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Luke Matthews of Cotton Hill
W i l l i a m  J. S t u b n o , Jr .

The great highw ay from  V irgin ia to  A labam a d u ring  the years 1818-1819 

was m ore like the rou te  o f an arm y o f occupation  th an  an o rd in ary  public 

highway, and  travelers N orthw ard  asserted  th a t they w ould som etim es 

jou rney  for m any  days w ith  ou t being ou t o f sight o f em igran t wagons, ac­

com panied  by long files o f N egro slaves steadily  tram p ing  southw ard.

Judge T hom as Jones Taylor, A History o f  M adison C ounty and Incidentally 

o f N orth A labam a 1732-1840 (pp. 49-50)

C otton  H ill is located in  L im estone C ounty, A labam a, along the H untsville- 

Brown’s Ferry Road, west o f the in tersec tion  o f th a t road and  C am bridge Lane th a t 

ru n s n o rth  to U.S. H ighw ay 72 W est. The hom esite is fu r th e r described, for the 

pu rpose o f historical analysis, as being w ith in  the Southeast Q u arte r o f Section 

36, Township 3 South, Range 4 W est o f the H untsville M erid ian  Line in  Lim estone 

County, A labam a. C onsisting  o f approxim ately 160 acres, th is q u arte r section is 

located in  an area know n for a soil and  clim ate favorable to  the grow ing o f cotton .

The section was orig inally  a p a rt o f the lands west o f M adison C oun ty  in the 

A labam a Territory, on bo th  sides o f the Tennessee River, w hich the federal govern­

m en t offered for sale in  1818. At tha t tim e, the co un try  was experiencing a period  of 

great inflation , b rough t about by the changes in  the nation ’s econom y as a result o f 

the  W ar o f 1812. D uring  the war, foreign trade decreased, necessitating expanded  

dom estic m an u fac tu ring  to satisfy A m erica’s need for w ar goods. The governm ent 

borrow ed heavily to pay for those goods, w hich pu t m ore m oney in to  circulation . 

The borrow ing  pu t a stra in  on bank  reserves o f specie (m oney in coin) held against 

paper currency  or notes. Eventually the pressure led to a suspension o f specie pay­

m ents, w hich resulted  in an  increase in  note issuance, credit expansion, and  rising 

prices. W hen  the w ar ended, co tton  becam e m ore expensive, no t only due to  the
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resum ing  o f foreign trade, bu t also to  the abundance o f inflated currency.1

By 1818, the price o f co tton  rose to  an all-tim e high, p rom pting  land  speculators to 

ru sh  to  buy the Tennessee Valley lands offered for sale at highly inflated prices w ith  

currency  o f dubious backing. Some of those speculators used Yazoo script, also 

know n as “M ississippi stock,” as p a rt o f the ir dow n paym ent. T hat script o r stock, 

redeem able only in paym ent for land, was issued as com pensation to  those in d i­

v iduals sw indled in the Yazoo Land Fraud.2 *

O n February  9, 1818, R obert Taylor o f O range County, V irgin ia paid  one-fou rth  o f 

the purchase money, consisting m ostly o f “M ississippi stock,” for the land  where 

C o tton  H ill w ould eventually stand. The price o f the land was highly inflated at 

$17.56 an  acre, and  the rem ain ing  paym ents were due in  th ree annual installm ents, 

as ind icated  in  his C ertificate o f Purchase.3

O n M ay 10, 1819, R obert Taylor gave power o f atto rney  in the O range C oun ty  C ourt 

to  John M. Taylor o f H untsville, A labam a Territory, where the local land office 

was located, to  sell “or assign” the certificate th a t also relieved h im  of the obliga­

tion  to m ake the rem ain ing  paym ents. Shortly thereafter, T heopolius T hom as of 

L im estone C oun ty  purchased the certificate and  the paym ent obligations associ­

ated w ith  it. U nfortunately, he bough t the p roperty  at a tim e w hen the Bank o f the 

U nited  States was launching  a p rogram  of m onetary  contraction  to  ensure th a t all 

notes in  c ircu lation  were backed by specie. This re tu rn  to  solvency resulted in a 

rash  o f  bankrup tc ies , falling prices in  co tton  and  o ther com m odities, and  business 

failures th a t becam e know n as the Panic o f 1819. The m onetary  con traction  also 

increased the purchasing  pow er o f the dollar, forcing T hom as to  pay the rem ain ing

’The Yazoo Land fraud developed in the late 18th century when Georgia still claimed most of the 
land that now comprises Alabama and Mississippi. Corrupt Georgia legislators were bribed to sell 
much of this land to four land speculating companies at a ridiculously low price. The fraud was dis­
covered, the legislators removed, and the enabling law rescinded, but the scandal and ensuing legal 
uncertainties added further confusion to existing land and currency instabilities. In 1802 Georgia 
ceded its western lands to the federal government, and Congress assumed financial responsibility 
for settlements following an 1810 Supreme Court decision that validated the Yazoo claims.



Lucy A n n  Spottswood M atthew s (1816-1874), Luke’s second wife. 
Courtesy Johnny Crutcher and Dr. John Ennis.
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debt on  h is lan d  in  dollars w orth  considerably m ore th an  before the panic. Thom as, 

like m any  o th er individuals, was no t able to  m ake the paym ents on land  purchased 

from  th e  governm ent u nder these circum stances.4

T he inab ility  o f so m any individuals to m ake the rem ain ing  insta llm en t paym ents 

on th e ir land  p rom p ted  C ongress to  pass a relief act on M arch 2, 1821, th a t enabled 

T hom as to  spread his paym ents over an eight-year period, beg inn ing  on M arch 31, 

1822, and  end ing  w ith  the final paym ent on M arch 31, 1829. He m ade the arrange­

m ents for m ak ing  these paym ents on A ugust 30, 1821, and  received a C ertificate o f 

F u rth e r C red it at th a t tim e from  the H untsville Land Office. If  T hom as failed to 

m ake these paym ents, the land  w ould revert back to the U nited States th ree m onths 

after the final in sta llm en t was due.5

D uring  a recent renovation at C o tton  H ill, a brick  inscribed w ith  the date o f 1824 

was found  in  th e  west upstairs fireplace, raising a question as to  the possibility  tha t 

T hom as bu ilt the  house on the q u arte r section som etim e after receiving fu rth e r 

cred it from  th e  land  office. I f  T hom as were the builder, he w ould have u n d o u b t­

edly been aware th a t he w ould lose the house— a fixed im provem ent— as well as the 

land  on  w hich it stood, for failure to m eet his paym ent obligations. In  any event, he 

eventually  forfeited the land  for nonpaym ent, effective July 4, 1829.6

O n M arch 31, 1830, Congress passed a law th a t enabled individuals to buy lands 

“sold on  a credit, and  on w hich a fu r th e r credit has been taken, u nder any o f the 

laws passed for the relief o f purchasers o f public lands, and  w hich have reverted to 

the U nited  States, on account o f the balance due thereon  no t having been paid  or 

discharged agreeably to  said relief law s...”7

Luke M atthew s of L im estone C oun ty  took advantage o f the first section o f the law 

by ob ta in ing  pre-em ption  (the righ t o f a settler on public land  to  purchase it at a 

fixed price to  the exclusion o f any o ther applicant) over the land  previously held 

by T hom as un til July 4, 1831, contingen t upon fu ll paym ent in cash at the m in i­

m u m  price per acre. O n N ovem ber 30, 1830, he m ade the paym ent well w ith in  the
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deadline at $3.50 an acre, w hereby he received a Final C ertificate en titling  h im  to 

a patent. The U nited  States issued the patent, o r official title  to  the q u arte r section, 

on  A ugust 1,1831.8

V arious sources, including the records o f th e  H istoric  A m erican Buildings Survey 

(HABS), credit W illiam  P arham  w ith  bu ild ing  C o tton  H ill for Luke M atthew s 

a round  1831. Sources state, m oreover, th a t P arham  was a m aster bu ilder and  

craftsm an  w ho bu ilt several o ther hom es in  the vicinity, includ ing  the John G irault 

G am ble H ouse. P arham  had  orig inally  im m igrated  to  L im estone C oun ty  from  

V irginia a round  1818. M atthew s, also from  th a t state, arrived a few years later.9

Born in  C am pbell C ounty, V irgin ia on Septem ber 10, 1796 (his tom bstone gives 

Septem ber 20 as h is b ir th  date) Luke M atthew s, o r “M athew s,” was the son o f Luke 

M atthew s, Sr., and  h is wife, Judith. He had  seven siblings, namely, John (his tw in), 

Samuel, Edward, W ashington, N athanie l, Nancy, and  Susan. D uring  the W ar of 

1812, he served as a private w ith  C ap ta in  W illiam  C ock’s T roop o f C avalry o f the 

First R egim ent o f the V irg in ia M ilitia  (C am pbell C ounty) betw een A ugust 30 and  

Septem ber 20, 1814. P rio r to  com ing to  A labam a, he was em ployed as a clerk in  

Lynchburg, V irg in ia .10

A round 1822, Luke M atthew s, his w idow ed m o ther and  o th er fam ily m em bers 

left V irginia and  m oved to  L im estone C ounty. O n M arch 8, 1826, he m arried  M iss 

Judith  Peete, daughter o f B enjam in and  A nn  Blunt (“B lount” ) Peete, and  eventually  

had  eight children , four o f w hom  lived. The children , however, were left w ith o u t a 

m o ther upon  her death  in  January  1842.11

O n January  26, 1843, he m arried  a second tim e, to  M iss Lucy A nn  Spotsw ood of 

nearby  H untsville. She was the daugh ter o f E lliott and  Sarah D andridge Spotsw ood. 

In  add ition  to  her new  role as stepm other, she w ould in  the course o f tim e becom e a 

m o ther to  eight ch ild ren  o f her ow n.12

In 1846, M atthew s m oved w ith  his second wife to  M adison C ounty, w here he had 

purchased  a p lan ta tion  near Elko Switch, a stop on the M em phis & C harleston rail
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line southw est o f H untsville near the L im estone C oun ty  line. A lthough he was 

now  a resident o f M adison C oun ty  who w ould eventually move in to  H untsville, 

M atthew s con tinued  to hold on to  his C o tton  H ill p lantation , con tain ing  approxi­

m ately 1,092.40 acres, u n til he sold it to  John B. M cClellan in  1873.13

Records reveal th a t in  the years following his move from  Lim estone County, 

M atthew s bough t and  sold various properties in  the coun ty  as well as in  H untsville. 

O ne such property , purchased in 1868 for use as a residence, was the house and  lot 

in  tow n at 416 M cC lung Avenue. Perhaps due to  age and  declining health , he tra n s­

ferred  title  o f  th is residence to four o f his children  (James, Betty, Lucy, and  Susie) 

in  1874, th e  year his second wife died. M atthew s continued, however, to  live at the 

residence u n til his death  on A ugust 1, 1875.14

At the  tim e  o f his death , M atthew s was survived by nine children, including 

M rs. N ancy (M ary) Jane R obertson o f P ittsburgh, Pennsylvania; M rs. M aria D. 

Erskine of H untsville; Mr. B enjam in L. M atthew s o f M arshall County, A labam a; 

M iss E lizabeth  R. M atthew s o f H untsville; Mr. James P. M atthew s o f H untsville;

M r. W illiam  E. M atthew s o f M arshall County, A labam a; M rs. Betty M. W atkins 

o f H untsville; Miss Lucy M atthew s o f H untsville; and  M iss Susie M atthew s 

of H untsville . He also left p roperty  consisting o f a storehouse at N um ber 2 

C om m ercial Row (the east side o f w hat is now  H arrison  Brothers H ardw are on 

South  Side Square), a vacant lot on Locust Street, and the Sivly Place, located th ree 

m iles from  H untsv ille .15

In regard to  th e  later ow ners o f C otton  H ill, John B. M cClellan divided the p roperty  

and  sold the house w ith  212 acres in 1879 to  A ndrew  J. Rowe, the son of Rev. James 

Rowe, w ho had  founded the M onte Sano Female Academy in 1830. The hom esite, 

fu r th e r reduced to 100 acres after Rowe purchased it, eventually passed into the 

hands o f his son, George, w ho conveyed the 100-acre trac t to  his brother-in-law ,

J.E. H ard im an , in 1930. In 1973, the H ard im an  fam ily sold the old p lan tation  

house w ith  only 25 acres to  W illiam  and  Betty Sum m erfelt, a retired  couple from  

M ichigan. W ith  in ten tions o f restoring it, Cecil A rm strong  purchased C o tton  H ill 

w ith  its rem ain ing  25 acres from  Mr. Sum m erfelt in 2001.16
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Above: Front facade o f  Oakendale, Luke’s M adison County p lantation  
house, prior to being moved. The house had previously been stuccoed 
and the fro n t entry modified.
Below: Rear elevation revealing the clapboard siding and location o f the 
kitchen wing, as it was being relocated on Redstone Arsenal in 1955. U.S. 
A rm y A viation and Missile C om m and’s Historical Function, Secretary 
o f the General Staff, Redstone Arsenal Historical Inform ation Web site.
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