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Tunis G. Campbell, Negro 
Reconstructionist In Georgia 

By E. Merton Coulter* 

Part I 

/. Lord of St. Catherines 

Tunis G. Campbell was not a Negro carpetbagger, at least 
he was a Negro, and was a carpetbagger, depending on the 

definition which one may want to give to that term. Sometimes 
thought by some of his contemporaries to be a native of the 
West Indies,1 and by others, of Boston and of Canada;2 but in 
fact, he was born on April i, 1812 in New Jersey- Bound Brook, 
in Somerset County; although Campbell, himself, on one occasion 
got confused and said that the event took place in Bond Brook, 
in Middlesex County,3 and in later life he wrote that his birth- 
place was Middlebrook,4 which was, in reality, no New Jersey 
town but merely the northern part of the village of Bound Brook. 
He had four sisters and five brothers. He received some education 
in a school on Long Island, where he was the only Negro pupil. 

Being somewhat religiously inclined he thought at first of going 
as a missionary to Liberia, but soon gave up the idea and decided 
to do some lecturing along the lines of morality and advocating 
the abolition of slavery. His aggressive nature soon got him into 
trouble. He married and had two children, a boy, Tunis G. 
Campbell, Jr. and a girl, and thinking these not enough he adopted 
a son, Edward E. Howard. 

The outbreak of the Civil War found him in New York City 
where he soon became connected with a bakery after having been 
rejected as a soldier because he was a Negro. Determined to have 
some part in the war, he wrote President Lincoln but got no 
answer. A little later he received a "commission" from the War 
Department ordering him to report to General Rufus Saxton at 
Hilton Head, on an island of the same name, off the coast of 
South Carolina. At one time, Campbell said this was during "the 

♦Regents' Professor Emeritus of History, University of Georgia. 
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402 E. Merton Coulter 

second year of the war," meaning 1862; but at another time he 
said it was in the late summer of 1863. Saxton had first arrived 
here in November, 1861, with Federal troops which landed and 
gradually occupied the Beaufort region. Soon he was ordered to 
take possession of the abandoned plantations in the vicinity and 
put to work the remaining Negroes, raising crops, and to encourage 
them to acquire skills in agriculture and other industrial pursuits, 
and, in general, promote their well-being.5 Work of this sort, 
especially promoting the well-being of the slaves, appealed to 
Campbell- but not by joining the army, which Saxton soon 
turned his attention to in enlarging it by enlisting slaves. Rather, 
Campbell liked later to brag that Lincoln had sent him "to 
organize civil government, to improve the colored people in the 
South wherever I could do it, to instruct and elevate the colored 
race." He said that he came to South Carolina with $3,000 or 
$4,000 of his own.6 Without specifying exactly what Saxton set 
him to doing, he admitted that "he did whatever was entrusted to 
me, I think, to his satisfaction." 

General William T. Sherman after sweeping across Georgia in 
the fall of 1864 and seizing Savannah in late December, issued 
his Special Field Order No. 15, on January 16, 1865. Herein 
he set apart the sea islands from Charleston to the St. Johns River, 
in Florida, and the abandoned rice plantation up the rivers for 
thirty miles, to be a reservation for the Negroes, where no white 
refugees were to be settled, and where the Negroes were to have 
"the sole and exclusive management of affairs," subject only to 
the military authorities and the laws of Congress. The Negroes 
were to be given "possessory title" to as much as forty acres; but 
this did not give fee simple ownership and was intended only 
as a temporary measure to take care of the Negroes,7 for Sherman 
wanted "to get them off his hands." 

This arrangement afforded an ideal opportunity for Campbell 
to give play to his inclinations and ambitions. Immediately on the 
fall of Charleston, in February, 1865, he requested that he be trans- 
ferred to the sea islands of Georgia, to engage in this work- this 
date he gave in later life, though earlier manifestly mistaken he said 
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Tunis 6. Campbell 403 

it was in 1864, and at even another time he said that it was 1863.8 
These lapses of memory or pure carelessness of facts were charac- 
teristic of Campbell. 

Soon after Sherman's Field Order, Congress passed an act 
setting up in the War Department the Bureau of Refugees, Freed- 
men, and Abandoned Lands (generally referred to as the Freed- 
men's Bureau); and Saxton appointed Campbell as an agent in 
that organization. He assigned him to certain of the sea islands 
of Georgia and to the coastal strip extending thirty miles back. 
In referring at a later date to his appointment a correspondent 
of the New York Herald, called him a Negro preacher, "possessed 
of some little education and much cunning and unbounded am- 
bition," mistakenly having him hail from New Brunswick, 
Canada.9 Campbell himself would not dismiss his appointment 
in such a low key. He was not a mere Bureau agent: "I came 
down as the governor of the islands of St. Catherine, Sapelo, 
Ossabaw, and other islands," and his authority extended to the 
mainland "as far as I could reach anywhere within thirty miles."10 
And in addition to all this authority he was religious overlord 
of and missionary to the provinces of all Georgia and Florida 
for the Zion Methodist Episcopal Church.11 

Coming into a region now existing only in a state of nature, 
he was ordered "to organize and establish governments" over his 
island kingdom and to protect the freedmen for thirty miles back 
on the mainland, according to his version of his credentials. He 
always referred to himself as "governor," though he was called 
by some people, including some of his subjects, as the "tycoon." 
His son Tunis G., Jr. was his lieutenant governor. He appointed 
a cabinet and wrote out an instrument of fundamental law provid- 
ing for a senate of 8 and a house of 20, as well as for a court 
with a chief justice, who over Campbell's reign of two years 
was a Negro from the African Congo. The house could over- 
ride the senate by a two-thirds vote, and Campbell could override 
both. Much of this government was on paper only, but Campbell 
himself was much in evidence. The homeland of this kingdom 
was St. Catherines, and what government there was was located 
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404 E. Merton Coulter 

there; the other islands were outlying dependencies. The members 
of the house and senate were evenly divided between the upper 
and nether ends of St. Catherines. One of his first official acts 
was to serve with his son Tunis G., Jr. as executor of a will. One 
of the first acts of the legislature was to pass a law forbidding 
any white person to set foot on the islands- or this might have 
been a proclamation by Governor Campbell, for no governmental 
archives survived, even if any ever existed. To enforce his will, 
execute his decrees and the laws, and preserve order, he raised an 
army of 275- at least, as he said, "on my muster-roll."12 

Knowing the forms and language of state papers, soon after his 
accession to power, he issued this proclamation: "Whereas we, 
through the goodness of God, the Supreme Being, have prospered 
upon this island, and whereas we feel now the influence of the 
boon of freedom, which we believe emanated from God. 

"Therefore I, Tunis G. Campbell, Agent of the Bureau of 
Freedmen, Refugees and Abandoned Lands for St. Catherine's and 
Assabow [Ossabaw] Islands, by virtue of the authority vested 
in me by the President of the United States and Brigadier General 
Saxton, do issue this my proclamation, that the people do assemble 
on December 5, 1865, at their churches and invoke Divine aid and 
return thanks for His great mercy in delivering us from the bond 
of slavery and all other mercies vouchsafed to us. 

"In testimony whereof I have hereunto set my hand and seal. 
TUNIS G. CAMPBELL, Superintendent. 

[Edward E.] Howard, Secretary."13 Howard was his adopted 
son and apparently his Secretary of State. When not signing 
himself as "governor" or "superintendent," Campbell used the 
impressive collection of letters after his name, "A. B. R. F. &. 
A. L. Ga.," meaning Agent Bureau Refugees, Freedmen & Aband- 
oned Lands Georgia. 

In this grandiloquent venture, Campbell was not to express him- 
self entirely in showmanship; he had a genuine desire to uplift 
the freedmen, while at the same time to take care of his own 
interests. He believed in educating his subjects, and in the begin- 
ning it was largely a family affair according to his statement, 
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Tunis G. Campbell 405 

for the three teachers of the two schools on St. Catherines were 
his wife, his son Tunis G., Jr., and his adopted son Edward E. 
Howard. There were 250 pupils in the schools in 1866, and he 
said that they were being educated at his expense.14 In carrying out 
further his interest in educating the Negroes he attended on May 
1, 1866, the Educational Convention of the Freedmen of Georgia 
in Macon and was elected vice president and placed on important 
committees.15 

When it came to Campbell's exploitation of St. Catherines and 
of the 625 freedmen there in 1866 (at some other time of the 
year the number given was 567), his reputation as a disinterested 
statesman suffered. In parcelling out the land, he took possession 
of some of the best part for himself and his family, and seemed 
to have left the freedmen to their own devices in making their 
way. General Davis Tillson, who succeeded Saxton in the Freed- 
men's Bureau, referring to Campbell as "a person of great plausi- 
bility and remarkable cunning," said that he directed the cutting 
of wood and sold it to the passing steamers and pocketed the 
money, giving a little of it out to some of his leaders. As for 
most of the freedmen they were soon in want and lived on United 
States government rations for the most part, added on the pittance 
they raised on their farms, although they held the south end of 
the island, which was the most fertile part. Instead of working 
their lands they spent most of their time hunting and fishing, 
killing off the deer and slaughtering the cattle which the fleeing 
owners had left on the island. Some of the venison and beef they 
sold at high prices in Savannah. 

The story was quite different with another part of the freedmen, 
147 of them, who worked for wages on 550 acres in cotton and 
115 in corn, a part of the 17,000-acre Waldburger plantation, 
which Winchester & Schuyler, two Northern speculators, had 
leased. Working against Campbell's wishes, they raised twice the 
amount of cotton and corn which the rest of the freedmen raised 
on the whole south end of the island, only 400 acres of which 
they attempted to work. Two other Northern speculators ran all 
of the farming activities on Sapelo and gave the freedmen two- 
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406 E. Merton Coulter 

thirds of the crops.16 
Ten years later, a Georgia newspaper, sizing up Campbell and 

his reign on St. Catherines, said that he was a "first-class buccaneer 
and filibuster, . . . asserting his authority as the rightful successor 
of the ancient queen of St. Catherine's in the days of Tomo-chi- 
chi," and that he "reigned as absolute as the King of Dahomey." 
"After a brief but glorious career," it continued, "during which 
Tunis hunted the red deer that abounded on the island, feasted 

upon fish and turtle, exacted tribute from his willing subjects, 
imposed tasks which he himself would not so much touch with 
his little finger, the universal greed of the average Yankee proved 
his downfall"- explaining that a Yankee had bought the whole 
island from the "rebel owner," and when the purchaser sought 
to take possession, Campbell in all his sovereign power repelled 
him with force of arms. The new owner then applied for Federal 

troops and Colonel Collins with a menacing detachment drove 

Campbell off the island.17 

2. Moves to Mclntosh County on the Mainland 

In fact, under the benign latitude if not encouragement of 
Saxton, Campbell had been able to make a mere Freedmen's 
Bureau agency into a sort of reigning despotism; but when Saxton 
was replaced by General Davis Tillson and when Tillson had 
time to tighten up on Bureau practices and got to looking into 
affairs on St. Catherines, and finally when in 1867 Campbell over- 

stepped himself, Tillson expelled him. Campbell's make-believe 

government never existed anywhere except in his imagination 
and on paper, apart from his petty tyrannies and seizures of 

property. Although under the Sherman Field Order, Negroes 
were to be colonized on the mainland as well, this order became 
of no effect after the Freedmen's Bureau was set up; and Camp- 
bell's authority never extended to the mainland or, indeed, to any 
island except St. Catherines. But he had visited back and forth 

frequently with his "outlying mainland provinces," principal 
among which was Mclntosh County; and so, when he was de- 
throned, he moved a few miles southward into the county on 
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422 E. Merton Coulter 

by Federal soldiers from St. Catherines Island. It appeared now 
that his "reign of terror" was about to be brought to an end not 
only but this act but also by certain indictments and trails in the 
courts. 

In his unbridled fury, he declared in an open speech that he 
would call on President Grant to send troops to oppose the 
commissioners and that if Grant refused, the Negroes "had one 
resource left, which was dear to every freeman's heart, and 
that was the Musket and Bayonet"76 Campbell's career in Mc- 
Intosh County up to this time was a chapter in itself. Next would 
come another chapter. 

(Continued in Part II in the March number.) 
Notes 

^Savannah Morning News, May 15 (3, 5), 1875. 
2New York Herald, June 2, 13, 1866. 
^Testimony Taken by the Joint Select Committee to Inquire into the 

Condition of Affairs in the Late Insurrectionary States (13 vols. Washington, 
1872), VII (Georgia, Part II), 853. Referred to hereafter under binder's title, 
Ku ¿lux Conspiracy. 

^Sufferings of the Rev. T. (x. Campdell and his Family in ixeonga (Wasn- 
ington, 1877), 5. 

5 War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union 
and Confederate Aramies (127 books and index. Washington, 1880-1901), Ser. 
Ill, Vol. II, 27-28, 152-53; Ser. I, Vol. VI, 186-87. 

QKu Klux Conspiracy, VII (Georgia, Part II), 854. 
^Memoirs of William T. ¡Sherman. By Himself (z vols. JNew YorK, 187&), 

II, 250-52. 
^Sufferings of Campbell, 7; Ku Klux Conspiracy, VII (Georgia, Part II), 

846, 854. 
$New York Herald, June 2, 1866. 
lOKu Klux Conspiracy, VII (Georgia, Part II), 846. 
nibid., 846; Sufferings of Campbell, 8. 
iZNew York Herald, June 2, 1866; Ku Klux Conspiracy, VII( Georgia, Part 

II), 854, 936-37; Mclntosh County (Darien) Deed Record B, 76-77. 
isNew York Herald, June 2, 1866. 
i4Campbell, St. Catherines Island, Ga., April 11, 1866, to to American Mis- 

sionary Association (No. 19790 in American Missionary Association Archives, 
Fisk University, Nashville, Tenn.). 

isTri-Weekly Sumter Republican (Americus, Ga.), May 4 (2, 2), 1867. 
i6Davis Tillson, Augusta, Ga., November 1, 1866, to 0. O. Howard, Washing- 

ton, in "Letter of the Secretary of War . . . Communicating Reports of the 
Assistant Commissioners of Freedmen ..." to the United States Senate, 
January 3, 1867, being Senate Executive Document, No. 6 (Serial number 
1276), 53-54; New York Herald, January 2, 13, 1866. 

n Savannah Morning News, May 15 (3, 5), 1875, quoting Macon Telegraph, 
without date. 

^sufferings of Campbell, 7-8; Ku Klux Conspiracy, VII (Georgia, Part II), 
846, 854. 

io Savannah Morning News, May 15 (3, 5), 1875. 
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