

CHAPTER ONE

 Bates and His Bet

MULTIPLE SOURCES STATE THAT GILBERT HENDERSON BATES WAS A staunch Democrat. An Illinois newspaper, the Ottawa Free Trader, recorded that Bates, “all his life, as well as before and after the war, was a democrat.” The Daily Phoenix, a publication based in Columbia, South Carolina, proclaimed that Bates was “a Democrat from principle, [and] remained true to the party during all the conflict.” Reinforcing the political affiliation of Bates, the majority of documents, period and modern, simply state that Bates was a Democrat.1

The genesis and premise of the pilgrimage in which Gilbert Henderson Bates would participate and gain accolades and notoriety rest upon his political views. Bates noted in his autobiography that he was a “resident of the State of Wisconsin, a soldier in the Federal Army during the war to suppress the Rebellion, a Northern man in every sentiment.” He added that he “never sympathized with those of my fellow townsmen and neighbors who declare the Southern people to be devoid of honor and worth, but have always believed that at the close of the war the South gave up their cause, and honestly resolved… to be true to the Government and the flag.”2 It is noteworthy that his opinion of his Southern countrymen, based upon his recollections as well as those of numerous recorded comments of the time, were not the most commonly declared among the citizens of the Northern states in the period immediately following the American Civil War.

Bates further elaborated upon the varied sentiments after the war by penning, “This… was firmly planted in my breast, and the continual assertions made by my friends that every white man in the South is dis-loyal and treacherous, and a bitter enemy of the Government, filled me with indignation and sorrow.”3

Precisely preceding the November 1867 Wisconsin gubernatorial election, in which the Republican incumbent, Lucius Fairchild, the Democratic challenger, faced John James Tallmadge, the former mayor of Milwaukee, Gilbert Bates allegedly visited the Post Office in Edgerton, Wisconsin. Legend holds that Bates was hampered in his immediate goal to return home as “some accident delaying the train, he waited for a while… only to remember… he wanted a pipe.”4

Bates did not note the issue of the pipe in his recollections of the day, but an Edgefield Advertiser article not only recorded that aspect of the incident, but also claimed that Bates had documented the date of the event as December 14.5 Therefore, some of the particulars of the incident must be viewed with scrutiny.

A period publication proclaimed, “a common clay pipe, priced one penny… stepping in for his pipe… [Bates]… found the usual knot of politicians hold high debate, the great them being, of course, Reconstruction.”6

Gilbert Bates affirmed, “Most of ’em was rampant Rads; had never been in the war and didn’t know anything about the feelings of the Southern people…. I directed most of my conversation with one man.” Bates continued, “He remarked, ‘Sergeant, the Southerners are rebels yet. They are worse now than they were during the war. They hate the Union flag. No man dare show that flag anywhere in the South, except in the presence of our soldiers.’”7

Various sources note similar, but distinctly varied, remarks from Bates. One reported that Bates argued, “No… part of them gave up in good faith and are well disposed now to the Union.” Yet another article recorded Bates as saying, “You are mistaken; I can carry that flag myself from the Mississippi all over the rebel States, alone and unarmed, too.”8

The response of the protagonist, according to Bates in comments from his memoirs, was, “It is an absurdity, they would cut your heart out before you could get ten miles from Vicksburg, and your flag would be torn in pieces and trampled in the dust.”9

A subsequent recollection of Bates recorded that the man with whom he continued conversing countered, “Whoo! Why don’t you believe that if the troops were to be withdrawn that the flag would be torn down and trampled underfoot almost before the blue coats could get out of sight?” As he completed that phase of his argument, the gentlemen said to Bates, “Why… they’re just like the Injuns on the plains. They’re just like the Comanches by nature. They possess no generosity.”10

Gilbert Bates discounted the claims of his assailant, and he countered with his own solid attitudes. Bates said, “Sir, this is not so… these words of yours express… [those] of thousands in this State and… through the North. They do a great wrong. I am sure such sentiments have no foundation, and I can prove it to you and everybody else.” Perhaps the strongest statement Bates could offer in relation to his opponent’s views was then uttered; Bates stated, “The Southern people are just as willing to live in the Union as we are.”11

Evidently, witnesses to the conversation maintained that Southerners were outlaws “who did not hesitate to take the life of any man, white or black, suspected of Unionism.” One source recording the event added that a vocalization during the altercation was “the people of the South… abhorred the American flag… no loyal man could live safely among them.”12

Gilbert Bates told a reporter the following year, “I was in a bad humor that day…. I am generally in a good humor, but I got a little angry.” Bates offered his quickly devised response to his counterparts by saying, “I’m a poor man and can’t afford to leave my family… if you’ll give me a dollar a day for them, I’ll go to Vicksburg… without money, and then through the South with the flag, unarmed.”13

Another individual who wrote of the event explained, “The sergeant… declared that he, an ex-soldier of the Union army, could march through the South with the Union flag exposed, without a cent in his pocket, and not only escape bodily harm, but receive hospitable treatment from the Southern people, upon whom ignorant radicalism was heaping so much abuse.”14

Witnesses evidently became active participants; Bates recalled, “So, after some more talk, they drew up the writings there in regular lawyer 
form, and we agreed on it.” Bates added that “pretty soon” his opponent urged Bates to back down from the bet. Bates noted that his challenger then pleaded, “Give it up! You won’t get ten miles from Vicksburg.”15

Those who were in attendance joined the instigator in attempts to persuade Bates to forego participating in the proposition. An evident brief change in the mindset of the man who initially insinuated that the trip would end in failure said that Bates “would never get to Washington” and that Bates would “be wiped out.” Bates remarked that his antagonist became self-centered in adding, “then all the neighbors would blame him for it.”16

A neutral party reporting the incident penned, “A purse-heavy radical offered to bet a certain amount that Bates would be killed if he undertook the journey; and in the event of the sergeant’s death, agreed to pay the sum to the fool-hardy young man’s family. The banter was accepted by the sergeant.”17

Bates stated, “It was no use. I was determined to go, and just here… [he] looked as firm as if he was at his gun ready for action.”18

The contract Bates entered stated,


To enter Vicksburg without money and carry the United States flag from there to Washington on foot, through all cities and town, and by all collections of people, and carry the flag unfurled. Of nights and during storms to furl the flag, provided I passed no such cities or towns, and by no such collections of people. And not to travel by night and at all times to be unarmed. To employ, if I wished, one person as guide, but to have no person or persons to protect me day or night, though any might accompany me who desired voluntarily. One dollar a day to be paid my family in case I got to Washington, but if the flag was insulted or I, while bearing it, the one dollar a day to be forfeited.19




Bates wrote additional information in his personal recollections of the event: “It was finally agreed between us that, if I carried the flag through from Vicksburg to Washington on or before the 4th day of July… he was to pay me one dollar a day while I was engaged in the undertaking. If I failed, or was compelled to return, I was to get nothing for my trouble.” Gilbert Henderson Bates revealed that his determination was strong in adding, “My Radical friend felt safe on these terms, and never for a moment thought I would make the venture, but he was doomed to disappointment.”20

Perhaps the mindset of Bates was best recorded in an article from the December 31, 1867 issue of the Western Democrat. The commentary cried out, “Sergeant Bates became indignant…. He loved the old flag too well to think that there was any section of our country where it would not be respected.”21

Another article, one from the February 16, 1868, edition of the Daily Phoenix, explained, “The sergeant is a poor man… devoid of conceit, and perfectly honorable in his conduct.”22

The self-assuredness and courage Bates possessed were noted in a manuscript that recalled the situation under which Bates accepted the wager associated with the march. The writer documented, “[Bates] was advised that it was a hazardous task, and that he should have his life insured, but he would rely for his insurance, upon the good sense and loyalty of the Southern people. He believed that the people of the South would respect the flag… he stated he was not acting for any party, for the flag only.”23

An additional ambition Gilbert Bates held, according to a Wisconsin reporter, was the financial well-being of his family. In an article titled “The Flag March from Vicksburg,” an individual inscribed, “Bates is a young man with a family, and somewhat in close circumstances, but he thereupon made a proposition… for the support of his family.”24

In a more nationalistic view, Milton Lomask stated in 1965, almost a century after the march, that the goal Bates held was to “disprove the belief, widely held in the North, that disloyalty to the Union was still rampant below the Potomac and that a man could not take the Stars and Stripes onto Southern soil without being murdered.”25

It is logical to think that as Gilbert Henderson Bates prepared for his journey, his personal goals for the trip were at the forefront of his mind. It was written that he was convinced “the American people had three great and all-important objects to attain [and] in which every citizen should feel a personal interest.” Elaborating upon this theory, it was noted those interests were “First, peace to the community, state, and nation; second, the restoration of fraternal relations between the two great sections of the country; and, third, the creation and maintenance of a great national brotherhood based upon knowledge, industry, and loyalty.”26

The news of Bates and his march made the papers as far away as California. Although it was on the fourth page of the Shasta Courier, the article was sent from Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and indicated the pride many people felt for Bates. It said, “A novel wager was laid between a citizen and a soldier… and will soon enter upon it…. The risk and undertaking is a great one, requiring some pluck and more muscle.”27

From a negative or critical standpoint, an article in the National Republican, a Washington, D.C., publication, belittled Bates and his efforts. Titled “Perilous Pedestrianism,” the article contained, in part, “Sergeant Geo. H. Bates… will leave Vicksburg… and intends to enter Washington the 4th of July. If Sergeant Bates undertakes that job, it will be a safe thing to bet that he will be a dead man with a bullet through his brain before reaching the Ohio River or Mason and Dixon’s line. He will never see another 4th of July.”28

The variety of causes and interests Gilbert Henderson Bates held dear would certainly serve as motivational factors throughout his unparalleled journey. The polarized political arenas in which he lived and chose to make his mark upon history and endeavored to create unity among the citizens of the recently reconciled United States provided a unique setting for his wager. National fame, as well as criticism and accusations, were to be his rewards during and in the years following his accomplishment.




CHAPTER TWO

 Bates Leaves Home for Vicksburg

MODERN STUDENTS OF THE FACTS SURROUNDING GILBERT HENDERSON Bates and his activities that preceded the onset of his historic march are left with little concrete evidence. Bates did not mention such situations in his personal account of the journey. Therefore, his departure from his Wisconsin home serves as the situation upon which the sojourn begins.

However, in the days foregoing his exit from Wisconsin, Gilbert Bates announced a facet of his journey. Bates said, “I will fit myself out with a large United States flag, and I will carry it to Vicksburg. At Vicksburg I will unfold the flag to the breeze and will carry it on foot across the country to Washington.” Bates described the intended efforts for the remainder of his journey by saying, “The flag shall be plainly in view to all, and I will go alone and unarmed, and without a cent in my pocket when I leave Vicksburg.”1

Bates wrote that he left the confines of his “quiet home” on January 14, 1868, in order to “fulfill an unheard-of undertaking.” Prior to the onset of his march, Bates penned, “Many of my friends had admonished me to desist from such a hazardous enterprise, not to throw my life away in some Southern swamp while trusting in the loyalty and kindness of the rebels.”2

The confidence, calmness, and enthusiasm evidently overtook the enormity of his journey as Bates stated, “I apprehended no violence from the Southern people, and set out for Vicksburg without fear or trembling.”3

A South Carolina publication, the Daily Phoenix, was quick to offer the itinerary Bates had established. The writer of an article in the February 16, 1868, edition reported, “He will travel from Vicksburg to Jackson, thence to Montgomery, Alabama; thence to Milledgeville, Georgia; thence to Columbia, South Carolina, thence to Raleigh, North Carolina; thence to Richmond and thence to Washington.”4

The well-publicized route Bates planned to follow was also provided in the Daily Milwaukee News. A reporter for that periodical expounded upon the tour’s destinations and recorded, “His line of march is from Vicksburg to Jackson… and into Washington, to arrive on or before the fourth of July.”5

As word of the wager Bates had entered spread across the nation, a significant number of Wisconsin cities made offers to provide the aforementioned flag to him. Bates graciously declined the offers and confidently proclaimed, “No, thanks; Vicksburg will take care of that.”6

In a report from the Cairo Democrat, Cairo, Illinois, Bates was reported to be in Cairo “en route to for Vicksburg.” Although the article proclaimed that Bates was a Federal veteran, it erroneously claimed that he “was one of the first to enter the service and was one of the last to leave it.”7

Perhaps, if accurate, a strong motivational factor for Bates undertaking the march is seen in the report from the Cairo Democrat: “As a matter of course, he became a target at which all the radicals in his neighborhood aimed their abuse. He was vilified and persecuted by men who had talked war but never shouldered a musket.”8

As he progressed toward Vicksburg, Bates passed through Memphis, Tennessee. He recalled the impact of his stopover in the Bluff City in writing: “At Memphis certain parties learned the object of my undertaking, and when I reached Vicksburg everyone was aware of it. Every man, woman, and child knew that my purpose was to prove that the Southern people revered the flag, and everywhere the greatest curiosity was manifested to see the man who was willing to attempt the proof.”9

Bates certainly knew some of the history of Mississippi, and he had likely encountered some of its citizens during wartime. Mississippi draft officials used 1864 county reports to tabulate more than 67,000 of the state’s men had served the Confederate military in the first three years of the American Civil War.10 Several significant military engagements had also taken place in Mississippi between 1861 and 1865. Besides Vicksburg, other settlements including Corinth, Brice’s Crossroads, Tupelo, Raymond, and Port Gibson had seen significant clashes that yielded wide-ranging numbers of casualties and destruction.

In addition to Mississippi serving as the site for battles and campaigns, Jefferson Davis, the first and only President of the Confederate States of America, moved from Kentucky to Mississippi as a child. Davis had represented the state during the Mexican-American War, during which he was wounded. He had served Mississippi in various political offices, including the U.S. Senate. At the end of the American Civil War, Davis was imprisoned for two years, having been indicted for treason.11 These past incidents and situations had to have entered the mindset of Bates as he neared the state’s border.

Mississippi was enduring Reconstruction during the time Bates reached the state’s borders. Federal troops were occupying many areas of the South during that postwar era, and Mississippi was no exception. In January 1865, Congress proposed the Thirteenth Amendment, abolishing slavery. That same year, Mississippi instituted “An Act to Confer Civil Rights on Freedmen, and for Other Purposes.” The act, with Mississippi being the first state to do so, abolished the full rights African Americans had just attained. Two years later, Congress passed the Fourteenth Amendment, which granted citizenship to former slaves. Another 1867 law of Congress was the first Reconstruction Act, dividing the South into five military districts.12 The tension between the Northern and Southern sections of the nation was strong, and Bates intended to do what he could to diminish that.

While states in the Upper South, such as Tennessee, represented areas where freed slaves constituted a minority of the population, Mississippi was similar to Lower South states where freedmen comprised the majority of citizens. Fifty-five percent of Mississippi’s population was African American, and the state’s version of the Black Codes attempted to “replicate slavery.”13

Provisions of the Black Codes in Mississippi’s Act to Confer Civil Rights on Freedmen included punishment of African Americans who committed “any breach of Old South etiquette.” Those transgressions encompassed African Americans avoiding being disorderly, idle, or using “insulting gestures.” A special license was required for blacks to preach the Gospel or own guns.14 Thus, Gilbert Bates battled pressures that appeared overwhelming as he entered the Magnolia State.

Gilbert Bates arrived in Vicksburg on January 24, 1868. His attire was a subject of concern among the residents, and the reaction Bates received was filled with concern. A period publication recorded that in Vicksburg Bates “was somewhat detained by the ‘rebels’ who not only gave him an ovation, but found fault with the shabbiness of his clothes, and presented him with a splendid new velvet walking suit.”15

Noting the appearance of his gifted clothing and affirming his stature, a period article said of Bates, “He is dressed in a suit of black velvet… He is thirty years of age, is 5 feet, 6 ½ inches high and weighs 142 pounds. He has a wife and two children.”16

Equally impressive as his receipt of a new suit of clothes was another gift a group of Vicksburg residents gave Bates. A newspaper article described the endowment, given to him later in his visit, as “a beautiful silk flag.”17

Bates’s reminiscences of the offerings was more detailed. He penned, “I entered into Vicksburg in the evening, dressed in coarse, heavy clothing, with cow-hide boots and a slouch hat. My personal appearance was anything but prepossessing, and would scarcely have justified a hotel-keeper in trusting me for a night’s lodging.”18

Gilbert Bates had met Frank Howard before entering the confines of Vicksburg. Mr. Howard had been intrigued over the fact that the agreement’s articles held that Bates was to make his trek without any funds. Therefore, according to Bates, Mr. Howard “kindly invited me to the Prentiss House, and agreed to settle for all my bills.”19

A postwar article titled “The Prentiss House” held that the structure had been built around 1842. An early proprietor, a Mr. Simmons, held the position several years, but “at the breaking out of the war he was, very appropriately, made a Confederate quarter-master, with the rank of major.” After the American Civil War, Mr. Simmons served as the manager of another hotel in Vicksburg, and he was described as “old and broken in health and fortune.”20

The Prentiss House, situated along Levee Street, was noted as “never [possessing] the slightest pretensions to architectural beauty.” It was observed that “the old hotel suffered greatly during the war, but was refitted at the close of hostilities and reopened by its manager, General McMakin…. It had seen its best days, however, and… it sank into insignificance by degrees.”21

The Prentiss House was recalled as having once “enjoyed the patronage of the wealthy planters of the Lower Mississippi Valley.” An article written a decade before the outbreak of war exclaimed, “The Prentiss House is truly a delightful place…. No bill of fare is needed at the dinner table… from roast beef to pickled onions… the clatter of knives and forks… English peas… fresh venison, the best in the world.”22

Unfortunately, the location where
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