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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Beauvoir is an example of the "raised cottage," with a residential 
story supported on 9-foot brick pillars above a full basement. In 
the 19th century, the latticed basement was unfinished except for a 
small room bricked off and used for storage of meat and wine. A
furnace has been installed in this area and the remainder of the 
basement now houses a museum of Davis and Confederate memorabilia.

A broad flight of steps with balustrade rises to the veranda, which 
extends across the facade and halfway around each side elevation. 
Square wooden columns are aligned above the basement pillars and 
support a continuation of the balustrade at their base. The floor- 
length windows are triple-sashed, six lights to the sash, and flanked 
by 3-part wooden shutters. The ceiling of the veranda and the exterior 
of the main block, down to the molded baseboard, are plastered, while 
the rear wings are covered with wooden siding. m

m
The floor plan of Beauvoir was evidently designed to take advantage 
of natural ventilation provided by the gulf winds. A wide hall bisects 
the central block of four rooms. Four rear rooms are off-set from 
the main block, two on each side. All eight rooms open onto the front 
or rear verandas, and in some instances onto both. Furnishings are 
those used by the Davis family, and the designation of rooms is as it 
was in their occupancy. The room to the rear of the present dining 
room was apparently a serving room to which food was brought from the 
outside kitchen which no longer exists. °

The outstanding feature of the Beauvoir interior is the frescoed walls 
and ceilings of the hall and parlors. A profusion of rococo themes-- 
shells, garlands of fruits and flowers, mythological figures—is 
rendered in a rainbow of soft colors such as mauve, gray, green and 
ivory.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Beauvoir was the home of Jefferson Davis [1808-1889) during the last 
12 years of his life. Other than the "White House of the Confederacy" 
in Richmond, Virginia, no residence closely associated with his pro­ 
ductive life still exists.* The 87-acre estate at Biloxi is a 
summing up of the great man's life, partly memorialized in his 2-volume 
opus The Rise and Fall of the Confederate Government written at 
Beauvoir. Although Beauvoir represents a time of retirement from 
active events, it provides a means of reflection upon and recapitulation 
of Jefferson Davis 1 role, not only as President of the Confederacy, 
for which the Richmond White House would be ample illustration, but 
also his prominence in antebellum America.

As a hero of the Battle of Buena Vista in the Mexican War, he rose to 
prominence in the U.S. Senate as a southern nationalist defending the 
South's economy and society against the hue and cry of abolitionism 
on the one hand, and pressing for the territorial expansion of the 
"Cotton Kingdom" on the other. While not assessed as being instru­ 
mental in the development of party strategy, he was a persuasive 
orator who was regarded in the public mind as a prominent spokeman 
of his party. As Secretary of War under Franklin Pierce he utilized 
the topographical surveys for expanding and developing the frontier, 
hoping that his direction of the railroad surveys would specifically 
commercialize a southern empire expanding west and south. He 
intensified the professionalization of the army and instituted a new 
strategy of frontier defense which ultimately led to the removal of 
the Indian from the frontier.

"Brierfield" on Davis Island is the house most substantially 
related to Davis 1 most productive years. It burned in the 
1930's leaving only the raised foundation of the Davis house. 
(The colonnade was added after Davis 1 association with the 
house) . Today, the site, with its ruins and oak trees is 
isolated, untouched, and picturesque.
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Biography

Born in Kentucky, Davis was brought to Mississippi as a child. In 
Mississippi the family became wealthy through the success of Jefferson's 
older brother, Joseph. Educated at Transylvania University, he entered 
West Point and graduated as a second lieutenant and proceeded immediately 
to the northwest frontier for seven years, getting his first taste of 
combat in the Black Hawk War of 1832.

Returning to Mississippi in 1835, he led the life of a planter for the 
next decade and prepared himself for a life of politics. In 1846, at 
the outbreak of the Mexican War he resigned his seat in Congress and 
took command of a volunteer regiment known as the "Mississippi Rifles" 
joining General Taylor in time to participate in the attack on Monterey. 
Taylor then appointed him a commissioner to negotiate the surrender of 
Monterey. The next year, Davis established his reputation as a 
soldier. At the Battle of Buena Vista, his regiment successfully 
supported Taylor's rapidly collapsing left flank, thus preventing the 
Mexican Army from severing the line of communication and potential 
route of retreat.

As a hero of Buena Vista he easily gained a Senate seat where he was 
publicly esteemed but not popular with his party due to his support 
for Folk's expansionist policies. He even advocated the seizure of 
Yucatan. His imperialism favored southern commercialism, and while 
he favored new territories, he resisted measures which would forbid 
slavery in them. His senatorial career, which extended to an additional 
term, after several years as Secretary of War, was marked by a cooper- 
ationist attitude amalgamated with a strong Southern nationalism. As 
his rhetoric grew more intense through the decade of the 1850's in 
defense of Southern rights, his activities seemed to support the view 
that what Davis was really after, was an achievement of a "dual 
sovereignty" with the South sharing certain exclusivity of power 
within the union. To this end he joined the White House conclave in 
1854 from which emerged the Kansas-Nebraska Act. Again, while he 
joined Yancey and Rhett in dividing the Democratic Convention in 
Charleston, he wrote to Rhett, thereafter, and urged an attitude of 
cooperation. Ultimately, with the Republican victory of 1860, Davis 
saw no further feasible compromise and acquiesced in his State's 
secession.

His tenure as Secretary of War has often been regarded as the peak of 
his career; certainly it was the most to his taste. He used his office 
to build the economic power of the South, hoping to equal the North 
and hence balance it. Consequently, he was eager for Southern expansion 
and, therefore, often found himself in contention with William L. Marcy, 
Secretary of State, and promoter of Northern party interests. Davis 
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pressed the Spanish seizure of the Black Warrior and the Ostend 
Manifesto as pretexts for American penetration of the Caribbean. 
He directed the railroad surveys toward the southern route to 
the Pacific and urged the Gadsden Purchase toward this end. He 
instituted a frontier defense policy of concentration of power at 
fewer posts with emphasis on the mobility of cavalry and succeeded 
in increasing the cavalry on the frontier.

The years of the Presidency were harsh, characterized by an unceasing 
storm of criticism leveled against Davis. He was charged with over- 
managing the war by fancying himself a military leader. He was 
charged with coddling friends in the government; with depriving men 
of their liberties and states of their rights. As Confederate fortunes 
failed, the criticism grew more violent. What was worse, he chose not 
to recognize the defeat, and urged the South on past endurance. When 
capitulation came, followed swiftly by his own capture and imprison­ 
ment, he was a ruin of a man.

By sheer force of will he regained his strength in retirement during a 
decade of travel in the United States and Europe. In 1877 he rented 
the east cottage at Beauvoir from Mrs. Sarah Anne Ellis Dorsey who 
encouraged him to undertake his history of the Confederate government. 
Both his wife and daughter joined him the following year and assisted 
him with the publication. In 1879, Mrs. Dorsey died willing Beauvoir 
to Davis. During his last years he received a steady stream of 
visitors, some of whom urged him to return to the Senate. He would 
not, however, refusing to take the oath to the Union necessary to be 
seated.


