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ABSTRACT 

Having constructed a plantation economy in the Yazoo 

Mississippi Delta, white Delta planters struggled to retain 

control of African-American labor after the start of the 

civil War. In their effort, the planters manipulated the 

Freedmen's Bureau; passed the Black Code; sought out 

foreign labor; and condoned extralegal intimidation. 

The civil War disrupted the plantation economy of the 

Yazoo Delta, prompting the planters to pursue innovative 

means to preserve the status quo. To achieve this end, 

they fought with the Confederate government for control of 

the militia, attempting to stabilize an economy rocked by 

military incursions, deserters, and outbreaks of 

lawlessness. Emancipation, the ultimate disruption to the 

plantation, precipitated a struggle between these former 

masters and African-Americans seeking to find the meaning 

of their freedom. 

The united states government also attempted to 

restructure the plantation economy of the Delta after the 

civil War, but planters often manipulated federal authority 

to their advantage. Charged with protecting the interests 

of the freedmen, the Freedmen's Bureau, for example, 

frequently accommodated the labor needs of Delta planters, 

even transporting labor to the plantations when necessary. 



Similarly, Union military commanders frequently supported 

the planters in their attempt to control black labor. 

Delta planters, however, wished themselves entirely 

free of outside governance. Thus, in 1865, they helped 

formulate the Black Code, seeking to limit the labor 

options of the freedmen. When Congress negated this code, 

the planters sought foreign laborers to force African

Americans into economic desperation. 

Under congressional patronage, moderate Republicans, 

led by Delta planter James L. Alcorn, attempted to build a 

party led by white men and supported by African-American 

votes. When this moderate "Alcorn Republican" system 

failed in 1873, the planters aligned themselves with the 

"straight out" Democratic party, rather than support the 

pro-black Republicans led by Adelbert Ames. 

9 

Using a system of fraud and brute violence, the white 

planters ultimately seized power from the Republican party 

in 1875. This "Mississippi Plan" allowed the planters to 

remove labor from politics, free the state from authority 

inimical to their interests, and ensure continuation of the 

plantation economy. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

A DESCRIPTION OF THE DELTA IN 1863 

Fame, observed the seventeenth century English poet, 

John Milton, "if not double-faced is double-mouthed; and 

with contrary blast proclaims most deeds."1 contrary 

blasts certainly characterizes the history of the Yazoo 

Mississippi Delta. The handful ~f counties comprising this 

alluvial floodplain provided the setting for some of the 

most heralded or most infamous occurrences in southern 

history, depending upon which version of the story one 

reads. The same geographical area which produced mountains 

of cotton lint in the final decades of the nineteenth 

century, also fostered some of the most unpleasant racism 

in the history of the united states of America. The same 

soil which nurtured the only two black United states 

senators prior to the twentieth century, also became the 

battleground of the "Freedom Summer" of 1964. 

An accurate description of the counties of th~ Yazoo 

Delta over the period of this study presents a challenge to 

the historian. In 1839, for instance, only eight counties 

existed in this geographical area; in 1877, that number 

IJohn Milton, Samson Agonistes, line 971. 
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rose to 11; and in 1918, twelve counties existed in this 

same region. 2 The geographical area remained fairly 

constant over time, encompassing 4,520,760 acres of land. 3 

The largest portion of this area came into the possession 

of the state of Mississippi through forced cessions from 

the Chocktaw and Chickasaw nations between 1820 and 1832. 4 

The state designated county lines for only two counties in 

this area, Washington and Yazoo, before the federal 

government wrested these lands from the Native Americans. 5 

Given the changing size and number of counties in the 

Delta, the criterion for the inclusion of any county into 

this study called for some factor in addition to simple 

2Leflore County formed in 1871; Sharkey County in 
1876; Quitman County in 1877; and Humphreys County in 1918. 
See James F. Brieger, Hometown Mississippi (Private 
printing, 1980). 

3U.S. Congress, House, Reclamation and Rural 
Development in the South; Part 2. Swamp and Overflow Lands 
in the Yazoo Basin, 69th Cong., 2nd Sess., 1925, House Doc. 
765, 39. 

4Specifically, the cessions included the Second 
Choctaw Cession in the Treaty of Doak's Stand, 1820; the 
Third Chocktaw Cession in the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit 
Creek, 1830; and an area ceded by the Chickasaws in the 
Treaty of Pontotoc, 1832. See Ralph D. Cross, ed., Atlas 
of Mississippi (Jackson, 1974), 38; Angie Debo, The Rise 
and Fall of the Choctaw Republic (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1961); Arrell M. Gibson, The Chicasaws 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1971); and Arthur 
DeRosier, Jr., The Removal of the Choctaw Indians 
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1970). 

SWillie D. Halsell, "Migration into, and Settlement 
of, Leflore county, 1833-1876," Journal of Mississippi 
History 9 (1947), 219. 
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county divisions. 6 The strategy adopted for inclusion, 

therefore, required that any prospective county contain a 

minimum of 350 square miles of alluvial bottom land. 

Table 1, shown on the next page, contains a list of 

seventeen counties often designated as part of the Yazoo 

Delta, plus a total of each county's alluvial soil in 

square miles. Eight counties, comprising modern-day 

Bolivar, Coahoma, Issaquena, Leflore, Quitman, Sharkey, 

13 

Sunflower, Tallahatchie, Tunica, Washington, and Yazoo were 

selected for study. By using this rather subjective 

selection criterion, this study avoidBd the confusion 

inherent in changing county lines. 

As Figure 1 on the previous page shows, the 

floodplain containing these counties represents a diamond-

shaped figure, sweeping over more than seven thousand 

square miles between the eastern bluffs (dashed line), 

which rise to a height of 200 feet above sea level, and a 

long westward curve in the Mississippi River which marks 

the Delta's western boundary. The city of Memphis, 

~obert L. Brandfon selected his counties based solely 
upon county divisions, and selected: Bolivar r Coahoma, 
DeSoto, Issaquena, Leflore, Quitman, Sharkey, Sunflower, 
Tallahatchie, Tunica, and Washington counties. 
"Geographically," wrote Brandfon, "the Yazoo Delta includes 
only parts of DeSoto and Tallahatchie counties in addition 
to parts of Holmes, Warren, and Yazoo counties." Cotton 
Kingdom of the New South. A History of the Yazoo 
Mississippi Delta from Reconstruction to the Twentieth 
Century (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967), 25, 
note 7. 



Tennessee, occupies the diamond's northern terminus, and 

the southern terminus 

Table 1: Delta counties with Total Bottom Land in Acres 

ALLUVIAL BOTTOM LAND - DELTA COUNTIES - 1880 .. 

IN SQUARE MILES 

Bolivar All Leflore 434 Tate 15 

Coahoma 416 Panola 140 Tunica All 

Carroll 50 Quitman 395 Warren 240 

DeSoto 65 Sharkey All Washington All 

Holmes 205 Sunflower 708 Yazoo 430 

Issaquena All Tallahatchie 549 
Source: U. S. Bureau of the Census, Tenth Census of the 
united States, 1880, Agricultural Descriptions of the 
Countie~, 87-141, Washington: G.P.O., 1883. 
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fronts the Walnut Hills outside the city of Vicksburg. The 

area measures approximately 190 miles.in length and 70 

miles in width. 

The waterways of the Delta provided the tool which 

shaped this uncommon geographical area. In the late winter 

and early spring, the Mississippi River crests and backs up 

the tributaries of the Delta region, overflowing their 

banks, flooding the adjacent countryside, and depositing 

the alluvium which provides the region its unprecedented 

fertility. Although the surface of the land appears flat 

to the eye, the banks of the rivers actually rise higher 

than the surrounding "bacJccountry," sometimes by a height 
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of fifteen feet because of the deposits left by this annual 

flooding. This natural system prevailed in the Delta until 

settlers began to build levees and cut off tributaries to 

the river system.' 

The entire Delta region "presents a net",ork of 

meandering bayous, creeks, and rivers, and is dotted with 

innumerable small lakes, mostly representing deserted 

'bends' of water-courses. 118 This networJe of waterways 

includes three large drainage systems, shown on Figure 1 on 

page twelve (by solid lines), which eventually join the 

Yazoo River and subsequently flow into the Mississippi 

River near vicksburg. These drainage systems include the 

Coldwater and Yazoo basin on the east; the Sunflower basin 

in the central portion of the Delta; and the Deer Creek 

basin on the southwest. So flat and low is the land 

between these drainage basins that bayous often form 

linkages between the streams, giving rise to a description 

of much of the Delta in the mid-nineteenth century as 

swampland. 

'u. S. Bureau of the Census, Tenth united states 
Census, cotton Production in Mississippi: 
Physico-Geographical and Agricultural Features: IV, The 
Alluvial Region of the Mississippi, Washington: G.P.O., 
1884; u. S. Congress, Senate, Report of the Overflows of 
~he Delta of the Mississippi, by Charles Ellet, Jr., 32nd 
Cong., 1st Sess., 1852, Serial 614, Washington: G.P.O., 39-
41; Brandfon, Cotton Kingdom of the New south, 28. 

8Physico-Geographical and Agricultural Features, 39. 
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These waterways, whose ,gentle overflows provided the 

blessing of a rich soil supporting abundant flora and 

fauna, also brought the curse of periodic, major flooding. 

In 1858, 1865, and 1874, tremendous inundations covered 

much of the Yazoo Delta. The construction of fragile 

embankments of earth paralleling the edge of the rivers, 

known as levees, provided the only tenuous protection the 

planters could devise to stop these floods. Frank A. 

Montgomery, who came to the Delta in 1855 as a young man 

seeking his fortune as a planter, wrote that each county at 

that time had its own system of levee protection, and that 

his county, Bolivar, had only begun to build its levees. 9 

During the 1850s, Delta planters completed 310 miles of 

levees along the Mississippi River, opening up "to a greedy 

cotton economy the largest unexploited area east of the 

Mississippi. ,,10 Along these levees the planters built the 

"big roads," which furnished the only arteries of land 

transportation in the region. These roads, standing higher 

than the surrounding land, suffered the drawback of being 

"dusty in summer and muddy in winter.nll 

9Frank A. Montgomery, Reminiscences of A Mississippian 
in Peace and War (Cincinnati: Robert Clarke, 1901), 34. 

10Halsell, "Migration into ... Leflore county," 223. 

IlRuby Sheppard Hicks, The Song of the Delta (Jackson: 
Howick House, 1976), 29. 
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Nominally protected from annual overflow by the 

delicate levee system, the fertile earth, deposited over 

the millennia, attracted planters and provided them farms 

where "cotton grew in luxuriant perfection," on soil "from 

forty to sixty feet deep.,,12 "Taken as a whole," reported 

Professor J. W. C. smith for the U. S. Census Bureau in 

1884, "the plant-food percentages in this soil are probably 

unexcelled by any soil in the world thus far examined. ,,13 

Smith commented that cotton grown on this soil reached 

heights of 10 to 15 feet, and could yield as much as 1,000 

pounds of lint cotton per acre .14 When the nutrients in 

the top soil played out, all one need do "is to plow deep 

and turn up virgin soil. "IS 

In an effort to provide a meaningful contrast to this 

description of the Delta, eleven counties, located 

throughout the state of Mississippi, were selected for 

comparison. The counties shown on Figure 2 on the next 

page: Adams, Amite, Harrison, Hinds, Jefferson, Jones, 

12Walter Sillers, Sr., "Historical," in William 
Franklin Gray, Imperial Bolivar, 1857-1929 (Cleveland, 
Mississippi, 1923), 7. 

13U. S. Bureau of the Census, Tenth united States 
Census, 1880, Cotton Production in Mississippi: 
Agricultural Descriptions of counties, Washington: G.P.D., 
1884, 44. 

14Ibid. 

15Sillers, "Historical," 7. 
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Lowndes, Marshall, Scott, Tishimingo, and Wayne, represent 

a cross-section of the geographical, political, and 

geological portions of the state .16 Figure 3 on page 

nineteen illustrates the geographical regions of the state 

in which these sample counties are located. Further, these 

eleven counties comprise roughly 4.5 million acres of land, 

comparable to the acreage contained in the Yazoo 

Mississippi Delta. These are the counties referred to 

throughout the study as IIsample counties." 

In one way or another, the earliest transatlantic 

immigrants to the Yazoo Mississippi Delta came to reap the 

bounty of the extremely rich soil. The first of the white 

men to arrive carved out small camps along the banks of the 

Delta's extensive river systems, making their living by 

lumbering, trapping, and hunting. I' Little remains of the 

history of this period save a few rambling diaries, or 

16Adams county is located in the river lowlands and 
hills section; Amite, in the hills and piney woods; 
Harrison, gulf coast and piney woods; Hinds, loess region; 
Jefferson, river lowlands and loess; Jones, piney woods; 
Lowndes, black prairie and Tennessee hills; Marshall, loess 
and north central hills; Scott, Jackson prairie and north 
central hills; Tishimingo, Tennessee hills; and Wayne, 
Jackson prairie and north central hills. Source of map, 
James W. Loewen and Charles Sallis, eds., Mississippi 
Conflict and Change, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1980),16. 

I'Ruby Hicks, a resident of the Delta from 1892-1912, 
wrote a book of reminiscences entitled The Song of the 
Delta, in which she told of three brothers who came to the 
Delta in 1830 with a government contract to cut hardwood; 
wirt A. Williams, A History of Bolivar County, Mississippi 
(Jackson: Hederman Brothers, 1948), i. 



collections of vague, romanticized stories.18 In the 

1840s, a few hardy souls began to farm in the open areas 

near the rivers, but in that decade, "there were no real 

towns, only settlements at the landings along the 

rivers. ,,19 During the 1840s a few larger plantations 

21 

emerged, but most of the farming still took place in small 

clearings and the livestock roamed freely in the woods. 20 

The first large group of white settlers to take advantage 

of the wealth of the "bottoms ll came after 1850, when the 

building of 310 miles of levees allowed cotton planters to 

bring the largest unexploited area east of the Mississippi 

Ri ver under the plow. 21 

Those who arrived in the Delta before the civil War 

seldom sought to realize the democratic frontier envisioned 

in the work of Frederick Jackson Turner. White 

Mississippians seeking to become independent yeoman farmers 

settled in the eastern, particularly the northeastern, 

18For an example of the legendary, see Reverend W. L. 
Anderson, The Legend of McNutt (Nashville: Methodist 
Publishing House, 1902). 

l~arie M. Hemphill, Fevers, Floods, and Faith. A 
History of Sunflower County, Mississippi, 1844-1976 
(Indianola, Mississippi: Published by author, 1980), 35. 

2°0avid McLaughlin, "McNutt, II At Pen Point (Moorhead: 
Mississippi Delta Junior College, 1924), 19. 

21John K. Bettersworth, Confederate Mississippi, 132; 
Halsell, IIMigration into, and Settlement of, Leflore 
County, 1833-1876," 223. 
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portions of the state rather than the western Delta. ll The 

1850 census for Sunflower County, for example, recorded 

that of 125 heads of white families forty-eight reported 

their occupation as raftsmen, showing the importance of the 

rivers for transportation. The next largest group, thirty-

seven heads of households, called themselves planters. 

Fourteen claimed the work of overseer, two of physician, 

and one claimed the title of lawyer.~ One way or another, 

they all made their living from the growth, transportation, 

or support of the cotton trade. 

To grow cotton, these planters became dependent on 

African-American slaves. According to William A. Percy, 

famous scion of Delta planters, the antebellum inhabitants 

of the Delta comprised two distinct groups: "slave-owners 

and slaves.,,24 Many of these slaves, probably around 30 

percent, came with the planters when they emigrated to the 

22Northeast Mississippi's two largest geographic areas 
are the "hills;" the Tennessee Hills in the far northeast 
(considered a part of Appalachia) and the North Central 
Hills. Small, independent farmers settled in these areas 
after the Indian cessions of 1830 and 1832; also see Loewen 
and Sallis, Mississippi. Conflict and Change, 19-20; 22-
23; and Figure 2 on page 18 of that work. . 

~Harold Manning, "A Comparison of the 1850 Census in 
Sunflower and Tunica counties," social studies essay, Delta 
State University, 1969; quoted in Marie M. Hemphill, Fever, 
Floods, and Faith, 54-55. 

24William A. Percy, Lanterns on the Levee. 
Recollections of a Planter's Son (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
state University Press, 1988; first published by Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1941), 20. 
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Delta. But fully 50 percent br more came from purchases of 

enslaved laborers from surrounding states.~ The planters 

purchased many of these slaves in the New Orleans slave 

market, but slavers also brought "the negroes up the river 

and [sold] them more directly to the planters.,,26 Looking 

again to Sunflower County as exemplar, census data for that 

county recorded a gradual increase of slaves between 1848, 

when they numbered 616, to 1,573 in 1854, to 3,794 in 

1860. 27 In Bolivar County, these "great black axe-men of 

the plantations ••• mowed down the forests like wheat before 

the sickle. ,,28 The planters drove this captive labor force 

to drain the swamps, build the levees, and harvest the 

cotton. without this slave labor, the Delta would remain 

simply the "bottoms." 

Extrapolating from Table 2 on page twenty-four, one 

sees the African-American population of the Delta in 1860 

~Charles Sackett sydnor, Slavery in Mississippi 
(American Historical Association, 1933; reprint, 
Gloucester, Mass.: Peter smith, 1965), 147. 

26Ibid., 142. 

VHarold Manning, "A Comparison of the 1850 Census in 
Sunflower and Tunica COlmties," Social studies essay, Delta 
State University, 1969; quoted in Hemphill, Fever, Floods, 
and Faith, 55. 

28Sillers, "Historical," 7. 
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TABLE 2 
POPULATION - DELTA COUNTIES - BY RACE 

1860-1890 
1860 1870 1880 1890 

~tI •···.· ••• ·WAilm :~:;;iIDtfu1tt,>' :WJi1i~ .'i~ " \W1i1ffil.·;, ,mlill4~ ,:' .. w~1 
Bolivar 9,078 1,393 7,816 1,900 15,958 2,694 26,758 3,417 
Coahoma 5,085 1,521 5,381 1,763 11,155 2,412 16,097 2,245 
Issaquena 7,244 587 6,146 741 9,174 826 11,852 740 
Leflore 7,997 2,230 14,272 2,597 
Quitman 815 592 2,392 894 
Sharkey 4,893 1,405 7,159 1,191 
Sunflower 3,917 1,102 3,243 1,772 2,897 1,764 6,854 2,530 
Tallahatchie 5,055 2,835 4,637 3,215 6,757 4,168 9,207 5,153 
Tunica 3,483 883 4,127 1,231 7,205 1,256 10,899 1,259 
Washington 14,467 1,212 12,405 2,164 21,861 3,478 35,576 4,838 
Yazoo 16,716 5,657 12,395 4,884 25,342 8,498 27,704 8,690 

Totals 65,045 15,190 56,150 17,670 114,054 29,323 168,770 33,554 
State Totals 437,404 353,899 444,201 382,896 650,291 479,398 744,749 544,851 
Percentage 14.87% 4.29% 12.64% 4.61% 17.54% 6.12% 22.66% 6.16% 

TABLE 3 
POPULATION - SAMPLE COUNTIES - BY RACE 

1860-1890 
1860 1870 1880 890 

I ; .. i!!!lt&~ ... · \Wijtfu .. ',' 
"A:~.,','" ·'mtmi~·"" .•• A'llill~ " . !]l~~~ < ·I.Ylliiit?1 ID ." i.· •.• · ; tm1!f. NiAliiil 

Adams 14,517 5,648 14,287 4,797 17,847 4,796 19,933 6,158 
Amite 7,909 4,427 6,777 4,196 8,510 5,494 10,598 7,551 
Harrison 1,068 3,751 1,427 4,368 2,146 5,749 3,318 9,163 
Hinds 22,399 8,940 20,659 9,829 32,279 11,675 28,387 10,892 
Jefferson 12,431 2,918 10,633 3,215 13,051 4,260 15,358 3,589 
Jones 407 2,916 308 3,005 359 3,469 1,251 7,082 
Lowndes 16,734 6,891 23,022 ',480 22,656 5,588 21,038 6,009 
Marshall 17,447 11,376 16,499 12,917 18,338 10,992 16,318 9,731 
Scott 2,959 5,180 3,167 4,680 4,132 6,633 4,740 7,000 
Tishomingo 4,990 19,159 741 6,609 1,163 7,611 991 8,311 
Wayne 1,947 1,744 1,636 2,570 3,770 4,791 4,018 5,799 

Totals 102,808 72,950 99,156 63,666 124,251 71,058 125,950 81,285 
State Totals 437,404 353,899 444,201 382,896 650,291 479,398 744,749 544,851 
Percentage 23.50% 20.61% 22.32% 16.63% 19.11% 14.82% 16.91% 14.92% 



DELTA COUNTIES - 1860 

1-5 6-9 10-15 15-20 
Bolivar 65 28 34 21 
Coahoma 77 32 27 16 
Issaquena 8 9 10 17 
Sunflower 
Tallahatchie 165 49 30 31 
Tunica 52 12 12 7 
Washington 
Yazoo 228 101 96 35 

Totals 575 231 209 127 
% of Delta 31.37% 12.60% 11.40% 6.93% 
State Totals 14,498 5061 3,432 2,057 
% of State 3.97% 4.56% 6.09% 6.17% 

SAMPLE COUNTIES - 1860 

1-5 6-9 10-15 15-20 
Adams :;08 119 62 29 
Amitl3 274 98 95 51 
Harrison 106 23 14 11 
Hinds 569 216 183 102 
Jefferson 116 54 40 30 
Jones 97 12 4 1 
Lowndes 438 152 112 71 
Marshall 529 211 165 102 
Scot! 192 60 34 23 
TIshimingo 424 125 68 36 
Wayne 38 16 8 7 

Totals 3091 1106 765 483 
%ofSample 44.75% 16.01% 11.08% 6.70% 
State Totals 14518 5061 3,432 2,057 
% of State 21.29% 21.85% 22.29% 22.51% 

TABLE 4 
SLAVEHOLDERS AND SLAVES 

Total 
20-30 30-40 40-50 50-70 70-100 100-200 200-300 300-500 500-1000 Slaveholders 

45 39 32 18 12 12 297 
22 11 13 13 15 4 230 
13 10 14 13 10 17 2 115 

43 10 10 10 11 1 360 
22 5 9 13 6 3 132 

68 34 38 39 34 22 4 699 

213 109 116 106 88 59 8 1,833 
11.62% 5.95% 6.33% 5.78% 4.80% 3.22% 0.44% 0.05% 0.05% 
2,322 1,143 735 814 515 279 28 8 1 39,943 
9.17% 9.54% 15.78% 13.02% 17.09% 21.15% 28.57% 12.50% 100.00% 4.59% 

Total 
20-30 30-40 40-50 50-70 70-100 100-200 200-300 300-500 500-1000 Slaveholders 

42 24 20 28 28 22 3 3 688 
46 23 16 14 7 4 628 

4 2 1 161 
152 78 46 54 26 14 1421 

49 36 14 32 39 16 425 
2 116 

75 40 43 32 32 10 2 1006 
132 60 38 33 18 6 1295 
25 11 2 1 368 
31 15 3 2 2 707 
10 3 3 4 2 92 

568 292 185 201 153 72 7 6 0 6907 
8.22% 4.23% 2.68% 2.91% 2.22% 1.04% 0.10% 0.09% 0.00% 

2,322 1,143 735 814 515 279 28 8 1 39,943 
24.46% 25.55% 25.17% 24.69% 29.71% 25.81% 25.00% 75.00% 0.00% 17.29% 

Total 
Slaves 

9,078 
5,085 
7,244 
3,917 
5,054 
3,483 

14,467 
16,716 

65,044 

436,831 
14.90% 

Total 
Slaves 

14292 
7900 
1015 

22383 
12396 

407 
16730 
17439 
2959 
4981 
1947 

102429 

438,631 
23.46% 

r.J 
tn 
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outnumbered the white population by four to one. 29 In that 

year, the African-Americans in the Delta totaled 14.8 

percent of the black population of the state of 

Mississippi. The percentage of black population in the 

Delta dropped slightly after the civil War, then rose 

continuously to 1890, comprising 12.7 percent of 

Mississippi's African-Americans in 1870, 17.5 percent in 

1880, and finally, 22.7 percent in 1890. The census data 

listed all save one of the black Delta inhabitants in 1860 

as an enslaved person. As shown by Table 4 on page twenty-

five, the largest number of slaves, or 43 percent, lived in 

groups of one to nine slaves; while, in the entire South, 

only 24 percent of all slaves resided in such groups in 

1860. Of the 316 slaveholders in the state possessing more 

than one hundred slaves, sixty-nine resided in the Delta. 

This amounted to 22 percent of the larger slaveholders in 

the state of Mississippi. 

Thus, based upon its African-American population, the 

Delta represented a region atypical of the South at large 

in a number of ways. First, a higher percentage of Delta 

slaveholders possessed smaller groups of slaves. Second, 

29The data for this discussion of population in the 
Yazoo Delta in 1863 was compiled from the U. S. Bureau of 
the Census, Census of 1850, "statistics of Mississippi," 
pp. 260-261; 8th Census, "Mississippi - Slaveholders and 
Slaves," p. 232; and the 9th Census, "Population by 
counties, 1790-1870," State of Mississippi, p. 41. 
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the census showed relatively few middling slaveholders; 

that is, slaveholders holding between ten and one-hundred 

slaves. Third, the lone free black accounted for less than 

1 percent of Mississippi's African-Americans in this region 

in 1860; while in the South the percentage of free blacks 

totaled around 6 percent.~ 

The African-American population of the sample 

counties contrasts in many interesting ways with the black 

population of the Delta. Looking back at Table 3 on page 

twenty-four, one may discern that in these eleven sample 

counties, blacks outnumbered whites by only 1.4:1. 

African-Americans in the sample counties totaled 23.5 

percent of the state's black population in 1860. Unlike 

the Delta, the percentage of African-Americans in the 

sample counties steadily declined over the next three 

census counts, dropping to 22.3 percent of Mississippi's 

African-Americans in 1870; 19.1 percent in 1880, and to 

16.9 percent in 1890. 

The 1860 census results, summarized in Table 4 on 

page twenty-five, listed 329 people among the black 

population of the sample counties as free blacks. While 

this figure remained less than one percent of the total 

African-American population in the state, it represented a 

30Characteristics of the African-American slave 
population derived from u. S. Bureau of the Census, 8th 
Census of the united states, Population by Age, Sex, Race. 
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marked increase over the free black population of the 

Delta. In the sample counties, the largest category of 

slaveholders held only a single slave (14.28 percent). The 

sample counties tallied 27 percent of the state total of 

slaveholders with more than one hundred slaves, as opposed 

to the Delta, where that figure registered 22 percent. The 

number of slaves held in the sample counties in groups of 

one to nine slaves totaled 61 percent, contrasted with 43 

percent in the Delta. So, while far more people lived in 

the sample counties in 1860, rough parity existed between 

the two areas in the number of large slaveholders. While 

these large slaveholders comprised only 1 percent of 

slaveholders in the sample counties, the number of 

slaveholders with more than one hundred slaves in the Delta 

made up 4 percent of the slaveholding population. 

The white population of the Delta in 1860, always a 

smaller group than the African-Americans, comprised only 

4.3 percent of the state total. The number of white Delta 

residents, although continuing to grow through the period 

1860-1890, increased less than 2 percent. In 1870, the 

white population registered 4.6 percent of the state total; 

in 1880, 6.1 percent; and in 1890, still only 6.1 percent. 

In 1860, only 12 percent of the white inhabitants of the 

Delta, or 1,833 of 15,190 persons, held any slaves 
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whatsoever. 31 This figure equals the percentage of 

slaveholders in the state of Mississippi, which comprised 

12 percent of the population, or 39,943 of 353,899 white 

residents. 

The white population of the sample counties totaled 

20.6 percent of the state's white population in 1860, 

compared to the Delta's 4.3 percent. The number of whites 

in these counties, like the number of blacks, declined over 

the period 1860-1890. The white population dropped from a 

high of 20.8 percent of the state total in 1860; to a low 

of 15 percent in 1890. In 1860, only 9 percent of the 

sample county's white population held any slaves, or 6,907 

of a total number of 72,950 white residents. 

The plantation economy developed by the Delta 

planters boasted cotton as its chief crop. Unfortunately, 

the lack of data for Sunflower and Washington counties, 

neither of which filed any census returns in 1860, obscures 

the true picture of agriculture in the Mississippi Delta in 

that year. The six counties reporting, containing slightly 

over 3 percent of the farms in the state, produced over 15 

percent of Mississippi's cotton. Delta farmers cultivated 

31A great deal of debate has surrounded these 
slaveholding figures. The total number of slaveowners 
could have been much greater, for the census only counted 
heads of households owning slaves. For a concise overview 
of the debate see otto H. Olsen, "Historians and the Extent 
of Slave Ownership in the Southern States," civil War 
History 18 (June, 1972): 101-117. 
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a number of other crops in the years before the civil War, 

among them: rice, corn, potatoes, peas, and beans, but, 

clearly, cotton was king.~ 

The size of Delta farms in 1860 reflects little 

difference from the farms in the sample counties. Of the 

six counties for which we have data in 1860 (see Figure 4 

on the next page) the predominant number of farms, or 685 

of the total 1,699, measured one-hundred to five-hundred 

acres (40.3 percent). Although small planters did live in 

the area in 1860, the number of farms with three to fifty 

acres, or 445 farms, totaled only 26 percent. 

Although the sample counties contained far more farms 

in 1860 (5,946 in the sample and 1,699 in the Delta), the 

size of farms proved roughly equivalent to those in the 

Delta counties. The largest number of landholders in the 

sample counties also held one-hundred to five-hundred acre 

far~s (34.66 percent). And, the number of small farmers, 

holding three to fifty acres further shows rough parity 

with the sample counties containing 31 percent 

~This data compiled from the U. S. Bureau of the 
Census, Eighth Census of the United states, 1860. 
Population, Agriculture, Slaveholders and Slave, Farms 
Containing Three Acres or More. Washington: G.P.O., 84. 



Farm Sizes - 1860 - Delta Counties 
In Acres with Percent of Total Farms 

100-500 (40.3%) 

Figure 4 

of total farms in that category.~ 

>1000 (4.a%) 
3-10 (1 .a%) 
1 0-20 (4. a%) 

~:20-·00 (1 9.5%) 
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A conspicuous difference between the Delta and sample 

counties appears when considering the cost per acre of 

developed land. Looking at Table 5 on the next page, the 

value per acre of Delta land nearly tripled that of the 

sample counties in 1860, although the Delta contained far 

fewer farms. By 1870, the value per acre of Delta land 

grew to ten times that of the sample counties. 
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Table 5: Land Value - Delta vs. Sample Counties - 1850-1880 

I FARMS, VALUES, . AND IMPROVED· LANDS I 
1850-1880 - Delta Counties 

1850 1860 1870 
.~ ... 1880 

Farms 1,233 1,699 3,782 5,707 

Improved Land 261,869 444,459 111,232 593,886 

Value Per Acre $33.92 $86.12 $154.76 $34.38 

1850-1880 - Sample Counties 

Farms 6,097 5,946 12,199 15,694 

Improved Land 795,734 1,086,270 879,622 848,222 

Value Per Acre $18.33 $31. 73 $15.04 $16.23 
Source: Comp1led from u. S. Bureau of the Census, 7th -
10th united states Census, Agricultural tables 

Table 6: Presidential Voting 

PRESIDENTIAL VOTING IN THE DELTA 

1852-1860 

1852 1856 1860 

Pierce Scott Buchanan Fillmore Douglas Bell Brecken 
-ridge 

1120 1054 1405 1731 108 2107 1939 

51% 48% 45% 55% 3% 51% 34% 

Percentage of Vote in Mississippi 

60% 39% 59% 41% 5% 36% 59% 
Source: W1ll1am Dean Burnham, Presldentlal Ballots, 552-571 
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Politically, the Delta presents an interesting study 

when compared with the state of Mississippi rather than the 

sample counties. As shown in Table 6 on the previous page, 

the Delta voted with the rest of the state in the 

presidential election of 1852. In 1856, however, the 

voters of the Delta followed their own counsels. Although 

the statewide majority cast their ballots for the 

Democratic candidate, James Buchanan, the Delta voted for 

Millard Fillmore, the Whig-American party candidate. This 

vote shows that, like the rest of the large planters 

throughout the South, Delta planters favored the Whig 

ideology before the civil War.~ That is, the cotton 

planters in the Yazoo Delta, whether large or small, 

followed the political ideology typical of the large 

planter class throughout the South. 

The 1860 presidential election results provide 

further evidence of the Delta diverging from the politics 

of the state. The state at large voted strongly in favor 

of John C. Breckenridge, the candidate of the Southern 

Democrats. The Delta favored John Bell, the Constitutional 

union party candidate. In this respect, while diverging 

34The use of the label, "Whig," requires a great amount 
of prudence. As Charles Sydnor pointed out, the term 
"metamorphized from a political party into a social class, 
and the word 'Whig' came to denote little more than an 
aristocratic way of life." Charles s. Sydnor, A Gentleman 
of the Old Natchez Region, Benjamin L. C. Wailes (Durham, 
N.C.: Duke University Press, 1938), 291. 



34 

from the results of the state at large, the Delta followed 

the pattern of counties throughout the remainder of the 

South with a high concentration of slaves and larger 

slaveholders.~ 

Based upon the election returns of 1860 and the 

secession referenda of 1861, William Barney, Percy Lee 

Rainwater, and Seymour Martin Lipset attempted to show that 

large slaveholders throughout the South supported secession 

from the Union in 1861.~ They make this assertion based 

upon what they perceived as a strong positive correlation 

between a vote for Breckenridge and a subsequent vote for 

secession. If this thesis proved true, the Yazoo Delta, 

with its large slaveholder ideology, would strongly support 

disunion. In fact, most of the counties in the Yazoo Delta 

voted against Breckenridge, labeled by these historians as 

the candidate of the secessionists, and against secession 

in 1861.~ Only two counties in the Delta voted for 

35seymour Martin Lipset, Political Man: The Social 
Bases of Politics (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press; 1981, originally published Garden City, N.Y., 1960), 
376-380; William L. Barney, The Secessionist Impulse~ 
Alabama and Mississippi in 1860 (Princeton, 1974), 95. 

~Barney, The Secessionist Impulse, 287; Percy Lee 
Rainwater, Mississippi. Storm Center of secession, 1856-
1861, (Baton Rouge: otto Claitor, 1938), 142; Lipset, 
Political Man, 378. 

~Barney wrote that "most of the extreme Southern 
rights men and the eventual secessionist leaders were 
Breckenridge Democrats," The Secessionist Impulse, 55; 
Seymour Martin Lipset held that in the South the 1860 
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Breckenridge and later voted for candidates who favored 

secession in Mississippi's secession convention. 

Both Barney and Lipset go to great lengths to explain 

the anomaly presented by the Yazoo Delta. Barney dismissed 

this deviation from his thesis by stating that the Delta 

planters exhibited "the understandable conservatism of a 

planter class which supervised one of the greatest 

concentrations of wealth in the South."~ In fact, 

according to the census returns in 1850 for Sunflower 

County, many Delta planters recorded little or no personal 

wealth.39 Lipset, also unable to make the Delta fit his 

parameters, excludes this region by stating that "party 

loyalties and issues •.. continue[d] to have some effect on 

election "was a contest between the secessionist Democrats 
supporting Breckenridge and the Old Whig Constitutional 
Unionists ..• ," Political Man, 373; John V. Mering, "The 
Slave-State Constitutional Unionists and the Politics of 
Consensus," Journal of Southern History 43 (Aug. 1977), 
396, and "Allies or opponents? The Douglas Democrats and 
the Constitutional Unionists," Southern Studies 23 (Winter, 
1984), 377. 

~Barney, The Secessionist Impulse, 146. 

3~arold Manning's research on the census data for 
Sunflower County shows that only forty-eight of the 125 
heads of households recorded any personal wealth. 
Nineteen, the largest group reporting, showed assets 
between $1,000 and $5,000. Although the slave population 
numbered 754, non-residents owned 497 of that number. See 
Manning, "A Comparison of the 1850 Census in Sunflower and 
Tunica Counties," in Hemphill, Fever, Floods, and Faith, 
54. 
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voting behavior and attitudes toward secession in the 

referenda. ,,40 

The difficulty faced by these historians strengthens 

one of the theses of this study, namely, that the planters 

of the Delta cared more about the preservation of the 

plantation system than about party loyalty or secession. 

This great concern for cotton-based commercial agriculture 

is one of the distinguishing factors which set the planters 

of the Delta apart from their peers throughout the state of 

Mississippi in the political climate before the civil War. 

The presence of large numbers of African-Americans 

and the strong influence of the plantation economy provide 

the ultimate keys to understanding the history of the Yazoo 

Delta of Mississippi between 1863 and 1875. The central 

thesis in the following pages confirms much of the recent 

study in the postbellum South regarding the persistence of 

a plantation economy and the "roots of black poverty" in 

America. 41 Choosing to maintain this economy in the face 

of a changing world, the white Delta planters, from both 

4OLipset, Political Man, 380. 

41See, for example: Jay R. Mandle, The Roots of Black 
Poverty: The Southern Plantation Economy After the civil 
War (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1978); Michael 
Wayne, The Reshaping of Plantation Society: The Natchez 
District, 1860-1880 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana state 
University Press, 1983); and William Cohen, At Freedom's 
Edge: Black Mobility and the Southern white Quest for 
Racial Control, 1861-1915 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1991). 
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North and South, used every means available to control 

black labor. These included military, political, and 

eventually, economic means. The pOlicies of the Freedmen's 

Bureau in Mississippi~, the Black Codes, and extralegal 

intimidation and violence, reflected the central need of 

Delta planters; the need to control a supply of cheap labor 

to insure the maximization of profits.~ 

Thus, from its inception, the development of the rich 

land of the Delta represented a struggle of labor and race. 

Labor control before the civil War focused upon the 

institution of slavery. During that period, the white 

~Several historical works posit that the Freedmen's 
Bureau aided the planter class in Mississippi. See William 
S. McFeely, Yankee Stepfather, General O. O. Howard and the 
Freedmen (New York: W. W. Norton, 1968); Donald G. Nieman, 
To Set the Law in Motion: The Freedmen's Bureau and the 
Legal Rights of Blacks, 1865-1868 (Millwood, 1979); and 
George D. Humphrey, "The Failure of the Mississippi 
Freedmen's Bureau in Black Labor Relations, 1865-1867," 
Journal of Southern Histo~ 45 (1983), 23. Humphrey 
maintained that the Freedmen's Bureau "effectively served 
the interests of the planters, a group that plainly desired 
the maintenance of a docile labor force." 

~oodman, "Sequel to Slavery," 550-1, argues that 
"what was happening in the early days after the 
emancipation was a struggle between the former master 
trying to resurrect the old system as they knew it and 
former slaves trying to give some real meaning to their 
freedom"; Richard sutch and Roger Ransom, "Share-cropping: 
Market Response or Mechanism of Race control," in Sansing, 
What Was Freedom's Price, 56; S. W. Mintz, "The Plantation 
as a socio-cultural Type," in Pan American Union, 
Plantation Systems of the New World (Washington, D.C., 
1957), pp. 45-47, writes that a plantation economy demands 
"labor in sufficient quantity to minimize production costs 
and so maximize profit." 
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cotton planters of the Yazoo Delta owned the labor, and the 

labor force consisted principally of black African-

Americans. After the war, emancipation precipitated a 

struggle for the planters and they used every means at 

their disposal to remain laborlords. In the course of that 

struggle, the former masters tried to resurrect a form of 

the antebellum labor system, and the former slaves tried to 

find the meaning of their freedom.M This struggle with 

African-American labor reached a critical juncture during 

the Reconstruction period, when, in the words of one 

contemporary newsman, the cotton growers attempted to 

determine if their former slaves would become the "horse or 

rider. ,,45 

MFor a discussion of laborlords and landlords, see 
Gavin Wright, Old South New South: Revolutions in the 
Southern Economy Since the civil War (New York: Basic 
Books, 1986); Harold D. Woodman, "Sequel to Slavery: The 
New History Views the Postbellum South," Journal of 
Southern History 43 (1977), 551. 

45Gazette (Hinds County), 9 August 1867, quoted in 
Thomas B. Alexander, ed., "Persistent Whiggery in 
Mississippi Reconstruction: The Hinds County Gazette," 
Journal of Mississippi History 23 (1961), 75. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

WAR COMES TO THE DELTA 

The presence of Union troops on the perimeter of the 

Yazoo Delta and the repeated incursions by both combatants 

fostered numerous changes in the region during the civil 

War. To maintain unhindered production and sale of their 

great staple crop, cotton, the planters needed absolute 

control of labor. To achieve this control they took 

extraordinary measures to counteract the effects of the 

civil War. Primarily, the planters sought to maintain 

their control over the militia in the Delta, that those 

troops might provide stability during union raids and 

discourage labor unrest. 

The Confederate army~ seeking to protect its vital 

agricultural regions, prepared to defend the Mississippi 

River Valley early in the summer of 1861. General Albert 

Sydney Johnson, the highest ranking field officer of the 

Confederacy, established a defensive line "with its left 

flank anchored on the Mississippi at Columbus, Kentucky, 

its center on Bowling Green, and its right on the 
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Cumberland Gap."t To anchor this defensive line and 

protec.t its waterways from ingress by Union amphibious 

forces, the Confederates constructed Fort Henry on the 

Tennessee River and Fort Donelson on the Cumberland. Along 

with Forts st. Philip and Jackson at the entrance to the 

Mississippi River south of New Orleans, the Confederacy 

built additional fortifications at Island No. 10 below 

Columbus, Kentucky and on the Chickasaw bluffs north of 

Memphis. 

While the Confederacy placed its trust in a rapidly 

constructed system of river fortifications, Union 

leadership also developed plans for the Mississippi River 

Valley. The strategic significance of the Mississippi 

River Valley, recognized as early as May 1861, by then 

General in Chief of the Union armies, Winfield Scott, 

fostered a combined land and amphibious assault on the 

Confederacy's defensive line in 1862. 2 The Mississippi 

tEdwin C. Bearss, Decision in Mississippi: 
Mississippi's Important Role in the War Between the States 
(Jac]cson, Miss.: Mississippi Commission on the War ·Bebveen 
the States, 1962), ix. Bearss remains the ultimate 
authority on military maneuvers in the civil War Delta. 

2For details on Scott's ridiculed "Anaconda Plan," see 
Charles Winslow Elliot, Winfield Scott: The Soldier and the 
Man (Ne\v York, 1937), 698; or The War of the Rebellion: A 
Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and 
Confederate Armies, 130 vols. (Washington, G.P.O, 1880-
1902), Series I, Vol. 51, pt. I, 369-70 (hereafter cited as 
OR) . 
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Delta, although not a strategic military objective for the 

Union, became a channel to other major military objectives 

on the Mississippi River such as Memphis, Tennessee and 

ul timately, Viclcsburg. 

The successes of General Ulysses S. Grant and his 

Army of the Tennessee, capturing Fort Henry on 6 February 

1862 and Fort Donelson on 16 February 1862, signaled the 

end of Albert Johnson/s grand defensive strategy.3 Grant's 

flanking movement in the west accomplished, Johnson 

grudgingly retreated from Kentucky and subsequently 

evacuated Nashville, which fell on 25 February 1862. The 

collapse of the northern defensive perimeter of the 

Confederacy facilitated the capture of Corinth, 

Mississippi, in May, 1862, and the surrender of Memphis on 

5 June. Confederate leadership acknowledged the blow dealt 

them by Grant when General Pierre G. T. Beauregard, second 

in command of the Confederate Army of the Mississippi, 

wrote two weeks after the battle of Shiloh, "If defeated 

here [at Corinth], we lose the whole Mississippi Valley and 

probably our cause. ,,4 

A second thrust of the Union assault on the 

Mississippi River Valley focused upon the mouth of the 

3For a discussion of Johnson's plans for defending the 
northern perimeter of the Confederacy, see Bearss, Decision 
in Mississippi, ix-xii. 

40R, Series I, Vol. 10, Pt. 2, 403. 
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river to the south. After running by the fortifications on 

the Mississippi south of the city, the amphibious forces of 

Flag Officer David Glasgow Farragut captured New Orleans on 

24 April 1862. With New Orleans won, Baton Rouge and 

Natchez fell to Union forces in rapid succession. These 

conquests left only Vicksburg and Port Hudson to prevent 

Union forces from controlling the entire Mississippi River 

Valley. Thus, the battle for Vicksburg in 1863 riveted the 

attention of a country at war, and the ultimate fall of 

that last bastion of defense on the great Mississippi River 

sounded the death knell of the Confederacy.5 

with a firmly established base of operations in and 

around Memphis, U. s. Grant's campaign to conquer the city 

of Vicksburg precipitated numerous incursions into the 

Yazoo Delta. Although one student of Mississippi history 

wrote that some "forty-seven engagements were fought on 

Mississippi soil" during the civil War, Grant's efforts in 

the 'Delta region actually produced sixty-eight separate 

military actions in that section of the state alone. 6 

After the surrender of Memphis, Grant concentrated two 

5Maurice Matloff, ed., American Military History, Army 
Historical series (Washington: Office of the Chief of 
Military History, united states Army, 1969), 209. 

6James w. Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana state University Press, 1968; originally 
published, New York: The Macmillan Company, 1901), 9; for a 
chronological listing of these military actions in the 
Yazoo Delta see, Bearss, Decision in Mississippi, 581-597. 



43 

wings of his Army of the Tennessee, totaling 37,000 troops, 

in and around Grand Junction, Tennessee, and began pushing 

south, seeking an eastern route of attack on Vicksburg.' 

This Delta route appeared imperative after Grant and Major 

General William T. Sherman failed to take Vicksburg in a 

combined land-river expedition west of the city in the 

later part of 1862.3 with his career in jeopardy, this 

Yazoo Delta path seemed the only plausible option for Grant 

if he wished to reduce the city.9 

Between 3 February and 8 April 1863, Grant attempted 

one of two major incursions into the Yazoo Delta in an 

effort to find a weakness in Vicksburg's land defenses. 

First, as illustrated in Figure 5 on the next page, Union 

gunboats entered the Coldwater River across from Helena, 

Arkansas, after Federal troops dynamited a breech in the 

levee at Yazoo Pass. If this Yazoo Pass Expedition proved 

successful, it would enable Union troops to turn the 

Confederate right flank at Snyder's Bluff above the city of 

'OR, Series I, Vol. XVII, Pt. II, 297. 

3James W. McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1988), 577-78; OR, Series I, Vol. 
XVII, Pt. II, 392; Series I, Vol. XVII, Pt. I, 474, 601. 

~lysses S. Grant, Personal Memoirs of U. S. Grants, 2 
vols. (New York: Charles L. Webster & Company, 1885), 
1:370-73. 
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Vicksburg. JO Although the Union naval commander pushed his 

gunboats down the Tallahatchie River to its confluence with 

the Yalobusha River, the boats suffered severe damage above 

the water line from overhanging branches, and nearly met 

disaster on numerous occasions when logs, propelled by 

rising floodwater, crashed into their sides. The Union 

commander abandoned the incursion at Ft. Pemberton, a 

fortification constructed hastily by the Confederates near 

Greenwood, Mississippi. lJ 

The second principal amphibious incursion, 

illustrated on the previous page, launched between 14-17 

March 1863, attempted to move north up Steele's Bayou, 

cross over into the Sunflower River, and ultimately arrive 

behind the city of Vicksburg. This effort failed when Rear 

Admiral David D. Porter's gunboats became immobilized by 

the narrow confines of a bayou near Rolling Fork. General 

Sherman, alerted to a potential defeat of this amphibious 

assault, sent his infantry overland through the swamps to 

beat back the Confederates harassing Porter. Sherman's men 

then freed Porter's gunboats, \vhich bac}ced ignominiously 

JOGrant, Memoirs, I, 370-75; OR, Series I, Vol. XXIV, 
Pt. I, 44-46. 

llMcPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 587; Sherman, 
Memoirs, I, 294; Bearss, Decision in Mississippi, 191; OR, 
Series I, Vol. XXIV, Pt. III, 127; Series I, Vol. XXIV, Pt. 
I, 397-98. 
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out of the swamp.12 

All Grant's "roundabout routes" to Vicksburg, by way 

of canals, bayous, and swamps north of the city failed to 

bring him success. Therefore, he moved his newly 

reinforced army of 75,000 down the west bank of the 

Mississippi River to a position south of the city, while 

his gunboats ran the gauntlet of artillery at Vicksburg. 13 

To mask this bold move and to keep the Confederate forces 

at Vicksburg pinned down, Grant used a portion of his 

command in three diversionary operations undertaken in 

April 1863. 

These feints caused a great amount of destruction to 

crops and livestock. The first thrust took place east of 

Greenville, in Washington County, during the first week in 

April 1863. Union Major General Frederick Steele moved 

eastward from the river city of Greenville, and 

encountering no opposition, fell back without a fight. 

During the withdrawal Steele's troops, acting under the 

general's orders, burned thousands of bushels of corn and 

carried off a large number of livestock from Delta 

I2Samuel Carter III, The Final Fortress: The Campaign 
for Vicksburg, 1862-1863 (New York: st. Martin's Press, 
1980), 147; McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 587; OR, 
Series I, Vol. 24, Serial 36, 371-421. 

l~cPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 626-27; Matloff, 
American Military History, 239. 



planters .14 The second diversion entailed a series of 

cavalry raids by Union troops "launched on a scale 

heretofore unknown in the civil War. ,,15 These raids 

targeted various towns in the Delta and railroad lines to 
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the east of the Delta. The final diversion, led by General 

W. T. Sherman, consisted of a demonstration against 

Snyder's Bluff north of the city of Vicksburg. u 

The success of these diversions allowed Grant to 

flank the city of Vicksburg and sweep east to Jackson, and 

ultimately, led to the surrender of the "Gibraltar of the 

West" on 4 July 1863. The collapse of the last major 

outpost of Confederate defense on the Mississippi River 

gave Union troops control of that artery of commerce and 

communication, and allowed extended Union military 

campaigns into the interior of Arkansas, Louisiana, and 

Mississippi. 

Unfortunately for many white planters, the fall of 

Vicksburg did not end the raiding in the Mississippi Delta. 

Post-vicksburg raids caused further destruction in the 

Yazoo Delta. In May 1863, a force under the command of 

140R, Series I, Vol. XXIV, Pt. I, 505i Steele commanded 
the 1st Division, 15th Corps, of the Army of the Tennessee. 

ISThese raids included skirmishes at Deer Creek (7, 8, 
and 12 April), Black Bayou (10 April), Courtney's 
Plantation (11 April), Hernando (18 April), and Perry's 
Ferry on the Coldwater River (19 April). 

160R, Series I, Vol. XXIV, Pt. III, 243. 



Major General Francis P. Blair, Jr. destroyed 500,000 

bushels of corn, seized a large quantity of bacon, and 

commandeered 1,000 head of cattle and 200 head of horses 

near Sartartia." In June 1863, Colonel John K. Mizner 

destroyed all the agricultural products in an area sixty 

miles wide in the Delta south of Memphis. ls Mizner's raid 

proved so destructive that Delta residents later claimed 
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they marked the path of his brigade "by the dense clouds of 

smoke billowing up over the burning wheat fields. ,,19 

Beyond the physical destruction, these raids greatly 

"disrupted the plantation routine" in the Delta. 2o 

Although Union troops seldom held territory in the Delta 

for any length of time, the control of the Mississippi 

River gave the Union military influence upon the most 

productive plantation land situated along Delta waterways. 

Union troops, with relative ease, burned many of the small 

Delta river communities to the ground. "When someone fired 

170R, Series I, Vol. XXIV, Pt. II, 435-36; Blair 
commanded the 2nd Division, 15 Corps, Army of the 
Tennessee. 

IOOR, Series I, Vol. XXIV I Pt. II, 487, 492, 496-97. 

190R, Series I, Vol. XXIV, Pt. II, 492-499, 505. 

~J. S. McNeily, "War and Reconstruction in 
Mississippi, 1863-1890," Publications of the Mississ:i:.]opi 
Historical Society, centenary Series, II (1918), 177; James 
T. Currie, Enclave: Vicksburg and Her Plantations, 1863-
1870 (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 1980), 
xxii. 



on a passing gunboat on 23 August 1864," \.,rote one local 

historian of Greenville, Mississippi, "the skipper put 

ashore a party that burned the town except for two houses 

that somehow escaped. ,,21 No Delta community remained safe 

from this threat of destruction. 
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constantly threatened by Union raids, Delta 

leadership struggled to retain control over the deployment 

of local militia troops.n Jurisdiction over these troops 

provided a measure of security for the property of the 

planters, both agricultural and human. state law passed 

during the civil War aided the Delta leaders in their 

intention to manage their military resources and thwart the 

Confederate government's confiscation of the state militia. 

Under these laws, militia troops served only sixty days 

when called to duty, a term intended to make the militia 

useless for national purposes.~ In spite of such 

legislation, even as U. S. Grant took up his position 

around Grand Junction, Tennessee, early in the spring of 

1862, the confederacy began to pressure Mississippi to send 

21Bern Keating, A History of Washington County « 

Mississippi (Greenville, MS: The Greenville Junior 
Auxiliary, 1976), 43, Mississippi Department of Archives 
and History (hereafter cited as MDAH). 

22 John K. Bettersworth, Mississippi in the Confederacy 
As They Saw It (New York: Krauss Reprint Co., 1970, 
reprint, 1961), 499. 

~ississippi, Laws, November, 1861, 174. 
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its militia to"the major arenas of conflict outside the 

state. 

Those charged with the defense of the state, like 

militia General James L. Alcorn, a prominent Delta planter 

and future governor during Congressional Reconstruction, 

came to resent such orders to remove the troops they 

commanded from the region in order to defend the territory 

of other states.~ When General Leonidas Polk, charged 

with defense of the Confederacy against river-borne 

invasion down the Mississippi, ordered Alcorn and his 

"Mississippi Brigade" to leave the Delta and proceed to 

union City, Tennessee, Alcorn protested vehemently. The 

Mississippi general wrote Governor John J. Pettus 

recommending petulantly that the governor " ••. turn over the 

sixty day troops hereafter organized to some one else, 

unless they are troops for Mississippi only on Mississippi 

Soil, not to be controlled by any Confederate officer, but 

by state authority only."2S 

~Lillian Pereyra, James Lusk Alcorn: Persistent Whig 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana state University Press, 1966), 55; 
Frank L. Owsley, "The Local Defense and the Overthrow of 
the Confederacy: A Study in states Rights," Mississippi 
Valley Historical Review 11 (1924-25), 525. 

2SJames Lusk Alcorn to Governor Pettus, 4 January 1862, 
RG27, MF 37, MDAH; Pereyra, James Lusk Alcorn, 54; John K. 
Bettersworth, Confederate Mississippi: The People and 
Policy of a Cotton State in wartime (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
state University Press, 1943), 74. Bettersworth claimed 
the command came from General P. G. T. Beauregard. 



In the next year, 1863, the new governor, Charles 

Clark, displayed a rather parochial attitude as he met 

increased demands from the Confederacy to release state 

militia units for action in other states. Clark, another 

Coahoma county planter, fought as a Confederate general 

officer and received a crippling leg wound which made 

further military service impossible for him. Faced with 
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this rising demand from Richmond, the new governor sent an 

emissary to the Confederate capital with a letter of 

instruction outlining his mission. Clark directed his 

representative to ask two specific questions. First, the 

governor wished to know how many state troops Mississippi 

could retain under his command. Second, how many soldiers 

of the Mississippi militia would the Confederate States of 

America support in the defense of the state. 26 

Faced with recalcitrant governors such as Clark, 

rising manpower needs, and widespread evasion of the draft, 

the Confederate government continued to pressure state 

governments for troops throughout 1863. The increased 

pressure exerted upon the states to surrender control of 

their militia prompted an even more stubborn resistance 

26Undated letter of instruction, RG27, vol. 56, MDAH. 
Since Clarke became governor in October, 1863, so the date 
of the letter may be estimated within a three month period. 



from state defenders. D For example, Captain W. E. 

Montgomery, commander of the Herndon Rangers operating in 

Bolivar County in 1863, refused to obey Major General 

Samuel J. Gholson, when the general ordered Montgomery to 

report with his company for duty outside the Delta. 
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Writing to Governor Clark, Montgomery said he "did not obey 

the order--because you [Clark] are the only one having any 

control over the company."lS 

since Charles Clark owned and operated a plantation 

in the Yazoo Delta, this correspondence between the militia 

captain charged with defending a large portion of the Delta 

and the governor lends credibility to the thesis that Delta 

planters would use whatever means available to protect 

their own property and labor, even at the expense of the 

confederacy.29 Some historians, searching for a lofty 

27Frank L. Owsley contended that the Confederacy "died 
of state rights," in his state Rights in the Confederacy 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1925), 1; Richard 
Beringer, et. al., The Elements of Confederate Defeat: 
Nationalism, War Aims, and Religion (Athens, Georgia: 
University of Georgia Press, 1988), 90. 

28Letter from Capt. W. E. Montgomery to Governor 
Charles Clark, dated 25 November 1863, RG 27, Vol. 56, 
MDAH. 

29The united states Constitution distinctly refers to 
the militia as a national institution, and the Confederate 
constitution did not alter this distinction. See U. S. 
Constitution, Art. I, Sec. 8, Cl. 15; Art. II, Sec. -2, Cl. 
1; for the Confederate constitution see Appleton's Annual 
Cyclopedia and Register of Important Events of the Year 
1861 (New York: D. Appleton), 155. 
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motive for such par.ochial action, attributed the governor's 

reticence to the unpopular prosecution of the war by 

Jefferson Davis and his government.~ It would seem, 

however, that the governor refused to surrender control 

over state troops for more mundane reasons. The militia 

troops in Bolivar County, along with their other duties, 

guarded the private property of the governor. In a letter 

dated 11 November 1863, Montgomery informed Clark of 

efforts by a Union officer, Colonel Curry, to burn the 

plantations of Clark and Montgomery. Having stopped 

Curry's effort, Montgomery informed the governor that no 

harm befell his plantation or his family.31 Shortly after 

this incident, Clark requested even more militia troops for 

defense against "Federal raids. ,,32 Throughout 1864, Clark 

continued his aversion to depleting state militia and 

demanded authority to maintain a police force of such 

tro~ps for his own purposes.~ 

Adding to the problems engendered by Union raids, 

30pereyra, James Lusk Alcorn, 66; E. Merton Coulter, 
Confederate States of America, 1861-1865, vol. 7, A History 
of the South (Baton Rouge: Lousiana State University Press, 
1950), 399. 

31Letter from W. E. Montgomery to Governor Clark, dated 
Bolivar County, 11 November 1863 in RG 27, Vol. 56, MDAH. 

320R, Series IV, Vol. 2, 921-927. 

~Mississippi, House Journal, March, 1864, 64; August, 
1864, 15-20, 95. 
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large numbers of Confederate deserters found their way into 

the backwaters of the Delta, bringing with them a wave of 

lawlessness.~ These deserters did not seek out areas 

close to the rivers, where they would encounter Union 

patrols, but sought the dense swamps of the interior of the 

Delta. This area of the state, riddled with swampland, 

provided a dependable refuge to those fleeing authority. 

For years prior to the war, runaway slaves and criminals 

found the backwaters of the Yazoo, Coldwater, and Sunflower 

Rivers a safe haven. The problem in the Delta proved 

significant enough to draw the attention of the Confederate 

War Department, which complained that "reports from North 

Mississippi of the conduct of bands of partisan 

rangers ••. resembles more the conduct of Bedouin Arabs than 

of American citizens or soldiers. ,,35 

other areas of the South also suffered from problems 

with deserters. As in the Delta, these deserters often 

allied themselves with draft evaders in backcountry regions 

~Conscript officials in Mississippi estimated the 
population of white men between the ages of sixteen and 
sixty at 92,016. The muster rolls for the state contained 
the names of 66,482. This left 36,034 men unaccounted for. 
OR, Series IV, Vol. 3, 103. Other records showed 2,031 
deserters returned to the army from the State of 
Mississippi between February, 1864 and February, 1865. OR, 
Series IV, Vol. 3, 1109. 

350R, Series I, Vol. LII, Part II, 460-461. 



where they "virtually ruled whole counties.,,36 North 

Carolina perhaps suffered the most, although Georgia's 

problem with deserters created a condition of virtual 

anarchy in some regions of that state.~ One Georgia 

farmer complained that Confederate deserters stole horses 
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and mules, as well as robbed houses of gold watches, money, 

and drink. He felt that "the Yankees could do little 

worse. ,,38 

By 1864, the lawlessness engendered by deserters 

produced a state of chaos in many portions of the Delta. 39 

Fortified by increased numbers and encouraged by the 

imminent collapse of the Confederate government, the 

deserters began to terrorize segments of the Delta. As 

they had in other areas of the South, deserters gained 

enough power virtually to control local governments. The 

sheriff of Yazoo County related that "in the late election 

in this county, the deserters ran their candidates, and at 

~cPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 613; Georgia Lee 
Tatum, Disloyalty in the Confederacy (New York: AMS Press, 
1970; originally published by University of North Carolina 
Press, 1934), 3. 

37Stephen E. Ambrose, "Yeoman Discontent in the 
Confederacy," Civil War History 8 (1962), 263. 

39Southern Watchman (Athens, Georgia), 20 April 1864, 
quoted in Ambrose, "Yeoman Discontent," 263. 

3~illiam G. Harris, Presidential Reconstruction in 
Mississippi (Baton Rouge: Louisiana state University Press, 
1967), 4; OR, Series I, Vol. 49, No. 103, 931. 
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one box, 27 armed with guns, pistols & bowie knives marched 

out of the woods to one precinct & voted for their men."M) 

This turmoil provided further justification for the 

governor to refuse militia troops to the Confederacy. In 

March, 1864, Clark charged Captain Montgomery "with the 

enforcement of the laws and the maintenace [sic] of public 

order. He [Montgomery] will also arrest without warrant, 

all marauders and violators of the law, and hand them over 

to the civil authorities for punishment."~ So large did 

this problem become, that by the end of 1864, one 

Mississippi conscript official estimated the number of 

deserters in the state to be approximately 7,000 men.~ 

Finally, in March, 1865, the legislature of the state 

passed a law giving the governor unrestricted use of the 

militia for the purpose of apprehending deserters.~ 

Not only did southern planters have to fear the 

lawlessness of these deserters, but they increasingly 

complained of outrages committed against them by troops of 

the Confederacy. The discipline of Confederate mounted 

40James W. Silver I ed., "The Breakdown of Morale in 
Central Mississippi in 1864; Letters of Judge Robert S. 
Hudson," Journal of Mississippi History 16 (1954), 116. 

41Special Order 97, RG 27, Vol. 59, MDAH. 

COR, Series IV, Vol. 3, 976. 

~OR, Series I, Vol. 49, 941; Mississippi, Laws, 1865, 
23. 
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cavalry units proved virtually nonexistent, as they simply 

took what they needed from the local populace without 

making even token payments.~ In Georgia, one planter 

complained to his wife that the only difference between the 

Yankees and the Confederate soldiers \'lho robbed him was 

that the Yankees burned his house when they left.4s In 

Louisiana, across the river from the Yazoo Delta, one 

Confederate soldier reported that he heard "the citizens 

denouncing the cavalry and many of them told me that they 

would prefer seeing the Yankees to seeing our cavalry."~ 

Delta planters often wrote the governor, seeking 

relief from problems caused by Confederate troops. Early 

in 1864, one Delta planter wrote Governor Clark, asking 

permission to raise a new militia troop. He informed the 

governor that "the citizens of this County are suffering 

considerable depredations committed by our own soldiers and 

I wish to protect them as soon as I can. ,,47 One group of 

Delta citizens, plagued by a parasitic Confederate officer, 

petitioned Clark to appoint Captain Montgomery sole 

44Ambrose, "Yeoman Discontent," 262. 

45Bell Irven Wiley, ed., "The Confederate Letters of 
John Hagen," Georgia Historical Quarterly 38 (1954), 196. 

~F. Jay Taylor, ed., Reluctant Rebel: The Secret Diary 
of Robert Patrick, 1861-1865 (Baton Rouge, 1959), 132-133. 

~Letter from G. L. Blythe to Governor Charles Clark, 
dated Hernando, DeSoto County, 3 February 1864, in RG 27, 
Vol. 57, MDAH. 



military commander in the Delta.~ Governor Clark, 

acknowledging the problem, wrote Captain Montgomery and 

ordered him "to protect the people against such 
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aggression." "You will not interfere "lith legal arrests," 

continued the governor, "but will protect against all 

illegal and oppressive acts by whomsoever committed and 

will examine the papers of all persons who institute 

arbitrary proceedings by virtue of alleged papers."~ 

By 1865, with the imminent collapse of the 

Confederacy, the presence of state militia in the Delta 

evaporated. Two examples, selected from the governor's 

correspondence, illustrate the waning militia presence in 

the Delta in 1865. The first incident involved Lieutenant 

John R. Carneson, a militia officer, who wrote Governor 

Clark in February, reporting an absence from his unit 

forced by his illness. Upon returning to his unit, 

Carnes on found the men of his command scattered and gone. 

"Where I know not," wrote the officer, "and believing that 

I never will be able to collect them again & that I can be 

of no service to the state with the remnant that is left me 

48Letter from Tho. G. P. She lby, G. Gossy [name 
unclear], J. D. Bureli, and Niles Sisson, M.D., dated 1864, 
RG 27, Vol. 57, MDAH. 

49Letter from Governor Charles Clark to w. E. 
Montgomery, dated Macon, 16 March 1864, in RG 27, Vol. 57, 
MDAH. 
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I beg leave most respectfully to send you my 

resignation. "so 

The second example focuses upon the command of 

captain W. E. Montgomery, the Delta militia commander 

previously discussed in this chapter. By March 1865, just 

two months before the collapse of Confederate resistance in 

the state, the condition of Montgomery's militia troop 

disintegrated to such an extent that the governor ordered 

him to "muster his command for pay and discharge them. ,,51 

Two days later Montgomery received countermanding orders to 

pull togetner the "straggling portions" of militia into a 

new unit that would guard "the Counties of Coahoma, 

Bolivar, and Washington." The new orders instructed 

Montgomery to "place them upon the best footing to repel 

invasion and give protection and security to the people of 

the District. ,,52 No record exists in the governor's 

correspondence to indicate whether the "straggling 

portions" ever came together for any purpose. 

The question of further militia protection under the 

auspices of the Confederate government of Mississippi soon 

SOLetter dated Hd Qrs Montgomery's Battalion, Bolivar 
Co Miss, 1 Feb 1865, RG 27, Vol. 57, MOAH. 

51Special Order 21, dated 10 March 1865, RG 27, Vol. 
58, MOAH. 

~Special Order 25, dated 12 March 1865, RG 27, Vol. 
58, MOAH. 
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became moot, however, for on 4 May 1865, what remained of 

the Confederate army in the state surrendered in Meridian, 

ending armed resistance in the state of Mississippi.~ 

Governor Clark moved rapidly to provide security for 

the state, preservation for his government, and an upper 

hand in bargaining with the Union. First, he ordered the 

Legislature to convene in Jackson immediately. Then, to 

provide stability in the interim between the collapse of 

the Confederacy in the state and the actions of the 

legislature, the governor gave county sheriffs the power to 

preserve the peace and callout the posse comitatus, if 

necessary. He also ordered "the militia [to] keep arms and 

other orders ••. as in time of peace.,,54 

united states Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton, 

fearful of former Confederate state governments 

perpetuating their authority, thwarted this attempt to 

retain power by issuing General Order No. 52. In that 

order Stanton commanded Union officers not to "recognize 

any officer of the Confederate or State Government, within 

~Bearss, Decision in Mississippi, 463; OR, Series I, 
Vol. 49, Pt. I, 612, 1272. 

54Harris, Presidential Reconstruction, 16; the 
proclamation can be found in Walter L. Fleming, (ed.), 
Documentary History of Reconstruction, Political, Military, 
Social, Religious, Educational, and Industrial, 1865 to the 
Present Time (Cleveland: Arthur H. Clark Co., 1906-07), I, 
167; Pereyra, James Lusk Alcorn, 71-72. 
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the limits of [their] command, as authorized to exercise in 

any manner whatever the function of their late offices."H 

Order No. 52 also provided the authority for Brevet 

Brigadier General E. D. Osband, the Union commander in 

charge of Jackson, to demand Governor Clark's surrender of 

his office and the records of the state of Mississippi on 

20 May 1865.~ 

The United states government, through their military 

representatives, moved to expedite the demise of 

Confederate government in the state. Before the 

legislature could convene on 20 May 1865, General Osband 

removed the governor from office. Nevertheless, the 

legislature met in a final attempt to frustrate their 

conquerors. The legislature passed a bill calling for a 

convention and authorizing Clark to appoint commissioners 

to meet with the President of the united states. Moved 

perhaps by the same fears that motivated the actions of 

Edwin stanton, President Johnson ordered General E. R. s. 

Cunby, the commander of the Military Division of west 

Mississippi, to disperse the legislature, which Canby did 

on the following day. with the departure of the 

legislature the last official vestiges of the Confederacy 

SSPleming, Documentary History of Reconstruction, 168. 

~Letter from Osband to Clark, dated Head Quarters Post 
of Jackson, 20 May 1865, RG 27, Vol. 57, MDAH. 
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in the state of Mississippi came to an end. 



CHAPTER THREE 

THE WAR'S EFFECT ON LABOR AND THE COTTON TRADE, 
1863-1864 

63 

The united states government began as early as 1861 

to remedy the effects of Union military action on African-

American labor, often termed the "contraband problem." The 

initial Congressional solution to this problem, the so

called first confiscation act of 6 August 1861, provided 

for the seizure of all property, including slaves, used "in 

aid of the rebellion."l Then during July 1862, even as 

amphibious assaults began to harass the towns of the Delta 

along the Mississippi River, the second confiscation act 

passed through Congress, providing that the slaves of 

anyone supporting the rebellion should be "forever free of 

servitude, and not again held as slaves.,,2 President 

Lincoln, seeking an executive solution, informed the nation 

through the Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation of 

September 1862 that he intended, in January 1863, to free 

all the slaves in any territory then under rebellion to the 

IU.S. statutes at Large, XII, 319, John Hope Franklin, 
The Emancipation Proclamation (Garden city, New York: 
Anchor Books, 1963; reprint, Doubleday & Co., 1965), 17. 

2U.S. statutes at Large, XII, 591, see especially 
section 9; during July and August 1862, amphibious 
operations on the Mississippi River brought fighting to 
Totten's Plantation in Coahoma County (2 August), Austin (2 
August), and Greenville (23 August); 



64 

united states government. 3 

Thus, the black laborers of the Yazoo Delta perceived 

the blue-coated soldiers as an army of liberation, and the 

proximity of Union troops repeatedly undermined slave 

discipline and in many cases brought work in the fields to 

a complete standstill. 4 During the Yazoo Pass expedition 

in April 1863, one soldier of the 33rd Iowa Infantry 

Regiment reported that "whenever the convoy passed one of 

the great plantations ••• the Negroes would flock to the 

landing. ,,5 Just the rumor of Union troops in the 

neighborhood broke down labor discipline in ways that 

astounded white planters and overseers. One overseer in 

the Delta, responding to a disobedient field hand whom he 

ordered to return to work, found himself threatened by the 

slave's daughter and several others slaves wielding axes. 

"I had to run for my life,I:' stated the overseer. 6 

This breakdown of labor control facilitated a great 

exodus of African-Americans from the plantations of the 

3Roy P. Basler, ed., The Collected Works of Abraham 
Lincoln (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University 
Press, 1953), Vol. 5, 434 (hereafter cited as CWL). 

4Leon F. Litwack, Been in the storm So Long: The 
Aftermath of Slavery (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1979), 109. 

SAndrew F. Sperry, History of the 33d Iowa Infantry 
Volunteer Regiment--1863-6 (Des Moines, 1866), 19, quoted 
in Bearss, Decision in Mississippi, 175. 

6Litwack, Been in the Storm So Long, 373. 



Delta. Shortly after federal troops occupied Memphis in 

June 1862, slaves from the cotton plantations in the 

vicinity fled to the Union lines in great numbers. 7 
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Wherever Grant moved, maneuvering to attack Vicksburg from 

the east, African-Americans followed the soldiers in his 

columns and filled their encampments, and many continued to 

corne from the Yazoo Delta." One such Delta refugee, Nat 

Green, testified to a Memphis representative of the 

Freedmen's Bureau that he was raised as a slave in DeSoto 

County, Mississippi, but fled from his master and made his 

way to Memphis after his master refused to pay him wages 

for his work. 9 

The announcement by a Delta planter that he would 

remove his slaves to the interior rather than lose them to 

7Ira Berlin and others, eds., Freedom. A Documentarv 
History of Emancipation. 1861-1867 (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1985), Series I, Vol. I, The Destruction 
of Slavery, 254. 

8George Bentley, A History of the Freedmen's Bureau 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1955), 21; 
Vernon Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi (New York: Harper 
& Row, 1965; originally published, Chapel Hill, University 
of North Carolina Press, 1947), 27; John Eaton, Grant, 
Lincoln, and the Freedmen (New York: Longrnans, 1907), 1; W. 
E. B. DuBois, Black Reconstruction in America, 1860-1880 
(New York: Atheneum, 1969; reprint New York: Atheneum, 
1935), 69-70. 

9Affidavit of Nat. Green, taken 9 October 1865, 
contained in Affidavits and Statements, Series 3545 r 
Memphis, Tennessee Provost Marshall of Freedmen, RG 105, 
National Archives, quoted in Berlin, Destruction of 
Slavery, 326. 



the Union army often precipitated a profuse flight of 

slaves to the federal lines .10 When Jefferson Davis 
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ordered Confederate military authorities to remove all the 

slaves from the vicinity of Union lines in the Delta in 

1863, the planters protested that the execution of such an 

order would "cause the larger portion of the slaves to go 

to the enemy."ll 

Initially, Union military commanders sought to have 

nothing to do with the refugees, excluding them from the 

camp lest they become a burden to troop movement. u The 

Assistant Adjutant General at Memphis wrote in 1862 that 

"if runaway negroes are encouraged we will be overwhelmed 

with them. They would soon eat us out, encumber our march 

& give ground for the assertion that we came south to steal 

IOJ. J. B. Hilliard to Mrs. C. C. Clay, Jr., 21 October 
1863, Duke University Library, Clay Papers; Diary of Betty 
Herndon Maury, 22 July 1862, quoted in Bell Irven Wiley, 
Southern Negroes, 1861-1865. (New York: Rinehart and Co., 
1938; originally published, Yale University Press, 1938), 
7. 

lIRowland, Dunbar, ed., Jefferson Davis, 
Constitutionalist, Letters, Papers and Speeches, 10 vols. 
(Jackson, Mississippi, 1923), 4:84, 92. 

12General Order No. 43, dated Headquarters, 5th 
Division, 18 June 1862, in Orders, W. T. Sherman Papers, 
Generals' Papers and Books, Series 159, RG 94, NA, quoted 
in Berlin, Destruction of Slavery, 278; The War of the 
Rebellion: A compilation of the Official Records of the 
Union and Confederate Armies, 130 vols. (Washington: 
G.P.O., 1880-1901), Series I, Vol. XVII, Pt. II, 15-16 
(hereafter cited as OR) 
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negroes. ,,13 Even with a pressing need for refugee labor to 

assist with the building of fortifications around the city, 

this official noted that if the Union needed laborers, 

"better calIon the Planters & return them '''hen done. ,,14 

But this need for labor, reinforced by the new 

confiscation acts of the u.s. Congress, proved to be the 

turning point in the policy of the federal commanders 

around Memphis. 15 Grant's commanding officer, General 

Henry W. Halleck, ordered Grant and his subordinates in 

August 1862 to take the property of "active rebel 

sympathizers" according to the provisions of the 

confiscation acts. Sherman, commanding a unit of Grant's 

forces at Memphis, issued orders in August 1862 that all 

able-bodied refugees "who apply for work at Fort Pickering, 

will be received and put to work by the Engineer in 

charge .... ,,16 Only days after this action by Sherman, 

Grant himself set the refugees to work in the abandoned 

fields around Grand Junction, Tennessee, deeming most of 

13Asst. Adj t. Gen I I J. H. Hammond to Col. Worthington, 
11 July 1862, Letters Sent, W. T. Sherman Papers, Generals' 
Papers & Books, Sere 159, RG 94, quoted in Berlin, 
Destruction of Slavery, 279. 

14Ibid., note. 

15Berlin, Destruction of Slavery, 256. 

16General Order No. 67, Headquarters, 5th Division, 
Army of the Tennessee, 8 August 1862, Orders, W. T. Sherman 
Papers, Generals' Papers and Books, Series 159, RG 94; 
quoted in Berlin, Destruction of Slavery, .289. 



them unfit for military service." 

John Eaton, chaplain of the Twenty-Seventh Ohio 

Volunteers and later Commissioner of the united states 

Bureau of Education, took over the refugee problem for 

Grant, and began "one of the largest-scale military 

establishments for helping the freedmen."lo Grant ordered 

Eaton on 24 November 1862 to employ African-Americans in 
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"picking, ginning, and baling all cotton now outstanding in 

the fields. ,,19 Eaton put these former slaves to \'lork for 

the government and for private citizens who would hire 

them. 20 So successful did this work at Grand Junction 

prove, that, shortly thereafter, Grant ordered another camp 

organized at corinth, Mississippi. n 

This experiment by U. S. Grant, developed 

17Berlin, Destruction of Slavery, 256; James M. 
McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom: The civil War Era (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 502; OR, Series I, 
Vol. XVII, Pt. I, 150, 470, 471; Bentley, Freedmen's 
Bureau, 21; Ulysses S. Grant, Personal Memoirs of U. S. 
Grant, 2 vols. (New York: Charles L. Webster & Company, 
1885), I:353-54 

lOW. E. B. DUBois, Black Reconstruction in America (New 
York: Atheneum, 1969; reprint, Atheneum, 1935), 69; 
Bentley, Freedmen's Bureau, 21. 

190R, Series I, Vol. LII, Pt. II, 301. 

20Bentley, Freedmen's Bureau 22; Grant, Memoirs, I:354. 

21Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 29; John Eaton, 
Lincoln, Grant, and the Freedmen (New Yor}c: Longmans, 
Green, and Co., 1907; reprint, New York: Negro Universities 
Press, 1969), 31. 
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concurrently with the labor management program of General 

Nathaniel P. Banks in Louisiana, demonstrated that the 

officers of the Union army held greater concern for the 

continuation of the plantation economy of the Delta and the 

maintenance of its labor supply, than for the rights of the 

newly freed slaves. ll Banks, showing his disdain for black 

labor, promised planters that Union officers would insure 

that freedmen met "all conditions of continuous and 

faithful service, respectful deportment, correct 

discipline, and perfect subordination."~ The development 

of such a program held profound import for the Delta, for 

some of the men involved in this early attempt to solve the 

African-American labor problem would eventually head the 

Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands in the 

Yazoo Delta. For example, John Eaton solicited the help of 

Colonel Samuel Thomas, who later received oversight of 

freedmen's affairs in Vicksburg and ultimately commanded 

22Ted Tunnell, Crucible of Reconstruction: War, 
Radicalism, and Race in Louisiana, 1862-1877 (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana state University Press, 1984), 84; for 
information on the program of Banks see OR, Series I, Vol. 
XV, 592-95, 619-621, 666-67; and Vol. XXXIV, Pt. II, 227-
31; Louis S. Gerteis, From Contraband to Freedmen: Federal 
Policy Toward Southern Blacks, 1861-1865 (Westport, Conn., 
1973); William F. Messner, Freedmen and the Ideology of 
Free Labor: Louisiana 1862-1865 (Lafayette, La., 1978); C. 
Peter Ripley, Slaves and Freedmen in civil War Louisiana 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana state University Press, 1976). 

~Bentley, Freedmen's Bureau, 23; OR, Series I, Vol. 
15, 667. 
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the Freedmen's Bureau in Mississippi. M 

ultimately, the Secretary of War dispatched General 

Lorenzo Thomas to the Delta to repopulate land along the 

Mississippi River with a loyal African-American population. 

He accomplished this task by extending and consolidating 

the system of contraband camps initiated by Eaton. Thomas 

facilitated the leasing of abandoned plantations by 

northern entrepreneurs, bringing black laborers from the 

contraband camps and using Union soldiers to guard the 

plantations. The lure of freedom along the banks of the 

Mississippi attracted slaves from the interior of the Delta 

and drew them toward Vicksburg and Memphis.~ General 

Thomas insured the continuation of this experimental scheme 

by obligating the U. S. government to provide for all 

freedmen not hired by private entrepreneurs. The 

government provided superintendents to manage the land and 

black labor, and Union commanders began to expel the 

MBentley, Freedmen's Bureau, 60; Wiley, Southern 
Negroes, 223; Eaton, Grant, Lincoln, and the Freedmen, 165, 
237; John Eaton, Report of the General Superintendent of 
Freedmen, Department of the Tennessee and State of Arkansas 
for 1864 (Memphis, 1865), 3. 

~Chaplain John Eaton, Jr. to H. B. Spelman, 23 May 
1863, Vol. 74, 55-58, Letters Sent by John Eaton, Series 
2027, Gen. Superintendent of Freedmen, Mississippi Asst. 
Commissioner Pre-Bureau Records, RG 105; Bearss, Decision 
in Mississippi, 261-62; The American Cyclopaedia and 
Important Register of Events for the Year 1863 (New York: 
D. Appleton & Company, 1864), 428-429; Raton, Grant, 
Lincoln and the Freedmen, 59-60. 



freedmen from the cities along the river and force them 

back onto the plantations. u Throughout 1863, Union 
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forces, continuing their control of the Mississippi River, 

increased their use of former slaves, adding to their own 

numbers whi.le depleting the resources of the Delta 

planters. 27 The commander of the militia in Coahoma 

County, captain Montgomery, sUbstantiated this buildup of 

black strength among the Union forces. Montgomery informed 

the governor that Colonel Curry, the officer in charge of 

the Maine Brigade which earlier attempted to destroy the 

governor's property, recently burned the smoke house and 

kitchen on Montgomery's plantation in coahoma County. The 

raid, stated the militia commander, was staged by a "gang 

of thieving blackies" under the command of Union troops.2tl 

"I presume," wrote Montgomery, "you are aware that Osburne 

has a regiment of negros [sic] in Washington county, it 

consists mainly of negros, but also 200 white soldiers. I 

UEaton, ibid., 60; Appleton's Cyclopaedia, ibid., 
Litwack, Been in the storm So Long, 375. 

nFor examples of such activity see Kate M. Power, 
undated material for a book titled "First Ladies of 
Mississippi," Zl18m, Mississippi Department of Archives and 
History (hereafter cited as MDAH). Power quoted material 
for this recently written, though unpublished manuscript 
from WPA files at her disposal. 

28W. E. Montgomery to Governor Clark, dated Bolivar 
County, 25 November 1863, RG 27, Vol. 56, MDAH. 
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am informed they intend to place a garrison at Lake 

Bolivar. ,,29 

The Union military needed the agricultural produce 

which such a plan could provide, since Union commanders 

such as Grant and Sherman depended upon forage to supply 

their troops.~ Union troops, foraging for food, landed at 

Clark's plantation early in 1864 and sought corn. Not 

finding sufficient supplies they threatened to go inland, 

but they lacked the manpower to withstand the militia of 

captain Montgomery. In later correspondence, the militia 

commander informed the governor that the Union military 

sought to take Grenada and garrison Yazoo city and then 

flood the area with "negros & Iowa & Illinois speculators 

who are to plant cotton. ,,31 In August, 1864, Montgomery 

informed the governor of planter demands that militia 

troops enter Issaquena county to "break up the Federal 

Farming interest in that section of the county."~ 

The worst fears of plantation owners in the Delta 

2~. E. Montgomery to Governor Clark, dated Bolivar 
County, 28 January 1864, RG 27, Vol. 56, MDAH; the identity 
of the individual called Osburne is not known. 

30Grant, Memoirs, I: 304; OR, Series I, Vol. 10, Pt. II, 
109. 

~w. E. Montgomery to Governor Clark, dated Bolivar 
County, 26 January 1864, RG 27, Vol. 56, MDAH. 

~W. E. Montgomery to Governor Clark, dated 
Headquarters 2nd Battalion Mississippi state Cavalry, 7 
August 1864, RG 27, Vol. 57, MDAH. 
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became reality as African-Americans not only abetted the 

enemies of the state, but aided the lawlessness of 

unscrupulous Confederates. For example, late in 1863, W. 

E. Montgomery informed Governor Clark that one local 

"opportunist" established a woodyard on an island in the 

river and gathered blacks to help him dismantle abandoned 

houses and haul the lumber out to the island.~ Seeing how 

their former bondsmen behaved in the presence of the 

militia, the planters' fears of the African-Americans 

multiplied when the militia withdrew. An anonymous letter 

informed the governor in August that 

since the withdrawal of Major Montgomery's command from 
the county it has been discovered that the negroes on 
several places have manifested an insubordinate and 
rebellious feeling, and many of them have made their 
escape to the enemy, and it is greatly feared that if all 
the men are taken from the county that the remaining 
portion of the population and their property will fall an 
easy prey to the raids of Yankees and negroes now in 
force at the mouth of the White River.~ 

The complaints grew so loud that the governor called 

on J. L. Alcorn, who earlier left the service of the state 

over the problem of control of state militia, to enroll and 

organize a new militia in the counties of Coahoma, Bolivar, 

~. E. Montgomery to Governor Clark, letter dated 
Bolivar County, 3 November 1863, RG 27, Vol. 56, MDAH. 
Montgomery supplied no information about this man, other 
than to call him Milford Coe. 

~Anonymous letter to Governor Clark, . dated Perthshire, 
Bolivar County, 27 August 1864, RG 27, Vol. 57, MDAB. 
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and Washington. 35 The governor asked Alcorn to prevent the 

escape of African-Americans and arrest deserters in those 

counties. Either Alcorn's efforts failed or the problem 

grew worse, because on the 22nd of September, Clark ordered 

Major Montgomery to return to Bolivar county to resume his 

duties there. 36 

The planters who chose to remain in the Delta also 

faced the loss of free access to markets for their 

agricultural products. This loss of markets stimulated a 

thriving illicit trade with the Union soldiers and the 

entrepreneurs who followed them. The Union needed raw 

cotton and food, and the Delta planters sought to retrieve 

their investment in cotton stored on their plantations and 

ripening in their fields. 

The trade carried on along the lines of warfare in 

the South also placed the Lincoln administration in a 

difficult position. Initially, in July 1861, Congress 

authorized the President to declare all commercial 

intercourse with the enemy at an end.~ But Lincoln did 

35Special Order 192, dated 2 September 1864, RG 27, 
Vol. 57, MDAH; Pereyra, Alcorn, 68. 

36Special Order 197, dated 22 September 1864, RG 27, 
Vol. 57, MDAH. 

37U. S. Congress, House Reports, 37th Cong., 3rd Sess., 
"Report of the Joint committee of the Conduct of the War," 
Part 3, 565-66, 584-87; House Executive Documents, 38th 
Cong., 1st Sess., No.3, 23, 40-27. 



not issue such an order until Augu.st, when he prohibited 

all trade with the Confederacy except by special permits 

issued on an individual basis by the Secretary of the 

Treasury.~ The need to stop this trade seemed obvious to 

many connected with the northern government, since 

estimates placed the value of the trade through Memphis 

alone at "half a million dollars .•• each week," and 
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commanders around that city felt that "Rebel armies on both 

sides of the Mississippi obtained the equivalent strength 

of 50,000 men as a result of the trade."~ 

While the enemy undoubtedly gained strength from such 

trade, Lincoln also knew that the lack of raw cotton idled 

an estimated 3,000,000 to 4,500,000 spindles in the 

North.@ Lincoln could not afford to ignore such a 

38E. Merton Coulter, "The Effects of Secession Upon the 
Commerce of the Mississippi Valley," Mississippi Valley 
Historical Review 3 (1916), 289-90; A. Sellew Roberts, "The 
Federal Government and Confederate Cotton," American 
Historical Review 32 (1927), 263; Joseph H. Parks, "A 
Confederate Trade Center under Federal Occupation: Memphis, 
1862 to 1865," Journal of Southern History 7 (1941), 290; 
James D. Richardson, ed., A Compilation of the Messages and 
Papers of the Presidents, 1789-1897, 10 vols. (Washington, 
D.C.: The Bureau of National Literature, 1896-1899), VI:37-
38. 

39Thomas H. 0' Connor, "Lincoln and the Cotton Trade," 
civil War History 7 (1961), 31; OR, Series I, Vol. LII, Pt. 
I, 331; Series I, Vol. XLI, Pt. 4, 786. 

~Dane Yorke, The Men and Times of Pepperell (Boston, 
1945), 46; The Courier (Charleston, S.C.), 30 November and 
9 December 1861, both quoted in O'Connor, "Cotton Trade," 
23. 
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pressing economic problem, regardless of the ideological 

issues involved. Whether he wished to involve himself in 

the solution, he found himself inundated with mill owners's 

and garment makers's complaints. The President devoted so 

much time to this problem that he felt "if an intelligent 

angel from heaven could corne down and watch the goings-on 

in this office, I think he should corne to the conclusion 

that this war was being prosecuted for obtaining cotton 

from the South for Northern Mills! ,,41 

Faced with such a need for raw cotton, the federal 

government began exerting pressure on military commanders 

in 1862 to "get out all cotton possible from the South." 

Union commanders, such as U. S. Grant, resisted this 

pressure, knowing that Union funds used to purchase 

Confederate cotton subsequently purchased Confederate 

weapons and ammunition. 42 In 1864, disregarding the 

complaints from generals such as Grant, Lincoln renewed his 

orders to his new "General-in Chief," Henry Halleck, 

ordering the army to see that "all possible facilities are 

~Carl Sandberg, Abraham Lincoln: The War Years (New 
YorJc: Harcourt, Brace, and Co., 1939, reprint of 1936 ed.), 
III, 338. 

42Grant, Memoirs, I, 331; OR, Series I, Vol. XVII, Pt. 
II, 123, 155. 



afforded for getting out cotton ..• into the market."e 

Because those with permits to carryon trade within 

Confederate lines could realize considerable wealth, the 

Lincoln administration received myriad applications for 

such documents. M One historian estimated that with a 

minimum investment of $100.00 in U. S. currency, a 

speculator could make a profit of $1,846.50.~ Such a 

profit seems a common occurrence, for in 1864, Congress 
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estimated that between $20,000,000 and $30,000,000 worth of 

supplies had passed through Memphis into the Mississippi 

Delta region. 46 

But even such attempts to legalize the trade did not 

stop the voluminous illegal trade which continued unabated. 

U. S. Grant, frustrated by his attempts to stop this 

illegal trade with the enemy, wrote to Salmon P. Chase that 

43o'Connor, "Lincoln and the Cotton Trade," 28; John T. 
Morse, ed., The Diary of Gideon Wells, 2 vols. (Boston, 
1911), I:511. 

MO'Connor, "Lincoln and the Cotton Trade," 25. 
Numerous examples of petitions for trade with the 
Confederacy made to Lincoln exist, see CWL VI, 307, 540; 
VII, 178, 342; VIII, 73, 177, 185, 196, 199, and 210. For 
examples of permits see CWL VIII, 221, 230, 243, 330. 

4SLudwell Johnson, "Trading with the Union. The 
Evolution of Confederate Policy," The Magazine of History 
and Biography 78 (1970), 638. Johnson derived his figures 
from U. S. Congress, House Reports, 38th Cong., 2d Sess., 
No. 24, 18, 20, 22. 

46U. S. Congress, Congressional Globe, 38th Cong., 1st 
Sess., 3324 (28 July 1864). 
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"no honest man has made money in west Tennessee in the last 

year, whilst many fortunes have been made there during that 

time."~ Historian Thomas O'Connor wrote that 

ambitious men made their way into the lines, through the 
lines, around the lines, and behind the lines; sending 
their precious cargo northward in carts, trucks, barges, 
flatboats, and steamers; with Treasury permits, forged 
permits, counterfeit permits, or usually, with no permits 
at all. 48 

A Union officer, Major General James B. McPherson, 

suggested that the Union government either regulate the 

trade or throw open the trade to all merchants, thereby 

"depriving the rogues of their profitable monopoly. ,,49 

Confederate leadership also wrestled with the problem 

of trading with the enemy. Early in the war, on 21 May and 

2 August 1861, the Confederate Congress passed laws 

regulating the export of cotton, tobacco, sugar, rice, 

molasses, syrup, and naval stores. w Later, in April 1862, 

the Confederate Congress prohibited even the movement of 

470R, Series I, Vol. XXIV, Pt. III, 538. 

48o'connor, "Lincoln and the Cotton Trade," 29. 

4~cPherson to Major General S. A. Hurlbut, 8 December 
1863, in OR, Series I, Vol. XXXI, Pt. III, 361. 

~aphael P. Thian, comp., Extracts of the Journals of 
the Provisional Congress and the First and Second 
Congresses of the Confederate states of America, on 
~egislation Affecting Finance, Revenue, and Commerce, 1861-
1865, Appendix--Part I (Washington, 1880), 52, 110, 185, 
198, 201, quoted in Johnson, "Trading \oJith the Union," 310; 
Coulter, Confederate State of America, 286; Appleton's 
Cyclopedia, 1861, 165. 



cotton toward any area of the Confederacy held by the 

enemy.51 In 1863, Confederate secretary of state Judah P. 

Benjamin stated publicly that the members of the Davis 

administration "were unwilling for one bale of cotton to 

reach the enemy under any circumstances, for any purpose, 

or with any guarantees. ,,52 
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In reality, the Confederate government could not 

limit this trade in any effective manner. So pervasive did 

the trade become throughout the South, that the Confederate 

Secretary of War, James A. Seddon, forbade military 

commanders to arrest individuals coming through the lines 

unless they suspected such persons of espionage. Seddon 

stated that the military had no right to seize private 

property and that the prosecution of contraband traders was 

the business of civil, not military, authorities.~ By 

1865, facing imminent collapse and ruin, the Confederacy 

promoted private trade with the enemy to obtain Union 

currency with which to purchase supplies.~ 

510R, Series IV, Vol. I, 1077; Johnson, "Trading with 
the Union," 311. 

~Judah P. Benjamin to B. Duncan, 14 March 1863, 
container 63, State Department, Confederate Papers, quoted 
in Johnson, "Trading \vi th the Union," 315. 

~OR, Series I, XVII, Part II, 839-840; Vol. XXIV, Part 
III, 635; Vol. LII, Part II, 460-461, 465; Vol. LII, 850-
851; Series IV, Part II, 547-548. 

~James D. Richardson, Messages and Papers of the 
Confederacy (Nashville, 1906), I:545-546 .. 
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Confederate authorities, much like Union leadership, 

experienced the problem of illegal trade in the Yazoo 

Delta. Moreover, only a very radical plan could slow down 

the trade with the enemy taking place in the Delta. The 

geography of the area, together with a lack of adequate 

manpower, hampered efforts to stop the unauthorized trade 

in cotton. Captain W. E. Montgomery, previously mentioned 

as head of the militia forces in the Delta, suggested 

several methods for discouraging the local planters from 

collusion with Union cotton purchasers. He proposed, for 

example, the confiscation of the horses and mules of those 

boarding Union boats unless they went aboard under a flag 

of truce. Ultimately, conceded the captain, there was no 

way to block the trade with the enemy's gun boats save 

"arresting the parties and sending them to Hd Qrs & burning 

all the cotton in the county except enough for spinning 

purposes. "55 

The last Confederate governor of Mississippi, Charles 

Clark, never favored confiscation as a deterrent to the 

illegal trade carried on in the Delta. Like Seddon, Clark 

believed that the military had no right to seize private 

property. Indeed, when one militia officer attempted 

55Letter from W. E. Montgomery to Governor Clark, dated 
Bolivar County, 11 November 1863, RG 27, Vol. 56, MDAR. 
The Confederate Congress made provision for the burning of 
cotton in danger of falling into enemy hands, cf. 
Appleton's Cyclopedia, 1862, 259. 
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confiscation as a solution to the problem of illicit trade, 

Clark quickly condemned the action as an abuse of private 

property. The officer seized the team of Mrs. Martha 

Cragin in December, 1863, ostensibly because the woman used 

it in illegal trade. Mrs. Cragin wrote the governor of her 

"impression that citizens were allowed to take cotton to 

the lines to exchange for salt, cards, and other 

necessaries of which we are in very great need." When she 

and her neighbors approached the enemy lines for that 

purpose, "the pickets overtook us crossing the river, 

burned our cotton, confiscated our drivers, wagons and 

teams. ,,56 

Responding to this plea, Clark wrote a letter to 

General Joseph E. Johnston, recently appointed by Jefferson 

Davis as commander of the newly formed Western 

Department. 57 He also wrote an apology to the victim. In 

that letter Clark told Mrs. Cragin he would "endeavor to 

procure the release of your team, which I have no doubt I 

will do as the military authorities have no right to detain 

56Letter from Martha Cragin to Governor Clark, dated 
Oxford, Mississippi, 28 November 1863, RG 27 vol. 56, MDAH. 

~Emory M. Thomas, The Confederate Nation, 1861-1865 
(New York: Harper and ROw, 1979), 576, 259; McPherson, 
Battle Cry of Freedom, 681. Johnston assumed command of 
the Western Department, encompassing the region between 
Mississippi and the Appalachians, on 24 November 1863. 
Shortly thereafter, on 16 December, Johnston too]c command 
of the Army of Tennessee, relieving General Braxton Bragg. 
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it. carrying cotton to the enemy is an offense against the 

law and cannot be permitted. Confiscating private property 

by military power is also without law and equally 

reprehensible.,,5lJ 

While Clark tacitly promoted illegal trade in cotton, 

the united states government further exacerbated the 

Confederate problems by issuing permits to many "loyal" 

merchants and farmers on the Mississippi River to carryon 

trade with the United states government. A Delta planter 

need only take an oath of allegiance to obtain such a 

license. 59 The contents of the oaths varied widely, often 

composed on the whim of the military commander seeking to 

regulate the trade.~ After the announcement of Lincoln's 

"Proclamation of Amnesty and Reconstruction," on 8 December 

1863, a standardized oath, penned by the President in that 

document, became the most widely used test of loyalty. 61 

This effort by the Union to control who would profit 

from the cotton trade simply engendered yet another form of 

5lJLetter from Governor Clark to Mrs. Martha cragin, 
dated the Executive Office, Columbus, Mississippi, 6 
December 1863, RG 27, Vol. 56, MDAH. 

590R, Series I, Vol. XXXI, Pt. III, 361; Vol. XXXIX, 
Pt. II, 27-28; Vol. LII, Pt. I, 303; McPherson, Battle Cry 
of Freedom, 620; Coulter, Confederate state of America, 
286. 

~Harold M. Hyman, "Deceit in Dixie," civil War History 
3 (1957), 66. 

~Richardson, Messages and Papers, VI:213ff. 
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illegal activity in union held areas. The u.s. Treasury 

Department, seeking to stem abuses, appointed officials to 

administer the oaths and issue the permits. But in 

Memphis, for example, anyone, regardless of past loyalties, 

could purchase such a permit from corrupt officials at 

prices ranging from $500 up.~ The trade in illegal 

permits flourished in northern Mississippi, with some 

corrupt treasury officials estimating a profit of $65,000 

in one six-month period.~ 

The commander of the Herdon Rangers, Captain W. E. 

Montgomery, reported to the governor of the planters' 

willingness to trade with the enemy. He wrote to Governor 

Clark that "it looks hard to me to see people taking the 

oath and placing themselves under the protection of the 

Yankees and living in plenty, when those who are true to 

the county have to be burned out and their families to 

suffer.,,64 But with the price of cotton, going from ten 

cents to a dollar per pound and the price of salt jumping 

from $1.25 to $60 a sack, stopping such trade became 

~OR, Series I, Vol. XVII, Part II, 158; John M. 
Keating and o. F. Vedder, History of the city of Memphis 
and Shelby County, Tennessee, 2 Vols. (Syracuse, 1888), I, 
517, quoted in Parks, "A Confederate Trade Center," 293. 

~One Memphis resident reported his experiences with 
such corruption, in John Hallum, The Diary of an Old Lawyer 
(Nashville: Southwestern Publishing House, 1895), 280-87. 

64Letter from W. E. Montgomery to Governor Clark, dated 
Bolivar County, 11 November 1863, RG 27, Vol. 56, MDAH. 



impossible. 6S 

The high price of cotton demoralized many Delta 

planters during the course of the war.~ An example of 
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this demoralization occurs in the correspondence of a 

prominent Coahoma County planter, former militia general, 

and future Republican governor of the state of Mississippi, 

James Lusk Alcorn. Alcorn estimated that he could realize 

more than $20,000 if he sold all the cotton he possessed, 

to cotton smugglers, rather than allow its confiscation by 

either the Union or Confederate governments. Alcorn 

related to his wife that he.saw four-hundred bales of 

cotton sold and fully fifty men openly participating in 

such illegal activity one evening at Delta, a river landing 

four miles north of Friar's Point, very close to Alcorn's 

plantation. Although Alcorn eventually sold his cotton 

illegally, the most telling feature of this correspondence 

shows a Delta planter, caught in the midst of war, openly 

acknowledging the sale of goods to the enemy of his nation, 

and touting "defiance, pride, and optimism concerning his 

personal future. ,,67 

By the end of 1864, then, the unstable conditions 

engendered by the civil War altered the plantation economy 

~cPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 620. 

~Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi, 31. 

~Pereyra, James Lusk Alcorn, 63. 
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of the Yazoo Delta and motivated the planters to take 

sometimes radical measures to ensure their economic success. 

The loss of the stabilizing power of the state militia, 

coupled with the chaos engendered by illegal trade and the 

influx of large numbers of deserters, led the planters to 

look for new, unproven, and sometimes illegal means to 

restore their lost control. Ironically, as subsequent 

chapters will show, the Union army provided one of the best 

solutions at stabilizing the broken plantation economy of 

the Yazoo Delta. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE ARMY AND THE FREEDMEN'S BUREAU, 1865-1867: 
PLANTER AGENTS OR FREEDMEN ADVOCATES? 

Generations of historians, relying upon diaries, 

newspapers, and other contemporary sources, have related 

the story of devastation and poverty brought upon the South 

by the civil War. Moreover, census data from the Delta 

tends to confirm the many stories of loss and subsequent 

poverty. The value of agricultural property for the eight 

counties compromising the Delta decreased by almost 

$21,000,000 between the 8th and 9th census. Less 

drastically, the value of livestock dropped nearly 

$707,000. 1 Similarly, the levee system, requiring constant 

maintenance and attention, suffered tremendous destruction 

from both combatants and disregard. U. S. Grant reported 

in March 1862, that the levees in the Delta "were neglected 

and broken in many places, and the whole country was 

covered with water. 112 

lcompiled from U. S. Bureau of the Census, Eighth 
Census of the united states, 1860, Agriculture, 84; U. S. 
Bureau of the Census, Ninth Census of the united states, 
1870, Table IV, Productions of Agriculture, 184. 

2Ulysses S. Grant, Personal Memoirs of U. S. Grant, 2 
vols. (New York: Charles L. Webster & Company), 1:382. 
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Added to this destruction of property, the reported 

lack of investment capital crippled the efforts of Delta 

planters to rebuild. Delta newspapers bemoaned the failure 

of the cotton crops in 1866 and 1867, both financed with 

borrowed money.3 Crop failures, coupled with unstable 

conditions, drove a great deal of investment capital to the 

West, where the returns on such investment seemed more 

sure. 4 

But with all these woes, the planters of the Delta 

continued to plant cotton successfully. One planter in the 

Delta related, despite all the destruction by the Union 

army in the Delta, that "the high prices obtained in the 

fall of 1865 ••. enable[d] the bulk of our farmers to pay 

expenses and to stimulate increased and enlarged exertions 

to make a still larger crop in 1867.,,5 Although landowners 

complained that they could barely pay the taxes on land, 

and feared that they would have to abandon large tracts 

from inability to pay assessments, they retained enough 

control to keep most freedmen from owning land. 6 Whitelaw 

3The People's Press (Hernando), 19 December 1867. 

4Daily Clarion (Jackson), 23 February 1867; Walter 
Goodman to Governor Humphreys, dated 19 November 1865, RG 
27, Vol. 65, MDAH. 

5rbid. 

6The People's Press (Hernando), 25 July 1867; James L. 
Roark, Master without Slaves: Southern Planters in the 
civil War and Reconstruction (New York: W. W. Norton, 
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Reid stated that in the Mississippi Valley in 1866 "the 

feeling against any ownership of the soil by negroes is so 

strong, that the man who would sell small tracts to them 

would be in actual personal danger ••• even the renting of 

small tracts to them is held to be unpatriotic and unworthy 

of a good citizen.,,7 

Despite widely reported devastation of property, some 

Freedmen's Bureau officials concluded such reported 

misrepresented the situation in a manner beneficial to 

planter interests. Colonel Samuel Thomas, mentioned as 

Chaplain John Eaton's assistant in chapter three, sent out 

representatives of the Freedmen's Bureau in August 1865 to 

investigate reports of widespread destitution. Thomas, who 

reportedly sided with the planters in arguments about 

African-American labor efficiency and who was "personally 

pleasant to the planters," penned a surprising report to 

his superior, General o. o. Howard. 8 Thomas related that 

his officers didn't report "any very great amount of 

1977), 142; Michael Wayne, The Reshaping of Plantation 
Society: The Natchez District, 1860-1880 (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1983), 123. 

7Whitelaw Reid, After the War: A Southern Tour 
(cincinatti: Moore, Wilstach, and Baldwin, 1866, reprint, 
New York: Harper and Row, 1965), 564-65. 

3Daily Clarion (Jackson), 3 March and 25 March 1866; 
Vernon Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi (New York: Harper 
& Row, 1965; originally published, Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1947), 77-78. 
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suffering," despite going into various parts of the state. 

"Provisions are more abundant than we expected," stated the 

colonel, "and if there are ••. starving Mississippians, it 

is surprising that Mississippians should let them starve, 

when there is so much of sUbsistence in the country." The 

reports of poverty and destitution arriving in Washington, 

in the opinion of the assistant commissioner, arose from 

the desire of the southern people to "regard the government 

as an enemy from which it is best to sponge all they can," 

or, he continued, "because they wish to impress the north 

wi th the idea that the coercion of the sou·th is an 

expensive luxury.,,9 

In other words, the prospect of recovery for white 

Delta planters appeared good in 1865, if only they could 

find a way to maintain a cheap, docile labor supply. 

Colonel Thomas projected in July 1865 that although the 

labor of the freedmen would cost the planters dearly in the 

coming year, the laborers would produce "a crop in the 

Southern states that will be worth a fortune to the owners 

of the soil. ,,10 

9Colonel Samuel Thomas to General O. O. Howard, dated 
31 August 1865, Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned 
Lands, Mississippi, Letters Sent, M-286, Reel 1 (hereafter 
cited as BRFAL). 

10Colonel Samuel Thomas to General O. O. Howard r dated 
27 July 1865, BRFAL, Mississippi, Letters Sent, M-826, Reel 
1. 
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Labor indeed became the prime concern, for Delta 

planters never became obsessed with land ownership, since 

their title to the land remained secure. 1I until recently, 

many historians contended that the civil War and its 

aftermath displaced southern planters. i2 Newer studies, by 

Johnathan Wiener, Kenneth Greenberg, and Michael Wayne, 

have cast considerable doubt upon this interpretation. In 

the areas studied, Alabama, Adams County, and the Natchez 

District, the civil War barely affected planter persistence 

rates. 13 Even in areas where the federal government gave 

confiscated land to freedmen, as in Davis Bend, the land 

reverted to its former owners by 1867. Four. of the 

plantations at Davis Bend reverted to their owners when 

IIFor a discussion of this theme, see Walter L. 
Fleming, "Forty Acres and a Mule," North Atlantic Review 
183 (1906), 729; LaWanda F. Cox, "Promise of Land for the 
Freedmen," Mississippi Valley Historical Review 45 (1958), 
435; William N. Parker, "The South in the National Economy, 
1865-1970," Southern Economic Journal 46 (1980), 1024. 

12See Fred A. Shannon, The Farmer's Last Frontier: 
Agriculture, 1860-1897 (New York: Farrar & Rinehart, 1945), 
80; Clement Eaton, The Waning of the Old South 
civilization, 1860-1880's (Athens: University of Georgia 
Press, 1968), 153. 

13Jonathan Wiener, social origins of the Ne\oJ South: 
Alabama 1860-1885 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana state University 
Press, 1978), 8-16; Kenneth S. Greenberg, "The civil War 
and the Redistribution of Land: Adams County, Mississippi, 
1860-1870," Agricultural History 52 (1978), 292; Michael 
Wayne, The Reshaping of Plantation Society: The Natchez 
District, 1860-1880 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana state 
University Press, 1983), 86-91. 



they received presidential pardons in 1865, and the last 

plantation, reverted to Joseph Davis in 1867. 14 

91 

The new status of African-Americans at the end of the 

war simply compelled the Delta planters to seek some means 

other than slavery to control the existing labor suppy and 

force the freedmen back to the plantations. The state 

government, although willing to help, found itself in total 

disarray at the end of the war with the ejection of the 

governor and the flight of the legislature. Thus, the 

planters turned to the united states government, and 

particularly, that agency of the government known as the 

Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands. ls 

The policies pursued by the Union after the war, 

formulated to produce a northern-style free-labor economy 

in the South, actually created a virtual partnership with 

14U. S. Congress, Senate, Senate Executive Documents, 
39th Cong., 1st Sess., No. 27, 39; U. S. Congress, Senate, 
Senate Executive Documents, 39th Cong., 2nd Sess., No.6, 
99; William G. Harris, Presidential Reconstruction in 
Mississippi (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1967), 89; Vernon Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi (New 
York: Harper & ROw, 1965; originally published, Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1847), 41; Janet 
Sharp Hermann, The Pursuit of a Dream (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1981), 61-218. 

IScongress established the Bureau of Refugees, 
Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, or Freedmen's Bureau, on 3 
March 1865; U. S. Statutes at Large, Vol. XIII, 507. 
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the white planters. 16 A number of historians surmise that 

appointed government officials generally sympathized with 

the planters and aided their efforts to secure and maintain 

a stable labor force for the planting season. 17 One 

example of such collusion comes from the commander of the 

Military Division of West Mississippi in May 1865, Major 

General Peter J. Osterhaus. The general admonished the 

freedmen to remain on the plantations of their former 

masters and labor faithfully, while promising the planters 

of the Delta that the Union would preserve the labor supply 

upon which the planters depended. Osterhaus then 

dispatched provost marshals throughout the Delta to ensure 

compliance with his orders .18 

Following the guidelines of General Osterhaus, 

William E. Bayley, the provost marshall appointed to 

16George D. Humphrey, "The Failure of the Mississippi 
Freedmen's Bureau, 1865-1867," Journal of Southern History 
45 (1983),25. 

17Harris, Presidential Reconstruction, 94; William S. 
McFeely, Yankee Stepfather: General o. O. Howard and the 
Freedmen (New York: W. W. Norton, 1986); c. Peter Ripley, 
Slaves and Freedmen to civil War Louisiana (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana state University Press, 1976); Leon F. Litwack, 
Been in the Storm So Long: The Aftermath of Slavery (New 
York: Alfred Knopf, 1979); Lawrence N. Powell, New Nation: 
Northern Planters During the civil War and Reconstruction 
(New Haven, 1980); Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America's 
Unfinished Revolution (New York: Harper & ROw, 1988), 153. 

180sterhaus published these instructions in General 
Order No. 57, printed in the Meridian Daily Clarion, 21 
June 1865; Harris, Presidential Reconstruction, 94. 
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Bolivar County, informed the planters in his area that they 

must immediately make written contracts with their servants 

and register those contracts with his office. "After said 

contracts are registered," the new provost marshal wrote, 

the united states government would ensure that lithe servant 

remains for the time contracted and faithfully performs his 

duty. 1119 

This system of preference for the interests of the 

planters intimated that white northern leadership felt no 

desire to make any great sacrifice on behalf of the black 

race. 20 Tied to the land by fiat, provided only nominal 

assistance, the freedmen made contracts with their former 

masters of dire necessity.21 In fact, wrote William s. 

McFeely, the labor contract restored the planter's "ancient 

prerogative of determining the rules by which they and 

their negroes were to live."n Thus, under Union 

190rder No.1, issued by Colonel and Provost Marshal 
Wm. E. Bayley, dated 22 June 1865, Headquarters, Bolivar's 
Landing, RG 27, Vol. 61a, Mississippi Department of 
Archives and History (hereafter cited as MDAH); Harris, 
Presidential Reconstruction, 94. 

2~umphrey, "Failure of the Mississippi Freedmen's 
Bureau," 25. 

21McFeely, Yankee stepfather, 160; Foner, 
Reconstruction, 135. 

nMcFeely, Yankee Stepfather, 152. For examples of 
abuse of the contract system, see the contract between J. 
C. Gillespie and Freedmen, Sunflower County, 21 May 1865, 
or contracts between E. W. Dale and Freedmen, Tunica 
County, 20 January 1865, both in BRFAL, Mississippi, Labor 



authority, freedmen throughout the South in 1865 were 

forced to swear to "perfect obedience," to be "prompt and 

faithful," and to maintain deference. 23 In other 

contracts, the federal officers promised to enforce upon 

the freedmen "all conditions of continuous and faithful 

service, respectful deportment, correct discipline, and 

perfect subordination.,,24 Ultimately, this system, which 

seemingly promised the newly freed slave a free-labor 

economy and hope of independence, proved a cruel 

delusion. 25 

with the cessation of hostilities and with agencies 

such as the Freedmen's Bureau supplying partial labor 

94 

stability, the need for a large Union military presence in 

the Delta dwindled. The federal government, therefore, 

chose to muster out white, northern troops and return them 

to their homes. To provide nominal security and to ensure 

enforcement of the regulations imposed by the Freedmen's 

contracts of Freedmen, Roll 50; or contract between Mr. 
Lusk and Freedmen! Yazoo county, 1 June 1865, in BRFAL, 
Mississippi, Labor Contracts of Freedmen, Roll 43. 

23George H. Heyward, Seed from Madagascar (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1937), 140, quoted in 
Leon Litwack, Been in the Storm So Long, 409. 

24The War of the Rebellion: A compilation of the 
Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies, 130 
vols. (Washington: G.P.O., 1880-1901), Series I, Vol. XV, 
667 (hereafter cited as OR). 

~Litwack, Been in the Storm So Long, 405. 
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Bureau, northern commanders and Bureau officials retained 

black troops, recruited from the local area, to patrol the 

Yazoo Delta. When the sixteenth Corps, stationed at 

Vicksburg, mustered out on 1 August 1865, less than one-

half of the 13,873 Union soldiers remaining in the state 

were white. 26 

Claiming that this withdrawal of troops left entire 

areas of the state with no federal troops whatsoever, the 

newly appointed provisional governor, William L. Sharkey, 

sought to resurrect the state militia. Ostensibly, the 

governor wanted militia troops to curb a rising tide of 

lawlessness reportedly sweeping the state. In August 1865, 

therefore, Sharkey instructed each county in the state to 

raise new militia companies. 27 Seeking to avoid the 

appearance of renewed rebellion, Sharkey originally 

attempted to use the militia already enrolled by the 

federal government to keep the peace, assuming that the 

26U. S. Congress, "Regular and Volunteer Army," House 
Executive Documents, 39th Cong., No. 71, Pt. 3; James E. 
Sefton, The united states Army in Reconstruction, 1865-1877 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana state University Press, 1967), 
Appendix B, 261. 

27Daily Clarion (Meridian), 25 August 1865; Coahomian 
(Friar's Point), 22 September 1865; Letter from Major 
General Osterhaus, dated Headquarters, Northern District, 
21 August 1865, RG 27, Vol. 62, MDAH. 



federal government could hardly protest the use of troops 

raised at its behest.u 
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When General Osterhaus, the commander of the northern 

district of Mississippi, objected strenuously to the 

raising of militia, Sharkey attempted to document the 

alleged lawlessness and apparent inability of the small 

contingent of Union troops to keep the peace in the 

unpatrolled regions of the state. 29 In his correspondence 

with General Osterhaus, the governor related that "for 

twelve of fifteen consecutive nights, passengers traveling 

in the stages between here [Jackson] and Vicksburg have 

been robbed, and these things have occurred within twelve 

or fifteen miles of your own headquarters. ,,30 In a 

subsequent letter, Sharkey stated nebulously that "people 

are being robbed and other outrages are being committed." 

Connecting the lawlessness to problems with the freedmen, 

Sharkey claimed mismanagement by the Freedmen's Bureau, to 

the extent that "the negroes are bold in their threats, and 

UJames Allen to Governor William Sharkey, dated 
vicksburg, 11 July 1865, RG 27, Vol. 61b, MDAH; James S. 
Allen Papers, Z1239, Box 2, folder 17, MDAH; Harris, 
Presidential Reconstruction, 72. 

29Letter from Major General Osterhaus to Governor 
Sharkey, dated Headquarters Northern District of 
Mississippi, 21 August 1865, RG 27, Vol. 62, MDAH. 

30Letter from Sharkey to Osterhaus, dated 22 August 
1865, RG 27, vol. 62, MDAH. 



the people are afraid. ,,31 Finally, the governor reminded 

the general that President Johnson gave him the authority 

to raise militia if he judged it necessary.32 

Sharkey's jurisdiction in this matter rested on a 
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conversation which he held with President Johnson shortly 

before he took his position in Mississippi. If Johnson did 

give such authority to Sharkey, General Osterhaus, alarmed 

at the thought of former Confederate soldiers recalled and 

rearmed, subsequently prohibited this calling of the 

Mississippi militia on 24 August 1865, claiming a state of 

martial law precluded the governor from recourse to such 

action.~ Shar]cey deftly responded that if martial law did 

exist, the establishment of the provisional government in 

the state surely removed it. 34 

The matter now moved up through the chain of command 

to Major General Henry W. Slocum, the new commander of the 

31Letter from Gov. sharkey to Andrew Johnson, dated 20 
August 1865, in Johnson Papers, S.l, P.3. 

32sharkey to Osterhaus, dated 22 Aug 1865, RG 27, Vol. 
62, MDAH; Sefton, united states Army and Reconstruction, 
27. 

~u. S. Congress, Senate, "Documents on the Condition 
of the South," Senate Executive Documents, 39th Cong., 1st 
Sess., No.2, 62-63; Harris, Presidential Reconstruction, 
73-74. 

34Sefton, u. S. Armv and Reconstruction, 37; U. S. 
Congress, Senate, "Correspondence with Provisional 
Governors," Senate Executive Documents, 39th Cong., 1st 
Sess., No. 26, 59-60. 
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Department of Mississippi and Osterhaus's superior 

officer. 35 At an earlier date Slocum gave Sharkey just 

such authority to raise the militia which he now claimed.~ 

Now, in a show of support for his subordinate, Slocum 

reversed his previous stance and asked his superiors to 

order Sharkey to rescind his proclamation calling for 

militia troops.~ 

Sensing defeat, Sharkey wrote President Johnson, 

asking the president to intercede with the Union military 

authorities on his behalf. Sharkey informed the president 

that he attempted to raise the militia to "satisfy the 

people," who feared the freedmen might revolt to obtain 

land. The president, overruling his subordinates, finally 

sided with Governor Sharkey and ordered General Slocum to 

rescind the order banning militia organizations within the 

state. 

Winning support on this issue emboldened the white 

Delta planters to call for redress of other supposed 

grievances, particularly complaints concerning African-

35Slocum replaced Osterhaus as commander of the 
Department of Mississippi on 23 June 1865, OR, Series I, 
Vol. 48, Serial 102, 990. 

~Colonel L. M. Hall to Governor Sharkey, dated 1 
August 1865, RG 27, Vol. 62, MDAH. 

37Andrew Johnson to Governor Sharkey, 24 August 1865, 
RG 27, Vol. 62, MDAH; U. S. Congress, Senate Executive 
Documents, "Condition of the South," 39th Cong., 1st Sess., 
No.2, 62-63. 



American troops stationed in the Delta. According to 

military statistics supplied to Congress by President 

Johnson in January, 1866, Union forces in the state 
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consisted of 338 black officers, and 8,784 black enlisted 

troops in a total force of 10,193 troops.~ Delta planters 

demanded the troops' removal, claiming they made "false 

representations" and gave the freedmen "seditious advice, 

thus disturbing the laborers. ,,39 

There is evidence, however, that the planters 

fabricated the claims of "seditious advice" to justify 

their demands for troop withdrawal. Brevet Major General M. 

F. Fosa, writing to a planter in Panola County, stated that 

the presence of black Union troops did not agitate the 

freedmen, but rather their withdrawal excited the African-

Americans. "If you have happened to notice the movements of 

troops in the state," wrote the general, "has it struck you 

that the apprehension of danger comes just as a 

considerable portion of the troops has been withdrawn, and 

38U. S. Congress, House, House Executive Documents, 
"Regular and Volunteer Army", 39th Cong., 1st sess., No. 
71, 3; James W. Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1901; reprint, Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana state University Press, 1968), 104, note 2; James 
E. Sefton wrote that by December, 1865, only one of the 
twelve infantry regiments in Mississippi was white, U.s. 
Army and Reconstruction, 52. 

~General Q. A. Gillmore to General Lorenzo Thomas, 20 
August 1865, Dept. of the South, 15, RG 98, National 
Archives, quoted in Sefton, united states Army in 
Reconstruction, 52. 
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the rest contracted into fewer posts? •• The connection of 

events would show a possibility that the withdrawal of 

troops, rather than their presence, is creating uneasiness 

among the freedmen. ,,40 Samuel Thomas stated that "nearly 

all the dissatisfaction that now exists among the Freedmen 

is caused by the abusive conduct of the militia." The 

militia, wrote this Freedmen's Bureau official, "has 

assisted to paralyze labor" and sworn "that in their 

counties, no negro who did not work for his old master, and 

no Yankee[,] could live."~ 

Even when a governor more sympathetic to planter 

complaints took office on 2 October 1865 under the auspices 

of the new Johnson plan for reconstruction, complaints 

about black Union troops continued to arrive in Jackson. 

Before Benjamin Humphreys settled into his new mansion, a 

Delta legislative group arrived in Jackson with an appeal 

to relieve the State of the "evil incident to the obnoxious 

presence of an 'unbleached American' soldiery and military 

rule. ,,42 Seeking to assuage such continuing complaints, 

Humphreys appointed a delegation to the President in 

~Letter, dated Headquarters Northern District of 
Mississippi, Jackson, 3 November 1865, RG 26, Vol. 65a, 
MDAH. 

41Colonel Samuel Thomas to General O. O. Howard, dated 
12 December 1865, BRFAL, Mississippi, Letters Sent, M-286, 
Reel 1. 

42Coahomian (Friar's Point), 22 September 1865. 
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December 1865. The governor charged the delegation to 

request the removal of black troops from the state, for, he 

said, "I have yet to learn that united states troops are 

needed in Mississippi to restore order." But, said the new 

governor, "I have found them a disturbing element, a 

nuisance, and a blighting curse to the quiet and happiness 

of both races."c 

In November, shortly after Humphreys took office, the 

command of the Military Department of West Mississippi 

changed yet a third time, and a Kentuckian, Thomas J. Wood, 

took charge. Wood immediately found favor with the Delta 

planters, because he pursued a policy of "cordial 

cooperation" in matters pertaining to African-Americans.~ 

Heeding the cries of outrage by the planters, Wood 

suggested withdrawal of the black troops as a solution to 

the problems in the Delta.~ The War Department, following 

the advice of this new commander, removed all African-

Cu. S. Congress, House Journal, 1865, 39th Cong., 326. 

~u. S. Congress, Senate, Senate Executive Documents, 
"Reports of the Feedmen's Bureau Assistant commissioners 
and Laws in Relation to the Freedmen," 39th Cong., 2nd 
Sess., No.6, 96; Harris, Presidential Reconstruction, 77; 
Garner, Reconstruction in Mississip~i, 106-107. 

~Report of General Wood, in U. S. War Department, 
Report of the Secretary of War, 1867, 52. 



American troops from the state by June 1866.~ With the 

removal of these troops, only a single white battalion, 

consisting of approximately six hundred men, remained in 

the entire state. G 
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Did a problem of civil disorder exist in the Delta, 

so great in nature that the federal military presence could 

not contain it? Or did this organization of militia units 

and complaints about seditious black Union troops reflect 

an attempt on the part of Delta planters to obtain sole 

control of the African-American labor supply? The evidence 

seems to indicate the latter explanation. General 

Osterhaus claimed that white planters fabricated incidents 

to provide an excuse for organizing militia units to 

persecute the freedmen of the Delta. He further asserted 

that the "troublemakers" who fomented the problems and then 

cried out for protection would be the first to join these 

new units.~ Colonel Thomas, in his correspondence with 

46U. S. Congress, Senate, "Reports of the Freedmen's 
Bureau Assistant Commissioners and Laws in Relation to the 
Freedmen," Senate Executive Documents, 39th Cong., 2nd 
Sess., No.6, 96. 

47Harris, Presidential Reconstruction, 77; James W. 
Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana state University Press, 1968, originally 
published in 1901), 107; Sefton, united states Army in 
Reconstruction, 52. 

~Osterhaus to AAG Department of Mississippi, 21 and 22 
August 1865, in U. S. Congress, Senate, "Documents on the 
Condition of the South," Senate Executive Documents, 39th 
Cong., 1st Sess., No.2, 102-103. 



103 

General Howard, wrote that people reporting such 

lawlessness held "ulterior motives." These people reason, 

stated Thomas, "if they can once get free of all control, 

they know they can do as they please with the negro. ,,49 

Indeed, the complaints of lawlessness reported in the 

governor's correspondence often concern African-American 

labor problems. For example, the Provost Marshall of 

Freedmen at Vicksburg, an agent of the Bureau of Refugees, 

Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, complained to Governor 

Sharkey of an imbroglio in Vicksburg during July, 1865. In 

the view of this Provost Marshall, black vagrants caused 

the problem, and thus, he ordered his subordinates to "take 

measures for the punishment of them." If any person were 

found "wandering about the country, without any visible 

means of support ... [and could] show no cause for being 

there," wrote the official to his subordinates, "put him to 

some work on the public roads."so One letter to the 

governor from Vaiden Station in Carroll County, described 

threats of mob action directed at the correspondent for 

49colonel Samuel Thomas to General o. o. Howard, dated 
13 December 1865, BRFAL, Mississippi, Letters Sent, M-286, 
Reel 1. 

5~ew York Times, 4 February 1866. 
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crossing over into an adjacent Delta county and attempting 

to hire freedmen as laborers.~ 

others, revealing their own racist agenda, blamed the 

violence on economic status of the newly freed African

Americans. W. S. Slade, in an editorial from Hernando in 

February, 1866, wrote that "since their liberation, the 

Southern cities have become formidable with negro burglars 

and robbers, to say nothing of light offenses of petty 

larceny. ,,52 In addition, the Congress of the United 

States, in the agency of the Congressional Committee of 

Fifteen, agreed that the freedmen caused much of this 

lawlessness. The committee stated that "from producers 

they are converted into consumers, and, as winter 

approaches, their only salvation from starvation and want 

is federal rations, plunder, and pillage."~ 

Some contemporaries attributed the violence to roving 

bands of "desperados" reportedly operating in the area 

after the war.~ General Thomas J. Wood wrote the governor 

51 Letter from Ira S. Taylor, dated 18 April 1866, RG 
27, Vol. 65a, MDAH. 

~Coahomian (Friar's Point), 23 February 1866. 

~essaged of Gov. Benjamin G. Humphreys, dated 20 
November 1865, in U. S. Congress, House Reports, "Report of 
the Joint Committee on Reconstruction," 39th Cong., 1st 
Sess., No. 30, 183. 

~BRFAL, "Report to General o. o. Howard of Freedmen's 
Affairs," District of Vicksburg, dated June, 1866, Letters 
Sent, Roll 2, frame 191. 
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in July, 1866, acknowledging problems near sartartia in 

Yazoo county. "Unquestionably," stated the general, "there 

is a band of desperadoes in that region who are committing 

outrages on the planters and freed people." But the 

principal difficulty, reported the general, is that the 

supposed "desperados" were "materially interfering with the 

planting interests."~ 

The real problem behind the cries of outrage over 

violence in the Delta concerned labor. The ~lhi te planters 

of the Mississippi Delta adamantly refused to allow 

economic independence to the newly freed slaves. Colonel 

Thomas, already discussed in relation to his views of 

labor, pointed to the white racism of the Delta when he 

wrote that "men .•• will cheat a negro without feeling a 

single twinge of their honor; to kill a negro they do not 

deem murder; to debauch a negro woman they do not think 

fornication," and "to take property away from a negro they 

do not consider robbery." The reason from this, wrote 

Thomas "is simple and manifest." The whites "esteem the 

negro the property of the white man by natural right," and 

regardless of proclamation by presidents or laws to the 

SSLetter from Wood, dated Headquarters Dept. of 
Mississippi, vicksburg, 6 July 1866, RG 27, vol. 66, MDAH; 
the emphasis is added. 
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contrary, "they still have the ingrained feeling that the 

black people belong to the whites at large.,,56 

The planters in the Delta continued to seek methods 

to limit any potential freedom of their once-captive labor 

force, and expended massive amounts of energy to construct 

legal means, or pursue extra-legal means, of keeping the 

freedmen under their control.~ The planter never wanted 

the free-labor movement to succeed under any condition, and 

would do "all in their power to secure its failure."ss 

Additionally, the planters boasted loudly that they would 

repeal any laws favoring the independence of the freedmen, 

"as soon as the state is fully organized," and then "will 

put the negro back as nearly in the position of a slave as 

possible. ,,59 The picture which emerges from the sources 

describes a planter sentiment far more concerned with the 

status and labor of the freedmen than with the larcenies 

and so-called outrages committed by blac}c vagrants. 

56Colonel Samuel Thomas to General o. o. Howard, dated 
21 September 1865, BRFAL, Mississippi, Letters Sent, M-826, 
Reel 1. 

~Foner, Reconstruction, 129, 136. 

SSColonel Samuel Thomas to General o. o. Howard, dated 
29 August 1865, BRFAL, Mississippi, Letters Sent, M-826, 
Reel 1. 

59Colonel Samuel Thomas to General o. o. Howard, dated 
13 December 1865, BRFAL, Mississippi, Letters Sent, M-826, 
Reel 1. 



In fact, the Freedmen's Bureau records list more 

crimes committed against the freedmen by white planters 

than vice versa. w The reports from field agents of the 
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Freedmen's Bureau relate a continuous stream of assaults, 

murders, and mayhem directed at black laborers. These 

depredations against the freedmen seldom received public 

attention, according to Samuel Thomas, and are "quietly 

passed over by the newspapers of the state, and as little 

said about them as possible."~ In September, 1866, Thomas 

J. Wood, subcommissioner of the Bureau in Mississippi, 

reported to General Howard that planters committed twenty-

three of the reported eighty-four cases of assault, 

attempting "to drive away laborers without payment of 

wages. ,,62 

Rather than protect the freedmen from such assaults, 

or redress the grievances of the freedmen, ]{eeping them 

from becoming a burden on the government seems the major 

concern of the Freedmen's Bureau during this period of 

~See monthly report for July, 1866, from General 
Thomas J. Wood to Major General o. o. Howard, BRFAL,' 
Letters Sent, Mississippi, 9 August 1866, Roll 2, Vol. 3, 
frame 296; or monthly report for August, 1866, from General 
Thomas to General Howard, BRFAL, Letters Sent, Mississippi, 
11 September 1866, Roll 2, Vol. 3, frames 329-330. 

61Colonel Samuel Thomas to General o. o. Howard, dated 
12 December 1865, BRFAL, Mississippi, Letters Sent, M-286, 
Reel 1. 

62BRFAL, "Monthly Report for September 1866," Letters 
Sent, Roll 2, Vol. 3, frame 381. 
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time.~ When one subcommissioner in Greenville encouraged 

freedmen not to sign contracts for the planting season in 

1867, he received an immediate reproach from his superior. 

"It is better that the freedmen should contract at once," 

wrote A. W. Preston, Dland avoid becoming a burden on the 

Government during the winter months for support. ,,64 The 

course adopted by the army and the Freedmen's Bureau had 

the single object of returning the freedmen to work on the 

plantations of their former masters.~ Charged with 

protecting the interests of the freedmen, the Bureau 

instead went to great lengths to accommodate the labor 

needs of the planters of the Delta, even bringing labor to 

the planters when necessary.~ In Memphis, during November 

1865, Union troops often rounded up African-Americans to 

~Humphrey, "Failure of Mississippi Freedmen's Bureau," 
26. 

MBRFAL, letter to W. S. [Uleyers?] from A. W. Preston, 
dated Greenville, 14 December 1866, Letters Sent, Roll 2, 
Vol. 4, Frame 91; Foner, Reconstruction, 164. 

~Foner, Reconstruction, 153; James L. Roark, Masters 
Without Slaves: Southern Planters in the civil War and 
Reconstruction (New York: W. W. Norton, 1977), 138; Thomas 
J. May, "continuity and Change in the Labor Program of the 
Union Army and the Freedmen's Bureau," civil War History 17 
(1971), 245-54. 

~BRFAL, Letter to the Assistant Commissioner, state of 
Georgia from Abram C. Gillem, Letters Sent, Roll 2, Vol. 4, 
frame 193; see the letters from Thomas Walton of Sunflower 
County to Bureau in District of Columbia; A. C. Fish of 
Washington County to Bureau in Alabama; W. H. Russel of 
Yazoo County to Bureau in Georgia; all contained in Roll 2, 
Vol. 4. 
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meet the labor needs of the surrounding plantations. 

General Davis Tillson, a representative of the Freedmen's 

Bureau in Tennessee, believed all freedmen coming into the 

city "lazy, worthless vagrants." He instructed patrols 

under his command to apprehend black children on the way to 

school, reminding them they should be in the fields, 

picking cotton. 67 

The above example from Memphis, clearly demonstrated 

that the planters refused to allow the newly freed slaves 

remaining in their midst as uncontrolled, free laborers. 

Delta planters believed the black race "peculiarly adapted 

to the cultivation of the great staples of the South," and 

if they could not continue in that role, "they were best 

moved somewhere else." 68 Since the freedmen, according to 

one governor, Benjamin Humphreys, "cannot be admitted to 

political or social equality with the White race, something 

must be found to do with this newly freed race. ,,69 

67Bobby L. Lovett, "Memphis Riots : White Reactions to 
Blacks in Memphis, May 1865-July 1866," Tennessee 
Historical Quarterly 38 (1979), 15-17; E. Bliss to N. A. M. 
Dudley, 3 November 1865, C-93 1865, Registered Letters 
Received, Serial 3379, Tenn. Asst. Cmdr., RG 105, NA; both 
quoted in Foner, Reconstruction, 157. 

68Coahomian (Friar's Point), 16 October 1865. 

69Ibid. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

ENDEAVORING TO TAKE COMMAND, 1865-1867: 
FURTHER PLANTER ATTEMPTS AT LABOR CONTROL 

Seeking to retain the freedmen in a status as similar 

to slavery as possible, the planters grudgingly tolerated 

the demands of the Freedmen's Bureau when such demands 

benefitted their interests. As discussed in the last 

chapter, however, the disagreements between the planters 

and the Bureau generated constant discord. The real 

foundation of animosity toward the Bureau, pointed out one 

student of Mississippi history, "was obviously that the 

white planters did not want any interference from anyone in 

handling their laborers. "I A contemporary of the period, 

Colonel Samuel Thomas, already mentioned as a powerful 

authority in the Mississippi Freedmen's Bureau, avowed the 

determination of the planters to divest themselves of the 

Bureau, adding that they were "not particular as to the 

means adopted to gain this end."z 

lRoss H. Moore, "Social and Economic Conditions in 
Mississippi during Reconstruction," (Ph.D. diss., Duke 
University, 1938), quoted in Vernon Wharton, The Negro in 
Mississippi (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina 
Press, 1947; reprint, New York: Harper and ROw, 1965), 79. 

2Colonel Samuel Thomas to General o. o. Howard, dated 
2 November 1865, Records of the Assistant Commissioner for 
the State of Mississippi, Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and 
Abandoned Lands (hereafter cited as BRFAL), Letters Sent, 
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Even as defeated Confederate soldiers began to return 

to their plantations in 1865, labor difficulties 

preoccupied the planters in the Mississippi Delta. When F. 

A. Montgomery, a long-time resident and planter, returned 

to his Delta plantation, he 

found that [his] wife had agreed with the negroes, 
perhaps in all a dozen were still with her ••• that if they 
would make a crop, in addition to caring for them as 
usual, she would give them at Christmas one-fourth of 
what cotton they made if any sale could be found for it, 
and they had agreed. 3 

Montgomery assembled the freedmen on his place and told 

them he would honor the contract made by his wife, and 

"advised them to stay, and this they did, till the end of 

that year.,,4 But this form of unstructured labor contract 

did not last. When that planting season carne to an end, 

Montgomery sought to make other arrangements. 

My own, or rather those who had been my own negroes, at 
the end of the first year left me for another employer, 
and a neighbor's negroes carne to me. They had an idea 
they were not really free as long as they remained with 
their old masters.5 

Such experiences vividly demonstrated that a new form 

of labor market threatened to change the traditional 

RG 105, NA, Microcopy 826, reel 1. 

3Franklin A. Montgomery, Reminiscences of a 
Mississippian in Peace and War (cincinnati: Robert Clark 
Co. Press, 1901), 260. 

4Ibid. 

SIbid.,264. 



arrangement in the alluvial bottoms. In an effort to 

thwart this trend, some planters in the Delta began to 

offer the unheard of wage of twenty-five dollars a month 

for field hands. 6 The offering of such a wage sparked 

heated controversy. The question arose whether the ploy 
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could indeed attract and keep labor, and further, whether 

planters had the ability to pay such sums. The editor of 

the Coahomian believed that 

men certainly know but little about the production of 
cotton, who offer to hire labor at twenty and twenty
five ••. for after a planter supplies his plantation ••• he 
will find it impossible to pay more than ten, or at most, 
twelve dollars per month for labor and make even six per 
cent on the money invested.' 

Nevertheless, some believed Delta planters possessed 

the resources to attempt this extravagant move, and among 

this group was former Governor Sharkey. He stated before 

the Congress of the United states in December 1865 that 

"Mr. l~lcorn, my colleague in the [S]enate, authorizes me to 

state that in the river counties--if labor could be had, a 

thousand freedmen could be employed at $25 a month.o 

~hitelaw Reid, After the War: A Tour of the Southern 
states, 1865-1866 (Cincinnati: Moore, Wilstach, and 
Baldwin, 1866; reprint, New York: Harper & Row, 1965), 561; 
Coahomian (Friar's Point), 3 November 1865. 

'Coahomian (Friar's point), 27 October 1865. 

8William Sharkey before the Joint Committee on 
Reconstruction, U. S. Congress, House, "Report of the Joint 
Committee on Reconstruction," House Reports, 39th Cong., 
1st Sess., No. 30, Pt. 3, 132-133. 
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Unfortunately, the governor did not inform the committee 

where the Delta planters would locate the money to pay such 

wages. 

Beyond debate about a proper or efficient pay scale, 

this era of transition, between 1865 and early 1868, 

precipitated an intense rivalry among the Delta planters 

for African-American labor. Delta planters remained labor-

hungry after the civil War. In 1865, with the high price 

of cotton, Delta planters saw the production of cotton as a 

means to a quick accumulation of money and resulting 

financial independence. 9 Although the price of cotton 

dropped in 1866, Delta planters continued to produce cotton 

on a large scale. In Tallahatchie county, for example, 

20,500 acres of cotton in the fall of 1866 reportedly 

looked "very promising. ,,10 By October 1868, the price of 

cotton rebounded on the New Orleans market, and the demand 

for black labor simply overwhelmed supply.1I 

9Letter from Samuel Matthews to Robert Matthews, dated 
Como, Panola County, 26 July 1866, Matthews Papers, 
Mississippi Department of Archives and History (hereafter 
cited as MDAH) . 

10For cotton prices in this period see James E. Boyle, 
Cotton and the New Orleans cotton Exchange: A Century of 
Commercial Evolution (Garden city, New Yorlc: Country Life 
Press, 1934), 179-180; People/s Press (Hernando), 5 
September 1866. 

llBoyle, Cotton and the New Orleans Exchange, 180; 
Daily Times (Vicksburg), 12 September 1869; Weekly Clarion 
(Jackson), 7 October 1869. 
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Faced with such a rising demand for labor, newspaper 

editorials exhorted townspeople to force African-American 

labor back onto the plantations, by depriving them of short 

term employment. The Friar's Point Coahomian, a Democratic 

paper described as presenting a "cool-headed slant on 

Reconstruction," exemplified this when it pointed out 

Another and most ruinous policy, is that pursued by the 
residents of the towns and small villages of the country; 
they should cease hiring straggling negroes to work an 
hour or two each day, and everyone hire his regular 
quota of labor, and thereby drive into the country and to 
work every idler, or leave them to starve. 12 

W. S. Slade, the owner of the Coahomian and the author of 

the editorial, went on to propose an early management 

agreement among the planters who depended on the dwindling 

African-American labor supply. The "logical" economic 

solution, stated Slade, incorporated a racially-based, 

paternalistic method of social and economic control. 

It will only require a kind treatment, a fair recompense 
for faithful labor, and a disposition to make the Negroes 
happy and comfortable, to restore a healthy and permanent 
system of labor ... Negroes under this system will become a 
permanent fixture of the plantations. o 

The rumor that the freedmen possessed weapons, 

however, marred the vision of this planter utopia in the 

closing months of 1865. During the height of the 1865 

ULinton Weeks, Clarksdale & Coahoma County: A History 
(Clarksdale, Mississippi: carnegie Public Library, 1982), 
50; Coahomian (Friar's Point), 27 October 1865. 

13Democrat (Natchez), 18 November 1865. 
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insurrection scare, reports of freedmen purchasing and 

keeping weapons circulated widely throughout the state. The 

evidence of this activity in the Delta surfaced in local 

newspapers in October, 1865, when the Coahomian complained 

that "in Mississippi •.• darkies go armed with as much non 

chalance as if they were the 'lords of creation.' 1114 One 

agriculturalist theorized that "this movement may be nothing 

more than an innocent desire to enjoy their freedom in 

hunting." Ominously, this correspondent continued, "they 

may have other designs. "IS 

Confronted by planters' complaints about such activity 

on the part of the freedmen, one militia commander attempted 

to disarm them, invoking state statutes passed before the 

war. Major General Thomas J. Wood, the commander of the 

Department of Mississippi, immediately called a halt to this 

activity by stating that the officer "will not be allowed to 

disarm the freedmen. The code under which he claims the 

right to do so .•. has become obsolete.,,16 Wood informed his 

correspondent that "the information at these HdQrts does not 

justify the apprehensions entertained by Capt Martin and the 

14Coahomian (Friar's Point), 20 October 1865. 

15Letter from Joel H. Berry, dated Molino, Mississippi, 
1 November 1865, Berry (Joel H) Manuscript, MDAH. 

16Letter from Major General Thomas J. Woods to Governor 
Humphreys, dated Viclcsburg, 27 November 1865, RG 27, Vol. 
65a, MDAH. 
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citizens of his county in regard to an out-break of the 

freedmen," and therefore, since the laws of the state 

allowed them to hold property, and weapons fell into this 

category, "the freedmen should be allowed to keep arms. ,,17 

Consequently, in December telegrams went forth from these 

Union authorities throughout the state, cautioning the local 

militia to desist from seizing the weapons of the 

freedmen. 18 

As the rumors of insurrection continued to multiply 

toward the end of December 1865, General Wood wondered if he 

had made the correct decision. He wired his superior, 

General W. D. Whipple in Nashville and asked if, indeed, he 

should disarm the freedmen, in light of the escalating 

pressure exerted on him by Governor Humphreys .19 Upon 

receiving a reply in the negative from Whipple, Wood wrote 

the governor stating 

you will perceive that the duty of disarming the negroes, 
should there be any occasion to do so, is imposed by the 
instructions of the President on the National Military 
Authorities. I must therefore most respectfully, but 
most earnestly request your Excellency to instruct the 

17Letter from Major General Thomas J. Woods, dated 
Vicksburg, 27 November 1865, RG 27, Vol. 65a, MDAH. 

ISLetter from Brevet Hajor General 11. F. Force, dated 
Head Quarters Northern District of Mississippi, 2 December 
1865, RG 27, Vol. 65a, MDAH. 

19copy of letter from General Wood to General W. D. 
Whipple, Chief of Staff, Nashville, dated Headquarters, 
Department of Mississippi, Vicksburg, 3 December 1865, RG 
27, Vol. 65a, MDAH. 
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Militia whom you have organized not to attempt to disarm 
the colored race. w 

These instructions by federal military authorities 

failed to stop the militia disarming the freedmen. In 

March 1866, a resident of Issaquena County informed the 

governor that "Captain Clark, Captain of the Militia in 

this District, took a number of shot guns & other arms from 

negro men on this plantation. ,,21 Even as late as June, 

1866, letters from the Delta area informed the governor 

that "Negroes in this vicinity possess fire-arms to rather 

an alarming extent. They are enabled to do much mischief 

with them which they could not do without, and besides it 

adds to their demoralization. ,,22 The correspondent failed 

to describe exactly what sort of "mischief" the freedmen 

committed. But clearly, since the white planters desired 

to exercise absolute control of the labor supply in the 

Delta, they must confiscate the freedmen's weapons 

regardless of injunctions to the contrary. 

Such disagreements with the Freedmen's Bureau over 

policy concerning African-American laborers motivated white 

planters in the Delta to seek other means to control the 

20Letter from General Wood to Governor Humphreys, dated 
vicksburg, 20 December 1865, RG 27, Vol. 65a, MDAH. 

21Letter from H. M. Cryvenwise, dated 13 March 1866, RG 
27, Vol. 65a, MDAH. 

llLetter from I. s. stanley, dated Sidon, Mississippi, 
8 June 1866, RG 27, Vol. 65a, MDAH. 
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labor and lives of their former workers. Their efforts to 

find a solution which would not aggravate the federal 

military nor the Freedmen's Bureau focused upon legislation 

euphemistically called the Black Codes.~ The Mississippi 

legislature, reformed under the auspices of President 

Johnson, passed these codes on 24 November 1865.~ 

Although much of the code granted freedmen certain 

basic rights, the overall effect of the legislation proved 

negative, relegating the freedmen to an inferior caste.~ 

section one, for example, gave freedmen the right to 

purchase and hold title to property, though it denied them 

23The technical name for this legislation \Olas "An Act 
to confer civil Rights on the Freedmen, and for other 
purposes," Laws of Mississippi Passed at a Regular Session 
of the Mississippi Legislature, Held in the city of 
Jackson, October, November, and December, 1865 (Jackson: J. 
J. Shannon and Co., State Printers, 1866). 

~he Black Codes encompassed several pieces of 
legislation: an act to confer civil rights on Freedmen and 
for other purposes, passed 25 November 1865; an act to 
regulate the relations of Master and apprentice, as relates 
to Freedmen, Freed negroes, and Mulattoes, approved 22 
November 1865; and an act to amend the Vagrant laws of the 
State, approved 24 November 1865, all mentioned in letter 
from Colonel Samuel Thomas to General o. O. Howard, dated 
13 December 1865, BRFAL, Mississippi, Letters Sent, M-826, 
Reel. 1; James D. Richardson, ed., A Compilation of the 
Messages and Papers of the Presidents, 10 vols. 
(Washington, D. C., 1896-1899), VI~ 326. 

~William G. Harris, Presidential Reconstruction in 
Mississippi (Baton Rouge: Louisiana state University Press, 
1967), 152; Harris sees the Codes as a victory for the 
moderate faction in Mississippi; Humphrey, "Failure of the 
Mississippi Freedmen's Bureau." 
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the right to purchase such property "in incorporated cities 

or towns, in which places the corporate authorities shall 

control the same." sections seven and nine authorized 

civil officers to arrest any freedman breaking a labor 

contract and gave such authorities jurisdiction over the 

punishment of any person recruiting laborers from his 

neighbors. 26 

Similarly, the Code's apprentice and vagrant laws 

sought to bind the freedmen not attracted by economic 

enticements to their former owners, thereby securing the 

planters a permanent labor supply. In fact, those 

proposing the legislation openly professed such a goal. l7 

If under eighteen years of age, the law indentured the 

"vagrant" to a white man "having a particular care to the 

interest of said minor: Provided, that the former 

owner ... shall have preference.,,211 The law further 

stipulated that after the second Monday of January 1866, 

all freedmen over the age of eighteen must obtain lawful 

26Laws of Mississippi, 1865, 82; reproduced in Henry 
Steele Commager, ed., Documents of American History, 2 
vols. (New York: Appleton, Century, Crofts, 1963), I:452-
455. 

27Giles Hillyer, representative from Adams County and 
editor of the Natchez Courier, stated so in the Journal 
(Vicksburg), 19 December 1865, referred to in Harris, 
Presidential Reconstruction, 131. 

2llLaws of Mississippi, 1865, 86. 
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employment or face a fine. 29 The Assistant Commissioner of 

the Freedmen's Bureau, Colonel Samuel Thomas believed "a 

vagrant law right in principle," for the civil government 

could not stand by and leave the freedmen idle, "to beg and 

steal." Thomas warned the freedmen that "if they find any 

of you without business and means of living," wrote the 

commander, they will "take away your misused liberty."JO 

Thomas's superiors in Washington, however, voiced an 

immediate objection to these laws. In December 1865, 

General o. o. Howard, the commissioner of the Bureau, 

instructed Colonel Samuel Thomas, the assistant 

commissioner for Mississippi, to disregard the first 

section of this legislation concerning property.31 The 

united states Army also objected to the Code, because the 

vagrancy laws applied to black federal troops mustered out 

in Vicksburg. The commanding general in Mississippi asked 

the state government to give the former soldiers adequate 

time to secure employment before subjecting them to the 

vagrancy laws. 32 

29Ibid. 

3OU. S. Congress, House, "Report of the Commissioner of 
the Freedmen's Bureau," House Executive Documents, 39th 
Cong., 1st Sess., No. 70, 263. 

31Daily Clarion (Jackson), 6 December 1865. 

32General Wood to Mayor of Vicksburg, 18 December 1866, 
Department of Mississippi, 2, RG 98, NA, quoted in James E. 
Sefton, The United states Army and Reconstruction, 1865-
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Obviously, the Code represents class legislation, 

intended to benefit the planters at the expense of the 

freedmen. Some historians, such as Vernon Wharton, 

believed the laws "represented and expressed the feelings 

of the small farmers and the poor ,,,,,hites of the hills. ,,33 

But more recent interpretations, such as that of Leon F. 

Litwack, showed the Black Codes constituted a "legal 

expression of ••• lingering paternalism and a legislative 

response to immediate and pressing economic problems.,,34 

Similarly, William G. Harris viewed the Codes as a "victory 

for the moderates. ,,35 More recently, Michael Wayne wrote 

that the statutes represented the "first formal response by 

the former slaveowner to the introduction of the 

marketplace into the labor settlement.,,36 

The intent of the legislation remains as clear as its 

origins. Drawn from antebellum statutes, the laws sought 

1877 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana state University Press, 1967), 
71. 

JJvernon Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1947; reprint, 
New York: Harper & ROW, 1965), 90. 

34Leon F. Litwack, Been in the Storm So Lonq: The 
Aftermath of Slavery (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1979), 366. 

3SWilliam Harris, "Formulation of the First Mississippi 
Plan: The Black Code of 1865," Journal of Mississippi 
History 29 (1967), 201. 

3~ichael Wayne, The Reshaping of Plantation Society. 
The Natchez District, 1860-1880 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
state University Press, 1983), 42. 
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to "place the former slave in a caste status closely akin 

to that of the free negro before the t'lar," according to 

historian Michael Wayne. 37 James L. Roark "'I1rote that the 

legislation sought to "channel blacks back to the 

plantations, and one they ".,ere there, to coerce labor from 

them. ,,38 In sum, the legislation sought to stabilize the 

black work force and limit the economic options of the 

freedmen to plantation labor, thus maintaining African-

Americans in their inferior status. 39 

The antecedents for such a racial labor agenda lie 

beyond the state of Mississippi. Indeed, striking 

similarities exist between the Mississippi Black Code and 

military orders, Freedmen's Bureau directives, and Black 

Codes enacted in other southern states in the fall of 

1865.~ In fact, Colonel Samuel Thomas, Assistant 

~Wayne, Reshaping of Plantation society, 47. 

38James L. Roark, Masters without Slaves: Southern 
Planters in the civil War and Reconstruction (New York: W. 
w. Norton, 1977), 140. 

39Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America's Unfinished 
Revolution, 1863-1877 (New York: Harper & ROW, 1988), 199; 
Ira Berlin, Slaves without Masters. The Free Negro in the 
Antebellum South (New York: Vintage Books, 1976), 382; 
Theodore B. Wilson, The Black Codes of the South 
(University, Alabama: University of Alabama Press, 1965); 
James B. Browning, "The North Carolina Black Code," Journal 
of Negro History 15 (1930), 461-73. 

~James E. Sefton, The United states Army and 
Reconstruction. 1865-1877 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana state 
University Press, 1967), 43; for Bureau circulars see U. S. 
Congress, House, "Report of the Commmissioner of the 
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commissioner of the Freedmen's Bureau in Mississippi, made 

provision to apprentice orphans, deserted children, and 

children suffering from parental neglect early in 1865. 41 

Louisiana provided another paradigm for Mississippi 

legislators by passing a similar series of laws in July 

1865, months before the legislature acted in Mississippi.~ 

walter Fleming, in an early interpretation of this 

legislation, wrote that the Mississippi Black Code "showed 

the combined influence of the old laws for free negroes, 

the vagrancy laws of the North and South for whites, the 

customs of slavery times, the British West Indies 

legislation for ex-slaves, and the regulation of the U. s. 

War and Treasury Departments and of the Freedmen's 

Bureau. ,,43 

Freedmen's Bureau, House Executive Documents., 39th Cong., 
1st Sess., No. 70; Walter L. Fleming, ed., Documentary 
History of Reconstruction: Political, Military, Social, 
Religious, Educational, and Industrial, 1865 to the Present 
Time, 2 vols. (Cleveland: Arthur H. Clark Co., 1906), 244-
310; Theodore B. Wilson, The Black Codes of the South; 
Wharton, Negro in Mississippi, 74-75. 

41U. S. Congress, House, "Report of the Commissioner of 
the Freedmen's Bureau," House Executive Documents, 39th 
Cong., 1st Sess., No. 70, 174. 

~Fleming, Documentary History of Reconstruction, 
I:279-281; U. S. Congrss, Senate, "Documents on the 
Condition of the South," Senate Executive Documents, 39th 
Cong., 1st Sess., No.2, 93. 

43Walter L. Fleming, The Seguel to Appomattox: A 
Chronicle of the Reunion of the States, Chronicles of 
America Series (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1921), 
94. 
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It comes as no surprise that the voters in the Delta 

thought favorably of returning the freedmen to their pre-

war status. While many papers in the capital of Jackson 

castigated the legislation, local Delta newspapers 

applauded the actions of the legislature in enacting the 

Black Code. Expressing the opinions of Deltans involved in 

the growing of cotton, the Coahomian stated that lithe 

Legislature has placed his [the African-Americans] destiny 

in his own hands, and as he sows, may he expect to reap."~ 

The federal civil Rights Acts passed in April, 1866, 

made most of the Black Code illegal, but the ideology 

behind the Code continued to affect labor relations in the 

Delta. As late as June 1867, union military leaders still 

found it necessary to order that civil authorities stop 

collecting the poll tax, an integral part of the 

Mississippi Black Code.~ Moreover, in December 1867, 

federal military authorities continued to enforce vagrancy 

laws, even though most local government agencies no longer 

attempted to enforce any section of the Code. General 

Edward O. C. Ord, the commander of the 4th Military 

District, wrote to General Alvan C. Gillem to "direct all 

your agents and Post Commanders to notify the leading 

MCoahomian (Friar's Point), 1 December 1865. 

~General Order 15, 27 June 1867, Records of the War 
Department, U. S. Army Command, 4th Military District, 
1867-1870, RG 58, NA. 
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colored men that they will be required to go to work during 

the coming year -- on the best terms they can get if 

they do not, they will be liable to punishment as vagrants 

by the Sheriffs and deputies.,,46 

Despite the praise of the planters, the Code did not 

alleviate the labor shortage in the river counties. 

"Reports of all sections of our country," related the 

Coahomian, "report affairs as working smoothly. The 

negroes as a general thing have all secured homes, and 

there still exist an unprecedented demand for labor."Q A 

similar situation existed in DeSoto County, on the edge of 

the Delta, where the People's Press reported that the 

freedmen "are doing as well as might be supposed all things 

considered." But, as in Coahoma County, the planters of 

DeSoto "have not succeeded in getting a supply of laborers, 

and, consequently, many open fields will not be cultivated 

this year. ,,48 

Unable to meet labor demand in 1865, Delta planters 

called for the introduction of outside labor. The 

prospects for such a labor supply appeared good in the 

46General Ord to General Gillem, dated 14 December 
1867, Letters Sent, Vol. 25, civil Affairs, 342, RG 98, NA, 
425, quoted in James Tyson currie, liThe Beginning of 
Congressional Reconstruction in Mississippi," Journal of 
Mississippi History 35 (1973), 271. 

QCoahomian (Friar's Point), 19 January 1866. 

48People's Press (Hernando), 15 February 1866. 
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early period after the war. Furthermore, the planters 

believed the importation of foreign labor would have a 

salutary effect on native African-Americans, forcing them 

to choose between competition and starvation. 49 

White European labor; the preference of the planters 

of the Delta, appeared to offer the best hope for a quick 

remedy to the labor shortage. W. S. Slade wrote the 

following item in 1866 with such an expectation in mind. 

The system of white labor which has been inaugurated 
by several Southern communities, will surely tend to 
develop the greatness of the South, and if adopted by all 
the States will eventually populate this section with the 
same proportion of the North. It will remove the 
indolent black from our midst, and give us an energetic 
people who will, in the course of time put vigor and life 
where the present freedman is but an incubus. it will 
make many radical changes, to be sure, but the children 
of these European laborers will be educated by our 
people, and their opinions will be formed by the 
teachings that surround them. This, then, will be an 
element not only of vigor, but of strength to the South, 
and if carried out properly is 'the only method by which 
we can eventually out vote the North. We have the 
territory, and only lack the population to do it.~ 

To secure these white laborers, northern firms specializing 

in immigrant labor opened offices where Delta landowners 

could "become acquainted with Northern purposes." Many 

believed that if the planters merely followed the success 

of other portions of the South, "a stream of emigration" 

49courier (Opelousas, Alabama), 23 October 1869, quoted 
in Roger Shugg, "The Survival of the Plantation System in 
Louisiana," Journal of Southern History 3 (August 1937), 
321. . 

~People's Press (Hernando), 20 December 1866. 
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would flow southward to the Delta. 51 Indeed, initial 

reports from other southern states spoke of overwhelming 

success, and some sources estimated that at least 100,000 

immigrants might leave the North to come South in 1865.~ 

Anne Jacobs, the daughter of Charles Clark, reported that 

her father brought a number of Swedes to their plantation 

from Chicago.~ A Senatobia farmer and medical doctor 

assured Delta cotton planters that "with proper care and 

prudence, the Caucasian accustomed to labor could work in 

the cotton fields without danger."~ One cotton planter, 

in a surprising deviation from the normal complaints about 

high taxes, wrote the governor asking if he might levy a 

51Coahomian (Friar's Point), 20 October 1865; in the 
governor's correspondence is a letter from the American 
Emigrant Co., 3 Bowling Green, New York, New York 
requesting information to encourage European emigration, RG 
27, Vol. 67, MDAH. 

52Richmond Times, quoted in Friar's Point coahomian, 20 
October 1865; cf. Wayne, The Reshaping of Plantation 
society, 60-61; Coahomian (Friar's Point), 29 September 
1865. 

~Anne Jacobs, undated manuscript, Z1086, 195, MDAH. 

~William J. Barbee, The Cotton Ouestion: The 
Production, Export, Manufacture, and consumption of Cotton 
(New YorJc: Metropolitan Record Office, 1866), 78, quoted in 
Robert F. Futrell, "Efforts of Mississippians to Encourage 
Immigration, 1865-1880," Journal of Mississippi History 20 
(1958). 
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tax on each bale of cotton to pay for immigration of Swiss 

and Germans to cUltivate the land.~ 

other planters attempted to use Chinese labor to 

mitigate their dependence on the freedmen. 56 Whitelaw 

Reid, and other travelers in the region, reported that a 

"goodly number" of Chinese were brought to r-Hssissippi.!!1 

Further, glowing reports concerning the use of Chinese 

labor reached the Delta from adjacent states.~ Debow's 

Review reported that "Chinese brought to Louisiana's sugar 

plantation were said to be neat cooks, good gardeners, and 

ingenious. ,,59 Memphis, DeSoto County, and other Delta 

communities held conventions for the purpose of attracting 

Chinese labor. 60 

55Letter from H. H. Montgomery to Governor Humphreys, 
dated 15 December 1866, RG 27, Vol. 67, MDAH. 

~ayne, The Reshaping of Plantation Society, 60. 

57Reid, After the War, 397. 

~Wharton, Negro in Mississippi, 97; Reid, After the 
War, 397, 417; Eric Foner, Nothing But Freedom. 
Emancipation and Its Legacy (Baton Rouge: Louisiana state 
University Press, 1983), 47; Lucy M. Cohen, "Entry of 
Chinese to Lower South from 1864 to 1870: Policy Dilemmas," 
Southern Studies 17 (Spring, 1978), 5-38; James W. Loewen, 
The Mississippi Chinese (Cambridge, Mass., 1971), 1-2, 22-
31; Gunther Barth, Bitter Strength: A History of the 
Chinese in the united States, 1850-1870 (Cambridge, Mass., 
1964), 188, 194-96. 

59Debow's Review. After the War Series 4 (1867), 362. 

6OPanola Star (Panola, Miss.), 10 July 1869. 
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By 1867, however, the fantasy of importing Chinese 

labor began to evaporate. Although Chinese laborers 

requested only $12.00 for a twenty-six day month, they 

demanded a far more sUbstantial ration than those given to 

African-American laborers. Furthermore, though the Chinese 

knew the use of the spade and the hoe, none of them had 

ever worked with mules, plows, or cotton.'1 The final blow 

to these early post-war attempts to use Chinese labor came 

when the planters realized that, having accumulated a small 

amount of capital, many of the Chinese moved to town and 

set up businesses of their own. Q 

Census data from the ninth census, taken in 1870, 

confirms the failure of these initial efforts to attract 

foreign labor, whether European or Chinese. As the table 

below demonstrates, Delta planters had some limited success 

appealing to Swedish immigrants, although their numbers in 

the Delta in 1870 failed to reduce the shortage of labor in 

any significant manner. Aside from the sixteen Chinese in 

Bolivar County, no Delta county successfully recruited 

coolie labor in this decade. 

QWeekly Clarion (Jackson), 22 August 1867; Wharton, 
Negro in Mississippi, 97. 

62Futrell, "Efforts of Mississippians to Encourage 
Immigration," 65. 
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Table 7: Delta Immigrants 

DELTA IMMIGRANTS -1870 

county Swede Chinese County Swede Chinese 

Bolivar 28 16 Tallahatchie 4 

Coahoma 10 0 Tunica 3 

Issaquena 2 0 Washington 20 

Sunflower 28 0 Yazoo 13 
Source: Comp1led from u. S. Bureau of the Census, 9th 
united States Census, Table VII and Table VIII 

0 

0 

0 

0 

Even with the high level of enthusiasm generated by 

the prospects of obtaining immigrant labor to the Delta in 

the period between 1865 and 1867, the demand for field 

labor remained high. Although many planters continued to 

entertain hopes of solving this problem with immigrants, 

most Delta agriculturalists realized their dependence upon 

the labor of the freedmen. Faced with such a realization, 

the planters turned to other solutions for their labor 

woes. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONGRESSIONAL RECONSTRUCTION, 1867-1869: 
THE FAILURE OF "MASTERLY INACTIVITY" 

The Congress of the united States passed the First 

Reconstruction Act in 1867, which, according to one 

historian "was probably the most ambitious and far-reaching 

piece of domestic legislation in the history of the united 

states. "I The reorganization of the southern electorate 

stood at the center of that legislation; the freedmen 

received the vote, and leading Confederates lost their 

franchise. 2 Some historians argue that this legislation 

produced lasting effects in the South, forever altering the 

life and culture of the southern people. 3 Others more 

lThe First Reconstruction Act passed 2 March 1867, ~ 
S. Statutes at Large, 14, 428; quote from Michael Perman, 
Reunion without compromise: The South and Reconstruction: 
1865-1868 (London: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 270. 
The interpretation of Reconstruction as a revolution began 
with the worle of Charles and Mary Beard, The Rise of 
American civilization (New York: Macmillan Co., 1930), 52-
121. 

20tto Olsen, ed., Reconstruction and Redemption in the 
South (Baton Rouge: The Louisiana state University Press, 
1980), 4; Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America's Unfinished 
Revolution, 1863-1877 (New York: Harper & Row, 1988), xxv. 

3Eric Foner, Nothing But Freedom. Emancipation and 
Its Legacy (Baton Rouge: Louisiana state University Press, 
1983), 73; Howard N. Rabinowitz, Race Relations in the 
Urban South 1865-1890 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1978); Michael Perman, Emancipation and Reconstruction, 
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convincingly claim that this legislation produced no 

fundamental changes, nor a "social revolution," since 

Reconstruction produced no "specific changes either in the 

status of the former slaves or in the conditions under 

which they labored." In fact, recent historians now 

understand "how essentially nonrevolutionary and 

conservative Reconstruction really was.,,4 

The differences in interpretation focus upon the use 

of the U. S. Army to enforce Congressional Reconstruction 

upon the South. The First Reconstruction Act originated in 

the House of Representatives in February 1867. On that 

date, one of the leaders of the so-called Radical 

Republicans in Congress, Thaddeus Stevens, stood before his 

colleagues in the House and proposed a rejuvenated military 

occupation for the southern states. stevens sought such a 

drastic remedy because he held the former states of the 

1862-1879 (Arlington Heights, Illinois: Harlan Davidson, 
1987), 82. 

4Louis S. Gerteis, From Contraband to Freedmen: 
Federal Policy Toward Southern Blacks, 1861-1865 
(Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1973), 3-5; C. 
Vann Woodward, review of The Confederate Nation, by Emory 
Thomas, New Republic, 17 March 1979, 26. Several recent 
historians discuss the theme of continuity in Southern 
economic systems after the civil War. See, for example, 
Jonathan Wiener, social Origins of the New South: Alabama, 
1860-1885 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1978), or Dwight D. Billings, Planters and the Making of a 
"New South": Class, Politics, and Developement in North 
Carolina 1865-1900 (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1979). 



rebellion illegally constituted without congressional 

sanction. s Eric Foner, Howard Rabinowitz, and Michael 
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Perman all stress that the legislation proposed by stevens 

and adopted by Congress in March 1867, provided more 

complete military supervision over the activities of the 

Southern people than ever before in their history.6 August 

Meier and C. Vann Woodward, on the contrary, point out the 

provisional nature of military supervision under this 

legislation, and the short period of military control. 

The elections held in Mississippi in 1868 and 1869 to 

ratify the constitution mandated by the Reconstruction Act 

clearly demonstrate the extraordinary steps planters would 

take to preserve their authority. Further, these elections 

reinforce the thesis of federal complicity with the 

planters in dominating labor in the Mississippi Delta. In 

some Delta counties, the conservatives blatantly 

perpetrated fraud to defeat the initial ratification vote. 

Later, when the Grant administration mandated a second 

vote, some refused to participate in the electoral process, 

Su. S. Congress, House, Congressional Globe, 39th 
Cong., 2nd Sess., 1037. 

6James E. Sefton, The United states Army and 
Reconstruction, 1865-1877 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1967), 113. 
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pursuing alternative methods to achieve complete domination 

of the African-American labor supply.' 

The Union high command in Washington moved 

surprisingly fast in implementing the provisions of the 

Congressional legislation. On 11 March 1867, the army 

announced the selection of commanders for the five new 

military districts mandated by the First Reconstruction 

Act. 8 As a consequence, General o. C. Ord arrived in 

Vicksburg on 26 March 1867 to assume command of the newly 

created Fourth Military District, which encompassed the 

states of Arkansas and Mississippi. 9 In accordance with 

the mandate of the Second Reconstruction Act, the new 

military commander called for a constitutional convention 

and appointed registrars to oversee the work of voter 

'Lawrence N. Powell, "Correcting for Fraud: A 
Quantitative Reassessment of the Mississippi Ratification 
Election of 1868," Journal of Southern History 55 (1989), 
653, 655, confirms through statistical analysis that 
"force, misinformation, and economic coercion ",ere used to 
capture black votes for the Conservative-Democratic 
position" in DeSoto and Tallahatchie counties. 

8General Order No. 10, Office of the Adjutant General 
of the Army, dated 11 March 1867, RG 94, NAi notebook of 
Colonel W. G. Moore, dated 5 July 1867, Andrew Johnson 
Papers, Reel 51. 

9General Order No. 10, dated 11 March 1867, U. S. Army 
Commands, 4th Military District (Mississippi and Arkansas) 
Orders, 1867-1870, RG 58, MF1 (hereafter cited as Fourth 
Military District), Mississippi Department of Archives and 
History (hereafter cited as MDAH) . 
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enrollment. 10 In his selection of registrars the general 

maintained that he took great pains to avoid the appearance 

of partisanship, seeking out neither vindictive Unionists 

nor Republican organizers. In fact, the general informed 

his superiors that former Union officers comprised the bulk 

of his appointments. 1I 

Although compliant to the wishes of Congress in their 

official statements, neither General Ord, nor his 

successor, General Alvan C. Gillem, did much to foster 

voter registration. Michael Fitzgerald, in a recent study 

of the Union League movement within the state of 

Mississippi, related that the federal occupation troops who 

held direct responsibility for supervising the elections, 

not only failed actively to register black voters, but 

actually impeded such registration by allowing local 

officials to interfere with union League activities. 12 

I~. S. statutes at Large, section 2, Vol. 15, 2; Ord 
called for the convention in special Order No. 21, dated 24 
April 1867, Fourth Military District. 

IIAlvan C. Gillem wrote to his superior that of the 183 
officers Ord appointed, more than 100 served as former 
Union soldiers, Alvan C. Gillem to o. o. Howard, 25 July 
1867, BRFAL Records, Roll 3, Vol. 5, Letters Sent; Fourth 
Military District, Letters Sent, Vol. 25, civil Affairs, 
342, RG 98, NA, 171-72. 

12Michael W. Fitzgerald, "The Union League Movement in 
Alabama and Mississippi: Politics and Agricultural change 
in the Deep South during Reconstruction," (Ph.D. 
dissertation, University of California at Los Angeles, 
1986), 62-66; cf. Michael W. Fitzgerald, The Union League 
Movement in the Deep South: Politics and Agricultural 
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Indeed, General Gillem even appointed registrars known to 

belong to the Ku Klux Klan. 13 

General Ord, seeking to comply with section five of 

the First Reconstruction Act, instructed his registrars to 

enroll every eligible male citizen of the united states 

over twenty-one years of age, of whatever race, color, or 

previous condition of servitude. One year's residency in 

the state and freedom from disqualification, either by the 

commission of a felony or by stipulation of the 

Reconstruction Acts, established a prospective voter's 

eligibility. Further, under a provision of the Second 

Reconstruction Act, authorities asked the applicant to 

swear an oath of allegiance to the united States 

government. 14 General Ord instructed his registrars that 

if they had any reason to doubt the qualification of 

applicants, they might refuse to register them. ls 

The appointed registrars faced no easy task, 

particularly in the enrollment of the freedmen. Society 

Change During Reconstruction (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1989). 

13Letter from E. E. Platt to Maj. S. C. Green, dated 26 
May 1868, Letters Received, Office of civil Affairs, Fourth 
Military District, RG 393, NA, quoted in PO\Olell, 
"correcting for Fraud," 656. 

14U. s. Statutes at Large, section 1, Vol. 15, 2. 

ISspecial Order No. 21, dated 24 April 1867, Fourth 
Military District. 
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and the practice of decades governed the exercise of the 

franchise in the South. Earlier that same year, Delta 

leaders expressed an unwillingness to allow the newly freed 

slaves any political rights whatsoever, regardless of what 

the registrars or the Congress might decree. "We cannot 

admit," wrote W. s. Slade in a newspaper editorial, "that 

the negro is fit to enjoy the elective franchise, no matter 

what qualification is attached. The Southern country is a 

white man's country, and so it will continue, if the people 

thereof are allowed a word in the matter. ,,16 Despite such 

racism, the registrars completed their assigned 

responsibility in the fall, and General Ord informed his 

superiors of the registration of 137,561 men in 

Mississippi. Ord then called for an election to determine 

whether the electorate wished to hold a constitutional 

convention, the next step in the process of seeking 

readmission to the Union .17 

16People's Press (Hernando), 21 February 1867. 

17Voter Registration and Report, in the Records ·of the 
united states Army Commands, Fourth Military District, 
civil Affairs, 1867-69, RG 98, NA, quoted in William C. 
Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger: Republican 
Reconstruction in Mississippi (Baton Rouge: Louisiana state 
University Press, 1979), 76; James W. Garner, 
Reconstruction in Mississippi (New York: The Macmillan 
Company, 1901; reprint, Baton Rouge: Louisiana state 
University Press, 1968), 176; Vernon Wharton, The Negro in 
Mississippi (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1947; reprint, New York: Harper & Row, 1965), 146. 
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The Republicans, sensing an easy victory in the vote 

for a convention, largely on the basis of an African-

American majority, met in Jackson on 10 September, to draw 

up a platform for the state party. III Thi.s platform appears 

a very reserved document for a party with such an extensive 

margin of support. It modestly called for adopting the 

principles of the national party; heartily endorsed the 

Reconstruction Act; supported universal male suffrage; and 

advocated education and basic civil rights for both races. 

In language designed to proclaim the free-labor ideology of 

their northern sponsors, the Republican platform convention 

resolved that "honest industry is in all respects 

honorable, and shall always be protected and encouraged. "19 

The sentiment against this platform ran high among 

Delta planters, however. "Taking this platform 

altogether," read the newspaper in Hernando, "it is one of 

the most damnable outrageous documents ever concocted by 

Yankee ingenuity, malignity, and hatred, and should consign 

every man who voted for its adoption to eternal infamy. "20 

18voter Registration and Report, loco cit. Ord 
reported that African-Americans held majorities in thirty
four of the sixty-one counties in the state. The Jackson 
Weekly Clarion, 19 September 1867, stated that 60,167 
African-Americans registered to vote, while 40,636 whites 
did the same. 

l~ppleton's Annual Cyclopaedia and Register of" 
Important Events (New York: D. Appleton, 1867), 516. 

2oPeople's Press (Hernando), 26 September 1867. 
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In light of the Republicans' organization, some noted 

former secessionists and a few former Whig leaders, sought 

to seize the initiative before the Republican party could 

take control. 21 These moderates believed it better to 

cooperate with the Congress, that the state might avoid 

"Radical domination."n Those who opposed the actions of 

the moderates quickly voiced their scorn in the Delta 

press. "They remind us," scoffed a Delta newspaper, "of 

the little shaver who stole and ate the ginger cake, 'just 

to keep a big' ugly brother from stealing it, what [sic] he 

had seen looking at it.' ,,23 

Significantly, such a strategy of cooperation by the 

members of the old master class outside the Delta failed to 

attract an especially prominent Delta planter, James Lusk 

Alcorn. Alcorn, and those so-called "old-line Whigs" who 

sided with him, felt that the cooperation movement did not 

go far enough in its reform of Mississippi politics, and he 

questioned the sincerity of the Democrats who joined the 

21Some of the secession Democrats included Albert 
Gallatin Brown, John J. McRae, and Ethelbert Barksdale. 
They were joined by some prominent former Whigs, such as 
Judge James W. Robb, John W. C. Watson, and William Yerger. 
None of these men came from the Delta. 

nSee the letter of Judge Robb of Jac)cson in the Daily 
Clarion (Jackson), 11 June 1867; similar comments by Albert 
G. Brown contained in ibid., 29 August 1867. 

23People's Press (Hernando), 17 September 1867. 
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movement. U As one noted historian of Congressional 

Reconstruction observed, "the confusion in old-line Whig 

councils over cooperation with Congress doomed ••• any effort 

to rally the white masses to a policy of acquiescence in 

the reconstruction laws."lS 

The faction which most closely reflected the 

antebellum ideology of the Delta planters often took the 

name "old citizens." Taking an uncompromising stand 

against African-American suffrage, they endeavored to 

counsel both white and black men about their duty as 

citizens in the upcoming election for a constitutional 

convention. 26 Similar to the cooperationists in many ways, 

this group also included both former Whigs and Democrats, 

who looked for leadership to such men as Jacksonian George 

L. Potter, and Vicksburg lawyer and former U. S. Senator, 

Walter Brooke. v Potter, although not from the Delta, 

possessed a political record suited to the Delta planters' 

desire for black labor control. In 1865, he resisted an 

UJames Lusk Alcorn, View of the Honorable J. L. Alcorn 
on the Political situation of Mississippi (Friar's Point, 
Mississippi, 1867), MDAH. 

25Harr is, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 80. 

2~illiam C. Harris, Presidential Reconstruction in 
Mississippi (Baton Rouge: Louisiana state University Press, 
1967),243. 

270ther leaders included George W. Shelton and William 
L. Sharkey. 
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effort to allow freedmen to testify in Mississippi courts, 

lest they eventually gain political suffrage.~ In the 

same year, as a member of the constitutional convention 

convened by Governor Sharkey in 1865, Potter refused to 

recognize the emancipation of slaves by the federal 

government, insisting that Mississippi still possessed its 

pre-war status in the Union. 29 

Labeling themselves the constitutional Union party, 

harking back to the constitutional Union party of 1860, 

this party theorized that, at best, the congressional 

legislative program would fail if less than a majority of 

the registered voters approved a call for a convention. 30 

Should they fail, and the constitutional convention meet, 

these constitutional Unionists determined to have no part 

in supporting the overturn of the antebellum economic 

~Daily Clarion (Meridian), 1 October 1865; Harris, 
Presidential Reconstruction, 107. 

DJournal of the Proceedings Debates in the 
Constitutional Convention of the State of Mississippi, 
August, 1865 (Jackson: E. M. Yerger, State Printer, 1865), 
MDAH, 44; Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi, 87; 
Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 32. . 

~See John V. Mering, "The Slave-State Constitutional 
Unionists and the Politics of Consensus," The Journal of 
Southern History 43 (1977); Harris, The Day of the 
Carpetbagger, 88; for a discussion of the name adopted see 
Daily Clarion (Jackson), 5 September 1867, and Vicksburg 
Herald (Vicksburg), 15, 17, 19 October 1867. 



order. 31 The Potterites, as the newspapers designated 

them, called this non-participatory tactic "masterly 

inacti vi ty • ,,32 An open letter from "Old citizen," 

espousing this ideology, advised the freedmen of DeSoto 

county to "take the advice of a true friend, stay home, 
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gather your crop and mind your business, no body is going 

to give you a cent for voting.,,33 

Counting the returns after the election for a 

constitutional convention, it appeared that masterly 

inactivity carried the day. The hopes of conservatives 

remained high for several weeks after the election, as 

papers throughout the state indicated that the necessary 

majority, stipulated by the Second Reconstruction Act, 

failed to vote.~ The unofficial returns tallied by the 

newspaper in Hernando, as of 28th, showed these results: 35 

31New York World (Ne\v YorJc), 4 January 1868; Garner, 
Reconstruction in Mississippi, 178. 

32People's Press (Hernando), 7 November 1867; Harris, 
Day of the Carpetbagger, 86. 

33People's Press (Hernando), 7 November 1867. 

~Daily Clarion (Jackson), 8 October, 13 and 29 
November 1867; Semi-weekly Gazette (Meridian), 12, 19, 23 
November 1867; News Register (Forest), 27 November 1867. 

35People's Press (Hernando), 14 November, 21 November, 
28 November, 1867. Unfortunately, the editor reported 
returns for only these counties. 
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Table 8: Voter Registration and Election, November 1867 

Registered/Voted Short of Majority 
Needed for 
Convention 

DeSoto County 4,233/1,516 600 

Panola County 3,175/1,558 29 

Tallahatchie Coun 370/125 60 

Yazoo County 3,852/1,797 129 

The People's Press reported as late as 12 December that the 

state vote on calling the convention failed by 

approximately 600 votes. The editor, true to form, noted 

that I'if that be true ... Mississippi's honor has been 'saved 

at the last gasp.' ,,36 

General Ord did not release the official returns for 

the state for four weeks. Intense speculation as to the 

outcome of the election filled that period. General Orders 

37 and 42, issued by Ord's headquarters in Vicksburg, 

showed that those voting in favor of holding the convention 

carried the election handily. The official returns 

revealed that of the 137,561 voters registered, 76,016 cast 

a vote. Of those voting, 69,739 opted for the convention, 

and 6,277 voted against holding the convention. Therefore, 

6,352 more Mississippians voted than the number needed to 

carry the election for the convention. The necessary 

majority secured, Ord called for the constitutional 

~People's Press (Hernando), 5 December 1867. 



convention to meet in Jackson on the 7th day of January, 

1868. 37 
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with so much at risk, this election brought numerous 

charges of corruption and intimidation from conservatives. 

J. L. Power, an eyewitness to the election, claimed that 

General Ord manipulated the election to insure a Republican 

majority.38 In addition, the editor of the People's Press 

maintained that he possessed evidence whereby "we can prove 

that negroes who wished to vote the Democratic ticket, were 

afraid to do so in the presence of some of their colored 

brethren, and consequently did not vote for either 

party."B since this constitutional convention of 1868 

only elected seventeen African-Americans from the seventy 

delegates chosen in the thirty-two Black Belt counties, 

37General Order 37, dated 5 December 1867; and General 
Order 42, dated 16 December 1867, both in Fourth Military 
District. 

38J. L. Power, "The BlacJe and Tan Convention," 
Publications of the Mississippi Historical society 3 
(1900), 77; James N. Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana state University Press, 1968, 
reprint, originally published in 1901), 187; James T. 
currie, "The Beginnings of congressional Reconstruction in 
Mississippi," The Journal of Mississippi History 35 (1973), 
282, proved this allegation false. 

Bpeople's Press (Hernando), 9 June 1867. 
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however, such charges by the conservatives hardly seem well 

founded.'"' 

The conservatives continued to hurl accusations at 

the convention and the constitution it produced, called the 

document "a league with death and a covenant with hell. ,,41 

Actually, the constitution developed by the convention 

seems moderate to the modern reader.42 This document 

provided extension of suffrage to African-Americans, public 

education, provisions for fundamental equal rights of 

blacks, and equitable taxation. c The most castigated 

provision, that concerning the disfranchisement of former 

Confederates under the reconstruction laws of 1867, 

affected no more than 2,500 men in the entire state. In 

'"'Eugene Mechelke, "Some Observations on Mississippi's 
Reconstruction Historiography," Journal of Mississippi 
History 33 (1971), 23; and James W. Garner, Reconstruction 
in Mississippi (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University 
Press, 1968, originally published in 1901), 189; Wharton, 
The Negro in Mississippi, 146. 

41J. L. Power, "The Black and Tan Convention," 
Publications of the Mississippi Historical society 3 
(1900), 80. 

42Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, wrote that this 
constitution, "modeled largely on those of the states of 
the Middle West, made the state government a much more 
positive force than it had ever been before," 150. 

cJournal of the Proceedings in the Constitutional 
Convention of the state of Mississippi, 1868 (Jackson: E. 
Stafford, 1871), [suffrage] 732-733, [public education] 
733-734, [civil rights] 720-722, [equitable taxation] 392, 
739; William C. Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger: 
Republican Reconstruction in Mississippi (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana state University Press, 1979), 159. 
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the mind of many conservatives, as demonstrated in the 

platform of the Potterites, simply giving the vote to all 

the citizens of Mississippi seemed radical enough to 

discredit the document. The proposed constitution drew a 

spirited reaction from conservatives in the Yazoo Delta, 

not least because rumors of an uprising of freedmen swept 

over the state in the wake of the successful vote for a 

constitutional convention. While some areas of the state 

saw the development of the Ku Klux Klan, the white Delta 

reactionaries formed "white men's clubs" to protect their 

interests. On the 13th of February, the Press reported the 

appointment of twenty five delegates "for the purpose of 

adopting and recommending to the White Men of Mississippi, 

the best plan and means to defeat the Radical constitution 

being framed, which if ratified ... will enslave the White 

Men of this State."44 This group drew up a platform for 

the Democratic White Men's Party of Mississippi, scheduled 

mass meetings, and invited the conservative white men of 

DeSoto county to attend.~ These white reactionaries 

cautioned planters that "scullions will approach you ..• and 

endeavor to enlist you under the black banner of 'nigger 

44People's Press (Hernando), 13 February 1868. 

~Ibid., 13 February and 28 May 1868. 
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Radicalism' against the Democratic party of the present 

day. ,,46 

Many planters believed it in their best interest to 

defeat the constitution, since that eventuality meant the 

continuance of military rule under the auspices of the 

popular General Alvan Gillem. 47 Further, with the rumor 

circulating that the Republicans would lose the upcoming 

national elections in 1868, conservatives felt that they 

need only persevere until the Democrats regained power on 

the national level, and the Republican legislation at the 

heart of their labor and race problems would be swept 

away.~ After the Republicans lost elections in Ohio and 

Pennsylvania, the Meridian Semi-Weekly Gazette announced 

"the reaction seems to be extending from one end of the 

land to the other, and signs now are that the politics of 

the country will be completely revolutionized by 

Christmas."~ Energized by this belief, politicians of 

various persuasions began to stump through the Delta, 

attempting to persuade prospective black voters to oppose 

~Ibid., 30 April 1868. 

47Wharton, The Negro in MississUmi., 151. 

~David C. Glenn to L. Q. C. Lamar, dated 22 September 
1867, Lucius Q. C. Lamar and Edward Mayes Papers, MDAH. 

49Semi-Weekly Gazette (Meridian), 12 october 1867, 
quoted in Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 89; also see 
J. L. Alcorn, Address of J. L. Alcorn to the People of 
Mississippi (Friar's Point, 1869), 5. 
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the new constitution. Benjamin Humphreys spoke in DeSoto 

County, accompanied by John Rankin, an African-American, 

about the "bogus constitution," and admonished the freedmen 

to stand by their old white friends; he called upon the 

white men to organize, cooperate and wor)c.~ The 

Democratic Executive Committee, in a similar way, warned 

Delta freedmen that "the vote you cast at this election may 

be decisive of your fate." They informed the newly 

enfranchised freedmen that to "abandon the people with whom 

you have ever lived and who now invite you to their 

protection in the future" was to "cast your destiny with an 

enemy between whom and us there is eternal war. ,,51 

The planters, asserting that they themselves 

represented the best interests of the freedmen, developed a 

number of methods to sway the black vote. Not least among 

these methods, they threatened the freedmen, stating that 

they must either reject the constitution and elect 

Democratic representatives to the new legislature, or face 

~Irby Nichols, "Reconstruction in DeSoto County," in 
Our Heritage: DeSoto coun~y, Mississippi, compiled by the 
North Mississippi Times, ed. by Pam McPhail Ivy (Memphis: 
Myers, 1979), 2. 

51The American Cyclopaedia and Important Register of 
Events for the Year 1867 (New Yor)c: D. Appleton & Company, 
1868) I 513. 
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the undying enmity of their employers.~ Further, planters 

threatened to discharge blacks from jobs, evict them from 

their homes, or kill them if they failed to vote with the 

conservatives.~ The conservatives portrayed the 

Republicans, whether native or northern, as liars who 

sought to gain power from their vote and cared little about 

their welfare. 

As the period of military occupation of the South 

drew to a close in July 1868, General U. S. Grant reduced 

the Fourth Military District to only the state of 

Mississippi. He took this step because Mississippi would 

soon return to the Union, and at that point, commanding 

generals would cease to exercise the military powers 

conferred on them by Congress under the Reconstruction 

Acts.~ As the ratification of the constitution and the 

procedures for readmission apparently proceeded according 

~U. S. Congress, House, "Condition of Affairs in 
Mississippi," House Miscellaneous Documents, No. 53, 40th 
Cong., 3rd Sess., 94, 139, 206-208, 274; Albert T. Morgan, 
Yazoo; or, On the Picket Line of Freedom in the South 
(Washington: by the author, 1884), 198; Wharton, The Negro 
in Mississippi, 152. 

~U. S. Congress, House, "Condition of Affairs in 
Mississippi," House Miscellaneous Documents, No. 53, 40th 
Cong., 3rd Sess., 94, 274. 

~General Order Number 55, dated Headquarters of the 
Army, Office of the Adjutant General, 28 July 1868, Records 
of the War Department, U. S. Army Command, Fourth Military 
District, General Orders, 1867-1870, RG 98, NA (hereafter 
cited as Fourth Military District). 
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to schedule, Grant went even further in August, and 

declared the sub-district of Mississippi discontinued. 55 

union military withdrawal ground to a halt, however, 

when the results of the vote on constitutional ratification 

became known. In this election, which began on 22 June, 

voters cast ballots "For the Constitution," or "Against the 

Constitution." Additionally, upon the same ballot, voters 

could elect state officers and representatives for 

Congress.~ Surprisingly, even with a large majority of 

African-Americans in thirty-four counties, the voters of 

the state turned down the new constitution and elected a 

sizable slate of Democratic office holders. On 10 July, 

General Gillem, the new district commander, announced that 

63,860 voted against the constitution, and 56,231 for it. 

Proscriptive clauses, introduced by Yazoo City Republican 

A. T. Morgan, permanently barring former Confederates and 

their sympathizers from office, no doubt contributed to the 

defeat. n Moreover, of the five seats contested in 

Congress, four Democrats prevailed, while the Democratic 

sSGeneral Order Number 30, dated 4 August 1868, Fourth 
Military District. 

~Gillem's order for the vote is located in the Journal 
of the Constitutional Convention, 1868, 749-753, MDAH: 
Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi, 205, gives a 
detailed account of the preparations undertaken by Gillem. 

s7Journal of the constitutional Convention of 1868, 
312-13, 322-23, MDAH. 
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candidate for governor, Benjamin Humphreys, beat the 

Republican candidate. Finally, of the 138 seats available 

Table 9: Results of Ratification Election, June-July 1868 

Registered For Against 
.. 

Bolivar 1,880 1,072 157 

Coahoma 1,354 864 114 

Issaquena 1,509 1,057 104 

Sunflower 1,064 374 301 

Tallahatchie 1,675 196 1,031 

Tunica 1,130 499 109 

Washington 3,385 2,733 251 

Yazoo 4,219 1,816 1,490 

Totals 16,216 8,611 3,557 

county %'S58 0.53 0.22 

State %'s 0.16 0.19 

58These are the percentages for the eleven Delta 
counties. 
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for the state legislature, sixty-six Democrats successfully 

prevailed.~ The table above shows that the Delta did not 

follow the state trends.~ In those eight counties, the 

vote strongly favored the ratification of the constitution. 

Moreover, unlike the state at large, every county in the 

Delta elected a Republican to the legislature, often by a 

tremendous majority. For example, in Washington County, 

with three seats at stake, Republican candidates received 

2,732 votes, while the Democratic candidate received only 

two votes. Similarly, in Issaquena County, with one seat 

at stake, the Republican candidate received 1,056 votes; 

the Democrat received 104.~ 

The returns also show that regardless of the 

patronizing attitude and alleged advice of whites in the 

Delta, the African-Americans of the Delta chose to use 

their franchise in this election against the wishes of 

their new employers. First, despite advice to stay home and 

tend the crop, more than twice the percentage of voters in 

the Delta counties favored ratification than in the state 

59U. S. Congress, House, House Miscellaneous Documents, 
General Order No. 24, 40th Cong., 3rd Sess., No. 33, 93; 
Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi, 216. 

~compiled from a report by Brevet Major General Alvan 
C. Gillem, Commanding Fourth Military District, dated 14 
July 1868, Fourth Military District; u. S. Congress, House, 
"Report of the Secretary of War," House Executive 
Documents, 40th Cong., 3rd Sess., V.3, Pt.1, No.1. 

6lIbid. 
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at large. Secondly, although nearly the entire male 

population of voting age did register, roughly thirty-one 

percent chose not to vote when the time came, showing that 

the "masterly inactivity" policy of the Potterites did have 

a considerable effect in the Delta. Lastly, the final 

returns, as shown above, describe a sizable margin of 

victory for those seeking to ratify the constitution. 

Historians, often overlooking the role of the military in 

this election, have proposed two theories to explain defeat 

of the Republicans in the state. James W. Garner, 

following the interpretation of William Dunning, pointed to 

the amazing unity of white voters in the election.~ More 

recently, William C. Harris stated that the Democrats 

intimidated the African-American vote, arguing that the 

final outcome of the election "was decided by the 

suppression of Republican votes.,,63 

In contrast to these opinions, certain evidence 

suggests that General Gillem, the district commander for 

Mississippi and also commander of the Freedmen's Bureau for 

the state during the election for the constitution, 

facilitated the victory of the conservatives.~ Lawrence 

QGarner, Reconstruction in Mississippi, 213. 

63Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 196. 

~y discussion here follows and confirms the findings 
of Lawrence Powell, in his recently published article, 
"Correcting for Fraud," 656. 



Powell, for instance, believed that Gillem neglected to 

take many steps necessary to assure a fair election. 

First, he left local sheriffs in charge of the polls. 

Later Congressional testimony would show that these 

sheriffs often led the mobs which intimidated black 

154 

voters.~ Secondly, although Gillem knew a majority of his 

troops opposed the constitution, he gave no specific orders 

to them charging that they maintain a fair election, and he 

later discounted rumors that Union troops participated in 

intimidating African-Americans at the polls. Lastly, 

Gillem did nothing to remove registrars suspected of 

partisanship from the employ of the united States, even 

though later testimony showed that several of them belonged 

to the Ku Klux Klan.~ Nevertheless, Gillem certified the 

fairness of the election to the secretary of State, since 

he believed the results as free from intimidation and fraud 

as possible under the "present circumstances. ,,67 

~U. S. Congress, House, "Condition of Affairs in 
Mississippi," House Miscellaneous Documents, 40th Cong., 
3rd Sess., No. 53, 136, 147-158, 174. 

~. S. Congress, House, "Condition of Affairs in 
Mississippi," House Miscellaneous Documents, 40th Cong., 
3rd Sess., No. 53, 136, 147-58, 174; Lt. E. G. Gilbreth to 
Major John Tyler, dated 20 May 1868, and E. E. Platt to 
Major S. C. Green, dated 26 May 186B, both in Records of 
the united states Army Commands, Fourth Military District, 
civil Affairs, 1867-1869, RG 98, NA. 

67U. S. Congress, House, "Report of the Secretary of 
War," House Executive Documents, 40th Cong., 3rd Sess., 
V.3, Pt.1, No.1; cf. People's Press (Hernando), 12 Nov 1868 
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The victory of the Republican Party in the national 

elections of 1868 withered the hope of Democrats in the 

Delta. U. S. Grant defeated the Democrat, Horatio Seymour, 

102 electoral votes to 80 electoral votes. With Grant and 

the Republicans in charge, Congress removed every civil 

authority in the state, who refused to take the iron-clad 

oath of 1862, in February 1869.~ Further, on 4 March 

1869, the new president removed General Gillem and replaced 

him with a Republican commander, Adelbert Ames, who 

functioned as both governor and commanding general.~ 

Ames immediately removed any remaining conservatives 

from office in the Delta, and replaced them with persons in 

sympathy with the congressional program of reconstruction, 

such as Bolivar County resident and African-American, 

Blanche Kelso Bruce. 70 Ames's actions brought heavy 

for W.S. Slade's reaction to the election. 

~u. S. statutes at Large, 344; Special Order No. 55, 
Office of the Adjutant General of the Army, dated 9 March 
1869, RG 94, NA; Sefton, The united states Army and 
Reconstruction, 195; Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi, 
228-30. 

~Special Order No. 55, dated 9 March 1869, Office of 
the Adjutant General of the Army, RG 94, NA, quoted in 
Sefton, The united States Army and Reconstruction, 195; 
Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 154. 

7°Da ily Times (Vicksburg), 15 and 23 April, 5 May 1869, 
acknowledges that many of the appointments went to African
Americans; Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 160; Garner, 
Reconstruction in Mississippi, 307; Melvin I. Urofksy, 
"Blanche K. Bruce: united states Senator, 1875-1881," 
Journal of Mississippi History 29 (1967), 156; Sadie Daniel 
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castigation from the Delta, "There wags labeled him "General 

Adelbert Ames, the dictator," who, with his new authority 

from the Republicans, "now command[ed] the white slaves in 

Mississippi. ,,71 Finally, with Ames in charge of the state 

government, Grant announced a new election for ratification 

of the constitution, to be held on 30 November 1869. n 

The Democrats, discouraged by the actions of 

President Grant and Adelbert Ames, now recognized the 

impact of the Reconstruction Acts, and sought to continue 

the fight, hoping for a better position once the state 

gained admission to the Union. Comprised of a coalition of 

pre-war Democrats, ex-Whigs, and conservative Republicans, 

they designated themselves the National Union Republican 

Party, and nominated Louis Dent, the brother-in law of U. 

S. Grant, as their candidate for governor. Since their 

platform resembled that of the Republicans, promising 

protection of African-American rights, universal suffrage, 

st. Claire, "The National Career of Blanche Kelso Bruce," 
(Ph.D. dissertation, New York University, 1947), 23. 

TIWeekly Panola star (Panola), 11 September 1869. 

nJames D. Richardson, A Compilation of the Messages 
and Papers of the Presidents, 11 vols. (New York: Bureau of 
National Literature and Art, 1896-1908), 7:16-17. Grant 
could take this step because a state Republican 
investigation of the election uncovered extensive fraud, 
threw out the votes of seven counties, and declared the 
constitution ratified by 3,380 votes, U. S. Congress, 
House, "Condition of Affairs in Mississippi," House 
Miscellaneous Documents, 40th Cong., 3rd Sess., No. 53, 18-
19. 
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and complete amnesty, they sought to run on the strength of 

their candidate's affiliation with the president.~ Grant, 

however, refused to back Dent, and shortly after a series 

of debates with the Republican nominee, Dent fled the 

state, before the results of the election became known. u 

The Republicans selected 3ames L. Alcorn as their 

gubernatorial candidate, and Ridgley Powers, a former 

federal officer turned planter, as candidate for 

lieutenant-governor. 75 Alcorn's ascendancy marked the 

arrival of the moderate faction of the Republican party to 

power. The other members of the ticket represent a mixture 

of backgrounds: native Mississippian William H. Vassar, 

state treasurer; African-American candidate James D. Lynch, 

secretary of state; recent northern emigrant Henry 

Musgrove, state auditor; and native Mississippian Joshua 

Morris, attorney general. 76 Comparing the written 

platforms of the two parties engenders a great amount of 

~Amos R. Johnston, Speech of Hon. Amos R. Johnston, at 
Sardis, Mississippi, October 13, 1869, on A~cQ~n'~ Record, 
MDAH. 

74Allan Nevins, Hamilton Fish: The Inner History of the 
Grant Administration (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1936), 291-92; 
Weekly Delta (Friar's Point), 17, 24, and 1 December 1869; 
Lillian A. Pereyra, James Lusk Alcorn: Persistent Whig 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana state University Press, 1966), 101-
102. 

75Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 154. 

76Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 244; Wharton, 
The Negro in Mississippi, 154. 
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confusion, because they so closely resemble one another. 

Wharton, seeking to alleviate the confusion, marked the 

regular Republicans as "the party of movement, looking to 

continued advancement of the status of the freedmen." On 

the other hand, the Dent "Republicans,'! stated Wharton, 

actually constituted a party of "resistance.,,77 The 

National Union party offered black men "known to their 

fellows as humble relics of slavery," posited Wharton, "or 

men who openly sold the interests of their race for 

Democratic money or favor."~ 

ultimately, the Delta planters got precisely what 

they wanted from this election. Although an impressive 

black vote and white indifference to the outcome of the 

election gave the Republicans a stunning victory, the 

conservatives received the ratification of the constitution 

shorn of its proscriptive clauses. Statewide, James Alcorn 

received 76,143 votes against 38,133 for Judge Dent. The 

African-American vote, free from the fraud of the previous 

election, strongly favored the Republican tic}cet, whose 

candidates swept their elections for office. The 

Constitution, minus the proscriptive clauses found 

77Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 155. 

7llIbid., 156. 
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objectionable to most voters in the state, overwhelmingly 

passed in a vote of 113,735 to 955.~ 

In the Delta, the election produced astounding 

results for the Republicans. For example, in the vote for 

ratification of the constitution, 12,613 voters cast 

ballots in favor of ratification, while only two voters 

rejected the it. In the contest for governor, Alcorn 

received 10,833 votes to 1,821 for Louis Dent. oo Under the 

auspices of Grant and a Republican Congress, Mississippi 

became reconstructed, wrote historian Vernon Wharton, "to 

the satisfaction of a congressional majority, with Negro 

voters and Negro office holders."s1 

79General Order No. 60, dated 20 December 1869, Fourth 
Military District; Dailty Clarion (Jackson), 8 January 
1870. 

80General Order No. 60, dated 20 December 1869, Fourth 
Military District. 

81Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 156. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

EFFORTS AT LABOR CONTROL, 1868-1871: 
BRUTE VIOLENCE, REPLACEMENT BY IMMIGRANTS 

The newly elected Alcorn administration encountered 

immediate problems seeking to implement its program. 

Although Alcorn, the Delta planter and politician, sought a 

coalition of conservatives, "composed of Whigs, Democrats 

[and] Republicans," his politics appealed to a narrow class 

of conservative planters and businessmen. 1 His program of 

African-American conciliation, internal improvements, and 

reduction of taxes, could not retain the support of the 

majority of voters in the state. ThUS, an antagonistic 

group of pre-war Democrats, carpetbaggers, and increasingly 

independent African-Americans resisted his restructuring of 

the Republican party. 

When this moderate, "Alcorn Republican" restructuring 

failed, it left the Delta planters with few options in 

their quest for labor control. with the demise of this 

middle path, espoused by Alcorn and the Delta planters who 

supported him, the white planters faced a choice of either 

IHinds county Gazette (Raymond), 30 November 1870, 
quoted in David H. Donald, "The Scalawag in Mississippi 
Reconstruction," Journal of Southern History 10 (1944), 
449. 
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supporting the Democratic party's racist policies, or the 

program of Adelbert Ames, which they believed would lead to 

complete loss of labor control. Further, if the black 

laborers of the Delta gained political power, and that 

power resisted the paternalistic guidance of the planters, 

the plantation labor system could collapse. Therefore, 

many planters turned to violenc~ to solve the problem of 

labor control. concurrently, others began an effort to 

supplant Delta African-Americans with a more docile foreign 

population. 

The recall of Union soldiers facilitated the effort 

at violent coercion, by further weakening the already 

troubled Republican party.2 In 1867, the Union army 

maintained one Union soldier in the South for every 708 

civilians; by 1876 there remained but one soldier for every 

3,160 civilians. 3 Since the nearest sizable contingent of 

2Similarly weakened Republican governments existed in 
Louisiana and South Carolina at the start of the 1870s, as 
demonstrated by Ted Tunnell, Crucible of Reconstruction: 
War, Radicalism and Race in Louisiana, 1862-1877 (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana state University Press, 1984), 164; W. 
McKee Evans, Ballots and Fence Rails: Reconstruction on the 
Lower Cape Fear (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 1966; reprint, New York: W. W. Norton, 
1974), 151. 

3George C. RabIe, But There Was No Peace: The Role of 
violence in the Politics of Reconstruction (Athens, 
Georgia: University of Georgia Press, 1984), 109; James E. 
Sefton, The United states Army and Reconstruction, 1865-
1877, (Baton Rouge: Louisiana state University Press, 
1967), 223-24; Allen W. Trelease, White Terror: The Ku Klux 
Klan Conspiracy and Southern Reconstruction (New Yor)c: 
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trouble, the troops often arrived after the crisis had 

passed. 4 In February 1870, the 24th Infantry and 34th 
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Infantry Regiments moved the major portion of their troop 

strength to Texas and the Dakotas, respectively.5 

Excluding a token number of administrators, the Union 

removed the last vestige of military strength in February, 

1870, even as the senators and representatives of the newly 

reconstructed state of Mississippi took their seats in 

Congress. 6 

Governor Alcorn and moderate Republicans in charge of 

the state government, now bereft of Union military 

strength, faced a resurgence of lawlessness in the last few 

months of federal control.' The perpetrators of this 

Harper & ROw, 1971), 384-385; David M. Chalmers, Hooded 
Americanism: The First Century of the Ku Klux Klan, 1865-
1965 (New York: Doubleday & Company, 1865), 12. 

4Files 2464 of 1871 and 3949 of 1871, Office of the 
Adjutant General of the Army, RG 94, NA, quoted in Sefton, 
The united states Army and Reconstruction, 220, contain 
examples of such occurrences. 

5General Order No.7, dated 27 February 1869, 
Headquarters of the Army, Office of the Adjutant General of 
the Army, dated 26 February, 1870 (hereafter cited as 
Fourth Military District). 

6General Orders No. 25, dated 26 February 1870, Fourth 
Military District. 

'Weekly pilot (Jackson), 2 April 1870; William c. 
Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger: Republican 
Reconstruction in Mississippi (Baton Rouge: Louisiana state 
University Press, 1979), 371. In the summer of 1871 a 
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violence varied from African-Americans and whites pressured 

by the economic downturn of the early 1870s, to whites 

displacing their frustration with federal reconstruction 

policies on their African-American neighbors. 6 Alcorn 

recommended a series of laws to the legislature intended to 

curb this rising tide of violence, which swept into areas 

like the Delta. 9 This legislation outlawed masks and 

disguises, made breaking into houses a felony violation, 

and offered five thousand dollar rewards for the arrest of 

those engaging in terrorism. 1o Similarly, Alcorn set up a 

Mississippi Secret Service, with the intent of infiltrating 

clandestine meetings and helping to solve crimes which 

congressional committee toured the South investigating 
reports of Klan activity, and amassed a thirteen volume 
body of testimony contained in U. S. Congress, House, "Ku 
Klux Klan Report," House Reports, 42nd Cong., 2nd Sess., 
No. 22. 

6Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 372; RabIe, But 
There Was No Peace, 84; John Dollard, Caste and Class in a 
Southern Town (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1937; 
reprint, Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1988), 
59; W. J. Cash, The Mind of the South (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1941; reprint, New York: Doubleday & Co., 1956), 
119. 

9Lillian Pereyra, James Lusk Alcorn: Persistent Whig 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana state University Press, 1966), 134. 

I~eekly Pilot (Jackson), 26 March, 20 August 1870; U. 
S. Congress, House, "Ku Klux Klan Report, Mississippi," 
House Reports, 42nd Cong., 2nd Sess., No. 22, Vol. 12, 864-
865; Laws of Mississippi, 1870, 89-92, 132-43, 607-08, 
Mississippi Department of Archives and History (hereafter 
cited as MDAH). 
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stymied local police authorities.lI Those planters who 

supported the use of violence in the 1870s viewed political 

supremacy as a necessary condition to economic supremacy. 

In particular, paramilitary organizations, of which the Ku 

Klux Klan represents only one example, sought to keep the 

freedmen from becoming self-sufficient, lito keep them from 

renting land, so that the majority of white citizens may 

control labor."u Allen Trelease wrote that leadership 

within the Klan "more clearly belongs to the professional 

and planter class which had governed the region before the 

Radicals displaced them politically. ,,13 Further, historian 

George RabIe pointed out in his study of Reconstruction 

violence that "in areas with large Negro populations," such 

as the Yazoo Delta, "the Klan acted on behalf of planters 

who sought to maintain a docile labor force. ,,14 

Planters throughout the South used violence as a 

means of political intimidation, seeking to control 

llA payroll list, citing the names of members of this 
unit, with a note on their race, contained in RG 27, Vol. 
72b, MDAH; Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 391; 
William T. Blain, "Challenging the Lawless: The Mississippi 
Secret Service, 1870-1871," Journal of Mississippi History 
40 (1978), 119-136. 

12Tesimony of John A. Talliaferro, a planter from 
Noxubee county, in U. S. Congress, House, "Ku Klux Klan 
Report, Mississippi, II House Executive Documents, 42nd 
Cong., 2nd Sess., No. 22, 233-35. 

13Trelease, White Terror, 296. 

14Rable, But There Was No Peace, 97. 
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African-American labor options, much as they did in the 

Delta. Jonathan Wiener described this when he wrote that, 

in Alabama, planters used terror to restrict blacks' 

freedom to move. Wiener cites the example of one black 

belt laborer who testified before Congress in 1872. This 

man related that when a group of African-Americans made 

plans to emigrate, disguised men advised them they would 

face death if they carried through on their plans. The 

planters did this, stated the witness, in order to keep 

"the country from being deprived of their labor. "IS 

Historians, wrote Wiener, have overlooked the extent of 

planter involvement in the Klan, although such paramilitary 

organizations constituted "an instrument of the planter 

class for the control of labor. ,,16 In the same way, Allen 

Trelease demonstrated that the Klan represented a device 

for controlling and exploiting African-American labor in 

Mississippi .17 

The measures undertaken by the Alcorn administration 

failed to halt the violence directed toward the Republican 

party, which followed the withdrawal of the federal 

15U. S. Congress, House, "Ku Klux Klan Report," House 
Executive Documents, 42nd Cong., 2nd Sess., No. 22, Pt. 5, 
1466. 

16Jonathan M. lviener, "Class structure and Economic 
Development in the American South, 1865-1955," American 
Historical Review 84 (1979), 975. 

17Trelease, White Terror, 290. 
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military presence. 19 One northern Republican, testifying 

before Congress in 1872, only a year after the initial 

outbreaks, voiced his amazement at the level of violence in 

the Delta. "There," the amazed visitor stated, "[the 

Democrats] do not, as in the North, oppose us only at the 

ballot box; but they sUbstitute the bowe-knife [sic] and 

the burning brand for the ballot against those poor and 

illiterate children of slavery. ,,19 

If the Union military tried to intervene against the 

perpetrators of such violence, it faced debilitating 

weaknesses. First, the geography of the Delta made 

apprehension of the offenders difficult, because many of 

the counties bordered the Mississippi River along the state 

line with Arkansas. "The impunity with which crimes of 

like nature [murder] are committed here is becoming truly 

alarming," wrote the sheriff of Tunica County, "and there 

is no safe-guard against their repetition, as the criminal 

has only to cross the Mississippi River into Arkansas and 

he is beyond the reach of the law. ,,20 Second, since the 

union had withdrawn all its cavalry to the Indian wars in 

18See RabIe, But There Was No Peace, 108, on the 
withdrawal of federal troops. 

19Congressional Globe, 42nd Cong., 2nd Sess., 1872, 
864. 

20Letter from M. J. Manning, Sheriff of Tunica County, 
to Governor Powers, dated Austin, 5 Aug 1872, RG 27, Vol. 
80, MDAH. 



the West, their infantry troops proved 110 match for the 

well-mounted southern terrorists. n 

The failure to stop this brutality provoked 

Republicans in Congress to pass the Enforcement Acts in 

1870 and 1871, aimed at curbing voter intimidation and 
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random violence directed at those seeking to exercise their 

constitutional rights. ll Although these bills outlawed 

many activities associated with paramilitary violence, such 

as riding about in disguise, they produced little effect 

save to insure the reelection of U. S. Grant. D 

Ultimately, lack of support for Reconstruction in the 

North, unfavorable court decisions, and lack of funds to 

prosecute those indicted, allowed paramilitary 

organizations in the Delta to continue operations with 

little fear of federal intervention.~ 

Governor Alcorn, frustrated that neither federal nor 

local legislation brought an end to the attacks on African-

21Rable, But There Was No Peace, 109; Trelease, White 
Terror, 384-385; Sefton, The united states Army and 
Reconstruction, 223-224. 

llunited States statutes at Large, 16, 140-43; Statutes 
at Large, 17, 13-15. 

DRable, But There Was No Peace, 106. 

~Ibid.; Everett Swinney, "Suppressing the Ku Klux 
Klan: The Enforcement of the Reconstruction Amendments, 
1870-1874" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Texas, 1966), 
184-88, 194-99; Everett Swinney, "Enforcing the Fifteenth 
Amendment," Journal of Southern History 28 (1962), 205-18. 
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Americans, began to reassemble the state militia in 1871. 

The response by whites in the Delta proved surprising. 

Bolivar County raised 2,274 men, and drew $200.00 from the 

state of Mississippi. Warren County raised 4,739 men, and 

Tallahatchie Country raised a total of 1,235.~ These 

figures seem quite high, given the loss of men sustained by 

the state in the civil War.u In four Delta counties 

alone, over 12,000 white men enrolled in 1871 for militia 

duty. To arm these new militia troops, the state began to 

purchase large stores of breech-loading rifles to supply 

the white militia units with arms. u 

Whether Alcorn intended it or not, the more 

conservative Delta planters used his government to 

accomplish their own agenda in much the same way as they 

had previously manipulated the Freedmen's Bureau and the 

united states Army. Alcorn claimed that the Democrats and 

Radical Republicans joined forces to thwart his program of 

2SE. A. Peyton, G. G., Adjutant General, to Governor 
Alcorn, RG 33, Vol. 7, MDAH. 

26No accurate casualty figures for the state exist, but 
Bearss estimated that of the 78,000 who served in the 
Confederate military, 59,250 became lost to service through 
battle, medical discharge, and desertion, Edwin C. Bearss, 
"The Armed Conflict, 1861-1865," in Richard Aubrey 
McLemore, A History of Mississippi, 2 vols (Hattiesburg, 
Miss.: University & College Press of Mississippi, 1973), 
2.491, note 158. 

27Receipts for the arms are in RG 27, Vol. 80, MDAH. 
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law and order.~ Alcorn, thinking to thwart his adversary, 

Adelbert Ames, appointed no Radical Republicans to militia 

commands. 29 Instead, he chose more conservative scalawags 

and carpetbaggers.~ Moreover, Alcorn's militia commander, 

Edward Stafford, a carpetbagger from Missouri, enrolled a 

large number of former Confederate soldiers into the white 

militia.~ 

Although the governor allowed freedmen to enroll in 

racially segregated militia units, the black militia 

remained weak and ineffective. Alcorn never appointed an 

African-American to high command in the state militia, 

although three freedmen did command small units in the 

Delta and several African-Americans received appointments 

to raise militia companies in the plantation counties. 32 

~congressional Globe, 42nd Cong., 2nd Sess., Appendix, 
409; Pereyra, James Lusk Alcorn, 138. 

2~arris, The Day of the carpetbagger, 392. 

30Examples of scalawags appointed include: Ephraim G. 
Peyton, a planter and lawyer from Copiah County, near 
Natchez, in Dunbar Rowland, Courts, Judges, and Lawyers of 
Mississippi, 1798-1935 (Jackson: Hederman Brothers, 1935), 
97, see Letter from Peyton to Governor Alcorn, dated 6 
March 1871, RG 27, Vol. 33, No.7, MDAH; Matthew B. Hewson, 
later editor of one of the two major Republican newspapers, 
the Jackson Pilot, mentioned in Harris, The Day of the 
Carpetbagger, 44; and W. A. Alcorn, the governor's brother 
and sheriff of Tallahatchie County. 

~Weekly pilot (Jackson), 24 December 1870. 

nLaws of Mississippi, 1870, 132-43; Mississippi, 
Senate Journal, 1871, Appendix, 426, RG 47, MDAH; otis A. 
singletary, Negro Militia and Reconstruction (Austin: 



William C. Harris wrote that enthusiasm for the militia 

units ran high among blacks in the plantation districts, 

and freedmen turned out in large numbers to drill and 
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receive instruction in the martial arts, even though the 

black units never received weapons of any kind. D Michael 

Perman also asserts that the legislature refused to 

allocate the funds necessary for the success of the black 

militia movement, as governors throughout the South feared 

the use of such troops would precipitate a race war.~ 

Alcorn understood that while most Northerners would support 

the African-Americans as victims, they would refuse to 

support blacks as aggressors against whites. 3s 

Having regained a modicum of authority with the white 

militia movement, white Delta planters, progressively 

gravitating toward the Democratic party as Alcorn's program 

stalled, felt emboldened to press for gains in the 

political arena. Nevertheless, having failed in 1868 to 

University of Texas Press, 1957), 15-16, 22. 

DHarris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 392. 

~ichael Perman, Emancipation and Reconstruction, 
1862-1879 (Arlington Heights, Ill.: Harlan Davidson, 1987), 
94-95. For this theme in Arkansas, see Trelease, White 
Terror, 156; North Carolina, Ibid., 216, and otto H. Olsen, 
"An Incongruous Presence," in otto Olsen, ed., 
Reconstruction and Redemption in the South (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana state University Press, 1980), 180. 

3STed Tunnell, Crucible of Reconstruction: War, 
Radicalism, and Race in Louisiana, 1862-1880 (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana state University Press, 1983), 215. 
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stop the constitutional convention, and suffering defeat at 

the polls with Louis Dent and the National Union party in 

1869, they expressed a need for a new political philosophy. 

This position, labeled the New Departure, or "convergence," 

in various sections of the South, became known as the White 

Men's Party in the Mil;sissippi Delta.~ The Democrats and 

former moderates cons~:ituting this new movement sought to 

attract the black VOtl~ and control it, not because they 

felt African-American:; their political equals, but because 

they saw this as the only way to remove the Alcorn 

Republicans from power. Planters claimed that necessity 

forced this decision on them, and their support for black 

political equality would end with the overthrow of the 

Republicans.~ 

The planters succeeded in controlling the African-

American vote to such an extent that African-American 

politicians never made a difference at the county or 

36For discussions of this political movement in other 
southern states, see Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America's 
Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877 (New ~ork: Harper & ROW, 
1988), 412-425; Michael Perman, The Road to Redemption: 
Southern Politics, 1869-1879 (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1984), 16-21. 

37Gazette (Hinds County), 28 June 1871, quoted in 
Thomas B. Alexander, ed., "Persistent Whiggery in 
Mississippi Reconstruction: The Hinds County Gazette," 
Journal of Mississippi History 23 (1971), 84; Harris, Day 
of the Carpetbagger, 413. 
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municipal level in the Yazoo Delta.~ The new constitution 

provided that all municipal offices would become vacant on 

the readmission of the state to the Union in 1871. 

Governor Alcorn, therefore, had to install new men into all 

the various positions of government in the Delta. Seeking 

to conciliate white planters, especially in the Delta, 

Alcorn avoided the appointment of any freedmen to the 

offices thus vacated. Thus, no African-American ever 

served as mayor of any city; nor, despite the potential 

black votes, did any city in the Yazoo Delta ever have a 

majority of blacks in its municipal government during the 

Reconstruction period.~ 

Thus, William C. Harris's assertion that "Alcorn's 

patronage policies did not appear to discriminate unduly 

against blacks" lacks validity.~ Actually, few freedmen 

enjoyed any political power anywhere in the state, because 

as far as possible, Alcorn avoided the appointment of any 

African-Americans. 41 Indeed, some Delta communities simply 

~John R. Lynch, The Facts About Reconstruction (New 
York: Arno Press, 1968, reprint, New York, 1913), 92-94. 

39Clarion-Ledger (Jackson), 27 November 1890; Vernon 
Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi 1865-1890 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1947; reprint, New 
York: Harper & Row, 1965), 167. 

4~arris, Day of the Carpetbagger, 307. 

~Billy W. Libby, "Senator Hiram Revels of Mississippi 
Takes His Seat," Journal of Mississippi History 37 (1975), 
381-394; Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 167. 
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refused to permit the appointment of blacks, leaving the 

offices of government vacant. The Tallahatchian, for 

example, reported in 1869 that "we are emphatically a 

people without a government and without officers ••• [and] as 

yet have suffered no special inconveniences from this state 

of affairs.,,42 Vernon Wharton also commented that only one 

African-American received an appointment as mayor in the 

state, and except for Greenville, no Delta county had a 

black majority of aldermen. c 

The battle over patronage split the Republican party 

in 1871, and further weakened its control of Mississippi 

politics. Even Harris, who stated that Alcorn's policies 

reflected no disparagement of blacks, wrote of the "serious 

intraparty divisions" caused by "Governor Alcorn, whose 

patronage policies and attempts to develop a white-based 

party had antagonized many black Republicans."~ Petitions 

for appointment began to pour into the governor's office 

after the readmission of the state to the Union in February 

1870.~ Alcorn appointed a total of 247 Republicans and 

42Daily Clarion (Jackson), 15 April 1869, quoting the 
Tallahatchian. 

CWharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 167. 

~Harris, Dqy of the Carpetbagger, 413. 

~For example, see petition from Greenwood, Leflore 
County, dated 14 June 1871, asking that Charles W. Fitzhugh 
be appointed magistrate and signed by many of the leading 
citizens, RG 27, Vol. 74, MDAH. 
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217 Democrats, and as he did with his militia appointments, 

the governor tended to avoid placing Radicals into 

office.~ Indeed, Alcorn received a letter from a loyal 

Republican supporter in Vicksburg, who wanted to know why 

he filled all the offices in Warren County with 

Democrats. 47 

In effect, Alcorn used his powers of patronage to 

undermine the Republican party, not build it up. He did 

this because, much as his Delta peers, he had begun to 

gravitate toward the Democrats and their solutions to the 

problems of the Delta. This shift came as no surprise to 

Adelbert Ames and the Radicals, who quickly recognized 

Alcorn's program. Ames openly stated that Alcorn replaced 

"good" Republicans with men of "questionable" loyalty.48 

Beyond the many appeals for initial appointment, requests 

for replacement of men already in office fill the 

governor's correspondence. The petitioner generally asked 

the governor for someone "more acceptable" to the people. 

The incumbents often contested the accusations of 

incompetence or unpopularity, calling them vicious lies 

~Gazette (Hinds County), 6 September 1871. 

47Letter from A. W. Ross, dated Vicksburg, 21 March 
1871, RG 27, Vol. 73, MDAH. 

48Blanche Butler Ames, Chronicles from Nineteenth 
century: Family Letters of Blanche Butler Ames and Adelbert 
Ames, 2 vols. (Clinton, Mass.: Colonial Press, 1957), 
1:174, 289, 349. 
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based upon partisan politics. The greatest number of such 

petitions came from conservatives wanting to oust Alcorn's 

Republican appointees. For example, A. G. smith wrote to 

Governor Alcorn concerning a freedman whom he considered a 

"bigoted, ignorant fellow totally unfitted for the 

position" which he held. 49 

From some letters in the governor's correspondence, 

it would appear that in remote areas of the Delta, the 

force of intimidation and terror turned the tide of 

Republican influence as early as 1871. In some Delta areas 

the governor had extreme difficulty finding any Republican 

willing to accept an appointment to office. For example, 

in Nesbitt station during 1871, several murders occurred, 

each widely reported in the newspapers and to the 

governor. 50 One prospective appointee after another turned 

down the office of sheriff in Nesbitt, much to the despair 

of James Lynch, Alcorn's African-American Secretary of 

State. SI 

While the Republicans sought appointees, the planters 

sought labor. Indeed, the acute shortage of labor, first 

49Letter from A. G. smith, dated Greenwood, 17 April 
1871, RG 27, Vol. 74, MDAR. 

S~esbitt station is in DeSoto County, near Hernando. 
For examples of murder reports, see RG 27, Vol. 74, MDAR. 

51 Letter from James Lynch to Governor Alcorn, dated 
Jackson, 22 June 1871, RG 27, Vol. 74, MDAR. 
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seen in the period between 1865 and 1867, became critical 

in the period between 1870 and 1880. It is true that in 

the Delta, like the South at large, a precipitous decline 

in cultivated land occurred after the war, but by 1880 

cUltivated acreage had increased 45 percent from 1870.~ 

Consequently, Delta employers wanted additional labor from 

outside as well as full control of the existing labor 

supply to facilitate their rising success. The table below 

discloses that the eleven sample control counties, 

mentioned in chapter one, lost 4 percent of their 

cultivated acreage during the same period of time.~ 

Table 10: Land Dnder Cultivation, 1860-1880 

IMPROVED ACREAGE - DELTA VS. SAMPLE COUNTIES 

County 1860 1870 1880 

Delta 619,411 267,667 408,306 

Sample 878,622 848,251 

~Richard Sutch and Roger Ransom, "Sharecropping: 
Market Response or Mechanism of Race Control?" in What Was 
Freedom's Price? ed. David S. Sansing (Jackson: University 
of Mississippi Press, 1978), 58, states that "the 
cultivated acreage in the five cotton states of the South 
fell by more than 20 percent over the civil War decade." 
In fact, the six reporting counties of the Delta lost 45 
percent of their improved acreage in that decade. 

~Adams, Amite, Harrison, Hinds, Jefferson, Jones, 
Lowndes, Marshall, Scott, Tishimingo, and Wayne counties 
constitute the sample group. See page seventeen for a 
discussion of these counties. 
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with the withdrawal of the military and the onset of 

violence, however, labor stability in the Delta fluctuated 

wildly, and the labor shortage continued unabated.~ One 

study of the Natchez District, a lot'11ands plantation area 

in the southwest corner of Mississippi, demonstrated that 

between 27 and 56 percent of the labor supply changed jobs 

among plantations each year between 1871 and 1874. 55 

Some plantation owners, frustrated at their inability 

to maintain a docile, stable labor supply, sought to 

attract white European immigrants. By providing these 

immigrants with public land, the planters hoped to bolster 

the white vote and regain political control. As early as 

1869, these men began to form "immigrant clubs," and such 

organizations as the "Free Land and Colonization Company of 

DeSoto County, Mississippi."56 

Initially, these societies held great promise of 

success. Glowing reports came from Hernando in December 

1869, stating that eighty Danes settled near Oklona. A 

party of Swedes entered Water Valley in 1870, and other 

~u. S. Department of Agriculture, Report of the 
Commissioner of Agriculture for the Year 1874 (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1875), 222. 

s~ichael Wayne, The Reshaping of Plantation society: 
The Natchez District, 1860-1880 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
state university Press, 1983), appendix 2, 208-209. 

56Ibid. 
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planters enticed several swiss immigrants to DeSoto county 

in the same year.~ The State attempted to facilitate 

these efforts by passing a law in 1873 to provide one 

hundred and sixty acres of land to any head of family for 

five cents per acre, provided they would live on and 

cUltivate the land for two years. The state held 4,500,000 

acres of land for delinquent taxes, and proposed to 

distribute this land to any settlers, even current 

residents of the state.~ 

In particular, these immigration societies made a 

concerted effort to attract white English immigrants. But 

English people proved undesirable as a replacement for 

black labor. These immigrants considered their 

participation in cotton agriculture degrading, and they 

reported that they often suffered abuse at the hands of the 

planters. Sallie Love Banks, whose father owned a 

plantation in Hernando, wrote in her memoirs of a letter 

her father received from the sister of an English 

immigrant, who heard that her brother performed menial 

labor. This type of ,,,ork, said the sister, "would disgrace 

his family" and she requested Sallie's father 

~People's Press (Hernando), 7 October 1869. 

58Mississippi Session Laws, 1873, 62-65, MDAH; Robert 
F. Futrell, "Efforts of Mississippians to Encourage 
Immigration I 1865-1880 , " Journal of r-tississippi History 20 
(1958) I 70. 
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"would •.. please persuade Charley to come home. ,,59 

Additionally, the governor's correspondence contains a 

letter from the British Consul inquiring into the cruel 

treatment received by English immigrants, particularly in 

Tallahatchie county.~ 

Such rl~sul ts from the immigration clubs dimmed the 

ardor for foreign settlers. Those whites who came to the 

Delta seldom stayed for any length of time, for as William 

C. Harris points out, they became "dismayed at the poverty, 

the lack of respect for the law, and the general political 

uncertainty and shrillness that prevailed."~ Indeed, 

federal census records demonstrate that the number of white 

for~igners in the Delta showed no marked increase between 

1860 and 1870. Further, between 1870 and 1880, their 

numbers actually declined.~ 

Discouraged at their inability to attract white 

European labor, the immigrationists, like those who sought 

59Ibid., 72. 

60Letter from Thomas N. Buford, dated Lafayette County, 
28 October 1873, RG 27, Vol. 81, MDAH. 

61Harris quotes the remarks of a Chicago immigration 
officer, giving these reasons for newcomers' 
disillusionment with the state, contained in Weekly pilot 
(Jackson), 17 September 1870, and Times and Republican 
(Vicksburg), 17 September 1871, both referred to in Harris, 
The Day of the Carpetbagger, 501, note 60. 

62Futrell, "Efforts of Mississippians to Encourage 
Immigration, 73. 
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a similar labor solution shortly after the civil War, 

turned to other ethnic groups, such as the Chinese. Unlike 

the societies seeking to attract white settlers, the effort 

to attract the Chinese sought to force the freedmen to 

choose between competition and starvation. s Delta 

landowners attended a convention in Memphis, Tennessee, in 

June 1869, to discuss the best means to at1:ract Chinese 

laborers. 64 In J'uly of the same year, a large group 

gathered in Como to discuss the appointment of delegates to 

a convention meeting in Memphis later that year for the 

express purpose of bringing in Chinese immigrants.~ 

Planters in the Yazoo River Valley even hired a former 

Confederate general, William R. Miles, to go to San 

Francisco and negotiate with immi9ration agents to secure 

"coolie labor.,,66 

Unfortunately for the planters, the efforts to 

attract immigrants met with as little success in 1870 as 

they had in the immediate post-war period. Although some 

Chinese laborers did come to the Delta under the auspices 

~Courier (Opelousas, Alabama), 23 October 1869, quoted 
in Roger Shugg, "The Survival of the Plantation system in 
Louisiana," Journal of Southern History 3 (1937), 321. 

~eekly Panola star (Panola, MS), "The Labor 
Question," 26 June 1869, Roll #5055, MDAH. 

~Panola Weekly Star (Panola, MS), 10 July 1869. 

~eekly Clarion (Jaclcson), 15 July 1869. 
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of such societies, after accumulating some capital, the 

Chinese simply moved to the towns to engage in other forms 

of labor.~ Further, as demonstrated in the Louisiana 

bottoms across the Mississippi River from the Yazoo Delta, 

the planters failed to attract Chinese labor in sufficient 

quantities to serve as competition for African-American 

labor, because of the high wages offered orientals by the 

California and Pacific railroads.~ 

Ultimately, immigrant labor proved either too 

expensive, too weak, or too independent. Moreover, many of 

the white settlers simply rejected the plantation system of 

the Delta and moved on. Consequently, the planters 

resigned themselves anew to dependence upon African-

Americans for their labor needs. The Jackson Clarion 

reported in 1872 that all the efforts to secure European 

immigrants throughout the state had failed. 69 

If the Delta planters wished to retain the plantation 

economy, therefore, they would have to perpetuate their 

control of Delta blacks. In contrast to planter 

experiences with Europeans and Asiatics, large numbers of 

~Ibid., 20 November 1873. 

~Daily Picayune (New Orleans), 9 and 30 January 1870; 
Shugg, "The Survival of the Plantation System in 
Louisiana," 321. 

69Clarion (Jackson), 12 December 1872, quoted in 
Futrell, "Efforts ... to Encourage Immigration," 68. 
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African-Americans found their way to their region between 

1870 and 1880. Virtually all of these African-Americans 

farmed, and most became sharecroppers. w Based upon state 

figures compiled in 1880, between ten and eleven thousand 

African-American laborers immigrated to the cotton. fields 

of the Delta before 1880, seeking a new promised land of 

higher wages and increased political power. 71 Therefore, 

rather than depend on the chimera of foreign immigrants, 

the planters needed to return black laborers to a condition 

of total dependency. 

7°Emmie Ellen Wade, "The Office of Commissioner of 
Immigration and Agriculture in Mississippi from 1873-1890" 
(University of Mississippi, 1941), 36; cf. Annual Report of 
the commissioner of Immigration and Agriculture, 1875 
(Jackson, 1876), 1; both in MDAH. 

7lW. W. Wall, Biennial Report of the Commissioner of 
Immigration and Agriculture of the state of Mississippi for 
the Years 1880-1881 (Jackson, 1882), 7, 9. 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

THE FAILURE OF THE AMES REPUBLICANS, 
1870-1874 
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The new state legislature, elected in 1869, convened 

on 11 January 1870 with a new constitution and a Republican 

majority. Its members immediately set about completing the 

federal requirements for readmission to the Union. 1 The 

Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution 

received quick ratification by large majorities in both the 

Senate and the House. 2 with that accomplished, the 

legislature turned to the appointment of sen~tors to the 

united states Congress. Hiram R. Revels, an African-

American minister, received an appointment to the short 

IGeneral Order No. 60, dated 20 December 1869, U. S. 
Army Commands, 4th Military District (Mississippi) Orders, 
1867-1870, RG 58, MF 1 (hereafter cited as Fourth Military 
District), Mississippi Department of Archives and History 
(hereafter cited as MDAH); Mississippi, Senate Journal, 
1870, 3. 

2The Senate voted 24 to 2 on the Fourteenth 
Amendment, and 28 to 0 on the Fifteenth; the House voted 87 
to 6 and 93 to 1 respectively, Mississippi, Senate Journal, 
1870, 19; Mississippi, Journal of the House of 
Representatives, 1870, 20. The political background of the 
legislature consisted of 21 scalawags, 18 carpetbaggers, 27 
African-Americans, 14 unidentified Republicans, David G. 
Sansing, "The Role of the Scalawag in Mississippi 
Reconstruction," (Ph.D. dissertation, University of 
Southern Mississippi, 1969), 113. 
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term, which ended l.farch 1871. 3 In addition, they appointed 

governor-elect James L. Alcorn to a full term beginning in 

March, 1871, and General Adelbert Ames, commander of the 

Fourth Military District and Provisional Governor, to the 

other full-term appointment. 4 Finally, the legislature 

adjourned, since it held no authorization to conduct 

further business until the state received admission to the 

Union. 

The appointment of James Alcorn generated a great 

amount of debate in the state Republican party, adding to 

the confusion and factionalism already engendered over the 

patronage issue mentioned in a previous chapter. When 

Alcorn announced that he would resign as governor to take 

his Senate seat, many native white Republicans voiced their 

disappointment. s As historian David Sansing pointed out, 

"home grown" Republicans believed that Alcorn ,.,ould lead 

them through the uncertain years ahead, and after his 

announced resignation those supporters felt that he "had 

used them and their support to gain a seat in the united 

~ississippi, Senate Journal, 1870, 27; Vernon 
Wharton, The Negro in Miss;ssippi, 1865-1890 (New York: 
Harper & ROw, 1965, reprint, chapel Hill: The University of 
North Carolina Press, 1947), '159-160; William C. Harris, 
The Day of the Carpetbagger. Republican Reconstruction in 
Mississippi (Baton Rouge: Louisiana state University Press, 
1979), 266-67. 

4Mississippi, Senate Journal, 1870, 21-26, 28. 

SVicksburg Daily Times, 12 November 1869. 
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states Congress. ,,6 Even Delta planters sympathetic to 

Alcorn, such as Frank A. Montgomery, stated later that "he 

was tempted with a seat in the united states senate, a 

temptation few men can resist, and a year later was out of 

the way. ", 

with the resignation of Alcorn, the state's first 

lieutenant governor, Ohio-born Ridgley C. Powers, became 

governor on 30 November 1871, serving out the remainder of 

Alcorn's term. 8 The new governor committed himself to a 

program of tax reduction, and end to increasing state 

indebtedness, and aiding the people in "bettering their 

material condition," while choosing to ignore the issue of 

civil rights for the freedmen. The planter interests, 

fearful of what this new carpetbag politician might 

6David G. Sansing, "congressional Reconstruction," in 
A History of Mississippi, ed. Richard Aubrey McLemore 
(Hattiesburg: University and college Press of Mississippi, 
1973), 580. 

'Frank A. Montgomery, Reminiscences of a Mississippian 
in Peace and War (Cincinnati: Robert Clarke, 1901), 276. 

8For information on Powers see Ridgley C. Powers, 
"Biographical Memoranda in Reference to Ridgley Ceylon 
Powers" (21 August 1907), in Ridgley C. Powers folder, 
Subject File Collection; William M. Compton, "Ridgley C. 
Pm.,rers, Governor of Mississippi" in Garner (James W.) 
Papers; both in MDAH. 



propose, received his program of reform and betterment 

without "social equality" with approva1. 9 

Historians have interpreted the governorship of 

Powers in a number of different ways. William Harris 
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believed the administration of Powers, though full of 

promise, accomplished little. 1O other historians, such as 

David Sansing, have stated that Powers's tenure in office 

brought "quietude to the state."n 

The evidence from contemporary sources supports the 

position taken by sansing. In the years of Powers's 

administration, 1870-1874, rates for land in some areas of 

the Delta jumped from two to thirty dollars an acre, a sure 

sign, said one Delta newspaper, of "returning 

prosperity. ,,12 Frank Montgomery, reflecting this attitude 

of quiescence in the Delta, wrote that "after the 

inauguration of the [Republican] civil government nothing 

of special interest occurred [sic] till 1873, except the 

9Annual Message of Governor Powers, 1872, MDAH, 1, 3; 
Times and Republican (Vicksburg), 17 January 1872; Harris, 
The Day of the Carpetbagger, 430-433. 

I~arris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 434; James W. 
Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi (New York: The 
Macmillan Company, 1901; reprint, Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
state University Press, 1968), 281. 

IlSans ing, "congressional Reconstruction," 578. 

12pilot (Jac]{son), 5 March 1870, quoting the 
Tallahatchie Times, in Sansing, "Congressional 
Reconstruction," 578. 
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increasing of taxes."D Further, Klan activity decreased 

significantly, as the conservative element sought other 

less violent avenues to overthrow the Republican party.14 

When James L. Alcorn left Mississippi to take his 

seat in the united states Senate in 1871, the Republican 

party appeared firmly in control of politics in the state. 

Yet despite such a roseate picture, the Republican party 

showed signs of strain. As Alcorn's biographer, Lillian 

Pereyra pointed out, Alcorn and his supporters, the 

moderate Republicans, failed to provide a solid middle-of-

the-road Republican party, and, more importantly, the new 

senator failed to understand the needs of black labor.ls 

He left the governorship, posited Pereyra, in defeat, to 

accept the position of senator as a consolation prize. 16 

In 1873, in the midst of growing Republican 

factionalism, the "carpetbag Republicans" nominated 

Adelbert Ames for governor, rather than Alcorn's favorite, 

Ridgley Powers, by a vote of 187 to 40." Alcorn, loath to 

leave his Senate seat and return to the cauldron of 

l~ontgomery, Reminiscences, 281. 

14sansing, "Congressional Reconstruction," 579. 

1SLillian A. Pereyra, James Lusk Alcorn. Persistent 
Whig (Baton Rouge, 1966), 144-146. 

16Ibid., 148. 

17Ibid., 158. 



Mississippi politics, nevertheless called his own 

nominating convention on 18 September and announced his 

candidacy for the off ice of governor. III Alcorn sought to 

save his moderate Republican program from defeat by Ames 

and the radical Republicans. 
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Thus, in 1873, both Adelbert Ames and James L. Alcorn 

returned to the state to run as Republicans for the office 

of governor. 19 Alcorn and his followers, often termed the 

"home Republicans" or "Alcorn Republicans," hoped to 

present the state with a white-based party, led by the more 

prominent men. 20 Ames, asked by the "carpetbag 

Republicans" to run for the governor's office, hoped to 

work closely with black leaders and black voters to push 

the state in a more radical direction. n 

18Ibid. 

19David Donald, "The Scalawag in Mississippi 
Reconstruction," The Journal of Southern History 10 (1944), 
453; Warren Ellem, "Who Were the Mississippi Scalawag?" The 
Journal of Southern History (1972), 235-240. 

2~arris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 413, 415. 

nGeorge C. RabIe, But There Was No Peace. The Role of 
Violence in the Politics of Reconstruction (Athens, GA: The 
University of Georgia Press, 1984), 145. The Vicksburg 
Daily Times, 29 February 1868, first used these terms to 
describe the two factions. For another use see the 
testimony of Frank Johnston in U. S. Congress, Senate, 
"Report of the Select Committee to Inquire into the 
Mississippi Election of 1875 with the Testimony and 
Documentary Evidence," Senate Reports, 44th Cong., 1st 
Sess., No. 527, I:345. 
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This disunity in the Republican party constituted a 

"major turning point" in the politics of the state. 22 The 

Democrats ran no candidate, but threw their support behind 

Alcorn, perceiving that the moderate Republican had assumed 

the leadership of the conservative faction, and deserved 

the Democrats' "cordial and unstinted support." 23 David 

Sansing believed this Democratic support for Alcorn never 

materialized, and he wrote that such an interpretation 

represented "the least correct aspect of the traditional 

interpretation."u While it is true that Alcorn failed to 

receive the white support he anticipated, he did secure the 

backing of many conservative Delta Democrats. For example, 

Frank Montgomery, previously mentioned as a planter and 

lawyer in Bolivar county, stated that the planters in the 

Delta had little desire to back a Republican of any stripe, 

but that they sincerely wanted to see the radical Adelbert 

Ames kept from office. Montgomery admitted that "though a 

22James B. Murphy, L. Q. C. Lamar. Pragmatic Patriot 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1973), 111. 

23pereyra, Alcorn, p. 159; James B. Murphy, L. Q. C. 
Lamar: Pragmatic Patriot (Baton Rouge, 1973): 111; both 
quoting letter from L. Q. C. Lamar to E. D. Clark, dated 14 
october 1873, in the Lamar Papers, University of 
Mississippi Library; Wharton believed that at this 
juncture, "already repudiated by the Negroes," Alcorn 
undertook to lead the "opposition" to Ames, The Negro in 
Mississippi, 176; Appleton's Annual Cyclopaedia and 
Register of Important Events for 1873 (New York: D. 
Appleton, 1874), 514. 

24Sansing, "congressional Reconstruction," 583. 



190 

Republican" Alcorn was "an old citizen and large property 

holder, and all his interests were with the best people in 

the state. ,,25 

with the defeat of Alcorn, the hopes for a 

conservative Republican party, led by moderates and 

supported by the black vote, evaporated. Regardless of 

Alcorn's backing, Ames easily regained the governorship, 

defeating Alcorn 69,680 votes to 50,090. u Even in 

Alcorn's own county of Coahoma, Ames defeated him by a vote 

of 1,281 to 426. v 

Events after the election demonstrated that 

Republicans had withdrawn their support from Alcorn's 

moderate plan. The state representative from Bolivar 

County introduced a r~solution calling for Alcorn to step 

down from his senate seat. When voted upon, the motion 

received support from the delegates from Coahoma, 

25Montgomery, Reminiscences of a Mississippian, 281. 

2~ississippi in 1875: Report of the Select Committee 
to Inquire into the Mississippi Election of 1875, with the 
Testimony and Documentary Evidence, 2 vols. (Washington, 
G.P.O., 1884), II, 144-145. 

VU. S. Congress, Senate, "Report of the Select 
Committee to Inquire into the Mississippi Election of 1875, 
with the Testimony and Documentary Evidence," Senate 
Reports, 44th Cong., 1st Sess., No. 527, Pt. 3, 138. 
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Issaquena, Washington, Yazoo, DeSoto, Sunflower, Leflore, 

and Tallahatchie Counties.~ 

Governor Ames also pressed forward, exploiting 

Alcorn's growing weakness. In his inaugural address, Ames 

condemned the crop lien and sharecrop systems for 

impoverishing the state's farmers and making it impossible 

for the African-Americans to obtain land. 29 Indeed, 

keeping land from black labor constituted the heart and 

soul of labor control in the Yazoo Delta, and had since 

emancipation. The legislature, guided by Ames, now passed 

laws allowing the head of a family to obtain up to 160 

acres of land, at six cents an acre, from the over four and 

one-half million acres of land held by the state.~ The 

state acquired some of this land from the federal 

government prior to 1874, and 4,500,000 acres from 

delinquent tax cases. The state also promised to defer 

payment on the land until the third year of residence, if 

~Journal of the Senate of the state of Mississippi 
(Jackson, 1874), 146-160, MDAH. 

29Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America's Unfinished 
Revolution (New York: Harper & Row, 1988), 542; Harris, The 
Day of the Carpetbagger, 507; Inaugural Address of Gov. 
Adelbert Ames to the Mississippi Legislature, Thursday, 
January 22, 1874 (Jackson: Kimball, Raymond, and Co., 
1874), 7. 

30Laws of the state of Mississippi, 1874 (Jackson, 
1874), 62-65, MDAH. 
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the settler could prove continuous presence and cUltivation 

of the property. 31 

A great amount of historical analysis has focused 

upon this tax delinquent land. James W. Garner, 

castigating the "black Republicans" in Mississippi, decried 

the high taxes and the subsequent forfeiture of land as a 

"grievous burden. ,,32 William C. Harris estimated that by 

1874, the state held one-third of the total acreage of the 

Delta in forfeited lands.~ Historians who make such 

claims, cite the testimony of the state auditor in 1874, 

who pointed to the 6,000,000 acres of forfeited lands, one

fifth of the state's total land, as evidence of the burden 

of taxation. 34 

While such descriptions may describe the state at 

large, the planters of the Delta stood no danger of losing 

their plantations in such forfeitures. The planters 

basically forfeited land purchased for speculation when 

31Mississippi, House Journal, 1875, Appendix, 40; Daily 
Mississippi pilot (Jackson), 20 January 1871. 

~Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi, 312. 

~Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 489; in the 
Delta, 1,369,093 acres reverted to the state, J. S. 
McNeily, Climax and Collapse of Reconstruction in 
Mississippi, 1874-1876," Publications of the Mississippi 
Historical Society 12 (1912), 290-294, 303-305, 336-245, 
and Mississippi, House Journal, 1871, 503-1117. 

34See the testimony of W. H. Gibbs, the state auditor, 
in U. S. Congress, House, "vicksburg Troubles," House 
Reports, 43rd Cong., 2nd Sess., No. 265, 530. 
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prices allowed such investment. 35 In fact, the increased 

fertility of Delta land offset the loss of such acreage in 

most cases.~ As Michael Wayne pointed out in his study of 

Natchez, planters often took advantage of such laws. They 

simply allowed the state to take over their land in hard 

times. Although the state gained title to the land, the 

landowner retained possession of his property. Further, 

any title to the land obtained under this law remained 

tenuous at best. with the passage of a single act of 

abatement of back taxes, the legislature could reverse its 

decision, as it finally did in 1875. 37 with so much 

uncertainty, buyers simply avoided the proffered land.~ 

Eric Foner has shown that this same pattern occurred 

throughout the South, and that very little property 

actually changed hands because of forfeiture. In 

35Robert L. Brandfon, Cotton Kingdom of the New South: 
A History of the Yazoo Mississippi Delta From 
Reconstruction to the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1967), 41; John W. Wade, "Lands of the 
Liquidating Levee Board Through Legislation and 
Litigation," Publications of the Mississippi Historical 
Society 9 (1906), 286-287, 296-297; Mississippi, House 
Journal, 1875, Appendix 40. 

36Brandon, cotton Kingdom of the New South, 42. 

37Laws of the State of Mississippi, 1875, 11-12; Wayne, 
The Reshaping of Plantation Society, 95. 

~Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 507. 



Mississippi, wrote Foner, 95 percent of the forfeited 

acreage eventually reverted to the original owner.39 

Although higher taxation failed to bankrupt Delta 
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planters, it did hurt the administration of Adelbert Ames. 

The white planters in the Delta, who initially adopted an 

attitude of patience toward Governor Ames, abandoned their 

wait-and-see attitude when the legislature adjourned in 

1874 without implementing reforms sympathetic to their 

interests.~ Some moderates, even when faced with this 

governmental inaction, continued to call for cooperation 

with the radical Republicans, but their voices grew weaker 

and weaker. 41 Making use of the uproar over taxation and 

reported mismanagement of the state government, disgruntled 

Delta planters formed taxpayers' clubs, white men's clubs, 

and white league organizations to gain support for a 

seizure of power from the Republicans at the local level. 

One of the first taxpayer's clubs formed in Bolivar 

CounOty, led by former Alcorn supporter Frank Montgomery and 

former governor Charles Clark. Montgomery wrote that most 

of the men represented at the club's initial meeting called 

themselves former Whigs, but had decided to ally themselves 

~Foner, Reconstruction, 376. 

~arris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 623; Vicksburger 
(Vicksburg), 15 February 1874. 

41Weekly Times (Greenville), 26 September 1874; New 
York Times, 15 September 1874. 
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with the Democratic party, "for that party alone 

promised ... any relief from the intolerable evils under 

which the south was then groaning."e This club in Bolivar 

elected representatives to a state taxpayer's convention 

which met in Jackson in January 1875 to draft a petition of 

their grievances. These taxpayers claimed that if planters 

sold all the crops grown in the state that year at the 

present market value, "the proceeds of the sales would 

not ... pay the cost of the production of the taxes."e 

A cluster of other issues aggravated the tax protest, 

and these grievances tended to give support to the movement 

of the taxpayer's leagues for protest against the 

Republican government. For example, the issue of patronage 

continued to trouble the party in the Delta. According to 

Frank Montgomery, more blacks and carpetbaggers demanded 

office in Bolivar County than the Republicans could 

accommodate, and "this resulted in a split of which we were 

quick to take advantage."~ Finally, a renewed wave of 

violence and intimidation swept the state in the form of 

White Leagues, which reportedly held the same ultimate 

CMontgomery, Reminiscences of a Mississippian, 288; 
Foner, Reconstruction, 415. 

CWeekly Clarion (Jackson), 7 January 1875, quoted in 
Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 629. 

MMontgomery, Reminiscences of a Mississippian, 290. 
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objectives as the Ku Klux Klan.~ Conservatives quickly 

disavowed the existence of such an organization as the 

White League, but as the Hinds County ~azette pointed out 

"we think the time has come for a White League, and that it 

should be formed solely for the protection of the lives and 

property of the whites when assaulted by Ames' licensed and 

commissioned thieves and robbers.,,46 

A disastrous flood that swept through the Delta in 

1874 demonstrated the divisions within the Republican 

Party. The flood damaged crops, leaving many African-

Americans facing starvation. Surprisingly, historians have 

paid little attention either to the economic effects of the 

flood, or to the long-term effects of this disaster. 

William C. Harris, for example, mentions the flooding in 

his discussion of the rivalry between Ames and Alcorn, but 

overlooks the flood as a contributing factor to the 

eventual "redemption" of 1875. 47 other historians of the 

period entirely ignore this event. 48 Surely this flood, 

right on the eve of the great "revolution" of 1875, had an 

~Letter from Adelbert Ames to F. C. Harris, dated 
Jackson, 4 August 1874, RG 27, Vol. 94, MDAH. 

46Gazette (Hinds County), 10 February 1875. 

47Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 612-614. 

~The following historians, among many encountered, 
commit this oversight: James Garner, Reconstruction in 
~ississippi; Foner, Reconstruction; James Murphy, L. Q. C. 
Lamar; Wayne, The Reshaping of Plantation Society. 
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effect on the voting of the Delta counties, that area of 

the state which contained the highest concentration of 

Republican voters. 

The earliest requests for assistance came from areas 

around Vicksburg, and reported widespread suffering and 

fearful destitution. A citizens' committee in Vicksburg 

wrote the governor, informing him that hundreds of poor 

blacks descended on that city seeking aid. o A letter from 

Sartartia, in Yazoo County, listed 157 names of black 

households suffering from the flood. 5o By the fifth of 

May, letters arrived at the state capital from Tate, 

Leflore, Washington, Bolivar, Issaquena, Warren, Tunica, 

Coahoma, and Yazoo Counties.~ with the legislature out of 

session, Ames sought other sources of aid, but with very 

mixed results. with thousands of freedmen reportedly in 

danger of imminent starvation, with cattle and crops ruined 

by the floodwater, Ames turned to the War Department for 

help in securing rations for the sufferers of the flood. 

William W. Belknap, Grant's secretary of War, responded to 

Ames's plea by 30 April, replying that although Louisiana 

49From the minutes of a citizen's committee held in 
Vicksburg concerning the early stages of the flood, held 28 
April 1874, in RG 27, Vol. 92, MDAH. 

sOList dated Sartartia, 29 April 1874, RG 27, Vol. 92, 
MDAH. 

SIAII these letters contained in RG 27, Vol. 92, and 
dated 5 May 1874. 
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had received rations for twenty thousand sufferers, 

Congress would need to appropriate an additional sum for 

the state of Mississippi. 52 Upon receipt of the telegram 

from Belknap, Ames wired the representatives of the state 

in Congress, advising them to press for appropriations for 

the relief of 25,000 people.~ When the bill reached the 

floor of the Senate, seeking aid in the amount of $160,000, 

J. L. Alcorn surprisingly attacked the legislation as 

extravagant and wasteful. 

Even the most sympathetic treatment of this action by 

Alcorn cannot cover the partisan nature of its intent; 

Alcorn sought to destroy African-American support for 

Ames's administration. For one thing, since Alcorn lived 

in the Delta for many years, he had seen the damage that 

such a flood could inflict. In fact, Alcorn fervently 

sought federal funds for the repair of Delta levees after 

the civil War as President of the Board of Levee 

Commissioners, and served as president of the Liquidating 

Levee Board until 1870.~ Lillian Pereyra accords the 

incident a scant paragraph in her biography of Alcorn, 

~Telegram from William W. Belknap, Secretary of War, 
dated Washington, D. c., 30 April 1874, RG 27, Vol. 92, 
MDAH. 

~Letter from Governor Ames to Henry Pease, dated 
Jackson, 2 May 1874, RG 27, Vol. 92, MDAH. 

~Pereyra, James Lusk Alcor~, 76; Weekly Delta (Friar's 
Point), 10 February 1869. 
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however, offhandedly mentioning that the senator opposed 

the bill because the reports exaggerated the problem and 

that the sum "would do little to alleviate suffering but 

could demoralize a community by encouraging the Negroes to 

refuse work and wait for a government handout. ,,55 

Although Henry R. Pease, a Republican from Jackson 

appointed to fill the Senate seat of Ames when he resigned 

to run for governor, pleaded for the aid, the persuasive 

arguments of James Alcorn convinced Congress to send the 

bill back to committee, from which it never emerged.~ 

Alcorn eventually did offer to support legislation, if 

agents of the national government would oversee the 

distribution rather than appointees of Governor Ames.~ 

After some delay, a compromise bill appropriating $100,000 

for Louisiana and Mississippi finally passed through 

Congress, minus the proviso requested by Alcorn.~ 

Although William C. Harris does mention the flood, he 

too dismissed the need for rations in this horrendous 

~Pereyra, Alcorn, 167. 

~congressional Record, 43rd Cong., 1st Sess., 3586-96; 
telegram from H. R. Pease, dated Washington, D. C., 5 May 
1874, RG 27, Vol. 92, MDAH. 

~Times (Vic)(sburg), 21 May 1874. 

~Letter from Henry R. Pease to Governor Ames, dated 5 
May 1874; Letter from William W. Belknap to Albert R. Howe, 
dated 9 May 1874; Letter from A. K. Davis to Governor Ames, 
dated 9 May 1874, all in RG 27, Vol. 93, MDAH. 



flood, saying that the need for supplies never became 

critical, and that African-Americans in the Delta made a 

"fair crop" after the flood waters receded.~ But the 

"oldest Swamp Men" around Carson's Landing in Bolivar 
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County, estimated on the tenth that if the water would stay 

below eighteen inches and did not remained less than forty 

days, farmers could expect at best one-quarter crop of corn 

and one-quarter crop of cotton.~ 

Rather than abate, the flooding continued to worsen 

and destroy the hope of any crop. On the twelfth, the 

levees in Tunica and Coahoma counties overflowed, flooding 

more than sixty additional miles of bottom land. 61 On 20 

April 1874, former-governor Charles Clark, hardly a 

Republican partisan, reported that "the area of overflow 

was fast increasing, [and] I think over two thirds of the 

plantations in this county are submerged.,,62 As late as 24 

May, fully twenty days after the initial breaks in the 

levees around Vicksburg, Clark reported that the river fell 

only one inch each twenty-four hours, and the back water 

5~arris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 614. 

~Letter from R. J. Martin, dated Carson's Ldg., 10 May 
1874, RG 27, Vol. 92, MOAH. 

61Telegram from I. N. Brmm, dated Helena, Arkansas, RG 
27, Vol. 92, MOAH. 

62Letter from Charles Clark, dated Beulah, Bolivar 
county, 20 May 1874, RG 27, Vol. 92, MOAH. 



continued to rise.~ The last report by Clark arrived at 

the capital on 7 July, stating the names of individuals 

receiving rations.~ If Clark promptly filed this last 

report, two months had elapsed and families still needed 

the support of government rations. 
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Undoubtedly, some abuse of the system of ration 

distribution took place. Ames himself admitted that some 

of the rations fell into the hands of undeserving people.~ 

others submitted letters to the governor's office seeking 

to sUbstantiate the rumor~ of misappropriation of rations. 

M. P. Sullivan wrote from Beulah on 24 May, stating that 

"others whose plantations were as innocent of a bath of 

Mississippi or any other water ... managed to 'get their work 

in' on the loaves and fishes while it lasted."~ Ames, 

stung by criticism over his handling of the flood, finally 

asked the legislature to refund the contributions of the 

federal government because justice demanded it.~ But even 

~Letter from Charles Clark, dated Greenville, 24 May 
1874, RG 27, Vol. 92, MOAH. 

MLetter from Charles Clark, dated Greenville, 7 July 
1874, RG 27, vol. 92, MOAH. 

~Annual Message of Governor Adelbert Ames to the 
Legislature of Mississippi, session of 1875 (Jackson: pilot 
Publishing, 1875), 4. 

~Letter from M. P. Sullivan, dated Clerk's Office, 
Bolivar County Courts, Beulah, 24 May 1874, RG 27, Vol. 94, 
MOAH. 

67Annual Message of Governor Ames, 1875, 4. 
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granting the truth of reported fraud, undoubtedly a great 

deal of suffering and loss afflicted the freedmen, which 

certainly contributed to their inability in the next year 

to turn back the attack of the conservatives upon their 

political rights. 

Assaulted on all sides by issues like the handling of 

the flood, Ames turned more and more of his attention 

toward intraparty politics.~ Even the support of his 

black constituents waned, as evidenced by one African-

American landowner who wrote that lithe smart working folks 

can't live any longer without some laws to fix things 

up. ,,69 compounding his problems, the state superintendent 

of Education became the object of open hostility from anti-

Republicans, as the conservative press labeled him a man 

"shingled allover with indictments for embezzlement and 

fraud. ,,70 When Ames temporarily left the state in May 

1874, conservatives charged that his lieutenant governor, 

A. K. Davis, went on a pardoning spree, pardoning thirty-

four people, among them seventeen accused offenders, who 

~Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 615. 

69Letter from "John" to Governor Ames, dated 9 February 
1874, RG 27, Vol. 91, MDAH. 

wCharles Nordoff, The Cotton states in the Spring and 
Summer of 1875, originally published in 1875 (New York, 
1965): 75, 82, quoted in Harris, The Day of the 
Carpetbagger, 619. 
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the courts had indicted but not tried. 71 Eventually, 

authorities indicted Davis and removed him from office in 

August 1875. 72 

Conservative strength, at its lowest during Ridgley 

Powers's administration, revived with the assault upon the 

Republican administration.~ Indeed, the charges of 

mismanagement and corruption at the local level became 

"rife" in 1874-1875. 74 Some conservatives began to call 

for an end to New Departure accomodationism, and advocated 

a militant, racist, white man's party, or "white-line" 

strategy to redeem Mississippi from the "Ames 

plunderers. ,,75 

71Note in file titled "Ames Goes North," RG 27, vol. 
94, MDAH; Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 620. 

nWeekly Clarion (Jackson), 14 July 1875; Letter from 
Ames to his wife, dated 27 August 1875, in Blanche Butler 
Ames, Chronicles from the Nineteenth Century: Family 
Letters of Blanche Butler Ames ar.d Adelbert Ames, 2 vols. 
(Clinton, Mass.: Colonial Press, 1957), II:148. 

~William C. Harris, "Republican Factionalism and 
Mismanagement," in otto H. Olsen, ed., Reconstruction and 
Redemption in the South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana state 
University Press, 1980), 91. 

74Harris, "Republican Factionalism and Mismanagement," 
89. 

75Ibid., 91; Vicksburger (Vicksburg), 15 February 1874. 



CHAP'fER NINE 

THE PLANTERS REGAIN POLITICAL CONTROL 
IN THE DELTA, 1875 
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civil disturbances throughout the Delta in the summer 

of 1874 presented the planters in the Delta with a new tool 

for controlling the political fortunes and economic future 

of African-American labor. Violence and intimidation would 

allow them simply to wrest power from the Republican party 

in charge. 

This revised strategy became necessary, as events 

proved that neither paternalism, nor accommodation with the 

new black voters would allow the planters to dominate and 

control their labor force. The problems in Austin, 

Vicksburg, Yazoo City, Coahoma county, and Hernando 

intimated that the planters did not need to follow the New 

Departure strategy, nor the dictates of Republican moderates 

like J. L. Alcorn. Further, the weak response of the 

federal government to the violence perpetrated by whites in 

the Delta demonstrated that the federal government would not 

intervene to prop up the party of the freedmen. The 

"Mississippi Plan" of 1875 called for the white people to 

form a party based upon race, in an effort to dominate 

politics and control the economy. Politics had become an 
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issue of race, and the political future for the planters, 

regardless of the consequences, lay with the white-line 

racists and Democratic-conservatives. 

In the summer of 1874, a formidable riot occurred 

which shattered the peace of the Delta. A mob killed six 

African-Americans at Austin, in Tunica county. The 

disturbance began when the sheriff released a white man, who 

allegedly shot and killed a young African-American girl who 

happened into his line of fire as he attempted to shoot a 

freedman. I About five hundred armed men, both black and 

white, participated in the disturbance, which grew so large 

that local officials feared the destruction of the town. 2 

Whites fled the town, escaping to Memphis, where a vigilante 

group organized, returned to Austin, and took the city back 

away from the poorly armed African-Americans. William C. 

Harris dismissed the event as a "comic opera affair" 

INew Yor]c Times, 13 August 1874; Vernon Wharton, The 
Negro in Mississippi (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1947; reprint, New York: Harper & Raw, 
1965), 190; William G. Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger: 
Republican Reconstruction in Mississippi (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana state University Press, 1979), 640-641; George C. 
RabIe, But There Was No Peace: The Role of Violence in the 
Politics of Reconstruction (Athens, Georgia: Univsersity of 
Georgia Press, 1984), 147. 

2Letter from A. G. Packer to Governor Ames, dated 
Austin, 10 August 1874, RG 27, Vol. 86, Letterbook A, 
Mississippi Department of Archives and History (hereafter 
cited as MDAH). 
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exaggerated by local whites. 3 The death of seven African-

American citizens, the seizure of a municipal government by 

armed freedmen, and the violent usurpation of a vigilante 

mob hardly deserves that description. 

One other event in August 1874, the Vicksburg city 

election, clearly demonstrated the future of Republican 

government in the Yazoo Mississippi Delta. Rather than 

appeal to the New Departure methodology of seeking black 

votes, the conservative leadership in Vicksburg opted for a 

white-line strategy, seeking to wrest the control of the 

city from the Republicans. 4 The whi1:e pla:nters, burdened by 

what they perceived as oppressive taxation, frustrated in 

their appeals to the Ames administration for help in 

cleaning up the political problems in the city, and sensing 

the Republicans' vulnerability, decided to make a radical 

move of their own. Therefore, the "White Man's Party," 

formed during the taxpayers' revolt earlier in the year, 

moved beyond the use of words to the use of martial display 

and intimidation, seeking to capture the city government at 

any cost. s 

3Harris, The Day of the carpetbagger, 640. 

4Charles Nordhoff, The Cotton states in the Spring and 
Summer of 1875 (New York: D. Appleton, 1876), 75-76; 
Harris, Day of the Carpetbagger, 634; RabIe, But There Was 
No Peace, 145-150; Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 190. 

~eekly Clarion (Jackson), 13 and 27 August 1874. 
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The 1874 election in Vicksburg foreshadowed the 

pattern of events, which would lead to IIredemption" by Delta 

conservatives in 1875. The planters, pointing to the 

corruption of the municipal administration, balked at the 

ticket put forward by the Republican party. Indeed, 

according to the local Democratic press, the individual 

nominated for mayor faced indictment for thirty-three 

separate offenses, and the only white man on the ticket 

reportedly kept a "low" saloon. 6 Thus, the "better" men of 

the area, coupled with the militia elements, decided to take 

matters into their own hands. Governor Ames, out of state 

at this critical moment, received a warning of imminent 

trouble in Vicksburg from A. K. Davis. Davis also contacted 

President Grant, claiming the presence of federal troops as 

"absolutely necessary to prevent riot and bloodshed. ,,7 When 

Ames returned to the state, he also warned of approaching 

violence, but nevertheless, he also failed to secure troops 

for ·Vicksburg. 8 

without the support of federal troops, the African-

Americans lacked the resources to withstand the pressure of 

6James w. Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1901; reprint, Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana state University Press, 1969), 329. 

7copy of telegram from A.K. Davis to President Grant, 
dated Jackson, 20 July 1874, RG 27, Vol. 86, Letterbook A, 
MDAH, 539. 

8I bid, 543, 561. 



208 

the militant whites. On the day of the election, armed 

military companies filled the streets of Vicksburg, 

intimidating black voters.9 Consequently, the White Man's 

Party carried the election by a margin of 350 votes, with 

only four votes cast by whites for the Republican ticket. 1o 

Significantly, after the election, the Vicksburg Monitor 

reported, "The same tactics that saved Vicksburg will surely 

save the State, and no other will.,,11 

The tension in Vicksburg continued after the municipal 

elections in August, and reached an explosive level in 

September when the Taxpayers' League reported finding 

evidence of corruption by the African-American sheriff of 

Warren county, Peter Crosby.u A grand jury comprised of 

African-Americans and whites sustained the suspicions of the 

League, and indicted three judicial officers in November. 

~icksburg Daily Times, 6 August 1874; U. S. Congress, 
House of Representatives, Vicksburg Troubles; 43rd Cong., 
2nd Sess., 1874, House Report No. 265, 128-31, 177, 192, 
223, 361-63, 369, 463-64; RabIe, But There Was No Peace, 
146. 

I~ew York Times, 5 August 1874. 

IIMississippi Weekly Pilot, 20 March 1875, quoting the 
Vicksburg Monitor, in Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 
190. 

12Blanche Ames Ames, Adelbert Ames, 1835-1933: General, 
Senator, Governor. The Story of His Life and Times and His 
Integrity as a Soldier and Statesman in the Service of the 
United states of America Throughout the civil War and in 
Mississippi in the Years of Reconstruction (New York: 
Argosy-Antiquarian, 1964), 399, 404. 
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Before the case carne to trial, however, documents relating 

to the investigation mysteriously disappeared from the 

Warren county sheriff's office. On 2 December the 

Taxpayers' League determined that county officials 

implicated in the corruption must step down. The League 

therefore sent ten men to the courthouse to demand that 

Crosby resign. 13 Crosby refused, and within a fe\'l hours, 

several hundred whites had gathered around the courthouse. 

They pushed their way into the sheriff's office, and forced 

Crosby to resign his office. Crosby fled to Jackson and 

sought the aid of Governor Ames .14 

Several historians, writing of this event, overlooked 

evidence beyond the testimony taken in congressional 

hearings. The accounts posit that Ames offered Crosby no 

creditable assistance, but sent him back to vicksburg with 

vague orders to secure a posse comitatus of local freedmen 

to regain his office. 1s For example, William C. Harris 

13U. S. Congress, House, "Vicksburg Troubles," House 
Reports, 43rd Cong., 2nd Sess., No. 265, 11, 215-20, 252-
72, 302-03, 311-17, 328-29, 399 [hereafter cited as 
Vicksburg Troubles]; RabIe, But There Was No Peace, 147. 

l~icksburg Troubles, 5-6; Appleton's Annual cyclopedia 
and Register of Important Events, 1874 (New York: D. 
Appleton, 1875), 568-69; RabIe, But There Was No Peace, 
148. 

1sHarris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 647; Lillian A. 
Pereyra, James Lusk Alcorn: Persistent Whig (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana state University Press, 1966), 171; RabIe, But 
There Was No Peace, 148. The authorization to callout the 
posse comitatus is in Vicksburg Troubles, 5-6. 
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wrote that Ames provided Crosby only the token assistance of 

two white militia officers. J6 This misconception in 

Harris's account resulted from his dependence upon testimony 

taken in Ames's impeachment proceeding in 1876. Further, he 

overlooks the contemporary telegrams and support which the 

governor extended to Sheriff crosby. 17 

Actually, Ames took immediate steps to aid Crosby, 

employing a number of strategies to return the sheriff to 

office. Ames wired Judge George F. Brown in Vicksburg on 4 

December 1874 that "every effort will be made by me to 

restore the supremacy of the law. Should I fail," wrote the 

governor, "I will appeal to a higher power." Ames appealed 

to the judge to "cooperate heartily with Sheriff Crosby. ,,18 

In addition to this telegram, Ames issued a proclamation 

through James Hill, the secretary of state, ordering 

"riotous and disorderly persons" to "disperse and retire 

peaceably to their respective abodes. ,,19 The governor also 

J~arris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 647. 

17Rable, But There Was No Peace, 235, note 15, states 
that Harris accepted a conservative "canard" hurled against 
the governor. Mississippi, Testimony in the Impeachment of 
Adelbert Ames, as Governor of Mississippi (Jackson: Power 
and Barksdale, 1877), 119-22, contained this false 
accusation. 

J8copy of telegram from Adelbert Ames to Judge Geo. F. 
Brown, dated 4 December 1874, RG 27, Vol. 96, MDAH. 

19Proclamation by Adelbert Ames, dated Jackson, 4 
December 1874, RG 27, Vol. 96, MDAH. 
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instructed the state adjutant general, A. G. Packer, to 

inform Sheriff Crosby of instructions forwarded to Capt. P. 

C. Hall, the militia commander in Vicksburg. Packer related 

that the governor ordered Hall "to cooperate with you 

[Crosby] with his Militia Company ..• in your efforts to 

regain possession of your office and to suppress this mob." 

The extant copy of these instructions bear the remark, "by 

order of the governor. ,,20 

Crosby returned to Vicksburg, and with the 

instructions of the governor in hand, reportedly attempted 

to raise a posse to take back his office. 21 When the 

African-American posse, estimated between 150 and 500 men, 

entered the city on the next day, they met two white militia 

companies organized to resist them. Crosby, under 

"protective" custody of the white militia commander, asked 

the blacks to disperse. Before the men could move off, the 

20copy of telegram from A. G. Packer to Sheriff Peter 
Crosby, dated 4 December 1874, RG 27, Vol. 96, MDAHj 
Blanche Ames Ames, Adelbert Ames, 1853-1933: General, 
Senator, Governor: The Story of His Life and Times and His 
Integrity as a Soldier and statesman in the Service of the 
united state of America Throughout the civil War and in 
Mississippi During the Years of Reconstruction (New York: 
Argosy-Aniquarian, 1964), 405. 

21Vicksburg Troubles, 10, contains a copy of the 
Crosby's "card" calling for a posse; Blanche Ames Ames, 
believed this card a forgery, quoting a letter to her 
father from Crosby in Adelbert Ames, 405. 
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militia began to fire on the blacks. ll A. G. Packer 

frantically wired Jackson, reporting that "they [the ,,,hite 

Democrats] have possession of the Court House and Sheriff 

Crosby is under arrest." Moreover, related the adjutant 

general, the militia ordered by the governor to cooperate 

with Crosby "are powerless to enforce order.,,23 Later in 

the day, O. S. Lee, the governor's aid, sent to the city to 

investigate the charges of Crosby, wired the governor of the 

cessation of hostilities, and he reported "ten or twelve 

colored men and one white man killed, probably twice that 

number wounded." In addition, related Lee, the white mob 

took twenty or thirty prisoners.~ Packer, wishing to make 

his report in person, left Vicksburg on a special train back 

to Jackson, wiring the governor to "suspend orders till I 

see you. ,,25 

Despite Lee's optimistic and premature assessment, the 

problems in Vicksburg did not end on 7 December. In fact, 

tension escalated to the point that the War Department, 

fearing for the life of the Republican governor, issued 

llDaily Times (Vicksburg) , 8 January 1875; New York 
Times, 25 December 1875. 

23copy of telegram from A. G. Packer to ]~delbert Ames, 
dated Vicksburg, 7 December 1874, RG 27, Vol. 96, MDAH. 

~Copy of telegram from o. S. Lee to P~delbert Ames, 
dated Vicksburg, 7 December 1874, RG 27, vol. 96, MDAH. 

25Copy of telegram from A. G. Packer to Adelbert Ames, 
dated Vicksburg, 8 December 1874, RG 27, Vol. 96, MDAH. 
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orders to federal troops in Jackson to protect the lives of 

the governor and the legislature.~ President Grant issued 

a proclamation on 21 December, calling for all disorderly 

persons in Vicksburg to disperse. 27 Ul timately, white 

conservatives in Vicksburg held an election and placed A. J. 

Flanigan in the sheriff's office.~ 

Fearing that insurrection threatened permanently to 

sweep the Republicans from office in the Delta, Ames called 

the legislature into a special session on 17 December in 

Jackson. 29 Ames informed the legislature of the state of 

anarchy which existed in Warren county, and of his inability 

to resist it. He prophetically warned the legislators that 

if the authorities failed to stop the lawbreakers, the 

rebellion would become a pattern for an uprising throughout 

the state. 30 The legislature voted to seek assistance from 

. 26E. D. Townsend to William H. Emory, dated 19 December 
1874, Letters Received, Adjutant General of the Army, Main 
Series, 1871-1880, RG 94, NA. 

TIJames D. Richardson, ed., A Compilation of the 
Messages and Papers of the Presidents, 11 vols. (New York: 
Bureau of National Literature and Art, 1896-1908), 7:322-
23. 

~Daily Mississippi pilot (Jackson), 30 December 1874, 
quoted in RabIe, But There Was No Peace, 148. 

29proclamation of Adelbert Ames, dated Jackson, 8 
December 1874, RG 27, Vol. 96, MDAH. 

3~ississippi, Message of Gov. Adelbert Ames, to ~he 
Legislature of the State of Mississippi. Convened in Extra 
Session, December 17. 1874 (Jackson, 1874), 2-4, MDAH. 
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the president of the united states, knowing that the Grant 

administration had intervened recently in Louisiana in a 

similar situation. 31 On 5 January 1875, federal troops 

restored Crosby to his office in Vicksburg. 32 

Even after this restoration, the political climate in 

the Delta remained inhospitable to the Republicans. On 26 

December, the Republican party of Washington County held a 

meeting to make recommendations to the governor for 

appointments to the offices of Board of supervisors and 

mayor of Greenville. This became necessary in the wake of 

the violence in Vicksburg, since both the previous 

officeholders had "resigned and permanently removed from the 

State."~ In July 1875, T. W. Cardoza, the state 

superintendent of Education, and James Hill, the Secretary 

of State, attending 4th of July celebrations in Vicksburg, 

became the object of white violence. Whites beat Cardoza 

with a pistol, and when Hill attempted to address a group of 

African-Americans at the court house, whites fired on them, 

killing an African-American deputy sheriff.~ In his last 

31House Journal, Called Session, 1874, 14, MDAH. 

nDaily Times (Vicksburg), 5, 13, 28 January 1875. 

~Report from Charles W. Clarke to Governor Ames, d~t~d 
26 December 1874, RG 27, Vol. 96, MDAH. 

~u. S. Congress, Senate, "Report of the Select 
Committee to Inquire into the Mississippi Election of 1875 
with Testimony and Documentary Evidence," Senate Reports, 
44th Cong., 1st sess., No. 527, II:1316-1317, 1350-1404, 
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letter to the governor, Peter Crosby, soon to depart the 

state, reported Cardoza "locked up in the Court House with 

some of his friends," ostensibly for protection. Crosby, 

not daring to venture out on the streets by himself, stated 

that he "feared that during the night we will not be able to 

protect him [Cardoza]. ,,35 

Heartened by the overturn of the Republican office 

holders in Vicksburg, and bolstered by the influx of former. 

moderates into their white-line experiment, white 

conservatives in the Delta prepared for the upcoming 

elections for state treasurer and representatives to the 

legislature. George RabIe provides evidence that Democrats 

planned to follow the violent paradigm recently established 

in Vicksburg in other towns, citing evidence that gun 

dealers could not keep up with the demand for sales in the 

state. 36 The revived Democratic Party, often called the 

"Bourbons," announced its intention to "carry the election, 

peacefully if possible, but forcefully if necessary. ,,37 

1407-29 (hereafter cited as Boutwell Report); Weekly 
Mississippi Pilot (Jackson), 10 July 1875; RabIe, But There 
Was No Peace, 152. 

35Letter from Peter Crosby to Adelbert Ames, dated 
Vicksburg, 5 July 1875, RG 27, Vol. 98, MDAH. 

~Boutwell Report, 56, 1144, 1274-77; RabIe, But There 
Was No Peace, 153. 

37The Memphis Appeal in 1875 reported that the term 
Bourbon "implies that there is a class of old politicians, 
who ... forgetting nothing and learning nothing, do not 
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Another paper stated that "the same tactics that saved 

Vicksburg will surely save the state, and no other will. ,,38 

The test of the new paradigm occurred in Yazoo city. 

Yazoo County Democrats began their assault upon the 

Republican party with an attack on a prominent Ohio 

carpetbagger named A. T. Morgan, former state senator, 

chairman of the state Republican convention, and the sheriff 

of Yazoo City. 39 Morgan had often angered the white 

conservatives in Yazoo County. In 1874, according to the 

local press, he killed his rival for the sheriff's office 

and took charge of the jail.~ Further, Morgan violated 

white social mores by marrying a black woman and setting up 

recognize any issue as settled by the war and are ready to 
inaugurate another rebellion," quoted in Willie D. Halsell, 
"The Bourbon Period in Mississippi Politics," Journal of 
Southern History XI (1945), 519; Yazoo city Democrat (Yazoo 
City), 14 September 1875. 

38Weekly Mississippi pilot (Jackson), 20 March 1875, 
quoting Vicksburg Daily Monitor (Vicksburg); Wharton, The 
Negro in Mississippi, 190. 

3~arris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 160; Richard 
Nelson Current, Those Terrible Carpetbaggers (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1988), 78-84. 

~current, Those Terrible Carpetbaggers, 313; Albert T. 
Morgan, Yazoo, or on the Picket Line of Freedom in the 
soutQ (Washington, D. C.: published by the author, 1884), 
258-60; F. E. Franlclin to William Attwood, dated 15 April 
1869, U. S. Army Commands, 4th Military District 
(Mississippi), Letters Received and Sent in 1869, RG 98, 
NA. 
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house in Yazoo City.~ During the Vicksburg crisis, Morgan 

reportedly armed sixteen hundred of his "followers" \·1ith 

surplus army rifles and began giving them military 

instruction at night.~ 

Morgan's high profile as a leader of the local 

Republican party made him a prime candidate to receive the 

hostility of the revived Democratic party. When Morgan 

addressed a Republican meeting in the city on 1 September 

1875, a Democratic faction broke up the meeting and fatally 

shot a white deputy sheriff and wounded the African-American 

circuit clerk. Ames immediately issued a proclamation 

stating that the "Sheriff is powerless to stop [the riot] on 

fear of his life." White militia units swept through the 

county and lynched African-American leaders in each 

supervisor's district. c The governor, knowing of the theft 

of five cases of guns at Vicksburg, and fearing a race war 

in Yazoo City, ordered "all persons connected with these 

4lMorgan, Yazoo, 343-56; Wharton, The Negro in 
Mississippi, 228. 

~Oscar J. E. Stuart to J. A. Mitchell, September 1875, 
in Dimitry Papers, Duke University Library, quoted in 
Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 661-62. 

CWeekly Mississippi pilot (Jackson), 4, 11, 25 
September 1874; Weekly Clarion (Jackson), 27 August 1875; 
Elizabeth Caldwell, "Reconstruction in Yazoo county," 
masters's thesis, University of North carolina, 1931, cited 
in \'Jharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 191; Ames, 
Chronicles, 11:159-60, 217; Morgan, Yazoo, 465-484. 



unlawful military organizations to withdraw ••• and 

disband."" Morgan, having barely escaped with his life, 

wrote the governor on 4 September: "there is no hoper,] I 

can[']t trust the telegraph nor the post office. We must 

have US troops[.] cant we get help from some where.,,45 On 
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13 September, Morgan disguised himself to elude the patrols 

looking for him and fled the town. 46 

As the day of the election approached, the violence 

directed toward Republicans in Yazoo City increased. On 21 

October, J. M. Songstreet, president of the local 

Republican's Club, informed the governor by mail of threats 

made on his life by a prominent Democrat, Captain Sam 

Griffin. 47 In a similar incident, Julius Allen, arriving in 

Mproclamation of Adelbert Ames, dated 30 August 1874, 
RG 27, Vol. 99, MDAH; Ames received a letter on the 2nd, 
informing him of the theft of the weapons from the 
Washington County militia, cf. letter from R. J. Temple to 
Adelbert Ames, dated vicksburg, 2 September 1875, RG 27, 
Vol. 99, MDAH; a letter from Duff Green stated from fifty 
to seventy-five men boarded a boat with weapons bound for 
Jackson, and took 5 cases of weapons, leaving the cases, 
letter from Duff Green to Governor Ames, dated Vicksburg, 2 
September 1875, RG 27, Vol. 99, MDAH. 

45Letter from A. T. Morgan, dated Yazoo City, 4 
September 1875, RG 27, Vol. 99, MDAH 

~organ, Yazoo, 481-85; there is an extensive fifty
one page document in the governor's correspondence, written 
by Morgan, giving details of the disturbance in Yazoo city 
and Sartartia, RG 27, Vol. 99, 17-24 September 1875 folder, 
MDAH. 

~Letter from J. M. songstreet, dated Yazoo City, 21 
October 1875, RG 27, Vol. 99, MDAH. 
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th~ city to conduct business with the Morgans on the 26th, 

met over two-hundred men on the edge of the city, some armed 

and on horseback, who told him that nif I had come there on 

business for Morgan that I had to abide the consequences." 

The mob warned Allen that "if any leading radical dared come 

out on a ticket they would hang him to the first tree." 

This letter also reported a speech by one Democrat, H. M. 

Dixon, in ,.,hich he stated that "the united states won't dare 

to fight us and couldn't stand us a 24 hours fight. Ames 

the pale faced yaller son of a bitch if he wants to send U. 

s. Troops here to protect the lives of these people let him 

come himself--will be hung on the first limb."~ On the 

28th, a visitor to Yazoo City observed that "if a republican 

should attempt to utter republican sentiments on the streets 

.•. he would do so at the price of his life."o 

Faced with such racial polarization, even James L. 

Alcorn began to gravitate toward the anti-Republican "white

line" strategy. Early in October 1875, Alcorn spoke at a 

gathering of opponents of the African-American sheriff of 

Coahoma County, John Brown. Brown stated that he ,.,ould 

answer Alcorn's charge in Friar's Point in several days. 

~Letter from Julius Allen to Governor Ames, dated 
Jackson, 26 October 1875, RG 27, Vol. 99, MDAH. 

°Letter from o. A. Esquinal, dated Jackson, after a 
two-day stay in Yazoo City, 28 October 1875, RG 27, Vol. 
99, MDAH. 
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When the day of the meeting arrived, a rumor spread of the 

approach of Brown and several hundred armed men. Alcorn, J. 

S. Chalmers, a former Confederate general, and the white 

candidate for sheriff organized a group of white men who 

rode out to meet the approaching crowd of African-Americans. 

When the whites ordered the crowd to disperse, someone fired 

a shot, and the vigilantes eventually killed five freedmen 

and wounded five others.~ Although Alcorn reported a quick 

return to order, the deposed sheriff related a different 

story to Governor Ames. Brown fled to Helena, Arkansas, 

across the Mississippi River from Friar's Point. From 

there, the deposed sheriff wired the governor to report that 

himself "driven from my county by armed force. I am utterly 

powerless to restore order."~ On 24 September, from his 

exile in Austin, Brown wrote of his attempt to return to 

Friar's point, but he said he "was not there three hours 

before they were threatening my life." Brown believed 

Coahoma county "in a state of perfect confusion and 

terror .•. [and] the people are still finding the bodies of 

SOEvents extracted from the testimony of James L. 
Alcorn in Boutwell Report, 67-69; Garner, Reconstruction in 
Mississippi, 377; Weekly Clarion (Jackson), 13 October 
1875; Harris, The Day of the Carpetbagger, 671-72. 

Sleopy of telegram from Sheriff John Brown to Governor 
Ames, dated Helena, 7 October 1875, RG 27, Vol. 99, MDAH. 



men that have been killed by the body of armed man led by 

Chalmers and J. L. Alcorn.~ 

Alcorn, recounting this incident to the Congressional 

committee investigating Mississippi's presidential election 

of 1875, claimed no intention of removing Republicans from 

office by violence. Indeed, stated Alcorn, the disturbance 

arose over the corrupt practices of the sheriff and his 

"ring." Alcorn claimed that any violence originated when 

men crossed over into Coahoma County from surrounding 

counties and subjected local African-Americans to a reign of 

terror.~ Lillian Pereyra discounted the assertions of 

Alcorn, writing that this incident demonstrated the growing 

race problems in the Delta. Further, stated Alcorn's 

biographer, "it would appear that Alcorn ••• staged his own 

'Revolution of 1875.,"54 

Democrats in Jackson scrambled to assuage the fear of 

the governor over events in the Delta. Democrats J. Z. 

George and Ethelbert Barksdale showed Governor Ames a 

telegram, which reported the disturbances in Yazoo City as a 

mere family squabble. The telegram advised the governor 

that "it is wholly false that armed men are patrolling the 

52Letter from John Brown, dated Austin, 24 October 
1875, RG 27, Vol. 99, MOAH. 

~Boutwell Report, 67-69. 

54Pereyra, James Lusk Alcorn, 173. 



222 

streets and roads of Yazoo city with ropes at their 

saddles." Rather than an armed counterrebellion led by 

whites, "Jacob Sidney [colored] was killed by Bank Reddit 

(colored) in a private quarrel about a woman."~ 

Subsequent telegrams on the 28th reassured the governor that 

"there is perfect peace in this County at this time." 

Further, these later telegrams related, "if there are 

disturbances Democrats will not be the aggressors."S6 

Numerous similar reports concerning the "revolution" 

reached the governor's office in September and October. 

From Hernando, word came of the registration of underage 

whites, while registrars refused to enroll African-Americans 

fully thirty years old.~ From Tallahatchie county, 

Republican sheriff William A. Alcorn, James Alcorn's 

brother, reported that armed bands of men roamed the county, 

"many with guns and nearly all with pistols. They threaten 

to carry the election at all hazards and have gone so far as 

to threaten the lives of the parties here in office." 

Alcorn's deputy, returning from serving a writ, met with a 

mob of five-hundred whites from several adjoining counties, 

SSTelegram from W. H. Lose and F. Barksdale to J. Z. 
George and E. Barksdale, dated Yazoo City, 26 October 1875, 
RG 27, Vol. 99, MDAH. 

S~elegram from F. Barksdale, et. al. to Governor Ames, 
dated Yazoo City, 28 October 1875, RG 27, Vol. 99, MDAH. 

S7Letter from Wm. Cauley to Governor Ames, dated 
Hernando, 9 October 1875, RG 27, Vol. 99, MDAH. 
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who admitted their intention to enter Coahoma County and 

"kill every negro in 20 miles square."~ Republican 

carpetbagger Charles W. Clarke reported from Greenville that 

Washington County Democrats had "thoroughly organized in a 

Nilitary Company and claim they have 150 ••• Winchester 

rifles and breach loading Spencer's [rifles]."~ 

Governor Ames, alarmed at the spread of insurrection 

and conspiracy, frantically sought a means to end the 

disturbances. He wired Brigadier General C. C. Augur at the 

headquarters of the Department of the Gulf, pleading for the 

intervention of federal troops. The general replied on 5 

September that he refused to "interfere with troops to quell 

riots in a state without orders from the President." 

Consequently, Ames appealed to the president, telegraphing 

him on 7 September, shortly after the outbreak of another 

major riot in Clinton, Mississippi on the 4th. Ames pointed 

out that "domestic violence in its most aggravated form, 

exists in certain parts of this State." He went on to note 

the problems in Yazoo City, Hinds County, and Warren County, 

~Letter from W. A. Alcorn, dated 15 September 1875, RG 
27, Vol. 99, MOAH. 

59Letter from Charles W. Clarke, dated Greenville, 16 
September 1875, RG 27, Vol. 99, MOAH. 



adding that the "necessity of immediate action cannot be 

overstated."~ 

Although the counterrevolution sought to overthrow 
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Republican government, the violence had taken on decidedly 

racial overtones. Because of this, Ames hesitated to call 

out African-American militiamen, knowing that Northern 

public opinion would turn on Mississippi Republicans if they 

encouraged black violence against whites. 61 Ames informed 

Attorney General of the united states, Edwards Pierrepont, 

that he questioned the use of the black militia, for fear 

that "it would develop a war of races, which would extend 

beyond the borders of this state." Nonetheless, receiving 

no troops from the federal government, and sensing the 

magnitude of the problem, the governor ultimately decided to 

organize two black militia companies for duty in Yazoo 

City.62 The governor also stated that he feared to organize 

more white militia units, for with the issue being race, 

~copy of telegram from Governor Ames to President U. 
s. Grant, dated Jackson, 7 September 1875, RG 27, Vol. 99, 
MDAH. 

~Ted Tunnell, Crucible of Reconstruction: War, 
Radicalism, and Race in Louisiana, 1860-1880 (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana state University Press, 1984), 215. 

~Letter from Governor Ames to J. P. Matthews, dated 24 
September 1875, Letterbook of Ames and Stone, RG 27, Vol. 
90, MDAB; Letters from Governor Ames to Blanche Butler 
Ames, dated 14 October 1875, Chronicles, II:95, 211, 212, 
217. 
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they would "be equally ineffectual.,,63 More likely, any 

white militia he organized would turn against his wishes. 

Thus, Ames began to arm the African-Americans. Under 

the provisions of the so-called "Gatling Gun Bill," passed 

in the spring of 1875, the legislature had authorized Ames 

to organize the two companies of militia and purchase four 

Gatling guns.~ Whites in the Delta, however, viewed the 

arming of African-Americans as a declaration of war on the 

part of the governor.~ The Jackson Clarion, a decidedly 

Democratic paper, reported that "Ames is organizing a war 

of races with all its attendant horrors, in our otherwise 

peaceful state."~ White conservatives warned the governor 

shortly after the act passed what he could expect if he ever 

invoked the legislation. For example, a letter from E.B.B. 

and I. McM., signing themselves as K.K.K., found its way to 

the governor shortly after the passage of the bill, taunting 

him to "send out your negro troops & Gatlin Guns and we will 

wipe them from the face of the Earth which they disgrace.,,67 

63Copy of telegram from Governor Ames to Edwards 
Pierrepont, dated JacJcson, 11 September 1875, RG 27, Vol. 
99, MDAH. 

~Mississippi Senate Journal, 1875, 28-29, and 147-49, 
MDAH. 

~Ames, Chronicles, II:12 October 1875, 216, 217. 

~eekly Clarion (Jackson), 13 October 1875. 

67Letter from E. B. B. and I. McM. to Governor Ames, 
dated Port Gibson, June, 1875, RG 27, Vol. 98, MDAH. 
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William A. Alcorn, the brother of Ames's arch-rival, wrote 

from Charleston in Tallahatchie County that the use of the 

militia would be unwise and undoubtedly would cause 

bloodshed.~ Ames never sent the troops beyond the confines 

of Hinds County, and then ordered them to return to Jackson, 

amid a storm of protest on the part of the whites.~ with 

no hope of federal intervention, and fearful of using the 

small contingent of black militia, Ames chose to capitulate 

to the "Revolution. ,,70 

with the collapse of the Republican party in 1875, the 

white planters of the Delta regained authority over African-

American labor. This political counterrevolution allowed 

them to retain control of the economic fate of the black 

labor supply. Put another way, the planters would continue 

to have plentiful, cheap, coercible labor. 

Although confronted by numerous assaults on their 

control of labor since the end of the civil War, planters 

had always continued their dominance. Even when the federal 

government attempted to restructure the plantation economy 

~Letter from William A. Alcorn to Governor Ames, dated 
Charleston, 30 September 1875, RG 27, Vol. 99, MDAH. 

6~organ, YazoQ, p. 456-57i letter from J. Morgan to 
Governor Ames, dated 13 September 1875, Ames Papers, Z17f, 
MDAHi RabIe, But There Was No Peace, 157. 

7~able, But There Was No Peace, 158. 
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and Tlleaken the planters domination of labor, the authority 

got used to their advantage. 

In 1867, one cotton planter asserted that the struggle 

for control of labor in the Yazoo Mississippi Delta 

attempted to determine if the former slaves would become the 

"horse or the rider." That struggle for labor control and 

racial superiority, begun with the civil War, ended with the 

capitulation of the Ames government. 

In their struggle to remain laborlords, however, the 

planters did make mistakes. They had tried to import an 

alternate labor supply at a time when they really worried 

about labor control. This effort failed. 

But even this mistake taught the planters a lesson. 

They ultimately found it more profitable, and easier, to 

dominate African-Americans rather than replace them. Bereft 

of northern political and military support; their political 

party shattered by an internal struggle for power; the 

African-Americans of the Delta bowed to repressive violence. 

In the Yazoo Delta at least, the planters would remain the 

"rider." 
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