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The Opening of Kentucky 
by John Boh and Jo Ann Brown 

Anyone who reads the 
biojpphies of some of our early 
Kenton County ancestors will 
notice that many of them migrated 
from Virginia; the others from 
Pennsylvania. They owe their 
new-found land to early explorers, 
those who made maps and marked 
the routes. In those days, rivers 
rather than roads were more essen- 
tial to early growth. 

Buffalo, Indians, and a 
few pioneers traveled westward on 
wilderness paths through the 
Cumberland Mountain "Gap" and 
the thirteen miles along the Cum- 
berland River into the "Narrows" at 
Pine Mountain. In the Nmows, 
passers-by forded the river at 
"Cumberland Ford." From the Gap 
and Narrows, buffalo reached such 
salt licks as those in Boone and 
Robertson Counties. The old 
buffalo and Indian trails from the 
Gap and Narrows swept up, over 
the Big Sandy, Licking, and Ken- 
tucky River watersheds toward the 
Ohio River. Tribal war and 
commerce extended nortb even 
across the Ohio River, 

Thomas Walker and other 
early explorers initiated one of the 
major comdors to the west for the 
colonists of the eastern shore. The 
other comdor was the Ohio River 
from Pennsylvania 

The Loyal Company of 
England wanted to push westward. 
They employed Thomas Walker 
and others to open the frontier by 
mapping and marking paths. 
Walker, a physician, was a gentle- 
man, speculator and rugged ex- 
plorer. Like others his perspective 
even* changed from English 

Colonial to Revolutionary. 
He established no settle- 

ment, nor participated in Kentucky 
politics. No county was named for 
him. However, in April 1750, Dr. 
Walker was the first to document a 
white man's passage through the 
Gap and Narrows. Soon others 
began passing through the Gap and 
Narrows from Virginia and North 
Carolina into Kentucky and then 
the American West. The trail was 
traveled on foot and horse before 
being widened in 1790. 

At the Pine Mountain 
Narrows, an early Kentucky toll 
gate post witnessed many dramatic 
pioneer rni,gations, and here the 
town of Cumberland Ford grew 
into the city of Pineville, the seat of 
Bell County. 

In 1753, Walker began 
exploration to the West Coast, and 
got as far as the mouth of the 
Missouri River. He was inter- 
rupted by the French and Indian 
War (1754-63), but Walker's 
association during these explora- 
tions with Peter Jefferson, Thomas 
Jefferson's father, anticipated 
Lewis and Clark's expedition fdty 
years later sponsored by President 
Thomas Jefferson. 

The year after Thomas 
Walker made his documented 
exploration at the Gap and Nar- 
rows, Christopher Gist and a black 
companion recorded a scouting trip 
into the Ohio River Valley. In 
parallel fashion, the Ohio River 
became a second comdor for 
pioneers from Pennsylvania, 
Maryland, and New Jersey. 

From the Ohio River, 
Simon Kenton with a partner was 
the first to clear land in Mason 

County, the Maysville area. He 
later explored the Kentucky inte- 
rior, and even helped Boone defend 
Boonesboro. In the 1790s, he 
settled Kenton's Station, a small 
fortification in Mason County. 

In 1767, Daniel Boone 
made his initial expedition west 
For that trip and return trips, he 
chose for convenience the Cumber- 
land over other known mountain 
"gaps." Under the tenuous protec- 
tion of the Vir,oinia colony, which 
was then defending the western 
territory, Daniel Boone led the 
settlement of Boonesboro and other 
penetrations into Kentucky. Daniel 
Boone blazed the path from Cum- 
berland Gap to the south bank of 
the Kentucky River. 

In the Civil War, Confeder- 
ates and then Union forces occu- 
pied the strategic Cumberland Gap 
area. A series of maneuvers there 
linked Confederate Kirby Smith's 
advanced strike toward Northern 
Kentucky and Cincinnati in 1862. 
In 1864 General Grant scouted the 
comdor but found it too narrow or 
forbidding as a significant military 
supply route toward Tennessee. 

In the 1830s a railroad from 
Cincinnati to Charleston was 
proposed to pass through the Gap, 
but it was never built. However, 
the Covington and Lexington 
railroad opened in 1855. It became 
known as the "Kentucky Central," 
eventually extending to Danville 
and to the Tennessee border. In the 
1890s the Louisville & Nashville 
Railroad consolidated its system to 
connect Northern Kentucky with a 
track laid for coal transport through 
Cumberland ~ountain.  Today, 
like the new vehicular tunnel, a 



century old railroad tunnel links 
Kentucky to the other side of 
CumberlandMountaia 

In the 1890s, the city of 
Middlcsbaro, Kentucky was 
founded at Cumbedand Gap where, 
it is theorized, a meteorite made a 
flat impression of land 300 million 
years ago. Alexander Arthur, a 
Scotsman with the English com- 
pany, American Associations 
Limited, saw potential in the 
resources of the area The English 
developers spent millions to de- 
velop railroad, coal, lumber and 
other resources in the area. They 
established the city of Middles- 
boro, after Middlesboro, England, 
and envisioned a second "Pitts- 
burgh." But financial crises soon 
dried up English capital. Neverthe- 
less, Middlesboro retained a certain 
English heritage with wider av- 
enues and streets named Cumber- 
land, Wmchester, and Dorchester. 

After the boom'and bust of 
the English entreprepeurs, the area, 
like Northern Kentucky, endured 
vice and gambling. These condi- 
tions were cleaned up after World 
War II. But unlike Northern 
Kentucky, the travder finds Bell 
County to be "dry," with the excep 
tion of its waterways, panoramic 
mountains, and other recreational 
advantages. 

After World War I, the 
Dixie Highway (25E) opened 
facilitating motor travel through the 
Narrows at Pineville and the Gap at 
Middlesboro but it was treacher- 
ous. After World War 11, the new 
1-75 simply bypas& this corridor. 

The 1990s saw the con- 
struction of a four lane tunnel 
under the Cumberland Mountain 
allowing.Highway 25 (Dixie . 
Highway) to provide a less treach- 
erous route for modem M i c .  At 

Cumberland Gap, the construction 
of the state-the-art tunnel provides 
wider-access. 

Now the old pavement of 
Highway 25E at the Gap has been 
abandoned. It will be removed, 
and a wilderness foot path through 
the Gap will be "restoredn once 
more. Like Northern Kentucky, 
southeastern Kentucky perceives 
more "growth" especially through 
tourism. 

Frank R Levstik, 57, passed away 
Sunday, May 28, after a stroke 
believed to be caused by a virus. 
Mr. Levstik had been on the His- 
torical Confederation Board for 15 
years. He also had been regional 
administrator of the Kentucky 
Department of Libraries and 
Archives. 
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G~tavay--Dr. Thomas Walker and 
the Opening of Kentucb. David 
M .  Bums. Bell County Historical 
Society, 2000 

Comments by Dr. Thomas Clark 
and others, Symposium, 
Middlesboro, Kentucky, April 15, 
2000 

The Kentucky Encyclopedia. John 
E. Kleber, Editor-in-Chief. The 
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Note 
It wasn't until 1817 that the first 
turnpike charter was established, 
and the 1830s saw the building of 
macadamized turnpikes which 
were simply gravel roads. Of 
course, travel was by horse and . 

wagon, many of them toll roads. 
In 1927, Kentucky joined 3,700 
surfaced roads to the National 
Highway system including those 
connecting Cinci~ati  to Cumber- 
land Gap. 

Home Sweet Kentzuky, Plum Lick 
Publishing, Inc. o. 1999,2A4 ppgs 

Home Sweet Kenfucky, by David 
and Lalie Dick, takes you on a 
journey through the backmads of 
the Commonwealth. Reviewers 
say it is "a book to slow you down, 
warm your heart, and lift you up. 
It11 take you to many fargoan 
places, introduce you to people 
who generally don't make head- 
lines, a d  give you a taste of the 
essence of Kentuckians-the good 
people who make the Common- 
wealth unique." 

$18,75 plus KY sales tax ($1.14) = 
$20.09 
free shipping and handling 

Email to Bluegrass Publications: 
w w w .bluegrasspub.com 

Email with order (including ad- 
dress of shipment), invoice will be 
included with shipment. No need 
to prepay. 
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