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ABSTRACT
Beginning in Nashville, Tennessee and terminating 444 miles south in Natchez,
Mississippi, the Natchez Trace began its existence as a Choctaw and Chickasaw
footpath. As white settlers poured into modern-day Mississippi in the late 18th and
early 19th centuries, the United States sought inroads into these vital American
Indian lands for new settlements, mail routes, and other aspects of “civilization”.
With them, these settlers—and oftentimes, slave-traders—brought enslaved, black
men and women to Mississippi. It was this movement which instigated the
Trace’s transformation from “pathway” to “road”, and signaled its importance as
contested territory. Conflicts of race, land commodification, commerce, and
slavery played out in the interactions along its length. Through studying the
Natchez Trace as an aspect of early American nation building, it is possible to
isolate its role in the triangulation of wealth, race, and expansion which would
become indicative of the wider patterns of the formation of early America.
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The Devil’s Backbone:
Race, Space, and Nation-Building on the Natchez Trace
The National Parks Service sign at milepost 221.4 of the 444-mile Natchez
Trace Parkway, cut in weathered dark brown wood and painted with cheerful
yellow paint, entices drivers headed from Nashville to Natchez to pull off the road
and take a walk in the past:
“Preserved here is a portion of a nearly 200-year old
road, the Old Natchez Trace. Maintaining this 50mile long wilderness road in the early 1800’s was a
difficult if not hopeless task. As you look down the
sunken trench, note the large trees growing on the
edge of the ten foot wide strip we clear today. These
trees are a mute testimony to the endless struggle
between man to alter and change, and nature to
reclaim, restore, and heal” 1
Encouraged by the sign, visitors might venture down the Sunken Old Trace,
admiring the light coming through the walls of birch, oak, and cypress trees; or
imagine themselves as intrepid pioneers and explorers, beating back nature and
claiming this great country for its inhabitants.
The history that the National Parks Service confronts in interpreting the
Trace is a more complex one than might be immediately imagined by these
modern-day travelers, spanning back much further than the 200 years mentioned
on the mile marker sign at 221.4 and including many more conflicts than just man
versus nature. Over its 10,000 year history as a means of travel, the Natchez Trace
(and its previous iteration as the Old Trace) has not only played a role in
1

“The Old Natchez Trace”. (Milepost 221.4, Natchez Trace, Mississippi, n.d.) Interpretive Label.
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transportation. When examined in the context of the conflicts which played out
across the American Southeast in the 18th and 19th centuries, the Natchez Trace
serves as a stage for the formation of early America.

A Way through the Wilderness
The history of the Natchez Trace did not begin 200 years ago, as the
National Parks Service suggests in their milepost marker sign at 221.4, but rather
over 10,000 years ago as an American Indian footpath2. Dawson Phelps, the
serving Natchez Trace Parkway Historian in the middle of the 20th century,
identifies three distinct periods in the history of the Trace: the Choctaw and
Chickasaw footpath; a United States postal road; and as a piece of the National
Parks system3.
The Old Trace did indeed begin its recorded life as a series of interlocking
footpaths maintained by the neighboring Choctaw (indigenous to Alabama and
Mississippi) and Chickasaw (indigenous to Tennessee, Alabama, and
Mississippi). According to oral traditions of the Choctaw, the Old Trace was
originally a path trodden by deer that the American Indians began following for
hunting purposes. Individuals from both the Choctaw and Chickasaw tribes used
the Trace to access their seasonal hunting grounds, as well as to travel between

2

For general overviews on the history of the Trace, see: Robert Gildart, Natchez Trace: Two
Centuries of Travel (Helena, Montana: Farcountry Press, 1996); or “Natchez Trace Parkway”,
National Parks Service, accessed 2016.
3
Dawson Phelps, “The Natchez Trace: Indian Trail to Parkway”, in Tennessee Historical Quarterly
21.3 (Sept. 1962), p. 203
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communities more easily4.
In 1795, Spain ceded all of its colonial lands north of the 31st parallel to
the United States with the Treaty of San Lorenzo (also known as the Treaty of
Madrid or Pinckney’s Treaty). As a result, the United States formed the
Mississippi Territory with Natchez as its capital. These changes created a problem
of sovereignty and movement for the young United States. First, the lands of the
Chickasaw and Choctaw now fell within their borders. Secondly, white settlers
found the path to the newly organized Mississippi Territory difficult, and often
barred by American Indians who did not want white settlers encroaching on their
land5. In the early 19th century, in fact, the Mississippi Territory was very much
overwhelmingly American Indian in terms of population; in 1801, there were
30,000 American Indians living in the Territory as opposed to 5,000 white
settlers6.
The United States also grappled with the issue of transporting goods—
particularly urgently, mail—to and from their newly acquired Territory. This
demand, combined with the desire for increased white access to travel through
Indian Territory, created a need from the States’ perspective for an improved
4

See: James Carson, Searching for the Bright Path: The Mississippi Choctaw from Prehistory to
Removal (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999), p. 55. Carson explores Choctaw uses of
pathways, including the Trace, in his exploration of community dynamics.
5
On the context surrounding the Treaty of San Lorenzo, see: Phelps, “The Natchez Trace”, p. 205;
Daniel Usner Jr., “American Indians on the Cotton Frontier: Changing Economic Relations with
Citizens and Slaves in the Mississippi Territory” in The Journal of American History 72.2 (Sept.
1985), p. 298; On the organization of the Mississippi Territory: Thomas Clark and John Guice, The
Old Southwest: Frontiers in Conflict (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1989).
6
“Schedule of the Whole Number of Persons in the Mississippi Territory”, 1801. Manuscript.
Mississippi Territorial Census Returns, Territorial Governor RG 2 from the Mississippi Department
of Archives and History, Jackson.
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roads system through Indian Territory. It was this demand which would instigate
the Trace’s transformation from a Choctaw and Chickasaw footpath to a United
States postal road.
In accordance with Article I, Section 8 of the Constitution, Congress held
the authority to establish postal roads at will7. Surveys of possible routes and
tentative negotiations with Choctaw and Chickasaw leadership eventually proved
fruitful, with Congress officially designating the Natchez Trace as a United States
Postal Road on April 28, 18008. Post-riders began carrying mail to and from the
Mississippi Territory, thereby integrating it more fully into the young United
States as well as reframing the conception of the Natchez Trace as a part of
America.
In addition, an increasing number of early 19th century treaties negotiated
between the United States Government and its Bureaus of Indian Affairs, and
Choctaw and Chickasaw leadership, allowed white travel along the Natchez Trace
in growing numbers9. Men known as “Kaintucks” would float their merchandise
down the Tennessee and Mississippi Rivers to Natchez or New Orleans, dismantle
their boats, and then walk home via the Trace; the 500-mile trek could take
around 35 days on foot. More than 10,000 “Kaintucks”, traveling preachers,

7

U.S. Constitution, Art. I, Section 8.
Dawson Phelps, “Natchez Trace: Variant Locations” (National Parks Service, 1955); Folder #2,
Box #12, 5.4 Natchez Trace Archives, Tupelo MS.
9
For two primary examples, see: “Treaty with the Chickasaw, 1801” and “Treaty with the
Choctaw, 1801” in Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties vol. 2. Ed. Charles Kappler. Washington:
Government Printing Office, 1904.
8
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enslaved individuals, and white settlers walked the Trace in 1810 alone10. In
response to the needs of these new travelers, American Indians—and later, mixedrace and white settlers—would operate roadside stands for food and shelter, as
well as structures like ferries across the Duck and Mississippi Rivers.
Due to its role as a publicly operated United States postal road, densely
trafficked by American citizens and operating as a major thoroughfare to the
Mississippi Territory, Congress began to make internal “improvements” to the
Natchez Trace. In 1806, President Jefferson approved Congressional
appropriation of $6,000 for the Trace’s improvement11. As the War Department
cleared loose branches and debris, and entrepreneurial individuals opened stands
to feed and house travelers, the Natchez Trace increasingly came to be described
as a “road”, rather than a “pathway”.
In this transition between the Natchez Trace’s early history as a communal
Choctaw and Chickasaw pathway to a United States Postal Road, the Trace
became a highly contested piece of territory. Conflicts over race, land
commodification, commerce, gender roles, and other values played out as the
individuals living on the Trace interacted with one another. In studying the
Natchez Trace, it is important to look at it not only as a method of travel; but also,

10

Information on the duration of the trip and volume of “Kaintucks” is drawn from the research
of Dawson Phelps, Parkway Historian, who worked extensively with Spanish port records in
Natchez; much of it is published in either of Phelps’ primary works: Phelps, “Natchez Trace:
Variant Locations” (1955) or “The Natchez Trace” (1962). His unpublished notes are also held by
the Natchez Trace Archives in Tupelo, MS: Notes (1965), Boxes #6-7, 5.1, Natchez Trace Archives,
Tupelo MS.
11
Phelps, “The Natchez Trace”, p. 207; Letter from Joseph Habersham to Abijah Hunt, November
20, 1799, Letter Book 1, Postmaster General’s Office, NARA, RG28.
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as a prime setting for studying the dynamic, conflicting nature of early American
expansion.

The Trace as a Meeting Place
There is no doubt that the Natchez Trace has a great capacity to inspire;
historians, poets, and artists have used the Trace as a subject for centuries. For
much of its history, including in the interpretation by the National Parks Service
signposts and by the overwhelming majority of historians writing on the Trace
before 1990, the Trace has—understandably—come to symbolize the American
thirst for expansion; the hard work and zeal of the early colonists; and the lawless
nature of frontier America12. As Dawson Phelps frames it: “The Trace was the
response to a challenge—one posed by geography, economy, and Spanish
colonial policy”13. The concept of geography itself challenging white settlers in
early southeastern America to forge a road and force nature to submit is a
sentiment closely echoed in the National Parks Service signpost at 221.4, which
refers to “the endless struggle between man, to alter and change, and nature, to
reclaim, restore, and heal”14.
Other conceptions of the Natchez Trace have been less front-and-center in
public memory, but strive to include a wider range of conflicts and voices. One of
12

For works that explore the nature of the Trace as an aspect of frontier America, see: Robert
Coates, The Outlaw Years: The History of the Land Pirates of the Natchez Trace (City: Press,
1930); Jonathan Daniels, The Devil’s Backbone: The Story of the Natchez Trace (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1962); or Judy Thomas, “Death on the Devil’s Backbone” in The Journal of
Chickasaw History and Culture (Spring 2014), pp. 17-20.
13
Phelps, “The Natchez Trace”, p. 203
14
“The Old Natchez Trace”. (Milepost 221.4, Natchez Trace, Mississippi, n.d.) Interpretive Label.
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the first individuals to explore the Natchez Trace as a space separate from the
frontier spirit was the author Eudora Welty, a famed Mississippi novelist whose
primary subject was the American South. In a series of short stories published in
The Wide Net in 1943, Welty explored the Trace not as a segment of frontier
history, but as a “meeting place” where nationalism and the colonized meet and
conflict with one another15.
Welty hit upon an interesting conception of the Natchez Trace with this
lens—that its role was as a contested space between the United States government
and the people it colonized. Studying the Trace through this lens significantly
allows us to see how this conflict plays out over time, with the flexibility of
sovereignty on the Trace and the shifting borders that occurred along the road
serving as centerpieces for a discussion on the formation of the early American
state. What role did the Trace play in early American state formation? What did
the Trace itself signify to the diverse people along its length, from white settler
families and itinerant preachers, to enslaved Africans or Choctaw hunters?
This analysis of the Natchez Trace speaks to a more broadly growing
emphasis within historiography--a focus on the implications of racialized slavery
within larger structures such as the economy. In recent years, historians such as
Michael Tadman, Calvin Schermerhorn, and Edward Baptist have approached
slavery with a more integrated economic lens16. As recently as 2016, Sven

15

Annette Trefzer, “Tracing the Natchez Trace: Native Americans and National Anxieties in
Eudora Welty’s First Love” in The Mississippi Quarterly 55.3 (2002).
16
Tadman specifically examines the process of speculation as it was involved in slavery, and
draws attention to the profit-driven nature of slave-trading. (See: Michael Tadman, Speculators
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Beckert and Seth Rockman’s work Slavery’s Capitalism: A New History of
American Economic Development centers slavery in a discussion of the
development of the American economy, with contributing historians drawing
upon many different lenses to analyze the relationship17. Even more broadly,
historians such as Walter Johnson have connected racialized slavery in America
with concepts of U.S. expansion, global exchange, and capitalism18. In examining
the Natchez Trace and “internal improvements” within the wider context of the
expansion of racialized slavery, I intend to advance an understanding of the early
American road system more closely aligned with the work of these historians; as
well as to provide additional evidence of the relationship between racialized
slavery and “internal improvements” as detailed by historians like Johnson.
To date, no significant scholarship has been undertaken which critically
analyzes the Trace as a locus for nation-building in early America. A majority of
the writings on the topic of the Natchez Trace are fiction and poetry, historical

and Slaves: Masters, Traders, and Slaves in the Old South (Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1989)). Calvin Schermerhorn advanced this discussion of the “professionalization” of the
slave trade in 2015, by drawing attention to the global and interstate networks underlying the
economic structure of slavery. (See: Calvin Schermerhorn, the Business of Slavery and the Rise of
American Capitalism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015). In his 2014 work, Edward Baptist
also looked at the development of financial structures surrounding racialized slavery, including
collateral, credit, and speculation. (See: Edward Baptist, The Half Has Never Been Told: Slavery
and the Making of American Capitalism (New York: Basic Books, 2014)). Collectively, these
works—among many others—point to some of the work being done on the connections between
racialized slavery and a developing American economy.
17
See: Sven Beckert and Seth Rockman, Eds. Slavery’s Capitalism: A New History of American
Economic Development (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016). The seventeen
scholars present at the conference which initiated this work include both Schermerhorn and
Baptist. Historians included in the work analyze the global and interstate nature of American
racialized slavery; its complicity in the development of American banking and speculation
systems; and the integration of the history of slavery and the history of industrialization.
18
See: Walter Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom
(Cambridge: Belknap Press, 2013).
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fiction, or travel guides19. Of those which do examine the Trace more critically or
from a historical perspective, a vast majority focus on the topic of the Trace and
trade, banditry, or the frontier spirit20. Parkway Historian Dawson Phelps’
archaeological work contributed to a reconstruction of the economic life of the
Natchez Trace through a study of its “stands”; and as a result, many successive
historians such as John Guice have used this data to analyze the relationship
between white, mixed-race, and American Indian stand-owners along the Natchez
Trace21.
Some of this archaeological and analytical work on the “stands” of the
Natchez Trace can touch upon the topics of nation-building, capitalism, and
sovereignty. For example, historians such as Claudio Saunt, Barbara Krauthamer,
and Daniel Usner Jr. analyze the lasting impact of American expansion on the
American Indians living in the southeast pre- and post-Removal22. While Phelps
and Guice’s works may not directly center on interracial dynamics on the Trace,
19

Travel guides, such as the one written by Robert Gildart in 1996, lay out the history of the
Trace to entice travelers to explore some of the historic sites along the road: see: Gildart,
Natchez Trace, 1996. Historical fiction, such as Jonathan Daniel’s work, The Devil’s Backbone, do
often confront more complex themes such as slavery or internal expansions.
20
See: Thomas, “Death on the Devil’s Backbone”; Thomas’ work takes a scholarly, inquisitive
approach to the Trace but focuses on the Harpe Brothers, a group of violent bandits and
highwaymen.
21
Phelps’ data forms the brunt of his published work: see: Phelps, “The Natchez Trace”; Phelps,
“Stands and Travel Accommodations on the Natchez Trace”; or Phelps’ unpublished notes,
accessed at the Tupelo Natchez Trace Archives. See also: John Guice, “Bedfellows and Bedbugs:
Stands on the Natchez Trace” in Southern Quarterly 48.1 (Fall 2010), pp. 7-26.
22
For works which explore the impact of American expansion on southeastern American Indian
cultures, see: Christina Snyder, Slavery in Indian Country: The Changing Face of Captivity in Early
America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012); Barbara Krauthamer, Black Slaves, Indian
Masters: Slavery, Emancipation, and Citizenship in the Native American South (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2013); Claudio Saunt, A New Order of Things: Property, Power,
and the Transformation of the Creek Indians 1733-1816 (Cambridge University Press, 1999); or
Usner, “American Indians on the Cotton Frontier”, 1985.
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their research relates to and enhances an understanding of the topic by charting
the development of these roadside stands and examining the agents who
controlled their operation—and their transition from Chickasaw and Choctaw, to
largely mixed-race or white 23.
Interestingly, any discussion of racialized slavery on the Natchez Trace is
minimal in the historiography of the Trace. In one remarkable instance, the author
has an entire discussion on the Trace’s growing importance contingent on the
development of the cotton industry in Mississippi—yet lacks any mention of the
word “slave” or “enslaved” in the entire chapter24. Numerous fictional works do
recognize the presence of racialized slavery along the Trace to some degree. In his
work of historical fiction, The Devil’s Backbone, author Jonathan Daniels
integrates the history of slavery fully into his depiction of the Natchez Trace.
Daniels weaves stories of the enslaved throughout his book, and significantly
spends an entire chapter—“Paths of Glory”—connecting the rise of Natchez with
the massive growth of slavery in the Deep South25.
There are three primary works which contribute most clearly to an
analysis of the nature of slavery along the Natchez Trace. First, the National Parks
Service published a handbook on slavery and the Natchez Trace intended for
internal use in interpretation; its goal is primarily to acquaint its reader with

23

See: Phelps, “The Natchez Trace”; Phelps, “Stands and Travel Accommodations on the Natchez
Trace”; or Phelps’ unpublished notes, accessed at the Tupelo Natchez Trace Archives. See also:
Guice, “Bedfellows and Bedbugs”, pp. 7-26
24
William C. Davis, A Way through the Wilderness: The Natchez Trace and the Civilization of the
Southern Frontier (New York: Harper Collins, 1995).
25
Daniels, The Devil’s Backbone.
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jumping-off points and sources for further exploration26. Secondly, author Edward
Ball’s article for Smithsonian Magazine, “Retracing Slavery’s Trail of Tears”,
was one of the first sources to bring the connection between slavery and the Trace
to public attention27. Finally, Angela Hudson’s 2010 book Creek Paths and
Federal Roads examined how American Indian roads and the shifting dynamics
of control over them affected the white, black, and Creek people living in the
southeast—yet did not focus specifically on the Natchez Trace, as her topic was
first and foremost the Creek people28.
There are still numerous possibilities for unexplored sources which would
contribute to an understanding of the Natchez Trace’s relationship to slavery and
nation-building. Previous historians writing on the Natchez Trace have widely
made use of the existing letters from the Indian Bureau Agencies; the indemnities
and other financial records kept by these agents; letters from the post-riders and
Post Office officials; and letters from the Governor’s office. In addition, these are
often paired with the writings of itinerant priests.
In order to expand and complicate my discussion of the Natchez Trace, I
intend to incorporate a wider number of sources--most importantly, a series of
“passports”. These legal documents negotiated between the Chickasaw and
Choctaw leadership and the United States were a method of stemming the flow of

26

Kelly Obernuefemann and Lynnell Thomas, Travel, Trade, and Travail: Slavery on the Old
Natchez Trace (National Parks Service, 2001).
27
Edward Ball, “Retracing Slavery’s Trail of Tears” (Smithsonian Magazine Online, November
2015).
28
Angela Hudson, Creek Paths and Federal Roads: Indians, Settlers, Slaves, and the Making of the
American South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010).
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illegal white squatters into Indian Territory and maintaining a peaceful
relationship between these groups. From 1802 until at least 1815, legal travel on
the Natchez Trace required a passport endorsed by an Indian Agent or a member
of the Governor’s office29. Only 120 of these passports survive for the Natchez
Trace today, held at the Trace Archives in Tupelo and at the University of Texas:
Austin30. Those which do survive were either copies kept by the government
officials themselves; or, were collected by archivists from individual families as
part of genealogical research31. These passports provide a cross-section of travel
on the Natchez Trace, and highlight the presence of an otherwise relatively
unrecorded group of travelers on the Trace: enslaved, black men and women.
In the process of this study, I intend to examine the Natchez Trace in its
role in the process of American nation-building. In doing so, it is possible to
distinguish two key dynamics on the Natchez Trace which illustrate the nature of
American expansion: first, the Trace as a contested space which shaped
relationships and power dynamics between the colonizer and colonized; and
secondly, the link between racialized slavery and the expansion of internal
improvements within the United States. Together, these two themes reflect the
larger patterns of the formation of the early American state.
29

For a discussion of the history of passports, see Chapter Two.
It is likely the number of passports issued annually would have been considerably higher; in
1811, Silas Disnmoor referred to a seven-month period in which he had 187 black travelers pass
through his office with passports. (See: Chapter 2).
31
Winthrop Sargent, Silas Dinsmoor, and several other key officials distributing passports did
maintain detailed records of issued passports and often would create multiple copies. Dinsmoor
in particular admitted to doing this as a way to protect himself from censure during his conflicts
with Andrew Jackson—see: Chapter 2. See: “Natchez Trace Slaves and Slavery Collection” at
University of Texas: Austin, Abstract.
30
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The interlocking relationships which play out on the Natchez Trace
provide context for the types of conflicts—both small-scale, between groups and
individuals, and large-scale, between nations and values—which caused the Trace
to become a contested space in the 18th and 19th centuries. Chapters One and Two
will center around the first of my themes—the question of contested space and
power dynamics—in exploring networks of conflict and interaction on the
Natchez Trace.
The second theme within the scope of this paper—the connection between
internal expansion and racialized slavery—will be the focus of Chapter Three. As
the questions of sovereignty, commerce, and race increasingly came into play on
the Trace, the process of internal expansion and “improvement” became a
significant part of expansion for the United States. In connecting these two
themes, I will work to examine the transition of the Trace from “pathway” to
“road” within the context of the expansion of racialized slavery.
Finally, I will conclude with an examination of the lasting implications of
these two themes within the construction of the American Nation. It is this key
concept which serves as the backbone of Eudora Welty’s visualization—that the
Trace, as a meeting-place, could be a stage setting for the power dynamics which
shaped a nation. In configuring the Natchez Trace as an extension of the federal
government, as an intrinsic part of racialized slavery and capitalism, and as the
conduit of American values into new territories, early American statesmen
ensured the growth of racialized slavery and American capitalism were
permanently tied to the road itself.
13

Chapter One
The Natchez Trace: Contested Territory
The constant presence of interaction, conflict, and cooperation between
Chickasaw and Choctaw, white and black, enslaved and free, or Kaintuck and
slaveholder traveling the Natchez Trace in the 18th and 19th century gave rise to a
complex web of relationships which shaped the way these travelers interacted
with one another. Establishing exactly who traveled the Trace and in what
volume, however, can be a very difficult task. Many travelers in the 18th and early
19th century were illiterate. Furthermore, those who did keep written records of
their own movements do not typically record quantitative information on their
fellow travelers; and neither the Choctaw nor Chickasaw leadership kept any
surviving records of their people’s movements. Before reaching an understanding
of the Natchez Trace as a meeting-place—a place where the United States and
those it made efforts to displace and control conflicted and interacted with one
another—it is important to look more closely at these moments of possible
interaction.
It is likely that the first travelers along the Natchez Trace were
Mississippian, a culture dominating the region from approximately 800-1600AD.
In accordance with this belief, the Trace lies alongside numerous settlements from
the Mississippian period; these include the eight Pharr Mounds near present-day
Tupelo, and the massive Emerald Mound near Natchez32. During the

32

For more information on Mississippian settlement patterns, see: Eric Bowne, Mound Sites of
the Ancient South: a Guide to the Mississippian Chiefdoms (Athens: University of Georgia Press,
2013); or Ed. Bruce Smith, Mississippian Settlement Patterns (New York: Academic Press, 1978);
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Mississippian period, pathways like the Old Natchez Trace may have been a part
of the inter-village communication and exchange networks which contributed to
the strength of Mississippian cultural cohesion33.
The earliest surviving written records of the Natchez Trace, however,
place the Chickasaw and Choctaw as the first recorded travelers of the pathway.
The Trace itself runs through the historic lands of these two groups: the
Chickasaw on its northern end, in Tennessee, Northern Alabama, and Northern
Mississippi; and the Choctaw through Alabama and Mississippi at the Trace’s
southern end34. According to Choctaw oral tradition, the Natchez Trace began as a
way of tracking game such as bison and deer, who were inclined to follow the
geologic ridge line to salt licks and rivers35. Roads such as the Natchez Trace
were used in Mississippian cultures—including the Choctaw and Chickasaw—for
inter-village and inter-national communication and exchange36.
While neither 18th century Choctaw nor Chickasaw left written records of
their presence on the Natchez Trace, the pathway’s location within their land and

“Pharr Mounds”. (Milepost 286.7, Natchez Trace, Mississippi, n.d.) Interpretive Label; and
“Emerald Mound”. (Milepost 10.3, Natchez Trace, Mississippi, n.d.) Interpretive Label
33
For works on the Cahokian polity and Mississippian networks, see: Brown, Kerber, and Winters
“Trade and the Evolution of Exchange Relations at the Beginning of the Mississippian Period
before AD 1200” in The Mississippian Emergence ed. Bruce Smith (DC: Smithsonian Institution
Press, 1990); Thomas Emerson, Cahokia and the Archaeology of Power (Tuscaloosa: University of
Alabama Press, 1997); or Jon Muller, “Salt, Chert, and Shell: Mississippian Exchange and
Economy” in Specialization, Exchange, and Complex Societies: An Introduction ed. Brumfield and
Earle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987);
34
See Figure 1: “Old Southwest” Map, National Parks Service. Accessed online: “Choctaw”,
National Parks Service.
35
For more information on the ecological and cultural development of early roads systems, see:
M. G. Lay, Ways of the World. (Sydney: Primavera Press, 1992), p.401.
36
James Carson, Searching for the Bright Path: The Mississippi Choctaw from Prehistory to
Removal, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999) p. 55
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their oral traditions—reinforced by the written records of white explorers—
confirm their presence on the early Trace. When writer Francis Baily—a scholar
and President of the Royal Astronomical Society—walked the Trace in 1796 and
1797, he provided innumerable, if biased, accounts of the Chickasaw and
Choctaw settlements he passed through. On July 10, 1797, Baily met a group of
Choctaw warriors reentering their territory after a successful skirmish; he noted
with distaste that they were “holding in their hands the scalps they had taken from
their enemies”. Baily and his companions stopped to eat with these warriors, who
quickly helped the white men find the correct path into Chickasaw territory and
shared venison with them. The Choctaw warriors Baily met on the war path were
intimately familiar with the Natchez Trace, as well as the borders and boundaries
that lay over the pathway.37
Besides war bands using the Trace to cross into and out of their territory,
Francis Baily also described Chickasaw and Choctaw communities that included
women and children using the Natchez Trace in the 18th century. Baily was
astonished at the ability of these men and women to use the nearly-invisible Old
Natchez Trace in tracing animals; and he also remarked upon their ability to
recognize which plants growing along the Trace had medicinal uses38.
While the Chickasaw and Choctaw made use of the Natchez Trace for
inter-tribal and inter-village transportation, the Trace also became a pathway for
white travelers as early as their first arrival into the southeast. The exploration of
37
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Hernando de Soto--and other explorers like him—was full of conflict along the
Natchez Trace, yet lies largely outside the scope of this work. From the earliest
days of the North American colonies, however, written records show a small but
steady stream of white travelers pressing into Indian Territory in the southeast
along the Natchez Trace. The numbers remained low until the early 19th century;
by 1790, two centuries after de Soto, Spanish port records in Natchez still show
only 240 American colonists from the upper south trading there and walking
home via the Natchez Trace39.
In the early 19th century, American citizens quickly developed economic
reasons for using the Natchez Trace as an access point into the southeast. Men
known as “Kaintucks” brought goods from the settlements of the upper south
(including modern-day Kentucky and Tennessee) down the Mississippi and
Tennessee Rivers on flatboats; conveyed their goods to Natchez or New Orleans-where they sold them to Frenchmen, Spaniards, and later fellow Americans living
in the lower south; dismantled their flatboats; and walked home via the Natchez
Trace40. Their name derived from their often near-illiterate spelling of their home,
as they referred to “travel to Caintuck [Kentucky]” in their own writings41. Arthur
Singleton, a traveler on the Trace visiting from New England, provided a
description of the Kaintucks he met which serves to paint a picture of these men:
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“Here are met hundreds of boatmen, who often after
selling their boats, rather than row up the never
returning current walk back, with knapsacks on
their shoulders, upwards of a thousand miles
through the prairies and wilderness. Quarreling is
their chief delight”42.
By 1810, over 10,000 Kaintucks made the trip back up the Natchez Trace
annually; one traveler counted between 1,200 and 1,500 flatboats on the
Mississippi during his trip alone43. Between 1790 and 1810, the Natchez Trace
witnessed a vast increase in the number of white American travelers on its length.
Itinerant Christian preachers were another frequent traveler on the Natchez
Trace beginning in the 18th century. These men, by far, represented the largest
category of literate travelers on the Trace and their writings provide a majority of
the written sources from the period. While it is difficult to ascertain how many
there may have been in any given year, as they did not require any paperwork to
travel the Trace and left minimal evidence in the form of bills of sale or
advertisements, the volume of their writings provides a general idea of their
frequency. The publisher of one 1806 journal by Natchez Trace itinerant preacher
Jacob Young even remarked how ubiquitous the journals had become by 1860
with his preface’s opening remarks: “What! Another autobiography of an
itinerant?”44 Circuit riding preachers like Young used the Natchez Trace as a
mission circuit, reaching out to the uneducated white settler families, enslaved
42
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men and women, and of course Choctaw and Chickasaw communities along the
Natchez Trace45.
Outside of commercial or spiritual reasons from using the Natchez Trace,
white families planning to relocate to the Deep South were another element on the
pathway. With the Treaty of San Lorenzo in 1795, the Chickasaw and Choctaw
lands in the southeast fell within the newly negotiated boundaries of the United
States—including the Natchez Trace. The territory Spain ceded to the United
States was afterward organized into the Mississippi Territory by 1798, and white
settlers began moving south to investigate the opportunities of new land holdings
for themselves46. In 1800, the American population of the eight states west of the
Appalachians—Kentucky, Tennessee, Ohio, Louisiana, Illinois, Indiana,
Mississippi, and Alabama—was only 386,000; by 1820, it had grown
exponentially to 2,216,000. One traveler counted over 4,000 immigrants headed
for the Mississippi Territory during a nine-day period in 181647.
These white settlers’ presence specifically on the Natchez Trace may
largely be shown through the issuance of passports that secured their passage
through Indian Territory in large numbers. These passports, issued by the Bureau
45
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of Indian Affairs and its agents such as Silas Dinsmoor, or by the Governor of the
Mississippi Territory, permitted travelers to leave the United States and pass
through Indian Territory temporarily, to either settle in the southeast or conduct
business there48.
For the most part, passports for the Natchez Trace followed a set structure
wherein a respected neighbor attested to the applicant’s personal honor and
character, and asserted their legal ownership of any enslaved individuals they
brought along with them:
“Honorable Sir—Mr. Robert Bell will call on you
for a passport for Negro Man named Sandy. I have
been acquainted with Mr. Bell these many years and
always find him to be Very Respectable Gentleman.
26 September 1812. I have the honour to be your
Obedient Servant, Robert Witherspoon”
This passport, issued in 1812, was endorsed on the reverse by David Holmes,
Governor of Mississippi Territory, and then served as the passport to guide Mr.
Bell—accompanied by Sandy—safely and legally past the Indian Bureau
Checkpoint on the Natchez Trace49. These surviving passports serve to tie the
documented, overwhelming movement of settlers to the southeast to the specific
pathways they used to reach the new territory—pathways which included the
48
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Natchez Trace.
On April 28, 1800, Congress authorized the use of the Natchez Trace as a
postal road, connecting the “developed” upper south and Washington D. C. to the
new Mississippi Territory50. As a result, white travelers on the Natchez Trace
would also have included post-riders and other members of the United States
government. Winthrop Sargent, Governor of the Mississippi Territory, issued a
document securing the protection of these post-riders along the Natchez Trace:
“The agent or agents of the United States who are in
the Chickasaw Nation of Indians are specially
requested to afford unto the post riders of Mr.
Abijah Hunt (who has contracted to carry the mail
from Natchez to Knoxville) all the aid and
protection in their power consistent with their
general duty and instructions…February 28, 1800”
51

Men working on behalf of the United States Postal Service became some of the
first white American travelers to survey the Natchez Trace in detail, in particular
highlighting land which they believed was uncultivated—or “unoccupied”—by
the Choctaw and Chickasaw:
“I….have been constantly exploring this Territory,
and am now making a map of all that part of the
Territory to which the Indian title has been
Extinguished, noting the principal part of the Land
which is vacant and unoccupied”—Thomas Fenton
to Gideon Granger, Esq. June 1802.52
Between 1790 and 1815, the increasing number of issued passports, as well as
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letters, legal documents, and contracts which governed travel on the Natchez
Trace point to the increasing presence of white men and women traveling the
Trace—whether surveying, carrying mail, pursuing wealth, or resettling their
families.
While these two seemingly primary players—American Indian and white
travelers—are fully present in the public conception of the Natchez Trace as a
lawless, violent frontier, it is often the enslaved and free black men and women
who disappear from the narrative. Their presence, however, is irrefutably
documented through numerous sources including census records and passports.
Both enslaved and free black men and women traveling on the Natchez
Trace often worked as guides and skilled workers for the Kaintucks and other
white travelers. In these instances, a passport issued from the local Indian Bureau
and endorsed by a white man would serve as legal permission for their relatively
unhindered movement. For example, a white “Kaintuck” applied for a Natchez
Trace passport on behalf of an enslaved man, Abram, who was “to assist in
navigation of the boats to Natchez”, and then walk home with the applicant via
the Trace53. Relying upon enslaved men as skilled guides on the Mississippi River
appears to have been relatively common, as a number of such passports exist from
the early 19th century54. Existing alongside the acknowledged number of white
Kaintucks transporting goods north-to-south were enslaved, black men with the
skills and knowledge necessary to guide boats safely down the Mississippi.
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Aside from river guides, enslaved men and women also served as
interpreters and intermediaries between white travelers and the Choctaw or
Chickasaw: “The Negro Interpreter has been taken from his duty by a Mr. Nolan,
a dealer in horses, who means to use him for their safe passage through the Indian
Country to Kentucky”55. This passport, issued by Winthrop Sargent in May 1800,
suggests that the presence of black interpreters through Indian Territory was not
just a one-way process—guiding families to settle in the Mississippi Territory—
but a continuous flow to and from both ends of the Natchez Trace as a feature of
the commercial and cultural life of the pathway.
The Natchez Trace also played a role in the self-emancipation of many
enslaved men and women escaping bondage in the upper south or fleeing into
Indian Territory. While an exact number of those who escaped is difficult to
surmise, the white officials along the Natchez Trace were certainly concerned
about the Trace’s ability to provide mobility for black men and women. In 1802,
Postmaster General Gideon Granger expressed these fears to James Jackson, the
Chairman of the Senate Committee on the Post Office:
“An objection exists against employing
negroes or people of color [as post riders on the
Trace]….every thing which tends to increase their
knowledge of natural rights…or affords them an
opportunity of associating, acquiring, and
communicating sentiments & of establishing a chain
or line of intelligence must increase your
hazard…by travelling from day to day & hourly
mixing with people, they must—they will acquire
information. They will learn that a man’s rights do
55
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not depend on his color”56
Slaveholders themselves also recognized the threat the Trace posed to the
status quo. Many newspaper advertisements for “runaway slaves” in Nashville
papers include the phrase, “It is supposed he will make for Natchez”57. Natchez
was an attractive destination for a black fugitive; it had a relatively large and wellestablished free black population58; in 1860, there were 38 free black households
in the city of Natchez59. Slaveholders recognized the Natchez Trace as an access
point to escape to Natchez from the upper south.
One method by which enslaved men and women escaped bondage was by
entrusting their safety to a white abolitionist who would then assume the
pretended role of their slaveholder while traveling the Natchez Trace. Silas
Dinsmoor, Agent for the Choctaw, describes such a scenario which ultimately
proved unsuccessful for the enslaved man:
“At the moment your letter arrived, a negro was
brought (now arrested by my order) eighty-three
miles distant. He was in the possession of Jessie
McGarey, son of Col. Hugh McGarey of Kentucky,
a young man of decent deportment. He [McGarey]
however made his escape, as the negro proved to be
the property of Mr. Barnes, a planter of the
Mississippi Territory”60.
In this case, it appears Dinsmoor uncovered the true ownership of the unnamed

56

Letter from Gideon Granger to James Jackson, March 23, 1802, NARA, RG28, 28.2
Potter, Passports of Southeastern Pioneers, p. 155;
58
See: eds. Hogan and Davis, William Johnson’s Natchez: The Antebellum Diary of a Free Negro
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1993); Ronald Davis, The Black Experience in
Natchez: 1720-1880, (National Parks Service, 1993)
59
Davis, the Black Experience in Natchez, 51.
60
Potter, Passports of Southeastern Pioneers, p. 80-81.
57

24

enslaved man due to McGarey’s lack of an appropriate passport. During his
tenure at the Choctaw Agency, Dinsmoor became one of the greatest and most
vocal supporters of the passport system, expressing particular hopes that it would
put an end to the growing practice of white men “stealing” enslaved men and
women—whether this occurred with or without the enslaved man or woman’s
collusion:
“Four negroes have absconded, and probably put
themselves under the protection of fictitious
masters…the evil is great and growing, and would
seem to demand the aid of government to check it
by lawful means”61.
Many of the writings of the Indian Bureau Agents in the early 19th century show a
growing concern with the opportunities the Trace provided for black mobility and
the erosion of racialized slavery.
Black men and women traveled along the length of its Trace---both to, and
from Natchez—through the duration of its history as guides, skilled workers,
interpreters, and fugitives; but perhaps on the largest scale, they traveled the
Natchez Trace as unwilling migrants to the Mississippi Territory. Occurring
alongside the mass relocation of white settlers from the upper south into the
newly organized Mississippi Territory, passports and records show the presence
of equivalent and even larger numbers of enslaved black travelers forcibly
relocated to the Deep South via the Natchez Trace.
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The Natchez Trace and the Second Middle Passage
The roots of racialized slavery in the southeast began not only within the
United States, but also overseas in England—the growth of the demand for
American cotton was largely inspired by the English textile revolution. With
innovations such as the flying shuttle (1733), the spinning jenny (1770), and the
steam engine (1800), a nascent textile industry began to formulate in England.
Their capacity to grow the necessary cotton was in part limited by certain
qualities they lacked, which the young United States possessed: large amounts of
suitable acreage in the appropriate climate, and the existence of an enslaved labor
force. With the invention of the cotton gin in 1793, the American cotton industry
further became a reality for enslaved men and women in the south62.
Between 1787 and 1807, the American share of the British cotton market
expanded from 0% to 60%. As a result, cotton became the leading American
export from 1803, making up 60% of American exports by the 1860’s63. As
American planters and farmers strove to fill this demand for American cotton,
they sought out appropriate land. The rising prices in cotton, availability of cheap
land in the south, and the appropriate temperatures, soil, and rainfall drew
62
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increasingly vast numbers of white settlers into the south—sometimes via the
Natchez Trace, as we have seen—to land which would become the states of
Georgia, Alabama, Florida, Tennessee, and Mississippi64. Cotton became “King”
in the south. One frustrated traveler remarked that during his 1827 visit to Mobile,
Alabama, he “must have heard the word cotton pronounced 3,000 times”65.
In the case of Mississippi, the terminus of the Natchez Trace, the
explosion of the white population there was remarkable—growing from 5,179
white inhabitants in 1800, to 354,000 in 186066. By 1850, only 12% of the farmers
in Mississippi had been born there67. Another major demographic change
occurred immediately alongside this one: the black population surged
accordingly, even outstripping white population growth. In 1800, Mississippi was
home to 3,500 enslaved men and women; by 1860, the state counted 436,631
enslaved men and women among its inhabitants68. Concurrently, Mississippi had
become the largest cotton-producing state in the nation by 1860; and, in 1859, had
produced 535 million pounds of cotton singlehandedly69. As noted by W. B.
Hammond, the expansion of cotton across the southeast can be quantified and
mapped through the expansion of racialized slavery: “as if this plant-King were
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literally leading the human captives in his train”70.
On this backdrop of expanding racialized slavery and intensive agriculture
in the southeast, the Natchez Trace played its role in relocating people across the
country. Before the dominance of cotton in the Deep South, most agriculture
which relied upon the labor of enslaved men and women occurred in the Upper
South—primarily Virginia and Maryland71. In 1808, the importation of enslaved
individuals into the United States had also been banned72. As a result, a majority
of enslaved men and women were located in the Upper South in the early 19th
century; yet demand for their exploitation was rising in the Deep South.
In this dynamic, the Natchez Trace and roads like it had a role to play in
transporting enslaved men and women from the upper south to lower, to ensure
that slavery was perpetuated without importation. Historians such as Ira Berlin, or
Sven Beckert and Seth Rothman refer to this process as a “Second Middle
Passage”, as slaveholders, brokers, and slave-traders uprooted hundreds of
thousands of men and women from their lives and families in the upper south and
sold them “downriver”73.
The Natchez Trace was no stranger to the relocation of enslaved men and
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women. In fact, the Trace had been used by the Spaniards during their tenure for
just such a purpose74. The scale of racialized slavery occurring along the length of
the Trace, however, intensified exponentially during the early 19th century. A
majority of the enslaved who traveled the length of the Trace to resettle in
Mississippi were brought by the slaveholder or planter who enslaved them via
legal passport. Out of a sample of 120 passports for the Natchez Trace between
the years of 1802 and 1815, 103 include the presence of an enslaved, black
individual being brought to the Mississippi Territory by a slaveholder75. In typical
fashion, these passports express the slaveholder’s desire to bring their “property”
to or from their new home:
“On this seventh day of May 1811, there
personally appears before me John Durbin, a citizen
of Kentucky, who being truly sworn sayeth that he
is about to return home and that he wishes to take
with him his negro fellow Ceasar [sic], whom he
saith to be his own property”76.
This remarkable imbalance between the number of passports issued for the
Natchez Trace which mention slavery and those which do not—as only 17 survive
which do not mention slavery in some capacity—suggests two possible causes:
first, that nearly every person moving to cotton country on the Trace had an
enslaved person in their company out of a desire to seek their fortune in “cotton
country” through the exploitation of black labor; or, that the passports were
selectively and disproportionately used to control the movement of enslaved,
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black men and women. Regardless, the passports issued along the Natchez Trace
in the early 19th century reveal the clear presence of a large number of enslaved
men and women traveling the pathway.
Not all of the enslaved men and women brought down the Natchez Trace
did so in the company of a slaveholder, however; the Natchez Trace also served
as a route for slave traders as well. Firms such as Peyton, Mason, & Co. and the
infamous Franklin & Armfield used the Natchez Trace as an overland slave trade
route at many points in their history77. In addition, surviving firsthand accounts of
the Natchez Trace also show its use as a slave trade route by individual slave
traders driving coffles south; Virginia planter and “amateur” slave trader William
Waller marched a coffle of twenty or so enslaved men and women south on the
Natchez Trace in 184778.
In part, the popularity of the Natchez Trace as an overland slave trade
route was largely due to its terminus: Natchez, Mississippi. In the 19th century,
Natchez was the second-largest market for the buying and selling of enslaved men
and women in the lower Mississippi River Valley, falling just behind New
Orleans. By the 1830’s, the Mississippi tax schedules list around 32 slave dealers
operating in Natchez annually. In addition, tracking the slave-sale notices in the
77
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Weekly Courier, a Natchez paper, suggests that around 1,000 enslaved men and
women were on the market in Natchez in the year 1850 alone79. A road which
came into Natchez from Nashville proved very attractive to slave traders
attempting to take part in the exponentially rising demand for enslaved labor from
the cotton industry.
Overland slave trade routes such as the Trace became less popular after
the advent of the steamboat, but in the first half of the 19th century remained a
popular option for the “savvy” slave trader. Joseph Holt Ingraham, an observant
writer and traveler on the Trace from New England, laid out the reasons behind
the popularity of overland routes after a visit to Natchez:
“The usual way of transporting slaves is by
land, although they are frequently brought round by
sea, but the last is the most expensive method, and
therefore the “bring them through” is accounted
preferable. This is done by forming them into a
caravan at the place where they are purchased, and
conducting them by land through the Indian nations
to this state [Mississippi]. This route is for the most
part through a continuous forest, and is usually
performed by the negroes on foot, in 7 or 8 weeks.”
80

Land routes, it was typically argued, were less risky—no chance of shipwreck—
as well as cheaper, and provided economic opportunities along the way in the
form of sales to small farmsteads and plantations bordering the roads. Even after
the advent of the steamboat, some slave traders continued to prefer overland
routes due to the assumed risks of water travel. Mississippi slave trader R. C.
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Faulkner wrote to his agent: “you have concluded to ship the negroes by New
Orleans. These arrangements, by all means, I wish you not to do, as it will cost
you more in the end and a great deal of risque to run”. Further, many traders
argued that an overland walk would strengthen the slaves and increase their
market value through exercise81.
Descriptions of the “coffles”, or clusters of manacled slaves traveling the
Trace on foot, appear in numerous accounts of the Natchez Trace. Ingraham wrote
about the coffles he encountered on the Trace in bleak terms, describing them as a
“long procession” walking the Trace “like a troop of wearied pilgrims”; their slow
pace and poor clothing “gave to the whole train a sad and funereal appearance”.
Ingraham was struck by a woman “bearing an infant in her arms”, whom he
thought to have likely been born on the Natchez Trace “in the wilderness”; as well
as an enslaved man who asked Ingraham and his companion for some tobacco82.
Coffles like this one would typically make about 20-30 miles daily, and so a trip
from Virginia would take months83.
Slavery was a constant presence on the Natchez Trace, and not only as
part of the mass relocation of enslaved men and women to the Deep South. Many
writers note the presence of enslaved men and women along the Natchez Trace’s
length at the roadside stands which fed the Trace’s travelers, as well as plantations
belonging to ferry operators and other wealthy Trace planters. Itinerant preacher
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Jacob Young noted in his writings that Brashear’s Stand, a roadside stand and inn
of sorts, had “a good many colored people”. Young also made a visit to George
Colbert, the largest slaveholder on the Trace and a member of the Chickasaw
Colbert family, noting that he had a “large farm….and about 40 Negroes
working”84. George Colbert’s brothers, James and Levi, were also slaveholders;
James, in particular, enslaved about 150 individuals at his stand by the Natchez
Trace85. Enslaved men and women could be found at a large number of sites
along the Natchez Trace, including Bethel Mission, built entirely by enslaved
labor; Rocky Springs, a cotton-growing community with more than 2,000
enslaved men and women; and the farms and stands of Turner Brashears, William
Doak, Louis LeFleur, John McIntosh, Levi Colbert, James Colbert, and George
Colbert86.
With the vast demographic changes in the Mississippi Territory in the
early 19th century, the Natchez Trace increasingly became a place where diverse
groups of people met and found opportunities to interact. Early in its history, the
Trace had been a war path, a hunting inroad, and a link to other communities for
the Chickasaw and Choctaw who lived along its length; early white travelers on
the Trace had relied upon their skills and guidance, and remained in limited
numbers. With the rise of “King Cotton” and the steady flood of enslaved black
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and free white migrants into the Deep South, however, the Chickasaw and
Choctaw witnessed more and more opportunities for interaction, conflict, and
cooperation between the diverse groups who traversed the Natchez Trace in the
19th century.
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Chapter Two
Boundaries and Transgressions
“Somewhere along the Trace, our spill/of blood
will tell the others who and what we were” -Marvin Solomon87
Stories of violence on the Natchez Trace are not hard to find. The first
known white explorer in the region, Hernando de Soto, clashed with the Choctaw
at the Battle of Mabila in 1540; similarly, John Donelson’s exploratory party
along the Natchez Trace over 200 years afterward also met with raids from the
defensive Chickasaw and Choctaw locals88. In 1797, a group of white explorers
attacked a group of Choctaw men for the presumed theft of a pair of horses89.
“Slave-stealer” John Murrell convinced enslaved men and women to flee with his
help, but then repeatedly sold them into bondage and stole them back until they
caused too much trouble—after which he left their remains in unmarked graves
along the Trace90. The Natchez Trace was a frontier, where violent acts often
went without repercussion and the boundaries of everyday life were malleable.
The violence acted out upon the Natchez Trace in its day to day life was
also reflected on a larger scale by the conflicts brewing between the states,
organizations, and distinct interests that motivated movement on the Trace. In
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moments like John Donelson’s violent interactions with the Chickasaw and
Choctaw, it is possible to recognize the forces of land sovereignty which led to
their conflicts. Due to this constant friction between travelers on the Natchez
Trace, conflict was inevitable. Furthermore, the nature of conflict between the
travelers on the Trace can reveal wider implications for the formation of the
American state.
Even at its very root, the Natchez Trace symbolized something different to
each individual or group that traveled its length. Understanding how the
conceptions of the Natchez Trace may have differed exposes some of the conflicts
over boundaries and goals. Some of these differences in conceptions can be
immediately visually examined through a cross-cultural comparison of maps of
the region. Fig. 4 shows a 1721 map of the southeastern portion of North
America, created by John Senex for an atlas. Senex emphasized borders and
waterways in his map, denoting them both with thicker lines: states’ borders in
vivid colors, and waterways in stark black. The names of regions as given by
European settlers appear prominently emblazoned across the corresponding area;
while beneath them, in smaller print, are the names of American Indian tribes in
the general region. Portions of the Natchez Trace appear on this 1721 map not as
an “Indian Pathway” but as the “Course of Soto in 1540”91.
Senex’s map reveals a preoccupation with physical space and orientation,
first and foremost; the territory is mapped to represent a fixed location in space,
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with carefully marked natural barriers such as mountains, detailed waterways, a
scale at bottom, and each community and city an approximately proportionate
distance from its neighbors. Senex additionally suggested the importance of
national boundaries, as he emphasized the colonial borders of Virginia and
Maryland with bright colored ink; and he displayed the word “Louisiana”
hierarchically higher than “Chicachas” or “Chactas” below it. Senex’s map used
hierarchical labeling, strict boundary lines, and fixed physical orientation to
convey a sense of order and sovereignty over the territory.
The comparison between Senex’s map, and the slightly later 1737
Chickasaw Map drawn by Alexandre de Batz in consultation with a Chickasaw
Mingco, Ouma, is striking92. Mingco Ouma’s map is an example of a “circle”
map, also referred to as a “sociogram” style map; the circles represent polities in
the political landscape of the Chickasaw, while the straight lines joining them
represent pathways93. Under Ouma’s guidance, de Batz linked the Chickasaw
polity circle with their allies—the English, the Cowetas, and others—and
distinguished them from their enemies—the French, the Choctaw, and other
French allies. The Natchez Trace is not fully represented here graphically, but
rather ends abruptly before reaching the Choctaw polity; as the Chickasaw and
Choctaw were at loggerheads when the map was made, any road connecting them
was not depicted as complete.
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In his article “Indian Maps of the Southeast”, Gregory Waselkov argues
that circle maps like the one Mingco Ouma designed for de Batz were meant to
emphasize the sociopolitical landscape of the mapmaker; larger circles might
convey closer relationships—rather than more populous cities as a European-style
map might—as might close proximity to the mapmaker’s polity. By choosing to
alter the scale, proximity, and directions between polities on their maps,
Chickasaw mapmakers would suggest themes of diplomacy, political control, and
social and exchange networks with their depictions94. While Senex may have seen
the Natchez Trace in terms of its physical qualities and historic uses by white
explorers, its context within an expanding white population in the region, and its
location in linking key boundaries; Mingco Ouma portrayed the Trace as a
potential future network of cooperation with the Choctaw, grounded in its
sociopolitical context.
While it is difficult to explore how enslaved and free black travelers may
have thought of the Natchez Trace as very few records survive, the emotional,
visceral impact of forced relocation into the Deep South cannot be understated.
Historians such as Walter Johnson and Ira Berlin have examined these
movements and their impact on black families and settlement patterns, in
particular arguing firmly against the idea that slave-holders preferred to keep
black families together, rather than maximize their profits95. Certainly, 18th and
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19th century black authors writing from regions along the Natchez Trace express
resolute horror at the idea of being taken further south, as thousands were along
the Trace. Advertisements from the end of the Civil War in black-run newspapers
express hope in finding displaced family members, frequently using the phrase
“taken South” to describe the moment they lost contact96.
This same anxiety—of losing track of one’s relatives in being sold
south—is woven throughout many “slave narratives” of the time, including the
narrative of William Wells Brown. Brown described numerous instances of
resistance from enslaved men and women being taken to Natchez or New
Orleans; one such enslaved woman committed suicide, rather than be parted from
her husband and children; and Brown’s own sister “had expressed her
determination to die, rather than to go to the far south”97. As part of the “Second
Middle Passage”, the Natchez Trace likely often represented unspeakable horror
to thousands of enslaved black travelers and their families.
The fundamental differences in the way American Indian and white
leadership saw the borders and boundaries on the Natchez Trace came into play
during the struggle over sovereignty in the 18th and 19th centuries. In its earliest
history, the Natchez Trace was unquestionably within the sovereignty of the
Choctaw and Chickasaw leadership, who also possessed all of the land
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immediately surrounding it98. When Secretary of War Henry Dearborn first
expressed a desire to “open the road” for American citizens in 1801, he also
emphasized the importance of gaining American Indian support: “We must not
make any advances which will give any uneasiness to the Indians, whose
permission to open the road I fear we shall meet much difficulty in obtaining”99.
When the earliest white explorers began using the Natchez Trace to
penetrate into the “wilderness” and met with American Indians, conflicts
inevitably followed. John Donelson, for example, described a short skirmish with
American Indians on a journey to Mississippi in 1780: “we had not gone far
before we discovered a number of Indians, armed and painted…the Indians fell
upon him, killed and took prisoner the whole crew”100. With the increase in white
settlers and travelers on the Natchez Trace into the early 19th century, however,
these conflicts between the Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Americans became
increasingly common. Decades after Donelson’s trip, itinerant preacher Jacob
Young complained of often being met with hostility, as mixed-race and American
Indian leaders living on the Trace disliked the intrusions of white preachers; in his
journal, Young quoted George Colbert as saying: “We don’t want any preaching
in this country. We are free, and we intend to keep so”101. Resentment often
turned outright violent; the War Department kept exhaustive records of
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indemnities they charged Choctaw and Chickasaw leadership as retribution for
destroyed goods or stolen cattle102. The intrusion of white settlers on the Natchez
Trace often signaled disrupted hunting patterns, religious and cultural
impositions, and the theft of land by white squatters to the Chickasaw and
Choctaw—and was therefore often met with hostility.
Not all encounters between American Indians and white settlers on the
Natchez Trace were violent, however. The presence of skilled, essential
Chickasaw and Choctaw guides was a common feature of the journeys of white
travelers in the 18th and early 19th century. Traveling in 1797, Francis Baily
described numerous interactions with the Choctaw, including sharing a “peace
pipe”; gaining knowledge of the pathway from them in the form of written maps
on the ground; and seeking the aid of a Chickasaw herbalist, and a Choctaw
guide—whom Baily referred to as “an excellent woodsman”, whom he “readily
trusted”. Similarly, John Donelson had sought out the skills of a mixed-race guide
named Archy Coody in 1780103. White travelers often relied upon the experience,
skills, and connections of American Indian guides.
In addition, for the majority of white travelers on the Natchez Trace,
Chickasaw and Choctaw homesteads were the only method by which they could
seek out food or shelter on the Natchez Trace in the 18th and early 19th century.
Baily described at length the hospitality of a Choctaw village he stayed at
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overnight, noting that “some children were immediately dispatched into the field
to fetch us some ears of corn…which were laid over the fire in order to roast”104.
Stories like these are common; white travelers on the Trace were often welcome
in Chickasaw and Choctaw homesteads, sometimes with the expectation of
repayment or trade105. With an increasing number of white Americans on the
Natchez Trace in the 19th century came an increasing number of opportunities for
American Indians and white settlers to interact with one another, both positively
and negatively.
In the early 19th century, the Choctaw and Chickasaw accordingly took
steps to protect their sovereignty over the Natchez Trace. One method by which
they maintained control over the pathway was through the demarcation of
physical boundaries. In examining the Creek boundaries along the “Federal
Road”, Angela Hudson explores the importance of physical markers such as
“strokes of hatchets in the trees and branches” which denoted which American
Indian individual, town, or tribe was present there106. American Indian hunters
and warriors also incorporated events which occurred within their experiences on
the Trace into the landscape. Bernard Romans—traveling in 1770—sketched an
example of a Choctaw tree bark drawing meant to mark the public spot where a
group of warriors reentered their home territory bearing the scalps of those whom
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they had defeated107. The Choctaw and Chickasaw integrated the Natchez Trace
and roads like it into their shared landscape through the use of visual markers.
Another way in which the Choctaw and Chickasaw employed their control
over the Natchez Trace was through defending their rights to control the
commercial life of the Trace. In October 1801, the Chickasaw permitted the
United States to take a more direct role in altering the Trace itself—and yet
reserved for the Chickasaw the financial rights to any ferries necessary for
traversing the Trace:
“I, the Mingco, Principal Men and Warriors
of the Chickasaw Nation of Indians, give leave and
permission to the President of the United States of
America to lay out, open, and make a convenient
wagon road through their land between the
settlements of Mero District in the State of
Tennessee and those of Natchez in the Mississippi
Territory, in such a way and manner as he may
deem proper….provided always that the necessary
ferries over the water courses crossed by the said
road shall be held and deemed to be property of the
Chickasaw Nation!108”
As a result of the careful protection of rights such as the conduction of
ferries, some of the earliest economic beneficiaries of travel on the Trace were
Chickasaw or Choctaw. Both the Duck River ferry and the Tennessee River
ferry—crucial to travel on the Trace—were controlled directly or indirectly by the
mixed-race Colbert family109. While Chickasaw and Choctaw leaders sometimes
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recognized the necessity or utility of having white movement through their lands,
they made it clear through the rights they reserved for American Indian ownership
in their early treaties that the land of the Trace would benefit them and remain
theirs by right.
As the American government turned their focus to expansion, the pressure
on American Indians to accept American federal access and control over the
Natchez Trace became more intense. General Pickering expressed his desire for
more direct authority over the Natchez Trace as early as 1799 in a letter to
Winthrop Sargent: “the land can probably be obtained on a rent, altho’ the Indians
would not make a cession.”110. The Chickasaw gave the United States permission
to widen and “improve” the Trace on October 24, 1801; this was followed by the
Choctaw, who committed to a similar treaty on December 17, 1801111. Together,
these treaties enabled the United States to claim the Natchez Trace as a postal
road, publicly-owned and operated.
Concurrent with this push for increased American federal authority on the
Natchez Trace came a rise in white businessmen beginning to operate commercial
interests on the Trace. One way in which white settlers gained legal authority to
operate roadside stands along the Trace—getting around the language of treaties-was through marriage to a Chickasaw or Choctaw woman. Once a white man had
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married into a matrilineal American Indian tribe in the southeast—such as the
Choctaw, Chickasaw, or Cherokee—he was legally permitted to conduct business
in Indian Territory. For example, in July 1803 a Mr. Williams wrote to Col.
Return Meigs, Agent to the Cherokee, requesting approval to establish a “house of
entertainment” with his business partner, a white man who had married a
Cherokee woman and now was “a Cherokee by adoption, intitled [sic] to all the
privileges of a native” 112.
Alternatively, many white men gained the right to operate commercially
on the Natchez Trace by forming partnerships with willing Choctaw and
Chickasaw sponsors. These agreements typically revolved around the opening of
a roadside stand on the Trace with a division of profits and a fixed term:
“Having the right by grant from his nation to
establish houses of entertainment…that travelers
may be well and decently accommodated…that the
profits arising shall be equally divided
semiannually…for the term of five years, when a
new agreement may be entered into113”
This agreement between Tellentuskee and Thomas Clark in 1803 was a typical
one, as it emphasized Tellentuskee’s right to commercial operations in Indian
Territory. Men like Thomas Clark increasingly became involved in the
commercial life of the Trace as they found ways of operating within Chickasaw
and Choctaw treaty law via partnerships or marriages.
The gradual erosion of sole American Indian rights to the commercial
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interests of the Natchez Trace eventually resulted in the reality of largely white or
mixed-race economic interests on the Trace. By 1805—only four years after the
original Chickasaw treaty defending their economic rights—the Chickasaw
reluctantly gave permission to the United States to allow Americans to open their
own stands on the Trace. What began as three stands in 1806 more than tripled by
1820, with over 20 stands operated by white or mixed-race owners along the
Natchez Trace114.
The establishment of the passports system in Indian Territory took place
as part of this dynamic, where authority over the roads and commercial interests
of the southeast were in a constant state of instability. In 1790, the Secretary of
War—Henry Knox—and a Creek Chieftain, Alexander McGillivray, negotiated a
treaty which included the use of passports in its Article Seven:
“No citizen or inhabitant of the united States
shall…go into the Creek country, without a passport
first obtained from…such person as the President of
the United States may authorize to grant the
same”115.
This treaty was intended to control the flood of white settlers moving through
Creek Territory; Knox had expressed his hope that white encroachment into
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Creek land could be “restrained and regulated”116. The initial creation of the
passport system was an attempt on behalf of Henry Knox--as an extension of
George Washington’s presidential policy--to maintain peace between the United
States and its Creek neighbors.
The Indian Bureaus of the Chickasaw and Choctaw adopted similar
practices shortly thereafter. In 1802, Secretary of War Henry Dearborn wrote to
the newly appointed Agent to the Choctaw Nation, Silas Dinsmoor, to require
passport usage along the Natchez Trace in a letter which included much of the
language from the 1796 “Act to Regulate Trade and Intercourse with the Indian
Tribes, and to Preserve Peace on the Frontiers”:
“You will require from every person who comes
into the limits of your agency, and of whom you
may have knowledge, to exhibit his pass, and you
will keep a book in which you will record their
names and by whom their pass is signed. If the
person should have no pass, or refuse to produce it,
you will forthwith report his or their names to the
Governor of the Mississippi Territory and signify to
the Indians that such person, having violated the
Law, may be expelled by them from their Nation;
but that in driving him out, they must do him no
injury or violence”117.
Passports on roads such as the Natchez Trace struck a delicate balance between
recognizing the desires of Americans to expand, relocate, and press south—and
maintaining the peace with the American Indian leadership who wanted
116

Letter from Henry Knox to George Washington, July 7, 1789. DNA: RG 46, First Congress,
President’s Messages.
117
Letter from Henry Dearborn to Silas Dinsmoor, March 30, 1802. File 134, Box #10, 5.7.
Natchez Trace Archives, Tupelo MS. See also: “An Act to Regulate Trade and Intercourse with the
Indian Tribes, and to Preserve Peace on the Frontiers” Section 3 (May 19, 1796) in Statutes at
Large 4th Congress, 1st Session.

47

protection of their land from white squatters.
These passports, however, also reveal a dual conflict on the Natchez
Trace. While they were a stated part of American Indian and American
negotiations for sovereignty; they also held an undeniable preoccupation with
racialized slavery. In 1811, the Bureau for Choctaw Affairs posted a sign at the
entrance to the Nation which read:
“Take Notice Travelers: Whereas complaints are
made that runaway Negroes effect their escape
through the Indian Countries…I hereby give notice,
that I shall arrest and detain every Negro found
traveling in the Choctaw Country, who…has not a
passport, as the law requires”118.
That same year, Silas Dinsmoor wrote to the Secretary of War proudly explaining
that “I find since the 24th of April last, 212 people of color have passed this place,
only 25 of them whom were without passport and arrested”. Dinsmoor went on to
express his belief that these passports were his primary weapon against curtailing
the behavior of abolitionists and “slave stealers” operating on the Trace119. The
American officials who issued passports on the Natchez Trace often openly
expressed their intention that these documents would protect the institution of
slavery and limit mobility for enslaved black men and women.
Passports, however, were wildly unpopular with many white travelers
along the Trace who chafed at the imposition. John Sevier, a famous Tennessee
statesman and military man, wrote to Lt. Col. Thomas Butler in February 1798
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mocking the institution of passports as ridiculous and overly bureaucratic:
“Since I wrote you, I have been necessitated to take
the advice of two of the attorneys general on the
subject of issuing passports…they [Mr. Lacky,
McClung, and Trimble] alledged [sic] that they
could not proceed to you to obtain passports without
first crossing the line, which would subject them to
the penalties of the law, which appears to be a fact,
your cantonment being within the Indian line.
Permit me to suggest would it not be well to remove
those obstacles?” 120
Not everyone took the subject of passports with such humor. Infamously,
Andrew Jackson was once bringing a coffle of enslaved men and women on foot
from Nashville to Natchez for sale when he was stopped at the entrance to Indian
Territory by none other than Silas Dinsmoor, who detained him as he did not have
a passport. Jackson was enraged by what he considered an erosion of his rights,
and threatened Dinsmoor with physical violence until permitted to pass121.
In response, Dinsmoor ran an advertisement in the Nashville Democratic
Clarion—Jackson’s hometown—asserting his right to stop travelers without
passports and implying his intention to continue to do so in the future:
“Mr. Dinsmoor, United States’ Agent to the
Choctaws, presents his compliments to the
Democratic Clarion, and informs him that yesterday
he arrested ten negroes and people of color in
possession of a Mrs. Sibley, the particulars this
time, viz: they had no passports.122”
Jackson correspondingly wrote a furious letter to his congressman, citing the
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detention of “a defenseless woman [Sibley] and her property” as a “wanton insult
to the state”; he closed with the phrase, “And my God is it come to this, are we
free men or are we slaves? Is this real, or is it a dream?”123.
Jackson and Dinsmoor’s conflict extended into the public sphere after
Jackson reached out to Congress. Major Stump, a linseed trader in Choctaw
country and a friend of Dinsmoor’s, expressed concerns that Dinsmoor would
actually be removed from office or physically harmed as a result of Jackson’s ire:
“I conceive it my duty from the friendship I owe
you, to inform you of what is going on here to
injure your standing as an agent and as a man of
honor…that in stopping negroes, you have taken
bonds of some, and let others pass unmolested.
Also, they charge you with intoxication, insomuch
that it renders you incapable…for the purpose to
have you removed from office. I heard our great
General A. J. swear in public company that if you
didn’t desist in stopping of people’s negroes, he
would be damned if he did not burn you and your
agency too…I hope you will not make use of my
name unless necessity requires it; you know what a
violent man A. J. is, of course”124
Additionally, William Eustis, Secretary of War, wrote to Dinsmoor to scold him
for interpreting the law too liberally, as he had done before in previous years:
“The laws regulating trade and intercourse with
Indians…are not construed to authorize the stopping
of any person traveling through the country in a
peaceable manner on the public road or highway;
you will, therefore, refrain from the exercise of any
such authority hereafter”125.
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Undeterred by these warnings, Dinsmoor wrote to Eustis in 1812 with a staunch
defense of the passports:
“I have received the thanks of every man of
property in the Mississippi Territory with whom I
have conversed for the security my vigilance has
given to their property by intercepting fugitive
slaves, and rending their escape through the
wilderness almost an impossibility….the
comparative few who have been stopped and who
complain bear so small a proportion to the number
who approve the law, that I should feel myself
delinquent in neglecting to execute it as
heretofore”.126
The passport conflict between Andrew Jackson and Silas Dinsmoor
reveals the American government’s preoccupation with curtailing black mobility
on roads like the Natchez Trace. In his letter, Major Stump specifically noted that
Dinsmoor’s intention was to stop only black travelers; and in his defense of the
passports, Dinsmoor cited benefits to slaveholders as his motivation. When
considering the value of the passport system in Indian Territory, its proponents
focused solely on the benefits to slaveholders and the protection of racialized
slavery rather than the prevention of war or conflict with the Choctaw and
Chickasaw.
While taking different tacks, both Sevier and Jackson—rivals in their
political careers—felt that the requirement of passports to move through Indian
Territory was inappropriate or even unconstitutional on the part of the United
Trace Archives, Tupelo MS. See also Letter from William Eustis to Silas Dinsmoor, October 15,
1811. File #95, Box #8, 5.7; Natchez Trace Archives, Tupelo MS.
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States government, which they argued had no right to contain the movements of
its own citizens127. Ultimately, the United States government did not see passports
as a long-term solution. Col. Meigs wrote to the Secretary of War in 1803 that “It
would have been desirable that passports might have been dispensed with in the
agreement….but they will prevent imposition on one side, and afford protection
on the other. In a few years they will be unnecessary”128.
Outside of passports, the United States government took additional steps
to curtail the mobility of black men and women on the Natchez Trace and to
codify the relationship between black, white, and American Indian. In 1806, the
Mississippi Territory extended a law that had previously only applied to Natchez,
mandating that any enslaved man or woman participating in a marketplace,
commerce, or trade was required to carry a permit issued by their slaveholder.
Enslaved men and women were also not permitted to brand animals for ranching;
and slaveholders who allowed men and women whom they enslaved to “behave
as free men” could be fined $50129. Laws such as these, paired with the passports,
were intended to control the movement of black men and women along the
Natchez Trace—limiting the previously available opportunities for enslaved men
and women for self-emancipation, as well as broadening the legal gap between
black, white, and American Indian.
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The presence of racialized slavery on the Natchez Trace initially also
caused conflict between white and American Indian leadership. Hudson notes that
on the Federal Road, Creek leadership expressed their particular unhappiness at
the presence of white families with enslaved Africans coming into Indian
Territory because it indicated they planned to stay long term130.
In addition, the Natchez Trace’s role in self-emancipation--due to its
nature as an ambiguous space with many competing priorities from the
individuals along its length--caused friction over the place of black fugitives in
Indian Territory. Barbara Krauthamer argues that when an enslaved person fled
into Indian Territory, they not only denied their status as property; but also caused
debates between the United States and the Choctaw and Chickasaw leadership
over the “reach of American federal authority”131. White leadership pushed at the
boundaries of native sovereignty as a result of their desire to reclaim black
fugitives; the Indian Bureaus frequently issued passports to white men to permit
them to enter Indian Territory and search for fugitives, and slaveholders also
sought aid from members of one tribe to root out fugitives from another tribe132.
Due to the relative freedom of movement afforded to black men and
women by the Natchez Trace’s ambiguous nature, white leadership also became
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concerned with the threat of a rebellion or the undermining of the ideological
basis of slavery. As previously expressed, men like Gideon Granger were
concerned that the relative mobility of black individuals on the Trace—including
those who were enslaved and accompanying white traders who needed their
skills—was a threat, as black men and women would soon doubt the nature of
slavery and develop lines of communication with one another133.
Fears of an open rebellion of enslaved black men and women—even
possibly aided by American Indian or white allies—circulated among white
settlers and landowners on the Natchez Trace. Specifically, men like Granger
pointed to a rebellion in 1800 among the enslaved population of Virginia, who
had spread the news of the insurrection via the work of a group of enslaved black
mail carriers134. One of the more “infamous” plots on the Natchez Trace—either
exaggerated by a white pamphlet writer or altogether falsified—centered on white
“slave stealer” John A. Murrell who supposedly planned a revolt of enslaved men
and women in Natchez in 1835. Twenty enslaved individuals and ten white men
were ultimately hanged in Nashville, Memphis, and Natchez as a result of the
panic generated by the possible revolt. Murrell, who frequently operated on the
Trace, was actually already in prison at the time of the proposed revolt; but the
rumors of an uprising made the papers and reveal the general anxieties and
sentiment of the time135.

133

Letter from Gideon Granger to James Jackson, March 23, 1802, NARA, RG28, 28.2
For a discussion of the Virginia revolt, see: Richard John, Spreading the News: the American
Postal System from Franklin to Morse (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995), p. 140.
135
For an overview of the Murrell Revolt, see: Jaime Boler, “Slave Resistance in Natchez,
134

54

In such close proximity, and possessing such competing values and
conceptions of borders and sovereignty, it was unsurprising that the American
Indian, black, and white individuals traveling the Natchez Trace found themselves
in a contested space. Violence acted out on the Trace itself by bandits, “slavestealers”, slave holders, and skirmishers echoed the wider struggles which marked
the Trace’s role in state formation.
The ambiguous nature of the Natchez Trace did allow some individuals to
push boundaries in their own favor, as mixed-race, Choctaw, and Chickasaw men
and women operated ferries and roadside stands, Kaintucks made their fortunes,
and enslaved men and women escaped bondage. The Natchez Trace, however,
also served as a dramatic stage for the expansion of America, as sovereignty over
the pathway shifted into the hands of the United States, as white commercial
interests expanded, and as the enslaved found themselves the subjects of tighter
legal restrictions and curtailed movement.

Mississippi (1719-1861)” (Mississippi Historical Society, Feb. 2006). Boler concludes that the
revolt was vastly overblown, perhaps even entirely fabricated, by a pamphlet-writer.
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Chapter Three
From a Pathway to a Road
“It was the combination of the coming of
cotton as the great fleecy crop and the arrival of the
American flag which hastened the turning of the
Trace from a pathway into something
approximating a road”136
Concurrent with the conflicted history of commerce, influence, and
racialized slavery playing out across the Natchez Trace lies its transition from a
“pathway” into a “road”. In the first decades of the 19th century, as the Trace
became a conduit of movement and interaction, the physical appearance of the
pathway began to evolve. The United States made intensive efforts to broaden the
pathway, to protect American travelers from banditry or violence, and to clear the
natural barriers which made the early Trace so impassable. Roadside stands,
ferries, farms, and even plantations grew up along the Trace’s length as it became
a more “civilized” arm of the American internal improvements system.
Examining the motivations of these internal improvements, and their
impact on travel on the Natchez Trace, can help to illustrate the context in which
the Trace became valuable to American leadership. Rather than remaining distinct
from racialized slavery, capitalism, and ambiguous sovereignty, the internal
improvements of the Natchez Trace during its transition to a “road” hinge directly
upon these factors.
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The Pathway
The traveling conditions upon the Natchez Trace during the 18th and early
19th centuries were seen as grim by the near-universal admission of contemporary
white writers. Due to its relative isolation from “civilization”, as they saw it, food
was difficult to come by on the Trace. Most travelers were expected to carry with
them enough food for their entire journey; in 1796, Francis Baily prepared for his
trip by packing 15 pounds of biscuit, 6 pounds of flour, 12 pounds of bacon, 10
pounds of dried beef, 3 pounds of rice, 1.5 pounds of coffee, and 4 pounds of
sugar. Despite carrying such significant amounts of provisions, Baily’s group had
run out of food by the end of their journey137. Other travelers attempted to
supplement their diet by hunting and gathering along the Trace; in 1780, John
Donelson cheerfully described some success with hunting on his journey on the
Natchez Trace: “killed a swan, which was very delicious”138.
As a result of the difficulty of carrying enough food for the journey and/or
hunting and foraging, many white travelers on the Natchez Trace survived
through the willingness of Choctaw and Chickasaw homesteaders to house and
feed travelers for payment and trade. These early “roadside stands” were simple
homesteads, often lacking spare bedding or beds, and were not intended primarily
for use by travelers but as private residences. White chroniclers often complain
137
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about the quality of these establishments in their writings:
“The Indian hotels are made of small poles, just
high enough for you to stand straight in, with dirt
floor; no bedding of any kind except a deerskin, and
not that in some of the huts….naked walls, and no
fire. Camping out is far better than such
accommodations”139
Baily in particular was unsatisfied with American Indian accommodations: “We
found good pasture for our horses and accommodation for ourselves. It will be
observed that the word ‘good’ is a mere relative term”. As a result, Baily
preferred to camp outdoors “rather than be poisoned…with such a nest of filth
and dirt”. Accommodations in American Indian homesteads were cheap, and
payment may have been a gesture of the relationship; Francis Baily paid a quarter
of a dollar in 1796, and at a Chickasaw village closer to Nashville, had only to
trade away a hat140. Aside from these accommodations among Chickasaw and
Choctaw residences, housing and food on the Natchez Trace were a rarity in its
early history.
White travelers along the Natchez Trace also wrote about the difficulty of
physically traversing the pathway itself due to issues such as a lack of bridges or
the presence of fallen trees. In his 1812 journal, Reverend John Johnson
frequently complained of the difficulty of travel and emphasized his exhaustion:
“I have this day swam my horse five times, bridged one creek, [and] forded
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several others beside the swamp we had to wade through”141. A Congressional
Report on the Natchez Trace also noted that the Trace was impassable in part due
to the overgrowth of timber pressing into the path—timber which technically
belonged to the Indian Nations around the Trace, and therefore could not be cut
by Americans142. These were not just hardships—they often physically threatened
white travelers’ lives. Part of Francis Baily’s 1797 group had to break off to rest
in an abandoned American Indian campsite—likely left to die—after a stream
crossing caused injury; and Baily himself struggled with swollen feet, poison ivy
allergies, and nearly drowning while crossing the Tennessee River143. Early white
travelers on the Natchez Trace universally describe hardships such as fording
swamps and bodies of water, finding the path blocked by fallen tree limbs, illness,
or pack animals exhausted by the difficulty of travel.
Complaints about the difficulties of travel on the Natchez Trace poured
into Washington D. C. from all quarters. Writing to General Henry Dearborn in
March 1801, one traveler condemned “the badness of the road…no other than an
Indian footpath very devious and narrow”144. In particular, the United States
government was concerned with the difficulty of getting mail into the Mississippi
Territory. The Secretary of State once complained that it took longer for a letter to
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reach Philadelphia from Natchez than it did from Europe145. As a result of
complaints such as these, Winthrop Sargent argued that houses of accommodation
ought to be established at a maximum distance of one day apart along the Trace in
order to ensure the safety of federal officials and post riders; government officials
had begun envisioning a Natchez Trace that would be an arm of the internal
improvements network for the United States146.
Before 1798, the United States was content to allow Kaintucks to grapple
with the challenges of safety, shelter, and food on the Trace by relying upon
Choctaw and Chickasaw settlements or simply surviving the hardship. After 1798
and the organization of the Mississippi Territory, however, the United States
began to take a more vested interest in creating an easier, faster, and safer route to
Natchez for their officials and post riders, as well as for the volume of settlers
bringing slavery and cotton to Mississippi.

The Road Opened Up By the Federal Troops
When Congress selected the Natchez Trace to serve as a post road in April
1800, their jurisdiction over it extended to “improvements”. They had been
careful to first obtain permission for any improvements from the local Choctaw
and Chickasaw leadership in the 1801 treaties, which specifically cite permission

145

Quoted in Dawson Phelps “The Natchez Trace: Indian Trail to Parkway” in Tennessee Historical
Quarterly 21.3 (September 1962), p. 206;
146
Letter from Winthrop Sargent to Timothy Pickering, April 20, 1799, in File #43, Box #3, 5.6.
Natchez Trace Archives, Tupelo.

60

for the United States to “lay out, open, and make a convenient wagon road”147.
With the sole obstacle of American Indian sovereignty removed, Congress made
motions to begin “civilizing” the Natchez Trace as early as 1801.
In 1801, President Jefferson instructed General James Wilkinson of the
War Department to take a leading role in developing the Natchez Trace.
Wilkinson immediately ordered a survey of the Trace, and also began reaching
out to Chickasaw and Choctaw leaders to negotiate and maintain communication.
In 1806, Congress appropriated $6,000 for the process of widening the pathway,
including clearing limbs, creating bridges, and creating or improving existing
houses of accommodation and ferries148. The process of developing the Natchez
Trace was officially underway in the first few years of the 19th century.
As the Natchez Trace fell under the jurisdiction of the War Department
initially, the men performing the majority of the labor to “improve” the Trace
were drawn from the United States army garrisons local to the region. Wilkinson
established bases at several roadside stands along the Trace, including the Duck
River Ridge in Tennessee and Grindstone Forge in Mississippi149. Some
contemporaries even referred to the Natchez Trace as “The Road Opened Up by
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the Federal Troops”150.
One way in which the War Department developed the Trace was by
reaching out to existing Choctaw and Chickasaw stand and ferry operators and
offering them incentives to provide cabins, accommodations, and other facilities
to American travelers. In one surviving letter to a Lt. Campbell stationed at the
Tennessee outpost, for example, Wilkinson provided explicit instructions on the
number and type of cabins the War Department was to build on the property of
Chickasaw George Colbert as per their agreement151. George Colbert and John
Gordon—the two operators of the major ferries along the Natchez Trace—both
maintained mutually beneficial relationships with the War Department in which
they provided shelter to the troops and travelers beginning in 1801 and 1802, in
exchange for financial benefits such as free construction and approval of their
control of the ferries152.
As an alternative to funding Choctaw and Chickasaw stands, the United
States also encouraged white-native partnerships and interracial marriages in
developing roadside stands for white travelers’ accommodation. Secretary of War
Henry Dearborn explained the States’ interest in developing these relationships to
Governor Claiborne in July 1803, emphasizing the multifaceted benefits:
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“It is proposed that endeavors should be
made to prevail on the Chickasaws and Choctaws to
admit several white people with their families,
connected with suitable Indians, to establish houses
for accommodation….each white man to have a
lease of the Indian for a few hundred acres of land
for cultivation to enable him to supply
travelers…the Indian to draw a reasonable share of
the profits…they would derive considerable
advantage from the opportunity…acquiring a
knowledge in agriculture and the household arts”153.
Not only would native-white partnerships allow American market interests to
legally operate on the Natchez Trace--getting around restrictions from previous
treaties--but many officials also hoped that the process would aid in acculturating
the Choctaw and Chickasaw around the Trace.

The Road
As a result of the incentivized development of roadside stands,
accommodations exploded across the Natchez Trace. By 1805—only four years
after the original Chickasaw treaty reserved their rights to commercial operation
on the Trace—the Chickasaw reluctantly gave permission to the United States for
American-operated stands; the Choctaw followed suit in 1806. What began as
three white-operated stands in Choctaw land in 1806 more than tripled by 1820,
with over 20 stands on the Choctaw end of the Natchez Trace operated by white
and mixed-race individuals154. The difference is stark in the writings of white
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travelers on the Natchez Trace. Francis Baily, traveling in 1797, mentions only
one formal roadside stand at John McIntosh’s; and collectively, traveling writers
from the year 1821 mention seventeen155. By 1820, travelers coming from
Nashville or Natchez could be selective in their choice of a resting-place;
Winthrop Sargent’s vision of accommodations limited to a day apart had come
true.
These roadside stands offered a variety of amenities to the traveler who
before, in the 18th century, would have had to carry a majority of their own food
and expect hardships. A number of the stands offered a variety of food to
travelers, often grown on an attached farm by the labor of enslaved men and
women. Darius Hamilton ran an advertisement for his stand in the Washington
Republican in 1815, citing “a constant supply GROUND COFFEE, SUGAR,
BISCUIT, BACON, WHISKEY, and every other article necessary for the comfort
and accommodation of travelers”156. Traveling in 1806—barely a decade after
Baily—Jacob Young was able to make stops in small towns such as Port Gibson,
where he purchased beer and food at a tavern; and only carried with him small
amounts of ground cornmeal, coffee, sugar, biscuit, and beef tongue157.
By the 1820’s, traveling the Natchez Trace had become far less
uncomfortable and isolating than it had been in the 18th century or the first
decades of the 19th century. When he was completing his circuit of the Trace,
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Young did not resort to staying in American Indian homesteads—but rather, paid
for accommodation in formal stands operated by mixed-race owners including
Colbert and Brashear. Young complained heartily that these men “knew how to
make a high bill”, but acknowledged also their hospitality158. The road was also
cleared broadly enough to allow passage of stagecoaches. In 1844, Englishman
George Featherstonhaugh bought passage in a stagecoach from Tennessee,
purchasing two seats in order to accommodate the luggage he packed; he shared
the interior of the coach with five other men, and two more rode outside159. A
majority of the river crossings by 1835 also boasted flatboats for ease of
passage160. Writings from white chroniclers in the 19th century show how quickly
and on what scale the Natchez Trace became comfortable and safe for the passage
of white travelers to and from the Mississippi Territory.

Internal Expansion and Racialized Slavery
By the 1820’s, Kaintucks had become an increasingly rare sight on the
Natchez Trace. With the advent of the steamboat in 1811, traders to the lower
south could now return home via the Mississippi as the powerful new boats could
go directly upstream in spite of the current. Post riders, too, transitioned to
making use of steamboats to carry the mail to the Mississippi Territory. Roadside
stands, however, continued to see active business into the 1830’s and remained a
158
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presence on the Natchez Trace to the eve of the Civil War. While the types of
white travelers on the Natchez Trace who had been ubiquitous in the 18th and
early 19th century had transitioned to other methods of travel, an American
presence remained on the Trace in other forms.
The decades from the 1820’s-1830’s saw a change in the white travelers
on the Trace from Kaintucks, itinerant preachers, and post riders to slaveholding
settlers and slave traders. As a part of the Second Middle Passage, the Natchez
Trace became a conduit for racialized slavery from upper south to lower, as
discussed. Concurrently, the Natchez Trace found itself the subject of increased
“development” from the United States government. These are not separate
incidences; but rather, are intrinsically connected to one another. Internal
improvements within the United States, such as the Natchez Trace, were often
precipitated by the expansion of slavery and capitalism.

Isaac Franklin
The Natchez Trace, as discussed, played a role in the spread of racialized
slavery across the southeast through its use as a slave trade route. Specifically
isolating and studying the individual who made the most intensive, continual use
of the Natchez Trace as a slave trade route can help to highlight the links between
a “professionalizing” industry and internal improvements.
Tennessee-born Isaac Franklin would become synonymous with the
wealth and power of the slave-trading industry. He was active on the Natchez
Trace as early as 1810, though not as a slave trader; with his elder brother, John,
66

young Isaac Franklin worked as a Kaintuck, transporting raw goods via flatboat to
New Orleans and then walking home. In 1824, he formed a business partnership
with his nephew by marriage--John Armfield--and the two opened a dedicated
slave-trading firm headquartered in Alexandria, Virginia161.
Franklin & Armfield were active in the Natchez slave-trade market; as
early as 1819, before he even formed his firm, Isaac Franklin’s name appeared in
slave-sale advertisements in the city. The firm was poised to take advantage of the
“Second Middle Passage”, with headquarters in Virginia and business ties in
Natchez; Franklin himself, as a Tennessean, also made his primary residence at a
plantation named Fairvue right alongside the Natchez Trace. Due to the
convenience of its route, Franklin & Armfield used the Trace as their primary
overland route beginning in the 1820’s; they would typically send one coffle on
the Trace annually, in midsummer. By the 1830’s, Franklin & Armfield were
sending over 1,000 enslaved men and women to Natchez and New Orleans via the
Trace annually162.
Eyewitness accounts of Franklin & Armfield’s overland coffles suggest
that the firm made use of the roadside stands present on the Trace to shelter their
overseers—and often John Armfield himself—as well as to feed the enslaved men
and women they brought with them. Specifically, one writer notes that Armfield
bought pork and corn from the stands to feed the enslaved individuals in the
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coffle163.
Franklin & Armfield’s requirements for overland routes also included the
ability to use wagons on the path. Since its improvements in the early 19th
century, it appears the Natchez Trace was “road” enough to permit wagon travel.
George Featherstonhaugh described a coffle he saw managed personally by John
Armfield that summer:
“A camp of negro slave drivers….had about
three hundred slaves with them…a caravan of nine
wagons and singlehorse carriages, for the purpose
of conducting the white people and any of the
blacks that should fall lame. The female slaves
were, some of them, sitting on logs of wood…and a
great many little black children were warming
themselves at fires….prepared for the march stood,
in double file, about two hundred male slaves
manacled and chained to one another.” 164
Outside of their demand for increased access to food and broader, more
passable roads, slave traders like Franklin also aided in the development of roads
and markets across the southeast through their efforts to “professionalize” slave
trading and form an industry. On May 29, 1835, Franklin, Armfield, and a new
partner—Rice Ballard—purchased a lot of land “situate at and near the Forks of
the Road” in Natchez, Mississippi for $2,000165. Since 1808, the plot had
appeared on maps of Natchez as a slave market—but with Franklin’s purchase of
the market, the Forks of the Road became the largest slave market in Natchez.
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Today, the land there is still colloquially known as the Forks of the Road166.
While Franklin, Armfield, & Ballard may have acquired the Forks of the
Road for their own use primarily, they did also lease it to a large number of other
slave traders. By the end of the 1830’s, more than 30 traders made use of the
Forks of the Road as a centrally-located, popular slave trade market167. Joseph
Ingraham’s visit to Natchez in 1834 did bring him to the Forks of the Road, where
he noted Franklin’s market had a relatively “modern” style. In particular,
Ingraham dispassionately described how enslaved individuals at the Forks of the
Road were not sold “auction-style”, but rather sold “shop-style” with
advertisements, storefronts, and other progressive, fashionable innovations168.
In his writings, Ingraham aptly hit upon two of Franklin’s personal
preoccupations during his lifetime: the desire for social acceptance and the use of
progressive, professional practices. As Ingraham traveled around Mississippi, he
noted that slave traders did not operate as a part of high society: “Their admission
into society, however, is not recognized. Planters associate with them freely
enough, in the way of business, but notice them no further”169. Slaveholders
intentionally avoided being conflated with this new aspect of racialized slavery—
slave trading—by emphasizing that any purchases they made were for “their own
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use and not for resale”170.
The accusation of being a slave trader, in fact, was so pernicious that it
was sometimes used during political campaigns to undermine a candidate’s moral
authority. Andrew Jackson, for example, had been involved in a slave-trading
scandal which came to light in the 1828 election. Jackson had entered a business
partnership with Horace Green and Joseph Coleman in 1811; the three purchased
enslaved men and women from a Richard Epperson on credit. Somehow later that
year, Jackson became responsible for the entire debt to Epperson and so took a
coffle of enslaved men and women to Natchez on the Trace to sell them and repay
the debt171. During the 1828 Presidential election, a series of aggressive
pamphlets and images accused Jackson of being a slave trader, despite what he
considered appropriate extenuating circumstances172. While Jackson still won the
election, he considered it damaging to his campaign and was angered by the
vitriol of the 1828 election campaign.
As Robert Gudmestad argues in his work, “The Troubled Legacy of Isaac
Franklin”, traders like Isaac Franklin used progressive, professional practices in
their business to formalize an industry, to maximize their profits, and to combat
the general negative sentiment surrounding the slave trade industry. Slave traders
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forged partnerships and opened firms--like Franklin & Armfield--and began
hiring employees such as overseers. Similar to Ingraham’s impression of the
Forks of the Road, visitors to Armfield & Franklin’s headquarters in Alexandria
described waiting in a formal, lavish sitting room; being served wine; and being
greeted by Franklin or Armfield personally—both well-dressed, with exquisite
manners173.
Accordingly, Franklin & Armfield’s firm grew to massive proportions.
They speculated on an unheard of scale, with over $250,000 in bills receivable
during the 1831-1832 year, and selling over $100,000 worth of enslaved men and
women in 1833 alone174. Isaac Franklin once commented that he personally sold
more enslaved men and women than all other traders put together175. By the time
of his death, Franklin’s wealth was estimated at over 1,000,000; and he enslaved
over 700 men and women personally176.
As these newly “professional” slave traders like Isaac Franklin expanded
their industry and profited off the movement and exploitation of enslaved, black
men and women, they increased demand for consistent, well-supplied, and safe
methods of travel.
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Slave Traders, King Cotton, and American Roads
“I know of no country, indeed, where the love of
money has taken stronger hold on the affections of
men [than in the United States]…the love of wealth
is therefore to be traced, either as a principal or
accessory motive, at the bottom of all Americans
do”-Alexis de Tocqueville, 1835
Demand for cotton—and by its nature, demand for racialized slavery—sits
at the root of the expansion of the Natchez Trace. In the early 19th century, cotton
stimulated an economic overhaul in the American southeast; it exploited the labor,
movement, and control of enslaved, black men and women; and it caused mass
migrations from the upper south to the lower, both voluntary—for white families,
planters, and traders—and involuntary—for the enslaved.
The Natchez Trace’s role in this process is what allowed for its growth
and expansion in the 19th century. Due to its location, the Trace became a key
access point to the southeast; and as a result, wider patterns of displacement,
forced migration, and commodification played out across its face as part of the
expansion of American capitalism. By the 1830’s, the Natchez Trace had become
a proper “road”, expanded and maintained by the United States; Indian Removal
had seen Choctaw and Chickasaw lands converted to white agricultural practices
and ownership; and cotton and racialized slavery had reshaped the economy of the
United States to untold proportions. These trends, rather than being loosely
correlated are in fact triangulating, one upon the other. American internal
improvements like the development of the Natchez Trace came as a result of and
as an aspect of the growth and expansion of capitalism and racialized slavery in
72
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Chapter Four
Commodification, Expansion, and Displacement
No matter their background, each person who traveled the Natchez Trace
had their own conception of what the road meant for them. As a space where
these interests often clashed, developed, and related to one another, the Trace was
a highly contested space in the 18th and 19th century. It played host to the forced
migration of thousands of enslaved black men and women; it suffered from
ambiguous, conflicted sovereignty between the United States and the Choctaw
and Chickasaw; and it played a role in accelerating the movement of white settlers
into “Cotton Territory”. These conflicts in turn spurred the development of the
Natchez Trace in the early 19th century, turning it from a series of interlocking dirt
paths to a road capable of conveying stagecoaches, heavily trafficked by
Americans, and supported by innumerable “stands”.
Simultaneously with this history of expansion and displacement, the
Natchez Trace saw a shift to American sovereignty through the displacement of
the Choctaw and Chicksaw, increasing white economic interests, and tightening
control over black mobility. The Trace inarguably played a role in this
triangulation of wealth, race, and expansion which would shape the United States
in the 19th century and become indicative of the wider patterns of state formation
in America. Ultimately, the “road” from Nashville to Natchez would help solidify
the relationship between the colonizer and those it colonized—the United States,
and the black and American Indian men and women whose presence they
increasingly sought to control.
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The Natchez Trace and Nation-Building
In understanding how the Natchez Trace fits into the process of nationbuilding in early America, it is important to first understand the term itself. In the
seminal work by Karl Deutsch and William Folt, the authors describe nationbuilding as forming a national identity using the power and structures of the
state177. This is in stark contrast with the term nation formation—the process in
which nations come into being—which lacks intentionality178. It is also not to be
confused with a recent trend in using the term “nation-building” to describe the
intentional constructions of democratic governments in the aftermath of a war; a
usage which has come into vogue in describing the process of American and
Western European governments intervening in other continents’ state formation
such as occurred in Afghanistan179. Nation building as it is used here is meant to
evoke a kind of intentional nation formation—in which statesmen and the
American public intentionally forge their state and unify their national identity
using structures of power.
Roads and internal communications systems have long been recognized as
an integral part of nation-building. In their work, Deutsch and Folt cite postal
roads, trade networks, and the resultant communication ties as crucial to the
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cohesion of the American state following the 19th century. In particular, Deutsch
argues that the limitations of internal communication actually come to define a
“community”; those who are able to communicate become integrated into a
community, while those who lie outside of the networks of exchange are
“others”180.
Even contemporaries recognized the unique capacities of the American
postal system for development of an American identity. Alexandre de
Tocqueville, traveling in Kentucky and Tennessee in 1831 via stagecoach,
commented on the widespread usage of mail in the “undeveloped” southern
“wilderness”:
“There is an astonishing circulation of letters and
newspapers among these savage woods…I do not
think that in the most enlightened rural districts of
France, there is an intellectual movement either so
rapid nor on such a scale as in this wilderness”181.
Through de Tocqueville’s eyes, the area around the Natchez Trace—which even
in the 1830’s, writers referred to as “wilderness”—was able to participate on the
national stage by virtue of the American postal system.
As a part of this federal organization, the Natchez Trace circulated ideas
and integrated those who made use of it—largely limited to white men—into an
“imagined community”182. Writing in 1832, Francis Lieber referred to the
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American postal system as “one of the most effective elements of civilization”,
putting it on par with the printing press and the compass183. In its role as a
“civilizing” network, and by providing instances of interaction as individuals
moved north-to-south, the Natchez Trace helped early American statesmen realize
their vision for the United States.
The Natchez Trace’s capability in integrating the Deep South into the
United States would have far-reaching effects on the conflicts which took place
upon its length. Early American statesmen used the Trace to specifically curtail
the mobility of black women and men; to slowly expand upon racialized slavery
and capitalism into new territories; and to erode Chickasaw and Choctaw land
rights. These concepts of acculturation, erasure, race, and expansion were
irrevocably written into the process of early American nation-building by roads
such as the Natchez Trace.

Acculturation and Accommodation
The relationship between the Natchez Trace and expansion grew out of the
movement of thousands of white settlers—and enslaved black men and women—
into “unsettled” territories such as modern-day Mississippi. Its crucial role in this
process can be seen in its concurrent development from “pathway” into “road”;
the Natchez Trace in the 19th century inarguably played a role in the expansion
and “development” of the United States.
As white settlers demanded greater portions of land to support the growth
183
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of cotton, the United States government increasingly made efforts to take control
over Choctaw and Chickasaw land which they saw as being “unused”. When
Thomas Fenton performed his survey of land surrounding the Natchez Trace in
1802, he was careful to remark upon land which he found to be “vacant and
unoccupied”—meaning unsettled by permanent communities184. In 1810, a group
of 450 white squatters complained to Congress that the Chickasaw, whom they
referred to as “heathan [sic] Indians”, were leaving their “fine, fertile countrys
lying uncultivated”185.
In exploring the ideologies underlying acculturation, historians have long
highlighted how white, Enlightenment associations of cultivation with
masculinity, productivity, and morality often came to evoke racist concepts of
American Indian inherent laziness186. Frequently, white writers on the Natchez
Trace express discomfort or anger at the association of indigenous agriculture
with femininity and female authority. Francis Baily’s travels on the Natchez Trace
saw him directly interacting with Chickasaw and Choctaw communities—and he
denigrates their land practices in his writings:
“They are too indolent to form a settlement
[plant corn] where the country requires to be
cleared…the care of their corn-fields is given to the
women, who may be truly called the slaves of the
184
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men, performing all the laborious parts of life”187
White “Western” ideals of patriarchal households and organized production
conflicted directly with Choctaw and Chickasaw ideals of communal land
ownership and gendered labor which highlighted female agricultural authority.
As a result of these conflicting ideals as well as seemingly-practical
concerns related to expansion, officials within the early United States government
openly discussed their desire for acculturation—ultimately hoping that Choctaw
and Chickasaw men and women would begin to perform gendered labor roles
reflecting the values of “American” society, as well as begin the private
ownership of land. Policy under the presidency of George Washington had
adopted plans of acculturation outright. In the 1790’s, Washington himself
expressed concern that stemming the tide of white settlers into Indian Territory
would prove impossible: “I believe scarcely anything short of a Chinese
wall…will restrain land jobbers and the encroachment of settlers upon the Indian
Territory”188. While Washington outright decried the idea of directly taking land
from American Indian ownership—an act which would “stain the character of the
nation”, according to his Secretary of State, Knox—he supported the belief that
acculturation would ultimately resolve the question of moral, safe expansion189.
Under Washington’s administration, a series of treaties set the tone of

187

Francis Baily, Journal of a Tour in Unsettled Parts of North America in 1796 and 1797 (London:
M.S. Rickerby, 1856), p. 365-367.
188
“George Washington to the Secretary of State, 1 July 1796” in The Writings of George
Washington 35: 112.
189
Letter from Henry Knox to George Washington, June 15, 1789. Library of Congress, George
Washington Papers; NARA: RG 46, Entry 5.

79

United States Indian Policy for some time, encouraging tribes to make use of
American cultivation techniques and concepts of private property190.
Washington’s successor, Thomas Jefferson, similarly encouraged Choctaw and
Chickasaw men to become more “sedentary” and involved in white agricultural
practices. Jefferson expressed the hope that in time, these southeastern American
Indian tribes would require less land for their support due to their switch to
intensive agriculture, thereby freeing up vast swaths of land peaceably191.
Washingtonian plans for acculturation became incorporated into the
policies dealing directly with southeastern American Indian tribes, including both
the Chickasaw and the Choctaw along the Natchez Trace. As early as March of
1799, Samuel Mitchell—agent to both the Chickasaw and the Choctaw at the
time—reported to Winthrop Sargent: “I have advised the Indians to settle out
separately or in small villages, farm their fields, and turn their minds to
agriculture”192. American officials lauded the business relationships between
Choctaw or Chickasaw and white men—which had proven so crucial in the
“development” of the Trace—as an essential aspect of acculturation:
“It is proposed that endeavors should be
made to prevail on the Chickasaws and Choctaws to
admit several white people with their families,
connected with suitable Indians, to establish houses
190
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for the accommodation of post riders…each white
man to have a lease of the Indian for a few hundred
acres of land for cultivation to enable him to supply
travelers…the Indian to draw a reasonable share of
the profits…they would derive considerable
advantage from the opportunity…acquiring a
knowledge in agriculture and the household
arts”193.
The business partnerships between white and American Indian men on the
Natchez Trace flourished, actively encouraged by men like the Secretary of War
or the Choctaw and Chickasaw agents. These relationships became an intentional
part of the push for acculturation as an extension of Washingtonian Policy.
On the Natchez Trace, government officials and the Indian Bureaus also
worked towards acculturation through providing Chickasaw and Choctaw
leadership with the skills and tools necessary for intensive agriculture. As early as
1796, the Agent for the War Department in the Southwest Territory—David
Henley--authorized James Robertson to provide cultivation tools to the
Chickasaw194. Agents from the Indian Bureaus expressed hope that acculturation
would prove successful along the Natchez Trace. Agent Samuel Mitchell wrote to
Colonel Meigs in 1802, “the wheels and cards that I have given are used by the
Indians to great advantage—great preparation is making to plan cotton this season
with an expectation the government will assist them”195. Delighted with
Mitchell’s progress, William C. Claiborne wrote to him the same year:
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“I am pleased with your efforts to advance the
Happiness of the Chickasaws and I flatter myself
that the Habits of Industry and of Civil Life will
soon acquire such an ascendency in the nation as to
banish from the land that attachment to Idleness…it
seems to me advisable that you should continue to
supply them with wheels and Cards”196.
Claiborne, Mitchell, and the other American officials working to acculturate the
Chickasaw and Choctaw on the Natchez Trace using cultivation incentives
believed they were making progress toward their goals as early as the first years
of the 19th century.
Encouraging white cultivation techniques within Indian Territory was not
the only method by which the United States enacted acculturation in order to
erode indigenous land rights; the 19th century saw a swell in Christian missions
into Indian Territory with the goal of converting the Chickasaw and Choctaw and
ultimately reshaping their values systems197. On the Natchez Trace specifically, at
least two Christian missionary schools opened their doors; Levi Colbert organized
a Presbyterian school near the Chickasaw Agency198.
Lastly, American leadership also considered intermarriage another
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possible way in which American Indians would be slowly acculturated. Jefferson
once stated to American Indian envoys, “you will unite yourself with us, and we
shall all be Americans. You will mix with us by marriage. Your blood will run in
our veins”199. Marriages between Choctaw or Chickasaw women and white men
were certainly common enough on the Natchez Trace—a majority of the ferry and
stand owners in the 19th century were of mixed-race heritage, including
Greenwood LeFlore, the Colberts, and the Brashears200.
Examining how these prominent mixed-race families navigated the
relationship between their white market resources and ties to their Choctaw or
Chickasaw land and tribe can highlight the effects of acculturation along the
Natchez Trace. On the Trace, the Colbert family had been one of the more
“successful” mixed-race families in accessing white resources while maintaining
a power base in Indian Territory since the first “opening of the road” in 1801.
When the Chickasaw were set to negotiate with white officials concerning the
Trace, George Colbert opposed white operation of stands and ferries and retained
exclusive rights to the ferries over the Tennessee and Duck Rivers201. Colbert,
however, was also an early adopter of white cultivation techniques within Indian
Territory. During an 1807 missionary visit, Jacob Young noted that the Colbert
brothers had at least 40 enslaved men and working on their farm202. Agent to the
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Creek Indians, Benjamin Hawkins, also wrote in 1801 that “[George] Colbert,
who ranks high in the government of his nation…has labored at the plow and hoe
during the last season…they begin to have a taste for individual property and are
acquiring it by every means in their power”203. While likely metaphorical—as a
slave-holder, Colbert himself was unlikely to have physically labored in the
fields—Hawkins’ letter illustrates the role that Colbert played in adopting white
cultivation techniques and serving as a model of white values to the Chickasaw
people. The Colbert family also encouraged Christian missionaries on their land;
as discussed, Levi Colbert--George’s brother--welcomed a group of Presbyterians
into the area and instructed them to open a school along the Natchez Trace near
the Colbert homestead204.
It is important, however, to examine American Indian motivations—
including Colbert’s—in adopting white cultivation techniques, Christian missions,
and other methods of acculturation. Both Claudio Saunt and Theda Perdue argue
that Choctaw and Chickasaw leadership did not merely make decisions based
upon pressure from the United States, but also as a part of a wider consideration
of the resources available to them and how they best could exploit them and adapt
to them. In particular, Saunt ties American Indian adoption of white agriculture to
a depleted whitetail deer population, which caused mounting internal issues and

203

Letter from Benjamin Hawkins to Henry Dearborn, October 28, 1801 in Benjamin Hawkins,
Letters, pp. 392-394.
204
On Colbert and the Missionary School, see: Theda Perdue, Mixed-Blood Indians: Racial
Construction in the Early South (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2005), p. 55.

84

left many young men unable to hunt regularly205. In addition, Choctaw and
Chickasaw leaders may have used their access to white cultivation tools and
missionary schools to augment their authority within their community206.
It is likely that the Colberts made use of their access to white resources
along the Natchez Trace in exactly this manner. In 1800, a group of Choctaw
leaders wrote to agent John McKee specifically to request a cotton gin. McKee
purchased the works in Natchez—“materials furnished for building a ginn [sic] in
the Choctaw Nation, $400”—and offered it to the Choctaw, but the cotton gin was
rejected by the chieftains for unknown reasons. Either Levi or George Colbert
saw an opportunity and negotiated preferential terms with McKee that gained the
cotton gin for the Chickasaw under his own stewardship. Ultimately, the Choctaw
would burn the Chickasaw gin during a raid in 1811207. Choctaw and Chickasaw
leadership often adopted and adapted white cultivation techniques, missionary
schools, and resources from American officials in order to enhance their authority
and to exert power over one another.
Despite their interaction with white markets, these mixed-race men still
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considered themselves—and were considered by their tribes—to be Choctaw or
Chickasaw due to their maternal lineage. In her 2003 work, Theda Perdue argues
that the seeming “success” of mixed-race children in Indian Territory was not the
result of their education, support from white relatives, or racist theories of white
excellence; but rather, a result of the Choctaw and Chickasaw attraction to leaders
with a familiarity with white culture, the ability to speak English, and white
familial connections during a time of mounting pressure from the United States
and white squatters. In the instances where mixed-race men came to power within
Indian Territory, Perdue also points to the fact that many of them had the support
of powerful maternal relatives; or, in Colbert’s case, success in battle—a
historically acceptable precedent for authority among the Chickasaw208. Despite
the fact that mixed-race men in Indian Territory were often likely to use white
cultivation techniques, missionary schools, and other resources to enhance their
authority, they were not necessarily any likelier to support accommodation of land
cessions, and remained American Indian in their identity.
Along the Natchez Trace, the Indian Bureau Agencies enacted
Washingtonian ideas of acculturation, building upon Enlightenment ideologies of
cultivation and racist concepts of American Indian “laziness”, in their response to
the mounting pressure for more land to house “King Cotton”. By providing
subsidized cultivation tools and promoting concepts of private property through
their policy, white leadership on the Natchez Trace expanded on the acculturation
process taking place as a part of wider American state formation.
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Race in Indian Territory
Occurring alongside the spread of white cultivation techniques within
Indian Territory was a reshaping of the dynamics between the Choctaw and
Chickasaw, and black men and women living on the Natchez Trace. As the
Choctaw and Chickasaw adopted white cultivation techniques and private
property as part of the process of acculturation, some individuals—particularly
the mixed-race members of their tribes—adopted racialized slavery as an
extension and adaptation of this process.
As with the adoption of cultivation techniques and missionary schools, the
men most poised to take advantage of the exploitation of black labor in Indian
Territory were typically mixed-race. The Colbert family became the largest
slaveholding family on the Natchez Trace; similarly, mixed-race Cherokee James
Vann became the wealthiest known slaveholder in all of Indian Territory209.
By 1831, a census of Choctaw towns enumerated 512 enslaved individuals
in Indian Territory. It is likely this number is quite low, due to the difficulty of
obtaining census records before Removal; and post-removal Choctaw muster rolls
and censuses dating to 1837 enumerate closer to 1,200 enslaved men and women
distributed amongst 255 slaveholders210. Records specific to the Chickasaw show
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that amongst the overall population of 6,380 in the late 1830’s, there was an
accounted presence of around 1,156 enslaved men and women211. The proportion
of enslaved men and women in Chickasaw and Choctaw territories along the
Natchez Trace—both before and after Removal—was relatively high, though
remained distributed amongst relatively few slaveholders.
Many scholars have directly applied historic notions of American Indian
slavery to their adoption of racialized slavery, arguing that the enslavement of
black men and women in Indian Territory was a more extreme extension of older,
indigenous practices related to war captives. In her work Slavery in Indian
Country, however, Christina Snyder traces slavery among American Indian
groups--revealing how it differed from and intersected with racialized slavery in
America. Ultimately, adoption of racialized slavery required extensive
redefinitions of race and gender within the Choctaw and Chickasaw cultures212.
Krauthamer, also, explores these “redefinitions”, arguing that rather than
wholesale adopting white definitions of race and gendered work as applicable to
slavery, the Chickasaw and Choctaw found themselves in the position of crafting
anew their definitions of race, tribal belonging, private ownership, and gendered
work213.
As a consequence of pre-removal policies of acculturation and the erosion
of indigenous land rights, the Chickasaw and Choctaw governments had become

211

Muster Rolls (1837-1839), NARA: A36; and Census Roll (1847), NARA: A36; data examined
more closely in Krauthamer, Black Slaves, Indian Masters, pp. 39-40.
212
Snyder, Slavery in Indian Country (1978)
213
Krauthamer, Black Slaves, Indian Masters.

88

increasingly centralized in an attempt to negotiate with the United States. From
the 1830’s to 1855, both tribes worked to unify under their own centralized
government and legal codes—which would ultimately incorporate legal
codification of slavery214. Laws issued by the Chickasaw and Choctaw
governments in the early 19th century took steps to define racial categories and
codify slavery pre- and post-Removal. In their Constitution, the Choctaw Nation
specifically banned free black men and women from settling inside their territory
with “An Act Prohibiting Free Negroes to Reside in the Nation”:
“By the first day of March next, 1841, all free
negroes in this Nation, unconnected with the
Choctaw and Chickasaw blood, are hereby ordered
to leave this Nation and forever keep out of it, or
they will be taken up and sold to the highest bidder,
and made slaves for life”215.
Furthermore, the Choctaw formally codified their role in returning fugitives to
their enslavers with “An Act Providing for the Apprehension and Disposal of
Negroes Suspected to be Runaways”, stating “It shall be the duty of any one in
this Nation to take up a negro whom he may suspect as a runaway…he shall give
the owner, where he is known, information by the earliest opportunity”216
Besides curtailing the mobility of black men and women in Indian
Territory, these 19th century Choctaw laws also codified and maintained the
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distinction between “black” and “American Indian”. “An Act for Prohibiting
Trading with Slaves” specifically banned black men and women from
participating in the commercial life of the Nation without a permit from their
enslaver217; other laws restricted any black man or woman from working in a
blacksmith shop, drawing on Choctaw annuity, owning property, or bearing
arms218.
Laws which defined citizenship and family also took steps to restrict
interracial relationships and the blurring of racial categories: “Be it enacted by the
General Council…it shall not be lawful for a Choctaw and a negro to marry...and
if proven guilty, [the Choctaw] shall receive fifty lashes on the bare back”219.
Laws restricting black mobility, intermarriage, and inheritance and commercial
rights, which sometimes mirror those of the United States, reflected Chickasaw
and Choctaw considerations of race and tribal belonging in the aftermath of the
adoption of agriculture, private property, and racialized slavery.

Displacement, Debt, and Removal
As expressed in Washingtonian policy, the United States government
initially avoided seeking direct land cessions from the Choctaw or Chickasaw.
Nor would early Choctaw or Chickasaw leadership have considered making such
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cessions—during the negotiations to “open the road” in 1801, Chickasaw
Chinubbee expressed pleasure that the Americans had not even asked for cessions
directly: “I am very glad to hear the commissioners hold such language that does
not require the cession of land or anything of that kind”220. On the brink of
Removal in October of 1821, Martin Colbert—son of Levi, nephew of George—
delivered an address to the Indian Bureau which vividly expressed why the
Chickasaw were unwilling to consider land cessions:
“We never had a thought of exchanging our land for
any other, as we think that we would not find a
country that would suit us as well as this we now
occupy, it being the land of our forefathers; if we
should exchange our lands for any other, fearing the
consequences may be similar to transplanting an old
tree, which would wither and die away, and we are
fearful we could come to the same [end]”221
Concepts of shared experience, ancestral land, and oral tradition placed a strong
emphasis on the continuity of land in Choctaw and Chickasaw cultures—concepts
which made land cessions incredibly undesirable to their leadership.
The process by which the United States initiated Indian Removal is a
complex one, and directly related to the process of acculturation which played out
along the Natchez Trace. The connection between debt, commodification of land,
and Indian Removal is a well-recorded one, with works such as Saunt’s A New
Order of Things connecting the reversal of Washingtonian acculturation policies
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with the introduction of debt systems into Indian Territory222. Beginning in 1796,
Congress established federally licensed trading factories within reach of Indian
Territory explicitly with the goal of trading amongst the southeastern American
Indian tribes. The initial role played by these outposts was one of acculturation, as
they provided goods such as cowbells, whips, hoes, or saddles to Chickasaw and
Choctaw populations—goods intended to promote white cultivation techniques
and ranching. In addition, these factories provided goods on credit, promoting
indebtedness among Choctaw and Chickasaw populations as a function of their
operation223. Simultaneously, the Chickasaw and Choctaw were struggling to
manage a declining whitetail deer population, as well as facing enormous pressure
from the United States to accommodate white cultivation techniques. In order to
finance their debts, many Choctaw and Chickasaw had to transition to part- or
full-time cultivation in order to survive. According to Col. Return Meigs, the
Chickasaw alone owed nearly $50,000 to various trading houses and traders by
the time of their first land cessions224.
A number of land cession treaties were in fact negotiated by Chickasaw or
Choctaw leaders indebted to white traders and factories. The Treaty of Chickasaw
Nation, negotiated between the Chickasaw, James Robertson, and Silas Dinsmoor
in 1805, exchanged a vast tract of land north of the Tennessee River for $20,000
paid directly to John Forbes & Co., a white trading company. Similarly, the
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Treaty of Washington City enacted in 1826 saw a group of Choctaw signatories
cede land to the United States in order to pay their debts to American trading
factories225. It is evident that these treaties were sometimes enacted by a small
group of individuals to their own favor. Opposition to these actions within
Choctaw and Chickasaw Nations was vocal; Perdue argues that the Choctaw
chose more staunchly anti-Removal district chiefs as a direct result of the Treaty
of Washington City226.
Beginning in the earliest years of the 19th century, a vast number of land
cessions sparked the road to Removal. In 1816, the Colbert brothers negotiated a
treaty with Andrew Jackson whereby the United States pledged to pay a $20,000
15-year annuity for the remaining Chickasaw lands in Tennessee and Kentucky.
Treaties continued in this vein until May 28, 1830 when President Jackson signed
the Indian Removal Act into law, authorizing the forced relocation of the
southeastern Indian Tribes—including the Choctaw and Chickasaw—to
“unsettled” land west of the Mississippi227. Finally, with the Treaty of Pontotoc
Creek (October 1832) and the Treaty of Doaksville (January 1837), the Choctaw
and Chickasaw had lost sovereignty of their lands around the Natchez Trace and
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been removed out west228.
The expansion of racialized slavery, white cultivation techniques, and debt
into Indian Territory had incredibly long-term effects on the Chickasaw and
Choctaw. As they increasingly moved to accommodate the white presence in
Indian Territory through business relationships, adaptation of private property and
cultivation, and incurring large debts at trading outposts and factories, American
leadership ushered in a policy of Indian removal----culminating in the forced
relocation of thousands of Choctaw and Chickasaw west.

Constructing a Nation
When American statesmen envisioned the Natchez Trace, they saw a
problem—a road of questionable sovereignty, deep within semi-hostile,
uncultivated Indian Territory and filled with opportunities for the mobility of
black men and women. In the early 19th century, as the American nation became
increasingly cohesive, the Natchez Trace became an important conduit of white
values and culture, linking the Mississippi Territory with the east coast. From
acculturation to Removal, and the codification of race to the spread of racialized
slavery, the Natchez Trace served as a conduit for the conflicts which would
define the American nation.
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Conclusion
The Devil’s Backbone
“He told away at his long tales, with always a
distance and a long length of time flowing through
them, and all centered about a silent man. In each
the silent man would have done a piece of evil, a
robbery or a murder, in a place of long ago, and it
was all made for the revelation in the end that the
silent man was Murrell himself, and the long story
had happened yesterday, and the place here—the
Natchez Trace”229
In her 1943 short story, “A Still Moment”, Eudora Welty presents three
characters traveling the Natchez Trace separately but simultaneously: Audubon, a
scholar, naturalist, and “explorer”; Dow, an itinerant priest; and Murrell, a
highwayman and bandit. Far from portraying these three men as being distinct
and inalienable from one another, Welty momentarily unites them through their
simultaneous distraction by a white heron in their midst—which lasts until
Audubon shoots the bird, ending the moment. For the three male figures that
Welty presents together in “A Still Moment”, the Natchez Trace is something
conquerable; American Indians become a part of the landscape, with Welty
emphasizing this with the metaphor “thicket of Indians”; and black voices are
absent altogether230.
Welty’s short stories show a preoccupation with white frontier
masculinity, American expansion, and the resultant effects on marginalized
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people—from the “thicket of Indians” in “A Still Moment”, to a deaf and mute
orphan protagonist in “First Love”231. In the public conception, the Natchez Trace
is often taken directly as a frontier, where the American nation was forged against
all odds by American settlers—people like Audubon or Dow. But, as Welty subtly
explores, the Trace can also come to represent a place where the colonized adapt,
struggle, and push back against the colonizers.
In the early 19th century, the Natchez Trace underwent a series of changes.
Where before the Trace had been almost entirely reserved for Chickasaw and
Choctaw war bands, or for inter-tribal and inter-village communication and
exchange networks; in the early years of the 19th century, the Natchez Trace
increasingly became a method of transportation for vast numbers of enslaved
black and free white settlers.
At the root, this transition lies contingent upon the nature of American
expansion. As “King Cotton” arose in the southeast, the zeal for wealth disrupted
patterns of life along the Natchez Trace—uprooting thousands of enslaved black
men and women, who were forcibly relocated “downriver”, often via the Trace, to
work on plantations in the newly organized Mississippi Territory; and displacing
thousands of Chickasaw and Choctaw out west, eroding their land rights and
reshaping their gender and racial roles and dynamics.
Early American officials directly coopted the Natchez Trace’s unique role
as part of a network of communication—an “imagined community”— in order to
enact their vision for the American nation. In response to the demands of the
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cotton migrants, the slave traders, and the post riders, the United States developed
the Natchez Trace as a “road”, investing finances and man power from the War
Department into making it a part of the American internal improvements system.
Despite the stated goals of a slow transition to shared land—the Washingtonian
Policy towards the American Indians—or the promise of reduced racialized
slavery after the Importation Ban of 1808, the United States took direct actions on
the Natchez Trace which reveal a preoccupation with both land cessions and the
mobility of black men and women. Rather than existing separately or
coincidentally alongside trends of expansion, capitalism, racialized slavery, and
displacement, the Natchez Trace sits squarely amidst this triangulation; as cotton
and slavery reshaped the very appearance of the road, the Trace also served to
protect and promote these same values into new American territories.
The Natchez Trace almost completely fell out of use by the arrival of the
Civil War in 1861. Slave trading firms like Franklin & Armfield had begun
largely using steam boats to transport their human “property” to Natchez and New
Orleans; American Indians had been subjected to one of the most horrifying
events in American history—the Trail of Tears; and the flow of white settlers to
Mississippi had somewhat ebbed. A majority of the written histories of the
Natchez Trace end in the 1860’s.
Nearly a century later during the 1930’s, the federal government’s
attention returned to the Natchez Trace. As part of the Civilian Conservation
Corps during the Great Depression, the Natchez Trace was reimagined again; this
time as a scenic parkway, sponsored by President Roosevelt in 1938. Now fully
97

paved, the 444-mile parkway stretches from Nashville to Natchez as a recreational
and historical drive232.
One “stand” from the 18th century remains fully preserved along this lush
parkway. Mount Locust, built in 1780 by enslaved, black laborers, sits high upon
a hill—a reminder of the exertion necessary to reach it, and how appealing it must
have been to the white travelers seeking rest. If visitors take a walk along an
overgrown path behind the house, they will find themselves standing in front of a
large, blank stone marked as a “slave cemetery”. Reminders of the complexity of
the history of the Natchez Trace remain embedded in its landscape to the present
day. In re-conceptualizing the Natchez Trace as a complex, dynamic meeting
place for the colonizing American nation and those it displaced and marginalized,
it is possible to see the Natchez Trace in a new light.
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APPENDIX

Fig. 1: “Old Southwest” Map, National Parks Service. Accessed online.

Fig. 2: Stuart Bruchey, “Percentage Increases in United States Production of
Cotton, Five-Year Periods: 1791-95 to 1856-00” printed in Cotton and the
Growth of the American Economy: 1790-1860. New York: Harcourt, 1967.
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Fig. 3: Michael Tadman, “Net Internal Forced Migration by Decade” in
Speculators and Slaves: Masters, Traders, and Slaves in the Old South (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1989), p.12
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Fig. 4: John Senex. A Map of Louisiana and of the River Mississippi, Most
Humbly Inscribed to William Law of Lanreston, Esq. (London: Daniel Browne,
1721). Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division, DC: G3700 1721. S4
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Fig. 5: Alexandre de Batz. Nations of Friends and Enemies of the Chickasaw
(1737). Printed in Malcolm Lewis, ed. Cartographic Encounters: Perspectives on
Native American Mapmaking and Map Use (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1998).

Fig. 6: Choctaw Bark Drawing, reproduced by Bernard Romans (1770). Edward
E. Ayer Collection, Newberry Library. Reprinted in Malcolm Lewis, ed.
Cartographic Encounters: Perspectives on Native American Mapmaking and Map
Use (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), p. 227.
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Fig. 7: Survey and Plan of the Road to St. Catherine from A to B in the City of
Natchez (1853). Mississippi Department of Archives and History.
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