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CHAPTER XIX. 

EXECUTION OF MU:llFORD. 

T1.m crime for which l\fumfor<l suffered death has been already 
related. If in the act of tearing down the flag of his country, ho 
had f:1llen dead upon the roof of the l\1int, from the fire of' the 
howitzers in the main-top of the Pensacola, no one could have 
charged aught against those who had the honor of that flag in 
charge. His offense was two-fold: he insulted the flag of his coun
try, and endangered the lives of innocent fellow-citizens by drawing 
the fire of the fleet. His life was justly forfeited to the United 
.States and to New Orleans. His life, moreover, was not a valuable 
one; he was one of those who live by preying upon society, not by 
serving it. lie was a professional gambler. Rather a fine-look
ing man, tall, black-bearded ; age forty-two. 

After the occupation of the city by the troops, be still appeared 
in the streets, bold, reckless and defi:m t, one of the heroes of the 
populace. He was seen even in ft·ont of the St. Chades hotel, re
lating his exploit to a circle of admirers, boasting of it, daritlg the 
Union authorities to molest him. He did this once too often. He 
was arrested and tried by a military commission, who condemned 
him to death, and General Butler approved the sentence, and or
dered its execution. 

SPEOIA L OavER No. 1 o. 
"NE\V 0Rt.RANS. Junt· 5, 1862. 

"William B. J.fumfot:d, a citizen of No'v Orleans, hn,•ing been convic~ 
ed before tho military commis.~ion of trenson and nn overt net th~reof, in 
tearing down tho United States flag from a public building of the United 
States, for the purpose of inciting other evil-minded persons to farther rc~is
tance to the laws and arms of tho United Stntes, after said flag was placed 
there by Commodore Farragut, of the United States navy, 

"It is. ordered that he be esecuted, according to the sentence of the said 
mi!it~~.~y commission, on St~tnrdny, June 7th instant, between the hou•·s of 
8 A, 111. and·J2 :.r., under the direction of the provost.-murshi\1 of the district 
of New Orleans; and for so doing, this shall be his sulllcient warrant." 

During his trial and after his condemnation, he showed neither 
fear nor contrition; evidently expected a commutation of his sen-
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tence, not believing that General Butler would dare execute it. 
His f1-iends, the Thugs and gamblers of the city, openly defied the 
gener:U; resolved, in council assembled, not to petition for Es par
don; bound themselves to assassinate General Butler if Mumford 
were hanged. These things were duly repo1·ted to the general by 
his detective police, and were a common topic of conversation in 
the city. It was the almost universal belief that tho condemned 
mao would be brought to the gallows and there reprieved-accord· 
ing to the cruel blank·c.~rtridge mode of weak governments. 

W'hile the friends of Mumford were thus building up a wall be· 
tween him and the chance of pardon, the case was forther com
plicat-ed by the arrest and condemnation of the six paroled prisoners, 
part of the Monroe· Guard, who bad conspired to break away to 
the rebel camp. Their sentence also, tho gcner:U approved : 

GENERAL ORDER No. 86. 
"NEw ORLEANS, May 81, 1862. 

"Abraham 1l£cl,nne, Daniel Doyle, Ed1mrd 0. Smith, Patrick Kane, 
George L. Williams, and Wm. Stanley, all enlisted men in tbo forces of the 
enpposed Coofedvrate States, captured at the surrender of :Forts St. Philip 
and JncksOll, have violated their parole of honor, uude.r which tbcy, ns pris
oners of war, were permitted to return to their homes, instead of being 
confined in prison, ns bnve the unfortunates of tl1e United States soldiers, 
who, falling into the hands of the rebel chiefs, have languished fot· months 
in the closest durance. 

"Warned by their officcrsth~t they must not do this thing, they deliber
ately organized themselves in militnry army-chose themselves nnd com
rades officers, relyJng, ns thoy averred, upo.O'promiscs of prominent citizen• 
of New Orleans for a supply of arms nod cquipments. They 11:\mcd them
selves tho Monroe Lifo Guard, in bouor of tho Into ""'yor of Now Orleans. 

"They conspired together, and arranged tho manner in which th~y might 
force the pickets of the United States, and thus join tho enemy nt Corinth. 

"Tried before nn impartial military commission-fully heord in their de
fense-these facts appeared beyond donbt or contradiction, and they were 
convicted. 

"There is no known pledge more sacre(l- there is no military offense 
whose punishment is better defined or moro deserved. To this crime but 
one ptmishmcnt hns over been nssigncd by nny nation-Death. 

"This sentence has been npprov~d by the commanding general. To tbo 
eod that nil others mny tnke warning-that solemn obligations may be pre· 
served-that war may not lose nJI honorable tics-that clemency may '"'~ 
·oo abused, nnd that justice be dono: 
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"Jt is orclcred that Abraham :McLane, Daniel Doyle, Edward C. Smith, 
Pntrick Knne, George L. Williams, and Willinm Stanley be shot to death, 
onder the di •·ection of the provost-marshal, immediately after reveille, on 
W odnesday, the 4th day of June next ; and for so doing, this shall be tho 
provost-marshal 's sufficient warrant." 

Here were seven men under sentence of death at the same time 
-seven htpnan lives hanging upon the word of one man. General 
Butler is not a person of the philanthropical or humanitarian cast 01 

character; whiclt is compatible with strange hardness of heart to
ward individuals. Nor is be unaware of the frightful cruelty t-o 
society of pardoning men justly condemned. He is abundantly 
capable of preferring the good of the many to the convenience of 
one, and turning a deaf ear to the entreaties of a criminal, when, on 
the other hand, stands a wronged community asking protection. 
or an outraged country demanding justice upon its mortal foes. 
The fluid that courses his veins is blood, not milk and water. 
N evertbclcss, be has the feelings that belong to a human beiug, 
and t.hese seveu forfeited lives hang heavy upon his he.'trt. 

In the case of Mumford he had no misgivings. He was able to 
endure the harrowing spectacle of the man's wife and three chil
dren falling upon their knees before him, begging the lite of husband 
and father, and yet keep firmly to a just l'esolve. He was able to 
resist the tears and entreaties of his own tender-hearted wife, whose 
judgment he respected, to whose judgment he often deferred. Far 
more easily was he able to defy and scorn the thre:1tenings of an 
impious clan of gamblers a"nd ruffians. l\Inmforclmust die. That 
was the deliberate and changeless fiat of his best judgment. 

Nor was he easily induced to alter his determination with regard 
to the six paroled prisoners. The events of the war l1ad const.·mtly 
deepened in his mind a sense of the general cruelty of pardons. He 
could not but think that the Union armiea would not have lost a 
lmnclred thousand men by desertion, if, from the beginning, the just 
penalty of death had been inexorably inflicted; no, no1· one thou· 
sand ; perhaps not one hundred. He bad imbibed a horror of all i 
those loose, irresolute, chicken-hearted modes of proceeding, which 
have cost the country such incalculable snftering and blood. It is 
instinctive in such a man to know that, in this world, the kindest, 
as well as the wisest of all thing~, is the rigid observance of ju~t 
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law, the exact and prompt infliction of just penalty. So, between 
his sense of what was due to those six men, and his anxious con
sideration of extenuating circumstances, he lived many distracted 
days and nights. He could neither eat nor sleep. 

The pressure upon him was intense, as it always is upon men 
whose word can save lives. Every body pleaded for them. His 
own officers besieged · his ears for pardon. The officers of the 
condemned besought it. Union men of the city implored it . 
.And at .night, when the world was shut out, there was still a 
voice to repeat the arguments of the day. The six prisoners 
were poor, simple, ignorant souls. One of them had said, when 
arraigned before the commission, that be did not understand any
thing about this paroling. 

"Paroling," said he, " is for officers and gentlemen: we aro not 
gentlemen." 

It is probable that this remark saved the lives of them all, 
for it suggested the line of argument and t.he kind of consideration 
which, probably, had most to do with ch:mging the general's re
solve. "W c are not gentlemen,"-an admission which no north· 
ern prisoner would be likely to make. At the south those words 
really have a meaning; the poor people there feel a difterence of 
rank between themselves and the lords of the planU\tiOn, and recog
nize a lower grade of personal obligation. A gentleman must keep 
his word; we poor people may get away if we can. 

The earnest petition of those st.aneh Unionists, l\Ir. J. A. Rosier 
and Mr. T. J. Durant, bad great weight with the general also. 

"These men," wrote they, "are justly liable to the condign 
punishment which the military law metes out to so grave and hein· 
ous an offense. But a powerful government never diminishes its 
strength by acts of clemency and mercy. No doubt, General, these 
men were partly driven by want, partly deluded, and have long 
been so; superior minds have heretofore given them false impres
sions, and they have been acting under such views as have at last 
brought them to the threshold of the grave. Unknown to us, even 
from report, prior to their trial and condemnation, we see m them 
only men and brethren who have erred and are in danger. Gene
ral, the event has just shown that these men are unable to resist the 
force of the govetnment, or elude its vigilance and the fidelity of 
its officers. They are subdued and powerless. Their case excitea 
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our commiserat.ion, and that of hundreds of others. We ask you 
to have mercy upon them. At the present moment the government 
needs no excessive rigor to enforce obedience or command respect. 
Pardon their offense. The act will restore them to sobriety of 
reason and to useful employment. It will fill them ";th gratitude 
to you and to the powerful government you represent. It will de
monstrate the mildness of its authority, and convince our fellow
citi7.ethl that mercy and clemency, no less than force and strength, 
are essential attributes of the power you represent. Ge!Jeral, re
ceive this prayer for life, in the spirit which dictates it-an earnest 
and heartfelt desire to promote reconciliation and peace." 

To this letter, which was recc.ived the day before th<; one 
named for the execution, General Butler replied: 

"Your communication has received, as it deserved, most seriov.s 
tJlOnsidera.tion. Tbc representations of gentlemen of your known 
probity, intelligence; high social position, anJ thorough a(\qturint
ance with the character, temper, habits of thought and motives of 
action of the people of New Orleans, ought to have great and de
terminiitg weight with me, a stranger among you, called upon to 
act promptly under the best light I may in matters affecting the 
administration of justice. In addition, your well-known and fully 
llppreciat{)d unswerving attachxnent to the government of the Uni· 
ted States, renders it certain that nothing but the best interests of 
the country could have influenced your opinion. 

"Of the justice which calls for the death of these men I can have 
no doubt. 'fhe mercy it would he to others, in like cases tempted 
to offend, to have the terrible example of the punhhment to which 
these misguided men are sentenced, is the only matter left for dis
cussion. 

"Upon this question you who have suffered for the Union, who 
have stood by it in evil and in good report-yon who have lived 
and are hereafter to live in this city as your home, when all are 
gathered again under the flag which has been so foully outr:1ged, 
and to whose wrongs these men's lives are forfeit-you who, I have 
heard, exerted your talents to save the lives of Union men in tlw 
hour of their peril, ought to have a determining weight when your 
opinions have been deliberately formed. You ask for thllse men's 
lives. You shall have them. You say that the clemency of the f(OV· 

ernment is best for the cause we all have at heart Be it so. Y Oil 
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are likely to be better informed upon this than I am. I have no 
wish to do anything but that which will show the men of Louisi· 
ana how great a good they were tempted to throw away when 
they were led to raise their hands against the constitution and laws 
of the United States. 

"If this example of mercy is lost upon those in the same situa. 
tion, swift justice can overtake others in like manner offending." 

The men were reprieved, and consigned to Ship Island "during 
the pleasure of the pre.sident of the United States." This was on 
the fourt.h of J nne. Mumford was to die on the seventh. 

The scaffold was erected in front of the Mint, near the scene of 
his crime. To the last minute Geneml Butler was earoestlv im
plored to spare him. The venerable Dr. Mercer, a man of elghty 
honorable years, once the f.'lmiliar friend nod frequent host of Henry 
Clay, a gentleman of boundless generosity and benevolence, the 
patron of all that redeemed New Orleans, came to head-qn.arters an 
hour before the exeention, to ask for Mumford's life. 

"Give me this man's life, General," said he, wllile the tears rolled 
down his aged cheeks. "It is but a scratch of your pen." 

"True," replied the general. " But a scratch of my pen could 
burn N cw Orleans. I could as soon do the one act as the other. I 
think one would be as wrong as the other." 

Iu truth, the reprie\·e of the six had rendered the saving of 1\Ium· 
ford impossible. That act of mercy, like all the rest of Gener:~l 
Butler's nets in New Orleans, was utterly tuisinterpreted by the 
people, who attributed it to weakness and cowardice. It was, and 
is, the conviction of the best informed officeh and Union citizens 
then in New Orleans, that upon the question of hanging or sparing 
Mumford depended the final suppression or the continued turbu
lence of the mob of the city. Mumford hanged, the mob was sub. 
dued. Mumford spared, the mob rem'ained to be quelled by final 
grape and canister. There was absolutely needed for t'lle peace
ful government of the city, a certainty that General Butler dared 
hang a rebel. 

Mumford met his doom with the composure with which bad men 
usually die. He said that" the offense for which he was condemned 
was committed under excitement, and he did not consider he was 
suffering justly. He conjured all who heard him to act j;stly to all 
men; to rear their children properly; and when they met deatb 
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they would meet it firmly. He was prepared to die; and as he 
had never wronged nny one, he hoped to receive mercy." 

"The unconscious is the alone complete," snys the German poet. 
[t is only good people who, on the approach of death, are <li.s
mayed and ashamed at reviewing their lives-comparing what 
might have been with what has been. 

An immense concourse beheld the execution. The turbulent 
spirits of New Orleans drew the proper inferences from the scene. 
Every one concerned in the administration of justice in the city 
felt a certain confidence, before unfelt, in their ability to rule the 
city without violence. Every soldier felt safer; and the friends of 
the Union hnd nn as~urnnce that, at length, they were rl\ally on the 
stronger side. Order rei(pted in Wnr~aw. 

The n:tme of Mumford, if we mny believe Confederate newspa
pers, was immediately added to tho" roll" of martyrs to the cause of 
liberty. The fugitive governor of Louisiana, from some safe retreat 
up the river, fulminated a proclamation about this time, in which 
he commented upon the death of Mumford in the style ot' eloquence 
familiar to the renders of De Bow's Review-a curious mixture of 
Patrick Henry nnd Bedlam. 

" The loss of New Orleans," said he, " nnd the opening of the 
Mississippi,'1vhich will soon follow, have greatly increased our dan
ger, and deprived us of many resources for defense. With less 
1neans, we have more to do than before. Every weapon we have, 
and all that 0\1!" skillful mechanics oan make, will be needed. Let 
every citizen be an armed sentinel, to give warning of any approach 
of the insolent foe. "Let all our river banks swarm with armed pa
triots, to t~ach the hated invader that the rifle will be his only we}. 
come on his errands of plunder and destruction. Wherever he 
dares to raise the hated emblem of tyranny, tear it down, and rend 
it in tatters. 

"The "noble heroism of the patriot Mumford, ha~ plaoed his name 
high on· the list of our martyred sons. When t.he federal navy 
reached New Orleans, a squad of marines was sent ou shore, 
who hoisted their flag on the Mint. The city was not occupied by 
the United Stntes troop~. nor had they reached there. The place 
wn.~ not in their possession. William B. Mumford pulled down the 
Jetested symbol with his own bands, and for that was condemned 
t~ be huug by General Butler after his arrival. Brought in full 
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view of the scaffold, his murderers hoped to appall Ius heroic som, 
by the exhibition of the implements of ignominious death. "With 
the evidence of their determination to consummate their brntal pur· 
pose before his eyes, they offered him life on the condition th:.t he 
would abjure his country, and swear allegiance to her foe. He 

! spurned the offer. Scorning to stain his soul with such foul dis
J honor, be met his f:'lte courageously, and has transmitted to his 
'! countrymen a fresh example of what men will do and dare when 
· under the inspiration of fervid patriotism. I shall not forget the 
outrage of his murder, nor shall it pass una toned. 

"I am not introducing any new regulations for the condt<ct of 
our citizens, but am only placing before them those that every 
nat.ion at war recognizes as nece-ssary and proper to be enforced. 
It is needless, therefore, to say that they will not be relaxed. On 
the contrary, I am but awaiting the assistance and presence of the 
general appointed to the department, to inaugurate the most eftect
ual method for their enforcement. It is well to repeat them: 

"Trading with the enemy is prohibited under all circumstances. 
" Traveling to and from New Orleans and other places occupied 

by the enemy is forbidden. All passengers will be arrested. 
" Citizens going to those places, and returning with the enemy's 

usual passport, will be arrested. 
" Conscripts or militia-men, having in possession such passport., 

and seeking to shun duty, under the pretext of a parole, shall be 
treated as public enemies. No such papers will be held as sufficient 
excuse for inaction by any citizen. 

"The utmost vigilance must be used by officers and citizens ill 
the detection of spies and salaried informers, and their apprehension 
J:.trowpt.ly effected. 

"Tories must suffer the fate that every betrayer of his country 
deserves. 

"Confederate notes shall be received and used as the currency 
of the country. 

"River steamboats must, in no case, be permitted to be captured. 
Bum them when they can not be saved. 

"Provisions may be conveyed to New Orleans only in charge of 
officers, and tmder the precautionary regulations governing commn
DiClltion between belligerents. 

"The loss of New Orleans, bitter humiliation as it was to Lonisi· 
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anians, has not created despondency, nor shaken our abiding faith 
in our success. Not to the eye of the enthusi:lstic patriot alone, whc 
xnight be expected to color e¥ents with his hopes, but to the morG 
iJDpassioncd gaze of the stntcsman th:lt success was ccrt:~in from 
the beginning. It is only the timid, the unreflecting, and the prop-
rty owner, who thinks more of his possessions than his country, 
bat will succumb to the depressing influences of disaster. The 

great hc:~rt of the people bas swelled with more intense aspirations 
for the cause the more it seemed t{) totter. ·Their confidence is 
well founded. The possession by the enem:Y of our seaboard and 
main water-courses ought to have been foreseen by us. His over· 
whelming naval force necessarily accomplished the same results 
attained by the British with the same force i.n their war of subjuga· 
tiCln. The fin:ll result will be the same," eto., etc. 
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