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Michael Lowe: Scott County’s first settler  
[EDITOR’S NOTE — The following story about Michael Lowe is taken from the book Profiles of Scott Countians, a collection of 

newspaper articles written by the late Scott County Historian Esther Sharp Sanderson. The book, which profiles several local 

men and women who played a prominent role in the county’s history, is published by and is available from the Scott County 

Historical Society, P.O. Box 7, Huntsville, TN 37756. The articles were originally published as a series in the Scott County News. 

This particular article was first printed on May 1, 1964.] 

Almost two centuries ago, to be exact, in the year 1776, there came to Smoky Creek the first 

permanent settler in what is now Scott County. Michael Lowe, commonly called Mikey, brought 

his family with their meager possessions from North Carolina and settled on Upper Smoky Creek 

on a land grant from the State of North Carolina.  

This large grant included all of the land which borders on each side of Upper Smoky Creek to the 

top of the mountains. The ancestors of this hearty breed of pioneers scattered over the 

Cumberland Plateau remain to give a creditable account of themselves. One such is the 

distinguished World War II hero, Walter Lowe.  

In this forest primeval, unspoiled by the onrush of civilization, Grand Mikey took up his abode. 

Here in a setting of majestic splendor of mountains, coves and narrow valleys, the deer gamboled 

at noonday and from his eerie heights, the bald eagle soared over an untamed wilderness 

shadowed by virgin forests. In this mountain vastness, far removed from navigable streams and 

easy means of transportation, this land has remained in splendid solitude and isolation for three 

hundred years after the discovery of America. A few long hunters had hunted in that section, but 

they were only passing through. When they returned to their homes in North Carolina, they told 

glowing stories about the tall timber, rich lands and plentiful game and fish.  

The non-slaveholding mountain whites in the Up Country of North Carolina saw little, if 

anything, in store for themselves and their families. Filled with high hopes, a spirit of 

independence, and the love of adventure typical of the mountaineers, Grand Mikey set out for 

better or worse. It took hard work to clear the bottom land along the banks of Old Smoky, but the 

men and their womenfolk, who bore their large families, worked side by side. They were as 

strong as the hickories from which they fashioned their axe handles and their weeding hoes.  

Although their lives were full of adventure, some toil and danger, they found it strangely 

fascinating. None but natures as strong, freedom-loving and defiant could have endured 

existence on the terms that Grand Mikey and his sons found pleasurable.  

The Smoky Lowes were a hardworking, fun-loving, hospitable, clannish generation of Scotch-

Irish people who never knew fear. They were not afraid of “Hell or High Waters” and they 

would fight at the drop of a hat for their country, their “wimmen folks,” and their hound dogs. 

But why shouldn’t they? Their country gave them freedom, their “wimmen folks” gave them aid 

and comfort, and their hound dogs helped them bring in the “bacon.”  

When Grand Mikey first came to Smoky, he found a Cherokee and his wife living there. They 
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had been banished from the tribe in North Carolina and had found refuge in the wilds of Smoky 

Creek. When Grand Mikey first came upon them, they were camping under a cliff. He said they 

had caught some cliff rats and were eating them raw. Since Scott County was a part of the 

hunting grounds set aside by mutual agreement by the tribes, few Indians tried to make it their 

permanent homes.  

Soon after Grand Mikey made his cabin in the clearing, other white settlers began coming in. 

Among them were Carrols, Masons, Hembrees, Lewallens, Bunches, Massengales and the 

different sets of Lowes, unrelated to Grand Mikey. Thomas Laxton, with all his worldly 

possessions on his back, trudged on foot carrying two hound pups and some fruit trees from 

North Carolina to Smoky. He later moved to Buffalo where he married and reared a large family. 

His son Thomas II was the father of Jack, John, William, and Thomas III, the grandfather of 

Sheriff Jack Laxton.  

The bottom land along Upper Smoky Creek was cleared and log cabins were built in the 

clearings. People used to modern conveniences and refinements wonder if there could have been 

happiness or comfort in such a state of society. These early settlers were among the most happy 

of mankind. Exercises and excitement gave them health; they were practically equal; common 

danger made them mutually dependent; hopes for a better living for themselves and their families 

spurred them on. There was elbow room for them all; each newcomer increased individual and 

general security; there was little room for that envy, jealousy, and hatred that constitutes a large 

portion of human misery in older societies. Never were the story, the joke, the song and the laugh 

better enjoyed than upon the hewed blocks, or puncheon stools, around the roaring log fire of 

those early Smoky settlers.  

Aside from their meager belongings, they brought with them a wealth of folklore, lonesome 

ballads, their five string banjos, their fiddles and their hoedown tunes. They all went “native” on 

a Saturday night; the musicians (Hooten-Billys, fathers of the Hooten-Nannys) made the rafters 

ring, and the dancing feet of the young and old beat a rhythmical tune of the puncheon floors. 

They grew their own “chawing Terbaccer” and their “bottled in the barn” mountain dew aged in 

a wooden “kag” and drank from a little brown jug. Even the preacher carried a little jug in his 

saddlebag, “just in case of snakebites.”  

A great many of these old timers believed in witchcraft, signs of good and bad omens, and 

fortune telling with coffee grounds, lucky charms, and folk remedies for curing diseases. Our 

Aunt Becky Lowe used to visit in our homes and during the long winter evenings, we would sit 

around crackling wood fire and listen to hair-raising stories of ghosts, witches, and dangerous 

wild beasts — panthers, bears, wildcats and timber wolves that were plentiful in the tall timber 

and rugged terrain of the Smoky Mountains where she grew up and raised her large family.  

According to Aunt Becky’s stories, Grand Mikey was the greatest hunter of them all. He was 

especially fond of hunting bears. On one occasion he crawled into a cave, where he was 

punching about with a stick, when an angry bear tried to get out over him, the two became hung 
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in the hole. By the time Grand Mikey managed to back out of the hole, he was badly lacerated by 

the angry animal. On another occasion his wife went to the spring for water, when she saw a 

huge bear also coming toward it. She started running with her wooden pail and the bear went 

after her. She tossed the pail down, and the bear stopped for a second to examine it, then took up 

the chase again. Piece by piece, she threw down most of her clothing, the bear slowing down 

each time, then making for her again. By the time she had reached the door of her cabin, she 

could almost feel the bear’s hot breath on her back. She managed to reach safety nearly 

completely exhausted but in time to bar the door against the intruder.  

Bald eagles swooped down and carried off pigs and lambs. According to Aunt Becky, a baby that 

was lying on a “pallet” near the edge of the field was carried away by an eagle and was never 

heard of again. On another occasion she had gone up the creek to borrow some live coals. On her 

way home, she saw a panther crouched to pounce on her. Frightened, she threw the pot of live 

coals on the beast, then fainted dead away. Coming to, she discovered the woods on fire and no 

sign of the beast. Said she, “wild animals were ‘skeered’ of fire.”  

At the outbreak of the Civil War every man on Smoky who was old enough to carry a gun joined 

the Union Army. Women and children were left at home to carry on as best they could. At times 

Rebel soldiers would pass through in search of some Union men who might be home on furlough 

and to replenish their supplies from the farmers’ families left behind. They came in bands and 

the few Union soldiers would have to hide out to save their lives. Their loyal wives and 

sweethearts would take their own lives in their hands to go after dark on horseback to carry them 

food.  

William Hembree, the father of the late Ezekial Hembree, who owned and operated the 

Commercial Hotel in Oneida for many years, carried scars from bayonet wounds to his grave, 

that he received when captured by a band of Rebels and left for dead. While lying on the ground, 

with his life blood ebbing away, the Rebels tried to make his horse stomp on his almost lifeless 

body by running it back and forth across him. But, said Uncle Bill, “That horse never touched 

me.”  

Some men from Smoky fought with Jackson at New Orleans and others fought with the 100 

Huntsville Volunteers in the War with Mexico. Several fought in the Spanish-American War.  

At the beginning of World War II, many young men walked all the way from Smoky and 

marched into the draft office at Oneida and volunteered for service. When Hitler was 

overrunning the countries of Europe, it was predicted that he’d try America next. One good old 

patriot said “he just thinks he will, jist wait ‘till he hits Scott County, we’ll larn him where to git 

off at.”  

The descendants of Grand Mikey don’t believe in playing around with such ilk as Hitler and 

Castro. Our Cumberland Mountain World War II hero, Walter Lowe, a descendant of Grand 

Mikey, has carried on in the true tradition of his patriotic ancestors.  
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Born in a modest log house on Smoky Junction, a small whistle stop on the Tennessee Railroad, 

he received little formal schooling. His parents, R. Joe and Arizona Mason Lowe, were honest, 

hardworking backwoodsmen, who knew the virtue of a rifle, a broad axe and the weeding hoe. 

Perhaps to his environment more than anything else, Walter Lowe learned the things that later 

brought him fame and high distinction with Gen. Patton’s Third Army in France and Germany 

during the latter stages of the last war. The performance on the rifle range of the soldiers from 

the mountains of East Tennessee showed remarkable skill. Walter Lowe knew how to shoot 

straight and he had that cool courage and confidence of a woodsman. Yes, and he had that 

intangible strength that comes from a long line of fighting men who fought like demons when 

their backs were to the wall. He was the type that would never say die.  

Walter’s road to fame started in November 1942. No doubt, when this tall, lanky 140 pound 

mountaineer reported for duty at Fort McClellan there was little outward appearance of a strong 

fighting man, but in a short time, “Smoky” began to put on weight. On his first trip home on a 

furlough, he weighed 200 pounds. His consistent bull’s eyes on the rifle range earned him an 

expert rifleman’s badge. The solder in him was there.  

After a year and a half of training, his unit set sail for Europe. He was assigned to the Co. G, 

378th Infantry, to the 95th Division. The Allies were pushing ahead after the D-Day landing of 

June 6. This sharpshooter, whose early training had been in the tall timber of Smoky Creek, soon 

found himself in the thick of the fighting. On November 19, 1944, as his company advanced 

during the assault on Ft. Julian, France, “Smoky” observed concentrated machine gun fire from a 

bunker about 75 yards to his right. He ran toward it, reached it, and lobbed in a grenade. Soon 32 

Germans came out to hear him say in his mountain vernacular, “Handy Ho.” Immediately the 

German prisoners put their hands above their heads.  

To this courageous mountaineer, it was only a job that needed done and he accepted the 

challenge. Modest, unassuming and without any show of superiority, he displayed his “Buttons.” 

One of these is the Distinguished Service Cross, this country’s second highest military award for 

bravery. Another is the British Military Medal and other lesser ribbons and decorations.  

PFC Lowe spent more than a year in Europe. He spent five months on the front lines where he 

was twice promoted to sergeant, once temporary and once permanently. Says he, “I wore the 

same pair of boots on the front line for more than 100 days. I got trench foot and was sent back 

to the states.” Even though “Smoky” is proud of his military accomplishments, he is never 

boastful.  

He has been an employee of Foote Mineral Co. since 1957. He and his wife, Eva, daughter of 

Ezekial Lowe and granddaughter of Alec and Louvernia Lowe and their only son, Ted, live off 

Clinton Highway in Norwood. Ted is an eighth grade student in the Norwood Elementary 

School. Having only a fourth grade education himself, Mr. Lowe’s greatest ambition is for his 

son to get a good education. He would prefer that his son not choose a military career, but we 

may rest assured if his country calls and his services are ever needed, he’ll be right in there 
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“pitching” like his illustrious father. The blood of generations will sing out and voices out of the 

past will speak. When it comes their time to go, the blood will run true and the tradition will hold 

firm. Grand Mikey’s ancestors will pour forth from the tall timbers, without pomp or show, and 

prove to the world that they are MEN.  


