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ABSTRACT 

HOUSTON, TEXAS, GOES TO WAR, 1861-1865 

by Kathryn MacDonald Baisley 

Confederate Houston offers a fascinating case study for 

students of Trans-Mississippi Texas. Despite its unique posi¬ 

tion as commercial center and military headquarters, the city 

shared many experiences with the rest of the state, and ex¬ 

hibited trends similar to those observed in other studies of 

the Rebel West. 

Like much of Texas and the Trans-Mississippi, Houston 

never suffered military occupation and its defenders were 

never defeated in battle. (In fact, when Federals invaded 

Galveston, the Rebels gave it up without firing a shot.) 

Economic conditions caused Houstonians more discomfort, but 

rarely equalled the misery of the East. Refugees, the poor, 

and those with fixed incomes did suffer. But families with 

more capital survived fairly comfortably, and those with 

plenty of money and good business sense made tremendous for¬ 

tunes. Even during the darkest periods of I863 and 1864, 

food was still available, while the continual round of auc¬ 

tions and benefits revealed that someone -- although it is 

not clear who -- had money to support those events. Build¬ 

ings, and transportation and communication facilities grew 

increasingly threadbare as the war dragged on, but lack of 

capital rather than contending armies was the cause. When 

the conflict ended construction and commercial activity 

quickly revived, with Houstonians happily ignorant of the 



extensive war damage faced by cities back East. 

Increasing isolation from the rest of the Confederacy 

was probably Texas' key problem, and one that Houston deeply 

shared. Communication with the Rebel government in Richmond 

was always difficult, and became nearly impossible when Vicks 

burg fell. In addition Texans felt ignored by the East. Few 

armies of any size were stationed in Texas, and until E. 

Kirby Smith arrived, it seemed that the West's only generals 

were castoffs. More and more men were siphoned off to battle 

fields in Tennessee or Virginia, but money or equipment was 

rarely sent West. In short, the state — and Houstonians — 

bega.n to feel that they were sacrificing everything for 

nothing, and morale crumbled. 

This thesis' prime objective is to describe the city o 

Houston as it was just prior to and during the Civil War. 

The study is arranged topically, and deals with Houston’s 

buildings, facilities and population just before the war; 

general events and the city's morale from 1861 to 1865; and 

the effects of the conflict on the economy, transportation 

and communication networks, and society in general. 
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PREFACE 

For one who professes the desire to he a historian, 

this thesis topic has served as an ideal proving ground. 

Nearly all the plagues of scholarship seem to have surfaced, 

from the bewildering mass of inaccurate sources to the prob¬ 

lem of organizing and synthesizing a mountain of diverse and 

disconnected notes. The purpose of my study was to discover 

what Houston was like during the Civil War, but after four 

months of continuous research I feel that I have barely begun 

to know the town and its people. 

Other students of the Confederate Trans-Mississippi 

have complained of a real dearth of scholarly works on the 

subject, and this problem applies to the city of Houston as 

well. Many books purporting to chronicle the town’s history 

skip the war years from 1861 to I865. Others merely per¬ 

petuate popular myths. Since the number of volumes belonging 

to these two categories is large, sorting through them and 

culling out unhelpful ones proved to be a very time-consuming 

task. Memoirs, too, had to be read with great wariness. All 

were fascinating, but most were written many years after the 

war and contained numerous inaccuracies. Much of what they 

wrote could be substantiated by other sources, but there were 

enough mistakes to tinge their tales with a constant shadow 

of doubt. And since at least one writer was a mere child of 

four at the end of the conflict, some of the stories he re¬ 

lated must have been at least second-hand accounts. General 

histories also proved disappointing. Most of what the authors 
i 
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wrote seemed reasonable, but when I discovered that B.H. 

Carroll, supposedly one of my most reliable sources, mistook 

Mayor Anders' name for "Andrews," I began to echo E.H. Cush¬ 

ing's sentiment that "we are almost ready to dispute every¬ 

thing we hear ..." 

Differing judgments by various sources further clouded 

the picture. This was particularly true of Houston's war¬ 

time economy, for opinions ranged from a visitor's statement 

that "Houston didn’t feel the war" to affirmations by citi¬ 

zens of considerable suffering. It is possible that Hous¬ 

tonians defended themselves vigorously because they did not 

want to bear the stigma of having endured less misery than 

fellow Confederates. But going beyond personal evaluations 

and examining price lists and sales notices did not help to 

clarify the situation either. Newspapers, letters and diaries 

presented a bewildering contrast of abundance and want that 

was impossible to interpret without an economist's training. 

Since I had no way to determine whose opinions -- if any¬ 

one’s -- was correct, and since I knew of no one else who had 

attempted the task, I decided simply to present what I had 

found. Perhaps some economic historian will find the infor¬ 

mation helpful in at least getting a start on the subject. 

Houston's Tri-Weekly Telegraph was probably the most 

entertaining source I used. Even though the print was general¬ 

ly microscopic and a block of issues from February to November 

of 1364 was missing, the newspaper was invaluable in its 

ability to give modern readers a "feel" for life in Civil War 



Ill 

Houston. Other records were available in the courthouse, but 

deadlines nagged research to a close and left many puzzling 

questions unanswered. Who, for instance, was buying all 

those slaves, the real estate, or the five thousand French 

Corsets? What was the true morale of Houston's population — 

was Cushing accurately reflecting it or was he trying to bol¬ 

ster it? And how did the rapid influx of people affect the 

city's crime rate and police force? 

Organizing my notes presented new problems. Since I 

was trying to describe what Houston was like and to preserve 

some of the period's flavor, presentation was no easy matter. 

Simply unfolding my tale in chronological order would force 

me to deal with most topics only a paragraph at a time, thus 

losing any continuity the subjects might have had. Instead I 

chose to arrange my thesis topically. This approach is not 

perfect either, because it is somewhat harder to understand 

how events in one topic relate chronologically to those of 

another. But the ability to maintain continuity within a 

subject, such as Houston's wartime economy, seemed preferable 

to the massive scatter shot effect of a purely chronological 

narrative. 

The first four chapters deal with different facets of 

the general subject "Houston Joins the Confederacy." Chapter 

I presents the city's attitudes toward secession and Chapter 

II explains advantages which contributed to the Bayou City’s 

prominence as a commercial center and then made it a natural 

site for a military headquarters during the war. Chapter III 
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describes Houston's physical layout before the conflict, in¬ 

cluding locations of railroads, homes, stores, churches and 

public buildings. Services and facilities such as the water 

supply and fire fighting companies are also covered. Chapter 

IV completes the section with a study of the Bayou City's pre¬ 

war population, including ethnic groups, general social class¬ 

es, and prominent citizens. 

Military operations affecting Houston, public morale, 

and general conditions in the city throughout the war years 

are considered in Chapter V. As W.R. Hogan noted in his en¬ 

tertaining book The Texas Republic, topical divisions are 

rather arbitrary. But it seemed natural that before learning 

in later chapters about some effects of the conflict, readers 

should have an idea of how the war was going and how the city 

as a whole was responding. 

Chapters VI and VII are grouped together under "Effects 

of the War." Chapter VI deals with the confusing economic 

situation which confronted Houstonians and with the effects 

of hostilities on local industry. Chapter VII describes how 

the conflict transformed transportation and communication, 

newspapers, entertainment, and benevolent societies. New 

problems faced by fire fighting companies, the police force, 

and educators and parents are also discussed. Chapter VIII 

closes the study with a short narrative of Houston's experi¬ 

ences during the South’s collapse. 

Four months is not nearly long enough to conduct the 

kind of extensive, thorough research which a topic of this 
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magnitude demands. Therefore I regard this project as a 

preliminary study which has at least weeded out many mislead¬ 

ing volumes and unearthed one new source, John Milsaps' "Auto¬ 

biographical Diary." Even after months of work, I feel I 

scarcely know the town or its people at all. But what I know 

I like. 
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Taken from Kerby, Kirby Smith's Confederacy. 
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Taken from Sibley, The Port of Houston. 

Marti Street, 1 866, above; the cast'side of the street between Congress ami 
Preston Avenues. What way have been the city's first three-story building, 
on the left in the row of five, was built by William Van Alstyne. ]. R. Morris 
soon built the city's first four-story budding, the one in the center, which 
was the first iron-front building in Houston. 

Taken from Fuermann, Houston: The Feast Years. 
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SECESSION 

"What did it all mean!" 

John Milsaps hurried toward the milling crowd gathered 

in front of Houston's Perkins' Theater. As he drew near, a 

"confusing din" assailed his ears -- babbling voices, throb¬ 

bing drums, and excited shouts. Occasionally the uproar was 

drowned "by a still greater noise caused by thousands of 

throats shouting 'hurrah' together, finishing with a word that 

sounded like 'tig-a-a-re'!" Scattered through the throng, 

flickering torches defied the winter night's gloom, and cast 

a "lurid glare" over the sea of faces. 

It was early 1861, and the excitement of secession 

gripped Texas. Barely over a month before, on December 20, 

i860, South Carolina had seceded from the Union. In rapid 

succession she was followed by Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, 

Georgia, and Louisiana. On February 2, the Texas legislature 

followed suit, adopting an ordinance of secession and agree¬ 

ing to submit it to Texas voters. Now crowds all over the 

state debated the pros and cons of joining their southern 

brethren. 

Tonight such a gathering met, but it also boasted the 

added attraction of Texas' revered war hero, Sam Houston. The 

old general had journeyed to his namesake city in an effort 

to turn the people from their folly. After several seces¬ 

sionists spoke, Houston stood up on the theater's second 

1 
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story balcony to address the crowd and "silence reigned." 

As Milsaps and the "thousands" with him listened, the old 

General "spoke long; he spoke courageously, pathetically. 

He begged the people not to go to war: The North was stronger 

than the South, and the South must ultimately be whipped; war 

is a terrible thing; business would cease, and grass grow in 

the streets of their cities if they went to war." Houston 

urged the people to reject secession and remain with the Union 

but they would not listen. They "respected the old General 

as an individual, but not his opinions, and so with the major¬ 

ity his words carried no weight. . . . 

On February 23» 1861, Texas voters decided whether the 

Lone Star State should cast her lot with her southern sisters 

or not. They chose secession. 
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FOOTNOTES 
1 
John E.T. Milsaps, "Autobiographical Diary, Texas, 

1852-1877" (manuscript, Houston Public Library, Houston, Texas), 
Vol. 1, Old Series, 26-27- 

2 
Ronald B. Jager, "Houston, Texas Fights the Civil 

War," Texana, XI (1973). 30. 

^Milsaps, "Autobiographical Diary," 26-27- 
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ADVANTAGES AS A COMMERCIAL AND MILITARY CENTER 

"Harris County was for the most part_Houston, ^ 
and Houston, in short, was a commercial town." 

Houston city had come a long way by 1861. From the 

scattered collection of tents and log buildings which Francis 
p 

Lubbock had had to "hunt for" in 1837, the town had grown 

into a thriving, prosperous economic center. 

Waterways were the cheapest way to transport supplies 

inland from ocean ports, but most Texas rivers were "unreli¬ 

able." Water levels were inconstant, and the streams' in¬ 

numerable bends lay congested with logs, snags and sandbars. 

Buffalo Bayou was different. Up to the point where 

Houston lay, it was wide and deep enough to accomodate fairly 

large ships and, best of all, its level was "constant." 

Probably named for the buffalo fish which swam there, the 

bayou was renowned for its beautiful, clear water and steep 

banks overhung with vine-laden trees and "carpeted with 

luxuriant grass and masses of wild flowers." The numerous 

cypress trees were more than picturesque; their roots also 

held the banks together. In addition to its other assets, 

Buffalo Bayou ran from west to east, giving it access to the 

fertile Brazos Valley. And at the bayou's mouth lay Galves- 
3 

ton Bay, one of the best deepwater harbors in Texas. 

Perfect as it seemed, the bayou still had some defects. 

The lovely, vine-covered boughs greatly "impeded navigation," 

and the bayou was too narrow to allow most ships to turn 
4 



5 
around. The latter problem was solved by tying the ship's 

bow to the bank upstream from the mouth of White Oak Bayou 

and backing the stern into that tributary. Next the bow was 
h, 

untied and pulled downstream, which turned the vessel. Once 

into the Bayou, though, ships still had to cross Red Fish Bar, 

an oyster reef which grew across the bay, and Cloppers Bar, a 

sandbar deposited where Buffalo Bayou and the San Jacinto 

River flowed together near Morgan's Point. 

Despite these hindrances, Houston made an excellent 

commercial center. Its location at the "head of navigation" 

made it a spot where goods must be unloaded and carted inland. 

This in turn made it a natural place for products to change 

hands and for storage.^ 

Most of the traffic between Houston and Galveston was 

handled by the Houston Navigation Company, a limited partner¬ 

ship and subsidiary of the Houston and Galveston Navigation 

Company. The parent organization was owned by such merchant 

magnates as William M. Rice, William J. Hutchins, Paul Bre- 

mond, Benjamin A. Shepherd, and Cornelius Ennis. Some of 

the bayou pilots such as John H. Sterrett, James Montgomery, 

and Michael McCormick were also partners. Every afternoon 

except Sunday a company steamer would leave Houston at three 

6 o'clock and arrive in Galveston at eleven. 

A good waterway gave Houston its impetus, but once 

the town became the hub of the Texas railroad "system," its 

preeminence as an economic center was secure. The "only com¬ 

plex which counted for much," Houston was the focus of 3^5 
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miles of track operated by six companies. Running fifty 

miles southeast to Galveston, the Galveston, Houston and Hen¬ 

derson Railroad connected that port city with Houston and be¬ 

came quite important during the war. Spanning forty-five 

miles of prairie to the southwest, the Houston Tap and Brazoria 

terminated at Columbia on the Brazos River. The Buffalo 

Bayou, Brazos and Colorado stretched seventy miles west, link¬ 

ing the Magnolia City with Alleyton, a ramshackle village on 

the Colorado River. To the northwest the Houston and Texas 

Central rambled approximately eighty miles to Millican, con¬ 

necting at Hempstead with the Washington County Railroad 

which crossed the Brazos to Brenham about twenty-two miles 

west. East from Houston ran the Texas and New Orleans to 

Orange, Louisiana, a tiny village on that state's southwest 

border. There the line was to have joined the New Orleans, 

Opelousas and Great Western Railroad, but that stretch was 

not finished before the war. This incompletion proved to be 

no great loss, because in I863 General Magruder used the rails 

of the track between Beaumont and Orange to reinforce the lit¬ 

tle garrison at Sabine Pass, leaving only the ninety miles 

between Houston and Beaumont intact. From Beaumont a "mini¬ 

scule" spur known as the Eastern Texas Railroad struck south 

to Sabine City. 

West of Houston's railroad complex the only track was 

the San Antonio and Mexican Gulf, a twenty-seven mile stretch 

from Port Lavaca to Victoria, with a short spur to Indianola. 

But this railroad, too, was sacrificed during the war in or¬ 

der to strengthen fortifications around Matagorda Bay. East 



7 

of Houston, besides the Texas and New Orleans and the Eastern 

Texas railroads, there were only a few small lines meandering 

across the countryside. 

Although Houston's railroad system greatly outshone 

the rest of the state, it still had glaring flaws. The most 

obvious was one all too common to the South: varying gauge. 

Only two railroads, the Houston Tap and Brazoria and the Buf¬ 

falo Bayou, Brazos and Colorado, were a standard 4'8i" wide. 

All the others were 5'6" across. This problem, coupled with 

the fact that none of the lines running into Houston were 

connected, greatly impeded traffic: everything going through 

the city had to be hauled from one line to another and re¬ 

loaded. In addition, many railroad companies did not have 

the capital to invest in a great deal of rolling stock. Be¬ 

sides its engines the Houston Tap and Brazoria, for example, 
O 

had only "one passenger coach and about a dozen flatcars." 

Because of its economic importance Houston was also 

the focus of the East Texas road system, the most "coherent" 

in the Trans-Mississippi. Although they were often nothing 

more than bottomless bogs in the rainy season and fathomless 

dustpits in summer, roads did stretch across Texas to Corpus 

Christi, San Antonio, Austin, Dallas, Clarksville, and the 

towns of Doaksville and Boggy Depot in the Choctaw Nation.^ 

Five main roads began in Houston. To the northwest 

ran the San Felipe Road to San Felipe de Austin; almost 

paralleling it was the Washington Road, whichwent to Hemp¬ 

stead, Brenham and Austin; and the Montgomery Road headed 
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north to "Mew Kentucky," a town now extinct. East from Houston 

stretched a road which ended at Liberty and merged with the 

Spanish Trail to Nacogdoches. And to the west lay the Rich¬ 

mond Road, running through Fort Bend County and the Brazos 

10 
and Colorado bottomlands to San Antonio. 

Although railroads snatched a lot of business from the 

draymen, still by 1861 approximately ten thousand oxcarts 

journeyed over Texas roads, and the teamsters were a formidable 

group. Carts and wagons generally travelled together in cara¬ 

vans, and it was not unusual to see one hundred or more 

heavily-laden vehicles strung out along the road to San An¬ 

tonio or Houston. Oxen crept along, however, at a rate of 

only eight to ten miles a day -- in good weather — so the 

annual journey to market often consumed weeks or even months. 

Some business could not endure such a snail's pace, 

so stagecoaches carried less patient travelers, letters, and 

"light freight." By i860 Texas boasted thirty-one stage lines 

connecting its towns, cities and forts. In 1861 the thirty- 

two mile trip from Harrisburg, just south of Houston, to Rich¬ 

mond cost $1.50; from Harrisburg to Eagle Lake, a journey of 

sixty-eight miles, passengers paid $3.40; to travel to Colum- 

1 1 bus, eighty miles away, cost $4.00. 

Stages may have had the advantage of speed, but they 

were certainly not the acme of style or comfort. Describing 

his accomodations, one passenger wrote that "nine persons 

were crammed on three transverse seats, besides many others 

on the roof. I was placed on the center seat, which was 

extremely narrow, and I had nothing but a strop to support 



my back.” The nine passengers on the roof were so heavy that 

the coach "swayed about like a ship in a heavy sea ..." He 

continued: 

Only five out of nine chewed tobacco during 
the night; but they aimed at the windows with 
great accuracy, and didn't splash me. The amount 
of sleep I got, however, was naturally very 
trifling . . . 

We amused ourselves by taking shots with our 
revolvers at the enormous jack rabbits v/hich 
came to stare at the coach. 

In the afternoon tobacco-chewing became 
universal, and the spitting was sometimes a 
little wild. 

It was the custom for the outsiders to sit 
round.the top of the carriage, with their legs 
dangling over (like mutes on a hearse returning 
from a funeral). This practice rendered it dan¬ 
gerous to put one’s head out of the window, for 
fear of a back kick from the heels, or of a shower 
of tobacco juice from the mouths of the Southern 
chivalry on the roof. 

When inquiring about a traveler's journey, the question 

was not whether the coach had overturned, but rather how 

. 12 many times. 

Besides railroads, Houston’s newest pride was the 

telegraph. In the early 1850's an attempt was made to string 

a "jerry-built" telegraph line from Galveston through Houston 

to Shreveport, but the company went bankrupt before finishing 

its project. Not so easily defeated, Charles C. Clute, a 

Galvestonian and former member of the defunct firm, promoted 

the Texas Telegraph Company which was incorporated in i860. 

This new enterprise set to work stringing a wire from Galves¬ 

ton to Houston along the Galveston, Houston and Henderson 

right-of-way, and had it operating by January 24, i860. In 

his reminiscences Dr. S.O. Young asserts that the entire ven- 
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ture cost only $6,200, and that Houstonians contributed $3000 

of that. 

Encouraged by their success the company owners formed 

a new corporation authorized to string lines throughout Texas. 

They began stretching wire along the Texas and New Orleans 

Railroad and had it strung as far as Orange when the war broke 

out. Young claims that none of the telegraph lines would 

have operated for long after the Northern blockade began, 

because sulphuric acid for the batteries had to be imported. 

Some ingenious Rebel, however, discovered that Sour Lake 

water worked just as well, thus granting telegraphic contact 

with the East a short reprieve.^ 

Though some Houstonians supported themselves through 

agriculture, ranching and industry, the Bayou City was over¬ 

whelmingly a market town. But by situating Houston at "the 

most interior point of year-round navigation in Texas," the 

Allen brothers had never intended it to be anything else. A 

survey of Harris County confirmed the triumph of their inten¬ 

tions . 

Harris County exceeded one million acres, yet less 

than half of that belonged to farms. And of that small por¬ 

tion little more than ten per cent was enclosed. In i860 the 

county produced only 425 bales of cotton, 12,000 bushels of 

sweet potatoes, 2,500 of Irish potatoes, 4,400 of Indian corn, 

and a little hay, butter, and fruit. Many of the farmers, who 

were generally recent German immigrants, worked less than 
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three acres of land and produced less than $500 worth of crops 

apiece each year. It was surprising, too, that over such an 

expanse of prairie only 10,000 head of cattle roamed. Some 

large holdings did exist, though, with King Holstein, Thomas 

Saltus Lubbock, and Spyars Singleton owning about a third of 

the county's beef.^ 

In i860 Harris County ranked an impressive first in 

16 
the value of its manufacture d products. Yet this was an 

honor dubiously earned, for besides five sawmills the county 

could list only sixteen "manufacturing establishments" pro¬ 

ducing merchandise worth at least $500 a year, and all of 

these were in Houston. Most were small establishments such 

as Bartholomew Tuffly’s confectionary and two bakeries operated 

by John M. Hermann and Peter Floeck, and later by John Kennedy 

and Henry Stude. Houston also boasted three German-owned 

breweries run by Mssrs. Gabel, Schulte and Floeck. Peter 

Gabel ran the largest, producing annually 2000 barrels of beer, 

500 of ale, and 3000 of wine. In addition to beer and ale, 

H. Schulte also brewed porter. None of these breweries bot¬ 

tled their products, but sold them only by the whole, half-, 

or quarter-barrel. 

Two foundries composed the rest of Houston's "big 

industry." The first was built around 1851 by Alexander 

McGowan between the north bank of Buffalo Bayou and White Oak 

Bayou almost opposite Louisiana Street. McGowan's establish¬ 

ment made machine parts and boilers and cast kettles for sugar 

plantations in the surrounding area. B.H. Carroll, Jr., 

states in his Standard History of Houston Texas, that in 185^- 
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the foundry also began to do a lot of repair work for the 

Houston and Texas Central Railroad. 

From 1858 to 1859 the Cushman Foundry and Machine Shop 

was built on the north bank of Buffalo Bayou near the Preston 

Avenue bridge. It was a large foundry, covering between one 

and two acres, and boasted all the newest equipment. Like 

McGowan’s it also made castings, until the war enticed all its 

skilled mechanics into the army. This was a severe blow, but 

Cushman altered his machinery to produce such war materials 

as cannon and grapeshot, and the army detailed mechanics to 

him. Soon the foundry "became one of the busiest and most 

16 
important places in the state." 

Other "manufacturing establishments" in Houston were 

much smaller affairs. Among them were a wainwright and five 

tin and sheet metal shops, as well as two leatherworking busi¬ 

nesses which produced shoes and boots, and harness and sad¬ 

dlery. In i860 John Kennedy built a flour mill which operated 

through the war, grinding as many as twenty-four barrels of 

flour a day. A soap factory, tanyard and ropewalk had also 

sprung up at various times, but these endeavors had eventually 

failed. 

In contrast to the rest of Texas, Houston might appear 

to be something of an industrial center after all, until its 

cluster of twenty-one manufacturing firms were compared to 

over 150 "mercantile establishments" found in the Bayou City. 

In a community of 4845 citizens, the presence of "25 dry goods 

houses, 30 retail groceries, 5 hardware stores, 10 warehouses, 

15 commission merchants, 5 drug stores, 20 mixed wholesale 
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and retail merchandise houses, and 3 "book stores" made it 

even more apparent that "Houston, in short, was a commercial 

town." By I860 it was the trading center for an area eighty 

to one hundred miles to the west and northwest including the 

towns of Bastrop, La Grange, Navasota, Caldwell, and other 

smaller places. 

September to April was trading season. Farmers brought 

their goods overland by oxen or train after harvest and Hous¬ 

ton merchants then exchanged manufactured goods of clothing, 

groceries, furniture, medicine, and farm implements for the 

fanners' cotton, lumber, hides, unrefined sugar, corn or 

livestock, which then were sent to Galveston for shipment. 

Most merchants had stores, put ads in the local newspapers, 

and sold on credit. Until around I865 there was also a great 

deal of auctioning in which buyers bid on everything from real 

estate to dry goods, "segars," and slaves. The most prominent 

auction houses were owned by companies such as Obrien and 

Everette, Hedenberg and Vedder, and Davison and DeCordova. 

By May most farmers had left town and returned to the 

country. During this slack period merchants frequently visited 

New York, Baltimore, Boston, Mobile, and New Orleans to re¬ 

stock their stores. With most of the customers and many of 

the merchants absent, Houston was exceedingly quiet -- until 

the end of August when the country's harvest again began to 

flow in.^ 

Since Galveston ranked among the South's main cotton 

ports, Houston merchants, too, handled a huge number of bales. 

Ten warehouses and fifteen commission merchants attested to 
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this fact. From autumn to spring cotton poured into town on 

trains or ox-drawn wagons, and at times the city was so 

gorged that hales were stacked on sidewalks. O.F. Allen re¬ 

called that "as teams arrived to deliver their loads during 

wet weather, Main street many times would he choked up with 

hogged wagons, often up to the axle. Teamsters would double 

and treble their ox power and by main force drag the groaning 

If vehicle to its destination, leaving gaping ruts in its wake." 

Possessing the advantages of greater speed and competi¬ 

tive shipping rates, railroads were the prime element in mak¬ 

ing Houston an increasingly important cotton center. So pro¬ 

found was their impact that the number of bales handled by 

Houston merchants between 1857 and i860 more than doubled, 

soaring from 46,000 to 115,000. Such growth also stimulated 

other aspects of the industry. When T.W. Whitmarsh's cotton 

compress burned in i860, five firms formed a copartnership 

and organized the Houston Cotton Press Company. Such corpora¬ 

tions as C. Ennis and Co., Henry Sampson and Co., Wm. M. Rice 

and Co., Peel and Dumble, and Mcllhenny, Willis and Brother 

knew a lucrative business when they saw one. 

Commission houses were another remunerative enter¬ 

prise, but were not solely concerned with handling, storing 

and compressing cotton. For a fee factors would also sell a 

customer's cotton back East or in England, and because the 

Texas constitution prohibited banks, they performed most of 

those operations as well. Cotton factors lent money, sold 

the planters farm equipment on credit, and cashed their drafts. 
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They would also import articles not found in local stores.1^ 

Two other businesses necessary to a commercial town 

were also located in Houston -- a bank and an insurance com¬ 

pany. The bank was a fluke, since the Texas constitution 

forbade them. Samuel May Williams had managed to obtain a 

charter from the Mexican government in I835, and the revolu¬ 

tionary Texas government honored it. When Williams died in 

I858, Ball, Hutchings and Co. from Galveston took over the 

20 bank’s good will. 

In 1850 A.S. Ruthven began selling Southern Mutual 

Life Insurance policies for whites and Negroes. He was joined 

in I856 by W.L. Withers, a subagent for Miller and Russel of 

New Orleans, who offered life, fire and marine insurance. 

Two years later another competitor opened the Houston Insur¬ 

ance Company and apparently experienced some success. By 

I869 the company had $250,000 in capital and paid a $10 divi- 

21 
dend. 

By i860, then, the Magnolia City was riding high on a 

great wave of prosperity. It was enjoying the most profitable 

year ever, with imports and exports at a new high, and resi¬ 

dents saw no reason why '6l would not be even better. As 

evidence of Houston's accumulating wealth, fully a dozen men 

boasted estates worth $100,000 or more. William M. Rice 

headed the I860 census list with $750,000, followed by William 

J. Hutchings with $700,000, Thomas William House with $500,000, 

and Cornelius Ennis and Paul Bremond, both with $^-00,000. 

Benjamin A. Shepherd valued his property at $275,000, followed 

by Andrew J. Burke, John Dickinson, Abraham Groesbeeck, John 
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Kennedy, Robert Lockhart, and R.S. Willis, all with at least 

$100,000. New buildings, too, were sprouting like spring 

crocus, and improvements were being made all over town. That 

year a newspaper reporter climbed the unfinished Hutchins 

House, and after looking out over the city he remarked, "In 

every direction new houses appear . . . while nearby stately 

brick stores are rising on every block." 

As the prosperous focus of a wide-ranging net of roads 

and of the only railroad complex in Texas "which counted for 

much," and as proud possessor of two telegraph lines, the 

Bayou City was a vital link between inland Texas and the sea, 

and therefore one of the most strategic towns in the state. 

Thus it was no surprise that after assuming command of the 

Department of Texas, General Paul Octave Hebert moved his 

headquarters from Galveston to Houston, where it remained for 

the duration of the war.^ 
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HOUSTON'S APPEARANCE BEFORE THE WAR 

"... mud that 'sticketh closer than a brother 

From February 23. 186l, when Texas voters adopted the 

ordinance of secession, until April 12 and the firing on Ft. 

Sumter, the state waited in tense expectation. No one knew 

for sure how the North would respond to secession, but the 

possibility of hostilities was real, and war fever was in the 

air. 

Yet this was still Houston's trading season and busi¬ 

ness must go on. Farmers with their wagons camped on Vinegar 

Hill and bargained with merchants for a year's supplies. 

Trains rumbled in and out of town, generally on schedule, and 

steamers threaded the bayou to and from C-alveston. Small 

boys swam in favorite waterholes or picked berries beside 

the train tracks, and John Kennedy strolled from his flour 

mill covered with cornmeal from head to toe. Things had not 

changed much yet, and Houston was still at peace. 

From the roof of Hutchins House observers saw that "a 

way out on the prairie to the south and west, away over the 

bayou and even across White Oak, the city is spreading out 

street by street, until it is impossible to find the land¬ 

marks as they were even three or four years ago ..." Care¬ 

ful eyes might also notice that within its incorporated nine 

square miles, Houston was laid out in a gridiron, considered 

the plan "most efficient for commercial purposes." Four wards 

were superimposed over this grid, based on their position with 

19 
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respect to Congress and Main. The first ward consisted of 

that part of Houston "lying and being north" of Congress and 

west of Main. North of Congress and east of Main lay the 

second ward. The third ward fell south of Congress and east 

of Main, and to the west of Main and south of Congress was 

the fourth ward.^ 

To the north of town, between the Washington County 

Road and Buffalo Bayou, and extending as far west as Eighth 

Street, lay Vinegar Hill, the favorite campground of farmers 

visiting Houston to trade. This site's proximity to the Milam 

Street bridge added to its popularity.^ Northeast of town, 

beginning at about Jackson Street and parallelling Buffalo 

Bayou, stood Frost Town. It was a small settlement largely 

populated by Germans, and covered little more than twelve 

square blocks. Looking south, out past Capitol Avenue, keen 

eyes might discern some large plantations, "with their ver¬ 

dant fields and their strings of whitewashed slave quarters."-^ 

Oldtimers all agree that Houston’s most prominent fea¬ 

ture was its mud. Dr. S.O. Young writes that the mud "was 

so outrageous that the Houstonians actually got to be proud 

of it, just as the old gun fighters were proud of their 

wicked records."7 Accustomed to their island's firm sand, 

Galvestonians were particularly appalled. One young woman 

returned from "Mudville" in 1864 with the conclusion that, 

"As a place of residence I would not live in Houston if they 

were to give me the city . . . The place is a sea of mud that 

is knee-deep and clings like cold tar. The men carry six- 

shooters by day — and a lantern by night!" Ten years later 
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things were not much better, for after her son's first sight 

of Main Street in the 1870's he wrote, "I contemplated the 

street in amazement. Reared in Galveston, I never had seen 

such a vast amount of mud; it was not only deep and morass 

looking, but stretched in both directions as far as I could 

see."^ 

Even after the rainy season's termination Houstonians 

found no relief: the summer sun baked bogs dry, transforming 

them into bottomless "dust troughs." In an effort to remedy 

the situation, the city began paving part of Main Street with 

oyster shells in 1856 and covered a section of San Jacinto 

Street in 1859* Neither job was completed and the town's 

efforts were unsuccessful anyway, for although the dust was 

under control in July, by September it was again everywhere. 

So annoying did the nuisance become that the Tri-Weekly Tele¬ 

graph finally protested on September 2k, 1858, "The amount 

of dust now prevailing in the city is enormous. We have dust 

everywhere. Dust in the street, dust in the air, dust in the 

houses. The streets are filled with dust. We eat dust, 

breathe dust, walk in dust, sit in dust. Dust rises in clouds 

on every puff of air, and floats about, as though it had no 

gravity. It settles on everything ... If never before, 

our dusty citizens can now realize the meaning of the words 

7 dust thou art, and unto dust thou shalt return." 

Given the circumstances sidewalks were an obvious 

necessity. Businessmen frequently constructed "little wooden 

footbridges raised several inches off the ground" in front of 

their buildings; some paved walks with brick or shell instead. 
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For additional protection eaves were often built out from 

store fronts to cover pedestrians. Residential areas general¬ 

ly settled for simple, well-worn paths, leaving citizens to 
g 

fend for themselves. 

Next to mud, Houston’s second wonder was its great 

gullies. Young described several in detail, and surveyors 

considered them significant enough to include in the city’s 

maps. The largest was on Rusk Avenue, beginning somewhere 

between Smith and Bruxos. Young recalls that "before it had 

gone a block it was almost a block wide," and that it had 

spread over two or three blocks by the time it meandered into 
g 

the bayou. A little further east another gully originated 

between Texas and Prairie avenues, and Milam and Louisiana. 

It was joined near Smith Street by a branch which flowed down 

to it across Texas Avenue from the block just south. A large 

spring welled up at this confluence, shaded by a huge old 

oak. This gully's claim to recognition was that it was the 

only one whose banks were covered with vegetation. A large 

spring near the southeast corner of Preston and Louisiana was 

the source of a third gully. Unfortunately the spring was 

more nuisance than adornment, since it was not picturesque 

and caused a large "standing mudhole" on Louisiana Street. 

Probably the most disruptive of all, a fourth gully began 

somewhere between Prairie and Texas avenues. It wandered 

insignificantly down Caroline Street until it widened near 

Commerce and "took up rather more than the lower end of Caro¬ 

line." After crossing Commerce it rambled east across the 

block and then straggled down Austin Street to the bayou. 
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This gully necessitated the construction of bridges across 

both Franklin and Congress, two of the busiest streets in 

town. Numerous smaller gullies also drained the Bayou City, 

but they were less difficult to circumnavigate than the first 

- 10 four. 

At the beginning of the war, Houston possessed only 

two good "wagon bridges." One was located at the foot of 

Milam, across from Vinegar Hill. The other spanned the bayou 

at Preston Street and was called the "Long Bridge" because it 

was longer and higher than its predecessor, which had been 

destroyed by flood waters. Connecting the Bayou City with the 

productive land to the north, both bridges proved to be a 

valuable economic asset.^ 

If the weather was warm and visitors on the Hutchins 

House roof looked west to "Long Bridge" and then followed the 

bayou three blocks upstream to the foot of Texas Avenue, they 

might discern crowds of little boys leaping and splashing at 

"Stockbridges." This was the beginners’ waterhole, where 

nearly all the boys in Houston learned to swim. Never over 

four feet deep, with a bed of firm white sand, Stockbridges 

was also a favorite watering place and ford for draymen. 

"Evans hole" lay about two blocks downstream at the foot of 

Prairie Avenue. Shallow near the banks but deep in the middle, 

this spot was for more advanced swimmers. Its large shady 

trees, hard sandy bottom, and freedom from snags made it an 

ideal swimming hole. "Junior class" swimmers frequented 

"The Sycamores," located at the foot of Smith Street and 

named after the large trees which leaned out over the bayou 



24 

there. This swimming hole had steep banks, very deep water, 

and no shallows, making it a perfect site for diving competi¬ 

tions launched from surrounding sycamore branches. Named 

after a long-vanished fort and arsenal which had stood near¬ 

by, the "Arsenal" was situated at the foot of Labranch Street. 

Its great depth and width made it "strictly a big boys’ 

place." Only the best swimmers dared the Arsenal, and they 

12 chased all the younger boys and weak swimmers away. 

Two streets south of Hutchins House, on the block 

bounded by Congress, Preston, Milam and Travis was Market 

Square, where the City Hall and Market stood. Commonly 

known as the "market house," this wooden, L-shaped building 

was constructed in 1840 and would remain until 18?1. Upon 

its brick floor rats and vendors' stalls vied for space along 

the aisle which ran the building's length. Customers pur¬ 

chasing their daily provisions crowded through the building 

from five in the morning until nine at night, inspecting 

vegetables, fish, oysters, and meat. At the Preston Street 

end were bakeries and coffee shops, where shoppers could buy 

refreshments. The north end of the building facing Congress 

Avenue was two stories high with a tower for the fire bell in 

the middle. The second floor housed the city offices, the 

recorder's court and the council chambers, while the first 

floor accomodated the Calabooze and a hook and ladder engine. 

About three streets east of Market Square, on the block 

bounded by Fannin, San Jacinto., Congress and Preston stood 

the County Courthouses. Surrounded by a plank fence with a 

stile in the middle of each side, the "old courthouse" was 
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designed by Frederick Jacob Northaas and built in the early 

50's. It was two stories tall, of red brick, and crowned 

with a white cupola. Calico curtains substituted for blinds. 

This pride of Harris County contained the offices of the coun¬ 

ty clerk, the tax assessor and several courtrooms. Beneath 

the building lay a huge cistern from which surrounding neigh¬ 

bors drew their water. 

Tragedy struck in 1857, however, when citizens detected 

large cracks in the building. Attempts to repair these were 

unsuccessful, so in i860 the commissioners court decided to 

build a larger courthouse to be located on the north side of 

the same block facing Congress Avenue. War erupted when it 

had just been walled and floored, so construction halted. 

Throughout the remainder of the conflict, two county court¬ 

houses stood on Block 31* Regular county business was car¬ 

ried on in the original building, while Confederates took 

over the new one. At various times the second building served 

as a guardhouse, a receiving prison for Union prisoners be¬ 

fore they were transferred to Hempstead, a storage area for 

various records and documents, and as a cartridge factory 

14 
manned by women and children. 

In addition to the Calabooze, Houston also housed the 

county jail. This was located on the northeast corner of 

Preston Avenue and Caroline Street, about two blocks east of 

the courthouse. It was a humble brick building constructed 

in the late 50’s, and although it had two stories, they were 

so low that the jail hardly appeared more than one story tall. 
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Inside it contained six ten by twelve foot cells, with a nine 

and a half foot ceiling. The windows and doors were grated, 

"but in no other way was it a stronghold. 

Across the street from the new courthouse, on the 

northeast corner of Congress and Fannin, stood Houston's 

Post Office. Described by B.H. Carroll as a "peripatetic af¬ 

fair . . . moved here and there to suit the convenience of 

the postmaster," the post office managed to remain in the 

same location through the war. Postmaster Owen L. Cochran 

presided over its operations, which included receiving out of 

state mail by the Galveston train and dispersing those, as 

well as intrastate letters, throughout Texas. Typical of 

small town postmasters, Cochran occasionally ran notices in 

the Tri-Weekly Telegraph listing those patrons who had mail 

waiting for them.^ 

On the corner of Austin and McKinney stood another 

public building, the old city hospital. Erected before the 

war, it was a "rambling two-story frame" structure later 

converted into a military hospital. Ailing soldiers from 

Ft. Bend, Matagorda, and Brazoria counties as well as Houston¬ 

ians would convalesce at the old hospital, where they could 

17 be near relatives and friends. 

New arrivals alighting from steamers at the foot of 

Main Street were greeted by "a queer jumble of brick buildings 

and frame shacks. The most conspicuous was Morris’ Building, 

a four-story iron-front, which would have done credit to a 

much larger town." Located on the east side of Main between 
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Preston and Congress, this building was erected after the 

great fire of 1859 destroyed most of the old wooden "shanties" 

across the street as well as about half the block on the east 

side of Main. The fire was a disaster, although some called 

it propitious since it cleared away two blocks of eyesores 

and made room for the stately brick buildings more consistent 

with Houston’s prosperity. William Van Alstyne was quick to 

rebuild on the corner of Main and Congress, with Houston's 

first three-story brick building. Morris’ iron-front wonder 

*1 R 
soon followed. 

Beginning at the bayou's banks, Houston’s main busi¬ 

ness district stretched down both sides of Main Street to 

Texas Avenue, and covered the blocks facing Market Square as 

well as the cross streets between the square and Main. The 

majority of businesses were general stores dealing in many 

different products. But there were also numerous specialty 

shops handling liquors, tobacco, groceries, dry goods or 

clothing. Silversmiths, gunsmiths, watchmakers, blacksmiths 

and other craftsmen also plied their trades. 

On Congress Street across from the market, John Ken¬ 

nedy's Trading Post was one of the best known establishments 

in town. He had traded there with the Alabama-Coushatti 

Indians for years before they were "relocated," and had grown 

prosperous enough to build and operate a mill, in addition to 

the general store and bakery he already owned. Situated on 

the corner of Congress and Caroline where the "Dry Bridge" 

crossed the gully, John Kennedy’s mill ground away and, of 
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all his businesses, "seemed to delight [him] most." 

Across Market Square on Preston near Travis, Henry 

Stude's bakery competed with Kennedy’s. And down Preston, 

between Austin and Labranch, Peter Gaebel ran Houston’s oldest 

brewery. James Burke seemed to specialize in firsts, operat¬ 

ing at different times the town's first shoe and book stores. 

He and E.H. Cushing, job printer and editor of the Houston 

Tri-Weekly Telegraph, furnished much of the Bayou City’s 

reading material. And although his bank was unchartered, 

B.A. Shepherd's two-story brick building on Main and Congress 

indicated the success of Texas' first man to engage wholly 

in banking. In addition to all these big city luxuries, 

Houston was cosmopolitan enough to support a necessity like 

Stanley's "picture gallery," though it made only daguerro- 

21 
types. 

On White Oak Bayou's west bank near its junction v/ith 

Buffalo Bayou, Samuel I. Allen and a Mr. Fulton owned some 

cotton yard offices and warehouses which stretched over a 

block. A little further downstream on Buffalo Bayou's south 

bank stood Tom Whitmarsh’s large two-story cotton warehouse. 

Built in 1850, it was Houston's first combination warehouse 

and campground, the latter an effort to lure visiting farmers 

to his business. The building itself wa.s also unique, with 

long wooden chutes enabling workers to slide cotton or other 

products directly from the warehouse onto waiting ships below. 

Another large warehouse belonging to one Macatee stood oppo¬ 

site the Vinegar Hill campgrounds and sprawled across a block. 



29 

Macatee's location was judicious, since he captured most of 

the Brazos and Colorado bottomlands trade using the Washing¬ 

ton and San Felipe roads. Also connected with the cotton 

business was a cotton mill organized and run by B.A. Shepherd, 

T.iJ. House, Sr., P.J. Willis and Bros., andW.J. Hutchins. 

This factory generally produced "rough goods" called Osnabergs, 

which were used for slaves' clothing, cotton-picking sacks, 

and tarpaulins and wagon-covers for the Confederate army. 

It burned down at the beginning of the war when insurance 

22 
was no longer available, however, and was a total loss. 

After visitors had taken in the sights, wandering 

downtown and marvelling at all the attractions a big city 

could boast, there were several hotels where they might spend 

the night. The old Capitol Hotel on the corner of Texas and 

Main was Houston's "leading hostelry" until around 1867. 

Allen recalled that "a number of times in those old days, [it] 

was the scene of feudal battles, for the participants would 

take refuge behind the large columns of the Capitol building, 

and in firing at each other would drill bullet holes through 

these columns. These remained to remind passersby for many 

years after the feudists themselves had been forgotten." An 

added convenience of the Capitol was the large livery stable 

behind it on Texas and Travis, although there were others in 

town as well. 

Fannin House was another popular hotel. Built about 

1840 on the east side of Fannin Street between Congress and 

Franklin, it was a two-story v/ooden building of approximately 

thirty rooms. Besides these two hotels, visitors might also 
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try the Eldorado House located on Preston between Main and 

Fannin, or the Rusk House on the southeast corner of Travis 

and Franklin, as well as any of the town’s numerous boarding 

21 
houses. 

Later described as the "finest hotel structure in 

Texas," Hutchins House was to be a large four-story brick 

building on the corner of Franklin and Travis. It was begun 

in 1859 but in mid-construction the war broke out, leaving it 

pll 
unfinished until peace was restored. ' 

Saloons were fixtures in every proper frontier tov/n, 

and Houston, too, had its share. Young’s assertion that "every¬ 

body went in saloons and billiard halls and thought no more 

of doing so than they do today of going to a restaurant or a 

soda fountain" could mean either of two things. Either 

saloons were more innocuous than moderns imagine, or else 

morals really were so lax that Houston deserved Ezekiel Cul¬ 

len’s damning description: "That abominable place — that 

wretched mudhole — that graveyard of men -- the City of 

HoustonI" 

Two of the most well-known prewar saloons were "The 

Shades" and "The Bank of Bacchus," although there were myriad 

other dives. Situated on the southeast corner of Prairie 

Avenue and Main, "The Shades" derived its name from the numer¬ 

ous sycamore and cottonwood trees surrounding it. Until 1858 

it was owned and run by a "square man" named Charles Harris, 

who sold it that year to a young entrepreneur named Richard 

Dowling. It, too, had its share of "cuttings and shootings 

. . . even among prominent sittings. Dowling’s "Ban}: of 
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Bacchus," however, was his most famous endeavor. Across the 

street from the courthouse, on the corner of Fannin and Con¬ 

gress, this saloon was famous for its elaborate decorations 

and good liquor. To celebrate its opening, Dowling sent 

drinks around to the local newspapers, incidentally receiving 

a little free advertising in return.^ 

Two theatres offered Houstonians temporary escape 

from mud, dust or daily cares. Around 1859 a Colonel Buckley 

built a brick building on the southwest side of Main between 

Franklin and Congress. Carroll claims that for some reason 

it was never very popular, and adds mysteriously that it was 

"seldom used for the purpose for which it had been planned." 

Perkins Theatre's fortunes were better. Built about the same 

time as Buckley’s, Perkins Hall, as it was called, was "an 

ornately handsome three-story brick" structure. It was large, 

we11-arranged, and a favorite place for the concerts, bazaars, 

fairs and other fund-raising efforts presented during the 

26 
war. 

Houston’s Turnverein offered another musical outlet. 

Composed of the Bayou City's German residents, the Turnverein 

was originally organized on January 14, 1854, to promote "ath¬ 

letics and intellectual pursuits," but also encouraged music 

appreciation among Houston’s residents. The "Turners'" first 

hall was located on Prairie Avenue on the block bounded by 

Caroline, Texas and Austin. Besides the Turnverein the only 

other civic group with its own building was the Masons, whose 

Holland Lodge was located on the corner of Main and Texas. 
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All the other groups met either in public buildings such as 

27 the courthouse, or over interested businessmen's stores. 

Church buildings represented another important facet 

of Houston's society. By 1850 the town boasted at least 

seven different buildings and eight congregations, no longer 

meriting the Abbe Domenech's sneer in 1848 that "Houston is a 

wretched little town . . . infested with methodists and ants. ° 

On the southeast corner of Texas Avenue and Travis 

Street stood the First Baptist Church, "an imposing structure 

for that day," with Gothic windows and a high steeple. It 

was shepherded by the Rev, Mr. Tucker until hostilities e- 

rupted. He then determined to take up his sword, and accord¬ 

ingly raised a company, was elected its captain, and marched 

off to war. The more pacific Rev. F.M. Law replaced him.^ 

Christ Church Cathedral, the Episcopal church located 

on the corner of Fannin and Texas, also suffered some insta¬ 

bility. Apparently the building was damaged in the great 

fire of 1859 which had ravaged Main Street, because in that 

year the congregation decided the old sanctuary was unsafe to 

worship in and began building a new one. The new structure 

was to be moved back on the block, facing Texas Avenue, and 

while the members awaited its completion they met in the 

courthouse. Unfortunately war broke out during construction, 

and the building remained unfinished until after 1865.^° But 

building problems were not Christ Church’s only difficulty. 

It also lacked stable leadership. The congregation had at¬ 

tempted to lure Bishop Alexander Gregg from Austin to be 
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rector, but he simply lacked the time to wear two hats, and 

would have had to be frequently absent. In the meantime the 

church carried on under the supervision of Mr. Walter Richard¬ 

son, "a candidate for orders," who functioned as acting rector 

until the position could be filled. Finally Rev. E.A. Wagner 

became rector on January 1, 1862, but remained only a little 

31 
over two years. 

"Quite an imposing wooden structure," the German Luth¬ 

eran Church stood near the southeast corner of Milam and Texas 

Across the street on the northeast corner was the Methodist 

church, popularly called Shearn Church. Its benefactor 

Charles Shearn was a transplanted Englishman who felt that 

Houston, that "graveyard of men," might benefit from some 

instruction in holiness. Accordingly he brought a Methodist 

minister from New Orleans with his own money, lodged him in 

his own home, and was the individual most responsible for 

the "establishment, growth and influence of the Methodist 

church" in Houston. Around 1844 Shearn built a "large wooden 

building, unceiled, and but crudely finished," to house the 

members' meetings. This was used until just before the war, 

when the building fell down about thirty minutes after the 

congregation had been dismissed. Torn by financial troubles, 

epidemics, political problems, and instability — the congre¬ 

gation had at least four ministers during the war -- Shearn 

Church remained a heap of rubble until 1867. In the meantime 

members rented the adjoining Negro Methodist church, and later 

met in the Lutheran Church.^ 

Since Houston’s founders, the Allens, were Presbyterian 



and had set aside two or three lots on which to build a church, 

that denomination began more easily than the others. Its 

sanctuary was also destroyed in the 1859 fire, however, and 

was replaced by a brick building located on the north side of 

Capitol between Travis and Main. Some of Houston's leading 

citizens, such as A.J. Burke, E.H. Cushing, and T.M. Bagby, 

were among its one hundred members, and the church seemed to 

enjoy more stability than some of her sister congregations: 

she had only one pastor, a Rev. Thomas Castleton, from April 

1861 to October 1864. Nevertheless there must have been some 

dissatisfaction, because on October 5» 1861, five former 
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members officially formed a second Presbyterian church. ^ 

Other incipient Protestant denominations may have 

existed, but their buildings are not marked on the 1866 Direc¬ 

tory’s map. The German Methodist Church, possibly organized 

around 1848, was one of these. It is not clear how many 

"African churches" existed, because they are only occasionally 

mentioned and their buildings were also not listed on Mood's 

1866 map. Until after the war, they were merely branches of 

the white congregations . 

Houston's first Catholic church was erected on the 

southwest corner of Franklin and Caroline, across from Ken¬ 

nedy's mill and on the edge of the infamous gully. Behind 

the frame sanctuary stood a long, one-story wooden building 

which doubled as priest’s home and parish school. Presided 

over by a French priest, "an accomplished scholar . . . almost 

as popular with the Protestants as he was with the members 

of his own faith," that modest building was the only place 
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where Houston’s Catholics worshipped for approximately twenty- 

five years. By the Civil War, however, it seems probable 

that there was another Catholic church in town for them to 

37 
choose from. 

Led by "the living picture of an old patriarch," Jews 

played an important part in Houston's growth from its early 

days. Their rabbi, known to Houstonians as "Father" Levy, 

was greatly respected throughout town, and was widely mourned 

upon his death in the 1850's. 

Congregation Beth Israel had only twenty-two members 

by 1859> but remained organized throughout the Civil War 

largely due to the efforts of an English rabbi. "A man of 

great scholarship, an eloquent speaker and possessed of much 

personal magnetism," Rabbi Samuel Raphael disembarked at Gal¬ 

veston in April i860 with his wife Hannah, and children Joseph, 

Rebecca, Emanuel, Moses, Sarah, and Julia. Including such 

members as Sam Meyer, Sol. Hohenthal, and Henry S. Fox, Sr., 

the orthodox congregation worshipped in a room on Austin 

Street between Texas and Prairie until they were able to 

build a frame building some time after the war. 

One of the Hebrew congregation's chief concerns was for 

the constant upkeep of their cemetery, begun in 1844. Situated 

on San Felipe road adjacent to the City Cemetery, the Hebrew 

Cemetery was always known for its Congregation's faithful 

38 
care.J 

In addition to the City Cemetery on San Felipe, the 

Allens had laid out another one in the First Ward north of 
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Buffalo Bayou near White Oak Bayou. Possibly because of their 

distance from town, "neither was ever very popular with the 

early Houstonians, and many of the older families buried their 

dead in their flower gardens." Around 18^5 the Episcopal 

church and Holland Lodge bought some land together on the 

south bank of Buffalo Bayou just west of town, called the 

"Episcopal-Masonic burial ground." This was used until the 

1870’s. The Catholics also had a private cemetery, located 

39 
east of the city beyond Frost Town. ' 

Houston’s only sexton for years, "Old Man" Panne11 en¬ 

joyed quite a monopoly. He knew everyone in Houston, and 

"everybody knew and loved him. He was smart and delighted in 

practical jokes." Paupers were buried in Potters Field, lo¬ 

cated on the Bayou's banks out in the country beyond the San 

Felipe cemetery. They were taken to their rest in "an old 

fashioned black hearse drawn by a little gray mare, which was 

used for second and third class funerals." First class cus¬ 

tomers went in style, in a "grand hearse" drawn by a black 

. 40 horse. 

Before the war Houston lacked anything resembling a 

coherent educational system for its children. Besides oc¬ 

casional instruction offered by religious groups, particularly 

the Catholic church, private schools were the only choice. 

In October 1857 Houstonians could choose from ten, operated 

by Mr. Bolinger, Mrs. Styles, Mrs. Green, Miss Maher, Mr. and 

Mrs. Cunningham, Rev. C. Braun, Prof. Ruter and his sister, 

Miss Kate Van Alstyne, Miss K. Payne, or Mrs. H.X. Cotton. 
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But there was still not room for all the city’s children. 

Most of the schools were conducted in homes and "were very 

small affairs, the pupils being huddled together in one small 

room. The citizens of Houston long suffered for schools ade¬ 

quate to the needs of the community and for this reason alone 

many children were sent away to obtain an education that should 

have been obtained at home." 

A major breakthrough was gained, however, when $5000 

to build a permanent school was left to the city by James H. 

Stevens upon his death in I857. A fund drive netted $15,000 

more, and in 1858 the Houston Academy opened its doors to 140 

students and five teachers. Considered a "noble ornament," 

the 64 by 84 foot brick building was "of composite architec¬ 

ture, with a large open cupola with Ionic columns, which was 

surmounted by a gilded globe. Its height from base to cornice 

was 45 feet." Operated by A.W. Boyd and H. Moore, A.B., the 

Houston Academy was not a public school, charging $4 a month 

for tuition. Nevertheless it was the Bayou City's first per¬ 

manent school building, and did provide an education for more 

of Houston's children. The Academy was very popular until 

the Civil War, when interest and the number of pupils declined. 

Finally in the summer of 1864 the Confederates appropriated 

the building and converted it into a soldier's hospital.^1 

Before the war Houston's smallness generally permitted 

its citizens to walk to work, even if they lived across town 

from their businesses. It is probable, however, that most 



people lived near their jobs and preferred to cluster together 

in ethnic groups or to live near others of a similar economic 

level.^ 

Little thought seems to have gone to zoning, since 

residences and businesses intermingled. Some of the town's 

most pretentious homes, in fact, fronted on Courthouse Square. 

Houston's leading capitalist, William M. Rice, lived next 

to the frame post office on Congress Avenue. Judge Peter Gray 

and John Brashear owned homes on Fannin, next to the lav.7 of¬ 

fices of Tankersley, Palmer, Hamblen, Manley, Riley and other 

leading attorneys. Facing the courthouse on Preston Avenue 

were the homes of Peter Sampson and E.W. Taylor. Cornelius 

Ennis' home stood next to Peter Gabel's brewery on San Jacinto 

Street.^ 

Judge Palmer, however, preferred to live further away. 

A native Virginian, he erected a beautiful colonial mansion 

on the block bounded by Rusk, Walker, Austin and Labranch. 

Built in the tradition of gracious Southern living, the home 

was noted for its "generous trees [which] lent their shade to 

its spacious grounds, [and] hedge-bordered paths [which] led 

to its hospitable door." 

Paul Floeck, baker and banker, also chose to live away 

from the downtown bustle, building his plain brick home out 

on Chenevert. C.S. Longcope, a Mississippi steamboat captain, 

bought the house in 1862 and added the lacey iron-work so 

. UU 
popular m New Orleans. * 

N.K. Helium's house was unique in Houston. Mr. Helium 

planned it himself and began building in 184? using bricks 
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from his kiln on Buffalo Bayou. According to Ziegler's 

reminiscences in Wave of the Gulf, Kellum owned a gambling 

house on Main and a small racetrack, "operated, perhaps, with 

as much regard for the eternal fitness of things as was his 

gambling house." Frequently incurring his patrons' righteous 

wrath, he was forced to remain constantly prepared for flight. 

His Megro slave always kept a horse ready, and when circum¬ 

stances indicated the need for such discretion, Kellum would 

flee to his unfinished home, or to Ft. Bend County if he were 

cut off. The house contained two stories but no stairs. 

Kellum*s plan was to mount the second floor by ladder, pulling 

it in behind him. From this perch he could successfully de¬ 

fend himself against any attack, even at night. 

Sven further out of town stood one of the "most pre¬ 

tentious of early day plantation homes." Owned by Dr. J.D. 

Massie and situated near the confluence of Green's and Buffalo 

bayous, it was probably one of the largest slave plantations 
4< 

in the area. J 

With the advent of railroads, several new buildings 

rose on the prairie. The earliest belonged to the Houston 

Tap and Brazoria, consisting of a shop and roundhouse on San 

Jacinto at the edge of Buffalo Bayou, and a depot on the cor¬ 

ner of San Jacinto and McKinney. Around i860 the Galveston, 

Houston and Henderson ran a spur into town, making the depot 

a terminus for both railroads. San Jacinto and McKinney 

became a very busy corner after 186l, with "thousands of 

soldiers and hundreds of tons of munitions of war . . . [pass- 



ing] over that spot, for during the four years of the war . . . 

[the Galveston, Houston and Henderson] was in constant opera¬ 

tion and the military authorities took entire charge of the 

1x6 
road." ' Traffic must have been heavy enough to warrant a 

second depot, for Wood's 1866 map depicts another on the 

Houston Tap between Dallas and Polk streets. 

North of Buffalo Bayou lay three more stations. Two 

belonged to the Houston and Texas Central and the Texas and 

New Orleans railroads. The third was the Galveston, Houston 

and Henderson’s original depot. 

Even during the war Texas railroads were considered 

something of a novelty, although they had come to Houston in 

the 1850's. Passengers regarded train trips as amusing ad¬ 

ventures, a fortuitous attitude in light of the average run. 

Frustration must surely have supplanted a less jovial mood. 

In his diary Arthur Fremantle described a typical 

journey across Texas in 1863. He rode from Alleyton to Hous¬ 

ton in a train with only two cars, each built to accomodate 

fifty passengers. Down the length of the coaches ran a center 

aisle, flanked on either side by twelve "comfortably stuffed" 

seats, each wide enough to hold two travelers. He continued: 

Before starting, the engine gives two pre¬ 
liminary snorts, which, with a yell from the 
official of "all aboard," warn the passengers 
to hold on; for they are closely followed by 
a tremendous jerk, which sets the cars in mo¬ 
tion. 

Every passenger is allowed to use his 
own discretion about breaking his arm, neck, 
or leg, without interference by the railway 
officials. 

People are continually jumping on and off 
whilst the train is in motion, and larking from 
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one car to the other. There is no sort of 
fence or other obstacle to prevent "humans" 
or cattle from getting on the line.^7 

Cattle were indeed a problem. Since there were no 

fences along the right of way and herds were large, numerous 

animals strayed onto the tracks. One attempted method of 

clearing the tracks was to toot the whistle as soon as the 

train left the city limits and maintain the incessant blasts 

throughout the trip. Unfortunately this had little effect on 

bovine minds. One traveler noted that the short trip to 

Galveston required three hours. "Cattle were thick on the 

prairies then and the train stopped several times before it 

reached Virginia Point [on the mainland opposite Galveston], 

The cattle paid no attention to the train whistle, so the 

train crew and the passengers had to get out, take 'wood, from 

the tender and drive them off the track." Inevitably many 

animals were accidently killed, leading to a mutual animosity 

48 
between railroads and cattlemen. 

Train schedules also suffered from some unforeseen 

hazards. One Houstonian recalled that he and some friends 

went berry-picking one day along the Houston Tap and Brazoria 

right of way when they saw a train approaching. Several hun¬ 

dred feet from them it stopped "and seemed to be puffing and 

snorting in a manner which attracted our attention and curios¬ 

ity. Walking over to where the train was, we found that the 

earth was a crawling mass of worms, known as army worms. 

They covered a space of about three hundred feet wide, but 

we did not know how long." Naturally when the train ran 

across the worms its wheels lost their traction. The small 



amount of sand carried on board for such emergencies did not 

last long so the crew, about six Negroes, "provided themselves 

with buckets and other means of carrying dirt which was spread 

on the rails well ahead of the engine, finally being able to 

move the train on. The passengers on the train seemed to en- 

i|,Q 
joy the spectacle hugely." 

During the war the tracks themselves provided other 

impediments. Particularly notorious was the Brazos River 

crossing on the Buffalo Bayou, Brazos and Colorado Railroad. 

A "low, rickety, trestle bridge" spanned the stream, with 

very steep approaches cut through both banks. The only way 

to cross was to approach the bridge at full speed, gaining 

enough inertia to shoot across the bridge and up the other 

side. It might be added that "even in Texas, this method of 

crossing a river is considered rather unsafe."^0 

After suffering through some of these misadventures 

one veteran concluded, "If conditions were favorable, they 

[trains] could make 18 or 20 miles an hour; but if the track 

was soft and you were in a hurry, it was safer to take a 

horse."^ 

Houston's visitors found city services few indeed. 

Those who arrived at the Houston and Texas Central depot 

could catch an omnibus to the downtown hotels. Passengers 

in the 1850's who disembarked at San Jacinto and McKinney, 

however, had to try to hail a hack. 

Strangers noted no central lighting, sewage or water 
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systems, either. Houstonians used either candles or whale 

oil lamps for light, and woodburning stoves and fireplaces for 

cooking and heat. As a safety precaution, citizens usually 

built kitchens away from their houses. 

More "fastidious" homeowners, usually those with ser¬ 

vants, had chamber pots or toilet seats in their bedrooms, 

but the bulk of the population had recourse only to privies. 

These were emptied occasionally by the city scavenger, "whose 

occupation was kept well within the public view by a lack of 

alleys." What he did with his burden is unclear, but he 

probably deposited it in some hollow outside of town. 

Since the city had no central water system, denizens 

usually drew their water from cisterns. These were huge 

underground tanks about twelve to twenty feet deep and eig;ht 

to fifteen feet in diameter, containing several thousand 

gallons. Lined with brick and mortar, cisterns caught only 

winter rain and kept it cool enough to require no ice. Ped¬ 

dlers also hawked spring water for those who preferred the 

taste. 

Baths were managed in several ways. The privileged 

had bathing tubs in their homes, while others lived less 

luxuriously, using a simple washtub in the kitchen. Hudgpeth's 

Bathing Saloon, near the Houston and Texas Central depot, 

served travelers and offered Houstonians a change of pace. 

The final alternative was Buffalo Bayou, an inexpensive and 

"old custom." 

Cisterns did more than simply furnish drinking waters 



they also supplied fire fighters. Conflagrations were always 

such an imminent danger that Houstonians early sank cisterns 

at the intersections of Main and Franklin, Congress, Preston 

and Prairie to protect the commercial district. These were 

kept full by pumping water up from the bayou. Residential 

<2 
areas supplied their own water from private cisterns. 

Houston's first fire fighters were merely bucket bri¬ 

gades composed of the fire company and their wives, as well 

as all onlookers. American ingenuity, however, soon produced 

a companion for the brigade. Dubbed the "fire engine," it 

was in reality a large bucket mounted on wheels. 

Further advances brought forth the force pump, one of 

which the city acquired in 18^7. This device consisted of a 

chassis or wagon on which was mounted a long suction hose at¬ 

tached to a "home-made engine." Operation resembled that of 

a railroad handcar, with handlebars on each side of the engine 

which firemen alternately forced up and down. The hose was 

dropped into the nearest cistern, and the engine sucked water 

up and spewed it through another hose onto the flames. Horse- 

drawn fire engines were still unknown in Texas then, so two 

long ropes were attached to the force pump, and it was pulled 

to a blaze by the fire company and helpful citizens. 

Alarms were signalled by the bell over the Market 

House, and when the railroads came, switchengine whistles 

joined the cacophony. By the 1850's several fire companies 

existed, with considerable rivalry between them. Their ef¬ 

forts to be first to a blaze "sometimes . . . led to fights 



which made it all the more interesting but bad for fire 

fighting."53 

Although not continuously active, Houston's Protection 

Fire Company #1 was the oldest in the state, organized in 

I836. In 1852 T.W. House, Sr., VJ.D. Cleveland, Sr., and 

William M. Rice bought a new fire engine which arrived from 

Boston in 1853* Houstonians were impressed, for not only was 

it "a beauty" but it "cost some two thousand dollars." Around 

this new engine a second company formed, Liberty Fire Company 

#2. Following several large conflagrations a third company 

organized in 1858. Calling itself the Houston Hook and Ladder 

Company y1, it built a home-made truck "for the wall-climbers," 

and rounded out the motley collection of fire engine, force 

pump and bucket brigade. ' 
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IV 

THE PEOPLE OF HOUSTON 

"Houston and Karris County, of which it was the 
seat, was a man's world, a young man's world, 
and a young white man's world." -L 

Texas was a booming state before the war. Census 

figures for i860 registered a population of 604,215, an in¬ 

crease of 184$ over 1850. Harris County grew 94$, but with 

9,080 inhabitants ranked only fifteenth in population among 

Texas counties. Houston was Harris County's real center of 

growth, however, expanding 102$ over ten years to a population 

of 4,845.2 

Inhabitants in most frontier towns tended to be older 

than those in the United States as a whole, were more often 

men than women, and averaged more single men than married. 

Following this trend in i860, Houston's population numbered 

only 43$ under twenty years old compared with the United 

States' 50*5$, and the city's median age was 22.9 years, con¬ 

trasted with the country's median of 19.7. As frontier towns 

grew older, however, their populations more closely approached 

that of the United States as a whole. Houston did not follow 

suit. Instead her median age had increased by i860, and there 
o 

were even more single men than in 1850.^ 

Yet Harris County -- and Houston -- truly was a young 

white man's domain. Out of the county's 7,107 free inhabitants, 

which accounted for about 78$ of the total population, only 

194 were over 59 years old and only 47 had seen at least 70 

50 
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years. In fact more than two-thirds of Harris County's free 
L 

denizens were not yet thirty. 

Claiming few members in addition to parents and off¬ 

spring, most Houston families were nuclear and had only a few 

children. One reason for small families was the high death 

rate, particularly among children. Preyed upon by cholera, 

yellow fever, and a bad water supply as well as the usual 

childhood diseases, 15/° of the 117 free babies born in i860 

died before their first birthday. Census figures showed 

another 5$ died before they were ten. Based on the i860 data, 

white parents with three children could count on losing one 

before the child could celebrate a tenth birthday. Many 

homes, however, supplemented their income and number of 

"family members," by taking in boarders.' 

Like many older Southern cities, Houston had a signifi¬ 

cant number of foreign-born inhabitants. Of the total free 

population, 51?0 hailed from the Old South, 12$ were native 

Americans born elsewhere, and the remaining 37f° were immi¬ 

grants. Approximately 750 Germans comprised the largest group 

of aliens, but there were also large numbers of Irish, British 

and French. Houston may as well have had its own Statue of 

Liberty, for the Bayou City also counted representatives of 

Scotland, Switzerland, Poland, Austria, Hungary, Denmark, 

Sweden, Italy, Belgium, Cuba, Spain, Mexico, the British West 

Indies, the Madeira Islands, and one apiece from Holland, Al¬ 

giers and Malta. Germans lived in all four of Houston's 

wards, but were most highly concentrated in the second and 
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third. East Europeans lived largely in the second ward but 

some also shared the third ward with the Germans. Irish and 

British immigrants generally settled in the fourth ward, along 

with the French.^ 

Houstonians practiced a wide assortment of trades be¬ 

fore the war. Among the inhabitants 37 were lawyers, seven 

tailors, six cobblers, three surveyors, and 21 were engineers. 

Twenty-two labored as "school-masters or private teachers," 

one as a gardener, another as a watchmaker, and a third as a 

locksmith. The medical professions boasted 18 doctors, three 

nurses, and two dentists, while ten bar-keepers outnumbered 

the city's seven busy ministers. Many more people worked as 

merchants, hotel-keepers, railroad employees, laborers, brick- 

masons and carpenters. Most of the tradesmen and mechanics 

were German, supplying Houston with valuable skills. Those 

impoverished immigrants who did not find suitable positions 

in town struggled to eke out an existence on small farms in 

7 
the country. 

Jewish citizens, many emigrating from Western Europe, 

also exerted a significant influence on Houston society. Most 

were merchants who contributed to the town's economic growth. 

From Congregation Beth Israel's beginnings most Jews demon¬ 

strated their desire to become fully integrated into the com¬ 

munity. This was made evident when some of the Congregation’s 

members attempted to force all members to close their businesses 

on the Sabbath, a suggestion which met with such resistance 
q 

that it was finally agreed to let each man decide for himself. 
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By i860 there were 106l slaves in Houston and eight 

free Negroes, accounting for 22% of the town’s population. 

Some slave trading occurred because Houston was a commercial 

town, but this was generally carried on in addition to a mer¬ 

chant's other business. For some reason establishments deal¬ 

ing solely in the slave trade did not seem to flourish.^ 

Only 191 people, including 44 foreign-born, owned 

Negroes in i860, with a. mere 24 possessing more than ten slaves. 

Merchants and shopkeepers owned 111, professionals had 27, 

while farmers accounted for only nine. Seventeen women listed 

as "heads of household" also owned slaves. The rest of the 

slaveholders were either women not listed as hea^ds of house¬ 

hold or men with unknown occupations.'*-0 

According to Texas lav/s and Houston ordinances slave 

life was fairly restricted. Curfew was set at 8 P.M., selling 

or giving liquor to slaves was ruled illegal, the owner's 

permission was required before slaves might seek independent 

employment, and dances held within city limits were strictly 

prohibited without the mayor's permission. Nevertheless, 

Texas differed from the rest of the South by requiring no 

"passes" for slaves, and laws and ordinances often suffered 

from lax enforcement. In April 1856, for example, the Tri- 

Weekly Telegra.ph complained that slaves were allowed entire¬ 

ly too much freedom. C-angs of Negroes were frequently found 

out late at night, "unquestioned and irresponsible." Some 

sections of Houston were so lenient that large groups could 



"hire their own time" and lived "entirely free from the super¬ 

vision of any white man." The editor went on to declare that 

their insolence and careless behavior were worse than that in 

r -| 11 "any other city or town South of Mason & Dixons |_sicj line." 

In addition to the state’s generally loose enforcement 

of restrictions, Texas guaranteed slaves certain rights. The 

State Constitution of 18^5 provided that if a slave were ac¬ 

cused of a crime more serious than petit larceny, he would be 

given an "impartial trial by petit jury." Anyone intentional¬ 

ly maiming or killing a slave v/ould be punished as if he had 

committed the crime against a white man, "except in case of 

12 insurrection of such slaves." 

As in the slaves' case, laws dealing with free Negroes 

and manumission were strict, but judges and other state offi¬ 

cials approached "the point of dereliction" in their mild 

enforcement. "Free negros immigrated and were emancipated, 

sued and were sued, and went about in their subservient and 

humble condition without jeopardizing their own freedom or 

inciting slaves to rebellion." Sven in Texas, though, a free 

Negro’s position was delicate. Neither slave nor white, 

they never fit into the social structure, and led a life of 

danger, limitation, and insecurity. Such was their plight 

that just before the Civil War many free Negroes took advan¬ 

tage of a new law allowing them to return to bondage. Signed 

by Gov. H.R. Runnels on January 28, 1858, the act provided 

that if a free Negro were over fourteen years old, he could 

choose his own master. To ensure the absence of coercion or 
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fraud and to verify the master’s good character, a District 

Court would question the Negro, master and two witnesses. 

Then the Court would make the applicant a slave no longer sub- 

11 
ject to any liens or judgments against him. J 

Houstonians seemed to cluster together not only ac¬ 

cording to ethnic groups but also by wealth. The first ward 

was the poorest, containing the largest number of foreign- 

born inhabitants. It also exhibited two features of a tran¬ 

sient, unstable neighborhood, having the greatest number of 

single men and the fewest children of the four wards. Set¬ 

tled by Irish, British and French, the fourth ward ranked 

next to the first in poverty. Germans and East Europeans 

occupied the second ward along with four of Houston’s wealth¬ 

iest men. Since the property of these four was assessed at 

$930*000* over half the value of the entire second ward's 

holdings, the ward's average wealth was substantially raised. 

Generally settled by native Americans but including a large 

proportion of the city's German population and some East 

Europeans, the third ward was the most stable. Of the four 

areas, it contained the highest proportion of children, and 

also ranked first in affluence with the "greatest mean value 

of real wealth, $1450 per resident.""*'"1’ 

On January 8, 1862, the Texas legislature passed an 

act granting Houston a corporate area of three square miles 

and establishing qualifications for the city's voters and 



officers. Aldermen must own real estate valued at $1000 or 

more, while the mayor’s requirement was set at $2000. In 

addition the city council was authorized to regulate and tax 

"hawkers, pedlers [sic], auctions, theatrical and other ex¬ 

hibitions, shows, amusements, billiard tables, nine and ten 

pin alleys, public drays, wagons . . . tippling houses . . . 

and to suppress all gaming houses and all disorderly houses."' 

City elections were held every January, and apparently the 

mayor, aldermen, marshal and sexton had to stand before their 

constituency each time. In 1861 b.J. Hutchins was chosen to 

preside over a city council consisting of Aldermen I.C. Lord 

and E. Daly from the first ward, A. Sessums and George Bring- 

hurst representing the second, li, Anders and H. Fleishman of 

the third, and T.H. House and K.D. Taylor from the fourth. 

R.P. Boyce was given the thankless task of keeping peace as 

Houston's marshal and, to no one’s surprise, H.G. Panne11 was 

l6 
re-elected sexton. 

In addition to its elected officials Houston claimed 

many other civic leaders. W.J. Hutchins relinquished office 

in 1862 and resumed his business interests. Besides other 

investments Hutchins became deeply involved in lucrative 

blockade-running ventures, as well as in importing supplies 

17 overland from Mexico. 

T.l’J. House, Sr., who served as mayor in 1862, was also 

a shrewd businessman. Emigrating from England in I838, House 

first entered business as a confectioner and baker, and oc¬ 

casionally loaned money. He later expanded his business into 
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dry goods, cotton factoring and banking, and invested in rail¬ 

roads and public utilities. During the Civil War he engaged 

in overland trade with Mexico and in blockade-running with 

Capt. Henry Sherfius, and was wealthy enough in 1863 to pur¬ 

chase the captured "Harriet Lane" for a blockade runner. 

Dealing only in gold which he deposited in England, rather 

than in Confederate "Shinplasters," House amassed a sizeable 

18 fortune despite the South's collapse. 

Cornelius Ennis was less fortunate in his wartime ven¬ 

tures and learned the vicissitudes of dealing with a rebel 

government. In 1864 he sent an agent from Havana to Hew York 

to buy a $40,000 iron-clad steamer. This was transported 

back to Cuba and the agent loaded it with critically needed 

war materiel, Including Enfield rifles, gunpowder, percussion 

caps and clothing. The shipment safely reached Gs.lveston and 

was delivered to Confederate officials, but the government 

never paid Ennis. When the war finally ended in I865, Corne¬ 

lius Ennis found that his patriotism had cost him $100,000 

William M. Rice was another entrepreneur who profited 

from the war. A transplanted Yankee, Rice had moved to Houston 

soon after its founding and worked as a baxkeeper until he 

accumulated some capital. Then he opened a general store, 

and after years of wise investments in land, railroads and 

"local enterprises" he ranked as "the most prominent cotton 

factor in Texas." He, too, engaged in blockade-running and 

20 accumulated a tremendous fortune. 

Other influential citizens included B.A, Shepherd, who 



58 

was wise enough to close his banicing operations during the war 

J.3. Sydnor, who engaged in blockade-running and. frequently 

advertised huge auctions in the Tri-Weekly Telegraph; and P.J. 

and Richard Willis, whose business flourished when many of 

their competitors moved to the neutral port of Matamoros, 

22 Mexico, to avoid the blockade. As judge of the Criminal 

District Court for Harris and Galveston counties from 1854 

until 1862, Peter W. Gray was another respected Houstonian. 

Known as a man of the "greatest integrity," Judge Gray was 

not "peculiarly remarkable for oratorical power but . . . was 

a profound scholar and well versed in the intricacies of the 

law." In 1862 he was elected to the Confederate Congress 

and remained in that position until the government's collapse. 

Gray also participated in the successful attack on Galveston 

in I863, as a volunteer aide on General John B. Magruder's 

staff, and was made the Trans-Mississippi Department's fiscal 

2 2 
agent by Jefferson Davis in 1864, 



59 

IV 

FOOTNOTES 

1.. 
Muir, "Railroads," 43. 

O 

'■'Hurley, Decisive Years, 32-33. 
3 
"Jackson, "People," 46. 

4 
Kuir, "Railroads," 43-44; Francis A. Talker, A Com¬ 

pendium of the Ninth Census, 92-93. 

5 
6. 
Jackson, "People," 96-98. 

Jackson, "People," 56, 6l, 63, 66, 94; Andrew Forest 
Huir Papers, Box 34 (Fondren Library, Rice University); Muir, 
"Railroads," 43-44. 

7 Jager, "Houston During," 12-14. 

Cohen, Beth Israel, 3-4, 6. 

9 - •"Jackson, "People," 45,104; HcComb, Houston, 83; 
Jheeler, To Wear A City's Crov/n, 107. 

10 Jackson, "People," 101, 103. 

■^r.IcComb, Houston, 82. 

12 Jackson, "People," 114. 

13 "Andrew Forest Muir, "The Free Negro in Harris County, 
Texas," The Southwestern Historical Ouarterlv, XLVT (1943). 
235, 237-238. 

14 

15 

16. 

Jackson, "People," 94. 

Jager, "Houston During," 52-53* 

Leonard, Directory, 93* 

17,, iegler, Wave, 273-274. 
18 

Jager, "Houston During," 49; MeComb, Houston, 25; 
Ziegrler, Wave, 275* 

19r? • Ziegler, Dave, 3I8. 
20, 

vie Comb, Houston, 26; Ziegler, Have, 307-308. 

21,7, Ziegler, Nave, 282-283, 293-294. 

22 
Carroll, Standard History, 114; Halter P. Uehb, ed., 



The Handbook of Texas, Vol. I, 723. 



V 

IK HOUSTON, 1(361-1865 

"There was a great deal of both tragedy and 
comedy in Houston during the four years of the 
war, but on the whole comedy prevailed, and 
people went on buying and selling, laughing and 
weeping, marrying and giving in marriage." 1 

1861: "THE 1JAR BEGUM" 

On April 16, 186l, Houstonians received word that Ft. 

Sumter had fallen said war had begun. The Tri-Meekly Telegraph 

exulted, "Me know how this turn of affairs will be received 

among the masses at the North. In the South all is enthusiasm, 

and the Southern armies will be filled up with more men than 

are wanted. Never was there more military spirit in any 

country than now prevails in the Confederate States." A 

salute was fired on the Courthouse Square in celebration, and 

that evening citizens held a public meeting in the Market 

House to arrange for defense. Mayor Hutchins authorized a 

committee to "organize a home- and coast-defense battalion," 

the City finance committee was directed to collect $5000 for 

military costs, and the site for a volunteer training camp 

2 
was chosen near Harrisburg. 

Five days afterward, on April 21, Colonel Earl Van Dorn 

was appointed commander of the Department of Texas. He did 

not have long to glory in his new post, however, for on August 

Ik Brigadier General Paul Octave Hebert replaced him, while 

Van Dorn was reassigned to Richmond. A month later Hebert 

arrived at his new command, and the General and his Texans 

6l 
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eyed each other with mutual misgivings. The rough westerners, 

accustomed to a simple frontier life, were not impressed with 

such European affectations as Hebert's red-topped boots, 

"greased rat-tail moustache, . . . fine equippage," and reti¬ 

nue of waiters. Equally displeased, the General remarked 

after surveying his domain that, "The task of defending suc¬ 

cessfully any point against an attack of any magnitude amounts 

to a military impossibility."^ 

This was not difficult to conclude. Texas' long, open 

coastline with its appalling defenselessness made the state 

an open invitation to invaders. Fortunately only Houston and 

Galveston were really important enough to warrant enemy in¬ 

terest, but blockade-runners dashing in and out of Corpus 

Christi, Indianola and Velasco also drew the Yankee’s eye. 

The string of offshore islands fringing Texas' coast from 

Matagorda to Brownsville provided a limited number of navi¬ 

gable passes to the open sea, making the blockaders’ jobs 

easier. But to the Rebel advantage, there were also fewer 

places to defend, and the Yankee steamers were too heavy to 
Li 

cross the sandbars and launch a major invasion. 

As Texas' only deepwater harbor, a major haven for 

blocka.de runners, and gateway to Houston's communication and 

transportation networks, Galveston was central to coastal 

defense plans and a great source of worry to state officials, 

the military, and Harris County residents. The island city 

served as military headquarters for the remainder of 186l, 

but with the state's dearth of men and materiel it was soon 
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evident that Galveston simply could not be held against a 

major invasion. Hibert worried with defenses from September 

to December, and finally removed his headquarters to the rela¬ 

tive safety of Houston. For the rest of the war the Bayou 

City "was more nearly the capital of Texas than Austin, if 

the site of the most critical decisions of administration 

and military policy within a state is determinant of such a 

matter."^ 

As early as i860 some Houstonians had already formed 

three military companies which drilled fairly regularly. 

These were the Turnverein's "Turner Rifles," the "Washington 

Light Guards," and the "Milam Rifles." Real enlistment fever 

did not strike the town, however, until July 1861, when Colo¬ 

nel Thomas S. Lubbock and Lieutenant Colonel B.F. Terry re¬ 

turned from the battle of First Manassas to recruit a regi¬ 

ment of Texas rangers for service in Virginia. Both former 

Houstonians, Lubbock and Terry ran advertisements calling for 

volunteers for "Terry's Texas Rangers," with the requirement 

that each man furnish his own shotguns, six-shooter, horses, 

equipment, and a three-pound double-edged knife called the 

"Texas toothpick." By September Houston swarmed with over a 

thousand volunteers who were mustered into the Eighth Texas 

Cavalry on September 9. 1861.^ 

These "wild and woolly" Rangers set up a training camp 

at a warehouse on the edge of town, and then proceeded to 

"paint things red. n Much to the citizens' mingled delight 



6k- 

and consternation, the Rangers "dashed hither and thither on 

their mustangs lassoing each other as a joke, dropping their 

hats on the ground then with a horse at full gallop they would 

throw themselves recklessly over on one side and pick them up, 

to show their horsemanship. This impromptu wild west show 

interspersed with war whoops and blood curdling yells, was in 

full swing on Main st. . . For several weeks the Rangers 

entertained Houstonians, until on September 19 they departed 
7 

for glory in the East. 

In addition to a Confederate "shipyard" built at the 

mouth of Goose Creek near Baytown, at least three training 

camps were established around Houston. The locations of Camps 

Lubbock and Bee are uncertain, but Camp Van Dorn seems to be 

the site chosen by the Houston public meeting in April. Named 

after the Department’s first commander, this camp was set in 

a "low pine valley" on Buffalo Bayou outside Harrisburg. 

Trainees complained that the spot "was in a low miasmatic, 

unhealthy region, and many of the men here contracted disease, 

from which they never recovered. So exhaustive was the climate 

and the place on the constitution of the men, that very little 

was done towards drilling them, and at the expiration of the 

time spent at that place, little or no improvement was dis¬ 

cernible . 

At the beginning of the war, in 1861, Texans still 

romanticized the struggle as a three month fight in which 

gallant Southerners would whip the Yankees and come home. No 

civilian patriot spared the troops anything, and old men and 
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young boys envied those soldiers privileged to defend The 

Cause. When the Bayou City Guards, for example, were prepar¬ 

ing to march to Camp Van Dorn to be mustered in before leaving 

for Virginia, T.W. House, Sr., sent them a box of white kid 

gloves betokening their nickname, "The Kid Glove Gentry." 

These they fastened to their bayonets, and with all Houston 

turned out to cheer them, the company marched proudly down 

Main Street and out of town.^ 

Other gifts were more practical. Many sent food and 

other luxuries, while Dr. L.A. Bryan rendered medical assis¬ 

tance. He "had a commodious house fitted up as a hospital, 

which was filled to the utmost capacity with our sick. He 

gave his medical attention to all that were sent, and on our 

departure would receive no compensation whatever for his ser¬ 

vices, or reimbursements for his expenses."^0 

Not everyone, however, exuded such patriotism. In 

August one private complained, "The people of Harrisburg and 

vicinity show very little regard for the health and comfort 

of our soldiers, they invariably charge us three or four 

prices for everything and furnish us the meanest they have at 

that." Sometimes the men took things into their own hands. 

A Dutch merchant from Houston, for example, ran a sutler ser¬ 

vice to one of the camps, daily sending a wagon loaded with 

peaches, vegetables, eggs and other food. Each day the prices 

climbed. By the fourth visit one company became angry and 

emptied the wagon and roughed up the driver. They then sent 

a message by the driver back to the merchant, offering to re- 
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pay him if he would come to camp and "act like a gentleman." 

Needless to say the Dutchman never appeared, hut prices around 

camp shrank drastically and "remained at rock bottom during 

the entire period of encampment." 

On the other hand many neighboring civilians were dis¬ 

illusioned to discover that some of their gallant defenders 

were actually thieves. Preying on local livestock, these 

Texans demonstrated great ability as "moonlight requisitioners," 

a talent later observed by Lee himself. 

Throughout 1861 the carnival atmosphere and Southern 

cockiness encouraged lenient camp discipline. Superiors often 

overlooked foraging, and passes into town were easy to obtain 

for evenings or off-duty hours. Frequently if officers missed 

the last train to Harrisburg, they would simply spend the 

night in a hotel and return to camp the next morning.^ 

News of the gallant B.F. Terry's death on December 17 

near Woodsonville, Kentucky, opened the Christmas season on a 

note of mourning. A public meeting was held on Christmas Eve 

to arrange "a more public and formal testimony of respect for 

the lamented dead." After Christmas the bodies of Terry and 

four other Rangers arrived by train and were escorted to their 

rest in Beaumont by the whole city council, while Houston's 

bells tolled a sombre chorus. Only a month later Houstonians 

would repeat their sober task for Thomas Lubbock, Terry's 

12 dashing comrade. War's desolation was at last becoming 

real. 
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1862: From Houston city and Brazos bottom, 
From selling goods and making cotton, 

Away, away, away, away 
We go to meet our country's foes, 
To win or die in freedom's cause; 

Away, away, away, away! 

(From "Bayou City Guards’ Dixie" by "The Company's 
Own Poet," c. 1862)13 

January ushered in a new year with such unusually warm 

weather that the Tri-Weekly Telegraph commented, "It would ap¬ 

pear that in seceding from the North, we have not only cut 

loose from Northern influences, but Northern weather as well."' 

This was also the month for city elections. Chosen the new 

mayor, T.W. House, Sr., presided over a city council con¬ 

sisting of I.C. Lord and William Thomas of the first ward, 

George Frazer and Peter Floeck from the second, W. Anders and 

Henry Fleishman representing the third, and H.D. Taylor and 

Henry Fisher from the fourth ward. H.F. Mathews received the 

unenviable job of City Marshal, and H.G. Pannel was returned 

as sexton.^ 

In the meantime doleful funerals did not seem to have 

deterred Harris County’s men, for companies continued to mus¬ 

ter in and march off. This worried some Houstonians, for by 

the spring of 1862 an estimated 12$ of the county's population 

would already have joined the army. Who would stay to defend 

Houston? In one instance, after yet another company was or¬ 

dered to the East's more glorious battlefields, the Telegraph 

protested, "We now think Harris County has done enough. The 

balance of her population is needed for home service. We 

think, under all the circumstances, it will be but right to 
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ask the remainder of our volunteer forces to stay at home and 

give the rest of the State a chance." Editor Cushing had rea¬ 

son to be worried, for in February Federal ships shelled Aran¬ 

sas Pass, and some Yankee marauders ransacked and looted Mus¬ 

tang Island across the bay from Corpus Christ!. Shockwaves 

reverberated along the coast as Texans awaited the Yankee's 

imminent invasion, which fortunately did not materialize for 

several months. The momentary reprieve did nothing to sooth 

Texas tempers, however, since the draft's continual siphoning 

off of men to the East caused some to wonder if the Confederate 

government were practicing the same kind of trans-Mississippi 

neglect that the United States had before the war. 

This suspicion of neglect combined with disasters at 

home and back East created a gloomy spring. In March the 

Galveston News and "other tenants" lost everything in a fire 

which destroyed $59,000 worth of property. With insurance no 

longer available, it would be nearly impossible to begin again. 

And April brought news of General Albert Sidney Johnston’s 

death at Shiloh, and then of New Orleans' fall.^ 

Johnston's body was returned to Houston, his home town, 

where he was given a public funeral. A large crowd filled 

Main Street, with "spectators on sidewalks, and a long pro¬ 

cession of soldiers -- Confederate artillery, cavalry, infan¬ 

try, with the Odd Fellows and Masonic bodies in full regalia, 

passing slowly along to the sad air of a dead march. A coffin 

1 R was borne on a gun caisson, containing the remains . . ." 

Such blows caused some Texans to wonder if they had 
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pursued the right course. But many, like William P. Ballinger, 

a receiver of alien property in Galveston, oscillated from 

deep gloom to great elation. In February he confided to his 

diary that he "bitterly mourn[ed] the day that Secession was 

resolved on," while in April he wrote, "War matters are so 

19 exciting I can hardly think of anything else." 

But other unpleasant aspects of war confronted the 

Bayou City, too, for Hebert’s removal to Houston on January 1 

had brought with his headquarters all the accompanying impedi¬ 

menta. Soldiers were everywhere, either visiting town from 

surrounding camps or passing through on their way East. The 

Tri-Weekly Telegraph observed, "The number of travelers who 

daily arrive in this city is astonishing. Our hotels are 

20 nightly crowded from garret to basement." 

In addition to enlistees Houston housed another veri¬ 

table army of "slackers." "Hundreds upon hundreds" of blockade 

runners, cotton exporters and profiteers, as well as "scores 

of gamblers" roamed the Bayou City's streets. Although most 

were perfectly healthy, they all escaped conscription with 

various excuses and "lived on the fat of the land." One 

Houstonian recalled: 

Somehow . . . they obtained medical certi¬ 
ficates certifying to their unfitness for mili¬ 
tary service and they remained at home. I have 
heard the theory advanced that they secured their 
disability certificates by bribing the examining 
physicians. I have in mind a small group of men 
whose persons became very familiar to me at one 
period of the dark days of the war. They ap¬ 
peared to be crutchbearers every one, and their 
business in life to sit in the shade of the 
verandahs in summertime, tell funny stories, 
discuss the war, criticise [sic] the Southern 
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generals for not managing their armies properly 
and go home to meals at meal time. Eat, sleep 
and do nothing was their chief occupation , . . 
During the war . . . ["Uncle Billy" W.] and his 
crutch kept close company, but after the dis¬ 
banding of the Confederate armies he found it 
possible to dispense with his old friend.21 

Houstonians soon discovered that the prestige of being 

a military center was offset by several disadvantages. The 

large numbers of idle slackers and crowds of bored troops 

were constantly catalyzed by the city's grogshops into loud 

disorderly mobs, particularly around Market Square. After 

efforts by the city's police proved inadequate, citizens be¬ 

gan calling for martial lav/ to close saloons. In response 

Mayor House approved "An Ordinance prohibiting the sale of 

spiritous, vinous, or other intoxicating liquors, in quan¬ 

tities less than a quart within the city of Houston," rein¬ 

forced by a similar order from the Provost Marshal. Two days 

later, on May 12, Editor Cushing delightedly commented, "The 

closing of these saloons has been received with universal 

satisfaction by the people. The change of appearance of our 

streets is marked and manifest. No drunkenness, no whooping, 

no nuisance is now observed but during the day the soldiers 

and people mingle without being disagreeable, and at night all 

is quiet and still as a country village. The change is good 

in every way." So profound, in fact, was the transformation 

that in June Cushing again chortled, "Peace officers are get¬ 

ting gouty for the want of exercise, and Justices can now 

rusticate and 'let their whiskers grow,’ for of late 'nobody 

22 
is hurt’ in this latitude." 
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Another nuisance Houstonians discovered was the flourish¬ 

ing of houses of ill repute. One particularly annoying estab¬ 

lishment was located in a residential section. This not only 

caused the area great embarrassment, but the Telegraph reported 

that strange men frequently asked neighborhood women imperti¬ 

nent questions. Fourth ward residents finally became so dis¬ 

gusted that they petitioned the city council, "praying the 

removal of a Mrs. Chambers and her companions (women of ill 

repute) from their midst ..." For some reason Alderman 

I.C. Lord moved the petition be tabled, and there is apparent- 

21 ly no record of any action being taken later. ^ 

While Houston was embroiled in these domestic crises, 

the war dragged on both back East and near at home. Yankee 

blockaders were again nosing in close to shore, especially 

around C-alveston, so on May 1 all cotton stored in Houston 

was ordered removed to the interior within fifteen days. 

This was a blow to the cotton market, but since the Governor 

had so few troops and arms for defense, he did not want any¬ 

thing luring the Yankees to attack. Several weeks later the 

Governor's fears were confirmed, when on May 17 the Federals 

demanded Galveston’s surrender. Hebert had no choice but to 

refuse, but since he could not hold the island he promptly 

ordered it evacuated of all people, livestock, and surplus 

supplies. As a safety precaution he also invoked martial law, 

and required passports of anyone wishing to leave Harris 

County. Some inhabitants remained anyway, and most of the 

heavy equipment was not removed for several months. Because 
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telegraph lines were down, Houston did not receive the news 

Oil 
until the 19th, 

May came and went, and still no invasion materialized 

so Houston and her Galvestonian refugees relaxed a little. 

Kellum and Piedmont Springs, two favorite bathing resorts, 

advertised that they were "open for the reception of visitors," 

and the Telegraph welcomed June commenting, "The month of 

June brings us warm weather, after the coldest and most back- 
2 5 

ward spring we remember to have known in Texas." 

June and July also ran their days, and still the Yankees 

sat. Not to be long distracted from their own interests, 

Houstonians momentarily returned their gaze to the Bayou City. 

Editor Cushing resumed his annual complaints about the dust, 

exclaiming that, "Main Street — so called because it excels 

all others in dust and danger -- is now in its element," and 

pleaded for a watering cart to wet down the street. Optimists 

also returned to building, with such fervor that the Telegraph 

found it "somewhat surprising that so many improvements should 

be going on, as at present in Houston. Building after build¬ 

ing is going up, and everything wears a healthy appearance. 

How do you get along with your subjugation, Lincoln — and 

how are the blockaders?"2^ Indeed summer and early fall pro¬ 

gressed so smoothly and quietly that the Hebrew- congregation 

began searching for some land on which to "build a suitable 

edifice for a synagogue." Such plans would not come to frui¬ 

tion until after the war, however, for the Yankees finally 

renewed their menacing threats. Heavy machinery was removed 
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from the island in September, and in early October the Federals 

gave Galvestonians four days to evacuate before assaulting the 

Island City. Hebert made no effort to defend Galveston, but 

continued removing everything of value, leaving only 350 old 

men, some firemen and a committee of volunteers to care for 

the 2000 civilians who were too poor to flee. 

On October 9 four Yankee ships steamed into the port, 

landed 500 men, and took the city without firing a shot. 

Texans were scandalized and humiliated that no resistance was 

offered, and the Telegraph reflected their grief with its 

lament, "Galveston, the beautiful city of the Gulf, has fallen. 

The minions of Lincoln have made it their nest . . . Prepare, 

then, Texians, to meet the vandal and to visit upon him the 

27 
horrid outrages he meditates against you." 

Colonel X.B. DeBray, commander of the Military Sub- 

District of Houston, immediately prohibited any communication 

with the Federals and began organizing Houston's defenses. 

William Ballinger voiced everyone's concern when he wrote in 

his diary, "No immediate movement will I suppose be made 

against Houston but that they will bring a suffict. force 

here this winter to take Houston I have little doubt. It can 

be easily done, a campaign from New Orleans into Texas and no 

doubt it will be . . ." Even Governor Lubbock came to Houston 

on the 10th of October to help prepare for the impending on¬ 

slaught, but nothing happened. The Yankees seemed content to 

stay on the island, merely sealing the port against blockade 

runners. In the meantime President Davis forced General He- 



bert to revoke martial law in Texas, feeling it unnecessary, 

but DeBray continued to enforce it in the Houston District 

28 
because of the Yankees' proximity. 

Fires seemed to coincide with military disasters. On 

Sunday October 26, a blaze originating in the Texas Bakery on 

Texas Avenue raged through the whole block, decimating the 

First Presbyterian Church and damaging the Masonic Hall. 

Estimates set the damage at $43,000, and misery was further 

heightened because the Yankee presence in Galveston and then 

inflation rendered rebuilding out of the question. So Pres¬ 

byterians shared the plight of the Methodists, holding their 

meetings in other churches or in the Courthouse until after 

29 
the war. ' 

Morale sank as the fire, the humiliation of Galves¬ 

ton, and winter drabness dragged down the people's ardor. 

Deserters were becoming a problem, too, as men lost heart, 

rebelled against the rigors of army life, or fretted over 

their families’ welfare. In late summer the Telegraph began 

running occasional ads either describing runaways or warning 

them to return. One in the August 18 edition read, "Look 

Out! The members of Geo. Flournoy's Regiment, T.V.I., who 

are now absent with leave, without leave, or on sick furlough, 

will immediately report to me at Hempstead, Austin county, 

Texas, or be dealt with as deserters. Those sick will for- 

. . 30 ward certificates to me."^ 

Galveston's loss was not well received by authorities 

in Richmond, either. On October 10 Hebert was replaced by 
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Major General John Bankhead Magruder, known as "Prince John" 

because of his immaculate uniforms, frequent dress parades, 

and extravagant entertaining. Magruder, too, was intent on 

redeeming himself after a poor performance at the Seven Days 

Battle around Richmond; Galveston seemed a perfect opportunity. 

At any rate, even though Texans were exchanging one discarded 

general for another, they were glad to be rid of Hebert. One 

observer commented, "Everybody became tired and disgusted with 

the General and his policy. He was too much of a military cox¬ 

comb to suit the ideas and ways of a pioneer country; besides, 

he was suspected of cowardice." The "gay, dashing, and fes- 

31 
tive Magruder," on the other hand, captured their imagination. 

On the evening of Thursday November 27, General Magru¬ 

der arrived in Houston to take command of the District of 

Texas, and was greeted by a committee picked by the city 

council. Following Hebert's example, he kept his headquarters 

in the Bayou City, and then began to formulate plans for re¬ 

capturing Galveston. In December Gov. Lubbock journeyed to 

Houston to meet Magruder for the first time, and the two 

closeted themselves in a long conference to develop a plan 

of battle. 

While awaiting the completion of his highly secretive 

preparations, Magruder busied himself settling into his new 

headquarters. Apparently he leased at least two homes at 

various times during the war, one belonging to Mrs. A.C. 

Allen, on the corner of Rusk and Main, and the other the 

house of William R. Baker, a large, brick southern colonial. 
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Magruder was also responsible for the quartermaster's depot, 

the commissary department's stockpiles, a cartridge factory 

located in the unfinished courthouse, and an ordnance depart¬ 

ment warehouse. The warehouse was actually located in a two- 

story brick building on Travis near Congress, leased to the 

Confederates by John Kennedy. Curiously negligent, the Con¬ 

federates made this building, located almost in the middle of 

Houston's business district, "an arsenal of no small dimen¬ 

sions." In it they stowed "cannon, munitions, bomb shells, 

complete with fuse for the various sizes of guns, thousands 

and thousands of rifles and small arms; and suitable ammuni¬ 

tion for the same . . ." Apparently confident that a "heavy 

guard" ensured their safety, Capt. Hugh T. Scott, the officer 

in charge, and his subordinates all made their offices on the 

building’s second floor. 

1863s "Houston is a much better place than I expected."^ 

January I863 opened with a bang. Taking some militia 

and a few "cotton clads," Magruder stole down to Galveston 

late New Year's Eve and surprised the Yankees, capturing four 

of their ships and more than 300 prisoners. Texans were be¬ 

side themselves, and felt that such a tour de force more than 

made up for their earlier shame. 

In honor of their stupendous accomplishment, General 

Magruder and his staff were feted with a parade down Main 

Street, a solemn presentation ceremony, and a ball at Perkins 

Hall. The ceremony was particularly impressive and well- 
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attended. On the vacant northwest corner of Main and Congress, 

citizens constructed a platform "gaily decorated with hunt¬ 

ing," and suspended over it a banner inscribed "The C-reat 

Bethel of Galveston." At the appointed hour "a bevy of young 

ladies arrayed in white, and some of Houston's most respected 

citizens" took their places on the stage. One eyewitness re¬ 

membered, "Drums were beating, flags flying, and the whole 

city in holiday attire, streets filled with crowds jostling 

their way toward . . .[the platform], where, with some music, 

more speeches, and most cheers, a pretty young lady in a blue 

silk evening-dress presented ... a superb sword to the gal¬ 

lant general. . . . General Magruder, whose soldierly bearing 

was somewhat marred by an unfortunate lisp . . ., graciously 

received it, and, refusing the assistance of his aide, buckled 

it himself about his gorgeous uniform with a solemn oath that 

it should never be sheathed while the enemy was on Confederate 

soil. ..." 

What was not mentioned was that the sword was actually 

borrowed for the ceremony from a Mexican War veteran. Since 

the blockade and the economy rendered the acquisition of a 

sufficiently magnificent weapon nearly impossible, the city 

presented Magruder the substitute until a suitable sword 

could be afforded. Unfortunately the sword was never re¬ 

placed . ^ 

Another attraction for gleeful Texans was the parade 

of prisoners. To their conquerors' delight, more than 350 

Yankees were marched down Main Street and locked up in an old 
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warehouse. Houstonians were apparently not strict jailers, 

however, for prisoners soon had sufficient freedom around 

town to worry some citizens about the possibility of sabo- 

17 tage.^ 

January signalled new city elections. This time for¬ 

mer alderman William Anders was elected mayor, with William 

Thomas and W. Burnett representing the first ward, G.W. Frazer 

and M. Reichman chosen by the second, Henry Fleishman and A. 

Crawford from the third ward, and C.C. Speers and W.D. Robin¬ 

son sent by the fourth. Former alderman I.C. Lord became City 

Marshal, and "Old Man" Pannell remained sexton. 

Although Houston was stuffed "from garrett to base¬ 

ment" with soldiers, visitors, Galveston's refugees, prison¬ 

ers of war, speculators and citizens, people continued to 

stream into the city. Particularly noticeable was the in¬ 

creasing number of white refugees and their slaves fleeing 

the Yankee scourge across the Mississippi. 

Visitors' responses to the bloated city varied. One 

woman staying at the Capitol Hotel complained that "in war¬ 

time, [it] was about as wretched a hostelry as could have 

been found on the face of this continent." Apparently the 

menu was also abominable. Milk and butter were unobtainable 

because "out of season" and the meat was "tough and stringy, 

. . . fried to the consistency of leather. 

English tourist Arthur Fremantle was much more favor¬ 

ably impressed, however, finding the Bayou City "a much better 

place than I expected. The Main street can boast of many 
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well-built brick and iron houses." He also noted that the 

city was so full that almost every bed in the Fannin House 

Hotel had two occupants. Fortunately the English visitor's 

presence was considered quite an honor, and he was duly granted 
h, o 

a bed to himself. 

Houston’s streets also presented this curious foreign¬ 

er an unusual spectacle. Soon after Fremantle's arrival 

General Magruder called on him offering to show him the sights. 

"The general took me out for a drive in his ambulance, and I 

saw innumerable Negroes and Negresses parading about the 

streets in the most outrageously grand costumes -- silks, 

satins, crinolines, hats with feathers, lace mantles, &c., 

forming an absurd contrast to the simple dresses of their 

mistresses. Many were driving about in their master's car¬ 

riage, or riding on horses which are often lent to them on 

Sunday afternoons. All seemed intensely happy and satisfied 

with themselves." Apparently such ostentation was sympto¬ 

matic of Houston’s disturbed conditions, which were caused 

by the rapid influx of slaves with their fleeing masters, 

severe crowding, and the strains of war. By August slaves 

had grown so rowdy that the Telegraph complained, "... 

Houston is filled with the most impudent, loudswearing, cigar¬ 

smoking, boisterous set of slaves, that it has ever been our 

misfortune to see."^ 

Confederate soldiers did not set the slaves much of an 

example. Stationed in and around Houston for training or de¬ 

fense, passing through on their way to the front, or recuper- 
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ating in the Medical Bureau's hospital, these troops thronged 

the streets looking for things to do. Apparently closing the 

grogshops did not eliminate all disorderliness, because Gen. 

Magruder was finally forced to establish a Soldier's Home in 

an effort to maintain order. Soldiers passing through the 

city could visit this home to obtain free food and lodging, 

with the requirement that they then leave Houston within 

4 2 
twenty-four hours or on the next departing train. 

Spring of I863 was relatively quiet. Lieutenant 

General E. Kirby Smith was appointed commander of the Trans- 

Mississippi Department in early March, but since Magruder 

retained command of the Department of Texas, things in Hous¬ 

ton changed very little. The Federals were also relatively 

inactive around Texas borders, except for General Banks' 

expedition into Louisiana in late March, which concerned 

Texans very little at first. 

By late April and May, however, Houstonians oscillated 

between skittishness and confidence. Worry over Banks’ pro¬ 

gress and tales of his ravages detailed by panic-stricken 

refugees, probably induced the Bayou City to take extra pre¬ 

cautions. On April 30 the City Council passed an interest¬ 

ing ordinance, making it "unlawful for any person to ring 

the alarm bell for any purpose without an order from the Mayor 

or City Marshal, a violation of this regulation rendering 
Aq 

the person guilty of creating a false alarm." ' Simultaneous¬ 

ly, however, Kellum and Piedmont Springs ran their annual 

notices announcing that they were again open "for the season."' 
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July brought the mournful news that Vicksburg was 

captured and Port Hudson had surrendered, thereby closing the 

Mississippi to Rebels and cutting the Confederacy in two. 

Mail and messages were extremely difficult to get across the 

Yankee-held river now, almost totally isolating the Trans- 

Mississippi from its sister states. 

Morale sank and desperation rose with the loss of the 

Mississippi and news of other disasters further East. Dis¬ 

couraged, concerned for their families, tired of war, desert¬ 

ers increased in number. More and more frequently the Tele¬ 

graph ran ads describing deserters, and eventually the Con¬ 

federacy's armies grew so thin that notices appeared offering 

amnesty to any runaways who returned to their companies. In 

Houston even the "old men, exempts, etc." began organizing 

themselves under a Col. Austin and W.B. Walker, Esq., in an 

anxious effort to do what they could, thereby relieving able- 

• 45 
bodied troops who could then join the struggle m the East. 

In September, however, Texans tasted hope when a little 

fort at Sabine Pass reaped its share of the war's glory. An 

apt illustration of "the last shall be first," service at the 

Pass had proved so uneventful that "the soldiers eventually 

turned their camps into workshops. [John Milsap's] Father 

added two more trades to his repertoire -- tanning and shoe¬ 

making" and produced such original items as alligator shoes 

46 
and seagrass hats. Little did they suspect that the un- 

dauntable General Banks was planning an amphibious attack on 

Sabine City. 
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In another effort to conquer the Lone Star State, Banks 

proposed to level the fort at Sabine Pass, land his flotillas 

at Sabine City and capture the Texas and Mew Orleans Railroad 

terminal at Beaumont. Transporting his army over this line 

to Houston, the general would then throw up fortifications 

and establish a communications and supply line at the mouth 

of the Brazos River until Galveston could be regained. "I 

should have had in ten days from the landing twenty thousand 

men at Houston, where," he explained to his superior General 

Halleck, "strongly fortified, they could have resisted the at¬ 

tack of any force that it was possible to concentrate at that 

time. Houston would have been nearly in the center of the 

forces in and about Louisiana and Texas, commanding all the 

principal communications, and would have given us ultimately 

the possession of the State. 

Banks' ingenious plan was thwarted, however, by fewer 

than fifty men and only six field cannon at the Pass's fort. 

On September 8, Houston saloon owner Lt. Dick Dowling and the 

First Texas Heavy Artillery staved off an attack by six steam¬ 

ers, four tinclads and twenty-two paddle-wheel transports, 

and captured 350 dripping, unhappy Yankees without suffering 

a single Rebel injury. 

This encouraging gleam of hope was soon lost behind a 

lowering cloud of gloom, however, when the indefatigable 

Banks launched another attack upon Texas, this time at Browns¬ 

ville. Invading the city on November 6, the General moved on 

up the coast to Mustang Island, across the bay from Corpus 
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Christ!, and then seized Ft. Esperanza, guarding Matagorda 

Bay, on November 29. Apparently content simply to harass the 

48 Rebels and close Texas' coast, Banks advanced no further. 

Naturally Texans were thrown into a panic, for with 

insufficient equipment, weapons, or troops, the state sat 

helpless before the Yankee advance. Ignorant of Banks’ limited 

objectives, citizens hurriedly threw up fortifications and 

organized home defense guards. 

Houstonians were particularly anxious. Aware of the 

city's strategic importance and its narrow brush with invasion 

at Sabine Pass, the Bayou City held a public meeting on Decem¬ 

ber 3 ^0 "consider what is best to be done in view of the 

threatening aspect of affairs." Over four hundred men at¬ 

tended, and the group agreed that every citizen should render 

some kind of "effective service," that two divisions were to 

be organized, one of which would protect the town itself, that 

no cotton could be stored in the warehouses, and that busi¬ 

nesses should close at 3 o'clock "for purpose of facilitating 

military discipline." Commenting on events the Telegraph 

reported, "We are informed the people of Houston are arousing 

and organizing for the fray. They understand well that their 

city is the tempting bait that is luring the enemy on. In 

attacking successively Brownsville, Aransas . . . and Velasco, 

he is but attacking the out posts of Houston. These were the 

picket stations. The pickets have fallen back from one after 

another. The battlefield will take place nearer the citadel. 

Houston . . . must be defended at all hazards. Every man in 



the army or out of it must throw himself into the breach and 

make everything he has count. The more volunteers are added 

to our forces the further from the citadel will the decisive 

battle be fought. 

In response to this call over two hundred of Houston's 

exempts enlisted for Provost Guard duty, freeing soldiers to 

meet the invader. So many citizens volunteered, in fact, 

that Editor Cushing wrote, "The present guard embraces nearly 

all our population able to carry a musket to an emergency." 

But desperate for more manpower, Confederate authori¬ 

ties ordered a sweeping impressment of all Houston's male 

Negroes beween sixteen and fifty years to free soldiers en¬ 

gaged in manual labor. "Men were taken by force from the 

drays and carriages," reported the Telegraph, "and hurried 

off without giving them time to take care of the property in 

their charge. A four mule load of wood was left standing all 

day in front of our office."^ 

Crude dirt fortifications were even thrown up on the 

north side of Buffalo Bayou close to the Galveston Railroad 

depot. These soon proved so impractical and hard to reach, 

however, that the site was dubbed "Fort Humbug. 

Thus 1863 progressed, with Yankees lurking down the 

coast and Texans braced for the onslaught that would never 

come. Banks’ autumn expeditions had frayed Rebel nerves con¬ 

siderably, however, for very little dissension was now toler¬ 

ated. Confederates smelled Unionists under every rock, and 

were quick to visit their Rebel wrath upon these traitors. 
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One famous incident involved the arrest in October of Dr. 

Richard R. Peebles of Hempstead, D.J. Baldwin and A.F. Zinke 

of Houston, Reinhardt Hildebrand from Fayette County and Ed 

Seelinger of Austin County. Peebles' neighbors generally ap¬ 

proved, feeling that he had long been more than simply a vocal 

Unionist. After a long fight between the military and civil 

authorities over who should prosecute the defendants, a civil 

court finally found them innocent. They were promptly re¬ 

arrested by the military, who proceeded to try them on its 

own charges. This time they were released because of insuf¬ 

ficient evidence. But even though the men were twice found 

innocent, feeling ran so high that Peebles, Baldwin and 

Seelinger were freed only on condition that they go into 

exile. 

Houston spent a glum Christmas season that winter. 

Shortages caused by the blockade, Yankee skirmishers less 

than fifty miles av/ay, and the coldest weather many Texans 

had ever seen all combined to dampen spirits. The Bayou City, 

"its fears on tiptoe," had little to hope for from 1864. J 

1864: ". . . I am disgusted with Houston and every thing 
and every body in it."5^ 

January opened the new year with the bleakest weather 

most Houstonians could remember. On New Year's Day the tem¬ 

perature sank to 10° F and only rallied to a high of 28°. The 

first week also included a windstorm which blew down some 

houses and trees, a norther, and some "drizzle drazzle" sleet 

followed by a cold, driving rain. Water froze, "in some places 
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thick enough to hear up a horse," and Galveston and Houston 

both received snow. In their efforts to drive away the chills, 

Houstonians even began tearing down old buildings around town 

for the wood. 

With all the events unfolding elsewhere, Houston poli¬ 

tics seemed to hold little interest for its citizens. Except 

for third ward residents replacing Alderman A. Crawford with 

H. Fox the roster of city officials remained unchanged. 

Houston was far from quiet, however, for soldiers were 

still everywhere. They seemed to be the only prosperous 

ones, too, for while civilians "made do" with their antebellum 

wardrobes, officers still appeared in new grey uniforms and 

57 caps which "created a dazzling sight. 

Not everyone v/as pleased with all the dashing officers 

in town, though, for they and their staffs crowded out other 

visitors and less privileged soldiers. One young: Rebel wrote 

disgustedly on February 2, "I arrived here this evening from 

Columbia and found Houston full of officers from Generals 

down to the clerks of their officers . . . [i] went out to 

find a boarding house, and a place for my horse, the latter I 

have succeded [sic] in finding, but if I let him stay there a 

month I would have such a bill to pay that the price of two or 

three negroes would hardly pay for it ... I had a place en¬ 

gaged for both myself and horse, but Genl. [Kirby] Smith and 

Staff put up there and filled the house up and the Staff's 

stable is also full so that I am turned out everywhere. . . . 

■Winter turned to spring with very little military ac- 

58 
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tion in Texas. In March Banks shifted his attention back to 

the Louisiana-Texas border. Inching up the Red River, he 

planned to capture Shreveport and make it a base of operations 

against the Lone Star State, and frightened many Texans in 

the process. 

On the Rio Grande front, Confederates were heartened 

by their recapture of Brownsville in late July. This opened 

the border to renewed trade with Mexico, easing Rebel shortages 

<g 
somewhat. 

Of most concern to Houstonians, however, was a yellow 

fever epidemic which struck that fall. Because it was the 

only outbreak during the war, and a mild one at that, the 

Bayou City probably had the Yankees to thank. Mr. Lincoln's 

annoying blockade, which prevented so many supplies from reach¬ 

ing Texas, also limited contact with yellow fever haunts like 

Cuba and many Mexican ports.0 

As soon as fever cases were reported, city officials 

acted to have "exposed places" covered with lime, and bon¬ 

fires fueled by tar barrels were lit on every street corner 

to drive away the "miasma." A quarantine was proclaimed, 

everyone remained inside at night, and except for the drug;- 

store all business halted. Since the illness required care 

more than medicine, people who had had yellow fever before 

acted as nurses, following the doctor's instructions. 

Treatment involved keeping the patient perspiring and 

out of drafts or chills, and administering quinine, castor oil, 

brandy, orange leaf tea, and occasionally beef tea. If an 
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unfortunate began exhibiting any of the fever's symptoms he 

was immediately put to bed, given a hot mustard foot-bath, 

and smothered in blankets. Next he was given a dose of castor 

oil on an empty stomach. If he had eaten, however, a mustard 

emetic was given first to induce vomiting, followed by another 

dose of castor oil. Blankets remained piled on the patient 

no matter how feverish he became, and orange leaf tea or some 

of the other prescribed drinks were the only liquids that 

passed his lips until the fever abated.^ 

Houston labored under the epidemic until late November, 

with all business at a standstill. Even the Judge of the 

Eastern District of Texas postponed his court’s session until 

the disease departed. At last, on November 2k, the Telegraph 

joyfully heralded the season's first cold spell, exclaiming, 

"If it hasn't destroyed yellow fever, we shall always think 

it ought to." Citizens began straggling back into town, and 

Editor Cushing remarked, "iJe notice the arrival of many citi¬ 

zens who have been rusticating during the epidemic, as well 

as many strangers from the country. The streets present a 

more active appearance than has been observed for two months. 

The change is welcome." Business, too, creaked back into 

gear, with merchants running ads such as J.H. Hurray's, which 

proclaimed, "The Fannin House is now open for the reception of 

visitors. This house having been closed for two months, there 

has been no case of yellow fever in it." ^ 

Yet even with the epidemic over, Houston remained 

dispirited. The war was progressing badly and ads describing 
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deserters appeared in every issue of the Telegraph• Realiz¬ 

ing the mood of the people, and disturbed over the war him¬ 

self, Cushing attempted to rally his readers: 

While nothing is more manifest than that the 
general tone of the Southern mind is now deeply 
religious, and that the people look to Cod for 
help and rely on Divine Power for deliverance, 
devoting themselves with an unprecedented unani¬ 
mity to the observance of days of worship, both 
of divine and human appointment, nothing on the 
other hand is more striking than the irreligion, 
not to say blasphemy, that is rampant in all 
portions of the country of our enemy, in all 
classes of society, and among all religious or 
quasi religious, or contra religious beliefs. 
. . . We have often said that our cause was blessed 
by God, and must for that reason succeed. We be¬ 
lieve it, and the belief has always enabled us 
to look with equanimity on the varying fortunes 
of the war. Dawn must come sometime, and 'it 
will be right in the morning.’ °3 

1865*. "Oh! men of Texas, you who are not doing your duty 
in this time of trial. Arise, shake off your lethar¬ 
gy, lay aside your fears, your selfishness, and every 
political sin that doth beset you, and gird yourself 
for the contest like men, like true Confederates, like 
patriots, like immortals." ^ 

"A Confederate Woman" 

Houston took leave of the old year hosting a Methodist 

Episcopal Convention, and greeted I865 with the annual city 

elections on January 2. Either citizens were supremely satis 

fied with their representatives' performances or were too dis 

heartened to care, for every officer was reinstated.^ 

Tales of Confederate disasters continued to filter 

across the Father of 'Waters, and news of Savannah's fall 

sparked an invasion scare among Texans. Confiding to his 

diary, Ballinger wrote, "Quite a panic is arising from the 

report that Galveston is to be evacuated if attacked by the 
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enemy — about a dozen of the best guns have been removed by 

Gen, Smith, orders for defense of Alexa." The Telegraph, on 

the other hand, did its best to bolster morale, crying, "To 

the true patriot, dark hours are like the refiner's fire. 

They purify his patriotism and cause his courage to rise higher 

66 
as difficulties environ him." 

While Houston's crowded sidewalks overflowing with 

"boxes and bales of merchandise" belied the Confederacy’s 

flounderings, other troubling indications were impossible to 

conceal. Symptomatic of increasing disorder, dogs and pigs 

roamed loose in the streets, and by May soldiers stationed 

around the Bayou City were deserting by tens and twenties 

each night.^ 

Finally realizing that the war was lost, Texas' Gover¬ 

nor Murrah attempted to negotiate an agreement with the Yan¬ 

kees which would save the state from military rule. His 

agents arrived in New Orleans too late, however, for several 

Confederate generals had already arranged a capitulation, sub¬ 

ject to General Kirby Smith's approval. But Smith refused to 

acknowledge reality. Moving his headquarters from Shreveport 

to Houston, the general planned to rally his troops in one 

last effort, and at least save the Trans-Mississippi. He 

arrived in the Bayou City on May 27, only to find that his 

army had vanished. On June 2, 1865, in a Yankee steamer off 

62 
Galveston Island, General Smith surrendered. 
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VI 

THE WAR AND HOUSTON'S ECONOMY 

"Although the city bears marks of prosperity, yet 
the business done in it does not belong to it." ^ 

Houston suffered a curious plight during the war. tin- 

ravaged by hostile cannon and unpillaged by enemy hordes, 

the Bayou City seemed unfairly prosperous to those who had 

witnessed the agonies of the East, and they quickly concluded 

that the city "didn't feel the war." But townspeople fer¬ 

vently protested that appearances were deceiving, and that 

although Houston's miseries were less conspicuous, the pain 

was equally tangible. Since much more data on this topic is 

needed, it is difficult to decide who was right; the truth 

probably lies somewhere between the two extremes. 

It was true that visitors to the Bayou City believed 

themselves transported to some bustling pre-war commercial 

center, yet none of the many activities produced any per¬ 

manent improvements or advances for Houston or its citizens. 

All energy seemed to be channelled into the war effort, self- 

aggrandizement, or minimum repairs intended merely to main¬ 

tain present operations. Houston's role as a center of trade 

for three states together with an immense surge in population 

might also have impressed visitors, until Editor Cushing 

countered that, "of all the men one meets on the street from 

day to day, not one in ten, scarcely one in twenty, is recog¬ 

nized as a citizen, or is supposed to have any interest in 

95 
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the city."-^ 

Some Houstonians did thrive during the war, maintain¬ 

ing their businesses and engaging in blockade-running. But 

these men were few and their prosperity benefitted the rest 

of the inhabitants little, for only a handful of employees 

were required to man the small ships, and military supplies 

rather than civilian necessities were most frequently run in. 

Despite Houston's apparent affluence, many citizens 

found even the poorest food too expensive, and arrayed them¬ 

selves entirely in homemade creations. Styles became irrele¬ 

vant and anything was worn, "just so it covered nakedness." 

Most building halted, too, after 1862, except for minor 

4 
necessary repairs. 

Fortune smiled when Hebert moved his headquarters to 

the Bayou City, for the military's presence was probably 

what sustained most Houston business throughout hostilities. 

The blockade and severe manpower shortages probably would have 

precipitated dire financial difficulties, but the influx of 

soldiers provided enough extra hands and income for the city 

to survive.^ 

If inflation rates from 1861 to 1865 provide any means 

of determining whether a city "felt the war," then many Hous¬ 

tonians suffered. Aside from manpower losses to the army, 

commerce in 1861 proceeded fairly normally until Lincoln's 

blockade tightened in the autumn, arresting direct trade 

through Galveston and other major Texas ports. Then scarcity 

and some profiteering began to take their toll, driving prices 
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up. According to a chart furnished by Henry S. Fox, who was 

dubbed by Cushing "a reliable merchant," at the end of Septem¬ 

ber 1861, Confederate treasury notes were still at a par with 

gold. By December JO, however, one dollar gold already com¬ 

manded $1.50 Confederate. Markups of 300 to 4-00^ appeared on 

some items, and shortages of salt and lamp oil were making 

themselves felt.^ 

If a man had capital, blockade-running generally proved 

to be a highly lucrative venture. Most entrepreneurs traded 

in cotton, buying it with inflated Confederate bills and then 

selling it for gold at a dollar a pound. Since foreign mar¬ 

kets still sold military supplies and other necessities at 

relatively low prices, these items reaped tremendous profits 

when smuggled into the South. Blockade-running was a risky 

business, but the returns were so fabulous that one success- 

. 7 
ful trip paid for two or three losses. Nevertheless it seems 

likely that few of Houston's own citizens were able to finance 

such endeavors. 

As the "three month fight" dragged on into 1862 and 

Mr. Lincoln's blockade tightened, Texans either paid the price 

for smuggled goods, or learned to "make do" with something 

else. Many discovered they had little choice but to manufac¬ 

ture necessary articles themselves. Houstonian John Milsaps 

recalled how astonishing it was that Southerners so quickly 

adapted to the new modus vivendi. "Delicately reared ladies 

who hardly knew what it meant to wait upon themselves, learned 

how to spin thread, weave cloth on hand looms, plait straw and 



98 

palmetto hats, sew, cook and do many other necessary things. 

The hum of the spinning wheel and clack of the loom became 

familiar sounds in many a Southern home." 

One of the first home industries to gain popularity 

was candle-making. Wax and spermaceti candles sometimes came 

through the blockade, but they were so scarce and expensive 

that most Texans learned to mold their own using tallow and 
O 

cotton wicks.° 

Another early victim of the blockade was the newspaper 

industry. Newsprint, ink and other equipment became so dear 

that many editors were forced to close their doors. The 

Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph was more fortunate but it, too, 

sometimes resorted to emergency measures. Many a reader later 

recalled issues printed on thin, colored butcher paper, and one 

unusual edition produced later in the war which appeared on 

g 
wallpaper. 

Texas menus required invention, too, for beef, molasses 

and sugar were among the few inexpensive foods available 

throughout the conflict. When some of the wealthier families 

infrequently indulged in a little imported wheat flour, the 

children's hearts thrilled at the thought of pancakes and "a 

wild scramble would ensue at the table. ..." But lack of 

coffee caused Texans the most consternation. They tried 

every substitute ingenuity might devise, from dried, ground 

up okra — a vile concoction -- to ground sweet potatoes 

which had been roasted "to a crisp." None of these ersatz 

brews proved especially satisfactory, however, and in I863 



the Englishman Fremantle remarked that, "The loss of coffee 

afflicts the Confederates even more than the loss of spirits." 

In an effort to prevent possible food shortages Editor 

Cushing had greeted January 1862 with a harangue to "Plant 

corn, plant it everywhere," rather than waste valuable soil 

on inedible cotton. But by April nearly eight dry months 

made famine a real possibility. Livestock was already dying, 

and the ground was so hard that few people even attempted 

gardens.^ 

In addition to starvation's looming spectre, Houston¬ 

ians were also troubled that spring with spiralling inflation. 

Fox’s currency table showed that by May 1, 1862, gold brought 

$2.50 Confederate, which rose to $3 by the end of the month. 

Investors commanded 12% interest on loans, and to avoid losses 

from inflated treasury bills, many local merchants began is¬ 

suing their own notes. Editorializing against this "Shin- 

plaster Nuisance," Cushing warned his readers of the dangers. 

Explaining that customers had no legal recourse if a merchant 

refused to honor his own notes, or if he died and his execu¬ 

tors chose not to, he declared that, "the most acceptable 

shinplasters in the community are upon a basis so unstable as 

to render them utterly unworthy of general credit." The rest 

of the year was further complicated by numerous counterfeiters 

12 plying their trade. 

That summer newspaper ads reflected a curious mixture 

of want and plenty. Wheat flour brought $10 a sack, nails 

sold for $40 a keg, coffee and tea sold for 600 and $5 a 

pound, and salt was so scarce that the Telegraph printed 



100 

articles describing how to extract it from seawater. Some 

food was still relatively cheap, though, with eggs bringing 

25d a dozen, green corn 500 a dozen, onions 2|r0 apiece, and 

cornmeal selling for $1 a bushel. Particularly ironic was 

the Telegraph1 s June 15 edition which announced simultaneous¬ 

ly the arrival of 5650 French Corsets, and a rate increase 

by local hotels from $5 to $7 a day for room and board. 

Later that month Houstonians gloomily counted several 

empty, drought-baked cisterns, while starch had doubled in 

price to $1 a pound and laundresses were asking an outrageous 

$1.50 per dozen items. In spite of these troubled conditions, 

Wm. M. Rice & Co. shortly announced the arrival of a shipment 

of "celebrated Stoddard Upright" pianos, and Hohenthal and 

Reichman invited the public’s notice to an upcoming auction 

of clothes, dry goods, material, "Yankee Notions," hardware 

and crockery."^ 

Real estate sales grew more numerous that summer, too. 

Whether property was offered in desperation for cash, or 

whether people were simply taking advantage of a favorable 

market is difficult to determine. Whatever the reasons, in 

September alone advertisements offered lots at $400 apiece, 

blocks ranging from $1850 to $2300, various other sections of 

undeveloped land, several houses, a jewelry store, a sword 

factory, and three plantations in ’Washington, Brazos and Polk 

counties. 

Fall and winter of 1862 brought no relief to many 

distressed Houstonians, for the price of gold inched up, 
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wobbling between $3*75 and $4 until the year's close. Food 

prices rose, too, with flour a prohibitive $31 per hundred 

pounds, cornmeal selling for $2.50 a bushel, and even eggs 

bringing 750 a dozen. Later a report by the County Commis¬ 

sioners Court blamed these shocking increases on the concen¬ 

tration of troops around Houston and a "reckless spirit of 

speculation pervading the community like a pestilential fe¬ 

ver ..." Yet despite the privation experienced by many 

citizens now, luxuries were near at hand for those with means. 

In November, for example, Edmonson and Culmell notified the 

public of a newly arrived shipment including 1200 pounds of 

Castile Sugar, 30 sacks of coffee, four pipes of Jamaica Rum, 

14 and 1500 yards of gold lace. 

January 1863 offered little hope for the new year, 

when gold crept up nearly another dollar, from $4 to $4.75* 

Cornmeal, sugar and bacon were still available, but most 

Texans' beverages were reduced to sassafras tea, surrogate 

"coffees," or simply hot water. Yet as monotonous as the 

menu was, famine had been staved off another year, and food 

"sufficient, and good enough to support life" was still abun¬ 

dant . ^ 

Need and profusion maintained their curious intertwin¬ 

ing throughout I863. While inflation soared from $5 per gold 

dollar in April to $10 in September and then reached $19 on 

December 16, huge auctions continued to flourish. The most 

popular items offered were Negroes and real estate. 

J.S. and J.B. Sydnor and their competitor A.C. McKeen 
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and Company offered the largest slave sales. In July, for 

example, McKeen and Co. auctioned approximately fifty slaves 

averaging $2600 apiece, an event that moved the Telegraph to 

comment, "It was a fine sale, and showed that negroes still 

bring all they are worth — if not a little more." At the 

end of the year Sydnor held an even larger auction, selling 

over one hundred slaves ranging in price from $3000 to $4000 

for men and $3500 to $5000 for women. 

J.S. and J.B. Sydnor seemed to specialize in extrava¬ 

ganzas, for they sponsored a real estate sale on February 13 

with property valued between $500,000 and $1,000,000. This 

apparently did not glut the market, though, because Smith and 

17 
Matthews advertised a similar auction several months later. 

Parents with means who were concerned for their chil¬ 

dren's education might take advantage of Mr. Charles Otis’ 

June advertisement offering lessons in "Musical Elocution and 

Ballad Singing." Other citizens with green thumbs and the 

money to indulge could still find 100 strawberry plants for 

$10, or could pay a visit to James Burke’s nursery and select 

from among his new fruit trees, shrubbery and ornamental 

trees.^ 

Yet in spite of the profusion of luxuries which ap¬ 

parently were bejng bought, Houston also sheltered many in¬ 

habitants v/hose pockets were shrinking with 1863's climbing 

prices. Flour had risen to $50 per hundred pounds, eggs were 

$2.50 a dozen and milk sold for $1 a quart. Confederate sol¬ 

diers stationed in Houston were so horrified with the cost of 
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living that one plaintively wrote the Telegraph asking, "Is 

there no way of having a few boarding houses opened where 

officers and soldiers who are compelled to visit Houston may 

obtain their meals and a bed at reasonable prices?"^ 

Even the Telegraph was at last driven to raise its 

rates. Formerly only $3 a ream, paper now sold for $50, and 

composition which had only run ^00 per thousand now cost $1. 

Printers ink, too, had soared from $125 a lot to $2000 or 

more. And in addition to his higher overhead for materials, 

Cushing had had to abandon the inexpensive but disrupted mails 

and establish his own express service. Thus express and tele¬ 

graph service added an additional $250 each week to his al¬ 

ready mounting bills. Explaining that present prices would 

force him to close his doors otherwise, Cushing reluctantly 

2 0 
raised a year's subscription from $8 to $16. 

That year, too, Houston merchants finally decided to 

take matters into their own hands and formed a cooperative 

called the Houston Mutual Aid Association. Made up largely 

of grocers, the group received the State Legislature’s ap¬ 

proval on March 5> 1863. and collected enough subscriptions 

by mid August to organize. By eliminating the middleman, 

costs were slashed so significantly that in December the 

21 Association offered flour at half the market price. 

Autumn wore gloomily on. Cotton sales were so slow 

that Cushing complained they could hardly be considered "as 

constituting a market." And silver was so scarce that when 

the city decided to honor Dick Dowling and his brave band with 
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medals, people were asked to donate broken spoons, thimbles 

22 
or any other silver fragments available. 

December I863 departed with an icy blast, while the 

New Year's galloping inflation gave Houstonians little hope 

for 1864. By mid January the price of gold rose over five 

dollars from $19 to $24.25. and a cord of wood sold for $50, 

a "small piece of tobacco" was $2, and two glasses of whiskey 

cost $6. Sydnor's continued undaunted, however, advertising 

an auction featuring a shipment of clothes and staple goods 

valued between $500,000 and $1,000,000.^ 

Early February brought new hope as gold's price sank 

back down to $20, but the Currency Act passed by the Con¬ 

federate Congress on the 17th soon wrought "drastic" changes 

on the Texas economy. With this legislation the government 

hoped to strengthen the Confederate dollar by decreasing the 

amount of currency in circulation and by replacing three old 

notes with only two of the new issue. All the old bills ex¬ 

cept ones and twos would be taxed away by January 1, I865. 

and penalties were established for those who missed the 1864 

deadlines for exchanging their old currency. News of the new 

law created a financial panic even though many Texans felt 

that eventually "prices will fall, the currency appreciate 

and everything get better." This prediction might have been 

realized, but with Yankees controlling the Mississippi and 

communication between Richmond and the west so poor, no new 

money arrived to replace that being taxed away. By the year's 

end, in fact, the situation grew so critical that C-en. Kirby 
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Smith and Peter W. Gray "began overstamping the old bills and 

reissuing them. Thus the new law only made matters worse, 

creating even more of a currency shortage and hastening the 

inflation legislators had hoped to curb. By May 25 the price 

of gold had shot up to $44, over twice February's figure. 

There the dollar wobbled, sinking finally to $31 on July 1. 

Even though prices did not fall much as a result, 

July's Rebel victory at Brownsville which cleared most of the 

Texas-KIexico border of Yankees did ease supply shortages. 

Numerous Matamoros commission houses advertised for cotton 

consignments during late 1864 and I865, and many Houston 

businesses were revitalized. Whether M. Reichman and Company’s 

November shipment came through Galveston or by overland cara¬ 

van is not specified, but the firm advertised "The Largest 

Assorted Stock Imported Since the War," a sale well worth the 

notice of both Quartermasters and merchants. E.H. Cushing 

and Company also signalled their new prosperity with a strik¬ 

ing notice over a half column in length listing printing ser¬ 

vices and items for sale. Paper seemed no longer at such a 

24 premium. 

Prices continued to climb through the fall of 1864, 

with "ersatz" tea at $4 a pound, and one silver dollar cost¬ 

ing $20 Confederate. But services and previously scarce pro¬ 

ducts were easier to find. In a rare notice, for example, 

Charles Gottschalk, a Houston watchmaker and jeweler, adver¬ 

tised, "Repairing and engraving neatly done." In addition 

James Burke offered those with money "perfumery of every de- 
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. . 2 3 scnption," 

Many people still could not rejoice in the renewed flow 

of supplies, however, for they had no gold or silver. Caught 

in the squeeze "between a poor market for their produce and 

merchants who refused to deal in unstable Confederate notes, 

farmers barely managed to scrape together enough cash to buy 

basic necessities. "Fabulous" prices for manufactured goods 

drained the people's pockets even sooner.^ 

Newspaper advertisements in I865 gave scarcely a hint 

that the South was fighting to its death. Sydnor notified 

the public on January 3 of a new slave auction, while at 

least two Houston schools announced the commencement of their 

spring semesters. February and March were filled with adver¬ 

tisements of new cargoes, including one load of "Parisian 

Goods" and a shipment just arrived on the "Banshee." 

On April 12, blithely ignorant of Lee's surrender three 

days earlier, the Telegraph bulged with news of sales. Every¬ 

thing from clothing to nails was up for auction, including 

such relative rarities as schoolbooks and vocal music just 

imported "via Mexico." Not to be excluded, E.O. Lynch held 

an auction in early May, featuring items ranging from "fancy 

cassimeres," candles and castile soap to "pant and agate but- 

27 
tons," axes and table cutlery. And two days before Kirby 

Smith at last acknowledged defeat, the Telegraph still ran a 

number of ads by commission merchants from Goliad, Rio Grande 

City and Matamoros. 
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Hostilities blighted commerce and industry as well as 

the lives of the Southern people. Insurance companies either 

closed or foundered, and businesses stricken by fire or other 

natural disasters were total, irreplaceable losses. Alexander 

McGowan's foundry, burned to ashes on June 11, 1862, was one 

of these. But there were other handicaps as well. After the 

blockade tightened, necessary materials or spare parts needed 

for repair were difficult to obtain. If a Southern factory 

could manufacture the item, the firm was usually already com¬ 

mitted to producing military equipment instead. Businesses 

were also crippled by loss of manpower to the armies, as well 

as state laws deferring debt collection until after the war, 

28 
thus freezing credit. 

But war did not totally blight the land, for though by 

1862 numerous Houston stores stood empty, many of the city's 

merchants were able to take advantage of new opportunities 

provided by the conflict. One man established a suddenly 

lucrative soap and candle factory, while Dr. W.H. Eliot closed 

his drugstore and began manufacturing printer's ink. But in 

1862 S. Geiselman opened one of the most successful endeavors, 

a tannery located on Buffalo Bayou just downstream fran Hous¬ 

ton. Described as a rather extensive plant employing around 

thirty people and preparing approximately three hundred hides 

each week, Geiselman's tannery also boasted shops for produc¬ 

ing harness and shoe leather, his own wharf, and "the only 

noteworthy glue factory in the Trans-Mississippi."2^ 

Other enterprises sprang up to satisfy the army's vora- 
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clous demands. Located on the bayou below Houston, for exam¬ 

ple, "Tallow Town" was founded to provide the army with meat, 

and local industries with tallow and hides. Nearly one hun¬ 

dred men worked there, slaughtering between five and six 

thousand cattle during the conflict. Since hides were then 

most profitable, meat was freely given to those v/ho asked; 

80 otherwise it was burned. 

J.P. Judson converted his carriage-building shop into 

an ambulance factory, Eck and Papendieck opened a new res¬ 

taurant in August 1862 to feed the hungry hordes stationed 

around the city or passing through, and later in the war, a 

grotesque sign of the times, "Crow and Hitch" opened an arti¬ 

ficial leg factory. Even smalltime entrepreneurs like a Capt. 

Wharton tried to earn some spare cash: capitalizing on his 

small mine and mill, in 1864 Wharton began producing several 

crude, iron pots a day.-^ 

In addition to these civilian operations, the Con¬ 

federate government also sponsored several industries. Pro¬ 

bably the smallest was a shipyard at Goose Creek's mouth, 

where the Rebels laid a keel in 1863 and completed a warship 

the following year. Since the creek was not spacious enough 

to allow a proper launching, the "Bagdad" suffered herself 

to be shoved into the water sideways, with ropes fastened to 

• • 32 the ship to prevent it from hitting the opposite bank. 

Major W.H. Haynes of the Clothing Bureau probably 

administered the largest local endeavors, a shoe factory and 

a textile plant which turned out tents, shirts, hats, blankets 
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and other cloth products for the military. But the most 

memorable Rebel concern was Houston's cartridge factory. 

Located at various times on the third floor of John Kennedy’s 

old building on Travis and Congress, in the new Courthouse, 

and in a "small frame building" near Floeck's brewery, the 

cartridge factory provided needed income for many of the city’s 

women and children. Since most memoirs mention the Court¬ 

house site, operations were probably carried on longest there. 

Employing over one hundred people, the factory resided in 

the district courtroom on the building's second floor, just 

over the guards' quarters and the rooms of the officers in 

charge. Fortunately there were no incidents more serious than 

a few close calls. But following one such occurrence John 

Milsaps, who worked there as a boy, remembered that "after 

the news leaked out we would receive occasional visitors from 

people who thought we needed watching."-'-' 

Without further research it is difficult to determine 

whether most Houstonians really suffered during the war or not. 

Some preliminary observations, however, might be made. First, 

it seems clear that some people actually profitted from the 

conflict. These generally were men with a great deal of cap¬ 

ital, business experience and foresight, who could withdraw 

their money from peacetime enterprises and reinvest it in 

lucrative wartime endeavors such as blockade-running and war 

industries. These men's wealth gave them the flexibility to 

adapt to the new economic conditions imposed by a major con- 
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flict. 

A second, very diverse group was composed of those 

Houstonians who had far less money but who managed to keep 

abreast of inflation by passing their costs along to patrons. 

Some, like Dr. W.H. Eliot, abandoned their foundering ante¬ 

bellum concerns in favor of more profitable businesses. Others 

such as Mr. Cushman of Cushman's Foundry, catered to military 

needs and thus received military assistance as well as a 

steady customer. Proprietors of boarding houses, restaurants 

and hotels, and craftsmen with indispensable skills also be¬ 

longed to this second category of Houstonians. The businesses 

and individual situations of these citizens were quite varied, 

but all owners had one thing in common: to some degree all 

could adjust their prices to cover their own rising costs. 

Yet Houston's wartime economy was also a grim reaper of many 

enterprises. If they were to survive, this group of business¬ 

men could afford few financial mistakes. 

Houston's true sufferers seemed to be those with fixed 

incomes, or none at all: soldiers stationed around the city, 

families of men fighting back East, farmers and refugees. 

Caught in the squeeze between rising costs and a currency 

shortage, and with no way to garner spare cash, these unhappy 

people endured the most hardship. But did this third group 

actually comprise a majority of Houstonians? That is the 

question which must be answered in order to determine whether 

the city really "felt the war" or not. No matter what the 

answer, however, the Bayou City was still better off than many 
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of her Eastern sisters. Unscarred by hostile cannon and a 

stranger to the famine caused by passing armies, Houstonians 

could still raise food "sufficient, and good enough to sup¬ 

port life," and thus survive. 
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CHANGES IN OTHER ASPECTS OF CITY IIFF 

tf 
* 

war 
notwithstanding the discouragements of the 

.,,:L 

Inflation and scarcity were not the only problems 

Houstonians faced, for war is a pervasive malevolence whose 

fingers pry their way into every aspect of a people's life. 

Isolation from the East became a growing problem as communi¬ 

cation and transportation systems disintegrated and as the 

Federals extended their control over the Mississippi. But 

other areas of life were also altered. Benevolent societies 

secured a virtual monopoly over the city’s entertainment, re¬ 

focusing the theater’s goal on raising money for The Cause 

or the city's poor. The rapid influx of troops, and in I863 

the presence of several hundred prisoners of war, also put 

unfamiliar strains on Houston's law enforcement facilities. 

Even fire fighting and education were forced to adjust. 

Four long years of hard wear and virtual neglect took 

their toll on Houston’s railroad network and on Buffalo Bayou 

None of the railroad companies paid a dividend during the con 

flict, and the Washington County line between Brenham and 

Hempstead went bankrupt in 1862, barely a year into the war. 

Most of the roads carried military shipments, but after 1863 

the Confederate government itself was so short of cash that 

it could pay neither the railroads nor its own soldiers. 

Without this capital, railroads were hard pressed to main- 

114 
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tain even the most "basic repairs, thus rendering their lines 

"generally irregular and unreliable." 

Because it provided a vital link between Galveston and 

the Bayou City, the Galveston, Houston and Henderson railroad 

received the most attention. But the State Comptroller's 

post-war report could say little for the other lines except 

that most probably existed in name only. Records were so 

disorganized and confused that no one knew much more. 

Suffering the loss of its last engine in 1864, the 

Houston Tap and Brazoria then hitched oxen to its cars, ex¬ 

tending the fifty mile trip to Columbia into a three day or¬ 

deal. In I863 the Telegraph reported the completion of a new 

bridge over White Oak Bayou connecting the Texas and New Or¬ 

leans and the Houston and Texas Central, but by the war’s 

end the comptroller labelled the H&TC unsafe, and did not 

know whether the T&NO was operating or not. Apparently the 

Buffalo Bayou, Brazos and Colorado was still limping along, 

because on May 5» 1865, the Telegraph reported that the com¬ 

pany had completed a bridge spanning the Brazos and that the 

p road was "now doing business through." 

Riding on these "streaks of rust" was a tedious and 

dangerous business. In July 1862, for example, the Telegraph 

reported that a Houston Tap train had gone off the track "be¬ 

fore they were fairly under way," and repeated the perfor¬ 

mance on its return trip. The following year a disgusted 

passenger recorded the journey from Beaumont to Houston: 

After a long day's snail-like progress, the 
train stopping every few miles to take a load of 
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wet and soggy wood, and every few minutes to get 
up steam, slipping, sliding, and sometimes refus¬ 
ing point-blank to budge until all the men got 
out in the mud and slush to 'giv[e] her a shove,' 
we reached Houston after midnight, tired, cold, 
hungry, and cross, to find no conveyance at the 
muddy, inhospitable shed of a depot to carry us 
to a hotel. 

Constant schedule changes and spreading tracks did not add 

to a wayfarer's safety or good humor.^ 

Buffalo Bayou also bore signs of neglect. Many improve¬ 

ments were worn away, snags had reappeared, and shoals and. 

bars were reforming. Unwilling to surrender this lifeline to 

the sea, though, "Indian #1," "Indian#?.," the "A.S. Ruthven," 

and other steamers continued to ply the waters between the 

Island and Bayou cities. Only when the Federals invaded 

Galveston did traffic stop.^ 

Concomitant with unreliable transportation, disrupted 

communications v/ith the Cis-Mississippi probably caused Hous¬ 

tonians the bitterest anxiety. The mails were so slow and 

whimsical that many soldiers and families heard nothing from 

each other for inexplicably long periods. 

Newspaper editors found the situation equally frustra¬ 

ting. Before New Orleans fell Houston took most of its news 

from that city's newspapers, which were sent west on the Texas 

and New Orleans Railroad. Even after Lincoln's minions cap¬ 

tured the delta city, two routes across the Mississippi re¬ 

mained open. One rail and stage line led from Houston through 

Shreveport to Vicksburg. The other ran from Houston through 

Beaumont to the Louisiana border, and on to Alexandria and 



117 

Natchez. Since no telegraph lines wedded Texas to any other 

state, Houstonians were forced to settle for news between 

seven and fourteen days old. After Federal hands seized the 

last remaining segment of the Father of Waters in July 1863, 

Texans found themselves almost totally isolated from their 

compatriots to the East, and editors fell prey more frequent¬ 

ly than ever to myriad wild rumors. 

Attempting to remedy such slow and inaccurate news¬ 

gathering the Tri-Weekly Telegraph established a pony express 

from Houston across the Mississippi in the fall of 1863. Such 

a service would have given Cushing a significant advantage 

over his competitors until it was discovered that not only 

were Confederate authorities subsidizing the express, but they 

were also going to authorize Cushing sole use of a new tele¬ 

graph line from the Bayou City to Beaumont. Editors Flake of 

Flake's Bulletin and Die Union and Willard Richardson of the 

Galveston News were so furious with the telegraph monopoly 

that the military finally backed down and gave all newspapers 

access to the line, But even with the telegraph line news was 

still one to two weeks old, since no wires v/ere strung east of 
6 

Shreveport or Beaumont. 

Throughout the Civil War, then, Houstonians found them¬ 

selves at the mercy of hearsay. Battle reports were generally 

first sent by participants or "correspondents,” and lists of 

dead and wounded were compiled from memory by someone in the 

unit, and mailed to hometown newspapers. Over a month after 

the battle at Shiloh, for example, descriptions of the fight 
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7 
and casualty lists were still filtering in. 

Travelers furnished more information. On May 9> 1862, 

for instance, passengers arriving on the train from Beaumont 

brought news gathered from wounded soldiers and Northern 

sources of "the greatest battle yet fought." According to 

their tale both Generals Lee and J.E. Johnston had been killed 

in the fray, but the Federal General McClellan had also lost 

his life and the Yankees had been driven from the field "with 

great loss." Eventually these reports were proven groundless, 

and several weeks later a wiser Cushing commented that "we 

are almost ready to dispute everything we hear ..." But 

twice more that year erroneous news sparked false celebrations. 

In July Houston's bells chimed wildly with the news that McClel¬ 

lan was allegedly defeated and captured. But on September 1? 

both Houston and Cushing outdid themselves. In a column 

headed, "Glorious News Again!", Cushing exulted; 

Our little sheet is again the bearer of 
glorious news to our readers. Cincinatti has 
fallen into our hands, and Stonewall Jackson 
is on the tramp for Baltimore! Our splendid 
armies are investing Washington with no mean 
prospect of taking that city. Kentucky is 
redeemed; Tennessee is disenthralled, and 
down-trodden Maryland is at last to be made 
free! 

Glory to God in the highest! His almighty 
arm has wrought wonders for us. All praise to 
our brave and glorious troops who have thus 
won immortal honor for themselves and their 
country! 

A vast, clamoring crowd and ringing bells had greeted these 

tidings the previous evening, and on the 18th everyone in the 

Bayou City was invited to celebrate Thanksgiving services in 
O 

the Presbyterian Church. Eventually, however, these reports 



119 

were also proven groundless, a sobering experience which 

toughened wary editors with an additional layer of skepticism. 

War news was not all that Houstonians received late or 

erroneously. In a small article on June 6, 1862, the Tele¬ 

graph unwittingly revealed the Trans-Mississippi's growing 

alienation when Cushing remarked, "... wish we could obtain 

a little more knowledge of what is going on. Not long ago 

the President appointed a great fast. About the time the 

whole Confederacy got through with their prayers, we here in 

Texas got our first news there was to be a fast, and missed 

it all. 

Vicksburg's fall only made matters worse and heightened 

the Trans-Mississippi’s isolation. Newspapers thereafter 

relied almost entirely for their news on travelers and sol¬ 

diers, and Cushing complained that he heard "nothing reliable." 

By 1864 Houstonians were so confused that they were never sure 

who was winning, and often succumbed to unfounded optimism. 

Frustration mounted, too, as messages crossing the Mississip¬ 

pi grew increasingly garbled. Finally one despondent Tele¬ 

graph reader suggested renaming the river the "Father of Liars," 

and Cushing agreed, adding, "Certain it is, that every man 

who crosses, and undertakes to recount the condition of things 

on the other side, or who goes from here there, unfolds a 

tale that no man v/ould recognize unless he views it through 

a reversed spy glass.""''0 

Two newspapers served Houstonians throughout the con¬ 

flict, the Tri-Meekly Telegraph and the C-alveston News. E.H. 
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Cushing's Telegraph was almost as much a fixture in Houston 

as the bayou itself and was fortunate enough to survive the 

war without missing the publication of a single issue. The 

Galveston News, though, was a refugee from the island's evacu¬ 

ation. When invasion seemed imminent in 1862, Willard and 

David Richardson moved all their equipment to Houston on some 

Galveston, Houston and Henderson flatcars, and settled in a 

building on Travis between Congress and Preston, facing Mar¬ 

ket Square. David continued on to Austin where he compiled 

the 1863 Texas Almanac, while Willard remained with the news¬ 

paper. Scarcely had the News recommenced publishing, though, 

when a large fire broke out and utterly destroyed the building 

and equipment. Sixty years old, with no insurance and in the 

midst of a civil war, "Old VJhitey" Richardson probably felt 

finished before he had begun. E.H. Cushing lent him some 

newsprint, however, and with some presses bought on credit 

from a fellow Galvestonian, and powered by a mule on an in¬ 

clined treadmill, the News was soon back in business."^ 

3oth newspapers faced the same problems of getting 

reliable news and then finding the newsprint to publish it 

on. Shrinking their papers' size to half a sheet or less 

and printing with miniscule type seemed the editors' mutual 

solution. To make more room for war news, Cushing also stopped 

all contracted advertising with a promise to resume those 

notices when more paper became available. Instead he re¬ 

served a column or two for ads, charging 250 cash per line. 

The worst newsprint shortage occurred in 1863, forcing the 
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two editors to publish issues on any kind of paper they could 

find. Cash also became so scarce that year that the News and 

Telegraph were compelled to accept produce, poultry and other 

farm products in return for subscriptions. This barter sys¬ 

tem soon proved so cumbersome, however, that Richardson and 

Cushing refused it in 1864, requiring payment in gold only, 

at $8 a year. 

Autumn of 1864 brought relief to readers' eyes when 

more paper arrived, allowing the News and Telegraph to return 

to larger type. But a growing circulation and the high cost 

of supplies used up paper faster and rendered it financially 

impossible to continue distributing free extras. Instead the 

News and Telegraph each established a daily bulletin which 

1 2 was included in the yearly subscription rate.- 

Probably the most popular newspaper in Houston, E.II. 

Cushing’s Telegraph was also apparently widely read outside 

Ha.rris County. Occasionally letters from Lampasas appeared 

in its columns, as well as advertisements from other counties 

and from cotton factors as far away as Katamoros, Mexico. 

Attempting to present to his readers the most accurate 

news possible, Cushing reprinted letters from correspondents 

scattered throughout Texas or stationed with the armies, and 

either copied or summarized articles from papers east of the 

Mississippi. Battle accounts from participants were frequent¬ 

ly featured as well as any available official reports. Gal¬ 

veston’s recapture, however, probably furnished Cushing with 

some of his best copy, for Galvestonian Ferdinand Flake of 
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Flake’s Bulletin telegraphed to Houston descriptions of the 

action as it occurred.^ For the benefit of his fellow Hous¬ 

tonians Cushing also published local news, including new ordi¬ 

nances, city election notices, council meeting reports, and 

postmaster O.L. Cochran's list of unclaimed letters. 

But current events were not the Telegraph's only fea¬ 

ture. Interspersed with the news of the hour were instruc¬ 

tions on how to make opium from poppies, what to do with indi¬ 

go, how to retrieve nitre from "under floor earths" and con¬ 

vert It into saltpetre, and how to make bandages for the army. 

A recipe for Worcestershire sauce, a list of eclipses for 

1862, and a call for church bells to be recast Into artillery 

were also published. Letters to the editor ranged from a 

lengthy epistle describing cures for hemorrhoids to camp news 

and humorous sketches by correspondents such as "High Private" 

and "Sioux." 

Cushing also did his best to encourage budding poets, 

frequently featuring their most recent works in several con¬ 

secutive issues. A few selected stanzas from Mary S. Smith’s 

"The Soldier's Wife" may serve to illustrate the maudlin 

patriotism which generally prevailed throughout the war years: 

I'm sitting all alone, my love, 
The babes have gone to sleep; 

And I am sad enough, my love, 
To hide my eyes and weep; .... 

Yet still I would not have thee here -- 
I'd rather thou would'st find 

A glorious grave in battle there 
Than lag at home behindI 

Then nobly do your duty, love, 
I'll bear this lonely life; 
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I'd be a brave dead soldier's love 
Before a coward's wife . 

Cushing himself often enhanced the Telegraph * s small¬ 

town warmth and charm by adding his own comments in its pages. 

In I865 he observed that he had been finding volumes from his 

personal library all over town, apparently lent by borrowers 

to other people the editor did not even know. After explain¬ 

ing that he did not especially appreciate that practice, Cush¬ 

ing "respectfully requested" all his friends to return his 

books. 

Cushing's friends knew, too, that offering a sample of 

their products to the editor would almost certainly earn some 

free advertising. Accordingly everything from flour to tur¬ 

pentine appeared in his office, and was shortly acknowledged 

by a small paragraph publicly thanking the donor, and describ¬ 

ing the item and its virtues. On September 29. 1862, for 

example, Cushing wrote, "We are under especial and particular 

obligations to our friend Peter Gabel, for two bottles of 

Herxheimer, one of '57 and one of '59. They are really very 

fine, and, being genuine are to be relied on. . . . This is 

undoubtedly the best wine now in Texas. It is of C-abel's 

own importation, and he has a considerable still on hand." 

Jokes, too, were often included, serving the dual pur¬ 

pose of amusing readers and consuming any extra space. April 

25. I865, must have been a quiet day, for a column of filler 

appeared the next morning, including such wisdom as, "A man 

who avoids matrimony on account of the cares of wedded life, 

is compared to one who would amputate his leg to save his toes 
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from corns." Another proverb observed that the difference 

between perseverance and obstinancy was that "One is a strong 

will and the other is a strong won't."^ 

But Cushing also used the Telegraph to engage in general¬ 

ly good-natured debates with rival newspapers. After hearing 

that Die Union of Galveston carried a "very abusive article 

about us," the editor replied, "we have long since ceased to 

notice that paper, regarding it as the organ of an element, 

thank God, fast decreasing that has boded no good to the in¬ 

stitution of Texas. Such men as its editor can throw dirt 

at us as much and as long as they please." Several months 

later when the Galveston News publicly asked whether the 

Telegraph ”impeach[ed] its veracity," Cushing responded, 

"Certainly not, by no means whatever. We have simply shown 

that our neighbor is quite apt to err in its statement with 

reference to the Telegraph, and we advise it to be careful. 

That's all."^ 

Advertisements were usually much shorter than those of 

prewar years and predominately concerned stolen or lost horses 

and runaway slaves. Notices of auctions were also numerous, 

while less common ads ranged from a request for a French 

teacher to an announcement declaring the arrival of a Dr. K. 

Schlosser, "The Renowned Surgeon Choropodist [sic], The Only 

Professor of this Important, but Neglected Branch of Surgery, 

Who Cures Effectively and Permanently, Corns, Bunions, Soft 

Corns and all Diseases of the Feet."^ 

Fascinating personal ads were also published. One 
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stated simply, "Wanted — By an old bachelor of 50, who, 

having a large fortune, is desirous of sharing it with some 

pretty and intelligent young lady. No objection to her being 

poor." Another notice signed by John S. Gouvea of Navasota 

ran for several weeks in the fall of 1863 announcing, "The 

undersigned begs to inform the public, and his friends in 

particular, that regarding his wife, separated from him while 

a lawful divorce is not obtained, that he will not be respon¬ 

sible for any debts that she may contract without his sanc¬ 

tion." Apparently a reconciliation was effected, however, 

because on Nov. 12 another notice suddenly appeared declar¬ 

ing, "An advertisement was published over the signature of the 

undersigned, on the 17th ult., regarding his wife, which was 

written in a hasty moment, and which he desires to recall, and 

herein does recall." 

Private parties also entered ads airing personal quar¬ 

rels, possibly in an effort by each side to set forth the 

righteousness of their own case and to call down the public's 

wrath upon the other. In June 1863, for example, William II. 

Rice posted a notice which ran for several days, stating, 

"Hr. f.IN Anderson borrowed of me, some nine months ago, 

FIVE THOUSAND DOLLARS, payable in brick, at $10 per thousand. 

For the balance due I wanted brick, according to my under¬ 

standing of the contract." Below it T.II. Anderson ran his 

version of the argument declaring, "Mr. WIN M. RICE having 

refused a tender of Confederate treasury notes at par in 

payment of interest on a loan in the same currency made about 
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nine months since, the principle of which has been paid, I 

forewarn all persons against trading for said notes, as the 

collection of said interest at any other rate, and the col¬ 

lection of all future interest upon the said interest as well 

as any part of the principle of the said notes will be re- 
*i O 

sisted to the end of the law," 

Cushing also published some obituaries provided they 

were reasonably short. One arrived in his mail in November 

I863, however, which the editor himself declared a classic 

and an example to all future mourners: 

OBITUARY 
Jem Bags, we are sorry to stait, is deseized, 

He departed this life last monday. Jem was gen¬ 
erally considered a good feller. He died at the 
age of 32 years old. He went 4th without ary 
struggle; and such is life. Tu Day we are as 
pepper grass, mity smart — in Morrer we are cut 
down like a cowcumber of the ground. Jem kept 
a nice store, which his wife now wates on. His 
virchews was numerous tu behold. Menney is the 
thing we bot at his growcery, and we are happy 
to state to the admirin' world, that he never 
cheeted, ep shurly in the wate of mackrel which 
was nice, smeltsweet, and his survivin' wife is 
the same wa — We never knew him to put sand in 
sugar, tho' he had a big sand bar in front of 
his house, nur water in his Bickers, tho the 
Tenasee River run past his dore. Piece to his 
remaines. 

POETRY 
he died in his bed 
a great big buk he red 
a prayer he lowly sed 
then turned over of 2 the bed 
and durned if he didn't die -- ded! 

He leves a wife, 8 children and a cow, 4 horses, 
a growcery stoe and other quadrupeds, to morn 
his loss . . . .1° 

As a patriotic Southerner and editor of a widely-read 

newspaper, Cushing considered it his duty to promote unity 
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and boost morale whenever possible. Accordingly he often 

editorialized against shirkers and "carpers," and angrily 

denounced profiteering in any form. When news from the front 

was gloomy, the Telegraph cited examples from history in which 

seemingly hopeless causes had won, and encouraged readers 

saying, "With men enough and guns enough, and military skill 

enough, and justice and God on our side, why should we not 

take heart at our prospects? Let us rejoice, then, in tribu¬ 

lation, and cast off mourning for our reverses." In his pas¬ 

sion Cushing was also quick to condemn Yankees in scathing 

terms, branding the Northern account of Shiloh "A Tissue of 

Gross Falsehoods," with "Some of the tallest lying on record." 

As for Yankee generals, "Hooker has proved that he can out¬ 

lie McClellan, who, until now, has out-lied the world, the 

flesh, and the devil. Should Hooker now transfer the scene 

of his operations to the infernal regions, old Nick would 

abdicate. 

News of Lee’s defeat, then, created a difficult situa¬ 

tion for both the Telegraph and the News. Zealous to uphold 

public morale in the face of a lengthening list of military 

disasters, and yet anxious to fulfill their responsibility 

to inform the public, Cushing and Richardson remained unde¬ 

cided. The News finally chose not to publish the story, fear¬ 

ing that it might be only a Yankee rumor, until military 

authorities could confirm its veracity. Cushing felt obli¬ 

gated to tell the public anyway, but warned his readers of 

his own skepticism, saying that the alleged defeat might be 
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only "Yankee sensation dispatches." Three days later, on 

April 21, General Kirby Smith verified the surrender by tele- 

21 
graph from Shreveport. 

War also altered the city’s familiar pastimes. Before 

the conflict Houstonians had enjoyed boxing, sailing on 

Galveston Bay, target shooting, horseracing, bowling, and 

had even organized a Houston Base Ball Club in 186l. Hostili¬ 

ties abruptly halted these activites, though, as the army drew 

away much of the male population. Even the Bayou City's love 

of music was stifled, for the blockade allowed the importa¬ 

tion of only small quantities of instruments and new sheet 

music, and only one Southern publishing house remained open. 

After Vicksburg's seizure Texans found themselves reduced to 

22 singing only old, familiar tunes. 

Benevolent societies flourished, though, channelling 

the population’s energies for the benefit of The Cause and the 

poor. In addition to the Masons and Oddfellows, Houston sus¬ 

tained the Howard Relief Association, many women’s societies 

and some church-related aid organizations. 

Fraternal groups shrank considerably when many members 

joined the army, but the Masons met anyway throughout the war. 

Boasting among their membership such eminent Houstonians as 

William Anders, Francis R. Lubbock, Edward Cushing, William 

M. Rice and Judges J.W. Henderson and Peter W. Gray, the Ma¬ 

sons seemingly disregarded the war and convened in Houston on 

June 10, 1861, for their "Twenty-Fifth Annual Communication," 
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These yearly statewide gatherings continued despite rumors of 

their impending suspension, not because there were necessarily 

enough members to constitute a quorum, but because none of 

the constitutions granted anyone the power to "dispense with 

these annual meetings."2^ 

Named after Englishman John Howard who had labored for 

prison reform during the eighteenth century, the "Howard Re¬ 

lief Association" was organized in New Orleans in 1853 to 

help combat a scourge of yellow fever then ravaging that city. 

The group was a predecessor of the Red Cross, employing numerous 

nurses and doctors, and specialized in epidemic relief. Gal¬ 

veston and Houston also supported the popular movement by 

„ . ph 
lormmg and maintaining a joint chapter. 

Of all Houston's benevolent societies, though, the wo¬ 

men's groups were probably the most active. Concerned both 

for the poor and the troops, the women made bandages, hats and 

clothes, and presented concerts, balls, fairs, and suppers to 

raise money for more supplies. Some volunteered as nurses in 

the Confederate hospital, and when that facility became over¬ 

crowded, the women opened their homes to patients.2-’ 

Although drives collecting cash and supplies were often 

announced, benefit concerts, plays and dances seemed to be 

the city's favorite method for raising money. Such prefer¬ 

ences were quite understandable, for in a wartime city de¬ 

prived of its usual pastimes, some kind of entertainment was 

essential. Soldiers stationed around Houston soon grew des¬ 

perately bored with camp life, and the civilian population 
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needed some escape from the pressures of want, inflation and 

grief. 

Everyone, it seemed, was a budding artist anxious to 

display his talents before the community. At the end of 

September 1861, for example, the "amateur musicians of Hous¬ 

ton" presented a concert to benefit the Hospital Fund. Among 

the cast were Mrs. Goldthwaite, Mrs. E.F. Gray, and Mssrs. 

Otis, Congreve, and Paul Bremond. The Telegraph lauded their 

performance in glowing terms, exclaiming that the company's 

"performances were in the highest style of the art" and the 

"array of talent was such as is rarely brought upon the 

stage ..." 

Later offerings included concerts by "The Ethiopian 

Minstrels of Brown's Battalion," the "Star State Minstrels" 

and the "young misses and masters of Houston and Galveston," 

as well as shows by The Dramatic Association. Even though 

performances were not always of professional quality they 

still netted quite a bit of money. One concert in May 1862, 

for example, earned $678 after expenses, although two gentle¬ 

men paid for some of the costs themselves. A series of con¬ 

certs benefitting the Davis Guards of Sabine Pass collected 

over $3,300. Even slaves decided to participate by staging 

several balls, including one "Grand Fancy Dress Ball," which 

26 
were conducted with the "utmost propriety and decorum." 

Those without dramatic talents served their Cause in 

other ways. Besides collecting or making supplies for the 

armies, some inhabitants volunteered time or money for the 
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Houston Soldier's Home. This three-story brick building 

which was also known as Houston Hall or the Schrimpf Hotel 

was itself a product of citizen concern, having been obtained 

27 by a committee of interested Houstonians. 

Besides the army, Houston's poor were the city’s other 

major care. Many were soldiers' families who quickly dis¬ 

covered that a private's pay of $11 a month meant nothing in 

the inflated economy. To aid such families Texas did enact 

some poor laws but these were administered so whimsically on 

the local level that the welfare of the poor essentially was 

left to volunteer groups. The Bayou City took its responsi¬ 

bility seriously, and at least during I863 averaged collec¬ 

tions of $3000 a week. As war dragged on, though, the number 

of indigent soldiers' families continued to climb, until in 

February I865 the Telegraph reported 2249 people on Harris 

County's relief list.^ 

Galveston's evacuation in the face of Federal invasion 

only compounded Houston's problems. Many refugees who tried 

to lease "miserable shells with no conveniences whatever" 

found the rent raised from less than $10 a month to $40 or 

more. Those unable to pay such outrageous prices found them¬ 

selves crowded together in crude shanties along alleys or on 

vacant lots. Some Houstonians considered their hapless neigh¬ 

bors disloyal for leaving the island, and were reluctant to 

aid them. But more tension developed when Galveston's County 

Court refused to help the Houston Relief Committee take care 

of the refugees, reasoning that the Bayou City was not only 
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very prosperous in its own right, but now benefitted from most 

of Galveston's wealth as well. 

Throughout the war years Cushing repeatedly solicited 

money and food for the indigent, harangued merchants to lower 

their prices, and urged readers to boycott those merchants 

and wealthy planters who failed to cooperate or contribute. 

Responses to his pleas were heartening. One man donated 

5000 pounds of cornmeal, and several families offered to take 

29 
refugee families into their homes. 7 

Other Houstonians labored for the poor, too. Some 

joined a committee which solicited money throughout town and 

distributed it among the impoverished. Congregation Beth 

Israel established a program in which foster families spon¬ 

sored a needy person with reimbursements from the Congregation. 

Several months later Beth Israel also began taxing members 

$4 a month for a relief fund. Naturally talented local artists, 

too, donated their abilities. Several benefit concerts were 

presented including the "Shaking Quaker Opera," which Cushing 

declared a "most laughable production." Fairs and suppers 

as well as anything else the benevolent societies might con¬ 

coct rounded out the community's entertainment and provided 

30 relief for the needy as well. 

City services suffered, too, with the war. As more and 

more strong arms marched away to defend The Cause and left 

only the old men and boys, fire fighting companies grew dan¬ 

gerously thin. Records of the Hook and Ladder #1, for exam- 
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pie, broke off in 1861 and then resumed in I865 with an en¬ 

tire list of new names. Obviously a town so prone to sudden 

conflagrations could not long remain in such a vulnerable 

state, so the city decided to use Negroes as firemen, super¬ 

vised by white officers. After that the whole tone of fire 

fighting changed. Recalling a large blaze in 1863, an old 

Houstonian wrote, "One of my grandfather's negroes, . . . 

known to everybody as ’Big John,' . . . was choir leader. He 

would sing a verse alone and then other negroes would take up 

the refrain. . . . There were about fifty verses. . . . The 

air was very musical and the words fitted well to the beat of 

the handlebars [of the pump], ... It was something like go¬ 

ing to a good concert to attend a fire in those days."-^ 

Mayor T.W. House introduced another innovation in 1862. 

On May 1 the City Council passed an ordinance creating Hous¬ 

ton's first centralized fire department. Consisting of Pro¬ 

tection Fire Company #1, Liberty Fire Company #2, Hook and 

Ladder Company #1, and any companies organized "hereafter," 

the new department was ruled for two years by Fire Chief Ed 

Bremond. Sam K. Mcllhenny succeeded him until 1865. At first 

the new Fire Department worked very well, but eventually Hous¬ 

ton's fire companies proved to be too independent. Tensions 

mounted until finally each company quit and carried on sepa¬ 

rate operations. Thus Mayor House's grand scheme "died a 

natural death. 

Houston's law enforcement system probably underwent 
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the most rapid expansion of all city services. With the 

strain of war and rapid influx of soldiers, gamblers, blockade- 

runners, refugees and shirkers, crime was sure to increase. 

Spring and summer of 1862 brought a rash of burglaries in 

which dozens of houses were entered and thousands of dollars 

stolen. Scandalized, Cushing exclaimed that, "The amount of 

burglary and thieving of late in this community calls loudly 

for something to be done, . . . More of this kind of thing 

has been done in the last month [May 1862] than in two years 

before." Several weeks later another outbreak of robberies 

occurred. 

Oddly enough few crimes received coverage in the Tele¬ 

graph . But despite sparse newspaper references crime was 

increasing. In response to the crisis Houston councilmen 

passed at least two new ordinances. One approved on Septem¬ 

ber 3» I863, provided for a larger police force of sixteen 

men, with no fewer than three men to be stationed in each 

ward between 9 P.M. and 4 A.M. On May 12, 1864, the council 

also gave night police "the right and it is made their duty, 

between 11 P.M. and 4 A.M., to stop, accost and interrogate 

all persons of suspicious demeanor, or character, found in 

public places, or about private premises where they have no 

right or permission to be." Additional authorization was 

granted officers to take such offenders lacking a sufficient 

explanation into custody, and to jail them if necessary until 

a hearing and investigation could be conducted. 
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As troublesome as it was, the city's growing crime 

rate generally meant only an expansion of law enforcement 

activities and facilities, with few major policy changes. 

The arrival of several hundred prisoners of war, however, 

presented Houston with a situation for which it had no prece¬ 

dents. At first a camp was organized in Samuel Allen's cotton 

warehouses between Buffalo and White Oak bayous. Sources do 

not specify whether captives remained in Houston for the war’s 

duration, but it seems probable that they were removed to one 

of two detention camps established in the summer of 1863.^^ 

Located on Leonard W. Groce's Liendo Plantation ap¬ 

proximately two miles east of Hempstead, Camp Groce was the 

Trans-Mississippi's first permanent Confederate military pri¬ 

son. It had begun as a conscript training center, but by 

June 1863 Rebel victories had bagged enough captives to warrant 

converting the camp into a prison. Texans did not usually 

prove harsh victors, however, for the Yankees were allowed 

to purchase tea, coffee, molasses and vinegar in nearby Hous¬ 

ton, and bought butter, milk, poultry, eggs, and sweet pota¬ 

toes from Hempstead farmers. 

Camp Ford was the other compound. Situated near Tyler, 

Texas, this site, too, had originally served as an enlistee 

training camp. By the summer of I863, military authorities 

transformed it into a second detention center, the most ex¬ 

tensive in the Trans-Mississippi. 

Negro prisoners of war caused Houstonians the greatest 

consternation. Several had been seized during Galveston's re- 
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capture in 1863 and were marched to the Bayou City along with 

the other prisoners. But aware of the Negroes’ literacy, 

citizens feared they might attempt to stir up a rebellion 

among the local slaves. So anxious did city officials become 

that in June 1864 Mayor Anders wrote a letter complaining to 

General Magruder. Explaining that captive Negroes used as 

body servants by Southern officers were "at large" in the 

streets and were mingling with the slaves contrary to law, 

Anders requested that Magruder either assign the Negroes to 

3 3 work on fortifications or send them to the penitentiary.^ 

In addition to all the other cares assailing them, 

Houston parents also faced the problem of educating their 

children during the war's stormy years. Enlistment fever 

quickly reduced the number of older male students, and pro¬ 

bably deprived Texas of many schoolmasters as well. But 

dogged inflation also did its part, as many families discover¬ 

ed they could no longer manage tuition. 

Some schools were open, however, for those with the 

money. The Chappell Hill Female College and the Female Depart 

ment of Baylor University continued to hold their annual exami 

nations and commencements each June. The Washington Male 

School also advertised periodically, and announced in I865 

that "notwithstanding the discouragements of the war," it 

was continuing operations. Closer to home the Houston Male 

and Female Academy, Dr. Hutchins' Female Academy and Miss M.B. 

Browne’s "Young Ladies' School" also apparently maintained 
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regular classes. 

In addition to the older establishments, several new 

institutions opened their doors. In April I863 Mrs. C.H. 

Wright offered a "School for Misses and Young Ladies," charg¬ 

ing $20 tuition for advanced classes, $15 for primary and $15 

for instruction in ancient or modern languages. The follow¬ 

ing October Z. Emmish, Supt., and G. Duvernoy, Asst. Teacher, 

launched a "Hebrew-English-German School," while a Miss Hap- 

good began a "Young Ladies' School" in November 1864. Hous¬ 

tonians even made an effort to educate the city's poor, an 

endeavor the Telegraph heartily encouraged. 

Nevertheless many children received no education. By 

the end of 1864, in fact, Cushing estimated that of the 

200,000 white children in Louisiana, Arkansas, and Texas, 

"two-thirds of them are out of school. Indeed we doubt if 

one tenth of them are at any school worth the name. ... if 

this continues we are ruined. 

Too few schoolbooks created more headaches. Since the 

blockade limited importations and Southerners found some 

Northern textbooks offensive, Texans had little choice but 

to do without or publish their own. Always concerned for 

his state’s future, Cushing took the initiative to find Texas 

educators who would write suitable spellers, readers and 

math books. He also offered $50 apiece for the five best 

articles on Texas history submitted for publication in the 

Texas Series of Readers. Believing that the fruit of his 

efforts more than outweighed financial loss and invested time, 
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the Telegraph’s editor supervised, edited and published the 

entire New Texas schoolbook series, and by October 30, 1863, 

was able to offer The New Texas Primer, The New Texas Spelling 

Book, The New Texas Primary Reader, and The Texas School Read¬ 

er, although the last was still in press.^ 

What, then, was Houston's experience during the Civil 

War? Chapters Five, Six and Seven have shown that the Bayou 

City knew many of the conflict’s inconveniences. Like other 

Southern towns, it learned the grief of warfare and wrestled 

with the problems of an unstable economy. Businesses closed, 

inflation spiralled, speculation and greed seemed to spread 

everywhere, and the poor grew poorer, A military center it¬ 

self, Houston also grappled with the mixed blessing of an 

omnipresent army. As wartime conditions altered nearly 

every aspect of their lives, Houstonians strained to adapt. 

Yet in all these things the Bayou City simply shared the or¬ 

deals of her sister cities to the east. 

In some ways, though, her experience was different, for 

Houston never suffered destruction from hostile cannon and 

her economy seemed remarkably strong and resilient. Building, 

for example, continued until Galveston’s fall in late 1862 

and resumed shortly after hostilities ceased. And in con¬ 

trast to fellow Rebels further east, the Bayou City’s citi¬ 

zens sometimes seemed almost oblivious to the war, visiting 

resorts like Helium Springs and deeply involving themselves 

in local business. It is peculiarities such as these which 
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indicate the unique conditions encountered by Houston and by 

the state of Texas as a whole. 

Among the most critical problems the state faced was 

its poor relationship with Richmond, which began very early 

in the conflict. One major reason for this was that the Lone 

Star State felt it was being neglected. Texas troops constant 

ly marched east, but Richmond sent neither soldiers nor arms 

west to protect the state itself. While Indians increased 

their raids along the frontier and Federal ships prowled the 

coastline, Texans were forced to settle for too few arms, too 

few troops, and castoff generals. Such appalling defenseless¬ 

ness could not fail to arouse frightened, angry frustration 

among local inhabitants. 

Distance was another troublesome factor. The long jour 

ney from Richmond to the Sabine coupled v/ith eventual Federal 

control of the Mississippi offered myriad opportunities for 

supplies to become lost, and messages and news garbled. In 

addition their isolation from the war's main fighting allowed 

more Texans to remain less interested in the conflict’s pro¬ 

gress than fellow Southerners further east. 

Thus with many Texans dissatisfied with the war or dis¬ 

interested in it, good morale could not long survive. But two 

other conditions further complicated the situation. One was 

the state's notoriously proud independence, which surfaced 

again in an unsuccessful movement to secede from the Confeder¬ 

acy and establish an independent Lone Star republic. Fur¬ 

ther, the presence of a substantial number of Unionists re- 
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siding in Texas provided even more leaven for the already 

fermenting situation. 

Although Houston differed somewhat from the rest of 

Confederate Texas in that the city was an important military 

and commercial center, a study of its experiences during war¬ 

time exposes weaknesses common to the rest of the State. 

Alienation was much less obvious in Houston than in other 

parts of Texas, but occasional revealing comments and the 

early presence of deserters and shirkers, for example, indi¬ 

cate that poor morale did exist from the war's early days and 

grew through the conflict. Thus general trends observed in 

other studies of Trans-Mississippi Texas are confirmed, sup¬ 

porting Robert Kerby's contention in Kirby Smith's Confeder¬ 

acy, that the Trans-Mississippi’s and the South's "progres¬ 

sive demoralization" began very early in the war. It was 

this demoralization, rather than any major military defeats, 

which led to the State's eventual collapse in I865. 
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VIII 

DEFEAT 

"... may God in his mercy direct you aright, ^ 
and heal the wounds of our distracted country." 

By 1865 it was becoming clear that the Confederacy 

could not long endure. Even the most patriotic Rebels were 

forced to concede that "we have . . . been outgeneraled, 

outmaneuvered." But despite this admission, most were not 

yet willing to acknowledge defeat, claiming that it was the 

fate of the armies that would determine the struggle's out¬ 

come, "not the occupation of cities, or parts of States." 

After sacrificing everything, after calling upon the God of 

heaven to witness the righteousness of their cause, the Con¬ 

federates could not believe that the Almighty might actually 

send them defeat instead of victory. Yet the Yankee tide 

rolled inexorably on. 

News of Lee's surrender finally appeared in the April 

22 Telegraph and was greeted by a passionate crowd who vowed 

2 
never to quit. Affirming their determination a Colonel C.C. 

Gillespie cried, "It is just as though the Yankees called on 

us to give up our faith in God, in Christ, in our souls, or 

our hope of heaven. The loss of Lee's army can have no effect 

to change the course of true men on such a question as this." 

But the loss of Lee's army did affect the course of 

events as demoralization permeated Confederate society. Wo¬ 

men gradually ceased contributing money and property to the 

army, and people grew fearful of possible depredations by 

144 
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3 
their own troops. 

Reports of Lincoln’s assassination were met by Hous¬ 

tonians with mixed emotions. The News regarded the act as 

". . . swift and inevitable retribution upon a man stained 

with so many blood crimes." Cushing, on the other hand, 

disapproved the deed, but also considered it "a doom of that 

awful Nemesis which avenges wrong in dark and cruel fate." 

William Pitt Ballinger, however, probably displayed the most 

perception. He, too, believed that Lincoln's death was "the 

fate deserved by tyrants," yet he did not rejoice in the mur¬ 

der either. Perhaps some Rebels hoped the assassination might 

dishearten or disorganize the Northern war effort, thus grant¬ 

ing the South a life-giving reprieve. Ballinger felt other¬ 

wise. He did not presume any ability to divine the future, 

but foresaw the possibility that Vice President Andrew John¬ 

son would be "infinitely more vengeful and malicious against 

. . . [a conquered] South" than Abraham Lincoln would have 

. 4 been. 

Early May brought reports of Johnston's armistice with 

Sherman and Richard Taylor’s surrender to General E.R.S. Canby 

No regular Confederate armies now existed in the Cis-Mississip 

pi, and Rebel veterans were streaming home. Believing that 

unity among citizens and soldiers provided the Trans-Missis¬ 

sippi with its only bargaining power against the Federals, 

newspapers begged deserting Texas troops to return to their 

posts. "If we supinely drop our weapons," cried Cushing, 

"and invite the barbarities of the invader, we shall get 
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them, and learn too late the value of the safety and freedom 

we have lost."'’ 

In the meantime, General E. Kirby Smith was desperate¬ 

ly working for more lenient terms than those Lee had accepted 

His plan was to concentrate as many troops as possible around 

Houston and defend the city until a favorable surrender could 

be arranged. But Confederate soldiers were growing restive. 

Commanders reported that their men were unreliable and unwil¬ 

ling to fight, and that some had already looted government 

property and gone home. On May 14, four hundred troops sta¬ 

tioned at Galveston tried to desert, and only after much ca¬ 

joling by Colonel Ashbel Smith with aid from several loyal 

regiments, were the men persuaded to remain a little longer. 

A week later, on Sunday May 21, General Smith ordered 

the removal of all military personnel and equipment from 

Galveston to Houston. Realizing that the war was essentially 

over, however, the troops broke ranks and raced headlong to 

the Bayou City. Anticipating such an event, Houston's offi¬ 

cials had closed all saloons and destroyed most of the liquor 

Men from DeBray’s regiment patrolled streets and helped main¬ 

tain order. 

Around 8 A.M. on Tuesday May 23i a crowd of over two 

thousand Rebel veterans gathered before the Ordnance Building 

Accompanied by "quite a number" of women, children, and men 

in civilian dress, the throng quietly proceeded to loot Con¬ 

federate supplies there and then moved on to the Clothing 

Bureau. One Houstonian wrote that at the Ordnance Building, 
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hundreds of rough shod men trampling and stamping over . . . 

[loose powder, percussion caps, and other explosives soon 

littered on the floor] and the wonder is that the whole place 

and everybody for blocks around were not blown to pieces. 

. . . no one seemed to realize that there was the least dan¬ 

ger and it was a good natured, jolly crowd that went on with 

the work of looting." Kennedy quickly perceived the peril, 

however, and pleaded with the people to leave. When no one 

heeded him, he hired some men to draw water from a cistern, 

and flooded the building with a bucket brigade. 

Civilian property "was for the most part respected," 

and around noon the throng dispersed. Later that day, how¬ 

ever, approximately a thousand troops arrived on the train 

from Galveston and were incensed to discover that they had 

missed the division of spoils. When they threatened to loot 

Houston instead, frightened citizens quickly shared their 

own booty and the mayor hastily fed them and hurried them out 

of town. Oddly enough few citizens disapproved the looting 

that day since most felt that the defunct Government’s sup¬ 

plies belonged more to the soldiers than to anyone else, and 

that troops had gone without pay or compensation long enough. 

Several days later "vast numbers" of soldiers were 

still passing through Houston but were "going quietly about 

their business, disturbing no one, and observing order and 

decorum at all times." The town itself was extremely quiet, 

too, with every store closed. Apparently fear of looting and 
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the uncertain future convinced merchants "to keep holiday" 

for a while. Some Negroes were roaming about, causing Hous¬ 

tonians anxiety, but patrols by Col. DeBray's and Col. Baylor's 
g 

men seemed to maintain order. 

General E. Kirby Smith arrived in Houston on May 29 

in one last desperate attempt to rally his men and secure an 

acceptable surrender. By then, however, his army had vanished 

like a mist in May's sunshine, and the general's last hope was 

extinguished. Bitterly he reproached them in his final ad¬ 

dress, "Soldiers'. I am left a commander without an army -- 

a General without troops. You have made your choice. It 

was unwise and unpatriotic, but it is final. I pray you may 

not live to regret it. . . ." 

But for others that spring was the happiest they had 

known in several years. John Milsaps recalled that, "One 

glad day a manly step was heard on the front porch of the 

half-rotten cottage occupied by our family on Louisiana street. 

Opening the door there stood father with all his accoutrements 

of war. Mother throwing her arms about him kissed him a wel¬ 

come home, and we all rejoiced together, for reunited once 

more, the long, long war to us was over at last." 

On June 2, I865, General E. Kirby Smith surrendered 

the Trans-Mississippi Department aboard a Yankee steamer in 

Galveston harbor.^ Three weeks later the 34th Iowa Regiment 

and five companies of the 114th Ohio Regiment arrived at the 

railroad depot on San Jacinto and McKinney, and marched 

smartly up Fannin Street. One small boy noticed that, "Some- 
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how these soldiers did not look just right to me. Their uni¬ 

forms were not ragged enough, were of a much darker color than 

any I had seen before, and their guns were too shiny. They 

had a flag, too, that was different from those to which I was 

accustomed." Briskly the strange troops marched by their 

young audience, accompanied by the jaunty music of a drum and 

fife corps. And then, for the first time in four years, Old 

Glory snapped in the breeze above the Courthouse.^ 

The struggle was over. 
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FOOTNOTES 

^Houston Tri-Vieekly Telegraph, Jun. 2, I865. 

^Ibid., Jan. 6, Apl. 15> I865. 

-^Ibid. , Apl. 22, 1865; McComb, Houston, 75-76. 

^Houston Tri-VJeekly Telegraph, Apl. 251 1865; Jager, 
"Houston Fights," 46. 

^Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph, May 6, May 13, 1865; 
Kerby, Kirby Smith’s Confederacy, 416. 

jRamsdell, "Military Board," 202-204. 

"^Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph, May 24, 1865; Ramsdell, 
"Military Board," 205-206; Young, True, 132. 

O 

Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph, May 25, May 26, May 29, 
1865. 

^Ibid., May 30» Jun. 2, Jun. 3, 1865; Milsaps, "Auto¬ 
biographical Diary," 31; Ramsdell, "Military Board," 207-209. 

■^Gray, Memories, n.p.; Jager, "Houston Fights," 47; 
W.P.A., Houston, 81. 
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