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Cotton Hill

Cotton Hill, February 2004. 

Photograph by Lakin Boyd.
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From the Executive Director
A n n e t t e  P h i l p o ’t

As long-tim e H H F m em bers well know, since 1974 the Foundation  has worked 

to preserve architecturally  and  historically  significant sites and  stru c tu res  in 

H untsville  and M adison County. W hat’s probably no t w ell-know n is th a t the 

Foundation  began its w ork four years prior to  the landm ark  Penn C en tra l decision, 

w hich upheld preservation law on the local level, and sixteen years before the State 

o f A labam a enacted statew ide enabling legislation tha t allows m unicipalities to 

establish laws to pro tect the ir historic resources. We can pat ourselves on the back 

for being ahead of the curve early on regarding h istoric preservation. O ver tim e, 

the F oundation’s focus has expanded from  the restoration  o f p rom inen t landm arks 

and  d is tric ts to  projects diverse in scope and  partnersh ip , paralleling the national 

preservation  m ovem ent.

Preservation of an early p lan tation  house such as C o tton  Hill, the subject o f this 

Quarterly, like restoration  o f residential and com m ercial historic d istric ts , cel­

ebrates ou r heritage and  conserves ou r resources. M oreover, it’s now  well u n d e r­

stood  by m ost cities and  counties tha t preservation serves as a catalyst for econom ic 

grow th. C om m unities tha t safeguard the ir historic assets experience im provem ent 

in  m any areas o f com m unity  life.

Since H istoric H untsville Foundation  was form ed, an array  o f laws and  p reser­

vation program s have been established tha t provide better d irection  and su p ­

p o rt for local program s such as ours. In June 2005, Gale N orton, the Secretary 

o f the Interior, designated tw enty-four new places in  A m erica for inclusion in 

the “Preserve A m erica” program . Supported by the cu rren t adm in is tra tion , this 

p rogram  was designed to foster local involvem ent in the preservation o f A m erica’s 

“cu ltu ra l, n a tu ra l and heritage” resources. These visual legacies o f ou r past provide 

a clearer understand ing  for citizens and  visitors o f the individuals, influences, and 

forces th a t shape the present and  influence the future.
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M any resources help the Foundation  respond to and  w ork w ith  its m em bership  

and  partners. P rogram s available to  aid in p reservation  include the N ational 

Register o f  H istoric Places, w hich designates properties deem ed w orthy of national 

significance; The H istoric A rtis ts’ H om es and  Studios p rogram , designed to help 

A m erican h istoric sites tha t have connections to art; C en tu ry  Farm s, w hich desig­

nates farm s in A labam a th a t have been cultivated  by th e  sam e fam ily for 100 years 

o r m ore; and  The A labam a C em etery  A lliance, w hich provides education for the 

preservation  o f A labam a’s cem eteries.

H istoric preservation  is always changing and  never finished. G roups such as the 

H istoric H untsville Foundation , and  indiv iduals such as Cecil A rm strong , C o tton  

H ill’s ow ner, and  W ayne K uykendall, its restorer, are key to saving the past for the 

fu ture.
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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.

Sources

M ills Lane, Architecture o f  the Old South: Mississippi & Alabam a  (New York: 

A bbeville Press, 1989).

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

N orth A labam a 1732-1840, eds., W. Stanley H oole and  A ddie S. H oole (University: 

C onfederate Publish ing  Com pany, 1976).



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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Cotton Hill: A Rediscovered Treasure
L a k i n  B o y d

In 2001, Cecil A rm strong  bough t C o tton  H ill, a tw o-sto ry  Federal brick house tha t 

w ould look m ore at hom e in Southside V irgin ia th an  atop a kno ll in sou theast­

ern  Lim estone C ounty. The house is located ju s t east o f A thens, facing sou th  and  

overlooking a long driveway th a t proceeds th ro u g h  a stately pecan  grove to  Brown’s 

Ferry Road. It is su rrounded  by som e o f the best co tton  land  in  L im estone County. 

O ne o f the m ost arch itec tu ra lly  significant an tebellum  houses rem ain ing  in  the 

county, C o tton  H ill was photographed  in  1935 as p a rt o f the H istoric A m erican 

Buildings Survey (HABS). By the tim e Cecil A rm strong  bough t the property, 

C o tton  H ill needed a com plete resto ration . To supervise w hat w ould be an  ongo­

ing project to revive th e  property, the ow ner h ired  tw o m aster craftsm en, W ayne 

K uykendall, a local p reservationist, and  Paul Tennison.

Background

C otton  H ill was constructed  near the end o f the Federal period  o f architecture , and  

it displays the characteristics o f  th a t period  as they  were tran sp lan ted  from  V irginia 

by settlers m oving in to  th e  Tennessee River Valley. W ith  a few notable exceptions, 

upscale Federal houses constructed  in  N o rth  A labam a d u ring  the first few decades 

o f  the 19th cen tu ry  re ta ined  the G eorgian C olonial house form  th a t had  becom e 

trad itio n a l in  the U nited  States d u ring  the 18th century, th a t is, a rec tangu la r box, 

tw o stories h igh and  one or tw o room s deep, w ith  th ree  or five sym m etrically  

placed openings across the facade on each level. In  the sou thern  version, chim neys 

were usually  located on the side walls, and  the w hole was com pleted w ith  a side 

gable ro o f lacking dorm ers. The layout o f such houses o ften  featured  a cen tral ha ll­

way w ith  tw o or four room s per floor, w ith  the second floor echoing the first floor 

arrangem ent.

T he Federal label is som etim es used synonym ously w ith  the term s A dam  style or
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A dam esque, a late-18 th-cen tury  style th a t orig inated  in E ngland w ith the brothers 

R obert an d  James Adam , whose designs were d istinguished  by a taste for lighter 

and  m ore delicate details th an  were com m on in G eorgian C olonial construction . 

The A dam  style relied on attenuated  colum ns, and  curved, arched and  elliptical 

designs for b o th  room  shapes and  the ir decor. In A m erica, examples o f full-blow n 

A dam esque houses were erected in  the m ajor cities and  seaports; bu t in ru ra l areas, 

houses tended  to  re ta in  the boxy, right-angled spaces o f the previous century, 

w hich could  be dressed up w ith  a few Adam esque details such as fanlights and  side­

lights at the fron t door, classical swags, reeding and  sunburst pa tterns on m an te l­

pieces, door and  w indow  m oldings, and m olded chair rails. W hile the A dam esque 

style was w idely accepted in the U nited  States, it appeared p rim arily  as in terio r de­

tails and  as enlarged bu t refined in terp re tations o f G eorgian features. The m ajority  

o f stylish early-19th-century  houses, especially in  ru ra l areas, did not em brace the 

fu ll A dam  style and  are m ore accurately identified as Federal to d istingu ish  them  

from  those s truc tu res th a t did m ore closely follow the English models.

C o tton  H ill nicely illustrates how the Federal style in tegrated  the boxy G eorgian 

shapes and  stric t sym m etry  o f arrangem ent w ith  A dam esque fanlights, m antelp iec­

es o f delicate p ropo rtions decorated w ith  classical pa tterns, and  a projecting  and  

ped im en ted  Palladian  portico  (now m issing) to  achieve a d istinctive new arch itec­

tu ra l style.

T he constru c tio n  o f C o tton  H ill is a ttribu ted  to  W illiam  Parham  (born  1792), 

a m aster craftsm an  and  builder, who im m igrated  to Lim estone C oun ty  from  

sou thern  V irgin ia and  settled in  the C am bridge com m unity. Little is know n 

about P arham  o ther th an  tha t he worked as a builder, was m arried  four tim es, and 

fathered  m any children . A ccording to C hris Edwards and  Faye A xford in The Lure 

and Lore o f  Limestone County, he bu ilt C otton  H ill in the early 1830s, a lthough 

w hether he was responsible for the brickw ork as well as the carpen try  rem ains u n ­

clear. A brick dated  1824, recently found during  repair o f the upstairs west fireplace, 

m ight indicate an earlier date, bu t no o ther evidence has yet been found to support
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th a t possibility. P arham ’s ow n house, located nearby, was o f fram e construction  

and  o f m uch less im posing design th a n  C o tton  H ill and  the o th er stately brick 

houses th a t have been a ttribu ted  to  h im , only one o f w hich, the nearby John G irault 

G am ble house, is extant.

The orig inal ow ner o f C o tton  H ill was Luke M atthew s (1796-1875), who also em i­

grated from  sou thern  V irg in ia in  the early years o f the 19th cen tu ry  and  purchased 

acreage in  the C am bridge area close to  o ther tran sp lan ted  V irgin ians. Samuel 

M atthew s, one o f Luke’s b ro thers, also cam e sou th  and  bu ilt a substan tia l house 

closer to  the river before relocating to H untsville . Luke operated  a thousand-acre  

co tton  p lan tation  o f w hich C o tton  H ill was the center. Luke m arried  tw ice, bo th  

tim es to w om en descended from  p ro m in en t V irgin ia fam ilies, and  had twelve 

surviving children , m any o f w hom  m arried  into H untsville fam ilies. N ot long after 

his second m arriage, he left C o tton  H ill and  m oved to O akendale, his p lan tation  

in M adison C ounty, before eventually  se ttling  in  H untsville on A dam s Street in 

a house ow ned by his b ro ther-in -law  Sam uel Peete. In  1868 Luke purchased the 

house on M cC lung Avenue w here he resided u n til his death  seven years later.

Exterior

C otton  H ill as orig inally  constructed  was a tw o-story  brick  house w ith  a full base­

m ent, a side-gabled roof, in terio r end chim neys, and  a cen tral hall plan. It is called 

a five-bay house because there are five openings across the facade on each level. The 

present ro o f cornice and  fascia boards on the facade and  back are no t original. They 

were probably replaced w hen the house lost its orig inal tw o-sto ry  Palladian  porch 

or w hen the ro o f was replaced. A m id -20 th -cen tu ry  ow ner added tw o ro o f dorm ers 

b u t they  have since been rem oved.

T he HABS photograph  o f the back o f the house indicates the “ghost” o f a one-sto ry  

porch  th a t covered the double doors at the back o f the en trance hall and  connected  

the doo r o f the d in ing  cham ber to a service ell. U ndoubtedly, th is  ell housed the 

o rig inal k itchen, as th e  one basem ent fireplace in  the west basem ent cham ber isn’t
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Floor plan o f Cotton H ill as built. Drawings by Harvie Jones, F.A.I.A., 1981. Courtesy 
Architectural Collection o f Harvie P. Jones, University o f  A labam a in H untsville
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Cotton Hill in 1935 showing the north-facing rear and east side elevations. Historic American  
Buildings Survey, A lex Busli, photographer, M ay 21, 1935

a cooking fireplace, and  there  is only one basem ent w indow  on the west end  of the 

back wall, suggesting the p racticality  o f the  builder. W hy place a basem ent w indow  

u nder a porch? A one-sto ry  fram e room  was construc ted  after th e  date o f th e  HABS 

photo , bu t it has been replaced by a later ow ner w ith  a tw o-story  brick  ell th a t is 

visible in  the 2004 pho tograph  th a t appears on the cover.

A rch itec tu ra l evidence shows th a t C o tton  H ill was constructed  all-of-a-piece, 

whereas m any  o f the area’s surviving Federal-period houses sta rted  w ith  ju s t tw o 

room s. These sta rte r houses had  one room  on  each floor, and  various later additions 

increased them  to th e ir p resent size. T hus, C o tton  H ill m ust have been unusually  

am bitious for fron tier L im estone C oun ty  in  its in itia l conception  and  was certa in ly
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Probable design o f Cotton H ill’s original fro n t porch. Drawing by 
Harvie Jones, F.A.I.A., 1981. Courtesy Architectural Collection o f  
Harvie P. Jones, University o f  A labam a in H untsville

am bitious in  the refine­

m en t and  extent o f its 

w oodw ork.

The house was originally  

en tered  th ro u g h  a pair 

o f  six-panel doors set 

in  a deep paneled reveal 

crow ned  w ith  a fanlight.

Physical and  h istorical 

docum en ta tion  strongly 

suppo rt the orig inal p res­

ence o f a double-tier, ped i

m ented  portico  sheltering 

b o th  the m ain  entrance 

a n d  the  single doo r on 

th e  floor above it, w hich also is crow ned by an arched transom . Such porches were 

insp ired  by the w ork o f the Italian  Renaissance architect A ndrea Palladio (1508- 

1580), w hose designs were popu larized  in England by Inigo Jones in the 1720s and  

included  the projecting  tw o-story  porch and  the th ree -p a rt Palladian w indow, 

w hich were widely adopted in the U nited States where they becam e associated 

w ith  the Federal style. At C o tton  Hill, existing brick pilasters flanking the front 

en trances, as well as traces o f w hite pain t on the wall betw een the pilasters, provide 

evidence of the d im ensions o f the portico , since it was trad itiona l to pa in t white 

b o th  the po rtico  and th a t po rtio n  o f the wall sheltered by it. The cu rren t ow ner in ­

tends to  replace the porch as closely as possible to  w hat is believed to  be the original 

configuration .

C o tton  H ill’s brickw ork is exceptional. The front is laid in  Flemish bond w ith  com ­

m on bond  used on the sides and  rear, w hich was the Federal practice. A holdover 

from  G eorgian trad ition  is evidenced by a convex m olded brick w ater table tha t
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Front entry fanlight and brickwork o f Cotton Hill; doo 
way infill is not original. Photograph by Harvie Jones, 
F.A.I.A., 1981. Courtesy Architectural Collection o f  
Harvie P. Jones, University o f  A labam a in Huntsville

provides an  elegant tran sition  from  

the m ain  wall to  the th icker founda­

tion  wall. Tapered lintel bricks, as 

well as the arched bricks over the 

fron t en try  and  the doo r above it, are 

gauged and  rubbed.

The double-hung  sash w indow s w ith  

twelve panes (or lights) in  each sash 

(12/12) th a t were used on the first 

floor and  the 12/8 sash configuration  

used on the second (rem oved by a 

previous owner) have been replaced 

w ith  exact reproductions by Larry 

Jaynes, w ho d id  m uch o f the resto ra­

tion  w ork on Belle M ont in  C olbert 

C ounty. Belle M ont (ca. 1828) dates 

from  the sam e period  as C o tton  H ill, probably  shares a V irgin ia provenance, and 

displays a fine (restored) exam ple o f a Palladian  double portico .

The w ooden elem ents o f C o tton  H ill exhibit pegged m ortise  and  tenon joints 

except in  the attic w here there  is an unusual ridge board  ra ther th an  the usual 

lapped and  pegged ridge jo in t. A ccording to  p reservation  arch itect H arvie Jones, 

only  th is house and  the now dem olished Kelly house (pre-1830) in M adison C oun ty  

have been found  to  have a ridge board . The present ro o f deck is 20 th -cen tu ry  p ine 

on 19 th-cen tury  pit-saw n (hand-saw n) fram ing  m em bers. The orig inal ro o f deck 

w ould have been constructed  o f 12-inch to 24-inch w ide slab planks spaced 2 to  6 

inches apart; handsp lit and  d raw knife-sm oothed  w ooden shingles w ould have been 

nailed  to  these. The nails used in  C o tton  H ill are square-cu t o f various sizes m ade 

by m achine; by the late 1700s, m ost cu t nails were m ade by e ither w ater- o r steam - 

pow ered m achines.
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Cotton H ill’s convex molded brick water table. 
Photograph b y  Lakin Boyd, 2004

C otton  H ill o rig inally  had  exterior 

b linds, no t shu tters as we call them  

today. Blinds have blades w ith  open­

ings betw een them , w hereas shutters 

are so lid-paneled  to  exclude light 

and  a ir w hen closed and  were used 

p rim arily  on  com m ercial buildings 

for security  purposes. In  contracts 

o f the early 19th-century, blinds 

are referred to as “V enetian b linds” 

and  func tioned  to  block the sun and 

d iscourage the en try  o f insects w ith ­

ou t b locking cooling breezes. Blinds also provided security  to  a house w ith  open 

w indow s. In  the 1935 HABS photographs o f the house the hardw are for the b linds 

can be seen on  som e o f the w indows.

Interior

T he glory  o f C o tton  H ill is its in terio r w oodwork, w hich is alm ost com pletely 

in tact. The en try  hall re ta ins its orig inal stairs, chair-rails, baseboards, flooring and  

in terio r doors; only the fron t en try  doors are missing. O ne of these orig inal en try  

doors, found  in  the basem ent, w ill serve as a m odel for the m issing exterior doors, 

includ ing  the one th a t led to  the second floor portico . The newel posts o f the stairs 

are beau tifu lly  tu rn ed , and  the sta ir rail is roughly circu lar in  cross section to fit 

the  hand . The sta ir balusters are sm all and  rec tangu lar in cross-section, a feature 

th a t is com m on to m any  surviving houses o f the period  in  th is area. O ne unusual 

feature is the landing  balusters th a t pass th rough  notches cut in  the floorboard  of 

the second floor hall.

The edges o f the stair risers are decorated w ith  scroll brackets. D oors on the no rth  

w all th a t opened to the back porch are original, as is the door under the stairs tha t 

opens to the basem ent. All walls, except those in the basem ent, and  all ceilings,
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Stairs on west side o f  entry hall. Historic Am erican  
Buildings Survey, A lex Bush, photographer, M ay 21, 1935

including those in the basem ent, were 

plastered. Laths (strips o f w ood) were 

nailed  to  ceiling joists to provide 

groundw ork  for the plaster. The stairs 

are boxed and  plastered in  th is m a n ­

ner.

The doo r in to  the parlor is centered 

on the east wall o f the en try  hall. The 

parlo r is su rrounded  by a three-piece 

chair-ra il like the ones in  all the 

room s except those in the basem ent. 

F luting and  repeated reverse slanted 

reeding decorate the m antel, as the 

photo  illustrates.

The splayed w indow  jam bs and  heads 

are also reeded in  th is room . No 

crow n m olding at the top o f the walls 

is found  in  C o tton  H ill, no r in any 

know n Federal-period house in  th is 

area. The baseboards in the house 

have no sm all shoe m olds at the floor 

since shoe m olds were a later device. 

D uring  the Federal period , the baseboard  bo ttom s were scribed to fit any irreg u ­

larities at the floor, creating  a m uch neater detail th an  tacked-on shoe m olding.

A door at the b o tto m  o f the stairs opens to  the d in ing  cham ber. T his room  has 

bu ilt-in  cupboards on either side o f the chim ney. These cupboards are orig inal and  

fitted w ith  shelves and  have never been pain ted  on the inside. The doors are m ade 

like Federal-period fu rn itu re , w ith  the beveled faces o f the panel facing inside. The 

tops o f th e  cupboards are decorated  w ith  reeding m ade o f separate glued-in  panels
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sim ilar to  decoration  in the 1819 W eeden H ouse in 

H untsville . The b o tto m  th ird  o f the cupboard  on the 

n o rth  side o f the chim ney  is boxed to create head­

room  for the exterior basem ent door. The m antel 

in  th is room  is the m ost elaborate in  the house. It is 

decorated  w ith  a reeded sunburst and  “i” dentils, o r­

nam ents com posed of a row o f dentils w ith  a pierced 

hole above, thus sim ulating  in  appearance the letter 

“ i,” p rim arily  a Federal-period m otif. W indow  jam bs 

are splayed and  paneled in  th is room . O n the n o rth  

wall a door led to  the orig inal dependency.

The floors th ro u g h o u t the house are six-inch heart 

p ine laid  d irectly  on the floor joists w ithout a sub­

floor. The floorboards have tongue-and-groove joints 

and  appear to  have never been varn ished  or scrubbed 

w ith  lye w ater to  a gray finish like m ost floors o f early 

19 th -cen tu ry  houses. P rior to  the Civil War, w ooden 

floors were periodically  scrubbed to keep them  a 

light bleached color. V arnishing was a post-C ivil W ar 

fashion.

Landing balusters that pass through 
notches cut in the floorboard o f the 
second-floor hall are an unusual 
feature. Photograph by Harvie Jones, 
F.A.I.A., 1981. Courtesy Architectural 
Collection o f  Harvie P. Jones, 
University o f  A labam a in Huntsville

The flooring was m echanically  sawn by water-pow-

ered  sash saws, as was all o f the w ood except for the large fram ing  m em bers, such as 

floor joists, w hich were ax-hew n and  pit-saw n. Pat Jones w rites in  a 1935 H untsville 

Times article on the Rowe hom e, as C o tton  H ill was then  know n, th a t the lu m ­

ber for the bu ild ing  was provided by Rev. James Rowe, who operated a saw m ill in 

M adison County. Rev. Rowe was an early c ircuit rider and  was for a tim e pastor 

of the First M ethodist C hurch in H untsville. O n M arch 1, 1879, his son A ndrew  

Jackson Rowe bough t C o tton  H ill and approxim ately 200 acres from  John B. 

M cClellan, w ho had  purchased the p lan tation  from  Luke M atthew s in  1873.
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Detail o f  parlor m antel showing 
flitting  and reeding. Photograph by 
Harvie Jones, F.A.I.A., 1981. Courtesy 
Architectural Collection o f  Harvie  
P. Jones, University o f  A labam a in 
Huntsville

The second-floor hall is lit by a w indow  in the n o rth  

wall and  a fanlight over the door th a t originally  

opened to  the second-floor portico . A door in the 

boxed sta ir on the sou th  wall leads to  the floored attic, 

w hich is lit by a pa ir o f four-pane w indow s flanking 

each chim ney. The east bedroom  has an orig inal cu p ­

b oard  w ith  shelves on e ither side o f the m antel. This 

m antel, w hich is sim ilar to  the one in  the parlor, still 

re tained  its orig inal black pa in t w hen photographed  

for HABS in 1935.

All o f the upstairs w indow s have p lain  splayed jam bs. 

In th e  west bedroom  the m antel is rem in iscen t of 

the 18 th-century  G eorgian style ra ther th an  

A dam esque. F lanking the m antel on the left is a n ­

o th er bu ilt-in  cupboard , and  on the right, a window. 

T here are no w indow s in  the n o rth  wall, w hich 

indicates an in ten t on the p a rt o f the ow ner to  add a 

tw o-story  ell at a later date. It was a com m on practice 

to  construc t houses in  sections over tim e as funds 

an d /o r space needs increased, a practice th a t was 

greatly facilitated by the prevalence o f a m ore or less 

standard  house configuration .

Future

The restoration  o f an old house is a d aun ting  and  expensive task  if  it is done cor­

rectly. Fortunately, C o tton  H ill is being restored  by an ow ner w ho unders tands the 

m ean ing  o f h isto ric  preservation. The house was graciously opened to  us to  en co u r­

age o th er p reservationists to  carry  on in  spite o f the m any problem s encountered  

d u ring  resto ration . Cecil A rm strong  is aware o f the delicate balance betw een m a in ­

ta in ing  the h isto ric  in tegrity  o f the s tru c tu re  and  prov id ing  the necessary m odern
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M antel and flanking cupboards in second-floor east room. Historic Am erican Buildings 
Survey, A lex  Bush, photographer, M ay 21, 1935

conveniences th a t allow m axim um  use by present and  fu tu re  owners. A spiring 

restorers w ho share his appreciation  for the w ork of earlier architects and  b u ild ­

ers should  be encouraged by Cecil A rm strong’s con tinu ing  efforts at Lim estone 

C o u n ty ’s C o tton  Hill.
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Go Slow, Do It Right: 
Restoration Progress at Cotton Hill

Pa t r i c i a  H. R y a n

D uring  o u r June visit to  C o tton  H ill, W ayne K uykendall noted  som e o f the resto ra­

tion  steps the team  has taken  to  re tu rn  the house to  its form er Federal elegance. 

D espite a recent addition  con tain ing  a k itchen /fam ily  room  and  bedroom s, Cecil 

A rm strong , the owner, and  W ayne K uykendall, a p reservationist and  builder, are 

com m itted  to  preserving the house’s arch itectu ral in tegrity  in m eticulous detail. 

W ork has progressed over about a year and  a half, w ith  hopes for project com ple­

tion  in  several years. W ayne, w ho has a “real job,” can only work on C o tton  H ill in 

his spare tim e.

The restoration  o f the in terio r is con tinu ing  in  various stages. W indow s, m illw ork, 

and  hardw are w ill be replicated to m atch the orig inal w here needed. The w iring  

w ill be ru n  beh ind  the baseboards to  be inconspicuous. H eart p ine floors, tr im , and  

doors w ill be stripped. Split-system heating and  cooling un its  w ill be installed. In 

the d in ing  room , the w oodw ork will be pain ted  its orig inal dark  green color. O ne 

fascinating  detail po in ted  ou t by W ayne was the brick-sized w ood blocks th a t had 

been installed  as p a rt o f the o rig inal brickw ork to  provide places w here m illw ork, 

such as m antels and  baseboards, could be attached w ithout dam aging the bricks.

U pstairs, a tten tion  to  detail is exhibited m ost clearly in  a bedroom , the only room  

to be com pleted and occupied. The floor had been pain ted  and  the jo in ts caulked by 

a previous owner. To avoid sanding and  rem oving the patina  and  raised grain, the 

w ood was stripped  and  cleaned about four tim es w ith  tools ak in  to  brass to o th ­

brushes. It was then  buffed w ithout sta in  and  waxed.

The next m ajor project is the replacem ent o f the tw o-story  portico . By the tim e 

HABS docum ented  the stru c tu re  w ith  photographs in 1935, the po rtico  had been 

rem oved. A rch itectural evidence reveals th a t such a portico  existed, and  the ow ner 

w ould like to  duplicate it as closely as possible. If anyone reading th is know s of 

the existence o f  a photograph  o f the orig inal portico , please notify  the H istoric
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Cecil Arm strong (right), owner o f Cotton Hill, and  
W ayne Kuykendall, restoration contractor. Photograph 
by Ralph Allen

H untsv ille  Foundation , 124 South 

Side Square, H untsville , A labam a 

35801.

If a photograph  o f the po rtico  is no t 

found, the replacem ent w ill be based 

on research and  physical exam ination  

done by the late p reservation  architect 

H arvie Jones and  R obert Gamble, 

senior arch itec tu ra l h is to rian  w ith 

the A labam a H istorical C om m ission. 

It w ill be sim ilar to  th a t o f Belle M ont 

near T uscum bia in  C olbert C oun ty  

and  o ther ex tan t period  houses. Cecil 

and  W ayne envision ro u n d  colum ns 

connected  by a th in  balustrade on 

the upper and  lower levels. The

orig inal doo r to  the upstairs po rtico  w ill be replicated for use at the lower level. 

O nce com pleted, C o tton  H ill, w ith  its elegant facade and  delicate in terio r detailing , 

w ill p roudly  reflect Cecil and  W ayne’s com m itm en t to a sensitive resto ration  for a 

m odern  lifestyle.



Luke M atthew s (1796-1875), original owner o f  Cotton Hill. 
Courtesy Johnny Crutcher and Dr. John Ennis.
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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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Luke Matthews in Madison County
L i n d a  Ba y e r  A l l e n

Luke M atthew s’s im pact on N o rth  A labam a was no t confined to  his m agnificent 

Lim estone C oun ty  p lan ta tion  house, C o tton  H ill. He spent the end o f his life in  

M adison C ounty, w here he m ain ta ined  a second, even larger, co tton  p lan tation  u n ­

til the cap tu re  o f H untsv ille  d u ring  the Civil W ar w hen he m oved in to  tow n. A nd 

his num erous descendants, m any  o f w hom  m arried  and  stayed in  the city, co n tin ­

ued to play vita l roles in  H un tsv ille’s history.

As early as 1845 w hile still residing at C o tton  H ill, Luke began acquiring  an existing 

co tton  p lan ta tion  and  house in  M adison C ounty. H is in itia l purchase consisted of 

1,233 acres, for w hich he paid  $12,900. Five years later he m ade a second purchase 

o f 1,062 acres adjoin ing th e  first, for w hich he paid  $21,519. A th ird  tract, bough t 

in  1856, com pleted the assem blage o f his M adison C oun ty  p lan tation , called 

O akendale, w hich con ta ined  approxim ately 2,400 acres. P art o f th is  land  had previ­

ously been ow ned by James M ann ing , Sr., w ho bu ilt the  large, m agnificent house, 

now dem olished, know n as The Grove, once located on the  west side o f G allatin  

Street atop the knoll west o f M ann ing  Drive in  dow ntow n H untsville. Indications 

are th a t M ann ing  also constructed  a large house on his p lan ta tion  p rio r to  Luke’s 

purchase o f it in  1845. Luke’s second wife, Lucy A nn Spottsw ood (“Spotsw ood”), 

was from  H untsville , and  perhaps th is explains his w illingness to  leave his 

C o tton  H ill p lan ta tion  and  m ake O akendale h is hom e. At any rate, they resided at 

O akendale for a lm ost tw enty  years and  raised eight ch ild ren  in  add ition  to  the four 

surviv ing from  Luke’s first m arriage to  Jud ith  Peete.1

O akendale p lan ta tion  was located on b o th  sides o f th e  M em phis & C harleston 

R ailroad (M &C) tracks and  along the west side o f w hat is now  R ideout Road, w hich 

leads to  Gate 9 o f R edstone A rsenal. In  the 19th century, th is  area was know n 

as Elko Switch, a stop on the M & C line w here people could catch the tra in  in to  

H untsville  o r load th e ir co tton  for shipping, a lthough  it had  no physical facility.
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Today Luke’s p lan ta tion  is occupied p rim arily  by Redstone A rsenal and  T ho rn ton  

R esearch Park. The house itself was sited southw est o f the in tersec tion  of the ra il­

road tracks and  R ideout Road. Fam ily legend relates th a t G eneral O rm sby M itchell, 

on his way to occupy H untsville, stopped at O akendale, presum ably to confiscate 

Luke’s co tton . Luke m ust have suspected M itchell’s in ten t and  had  120 bales de­

stroyed. In  re tu rn , an irate M itchell forced Luke and  Lucy to abandon O akendale 

and  move in to  H untsville , where they resided at 528 A dam s Street (which was 

ow ned by Luke’s bro ther-in -law  from  his first m arriage) du ring  the years o f the 

Civil W ar. Luke stayed on in  H untsville after the war, and  in  1868 he purchased  the 

house and  four acres at 416 M cClung Avenue, where he and  Lucy A nn resided un til 

th e ir  deaths, hers in  1874 and  his in 1875.2

A fter th e  Civil W ar, Luke con tinued  to  acquire M adison C oun ty  acreage up to  the 

year he d ied at age 79. H is second ru ra l trac t consisted o f approxim ately 1,200 acres 

located at the no rth east corner o f Pulaski Pike and  Bob W ade Lane, w hich has re ­

cently  been developed by Toyota as a m ajor m anufactu ring  facility for the p roduc­

tion  o f  tru ck  engines. In  1871 he assem bled a th ird  ru ra l trac t o f 750 acres located 

roughly  betw een South  M em orial Parkway and  H untsville  Spring Branch on w hat 

is now  John H u n t Park  and  the H untsville M unicipal G olf C ourse.3

But no t all his transactions involved ru ra l land. In H untsville he purchased  at 

auction  a o n e -th ird  in terest in  a bu ild ing  on East Side Square (now know n as the 

Schiffm an bu ild ing). A no ther com m ercial p roperty  ow ned by Luke was the east 

side o f w hat is now  H arrison  B rothers H ardw are, w hich he purchased in 1868 

for $6,000. The executors o f his estate sold th is p roperty  in  1881 for $2,025. The 

H arrison  b ro thers paid  $1,500 w hen they  acquired it in 1902, following a fire tha t 

began in  a nearby feed store and  spread to  adjoining buildings. The H arrisons had 

previously located th e ir store in  one o f the dam aged buildings. A fter the expan­

sion, they h ired  a con trac to r to  repair the tw o structu res, connect them , construct 

a un ify ing  facade, and  bu ild  an  addition  on the rear o f th e ir orig inal store. The 

result o f th is  project was the H arrison  B rothers H ardw are business th a t rem ains in



416 M cClung Avenue was owned and occupied by Luke 
M atthew s from  1868 un til his death in 1875; the yard contained  

fo u r  acres and extended down to A dam s Street. Courtesy 
H untsville-M adison County Public Library
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opera tion  today on South  Side Square 

u n d er the ow nership  o f the H istoric 

H untsville  F oundation .4

Luke m ay have bough t M adison 

C oun ty  land  as an investm ent, bu t 

w hat seem s m ore likely is th a t he rec­

ognized the precarious econom ic con­

d itions th a t prevailed at the end o f the 

w ar and  was desirous o f leaving his 

large b rood  o f offspring land rich. The 

value o f  h is ow n holdings m ust have 

been considerable before the w ar to  be 

able to  susta in  the loss o f m ore than  

100 slaves in  M adison C oun ty  alone 

and  still be able to  purchase p roperty  

in  the dow n years o f the late 1860s 

and  early 1870s. From  1845 to  1856 Luke bough t only two properties, the Schiffm an 

bu ild ing  and  O akendale; bu t betw een 1865 and  1875 he bought n ine additional 

trac ts, for w hich he paid  a to tal o f $63,530. In addition , he retained  ow nership of 

b o th  the C o tton  H ill and  O akendale p lantations u n til 1873.5

In M arch o f 1873 he divided the m ajority  o f his O akendale p lan tation  am ong th ree 

of h is sons by his second m arriage: James Pleasant M atthew s received 700 acres ly­

ing on the sou th  side o f the M8cC tracks w hich included the “dwelling and  houses”; 

E lliott R obertson M atthew s was deeded 600 acres w hich were already in his pos­

session; and  John N athaniel M atthew s becam e the ow ner o f 596 acres lying on the 

n o rth  side of the railroad  on w hich he was residing. C onfusion  exists about John’s 

date o f death , w hich his tom bstone in  Maple H ill C em etery shows as 1871; however, 

his fa ther deeded h im  land  in 1873 and  his last tw o children  were b o rn  in  1872 and 

1874. It appears th a t John actually  died in 1874, especially in light o f Luke’s final

527 Franklin Street was the home o f Luke’s daughter 
M aria Dance M atthew s and her husband Dr. A lbert 
Russel Erskine; M aria sold the house in 1912. Courtesy 
Huntsville-M adison County Public Library
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fam ily deed, w hich was m ade in  M ay o f 1875, conveying the rem ain ing  462 acres o f 

O akendale to  the five child ren  o f John.6

Luke’s fo u rth  surv iv ing  son by Lucy A nn received 833 acres w here the Toyota p lan t 

now sits; and  ju s t m on ths before his death  Luke deeded his o n e -th ird  in terest in  the 

Schiffm an bu ild ing  to his daughter M aria  D ance M atthew s, w ho had m arried  Dr. 

A lbert Erskine. The Erskines lived in  th e  house at 527 F rank lin  Street, w hich Luke 

had deeded to  his daughter in  1874, n ine  years after buying it from  her husband. 

M aria re ta ined  possession o f th is house un til 1912 w hen she sold it to  Laura Mae 

Powell.7

H aving doled ou t the largest trac ts  o f h is land  to  his youngest sons, Luke left a 

pecu liar w ill d irec ting  his executors to  “d is tribu te  all m y estate, real and  personal 

of every descrip tion  betw een m y child ren  according to the laws o f said state w hich 

govern the d is trib u tio n  o f real and  personal estates o f persons dying in te sta te ....” 

However, he had  kep t a record o f w hat he had previously given each child, and  those 

gifts were to be considered as p a rt o f h is estate in  the d is tribu tion  o f his rem ain ing  

assets. Both Luke and  Lucy A nn M atthew s were bu ried  in M aple H ill Cem etery; 

Judith  Peete, Luke’s first wife, was probably in terred  on the C o tton  H ill property, 

b u t her stone has no t been fou n d .8

W hen Luke m oved to M adison C oun ty  from  C otton  H ill he was obviously accus­

tom ed to  living in  a large, stylish house. All available evidence indicates th a t the 

O akendale house still stands, a lthough  in  a different location  and  in  a d isastrously  

altered  condition . W hen the U.S. A rm y condem ned  land  for th e  estab lishm ent o f 

w hat becam e R edstone A rsenal, there were tw o large p lan ta tion  houses still ex tan t. 

O ne, called the C haney house after its th en  owner, was located on the O akendale 

land  and  was believed to  have been constructed  circa 1835, w hich w ould have co in ­

cided w ith  James M an n in g ’s ow nership.

A lthough no 19 th-cen tury  photographs o f the house are know n, p ictures taken  

in 1955 w hen the house was relocated dem onstrate  th a t it was one of the co u n ty ’s
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o u ts tan d in g  an tebellum  structu res. O f a slightly unusual design for M adison 

C o u n ty  it was a large, rec tangu lar box under an overhanging h ipped  roof, having a 

sym m etrical, th ree-bay  facade and  four huge room s flanking a wide central hallway 

on each o f tw o floors. U nlike m ost local antebellum  houses o f its size, it had  one 

set o f  pa ired  9/9 w indow s on either side of the centered front en try  and  th ree sets 

across th e  second floor front, a fenestration  th a t was repeated on the rear w here the 

double-leaf doorw ay w ith  tran som  was still visible. Also uncom m on, a lthough  no t 

un ique  in  the county, are the double exterior brick  chim neys on either side wall 

separated  by tw o 9/9 w indow s per floor and  flanked by a single 9/9 w indow  at each 

ou ter edge. T he w ood-sided house had  been stuccoed and the fron t en try  altered, 

obscuring  th e  design o f the orig inal en try  and  porch. The house was tw ice the size 

o f C o tton  H ill, and  the O akendale p lan tation  had  tw ice the acreage of the C o tton  

H ill p lan ta tion .9

Nellie McAnally, w ho lived in the house for several years during  the 1920s, recalled 

in  a 1989 in terview  th a t the land  was

ren ted  ou t to  tenan ts w ho grew co tton  and  corn  and  bough t the ir supplies 

from  a com m issary  located in  the old k itchen at the rear o f the house. A 

drive lined  w ith  cedar trees led to  the front door. The house was clapboard 

then , and  had  a sm all porch in  fron t and  a larger, screened porch in  back.

Each room  had its ow n fireplace. There was no electricity and  the only 

ru n n in g  w ater cam e from  a tap in  the kitchen. ‘There were big folding 

doors betw een [the fron t room ] and  the d in ing  room  at the back, so they 

could open them  and  m ake a ballroom . There was a fireplace over there, 

w ith  colum ns all the way to  the ceiling, and  m irrors. It was beautifu l. It 

m akes you w onder why they  w ould w ant to  change it a l l . . .This was our 

k itch en .. .we had  cabinets along here, and  on th is wall a door led ou t to 

ou r screened porch where we ate during  the w arm  w eather. There was a 

w ater faucet in here, bu t no sink. T hat was the only ru n n in g  w ater in  the 

whole house, and  there were no bathroom s.’10
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421 M cClung Avenue was the home o f Luke’s daughter 
Lucy and her husband D. Irvine W hite  who built it in 
1888; the house was occupied by fa m ily  descendants until 
1983. Photograph by Linda B. Allen

A fter the house was m oved eleven 

m iles across the arsenal in  1955 it 

was again “m odern ized .” The only 

fireplace rem ain ing  was faced in  p ink  

m arble, and  a second staircase in  the 

back was rem oved, as were th ree  of 

the massive chim neys and  the stairs 

to the attic. B oth floors were p a rti­

tioned  in to  bedroom s, baths, kitchens 

and  closets. T he exterior was faced 

w ith  yellowish brick and a tw o-story, 

co lum ned  porch added. A 1982 h is­

to rical build ings survey reported  th a t 

“although  th is an te-bellum  house 

represents p re-m ilita ry  land  use, it 

re ta ins little  o f its orig inal integrity. 

The house has been extensively renovated and  m oved from  its orig inal site, and 

therefore possesses little  arch itec tu ra l or h isto rical significance.” Following the 

move, the arm y renam ed  it the  G oddard  house."

The M atthew ses re ta ined  possession o f the 700-acre trac t con ta in ing  the house 

from  1845 u n til 1892 w hen it was conveyed ou t o f the family. By th e  tim e the arm y 

began acqu iring  land  in  1941, the only O akendale p roperty  still ow ned by the 

M atthew s fam ily appears to  have been 308 acres ow ned by Luke’s g randdaugh ter 

C arrie Tardy M atthew s. It was taken  by em inen t d o m ain .12

The deaths o f Luke and  Lucy A nn, however, did no t end the M atthew s fam ily con ­

nections w ith  H untsville  houses and  developm ent. Luke had deeded his tow n house 

at 416 M cC lung Avenue to four o f his children , and  tw o years after his death, the 

house was sold to  Lucy B. M atthew s, Luke’s daughter-in -law  and  the wife o f James 

P. M atthew s. It rem ained  in  her ow nership u n til 1902 w hen her w idow ed hus-
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b an d  and  daugh ter sold it to  A lberta 

Taylor.13

Lucy, one o f Luke’s daughters, m a r­

ried  D avid Irv ine  W hite w ho bu ilt the 

tow ered brick  V ictorian  house at 421 

M cC lung Avenue in 1888. Lucy lived 

there  u n til her death  in  1939, at w hich 

tim e  it was w illed to her son A ddison 

W hite  on th e  cond ition  th a t he pay 

each o f h is four b ro thers $2,000. This 

house is a slightly m odified copy o f a 

house in  R ichm ond, Kentucky, built 

by Irv ine  W hite’s uncle Shelby Irvine, 

w ho, according to fam ily trad ition , 

sent h im  a copy o f the p lans.14

lo h n  N athanie l M atthew s, Luke’s son w ho died early, was survived by his w idow  

H en rie tta  and  five children . In  1875 H enrie tta  purchased 601 F rank lin  Street, 

a lthough  fam ily lore relates th a t Luke (and possibly her father) pu t up the m oney 

so she and  the grandch ild ren  w ould have a hom e following the death  o f John. 

H en rie tta  w illed the house to  her two un m arried  daughters; it stayed in  the fam ily 

u n til 1944 and  provided a refuge for o ther fam ily m em bers th rough  the years.15

O ne o f Luke’s b ro thers, Samuel M atthew s, purchased the house at 413 M cClung 

Avenue in 1857 and  his fam ily resided there du ring  the w ar years, selling it in  1870. 

Samuel had also bu ilt a large fram e m ansion in sou thern  Lim estone C oun ty  near 

th e  Tennessee River about 1840; it was relocated by TVA and  th en  severely dam aged 

in  1974 by a to rnado .16

W illiam  Edw in M atthew s, Luke’s son w ho inherited  the farm  now  occupied by 

Toyota, was unable to  hold onto it, eventually losing it and  m oving to  G ladstone

601 Franklin Street was bought in 1875 by Henrietta  
M atthews, w idow o f Luke’s son John Nathaniel. Two o f  
her daughters inherited the house, which stayed in the 
fam ily  un til 1944. Photograph by Linda B. Allen
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Place (the an tebellum  hom e o f G overnor Reuben C hapm an) in 1889, where he op ­

erated M onte Sano D airy  and  raised Lily Flagg, the 1892 cham pion Jersey bu tterfa t 

producer.17

In the next generation, one o f Luke’s g randsons B enjam in and  his wife Olive, along 

w ith  the ir tw o sons O liver K ennedy and  Luke, Jr., constitu ted  the entire board  of 

directors o f the Spring C ity M illing  C om pany in 1921. T he m ill was located as early 

as the 1890s on the sou th  side o f W est C lin ton  Avenue, w here the dow ntow n post 

office now stands. In 1926, Luke Jr., changed the business o f the com pany from  a 

g rind ing  and  feed m ill to  a large co tton  w arehouse complex, w hich he constructed  

on the sam e site and  nam ed it the D ixie W arehouse and  Storage Com pany. At the 

sam e tim e the w arehouse for the Spring C ity M illing  C om pany on the n o rth  side 

o f W est C lin ton  becam e M atthew s B rothers Feed C om pany. Luke, Jr., and  his wife, 

M arjorie, operated  the D ixie W arehouse, w hile Luke Jr.’s b ro ther O liver Kennedy 

M atthew s and  his son apparen tly  took  over the feed business, eventually  converting  

it to a bu ild ing  supply com pany.18

The M atthew s fam ily also con tribu ted  to  the  developm ent o f H untsville th rough

D ixie Warehouse and Storage C ompany on West C linton Avenue was established in 1926 
by Luke’s great-grandson Luke, Jr. and his wife Marjorie; it ceased operation about 1977. 
Courtesy Huntsville-M adison County Public Library
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In 1909 The Democrat reported that “Mr. and Mrs. E. R. M atthews have moved out to their 
home, Bide-A-Wee, a t the foo t o f  M onte Sano. It was the old home, Oak Place, built and owned 
by the late Mr. George Steele. The house and surrounding grove is one o f the handsomest old 
residences in this vicinity.” Historic American Buildings Survey, ALA, 45-HUVI. V, 1-2

subdivisions o f land  th a t they  had  acquired. The College H ill A ddition  o f 1928 p lat­

ted  lots sou th  o f Big Cove Road, east o f C alifornia Street and  along b o th  sides o f Lee 

H ighw ay (G overnors Drive). This developm ent opened W estm oreland, Lytle, Gill, 

and  M atthew s streets, thereby creating a perm anen t m arker o f the M atthew s fam ily 

passage th ro u g h  H untsv ille .19

In  1947, b ro thers Luke, Jr., and  O.K. M atthew s split a large trac t o f land  lying on 

the n o rth  side o f Big Cove Road just east o f C alifornia Street. Luke Jr.’s lot con­

sisted of 43 acres th a t he subdivided into 106 residential lots in  1950, w hich was the 

beg inn ing  o f a new  neighborhood  th a t assum ed the nam e o f Luke Jr.’s subdivision: 

B lossomwood. Luke, Jr., and  M arjorie lived on the n o rth  side o f Big Cove Road for



Elliott R. M atthew s III (1920-2004) 
great-grandson o f  Luke M atthews, in 2001.

Courtesy Johnny Crutcher



46 | Luke M atthews o f M adison County

years in a lovely stone bungalow . Luke, Jr., d ied  in 1956 and  his son Ben continued  

operation  o f D ixie W arehouse and  Storage un til its close, about 1977.20

O.K. and  M arie M atthew s subdivided the ir 40-acre parcel on the east side o f 

B lossom w ood subdivision in 1955 as W indy H ill, w hich consisted of eleven lots 

along the n o rth  side o f Big Cove Road, and, in 1956 added W indy H ill, Second 

A ddition , con ta in ing  46 lots lying sou th  o f B lossomwood School along the new 

streets o f W oodm ont, Olive and  East Olive.21

A no ther o f Luke’s g randsons, E lliott M atthew s, Jr., m arried  M argaret Burns, w ho 

in 1908 had  bough t O ak Place, the hom e bu ilt by architect George Steele (circa 

1840) on M aysville Road. The following year she deeded the house and su rro u n d ­

ing 169 acres to  her new  husband , bu t in 1919 they  lost the p roperty  w hen they  were 

unable to m ake the m ortgage paym ents. From then  on the fam ily lived in  rental 

quarte rs, including m any o f the houses along F ranklin  Street and  M cC lung Avenue 

w here they  had  num erous relatives. E lliott M atthew s III related th a t w hen his 

m o ther purchased  O ak Place it had been vacant for years and hay was being stored 

in  the dow nstairs. The M atthew ses called the house Bide-A-Wee, a nam e tha t 

recurs on the subdivision street south o f it th a t was no t p latted  un til 1956.22

M argaret and  E lliott M atthew s, Jr., had six children , bu t E lliott III was the one 

w ho m ade the m ost recent and  perhaps m ost significant con tribu tion  to  the city by 

donating  to  The Land T rust o f H untsville  and  N orth  A labam a a life estate in  his 

130-acre farm  o f pasture  and  w oodland in  Lim estone County. A lthough E lliott was 

bo rn  in  H untsville  and  lived here for m uch o f his life— even w orking in the C ity of 

H untsville  finance departm en t for 14 years— his love was the land, and  he becam e 

depressed w hen he saw it being destroyed by ram pan t developm ent. E lliott believed 

th a t A labam a had been good to  h im  and  he w anted to  repay it by preserving his 

piece o f land  for the enjoym ent o f fu ture  generations. E lliott R obertson M atthew s

III died in January  2004 at age 83, having left a living legacy o f the M atthew s fam ily 

for all the fam ilies in  N o rth  A labama.
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Postscript

T his abbreviated narrative o f the M atthew s fam ily and  its im pact on M adison and 

Lim estone counties w ould no t have been possible w ithou t the various w ritings and  

interview s left by E lliott R. M atthew s III, w ho treasu red  his fam ily’s h is to ry  and  

tried  to  keep alive its legacy by retelling the stories heard  in  his youth  in  H untsville 

and  th rough  dedicated  research in to  the lives and  tim es o f his ancestors. Especially 

helpful was the in terv iew  w ith  E llio tt taped  by The Land T rust o f H untsville and  

N o rth  A labam a in June 2002. Special thanks also go to  o ther M atthew s descen­

dan ts w ho assisted o u r research by generously sharing  fam ily stories, genealogies, 

and  photographs.
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Luke M atthew s descen­
dants a t Cotton Hill,
June 2005. Bottom: Jim 
Shackleford, Dr. Harry 
Porter, Jr., Eleanor Streit, 
Ben M atthews IV; Middle: 
Dr. John M atthew s Ennis, 
Cissie Chrisco; Top: 
Michelle, Troy and Ross 
Shackleford.

Dr. H arry Porter, Jr., 
Eleanor Streit, and Cissie 
Chrisco pose with a fa u x  
Lily Flagg a t Gladstone 
Place, the dairy where Lily 
Flagg was raised in 1892. 
Photographs by Ralph 
Allen.
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Historic Huntsville Foundation

Since 1974, the F oundation  has w orked to  preserve arch itecturally  and  historically  

significant sites and  struc tu res  in  H untsville  and  M adison County.

T he Foundation  ow ns and operates H arrison  B rothers H ardw are; ow ns and 

leases the  H arvie Jones Building; operates a w arehouse o f a rch itec tu ra l artifacts 

and  m aterials for reuse in  h isto ric  preservation; publishes The Historic Huntsville  

Q uarterly o f  Local Architecture and Preservation , th e  2001 w in n n er o f the A labam a 

H istorical C om m ission’s E xceptional A chievem ent Award, and  The Foundation  

Forum, a quarterly  new sletter; hosts an annua l m em bersh ip  tea in  arch itecturally  

significant hom es; recognizes people w ho have m ade notable con tribu tions to  h is­

toric preservation; provides com plim en tary  in fo rm ation  and  consu lta tion  on the 

tax  credits available for the restoration  o f h istoric incom e-producing  property.

H H F functions have included A  Rooftop Affair; The Moveable Feast; H appy Days 

at the Russel Erskine; “Through the Garden G ate” book  publishing party ; Old- 

Fashioned Trade D ay on the Square; and  m em bers-on ly  events at private hom es and 

buildings.

O n-going projects include rehab ilita tion  o f houses in  the L incoln M ill Village, 

funded  by an appropria tion  from  C ongressm an Bud C ram er; stabilization  and  plan  

developm ent for the M em phis & C harleston freight depot, w ith  fu nd ing  provided 

by C ongressm an Bud C ram er; and  m arketing  the F oundation’s book  “Through the 

Garden Gate: The Gardens o f  Historic H untsville,” proceeds from  w hich w ill estab ­

lish an  endangered p roperties fund .
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