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Travel on the Primitive Ways
By Jouxw H. Gorr

T is fairly common around Georgia to hear someone say with a

note of pride thar such and such a thoroughfare was once an old
stage road. This lingering esteem for a long-vanished service seem-
ingly stems from a romantic and glamorous niche which the stage
occupies in the public’s mind. Now, without belittling in the slightest
the historical importance of this phase of rransporr, it is safe o say
admiration for rhose particular vehicular days has too often led people
to over-emphasize the place of the stage coach period and to ignore
the genesis and evolution of land travel in Georgia. They have been
prone to consider the beginning of the road system as coincidental
with the advent of the stage. As a matter of fact, much before the
general inauguration of stage services abour the 1830%, the state had
a system of thoroughfares that had long been used by a succession
of travellers: Indian traders, outlaws, stockdrovers, squatters, irinerant
frontier peddlers (forerunners of roday’s “rolling stores™), tobacco
rollers, horse thieves, gold rushers, land speculators, westbound emi-
grants, and infiltrating sertlers, all of whom moved abour or across
the state prior to the stage coach era with its relanively good highways
and essential concomitant manifestations of civilization: the ferry, the
bridge, and the inn.

The purpose of this sketch is to take the reader behind the period
of public conveyance as marked by the stage for an insight into the
carlier travel and for a discussion of the vicissitudes which beser the
wayfarers on the primitive ways of those days. As a background for
the study it should be noted that contrary to popular belief, the in-
terior of early Georgia was not a trackless forest. There is substantial
proof to show that the backcountry onginally possessed a consider-
able network of aboriginal trails, which, just as in the case of today’s
roads, consisted of arterial routes and local byways. The Indians estab-
lished these paths in the beginning, but white men were quick to take
advantage of them, especially of the arteries which were turned into
trading routes and eventually into pioneer roads for sertling the suc-
cessive rerritories that were ceded by the red people. These original
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main thoroughfares, in historic times, atv least, usually bore the name
of the major Indian area or settlement to which they led: Lower
Creek Trading Path, Tugalo Trail, Cusseta Path, Oakfuskee Path,
Uchee Trail, and so on. Sometimes, however, the routes carnied the
names of prominent individuals because they led ro establishments
maintained by such persons: Kennard's Path, Barnard’s Trail, Mcln-
tosh Road, Dog Warrior’s Path, etc. Then too, there were some spe-
cialized routes with ominous titles like the Upper War Path and the
Bloody Tral.

The traveller on the early routes was confronted with numerous
troubles and risks that are well summarized in the terms: hunger, ex-
posure, sickness, and robbery; but the one trying and often dangerous
task which he constantly braved on all but the most limited of jour-
neys was that of crossing the innumerable streams which lay achwart
the backcountry ways. Small wonder then that the surest and safest
fording places which minimized risk and delay were eagerly soughr,
and that as 2 consequence the best fords greaty influenced the direc-
ton and location of the wilderness routes which led ro them.

Fortunately, there were many of these fording sites, some of which
became so important they were eventually used as famihar key
points in establishing new boundaries with the Indians and for laying
off counties and land districts from the ceded lands. One such place,
for example, was the Shallowford on the Chattshoochee, just below
the Roswell Bridge on U. 5. 19. Originally Gwinnert County in 1819
and Henry County (now Fulton, DeKalb, Fayertre, Henry, etc.) I
1821 were laid off along the Hightower Trail which led to this noted
passage. Another such influential spor was the High Shoals of the
Apalachee which served as 2 beginning point for three different land
cessions from the Indians. But there were many other prominent
crossings that were not necessarily important in land divisions: Hatron
Ford on the Tugalo, Fort Barrington on the Alramaha, the Shoals of
Ogeechee, Flat Shoals on the Flint, the Seven Islands of Ocmulgee,
the Trail Creek crossing of the Middle Cherokee Path on the Oconee
at present Athens, and 50 on.

The names of some of these prominent fording places embodied
informarive terms whose significance may escape a modern individual.
For instance, the expression Shallowford carried a definite implication
for the early wayfarer, just as the words “Stop Sign Ahead” would
be meaningful to 2 person today. To the old tmer, the former designa-



212 THE GEORGIA REYVIEW

tion was synonymous with wwagen ford, which signified a good cross-
ing for a vehicle when the stream was at its normal stage. High Shoals,
on the other hand, bore a different connotation: The word high n-
dicated a precipitous shoally strerch where a foot traveller or horse-
man could cross bur a vehicle could not do so excepr under hazardous
conditions. The designation Flat Shoals by contrast implied a wide,
shallow crossing with a firm bottom that permitted relatively easy
and safe passage for all types of traffic even with a stream on a mnise.
These last places constituted the best of fords and were consequently
of grear influence on early trips. The largest and most significant of
the Flat Shoals lies on the Flint River berween Pike and Menwether
counries, to the southwestward of present Concord. It was of 1
mportance to wildeness travel because the famous Oakfuskee trad-
ing path from Augusta to the Indians of Alabama and Mississippi
crossed there. In time this route became one of the pioneer east-west
traces of Georgia with towns like Warrenton, Eatonton, Indian Springs,
Griffin, and Greenville springing up along its course. LaGrange was
also established a mile or so above this noted thoroughfare, on one of
its connecting trails.

While fords were much sought our, nonctheless they had serious
drawbacks. The traveller who used them umall:.r expecred a wetting,
a feature thar was cerrainly undesirable in winter. Then too, as fixed
natural facilities, they often tended to draw a wayfarer our of the
direct line of journey and thus occasion circuitous and tlm::-mrm:mmg
travel. Furthermore the usefulness of fords was subjecr to vaganies
of stream level; in dmes of high warer such spots would often become
useless as crossing points or penlous to the men and animals that
atrempred a passage under flood conditons.

Very frequently the early traveller sought to overcome these defi-
ciencies by devising other ways of geting over streams. The bndge,
of course, was to be the ultimate answer, but these structures were
out of question beyond the frontier and had to await many a year
before becoming commonplace.

The most primitive innovation for getting across streams was the
footlog, 2 simple device which even the Indians used before general
penetration of the country by the whites. In the days of towering
forests, it was easy to select a tall tree beside a stream and fell ir at
a desired spot. Such 2 crossing was of no value for vehicular traffic
but it did furnish a safe passage for the pedestrian. In the case of 2
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horseman, the nder could force his animal to swim the stream, while
the owner walked the log carrying any provisions, firearms, and valo-
ables that he might have along.

Georgia had many footrlogs thar were imporrtant to early travel,
and interestingly enough, over the long years we have retained among
our geographic appellatons a number of stream names which com-
memorate these once significant crossings by continuing their former
designations. Among the warerways thar sull bear such names are:
Lightwood Log Creek in Hart County; Gum Log Creek in Franklin;
and Pine Log Creek in Bartow and Gordon counties, which are per-
haps the best known of the streams that perperuate this interestung
name. Apparently the pine, because of its grear length, and rclanve
freedom from limbs, was the favored tree for this purpose since ref-
erences can be found to numbers of pine log crossings in old records.
One of these facilites, a very old one, was on Briar Creek, fourteen
miles above its mouth. Another spanned the Ogeechee in the vicinity
of today’s Fenn's Bridge, to the east of Sandersville; and still another
was on the upper St. Marys River, about 2 half mile above present
Moniac, in Charlron County. This last Pine Log was on the trading
path from Coleraine and Traders Hill which served as the lower route
for bypassing the Okefenokee Swamp. There was a well-known ford at
the same crossing point, but presumably the log was also provided
for safer passage in times of high waters. ‘

In addition o footlogs, pioneer people in Georgia also made crossings
which were known as “Poley Bridges.” Apparently this designaton
is indigenous to the state because it does not appear on general maps
of other areas, whereas Georgia used the name widely and still retams
it on several streams thar are called Pole Bridge or Poley Bridge crecks.
Strangely enough, however, we have no good description of a poley
bridge, and present-day old folks disagree as to the nature of its
construction. Most likely such a bridge was made by laying several
long, stout poles side by side between retaining stakes across 2 small
stream or over a boggy spot, thereby achieving the same effect 25 2
footlog. With a series of these structures placed end to end, it was
possible to cross a low wet area that was too wide to span by felling
a tree. This concept is based on the views of certain elderly people,
and on the fact that surveyors of newly-acquired Indian lands en-
countered poley bridges in virgin country and named the involved
streams afrer them. Since no vehicular rourtes are shown crossing these
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waterways on the surveyors’ maps and land plats, it is presumed the
mstallations were for foot passage onl

Footlogs and poley bridges were limited in their usefulness be-
cause at best they could only be placed on little waterways, or at
narrow spots on small rivers in the case of footlogs. And too, as noted,
they were of no value to vehicular rraffic. The problem of getting over
big streams stll had to be solved by other means when a ford was
not available or when such a site was covered by dangerous warters.
In such instances the wilderness rravellers were adept ar providing
ferriage of some means for pedestrians and horsemen. If no other
way was available, they swam the horses over and floated themselves
and their effects across on logs. Ar other tmes, as in the case of a
“lead” of rtraders’ packhorses which carried valuable goods, a crude
log raft to ferry rthis cargo would be formed. It could be poled across
or drawn backward and forward by a rope brought along for the
purpose; or, when the stream was not too wide, by a long vine which
was pulled down from trees. Another type of rafr was made by tying
tﬂgcthtr with wvines bundles of long, buoyant canes that were cut
from brakes growing by the stream.

Canoes, of course, were also used for wide, deep crossings; and on
occasions someone would construct such a facility for rhar purpose
and leave it permanently atr a passage. In other instances, a short,
stubby canoe would be hollowed from a log, with the bark being left
on the sides and botrom. Afrer usage the craft would be dragged our,
turned upside down, and concealed in the bushes by giving ir the
appearance of an old log. Benjamin Hawkins, in his Letters, tells of
crossing the Ocmulgee in 1797 at whar is now Macon by one of these
hide-away vessels. Added stability could be given these shorr, tricky
crafts by lashing two small logs to their sides.

It seems to have been a common practice for some packhorsemen
to carry collapsible leather canoes for crossing big rivers. James Adair,
who spent many years among the Indians, and William Bartram, the
boranist, tell of such devices. Somenmes travellers would acrually
kill 2 cow or steer and use a fresh hide for this sore of erafe, Lieutenant
Caleb Swan recounted sech an instance when he was sent by the gov-
ernment to accompany Alexander McGillivray and other Creek chicfs
home after the Treaty of New York in 17g0. The group returned by
sea to the St. Marys River, thence overland to the Indian country. On
reaching the Alapaha they found the river out of its banks and a half
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mile wide. Afrer waiting fruitlessly several days for the stream to sub-
side, one of the Indians killed 2 stray cow and her skin was used for

ing a canoe of the rype mentioned. A similar case was reported
by LeClerc Milfort, a Frenchman who turmed Indian countryman.
He and Chief McGillivray, on a trip from St. Marks, Florida, reached
the Ochlocknee River one cold, rainy day with no means of gerting
over thar formidable stream. Furtuu.atlr:'l}r, an Indian whom they en-
countered took a steer’s hide and devised a canoe on the spot. Further-
more, having no paddles to propel the odd vessel, the warrior volun-
teered to pull them over by swimming, and this he did for the cleven
trips which were necessary to move the travellers and their equi

As more and more travel developed, and especially afrer wvehicles
began to penetrate the wilderness, real ferries were established ar cer-
tain important crossings. These craft, almost universally called *fars,”
were apparently not pulled across streams by cables like their larer
counterparts, but were pushed with long poles or propelled by sweep-
like oars. Some of these ferries were opened by the Indians
to treaty agreements for federally sponsored roads across the Indian
country, while others were inaugurated by mixed-blood Indians or
I:-}' Indian country white men as money-making ventures. In still other

instances, however, it is 2 mystery how or by whom some of the ferries
were established. Fnr mst:nm, about 1800 Hawkins mentioned a “flat”
on the Ocmulgee, at present Macon, that was in existence several
years before ﬂn: Uml:t-i States secured permission to open a federal
road to the West through the Creek Country.

With respect to shelter ar camping sites along the way the wilder-
ness travellers were sometimes more forrunate than they were in
finding good stream-crossing facilities. Ar least this was the case on
major trails, where ar well-known encampment places it was often
possible to find refuge in huts or cabins. Apparently, Indian traders
and Redskin hunters passing to and fro along the routes put up such
structures. These havens naturally were much welcomed by travellers.
William Bartram, in one instance, after a stormy day found 2 conven-
11.‘11!: lodge on Warwoman Creek, in present Rabun Enuﬂtjr.. when he

yed up that stream in 1776 on 2 visit to the Cherokees.

The little huts and shelters at most of these stuppmg points, no
doubr, were whar pioneers called the "bark camp” and the "crawl-in.”
The former was a shoulder-high lean-to, consisting of a framework
of stakes and poles covered on the sides and top with cupped-over
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pieces of bark; while the latter was 2 miniature, pen-like cabin, made
of poles, without doors, windows or chimney, but covered with a
bark roof. By moving a portion of the roof, a would-be occupant
could crawl-in for sleep or protection from the weather.

Travellers on the lesser trails and byways were not so lucky in
finding established camping sites. In these instances they had ro sleep
in the open or prepare shelter as best they could. Colonel Hawkins,
whose duties as Indian Agent took him on many excursions through
the wilds, mentions numerous encampments in remote spots. As an
experienced hand on such jaunts he wenr as well prepared as the
exigencies permitted. During a trip in late 1796 from the Cherokees
of north Georgia to the Crecks of Alabama, he carried an cilcloth,
blankets, and some bear skins for cover and bedding. Ar one stop
during this journey, on a rainy December night, he gor himself safely
ensconced among the bear skins, after using the oilcloth and a blanket
as shelter. In the meantime each of his poorly-clad Cherokee guides
wrapped himself with a small half-worn blanket and lay down in the
open by the fire. During the night the Colonel, fearful thar the rain
would drown the fire, called out on one or two oceasions for the Indians
to throw on more wood, but he found them sleeping so soundly they
could not be aroused!

Another example of Redskin fortitnde on the trail is illustrated by
the Creek who built the skin canoe to ferry Chief MeGillivray and
Milfort across the Ochlocknee. On this occasion the reader will
recall, eleven ctrips were necessary to move the men and their equip-
age, and that the Indian swam the cold river pulling the canoe. The
transfer required so much tme the travellers ser up camp by the
stream and erected a tent which they had along. Bur the hard-worlang,
thinly-clad warrior refused an inviration vo share this shelrer, and spent
the night outside in the rain. His remarkable excuse for this choice
rested on the claim that he was in disgrace among the Indians for
stealing.

As the country unfolded, actual inns with facilities for meals and
lodging began to open on some of the major backeountry thorough-
fares. Despite the euphemistic ttle of “houses of entertainment” these
innovations offered only the rudest of accommodations. Curiously,
though, there seems to have been more complaints against the food
at such places than at the lodging facilities. Perhaps on a cold, wet
night 2 guest who was grateful for the privilege of sleeping on the
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floor in front of a fire would rebel at paying high prices for food
which was not as well cooked as that wlm:h mnght have been prepared
at a camp beside the trail. When stages began running, these inns
became known as “public stops”; or as “stands” because it was cus-
tomary to change horses at such places,

There 1s much in literature abour these frontier hostels, but two
other forgotten facilities of the wilderness routes should be mentioned
here. These were roadside “stock pens” or “feeding stadons,” and
“wagon lots.,” The former were fenced-in enclosures which enterpris-
ing individuals set up for nightly renting to passing drovers who were
conducting their animals—cartle, horses, mules or hogs—to market.
In north Georgia especially such facilides were once common, even
in the Cherokee days, for use of Kentucky and Tennessee stoclanen
who regularly took their animals southward during the fall and winter
to find buyers in middle Georgia and South Carolina. These pens were
profitable to the owners because they gave the added o purtumt}r of
selling corn and forage to the cartlemen. The valleys of north Georgia
were fertle and highly productve in corn raising. This area thus had
the capacity to produce a surplus of that grain, bur It Wis Unnecessary
to haul the commodity to remote settlements for sale—the purchasers
were 2 moving market that annually came to the door of the raiser.

“Wagon lots” were interesting facilities which could be found on the
great arterial emigrant routes across Georgia. One of these installations,
consisting of a cabin or so, with an adjacent lot or pen, was rented out
on an overnight basis to an emigrant who wanted shelver for his family
and a secure place to rest and feed his stock. Such facilities, of course,
were the forerunners of today’s tourist motor courts.

The problem of secuning enough food on the primitive routes was
an ever-present question for wayfarers. They rarely seemed ro have
enough provisions, and while there are few or no records of actual
starvation along the old ways there are numbers of accounts about
hunger. Even such experienced roamers as Colonel Hawkins had trou-
ble keeping in supplies. These hardships no doubt arose from the poor
facilities for preserving food in the early days when no canned goods
and packaged foods were available to be opened with a flick of the
hand. The usual provisions carried were of the simplest: corn meal,
hominy, parched corn, dried peaches, salt, chesmuts, cured pork,
dried beef, and so on. Coffee and sugar were luxuries in frontier days
and were apparently httle used on the traces, although most campers
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of today would hardly think of an outdoor trip without these staples.
Wild game, on the basis of actual accounts, was harder to secure than
one would think today; and furthermore the hours spent in huntung
had ro be deducted from travelling time. Some victuals could be se-
cured by barter with Indians, and both William Bartram and Colonel
Hawkins sometimes carried small trade goods for just such occasions.
Among the foods which the latter once secured from the Cherokees
were “ground peas,” which, of course, in our vernacular means

nuts. Cunously cm:mgh thnugh this nut is supposed to be of foreign

origin and there is lintle in literature to explain why “ground peas”
were being raised ar an early date by Gmrgm Indians.

Bur the rravellers not only had the problem of keeping themselves
supplied with food: those who were accompanied by horses also had
the added responsibility of finding subsistence for their stock. This
task was not easy in the country beyond the fronder. Ir was usually
not feasible to carry along grain and fodder and, it may surpnisc the
reader, there was relatvely little grass to be found. As a forested
region, carly Georgia offered scant space for grass, except in an occa-
sional sevanna, or in the open pinelands of the southern parts where
wiregrass grew. Furthermore, except among the later Cherokees, it
was not often possible to buy corn, even in Indian settlements, because
this grain was pnmarily produced as a human food and was usopally
not available in sufficient quantities to feed horses. In the main the
only forage was found in the cane that bordered many streams. There
were two kinds of this important vegetadon: “long cane” of the
fishing pole type that grew in the big river swamps; and reed cane, a
shoulder high variety that flourished in dense beds along branch heads
and small ereeks. This last rype was by far the most important to the
rraveller because of its extensive availability and because its leaves,
the edible part, stayed green all winter.

For wayfarers with a large number of horses, such as the Indian
traders’ packhorse train, it was essential to arrange periodic stops at
spots where canebrakes could be found. As a result of this practice,
it is reasonable to conclude that the availability of cane along the way
was one factor which influenced the location of the grear arterial
trading paths, scgments of which are retained ro this day as parts of
our highway system.

On the nightly stops in the wilds, it was customary to turn the
horses loose in the canebrakes for browsing. The owners, however,












