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20- 'GENERAL TOM' KENNEDY

by George N. Reynolds


Best known of all the Kennedy clan was "General Tom" Kennedy, a born leader and shrewd businessman made famous by a remarkable variety of activities.


Before his death he had amassed 7000 acres of land and owned about 200 slaves.  His imposing brick mansion, built about three miles from the present site of Paint Lick, overlooked a typical sprawling Kentucky plantation.


From the founding of Madison County and later of Garrard he held a variety of offices, serving 25 years in the state legislature as a senator from Garrard.  He was one of Boonesborough's first trustees.


He was a member of the Garrard County Court in the trial at which the county's first death penalty was imposed, when "Phoebe, a woman of color," was hanged for killing "the infant son of the above named James Harvey Rainey."


Gen. Kennedy, a veteran Indian fighter who once was captured by the redskins when one of his four brothers was killed, served in the state's first constitutional convention and helped to choose Frankfort as the state capital.


An enthusiastic sportsman, he was one of the first, if not the first, to introduce thoroughbred racing to Kentucky, which was to become the world center of that sport and industry.


Gen. Kennedy had his own private track and many races were run there, with entries from all over the Blue Grass.  Norman, his Negro jockey who was four feet, three inches tall and weighed only 80 pounds, lived to be 110 years old and in later years described many of the events at the Kennedy plantation.


This plantation was to become known nationally through the nation's most fantastically successful literary work.


Despite his many achievements, Gen. Tom Kennedy was, in the words of one historian, "a turbulent man, tyrannical and harsh, a gambler, a man whom legend and tradition do not favor."


Although he apparently was lenient with his slaves on most occasions, records show that his family was not always so, and indicate that once the general freed a slave but the Negro was followed to Richmond by other members of the family, mistreated, bound and returned forcibly to the plantation.


It was the custom in Kennedy's time for drovers, driving livestock up Boone's trail to the Kentucky River and passing near his mansion, to stop over there.  Hospitality usually abounded, but one drover, William Gillespie, angered his host and died for it.


Gillespie, who's pockets were heavy with money received for his last delivery of livestock, was anxious to increase his monetary load, insisted on staying overnight at Kennedy's residence.  Seemingly on playing poker with Gen. Kennedy, who apparently was extremely talented at the game.


Kennedy was reluctant to play, believing that two-handed poker was a poor game.  Still Gillespie insisted, and finally the general agreed.  Lewis Clarke, a semi-free slave who later was to become known to millions of people under a different name, was kept awake to serve drinks to the players.


The game started, and as the hours wore on Gillespie lost steadily, eventually dropping all of his money.  At the same time, he lost his temper, accused Kennedy of cheating and the two paired off at sunrise for an affair of honor punctuated with pistol fire.


There were no seconds.  The signal to fire was the drop of a white handkerchief by Clarke.  The Kentucky Gazette of Oct 25, 1794 reported the incident this way:


"The event took place in the general's own yard.  Gillespie was on the first fire mortally wounded and died the next day.  Kennedy escaped injury, the bullet passing through his clothes under the left arm.


Kennedy and Clarke carried the dying Gillespie into the house and placed him on the floor of a third story bedroom.  Then Clarke was sent to Paint Lick for a doctor, but whey they returned Gillespie had bled to death.


For many years after Gen. Kennedy's death, a legend persisted that the old plantation house was haunted.  Weird sounds and lights were reported there at night.  Negroes traditionally shunned the place, although in later years a colored family resided there much to the surprise of Garrard County generally.


For until the old house finally crumbled and was cleared away, a dark stain in the exact shape of a man's body marked the floor of a third story bedroom.
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