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PART 1 

Gary: Let me get you to count to ten for me. 

Mary Seaton Dix: Me? 

Gary: Please. 

Mary Seaton Dix: One – fro, frontwards or backwards? 

Berman: ****. 

Mary Seaton Dix: One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. 

Gary: Okay, um, **** please. 

Berman: Okay, please state your name and – 

Gary: Wait, is everyone's cell phone off? 

Other Speaker: ****. 



Other Speaker: **** 

 

Beacroft: **** house  phone, house phone. 

 

Berman: **** stating your name when I ask. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Would you please state your name and the title, too? 

 

Gary: Yes. 

 

Berman: Should we do that now? 

 

Berman: Okay. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Okay. 

 

Berman: Title **** or – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: My association with Jefferson Davis. 

 

Berman: Yeah. 

 

Gary: You know how someone's name will go up and then you meet them it'll be, you know, 

Professor Emeritus of so and so. 

 

Berman: ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm, mm hmm. 

 



Berman: Frank Vandiver’s is as long as it could get. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Yeah. 

 

Gary: Hey, you know what, funny, funny thing about Frank is – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: He’s nicer about these things. 

 

Gary: Oh yeah.  They actually helped us very much. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Did they?  Oh no, uh, uh, I didn't suggest it because I thought oh, they, 

they might, they might not be helpful about it at all. 

 

Gary: Okay, Wendi, when you're ready. 

 

Berman: Okay.  ****.  Would you state please, which is just state your name and how 

you'd like to be addressed? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh, my name is Mary Seaton Dix.  I'm a former, uh, co-editor of the 

Jefferson Davis Papers. 

 

Berman: Is – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: And Mary. 

 

Berman: Okay, please, uh, spell your full name. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: M-A-R-Y S-E-A-T-O-N D-I-X. 

 



Other Speaker: And then the last, last name would be – we could start and stop.  You 

know, like if you kind of go down to your questions, kind of going down the road, you want to 

stop and kind of rethink it, rephrase it, stop, and rephrase it. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: Just start over.  We got lots of tape. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: All right. 

 

Gary: So it doesn't have to be perfect. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm, mm hmm. 

 

Gary: All the way through, we can start and stop. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Good. 

 

Berman: The beauty is not doing this live on television. 

 

Gary: Yeah. 

 

Berman: We're gonna start with slavery.  I think what we're gonna do is start with, uh, the 

way I sent the, the, the questions to you. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm, mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Um, the first question is a bit long.  Jefferson's older brother and mentor, Joseph 

Davis, did not exactly share the same beliefs about slavery.  While Joseph was in the top 

12 percent of Mississippi slave owners, he held philosophically that slavery was an evil that was 

a vexing problem to get rid of, and though he asserted that he wanted to handle it 20 years before 



the war, he did not because there was no guaranteeing their welfare.  On the other hand, 

Jefferson considered "considered slavery as order of divine providence for the benefit of both 

races involved".  Jefferson Davis held that blacks were an inferior race, "protected by slavery 

from unequal competition with their superiors.”  Given Joseph's influence, please discuss 

Jefferson Davis's thoughts and seeming dissent from his brother, Joseph, on the peculiar 

institution? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  Uh, Jefferson Davis was a generation younger than Joseph E. 

Davis.  Joseph E. Davis is his eldest brother.  Um, was of the period when, with the founding 

fathers and when there were dreams of, uh, the perfect society.  Uh, slavery was not, uh, such a 

settled, uh, institution, uh, and although Joseph E. Davis had something like 355 slaves by the 

time of the Civil War and was one of the major planters and slave-owners of Mississippi, um, he, 

uh, uh, he had a different, just a different view of slavery.  And, uh, there's a wonderful book, uh, 

The Pursuit of a Dream that, uh, starts with, uh, Joseph E. Davis's meeting with Robert Owen, 

the, uh, the English philosopher and utopian, uh, and was so enthused that he decided that he 

could create a utopia, uh, at his plantation, uh, Hurricane.  Um, and of course, Joseph E. Davis, 

uh, when Davis left the army, uh, established his brother on an adjoining plantation, but Davis 

came to the institution a generation, uh, later, uh, when ideas, uh, I think in part driven by the 

abolitionists was scared the southerners, so, uh, driven by that, they began to have new rationale 

for the, for slavery.  Um, Davis did believe, uh, in the inferiority of, uh, the, uh, Negro race.  Um, 

I, I questioned that for a long time, but, uh, when the war was over and the Freedmen Bureau 

was leaving Davis Bend where the two plantations were, Joseph E. Davis made an arrangement 

with a very outstanding, uh, family, the, the Montgomerys, uh, that they would take over the 

plantation.  It would help save the, the plantations from being confiscated, uh, and they would go 

on, uh, they would lease them and, and pay and ultimately buy the plantations.  Uh, Joseph E. 

Davis thought this was a very reasonable arrangement.  Jefferson said, “It will never work.  The 

blacks cannot manage a plantation.”  Uh, and this is so strange because he had such close 

relations with some of his slaves.  Uh, when he went into the United States Army to, after West 

Point, um, his mother gave him a slave, James Pemberton, and they were, they really couldn't 

have been closer, uh, and this, this slave went off with him and served with him in the, uh, served 

him in the army, uh, and at one point Davis became very seriously ill and James Pemberton 



nursed him back to health.  Uh, Davis made him the manager of his plantation.  When he went 

off to the Mexican War, James Pemberton, uh, uh, was made the, uh, overseer of the plantation.  

This was rather, rather, rather an unusual, uh, arrangement, and, uh, Mrs. Davis, uh, said that, uh, 

Jefferson Davis offered James Pemberton his freedom, and he said, no, that if anything happened 

to him in the war, no, no, he, he said, I would want to stay and take care of Mrs. Davis, and I 

would be happy to have my freedom after she is no longer there to, for me to care for.  Uh, they 

apparently had regular meetings, as you, someone probably has mentioned, Davis was very fond 

of cigars, and he would, he and James Pemberton would sit and talk over the planation affairs.  

Davis would always invite him to sit down and they would chat, and when the session was over, 

he would give James Pemberton a cigar.  Uh, so I guess James Pemberton liked cigars, too.  It's 

very interesting relationship that they could be so close, and, and so I think, as an institution, uh, 

Davis could come up, for good political reasons if nothing else, uh, come up with all, all kinds of 

valid reasons:  it's in the Bible, uh, uh, we are educating and bringing these people from a, from 

Africa into a civilized soc, society and way of life--uh, the, all of the, uh, arguments that would 

be used, uh, politically for a southern politician, and yet, his individual relationships were really 

quite different, uh, from that.  Um, I was surprised that he, uh, felt that the Montgomerys could 

not make a go of the two plantations after the war because, uh, Benjamin Montgomery was 

encouraged by Joseph E. Davis, uh, to become an entrepreneur.  He ran a, he ran a store for the 

plantations on Davis Bend.  Um, he was an inventor.  Um, he, he, he was a very, very 

accomplished man and he did really quite well with the plantations for several years until the 

bottom dropped out of the cotton prices and the value of the land went down, and he finally 

could not make his, uh, payments, and he lost, uh, the land, and at that point, they, they, um, they 

reverted back to the Davises, not without a certain amount of discord among the, the, uh, heirs of 

Joseph E. Davis and Jefferson Davis. But, uh, the, uh, there was, uh, he, Jefferson Davis also 

adopted some of the utopian ideas that, um, Joseph E. Davis was experimenting with on his 

plantation, such as, um, jury, uh, if, uh, somebody committed, uh, a, um, misdemeanor, uh, they 

were judged not by the owner of the plantation but by a jury of their peers.  Uh, and, uh, Davis 

apparently also adopted that scheme.  A number of his, uh, a number of the slaves on both 

plantations were really quite well educated, and Joseph E. Davis even ran a little school, an 

integrated school, uh, amazingly, uh, for awhile until the word got out and, and there was, um, 

uh, some of the neighbors didn't like this idea, but he had, he had brought in a, a white teacher 



and he had the Montgomery family, Montgomery children, uh, going to that school.  There were 

four Montgomery children, two boys and two girls, and they, the boys, uh, um, in adulthood 

were also outstanding, uh, people, um, definitely leaders, and the two daughters went off to 

Oberlin College, and they came back from Oberlin, they spent 2 years there.  They came back 

from Oberlin and resumed their life.  They were living in the, uh, Brierfield, uh, plantation 

house, and they were of no world.  It's a rather sad story.  They were so well educated, they were 

better educated than a lot of the whites, uh, that they came in contact with.  Uh, they sat upstairs 

in the, in the Brierfield plantation house and played the piano and read their books and were of, 

of no real world anymore, but the, the Montgomerys are a very, very interesting story.  So it's 

strange that Davis didn't, uh, doubted that they could, they could handle, uh, because when he 

finally got Brierfield back, it didn't work for him either.  Uh, the economy, uh, was not such that, 

that the, uh, cotton planter could do that well. 

 

Gary: What was that sound? 

 

Berman: **** gonna see what that hammering is? 

 

Gary: Well, there's not much we can do about it. 

 

Berman: Okay. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: I'm telling you a whole lot more than you need to know. 

 

Berman: Oh. 

 

Gary: Oh, it's good. 

 

Berman: Oh, this is good, and I don't know where – 

 

Gary: And there may be some, as we go forward, there may be some repetition so – 

 



Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: – feel free if, if the question requires it, to repeat some of these things. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Okay.  Mm hmm. 

 

Beacroft: It's a different **** side you're showing altogether. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Oh, really? 

 

Beacroft: Mm hmm.  Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Mm hmm.  I had ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: It's a, it's a sad story. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: It, yeah, that is a sad story. 

 

Berman: I like the way you put it.  They were not of the real world. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Sad. 

 

Beacroft: I do, too. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: They never married. 

 

Berman: That's very ****, of course. 



 

Mary Seaton Dix: Of course, who were they gonna marry? 

 

Berman: Who were they gonna marry?  They were gonna marry ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Unless they went north and found some freedmen, I suppose, but – 

 

Berman: They ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: – but, uh – 

 

Gary:  Whenever you’re ready. 

 

Berman: Along the same lines, we're gonna go back there, uh, could you discuss for us 

slave life on both Hurricane and Brierfield, uh, including, I, I think you know everything that 

they hit, but if, uh, Joseph's appropriation of, you've already said, of Robert Owen's utopian 

ideas, if you could go into a little more detail, um – 

 

Gary: And what those ideas are. 

 

Berman: – what those ideas are, each person developing their potential, healthcare, 

including healthcare? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Honoring, uh, the wish for the servants to be called by their Christian names and 

not by nicknames. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Slave education. 



 

Gary: And let's stop there and then we'll – 

 

Berman: Okay, and we'll ****. 

 

Gary: – we'll address those and then we'll go on to the next piece. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Okay.  Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Yeah. 

 

Gary: Okay. 

 

Berman: ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Well, the utopia that Joseph E. Davis created, uh, on his plantation and, of 

course, was, we, we, in some cases have to assume, uh, that many of these same patterns were 

adopted at, uh, the neighboring plantation of Brierfield, and certain Joseph E. Davis had a lot of 

administrative, um, work that he did when Davis – Davis was away from his plantation most of 

the time, so in addition to overseers who, after, after James Pemberton died in 1850, overseers 

were continuing problem, so Joseph E. Davis did a lot of administrative work at, uh, Brierfield as 

well as his own Hurricane plantation.  So we, we, uh, must assume from that in, uh, that, um, a 

lot of these utopian ideas, uh, took place at, um, at both plantations.  Um, uh, Davis [Joseph E.] 

believed in, uh, that part of utopian was they, each, each slave, uh, developing his potential to 

the, uh, utmost.  Um, it included good healthcare, dental care, which was very unusual.  There 

even was a case Jefferson Davis, uh, had a, a female slave who was not well, she did not seem to 

be – 

 

Gary:  Hold it. **** helicopter flying ****. 

 

Berman: ****. 



 

Beacroft: ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: – uh – 

 

Gary: You were saying there was a – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: – uh, yes, uh, they, they were, uh, they took, were very concerned with the 

healthcare of their, uh, of their slaves and they, uh, even Jefferson Davis sent a female slave off 

to New Orleans to a special doctor for care, uh, which I think shows a, a, an unusual amount of 

concern for the well-being, uh, of the people.  He, by the time of the Civil War, had about 111, 

113, the numbers vary, uh, slaves.  Um, uh, dental, dental care was seldom, uh, attended to, uh, 

and, but it was on the Davis, uh, plantations.  Uh, education, we, uh, uh, got some attention.  I 

don't get any feeling that there's a general schooling, but there certainly was not, there was no 

discouragement.  I mean, you sometimes hear that, that the slaves were discouraged from 

becoming literate.  That was certainly not the case with the Davises.  They had too much respect 

for, uh, learning and literacy.  Uh, Joseph E. Davis had a, a, a very, very fine library, it was a 

special building, and he and, in the years when Jefferson Davis went back, after his wife, first 

wife died, and he left the army and went, uh, and Joseph E. Davis set him up on the plantation, 

they spent many, many evenings together in that library talking about books.  They, they were 

two extremely well read, uh, gentlemen and had enormous respect, uh, for learning, and, uh, and 

the, the Montgomerys are, one case in point, James Pemberton is, is another, uh, the, the amount 

of, uh, education that they, um, encouraged.  Uh, they had, uh, regular church services, uh, on 

Sundays.  They had one in the morning for whites and one in the afternoon for the slaves and, 

and, of course, they, the Davises did not call them slaves, they called them servants.  Uh, they, 

and they did not call them by some nickname.  They had real names.  Uh, but, uh, the, uh, the 

servants had their, their service in the afternoon and, uh, it's reported that Davis, uh, just as often 

attended the afternoon service as the morning. 

 

Berman: Brian? 

 



Gary: You could start down with, um – 

 

Berman: Okay. 

 

Gary: – why don't we go with [question ] E. 

 

Berman: Uh, E.  If you could talk about the jury system of peers of, of, of the slave peers, 

black overseers, uh, or James Pemberton versus other overseers? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Uh, you've already mentioned they're not called slaves but servants.  Um, no 

sexual misconduct. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Uh, and – 

 

Gary: And let's, and let's do **** – 

 

Berman: – ****. 

 

Gary: – and then we'll do J [question J] last. 

  

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  Uh, so the, the jury of their peers? 

 

Berman: Jury system of their peers. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: All right.  Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Overseers.  No sexual misconduct. 



 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  I think very much, uh, a, uh, tenet of, uh, Robert Owen, uh, 

was, uh, the administration of justice on, on a, in a community.  Uh, and, uh, Davis, Joseph E. 

Davis established a system of, uh, trying any, uh, servant who was, uh, found committing 

something wrong on the plantation, uh, be judged by his peers, and it, it is said that if they were 

too severe in their punishment, it often was ameliorated by, uh, either Joseph Davis or Jefferson 

Davis, depending on the plantation. 

 

Berman: Sexual misconduct? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Ah, yes.  Uh, despite, uh, and quite different from some plantation 

systems, there is no evidence whatsoever that there was any misconduct toward, uh, the female 

slaves.  Uh, as I said, there's nobody walking down the back path, uh, at Brierfield or Hurricane, 

and I think it's, it's fairly evident, you can look at the slave, you, you can just tell, uh, that there 

wasn't any, uh, any, uh, mixing going on.  You could tell by the looks, uh, of the slaves and the, 

and the, uh, and, and all of that.  There, there, there was a lot of, uh, the slaves seemed to have 

had quite a bit of family cohesion.  There was a respect for, for the family and the children and 

the, the unity.  Uh, and this didn't always happen on many plantations, but it certain did there, 

and there's never been any question whatsoever that, uh, either, uh, Joe, Joseph Davis or 

Jefferson Davis, um, misused their, uh, position of authority, uh, in sexual matters. 

 

Gary: In terms of money, we did a, the black overseers, let's do a compare and contrast between 

say James Pemberton and, and black overseers. 

 

Berman: Right. 

 

Gary: Versus the, the string of white ones that were problematic. 

 

Berman: Right.  Right, well, that's a, that's a, yeah. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 



 

Berman: I was hoping you'd probably hit anyway. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh huh. 

 

Berman: Um, we could talk about the overseers and contrast Pemberton and the black 

overseers with the problems with the white, and if you feel like it, could you talk about, 'cause I 

just think it's an interesting anecdote, uh, of the, one of the servant girls, if you feel, if, if you 

wanna say this, one of the servants, uh, did, one of the girls did not want to serve the white 

overseer's family because their table manners were so appalling.   

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: I just think it's an interesting anecdote, if you'd like to say it. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  Well, uh, as, uh, James Pemberton, of course, was the most 

prominent of Davis’s black overseers and, of course, on the, uh, adjoining plantation, Hurricane, 

um, uh, Benjamin Montgomery had a great deal of, of authority, although Joseph was pretty, 

was, uh, an on-the-scene, uh, plantation owner as, as his brother was not.  Uh, Davis, there are 

countless letters, uh, to Davis over the years from one, uh, white overseer after another.  They're 

very hard to read because they weren't very literate.  Uh, and, uh, I, I can certainly understand 

that, uh, there would be slaves who would be very unhappy about, uh, serving, uh, some of these 

overseers because, and one said – 

 

Gary: So you ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: Will you take that again? And, and be careful when you cross your arms. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Oh. 



 

Gary: It hits the microphone. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Oh, oh, I'm sorry.  Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: We'll just take, uh, take that, uh, uh, answer again starting with, uh, um, the illiterate 

letters that Davis received. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh huh.  Uh, Davis had one, uh, disastrous overseer after another, uh, after 

James Pemberton's death in 1850. 

 

Gary: I'll have you pause for 1 second.  Um, if you could make it clear that the disasters were 

with the white overseers versus the black. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Okay, all right, uh huh.  Yeah, after James Pemberton's death in 1850, 

Davis resorted to white overseers and there was a succession of them, uh, and almost none of 

them were satisfactory.  Uh, uh, they, they, uh, Joseph E., Joseph Davis, uh, uh, informed, uh, his 

brother of all of the things that the overseers were doing or were not doing.  Uh, Davis had a 

succession of letters from the white overseers, uh, some of them virtually, uh, impossible to read.  

We have them, but, uh, it's, it's very hard to make them out because they were almost illiterate.  

Uh, you have to guess at what it is they're trying to tell him.  Uh, and, um, at one point the 

Davises came home from Washington and found the, uh, plantation in a, in a terrible state.  Uh, 

obviously the, the, the current white, uh, overseer was not doing his job and, of course, some of 

the overseers complained because the slaves were treated so well by, on both plantations that it 

diminished their authority, and I think that's one reason they probably came and went so rapidly 

because they, they really, uh, didn't have the usual kind of control that most plantation owners 

gave them.  But that wasn't the way the Davis plantations worked, uh, and the slaves, they 

probably considered them rather uppity because they had been treated, uh, really so, so fairly. 

 

Berman: Would you talk about, uh, elder respect on the Davis plantation.  I'm, I'm thinking 

of Old Uncle Bob ****. 



 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm, yes.  Um, Davis, uh, uh, was very, uh, solicitous of the, uh, 

well-being of the old, of the slaves as they grew old and, um, some of them lived to 

extraordinary ages.  There was one, uh, Uncle Bob or Uncle Robert, uh, who lived to be 114, uh, 

and, uh, uh, assumed quite a position of authority.  Every day he would go out and ride around 

the plantation and he could come back and say what was going on in every field and every, uh, in 

every, uh, place that he, that he visited.  Uh, Davis was extremely fond of him and a number of 

letters from the war years, um, in, in a number of the letters he expressed his, his concern for the 

well-being of, uh, Uncle Bob, made sure that he got, uh, a, a certain, uh, needs of, that, that 

would, things that would make him comfortable and keep him well.  Um, and there were, there 

were several others too.  Uh, so I think it attests to the, to the, uh, the good health, uh, procedures 

on, on both plantations that so many of the slaves lived to, uh, a good, ripe age but, of course, so 

did the Davises.  I mean, the Davises really, uh, to have ten children as, uh, Samuel and Jane did, 

and have nine of them survive and have children, uh, is quite amazing for that day.  So they, uh, 

apparently had, uh, they had good genes, I guess we would say now, and I guess their, some of 

their slaves had good genes as well, but and good care.  Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Thank you.  Brian? 

 

Gary:  [question no.] Three. 

 

Berman: Okay.  Please tell us the story of, I--this is one of the most interesting stories to 

me--please tell us the story of Virginia-born Benjamin Montgomery, uh, the only known escapee 

at Hurricane, and then how through [some?] conference Joseph E. Davis – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – urged him to stay. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh. 

 



Berman: ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  The, of course, the most interesting family at, at, uh, Hurricane 

plantation is the Montgomery family and the story of how, uh, uh, Benjamin Montgomery came 

to be there.  Uh, [Joseph E] Davis purchased him.  Uh, he was sent from, uh, Virginia, and he 

immediately ran away but was quickly apprehended and brought back, and Davis sat him down, 

Jeffer, uh, Joseph Davis sat him down and talked him, uh, talk to him very seriously, and I think 

they were, they're both mutually impressed, uh, with the possibilities and certainly, uh, Joseph, 

Joseph Davis gave, uh, Benjamin Montgomery ever, every opportunity, uh, running, running the 

store on the plantations and, um, he even, uh, Jefferson Davis tried to, um, get a patent on an 

invention of, a really quite amazing invention, uh, that Benjamin Montgomery made for a special 

paddle wheel that, uh, cut into the water, uh, uh, at an angle the way a canoe paddle would, 

instead of slapping down and, uh, it was much more, uh, effective, and he was informed by the 

United States Patent Office that they did not give patents to slaves so, uh, that, uh, he never did 

get that, but Jefferson was interested in promoting, uh, Benjamin Montgomery’s, uh, talents as, 

as his brother, uh, and, uh, so, and that is the only known case of, of a slave running away from 

either plantation, and this is in a day when the newspapers were filled with, uh, notices of 

runaway slaves.  Uh, we would've caught it, uh, 'cause we had all those news, all those old 

newspapers in Mississippi, uh, but, uh, we also noted there were a great many runaways, uh, but 

none that, other than Benjamin Montgomery, uh, that we, uh, know, uh, occurred from those two 

plantations. 

 

Berman: Thank you.  Also, feel free just to, just to interject, feel free to, uh, to say that, I, I 

love that you do it, say the letters. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: 'Cause you're referring to primary sources – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  Mm hmm.  Mm hmm.  Mm hmm. 

 



Berman: – and I think that's terribly important. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Um, and if you do remember any specifics, again – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – feel free. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: The more information, the better. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: The more you have to work with.  Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Thank you.  Did Joseph, oh, we've already actually, uh, Question 4 is did Joseph 

encourage the Montgomerys to go into business if their talents ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Uh, could you talk about that and then, uh, reiterate that, and then tell us, ask, tell 

us if the slave had to then hire someone to take his place in the field and did, and also did Joseph 

financially back them when he started a business? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Hmm.  You want, this is the post-war?  The post, particularly the post-war 

period? 

 

Berman: Uh, well, A, uh, well, no, this is businesses on, the store on the plantation. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh huh.  Mm hmm. 



 

Berman: I think what we'd like to do is maybe elucidate a little bit. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Of that store on the plantation.  I think people really don't, probably ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: I don't think I know that much about it. 

 

Berman: Okay. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Brian? 

 

Gary: Let's, let's, I mean, we know – 

 

Berman: **** continue? 

 

Gary: – we know that there was a store. 

 

Berman: Yeah.  ****. 

 

Gary: Yeah. 

 

Berman: Okay.  Please discuss why, despite their differing views, Joseph never 

manumitted one slave while Jefferson, uh, wait, you did talk about Pemberton. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: You did. 



 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Uh, wanting to, his freedom after ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh, but we didn't talk about Joseph E. Davis never – 

 

Berman: Yeah, we could do that again. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  That really belongs back with the very beginning.  Uh, but 

you, you – 

 

Berman: That's fine with me. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: – you can do that.  You can do that. 

 

Berman: Oh, we ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Yes, uh huh.  Um, although, uh, Jefferson Davis and his brother had very 

differing, different, um, views about slavery, uh, and because they were a generation apart, it 

helps explain it, uh, and yet since Joseph Davis had all these ut, utopian schemes and, and, um, 

ideals, uh, it seems strange that it didn't, he didn't consider manumitting any of his slaves.  Um, 

and I think, uh, what he felt, uh, was that it would not be advantageous for them, that there, uh, it 

was not a good life out there for a free black and, uh, that life would be harder for them than, uh, 

than if they remained with him.  Uh, Jefferson Davis did offer James Pemberton, uh, his 

freedom, uh, and it was, it was not accepted.  Um, but it, um, I think, and I think probably, uh, 

Joseph, there were a, a good many freedmen in, in the South, but, uh, it was, it was hard for 

them, and Joseph Davis was probably right, and he was also, uh, we have to remember that he, 

he was quite paternalistic in all of this.  Uh, he, he was quite sure he knew what was best, and he 

probably, probably did, but, uh, it was a very paternalistic system at the same time that, uh, it had 

all the, uh, all the utopian, uh, att, attributes. 



 

Berman: I think, I mean, I, I'd like to know like, do you know anything about the plight of 

the free, of, of  free blacks in Mississippi?  If you could contrast those, only if you know, ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: I really don't know and I wouldn't, really wouldn't wanna say. 

 

Berman: Okay. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: That's a John--I don't know if you've met John Boles when you were – 

 

Berman: No. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: – uh, at the Jefferson Davis Papers. 

 

Berman: No. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: He is the, uh, he's southern history, historian and, uh, editor of the Journal 

of Southern History, and he has, he, he has that information, but I would have to, uh, bone up on, 

you know, grab, grab one of his books.  But there were, there was a considerable number of 

freedmen, and some of them, uh, uh, had, uh, some, there were some with interesting careers.  

Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Would you discuss in detail the relationship between, or have we had enough 

about the relationship between Pemberton and Joseph Davis, I mean, uh, Jefferson Davis? 

 

Gary: No, I think we can. 

 

Berman: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: Yeah, I think we can really uncover that. 

 



Berman: Okay. 

 

Gary: And as far back as it goes when he was first – 

 

Berman: ****. 

 

Gary: – **** how he came to, how he became his slave ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Well, his mother gave. 

 

Gary: Okay. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: No. 

 

Gary: See if we can start there – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: – and then the kind of relationship – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  Right. 

 

Gary: – that builds up. 

 

Berman: They call them, I, I, I see accounts where they call them body servant. 

 

Gary: Right. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 



Gary: And then if you could, because I, I changed the frame-up a little bit, and I like this one a 

little bit better, if you could end, or include that story that you said about them sitting on the 

porch with a cigar. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: – if you can recount that again for us. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: Uh, because I've changed the frame-up a little bit. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: All right.  Uh, the most, uh, outstanding of the, uh, Jefferson Davis slaves 

or servants, as they called them, uh, and really is, uh, a propos for, for, uh, this one, uh, was, uh, 

James Pemberton, uh, who apparently was owned by, uh, Davis's, uh, parents and, when Davis 

went, uh, after the, after West Point, he was, uh, appointed a, a, um, second lieutenant in the 

United States Army and set off for the, for points west, and she sent James Pemberton with him, 

uh, as his body servant.  Um, and Pemberton and Davis became, developed a very close, uh, 

relationship.  Uh, they sometimes were just the two off them off in the middle of nowhere.  I 

mean, the, probably the first white and black man who ever set foot, um, let's say in Wisconsin 

in, in this particular area of Wisconsin.  It's quite, quite extraordinary, and they went through 

harsh, harsh winter weather and all, all kinds of things together and, at one point, Davis became 

very, very ill.  Uh, and, uh, Pemberton nursed him back to health, and I think there was a, a, a 

bond, a real bond, uh, developed and, uh, they were, uh, he, he, uh, returned after Davis, uh, 

retired from the army, he returned with Davis and was at first the only person helping him clear 

this new plantation, the land that his, uh, brother Joseph had given him, and the two of them 

worked and they built a house and they, uh, cleared the land and started it, and only gradually did 

Davis acquire, uh, some additional, uh, slaves.  So, uh, there was a, a, a, a wonderful, uh, 

relationship between the two and Davis made him the, uh, manager of, um, the plantation.  They 

would discuss plantation affairs.  James, James Pemberton would, uh, arrive and Davis would 

invite him to sit down, and the two would talk over plantation matters and, when, uh, Pemberton, 



uh, parted, uh, Davis would always give him a cigar.  Davis, himself, was very fond of cigars, 

good cigars, and, uh, apparently Pemberton had had, uh, was sharing this same, uh, uh, same, uh, 

liking, uh, for a good cigar.  Davis did, you know, go to Cuba, uh, several times.  I'm sure that he 

developed a real taste for very fine Cuban, uh, cigars when he was there.  Uh, so, uh, when, uh, 

when Davis went off to the Mexican War, he asked, uh, James Pemberton if he wished to 

accompany him, and he said, I think I, Pem, Pemberton responded that he thought, uh, that he 

probably should stay at, uh, Brierfield, uh, help Mrs. Davis, uh, and help, uh, keep the plantation 

going, and Davis, so Davis took one of his other, uh, slaves as a body servant, uh, to the Mexican 

War.  Uh, but Davis said,” if something happens to me, do you want me to arrange to have you 

manumitted?” And, uh, Pemberton said, “no, I think I would like my freedom only when I no 

longer am needed to care for Mrs. Davis.”  Uh, unfortunately, uh, James Pemberton died in 1850, 

uh, so he never did, uh, he never was, uh, given his freedom.  He might not have ever taken it 

anyway since they, since they were so very close, but he was a wonderful, uh, manager of the 

plantation.  Everything went extremely well while he was in charge, unlike the white successors, 

who seemed to be, uh, uh, one failure after another, and things at point, some points got into 

quite bad, uh, even with Joseph E. Davis over, over, overseeing some of the affairs at the 

neighboring plantation. 

 

Gary: **** and  then  if we could, um, do you know the age difference between the two, like 

how, how, how much older was Pemberton than Davis or were they around the same age?  Do 

we have any information? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: I should know that but I can't tell you exactly.  My feeling is they were 

about the same age. 

 

Gary: Okay.   

 

Berman: I thought that they had known each other when they were boys.  I don't know why 

I – 

 



Mary Seaton Dix: Well, they probably, if, since he had belonged to the Davises, uh, his 

parents, uh, undoubtedly he had, they had known each other as boys. 

 

Berman: Can I carry on? 

 

Gary: Yep. 

 

Berman: Percival, do you have any ****? 

 

Beacroft: I just made a note on the store with, when the, um, when the Montgomerys went 

into business – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Beacroft: – I thought, Janet [Sharp Hermann]—I don’t recall, it’s been a long time since I 

read it—in Pursuit of a Dream,  said that they had to hire someone to work for them in the fields, 

and they went into business, all they had to do was hire someone to work for them while **** 

 

Berman: To replace him. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  Mm hmm.  I don't remember that. 

 

Beacroft: Oh.  

 

Mary Seaton Dix: No. 

 

Berman: Okay. 

 

Beacroft: You don't remember that when they – Do you remember that, Wendi? 

 

Berman: **** that's one of my questions. 



 

Beacroft: Yeah, ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: But yeah, and, uh, yeah, the slave, they had to hire someone to take his place in 

the fields but, um, but there was **** so **** 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Obviously we don't want to – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Um, this is a very long question so I'm just gonna ask the, uh, get to the, the 

skinny, which is do you think that Davis’s public views on slavery--he was a complex man, 

nothing simple about him-- 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Uh, I think that this is evident in his manumission, his, his, his, uh, feelings about 

old Uncle Robert, his feelings about Pemberton, and yet he'll say things like, as you said before, 

Montgomerys won't be able to manage the farm.  It seems he's terribly complex.  And do you 

think that Davis’s public views on slavery and race were different from his private ones as, as 

they are with?  Uh, I'll just keep it, keep it at that. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh, Davis, Davis's, uh, public statements, uh, about slavery were those of 

the, uh, normal southern politician, after all he, after John C. Calhoun's death, he, he assumed the 

mantle of, as the spokesman for the South.  Uh, and he, uh, I, I think he, he truly did believe, 

there was a Christian mission involved, uh, in, in all of this and you, you were bringing them 

education, you were bringing them, uh, uh, religion, uh, you were bringing them out of Africa 



and into a, uh, uh, civilized society.  Uh, and all of those themes--and it was biblical--uh, he 

could quote the Bible and, uh, all of those, uh, all of those arguments, uh, which were very 

prevalent then.  I mean, he was, he was the southern, being the southern politician when he said 

that.  However, there,  there are some instances particularly when they, uh, when Joseph E. Davis 

made an arrangement for the Montgomerys to take over the two plantations and run them, uh, 

Davis flatly said, uh, “they're incapable, uh, the blacks are inferior and they cannot, they, they 

will not be able to do this.”  Uh, and that was in private, that was not a public statement, that was 

a pri, a private, uh, letter to his brother, uh, saying I don't think this is a good idea.  I, I, I, I, uh, I 

don't think they can, they can, uh, do it.  Uh, and they're just simply inferior.  And yet, uh, he's 

such a, uh, a complicated man, he had obviously very, very deep affection for many of his slaves,  

I don't know whether all of them, but certainly many of them.  Uh, he cared about, uh, very 

sincerely.  Um, it's a, uh, it's very complicated but I think he was a man of his time and place.  If 

he hadn't been, we would never be talking about him today.  He wouldn't have become a 

prominent southern, uh, politician.  Um, and if he, I mean, after all even, even Lincoln said if I 

can save the na, save the Union without freeing a slave, I will do it.  And yet he's called the Great 

Emancipator.  Uh, it's, uh, so, you know, there, there, there we are.  There's a time and a place 

and we can't say that, that, uh, that our thoughts, uh, our, uh, uh, uh, are what Davis should have 

thought at that, at that point.  Uh, I often wonder how many things I believe that are going to be 

scoffed at, uh, 50 years down the road.  So – 

 

Gary: Just want to inject a question in there. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: **** 

 

Berman: Good answer. 

 

Beacroft: I like that ****. 

 

Gary: Um, when you, when you look at the issue of slavery – 



 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: – go back, say we'll go back to Thomas Jefferson even. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: Who in his own writings seemed very conflicted. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: And then you look at someone like Joseph Davis and who tried to create a utopian idea, 

but yet would say that, you know, this, how do we get ourselves out of this, he didn't see how to 

get, you know, ourselves out of this, meaning the institution of slavery.  So, obviously there was 

this kind of latent guilt, it was also associated with the control and the and – but the question is, 

how, how did this affect the overall feelings that these people, these prominent people in the 

South, you know, owning other people and yet being in this country that's a democracy and free, 

and how did they rationalize this.  Not how do we look back and rationalize – ? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: – but how did they try and either explain the issue, you know, get to sleep at night, live 

with themselves, and you know, was it different say between Joseph and Jefferson?  And then 

look at Thomas Jefferson – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: – **** how did he deal with the issue personally, almost like between, you know, 

Jefferson and his God, Joseph and his God, how did they, how did they deal personally with the 

issue of – ? 

 



Mary Seaton Dix: Now that's – 

 

Gary: – of, of owning other people? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: That's quite a question. 

 

Gary: Yeah. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh, I don't know whether – 

 

Berman: **** you've answered it in part and, and I think – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – that in part is, uh – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: That they were contributing to, a, a, a people that, uh, had lived in a very 

primitive condition and they were bringing them, uh, into a, um, what they considered a, uh, 

progressive society.  Uh, I don't know whether they ever looked at the, I don't remember their 

looking to the future and seeing, having freedom out there, uh, as a general thing.  I'm sure a 

number did.  After all, George Washington arranged to have his slaves freed after his death, it 

was in his will.   

 

Beacroft: Yeah, I read something about that last night, I was reading this, uh, Charles 

Masters book and I didn't realize he didn't, according to Masters, Washington's will said they 

would be freed after Mrs. Washington's – [Al Masters, George Washington’s Forgotten People 

(1985)] 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Beacroft: – death and after the death of her sister.  Of course, he had no direct heirs. 



 

Mary Seaton Dix: No. 

 

Beacroft: So – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Yes, it makes a difference. 

 

Beacroft: Mm hmm.   

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  But I, I don't really know how, I'm not into the minds and – 

and Davis, Davis really, he, after the Civil War and after the slaves were freed, I think he still 

continued to have the same, uh, ideas.  I think he, he doubted their ability to, um, manage 

without, uh, white authority. 

 

Gary: We'll let this plane go by. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Hmm? 

 

Gary: We'll let this plane go by overhead. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Oh. 

 

Beacroft: You know, in another time, consider the, the blacks at the time, they weren't 

educated, so we didn't have the people we have now receiving education. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Beacroft: [learning?] what they could do because – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 



Beacroft: – none of them ever had a chance to prove anything. 

 

Berman: Except for a few of the Davis slaves. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: **** I, I cut you off in the middle of your answer. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh huh. 

 

Gary: You were saying – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Which wasn't a very good one anyway.  I have no answer, I think. 

 

Gary: Okay.  Well, I'm just gonna pause – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Take this, but, uh – hmm? 

 

Gary: Okay. 

 

Berman: Actually, I think it could have been a little bit – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Oh, really?  Well, we've never discussed it actually. 

 

Berman: I don't know if it was Lynda [Crist] or not, 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh huh. 

 

Berman: I've seen so many – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 



 

Berman: Okay.   

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh, how did I start that before, let me see.  Uh, I think it's interesting and 

it's a point that I, I have not touched on, uh, is that there's very little record of the Davises’ selling 

their slaves.  They seemed to have a great respect for the, uh, for family unity.  Uh, there, I've 

seen records of their buying slaves, but I really have no record of their selling slaves and the fact 

that, uh, they kept, uh, the old slaves and kept them so well, uh, says, uh, quite a bit about their, 

uh, their humane, uh, approach, uh, to this peculiar institution, uh, that was a part of their 

economy and their time and their place.   

 

Gary: Just pausing and slide to your right. 

 

Berman: My right? 

 

Gary: Yeah. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: And what, what is it we're gonna do? 

 

Berman: Uh, my questions gonna be, uh, at what point after the war, at one point after the 

war the Montgomerys were in possession of – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Oh, yeah.  Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – of the Davis – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – plantations. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 



 

Berman: And we want to know how did they fare as farmers – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – and what were the circumstances of their occupation of the farm? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: And how did they ultimately lose ownership?  So we’re gonna discuss the 

Montgomerys and the plantation. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  Mm hmm.  Mm hmm.  All right.  Uh, uh, after the war, or as 

the war, uh, was ending, the Freedmen's Bureau took over the plantations on Davis Bend, all of 

Davis Bend, there were several plantations but there were others besides the Davis, Davises' 

plantations.  Uh, and as they, uh, tried to, uh, work out things, uh, they really almost carried on, 

uh, [Joseph E.] Davis's dream, utopian dream, they  really, the Freedmen's Bureau tried to set up, 

uh, an  ideal community.  Of course there, there were some of the old Davis slaves there, but 

there were also, like, all kinds of refugees who had come in, uh, of course, bringing with them a 

very different, uh, idea of, uh, of what their life should be.  Um, but the Freedmen[‘s Bureau] 

eventually made an arrangement, uh, that allowed Joseph E. Davis, uh, to lease and ultimately 

sell with a plan of selling, uh, the two plantations, Brierfield and, and Hurricane, uh, to the 

Montgomerys, uh, and the Montgomerys, uh, and Davis of course, Jefferson Davis thought this 

was not, this was not going to work.  Uh, Joseph Davis, uh, had great confidence in their ability,  

and it also meant that, uh, he made some, maintained ultimate control of the plantations which he 

might have otherwise, that might have been confiscated, so he thought that it was a good way to, 

to keep both of those plantations.  Um, so the Montgomerys took over and they established, 

reestablished, uh, the store there and they started planting.  Uh, Jos, Joseph Davis always had 

quite a varied kind, he did not just grow cotton, he had a lot of cattle, he had sheep, he had 

orchards, fruit orchards, and they, uh, and, and, uh, corn.  Uh, he had a diversified, uh, and he 

was really rather, as you could guess from this man, he was, he liked to, uh, uh, try, uh, 



scientific, uh, agriculture and new ideas.  Um, the Montgomerys more or less continued this, uh, 

and they did quite well, uh, for several years, uh, despite floods and the, the levees had broken 

down in the course of the war and some of the neighboring, uh, plantations didn't have enough 

money to, uh, to be able to help them in, in restoring the levee, so they had flooding, they had 

army worms, they had cotton bolls [boll weevils], they had, uh, everything that could happen 

happened. uh, and even so, they were doing quite well.  Uh, Benjamin Montgomery probably 

overstretched himself; he decided that he should buy a third plantation and so he, he took over 

Ursino, which was, uh, another neighboring plantation.  He thought, one thing is, that he could 

do something about the levees which the people themselves were, the owners were, themselves 

were not.  Uh, and it, it was a bad time to have done this because the cotton prices began to drop, 

the value of the land dropped, uh, he ultimately was unable to make all his payments.  He tried 

valiantly to pay, uh, Joseph Davis, uh, as, as, according to the agreement that they had made.  

And Joseph E. Davis was very, very lenient, uh, about any, uh, any re, any of the payments.  Uh, 

he, he gave him a lot of latitude but ultimately, uh, the Mont, sadly, the Montgomerys, uh, did 

become, uh, bankrupt and had to leave.  By this time, uh, Joseph E. Davis had died and, uh, a 

strange thing about Joseph E. Davis, uh, he, he, uh, was a control freak perhaps, he never gave, 

uh, an actual piece of paper saying “you own this land” to Jefferson Davis or to his daughters.  

He provided them all with plantations but they, he still was the owner.  They, and so [Jefferson] 

Davis was faced with the, with looking at the plantations and he had Brierfield, his plantation, he 

had no, uh, paper saying he owned it.  Uh, and, uh, Joseph Davis's will had left everything to his 

grandchildren.  And Davis was put in a terrible position of having to go to court and trying to get 

his Brierfield plantation back.  Um, this did nothing for family relations, as you can imagine, and 

they had been very close, very, very close.  Uh, and he lost the first case and he appealed, and by 

the time he appealed, the complexion of the court had changed and the old, his old Democratic 

friends were back in, uh, control and he won the appeal and he got Brierfield back, but he had the 

same problems with it, uh, he never did go back to live there, and he had the same problems with 

the, the economic conditions were simply not right, uh, for his plantation.  Maybe if he had gone 

there and worked hard and spent, did everything, uh, possible, but he thought there were other 

ways that he could make a better living for his family and they were, they were very pressed, uh, 

financially.  Uh, so he had taken on, uh, a position as a president of an insurance company in 

Memphis, uh, which failed and so he, he was, uh, he really was very pressed and, and couldn't 



take the time and, and [with] a rather shaky economy, uh, to go to, uh, Brierfield and give it is, 

uh, his full time and attention.  So he fared, uh, no better, and limped along and the 

Montgomerys, uh, did not give up.  Isaiah, uh, Benjamin's son Isaiah, uh, decided that he would 

create another utopian community and he took the, uh, his, uh, friends from Davis Bend and 

they, uh, formed, they went to another place in Mississippi where, uh, called Mound Bayou, and 

he formed a new community there, which was very, very successful for about 25 years, uh, and 

then, uh, they, that economy went sour, but he was quite a success for, for those years.  But, uh, 

so Davis got his, got Brierfield back but, uh, it was never, never to be the same. 

 

Berman: Brian, Percival?  Anything else there? 

 

Beacroft: Isaiah, he didn't, wasn't Isaiah Montgomery the first black in the Mississippi 

legislature? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: The first delegate. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  Yeah, he and his brother were both very prominent leaders.  

Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Should we talk about that on camera? 

 

Gary: Um, I don't think we'll get that far. In terms of, in terms of Hurricane and Brierfield, were 

they financially successful plantations pre-war? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Oh, yes, very definitely. 

 

Gary: If we could – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 



 

Gary: If you can phrase that question for her. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Okay.  Uh, would you kindly discuss – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – the, uh, comparisons between, uh, pre-war and toward the end of the war, and 

post war – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – of the two, uh, economic conditions – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – of the two plantations? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Well, the, uh, Brierfield and Hurricane were very successful plantations, 

uh, Joseph Davis spent--of course, he, he was a prominent lawyer but he, uh, in Natchez--but he 

finally, uh, began to devote almost all of his attention to, uh, his plantation, acquiring more and 

more land.  Uh, he had, oh, I think, in cultivation about 1,500 acres.  Uh, he had all, he had much 

more than cotton.  He had, uh, he had fruit orchards, uh, he had cattle, he had sheep, uh, he raised 

corn, he experimented with different crops.  Uh, and, uh, he had 300 and, um, 350 or more 

slaves, uh, in the pre-war period.  He was one of the wealthiest men in Mississippi.  He was one 

of the most prominent planters in Mississippi.  Uh, and Jefferson Davis's plantation, while not as, 

uh, not as large, there wasn't as much land under cultivation, he had 100-some slaves, uh, was, it 

was also a very successful – they lived very well.  Uh, they, uh, the Davises built a, a, Jefferson, 

when he, he and James Pemberton first settled at Brierfield, built themselves a simple little, uh, 



house, but after Davis's second, uh, marriage, uh, they built quite a fine, uh, fine house.  Uh, and 

Joseph Davis had, uh, well, it was like Gone with the Wind, I guess, before the war, uh, beautiful 

house, he had a separate building that was a library and study for him.  Uh, the slaves' quarters 

were all very, very, uh, there were a lot of, a lot of quarters, lot of buildings.  And, uh, all very, 

really quite, uh, quite fine.  Um, so they were extremely successful plantations.  Uh, we have 

their, their, uh, shopping lists even, where they, they'd send off to, to New Orleans and they 

bought some very, very fancy things.  Uh, they had long lists of what they wanted and, uh, they 

had them sent up from their factors, uh, in New, uh, who handled all their cotton and so on, and, 

uh, they shopped through them and they, they, uh, uh, the women got all of the finest silks and 

satins, and, uh, and, uh, of course, Davis indulged when he could, in a new wonderful 

thoroughbred horse and of course Jeff, uh, Jeff, Joseph E. Davis was very, very fond of, uh, I 

guess their, their days in Kentucky just sealed their love for, for thoroughbred, uh, horses.  And 

so they, they [had] fine carriages, uh, they, they lived extremely well and of course, uh, things 

began to fall on hard times rather early in the war and I think that because the land, the 

plantations, belonged, were right on the Mississippi after the fall of New Orleans, their fate was 

sealed, uh, and, and of course the thought of, of seizing a Davis plantation was very, very, uh, 

attractive.  So, uh, the, a, a number of the slaves fled, uh, and conditions deteriorated very, very 

rapidly.  Um, and, uh, as I, the Freedmen's Bureau did try to, uh, establish a, a working 

plantation again, and then, of course, the Montgomerys, uh, took over, uh, after, after the 

Freedmen's Bureau. Uh, Bureau bureaucracy, uh, left and, uh, and it was, it was very hard, but it 

was hard for all southern planters, it wasn't just the Davis plantations, it was the whole economy 

of the South, uh, had been so, uh,  so, uh, destroyed by, by war and invasion and so on, that, uh, 

they were not alone in not doing, uh, well. 

 

Gary: We're gonna pause and change tape.  And then, um 

 

[tape ends here] 

  

 

 

 



PART 2 

 

 

Berman: **** talk about ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: On the plantations. 

 

Berman: The plantations prewar ****, and a wonderful answer.  And it ****.  I lied to 

****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Okay.  Yes, I'm sorry. 

 

WBr: I know you're, you're being polite and talking to Brian, too, but – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: It won't work. 

 

Berman: Yeah, ignore Brian, as good-lookin' as he is. 

 

Gary: All right, we’re rolling. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh, the Davis plantations, before, uh, the Civil War, were very, very 

prosperous.  Uh, Joseph E. Davis in, in character, uh, was a very scientific, uh, farmer.  He liked 

to experiment.  He also liked to diversify.  They, he did not have all of his land cultivated in 

cotton.  Even though the money was there and that was tempting, but he, he, uh, was interested 

in, uh, fruit orchards, uh, raising cattle.  Uh, he, uh, had, uh, corn, uh, of course, uh, swine, uh, 

and, uh, everything to make it as self-sufficient as, as possible.  And Jefferson Davis followed 

along in the same pattern.  They did extremely well.  Uh, they really were, uh, very wealthy.  Uh, 

Davis only came to, uh, the plantation, and, and started cultivating, started clearing it--it was not 

called Brierfield for nothing--uh, this was not an easy task that, that he and James Pemberton 

undertook.  Uh, so they built themselves a very simple little, uh, house that they, uh, lived in 

initially, but later on, uh, after Davis’s marriage to Varina Davis, they built quite a fine 



residence.  Uh, of course they took, uh, a great interest in the, uh, in the slave quarters which, uh, 

were, were quite fine.  Uh, and Joseph Davis had a, a very grand home, and a lovely, uh, separate 

building that he used for a library and, he had a large library, uh, and study.  Uh, the, the Davis 

house, the Jeff, Joseph Davis house, plantation house, was burned, uh, in the course of the Civil 

War, but his, uh, library remained, uh, and it's a very--uh, we've seen pictures of it--and it was a 

very fine, uh, building, and of course the Davises house remained until the 1830, uh, 1931, I 

believe it was, when it burned down, and it was so far from any fire help, that, uh, there was 

nothing for it.  When something starts burning on a plantation, it's a little hard to save it, uh, so 

that was, uh, lost.  But, uh, we do know from the records, we have the tax records, and we know, 

uh, uh, how many acres were, were in, under cultivation, uh, what was, uh, what was grown, how 

many slaves there were, uh, and, uh, we also have the shopping lists.  Uh, they, they in, they 

indulged in some very, uh, happy shopping.  They sent their list down to the factor in New 

Orleans, and they would, uh, they would get their bill back, uh, along with all the goods, and the, 

uh, women got their satins and laces, and, uh, the men got, uh, very fine, uh, articles as well.  

And of course they, both brothers indulged their love for thoroughbred horses when they could,  

uh, Joseph E. Davis, particularly.  Uh, of course, they both had that Kentucky background, and 

that, that, I guess it stayed with them that the, that thoroughbred horse races were, uh, something 

to be very much desired.  Uh, so the, the plantations were extremely successful.  They were 

wealthy.  Davis, Jo, Joseph Davis, uh, was one of the wealthiest planters in Mississippi.  And, 

uh, [Jefferson] Davis, of course, didn't cultivate as much land, and, and, of course, he also wasn't 

there as much, uh, on his plantation.  But they did very well too, and he, uh, he lived, he lived 

well.  Uh, when, uh, the war came, uh, particularly after New Orleans fell, uh, and the, uh, the 

gunboats could come up the Mississippi River, uh, they made the Davis plantations, rather 

naturally, uh, a target, uh, and the, in 1863, uh, the, uh, Joseph Davis’s house was burned.  Uh, 

Joseph, uh, Jefferson Davis’s possessions were, what, some of them taken.  They didn't burn, 

they didn't burn Jefferson Davis’s plantation, which was interesting, but, uh, but by this time 

Joseph had moved out of the plantation house and moved on in Mississippi and, unfortunately 

he, he took a lot of, uh, correspondence, of his own and his brother's, and it was hidden in a, in 

an attic, uh, in their Hinds, their Hinds County plantation that he rented.  And it was, uh, it was 

discovered and burned or stolen, uh, they, a lot of soldiers carried away some very personal 

Davis correspondence with them, and it would, they would turn up, the letters would turn up in 



the hometown papers, uh, they said, this is a letter from Jefferson Davis to, uh, uh, Zachary 

Taylor, uh, whatever.  And, uh, the newspapers would gleefully, uh, publish them.  At any rate, 

the, uh, the, so the Davises had moved on, uh, Joseph Davis had moved on, and the army moved 

in, and the Freedmen's Bureau took over.  They inherited something of the, the utopian dream 

that had, uh, inspired, Joe, Joseph E. Davis, and they tried to work, uh, on a, uh, on a community, 

uh, that would, that bore some resemblance.  Uh, now, of course, only some of the old Davis 

slaves were there, uh, and there were a lot of refugees that had poured in.  It was, uh, very hard 

to, uh, to run, and it, they had problems with bureaucracy, and Joseph E. Davis finally decided 

that his best course would be to, uh, turn to his amazing Montgomery family, and, uh, lease, with 

the idea of selling, uh, eventually, uh, selling the plantations to the Montgomerys.  Uh, Jefferson 

Davis thought it was a bad idea, that they couldn't make a success of it, but Joseph, uh, Davis 

thought there was a good possibility.  It was, it was well worth the chance, uh, and that the 

Montgomerys at first, uh, had, were quite successful.  They had a lot of problems, uh, the levee 

system had broken down in the course of the war.  That took, uh, annual care, uh, attention, and 

it hadn't been getting it, and some of the, uh, neighboring plantations couldn't afford to, uh, repair 

the levees and if one plantation flooded, then it went everywhere, so they had a problem with 

floods.  They had a problem with various kinds of, oh, army worms and boll weevils and all the, 

uh, insects that at, go after agricultural production.  And, uh, then they, uh, the price of cotton 

dropped, and therefore the price of the land, uh, the value of the land, uh, went down, and 

Benjamin Montgomery had made, had overextended himself, and he had bought a neighboring 

plantation, Ursino, uh, and, uh, the, the timing was, was really wrong.  Uh, he didn't realize, uh, 

how much the, the value of land would plummet, how much the price of cotton would plummet.  

So he, uh, he had overextended, and he finally began to be late in making his payments to, uh, 

Joseph Davis.  Joseph Davis was very lenient with him, uh, on the, on the matter of payment.  

He, he, if they were late, it was all right, even though Joseph Davis really did, uh, need this 

money too.  He had, uh, lost just about everything in the course of the war.  But, uh, finally, uh, 

the situation became so dire that, uh, the Montgomerys had to declare bankruptcy, uh, and at this 

point, uh, Davis, by this time, uh, Joseph E. Davis had died, and he, he left the land, uh, to his 

grandchildren, the plantations, and I, and both plantations, apparently, because even though 

[Jefferson] Davis had been given Brierfield by Joseph Davis, he had never had the legal papers 

to prove it.  This was something that Joseph did rather regularly.  Uh, he was something of a, I 



think probably we would call him today a control freak. Um, and, so he, he had given, uh, 

plantations to his daughters, but they didn't have the legal papers to prove it.  Uh, and so, uh, 

Davis contested, uh, the will, and, uh, saying that he had been given--it was understood, 

everybody understood that they, Jo, Joseph had, uh, given this land to his brother, uh, that he had 

worked it for years and years, uh, and, uh, it, by rights should be his.  Uh, he had had very close 

relationship with the, uh, with, uh, Joseph Davis’s grandchildren, uh, so, uh, grandchild, a son 

and a granddaughter.  Uh, and of course the relationship cooled considerably with what became a 

very bitter fight, and Davis lost the law case.  Uh, but he appealed, and by the time the appeal 

came, uh, along, uh, the, uh, some of his Democratic friends were now in, uh, in, in control of the 

justice system, and he won his appeal, and he got Brierfield back.  However, he never did go 

there, uh, to live.  Uh, at the time he had taken on a, a position as president of an insurance 

company.  Uh, his family needed, uh, money.  Of course,  all his livelihood had been, uh, wiped 

out, and, uh, he had, I think he was not ready to go back to start over from the very beginning, 

uh, on a very, uh, worn-out plantation that needed a lot of, a lot of capital input for one thing.  

Uh, he never went back, and it limped along.  It never, uh, never regained its, uh, former, uh, 

glory.  Uh, there were, they both were very, were very grand plantations, and, uh, and, uh, the, 

uh, Joseph Davis’s plantation was, they did, they lived there and continued to, uh, cultivate it, 

but, uh, the economic, the economy was not, uh, not good for any southerners, uh, after the war.  

It was gonna be a long time. 

 

Gary: Do you, do you know when, uh, Davis Bend became Davis Island? 

 

Berman: [coughs] Sorry. 

 

Beacroft: Are you familiar with that? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh, yes, I, I don’t know that I want to name a date, though.  [given water] 

Oh, thank you. 

 

Beacroft: ****. 

 



Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Beacroft: **** Palmyra [plantation, on Davis Island]. 

 

Berman: Oh. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Um – 

 

Berman: Excuse me.  Uh, in December 1843 **** Ready?  In December 1843 Jefferson 

Davis met Varina Banks Howell at Diamond Place, the home of his niece, when delivering a 

message from Joseph to Varina.  Joseph was a friend of her father, a former governor of New 

Jersey who moved to Natchez after serving in the War of 1812.  Uh, would you talk to us a little 

bit about Varina?  Let us know that she was born on May 7, 1826, across the Mississippi in 

Concordia Parish.  Uh, she grew up in Natchez.  What was her early family life like, if you know 

that? And discuss her parents. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: The, the family. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: In, uh, 1843 Jefferson Davis first met, uh, Varina Howell of Natchez.  Uh, 

they met, uh, I think, through the connivance of Joseph E. Davis.  He thought it was about time 

for, for Davis to, for his brother to have, uh, uh, uh, a new companion.  Uh, and so he arranged 

for Davis to deliver a letter to, uh, his niece, uh, uh, Davis, Joseph Davis’s, uh, daughter's home, 

uh, and so they met.  And, uh, I think, if I recall, they were engaged within a month.  It took, uh, 

obviously.  Uh, now, uh, Varina Howell was, uh, she, uh, was, uh, from, uh, a very, uh, fine 

family.  Her grandfather had been governor of New Jersey.  Uh, her father had fought in the War 

of 1812 and after the war he moved down to the South.  Uh, and he married, uh, uh, a woman 

who came from a wealthy family and had a, she had grown up on a, on a large plantation, uh, 

and, uh, their first child was named after, uh, Joseph, uh, Davis, so you can tell how close the 

friendship was.  Uh, and, uh, Joseph Davis was, uh, the first child and Varina was the second.  



Uh, there were to be 11, uh, in all.  Uh, now, Varina, uh, was given a really outstanding 

education for a woman of the time.  She was sent up to a boarding school in, uh, Philadelphia, 

uh, for about a year, and then she was tutored by Judge Winchester, uh, a, uh, a lawyer friend of, 

uh, of her father and of Joseph Davis, and she learned, uh, at least French, we know that.  Uh, 

and later in her life she would be living in Germany, so I presume that she, uh, acquired some, 

uh, German as well.  Uh, she did know Latin.  She liked to fling Latin phrases into her, uh, 

letters, along with the French.  Uh, and, uh, so she had a very lively mind, uh, and, uh, which 

was, had been well cultivated.  Uh, sounds like a perfect match for, uh, Jefferson, who was really 

quite a scholarly man himself.  Now, uh, Varina's father – 

 

Gary: Pause on tape and we're gonna just pick up from there, okay. 

 

Berman: Okay. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  Varina's father, okay. 

 

Gary: Okay, go ahead. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh, Varina's father, it seems, was a very handsome man, um, very 

charming, and improvident, and the family fortunes went downhill.  He ran through his wife's 

money and, uh, at the time that, uh, that, uh, Jefferson and Varina met, uh, they were living 

actually very, in a very nice home in Natchez, but they no longer had a plantation and for a good 

part of his, uh, of his life, uh, Varina's father was always trying to find a government position.  

Uh, he finally did get one in the Civil War.  He, he was given a Confederate post, uh, in the Civil 

War.  Uh, the mother, uh, uh, seemed like a very, uh, fine person and she certainly helped them 

extraordinarily, uh, after the war when she took the children up to Canada and cared for them, 

uh, and so, uh, and the Davises were, Jefferson Davis was very fond of Varina's brothers and 

sisters.  Uh, her sister Margaret spent a great deal of time with them.  In fact, she was at the 

Confederate house, White House of the Confederacy, a good part of the war.  Uh, Jo, Joseph E., 

Joseph Davis, uh, Joseph [Davis] Howell, uh, went off to the Mexican War.  They were all afraid 

'cause he was 6 feet 7 and they were afraid that he'd be a terrible, a very easy target, but he, uh, 



he came back alive, but he drifted off.  He, he was sort of a soldier of fortune and, uh, uh, we 

never have been able to discover what ultimately happened to this, this oldest brother [lived in 

Waterproof La., after the war, died there early in 1881].  Um, there were, uh, two younger 

brothers that the Davises educated.  Um, and, uh, Jeffy D., named after Jefferson Davis, uh, uh, 

went, was sent to a boarding school, uh, the Davises took care of, uh, and, um, when they were in 

Washington, uh, and William, uh, uh, Howell was, uh, was educated by them and Davis seemed 

to be, Jefferson Davis seemed to be genuinely, uh, uh, very, very fond of, of Varina's brothers 

and sisters and parents.  He was very fond of, of the parents.  There's a lot of loving letters, uh, 

exchanged, uh, between the two families. 

 

Berman: Would you describe their early courtship? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Well, their early courtship it was very rapid.  Uh, they, since they, uh, they 

were engaged within a month, but then the wedding date kept, you know, was, was a very iffy 

thing and I think Varina got nervous, got nervous about the whole thing and the wedding was 

postponed, uh, and, but did finally take place in 1845, um, at The Briars, the Howell home.  Uh, 

none of the Davises, Davis family attended, um, and, and I don't know the reason for that 

because I think, uh, you know, Joseph Davis certainly was very, uh, fond of all the parties 

involved.  Uh, but the, um, they went, then they went off their honeymoon.  The honeymoon was 

a rather strange one to, at the very beginning.  They went to Bayou Sara, uh, and visited 

Jefferson Davis’s sister, uh, and this happened to be where, uh, Sarah Knox Taylor, his first wife 

had died, and it's where, uh, her tomb is, uh, and they, which they visited, which, uh, is, it, it may 

have been a, a, a very difficult moment, uh, for a second wife.  Uh, then they went to visit it, visit 

at Rosemont Plantation in Woodville, Mississippi, and saw, uh, Jefferson Davis’s mother, uh, 

Jane Davis, and Varina was very, very much, uh, uh, attracted to her.  She was a very, very sweet 

lady and, uh, so that was a nice visit.  And then they went to New Orleans and they stayed, I 

believe it was at the St. Charles Hotel, which was the hotel, uh, absolutely marvelous place, and, 

uh, Varina, I think, loved that part of, uh, she was a social person and I think she very much 

loved, uh, being in New Orleans and being at a grand hotel, uh, and then they, uh, uh, returned 

to, uh, Brierfield, and not that long thereafter, uh, Davis was elected to Congress and, uh, Varina 

accompanied him up to Washington.  Uh, they all lived in what they call messes, I believe.  Uh, 



and several congressmen would all board, room and board at a certain, uh, place and they, uh, 

often picked, uh, congenial comrades.  There would be a southern group particularly that would, 

you know, that would, uh, would room and board together, but Varina flourished, uh, in the 

Washington scene.  She – there were a lot of dinner parties and she sat next to important men and 

I think she impressed them with her, with her, uh, social skills, as they would say today, and she 

was a good conversationalist.  She was bright, she was witty, she, uh, and she was so impressed 

by all of these famous people that she, uh, was meeting and had heard about, so I think it was a, 

an extremely, uh, happy time for her, uh, in Washington, so that was the, the, the early days of 

their marriage.  Uh, problems did – this was a very up and down marriage.  There were very 

good moments and there were really some very bad moments, and one of the bad ones came not 

that long thereafter, actually, when Davis, uh, signed on to go back to serve in, uh, volunteer 

army from Mississippi in the Mexican War. And he had promised Varina that he would not, uh, 

go off to the Mexican War, uh, but he did.  I think it, I think--and I have no way that I could 

prove this--but I think that brother Joseph may have had, uh, a part in this because, uh, Davis was 

elected the colonel to lead the First Mississippi Regiment, uh, and it was a very prestigious, uh, 

thing to have.  It's interesting, uh, the, the troops voted for their officers and, uh, but not all of the 

troops had arrived, but the ones that had arrived, were there and voted, were from Warren 

County and Wilkinson County.  They were places that were “Davis territory” and so, um, it, it 

seemed that the trains, uh, cooperated more with the units that were coming that would be 

Jefferson Davis or in it.  Uh, it's, uh, that's just a, uh, a guess on my part, but it was, it's rather 

interesting.  At any rate, he made a splendid--they couldn't have picked out a, a, a more perfect 

colonel--someone West Point-trained with 7 years in the army--and he immediately started 

whipping this brand new, uh, regiment into shape and they were considered, uh, one of the best-

trained and, and -organized of the, of volunteer units.  And of course, this is where, when Davis, 

uh, uh, gets to meet Zachary Taylor again [they renewed acquaintances in 1845, not 1846 in 

Mexico].  Uh, Zachary Taylor, who had not wanted his daughter to marry Jefferson Davis, an 

army officer, uh, but the two apparently, uh, were reconciled, uh, as they were on a ship going 

over, going to the, to the front for the Mexican War, and they became extremely close, uh, for 

the rest of Zachary Taylor's life.  Uh, but things were not good at home, uh, this was a, a really a 

low point in, uh, Varina and Jefferson's marriage.  Before [he left for Mexico] Davis made out a 

will and Joseph Davis seemed to have had an awful lot to say about this will.  Uh, Varina was 



not the sole heir.  Uh, she would share with two [Davis] sisters, uh, and, uh, this will seemed to 

have brought, uh, Joseph Davis and Varina Davis, uh, to cross points.  Uh, they, uh, Varina was 

deeply resentful and Joseph, who would, was a control man, uh, but he had, he had found for his 

brother a, a woman who was a control woman and, uh, they, there was almost a rivalry over who 

would be the prime mover in Jefferson Davis’s life.  Uh, at this point Varina was the loser, and, 

uh, and she – I gather from Davis’s letters-- carried on, uh, rather unattractively, because when 

he finally came back from Mexico, he was a, a great hero.  Uh, he had been in two battles, uh, 

Monterrey and Buena Vista, and particularly at Buena Vista he distinguished himself and his 

regiment and, uh, he was immediately named senator from Mississippi.  And he went to the 

Washington and he did not take Varina, and there was, there are several letters in which he 

really, uh, tells her off, and it's, you know, she – uh, uh, at this point it's very clear-- she's half his 

age or she was half his age when they were married--she was 18, he was 36--uh, he’s almost a 

father figure and, uh, and he lectures her in, uh, in these letters and, but you get an idea that her, 

her, her behavior had been a little bit unseemly, and she may have denounced him in front of 

friends.  Uh, uh, you only can guess at what caused him, uh, to, uh, tell her that she had to, uh, 

shape up if she was going to, uh, stay on board.  So, um, this was one of the low points.  They 

did finally, they, they, um, they, uh, they worked it out.  Um, and she did get to go back to 

Washington and resume her social whirl there, uh, but, uh, she and Joseph Davis, uh, forever 

after had-- um, they had been so close-- uh, and, uh, they, they never had a close relationship 

after that, and they both were tugging at, uh, Jefferson, uh, this way and that way, so – 

 

Berman: Back to the ****. Does anyone have ****? 

 

Beacroft: Yeah, Varina as First Lady. 

 

Berman: Okay. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Hmm? 

 

Beacroft: Can we discuss Varina as First Lady? 

 



Mary Seaton Dix: Oh yeah.  Uh huh. 

 

Berman: Okay, we've got, let's see, we're going in chronological order ****. You saw these 

[questions], right? 

 

Beacroft: Uh, yeah, but I can’t remember **** 

 

Berman: That's down  the  road ****. 

 

Gary: You've pretty much discussed 2, 3 – let's, let's look at, um, let's look at 4. 

 

Berman: 4. 

 

Gary: I think we got – we have 2, 3, and we've even gotten 5 and part of 6 too. 

 

Berman: Yes. 

 

Gary: So let's discuss. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: What's 4? 

 

Berman: 4 is, um, if you wouldn't mind discussing the marriage, uh, and theorizing - I 

know you've seen the letters, all the letters--theorizing on the differences between Davis’s 

relationship with Knox versus Varina. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm, mm hmm. 

 

Berman: And describe the frustrations, please, that Varina must have felt as Davis’s second 

wife. 

 



Mary Seaton Dix: Uh, uh, Varina Davis probably always felt that – and, and she did express 

it in, in one letter very clearly -- that, uh, Sarah Knox Taylor had been the love of Davis’s youth 

and there would never be another love quite like that, um, and that, which I'm sure was very 

hurtful, uh, for her to realize.  Um, she finally adjusted to this, although it was quite a, quite a 

late letter and she said that, uh, that she had, you know, she knew that she had, she was married 

to an older man for one thing, uh, and, uh, it wasn't easy.  Uh, I think she, I think she loved him 

dearly, but, um, and I think he loved her dearly, uh, when she behaved.  Uh, uh, but, uh, but it 

was just the difference between young love and, and, and a mature love, and it, it was, it just 

couldn't, it couldn't be the same, but for her it should have been young love because she was, she 

was such a kid, uh, and, and she wanted, she wanted to be swept off her feet in the way Sarah 

Knox had been.  Sarah Knox we know very little about.  Uh, Davis was obviously – I mean he 

was so taken with her that he resigned – well, that was one reason he resigned from the army, uh, 

but the, the, the, but that was certainly to, to marry her, uh, and he must have been absolutely 

devastated when 3 months into the marriage she died, um, while they were visiting his sister.  

Uh, and some people speculate -- I don't know -- that he had, he was consumed by a guilt 

cons[cience], by, by, by a guilty feeling, uh, that he had taken her in to what they call “sick[ly] 

season” in Louisiana and Mississippi, uh, that he should never have done that.  I don't know 

whether that, that, that he never got over it all his life and I forget which, uh, which historian has, 

feels very strongly that that is the case, but, uh, it's, it's quite possible.  It, it must have been, uh, 

weighed heavily on him and of course, he was very sick at the same time, but he recovered and 

she did not, and it must have been quite a, a meeting when the first time he and Zachary Taylor, 

uh, saw each other again, and you would like to know what they said to each other wouldn't you? 

 

Gary: Kind of a follow-up on that question. 

 

Berman: I was going to ask. 

 

Gary: For what? 

 

Berman: If there are any letters about that meeting? 

 



Mary Seaton Dix: Uh, no. 

 

Berman: They couldn't discuss it? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Right.  But they became friends, so you know it all worked out. 

 

Berman: Right. 

 

Gary: There's been some people who have looked at the relationship with Davis and Varina and 

looked at it as a partnership and that they were partners and that those partners sometimes would 

fall out with each other. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: But that there, in the absence of passion, there was a kind of comaraderie and partnership. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Could you describe kind of within the context of what would have been 

appropriate for a woman's influence to be on a man in those times? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: And obviously, the context is very different. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: How were they partners?  Was there equality, you know, in some areas that she 

had great influence and then in others in terms he would treat her like a child, so kind of looking 

at the relationship as a whole, how did it develop and how did they find - **** if they stayed 

together, obviously – ? 



 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: – divorce is not an option. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: It [divorce] would destroy his career, but how did they formulate a working partnership 

that lasted several decades? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  Well, I think  probably the best thing that could happen to the 

Davises’ marriage was that they go away from the plantation, uh, that their, their, they really 

became partners in Washington.  She helped him with his correspondence, uh, she, uh, uh, she, 

uh, uh, helped him socially, particularly when he became secretary of war, uh, she was, uh, uh, a 

very valuable helpmate, and certainly in the Civil War, uh, they became extremely close.  This is 

certainly the closest, uh, period, uh, during the Civil War and during his imprisonment.  Uh, 

Varina was there for him and, uh, I think, uh, I think they were ex, and just very, very, uh, close, 

and it, it unraveled when they went back, when he went back to Mississippi, uh, which is rather 

strange, but it's, uh, it's, uh, it's probably telling, uh, that they did better when they were, uh, in 

politics together.  She's a very bright woman, so he, he, he, he really couldn't have had someone 

more helpful, uh, to him as, as a wife, and their marriage became a whole lot happier when they 

had children.  There were a number of years, it was a number of years--and Varina was getting 

frantic, uh, about it--uh, and it was a number of years before they finally had, uh, Samuel, uh, 

named after Joe, uh, Jefferson Davis’s father.  Uh, and, uh, and Davis was, uh, just a, a, a smitten 

father.  He loved his children.  I sus, we suspect they were badly spoiled, but he jus, he just loved 

them, he indulged in, in everything.  Uh, and Samuel unfortunately, died when he was 2.  It was 

while Davis was secretary of war, uh, and, um, Varina recalls hearing him pacing the room all 

night long.  He couldn't, he couldn't rest, he couldn't sleep.  He was so and in such grief, uh, over 

this.  Uh, she, of course, was grieving too, but handled it in, in, more easily than he did.  He 

simply was inconsolable, uh, about the loss, uh, of this first son.  Uh, not too long thereafter they 

had a, a daughter, uh, Margaret, uh, and, um, Margaret would be the only one-they had, end, 



ended up having six children--uh, but Margaret was the only one that lived, uh, to have children 

and, uh, the, they, the Jefferson Davis line exists to this day, uh, is, uh, uh, descendant of 

Margaret.  Uh, then they had, uh, they had, uh, they had, uh, other children.  There was a Joseph, 

uh, Joseph Emory [Joseph Evan Davis], and there was a little bit of, of fight over this.  She 

wanted to name him after her father and Jefferson wanted to name him after her brother and so 

he was named after his brother, so, um, a little bit, there was a little unhappiness there and you, 

you could spot it in, uh, some of the correspondence.  Uh, and Joseph, uh, died tragically, uh, in 

the, during the Civil War.  Uh, he was playing on the, uh, balcony of the White House of the 

Confederacy.  Varina had run over to, um, the Davis’s office with some food for him, uh, and the 

nursemaid had temporarily, uh, gone inside and, uh, little Joseph fell off the balcony and was 

killed, and so another, uh, terrible tragedy.  Mary, Mary Chesnut in her diary [Mary Chesnut’s 

Civil War] has a very sad-- you can just conjure it up in your mind-- the picture of all, of going 

to the cemetery, uh, Hollywood Cemetery in Richmond, uh, for the burial of this, uh, little boy.  

Uh, then Varina did get her father's name in there.  There was William, uh, F. [William Howell 

Davis], who died at only 11 [12], I believe, of diphtheria.  Uh, Jefferson Davis, uh, uh, the 

namesake, uh, was a, uh, a handsome boy, who didn't seem to be going anywhere very fast, uh, 

and he, uh, sadly died of, of, um, yellow fever in, uh, a yellow fever epidemic.  Uh, and then the, 

the last child was Winnie or Varina Anne, named after her mother, and always called the 

Daughter of the Confederacy and she lived, um, uh, uh, she lived to be an adult until about 30 or 

so [34], but, uh, she, she never married.  She was, uh, engaged to marry, but it was to a 

northerner and there was such an outcry that--her parents had become, um, um, reconciled to the 

fact they liked him-- uh, and that there was such a, a, an outcry that she was marrying a Yankee, 

uh, that she just, uh, uh, she just dropped the engagement and she never did marry.  Uh, she and 

her mother lived in New York and they both became writers, uh, in the, in the New York years.  

So, um, the, uh, the marriage, I think was, uh, helped along a lot by-- as marriages often are-- by 

children.  Uh, and, and they, they, they certainly were adoring parents and, uh, and it was very 

tragic that they, uh, that they lost, uh, four of them, uh, quite, quite so young.  I don't think I 

answered your question, though.  I got way off the track. 

 

Gary: Well, ****. 

 



Berman: ****. 

 

Berman: We didn't even know about the, the children.  We did need that.  Uh, I don't know 

if anyone has gone into such, such detail about all of the deaths, uh, so we did need some details 

like that. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Um, I don't know if we've already – I think you've already touched on [question  

#] 7, which is how did Davis and, Davis’s and Varina's relationship change throughout the years? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: You did say it became extremely close and a partnership during the war, not so 

good when they weren't in politics.  Would you please discuss and, and I know that Percival--this 

is his favorite question--Varina's role as first lady of the White House. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Okay. 

 

Berman: I know, I've enjoyed so much, uh, Ms. Mary Chesnut's – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

[break in taping] 

Berman: – **** parties or what she did in Montgomery, but – 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Not too, not too well. 

 

Gary: ****. 

 

Berman: Okay. 



 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh, Varina obviously, delighted in being First Lady, uh, first in 

Montgomery, uh, and for a very short time, uh, then in, uh, Richmond.  Uh, the White House of 

the Confederacy, uh, which they moved into shortly after arriving there, uh, was a very lovely, 

uh, very lovely home, uh, and, uh, Varina delighted in, uh, entertaining.  Uh, she had a very 

sharp wit, which threw some people off; some people found her a little caustic.  Uh, she said 

what she thought, uh, and she did a lot of thinking, and, um, but, um, she had a loyal following --

of someone like Mary Chesnut, just, uh, reveled, uh, in her time with Varina.  Uh, they held, uh, 

receptions always on New Year's Day, uh, and as it had been in Washington, it seems 

extraordinary now, but everybody was invited.  You didn't have a list, everybody in Washington, 

everybody went to the White House on New Year's Day, uh, anyone who wanted.  Uh, it would 

be a crush and, uh, so, uh, they, uh, entertained on New Year's Day.  They had, they, uh, they 

even – it got harder and harder as the conditions became more straitened, but they still kept on, 

uh, entertaining, uh, at like Christmas.  Um, uh, they, they, uh, entertained-- a lot of the, uh, 

kinfolk arrived and stayed for extended periods.  Joseph Davis and his wife, uh, were there, uh, 

uh, and Margaret, uh, uh, Howell [Varina’s sister], uh, spent a good part of the war, uh, with 

Varina.  They were very close companions, a good part of the war there.  Um, and the, uh, they 

had some, uh, very good servants, uh, and life was extremely pleasant, uh, and Varina reveled in 

it, just as she had first reveled in, uh, her associations with important people and politicians, and 

so on.  And of course, the, the Davises' circle went far beyond politicians.  In Washington, they 

knew all of the major scientists, ah, of the United States.  They knew artists, ah, they knew, and 

of course, Davis was so involved in, in the architecture and art of the Capitol as secretary of war 

and they, ah, they, they knew, the society was small enough that every, everybody knew 

everybody of importance.  It, you, you, you, you met and which that may have been why it was 

so very hard for Davis to say his farewell, ah, that day in the Senate, ah, to walk away from, ah, 

all of the things, so many of the people that he had known and liked, ah, for so long and so well.  

But, ah, the White House, ah, for several years was a very happy place, a very social place. Um, 

there were some, ah, there was some disconnect, discontent, um, as Davis, ah, had more 

difficulties with some of the generals like General Joseph E. Johnston, um, Mrs. Johnston 

became, ah, ah, very critical of, of Varina, ah, and that happened with several of the, ah, old 

firebrands [fire-eaters] and the, and the, and not very good generals, ah, at the, they were 



afflicted with at times.  Ah, but, ah, it was, it was a good place to be.  And it, of course, now is 

beautifully restored and it looks the way it did, ah, just the way it did when the Davises lived 

there which, ah, is very exciting. 

 

Berman: We shot the whole thing, it's beautiful.  We shot the whole Confederate White 

House. We were there for three days. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Oh, did you? 

 

Berman: We did. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Oh. 

 

Berman: Yeah, we went almost everywhere. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: I love it. 

 

Berman:  **** of any importance. 

[break in taping]  

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Was in danger and so Davis, ah, wrote her, ah, one thing about their 

partnership, ah, it, those letters that he wrote her when she was away in the Civil War, really 

show ****. 

 

[break in taping] 

 

Gary: [another] question. Okay. Roll. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Ah, the Davis, since the Davises were together a good part of the Civil 

War, we don't, ah, get as much, ah, information as we do when they're apart.  However, they 



were apart in two intervals, ah, when Richmond came under [siege], well, was in danger and 

Davis sent his wife and children away. [summer 1862] 

 

Gary: Pause a second.  ****. 

 

Berman: The sheer amount of detail that you wouldn’t have gotten. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: And again, to humanize them. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Battles are battles.  To a lot of people, though, they wanna, we hope, we hope to 

interest more people than war buffs. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  Mm hmm.  I hope so. 

 

Berman: OK. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Ah, the Davises found, ah, entertaining ever more, ah, challenging as the 

war went on, ah, and, ah, there were shortages, and the, ah, blockade-runners couldn't get things 

they needed and they had to make do.  Ah, Varina was very inventive and, um, she seemed to 

have been a fine hostess, ah, and made do with, ah, substitutes, ah, quite, with some ingenuity.  

Ah, the Davises were apart, very little, in the course of the war, but on two occasions [summer 

1862, spring 1865] Richmond was in danger and Davis sent his wife and children away.  It is 

interesting, ah, that the letters that he wrote her describe in detail military actions.  Ah, it's not 

the kind of thing that most men would share with, ah, with their wives.  It shows, I think, ah, how 

he knew that Varina would know and appreciate what he was telling her. 

 

Gary: You need to watch your eye line. 



 

Mary Seaton Dix: Oh, oh, oh, sorry.  Sorry. 

 

Berman: This is great. You’re being nice to Brian, but … You okay, Brian? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: I keep forgetting.  I guess I'm looking at the camera.  I guess that's the, 

that’s the thing.  Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: Okay, go ahead. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: All over again? 

 

Berman: We're gonna do it all over again? 

 

Gary: Just that one section when you're talking about the letters. 

 

Berman: Ah, okay.  

 

Mary Seaton Dix:  The Davises were apart very briefly, ah, in the course of the war, ah, but it 

is interesting that Davis wrote to his wife in intimate detail about military actions.  And it leads 

one to conclude, ah, that they discussed the, ah, course of the war together a lot and that she 

knew, ah, what he was talking about.  And he could refer, ah, without mentioning a general's 

name, ah, describe a general so she would, he would, she would know exactly.  It was probably 

gonna be Joseph E. Johnston.  Ah, but and she would know, ah, but he wouldn't mention the 

name, but he would mention, ah, the various, ah, actions going on.  Ah, very unusual kind of 

correspondence between a husband and a wife, um, and, ah, I think it tells us a great deal about 

how closely they worked together, what a pair they were, ah, during the war.  She really was, ah, 

a great support for him.  Ah, Davis, of course, ah, it seems as if he worked all of the time.  They 

did have, ah, a social life, ah, though often, ah, he came, he would arrive late.  Ah, the party 

would be in full swing before Davis would come back from the office.  Ah, also, during the war, 

he had periods when he was extremely unwell.  Of course, that had happened, he had suffered, 



ah, a great amount of illness, ah, something they called neuralgia, with terrible pains.  And there 

were no, no medications then.  They didn't even have an aspirin, ah, to help the poor man out.  

And then this terrible, ah, condition with his eye, ah, on which he finally had surgery but he, he 

ended up being blind in one eye, ah, because of this, ah, this terrible condition.  Ah, he, he, ah, 

was, ah, really suffered, ah, very bravely, I think, ah, terrible health problems, ah, and Varina 

was very concerned about this and she, ah, there were periods when she had, she tended him very 

closely, ah, to try to, ah, to try to help out.  But he worked extremely hard.  He was at his office, 

ah, day and night, ah, and meeting with his cabinet officers, ah, a great deal.  Ah, so it, uh, the 

war for him, ah, was a lot of, a lot of work.  And for her, ah, it was a lot of work too, ah, 

particularly as the shortages began to crimp her style—she had good style-- and, ah, ah, was 

very, ah, very hard for her.  Ah, but they, ah, they made the best of, ah, a difficult situation and, 

ah, ah, until the very end. 

 

Berman: Have we had enough, gentlemen? 

 

Gary: On this particular issue? 

 

Gary: No. 

 

Berman:  Percival? 

Next Speaker: Percival? 

 

Beacroft: No. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Did you interview Percival? 

 

Berman: We didn't interview Percival. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Well, you should.  He knows more than anybody. 

 

Beacroft: I learned it all from you and Frank – and Lynda. 



 

Berman: I think we might do it for the DVD … go through Rosemont with Percival. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Oh yes.  Oh yes. 

 

Berman: We've done Rosemont but not with Percival. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Uh, huh. 

 

Beacroft: I was thinking, did anyone really mention Jim Limber very much?  [For?] the 

years he was there? Some people mention Jim Limber, but they didn't mention he was a black 

boy. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Beacroft: They mention Jim Limber, but *** 

 

Berman: All I know is someone mentioned  it, it, and said he was horribly mistreated and 

the Davises brought him in.  So, do you know *** 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  Mm hmm.  But they don't know what happened to him.  I 

think we, we did a search on that and never could find out what happened. 

 

Gary: Do you know the story of Jim Limber? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: That's, that's all the story there is. 

 

Beacroft: He had made … they took, he lived in the White House with them and ****. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  Mm hmm. 

 



Berman: Someone mentioned that the other day in an interview, but I don't think they 

mentioned, they didn’t make it clear it was a black boy.  They said Jim Limber ****. 

 

Gary: So yeah, if you could tell us what you know about the story surrounding that. 

 

Berman: You could say, you know, during, give it as an anecdote and you don't know 

much, but we don't know much, the scholarship hasn’t, there isn't an attic yet that has produced 

that paper. 

 

Beacroft: There is one other thing, too.  I remember you talking about, of course it's hard to 

recall all these things. I used to go see them and all and talk about things and how you thought it 

was, the, that really for Varina most difficult to live with Jefferson Davis because of his high 

sense of principle and honor and she had to put up with all this all the time. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Did I say that? 

 

Beacroft: Yes.  You were saying you used to take up for Varina all the time.  You know, not 

only did he have to take her to, ah, Knox's grave when they married, all through her life, she had 

to put up with all these things.  Put up with his high sense of ethics and honor that, that maybe 

that's, that was at the time maybe 15 years ago, so maybe you changed your opinion. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  Hmm.  I, I, I can't believe I said that because I would've 

thought that she would greatly respect all of that in him. 

 

Beacroft: Mm hmm.  Mm hmm.  Well maybe, maybe it was looking, see that was, that was 

before you got in those years too. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Beacroft: We're talking about 15 years ago, or maybe 18. 

 



Mary Seaton Dix: Yeah. 

 

Beacroft: It might've been 20, I don't know.  All right.  That’s all. Jim Limber, maybe  

 

Berman: Just the anecdote of Jim Limber, please. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Ah, in the course of the, ah, Civil War, ah, the, Mrs. Davis found a, a 

young black boy who had been, ah, badly, ah, abused and so she, ah, brought him into the White 

House and he stayed there, ah, until the end of the war.  Unfortunately, it's an interesting story 

and, ah, ah, a gallant little lad, ah, and I'm sure her children enjoyed, ah, having him there, ah, 

but, um, we had, ah, researchers at the National Archives trying to find papers on, on, ah, Jim 

Limber and we never, we never were able to find what, find out what happened to him.  Ah, the 

war was a very disruptive and very hard on, on, there was a lot of, a lot of chaos and people just 

did disappear.  Um, I hope he was as lucky, ah, afterwards as he had been with, and have 

someone like the Davises, ah, found him and took him, ah, under their wing.  So, but that's a, it's 

a nice story but it's too short. 

 

Gary: Is there, and this is a quick question, is there any indication of Varina's thoughts on 

slavery? 

 

Berman: That's a good question. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Well, it's not, I, I don't find her attitude very nice.  She was very critical, 

which I never saw Davis being critical of a particular, ah, slave, and Varina almost never had 

something nice to say about them.  So, I, I, it's a subject I just don't find very pleasing.  I mean, 

now she may have thought a lot of them were wonderful, but in the letters, ah, she's always 

complaining about, you know, that dumb Betsy or and that slovenly so and so and it's, it's not, 

you know, it's just a, ah, not a very, and it may not be a fair, ah, ah, assessment of how she felt in 

general because these are specific slaves that she's complaining about.  Ah, and she may have 

liked a hundred others. 

 



Beacroft: You know what no one ever talked about with Varina is when she went to New 

York. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Beacroft: And when she died, and, and General Grant, ah, ah, Mrs. Grant, Julia Grant. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Beacroft: Became reacquainted [acquainted; they did not know each other previously]. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Beacroft: And, ah, I guess they must have seen each other quite frequently and General 

Grant's son, ah, had her afforded a military escort when her remains were taken from the hotel 

where she lived. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Beacroft: To the train station. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Beacroft: For her remains to be sent to Richmond. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Beacroft: Do you remember that? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Some of it.  Mm hmm.  Mm hmm. 

 



Beacroft: No one's mentioned that.  I think that’s ***. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: I guess we should.  I think you've got it on there. 

 

Berman: Yes.  It is, it's the final question. 

 

Beacroft: Oh is it?  Oh, all right. 

 

Berman: Yeah, because that, that was, that was the question we added of yours. 

 

Beacroft: All right, I see. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Um, would you mind if I went back chronologically so we are still around the 

White House? 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Would you mind? 

 

Beacroft: Oh, no, no. 

 

Berman: Okay.  I just wanna go back to, to this, um, a little bit more, some details about 

Varina. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Um, in Mary Chesnut's [diary], um, and you said you were familiar with it. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm. 



 

Berman: IT’s somewhat huge, but ****   she describes Varina at a luncheon in 

Montgomery in May 1861: "She was nice as the luncheon.  When she is in a mood I do not know 

so pleasant a person.  She is awfully clever always."  In 1863 in the midst of war she described 

Varina this way:  “Once for all let me say, Mrs. Davis has been so kind to me I can never be 

grateful enough.  Without that I should like her.  She is so clever, so brilliant, so warm-hearted 

and considerate toward all who are around her.  After becoming accustomed to the spice and 

spirit of her conversation, away from her things seem flat and plain for a while.”  And with all of 

this in mind, what you know and the letters you've read, please describe and explain for us to the 

best of your knowledge the complex character of Varina Davis. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: Mm hmm.  I think people always find Jefferson Davis a very complex, ah, 

personality.  Ah, his wife, Varina, is equally so.  Ah, there, sometimes I think there are ten 

Varina Davises, ah, because of the different times and situations and so on. Ah, one of her best 

friends and a friend who remained, ah, a good friend, ah, was Mary Chesnut,  ah, who has very 

flattering things to say about Varina, particularly her wit, ah, her, ah, kindness, ah, her charm, ah 

certainly I think there are other accounts of Varina too, and she, many people found her 

extremely bright, ah, and extremely, an extremely good conversationalist, ah, both very, very 

lively and personable.  Um, some, ah, I think found her too, ah, too bright, too witty, too sharp, 

ah, and, um, assertive maybe.  Ah, but, ah, she was a very strong personality, ah, and I'm sure if 

she was a good friend she was a very, very kind friend.  Ah, she certainly was very, definitely 

very kind and considerate to all her family, ah, that we know, she was very, very loving 

daughter, sister, ah, and mother.  But, ah, of course later life, if you wanna get, if you wanna get 

into that now, after the war, and Varina was, was very, very, ah, hard, the two years that Davis 

was in prison were extremely hard on Varina.  And she never gave up.  I mean, she would go to 

the president.  She would, she was doing everything she could, ah, to help her husband and to get 

him out of prison to, ah, ah, to demand that they do something to improve his conditions in 

prison.  Ah, she, he, he really could not have had a more forceful, ah, spokesperson.  Ah, she 

stopped nowhere, ah, in trying to help him.  And finally in the second year was able to move 

onto, ah, the, ah, into the prison with Davis, ah, and, ah, ah, and continued to serve, serve him 

there.  Ah, it was, all of this was very hard on a, a, um, a sensitive woman and to suddenly, I 



think her childhood and her father's improvidence had made a great influence on her.  She was 

afraid of being poor again.  This, she was proud and she had lived well.  She had been the First 

Lady of the Confederacy, ah, and to suddenly find all of her means of livelihood gone, her 

husband in prison, ah, she's lost some of her children—she’s lost two of her children-- she has 

this baby in tow.  No prospects.  Ah, her mother and the other children are in Canada.  Ah, and it 

was just a devastating, ah, experience for her.  And she saw that the worries of a little child, 

watching the family fortunes go down and she was again, here she was a mature woman and 

again, watching the family fortunes go down.  Ah, a very, very difficult time.  And she was a 

very, she was a very strong, ah, and Davis couldn't have had a more, ah, supportive, ah, ah, wife, 

ah, than Varina Davis.  Ah, after he was released and they, ah, began their peregrination, ah, 

again they, they began to drift apart and part of it, I think, was the financial stress and strain.  

And finally Varina, I think we'd have to say, had a nervous breakdown, ah, when they were in 

Europe.  And then she was particularly distressed when Davis went back to Mississippi to write 

his memoirs and as the guest of an old friend of Varina's, Sarah Dorsey of Nachez. 

 

Gary: Let's pause here for a second.  I'm gonna change the tape. 

 

Berman: Okay, this is a lot. 

 

Mary Seaton Dix: I started jumping ahead on you. 

 

Beman: That's fine.  That's fine. 

 

Gary: If we can just sit here for 30 seconds for room tone, silent for about 30 seconds.  And 

room tone, starting now. 

 

PART 3 

 

Gary: Do you want me to start by adding that is, her father dying during the war? 

 

Berman: Mm hmm. 



 

Gary: Hold on a second.  Okay.   

 

Dix: Uh, Varina Davis was extremely fond of her, her father, uh, a handsome, charming man, 

uh, who was, uh, serving, uh, in a Confederate government post, uh, and died, uh, rather 

suddenly, right in the middle of, in the middle of the war.  Uh, it was another loss for her, and, 

uh, and a hard one.  Uh, her mother, uh, was with her in, uh, came to be with her in, in 

Richmond, and, uh, the, uh, the family went on, but it was a, it was, I'm sure it was, uh, a blow, 

uh, to Varina to lose her father, along with everything else that was happening in her life.  Uh –  

 

Gary: You can pick up at the –  

 

Dix: Okay. 

 

Gary: – championing him during while he's in prison –  

 

Berman: Yeah. 

 

Gary: And then move on –  

 

Dix: Okay. 

 

Berman: **** 

 

Dix: Mm hmm.  Uh, Davis couldn't have had a more, uh, assertive and forceful spokeswoman, 

uh, than Varina proved to be.  Uh, she made known to all, all and sundry, uh, the conditions 

under which Davis was really suffering in prison, uh, and worked to have those conditions 

improved.  She also worked, uh, to have him, uh, released, and I'm sure that the attention that she 

brought to his case probably, induced some of the prominent northerners, who, uh, for, uh, came 

up with bond for him and, and became his, uh, spokesman, a spokesman for his, uh, uh, for his 

release.  Uh, uh, after, after the war and after all this suffering together, uh, they had a hard time-



-they seemed to have had a hard time--and I think the problems were financial.  If the insur, they 

moved to Memphis and the insurance company did, failed and, and Davis was once again 

without money, and they traveled around Europe which, uh, interesting then was a much cheaper 

place to live, uh, and they, uh, put, put their, uh, their children in school.  Uh, in, well some were 

in school in Canada.  The, the, the youngest daughter was, would finally be in school in 

Germany.  Uh, but then Davis came home and Varina did not, and, uh, all indications are that she 

had something like a nervous breakdown at this point, uh, was a very unhappy woman, and made 

more unhappy when Davis settled at Beauvoir, uh, the home of Sarah, uh, Dorsey, uh, to write 

his memoirs, uh, of, of the Confederacy.  Uh, Sarah Dorsey was an old friend of, uh, Varina's, 

uh, from Natchez.  She was a wealthy woman.  Uh, a very generous woman, uh, but, uh, uh, 

Davis, uh, uh, uh, lived in a guest house on the, on, uh, on the property at Beauvoir, uh, began 

writing.  Sarah Dorsey helped him with his writing, and Varina, uh, it seems, became very 

jealous about this arrangement.  She was terribly unhappy.  She said she would never come back, 

uh, to Mississippi as long as, uh, she had to face Sarah Dorsey.  Eventually, she did, and they 

seemed to have made up, and Sarah Dorsey, of course, was the, the best thing that could have 

happened to the Davises in, in their plight because she, uh, made arrangements for Davis to buy 

Beauvoir, but then she died, uh, of cancer, and in her will she left it to them, so that they didn't 

have to buy it.  They had a home, a beautiful home, uh, it’s in Biloxi now, uh, and that's where 

they remained until Davis's death.  Uh, after his death, she had, uh, she was a social person, and 

she was a bright and witty and worldly person by this time.  She’d traveled widely.  Uh, and, uh, 

eventually she, uh, sold the, uh, Beauvoir property to the, uh, Confederate veterans, and they 

would, they would build a hospital for, uh, for veterans, and she and her daughter moved on to 

New York, uh, and she loved being, uh, in New York.  Uh, a very famous woman here in 

Houston, uh, Miss Ima Hogg, can, remembers, uh, going to New York with her father, who was 

governor of Texas, and visiting Varina Davis in New York City, and she apparently held court 

there for all of the southerners, and, uh, Miss Ima said they went there many, many times, uh, 

and had, uh, and, and enjoyed so much, and Varina was like the White House.  Uh, once again, 

she was the hostess, uh, for all of the southerners who drifted in and out of New York City, and 

she was extremely happy.  She was, uh, publishing.  She became very good friends with the 

Pulitzer family, and they engaged her to write, uh, for their, uh, newspaper, and they, uh, they 

also helped her publish, uh, several books that she wrote, and Varina Anne, or Winnie, uh, had 



also become, uh, a writer, and so the two of them I think had, uh, a really splendid time, uh, in 

New York City.  It was a, a happy place for, uh, for Varina to be, and, uh, uh, a tremendous 

change in everything that had ever happened before in her life, so. 

 

Berman: Would you now go to **** about the end of her life.  Um, maybe discuss, maybe 

before Grant, uh, Grant's son – will you discuss first why did Varina have Jefferson Davis' body 

–  

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – moved from New Orleans to Richmond? 

 

Dix: Mm hmm.  Uh, of course, Jefferson Davis was, uh, was buried at his death,  uh, was 

buried in, uh, New Orleans, uh, which was close to home, in a very prominent city and, uh, had 

many, uh, many connections for the Davises.  Uh, but later, uh, Varina, uh, was, uh, had an 

opportunity to, uh, to get, uh, a very nice plot, uh, at Hollywood Cemetery, which is probably the 

most prominent cemetery in Virginia.  Uh, it was close to the, uh, the Confederacy, the, the, uh, 

capital of the Confederacy.  It's where their little son, Joe, was buried, uh, and they decided that 

they would all be buried, they could all be buried together there, uh, in, in this beautiful, uh, 

circle, uh, and a lovely plot, uh, looking out over the James River.  Uh, it, uh, it was a very good 

solution, uh, and it, uh, makes a very good, uh, uh, pilgrimage, uh, for people who are interested 

in, uh, the Davises and a lot of other, uh, prominent Confederates. 

 

Berman: What did Varina do with the bulk of, uh, Jefferson Davis' belongings? 

 

Dix: Oh, I think she gave them to, uh, the museums.  I think there's, uh, the, uh, uh, the 

Museum of the Confederacy in New Orleans has quite a number, and Beauvoir, uh, has a number 

of, a number of things too, uh, in their, in their museum, so, that, uh, is, I guess, where, uh, most 

of the things went. 

 



Berman: Do you have any, is there any other, are there any anecdotes or any other specifics 

about Varina's time in New York? 

 

Gary: Including Mrs. Grant and –  

 

Dix: Mm hmm.  Um, no, not really.   

 

Berman: Okay.   

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Could you, would you discuss your opinions, your scholarly opinion on, uh, I, I 

hate to say the veracity of, uh, of a memoir, even though memoirs are –  

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – supposed to be, they're often **** 

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Would you just discuss a little bit the memoir of, of Davis, the, the memoir of 

Davis. 

 

Dix: Well, uh, Volume 1 is, is, is good reading.  Volume 2 is not.  And a lot of –  

 

Berman: Okay. 

 

Dix: Oh. 

 

Berman: If you could include volume –  

 



Dix: Oh, I'm sorry. 

 

Berman: – of **** 

 

Dix: Yeah.  Uh, yes.  Uh, Varina wrote her, her memoirs, or it's a memoir of her husband 

actually, uh, and it, the, it's in two volumes, and I thoroughly enjoyed the first volume, and, uh, I 

don’t read the second volume.  It's almost taken from her husband's, uh, memoir of the 

Confederate.  It's a lot of battles and it isn't personal, and it's so disappointing because the first 

volume has so many personal details, uh, about how she and Davis met and what she thought of 

him and how she wrote her mother that, uh, that this is a man who always thinks he's right.  Uh, 

and she spotted it, it immediately, and, uh, and she was right.  And she, it was a good assessment.  

Uh, he speaks to me as if he, he knows that it's right, that he's right.  Uh, and it, it, uh, is, has 

some wonderful, uh, anecdotes about their, their time in Washington, and the people that they 

knew there.  Uh, it's, it's well-written, it's lively, it's, it's good material, good resource material,  

uh, fun to, uh, to read.  Uh, now, she may embroider.  Uh, I think probably most people writing 

in, uh, a memoir do, uh, a little embroidery, and she wrote it so many, many years, uh, later.  Uh, 

it, it to me that it's, it's, it's such a disappointment that the editors didn't say no, no, no, in 

Volume 2--write about your, what you saw of the Civil War, not from like official records.  Uh, 

we can get those other places.  Write about your life, uh, together, and during, and during the 

Confederate years and, and after.  It's so disappointing, uh, that we don't have those.  This is the 

way I find Jefferson Davis's, uh, volume, two volumes very disappointing.  There's very, very 

little personal and the rest is, uh, mainly militaria.   

 

Berman: Do you have any, uh, in Volume 1 then, we'll just look at Volume 1, are, are there 

any anecdotes or stories that you'd like to, to share? 

 

Dix: It, uh, Varina Davis in her memoir has some very lovely, uh, uh, descriptions of Franklin 

Pierce and his wife, and they, uh, the, they became very good friends.  Uh, Pierce had, uh, they 

had the, and that, they, there was a bond there because the, uh, Pierces had lost a son on a, in a 

railroad accident as they were coming to assume the presidency, coming to Washington and to 

the White House, and it was a tragedy that really Mrs. Pierce did not re, uh, get over.  Uh, so 



when the little boy, Samuel, uh, was born to the Davises, Mrs. Pierce was very, very fond of the 

little boy, and they, they spent a lot of time together, uh, and so, of course, it was heartbreaking 

for the Pierces as well as for the Davises, uh, when he, uh, when he died.  Uh, the, the 

relationship with the, uh, Pierces is interesting.  The relationship with, uh, Zachary Taylor is, uh, 

also, uh, uh, a very, uh, good memoir, and Davis was with, uh, Taylor when he died.  Uh, they 

became extremely, uh, extremely close.  Uh, Davis probably – and, and also it's interesting too, 

she mentions they had a, uh, Seward, William E. Seward was a good friend of the Davises--and 

when, uh, I think it was the second child was about to be born, and, uh, there was a blizzard and 

Seward went out and went through the, through the storm, uh, to, uh, to help the Davises.  Uh, 

and, you know, to think that they would become such arch-enemies, uh, later on, but, but Varina, 

uh, mentions him very, very fondly in her, in her memoirs.  Uh –  

 

Berman: Very nice, and no one has ever mentioned that. 

 

Dix: Oh, really? 

 

Berman: Somebody mentioned Seward who's a northerner, uh, that they, they had known 

each other, and they were friendly, but it wa, only in generalization, so this –  

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – is just wonderful to get the anecdotes.  I had no idea that –  

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – he –  

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – marched, uh, tramped through the snow on Pennsylvania Avenue –  

 



Dix: Yeah, yeah. 

 

Berman: – or whatever it was, whatever it was then –  

 

Dix: Uh huh, mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – uh, to see the birth of the child –  

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – to not see it?  

 

Dix: No, to, to help to get the doctor, I think it was. 

 

Berman: Oh, I see. 

 

Dix: Mm hmm.   

 

Berman: Brian? 

 

Gary: Uh, let's, um –  

 

Berman: Good to go on to General Grant's son's, uh –  

 

Gary: Yeah. 

 

Berman: – burial?   

 

Gary: Yes. 

 

Berman: Okay.  Uh, first, let’s discuss the relationship, if you know it, Ms. Dix of, of the –  



 

Dix: I'm Mary. 

 

Berman: Oh.  Okay.  Uh, Mary, if you would, uh, discuss the relationship late in life that, 

that Varina had with had with Mrs. Grant. 

 

Dix: Mrs. Grant, uh huh.   

 

Berman: Yes. 

 

Dix: Uh, it's interesting that, uh, Varina Davis visited West Point in 1893, and who should be 

there also, but Mrs. Ulysses, or, uh, Julia Dent Grant, Mrs. Ulysses S. Grant, uh, and they 

became friends, and they exchanged, uh, letters--or we know of some six letters that, uh, they 

exchanged--uh, and, uh, when, uh, Varina died, uh, the Grants’ son, uh, arranged for a special 

military escort, uh, for her funeral, and, uh, they, it's, uh, again, and a ni, a nice instance where, 

uh, old, old enmities fade.  Now, of course, there was a reason why Mrs. Grant should be very 

grateful to the Davises because Davis, uh, was the secretary of war when Ulysses S. Grant 

retired, and he was going to be court-martialed and Davis allowed him to retire without, uh, 

having that, uh, black mark on his record, which could have made all the difference in history, 

couldn't it?  Uh, the fact that, uh, Ulysses Grant still had a, uh, uh, a clean record, uh, uh, and 

when he went back into the army in, in the Civil War.  Uh, so there was good reason why the, uh, 

their fates were, were bound and, and, uh, that they should ultimately be friendly.   

 

Berman: I never thought of that. 

 

Beacroft: That's –  

 

Berman: That's a very interesting way to look.  I had no idea. 

 

Dix: What?   

 



Berman: That, well, the way it was … I didn’t put it together.  Well, first, I had no idea that 

he was going to be court, court-martialed. 

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: And instead, Davis would pardon that and allow him to, uh –  

 

Next Speaker: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – escape that kind of indignity. 

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Uh –  

 

Dix: And he might never have made general, uh, you know, if he had the black mark on his 

record. 

 

Beacroft: What was the court martial for? Drunkenness or –  

 

Dix: Something like that. 

 

Berman: And that's what I wanted to know.  I –  

 

Dix: I'm, I'm not sure.  It may have been bad records.  I don't know.  Or it may be 

drunkenness.   

 

Beacroft: I heard that **** 

 

Gary: Yeah. 

 



Berman: Mmm. I want to find out **** 

 

Gary: it dogged him  ever since the **** –  

 

Berman: I wonder if it says drunkenness. 

 

Dix: Well now, have you got the Jefferson Davis's cat named Stonewall Jackson into the 

picture yet? 

 

Berman: Yeah, we have a cat named Maryland. 

 

Gary: Mar –  

 

Berman: A cat named Maryland. 

 

Dix: Oh, really? 

 

Berman: He loved this cat and during, and one, uh –  

 

Dix: Oh, good. 

 

Berman: – during the White House, um, at the White House of the Confederacy in, in Ric, 

in Richmond things were so tight, and he had to give Maryland My Maryland away –  

 

Dix: Oh. 

 

Berman: – because they couldn't afford to feed the cat anymore. 

 

Dix: Oh, dear.  Well, there was one named Stonewall Jackson which we always thought was 

funny. 

 



Beacroft: Stonewall Jackson.  Well, what other, what other, what other things that, that you 

can think of that you’d like to talk about?  I know you ****. 

 

Gary:  Anecdotes are the best. 

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: And at this point, anecdotes are really the best thing –  

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – because we've got so many people saying –  

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – covering the same general –  

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: - issues. 

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Uh, that a lot of people won't, won't bring up because there's, either against the 

general –  

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – that they won't bring, they're not bringing too many of the anecdotes. 

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 



 

Berman: Anything, you'd like to share, we're very happy to get on camera.   

 

Dix: Mm, mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Just serves to humanize –  

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – the family and humanize him. 

 

Dix: Mm hmm.  Did anybody talk about the – I, I mentioned the letters that Davis wrote to 

Varina when she was away in, away from Richmond, but that some of them are so sweet and so 

touching, I would really like, I wish I had them to read.  Maybe you have that volume?  No, you 

don't have that volume yet, do you? 

 

Berman: **** 

 

Beacroft: Not here. 

 

Dix: Um, uh, he talks about going through the nursery –  

 

Gary: **** last **** 

 

Berman: Yeah.   

 

Dix: Yeah.   

 

Berman: Mm hmm. 

 



Dix: Going, walking through the nursery and all the children are gone, and it's, it's so sad, and 

it's so, it's really wrenching, but, uh, really need to read – or I should have brought my volume 

along it, 'cause it, it's just –  

 

Beacroft: Which volume is it? 

 

Dix: Well, it would be, uh, probably nine or ten [Volume 8]. 

 

Beacroft: I know I don’t [have] a copy here.   

 

Gary: Mm hmm.  While you’re looking, let me **** 

 

Dix: Uh, at a couple of points during the war, uh, Jefferson Davis sent, uh, Varina and the 

children away from Richmond because it was in danger.  Uh, and some of, because they were 

together all the time, there isn't very much correspondence between them from, naturally, uh, 

from the Civil War, but there are some wonderful letters, uh, during that period.  Uh, but a 

couple of them are so poignant; they just are very, very touching.  Uh, Davis wanders through 

the children's rooms and is so lonely and so sad without 'em.  He was such, uh, a loving father, 

and it, he missed this family so much, and probably felt he really needed them with all of the 

strains of this terrible war that he was conducting.  Uh, they, they, they're very, very touching 

letters. 

 

Gary: Hold on a minute. 

 

Beacroft: What's that? 

 

Berman: It looks like something's backing up.   

 

Dix: Oh. 

 

Gary: And we have to tape your answer over again, so. 



 

Beacroft:  That was wonderful, too. **** so get this –  

 

Gary: Yeah. 

 

Berman: We're good.   

 

Gary: Take that one again.  Just start it one more time. 

 

Berman: Okay.  ****.  Okay. 

 

Dix: On a couple of occasions during the, uh, war, uh, Davis sent Varina and the children 

away from Richmond because it was in danger.  Uh, and, uh, usually, uh, we have a very little, 

uh, uh, correspondence from the war period, but, during these times, there are some wonderful 

letters.  Uh, not only, uh, Davis discussing all the military actions, uh, in detail with Varina, but 

also some, uh, telling her and the children how deeply he missed them.  Uh, in one letter, he's 

wandering through the children's rooms, and thinking about them, and it is a very poignant and, 

uh, touching, uh, letter, uh, about the, the sorrows of having them, uh, away. 

 

Gary: If you could just say over, um, that he's wandering through, thinking about them.  Is, 

when you went like this, it hit the microphone. 

 

Dix: Oh, yeah, sorry. 

 

Berman: It's, it's all right. 

 

Dix: Where, what, what part? 

 

Berman: Uh, when you were saying he's wandering through – 

 

Dix: Oh. 



 

Berman: Thinking about them. 

 

Dix: Uh, uh, shortly before, uh, he wrote one of the letters, he wandered into the children's 

rooms and, uh, told Varina how deeply he missed the children.  Uh, it's a very poignant and, and, 

uh, very, very touching , uh, letter.  Uh, it shows, uh, uh, a little different Jefferson Davis than, 

uh, most people might expect.  He was a very, very loving father, and, uh, it must have been hard 

to be separated, uh, from those he loved so much at, uh, a very stressful time, uh, when the, uh, 

Union armies were getting close to Richmond. 

 

Gary: You know ****, you know – 

 

Beacroft: ****. 

 

Gary: – working on the papers, what, um, actually, let me do a, a smaller question first.  We 

kinda touched on it before.  Describe the, uh, describe at first Jefferson's education, both formal 

and then as an autodidact, both in the library there at Hurricane and the books you were just 

mentioning.  Compare and contrast against those of his class, those of the general public, you 

know, was it a normal education?  Was it an exemplary education?  And, and then also touch on, 

on Varina's education as well. 

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary: And, again, in terms of others, like, – 

 

Dix: Mm hmm.  Uh, both of the Davises, uh, Varina and Jefferson, had fine minds that had 

been very well-educated, particularly, uh, for the time.  Uh, Davis's father, uh, I guess because he 

was the last child, uh, gave away everything for this education.  Uh, the oldest brother, it was 

more or less self-taught.  He had become a lawyer and, um, clerked with some lawyers and 

learned that way.  Uh, I don't think he had, brilliant as he was, and, and, uh, literate as he was, I 

don't believe that he had very much formal education.  Quite the opposite with Jefferson.  Uh, his 



father sent him off to Kentucky as a young boy, uh, and he studied, uh, in schools there.  Later he 

was sent to Transylvania University, uh, in Kentucky, in Lexington, Kentucky and, uh, again, a 

very good school.  Then his, uh, by this time, his father, uh, had, uh, no, his, his brother, uh, had, 

uh, used his connections to get him an appointment to West Point, and, uh, he had 4, 4 years at 

West Point, uh, getting a very good scientific, uh, education, uh, in particular, uh, whereas 

Transylvania had been a more literary, uh, the humanities, uh, sort of education.  Uh, for 

probably most of the people other than the, the few of the, uh, oh the, the Adams and so on who 

went to Harvard, uh, his, it, this was an extraordinary, uh, amount of education, ext, 

extraordinary depth of education.  Uh, and Varina, uh, again, uh, had, uh, a very unusual 

circumstance of having been sent off to school in the north.  Uh, then, then, uh, privately tutored 

by a man who seems to have been exceptionally well-suited for this particular task.  I think the 

reason that she got so much, uh, attention, uh, on her education was that they saw, here was a 

very, very bright, young woman who deserved to be, uh, given, uh, uh, uh, every chance, uh, to 

improve her mind.  Uh, years later, it was interesting to look at the records from the Library of 

Congress.  The congressmen used it as their local library, uh, and there is a list of, there is, we 

have at least two different lists, of the books that the, uh, the Davises, uh, borrowed from the 

Library of Congress.  It's a very interesting list, and it's a, they really were, uh, very up-to-date in 

their, uh, in their reading, uh, but they also liked the classics.  Uh, it, there's a great range.  It's a, 

it's, uh, really, uh, a very telling, uh, that I think only someone with a very good education.  It 

would be interesting to see what other congressmen, uh, borrowed from the Library of Congress.  

But my guess would be, uh, that the Davises were among the best-educated, uh, pair, uh, 

certainly from the South and probably, uh, overall, uh, in the country, uh, in the, in the, uh, the 

nation of the time.  A very, uh, very good education. 

 

Beacroft: Um, that's good. 

 

Gary: As you, as you spend your time – 

 

Berman: ****. 

 



Gary: – as you spend, when you spend your time with the papers, what strikes you most about 

Jefferson Davis? 

 

Dix: It's interesting because I, uh, come from the North and I find myself very often in the 

position of defending Jefferson Davis, uh, because I admire him, uh, greatly.  I think he was a 

man of integrity, uh, maybe he's a bit stiff and Victorian, uh, but, I, I, I admired him, uh, uh, 

very, very much, and this is a strange, um, I think for a northerner to be saying.  Uh, and I, I 

always defend him.  I don't, I do believe he really, uh, was sincere when he said that the Civil 

War was over states' rights because, after all, we're still fighting about states' rights.  This is not 

an issue that has been resolved.  Uh, of course, slavery was involved in it, too, but I, I really do 

of course,  his whole point in the Rise and Fall of the Confederate Government is that this was a 

drive, the war was driven by, uh, the issue of states' right.  And, I, I believe he was, uh, 

convinced of, of this.  Um, I, I like Jefferson Davis.  Uh, uh, I, I, I, uh, both, I think partly such 

an interesting mind because he is such – I, I, I always used to call him my Hamlet, uh, because 

he's such a, a, a, he's such a study.  You'll never be bored with Jefferson Davis because he can 

always, uh, he'll always surprise you and make you, uh, rethink what you, conclusions you'd 

already reached. 

 

Berman: That's said, on that note, uh, there are movements, I'm sure you're horrified, as an 

intellectual and as an admire, admirer of – 

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: – Davis, uh, and that living in the South and as an American. 

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: I'm sure you're horrified to hear that there's a movement among various groups of 

people, uh, across the company, to remove Davis from the Rotunda in Kentucky, ah, to – 

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 



 

Berman: – remove, we don't need a Jefferson Davis Highway anymore in the state of 

Washington, uh, the state of Washington, northwest.  Um, I, and there, there are other, uh, – uh, 

in Transylvania, I don't know if you know this, but in Transly, at Transylvania University, there's 

a big to-do, uh, at least about 2 years ago, there was a big to-do over, uh, the fuss over the fact 

that it's Davis something Hall.  Davis hyphen Hall. 

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Gary:   Clay. 

 

Berman: Davis-Clay. 

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Ah, and the, uh, black student union and some other folks there, students 

primarily, want to remove it. 

 

Dix: Mm hmm. 

 

Berman: Um, I would, we would really appreciate your opinion, um, scholarly and 

personal, on removing that part of history from the American South. 

 

Dix: Well, it is, I do find it, uh, uh, a bit saddening, uh, that, uh, Jefferson Davis's name is 

removed here and there.  I mean this happened after the, right after the war, like the Cabin John 

Bridge, uh, where his name, uh, was chiseled out.  I think it's been replaced?  No?  Um, that's too 

bad.  Uh, but, um, I think it's, it's, it's silly.  I was just in St. Petersburg and they have left up all 

the statues of Lenin and all the other, uh, old, uh, uh, Communists.  They said it's part of our 

history.  You just don't, now in Moscow, they took the statues down.  They said, but in St. 

Petersburg they said, this is our history.  We're not going to remove, uh, all of these statues.  It 

doesn't make sense.  Recently, I was out at Fort Davis, and I really was so happy to be in the 



Davis Mountains in Jeff Davis County and visiting Fort Davis.  And they had, I thought that is 

amazing.  I am so surprised that they didn't change, at least, the name, uh, of the mountains or 

maybe the fort.  Uh, they couldn't do much about Jeff Davis County--that's a Texas matter, I 

guess--but, uh, I, uh, I was so touched and so moved when I walked into Fort Davis and saw and 

looked at the Davis Mountains.  Uh, he's, uh, he's an important part of our history.  I mean, you 

just don't, you, you're, you're, uh, you're falsifying that.  Uh, and one day you could dislike 

George Washington.  Uh, I mean they, they lived and they, they acted as part of our, part of our 

story.  And Davis, actually, was such an important part.  Even so, he had such a long public life.  

He did so much more than being president of the Confederacy, um, the, uh, early cadet at West 

Point, the Mexican War, Congress, Senate, secretary of war.  I mean it was such a distinguished 

career, and, uh, it's not fair to deprive anybody, uh, out of, um, um, that, uh, part of their, you 

know, that, that distinction.  Uh, and it's, uh, it's, it's being like the Mexicans, who don't. in their 

textbooks don't mention the Mexican War because they didn't like the way it turned out, but, 

nevertheless, it happened, and Davis happened, and, uh, I think we sh, I don't think the, the, uh, 

removal, uh, makes that much difference, uh, or, or change doesn't, you don't change history by 

removing a statue or changing the name of something.  Uh, so I, I, I'll go with the Davis 

Mountains. 

 

Gary: Why, um, – 

 

Berman: Did. 

 

Gary: – why spend the time to compile, to preserve the papers of Jefferson Davis?  Why the 

exercise? 

 

Dix: Uh, the, Jeff, Jefferson Davis papers, of course, is, uh, is, that, that's just one project 

about so many, uh, historical as well as literary, all kinds of, uh, subjects that, uh, have been un, 

they've been undertaken and, and, uh, they, they provide such a wonderful resource for – 

 

Gary: Hold on a second.  [conversation about background noise follows] 

 



Dix: Uh. 

 

Beacroft: It's in this building I guess. 

 

Gary: LA. 

 

unknown speaker: ****. 

 

unknown speaker: Okay. 

 

unknown speaker: Oh yeah. 

 

Gary: Take two. 

 

Dix: Okay, start over? 

 

Gary: Please. 

 

Dix: Okay. 

 

Beacroft: Oh. 

 

Gary: ****. 

 

Dix: Uh, the Papers of Jefferson Davis is, of course, just one of very many, many, uh, 

historical, uh, projects, uh, that have been going on for, uh, for about the past half-century, uh, 

starting, particularly, with the, uh, Thomas Jefferson papers.  Uh, they form a marvelous 

resource, uh, for historians, uh, biographers, uh, writers of all sorts, students.  Uh, I can't tell you 

how many Ph.D. dissertations and master's theses have, uh, come from the, uh, collection of the 

papers of Jefferson Davis, nor how many scholars have come, uh, stayed, uh, days, weeks, 

months sometimes, uh, using our collection.  Uh, particularly important, uh, for Jefferson Davis 



because his papers were so scattered.  Uh, it would be very, very difficult for anybody to, uh, 

find a collection, uh, like this.  They would have to travel from place to place to place, uh, and go 

through all the permission problems and, and, uh, and so on, and, at the Davis papers, they can 

find everything brought together for their use.  Um, a lot of good books have come out of this.  

Uh, and I, uh, I, I find, uh, it's a, uh, worthwhile, a very worthwhile project, and it's part of, uh, 

part of American history.  Uh, Davis, Davis's life is, almost parallels the whole, uh, the whole 

process of American history.  Uh, from, uh, from his birth on, he, he parallels all of the 

important, uh, uh, matters that, uh, are the development of our country.  Uh, and, that alone, 

makes it of, of value.  Uh, people interested in the Mexican War can, uh, can, uh, uh, benefit 

from the papers.  People interested in the Civil War can benefit from the papers.  Some people 

interested in family life can get a lot of information out of these papers.  Uh, all, all manner of, 

of, uh, matters of interest, uh, are, are, uh, made easily available, and, certainly, it ought to, uh, 

produce a lot of good, a lot of good, uh, material, uh, for, uh, for students, for readers, uh, and, 

uh, for scholars. 

 

Gary: Okay.  And the last question would be, uh – 

 

Berman: His legacy. 

 

Gary: – what is the legacy?  And remember to answer that ****. 

 

Dix: Jefferson Davis's legacy is an important one, uh, because he played a prime role in some 

of the most momentous events in American history, uh, from, uh, the Mexican War, the, even the 

exploration for the transcontinental railroad, ah, the building, the extension of the Capitol 

building in Washington, the creation of the Smithsonian Institution.  Uh, it would go on and on 

and on.  He was involved in all of these things, instrumental, uh, in, in so many of them.  Uh, he, 

uh, he gives us one view, uh, a very important one, uh, of American history.  I think that's why I 

loved working on it for so long.  I was, I was living with, with him, uh, uh, American history in a 

very vivid and fresh way.  Nothing can bring you the, no book ever, can match the actual 

correspondence, the actual words and writing, and the interrelationship of the correspondence.  

Um, as I often said, I make my living reading other people's mail, and, uh, and it's, there's 



nothing, uh, quite so intimate and so, so genuine, uh, as, uh, as this, uh, this approach to history.  

And, uh, Jefferson Davis, uh, happily, never seemed to put his pen down.  Uh, we have to cope 

with about 100,000 documents. 

 

Gary: **** you have because I just wanted a frame? 

 

Berman: ****. 

 

Gary: So start that sentence over again.  You could never put the Jefferson Davis … ever put 

down his pen. 

 

Dix: Oh. 

 

Gary: And remember to keep your focus on the ****. 

 

Dix: Yes, sorry.  Mm hmm.  I have a hard time with that.   

 

Gary: Yeah. 

 

Dix: Uh, it, it sometime seemed to us that Davis never put down his pen, uh, and it's a good 

thing, too.  This won't happen again.  We're, we're, we will not have this same legacy, uh, in the 

future, uh, and, uh, of, of a famous and, uh, prime-mover in our, in our nation's story.  So, um, 

I'm, I'm so glad, uh, that, uh, that Davis lived and wrote, uh, so many letters, received so many 

letters, gave so many speeches, uh, and played such an important part in our history. 

 

Berman: Uh, uh, as a follow-up, though, why, why do you think that, uh, there won't be 

any collective works of Bill Clinton or Gerald Ford or it will have the same impact, you know, 

the, the letters of Richard Nixon type thing, it will have the same impact as Jefferson Davis? 

 

Dix: Well, we won't, we, uh, uh, seems unlikely that we will be able to have, uh, collected 

editions of, with the works of current, uh, presidents, uh, or leading figures in our nation's life.  



Uh, part of that is wiped out by email.  Uh, uh, part of it is seems to be the overwhelming 

volume, um, it becomes too complicated, uh, and I, I wonder, I question, whether there will be 

the personal correspondence that is so, that gives the, the flesh and the hard to something like 

this.  Uh, it, it just, uh, we all are, seem to going around lamenting that this, this, this era has 

come to an end and we will not have editions like this.  Maybe we're wrong, but, uh, I can't even 

imagine starting to undertake, uh, uh, something like Bill Clinton's, uh, papers, uh, or the papers 

of Richard Nixon, uh, and, of course, there is all about the privacy laws and, that don't allow you 

for many, many years to get at some of the things that might be the most interesting.  Uh, so it, 

uh, it's unlikely.  I, I, think that's sad, but it doesn't mean that we can't do other people.  It doesn't 

have to just be big, uh, pol, politicians.  It would be, uh, writers and poets, and artists and, and 

architects.  Uh, that's still may be feasible. 

 

Gary: Do you have any other questions? 

 

Beacroft: No. 

 

Gary: Wendi? 

 

Berman: That's it.  That legacy question usually, usually ends it. 

 

Gary: I think we're gonna get a little more – 

 

Berman: The one that most important to me. 

 

Gary: – room tone because it's kinda changed.  We got some drills and hammers so maybe 

about another 30 seconds – 

 

Berman: And turn that light off ****. 

 

Gary: No, the lights need to stay on. 

 



Berman: Oh. 

 

Gary: Because – 

 

Berman: It's warm with the lights. 

 

Dix: Are we through? 

 

Gary: Well, we actually need 30 seconds of room tone –  ah, room tone, Dix interview.  Okay.  

Let me grab **** 

 

 
 

 

 


