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19- THE KENNEDY CLAN

by George N. Reynolds



It all started, so far as Kentucky is concerned, when 39 men under Daniel Boone, wielding keen axes, cut their way early in 1775 through the forests from what is now the eastern border of Tennessee through the Cumberland Gap and on to the Kentucky River to create the historic Wilderness Road.


One of those men was John Kennedy, a Revolutionary War soldier.


During that summer, while Boone was building his first small fort on the site of Boonesborough, as it later became known, Kennedy raised a crop of corn near what is now Paint Lick.  In 1779, when Boone's larger and stronger fort was built, Kennedy also constructed a station where he had raised his corn.


And thus was launched one of the most controversial family histories in the annals of Kentucky.


John Kennedy was soon joined by his four brothers-Thomas, David, Andrew and Joseph-who also had large land claims.  John, Joseph and Thomas had been at the Battle of xxxxx xxxxx in 1774.  Joseph Kennedy also built a station, on the headwaters of Drake Creek.


The family was fairly well established by 1792, when Indians attacked John Kennedy's fort.  Two pioneers were killed and the Indians succeeded in setting the fort on fire, but Joseph's wife, Agnes, put out the blaze while the men fought.


The Kennedy's historically were fighters.  One of their battles, described blow by blow, has been recorded many times-and an unusual "monument" memorializes it.


During the years that followed the early settlements, the area developed rapidly.  The state of Kentucky was formed and organized a government.  So did the large county of Madison, where the Kennedy's lived.


John Kennedy was killed by Indians near Cumberland Gap and Joseph captured while on a trip to Virginia.  Joseph later gained his freedom.


Thomas and Joseph were named members of the convention which drew up Kentucky's first constitution and were among the 25 who voted down a move to repeal a section sanctioning slavery-a significant fact, in view of later developments.  Thomas also was a member of the legislative committee which chose Frankfort as the state capital.


The Kennedy's were leaders in Madison County affairs.  Joseph served a term as sheriff and Thomas was one of the county's first justices of the peace.  The early county seat was at Milford, but a strong faction in favor of moving it eastwards came into power and word got around that the county court was to be moved.


This action thoroughly aroused the Kennedy clan and others who lived in the southwestern part of the county.  So one court morning, 300 armed men led by Thomas, David and Andrew Kennedy marched on Milford to prevent the court from moving.


They were too late.  Judge Green Clay, his brother Thomas and Robert Rodes had convened court with Sheriff Archibald Woods at sunrise and immediately adjourned to "the ridge near John Miller's barn and brick kiln," and proceeded with the first of many court sessions in the barn, resulting in the founding of the town of Richmond.  But the Kennedy's were hard to convince that the move had been made.  Thomas had ridden into Milford swearing that the court must stay there, then ordered a round of drinks for all his men.


Eventually persuaded that the court, had indeed already moved, the Kennedy faction was infuriated.  David Kennedy, a huge tough man with a reputation of a bully, "offered to whip anybody in favor of the (court) removal.


No one volunteered for some time, and "Bully Dave" continued his oration, waxing more eloquent as he warmed up to his subject.  Finally, William Kerley stepped forward and consented to "fight him in the stray pen, if nobody interferes."


Kerley said that his hair was too long, so the fight was delayed until both men were given crew haircuts.  Then they were well greased and strode into the rock strewn stock pen and the fight was on.


It was a typical bloody frontier brawl.  Kerley soon got Kennedy down, straddled him and methodically began pounding his head against the rocks while the blood flowed.


Inadvertently, he allowed Kennedy to get a "lockjaw grip" on his left forefinger with his teeth.  Kennedy clamped down hard, Kerley yanked with all his strength, freeing his finger.  But the flesh was stripped from the bone.


Despite that setback, Kerley kept his advantage and, apparently, would have killed Kennedy had not the latter's brother in law and second, Hugh Ross, stooped near the winner's ear and whispered "Enough!"


"Bully Dave" was badly beaten, but the fight had brought the court issue to a head and the dissatisfied crowd immediately started to do something about it.  Results were quick.  The state approved the splitting away of the southwestern part of Madison County.


The "monument" which resulted from that fight was the Garrard County courthouse.
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