
KENTUCKY  KONNECTIONS

I have recently begun a journey into my past history of relations that have come down on my
mother’s lineage. It is a fascinating story of the pioneer settlers who left Virginia’s tidewater area and
migrated thru the western frontiers into what now is know as Kentucky. The shear luck of the
discoveries and thrill of finding these “konnections” has been a wonderful learning experience, and a
sort of addiction that keeps one searching for more information. The past is history, and no amount of
research is going to prove without a doubt, what transpired in the lives of our ancestors. The family
trees are our best attempt to fill in the gaps in our knowledge. Many times we want to influence an
outcome due to circumstances of our predecessors misdeeds and mistakes, but the past is the past and
these people were just humans trying to exist in tough times.

I have found that we often now take for granted our freedoms that were so long ago paid for
with the blood and grit of our forefathers. If the truth be know now, for what great price was paid for
our freedom, and the unpleasant circumstances that befell the first settler’s in the “Dark & Bloody
Ground”, we would have a newfound reverence for these souls. 

Chapter I - My Introduction

David Duncan Sengel was born in Jefferson County Kentucky - Louisville - on September 28,
1957 to George Fred Sengel, Jr. and Mary Alice Duncan Sengel. Being the younger of two boys of a
career football coach/history/physical education teacher, who advanced over the years thru the ranks of
high school, into college level, and eventually into the Pros; I became intimately acquainted with the
school of hard knocks. As often was the case, I was farmed out to my maternal grandparents in rural
Anderson County Kentucky -  Lawrenceburg - some thirty miles west of Lexington, KY - where we
had come to live after father landed a coaching job in 1960, at the University of Kentucky,  with the
legendary teacher of football coaches, Blanton Collier.

Life on the farm was a continuous adventure for a young boy. Many a day was spent roaming
the woods and streams in the area with my older brother “Tucky” (George F. Sengel, III) and our
resident dogs, Mo Po and Jack. The pond and row boat were a constant escape from the seldom
required chores. Sometimes we were recruited to bale hay or feed chickens or strip tobacco, etc. Most
of the weekends we were shipped out via our uncle, Charles Talbot Duncan, Jr. who had employment
in Lexington and enjoyed taking us over the “fun hills” along the Tyrone Pike (US 62) before the
interstates were constructed. The days of youth along the fertile grounds of the Salt River were full of
discovery and history.

The old farmstead that my grandfather worked was purchased while my mother & uncle were
still in school. It had not been a family farm and passed down as was the case with the huge estates in



the “blue blooded” central region of our commonwealth, surrounding the thoroughbred plantations of
the southern gentry. This one hundred acre cattle & tobacco operation was one of the best lying tracts
in Anderson County and had been part of the McKee plantation prior to the civil war. The old house
had a back stair case that led to an attic area that revealed log construction in this rear section of the
dwelling. This “secret” space fueled the imagination of one already familiar with the verse of “Davy
Crockett” and eager to tread the rock walls that partitioned the old fields and narrow country lanes in
the area, keeping a sharp eye out for “injuns” and “bars”.

To supplement the seasonal income of the family farm my grandfather also drove a school bus
route in the western part of that county. On these frequent trips I was put in charge of operating the
electric stop sign of the school bus. The trips into the rural area of western Anderson County made me
aware of the numerous cabins and ancient improvements still visible at this late date. The children that
were picked up and delivered were often of the same Duncan surname, but I was told that they were
not related. I did not think much of this at the time, but now in my research, it has come to bear on the
missing links and fact gathering efforts of today’s “jig saw puzzle”.

Chapter II - Early Life

Growing up in Lexington was a happy beginning. The surrounding horse farms and affluent,
educated population connected to the University of Kentucky, International Business Machines (IBM),
and many other top notch organizations and institutions, was like a island surrounded by the rest of
stereotypical Kentucky. The arts and entertainment was top drawer, and the college town provided
venues for live acts, night life, sporting events, and social interactions unsurpassed in the region. The mix
of people was cosmopolitan, with many absentee farm owners, royalty, etc. connected with the horse
industry, and about as many people from north of the Mason Dixon line as there were with southern
sympathies. Although, Kentucky had managed to remain neutral during the great war between the
states, the landed gentry and “aristocracy” of central Kentucky still favored themselves southern genteel
and modeled their social functions and entertainment style on those traditions. Since Kentucky did not
have to go through the post civil war reconstruction process, and being a slave holding state with great
numbers, constitutional laws were rewritten after the conflict to best protect the interests of the wealthy.
This sympathy to the south and that grand tradition, along with deep rooted prejudices, were a method
of continuing the war - with a form a self elevation and blatant bigotry.

My early years revolved around the public education system, church activities, and boy scouts.
Some of the above was related to all three, with the church and scouts being hard to separate. As was
the norm at the time prior to the Vietnam conflict, we were all aware of a possible nuclear threat, and
were highly supportive of our federal government’s efforts to protect our life and liberties. The scouts
were highly structured at that time with many similarities to the military. The uniforms were styled after
the soldiers’, and bugle corps sounded assembly, retreat, etc. for group formations which were
marched to like the real thing. The scouts became an extension of my early farm life activities such as
hiking, fishing, and rowing boats. The addition of backpacking and camping fell in naturally. Since my



dad was usually busy with football, the scout leaders became a kind of surrogate father figure. Our
overnight trips to interesting and historic places in the region began to take hold of me. We visited all
the state parks, shrines, and natural areas within a hundred mile radius. Most of the time we were hiking
trails such as the Micha Mokwa (thru the Cumberland Gap), Dry Canteen or Dug Road (Perryville
Battlefield), or Wilderness Road. All of these locations had historic significance to our beginnings, and
were a living history lesson every step of the way.

One memorial event we attended was the 200th anniversary of the founding of Fort Harrod.
This activity included a reenactment of the voyage of James Harrod and his men from Fort Pitt to
Central Kentucky via the Ohio and Kentucky rivers in 1774. I was to play a part of an indian chief in a
canoe on the Kentucy River near Frankfort. How far was this from the truth, but in our late day of
being politically correct, no one would have been amused by a stake burning or scalping party. In my
recent reflections, there must have been some divine intervention that took me to this place where I
received a symbolic “Key to the Fort” two hundred years after the first settlers made it to this spot.
 

Chapter III - Growing Up

The junior high years brought the chance to join cotillion club. This social school allowed young
people within the region to meet others of well standing in the community with the numerous dances and
formal affairs. This prepatory to the debutante balls to come in just a few years, for the right class of
people, gave valuable life lessons into the haves and have nots of our economic diversity. The scouts
had become more of a obsession since the earlier athletic activities had been curtailed due to a chronic
knee condition. No more would the seasons be marked by a different organized team sport. In order to
stay active to the best of abilities, hiking became the focus of my physical activities. Church was
somehow not as important after the Vietnam Conflict became an all out war. It may have never been
officially declared, but the dead friends of my brother, and lack of faith in our governments efforts to
end it, caused a lot of young people to drop out of life.

The survival and woodsman skills acquired through the scouts now took on a different tack.
Escape to Canada or Mexico if need be, that was the mission “to be prepared“ for now. Somehow this
“ugly little war” ended with contemporary friends in possession of the last draft cards. The damage to
the souls of many was already done, with respect for authority also ruined. 

The driver’s test was the ticket to new found freedom. An old hand me down car, a part time
job at a shopping mall, and a desire to escape lead to the highways and byways of our fair state. A
rediscovery of those places traveled to with the previously mentioned groups (scouts, church youth
group, school, etc.) became the destinations. The Red River Gorge, Daniel Boone National Forest,
Smoky Mountains National Park, Cumberland River, Natural Bridge, Cumberland Gap, and Mammoth
Cave National Park read like a tour group itinerary. 

The next summer a job was arranged to be a junior counselor at the Boy Scout reservation.



This was a great opportunity to spend the whole summer in the woods. The job paid little, but then
there was nothing to be purchased in the middle of the knobs of east central Kentucky. This opportunity
moved the scouting experience to a new level. No longer was the activity centered on the church troop,
but a more regional notoriety was experienced for the first time. Being in charge of younger troops had
its ego building rewards as well. The leadership training was a side benefit. The weeks went by with all
the required sessions till the weekend furlough of twenty four hours came. Most staff members were
eager to get home to girl friends, home cooked meals, and laundry facilities. Others pursued the great
outdoors that was close by for high adventure thrills such as rock climbing, white water canoeing, or
exploring new backpacking trails.

Two more summers of summer camp staff were rewarded by being elected “Chief” of a
fraternity of older scouts and adults who were chosen by their peers for being expert campers and
hikers and for unselfish service to others. A core of highly capable leaders that ran this organization,
which had as its main concern the upkeep and maintenance of the thousand acre scout reservation,
became bonded together forever. A convention held at the University of California at Santa Barbara
become the focus of a contingent of twenty four travelers. With a bus donated to take us where we
wanted on the going and coming journey, we decided to tour the west, with no site left unseen. The
next year, an even greater honor was obtained. A trip to the ranger training school at the largest
backpacking school in the county (other than boot camp) located in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains in
northeast New Mexico. This Kit Carson program was a hand picked adventure for only one scout from
each state each year.

The last year of high school was a challenge to keep in  focus after the opening of eyes to a
huge world beyond the horizon. The year was filled with trips when possible as had previous years,
chauffeuring the professional football talent scout (father) to college campuses throughout the eastern
states. This was a real football fans dream come true. The connections over the years had mushroomed
from his days on coaching staffs with Blanton Collier, Bear Bryant, and Charlie Bradshaw. At one time
I knew five or six head NFL coaches (and they knew me) that he had great relations with. All the
college staffs knew him and made us feel at home. These trips were great bonding times for our family.
Dad’s love of history also made the trips an educational experience. One of his favorite characters of all
times was George Rogers Clark. Our trips into the old indian country of Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois
would be navigated to include all the historic markers and sites we could squeeze in. The campus tours
would also be highlights, as well as the state capitals, Civil War, French & Indian War, and
Revolutionary War sites. We must have been to them all. Learning to drive the interstate highway
system was also a great experience. The ability to read highway signs and merge traffic in unfamiliar
territory is a valuable lesson in modern life.

One trip that was a highlight was to the Washington & Lee campus in Lexington, VA. The
amount of historic sites in this area, the Virginia Military Institute, the tradition of the south, etc. reached
out to me here. This was a place I could fit in. Unfortunately the tuition was unattainable and entrance
requirements were too stiff for a easily distracted above average student. Somehow I knew there was a
connection to this place. Had I dreamed of being there in a previous era? What was it with this town
with the same highway signs (US 60), same interstate highway signs (I-64), same town name



(Lexington), and similar place and people names as back at home in Kentucky. 

Chapter IV - College Days

Finally settling on a easy choice, the University of Kentucky, for a college education and having
no idea about a life calling, no interest in  fraternities, clubs, etc. dropping out was the next move. A full
time job had been acquired as a research writer for a internationally renown horse pedigree magazine
published weekly from Lexington. This job became a grind, each day proof reading galleys of print type
in three languages. The glamour of the horse industry quickly faded with the first taste of a 9- 5, five day
a week schedule. Several valuable lessons were learned from this experience. The opportunity to
handle large amounts of numbers, facts, and tables became a future editors training ground. The ability
to work with other talented writers was also a plus. Being closed up in a cubicle all day was not where
it was at. Giving up the college was a mistake, because lost ground can never be recovered. The
rewards for the efforts prior to, never equate at the same level after the achievement of a degree.

Back to school again. This time at Auburn Alabama. This little town was too far from home
(and a girl friend), and again withdrawal was the course of action. Now a real hole had been dug. One
almost impossible to climb out of. Back to the University of Kentucky with a new attitude and
determination. After two years of probation due to the early failures and withdrawals, a break was
again in store.

An interest in medical care took on the next course of study. A small school in x-ray technology
at the neighborhood hospital was the ticket I hoped for. Several weeks into the two year program
found the instructor absent almost daily and the five students working full time with no compensation.
Having enough of this treatment, another full time job was obtained at the local YMCA.

During the summer I felt the call of the scout camp once more. This time as an adult, I had to be
properly trained. Since I was to head the aquatic program, I had to have all the necessary certifications
to instruct and sign off on all the waterfront skills. I was sent to a national camping school near the
Goshen Gap in Virginia. This large reservation was home to the Washington DC council camp. The
area around the camp was similar to areas in central Kentucky. The Jackson River and Cow and Calf
Pasture were full of historic sites. Lexington, VA was just up the road and I had to return to this
campus nearby that I had visited previously.  With time to explore at my own pace I sought out the sites
of Lee, Jackson, Houston, etc. The feeling of deja vu was strong here I remember thinking. 

After another year of college, and preparing to return to the summer camp - a call came from
the hospital, seeking a temporary worker such as myself who had been trained in the darkroom
techniques of a radiology department. The lady who ran the darkroom was out on medical disability for
six months. When it ended, by some miracle, a major manufacturer of X-Ray machines was
interviewing for a technical support engineer that I was hired for. This job would cover all the area of
Kentucky that I had become familiar with and would include the use of a company car. This was too
much to believe.



During the next four and a half years a career as a medical technology support engineer took
off. All of the major hospitals were expanding to install additional rooms of equipment, most notably the
cat scan, invented by this company. The security and good pay associated with this endeavor allowed
for the purchase of a first home. Marriage to Dawn Ellen Cahoon took place on December 10, 1983 in
Lexington, KY. I had known her during junior and high school and became reacquainted while both
were working at the hospital. In thirteen months we became the proud parents of our daughter, Lindsey
Duncan Sengel, on January 10, 1985. While working and having a child, college was finished at night
and graduation from the University of Kentucky came in the spring of 1985.

Chapter V - Adulthood

About the time of college graduation, a journey that took ten years, I began to prepare for
my career as a real estate appraiser, consultant, and broker. Older brother had happened into this
profession in Panama City Florida in the mid 1980's. He explained the advantages of being self
employed, and the flexibility of hours, etc. This seemed like a occupation that I could enjoy. There was
lots of travel time to the various surrounding counties. Time spent in courthouses looking of deeds and
titles, visits to interesting homes, and a chance to use my writing skills and get paid for it. I also could
work from my home office and use my computer to access files and repackage information and sell it.
This simple activity has brought me a fair measure of success. I have helped numerous others learn this
profession, have made many contacts, and friends in the business community, have gained respect at
numerous banks and financial institutions, and made a good and comfortable living in the process.

My reflections of recent months have turned to the past. With the September 11, 2001 attack
upon our county I have also been caught up in a revival of some of the most basic ideals that have
somehow been swept under the constant drudgery of day to day existence in our hectic world. The
ideals of religion, family, and patriotism have come rushing back up from within the vacuum of years
where these have been relinquished to the back seat of my life. It may be the fear of an anthrax laced
letter or another airplane attack or something else equally bizarre, but I don’t want to continue along
that same old path of just existing - or getting ahead, at all costs.

Seeing my daughter mature into a young woman, watching my parents slowly get old, and
coming to grips with my own mortality has worked to change the priorities. As stated by a dedicated
genealogist, Mary Powell Hammersmith, who researched our common relative, Hugh McGary, Sr.  for
her recent publication, “I didn’t start tracing my roots until all my ancestors were dead.”  That makes it
tough to begin a search, but it can be done with diligence. She should know because she had thirty one
years invested into her research, and it is never finished and one hundred percent accurate.

Starting at the beginning, with my mother’s people, who come to find out were some of the first
white folks to settle in this state, before it was a state, and had to fight for the right all the way from
back east, and longer just to get a foot hold in this promised land of Kaintuck.























The previous article has appeared in both the Register of the Kentucky Historical Society and
the later published book “Genealogies of Kentucky Families”. Kathryn Harrod Mason wrote several
histories of Mercer County including two on the life and family of General James Ray and her ancestor,
James Harrod, who founded Harrodsburg in 1774.

Several things should be noted about the prior article. Since it was written in nineteen forty five
several new items have come to light, and other statements have been added to. In general her research
is solid. I did not have this piece of documentation in the beginning of my search. It has proved to be
the final link, providing proof from the beginning of the tree to our family now. I believe if I had not
stumbled on to this with my research, by the next generation no connection could have been made.

 Working backward from our line of Duncans we have my mother Mary Alice Duncan Sengel,
daughter of Charles Talbert (sic) Duncan b. 2/5/1900 d. 3/22/1985 and Virginia Wharton Duncan b.
9/16/1900 d. 8/24/1992 (from tombstone in Lawrenceburg cemetery). Charles T. Duncan (my
grandfather) was the son of Asa B. Duncan b. 10/4/1863 d. 6/8/1945 and Alice ? Duncan b.
9/11/1871 d. 3/6/1951 (from same tombstone). This is where my research is still in need of support. I
know from my childhood in Anderson County about my grandfather’s farm on Powell-Taylor Road.
This was not a family farm that had been passed down through the generations. I had heard reference
to their prior farm being on the Mays Road in western Anderson County near where the Beaver Lake
dam was built. Searching county maps I located a Duncan Road off KY 53 that connects to Mays
Road near Edmonson Road. The Mays Road then changes name at this old cross roads and continues
on toward the Mercer County line as the Leathers Store Road. 

Near the intersection use to stand an old farm house that burned in the late 1970's. An old
chicken house has now been converted into a residence. Across the old Duncan lane is a small family
cemetery from the Leathers. A conversation with my grandfather prior to his death revealed that Asa B.
Duncan had purchased this farm from the Leathers family. The Leathers had become undertakers in
Lawrenceburg, and grand dad remembered them exhuming the grave of the old gentleman when he was
just a kid. The Leathers family had built a large family crypt in the Lawrenceburg Cemetery since they
were in the funeral business. They had their ancestor removed to this new location in town. I have found
documentation of Dr. Charles A. Leathers, who after graduation from Kentucky Military Institute in
1879, studied medicine under Dr. J. L. Pope in the nearby Nelson County community of Chaplin. In
1881 he began practice at the Leathers Store (old post office in the neighborhood). By June of 1883 he
had moved his practice to Lawrenceburg. It is interesting to note that both my mother and my uncle
were born in this house according to the  family tradition.  

Prior to buying the Leathers old place at the cross roads previously mentioned, grand dad had
told of their previous homesite near Ashbrook, where he had been born. This was another rural cross
roads further south on KY 53 but within a mile of this later location. The topography of this area is hilly.
A tributary to the Chaplin Fork of the Salt River flows around the later property. Grand dad related the
story of an old steel bridge that had been utilized to cross the Salt River on KY 62 which was being
retired (most likely during the WPA projects of the 1930's). Asa B. Duncan was able to obtain this old
bridge for salvage value and install it over the Big Beaver Creek below his property and near Ashbrook



on KY 53. This new path became the Duncan Road on the map today. Years ago I was able to travel
over this old steel bridge on Duncan Road before it was condemned and a new concrete bridge was
built.

I do not have any indication as to which parcel belonged to Asa B. Duncan prior to his moving
to the old Leathers estate. This was more than likely the home of his father, Mathew Talbot Duncan.
None of this part of the research has been proven by county records as of this date. No marriage
record or birth/death record appears for a Talbot or Talbott Duncan that I can find in Anderson
County. I do have a list of Martin C. Duncan’s and Mary “Polly” Ray Duncan’s children from their will.
Listed is a Mathew T. Duncan. Further research has revealed that this is indeed Mathew Talbot
Duncan. He is listed in the above Mason article as having removed from Mercer County to Anderson
County, and had a son Asa. A search for Mathew Duncan revealed more than one in rural western
Anderson County. The other, a Mathew J. Duncan or Matthew J. Duncan had been born within a year
of our ancestor. He also had been married and widowed at least three times. He appears to have had a
brother named Mark. This family is part of a large group of Duncan’s who settled in the Chaplin River
basin nearby. They were more than likely distantly related thru common lines back in Virginia, but as
grand dad had told me early on in life, these were not of the same family.

A couple of references were made to weddings held at the residence of M. T. Duncan’s home
in Anderson County. A Mary J. Duncan & Robert Stange (Jessamine County) were married Dec. 3,
1874 He was 21 years old, she was 23 and born in Anderson County, KY. Her father was born in
Mercer County (this fits our research) and her mother was born in Garrard County. Another reference
was made to a William T. Duncan & Mary Ann York being married at the home of M. T. Duncan on
Sept. 18, 1879. Groom was born in Anderson County and his father was born in Mercer County, with
mother born in Garrard County. Bride was born in Anderson County and her parents were born in
Mercer County. Groom was 23 years old and bride was 18 years old. The only other reference I have
to M.T. Duncan is a marriage record in Mercer County in 1863 to an Emily Jane Clark (3-80). If this is
our man, it had to happen early that year since Asa B. Duncan was born by October 4, 1863.

The Mason article then links the family back from Mathew Talbot Duncan to his mother Mary
“Polly” Ray who had married Martin C. Duncan in Mercer County in 1806. Martin C. Duncan had
come from northwest North Carolina at the turn of the century (1800). He is listed on the 1810 census
of Mercer County Kentucky as Martin Dunkin. By 1820 he was living in Shelby County and is included
in that census there. By the 1830 census he was again in Mercer County. Martin C. Duncan’s wife was
the daughter of General James Ray. He was one of the most respected men in the early history of
Mercer County. His second wife was Elizabeth Talbot Ray. Her brother Isham Talbot became an early
US senator from Kentucky. Isham married Governor Garrard’s daughter and became an early political
leader in the state. He was first practicing law in Shelbyville in the early 1800's. This may be why
Martin C. Duncan lived in this area early on, while most of the 11 children were being reared. It should
be pointed out that James Rays mother was Elizabeth Buntin Ray. She had remarried Captain Hugh
McGary in North Carolina prior to 1775. McGary was James Ray’s step father, and an early long
hunter in Kentucky with Henry Skaggs. In 1775 McGary, a brother in law named Denton, and several
others from the Yadkin Valley came with Daniel Boone to Kentucky. This is the first record of white



women and children  being brought into this country. It is rumored that the first bible came into this state
with this group of women who were in the habit of recording the family histories into these books.
When the party of twenty to thirty families reached the fork in the Wilderness Trail at Skaggs Fort
(Hazel Patch) near the Rockcastle River, the McGary party split with Boone. Boone moving on to
Madison County and the site of the fort that bears his name, and McGary going thru Crab Orchard to
St. Asaphs (Stanford) and finally to Fort Harrod. A historic monument is dedicated in Harrodsburg to
the first three women at the settlement, one who was Elizabeth Buntin Ray McGary. She is my great
great great great great grandmother through my mother’s side.

The following are notes from the relative that Kathryn H. Mason quoted in her article as having
given the most recent history on the Mercer County Duncan’s to Neva Williams, who was a writer for
the Harrodsburg newspaper. You can see from this information that it was heavily borrowed from in
both Neva Williams text and in the later text of Mason’s above.

Following these two sets of notes, the main article of James Ray is included, along with some
early land deeds and maps of the Shawnee fortification where our family first lived in Kentucky on their
own land. Last is a copy of the family tree as it comes down from David Duncan in old Virginia. A side
note to the old English rule of inherited property. The oldest son or male family member (nephew)
always received the whole estate. The other siblings usually got only some money or a slave, etc. This
seems to have changed with the frontier settlers. David Duncan’s oldest son Nathaniel got the plantation
in tidewater Virginia. This was in the area known as the Northern Neck. It was Sussex, Surry, and
Albemarle Counties depending on what period in history you looked. Part of that will indicated at
tenement house at the college. It is presumed this is at William & Mary University. From this we can
draw an image of the station in life these ancestors held. They had numerous slaves and hundreds of
acres of land.

Several members of the family were ministers, including Martin C. Duncan in Mercer County,
KY. Several references have been found of him performing marriages in the mid 1830's. As stated in
the article they were educated better than most. Martin C. Duncan’s son was a major in the Civil War
(Union)  and founder of Duncanville in northwest Mercer County. The little Grapevine Church stands
on the banks of the Chaplin River. Martin C. Duncan, Mary “Polly” Ray Duncan,  John Ray Duncan,
and his son Dr. Charles Talbot Duncan (never married) are buried there. The tombstone of John Ray
Duncan is a large obelisk which a Masonic level & square and letter “G”. It is inscribed with the 19th

Kentucky Infantry Volunteers on the stone as well. This little community is just a few miles via the
Chaplin River to Cornishville where the McAfee Lodge of freemasons is located. Both Asa B. Duncan
& Charles T. Duncan (grand dad) were masons. It is believed that all of these men from Isham Talbot,
Hugh McGary, to James Ray were early Kentucky free masons. The town of Madisonville, KY was
founded in Hugh McGary’s sons house near there. They were all migrating further west. James Ray’s
son was a doctor in that area as well. He was interviewed by Draper, the historian who compiled the
best documentation of the early history of the settlement area. The Dr. John Ray interview is perhaps
the best original source of information for this research, and has been named by Mason, Chinn, and
Hammersmith as well.
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