THE CAPTIVITY OF STEPHEN ASHBY AND HIS FAMILY

Christopher William Carstens 6th Great Grandparents

"Stephen Ashby, a farmer in moderate circumstances, was among the early adventurers to the western part of Virginia. Having by industry and economy saved a sum sufficient to purchase a valuable tract of land in what is now Nelson County, Kentucky, he determined to settle upon it, in the early part of the year 1789. In descending the Ohio River with his family, a wife and eight children, the eldest a promising youth of nineteen years of age and the youngest about three months old, they were captured by a band of Pottawattomies, who had infested the river and captured several descending boats. His eldest son refused to surrender after the Indians had possession of the boat, though entreated to do so by his mother, but fought desperately until he fell covered with wounds. One of the Indians then deliberately opened him, took out his heart, broiled it on the coals of the fire, and ate it in the presence of his afflicted parents (as he afterward, by way of apology, informed Mrs. Ashby, on account of his bravery, for the purpose of making himself equally brave).

"On the capture of Mr. Ashby and his family the Indians made arrangements to return to their villages, on the St. Joseph and Elkhart Rivers, in the northern part of this State. Being so remote from any white settlements, they did not closely confine their prisoners, supposing it impracticable for them, in their destitute situation, to cross the Ohio River and make their way through the wilderness to their friends.

"On the second day after their captivity, they sent Mr. Ashby and his oldest remaining son (a lad of seventeen years of age) to procure timber for packsaddles, preparatory to their return to their villages. While thus engaged, Mrs. Ashby by what she observed among the Indians was led to believe that they were making arrangements to burn Mr. Ashby before they commenced their journey. This she secretly communicated to her husband and advised him to attempt an escape, to which he objected, preferring as he said, that they should suffer and die together. She replied that she could not endure to see him burned to death, which she was sure they intended to do, and that he might possibly succeed in reaching the settlements and be thereby enabled to relieve such of the family as should survive their sufferings.

"Overcome by the arguments and entreaties of his heroic wife, he reluctantly consented to leave his family in their deplorable situation, and make the almost hopeless attempt to escape. Fortunately, or to use Mr. Ashby's own words, providentially, late in the afternoon they directed him to procure a few more crotches for packsaddles, which are obtained by taking suitable forks from small saplings, and necessarily requiring some time to find such as are suitable for the purpose. The eldest son having been apprised by his mother of his father's intentions, wished to accompany him, to which the father objected, believing the boy could not possibly succeed in swimming the Ohio River, and that it would be only certain death for him to make the attempt. Here again the intercession of the wife and mother prevailed, and silenced the father's objections by a single word, or whisper, as it had to be to avoid detection.

"Then leaving his distressed family, he passed from the camp, appearing to search for the timber they were sent in quest of. As soon as they were out of sight of their enemies, the father and son ran with all speed a short distance down the river, procured from the bank each a couple of dry logs such as they could handle, lashed them together with bark, launched themselves upon the river, and by great exertions safely arrived on the opposite shore just as their pursuers arrived at the shore they had left. They pursued their journey through the night, until from fatigue and hunger and having their clothes nearly torn from their bodies by the bushes and briers, they became so weak and their feet so bruised they were unable to travel further, and again had recourse to the means by which they had eluded their pursuers at the outset.

"Thus after floating down the river for two days, they were safely landed at Louisville, Kentucky, on the fourth day after their escape from their enemies, in the most deplorable condition that can be imagined, where they received that attention which such sufferers are entitled to by their friends.

"Mrs. Ashby with her remaining children (the four oldest sons, and the two youngest daughters) were by their enemies taken on to their villages. She having to walk and carry her infant child in her arms was unable through fatigue and sufferings to give it sufficient nourishment to sustain life, and it expired on the journey. The afflicted mother was only allowed time to scratch away the loose earth, and lower it with her hands and place a few limbs and bushes over its lonely grave, which she declared was the most melancholy scene to her during her whole captivity. Mrs. Ashby and the youngest two of her surviving children were taken to the villages on the St. Joseph River, in the vicinity of the Elkhart; the eldest three to the Illinois River, where they endured their cruel captivity until relieved after the Treaty of Greenville, in 1795, except the eldest son who escaped some two or three years before.

"Mr. Ashby, having escaped from captivity as above related, made unremitting exertions in behalf of his captive and suffering family. In order to procure the means, if possible, to liberate them, he sold his fine tract of land. Being a man of remarkable firmness, perseverance and bravery, he embraced every opportunity to penetrate the Indian country. Hence we find him with Colonel Hamtramck, in his expedition up the Wabash in 1790, and with the mounted expedition to the Wabash in 1791 under General Scott. His son escaped with him in General St. Clair's defeat the same year, in which he received a dangerous wound. He performed several journeys through the wilderness to Vincennes, then the most frontier post, at the risk of his life, and to the headquarters of General Wayne's army, in search of information of his family. He became well known to General Wayne, and his officers, and acquired their good will by his unremitting exertions to obtain his family.

"In one of his visits to headquarters, a Pottawattomie Indian having been recently captured by Captain William Wells, and his party of spies, he obtained permission to visit him in his confinement with an interpreter to make inquiries in respect to his family. The Indian at sight of him became sullen, covered himself with his blanket and refused to speak, which surprised the officer and interpreter, as on all other occasions he conversed freely. At the treaty of Greenville, Mr. Ashby being present, on the Indian being released, he at once recognized in him the individual who had committed the barbarous act on the lifeless body of his son at the time of the capture of his family. During his stay at the treaty, the Indian always avoided coming in contact with him. After the treaty was concluded, he came on to Fort Wayne to meet his long suffering family. On the arrival of part of his children late in the autumn, he learned that his long absent wife would be brought in in a few days, and that she was then at the Elkhart village. He proceeded alone from Fort Wayne, although at the time it was considered a perilous and dangerous undertaking, and on the second day met her on foot, with a heavy load of their baggage. He without hesitation drew his knife and disencumbered her of the load by cutting the straps which confined it. After some altercation on the part of the Indians, who made some threats, at the earnest request of Mrs. Ashby, he took up the load and conveyed it to the fort himself. Though he has since assured the writer that it was only at the solicitations of his beloved wife that he was prevailed upon to comply with their demands.

"Having thus regained his family, after nearly seven years of suffering, he settled in Shelby County, Kentucky, where by his prudence, economy and industry, he long lived comfortably, beloved and respected by his neighbors. From thence he removed to the southern part of Indiana, where both himself and his venerable partner died a few years past, within a short time of each other, at an advanced age. He had been for the last twenty years of his life a respectable preacher of the gospel, of the Baptist denomination. Such of his children as yet survive reside in Kentucky. What patriot and friend to his country, but will say that such sufferers deserve the gratitude and bounty of their country?"
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