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CHILD OF THE

SOUTHERN FRONTIER

[T]o ignore the frontier and time in setting up a conception of the social
state of the Old South is to abandon reality. For the history of the South
throughout a very great part of the period from the opening of the nine-
teenth century to the Civil War . . . is mainly the history of the roll of fron-
tier upon frontier—and on to the frontier beyond.

—W. J. Cash, The Mind of the South

T he Old South is more an idea than a place or a time. In the popular
mind it conjures up images of white-columned plantation houses sur-
rounded by moss-bound oaks, magnolias, dogwoods, and azaleas in
bloom, vast fields of cotton, gangs of slaves, and the full range of char-
acters straight out of Gone with the Wind. Perhaps that is why it is
almost irresistible to think of Doc Holliday as the scion of a plantation
family or why one biographer could not resist characterizing him as
“aristocracy’s outlaw.”1 His story is infused with what might be called
the Southern mystique as thoroughly and profoundly as it is with the
legend of the last frontier. And so, the man behind the myth is both
magnified and obscured by a double distortion.

Ironically, from the beginning John Henry Holliday was as much a
child of the frontier as he was of the Old South. Indeed, he lived most
of his youth on what was even then known as the Southern frontier.
Georgia was the youngest of the original thirteen colonies, and
although the young country of which it was part had pushed westward
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all the way to the Pacific Ocean by the time he was born, John Henry’s
childhood was spent in the red-clay country of Georgia only a few
years distant from the time that the region was the domain of the
Creek Nation. When the course of the Civil War persuaded his father
that he should move his family beyond the reach of General William
Tecumseh Sherman’s armies, the young John Henry was transplanted
into the piney woods and wiregrass of southwest Georgia, a thinly
populated region of subsistence farmers and free grazers until the rail-
road gave it life and opened up economic opportunities in much the
same way that the railroad generated the boomtowns of the last West.

Despite its ambitious claims, Georgia entered the nineteenth cen-
tury still largely the homeland of the Creeks and the Cherokees. The
tidewater region was already shifting its economic base from rice and
indigo to the Sea Island cotton that would revitalize slavery and bring
prosperity to the state, but the tidewater could not hold the burgeon-
ing population. Restless settlers were pushing west along rivers into
the interior, mindless of the claims of the natives and certain of their
own “right” to be there.2

There was a Celtic edge on the invasion. Willful, sensate sorts, the
Scots, the Irish, and the Scots-Irish generated a “Cracker” culture
marked by fighting, drinking, gambling, fishing, hunting, idleness, and
independence. They faced Georgia’s frontier with the same leisurely
attitudes of their Scottish and Irish forebears, and the open-range tra-
dition they brought with them moved them into the interior before
the agricultural potential was fully realized and created a values system
at odds with the stern Yankee Puritanism and nascent capitalism that
held sway to the north.3

At the heart of this Southern society was a fierce determination of
its people to resist restrictions on their independence and movement.
Their belligerence first manifested itself in their contest with the Indi-
ans. The Creeks did not call white Georgians E-cun-nau-nux-ulgee
(People-greedily-grasping-after-land) for nothing.4 Settlers assumed a
right to go where they chose, and Georgia was perpetually a thorn in
the side of not only the natives but federal Indian policy as well. In the
nineteenth century, Georgia developed a liberal land lottery system
for the distribution of land as an incentive to dispossession of the Indi-
ans, and in the first four decades of the 1800s, sixty-nine counties were
created, while the population soared from 162,000 to 691,000.5
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By November 1827, the last claims of the Creeks were ceded at
the second Treaty of Indian Springs not far from where John Henry
would be born, and Georgia turned its sights on the Cherokees as the
last obstacle to Georgia’s sovereignty over lands within its boundaries.
The Cherokees attempted to avoid the fate of other tribes through
acculturation. They sought to avoid being labeled as “savages” by
adopting “civilized” ways. The Cherokees had a written constitution,
their own alphabet, a newspaper, schools, an elected legislature, and a
permanent capitol at New Echota. Georgia ignored constitutional
restrictions on its powers to deal with the Indian tribes and declared
on December 28, 1828, that the Cherokee Nation was part of Georgia
and subject to its laws. Later, even after the U.S. Supreme Court took
a hand in restraining its excesses, Georgia ignored court edicts as well
as treaty rights and began the process of overrunning Cherokee lands
and suppressing Cherokee laws. Following the discovery of gold in
North Georgia in 1829 and the passage of the Indian Removal Act in
1830, the state ordered Cherokee lands to be surveyed in 1831, divided
the region into ten new counties the following year, and gave away the
land to whites in the Cherokee Lottery of 1833.6

Georgia then proceeded to confiscate Cherokee lands, occupy New
Echota, and destroy Sequoya’s newspaper, the Cherokee Phoenix, because
of its opposition to removal. The federal government, rather than
Georgia, eventually capitulated. Notwithstanding the Supreme Court’s
clear decisions in favor of the Cherokees, President Andrew Jackson
refused to enforce the high court’s rulings.7 After the Georgians
invaded Cherokee lands, tribal leaders appealed to Jackson directly,
and he—wrongly—told them he could do nothing. When he failed to
side with the Indians, the tribe divided into two factions: one accept-
ing removal as the lesser of evils, the other determined to fight on.

Although the vast majority of Cherokees, led by John Ross, flatly
opposed removal, federal authorities met with the treaty party led by
Major Ridge at New Echota on December 19, 1835, and negotiated
the sale of the Cherokee domain of eight million acres for $5 million,
despite death threats against the treaty signers by the majority. When
Ross’s faction refused to migrate, the federal government sent General
Winfield Scott to forcibly remove the remaining Cherokees. Eventu-
ally, thirteen thousand men, women, and children were rounded up
and herded west to the Indian Territory on the Trail of Tears.8
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The Holliday family was a beneficiary of that tragic story. John
Henry’s father, Henry Burroughs Holliday, was a self-made man—
Andrew Jackson’s “common man”—the kind of man nineteenth-
century Americans celebrated.9 His people were plain folk in the Old
South. Henry’s paternal great-grandfather, William Holliday, was one
of three Scotch-Irish brothers who immigrated to America from Ire-
land sometime after 1750. He settled in the Laurens District of South
Carolina, while his brothers, “objecting to settle in slave states,”
moved north, as Henry later recalled. William and his sons fought in
the American Revolution with the “hero of Hornet’s Nest,” Elijah
Clarke, and took their first lands in Wilkes County, Georgia, from
bounties for that service.10

Later, William Jr., Henry’s grandfather, returned to Laurens
County, South Carolina. There, his son, Robert Alexander Holliday,
met and later married Rebecca Burroughs, whose father had also fought
with Elijah Clarke in the American Revolution. Henry Holliday was
born to them on March 11, 1819, the first of eleven children.11 After
his father’s death, Robert relocated to Anderson County, South Caro-
lina, and in 1831 he followed opportunity into Georgia with his family
and eight slaves. He opened a tavern on the road between Newnan and
Decatur near Fayetteville and eventually bought an eight-hundred-
acre farm in Fayette County, which was part of the old Creek Nation.
Over the years, he enlarged his holdings and became a respected and
well-known citizen.12

Like most white Georgians, emboldened by President Jackson’s
support of the state’s position, the Hollidays saw the Cherokee removal
as inevitable and right. The bulk of General Scott’s force consisted of
volunteers from Georgia, Tennessee, and North Carolina. On May 12,
1838, young Henry, still shy of twenty, enlisted in Fayetteville as a sec-
ond lieutenant in Captain John D. Stell’s company of the First Geor-
gia Volunteers to help effect the final removal of the Cherokees from
Georgia.13 By May 26, 1838, Scott began operations. He urged the
troops to act with humanity and mercy, but a contemporary observer
reported that “[i]n most cases the humane injunctions of the com-
manding general were disregarded.”14

It was disagreeable duty at best, taking men from their fields,
women from the hearth, and children from play to push them at gun-
point to relocation centers, but many of the undisciplined and ill-
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trained militiamen seemed to enjoy the duty too much, taunting their
captives and not allowing them time even to gather clothes and other
items from their homes for the journey. A motley rabble followed
behind the troops, burning homes and crops or moving into cabins to
eat the food still cooking over the fires and to plunder the farms
before the former owners were out of sight. Z. A. Zile, a Georgia mili-
tia officer who later served as a colonel in the Confederate army,
would recall, “I fought through the civil war and have seen men shot
to pieces and slaughtered by thousands, but the Cherokee removal was
the cruelest work I ever knew.”15

The Cherokees were held in makeshift stockades where sanitary
conditions were awful and sickness and despair set in quickly. By June
18, General Charles Floyd of the Georgia militia reported to Gover-
nor George M. Troup that the only Cherokees left in Georgia were
prisoners. General Scott now dismissed all troops save his regular
army units, and the youthful Holliday, not yet twenty years old, was
discharged with his company at New Echota on June 20. Having done
his part to start the Cherokees west on their Trail of Tears, Henry
received 160 acres of land in Pike County for his scant service and
turned his thoughts to his own future.16

The rich red clay of the region was slowly freed from the forest by
the sweat of white men and black men and turned under to become
the new heart of Georgia’s cotton belt. The luxuriant Sea Island cot-
ton would not grow well there, but the cotton gin made short-staple
cotton practical and profitable. These developments allowed cotton to
flourish in the upcountry, but Georgia’s economy was much more
diverse than popular myth allows. Corn, wheat, oats, rice, tobacco,
sweet potatoes, molasses, honey, butter, horses, mules, sheep, cattle,
and swine completed a remarkably diverse agrarian way of life. White
settlers poured into the new country of the piedmont, and early ar-
rivals like the Hollidays made the most of their opportunities in the
new country they had confiscated.17 Henry settled at the new town of
Griffin.

But if Henry Holliday was the product of the forces that glorified
the common man in the “age of Jackson,” his was also a society driven
by notions of honor, manhood, family, and community. Henry could
claim no genteel tradition. There is much in the myth of the Old South
about class. Both the cavalier tradition and the Northern critique of
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Southern life assume a rigid class system in the South similar to the
class structure of Georgian England.18

Despite the pretensions of some, it was always largely a fiction in
much of the Old South. This is not to say that there were no social
distinctions, but that they have been misunderstood. In the first place,
there were simply too many planters who wore white gloves to hide
the calloused hands that betrayed their common origins and who
shared values with the great bulk of ordinary Southerners. Outside of
Virginia and a slender strip of tidewater through the Carolinas and
Georgia, inherited wealth and position simply did not exist. The great
heart of the Cotton Kingdom was frontier. There, rank, and even
wealth, were not controlling factors in the measure of men. As was
true on other frontiers, the great virtues and marks of distinction were
more personal. Courage, strength, conviviality, ability with weapons,
skill at cards, keeping one’s word, a readiness to defend one’s honor,
and even the ability to hold one’s liquor were just as important.19

Ironically, black slavery preserved a certain egalitarianism among
whites. As W. J. Cash pointed out long ago, one of the oddities of the
“peculiar institution” was that slavery served as a leveler that preserved
independence and individualism and prevented the development of a
rigid class system among whites. Middling and even poor whites were
neither directly exploited by the Southern aristocracy nor dependent
on it. The result, Cash noted, was “the almost complete disappear-
ance of economic and social focus on the part of the masses. One
simply did not have to get on in this world in order to achieve secu-
rity, independence, or value in one’s estimation and in that of one’s
fellows.”20

For people like Henry Holliday, then, there was no real sense of
social or economic limitation. His people were plain folk, and he lacked
both the learning and piety of gentility. But Holliday nurtured the sense
of honor, self-worth, magnanimity, and independence needed to forge
a place for himself in the upcountry environment while he speculated
in land and sought other economic opportunities. He acquired town
lots and farmlands as the base for economic security, but, more impor-
tant, he gained acceptance among his neighbors as a tough but fair-
minded and honorable man.

Reputation was everything in the Old South. The opinion of others
was a measure of inner worth. Virtue, honor, valor, and respect simply
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did not exist apart from the view of a man in the minds of other men.
Some of the truculence for which Henry Holliday would be remem-
bered by those who knew him doubtless arose from the aggressiveness
and steadfastness that Southerners expected of leaders, but he also
exhibited the attention to manners, courtesy, and hospitality that the
social order demanded of community leaders. External, public factors
established personal worth, and Henry made a place for himself in
that milieu.

Making a place for oneself in the antebellum South was a different
process from making a place for oneself in New England or other points
north. It was less about capital success, sobriety, piety, class conscious-
ness, and the Puritan work ethic than about sociability, honor, man-
liness, and loyalty to family and neighbors. It was a difference that
puzzled Northerners, who dismissed Southerners as a profligate, lazy,
and peculiarly violent species. Still, undeniably, Northerners were
drawn to, if not charmed by, a warmhearted grace in their social inter-
course that was lacking in the more sober, cautious, reasoned, and dig-
nified Yankee ethic.21

Southerners assumed a harsh life, and fate was a part of it. They
ordered life with a code of honor, a code rooted not so much in con-
science as in pride. Honor imposed duties on every man. It called for
self-restraint. It demanded courtesy toward others, even enemies, that
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sometimes struck outsiders as hypocrisy. And yet it allowed, even
demanded, room to act impulsively to defend one’s reputation and
self-esteem. In the nineteenth century, especially among the middling
and working classes, evangelical Christianity modified the foundations
of the code for some to demand a higher standard of moral virtue with
respect to such matters as fighting, drinking, and gambling, but South-
ern honor retained a distinctive character in which sociability and
manliness were paramount and manifested, respectively, in loyalty to
community and in personal independence.22

There was a martial air, what might even be called a warrior spirit,
that prevailed in the South, and it fed the imagery of violence. Some
observers attributed it to the dehumanizing impact of slavery, but
recent historians credit the Celtic heritage and its peculiar notions of
honor and individuality as the primary culprit.23 Whatever the source,
Southern individualism, independence, and codes of honor meant,
practically, as Cash put it, that every Southerner regardless of station
was prepared to “knock hell out of whoever dared to cross him.”24

Here was the origin of the brawling, dueling, and lynching that existed
in the Old South to a greater degree than elsewhere, but here, too,
was the harbinger of nobility, romanticism, and patriotism that made
the Southerner a formidable fighting man in defense of family, com-
munity, and country.

In 1846, with the eruption of the Mexican War, Southerners flocked
to the colors. Henry Holliday traveled to Columbus, Georgia, on the
Chattahoochee River, with a company of men from Griffin who called
themselves Fannin’s Avengers, after the martyred Colonel James Fan-
nin, a former Georgian whose command had been massacred in 1836
at Goliad during the Texas revolution. Holliday was commissioned a
second lieutenant in Company I, and his company served in the regi-
ment of Colonel Henry R. Jackson of Savannah.25 They were soon
bound for Mexico, where Jackson’s regiment was in the thick of the
fight with General Zachary Taylor at Monterrey and served with dis-
tinction at Veracruz and Jalapa under General Scott. Discharged at
Jalapa on June 1, 1847, Henry Holliday continued to serve as a clerk
in the army’s Commissary Department for a time.26

When Holliday returned to Griffin, he revealed a side of himself
that might not have shown itself easily through his rough exterior. He
brought with him a Mexican boy named Francisco Hidalgo, who had
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been orphaned by the war, and took him into his household, though at
the time Henry was still a bachelor.27 That was about to change, how-
ever. Henry had his eye on Alice Jane McKey, the nineteen-year-old
daughter of William Land McKey and Jane Cloud McKey, whose
Indian Creek cotton plantation attested to the family’s prominence
and success. How and when they met is not evident from the record,
but that Alice Jane responded to his courtship was a coup for Henry,
ten years her senior, and evidence of his progress toward goals that
satisfied his prospective in-laws as well as himself. Henry and Alice
Jane were married on January 8, 1849, and the couple moved into a
house on Tinsley Street north of the railroad tracks in Griffin.28

Alice Jane brought added respectability to Henry. Like the Holli-
days, her parents had moved to Georgia from South Carolina. By
1849, they were well-known and respected citizens of Henry County.
Her father was well-born himself, while her grandfather, Joseph Cloud,
was a member of one of the wealthiest slaveholding and landholding
families in the region, owning property for a distance of more than
fifty miles from Stone Mountain to Griffin. Henry’s acceptance by the
McKeys was itself evidence of his growing reputation and success.29

Henry settled into married life at Griffin as a druggist and began
to build a reasonably good life for his aristocratic wife and himself. He
was soon a prominent citizen, noted as a hard-nosed businessman and
a quick-tempered adversary. Griffin prospered, benefiting from a rail-
road line that ran from Atlanta to Macon and from the slaves who
worked the surrounding cotton fields. It soon became a central point
for shipping cotton. Its future seemed bright if not certain.30 Henry
grew with the town, speculating in land and eventually acquiring
forty-six plots within the town limits and hundreds of acres in the
county as well as potential railroad properties in other parts of the
state.

By all accounts, Alice Jane was a refined, genteel, and pious woman,
as befitted her background, a wife devoted to her husband and com-
mitted to charity and church. Reared a Methodist, she joined the Pres-
byterian church in Griffin to bring the family together in matters of
faith, although she never personally embraced the doctrine of predes-
tination. Henry had married well, and she gave him the kind of home
that enhanced his social position as well as fostered the family Henry
wanted.31
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They wasted little time. On December 3, 1849, Alice Jane gave
birth to their first child, Martha Eleanora, one day before President
Zachary Taylor angered Southerners by proposing the admission of
California and New Mexico as states without territorial status first.32

Like the compromise that took shape in Congress over the next few
months, little Martha was frail and brought only a brief period of joy
to her parents. On June 12, 1850, she died and was buried at the small
cemetery in Griffin.33 The grieving couple was surrounded by the
extended families of Hollidays and McKeys. John Stiles Holliday,
Henry’s younger brother, was a prominent Fayetteville citizen, med-
ical doctor, and businessman, with a growing family of his own. Alice
Jane’s parents were also nearby. Childhood death was a fact of life in
those days; five of Henry’s brothers and sisters had died before the age
of ten. So the young couple coped and planned to try again.

The infant Compromise of 1850 was in trouble, too, by August
14, 1851, when a second child, a son, was born to Henry and Alice
Jane. The boy was likely delivered by John, who came down from
Fayetteville for the occasion. They named him John Henry Holliday,
after his uncle and father, and he became the center of their world.
The Holliday family was both large and close, so John Henry’s birth
was a major event in the life of the whole family. As the eldest son of
the eldest son, young John Henry was destined to play a large role in
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family life. As he was the primary heir, the guardianship of the family’s
good name would one day fall into his charge. The Hollidays cele-
brated and made plans for the future in light of this new birth.34

One family source—and curiously only one—recalled that John
Henry was born with a cleft palate.35 Mary Cowperwaithe Fulton
Holliday, the wife of John Henry’s cousin Robert Alexander Holliday
(and a person who never met John Henry herself ), reportedly wrote
that the “most distressed” John Stiles Holliday consulted with his col-
league and cousin by marriage, the renowned Dr. Crawford W. Long,
who assisted him in the delicate surgery closing John Henry’s cleft pal-
ate, using ether as an anesthesia.36 If true, this was an extraordinary
event that should have made news throughout the country, not only
for Long, who was involved in a public controversy about the use of
ether at the time, but also for Holliday, who would have won acco-
lades for the successful delicate surgery.

In 1842, Long had removed a small cystic tumor from the neck of
a patient using ether, but he published no paper on his discovery. In
1846, Dr. John Collins Warren of Massachusetts General Hospital
experimented with ether, and in November of that year, Henry J.
Bigelow published an article in the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal
announcing to the world the successful use of ether as an anesthesia.
The reputations of Warren and Bigelow gave the procedure credibil-
ity, and they were heralded as the discoverers of ether’s anesthetic
powers.37

Once the Bigelow article had been published, Long tried, after the
fact, to assert his own claim as the discoverer of ether’s use as an anes-
thesia. Long blamed his failure to act earlier on a “very laborious
country practice,” and, once his discovery became public in Jackson
County where he lived at the time, his practice fell off, he suffered
some community ostracism, and one local elder told him that “if he
should have a mistake and kill someone with ether, there was not a
doubt but that he would be lynched.” But by 1851 he was involved in a
very public controversy with Warren and Bigelow on the subject. His
use of ether at an early date would eventually be verified and recog-
nized, but because he did not publish a report of his discovery, the
medical community did not, as the leading medical historian William
H. Welch said, “assign to him any influence upon the historical devel-
opment of our knowledge of surgical anesthesia or any share in its
introduction to the world at large.”38 Regardless, in 1851 he was still
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very much involved in an effort to assert his claim, and success in an
operation as complex as cleft palate surgery on an infant would have
been a noteworthy accomplishment in any case.

Long was living in Atlanta in 1851 and, at least theoretically, would
have been available for such a procedure, although no contemporary
source has yet been found to confirm it. This seems a little odd, be-
cause Long had learned the hard way the importance of reporting
medical breakthroughs. Cleft palate surgery on an infant using ether
was a formidable challenge, requiring better than average skill and
luck as well as specialized tools. The surviving papers of Long, which
detail many of his operations—most less significant than the compli-
cated procedures of cleft palate surgery—contain no hint of such an
operation, even though he was publicizing his discoveries, document-
ing examples of their use, and emphasizing their importance during
the very time when the operation would have occurred.39

A successful cleft palate surgery on a small child was certainly news-
worthy—and under anesthesia, extraordinary and groundbreaking.
Several innovations were introduced between 1844, when Sir William
Fergusson first outlined operative procedures for cleft palate surgery
“founded on anatomical and physiological data,” and 1877, when
Francis Mason published his work “On Harelip and Cleft Palate,” but
notably the first successful cleft palate surgery under anesthesia was
not reported until a physician named Buzzard announced his use of
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chloroform in 1868.40 If Holliday and Long did perform such an oper-
ation on John Henry, it was a major event, and, in light of his previous
battles to gain recognition for his work, Long’s failure to publish
reports of it was inexplicable.

Cleft palate surgeries were performed as early as possible because
of the complications of feeding infants caused by the condition and
because of possible speech impediments occasioned by waiting until
after a child began to speak before operating. The latter consideration
argued for surgery before the second birthday, but surgery within the
first several months was discouraged because of the shock to the
infant’s system, the belief that small children did not “bear the loss of
blood well,” and the simple fact that early efforts often failed to close
the cleft satisfactorily.41 Given the complexity of the surgery, the spe-
cialized knowledge and tools required, and the complications of using
anesthesia on an infant at that point in time, such a procedure would
have been virtually impossible outside of a hospital or without receiv-
ing public notice.

If such a surgery was performed on John Henry, it would have cer-
tainly happened in 1851 or early in 1852 at the latest, because Long
moved to Athens, Georgia, in 1852. If John Henry was born with a
cleft palate, it was never obvious in the photographs of him, even as a
baby (the earliest of which was almost certainly taken before any sur-
gery could have occurred). Of course, a posterior cleft would not have
affected the lip or the upper jaw and would not have created a facial
deformity. According to Mary Holliday, the cleft “extended to, but not
through, his lip.”

No convincing evidence exists to support the claim of a cleft pal-
ate. Still, the possibility of such a surgery must be considered because
of the potential impact on both his physical and social development. If
he did suffer from such an impediment, it doubtlessly affected him in
two ways: first, by tying him closer to his mother and delaying the
“dropping of the slips”—the point, usually about age four, when boys
began to wear pants—and, second, by causing him to be, in the words
of Mary Holliday, “somewhat self-conscious” and “withdrawn.” This
would help to explain the child’s distance from his father and a percep-
tion of Doc as a “mama’s boy.”42 Unfortunately, the weight of evidence
does not provide any real support for the claim.

John Henry was baptized on March 21, 1852, at the Griffin Pres-
byterian Church.43 By then, Spalding County had been created, and
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Henry Holliday had become the first clerk of the superior court.44 As
he prepared to take office in December 1851, a state convention con-
vened at Milledgeville to consider Georgia’s course in light of the
Compromise of 1850. On December 10, the attendees agreed to abide
by the compromise but warned against further encroachments against
slavery.45 The following year saw the compromise jeopardized, and
although Franklin Pierce was elected president supporting it, the
Free-Soil Party and the controversy surrounding Harriet Beecher
Stowe’s best-selling Uncle Tom’s Cabin guaranteed that the issue had
not been resolved. Men clung to the hope that it could be amicably
settled but feared it would not be. And in it all, Southern solidarity
was growing with a widespread perception that the South’s way of life
was under siege.

As the linchpin of Southern society, slavery involved much more
than morality or even economics. In the South—indeed, in the coun-
try at large—the issue was not so much the effect of slavery on blacks
but its effect on whites.46 What was at stake was the very balance of
white society, the shattering of all the social conundrums of Southern
life, and the anticipated reordering of the Southern way of life from
top to bottom along the lines of the hated Yankee model. If Southern-
ers rationalized the evils of slavery, they did so by making the contest
one of honor, principle, and will. To the forefront rushed all the per-
sonal pride, individualism, and community solidarity that transcended
class and welded together a fervent belief that the coming conflict was
above all self-defense.47

Henry’s stance on the issues can only be assumed based on his ris-
ing position in the community. Though he was not a planter, he did
own slaves, and the perceived threat to Southern institutions jeopard-
ized his upward mobility. Moreover, he shared popular views about
Southern rights and Yankee meddling. Ever the individualist anxious
to improve his lot and that of his family, Henry doubtless measured
his future in terms of Southern unity. There was honor at stake, a way
of life, and the images of Henry that have passed down the corridors
of family remembrance are reminiscent of a contemporary portrait of
the Mississippian Sargent Prentiss:

Instant in resentment, and bitter in his animosities, yet magnani-
mous to forgive when reparation had been made . . . [t]here was no
littleness about him. Even toward an avowed enemy he was open and
manly, and bore himself with a sort of antique courtesy and knightly
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hostility, in which self-respect mingled with respect for his foe, except
when contempt was mixed with hatred, and then no words can con-
vey any sense of the intensity of his scorn.48

The future that Henry sought for himself and his family was linked
to the social order that had spawned him. Honor was separate neither
from responsibility nor from safety for family and society. And the
very solidarity of viewpoint that he shared with his neighbors and
kinsmen gave to him and to them a sense of confidence and power, so
that there was no loss of optimism about the future, only a fierce, res-
olute determination to ensure that it would not be disrupted. So then,
Henry set his eyes on the tasks at hand, the practical matters of busi-
ness and family, and he was unwilling to sacrifice the present with fears
about the future.

Alice Jane’s mother died on January 26, 1853, beginning an event-
ful year that would involve other changes.49 In October 1853, Henry
sold his house on Tinsley Street and bought a new home and land
northwest of Griffin near the railroad tracks.50 Little John Henry was
not yet two years old when Francisco, his name anglicized to Fran-
cisco E’Dalgo, moved out to start his own family. He married Martha
Freeman in Butts County on June 12, 1854, and settled down there.51

And even though Henry and Alice Jane had no more children after the
birth of John Henry, the house was soon full again. On November 9,
1856, William Land McKey, Alice Jane’s father, also died, and Henry
became the guardian of his wife’s minor siblings, Thomas Sylvester,
Melissa Ella, Eunice Helena, and Margaret Ann, as well as guardian of
their inheritance and his wife’s.52

Tom McKey, who was fourteen when his father died, became the
older “brother” whom John Henry idolized as he grew. John Henry
had already dropped the slips before Tom moved in. He turned six
with “bleeding Kansas” in the news. For him, though, the education of
a gentleman had begun already, both in the manners of the wellborn
taught by his mother and in the stern demands of Southern manhood
imposed by his father. Southern boys of all classes were given a sur-
prising amount of freedom as children so as not to limit their aggres-
siveness or to feminize them with a strict discipline that would break
their spirits.53

At an early age they learned independence, took to the fields and
woods, and began their tutelage in hunting, the handling of firearms,
and horseback riding. They were also taught deference to their elders
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and learned the “Sir” and “Ma’am” required of them in speaking to
adults whether highborn or low. Courtesy, spirit, and firmness were all
part of the curriculum of individualism that Southern sons learned,
but care was taken not to undermine their self-confidence or pride.

So John Henry grew. Nurtured by his extended family, he learned a
way not so different from the aristocratic ideal that his mother wanted
to teach him. “The result,” as Cash wrote of Southerners in general,
“was a kindly courtesy, a level-eyed pride, an easy quietness, a barely
perceptible flourish of bearing, which for all its obvious angularity and
fundamental plainness, was one of the finest things the Old South
produced.”54 From his father came a sense of personal honor and dis-
cipline; from his mother came a proper sense of manners and the prin-
ciples of faith. Cousins, uncles, aunts, and neighbors filled out the life
of a child growing.

In 1857, John Henry’s uncle, Robert Kennedy Holliday, moved to
Jonesboro with his family so that most of the Hollidays and McKeys
were now within the triangle of Griffin, Fayetteville, and Jonesboro,
close enough for support and frequent visits. Robert’s wife, Mary Anne
Fitzgerald, was a devout Roman Catholic. His daughters, Martha Anne
(called “Mattie” by the family), Lucy Rebecca, Mary Theresa, and
Roberta Rosalie, added yet another dimension to John Henry’s expe-
rience. Mary Anne Holliday’s uncle, Philip Fitzgerald, and his wife,
Eleanor, were also part of the family circle.55 Then in 1859 Henry
agreed to assume the guardianship of a young orphan named Elisha
Prichard, who moved in with the family.56

The family prospered. Land holdings mounted. Martha Holliday,
the sister of Henry and John Stiles, married James Franklin Johnson, a
planter, lawyer, and state senator, which extended the family’s influ-
ence.57 Close at hand, the future looked bright. Not even the Panic of
1857 dampened optimism. Indeed, Southerners saw its mild impact on
them as evidence of the superiority of their system.58 Griffin grew—its
population approaching three thousand by the end of the decade,
making it the largest city between Atlanta and Macon—and offered
amenities and opportunities found in few Georgia towns, including
three colleges and a public library.59 Despite growth and prosperity for
Griffin, however, the boiling clouds and rolling thunder of politics
were increasingly difficult to ignore.

The election of 1856 had come and gone. The Democrat James
Buchanan gave Georgians little reason for optimism. They found hope
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in the Dred Scott decision, but were soon disillusioned by open defi-
ance of its precepts. They were more disturbed by the growing strength
of the new Republican Party in the congressional elections in 1858.
They saw the Fugitive Slave Law declared unconstitutional in Ableman
v. Booth and recoiled at news of John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry,
Virginia, in October 1859.

Senator Robert Toombs, known as Georgia’s “Son of Thunder”
and considered a moderate in Congress by most observers, became con-
vinced that further compromise was impossible, the Georgia legisla-
ture passed resolutions condemning John Brown’s “aggressions,” and
Joseph E. Brown, Georgia’s fiery governor, set up factories for the pro-
duction of weapons and gunpowder and ordered the Georgia militia
to make preparations for the “inevitable conflict” to come. There were
still Georgia voices, like that of Alexander H. Stephens, who urged
caution and restraint, but the martial spirit was gaining momentum in
Georgia as it was in other Southern states.60

The crazy-quilt election of 1860 found Georgia in turmoil. The
Democratic Party had divided into Northern and Southern factions,
meeting in Baltimore, Maryland, and Richmond, Virginia, respectively,
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and a splinter group calling itself the Constitutional Union Party added
more confusion. The nomination of Abraham Lincoln by the Republi-
cans did not factor into Georgia’s election, but still the vote was so
close among the other three candidates that the legislature had to
decide where Georgia’s electoral votes would go. Lincoln was elected
president without Georgia’s votes so that the exercise was perfunctory
at best, so much so that Governor Brown urged the legislature not to
bother. Then on December 20, 1860, South Carolina formally repealed
its ratification of the U.S. Constitution and seceded from the Union.
In Griffin, Fayetteville, and Jonesboro, the Hollidays, McKeys, John-
sons, and Fitzgeralds were caught up in the anger against the North
and the debate over what Georgia should do.61

In the end, despite the eloquence of men like Stephens, Benjamin
H. Hill, and Hershel V. Johnson, who urged moderation and caution,
a referendum was held, and the people voted 50,000 to 37,000 to fol-
low South Carolina’s example and defend Georgia’s honor in the only
manner left to it. On January 19, 1861, Georgia declared itself an in-
dependent state.62 It was not immediately apparent what course Geor-
gia would take, but in February Georgians played prominent roles in
the convention that convened in Montgomery, Alabama, to draft a
constitution for the Confederate States of America. On March 16,
Georgia formally adopted the new constitution and became a state in
the new Confederacy.63

John Henry Holliday’s world was about to change forever.

24 doc holl iday

c01.qxd  3/14/06  11:51 AM  Page 24


