Letitia Carson: Her Story

As Told by Dr. Bob Zybach, NW Maps Co.
Axe & Fiddle History Pub * July 11, 2023, 5:00 PM * CGGS, Cottage Grove, Oregon



African American Contributions to Early Oregon (1774-1860)

(Proposed Course Outline: MU 215, Tuesdays, 7:15 P.M.)
Bob Zybach, Instructor: January 17-March 7, 1989

This course will attempt to perform three functions. First, it will try to
illuminate African American influences upon early Oregon history by
concentrating upon the contributions and experiences of key black
individuals. Second, it will try, by example, to place the roles of other
contemporary minorities (particularly Indians, Metis, Hawaiians, and
Chinese) into a better historical focus. Finally, it will attempt to show
the value of historical information in regards to current individual
opportunities and long term community planning.

The following outline is for a weekly lecture/discussion accompanied by a
mix of proposed readings drawn from current books and magazines and from

historical records such as journals, correspondence, newspapers, and
memoirs:

January 17: Course Outline and Objectives. The initial meeting will be
used to state the objectives listed above, describe the outline listed
below, assign texts, and to ask and answer basic questions. Select current
and recent events - such as urban gang problems, the Jackson campaign
speeches in Corvallis and Jacksonville, and the opportunity of trade with
China - will be discussed within the context of specific information to be
covered during the course. If time permits, a rudimentary outline of early
Oregon history will be given.

January 24: Legends and Explorations (500-1806). This meeting will
concentrate upon the importance of the sea otter trade to the exploration of
the northwest and upon the claims of Russia, Spain, England, and the United
States to the area first named "New Albion."™ The current legal definition
of the "natural" environment found along the Oregon coast and the western
part of the Columbia River will also be examined. Personalities to be
discussed will include Marcus Lopus, York, and Kilchis.

January 31: Mountain Men (1807-1833). This meeting will discuss the
transition from otter to beaver as the medium of exchange in the northwest,
the importance of Mountain Men to eventual American control of the western
United States, and the joint occupancy of the "Oregon Country" by England
and the U.S. The lives and careers of Edward Rose, James Beckwourth, and
Moses "Black"™ Harris will be outlined.

February 7: Pioneers (1834-1849). This meeting will discuss the decimation
of western Oregon Indians by disease, the settlement of the Willamette
Valley by French Canadians and Americans, and the changes in local
vegetation brought about by the replacement of wildlife populations with
domestic livestock. The contributions of Winslow Anderson, George
Washington Bush, and Letitia Carson will be highlighted.

February 14: Settlers (1850-1856). This meeting will examine the
settlement patterns of Americans arriving in the Oregon Territory over the
"Oregon Trail," the "expulsion" laws of the Provisional and Territorial
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CENSUS OF THE 0. EMIGRATION. CATTLE DRIVERS
Meal Flour Bacon Powd f females nmales
Persons Wag's. lbs. 1bs. 1bs. & Lead ‘$ under und. Loose Mules & Cuns &
C. M. Johnson .....cce... o 10 3 300 1700 500 17 & 68 14 16 Cattle Oxen Horses Pistols
N Z 1 2 James W. Johnson 30 1 4 10
Zachariah Moreland ..... 2 10 2 350 1000 400 6 17 :
g 3 8 9 400 1000 422 13 18 2 3 4 Francis M. Moreland 111 12 3 3
Daniel D. Bailey........ 5 12 2 300 1430 500 10 16 3 1 1 Joseph Watt 7 12 1 7
3 3 s Daniel D. Bailey 6 12 8
John Ridgeway -ceeceeeee 3 1 2 125 950 300 12 30
4 1 3 Rodolphus Kent 19 8 3 5
Joseph Cunningham ..... 2 9 1 450 900 350 9 20
2 1 4 2 Samuel Hancock 4 6 2
Franklin Pomeroy ......... 2 4 1 200 600 300 6 11 1 1 Samuel Hancook 6
William Kitchen weeeeeee. 1 5 1 200 600 300 6 1 . 1 § Rmue Fn‘:.oc - : 1
James Officer wwm... 4 12 4 400 1800 C680° 25 45 eason r'oster 1
James Officer, John &
Christopher Cooley ...... 2 9 2 400 1000 300 6 20 g .
R . 2 2 4 Eli Officer 20 22 3 9
William WilsSon eecieee 2 | 2 500 800 350 7 28
1 4 2 James Cooley 4 10 1 3
... 3 11 2 500 1700 ‘600 11 19 4 1 3 Abner Loyd 24 18
Andrew Foster ........ 5 7 2 300 1200 370 25 25 . : e i sl ¢ 5
Jacob Wooley ....eeeee 1 6 2 1000 500 300 3 12 ames Foster 6 4
: 2 1 2 Edward Wooley 5 8 2
Lewis Thompson ..c...... 4 4 1 200 600 150 14 20 ;
Lewis Thompson, P. Hil-
Abraham Patterson ... 1 3 1 300 350 200 1 12 ; ’ -
: . : terbrand, F. Kitchen 60 6 3 4
H. M. Knighton....cceeeee... 4 8 2 250 1400 425 6 12 1 1 Lewis Thomps 15 8
Wwilliam Wilson eoooe... 2 7 2 500 800 350 7 20 - oot 1 1
John Moore, II. M.
William Dawson ... 2 5 1 50 600 200 12 30 ’ . sietton 20 12
H. D. Martil oo, 2 3 1 50 600 200 12 —— 3 9
. 3 William Wilson 8 10 3 3
David Carson ............... -G8 48 19100 600 600 10 20 1 2 Wihisvs Diswson 3 6 2
Adam Smith ceeeceeaeeee. 3 8 2 150 1000 500 8 22 1 @. D. Marti 13 6 -
Robert W. Hamilton...... 1 8 1 700 300 2 4 | — S e a8 ad
1 @. D. Martin 1 8 2 4
gl .............. 2 ¥ | 1 900 350 5 20 2 1 S Adam Smith, Bseklal 17 12
James B, Halluwww. 5 16 2 250 1100 350 15 38 : ; : i S § 1 e
Jesse E. Henderson...... 3 9 2 250 1200 425 12 10 ' 1
= 1 2 William Martin 6 6 1 4
JosepRHUERaTER. ........... 3 8 2 250 1200 42 10 3 3 s er—— 19 P
Nicholas Ownbey ... 6 12 4 1250 1000 500 13 30 : 3 . Jame’:(;’ HZ‘; dse‘;‘;o = = 3 7
Woodford Holman ... 1 6 1 200 1200 300 4 T e et
SIS . 4 13 3 300 1600 100 27 5O . Thoma’; i . 3
Joseph Hendersonm ... 25 1 135 600 180 6 12 1 2 3 A. Goulder, D hng;nn. 80 22 5
Charles Craft ......... 2 8 2 200 1000 400 7 15 e S v 13
. Dillard Helm Goul-
William Helm ...cccceeee. 3 9 2 1400 450 6 20 2 1 1 der Impi 13 8 29
George Smith woooee 2 8 1 150 1200 400 4 8 24 4
3 3 1 5 Solomon Tetherow 22 30 6 11
David Téethéerow ........... 1 () i ! 150 750 300 2 1 Solomon Tetherow 16 6 3 3
i st & 4 :
Robert Miller 19 300 2900 700 25 32 3 2 1 William Craft 3 12 1 3
Totals @100 203 66 10450 37280 13980 354 752 1 i 4 John W. Helm 18 12 1 3
1 2 3 George Smith 13 8 3
1 2 3 George Tetherow 3 2 1
: Robert Miller R. E.
13 4 b Miller 24 32 5 15
63 56 68 Totals 624 398 174 170
20 21




A collectible line drawing by Oregon Artist Ron Conrad, suitable for framing, commemorating the 150th Anniversary of the Oregon Trail over which pioneers made the greatest voluntary migration in the history of the United States of America.
Courtesy of Cooley’'s Gardens, Silverton, OR. 1993.



& LetitiajCarson’s 1845 Route
on Thg Oregon Trail

[Based omdWojcik 1976: frontispiece]
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48. NisQuAaLLY. HALF-CASTE INDIANS GAMBLING.



53. Grand Ball at Fort Victoria, October 6, 1845 (Photograph of
the original)

Pencil, in Warre’s journal
46/16 x72/16in. 111x 181 mm.

Inventory No.
Negative No.

MG 24 F 71, Vol. 11, p. 1341
C-58113

53. Grand bal au fort Victoria, le 6 octobre 1845 (Photographie de
loriginal)

Graphite. Tiré du journal de Warre
4-6/16x7-2/16 po (111 x 181 mm)
Inventaire no MG 24 F 71, vol. 11, p. 1341
Négatif no C-58113



59. AMERICAN SETTLEMENT, WALLAMATTA RIVER, CALLED OREGON CiTY.
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PPLICATION, ) HO M ’ éTE A]D// E .
Iy / /3 % LAND OFFICE of (4 /2 00, Locgis

Q/Zﬁ /}7@ ___ do hereby apply to enter, under the provisions of the act 6f Congress approved May 20, 1862

etftitled “An agtfo secure homesteads to actual settlers on the public domain,” the % - % 9‘ _?%M :

, 7- 2 +RE
L {K’ z % / >, of Section o e Z_ z ,”\gﬁ‘ e in Township .~ / .
/
Zu;ge LAF e j W containing Fzee 4«/% ot ce

YL é ﬂ\ Acres. =
%'ﬂ; > v . %VMMA%/WM

/C / P / egiztet of the g)ua Ofifice, do hereby certify l]
ove apphc*ttlon is f02 Surveyed Lands o the class whicl/the applicant is legally entitled to enter under the {

Hfmestead act. of Ma Fy 20, 1862, and that there is no prior, valid, advelse right to the same. b M
Vool S E 7 0 7 .«zy See HoPD |

n/;c&y.y A o STy cru-e( cA&‘ S ZW Register.

i - /ta pHC ELT T T A, LGt saendng
Cr / 5 Cfis czfa/c’,,\,”(c(‘»~ 7z




HOMESTEAD

Land Office ut ‘ %
/ etree / 7 7868 .

"CERTIFIOATE, § g APPLICATION,

ehs. 14 cHotd 3.

3}1 18 ktl’t[lg ttl‘ﬁﬁth That pursuant to the provisions of the act of Congress, approved
-, Alay 20, 1862 enmled “An act to secure homesteads to actual settlers on the public domain,”

| made puyment in Sull forWz‘y Ao 3 g/w/ é—'7 7] R/ of
Section ,Z ﬂ ——in Township ﬁ W
of Range ,_3 FM containing /3 5 ///// ————  aores.

Pow, thevefove, be it Buown, That on presentation of this Certificate to the
{ COMMISSIONER OF THE GENERAL LAND OFFICE, the said ,gmfm
' shabl be entitled to a Patent for the Tract of Land above described.

 Bisdan ettt

%/émﬁ.
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McGINNIS FAMILY, STARVOUT, OREGON, 1913-1914
Dave McGinnis -- Lilly Rondeau -- Joe McGinnis -- George (Gans) Rondeau -- Edward Rondeau

Angelique Lavadour—Mary Alice Bigham Lavadour—Fred Campian—Virgil (Matt) Campian—Susan McGinnis Campian
Asa Jones Frank Jones
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Historian to relate
story of black
pioneer woman

CARISA CEGAVSKE

The News-Review

YRTLE CREEK — In
the middle of the Civil
War, just four years
after Oregon became
a state, black pioneer Letitia Car-
son filed one of the nation’s first
Homestead Act claims for 160
acres on South Myrtle Creek.
Carson is believed to have been
born a slave in Kentucky around
1814, but she died a free woman
in 1888, as the owner of a farm
valued at $3,000. In between,
she traveled the Oregon Trail,
filed a lawsuit demanding a fair
share of her husband’s estate,

survived the Rogue River Indian
War, managed her own ranch
and served as a midwife.

For the past 30 years, historian
Bob Zybach of Cottage Grove has
been piecing together Carson’s
fascinating history one document
at a time. The digging has become
a habit, something like smoking,
he said.

“It's what I do for recreation,” he
said.

Zybach will present the informa-
tion he has uncovered at the Doug-
las County Historical Society’s
Spring Dinner Meeting March 8,
at China Palace in Roseburg.

David and Letitia Carson were
early pioneers. They traveled the

IF YOU GO...

" MICHAEL SULLIVAN/NEWS-REVIEW PHOTOS

Above left, Letitia Carson’s gravestone states that she died Feb. 18, 1888. Carson’s gravestone,

and several others in the cemetery, were previously damaged by vandals. Above, historian Bob
Zybach of Cottage Grove lines up segments of a gravestone marking the final resting place of
Letitia Carson at a cemetery outside Myrtle Creek on Wednesday. Carson’s gravestone, and several
others in the cemetery, were previously damaged by vandals.

WHAT: Douglas County Historical Society spring meeting. Historian Bob

homesteader Letitia Carson.
WHEN: 1 to 4 p.m., March 8.

Zybach will discuss his research about black pioneer and Myrtle Creek

| WHERE: China Palace, 968 N.E. Stephens St., Roseburg.
REGISTER: Contact DCHS President John Robertson at 541-673-0466. Cost
is $15 and admission is limited to 50 people.

Oregon Trail in 1845, and Le-

titia Carson gave birth to their
first child, Martha, along the way.
David Carson, an Irish-Ameri-
can, claimed a 640-acre piece of
property in Soap Creek Valley in
Benton County. His claim was
later reduced to 320 acres, the
amount a single man was allowed,
on the grounds that he could not

be married to a black woman.

Carson’s paper trail becomes
particularly interesting after her
husband’s death in 1852.

Zybach discovered Carson filed
two successful lawsuits in Benton
County after a pro-slavery neighbor
denied her right to inherit David

HISTORY, A5
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Welcome to the Homepage of the Letitia Carson ITistorical Website!
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* . Promote Page

ABOUT >

This website is for people who are interested in learning
more about the story of Letitia Carson -- and for sharing

what they know about her with others.

http:/Aww.ORWW.org/History/Letitia

PHOTOS >

Photos

Create Calli-Action

Likes More ~
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|n| Friends of Letitia Carson
t by Bob Zyt .

Here is a photo advertising the presentation | will be giving in Roseburg
tomorrow regarding Letitia Carson's life in Douglas County. Got a sell-out
and further proof that my "will work for food" sign is still effective.

|| Photo / Video [ Offer, Event +

Spring Dinner Meeting, March 14, 2015

March 14, 2015, at China on top of the hill on Stephens Avenue, Roseburg, Oregon.
Join us from 1 pm to 4 pm. Call President John Robertson for more information:

THIS WEEK

1

Page Like

65

Post Reach
UNREAD

1

Notification
0

Messages

I Recent

See Your Ad Here

Friends of Letitia Carson
This website is for pecple who
are interested in learning more
about the story of Letitia...
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Carson vs. Snuth 1852»185'/’2

/

By Bob Zﬁmdx

wring the mid-1850s in Orepon Tri'ni(ur.. a former

Kentucky slaye wean fled two suirs against a

wealthy white landewner iny Benton County court

and woear beth times: The moste remarkable - and

polirically inreresting zl]lillg abcat these events is
thie nokody noticed, Newspagey sefortees didn' reporr on these
unlikely cccurrences, and histarians hiave never gven them more
than a sentence or two — and then almest invariably /"l\ s
spelled names.

The woaum fling the logal .ntlcnz- was an I“l(cmn- former
slve woman and 1845 Orepon Trpil ploreer Famed Letitia
Carson. The person she sucd was mf ol Greenberry Smith, for
whom the small community just south of Corvallis = named and
who had mystericusty served as execator to the estate of Pavid
Camon — who had died in Seprember 1852, leaving property
behind in Benton County and in Missousi. Carsen also lefr be-
hizrd his sell-proclamed widow, Leritia, and their no children,
Soyear-old Martha and 4-year-old Adam. 5

In 1352, shavery was sull legsl in the southern Umtr.-d S(.ncs.
bt ot in ins rerritories, including Oregon Territory, Oregon be-
came 2 state in 1859, and the Civil War did nor begin unril 1860,
In each politically relared irstance, the central issue was slavery
and whether it should be legal or noc and, if Jegal, how the le-

wal rights of owners ard saves might vary in'the dlm TENL STALes -

and territories,

In March 1857, the LLS. Supreme Court, m Dved Scont v,
Sandferd, declared: "A free negro of the African mee, whase an-
cestors wete brought to this counrry and sold as slaves, is not a
“citzen” within the meaning of the Constitution of the Unired
States.... Consequentdy ... they are not entitled o sue in that
characrer in a court of the United Stiws”

28| (BFGIM ITAT BAR FLLLETIN « DX0EM 0%

)

Letina (larmr tiled her ficss suit against Greenberry Swith ca
Feb. 270 1833 three vears betore the infamous Lred Sanm deci-
slon — which most historians agree was one of the worst Jeci-
sions ever muade by tve Suprene Court — bat mugh poblic and
political sentiment ar thar time in hoeh the North and South ran -
strongly in favor of that eventgal elenmination, and teor slaves
or former -lde WA allowad 1o hlr legal acrions agains whites
in mady conrs throughout the <taltes and Lerritorips

However, dranksfo d“‘ﬂl’\‘hl') accidentalQuirk in Orq,\*n
Jaw {which fad previcwsly held thits it was ot only illegal for
Carson to hle a legal acten inan Ovegon court, it was also illegal
for her and her children t}cv;n lives in Oregom ), Carsonwas al-
Jowed o go forward with'her actiom and to follow’ that up with
acdditional filings, Which she won. This is her story.

Who Was Letiti Carson?

Letitian Carson was likely o sometione from 1814 1818 as
wslave in Kontucky. Noching is krown ot her carly life or h.m".d:c
aoc o Migsoari ar some peint before 1845, Viery possibly she was
involved inthe hemp of whacco farming indusries, whether a3
fickdhand or howse servant or both. She was prolably o Baptist or

"o Methodist and puended Sunday services in ber owner’s church

crwith an allblack congregation — possibly soane of cach
In May 1843, Letitia began @ six-month joumey across the
Oregon Trail with Irishman David Carson, a 43 -year-old Plate

ound Image: O\t

Ui Tradge Lie
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Letitia Carson Digital History Collection

Letitia Carson was one of the first Black women to settle in Oregon. The Letitia Carson Digital History Collection was created by the Letitia Carson Legacy Project to bring together in one online,
publicly available place, all the current biographical information, primary documents, photographs, and research being done about this remarkable woman and her story. The Collection also
includes a “Digital Exhibits” series about different aspects of Letitia Carson’s life and legacy and ongoing research about her story.

Bob Zybach, a 2004 Ph.D. graduate of OSU’s College of Forestry, collected many of the documents pertaining to Letitia Carson. Dr. Zybach, along with historian Jan Meranda, is credited with
uncovering Letitia Carson’s story during his master's degree program at OSU in the 1990s. The majority of documents in his collection come from the State Archives of Oregon and state and local
repositories in Missouri and North Carolina. Dr. Zybach made his collection of documents and transcriptions available to the LCLP for inclusion on this site.

How to use this site?

e To learn more about the Letitia Carson Legacy Project, please visit About the LCLP and Who Are the Partners?

e For biographical information visit Who Was Letitia Carson? and_Who Was David Carson?

e Jump to /tems, to see archived documents, photos, maps, etc

e Explore Collections groupings of related items such as newspaper clippings, contemporary photographs, historical images, maps, and documents from Oregon, Missouri, and_North Carolina
e Visit our eight current exhibits, a set of interactive pages that group items together to interpret a historical event, person, place, etc. in a contextualized manner

e Search the whole site by record (i.e. item, collection, file) using keywords, boolean methods, or exact match searching

Featured Items Below
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L etitia Carson, a nineteenth-century farmer and homesteader, was one of the first Black women

to settle in Oregon. In the 1850s, she brought two successful lawsuits against a white

Email @ defendant over her right to own property. She later became the first Black person, and one of the
PDF @ first women, to file a land claim in Oregon under the Homestead Act of 1862.
T @ Letitia was born into slavery in Kentucky between 1814 and 1818. By September 1844 she was living
in Missouri with David Carson, a White man who was the father of her unborn child. David was born
Facebook @ in 1800 in County Antrim, in what is now Northern Ireland. He immigrated to the United States in the
. . 1820s or 1830s to join his siblings in North Carolina. By 1839 he was living in Platte County, Missouri,
View on Timeweb

and the next year he swore allegiance to the United States in pursuit of citizenship, which he
received in October 1844.

In the spring of 1843, American settlers in the Willamette Valley created a provisional government
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= -1 WIKIPEDIA ipedi ' " )
= % Y Thekree Encyclopedia » Q_ Search Wikipedia . Search | Create account Log in
Letitia Carson %A Add languages v
Contents (hide) Article Talk Read Edit View history Tools v
(Top) From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia
Early life
Wlein O Letitia Carson was an Oregon pioneer and one of the first African Americans to be listed as living in Oregon
v
MO Ag00 according to the U.S. Federal Census. In fact, she was the only black woman to successfully make a land claim in
Trials over land ownership Oregon under the Homestead Act of 1862. She was the inspiration for Jane Kirkpatrick's 2014 novel A Light In The
Daughter Martha Jane Carson Wilderness.
Son Adam “Andrew Jackson” .
Carson Early life (edit)
Legacy Carson was born into slavery in Kentucky around 1814.!") Little is known of her early life besides that some time
References before 1845, she arrived in Missouri.l") It is presumed that she was involved in the hemp or tobacco farming e

= =
industries as a field hand, a house servant, or both. Itis also presumed that she might have been either a Baptist ~ Cravestone of Letiia Carson

or a Methodist and may have attended Sunday services in her enslaver's church, with an all-black congregation, or
both.?)

External links

Life in Oregon (et

In 1845, she set out in a 6-month journey on the Oregon Trail for Oregon with David Carson, an Irish immigrant who owned land in Platte County and had
become an American citizen in 1844.1") It is not clear whether Letitia was ever enslaved by David.!") However, by the time they began their journey to
Oregon, he recognized her as a free person. On June 9, 1845, Carson gave birth to their daughter.“l Martha Jane somewhere along the South Platte
River.”®)

Upon their arrival, the Carsons staked a 640-acre land claim in the Soap Creek Valley, located in modern-day Benton County, Oregon.(41 Government
officials reduced the Carsons' land claim by half in 1850 to 320 acres since David and Letitia could not legally marry, as Letitia was black and the Donation
Land Act provided up to 640 acres for solely married couples, in addition to black people at the time being ineligible to make a land claim in Oregon.["l
Letitia Carson gave birth to a son, Adam Andrew Jackson, in 1849, According to the 1850 U.S. Federal Census, Letitia and David lived in Benton,
Oregon Territory, with their two children.

Trials over land ownership [edit)

In September 1852, David Carson died from an illness.!”) When he died, Letitia and their children were excluded from his estate settlement, and their
wealthy white neighbor Greenberry Smith was named executor of his estate instead.!"! Smith claimed that Carson and the children were slaves who "were
themselves property and therefore could not be heirs to the estate."") For her children's benefit, Carson filed a lawsuit and took Smith to court to recover
an equitable portion of David's estate, stating that David Carson had promised "he would make me his sole heir or that he would give me his entire
property” in the event of his death, even though this was not ever put into writing.["l She asked that the court award her $7,450 as compensation for her
seven years of work on the Soap Creek Valley claim, "plus the value of livestock and other property to which she claimed she was entitled."*) On May 12,
1855, Carson was awarded $300 by a Benton County Jury, plus $229.50 to pay her court costs.*) On October 25, 1856, a federal court awarded her
$1399.75 for the loss of her cattle.*! Although she won both of these | its, her accomplish ts were not acknowledged in the local press at the time.

During'" or after') the federal trial, Carson moved with her children to the upper Cow Creek Valley of Douglas County, Oregon, where she worked as a
midwife who was well known among community members.!") She is thought to have lived in Douglas County with the family of Hardy Eliff, for whom she
also worked in addition to being a midwife.')
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