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“The present intruders I am informed are persons who have no settled
habitation and live by hunting and plundering the industrious settlers,” Acting Gov.
James Habersham of Georgia wrote to Gov. James Wright, who was in England
in 1772.“You will easily distinguish,” he continued, that the “people I refer to are
really what you and I understand by Crackers”" Honest James Habersham was
not being supercilious, he was stating a fact. Georgia’s backcountry was in the
throes of a social revolution. The Creek Indians were even more disturbed than
Habersham by what was going on. They called the newcomers “Virginians.”
“English men and Scotch men I have long been acquainted with,” said one chief,
“but these Virginians are very bad people; they pay no regard to your laws.?

Until the year 1763, Augusta was an Indian town. It was not so much that In-
dians lived there, but rather that the town was situated in Indian country and was
established for the better regulation of the Indian trade. After the Yamasee War
of 1715, the Creek headman whom the English called “Emperor” Brims concluded
a treaty with the governor of South Carolina which recognized the Savannah River
as a boundary between the British and the Creek Nation. During the two decades
which followed the Yamasee War, Carolina traders were careful to cultivate the
good will of the Creeks. The traders, aware of the competition of the Louisiana
French, lived among the Creeks, fathered children of mixed blood, and established
bonds of friendship and kinship as well as those of trade. One astonished visitor
to the Creek country in 1736 commented that there were more than four hun-
dred racially mixed children in the Creek villages.” European wares and European
blood changed the social and economic lives of the Creek Indians, tying them more
closely to their lifeline, the great trading road which led through Augusta to
Charlestown.



Augusta had been established by James Oglethorpe in 1736, in response to In-
dian complaints that the Carolinians were beginning again to cheat the Indians
as they had before the Yamasee uprising. Oglethorpe persuaded Parliament to give
him control of the Indian trade by requiring Georgia licenses for anyone doing
business west of the Savannah River. Before leaving England to return to Georgia
in 1736, he secured another law forbidding the use of rum. In June of that year,
he authorized the building of the fort and town of Augusta.

The Creek Indians regarded Oglethorpe as their great good friend for his efforts
to regulate the trade and entertained him lavishly when he paid a complimentary visit
to Coweta town in 1739. Oglethorpe was equally delighted with his efforts on behalf
of the Indians, especially because not much else was working out the way he planned.
He ascribed the friendly relationship with the Indians to the establishment of Augusta.
“The settlement of Augusta is of great setvice,” he informed his fellow Trustees, it be-
ing 300 miles from the sea and the Key of all the Indian Countrey.™

A band of Chickasaw Indians abandoned the land given them on the Carolina
side of the Savannah River because they preferred to frequent Augusta and dis-
liked swimming across the river to get there. They set up camp in the area known
as New Savannah, around the bend of the river below Augusta. Like the Creeks
and the Cherokees from the upper reaches of the Savannah River, the Chickasaws
regarded Augusta as their town. The actual trading of goods was supposed to take
place out in the Indian villages, where deerskins were exchanged for goods, but the
Indians liked to visit Augusta and shop around. They were intimidated by
Charlestown but felt comfortable in Augusta.

Augusta gradually assumed the requisites of a proper British town. It acquired
a church, a school, and a jail, as well as a twice-repaired fort. However, as the popu-
lation grew, the attitude of the people remained one of cooperation with the In-
dian clients and customers. The tradition of friendship paid rich dividends dur-
ing the Cherokee War of 1759-60. The Cherokees, driven to desperation by
encroachments on their lands, took to the warpath. Terrified refugees from the
Long Canes district of South Carolina flocked to Augusta and to Fort Moore,
across the Savannah River from Augusta. When one Augusta magistrate proposed
declaring the town a neutral zone, he reflected a prevailing opinion that Augusta
was unwilling to take sides against Indians. However, the Cherokees refused to
regard Augusta as neutral. Their war parties attacked people within a few miles
of the town. The Creek Indians saved Augusta. This was their land, after all, and
they defended it against the invading Cherokees. A few brave locals, Lachlan
McGillivray among them, joined the Indians in opposing the hostile warriors.”

The British officer sent to take command of Fort Augusta was unaccustomed
to the easy familiarity of the Creeks.” Their manner is they come to the fort gate,
unsaddle their horses, demand victuals for themselves and their horses, which if
not given they are highly affronted,” he wrote.’ Even as the lieutenant penned his
dispatch, three of the headmen were seated comfortably at the same table, smok-
ing companionably. They seemed to say that Augusta was their town.
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The year 1763 was the crucial year, the year when the great change began. The
long war with the French in Louisiana and the Spanish in Florida was over. The
British now possessed Florida and all the vast interior as far as the Mississippi and
Canada as well. The Indians were called in to Augusta to meet with the governors
of Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia and to be told that the
war was over and that the French were gone. Except for Georgias Governor
Wright, the governors grumbled about having to go to a frontier town like Au-
gusta. They preferred Charlestown. The Indians sent the message that they would
meet in Augusta or not at all, so the governors had no choice but to go there.

Before the dignitaries reached Augusta, the Creek chiefs worked out an agree-
ment with Lachlan McGillivray and George Galphin. As a gesture of friendship,
the new boundary would be the Ogeechee River, some forty-five miles west of
Augusta. The surprised dignitaries accepted the cession, presents were distributed,
and everyone went home in good humor.”

In the same year, the royal proclamation of October 7, 1763, assigned new
boundaries to Georgia’s southern frontier. The Saint Marys River, rather than the
Altamaha River, divided Georgia from the new British province of East Florida.
The proclamation forbade settlement across the Appalachian Mountains, reserv-
ing the interior for the Indians’ hunting grounds.

The effect of the proclamation, together with the Creeks’ cession of 1763, was
that the pioneer settlers were directed down the mountain valleys and into the
Georgia backcountry. The newcomers differed from the older residents of Augusta
in their attitude toward Indians. They did not know, or want to know, Indians.
Their overriding motivation was to possess the land. The new Georgians, alike in
their opposition to Indians, differed among themselves in most other respects.
There was a community of Quakers on the Little River who called their town
Wrightsborough and were models of good behavior.® The town of Queensborough
was established on the Ogeechee River for a colony of Irish Protestants who soon
scattered in search of better land.’ Some immigrants were what Governor Wright
would call “the middling sort”—not quite the better sort but not the worst, either.
Many of them were from Virginia and brought books, good manners, and some
slaves with them in the hope of establishing Virginia-style plantations in Georgia’s
backcountry. Such folks could afford only a log cabin at first, but they planned to
erect another cabin when they could and to connect the two with a common roof
and porch. Then they would close the breezeway between the two cabins with a
front and back door. Still later they would cover the logs with clapboards, so that
their houses would resemble those in Virginia. One of these aspiring Virginia
gentlemen wrote:

New Georgia is a pleasant place.

If we could but enjoy it

Indians and Rogues they are so great.
They almost have destroyed it
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Other newcomers brought with them the evangelical religions of the Great
Awakening. In 1722, the famous Baptist preacher, Daniel Marshal, with his
brother-in-law Shuball Stearns and their families, established Kiokee Church, the
first Baptist Church in Georgi:Lll Soon after, evangelists were preaching the ex-
citing gospel throughout the countryside. Their message was simple: If you feel
saved, you are saved, and your life will be changed forever. You will be blessed in
this life and in the next. You will be selected out from all those who are not saved
and are therefore on their way to hell. As one of the favored, God has given you
dominion over the land, therefore the land belongs to the Christians and not the
heathen Indian. These two influences—that of the Virginia plantation and that
of the evangelism of the Great Awakening—flowed together into the Georgia
backcountry and were formative in shaping its future social mores.

Some of the newcomers were untouched by the civilizing effects of the Virginia
and evangelical attitudes. They were the lower sort, described by Governor Wright
as“a set of almost lawless white people who are a sort of borderers and often as
bad if not worse than the Indians.”'? Travelers were appalled and fascinated by the
behavior of these people. According to one, the men let their fingernails grow and
hardened the nails with tallow, the better to scoop out the eyes of an opponent.13
A French visitor to the Georgia backcountry told of how the woman of the house
wanted to impress him wich her social amenities. She sent her husband to buy tea.
Then she put the tea in a ketdle and a large ham in with it. When the ham was
cooked, she dumped out the tea and served the leaves on a platter along with the
ham. The woman took the first bite of the leaves, spat them out and threw the
platter of tea leaves at her husband, accusing him of buying inferior tea and sav-
ing the money for whiskey."*

The incendiaty factor in the backcountry social mix was the fact that the Indi-
ans continued to come and go along the old trading road. Inevitably, there was fric-
tion. Frontierspeople made no secret of their dislike of the Indian visitors and of
the Augusta merchants who sold firearms to the Indians. One Creek chief re-
minded Governor Wright of the British promise that the trading path “should al-
ways be free for their friends the Indians to pass and repass upon.””®

Soon the Indians had another complaint. The settlers were crossing over the
Ogeechee boundary into Indian country. In a futile effort to placate the Indians,
Governor Wright had a team of surveyors mark the boundary and invited the
chiefs to Augusta in 1768 to celebrate the occasion. The ceremony of marking the
trees failed to deter the restless borderers, who regarded laws as rules made for
other people. Encroachments over the line grew in number.

In December 1770, the Cherokee Indians informed the Augusta traders that
they were willing to cede land on the upper Savannah River in exchange for the
cancellation of their debts to the traders. The traders informed Governor Wright,
who quickly embraced the plan. The royal government would accept the land, sell
it to the better sort of settlers, and with the proceeds pay off the claims of the trad-
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ers. The Augusta merchants were enthusiastic, their London suppliers added their
endorsement, and Governor Wright presented the case in person to the British
ministry. Approval was conditional upon agreement by the Creeks, who also
claimed the land in question,16

The Indians were invited to meet with the governor and Indian superintendent
in Augusta in November 1773. The Cherokees came readily, the Creeks reluctantly.
Governor Wright hoped to obtain a cession west of the Ogeechee to the Oconee,
but the Creeks refused to consider that idea. Only afrer much talk and many pre-
sents did the Creek chiefs agree to the Cherokee cession along the upper Savan-
nah River.”” Governor Wright had the “ceded lands” surveyed, and he advertised
in Great Britain for buyers. Meanwhile, he attempted to clear the region of those
people he and James Habersham called “Crackers.” The region indeed was cleared,
burt not by the governor.

Young Creek warriors, angry at their chiefs for yielding their land in the Au-
gusta treaty, attacked the squatters as well as the peaceful Quakers of
Wrightsborough. The Augusta militia marched out to do battle, bur when its
members saw painted, war-whooping Indians, they fled in panic.”® Governor
Wright had only one weapon in his arsenal—he put a stop to the Indian trade.
For the moment, he was a hero in the backcountry. When Savannah merchants
protested the British Coercive Acts in 1774, the people of the backcountry signed
petitions pledging loyalty to the king and governor.19

The trade embargo worked. The Creek chiefs came into Augusta to ask for
peace. A treaty conference was arranged for Savannah in October 1774. The
backcountry was elated; this was an opportunity to acquire the Oconee cession
from the chastened Creeks.

The Augusta traders, on the other hand, argued that if the Indian boundary were
moved thar far away, the Creeks would look to Mobile and Pensacola for their trade
goods. Augusta would lose its position as the premier center of Indian commerce.”

The governor had a difficult choice. Should he appease the land-hungry set-
tlers, or should he maintain the Indian trade? He decided in favor of the trade and
refrained from demanding an additional cession. The decision was fateful. It
marked the point when the backcountry leaders joined with the radicals of the
lowcountry in the movement which climaxed in the American Revolution.”!

The Revolution in Georgia can be seen as war against British-allied Indians and
against those who did business with Indians. The Revolution was a turning away
from the sea lanes which led to Europe and a turning toward the frontier with its
promise of new land. The Creeks were displaced by the Crackers, and the Crack-
ers aspired to become planters.

The character of Augusta changed dramatically. Although commerce remained
its essential economic enterprise, the town served the convenience of backcountry
farmers, not Indians. Augusta lost the deerskin trade, but it gained the tobacco and
cotton trades.
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