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 First hand observations by those who lived at the 

time of an event usually provide the best sources for histori-

cal accuracy. Unfortunately most of the workers and con-

tractors on our canals did not have time or desire to leave 

written records or even letters about their experiences.  A 

secondary source is someone who lived at a later time but 

had contact with those who lived in canal times and can tell 

the story. These sources often provide a different prospec-

tive as they look back and analyze an event or decisions that 

were made at the time with the knowledge of the end re-

sults.  We are lucky in this case that William M. Cockrum 

lived during the time of the canal, shipped via it and wrote 

about it.  

 

 In the August 2013 issue of The Hoosier Packet 

there was an article concerning the potential impact on the 

finances of the state of Indiana that might have occurred if 

the election of 1837 had had a different result. What if John 

Dumont, a lawyer from Vevay, IN. had been elected vs.  

David Wallace, a lawyer from Brookville? This election 

occurred at the height of canal fever so Dumont, who fa-

vored classifying, prioritizing  and limiting the various in-

ternal improvement projects, was defeated. Col. William 

Monroe Cockrum in his Pioneer History of Indiana also 

points out that years earlier, Governor William Hendricks in 

his message to the Indiana General Assembly in 1822, had 

said that, although he favored canal construction, the sub-

ject should be deferred until the state was better able to af-

ford such projects. 

 By 1836 canal fever had swept the state and the 

Mammoth Improvement Bill could pass the legislature only 

if all areas of the state received some promise of an en-

hanced transportation system in their region. Although 

Northern Indiana had the least population, it had the most 

feasible project: the Wabash & Erie Canal. The southern 

portion of the state, where the population was the greatest, 

had a topography that did not lend itself easily for canal 

projects, so railroads and river improvements were added. 

Compromises produced multiple projects but also portended 

potential failure from the start. The financial collapse in 

1837 sealed the fate of Indianaôs most magnificent plan. 

 

 William Cockrum, a resident of Gibson County, has 

became one of Indianaôs foremost authors and historians 

about this period of Indiana history. As he looked back on 

early Indiana he tells us a lot about the impact of the canal 

in southern Indiana.   

 

 Gibson County, located in the southwest pocket of 

the state, was established on March 9, 1813 and named for 

John Gibson, Secretary of Indiana Territory from 1801-

1816. Some of the final construction of the Wabash & Erie 

Canal was completed there in the 1850s. Towns were plat-

ted as the canal moved through the county. Dongola, Fran-

cisco, and Port Gibson were just some of them along the 

canal.  
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ROUTE OF 

WABASH & ERIE CANAL 

THROUGH GIBSON COUNTY 

INDIANA IN 1876 

The Wabash & Erie 

Canal entered Gibson 

County on its northeast 

side at Dongola where 

William M. Cockran 

had a warehouse and 

shipped tobacco. It pro-

ceeded south west to 

Francisco and onto Port 

Gibson. The only major 

structure along this 

route was Aqueduct 17 

at Dongola over the 

Patoka River. The mi-

nor structures were 

Culverts 198-208 and 

Road Bridges 149-154.  

 

From Port Gibson  the  

canal continued south 

and then turned south-

east and proceeded into 

Warrick County. The 

1027 acre Pigeon Res-

ervoir was constructed 

to the northwest of Port 

Gibson and retained 

water from Pigeon 

Creek to supply water 

to the canal. From Port 

Gibson to Warrick 

County there were 

Locks 67-71, Culverts 

209-214, and Road 

Bridges 155-156. All of 

these locks were made 

of timber. 

 

The Cockrums lived in 

Oakland City south of 

Dongola and east of 

Francisco. Before the 

canal they flat boated 

south down the Patoka , 

Wabash, Ohio, and 

Mississippi Rivers. 
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 We need to explore Williamôs background to under-

stand his credentials. James Washington Cockrum, Wil-

liamôs father, was born in Buncombe county, North Caroli-

na in 1799. He then traveled west into Tennessee and there 

married Sarah ñSallieò Barrett in October 1818. They 

moved to Gibson County, Indiana and settled on a farm near 

the current town of Francisco. A few years later they moved 

just east of current Oakland City. The property they pur-

chased in 1827 was originally settled by Jesse Houchins. 

 

 Transportation at that time was very primitive. Riv-

ers were the only practical means to take excess farm pro-

duce to market. In 1834 James Cockrum, a farmer, decided 

to load several flat boats on the Potoka river near Dongola, 

which was 2İ miles north of Oakland. Taking his wife, Sa-

rah Barrett Cockrum, and their 5 children with him, they 

headed south by flatboat via the Wabash, Ohio and Missis-

sippi rivers for New Orleans. Perhaps he and his family 

were moving south to be near his widowed mother since his 

father had died in Granada, Mississippi in 1830. She was 

living near Yazoo City, Mississippi. Unfortunately on this 

trip Jamesô wife died at Yazoo City on May 4, 1834. Then 

in 1835 his mother also died there.  

 

 Years earlier Jamesô wifeôs family, the Barretts, had 

moved from Tennessee into Pike and Gibson counties in 

Indiana. After his wife and mother had died he returned 

with his family to Gibson county in 1835. James, now age 

36 with a family of five small children, did the practical 

thing and married Sarahôs younger sister, Judah P. Barrett, 

who was only 22.  James and Judahôs first child born  was 

William Monroe Cockrum, our subject, who was born De-

cember 8, 1837. Eventually the only child to survive from 

his earlier marriage was James Monroe Cockrun, who was 

born March 26, 1828. Both boys were raised in Oakland 

City, Gibson county. Later William worked in his brother 

Jamesô general store where they dealt in pork products and 

leaf tobacco. 

 

 Also in 1835 James W. Cockrum purchased the 

land occupied by Oakland from his brother-in-law, Richard 

Barrett. From time to time James continued to operate flat 

boats and he owned two steamboats, Otsego and Nile, that 

were used on the southern cotton trade. 

  

 James Cockrum was the father of the town of Oak-

land, which was officially plotted in January 1856.  Named 

for a grove of oak trees nearby, the name was changed to 

Oakland City because there was already a town in Marion 

county called Oakland. James became interested in politics 

and in 1848 and 1851 was elected as representative from 

Gibson county as a Whig to the Indiana legislature.   

 The Cockrum family became heavily involved in 

the underground railroad during the 1850s. In his book enti-

tled The History of the Underground Railroad Col. William 

Cockrum writes: "We had a barn built of peeled hickory 

logs, 40 feet square, and it was floored with thick planks so 

we could use horses in tramping wheat on it. Under the 

floor we had a cellar that we used for storing potatoes, tur-

nips and apples. It was in this cellar of the barn where the 

escaping slaves were kept before being passed on to the 

next station farther north.ò Many slaves traveling north 

made a stop in the Cockrum barn. 

 

 In his book Pioneer History of Indiana William tells 

of how negroes making their way north were hiding in a 

thicket and were taken from their hiding place under a small 

load of straw to the barn of Isaac Street before a raiding par-

ty could capture them. Then under darkness Street with the 

help of Thomas Hart took them north of White river and 

delivered them to a friend [Quaker].  

 

 William also relates the time when Andrew Adkins 

was stopped on his way to James W. Cockrumôs home and  

shown a handbill. It gave the description of seven runaway 

slaves and offered one thousand dollars for their capture. 

Andrew feared the slaves would be captured by men guard-

ing the bridge. Later that day he learned of a plan to trick 

the guards by Jerry Sullivan, a full-fledged abolitionist who 

worked for James Cockrum. Jerry convinced William 

Cockrum and two young boys who worked on the farm to 

go fishing and stay late into the night. Andrew Adkins was 

to send his brother and a neighbor boy to go with them.  

 

 Andrew thought the boys would only turn the 

guardsô horses loose and drive them away, but Jerry Sulli-

van had other ideas. He took old newspapers and rubbed 

wet powder all over them leaving lumps that would flash 

when it burned.  He dried the paper in the sun, took a long 

fuse he had been using to blast stumps, took lots of flax 

strings and made six large broaches out of the newspapers.  

 

 Basil Simpson, who lived on the bluff a little west 

of the bridge, watched and told Jerry the guards had put 

their seven horses in  a patch of small saplings less than one 

hundred yards southwest of the Dongola coal mine shaft. 

The boys found the horses, stripped the saddles off them 

and piled the saddles at the base of a large tree. They led the 

horses to the road where Jerry tied a broach inside the hair 

of six of the horsesô tails with about six inches of fuse stick-

ing out. He made a larger broach for the seventh horse out 

of a loosely tied saddle blanket filled with powder and a 
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