
Today in Columbus History: On Saturday, May 24, 1856, the Columbus Daily Sun reported 
on a case that had been decided in City Court. John Cavanaugh was charged with “beating, 
whipping and ill treating” a free woman of color named Martha Noah. Cavanaugh alleged 
that Martha stole a piece of jewelry that was attached to some clothing he had taken to her 
for washing. The jury found him guilty and fined him $25. Martha was not a slave; she had 
somehow gained her freedom – either through manumission by her owner (sometimes this 
was at the death of the owner – in his will) or purchasing her own freedom. In Martha’s case, 
it was probably the former; as a washerwoman, her financial status would have been iffy. 
Note that by 1860, there were about 85 free persons of color living in Columbus (for names, 
see John W. Mallory’s article in Muscogiana (Vol. 1 #4, 1990, p.229+ ; available 
at https://csuepress.columbusstate.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi... ).  
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Our 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.  

Clipping from Georgia Historic Newspapers (GALILEO). 
https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu 

 


