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PREFACE

This is the story of a man of his time who had a significant impact on his time, and thus on history. Jefferson Davis is a major figure in American history whose principal importance comes from his role in the central event of the country’s history, the Civil War.

Because of Davis’s significance, he has had many biographers. There have been at least sixteen accounts of his life, the first appearing in 1868, and they range from brief sketches to multivolume treatments. The authors, who have included two major literary figures and serious scholars as well as rabid partisans, have all taken their measure of Davis, a man who understood the importance of biography for historical reputation. “Men live in the estimation of posterity not by their deeds alone,” he wrote, “but by their historian also.”

Overall, Davis has not fared well in the estimation of historians. He is generally portrayed as an ideologue with poor political skills and as a second-rate leader with a bureaucratic mind-set, who failed spectacularly in his star role, especially when compared to Abraham Lincoln. With a brittle, ill-tempered personality, the portrayal continues, he was unable or unwilling to grow with responsibility. According to this assessment, that shortcoming was particularly apparent and disastrous in his micromanagement of his generals and in his inability to appreciate the political dimensions of the war he was fighting. Of all the words written about Davis, perhaps the most influential appeared in an essay published four decades ago by the eminent historian David M. Potter. Addressing the question of why the Confederacy lost the Civil War, Potter concluded that Davis, because of the faults summarized above, bore the major responsibility. Potter made his condemnation even more explicit and damning when he suggested that if Lincoln and Davis had exchanged positions, the Confederacy might have prevailed.1

I did not start my journey with Jefferson Davis to explain Confederate defeat, and that never became my chief interest. I did find a complex man, however. Even though Davis always professed his loyalty to the Constitution, he left the Union with his state, became president of the Confederate States of America, and directed the mighty effort to break up the Union. Although he and his cause failed, the vastness of the war and the profound consequences that issued from it assure its primacy and his prominence. How a patriotic American came to lead the great struggle to destroy the United States is a major issue in my book.

Yet Davis was more than a war chieftain. By 1860, he stood as one of America’s most accomplished political leaders. A superb politician, he dominated his state of Mississippi. As a hero in the Mexican War, as a notable cabinet officer, and as a prominent member of the United States Senate, Jefferson Davis commanded respect across the nation. He was spoken of as a man who could legitimately aspire to his country’s highest office. And he did become president, but not of the United States.

Although the defeat of the Confederacy ended Davis’s active political life, he retained influence in the postwar years. His two-year imprisonment endeared him to former Confederates, who saw him as suffering for their sake. In a fundamental sense he became the embodiment of the Lost Cause, an essential theme in the history of the South after 1865. Even more important, Davis articulated the outlook of the white South that shaped both southern and national history from the 1870s well on into the twentieth century.

At the outset I want to address one matter. Race and the place of African-Americans in American society were central in Davis’s life. His stance on an issue that still vexes the nation more than a century after his death would win no kudos in our time. For his entire life he believed in the superiority of the white race. He also owned slaves, defended slavery as moral and as a social good, and fought a great war to maintain it. After 1865, he opposed new rights for blacks. He rejoiced at the collapse of Reconstruction and the reassertion of white authority with its accompanying black subordination. No reader of this book can condone any of these attitudes. But my goal is to understand Jefferson Davis as a man of his time, not condemn him for not being a man of my time. In his age his views were not at all unusual, much less radical. In Davis’s lifetime almost every white American and Western European believed that whites were superior to blacks. In addition, millions of Americans, northerners as well as southerners, accepted slavery as a constitutionally sanctioned and legal institution. I will not keep pointing out that his outlook is different from mine and from that of our own era. I should not need to.

Davis constantly talked about liberty, its preciousness and his commitment to it. He also interpreted the Confederacy as the legitimate depository of constitutional liberty. He perceived no contradiction between his faith in liberty and the existence of slavery. From at least the time of the American Revolution white southerners defined their liberty, in part, as their right to own slaves and to decide the fate of the institution without any outside interference. While such a concept is utterly foreign to our thinking, it was fundamental to white southerners until 1865.2

The story that follows centers on Jefferson Davis and how he interacted with the people around him, the world he lived in, and the great events he was caught up in.


PROLOGUE

“The Saddest Day of My Life”

January 21, 1861, was cold, just above freezing, and partly cloudy in Washington, D.C. Senator Jefferson Davis of Mississippi did not relish his mission. “The saddest day of my life,” Davis called it. On this Monday Davis journeyed, as he had so often, from the house on I Street to the Capitol and its Senate chamber.1

In that place he had flourished; it was his public home. With its paneled walls and mahogany desks, the new chamber, in use for only two years, bespoke the dignity Davis always associated with the Senate. The iron-and-glass skylights accented the institution’s importance by focusing light on the floor where senators sat and spoke while the surrounding galleries remained shadowy. That design feature surely pleased Davis, for he believed no other part of government more consequential.2

Being a senator suited the fifty-two-year-old Davis. He prized being a member of that body more than any other public office he had ever held. In it he had risen to a position of authority and prestige. Acknowledged as a leader of the South, he had seen his reputation pass far beyond sectional borders. The New York Times designated him “the Cicero of the Senate,” while Harper’s Weekly identified him as “the Bayard of Congress, sans peur et sans reproche … emphatically ‘one of those born to command.’ ”3

But this day offered Jefferson Davis no rewards. Severe facial pain caused by neuralgia, one of the maladies that had plagued him since his desperate struggle with malaria a quarter century earlier, left him greatly distressed and weakened. In fact he had been confined to his room for more than a week, and his physician feared him too unwell to speak in public. Physical discomfort was not the chief of his concerns on this Monday, however. “Unutterable griefs” afflicted him. Today would mark his final appearance in his beloved Senate. Mississippi had not voted him out of office, but neither was he leaving voluntarily.4

Ever since Davis’s return from the Mexican War in 1847 and his almost immediate entry into the Senate, he had striven to preserve what he always called the Union of “our Fathers.” For him that phrase had a double meaning, actual and symbolic. He cherished the knowledge that his own father had been a Revolutionary soldier. The Declaration of Independence and the Constitution he considered his political testaments. His faith in them, as he saw it, made him an ideological as well as a biological son of the generation that had created the United States.

To this Union, Davis had given his full devotion. In 1824, as a youth of sixteen, he took a formal oath of loyalty on the plain at West Point. His four years at the Military Academy and the succeeding seven years on active duty as an officer in the U.S. Army gave form to his visceral feeling of loyalty. That commitment intensified in the Mexican War, where he participated in heavy fighting and sustained a painful wound.

When Davis entered the Senate chamber that wintry January day, he knew that the Union he held dear was gone. The increasingly bitter tension between North and South over slavery, sectional power, and the nature of the Union had finally reached the breaking point following the election of Abraham Lincoln to the presidency in November 1860. States in the Deep South immediately began moving toward secession.

Congress had convened on December 3, 1860, and had at once become the epicenter of the crisis. Strutting southern fire-eaters eager for secession joyfully proclaimed that at last the perfidious Union was dead. Self-assured Republicans, savoring their victory, paid scant attention to the South, which they despised and knew little about. Still, the long history of sectional compromise, which stretched back to the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia in 1787, provided a tradition of political adjustment and gave hope to those, North and South, who were attempting to devise a plan that would mollify southern fears of a Republican administration and at the same time not deprive the Republicans of their sense of triumph.

Americans crowded into the Capitol, both actually and vicariously. Everywhere newspapers were full of what was and was not happening. Rumors abounded: settlement was at hand; no settlement was possible. In the Federal city, visiting the House of Representatives and the Senate became almost a full-time occupation. So much time was spent in the galleries that many ladies took “their sewing or crocheting.” And that was not all. A regular Senate watcher noted that “all of us who are not absolutely spiritual provide ourselves with a lunch.” The Senate gallery turned into “the fashionable place of reunion.”5

One who often sat in the Senate gallery was Varina Howell Davis, the wife of Jefferson Davis for sixteen years. Varina Davis thoroughly enjoyed the bustle and excitement of Washington, where she had spent most of the 1850s. With her husband in either the cabinet or the Senate for all but eighteen months of the decade, she was more at home in the capital than in her native Mississippi. The thirty-four-year-old Varina, known for her sharp wit and rapier retorts, led an active social life revolving around several women friends, though she also enjoyed parties and the company of men. Some found her too prickly, however.

Although they made strenuous efforts in December and on into January, advocates of compromise did not succeed. With Congress ensnared in political and sectional webs, events outside Washington swept to the forefront and deepened the crisis. Talk of secession was quickly transformed into the fact of secession. On December 20, 1860, South Carolina formally left the Union. The remaining Deep South states, west to Texas, seemed to be headed along that same course. Southern senators and congressmen started going home to stand with their states. In Mississippi a convention met to decide its fate and that of the Union; on January 9, 1861, the delegates voted 84 to 15 to take their state out of the Union. The news quickly flashed to Washington via telegraph.

Davis had expected this decision, but even when he learned of it, he remained in Washington, pending his receipt of formal notification of Mississippi’s secession. By this time Davis also knew that in early February the seceding states would send delegates to Montgomery, Alabama, to form a southern confederacy. His lingering did not mean that he was unsure about his own path. He knew what he must do. “Now I come to the hard task of announcing to you that the hour is at hand which closes my connection with the United States, for the independence and Union of which my father bled and in the service of which I have sought to emulate the example he set for my guidance,” he told former president Franklin Pierce. “The stern conviction of necessity, the demand of honor” governed his action.6

On the twenty-first, those who pressed into the Senate chamber saw Davis in his final moment of national power. Though “pale and evidently suffering,” he still commanded attention. Just under six feet tall, slender, with the erect military bearing that had marked his posture since West Point, Davis had presence. His face was more striking than handsome. In many ways the eyes predominated. Icy blue and intense, full, deepset, they drew in listeners, though a film, the legacy of a ravaging ophthalmologic disease in 1858, partially covered the left one. By this time gray tinged his brown hair, wrinkles lined his full forehead, and his features had a sharply chiseled look. High, prominent cheek-bones accentuated hollow cheeks. Thin lips curved above a strong chin displaying a fringe beard.7
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Jefferson Davis, c. 1860 (photograph by Mathew Brady).
Library of Congress (photo credit iprl.1)

Rising to speak early in the afternoon, with “firm & manly” manner Jefferson Davis faced his colleagues and a crowded chamber. The gallery was full, with barely standing room available. Ladies were even sitting on the floor against the wall. To ensure herself a seat, Varina Davis had sent a servant at 7 a.m. to hold her a place. Four southern senators, the two Alabamians and the two Floridians, preceded the Mississippian. With what Davis termed “heart wringing words,” he announced to his audience that he had received “satisfactory evidence” that Mississippi, “by a solemn ordinance of her people in convention assembled, ha[d] declared her separation from the United States.” The independence of Mississippi, he continued, meant that he was no longer a citizen of the United States, and certainly no role remained for him in the United States Senate, for he would never play the obstructionist. Acknowledging that the time for argument had passed, Davis still thought it appropriate “to say something on the part of the State I here represent, on an occasion so solemn as this.”8

Davis began his brief remarks, which probably lasted about fifteen minutes, by reminding his fellow senators that “for many years” his insistence on “State sovereignty” included “the right of a State to secede from the Union.” Thus, whether or not he agreed with the action of Mississippi, his “allegiance” bound him to abide by it. But he hastened to add that he did believe Mississippi had “justifiable cause” to end her connection with the United States. According to Davis, the disconnection meant that all the benefits of the Union, “and they are known to be many,” had been surrendered.

In Davis’s view the justification for his state’s decision was simple yet profound—“a belief that we are to be deprived in the Union of the rights which our Fathers have bequeathed to us.” He asserted that the anchors of liberty for the South and southerners, the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, had been pulled up in the cause of antislavery and racial equality to support “an attack upon [southern] social institutions.” The Declaration, Davis proclaimed, had trumpeted the great truth that “no man was born—to use the language of Mr. Jefferson—booted and spurred to ride over the rest of mankind; that men were created equal—meaning the men of the political community.” These “great principles,” in Davis’s interpretation, were now “invoked to maintain the position of the equality of the races.” Davis, on the contrary, insisted that the precepts of the Declaration referred solely to “each member of the body politic.” In his reading “they ha[d] no reference to the slave.” To Davis the meaning of the Constitution had been equally corrupted. He noted that the Constitution provided for “that very class of persons as property.” “They were not,” he pointed out, “put upon the footing of equality with white men.”

As Davis perceived the political world, the subversion of the founding documents, from protection of slave property to assaults upon it, endangered the liberty of white southerners. To his mind the southern recourse was clear: “we recur to the principles upon which our Government was founded.” We declare, he went on, “the right to withdraw from a Government which thus perverted threatens to be destructive of our rights.” When the South proclaimed its independence, it “but tr[od] in the path of our Fathers.” Davis further defined his understanding of secession as defensive by asserting that the South seceded “not in hostility to others, not to injure any section of the country, not even for our own pecuniary benefit; but from the high and solemn motive of defending and protecting the rights we inherited, and which it is our sacred duty to transmit unshorn to our children.”

He underscored that secession did not signify enmity, either on his part or on that of his constituents. He addressed those with whom he had sharply disagreed: “I … now say in the presence of my God, I wish you well.” Both he and those who elected him, Davis avowed, hoped for peaceful relations with their former associates.

At the same time he let all know that he and the other southerners leaving the Union understood the hazard of their undertaking. If the North denied the right of separation, Davis said forthrightly, “We will invoke the God of our fathers who delivered them from the power of the lion, to protect us from the ravages of the bear; and thus, putting our trust in God and in our own firm hearts and strong arms, we will vindicate the right as best we may.”

Concluding, Davis became quite personal, even intimate. He noticed several senators with whom he had long served, and he admitted that there had been “points of collision.” But now he jettisoned all ill will and acrimony. “I carry with me,” he assured his colleagues, “no hostile remembrance. Whatever offense I have given which has not been redressed, or for which satisfaction has not been demanded, I have, Senators, in this hour of our parting, to offer you my apology for any pain which, in heat of discussion, I have inflicted.” Then, in the last words Jefferson Davis ever uttered in the United States Capitol, he addressed the vice president and the senators: “it only remains for me to bid you a final adieu.”

Davis’s conclusion met with an emotional response. Both senators and spectators had given “the utmost attention” to all five southerners. Now listeners and observers seemed “spellbound.” His farewell “left many in tears”; it even “drew tears from the eyes of many Senators.” Soon, however, senators, Republicans as well as Democrats, began moving toward Davis and his fellow seceders, where “a general and very cordial shaking of hands took place.” At last, a “grief-stricken” Davis departed from the chamber and the building.9

His immersion in the day was not yet over. Six weeks later he would speak of his remarks as not merely words, “but rather leaves torn from the book of fate.” Even though that book would provide him with twenty-eight more years filled with momentous events and tumultuous emotions, this year remained unique. In the evening a colleague spent several hours with Davis, who was preparing to start for Mississippi the next day. He reported Davis in “great agony” and “tortured” emotionally and physically. Earlier, talking with friends just after his senatorial farewell, Davis held the hand of one; “this is the saddest day of my life.” And he meant it; he never forgot 1861, when the Union he treasured disappeared. After the Civil War he would even sign the books he acquired on page 61.10


CHAPTER ONE

“There My Memories Begin”

Jefferson Davis was born on June 3, 1808, in Christian County, Kentucky. Located in the west-central section of the state and bordering Tennessee, Christian County at that time was a sparsely settled part of the western frontier. The infant was named for his father’s political hero, the sitting president of the United States, Thomas Jefferson. His parents also gave him a middle name, which by early manhood he dropped completely; only the initial F. survived. For Samuel Emory Davis in his early fifties and his forty-eight-year-old wife, Jane Cook Davis, this boy, their tenth child, would be their last.1

In searching for a home on the American frontier, Samuel Davis followed literally in the steps of his father. Samuel’s grandfather, the first of this Davis family on this side of the Atlantic Ocean, emigrated from Wales to Philadelphia, perhaps as early as 1701, when a number of Welsh Baptists landed in the Pennsylvania port, and surely before 1720. The place and date of Evan Davis’s birth are not known. All genealogical authorities agree on his Welshness, and he was undoubtedly born sometime during the final two decades of the seventeenth century. He had a wife, but only her first name has survived. When and where he and Mary Davis were married is also unknown.2

Evan Davis found Philadelphia and Pennsylvania hospitable to his efforts to advance his station and to raise a family. He spent the remainder of his life in the city. The colony’s tolerant religious policy permitted him to remain loyal to his Baptist faith. Even though Evan Davis spent most of his working years as a carter, he managed to accumulate enough money to buy property. A deed conveying a city lot to him in 1734 carries the colony’s first official notice of him. Although he became a property owner, he never learned to read or write. Neither did his wife. All of his legal documents, including his will, he signed with his mark. Late in life he changed occupations to become an innkeeper. When his will was drawn up in 1743, he identified himself as a carter; but the inventory of his estate prepared after his death in 1747 listed him as an innkeeper. Mary survived him for eleven years, dying in 1758.

While Evan Davis was striving to improve his financial status, he and Mary were caring for a large family. They had six children, five sons and one daughter. At the time Evan Davis had his will written, four of them had reached their maturity. He evidently favored the two youngest, who were both still under twenty-one, for he provided that Joseph and Evan Jr. should receive larger shares of his estate than their brothers and sister. In addition to their portions of the property, they were bequeathed cash payments—Joseph £10 and Evan Jr. £20, quite respectable sums, payable when each became twenty-one. The four elder Davis siblings never left Philadelphia, but the two youngest emulated their father in his youth and struck out for new horizons.

Once both reached twenty-one and were in possession of the money from their father’s estate, Joseph and Evan Jr. headed southward, probably around 1750. Initially they went to South Carolina. The historical record does not indicate why they chose that destination, nor does it designate how they traveled or where they first located. In all likelihood they stopped either in Charleston or the Welsh Neck, a settlement about 100 miles northeast of the city, populated by Welsh Baptists. Joseph stayed in South Carolina, ultimately settling near Broad River. Evan decided on a different course.

Before departing from his brother, Evan found another partner. In South Carolina he met and married Mary Emory Williams, a widow with two sons. As in the case of his parents, neither the place nor the date of the younger Evan’s wedding is known. Additionally, no evidence gives the date when Evan and Mary Davis moved on to Wilkes County, Georgia. But both the marriage and the journey had to have taken place by 1756, for in that year the Davises, living in Georgia, had their first and only child. Named for a paternal uncle and his mother’s family, Samuel Emory Davis was also the only grandchild of the senior Evan and Mary Davis.

Evan Davis, Jr., died soon after the birth of his son, though exactly when is unknown. It had to be prior to 1762, for in that year one of his older brothers, William, purchased the property in his father’s estate from his living siblings. The deed omitted Evan’s name along with that of another brother, both of whom were deceased. After Evan’s death his widow evidently lost touch with his brothers, for her name is not mentioned in the 1762 deed. In 1767, when William Davis sold the Davis property to someone outside the family, the deed contained the names of neither Mary Davis nor Samuel Emory Davis. Although Samuel certainly possessed a legitimate claim to his father’s part of the property, his uncle William left him out of the transaction. Whether William Davis acted out of ignorance or malice cannot now be ascertained. Clearly, however, young Samuel Davis was deprived of his inheritance from his grandfather Davis’s estate.

Samuel grew up with his mother and two stepbrothers on a farm in Wilkes County. No details about his early years have survived. When the American Revolution convulsed the Georgia and South Carolina frontiers, Samuel Davis entered the conflict and the historical record. With his stepbrothers, Samuel joined the patriot militia and fought as a private soldier in both Georgia and South Carolina. In 1779 he formed and led a company that participated in the sieges of Savannah and Augusta.3

In mid-1782, when hostilities ended in Georgia, Samuel Davis returned to Wilkes County. Although his mother had died before he returned, Samuel did not long remain without a woman prominent in his life. In South Carolina during the war he met Jane Cook, from a Scots-Irish family, whom he married in 1783. He and his new bride began clearing a farm on 200 acres beside Little River in Wilkes County, land which the state of Georgia had given him for his military service in the Revolution.

For the next several years Samuel and Jane Davis strove to enhance their position. An ambitious young man, Samuel was able to add substantially to his acreage from the abundant, inexpensive land on the Georgia and South Carolina borderlands. By 1785 he owned around 4,000 acres of predominantly uncleared land. A year earlier Samuel and Jane had greeted their first child, Joseph Emory. Holding to the Baptist faith of his forebears, Samuel joined with fellow settlers to organize a local Baptist church and build a log chapel, though Jane did not become a member. By 1787 Samuel had acquired his first slave, a woman named Winnie. All the while his and Jane’s family grew. By early in the new decade four more babies, three boys and a girl, had arrived.

Still, Samuel Davis was dissatisfied. Even in the 1780s white fears and Indian depredations disrupted life on the Georgia frontier, undermining the safety and value of many of Samuel’s acres. With or without Indians, the prosperity enjoyed by some of his neighbors eluded him. In 1793 he turned away from Georgia toward what he saw as a better opportunity. Disposing of his property and joining South Carolina relatives of Jane, Samuel Davis took his family north and west to the new state of Kentucky. They journeyed along the trail taken by thousands of hopeful and aspiring settlers across the Appalachian Mountains and through the Cumberland Gap.

Once in Kentucky, Samuel Davis did not quickly find a location to his liking. He had to pass through the rich Bluegrass region because much of the land had already been occupied and because the remainder was too expensive. Before the end of the 1790s he had tried two different places, in Mercer and Warren Counties, where he had worked hard to establish a farm in the wilderness. Initially he rented land until he bought a 100-acre plot, but he remained discontented. By 1800 he had moved his family farther west and south to Christian County.

Christian County seemed to be a good choice for the wandering and growing Samuel Davis clan. He cleared and plowed his 200-acre farm with the help of his older children and his two slaves. When he sold his Warren County land in 1801, he used the proceeds to buy another slave and more horses. Raising tobacco, corn, and wheat as well as cattle, hogs, and horses, Samuel Davis became a successful pioneer farmer, and he added to his acres. At the same time his family was expanding. In 1797 Jane Davis gave birth to a daughter, their sixth child and first in Kentucky. During the next decade four more—three girls and one boy—would become part of the large family. Adding to their responsibilities, Samuel and Jane Davis obtained a tavern license and became innkeepers.

As a sign of his increased prosperity Samuel Davis built a new cabin on the site of present-day Fairview, then in Christian County, now partly in Todd County. He put up a double log cabin with two large rooms on either side of a covered passageway, the classic dogtrot design. Each room had its own fireplace and a small shed attached in the rear. The timbers were cut in nearby forests and were hewed into shape by hand. Hand-wrought iron nails and heavy wooden pins kept the logs in place. The cabin contained puncheon floors and heavy wooden doors hung on leather hinges fastened with wooden buttons. The glass panes, undoubtedly the most expensive detail in the house, stood out in the small windows. Sticks and mud, the stack construction, were used for the chimneys at each end of the house. A well in the yard provided the water, known throughout the neighborhood for its quality.4
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Birthplace of Jefferson Davis.
Library of Congress (photo credit i1.1)

In this cabin on June 3, 1808, Jefferson F. Davis became the tenth and final child born to Samuel and Jane Davis. By then the two oldest boys had moved out, but eight Davis children lived in the cabin with their parents.

Despite his apparent success in Christian County, Samuel Davis decided shortly after the birth of his newest son once again to move west. Precisely why he made that decision is not clear, but the ambition that brought him to Kentucky surely helped take him away from the state. Evidently, he still had not done well enough. He began selling his 1,100-acre farm and buying additional horses and slaves. Around 1810 he yet again turned his face westward and southward. He was not thinking, however, of a nearby county or even an adjoining state. Samuel Davis took aim on a site some 600 miles southwest of Christian County, Bayou Teche, in southern Louisiana. With an entourage of wife, children, slaves, and animals, he made the arduous overland trek in about two months. But the supposedly permanent location in Louisiana turned out to be only a temporary halt. After less than a year in that swampy region, pestilential mosquitoes and recurring illnesses among the younger children prompted still another move.

This time Samuel Davis, now in his mid-fifties, charted a sharply shorter course. The new destination would be only some 100 miles to the north in Wilkinson County in the southwestern corner of Mississippi Territory, which would become in 1817 the state of Mississippi. Samuel Davis located what would be his final stopping place on a small farm two miles east of Woodville, the county seat. The county tax rolls placed him there in 1810.5

During the next decade Davis occupied himself with the tasks of an aspiring, energetic farmer. He cleared land; he began planting crops. When he could, he purchased land, more land, and more slaves. He also commenced construction of a new home for his wife and children. At the onset, before any house existed, the Davises camped out, at least for a while. Probably Samuel began as a renter, but by 1813 he had purchased a small piece of property, and by 1820 he owned almost 400 acres, including cleared and uncleared land. His slave force also increased from six in 1810 to twelve in 1816, the maximum he would ever possess. In 1820 he had eleven slaves.6

With the help of Davis’s sons and his slaves, the land began producing. Samuel Davis was never a wealthy man; he worked in his fields beside his slaves and sons, with cotton as the chief money crop, though he also raised the usual cereals, vegetables, forage, fodder, and animals. Family tradition remarks on the plentiful fruit trees and on Jane Davis’s omnipresent flowers, particularly the roses she loved. The place was called Poplar Grove, from the large poplar trees on it. The house, also named Poplar Grove, was completed before 1817.

Samuel Davis’s house differed markedly from his cabin in Christian County. Using cypress, he constructed a modest story-and-a-half frame cottage, not a plantation mansion. Built on a center-hall plan, Poplar Grove has two rooms on either side of the first floor and is one room deep on the second. With a small sitting room or library in the gable between the upstairs bedrooms, the house has seven rooms, including a parlor and a dining room, and two chimneys that originally provided outlets for six fireplaces. The kitchen was a separate building in the rear. Large double doors, louvered shutters, and a gallery extending the full length of the front facade embellish the house. A Palladian window in the central gable, two marble mantels, and six-panel doors with painted graining add refined features to the simple but finely executed structure.7

“There my memories begin,” Jefferson Davis, in the last year of his life, wrote of Woodville and Poplar Grove. Specifically, he remembered seeing the wound inflicted on his brother Samuel’s horse at the Battle of New Orleans, which occurred in January 1815. Young Jefferson spent his early boyhood on a farm touching the edge of the American wilderness. There, loving parents, older siblings, especially attentive sisters, and black slaves surrounded him.8

In moving more than 1,000 miles and changing residence a half dozen times, Samuel Davis for more than two decades sought unremittingly to improve his station and provide more abundantly for his family. Yet the recollections of those who lived in his house, including Jefferson Davis, did not describe a driven man. They recalled “a silent, undemonstrative man,” to his children “rather suggestive than dictatorial,” and “strictly a religious governor of his family.” In addition, Samuel Davis impressed observers with his “wonderful physical activity.” Jefferson recollected one occasion when his then sixty-four-year-old father, trying to mount a difficult horse, vaulted from the ground into the saddle. Like most people of their status in their time and place, neither Samuel nor Jane Davis had any formal education but both were literate. Nothing suggests that any of their first nine children had any more contact with formal schooling than they did. By this time, however, Joseph, the eldest, who had started out in Kentucky as a storekeeper’s apprentice, had become an attorney after having read law in both Kentucky and Mississippi. For the youthful Jefferson, his father envisioned a different educational path.9

Jefferson did not begin differently. At age five he had started school in “the usual log-cabin schoolhouse” that often provided the only semblance of formal education on the rural frontier, where schools of any kind were scarce. For two years he and his sister Mary, two years older, traveled a mile from their home with their lunch in a bucket to the local log cabin. When composing his “Autobiographical Sketch,” an elderly Jefferson Davis had few kind words for the teachers in these backwoods establishments. According to Davis, their attainments rarely exceeded “the three R’s” and “their patrons” demanded no more. Moreover, they believed that “the oil of the birch was the proper lubrication for any want of intelligence.” Floggings punctuated the school day.

Only the copybook matched the birch as a pedagogical tool. The teacher would write at the top of every page in the copybook “the pothooks, letters, sentences” that their students would then copy on every line of the paper. This format also sufficed for arithmetic. After working through “the examples in the arithmetic,” the student would write them out in the copybook. This methodology rested on the assumption that completion of the book meant understanding the process. Not to Jefferson Davis: he maintained that “a bright boy” could repeat all the rules but could give no reason for any of them.10

Samuel Davis had no intention of permitting this rudimentary drilling to form even the base of Jefferson’s education. To accomplish his purpose he looked back to Kentucky. In his former state a school run by the Dominican order of the Roman Catholic Church offered the kind of educational opportunity that Samuel obviously wanted for his youngest son. How Samuel found out about St. Thomas College is not clear. It opened about the time he left Kentucky; possibly Joseph, who did not migrate to Mississippi until 1811, knew about it; or possibly friends back in Kentucky told samuel about it. Whatever the case, Samuel Davis acted decisively. His Baptist faith did not deter him from sending his young boy to a Roman Catholic school. He made the arrangements for Jefferson to go, including finding a way for the child to make the overland journey of hundreds of miles. And he kept all these plans from his wife. Jane Davis did not know that her husband intended to send her seven-year-old son, her baby, away to a school so distant as to be practically in another universe. In fact, she was not at home when Jefferson departed.11

Sometime in the late spring of 1816, before Jefferson’s eighth birthday on June 3, he set out on an almost incredible journey. Without saying good-bye to his mother, the lad joined a party consisting of Major Thomas Hinds and his relatives, including a son of Jefferson’s age. Each boy rode a pony. They struck out through what residents called “the Wilderness,” the Natchez Trace stretching for about 500 miles between Natchez, Mississippi, thirty-five miles from Woodville and on the great river, and Nashville, Tennessee. Before regular steamboat travel the Trace provided the main route north from the lower Mississippi Valley. Travelers of all types, including the river men who had brought the flatboats down the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers, traversed the Trace. Rough characters and bandits abounded. The Trace also ran through Choctaw Indian territory, but this fact caused little concern because amicable relations predominated between Choctaws and whites. There were a few taverns or “stands” along the way, but mostly the journeyers slept under the stars.

After several weeks on the road and without incident, the Hinds party reached its first important stop, just outside Nashville. There Major Hinds visited his old commander from the Battle of New Orleans, General Andrew Jackson, at his home, the Hermitage. Jackson received all with such hospitality that they stayed for “several weeks.” Youthful Jefferson Davis came face-to-face with an authentic hero. The boy had certainly heard about the general, the victor at New Orleans and the vanquisher of the Indians, who had a larger-than-life image in the Southwest. Besides, his brother Samuel had been in Major Hinds’s unit at New Orleans. Toward the end of his life Davis characterized this meeting with a man of Jackson’s stature as “a stand-point of no small advantage” for a young boy. He did not find the fearsome, profane warrior he had been told about. Instead, he found Jackson “always very gentle and considerate.” The general’s “unaffected and well-bred courtesy” deeply impressed him. And the hero always said grace at the table. For Jefferson there was also plenty of time for boys’ activities with Major Hinds’s son and General Jackson’s adopted son. Davis remembered the pony races and that the old soldier would not let the boys wrestle, fearing that they might begin fighting. Everyone left the Hermitage “with great regret.” More than seven decades later, Davis wrote, “in me he inspired reverence and affection that has remained with me through my whole life.”12

after this extended visit, Major Hinds took his charges on northward into Kentucky. By mid-july he delivered young Jefferson Davis to the officials at St. Thomas College. The college records stipulate that Davis arrived and paid fees of $65 on July 16, 1816. Now eight years old, Jefferson Davis stepped into a new world far removed from the familiar faces and precincts of Poplar Grove.13

St. Thomas, Davis’s home for the next two years, was the first Roman Catholic educational institution west of the Allegheny Mountains. Located in Washington County in central Kentucky, it was part of a religious complex that included St. Rose Convent and Seminary. Father Samuel Wilson’s role exemplified the interrelationship among the units. As prior, he directed the entire enterprise; he was also president of the college and on the faculty of both college and seminary. In addition to the educational and religious mission, there was a working farm that produced food for students, staff, and the market.14

By modern definitions St. Thomas College was no college at all, but rather a preparatory school, with both boarding and day students. St. Thomas obviously accepted and accommodated quite young students. The scarcity of records makes it impossible to date its opening precisely, but it had definitely begun operations by 1809. The college building, where Davis lived and went to class, was not completed until 1812. An imposing three-story brick structure, it stood by Cartwright Creek, two miles from the present town of Springfield. Davis attended during a flourishing period for St. Thomas. Later, the financial dislocation caused by the Panic of 1819 hurt the college. The opening of other Roman Catholic schools and the placing of a bishop in Cincinnati led to a reduction in staff. In 1828, the doors of St. Thomas were finally closed.

In the mid-1810s, the school clearly enjoyed a positive reputation that stretched far beyond its immediate environment. Students came from Indiana, Louisiana, Michigan, Mississippi, and Missouri, as well as Kentucky. As many as 200 boys made up the student body. Boarders paid for their education with cash and with their labor. From the beginning, St. Thomas accepted all applicants. The school calendar was quite flexible; students entered whenever they appeared. The calendar evidently did not provide for formal vacations because the boarding students remained in residence throughout the year.

Sectarianism did not characterize St. Thomas. Admissions policy was not tied to religious affiliation. From the outset, both Catholics and non-Catholics were welcome, and a substantial number of non-Catholics were always enrolled. Although all students had to attend religious exercises, proselytism did not form a central part of the program. In fact, when Jefferson Davis told Father Wilson that he wanted to become a Catholic, the old priest kindly put him off. As Davis recollected, Father Wilson “handed me a biscuit and a bit of cheese, and told me that for the present I had better take some Catholic food.”15

The year Jefferson Davis entered, St. Thomas had five full-time faculty members, four priests and a layman. They taught in a curriculum that concentrated on offerings emphasized by the academic institutions of that day. Latin and Greek were stressed. In his old age Davis recalled that the foundation he received in ancient languages at St. Thomas served him well when he got to college. The faculty also gave instruction in French, Italian, history, literature, science, and music.

Davis thrived, even though he was among the youngest boys and claimed to be the smallest. He had fond memories of some of the priests who taught him. One of them, who was particularly solicitous, put a small bed in his own room for the little boy to use. Even though Davis had been sent far from Wilkinson County, he was not forgotten at home. His parents did write to him, but none of their letters survived.16

Study and work did not take up all of young Jefferson’s two years at St. Thomas. With more than 100 boys in one place, play and antics were bound to occur. Davis recorded an episode in which he participated. Several boys decided to “revolt” against the old priest in whose room Davis slept. To initiate the prank, Jefferson agreed to blow out the candle that always burned in the room. On the appointed night, after all was quiet, he extinguished the flame. Then the other plotters hurled vegetables and “all kinds of missiles” into the priest’s quarters. As soon as light could be restored, a search for the culprits commenced. Davis reported that his confederates “were all sound asleep,” but not he. “I was the only wakeful one,” he wrote. Although the priests questioned him “severely,” he responded that he knew little and would not divulge that. Punishment was directed.

The targeted priest, “who had especial care” of Davis, took him to a small room on the top floor. There, the old man strapped the boy down “to a kind of cot, which was arranged to facilitate the punishment of the boys.” This priest, who, according to Davis, “loved me dearly,” paused before striking the lad. He pleaded with Davis. “If you tell me what you know, no matter how little, I will let you off.” Davis replied, “I know one thing, I know who blew out the light.” After the priest reaffirmed the offer of clemency, Davis confessed, “I blew it out.” The priest honored his commitment, but he had “a long talk” with the juvenile malefactor, which, Davis remembered, “moved me to tears and prevented me from co-operating with the boys again in their schemes of mischief.”17

After two years at St. Thomas, Jefferson, now ten, returned to Mississippi. His mother had grown impatient to have him back. In the late spring of 1818 he left with Charles Green, a Mississippian reading law in Kentucky, who had been his guardian during his time at St. Thomas. On this journey the youthful Davis would not repeat the lengthy march over the Natchez Trace. With Green he started for Louisville to catch one of the steamboats by then navigating the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. Davis’s first steamboat trip greatly impressed him. He was struck by the numerous passengers who would get on board the new wonders and ride a few miles just for the experience. Then they would disembark and return by carriage to Louisville. Even seven decades later the names of the boat and its captain were still fresh in his mind: the Aetna with Captain Robinson DeHart.18

He embarked on the Aetna in good spirits. He was going home, and he had just bested a mountebank who tried to take advantage of him with the old stratagem of the learned pig, a phenomenon that had originated in England in the 1780s. The owner of a pig trained the animal to perform any number of a variety of tasks, including spelling names and other words, solving arithmetical problems, telling time, and reading thoughts of members of the audience. Some pigs became quite adept, and the learned pig turned into a popular attraction. From fees and wagers the pig’s master could profit handsomely. A commentator, albeit unfriendly, observed that the learned pig “gave great satisfaction to all who saw him, and filled his tormentor’s pocket with money.” By 1797 this four-footed enticement had crossed the atlantic. An advertisement in a New York City newspaper touted a porker “who could read, spell, tell the time of day by any person’s watch in the audience, and distinguish ladies from gentlemen in the audience.”19

The trickster encountered by Davis in Louisville claimed that he knew a pig who could outspell Jefferson. To prove it, he offered to bet the young scholar ninepence. Davis accepted the wager, and, as he later told the story, “spelt against the pig.” The youngster turned out to be more learned than his porcine opponent, for as he reported, “the pig spelled as well as his master could and no better.” “By beating a pig in spelling,” Davis began his homeward journey ninepence richer.20

After a “slow and uneventful” river voyage brought him back to Mississippi, Jefferson headed for Poplar Grove accompanied by an older brother, Isaac, fifteen years his senior. When the pair reached Woodville, Isaac urged his young sibling to go on home alone—he wanted Jefferson to conceal his identity in order to discover whether his parents would recognize him. In his “Autobiographical Sketch,” Jefferson Davis recounted the moment: “I found my dear old mother sitting near the door, and, walking up with an assumed air to hide a throbbing heart, I asked her if there had been any stray horses round there. She said she had seen a stray boy, and clasped me in her arms.”

That embrace underscored for the youthful Jefferson his mother’s love. He returned her affection. Late in life he remarked that he had never “ceased to cherish a tender memory of the loving care of that mother, in whom there was so much to admire and nothing to remember save good.” To him “her beauty and sprightliness of mind” singled her out. It was a “graceful poetic mind, which, with much of her personal beauty,” he lovingly remembered, “she retained to extreme old age.”21

Following his happy reunion with his mother, Jefferson asked about his father. Told that his father was in the field, the impatient boy went immediately to see him. Jefferson recognized that his father, though possessing “deep feeling,” tried “to repress the expression of it whenever practicable.” But this time the feeling caused by the unexpected appearance of his youngest child moved Samuel Davis. “He took me in his arms with more emotion than I had ever seen him exhibit, and kissed me repeatedly,” Jefferson recorded. He added: “I remember wondering why my father should have kissed so big a boy.”22

Home once more in the bosom of a loving family, Jefferson Davis quickly found himself in another schoolroom. Because the schools in Wilkinson County had not improved, Jefferson was sent off to Jefferson College in Washington, Mississippi, six miles east of Natchez. Founded in 1811, Jefferson College, in Davis’s student days, was, like St. Thomas, a preparatory school, not a college. When Davis matriculated in 1818, the school had four teachers. The enrollment did not match the numbers at St. Thomas, but the curriculum, which emphasized the classical languages, was quite similar. Jefferson was enrolled there for only a very short time.23

Finally, the possibility of obtaining a decent education had opened in Wilkinson County with the organization of the Wilkinson County Academy, headed by John A. Shaw from Boston. No teacher like Shaw had ever before appeared in Wilkinson County. He had nothing in common with the previous masters of the three R’s. Samuel Davis brought Jefferson back to Poplar Grove and placed him in the new academy. For the next five years Jefferson lived at home and regularly attended John Shaw’s school.

John Shaw left a marked imprint on his young student. Davis saw him as “the first of a new class of teachers in our neighborhood.” Others of similar ability followed Shaw and brought more effective teaching, which greatly improved the performance of their students. Calling Shaw “a scholarly man” and “a quiet, just man,” Davis professed, “I am sure he taught me more in the time I was with him than I ever learned from any one else.”24

Shaw did not succeed in every undertaking. To augment his teaching income, he took on the task of preaching every Sunday. But because Woodville had no church building, he held services in the courthouse. The boys at the academy were required to join the congregation. Before long his students made up his only audience; the adults stopped coming. Asserting that the absence of adult worshippers indicated his ineffectiveness, Shaw gave up his ministerial duties. He then devoted himself totally to the academy. After a time Shaw returned to Massachusetts, but later he ended up in charge of public schools in New Orleans.25

Despite his later profession of respect and admiration for John Shaw, the youthful Jefferson Davis on one occasion questioned the value of school. He received an assignment that he believed beyond his ability to memorize. Protests to the instructor brought no reduction in the quantity of material assigned. In class the next day young Jefferson had not mastered the subject matter. Upon the threat of sanctions, he took his books, went home, and told his father.

Samuel Davis offered the rebellious scholar an alternative. “Of course, it is for you to elect whether you will work with head or hands,” father informed son. But he did not stop there: “My son could not be an idler. I want more cotton-pickers and will give you work.” Next morning the recalcitrant student with bag in hand walked to the cotton field. For two days he participated in the hot, hard physical labor with the other cotton pickers, including slaves. As Davis remembered, the experience persuaded him that school was “the lesser evil.” Upon leaving the field on the second day, he told his father of his new view. Samuel Davis listened to the resigning farmhand with “perfect seriousness.” Then he spoke about “the disadvantages” of a man “gently bred” working as a laborer. He concluded by telling his son that if he felt the same way tomorrow, he should return to the classroom. That is precisely what Jefferson Davis did. And he suffered no consequences, for the teacher took no notice of his absence—in Jefferson’s opinion, because his father had so arranged it.26

Jefferson Davis pursued his studies at the Wilkinson County Academy until his early teenage years. By the spring of 1823 it was decided that for his education to progress he would have to enter a real college. Going to college meant, of course, that once again he would have to leave home and Woodville. Without doubt Samuel Davis participated in this decision; he had always desired the best possible education for his youngest son. By this time, however, his eldest, Joseph, twenty-four years older than his brother Jefferson, was also probably involved. Joseph had become a prominent and prosperous attorney in Natchez as well as a substantial landowner. At the same time, Samuel Davis’s financial fortunes were in decline. He was even unable to complete payment for the land he had bought; to aid his father, Joseph in 1822 had purchased the family farm. Thus, Joseph’s financial support as well as advice was critical. Never hesitating to profess his praise and respect for Joseph, Jefferson later described him as “my beau ideal when I was a boy,” who became “my mentor and greatest benefactor.” That relationship began even before Samuel Davis’s death in 1824. In 1823, the Davises concurred. For the best collegiate opportunity the fourteen-year-old Jefferson would retrace his steps to the state of his birth.27


CHAPTER TWO

“Put Away the Grog”

The Davises looked toward Kentucky because no colleges existed in Mississippi. Moreover, Transylvania University in Lexington had acquired a sterling reputation in much of the West. With the decision made about Transylvania, the youthful Jefferson sometime in the late winter or early spring of 1823 began his second trip northward. Unlike his first time seven years earlier, the historical record is silent on this second journey. But at some point, after the spring semester had already begun, the teenager reached Lexington.

In the early 1820s, Lexington, in the center of the rich Bluegrass region, was an impressive place, and the young Mississippi farm boy surely took note. Observers tried to capture the appeal and the distinctiveness of both the setting and the town. “Poetry cannot paint groves more beautiful, or fields more luxuriant,” wrote one; “the country neither hilly nor gentle; but gently waving.” Some 5,000 people resided in a town where “the streets are broad, straight, paved, clean and have rows of trees on each side.” Most of the homes were of brick, with a “rural and charming appearance.” In addition to its attractiveness, Lexington was also a cosmopolitan town, notably so for a community of its size. The Athenaeum stocked newspapers and periodicals from East Coast cities. The public library held 6,000 books; in addition, the library at Transylvania contained more than 5,000 volumes, and the two debating societies owned another 1,000.1

Transylvania contributed the vitality and resources of a flourishing institution of higher learning. By the time Davis entered, Transylvania had become a “proud university” with some 400 students—an enrollment that matched the numbers at Princeton and Harvard. The university included a preparatory school and programs in law and medicine, as well as an undergraduate curriculum. It had not always been so. As recently as 1818, Transylvania had been little more than a grammar school with fewer than 80 students. In that year Horace Holley came to Lexington as the school’s new president. Holley, a New England Unitarian minister, worked with zeal and dedication to transform Transylvania. With his energy and sense of purpose, along with generous financial assistance from the state of Kentucky, he succeeded.2

Presidents of colleges and universities have always been important, but in the antebellum period they were absolutely critical to the welfare of their institutions. The president was not only the chief administrative officer but also a key member of the faculty, who invariably taught the required senior course on moral philosophy that was the capstone of the curriculum. Additionally, he served as the main fund-raiser, the chief public-relations official, and the dean of students. Presidents could make powerful imprints, and Horace Holley surely did. But his success was short-lived; by the late 1820s sectarian disputes and political difficulties led to Holley’s departure and the decline of Transylvania. Still, for a time, Horace Holley turned Transylvania into a thriving and sophisticated university that offered its students a first-class education. Such it was when Jefferson Davis arrived. In fact, it was as much a university as any other place in the United States. The college building, “a handsome edifice of three stories surmounted by a tall and ornamental cupola, affording not only capacious lecture and recitation rooms, etc., but numerous apartments for students,” formed the centerpiece of the campus. On three sides stood the fine brick homes and broad, paved streets so characteristic of Lexington. To the north of the campus extended the cultivated fields and beautiful rolling countryside of the Bluegrass. Leading citizens of the area, including the eminent political figure Henry Clay, sat on the board of trustees.3

Holley recognized, of course, that an impressive academic building and notable trustees were not enough, that the kind of university he envisioned required a quality faculty and superb scholarly resources. And he obtained both. As early as 1821 he sent a faculty member to Europe with $17,000 to purchase books. The scientific equipment was “exceptionally complete for the time,” including botanical microscopes, an achromatic telescope, magnets, barometers, prisms, a model of a human figure for anatomy, and more than 40,000 botanical and natural history specimens. As professor of philosophy and belles lettres, Holley led a faculty that in 1823 totaled thirteen members covering ancient languages, modern languages, history, mathematics, natural history, botany, chemistry, natural philosophy, anatomy, surgery, medicine, obstetrics and diseases of women, common and statute law, and national and civil law.4

To take advantage of the university that Holley had built, students had to meet entrance requirements and pay fees. Tuition was $35, along with a $5 registration fee. Annual expenses for board, lodging, fuel, lights, and laundry were estimated at $105. The requirements for admission, like those at most colleges of the day, emphasized the classical languages. Applicants must have a “good knowledge” of Greek and Latin grammar, the Greek New Testament, Collectanea Graeca Minora, Virgil, the orations of Cicero and Sallust. Familiarity with ancient and modern geography was expected. Finally, the prospective student had to understand common arithmetic.

Fourteen-year-old Jefferson Davis officially encountered Transylvania when he faced the entrance tests. Because of his solid background in the classical languages, the Greek and Latin portions posed him no problems. Nothing gave him difficulty but the arithmetic; there his experience was altogether different. The faculty found him inadequately prepared for admission to the sophomore class, Jefferson’s wish. Explaining his shortcomings in later years, Davis maintained that mathematics had not been stressed in Wilkinson County Academy. The faculty, not concerned with the cause of the deficiency, decided that he must join the freshman class. Davis recalled that this decision “quite disappointed” him. It meant that he would be placed with mostly younger boys, whereas heretofore he had been grouped with older boys. “I felt my pride offended,” he remembered. He obviously made his feelings known in a persuasive way, for the mathematics professor agreed to tutor him privately for the remainder of the session and through the summer. With that proviso the faculty allowed him into the sophomore class, albeit on probation. In the fall he would be examined for full admission to the junior class; during the spring and summer Jefferson did the necessary extra work. At the beginning of the fall semester he passed the requisite examination and became a full-fledged junior.5

The undergraduate Jefferson Davis flourished at Transylvania. He received an excellent classical education in ancient languages, history, and science. Though arduous, the prescribed daily schedule certainly did not occupy all of a student’s time. At daybreak, collegians had to attend daily prayer in the chapel. Classes dominated the morning, with dinner at 2 p.m. Afternoons were mostly free, and many students participated in athletics. Davis took some of that time for private lessons in French and dance.6

As an old man, Davis spoke fondly of certain classes and professors. He always believed the pronunciation of Greek and Latin taught by his classics professor to be “the purest and best of our time.” He remembered his history professor, the Reverend Robert H. Bishop, a Scotsman with a broad accent, a devout Presbyterian, as a man of “large attainments and very varied knowledge,” whose lectures impressed him for “their wide information [and] for their keen appreciation of the characteristics of mankind.” Professor Bishop had a memorable classroom style. Inattentive or unprepared students could spark an explosion. “Ye’re like Jacks, and if you can’t learn through the ears you shall learn through the back.”7

At the end of his junior year in June 1824, Jefferson took examinations with his classmates. A public event, the examinations drew many townspeople who gathered to watch and hear the faculty test the students. The testing began at 10 a.m., adjourned at 1 p.m. for dinner, resumed at 3 p.m., and continued until sunset. Acquitting himself with distinction, Davis received honors and was chosen to give an address at the upcoming junior class exhibition scheduled for June 18. He entitled the speech “An Address on Friendship.” No record of his remarks survives, but he evidently made a positive impression in his first appearance at a public rostrum. A local newspaper reported: “Davis on friendship made friends of the hearers.”8

Jefferson succeeded socially as well as academically at Transylvania. He made friends, including people he would later work with in Congress like David Rice Atchison, who became a senator from Missouri. George W. Jones of Indiana, a future senator from Iowa, remained devoted to Davis until Davis’s death. Davis joined the Union-Philosophical Society, one of two debating societies at the university. Sponsoring dinners with wine, they provided social along with intellectual activities.9

Davis was well liked. Jones, though surely a partisan observer, recalled that Davis “was considered the best looking as he was the most intelligent and best loved student in the University.” Perhaps long affection colored Jones’s opinion. But at a celebration held by the Union-Philosophical Society just seven months after Davis had departed for West Point, a classmate offered a toast—“To the health and prosperity of Jefferson Davis, late a student of Transylvania University, now a cadet at West Point: may he become the pride of our country and the idol of our army.”10

At Transylvania, Jefferson Davis witnessed more than the world of students. He lived with the family of Joseph Ficklin in their brick home on the southwestern corner of High and Limestone Streets. A friend of the Davis family, Ficklin provided the teenaged Jefferson a home away from home. Davis never forgot Ficklin, whom he later visited and called his “friend and guardian” while at Transylvania. Several other students boarded at the Ficklin home, which also served as a center of community activity. As postmaster and a newspaper editor, Ficklin was a well-known Lexingtonian, who had numerous callers. His residence was a lively place.11

In June 1824 the world seemed right with the sixteen-year-old Jefferson Davis. He had prospered at Transylvania, succeeding both in the classroom and with his fellow students. This agreeable situation lasted but fleetingly, however. In July he learned that his father had died. It was a terrible blow. “You must imagine,” he explained to his sister-in-law Susannah, “I cannot describe the shock my feelings sustained, at that sad intelligence.” Jefferson respected and loved his father, and Samuel Davis’s recent and growing financial problems had troubled his youngest child. Writing to his sister Amanda, the youthful Jefferson gave full expression to these feelings. “He was a parent ever dear to me, but rendered more (if possible) by the disastrous storms that attended the winter of his old age.”12

Samuel Davis’s quest for prosperity, which carried him hundreds of miles and underlay several new starts, ended calamitously. Sometime after 1820 his fortunes began a headlong retreat. He had to sell his land to Joseph. Then he made an arduous journey to Philadelphia, searching vainly to recoup some of his lost inheritance from his grandfather Davis. From Philadelphia in the summer of 1823, a distressed father wrote his college-student son a melancholy letter of what might have been. “If I had applied some thirty year ago,” Samuel grieved, “I might now have been immensely rich but I fear all is lost here by the lapse of time.” Yet Samuel, his old drive still flickering, pledged, “I shall continue to search every thing to the extent before I leave here which will likely be late in Aug. or early in Septr.”13

The search yielded nothing. Back in Mississippi, Samuel tried to work his farm, now owned by Joseph, with his third son, also named Samuel, but “some Misunderstanding” between father and son wrecked that effort. Following that debacle, the father headed for his son Joseph’s new plantation some 100 miles north in Warren County fronting the river. En route, he became sick with fever and died on July 4 shortly after reaching his destination. Samuel Davis was buried there, not back at Poplar Grove.14

Although Samuel did not leave a substantial estate, he still provided Jefferson with a powerful legacy. Samuel Davis’s belief in education, his insistence on it, surely helped shape his youngest child. In that generally sad letter from Philadelphia, the father voiced delight that the son was in college, and expounded on that: “Remember the short lessons of instruction offered you before our parting use every possible means to acquire usefull knowledge as knowledge is power the want of which has brought mischiefs and misery on your father in old age. That you may be happy & shine in society when your father is beyond the reach of harm is the most ardent desire of his heart.”15

Samuel Davis’s death had a profound impact on the youthful Jefferson. He not only lost his father at an impressionable age; his oldest brother became entrenched as a surrogate father. Joseph, as noted earlier, had already assumed critical importance in Jefferson’s life, for he was surely involved in the decision to send the boy to Transylvania. Now, however, Joseph had a different design. Just as committed to Jefferson’s education as their father had been, Joseph was also quite ambitious for his youngest brother. Clearly, Transylvania did not fulfill his hopes. He obtained through Secretary of War John C. Calhoun an appointment for Jefferson to the United States Military Academy at West Point, New York.

Jefferson’s reaction to Joseph’s plans and the possibility of West Point was not surprising. He had surely known for some time about the exertions to gain him an appointment, though he did not receive his official notification, dated March 11, until the summer of 1824. Once notified, Jefferson formally accepted the appointment, though not without reluctance. As a triumphant rising senior, he really did not want to leave Lexington and Transylvania for West Point, where he would enter a completely new environment and have to begin as a freshman.16

“It was no desire of mine to go,” he admitted to his sister Amanda, but still he was a dutiful sixteen-year-old who respected the wishes of his oldest brother-become-father. Acknowledging the dynamics, he confessed to this sister, “as Brother Joe evinced some anxiety for me to do so, I was not disposed to object.” Making clear that he understood the seriousness of the change impending in his life with the move to West Point, Jefferson recognized that “I will probably remain four years.” At the height of his triumph in Lexington, he headed north and east for another, quite different world.17

The historical record is silent on Jefferson’s journey from Kentucky to New York, except for specifying that he left Lexington in early August and arrived at West Point sometime after September 1. As did most travelers to West Point, he most probably went to New York City, where he took a steamboat for the roughly forty-mile trip up the Hudson River.

The physical setting of the United States Military Academy is impressive indeed. West Point sits atop a bluff that rises 190 feet above the western shore of the wide and majestic Hudson. At the top, the land basically flattens out to form a plain. When Jefferson Davis first saw the place, it had a lush and bucolic appearance, which it retains even today. In his time the grounds seemed almost in a “state of nature.” Footpaths crossed the rocky and bare plain. Woods reached down nearly to the Academy grounds. The ruins of Revolutionary forts, huts, and graves scattered among the hills furnished concrete reminders to the cadets that their school occupied a site important in the birth of the nation.18

In 1824, the spare physical plant seemed to match the geographic seclusion. The Academy could boast of but four stone buildings, each with a stucco facade. The Academy building, with its two stories, contained classrooms, laboratories, a library, and a chapel. The North and South Barracks, the former with four stories and the latter with three, served as dormitories for the cadets, whose numbers varied but generally ranged between 200 and 250. Finally, there was a two-story mess hall, which contained a small hotel for Academy guests. On the west side of the plain, away from the cadet area, stood the superintendent’s quarters and a row of houses for faculty.

Jefferson Davis initially encountered West Point when he took the entrance examination. His appointment did not guarantee his admission, but only the right to be examined for admission. By Davis’s day prospective freshmen, or “plebes” in Academy terminology, were supposed to appear in early June for the summer camp held on the plain. Before the beginning of the fall semester in September, the faculty assessed their academic qualifications to become full-fledged cadets. By all accounts the examination was far from rigorous, yet substantial numbers failed because of inferior or nonexistent preparation, especially in mathematics.

Jefferson’s late appearance precluded his following the ordained schedule. In his letter to Secretary of War Calhoun accepting his appointment, Jefferson announced his forthcoming tardiness: “am not able to go on before sept. for reasons I will explain to the superintendent on my arrival.” The reasons remain unknown, but his delay ensured that he would miss the entire summer encampment. Evidently Davis’s reasons for his lateness were persuasive, or this regulation was not yet strictly enforced, for he suffered no penalty. The entrance examination was another matter, however. Upon reaching West Point, Davis learned that the entrance examination had already been given, that successful candidates had been admitted, and that classes had begun.19

At this juncture, Davis remembered, “chance favored me.” A cadet from the class of 1824 who had been allowed to withdraw for health reasons showed up and requested a special exam that would enable him to graduate. That exception was permitted, and simultaneously, through the intervention of Captain Ethan Allan Hitchcock, who had met the Davis family while on recruiting duty in Natchez, an exception was made as well for Jefferson Davis.

Davis recalled an anxiety replaced by serendipity. Along with the notification that he would be examined came word from Captain Hitchcock that arithmetic would be the chief topic. An apprehensive Davis indicated that he knew little arithmetic, though he did know some algebra and geometry. Alarmed, Captain Hitchcock brought Davis an arithmetic text and told him to study fractions and proportions. Once more Jefferson found himself bedeviled by his old nemesis. Hardly had he begun to study, Davis later wrote, when he was ordered to appear for the examination. From the mathematics professor he received a couple of questions on vulgar fractions and one asking for an explanation of the difference between vulgar and decimal fractions. Davis’s algebra enabled him to handle them. Then came one on proportions which he also answered correctly. The “Certainly, certainly” pronounced by his inquisitor relieved the nervous youth, who always believed he had been given credit for more than he knew. The next task, a demonstration that he could read and write legibly, posed no problem. When the French professor took his turn, he did not focus on French. Learning that the young candidate read Greek, this obviously frustrated classicist “launched into a discussion of some questions as to the construction of Greek, with which he was so delighted that he kept on till the superintendent stopped him, and that broke up my examination.” “Since that time,” Davis maintained in the last year of his life, “I have never believed that an examination formed a very conclusive rule of decision upon the qualifications of a person subjected to its test.”20 Qualified or not, Jefferson Davis commenced his plebe year at West Point.

Davis’s West Point was literally the creation of the superintendent who halted his entrance examination, Brevet Lieutenant Colonel Sylvanus Thayer, whose convictions and judgments molded West Point just as Horace Holley’s had underlain the shaping of Transylvania. Thayer, however, left a vastly more important legacy, for his impact on West Point lasted well into the twentieth century, and in some ways lives on even now. A New Englander, Thayer graduated from Dartmouth College in 1807, but because things military, especially Napoleon, and the soldier’s life had always fascinated him, he went to the Academy at West Point, founded just five years earlier. Thayer’s preparation at Dartmouth enabled him to race through the Academy’s courses, and after only one year he received his commission. He joined the Corps of Engineers, served in the War of 1812, and in 1815 was sent to Europe for study. Upon his return, President James Monroe in 1817 named him superintendent of West Point. At that moment the Academy was in disarray, wracked by factionalism and abysmal morale. Thayer proved to be a propitious choice.

Sylvanus Thayer had a clear sense of what he wanted to make of West Point. Impressed by what he had seen and heard in France, especially at the École Polytechnique, which was at that time the most famous military school in the world, Thayer wanted to create an American version. His vision had two interrelated dimensions: the academic mission, entailing both curriculum and pedagogy; and the conduct and discipline of the cadet corps.

Thayer’s ideas on curriculum differed sharply from those then prevailing among conventional pedagogues as well as from those of the reformers at Harvard. The former remained wedded to their fixed course centered on the classical languages, while the latter advocated electives, modern languages, and liberalism. Thayer envisioned a fixed curriculum, but not one that revolved around Greek and Latin. Thayer’s West Point would be an engineering school, the first in the United States. Cadets would take required mathematics and science courses each semester; Greek and Latin would not even be taught. French, however, was a requirement because Thayer believed that the best books on mathematics, engineering, and the art of war were in French. Physics (then called natural philosophy), chemistry, and engineering, mostly civil, complemented the mathematics courses. Cadets also had to take drawing to enable them to present data and designs graphically, not for the sake of artistic expression. Immersed in mathematics and science, they barely encountered the humanities and social sciences, except for French. The chaplain did teach to first classmen, or seniors, a smorgasbord course that included ethics, geography, history, and law. Courses on specifically military subjects like tactics, strategy, or even military history were not at all central in Thayer’s scheme.

Thayer believed in a specific pedagogical system just as firmly as he did in his curriculum. He organized the cadets into four classes: fourth class or plebe, third class or sophomore, second class or junior, and first class or senior. In every subject taught during the four years, the approach did not alter. Every student recited in every class every day; instructors gave daily marks on the recitation; cadets discovered their standing weekly when grades were posted. Examinations were held at the end of each semester, in January and in June. In the June examination the Board of Visitors, a distinguished group that Thayer used to help advance the Academy with Congress and the public, witnessed Thayer and the faculty question the cadets. For the latter, facing simultaneously Superintendent Thayer, the faculty, and the Board of Visitors was doubtless a formidable experience.

For Thayer, conduct and discipline were as important as curriculum and pedagogy. West Point was a regimented place. The daily schedule allowed for practically no free time. Reveille came at dawn. Quickly dressing, the cadets formed for roll call, then returned to clean their rooms. They studied from 6 to 7 a.m., when they marched to breakfast. The cadets marched to all activities in formation. Following breakfast, a half hour of recreation was permitted. Classes ran from 8 a.m. until 1 p.m., the dinner hour. At 2 p.m. classes resumed and lasted for two more hours. Weather permitting, the cadets drilled from 4 until 6; if not, study and recreation filled those two hours. Supper was served at 6 p.m. From 7 to 9:30 more study; then another half hour of recreation, with taps at 10 p.m. Only on Sunday afternoons, the Fourth of July, Christmas Day, and New Year’s Day did the cadets have any respite from their mandated regimen.

Rules and regulations pervaded the institution and cadet life. Of course each cadet wore the prescribed uniform—gray pants, vest, and coat; blue fatigue jacket and pants; white duck pants for summer; black leather hat seven inches high and topped with a pompom; high-top black shoes. To help ensure that each cadet was judged on merit alone, Thayer banned all financial distinctions. Cadets were not permitted to receive money, or even to have money. Their government payment, $16 per month plus $12 per month subsistence allowance, went into an account from which they drew for various items, like uniforms. Prohibitions included alcohol, tobacco, playing cards, novels, plays, and leaving the Academy grounds. There was also no hazing; every student from plebe to first classman stood as a full member of the cadet brotherhood. Emphasizing that equality, intermingling among the cadets of all four classes was commonplace.

Thayer devised a structure of demerits to enforce his regulations. For each infraction of any rule a cadet received demerits according to the seriousness of the incident. The possibilities were legion, from a candlestick out of place, to inattention at drill, to missing a class or a formation. For the most serious violations cadets could face trial by court-martial. Demerits became a part of class standing. A confirmed rebel could not do well even if he performed superbly in the classroom. The accumulation of 200 demerits in a single year could result in separation from the Academy. Cadets lived in this world from the summer encampment preceding their plebe year until their graduation. Only once during their four years, in their second summer, were cadets usually permitted to leave the grounds. A tough, demanding place, West Point suffered considerable attrition. In each class those that fell by the wayside reached 50 percent and beyond. But those who made it through the four years forged a powerful common bond.

Thayer’s system concluded with class standing. Each year ended with all cadets given their rank in their class based on academic performance combined with the record of demerits. For Thayer this ranking served a larger purpose: the assignment of young officer-graduates to various branches of the army on the basis solely of their records, rather than of favoritism or political influence. Those at the top of each class, around 12 percent, would go into the Corps of Engineers, the elite branch. Cadets next down the line got assignments in the artillery or cavalry, while the lowest portion of each class joined the infantry.

Jefferson Davis spent four years, from age sixteen to age twenty, in this military monastery. His academic performance precluded his ever being at the top of his class. The honors he had won at Transylvania belonged to a different time and place. Never adept at mathematics, Davis clearly struggled with the many courses he now had to take. Mathematics, science, and engineering accounted for over 70 percent of classroom hours and made up 55 percent of the score for class rank. At the close of his plebe year he finished forty-third out of seventy-one in mathematics; the next year he was thirty-third out of forty-nine; and as a second classman he stood thirtieth out of thirty-seven in physics. Although at times he did much better in other subjects, such as French and drawing, his highest standing came as a plebe, when he finished in the middle of the class. Thereafter his standing declined, and he ultimately graduated twenty-third in a class of thirty-three.21

The discipline or conduct portion of the grading undoubtedly contributed heavily to Davis’s declining class rank. Starting off as a dutiful cadet obeying regulations, he committed just over two dozen offenses as a plebe. Quickly afterwards, however, a cascade of demerits piled up against him. In his final year he amassed 137, which in the corps as a whole ranked him 163 of 208.22

Most of Davis’s demerits came from infractions committed by large numbers of cadets. They included making unnecessary noise during study time, allowing noise on his post, failure to police his room, inattention at drill, lingering in bed after reveille, and hair too long. Then there were also more serious ones, such as absences from drill, parade, and laboratory, firing his musket from the window of his room, and disobeying a special order. Still, it was the frequency of Davis’s violations that kept him in trouble. He clearly did not commit himself to abide by the rules governing the conduct of the cadet corps. He was certainly no Robert E. Lee, class of 1829, who went through the Academy without receiving even one demerit. Davis willingly and knowingly challenged the system in both small and large matters. His brother Joseph worried that Jefferson might end up in the guard-house.23

On three occasions Jefferson’s risk-taking jeopardized his survival at West Point. Any of them could have gotten him shipped home, and one did result in his arraignment before a court-martial. Another led to a serious injury. All of them involved alcohol, either the quest for it or the drinking of it, or both.

The initial incident occurred in Davis’s first summer. The preceding year he had reached West Point too late to participate in the encampment, but in the summer of 1825 he lived on the plain in a tent, as did all the cadets. On the night of July 31 the rain fell in torrents and flooded a number of tents, Davis’s among them. Washed out of bed, Davis and several comrades decided to visit Benny Havens’s tavern.24

Located in Buttermilk Falls, two miles from West Point, Benny Havens’s tavern was off-limits to cadets. Havens had worked for a sutler serving the Academy, but lost his job when discovered selling alcohol to a cadet. Thereupon, in 1824, he set up his own tavern, which he ran until after the Civil War. “The most famous establishment in all West Point history,” it has been called. For cadets willing to chance apprehension and punishment Benny Havens’s became a haven indeed. Havens sold cadets food and, more important, alcohol, in the form of hard cider, cider and ale flip, and porter. A staunch friend of the future officers, he welcomed them to his tavern, offered them credit when needed, accepted barter for drinks, and on occasion held barrels of whiskey brought back by cadets returning from furlough. One miserable youth, Edgar Allan Poe, who remained a cadet less than a year, called him “the sole congenial soul in the entire God-forsaken place.”25

Jefferson and his companions followed a well-worn path to Benny Havens’s. Unfortunately for them, however, on that Sunday, Captain Hitchcock also showed up at the tavern. He reported running into the wandering boys. All of them were arrested and scheduled for trial by general court-martial.26

Davis’s case came before the court on August 3. The seventeen-year-old boy had to confront the reality that he was in a most precarious position. Asked if he had any objection to any member of the court, Davis responded negatively. Davis then argued that the regulations he had been accused of violating did not apply to him. He asserted that “the new regulations were to him in the nature of an ex post facto law, having never been published to his corps.” The court rejected that claim.

In the formal procedure of the military, Cadet Davis was accused of violating two paragraphs of general army regulations that pertained to cadets. The first charge specified that on July 31 he had ventured “beyond the limits prescribed to Cadets at West Point without permission.” The second was divided into two parts: (1) that on July 31 he “did drink spirituous and intoxicating liquor”; and (2) that on the same day he “did go to a public house or place where spirituous liquors are sold, kept by one Benjamin Havens.…” Davis admitted guilt to the first, and to the latter part of the second. But he denied that he had been drinking. Immediately after the reading of the charges and Davis’s response, Captain Hitchcock testified for the prosecution. Recounting that he saw Davis “at the time specified” at Benny Havens’s with several friends, the captain made a crucial point: “all of whom except one appeared to be under the influence of spirituous liquor.” Hitchcock admitted, however, that he “did not see Mr. Davis make use of any liquor, and judged that he had used it perhaps more from the circumstances in which I saw him than from either his conduct or appearance generally.” When Davis spotted him, Hitchcock continued, “he exhibited extreme embarrassment bordering upon meekness.” Hitchcock considered that such behavior “might have proceeded from being found in the circumstances I stated,” but he concluded that “the use of spirituous liquors” was involved. That Davis had been drinking, Hitchcock had “not a doubt of it.”

Having to cope with this devastating testimony, Davis initially tried to persuade the court that he was not a wayward, undisciplined scamp. He called in his defense both Captain Hitchcock and Commandant of Cadets Major William J. Worth, who was then in fact presiding over the court-martial. Both officers confirmed that Davis’s “general deportment” had been “marked by correct and strict attention to his duty.…” Heretofore he had not “committed any offense which called for animadversion.” Having obtained these positive statements about his character and record, Davis requested that the court give him until the following morning to prepare his defense.

On the morning of August 4, Cadet Davis addressed his judges. His defense comprised the classic ingredients for teenagers accused of serious offenses—ignorance or inapplicability of rules, admitting only what cannot possibly be denied, invoking technicalities, and rationalizing, all tempered by a plea for mercy. “It is with feelings of greatest embarrassment,” Davis began. He did not think it fair to be “tried by laws which with respect to my knowledge have just sprung into existence.…” But he hurried on, knowing that on the previous day the court had ruled against him on that very point. Next, he contended that though he had certainly left the post, “circumstances may perhaps in some degree justify the deed”—the heavy rain that flooded his tent.

Acknowledging that he had previously pleaded guilty to visiting “a public house and place where liquors are sold,” Davis now wanted “to qualify” his admission. He told the court that the critical part of the regulation addressed whether a cadet visited such an establishment to buy liquor. Thus, merely going to a place did not alone constitute violation. “As no evidence has been produced to prove that we did procure or use spirituous liquor,” Davis denied that Benny Havens’s could be defined as a public house. After all, he noted, cadets could legally patronize other stores that had liquor for sale.

Davis denied unequivocally that he had been drinking. He rightly pointed out that Captain Hitchcock had not observed him imbibing. Neither did any of his comrades testify against him; nor he against any of them. Called as a witness in the case of one of his companions, Davis had tried unsuccessfully to narrow the definition of spirituous liquor so as to exclude hard cider and porter. He stressed that he had seen no one drinking. On this point Davis may have been relying on a traditional cadet stratagem for escaping the incrimination of buddies. When a group gathered for drinking, they turned away from one another and faced the wall at the moment when cup met lips. Each of them could then always swear that he never saw anyone actually take a drink. His “embarrassed” behavior Davis attributed to his having been caught at Benny Havens’s, in his words, a situation “certainly enough to have confused any Cadet.” A forceful declaration followed: “I cannot believe that the Court would if previously acquainted with the circumstances have shown so little respect to my feelings as to have charged me (on such weak evidence) with conduct so contrary to principles of a soldier & a man of honor.”27

In concluding his defense, the youthful Davis spoke with a sharply different accent in imploring the court to weigh a quite different matter. “I do trust,” Davis closed, “that the Court will bear in mind the maxim that it is better a hundred guilty escape than one righteous person be condemned, and on testimony so circumstantial shall confidentially look forward to an honorable acquittal.”

Davis’s multifaceted argument did not persuade the court. On that very same day it found Jefferson and his colleagues guilty as charged and sentenced them “to be dismissed from the service of the United States.” Simultaneously the court “in consideration of his former good conduct recommend[ed] the remission of said sentence.” Superintendent Thayer accepted that verdict. Davis had survived, barely. He had his conduct as a dutiful plebe to thank for his continuing at West Point and becoming a third classman.

The second incident took place a little over a year later, in August 1826. Once again the magnet of Benny Havens’s drew Davis into serious trouble, though not the official or judicial kind. Jefferson and a friend headed for their favorite watering hole “on a little frolic—of course without leave.” Word reached the tavern that an instructor was approaching. Leaving immediately to return to the Academy, Jefferson and his comrade took “a short cut to get back to barracks.” In his pell-mell march up the steep path toward the plain, Jefferson fell. He tumbled some sixty feet down to the riverbank. Luckily for him he grabbed a small tree which tempered “the force of his fall,” though it mangled a hand. Davis’s companion cried out: “Jeff, are you dead?” A suffering Davis remembered wanting to laugh but hurting too much to do so. Although no record detailing his injuries exists, they were obviously quite severe. He was carried as sick on all monthly returns from August through November. Davis himself later wrote that he spent four months in the hospital, where he “rarely saw any one even when it was thought I was about to die, then some of my friends were allowed to stay with me at night.”28

Despite his having been away from the post without permission and his lengthy hospital stay, surviving records indicate that this time Jefferson escaped serious disciplinary and academic consequences. The records do not reveal whether or not he had been inebriated. Although Davis did poorly in his classes in the fall semester, no evidence connects that performance to his hospitalization. His grades had been falling since his plebe year. Still, Jefferson did end the year 1826 under arrest for yet another youthful caper, the Christmas eggnog riot of 1826, notorious in the annals of West Point.29

Student tradition and Academy authority collided on Christmas Day, 1826. For a number of years cadets had been in the habit of holding drinking parties in the barracks before reveille on Christmas morning. Officers did not interfere with this practice, even though drinking by cadets was forbidden except when officially sanctioned. Authorization was given on rare occasions, especially for the Fourth of July, but on July 4, 1825, events got out of hand. At least Superintendent Thayer thought so. Intoxicated students organized a snake dance, hoisted Commandant Worth on their shoulders, and carried him to the barracks. As a result, Thayer banned all liquor, no exceptions. And the celebration on the Fourth of July, 1826, was dry. At the same time, of course, an unknown number of cadets surreptitiously continued to imbibe spirituous liquors.

As Christmas 1826 drew near, some cadets, including Jefferson Davis, planned to celebrate in the customary way. Word got out that the holiday festivities would once again entail the Christmas morning drinking. Determined to prevent any such activity, Superintendent Thayer and Commandant Worth placed all tactical officers on duty on Christmas Eve night. They were to patrol the cadet area.

Without question Davis was deeply involved in planning the event. He and two others were designated to obtain the alcohol. None other than Benny Havens supplied the essential liquid, two half-gallon jugs, which the cadets smuggled into North Barracks. Early on Christmas morning the participants planned to mix and drink eggnog in two designated rooms on the upper floors of North Barracks. Revelry began after midnight. To that point the tactical officers had not foiled the celebrants.

But shortly after 4 a.m., authority intruded. In North Barracks, Captain Ethan Hitchcock, hearing “walking” and an “increase of noise,” marched toward the source and “observed a collection of cadets at No. 5.” When he entered the room, he discovered a group of carousers. At this point Cadet Jefferson Davis rushed in shouting—too late—“Put away the grog, Captain Hitchcock is coming.” Captain Hitchcock was already there, and he immediately placed Davis under arrest and ordered him to his room. Without responding, Davis complied.30

That prompt compliance undoubtedly saved Davis’s West Point career. After his departure, pandemonium broke loose. Drunk cadets ran amuck. They abused officers; they reeled through the barracks shouting, some with swords, some with muskets, some with bayonets; one fired a musket; another threw a log at an officer. Finally reveille was sounded. Cadets poured out of the two barracks. The Christmas eggnog riot was over.

Thayer directed Worth to head a full Court of Inquiry. Twenty-two cadets, including Davis, were under arrest; seventy others, one-third of the corps, were implicated. Thayer realized that he could not charge so many students: the institution probably could not have survived the shock. Finally, after careful scrutiny and deliberation, the superintendent decided that the nineteen cadets most deeply involved would go before a court-martial; fifty-three others would receive lesser punishments. All nineteen tried by court-martial were convicted and sentenced to be dismissed. Seven, however, were saved by the court’s recommendation of clemency. Thus, one dozen cadets involuntarily departed.

Jefferson Davis amazingly escaped any punishment. Testimony at the trial established that he had been in on the affair from the beginning. Two cadets testified that he was or appeared to be drunk. Another swore that Davis offered him a drink. Davis’s claim six decades later that he was not drunk must rest on an interpretation of the word. Yet he never had to answer to that charge. In his only appearance before the court-martial, he was asked no questions about his involvement.31

The documents do not explain Davis’s incredible good fortune. Clearly his instant, unquestioning obedience of Captain Hitchcock’s order was critical. Whether or not he was intoxicated, he completely missed the riot. Whether he passed out in his room or just had sense enough not to venture out will never be known. Davis’s absence from the scene when the really serious offenses took place made him a prime contender for removal from the court-martial list. After all, Thayer was searching for ways to excuse people. Whatever the particulars, on February 8, 1827, Davis was released from arrest.32

Even though nothing else so serious as these three events occurred in Davis’s last year and a half, it is not at all surprising that he never achieved much military rank in the cadet corps. For the summer encampment held after Davis’s second year, he received an appointment as fourth sergeant of the First Company. In August 1826, he was named sergeant of the color guard. Then as a first classman he joined fifteen other cadets in a Hose Company designed to combat fires. None of these posts represented a significant leadership position.33

Although Cadet Davis never achieved academic or military distinction, he obviously made friends. He was never alone in those risky escapades. At West Point and afterwards Davis spoke of “the set” with whom he associated. Composed mostly of southerners, it included Albert Sidney Johnston and Leonidas Polk, both in the class of 1826, and both of whom Jefferson admired as cadets and long afterward. He also would certainly have known two Virginians in the class behind him, Robert E. Lee and Joseph E. Johnston, though he was not close to either. Even in the last decade of his life Davis never forgot his old West Point companions, and he still corresponded with some of them.34

Jefferson’s “set” may have tried to ameliorate their spartan cadet existence. In the only surviving letter from his four years at West Point, he asked his brother Joseph for money. Although he “fe[lt] a delicacy” in once again requesting money, Jefferson’s delicate feelings were insufficient to restrain him. Whether his cadet pay would suffice, Jefferson told Joseph, “depends entirely upon the company I keep.” “The Yankee part of the corps find their pay entirely sufficient some even more,” he disclosed. Revealing a bit of snobbery as well as sectional chauvinism, the plebe Jefferson remarked, “but these are not such as I formed an acquaintance with on my arrival.” Nor would he now “select” them as “associates.” Concluding, he adopted a haughty tone: “enough of this as you have never been connected with them, you cannot know how pittiful they generally are.” Whether Joseph sent Jefferson money on this or any other occasion is not known. Jefferson’s view of northerners did change by the time of his graduation, and later he praised the nationalizing effect of a West Point education.35

Davis apparently never left West Point for any extended period during his four years. Thayer’s system provided for a furlough during the summer between the third class and the second class years, but no record mentions Davis taking any such leave. He was, however, granted a one-week leave in mid-July 1825, probably in connection with Joseph’s coming to the Academy. Joseph did travel north that summer, and his itinerary included West Point. He had as companions William B. and Margaret K. Howell of Natchez, future father-in-law and mother-in-law of Jefferson. All three appeared at West Point. Delighted to see his surrogate father, Jefferson ran to the landing and embraced Joseph. The young man’s “beautiful blue eyes and graceful strong figure” impressed Margaret Howell, who also spoke of “his open bright expression.”36

Finally, the senior examinations came in June 1828. Cadet Jefferson Davis passed, though without distinction. Thayer’s scheme, in which class standing determined army branch, put Davis in the infantry. An order from the War Department dated July 14, 1828, appointed Davis as brevet second lieutenant in the infantry to rank from July 1.37

Jefferson Davis never spoke favorably about any of his instructors at West Point. He only mentioned one, and that one quite negatively, though he gave no name. No comments from Davis on Sylvanus Thayer have survived, but it is most unlikely that he would have had much positive to say about the creator of a system he obviously disliked. Thayer, for his part, had no use for Davis. In 1855, when Davis was secretary of war, Thayer vented: “Neither [Davis] nor my opinion of him have changed since I knew him as a cadet. If I am not deceived, he intends to leave his mark in the Army & also at West Point & a black mark it will be I fear. He is a recreant and unnatural son, would have pleasure in giving his Alma Mater a kick & would disclaim her, if he could.”38

In one fundamental sense Thayer was absolutely wrong. Although Jefferson Davis was never a prize cadet, he absolutely prized West Point. Its imprint never left him. His lifelong military bearing he acquired there. The friendships and the fond memories prompted by them never faded. In his public career as a congressman, a senator, and a cabinet officer, he steadfastly defended and supported his alma mater. In his mind West Point helped undergird the well-being of the nation. As secretary of war he wrote that “those who have received their education at West Point, taken as a body, are perhaps more free from purely sectional prejudices, and more national in their feelings than the same number of persons to be found elsewhere in our country.”39

With his commission in hand the new second lieutenant received orders to report to the Infantry School of Practice at Jefferson Barracks in Missouri.40
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