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Preservation Effort Revives a House 
and Inspires a Family Gathering

L y n n  Jo n e s

Last year, w hen the Quarterly’s editors learned th a t C otton  Hill, an antebellum  

p lan ta tion  house, was being restored, we im m ediately w anted to  investigate. The 

a rch itec tu ra l significance o f C otton  H ill, a long neglected and  a lm ost forgotten 

ru ra l L im estone C oun ty  jewel, had  been recognized by the H istoric A m erican 

B uildings Survey (HABS) team  in the 1930s and  was photographed  by the survey 

in  1935 as p a rt o f the A labam a collection. A lready m ore th a n  100 years old by th a t 

tim e, th e  house, though  still occupied, appeared in the photographs to  be in  a very 

d ilap idated  condition .

C o tton  H ill’s cu rren t restoration  is a cause for celebration. A ccording to  Bob 

G am ble, senior arch itec tu ra l h is to rian  w ith  the A labam a H isto rical C om m ission, 

the  A labam a HABS collection is one o f the largest o f all the  states’ collections.

Sadly, due to  abandonm ent, neglect, vandalism , and  o ther causes, by 1985, 40 

percent o f the docum ented  s tructu res had  disappeared. Today th a t percentage 

w ould be h igher still. Researchers Lakin Boyd, Bill S tubno, Jr., and  Linda Bayer 

A llen followed the tra il o f Luke M atthew s, the p resum ed bu ilder o f C o tton  Hill, 

from  V irginia to  L im estone C oun ty  and  ultim ately  to  M adison C ounty, where, 

a fter the Civil War, he and  his large fam ily w ould weave them selves in to  the fabric 

o f H untsville . The tra il proved in teresting , and  to  ou r surprise, it also led to  a 

M atthew s fam ily reun ion  at C o tton  H ill in  June, as well as a to u r o f som e o f the 

p rom inen t hom es in  H untsville th a t were once ow ned or occupied by m em bers of 

the family.

Luke M atthew s of C am pbell County, V irginia, was in  his m id-tw enties w hen he 

m igrated  to  L im estone C oun ty  about 1822 w ith  his m other and  several siblings. His 

father, Luke M atthew s, Sr., had  died the previous year, leaving a sizeable estate to 

his wife and  children . A pparently  Luke was one o f m any m igran ts who at the tim e 

was lured  from  m ore settled regions by the possibilities o f accum ulating  greater
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w ealth in the fron tier states o f A labam a and  M ississippi, w ith  th e ir cheap fertile 

land  and  new  oppo rtu n ities  for adventure. W riting  in  A  History o f  M adison County 

and Incidentally o f  N orth  A labam a 1732-1840, Judge T hom as Jones Taylor said, “It 

appeared as if  all V irgin ia was m oving Southw ard .” (p.45)

A rch itectural h is to ry  w riter and  publisher M ills Lane, in  h is book  Architecture o f 

the O ld South: Mississippi & Alabam a, describes the m igration  th is way:

Many V irginians made their way to northern and central Alabama by 
way o f Tennessee and Kentucky. Though they were not the m ost nu­
merous settlers, the V irginians, because o f their wealth, education and 
prominence, made contributions to Alabama’s early architecture far 
greater than their numbers. In 1834 Henry W atson, a N ew  England law­
yer, wrote from Greensboro, Alabama: ‘The country about is now settled  
by emigrants from  V irginia and the C arolinas... [and] is thus filled with  

much more intelligence than you would have expected.’ (pp. 37 & 41)

The story of C o tton  H ill illustrates the b lend o f m ystery and  discovery th a t often 

accom panies h isto ric  preservation  projects, stim ula ting  the in terest o f w orkers and 

researchers and, we hope, readers as well.
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Cotton Hill in 1981; the two dormers were added after 1935 and  
have since been removed. Photograph by Harvie Jones, F.A.I.A., 

1981. Courtesy Architectural Collection o f  Harvie P. Jones, F.A.I.A., 
D epartm ent o f Archives/Special Collections, M. Louis Salmon Library, 

University o f  A labam a in Huntsville, Huntsville, A labam a
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