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 After reading please return to the lobby area of Parkview, Frisco 

So others may share, thank you 

 

 

 

 

A tale of two mysteries, 
A person and a place! 

Carefully Chosen by Mamie, to titillate your mind 

 

Your mission, should you accept this challenge is to identify 
our mystery People and places. Each wishes to remain 
anonymous, secret, covert, clandestine, obscure or 
enigmatic. But you, armed with well-hidden clues can claim a 
victory for mankind by exposing their identity to the entire 
World. Let the game begin. 

 

 

 

Written by Emmett D. (Don) Mason, Kentucky Colonel 

Mason’s Missives, 4/1/17, Volume 19, “a tale of two mysteries” 
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Forward 

A little known farm town situated on the Kentucky shore line of the Ohio 
River plays a large part in the development of our story. The town, known 
to a few as Rabbit Hash was formed in the early 1800’s and continues to 
thrive today.  However, it wasn’t always like that, in the beginning the 
town was so small and poor that it didn’t have gravity or electricity until 
after the 1937 Great flood. The arrival of Gravity was most welcome as it 
made putting on your socks and pants every morning just a little bit 
easier; as well as going to do your business in the local two hole out house. 

 Electricity wasn’t really essential since the residents couldn’t afford to pay 
for its service and didn’t own any electric appliances anyhow. Rabbit Hash 
and its people were extremely thankful to the great men like Sir Isaac 
Newton, Einstein and others for solving their Gravity problem. 

Mamie Moore, the towns long lived Soothsayer/clairvoyant extraordinaire 
has helped bring much acclaim to the town. It’s said that Mamie was born 
in 1831 to the Moore family that built and operated the first Rabbit Hash 
General Store. The Moore‘s began serving Rabbit Hash (a stew) to the 
residents and visiting river boat passengers and continued to do so until  
the General Store burned down in August of 2016. Most folks believe that’s 
how the town got its unusual name. 

 During that time Mamie has practiced her super-natural powers and 
conjuring on her friends and most of the other eleven townsfolk. Her mystic 
sense has resulted in visions predicting the great floods of 1860, 1888 and 
1937.  Mamie’s prophecies of the pending 1929 stock market crash also 
helped her guide the town’s five bankers in the protection of the town’s 
finances. Mamie also saved the local potbellied pig by diagnosing its 
cancer while still in its early stages.  

Most recently her hallucinations and DNA knowledge have led to gene 
modification and growing of boneless chickens. As a result many of the 
eleven townsfolk have become rich by establishing farms to satisfy the 
public craving. These credentials make your author proud to say that he 
collaborated with the extremely elderly Mamie Moore on the selection of 
the mystery person included in the following story. Please, read on and 
enjoy her selection. 
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The Mystery 

 

Most mystery Buffs are familiar with the old Cliché “The Butler did it”. That 
may be true but in our case we are trying to identify the Butler and not the 
crime he perpetrated. Thus our story is not about the crime; it’s about, namely 
our mystery person, whose life we will reveal to you throughout the 
following pages.   Many actual events in the course of his life and that of his 
family will be presented along with some helpful clues as you endeavor to 
identify our Mystery Person.  We may refer to him as our hero, our man or 
just plain Him, as we write of him, while still trying to protect his identity. 

For the purpose of our story, Mamie suggests we begin America’s history in 
1620 with the arrival of the colonists.  Simple math tells us that at 397 
years we are rapidly approaching the ripe old age of400.  During our 
abbreviated history there have been many new technical advancements and 
inventions that have changed our lives dramatically. We could spend 
thousands of pages talking about these advances and inventions; however 
our story revolves around people, men and women that have left their 
mother’s womb and entered the short 400 year time-line of American History. 
If we search deep enough we can find their footprints hidden in the sands of 
time and the archives of mankind. 

From the beginning of our 1620 time-line America has grown from a 
population of 500 (100 at Plymouth- - 400 in Virginia) to about 350 million in 
2020.  Asking our readers to identify one person from a pool of millions 
would be a daunting task or challenge.  But your author has faith in you and 
just to help make your task easier, he tells you that the Mystery person is 
actually a man, which reduces your odds to about 175 million vs the original 
350 million. What a deal!! 

Numerous men have played an integral part in America’s colonial history.  As 
colonists, patriots, revolutionists, fighters, politicians and just plain 
individuals many of these men dedicated their lives to the concept and idea of 
Freedom. Many gave their lives for the same reason. It is from this pool of 
Free Men that Mamie chose our Mystery Man.  

Good luck, Good Hunting and above all, Good Reading. 
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Who is our Mystery Person? 

Our Man was the son of a Welsh clergyman named Samuel.  Anne his English 
mother had her son baptized in St. Catherine’s Church at the age of three. His 
actual birthdate is unknown, with dates (1732-1735) within a three year zone. 
His unusual name was given to him in honor of Barbara xxxxx his godmother. 

As the third child of seven siblings he attended the king’s school receiving 
the best education his parents could provide based on their family 
circumstances.  There is no known evidence that our mystery fellow 
attended a university to complete his education. 

Tradition suggests that he went to work with his uncle, William who was a 
local grocer in Bristol.  Although there is no record that he served as an 
apprentice to his uncle, there is however a record that he apprenticed to 
John Weston Smith an ironmonger from Wolver Hampton.   

It was there that he met Ann, a young lady that stole his heart away. Ann’s 
father Aaron was also a grocer, which may have led to their introduction. 
Our hero became infatuated beyond belief and at the age of 22 married his 
sweetheart. The wedding was held in the St. Peter’s Church and by all 
accounts the ceremony was performed by his father, the Reverend Samuel. 
The loving couple spent the first five years of their married life working and 
enjoying their time together in Wolver Hampton.  They were very unlucky in 
their efforts to begin a family.  Although Ann gave birth to three daughters 
the first two babies died at a very young age.  Their early deaths may have 
contributed to the family’s decision to depart England. 

At the young age of 27 our newly made family decided to relocate to the new 
found land called America.  Their decision may have been based on the deaths 
of their children; but they were influenced by many stories and rumors of 
less tax, plenty of fertile soil for farming and more money to be made in the 
Agriculture business.  Anything involving sales seemed to agree with our 
mystery man and his charming wife. 

The boat trip from England covered a period of just over six weeks and was 
not a trip that was well received by the many passengers on their way to 
begin life anew in American.  The weather was bad, the seas rough and 
sickness and disease was rampant aboard ship.  Accommodations were merely 
a place to lay your head for a few moments of rest and solitude.  The food 
aboard ship was barely adequate to sustain the healthy and did little to help 
improve those with the scurvy and similar ails.   

Our mystery man and his wife were thankful when their small ship sailed into 
Charleston, South Carolina the busiest port in the Southern Colonies in 
1762. They had survived the trials and tribulations of the six weeks of almost 
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confinement aboard their sailing vessel.  While still aboard the ship the 
couple could see the trees and other vegetation growing on shore.  The 
large and beautiful trees were in the process of changing colors in 
preparation of losing their leaves.  Flowers of many shapes, sizes and colors 
dominated the shore line.  Beyond the flowers were the trees with their hues 
of orange, red, yellow and purple leaves signaling the arrival of fall, each 
creating an illusion of peace and tranquility?  

Even though the couple had not yet touched the earth in this place called 
America, they accepted the land of Charleston, South Carolina as their new 
home.  It would be their responsibility to work to create a new home for them, 
their remaining daughter and any new family members that may be in the 
offing.  Both knew that even here in America they were a member of the British 
Colonies and as such under the control of King George the third, the 
reigning King of Great Britain, Ireland and Hanover.  

During the next five years our emigrants from England ventured into the 
trading and shipping business. Early this proved to be a blessing, and later a 
downfall.  He became very experienced in the trading business and bought 
several ships to serve his needs.  Later his indebtedness led to the ships being 
seized and sold to pay his debts.  

He was able to sell his remaining merchandise for enough money to buy a 
nearby island called St. Catherine’s just off the east coast of Georgia, near 
the busy port of Sunbury.  There he became a successful planter and made 
many new friends.  One of them was Lyman Hall a future signer of the 
declaration of Independence who had relocated to Georgia from 
Connecticut.  

From the moment our mystery man arrived in America he had taken a deep and 
special interest in the welfare and politics of the Colonies. His friendship 
with Lyman Hall led to his appointment as a justice of the peace, and later a 
member of the Georgia Colonial Assembly in 1768.  During this time of 
friendship with Hall; he also displayed his anger and mistrust of the three 
McIntosh brothers, George, William and Lachlan the eldest. They became a 
thorn in his side which continued to provide irritation. 

As the relationship between England and America began to ferment and 
become fragile our hero had doubts that the colonies could successfully 
secede from England’s control and might. He continued with this view until 
early in 1775, when his view was changed by the persuasion of his friend 
Lyman Hall.   

This new assessment gave our man a complete change of demeanor.  He 
became more vocal and a strong advocate for establishing the grievances 
and rights of the colonies.  This change of attitude led to his election by the 
General Assembly in Savannah; to be a representative of the province of 
Georgia, in the Continental Congress. 
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In this capacity he traveled to Philadelphia and took his seat in the national 
council.  He was not known as one of the main parties in the debates that 
took place in the Congress.  However he was recognized by John Adams as 
intelligent, spirited and a welcome asset to the cause.  Our man stood tall 
and made a noble and commanding appearance.  His manners indicated he was 
polite and graceful; yet in temperament he displayed his irritability even 
though he was able to control his language. His life may have been much 
different had his ambition been tempered with wisdom and good common 
sense. 

Our man voted for Colonial Independence on July 2, for the declaration on 
July 4 and later was the second of the 56 delegates to sign his name on the 
parchment of the Declaration of Independence on August 2 of 1776.  Hall 
and Walton also voted for Independence and signed the actual Declaration 
in August as a member of the Georgia delegation. 

Prior to the signing of the Declaration of Independence our man was not 
well-known, but with the signing he soon became a new name in the spotlight 
of American history. At the end of August our man returned to Savannah 
along with delegates Lyman Hall and George Walton.  His ambition was to 
become a general of Georgia troops. However, that never materialized as his 
nemesis Lachlan McIntosh, an experienced officer was appointed and 
commissioned as a Brigadier General and assigned the defense of Georgia 
against the British.  

After failing in his military ambition our man, was elected Speaker of the 
Georgia Assembly, there he helped draft the Georgia Constitution and led 
the fight to prevent Georgia from being absorbed into South Carolina.     

In early 1777 Georgia Governor Archibald Bulloch died leading to our 
mystery man being elevated as the second Governor of Georgia.  He would 
hold this office until his later death. 

The McIntosh brothers became irate and very unhappy with our man, the new 
governor.  Our man continued to harass the brothers by having charges of 
negligence levied against Lt. Colonel William McIntosh. Although William 
was exonerated he lost interest in continuing to fight our man and was 
granted a leave of absence from the army.  

George the second brother was arrested for treason and placed in irons. 
Our man accomplished this by bypassing the council and directly ordering 
Colonel Sandiford to seize George’s personal and real property. With the 
two brothers out of the way our man placed his focus on the removal of the 
remaining brother, Brigadier General Lachlan McIntosh. 

In the General’s efforts to thwart our man’s actions the General addressed 
the Georgia Assembly and complained of harsh treatment from the 
Governor. The General got frustrated and angry during the proceedings of 
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the Georgia Assembly and called our man “a scoundrel and lying rascal”. The 
governor was later exonerated by the Assembly but continued to be 
embarrassed by the General’s remarks.   

In 1777 the court system did not provide for the cure of slander, libel or any 
other form of defamation of character or honor. The quickest and easiest 
way to defend ones honor was a duel.  Duels were not brawls but considered 
a controllable battle between gentlemen; as such a certain level of dignity 
was expected by all participants. In most instances duels to the death were 
not considered necessary, but about recovery of honor and not about 
killing.  

Challenging another man to a duel was not only considered an apex of 
honor, but was a practice reserved for upper class and men of noble class, 
those deemed by society as true gentlemen.  

Time has brought with it many duels over time.  Two of the most unusual are 
provided to illustrate the ingenuity of man.  A doctor that had participated in 
several duels had discovered that most deaths were caused by infection 
caused resulting from the pistol ball pushing a piece of contaminated 
clothing underneath the skin where it becomes infected and causes death. To 
prevent this he began stripping naked for his duels. This reduced the chances 
of gangrene. This doctor is known to have participated in over twenty duels. 

Another unusual duel was performed, not with guns, knives, sabers or similar 
weapons but with pool balls. Each contestant agreed to throw pool balls at 
their opponent. The first man to throw boasted that he was going to kill his 
opponent with one throw.  Spectators guffawed at his boast. However, he did 
just that, his first attempt hit his opponent in the forehead and killed him 
instantly. 

The more our mystery man contemplated his embarrassment at General 
McIntosh’s disparaging remarks in front of the Assembly the more he 
thought of ways to recover his honor and lost reputation. He considered 
himself of the upper class and of equal quality as his defamer, General 
Lachlan McIntosh.   

Sometimes you must fight for your Honor! 

Although the hour was late on Thursday evening of the 15th of May in 1777 
The Governor, our hero took pen in hand and issued a written challenge to 
the General. Our man, being the challenger accused the General with 
defaming his name and reputation by called him a Scoundrel in public. He 
asked for satisfaction at sunrise the following morning in the pasture at Sir 
James Wright’s farm which was in Thunderbolt, a small town near Savannah, 
Georgia. 
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The issued challenge was accepted that evening when the General sent his 
humorous reply that the hour was rather earlier that his usual time of rising, 
but would definitely meet our man at the appointed place and time with a pair 
of pistols.  The reply was carried back to our man by his second who had 
delivered the original challenge to the General. 

The early morning fog was prevalent and the dew was still on the ground 
when our hero and his second found the General and his second waiting in 
Sir Wright’s pasture.  The two adversaries saluted each other and then the 
General displayed the pistols to show they were loaded with single Balls.   

As numerous spectators appeared the participants decided to move farther 
down the hill to escape the public viewing.  At this point the seconds asked 
the duelers of their shooting distance.  Our man replied “whatever distance 
the General pleases”. The General stated “eight or ten feet were adequate”, 
to which the General’s second added another step.  It was proposed then to 
turn back to back and proceed. The General replied, “by no means, let us see 
what we are about” and immediately each took their stand and agreed to fire 
at their will. One last appeal was made seeking the General’s apology which 
would end the duel.  When asked, there was no reply. 

The crowd sensed that the moment of truth was at hand and became so quiet 
one could almost hear his own breathing. There was no movement from the 
nearby cattle in the field. Both men, guns in hand were facing each other in 
anticipation. 

The next sound heard in the pasture was the thud of a peach falling from a 
tree in a nearby orchard. It was almost as if the falling peach was the signal 
to fire, as both weapons were discharged at practically the same moment. The 
pistol smoke coiled up and was swept away in the early morning air. Mr. Lyman 
Hall one of the spectators saw both duelers in a state of distress.  The 
General who was shot through the thigh was still standing and asked our 
man “if he had enough or was for another shot”.  

Our hero was not standing; he had been shot in the leg just above the knee 
and had a broken thigh. His wound was the worse of the injuries suffered as 
his leg bone was shattered. Our man said “he was ready to take another shot 
if someone would help him to his feet”. However, the seconds agreed the duel 
was ended. They declared that both men behaved like Gentlemen and men of 
honor.  The General was led up to Mr. G. still lying on the ground and they 
both shook hands. Considering that both duelers were struck in the lower 
half of their bodies, from a distance of 10-12 feet, one might assume they 
were not trying to kill each other.   

After the duel our injured Governor was carried to his home to be cared for. 
Doctors treated him during the next three days of suffering and extremely 
hot weather.  He suffered terribly as gangrene sat in and began to consume 
his body.  
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On Monday the 19th of May our country and the Georgia Colony lost a great 
American and possibly a founding father when our man expired at the young 
age of 42.   

Doctors surmise the gangrene was caused by the pistol ball tearing through 
our man’s pant leg and the trouser material being forced under the skin by 
the ball where it caused infection to begin and flourish causing his death.     

It was believed that he was buried in the Old Colonia Cemetery, later called 
Colonial Park in Savannah, Georgia.  As you read further you will note that 
his actual grave site is unknown. At the time of his death his family was in very 
poor financial position and almost destitute.  

Our man would have undoubtedly led a very promising and productive 
political life had he not allowed his jealousies against the McIntosh 
Brothers to influence his life.  

Mr. G. our mystery man spent less than twenty years in America but he 
definitely left his footprints in the history of Georgia and America. In that 
short time he served many offices (including the Governorship) during the 
youth of the colony.  He helped achieve the separation of the thirteen 
colonies’ from English control. He was instrumental in the creation of the 
Declaration of Independence and was the second person of the fifty-six 
signees to sign the parchment document. Mr. Gwinnett was also the only non-
born American to sign the Declaration of Independence. 

Some of the fruits of Button’s labors can be witnessed in the following 
facts. 

The Georgia Colony was formed in 1732 as the youngest of the 13 original 
English colonies. In 1788 it became the largest state east of the Mississippi 
river even after giving much of its land to help form the states of Alabama 
and Mississippi.  Today Georgia ranks second with 159 counties, only behind 
Texas with 254 as the state with the most counties. 

Mr. Button Gwinnett was further honored in 1818 when Georgia named a 
county after him and to honor his accomplishments.  Gwinnett County lies 
thirty miles northeast of Atlanta. Its county seat is Lawrenceville, Georgia 
and encompasses nearly 440 square miles. 

Even in death Button could not escape the deeds and repercussions of 
Brigadier General McIntosh and his family. Nearly Fifteen years after 
Gwinnett’s death Georgia honored the General and his family by naming one 
of its counties, McIntosh County.  The family was so honored because they 
were one of the early Scottish pioneers to settle in the Georgia colony that 
was like a three year old infant when they arrived. McIntosh County (county 
seat, Darien) located on the southeast Georgia shore line contains nearly 
600 square miles of territory.   



A tale of two mysteries. 
 

10 
 

If Gwinnett were alive he would challenge this act because McIntosh County 
is larger than; and created 25 years prior to Gwinnett County. His bones 
might be resting easier (if only we knew where they were) knowing his county 
greatly exceeds the General’s in population. 

It was early April of 1960 when the Augusta, Georgia Mayor Millard Beckum 
wrote to Savannah Mayor Lee Mingledorf with an unusual request; namely 
give up the bones of Revolutionary War Patriot Button Gwinnett (Our Hero). 
The reasoning was simple Georgia wanted to complete the set of bones 
representing the three Georgia signees of the Declaration of Independence. 
This project was begun in 1840, but only two sets have been recovered. They 
hoped to obtain Mr. Gwinnett’s bones and complete their goal of having all 
three Georgia signees buried in Augusta under the appropriate official 
memorial. 

This request led to the amazement of officials that they actually did not 
know the location of Gwinnett’s grave. Bones that were subsequently 
delivered were asked to be identified by the Smithsonian in Washington, D.C. 
Their investigation revealed that the bones were that of a female.  The 
bottom line is that no one knows where Button Gwinnett’s bones are buried. 
History will show that of the fifty six signers of the Declaration of 
Independence Mr. Button Gwinnett is the only signee whose grave location is 
not known. It is thought that Button’s tombstone was vandalized by the 
Union army during its Civil War encampment at the Georgia Colonial Park 
area. 

History will also show that there are only 51 known signatures/autographs 
of Mr. Gwinnett in the world. A recently sold autograph went for the huge 
sum of $722,000 dollars, which is a record for autographs of Americans 
sold on the market. Button Gwinnett’s autograph value is only exceeded by 
that of William Shakespeare and Julius Cesare.  

Today our Mystery Man, Mr. Button Gwinnett is most-known for his famous 
signature and not for his life. If he had been able to look into the future 
(nAMELY1804) Button Gwinnett might have repeated Alexander Hamilton’s 
comment when he, Hamilton was fatally wounded in his duel with Aaron Burr; 
Hamilton stated, “I have lived like a man, but have died like a fool” 

Dated 1776 and Signed by: 
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               Georgia’s delegates Gwinnett, Hall and Walton, All signed the Declaration of Independence 
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Dedication 

This portion of our story is dedicated to Ms. Deloris Gary Holverson a 
friend and Parkview resident for planting a seed in my mind and sharing her 
early reminiscences about the small Texas community where she spent her 
childhood. My thanks go out to her for sowing the seed and permitting me to 
harvest the fruits of her memories; and to share them with you.    Deloris, I 
thank you. 

 

Please, try to identify the name of Deloris’s Mystery Town 

Nature helped play a big part in the shaping of our hidden town.  History 
confirms that our small city was once the fifth largest port city in the state 
of Texas. This clue alone should help you eliminate most of Texas as you seek 
to identify our mystery town/city.  

It was about 1840 in Texas when the Caddo Indians lost a waring battle and 
thus ceded a piece of land on which our mystery city was founded.  At that 
time the city was on the shore line of the Red River, two nearby bayous and 
Caddo Lake.  The River was high in its banks and offered adequate depth to 
accommodate commercial riverboat travel from St. Louis and New Orleans 
by way of the Mississippi and Red Rivers. Our city remained an important 
shipping port between 1845 and 1872. During the Civil War its population had 
grown to 30,000 making it the sixth largest city in Texas. 

Nature helped our town flourish by providing an artificial dam on the red 
river, 160 miles to the Southeast, which allowed the water level to remain 
high in its banks and thus provide water at least seven feet deeper than 
normal.  This dam which contained drift wood, logs, trees, petrified logs and 
river silt was called the Red River Raft (or great raft) by the Caddo’s and 
thought to have always existed.  Local pioneers believed the raft was began 
many years ago by a large family of Beavers, while others thought the log 
jam was created by early lumbering people.  Regardless the raft created this 
unusual situation and it was enjoyed by those benefiting from its usage. 

In 1860 our town became the County Seat of Marion County and its 420 
square miles of land. The county was named for Francis Marion, the 
Revolutionary War General from South Carolina who was nicknamed the 
“Swamp Fox”.  At that time, 51 percent of settlers were slaves of the 
migrating farmers and plantation owners from other southern states. When 
faced with the Civil War in 1861 Marion County voted unanimously to secede 
from the Union. Texas became one of the first seven southern states to 
secede.  They were later joined by four others making the eleven southern 
states that fought for the confederacy. 
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Our city became a strategic outpost during the civil war as The Confederate 
Army established an ordinance works consisting of three powder magazines, 
a barracks, warehouses, and other buildings. Ammunition that was 
manufactured in Marshal, Texas (20 miles away) was brought to our city for 
storage and later transported east by steamboat for use by the southern 
rebels.  

After the Civil War ended our town was practically destroyed in 1866 by a 
fire that ravaged the entire business section. However, it was rebuilt within a 
few years. 

 The town’s people kept up with news events by reading the local newspaper 
“JIMPLECUTE” which was once called the fifth oldest newspaper in TEXAS. It 
was February the twelfth of 1869 when it broke probably the biggest story 
in JIMPLECUTE’S history.  The headlines read “Steamer “Mittie Stephens” 
burnt in Lake Caddo last night; 61 lives lost.”   

The burned ship, the “Mittie Stephens” a side-wheeler was built at the shipyard 
in Madison, Indiana and launched in time (1863) to aid the Union during the 
Civil War. But after only one year of war service “Mittie” was sold to civilian 
owners for use as a passenger and cargo packet.  The Dallas Herald 
newspaper called the “Mittie” one of the largest and finest passenger 
packets plying between New Orleans, Jefferson and points north.  

On this fateful evening she was steaming on Lake Caddo about fifty miles 
from her final destination which is also our mystery city, The vessel carried 
107 passengers and crewmembers plus a load of cargo including 20 Kegs of 
gunpowder in the hold and 275 bales of hay stacked on the main deck near 
the bow of the ship.  The ship also had a torch basket near the bow to 
illuminate the ship to other boats in the area.  It is surmised that the wind 
blew some sparks from the torch basket into the pile of dried baled hay 
which became ignited causing an inferno and the demise of the “Mittie 
Stephens.” 

The following are excerpts of news columns as reported by the JImplecute 
news and others including a later story by Archie P. McDonald, PhD. 
McDonald reported “with the ship ablaze the helmsman steered for shore but 
the ship “grounded”. That meant the passengers might have saved themselves 
by jumping overboard and wading to shore. But the side-mounted paddle 
wheel kept turning in an effort to force the ship on to shore, and many who 
leapt overboard was sucked into the wheel and thus was part of the sixty-one 
people that perished.  

The “Mittie” burned to the water line, though parts of her, including the bell, 
and some machinery, were salvaged. Her remains continue to remind those 
who visit the lake of the danger that await those who moved upon the waters 
well into the twentieth century. 
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The following account was given by Mr. J. Lodwick, one of the steersmen to 
the Shreveport Southwestern news, shortly after this unparalleled 
catastrophe: The Mittie Stephens, Captain Kellogg, and George Remer, clerk, 
left Shreveport bound for your mystery city on Thursday, the eleventh of 
February at 4 p.m. Nothing noteworthy of notice happened until 12 o’clock 
at night, the time for changing watchmen, about two and one half miles 
below Swanson’s landing in Caddo Lake, Mr. Lodwich remarked to Mr. Swain, 
the pilot on watch, that he smelt something burning, and at the same time 
noticed smoke rising from the hay forward on the larboard (Port) side.  The 
alarm was at once given, the boat headed for shore, and all hands put to 
work to extinguish the flames, but without effect.  In less than five minutes 
the bow of the boat was run ashore near Jeter’s place, at which time the 
forward part of the boat was completely in flames, cutting off all egress in 
that direction.  The passengers then rushed to the stern of the boat, driven 
by flames and with the hope of making their escape in that direction.  The 
stern of the boat was at least 160 feet from the shore, in ten feet of water.   
The yawl was swamped at once by being overloaded, and the occupants met a 
watery grave.  Here the scene begs for description. Nearly one hundred 
frantic, terror-stricken people – men, women and children were collected 
on the afterguard, with the flames hissing and crackling behind them and a 
watery grave before them.  Every movable thing was thrown overboard, and 
many men jumped overboard and found watery graves as they fought for 
something to float on. Here fathers could be seen hunting for their wives 
and children, wives for their husbands, and children for their parents, amid 
the shrieks and cries of the frantic crowd.  As the flames approached, all 
the men jumped overboard some to find a watery grave, and others to save 
themselves by swimming; but not a lady could be induced to take to the cold 
water, and they perished in the flames.  In less than half an hour from the 
discovery of the fire the vessel was a total wreck and over sixty persons had 
perished. 

When the Stephens fire started, Captain Thornton Jacobs and his steamer 
ship “Dixie” were anchored about six miles away with fires out and tied up for 
the night. The Captain saw the flames and sent a skiff to the burning boat and 
began action to raise steam so he could lend aid to the burning “Mittie”. The 
Dixie arrived as quickly as possible and began helping the injured and also 
picking up the dead. Witnesses praised Cpt. Jacobs and his crew for their 
rescue efforts. 

There were numerous accounts of bravery on the part of the crew and 
others as they tried to extinguish the flames and later as they tried to throw 
the burning bales of hay overboard.    

One of the most single acts of heroism that has been reported for record 
was performed by Phil Hill the carpenter and a deck hand by the name of 
Jacob Stein.  The ship’s cargo included twenty kegs of gun powder deposited 
in the magazine in the ships hold.  With the presence of mind and a daring that 
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have few parallels in the annals of steam boating, they, in the face of a 
horrible death, carried the powder up from the magazine and threw it 
overboard. A moment lost and there would have been no one to tell this 
awful story.  Efforts by your author have shown that Mr. Phil Hill survived 
the tragedy. Mr. Jacob Stein’s name could not be found among the list of 
survivors or the dead.  There were however, six dead men that served as deck 
hands and were listed as name unknown.  It is assumed that our hero Jacob 
Stein was one of the unknown deck hands on the death list. 

There was a story, or rumor that the boats safe contained over $100,000 in 
gold to be used as payroll for federal soldiers. Three days after the 
disaster the safe was recovered and turned over to the agents of the 
insurance companies. The company has never reported the contents of the 
safe. The local citizens of our mystery town have not fully recovered from 
the shock of one of the most appalling occurrences that has ever happened 
to steam boating west of the Mississippi.  

After the Mittie Stephens tragedy several attempts were made to clear the 
log jam allowing the Red River to flow at its normal depth and rate.  These 
attempts were all unsuccessful until 1873 when the Army Corps of 
Engineers opened the raft with the use of nitroglycerin.  This resulted in 
lower water levels on Caddo Lake plus the Red River and Big Cypress bayous 
to the extent that river boat traffic to our mystery city was no longer 
commercially feasible. The city population dropped to less than 5,000 after 
the commercial steam boating ceased and the town lost its shipping port 
status. 

Some of the locals believed that Mr. Jay Gould, the railroad magnate wanted 
to bring his railroad to our mystery town and had pulled strings to remove 
the log raft and eliminate his competition namely riverboat travel on the 
river. Although this theory was never proven; some townspeople purchased 
Gould’s railcar and put it on display as a tourist attraction.  

The completion of the Texas & Pacific railroad track between Texarkana and 
Marshall (which by-passed us) also led to more economic decline in the local 
economy.  

Over the years our Mystery city, Jefferson, Texas has become a tourist 
center and features numerous attractions like the Jay Gould’s railroad car, 
the Sterne fountain, the haunted Excelsior house, the Carnegie library and 
the Caddo Lake State Park. 

The haunted Excelsior House lays claims to Oscar Wilde, Ulysses S. Grant 
and Rutherford B. Hayes as some of the more famous folks having hung their 
hat in this 1850’s hotel. 

Jefferson’s haunted reputation is fueled by the celebrated Diamond Bessie 
Moore murder trial in 1877. Bessie, a native of New York, had worked as a 
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prostitute in New Orleans and Hot Springs, Arkansas before arriving in 
Jefferson. Three days later Diamond Bessie was found dead in a nearby 
forest.  Her traveling companion Mr. Abraham Rothschild, a Cincinnati 
jewelry salesman was charged with the crime of murder and placed on trial. 
The trial that followed was one of the most celebrated events of that era. 
Rothschild was found guilty, however on appeal the verdict was changed to 
a Mistrial.  A new trial that lasted two and a half years found Mr. Rothschild 
not guilty.  

There were numerous rumors circulated pertaining to the trial and jury 
deliberations.  One rumor asserts that twelve $1,000 dollar bills were 
lowered into the room containing the deliberating jurors. Another stated 
that all twelve jurors in the last trial died within the next 12 months. 
Supposedly in 1890 a man (thought to be Rothschild) came to town and 
placed flowers on Diamond Bessie’s grave. The bottom line is the case was 
never solved. Some say the ghost of Diamond Bessie still lives in her hotel 
and regularly visits the forest where her death occurred. 

Today this beautiful town contains more than 100 historic homes just 
waiting to be seen by boat, train, horse-drawn carriage or even by foot.  We 
can even throw in some haunted attractions if you believe or just remain 
curious.  Our town, Jefferson, named after American President Thomas 
Jefferson, with its quirky museums, stories of being haunted and the old time 
general store sells itself as a typical small Texas town.   

“You All Come visit us now, you hear.” 

                 .  

 

 

With compliments from the people from Jefferson, Texas 



A tale of two mysteries. 
 

17 
 

 

The Steamship Mittie Stephens before her ill-fated voyage in 1869 
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