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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 J}_-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 flanked by a balustrade of 
octagonal-shaped balusters rises to the veranda, which extends 
across the fa9ade and halfway around each side elevation. 
Square wooden columns are aligned above the basement pillars 
tfffdT support a continuation of the balustrade at their base. 
Above the Doric capitals is a broad frieze, unadorned except 
for recessed rectangular paneling in the soffit similar to that 
in the shafts of the columns. A dentiled cornice runs beneath 
the eaves of the hipped roof, and there are six chimneys, 
symmetrically placed. The Greek Revival impact of the house is 
restated in the Doric pilasters and dentiled cornices of the 
doorway and the floor-length windows. The latter are tripled- 
sashed, six lights to the sash, and flanked by 3-part wooden 
shutters. The glass in the sidelights, transom, and double 
doors is opaque, with a leaf and berry pattern in clear glass. 
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.

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 (front and 
rear parlors on the west; Winnie Davis and Margaret Davis Hayes 
memorial bedrooms on the east). Four rear rooms are off set 
from the main block, two on each side (Jefferson Davis and 
Varina Howell Davis memorial bedrooms on the west; dining room 
and pantry on the east). 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 kitchen in the rear yard (it 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. The frescoes have 
been retouched only once in the nearly 120-year history of the 
house, during a limited restoration of the exterior and interiox 
in 1954 by Mr. Bowman Brod^ax, contractor, of Biloxi.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Beauvoir was the Home of Jefferson Davis (1808-1889) 
during the last twelve years of his life. A graduate of West 
Point and a veteran of the Mexican War, Davis represented 
Mississippi in the U. S. House of Representatives and the 
Senate. Ee was Secretary of War, 1853-1857, in the adminis­ 
tration of Franklin Fierce and President of the Confederacy, 
1861-1865.

t""~

In 1877. after a decade of travel in the United - - |^ »
States and Europe following his release from federal imprison­ 
ment, Davis rented the east cottage at Beauvoir from Mrs. 
Sarah Anne Ellis Dorsey, widow of Samuel W. Dorsey, a 
Louisiana planter. Mrs. Dorsey had purchased the property in 
1873 from Frank Johnston of Jackson, Mississippi, who had 
acquired it that same year after settlement of the estate of 
James Br^fwn, builder of Beauvoir. According to family trad­ 
ition as related by his granddaughter, Mrs. Hobart D. Shaw of 
Gulfport, Mississippi, Brown served as his own architect, 
completing the house by 1852.

Mrs. Dorsey, herself an author of religious litera­ 
ture, a biography of Eenry Watkins Alien, Confederate governor 
of Louisiana, and a series of romantic novels, encouraged Davis 
to undertake his history of the Confederacy, The Rise and Fall 
of the Confederate Government, published in 1881. Davis was 
joined at Beauvoir in 1878 by his wife, Variria Howell Davis, 
and the following year their daughter Varina Anne (Winnie, 
the "Daughter of the Confederacy1*) returned from her studies 
in Europe. Mrs. Davis assisted her husband in writing his 
manuscript, and both she and Winnie subsequently became authors 
in their own right.

In February, 1879, Davis contracted to purchase 
Beauvoir for $5,000.00, to be paid in three installments over 
the next two years. Upon Mrs. Dorsey*s death in July, however, 
it was found that she had willed the estate to him. During the 
next decade Davis received at Beauvoir a steady stream of 
visitors, including veterans of both the Confederate and Union 
armies, political and religious leaders, historians, and
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of the remaining rooms were stripped t't£ the original colors, which
were then reproduced. A panel on the north wall of the dining 
room records the successive coats of paint removed therefrom. 
The room also has one of the most interesting touches in the 
decor of the entire house: a small anonymous over man tie done 
in oils, depicting hills, trees, and sky.

The remainder of the interior architectural detail is 
expressed chiefly in mantelpieces and molded door casings. The 
white marble mantelpieces of the parlors are the most elaborate, 
with pilasters, friezes, and shaped mantelboards. The casings 
around the sliding doors connecting these two rooms (as well as 
those of all doorways between the hall and adjoining rooms) are 
carved in a series of oval and circular insets.

The two cottages which flank the main house are con­ 
temporary with it. Davis used that on the east side as a study, 
and his books, desk, and chair remain, as well as the color 
scheme which he knew: blue ceiling and yellow walls. He en­ 
larged the west cottage for the convenience of his daughter 
Margaret and her family on their visits to Beauvoir. The 
original architecture of both structures consisted of a single 
room with two entrances and floor-length windows, entirely 
surrounded by a diminutive version of the galleries of the main- 
house and topped by a pagoda-like roof.

Beauvoir was never a working plantation, and landscap­ 
ing of the grounds has been on the limited domestic scale of the 
19th century: orchard and kitchen, herb, and flower gardens. . 
The latter were laid out in the wagon wheel design employed by 
Mrs. Davis, as given in a sketch drawn by her grandniece.

Beauvoir suffered comparatively little damage from 
Hurricane Camilla (August, 1969), one of the most devastating 
storms in the history of the Gulf Coast. The veranda and steps 
of the east cottage and the steps of the main house were swept 
away, the basement museum flooded, and several 20th-century 
outbuildings demolished. Much of the landscaping was also lost. 
Following a concentrated program of repairs and replanting, how­ 
ever, Beauvoir stands today essentially as it appeared in the 
Davis years.

8.
journalists. When he died in 1889, he willed the property to
Winnie, upon whose death in 1898 it passed to her mother.
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8.
Mrs. Davis deeded Beauvoir to the Mississippi Division 

of the Sons of the Confederate Veterans (MDSCV) in 1902 for the 
sum of $10,000.00, with the stipulation that it be utilized as 
(1) a free home for indigent Confederate veterans and their 
dependents, and (2) a perpetual memorial to Jefferson Davis, his 
family, and the Confederacy. At the request of the MDSCV, the 
Mississippi legislature established a veterans' home on the 
estate in 1904. By 1940 the diminishing number of inmates cared 
for prompted the return of Beauvoir to the MDSCV, with a legis­ 
lative grant for converting it to a shrine, which opened to the 
public the following year.

In 1968 the Beauvoir Development Foundation was
chartered, with responsibility for promoting the entire complex-­ 
house, museum, and gardens, as well as the research center and 
library of the Confederacy established in 1967.

9.
Strode, Hudson, Jefferson Davis: Tragic Hero. (New York:

Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1964), 462-63. 
Telephone interviews with Mr. Bowman Brodnax, Biloxi, Mississippi,

March 6 and 8, 1971. 
Telephone interview with Mrs. Hobart D. Shaw, Biloxi, Mississippi,

March 9, 1971. 
Work Projects Administration. "History of Harrison County: Old

Homes" (typescript). Mississippi Department of Archives and 
History, Jackson, Mississippi.
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