
Today in Columbus History: 

For today’s post, I’ll revisit and expand on the one I did last year on this date, which was prior to our 
current, more formal format. This particular murder has been mentioned a few times in related posts so I 
will try to tie them all together, as well. 

On the morning of April 21, 1878, William L. Salisbury died in Columbus from a gunshot wound he 
received the night before in Seale, Alabama. An assailant shot Salisbury in the back as he walked along the 
platform at the Seale train depot on the night of April 20. He was in Seale as the defendant in libel suit 
brought by Dr. Robert U. Palmer.  Salisbury’s newspaper, the Columbus Enquirer-Sun published an 
unflattering story about Palmer shooting up Browneville, Alabama, across the river in August 1876.  

The article, written by Salisbury’s future son-in-law, Thomas D. Huff, followed the murder of Palmer’s uncle 
Orlando S. Holland by two Columbus policeman Thomas McEachern and Ed Cash and Cash’s brother 
Babe, in 1874 (see my post on March 31). In that case, the Enquirer-Sun sided with the police while the 
Columbus Times sided with the Holland family. Palmer witnessed the killing on Broad Street, as did the 
victim’s brother James T. Holland. Some witnesses claimed Palmer participated in the shootout, on behalf 
of his uncle.  

Instead of resorting to gunfire over the article in question, Palmer sought relief in the courts for the 
editorial slight. Palmer filed the suit in Russell County, Alabama and the case came to trial in Seale, 
Alabama on April 17, 1878.  The testimony wrapped up on April 21 and the jury reached its verdict before 
9:00 pm. Palmer prevailed in the courtroom. However, the damage award was only a penny, instead of the 
$250,000 he sought.  

Salisbury and his entourage, including his son-in-law Thomas D. Huff, his attorney Mark Blandford and his 
friend Thomas E. Blanchard left their hotel and walked to the train station that night. Several witnesses saw 
Palmer waiting on the platform in the dark. A shot rang out and everyone else scattered while Salisbury 
fell to the floor. He managed to get off a couple of rounds as he fell, narrowly missing J.T. Holland, also 
waiting on the train.   

Witnesses summoned Dr. Williams and Salisbury expressed a desire to die at home. The doctor and 
Salisbury’s friends boarded the train with the victim and returned to Columbus. Salisbury died at this home 
the next morning after providing a statement as to the events of that evening and dictating his last will 
and testament. The next day, Columbus held one of the largest funeral processions in the city’s history.  

Palmer disappeared after the shooting and did not turn up until May 6th, as he crossed a road near 
Crawford. Two men riding along the road recognized Palmer and apprehended him for the lucrative 
rewards offered for his capture.  

The jury found Palmer not guilty of the murder of Salisbury at his trial in January 1880. Almost five years 
later, on Christmas Eve, 1884 Orlando Holland’s son Harry Holland sought to avenge his father’s death 
after a chance meeting with Tiff Moore, the acting sheriff during the Holland murder trial (see my post of 
October 7). The shootout left Tiff Moore dead and like the other two cases, no one went to prison.   

Compiled by Daniel A. Bellware, Muscogee Genealogical Society 

Clipping from Georgia Historic Newspapers (GALILEO). 



Our weekly snippets of Columbus history are usually based on a few days-worth of searching 
through the most popular sources for Muscogee County history. Meant to inspire readers to 
explore more about Columbus history, they are not exhaustive dissertations on the topic and 
may contain mistakes. If you have corrections or additional information, feel free to share them 
with the group.  

 

Photo of William L. Salisbury proprietor of the Columbus Enquirer-Sun and president of the Merchants 
and Mechanics Bank (Courtesy of Historic Columbus Foundation). 

 

The Columbus Enquirer-Sun of April 23, 1878, draped in black for the “mourning” edition. 



  

Story of Salisbury’s funeral, one of the largest in Columbus history, from the Columbus Daily Times, April 
23, 1878,  https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 

 



 

Story of the murder of W. L. Salisbury from the Columbus Daily Times, April 23, 1878,  
https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 

 

  



  

Ad for the various rewards offered for the capture of Dr. Robert U. Palmer from the Columbus Daily Times, 
April 26, 1878,  https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Marker in Salisbury Park, named for W. L. Salisbury who used to live on the east side of the Broadway 
between 7th and 8th Street (photo courtesy of Daniel Bellware). 

 

Grave of William Lewis Salisbury and his wife Sarah Corzine Salisbury at Linwood Cemetery (photo 
courtesy of Daniel Bellware). 


