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OR. THOMAS FEARN: PIONEER 

BUILDER OF HUNTSVILLE

By L Y N N  M U R R A Y

In the lu sty  d a ys  at the turn  o f  the cen tu ry  when 
the T e n n e s s e e  V a l le y  lay  in p e a c e fu l  tra n q u ili ty ,  p i o 
n e e r s  c a m e  f r o m  T e n n e s s e e ,  V ir g in ia ,  G e o r g ia ,  
and L o u is ia n a  to se tt le  in the c u r v e d  and rou n d ed  
r i v e r  v a l le y .  T h ey  w e r e  a t t r a c te d  by H unt's  Spring, 
n a m ed  a fte r  John Hunt an e a r ly  s e t t le r  who built the 
f i r s t  cab in  th e r e  in 180 5. T he abundant supply  o f  
f r e s h  c l e a r  w a ter  and the ro b u s t  v a l le y  a i r  m a d e  the 
lo c a t io n  an id e a l  one fo r  a tow n sh ip . When M a d ison  
County w as c a r v e d  out o f  the M i s s i s s ip p i  T e r r i t o r y  
on D e c e m b e r  13, 1808, the town w h ich  g r e w  around  
the sp r in g  w as  c h o s e n  as  the county  sea t  and n a m ed  
T w ick e n h a m . H o w e v e r ,  the E n g lish  c o n n o t a t i o n  
p r o v e d  to o  g r e a t  fo r  the c i t i z e n s  who had fought in 
the P e v o lu t io n  and the n a m e  w as ch a n g ed  to H unts
v i l le .

H u n tsv il le  e m e r g e d  a lm o s t  o v e r n ig h t  as  the c u l 
tu ra l  and c o m m e r c i a l  c e n te r  o f  what la te r  b e c a m e  the 
n ew  state  o f  A la b a m a .  A f te r  s o m e  c o n t r o v e r s y  g r o w 
ing out o f  the  Y a z o o  F ra u d  o f  the 1 7 9 0 's ,  land  w as 
a u c t io n e d  o f f  at a U nited States Land Sale in 1809. 
S h ort ly  t h e r e a f t e r  the land o f f i c e  fo r  the lo w e r  T e n n 
e s s e e  V a l le y  w as  m o v e d  to H u n tsv il le .  T he  s a le s  
b ro u g h t  in c r e a s in g ly  h ig h e r  p r i c e s  as w ea lth y  young  
p la n te r s  f r o m  th rou gh ou t  the South tu rn ed  th e ir  a t te n 
tion  to  a c q u ir in g  la r g e  land h o ld in g s  in M a d ison
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C ounty , A m on g  the m o s t  b r i l l ia n t  and le a r n e d  in d i 
v id u a ls  who in v e s te d  th e ir  l iv e s  and fo r tu n e s  in the 
a r e a  w as  D r.  T h o m a s  F e a r n  o f  D an v il le ,  V ir g in ia .

T h e r e  is  s u r p r is in g ly  l it t le  w r it ten  about D r . 
F e a r n  o r  h is  fa m i ly  d e sp ite  h is  s ig n i f ica n t  c o n t r i b u 
t io n s  to the s o c ia l  and e c o n o m i c  g ro w th  o f  the T e n n 
e s s e e  V a l le y .  A  fo u n d e r  o f  D a n v il le ,  h is  father, 
T h o m a s  S r . ,  w as a m e m b e r  o f  the C o m m it t e e  o f  
Safety  in  1775.1  T h e r e  a r e  r e c o r d s  o f  the s e n io r  
F e a r n 's  tw o d a u gh ters  by h is  s e c o n d  w ife ,  L u cy  
C o le m a n  A llen . Leannah F e a r n  m a r r i e d  C h a r le s  
P ay n e  on June 16, 1 8 0 0 .2 W i d o w e d  by  h im ,  she 
l a t e r  m a r r i e d  Sam uel Patton  on M a r c h  31, 1819. 3  
T h o m a s  S r . ' s  th ird  w i f e , M a ry ,  dau gh ter  o f  D r .  
R o b e r t  B urton , gave  h im  t h r e e  s o n s :  T h o m a s ,  
R o b e r t  L e e ,  and G e o r g e .  A fte r  h e r  h u s b a n d 's  death , 
M a r y  B u rton  F e a r n  r e m a r r i e d  and la te r  m o v e d  to 
H u n tsv i l le ,  w h e re  she d ied  M a ry  D od son ,  M a r c h  2 ,  
1848.4

T h o m a s  F e a r n  w as b o r n  N ov em ber  15, 1789, on  
h is  fa t h e r 's  p lantation  n e a r  D an v il le  in P i t ts y lv a n ia  
C ounty , V i r g in ia .5  A fte r  c o m p le t in g  h is  e a r ly  
s c h o o l in g  in D an v il le ,  he attended  W ash in gton  C o l l e g e  
in  L ex in gton , V ir g in ia ,  in  1806, and the O ld  M e d ic a l  
C o l l e g e  at P h ila d e lp h ia ,  g raduating  in 1810. He 
a r r i v e d  in  H u n tsv il le  the sa m e  y e a r  to p r a c t i c e  m e d 
i c in e  and found the th r iv in g  c o m m u n ity  in the m id s t  
o f  an e c o n o m ic  b o o m .

B etw een  1810-1818 D r. F e a r n  a c q u ir e d  a l a r g e  
am ou n t o f  land in M a d iso n  County, s o m e  o f  it  in  the 
h e a r t  o f  the b u st lin g  c ity .  S o m e t im e  p r i o r  to  1816
he p u r c h a s e d  the lo t  on  F r a n k l in  S treet  w h e r e  he/
bu ilt  h is  b eau tifu l  h o m e .  When G e n e ra l  A n d r e w  
J a c k s o n  m a r c h e d  south th rou g h  H u n tsv il le  in  1813 to 
m e e t  the C r e e k  Indians in  the Battle  o f  H o r s e s h o e  
Bend, Dr. F e a r n  s e r v e d  as the s u r g e o n  o f  a b a t ta l -
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ion and a reg im en t  o f  T en n essee  and A labam a troups. 
In  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  h i s  p ro fe s s io n a l  exce l len ce ,  
Jackson, in 1814, appointed Dr. F ea rn  "S urgeon 's  
M a te "  in charge  o f  H u n tsv i l le 's  m i l i t a r y  hospita l and 
" A l l  the s ick  and wounded o f  the a rm y . '7

By an act o f  the M is s is s ip p i  T e r r i t o r i a l  L e g i s la 
ture, the f i r s t  bank o f  A labam a was in co rpora ted  on 
D ecem ber  11, 1816. Dr. F ea rn  was named one o f  the 
nine c o m m iss io n e rs .  In co rp o ra ted  as "T h e  P r e s i 
dent, D ir e c to rs  and Company o f  the P la n te r s '  and 
M erchants  Bank, o f  H untsvil le , '8 the bank was o r g a 
n ized  p r im a r i ly  to m ee t  the r is in g  demand fo r  c u r 
rency  during the N orth  A labam a econom ic  boom. 
Stock was so ld  the f i r s t  Monday in F eb ru ary ,  1817, 
and the bank opened its  d oors  fo r  business on October 
17, 1817, with a cap ita l o f  $49, 137. 97.9

The loca t ion  o f  the land sa les  o f f ic e  in Huntsville  
was the key  to the econ om ic  success  o f  the e n e r g e 
t ic  city. W ith L e R o y  Pope  as its p res iden t, the 
P lan ters  and M erchants  Bank soon p rocu red  through 
his fr iendsh ip  w ith  S ec re ta ry  o f  T re a s u ry ,  W i l l ia m  
H. C raw fo rd , the r igh t o f  depos it  fo r  the funds 
r e c e iv e d  by the land o f f ic e .  Th is  p r iv i le g e d  position 
o f  the bank; the passage  o f  the Usury  Law  by the 
f i r s t  A labam a L e g is la tu re ;  and L e R o y  P o p e 's  appoint
ment as Pens ion  Agent fo r  A labam a enabled the bank 
to engage in h igh ly  p ro f itab le  speculation. But the 
bank's m on ey -g rab b in g  a c t iv i t ie s  even tually  p ro ved  
its undoing, when W il l ia m  B. Long, the crusading 
ed ito r  o f  the Huntsvil le  D em ocra t ,  launched a v i g 
orous attack through his columns.

Dr. Fearn , h ow ever ,  had g iven  up his d i r e c t o r 
ship in 1818 to continue his m ed ica l  studies in Europe 
at the R oya l C o l le g e  o f Surgeons in London and St. 
T h om as ' in P a r is .  T h e re  he earned  a reputation o f  
e x ce l len ce  in his p ro fe s s io n  that fo l low ed  h im  back
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to H untsville . One w r i t e r  said o f  h im :

A m ong the physic ians and surgeons o f  the t im e,
Dr. Thom as Fearn  was by fa r  the m ost  c e le b ra te d - -  
ho ld ing a high rank among the sc ientists  o f  the 
South. . . On his return ( f r o m  Europe ) he took a high 
pos it ion  among the physic ians and surgeons o f  the 
day and was a valuable contr ibutor to many o f  our 
m e d ica l  journals.11

Dr. F ea rn  attained a high p ro fe s s ion a l  rep u ta 
tion am ong his co lleagues  fo r  his r e s e a r c h  on the use 
o f  quinine, which he made f r o m  the bark o f  t r e e s  to 
t r e a t  typhoid f e v e r .  His findings w e re  published in a 
m ed ica l  journal and a ttracted  the attention o f  p r o m i 
nent m ed ica l  men, and m arked  the beginning o f  a 
revo lu t ion  in the trea tm en t o f  that dread  d isease .  ^  
He was a lso  a m em b er  o f  the B oard  o f State M ed ica l  
E xa m in e rs  f r o m  1823 to 1829. During h is y e a rs  o f  
p ra c t ic e ,  he was o f fe r e d  the chair  o f  su rge ry  at 
T ra n sy lva n ia  U n ive rs ity ,  Center C o l le g e  o f  K e n 
tucky, L o u is v i l le  School o f  M ed ic ine , and the Cin - 
cinnati U n ive rs ity .  H onorary  d eg re es  w e r e  c o n 
f e r r e d  on h im  fr o m  Rutgers  C o l le ge  in A p r i l ,  1827, 
and T ra n sy lvan ia  in M arch , 1827.13

Dr. F ea rn 's  m ed ica l  reputation is fu rther  en 
hanced by the s tory  that was passed  down by his 
ch ild ren  about the naming o f  Monte Sano. A c c o r d 
ing to th e ir  account, he had been trea t ing  a ch ild  
fo r  a d isease  s im i la r  to co l i t is  fo r  som e t im e  w ith 
no v is ib le  im provem en t,  so he built a cabin on the 
mountain and m oved  the child there . When the child  
r e c o v e r e d  a few  weeks la te r ,  Dr. F ea rn  chris tened  
the p lace  Monte Sano, which means mountain o f  
health. One w r i t e r  has stated:

Th is  is  poss ib ly  true fo r  Dr. F ea rn  was a physic ian 
who did not adhere to the beaten path o f  his p red e -
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c e sso rs  in this profession. When he failed to find a 
successful cure, he invented one of his own, just as 
in the case of his discovery of the nature of quinine.
He was well educated, and he likely enough thought 
of the combination of words by which the mountain 
has been known for more than a century. 14

D r, F e a r n  and h is  b r o t h e r  G e o r g e  w e r e  a m o n g  
the e a r ly  d e v e l o p e r s  o f  V iduta, a v i l la g e  on M on te  
Sano w h ich  w as in c o r p o r a t e d  in 1833. It w as t h e ir  
in tention  to  d e v e lo p  the m ou n ta in  into a hea lth  r e s o r t . 
A lth ou gh  the d r e a m  w as not r e a l i z e d  in th e ir  l i f e  
t im e s ,  m a n y  o f  H u n ts v i l le 's  w e a lth ie r  c i t i z e n s  b u ilt  
s u m m e r  r e s i d e n c e s  upon  the m ounta in .

W ith h is  b eau t ifu l  F ra n k lin  S treet  h o m e  c o m 
p le te d ,  D r. F e a rn  began  to c o u r t  Sallie  B le d s o e  
Shelby , the tenth ch i ld  o f  D av id  and Sarah B le d s o e  o f  
Sum ner C ounty , T e n n e s s e e .  T h ey  w e r e  m a r r i e d  on 
F e b r u a r y  26, 1822 and had se v e n  d a u g h te rs .  M r s .  
F e a r n  w as  a p r o m in e n t  m e m b e r  o f  the F i r s t  P r e s b y 
te r ia n  C h u rch , and h e r  d a u g h ters  sang in the c h o i r  .

B u s in e s s  e n t e r p r i s e s  with co tton  p r o v e d  s u c c e s s 
ful v e n tu re s  f o r  D r. F ea rn .  By 1820, he and h is  
b r o t h e r ,  R o b e r t  L e e ,  had e s ta b l is h e d  t h e m s e lv e s  as  
s u c c e s s f u l  co tton  m e r c h a n ts  in the T e n n e s s e e  V a l l e y  . 
C otton  in th o se  days  w as  m a r k e te d  by sh ipp ing  the 
b a le s  in f la tboa ts  o v e r  M u s c le  Shoals dow n to N ew  
O r le a n s  when the T e n n e s s e e  R iv e r  w as  a t  h igh  w a t e r .  
T e n  m i l e s  south  o f  H u n tsv ille  at D it to 's  L an d in g , o r  
W h ite sb u rg  as it c a m e  to be c a l le d ,  the c o t to n  w a s  
lo a d e d  onto w ag on s  and le f t  t h e r e  to  aw ait  the next 
sh ipm ent. T h is  s t r a t e g ic  lo c a t io n  c a u s e d  D r. F e a r n  
and s e v e r a l  o th e r  p r o m in e n t  H u n tsv il l ian s  to  e n v is io n  
bu ild ing  th e ir  own c ity  on the r i v e r  and co n n e c t in g  it 
w ith H u n tsv il le  by  m e a n s  o f  a can a l .  The  id e a  w as 
to d eep en  the w a te r s  o f  Big Spring C r e e k  and run the 
can a l into P r i c e ' s  F o r k  o f  Indian C r e e k ,  m e e t in g  the
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T e n n e s s e e  R iv e r  at the b lu f f  c ity  o f  T r ia n a .1 5
On M a r c h  11, 1820, the fo l lo w in g  n o t ic e  w as p u b 

l i s h e d  in a l o c a l  p a p e r :

Notice is hereby given that the erection and co m 
pletion of a two story frame building, thirty-two feet 
by twenty or of a building or buildings equivalent in 
value thereto, by the 1st of January 1821, upon any 
lot in the town of Triana, will entitle the proprietor  
of said lot to an indulgence of two years from said 
time upon the original cost of the lot upon which said 
building shall be erected. 16

T he n o t i c e  p r e c ip i ta t e d  a ru sh  fo r  p r im e  lo c a t io n s  
on the n e w ly  la id  c ity  s t r e e t s .  On D e c e m b e r  21, 
1820, the Indian C r e e k  N a v ig a t ion  C om p a n y  w as f o r 
m a lly  c h a r t e r e d  by the A la b a m a  L e g is la t u r e ,  w ith 
L e R o y  P o p e ,  T h o m a s  F e a r n ,  Stephen S. E w in g ,  
H enry  C ook , and S am uel H a za rd  as  c o m m i s s i o n e r s .  
Stock w as  a d v e r t i s e d  f o r  sa le  on M a r c h  30, 1821, at 
f i fty  d o l l a r s  p e r  sh a re  to  e s t a b l i s h  a ca p ita l  o f  $2000. 
The  d i r e c t o r s  w e r e  e le c t e d  on A p r i l  16, 1821, w ith 
D r. F e a r n  b e in g  s e l e c t e d  as  p r e s id e n t  o f  the g rou p .

The f lu r r y  o f  e x c i t e m e n t  su rro u n d in g  the c o n 
s tru c t io n  o f  the c a n a l  b e c a m e  so m e w h a t  m u ted  a 
y e a r  la te r  w hen D r. F e a r n ,  as p r e s id e n t ,  a d v e r  -  
t i s e d  fo r  b id s  on the u n fin ish ed  ha lf .1 7  The con  -  
s t ru c t io n  o f  the can a l had tu rn ed  out to be m u ch  m o r e  
c o m p l i c a t e d  and e x p e n s iv e  than a n t ic ip a te d ,  and m o s t  
o f  the Indian C r e e k  N a v iga t ion  C o m p a n y 's  e a r ly  p r o 
m o t e r s  g ra d u a l ly  w ith d re w  th e ir  su p p ort .  It w as 
on ly  th rou g h  the p r e s e r v e r a n c e  o f  D r. F e a rn ,  who 
m a y  h ave  spent about $10, 000 o f  h is  own m o n e y ,  and 
h is  b r o t h e r ,  G e o r g e ,  that the ca n a l  w as e v e r  c o m 
p le ted .

On January  26, 1827, the Southern  A d v  o c ate 
a d v e r t i s e d  that though the ca n a l w as  not c o m p le t e d  
the Indian C r e e k  N a v ig a t ion  C o m p a n y  w as p r e p a r e d
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to  sh ip  co t to n  to the T e n n e s s e e  R iv e r .18 F o u r  y e a r s  
la te r  the can a l w as  f in a lly  c o m p le te d .  It w as  the 
f i r s t  ca n a l  to  be  built  in A la b a m a , and on T u e s d a y ,  
A p r i l  5, 1831, H u n tsv ille  s taged  a c e le b r a t i o n  in  its  
h o n o r .  T h e  ca n a l,  known by  th is  t im e  a s  " F e a r n ' s 
C anal,"  c o u ld  a c c o m o d a t e  b o a ts  lo a d e d  w ith  e igh ty  
to 100 b a le s  o f  co tton  and f i fty  p a s s e n g e r s .1 9

B e f o r e  the open in g  c e le b r a t io n ,  h o w e v e r ,  a n ew  
s c h e m e  w as  a lr e a d y  b e in g  h a tch e d  in the e a g e r  m in d s  
o f  the c a n a l 's  p r o m o t e r s  to do so m e th in g  to  m a k e  the 
T e n n e s s e e  R iv e r  i t s e l f  m o r e  n a v ig a b le .  P lan s  w e r e  
w e l l  u n d e r  w ay  by  1826 when the state  l e g i s la t u r e  
e n a c te d  a b i l l  to  appoint a ca n a l c o m m i s s i o n  to  i m 
p r o v e  the n a v ig a t ion  o f  the T e n n e s s e e  R iv e r .  T h e  
c o m m i s s i o n e r s  e l e c t e d  by the l e g i s l a t u r e  w e r e  
C le m e n t  C. C lay , T h o m a s  F e a r n ,  N ic h o la s  D a v is ,  
and J a m e s  J a c k s o n  o f  A la b a m a . B e n ja m in  R e y n o ld s  
and W i l l ia m  M o o r e  r e p r e s e n t e d  T e n n e s s e e .

T h e  s ix  c o m m i s s i o n e r s  ran  an a r t i c l e  in the 
Jan u ary  5, 1827, i s s u e  o f  the Southern A d v o c a te  d i s 
c u s s in g  the m e r i t s  o f  bu ild in g  a ca n a l  s y s t e m  into 
the T e n n e s s e e  R iv e r ,  c o m p a r in g  the p r o p o s e d  s y s 
t e m  w ith  the M id d le s e x  (B o s to n ) ,  E r ie ,  and Union 
(P e n n s y lv a n ia )  c a n a l s .  T h ey  e s t im a te d  that the 
" w h o le  c o s t  o f  im p r o v in g  the T e n n e s s e e  R iv e r  f o r  
s m a l l  s te a m b o a ts  o f  fou r  in ch  draught to K n o x v i l l e "  
w ou ld  be about $487, 760. A r g u in g  that the " s a v in g s  
in the a s c e n d in g  fr e ig h t  a lon e  w ou ld  be  f iv e  h u n d red  
and te n  thousand  d o l la r s  annually , '  the c o m m i s
s io n e r s  a sk e d  fo r  p u b l ic  and g o v e r n m e n ta l  su p p ort  
o f  its  p r o p o s a l s .2 0

U n fortu n ate ly , im p r o v e m e n t s  in the T e n n e s s e e  
R iv e r  w e r e  not d e s t in e d  to  be m a d e  f o r  an o th er  100 
y e a r s ,  and then, in te r e s t in g ly  enough, not  by  the 
state  but the f e d e r a l  g o v e rn m e n t .  N e v e r t h e le s s ,  the 
Indian C r e e k  N av iga t ion  C om p an y  by  1835 had m ade
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ten ta t ive  p lan s  to e n la r g e  F e a r n 's  ca n a l  to  m ake  the 
s t r e a m  n a v i g a b l e  f o r  l a r g e b o a t s  at a c o s t  o f  
$150, 000.

One y e a r  e a r l i e r ,  h o w e v e r ,  the c o m p le t io n  o f  
the D e c a t u r -T u s c u m b ia  R a i l r o a d  sou n d ed  the w h is t le  
that m a r k e d  the end o f  A m e r i c a ' s  ca n a l  e r a  in the 
lo w e r  T e n n e s s e e  V a l le y .  T h e  Indian C r e e k  Canal 
had fa r e d  ra th e r  w e l l ,  c l e a r in g  $4, 675. 08 on t o l l  
a lon e  b e tw een  January  16, 1832 and F e b r u a r y  2 5 ,  
1835. T he  ca n a l  con t in u ed  to o p e r a t e  f o r  about ten 
m o r e  y e a r s ,  but by  the t im e  the f i r s t  r a i l r o a d  w as 
bu ilt  in M a d is o n  C ounty  in 1851 it w as  gone  and the 
d r e a m  c ity  o f  T r ia n a  la y  d e s o la te  on  the bluff.

Dr. F e a r n  w as  not on ly  the b u i ld e r  o f  A la b a m a 's  
f i r s t ,  and the n a t io n 's  s e c o n d  c i ty  w a te r  w o r k s .  The 
land  n e a r  B ig  Spring  w as p u r c h a s e d  at the 1809 land 
s a le s  by L e R o y  P o p e  f o r  ten  d o l l a r s  an a c r e ,  John 
Hunt having lo s t  t it le  to  the land. H unter P e e l ,  a 
s k i l le d  e n g in e e r  w ho had e m ig r a t e d  to H u n tsv ille  
f r o m  E ngland , a c q u ir e d  r ig h ts  to  the p r o p e r t y  in 1823 
and u n d e r to o k  to  su pp ly  the tow n with w a te r  f r o m  the 
l a r g e  s p r in g  by  h y d r a u l ic  m a c h in e r y  n e a r  the p r e s e n t  
F i r s t  N ationa l Bank.

A  n u m b e r  o f  d a m a g in g  f i r e s  in 1829 t r i g g e r e d  a 
p u b lic  c o n t r o v e r s y  o v e r  the a p p a ren t  m is m a n a g e m e n t  
o f  the w a te r  w o r k s .  P e e l  and T h o m a s  B a r c la y  d e 
s ign ed  and in s ta l le d  a n ew  s y s t e m  w ith  an engine 
h o u se ,  w a te r  tu rb in e ,  pum p, and dam . T he Southern 
A d v o c a te  u r g e d  the tow n  to b u i ld  a w a te r  r e s e r v o i r  to 
c o m p le t e  the s y s t e m ;  s h o r t ly  t h e r e a f t e r  on e  w as  duly  
c o n s t r u c t e d  on P o p e 's  H ill .

G e o r g e  and T h o m a s  F e a r n  p u r c h a s e d  the w a te r  
w o r k s  on June 15, 1835, f o r  $ 2 ,5 3 0 .3 0 .2 1  On D e c e m 
b e r  3, 1836, they  m a d e  an a g r e e m e n t  w ith  the c i t y  o f  
H u n tsv i l le  to c o n s t r u c t  p u m p s  to  le a d  to the c o u r t 
h o u se  to e x t in g u ish  f i r e s .  C o m p le t io n  w as to  be
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w ith in  f iv e  y e a r s .  T o  do th is ,  the  b r o t h e r s  e r e c t e d  
a l a r g e  c i s t e r n  in the r e a r  o f  the H u n tsv il le  B r a n c h  
o f  the State Bank o f  A la b a m a , w h ich  w as  u n d er  c o n 
s t r u c t io n  on the c l i f f  o v e r lo o k in g  the s p r i n g .  In 
1841, D r. F e a r n ,  hav ing  b e c o m e  the s o le  o w n e r  o f  
the w a te r  w o r k s ,  b e c a m e  in v o lv e d  in a c o n t r o v e r s y  
w ith  the bank about h is  r igh t  to b u ild  the c i s t e r n .  
F o r tu n a te ly ,  the b a n k 's  $10, 000 suit fo r  d a m a g e s  w as  
th ro w n  out by  the c h a n c e r y  c o u r t  on D e c e m b e r  13, 
1841, and the F e a r n s  c o n t r a c t  w ith  the c i ty  w as  h o n 
o r e d ,

F e a r n 's  w a ter  w o r k s ,  t h e r e a f t e r  s m o o th ly  and 
e f f i c i e n t ly  run, w e r e  a s o u r c e  o f  p r id e  to the c i ty  as 
e v id e n c e d  by  the fo l lo w in g  g low in g  d e s c r ip t i o n :

The water works of Huntsville have ever been a 
marked feature. Water is forced up an elevation of  
ninety-six  feet into a reservoir  (sic) on a hill in the 
edge of the city, whence it is distributed over town 
through the principal streets in five inch cast p ipes.
The power used at the spring is a turbine wheel and 
a nine inch pump. The water facilities of the city 
give to every family the opportunity of running a 
waterpipe into their yard, thus giving an inexhaust- 
able supply of pure and fresh  water at all times. 
There are water plugs established at convenient d is 
tances all over the city, used in case of fire.2 2

T h e  r a te s  o f  w a ter  re n ts ,  as  r e c o r d e d  in D r. 
F e a r n 's  1834 -7  a c c o u n t  b ook , w e r e  not  e x o rb ita n t ,  
but enou gh  to  m a k e  h is  in v e s tm e n t  o f  o v e r  $ 4 ,0 0 0  
w orth w h ile .  F a m i l ie s  o f  f iv e  p e r s o n s  and u n d er  w e r e  
c h a r g e d  f i f te e n  d o l la r s  p e r  annum ; f a m i l ie s  o f  s ix ,  
s ix te e n  d o l la r s  p e r  annum ; fa m i l ie s  o f  se v e n ,  s e v e n 
teen  d o l la r s  p e r  annum , e tc .  The l o c a l  t a v e r n  w as 
a s s e s s e d  fo r ty  d o l la r s  p lus th re e  p e r c e n t  o f  ren t  o r  
annual va lu e .  A  c o n fe c t io n a r y  w h e re  l iq u o r  w as s o ld  
p a id  tw enty  d o l la r s ,  but on ly  f i f te e n  d o l l a r s  w as
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a s s e s s e d  a g a in st  a c o n f e c t i o n a r y  w h e r e  no l iq u o r  w as 
so ld .23

D r. F e a r n 's  th ir d  im p o r ta n t  b u s in e s s  e n t e r p r i s e  
(he had by  1837 g iv e n  up the r e g u la r  p r a c t i c e  o f  m e d 
i c in e )  w as  the F e a r n ,  D on egan  and C om p a n y .  T h ey  
a d v e r t i s e d  t h e m s e lv e s  as a g e n e r a l  c o m m i s s i o n ,  
r e c e iv in g  and fo r w a r d in g  m e r c h a n t s  w ith  o f f i c e s  on 
17 C a ron a d et  S tree t  in N ew  O r le a n s ,  and b etw een  
W h ite sb u rg  P ik e  and F ra n k lin  S tree t  in H u n tsv il le .2 4  
O ther im p o r ta n t  p o s i t io n s  o f  c o m m u n ity  t ru s t  w h ich  
he  h e ld  in c lu d e d  that o f  d i r e c t o r  o f  the N o r th e r n  Bank 
o f  A la b a m a , H u n tsv il le  H ote l  C om p a n y ,  and M a d iso n  
T u rn p ik e  C o m p a n y ;  and p r e s id e n t  o f  the B o a r d  o f  
T r u s t e e s  o f  H u n tsv il le  F e m a le  S e m in a r y  and the 
N orth  A la b a m a  C o l l e g e  f o r  m en .

E ven  though  he w as  in v o lv e d  in m a n y  c o m m e r 
c ia l  a s p e c t s  o f  H u n ts v i l le 's  e a r ly  g row th , D r. F e a r n  
s t i l l  found  t im e  to  d e v o te  to  p u b l i c  s e r v i c e .  He w as 
a M a d is o n  C ounty  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  to  the. state l e g i s l a 
tu r e ;  t r u s t e e  o f  the U n iv e r s i ty  o f  A la b a m a ;  p r e s i 
dentia l e l e c t o r ;  and m e m b e r  o f  v a r io u s  state and 
n a tion a l c o m m i s s i o n s ,  in c lu d in g  the O c to b e r  2 3 ,
1849, con v en tion ,  r e p r e s e n t in g  f i f te e n  s ta tes  w h ich  
m e t  in M e m p h is  to p r o m o t e  a r a i l r o a d  to  the P a c i f i c .  
At this co n v e n t io n ,  th rou g h  the e f f o r t s  o f  C le m e n t  C. 
C lay  and F e a r n ,  a n u m b e r  o f  the r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  o f  
the sou th ern  s ta te s  v o te d  to m e e t  in H untsv ille  the 
fo l lo w in g  N o v e m b e r  26, to p r o m o t e  a r a i l r o a d  w h ich  
w ou ld  co n n e c t  M e m p h is ,  T u s c u m b ia ,  and H u n tsv ille  
w ith  P o m e ,  G e o rg ia .

L o c a l ly ,  D r. F e a r n  w as  one o f  the e a r ly  s u p 
p o r t e r s  o f  the F ir s t  P r e s b y t e r ia n  C h u rch  w h ich  w as 
e s t a b l i s h e d  on O c to b e r  13, 1822. A  le a d e r  in H u n ts
v i l l e ' s  b r i e f  a b o l i t io n is t  m o v e m e n t ,  he s e r v e d  as  one 
o f  the v i c e  p r e s id e n t s  o f  the H u n tsv il le  A u x i l ia r y  o f  
the A m e r i c a n  C o lo n iz a t io n  S o c ie ty  that m et  at the
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P r e s b y t e r ia n  C h u rch  in 1832. Dr. F ea rn  w as  a l s o  a 
m e m b e r  o f  the c o m m it te e  to dra w  up ru le s  f o r  the 
C o m m it te e  o f  V ig i la n ce  in M a d ison  County.

P e rh a p s  it w as b e c a u s e  o f  h is  fe e l in g s  about 
s la v e r y  that Dr. F earn  did not fa v o r  s e c e s s i o n  in
1861. H o w e v e r ,  when the A la b a m a 's  S e c e s s io n  C o n 
ven tion  e le c t e d  nine depu ties  to the p r o p o s e d  c o n v e n 
t ion  o f  s e c e d in g  s ta tes  to be h e ld  in M o n tg o m e r y  on 
F e b r u a r y  4, Dr. F ea rn  w as one o f  th ose  n am ed . 
The  e s t e e m  in w hich  he w as he ld  by his  con st itu en ts  
w as  fu r th er  in d ica ted  by h is  e le c t io n  to  the F i r s t  
C o n fe d e ra te  C o n g r e s s .  He he ld  this p o s i t io n  fo r  
about a m onth, re s ig n in g  on M a r c h  15, p r o b a b ly  
b e c a u s e  o f  i l l  health.

T h e r e  is  l i t t le  e l s e  known o f  D r. F e a r n 's  a c t i 
v i t ie s  during  the C iv il  W ar p e r io d ,  though it w as  
r e p o r t e d  that he w as am ong th ose  who r e fu s e d  to s ign  
F e d e r a l  G e n e ra l  O r m s b y  M itch e l ' s a l le g ia n c e  d o c u 
m en t  during  the f i r s t  o cc u p a t io n  o f  H untsv ille  in M ay , 
1862.27

On January  19, 1863, M is s  Sarah L ow e  n o ted  in  
h e r  d ia r y  that Dr. F e a rn  had d ied  in h is  h o m e  on 
January  16. "I w as v e r y  d i s t r e s s e d  to l e a r n  o f  the 
death  o f  Dr, F ea rn ,"  she w ro te ,  "but he has s u f 
f e r e d  so  m u ch  that I b e l ie v e  that h is  death is  fo r  the 
bes t .  With the a f f l i c te d  fa m ily  I sy m p a th ise  g r e a t 
ly . " 28

The p e t it ion  to p ro b a te  Dr. F e a r n 's  w i l l  w as  
m a d e  on January 17 and w as f i le d  one m onth  la te r  on 
F e b r u a r y  17. In teres t in g ly ,  h is  o b i t u a r y  d id  not 
ap p ea r  in the D e m o c r a t  until the A p r i l  2, 1863 is s u e .  
Dr. F e a r n  w as la id  q u i e t l y  to r e s t  in M aple  H ill 
C e m e t e r y  b e s id e  his  w ife ,  who had d ied  tw e n ty -o n e  
y e a r s  b e fo r e  h im  on M ay 2, 1842. He le ft  h is  c h i ld 
ren , the beautifu l b r i c k  h om e , d e e d s  to p r o p e r ty  
s c a t te r e d  a ll  o v e r  M a d ison  County, and the m e m o r y
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o f  a cu ltured and b r i l l ian t  father whose d ream s fo r  
Huntsville  s tre tch ed  beyond e v e r y  new horizon.
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THE WILLIAMS STREET 

AREA IN THE EARLY 1800'S

B y  S A R A H  FISK

H u n ts v i l le 's  h i s t o r i c  W i l l ia m s  S treet ,  o r ig in a l ly  
the t o w n 's  s o u th e a s te rn  b ou n d a ry , l i e s  in the a r e a  
w h e r e  m o r e  than 150 y e a r s  a go  e a r ly  s e t t l e r s  found a 
m a g n i f i cen t  g r o v e  o f  ta ll  oak  and s ta te ly  p o p la r  
t r e e s .  1

H o m e  s ite s  on the r o l l in g  a c r e s  that s t r e t c h  f r o m  
W il l ia m s  to w a r d  the fo o th i l l s  o f  M onte  Sano w e r e  
e a r ly  r e c o g n iz e d  as c h o i c e  r e s id e n t ia l  sp o ts .  M any 
o f  the p e o p le  who built  th e ir  tow n h o u s e s  and m a n 
s io n s  th e r e  w e r e  l e a d e r s ,  not on ly  in the d e v e l o p 
m en t  o f  H u n tsv il le ,  but o f  the state and nation  as w e l l .  
M any o f  the h o m e s  e r e c t e d  in this l o v e ly  sett in g  r e 
m a in  tod a y , and a re  c h e r i s h e d  by  the p r e s e n t  g e n e r a 
t io n  a s  th ey  w e r e  c h e r i s h e d  by  p a st  g e n e r a t io n s .

W i l l ia m s  S treet w as n a m e d  fo r  R o b e r t  W i l l ia m s ,  
g o v e r n o r  o f  the M is s i s s ip p i  T e r r i t o r y  w hen M a d is o n  
C ounty  w as  e s ta b l is h e d  on D e c e m b e r  13, 1808. On 
the o r ig in a l  tow n plat, the s t r e e t  w as on ly  fo u r  b l o c k s  
lo n g ,  and on ly  a scant h a l f - b l o c k  has b e e n  a d d ed  
s in c e  to  c o n n e c t  w ith  A d a m s  and M cC lu n g  S tree ts  on 
th e ir  open in g  a rou n d  1825.

W il l ia m s  S treet  and the a r e a  b o r d e r in g  it l ie  
w ith in  the s o u th w e s te rn  and s o u th e a s te rn  q u a r te r s  o f  
S ect ion  36, T ow n sh ip  3 South, R ange 1, w e s t  o f  the 
b a s i s  m e r id ia n .  T h e s e  tw o q u a r te r  s e c t io n s  w e r e  
am on g  th ose  p u r c h a s e d  by L e R o y  P op e  on A ugust  25,
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1809, at the N a sh v il le  sa le  o f  F e d e r a l  Lands in M a d i 
son County. P o p e ,  noting  the e x c e p t io n a l  beauty  and 
p o s s ib i l i t i e s  o f  the lo c a t io n  a b o v e  the sp r in g ,  b e c a m e  
the h ig h est  b id d e r  fo r  the sou th w est  q u a r te r  o f  th is  
s e c t io n  at a p r i c e  o f  tw e n t y - t h r e e  d o l la r s  p e r  a c r e .

When the tow n s ite  w as  s e l e c t e d  a lon g  the b lu ff  
and la id  out in 1810 u n d er  the n a m e  o f  T w ick e n h a m , 
P op e  a g r e e d  to s e l l  t h i r t y - e ig h t  lo t s  in the s o u th e a s t 
e rn  h a lf  o f  the tow n  a r e a  to the c i t y  c o m m i s s i o n e r s .  
T he  p r o f i t  m a d e  on the t r a n s a c t io n  w as u se d  to e r e c t  
p u b lic  b u i ld in g s .2 T h is  s a le  in c lu d e d  a ll  the lo t s  on 
the n orth  s id e  o f  W i l l ia m s ,  e x c e p t  n u m b e r s  71 and 
72. Lot No. 72, w h ich  is  the la s t  o f  the n u m b e r e d  
c ity  lo ts  in the o r ig in a l  p la t ,  l i e s  o p p o s i t e  the M a s o n ic  
T e m p le .  No. 71 jo in s  72 on the w e s t .  A l l  o f  the tow n  
lo t s ,  as  o r ig in a l ly  la id  out, w e r e  150 fe e t  sq u a re  and 
con ta in ed  o n e - h a l f  a c r e .  T he land  e a s t  and south o f  
W i l l ia m s  S tree t  o u ts id e  o f  the o r ig in a l  tow n l im it s  
re m a in e d  in P o p e 's  p o s s e s s i o n  until  he s o ld  it to 
v a r io u s  in d iv id u a ls .  F o r  h is  ow n h o m e ,  he s e le c t e d  
a c h o i c e  spot on the b lu f f  e a s t  o f  L in c o ln  S treet .  
T h e r e  he b eg a n  the e r e c t i o n  o f  h is  m a n s io n  b e f o r e  
1815, fa c in g  it t o w a r d  the tow n . 3

In e x a m in in g  the e a r ly  h i s t o r y  o f  the a r e a  a d jo in 
ing W il l ia m s  S tree t ,  it w i l l  be  p r a c t i c a l  to p r o c e e d  
lo t  by lo t ,  beg in n in g  w ith  No. 71, on  the c o r n e r  o f  
W i l l ia m s  and G r e e n e  S tre e ts .  T h is  lo t  w as a p p a r 
en tly  p u r c h a s e d  f r o m  P o p e  by  S im eon  Jennings s o m e 
t im e  b e f o r e  1815, though  a d e e d  d o e s  not a p p e a r  to 
have  b een  r e c o r d e d .  On July  6, 1815, Jennings s o ld  
th is  lo t  and a n oth er  one  to  N ea l  B. R o s e ,  who h e ld  it 
f o r  th r e e  y e a r s ,  s e l l in g  du rin g  the b o o m  t im e s  o f  1819 
at t w ic e  what he had  p a id  f o r  it. 4

The lo t  w h e re  the H ow a rd  W eed en  h o m e  stands is  
N o. 63 , to  the n o r th w e s t  o f  No. 71. It w as  f i r s t  s o ld  
in 1816 by the c ity  c o m m i s s i o n e r s  to A le x a n d e r
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W a s s o n  f o r  f i fty  d o l la r s .  T w o  y e a r s  la te r  John J on es  
p u r c h a s e d  it f o r  $350. On M ay 15, 1819, H en ry  
B r a d f o r d  p u r c h a s e d  it f o r  $700. T h is  p r i c e  i n c r e a s e  
f r o m  f i fty  d o l la r s  to $700 f o r  a vacan t  lot  w ith in  a 
s p a c e  o f  th r e e  y e a r s  is  a g o o d  e x a m p le  o f  s o a r in g  
land  v a lu e s  during  H u n ts v i l le 's  f i r s t  land  b o o m  in  1818 
and 1819. S o m e t im e  in 1819 o r  1820, B r a d fo r d  e r e c t e d  
the b r i c k  h ou se  w h ich  stands th e re  today . On L ot  71, 
w h ich  he a l s o  p u r c h a s e d ,  he built  a f r a m e  s ta b le .  
H o w e v e r ,  he m o r t g a g e d  and lo s t  both  o f  th e s e  lo t s  
e a r ly  in  1821.

T h e  n ex t  o w n e r  w as John R ead , a c ity  c o m m i s 
s io n e r  and the r e g i s t r a r  fo r  the sa le  o f  p u b l ic  lan ds  
w hen the F e d e r a l  Land O f f i c e  w as op e n e d  in  H u n ts 
v i l le  in 1811. R ead  m a d e  th is  h o u se  h is  r e s i d e n c e  
u ntil  he s o ld  it in 1824 to  John M c K in le y  fo r  $6, 000. 
M c K in le y ,  one o f  n u m e r o u s  d is t in g u ish e d  p u b l ic  m e n  
w ho o w n e d  p r o p e r t y  in th is  a r e a  in the e a r ly  d a y s ,  
w as  a la w y e r  and United States Senator . F r o m  1827 
to  h is  death  in 1852 he s e r v e d  as a s s o c ia t e  ju s t i c e  o f  
the U nited  States S u p rem e  C ou rt .  O ther o w n e r s  o f  
b oth  o f  t h e s e  lo ts  w e r e  B a r t le y  M. L ow e  and M r s .  
M a rth a  B etts ,  who s o ld  the p r o p e r t y  in  1845 to  
W i l l ia m  W eed en , fa th er  o f  H ow a rd  W eed en . T h e  
W e e d e n  fa m ily  ow n ed  it f o r  o v e r  100 y e a r s .

Lot No. 72, a c r o s s  L in co ln  S treet f r o m  the 
M a s o n ic  T e m p le ,  w as s o ld  on  F e b r u a r y  13, 1816, by  
L e R o y  P o p e  to A le x a n d e r  W a s s o n  fo r  s ix ty  d o l l a r s ,  
the d e e d  stating  that W a s s o n  l iv e d  on the lo t .  On J a n 
u a ry  29, 1818, W a s s o n  w as s t i l l  l iv in g  on the lo t  
w hen he s o ld  it to  J e s s e  S e a r c y  f o r  $700. W a s s o n  
had m o v e d  by  A ugust o f  that y e a r ,  h o w e v e r ,  w hen 
S e a r c y  s o ld  to  John I. W in ston , r e c e iv in g  a lm o s t  
tw ic e  what he had pa id  fo r  the p r o p e r t y  on ly  e ight 
m on th s  b e fo r e .

In 1825, C a th er in e  G. B r o w n  a c q u ir e d  th is  lo t  f o r
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$1, 650. But two y e a r s  la te r  a le v y  w as  p la c e d  on it 
to c o v e r  h er  d e b ts ,  and S h e r i f f  John P . N ea l s o ld  the 
p r o p e r t y  to H en ry  C ook , the h ig h e s t  b id d e r ,  f o r  on ly  
$525. The " F o r  S a le "  ad in T h e  Southern  A d v o c a te  
o f  M a r c h  2, 1827, d e s c r i b e d  the p r o p e r t y  as "o n e  
h ou se  and lot  know n as  the p la c e  w h e re  R o b e r t  
O r r e l l ,  Jr .  , f o r m e r l y  l iv e d  and fr o n t in g  the M a s o n ic  
H all. " 5

A fte r  the s h e r i f f ' 's sa le  o f  Lot 72, it ch a n ged  hands 
s e v e r a l  t im e s  in a s h o r t  p e r i o d ,  the p r i c e  continu ing  
to  d e c r e a s e .  In 1830 B a r t le y  M. L o w e  a c q u ir e d  it f o r  
$400. A p p a re n t ly  th e r e  w as  no h o u s e ,  o r  a s m a l l  
one , on  the lo t  at th is  t im e .

Lot 64, the fo u r th  lo t  in  th is  b lo c k ,  w as s o ld  by 
the c ity  c o m m i s s i o n e r s  on  A u gu st  16, 1817, to John 
K. K yle  f o r  $400. On Jan u ary  12, 1826, E d w ard  G. 
K yle  and h is  p a r tn e r ,  N ath an ie l H e r b e r t ,  s o ld  to 
H a rr y  Innis T h o rn to n  fo r  $ 4 ,0 0 0 .6  T h is  1826 d e e d  is  
p a r t i c u la r ly  in t e r e s t in g  f o r  it d e s c r i b e s  Lot 64 as 
"b e in g  the s a m e  w h e r e o n  W i l l ia m  F. M o o r e  n ow  r e 
s id e s  and o p p o s i t e  the P r e s b y t e r ia n  C h u rch . "

F a c in g  Lot 64 a c r o s s  L in c o ln  S tree t ,  on a lot 
w h ich  o r ig in a l ly  ex te n d e d  to  the b ou n d a ry  o f  the 
M a s o n ic  L o d g e 's  p r o p e r t y ,  t h e r e  stands today  what 
a p p e a r s  to  be  one o f  the v e r y  e a r l i e s t  o f  H u n ts v i l le 's  
h o m e s .  On D e c e m b e r  2, 1819, L e R o y  P o p e  s o ld  th is
lo t  to A r th u r  F . H o p k in s , a r e s id e n t  o f  L a w r e n c e  
C ounty , p r o m in e n t  la w y e r ,  and m e m b e r  o f  the c o n 
ven tion  w h ich  f r a m e d  the State C on st itu t ion . H is 
d e e d  to  th is  p r o p e r t y  d e s c r i b e s  the lo t  as con ta in in g  
h a l f  an a c r e  and in c lu d in g  the b r i c k  h o u se  and o th e r  
b u ild in g s  e r e c t e d  by C o lo n e l  P e t e r  P e r k in s .  I n f o r 
m a t io n  g iv e n  in  d e e d s  to the a d jo in in g  p r o p e r t y ,  in d i 
c a t e s  that John J. W in ston  l iv e d  on th is  lot  on F e b 
r u a r y  22, 1819, and that R ic h a r d  P r y o r  w as in o c c u 
p a n cy  b e f o r e  that and as  fa r  b a c k  as A ugust 16, 1816.
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W h eth er  C o lo n e l  P e r k in s  built  the h o u s e  b e f o r e  
1816 and o c c u p ie d  it h i m s e l f  has  not b een  d e te r m in e d .  
It i s , h o w e v e r ,  e n t ir e ly  p o s s ib le  that he did. He w a s  
l iv in g  in  H u n tsv il le  v e r y  e a r ly ,  having  b een  a p p o in ted  
by  the T e r r i t o r i a l  L e g is la tu r e  as  a m e m b e r  o f  the 
c o m m it t e e  to s e l e c t  the sea t  o f  ju s t i c e  f o r  M a d is o n  
County  in  1809. A ls o ,  he s e r v e d  as  the f i r s t  c l e r k  
o f  the S u p e r io r  C ou rt ,  w hen it w as e s t a b l i s h e d  in
1810.

A r th u r  H opkins h e ld  this lo t  a lm o s t  ten  y e a r s  
a f t e r  he bought it, s e l l in g  on S e p te m b e r  12, 1827, to  
G e o r g e  W. H a r r is  fo r  $2, 000. H a r r is  m o r t g a g e d  it 
a lm o s t  im m e d ia t e ly ,  the m o r tg a g e  stating that the 
p r o p e r t y  had r e c e n t ly  b een  o c c u p ie d  by G e o r g e  F e a r n ,  
On N o v e m b e r  14, 1831, H a r r is  s o ld  to R ic h a r d  L e e  
F e a r n  f o r  on ly  $1, 250, c o n s id e r a b ly  l e s s  than the 
am ou n t he pa id  f o r  it.

R ic h a r d  Lee. F e a r n 's  w ife  w as M a r y  Jane W a lk e r ,  
d au gh ter  o f  Senator John W il l ia m s  W a lk er  and h is  
w i fe ,  M atilda  P o p e ,  daughter  o f  L e R o y  P o p e .  On 
Jan u ary  27, 1834, M r s ,  W a lk er  b e c a m e  the o w n e r  o f  
th is  h o u s e  and lo t ,  pay ing  $3, 360, a p r i c e  w h ich  i n d i 
c a te s  that h e r  daughter and s o n - i n - l a w  had  m a d e  
im p r o v e m e n t s  to  the p r o p e r t y  during  th e ir  o w n e r s h ip .  
At the t im e  M atilda  W a lk er  c a m e  into p o s s e s s i o n ,  
she h ad  b een  a w id ow  fo r  m o r e  than ten y e a r s .  
W h eth er  she r e s id e d  in the h ou se  o r  to w h o m  she 
s o ld  it is  not known.

T h e  o r ig in a l  lo t  ow n ed  by  the M a s o n ic  L o d g e  in 
A la b a m a , w as p u r c h a s e d  f r o m  L e R o y  P o p e  in 1823 f o r  
one d o l la r .  T h is  lo t  w as on ly  f i fty  by s i x t y - s i x  fe e t  
and did  not extend  to the c o r n e r  o f  W i l l ia m s  S treet. 
The f i r s t  lod g e  h a ll  w as  e r e c t e d  th e r e  in 1820 b e f o r e  
the a ctu a l  t r a n s fe r  o f  the p r o p e r t y  f r o m  P o p e .  In
1850, when the p r e s e n t  lo d g e  h a ll  w as  bu ilt ,  the 
M a s o n ic  b o d ie s  p u r c h a s e d  the c o r n e r  s e c t io n  o f  the
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lo t  f r o m  the estate  o f  W i l l ia m  Patton.
Turn ing to the south side o f  W il l ia m s  Street, one 

o f  the f i r s t  p ie ces  o f  p ro p e r ty  sold in this a rea  by 
Pope  was at the southeastern co rn e r  o f the junction 
o f  W il l ia m s  with Franklin . On M arch  21, 1816, 
David  Munroe paid  Pope  $150 fo r  two a c re s  there , 
Pope  ag ree in g  in the deed to extend F rank lin  Street 
southeastward f r o m  its junction with W i l l ia m s  and to 
keep  i t o p e n  as fa r  as the sect iona l line.

Munroe held  this p ro p e r ty  fo r  th ree  y e a rs  se l l in g  
on M arch  22, 1819, to John Read, who, accord in g  to 
the deed, was a lr ea d y  res id in g  on the p roper ty .  The 
$3, 000 that Read paid ind ica tes  the p re sen ce  o f  a sub
stantial house. It is  b e l ie v ed  that this was the house, 
o r  at le a s t  the m ain part  o f  it, which is  p resen t ly  
known as the E rs k in e -D i lw o r th  house.

At the t im e  that Read l iv e d  on this co rn e r  lot, he 
acqu ired  a l l  the land on the east side o f  F rank lin  
down to the Samuel H aza rd  p ro p e r ty ,  which is  now 
known as the R h e t t -P ip es  hom e just north or  D ry 
Branch C reek . On August 9, 1819, Read sold a l l  of 
this land to R obert  F ea rn  fo r  $9,000, and the deed 
stated that F ea rn  res id ed  on the p ro p er ty .  A l l  in d i
cations a re  that he l iv e d  in the house on the co rne r  
lot, Read having vaca ted  it on A p r i l  14, 1819, when he 
bought the second lot to the east.

On June 2, 1820, F ea rn  sold  this co rn e r  lot to 
A lexan der  E rsk ine  fo r  $6, 232, which ind icates  the 
p re sen ce  o f  a fine house.7 F i f ty -n in e  y e a rs  la te r ,  
Susan C. E rsk ine , w idow  o f A lexan der  E rsk ine , sold 
to Kate E rsk ine  her  in te re s t  in this p ro p e r ty ,  stating 
that it had been her res id en ce  fo r  m o re  than fifty  
y ea rs .  These  t r a n s fe rs  s e em  to ind icate  that the 
E rsk in e -D i lw o r th  house, o r  at leas t  part  o f it, was 
e re c te d  b e fo re  June 2, 1820.

On A p r i l  2, 1817, Pope sold  two la r g e  adjoining
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lots on the south side o f  W il l ia m s .  The pu rch aser  o f 
the m ost w e s te r ly  o f  the two lots was H enry  M inor, 
another public man who res id ed  in this a rea . M inor 
s e rv ed  M adison County in the Constitutional Conven 
tion in 1819 and the sam e y e a r  was chosen r ep o r te r  
o f  the State Supreme Court. In 1823 he was e le c ted  
to the bench and two y ea rs  la te r  b ecam e c le rk  o f  the 
Supreme Court, a pos it ion  in which he d istingu ished 
h im s e l f  until his death in 1838.

M inor built a la r g e  house on this lo t  and res id ed  
th ere  until his public r e sp o n s ib i l i t ie s  n ecess ita ted  his 
m ov ing  n ea re r  to the state cap ita l in Tusca loosa . 8 
M in o r 's  house was said to be s im i la r  to the Bibb m an 
sion on the adjoin ing lo t  to the east. It stood v e r y  
near the line o f  the Bibb lo t  and a lm os t d ir e c t ly  in 
fron t o f  the G reene  S treet in tersect ion . One long 
extension , p oss ib ly  a  k itchen or  servan ts  wing, 
extended behind the house. Though the m ain  s t ru c 
ture was rep la ced  m o re  than f i f t y  y e a rs  ago by the 
p resen t  house, th ere  s t i l l  stands near the n o rth 
eas te rn  p ro p e r ty  line  an old  building which v e r y  l ik e ly  
m ay  be the o r ig in a l  w ing o f  M in o r 's  house. M inor  
sold  this p ro p e r ty  to G eorge  W. M alone in 1824, The 
deed stated that the house and lo t w e re  then occup ied  
by James W. M cClung, fo r  whom  M cClung S treet was 

la te r  named. 9
In 1826 this p ro p e r ty  went to Josephine D eVende l 

and her  husband E m ile  D eVende l, who conducted one 
o f  the f i r s t  schoo ls  in H untsville . In 1834 R obert  
F ea rn  acqu ired  the p ro p e r ty  and occup ied  it fo r  a 
number o f  y ea rs .  A l l  o f  these  t ra n s fe rs  f r o m  M inor  
down to Fearn , w e re  fo r  a lm os t  exac t ly  the same 
amount o f  m oney, about $4,150.

The lo t  to the northeast o f  M inor  was purchased 
by John M. T a y lo r .  The deed, which was dated A p r i l  
2 , 1817, c a r r ie d  a con s idera t ion  o f  $445.50. T a y lo r ,
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a la w y e r ,  had a p p a re n t ly  on ly  r e c e n t ly  c o m e  to H u n ts
v i l le  to op en  a m e r c h a n t i le  b u s in e s s  with P h il l ip  A. 
F o o te ,  h is  w i f e ' s  b r o t h e r .  It a p p e a r s  that th is  b u s i 
n e s s  soon  ran  into d i f f i c u l t ie s  and T a y lo r  r e s u m e d  
h is  le g a l  p r a c t i c e .  C h o se n  to  r e p r e s e n t  the county  
at the C on st itu t ion a l C on v en t ion  in 1819, he s e r v e d  on 
the s u b - c o m m it t e e  w h ich  d r a fte d  the State C o n s t i tu 
tion . He w as su b se q u e n t ly  the la w  p a r tn e r  o f  H enry  
M in or  and s u c c e e d e d  h im  on the S u p rem e  C ourt 
b e n ch  in 1825.

A fte r  T a y lo r  a c q u ir e d  the lo t  a d jo in in g  M in o r  on 
the n o r th e a s t ,  he bu ilt  a l a r g e  h o u se  and r e s id e d  
th e re .  On A p r i l  14, 1819, he s o ld  this p r o p e r t y  to 
John R ead  fo r  $ 16 ,000 . T h is  su m , by far the 
l a r g e s t  in th is  a r e a ,  in d ica te d  e i th e r  the p r e s e n c e  
o f  a m a n s io n  on th is  lo t ,  o r  s o m e  a r r a n g e m e n t  fo r  
an ex ch a n ge  o f  p r o p e r t i e s ,  w h ich  is  not a pparen t f r o m  
the r e c o r d s .

R ead o c c u p ie d  th is  p r o p e r t y ,  a fte r  se l l in g  h is  
c o r n e r  lo t  to R o b e r t  F e a r n ,  and r e m a in e d  in o c c u 
p a n cy  u n t i lh e  p u r c h a s e d  the W eed en  h o u se  a n d m o v e d  
th e re  in 1821, thus m ak in g  it th r e e  lo t s  that R ead  
ow n ed  and o c c u p ie d  in th is  n e ig h b o r h o o d  within a 
p e r io d  o f  th r e e  y e a r s .

On A p r i l  30, 1821, R ead  s o ld  the p r o p e r t y  w h ich  
had c o s t  h im  $16,0 00 to T h o m a s  B ibb  fo r  $ 8 ,0 0 0 .  
P e r h a p s  th is  g r e a t  d i f f e r e n c e  in h is  p u r c h a s e  and 
s e l l in g  p r i c e  w as due to the co tton  m a r k e t  c r a s h  in 
la te  1819, o r  to s o m e  o th e r  p r o p e r t y  t r a n s a c t io n .  
N e v e r t h e le s s ,  the d e e d  is  m o s t  in te r e s t in g ,  f o r  it 
not on ly  s ta tes  that John R ea d  had la te ly  r e s id e d  on 
the lo t  but that it w as  then in the o c c u p a n c y  o f  T h o m a s  
Bibb. 10

What happen ed  to the o r ig in a l  la r g e  h o u se  built  by 
John M. T a y lo r  on the W i l l ia m s  S tree t  lo t  is  a m a t te r  
o f  in te r e s t in g  c o n je c t u r e .  D id B ibb  te a r  it down a fte r

27



p ay in g  $ 8 ,0 0 0  fo r  i t ?  Or d id  it b u r n ?  One w r i t e r  
sa y s  that B ibb  built  the p r e s e n t  h o u se  on the lo t  f o r  
h is  d a u g h ter ,  M r s .  J a m e s  B r a d le y ,  in 1837 at a c o s t  
o f  $ 3 2 ,0 0 0  and nine y e a r s  o f  la b o r .  The h o u s e  i s  sa id  
to h ave  b e e n  p a tte rn e d  a f t e r  B ib b 's  h o m e  at B e l le  M i 
na in L im e s t o n e  County.

On S e p te m b e r  9, 1836, B ibb  d e e d e d  the W i l l ia m s  
S tree t  p r o p e r t y  to  h is  s o n - i n - l a w ,  J a m e s  B r a d le y ,  
fo r  $ 5 ,0 0 0 .  T h e  d e e d  d e s c r i b e s  the p r o p e r t y  as  "a  
c e r t a in  lo t  o f  g rou n d  and te n e m e n ts  f o r m e r l y  o c c u 
p ie d  by  T h o m a s  B ibb  fron t in g  on  W il l ia m s  S tre e t ,  
con ta in in g  2 -8 0 /1 0 0  a c r e s . "

A fte r  B ib b 's  death , h is  h e i r s  s o ld  the p r o p e r t y  on 
A u gu st  6, 1844, to G e o r g e  T . B e ir n e ,  who w as  a l r e a d y  
in o c c u p a n c y  at this t im e ,  fo r  the su m  o f  $ 7 ,5 0 0 .  No 
t r a n s f e r  s in d ica te  the p r e s e n c e  o f  a $ 3 2 ,0 0 0  h o u s e ;  
h o w e v e r ,  G o v e r n o r  B ibb  m u st  h ave  b e e n  a b le  to  b u ild  
one had he w ish e d ,  f o r  he w as v e r y  w ea lth y . H is  e s 
tate in c lu d e d  n u m e r o u s  p la n tat ion s  in M i s s i s s i p p i  as 
w e l l  a s  A la b a m a .

The lot n o r th e a s t  o f  B ibb  w as s o ld  by P o p e  to 
C le m e n t  C. C lay  on January  15, 1819, f o r  $ 1 ,4 6 5 ,  
T h is  is  about a thou san d  d o l la r s  m o r e  than the tw o 
lo ts  to the w e s t  had s o ld  f o r  tw o y e a r s  e a r l i e r .  T he  
in c r e a s e  w as p r o b a b ly  due to the land  b o o m ,  f o r  w hen 
C la y  d i s p o s e d  o f  this lo t  on O c to b e r  1, 1823, a f t e r  the 
m a r k e t  c r a s h  he r e c e iv e d  on ly  $800. T he  p u r c h a s e r ,  
Capta in  F r a n c i s  T . M astin , is  sa id  to have bu ilt ,  s o o n  
a f t e r  he a c q u ir e d  the p r o p e r t y  in 1823, the b e a u t i fu l  
h o m e  w h ich  stands on the lo t  today . C apta in  M a s t in 's  
w ife  w as Ann E l iz a b e th  C a r o l in e  L e V e r t ,  dau gh ter  o f  
C laudius L e V e r t ,  who had c o m e  to A m e r i c a  f r o m  L y 
o n s ,  F r a n c e ,  during  the R e v o lu t io n a r y  W ar to a s s i s t  
the c o lo n is t s  in th e ir  s t ru g g le  f o r  f r e e d o m .  T h is  
p r o p e r t y  r e m a in e d  in the M a stin  fa m i ly  fo r  a n u m b e r  
o f  y e a r s .
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The lo t  on  the south  s id e  o f  W i l l ia m s  a c r o s s  f r o m  
the M a s o n ic  H all w as  not s o ld  by P o p e  until January 
27, 1824.11 T he p u r c h a s e r  o f  th is  c o r n e r  lot w as Dr. 
D abney  M. Wharton , w ho pa id  $515 f o r  the tw o a c r e s .  
D r. W harton , one  o f  H u n ts v i l le 's  e a r l i e s t  p h y s ic ia n s ,  
e r e c t e d  a la r g e  h o u se  on the lo t  and m a d e  it h is  r e s i 
d e n ce  until  he s o ld  it in 1831 to  G e o r g e  P. B e ir n e  fo r  
$ 4 ,5 0 0 .  B e ir n e  l i v e d  t h e r e  until  he m o v e d  into the 
B ib b  h o u se  in 1844. John P atton  b e c a m e  the new  o w 
n e r  o f  the c o r n e r  lo t  and r e s i d e d  t h e r e  until  he s o ld  
it on  S e p te m b e r  18, 1855, to L e R o y  P o p e  W a lk er .  12

At the t im e  W a lk e r ,  a p r o m in e n t  a t to rn e y ,  p u r 
c h a se d  th is  lo t ,  he w as  re tu rn in g  to  H u n tsv il le  a fte r  
m akin g  h is  r e s id e n c e  in L a w r e n c e  and L a u d erd a le  
co u n t ie s  and o th e r  l o c a l i t i e s  w h e r e  he had d is t in 
g u ish ed  h im s e l f  in v a r io u s  p o s i t io n s  o f  h on or  in A la 
b am a . D uring  the t im e  he o c c u p ie d  the la r g e  b r i c k  
h o u se  on this c o r n e r  lo t ,  he a ls o  s e r v e d  as  a d e leg a te  
to the h i s t o r i c  D e m o c r a t i c  C o n v en t ion  in C h a r le s to n  
o f  I860 w h e re  ir a te  Southern  d e le g a te s  w ith d re w  when 
the C on ven tion  d e a d lo c k e d  o v e r  the P a r t y 's  stand on 
s la v e r y .  C h o se n  as  the f i r s t  S e c r e t a r y  o f  W ar o f  the 
C o n fe d e ra te  States , he ga ve  the o r d e r  to  f i r e  on F ort  
Sum ter.

W hile  W a lk e r  ow n ed  th is  p r o p e r t y ,  the h o m e  and 
a l l  its  con ten ts  w e r e  d e s t r o y e d  by f i r e ,  on  M a r c h  8,
1862, s h o r t ly  b e f o r e  F e d e r a l  t r o o p s  o c c u p ie d  H unts
v i l le .  T h e r e  s t i l l  r e m a in s  on th is  lo t ,  b eh in d  the 
p r e s e n t  h o u s e ,  tw o s m a l l  b r i c k  b u i ld in g s  w h ich  a p 
p e a r  to be s o m e  o f  the o r ig in a l  b u ild in g s  w h ich  w e r e  
not d e s t r o y e d .

On the n o r th w e s t  s id e  o f  W i l l ia m s ,  L ot  69 w as 
s o ld  by  the c ity  c o m m i s s i o n e r s  to  R e b e c c a  B a l la r d  
on A u gu st  28, 1820, fo r  $212. A p p a re n t ly ,  the p u r 
c h a s e r  built  a la r g e  h o u se  on th is  lo t  fo r  w hen she 
s o ld  it on  A p r i l  1, 1823, to T h o m a s  B ibb , the d eed
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m e n t io n s  a t r a n s fe r  o f  h o u s e s ,  b u i ld in g s ,  and a p p u r 
te n a n c e s ,  the c o n s id e r a t i o n  b e in g  $2, 000. It is  v e r y  
l ik e ly  that G o v e r n o r  B ibb  bought th is  h o u se  fo r  h is  
e ld e s t  d au gh ter  A d e l in e ,  who had m a r r i e d  M a jo r  
J a m e s  B r a d le y  in 1821. He d e e d e d  the p r o p e r t y  to 
J a m e s  B r a d le y  on M a r c h  15, 1830 fo r  $2. 00 and the 
d e e d  sta ted , "w h e r e o n  the sa id  J a m e s  B r a d le y  n ow  
r e s i d e s .  "

A fte r  J am es  B r a d le y  and h is  w ife  A d e l in e  m o v e d  
into  the B ibb  m a n s io n  on the south s id e  o f  W i l l ia m s  
y e a r s  la te r ,  th is  lo t  and the a d jo in in g  No. 61 w e r e  o c 
cu p ie d  by J osep h  C. B r a d le y ,  a b r o t h e r  o f  J a m e s .  
In 1861 th e r e  w e r e  tw o h o u s e s  on Lot 69 and J o s e p h  
B r a d le y  a p p e a r s  to have  o c c u p ie d  the one  on  the 
n o r th w e s t .  It is  p o s s ib le  that the h o u s e s  th e r e  to d a y  
m a y  in c lu d e  s o m e  p a rt  o f  th e s e  o r ig in a l  s t r u c t u r e s .

L ot  61 w as  s o ld  by  the c o m m i s s i o n e r s  on  O c t o b e r  
3, 1816, to C le m e n t  C lay  f o r  $500. 13 On D e c e m b e r  
22, 1819, C lay , in turn , s o ld  to C la y ton  T a lb o t ,  l o c a l  
in n -k e e p e r ,  fo r  $ 3 ,5 0 0 .  T hough  the d e e d  d o e s  not 
sta te , th e r e  s u r e ly  m u st  have  been  b u ild in g s  on  the 
lo t .  W hether th e se  b u ild in gs  w e r e  o c c u p ie d  by  C la y  
and h is  w i fe ,  Susanna C la ib o r n  W ith e r s ,  w ho w e r e  
m a r r i e d  in 1815, is  u n d e te rm in e d .  T h ey  d id  not p u r 
c h a s e  th e ir  h o m e  on the p r e s e n t  s ite  o f  the W est  C l in 
ton G r a m m e r  S ch oo l  until 1823.

T he two r e m a in in g  lo ts  in th is  b lo c k ,  N os .  62 and 
70, a re  unique in at l e a s t  two r e s p e c t s .  T h e y  s e e m  
to  have  a lw a y s  b een  ow n ed  to g e th e r  by the s a m e  p e r 
son , and no r e c o r d  in d ic a te s  that a r e s id e n c e  has e v 
e r  s tood  on Lot 70. The m a in  p o r t io n  o f  the p r e s e n t  
h ou se  on Lot 62 is  b e l ie v e d  to h ave  b e e n  bu ilt  b e f o r e  
1825 by on e  o f  the l o t ' s  f i r s t  o w n e r s ,  P h i l l ip  A. F o o te ,  
b r o t h e r - in - l a w  and m e r c a n t i l e  p a r tn e r  o f  John M. 
T a y lo r .

On M a r c h  31, 1825, the se t t le m e n t  o f  a c i r c u i t
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c o u r t  suit a g a in st  F o o te  b y  co m p la in a n ts  John B rahan 
and W il l ia m  A tw o o d  b rou g h t  about the p u b lic  sa le  o f  
L o ts  62 and 70. A P h i la d e lp h ia  f i r m  p u r c h a s e d  fo r  
the h igh bid o f  $ 3 ,0 0 0 .  T he d e e d  o f  t r a n s fe r  stated  
that the h o u se  and lo ts  b e in g  s o ld  had f o r m e r l y  b een  
ow n ed  and o c c u p ie d  by  F o o te  and w e r e  then o c c u p ie d  
by Brahan.

On F e b r u a r y  27, 1827, B rah an  pur c h a s e d  the p r o 
p e r t y  f r o m  J a m e s  T . M a th e r ,  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  o f  a 
P h ila d e lp h ia  f i r m ,  fo r  $ 4 ,0 0 0 .  T h is  d eed  a ls o  stated  
that B rahan  r e s id e d  on the lo t s .  14 B rah an  w as st il l  
in o c c u p a n c y  o f  th e se  tw o lo t s  w hen he s o ld  the p r o 
p e r ty  on A ugust  2, 1833, to E dm und Ir b y ,  w h o se  fa m ily  
h e ld  it f o r  m a n y  y e a r s .

T h e re  is  m u ch  r o o m  fo r  fu r th e r  h i s t o r i c a l  s e a r c h  
c o n c e r n in g  the W il l ia m s  S tree t  a r e a  in its  e a r ly  days. 
In this b eau tifu l  n a tu ra l  se tt in g  w h e r e  the p io n e e r s  
found ta ll  oa ks  and s ta te ly  p o p la r  t r e e s ,  m e n  who w e r e  
l e a d e r s  in the founding  and p r o g r e s s  o f  ou r  c ity  and 
state , c h o s e  to  b u ild  th e ir  h o m e s  and l iv e  th e ir  l iv e s .  
A s r e s e a r c h  g o e s  on  and a d d it ion a l  fa c t s  a r e  u n 
ea rth ed , p a p e r s  and s t o r i e s  c o n c e r n in g  th em  and 
th e ir  fa m i l ie s  and th is  h i s t o r i c  s t r e e t  w i l l  continue 
to  be  w r it te n  and to ld .

1This paper by M r s .  Fisk was prepared jointly with M rs .  
Wayne Smith of the Huntsville Public L ibrary . It was read to 
a meeting of the Huntsville H istorical Society by Dr. W . M .  
M cK issack , June 20 , 1965.

2The sale was not made final until September 1, 1815.

^Pope also operated a cotton gin, which stood at the far 
southeast end of W illiam s Street. The gin was there as early  
as 1820, and probably very much ea r lie r .  His other acreage  
in the present McClung and Adam s Street areas was used as 
pasture land or cultivated until around 1824.
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4For more than 100 y e a rs ,  Lot 71 held only a stable and a 
garden that became rather famous in the late 1800 's . Here  
"U ncle  Champ", with his hoe, reigned supreme, im m ortalized  
in the v e rse s  of Howard Weeden, Huntsville's artist -poet .

5Page 3. If newspapers spelled names incorrectly in those  
days, this was probably intended for Robert N o r r e l l , J r . ,  a 
Huntsville innkeeper in the early days.

6 Thornton held this property for ten years and resided in 
the Weeden house. The acquisition of Lot 64 made him owner 
of the entire block.

7Fearn did not dispose of his other property along the east  
side of Franklin at this time.

8Philip M . M ason ," Henry Minor, 1783-1838. "  Alabama R e 
view . XII, 121-2 (April. 1959).

9McClung was a lawyer who served Madison County in the 
state legislature at various t im e s , being speaker of three d if
ferent s e s s io n s .

10At that tim e, Bibb was serving as Alabam a's  second  
governor, filling the unexpired term  of his brother, W il lia m  
Wyatt Bibb, who had died while in office. After coming to 
M adison County in 1811, Bibb had lived on his large plantation  
at Meridianville until he sold it in 1818 upon the purchase of e x 
tensive lands in Limestone County. The mansion that he built 
on his plantation in that county at Belle Mina still stands today.

11In that year neither McClung nor Adam s yet existed as 
s t r e e t s ,  all of this area still being part of P op e 's  pasture and 
farm lan d .

12LeRoy Pope W alk er 's  father was Senator John W illiam s  
W alk er , who in 1819 had presided over the Convention that 
framed the State Constitution. His mother was Matilda Pope,  
who was mentioned earlier in this paper as once owning the 
house on the lot that originally joined the Masonic Hall lot.
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13Clay served as chairman of the committee which reported  
the original draft of A lab a m a 's  State Constitution. His i l lu s 
trious public career  included the offices of chief justice of 
the Alabama Supreme Court; speaker, 1828; m em ber of Con
g r e s s ,  1829; governor of A labam a, 1836; and UnitedStates sen
ator, 1837.

14General John Brahan, for whom Brahan Spring is named, 
was an extensive local landholder and city c o m m iss io n e r . When 
the Federal Land Office was opened in 1811 he served as r e 
ceiver of Public M onies.
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MAD ISON COUNTY MISSISSIPPI 

TERRITORIAL PERIOD, 

1804-1817

B y K A T H L E E N  P A U L  JONES

My interest is in tracing families ,  but to do that 
one must read al l  sorts of records to formulate impress
ions of the conditions under which they l iv e d .1

About 1805 Thomas Freeman and Pharoah Roach 
began to survey the land now included in Madison 
County. But earlier than that East Tennesseans had 
heard of this rich, new country through John Hunt who 
had come here game-hunting. Judge Thomas Jones 
Taylor te l ls  of a personal interview he had with Isa a c  
Criner who came with his uncle ,  Joseph Criner, and 
another kinsman, Stephen McBroom, apparently early 
in 1 8 0 4 .2 Criner said that in the fall of that year Hunt 
and David Bean spent the night with them. The next 
morning, his uncle 's  wife baked bread for them, and 
they went on to Huntsville's Big Spring, built  a cabin 
and then returned to Tennessee.

Earlier in the year Samuel Davis and several of his 
sons arrived at the Big Spring, cut some poles ,  then 
went back to Tennessee for their families .  A great 
grandson of Hunt wrote that when Hunt built his cabin , 
he found a pole lean-to which, he thought, Ditto had 
abandoned. But almost surely the lean-to  was made of 
the Davis logs.  When the Davises got back and dis 
covered that a cabin had been built of their poles ,  
they were furious. Samuel Davis said angrily he would
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never be a neighbor to a man who would use another 
person's logs ,  so he settled near Plevna.

The family tradition of the Criners indicates  that 
they went first to the Big Spring, did not like the water,  
and settled on Mountain Fork. Many years ago an old 
riverman recalled that,  as  a boy, he frequented 
Cooper's Tavern in Huntsville , where the "first comers" 
were often d iscussed.  It  was generally agreed that 
Criner,  Ditto and Hunt al l  came about the same time, 
but that Hunt was a hunter, Ditto an Indian trader and 
riverman, and the Criners the first to clear and til l 
land.

The first comers picked out a l ikely spot, built 
cabins and prepared to farm— these were called their 
"improvements." Sadly enough, when the land was 
put up for sale in August, 1809 ,3 many were unable to 
make the required payments and bid high enough, so 
they lost  both the land and their labor.  Much of the 
land was bought by wealthy speculators,  as  is  gener
ally the c a s e .  The minimum bid allowed was two 
dollars an acre ,  plus three dollars down for each quar
ter sect ion,  or five dollars for a section to pay for the 
surveying. One fourth of the price had to be paid in 
forty days,  with the balance in one, two, and three 
years with interest.  Cash was a very scarce art ic le  
in those days.  Barter and promissory notes were usual .  
Most of the early lawsuits were efforts to co l lec t  past 
due notes ,  which had passed through several hands, 
much like endorsing a check today.

Madison County of that day, though not a r e s i 
dence area for Indian tr ibes,  was claimed by both 
Cherokees and Chickasaws as  a hunting ground. Old 
maps clearly show the Indian boundry lines and deeds 
mention them. Huntsville architect G. W. Jones told 
that one man once refused to give the surveyors a drink 
of water, so they told him they would run the line around
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him and leave him on Indian land -  and they did.
In an effort to prevent squatting on Indian land, 

soldiers were stationed here to remove those who did. 
But many settlers like the Criners went right b a c k . 
These settlers maintained two cabins to move back and 
forth from Madison County proper to eas t  of the line.  
Apparently no effort was made to burn them out, although 
some old stories indicate that this was often done by 
the sold iers .

The Indians here were not host i le ,  but they did 
pick up things which were left  lying around. The Criner 
women had their loom in a shed, as  there was no room 
for it  in the cabin. Each night they had to cut out what 
cloth had been woven that day. Now and then a settler 
reported a horse or two missing; but if he found his 
property and could prove that it was h is ,  the Chief 
always made the thief return i t .  One time the Criners 
tracked some of their horses to what is now Gunters- 
ville and got them back with no difficulty.

Because of the proximity of the Natchez Trace west 
of Huntsville,  and a cce ss ib i l i ty  of Muscle Shoals as 
the head of navigation on the Tennessee River, there 
were many white people in the Shoals and on the Trace 
long before a white man ever settled here. But they 
came rapidly once the lands were opened for sett le
ment. In January, 1809, a census listed 2 ,223  whites and 
322 s laves .  All these had come into rich and fertile 
virgin land, with towering forests so shading the 
ground there was no undergrowth. One could see a 
deer running for a quarter of a mile and drive a wagon 
anywhere under the trees .

Those trees would be priceless  now, but the only 
thought then was to get them out of the way. Even 
many years later,  they were stil l  plentiful,  so that it 
was easy to get planks wide enough to make a coffin 
with no joints except at the corners.  The houses built
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in the 1820's and even later,  usually had panelling 
around the lower parts of the best  rooms, the centers 
being of eighteen inch wide plank, and often match
ing window si l ls .

It seems that those who came first were preponder
antly from John Hunt's area in the East Tennessee 
counties of Knox, Grainger, Hawkins, Anderson, 
Washington, and others near them. Many, however 
were natives of Virginia or the Carol inas,  which a 
little later ,  along with Georgia,  supplied most immi
grants.  These earl iest  settlers were true pioneers 
with but very few s lav es .  They did most of their work 
with their own hands and very inadequate too ls .  
Cabins were necessarily small,  so that one wonders 
how such large families were raised in them. At l e a s t ,  
the children had plenty of room for an outdoor play
ground.

Coming by foot,  horseback, and in ox c a r t s ,  the 
settlers  brought only the barest necess i t ies  with them. 
Slips of the creeping myrtle, which blankets so many 
old graveyards today, were brought by the women who 
knew there would be fresh graves to cover.  There were 
doctors among the newcomers, as  old bills against  
es ta tes  show, but their skills and drugs were quite 
l imited. They had em etics ,  purges, b l is ters ,  mor
phine, and little e l s e .  The sick and injured suffered; 
many died from diseases  that are now practically wiped 
out. Death from childbearing was great and second 
and third wives common. A lack of knowledge about 
sanitation was a factor which, coupled with poor 
refrigeration, made many infant and children's graves,  
even without the recurrent epidemics of diphtheria 
and scarlet  fever.

By 1807 a few whites,  without hindrance from the 
Indians, had squatted near the spring, among them 
Stephen Neal,  later the first sheriff; Hunt's ' son- in-  
law, Samuel Acklen; and the Morgans, who were later
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merchants.  By 1809 there was a settlement of several 
hundred inhabitants within reach of the spring. There 
were no buildings on what is now the downtown square , 
a rough, rocky, knoll ,  sloping on every side with a 
large pond at  the northeast corner.

Judge William E. Skeggs of Decatur, a great-grand
son of John Hunt, wrote that Hunt kept a public house, 
and having many mouths to feed at the land sa le ,  
entrusted his money to LeRoy Pope to buy the quarter 
on which the spring is situated for him. Pope bid up 
to ten dollars an acre which was far beyond Hunt's 
ability to pay. As the story goes ,  Hunt was so in
censed that he would have killed Pope had not his 
friends protected him. Later,  however, Pope reim
bursed Hunt and the matter was sett led.

On January 1, 1818, Anne Royall gave a lucid des
cription of the bustling community:

'The land around Huntsville . . .  is rich and beautiful as 
you can imagine, and the appearance of wealth would 
baffle belief. The town stands on elevated ground, and 
enjoys a beautiful prospect. It contains 260 houses,  
principally built of brick; has a bank, a courthouse and 
market house. There is a large square in the center of 
the t o w n . . .  and facing this are the sto res , twelve in 
number. These buildings fo rm  a solid wall, though d i
vided into apartments. The workmanship is the best  
that I have seen in all the states; and several of the 
houses are three stories high and very large. There is  
no church. The people assem ble  in the Court House to 
wor ship.4

There are no records before 1809. Judge Taylor's 
daughter once told me that couples who wished to 
marry, used the Quaker (and frontier) method of declar
ing before witnesses  that they considered themselves 
to be man and wife.  After M a d ison County was es tab
lished an Act was passed (presumably by Miss issippi
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authorities) legalizing al l  such unions. One of our 
earl iest  records is of a marriage on August 28,  1809, 
between a couple,  whose descendant said they lived 
near Elk River, and rode horseback al l  day to get here 
to be certified by the proper authorities.  <

Even in 1810 there was only one grist mill in the 
county. For many this meant an al l  day's journey to 
have their corn ground. But soon mills sprang up along 
al l  the good watercourses.  The first se t t le rs ,  after 
gathering their cotton, sat near the fire at nights and 
handpicked the lint from the seed, so that it might be 
spun. By January, 1814, there were eighteen cotton 
gins in the county. There was one, long abandoned, 
a t  my grandmother's which I dimly remember. It ran 
by mule power. The little ginheads were about the 
size of one of today's small pianos, and ginning must 
have been a slow process indeed. Naturally,  s t i l ls  
came in with the pioneers,  and are mentioned in many 
e s ta t e s .  One man willed "my stil l  and tubs" to his 
wife.

How little these people brought is shown in the 
inventories of old e s ta te s .  What was done about prop
erty of those who died before courts were set  up 
remains a mystery. Perhaps the heirs settled the 
matter among themselves.  One of these was Spencer 
Rice who died in 1808. His widow went back to North 
Carolina, taking her two youngest sons with her.
Soon she d ie d , however, and the unhappy boys,  about 
ten and twelve years old, joined a caravan of neigh
bors moving to Madison County, and returned to their , 
brother's homes near New Market, making the trip in 
less  than two weeks.

When local laws were es tab l ish ed , after the e x e c 
utor or administrator was named, men were appointed 
to appraise the personal property of the decedent,down 
to the last  pot, pan, or other small a r t i c l e . Then a

40



sale was held, and what the family wished to k e e p , 
they had to bid on. Later a "year's provision" was 
allowed to be set  aside for the widow and minor child
ren. One of these listed a tablespoon of pepper.

From the start,  Alabama's laws were in some degree 
concerned about women; at leas t  no man could sell  his 
homestead without her, "without fear,  constraint or 
threat" signing the deed, or later signing a relinquish
ment of her dower right. In a few c a s e s  a suit was 
brought and her right es ta b l ish e d . But the poor mar
ried woman could not hold title to property herself;  
whatever she had before,  or inherited after marriage, 
was immediately vested in her husband and subject to 
seizure for his debts.  So the careful father often left 
his daughter's heritage in the hands of a trustee, for 
her benefit , and after her death to go to the heirs of 
her body.

Of course, schools were few. While many new
comers were well educated, there are many more legal 
papers signed with a mark than with the maker's signa
ture. Where there were enough children, often some
one, usually a preacher, set up a small private school,  
but for children of the very early years getting an edu
cation was a struggle.

To clear the great forests ,  the pioneers first 
girdled the trees and then let them die.  A little corn 
could be raised between them but not much. After a 
time the branches rotted and fell and had to be piled. 
When the trunks were felled, the hugh logs, some so 
large a man could not see over them, were notched at 
about ten foot intervals .  A fire was built and a dead 
branch laid across  it; and as  that branch burned out, 
another replaced it until the fire had burned all  the way 
through. As soon as enough "cuts"  had been made, 
the landowner sent out a cal l  for a log rolling, and all  
of the able bodied men were expected to come and
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help. Often there were as  many as forty or fifty men 
present.

In order to stack the logs,  the first cut above the 
one at  the roots was turned at right angles .  Then sev
eral others were rolled alongside it for the base of the 
heap. Long dogwood spikes were inserted under the 
remaining cut logs ,  and al l  together the men raised 
the log and walked with it to the log heap and slid it 
into p lace .  There was quite an art in getting the 
handsticks placed so that the load was distributed 
fair ly.  This originated the phrase "to tote fa i r , "  and 
a lso  probably the story about getting the short end of 
the s t ick .  If the men at  each end of the stick were both 
strong, the stick was placed evenly. But if one were 
less  strong, the more able man was given the shorter 
end, and thus, the heavier part of the load.

After al l  the logs were piled they were set afire 
and illuminated the night. Log rollings were indeed 
hard work with not even a rope and pulley to help the 
men who worked from early morning til l sundown. The 
hostalways furnished supper, passed the jug, and fre
quently had a dance or " f ro l ic . "

Skilledaxmen that they were , the men cut the trees 
for their buildings, rived the boards to roof them, and 
adzed the half logs for the puncheon f lo o rs . Roof 
boards were held down by weight poles ,  nails being 
too few and precious for such. Instead pegs were used 
in construction. Later the local  blacksmiths made the 
square-ended handwrought nails in old fences and 
buildings .

The early settler usually arrived with dogs and a 
gun, an ax or two, some iron wedges, and a cross cut 
saw, which he sometimes had to borrow. If he had 
only his wife for help, he had to use poles which he 
could handle himself; if there were friends to aid, then 
larger logs could be cut ,  notched, and p u t  in p lace .

42



Chimneys were made of stick and c lay ,  window shut
ters of boards, and hinges of wood.

These hardy people travelled long distances over 
new roads, through untraversed forests ,  and across 
unbridged streams, often waiting for flooded ones to 
subside. Water came from a well  which the pioneer 
dug, or more likely a spring some distance away. 
Isa a c  Criner's spring was at  the foot of a steep bluff. 
Until old age blinded him, he washed his face in it 
every morning often returning to the house with ic ic le s  
in his beard when the weather was exceedingly cold.

Washing was probably done as  it was in my 
mother's childhood in the after-war years with battling 
st icks  and soft soap. The clothes were soaked, soap
ed, and laid on a table or rock, and beaten with sticks 
resembling long, slender paddles, the blades about an 
arm's length and some three inches wide. There were 
no washboards in those days.  This battling resulted 
in many broken buttons, because of the vigorous 
threshing given the clothing. When I was small,  I 
can recal l  seeing the old paddles stil l  around the old 
home.

To obtain the main n ecess i t ies  of bread and salt ,  
the earliest  settlers often had to go from fifty to a hun
dred miles,  and at times do without. After corn was 
raised each family had hominy. A mortar was made by 
burning a bowl shaped hollow in the end of a block of 
wood, and with that they used a large wooden pestle ,  
usually run by a sweep. The lye for making the hominy 
came from leaching wood a s h e s .  Ash hoppers were V 
shaped troughs of boards with a vesse l  underneath. 
The ashes were placed in the hopper and water poured 
on them; as  it  seeped through and fell  into the v e sse l ,  
it  leached out the lye .  This was a lso  used in making 
soft soap from waste grease ,  a slimy, loathesome, i l l 
smelling stuff. Salt  first brought in from Nashville,
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was later  obtained more eas i ly  from the Whitesburg 
trading post where shipments were received from East 
T ennessee .  Iron and other n eces s i t ies  were a lso  
obtained at  the trading post.

Flintlock rifles were popular for hunting. A sup
ply of lead was usually hard to obtain. Powder was 
scarce  and dear, but the dirt in caves was worked for 
the s a l tp e tre .5 Sulphur was bought, charcoal burned, 
and gunpowder manufactured. When cattle became 
plentiful, tallow candles were dipped. Judge Taylor 
te l ls  of taking a wick, twenty or thirty feet  long, 
dipping it into pine resin and beeswax, and wrapping 
it around a cob with the end pulled up; after l ighting, 
it  gave light for a good while.

Life despite its hardships, had its p leasures .  
Horse racing was a favorite sport; Andrew Jackson 
raced his thoroughbreds at the tracks a t  Buckhorn, 
Green Bottom Inn, and other spots,  and it is said , 
fought his cocks as  well .  Quite a bit of card playing 
seems to have gone on, and some of the very first 
c it izens  were arrested for gaming. Apparently "danc
ing frol ics"  were often held at private homes.

People then were much as people are now. Some 
were honest; others definitely were not. Some were 
peaceful;  some preferred strife.  Some were good hus
bands and wives;  some were not. Some seem to have 
enjoyed litigation; others preferred to settle matters 
their own way. These people had fought figuratively 
and literally to stay alive and were ready to do so 
again. The county was very well represented with 
soldiers at Emuckfau, Horseshoe Bend and New 
Orleans. Many of the early arrivals had fought in the 
American Revolution.

An old Court Minute Book of 1811 reveals that most 
c a ses  were for assault  or riot.  An amusing legal 
phrase concerns value: "Did stab him the said Samuel
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with a large knife of the value of one dollar, in and 
just  above the second rib on the left  s id e . "  The te s 
timony in this case  might have been interesting,as  the 
jury found the defendant guilty but fined him only 
twenty-five cen ts .  One wonders what the value of the 
weapon had to do with the c a s e .

The pioneers who settled Madison County worked 
hard, lived hard, played hard. They wore no man's 
collar .

1This paper was read to a meeting of the Huntsville H is 
torical Society on January 17, 1965.

2 Thomas Jones T ay lo r , "T h e  History of Madison County, 
A la b a m a ",  7. Typed copy in Huntsville Public L ibrary of 
M s s .  written fro m  1880-86 .

3It had taken that long because the rattlesnakes were so 
numerous’ that surveying could only be done in certain months.

4
Anne Newport Royall, L etters fro m  A la b a m a . 1817-1822 

(T uscaloosa , A labam a, 1969), 119.

5Records show that Sauty Cave in Jackson County as early  
as 1812 was used to make saltpetre.
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THE EDITOR’S PAGE

By E L B E R T  L .  W A TSO N

In h is  b o o k  P r e f a c e s  to H is t o r y , the d is t in g u is h e d  
C iv i l  W ar h is t o r ia n  B r u c e  Catton t e l l s  o f  a h i s t o r ia n  
who a d v is e d  h is  students to study th e ir  h i s t o r y  so  d i l 
ig e n t ly  that they  co u ld  h e a r  the p e o p le  o f  the p e r i o d  
ta lk . T h o s e  o f  us who a r e  l o c a l  h i s t o r y  b u ffs  f ind  
th is  thought p a r t i c u la r ly  n o te w o rth y  as we b e g in  p u b 
l i c a t io n  o f  the H untsv ille  H is t o r i c a l  R e v ie w .  T h ou g h  
w e w i l l  a im  f o r  fa ctu a l ,  w e l l - r e s e a r c h e d  m a t e r ia l  
f o r  the R e v ie w , w e w i l l  not in s is t  on  hav in g  a u t h o r i 
ta t ive  a r t i c l e s  w h ich  fa l l  w ith in  the s p e c ia l  p r o v i n c e  
o f  the a c a d e m ic a l l y  t r a in e d  h is to r ia n .  Our p it c h  p r i 
m a r i l y  is  to g ive  the l o c a l  h is t o r ia n  the o p p o r tu n ity  
to p u b l ish  s o m e  o f  h is  m a t e r ia l  w h ich  d o e s  not r e a c h  
the s ta n d a rd s  r e q u ir e d  by  a m o r e  s c h o la r ly  jo u r n a l .  
In d eed , it s e e m s  to  m e  s o m e t im e s  that l o c a l  h i s t o r 
ia n s  h ave  a s p e c ia l  ca l l in g  in l i f e .  W h ere  the p r o f -  
f e s s i o n a l  h is to r ia n  is  c o n c e r n e d  with the s w e e p in g  
s o c ia l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  and e c o n o m i c  even ts  o f  p a s t  a g e s ,  
the l o c a l  h is to r ia n  is g iven  the unique o p p o r tu n ity  to 
b e c o m e  p e r s o n a l ly  a cq u a in ted  w ith  in d iv id u a ls  who 
w e r e  in v o lv e d  in th e s e  g re a t  f o r c e s .  T he h i s t o r i c a l  
p e r io d ,  thus, o ften  ta k es  on a l a r g e r  d im e n s io n  fo r  
the r e s e a r c h e r .

Som e y e a r s  ago  I b e c a m e  in te n s e ly  a b s o r b e d  in 
s o m e  r e s e a r c h  on the l i fe  o f  D av id  W i l l ia m  B a in e ,  
T h rou g h  m y d e lv in g ,  I d i s c o v e r e d  a p e r s o n  who is
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p r a c t i c a l l y  l o s t  to h is t o r y ,  d e s p i te  the fa c t  that he 
e x e r c i s e d  a s ig n i f ica n t  in f lu e n ce  on the even ts  l e a d 
ing up to A la b a m a 's  d e p a r tu r e  f r o m  the Union in 1861. 
B a in e , I found, w as  a p o l i t i c a l  p r o te g e 7 o f  the ardent 
s e c e s s i o n i s t ,  W i l l ia m  L o w n d e s  Y a n c e y .  With Y an cey , 
he s ta lk ed  out o f  the  D e m o c r a t i c  N ation a l C onvention  
w h ich  co n v e n e d  in  B a l t im o r e  in 1860, thus help ing  
sp l it  the N ationa l P a r ty  and a s s u r e  the e le c t io n  o f  
A b r a h a m  L in c o ln  a s  p r e s id e n t .  L a te r ,  w ith  s e c e s 
s ion  a fa ct ,  B a in e  w as  a m e m b e r  o f  the d e le g a t io n  
w h ich  w e l c o m e d  C o n fe d e r a te  P r e s id e n t  J e f fe r s o n  
D av is  to  M o n tg o m e r y  f o r  the in a u g u ra l  c e r e m o n ie s .  
He e n l is te d  in the C o n fe d e r a te  A r m y  and q u ick ly  r o s e  
to the rank  o f  L ieutenant C o lo n e l  o f  the 14th A la ba m a  
R e g im e n t .  He d ie d  on June 30, 1862, w h ile  lead in g  a 
c h a r g e  into a w ith e r in g  F e d e r a l  f i r e  at the Battle  o f  
F r a z i e r ' s  F a r m  d u rin g  the Seven  D a y 's  B att les  arou n d  
R ich m o n d . A fte r  the w a r ,  you n g  B aine  w as b r ie f ly  
r e m e m b e r e d  w hen  the A la b a m a  L e g is la t u r e  e s t a b 
l i s h e d  B aine C ounty in  1866. But b e c a u s e  th is  nam e 
w as  d is ta s te fu l  to  the R e c o n s t r u c t io n  g o v e rn m e n t  
w h ich  w as im p o s e d  on the sta te  in 1867, the county  in 
1868 w as r e n a m e d  "E to w a h , " t h e  n a m e  w h i c h  it p r o u d 
ly  b e a r s  today .

M y po in t  is  t h is :  as  D av id  W i l l ia m  B aine  e m e r g e d  
f r o m  the sh ad ow s  o f  h i s t o r y  th ro u g h  m y  r e s e a r c h ,  I 
found m o r e  t h e r e  than m e r e  f r a g m e n ts  o f  h is  l i fe .  A  
p a n o r a m a  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  ev en ts  in  w h ich  I had  l i t t le  
m o r e  than a p a s s in g  in t e r e s t  up until  then  b egan  to 
u n fo ld  b e f o r e  m e .  A s  t im e  has gone  on th e re  have  
b e e n  m a n y  o th e r  s t im u la t in g  e x p e r i e n c e s  eq u a lly  as 
p r o f i ta b le  to  m e  a s  th is  one .

T he R e v ie w  w i l l  en a b le  m a n y  o f  us to sh a re  ou r  
in fo r m a t io n  about the pa st  w ith  e a c h  o th e r .  A s  M a d i 
son  County C o m m is s i o n  C h a irm a n  J a m e s  R e c o r d  
s o m e t im e s  s ta te s :  "W e  le a r n  to  go f o r w a r d  by s tu d y 
ing b a c k w a r d s ."  In th is  g r e a t  T e n n e s s e e  V a l le y  we
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a r e  fo r tu n a te  to r e s id e  in a p la c e  im p r e g n a te d  w ith  a 
gran d  h i s t o r i c a l  r e c o r d  w h ich  s t r e t c h e s  back  to the 
e a r l i e s t  s e t t le m e n t  o f  A la b a m a .  We can  a l l  p r o f i t  by 
having  a b e t te r  k n o w le d g e  o f  th o se  who have  g on e  b e 
f o r e  us a s  w e w r i t e  ou r  own h i s t o r i c a l  r e c o r d  to d a y .

So the H u n tsv il le  H i s t o r i c a l  R e v ie w  ta kes  it s  f i r s t  
p e e p  o f  m o d e r n  M a d is o n  County. M ay it l iv e  a lon g  
l i f e  and m a y  its  in f lu e n c e  be  f a r - r e a c h i n g .
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