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There Were B’ars In Them Hills 
  ---And Not Too Long Ago, Either 
By Dorothy Hamill 
  
There were b’ars in them thar hills, all right, all right!  Plenty of ‘em!  And not too long ago, either, in point of 
time, although the pioneer days seem a millennium removed from the modern age. 
  
We’re still close enough to those pioneer times that, in a very few instances, there are persons still living whose 
parents broke through the wilderness to establish a home.  One of these is Emory Foster of Erwin, who will be 81 
years old in July.  His father was Kan Foster, one of the first settlers of Unicoi County, a famous hunter of bears 
and other wild game, a noted scout and a farmer and later a storekeeper.  
  
Emory Foster and his sister, Mrs., Florence Foster Ford of Erwin are the only living children of Kan Foster, 
although there are numerous descendants scattered throughout the country, Emmett Foster, also of Erwin, is a great 
grandson. 
  
Kan Foster, according to his son, came from somewhere in Virginia as a young man to settle in Unicoi County, 
making his home on Coffee Ridge Creek, about 12 miles south of Erwin.  His name was actually Kanada Foster. 
Emory was a child of his second marriage, and his father was an old man when he knew him.  He was little more 
than a boy when his father died up in his nineties. 
  
Although he was too old for the Civil War, Kan Foster had three sons in the conflict.  There were nine children by 
his first marriage; seven by the second. 
  
“He was a typical mountain man,” Emory said of his father.  “He wasn’t very talkative, but he used to tell me 
about his experiences sometimes.  I followed him everywhere, and occasionally, he’d speak of the early days.” 
  
Bears in the Hills 
  
There were still bears in the hills when Emory was a child, but not in the numbers there were when his father came 
to the county.  Kan was a great bear hunter, using the typical flint lock rifle that had to be loaded after every 
shot.  “I can remember eating bear meat,” Emory related.  “It was good too.  Wish I had more today!” 
  
Pioneers like Kan Foster hunted for food and for hides.  Bear and deer were preferred for food, and sometimes they 
shot rabbits and squirrels although they didn’t usually waste ammunition on the smaller creatures. “Panthers were 
the most dangerous of them all,” Emory said, and there used to be lots of wolves.  These would kill stock and 
slaying these two animals brought in a nice bounty. 
  
When Kan Foster came to Unicoi County in the early part of the last century, there were only about 10 white 
families scattered about, his son related.  Foster hewed the logs to build his house.  Indians roamed about.  Foster 
would be plowing corn and spot some of the Indians.  Then he would stay in the center of the field, and if they 
didn’t leave, would go in the house for his gun and shoot it in the air.  The noise would frighten the red men so that 
they would disappear in the woods.  Foster had also been shot at with bow and arrows but, Emory said, he was 
never hit.  “They weren’t very good at aiming, he said of the Indians. 
  
The nearest settlement at that time was Jonesboro.  Kan used to take oxen and wagon and go there to trade hides 
for coffee and salt and sugar and other articles.  He always carried an ax to cut timber from the road.  Sometimes 
he was two weeks on the trip, and he had a camping ground a mile west of Erwin. “That’s how Coffee Ridge got 
its name,” Emory explained.  “It was because he went that way to bring coffee back and such from Jonesboro.” 
  



Knew The Mountains 
  
Through this hunting and trail-blazing and exploring, Kan Foster came to know the mountains so thoroughly that 
he never got lost.  Many of the trails he blazed himself.  The road up Spivey Mountain, the route still used today, 
was laid out by Foster without the use of a compass.  The number of the present day roads were blazed as trails by 
this great pioneer, using his ax to mark them off. 
  
Because of his intimate knowledge of the terrain, Foster used to conduct parties through the territory often up to 
Bald Mountain.  It was as a result of one expedition that he had his picture drawn and later published. 
  
It was in late December of 1856 that a party from Burnsville went to Bald Mountain.  With them was Robert 
Larkin, a famous artist of that time who was generally called “Pencil Box.”  A guide from Black Mountain left the 
group there, and a storm came up.  The party got lost and wondered down the Tennessee side and some eventually 
came to Kan Foster home.  Foster took them in then went back to Bald to get the horse that had been left in the 
snow.  “I remember him telling about it,” Emory said.  “The men had stuck their whiskey bottles in the snow up 
there on the mountain.  My father got those, too, and the saddlebags and all, and brought everything back.  He kept 
the people in his house until the snow melted, and that’s when his pictured was sketched.”  The picture was one of 
several published in “Harper’s Magazine” in January of 1858, accompanying an article by David H. Strother 
entitled “A Winter in the South.” 
  
Emory Foster recalls a few incidents his father told about his experiences hunting bears.  Once, when Kan was in 
Jonesboro, a man presented him with a bull-dog, declaring “Now he can really hold a bear.”  Kan had hounds that 
went hunting with him, so he took the bull-dog along.  They cornered a bear, a he turned the bull-dog loose.  “The 
bear made one swipe and knocked the bull-dog several feet,” Emory said.  “My father said next time he saw that 
dog, it was in Jonesboro.” 
  
Kan kept stock on Bald Mountain, his son went on, and he had a bear pen up there to catch marauding 
animals.  Upon one occasion he spied something in the pen of a blush color, and thought that his blue mule must 
have fallen in.  He stepped over to get the mule out, only it wasn’t a mule.  A bear reached out of a well fortified 
pen and, according to Emory, ripped off his “britches” leg.  
  
  
  
Caught a Cub 
  
Kan one caught a cub and took him home where he chained it.  He didn’t keep it long though, after he came too 
close and the bear ripped all his clothes 
  
Earlier than that, Kan had had a pet bear that he kept chained to a hollow stump.  He had a lot of shoats, too, that 
were running around, and several came too close to the chained bear, which reached out and killed them.  Kan had 
been away from home and on his way back had shot a deer.  When he saw his dead shoats, he was so angry that he 
shot the bear.  “That gave the family plenty of meat,” Emory said.  “They were eating bear, port and venison.” 
  
Since Kan was the only person in those days who went to Jonesboro, he became a storekeeper himself.  His 
neighbors traded hides for the staples he brought back from the settlement.  He also put up a grist mill where he 
ground corn. 
  
Kan Foster lies buried in the Coffee Ridge cemetery, in the community he helped build from the wilderness.  The 
exploits of this mighty pioneer, and others like him, have made a land that is free and happy and secure. 
 


