires, and oppose within themselves, all unlawful appetites and refrain from
shameful and outbreaking practices.”* Now, nearly twenty-six years later, the “demon of
intemperance” continued to hold “high carnival throughout the entire bounds of the body.”
Phillips could do nothing but issue another stern warning. “Let us, dear brethren,” he pleaded,
“unite in earnest supplication to the great Creator, that his creatures may cease to defile the
image of their Maker by brutal sensuality, as in that image they were created; and verily we unto
them that in brutalizing the creature they heinously offend the Creator.”*

Phillips and other members of the Broad River Baptist Association were not alone in their
fight against the “demon of intemperance” during the early antebellum period. As elsewhere in
the South, Methodists and Presbyterians in western North Carolina also believed that
drunkenness was a sin. These denominations agreed that excessive drinking undermined
republican institutions, ruined families, and subverted the Church. They were particularly
alarmed about the practice of “treating,” whereby politicians would furnish alcohol to men
during elections, hoping to persuade them to vote the right way. In their view, “treating”
encouraged public intoxication and undermined the “rights of freemen” by “reducing politics to
bribery.”*® As early as 1789, members of the Yadkin Baptist Association, many of whom
244

resided in Wilkes County, protested the practice of “treating” because it created “disorder.

Nearly three decades later, in 1827, the Broad River Baptist Association implemented a more
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radical policy by adopting a resolution “to withhold their support from any candidate for office
who may be found in the habit of treating with spirituous liquors to obtain votes.”*

Mountain evangelicals were also concerned about the negative impact that drunkenness
had on the moral fabric of society. Many of them shared Rutherford County Rev. Henry Kerr’s
view that alcohol was “destructive of the best interest of society at large.” Drunkenness, Kerr
and others believed, “destroy[ed] the peace and happiness” of the family, making “cruel fathers”
and wives “widows,” while also instigating “crime” and “deprivation.”*® Even more disturbing,
evangelicals contended that excessive drinking impeded the progress of religion. They feared
that the heavy use of ardent spirits had led professing Christians away from God. The region’s
earliest evangelicals would have agreed with members of the Tuckaseegee Baptist Association in
Haywood, Jackson, and Macon counties, who, in 1840, insisted that drunkenness encouraged
“men” to reject the gospel. Without the gospel, which was “design[ed] to lead us from evil to
holiness [and] from the love of sensual gratification to a desire for spiritual enjoyment,” people
would live “contrary to the spirit of Christ” and leave the Church.*’

Before the 1830s, most churches in western North Carolina had relied on moral suasion
to combat public drunkenness and alcoholism. The minister would stand in front of the
congregation, wave his fist in the air, and warn of the “seducing and dangerous effects of this
popular demon.”*® Many church-going people remained unconvinced, however. Church
minutes reveal that “drinking to excess” was the most common sin committed by male members.

In almost all cases, the accused had become inebriated in public, explaining why churches often

charged men, not women, for being intoxicated. Mountain women drank alcohol, but,
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conforming to the social precepts of the day, did so in the privacy of their own home, where
members were less likely to see them drunk.*® Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian churches
responded by punishing accused drunkards. As early as 1798, the Three Fork Baptist Church in
(what is today) Watauga County expelled a member for “drinking liquor to excess.” Mountain
congregations, especially those in more remote regions, where the local church had more power
over the community than civil officials, continued to discipline “drunkards” well into the
nineteenth century.® In 1844, the Senter Primitive Baptist Church in Ashe County resolved
unanimously to exclude members who repeatedly engaged in heavy drinking.>* Six years later,
the Mount Zion Methodist Church expelled a Macon County resident for “getting drunk.”>
More often that not, however, if the offender admitted his guilt and professed repentance, his
church forgave him.**

Although condemning drunkenness as a sin, pioneer churches did not promote total
abstinence from alcohol, largely because it played an important role in the economic and social
lives of western North Carolinians. Preachers approved of moderate drinking and sometimes
consumed alcohol. After all, the Bible had not explicitly prohibited them and others from

drinking it in small quantities. Else Barnett would have agreed. Before preaching to his

congregation at North Fork Baptist Church in Buncombe County during the 1820s, he drank
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“about three fingers of properly distilled apple brandy.” Nor did most mountain preachers
attack the makers of alcohol, who contributed generously to their churches from the profits of
distilleries.®® As demonstrated in the previous chapter, there was not yet a stigma attached to
residents who distilled alcohol. In fact, Baptist preachers, most of whom were not paid a regular
salary, often made extra money by operating stills.>” But such tolerant attitudes towards
distilling and drinking would change during the early 1830s.
The Origins of Temperance Reform

One of the first temperance societies in western North Carolina was formed at a meeting
called by Rev. Henry Kerr at the Brittain Presbyterian Church in Rutherford County on July 4,
1831. Kerr had been preaching at Brittain for thirteen years, during which he had become a
leading proponent of benevolent reform. In the late 1820s, he had organized Sunday school,
Bible, and home mission societies throughout Rutherford County. In 1831, he turned his
attention to “King Alcohol.”® Unlike those before him, Kerr disapproved of moderate drinking
because he believed that it led to drunkenness. “The moderate use of [alcohol],” he charged, “by
professors of religion and moral persons, encourages and emboldens the intemperate, and leads
the unwary to the verge of danger and death.” Wanting to prevent such “evils,” Kerr organized
the Little Brittain Temperance Society, an auxiliary to the North Carolina Temperance Society,
founded in Raleigh just a few months earlier.>

Influenced by the burgeoning anti-alcohol movement in the North, Presbyterians like

Kerr played an important role in the founding of temperance societies in the Carolina highlands
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and other parts of the state. Before Missionary Baptists and Methodists officially followed suit
in 1833, the Presbyterian Church, believing that moderate drinking led to drunkenness, had urged
its members not to consume, sell, or distill alcohol. In 1815, the Presbyterian Synod of North
Carolina met in Fayetteville, where it encouraged local congregations to form “Moral
Associations for the suppression of Vice and Immorality.” That same year, James Hall, who had
founded several Presbyterian churches in western North Carolina during the 1790s, called for a
state-wide meeting to create a “moral association” and “to promote the formation of auxiliary
societies.”® Such a group became a reality in 1831, when the Presbyterians helped to organize
the North Carolina Temperance Society. The Temperance Society hired agents to travel across
the state and establish local auxiliaries. More likely than not, one of these agents had contacted
Kerr, who, already an opponent of “King Alcohol,” agreed to form the Little Britain Temperance
Society.

One of the first of its kind in western North Carolina, this organization quickly boasted a
membership of eighty-seven. It garnered most of its support from middle-class village
professionals, merchants, and artisans. Officers in the Little Brittain Temperance Society, for
instance, were all prominent men, most of whom resided in or near the county seat of
Rutherfordton. Like those in Asheville and other developing communities, these reformers
embraced the antebellum temperance movement because they believed that alcohol not only
corrupted the morals of highlanders, but also made them unproductive.® The society’s president
was former county commissioner John Carson, also president of the local Bible Society and vice
president of the Rutherford Sunday School Union. Joshua Forman, who served as vice president

of the temperance society, moved to Rutherfordton in 1826 from New York, where he had
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helped found the town of Syracuse. The society’s secretary was Henry Kerr, minister of the
Little Brittain Presbyterian Church, while the executive committee consisted of a postmaster, a
merchant, a former commissioner for the village of Irvinsville, and a future sheriff.%?

White middle-class residents were not the only Carolina highlanders who embraced
temperance reform during the antebellum period. Many Cherokee Native Americans also
supported the anti-alcohol movement. In the early 1830s, Chief Yonaguska formed a
temperance society in Quallatown, believing that alcoholism was not only destroying the tribe,
but also provided whites with an excuse to confiscate Cherokee lands. Many mountain whites
testified that the Cherokees responded favorably to Yonaguska’s crusade against alcohol.®® In
1836, Macon and Haywood residents wrote that sobriety among the Cherokees had surpassed
that of whites in the region.** Two years later, William Holland Thomas, a white merchant and
adopted son of Yonaguska, remembered that every Native American in Quallatown had signed
the temperance pledge.®® By 1845, he insisted that only eight Cherokees in that community
drank alcohol.?® Although Thomas, hoping to portray the Cherokees as stable and worthy
citizens, exaggerated the extent of sobriety in Native American society, historians John R.

Finger, Stanly E. Godbold, and Mattie R. Russell agree that intemperance among the Cherokee

subsided during the 1830s and 1840s. This helps to explain why many urban reformers, unlike
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those in other parts of the United States, devoted considerable attention on combatting alcohol
abuse among “native” white settlers who adhered to preindustrial drinking mores.®’

By the early 1830s, many white Baptists and Methodists, influenced by the Great
Revival, also began to reject the prevailing drinking mores of antebellum Americans. This
change of public morality was the result of evangelicals’ belief that people were hopeless sinners
living in a world that was inherently evil. In order to achieve personal salvation, people thus had
to refuse “worldly temptations.” Preachers believed that innocent pastimes like moderate
drinking would ultimately lead to sin.®® Along with public drunkenness, they also increasingly
cringed at the sight of politicians giving whiskey to voters and neighbors passing a jug of
whiskey to one another after a hard day’s work. But all was not lost, for these sinners could find
salvation. It was the duty of the church to lend a helping hand, using moral persuasion to
encourage the alcohol drinker to become sober. Not only would abstinence give him salvation,
but his “influence upon others, especially the young people, would be for good; and crime, vice,
and immorality would be lessened.”®®

The formation of the North Carolina Temperance Society in 1831 further solidified the
attitudes of evangelicals on the subject of alcohol reform.” By the early 1830s, Baptists and
Methodists had become the largest denominations in the South and wanted to expand beyond the
region. Finding themselves in competition with the older, more established Presbyterian and

Congregationalist denominations, Baptists and Methodists responded by creating new structures

that centralized authority. They also moved away from “Spirit-inspiration” that had originally
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drawn large numbers to them and codified standards on how to conduct a camp meeting and
ensure proper decorum. As historian Deborah McCauley has demonstrated, “religious
experience was no longer considered the appropriate focus for denominations that had ceased
drawing their leadership and much of their membership from the plain-folk, as they once had,
but now cultivated a clergy of educated professionals who, in turn, tended to a growing middle —
as well as upper — class church membership, much of it concentrated in towns and cities.”"*

Power now shifted from local congregations to centralized agencies such as the Baptist
State Convention and the Methodist Conference that catered to the interests of urban middle-
class residents. Like the Presbyterians, these agencies embraced American Benevolence, a new
national missionary movement that relied upon extra-local bodies to promote missions,
seminaries, and temperance. Thus, in 1833, the Baptist State Convention, perhaps responding to
the creation of the North Carolina Temperance Society, recommended that its brethren make
“immediate efforts to form societies in all our churches and neighborhoods ... to put a stop to the
destructive practice of intemperance.” Shortly thereafter, Methodist quarterly conferences also
formed temperance societies throughout the state and encouraged its members to “abstain from
making, vending, or using ardent spirits.”"?

Although such societies were organized in Rutherford, Buncombe, and Wilkes Counties,
church support for temperance reform remained limited in western North Carolina during the
1830s.” This was largely due to the emergence of Anti-Missionism, a social movement popular

among Baptists and Methodists living in more remote, sparsely populated regions.”* When

evangelicals began endorsing extra-local seminaries, missions, and temperance organizations,
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many congregations disapproved, viewing them as a break with tradition. They feared that these
societies threatened to destroy local autonomy and denounced them as being “inventions of men”
without spiritual authorization.” In 1830, when the Baptist State Convention endorsed the
funding of missions, about half of the associations in North Carolina split from the Baptist
Church, creating a distinct “Primitive Baptist” body. That same year, “traditional” Methodists,
seeking to strengthen local authority, followed suit by forming the Methodist Protestant
Church.”® As historian Martin Crawford has suggested, “Antimissionary dissidence embodied a
profound suspicion of the emerging middle-class character of Southern society.”’’

From the beginning of alcohol reform, Primitive Baptists and “traditional” Methodists in
western North Carolina perceived the temperance movement as an attack on their way of life.
Several Buncombe County churches, for instance, opposed the first temperance society founded
in Asheville in 1831. In fact, one minister who joined the society quickly withdrew from it,
having been threatened with dismissal from the church.” In Surry County in 1832, the Fischer’s
River Association voted to remain an anti-missionary body.”® Six years later, the Mountain
Baptist Association in Wilkes County declared non-fellowship with churches that favored
missions and temperance societies.?® The conflict between Primitive and Missionary Baptists
came to a head in 1840 in Haywood, Jackson, and Macon counties, when the Tuckaseegee
Baptist Association announced that it would support temperance reform. Unified hostility from

many of the churches forced the association to issue a circular letter defending its position.
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" Crawford, Ashe County’s Civil War, 10.

"8 Hardy, Second Annual Address: Delivered before the Asheville Temperance Society, 9-10

™ Ina Woestermeyer VVan Noppen and John J. Van Noppen, Western North Carolina Since the Civil War (Boone,
NC: Appalachian Consortium Press, 1973), 73.

8 Johnson J. Hayes, The Land of Wilkes (Wilkesboro, NC: Wilkes County Historical Society, 1962), 121.
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This letter helps to shed light on why church-going people, although agreeing that
drunkenness was immoral, opposed temperance organizations. In it, Elder John Hayes first
clarified the association’s position. “By “entire abstinence,”” he explained, “we mean
abandonment not only of the use, but of the manufacture and traffic in the article as a beverage.”
Foreshadowing events to come, this call for “entire abstinence” reveals that temperance
reformers were becoming more radical. Whereas before they only condemned moderate
drinking, reformers now denounced alcohol distillers for encouraging “the foul stain which has
[been] cast upon our holy religion.” Hayes then addressed “the prominent objections” among
members of the association. Most rejected church-based temperance reform because they saw it
as an “infringement on the rights, a violation of the liberty of our members.” Hayes believed that
this was absurd. “If the objection be good for anything in this case,” he countered, “it is equally
good against every principle and precept of the gospel of Christ, for there is not one which does
not deny every Christian the right to sin, and restrain him from an indulgence in evil, which in
this case he miscalls liberty.” Hayes further argued that the association had not exceeded its
authority by prohibiting members from drinking, selling, and distilling alcohol. In his view,
Jesus Christ granted churches “the judicial power” to make and enforce laws promoting
“holiness” and “spiritual enjoyment.” “It is by virtue of this authority,” he concluded, “that ...
sinful follies, in which men indulge, have been declared inconsistent with the Christian character,
and incompatible with fellowship in the church.”®

The Rise of the Sons of Temperance

In the midst of these theological disputes over alcohol reform, the Sons of Temperance

arrived in western North Carolina. Founded in New York in 1842, the Sons was a fraternal order

in which members pledged total abstinence from alcohol. In 1843, the Sons organized a branch

8 stillwell, Minutes of the Tuckaseegee Baptist Association, 6-8.
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in Raleigh and hired lecturers to recruit new members throughout the state.* The arrival of these
lecturers could not have come at a better time for mountain evangelicals. Divided over whether
churches had the authority to ban alcohol even if the Bible did not prohibit it, they welcomed the
Sons of Temperance. Because it was a secular organization (formed without respect to religious
principles), many believed that the Sons of Temperance could help churches avoid the schisms
that had emerged within the Tuckaseegee Baptist Association and other congregations. Church
members could join this organization, thereby freeing associations and conferences from
deciding whether or not to ban alcohol. Moreover, many evangelicals, noting that “the use of
strong drink [was] taking deep root,” insisted that their churches were not sufficient temperance
societies.®® Thus, according to historian Anne Loveland, they began to regard the Sons of
Temperance “as the best and most efficient existing means of promoting temperance.” The
Sons, because it was a secular enterprise, could reach out to the “unchurched” and make them
“decent members of society.”®* In regions like the Carolina highlands, where only one in seven
persons was a church member, mountain evangelicals and “outsiders” alike agreed that the Sons
of Temperance promised to bring great change.®

As elsewhere in the United States, the Sons of Temperance received its strongest support

from urban middle-class western North Carolinians.®® More so than previous church-based

8 Whitener, Prohibition in North Carolina, 29-30.

8 Proceedings of the Fifth Annual Meeting of the Baptist State Convention of North Carolina, 15, quoted in Paschal,
History of North Carolina Baptists, 305.

# Loveland, Southern Evangelicals and the Social Order, 150-151.

% Gordon B. McKinney, “Economy and Community in Western North Carolina, 1860-1865,” in Appalachia in the
Making: The Mountain South in the Nineteenth Century, edited by Mary Beth Pudup, Dwight B. Billings, and Altina
L. Waller (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995), 174.

8 For a discussion on the important role that middle-class people played in the Sons of Temperance and other
societies in the United States, see Elizabeth R. VVaron, We Mean to Be Counted: White Women and Politics in
Antebellum Virginia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998); Tyrell, “Drink and Temperance in the
Antebellum South;” Tyrell, Sobering Up: From Temperance to Prohibition in Antebellum America, 1800-1860
(Westport, 1979); Rorabaugh, The Alcoholic Republic, Norman H. Clark, Deliver Us from Evil: An Interpretation of
American Prohibition (New York, 1976); C.C. Pearson and J. Erwin Hendricks, Liquor and Anti-Liquor in Virginia,
1619-1919 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1967); Joseph R. Gusfield, Symbolic Crusade: Status Politics and
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reform societies, it promoted the values that mountain professionals and commercial farmers had
been advocating for decades. These urban-based reformers echoed the Sons’ view that
temperance would bring moral and material improvement. Drunkenness not only led to personal
ruin and destruction, the Sons charged, but also impeded commercial prosperity. Prominent
businessmen like James Patton in Asheville, who had urged his sons in 1845 to hire “young
men” of “sober and industrious habits,” found this message appealing.®” Mountain reformers
also urged people to restrain their appetites in order to achieve success in business or farming.
As one member of the Sons of Temperance, stressing the middle-class virtues of sobriety, self-
control, and industry, wrote in 1854:
The difference between [Mr.] Smith sober and [Mr.] Smith drunk is this — Smith drunk
was rummy, ragged, and riotous — Smith sober is joyful, jovial, and jolly. Smith drunk
was stuttering, stupid, and staggering; Smith sober is clear-headed and cautious; Smith
drunk was sick, sore, and sorry; Smith sober is hearty, healthy, and, happy; Smith drunk
was ill-read, ill-bred, and ill-led; Smith sober is well saved, well behaved, and well
shaved.®®
Augustus Merrimon, who joined the Sons of Temperance in the early 1850s, agreed. “It is
strange to me, however common a thing it is, that men, rational, intelligent men, will drink and
become intoxicated,” the future senator from Asheville wrote in 1853. “Why men get drunk,
degrade themselves, destroy their physical system ruin their minds, blast all their hopes and
prospects, disgrace themselves, their family, their friends and neighborhood is something that |

cannot account for.”®® For Merrimon and other urban mountain professionals, the Sons promised

to help men, who were “in the habit of lying drunk about the streets,” redeem themselves and

the American Temperance Movement (Urbana, 1963); and James B. Sellers, The Prohibition Movement in Alabama,
1702-1943 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1943).

87 James Patton, Biography of James Patton, (Asheville, NC: n.p., 1850), 23-25. In fact, one of Patton’s sons, along
with a grandson, became members of the Sons of Temperance. See Asheville News, January 8, 1851, March 1,
1855.

8 Asheville News, August 24, 1854.

8 Newsome, “The A.S. Merrimon Journal,” 306; Asheville News, March 1, 1855.
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“hold respectable stations in society.”® Moreover, it appealed to middle-class residents by
stressing the importance of education and sponsoring schools in Weaverville, Taylorsville, and
Wilkesboro.*

Of the nineteen known societies affiliated with the Sons of Temperance in western North
Carolina, twelve were located in county seats, suggesting that the order thrived in communities
becoming more involved with the larger market economy.? Moreover, fifteen of these societies
were situated either in the French Broad Valley or east of the Blue Ridge. Having greater access
to railroads and other major transportation arteries such as the Buncombe Turnpike, farmers
there opted to sell their corn to drovers, stand owners, and/or itinerant merchants rather than
distill it into alcohol, and were more receptive to temperance reform. The four remaining
temperance societies were located in the far northeastern and southwestern parts of the region,
where farmers had limited access to major transportation arteries.”* More dependent on distilling
to transport their corn to market, these farmers viewed the anti-alcohol crusade as an attack on
their way of life, helping to explain why there were so few temperance societies in those more
remote regions.

An examination of the socio-economic status of officers in local divisions reveals a link

between the Sons and urban middle-class mountain residents. Like their predecessors in the

% Spirit of the Age, January 9, 1852.

°% Carolina Watchman, July 13, 1848, January 4, 1849, April 24, 1851, December 10, 1852; Asheville News,
February 23, 1854; and Mrs. M.H.G. to “cousin Ada,” July 18, 1853, Mary Gash Papers, NCDAH.

% These county seats were Asheville, Rutherfordton, Shelby, Jefferson, Marion, Burnsville, Wilkesboro, Lenoir,
Taylorsville, Morganton, Franklin, and Marshall. The seven non-county seat communities where residents
organized divisions were Reems Creek (Buncombe County), High Brighton (Buncombe County), Sulpher Springs
(Cleveland County), Helton (Ashe County), Mountain Cross (McDowell County), Old Fort (McDowell County),
and Quallatown (Cherokee County). See Asheville Spectator, July 13, 1853; Asheville News, July 28, 1853;
Mountain Banner, January 3, November 14, 1849; Spirit of the Age, March 21, May 30, July 25, October 10, 1851,
January 9, September 15, 1852, March 3, April 6, 1853, March 28, 1855; “Celebration of the Fourth of July in
Burnsville,” from the Highland Messenger, July 24, 1846, in Lloyd Bailey, ed., News from Yancey: Articles from
Area Newspapers, 1840-1900 (Burnsville, NC: Yancey Graphics, 1983): 10; and Lanman, Letters from the
Alleghany Mountains, 107-108.

% Two of these societies were located in Ashe County, while the remaining two were situated in Cherokee and
Macon counties.
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Little Brittain Temperance Society, officials in the Rutherford Sons of Temperance in 1850,
whose organization boasted a membership of fifty, were successful businessmen or
professionals. The “Worthy Patriarch” was William Tanner, a merchant who employed two
clerks. The remaining officers consisted of two carpenters, two Methodist ministers, a physician,
a carriage maker, a blacksmith, a hatter, a saddler, and a lawyer.** With the exception of H.M.
Corbitt, who lived in the nearby settlement of Mountain Creek, these officials also resided in
Rutherfordton.*

The officers in the Rutherford Sons of Temperance were typical of those living elsewhere
in western North Carolina. Professionals and religious leaders from Jefferson, Shelby, and other
commercial centers monopolized high office in county divisions.® Officers in the Ashe Sons of
Temperance, for instance, included a physician, a merchant, a carpenter, and a lawyer.”” Whigs
and Democrats alike served as officials in the Sons, suggesting that the organization was
nonpartisan. Moreover, ambitious young men may have used the Sons as a springboard into
local politics. The Asheville Sons of Temperance provided future senators Robert VVance and
Augustus S. Merrimon with their first leadership positions. In fact, Vance would become
“Worthy Patriarch” of the local division in 1851.%

Because the Sons of Temperance was a secret society, it is difficult to determine the
socio-economic status of its members. Historian lan Tyrrell has discovered a membership list in

Rowan County in piedmont North Carolina, helping to bolster his argument that the temperance

% These men were H.M. Corbitt, William Albright, A. Hamby, John R. Pickett, J.W. Vandiver, W.H. Wilson, John
T. Miller, A.H. Roberts, J.M. Covington, G.W. Baxter. The occupations of these officers came from the 1850
population census.

* Two other officials in the Rutherford Sons of Temperance, J.N. Scoggins and J.P. Halford, were not listed in the
1850 census. For a list of the officers in this local division, see Mountain Banner, April 9, 1850.

% gpirit of the Age, May 30, 1851, March 3, 1852; Asheville News, July 28, 1853; Asheville Messenger, April 30,
1851; Mountain Banner, November 14, 1849, April 9, June 25, 1850.

%" For a list of the officers in this local division, see J.M. Gentry to Ashe Sons of Temperance, October 22, 1850,
Ashe County Records, NCDAH. The occupations of these officers came from the 1850 census.

% Asheville News, January 8, 1851, July 28, 1853.

68



movement won its southern support from small-town middle-class and artisan groups.” But no
such membership lists exist for western North Carolina. Fortunately, Ashe County farmers
signed a petition in 1854 that called for state-wide prohibition.'®® Since the Sons of Temperance
organized this campaign, these petitioners may well have been members or supporters of that
society. Moreover, in 1852, farmers in nearby and economically comparable Yancey County
signed an anti-prohibition petition and (presumably) opposed the Sons of Temperance.*™

A comparison of these two groups shows that the Sons received its strongest support
from professionals and entrepreneurial farmers more eager to embrace the larger market
economy. Of the twenty-three Ashe County prohibitionists positively identified in the 1850
agricultural census, seven, although listed as owning farms, had other professions.’® Three of
them were mechanics, two were merchants, and two were Baptist preachers.'®® Of the twenty-
six Yancey County anti-prohibitionists positively identified, however, the 1850 census listed all
of them as farmers.’® This suggests that farmers may have been less likely to support the Sons

of Temperance than professionals.

% Tyrrell, “Drink and Temperance in the Antebellum South,” 493.

10 Memorial from Ashe County, NC to the Honorable, the General Assembly of the State of North Carolina, 1854,
Petitions, Box 12, General Assembly Session Records, NCDAH.

191 These two counties were situated in the northeastern part of western North Carolina. Both were predominantly
rural and agriculture. Farmers in these two counties grew mostly corn and oats, and lived on farms that were
roughly the same size. The average size of a farm in Ashe County was 293 acres, while in Yancey County it was
303 acres. The cash value of farms in Yancey County, however, was higher than those in Ashe County. The cash
value of a farm in Yancey County was $614, while it was $366 in Ashe County. Nonetheless, these counties are
economically comparable. See J.D.B. DeBow, The Seventh Census of the United States: 1850 (Washington, DC:
Robert Armstrong, Public Printer, 1853), 318-321. For the names of anti-prohibitionists in Yancey County, see To
the Honorable, the General Assembly of North Carolina, 1852, Petitions, General Assembly Session Records,
NCDAH.

192 The remaining forty-four male petitioners in Ashe County could not be positively identified in the 1850
population or agricultural censuses. See Agricultural and Manufacturing Census Records of Fifteen Southern States
for the Years, 1850, 1860, 1870, and 1880 (Chapel Hill: Library Photographic Services, University of North
Carolina, 196-), North Carolina Agricultural Census, reel 1 (Ashe County), reel 3 (Yancey County).

193 The three mechanics were William Hawkins, George Hawk, and Aaron Johnston. The two ministers were
Richard Gentry and Richard Jacks, while the two merchants were David Smith and Nathan Waugh.

194 The remaining thirty-seven male petitioners in Yancey County could not be positively identified in the 1850
population or agricultural censuses. Although the 1850 census failed to give the profession of seven of the twenty-
six known petitioners, these seven men did own farms, suggesting that they were agriculturalists.
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Moreover, the Ashe County prohibitionists were wealthier in property holdings than their
counterparts in Yancey County, revealing that the Sons was popular among commercial farmers.
The average cash value of prohibitionists’ farms exceeded that of the Yancey County group by
$762 to $397. The average landholding of the Ashe County group was also 545 acres, more than
doubling the size of Yancey County anti-prohibitionists’ farms. The percentage of unimproved
land was also slightly lower in the Yancey County group than in the case with Ashe County
prohibitionists. Yancey County anti-prohibitionists had 13 percent of their lands improved,
while Ashe County farmers had 15 percent improved.'® Like urban professionals, these Ashe
County farmers may have supported prohibition (and the Sons of Temperance) with the hope that
it would help make society more productive.'®

Mountain Patriots, Women, and Stereotypes

As they had done for nearly a decade, the Asheville Sons of Temperance celebrated the
birthday of George Washington on February 22, 1855. William M. Hardy, the son of a physician
who founded Asheville’s first temperance society in 1831, began the ceremony by reading a
portion of Washington’s Farewell Address. Reverend Chapman then walked on stage, where he
delivered “a very eloquent and able” sermon that praised “the Father of His Country” and
warned the crowd of the dangers of “King Alcohol.” Following Chapman’s speech, members of

the Sons of Temperance partook in a “Celebration Supper at the Court House.” The Ladies of

1% 1£ we exclude the farms of prohibitionists who were listed as professionals, the acres of improved land in Ashe
County increased to 27 percent, markedly higher than in the case of Yancey County anti-prohibitionists. See
Agricultural and Manufacturing Census Records of Fifteen Southern States, reels 1 and 3.

196 These farmers were also wealthier and had larger landholdings than others in Ashe County. While the average
cash value of a farm in that county was $366, it was $762 for prohibitionists. The average size of a prohibitionist’s
farm was 545 acres, while other Ashe County residents had farms averaging 293 acres. Anti-prohibitionists were
poorer and had smaller landholdings than other farmers in Yancey County. While the average cash value of a farm
in that county was $614, it was $397 for anti-prohibitionists. The average size of an anti-prohibitionist’s farm was
217 acres, while other Yancey County residents had farms averaging 303 acres.
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Asheville had worked hard to prepare this “Celebration Supper,” and the Sons were not
disappointed.
The table was richly laden with the choicest viands, which would have done honor to
princely pomp or regal splendor. It was a banquet no less pleasing to the eye than
palatable to taste, and was discussed with a relish that was increased in intensity in
proportion to the beauty and grace of their fair committee of arrangements who acted in
the capacity of ‘waiting maids’ to the ‘Sons.””
After the “Celebration Supper,” the local order’s “Worthy Patriarch,” William Rankin, raised his
glass of water and made a toast to the memory of President Washington and his wife, Martha.*’
This ceremony sheds further light on why the Sons of Temperance endured in western
North Carolina and other parts of the South during the late antebellum period. More so than
temperance societies before it, the Sons specialized in public pageantry, organizing sign pledges,
barbecues, and parades on Washington’s birthday and other national holidays. These elaborate
affairs, which often received press coverage, helped the Sons of Temperance link their cause
with the Founding Father’s struggle for American Independence. The symbolism was explicit,
as shown by a Sons-sponsored Fourth of July celebration in Wilkesboro in 1851. Residents there
heard a stirring speech by state lecturer C.C. Hackett. As one participant, calling himself
“Independence,” remembered, “[Hackett] improved the time very aptly and clearly, pointing out
the propriety of employing our national anniversary in concerting plans for removing those
national evils and vices which so much prevent the blessings and privileges achieved by our
fore-fathers and still perpetuated to us by a kind Providence.” After Hackett’s speech, another
member of the Wilkesboro Sons of Temperance read a “Parody on the Declaration of

Independence” to the crowd, comparing the “repeated injuries” of “King Alcohol” to those

committed by the English crown on American colonists during the 1770s.2°® Throughout

107 Asheville News, March 1, 1855.
198 Spirit of the Age, July 25, 1851.
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western North Carolina, local orders organized similar celebrations, where they condemned
“King Alcohol” for, among other things, the “establishment of an absolute tyranny over the
moral, civil, and religious rights of the people of these United States.”*%°

Along with satisfying the “patriotic longings” of men, the Sons also appealed to mountain

females. '

Women had supported the temperance cause from its beginning because they
believed that alcoholism increased spousal abuse and “ruined” families. Women in Wilkes
County, for instance, quickly joined the John’s River Temperance Society in 1831, one of the
first organizations of its kind in western North Carolina. In fact, these women outnumbered
male members sixty-five to forty.™* Early reformers, aware that women wanted to protect the
domestic sphere, stressed the negative impact that alcohol had on the family.**?> As Jason Hardy
from Asheville explained in 1831, “[Drunkenness] destroys the fond hopes of kind and
benevolent parents, and involves in gloom and misery the lives of tender and affectionate wives.”
Many Asheville women agreed. Shortly after organizing the Asheville Auxiliary Temperance
Society, Hardy reported that sixty-five people had become members, “a number of whom [were]
Ladies.”**

Although the Sons excluded women from full membership, it did consider them
indispensable allies and supported the Daughters of Temperance, a national society founded in

1848. Like those in Asheville, mountain women, many of whom joined the Daughters of

Temperance, played an important role in organizing and catering Sons-sponsored events.

1% The Sons of Temperance organized such celebrations in Asheville, Lenoir, Burnsville, Sulpher Springs,
Wilkesboro, Taylorsville, and Shelby. See Spirit of the Age, March 21, 1851, January 9, March 10, 1852, March 18,
1853; Asheville News, March 1, 1855; Bailey, News From Yancey, 10; J.M. Gentry to Brethren of Sharon Division,
February 5, 1851; J.M. Carson to Sharon Division, March 27, 1851, both in James Gordon Hackett Collection,
1806-1887, NCDAH.

119 Rorabaugh, The Alcoholic Republic, 194-195.

111 North Carolina Spectator and Western Advertiser, May 7, 1831.

112 \/aron, We Mean to Be Counted, 31.

13 North Carolina Spectator and Western Advertiser, June 11, 1831.
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Members of the Sons of Temperance appreciated the work of these women and welcomed them
to attend meetings.*** On at least one occasion, the Sons even allowed a woman to publicly
speak on the subject of temperance. In 1851, the “Ladies of Shelby” gave a Bible to the Sons of
Temperance in Sulphur Springs in Cleveland County. Cordelia Hamrick then addressed the
crowd of 120 with “our best wishes and fervent desires, that the ruling hand of a kind Providence
will continue to roll on the Temperance Car, until all the sons of earth shall be engaged in
bearing aloft the Banner of Temperance, and shall take shelter under the branches of the Tree of
Life.”*

Behind the scenes, mountain women encouraged their husbands, relatives, and friends to
embrace temperance. Writing to her son, Isaac Theodore Avery, in 1852, Elizabeth Avery from
Burke County reminded him of the dangers of drunkenness, citing the death of Sherwood
Branch, an alcoholic who had drowned in a nearby river. “When you see any of your friends and
acquaintances falling into temptations, you can warn them of the[ir] danger,” she pleaded. “Call
to the[ir] minds the anxiety of the[ir] friends here ... to hear that they are falling into all kinds of
vices and wickedness — the very thought is too distressing to think of.”*!*® Other women tried to
persuade their loved ones to join both the Sons and Daughters of Temperance. As one
Buncombe County female wrote to her cousin in 1852, “l was somewhat sorry to learn that you
did not hear Mr. Hewlett, for if you had heard him 1 think from that hour you would have been a
real strong, hot headed, fiery footed, run mad, deep down, dyed in the wool, Daughter of

Temperance.” " For mountain woman reformers, many of whom were probably educated and

114 Spirit of the Age, March 21, 1851, January 9, March 10, 1852, March 18, 1853; Asheville News, March 1, 1855;
Bailey, News From Yancey, 10; and J.G. Ballow to Wilkesboro Division Sons of Temperance, March 17, 1851,
James Gordon Hackett Collection, 1806-1887, NCDAH.

115 Spirit of the Age, March 21, 1851.

118 Elizabeth Avery to Isaac Theodore Avery, November 14, 1852, Avery Family Papers, privately owned,
Morganton, NC.

7 Mrs. M.H.G. to “cousin Ada,” July 18, 1853, Mary Gash Papers, NCDAH.
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from urban, middle-class families, the temperance movement allowed them to not only protect
the domestic sphere, but to also serve as “representatives of virtue” in the public sphere.**® From
the experience, they gained a sense of self-worth and a political voice.

Female and male reformers were also responding to emerging stereotypes regarding the
drinking mores of mountain society. Since the 1790s, “outsiders” had commented often on the
extensive use of alcohol among mountain residents. But these early travelers, mostly evangelical
circuit riders, did not view the drinking habits of mountaineers as different from those elsewhere
in the state.™® By the 1830s, however, evangelicals began to single out western North
Carolinians, believing that life on the frontier had made them more prone to drink alcohol. In
1835, Baptist agent James Thomas, making special reference to the western part of the state,
wrote:

The Temperance reform is evidently on the decline, and the use of strong drink is taking

deep root, more or less in all this fruitful country. 1 have seen not less than 17 distilleries

in operation this fall in my field of labour; and woeful to tell, many professors of religion,
who say they desire the prosperity of Zion, to do good, eschew evil, and abhor
drunkenness in all its forms, make, sell, use, give, and send abroad this awful evil, and
they often quote the Scriptures to justify their course.'?

Many travelers and other “outsiders” continued to perceive the region as a land of
intemperance and distilleries during the 1840s and 1850s. British geologist George
Featherstonhaugh complained that Haywood County residents drank alcohol on a regular basis.
“Here was a village most beautifully situated,” he wrote about Franklin in 1847, “but I could not

learn that there was a man of education in the place disposed to set an example of the value of

sobriety to the community.”*?* Commenting on the abundance of stills in the Carolina highlands

118 \/aron, We Mean to Be Counted, 40.

119 Carroll, Francis Asbury in North Carolina, 134-135, 175-176; and James Buckingham, The Slave States of
America (London: Fisher, Son, & Co., 1842): 210-211.

120 paschal, History of the North Carolina Baptists, 305.

121 George Featherstonhaugh, A Canoe Voyage Up the Minnay Sotor, vol. 2 (London: R. Bentley, 1847): 281.

74



in 1849, an unnamed Salisbury resident in Rowan County believed that mountain residents “with
few, very few exceptions, sit still in ignorance and stupidity.”*** Six years later, a Fayetteville
journalist, appealing to eastern prejudices against mountain residents, claimed that “in almost
every ravine and mountain gorge of Western North Carolina you will find a still house and an
apple mill, placed there for the purpose of turning the healthy grains and fruits of the earth into
maddening and killing beverage.”*?* Perhaps the most damaging remarks occurred in 1852,
when a writer for the Spirit of the Age, the state’s official organ of the Sons of Temperance,
described his travels in the Carolina highlands. Although praising the region for its fertile lands,
scenic beauty, and commercial prosperity, he saw “one object, in all the way to and from the
mountain, which | looked upon as a disgrace to the age in which we live and a complete breach
upon the natural creation of the Christians’ God. The object is a little dirty looking distillery.”***

These negative images could not have come at a worst time for western North
Carolinians. By the 1850s, intrastate sectionalism had resulted in the creation of other damaging
stereotypes about the mountain region. As Calvin H. Wiley, editor of the North Carolina
Journal of Education, explained in 1857, “[O]ur Eastern friends are much of the notion that the
West is a nation of semi-barbarians, destitute of good breeding, politeness and everything else
like refinement, living in the woods and subsisting on roots and berries.”** Two years later, a
Raleigh journalist returned from a trip to Asheville, where he had made an unexpected

discovery: “[T]he people of the West are neither savages nor ignoramuses; but on the contrary,

they are intelligent, high-minded, hospitable, and civilized.”*?

122 carolina Watchman, March 29, 1849.

123 North Carolina Argus, January 20, 1855, quoted in Inscoe, Mountain Masters, 165.

124 Spirit of the Age, December 8, 1852.

125 «“The East and the West,” North Carolina Journal of Education (1857), 13, quoted in Inscoe, Mountain Masters,
139.

126 North Carolina Standard, September 7, 1859, quoted in Johnson, Ante-Bellum North Carolina, 34.
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Although they became more publicized (and accepted) after the Civil War, such
misconceptions encouraged many Carolina highlanders to embrace the antebellum temperance
movement. More likely than not, the image of the backward, drunken mountaineer insulted
village residents who considered themselves refined and cultivated. This stereotype also
threatened to make it more difficult to attract outside capital and convince legislators to extend
the state railroad into the mountain counties.’?’ Fearing that businessmen would not invest
money in a region where intemperance prevailed, mountain reformers insisted that the so-called
Liquor Problem was improving. “Hurra for Madison,” J.M. Scales wrote to the Spirit of the Age
in February 1851. “She has always had a bad name, but she has retrieved it now. She can look
up now, as proud as any village, and say | am for cold water.” That same year, residents of a
mining village in McDowell County reassured “outsiders” that they were doing everything
possible to combat “King Alcohol.” “In fact,” they pointed out, “the house that the [Sons of
Temperance] Division was organized in, was built and used for the purpose of dealing out that
all-pervading destroyer of health, morals and property.” Other mountain village residents wrote
to state newspapers, bragging about their communities. “If you will allow us to indulge a little in
County pride,” Taylorsville reformers in Alexander County reported to the Spirit of the Age in
1851, “we would say that we have the neatest and most quiet little village we have ever seen ...
we have no tippling Shop here.” In fact, by 1853, the local division boasted a membership of
156. Members of the Asheville Sons of Temperance, which numbered 180, were just as
confident. “We challenge the State to show us a town that has done better for itself and the

cause,” they declared in the Spirit of the Age.*®

127 For a detailed discussion on western North Carolinians’ fight for internal improvements during the antebellum
period, see Inscoe, Mountain Masters, 152-176.
128 Spirit of the Age, February 7, October 10, July 12, 1851, April 6, 1853.
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Ironically, middle-class mountain residents helped create the stereotypes that these
“outsiders” had popularized during the late antebellum period. As historian John Inscoe
explained, “Travelers only occasionally veered from their well-beaten paths, and when they did
so their encounters with the more remote local residents were sporadic and superficial.”*?°* Most
antebellum journalists and tourists instead talked to the more accessible village residents.**® But
these men (and women) also voiced concern about intemperance among western North
Carolinians, especially those living in more remote areas. “l presume that you think that our
mountain people here are not much in favor of reading temperance newspapers,” an unnamed
Hendersonville resident wrote to the Spirit of the Age in 1851. “This | must confess is too much
the case.”**! An anonymous Franklin resident agreed, believing that “the hard-headed opposition
of some of our mountaineers” had stymied temperance reform.**?

County seat politicians and professionals, making contact with country folk only on court
and election days, came to believe that drunkenness prevailed in rural mountain society.
Asheville lawyer Augustus Merrimon, for instance, often complained that rural Carolina
highlanders would “see how badly they could behave themselves” during court week by
“drinking and cursing.” “I do not know any rival of this place in regard to drunkenness,
ignorance, superstition and the most brutal debauchery,” he complained about farmers in Jewell
City in Madison County in 1853. Nor were women innocent. “l saw two women drunk and one
cursed and swore desperately and proposed to whip some of her male friends that did not please

her,” Merrimon wrote of the Yancey County Court in Burnsville. “Oh, what a shocking sight to

129 Inscoe, Mountain Masters, 37.

130 Hsiung, Two Worlds in the Tennessee Mountains, 19.
31 Spirit of the Age, February 7, 1851.

32 |pid., December 15, 1852.
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see a woman drunk. A woman! Ah, a woman drunk! Shame on the unfortunate wretch!”**?
Other mountain reformers even requested that “outsiders” help them, pointing out that no other
“section of the country so much needs light, knowledge, and action stirred up among the people
upon the Temperance Reform.”*** Tourists and writers tapped into these local perceptions,
laying the foundation for negative images that persist today. Of more immediate importance,
however, mountain reformers, acting on these misconceptions, began to advocate for state-wide
prohibition during the 1850s. The shift in tactics brought to a climax the social tensions that had
been brewing within western North Carolina society for decades. The mountain distiller
emerged as the central figure in this drama.
The Anti-Distiller Crusade

Since the colonial period, North Carolina politicians had rejected legislation that
impinged on the rights of small distillers, believing that liqguor manufacturing was an important
“cottage” industry. Laws that required retailers to purchase a license did not extend to the
producers of ardent spirits. Colonial regulatory measures included clauses that allowed small
distillers to sell their own alcohol without a license. State officials continued these policies,
permitting people who sold a quart or more of whiskey to vend without a license. Legislators
knew that most North Carolinians, especially those living in the western part of the state,
regarded liquor manufacturing as an inalienable right and economic necessity.”*> Nowhere were

these attitudes more prevalent than during the 1790s, when the national government levied taxes

133 Newsome, “The A.S. Merrimon Journal,” 329, 311, 329.

B34 TWilkesboro Division] to James Hackett, July 15, 1850, James Gordon Hackett Collection, 1806-1887, NCDAH.
135 Walter Clark, ed., State Records of North Carolina, (Goldsboro, NC: Nash Brothers, 1895-1905), vol. XXII1, 79-
80, 182-185; vol. XXIV, 279-280. See also House Bills (October 28): Bill to Prevent Distilling Grain into
Spirituous Liquor (Rejected), Session of October — November 1779, General Assembly Session Records, NCDAH.
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on imported and domestically manufactured alcohol. Western North Carolinians vehemently
opposed these duties and ignored the law.**

Distillers had also escaped the wrath of alcohol reformers during the early nineteenth
century. Like those elsewhere in the South, mountain temperance societies first attempted to
outlaw the practice of “treating” and prohibit the consumption of alcohol near churches and
colleges.”® They also voiced dissatisfaction with the license system, arguing that it had not
solved the “Liquor Problem.”**® Despite laws that required retailers of “Good Character” to
purchase an alcohol license, reformers insisted that taverns remained a public nuisance, a source
of “drunkenness, crime, and infamy.”**® State legislators responded by passing a law in 1801,
which made “treating” a crime punishable by a fine of one hundred pounds.**® Moreover, the
General Assembly, hoping to eliminate less responsible retailers, “raised the license fee from

forty-eight shillings in 1816, to ten dollars in 1850, and to thirty dollars in 1858.”**

136 Jeffrey J. Crow, “The Whiskey Rebellion in North Carolina,” North Carolina Historical Review 66 (January
1989), 1-28.

37 Whitener, Prohibition in North Carolina, 39; North Carolina Spectator and Western Advertiser, November 5,
1831, February 11, 1832; and Hardy, Second Annual Address: Delivered before the Asheville Temperance Society,
3.

138 |_aws regulating the sale and consumption of alcoholic beverages had existed in North Carolina since the colonial
period. In 1715, the General Assembly, hoping to restore order after the Tuscarora uprising, enacted a law that
required retailers to purchase a liquor license from the governor and made public drunkenness a crime punishable by
a fine. In 1740, Governor Gabriel Johnston, largely due to public hostility against drunken disturbances at tippling
houses (or grog shops), recommended that the General Assembly improve the license system. Legislators responded
the next year by outlawing the tippling house and giving county courts (and justices of the peace in 1758) the
authority to grant licenses to people of “Good Character.” The first state law in 1779 regarding the retail of
alcoholic beverages was virtually a reenactment of the colonial system. In 1798, however, the General Assembly
legalized the tippling house, an act that helped spark the beginnings of temperance agitation in North Carolina. See
Clark, State Records of North Carolina, vol. XXII1, 79-80, 182-185; vol. XXI1V, 279. For a more detailed
description on the genesis of state regulation concerning the vending and consumption of alcohol during the colonial
and antebellum periods, see Whitener, Prohibition in North Carolina, 1-11.

139 Hardy, Second Annual Address: Delivered before the Asheville Temperance Society, 6 (quotation); Rutherfordton
North Carolina Spectator and Western Advertiser, February, ?, 1832; Rutherfordton Intelligencer, September 28,
1841; Asheville Messenger, quoted in Salisbury Carolina Watchman, May 13, 1852; and Raleigh Spirit of the Age,
May 11, 1853.

101n 1837, the General Assembly raised the fine to $200. Seventeen years later, the state legislature also passed a
law expelling members from the General Assembly, if convicted of treating. See Whitener, Prohibition in North
Carolina, 37.

1 1bid., 35.
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Nonetheless, temperance reformers believed that these laws had failed to reduce alcohol
consumption. Licensed or not, tavern owners and other retailers continued to sell a “degrading
vice” that had already “beggard thousands of families, broken the hearts of multitudes of wives
and mothers, and sent many a hapless victim to a premature grave.” Temperance supporters
feared that America was in great peril. “Should this vice continue to increase,” Henry Kerr from
Rutherford County warned in 1832, “it will destroy our national character. It will hurl us from
the proud eminence on which we stand among the nations of the earth, to the depth of
degradation and infamy.”**> Kerr and other mountain reformers would soon shift responsibility
for the “Liquor Problem” to alcohol manufacturers. After all, these men (and women) were
producing most of the spirits that taverns and other retail establishments sold.

This movement against alcohol distillers was in part a response to increases in alcohol
production in Appalachian North Carolina during the antebellum period. As noted in the
previous chapter, between 1810 and 1840, the per-capita production of whiskey in the mountain
region grew at a faster rate than in the state as a whole (see table 1.1). Within the Carolina
highlands, however, some counties manufactured more alcohol than others. Surry, Burke,
Wilkes, and Ashe counties accounted for 89 percent of the whiskey produced in the region.
These counties were situated in the far northeastern part of western North Carolina, where
farmers, having limited access to major trade routes, relied on liquor manufacturing to make
extra money and became the most outspoken opponents of the anti-distiller crusade. Counties
with a lower percentage of whiskey production — such as Buncombe, Henderson, and Haywood —
were located near the Buncombe Turnpike and other transportation arteries linking the region to

livestock markets in South Carolina and Georgia (see table 1.2). There, farmers found it easier

142 North Carolina Spectator and Western Advertiser, January 14, 1832.
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and more profitable to sell their grain to stand owners and drovers. The movement against
distillers received its strongest support from these counties.

In 1832, Kerr launched a series of attacks on liquor manufacturers, insisting that they,
along with tavern owners, encouraged intemperance. “We would ask the conscientious distiller,”
the reverend wrote, “how he reconciles it to his feelings, to contribute to this great evil and
misery. It may be said, that by his means, the bread of the needy is literally converted into a
poison.”**3 That same year, Jason Hardy from Buncombe County accused distillers of
emanating “every species of crime, wickedness, and abandonment” throughout the Carolina
highlands.*** Thomas Lenoir, the son of a late-eighteenth century mountain distiller and one of
its leading planters, continued where Hardy had left off. Delivering a speech to a local
temperance society in Lenoir in Caldwell County on Christmas Day, 1843, he chastised the
distillers of alcohol:

There are those among us who are daily converting the bread; the staff of life into a slow

and deadly poison, to destroy the mind and morals of the father and the peace and

happiness of the family circle!! ... Unfortunate man! It is never too late to do better,

come now and make a last resolve, that you will assume your proper station in life.'*
By the early 1850s, members of the Sons of Temperance joined this chorus of opposition,
condemning alcohol distillers for promoting drunkenness and immorality.**® For these
reformers, the distiller had become a symbol of what was wrong with rural society. They were
products of a “frontier” environment, one that needed civilizing.

Missionary Baptists and Methodists also increasingly condemned the distillers of ardent

spirits. As early as 1840, the Tuckaseegee Baptist Association recommended that churches in

%3 Ipid., January 14, February 11, March 3, 1832.

% Hardy, Second Annual Address: Delivered before the Asheville Temperance Society, 4.

1% Thomas Lenoir, temperance speech, December 25, 1843, Folder 251, Lenoir Family Papers, 1763-1940, Southern
Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

146 Spirit of the Age, July 21, 1851, December 15, 1852.
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union “use their influence to arrest the evil of ... making, vending, and using intoxicating drinks
as a beverage.”*" Methodists agreed. By the late 1840s, the Holston Methodist Conference,
which supervised churches in western North Carolina and eastern Tennessee, allowed ministers
to expel members who distilled alcohol.**® Baptists soon followed suit. In 1850, Gabriel’s
Creek Church in Madison County voted not to “retain in membership persons who make, vend,
or use intoxicating liquors, except for medical or mechanical purpose.”**® The Broad River
Baptist Association declared in 1853 that alcohol distilling was “immoral and injurious to the
religious prosperity of the community at large, and therefore ought by all prudent ways to be
discountenanced by the churches composing this body.” Five years later, it adopted a more stern
resolution, recommending that churches and ministers not “receive and baptize distillers of
ardent spirits into the fellowship.”**°

The expulsion of distillers, however, sparked conflict within Baptist and Methodist
churches. Although sympathetic to temperance reform, many mountain churchgoers, especially
Primitive Baptists and “traditional” Methodists, denounced these resolutions as an infringement
on the rights of distillers. Methodist circuit rider Augustine F. Shannon, for instance,
encountered hostility from rural Haywood County residents in late 1840s, when he announced

that the Holston Conference “disapproved [of] Stilling in the Church.” “Some got mad and some

was well pleased,” Shannon wrote in 1849. “Some Sinners then said | was right & some

7 stillwell, Minutes of the Tuckaseegee Baptist Association, 13.

148 Mary Rowles and Hunter K. Rountree, eds., The Diary of Augustine P. Shannon, 1848-1850 (Nashville, TN:
Historical Records Survey, 1940), 48, 50.

9 John Ammons, Outlines of History of French Broad Association and Mars Hill College: From the Organization
of the Association in 1807 to 1907, Being a Period of 100 Years (Mars Hill, NC: Mars Hill College Press, 2001), 27.
30| ogan, Sketches, Historical and Biographical, of the Broad River and King’s Mountain Baptist Associations, 82,
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Methodist Said that we lived in a free Country & that one had a right to do with his own as he
pleases.”*™
Rural Baptists often believed that the Church had exceeded its authority. In 1852, for
instance, the Primitive Baptist Church in Alexander County refused to expel congregates who
distilled alcohol, arguing that they had a right to make a living unmolested by religious or secular
organizations. In fact, the church voted to banish thirty-four members for supporting the
resolution banning distillers from worship services.*® The expulsion of distillers would continue
to divide Baptists throughout the decade. After the King’s Mountain Association agreed to
exclude distillers from membership in 1859, several churches withdrew from their
congregations, forming “themselves into a separate association with anti-temperance
proclivities.” These “rebellious” churches then expelled members who had supported the
association’s resolution. A “rebel faction” in Cleveland County even refused “to surrender the
church book” and fastened “three additional locks” to keep their opponents from entering Walls
Baptist Church.®

During the 1850s, many highlanders began to reject the Sons of Temperance on the basis
that society had turned the anti-alcohol reform into a secular enterprise and weakened the

authority of local churches.™*

Welcomed by evangelicals in the 1840s as an organization that
could help them avoid the schisms that had occurred over the issue of church-based reform, the
Sons ultimately heightened tension within rural mountain congregations. In 1851, for instance,

the Old Fields Baptist Church in Ashe County expelled several members who belonged to the

151 Rowles and Rountree, The Diary of Augustine F. Shannon, 48.

152 Spirit of the Age, December 15, 1852.

153 The King’s Mountain Association included churches from Cleveland, Rutherford, and Gaston counties. See
Logan, Sketches, Historical and Biographical, of the Broad River and King’s Mountain Baptist Associations, 177-
178, 180-182, 184-188.

>4 Loveland, Southern Evangelicals and the Social Order, 150-151, 155-156.
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Sons of Temperance. These members were all either prominent businessmen or religious
authorities, further suggesting that the Sons received its strongest support among the burgeoning
middle-class. Two of them were successful merchants and the sons of Richard Gentry, a well-to-
do farmer and former clerk of the Ashe County Superior Court who was also expelled for joining
the fraternal society. The other banished congregates were Aaron Johnston, a popular minister,
and merchant Nathan Waugh, who was Richard Gentry’s son-in-law. These expulsions would
not have surprised most western North Carolinians. The rift between temperance and anti-
temperance forces had been growing since the late 1820s, a product largely of the American
Benevolence movement led by the middle class. Rural Baptist churches in Alleghany,
Alexander, Cleveland, Rutherford, and Wilkes counties soon followed the example set by the
Old Fields Baptist Church by expelling members who joined the Sons of Temperance.**®
Although anti-missionary churches believed that drunkenness was immoral, antebellum
distillers could rely upon them for support. For one, many members of these churches
manufactured alcohol. They believed that neither the church nor the state had the right to
prohibit the use, sale, or manufacture of alcohol.™® In 1857, Squire Gouge, a distiller from
Buncombe County, claimed that God had given farmers “the ingredients and the smartness to
make what [they] wanted.” “God gin us these things to be used,” Gouge continued. “Now
scripter says God looked upon all he had made and said it was good, and ef so be he hadn’t

intended us to drink licker, he hadn’t intended us to drink licker, he wouldn’t ha’ gin it to us.”**’

155 crawford, Ashe County’s Civil War, 9-10; Paschal, History of the North Carolina Baptists, 304-311; J.F.
Fletcher, A History of the Ashe County, North Carolina and New River, Virginia Baptist Associations (Raleigh, NC:
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GODGE, DISTILLEE

Figure 2.1. Sketch of Squire Gouge in Porte Crayon’s “A Winter in the South” in Harper’s New
Monthly Magazine 15 (November 1857), 732.
Rural Carolina highlanders also sympathized with liquor manufacturers, pointing out that “no
man is, by any means compelled to drink to excess, and that stills [were] harmless in
themselves.” Others labeled temperance advocates as “fanatics,” “Wolves in Sheeps’ clothing,”
and “followers of false Prophets.” As one member of the Asheville Sons of Temperance
complained to the Spirit of the Age in 1851, “I can assure you every thing has been said of us that
the miscreant can concoct and set in motion.”® On at least one occasion, farmers threatened
reformers with violence. In 1852, twelve armed men, led by a deacon of a local Primitive
Baptist church, disrupted a temperance rally in Taylorsville, firing “their war-like instruments

into the air” and cursing at the crowd before returning “to the nearest distillery.”*® The conflict

158 Spirit of the Age, July 25, 1851.
9 Ipid., December 15, 1852.

85



between these two groups would further intensify during the 1850s, when the Sons of
Temperance launched a campaign for state-wide prohibition.
Prohibition and the Decline of Temperance Reform

In July 1853, J.R. Weaver from Madison County “sat in the Jury Box to try issues
between the State and some of the citizens [of that county], for Assaults and Batteries, hog
stealing, & c.” Reviewing the cases, Weaver, also a member of the Sons of Temperance, was
appalled. “In every instance,” he believed, “it was proven that Alcohol was the prompter, except
one case of hog stealing, and in that, one of the witnesses said the prisoner was ‘toxicate’ when
he started to the mountains, the morning he killed the hog.” To make matters worse, Weaver
argued that local politicians were responsible for these crimes by promoting drunkenness. “We
have six Candidates for the Clerkships in Madison County; five of whom are treating with a
vengeance,” he wrote to the Spirit of the Age. “They have their regular appointments over the
County for the citizens to meet and drink a treat — they meet and drink, and fight!” Although
doing everything possible, the Sons and local churches had failed to defeat “King Alcohol.”
“Legal suasion,” Weaver concluded, “is the only hope for Madison.”*®

By the early 1850s, mountain urban reformers, like those in other parts of the United
States, increasingly argued that the government should assist the temperance crusade. For
decades, they had relied upon moral suasion to combat intemperance, but to no avail. Whiskey
and brandy continued to flow at militia musters and other social events. Taverns still dotted the

mountain countryside, encouraging disorder and crime.*®* Nor had legislators taken steps to

dissuade distillers from manufacturing “the staff of life” into “poison.”*** “King Alcohol,”

190 Ibid, August 3, 1853.
181 Ibid., September 15, 1852, August 3, 1853.
162 North Carolina Spectator and Western Advertiser, March 3, 1832; and Spirit of the Age, May 11, 1853.
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reformers feared, was controlling the General Assembly, “forbidding [it] to pass laws of
immediate and pressing importance.”*® As one western North Carolinian explained in 1853:
Of the many Traps that are set to catch men and money, | will mention a few. The
counterfeiter has his trap — the highway man, the gambler, the Abolitionist, each have
theirs; but the Legislature has wisely provided for the protection of our citizens from their
wiles, and for the punishment of those who may be convicted of being guilty of setting
any of the above Traps — but strange to say, it has made provision for setting other Traps,
which have caused the loss of more lives — the waste of more property — filled the Jails
with more inmates — the penitentiary with more convicts — the poor-house with more
Paupers ... than all the Traps that have ever been set beside! 1 allude to the license grog-
shop, and the dealers in intoxicating liquors in general.**
Believing that recent laws prohibiting the sale of alcohol near churches and colleges had
proven beneficial and that moral suasion had failed, the Sons of Temperance launched a
campaign calling for state-wide prohibition in 1852. Over three thousand western North
Carolinians, nearly a third of whom were women, joined the cause.'® These mountain reformers
signed memorials, sent petitions to the General Assembly, and wrote editorials in local
newspapers, insisting that prohibition was necessary to end pauperism, crime, and moral
decay.’®® The General Assembly disagreed, however. In 1852 and 1854, legislators decided that
state-wide prohibition was unconstitutional because it infringed on the rights of citizens.
Legislators also castigated the reformers as being “reckless of results.” Concluding their report

in 1854, the House committee declared that prohibition was “a species of fanaticism, which has

its parallel only in the insane desire, of those, who would deprive, at one fell blow, every planter
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of his slaves, and turn loose upon the land, without a moment’s warning, millions of human
beings.”*’

Anti-prohibitionists could not have been more pleased. In 1852, Yancey County farmers
feared that prohibitionists, much like northern abolitionists, were a “minority” group “attempting
to control a majority.” “What good can result from any law forced on an unwilling people,” they
asked the General Assembly in a petition. “Majorities should govern.” Like Gouge and other
mountain distillers, these Yancey County residents also believed that prohibition would increase
alcohol consumption. *“Pass this law,” they warned, “and ... the unhappy Ireland will soon be
ours that is; that our whole country will soon be covered with illicit stills and every community
filled with spies and informers.”*®® For many western North Carolinians, especially those being
“persecuted” by anti-liquor agitators, the Sons of Temperance became a radical group on the
fringes of society. Its call for prohibition had backfired in the mountain region, allowing anti-
prohibitionists to link the Sons with abolitionism. Denounced as “a society of Infidels,” the Sons
of Temperance, although it continued to exist, would never again receive the mountain support
that it had enjoyed in the late 1840s and early 1850s.*%° In this case, Appalachia was not an
exception. The forces conspiring against the Sons elsewhere in the South — Anti-Missionism,
farmers’ continued dependence on distilling, and rural residents’ acceptance of “traditional”
drinking mores — encouraged a majority of western North Carolinians to reject the anti-alcohol

crusade.

187 Whitener, Prohibition in North Carolina, 41-47.
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On November 22, 1855, the Asheville News announced that S.F. Cary, a “distinguished
temperance lecturer,” would deliver a series of speeches in Rutherford, Henderson, Buncombe,
and Burke counties during the month of December. In times past, the News would have reported
Cary’s every move and word as he traveled throughout the region. But this year was different.
The newspaper failed to give its readers even a weekly update on Cary’s whereabouts. Finally,
on January 17, 1856, a month after Cary visited Buncombe County, the News broke its silence.
Issuing an apology, the editors explained that the “paper was pre-occupied with other matter|[s],
and our engagements prevented us from attending and hearing his [speeches].”

Like other newspapers in the South, the Asheville News had become preoccupied with
national events. The conflict between the North and South over the issue of extending slavery
into the territories was not subsiding. In such uncertain times, why advocate for legislation that
threatened to divide white mountain society? After advising readers not to make state-wide
prohibition “a party test, paramount to all others,” the editors of the News put the issue to rest,
never again mentioning it.”® Many churches also welcomed the end of prohibition agitation. To
weather the storm ahead, southern Baptists and Methodists had to remain united and avoid issues
that had divided congregations for decades. As historian Gordon McKinney has discovered,
however, these churches were unable to maintain social order during the Civil War.!”* The
congregations remained divided along class, geographical, and theological lines that the
temperance movement had helped to create.

The cultural values of western North Carolinians also conspired against alcohol reformers
before the Civil War. As in other parts of the South, the mountain region remained

predominantly rural, and farmers continued to adhere to a preindustrial ideology that tolerated

0asheville News, November 22, 1855, January 17, 1856.
I McKinney, “Economy and Community in Western North Carolina,” in Appalachia in the Making, 177-178.
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alcohol consumption both during and after work. Urban businessmen and professionals, the
group from which the temperance cause received its strongest support, were not yet a culturally
important force in rural mountain society. Reformers would have to wait until the late nineteenth
century, when the region began to feel the full impact of industrialization and urbanization,
before they could gain the support of rural communities on this issue. Nonetheless, distillers and
their clientele could not yet breathe a sigh of relief, for they would once again become labeled as

miscreants during the Civil War.
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PART 2:

THE GOLDEN AGE OF MOONSHINING, 1861-1876
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CHAPTER 3

“IS THERE ANY WAY TO GET AT THE DISTILLERS?”:
THE FALL AND RISE OF THE MOONSHINERS, 1861-1868

There was an old Mountaineer
Who loved his Moon Shine dear.
He spent night and day

Thinking of a way,

To improve his moon shine still.!

On March 18, 1862, several women marched down the streets of Newton in Catawba
County. Their destination was a train depot, where distillers from Catawba and nearby mountain
counties had transported large quantities of homemade alcohol. The distillers sat astride their
barrels of whiskey as the women approached them. Two weeks earlier, these “Ladies of
Catawba” had warned them to stop manufacturing alcohol, arguing that it deprived the “poor” of
corn. Those who ignored this warning now faced an angry crowd of women, armed and
equipped with short-range axes. Some distillers, as they had done throughout the antebellum
period, tried to diffuse the situation by pointing out that they had an inalienable right to
manufacture alcohol. The “Ladies of Catawba” remained unconvinced. “While you are crying,

‘law,”” one woman responded, “our little ones will cry, ‘bread” — ‘bread.”” Fighting ensued.

The women shoved the distillers away and began to hit the barrels with their axes. Whiskey

! “Moon Shine,” poem recorded in Wolfery: A Collection of Burke County Folklore assembled by the Southern
Folklore Class, Fall 1977.
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poured from the containers onto the ground. When the dust had settled, the “Ladies of
Catawba,” standing ankle-deep in whiskey, raised their hands in celebration.?

The “Ladies of Catawba” were not the only western North Carolinians persecuting
distillers during the Civil War. Whereas viewing alcohol producers as legitimate entrepreneurs
in the antebellum period, many mountain residents, most of whom were poor and resided in the
countryside, had changed their opinion because they believed that distillers were draining the
region’s food supply. These men and women, struggling to feed their families, embraced state-
wide prohibition as an economic necessity, and allied with urban reformers, who continued to
argue that alcohol manufacturers were “soulless scoundrels.” Distillers, however, would soon
find rescue, when a new federal agency, the Bureau of Internal Revenue, arrived in western
North Carolina during Congressional Reconstruction. As food became more available during the
late 1860s, many rural and town mountain residents who did not distill alcohol condemned the
Bureau of Internal Revenue and its “infernal” liquor tax as tools used by the federal government
to expand its authority. They would join forces with the moonshiners in their fight against
federal liquor law enforcement. The golden age of moonshining had begun.

Civil War Liquor Distillation and Prohibition

When North Carolina seceded from the Union on May 20, 1861, most mountain residents
embraced the Confederate cause. Many of them had longed for this day. “You ought to hear us
girls talk about fighting,” Amelia Gwyn of McDowell County told her sister that April, “I
believe we have all concluded to fight to the last and die before we’ll give up to a Yankee.”
Young men eagerly enlisted in the Confederate army or state militia, believing that the conflict

would not last long. “I have not brought myself to believe that there will be much fighting,”

2 Greenshoro Patriot, March 27, 1862.
® Amelia Gwyn to Sister Sallie, April 15, 1861, Lenoir Family Papers, SHC.
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Caldwell County resident Edmund Jones wrote in May. “The courage of the North will
evaporate after awhile, and the Southern States permitted to go in peace.”* Bands serenaded
troops as they passed from town to town. Women encouraged their husbands and sons to join
the military. Most were ready to fight and die for the Confederacy. “Death or victory is our
motto,” James Gentry from Ashe County informed his father-in-law on May 6, 1861.°

This euphoria would soon give way to a harsh reality. Food shortages, largely due to the
departure of males for military service, and subsequent rising prices resulted in economic
hardship for most Carolina highlanders during the Civil War. As early as October 1861, Jackson
County resident Elizabeth Watson complained that “times in our county is hard for the poor class
of people for every thing is giting so deer that they cant by hardly a noughf to live on.” “Salt,”
she continued, “is from nine to ten dollars a sack her and evry other thing in proportion. Thier is
good crops in our county I think corn can be bought at 50 cts. all through the winter and now the
people is ... halling off thier meet. 1 don’t now how we will git our nessaryes for money is
scarce here.”®

By 1862, the problems that Watson described — food shortages, the scarcity of cash,
speculation, and the disruption of the market economy — became widespread in western North
Carolina. That December, a Waynesville woman complained to her aunt: “When the war broke
out all I thought about was our friends going off & getting killed. | did not think about the small

pox and evry kind of disease getting all over the country, and people starving to death and all

that ... As | heard an old woman say the other day, ‘seems like this country is might nigh tore

* Edmund W. Jones to S. F. Patterson, May 20, 1861, quoted in Inscoe and McKinney, The Heart of Confederate
Appalachia, 62.

® James M. Gentry to Jonathan Faw, May 6, 1861, quoted in Inscoe and McKinney, The Heart of Confederate
Appalachia, 60.

® Elizabeth Watson to James Watson, October 29, 1861, James Watson Papers, Special Collections, Western
Carolina University.
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up!””" Others wrote to Governors Henry T. Clark and then Zebulon B. Vance, begging for
economic relief. Many of them expressed the sentiments of Burke County resident Robert L.
Abernathy, who explained to Vance in November 1862: “If it is Constitutional, and if your
position as Governor of N. Carolina gives you the power to do so, in the name of God, of
suffering humanity, of the cries of widows and orphans, do put down the Speculation and
extortion in this part of the State.”

Raleigh and local officials scrambled to meet the growing needs of the poor. Governor
Clark and later Vance, hoping to reduce speculation and conserve scarce items, issued
proclamations forbidding the interstate trade of made food and domestic goods. The state
legislature passed “An Act for the Purchase of Provisions” in December 1862, which
appropriated $400,000 to buy corn and other provisions to feed the poor. By the spring of 1863,
several mountain counties, like those elsewhere in North Carolina, had appointed commissioners
and subcommissioners to oversee the distribution of these funds to indigent residents.’ Local
elites also lent a helping hand by giving donations and lowering their rents. Joseph C. Norwood
of Caldwell County was one such landlord, who noted in the fall of 1863: “The women begged
to retain their rent, expecting to get it at a low rate. | thought it was best to give it to them, as a
low price in Confedte money woult amt. to nothing—& we find it necessary here to be very

liberal with the soldier’s families.”*°

" [Niece] to Lizzie Lenoir, December 26, 1862, quoted in Inscoe and McKinney, The Heart of Confederate
Appalachia, 168-169.

® R.L. Abernathy to Z.B. Vance, November 4, 1862, quoted in W. Buck Yearns and John G. Barrett, eds., North
Carolina Civil War Documentary (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980), 217-218.

° “When the Confederacy introduced the tax-in-kind in 1863, some of the supplies collected were distributed at
home rather than being sent to the front.” See McKinney, “Moonshiners, Law Enforcement, and Violence,” 5; and
Paul D. Escott, “Poverty and Government Aid for the Poor in Confederate North Carolina,” North Carolina
Historical Review 61 (October 1984): 462-480.

19 Joseph C. Norwood to Walter Lenoir, November 17, 1863, Lenoir Family Papers, SHC. For more examples on
poor relief in western and other parts of North Carolina, see Inscoe and McKinney, The Heart of Confederate
Appalachia, 169-171; Deyton, “Toe River Valley to 1865,” 463; J. Kent Coward, “The Community in Crisis,” in
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Another option for reducing economic distress was to curtail the distillation of corn and
fruit into alcohol. By 1862, many mountain residents, like others throughout the state, had begun
to pressure Raleigh officials to suppress whiskey and brandy manufacturing, arguing that it
deprived them of corn and other foodstuffs. In February, James Gwyn of Wilkes County
revealed that distilling was one of the leading causes for “the great scarcity of corn” in the
region. “What will the poor who have no money to buy grain do,” he asked.** One month later,
Catawba County residents complained that alcohol manufacturing not only hurt the poor, but
also threatened to destroy the Confederacy. “Stop the stills, or ruin is our certain doom,” they
demanded. “We must make our bread, or perish for the want of it. A bountiful Providence has
given us enough for man and beast; but distillers have already converted so much corn into
poison, that prices look like famine ahead.”? Many mountain churches also no longer approved
of alcohol production. In the spring of 1862, for instance, the King’s Mountain Baptist
Association voted to once again expel any member who continued to make or sell distilled
spirits. ™

On February 21, 1862, North Carolina legislators unanimously passed the state’s first tax
on alcohol manufacturing, believing that it would relieve the economic stress of their
constituents by forcing distillers to cut back on production. Alcohol makers, regardless of the

size of their stills, now had to pay a tax of thirty cents on each gallon of liquor they produced.

History of Jackson County, edited by Max Williams (Sylva, NC: Jackson County Historical Association, 1987): 439;
Escott, “Poverty and Governmental Aid for the Poor”; and William F. Entrekin, Jr., “Poor Relief in North Carolina”
(M.A. thesis, Duke University, 1947). On efforts elsewhere in the Confederacy, see Mary Elizabeth Massey, “Food
and Drink Shortages on the Confederate Homefront,” North Carolina Historical Review 26 (July 1949): 306-334;
Mary Elizabeth Massey, Ersatz in the Confederacy (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1952; Paul D.
Escott, “*Cry of the Sufferers’: The Problem of Welfare in the Confederacy,” Civil War History 23 (September
1977): 228-240; and William M. Robinson, Jr., “Prohibition in the Confederacy,” American Historical Review 37
(October 1931): 50-58.

11 James Gwyn to Joseph C. Norwood, February 12, 1862, James Gwyn Papers, SHC.

12 Greensboro Patriot, March 27, 1862.

3 Logan, Sketches, Historical and Biographical, of the Broad River and King’s Mountain Baptist Associations, 188.
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Careful not to overstep its legal authority and potentially provoke cries of governmental
oppression, the General Assembly made sure that the local community retained control of
alcohol production. On May 2, it enacted an ordinance that gave sheriffs the power to enforce
and collect the tax. Before operating their stills, alcohol makers had to sign an oath to the
sheriff, specifying the quantity of alcohol they planned to manufacture. Upon conviction by
local juries, violators of the ordinance would have to pay a double tax and additional fines, the
amounts of which the county court judge determined.*

This tax, however, failed to alleviate opposition to alcohol manufacturing, especially
among members of the Sons of Temperance. Having declined in popularity during the late
1850s, this organization capitalized on the economic stresses of the war to resume its fight
against “King Alcohol.” In 1861, reformers in the Carolina highlands and other parts of the
state, hoping to disassociate the Sons from its northern roots, had embraced the Confederacy and
assured worried citizens that they were doing everything possible to aid the cause. “Nearly all of
our officers have laid aside their badges and put on soldier’s uniform,” the Swannanoa Sons of
Temperance in Buncombe County proclaimed that June. “[They] have left their pens to corrode
in the ink till they would dip their swords in tyrants’ blood to write freedom for the sunny
South.”* The Sons did not stop there. It also attempted to garner support by linking
Confederate victory with alcohol reform. “The whole Southern Confederacy,” the Spirit of the
Age explained in 1862, “is sustaining heavier damage from whiskey, than will ever be inflicted
by the whole northern army, who come to subjugate and enslave us.” To defeat the North, the

southern populace had to embrace sobriety.™®

14 Ordinances of the State Convention: Published in Pursuance of a Resolution of the General Assembly [Ratified
11" February 1863] (Raleigh: W.W. Holden, 1863), 70-71.

15 Spirit of the Age, June 12, 1861. See also Spirit of the Age, August 28, 1861, July 28, December 22, 1862.

16 Quoted in Marion Western Enterprise, March 14, 1862.
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In 1862, the Sons of Temperance launched a campaign against the proposed state liquor
tax, arguing that it would not discourage distillers from manufacturing alcohol. “We fear, nay,
we know,” Alexander Gorman, editor of The Spirit of the Age, explained two weeks before state
legislators enacted the tax, “that the love of money is so strong in the minds of many men, that
they will disregard the most wholesome admonitions of the press, the pulpit, and betray their
country to destruction for filthy lucre.” According to Gorman, the state liquor tax was a
compromise, one that “will be found futile and fail to accomplish the end designed.” To stop the
“absolute destitution and suffering” of the poor, he suggested that the General Assembly prohibit
the making of whiskey out of corn and wheat. Gorman knew that the economic stresses of the
war provided reformers with an opportunity to once again advocate for state-wide prohibition.
Not only would prohibition reduce the “sufferings” of many North Carolinians, it also promised
to aid the Confederacy in its fight for independence. Prohibition, Gorman insisted, “is
emphatically ‘a military necessity,” because unless some relief of the kind is afforded, our
soldiers, and those who are dearer to them than life itself — their families at home — must suffer
for the necessaries of life.”*” Many mountain Confederates, especially those living in
economically depressed areas, would find Gorman’s and other reformers’ call for state-wide
prohibition appealing during the Civil War. The survival of their families and of the
Confederacy was more important to them than distilling alcohol.

On December 7, 1862, state legislators responded to the demands of their constituents by
enacting a law prohibiting the distillation of corn into whiskey until the conclusion of the Civil

War. This legislation also outlawed distillers from using wheat, oats, peas, peanuts, rice,

" The Spirit of the Age, January 8, February 5, 12, 19, March 10, 1862.
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potatoes, sugar cane, dried fruit, and syrup to manufacture alcohol.®® Like the state liquor tax,
county officials enforced the prohibition ordinance, thereby allowing the local community to
retain control of alcohol production. Upon conviction in county courts, violators of the law
would have to pay a $100 fine or serve thirty days in prison. Moreover, the General Assembly
unanimously voted to prohibit farmers from manufacturing alcohol for the Confederate
government, fearing that this would further raise the price of foodstuffs.® Although state
legislators passed the law for economic rather than moral or social reasons, Gorman and other
antebellum reformers would have been pleased. Never before had the state imposed such
stringent ordinances against alcohol and those who distilled it.

Despite a long tradition of resistance to alcohol reform, many Carolina highlanders would
ultimately support state-wide prohibition, and for good reason. By 1863, food shortages and
subsequent rising prices continued to plague the region. That February, Rutherford County
resident E.D. Hawkins complained that corn could “hardly be had at all.” “Grain,” he continued,
“is badly needed for the support of the wives and children of the soldiers who are in the field.”?°
Not only was food scarce, it was also becoming more expensive. In 1863, according to one
study of the impact inflation had on the mountain region, “the price of eggs increased 1666%, ...
bacon 2272%, flour 2777%, ... and corn and potatoes shot up 3000%.”** The extraordinary cost
of these essential items continued to make it difficult for most highlanders to subsist. In many

sections of western North Carolina, the threat of starvation became quite real. “Thare will have

'8 The General Assembly added several amendments during the course of the war. “In order to enable the
government better to ferret out the law breakers, it was provided in 1863 that one-half of the fine collected should be
paid to the informer. Buckwheat and barley were added to the prohibited materials in 1864. In December of the
same year another amendment was added which made it unlawful to use any material in the making of spirituous
liquors.” See Whitener, Prohibition in North Carolina, 49-52.

19 Spirit of the Age, December 8, 1862. See also Public Laws of North Carolina, 1862-1863, 20-21.

% E D. Hawkins to ZBV, February 15, 1863, reel 16, Gordon B. McKinney and Richard McMurry, eds., The Papers
of Zebulon Baird Vance (Frederick: University Publications of America, 1987). Hereafter citied as Vance Papers.

2L phillip G. Davis, “Mountain Heritage, Mountain Promise under Siege: The Origin and Devastation of Confederate
Sympathy in the North Carolina Mountains during the Civil War” (M.A. thesis, Wake Forest University, 1994), 135.
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to be something don for us or we will all perish to death,” Maryann Arrowood from Henderson
County informed Governor Vance in November 1863.%

In this atmosphere of scarcity, mountain residents increasingly blamed alcohol
manufacturing for draining the food supply and embraced state-wide prohibition as an economic
necessity. Whereas viewing distillers as legitimate entrepreneurs during the antebellum period,
these men and women, many of whom were poor and resided in the countryside, had changed
their opinion. In February 1863, Hawkins chastised whiskey makers in Rutherford County,
arguing that they were depriving the local community of grain.?® J.F. Eller agreed. That March,
he noted that several Wilkes County farmers continued to manufacture whiskey, despite the
General Assembly’s recent enactment of the prohibition law. “These men have so far went
unmolested,” he complained, “and are getting rich selling whiskey at $3 per quart, while they are
also raising the price of corn so that if the poor class could obtain any they are not able to follow
the prices.”® Two months later, Wilkes County farmer T.J. Bicknell denounced distillers as
“greedy” men and “lowdown females” who were “not responsible for any thing.” He also asked
Zebulon Vance to add an amendment to the prohibition law that would fine farmers who sold
their corn to distillers.?®> These complaints against alcohol manufacturing continued until the end
of the Civil War.?

Nonetheless, mountain residents realized that at least some preparation of alcohol was
required during the war. As noted in Chapter 1, alcohol was an important medical item used by

most Carolina highlanders to cure colds, consumption, snakebites, and other ailments.

22 Maryann Arrowood to Zebulon Vance, November 26, 1862, reel 20, McKinney and McMurry, Vance Papers.

22 E.D. Hawkins to ZBV, February 15, 1863, reel 16, McKinney and McMurry, Vance Papers.

24 Spirit of the Age, March 16, 1863.

2T J. Bicknell to ZBV, May 7, 1863, reel 63, McKinney and McMurry, Vance Papers.

% Jas. O. Simmons to ZBV, April 18, 1864, reel 23; M.W. Simmons to ZBV, April 18, 1864, reel 23; E.R. Norton to
ZBV, September 27, 1864, reel 24; James Sloan to ZBV, January 17, 1865, reel 26; and Tod R. Caldwell, et al, to
ZBV, February 4, 1865, reel 26, all in Vance Papers.
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Moreover, by 1863, the Richmond government desperately needed whiskey to treat Confederate
soldiers wounded in battle. Despite this shortage of alcohol for medical purposes, however,
many mountain residents remained hesitant to distill it, suggesting that they had accepted the
prohibition law. Even with the blessing of the local community, these men often sought
permission from state authorities before making alcohol. Mountain farmers and physicians in
Rutherford, Cherokee, Jackson, and Burke counties asked Vance to allow them to distill or
purchase whiskey. “We can not get any kind of spirits here for medical purposes,” doctors J.A.
Goode and J.W. Harris from Rutherford County explained to VVance in March 1863, “but [we]
can get it done if you will give [us] a permit to do so.” One month later, Goode and Harris again
wrote the governor, pointing out that “not one drop [of the alcohol] will be used as a beverage.”?’
Although wanting to distill and use alcohol for legitimate reasons, these men were unwilling to
do so without the approval of VVance and other state authorities. Nor did they dare offend
members of the local community, especially those poorer residents, who deemed prohibition to
be an economic necessity.

Perhaps the most ardent mountain prohibitionist was Governor Vance, a Buncombe
County native who was fully aware of the economic difficulties that highlanders faced.
Throughout the Civil War, Vance vehemently supported the prohibition law, much to the dismay

of Confederate Secretary of War James A. Seddon. In 1863, the War Department, combatting

the shortage of alcohol for medical purposes, began to operate distilleries in North Carolina,

2" J.A. Goode and J.W. Harris to ZBV, March 28, April 10, 1863, reel 16, McKinney and McMurry, Vance Papers.
See also Petition from Caldwell County residents to the General Assembly, January 23, 1863, “Petitions,” General
Assembly State Records, NCDAH; Wm. Enloe, et al to [Zebulon Baird Vance], May 22, 1863, reel 17, McKinney
and McMurry, Vance Papers; Jessie R. Combs to ZBV, November 24, 1863, reel 20, McKinney and McMurry,
Vance Papers; Peter Johnson to ZBV, February 22, 1864, reel 22, McKinney and McMurry, Vance Papers;
Memorial from Cleveland County residents to the General Assembly, December 2, 1864, General Assembly State
Records, NCDAH; and S.P. Brittain to ZBV, December 5, 1864, reel 25, McKinney and McMurry, Vance Papers.
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sparking a states’ rights battle between Vance and Seddon.?® That December, upon learning that
the Richmond government was attempting to use tax-in-kind grain to manufacture liquor in
Salisbury, Vance lashed out at Seddon and the War Department. He pointed out that state laws
“positively forbid the distillation of any kind of grain within its borders under heavy penalties.”
Vance then threatened to arrest the operators of the still. “It seems to me,” he wrote to Seddon,
“if spirits are so absolutely requisite for the Medical Department, that grain sufficient might be
found in remote and plentiful districts, and leave for the use of the people every grain which is
accessible. Be this as it may, | am sure you will agree with me in saying that no person can
under authority of the Confederate Government violate State laws with impunity.”?

Although Seddon agreed to move the distillery at Salisbury out of the state, the War
Department continued to hire North Carolinians to manufacture alcohol for medical purposes and
argued that the Richmond government had the constitutional authority to “raise and support
armies.” Confederate Attorney General S.H. Rogers, Seddon reminded Vance in 1864, had ruled
that “a State has no power to interfere with the Confederate government in the manufacture or
even contracting for such supplies.”® This practice came to a head in February 1865, when the
War Department employed several farmers in Burke County to make whiskey. Outraged, Vance

informed Seddon that the distillery was depleting the region’s food surpluses and that he would

use the state militia to uphold the prohibition law. “Knowing as | do the wants of the community

%8 For a discussion on prohibition in the South during the Civil War, see Robinson, “Prohibition in the
Confederacy,” 50-58.

2 7BV to James Seddon, December 31, 1863, reel 13, McKinney and McMurry, Vance Papers.

% James Seddon to ZBV, January 12, 1864, reel 13, McKinney and McMurry, Vance Papers. See also ZBV to S.H.
Rogers, January 22, 1864; and J. Jarratt to ZBV, October 12, 1864, all on reel 13, McKinney and McMurry, Vance
Papers.
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whose interest is there to be effected,” Vance concluded, “I must earnestly insist that if such
permission has been granted [which it was] that it be immediately revoked.”*

Vance was not the only western North Carolinian who feared that the War Department’s
attempt to distill alcohol would deplete the region’s foodstuffs. Even mountain residents who
received a Confederate contract were reluctant to manufacture alcohol without first receiving the
consent of state authorities. A.D. Childs of Mitchell County was one such man, a distiller who
had obtained a Confederate contract to distill 2,000 gallons of rye whiskey in April 1863. Before
making it, however, he explained to VVance that the rye was “so much injured in the stocks that it
cant be Eaten for Bread & only useful for stock Whisky.” Although this grain would be distilled
for nationally required purposes, Childs remained hesitant to break the prohibition law because
he believed that most members of the local community supported it. “I do not wish to violate
any law with an object in view to make money,” he assured the governor.** Nearly two years
later, in January 1865, James Sloan threatened to resign as “Chief Commissary” if Richmond
officials ordered him to allow “certain parties in the western counties of the state” to distill
alcohol. “I most respectfully request that you advise me what course | should follow,” he wrote
to Vance. “Shall I resign my position as Chief Commissary, or shall | obey orders which are
repugnant to my better judgment and injurious alike to the best interest of the State and
Confederate Governments?”* That following month, when the War Department hired several

farmers to distill whiskey in Burke County, many residents there were appalled. In a petition to

Vance, they complained: “We respectfully protest against this for the reason, that grain is very

31 7BV to James Seddon, February 6, 1865, reel 13, McKinney and McMurry, Vance Papers. See also ZBV to S.H.
Rogers, January 16, 1865; and S.H. Rogers to ZBV, January 18, 1865, Tod Caldwell, et al to ZBV, February 4,
1865, all on reel 13, McKinney and McMurry, Vance Papers.

% A.D. Childs to ZBV, April 10, 1863, reel 17, McKinney and McMurry, Vance Papers.

% James Sloan to ZBV, January 17, 1865, reel 26, McKinney and McMurry, Vance Papers.
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scarce in this community and the families of soldiers and the poor & needy will require all the
surplus which can be spared from the army, for their maintenance and support.”*

But not all Carolina highlanders complied with the prohibitory law during the Civil War.
These illicit distillers, who would become popularly known as moonshiners in the 1870s, argued
that they had the right to make a living unmolested by the state government and refused to
adhere to the local community’s new standards. In February 1863, illicit distiller Jesse M.
Scruggs from Cleveland County, when confronted by his brother-in-law, explained that he was
doing nothing wrong. “Hit is,” he said, “no harm for no won to make money when tha can if ...
whiskey is selling for the most profit of every thing.”* As Scruggs had informed his brother-in-
law, farmers also broke the law because distilling remained a profitable enterprise. In 1863, for
instance, a farmer in Wilkes County could earn a profit of $2.00 if he distilled his corn into five
gallons of alcohol.*® Merchants also quickly took advantage of the lucrative illegal trade. In
February 1863, Macon County resident Alfred W. Bell reported that H.W. Nolen, a
Massachusetts native who had migrated to the region just before the war, was transporting “some
2 or 3 hundred bushels of dried fruit across state lines into Ga. to be distilled into brandy.”*’
These illegal practices not only drained the food supply, but also helped to raise inflation. By
May 1863, according to an angry T.J. Bicknell, moonshining had caused the price of corn in
Wilkes County to increase from $2.00 that March to $10.00 a bushel.*®

Ilicit distillers found various ways to market their product. Although most continued to

sell it to neighbors, some farmers like Alexander England from Transylvania County may have

shipped their whiskey outside of the region, where the price of alcohol was sometimes more

* Tod R. Calwell, et al. to ZBV, February 4, 1865, reel 26, McKinney and McMurry, Vance Papers.

* E.D. Hawkins to ZBV, February 15, 1863, reel 16, McKinney and McMurry, Vance Papers.
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104



expensive.*® Other moonshiners discovered that Confederate soldiers stationed in the Carolina
highlands were eager to buy alcohol from them. This easy access to and heavy consumption of
alcohol sometimes led to violence, further intensifying the local community’s disapproval of
illicit distilling. According to Robert L. Abernathy in February 1863, soldiers in Burke County
were “frequently breaking open granaries, drinking ... insulting citizens, and making themselves
a terror to the whole population.”® Nine months later, complaining about the drunken behavior
of several members of the 56" North Carolina Regiment in Wilkes County, Calvin Cowles wrote
to Vance: “There is too much Brandy in the county for them and not enough corn.”** Soldiers
were not the only military personnel whom moonshiners relied upon to make money. At the
Asheville Armory, for instance, Captain Benjamin Sloan often cited Confederate employees
there for drinking too heavily. More likely than not, these workers had purchased alcohol from
local distilleries.*

Many mountain residents, struggling to feed their families, attempted to eradicate this
subversive trade. Some assisted state and county law enforcement officials by informing on
moonshiners. In February 1863, for instance, E.D. Hawkins asked Vance to arrest his brother-in-
law, Jesse Scruggs. “I dont rite this to you because | have any harm at the man at all for he is my
brother in law,” he wrote to the governor. “[But] thare is famileys that cant git bread to eat
hardly and he is not [caring] for hit.”** One month later, Wilkes County residents published the

names of several local distillers in The Spirit of the Age and demanded that the state government

¥ William W. England to Alexander England, December 7, 1862, quoted in Inscoe and McKinney, The Heart of
Confederate Appalachia, 174.

“0 R.L. Abernathy to ZBV, February 20, 1863, quoted in John G. Barrett, The Civil War in North Carolina (Chapel
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prosecute these men to the fullest extent of the law.** Other mountain officials conducted raids
on suspected moonshine enclaves. In April 1864, James Simmons of Rutherford County,
accompanied by several home guardsmen, seized fifteen illegal stills. Simmons, however, was
unable to apprehend the perpetrators, who had fled to South Carolina. “I ernistly pray ... that we
may have the right to take all the Stills we can find in operation and put them under lock,” he
explained to Vance. “[U]nless that is dun ... tha [moonshiners] will still not respecting the Law
nor the wants of the poor.”* Later that same year, E.R. Norton of Horse Cove in Transylvania
County confiscated a still and some fixtures hidden in a hollow tree from a South Carolina
moonshiner.°

Surviving reports from state and local officials reveal that illicit distilling did not become
widespread in western North Carolina until late in the war. By 1865, many farmers in Surry,
Rutherford, McDowell, Yancey, Watauga, and Wilkes counties had resumed their prewar
practices. “These are not the times to convert [grain] into [whiskey],” James Sloan complained
to Vance that January. “The hand of providence has withdrawn its assistance in this hour of our
national struggle for life and liberty.” Another official reported that a Surry County farmer had

“offered a certain number of gallons of ‘Nick Williams’ new whiskey in trade for a negro.”*’

William Stringfield and other local Confederates continued to enforce the law, but to no avail.*®
As several historians have demonstrated, community ties in western North Carolina by that time

had unraveled under the stresses of four years of war. Lawlessness increased as mountain

residents became divided along political, racial, and class lines. The market for alcohol also

* Spirit of the Age, March 16, 1863.
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grew as civilian morale declined, encouraging farmers to manufacture whiskey illegally.
Mountain residents could no longer apply the full weight of the local community on farmers to
stop illicit distilling.*®

Nonetheless, the Civil War experience demonstrated that government officials could limit
and control illegal distillation when local communities deemed it necessary. As Vance
remembered in 1886, most western North Carolinians complied with the prohibition policy
during the Civil War. “*Old Rye’ grew to be worth its weight in silver, and ‘Mountain Dew’
became as the nectar of the gods,” Vance bragged. “Yet, true to their character as the most law

abiding people on the continent, all respected the act of Assembly.”*

Whereas viewing distillers
as legitimate entrepreneurs during the antebellum period, many Carolina highlanders, most of
whom were poor and resided in the countryside, had changed their opinion because they feared
that alcohol manufacturing deprived the community of food. The General Assembly further
encouraged compliance to prohibition by allowing the local community to enforce it.
Temporarily siding with middle-class town reformers, who had argued for decades that alcohol
makers were “soulless scoundrels,” many rural Carolina highlanders accepted prohibition as an
economic necessity.” That support would prove short-lived, however.
Post-Civil War Reactions to State Liquor Taxation and Prohibition
Western North Carolinians struggled to rebuild their shattered communities following the

Civil War. Soldiers returned home to find untilled fields, starvation, and hardship. Most of them

quickly discovered that the poverty of wartime would not quickly disappear. Food shortages and

*° pPaul D. Escott, Many Excellent People: Power and Privilege in North Carolina, 1865-1900 (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1985): 59-84; McKinney, “Economy and Community in Western North
Carolina,” in Appalachia in the Making, 163-184; Crawford, Ashe County’s Civil War, 125-147; and Inscoe and
McKinney, The Heart of Confederate Appalachia, 237.

% Quote in Glenn Tucker, Zeb Vance: Champion of Personal Freedom (New York: Bobbs-Merril Company, Inc.,
1965), 175.

> The Spirit of the Age, March 16, 1863.
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speculation continued to plague the region. The depreciation of state bonds and labor shortages
further exacerbated the economic situation by forcing mountain residents to depend on an
inflationary open market to buy food.> To make matters worse, violence stemming from
wartime personal vendettas continued in many mountain counties long after Confederate defeat
in April 1865.% Survival was on everyone’s mind. “What a humiliated and degraded people we
are,” William Tate, a prominent planter, businessman, and former slaveholder from Morganton,
wrote to his daughter in August 1865. “It is as much as | can do to get enough for us to eat. We
are living from hand to mouth.”®* These food shortages convinced many Carolina highlanders
and others throughout the state to once again regulate liquor production.

On October 18, 1865, state legislators unanimously agreed to levy a tax on alcohol
manufacturing, believing that it would increase food supplies by forcing distillers to cut back on
production. Regardless of the size of their stills, liquor manufacturers now had to pay a twenty-
five cent tax on each gallon of alcohol they produced. Like its predecessor during the Civil War,
the new state liquor tax allowed the local community to retain control of alcohol production,
which helps to explain why many mountain residents supported it. The law required distillers to
first obtain a license from the Clerk of the County Court. The local sheriff would then collect the
tax and arrest violators of the law. Upon conviction in county courts, distillers paid a fine of ten
dollars for every day that they had unlawfully manufactured alcohol. If the moonshiner refused
to disclose the length of time in which he/she produced whiskey, the sheriff had the authority to

confiscate the still, fixtures, and “any other personal property” of the distiller.>

52 Blackmun, Western North Carolina, 356-357.

*% These counties included Rutherford, Wilkes, Madison, Yancey, Watauga, Buncombe, and Clay. See Inscoe and
McKinney, The Heart of Confederate Appalachia, 269-270.

> W.C. Tate to “My Dear Daughter,” August 27, 1865, Miscellaneous Letters, SHC.

*® Ordinances of the State Convention, 1865-1866, 11; and Revenue Law of North Carolina, 1866, 15.

108



Perhaps the most ardent supporters of this law in North Carolina were temperance
activists, who initially believed that state liquor taxation would raise the price of liquor and
reduce consumption. Immediately following the Civil War, these reformers had become
convinced that alcohol consumption was on the rise throughout the state. According to the North
Carolina Methodist Conference in 1866, four years of war had ruined “the morals and piety of
the land.” “Many old men pressed with their increased burdens have sought relief in the
insensibility of drunkenness,” the Conference’s Committee on Temperance complained, “while
the young men, amid the strange associations incident to disrupted society, have formed habits of
dissipation ruinous to their usefulness and the good of society.”® Although it is impossible to
determine whether or not alcohol consumption actually increased in North Carolina, some
indigent residents probably turned to liquor after the Civil War. More likely than not, many
Union and Confederate veterans, hoping to forget the bloodshed that they had just witnessed,
also began to drink heavily.

The demand for temperance reform remained strongest in county seat towns, whose
residents noted an increase of men engaged in binge drinking and criminal activity. In February
1866, Franklin residents in Macon County protested distiller D.A. McConnell’s decision to
convert his new home into a tavern. Writing to William Holland Thomas, who had just sold the
house to McConnell, they asked that he revoke the contract: “Now Col. [Thomas], you know
what a blight it is on any civil community to have such an establishment among them ... where
our children would be constantly in contact with all the incivilities and obscene and degrading

language so often practiced at such an establishment.”®” One month later, residents in Lenoir

% Methodist Episcopal Church, South, Journal of the North Carolina Annual Conference of the M.E. Church, South
(North Carolina: The Conference, 1883-1939), 16-17.

" J.R. Siler, et al to William H. Thomas, February 1866, William Holland Thomas Papers, Special Collections,
Duke University.
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petitioned the General Assembly to enact a law prohibiting retailers from selling liquor in
quantities less than five gallons within corporate limits. “We are impelled to petition for this
amendment,” they wrote, “because ... vicious persons ... [are] making our village the scene of
brawling and drunkenness.”® Many of these Lenoir reformers soon joined the Friends of
Temperance, a new reform society founded in Virginia shortly after the Civil War. In fact,
largely due to its southern origins, this organization would become more popular than the Sons
of Temperance, which disbanded in 1867. Like the Sons of Temperance, most of its lodges were
located in county seat towns, suggesting that the temperance movement remained a largely urban
phenomenon in western North Carolina during the mid 1860s.**

Meanwhile, support for state liquor taxation proved fleeting, as many reformers and other
North Carolinians increasingly believed that it had neither curtailed liquor manufacturing nor
reduced drunkenness. As early as December 1865, the Raleigh Sentinel complained that alcohol
distillers continued to consume a “very large quantity of grain” and sell their product to
neighbors. That following month, the Sentinel, arguing that it deprived North Carolinians of
foodstuffs, launched a series of attacks on alcohol manufacturing and suggested that the General
Assembly reenact state-wide prohibition, which had ended upon Confederate defeat in April
1865. “The Legislature can attain no higher position,” the editors declared, “than when it rises
above the clamors of personal interest, to guard society against a positive evil, and to protect the
masses of the people from absolute want suffering.” Moreover, the newspaper appealed to

temperance reformers by pointing out that prohibition would reduce alcoholism. “The moral

%8 petition from Lenoir Residents to the General Assembly, Petitions, January-March 1866, General Assembly State
Records, NCDAH.

*° By 1868, the Friends of Temperance had organized seventeen lodges in western North Carolina. Ten of those
lodges (or 59 percent) were located in county seat towns. See Levi Branson, ed., Branson’s North Carolina
Business Directory (Raleigh, NC: Branson & Jones, 1869), 165. For more on the Friends of Temperance in North
Carolina, see Whitener, Prohibition in North Carolina, 54-55.
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aspects of this question are alarming,” it concluded. “One half or one third of this whiskey,
instead of being eaten up in the form of bread by our people, will be drank by them, until many
are made drunkards.” In the eyes of the Sentinel, alcohol distilling remained an “evil,” and state
liquor taxation had failed to curtail it.%°

In late January 1866, responding to the demands of the Sentinel and other North
Carolinians, the General Assembly debated the passage of a bill that would outlaw farmers from
distilling grain into alcohol. Unlike during the Civil War, however, unified support for
prohibition failed to develop in the Carolina highlands and other parts of the state. Opposition to
the bill centered in mountain counties that had either a long tradition of alcohol manufacturing or
limited access to major transportation routes. In the region’s top four antebellum whiskey
producing counties (Surry, Burke, Wilkes, and Ashe), for instance, representatives rejected
prohibition because they feared that it would destroy an important local industry (see table 1.2).
Legislators in Cherokee, Macon, Jackson, and Haywood counties also opposed the bill, and for
good reason. Unlike those residing in the French Broad Valley, where politicians supported the
bill, farmers in these counties continued to find it difficult to transport their crops to market,
largely due to the absence of railroads and other major trade arteries. After the Civil War, many
of them had resumed the practice of distilling alcohol, believing that it was the quickest way to
earn money, and pressured their representatives to reject the bill. These farmers must have been
pleased when the Senate, on February 7, 1866, voted against prohibition.®*

Undaunted, many western North Carolinians continued to insist that the General
Assembly needed to somehow curtail liquor production. The most prominent among these

mountain residents was Leander S. Gash, a state senator representing the counties of Buncombe,

% Raleigh Sentinel, December 18, 1865; January 25, 26, 29, February 9, 1866.
® Journal of the House, 1866, 42-43; and Journal of the Senate, 1866, 69.
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Henderson, Madison, Transylvania, Yancey, and Mitchell. In March, Gash introduced a bill
raising the state liquor tax from twenty-five to fifty cents a gallon. He also proposed a double
tax on imported liquors and heavier fines for violators. While the additional tax would initially
raise money to build a state penitentiary, food shortages in Henderson and nearby counties had
prompted Gash to propose the bill. A tax increase to relieve the economic stress felt by his
constituents, the senator believed, would force distillers to cut back on production and
subsequently lower the price of corn.®?

Nonetheless, with the exception of Gash, mountain legislators opposed the bill and
helped to secure its defeat in the Senate.®® Gash must have been surprised by his colleagues’
refusal to support a higher tax on alcohol manufacturing. Just five months earlier, in October
1865, they had unanimously agreed to enact state liquor taxation, believing that it would increase
food supplies. By 1866, however, it appears that many Carolina highlanders living in regions
where food was becoming more available had begun to tolerate alcohol distilling. That spring,
for instance, the King’s Mountain Baptist Association overturned its 1859 and 1862 resolutions
prohibiting members from manufacturing alcohol. More likely than not, many congregates
concluded that distilling would allow them to make extra money and had pressured the
association to change its policy.** The proposed bill also garnered support for alcohol producers
by reigniting intrastate sectional tensions. According to Gash in March 1867, mountain
politicians had opposed the tax increase because it placed an “unequal” financial burden on their

constituents. Because western North Carolina supposedly had a higher percentage of alcohol

82 Otto H. Olsen and Ellen Z. McGrew, eds., “Prelude to Reconstruction: The Correspondence of State Senator
Leander Sams Gash, 1866-1867, Part I,” North Carolina Historical Review 60 (January 1983), 86.

% Journal of the Senate, 1866, 191-198.

® Logan, Sketches, Historical and Biographical, of the Broad River and King’s Mountain Baptist Associations, 208.
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manufacturers than in other parts of the state, they reasoned, the General Assembly had to find
an alternative way to raise revenue and increase food supplies.®

Despite their reluctance to reenact prohibition or raise the state liquor tax, many Carolina
highlanders continued to support the original excise of twenty-five cents per gallon. First, this
tax did not significantly reduce the distiller’s profit margin, which helps to explain why state
newspapers failed to report an increase in moonshining. In fact, by 1866, the price for a bushel
of corn had dropped to $1.50, while a gallon of whiskey retailed at $3.00. Even if taxed, a
farmer distilling five gallons of whiskey could earn a profit of $10.75.%° Perhaps more
importantly, the General Assembly allowed the local community to retain control of alcohol
production. Sheriffs and other county officials enforced the state liquor tax, thereby reducing
cries of governmental oppression. Federal liquor taxation, however, proved to be a different
story.

The Administrative Structure of the Bureau of Internal Revenue

During the Civil War, the U.S. Congress levied duties on liquor, tobacco, and other
“luxuries” to raise revenue. Under the Tax Act of 1862, the government established the Office
of the Commissioner of Internal Revenue (commonly known as the Bureau of Internal Revenue)
and divided each Union state into several collection districts.®” The Commissioner of Internal
Revenue, a political appointee who headed the bureau, presided over this patronage empire that
employed hundreds of federal workers. A collector headed each district and appointed
subordinates to monitor the output of distilleries and to apprehend violators of the liquor law.

Assessors levied the tax in each district, while inspectors ensured that residents” complied with

% QOlsen and McGrew, “Prelude to Reconstruction: The Correspondence of State Senator Leander Sams Gash, 1866-
1867, Part I1,” North Carolina Historical Review 60 (April 1983), 363.

% Account Book of Isaac Jarratt, 1866, Jarratt-Puryear Family Papers, Perkins Library, Duke University.

% In 1953, the U.S. Congress renamed this agency the Internal Revenue Service.
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the law. In 1863, the bureau began to hire Internal Revenue agents (or revenuers) to aid
collectors in the North and Midwest by enforcing liquor taxation and supervising local agents.®®

Northern congressmen initially believed that liquor taxation was an effective and
“painless” way to raise revenue for the Union war effort. According to Representative Justin
Morrill of Vermont in March 1862, “a tax dependent upon the habits or vices of men is the most
reliable of all taxes, as it takes centuries to change or eradicate one or the other.”®® Nor did
Morrill and other legislators anticipate widespread resistance to the liquor law. “There is a
considerable quantity of apple and peach brandy or whiskey manufactured in the State of New
Jersey,” Representative Stratton declared, “and neither the Representatives of that State nor the
people of that State are disposed to ask that they shall be relieved from the payment of their fair
share of the taxes necessary for the support of the Government.””® Congressmen from the
Northwest, however, whose constituents produced the Union’s largest corn crops, rejected the
proposed annual tax of $100 upon each distillery because they feared that it would drive small
producers out of business. Led by Illinois Republican William Kellogg, these legislators
convinced the U.S. Congress to levy a liquor tax of sixty cents per gallon on all alcohol
manufacturers.”

By 1864, it appeared, as Morrill had predicted, that northern distillers and their clientele
were “patriotic on the subject of taxation, and [would] never quarrel about the price of the
article.”’® That year, the liquor tax raised $28,431,797.83 in revenue and Commissioner of

Internal Revenue Joseph Lewis reported that resistance to the law was minimal. Then, at the end

% Wilbur R. Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners: Enforcing Federal Liquor Law in the Mountain South (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press), 6-7, 44, 61-62.

% Congressional Globe, 37" Cong., 2™ Sess., 1194.

®1bid., 13086.

" 1bid., 1304-1313.

" Ibid., 1195.
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of 1864, the U.S. Congress, hoping to generate more revenue, raised the tax from sixty cents to
$2.00 a gallon.” Congressmen who had believed that liquor taxation would cause little stir now
faced many Midwesterners opposed to the revenue law, arguing that it was “unfair” to small
farmers who relied upon alcohol distillation to make extra money. Ohio Democrat S.S. Cox was
livid. “New England manufacturers are getting richer every day,” he complained. “They ... are
becoming the owners of this country ... They are getting all the protection of the Government ...
I claim for the farmers of the West, in absolute self-defense, some little regard.”” Opposition to
the tax increase was not confined to the Midwest. By 1865, illicit distillers in Brooklyn and
other New England cities opted not to pay it.”> Commissioner of Internal Revenue Joseph Lewis
remembered in 1866:
Great numbers of small stills, for the illicit manufacture of rum for molasses, were
secreted in the garrets and cellars of the most populous cities, while many of the
recognized and licensed distilleries were run by night, their proprietors keeping
fraudulent accounts of their consumption of grain and other vegetable substances, and
their production of spirits and the sale or removal thereof to bonded warehouses.
To the dismay of congressmen, revenues dropped from $28,431,797.83 in 1864 to
$15,995,701.66 in 1865, as high taxes encouraged evasion.”® This resistance to federal liquor

taxation foreshadowed events to come in the Carolina highlands and other parts of southern

Appalachia.

® Annual Report of the Commissioner of Internal Revenue, 1866, viii. David A. Wells, head of the special revenue
commission, complained in 1865 about Congress’s decision to raise the liquor tax: “The immediate effect of the
enactment of the first and successive rates of duty was to cause an almost entire suspension of the business of
distilling which was resumed again with great activity as soon as an advance in the rate of tax in each instance
became probable. The stock of whiskey and high-wines accumulated in the country under this course of procedure
was without precedent; and Congress, by its refusal to make the advance in taxation, in any instance, retroactive,
virtually legislated for the benefit of distillers and speculators rather than for the treasury and the government.” See
Herbert Ferleger, David A. Wells and the American Revenue System (Philadelphia: Porcupine Press, 1977), 67.

™ Quoted in Heather Cox Richardson, The Greatest Nation of the Earth: Republican Economic Policies during the
Civil War (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 133.

™ New York Times, June 19, July 2, 1865.

"® Annual Report of the Commissioner of Internal Revenue, 1866, viii, Xiv.
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In the summer of 1865, the U.S. Congress divided each former Confederate state into
several collection districts. North Carolina was separated into seven districts. Alexander,
Catawba, Surry, and Wilkes counties constituted part of the state’s Sixth Collection District,
while the remaining mountain counties fell within what was North Carolina’s Seventh Collection
District.”” That following year, congressmen attempted to improve liquor law enforcement by
creating additional positions in the Bureau of Internal Revenue. The bureau, having relied on
Treasury Department clerks, received its own clerical staff. Moreover, the U.S. Congress created
the Office of Solicitor of Internal Revenue to oversee legal cases in each district. In 1868, the
Bureau of Internal Revenue began to employ supervisors to prevent fraud by monitoring the
work of local officials. These supervisors appointed “detectives,” who conducted special
investigations to uncover frauds.”® The Tax Act of 1868 further systemized the inspection of
distillers by creating gaugers and storekeepers. Gaugers were responsible for testing and
recording “the amount and proof of each barrel of liquor distilled,” while storekeepers “measured
and recorded other phases of the distillery’s production.””® Although these changes increased
efficiency and weeded out incompetent officials, they would fail to prevent conflicts between
revenue agents and illicit distillers.

The Bureau of Internal Revenue also relied heavily upon district attorneys, marshals, and
federal soldiers to enforce the liquor law at the local level. Many white southerners would detest
these officials, most of whom were former Unionists and responsible for enforcing civil rights

laws. Facing ostracism, physical danger, and hostile juries, district attorneys prosecuted illicit

" These counties were Alleghany, Ashe, Buncombe, Burke, Caldwell, Cherokee, Clay, Cleveland, Haywood,
Henderson, Jackson, Macon, Madison, McDowell, Mitchell, Polk, Rutherford, Transylvania, Watauga, and Yancey.
"8 In 1872, the U.S. Congress changed the name of detectives to agents, merging “them with the previously
appointed agents. Calling them detectives had suggested spies and informers.” See Miller, Revenuers &
Moonshiners, 62-63.

" Storekeepers “were paid a flat fee per day,” while gaugers “were paid according to the amount of liquor they
measured.” See Ibid.
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distillers and retailers in the federal courts. Marshals, who arrested the violators, confronted
similar obstacles and often lacked funds to compensate deputies or informers. Until 1878,
district attorneys and marshals could request federal troops to assist them in the capture of illegal
stills and moonshiners. The use of troops, however, evoked “cries of oppression or ‘bayonet
rule’ that received sympathy among northerners weary of Reconstruction.”® Underpaid and
overworked, these local officials faced the daunting task of enforcing the federal liquor tax in
southern Appalachia.
Beginnings of Moonshiner Resistance

Widespread opposition to federal liquor taxation failed to develop in western North
Carolina (and other parts of southern Appalachia) until 1867. When the Tar Heel State reentered
the Union at war’s end, President Andrew Johnson took few steps to implement federal liquor
law enforcement in the South. According to Wilbur Miller, “Johnson, seeking to build a power
base among federal officeholders, was more concerned with placing his friends in the revenue
service than suppressing illicit distilling.”® The Bureau of Internal Revenue, lacking the
manpower and support of Johnson, found it difficult to enforce liquor taxation in North Carolina
and most other former Confederate states during Presidential Reconstruction. In 1866, for
instance, Commissioner of Internal Revenue Joseph Lewis reported that agents had collected
$25,654.67 from Tar Heel distillers.*” When compared to tax receipts during the remainder of

the 1860s, this number was exceedingly low (see table 3.1). In March 1867, however, the U.S.

8 Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners, 11.

8 Wilbur R. Miller, “The Revenue: Federal Law Enforcement in the Mountain South, 1870-1900,” Journal of
Southern History 55 (May 1989), 197.

8 Annual Report of the Commissioner of Internal Revenue, 1866-1867, 39" Cong., 2" Sess., 28.
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Table 3.1. Liquor Tax Revenue Collected by the Bureau of Internal Revenue in the State of
North Carolina, 1866-1869 (in Dollars)

Year Revenue Collected
1866 25,654.67
1867 172,255.34
1868 225,632.13
1869 180,519.36

Source: Annual Report of the Commissioner of Internal Revenue, 1866-1867, 39™ Congress, 2™ Sess., 28, Ibid, 1867-1868, 40™ Cong.,
2" Sess., 81; Ibid, 1868, 40" Cong., 2™ Sess., 69; lbid, 1870, 41% Cong., 3" Sess., 40

Congress passed the first Reconstruction Act, restoring military rule in the South, and directed
agents to collect the federal liquor tax.®

One of the first Carolina highlanders to whom these revenuers paid an unwelcome visit
was Mitchell County farmer Zack McHone. “I got married in ’67 to Ann Liza Dixon and | got to
studying how to get hold of some money,” he recalled years later. “Hit seemed like stillin’
would be about the best I could, so | rigged me out an outfit. 1 didn’t think | was breakin’ the
law because there wa’n’t no law ... Then after awhile talk riz about a Revenue and sure enough
they come on me, just as | was workin’ in a place 1’d picked below the house, and carried me
down to Raleigh to be tried.”®* To the dismay of McHone and other moonshiners, revenuers,

who, by the 1870s would number around 325, had arrived in western North Carolina.®®

8 When North Carolina and other southern states voted against the Fourteenth Amendment (granting African
American citizenship) in late 1866, Congressional Republicans, believing that harder measures were needed, passed
as series of laws known as the Reconstruction Acts. The first of these acts, passed on March 2, 1867, divided the
South into five military districts and assigned to each district a military commander to register voters (defined as all
adult black males and those whites who had not supported the Confederacy). These voters would then elect a
convention to adopt a new state constitution, which had to support African American suffrage and the Fourteenth
Amendment. After the constitution was ratified, voters could hold state elections. From March 1867 to July 1868,
North Carolina was placed in the Second Military District under the command of General Daniel E. Sickles and later
General Edwin R.S. Canby. See Richard L. Zuber, North Carolina during Reconstruction (Raleigh: State
Department of Archives and History, 1969), 6-20.

8 Muriel Earley Sheppard, Cabins in the Laurel (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1935), 192.

8 Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners, 44.
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Unlike McHone, however, many of these illicit distillers refused to surrender without a
fight, believing that they had an inalienable right to manufacture alcohol. On April 8, nine
weeks after the passage of the first Reconstruction Act, Seventh District collector J.B. Weaver
reported that moonshiners had threatened him and other revenuers with violence.2® Unable to
stop illicit distilling, a frustrated collector in Wilkes County wrote to the Second Military District
Headquarters: “Is there any way to get at the distillers?”®" In late April, newly appointed
Commissioner of Internal Revenue E.A. Rollins summed up the situation in the Carolina
highlands:

It appears that a large number of distilleries in that section are being operated in violation

of the revenue laws, that others which conformed to the requirements of the law when the

stills were put in operation have since utterly disregarded its provisions by removing and

selling distilled spirits without payment of the tax.
Acting on the advice of Weaver, Rollins then wrote to Maj. Gen. Daniel E. Sickles, commander
of the Second Military District, requesting that he send federal troops to protect and aid revenue
agents enforcing the liquor law in the region.?® Sickles acquiesced by deploying a company of
the Fifth U.S. Calvary Regiment, stationed in Morganton, to the counties west of the Blue Ridge.
Shortly thereafter, he permitted Bureau agents to carry firearms when conducting raids on
suspected moonshine enclaves.®

These federal officials quickly discovered that they faced a formidable opponent, one that
had the support of many local residents. In May 1867, J.B. Weaver complained that he could not

hire anyone in Caldwell County to enforce the liquor law. “The disposition of the community

was such that I could not find any person willing to accept the position of distraining officer,” he

8 Second Military District to J.B. Weaver, April 8, 1867, Second Military District, 1867-68, Records of Military
(Reconstruction) Districts, Records of the U.S. Army Continental Commands, Record Group 393, National
Archives, Washington, D.C., hereinafter cited as Records of the Second Military District.

8 Thomas H. Adams to “Colonel,” April 18, 1867, Records of the Second Military District.

8 E.A. Rollins to Daniel Sickles, April 17, 1867, Records of the Second Military District. See also J.B. Weaver to
Second Military District, March 30, 1867, Records of the Second Military District.

% Second Military District to James H. Wiley, May 10, 1867, Records of the Second Military District.
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wrote to Rollins.*® That same month, the New York Times confirmed that moonshiners enjoyed a
broad base of support in western North Carolina and other parts of the state. According to its
editors, even when illicit distillers were captured, agents found it difficult to find residents
willing to indict or convict them. “The officers of the Internal Revenue service” the Times read,
“are frequently treated with disrespect ... and that when offenders are prosecuted in the civil
Courts and violations of the internal revenue laws indisputably proved, juries fail to convict the
parties.”*

From the beginning, many mountain residents who did not manufacture alcohol
challenged the legitimacy of the Bureau of Internal Revenue. Like most illicit distillers, these
Carolina highlanders insisted that the federal liquor tax (which remained at $2.00 a gallon)
placed a heavy burden on small producers. This complaint was valid. In 1867, a bushel of corn
sold for $1.00 and whiskey retailed at $3.00 a gallon. Without paying a tax, mountain farmers
who manufactured two bushels of corn into five gallons of alcohol earned a $13.00 profit. On
the other hand, legal distillers netted $5.00.% Hoping to increase revenue, the federal
government had levied a tax that many small liquor manufacturers argued they could barely
afford. “We venture to say there will be but few distilleries continued in this State,” the
Hendersonville Pioneer reported in May 1867, predicting that liquor taxation would drive small
farmers out of the distilling business.** Some of these men and women, however, opted to

manufacture alcohol illegally and would gain the sympathy of local residents who believed that

distilling was an essential cottage industry.

% J.B. Weaver to E.A. Rollins, May 20, 1867, Records of the Second Military District.

°1 New York Times, May 25, 1867.

% Account Book of Isaac Jarratt, 1867, Jarratt-Puryear Papers, Special Collections, Duke University.
% Hendersonville Pioneer, May 8, 1867.
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Other western North Carolinians embraced the moonshiners’ fight against the Bureau of
Internal Revenue because they feared that it threatened to reduce local control of liquor
production. Unlike before 1867, the federal government was now the agency driving policy on
the distillation of alcohol in the Carolina highlands. This resistance was not an isolated historical
development. The federal government had levied taxes on imported and domestically
manufactured alcohol in 1791 and in 1814. Western North Carolinians vehemently opposed
these duties during the early 1790s and ignored the law. Because of this resistance, Secretary of
the Treasury Alexander Hamilton in 1793 considered military action against western Carolina
farmers. President George Washington, however, opted to suppress illicit distillers in western
Pennsylvania. In the end, the federal government, largely because of opposition in the Carolina
highlands and other backcountry regions, retreated from its first attempt to collect the liquor
tax.*

The Confederate tax-in-kind (or tithe tax) had also left a bitter taste in the mouths of
many mountain residents. Levied in 1863, this “national” tax required farmers to give 10 percent
of their produce to Confederate authorities. Many subsistence farmers denounced the
Confederate tax-in-kind, arguing that it placed too heavy a burden on food surpluses. Mountain
resistance to the tithe tax intensified when Confederate authorities used force to collect the tax.

Several farmers soon armed themselves and attacked tax collectors, while others agreed not to

support any politician who endorsed this tax. Mountain whites would remember their recent

% Crow, “The Whiskey Rebellion in North Carolina,” 1-28; and Ferleger, Wells and the American Revenue System,
112. For a discussion on whiskey rebellions in other parts of the United States, see Kevin T. Barksdale, “Our
Rebellious Neighbors: Virginia’s Border Counties during Pennsylvania’s Whiskey Rebellion,” Virginia Magazine of
History and Biography 111 (January 2003), 5-32; Mary K. Tachau, “The Whiskey Rebellion in Kentucky: A
Forgotten Episode of Civil Disobedience,” Journal of the Early Republic 2 (July 1982), 239-259; Thomas P.
Slaughter, The Whiskey Rebellion: Frontier Epilogue to the American Revolution (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1986); and Steven R. Boyd, ed., The Whiskey Rebellion: Past and Present Perspectives (Westport, Conn.:
Greenwood Press, 1985).
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experience with the Confederate tax-in-kind and remain suspicious of any new direct tax
imposed by the national government.”

Moreover, revenue agents faced a mountain populace suspicious of their racial and
political beliefs. As Gordon McKinney argued, many of these men were responsible for
enforcing Civil Rights laws.*® Western North Carolinians, most of whom had supported the
Confederacy, also associated revenue agents with former Unionists during the Civil War, and for
good reason. Wartime Unionism was often a prerequisite for southerners hired by the Bureau of
Internal Revenue. A revenuer in North Carolina’s Seventh Collection District, William Dedman,
for instance, had edited a Unionist newspaper, the Hendersonville Times, during the Civil War.”’
When applying for a position in North Carolina’s Sixth Collection District, another bureau agent
Jesse Wheeler revealed that he had supported the Republican Party before the Civil War. In fact,
Guilford County residents had forced Wheeler to relocate to Indiana after he had circulated
copies of Hinton Rowan Helper’s subversive antislavery tract, The Impending Crisis of the
South, in 1859.% Other agents angered Confederate sympathizers by protesting the hiring of
men of questionable Union loyalty. After W.J. Henderson replaced him as assessor in North

Carolina’s Sixth Collection District, Hardie Hogan Helper, the brother of Hinton Rowan Helper,

% Inscoe and McKinney, The Heart of Confederate Appalachia, 153; and McKinney, “Moonshiners, Law
Enforcement, and Violence,” 10.

% McKinney, “Moonshiners, Law Enforcement, and Violence,” 9.

°" In 1864, Dedman sold the newspaper when local Confederates “threatened to conscript him unless he did so.” See
McKinney and Inscoe, The Heart of Confederate Appalachia, 155-156, 163; and The Spirit of the Age, March 10,
1863.

% Jesse Wheeler to Bureau of Internal Revenue, June 25, 1868, Very Miscellaneous, 1865-1870, Bureau of Internal
Revenue Records, Record Group 58, National Archives, College Park Maryland, hereinafter cited as Internal
Revenue Records.
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was furious because “he, a good and reliable union man” had been fired.** Unquestionably,

former mountain Confederates developed a deep hatred for revenue agents who were Unionists.

But not all western North Carolinians joined forces with the moonshiners in their fight
against the Bureau of Internal Revenue. During the spring and summer of 1867, food shortages
continued to plague the region, and many mountain residents, town and rural, blamed alcohol
distillers. According to E.A. Rollins in April, moonshine stills were consuming most of the corn
in the Carolina highlands. “There is every reason to believe that if the illicit distilleries are
closed,” he wrote to Maj. Gen. Sickles, “those parties now holding the grain will put it upon the
market at such prices as will bring it within the reach of many who are now suffering for want of
bread.”*® Sickles agreed. On May 20, 1867, he issued General Order Number 25, making it
illegal for residents in the Second Military District to manufacture alcohol from grain. This
order, which remained in effect until January 1868, drastically enhanced the federal
government’s authority to combat distilling. Alcohol manufacturers, who had often relied on
local juries to acquit them, were now tried before a military tribunal.***

Despite this expansion of federal power, many mountain residents believed that alcohol
distilling was draining the region’s food supply and embraced General Order Number 25.
Survival was more important to these Carolina highlanders than manufacturing whiskey. In
September 1867, for instance, several Polk County farmers testified against moonshiner John
Huntzinger, who was subsequently fined one hundred dollars and sentenced to four months in

prison by the commanding officer at Morganton, Bvt. Col. William Bedford Royall. Three

% Helper, an abolitionist and Union soldier, fled to Illinois before the Civil War to escape fallout from his brother’s
controversial book, The Impending Crisis. See H.H. Helper to Commissioner J.W. Douglass, August 25, 1869,
Very Miscellaneous, 1865-1870, Internal Revenue Records.

100 E A Rollins to General Canby, April 17, 1868, Records of the Second Military District. See also J.B. Weaver to
Headquarters Second Military District, April 9, 1867, Records of the Second Military District; J.B. Weaver to E.A.
Rollins, May 20, 1867, Internal Revenue Records; and J.B. Weaver to Captain J.W. [Clouis], May 23, 1867,
Records of the Second Military District.

191 New York Times, May 25, 1867.
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months later, Wilkes County residents willingly enforced the law by informing military officials
that William Aiken was distilling corn into whiskey.'® The cooperation of these mountain
residents helped to make General Order Number 25 a success. According to newly appointed
Second Military District commander Edward R.S. Canby in September, this decree had forced
many distillers to cease manufacturing alcohol and subsequently reduced the price of corn by 50
percent in western North Carolina.'®

Most supporters of General Order Number 25 resided in mountain communities where
moonshining continued to diminish food supplies. Evidence suggests that these communities
ultimately succeeded in pressuring local distillers to stop manufacturing alcohol. Based on
extant reports from revenuers and other federal officials in 1867 and early 1868, moonshiners
operated frequently in the counties of Ashe, Burke, Caldwell, Cleveland, Haywood, Jackson,
Macon and Wilkes.'® Five of these counties had experienced the lowest percentage decreases in
corn production between 1860 and 1870, revealing that widespread opposition to federal alcohol
control occurred most often in communities where food was more available (see table 3.2).
Residents there sympathized with the moonshiners, who no longer posed a threat to the local
community’s survival, and increasingly resented the federal government’s attempt to regulate
liquor production.

Support for General Order Number 25 ultimately proved short-lived. By the fall of 1867,
improving economic conditions had prompted many western North Carolinians to resume the

practice of distilling alcohol and demand that Sickles revoke the prohibition decree. In

192 General Sickles to Headquarters Second Military District, August 22, 1867; and W.B. Royal to Lt. L.V. Caziaro,
January 20, 1868, both in Records of the Second Military District.

193 Headquarters Second Military District to E.A. Rollins, September 17, 1867, Records of the Second Military
District.

104 3.B. Weaver to E.A. Rollins, May 20, 1867; Jones & Payrow Detective Officers to Colonel E.W. Hinks, July 1,
1867; Thomas H. Adams, July 1867; Thomas H. Adams to “Colonel,” August 12, 1867; Pinkney Rollins to Lt.
Louis Caziaro, November 12, 1867; Edward B. Jennings to General Canby, December 27, 1867; and John Mulby,
March 22, 1868, all in Records of the Second Military District.
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Table 3.2. Percentage Decrease of Corn Production in Western North Carolina between 1860
and 1870 (in Bushels)

County 1860 1870 %
Watauga 530,789 75,944 -86
Polk 388,428 117,060 -70
McDowell 550,235 176,364 -68
Catawba 403,213 142,876 -65
Yancey 245,051 113,683 -54
Cherokee 343,984 162,529 -53
Rutherford 482,378 272,485 -44
Allegheny 72,995 43,369 -41
Cleveland 379,985 236,252 -38
Surry 298,661 190,171 -36
Henderson 326,110 212,914 -35
Alexander 209,182 137,207 -34
Macon 248,202 162,199 -34
Wilkes 305,899 202,590 -34
Buncombe 462,190 324,566 -30
Madison 235,276 167,971 -29
Jackson 203,269 156,050 -23
Caldwell 259,457 207,731 -20
Burke 254,650 217,049 -15
Haywood 229,001 206,998 -10
Ashe 122,080 120,545 -1
Average 312,002 173,693 -44

Source: Agriculture of the United States in 1860 ... The Eighth Census (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1864), 105, 109;
and A Compendium of the Ninth Census: 1870 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1872), 766-769.

November, residents in Yancey and Madison counties argued that there was now “an abundance
of grain” in their communities and asked the federal government to allow them to manufacture
whiskey.’® That same month, thirty-two farmers from Wilkes County sent a petition to the
Second Military District Headquarters requesting that Sickles void General Order Number 25.
“The only way that we have ever been able to get money to pay our taxes,” they complained,
“has been by distilling our corn into whiskey, and thus making it portable to market.” Although
living forty miles from a rail line in Wilkesboro, these farmers explained that it cost fifty cents

per bushel to transport their corn to the depot, making it impossible for them to earn a profit.

195 pinkney Rollins to Lt. Louis Caziaro, November 12, 1867, Records of the Second Military District.
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Figure 3.1. Engraving of “lllicit Distilling of Liquors — Southern Mode of Making Whiskey”
from Harper’s Weekly 11 (December 7, 1867), 733.

“Unless distilling is allowed,” they concluded, “it will be impossible for the People to pay their
taxes without bringing their Lands under the hammer.”*%

By the winter of 1867, many mountain residents stopped asking for permission to distill
their corn into alcohol, and started to manufacture it illegally. In December, New York Times
correspondent A.H. Guernsey reported that moonshining in western North Carolina had
increased. “The stills are located in unfrequented districts, sometimes in the midst of an
impenetrable jungle, and carefully concealed when not in operation,” he wrote. “The liquor is
stored in kegs, and carried down the mountains on sleds; as there are no roads ... After reaching
the confines of civilization — if the region where it is vended and consumed can be called

civilization — it is sold in small quantities to the country grocers.”**" Later that same month,

agent Edward Jennings summed up the situation in Cleveland and Burke counties:

196 E A Rollins to General Canby, November 15, 1867, Records of the Second Military District.
197 A H. Guernsey, “lllicit Distilling of Liquors — Southern Mode of Making Whiskey,” Harper’s Weekly 11
(December 7, 1867), 733.
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Despite all I can do as an official, who exercise himself at all times, it seems to be
impossible to stop the distillation of grain into whiskey ... My division being a rural one
of large scope of course | cannot be omnipresent, when in one county, the citizens of the
other, fabricate a rumor that the restrictions are withdrawn so as to allow distillers to
manufacture whiskey. Upon no one am | able to [capture] because no one directly can be
found whom I can force as a witness. There is ... under ground work going on that no
expert can detect.'®
Even after Canby revoked General Order Number 25 in January 1868, mountain distillers
continued to evade Bureau agents because they believed that the federal liquor tax threatened to
reduce their profit margin. To combat them, Jennings and other revenuers requested that Canby
deploy more troops into region. The use of troops, however, escalated the potential for violence,
as former mountain Confederates who distilled alcohol argued that the Bureau of Internal
Revenue was using excessive force and condemned the agency for allowing “bayonet rule” to
continue. Many of them soon retaliated. On March 12, the first documented gun fight between
moonshiners and revenuers in western North Carolina occurred in Macon County. Three days
earlier, six federal soldiers had reported to agent E.R. Hampton in Webster in Jackson County.
Hampton and these men immediately conducted raids on suspected moonshine enclaves in
nearby Deep Creek, seizing two stills and capturing one moonshiner. The party then ventured
into Macon County, where they arrested another illicit distiller. On the morning of the 12",
Hampton and his men marched to Cowee Creek, confiscating one still and twenty-five gallons of
brandy. That night, the party set up camp. Sergeant John Mulby, one of the soldiers who had
escorted Hampton into Macon County, recalled what happened next: “At about Twelve O’clock

... we were attacked by a party of thirteen men who fired into the camp. We returned their fire

until our ammunition was almost exhausted when by advice of [Hampton] we destroyed the Still

198 Edward Jennings to General Canby, December 27, 1867, Records of the Second Military District.
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and emptied the liquor which we had seized upon and abandoned the Camp.”** Similar violent
clashes between revenuers and moonshiners would multiply in the future.

By early 1868, most distillers (licit and illicit) must have felt fortunate. Condemned by
many mountain residents as “soulless scoundrels” during the Civil War, their reputation had
improved considerably. As food became more available, highlanders no longer feared that
alcohol manufacturing was a threat to their community’s survival, and rejected reformers’ call
for state-wide prohibition. Viewed once again as legitimate entrepreneurs, distillers increasingly
garnered the support of mountain residents who resented the Bureau of Internal Revenue, an
agency that promoted the expansion of federal authority. This was only a sign of things to come,
however. To the delight of illicit distillers, mountain Conservatives soon followed suit by
linking the issue of liquor taxation with opposition to broader Reconstruction policies. As a
result, the moonshiner emerged as a celebrated figure in western North Carolina, a “hero” who
valiantly fought against what many mountain whites believed was an “oppressive” federal

government.

199 John Mulby to Second District Military Headquarters, March 22, 1868, Records of the Second Military District.
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CHAPTER 4
“THEY TAX US AND GIVE US NEGRO CIVIL RIGHTS”:

MOONSHINER VIOLENCE AND THE POLITICS OF FEDERAL LIQUOR TAXATION,
1868-1876

Come, all you booze-fighters, if you want to hear,
About the kind 0’ booze that they sell around here.
It’s made a-way back in the lonesome hills

Where there’s plenty of moonshine stills.

Conservative Zebulon B. Vance from Buncombe County smiled when news reached him
of his triumph over Republican Thomas Settle in the 1876 November gubernatorial election. For
the first time since the war’s end, a Conservative was governor of North Carolina. Throughout
the state, Conservatives, who shortly thereafter renamed themselves Democrats, celebrated
Vance’s victory and the end of Reconstruction. One Conservative newspaper declared that
North Carolina was “now a white man’s state and white men intend to govern it hereafter.”
Vance supporters also thanked western North Carolinians. Without their support, Settle would
have defeated Vance.

North Carolina Republicans were livid over the news. Hamilton Ewart from Henderson

County complained that “had the gain in the West been proportional to that in the East, the

Republican victory would have been a magnificent one.” Republican O.H. Dockery observed

! Excerpt from “Moonshine Still,” sung by Frank Proffit and Pick Britches on Beaver Dam in Sugar Grove, North
Carolina, August 14, 1937. See Edna Lucille Miller, “A Study of Folklore in Watauga County, North Carolina”
(M.A. Thesis, Georgia Peabody of College for Teachers, 1938), 178.

2 Gordon B. McKinney, Zeb Vance: North Carolina’s Civil War Governor and Gilded Age Political Leader (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 322.

® Hamilton G. Ewart to Charles Devens, May 29, 1877 (microfilm, reel 2, M1345), Letters Received from the State
of North Carolina, 1871-1884, Records of the Attorney General, General Records of the Department of Justice,
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that “western counties that had voted solidly Republican in 1868 were Democratic by 1877.”
What had gone wrong? Many Republicans argued that their national party’s support of African
American political equality had forced mountain whites to vote Conservative. Others disagreed.
Ewart posited that “the direct cause” of Republican defeat in western North Carolina “was the
odium which existed against the Internal Revenue law, and the hatred and contempt entertained
by the people for its execution.” He noted that Conservatives had capitalized on mountain
whites’ opposition to federal liquor taxation by “saddling the responsibility of its passage upon
the Republican Party.” Ewart believed that mountain Republicans did little to refute this charge,
resulting in a political failure that crushed the local party in 1876.°

Historians have overlooked Ewart’s explanation for Republican defeat in western North
Carolina during Reconstruction. In Southern Mountain Republicans, Gordon B. McKinney
argued that the local leadership’s association with Radical Republicanism drove thousands of
mountain voters, resentful of African American suffrage, from the party.® Other historians have
also emphasized racism as the defining characteristic among whites in southern Appalachia. Eric
J. Olsen posited that the black experience in Asheville, North Carolina differed little from
elsewhere in the South, while John C. Inscoe asserted that western North Carolina adhered to the

racial sentiment of the South during Reconstruction.’

Record Group 60 (RG 60), National Archives, College Park, Maryland, hereinafter cited as Letters Received,
Department of Justice Records.

* 0.H. Dockery to Carl Schurz, November 22, 1877, in James Padgett, ed., “Reconstruction Letters from North
Carolina, Part 111,” North Carolina Historical Review 19 (July 1942), 299.

® Hamilton G. Ewart to Charles Devens, May 29, 1877 (microfilm, reel 2, M1345), RG 60, Letters Received,
Department of Justice Records.

® McKinney, Southern Mountain Republicans, 7, 44-50.

" Eric J. Olson, “Race Relations in Asheville, North Carolina: Three Incidents, 1868-1906,” in The Appalachian
Experience: Proceedings of the 6™ Annual Appalachian Studies Conference, ed. Barry Buxton (Boone, NC:
Appalachian Consortium Press, 1983), 153-156, 163-164; and John C. Inscoe, “Race and Racism in Nineteenth-
Century Southern Appalachia,” in Appalachia in the Making, 122-123.
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While these scholars stress mountain racism as the key to understanding the Republican
Party’s decline in western North Carolina, they often do so at the neglect of other factors. In his
1991 book Revenuers & Moonshiners, Wilbur Miller has discovered that the issue of liquor
taxation, along with African American civil rights, energized mountain politics. He observed
that mountain whites, whether Republican or Conservative, opposed liquor taxation because it
increased federal authority and threatened to reduce local distillers’ profit margin. Miller
concluded that mountain politicians sensed this growing hostility and attempted to garner support
by protesting the liquor law. McKinney has also conceded that the reintroduction of the liquor
tax and the expansion of the Bureau of Internal Revenue following the Civil War intensified
mountain whites’ opposition to the Republican Party. Like Miller, he argued that many Carolina
highlanders believed that the federal government used revenue enforcement to extend its
authority.®

Despite this more recent scholarship, however, historians have inadequately addressed
how liquor taxation affected party politics in western North Carolina during Reconstruction.
Miller and McKinney, for instance, focused most of their attention on violence between
revenuers and moonshiners, arguing that mountain whites resorted to extralegal retribution
because they perceived revenue enforcement as a federal intrusion into their private lives. Both
studies are devoid of any thorough research concerning the partisan politics of liquor taxation.
The failure to examine the political implications of liquor taxation more closely has made it
impossible to understand the varied responses of regional communities to the rise of the nation
state after the Civil War.

Although national Republicans’ promotion of black political equality explains why many

western Carolinians left the party, federal liquor taxation also undermined the party’s credibility

& Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners, 41-44; and McKinney, “Moonshiners, Law Enforcement, and Violence,” 15.
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as the region’s economic protector. Between 1868 and 1876, many mountain voters increasingly
opposed liquor law enforcement, arguing that it threatened to undermine local autonomy, and
joined forces with the moonshiners in their fight to “make a little licker.” Consequently, the
illicit distiller became a folk hero, an outlaw who supposedly killed in self-defense and for a
noble cause: to protect his community from an “oppressive” federal government. In this
atmosphere, urban reformers found it more difficult to promote anti-alcohol reform and condemn
liquor manufacturers for encouraging violence and crime. Meanwhile, North Carolina
politicians appeased mountain voters by protesting the revenue law. Conservatives linked liquor
taxation with Radical Republicanism and the question of “home rule.”® Republicans
counterattacked by dissociating themselves from their national party’s support of the liquor law.
In the end, Republicans failed, never able to change the public’s negative perception of liquor
taxation and its association with the party of Lincoln.
The Emergence of Mountain Republicanism

Following the Civil War, North Carolina politics changed dramatically. The U.S.
Congress’s adoption of the Reconstruction Acts in March 1867, restoring military rule in the
South and giving African American males the right to vote, convinced William W. Holden, the
leader of the state’s peace movement during the Civil War, and his followers that the Republican
Party represented their most direct avenue to political power. That month, Holden allied with
African Americans, white Unionists, and carpetbaggers to organize the North Carolina
Republican Party. Most Republicans supported black suffrage, internal improvements, and free

enterprise. Opponents of the Republicans joined the Conservative Party, a reconfigured version

° Republican Radicalism represented what Conservatives/Democrats believed were the evils of Congressional
Reconstruction: black suffrage, taxation, and the expansion of federal authority. “Home rule” meant Democratic
control of state governments in the South.

132



of what had been the Democratic Party.’® Conservatives, mostly former slaveholders and white
Confederates, denounced African American political equality and portrayed themselves as the
defenders of states rights.**

Western North Carolina Republicans found themselves in a precarious situation.
Unionists did not control the region. Unlike eastern Tennessee, the majority of Carolina
highlanders had supported the Confederacy and were inclined to join the Conservative Party.
Many of these mountain men associated the Republican Party with Holden and other former
peace movement leaders. The national party’s promotion of black political equality further
hampered mountain Republicans’ attempts at recruiting native whites. Most mountain whites
were racists who opposed African American suffrage and feared that emancipation would lead to
racial amalgamation.’? The unwillingness of white highlanders to accept black equality
sometimes led to violence, as evident in a race riot that erupted in Asheville on the day of the
1868 presidential election, resulting in the death of an African American.*®

Despite these setbacks, the party of Lincoln established itself in western North Carolina.
For one, it appealed to blacks, who, although constituting 14 percent of the region’s populace,
were an important political ally. In the 1868 gubernatorial election, for instance, all five

mountain counties with the highest percentage of African Americans (Burke, McDowell, Polk,

1% The Conservative Party was renamed the Democratic Party after the 1876 election. During Reconstruction, North
Carolina Conservatives supported the national Democratic Party, and their opponents called them Democrats in an
attempt to capitalize on state Unionists’ hatred for that party.

1 For more information on Republicans and Conservatives in North Carolina, see Joseph G. de Roulhac,
Reconstruction in North Carolina (Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, 1914); Otto H. Olsen, “Reconsidering the
Scalawags,” Civil War History 12 (December 1966), 304-315; and Zuber, North Carolina during Reconstruction
(Raleigh: State Department of Archives and History, 1969); and Inscoe and McKinney, The Heart of Confederate
Appalachia.

2 McKinney, Southern Mountain Republicans, 44-50.

3 Inscoe and McKinney, The Heart of Confederate Appalachia, 271-272.
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Rutherford, and Henderson) went Republican.** More likely than not, white Republicans in
these counties found it easier to tolerate their national party’s alliance with blacks. Meanwhile,
in other parts of western North Carolina, the relative absence of African Americans freed many
white highlanders from the fear of “Negro domination” and allowed Republicans to retain their
loyalty.”®> Of the five mountain counties with the lowest percentage of blacks, four (Cherokee,
Madison, Watauga, and Mitchell) voted Republican in the 1868 gubernatorial election.'®

Black Republicans further deflated racial fears by deferring their efforts at political
activism to white party leaders. Madison County African Americans, for instance, thanked
Republican William L. Scott for the “gratifying and praise worthy way” he had treated them.
“Having so lately escaped from slavery,” they wrote in 1871, “we know that our state and
condition are backward, yet we are not so far back as to be ungrateful for kindness. We hope
that ’ere long we may rise upward and testify to the friends of the colored man we are and have
improved sufficiently to merit their praise.” From all outward appearances, these blacks posed
little threat to the white leadership of the mountain Republican Party.*’

Republicans in western North Carolina attempted to recruit native whites by adjusting
their party’s platform to local conditions. Many mountain residents, struggling to gain equal
political footing with the eastern part of the state, embraced Republicans’ call for democratic
reform. Republicans’ endorsement of internal improvements also appealed to Carolina

highlanders, who, since the antebellum period, had demanded that the state government build a

Y For election returns in these counties, see Donald R. Matthews, North Carolina Votes: General Election Returns
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1962).

> For a discussion on the role that demographics played in allowing mountain Republicans to overlook their
prejudice and work with blacks politically, see Gordon B. McKinney, “Southern Mountain Republicanism and the
Negro, 1865-1900,” in Appalachians and Race: The Mountain South from Slavery to Segregation, ed. John C.
Inscoe (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2000), 205.

16 Jackson County, where blacks constituted .05 percent of the total populace, voted Conservative. For election
returns in these counties, see Donald R. Matthews, North Carolina Votes.

17 Alexander et al. to William L. Scott, May 31, 1871, Scott Papers, Special Collections, Duke University, quoted in
Inscoe and McKinney, The Heart of Confederate Appalachia, 272.
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railroad in the region.® Mountain Republicans capitalized on these issues by portraying
themselves as the region’s economic protectors. The national party’s support of federal liquor
taxation, however, would tarnish this image and drive hundreds of mountain whites from the
party.

The Politicization of Federal Liquor Taxation

The gubernatorial election of April 1868 was the first test for Republicans in North
Carolina. Running under the Republican ticket, Holden supported the passage of a new
constitution that promised to revolutionize North Carolina’s aristocratic social and political
system. The constitution would abolish property qualifications for the governor and legislators,
guarantee manhood suffrage, and provide for the election of judges by the people for terms of
eight years.”® Conservatives were outraged. Portraying themselves as the “white man’s party,”
they nominated Samuel S. Ashe for governor and denounced the Republican-sponsored
constitution.?

As the April gubernatorial election approached, Conservatives and Republicans
scrambled to gain support in western North Carolina. Conservatives, hoping to benefit from
mountain racism, “appealed to the white people to stand up for their race.”®* The Asheville News
warned Buncombe County residents that black suffrage would ultimately lead to racial
amalgamation. “If you would save your State from Negro rule, the DAUGHTERS of our poor

white people [would not be] forced into social equality with Negro BOY'S at School,” the News

18 Raleigh Sentinel, November 23, 1866, November 9, 1867; Asheville Pioneer, September 21, 1867; and Inscoe,
Mountain Masters, 152.

19 “Even more significant,” historian Paul Escott has argued, “in terms of the daily lives of most North Carolinians,
was the fact that the constitution abolished the old county courts and their lifetime “squirarchy,” replacing them with
five commissioners in each county elected by the people.” See Escott, Many Excellent People, 142-144.

0 Conservatives insisted that the people should not elect judges and wanted the senate based on wealth instead of
numbers of people. See Zuber, North Carolina during Reconstruction, 18.

1 R. B. Bogle to Tod Caldwell, November 16, 1868, Tod Caldwell Papers, SHC.
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read. “WHITE MEN OF BUNCOMBE, your political and social rights are invaded.”?* In
March, an estimated 2,000 whites gathered in Rutherford County denouncing “the negro vote.”
Former governor Zebulon Vance addressed the crowd, telling them to “stand up for their birth
right, and crush this negro equality doctrine with the force of an avalanche.”” Meanwhile,
Republicans attempted to appease mountain voters by nominating Tod Caldwell, a prominent
Burke County politician, for lieutenant governor and by promoting the construction of railroads
in the western part of the state.”* The Republican Asheville Pioneer warned mountain whites of
the “insidious” Conservative Party:

Under cover of an outcry against high taxes, oppression, corruption and unconstitutional

appropriations, the principal property holders of the middle and eastern counties who

have taxed us for twenty years to furnish themselves with the conveniences of railroads
and canals, are determined ... to annihilate all hope of an extension of railroad facilities
to the West.?

Carolina highlanders favored the state Republican platform, casting a majority of their
votes for Holden in the April election. Fifty-three percent of mountain voters also agreed to
adopt the new state constitution.”® For these men, having been shut out of political decision
making for generations, the Republican Party offered a new and vibrant democracy.?’
Conservatives were shocked. Despite their call for white supremacy, they had failed to recruit
mountain whites who desired economic and political reform. Turning their attention to the
November presidential election between Republican Ulysses S. Grant and Democrat Horatio

Seymour, Conservatives realized that they had to stress other local issues, besides race, to gain

western Carolinians’ allegiance.

22 Asheville News, March 12, 1868.

28 Rutherfordton Western Vindicator, March 28, 1868.

2+ Asheville Pioneer, May 20, 1867; and McKinney, Southern Mountain Republicans, 46.

% Asheville Pioneer, September 21, 1867.

%6 Holden received 53 percent of the mountain vote, winning in Buncombe, Burke, Cherokee, Henderson, Madison,
McDowell, Mitchell, Polk, Rutherford, Surry, Watauga, and Wilkes counties. Computed from Matthews, North
Carolina Votes. For 1868 North Carolina constitution results, see Tribune Almanac, 1869, 76-77.

2" Escott, Many Excellent People, 145.
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Conservatives, who lost using the race card, capitalized on mountain whites’ opposition
to federal liquor taxation before the 1868 presidential election. The Raleigh Sentinel blamed
Republicans for the supposedly oppressive law, asserting in September 1868 that Congressional
Radicals enforced liquor taxation “to prevent poorer citizens from distilling and to create a
monopoly, for the benefit of wealthy capitalists, who make distilling spirits a great business.”
This so-called “whiskey ring” threatened to destroy western Carolinians who relied on whiskey
distillation for a living. “All this partial and oppressive legislation,” the Sentinel concluded, “is
the fruits of corrupt Radicalism, and let the people hold the *Carpet-bag,” ‘scalawag’ members of
Congress from this state, to a strict account about this oppressive and unjust way of building up
the “Whiskey Ring.”” Conservatives’ demand for the liquor law’s repeal represented a shift from
their previous support of whiskey and brandy taxation. Sensing growing hostility among “the
Western people,” Conservatives hoped to link revenue taxation with charges of Republican
corruption.®

Mountain Conservatives also held Republicans accountable for federal liquor taxation.
Buncombe County lawyer and politician Thomas Clingman reiterated Conservatives’ charge of
Radical corruption in a letter to the Asheville News: “The recent charge in the tax on spirits
shows the motive which governs the Radical Party now controlling both branches of
Congress.”* Conservative James Gwyn from Wilkes County argued that corrupt whiskey rings
controlled the national government. Gwyn also believed that Ulysses S. Grant “was not the man
to break them.” “This country has no great man engaged in politics,” he complained in February

1868, “no second rate great man, no third rate great man, no fourth rate great man.”*® For Gwyn

%8 Raleigh Sentinel, September 9, 14, 17, 28, 1868.
2 Quoted in ibid, September 23, 1868.
% James Gwyn to Jamie [Gwyn], February 16, 1868, James Gwyn Papers, SHC.
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and other mountain Conservatives, liquor taxation and Reconstruction had become inseparable
Issues.

Hoping to retain the support of western North Carolinians, state Republicans defended
Congress by placing blame on President Andrew Johnson. The Republican Raleigh Standard
argued that Johnson was “the head and the heart of the whiskey ring.” Though acknowledging
that the liquor tax was so great that many distillers in the Carolina highlands were “forced to
close up,” the Standard promised its readers that Congress would “review the revenue laws.” It
reminded mountain voters that Republicans had always supported the poor man’s interest, and
that “the rebel secession Democracy was responsible” for the liquor law. “By giving the vote of
the State to Grant,” the Standard read in September 1868, “the people of North Carolina will be
far more likely to receive favorable legislation at the hands of Congress than by electing
secessionists and rebels.”®

Mountain Republicans also retaliated by blaming national Democrats for the federal
liquor tax. The Republican Asheville Pioneer argued in October 1868 that Conservatives were
“endeavoring to make capital; just now, out of the revenue tax upon distilled spirits.” Moreover,
the newspaper pointed out that it was Secretary of Treasury Hugh McCulloch, a Democrat, who
prevented Republican governor Holden and Bureau of Internal Revenue Commissioner E.A.
Rollins from reducing the federal liquor tax in 1868. The Pioneer explained that the Republican
Party had always protected the poor man’s regional economic interests.®* Through such rhetoric,

state and mountain Republicans attempted to disassociate themselves from the “Whiskey Ring”

by shifting responsibility to the Conservatives.

®! Raleigh Standard, September 15, 21, 1868.
%2 Quoted in Raleigh Daily Standard, October 10, 1868.
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On the eve of the 1868 presidential election in November, many mountain Republicans
feared that the issue of federal liquor taxation would damage the party. Lawyers from Rowan
County expressed the concerns of nearby mountain residents by suggesting that it would be “a
wise policy for the Republicans to allow what few distillers who have complied with the law of
Congress to continue the business.”** Republican William L. Scott from Madison County noted
that federal liquor taxation was “generally believed as a sham.”** Meanwhile, Republicans in
Burke County faced a political crisis. Party members there protested the arraignment of eight
Republican illicit distillers. Writing to Lieutenant Governor Tod Caldwell, a Burke County
Republican observed that Conservatives had “made capital out of the affair by making our
friends believe that their arraignment and probable ruin is owing to Radical rule.” The Burke
resident explained that these moonshiners and their supporters would “never cash another
Republican vote if the present liquor law is not modified.” He then warned Caldwell that state
Republicans should “not have an election at this time for State Senator; for it would be
impossible to elect a Republican member in the present state of feeling.” Caldwell, however,
was unable to have the charges dropped, which further infuriated Burke County Republicans.®

Election results reveal that mountain Conservatives gained considerable ground from the
Republicans. Democratic presidential candidate Horatio Seymour won a majority of the
mountain votes, while both Republican incumbents running for Congress in the region lost.*®

Conservatives had hit mountain Republicans where it hurt. Having lost using the race card, they

% Blackmer and McCarkle to General Canby, March 5, 1868, Records of the Second Military District.

% William L. Scott to Rufus [Scott], November 3, 1868, William Lafayette Papers, Special Collections, Duke
University.

* These men arrested for illicit distilling were Wesley Walker, Ephraim Abee, W.C. Good, John Robinson, Lewis
Robinson, Amos Huffman, R.R. Caswell, and William Brittain. See J.B. Kincaid to Tod Caldwell, November 27,
1868; Tod Caldwell, November 29, 1868; D.H. Starbuck to Tod Caldwell, November 12, 1868; and Pinkney Rollins
to Tod Caldwell, September 1, 1870, all in Tod Caldwell Papers, SHC.

% Seymour received 51 percent of the mountain vote, winning in Alexander, Alleghany, Ashe, Buncombe, Caldwell,
Catawba, Clay, Cleveland, Haywood, Jackson, Macon, Transylvania, Watauga, and Yancey counties. Computed
from Matthews, North Carolina Votes. For U.S. Senate results, see Tribune Almanac, 1869, 76.

139



portrayed themselves as the region’s economic protectors by denouncing the federal liquor tax.
Meanwhile, mountain Republicans were unable to solve the riddle of the party’s relationship to
the national government. Like the issue of African American political equality, they failed to
disassociate themselves from their national party’s support of federal liquor taxation.
Republicans had learned a bitter political lesson. Moonshiners, however, could not have been
more pleased. As long as Reconstruction and federal liquor taxation remained inseparable
issues, they enjoyed a broad base of mountain support in their fight against the Bureau of
Internal Revenue, one that would soon take a violent turn.
The Anti-Liquor Tax Argument

In June 1868, David A. Wells, head of the special revenue committee, Commissioner of
Internal Revenue E.A. Rollins, and U.S. Secretary of Treasury Hugh McCulloch met in
Washington, D.C. to discuss ways of improving federal liquor law enforcement. These officials
“pointed out two causes as operating to reduce revenue: an excessively high rate, and the
inefficiency and corruption of officials.” While Rollins and McCulloch focused their attention
on hiring more “honest and capable revenue men,” Wells convinced Congress to lower the liquor
tax from $2.00 to fifty cents a gallon, hoping that this would encourage moonshiners to become
legitimate. “It is part of a civilized government,” Wells explained, “in framing laws for the
assessment and collection of taxes, to know when the maximum revenue point in the case of
each tax is reached, and to recognize that beyond that point the government ‘overreaches
itself.”¥’

Aided by this tax cut, newly elected President Ulysses S. Grant, hoping to reduce the

national debt, intensified federal regulation of liquor production by sending more military aid to

%" Ferleger, David A. Wells and the American Revenue System, 112-114; Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners, 40, 63;
and Frederic C. Howe, Taxation and Taxes in the United States Under the Internal Revenue System, 1791-1895
(New York: Thomas T. Crowell & Company, 1896), 139-151.
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bureau agents. Grant’s enforcement efforts, however, would come at an inopportune time for
many Carolina highlanders. By 1869, growing food surpluses in Rutherford, Buncombe, and
other mountain counties provided farmers with the means to once again participate in the larger
market economy and alleviated their fear that alcohol manufacturing deprived the local
community of corn.®® In Surry County, for instance, corn became so abundant that its value
dropped from $1.50 a bushel in 1868 to fifty cents a year later. As a result, many mountain
residents, especially those living in more remote areas, increasingly opted to distill their crops
into alcohol, and for good reason. While the price of corn declined, whiskey remained at $4.00 a
gallon in 1869, thereby allowing a farmer to increase his profit margin twenty-fold.>** A problem
emerged, however. The federal government demanded that these farmers pay a fifty-cent tax on
each gallon of liquor they produced. Mountain distillers and their communities, believing that
this tax promoted the expansion of federal power and threatened an important local industry,
joined forces in the fight to “make a little licker.”*°

These highlanders quickly discovered that the Bureau of Internal Revenue was a
formidable opponent. By 1870, both the Fifth and Seventh U.S. Cavalries, stationed in
Morganton, Asheville, and Shelby, and the Fourth U.S. Artillery, headquartered in
Rutherfordton, protected bureau agents conducting raids in western North Carolina.**

Revenuers’ authority to summon federal soldiers increased with the passage of the Force Act of

1871. Aimed at combatting the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) by giving federal officials power to use

% Rutherfordton Western Vindicator, November 8, 1869.

% Most farmers in western North Carolina had five gallon stills. It took two bushels of corn to make five gallons of
whiskey. Thus, a farmer could earn $20.00 if he distilled two bushels of corn into whiskey. See Account Book of
Isaac Jarratt, 1868-1869, Jarratt-Puryear Family Papers, Special Collections, Duke University.

“ Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners, 40.

- William T. Sherman to General G.G. Meade, March 21, 1871 (microfilm, reel 14, 1723 AGO 1871); C.H. Morgan
to the Adjutant General, October 22, 1871 (microfilm, reel 12, M666); Mr. Shelton, report, 1871; Secretary of War
[William Worth Belknap] to Secretary of the Treasury [George S. Boutwell], June 30, 1871 (microfilm, reel 12,
M666), all in Letters Received, Adjutant General’s Office, Record Group 94, National Archives, Washington, D.C.,
herinafter cited as Letters Received, Adjutant General’s Office Records.
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troops for protection when making arrests, this act also granted Internal Revenue agents the same
authority.** The use of troops soon evoked cries of “bayonet rule” among mountain whites.

The “language of natural rights” and “localistic republicanism” garnered political support
for the moonshiners following the 1868 election. As long as distillation did not deprive their
communities of foodstuffs, mountain residents who did not distill alcohol regarded liquor
manufacturing as an inalienable right. Moonshiners gained sympathy among these residents by
claiming that they had the right, just as their fathers did, to make a living unmolested by the
federal government. “Those people [illicit distillers],” revenue agent D.C. Pearson from Burke
County remembered in 1882, “had been in the habit of making whisky all their lives; from after
the war they thought they could do as heretofore.”*® Georgian Alexander Stephens expressed the
views of many western Carolina residents, who believed that “a farmer should have the same
right to boil his corn into ‘sweet mash’ as to boil it into hominy.”** The ideal of republican
virtue further helped moonshiners win support in their fight against the Bureau of Internal
Revenue. As they had insisted during the antebellum period, alcohol distillers and their
supporters argued that a republican government had no right to interfere with the rights of law-
abiding citizens. Federal revenue enforcement, they strongly believed, had violated this pact.*®

Supporters of the moonshiners also viewed liquor taxation as a tool used by the federal
government to prevent them from restoring “home rule.” For many former mountain
Confederates, liquor taxation reaffirmed their fears of Yankee centralization. A moonshiner and

ex-Confederate from Rutherford County, Amos Owens, vowed never to pay the liquor tax.

“2 Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners, 70.

*% «“Testimony Before the Senate Special Committee to Investigate the Administration of the Collection of Internal
Revenue in the Sixth District of North Carolina, Appointed April 21, 1882: Senate Miscellaneous Documents, No.
116, 47" Congress, 1% Session (hereinafter cited as “Sixth District of North Carolina”), testimony of D.C. Pearson,
323.

*“ Atlanta Constitution, May 19, 1880, quoted in Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners, 41.

*® Edward L. Ayers, Vengeance and Justice: Crime and Punishment in the Nineteenth Century American South
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1984), 262.
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“Why in tarnation,” he questioned, “should he share the yield from his blockading labors with
Washington?”*® After 1868, the Republican Raleigh Standard, hoping to gain the allegiance of
mountain voters, reiterated this fear of federal tyranny by comparing the liquor tax with taxes
imposed on American colonists by the English Crown during the 1770s. “Taxation without
representation,” the Standard explained, “is not carrying out in good faith, the policy inaugurated
by the Revolutionists. The genius of our government has become wholly deformed.”*’ Clearly,
many felt that liquor taxation signaled the beginning of an abusive federal government that could
impose dominance over its citizens at will.

These complaints were only the tip of the iceberg. Farmers who had just recently turned
to distillation argued that this tax reduced their profit margin. Regardless of the amount of liquor
produced, all distillers were required to purchase licenses and pay a fifty-cent tax on each gallon.
By 1869, however, this tax was probably not as burdensome to alcohol manufacturers as the
critics of the Bureau of Internal Revenue portrayed it. Even when the price of whiskey dropped
from $4.00 a gallon in 1869 to $2.00 in 1871, a farmer could still make a profit of $5.50 by
legally distilling his corn into whiskey.*® Nonetheless, many mountain residents who did not
manufacture alcohol believed that this tax placed a heavy burden on small local producers. One
Caldwell County farmer, who had never “made a drop of liquor” and drunk only a “wee bit,”
protested “the unjust and oppressive operation of the internal revenue laws of the national
government.” Since fruit distillers in the mountain counties had little means and lived in one of

the “most inaccessible regions,” this resident believed that their crops would ruin before getting

“® White, M.L., A History in the Life of Amos Owens, the Noted Blockader, of Cherry Mountain, N.C. (Shelby, NC:
Cleveland Star Job Print, 1901), 32.

*" Raleigh Daily Standard, February 3, 1870, quoted in Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners, 41.

%8 In 1871, the price for a bushel of corn was $1.00. If a farmer legally distilled two bushels of corn into five gallons
of whiskey, he could earn $7.50. See Account Book of Isaac Jarratt, 1871, Jarratt-Puryear Family Papers, Special
Collections, Duke University.
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to market if not distilled. With the burden of paying a liquor tax, the “plain countrymen” would
be unable to provide for their families.*°

Moreover, supporters of the moonshiners insisted that liquor taxation drove local
producers out of business. Several western North Carolinians concluded that the liquor tax
benefited wealthy distillers who produced alcohol in bulk, while hurting smaller distillers unable
to pay the tax. One mountain resident complained in September 1869 that this tax made “no
distinction between the man who simply distills for his own use and the distiller who makes
thousands of barrels for sale.” How could these farmers regain economic prosperity, the author
questioned, “if every dollar they make is wrung from them by the tax-collectors?”*® That same
month, the Conservative Raleigh Sentinel argued that the liquor tax created “a monopoly, for the
benefit of wealthy capitalists, who make distilling spirits a great business.”™" Many Carolina
highlanders, aware of the local liquor industry’s economic importance, sympathized with small
distillers and demanded the liquor tax’s repeal.

The Rise of Moonshiner Violence

Moonshiner resistance to federal liquor law enforcement occurred sporadically during the
late 1860s. Conservatives and Republicans played a vital role in minimizing this violence by
asking alcohol distillers and their supporters to remain patient for the liquor tax’s repeal. “In
accepting Reconstruction,” the Conservative Asheville News explained in 1869, “we have
accepted its concomitant evils, and shall bear with them until the conservative people all over the
land shall become strong enough to abolish them by that sure but peaceful remedy — the ballot-

box.”® Republicans joined the chorus by urging moonshiners not to resist the liquor tax, “but

*° Raleigh Weekly Standard, October 20, 1869.
* |bid., September 8, 1869.

*! Raleigh Sentinel, September 9, 14, 28, 1868.
*2 Asheville News, June 24, 1869.
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[to] ask for its repeal.” “Let petition after petition be drawn up and sent to our representatives in
Congress,” the Republican Raleigh Standard advised North Carolinians opposed to the revenue
law.>® These hopes for a peaceful resolution soon shattered when the Grant administration
intensified federal regulation of alcohol production.

Most historians have explained moonshiner violence against the Bureau of Internal
Revenue as the result of geographic isolation or the product of the ethnic origins of the mountain
people.®* This lawlessness, however, reflected a number of grievances that certain elements in
western North Carolina society had against the federal government during Reconstruction.
Former mountain Confederates resented the presence of federal troops in the region, while others
perceived revenuers — many of whom were former mountain Unionists — as enemies settling
wartime personal vendettas. As previously discussed, Carolina highlanders who did not
manufacture alcohol also believed that the federal government used the Bureau of Internal
Revenue to expand its authority. Liquor law enforcement and Reconstruction had become
inseparable issues, thereby producing a climate in which community opposition to revenuers
took a violent turn.”

Most moonshiners used their wits rather than a Winchester rifle when evading
revenuers.>® Instead of fighting, illicit distillers, wanting to avoid a fine and a possible prison

term, eluded agents by locating their stills “in unfrequented districts, sometimes in the midst of

%% Raleigh Standard, October 20, 1969, June 1, 1870.

** See William G. Frost, “Our Contemporary Ancestors in the South Mountains,” Atlantic Monthly (March 1899),
311-319; Horace Kephart, Our Southern Highlanders (New York: Outing, 1913); Morley, The Carolina Mountains;
John C. Campbell, The Southern Highlander and His Homeland (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1921); Jack
E. Weller, Yesterday’s People: Life in Contemporary Appalachia (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1965);
and Fischer, Albion’s Seed.

** McKinney, “Moonshiners, Law Enforcement, and Violence,” 2, 15.

% Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners, 45.
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an impenetrable jungle or laurel brake, and carefully concealed when not in operation.” Others
devised more elaborate hiding places for their operations. North Carolina moonshiner Charles
Folias evaded revenuers by digging “a tunnel leading to the cave where his still was hidden.”*®
During the early 1870s, another moonshiner, Arthur Rathbone from Haywood County, hid his
illegal cargo in a nearby pond. “Back when | was distillin,” Rathbone recalled years later, “that
Fern Pond was all swampy and sort of like quick-sand. 1 hid a lot of likker there. Kept the
revenooers from gettin’ it when they come a-easin’ around. Trouble was, that swamp just
sucked up them cans and | couldn’t reclaim them.”®® Moonshiners also avoided violent
confrontation by posting pickets to give ample warning of a posse’s approach. Agents hunting
down illicit stills in Ashe County, for instance, often heard “the blowing of horns and the
peculiar hoots employed as signals of coming danger.” “Throughout the sections where these
violations of the law take place, the whole country is patrolled and picketed,” revenuer William
Ball complained in 1878. “So complete is the system of signals that no stranger can be seen
without instantaneous alarm being given all through the neighborhood.”®

Mountain residents sometimes discouraged revenuers from collecting the liquor tax by
threatening their lives. Several men stopped revenuer J.H. Deaver outside his office in Marshal
in Madison County on March 25, 1871. Deaver remembered: “They asked me if | knew the way
to Asheville [in Buncombe County]. | told them I did. They pointed the road out to me and said

it was only so many miles, and for me to take it, and get out of this county with my damned

Revenue.”® Cleveland and Rutherford county residents greeted John B. Eaves with similar

" A.H. Guernsey, “lllicit Distilling of Liquors — Southern Mode of Making Whiskey,” Harper’s Weekly 11
(December 7, 1867), 733.

%8 Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners, 31.

*° John Parris, Mountain Bred (Asheville, NC: Citizen-Times Publishing Company, 1967), 4-6.

% Wwilliam S. Ball to C. Devens, February 23, 1878 (microfilm, reel 2, M1345), Letters Received, Department of
Justice Records.

%1 W.H. Deaver to Pinkney Rollins, March 26, 1871, Adjutant General’s Office Records.
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threats. “I felt that in some localities there |1 would be unsafe,” Eaves explained in 1872,
“because of my position as a revenue officer.”®® These revenuers knew why mountain whites
wanted them to leave. They were working for an agency that promoted the expansion of federal
power.
When the threat of violence failed, moonshiners tried to kill troublesome federal agents.
In 1871, Deaver cheated death when his assailant’s rifle misfired. The attempted murderer,
whom Deaver managed to kill in the gun fight, was Joseph A. Thompson from McDowell
County, a Republican moonshiner who had complained “that his own Party had turned against
him and intended to kill some of them.”®® Other Internal Revenue agents were not as fortunate.
In 1872, moonshiners from Cherokee and Clay counties fatally wounded revenuer C.C. Vest in
Union County, Georgia.** Two years later, the Asheville Pioneer reported a shooting affray
between illicit distiller William R. Dills and federal agent N.H. Burns in Swain County:
On Sunday, the 15", as [Burns] was traveling on the road 12 miles from Charleston on
the Tennessee border, he was shot through the heart and Kkilled instantly by William R.
Dills. The shooting was done with a rifle-gun, and at such close quarters that the
patching of the bullet was found in the hole where the ball penetrated the body ... The
section of the country in which the killing was done, is cursed with some wild and
lawless men.®®

These assaults often received the support of communities in the immediate vicinity. In

1870, for instance, a “group of forty to fifty armed men” forced revenuers to release a Rutherford

62 Report of the Joint Select Committee to Inquire into the Condition of Affairs in the Late Insurrectionary States, 13
Vols. (Washington, 1872), House Reports, 42d Congress, 2d session, No. 22 (cited hereafter as KKK Report), North
Carolina, 179.

83 Charlotte Western Democrat, July 25, 1871.

% Asheville Pioneer, January 4, 1872.

% Ibid., February 21, 28, 1874. For brevity’s sake, | have only included a few examples of moonshiners attacking
revenuers. For additional cases, see Pinkney Rollins to P.W. Perry, June 17, 1871; R.F. Frank, June 23, 1870; N.M.
Manchester to Pinkney Rollins, April 1, 1871, all in Adjutant General’s Office Records; Raleigh Daily Standard,
June 3, 1869; Rutherford Star, January 29, 1870; Asheville Pioneer, April 4, 1872, February 21, March 28, April 18,
1874; J.J. Mott to S.F. Phillips, November 30, 1877; V.S. Lusk to George Williams, December 23, 1873; Robert
Dick to George Williams, November 21, 1874, all in Department of Justice Records; Jacob Wagner to Green R.
Raum, February 9, 1877; Jacob Wagner to Green R. Raum, April 5, 1877, all in Bureau of Internal Revenue
Records.
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County moonshiner from jail.®® During the shooting barrage that killed revenuer Vest two years
later, moonshiners “received large additions to their Party from the neighborhood.”®” Moreover,
Conservatives defended illicit distillers by downplaying the level of violence directed at Internal
Revenue agents. After hearing rumors that moonshiners had killed two revenuers in western
North Carolina, the Conservative Asheville News responded: “We dare say that when these
reports come to be investigated they will be found to consist of more fuss than fire.”®®
Moonshiners enjoyed a broad base of support in the mountains in their fight against the federal
government.

When moonshiners were shot or killed, revenuers and soldiers also faced prosecution in
state courts. Many agents believed that these courts with local juries were not as forgiving to
them as they were to the moonshiners, and for good reason. lllicit distillers had the community’s
support and often found sanctuary in local courts.®® In 1874, for instance, a mountain jury
acquitted several Swain County moonshiners charged with the murder of federal agent N.H.
Burns.”® Upon hearing the verdict, North Carolina’s Western District Judge Robert Dick was
shocked that the jury had exonerated these men “from a clear case of murder.” Due to the “great
prejudice against the Government,” Dick concluded that mountain juries would convict
revenuers if tried in state courts.”" Federal agents in western North Carolina agreed. U.S.

Marshall W.H. Deaver, indicted for murder and assault in Madison County in 1873, asked

Attorney General Charles Devens to transfer his case to federal court. “l am safe in saying,”

% Rutherford Star, January 29, 1870.

%7 Asheville Pioneer, January 4, 1872.

% Asheville News, June 3, 1869.

% As General William T. Sherman had feared in the late 1860s, soldiers who fired upon moonshiners were arrested
and tried “for murder in state courts before justices composed of the very men against whom they [were] called upon
to act.” Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners, 70. 74.

" Asheville Pioneer, February 21, 28, October 24, 1874.

™ Robert Dick to George Williams, November 21, 1874 (microfilm, reel 2, M1345), Letters Received, Department
of Justice Records.
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Deaver pleaded, “that no officer of Internal Revenue or Marshal could obtain a fair and impartial
trial in the state courts.”’? District Attorney and Republican Virgil Lusk from Asheville, who
had the authority to transfer cases by a writ of habeas corpus, sometimes complied with Deaver’s
and other mountain agents’ requests to remove their cases from state courts.”® Supporters of the
moonshiners were appalled and insisted that revenue officials had become immune from
punishment.”

The Reconstruction-era Ku Klux Klan also supported the moonshiners’ fight against the
Bureau of Internal Revenue and its “infernal” liquor tax.” In 1868, Hamilton C. Jones, Col.
William L. Saunders, and other leading Conservatives, hoping to launch a violent
counteroffensive against the party of Lincoln, organized the KKK in North Carolina following
Republican William W. Holden’s victory in the April gubernatorial election.”® Like those
elsewhere in the state, Klansmen in western North Carolina sought to restore “home rule” and

white supremacy by assaulting white Republicans and African Americans.”” Believing that they

2 W.H. Deaver to the Attorney General, June 21, 1877 (microfilm, reel 3, M1345), Letters Received, Department of
Justice Records.

V.S, Lusk to George Williams, December 23, 1873; V.S. Lusk to US District Attorney, June 21, 1875; W.A. Ross
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September 9, October 3, 1874.

™ Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners, 109-110.
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1961); Olsen, “The Ku Klux Klan, 340-62; William Peirce Randel, The Ku Klux Klan: A Century of Infamy
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were protecting the local community from “outsiders,” mountain Klansmen also targeted Internal
Revenue agents. In April 1868, for instance, collector William Dedman returned to his hotel
room in Waynesville in Haywood County to find a coffin-shaped letter pinned to his door.
Observing the letter “K.K.K.” inscribed on top, a startled Dedman read the warning:

Baker’s Tomb — Western Division — Windy Month — Cloudy Day — Bloody Hour. Ku

Klux Klan, the hour approacheth. Shake up dry bones and meet on the Mysterious Circle

of the Hollow Sphere. From East and West, from North and South, we come to measure

justice for the traitor’s doom. When darkness reigns then is the hour to strike.
Dedman took the letter down and discovered a white mask resting on a post near his door.”® The
letter’s message was clear: leave Haywood County immediately.

Klan violence in western North Carolina intensified during the early 1870s.
Conservatives’ attempt in the spring of 1871 to call a constitutional convention and end suffrage
restriction may have prompted this sudden surge of Klan activity.” That spring, Klansmen,
having already established themselves in Buncombe, Rutherford, Madison, and Cleveland
counties, organized two dens in Polk and McDowell counties, and three in Burke.*® The KKK
also emerged in Catawba, Clay, Haywood, and Yancey counties.** Extralegal retribution in
these mountain counties was brutal. In Yancey County, a “band of Kuklux” ransacked the house
of W.C. Brackins in 1871. The Republican Asheville Pioneer did not indicate why Brackins was
targeted but reported, “They seized Mr. Brackins and dragged him out into the yard, stripping off

his clothing, and beat him upon his naked back and over the head with pistols until he was

covered with blood from head to foot.” The assailants were not satisfied. They re-entered the

and Klan Violence in Western North Carolina, 1868-1872,” North Carolina Historical Review 80 (October 2003),
455-456.

"8 The Klan also left the same warning on the door of a local African American carpenter that night. See Bureau
B.F. and A.L. to Lt. Col. George H. William, April 17, 1868, Records of the Second Military District.
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house, hurled Mr. Brackins’s baby “across the room,” and raped his wife.”® Nor were mountain
African Americans immune from Klan brutality. Republican lawyer Nicholas W. Woodfin
reported in 1871 that the Yancey County den had attacked many blacks.®®

While assaulting African Americans and white Republicans, mountain Klansmen
continued to intimidate revenue officials. In 1871, collector Pinkney Rollins reported that illicit
distillers in Polk, Burke, and other mountain counties were “under a kind of protectorship of that
secret organization called ‘the Ku Klux Klan.””® That same year, agent C.C. Vest recalled that
*sgquads of men claiming to be the K.K.’s” in Cherokee and Macon counties had avowed that the
law shall not be executed in this county, that they will make whiskey, sell whiskey whenever
they please and in defiance of the revenue authority of the United States.”®® Cleveland County
revenuer M.H. Berry agreed, adding that “he dare not attempt to collect any taxes” for fear of
being “Ku-kluxed.”® Berry was afraid to work in Cleveland County, and for good reason. In
1871, Klansmen from that county attacked several bureau agents who had confiscated several
barrels of whiskey. Berry remembered, “They inquired where those damned Yankee revenue
officers were. They swore they were going to have them out and kill the last son of a bitch . . . |
have fought Indians on the plains, and heard them give many a war-hoop, but those Kuklux that
night left Mr. Indian in the shade.”®” Like the issue of black suffrage, Klan members used the

liquor tax as a rallying point to unify mountain whites against the Republican Party and

8 Asheville Pioneer, November 9, 1871.
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Congressional Reconstruction. Their goal was to defeat the agency as a means of restoring
“home rule.”

Moonshiners, many of whom belonged to this terrorist organization, often used it to
assault suspected informants, whether Republican or Conservative. In Cleveland County, for
instance, illicit distiller Amos Owens and other Klansmen ransacked Mr. McGahey’s house on a
cold February night in 1870. McGahey was a Republican who had told revenue agents the
names of several moonshiners. This den also whipped a white Conservative, Almon Owens (no
relationship to Amos Owens), that same night. One year later, Congressmen Luke P. Poland
asked Klansman Julius Fortune why he and others had attacked Owens. Fortune answered,
“Because he talked too much and worked too little.” “Reported some distillery, did he not,”
Poland then inquired. “Yes, sir,” Fortune replied, “I think he did.”®® Klansmen believed that
these men betrayed the local community by helping the Bureau of Internal Revenue, and in their
eyes, McGahey and Owens had committed the worst of crimes.

The KKK also protected moonshiners by intimidating mountain whites who did not
manufacture alcohol. In 1871, Rollins pointed out that fear of physical retribution from the Klan
operated as the leading culprit responsible for the community’s reluctance to collaborate with
revenue agents. “The doings of this Klan,” he wrote, “have filled many people with such terror
that they are afraid to say or do anything that might bring its vengeance upon them.”®® Revenuer
J.B. Eaves from Cleveland County agreed. “It is nearly impossible,” he explained, “to get any

positive information as to where these distilleries are located. Citizens are afraid to reveal

8 KKK Report, 105, 440-441, 443.
8 pinkney Rollins to P.W. Perry, April 26, 1871 (microfilm, reel 14, 1723 AGO 1871), Letters Received, Adjutant
General’s Office Records.
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anything they may know, for fear they will be visited by the K.K.K.”*® Frightened residents
refused to cooperate with IRS officials. As a result, revenuers found it harder to capture, let
alone convict, illicit distillers.

Conservatives were not the only illicit distillers who filled the ranks of the Ku Klux Klan.
Republican moonshiners also joined this organization for protection. One Conservative
Klansmen from Rutherford County, James L. Grant, testified that many Republican distillers
who opposed the liquor tax supported the Klan. “They consider that they can run their stills
without paying taxes, if the Ku-Klux Party would be in power;” Grant stated, “that they would
put down the revenue, so that they could just run their stills publicly.”® Conservative Marcus
M. Wells from Cleveland County revealed that Republican moonshiner Mr. Hambrick had also
joined the Klan to “protect him in distilling.” Wells concluded that the Ku Klux Klan and the
moonshining business “seemed to cooperate together.”%

The Klan courted this type of support by assisting Republican moonshiners in retrieving
property confiscated by the Bureau of Internal Revenue. For Joseph Thornburg, a Republican
moonshiner from Gaston County, the KKK in nearby Cleveland County was a blessing. In
August 1871, Klansmen from this den surrounded agent S.H. Wiley and other revenuers after
they had confiscated Thornburg’s whiskey. Wiley remembered: “About two o’clock we were
aroused by one of the clerks, who stated that about fifty masked men, all armed with muskets

and rifles, had surrounded the premises, demanding that both the liquor and the revenue officers

should be delivered to them.” Wiley feared that these Klansmen would attack his group and

% J.B. Eaves to Pinkney Rollins, April 20, 1871 (microfilm, reel 14, 1723 AGO 1871), Letters Received, Adjutant
General’s Office Records.

! KKK Report, 234.

% Ibid., 222.
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turned the whiskey over to them.”® Unquestionably, many Republican distillers supported the
Klan’s fight against the Bureau of Internal Revenue.

State Conservative leaders, however, became worried when Klan violence intensified in
western North Carolina during the early 1870s. Although organizing the KKK in 1868, they
believed that it had become a political liability. Many Conservatives feared that this violence
would provoke the federal government to send in more troops and reassured Republican
Governor Tod Caldwell that they did not support these outlaws. Former Governor Vance and
other mountain Conservatives were also appalled. Unlike before, these Conservatives aided
Republicans by making no effort to protect Klansmen.** The terrorist organization deteriorated
as arrests mounted and Klansmen testified in court against one another.”® As elsewhere in the
South, Klan activity ceased in western North Carolina by 1872. Nonetheless, Conservatives
were not yet ready to abandon the moonshiners. Both continued to share a common enemy, the
Bureau of Internal Revenue, a federal agency that prevented them from achieving “home rule.”

Politics and Federal Liquor Taxation

While moonshiners and Klansmen battled revenuers, the issue of federal liquor taxation
remained a major issue in mountain politics. Following the 1868 elections, North Carolina
Conservatives, resentful that the Bureau of Internal Revenue provided Republicans with over
three hundred patronage jobs, resumed their attack on liquor law enforcement by linking it with
Radicalism and the question of “home rule.”®® In 1869, the Raleigh Sentinel pointed out that

Radical congressmen were responsible for this “oppressive, difficult, and costly” tax on small

% Ibid., 403, 405; and “Outlawry in North Carolina,” newspaper clipping, August 14, 1871 (microfilm, reel 12,
M666), Letters Received, Adjutant General’s Office Records.

% Asheville Pioneer, June 22, 1871; and Charlotte Democrat, June 20, October 17, 1871.

% Trelease, White Terror, 348.

% Wilbur R. Miller, “The Revenue: Federal Law Enforcement in the Mountain South, 1870-1900,” Journal of
Southern History (May 1989), 201.

154



local producers. “We call upon the plain, honest, hardworking men of the country, to remember
what persons and what party have inflicted these wrongs upon them,” the Sentinel concluded.”’
Mountain Conservatives agreed. The Asheville News continued to protest the federal
government’s use of troops to enforce the revenue law, a painful reminder of their failure to
overthrow Congressional Reconstruction. The newspaper warned its readers in June 1869:
“When Federal taxes are collected at the point of the bayonet, then our people will witness what
has not occurred in our State since the days King George was master here.”®® Two months later,
another Conservative mountain newspaper, the Rutherfordton Western Vindicator, joked that the
Bureau of Internal Revenue would soon overstep its legal bounds even more. “All Englishmen
by the name of Hale,” the newspaper read, “who are engaged in the business of pronouncing the
name without the H shall be considered manufacturers of “ale and must pay the license required
of all brewers and distillers.”® Through such rhetoric, Conservatives hoped to profit from
mountain whites’ fear that the federal government would impose stringent controls over their
communities via revenue enforcement.

Mountain Republicans felt cornered. In 1870, Klan violence on African American and
white Republicans in piedmont North Carolina had become so extensive that Governor Holden
was forced to create a militia to protect citizens and arrest Klan suspects. Holden’s decision to
raise this militia provoked a popular outcry against the Republican Party in the Carolina
highlands and other parts of the state. Yancey County residents considered Holden’s use of the
militia as “a declaration of war.” The governor’s selection of George W. Kirk, a former Union
colonel remembered by mountain residents for his raids on western North Carolina during the

Civil War, to lead the militia also drove many former Confederates from the Republican Party.

%" Raleigh Sentinel, September 2, 18609.
% Asheville News, June 24, September 3, 1869.
% Rutherfordton Western Vindicator, October 11, 1869.
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Editors of the Republican Rutherford Star, for instance, viewed the so-called Kirk-Holden War
as evidence of the governor’s “tyranny, usurption, treachery, and corruption.”*®

Attacked for its support of black political equality and Holden’s creation of a state militia
to combat the KKK in 1870, the party fell further in the eyes of many western Carolinians with
President Grant’s endorsement of federal liquor law enforcement. Republicans had to somehow
convince mountain voters that the local party was not responsible for these “outrages.” In 18609,
the Republican controlled General Assembly approved a resolution that exempted all distillers
who manufactured less than 300 gallons of alcohol annually.’®* By doing so, Republicans
attempted to appeal to small producers, the group most vehemently opposed to liquor taxation.
One year later, Senator Alexander H. Jones from Henderson County, which was one of the
state’s largest peach and apple producers, requested that Congress modify the tax on fruit brandy.
Jones’s proposal appealed to many mountain residents. One Polk County farmer observed that
Jones, who would be reelected to office, was “gaining friends daily” due to his “recent activity
and energy, in having the Brandy distilling modified so that all can still.”**2

No matter how hard local Republicans tried to distance themselves from liquor taxation,
however, mountain whites typically saw them as the purveyors of big government, the agents of
radical change. In 1869, a Caldwell County farmer pointed out that the Republican Party was in
power nationally and “responsible for all laws good, bad, and indifferent.” Because the national
party had failed to modify or repeal the tax, this farmer concluded that mountain Republicans

would suffer politically.’®® Other mountain whites focused their discontent on the local

Republican Party. A Wilkes County distiller believed that Republican politicians had betrayed

100 Raleigh Sentinel, July 1, 1870; Rutherford Star, March 5, 1870; and McKinney, Southern Mountain Republicans,
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him. “Republicans speakers,” he wrote in August 1869, “for party purposes and to carry the
election, stated that the revenue laws had been repealed. Under their influence and word, poor
men stilled their fruit and will now be sold out of house and home.”*%

By the early 1870s, mountain Republicans conceded that their constituency resented the
national party’s support of the Bureau of Internal Revenue. In 1871, a federal official admitted
that “hostility to revenue laws [was] not confined to [Conservatives] but [was] general.”** One
year later, Republican Hardie Hogan Helper argued that President Grant and Governor Holden
should “remove every Internal Revenue officer in the State.”® Burke County Republicans
agreed. Writing to Grant in September 1872, they asked him *“to banish from its service the
officials that had charge of the Collection of the Revenue in this District.”**" After the U.S.
Congress raised the liquor tax from fifty to seventy cents a gallon in December 1872, mountain
Republican C.R. Thomas feared that the party of Lincoln was in serious trouble. “Our people,”
he explained to James Ramsey, “do not wish to be annoyed any longer with both Federal and
State tax gatherers.”'%®

North Carolina Conservatives could not have been more pleased, and continued to link
liquor law enforcement with opposition to broader Reconstruction policies. In 1872, the Raleigh
Sentinel charged that the Republican Party had manufactured stories about moonshiners
attacking revenuers for political gain. According to the Sentinel, Republicans used these stories

as an excuse to send more troops into the state, thereby securing their political dominance.*®

Mountain residents joined this chorus of opposition by accusing revenuers of carrying blank

104 Raleigh Sentinel, August 17, 18609.
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search warrants, which were “filled in whenever they found a property they wanted to search.”**°

The Conservative Asheville Citizen and Rutherfordton Western Vindicator singled out federal
official W.H. Deaver, accusing him of “persecuting good and law-abiding citizens.”***
Conservatives also promised mountain voters that they would do everything possible to end
revenue corruption and liquor taxation. In April 1872, they introduced a bill to Congress calling
for the brandy tax’s repeal and a tax decrease on whiskey manufacturing.*? Later that year, the
Conservative state platform demanded that the federal government should abolish immediately
the “inequitable, vexatious, and tyrannical” revenue system.

In 1873, the Bureau of Internal Revenue’s reputation further plummeted when reporters
exposed a massive scandal involving large distillers and revenue officials in the Midwest. These
revenuers had allegedly allowed several distillers to evade the liquor tax in exchange for bribes
used to finance Grant’s 1872 reelection campaign.™* For many mountain whites, this scandal
confirmed Conservatives’ charge of revenue corruption. One Buncombe County resident
explained, “It is now thought there is a combined ring to harass and distress the people and it is
thought that a majority of the officials are concerned, hence their retention in office.”'*> To add

insult to injury, many of these alleged corrupt agents were Republican. Several Conservative

moonshiners argued that these revenuers treated them more harshly than their Republican

10 «sjxth District of North Carolina,” testimony of W.M. Walker, 177.
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counterparts. “Should Conservatives be persecuted and shot at,” one Wilkes County farmer
complained in 1873, “because they are not the supporters of such dogs [Republicans]?"**®

To make matters worse, mountain Republicans split into two contending factions in 1873,
when agent James G. Ramsay, hoping to gain control of revenue patronage in western North
Carolina, charged Sixth District collector John J. Mott with malfeasance.’*” Mott fought back by
writing an angry letter to his adversary: “I understand information is volunteered to you upon
which it is expected that charges of mal-administration in office are to be prepared against me
with a view of ousting me and your taking my place.” “Men,” he continued, “have enough to
bear holding like public stations to this, without receiving assault at the hands of those who
ought to be their friends.”**® Undeterred, Ramsay wrote to newly appointed Commissioner of
Internal Revenue J.W. Douglas, insisting that the federal government appoint him collector of
North Carolina’s Sixth Collection District. “I beg leave to say that [Mott] has never done or
effected more for the Republican cause, than | have,” he assured Douglas.**®

While prominent Republicans endorsed Ramsay, Mott gained the support of the party’s
rank-and-file, largely due to his ability to cooperate with illicit distillers.*?° In January 1873,
A.C. Bryan from Wilkes County pointed out that Mott, “in a quiet and gentlemanly way, has
started quite a number of lawful distilleries in this district which have proved a success, thus

convincing the peoples, that the Law can be complied with and more money made than could be

116 Raleigh Sentinel, March 1, 26, 1873.
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otherwise.” “In my opinion,” Bryan continued, “we will be able to carry the district in August
next unless Mott should be thrown out, or superseded by someone obnoxious to these mountain
peoples.”*?* George H. Brown, secretary of the Union Republican Executive Committee in
Wilkes County, agreed. “Dr. Mott,” Brown insisted in 1874, “is certainly the strongest stake in
the Republican Party in this district, he has done more than any other man to keep up the party,
and for him to be thrown over board it looks like giving up every thing.”*??> Despite opposition
from rank-and-file Republicans, Grant appointed Ramsay as head of North Carolina’s Sixth
Collection District in November 1874.'% After hearing the news, a disappointed Mott wrote to
Judge Thomas Settle: “It is not because | am involved that | say so, but the party in North
Carolina is receiving injury in this removal and the appointment of R[amsay] that it cannot
recover from.”*?*

Meanwhile, mountain Conservatives continued to hit Republicans where it hurt. In
1874, Robert VVance, member of the Friends of Temperance and brother of Zebulon Vance, ran
for Congress in western North Carolina’s Eight District denouncing African American suffrage
and the Bureau of Internal Revenue.'®® Insisting that federal liquor taxation violated mountain
whites’ inalienable rights, Vance proposed a bill to the U.S. Congress making penalties against

moonshiners less stringent.**® Mountain Republicans responded by calling for lower whiskey

taxes, but to no avail.’*’ Vance defeated the incumbent Republican, receiving 62 percent of the
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vote. 1%

With such widespread hostility towards federal liquor taxation and black political
equality, the stage was set for Zebulon Vance’s triumph in 1876.
The End of Reconstruction

As the 1876 gubernatorial election approached, Conservatives first attacked local
Republicans for their national party’s support of African American political equality. In 1875,
Republican congressmen had proposed a civil rights bill to safeguard what remained of blacks’
rights and Reconstruction. Furious Conservatives pledged to save the state “from the thralldom
of niggerism.”** Zebulon Vance immediately toured the western counties denouncing the
bill.®** Meanwhile, local Republicans scrambled to alleviate mountain whites’ fear of racial
amalgamation by arguing that the bill only called for separate but equal facilities. Others took a
more traditional approach, opting to ignore the civil rights controversy altogether. Mountain
whites, however, were unconvinced and cast the majority of their votes in favor of a new
Conservative-sponsored state constitution that discriminated against blacks.***

To make matters worse, the issue of federal liquor taxation continued to plague the
Republicans. When Vance toured the western counties denouncing the Civil Rights bill in 1875,
for instance, he also attacked the Bureau of Internal Revenue. Mountain Conservatives
embraced the former governor. The Conservative Asheville Citizen wrote that Vance had
defended mountain whites by addressing the “great issues involved in the present — the interests
of the people contrasting with the selfish conduct of the Grant Revenue office-holders.”

Moreover, the newspaper agreed with Vance that revenuers controlled the Republican Party. It

warned mountain voters that “revenue office holders” worked “only for their big offices.” “Such

128 |bid., August 22, 1874; and Asheville Citizen, August 13, 1874.
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is radical revenuism,” the Citizen concluded.™ Through such rhetoric, Conservatives attempted
to capitalize on mountain whites’ fear that revenuers were political agents promoting Radicalism.
The incompetence and poor judgment of some federal agents further discredited the
Bureau of Internal Revenue by confirming Conservatives’ charge of revenue corruption.”*® In
1875, the North Carolina Western District Federal Court contemplated prosecuting agent
William S. Pearson of Buncombe County and five gaugers from North Carolina’s Sixth
Collection District for falsely recording the amount of whiskey distilled at several stills, an
illegal practice known as “spreading the account.”** To make matters worse, Pearson and some
of the other gaugers were members of prominent mountain Republican families.**> Many feared
the political repercussions that the trials would have on the mountain party in the upcoming 1876
gubernatorial election. Republican North Carolina Governor Curtis H. Brogden and other high-
ranking state officials asked U.S. Attorney General George Williams not to prosecute Pearson.
“We are satisfied,” they wrote, “that you will not allow the character of a young man of so much
promise and one who has so ably defended the principles of our party ... to be ruined.”**®

District Attorney Virgil Lusk from Asheville, who the Commissioner of Internal Revenue and

U.S. Attorney General had directed to consider criminal proceedings against the other accused

132 Asheville Citizen, April 29, July 15, 22, August 5, 1875.

133 Evidence suggests that most revenuers in western North Carolina were competent and honest. Nonetheless,
Conservatives seized upon isolated cases of fraud to criticize the Bureau of Internal Revenue. Whether or not there
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federal authority perceived revenue corruption as pervasive, thereby uniting them with the moonshiners.
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men, agreed. “I would respectfully suggest,” Lusk wrote to the Attorney General, “that no
further good would result to the government by a continuation of these prosecutions.”™’ The
federal court’s failure to convict Pearson and the other agents heightened mountain whites’ fear
that Republicans had conspired to undermine local autonomy via revenue enforcement.

Meanwhile, VVance’s assault on the Bureau of Internal Revenue continued during his
1876 gubernatorial campaign. He condemned the entire revenue system as corrupt and called
revenue agents “red-legged grasshoppers.” Holding up to his mountain audience a grasshopper
preserved in alcohol, Vance proclaimed: “This fellow ... eats up every green thing that God ever
gave to man, and he only serves the universal dissolution. The time has come when an honest
man can’t take an honest drink without having a gang of revenue officers after him.”**
Conservatives rallied behind VVance, merging the issue of federal liquor taxation with African
American political equality. “They tax us,” the Asheville Citizen read in February 1876, “and
give us Negro civil rights.” This newspaper also charged that “corrupt” revenue agents in
Buncombe County were “determined to rule the party, and keep all the big offices, and all funds
in the family.” In the eyes of the Citizen, revenuers had monopolized political office.'*°

As the 1876 election approached, mountain Republicans feared that the issue of federal
liquor taxation threatened to destroy the party. Western Carolinians, they argued, associated the
local party with Radicalism, largely due to President Grant’s support of the Bureau of Internal
Revenue. Mountain Republicans realized that a universal perception had developed among

highlanders that Grant was using “corrupt” revenuers to expand federal power. In June 1876,

W.S. Tate complained: “The management of the Internal Revenue service in this district,
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Republicans tell me, is not only odious but infamous and many have become lukewarm.”*4°

Republican Robert Dick sided with Tate, pointing out that he “had heard from some counties in
the mountains that some of the [Internal Revenue officials] are doing damage by an improper
execution of the Revenue Laws.”**

Nor did national Republicans improve the situation. In 1873, Republican A.C. Bryan
from Wilkes County believed “that an overwhelmingly majority of the people” in the Carolina
mountains were “fittingly opposed” to any increase in liquor taxation. “If Congress does
increase the tax,” he predicted to Judge Thomas Settle, “it will be a heavy load for us
[Republicans] to carry.”*** In March 1875, however, the Republican-controlled U.S. Congress
raised the federal liquor tax from seventy to ninety cents a gallon.**® This tax increase could not
have come at a worse time for small legal distillers in western North Carolina, whose product

had fallen to $1.50 a gallon that same year.'*

While earning a $5.50 profit on every five gallons
of alcohol they produced in 1871, legal whiskey makers now netted only one dollar. As Bryan
had warned, many of these distillers blamed the Republican Party. Some may have also turned
to moonshining, thereby escalating to potential for violence.** Either way, this tax increase
encouraged both legal and illegal distillers to become more receptive to Vance’s political
rhetoric.

Republicans did attempt to improve the federal agency’s reputation in the Carolina

highlands before the gubernatorial election. Judge Dick, for instance, “put deputy marshals on

notice that they would be dismissed for excessive rudeness, force, or obtaining confessions by
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