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Document 1.9 “The Bread Riot in Mobile” (1863) 
 
In the 1862 and 1863, bread riots erupted throughout the South, in Atlanta, Savannah, Milledgeville, Macon and 
Columbus in Georgia, and in Salisbury, North Carolina and Mobile, Alabama. Women and families bore the brunt of 
declining homefront conditions and with little prospect of raising crops by themselves, many rural women moved 
to cities seeking wage work. Burgeoning urban populations placed stress on food production and transport 
systems. Faced with food shortages and inflation, women and men rioted to express their dissatisfaction with the 
government and living conditions. The press frequently portrayed the protests as women’s riots, although men 
certainly participated. Below, a journalist describes the rioting women in Mobile, Alabama, who had recently 
protested the lack of available foodstuffs. 
  
We learn from an eye-witness of the scenes we are about to relate the particulars of one of those heart-rending 
affairs which are of almost daily occurrence in the war-cursed cities of the South. 
 
On Friday, September the 4th, the women of Mobile, rendered desperate by their sufferings, met in large numbers 
on the Spring Hill road, with banners on which were printed such devices as ‘Bread or Blood,’ on one side, and 
‘Bread and Peace’ on the other, and armed with knives and hatchets, and marched down Dauphine street, breaking 
open the stores in their progress, and taking for their use such articles of food or clothing as they were in urgent 
need of. It was, in fact, a most formidable riot by a long-suffering and desperate population. 
 
Gen. Maury, commanding at Mobile, ordered the Seventeenth Alabama regiment to put down the disturbance by 
force of arms. The soldiers refused to obey the order, saying that they would, if they took any action, rather assist 
those starving wives, mothers, sisters and daughters of men who had been forced to fight the battles of the 
rebellion. Upon the refusal of the Seventeenth, the Mobile Cadets were called upon. Now, the Cadets are known far 
and wide as a fancy military company, organized for the purpose of holiday show and parade, which has never yet 
seen service in any field, and probably never will. But being made of sterner stuff than the Seventeenth, which is 
probably largely made up of mudsills, the Cadets undertook to force these poor, desperate women to retire 
peaceably to their homes. Quite a little scrimmage ensued, resulting in the repulse of ‘the gallant fellows,’ who 
have figured in the Mobile papers for so many years as capable of material deeds. The Cadets were defeated and 
taught to fly in their first action, and the mob used the hour. Mayor Slough and the Provost-Marshal now appeared, 
and tried their powers of persuasion. They promised the women that if they would disperse, they should have 
everything they required. This strategy was more successful than open force, and the rioters went home “promise 
crammed.” 
 
In the evening, however, the riot broke out again, more fiercely than ever; but as our informant left in the interval 
of quiet, we cannot learn the result of the second attempt. The population of Mobile very naturally strongly 
sympathize with these poor, starving women, and many incidents occurred to show the sentiment. One instance 
only we will mention: In coming down Dauphine street, two women went into a Jew clothing store, in the 
performance of the work connected with their mission. The proprietor of the store forcibly ejected the intruders, 
and threw them violently down on the sidewalk. A policeman who happened to be near, thereupon set upon the 
Jew and gave him a severe beating. 
 
The rioters openly proclaimed their determination, in case some means were not rapidly devised to relieve their 
intolerable sufferings, or to stop this war, to burn the whole city. 
 
Source: The New York Times, October 1, 1863. 
 
 


