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Natchez, Mississippi
Writer Denise Gee grew up in this storied city, with its hoopskirts and broad columns, eccentrics 
and tall tales. Here, she reflects on the city that is equal parts antebellum romance and artistic license.
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Spanish moss drapes trees surrounding Monmouth 
Plantation, which offers the town's most luxe 
antebellum accommodations.  
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Whenever I say I’m from Natchez, Miss., people 
familiar with the Mississippi River town's historic 
splendor light up with delight. Just how familiar they 
are with the city's charms, however, is confirmed by 
"the look," a slightly devilish one. That's what tells me 
they're acquainted with Natchez' other renown: Its 
eccentric underbelly, existing just beneath the surface 
of the gilt and finery of the city's record number of pre-
Civil War houses open to tourists. Happily, "the look" 
almost always precedes a great story.

The most recent tale I heard—which of course, I now 
must share with you—involves the late, great grande 
dame of one of Natchez’ most refined houses. By day, 
she was a well-coiffed garden club lady of means and 
manners. By night, she was game for just about 
anything, in keeping with her flapper spirit. 

And so it goes that one morning, after one of her fabled 
parties, she awoke to a stuffy home, and proceeded 
downstairs to check on the thermostat. Passing 
through the dining room, she caught sight of her adult 
son, still wearing what he'd had on the evening before, 
lying partly atop a time-worn rug, and partly atop a 
metal floor grate.

“Darling,” she said to him coolly, “What, may I ask, are 
you doing down there?”

Without opening his eyes, or missing a beat, the true 
gentleman of leisure responded, “What does it look like 
I'm doing, Mother? I’m trying to get some air .”

“Well," she said, matching his level of exasperation. "Do be a dear, and crawl over to the vent by the 
sideboard. You’re  on the     return.”

Such a scenario, embroidered or not, perfectly sums up Natchez' penchant for partying. Most of us who’ve 
experienced that have all been on the return, proverbial or otherwise, at some point in our lives. 

Natchezians tend to be quite keen on drinking. And as a native daughter who grew up to be a writer, the 
stories I’ve heard, and fascinating people I’ve met along the way, are priceless to me.

Growing up downtown, I—like prior and current generations hoping to keep the city’s pulse going via 
tourism —found it my calling from my earliest of years to don antebellum-style dresses and “receive” (act as 
a docent) at several historic houses during the twice-annual pilgrimage tours. Subsequently by age 10, I 
could recognize an Aubusson rug and a John Henry Belter rosewood settee and tell the difference between 
Corinthian and Doric columns. By legal age, I could recognize the markings of a fine silver julep cup—and, 
equally, the character-building strengths and hangover-inducing weaknesses of the town's raucous dive bars.

Decidedly, Natchez’s social circuit appreciates people who dare to be different. Consider the learned lady 
who slept in her bathtub because historic books and papers were piled to the rafters of her cobweb-filled 
home. Oh, and that famous movie actor’s brother down the street, a dandy of another dramatic stripe who 
once greeted our neighborhood postman wearing a pink negligé.
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The embrace of diversity continues at the Under-the-Hill Saloon, where socialites perch next to bikers 
rubbing leather elbows with tourists. The bar has one of the most memorable bartenders on the planet, 
hands down. At less than five feet tall, J. D. Montgomery has been serving drinks for as long as I can 
remember. The musty old brick place, a former brothel, with its giant rockers on a covered front porch, 
has a spectacular view of the river, its twin bridge spans, and behind them, the setting sun.

Similarly glorious are the sites most people associate with Natchez: its gracious houses, small formal 
gardens, and crepe myrtle-lined city streets. The homes I find myself returning to time and again include 
Longwood–an octagonal Moorish-style residence (circa 1861) left unfinished when the Civil War broke 
out; Dunleith (1856), a two-story manse surrounded by numerous stately columns; Monmouth (1818), 
with its sweeping grounds and moss-draped live oaks; and Stanton Hall (circa 1857), with its opulent 
furnishings.

Strangely enough, or fittingly enough, another picturesque place for taking in the town's character of 
yore is the Natchez City Cemetery, not far from a high bluff overlooking the river. Behind a wealth of 
highly ornamented wrought-iron fences, you can find sweetly engraved monuments to those who lived 
decades and centuries before. Each poetic sentiment I read is made more moving by the occasional 
sound of a riverboat calliope, and I’m reminded that it’s a beautiful thing to be from Natchez; to know 
those imaginative elders left behind fascinating and exotic legacies of wood, stone, plantings, and lives. 
To that, I say—a toast!

NATCHEZ IN A NUTSHELL

What To Do

Natchez City Cemetery
19th-century iron and marble work decorates the 100-acre burial ground. 2 Cemetery Rd., 601/445-5051, 
www.natchezcitycemetery.com.

Natchez Pilgrimage Tours
Tour museum-quality houses during the spring pilgrimage (March 8―April 12) or fall pilgrimage (Sept. 
27―Oct. 11), or explore the city via walking tour or carriage ride. 640 South Canal St., 800/647-6742, 
www.natchezpilgrimage.com. 

Where To Stay

Monmouth Plantation
Its well-appointed main-house rooms offer the most elegant experience. 36 Melrose Ave., 800/828-4531, 
www.monmouthplantation.com.

Where To Eat

The Carriage House Restaurant
Savor fried chicken, tomato aspic, and little biscuits at this restaurant behind Stanton Hall. 401 High St., 
601/445-5153, www.stantonhall.com.

The Castle Restaurant & Pub
Behind Dunleith Plantation. 84 Homochitto St.; 800/433-2445, www.dunleith.com.

Under-the-Hill Saloon
Have a refreshing beverage (especially the Bloody Mary). 25 Silver St., 601/446-8023,
www.underthehillsaloon.com.

Where to Shop

As You Like It Silver Shop
Vintage silver collectibles at Stanton Hall. 410 North Commerce St., 800/848-2311,
www.asyoulikeitsilvershop.com.

Darby’s Famous Fudge
A 23-year Natchez tradition. 410 Main St., 800/332-9062, www.darbysfudge.com.
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