
  
 

John Kimberlin:  The Trail-Blazer  
 

by Gloria Okes Perkins 
 

Every descendant of Sadie Pearl Kimberlin should know about her great-grandfather, 

John Kimberlin, the much-honored pioneer of southern Indiana.   This is his story.   He 

was born June 2, 1751, in Hampshire County, VA, and grew to manhood just in time to 

become a soldier of the American Revolution from Bedford County, Pennsylvania.  The 

appointment of John Kimberlin as an officer and gentleman reads: 
 

IN ASSEMBLY 

To JOHN KIMBERLIN, Gent:  April 19th, 1776 
 
We, reposing especial Truth and Confidence in your Patriotism, Valour, Conduct, and 

Fidelity, do, by these present, constitute and appoint you to be Second Lieutenant of a 

Company of Foot in the Second Battalion of Association in the County of Bedford 

(Pennsylvania) for the Protection of this Province against all hostile Enterprize, and for 

the Defence of American liberty.  You are therefore carefully and diligently to discharge 

the Duty of a Second Lieutenant in aforesaid by doing and performing all Manner of 

Things thereunto belonging.  And we do strictly charge and require all Officers and 

Soldiers under your Command to be obedient to your Orders of Second Lieutenant in 

aforesaid. 

 

And you are to observe and follow such Orders and Directions, from Time to Time, as 

you shall receive from the Assembly during their Sessions; and, in their Recess, from the 

present or any future Committee of Safety appointed by the Assembly of this Province, 

or from your superior Officer, according to the Rules and Regulations for the better 

Government of the Military Association in PENNSYLVANIA, and pursuant to the Trust 

reposed in you.  This Commission to continue in Force until revoked by the Assembly, or 

by the present, or any succeeding Committee of Safety. 
 
                                                                             Signed by Order of the Assembly, 

                                                                             JOHN MORTON, Speaker 
 

John Kimberlin was appointed an officer of Pennsylvania troops about three months 

before the Declaration of Independence was adopted.   He served in the 22nd Continental 

Line.  The British did not invade Pennsylvania until 1777, but in August and September 

of that year they occupied Philadelphia while the Continental Congress fled to York, PA.     

 

At that point, on Oct. 1, 1777, John Kimberlin took time off to marry Ruth Jones in 

Hampshire County, VA.   She was the daughter of Peter Jones and Catherine Ashbrook, 

whose Quaker grandfather had arrived in Philadelphia from Northern Ireland on 



October 9, 1682.   He had settled in New Jersey to become the long-time High Sheriff of 

Old Gloucester County.   

 

According to oral family history, John Kimberlin’s father had come to this country from 

Baden, Germany.  He was Johan Jacob Peter Kimberlin.  He married Sarah “Sally” 

Clendennin in 1746 in Hampshire County, VA, and appears on the Virginia tax list of 

1782.   Peter (his name spelled Cimberline) is recorded as supplying corn for the Army 

while living in Botetourt County, Virginia.  The Daughters of the American Revolution 

honor him as a Revolutionary War Patriot, and all proven descendants of Peter and John 

Kimberlin are eligible for DAR membership.     

 

John Kimberlin had four brothers, Abraham, Henry, Jacob, and Robert, who established 

their homes in Kentucky.  Robert was killed by Indians.   We have the copy of a letter 

Jacob wrote to John, urging him to come to Washington Co, KY, for a visit.      

 

John and Ruth produced a large family:  Nancy, Elizabeth, Sarah “Sally”, Abraham, 

John, Jr., Daniel, Susan, Isaac, Mary “Polly”, and Jacob.   Jacob, the youngest, is Sadie 

Kimberlin Hanson’s grandfather. 

 

In 1777, Indians of the northwest frontier had savagely attacked new American 

settlements in Kentucky.  The state of Virginia assigned Lt. Col. George Rogers Clark to 

protect the settlers.   Clark went on the offensive and forced the British to surrender at 

Vincennes, but he did not have enough men to reach Detroit, so that British and Indians 

led by Simon Girty continued to terrorize much of the Ohio and Indiana country.    
 

The First White Settler in Scott County, Indiana 
 

It was onto this “dark and bloody ground” that John Kimberlin took his family after the 

Revolutionary War.  Congress created the Indiana territory in 1800.  In April, 1805, John 

entered the history books when he became the first white settler in the wild land across 

the river from Kentucky which would be known as Scott County, Indiana.    John, his 

sons, Daniel, age 16, and Isaac, age 10, came down the Ohio River in a flatboat from 

Greene County, PA, and landed at the present site of Madison.  From there they walked 

westward over the historic Cincinnati Trace, carrying on their backs the equipment 

needed to carve a home out of the wilderness.    At that time the frontier was dense, 

unbroken forest.  Not a tree had been cut, and the foot paths were Indian trails leading 

from the Ohio River back to their villages.      

 

The Kimberlins’ destination:  Tract 264 of George Rogers Clark’s Grant.  This grant was a 

100,000 acre gift to Clark from the state of Virginia for his exploits during the 

Revolution.   John had purchased 500 acres, sight unseen, for $1,600, and he settled near 

a stream which became known as Kimberlin Creek (northwest of present-day Nabb, IN.)   



His deed described the property as “level land of good soil covered with oak, poplar, small 

timber spice, and dogwood.”    

 

John with only his 16 year old and his 10 year old built a strong, spacious, two story 

home of white oak logs, (some of them more than 3 feet in diameter), in preparation for 

the rest of the family to join them.     They marked trails for the settlers to come by 

blazing trees with their axes.   When they needed provisions and their corn ground into 

meal, they had to travel to Kentucky, across the Ohio River, a hazardous journey of 25 or 

30 miles.  

 

As one historian has written, “Living, surrounded by dense forests in which were bears, 

wolves, panthers, and other wild animals in abundance, and through which the more dreaded red 

men often passed, without mills, stores, mail facilities, schools, churches, or other advances of 

civilization; even without neighbors far or near to assist them, the Kimberlin family were truly 

Scott County pioneers.”    

 

John’s pioneering at age 54 seems even more remarkable when we learn that he had 

serious vision problems by this time and depended on 16 year old Daniel to conduct his 

business when it required good eyesight.     Tradition says that John Kimberlin was a 

religious man, and had possibly been a circuit rider preacher for a time.  We have a 

tracing of his signature from one of his prayer and meditation books owned before his 

pioneer days.  Written in a flourishing hand is “John Kimberlin—His Book, 1796.”    
 

After the log house was built, Ruth and the children (including their youngest, Jacob) 

came, bringing their household possessions.  The married children also arrived and 

established their own homes in the wilderness.  Son Abraham and his wife, Polly Clark, 

opened the first tannery where they made leather in huge hollowed out logs by soaking 

it with oak bark.    

 

For a few years, the Shawnee Indians of the region were peaceable and even friendly to 

the Kimberlins.   As a teenager, Daniel would often visit their camp for a week at a time.  

He won their respect by competing with them in foot races, wrestling, and shooting and 

by usually winning.    

 

About 1810, the Indians turned hostile and left the neighborhood for Tippecanoe where 

a number of tribes were meeting under Chief Tecumseh to prepare for war against the 

white settlers.  Gen. William Henry Harrison, territorial governor, asked for volunteers, 

and Daniel Kimberlin was the first to enlist in his company.  On Nov. 6, 1811, his 

company joined the army at Tippecanoe where the Indians already were mobilized.    

The battle of Tippecanoe ended in the defeat of the Indians, but that was only the 

beginning of troubles. 

 

In the War of 1812, the British inflamed the Indians and paid them for every American 

scalp they could obtain.   That year Daniel married, but again enlisted as a rifleman to 



protect the settlers and served with his Indiana regiment during the remainder of the 

Indian Wars.  His brothers, Abraham and Isaac Kimberlin, also enlisted to fight the 

Indian Wars, as did John Kimberlin’s son-in-laws, John Williams (Susan’s husband) and 

Daniel Williams (Polly’s husband).   They served in the 2nd Regiment of the Indiana 

Militia:  Abraham as Captain, Isaac, as an Ensign, and the Williams brothers as 

Lieutenants. 

 

The Pigeon Roost Massacre 
 

Pioneers had settled on Pigeon Roost Creek about eight miles from the Kimberlin 

settlement, where wild pigeons by the thousands roosted in the heavy timber along the 

little stream and for miles around.   On Sept. 3, 1812, one of the most brutal massacres in 

Indian/American history occurred there.   Three men, five women, and 16 children were 

hideously murdered in a short time by Shawnee warriors.  Bodies were burned in their 

houses or mangled and body parts strewn around or fastened to trees.   One pregnant 

woman’s womb was cut open, and the unborn baby scalped along with the other 

victims.     The Clark County militia buried all the bodies in one grave with individual 

stones and a large sassafras tree marking the spot.    (Amazingly, a three year old girl, 

Ginsey McCoy, escaped death when one of the warriors took her captive.  After a 15 

year search by her uncle, she was found living west of the Mississippi River.  She 

remembered her name and visited her family, then returned to her Indian husband and 

children.) 

 

Other miraculous survivals occurred that day, including a mother and three small 

children who managed to hide out in the forest and make their way to safety.  All the 

frightened settlers of the area fled to John Kimberlin’s house for refuge.  It was 

converted to a blockhouse and fort, complete with 600 volunteer militia.   The 

Kimberlins sustained them all.    

 

Twenty years later, John Kimberlin petitioned the United States Congress for 

compensation for some of the losses he had incurred.   (We have a copy of that petition.)   

John Tipton, one of the commanders, testified that the militia pulled down Kimberlin’s 

fences, cut and carried off his corn, and took many articles of provisions for their use, 

“having no means of paying him.”   Congress passed “an Act for the Relief of John 

Kimberlin of Indiana” at the 1833-1834 Session.   On May 7, 1834, when he was 83 years 

old, blind, and both he and his wife Ruth were frail and infirm, the United States 

Treasury reimbursed John Kimberlin $150.   He died later that year and was buried in 

the family cemetery on his own farm.     Later there would be honors, historical markers 

placed, and special sesquicentennial programs remembering this patriot and trailblazing 

pioneer 

 

 

  


