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DURING THE 19TH CENTURY HUNDREDS OF BANKS, BUSINESS-
es, and local governments issued their own paper money to facilitate
commerce in the absence of U.S. government currency.  There are inter-
esting stories connected with many of these issuers, but perhaps none

more interesting than that of a businessman turned Confederate States Army offi-
cer from a remote section of Florida.

Today Florida is, after Texas, the most populous of the states that formed
the Confederate States of America, but in 1860 it was the least populous.  At the
time that Florida seceded from the Union it had a population of about 140,000
people, of whom about 61,000 were slaves and about 80,000 free.  Incredibly,
Florida sent about 15,000 men into Confederate service, the highest percentage of
its white population of any state.  

Approximately 80% of the population lived along a thin wedge along the
northern border with Georgia and Alabama, with the vast remainder of the state
being a remote wilderness with a few small forts and settlements.  One of these set-
tlements was Orange Springs in the north-central part of the state near present-day
Ocala.  It had been founded almost 20 years earlier by a South Carolina-born
(1809), Tennessee raised man who first came to Florida in the 1830s as a soldier in
the Second Seminole War and decided to live here.  

That man was John W. Pearson who, in partnership with David Levy (later
David Levy Yulee, a U.S. and C.S.A. Senator from Florida) obtained the deed to the
land along the Oklawaha River that contained the mineral-rich Orange Springs.  As
Orange Springs became a popular health resort, Pearson went on to develop a wide
range of successful enterprises in the area, including a hotel, machine shop, grist
mill, sawmill, furniture shop and plantations.  On his land holdings he primarily
raised cotton and cattle, utilizing about twenty slaves in those endeavors.

John Pearson prospered during the 1850s and became a leading citizen in
the region, but he never indicated any interest in political involvement.  Like the
vast majority of white southerners at that time, Pearson was a Democrat and he
had many important political friends such as Yulee, but the only office he ever
sought was that of mayor of Orange Springs.

As a successful businessman he had occasion to travel to other parts of the
country, and during an 1860 trip to the north he became convinced that war was
on the horizon.  On his return south he stopped in Charleston, South Carolina
where he purchased 100 Colt revolvers and 125 muskets.  Once back in Florida he
raised a militia company, the Oklawaha Rangers, which elected him Captain.  The
unit contained 125 men, and all were armed by Pearson with the weapons he had
purchased in Charleston.  He was a serious, disciplined man who only wanted the
best men he could find, and by limiting his company to 125 he was able to be selec-
tive in his recruitment.

In the spring of 1861, after Florida’s secession (Florida was the third state
to secede, doing so on Jan. 10th) Pearson offered his company to the state.  Gov.
Perry sent them to Fernandina to assist in guarding against a federal incursion.
After the Confederates evacuated Fernandina the Oklawaha Rangers were sent to
various locations in mid-Florida.  While they were at Clay Landing he sent the
smoothbore rifles he had purchased for his men to his machine shop in Orange
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Springs to have them rifled.  This circular-grooving of the barrels made them
much more accurate, especially at longer ranges.  These weapons would serve
them well in the battles to come.  May of 1862 saw the Oklawaha Rangers
inducted into the Confederate States Army as an independent company.  Once
again, Pearson was elected Captain.

During these turbulent times Pearson continued to operate his various
business enterprises in Orange Springs, and still spent time there whenever pos-
sible.  Because the lack of circulating currency at that time greatly hindered com-
merce, Pearson began issuing his own scrip in 1862.  These rather crude notes
were generally printed on the reverse of other notes or bonds in six denomina-
tions from 10¢ to $2.  Because they carried several different small vignettes and
types there are about three dozen different varieties known at present.  A consid-
erable number of these notes survive, almost all being highly circulated, but no
collector has all the varieties.   While not common, some are occasionally offered
for sale to collectors.

While these scrip notes were being circulated the war raged on, with
Pearson’s involvement growing.  For much of 1862 and 1863 the Oklawaha
Rangers were stationed at Ft. Brooke (Tampa), where they fought several battles
with Union naval forces.  In October 1863 the Rangers became Company B of
the Sixth Florida Infantry.  Months later, on February 20, 1864, they played a
pivotal role in the Confederate victory at Olustee, the largest Civil War battle
fought in Florida.

In April 1864 the Sixth Florida and several independent companies were
merged to form the Ninth Florida Regiment and Pearson was appointed Lt.
Colonel.  The following month virtually all CSA troops in Florida were ordered
to Virginia to support Gen. Robert E. Lee and his Army of Northern Virginia.
They were incorporated into what remained of Gen. Edward A. Perry’s Florida
Brigade, then under the leadership of fellow Floridian Joseph Finegan who was
replacing the wounded Perry.  

Their first action in Virginia was at Totopotomoy Creek where Pearson
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was wounded.  He was sent to Howard Grove Hospital in Richmond where he
spent two months.  During his absence his men fought bloody battles at Cold
Harbor and around Petersburg.  After Pearson’s return they continued fighting
in the Petersburg area where, on August 21, 1864 they were engaged in charging
Union lines at the Weldon Railroad, resulting in serious losses to the Brigade.
Among them was the serious wounding of Lt. Col. John W. Pearson.  His condi-
tion was so serious that he resigned his commission three days later and attempt-
ed to return home.  He never made it, succumbing to his wounds at Augusta,
Georgia on Sept. 30.

Lt. Col. John W. Pearson, CSA
Despite the loss of their leader, the remnants of Pearson’s men fought

on until the end.  On April 9, 1865, at Appomattox Court House, Virginia, the
last of the Oklawaha Rangers surrendered.  There were only two officers and sev-
enteen men left on that historic day.  Today John Pearson is remembered by a
monument at Orange Springs, while he remains buried in Augusta.

The vast majority of obsolete currency issues during the War Between
the States were made by businessmen who spent those years comfortably
ensconced in their homes and offices far from the battlefields.  John W. Pearson
was not such a man.  A fervent believer in secession, he gave his fortune, his
blood, and even his life for his country.                                                                 �
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