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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This dissertation looks at the 1874 “Vicksburg (Mississippi) Massacre” and its direct 

causes.  Black sharecroppers, during the Reconstruction Era, have been the focus of considerable 

scholarship that looks at black life in relation to white landowners.  Little attention, however, has 

been given to black landowners.  An examination of the House of Representatives Reports, Land 

Deeds, Census Records, Tax Records, and the American Missionary Association Archival 

Records allow a critical examination of the agency that black landowners in Vicksburg garnered 

before the massacre.  This dissertation focuses on the direct causes behind the massacre, 

including local black politicians and civic leaders, and a growing number of black landowners.  

More importantly, the acquisition of land by black Mississippians prompted the most prosperous 

white land owners to take violent action against them.  Most threatening to Vicksburg’s white 

population was the fact that Vicksburg had a black sheriff who also served as county tax 

collector.  As Vicksburg’s black leaders began to spend tax money on black education, and even 

infrastructure that benefitted all citizens, whites became infuriated.  Chapter one situates 

Vicksburg at the end of the historic siege.  The middle chapters examine the importance of the 

economics, culture and politics that led to the violence.  The last chapters focus on the Vicksburg 

massacre.  This micro history of Vicksburg during the Reconstruction Era demonstrates that life 

for these black folk must have been hard but many of them found ways to form communities 

independent from white landowners. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Vicksburg’s Troubles: Black Participation in the Body Politic and Land Ownership in the Age 

of Redeemer Violence 

 

When staunchly conservative White League members in Warren County, Mississippi, 

forced out the local black sheriff in early December, 1874, black men throughout the county 

decided that they had been pushed around enough.  They formed groups and gathered in their 

respective communities with the intent of entering the city to assist the recently ousted sheriff in 

getting his office back.  But the White Leaguers’ were even more determined to keep them out of 

Vicksburg’s city limits.  Several days earlier, Sheriff Peter Crosby had been told by the White 

League that his services were no longer wanted.  When he refused to relinquish his office, he 

was arrested and placed in the same jail that he presided over.  Whites met the groups of Crosby 

supporters at the city limits and demanded that they return to their homes.  No sooner than the 

black men complied, whites opened fire, gunning down the fleeing men, most of whom had no 

weapons.  The massacre lasted for more than a week.  When it was over, as many as three 

hundred black men were dead and an untold number of black women had been attacked, robbed 

and sexually assaulted.1    

I first became interested in the Vicksburg massacre while doing research for a graduate 

seminar paper on Reconstruction in Mississippi.  As I was reading through Richard Aubrey 

McLemore's book, A History of Mississippi, I was surprised to discover that Vicksburg had a 

black Sheriff during this period.  After becoming more familiar with Reconstruction history and 

reading Eric Foner's critically important survey on Reconstruction I learned that although they 

were not commonplace, black Sheriffs held offices in some plantation counties throughout the 

former Confederacy between 1870 and 1874.2 

More intriguing, however, juxtaposed alongside the idea that a few black men were 

sheriffs across the former Confederacy only a few short years after slavery, was the fact that 

                                                            
1 New York Times, January 7, 1875. “The Vicksburg Massacre.”  The actual number of murders is not known.  
Conflicting testimonies claim twenty‐nine, fifty, one hundred‐fifty, and three hundred. See also, Julius Thompson, 
Lynchings in Mississippi: A History, 1865 – 1965 (North Carolina and London: McFarland & Company, 2007), 12. 
2 Richard Aubrey McLemore, ed., A History of Mississippi: Volume 1 (Hattiesburg: University and College Press of 
Mississippi, 1973), 585; Eric Foner, Reconstruction, America’s Unfinished Revolution: 1863 – 1877 (New York: 
Harper Collins Publishers, 1988), 356.  
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most Reconstruction historians argue that blacks during this period owned very little land.  If 

only a handful of freed people in isolated areas of the former Confederacy had been given 40 

acre plots of land to farm, what issues complicated or prevented black and white Republican 

politicians from passing legislation to help their black constituents acquire more real estate?  

This question is answered in much of the historiography on Presidential and Congressional 

Reconstruction.  That scholarship places politics firmly in the center of the Reconstruction era.  

Black land ownership, although critically important to the discussion, is usually placed at the 

periphery. 

Scholarship on redeemer violence and the growing influence of the Ku Klux Klan and 

other vigilante groups, usually also considers politics to be the primary motivating factor of the 

white terrorists.  In Black Reconstruction in America, W. E. B. Du Bois shows that black land 

ownership was a critical component of participation in the body politic.  His argument led to the 

question for this dissertation of how many black people actually owned land during the height of 

the Reconstruction era and what percentage of the land did they own?  There was an inherent 

dichotomy in these two subfields of historical scholarship.  In one, blacks were a threat to control 

the local government but owned very little property.  The other, more nuanced, argued that 

blacks used politics to acquire land but were ultimately deceived by the federal government and 

carpetbagger Republicans.  This led to the question: If the black citizens of Vicksburg owned no 

land, or not enough to be considered important, why did white Southerners fight so hard for 

redemption?  Many of the interpretations written in the decades directly after the American Civil 

War are by today's standards myopic and steeped in the racial biases of the time.  William A. 

Dunning's, Reconstruction, Political and Economic, 1865 - 1877 (1907), James Wilford 

Garner's, Reconstruction in Mississippi (1907), and Walter L. Fleming's, The Sequel of 

Appomattox (1919) are all political and economic histories written from an early twentieth 

century Eurocentric perspective and exclude any real consideration of black political 

contributions or black land ownership. 

Economic factors almost always play a critical role in societies that are based on 

capitalism.  American slavery was an institution built on the capitalistic exploitation of African 

and African-American people.  When the American Civil War ended in 1865, four million 

human chattels were given their freedom and little else.  Throughout the rest of the decade they 

struggled to forge for themselves a place in society that they thought represented real freedom.  
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Like people everywhere, black people during Reconstruction participated in the body politic not 

only because it was their constitutional right but more importantly, it was the legal way of 

gaining human recognition, social standing, and economic prosperity. 

Although the Fifteenth Amendment granted black men the right to vote, it promised them 

nothing else.  Black people during Reconstruction may have acquired very little land, 

proportionate to their numbers, but their story is significant because it demonstrates that the 

primary reason for the end of Reconstruction in the former Confederacy was not completely 

political but more economic, or at least the economic threat that it posed to white supremacy.  

The massacre that occurred in Vicksburg, Mississippi, in 1874 is a microcosm of the racial 

violence that was happening all over the South.  This dissertation examines the conditions in 

Vicksburg, Mississippi, from 1870 to 1874 which culminated in the brutal murders of black men 

and the physical and mental intimidation of black women in December of that year.  

Black sharecroppers and tenant farmers during the years following the American Civil 

War have been the focus of considerable Reconstruction scholarship that looks at black life in 

relation to white land owners.  Far less attention has been given to the black landowners who 

survived the politics and redemption of numerous white Southerners.  This dissertation 

juxtaposes black landowners with black tenant farmers and sharecroppers in an attempt to 

demonstrate that not all black Mississippians during Reconstruction worked directly for someone 

else.  Even when they did, they were striving to obtain their own property, prosperity and 

economic independence.  The focus of this dissertation is on black property and real estate 

owners and how they garnered agency in a state where most white people considered 

Congressional Reconstruction to be a dismal mistake. 

When one studies the Reconstruction Era scholarship of the last three decades or so, it 

can be easily ascertained that reclaiming total white control over the political system was 

important to white Southerners.  However, when one asks the question: why was it so important 

that whites reclaimed total autonomy over black communities, controlled by black people?  The 

answer(s) then becomes more complicated.  It is popularly known that many former 

Confederates wanted to reinstitute a form of labor that was akin to the antebellum years and put 

blacks back in their "proper places."  It is less well known, however, that blacks who controlled 

county and local governments also controlled the collected taxes of black people and white 

people alike.  They also determined how land and property taxes would be invested in 
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community infrastructure.  After the Civil War, Vicksburg and Warren County, Mississippi, like 

many other cities, counties, communities and hamlets, had a population that was predominantly 

blacks but where whites owned most of the land and taxable property. 

Most threatening to Vicksburg's white population (especially its gentry), however, was 

the fact that Vicksburg had a black landowning Sheriff who also served as the County's tax 

collector.  As Vicksburg’s black leaders began to spend tax money on black education, whites 

became infuriated.  Local White League groups falsely accused Vicksburg’s black leaders of 

malfeasance and determined to redeem local politics and instill a form of 19th century American 

apartheid.  This dissertation departs from most of the studies done on racial violence during 

Reconstruction by focusing on the black property owners in Vicksburg, Mississippi, during the 

1870s.  It will demonstrate that political redemption was the methodology whites used to gain or 

regain the economic prosperity and racial domination they enjoyed during the antebellum years.  

Moreover, the battle for political redemption was fought not against imaginary black property 

and landowners but real black people who were in increasing numbers beginning to acquire 

property and real estate.  

The central argument made in this dissertation is that by the early 1870s black people in 

Warren County, Mississippi, were acquiring enough taxable property and real estate to pose a 

real threat to the economic prosperity of white landowners.  That argument is supported in the 

fact that many of the local black politicians in 1870s Warren County were landowners.  This 

dissertation is a social history and micro history that focuses on black and white race relations 

within the context of the Reconstruction Era’s economic conditions.  The period it focuses on is 

from 1870 through December 1874.   

The 1870 United States Census Records for Warren County, Mississippi, corroborates the 

claims in the Congressional testimonies made by many black people, and a few whites, that the 

primary reasons for the troubles in Vicksburg had been over the illegal removal of Sheriff Peter 

Crosby from his office and also the growing number of black landowners throughout the county.  

The Freedmen’s Bureau Records were examined but proved fruitless for the purpose of this 

study because by 1868 the Bureau no longer existed in Warren County.3  The American 

Missionary Association (AMA) Archives show the important work done by the organization in 

                                                            
3 Records of the Assistant Commissioner for the State of Mississippi Bureau of Refugees, Freemen, and Abandoned 
Lands, 1865 – 1869, National Archives and Records Service, Washington, D.C., 1973; James Wilford Garner, 
Reconstruction in Mississippi (New York: The McMillan Company, 1902). 263. 
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Mississippi as late as 1885 but in 1870s Warren County, there was no AMA.  Correspondence 

between teachers from Tougaloo Mechanical and Agricultural University in Madison County 

(north of Hinds) in 1873 to1875 sheds light on a scarcity of funding for the fledgling school for 

Negros.4  Warren County Tax Rolls from several years in the early 1870s provide the amount of 

taxes that landowners were accessed on their taxable property and real estate.    

Chapter One situates Vicksburg and greater Warren County at the end of the historic 

Siege of Vicksburg during the American Civil War.  It highlights the financial woes that the war 

torn city endured.  Freed black people were abandoned and forced to survive as best they could, 

but a few managed to acquire land because their former masters had fled their plantations.  

Benjamin Montgomery was an example of a successful black planter in Vicksburg who for more 

than fifteen years after the siege owned land in Warren County.  Congressional Reconstruction 

and the readmission of Mississippi back into the Union in 1870 saw more black leaders 

appointed to local political offices in Vicksburg.  The 1870 Census Records demonstrate that 

blacks in Warren County had acquired a considerable percentage of real estate and taxable 

property. 

Chapters Two, Three, and Four examine the importance of state and local politics that led 

to the Vicksburg massacre.  These middle chapters highlight the importance of the idea that 

conservative white landowners believed they were oppressed through excessive taxation by 

corrupt black officials—officials whom they fail to mention were real estate owners.  As 

Mississippi, the South, and the country began to experience a recession, more importance was 

placed on increasing the value of land by increasing the number of black laborers on the land.  

Local White League groups began to form in order to accomplish this goal.  Local white 

landowners—carpetbagger, scalawag, and conservative—formed alliances based on race rather 

than politics because there was too much agency within the black community, culminating in 

Peter Crosby being elected Sheriff of Warren County in 1874.  Local white anarchists banded 

together in order to win the August election and shortly thereafter conspired to remove the black 

Sheriff from office.  Chapters Five and Six focus on the Vicksburg massacre and the chaos that 

followed.  Chapter Seven sheds light on the black women who endured the Vicksburg massacre 

and the villainous acts carried out against them during following weeks.      

                                                            
4 American Missionary Association Manuscripts, Florida State University Strozier Library Micro‐materials, Film 
3204, Mississippi, Reels 1 – 3. There are numerous letters in 1874—1875, between the Department of Education in 
Mississippi and AMA teachers that demonstrate a lack of funding for Tougaloo Normal School.  
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A Short Historiography 

 

Nicholas Lemann, Redemption: The Last Battle of the Civil War (2006), is first, a 

revisionist biography of Mississippi Governor Adelbert Ames and secondly, a redemption 

narrative focusing on white league groups in Mississippi and Louisiana and how they used 

violence to take back (redeem) political offices from state and local Republican politicians.  In 

Lemann's narrative black people are caught up between white conservatives and the federal 

government, thus portrayed as victims.  Lemann, a journalist by profession, does a masterful job 

of using both primary and secondary sources to support his theses.  His primary focus is to 

"redeem” the discredited governor’s reputation from both contemporaries and Mississippi 

historians of the late 19th and early 20th centuries who wrote that Reconstruction was a dismal 

mistake, both within the state and throughout the former Confederacy.  This dissertation 

necessarily engages Lemann's work in order to set the stage for the real battles fought by blacks 

during Reconstruction.  Their primary goals were to gain land, education, and the kind of 

freedom that gave them economic independence and protection from the white people who 

wanted to exploit their labor and keep them politically and socially oppressed.  For average freed 

black people, their new constitutional rights were simply a means to that end.  White redeemers 

used violence to destroy the effectiveness of black political participation.   

LeeAnna Keith, The Colfax Massacre: The Untold Story of Black Power, White Terror, 

and the Death of Reconstruction (2008), places Reconstruction politics firmly at the center of the 

white violence carried out toward African-Americans during this era.  Like Lemann, Keith 

demonstrates how rival Democrats and Republicans jockey for position of local political offices. 

Keith's effort is not a story of black land ownership but one of black power within the local 

community.  She engages military historian James K. Hogue, Uncivil War: Five New Orleans 

Street Battles and the Rise and Fall of Radical Reconstruction (2006).  She differs from Hogue’s 

view, however, in declaring that the Colfax incident was no longer a military battle, as Hogue 

suggests, after the black men occupying the local courthouse gave up; it then became a massacre.  

Contemporary black newspapers used the term “massacre” rather than “riot.”5  The massacre that 

                                                            
5 Leanna Keith, The Colfax Massacre: The Untold Story of Black Power, White Terror, and the Death of 
Reconstruction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), xiv.  
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happened on Easter Sunday 1873, resulted in white supremacists in the surrounding areas of 

Colfax forming more and more White Leagues for redemption of their own local vicinities.  The 

Colfax massacre would become a model for the white leagues throughout Warren County the 

following year.  Keith's book is an important contribution to the historiography of massacres 

during the Reconstruction Era.  She gives equal weight to the testimonies of blacks, as well as 

whites, who witnessed and endured the violence and the resulting domination of the historical 

memory of the events at Colfax.  

Allen Trelease’ White Terror: the Ku Klux Klan Conspiracy and Southern 

Reconstruction (1971), was a landmark study when it was first published that looked at the 

beginnings of the infamous group and the way it terrorized black communities.  White Terror, is 

important for this dissertation because it shows that not only wealthy whites sought to keep 

blacks politically, socially, and economically oppressed but more importantly poor whites.  Poor 

whites, who were the majority of whites, could be easily fed the propaganda of racial supremacy 

and used as tools for violent acts against blacks.  Trelease argues that whippings became a 

commonplace tactic among fearful whites, who usually attacked smaller, more isolated black 

communities.  According to Trelease, these acts committed against blacks were terrorist 

measures, and the people who committed them were terrorists.  These lawless organizations were 

usually led by members of the white community’s law officials, many of them sheriffs, 

prosecutors, and even judges. 

Christopher Waldrep, Roots of Disorder: Race and Criminal Justice in the American 

South, 1817 – 80 (1998), highlights Warren County and Vicksburg’s legal system during the 

antebellum years, the Civil War Era, and the Reconstruction Era.  His work is a localized study 

of legal history in the South.  He argues that although it is an isolated place and time, Warren 

County can be used as an example of the justice system throughout the former Confederacy.  He 

engages Allen Trelease, White Terror: The Ku Klux Klan Conspiracy and Southern 

Reconstruction (1971), by arguing that whites after the Civil War had to somehow combat black 

criminals outside the criminal justice system because Radical Reconstruction had placed blacks 

in juror boxes and subdued white judges into being too lenient on black lawbreakers.  White 

Leagues, mob law, and racial violence toward freed people grew, argues Waldrep, because 

ordinary whites had little confidence in a criminal justice system they no longer controlled.  
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Although Waldrep’s focus is legal history, he does not fail to connect the importance of property 

and race.  He uses county court records to show that whites, particularly those in debt, faced 

prosecution at the hands of black jurors.  Many of those same whites refused to pay property 

taxes to a local government where blacks held office. 

Steve Hahn's, A Nation Under Our Feet: Black Political Struggles in the New South from 

Slavery to the Great Migration (2005), is a discussion of African American political culture from 

slavery to the early 20th century.  His work endeavors to uncover the ethos of both the slave 

owner and the enslaved.  These antebellum mindsets, he argues, carried over to Reconstruction 

and the late 19th century.  Because blacks were always politically active, it was a natural 

transition for them during Reconstruction.  But because the southern white power structure was 

so oppressive, even the Civil War could do little to change that.  Especially informative is his 

chapter on black participation in the body politic, which shows how so many black freedmen 

began their careers as preachers but ended up as politicians.6  

If revisionist historians have succeeded in telling the story of Reconstruction as a period 

of hope for black people, Douglas A. Blackmon's book, Slavery by Another Name: the Re-

enslavement of Black Americans from the Civil War to World War II (2008), is a story of success 

for white redeemers.  Blackmon's book picks up at the end of the Civil War, framing the genesis 

of convict leasing.  That phenomenon had its beginning in the labor contracts forced on black 

people by former slave and plantation owners.  Black people who had no jobs but refused to sign 

exploitative yearly contracts or those who were not self sufficient entrepreneurs were convicted 

on trumped up misdemeanor crimes.  Often unable to pay the fines, these blacks were faced with 

a decision between relenting to sign the contracts or going to prison.  There was little difference 

between the two options.  Picking up where Trelease leaves off, Blackmon highlights how the 

labor contracts gave contract owners the right to discipline "re-enslaved" blacks however they 

saw fit.  His study is an analysis of white power but it also connects black labor to land and 

demonstrates how economics was base of white supremacy. 

Julius E. Thompson, Lynchings in Mississippi: A History, 1865 – 1965 (2007) explores 

the barbaric events in American history, that for some became a national pastime.  During the 

                                                            
6 Steve Hahn, A Nation Under Our Feet: Black Political Struggles in the Rural South from Slavery to the Great 
Migration (Cambridge and London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University, 2003), 178. 
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one hundred years discussed, thousands of Americans were killed by lynch mobs but black 

people were especially targeted.  Lynchings were terror filled events and performed outside of 

the legal system.   Any crime or accused crime was grounds for lynching, including the 

accusation of rape, murder, or insulting a white person.  Black property owners or those 

financially well off were especially targeted.  Thompson's chapters on Reconstruction show how 

Mississippi whites took up arms en masse in an effort to subdue blacks and make them 

economically and politically helpless by keeping them from owning real estate.7 

While books like Lynchings in Mississippi, and Lynching in the New South: Georgia and 

Virginia, 1880 – 1930 (1993) by Fitzhugh Brundage, look at the phenomenon regionally, or even 

in isolation, At the Hands of Persons Unknown: The Lynching of Black America (2003), by 

Philip Dray serves as a survey of lynching all over the United States.  Brundage later challenges 

Dray's effort to lump all lynchings over place and time under one category.  By that same logic, 

the Vicksburg massacre and black land ownership is best studied as an isolated event that 

contributes to the overall narrative of redeemer violence throughout the Reconstruction period. 

There is a lack of scholarship devoted to the study of black landowners during 

Reconstruction.  James S. Fisher recognized the dearth in 1973 and wrote an article highlighting 

black contributions to American agriculture.  “Negro Farm Ownership in the South,” looks at 

how black agriculturalists began to acquire property in the former Confederacy directly after the 

Civil War.  Fisher is interested in the increasing number, albeit small, of black farm owners from 

1865 to 1920.  He is more interested in the following five decades when black land ownership 

across the South steadily declined.  Fisher argues that although black landowners during 

Reconstruction represented a small percentage of the total number they nevertheless deserve 

consideration.8  This dissertation seeks that end.  

Leo McGee and Robert Boone, eds., The Black Rural Landowner-Endangered Species: 

Social, Political, and Economic Implications (1979), explore black land ownership from the end 

of the American Civil War to the early 1970s.  Like Fisher's effort before them, the authors in 

this book endeavor to shed light on the implications of the declining numbers of black 

                                                            
7 Julius Thompson, Lynchings in Mississippi: A History, 1865 – 1965 (North Carolina and London: McFarland & 
Company, 2007), 1, 11. 
8 James S. Fisher, “Negro Farm Ownership in the South,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers, Vol. 
63, No. 4 (Dec., 1973), pp. 478 – 489. 
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landowners in the South throughout the 20th century.  Manning Marable's article, "The Land 

Question in Historical Perspective: The Economics of Poverty in the Black Belt South, 1865 - 

1920," is particularly helpful in contextualizing Mississippi's black landowners during 

Reconstruction and the unwavering effort by whites to stifle black economic, social and political 

growth. 

If Christopher Waldrep concludes that the thinking among white antebellum actors was 

paramount in their efforts and influence on Reconstruction social politics, and Douglas 

Blackmon considers the end of Reconstruction as the beginning of victory for white redeemers, 

Janet Sharp Hermann's effort in, The Pursuit of A Dream (1981), is an amalgamation of the two 

theories.  Her narrative hashes out the complexities that linked antebellum slavery and 

paternalism to Reconstruction era redemption.  By exploring the paternalistic pretensions of 

Joseph Davis but focusing on the entrepreneurial efforts of Benjamin Montgomery, Sharp 

Hermann is able to show how the intelligence and determination of one black family allowed 

them to survive in the very harsh world that surrounded them.  

James T. Currie, Enclave: Vicksburg and Her Plantations, 1863 – 1870 (1981), was 

published in the same year as The Pursuit of A Dream.  Currie's book also focuses on Davis 

Bend and the efforts of Benjamin Montgomery.  However, he contextualizes his analysis in the 

wake of the Civil War and the Siege of Vicksburg.  He argues that Vicksburg and its surrounding 

plantations were an enclave of Union territory in the heart of the Confederacy.  Because of this, 

Vicksburg became a haven for refugees fleeing from the Confederate Army and for emancipated 

but impoverished blacks.  Northern businessmen also began to flood the area.  Vicksburg was a 

cotton shipping port for a large agricultural area.  Woven in the middle of this complex web were 

Benjamin Montgomery and David Bend.  Whatever affected cotton affected Warren County.  

Benjamin Montgomery, wedged between white supremacy and economic exploitation, headed a 

Union-sponsored experiment which at the same time sought to free black people and exploit 

black labor. 

Loren Schweninger, Black Property Owners in the South, 1790 to 1915 (1990), expands 

the conversation on black land ownership in the South by using statistics gathered from United 

States Census records and local tax records.  Schweninger challenges the notion that all black 

antebellum free people and post-bellum freed people were desperately poor.  Conceding that the 
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end of the Civil War brought nothing but freedom to four million former slaves, within five years 

thousands of freed men and women, he argues, had begun to acquire property and land. 

Dylan C. Penningroth’s important book, The Claims of Kinfolk: African American 

Property and Community in the Nineteenth – Century South (2003), advances the historiography 

on black property ownership during pre- and post- Civil War South by examining black 

community life in the American South and comparing it to late nineteenth-century Ghana, 

Africa.  He uses Southern Claims Commission reports to show how Reconstruction Era blacks 

petitioned for compensation for “property,” such as farm animals, tools, money, and clothing, 

which had been taken from them by soldiers during the American Civil War.  Penningroth’s 

contextualization of his study through the prism of African Studies puts the focus on West 

African community values rather than white domination.    

Eric Foner, Reconstruction, America's Unfinished Revolution: 1863 – 1877 (1988), 

covers virtually every scholarly topic that has been discussed about the Reconstruction era.  

Foner views Reconstruction as a time when both black and white Americans reacted to the 

drastic social, economic, and political changes brought on by four years of civil war.  Foner was 

inspired by Du Bois’ Black Reconstruction in America (1935).  Some white academics during 

the early twentieth century still believed black people were subhuman and unable to contribute in 

any significant way to modern civilization and America’s body politic.  Sadly, even in 1935, Du 

Bois had to begin Black Reconstruction by qualifying the humanity of people of African 

descent.9   Important to this dissertation is Foner's perspective on the age of redeemer violence, 

which he argues began in earnest around 1869.10   He thoroughly demonstrates that white 

violence, although always a part of American violence in general, came about because southern 

conservatives refused to accept black equality on any level and sought to delegitimize biracial 

politics.  Redeemers constructed political lines according to race (color lines) and began 

                                                            
9 William Edward Burghardt Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America, 1860 – 1880 (New York, The Free Press, 
1935, 1962, 1992), 1.  
10 Eric Foner, Reconstruction, America’s Unfinished Revolution: 1863 – 1877 (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 
1988), 412. According to Foner, although white on black violence began with the Emancipation Proclamation, 
redeemer violence, a legacy of the Ku Klux Klan, grew drastically toward the end of the 1860s decade.  Incidentally, 
the following year, 1970, is the first United States Census that included black southerners as citizens of the 
country. 
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murderous campaigns against blacks like those in New Orleans, Colfax, and Vicksburg, just to 

name a few.  

John Hope Franklin demonstrates in Reconstruction after the Civil War (1961), that 

military subjugation of the former Confederacy was shorter than previous scholarship such as 

William Archibald Dunning, Reconstruction: Political and Economic, 1865 – 1877 (1904), had 

argued.  Franklin is interested in connecting the political and economic life of the North and the 

South together as they had, in many ways, been before the Civil War.   

All of these important surveys on Reconstruction history are critical to this dissertation 

because they allow a palpable connection of economics to ethos.  Put another way, these works 

provide the setting that allows a contextualization of the connections between the political and 

economic thinking of both blacks and whites, the aftermath of the Civil War, the accepted 

institution of American slavery that benefitted both the North and the South before the war, and 

the history of white supremacy.  Franklin and Foner, like Du Bois before them, sought to give 

black people a voice in their scholarship.  This dissertation seeks to do the same. 

Vernon Lane Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 1865 – 1890 (1947), corrected many of 

the biased opinions in Garner's Reconstruction in Mississippi.  Unlike the Dunning school of 

historiography, though, Wharton focuses on the aspirations and relative successes of freed people 

as a major cause of white backlash, instead of placing the blame on Radical Republican 

Reconstructionists.  Wharton argues that resentful whites, oftentimes economically worse off 

than the people set free by the Civil War, consistently threatened a race war in which 

carpetbaggers, they promised, would be the first to die.11  Wharton's more balanced look at 

Reconstruction in Mississippi, born out of Du Bois' effort, allows historians of Mississippi and 

Southern history to gain a broader perspective of the complexities in the politics and economics 

of black advancement, white supremacy and racial violence.  Richard Aubrey McLemore's two 

volume edition, A History of Mississippi (1973), has chapter contributions by a number of 

specialists that add greatly to Mississippi historiography and was also a useful tool in this 

dissertation.  

                                                            
11 Vernon Lane Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 1865 – 1890 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1947), 185. 
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William C. Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger: Republican Reconstruction in 

Mississippi (1979), is a comprehensive study of Mississippi during the Reconstruction era.  

Harris also challenges Garner.  He is particularly focused on Mississippi's economy after the 

Civil War and the efforts the state put into recovering its position in agriculture and commerce.  

Harris' work is not completely original as it builds on the work of Wharton.  But he contributes 

in a significant way by giving particular attention to the complexities of bi-racial politics through 

looking at the various administrations of Mississippi's governors during Reconstruction.12  He 

contextualizes the so-called carpetbagger corruption within the bigger political picture but also 

contributes to bottom-up social history by paying attention to the daily lives and cultural aspects 

of black and white Mississippians. 

John R. Lynch, The Facts of Reconstruction, first published in 1913, is a first-hand 

narrative that laid the groundwork for revisionists historians of the Reconstruction era in general 

and Reconstruction in Mississippi in particular.  Lynch, the son of a white man and an enslaved 

black woman, was born into slavery in Natchez, Mississippi, but freed in 1863 when General 

Grant's Union forces occupied the area.  He was the first black Speaker of the House in 

Mississippi and was later elected to the state House of Representatives.  In The Facts of 

Reconstruction, Lynch defends the federal government’s Reconstruction effort and challenges 

the negative image of the era that had been created by members of the Dunning school. 

To cast black politicians as ignorant and inferior black was one of the primary goals of 

Dunning school historians.  Particular to Mississippi and Vicksburg, was Thomas W. Cardozo.  

Euline W. Brock's important journal article, "Thomas W. Cardozo: Fallible Black Reconstruction 

Leader," provides a balanced and more nuanced analysis of one of the handful of black 

politicians that John R. Lynch did concede was misguided.  Contemporary historians have 

devoted most of their efforts on Reconstruction black politicians to journal articles and book 

chapters.  Howard N. Rabinowitz's edition, Southern Black Leaders of the Reconstruction Era 

(1982), Stephen Middleton's edition, Black Congressmen During Reconstruction (2002), and 

Philip Dray, Capitol Men: The Epic Story of Reconstruction Through the Lives of The First 

                                                            
12 William C. Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger: Republican Reconstruction in Mississippi (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State University Press, 1979).  With Harris’ perspective on the governorships of Moderate Republican Ridgley C. 
Powers, Scalawag James Lusk Alcorn, and Radical Republican Adelbert Ames, one is able to better assess the gray 
area that was present in the economics of politics.  Blacks, attempting to find their “rightful” place during this era, 
were often caught up in this gray area. 
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Black Congressmen (2008), are excellent secondary sources that focus on the political careers of 

black federal, state and local leaders.  Particularly helpful to this study was George A. Sewell 

and Margaret L. Dwight, Mississippi Black History Makers (1984).  The second edition of this 

book is an informative collection of biographies not only of black politicians but also important 

religious, educational, and military leaders that transformed life in Mississippi from the mid-19th 

century to the mid-20th century. 

This dissertation contributes to the existing historiography on Reconstruction by placing 

the black men and women of the Vicksburg massacre at the center of this study.  By using the 

testimonies taken from local black and white citizens of Warren County during the House of 

Representatives investigations held on December 14, 1874, and corroborating them with data 

taken from the 1870 federal census records, this study demonstrates the day to day black agency 

and progress that was taking place during this period.  Black and white voices tell the story of a 

community that was being revolutionized because black men were gaining local political offices 

and acquiring real estate and taxable property which, only a short decade prior, had been 

reserved for whites only.    
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 

I Know Myne Own Ground: Black Landowners in Warren County, Mississippi, During 

Reconstruction 

 

A Short History of Vicksburg 

 

The city of Vicksburg is in the state that was named for the most powerful river in the 

United States.  For much of the antebellum period that river also served as a marker for what is 

considered the American West.  The Mississippi River and its tributaries make the entire 

heartland of the United States accessible by water transportation.1  Geographically, Mississippi is 

located in the center of the Gulf South.  In the center most western part of the state, right along 

the great river, is the city of Vicksburg.  The Spanish first named the city Walnut Hills or 

Nogales.2  The location had been chosen as a strategic military fort, first by the French and later 

by the Spanish because of its position high on the bluffs above the Mississippi River.3  The 

frontiersman Newitt Vick recognized the potential that Walnut Hills had as a port for shipping 

cotton. Shortly thereafter he acquired the land for a city, which was later named for him.4 

During the antebellum period, the frontier town of Vicksburg became one of the most 

important locations on the Mississippi River for shipping cotton to New Orleans.5  Cotton and 

slavery, products of the plantation system, were major factors in Mississippi's economy from the 

time it became a state (1817) to the beginning of the Civil War.6  Because cotton production was 

such a lucrative business, land value naturally increased. As more whites moved into the land 

with the fertile delta soils, they brought with them more enslaved black people.   In 1860, 

enslaved blacks made up over fifty percent of the state's total population. This figure was 

exceeded by only one state in the westward expanding country, South Carolina.7 

                                                           
1
 Richard Aubrey McLemore, ed. A History of Mississippi: Volume I (Hattiesburg: University and College Press of 

Mississippi, 1973), 12, 4. 
2
 McLemore, ed. A History of Mississippi: Volume I, 12, 4; James T. Currie. Enclave: Vicksburg and Her Plantations, 

1863 – 1870 (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1980), xiii.  
3
 McLemore, ed. A History of Mississippi: Volume I, 110, 165.  

4
 Vicksburg was incorporated in 1825. See McLemore and Currie for a history of Mississippi and Vicksburg. 

5
 McLemore, ed. A History of Mississippi: Volume I, 165; James T. Currie. Enclave, xiii. 

6
 McLemore, ed. A History of Mississippi: Volume I, 310. 

7
 Ibid, 325, 326. 
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By the eve of the American Civil War, Vicksburg had 4591 inhabitants. There were 3158 

whites, 1402 enslaved blacks, and if the census records can be believed there were thirty one free 

mulattos, two of whom were female and also landowners.8  According to historian James T. 

Currie, Vicksburg's opulence could be seen throughout the well organized grid in the 

construction of impressively built buildings such as the courthouse that was built in 1858 in the 

tradition of a "Greek revival" style mansion.  Many such mansions had front yards that reached 

all the way to the Mississippi River.9  

When General Ulysses S. Grant first attempted to conquer Vicksburg in the second year 

of the American Civil War, he soon realized the difficulties that the high bluffs of dense loess 

soil would play in helping the Confederates defend the city and the river.  The difficulty that 

General Grant had in subduing Vicksburg partly led to the ethos of Vicksburg’s former 

Confederates that they had really not been defeated.10  This ethos would carry over throughout 

the Reconstruction era and for many decades thereafter.  

 

The impact of the Civil War for Freed Blacks in Vicksburg 

 

Many historians have demonstrated that with the arrival of the Union Army many slaves 

fled their plantations and secured their freedom by escaping to Union lines.  The enslaved people 

of Vicksburg were no different. Many stole themselves, and often took with them some of their 

masters’ other property when they slipped away alone or in groups.11  Those slave owners who 

lived near the Mississippi River made it more difficult for their most valuable and strongest 

                                                           
8
 Bureau of the Census. Census of the State of Mississippi, Warren County, 1860. Jackson, Mississippi: Mississippi 

Department of Archives and History. (Roll M653C-592); Currie, Enclave, xv.  
9
 Currie, Enclave, xv. 

10
 Much has been written on the Lost Cause ethos of the former Confederacy.  For recent scholarship specific on 

what the fall of Vicksburg meant in the mind of white southerners see: Christopher Waldrep, ViĐksďurg’s Long 
Shadow: The Civil War Legacy of Race and Remembrance (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005); More specific to 

black people in general is, David W. Blight, Beyond the Battlefield: Race, Memory, and the American Civil War 

(Amherst & Boston: University of Massachusetts Press, 2002).  Also important to understanding the social and 

economic relationship between black and white people during antebellum Vicksburg is Christopher Morris, 

Becoming Southern: The Evolution of a Way of Life, Warren County and Vicksburg, 1770 – 1860 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1995). 
11

 Currie, Enclave, xix; See also James McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1988), 355; James McPherson, The Negro’s Civil War (New York: Ballantine Books, 1991); John 

Hope Franklin, The Emancipation Proclamation (Illinois: Harlan Davidson Inc., 1963), 68. 
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human chattel to escape via the river by moving them further inland.12  If fugitives managed to 

escape and were unlucky enough to be recaptured the penalties were often very severe.  Many 

slaves had to run, walk, and crawl among the cypress trees while "avoiding the holes where bull 

alligators lay mimicking the Cottonwood logs which long ago had toppled into the murky 

waters."13  Those who knew of David G. Farragut's fleet of warships made their way to the 

river's edge and hid among the willow trees.  They watched and prayed for one of "Massa 

Linkum's" gunboats to show up so that they might escape to freedom.14 

Historians have also demonstrated that the treatment of so-called black Union camp 

refugees did not often coincide with what the escaped slave’s idea of freedom should be.  White 

Union soldiers demeaned and denigrated men, women, and children, young and old alike. One 

Union Private in General Grant’s Army stated that, "before I came down here I heard so much 

talk of the poor slave and the way the poor slave was treated, but since I have been here I have 

never seen one that I thought was treated bad enough."  In early 1863, before Grant captured 

Vicksburg, he received reports that fugitives were being treated so poorly that some of them 

chose to return to their masters.15  That fact would become important many years later when the 

so-called carpetbagger Republicans chose alliances with their former Confederate adversaries in 

order to defeat blacks, both at the voting booth and in the psyche by various means.  At the end 

of the siege, however, Grant had plenty of reason to believe that Mississippi could be more easily 

governed than other western theater conquests or even frontier states such as Kentucky or 

Missouri.  When General Grant became President Grant the white citizens of Vicksburg would 

prove him wrong.16 

After July 4, 1863, blacks were jubilant and whites were forced to concede to Union 

forces.  They both, however, would have to adjust to the changes that conquest would bring 

about.  After the parades had ceased and the euphoria subsided, blacks realized that they were 

responsible, for the most part, for themselves.  Nothing, except for a few rations, would be given 

to them.  Scores of black refugees crowded the streets of Vicksburg but there were few 

resources.  Many were "crowded together, sickly, and disheartened, dying in the streets, [and] 

not a family of them all either well sheltered, clad, or fed; no physicians, no medicines, no 
                                                           
12

 Currie, Enclave, xx. 
13

 Ibid, xix. 
14

 Ibid, xx.  
15

 Ibid, xxiii. 
16

 Ibid, 30. 
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hospitals [and] many of the persons who had been charged with feeding them were either sick or 

dead."17  The newly set up Freedmen's Department attempted to care for the growing numbers as 

best it could, but so many of the 30,000 people who needed attention were dying in the streets.18 

 

General Grant’s Big Idea 

 

In order to deal with the physical destruction, sanitary issues, poverty, disease, and the 

rising price of housing, the United States Treasury Department implemented a system of trade 

that arguably encouraged more fraud than actual trade.19  In theory the plan was good but 

because of its porous nature it allowed crooked Union soldiers and white southerners (who 

claimed to have remained loyal to the Union) to exploit both freed blacks as well as many 

destitute whites.  General Grant called the superintendent of the Freedmen's Bureau and 

informed him that he had some progressive ideas for some of the freed blacks in Vicksburg. In 

one of the many twists, crooks, and elbows of the Mississippi River at Vicksburg was a place 

called Davis Bend.  According to historian Vernon Lane Wharton, Davis Bend was a pear 

shaped body of land about 12 miles long and 28 miles in circumference and included six 

plantations.  Two of these plantations, Briarfield and Hurricane, belonged to Joseph Davis and 

his brother Jefferson Davis, President of the Confederate States of America.  General Ulysses S. 

Grant's progressive idea was to make this peninsula "a Negro Paradise."20 

 

Benjamin Montgomery and Davis Bend 

 

Grant the General found out about Davis Bend during the 1863 campaign in his attempt 

to capture the “key to the Confederacy.”  Partly because of his quality as a human being, and 

partly because it was a military necessity, Grant decided to make the pear-shaped Peninsula of 

                                                           
17

 Currie, Enclave, 33. 
18

 AŵeriĐaŶ MissioŶary AssoĐiatioŶ Papers, Florida “tate UŶiversity, “A Noďle EŶterprise,͟ Vicksburg Herald, 

September 22, 1874; Currie, Enclave, 9, 34.  Eric Foner, James T. Currie, and Vernon Lane Wharton all note the 

suffering of freed black people as well as many Confederate soldiers and civilians.  Eric Foner, Reconstruction, 

AŵeriĐa’s Unfinished Revolution: 1863 – 1877 (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 2005, 1988); Currie, Enclave; 

Vernon Lane Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 1865 – 1890 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

1944).  
19

 Currie, Enclave, 15. 
20

 Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 39. 
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Davis Bend (also known as Palmyra) and its 10,000 acres of lush land a refuge for some of those 

very slaves who had escaped from Davis’ own Confederacy.  According to James T. Currie, 

Joseph E. Davis who was twenty years older than his brother worked on Hurricane Place a full 

decade before he convinced Jefferson Davis to retire from the Army and move to Mississippi.21  

Joseph Davis called his plantation Hurricane and Jefferson Davis called his Briarfield, after the 

sharp thorns that covered much of the land.  Historians have argued that the Davis brothers 

delegated an unusually large amount of responsibility to several enslaved black men they on 

these plantations.  Jefferson Davis held James Pemberton responsible for the managerial duties 

on his plantation and Joseph Davis entrusted the very talented Benjamin Thornton Montgomery 

at Hurricane plantation.22  Benjamin Montgomery was born into slavery around 1815 in Loudoun 

County, Virginia, and was later taken to Natchez, Mississippi.  There, Joseph Davis bought him 

in 1840.23 

Both black men were successful in their duties, and by doing so provided their owners 

with enormous wealth.  Historians of Davis Bend highlight the facts that there were beautiful 

gardens with acre after acre of rows of shrubs, peach, fig, and apple trees.  They write about the 

beautiful mansions with opulent furnishings and the fireplace mantles made of imported Carrara 

marble, as well as the magnificent chandeliers which hung from 16 foot ceilings.  But these 

picturesque views were during the slavery days.  Historian Janet Sharp Hermann focuses much 

of her text to highlighting the altruism of Jefferson Davis toward his human property.24  Whether 

that is altogether true, or not, enslaved blacks on both plantations probably did enjoy slightly 

more benefits than other slaves throughout Warren County.  Many planters around the county, 

according to Sharp Hermann, laughed at “Joe Davis’ free Negroes.”25 

During the antebellum years, Benjamin Montgomery kept a variety store on the grounds 

and managed his own accounts.  According to Currie, he raised his own chickens and sold them 

to other white families living on Palmyra.  By 1861, Jefferson Davis had become president of the 

                                                           
21

 Currie, Enclave, 83. Palmyra Bend is located 18 miles below the city of Vicksburg.  It now is isolated because the 

Mississippi River current has washed over the land that connected it to Vicksburg during the 19
th

 century.  This 

information was obtained from a map of Warren County printed during 1880s, courtesy of Warren County Old 

Courthouse Museum Archives.  
22

 McLemore, ed. A History of Mississippi: Volume I, 338; Currie, Enclave, 85. 
23

 Janet Sharp Hermann, The Pursuit of a Dream (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981); Currie, Enclave, 117. 

 
24 

Currie, Enclave, 85; Sharp Hermann, The Pursuit of a Dream, 8, 109. 
25

 Currie, Enclave, 87.  
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Confederate States of America and Joseph Davis had sold some of his holdings at Davis Bend.  

Two other large plantations on Palmyra were known as the Turner place and the Quitman place.  

They kept in bondage 308 blacks and 132 blacks respectively.  Joseph Davis, on the other hand, 

owned 355 black people while his brother owned 113.26  When the Civil War came quite literally 

to their front door steps in the form of Admiral David Farragut's fleet during the summer of 

1862, the seventy-eight year old Joseph Davis decided to move his family and most of his human 

chattel to a plantation further inland.  He believed if he got away from the river (into the interior) 

he would be in a safer location.  He left Benjamin Montgomery in full command of Briarfield 

and Hurricane with only a handful of slaves.27 

One year later, Grant was successful in subduing Vicksburg, by advancing from the 

interior.  He then dispatched two companies of United States Colored Infantry to take possession 

of Palmyra Bend.  Benjamin Montgomery had managed to raise some cotton and over three 

hundred bushels of corn.  One Northern officer marveled at "how one year of freedom would 

elevate the blacks."  It was not all gravy, however, when the Union forces showed up.  

Montgomery and other liberated blacks were evicted from their homes so that the structures 

could be used for Union headquarters.  Colonel John Eaton’s Freedmen’s Department later 

leased land to emancipated blacks who were willing to work of their own accord.28 

When the black folks of Palmyra Bend had been chattel they labored for the wealth, 

luxury and comfort of the Davis brothers and the other white slave owners.  From the end of the 

siege to the end of 1865, the emancipated blacks on Palmyra Bend worked exclusively for the 

benefit of the United States Government.29  Benjamin Montgomery had maintained 

correspondence with his former master, who was now residing in Ohio and had recently been 

given a pardon by President Andrew Johnson.  In November of 1866, Montgomery made an 

arrangement to purchase both Hurricane and Briarfield for $480,000.  The sum was to be paid off 

over a ten year period.  However, Davis agreed to allow Montgomery to pay only the interest for 

the next couple of years.  The two men kept the agreement a secret because of a law that 

prohibited blacks from owning rural land in the state.30 

                                                           
26

 Currie, Enclave, 88. 
27

 Ibid, 90.  
28

 Ibid, 91, 92. 
29

 Ibid, 115. 
30

 Currie, Enclave, 121, 122; Sharp Hermann, The Pursuit of a Dream, 109.  Benjamin Montgomery agreed to pay 

Joseph Davis interest that amounted to 5% in gold or 7% in paper money on the $480,000 principle. There is a 
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Joseph Davis probably sold his plantations to Benjamin Montgomery for several reasons, 

all beneficial to himself.  By the time Davis decided to sell the land he was more than 80 years of 

age; he was in very poor health, and his brother was locked up at Fort Monroe, Virginia.  

Moreover, there was the possibility that radical elements of Congress, now at loggerheads with 

President Johnson, would revoke the President's numerous pardons.  Joseph Davis, ailing and 

faced with mortality, decided to offer the plantations to Benjamin Montgomery.  That way, he 

could at least make a little money before he met his maker.31  Montgomery then set up the Bend 

to function like a well oiled machine. There was a council selected by the black residents which 

served to set rules and regulations and enforce them.  Although he asserted that his colony was 

not interested in involving itself in politics, Montgomery himself was appointed Constable.  

Benjamin Montgomery’s model at Davis Bend was so successful for a time that it and Isaiah 

Montgomery’s (Benjamin’s son) Mound Bayou settlement of the 1880s and 1890s highly 

influenced Booker T. Washington and his philosophy on black participation, or lack thereof, in 

the body politic.32 

The first few years of land ownership proved very challenging for the South in general 

and Montgomery in particular.  The dreaded "worm" attacked cotton bolls throughout Louisiana, 

Mississippi, and Alabama.  But because Benjamin Montgomery owed such a large debt to Joseph 

Davis, most of the money he made went straight into the hands of his former master in the form 

of interest.  By the first week of August 1868, Montgomery had ginned and shipped only 100 

bales of cotton, but he paid Joseph Davis, who depended on the Montgomery profits, $4000.33  

The next couple of years proved much more productive under Montgomery's leadership.  In 1870 

they sold 6141 bales of cotton.  However, because Montgomery treated the tenants on the Bend, 

in some ways, like his white land owning counterparts, many became dismayed and began to 

complain.  By the mid-1870s cotton prices were declining.  This coupled with poor crops and 

mounting credit debt pushed Montgomery to the point of bankruptcy.  Benjamin Montgomery 

died in 1877 and his creditors foreclosed on Palmyra Bend.  In 1881, the family of the Davis 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
ŵajor disĐrepaŶĐy ďetweeŶ the priĐe iŶ Currie’s ďook aŶd “harp HerŵaŶŶ’s ďook oŶ the aŵouŶt that the Davis 
Plantations were sold to Benjamin Montgomery.  The 1870 Census Records of Warren County lists the value at 

$300,000. Currie shows $480,000.  Sharp Hermann shows $300,000 but suggests that the price agreed upon was 

somehow a bargain because it was lower than surrounding plantations had been sold for during the antebellum 

period.  However, that is an unfair comparison because, as she states, the war had lowered land values. 
31

 Currie, Enclave, 121. 
32
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brothers bought the land back at public auction, thus ending Grant's big idea of a self-sufficient 

black community in the city that had been known as the key to the Confederacy.34 

 

The Freedmen's Bureau 

 

Three abolitionists, under the direction of the War Department, laid plans for The 

Freedmen's Bureau in1863 in order to deal with the many issues concerning blacks who were 

formerly enslaved.  But when they visited the South they were faced with the quandary of 

implementing a completely free market economy or a government controlled agency.  They 

decided that it would be best to have balance.  In order to ensure that federal government 

intervention would not be permanent the American Freedmen's Inquiry Commission suggested 

equality between civil and political issues.  The three men hoped that benevolent white 

landowners and northern migrants would guard over freed people until they could provide for 

themselves.  A bill finally passed in March 1865, after much wrangling between the House and 

Senate over what provisions would be included.35  

What became known as the Freedmen’s Bureau was supposed to last for one year and 

oversee the distribution of food, clothing and other vital necessities of destitute freed people 

throughout the South.  Eric Foner argues that the Freedmen's Bureau initially seemed to offer a 

permanent transformation of the condition for free people. This was suggested by its full title, the 

Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands.  At its beginning the Bureau was 

authorized to confiscate the plantations of Confederates who had abandoned their land and 

redistribute 40 acre plots to the heads of households of freed people and refugees who had 

remained loyal to the United States.  Initially the land was supposed to be rented to blacks but 

eventually sold to them with, "such titles as the United States can convey."36 

In 1866, a bill extended the Freedmen's Bureau's life.  It provided funding for its 

activities and, at least on paper, authorized its agents to adjudicate punishment of any state 
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officials who denied blacks their civil rights.  Foner points out that the Civil Rights bill of 1866 

was an important attempt to give black people the type of freedom they thought the Thirteenth 

Amendment should give them.37  Congressional factions, however, with regard to the Freedmen's 

Bureau, continued to argue over many of the same states rights issues that had been one of the 

catalysts for the Civil War in the first place.38  These political divisions eventually played out in 

the way that so-called carpetbagger bureau agents oversaw administration of policies and their 

ideas about redistributing confiscated Confederate plantations.  For some of these Republicans, 

enterprise superseded black rights.  They were ultimately successful in obfuscating black rights, 

adamantly claiming that capitalism and labor are equal.39 

Freed black people attempted to make full usage of Bureau assistance.  On many 

occasions they requested the removal of overtly bigoted officials and demanded that agents 

sympathetic to their needs be appointed.  Because some blacks, like those on Davis Bend, were 

successful in producing their own crops for sale at the market they preferred to rent land instead 

of work for wages.  Regardless of black insistence, white planters preferred to pay cash wages 

because it allowed them to fire or dismiss “recalcitrant” black workers if they considered them to 

be indolent or "idle."40  Eventually white planters learned that they could most effectively cheat 

blacks out of their labor through the sharecropping system.  Bureau agents in many cases were 

no different from former slave owners in the ways they were able to exploit freed blacks out of 

their labor.  "Even as planters sought to limit the freedom of the former slaves in every way 

possible, and blacks understood that they lived 'in the midst of our enemies to our race,' Bureau 

agents held fast to the conviction that 'the interest of capital and labor are identical.'"  These 

practices eventually proved to be an extreme detriment to the welfare of the black folks the 

Freedmen's Bureau initially sought to help.41   

By the end of 1866, there was a deep sense of betrayal among freed people throughout 

the former Confederacy.  The Bureau's initial definition of what free labor meant had changed 

demonstrably.  Blacks should have been able to farm independently on 40 acre allotments or hire 

themselves out for a living wage.  What happened instead was that white planters forced freed 
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people to sign yearly contracts to work on their plantations or face jail time.42  In Vicksburg, 

Mississippi, because of its early defeat, the Freedmen's Bureau was not very organized from the 

beginning.  The mere presence of the Bureau’s northern agents was enough to bring on the ire of 

former Confederates.  By the end of 1868, the agency was practically dead in Mississippi.  The 

handful of agents who remained there continued to listen to complaints from freed people.  

Historians James Wilford Garner and Vernon Lane Wharton, however, argue that many of their 

complaints were bogus.43  One Mississippi planter, demonstrating the porous views of Garner 

and Wharton on the subject, claimed that he planned "to work 100 free laborers on his place and 

that it would be absolutely necessary to have some mode of punishment and [he] did not know 

how to get that, unless every plantation were declared a town, with the planter as a Judge of 

Police."44 

In the beginning, Mississippi out right rejected the Thirteenth Amendment.  As so many 

throughout the old Confederacy believed, "the right and power to govern our population in our 

own way," was the premise of states’ rights.  Black Codes was the remedy to putting black 

people back in their proper antebellum place and fixing the labor problem at the same time. 

Mississippi's Black Codes required all black people to possess written documentation that proved 

they had yearly employment by the beginning of each calendar year.  If any laborer left their job 

before the yearly contract expired they would lose any wages they had already earned. Random 

arrests, as had been the status quo during slavery, could be made by any white person.  A black 

person who already had a contract and attempted to find a job paying a higher wage could be 

thrown in jail and fined $500.  Black men, women and children could also be jailed for vagrancy, 

idleness, disrespecting any white person, preaching the gospel without a license, or spending his 

or her money on anything a white person deemed unnecessary.45   

One of the major problems, suggests James T. Currie, was that the South in general, and 

Vicksburg in particular, had not been thoroughly defeated in battle.46  This type of thinking led 
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directly to the infamous Black Codes.  Because the Black Codes prohibited freed people from 

leasing or purchasing land, by 1866 many black residents of Vicksburg had signed the dreaded 

sharecropping contracts with the encouragement and blessings of the Freedmen's Bureau.47 

 

Congressional Reconstruction in Mississippi 

 

In early January 1870, the Mississippi Legislature convened in the capital city of Jackson 

to complete the requirements for readmission to the Union.  Those requirements included 

ratifying the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments and electing two United States Senators.  

One of those, Hiram Rhodes Revels, was the first black man to serve in the United States Senate.  

Revels served until March, 1871.  The second Senatorial seat went to Union General Adelbert 

Ames.  Ames, originally from Ohio, was at that time the Commanding General of the Fourth 

Military District and Provisional Governor of Mississippi.  James Lusk Alcorn was Governor-

elect.  President Ulysses S. Grant signed the resolution on February 23, 1870, which readmitted 

Mississippi to the United States of America.48  

According to Mississippi historian David G. Sansing, Alcorn had been elected because he 

was one of the few southern politicians that demonstrated an ability to act (as opposed to 

abstaining from politics).  Alcorn was one of the wealthiest men in the state.  Prior to the war he 

had been a Union Whig slave owner.  After the war he was elected to the United States Senate by 

the 1865 Legislature and became a dominant figure in the Republican Party by 1867.  His 
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acceptance of black voting rights for a short time gave him prominence in the black community.  

Although Alcorn was a slave owner, he had originally opposed secession.  When he did vote for 

secession, reluctantly, according to his testimony, he claimed that it was on the basis of the right 

to revolution as opposed to constitutional legality.49  Whatever his reasons had been in 1861, in 

1870 he pledged to be the governor of all Mississippians, both black and white, Republican and 

conservative.  In his Inaugural Address he explained that, "slavery was dead and the rights of full 

citizenship must be accorded to all blacks qualified under law. [And] thousands of our worthy 

white friends have ever remained, to a great extent, strangers to the helping hand of the state." 

Sansing asserts that "worthy white friends" was a reference to poor whites, rednecks, and hill-

country farmers.50  But many of Alcorn’s so-called “worthy” constituents were already seeking 

to redeem Mississippi so that they too might become economic and political beneficiaries like so 

many black carpetbaggers around them.  

Governor Alcorn deliberately addressed the so-called rednecks because he believed that 

they had been ignored by the Radical Republicans.  Privately, and correctly, he thought that if 

their grievances were not satisfied there might possibly be a violent racial revolution.  Alcorn 

recognized black Mississippians not only because it was the law but also because black men 

made up the majority of voters.  But more importantly and according to two historians of 

Mississippi history, Alcorn failed to unify Union Whigs and Douglas Democrats.  One 

Mississippi newspaper reported that, "the new nigger equality party... which J. L. Alcorn is 

endeavoring to establish in this state don't seem to take too well with the majority of the old-line 

Whigs and Douglas Democrats which is the material of which it is to be composed."51  Alcorn 

was certainly no radical.   But when he addressed a biracial audience in which many of his 

constituents were staunchly conservative, but more importantly, racist, with the rhetoric of 

"slavery being dead” and endorsing black citizenship," he seemed radical enough to them. The 

Vicksburg Herald printed that Alcorn's political career was over.52 
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Much has been made of the so-called Radical Republicans of the Reconstruction era.  

Eric Foner articulated very eloquently that the Confederate States of America was treated better 

than any defeated rebellion in the history of warfare.  But the troubles of Reconstruction, and 

Vicksburg’s troubles in particular, were not based in the way the federal government treated 

defeated Confederates but more in the way white southerners viewed black people.  Radical 

Republicans and their vision for Reconstruction was not the only problem in 1870.53  Sansing 

argues that the opposition to Reconstruction lay in the fact that white Mississippians refused to 

change their ways of thinking and acting about social and political organization.  He is one of the 

many historians who believe that generations of Americans slavery and racial caste could not be 

wiped out in twelve short years.  "There was little in their past,” claims Sansing, “to prepare 

them for such changes especially when they considered the agents of those changes alien to their 

customs either by birth or philosophy."54 

The judicial branch of the state government managed to maintain some semblance of 

respect among white Mississippians during Congressional Reconstruction.  This was because it 

was composed mostly of so-called scalawag southern lawyers, “well-known and liked.”  Also, 

and most importantly, no blacks held judicial positions, other than Justices of the Peace, or those 

who served as District Prosecuting Attorneys from 1865 to 1875.  The County Boards of Police, 

however, were reorganized into the Boards of Supervisors and those did include blacks.  From 

1866 to 1871 local officials served by appointment of the military or provisional governor who 

made their appointments based on prewar loyalty.  Because prewar hatred still existed among 

former Confederates many rejected these appointments because they did not want to be 

identified with the so-called Radical Republicans.  This indirectly led to a number of black 

appointments at the municipal and county level.55 

Black power at the local level was, nonetheless, short-lived.  Blacks were accused of 

corruption, extravagance, and malfeasance by conservatives.  By 1873, most of Mississippi's 

counties were again under conservative Democratic control.  David G. Sansing argues that the 

early restoration of Democratic control contradicts the many accusations of corruption and 

malfeasance.  The accusation of excessive taxation allegedly imposed by Republicans was also 
                                                           
53

 Reprint in the Vicksburg Pilot, October 1, 1870, quoting from the Vicksburg Herald, MDAH; Eric Foner, 

ReĐonstruĐtion, AŵeriĐa’s Unfinished Revolution: 1863 – 1877 (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 1988), 574, 

575. 
54

 Foner, ReĐonstruĐtion, AŵeriĐa’s Unfinished Revolution, 576.  
55

 Ibid, 575, 576. 



 

 

28 

 

an erroneous rallying cry of the day.  When the tax rates and expenditures are closely examined 

they show very little fluctuation between Republican rule and Democratic rule.  In addition, and 

more importantly, as the economy began to improve during the mid-1870s, racial violence also 

increased.56 

The escalation of racial violence also coincided with public school legislation.  During 

the early 1870s the Republican Party placed a great deal of emphasis on public education not 

only for blacks but for whites as well.  The biggest problem lay in the fact that public education 

was the brainchild of the Republican Party and not conservative Democrats.  According to Henry 

B. Whitfield, a contemporary Mississippi Republican, education was supposed to be, "a great 

level of power."  It may have been intended to level the playing field for blacks but the question 

remained, how would it be funded?  White conservatives were not ready or willing to have their 

property taxes pay for the education of black men, women, and children.  More importantly, they 

believed that public schools would be used to indoctrinate the Negro with Republican ideas.  

White conservatives fought this facet of Republicanism through the guise of the Ku Klux Klan 

and other white terrorist groups.  To his credit, Governor Alcorn attempted to break up the Klan 

in Mississippi.  He enacted, in July of 1870, legislation that prohibited the use of masks and 

disguises by night riding vigilantes.  Not all Southern governors were as forward thinking as 

Alcorn.  Most states failed to curtail Klan activity and this resulted in Congress passing the 

enforcement Acts of 1870 and 1871.57  

The reality is that initially no local government money was spent on black education or 

any other measure dedicated to black uplift.  Black schools, orphanages, and hospitals were 

funded through the Freedmen’s Fund by collecting a tax on the wages of able bodied black freed 

people.  Benjamin Montgomery in 1873 alone paid taxes of $2,447.09.58  The American 

Missionary Association (AMA) and the Freedmen’s Aid Commission did the bulk of the work in 

setting up schools in Vicksburg and Natchez.  In 1863, under the direction of General John 
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Eaton, teachers were provided rations and quarters but few books and no school buildings.  In 

1864, the system was revamped and some improvements were made.  Eaton attempted to abolish 

the fees that some teachers were surreptitiously charging their impoverished black students but 

failed.  There was, however, a uniform $1.25 per month fee established and a few students who 

were completely destitute managed to obtain free tuition.  These measures helped in allowing the 

schools to be completely self-sufficient.  By the end of 1865, there were thirty schools in 

Vicksburg and Natchez with sixty teachers and 4,393 black students.59  

Throughout the late 1860s and the 1870s under a purported reconstructed government 

black education continued under a system of schools set up by the AMA.  Black people 

continued to support their schools at their own expense, and many of the schools had black 

teachers.  Conservative whites who were at odds with both Alcorn and Ames decided that if 

black education had to be a permanent part of Mississippi society then maybe they should take it 

over.  During the late 1860s, there was a concerted effort by conservative whites to monopolize 

black education through the vehicle of politics in what historian Albert D. Kirwan has called "the 

revolt of the rednecks."60 

By then, former Confederate logic was unanimous.  "Negro education was inevitable and 

the Negro educated by the Yankee would be more dangerous than the Yankee himself."  These 

so-called Yankee teachers, both black and white, had to be expelled and replaced with white 

southerners.  Most southern white redeemers believed that southern born teachers could better 

instill in black children, “southern ideas of the relative social relations, rights and duties of the 

races."  By the early 1870s, Mississippi counties were experiencing a reign of terror.  Many 

white northern teachers were encouraged to leave the state.  Those who refused were sometimes 

victimized.  Black teachers were targeted for torture and murder also but more often than not 

they received no prior encouragement.  Any facility where black classes were held was subject to 

burning.  These places included private homes, churches and school buildings that had been 

erected and paid for with black money.  As early as 1871, in many counties, not a single school 
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remained in operation.61  Despite the complex barriers that stifled black progress it nevertheless 

continued, especially while Republicans were in control of the government.  Before complete 

redemption had taken place there were 176,945 black people in Mississippi seeking formal 

education.  Approximately 89,813 were enrolled in public schools by 1876.  Education, 

ownership of land, and the right to vote were synonymous with freedom in the minds of freed 

people.  Former Confederates understood this very well and fought with their every fiber to make 

sure their former slaves failed at attaining these birthrights of freedom.62 

 

The Value of Land after 1870 

 

Although the Panic of 1873 saw the price of cotton drop and the slowing of the building 

of railroads, in some parts of Mississippi land value naturally increased. 63  This was brought 

about in part because of the increase in cotton production in Mississippi (even though its relative 

value had dropped).  Tax rolls show that some black landowners’ taxes increased and they were 

unable to pay them.  This resulted in the banks or the state foreclosing on their land.  

Subsequently, blacks had little choice except to become tenants or sharecroppers. This increased 

supply of labor, both black and white, along with increased cotton production led to increased 

land value.64 
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Manning Marable argues that very little in the pattern of Southern land tenure changed 

after the Civil War ended.  He points out that all totaled, public lands belonging to the 70,000 

richest slaveholders amounted to 394,000,000 acres.  If one million black families were given 40 

acres each, Manning points out, that would only amount to 40,000,000 acres.  In 1869, there 

were 4,718,517 acres of public domain land in Mississippi and 450,000 freed men, women, and 

children.  But these statistics mattered little to “the barons ruling there” who were unyielding in 

their persistence to reclaim the South for themselves.65   Southern plantations increasingly 

became smaller but grew in number.  Between 1850 and 1880, the number of plantations in 

Mississippi rose from 33,960 to 101,772, but the average acreage declined from 308.9 acres to 

155.8 acres.  This also directly led to more tenant farming and sharecropping.66  But despite all 

the obstacles, a few blacks somehow managed to acquire land for themselves.  In the state of 

Mississippi, in 1870, 1600 blacks owned 1.9 percent of the land, which was valued at $971,200.  

There were 138 homeowners (excluding farm homes), which represented 4.5 percent of the 

state's population 67 

 

Black landowners in Warren County 

 

Warren County covers an area of 597 square miles. According to the 1870 census 

records, there were 26,769 inhabitants.  Of those, 7,907 were white and 18,862 were black or 

other (mulatto).  The net worth of real estate owned by black people amounted to $436,662.  The 

total amount of personal property, excluding real estate, came to $783,742.  Comparatively, 

white real estate owners’ net worth was valued at $3,900,567.  The amount of taxable personal 

property that whites owned was valued at $2,687,810.68  If the 1870 census records are complete 

there were only twelve black and mulatto women combined that owned real estate.  Five of them 

were black and seven were mulatto.  Black and mulatto women combined for $29,900 worth of 
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real estate.  There were 126 black women who owned personal property and twenty-four mulatto 

women who owned personal property.  They combined for $35,002 of the total personal property 

counted by the census data-takers for taxable purposes.  Black women alone only accounted for 

$11,900 in real estate and $28,157 of personal property ownership.  Comparatively, mulatto 

women accounted for $18,000 of real estate and $6,845 of personal property.69 

The 1870 census records reveal that there were a total of seventy-two black real estate 

owners in Warren County.  Of the 18,862 black citizens only 1959 considered themselves 

owners of personal property.  There were twenty-four mulattos who owned real estate and 242 

who claimed they were personal property owners.  Blacks owned 11.1 percent of the real estate 

that whites owned.  Blacks owned 29.1 percent of the personal property that whites owned.  

Excluding the substantial amount of real estate and personal property owned by Benjamin 

Montgomery, black land ownership accounted for 3.5 percent of all real estate in the County, 

which was closer to the state average.70  These numbers suggest the amount of taxes that black 

property and real estate owners paid during 1870. 

White women owned substantial real estate and personal property in 1870.  The dollar 

value of real estate they owned was $887,442.  They also owned $242,088 worth of taxable 

personal property and 22.7 percent of all white owned real estate.  But they owned only 9 percent 

of all personal property owned by whites.  That number represented 20.4 percent of all real estate 

in Warren County and 6.9 percent of all taxable property in Warren County.  Some white women 

acquired property because they were left widows of husbands who perished in the War.71  

Comparatively, black and mulatto women combined only accounted for 3.3 percent of the real 

estate owned by white women alone, and 14.4 percent of the taxable property owned by white 

women.  The twelve black and mulatto women real estate owners combined for only .68 percent 
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of all real estate in Warren County.  The 150 black and mulatto women property owners owned a 

paltry 1 percent of all taxable personal property in Warren County.72 

All totaled, there were ninety-six black and mulatto men and women who owned real 

estate throughout the county in 1870.  They owned a surprising 10 percent of all the real estate in 

Warren County.  The 2201 black and mulatto property owners owned 22.5 percent of all taxable 

personal property in Warren County.  These ninety-six black and mulatto real estate owners 

represented a meager .35 percent of Warren County's total population.  The 2201 black and 

mulatto personal property owners represented 8.2 percent of Warren County's total population.  

The manner in which one analyzes these data and statistics determines whether or not this should 

be considered progress.  If the 1860 Census Records for Warren County can be believed, before 

the start of the American Civil War there were but two mulatto women real estate owners in all 

of the County and not a single black person who owned land.73  By 1870, ninety-six black 

landowners owned 10 percent of the entire county’s real estate.  This number is very significant 

when compared to the 4.5 percent average for the rest of the state.74 

The prosperity of individuals and groups of individuals in the United States, historically, 

has depended on land.  From colonial times forward the economy depended on land and the 

exploitation of enslaved and working class people.  Farm labor was predominantly supplied by 

black people.  According to Boone and McGee, this made them close to the land.  After 

emancipation blacks actively sought to gain land, in addition to education and voting rights.  

Voting rights was one thing; after all, in Warren County, they outnumbered whites over 2 to 1.  

But land, in their minds, would provide for them more than just the wealth their former owners 

had obtained, but independence and a freedom that was palpable.  According to Leo McGee and 

Robert Boone, the actual ownership of land for black people transcended whatever monetary 

value the land held.75 

The black men and women who made up the 25 percent of property owners and the 10 

percent of Vicksburg's land owners were not bystanders in the economic and political process.  

                                                           
72

 Bureau of the Census. Census of the State of Mississippi, Warren County, 1870. Jackson, Mississippi: Mississippi 

Department of Archives and History. (Roll M653C-592). 
73

 Bureau of the Census. Census of the State of Mississippi, Warren County, 1870. Jackson, Mississippi: Mississippi 

Department of Archives and History. (Roll M653C-592); Bureau of the Census. Census of the State of Mississippi, 

Warren County, 1860. Jackson, Mississippi: Mississippi Department of Archives and History. (Roll M653C-592).  
74

 Schweninger, Black Property Owners in the South, 170. 
75

 McGee and Boone, eds. The Black Rural Landowner—Endangered Species, xviii.  



 

 

34 

 

They were not waiting for the government to hand out to them broken down Civil War mules 

and forty acre parcels of farmland, usable or worthless.  They were active and proactive 

members of Warren County's black community, forging their way through a racialized and racist 

society as they simultaneously created substance and in some cases wealth independent of total 

white control. These people grew crops, sold goods and services, traded, taught their children 

and each other in schools that were most often built with money that came directly from their 

own black communities.  They also created commodities with which to barter in their own 

communities and the outside dominant white society.  Whether or not their crops and services 

brought them fair prices is a subject for another study.  But this semi-independence did give 

them some degree of power within their own communities. 

Manning Marable asserts that the small black land owning farmer followed the example 

of the large white plantation owners and devoted much of his land to planting cotton.  White 

landowners who owned much larger plantations used an average of 44.8 percent of their acreage 

to cotton production but black land owners who generally own much smaller farms needed about 

52 percent of their farms for planting cotton.  Blacks also used about 10 percent of their acreage 

for subsistence crops such as corn and other vegetables.  In addition, black farmers raised 

livestock such as pigs and cows and sold them at agricultural fairs that they organized 

themselves.76 

Blacks who did not farm but instead worked in occupations that allowed them to 

purchase smaller plots of real estate or houses managed to gain a semblance of independence not 

felt by the sharecropper.  Draying, or trucking, was a job done almost exclusively by black men.  

Street cart drivers, train hands, freight handlers, stokers on engines, and stevedores were all 

considered "colored jobs."77  Highly skilled positions included brick masons, carpenters, 

shoemakers, and mechanics.  Blacks also opened up small restaurants, barbershops, grocery 

stores, coffee houses, saloons, and tailor shops.  Black women worked in rooming houses and 

boarding houses.  In Vicksburg, as in other southern cities, they worked independently as 

laundresses and maids.78  Many blacks who did not manage to acquire land were proud of the 

fact that they owned personal property and often times reported it to census takers.  The poor 
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black sharecropper has been the focus of much historiography.  But many land tenants and 

laborers owned their own farm implements, such as tools and wagons or carriages, and farm 

animals, including pigs, cattle, and horses.  Others counted jewelry, silverware and other 

personal items among the property they paid taxes on.79  Some black labors acquired as much as 

$12,000 or more of taxable personal property, but owned no real estate.  According to the 1870 

Census Records the city of Vicksburg and Warren County employed a substantial number of 

male cooks and bakers; many of them reported significant sums of taxable personal property.  S. 

Robinson, a 33-year-old mulatto railroad conductor owned property.  Thomas Shay, a black 

drayman managed to acquire $5500 worth of real estate and $800 worth of personal property.80 

 In 1870, the total value of taxable lands in Warren County was $6,510,152.  By 1874, it 

had dropped to $5,506,315, a devaluation of more than a million dollars in less than five years.81  

How much of this could be contributed to the Panic of 1873?  How much of this was a matter of 

Republican misrule?  How much of this was a matter of the justification for white Democratic 

redemption? 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Redemption Throughout Warren County 

“Now that you’ve got them ruined, take the cursed scoundrels out of the country.” 
“I hain’t nothing agin a free nigger, but I don’t want him to say a word to me… We ain’t made to 

live together under this new style of things.  Free niggers and me couldn’t agree.”1 
 

“It would have made the Negro ‘uppity,’ and besides, they don’t know enough to farm without 
direction…  We are having a hard time now keeping the nigger in his place, and if he were a 

landowner he’d think he was bigger than old Grant…  Who’d work the land if the niggers had 
farms of their own?”2 

 

The idea that most whites, poor or otherwise, refused to live with poor, backward, 

elevated, ambitious, or forward thinking blacks never ceased throughout the Reconstruction era.   

A conservative newspaper, the Vicksburg Herald, in 1873, suggested that the United States 

should use money intended for black education on the purchase of Cuba instead so that black 

Americans could be sent there.3  When one pictures late 19th century Vicksburg in the mind’s 

eye it is adequate to think of it as a place filled with all the dangers of any other American 

frontier town, although it had not been a frontier town for the better part of a century.  After the 

American Civil War, Vicksburg still had a serious crime problem.  The city's law enforcement 

budget was 30 percent of Vicksburg's entire revenue.  That money had to support a fifteen man 

police force, which was still insufficient to deal with the criminal element, and the city jail 

house.4  James Wilford Garner asserts that there was a period of anarchy and guerrilla warfare 

that followed the end of the siege.  He personally blames Union military occupation and the 

Republican government. Moreover, he states, that there was very little respect from 

Confederates, former Confederates, and guerrilla bands for laws that could not be enforced.  

"Personal vengeance, the 'fair fight,' and the duel still held their socially acceptable place in the 
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minds of the [white] people, if not in the books of law."  Vicksburg was easily a place that could 

be equated with savagery and manslaughter.5 

The focus of this dissertation is how black landowners and locally elected black 

politicians posed a threat to white supremacy.  This led to the eventual Vicksburg Massacre, but 

the savagery did not begin nor did it end with the 1874 Massacre.  The white citizens of 

Vicksburg had many role models to follow.  Even before the Civil War had ended there were 

Confederate guerilla raids in Warren County as early as the summer of 1863.6  These lasted in 

many forms through the end of the decade into the next century in the guise of the local Ku Klux 

Klan and other terrorist groups, that were undaunted by the almost useless Enforcement Acts.7   

Then on Easter Sunday in 1873, in the small Central Louisiana hamlet of Colfax, an 

estimated 147 black people were murdered by local vigilante white supremacists.8  This would 

not be the last time the white citizens of Vicksburg would hear from Colfax.  Colfax inspired the 

white paramilitary groups in New Orleans, Louisiana, to form what they called the White 

Leagues.  Unlike the Ku Klux Klan and other vigilante groups, the White Leagues were not 

secret societies.  They were ostentatious in their attempt to overthrow what Garner and other 

historians of the Dunning School of Reconstruction history calls “Carpetbagger rule.”9  If White 

Leaguers could not overthrow Carpetbagger rule by dishonesty at the ballot box they avowed to 

do it through violence or by whatever means they could.  The White League provided the 

conservative whites of Vicksburg with the answer to its “troubles.” 

Nicholas Lemann's book, Redemption: The Last Battle of the Civil War, is a study that 

contextualizes the significance of the Vicksburg massacre as a major factor in the demise of 

Republican Reconstruction.  Lemann's efforts, however, are not about the Vicksburg massacre 

but more focused on the life of United States General and Governor of Mississippi Adelbert 

Ames.  Lemann’s thesis is focused on Mississippi politics within the larger framework of 

national politics and defending Ames’ legacy as a Radical Republican.  Although politics were 

incredibly important, this dissertation argues that land and economics were the underlying 
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reasons for redemption in Vicksburg and throughout Warren County, and possibly the entire 

South—politics and violence were simply means to those ends.  Essential to Lemann’s work is 

Adelbert Ames’ papers.  The 1874 Congressional Hearing Committee's Report and the 1870 

United States Census Records are essential to this dissertation.  A careful reading of that 

document highlights the fact that black land ownership (or the prevention thereof) was the 

central motivating factor of the redeemers.10  In juxtaposition to Lemann’s book is LeeAnna 

Keith’s important book, The Colfax Massacre: The Untold Story of Black Power, White Terror, 

and the Death of Reconstruction.  Her work provides a balanced perspective between the whites 

who had power before and immediately after the Civil War and the targeted group—the freed 

black men and women that were attempting to gain access to land and economic and political 

power.11  This dissertation necessarily engages Lemann and Keith in order to connect the Colfax 

massacre in nearby Louisiana, which had an immediate impact on the Vicksburg massacre. 

On Easter Sunday of April 1873, whites in Colfax, Louisiana, massacred over 140 black 

men.  Like Vicksburg, Colfax had rich and fertile soil that local whites as well as carpetbaggers 

believed to be valuable.  The small settlement only had a half dozen or so buildings.   Because it 

sat in the center of the state on the banks of the Red River it was a cotton planters dream.  The 

land was lush, fertile, and flat.  Whoever controlled it could make a lot of money.  This is the 

mythical place in Harriet Beecher Stowe's, Uncle Tom's Cabin, where the pious Tom had been 

brutalized and murdered by Simon Legree.12  

In 1868, a Republican controlled Louisiana state legislature created the new parish along 

the northern bank of the infamous Red River.  The Parish held a Negro majority in the 

population and was named after Republican President Grant.  The seat of the Parish was named 

Colfax, after Grant’s Vice President, Schuyler Colfax.  This left a very bitter taste in the mouths 

of former Confederate soldiers living in and around Grant Parish.  "If it were in my power," 

bickered a local Confederate, "I would, as soon as possible, change the name of Grant Parish to 

Lee and the sight of her compensatory of justice to Davis."13  

Grant Parish in 1873 had two governors and two state legislatures.  One was Democratic 

and the other was Republican.  Corruption had also given Grant Parish Republican leadership 
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and Democratic leadership.  Both parties tried to control local politics, including the local police 

force.  The Republican leader was a black Union veteran named William Ward, who had been 

born into slavery.  His adversary was a white Confederate veteran named Christopher Columbus 

Nash, who was a Democrat and staunchly racist conservative.  Back in 1871, Nash and a mob of 

fifty armed white men had set fire to a house where black Republican officeholders were living.  

As the black men ran out of the burning house, the white mob shot and killed them.  Because 

Nash could claimed that he was the deputy sheriff, the incident was portrayed and viewed as an 

enforcement of the law rather than a crime.  This was the beginning of the bloodshed that would 

lead to the domination of Colfax by whites.14 

For the next couple of years vicious acts against local black citizens took place all over 

Grant Parish.  Local white leagues performed dastardly acts of violence against free people in an 

attempt to render them psychologically submissive.  But it did not work.  In early April, 1873, 

blacks took over the courthouse because they felt as though they had a gubernatorial right to do 

so.  Local white men then gathered to retake the courthouse.  Nash sent for reinforcements from 

all over the state; some Texas Rangers also came to help.15  The white men even brought in 

artillery cannon.  William Ward also sent for reinforcements but none showed up.  On Easter 

Sunday, about 300 white men, including some of the local large plantation owners, led by Nash, 

engaged in a battle to retake the courthouse and redeem Colfax.  The battle lasted all day until 

whites set fire to the courthouse, late in the evening.  The black men inside of the courthouse 

surrendered and as they were giving up the whites went on a killing frenzy.16 

Eerily similar to 1871, burning black men attempted to flee the burning courthouse by 

jumping from a second story window, "only to meet a savage and hellish butchery."  Most were 

shot at point-blank range as they begged for their lives.  Even the black men who had been taken 

prisoner did not escape death.  A biased white version justified the murder by making up a story 

that said the captured blacks had attempted to escape.  One of the shooters claimed, "I can take 

five." As five black men were forced to step out of the line one white man shot all five of them.  

He later bragged that he had killed all five of them with only two bullets.  "It was like popcorn in 
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a skillet," bragged the murderer.  After the killing had subsided, the white men engaged in 

desecrating the corpses and cutting off body parts.17 

On March 28, 1874, three former Confederate officers started a newspaper called the 

Caucasian.  The newspaper was dedicated to maintaining white supremacy and supported an 

effort to reestablish a Democratic government in Louisiana by any means necessary.  Nicholas 

Lemann argues that after the Caucasian editorials, many other newspapers across the state began 

to voice similar sentiment.  Shortly down the Red River in a small hamlet called Opelousas, a 

brand-new organization called the White League was established.  It did not take very much time 

for the White League to gain notoriety by former Confederates all over Louisiana.  They were in 

ideological lockstep with the Ku Klux Klan and other white terrorist groups in the southern 

states. 18 

The White League, however, was slightly different from other covert groups.  According 

to Lemann, "it was less secret, better organized, and more explicitly political in its aims.  Its 

purpose was to use extralegal violence to remove the Republican Party from power, and then to 

disfranchised black people.  Although it drew emotional sustenance from the old idea that it was 

protecting white womanhood from black despoliation and trying to restore the proper order of 

the races, its main activities were in the public realm.  It tried to drive Republican officeholders 

out of power, to disrupt Republican campaign activities, and to prevent Negroes from voting—

all aims that were to be accomplished by any means necessary."  Historian George C. Rable 

argues that the White League was, "the military arm of the Democratic Party."19 

During the American Civil War, Brigadier General Adelbert Ames won the 

Congressional Medal of Honor.  After the war was over Ames, like many officers in the United 

States Army, spent some time in the former Confederacy to establish order or assist in setting up 

Presidential Reconstruction.  He initially spent time in South Carolina but soon went on a trip to 

Europe where he expressed that he did not believe in the extremist and "crazy" measure of black 

voting rights.  It was during this time, Lemann believes, Ames got the idea of entering politics.  

Ames ended his European vacation in 1867 and returned to the United States.  Shortly thereafter 
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he accepted an assignment to the fourth military district of Mississippi and Arkansas and was 

promoted to Major General.20 

Soon after the Civil War ended Mississippi instituted the infamous Black Codes that 

forced freed people to sign yearly contracts which confined them to plantations belonging to 

former slave owners.  The laws also prohibited blacks from purchasing land and discouraged 

blacks from renting land.  In 1868, like the state of Louisiana, Mississippi also had a Black and 

Tan convention.  Seventeen of the members were black.  The delegation convened in Jackson 

and wrote a new constitution which guaranteed that free peoples’ rights would be protected 

under the law.  But in June of 1868, vigilante groups like the Ku Klux Klan intimidated black 

voters away from the polls.  The legislation failed to pass because the theoretical black majority 

of sixty percent did not vote.  Soon after Grant was elected president he appointed Adelbert 

Ames, Provisional Governor of Mississippi.  Conservative white Southerners hated Ames from 

the beginning.21 

Ames was not the first carpetbagger to use the black voting majority to secure his 

political interests.  Many northern migrants who sought political office followed the same 

paradigm.  It is accepted by most scholars that when Lee surrendered to Grant the Confederacy 

lost the Civil War.  Although politics was the vehicle that carpetbaggers used to secure power it 

was in the interest of economic gain that they had moved south in the first place.  If former slave 

owners and huge plantation owners had not abandoned their property because of the imminent 

dangers of war, it is arguable that most northern migrants would have moved farther west as so 

many others did.  On becoming Governor of Mississippi Ames figured that if he could win the 

votes of the 445,000 black majority, he could remain in power in the state and possibly gain 

power on the national level.  But in order to achieve those goals he had to completely change his 

thinking about black inferiority and Negro suffrage. 

The very wealthy James Lusk Alcorn had made a tactical move from the Democratic 

Party to the Republican Party and was in direct political competition with Ames.  Ames would 

not be outdone.  In January 1870, a time when state legislatures elected U.S. Senators rather than 

through popular elections, Mississippi's new Republican legislature selected Negro minister 

Hiram Rhodes Revels and Adelbert Ames as its Republican Senators.  Neither Ames nor Revels 
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owned any land in Mississippi at that time but they both planned to acquire land somewhere in 

the state and profit from it.22  Ames began to look for a piece of property, and in 1871 purchased 

a beautiful mansion in Natchez.  His Massachusetts born wife agreed to live there.  Alcorn took 

over as governor and became United States Senator in 1871, when Revels’ tenure ended.23  

Alcorn had the enviable position of having the choice to remain in Jackson where he 

could control state politics or go to Washington and have a voice in national affairs.  Lemann 

shows that because Alcorn held considerable sway over politics within the state he was able to 

control Revels like a puppeteer.  Because his tenure as Senator was ending and because he 

needed a new job, Revels did Alcorn's bidding.  As Alcorn removed loyal Republicans from 

offices in which they were appointed by Ames, Revels simply sat and watched.  Because he 

betrayed the Negro political arm, Alcorn awarded Revels the presidency of a brand new land-

grant Negro college named for the governor in Lorman, Mississippi.24 

Despite the opening of Alcorn College, efforts to stifle black education ran rampant 

throughout the state.  Alcorn signed the new Ku Klux Klan act but did little to actually prevent or 

even deter the heinous crimes perpetrated against black people taking place all over the state.  

Historian Julius Thompson demonstrates that between 1865 and 1875 the system was really 

broken.  For black people economics and politics went hand-in-hand.  Blacks knew that in order 

to avoid being forced to remain on the plantations of their former owners they would have to 

pass legislation that would put them in positions where they could control their own 

neighborhoods and live on land that they owned  In August 1873, the Republican convention 

nominated Ames for Governor by a vote of 187 to 40.  But James Lusk Alcorn refused to bow 

out without a fight.25 

As the 1873 election grew near, Adelbert Ames' popularity grew among the black 

majority of the state.  Ames tended to measure his popularity by the length of his speeches and 

the applause he was given.  All over the state people gathered to listen to his speeches. In 

Vicksburg, in particular, he held the attention of a large crowd for over three and a half hours.26  

Alcorn realized that he would be defeated and soon set out to introduce a bill in the Mississippi 
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legislature that would postpone the election for another year.  Since Alcorn controlled the House 

of Representatives, Ames would have to defeat the bill in the Senate.  But Alcorn had in his hip 

pocket politicians who only supported poor whites and hill farmers.  Ames believed that, 

"Money, threats, flattery, promises, and everything" was being used to bribe both Democrats and 

unsavory Republicans and somehow got the bill postponed.  He then went on to win the 

gubernatorial election by 30,000 votes.  The new legislature also had a Republican majority, with 

a substantial black membership – 55 of the 115 state representatives were black, and 9 out of the 

37 Senators were black.27  Ames then appointed a black man, A. K. Davis as his Lieutenant 

Governor.  Alcorn immediately switched his party affiliation to Independent, but because he had 

failed to align old-line Whigs and Republicans, it proved to be the proverbial nail in his political 

coffin.28  Alcorn was not alone, however, there were other wealthy white conservatives who also 

sought redemption. 

Mississippi's wealthiest whites were nicknamed Bourbons by their Republican 

opponents.  They easily bought into the symbolism that equated them with French kings because 

they considered themselves naturally superior to the blacks and poor whites that they ruled over.  

Black land ownership was counterproductive to their economic and social sense of superiority.  

Lucius Quintus Cincinnatus (LQC) Lamar was the ideal representation of a southern Bourbon 

politician.  He lived in Oxford, Mississippi, in 1873, when he was elected to the United States 

Congress.29  Before the American Civil War he had been a Mississippi Congressman and a 

staunch fire breathing secessionist.  He was, of course, opposed to Reconstruction.  When the 

Federal Government passed Ku Klux Klan legislation Lamar's biographer highlighted his 

feelings: 

"Here was a great heart greatly suffering. In those darkening twilight 
hours when nature gathers the wandering thoughts of men into the narrow circle 
of their inner selves, what mighty passions wafted him up on their currents!  What 
audible threnodies of sorrow for those deeply loved and uselessly lost!  Quit 
mocking, pale faced visions of blooming hopes and vaulting ambitions, now of 
death stricken forever!  What thrills of hot hatred, holy in its intense fire if there 
be such a paradox in the spiritual world as a hatred at once profane and sacred, for 
the vile vampires who were drawing the lifeblood from his prostrate state!  What's 
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surging waves of contempt for those friends up old wounds general knees had 
been to before the golden calf of power and pelf, and what pangs in tearing out 
their friendships from his heart!  What swirling vortices of passionate and 
generous reproach for the tragic past, the dreary present, and the frowning future!  
What agonized searching of the inscrutable mysteries of the coming years!  
What's sickening despair as the tortured mind groped for clews that might lead out 
from this Stygian darkness into light!"30 

 
 
Edward Clark, Lamar's close friend and former law partner who lived in Vicksburg, was 

poised to assist his friend in redeeming Vicksburg from what they both considered "military 

thralldom."31  Lamar often wrote letters to his friend in Vicksburg but one letter in particular 

sheds light on their conspiracy to lead a contemporary Reconquista. 

 
"You will find that his [Ames] mission in Mississippi, as proclaimed by himself, 
is the exclusion from any sheriff in the government, of the only class in which 
reside the elements of dignity, virtue, and the welfare of society.  The real effect 
of his scheme is that the white people of the state shall be for four years longer 
practically denied the privilege of self-government, their voice silenced, and their 
interest in their honor confided to strangers who neither comprehend the one nor 
believe in the existence of the other.  I say strangers, for General Ames admitted 
in his speech here, that his party of Northern men and enfranchised Negroes were 
new to the political interest and institutions of the state...  Draw a line on one side 
of which you see property, intelligence, virtue, religion, self-respect, enlightened 
public opinion, and exclusion from all political control; and on the other the 
absolute unchecked political supremacy of brute numbers, and dare you will 
behold not one attribute of free government, but the saddest and the blackest 
tyranny that ever cursed the state...  Show that he [Crosby] went to Jackson and 
consulted with Ames and that he then recalled his resignation.  Put in here Ames’ 
proclamation.  Make it appear clearly that Ames was on the side of corrupt 
officials and sought to give them impunity."32   
 
As a lawyer, scholar, educator, Congressman, and last but not least, a Supreme Court 

Justice, LCQ Lamar stood at the top of political influence all of his life.  He was a staunch and 

fiery secessionist during the Civil War and held political and cultural sway over conservative 

                                                           
30

 Lemann, Redemption, 68. 
31

 Papers of Lucius Quintus Cincinnatus Lamar, LQC Lamar to E.D. Clark, December 21, 1874, Folder 12, University 

of Mississippi Archives, Special Collections, Letter to E. D. Clark. 
32

 Papers of Lucius Quintus Cincinnatus Lamar, University of Mississippi Archives, Special Collections, Letter to E. D. 

Clark, December 21, 1874, Folder 12; Lemann, Redemption, 69. 



 

 

45 

 

white southerners until his death in 1893.33  In his many letters to E. D. Clark throughout1874, 

he expressed his distrust and hatred of Ames, Peter Crosby and Vicksburg’s local black leaders.34 

In June of 1874, Ames and his family left Mississippi to spend the summer up North.  He 

left his black Lieutenant Governor, A. K. Davis in charge at the state Capitol in Jackson.  On 

July 4th, exactly eleven years after Vicksburg had surrendered to Ulysses S. Grant, black 

Republicans held a celebration to commemorate the event and celebrate their freedom.  A group 

of white marauders on horseback showed up and began shooting.  Whites then went on a 

rampage.  Sheriff Peter Crosby was unable to do anything about it but sent a letter to A. K. Davis 

asking for the assistance of federal troops in order to maintain peace in his county.  Davis wrote 

the president and explained the horrible situation taking place in Vicksburg.  "Armed bodies of 

men are parading the streets both night and day, the city authorities, are utterly unable to protect 

the lives and property of the citizens—regretting the necessity—I am constrained to ask that two 

companies of United States troops be at once ordered to Vicksburg to ensure the citizens against 

domestic violence which is imminent.  Please answer it once."  Grant did nothing.  His refusal 

would have grave consequences for the black people of Vicksburg.35 

Municipal elections were coming up in August.  Local Republicans controlled the tickets 

and it seemed like success was their destiny.  Much like municipalities all over the South their 

ticket consisted of a white man running for mayor, with black candidates running for lower, but 

also important, positions.  But even this was too much for Vicksburg’s local white citizens to 

handle.  The local Taxpayers’ League already complained of malfeasance and corruption of Peter 

Crosby and other local black officials.  They then began spreading a false rumor that blacks were 

going to slaughter whites on the August election day.  The White League continued to roam the 

countryside frightening the hell out of blacks and as a result won a sweeping Democratic victory 
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on August 5th.  A few days after the Vicksburg election, a massacre occurred just North of 

Oxford, Mississippi, the home of LQC Lamar.36 

Two black men were singing into the midnight air when a white neighbor, disturbed by 

their joy, went to their house and shot them dead.  The local black sheriff put the man in jail but 

local white rabble broke him out, raised a militia and killed ten black people that were hiding 

inside the local municipal building.  Both Ames and Grant thought it was outside of their ability 

to do anything about the incident and the many other coldblooded murders taking place all over 

the state.  Ames confided to his wife, “I supposed they will now hunt Negroes through the 

swamps as they did in slavery days.  Unfortunately, I have no means in my power to suppress 

this kind of disturbance.”  Worried about the 19th century examples of black voter suppression 

that was taking place, and his political future that was based on Mississippi’s black majority 

actually getting to the voting polls, his logical prediction would soon prove eerily true in the hills 

and hollows of Vicksburg, just as it was all throughout Dixie.37  

 Throughout the South white redeemers were equipped and armed with colt revolvers, 

Winchester rifles, pressure needle guns, and cannons.  In late August 1873, the White League in 

Coushastta, Louisiana, carried out a massacre not too far from Colfax on the Red River where 

they killed eleven more black Republicans and roasted one of them over a fire.  In September, 

the White League in New Orleans crushed 3500 Republican troops in a formal military battle 

that took place on Canal Street.  In November 1874, Democrats wound up winning the National 

Congressional elections.  At the same time Governor Ames was visiting the Mississippi State fair 

in Jackson where he ran into the former President of the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis.  "What 

sorry times have befallen us!" Ames wrote to his wife.  "The old rebel spirit will not only revive, 

but it will make itself felt. It will roam over the land, thirsty for revenge, and revenge it will 

have.  The war is not yet over."38 

Throughout Mississippi White Leagues were being organized with the intent to 

reestablish southern white supremacy through the Democratic Party.  Their nemesis had been the 

black Loyal Leagues, dedicated to obtaining and securing their rightful inheritance of 

participation in the body politic.  The white line organizations communicated amongst 

themselves.  They justify their terrorist measures through the false rumors that blacks wanted to 
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murder them in cold blood, rape their women and produce a mongrel race of people that had 

black men at the top of the social political and economic ladder.  Naturally, in their minds, the 

terror and murders they inflicted on blacks were in self-defense.39 

Taxpayers’ Leagues were also becoming vogue throughout the state.  These organizations 

that had begun during the Johnson administration purported to be concerned with the excessive 

taxation levied by Republican authorities.  Their membership, however, was mostly white with a 

couple of token blacks thrown in as a front. Ironically, some of these whites owned no land. 

Taxes in Warren County and Vicksburg were due on December 2, 1874.  It was the job of 

Vicksburg’s black sheriff and county tax collector to collect those taxes.  There was some 

evidence that Thomas W. Cardozo had embezzled $2000 of public funds.  On November 17, 

local whites used this singular accusation to justify the indictment of three other black local 

politicians on charges of corruption.40 

On the same day that Vicksburg’s local Taxpayers’ League indicted Cardozo and two 

other black men, they also decided that they would have a meeting, and scheduled it for 

December 2nd.  It was the same day that the county taxes were due; and they planned to ask Peter 

Crosby for his resignation.  Crosby and the other black elected officials refused to comply.  

Crosby was eventually forced out of the Vicksburg Courthouse.  He took a late night train to 

Jackson and arrived at the Governor's Mansion on the afternoon of December 3rd.  He then gave 

Ames the details of what had transpired the day before.  Both men believed that a general white 

race-based rebellion was imminent unless President Grant stepped in and used federal troops to 

prevent it.41 

Governor Ames had a tough quandary in front of him.  He instructed Crosby to return to 

Vicksburg and put together a posse of loyal black men and confront what was a larger, better 

armed, and violent company of white men that were poised to slaughter them.  Crosby did not 

want to face this reality but the Governor told him that it was his duty because he himself had 

fought during the American Civil War for black freedom.  No formal minutes were recorded of 
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Crosby's meeting with the governor but a journalist later reported that when someone had said 

that Crosby's posse would probably be murdered, Ames muttered, "the blood of the martyrs was 

the seed of the church."42 

It took white conservative Mississippians over a dozen years to take back the state from 

black and white carpetbagger Republicans.  The first order of business was to regain the land that 

slave owners had fled during the war years.  Both directly and indirectly the government and the 

white carpetbaggers assisted them with these tasks.  The next order of business was to retake 

control of the political process throughout the state, as was taking place in other southern states.  

White Mississippians took the lead by passing what is known as the Black Codes in 1865.  In 

part, the Black Codes helped them control the new black body politic.43 

  Most freed black people never really experienced a palpable and unabated economic 

freedom, at least not at the level that they believed they should have.  But in spite of the 

oppression that they faced black southerners never ceased to fight for their civil rights.  Black 

Mississippians were a critical component in the battle to reform Mississippi after the Civil War.  

Improvements in the black church, education, farming and participation in governmental affairs 

were essential in civil rights and the experience of freedom.   

The local criminal justice system was on the side of whites who had been granted 

presidential pardons by the Johnson Administration.  Worse still, there was a surplus of 

conservative lawyers who firmly believed in white supremacy and the idea that blacks were 

incapable of interpreting the law and had no business in the courtroom.  According to Julius 

Thompson, Mississippi's state criminal justice system during Reconstruction should be seen as 

an agency that represented "the old order," whose major goal was to control the land and black 

labor.44 
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Thompson’s view is that black people in Mississippi were in an economic, political and 

social battle for equality against defeated Confederates who sought direct control of the black 

community.  Lynching, he insists, must be considered one element in the arsenal of whites.  The 

small number of black landowners that emerged during Reconstruction is rarely the focus of any 

serious study as being a prime motive of redeemer violence and the return of southern 

Democratic rule.  Julius Thompson shows that there were more incidents of violence and lynch 

victims in Mississippi counties where Republicans were in control, when compared to 

Democratic controlled counties.  Some black Republicans in control of local political processes 

began to attain economic stability.  During the Reconstruction period there were at least sixty 

percent more lynchings in areas where there were a majority of black Republicans.45 

The number of blacks lynched in Mississippi from 1865 to 1868 is unknown, but there 

were at least three hundred documented black deaths throughout the Deep South.  Thompson 

believes that some of them must have been in Mississippi.  Over the next two years Mississippi 

gained a reputation for leading the South in the number of black lynch victims.  It is estimated 

that two to three black people were lynched in Mississippi every week.46  Historian Vernon Lane 

Wharton argues that the first lynch victim in Mississippi was murdered for the alleged rape of a 

white woman.47  Historians have shown that many of these allegations were erroneous.  It can be 

successfully argued that most of the violence perpetrated against blacks was because they had 

made economic gains or were a threat to the social status quo.  During the Reconstruction years 

some people in the black community, as they had during slavery, learned to be polite to the point 

of servility when they encountered whites on the street but kept their resentment and anger 

among themselves.48 

Black politicians like Revels, Bruce, John Roy Lynch, James Hill, and James Lynch 

helped organize the Republican Party in Mississippi.  They also helped local politicians organize 

leagues and spread political consciousness and education throughout Mississippi.  When 
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Mississippi was re-admitted to the Union in 1870, state and local politicians were in a position to 

help blacks determine what their future in that state would be.  Although the community at Davis 

Bend was unique, blacks formed other smaller communities independent of white control and set 

up institutions that strengthened the black family.  Black owned businesses, churches and black 

schools, were especially prized.49 

During the early 1870s there were three black colleges active in the state of Mississippi.  

Rust college (formerly Shaw University) was established at Holly Springs in 1866 by the United 

Methodist Church.  Tougaloo College was established in Hinds County near Jackson in 1869 by 

the American Missionary Association.  Alcorn University was started in the small town of 

Lorman, just south of Vicksburg and Davis Bend in 1871 by the State of Mississippi.  These 

early institutions played a critical role in the educational advancements made by black 

Mississippians during the Reconstruction era.50 

Many whites throughout Warren County incorrectly believed that all black schools were 

being built by taxpayer money.  For whites, local black politicians spending tax money on black 

education was a cause worthy of another revolution, if that became necessary.  Blacks in 

positions of local political power meant that they could determine their own destinies by 

educating themselves and acquiring land and other resources necessary for self sufficiency.  This 

idea was revolutionary, but it also upset the status quo of white supremacy.      
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

 

The Decreasing Value of Land in Warren County, Mississippi, and the Increasing Burdens of 

Taxation 

 

 
By 1874 many of the white citizens of Vicksburg and Warren County, Mississippi, both 

landed and landless, were becoming frustrated with a system they considered oppressive and 

unfair because it was being run by Republican migrants from the North and black people whom 

they thought unqualified.  Many of them expressed their displeasure with the onerous "burdens 

of taxation under which the white folks of Warren County are suffering."  They felt that the 

increases had been constant and enormous.  One former slave owner stated that, "the value of 

land within the County of Warren has greatly decreased within the past few years; the enormous 

taxation, coupled with other factors, has produced that result. It may be said that land in Warren 

County now possesses only a nominal value, and can only be sold under very peculiar and 

favorable circumstances."  Most white claims held that land had decreased in value from fifty 

percent to seventy-five percent.1 

For former slave owners who owned large tracts of land, the burden of paying taxes on 

land that yielded very little profit was indeed burdensome.  If the land was worth less because the 

vast labor supply of the antebellum period no longer existed, those white southerners’ real fear 

was in the fact that ultimately they would lose their land altogether.  According to one white 

plantation owner, before the Civil War began the land value for a plantation between Vicksburg 

and Jackson (greater Warren and Hinds counties) would have sold for between $25 and $30 per 

acre, if any land was at all available.  Many plantation owners before the war, he insisted, 

“would not part with their land for any amount.  Around 1874, those same lands, if they could be 

sold at all would be sold for about $5-$10 per acre.”  In comparison, land just east of the 

Mississippi River in parishes in eastern Louisiana or in Washington County, Mississippi, (just 

north along the river) were said to have been sold for $100 per acre in cash before the war.  After 

the war ended, however, “those same lands could not be sold for cash at all,” asserted another 

white Mississippian, “but for part cash, and the balance on credit, from between $20-$25 an acre, 
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and sometimes at even a greater decrease than that.”  By 1870, for the right person, those lands 

did not require cash payment but could be bought for part cash and the balance financed.2  

Land devaluation was not isolated to Warren County.  The entire state of Mississippi was 

suffering from a depression because cotton prices had constantly decreased for the previous five 

years.  Many white southerners believed that white people were not interested in purchasing real 

estate in Mississippi because, “there was no inducement to do so under the present government 

of the state.”  Many believed that “taxation amounted to confiscation,” and many of the white 

citizens of Vicksburg and Warren County were beginning to feel they could no longer endure 

what they considered black Republicanism.3  White landowners believed that since whites had 

more money, owned more property, and thus pay more taxes, they rightly deserved to control the 

political offices that oversaw the money collected through those taxes.  Another white landowner 

had been thoroughly disappointed that a black tax collector had, "treated us in a very rough, rude 

manner, indeed."4  

Not only did most whites believe that taxes were being frivolously spent on such projects 

as bridges, schoolhouses, and poorhouses, they also complained of more tax money being spent 

on colored children’s schools than for white children’s schools.  Although historians have shown 

that former slave shanties, makeshift churches, and personal homes were used to educate freed 

people, many white citizens of Vicksburg incorrectly believed that a disproportionate amount of 

money went to building more schools for blacks than for whites.  There was also disdain for the 

same wages being paid to teachers in black schools as those teachers in white schools.  The 

teacher’s fund of $29.91 was believed to have been "an extravagant expenditure... [and] an 

outrageous swindle."5  Peter Crosby, who had been a free black man before the Civil War, was 

County Treasurer of Warren County for a time.  Many whites were outraged and blamed him for 

funding the same County warrants "two, three, and four times" when he was treasurer.  They 

were further inflamed that he did not allow random white citizens to inspect his books, and later 

accused him of malfeasance.6  
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By 1874 many European immigrants had fallen in racial and ideological lockstep with 

southern planters and Bourbons like LQC Lamar.  One British man who had recently migrated to 

Warren County complained about "school taxes and other special taxes."  He claimed that he 

gave $20,000 for his land but "hated the government, both state government and the national 

government, in the form that it is carried on."  He believed that the depreciation of property 

could be blamed on "first, the increase of taxes; second, the depreciation in price of products; 

and third, the bad government of the County and the state."  He firmly believed that the laws 

could not be administered because "many of the officials are dishonest... [and] the Negroes are 

afraid of other Negroes."  Many like-minded whites believed that there was not enough 

intimidation of blacks carried out by whites.  But this British white man, who was not a citizen of 

the United States, gloated in the fact that he maintained ironfisted control over his Negroes and 

kept "them at home as much as possible, away from bad influences."7  

Other white citizens were not so vocal in their disapproval of funding black education.  

Choosing to take a more diplomatic approach to the burden of increased taxes, J. W. M. Harris, a 

native of Vicksburg, former slave owner, and one of the leaders of the massacre on December 

7th, lied when he claimed that there was absolutely no objection by whites to blacks being 

educated.  He did admit, however, that he and most other former slave owners took no interest in 

"visiting, examining, or making recommendations in the maintenance of colored schools."  

Harris, without proof, claimed that the problem that white taxpayers had was not the money 

spent on black education but instead asserted that, "we know that those taxes are not applied to 

educating the colored man.  We know they go into the pockets of individuals."8  Harris and other 

conservatives had no concrete data that proved those claims but it mattered little.  Their primary 

focus was not what tax money was being spent on but rather who was spending it. 

 

"There was a little Tea-Party here then that run the city government." 

 

White Vicksburgers conceded a few local offices to black men because they were still the 

majority in state politics.  The judiciary branch of state and local government, made up primarily 

of scalawag lawyers, excluded blacks altogether—except for in the jury boxes.  Many of 
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Vicksburg’s white citizens believed that "original perjurers" who controlled local offices 

committed fraud and stole money.  Because a black man was Sheriff of Vicksburg, they believed 

he rigged the system to somehow bail the accused men out of jail.  Many whites believed that the 

black men who sat in jury boxes ignored the allegations against black defendants.  They 

especially believed that the juries were rigged by the Sheriff and the Clerk of the Circuit Court, a 

man named Dorsey, who, consequently was appointed by Governor Ames.  Sheriff Crosby was 

accused of going around the County, alongside his tax assessor, to make up what was called a 

poll list—voting men between the ages of twenty-one and fifty-five.  The men on this poll list 

were supposed to be eligible to serve on juries.  The accusation against Crosby was that he 

handpicked the men he wanted to serve on his juries.9  These men would act as pawns, doing 

whatever Crosby and the other allegedly corrupt local black carpetbagger leaders told them to 

do. 

The white citizens of Vicksburg, irrespective or political alliance, decided that they 

needed a Taxpayers’ League.  D. W. Booth was nominated as the Taxpayers’ League's first 

president.  Booth was a practicing physician, born and raised in Vicksburg who believed that the 

Taxpayers’ League grew out of the necessity to curb "the extravagance and corruption which 

was considered to exist in official circles in state and County, and in the administration of 

official affairs in the city of Vicksburg and the County of Warren."10  In 1870, Dr. Booth owned 

$8,000 worth of real estate and $2,000 worth of taxable personal property.11  Dr. Booth further 

claimed that the Taxpayers’ League vowed to investigate "the disbursements of public monies 

and prosecute the offenders against the law currently before the courts; and to exert also its moral 

influence upon the officials who might be in office."12  Many Taxpayers’ Leagues were being 

formed for similar purposes throughout the former Confederacy during Reconstruction.  When 

carpetbagger Sheriff Charles E. Furlong was in office (prior to Crosby) he and the Mayor 

[Webber] worked with their black constituents to pass legislation that allegedly improved the 

city.  But there was “great complaint at the time…from a few old fogies in the community.  
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There was a little Tea-Party” admitted Furlong, “here then that ran the city government.”13  In 

1870, the twenty-six year old Furlong claimed to own no real estate but had $20,000 worth of 

taxable personal property.14  These white men, who chose to oust the black landowners of 

Warren County from political participation, were viewing, in their minds’ eye, a much larger 

economic picture.  One can interpret what the "moral influence" might have meant to these men 

by examining any number of texts on lynching or night riding.  Furlong and Booth did not own 

large tracts of land, but they were on their way to riches.  It behooved them to look after their 

personal economic interests. 

 

THE TAXPAYERS' LEAGUE 

 

"We, the people and taxpayers of the city of Vicksburg and of the County of Warren, irrespective 
of political party, in order to protect ourselves against oppressive taxation and the 

maladministration and practice of County officials, and to form a more perfect Union for the 
protection of our citizens generally against the schemes of corrupt cliques and rings, do ordain 

and establish this Constitution for the taxpayers league of said city and County...."15 
 

"The election yesterday was one of the most quiet and peaceable ever held in the city, and 
the total vote the largest ever poll. The issue was a straight color line, white men against 

Negroes, and the result is a tryout for the whites."16 
 

 

The members of Vicksburg's all white Taxpayers’ League believed the aggregate amount 

of taxable property in Warren County to be valued at about $8 million.  They further believed 

that the white men of the county paid approximately ninety-five percent of all the taxes collected 

in the county.  Some even claimed whites paid one-hundred percent.17  John Roy Lynch shows 

that under the Republican administrations of both Alcorn and Ames, the tax rate was actually 

reduced from seven mills to four mills and the taxes collected into the state Treasury were so 
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efficiently used that they were not only enough to meet all fiscal demands but also made a 

reduction in the bonded debt.18  Nevertheless, local whites believed something had to be done 

about waste and the carpetbagger Radical Republican government.19 

A few weeks after Vicksburg held an election for a few local offices in August of 1874, 

(illegally won by white usurpers) the People's Club of Bovina gathered in a meeting to decide a 

platform for their club. They met on September 5, 1874, and elected their leadership.  Among 

them were E. Fox, J.R. Petway, John T. Marble, A.W. Brian, and Dr. J.L. Hebron.  Many of 

these white men owned substantial plantations and property throughout Warren County.  John L. 

Hebron owned $15,000 worth of taxable real estate and $3600 worth of personal property, 

according to the 1870 census records.  By 1874, according to the tax rolls, he owned 240 acres, 

but that land was only valued at $1200.  The 1874 tax rolls show that Elisha Fox owned 160 

acres of taxable land.  John T. Marble owned a 320 acre plantation in Bovina, valued at $1600.20 

In their constitution they vowed to end what they considered the corrupt Republican 

government that had controlled the County and state.  Believing they paid too many taxes, they 

wrote in the third paragraph of their declaration, "we are in favor of economical administration 

of the government, and to that end we suggest a reduction of the present oppressive taxes, and 

that no more taxes to be collected and disbursed than are absolutely necessary to carry on and 

support the government.  In support of the foregoing principles we pledge ourselves to support 

no man who will not subscribe to the foregoing principles and is not fully competent and 

qualified to discharge the duties of the office he aspires to."21  Referring to their economic and 

political lack, and the carpetbaggers, whom they considered corrupt politicians, the Bovina 

People's club encouraged their members to take action before the violence began.  "That we are 

in favor of peace and quiet, and whoever it may be among us for the purpose of stirring up strife 

and discord, we respectfully invite them to change their residence.  This is a white man's country, 
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and must be ruled by white men."  Their platform was adopted by unanimous vote.22  The 

People's Club of Bovina dismissed the Colfax massacre as Republican propaganda. 

 

The season approaches when southern outrages are in order.  This singular feature 
attending these outrages is that they annually occur immediately preceding the fall 
elections.  The confiding people having been treated to this for a number of years 
are sadly inclined to the believed that... on the eve of [an] election a Negro was 
killed, and immediately this Negro is multiplied by telegraph until he gets to be 
the massacre of thousands, and the northern heart is fired to the requisite heat to 
ensure a majority in Congress and they further countenance in support of 
carpetbaggers.  

 

After it dismissed the massacre as propaganda, The People’s Club justified the murders in 

Colfax as pure self defense.  They falsely alleged that, "a large body of armed Negroes, between 

three and four hundred in number" had assembled and sworn vengeance against the entire white 

race, declaring that "they would not leave a white man, woman, or child alive in the parish."  As 

was often the case all across former Confederate states during this period, these white victims 

emerged victorious and practically unscathed.23 

The People’s Club of Bovina also suggested that a race war would inevitably break out in 

Warren County because white Republicans would abandon their black dupes and leave white 

southerners to band together in racial lockstep.  "Northern white men, who, for the sake of 

plunder, have used the blacks to their own destruction…  Negroes,” the editor suggested,  

 

were organized in secret leagues held together by solemn oaths, and voted like 
herds of cattle [persuaded] by their cunning leaders.  The result is that in all parts 
of the South where the Negro element is the ascendant or sufficiently strong to be 
felt, the social and political condition of the community is more intolerable and 
brutal than that of the most benighted and barbarous parts of Africa.  No white 
woman can venture beyond the threshold of her door without suffering insults and 
brutish worse than death; property is confiscated through heavy taxation, that in 
turn is stolen; brutal, ignorant Negroes, or worse yet, carpetbaggers, fugitives 
from northern penitentiaries, are returned to office, and the whole rendered so 
loathsome that even the administration, the author, sickens of its progeny.  All 
kindhearted and thoughtful men are pained to know that the poor deluded Negro 
is to be the sufferer, and such regret if this terrible war is inevitable....24   
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Members of the Bovina League predicted that after the "war of races" had been won by white 

carpetbaggers they would reap the financial benefits of conquest and return to the safety of 

Washington—ruling Mississippi from their foreign country. 

After the August victory congratulatory editorials came to Vicksburg from all over the 

state.  One from the Raymond Gazette printed:  

 

The new city government was installed in Vicksburg on the first instance, amid 
the booming of cannon and the hearty congratulations of the taxpayers.  The very 
bad men who had run roughshod over the people for years and plundered the city 
almost to insolvency, made a virtue of necessity, and courteously handed over all 
the papers and keys and retired.  As the people had swept out the old elective 
officers, so a clean sweep was made of the old appointees, dependent on the board 
of aldermen, such as clerk, city attorney, policeman, &c.  We certainly 
congratulate the people of the historic city upon their deliverance from the chains 
which have hitherto bound them, and our hope is that they may long enjoy all the 
blessings and privileges of an intelligent home government devoted to the 
necessities and interests of the people instead of to their pecuniary advantage and 
political preremit of wretched adventurers from abroad.25 
 

Although many of these men no longer wore the gray uniforms of the Confederacy, they were 

“former” in name only.  They were still fighting for “home rule” just as they had a decade past.  

The primary difference was that not only were they fighting Yankees, both black and white, they 

were also fighting former slaves who sought similar economic gains as they did.  The battle 

against white Yankees, they figured, could now be won without further bloodshed. 

Many white Republicans who had initially supported black rights abandoned their black 

constituents altogether.  Some members of the White League blamed it on the color line—an 

agreement started and endorsed by black men who vowed to vote only for black or white 

Republican politicians, after the Fourteenth Amendment was passed.  In order to gain back the 

wealth that they had experienced during the antebellum years white Southerners, through the 

guise of politics, were in an economic battle against northern carpetbagger Republicans.  An 

editorial in the Weekly Vicksburger explained the irritation conservatives felt for black voting 

habits.  "The Plain Dealer (nigger organized) of the latest date, contains thirty-three resolutions 

in opposition to the Color Line[sic], and if an election were to come off, the nigs[sic] would 
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march up four deep and vote for the Devil and Cardozo if they were on the Rad[dical[ ticket, put 

up by the blacks."  Because local black Republicans were in various positions of political power, 

they could better control their own economic prosperity and also that of their constituency.  This 

was one of the reasons why many white Republicans began to put race over political ideology.26 

  Although blacks owned relatively little land, enormous gains in wealth for former 

Confederates were not happening fast enough.  Success had to be sped up by any means they 

could secure.  Politicians are usually not above reproach.  Corruption was prominent throughout 

the Reconstruction era and some people blamed the Republican administration of President 

Grant of being at the zenith of corruption.   But southern Democrats, arguably, were the most 

corrupt of all.  They used money, jobs, whiskey, threats, lynch mobs, and every other means at 

their disposal to recapture states rights and local government.  White Republicans who could not 

be bought were threatened and sometimes killed, just like their black party members and 

constituents. 

 

Shallow Sophistry 

 

Conservative white Mississippians hated the Civil Rights Legislation of the 

Reconstruction era.  Judge J.W.M. Harris, especially, declared that every bill passed from 1867 

to 1875 was unconstitutional.  He especially hated what he called the Reconstruction Acts of 

1967.   

 

The old systems were broken entirely,” he bickered, “by these reconstruction 
measures; a large population was precipitated into the jury boxes and were made 
voters, who were wholly unprepared for voting.  A population which was 
peaceable and quiet up to ’67, became aggressive politicians under the leadership 
of the men who controlled them, and the issue involved soon engendered a very 
bad feeling among the races.…27   

 

Other conservatives blamed Reconstruction legislation for stirring up the emotions of docile 

black laborers throughout the former Confederacy.  They blamed white Republicans for 
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promising ( in secret) that after they were "voted in" whatever office they sought, they would run 

former Confederates off the land and give it to blacks.  "In this state," one white editor wrote,  

 

Where they think they have the power, the nigger journals like the Field Hand 

and the Plain Dealer, boldly advocate the measure with all its disgusting 
delegation to the white race.  If a paper wishes to go slow on the subject and says 
as little about it as possible, they go the length of reading it out of the party.  The 
radical wing reads out such papers as the Times and scouts such moderate 
Republicanism as that advocated by Furlong and others.28  The nigger wants this 
bill passed because he knows he is the inferior in every respect to the white man.  
And no half way business will suit him.  There must be absolutely no distinction.  
He must mix and mingle in every shape and form with the leading race on the 
globe, or the war must go on.  He wants a law so made and worded, that the white 
race in this section will be forced to act a lie for all time to come—that is, a social 
and legal equality in every conceivable shape and form with the race[that is] the 
lowest and most degraded in the human family.  This is the Negroes politics with 
scarcely a single exception...  His idea is that the difference is only in the skin 
color and the color thereof, and he hates those who point out to him his shallow 
sophistry.29   

 

The editor then pleaded with white voters of Warren County, like Judge Harris, who had been 

reluctant to vote simply because they were outnumbered.  "Those white men, who have hitherto 

stood in different, have with one accord joined with their friends in the good cause, and the next 

election will see our beautiful state freed from the rule of Negroes and white jail birds from the 

North.  Then will the carpetbaggers be repacked and their owners deported forever...."30  

In another article entitled, “Joining Hands,” white racial alignment was clearly 

emphasized as being paramount.   

 

The movement of northern and southern whites in this city is very significant.  It 
proves that nothing will cement and join together the northern and southern 
[white] people better than the color line.  In this city there were none working for 
the color line, who surpassed our northern friends, and any movement looking to 
the permanent establishment of this good feeling, will meet with the hearty 
cooperation of all good citizens.  When we say we will grasp hands with these 
brave men of the North and go into any political movement that will bring relief 
to our unhappy section, we mean for them to understand that we will fully 
appreciate their noble efforts on our behalf, and to know, as we do, that the time 
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for differences between us is forever passed.  To account with any good results 
we must show all classes of white citizens that they are expected and depended 
upon to do their full duty.  We did this in the late city election....31   

 

Many white Republicans all over the county and state had already begun to organize along racial 

lines in order to control the economy via politics.  The newspaper then offered good advice to the 

black citizens of Vicksburg and Warren County. 

 

It is time that the radical leaders take warning that the people are fully 
appreciative of the gravity of the mischief resulting from the political doctrine, the 
tricks, deceit and fraud preached to and practiced upon the blacks from the radical 
red Republican platform.  We have dispassionately canvassed this subject since 
the riotous behavior of the negro[sic] in this and other states, and we believe 
public opinion to fully reflect the question in all its bearings.  We ask the negroes 
to consider whither they are going, and the character of the men leading them.  If 
they desire the country prosperous, and the life and property secure, they will cut 
loose from their present leaders, white and black, and taking counsel of their best 
interest, vote and act with the men who own the country and conduct its main 
business, who wish to see it and them in the enjoyment of the fruits of well 
directed energy, guided and controlled by constitutional guarantees, and by the 
principle of civil and religious liberty.  Otherwise, it requires no prophet to tell 
what their future will be—they must yield to the logic of force what they failed to 
render to the appeals of reason.32   
 

The editor then described radicals as, “a rapacious animal of genus homo, a native of the New 

England states but occasionally found in the middle and western states; a satanic spawn of 

Puritan parentage conceived in sin, born in iniquity, nursed at the breast of jealousy and self 

esteem, in the cradle of prejudice and intolerance; educated in the school of low cunning and foul 

play, and lives by public and private plunder.”  He apparently saw radicals as outsiders, plotting 

to lead a revolution that would overthrow the southern government and cast out all its 

conservative elements, replacing them with black men.33  
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Proactive Blacks Exercise Agency 

 

"It looks right for we colored people to stick to one another as much as the white people; to try to 
be a nation of people if we could."34 

 

Peter Crosby entered the Sheriff’s office in January of 1874.  Soon after that, the white 

citizens of Vicksburg decided they had had enough.  By the summer of 1874, armed night riders 

were patrolling the Warren County countryside in increasing numbers.  Their intent was to 

frighten black voters away from the polling stations and deter them from voting in the upcoming 

August election.  No sooner than the ink on the Fifteenth Amendment to the United States 

Constitution had dried black people were taking part in the political process and black men were 

voting at polls all across the country.  Black citizens in Vicksburg were no exception.  As early 

as the summer of 1863, General Ulysses Grant had black Union soldiers mustered in the streets 

of Vicksburg.35  But by 1874 black troops were necessary in order to ensure that black men could 

register and vote in the River City.  A black Union officer, Colonel P. C. Hall, had been drilling 

his company during the summer months before the August election.  Many white citizens were 

incensed because they had to move off the streets as the armed black soldiers drilled.  Another 

source of indignation was because, "upon one occasion, at the polls of the Fourth Ward, for some 

little time, the white voters did not get an opportunity to vote, because there was such a rush of 

colored men to the polls that they were excluded for a while...."  Colonel Horace H. Miller, one 

of the leaders of the massacre, spoke of his disgust at watching black soldiers drilling,  

 

where ladies promenading on Cherry Street, the principal promenade for our 
ladies in the summer evenings, were forced to leave the sidewalks by squads of 
his [P.C. Hall] armed militia who were drilling upon them, and taking full and 
complete possession, requiring citizens [white men] and ladies to leave the 
sidewalks and take to the street when they met him; and, in addition to that, for 
several nights about that time armed bodies were up on the street from that 
colored organization in front of the courthouse....36  
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Colonel Miller was no different from many former slave owners throughout Dixie.  This 

was a period when former Confederates universally refused to concede the vote to black men.  It 

was even harder for people of Miller’s mindset to recognize and respect former slaves as their 

equal.  Nevertheless, it did not stop the black men of Vicksburg from attempting to exercise their 

political rights, nor did it stop black soldiers from performing their duties.  During the 1870s the 

majority of Warren County's citizens were black.  And most of them fully understood that they 

formed the majority of voting power.  Throughout the county there were several churches where 

blacks practiced Christianity and discussed their political aspirations.  The overwhelming 

majority of black voters were Republican and “republicanism” was preached in both the church 

houses and in the schoolhouses.37  

Although many whites believed that black preachers intimidated black parishioners into 

voting the Republican ticket, it was not so.  Andrew Owen, a freedman, former Union soldier 

and leader of a proactive group of black men that headed into the city on the morning of 

December 7th, shed light on the fact that although most black men did indeed vote the 

Republican ticket they were not forced to do so.  The blacks who voted for southern Democrats, 

according to Owen, were not forced by Democratic black leaders but instead were either bought 

off or terrorized into doing so by white Democrats.  Owen put it succinctly, "I think that every 

man about voting should be controlled by his own opinion, but that ain't the general thing here 

with us."38  Freedmen usually voted the Republican ticket because they knew that most of their 

former masters were Democrats and did not have black interests at the forefront of their 

economics or politics.  Naturally, blacks associated the Democratic ticket with slave owners and 

slavery itself.  It has been well documented that many freed people left their slave plantations 

and chose to work on some other plantation in order to feel as though they were exercising at 

least a bit of freedom.  “They feel their freedom more when they are working with those who are 

not their former masters,” asserted a former black Union soldier.  The general feelings of freed 

people, in the social and economic realm, did indeed play out in the political realm.39  

Andrew Owen claimed that in 1868, many blacks had taken a vow to be a Society of 

Republicans, in which an oath was administered by then white Sheriff Charles E. Furlong.  But 

he also pointed out that there were white men who took that same oath.  In fact, he declared, that 
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"the white people were the leaders of it."  By 1874, however, whites no longer wanted to join 

blacks as Republican allies but defeat them as adversaries, and place them in positions as 

laborers on white owned plantations.  There, blacks could best serve the exploitative capitalistic 

ventures of white landowners.40  

Charles E. Furlong was one of the many white northern migrants who had come to 

Vicksburg shortly after the siege of Vicksburg ended in 1863 to purchase land and benefit 

economically. But very shortly after Furlong left the Sheriff’s office he decided that it would be 

best for him to join forces with the Taxpayers’ League.  When he was later asked if he was on 

the white man side, Furlong refused to admit that there was anything such thing as a white-line.  

He insisted that he was on the honest side.  "I do not think it [The Taxpayers’ League] is of any 

consequence except that the intelligent taxpayers of this County and the entire state have felt that 

they were oppressed and tax-ridden and they have endeavored to draw, as I understand it, the 

white line as a distinction between ignorance and corruption and honesty."  Furlong stated that 

when he was sheriff, during the month of January he would receive from between $150,000 to 

$160,000 in county taxes.41  In 1870, he did not claim any real estate in Warren County but 

owned $20,000 in personal taxable property.42 

 Furlong ceased to support the black community when he lost the office of the Sheriff.  In 

the words of Andrew Owen, "he had no use for us anymore."  The ethos of fear in the minds of 

Vicksburg's white citizens played out in the pathos of them making up their collective minds, 

with very little evidence that black people wanted to hurt them.  Christopher Waldrep and Julius  

Thompson agree that this was simply an excuse to justify the white terrorism against black 

progress.43 

The ethos of blacks in Vicksburg during this time manifested itself in the form of 

proactive self-sufficiency.  Isaac Mosely, a black man who was about fifty years old in 1874, 

elucidated the manner in which many blacks rallied their support for the party that best benefited 

their economic and social progress.  Mosely declared:  
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When a colored man does not stand by their [blacks] side, they are marked—they 
are called Democrats.  We would not bother him, and we would not have much to 
do with him.  I would not trust any such colored man. A darky [sic] was born a 
Republican, and he cannot have no right to go any other way; if he does he ought 
to be whipped.  Any darky that will go against his own party for a little money or 
drink of whiskey or anything, I say he ain't a bit too good... those that join the 
Democrats has no right to do so; they are bought.  You shall not buy me.  I will do 
everything for you; I will work for you, and do anything I can for you; I will work 
for your money, and that is all I want you to give me; but I won't vote for you.44 

 

A white Sheriff's office clerk, William H. McGhee, presented a more balanced opinion of 

Vicksburg black citizens.  He reasoned that the colored people of Vicksburg had been in the 

habit of holding the regular club meetings, simply to keep their organizations functioning.  "The 

colored people have a penchant for politics.  The colored men seemed to take the politics right 

lively; they are as fond of attending political meetings as they are of attending religious 

meetings."45  For almost a decade, between ninety and one-hundred percent of Vicksburg’s black 

men participated in the body politic.  But after former Confederates and discharged Federals, 

according to McGhee’s testimony, began to form White Leagues and patrol the countryside, "the 

colored people in the County [became] passive; they are somewhat afraid out there; in fact they 

tell me that they don't hold any political meetings or club meetings now the same as they had 

been doing for some years past."46 

McGhee further contended that black people never turned their political clubs into armed 

clubs.  "No sir, never heard of that among the colored men.  They frequently invite some of the 

more prominent leaders from town out to the country to address them, and it is generally 

understood that Mr. so-and-so will be on hand to talk with the people."  Professing that black 

people were a progressive people, McGhee believed freed people were better informed, more 

intelligent, and better educated as each year passed since the Thirteenth Amendment.  "I think 

they are, Sir; I think their advancement in civilization and education is remarkable.”  Employed 

as a Sheriff's office clerk, McGhee would have had access to the tax records and land deeds of 

Warren County.  He affirmed that he knew of “a good many colored men [who had] bought land, 

a considerable amount, and made their money themselves...."47  
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Black people in Vicksburg and Warren County were indeed making their way in a world 

that was far different from those of antebellum days.  A significant number were becoming 

landowners and acquiring personal property such as mules, tools, wagons and such.  Their 

manner of carrying on business was very much fashioned after that of the white citizens with 

whom they lived and interacted with.  McGhee knew many black families who resided in the 

country who cultivated ten to fifteen acres of land in cotton, corn or other crops and earned from 

$500-$700 per year.48 

 

Too Much Black Agency 

 

Charles E. Furlong held the Sheriff's office of Warren County for six years.  He later 

claimed that white people wanted to take political power away from black people because of 

their delinquencies, or what whites considered black lack of aptitude.  "The white people,” 

declared Furlong, “think that they [blacks] have shown themselves unfit for office, for holding 

position.  Provided the colored people are competent and honest, they have got no objection to 

them."49  Furlong knew this was not true.  Moreover, claiming that he knew nothing of the color 

line, he argued that his political thinking was in accord with the Republican Party of the Union, 

but not the Republican Party of Mississippi.  "I do not believe there is any Republican Party in 

Mississippi today," he went on to say.  Furlong swore he was a Republican, but he did not have a 

friendly relationship with Governor Ames.  Although he initially worked with black men when 

he had been Sheriff, Furlong chose to form an alliance with the Democratic Party after Peter 

Crosby was elected.  Furlong’s rhetoric and policies eventually became so conservative one 

could easily argue that he had always been a Democrat who had clandestinely won his office by 

claiming to be a Republican.  He listed Chancery Court clerk George W. Davenport; former 

Clerk of the City Court A. D. W. Dorsey; and former Circuit City clerk and State Superintendent 

of Education Thomas W. Cardozo as being corrupt officials—all of these men were black and 

affiliated with the so-called radical branch of the Republican Party.50   
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None of the white accusers or participants in the Vicksburg massacre mentioned that 

Dorsey and Davenport were land owners.  The 1870 Census Records show that the fifty-six-

year-old Anthony Dorsey owned $2000 worth of real estate and $2000 worth of personal 

property.  The 1874 Tax Rolls show that George Davenport owned an impressive 2000 acre 

plantation in Warren County.51 

In December 1874, when the massacre occurred, only one of these black men held an 

office in the County—that man was Davenport.  All of these black men, however, "were charged 

with official neglect, if not with official corruption."  Furlong was careful to swear that these 

men were officially corrupt in their duties but he also claimed that his opinion was only from 

hearsay.  When Furlong's tenure as Sheriff of Warren County ended, the alliance of the so-called 

Tea Party of white conservatives began to weaken.  Clearly irritated that a black man was now in 

control of the Sheriff's office and tax collection duties, he argued that, "the present Sheriff has 

made more fame than money out of the office so far."  He estimated that the office of the Sheriff 

was worth about $8000 per year, which was a substantial amount of money for the 1870s.52   

There is no evidence that links Peter Crosby with greed or corruption.  He had been a 

business man for several years past and he was also a landowner.  In April of 1870, he bought 

three lots of land inside the city limits of Vicksburg from James and Ellen Brady for eighteen 

hundred dollars.  In May of 1871, he made a loan of seven hundred dollars to Pleasant Crosby 

for mules and supplies.  Their agreement was that Pleasant Crosby would plant cotton on thirty 

acres of land that he had rented and they would split the profits after the initial debt had been 

paid.53  Interestingly, George W. Davenport had been the clerk that signed these deeds in 1871.  

If these transactions had been illegal, the watchful Sheriff Furlong would most likely have 

noticed.  Davenport (the Chancery Court clerk of Warren County and ex-officio Clerk of the 

Board of Supervisors) was charged with having fraudulently altered the bonds and of, “forging 

the names of citizens upon the backs of such warrants.”  Dorsey was charged with having forged 

jurors’ certificates and witnesses’ certificates.  He was then required by law to “issue two jurors 

and witnesses in attendance upon the circuit court of the County.”54  
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Charges of official neglect and official corruption were the vehicles used to promote an 

uprising against the local black leaders of Vicksburg and Warren County.  In addition, passionate 

but unsupported claims about the insolvency of Peter Crosby's bond as Sheriff spread throughout 

the County and state.  Thomas W. Cardozo, brother of the more famous politician from South 

Carolina, was alleged to have embezzled money ($2000) from the state which he received for the 

redemption of lands that had been forfeited to the state.  He was also alleged to have been 

involved with a group known as "the Courthouse Ring."  Charges against Davenport, Dorsey and 

Cardozo, however, were only brought against them around early fall, possibly September, when 

they, along with Sheriff Crosby, refused to allow members of the Vicksburg White League to 

examine their books.55  An examination of the real estate and taxable personal property owned 

by black politicians reveals the symbolic threat they posed to white economic supremacy.   

Black politicians at the federal and state level in Mississippi, as in other states in the 

former Confederacy, were acquiring real estate and political influence.56  They were the models 

that poorer and middle class blacks aspired to be.  Mississippi Congressman John Roy Lynch 

bought a plot of land in Natchez (Adams County) as early as 1869, at the age of twenty-one, 

while he served as Justice of the Peace.  He later acquired eleven more city lots and four 

plantations.  The former slave, Senator Blanche Kelso Bruce bought a six hundred and forty acre 

plantation in Bolivar County soon after he moved there, while serving as Sheriff and tax 

collector, also in 1869.  At every governmental and administrative level, from federal to local, 

black men sought to improve their own personal positions and the lot of freed people through 

legislation that provided improved educational opportunities, civil rights and economic 

opportunities.  These men were a threat to the status quo not only because they were influential 
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politicians but they were making legal measures that, if successful, would deplete a vast labor 

source needed to support elite and upper-middle class white land owners.57  

Thomas Whitmarsh Cardozo did not own a great deal of property or land.  However, he 

was well-educated, politically savvy, and eager to attain wealth and status.  He was born in 

Charleston, South Carolina, on December 19, 1838.  He was the son of Lydia Williams, a free 

woman of mixed ancestry and Isaac Nuñez Cardozo, a member of a well-known Jewish family 

who worked in the Charleston customhouse.  His brother was the more popular Francis Lewis 

Cardozo, the prominent leader in the reconstruction of South Carolina.58  Thomas Cardozo 

believed that his light skin and education elevated him above the freedmen who put him into 

public office.  According to Euline W. Brock, throughout his career he continually identified 

himself as an octoroon with a "tincture of African blood" in his own veins.  He was accused by 

some of his contemporaries of having a sense of superiority and distaste for the lower classes of 

the many blacks whom he claimed to represent.59 

In 1874, Thomas Cardozo served as Circuit Court Clerk in Warren County, Mississippi, 

but was soon ousted from that position on charges of corruption.  The $2000 that the Vicksburg’s 

Taxpayers’ League accused him of embezzling was actually from a state fund that was allegedly 

intended for Tougaloo College.  He also served as Mississippi State Superintendent of Education 

from 1874 to 1876.  In 1876, he finally resigned under the threat of impeachment.  In a chapter 

entitled, “Cases of Miscegenation Involving Jews,” Bertram Wallace Korn highlights the fact 

that in 1875, Cardozo had also served as editor of Vicksburg's local black newspaper, the Plain 

Dealer.  In that same year, he founded an organization called the Grand United Order of Odd 

Fellows of America, with its main branch in Vicksburg.60  

Unfortunately, some Mississippi Republicans, both black and white, disagreed on many 

issues within their party.  Because of greed, power, or political standing, fissures increased 

throughout the late Reconstruction years.  When Cardozo came to Mississippi he recognized his 
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party’s weakness and capitalized on it right away.  He had very little in common with most of the 

freed people of Mississippi, but this did not matter to the conservative Democrats who were 

giving it their all to take back their state.  Nor did it matter to white Republicans who could not 

gain wealth and political office because of a black majority that would not vote them into office. 

Like his brother, Francis Cardozo, Thomas also worked for the American Missionary 

Association in Charleston, South Carolina, during 1865.61  He collected books and performed 

various other duties that benefited freed black people.  But his job was complicated by internal 

disputes among the Freedmen's Bureau and the AMA.  He constantly argued with, and irritated 

his colleagues, both black and white, and was eventually dismissed by the AMA for allegedly 

channeling funds.62 

He eventually moved to Vicksburg in January of 1871, and immediately began teaching. 

Naïvely believing that most of Vicksburg's black and white citizens were uneducated and 

incapable of self-government, Cardozo's hubris proved to be his downfall.  Soon after he settled 

in Vicksburg, Cardozo unnecessarily attracted attention by suing the city because he broke his 

arm as he slipped and fell.  In order to avoid the expense of going to court, city officials settled 

the case out of court, but full details were printed in both conservative and Republican local 

newspapers.  White carpetbagger Charles E. Furlong had attempted to gain control of Vicksburg 

Sheriff's office by promising to promote Cardozo and other potential black candidates for various 

offices.  His deals paid off when he was nominated for Sheriff and Cardozo was chosen for Clerk 

of the Circuit Court in September, 1871.  Cardozo began his four year term as Circuit Court 

Clerk on January 1, 1872.63 

Narrow-minded, greedy and ambitious, Cardozo warned outsiders not to come into the 

state of Mississippi solely for the purpose of garnering political office.  He wrote under the pen 

name, Civis, in a black journal, of which he was editor, that there were more than enough 

politicians already in the state.  In 1873, he was nominated as Superintendent of Education, one 

of the most important posts in the entire state.  Cardozo won and naive black delegates rejoiced. 

But by winning the position, he made many enemies, both black and white.  Many white 

Republicans, including Governor Ames, wanted to replace Cardozo with Henry Robert Pease, a 
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white carpetbagger.  Nevertheless, he assumed his new position in January of 1874 with an 

annual salary of $2500.  To his credit, he offered sound proposals that would make schools more 

efficient and reduce expenditures.  He also recommended a uniform series of textbooks for the 

entire state, and suggested that a law be passed for mandatory education.  But because he had 

made enemies along the way, rumors about his past began to surface.  Vicksburg's White League 

organizations conspired in the local conservative newspaper, The Vicksburger, to discredit 

Cardozo by highlighting his past misdeeds.  A. W. Dorsey, Cardozo's former black deputy and 

successor as Circuit Court Clerk of Warren County, issued fraudulent witness certificates that led 

to charges of corruption against Cardozo.64 

Hannibal C. Carter, called a "carpetbagger mulatto" by the conservative Vicksburg 

Herald, was also a political enemy of Cardozo.  He and Erasmus D. Richardson, a white 

carpetbagger with a shady past, were hand-picked and awarded with special treatment in order to 

testify against Cardozo.  Cardozo was accused of embezzling $2000 in funds that were paid to 

redeem lands held by the state for nonpayment of taxes.  He was forced to come up with a bond 

for $22,500 that was pledged by United States Senator Blanche K. Bruce and several other 

prominent black politicians in the state.65 

Cardozo pleaded not guilty when his trial began in May of 1875.  Despite damaging 

testimony by Dorsey, Cardozo's former deputy and someone who had claimed to be his friend, a 

jury of nine blacks and three whites failed to reach a verdict. The Jackson Clarion published the 

names of the seven jurors who voted for an acquittal so that they might be "known and 

marked."66  

As early as 1865 Union Leagues, or what conservative whites called Black Leagues, 

began to spring up in South Carolina and Georgia, and later to Mississippi.67  Black Union 

soldiers, some retired, but many of whom still remained in the Army led parades that called for 

an end to discriminatory practices against black people.  Many of these organizations were 

initially biracial.  But by the early 1870s in Mississippi, formerly enslaved army veterans formed 

the majority of delegates in state representation and were either changing or finding ways around 
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the laws that kept them from purchasing land.  This fact combined with a multitude of other 

circumstances encouraged white Moderates and Conservatives alike to abandoned blacks and 

start their own White Leagues—White leagues that sought racial solidarity for the purpose of 

racial, political, and economic superiority.68 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Political Turncoats: Racial Solidarity Among Vicksburg’s White Citizens During the 1870s 

 

"There are some persons who are naturally prejudiced against Negroes holding office, and that 
prejudice they cannot get over."1 

 
"We are, I think, a good deal of that in mind."2 

 

Frederick Speed, a white man who had served as both clerk in the Warren County Circuit 

Court and as a judge of the Criminal Court of Warren County, and who incidentally was 

appointed by Governor Ames, claimed to be a Republican.  He accused both black and white 

Republicans of being guilty of crimes as small as stealing towels to just being "men of 

notoriously bad character, drunken and worthless."3  Although he claimed to be a Republican, 

Speed was obviously disgusted with the Republican Party.  He served as an interpreter of the law 

but lied about the better class of citizens not carrying arms when Vicksburg had been a frontier 

town.  Like other members of the Taxpayers’ League, Speed feared that the, "county darkys [sic] 

had an exaggerated idea of their own powers and would overrun the city."  He confusingly 

denied that there was any such organization as a formal white color line but asserted that the 

color line had been formed because Vicksburg's black citizens were, "the originators of the 

movement.  I think the white people have the faculty of falling into the same errors with the 

colored people in that regard.  The colored people have long since been organized upon the color 

line."4 

Speed had reaped the benefits of the so called northern carpetbagger since 1863.  But by 

the early 1870s his influence over black citizens was waning.   

 

                                                           
1
 ViĐksďurg’s Trouďles: U.S. Congressional Serial Set, Serial Volume 1659, House Report, 265; Committee: House 

Select Committee on Affairs in Mississippi, 235.  
2
 Ibid, 235.  

3
 Ibid, 217. 

4
 Ibid, 223. 



 

 

74 

 

I think at the time that I ceased to act with the radical wing—it must be borne in 
mind in the city there has been an organization of conservative Republicans—I 
can say without any egotism that perhaps I was as popular among the Republicans 
as any man in this section; I enjoyed the respect and confidence; but I found that I 
couldn't control them; that they were pursuing a course that I could not approve 
and, with a number of others, I drew out from among them and made an attempt 
to fight on the conservative Republican line for a time.   

 

Moreover, Speed believed that whites were becoming increasingly annoyed by "the colored 

people who had been in the habit of carrying their shotguns with them when they came into 

town, and the warring side arms."  Worse still, he declared, ‘uppity’ “Negroes were not to be 

trusted with office and the object of the white line was to elect none but white men in office."  

Because the black citizens of Vicksburg were proactive in determining their economic and social 

position in southern society many whites who were covertly Democrats in increasing numbers 

banned together in racial alliance.5 

Another prominent white citizen, sixty-two year-old Alexander H. Arthur, a banker and 

sometimes politician also turned against his black constituents.  Arthur was not a formally 

trained lawyer but he admitted that "[he] was raised in the clerk's office because [his] colored 

friends put him there against [his] wishes."  He, nevertheless, disagreed with blacks being able to 

participate in the jury box, claiming that, "it would be very a very difficult thing to convict them 

if you let Sheriff Crosby select jurors."6 

Judge J. W. M. Harris, a native of Vicksburg, had attributed the social problems of 

Vicksburg to the Reconstruction Acts passed by Congress in 1867.  Harris observed that shortly 

after the Battle of Vicksburg had ended in 1863, northern "carpetbaggers" had moved to Warren 

County and were "buying property, merchandising and colored men were making contracts, and 

planters employing them."7  This prosperous time for whites, according to Harris, lasted until 

1867.  Harris further believed the Reconstruction Acts were unconstitutional because they upset 

both moral and physical issues between black and white people.  He fussed that because the old 
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systems were broken entirely by the Reconstruction measures, "a large [black] population was 

precipitated into the jury boxes, and were made voters, who were wholly unprepared for voting.  

A population which was peaceable and quiet up to 1867 became aggressive politicians under the 

leadership of the men who controlled them, and the issue involved soon engendered a very bad 

feeling among the races, the colored man believing that the white man was endeavoring to 

enslave him, and obtain control of the country."8 

Harris falsely maintained that former Confederates took no interest in politics whatever.  

He believed that whites were more interested in allowing the so-called carpetbagger of the North 

to come in and take charge of the political system because it would demonstrate that they (former 

Confederates) were eager to rejoin the Union.  But when the 1867 Reconstruction Acts of 

Congress, "and especially the Act of March 2, 1869" were passed, racial tension increased and 

Vicksburg's troubles began.9  Harris had mixed feelings about the progress that freed people had 

made since the capitulation of Vicksburg in 1863.  Much like Alexander Arthur, Harris also 

disagreed with blacks being allowed in the jury box.  Failing to understand that verbose legal-

speak may have been somewhat confusing to men who might have formerly been field hands just 

one decade prior, Harris castigated the black jurors that "frequently don't understand what the 

judge means when he is giving his instructions.  In nine cases out of ten," Judge Harris affirmed, 

that "he would almost as soon draw straws as to speculate what the verdict of the petit jury 

[would] be in this County."  Believing that blacks lacked the intelligence to advance, Harris 

nevertheless agreed that a few city Negroes had "done it, though how I cannot say.  But in the 

country they are just about where they were when the war was over."  Harris’ hatred for the 

carpetbagger could not be suppressed.  His affirmation that the Carpetbagger, “is the worst 

enemy that the South has and that the nation has," paralleled his disdain for freed people.10 

Believing many of the Carpetbaggers were northern “foreigners,” Harris described them 

as “ambitious demagogues” and accused them of encouraging hostile feelings between freed 

people and southern whites.  Harris, like so many other former Confederates and conservative 

white Democrats, believed that Carpetbaggers indoctrinated freed black people to believe that 

Democrats were their enemies and would re-enslave them the first chance they got.  Furious at 
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Governor Ames, he accused him of being a "most disastrous carpetbagger… who did not pay his 

taxes.”11 

 

The White League 

“Yes sir, our organizations were all white. I don’t suppose they wanted any colored”12 

 

Although many white Southerners, both conservative Democrats and former 

Confederates, believed that all northern white Republicans and carpetbaggers were "most 

disastrous."  They still decided to band with them based on race, land ownership and property 

taxes despite their political party affiliation.  This alliance began with the surreptitious formation 

of the aforementioned White League.  Although notices had been posted in various local 

newspapers, including the Vicksburger, Colonel Horace H. Miller denied that any such White 

Leagues existed in the city or the County.  He did, however, admit that two companies of armed 

white militias had been drilling in both the city and throughout the County since January 1874, 

when Crosby first took over the sheriff’s office.13 

 

"The movement is yet in its incipiency." 

 

In their early meetings many of the members from the ten branches of the all white 

Taxpayers’ League discussed propositions on how they would control the vote in a city that was 

two-thirds majority black.  Local whites hoped that if a unified white vote could be attained 

throughout the County, and subsequently the state, that the consequence of non-voting on the 

part of a portion of frightened black people, and in the few sections where they were actually 

outnumbered by whites, the white taxpayers could in fact overthrow the 25,000 black majority 

throughout the state.  The Taxpayers’ League was also hopeful that they could somehow win 

over blacks who were willing to vote the Democratic ticket but were intimidated by other blacks. 

These blacks would be allowed to vote only because they could be forced to vote with 

conservative whites, who bribed or threatened them.  At the same time that Miller attempted to 
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elaborate on what the white line movement actually meant, he also attempted to blur its 

meaning.14 

Miller and the other members of the Taxpayers’ League based their reasoning on the 

assessed value of property throughout Vicksburg and Warren County.  They firmly believed that 

the assessed value of land was greatly in excess of the actual value.  Miller believed no property 

in Vicksburg or Warren County could be sold at its assessed value.  The Taxpayers’ League 

admitted without any remorse or deep thought that the primary cause of the depreciation of lands 

throughout the County, and throughout the former Confederacy, was the lack of black labor for 

the land.  "Immediately after the war the uncertainty and insecurity of obtaining labor and the 

high prices paid for it made planting unremunerative.”  Subsequently, as each year passed, Miller 

whined, “taxation on land increased, but the real value of land was devalued because the supply 

of labor had become more expensive."15  Clearly, the Taxpayers’ League that sought to control 

southern black labor understood late 19th century economics. 

 

Although the members of the Taxpayers’ League carefully disguised their true motives, 

their intent was to gain complete control of the political process and win the 1874 August 

election. More than five hundred white men patrolled the city and the countryside in order to 

"carry on and secure a proper election."16  Dr. Booth, the president of the Taxpayers’ League, 

and its eventual ten branches, many of whose members did not pay any taxes, wrote a resolution 

and then went to the courthouse to ask the black office holders for their resignations.  A very 

sizable mob went to the courthouse and told Davenport and Crosby that they needed to resign.  

All reports were that both black men seemed to be nervous, but Davenport appeared to be 

especially nervous.17  One of the white militia companies started during the summer of 1874 was 

called the People's Club.  Planned near a place called Haynes Bluff, about 18 miles outside the 

city and soon after organized by John E. Hogan, the club was the first branch of the Vicksburg 

organization.  With a membership of 120, its purported purpose was to find out the strength of 
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the white people in Warren County.  By December 7, 1874, Hogan’s People's Club had evolved 

into a strong military unit.  This all white club would be the first of many.18 

Hogan claimed whites who lived at Haynes Bluff felt that they were in danger of being 

robbed of what they owned and if there should be trouble they would be murdered by blacks.  

The reason for the fear and apprehension was because of "talk in the newspapers" and among 

fearful white people throughout their neighborhood.19   Rampant white fear spread throughout 

Warren County as white community leaders made statements about the corruption that black 

officers were committing.  Believing that they were, "defrauding us of the money that we pay 

into the treasury here," Hogan and other whites vowed to stick together through these white 

allegiances.  Haynes Bluff was a community where both black and white people lived.  But there 

were "about one-sixth as many white people as colored."  Most of the white residents, however, 

were sharecroppers and not property owners.  These whites were fighting for social elevation 

only because they were white, not because they could benefit economically.20 

Major L. W. McGruder acted as one of the attorneys for the so-called Taxpayers’ League.  

At the time he was a very old conservative who had lived in Vicksburg for at least 64 years.  He 

detailed his disgust with Republican Judge Brown’s refusal to try Peter Crosby.  The obtuse 

McGruder angrily bawled that, "when grand juries grow so corrupt that they can become 

particeps criminia with offenders against the law, by skulking and protecting them, then we had 

better be without law, as we will be without order and protection for society."21 

Lawlessness did indeed begin but it was not perpetrated by blacks.  H. K. Thomas, a 

black Justice of the Peace in the community of Bovina, ten miles to the east of Vicksburg by 

railroad, stated that the blacks in Bovina lived in constant fear for their lives.  He detailed the 

various ways in which the White League had developed in his community.  One anecdote was 

especially poignant because it demonstrates how race relations were stifled at every level by 

white conservatives.  During the month of June, 1874, Thomas’ son and a number of local white 

and black boys formed a baseball team, which existed for only a few days before it was broken 
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up.  When Thomas asked the white boys’ fathers why they had broken up the team, they claimed 

that they did not know.  A few days later, however, the white men falsely alleged that one of the 

white boys had been shot by a colored boy.  Shortly afterwards, the white men insisted that the 

black people of Bovina wanted to attack and kill white people.  Although the Justice of the Peace 

reassured the white community that no one had planned to attack them, the reassurance was 

ignored and whites formed the White League of Bovina.  The real fear of Bovina's white citizens, 

as it turned out, was steeped in the historical refusal of local black citizens to follow former 

President Andrew Johnson's racially biased policies.22 

By August there were more than seven companies of armed white men patrolling the city 

of Vicksburg and the countryside of Warren County.  These men continually stalked the streets 

for weeks before the election, intimidating black men from registering and voting.23   Governor 

Adelbert Ames believed that the fear and intimidation exercised towards black people was so 

grave that the presence of United States troops in Vicksburg was necessary in order to maintain 

the peace and for the purpose of, "securing civil and political rights, and the administration of the 

law.”  Ames later insisted that when he first arrived in Mississippi in 1867, and took command of 

the military district he, "found that the Negroes who had been declared free in the United States 

were not free in fact; that they were living under a code which made them worse than slaves; and 

I found that it was necessary, as commanding officer, to protect them, and I did.  They were 

never permitted to go into a jury box until I put them there.  They had no rights that were 

respected by white men."24  

Whether or not Ames single-handedly placed black voters in the ballot box can be 

debated.  But what is clear, however, is that by 1874, blacks were being frightened away from 

the ballot box by clandestine white groups who sought to usurp county and statewide black 

power so that they could prevent blacks from gaining economic independence and thus supply 

white owned land with black labor.  Colonel John D. Beard, one of the leaders of the massacre, 

had introduced a resolution in the local white league organizations to which he belonged 
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commending the action of the white leaguers in their slaughter of the police in New Orleans on 

September 4, 1874.  "It [was] reported in the newspapers that he introduced a resolution and 

thanked God that these white leaguers did fire upon the regularly constituted state authorities of 

Louisiana."  Beard too had at one time professed to belong to the Republican Party.  But through 

the fear of losing his business, and white constituents he, like many other pseudo white 

Republicans, decided it would be more prudent to place race over politics and sided with 

southern Democrats.  "It is shown in his resolution approving of the action of the white league in 

Louisiana, and by implication he approves of a similar action in Mississippi."25 

 

What is the Color-line? 

 

"The color line means that the whites of this state have become satisfied that it is useless further 
to attempt to coalesce with the Negro element in voting."26 

 

Most white Mississippians believed that they had made an earnest effort to get along with 

freed people immediately following the American Civil War.  Many felt as though they had 

accommodated themselves to the new conditions of the defeated Confederacy.  But those 

feelings were relative.  Still others believed that they had undertaken to assimilate themselves 

with black men who could vote.  However, it soon became clear to them that freed black men 

would not vote into office their former slave owners, who were also members of the conservative 

party.  After unsuccessful efforts to sway, purchase, or scare black men into voting for 

Democratic Party policy makers, southern whites began to formulate different plans.  Those few 

black men who had been bought, intimidated, or otherwise convinced into voting the 

conservative ticket had to be escorted to the polls by white men.  As time passed, this process 

became increasingly frustrating to southern Democrats.27  

 

“If the politicians will let the plantation-hands alone, it will be safe, but I would not feel safe 
myself if the politicians were to interfere with them… I mean the politicians of the county… 

generally black… upon the Republican side.”28 
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Traditionally, when one thinks of a so-called carpetbagger, a white northern migrant 

might come to mind.  Most laypersons rarely think about the black politician or a free person of 

color who had migrated to the former Confederacy in order to teach, become a political leader, or 

purchase land and benefit economically.  Many white citizens of Vicksburg and Warren County 

believed that Carpetbaggers were, "political adventurers, and some of the worst elements of our 

race."29  They also believed that black migrants, whether formerly enslaved or not had, 

"exaggerated statements that were constantly made to [freed people] of the cruelties and 

punishments that had been inflicted on them while they were in a state of slavery.…”  This brand 

of Carpetbagger spread falsehoods that, “the Democratic or conservative party would ultimately 

reduce them to a condition of slavery, and that their only safety was in strictly adhering to the 

Republican Party.  This condition of things” argued local conservatives, “produced what is 

known as the color line."30 

 

The 1874 August Election 

 

“I don't know about that… we just had to take what he said; we had nothing; no proof about it; 
we could not return the tickets.” 

 

Colonel Miller and other Democrats were incensed that Colonel P. C. Hall had been 

drilling his Negro troops in front of the courthouse.  So the White League groups of Warren 

County wanted to make sure that the August 4th election was not a demonstration of too much 

black agency and authority.  White League groups began to frighten black men away from the 

polls as early as July 1, 1874.  George R. Walton, a black man who served as Registrar in the city 

during the time of the August election, told about the particulars of his inability to perform his 

job because of these anarchist groups.  White men had been showing up at the polling stations 

armed.  Walton, as conservator of the peace in the registration places, requested that they cease 

doing so.  "Very often they would come in and would get cross, and draw their pistols,” Walton 

testified.   “One time I found it necessary to get out of the window on account of so many pistols 

been drawn.  I had a great deal of trouble there in registering voters.  There was a great many 
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times when I could not discharge the duty of Registrar of the City of Vicksburg as I should have 

done, but I got along the best I could."31 

Democrats at the polling stations were constantly cursing, swearing and acting in a 

rambunctious manner.  Judge Warren Cowan was one of the men who led the renegade acts 

intent on depriving black men of their democratic rights.  Cowan jumped on the registration table 

and Walton jumped out the window because white men had pistols pointed at him.  "Some of 

them hallooed after me with pistols drawn," claimed Walton.  They yelled, "kill him; catch the 

yellow son of a bitch, and bring him back."   Walton refused to say whether the election was fair 

or not.  "That is more than I can know about. I don't know anything about the election.  I know 

that men who registered were not allowed to vote."32 

Allen Gravey was one of the black men who attested to the fact that he was not allowed 

to register to vote.  On August 4th, Gravey was accosted by a group calling themselves Mr. 

Cobb's Scouts on what was known as the Baldwin Ferry road in Vicksburg.  After interrogating 

Gravey about what business he had had for being off the plantation that he sharecropped on, the 

white men threatened to kill him if they ever caught him with a gun.  "God damn you, there is 

hell you!" claimed Judge Cowan.   "No Sir,” refuted Gravey, “not anything of the kind.”  Cowan, 

irate and impatient screamed, “God damn you, you niggers had determined to run the country 

over here;" Gravey stammered back, "I don't know that we had any such intention at all."  Cowan 

issued one last warning to the intractable field hand, “God damn you, if you don't hush I will 

blow your God damn head off...."33 

Bovina's Justice of the Peace, H. K. Thomas, the same man who had given his impression 

as to how the White League had developed was the recipient of physical violence on that same 

Election Day.  After traveling to the city for the purpose of purchasing some produce and various 

other items, Thomas attempted to hire a hack to take him back to the country but was denied 

service by the hack driver for fear that he would be recognized by White Leaguers.  After being, 

"battered, bruised, and threatened, and intimidated by citizens in Vicksburg,"  Thomas "ran to get 

away from a mob that was following [him] on Washington Street."  Thomas subsequently hid 
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out in a friend’s house for thirty six hours.  He had been chased because he was considered by 

local white citizens to be "one of the speakers for the Negroes."34 

From the August Elections, the Democrats emerged victorious.  Controversy, however, 

swirled around in the heads of black Republicans as well as white Republicans like Governor 

Ames.  Stephen Cox, a black man who served as one of the judges in Vicksburg's second Ward, 

recalled the chicanery that took place after the voting polls had closed.   

 

After they got through voting they took a little recess.  We went in and counted 
the votes; it was six or half past six o'clock... we got all the votes counted, and I 
struck them off as they counted them.  We just put them back into the box, and 
they were waiting to hear the reports of the talliers, [sic] so that we could seal up 
the box... they had a tallier on each side; they had tallied together, and while they 
were making out the report I heard them say, 'Martin Carey is ahead...'  And just 
as they said he was ahead the light went out, and as the light went out somebody 
threw the ballot box out of the window, and directly we had the light renewed 
again, but there was no box...  We went downstairs, and I saw it lying out in the 
street, busted, with no ballots in it; and then the tally sheets were destroyed at the 
same time—the regular tally lists.  There was a gentleman sitting close by me, 
who said he was tallying, and that he had the correct report.  I don't know about 
that; and when we gave it and we just had to take what he said; we had nothing; 
no proof about it; we could not return the tickets.35 

 

If black Republicans in Vicksburg were going to forge their own destiny, they had to do it 

against a formidable adversary.  Conservative redeemers, many of whom were former slave 

owners or had fought for the Confederacy, used the rhetoric of racial supremacy in order to 

justify their right to control the government.  By the mid-1870s, they were fully prepared to 

supplement their rhetoric with military force. 

 

Former Slave Owners Believe They Understand Their Blacks 

 

If there is any feeling of hostility or bitterness it is not the class known as the old slave holders of 
the country... it seems to me that the interest of every man of the South is to endeavor to elevate 
the colored man and to make him a valuable citizen, because our prosperity and success depends 
upon that; because, if we do not accomplish that, if they do degenerate into a state of barbarism, 
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then unquestionably the welfare and prosperity of every man identified with the South is 
destroyed.36 

 

Although by 1870, a few southern blacks were beginning to acquire some land, most of 

the big plantations remained in the hands of the white aristocracy that had owned them during 

the antebellum period.  These former slave owners claimed to have the interest of freed people at 

the forefront of their agenda.  Many made false claims that if they were to do well their former 

slaves would be relatively prosperous also.  In reality, however, this meant that the former slave 

owners wanted to keep the so-called radicals and carpetbaggers away from freed men, women, 

and children so that they could return to what they considered better times.  

Colonel Miller admitted that race relations were, "unquestionably friendly because our 

success in life depends upon them...  Every man who has sufficient sense to understand his own 

interest has that feeling."37  But as the white men policed the streets of Vicksburg and the 

countryside of Warren County particular attention was given to race by those who apparently did 

not feel the same sentiment.  Judge Cowan, one the leaders of the White League group who had 

accosted the black field hand, Allen Gravey, approached another unarmed black man and 

ordered him to go home.  Because the black man was not as servile as Cowan would have liked, 

he this time drew his pistol and shot the poor man at point-blank range. 

Miller was born in a slaveholding family and owned human property until the war ended.  

During Reconstruction he continued to maintain a large plantation in Warren County.  Miller 

testified that many of the men, women, and children who used to belong to him still lived on his 

property. They, "make their house my home, just as much as if they were my slaves.  My 

relations with the colored people have always been a very kindliest.  I never had any antipathy or 

prejudice against them; on the contrary, my feelings are with them and for them. I think we know 

the race as well as anybody.  I know their faults and foibles, and I know they have many good 

traits, and I believe without the evil influences that were brought to bear on them, they would be 

generally docile and tractable, not disposed to be riotous or to commit acts of cruelty, except in 

individual cases...."38  Sadly and incorrectly, Miller seriously considered that the black people 

who worked for his benefit were better off than those who owned land, took part in the political 
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process, and sought economic and social independence.  Whether his beliefs were veritable or 

contrived, Miller both needed and demanded that his sharecroppers remain happy “slaves,” or at 

best, indentured serfs. 

Martin Marshall, a practicing white lawyer and also a member of the Taxpayers’ League, 

was another example of the frustration being played out in the minds of unhappy local whites.  

They were becoming frustrated, one could argue, because in their minds they felt as though the 

juries were being manipulated by blacks and the "partisan" Republican Judge George P. Brown, 

whom the Taxpayers’ League believed was in cahoots with them.  Marshall said that he knew of 

some men who, "were tried and acquitted, where I knew them to be as guilty as they could be."  

He alluded to the barbaric measures that whites were willing to take in order to reclaim what 

they felt was rightfully theirs, politically, traditionally, economically, and socially.39  But 

Marshall contradicted himself when he testified that Peter Crosby had no right to fear for his 

safety or his life even though a vicious crowd of white men had gathered inside the courthouse 

and had surrounded it in order to illegally remove him from his office.40 

Judge J. W. M. Harris was another former slave owner who believed that he understood 

the minds of former slaves.  He firmly believed that former slaves naturally looked up to their 

old masters for counsel and advice.  But he also admitted his disapproval of all the so-called 

"leading men" of the South being disfranchised by the Reconstruction Acts.  Harris had 

previously testified that the so-called leading [white] men had no problems about their 

willingness to step outside politics, as opposed to being forced out, and allow northern 

Republicans to reconstruct Mississippi.  However, Harris apparently enjoyed the Presidential 

policies put forth by the Andrew Johnson Administration because southern white men had 

control of political affairs in Warren County.  Harris refused to admit that under Johnson blacks 

were in a state of comparative slavery.  He “disremembered” the substance of the laws under 

Johnson's administration but admitted that, "I know the colored men were very hostile on that 

subject."41 

Harris' ambiguity and contradictions become apparent when he admitted that, "our 

colored people were not disposed to look for political advice to their former masters.  They 
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believe that more freedom could be gained from dealing with a stranger."42  Harris, a subjective 

interpreter of the law and former slave master, clearly believed that no black person had any 

business taking part in the body politic or economic structure in Vicksburg and Warren County.  

He explained how black people were slow in perception and wit.  Harris, a very poor student in 

the application of the Socratic method of critical thinking, contended that, "I have got the idea so, 

and it is from experience, I think, that they are rather a dull race.  I take them by complexion. 

Take a fellow whose skin is as black as it can be, and he is pretty slow to educate; as they 

approach the white race in color, so they approach him in mind and mental constitution."43  

Harris’ way of thinking is a study in the pseudoscientific racism that became vogue during the 

late 19th century. 

 

White Fear Rampant 

 

Many white citizens of Vicksburg and Warren County claimed they worried that they 

were in danger of being robbed of what they had, and that black citizens wanted to injure and 

even murder them.  What they really feared was Crosby’s position as Sheriff.  They feared that 

he would possibly collect their taxes and somehow embezzle them.  They feared Davenport.  

They feared Dorsey.  And they also feared Cardozo.  They were opposed to any of these black 

men holding office.  They feared the black vote that put them there.  And they feared the black 

people who worked at the voting polls.  Because land ownership was historically linked with 

political power, what they feared most was the black people who owned land and property and 

those who aspired to own land.  If more of their former slaves continued to acquire land, then 

who would work white owned land?44 

"As long as the city of Vicksburg could sustain herself,” professed Hogan, “we were safe 

in the County.  But whenever she fell, and whenever the Negroes got possession of the town, 

then I know the County was gone."45  This was the sentiment that was spread throughout the city 

of Vicksburg, Warren County, and among the taxpayers’ league and the white leagues. The 
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"County darkys" who "had an exaggerated idea of their own powers" intended to "over run the 

city and perhaps give it up to the flames."46 

 

Crosby’s Bond 

 

In 1874, Peter Crosby was about thirty years old.  He was born in Clark County, 

Mississippi, where he lived for twenty years.  He moved to Vicksburg in 1864, and was elected 

Sheriff of the County on November 4, 1873.  After being elected to the Sheriff’s office, he was 

required, as was the custom, to give a bond.  In theory, the bond covered a percentage of the 

estimated taxes that the Sheriff would collect at the beginning of each calendar year.  On January 

5, 1874, Crosby gave his bond as Sheriff and Tax Collector for Warren County, Mississippi.  The 

majority of cosigners on his bond, however, were prominent black citizens spread across the 

state.  Crosby admitted that he had, "found very considerable difficulty in getting up my bond.  I 

found a number of [white] people who had expressed a willingness and had promised me that 

they would sign my bond for a certain amount...  [They] stated that they would be socially 

ostracized, that they would be discharged from society if they would sign that bond."47 

Crosby was encouraged to go outside of the County in order to procure sureties for 

Sheriff and Tax Collector, which was legal.  Many of the approximately sixty people who signed 

Crosby's bond were very prominent landowners throughout the state.  U. S. Senator Blanche 

Kelso Bruce owned a substantial amount land but lived in Bolivar County.  A black man named 

Mr. Kerry was on his bond for $28,000.  Another wealthy black man, Lewis Kent was on the 

bond for $15,000.48  Although Crosby's total bond amounted to over $80,000, members of the 

Taxpayer’s League needed it to be worthless.  Therefore, they simply claimed it was worthless, 

somehow managed to turn a lie into the truth, and then justified the illegal usurpation of 

Crosby’s office.  Charles Furlong, who previously served as Sheriff, argued that Crosby's bond 

was not worth more than $10,000.  He claimed to be "perfectly cognizant of the value of every 

property holder in the County."49  The lack of black labor did indeed make land worth less than it 

had been valued during the antebellum period, but Furlong exaggerated that, "property that is 

                                                           
46

 ViĐksďurg’s Trouďles, 217, 223. 
47

 Ibid, 399. 
48

 Ibid, 308, 384. 
49

 Ibid, 105. 



 

 

88 

 

sometimes assessed for $50,000, you could not get $.50 out of it on execution."  The Vicksburg 

Board of Supervisors, made up of mostly black men, was pressured by the all white Taxpayers 

League to force Crosby to provide a new bond.50  Crosby complied and made a new bond but it 

too was ignored by the Taxpayers’ League.51  In reality, it mattered not how much Crosby's real 

bond was worth but only that he was black and that the men and women who signed his bond 

were also black.  Members of the Taxpayers League griped that many of the consignors of 

Crosby's bond did not live in Warren County. 

Using all the legal means available to secure support for his office, Crosby explained, "I 

could not find in this County such persons as were of my political faith who could be got under 

any circumstances to sign the bond; and I would state further in this connection that I had applied 

to the largest taxpayers and best citizens, so reported to be, in the town, to represent me, and to 

make up that bond.  Having been elected sheriff of my County on reform basis, I desired thereby 

to give all parties an equal share, having in my mind none to punish and none to reward, but 

simply the object of doing my duty as Sheriff of the County."52 

On Wednesday, December 2, 1974, representatives from the Taxpayers’ League met at 

Sheriff Crosby's office and demanded that he resign.  John Beard, Captain Hogan, Captain 

George Barnes, and several other white men were there.  They demanded that Crosby come 

outside to talk with them.  When Crosby refused to meet the men outside, ten of them forced 

their way into his office, with John Beard acting as their spokesman.  Beard announced that it 

was his duty to request that Crosby resign as Sheriff and Tax Collector of Warren County.  A 

befuddled Crosby replied that he knew no reason why he should resign his post and refused to 

comply with their request.53 

The men left but came back at a little before 4 o'clock in the evening.  This time around 

they had assembled approximately six hundred men.  This much larger crowd was more 

threatening and demanding.  Most of these men, armed with pistols and rifles surrounded the 

courthouse where Crosby kept his office, others crowded the hallway.  Martin Marshall, a local 

practicing attorney, jumped up on Crosby's desk and gave a loud whoop in an attempt to further 

amplify the mob’s ferocity, screaming, "We have six hundred men!  Have we come to parlay 
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with this man?  We came here for business!"54  Crosby, demonstrating more brains than bravery, 

decided at that moment to extend his life and signed the resignation petition.  He then informed 

the Circuit Court Judge (Brown) that he had been forced to resign by an armed mob of white 

men.55 

Crosby was fully intent on regaining his office.  After he signed the protest resignation he 

immediately left the city on horseback and rode east to the community of Bovina, where 

Confederate General John C. Pemberton had established his headquarters during the Civil War.  

From there, he continued on to Jackson by train and meet with Governor Ames.56  On the way to 

Bovina he met briefly with Andrew Owen and informed him of what had transpired and what he 

intended to do.  Crosby then took a 4 AM train from Bovina to Jackson.  When he met with the 

black Attorney General A. K. Davis the next day he reported that, "[he] was peaceably 

discharging [his] duties [he] had been waited upon by a committee who had asked [him] to 

resign….”  Crosby later remembered that, “I had positively refused to resign and that an armed 

body of men to the best of my judgment had forced my resignation.  Fearing for my life under 

the circumstances, I resigned the office to which I had been legally elected."57 

Ames was out of the state at the time but gave instructions to the Attorney General via 

telegraph.  They informed Crosby that he had every legal right to summon a posse in order to 

enforce the laws of the state and County.  After contemplating his predicament, Crosby decided 

to have an "instructions card" written out.  The card was subsequently printed in the popular 

Warren and Hinds County black journal, the Plain Dealer.  Over the next day or two it was also 

printed in the conservative Vicksburg Herald and the Vicksburger.  Crosby returned to Vicksburg 

on Friday, December 4, and around 12 noon took possession of his former office for just a few 

minutes.  He wrote a note to Judge Brown and informed him that he had returned from Jackson 

and had taken possession of his rightful office.  A white man named E. D. Richards who 

represented Colonel Beard was sitting in the office.  Upon seeing Crosby's return, Richardson 

went to the belfry of the courthouse and began to ring the bell.  Soon after that, a very large mob 

of white men began to assemble around the courthouse.  Remembering the excitement that had 

                                                           
54

 ViĐksďurg’s Trouďles, 400. 
55

 Ibid, 401. 
56

 Richard Aubrey McLemore, ed., A History of Mississippi: Volume 1 (Hattiesburg: University and College Press of 

Mississippi, 1973), 473. 
57

 ViĐksďurg’s Trouďles, 401, 402. 



 

 

90 

 

taken place just a couple of days past Crosby, "understood we should have some trouble here 

immediately if some steps were not taken to avoid it."58 

When the bell sounded, both Crosby and Brown became frightened.  Neither man was 

able to fully grasp the situation but understood that the city and county was in the hands of mob 

law and that they were powerless on the courthouse premises.  Judge Brown, one of the last few 

remaining white Republican allies to black citizens, instructed Crosby that it was his duty to 

"keep the peace and dignity of the County."59  Crosby intended to keep the peace by summoning 

a posse of black men that he could trust.  Later that afternoon he once again consulted his friend 

and former Army soldier Andrew Owen.  Owen and his posse were given verbal instructions to 

meet Sheriff Crosby on Monday morning at around 10:00 a.m.  Crosby gave no specifics about 

how the men should come into Vicksburg, armed or unarmed.  He then went to the telegraph 

office and dispatched a plea to Governor Ames for state militia help.  On Saturday O.S. Lee, 

aide-de-camp, and O.G. Packar, Adjutant General from the Governor’s office paid a visit to the 

city of Vicksburg.  Their intention was to assess the immediate gravity of the situation and 

decide whether or not it would be necessary to call upon the military force of the United States 

government.60  At the time there were three companies of white troops and one company of 

black troops in Warren County but none of them was supposed to have arms. 

As Lee and Packar contemplated the use of United States military force, their presence 

did not go unnoticed by members of the Taxpayers League.  Both the editor of the Vicksburg 

Herald and members of the Taxpayers’ League, led by Colonel Miller made it known that, "if 

United States troops were sent for, Crosby's life [would be] in danger, and he would be hanged 

the moment they heard the troops were coming."61  Arguably, Crosby did not fully understand 

how much danger his life was in at the time he was attempting to maintain his office.  Dr. James 

Hunt, a local physician, and Colonel Miller decided to arrest Sheriff Crosby.  At about 9AM they 

went to his house and told him that he was under arrest.62  Hunt immediately pulled out his pistol 

and threatened to kill Crosby.  Again, Crosby submitted to their will.  Hunt asserted that by, 

"arresting Crosby it would cut the head off the whole thing."  Hunt later admitted that, "I should 

certainly have killed him if he had not come, because I regarded it as a necessity...  I mean to say 
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that I went with the intention to take him dead or alive... and I would surely have destroyed him 

if he had not given himself up because I believed that our women and children were in peril."63 

Crosby was not the only man whose life was in jeopardy.  Thomas Cardozo had been 

chased out of town for alleged embezzlement and forgery.  Cardozo had served as clerk of the 

Circuit Court of the County and Superintendent of Public Education of the state of Mississippi.64  

His successor in the office of circuit clerk was Anthony D. W. Dorsey.  Dorsey was also indicted 

for embezzling tax money, or what local whites called "land money."  He was no longer in 

Vicksburg.  But George W. Davenport was "pursued with guns and hunted through the streets," 

because he was believed to have committed the worse kind of malfeasance—he had stubbornly 

remained in his office.  Warren County whites met and agreed to ask Davenport to resign.  A 

committee of ten white men was supposed to ask Davenport to give his answer within half an 

hour.  What ended up transpiring was something much different.  A mob of between 300 and 600 

white men stormed the courthouse and chased Davenport and the black Coroner of the County, 

A. L. H. Wilson, also a black landowner, to the national military cemetery, several miles 

southwest of the city.  The mob eventually lost sight of the two men somewhere between the 

cemetery and the Mississippi River.  The white men continued to search for Davenport very late 

into the evening.  And many of them who had started out on horseback chased the black men 

into the swamps until they could no longer pursue them.  Months prior to Davenport being 

chased out of town, he had been constantly harassed and verbally threatened.  Davenport and 

Wilson were lucky to escape with their lives.  These men fled in order to prevent their death by 

"secret murderers."  Local whites justified these types of murders because they believed them to 

be “no more common in Warren County than in any other part of the country.”65 

 

Crosby’s Card 

 

Citizens of Warren County!  Republicans, black and white exclamation under protest I have been 
compelled to resign my office of Sheriff... I stood alone, single and unarmed, in the midst of 600 

of the most determined and heartless political banditti that ever disturb the peace of any 
community....66 
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The card that Crosby penned while he was in Jackson was printed in various newspapers 

throughout Hinds and Warren counties.  There was also a general notice that was distributed to 

those believed to be Republicans, both black and white, throughout the County.  The notice was 

read at various churches throughout black communities.  The notice stated that all black men 

throughout the county were to come into Vicksburg on Monday morning, by order of General 

Ames and Sheriff Crosby.  Andrew Owen swore that there was never any talk of violence toward 

the white people of Vicksburg or the city itself.  In fact, he contended that, “he had never heard 

of it until after he was placed in jail, by the men who [had] put him there.”  Owen, like many of 

the black men who joined him, believed that Crosby, as Sheriff of the County, had the authority 

to order him and the other men to come into the city to assist him.  But because of a 

misinterpretation of Crosby's card, a rumor (that was used as an excuse) was getting out amongst 

the white people that confirmed their worst fear—that blacks intended to take over the city and 

molest white women and children.67 

Andrew Owen believed that Crosby made no distinction between white and black, when 

he called upon the people to come into Vicksburg.  Owen did not receive the notice that Crosby 

had printed until Sunday morning.  Correctly, he interpreted the card to mean that Crosby was 

soliciting help from Republican Party members, both black and white.  Whites did not see it that 

way.  He had received it from a little black boy when he was in the city and subsequently gave it 

to several men and told them to take the notices around to the "people [white] and colored."68  It 

seems, unfortunately, that black people believed that party alliance was stronger than race.  They 

were soon proved wrong.  Although the notice said "all the Republican Party" is to meet here on 

Monday morning, black and white, the white people had already decided that they were in a fight 

against blacks. 

Andrew Owen and many of the black men who were with him believed it was their duty 

to come into town at the Sheriff's behest in order to prevent him from being illegally removed 

from his office.  Although these men believed it was their duty to give their support to the Sheriff 

they still exercised common sense.  Vicksburg was still somewhat of a western frontier town 

where most men (and likely some women) carried fire arms with them on a daily basis.  Many of 
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the black men who gathered with Owen also brought along their firearms, which seems natural in 

this context.  But the men who had no fire arms were not questioned by their black comrades.  

This begs the question, if these men were gathering in order to take over the city of Vicksburg 

and kill women and children, why were they not better armed?  Did they think the white men 

that had gathered to defend the city limits would be armed?  Most likely, this was simply an 

example of black people exercising their constitutional rights.  Only a few of these men expected 

that there would be a racialized confrontation.  Even fewer believed they would be violently 

attacked.69 

By late Sunday afternoon, word on the street was that the white people had become 

aroused and were preparing for a fight with the black men.  Crosby rode out to Benjamin Allen's 

house around midnight and woke him up.  He needed Allen to tell Andrew Owen not to come 

into town with his men.  Benjamin Allen and Andrew Owen had served in the Army together.  

Owen belonged to the Headquarters Artillery and Allen belonged to Captain Pratt's Battery D.  

Crosby also sent several other men from the AME Church to spread the word that the whites 

were preparing to crush them if they came into the city, armed or unarmed, and regardless of 

their intentions.70  Although the effort was made, the black men did not receive the instructions 

that Crosby had sent.  So they gathered just after midnight on Monday, December 7, 1874, and 

came in from all sections of the County—north, south, and east.  Andrew Owen knew that there 

were not any white Republicans in his section of the County.  As he led his group of men into 

Vicksburg he saw large numbers of white forces coming from the country and advancing toward 

the city.  He then began to understand the gravity of the predicament they were in.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

Walking Through the Valley of the Shadow of Death: Black Men in Defense of the 

Democratic Process 

 

A historian once wrote that the black church was so important that it was second only to 

the black family as a focal point in black life.  The Reconstruction era was a time when black 

religion in the South coalesced and became more of what it was trying to become during the 

antebellum period.  Black Churches began to travel the long road of independence from white 

domination.  But because blacks owned very little real estate many of their churches had to be 

built on white land.  Built with black money, most of the brand new black churches were built on 

plantations.1  Directly after the Civil War ended blacks began political organization in their 

places of worship.  With the realization of their status as citizens came the realization of their 

equal rights also.  In their churches black people organized mass meetings, parades and drew up 

petitions demanding that their human equality be recognized as well as the right of suffrage 

given to them by the Fifteenth Constitutional Amendment.  For these people, emancipation had 

been given to them by God Almighty and their constitutional rights were simply the written 

declaration of that confirmation.  It seems natural that they associated the church and religion 

with political affairs.  Lawrence W. Levine points out that many former slaves believed that 

“Lincoln died for we, Christ died for we, and we believe him de same mans.”2 

 

"Steal Away" 

 

When enslaved blacks were allowed to attend church service during the antebellum 

period they were forced to attend white churches.  Blacks sat in segregated pews, usually at the 

back of the church, and listened to white ministers preach to them about their inferiority and the 
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necessity to obey their masters.  In the very early days of emancipation some white church 

congregations allowed freed people to continue worshiping under the same rules as before the 

war.  Wharton argues that white Southerners believed that was the best way to facilitate the 

continuation of the social control of their former slaves.3  But just as antebellum blacks had 

"stolen away" from white churches and engaged in all night singing and praying campaigns, 

Reconstruction era freed people sought to do the same thing.  Albert J. Raboteau points out that 

enslaved people often ventured deep into the woods late at night in order to have their own 

religious meetings because they were disgusted with the vitiated gospel sermons preached by 

white men that were also their owners.  In these sermons, repeated ad nauseum, asserts 

Raboteau, white preachers urged their chattel to be obedient, docile and work hard. 

 

You slaves will go to heaven if you are good, but don't ever think that you will be 
close to your mistress and master.  No! No! There will be a wall between you; but 
there will be holes in it that will permit you to look out and see your mistress 
when she passes by.  If you want to sit behind this wall, you must do the language 
of the text, 'Obey your Masters.'4 

 

During Reconstruction white churchgoers continued to suffer from the age old affliction 

of fear mongering.  After the Black Codes were passed, whites in private meetings increasingly 

worried about black insurrections.  Superadded to this was the fact that whites did not want to 

use the same buildings and communion tables alongside their black counterparts.  It was under 

these circumstances, explains Wharton, that many white members felt it necessary to establish 

separate organizations under the same ecclesiastical connection for the purposes of control.  The 

handful of white churches that retained its black parishioners sought to maintain the social status 

quo of the slave era.  These churches were unwilling to allow former slaves to come down from 

the gallery or allow them any participation in the management of their place of worship.  These 

problems combined with many others forced freed people to immediately move toward 

establishing their own places of worship.5 
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In post war Mississippi, black church members outnumbered their white counterparts by 

a five to one margin.  The first African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church came to Vicksburg, 

Mississippi, in 1865.  Shortly after the Civil War ended Thomas W. Stringer moved to 

Mississippi and began to build black churches and schools throughout the state.  He settled in 

Vicksburg and established the Bethel AME Church in October of 1968.  The first T.W. Stringer 

Masonic Lodge was organized in Vicksburg in 1867 in a building behind the church known as 

Bethel Hall.  Some teaching was done there and later in 1890 Campbell College was founded.  

Stringer accomplished all of this without the help of whites.6  Hiram Rhodes Revels succeeded 

Stringer as minister of that same church. 

Thomas W. Stringer was extremely active in Mississippi politics during Reconstruction.  

He was one of the five black men elected to the state senate in 1870.  He exercised his greatest 

influence in the Constitutional Convention of 1868 when he was one of sixteen (out of one 

hundred) black delegates.  There he and the Reverend Henry P. Jacobs, also of Warren County, 

tried to secure a provision for compulsory school attendance at all black segregated schools.  

Stringer and his like-minded black colleagues tried to form an alliance with native southern 

Republicans.  They believed blacks could exert more control in their communities by having 

them segregated from white Democratic influence.7 

Under the Union Baptist Association and the Central Baptist Association, which had been 

organized in the 1840s, black churchgoers separated themselves in increasing numbers 

throughout Reconstruction.  The first black church, according to Raboteau, opened its doors in 

Natchez, Mississippi, and spread like wildfire throughout Vicksburg soon after the city was 

liberated.8  Rose Hill Baptist Church was first started in Natchez and shortly after Reconstruction 

ended there was a building that may have been donated by whites.  In the city of Vicksburg, 

blacks were given an old Methodist building as early as 1850 in which to worship.  But during 

Reconstruction vindictive whites burned the building to the ground.9  Although whites 

sometimes donated church money for ulterior motives, black people nevertheless raised funds to 

build their own churches in their own communities.  In one extreme example, freed people 
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constructed a church in the attic of a horse stable.  In another, blacks on a Mississippi plantation 

built a large cabin in which a family lived on one end and constructed a pulpit on the other.10  

As early as 1865, black missionaries came to Mississippi and carried out a program of 

rapid expansion until 1867.  In 1868, the Negro Baptist Association was established in Jackson, 

Mississippi, but there it was called the Jackson Baptist Association and included all of the 

churches of the denomination in Hinds, Rankin, Claiborne, Yazoo, Warren and several other 

counties.  Several black preachers, including A. Henderson and L. D. McAllister, expanded the 

Jackson Baptist Association throughout the rest of the northern and central parts of Mississippi.  

Fully established by 1872, this organization became known as the General Missionary Baptist 

Association.  At its first meeting in early 1872 it had over 226 churches with more than 21,000 

members.  Under this organization came three very important churches that played a role in the 

Vicksburg massacre.  They were Freetown Missionary Baptist Church in the Freetown 

community; Hickory Tree Missionary Baptist Church in the Edwards community; and Mount 

Alban Missionary Baptist Church just outside of Bovina.11 

 

Church Meetings 

"I don't know if there was a darkie left home expecting a fight."12 

 

"The sheriff rules the whole County; the sheriff rules the whole of Mississippi; and I thought we 
had a right to listen to him."13  

 

 

On December 6, Sheriff Crosby's card was read throughout black churches across the 

County.  In the Mount Alban church, the Freetown church, and Bovina church at Hickory Tree, 

black preachers, many of them prominent political leaders in the community, read Crosby's plea 

to their congregation from the pulpit.  These country preachers believed that their black sheriff 

had the authority to order them to come into the city to assist him.  Crosby had visited Andrew 
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Owen on the night that he was kicked out of his office.  Owen was back in the city on Saturday, 

December 5, and had brought his wife with him to sell some cotton.  He met briefly with Crosby 

at Benjamin Montgomery’s store on Washington Street, where he received his verbal orders.  

The alarming rumor was getting out that the white people of the country were aroused and that 

they expected a fight from the black people.14 

It is likely that when Crosby's card was read in the black church houses, there were mixed 

emotions among the congregations.  Some black citizens simply thought it prudent to support 

their black sheriff in a time of need.  Moses Kellaby, who lived in the black community of 

Freetown, believed that, "they were coming in to see Peter Crosby take his seat, and serenade 

him for it."  In the Freetown Church, where Kellaby was a member, nothing was mentioned 

about violence.  Expressing both enthusiasm and naïveté Kellaby chimed, "I don't know if there 

was a darkie left home expecting a fight; we were just coming according to the orders from Peter 

Crosby."15 

Washington Henderson, a black sharecropper, was also in the Freetown Church 

congregation when Crosby's card was read.  But the absence of violent rhetoric did not lead 

Henderson to believe that Peter Crosby should be supported with less vigor.  Henderson believed 

that Peter Crosby’s defense also protected the black community’s political rights.  He was 

willing to arrest and even kill white men if Crosby had dictated it.  Henderson firmly believed 

that, "the sheriff rules the whole County; the sheriff rules the whole of Mississippi; and I thought 

we had a right to listen to him; that was the way it was with me.  That is the way our leaders 

thought."  Two of the black leaders Henderson spoke of were William Asberry and John Mack.  

Mack was a Justice of the Peace, a deacon of the church, and a sometimes preacher.16 

 

 

From Whence They Came 

 

“It looks right for we colored people to stick to one another as much as the white people; to try to 
be a nation of people if we could.”17 
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William Asberry a black man who lived in Bovina but worked as a ginner (cotton ginner) 

in the Freetown community, where he made the daily several miles commute.18  Acting as 

president of a Republican Council in Bovina, he met with some of the members at Hickory Tree 

Church on the Friday night prior to the massacre.  He and his vice president, Ephraim Powell, the 

black man for whom he ginned, had visited Crosby on Sunday to inquire about what should be 

done about the matter.  This black community had a constitution by which they swore, "to 

protect each other and to accumulate the cause, as Republicans, and to vote the Republican 

ticket."  Their council had been meeting since 1868, and by 1874 they had fully acquired the 

necessary experience to understand how the local political system worked and what 

constitutional rights they had within it.19  After receiving directions from Crosby to come into the 

city on Monday morning and bring their arms with them, Asberry left the city.  He was elected 

captain of a group of Crosby supporters from his community and right away assembled sixty-five 

men armed with pistols, shotguns, and muskets.  The men met at the Hickory Tree Church out 

near the Big Black River just before midnight on Sunday and walked the twelve miles into town 

via the Baldwin Ferry road.20  It seems that the mindset of these sixty-five men was somewhat 

ambiguous when compared to another group of black men who were not self defense minded but 

were only coming in to the city at the behest of Sheriff Crosby only viewing it as their duty.  

Although the Bovina men came to protect Sheriff Crosby by any means necessary, they asserted 

that it was not their intention to burn, ravage, and pillage the city, or to kill innocent white 

women and children.21  

There was also a group of Crosby supporters who came in from the Halls Ferry road, 

which was an extension of Cherry Street from just south of the city.  Still another group came 

from the Valley Road just north of the national cemetery (also known as the Cherry Street road).  

A final group of supporters came in from Washington Street, or the Warrenton Road that extends 

from the south, very near Davis Bend on the Mississippi River.22  Andrew Owen assembled 

about twenty-two black men who came in on the Jackson road.  Less than half of his men, 

however, were armed.  Although a few had shotguns, muskets and pistols, the majority of them 

did not have as much as a pocket knife.  Owen believed the city Negroes would take part in 
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restoring Crosby to his office, if that was Crosby's intent.  There was also a growing rumor that 

any black men coming in from the country would receive arms once they got into the city.  That 

was the reason, Owen argued, why so many black men agreed to join the group unarmed.23 

 

To Defend Vicksburg’s White Women and Children 

 

"Their appearance there was fraught with danger to women and children."24 

 

Colonel H. H. Miller claimed that a few prominent citizens had held an informal meeting 

and agreed to take precautionary steps for the safety of the city.  As was customary during the 

Reconstruction era and throughout the late 19th century, when Miller referred to the citizens he 

meant the white citizens of Vicksburg and not the black citizens.  This was an important tactic in 

establishing who the outsiders were.  To confuse matters even more, whites referred to black 

people who lived outside the city as “county Negroes,” but blacks referred to themselves as 

“country Negroes.”  This demonstrates the otherness that had been subconsciously indoctrinated 

into their psyche.25  In the meeting the white men suggested that a watch should be established 

and in case of trouble a signal should be given by ringing the courthouse bell.  This alarm would 

signal the assembling of all armed white men within the city.26  Dr. H. H. Shannon acted as an 

aide to Colonel Miller and was put in charge of a large cavalry of white city defenders.  Contrary 

to testimonies later given by blacks, Miller and Shannon either allowed themselves to believe or 

forced themselves to believe that, "there were 500 Negroes coming in on the Grove Street road, 

and 200 on the cherry Street road... 700 on one road, and 800 on another."27 

Edward S. Butts, who was a cashier at the Vicksburg Bank, had served in the Confederate 

Army from May 29, 1861, to the surrender at Appomattox on April 9, 1865.  Like many of the 

white citizens of Vicksburg and Warren County, he too viewed the black men coming in from 

the country as a menace to white society.  He contended that, "their appearance there was fraught 
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with danger to women and children, and starting up discord and bad feeling.  We [know] the 

character,” he bickered, “of the Negroes and calculated that these results would ensue."28  Butts 

further deduced that the white men who went to repel the Negroes were, "taxpayers and the most 

prominent citizens in the community; men born and raised here, and even ministers of the Gospel 

were in the ranks; merchants, capitalists, doctors [and] lawyers...."  An old man whom he called 

Dr. Harper and thought to be a nephew of General Winfield Scott was also in the ranks.  Harper, 

Butts attested, "was a man who was thoroughly Union in every respect.”   Erasmus D. 

Richardson, another white man who had moved to Vicksburg in December of 1863 was put in 

charge of watching the courthouse.  But by 3AM Monday morning, he thought the city was 

about to be invaded.  Richardson frantically rang the courthouse bell to alarm the [white] 

citizens.  Within a several hours these citizens would be in frenzy.29  

If whites believed the rumor that white women and children were in danger, they did not 

show it by fleeing their homes.  Andrew Owens declared that, "along the roads [they] had met a 

good many white families at their homes."  He also defended that their coming into the city was 

not about black people wanting to "injure white people" but more about the general state of 

things in Warren County.  Owen also affirmed that the white people of Vicksburg were very 

anxious to have black people vote for Democratic candidates.  But when black folks could not be 

persuaded to vote the way their former masters wanted them to, whites became extremely 

displeased.  "Yes Sir,” Owen later declared to the interviewing committee, “I think that is pretty 

much the hard feeling.  That is about all the hard feeling there is between them."30 

Just after sunrise Monday morning, Philip Johnson, a black man who lived inside the city 

on the corner of First North and Magnolia streets, was on his way to work out in the country 

when he rode his horse by the corner of South and Cherry streets to see what all the commotion 

was about.  There were several black men standing around by the time Dr. Shannon and his 

cavalry rode up and ordered the black men to get off the streets.  "We were on the sidewalks," 

Johnson stated, "and of course we did not move very fast.  In fact, I did not move at all."  

Johnson candidly believed that he, being a taxpayer and an unarmed citizen, “had a right to be on 

the street if [he] kept quiet and was not disturbing anybody or breaking the peace."  Dr. Shannon 

became irate at what he considered recalcitrant Negroes and commanded one of his lieutenants, 
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"if the niggers weren't off the streets in 10 minutes to shoot the last one of them down."  

Conceding principle to prudence, Johnson admitted, "of course I moved then."31 

 

“The Fight is Upon Us” 

 

Dr. James M. Hunt was a 44-year-old white physician and practicing surgeon in 1874.  

Born and raised in Vicksburg, he had fled the city and lived in New Orleans until 1866, where he 

served as a surgeon for the Confederate Army.32  Awakened at 4 AM on Monday morning at the 

tolling of the courthouse bell, Hunt immediately jumped out of his bed, hopped on his horse and 

galloped to the courthouse.  Colonel Miller asked him to find out what the black men, "intended 

to give."  Hunt rode for about six miles out on the Grove street road and met the men being led 

toward town by Andrew Owen.  After a short argument, Hunt admonished Owen by telling him, 

"if you take these Negroes into town you are the biggest fool living; there will not be one of you 

left to tell the tale."  Hunt then rode his horse back to the courthouse as fast as he could.  Upon 

his arrival he met with Mayor O' Leary and Colonel Miller and claimed, “gentlemen, the fight is 

upon us."33 

Colonel H. H. Miller was the mounted leader of a command of 200 to 300 white men, 

most of whom were on foot and gathered on the corner of First North and Grove streets.  Edward 

S. Butts was given the designation of captain by Colonel Beard around 10:30 AM and was put in 

charge of organizing the men because he had Confederate Army experience.  Butts immediately 

ordered the motley crew to fall in formation and they began marching out on the Grove street 

road toward the Pemberton monument, where the infamous Confederate General had surrendered 

(bringing on the ire of southern whites) to then General Ulysses Grant on July 4, 1863.  The 

monument also stands very near what is known as the Shirley House.  The Shirley House is a 

landmark that still stands by an old Confederate outpost where very steep hills with cane breaks, 

at the time, provided excellent defensive positions.34 
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Miller recognized what he claimed to be a large body of Negroes assembled in the Valley 

below the Shirley House advancing toward the city.  Andrew Owen was the leader of this group 

and recognized Miller, but Miller did not know who Owen was at the time.  Miller left his foot 

soldiers and approached Owen and the other black men to warn them against entering the city 

limits.  As Miller told the black men that Mayor R. O' Leary had issued a proclamation 

prohibiting their entrance, he gazed across the crowd of men attempting to recognize anyone 

who might be working on his plantation.35  

Andrew Owen insisted that he and his men had the right to peaceably enter the city, but 

he relented and asked Miller to escort him into the city so that he might visit with Sheriff Crosby 

in the courthouse jail.  The two men galloped on horseback to the courthouse where Owen had a 

very short visit with the incarcerated Sheriff.36  Owen then quickly rode back to his men and 

ordered them to return “from whence they came,” all within the span of twenty short minutes.  

Owen, now hesitant, began to lose control of his men and believed that Crosby had gotten them 

into trouble with the local white people.  Because Crosby had ordered them to come into the city 

Owen knew that the white men would view it as an aggressive action.  It was at that point the 

black men began to understand that they were standing in the face of immediate danger.   

Miller rapidly rode back to his command because he saw that the black man were moving 

out of the valley below the Shirley House and he wanted to advance toward them before they 

could occupy what he considered a very formidable position.  Miller, the experienced military 

leader that he was, took advantage of the disheartened black men and ordered one of his captains 

to move by the black men's right flank in order to cut off any possibility of retreat.37  It was true 

that many of Owen’s men actually were in a state of despondency and confusion.  Soon after 

Miller's men began firing the black men fled rapidly, with the white men pursuing them across 

the valley and up the hills toward a bridge that crossed Glass Bayou, a small creek back toward 

the Pemberton monument.  There was considerable gunfire that lasted for almost an hour.38  
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After running for their lives for a half a mile—but what must have seemed like a marathon—

some of the black men, including Andrew Owen, were caught, beaten, and taken prisoner.39 

A few of the black men had made it to the other side of the breastwork beyond the bridge.  

From there, they had the wherewithal to return fire toward Dr. Shannon's small but advancing 

cavalry.  Olli Brown, one of the white men belonging to what was known as Captain Hogan's 

Company fell off of his horse, shot dead.  As Shannon and his small band retreated they met their 

first black victim.  Shannon stated, "my impression of his character is that he was a bad nigger; 

rather a revengeful kind; that he is, that he was a nigger that is regarded in this community as a 

bad nigger... a strong, powerful man."40 

 

And there, summoned to their slaughter, to attempt murder and then to die near 
the sepulchers of the dead heroes of both the old armies, and close to the 

monument that commemorates the surrender of PEMBERTON to GRANT, with 
their faces turned to the county seat of Warren County, and their MURDEROUS 
ORDERS IN THEIR POCKECTS, fell over one hundred men belonging to the 

hearty laboring classes of Mississippi.41 
 

Charles E. Furlong, who preceded Peter Crosby as Sheriff of Warren County, had entered 

the military with the Wisconsin First Regiment that was raised in 1861 and served for four years.  

He received his appointment in 1867 from Major General Edward Otho Cresap Ord, who was 

then in command of the Military Department.42  In 1871, Furlong was commissioned Brigadier 

General of the Fourth District by Governor Alcorn.  By early December 1874 he was in 

command of a squad of white cavalrymen that met the black men coming into the city from the 

Grove street road.  Furlong admitted that although he had received many black votes in the past, 

the relationship between him and Vicksburg’s black citizens was, "a little mixed."  Like most of 

the other northern white Carpetbaggers he had long decided that race was more powerful than 
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party.43  Furlong, the master politician, stated that, "every ex-soldier of the federal army in 

Vicksburg was out in arms, the same as the other [white] citizens that day."44 

 

"There will not be one of you left to tell the tale." 
"You'll all be cut up."45 

 

Henry Massey was born in Nova Scotia.  He too had served in the Union army for three 

years, enlisting in Richmond, Virginia, Company B, 11th United States Infantry.  He had been 

stationed in Jackson, Mississippi, until he was discharged in 1869, when he moved to Vicksburg.  

At the time of the massacre he lived near Point Lookout, a place where one of the "collisions" 

occurred.  He saw what he called “a collection” of unarmed black men gathered at a general store 

at the beginning of the city limits on the Jackson road.  Just as a mulatto man ran into the store 

screaming that the white men were going to attack them whether they went home or not, Massey 

looked up the street and saw Colonel Furlong leading a large crowd of white men on horseback, 

“riding as hard as they could tear, and the colored people retreating."  He corroborated the fact 

that the black men retreated for approximately a half mile as the white men chased them on 

horseback and gunned them down.46 

Since living in Vicksburg, Henry Massey had found work as a general laborer and a 

police officer. According to his testimony, he made his living “by the sweat of his brow.”  

Massey was one in a handful of white men who figured he had little to gain through the politics 

of white supremacy.  Prior to being a laborer, Massey worked as a police officer in the city but 

was accosted by several white Democrats because he did not vote the Democratic ticket in 

elections prior to the August election of 1874.  When he was warned that, "we are going to know 

who you are going to vote for, you are a suspicious character,” Massey remembered, "I 

understood what he meant… that I was a Republican."  Massey testified that he had been falsely 

arrested for drawing a deadly weapon.  He contended the other man had also drawn a deadly 
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weapon known as a brickbat.  But only he was arrested for drawing a deadly weapon.  During his 

incarceration he was assisted by a fellow black police officer named Captain Butcher.  These 

collective incidents must have prompted Massey to think more deeply about the power of racial 

politics than most other whites living in the South during this period. 47 

 

Take No Prisoners 

 

On nearly every account, the white city defenders opened fire on what they considered to 

be the intruding Negroes.  Colonel Miller was involved in two battles and was responsible for the 

deaths of at least six black men.  The battle at Pemberton Monument resulted in at least four 

black men killed.  At the place called Fort Hill, Ambrose Brown and a black fisherman known 

only by his first name, Thomas, was killed.48  After the black men on the Grove Street road were 

fired upon, a few dropped to the ground and commenced firing back, attempting to defend 

themselves.  But there was confusion from the outset because William Asberry told his men to 

cease fire so that he could attempt to go and see what the white men wanted.  "When they 

commenced firing,” testified Asberry, “I was three or four hundred yards from the head of my 

men; I wheeled my horse around and talked to them.  I said, "Cease firing, and let me go down 

and see these white men—see what they want."  I went with a white flag before me, to see.  I got 

about halfway, and the white people and black people were firing on me.  I had to get back.  

They shot my flag full of holes… ‘I says, boys, cease firing! Cease firing! You will fire away all 

your ammunition, so that you won't see what you are doing.  Cease firing till I see what they are 

going to do.’  The white people kept advancing on us, and I thrown [sic] the boys out in the 

skirmish to keep them from surrounding us."49 

Washington Henderson, another black man in Asberry's group, gave his version of what 

happened from the vantage point that he had.  He believed that only the white men were firing 

and the black men were running in an attempt to save their lives.  Captain Hogan and their 

cavalry charged toward the black men and let out a shrilling, intimidating rebel yell.  "I am going 

to tell you the truth," Henderson declared, "when those fellows came up and made a yell and 

fired, I dodged to the cane; those on the right wing immediately got shot, and if I hadn't gone into 
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the cane I would have been shot."50  Captain Asberry and his group of black men had come in 

from the Baldwin Ferry road, which ran into the Grove Street road and Point Lookout (the place 

where Henry Massey witnessed the killings).  But they were prohibited from going any further 

because Hogan’s cavalry benefitted from a position that had relatively no barriers and was 

shooting them in uninterrupted volleys.  Henderson saw Lewis McKinney, Peter Caesar, and the 

elderly Hess Lippey lose their lives.  Old man Caesar, as he was known, was killed as he 

obliviously walked up the road.  He had no gun.51  Mitchell Jeter, a 15-year-old black youth, was 

born in Vicksburg and lived on Grove Street.  From Jeter's vantage point at Point Lookout, he 

witnessed the black men coming into town quietly.  Once they got to the bridge, however, the 

combined cavalries of Furlong, Hunt, and Colonel Miller rode on top of them and began firing.  

Jeter saw three black men killed.  One man, Silas (Si) Hopes, was hiding in a ditch when he was 

shot at point-blank range.52 

Y. E. Crutcher, another former Confederate soldier, member of the Taxpayers’ League, 

and considerable landowner, was involved in the Grove St. massacre.53  He stated that he 

believed about forty black men were killed.  Crutcher bragged, "It didn't require any valor to 

fight those Negroes.”54  Of the twenty-two black men that came into the city with Andrew Owen 

on the Jackson road, seven lost their lives by the Shirley House.  Captain Butts, the mounted 

leader at the Pemberton Monument and the Shirley House, was heard to say that he was not in 

favor of taking any prisoners.55 

 

"Owen got licked over his face, after he was a prisoner, with a gun barrel."56 
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Despite the fact that Captain Hogan would have preferred to not take any black prisoners, 

as many as twenty-five black men were taken to jail, where they remained for almost two weeks.  

Many of the men, including Owen, were brutally beaten and struck with firearms after they had 

surrendered.  Some of the white men were so furious that they would have killed all of their 

prisoners had Colonel Miller not managed to eventually restrain them.57  Dennis Bailey, another 

black man with Owen, corroborated that very few of their men had any weapons at all.  When his 

friend, Silas Hopes, was gunned down, Bailey, like many others, took flight.  Bailey 

remembered, "all the resistance they made was with their heels, to get out of the way...  I got 

away by some hard running.  I went off through the woods, and cane, and brush.  I had no use for 

the road then."58    

 Sheriff Peter Crosby remained in jail until December 16th.   He was allowed visitation by 

his wife, who prepared his meals and brought them to him.  On the 16th he was escorted by 

fifteen men to a train in Bovina and then shortly afterwards sent to Jackson, where he remained 

until the end of the month.59  The black men he had requested help from were not so fortunate.  

Those who were not killed in the initial massacre fled into hills and hollows throughout Warren 

County.  The area that the French and Spanish had recognized for its value as a strategic military 

position and Newitt Vick had coveted for its fertile soil had become a refuge for black men 

fleeing from a battle for Vicksburg.   
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

Taking Refuge in the Cane: The Aftermath of the Vicksburg Massacre 

 

“The Courage of the white race is always able to cope with anything…  The history of all 
contests had been that the black race has been the sufferers, no matter how it was brought on.”1 

There were quite a good number of citizens here who were in the Confederate Army.  Every man 
who was of age and capable of bearing arms was in the army…”2 

 

Long after the initial killings took place on Monday December 7th white vigilantes meted 

out their brand of justice against the black men, and women, of Vicksburg who had dared stand 

up for their human and constitutional rights by traveling to the city to reinstall the black Sheriff, 

Peter Crosby.3  There were a significant number of white men who came to Vicksburg from 

outside of the state of Mississippi on Monday and Tuesday in order to help quash what they 

called a black invasion.  Seventy-five or more came across the Mississippi River from Monroe, 

Louisiana.  They came in fully armed on the North Louisiana and Texas railroad lines.  Others 

came in from as far as Cairo, Illinois, as well as several other Midwest and northern cities.  The 

Knights Templar, encamped in New Orleans, Louisiana, also came to assist in the defense of 

Vicksburg.  Their excuse was that they came in to help insure the future security of the city from 

the violence that would be perpetrated by the black people.  White marauders broke into black 

homes and illegally searched for firearms; they stole all that they found.  Many of the white men 

who came in on Tuesday after the initial killings had slowed, quite possibly engaged in the 

violence, terrorism, and murder that went on uninterrupted for nearly a week.4 

Olli Brown lived in Captain Hogan's neighborhood.  He was a 26-year-old black man 

considered to be peaceable and respectable by the white people of his community.  His status of 

respectability meant less than nothing once the killings started.  He, along with so many others, 
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was also murdered during the massacre.5  Captain Hogan claimed that he and a small cavalry of 

white men went to Snyder's Place to attend Olli Brown’s funeral procession out of respect.  

During the funeral procession, Hogan accused several black men of shooting into the crowd and 

killing William Vaughn, a white man.6  Confusion and controversy soon swirled around who was 

responsible for the death of Vaughn.  Hogan and the white men that were with him admitted that 

they did not actually see Vaughn killed but had only heard shots fired.  Isaac Mosely, a black 

man hired and paid $3.50 to bury William Vaughn, was also at the procession.  He testified that 

he did not know whether Vaughn was killed by white men or black men.  But someone black had 

to pay for the death of a white man.7 

 

"Let us kill until we get our satisfaction." 

 

White vigilante clubs patrolled the countryside of Warren County for approximately two 

weeks after Monday December 7th, committing violence and acts of antagonism against 

Vicksburg’s black citizens.  As these clubs patrolled the countryside illegally searching the 

houses of black people for firearms that many of them did not have, they simultaneously 

destroyed any chance that blacks would be full participants in the local government.  When one 

of the white clubs broke into Isaac Mosely’s house, he exclaimed, "I don't think it is right for you 

men to interfere with good men."  One of the white men yelled back, "we don't know any good 

men, but as long as we can see you are without arms, we won't bother you."  As soon as they left 

Mosely's house they killed one of his neighbors.  Isaac Mosely’s life was spared only because the 

white men knew he had dug the grave of their white comrade.  At the cemetery that day, as he 

labored digging the graves for the numerous murdered black men, he overheard one of the white 

men say, "by God, they have killed William Vaughn, and be damned if I don't have satisfaction... 

let us kill until we get our satisfaction."8 
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"I could not see except that the white people want to kill all the darkies out."9 

 

An old black man named George who lived out in Freetown was killed on Tuesday.  

Buck Ward was also killed on Tuesday; he too lived in the Freetown area.  But Buck Ward was a 

carriage driver who worked for a white family that lived in nearby Oak Ridge.  On Monday, the 

day of the massacre, he had refused to drive his carriage for the Missus of the house.  As the 

killing intensified Ward abandoned his carriage and ran to the white lady for protection.  He 

entered into her house and begged her to shelter him from the mob.  She instead drove him out of 

the house and the white men who had been chasing him killed him on the spot. This murder took 

place very close to Moses Kellaby, another black resident of the Freetown community.  White 

men continued to engage in various kinds of mischief in an effort render black people powerless, 

both emotionally and economically.  Moses Kellaby was walking up the road searching for his 

horse after the massacre had ended.  Black women yelled at him to warn him about the 

impending danger of the oncoming white men and Kellaby quickly scurried to the security of the 

cane brush.10  

Kellaby believed that the cane was the best place to hide in order to save their lives when 

the white clubs were riding and murdering, at will, the black folks throughout the County.  "Sir, I 

will tell you the best time for the darkies to be in the cane is when they [whites] are shooting at 

them.  They go there to protect themselves; they have not got any other way to protect 

themselves."  Kellaby, a Union Veteran, had lived in East Tennessee along with a large 

population of Union sympathizers during the Civil War.  Attempting to understand what he must 

have thought during the massacre was symbolic of the dichotomous nature of Vicksburg's white 

Republicans.  Kellaby reasoned, "I have been looking over that thing—what the foundation of 

these clubs were, with what little brains I have got, and I could not see except that the white 

people want to kill all the darkies out."11 

Murray Thomas was a black landowner and community organizer for the First Ward and 

lived on the Valley Road, or what was also known as the Cemetery Road.  He was also a soldier 
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in the United States Army, 52nd Colored Regiment.  A sixty year old black man named Tom 

Bidderman was brutally killed inside of his own home.  Thomas came home to sit down and 

enjoy some dinner after a long day of chores.  Upon hearing a considerable amount of 

commotion and the hooves of galloping horses, Thomas decided to walk to the edge of his 

driveway to see what was going on.  No sooner had he reached the edge of the road, he heard 

gunshots coming from inside of his house.12  When Thomas reached his house again, he found 

Bidderman’s dead body lying against his stove, with his head (foreshadowing his final resting 

place) facing the Vicksburg Cemetery.  Bidderman had sought refuge from white men who 

chased him inside of Thomas' house.13  The white men had their faces covered but Thomas 

recognized one of the voices which shouted, "I will kill every one of you God damn niggers who 

don't give up your guns."  In their attempt to murder Bidderman, the white men had fired through 

the walls almost hitting Thomas' two children that were asleep in a bedroom to the rear of the 

small house.  Thomas described Bidderman as a "dry ginger cake colored and good-natured old 

man whose head was as clean on the top of it as a buzzard."14 

George Stiff, a black Justice of the Peace and schoolteacher, lived about ten miles out on 

the Benton road (also known as the Oak Ridge Road) in the Snyder's Bluff community.  He 

testified that George Shepherd had been killed on the Sunday following the massacre—six days 

after the initial violence took place.  On the Monday the 14th, a full week later, Joe Cook, 

Emmanuel Toales, and Squire Nathan Mack were also killed; many others were missing, 

surmised Stiff.15  He also testified that Jesse Mason and other black people had been killed that 

past September because they were known for helping blacks to register for voting.  There was a 

$1000 reward offered by the Lieutenant Governor, who was acting as Governor at that time 

because Ames was visiting his wife.  It was never ascertained who killed those black people but 

they were believed to have been killed by white men.16 

 

“Living in the cane is a mighty bad living; but I will live there as long as I live, I expect.” 
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Unlike the rows of beautiful flowers, peach orchards, apple trees and fig trees that 

spanned the vast acres of Davis Bend, the hills just east of Vicksburg Proper harbored only cane 

brush.  As they watched the madness from inside the door of their front gallery with some 

friends, George Jones (23 years old) and his brother, Hamilton Slaughter (28 years old) were 

dragged from their house by a group of white men.  Initially, George Jones believed that the 

white men were going to arrest them and take them to jail.  But one of the white men cunningly 

demanded that he be given a glass of water.  As George Jones rose to get the man his drink, 

another one drew his gun and told the two black men to take a walk.  Once they had walked 

about three-hundred yards, however, one white man asked another, "what will we do with these 

fellows; shall we release them or shall we kill them?"  Before he could get his answer someone 

in the group shot George Jones without uttering a word.  Jack Marlon, one of the friends on 

Jones’ front gallery, was shot in the back as he fled for his life.  The white men then stripped him 

of his boots.  Jones, who had not taken part in the fight, broke and ran for the cane brush as 

another bullet glanced off his shoulder and left a wound about a quarter of an inch deep.  The 

Jones brothers continued running from one hill to another and stayed in the cane brush for the 

rest of that night.  For the next week and a half they utilized the cane for their protection.  George 

Jones’ wife and several other black women throughout the community provided the men with 

food and water while they hid in the cane brush.17 

Arthur Hill lived in the community of Mills Dale.  He too sought refuge in the cane.  He 

claimed that several white men had accused him of being in the fight on Monday the 7th.  When 

searching white men could not find Hill, they instead took his two mules that he and his sister 

had purchased and used mostly for planting cotton.18  Hill believed that the white men would 

have killed him had they found him that day.  William Asberry remained in the cane brush for 

six days, coming out only for nighttime meals.  He believed he had a better chance of staying 

alive if he hid there from the white men who knew he was a leader of blacks.  Asberry felt as 

though whites had accused him of breaking customs of which he knew he was innocent.  He ran 

away from home even though he feared for the safety of his wife and children.  Doubtful that he 
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would ever relieve the whites of their suspicion, he lamented, “living in the cane is a mighty bad 

living; but I will live there as long as I live, I expect.19  

William Wood was another veteran of the United States Army.   He had served as a 

cavalryman during the Civil War.  He was not involved, however, with any of the groups of 

black men who ventured into the city on the morning of December 7th.  Three days after the 

massacre, he reported seeing four dead bodies lying by the road.  "Two of them were lying 

tolerably close to the road; two of them down in a hollow, like."  Although Wood only saw four 

dead bodies, he believed that there were many more that had been eaten by buzzards.  Wood 

asserted that the only way the dead bodies could be found was by carefully watching the birds 

perched in the trees around the various massacre sights.  “The birds had got all the meat off their 

bodies and the only way you could recognize them was by their clothes; and there were some 

killed that never have been found; only missed them out of the settlement, and never knew where 

they were...."20 

William Wood was reluctant in his testimony to answer certain questions about specific 

white plantation owners.  He rationally reasoned, "I can't see it.  I can't give a man a stick to 

break my neck with."  Before the August election he had been thrown out of his house by the son 

of John Walls, the plantation owner that he leased land and a house from.  Wood had refused to 

vote the Democratic ticket and had drawn the wrath of his landlord.  Directly following the 

initial violence, Wood was accosted by white men who remembered his disobedience before the 

August election.  Once again Wood temporarily hid in the cane brush because in his words, "I 

don't care to be hunted from one part of the world to the other, nor to have them come along and 

shoot me down just like I was a rabbit.  I have got a family to support."  In addition to the four 

dead men Wood saw lying by the roadside, he also saw others being shot and described it in a 

way so vivid that it conjures visions of literary African American lore.  "You ought to have been 

here about the 7th of December, and you would have seen that on every pathway; you would 

have been scared too, I know.  I saw them pointing guns every way, and I saw the smoke and the 

firing of the guns.  I saw the men running and white men holding up their guns...  Of course, if a 

man shoots rabbits he puts his gun to his face and fires as soon as he can.  A man pointed his gun 

at me just like I was a bear."  When asked if the white man had ample opportunity to shoot him, 
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Woods further explained, "I didn't give him a chance.  I had about a half a mile to go.  I reckon I 

was about two minutes going it."21   

Isaac Mosely was a fifty-year-old freedman.  He had lived in Vicksburg since 1844, when 

he had been brought there by his former master.  He knew that Joe Cook, George Shepherd, and 

Emanual Toole, men that lived on land owned by a white woman known only as Widow Black, 

were among the men found dead by the road.  These men were also murdered in the days after 

the initial violence. Their bodies were found about fifty yards apart, very close to a plantation 

owned by another white woman, Mrs. Fox.  Oddly, they had been deliberately taken there to be 

killed.  Mosely believed that Captain Hogan and his own former master were most likely 

involved in the murder because Hogan had sent for George Shepherd earlier that day.  Hogan 

and Captain Willmore, Mosely’s former owner, had questioned him on the whereabouts of 

George Shepherd.  Afterwards they took Shepherd to a local store on Fox's plantation and he was 

never heard from again.22 

Emmanuel Toole had simply gone to hunt for his mule that had been run off by white 

men when the violence broke out.  After whites murdered him in cold blood they took his 

overcoat, his boots, his hat, seventy-five dollars and a silver watch that he had with him.  George 

Shepherd recognized the voice of one of the masked perpetrators.  Mosely overheard Shepherd 

ask a white man named Mr. Harris, "are you going to kill me?"23  He also overheard the white 

man say, "they meant to kill two niggers for every white man that had been killed... and that they 

had better keep out of their houses if they knew what was good for them."   Boastfully, Captain 

Hogan later admitted to Mosely that he could not control his men, “when they had the devil in 

them.”24 

Mosely continued to elucidate how many of Warren County’s black men were still hiding 

in the cane brush weeks after the massacre and how they were afraid to come home to their 

families because of the threats they received.  Many of the black men dared not come home even 

for Christmas.  "And if they come in they slip out nights,” sighed Mosely.  “For the men did not 

stop riding down there... every night I could hear them going up by my house, and I was scared... 

when I heard them coming, my dog would bark and I pulled up my floor, and I would roll out 
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under the floor.  Sometimes they rode all night."  Mosely eventually moved his wife and two 

children across the Mississippi River into Louisiana.  Understanding that Vicksburg's country 

black folks were heterogeneous in thought and action, Mosely knew that there were those he 

could trust and others he could not trust.  He simply contended, "there are some colored folks 

there that I would sooner trust a white man then them."25 

Squire Nathan Mack was the black man accused by whites of killing William Vaughn.  

According to George W. Stiff, the schoolteacher and Justice of the Peace, Squire Mack left 

Vicksburg on Tuesday, the day after the massacre.  He went north to Yazoo County to visit a 

man by the name of McKee.  While there, Mack was arrested and charged with the murder of 

Vaughn.  Interestingly, shortly thereafter he stood trial and was acquitted of all charges and told 

he could leave.  Captain Hogan and another white man known only as Dr. Patterson went to 

Yazoo City with a warrant but the magistrate there refused to give him up, insisting that he had 

orders from the Sheriff of Yazoo County to provide a safe haven for Mack in the Yazoo jail.26   

For whatever reason, the Yazoo County sheriff let Mack go and he consented to go with 

Hogan and Patterson even though the Sheriff purportedly advised him not to do so.  When they 

got to the lower part of Yazoo County, Stiff recalling the rumor he had heard repeated that, "all 

three men had gotten down from their horses and were walking and talking.  Mr. Patterson and 

Mack were going a little ahead and Mr. Hogan was behind."  Squire Mack, sensing the imminent 

danger, pleaded that if he was killed he wanted to see his mother beforehand.  Hogan 

immediately walked up behind Mack, drew his pistol and shot the unarmed man in the back of 

the head.  Hogan later confessed to the Justice of the Peace, that Squire Mack had attempted to 

get away and was killed.27   

Organized white vigilante groups attacked black men in Warren County and Vicksburg 

because they believed in their own racial superiority.  They conveniently accused local black 

officials of corruption, Negro domination, and wanting to overthrow the government.  But the 

sources, motives, and eventual outcome of Reconstruction era redemption support that in reality 

conservative whites wanted to overthrow a Republican government that included black men.  

Conservative white Mississippians had complained of Negro domination ever since the 

Fourteenth Amendment was added to the Constitution.  They had little evidence to support it but 
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that made no difference.  Of the ninety-seven members that made up the Constitutional 

Convention of 1868 only seventeen were black.  Before 1873 only one state officer out of seven 

was black.  Before 1874, out of the thirty-five members of the state Senate, and the 115 members 

of the House—the total membership of the state legislature—there were never more than seven 

black men in the Senate and forty in the lower house.28  Throughout American history black 

people have always fought to abolish slavery and gain equal rights.  Their goals have never been 

Negro domination, as was the accusation during Reconstruction.  Allen W. Trelease argues, most 

southern whites, even those who were scalawags, could not fathom a freedom for black people 

that meant the same thing as freedom for them.29  The accusation of Negro domination was a 

convenient excuse Vicksburg redeemers used to coalesce support along racial lines. 

North America has practiced slavery since the mid seventeenth century.  From the time it 

was an aggregate of colonies until it became a country the United States has instituted laws that 

deeply entrenched the institution of slavery.  The early 19th century saw slavery rapidly increase 

and spread west.  By the mid nineteenth century southern states were willing to secede from the 

rest of the country and fight a war to protect their most valuable economic institution.  After 

white southerners lost the war, they could hardly be expected to suddenly abandon laws, mores, 

and ideologies that had been firmly established in their blood and psyche for hundreds of years.  

For many whites, newly freed people occupied a space somewhere between lower humanity and 

the higher order of primates.30 

Most white people could not shake their belief that black people were subhuman, foreign 

and that they had no rights to civil, economic, or political equality except those given to them by 

the superior race.  "The ex-slave was not a free man; he was only a free Negro."31  With the laws 

of individual slave ownership abolished, white supremacists now saw black people as the slaves 

of every white person.  For many, black politicians in office were viewed as a mockery.  Those 

who argued for land ownership, and civil and political rights were seen as a threat to all that 

white Southern respectability stood for.  Trelease argues that black land ownership would have 
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improved the economic condition of the entire South.  He rightly suggests that because the 

Republican-controlled federal government did not grant blacks land it failed.32 

A small percentage of blacks did acquire land on their own, but the Ku Klux Klan that 

formed in 1866 and later spread throughout the former Confederacy had a general understanding 

that blacks were to be deprived of land and thus they drove them off of their land.33  Even in 

1865, the Governor of Mississippi called on the state militia and ordered it to patrol the 

countryside and search Negro cabins for arms and ammunition.  These events were often carried 

out with extreme terror and brutality.  After the Ku Klux Klan was formalized some of the same 

individuals carried out these tactics with their identities protected by hoods.  Black people who 

gathered for political reasons were considered to be a threat to the status quo.  The Klan and 

similar other night riding groups formed all over the Confederacy during Reconstruction.  These 

groups institutionalized white vigilantism.  Because of this type of insurgency, desperate black 

men attempted to organize themselves for their own protection.34 

Loyal or Union leagues were northern Republican patriotic societies formed during the 

American Civil War.  After the war ended they went into the South and organized integrated 

secret societies that swore allegiance to the Republican Party.  The Union League was a fraternal 

organization and its members often held meetings, barbecues, and even parades for political 

purposes, much like the members in the black church.  Speakers at these events often talked of 

fidelity to the United States and championed the rights of black people.  They urged blacks to 

assert their legal rights and defend themselves by force when they were physically attacked.  

Motivated by a complex set of circumstances, whites took note of black Republican political 

organization shortly after the Civil War and appropriated much more violent models for 

themselves.   
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When the wives of the murdered men went to recover their husbands’ remains, they 

discovered that George Shepherd had half of his head blown off; old man Joe Cook had been 

shot through the neck and his throat had been cut.  Emmanuel Toole’s throat had also been slit.  

In barbarous fashion, all of the men had their ears cut off.  Forest critters and worms had gotten 

into their heads and were eating their brains as they lay above ground rotting.  After the white 

men had, "killed off all the colored men,” Isaac Mosely explained, “then they would take the 

women and put them to work, and make them do what they please...."  Unfortunately, 

Vicksburg’s black women would have to live in fear and fend for themselves over the next 

several weeks.35 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 
 

The Black Women of Vicksburg During the 1874 Massacre 

 

 
 

According to a study by Loren Schweninger, free women of color controlled a 

respectable amount of wealth during the antebellum period in relation to their numbers.  Many 

worked hard and saved money but others were the recipients of money or real estate as a result of 

their being the mistresses of white men, or their illegitimate children.  Many others who had 

saved money and bought real estate or operated individual businesses risked losing their property 

by making the wrong choice of a mate.  Black women sometimes had to live with a partner 

without formalizing marital vows.  Part of the reason was because many antebellum laws did not 

allow formal marriages between free people of color and those who were enslaved.  Sometimes 

marriages between attractive black or mulatto women and black men risked drawing the envy 

and sometimes wrath of white suitors.1 

These types of problems forced many black women to take extra precautionary measures 

in order to protect their possessions and real estate.  For those black women who chose to get 

married, prenuptial agreements were absolutely necessary.  Many of the black and mulatto 

women listed in the 1860 Federal Census records as having individual property and real estate 

made prenuptial agreements, but still lived with a male head of household.2  Whether black 

women were married, unmarried, or widowed they resisted physical and sexual violence as best 

they could and worked within the given laws and customs of the state to create their own 

destinies and provide for themselves and their families. 

Much has been made about the fact of black women not marrying.  There were many 

reasons for this but Schweninger claims that a major reason was that some black and mulatto 

women were concerned about their property.  Many were unable to find free black men to marry.  

In 1860 in Warren County, Mississippi, there were but two free mulatto women listed in the 

                                                           
1
 Loren Schweninger, Black Property Owners in the South, 1790 – 1915 (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois 

Press, 1990), 84; “ee also: MiŶŶie Miller BrowŶ, “BlaĐk WoŵeŶ iŶ AŵeriĐaŶ AgriĐulture,͟ Agricultural History, 

Volume 50. No 1. Bicentennial Symposium: Two Centuries of American Agriculture (Jan., 1976). Pp. 202 – 212.  
2
 Bureau of the Census. Census of the State of Mississippi, Warren County, 1860. Jackson, Mississippi: Mississippi 

Department of Archives and History. (Roll M653C-592); Schweninger, Black Property Owners in the South, 85. 



 

 

121 

 

Federal Census records, and only one owned property.  By the 1870s, however, there were a 

substantial number of women who had acquired property and supported themselves without the 

assistance of men, black or white.3 

Many of these women worked as seamstresses and laundresses.  Others worked as 

domestic servants, cooks, bakers, or farmers.  During late Reconstruction, as was the case with 

black men, many black women, even when they were property owners, worked in menial jobs 

that whites did not want.  Those women that had acquired special skills found work as teachers, 

bakers, cooks, milliners, nurses, washer women and midwives.  A few black and mulatto women 

who owned property set up grocery stores, eating houses, hairdressing shops, and fruit and 

vegetable stands.  Schweninger shows that even as early as 1860 black and mulatto women in the 

Lower South owned $2,782,700 worth of real estate, or 22 percent.  If free black women in 

Mississippi, and more specifically Warren County, did not own land during the antebellum years, 

the free black and Mulatto women landowners throughout the rest of the Lower South did not go 

unnoticed by white Mississippians.4  By 1870, the handful of black and mulatto women that 

owned property and real estate did not pose a serious threat to the black labor force that whites 

intended to force back onto their plantations.  But they did pose a perceived threat to the 

economic and social status quo.  Women on the Benjamin Montgomery plantation at Davis Bend 

single handedly worked plots of land as large as 130 acres.  Other unmarried women or widows 

worked smaller acreages as tenant farmers, planting and cultivating cotton, corn, and personal 

gardens and raising poultry, completely independent of male patriarchy.  Landownership, 

education and politics were at the core of their thinking and way of life.  White men knew 

unmarried or widowed black women that lived alone were not a major threat to their plans for 

redemption, but black landownership, male or female, “would have made the Negro uppity.”5    

After the Vicksburg Massacre, many of the unmarried women who lived alone were 

targeted as victims that could be exploited in any number of ways.  Schweninger makes the 

claim that many paternalistic white people throughout the South somehow sought to protect 

black property owners.  “Even the most virulent anti-free Negro demagogue could, and often did, 

provide assistance to an individual free black, especially if the person had achieved a degree of 
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economic success.”6  Outside the Benjamin Montgomery experiment, this does not seem to be 

the case in Warren County during the late Reconstruction era.  Vernon Lane Wharton argues the 

contrary.  It is more likely that, as he and Allen W. Trelease argue, old paternalistic feelings 

faded away when black people ceased to be the property of whites.7  Many Mississippi laws 

were enacted to prevent black and mulatto land ownership or even discourage blacks from 

renting or leasing land. 

The black women who survived the violence of December 1874 were a tenacious group, 

to say the least.  One of the first women to experience the rabid actions of local white criminals 

was Sheriff Crosby's wife.  When Dr. Hunt invaded the home of Sheriff Peter Crosby to arrest 

him, the Sheriff's wife was in a vulnerable physical situation her contemporaries called, "a 

delicate condition."  She was seven months pregnant.  During the “excitement” as Dr. Hunt 

illegally broke into her house, brandishing a handgun and arresting her husband, Mrs. Crosby 

had a miscarriage and lost her unborn baby.8 

As they endured the heart wrenching deaths of their husbands, fathers, brothers, sons, 

nephews, and friends that were being murdered in the streets and even in their homes, the 

psychological and physical effects felt by Vicksburg’s black women did not take long to surface.  

Although the sources do not show that any black women were killed during the Vicksburg 

massacre, they do show that black women were violated in a multitude of ways.  They were 

beaten, sexually molested, robbed, and their personal property destroyed.9 

 

"I never knew my husband had anything; [I] have known the varmints to come up to his house in 
the night and he would not have anything to kill them.  He never did fool with any weapons that 

I knowd of."10 
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Emily Boyd's husband, Houston Boyd, left home soon after breakfast on Monday, 

December 7th.  He joined a group of men that were leaving the community of Freetown, headed 

into the city to support Sheriff Crosby.  Mrs. Boyd never saw her husband alive again.  On 

Thursday after the massacre, she and a few of her female friends searched through the hills and 

hollows looking for their men folk.  "Women packed the men out of the hollows," declared 

Emily Boyd.  "I reckon it was about nine o'clock in the morning when we got up there.  We had 

to go far; had them in a wagon—we women.  We found them right down in a hollow from the 

road.  My husband was the first of them that was killed... I never seed [sic] but four, with my 

husband.  I found my husband right outside of Ransom Bay's Quarters.  I believe it is about a 

mile from the Pemberton monument—the monument that was put there for the surrender of 

Vicksburg."11  

Boyd grievously described the pitiable condition she found her husband in.  He was lying 

in a corn field, leaning against a row of corn, with gunshots through the head and chest.  Emily 

Boyd and the four women that had joined her loaded the three day old corpses in a wagon and 

took them to the Freetown Cemetery and gave them as decent a burial as they could.  These 

women were not accompanied by any men because they were, in the words of Emily Boyd, 

"afeared to come."  Emily described her husband as a quiet farmer and a man who, "never had a 

fuss with his neighbors."  He was a tenant farmer who rented land to raise cotton and corn.12 

Louisa Banks lived about four miles from the city limits on the Jackson road.  She too 

was a tenant farmer.  Both her husband and her 18-year-old son were killed right in front of their 

house.  On Monday, after the initial killing had subsided, a group of white men on horseback 

came to their house and called for Robert Banks Senior to come outside to join his son, Robert 

Junior.  After demanding that the black family relinquish any firearms they had in their 

possession, one of the white men struck Robert Junior in the face with the butt of a gun.  Junior 

then fled toward the back of the house but two of the white men on horseback chased him down 

and shot him in the back.  Then they then turned his body over and shot him in the chest.  Three 

other white men forced Robert Senior to hold their two mules while they killed his son as if he 

were a “rabbit or a bear.”  They then told Senior to walk fifteen yards away from the front door 
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of his home and shot him in the back of his neck.13  Louisa Banks lamented that her husband, 

"died instantly; he never kicked.  I was looking right at him when they shot him and when he 

died."14  She was left without her husband and son to provide for six other children, including a 

six month old baby. 

The cold-blooded murders of the Banks men, according to Louisa, were committed in 

retaliation for the death of William Vaughn, the white man that had been killed, quite possibly by 

one of his own men.  Louisa Banks later testified that one of the white men who killed her 

husband made the remark that, “there was one white man killed up in the road that was worth a 

dozen niggers’ blood."15  The assault on black women, arguably, was done with the intention to 

strike fear in their hearts and minds as there were no black men to protect them.  Charles Smith 

had served in the United States Army.  Only after Dr. Shannon, Colonel Miller, and Dr. Hunt had 

arrested him, did they unlawfully break into his wife's house searching for guns that they insisted 

had been "a part of General Grant's arsenal."16 

Emily (Puss) Banks, the sister-in-law of Louisa Banks, witnessed the fighting from her 

house on Jackson road.  Mingo Johnson, whom she described as, "an old man, his head was 

pretty white," was murdered about a mile past her house.  Mingo Johnson had visited her house 

earlier that morning in order to get a little whiskey and some other medicines for his wife, who 

was sick at home.  Emily Banks claimed that she warned Johnson of what she thought was 

impending danger and suggested that he go back before the cavalry made it to her house.  She 

attested that Johnson did not have any weapons, only a walking stick.  Even still, the white men 

shot him in the stomach and then burst his head open.  "His brains,” lamented Emily, “were lying 

all over the ground by him."  Mingo Johnson had been a preacher who lived east of Vicksburg 

near Edwards Depot, several miles past Mount Alban church.  He was attacked and killed while 

walking the more than fifteen mile stretch to Edwards after procuring medicine to care for his 

ailing wife.17 

Carey Scott's wife had not been ailing, however, but she too was in a delicate condition.  

Scott was concerned for his pregnant young wife because she was known by the white people to 

be, "a little saucy and says what she pleases to them."  Carey, perhaps jokingly, claimed that he 
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wanted to dig a hole somewhere in a hill and hide his wife there because he was afraid the whites 

might shoot her.18  On Tuesday, the day after the massacre, whites came to John McPherson's 

house and threatened to kill him if he did not open the door.  After ransacking his house, 

allegedly searching for guns, they took a silver revolver which he kept for his personal 

protection.  While brandishing shotguns and handguns, and pointing them directly in the face of 

his pregnant wife, she also had a miscarriage.  McPherson brooded that his wife, "was frightened 

pretty near to death."19 

 

"I didn't dare speak above my breath." 

 

Whites broke into the home of 18-year-old Emma Wiggins, who lived on Clay Street.  

The men claimed to be looking for her brother, Abe Harris, who allegedly had a gun.  The men 

claimed that they were, "going to kill the son of a bitch as soon as they could put eyes on him."  

After begging the white men not to kill her brother, Wiggins decided to follow them to his house, 

screaming, "I want to see you when you kill him."  Just then, a man she described as a Dutchman 

cocked his gun and screamed, "God damn you, turn around and go home."  The man then 

grabbed her by the arm, pulled her body close to his and claimed that if she opened her mouth 

again, he would "mash her mouth."  The white men then tied the teenager's arms together and 

pulled her up the street alongside the railroad track behind their horses, cursing at her the entire 

distance as they traveled to her brother's house.  One of the men whom she recognized as John 

Green screamed, "You God damn black bitch, if I were to put my pistol to your head to blow 

your brains out you would beg me not to shoot you."  As she was being dragged behind the 

wagon, Emma quietly thought to herself, "who would not beg for their life?"  Young Emma 

Wiggins admitted, “after that, I didn't dare speak above my breath."20 

 

“Nicey, take the children and go!” 
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Mrs. Nicey Hilliard lived very close to the breastworks where a majority of the killing 

took place.  Hilliard was another black woman who had to go out and find her dead husband's 

body.  She and her husband were both at home tending to their farm animals when the massacre 

began.  One of their calves was wandering outside the fence and so her husband had gone to 

fetch him.  Upon seeing the approaching white cavalry, Handy Hilliard quickly returned home.  

Afraid that the white men "would kill the cats and cows and all," Mr. Hilliard stayed behind, 

desperately searching for the baby calf, but encouraged his wife and three children to run to the 

other side of their plantation and hide in the woods.  “Nicey, take the children and go!” he 

screamed.  When Nicey Hilliard came out of hiding she found her husband’s dead body down in 

a hollow by a spring with a bullet hole in the left side of his chest.21 

Francis Holmes lived on the far side of the Shirley house, just off the Jackson road.  Early 

that Monday a vigilante group led by a man named Hawsely broke into her house and searched 

for cowering black men or guns.  According to Francis Holmes, Hawsely was going to kill every 

black man he saw.  Her son, Joshua, was sick in bed but upon hearing the white men coming fled 

for his life.  He was shot four times, including his thigh and knee, but managed to crawl to the 

safety of the cane brush, barely clinging to his life.  Afraid that, "they would come down and 

finish him," Francis Holmes attended her bloodied son in the cane brush because she "was scared 

to death to let him stay [at home]...."  As she worked feverishly to keep her son alive, she 

remembered, "sometimes the balls whistled over my head and I didn't know whether they were 

going to hit me or not."  Later that afternoon, Francis Holmes stood at her house, looking across 

the hills at the violence taking place.  "The black men were running just like dogs and the white 

men were shooting them down.  They were shooting men down as they shoot down rabbits."  

Her husband was lucky enough to escape with his life, although he lived in the cane brush for 

three weeks.22 

 

“There was a whole army coming.  I could not tell how many; they were the same as blackbirds. 
And the [black] men were all running to save themselves.”23 
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Peggy Wonell saw her husband, Buck murdered on Tuesday.  Peggy and Buck Wonell 

were sharecroppers who lived on the Edwards plantation far out in the country.  When the white 

vigilantes, led by Alex Hebron (one of the leaders of the People’s Club of Bovina) came to the 

plantation, Buck ran to the main house thinking that the plantation owners would defend him.  

Much to his chagrin, the owners of the plantation ordered him outside of the front gate and had 

him shot in the face because they did not want his blood in their front yard.  Peggy later 

identified her husband’s murderer.  "I saw them when they shot him down,” she cried, “Alex 

Hebron shot him.  I was looking right at him."24  Peggy ran from her house to hide in the woods 

because she claimed, “I was afeared they were going to kill me in my house.”  Peggy bemoaned 

the fact that she was left alone to provide for her five children: her oldest was 12 years old and 

her youngest was a 6 month old baby girl.  In her own words, she was left with "no property, no 

cattle or mules."  The cotton that she and her husband had raised that year had not yet been 

ginned or sold.  Eerily similar to Buck Ward's death, Martha Edwards, the white plantation 

owner's young daughter, gave the order for Buck Wonell's execution.  In an ironic twist of fate, 

Peggy and “some old women” had to bury her husband’s remains in the Edwards’ Plantation 

cemetery, as she was left there with no money or property.25 

Mary Jackson assumed her fiancé, Joe McGrant, was dead when he did not return home 

by Tuesday morning.  They were to be married the coming Thursday night.  Mary Jackson 

finally went to look for her fiancé on Wednesday evening, “about seven o'clock,” she reckoned.  

She wanted to go sooner to prevent "the buzzards and things" from eating him up.  But she could 

not get a wagon to fetch his body.  When she finally found his body he had been shot through the 

ear and through the waist.  She also found the body of seventy-five-year-old Washington Tinsey, 

with a bullet hole through his mouth.  Her fiancé and Tinsey, who walked with a cane, left with 

the others from Freetown, according to Mary Jackson, "in obedience to the proclamation," that 

had been ordered by Peter Crosby.  She buried the two men in the Freetown church cemetery.26  

Jane Robinson was also there when the body of Mingo Green was found.  He was the elderly 

man from Freetown affectionately known as “Old preacher.”  Robinson found his body on 
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Tuesday afternoon.  It appeared that he had been shot in the side, she said, "and part of his head 

was cut off; looked as if they had taken a saber and cut the top of his head off.  The skull bone 

was white and his brains were falling out.”  According to Robinson, Mingo Green was a very 

quiet old Methodist preacher who did not have any weapons on his body when he was killed.27 

 

“I was frightened to death.” 

 

Lucinda Mitchell gave her account of Tom Bidderman’s murder.  She described him as 

"an old crazy man" who made his living by hunting and fishing.  Mitchell lived next door to 

Bidderman and testified that it was about nine o'clock at night when sixty or seventy white men 

approached Bidderman on his front porch.  He had a basket of squirrels that he meant to sell and 

a double barrel shotgun that he used for hunting that was lying on the floor.  When one of the 

white men asked Bidderman for his hunting rifle, he refused to relinquish it.  According to 

Mitchell, one of the white men pushed the door open and shot him three times.  "The first shot 

went in his right side and the second right in his right shoulder; and the other load went in his 

head."  When the shots rang out, Mitchell claimed, "I was in the house with my little nine-year-

old girl and it scared her and I both.  Every time they fired in the house they said,”‘ by God!'"28  

 

“Yes sir, the devil was in them anyhow, there is no knowing what they would do.…”29 

 

Lusinda Henry owned her own home and grocery store on Cherry Street, inside the city 

limits of Vicksburg.  On Tuesday, just after midnight, about twenty white men came to her house 

and banged on her front door, claiming they were looking for firearms.  As Henry lit a match and 

peeked through the crack of the door, she pleaded for more time to put on some proper clothes.  

One of the bandits threatened to burn the house down if she did not open the door right away.  

The man immediately screamed, "he didn't want any clothes on me; to make haste, we are hot."  

Henry took this to mean that when the white men came in her home to ravage her they did not 

want any clothing on her.  At that time they burst open the door and forced their way inside.  The 
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men claimed that there was a needle gun that belonged to Captain Hall's Company and they 

wanted it.  Henry admitted that there was a gun left there in her charge, and she had hidden it 

underneath the floor boards.  The white men ripped up the floor, broke down her bed, turned 

over her mattresses, and tossed her clothes about until they found the gun.30 

They then proceeded to take money from one of her drawers as well as some expensive 

jewelry she owned.  Henry had $45 stolen from her which she had made in sales from her store.  

As they ransacked her house the men brandished rifles with bayonets attached to them, shoving 

them into her breasts and face.  Lusinda Henry believed the only thing that spared her from being 

raped was the three small screaming children that she had adopted.  The rebels later found John 

Gibbs, her fiancé, cowering underneath the bed.  The children immediately surrounded Gibbs 

and pleaded for his life.  Henry felt fortunate to escape with her life and that of her fiancé and 

adopted children.  She was furious though, that the white men were able to escape with her 

money and property, and had destroyed her house and place of business.31 

Catherine Wiggins worked as a washer woman and lived two squares from the Vicksburg 

courthouse.  She received a pension from the United States Government because her husband 

had been a soldier in the Union Army during the war.  On Tuesday, December 8, would-be 

redeemers had been to her home no less than four times.  They returned at 1AM, early 

Wednesday morning, to allegedly search for needle guns.  Wiggins, who was alone except for 

her small niece, was assaulted, robbed and barely escaped being raped.  As four rabid white men 

with weapons broke down her door and illegally entered her house, one of them screamed, "you 

damn dirty bitch, get into that bed."  Wiggins, both brave and defiant, refused, grabbed her niece 

and ran out of the back door and hid in some bushes until the white men left.  They absconded 

with $34 of her pension money and left her house ransacked.32  Jane Shields’ house was also 

broken into late on Monday night.  When her robbers left, so too had her entire savings of $15.  

About twenty-four hours later pillagers broke into the home of Harriet Gray, a black woman 

living alone with no husband, children, or guns.  When they left, she also had no money.33  

Sylvia McKinney had a premonition that her husband, Lewis, would die during the massacre.  

Before Lewis left home she pleaded with him not to go, and could not understand why he 
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insisted on going.  He told his wife he did not know exactly why but, "was going into town to 

see."  He never came back.  Mrs. McKinney had felt very uneasy about the whole proposition.  

"So much so,” she remembered, “[that] I went back in the house and sat down and cried."34  Like 

so many other black women, Sylvia McKinney would be left husbandless to fend for herself. 

Matilda Furman worked as a washer woman.  On the day of the massacre she and her 

husband planned to go grocery shopping together.  As they left their house they noticed the 

commotion on the streets.  Her husband worked as a gardener for a man named Howe, and also 

planted potatoes as a side job.  Mr. Furman needed to go and pick up some money from Howe 

before they went grocery shopping, but upon witnessing the commotion he became alarmed.  He 

and his wife split up.  This would prove to be a poor decision.  Soon after they split up, a 

“colored” man told her that her husband had been shot.  Matilda ran toward the place she last 

saw her husband and was met by Dr. Shannon, who cursed her and threatened to "blow her 

down."  Pleading with Shannon to allow her to fetch her husband, he replied, "go to Crosby and 

Ames for that political carcass."35 

Although there were no reports of women killed in the Vicksburg Massacre, they were 

nevertheless the targets for redeemer activities.  After many of their husbands were brutally 

murdered these women were strategically sought out, robbed, and some of them were sexually 

assaulted.  This physical and psychological warfare against the black women of Vicksburg was 

an attempt to curb their appetites for the acquisition of real estate and personal property and rob 

them of their civil rights.  The difficulty black people met in acquiring real property during the 

Reconstruction era is only highlighted by these anecdotal examples of terrorism against black 

women.36  The story of black women in American history has most always been one of hard 

work, determination, perseverance and survival.  No American laws, Slave Codes or Black 

Codes have ever been able to completely cripple the black spirit, economic or otherwise.  The 

women who survived the Vicksburg Massacre continued to endure the racist customs and laws as 

they had always done.  Those who were unmarried or widowed through white backlash created 

their own matriarchal households and became the most dependable member of the black family. 

Hanna Rosen skillfully argues that the promotion of black equality during the 

Reconstruction Era was seen by most southerners, conservative or otherwise, as “socially, 
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sexually and politically dangerous.”  The rhetoric in the primary sources used for this 

dissertation clearly demonstrates that concept.  The stigma of black female promiscuity existed 

long before Reconstruction.  Black women, different from black men, not only had to endure 

racism but also sexism.  These antebellum ideas and practices show how white men, not always 

ignorant, deliberately exploited black women’s bodies for their own personal pleasure, as well as 

financial gain.  Rosen points out that it was an ideological conflation of both public and private 

power that cemented white southerners across class lines.  But white conservatives in the Warren 

County area took it a step further and allied with their formerly political adversaries from the 

North to reclaim social, economic, and political domination.  Sexual exploitation, Rosen argues, 

was a difficult subject for black women to discuss openly.  Many of the black women in the 

Congressional testimonies of Vicksburg’s Troubles vowed that they would “tell part of the truth 

but not all of the truth.”37  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 
On Monday, January 4, 1875, the Taxpayers League held their state convention in 

Jackson.  They met there in a states’ rights convention like atmosphere in order to design illegal 

measures of taking back Mississippi.  Capt. E. S. Butts, one of the conqueror's of “Second 

Vicksburg” was elected assistant secretary.  Several so-called resolutions were introduced and 

passed by the committee.  One of the most important spelled out that the Taxpayers’ League 

would be united among white skin privilege and vowed that they would reassume control of 

taxes paid by the states mostly white landowners.   

 

Resolved, that it is the sense of this convention that the taxpayers of each county 
should be so organized as to secure thorough concert of action in all movements 
looking to a reduction of taxes, and the exposure of all peculations and fraud by 
public officers, and that a committee should be appointed in each county whose 
beauty it shall be to investigate and keep under constant watch the official acts of 
all County officers.1 
 

The New Orleans Weekly Louisianian called itself the Journal of the Republican Party of 

Louisiana, and vowed to be "Republican at all times and under all circumstances."  Shortly after 

the Vicksburg massacre an article appeared in the black journal's pages.  Its opinion was that the 

black Sheriff of Warren County and several other officials were ousted because they were "being 

objectionable to the White League organizations of that city."  The newspaper stated that two 

hundred or more black men had been indiscriminately slaughtered by the white "color liners" as 

they were marching into battle.  The word battle, however, was in quotations because so many 

times prior to this the murders were justified because the blacks had engaged in so-called battles.  

The newspaper then pointed out that only one of the so-called [white] revolutionists "was killed, 

notwithstanding the large number of Negroes reported to have fired on the whites."2 
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Confusion and controversy swirled because President Grant had refused to send federal 

troops to Vicksburg in order to prevent the usurpation of Crosby and other local officials and the 

massacre itself.  Moreover, he had referred to his black constituents as Negroes.  The editor of 

The Weekly Louisianian questioned the president's use of the term Negro and seemed to prefer 

the term “colored” in reference to black people.  "Our colored fellow citizens are not styled in 

this country Negroes, and they do not appreciate the friendship of those who so designate them."  

It was too simple a thing to identify the term Negro with black racial identity; it was more 

complicated than that.  "We are not aware that any intelligent colored citizen objects to that term, 

though they very properly resent the contemptuous one when spelled with two Gs.  But even for 

this indication of the value of the colored man as a citizen we are pleased as evidencing that, 

however reluctantly, being evitable is being accepted, and that all political parties determining to 

abandon the dying issues of slavery."  Grant’s consistent denial to send federal troops to help 

maintain biracial Republican rule was a foreshadowing of federal policy toward lynching and 

black community massacres for many decades to come. 

Removing black politicians from office (corrupt or not) was the battle cry of former 

Confederates.  On December 19, 1874, an article in the Weekly Louisianian questioned the 

validity of the charges by the Vicksburg's white leagues and Taxpayers League's of T.W. 

Cardozo.  Cardozo was out of the state and in attendance at the National Education Convention 

when charges were brought against him.  While there, conservative Democratic led newspapers 

accused him of the so-called misdeeds and falsely claimed that he had fled to Canada.  Cardozo 

learned of the allegations in a St. Louis-based newspaper called The Dispatch.  He then hurried 

back to Mississippi and faced his accusers who found him guilty of forgery and embezzling $12.  

The Taxpayers’ League then set a $5000 bond.  Cardozo's lawyers were verbally abused and 

physically assaulted.  "Subsequently, he was subjected to arrests on five different days on 

different charges of like character, and in rapid succession, and was obliged to go from Jackson 

to Vicksburg each time.  On all occasions his bond was ready and the enormous sums required 

given."  Many of the charges were so frivolous that even some local whites believed they were 

severe.  The total amount of the bond required was $22,500—all for the paltry amount of $12.3 

Much like the Constitutional Compromises of 1786, and 1787, favored land and property 

owners, so too did large plantation owning conservative southern whites. "The laws of our state 
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allow owners of property, or their legal heirs one year in which to redeem it when it is forfeited 

to the state for taxes.”  The confiscated lands, according to the White Leagues and Taxpayers’ 

League of Vicksburg, were being sold to blacks and the state proceeds embezzled.  Cardozo's 

accusers required him to produce a witness of their choice who could verify that he had not 

committed the alleged crimes, a feat that was impossible to accomplish.  A white man by the 

same last name as his had died a few months previous and was cunningly chosen by the White 

Leaguers’.  They then said that if Thomas Cardozo could not produce the witness, "the burden of 

proof of innocence would fall up on him."  Cardozo admitted that he had made errors in his 

mathematics with regard to the dead man, but he had also refunded the money.  Cardozo's major 

mistake, he believed, was that he kept his mouth closed.  "Had I reported these lands,” he later 

lamented, “I might have been sued on my official bond.  But since the affidavits were made, and 

the responsibility thereby changed, and after the Sheriff had made their final settlements, I 

reported the said lands, and held in my possession the state treasurers receipts for every dollar 

belonging to the state."   

The editor of The Weekly Louisianian believed that the White Leaguers’ main objective 

was to magnify flimsy charges against Cardozo and other Republican officials, "scatter them 

broadcast over the lands through [the] White League Associated Press before a trial is over, and 

endeavor to make the people of the North believed that the South is overrun with thieves."4  

Cardozo was tried, found guilty and eventually drifted into obscurity.  Historians judge his 

actions and others like him within the context of the time, unable to fully recognize the fact that 

he was half white and considered himself to be “colored.”  The tactic of racial solidarity was an 

all-powerful tool used to justify a nineteenth century southern United States that was created by 

southern white people, for southern white people, and its rules definitely had to be dictated by 

southern white people. 

 

"The same tactics that saved Vicksburg will surely save the state, and no other will."5 
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The Vicksburg massacre was a model that redeemers all over the South could copy.  By 

September 1875, whites, both conservative and Republican were fully equipped with firearms 

and ammunition and constantly drilled as they had done as members of the Union and 

Confederate armies.6  United States Army General Philip Sheridan sent troops to Vicksburg and 

temporarily installed Peter Crosby back into the Sheriff's office, where he continued to serve 

ineffectively until October 28, 1875.  White vigilantes continued to patrol the Warren County 

countryside throughout 1875.  Local black citizens planned a Fourth of July celebration at the 

Vicksburg courthouse that summer but armed white men immediately broke up the gathering as 

blacks began to read a copy of the Declaration of Independence.  Similar to the massacre in New 

Orleans that the Weekly Louisianian had reported on back in December, the melee that broke out 

resulted in two black men murdered but no whites were killed.7  

In Water Valley, to the north of the state, a wild rumor was distributed around the area 

that black men were going to attack the town.  A clan of white men searched the town for hiding 

blacks and subsequently murdered an unknown number.  In the city of Macon, Noxubee County, 

Mississippi, in August of 1875, several hundred white men on horses anticipated a black political 

meeting.  When they failed to find one someone made up a rumor that blacks had gathered at a 

local church, where they were preparing to assist blacks in Vicksburg, all the way on the other 

side of the state.  The marauders then broke into the church and murdered more than a dozen 

black people.  Again, no white man was hurt.8 

Several days later, in early September, the Clinton massacre occurred.  Clinton is a small 

suburb of Jackson about ten miles to the east.  Grant had won major battles in Clinton and nearby 
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Champion Hill on his way to Vicksburg in 1863.  During the conflict, started by a white heckler, 

armed black men returned fire but fell back.  Two Democrats and a white Republican were 

killed.  But the better drilled, better armed whites killed an estimated 30 black people.  Two 

thousand or more black men, women and children ran into the woods or to the nearby city of 

Jackson seeking safety.  Over the next four days white horseman, including many of whom were 

from Vicksburg, searched the countryside killing black men and their leaders, as they had in the 

River City the previous year.  The final number was estimated to be about 50 blacks killed, no 

whites.9 

In early October another black Sheriff was run out of Coahoma County by local whites.  

Five blacks were killed and five more were wounded.  One white man shot himself by accident.  

Later that same month blacks were having a parade in Columbus, Mississippi.  A gaggle of 

young white men rushed from a drugstore to attack the parade.  They destroyed band instruments 

and drums and scattered black marchers.  The all white Columbus riflemen, as they called 

themselves, immediately began to run down the fleeing black people, firing on those who would 

not stop.  Several men were killed, several others were wounded.  One black woman also 

received a gunshot wound.  Again, no whites were hurt.10 

Despite the fact that Benjamin Montgomery and most of the people at Davis Bend chose 

to stay out of politics, it did not keep the black sanctuary from falling back into the hands of the 

former President of the Confederacy.  Benjamin Montgomery had prevented a Davis Bend black 

posse from assisting Peter Crosby in Vicksburg.  He had cooperated with the dominant white 

class and even supported white Democrats in office.  But in addition to his store on Davis Bend 

the Montgomery's had opened another one on the corner of Grove and Washington Street during 

the summer of 1874, where the Freedmen's Savings Bank had recently gone out of business.  A 

large percentage of working and middle class blacks frequented the black owned store.  By the 

early months of 1877, W. T. Montgomery & Company was out of business also.11 

Even in the face of growing Jim Crow racial violence black people continued to migrate 

to the state of Mississippi from 1870 to 1900.  A few even managed to acquire land, albeit it in 

smaller numbers.  After 1900, there was a consistent decline of the black population in the state 
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up to 1980.  In 1870, black and Mulatto people in Warren County, Mississippi, made up ten 

percent of total land ownership.  In 1900, blacks throughout the Deep South made up only seven 

percent of landowners. 12   

Professional historians who study events of the past from a modern lens run the risk of 

being accused of using an anachronistic approach.  In some cases, however, it is necessary.  

Mississippi’s history from the end of the American Civil War to the mid 20th century is not a 

positive history for most of the black people who resided within the state.  Between 1865 and 

1965, Mississippi led the nation in black people lynched.13  States’ rights minded white 

redeemers succeeded in removing black politicians from their elected offices.  One historian 

called the Magnolia state a “closed society” because even in the 1960s, a full century after the 

American Civil War, many white civilians in the state, were willing to engage in battle with the 

United States Military in order to prevent black students from attending its historically white 

academic institutions.14   

The black voices in this dissertation speak for the black masses of their time and place.  

Whites, both Republican and conservative, allied in racial lockstep to win the battle of 

redemption in Mississippi.  As in all battles, there are victors and there are vanquished.  The 

modern historian need only examine the historiography of the modern Civil Rights Movement in 

order to fully grasp the concept of that argument.  The idea that a white conservative victory (or 

a violent form of white supremacy) did not necessarily have to be so is better understood when 

one studies Reconstruction era Mississippi from the perspective of those black people who were 

forced to concede the political offices to white supremacy.15  Black people continued to strive, as 
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they always had, during the long lynch era of Jim Crow Mississippi, but they had to do it with 

whatever small economic resources they could muster.  White Mississippians during 

Reconstruction and the subsequent decades fully understood that once they controlled the state 

and local governments, they could control the economy.  The Reconstruction economy in the 

South was primarily based on who controlled the resources of labor and land, but more 

important, who could and who could not own land.   

 

COLORED WITNESSES AFRAID TO TESTIFY 

There was great reluctance on the part of the colored people to testify at all; and it was 
not until after the widows of some of the murdered men, with courage born of despair, had told 
their painful story, that bravery enough to tell the truth came to the men, and some even then 

refuse to testify from fear of consequence.16 

 

Even after the massacre, black folk in Vicksburg still harbored some faith, albeit faint, in 

the American Dream.  The handful who came forward and testified believed that some form of 

justice would eventually prevail.  Had it not been for these brave men and women, only a one-

sided perspective of the Vicksburg massacre would remain.  Faithful but uncertain, they risked 

their lives by coming forward to testify because they knew they had to live alongside the same 

whites who perpetrated theses crimes, even after the investigating committee had gone back to 

Washington D.C.  Many others were afraid to live in their homes months after the massacre 

ended, and chose instead to hide in the woods and cane breaks throughout the county.  Still 

others left the state of Mississippi altogether.  Those who remained continued to acquire 

whatever property they could and scratched out an existence as best they could in a place and 

time that had been politically, socially, and economically redeemed by whites.   

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
progress, however, was impeded through the usurpation of their right to participate in the body politic, by means 

of racial violence and intimidation. 
16
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