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QUIETDALE
by Micky Maroney

H appily, for all o f  us w ho love old 
houses and  appreciate early architecture 
with its au ra  o f times past, a  grand old 
m asterpiece is being restored by its new 
ow ners, M r. and M rs. Niles Prestage, Jr. 
Their new old hom e, Q uietdale, has had 
relatively few changes m ade over the years 
and rem ains m uch the same as when it 
was new.

A m ansion o f  sixteen room s, plus an 
ad jacen t six-room  building originally used 
fo r the kitchen and  slave quarters, Q uiet
dale was found  to  be in rem arkably  good 
structu ral condition  in spite o f som e te r
m ite and w eather dam age. The usually 
expected in terior refurbishm ents tha t 
m ust ordinarily  be m ade in an  old house 
m ust be m ade here, too .

Previous ow ners had , o f  course, in 
stalled electricity and plum bing when two 
o f  the original dressing room s were con
verted to  bathroom s and the kitchen was 
moved in to  the m ain house. A coal-fired, 
ho t a ir central heating system was install
ed, necessitating the excavation o f  a p a r
tial basem ent. H ow ever, the m ajor in 
terior change was the creation  o f  a big 
sta irhall from  tw o sm aller orig inal 
stairhalls. In  this larger room , one entry 
doo r to  the back porch was partially  filled 
in to  fo rm  a w indow.

The only exterior changes m ade were 
prior to  the 1930s when the house and 
slave quarters were connected by means 
o f  a short flight o f covered steps between 
the upper porches o f  the tw o structures, 
and the back porch ro o f was extended. 
A lso, one o f  the in terio r staircases was 
rem oved and  reinstalled on the tw o-tier 
porch o f  the house. A t the sam e tim e, a 
small lean-to room  was added to  the north  
side o f the house, and  the no rth  end o f  the 
first floor porch was enclosed to  m ake a 
service entry, or pan try , o ff  the inside k it
chen. Exterior and  in terio r w ork dupli
cated the original features. Inside the 
pan try , one wall reta ined  the original 
beaded w eatherboards and narrow  ex
terio r architraves around  the door, while 
the three o ther walls were plastered. A 
new entry  to  the room  was fram ed with 
architraves rem oved from  the rem odeled 
stairhall.

A ctually , m ore alterations have been 
m ade to  the slave quarters building than  
to  the house. H ere, too , electricity and 
plum bing were added. D uring the 1920s, 
two upstairs room s were redecorated  in a 
m odern  style o f  the period fo r use as a  den 
and  billiards room  where the m aster o f 
the house could spend some relaxing 
m om ents. Som etim e later, the th ird  u p 
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per room  was partitioned  into a kitchen 
and bath room , creating a three-room  
apartm en t upstairs. D ow nstairs, the three 
room s were converted in to  tw o ap a rt
m ents by partition ing  the center room  in
to  tw o small kitchens and  tw o small 
bathroom s.

O n the outside, there is evidence that 
the exterior stairw ay has been relocated, 
possibly from  one end o f  the two-level 
porch  to  the o ther. D uring the conversion 
to  apartm ents on the first floor, the center 
entry doo r was partially  filled in to  form  a 
w indow , and  one window was elim inated 
so a closet could be added under the porch 
stairs. There are no in terio r stairs.

The Prestages are gradually  w orking 
on the resto ra tion  o f  Q uietdale, including 
ap p ro p r ia te  in te rio r d eco ra tio n  and  
restitu tion  o f  the surrounding  gardens. 
The greater po rtion  o f  the exterior 
w eather dam age has been repaired , old 
pain t rem oved and  fresh pain t applied. 
The forty-tw o pairs o f louvered blinds 
(com m only called shutters today) have 
been repaired  or replaced and painted. 
W ork on the in terio r and the gardens p ro 
gresses a t a steady pace. A nd the fine old 
house stands proudly  once m ore.

The 1935 H istoric A m erican Build
ings Survey com piled a b rief description 
and  history  o f  Q uietdale bu t m ade no 
m easured draw ings as was done with 
several o ther H untsville houses. In 
terestingly, this in fo rm ation  includes 
several errors th a t have been perpetuated  
in subsequent descriptions o f Q uietdale, 
undoubted ly  acquired from  the erroneous 
HABS m aterial.

M ore recently, Q uietdale was listed 
on the N ational Register o f  H istoric 
Places in F ebruary  o f 1982.

H ISTO R Y

W illiam R obinson, high sheriff o f 
M adison C ounty , never lived to  see his 
Q uietdale built. H e had spent m any years 
planning, w ith m eticulous detail, the 
p lan ta tion  hom e fo r his wife and  five 
children. In 1852, while a ttend ing  a pic

nic on M onte Sano, he died in the forty- 
fou rth  year o f  his life.

As one o f  the m ost prosperous land
owners and businessm en in the county , he 
spared no expense in his plans for Q uiet
dale, intending it to  be one o f  the m ost 
elegant p lan tation  hom es in the area. It 
was to  be suitable for gracious en terta in 
ing, yet com fortable and convenient for 
his family.

C uriously, he chose to  build a fram e 
house, a lthough it is said th a t he owned 
one o f  the first brick m anufacturing  com 
panies in the county . F rom  B ridgeport, 
Tennessee, he obtained  the finest lum ber 
available and had it shipped dow n the 
Tennessee River to  W hitesburg Landing, 
then hauled by oxcart to  H untsville. 
R eportedly, enough lum ber was gathered 
to  build tw o houses the size o f  Q uietdale. 
Recorded in the inventory o f  his estate at 
the tim e o f  his death  is a listing fo r “ 1 Lot 
L um ber for building and  Raw B rick”  ap 
praised at $1,500 and a parcel o f  “ 55 
Acres on T urnpike R oad”  (M eridian 
Street) valued at $3,500. H e also owned 
o ther p lan tations near H untsville and  in 
Mississippi and Tennessee, but the family 
lived in tow n at the corner o f  G ates and 
H enry streets (Fountain  Circle).

His sorrow ful widow o f  tw enty-nine, 
C aroline M oore R obinson, decided that 
the house w ould be built precisely to  her 
hu sb an d ’s specifications, and  build  it she 
did, exactly as he had p lanned it. Finding 
skilled w orkers was no problem  for 
C aroline because W illiam  had trained  a 
num ber o f  his m any slaves in the con
struction  arts, including m asonry, w ood
w orking, and delicate plaster w ork.

The exact date  o f construction  o f  the 
Q uietdale m ansion has no t been docu
m ented, bu t records in the P roba te  C ourt 
indicate tha t the house was built between 
the years o f 1853 and 1858. C onfusing 
the issue as to  w hen the present dwelling 
was built is an inscription reading “ Q uiet
dale 1840”  located in the cement top  step 
o f  a brick stairw ay leading dow n to the 
roo t cellar under the slave q u a rte rs /k it
chen building.
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L ocated ju s t east o f  no rthern  M eri
d ian  Street, the property  is know n to  have 
had earlier dwellings and  outbuildings 
constructed  on it. Three quarters o f  a sec
tion  o f land were first entered at the 
governm ent land sales in H untsville in 
1809 and 1810 by John  W illiams W alker. 
He later sold the trac t to  John  F. 
N ew m an, w ho in tu rn  sold it to W illiam 
Flem ing. A n 1831 deed o f  the p roperty  
from  Flem ing to  Lemuel M ead states, 
“ ...being  the sam e trac t on which said 
W illiam Flem ing lately and  John  F. 
N ewm an form erly lived ...the  parcel o f 
land  w ith  th e  ten em en ts  an d  a p 
purtenances thereun to  b e lo n g in g ....”  It 
could be possible th a t the p lan ta tion  was 
called Q uietdale long before  W illiam 
R obinson cam e into possession o f  the 
property , and th a t the present six room  
outbuild ing was erected on the site o f  an 
earlier structure.

H ow ever, the deeds do no t indicate 
clearly how or when W illiam Robinson 
becam e ow ner o f the land. In 1844, 173.7

acres o f the N ewm an trac t were deeded by 
L em uel M ead  to  J o h n  R o b in so n , 
W illiam ’s cousin. Perhaps the cousins 
m ade a private transaction  for W illiam ’s 
fifty-five acres, and  the deed was never 
recorded. N ot until June o f  1855 is the 
record clarified when the C hancery C ourt 
m ade a decree tha t the land be transferred  
from  the heirs o f  the estate o f M artha 
M ead to  the heirs o f the estate o f W illiam 
R obinson. A nd the R obinson estate was 
ordered to  pay court costs in the suit. 
W illiam died w ithout a will, so his b ro ther 
and  his cousin, Jam es B. and  John  R obin
son, were appoin ted  adm inistra to rs o f  his 
estate by the P roba te  C ourt.

M ost likely, construction  o f  the m an 
sion was started  soon after the 1855 
C hancery C ourt decree was m ade, be
cause by 1858, the house had  been com 
pleted and  furnished, according to  an 
“ A ppraisem ent o f  Personal and Real 
P ro p e rty ”  filed in the P robate  C ourt tha t 
year when C aroline was appo in ted  ad 
m inistratrix  o f  the estate.



Never rem arrying, C aroline lived at 
Q uietdale for the rem ainder o f her years, 
rearing her five children, running the 
p la n ta tio n s , and  tend ing  to  esta te  
business. She m ust have had m any finan
cial worries in the years during and after 
the Civil W ar, according to  the many 
listings concerning W illiam ’s estate in the 
P robate  C ourt records. But she m anaged 
to keep Q uietdale running efficiently and 
kept m uch o f the estate together.

O f the five children, sons W illiam 
and Jam es P . never m arried; son Charles 
T. m arried M edora Reynolds o f Pulaski, 
Tennessee, and lived there w ith her and 
their four daughters; daughter M ary K. 
m arried Dr. A m atus R. B urritt, and  they 
were the parents o f  Dr. W illiam B urritt 
who built B urritt m ansion on M onte 
Sano; daughter Fannie J. m arried Dr. 
Jam es L. Ridley, for w hom  Ridley H all at 
the C hurch o f the N ativity was later 
nam ed. The Ridleys had three girls.

W hen C aroline died in 1885 at the 
age o f  sixty-two, her will nam ed her 
daughter M ary K. B urritt as executrix of 
the estate. L ater tha t year, the house and 
rem aining land were sold at public auc
tion to  A lexander Erskine M astin , who 
later sold it to  his daughter and son-in- 
law, the Eugene R. Gills. They in turn  
sold the property  to  the G uy S. B ishops, 
who lived there until 1982 when they sold 
it to  the Niles Prestages.

E X T E R IO R

Due to  the careful planning and per
sonal preferences o f  W illiam R obinson, 
Q uietdale com prises a  m ixture o f  arch i
tectural styles. The tw o-story, five-bay 
house has a basically G eorgian appear
ance w ith its h ipped ro o f  topped  by a flat 
deck. But the G eorgian influence is over
pow ered by the G othic Revival aspect o f 
the long one-story fron t and  side porches 
with their gently pointed  T udor arches, 
octagonal colum ns, and  scrolled, in tri
cately cut ro o f brackets. D espite this m ix
ture o f  styles on the outside, the in terio r is 
unquestionably  G reek Revival.

The ra ther elaborate  entry is crow ned 
by ano ther T udor arch  supported  by 
heavy pilasters w ith recessed panels. A top 
the pilasters are scrolled brackets m atch 
ing the ones at the porch ro o f eaves. 
Flanking the double fron t doors are 
unusual sidelights m ade o f rich, ruby red 
glass, called “ w itches’ g lass.”  E ach pane 
has an etched design o f  graceful grape 
clusters, leaves, and vines. A ccording to  
legend, w itches’ glass was used in side
lights so tha t the occupants o f  a home 
could look out to  see if  the witches were 
riding before adm itting  an unknow n guest 
th rough  the door. The dark  red glass 
prevented the w itches, o r anyone else, 
from  seeing inside. Over the entry doors 
is a transom light o f a long, single pane o f 
glass pain ted  in a d iam ond pattern  o f  gold 
and green. These colors certainly do not 
enhance the beautifu l ruby glass, and no 
o ther transom  in the house contains a 
long, single pane o f glass; so one must 
conclude tha t this is a replacem ent for the 
original transom light. The transom  over



the doo r to  the side porch contains three 
panes o f  colored glass—one gold, one 
blue, and  one red—placed closely to 
gether w ithout the use o f  m untins to  
separate the panes.

A feature  o f refinem ent a t Q uietdale 
no t usually found  in local houses o f the 
e ra  is the use o f plaster on the ceilings o f 
all porches, including the upper level o f 
the tw o-tier back porch w hich follows an 
ell form ed by the m ain structure and its 
northw est wing. The one exception is the 
dow nstairs back porch w hich has narrow , 
grooved and  beaded ceiling boards, no 
doub t installed when an in terior staircase 
was rem oved from  one o f  the stairhalls 
and  installed on the back porch.

Each level o f the tw o-tier porch  is 
enclosed by a  ba lustrade  com posed o f 
plain square balusters. B ut a t the outer 
end o f  the lower level, the plain balusters 
have been replaced by m uch fancier tu rn 
ed balusters o f  V ictorian style, while those 
continuing a round  the corner are the 
original square ones.

The fron t porch  ceiling is a m aster
piece o f the p lastere r’s artistry . Following 
the perim eter o f  the ceiling are two 
parallel rows o f  delicate m oldings in the 
shape o f  grape clusters, vines, leaves, and 
flowers, sim ilar to  the design used in the 
sidelights. A dditional rows o f  plaster- 
w ork divide the ceiling in to  three sections. 
F rom  the center o f  the ceiling hangs a 
finely w orked w rought iron  lan tern  in a 
leaf and  flower m otif. F our glass panels, 
each pain ted  w ith a d ifferen t scene, 
originally fit in to  the fou r sides o f  the 
lantern , bu t a t least one o f  the panels has 
been broken.

The house rests upon  a brick fo unda
tion  which has regularly spaced air cir
culation  vents. These foundation  vents 
are o f the usual kind found  in m any early 
H untsville houses, having a  heavy square 
sill, closely spaced vertical w ooden posts 
set diagonally in to  the sill, and  fram ed by 
sm aller boards topped  by a large w ooden 
lintel.

B oth the house and kitchen-slave



quarters are covered w ith wide, beaded 
w eatherboards (clapboards tha t have a 
narrow  groove at the bo ttom  edge, giving 
a beaded effect). The w eatherboards are 
a ttached to  the house fram e w ith square 
cut nails with square heads. These nails 
are found  in various locations th roughou t 
the house, a lthough the m ajo r po rtion  o f 
w ood jo inery , including the hidden 
fram ew ork, was done by the pegged m or
tise and tenon m ethod. This is visible on 
all doors, w indow s, blinds, and  m antels 
th roughou t the house.

The tall, four-foot-w ide windows 
have six lights (panes) in each sash. The 
sashes are double-hung, using pulleys and 
counter-w eights to  raise and  lower them . 
Each o f  the forty-tw o windows in the 
house has exterior louvered blinds (shut
ters are solid and were no t used locally for 
houses, only businesses). W indow  sills 
and fram es on the exterior are narrow , 
only four inches wide, as are the outside 
door fram es, a lthough the doo r sills are 
six inches wide.

A t the ro o f edge, plain box cornices 
are used, concealing built-in w ooden gu t
ters lined w ith sheet m etal, with outlet 
pipes projecting through the bo ttom  o f 
th*e box cornice to  the leader. Im m ediate
ly under the box cornice is an unadorned 
board  frieze tw enty-four inches in w idth.

Access to  the deck ro o f  is gained by a 
narrow , steep attic  stairw ay leading to  a 
trap d o o r m easuring three feet by five feet. 
The trap d o o r, a  rough-saw n board  door, 
is constructed  w ith the square cut nails 
found elsewhere in the house.

It is said tha t the trap d o o r was 
C aro line’s idea, so she could dry fruits 
and herbs there fo r w inter use. A  story 
has been passed dow n tha t during the 
Civil W ar C aroline w atched a skirm ish on 
a nearby hill from  her roo ftop  perch. 
U nion troops had  barracks on the hill at 
the tim e and m aintained them  fo r several 
years after the w ar, but never once did 
they molest the fam ily or pillage the 
house.

A top the hipped roo f, the large flat 
deck is covered w ith strips o f  copper sheet 
m etal, p robably  original to  the roof. 
W hen the house was built, it is quite likely 
tha t the deck area was enclosed by a  low 
w ooden balustrade although none exists 
now. Bordering the entire rim o f the deck 
are the concealed gutters w ith hidden 
outlet pipes leading th rough  the unfin ish
ed areas o f the attic  to  the gutters a t the 
edges o f  the hipped roof. F rom  the 
ground , the concealed deck gutters appear 
to  be a simple crow n molding.

The hipped sections o f  the ro o f and 
the gabled ro o f over the northw est wing 
are currently  covered with aging post- 
V ictorian French m ethod shingles (square 
shingles laid diagonally  to  form  a d ia
m ond pattern). It is d ifficult to  determ ine 
the type o f original m aterial used for this 
part o f  the ro o f w ithout dislodging some 
o f the shingles for a look underneath . To 
date, no clues have been uncovered since 
no roofing repairs have been m ade.

The house was built w ith five 
chim neys, all placed on exterior walls. 
Each chim ney vents tw o fireplaces, one
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dow nstairs and one upstairs. The coal 
furnace in the basem ent has been vented 
th rough  the rear chim ney on the west side 
o f the house. As m ost old chim neys do, 
these curve inw ard tow ard the roo f. This 
is caused by a swelling o f  the m ortar on 
the ou ter surface which absorbs m ore 
m oisture from  the elem ents than  the m ore 
protected  roofside surface, gradually 
forcing the chim ney to  curve inw ard. On 
the east side o f  the house, the two 
chim neys have been rebuilt with new brick 
from  the roofline up, while the no rth  end 
and west side chim neys are still com plete
ly original.

A  sm aller sixth chim ney has been 
added, which emerges th rough  the center 
o f the ro o f  deck. Built o f  newer brick, it 
stems from  a huge solid brick chim ney
like structure  running up through the 
center o f  the attic room . No evidence can 
be found  o f  any corresponding brick 
structure on the levels below the attic 
room . So, a m ystery rem ains to  be un 
covered as to  the purpose o f  the sixth 
chim ney.

IN T ER IO R

T he in te rio r o f  Q u ie tdale  also 
dem onstrates W illiam  R ob inson’s a tten 
tion to detail, elegance and  com fort. It 
was, in fact, a  “ house d iv ided .”  But it 
was no t divided in the trad itional way in 
w hich m any early  so u th e rn  houses 
separated  the girls from  the boys o f  the 
fam ily. These trad itionally  divided 
houses had a t least two stairw ays: the 
m ain staircase, o ften  located in the center 
hall, led up to one side o f  the house; a  se
cond staircase, frequently  placed in the 
dining room , gave access to  the o ther side 
o f  the house. U pstairs there were no 
doors between the tw o sides, thus insuring 
tha t p ropriety  w ould be m aintained, 
especially when overnight guests were 
present. As far as has been determ ined, 
the R obinson house seemed to  be divided 
in to  fam ily quarters on the west side and a 
m ore form al area for entertain ing on the 
east side.

The reception hall gave access to  the 
tw o separate sides o f  the house th rough  its
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fou r in terio r doors , all adorned  w ith silver 
doorknobs on the hall side. Silver also 
were bo th  doorknobs on  the entrance 
doo r so there w ould be no  con trast when 
the doo r was opened and  closed. O n the 
h a ll’s west side, a  doo r opened in to  the 
fam ily parlo r w hich was slightly sm aller 
than  the enorm ous double parlo rs beyond 
the corresponding doo r on the east wall o f

the hall. These g rand  parlo rs opened into 
each o ther by m eans o f  a  ten-foot-w ide 
doorw ay w ith sliding pocket doors. A t 
the rear o f  the reception hall were two 
doors , each leading to  a  separate stairhall.

D ividing the tw in stairhalls was a 
wall from  the floor o f  the first story to  the 
ceiling o f  the second story. O n either side 
o f  this wall, the  staircases were placed side
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by side, each rising tow ard the fa r end o f 
the room , then curving sharply to  jo in  a 
small landing to  the upper stairs which 
rose in the reverse d irection on the op
posite wall. These tw o curving stairw ays 
led to  upper halls w hich gave access to  the 
separate sides o f  the house.

T he second floor guest section, 
reached by a  staircase w ider and  fancier 
than  its fam ily-side coun terpart, con ta in 
ed tw o huge room s identical in size to  the 
double parlors below them . O riginally, 
these tw o room s also had a  ten-foot-w ide 
doorw ay betw een them  which was later



filled in to  the w idth o f  a single door. The 
upper guest hall had a doorw ay opening 
in to  the rear cham ber and  ano ther d o o r
way leading to  a small passage. This 
passage gave access to  the fron t cham ber 
and  also to  a small dressing room .

It is no t know n fo r w hat purpose 
W illiam R obinson intended these large 
room s to  be used. Perhaps they were 
m erely to  be guest bedroom s, the use in
dicated by the 1858 “ A ppraisem ent o f 
Personal and  Real P ro p e rty .”  Or 
perhaps w ith the wide doorw ay creating 
an area fo rty  feet long, R obinson in tend
ed these room s to  be used as a  ballroom . 
The passageway and  dressing room  would 
have been convenient fo r the ladies to 
freshen their appearance. A nd the long 
upper porch , reached by an exterior door 
in the rear cham ber, w ould have been a 
perfect spot fo r the gentlem en to  go to  
sm oke their pipes and cigars or to  catch  a 
cool breeze.

G one now are the two staircases and 
their separating wall. W hen one big 
stairhall was created from  the tw o room s, 
the fancier guest staircase was m oved to  
the west wall o f  the larger first floor

room , and  the tw o small landings were 
connected. This long landing now leads 
to  the east wall where the upper portion  o f 
the stairs rem ains in its original position, 
giving access to  a large second floor 
stairhall.

The relocation o f the staircase m ade 
it necessary to  move a doorw ay, and 
possibly two doorw ays, on the west wall 
o f  the first floor hall. Stairs to  the base
m ent were placed under the repositioned 
staircase.

These alterations were the only struc
tural changes m ade inside the house. All 
o ther room s rem ain exactly the sam e as 
when constructed , a lthough som e o f  the 
intended purposes have changed w ith the 
installation  o f ba throom s and kitchen.

Floors are m ade o f  five-inch and  six- 
inch pine boards laid directly on the joists 
w ithout a subfloor. The extrem ely thick 
(one and one-quarter inch) floorboards 
have tongue-and-groove jo in ts and are 
nailed to  the jo ists w ith the square cut 
nails. O riginal floor coverings listed in 
the “ A ppraisem ent”  inventory include 
rugs, carpets, com m on carpets, shuck 
carpeting, and straw  m atting.



I

The walls on the first floor are six
teen feet high, while upstairs the ceiling 
height is twelve feet. The walls o f  the 
reception hall and  double parlors are 
graced w ith wide cove m oldings, cornices 
and ceiling m oldings. The ceilings o f 
these room s are also ornam ented  w ith ex
qu is ite  p la s te r  m e d a llio n s— id en tica l 
dahlia designs centered in the tw o parlor 
ceilings, and  a star-shaped floral pattern  
in the hall.

O n the west side o f  the house, the 
present dining room  has w ooden cornices 
decorated  with sm all dentils. A  flat 
w ooden ceiling m olding and  a  chair rail 
are also used.

The present kitchen too  is encircled 
by a very plain chair rail, bu t its lack o f 
detail does no t conform  to  the o ther 
w oodw ork in the room . N o ceiling 
moldings or cornices are used here either. 
H owever this room  does contain  an  orig
inal built-in press for linen or china,

depending on w hether the room  was in
tended to  be a bedroom  or the fam ily d in
ing room .

W oodw ork th roughou t the house is 
Greek Revival in style and  seems to  have 
d ifferent pa tterns in d ifferen t room s. In 
reality, only the baseboards have varying 
contours in nearly every room . Typically 
G reek Revival are  the b road  baseboards, 
fourteen inches high on the first floor and 
ten inches on the second floor.

T he massive door and  window 
fram es, nine inches w ide, w ith their 
b u l l’s-eye co rn e r b lo ck s , a re  a lso  
characteristic o f  Greek Revival w ood
w ork. These architraves are all skillfully 
fluted or carved in five basic pa tterns used 
all th rough  the house. The illusion o f 
m any d ifferent patterns is due to  the 
variations applied to  the basic designs.

T ransom s are used over thirty-tw o 
doors, leaving only a few w ithout them .
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A n unusual featu re o f  all these transom s 
is the absence o f  m untins betw een the 
panes o f  glass. The nearly square tra n 
som  lights were placed directly together to  
give an im pression o f  one long pane of 
glass. P robab ly  this was done because 
larger panes were not available in the area 
a t the tim e. For these transom s to  be 
opened, the w ood-fram ed glass panels 
have to  be rem oved entirely because they 
are held in place w ith only tw o w ing-nuts 
per panel.

T ransom s cam e into popu lar usage 
around  the mid-1800s when people were 
becom ing aw are o f the healthful benefits 
o f  p roper room  ventilation. A nd in the 
ho t, hum id southern  sum m ers, high ceil
ings and  open transom s greatly aided the 
circulation  o f  air th rough  the house, thus 
creating a cooling effect.

The doors, m ade o f  poplar, clearly 
show the pegged m ortise and  tenon  con
struction  which was used extensively 
th rough  the house. D ow nstairs, the doors 
have fou r raised panels, while the upstairs 
doors are m ore typically G reek Revival 
having tw o vertical raised panels. The 
double fron t doors retain  their original 
graining on the inside, though  som ew hat 
scarred near the heavy rim lock and a t the 
bo ttom  rail from  nearly 130 years o f  use. 
(G raining, alm ost a lost a rt today , is the 
process o f  lightly brushing on  pa in t to  
resem ble a pleasing w ood grain , usually 
em ployed on less expensive o r u n a ttrac 
tive w oods.) U ndoubtedly , all the hall 
doors were grained originally. B ut at 
som e tim e past, the o ther fou r doors were 
refinished in their natu ral wood tones.

R aised paneling is also used under 
the windows o f  the first floor. Second 
story w indow s lack true panels, b u t the ef
fect is achieved by the dow nw ard exten
sion o f  the architraves to  the baseboards.

O riginal rim locks are still used to 
latch nearly every door in the house, and 
alm ost all are in w orking order. The 
doorknobs are w hite porcelain  except for 
the silver knobs in the reception hall. The 
silver doorknobs on the fron t doo r have 
long since been replaced w ith white

porcelain also.
A n interesting feature  is the use o f 

doorstops which are m ade o f  one inch by 
tw o inch pine blocks. These stops are 
nailed to  the floor next to  the baseboards 
a t a  distance equal to the w idth o f  each 
door, effectively preventing the walls 
from  being banged by flying doorknobs.

Intricately carved m arble m antel
pieces enhance the elegance o f  the double 
parlors. R eferred to  in the “ A ppraise
m en t”  as “ 1 pr. parlo r Glasses & M arble 
S labs,”  the tw o m antels and  two m irrors 
were valued together as one item  a t $75. 
T he over-m antel m irrors were no t p art o f 
the m antelpieces bu t were listed w ith them  
as a  m atter o f convenience. The identical 
m antels have arched openings and narrow  
mantelshelves. A  large carved scroll con
nects each m antelshelf w ith the top  center 
o f the arch  below.

T he eight w ooden m antels in the 
house are all classical Greek Revival 
designs. Each m antelpiece has sturdy 
carved pilasters su p p o rtin g  a wide 
unadorned  frieze which is topped by a 
ra ther heavy m olding and  narrow  m antel
shelf.

The repositioned staircase w ith its ex
tended landing spanning the w idth o f  the 
room  certainly presents a graceful view. 
The upper part o f the staircase, still in its 
original position , is gently curved a t the 
ninety degree angle where it jo ins the 
landing and the second floor. U n fo r
tunately , the junction  o f  the landing and 
lower staircase was no t as skillfully con 
structed  as the original. The four-foo t- 
wide stairs are trim m ed with very plain 
end-scrolls which are continued across the 
length o f  the landing. The balusters, 
slender and square in shape, con trast with 
the heavier newel post o f  tu rned  w ood. 
The handrail is slightly rounded and  te r
m inates in a circular pad .

Q uietdale’s system o f  servant bells 
m ust have been a luxury indeed. E ight 
bells, each w ith a d ifferen t tone, were 
located on the back porch where they 
could be easily heard  in the slave quarters. 
The bells were connected to  hidden wires
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leading to  bell-pulls in various room s. The 
bell-pulls actually  were little round  
button-like devices, each w ith a small 
handle which could be turned  one 
hundred-eighty degrees. This ro ta tion  
pulled the wires tha t rang the bells, and 
the servants w ould know  from  the tone o f 
the bell which room  needed service.

T oday  only four bell-pulls rem ain in 
place—one each in the double parlors by 
the sliding doors and  one each in the fam 
ily parlor and dining room  by the fire
places. N o d oub t the o ther fou r were 
located upstairs. The bells have long since 
been rem oved from  the back porch.

K ITC H EN -SLA V E Q U A RTER S

The west facade o f  the slave quarters 
is especially charm ing in springtim e when 
w hite dogw oods bloom  in fron t o f  the 
long tw o-tier porch. O n each level the 
double porch originally had  three entry 
doors alternating  w ith three window s, but 
the first floor facade was changed during 
the alterations m ade in the 1920s.

O ne room  wide and  three room s

long, the structure  rests upon  a brick 
foundation  w ith a ir vents sim ilar to , but 
sm aller than , the foundation  vents in the 
house. A roo t cellar, located under the 
no rth  and  center room s, exposes the 
details o f  the post and  beam  tim ber fram e 
construction  used in bo th  buildings.

Exterior walls are covered by the 
sam e beaded w eatherboarding as the m ain 
house, and the doo r and window fram es 
are very narrow , only tw o inches wide. 
The exterior four-panel doors, w ith raised 
panels outside and  recessed panels inside, 
have transom s contain ing four lights 
separated  by narrow  m untins. The win
dows, w ith ten-inch-wide panes, have nine 
lights in the upper sash and six in the 
lower sash. R unning the length o f  the 
struc tu re , the double  porch  has a 
plastered ceiling on the upper level. The 
first story  ceiling consists o f  the bare girts 
and  jo ists upon which the upper floo r
boards rest. Box cornices trim  the gabled 
ro o f which projects over the porch . No 
hin t o f the original roofing m aterial has 
been discovered yet.

P lastered walls and ceilings add a
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touch o f refinem ent no t com m only found 
in slave quarters. Each room  is abou t fif
teen feet square and has untrim m ed, flat 
w oodw ork. The baseboards and door 
and window fram es are six inches wide, 
w ith doo r and window  fram es having flat 
corner blocks. In spite o f later a lte r
a tions, there is evidence— from  door 
fram e heights and the use o f original 
d oors—that the room s were in tercon
nected. Each room  also had an entry  to 
the porch  and a m inim um  o f  three w in
dows. O ne chim ney served fou r fire
places, bu t only the two on the second 
floor rem ain. O ne has been drastically  
rem odelled, bu t the o ther appears to  be 
original w ith a narrow  m antelshelf sup
ported  by three sym m etrically placed cor
bels. The kitchen undoubted ly  was 
located in the south  room  dow nstairs, 
nearest the house, though no trace o f  the 
fireplace rem ains.

G A R D EN S A N D  O U T B U IL D IN G S

Tow ering oaks still spread their 
b ranches above ancient dogw oods, huge 
holly bushes, boxw oods, and  o ther o rn a 
m ental shrubbery . O riginally a wide 
w alkw ay, bordered by boxw oods, led 
from  the fron t porch across the law n to  a

picket fence by a long circular driveway. 
P lanted  th roughou t the spacious lawns 
were tulips, jonquils , irises, peonies, and 
roses. G ardens for vegetables and  cut 
flowers were located to  the rear o f  the 
house on the west side, and  an orchard  
provided fruit for the fam ily.

A t the rear o f  the gardens was an 
icehouse, and a large sm okehouse stood 
in back o f the slave quarters. A  later 
greenhouse was constructed  on the east 
side o f the quarters, bu t only the fo unda
tion  rem ains. P arts  o f  the icehouse fo u n 
dation  also rem ain, but no traces are left 
o f the sm okehouse.

Replacing an original w ellhouse is 
one built during the early part o f this cen
tury , east o f the slave quarters. Located 
fa r to  the rear o f the gardens and lawns is 
an  old barn  and  a later equipm ent shed.

The picket fence and original circular 
driveway are long gone, the driveway hav
ing been straightened and turned  into a 
public road. F rom  this road , a  shorter 
driveway, bordered w ith jonquils , circles 
directly up to  the front porch. A lthough 
Q uietdale is now located well w ithin the 
city lim its, the serenity o f a  country  p lan 
ta tion  still prevails when one enters the 
spacious grounds. ★

16



H a b it a t
“ No poem  fo r the g roundhog  y e t,”
I told  the M use—
w ho obligingly provided the words.

Tell them  (she said) how its brow n fur 
one day appeared  in the yard— 
how at tha t distance (city girl) 
you co u ld n ’t tell w hether it was beaver 
o r m ole— how its m arm ot stance, 
fron t paws quizzical, back ones p lanted, 
its curved tail, 

charm ed:

tell how C at
crouched at it one day
behind the hackberry, its rodent poise
eyeing the unknow n beast—

say then how you called C at in 
and it wom bled o ff  
at its trundling gait

back under the tool house.
Tell them  (she said)
how you w onder if there are young

how you w ould keep her (she m ust not 
be a him) if it w eren’t for C at, 
how a colony o f  them , R uth says, 
live in the hollow o f Bob W allace Road 
near Research P ark , how even here 
in the outlandish  suburb  
next to  a concrete drainage ditch 
inside a fenced lawn

wild things thrive.
(We have rabbits too .)

by Susan Luther
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
by Laura Mae Wilbourn

O n a rise m idway between Berry 
Hollow  and  Sharpes Cove in H urricane 
Valley stands the tw o-story earth  tone 
brick house Jam es M cC artney built for 
his new bride M artha H arvie Jo rd an  in 
1826. The simple gable, the general lines 
and the p roportions o f  the severely plain 
exterior give the house the unm istakable 
stam p o f  the Federal period.

The house rises above the g round  on 
three courses o f  hand hewn lim estone 
rocks. The fenestration  is thoughtfully  
arranged: the upper story w indows are 
proportionally  sm aller than  those o f  the

first story and bo th  groups are in perfect 
sym m etry. The original doo r o f  tw o ver
tical panels has been rem oved, bu t its 
replacem ent is still fram ed by reeded 
pilasters and topped  by a fanlight. The 
door sill is o f  lim estone; the brick w ork is 
o f  Flemish bond laid up in large size 
brick. The eave ornam ents consist o f den
tils, classical m oldings, and  a  decorative 
w ood carving o f  circles and  straight lines. 
The gable ends are solid brick w ith an ex
terior chim ney centered in each one.

The m ain house, which contains two 
room s dow nstairs and  tw o room s upstairs

CIVIL WAR REMINISCENCES
by Lillian Bone Paul

A recent editorial in the “ Progressive 
F a rm er,”  suggesting th a t as the old C on
federates are dying o ff  so rapidly we 
should m ake an effo rt to  catch and  record 
for the benefit o f fu ture  generations their 
reminiscences o f Civil W ar tim es, both 
before and during those difficult years, 
has determ ined me to  write dow n all the 
incidents th a t 1 can rem em ber out o f  the 
m any th a t I have heard from  my father 
and grandparen ts. These m em ories are 
very fragm entary , and  naturally  in 
com plete, but I shall m ake the attem pt 
anyway.

My g randm other’s hom e was a  p ros
perous p lan te r’s hom e, situated abou t two 
and a half miles from  the village o f 
M aysville, and was, o f  course, subjected 
to  all the pillagers and plunderers tha t 
m ade up the federal forces cam ped below 
M aysville alm ost all the years o f the war. 
They carried o ff  everything in the way o f 
food and  forage and livestock and w an
tonly destroyed w hat they could no t use. 
My g randm other appealed to  the provost 
m arshal for protection  as neither she nor 
her husband were belligerents. H e gave 
her a guard , w ho spent his days a t the
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each tw enty feet square, also reflects the 
Federal period  in its in terior. O n the first 
floor the chair rail is an extension o f  the 
w indow  sill with solid wood paneling be
neath while upstairs the walls are  p las
tered above and below the chair rail. All 
m antels, m ounted  with w ooden pegs, are 
narrow  and trim m ed with classical m old
ings. The living room  m antel is the most 
e laborate  having reeded trim  and fluted 
pilasters. The decorative scroll trim  on 
the side o f  the stairw ay is hand  done.

As was the custom , the kitchen was a 
one-story brick structure  separate  from  
the rest o f  the house. This was rebuilt in 
1873 to  be nearer the house. T oday  it is 
jo ined  to  the house.

The walls o f  the one-room  basem ent 
are lined with the sam e size lim estone 
rocks as the foundation . In 1976 when 
the earthen floor was sealed, three small 
cannon  balls were found  here.

As was typical o f this period in 
M adison C ounty  and its surrounding

area, m aterials fo r the house, for the m ost 
part, were grow n or m anufactured  right 
on the p lan ta tion . All the huge tim bers 
and  fram ing m em bers were cut from  
forests on the property . The wide heart o f 
pine flooring, the w alnut doo r sills, the 
poplar steps and the pop lar balustrade 
were form ed from  tim ber on the place. 
The oversized bricks were baked on the 
site from  clay that was dug from  fields 
east o f  the house.

Jam es M cC artney (1783— 1831) o f 
Irish descent was a prom inent m an whose 
grand fa ther had com e to  A m erica as an 
o rdained E piscopal m inister. M cC artney 
arrived in M adison C ounty  a round  1810 
and received appoin tm ents in both  the 
M ississip p i an d  A la b a m a  te r r i to ry  
governm ents o f  M adison C ounty . He was 
an original trustee o f  the G reene Academ y 
o f  H untsville established in 1812. Judge 
T aylor in Later History of Madison 
County writes o f  M cC artney: “ C om ing 
here abou t 1810, w ithout capital, he

house, bu t was no t there nights. W hy, I 
d o n ’t know , unless the soldiers were all 
kept in cam p at night, and thus left the 
citizens in peace.

O ne m orning early, before sunup, 
som e o f  the servants called G randm other 
to  com e, th a t the Yankees were a fter her 
pigs—as 1 rem em ber, there were bu t two 
on the place o r m aybe ju s t one. By the 
tim e she had reached the lot they had kill
ed one pig; there were tw o m en and they 
were preparing  to  leave with it. She 
ordered them  to d rop  it (she was not 
afra id  o f  anything or anybody), bu t they 
refused to  obey and  only laughed at her.

She ran  to  the front doo r to  see if  her 
guard  was anyw here in sight, it being 
about tim e for his arrival. She could see 
the road for som e distance o ff , as it led 
a round  the m ountain . F ortunately  she 
spied him com ing and began to  wave 
som ething white to  a ttrac t his a tten tion . 
W hen he saw th is, he pu t spurs to  his 
horse and galloped the rest o f  the w ay, a r 

riving at the "b ig  gate”  just as the Yankee 
robbers were going ou t w ith their kill. I 
th ink they must have stopped to dress it, 
though 1 do  not rem em ber that part o f  the 
story. The guard  ordered  them  to put it 
dow n and  inquired w hat they m eant by 
such actions. They said they w anted fresh 
m eat. I suppose he arrested  them , but 
d o n ’t know , bu t anyw ay they were sent 
o ff  w ithout their m eat, and  the federal 
apologized to G randm a for not being on 
hand  to prevent the slaughter.

M uch o f  the tim e G randm a was here 
alone, th a t is, w ithout a  m an to take her 
part against the raiders. G randfa ther 
w ould be o ff  preaching, and  part o f  the 
tim e taugh t a little day school up at the 
N egro quarters, som e distance from  the 
house. But, as 1 said, she was afraid  o f  no 
m an, m uch less the rascally Yankees 
w hom  she held in the greatest abhorrence.

A nother incident tha t she used to  
relate, as we children w ould gather 
a round  her and beg for stories, was that
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distanced all com petito rs, and had his 
years been prolonged, he w ould doubtless 
have been one o f  the wealthiest men in the
s ta te .”

His background is reflected in the 
honesty he sought in the building o f  his 
house: no false facades, no sham s, no 
veneered surfaces; instead he insisted on 
an adherence to  the austere discipline o f 
line, form , and order to  produce a p ro 
found goodness and  perm anence o f  con 
struction .

Mrs. M cC artney was one o f  those 
rare beings allowed to  live parallel with 
the nineteenth century, having appeared 
at the daw n and lingered (with every 
faculty alert) late in to  the evening o f an 
era in which Southerners grappled with 
the opening o f new territo ry , the W ar be
tween the States, the dism al econom ic 
lifestyle the war b rought, and the com 
plexities o f  the age’s magic progress. M ar
th a  H arvie Jo rdan , “ a lady o f strong 
natural m ind and attractive personal

fea tu res ,”  was the pervading spirit o f  this 
house. She was a zealous m em ber o f the 
C um berland P resbyterian  C hurch and 
often  rode horseback to  H untsville to  a t
tend church even in bad w eather. H er 
first two sons died o f tuberculosis and  her 
child by her second husband died by acci
den t. She was m arried  the th ird  tim e to  
the Reverend M athew  H . Bone, a p rom i
nent Presbyterian  m inister, in 1842. One 
w riter w rote: “ M. H . Bone was a g iant in 
the pulpit in his day. He w ould have been 
a giant in any profession and  in any ag e .”  
H e lived until 1881 and M artha  until 
1885.

The living that took  place in the 
house is evidenced by the following stories 
w ritten by Lillian Bone Paul. Lillian was 
the daughter o f  M athew ’s son and  M ar
th a ’s niece. *

o f  the Y ankee and the setting hen. One 
day she heard a great squaw king ou t in 
the hen house, and going to investigate, 
found  a Y ankee soldier in the house with 
the one setting hen under his arm ; I think 
she said it was the only hen on the place, 
they having stolen all the rest. At any 
rate, she asked him to put tha t hen back 
on the nest. He said, ‘‘N o, I need that 
hen to  m ake soup for a sick m a n .”  She 
told him the hen was not fit to  eat as she 
had been sitting till she was alm ost ready 
to hatch, but still he w ould not give it up. 
Then G randm a said she stepped inside the 
d oo r, the hen nest full o f eggs being closer 
to  her than  to  the soldier w ho was in the 
back, and said to him , “ W ell, if you will 
have the hen, you m ust take the eggs 
to o !”  picking them  up as she spoke. She 
began to pelt him w ith them  and , her aim  
being good, splashed him well with the 
spoiled eggs, som e o f  which were ro tten , 
and the scent terrible. He dropped  the 
hen and  left tha t house as quickly as he

could possibly go and , 1 doub t no t, never 
returned. He might have offered  her 
som e bodily indignity for her tem erity, 
bu t his only thought seemed to  be to  get 
away from  there.

The A pple S tory. To begin as far 
back as I can, Frank G urley’s troop  of 
cavalry had m ade a dash in to  northern  
A labam a. It was a kind o f independent 
o rganization , I th ink , though not bush
w hackers. U p a round  Plevna they came 
in contact with a band o f Yankees very 
unexpectedly and o f course had a skir
mish with them . It seems there was an 
am bulance in this party  carrying a federal 
general, G en. M cC ook, w ho was w ound
ed or sick, and he got killed in the melee. 
Father told me all this, on the very spot 
where it happened, on the road that leads 
into Tennessee above New M arket. The 
federals at M aysville then, in revenge for 
their general’s death , turned  loose their 
soldiers to  raid  all over the country , ta k 
ing everything they could or destroying
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w hat they co u ld n ’t use. [N ote by 
Kathleen P . Jones: I th ink M cC ook was 
in a w agon and the C onfederates did no t 
know  it was conveying an incapacitated 
m an. Gurley was accused o f the shooting, 
but it has been said it was a boy in his 
troop , bu t neither ever to ld . A lso, I think 
G urley’s com pany was a part o f  F o rrest’s 
g roup—it was part o f the tim e I know. 
A fter M cC ook’s death, the Yankees in his 
party  burned a num ber o f  houses, homes 
o f  people w ith no part w hatever in the 
tragedy, in vengence.] A  bunch o f  them  
cam e here to  my g randm other’s, and  find
ing all the doors locked and barred , 
dem anded entrance. The big back door at 
tha t tim e opened directly on the yard and 
was fastened by an iron bar tha t rested on 
supports inside. G randpa  was the only 
m an here and did not wish to  let them  in 
the house. They called for apples, saying 
they knew there were plenty o f  them  here 
with such a big orchard . I do no t know 
the tim e o f  year, spring I suppose; he told 
them  there were no apples. They d id n ’t

believe him and said they w ould break in 
the doo r if he d id n ’t open it and let them  
look for them selves. H e still refused, so 
they proceeded to  break the door and had 
one lower panel kicked in when one o f 
their officers arrived on the scene. 1 d o n ’t 
know  where he had been all the tim e. He 
stopped the breakage and  to ld  them  to 
wait dow nstairs, and he w ould accom 
pany G randpa upstairs to the “ little 
ro o m ”  where the apples had been stored 
and see if any were there. O f course the 
doo r had been unbarred  fo r the officer. 
So, G randpa said they cam e on upstairs 
together, and he show ed the officer there 
were no apples except a large ham per full 
o f ro tten  ones. The officer called this out 
to  his m en, bu t G randpa was so angry 
w ith them , he said he picked up the heavy 
basket o f ro tten  apples and heaved them  
over the banisters, right dow n on top  o f 
the heads o f  the men below, no t caring 
who was hit.

T hat settled the apple question, but 
they w eren’t satisfied and  w anted apple
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brandy , which they believed was on the 
place. Assured there was none, they 
opened the cellar door and  saw a barrel 
dow n there, sitting up on some blocks, 
and dem anded to  know w hat tha t was. 
They were told it was sorghum , so they 
w anted to  know w hat thal was? So Mr. 
O fficer said he’d go dow n and taste it and 
see, which he proceeded to  do. Then he 
said, “ Boys, you d o n ’t w ant th a t—it’s no 
g o o d .”  Bear in m ind they had already 
taken everything they could: eatables, 
livestock, poultry , and all valuables they 
could lay hands on. G randm other owned 
a little sterling silver, spoons and a soup 
ladle. O ld Uncle H arry , her coachm an, 
took this silver o ff  to  a fi»ld, and she did 
not know  where, and buried it to hide it 
from  them . Then, after the w ar he 
faithfully  b rought it back. If he h ad n ’t 
saved it, they’d have gotten it; they did 
loot hom es all over the South.

A nother story which I cannot tell in 
detail has to do w ith an encounter G rand 
m other had with two soldiers, w ho came 
and proceeded to  take two mules ou t o f 
the plow, right dow n in fron t o f  the 
house. She m arched right dow n there—

not being afraid  o f the devil him self—and 
took issue with them . I have forgotten  
w hether she won th a t battle , bu t think 
no t, and there is no one to  ask now. Those 
Yankees did not care how destitute a con
dition  they left the citizens in, bu t took 
pleasure in depriving them . I seem to 
rem em ber, how ever, tha t in this case 
G randm other appealed to the provost 
m arshal and got her stock back, bu t 1 may 
be m istaken.

W hen Lincoln issued his p roclam a
tion setting all the slaves free, the Negroes 
were all highly elated and jum ped at the 
chance to  leave their form er m asters and 
mistresses. O n this place they all, except 
fa ith fu l Uncle H arry , d ropped everything 
and “ W ent to  the Y ankees”  as they 
phrased it. In  their ignorance, they 
thought life henceforth  was to  be one 
grand picnic w ith never any m ore w ork to 
do. Perhaps the federal forces were over
whelmed by the influx o f so m any 
Negroes, I d o n ’t know , bu t at any rate, 
they began to  pu t their w ards to  w ork, 
and it did no t take long to  show the 
darkies th a t their new m asters w ould be 
far m ore exacting and  harder to  please
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than  the indulgent ones they had left. 
A fter a day or tw o, they cam e slipping 
back to  their cabins under the cover o f 
night and tried to  pretend they had never 
been aw ay. O ne m an, Jo h n , a young and 
lusty fellow, feared the Yankees would 
com e for him  and take him back to  camp 
to  w ork for them  and m aybe send him far 
from  hom e. So, to  prevent going, he set 
his bare foo t on ho t coals o f fire and 
burn t it so badly he could not w alk. O f 
course G randm other heard  o f it and  had

to supply remedies for the burn . He 
becam e disillusioned quickly in that 
federal cam p. Before the end o f  a week, 
every ex-slave had returned hom e and 
stayed there. I m ean the Bone Negroes; 
o f course, a  lot o f  them  in the South  did 
follow the Yankees. [N o te b y K P J: I sup 
pose this is the “ U ncle”  John  I rem em ber 
so well from  my childhood. He and 
“ A u n t”  Viney ow ned a little farm  on the 
edge o f the m ountain  to  the west o f  the 
Bone place.] ★
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H u m o r o u s
H u n t s v il l e  

H a p p e n in g s
by Patricia H. Ryan

“ The G ood Old D ays” —the mere 
m ention o f  the phrase is guaranteed to  stir 
the true southern  heart w ith longing for 
the storied p lan tation  past. Iconoclastic 
as it m ay seem, the halcyon past, in real
ity , w asn ’t so h o t, especially  fo r 
Southerners after “ O ur Late U npleasan t
ness”  o f 1861. G ran ted  life was pretty  
terrific fo r the m onied few, bu t fo r the 
vast m ajority , times were exceedingly 
grim , especially when assessed against 
m odern culture. In  reading H untsville 
post-bellum  new spapers, one is struck by 
a num ber o f oddities th a t on the surface 
are quite am using. A  second glance p ro 
vides insight in to  a society ju s t in 
dustrializing, a tim e when editors ran  the 
gam ut from  childlike simplicity to  bitter 
invectives to  proselytize their readers. 
This varied sam pling has been culled from  
late nineteenth century and early tw en
tieth  century new spapers w ith the hope it 
will entertain  and perhaps in form . C on
sider then  the follow ing fascinating facts.

O n num erous occasions local editors 
expressed concern abou t livestock freely 
roam ing abou t the tow n. In  1879 J. 
W ithers Clay o f  the Huntsville Weekly 
Democrat w arned:

T he hogs have begun their periodic 
depredations— rooting  up sidewalks, 
underm ining fences, breaking into 
enclosures, and  injuring yards and 
gardens. O ught no t ou r City Fathers 
to  pass som e ordinance fo r p ro tec
tion  against the trespasses o f hogs 
and cattle—say to  force ow ners o f 
stock, either to keep them  up, o r to 
pu t rings in their hogs’ noses (as was 
once required  here by tow n o rd i
nance) and to  pu t yokes or some 
o ther contrivance on their horned
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cattle  o f vicious propensities, to  p re
vent them  from  opening gates and 
breaking th rough  fences? A great 
m any persons (like ourself) have ex
perienced serious loss, every year, 
from  stock trespasses. [January  29, 
1879]

By the tu rn  o f  the century the problem  
w as so m ew h a t rem ed ied  w ith  the 
establishm ent o f a city cow pound:

The city is enjoying a fa t incom e 
from  persons w ho allow their horses, 
cows, etc. to  run on the public 
tho roughfares. I f  any o f  the city o rd 
inances are being enforced, the one 
prohibiting  stock to  run  on the streets 
is one o f  them . The ‘p o u n d ’ was 
headquarters fo r abou t fifteen cows, 
fou r horses, and  five shoats yester
day. The city averages an incom e o f 
about $25 per week from  the ‘p o u n d ’ 
depot. [Weekly Tribune, July 25, 
1899]

W hile one m ight conclude th a t pen
ning up loose anim als was indeed a sound 
idea, the city o rdinance requiring such 
was no t uniform ly popular. In 1907 the 
Evening Banner to ld  o f  the “ o u tc ry”  at 
the Dallas Mill village against the enforce
m ent o f  the o rdinance forbidding cows to  
w ander a t will. R um ors arose o f  testing 
the l a w  in court, bu t it appeared  th a t the 
ta lk  cam e to  naught.

The anim al problem  persisted as late 
as 1918, when the city took  firm  steps to 
eradicate the health  m enace:

H ogs w ithin the city lim its m ust 
go! So says the city council a t their 
recent m eeting. They decline to  
repeal the original o rd inance and  
M ayor T . T . T erry has instructed  the 
police and D r. C arl G ro te , the health  
officer, to  see th a t all hogs now 
w ithin the city limits be rem oved a t 
once. It m akes no difference where 
kept, a t livery stables o r any o ther 
place. The health  o f  the city in the

fu tu re  dem ands it, to  say nothing o f 
city officials. [Huntsville Weekly 
Democrat, M arch 6 , 1918]

O ther persons approached  the hog 
problem  w ith considerable im agination . 
T ake the clever P rofessor Gessley fo r ex
am ple:

Professor Gessley, the m an with 
the w onderful hog [Rom eo], an 
nounces to  the good people o f H u n ts
ville th a t he will be in the city in a 
sh o r t tim e  w ith  h is e d u c a te d  
po rker—a swine th a t will enum erate, 
read w riting, sub tract, m ultiply and 
d iv id e — in s h o r t ,  a  l ig h tn in g  
calculator. Will read the D eclaration 
o f  Independence and  will tell the tim e 
o f day by a w atch. This P rofessor o f 
H ogology is a w onderful individual 
him self, having been bo rn  w ithout 
arm s. O f course he will be p a tro n 
ized. [H untsville Independent, 
M arch 23, 1876]

The w anderlust o f hogs and  cows was 
no t the only problem  to  contend w ith. 
C onsider the din created by 9,000 
chickens, geese, ducks, and  turkeys which 
were housed in the M em phis and  C harles
to n  depot coops prior to  shipping. A nd 
the follow ing blurb  cautions one to  bee 
careful when strolling along the n o rth  side 
o f  R andolph Avenue:

Two hives o f  bees th a t have m ade 
their hom e in the C abiness residence 
during years past were moved yester
day by P . J . T hullen, the bee m an. 
H e found  in one place a  colony tha t
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had been under the floor two years 
and sixty pounds o f  honey was 
found . In  ano ther p art o f the house 
over the ceiling was a colony o f  bees 
tha t had  been there over fifty years. 
The industrious little insects had 
grow n up with the children o f the 
place and  had never given any tro u 
ble. B oth colonies have been moved 
ou t to  m ore convenient places. 
[Weekly Mercury, A ugust 20, 1913]

Scientific  (and unscien tific) ex
perim entation  upon  the anim al popu la
tion  occurred during the V ictorian era. In 
1890 W illiam Kemmler died in the electric 
chair in A uburn , New Y ork. The local 
new spapers carried a num ber o f articles 
about this new hum ane form  o f execution 
and  apparen tly  stirred the curiosity o f  one 
John  P. Spence, who

tried an experim ent o f death  by elec
tricity upon a  large gopher yesterday 
a t the telephone office. The trial was 
successful, the gopher dying instan 
taneously as the application  was 
m ade. [Huntsville Daily Mercury, 
A ugust 13, 1890]

T oday  the O rw ellian  claim  o f  
“ governm ent interference”  is frequently  
voiced, and our ancestors faced m uch the 
sam e. In  1899 the city council passed o rd 
inances to

m ake it unlaw ful for any fem ale to 
enter any saloon, pool, o r billiard 
room . A lso to  prevent lewd women 
from  riding bicycles o r on horseback 
within three blocks o f  the public 
square. [Huntsville Weekly Mer
cury, A ugust 23, 1899]

The “ lewd w om en”  were apparently  
m ore o f a th rea t to  themselves th an  to  
society a t large, fo r in one day in 1899 
three attem pted suicide—M ollie Teal by 
shooting herself, G ladys by eating m atch 
heads, and  Sady O ’G rady by drinking 
laudanum . C harles Lane o f the Weekly 
Tribune glumly surm ised th a t “ all o f  the 
un fo rtuna te  w om en m ay recover.”

T o im press the citizens w ith the 
necessity o f  obeying laws, Lane issued the 
follow ing w arning:

T he M ayor gave instructions to  the 
po lice  th is m o rn in g  to  a rre s t 
everyone w ho is found  riding bicycles 
on the sidewalks, and the fine for the 
first offense will be one dollar and 
for the second it will be enough to  
m ake the purse o f the cyclist look like 
an  elephant stepped on it. [Weekly 
Tribune, M ay 22, 1899]

N o ordinance, how ever, could p ro 
tect the city ’s fair ladies from  this 1895 in
delicacy:

The residents o f  H olm es Street saw 
the first bloom er girl th a t has ap 
peared on the streets o f this city 
T hursday. She was riding a bicycle 
and wore the regular bloom er cos
tum e w ith cap and leggings. To their 
credit we state th a t she was no t a 
H untsville girl, bu t seemed to be 
some tourist, as she was accom 
panied by a m an and appeared  from  
the direction o f  the D allas Mills.

As each lady w ould see the w om an 
pass, she w ould gasp, display a  look 
o f am azem ent and  then run  to  the 
gate and  w atch the spectacle until it 
d isappeared in the dim  distance. 
[Huntsville Weekly Mercury, Sep
tem ber 25, 1895]

Equally eye-opening was the case of 
G ustave De A gnero, w ho in 1898 wished 
to  purchase the H untsville H otel, an  an te 
bellum  structure on the site now occupied 
by the First N ational Bank on Jefferson
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Street. De A gnero, a  m em ber o f  the 
hospital corps o f  the 69th New Y ork regi
m ent, believed th a t the hotel was quite 
valuable and  cabled his fa ther the follow 
ing:

Please deposit m oney. H e is abou t 
to  sell the H untsville H otel. It will 
cost abou t $5,000,000,000, bu t is well 
w orth  the m oney, so rush  it quick. 
[Weekly Mercury, Septem ber 21, 
1898]

The un fo rtuna te  De A gnero was hastily 
com m itted to  the governm ent hospital for 
the insane in W ashington.

The follow ing passage directs its 
satire a t a  city street crew, w hose w ork 
was apparently  unsatisfactory  to  the 
editor o f  the Weekly Mercury:

The grass is abou t to  run over the 
graders on Echols Street. We suggest 
to  the city authorities th a t this 
quarte tte  o f so-called laborers be 
reinforced, and  th a t this w ork be 
pressed before the grass season really 
opens up. If , in a m ild week in 
January , the grow th o f  grass can 
create a d oub t as to  where the hands 
have been w orking, by the m iddle o f 
May they w ould be ou t o f  sight in fif
teen m inutes. As we d o n ’t desire to 
see any o f the city ’s valuable street 
hands drow ned in a heavy spring 
dew, we suggest th a t they be equip
ped with a fog whistle o r dew bell, so 
tha t in [the] event they get in danger 
they can ring up Superin tendent 
Blake or the C hief o f  Police. [Feb
ruary  1, 1893]

This final excerpt was penned by the 
ever-trenchant “ C rocus,”  the “ facetious 
co rresponden t”  o f the Panola Record, 
and  reprin ted  in the Huntsville Advocate. 
The sarcasm  was directed tow ard  railroad 
travel in 1866, a  tim e when the southern 
rail netw ork was incom plete and  war- 
ravaged.

W e cam e by the way o f  the 
O range, Lem on and  A lexandria 
R ailroad, and  w ould say to  persons 
who are tired o f  life, and  in a hurry 
to  get th rough , try this line. You 
leave W ashington in the evening, 
and , as a general thing, arrive in 
Heaven or R ichm ond the next day. 
Each train  is provided w ith a 
su rgeon , u n d e rtak e r, am p u ta tin g  
table, and o ther ‘luxurities,’ besides 
this it has som e o f the finest coffins I 
ever expect to  see. H ospitals are 
established along the entire rou te  and 
in case o f fatal accident the bodies o f 
strangers are im m ediately em balm ed. 
The arrangem ents are so sure on this 
road , th a t m any persons have their 
limbs taken o ff  and em balm ed before 
starting , to  avoid delay while on the 
cars. [August 22, 1866]

These frivolities obviously do not 
depict any sort o f  serious portrayal o f 
H untsville life. T hat w ould require 
countless add itional excerpts detailing low 
or nonexistent health  standards, rancid 
food , foul w ater, ram pan t disease, in 
com petent physicians, and inhum ane 
medical practices to  only scratch the su r
face. H . A. L. Fisher once noted tha t 
h is to ry  is “ one dam n  th ing  a fte r 
an o th e r .”  T rue, and som etim es i t ’s even 
one silly thing after ano ther. ★
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T h e  C a l h o u n  H o u s e
by Linda Bayer

“ The debris from  the old C alhoun building is being 
rapidly carted o ff, and the rem ains o f  the grand old 
m ansion will soon be a thing o f  the p a s t .”

So w rote the H untsville Democrat in 
M ay o f 1911 as one o f  the tow n’s largest 
and m ost fascinating antebellum  houses 
was being dem olished. T oday only bits 
and pieces o f the bu ild ing’s history su r
vive to  rem ind us o f  the days when it

served variously as a m agnificent private 
hom e, a m ilitary hospital, a  repository  for 
E uropean  a rt, a  U. S. C ircuit C ou rt, a 
dancing school, a  tenem ent house, and  a 
private academ y. T racing the activities 
and persons associated w ith the C alhoun
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house th rough  the docum ents still avail
able reveals details o f  early construction  
practices and  recalls aspects o f  H un ts
ville’s h istory  th a t have m ostly faded 
from  m em ory.

A late pho tograph  o f  the C alhoun 
house, dating  from  the 1890s, depicts a 
massive brick structure  o f  seven bays and 
three stories. Severe and im posing on  the 
exterior, the house was undoubted ly  ex
trem ely elegant on the in terior. It fronted 
on  Eustis Street, and its terraced and 
landscaped grounds included the entire 
block bounded  by Eustis, G reene, R an
dolph , and  L incoln streets. A  five-foot 
tall brick  wall capped w ith stone encircled 
the p roperty  creating a  private, secure 
w orld fo r the occupants.

The m an w ho began construction  o f 
this house, W illiam  Sm ith, p robab ly  p lan 
ned it to  be his retirem ent hom e, bu t he 
died before its com pletion , and  his heirs 
only inhabited  it sporadically, a lthough it 
is their nam e th a t has always been a ttach 
ed to  it.

W illiam Sm ith was a  native o f  South 
C aro lina w ho began his career in that 
sta te  as a p lan ter and a law yer, having 
been adm itted  to  the bar in 1784. H e had 
an  illustrious political life, serving first as 
a  m em ber and  president o f  the state 
Senate and  then  as a judge o f  the South 
C aro lina C ircuit C ourt fo r eight years 
before being elected to  the U . S. Senate 
w here he served fo r six years. H e next 
represented his d istrict in the state H ouse 
o f  R epresentatives before re tu rn ing  to  the 
U . S. Senate fo r ano ther term . In 1829 he 
received G eorg ia’s seven electoral votes 
fo r vice-president and  concluded his 
political service to  South C aro lina with 
yet ano ther session in the state Senate 
after w hich, a t the age o f  70, he moved 
briefly to  L ouisiana where he ow ned four 
p lan tations. The follow ing year, 1833, 
Sm ith m ade H untsville his perm anent 
residence and  began construction  o f  the 
C alhoun  house.

H is departu re  from  South  C aro lina 
a t such a late po in t in his life is frequently  
a ttribu ted  to  his d isappointm ent a t the

outcom e o f  the nu llification  debate in  tha t 
state, an  issue which he had  actively o p 
posed. H ow ever, he had begun purchas
ing p roperty  in bo th  A labam a and  L ouis
iana in the early 1820s and , in fact, had 
spent sum m ers in H untsville as early as 
1825, so he m ay have intended to  event
ually settle here even before political 
events m ade continued residence in his 
native state untenable.

In  1823 Sm ith m ade his first acquisi
tion  o f  H untsville city p roperty  when he 
bought a  lot a t the northw est corner o f 
Eustis and  G reene streets. The following 
year he began assem bling acreage im 
m ediately no rtheast o f  the tow n, in w hat 
is now E ast H untsville A ddition , w ith the 
purchase o f  640 acres fo r $18,000 cash. 
A dditional purchases in 1828 and 1831 in
creased this holding to  alm ost one th o u 
sand acres, and this land becam e his 
H untsville p lan ta tion  w hich he nam ed 
Spring G rove. Each year after his initial 
purchase, Smith bought ano ther parcel o f 
H untsville land so tha t by 1832 he owned 
all o f  the block where the C alhoun  house 
w ould stand as well as m ost o f  the block 
th a t fron ts on E ast Side Square.

In 1825 while still serving in the 
South  C aro lina H ouse, Sm ith contracted  
w ith H untsville builder G eorge Steele to 
erect a  brick spring house on his p lan ta 
tion  for which he paid Steele $276 on 
com pletion  o f  the w ork. A lthough 
G eorge Steele is today  judged to  be 
H untsville’s prem ier antebellum  architect 
and builder, his w ork fo r Sm ith, which 
m ust have constitu ted  one o f  his earliest 
jobs , is certainly revealing. In the C ircuit 
C ourt case o f  G eorge Steele vs. W illiam 
Sm ith, the latter stated  th a t a heavy rain 
in the sum m er o f  1826 washed aw ay a 
considerable po rtion  o f  the spring house. 
Sm ith fu rther argued th a t Steele’s w ork 
did no t meet the term s o f  his con tract 
which called for the w ork to  be executed 
in a w orkm anlike m anner, and  he w ent on 
to  po in t ou t th a t a fter Steele repaired the 
dam age, the next heavy rain again did 
considerable in jury . Steele was contacted 
to  m ake additional repairs a t no charge as
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Sm ith felt him  obliged to do by the term s 
o f his con tract. H ow ever Steele then 
dem anded $15 paym ent which Sm ith re
fused to  pay; the case was finally settled 
w ith Sm ith paying $15 and  Steele paying 
court costs.

Aside from  illum inating a little 
know n aspect o f Steele’s early career, this 
case also dem onstrates his poor business 
judgm ent for in the fu ture  Sm ith gave all 
his extensive building contracts to  Steele’s 
m ajo r com petito r—the firm  o f  T hom as 
and W illiam  B randon. The first o f  these 
contracts that has been located was dated 
A ugust 1829 and  engaged the B randons to  
execute “ a large jo b  o f  brick w ork”  for 
W illiam Sm ith. U nfortunately  the site o f 
this structure is unspecified so only an 
educated guess can be m ade as to  w hat 
and where it was. Based on S m ith ’s land 
holdings a t the date o f  the con trac t, the 
building could have been for either his 
p lan tation  or for the block fron ting  E ast 
Side Square. H ow ever one item  in the 
con tract seems to  favor the site on the 
public square since it specifies th a t Sm ith 
w ould receive $400 credit “ fo r all the old 
bricks and  stone th a t have been taken  
dow n o r are yet to  take dow n on the lo t o f 
said Sm ith on which said buildings will 
s ta n d .”  Sm ith had purchased the H u n ts
ville Inn, a three-story brick structure 
operated  as a tavern , fou r years earlier, 
and this p robably  was the structure  being 
dism antled because in a deed o f the 
following year, Sm ith purchased a piece 
o f land lying between the house o f the 
g ran tors and “ the house lately built by the 
said W illiam Sm ith on the site o f the late 
H untsville In n .”

Regardless o f where the building 
was, the contract stipulated  th a t the B ran
dons w ould execute the w ork in a “ w ork
m anlike m anner for eight dollars per 
thousand  for all brick w ork ...[and] no 
bricks are to  be laid w ithin five feet o f  the 
foundation  tha t will no t resist the in 
fluence o f  w ater o r frost w ithout dis
solv ing.”  The la tter condition , which was 
no t standard  in contracts o f  the period, 
possibly reflects S m ith’s determ ination

not to  repeat his experience w ith Steele. 
The B randon ’s ra te  was also four dollars 
per thousand  less th an  th a t charged by 
Steele, a lthough this m ay have been m ere
ly a d iscount given for a large project. The 
division o f labor, com m on a t this period, 
between the brick m asons and  the 
carpenters is m ade clear by the fu rther 
stipulation  tha t the “ B randons shall not 
be unreasonably detained in the progress 
o f the brick w ork on account o f the w ood
w o rk .”

Sm ith apparently  was pleased by the 
B randon ’s w ork fo r in 1833 he again con
tracted  with them  “ to  build  certain brick 
and  stone w ork on his lot in H u n ts
ville ...sa id  w ork to  be done under the im 
m ediate and  special direction and  contro l 
o f the said W illiam S m ith .”  A gain the 
contract fails to  identify the location o f 
the w ork, bu t this con tract is m ost cer
tainly fo r the construction  o f  the C alhoun 
house on Eustis S treet. Sm ith had moved 
to  H untsville perm anently  in 1833 and 
w ould have needed a  hom e in tow n—one 
suitable to his position  as “ the m ost 
distinguished em igrant to  our coun ty”  
during the 1830s, as Judge T hom as 
T aylor later w ould describe him . The a t
ten tion  to  detail and  quality  o f construc
tion  spelled ou t in  this con trac t fu rther 
confirm  th a t Sm ith was building his own 
house. For exam ple, the B randons re
quired “ such tim e in w hich to  perform  
said labor as will give the walls sufficient 
tim e to  dry, in o rder th a t the w ork m ay be 
m ore substantial and  the walls less liable 
to  bend or c rack ,”  and they further 
agreed th a t “ the ou ter walls o f  the m ain 
building are to  show  stock or fron t brick 
all round  on the outside if  said Sm ith re
quires i t .”

A bill from  the B randons against the 
estate o f W illiam Sm ith states tha t they 
laid over one m illion bricks a t a cost o f 
$6,000. This was a trem endous num ber 
o f  bricks, bu t the m ost interesting aspect 
is tha t a quarte r o f  them  were used bricks 
th a t had  been obtained  by dism antling 
ano ther structure. The recycling o f  brick, 
and  probably  o ther m aterials, was fairly



com m on in the early nineteenth century  in 
H untsville because the soft lime-sand 
m ortars then in use did no t con tain  any 
cem ent which allowed the m orta r to  be 
easily rem oved.

The structure erected by the B ran
dons consisted o f  a three-story  rec
tangular block facing Eustis Street with 
seven window s across the facade and a 
centered entrance. The side walls were 
tw o bays deep, and the gabled ro o f 
featured  eave returns th a t spanned each 
end o f  the house creating the appearance 
o f a pedim ent. Tw o, tw o-story wings ex
tended north  from  the rear o f  the m ain 
block to  give the entire structure  a 
U -shaped layout, while a porch ran  along 
the rear walls and connected to  two 
detached outbuildings, one situated  at 
each end o f  the two ells. These separate 
structures were also o f  brick and  each was 
tw o stories high. The B randon ’s bill also 
discloses th a t the site chosen for the house 
was slightly elevated and  th a t the con trac
to rs dug up and  hauled  o ff  the “ top  o f  the 
hill where [the] house s its .”  Rough 
estim ates indicate tha t the C alhoun  house 
contained approxim ately 12,000 square 
feet which m ust have m ade it the largest 
private residence in H untsville at that 
time.

A  contract fo r the w oodw ork in the 
C alhoun  house has no t been located, but 
paym ents, to taling  alm ost $5,000, m ade 
by the adm in istra to r o f  S m ith ’s estate to  
H ugh N. M oore indicate th a t he was 
responsible fo r the m ajority  o f  the 
carpentry  w ork. M oore was the p ro 
prie tor o f  bo th  a  flour mill and  a  planing 
and flooring m ill, the la tte r w hich adver
tised to  furnish  “ to  o rder all description 
o f  Building L um ber fo r houses; Sash, 
D oors, Blinds, F loorings, e tc .”  and  was 
located a t the northw est corner o f  Je ffe r
son and C lin ton streets. H ow ever, a  bill is 
extant from  Jam es Neely, w ho is listed in 
the 1859-60 H untsville d irectory as a 
pum p m anufactu rer, for w ork perform ed 
from  1838 th rough  1840. It includes 
several charges for repairing pum ps, but 
the m ajority  o f  the items are fo r tu rned

w oodw ork such as newel posts (38), col
um ns (22), and room  or rose blocks (150), 
w hich, based on their num bers, pre
sum ably are the corner blocks trad itiona l
ly used at the top  o f doo r and  window 
trim .

The last con tract negotiated by Sm ith 
was w ith the plasterer W illiam G orm an 
w ho “ engaged to  plaster the whole o f  the 
h ouse ...in  the m ost com plete w orkm an
like m anner, no cracks w hatever to  ap 
pear, o r patched over under any con
sidera tions.”  Sm ith agreed to  furnish 
G orm an “ w ith sand, lime and  plaster now 
on hand, and m ore o f  these m aterials if 
necessary .”  G orm an fu rther obligated 
him self to  pay strict a tten tion  to  the 
m orals and  sobriety o f  the four Negroes 
under his care, two o f  w hich were trained 
plasterers and the m ost valuable o f 
Sm ith’s M adison C ounty  slaves. For 
reasons unknow n, G orm an did no t fulfill 
this con trac t, which had been signed in 
the fall o f 1839, because th irteen  m onths 
later ano ther plasterer was hired.

A fter six years o f w ork Sm ith’s house 
was still unfinished. Sm ith probably  had 
been living at his Spring G rove p lan tation  
som ewhere in E ast H untsville so he was 
not w ithout lodging, bu t the slow pace of 
construction  rem ains unexplained. He 
m ay have spent tim e traveling to  his o ther 
p lan tations near M ontgom ery and in 
L ouisiana, and a lthough  past seventy 
when he moved to  H untsville, he con
tinued to  be active in politics. Sm ith was 
elected to  the A labam a H ouse o f R epre
sentatives where he represented M adison 
C ounty  from  1836 to 1840, and  he also 
served as a  presidential elector on the 
ticket o f  Van Buren and  Johnson  in 1836. 
In 1829 while still in South C arolina, 
Sm ith had been nam ed as an associate 
justice o f  the U . S. Suprem e C ourt by 
P resident A ndrew  Jackson; he declined 
the appoin tm ent, and  in 1836, P resident 
Jackson  again offered  him the position. 
O nce again Sm ith refused. In M ay o f 
1840 Sm ith becam e seriously ill, and  on 
June 26, he died at his p lan ta tion  and was 
buried  in the fam ily cem etery. A fter the



Civil W ar his body was reinterred at 
Maple Hill Cem etery when the Spring 
G rove p lan tation  was subdivided for 
housing.

Sm ith was survived by his wife, who 
died tw o years later, and a single g rand 
daughter, M ary Smith C alhoun , wife o f 
M ered ith  C a lhoun  o f  Pennsy lvan ia . 
Sm ith’s will, dated  1839, bequeathed 
$100,000 in cash to  M ary and $50,000 to 
each o f  her two children. The rem ainder 
o f his property  was left to  his wife. On 
the death o f M rs. Sm ith, M ary C alhoun 
inherited the entire estate which m ade her 
an exceedingly w ealthy w om an. A partial 
inventory o f S m ith’s estate in M adison 
C ounty alone lists forty-three slaves, 
num erous head o f livestock, wine valued 
at $ 1,000, a library also valued a t $ 1,000, 
and silver plate w orth $4,000.

M eredith C alhoun becam e the ad 
m in istrato r o f W illiam S m ith ’s estate and 
also assum ed responsibility for com 
pleting construction  o f S m ith ’s house on 
Eustis, which has always carried the 
C alhoun nam e. (M eredith C alhoun  sign
ed his nam e C olhoun, but since years o f 
trad ition  have converted it to  C alhoun 
—as in C alhoun Street in Old Tow n which 
was nam ed for him —the current usage 
will be retained.)

Just m onths a fter S m ith ’s demise, 
C alhoun signed a contract with G eorge A. 
Parker o f T uscaloosa to  com plete the 
plastering work on the C alhoun  house. 
The agreem ent acknow ledged tha t the 
first coat had been com pleted and  that 
P arker was “ to  give the second and th ird  
coats, to  be p la in”  a t a  cost o f  $700. The 
two parlors on the first floor were to  be 
finished “ with a highly ornam ental co r
nice called the shell”  which was to  be fu r
ther m arked with the pattern  o f  C al
h o u n ’s nam e; an ornam ental centerpiece 
(ceiling m edallion) was also stipulated for 
each parlo r. The principal stairw ay, the 
entrance hall, and  the gallery were also to  
be given a  neat cornice and ornam ental 
centerpiece as were tw o cham bers on the 
third floor and one on the second. This 
designation o f  floors is confusing since

the C alhoun house appears to  have been 
built to  a p iano nobile plan , in which the 
m ain living floor was raised one level 
above the street. However according to 
this con tract, the two form al parlors 
would have been in the basem ent.

A t any rate, G eorge P arker agreed to 
do this w ork fo r a to tal cost o f  $3,400 and 
to  assure “ tha t all the plain and  o rnam en
tal w ork will be entirely free from  all 
cracks and  breaks and patches o f any kind 
w hatever;”  the w ork was to proceed 
w ithout in terrup tion  unless prevented by 
the w eather. In the last item o f the con
tract, C alhoun agreed to  sell to  P arker for 
$4,500 the two slaves belonging to  Sm ith’s 
estate who were accom plished plasterers 
and w ould execute m uch o f the specified 
w ork. The result o f this transaction  was 
to  create a  barter arrangem ent in which 
very little m oney actually changed hands.

O ther ex tan t construction -re la ted  
bills against the Sm ith estate reveal that 
the house had copper gutters and  th a t the 
pain ting  was probably  com pleted in the 
early 1840s. A  to ta l o f  the bills available, 
which are by no means com plete, indi
cates tha t the C alhoun house cost in ex
cess o f $20,000 to  construct, this at a time 
when m ost local dwellings were built for 
well under five thousand  dollars.

This extravagant life style, initiated 
by Sm ith and elaborated  on by C alhoun, 
was to continue th roughou t M eredith  and 
M ary C alhoun ’s lifetim e, m ade possible 
by her inheritance. As early as 1842 the 
C alhouns were dividing their year be
tween H untsville in the sum m er and  New 
O rleans in the w inter, and  by the 1850s, 
they had established the practice o f  spend
ing m ost o f  their tim e in foreign travel, 
retu rn ing  to  H untsville only occasionally 
to  look after their varied financial in 
terests. They were reputed  to own a lux
urious traveling coach in which they 
journeyed th rough  E urope, indulging a 
taste for collecting E uropean  paintings 
and  sculpture which were shipped to 
H untsville and displayed in the gallery o f 
the C alhoun house. The details o f  their 
lives during the decades preceding and en
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com passing the Civil W ar rem ain ob
scure, bu t once the w ar becam e a  reality, 
they settled perm anently  in “ P aris, Em 
pire o f  F rance .”

M rs. C hadick , w ho kept a  d iary  of 
life in H untsville during the years o f  the 
Civil W ar, related tha t the C alhoun  house 
and its furnishings were pressed in to  ser
vice fo r the convenience o f the occupying 
federal troops. The entry fo r June  16, 
1862, states “ G eneral M itchel’s fam ily 
have arrived— furn itu re , bed, table  linens 
and  p iano  were taken from  the [H unts
ville] hotel to  furnish  the Law son Clay 
house [601 M adison] for their reception. 
The sta tuary  and  pictures were also taken  
fo r th a t purpose from  the C alhoun  
p lace .”  A few m onths later, a fte r the 
federal troops had  tem porarily  evacuated, 
she w ent w ith M rs. M ayhew to  visit “ the 
hospital at the C alhoun  house, and  was 
struck w ith the extrem e neatness o f  the 
place;”  the w ounded had  been ab an d o n 
ed and the w om en o f  the tow n took  over 
their care. The following fall the federal 
forces again reentered H untsville, and  this 
tim e M rs. C hadick  notes th a t Brig. Gen. 
C rook  was in com m and and  m ade his 
headquarters a t the C alhoun  house.

In the early 1870s bo th  M eredith  and 
M ary C alhoun  died in testate, and the 
estate w ent to  their tw o surviving 
children , a son W illiam  Sm ith C alhoun  
and  3 daughter M arie M arguerite  A da 
C alhoun , w ho were bo th  o f  age and  living 
in L ouisiana. In a deed dated  June  1871, 
the tw o heirs agreed to  divide the real 
estate and  personal p roperty  o f  their 
m other w ith A da taking all the A labam a 
p roperty  including the dwelling house and 
lot in H untsville, the C alhoun  p lan ta tion  
(Spring G rove), and  the sta tuary  and 
paintings, while W illiam  received the 
L ouisiana p lan tations.

Som e o f  the land th a t W illiam  Sm ith 
had  acquired  in E ast H untsville had been 
sold o ff  piecemeal, particu larly  along 
C lin ton , C alhoun  and Sm ith streets, by 
M eredith  and  M ary C alhoun  during the 
1840s and  50s, probably  to  raise m oney to 
cover their debts. But it was M ary’s

daughter and son-in-law  who sold o ff  the 
bulk o f  the fam ily’s holdings to  Jam es 
O ’Shaughnessy and  in the process m ade 
possible the developm ent o f  Dallas Mills 
and  its village.

A da C alhoun  and  her husband 
G eorge W . Lane apparen tly  resided p rin 
cipally in New O rleans, a lthough they 
briefly ow ned the P residen t’s H ouse on 
R andolph Street. F o r som e reason they 
chose no t to  live in the C alhoun house, 
and in 1874 they rented it to  P rofessor 
G eorge F . M cD onald for use as a dancing 
academ y. Tw o years later the property  
was leased for a term  o f  fou r years, later 
extended, by the federal governm ent to 
serve as the U. S. C ircuit C ourt for the 
N orthern  D istrict o f A labam a. The rent 
was $1,000 per year, and  the U. S. m ar
shall was hailed locally fo r his effo rts to 
rejuvenate the in terior o f  the building 
while converting the large double parlors 
on the western end o f  the house fo r use as 
the courtroom . O ther room s were also 
cleaned up to  serve as offices fo r m em bers 
o f th ^ c o u r t  staff.

C onsequently , the C alhoun  house 
becam e the setting for one o f  the m ost 
fam ous trials to  take place in H u n ts
ville—the trial o f  F rank  Jam es in 1884 for 
the payroll robbery o f A lexander Sm ith 
by the Jesse Jam es gang three years 
earlier. Sm ith had  been retu rn ing  from  
Florence to  the construction  cam p o f  the 
M uscle Shoals C anal carrying the weekly 
payroll when he was held up and  robbed 
o f  $5,240 by three m en. F rank  Jam es was 
the only m em ber o f  the gang to  stand  trial 
in  A labam a. By all accounts, everyone in 
M adison C ounty  attended the tria l, and a 
m ajority  o f  them  felt justice had  been 
served when Jam es was acquited.

The C ircuit C ourt was still operating 
there in 1887 when G eorge and  A da Lane 
sold the C alhoun house—including the 
entire block which was still su rrounded  by 
the tall brick fence—and the paintings 
and sta tuary  to  Ellelee H um es for 
$25,000. The M eredith  C alhoun  A rt C ol
lection, as it was called, was moved again, 
this tim e to  the m agnificent estate o f
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M ilton and  Ellelee H um es called A bing
don Place on M eridian Street, and there it 
resided until 1911. M ilton H um es had 
come to H untsville follow ing the Civil 
W ar to  practice law, and  in 1870 he m ar
ried Ellelee, the daughter o f  G overnor 
Reuben C hapm an.

A ccording to  the H untsville news
papers, the C alhoun collection was locally 
believed to be one o f  the finest private art 
collections in the South . It consisted of 
tw enty-three paintings, eight sculptures, 
and one Florentine m osaic table. The 
sta tuary  consisted m ostly o f  m arble pieces 
and included original w orks by B artolini, 
T adolin i, and T hom as C raw ford , the la t
ter an A m erican w orking in Rom e whose 
bronze figure “ A rm ed F reedom ”  adorns 
the dom e o f the U. S. C apito l. There 
were also two m arble copies after C anova 
and two original bronzes by T rouillard . 
O f the tw enty-three paintings, only three 
were originals and  even these three were 
by obscure artists. The rem ainder were 
anonym ous copies a fter fam ous artists 
such as C aravaggio, R aphael, M urillo, 
and T itian; however since the dates o f  the 
copies are unknow n as are the artists, it is 
im possible to  m ake any intelligent assess
m ent o f  the value o f  the collection.

A lthough the C alhoun  house had 
served only sporadically as a  hom e, it now 
entered its m ost ignoble period. In 1888 it 
still housed the federal court, but it also 
contained tenem ents, and  by 1894 its sole 
use was as a tenem ent house, although ap 
parently only the two wings had been sub
divided for m ultifam ily units while the 
main front block was retained for possible 
com m ercial lease.

In 1892 the “ once grand stone cap
ped w all”  had been dem olished, and “ the 
beautifully terraced grounds, once so 
private, in fact absolutely excluded from  
public gaze”  were throw n open for all to 
see. P lans were announced that fall to 
subdivide the p roperty  fo r building lots, 
and in fact, one lot had been sold the 
previous February to  Em m a W ells, which 
would explain the need to  raze the su r
rounding brick wall. Wells had leased her

corner at G reene and  R andolph streets to 
H um m el, Schaake & C om pany fo r use as 
their m arble yard , and by 1898 tw o, one- 
story dwellings facing R andolph Street 
had been erected.

Still in 1892, the Mercury ed ito rial
ized on the sad state o f the C alhoun house 
and  w ondered why the “ grand old bu ild 
ing”  was no t being utilized. M ilton 
H um es occasionally announced  plans to 
renovate the exterior, bu t it is doubtfu l 
th a t anything was ever done. H ow ever in 
1895 the H untsville A cadem y, a  private 
school, took  up residence in the C alhoun 
house and  stayed there until the s ta rt o f 
the 1898 school year; M ilton H um es was 
vice-president o f  the board  o f  trustees o f 
the Academ y, which may have helped him 
secure this tenan t. A fter the A cadem y 
moved to  o ther quarters, announcem ents 
appeared sporadically  tha t various other 
private schools and dancing academ ies 
w ould conduct classes in the C alhoun 
building. The last o f  these cam e in M ay, 
1907, when J. E . C ondor leased the struc
ture for a training school and  began 
rem odeling the in terior. Two m onths 
later a fire did an estim ated $ 10,000 
dam age; “ The upper story and ro o f were 
com pletely burned  bu t the brick walls o f 
the fine old building stood the fiery test 
and are alm ost as strong as ever. C apt. 
H um es s ta te d ...th a t the building w ould be 
rem odeled and restored in tim e for the 
opening o f the C ondor S choo l.”

But the house was not repaired . It 
s tood em pty and roofless, and the follow 
ing year M ilton H um es died leaving his 
estate in serious financial difficulties. F u r
therm ore, he had given a deed o f trust on 
the C alhoun  property  in 1905 which had 
no t been paid o ff , and as a result, the 
house and  three rem aining lots were sold 
at public auction  in 1909 to  L. C. Sugg for 
$10,800. The following January  the 
Huntsville City Council adopted  a p ro 
posal to buy the entire C alhoun block 
w ith the idea o f  redeveloping it as a 
m unicipal com plex to  contain  a Y M CA, a 
Carnegie L ibrary , a m agnificent city hall, 
and a beautifu l park . However the p ro 
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posed bond  issue tha t w ould pay fo r this 
p ro ject was defeated by the voters and the 
plans were d ropped . C onsequently , in 
1911 the rem ains o f the C alhoun  house 
were razed and  the grounds cleared.

M eanw hile Ellelee H um es was forced 
to  pu t her hom e A bingdon Place on the 
m arket and  to  sell the M eredith  C alhoun  
A rt C ollection. The latter was purchased 
by Eli P . C lark  o f  Los Angeles for 
$60,000 in 1910, and while the C alhoun 
house w as being d ism an tled , huge 
wooden crates loaded w ith the paintings 
and  s ta tuary  were being hauled  to  the 
depot fo r tran sp o rt to  C hicago.

The fate o f  the a rt collection is 
unknow n. A bingdon Place eventually 
becam e the hom e o f the H untsville Boys’ 
C lub and  was dem olished during the 
1970s to  be replaced w ith a Butler 
building. The last know n connection o f 
W illiam S m ith ’s descendants w ith H u n ts
ville occurred a t the tu rn  o f  the century 
w hen  his g re a t-g re a t-g ra n d d a u g h te r  
M arie L ane m arried  M ichael O ’Shaugh- 
nessy, the builder o f  the M cCorm ick 
house on K ildare S treet, a lthough  true  to  
fam ily trad ition , they resided elsewhere 
and  only m ade occasional visits to H un ts

ville.
The C alhoun block was redeveloped 

during the second decade o f this century. 
C onstruction  o f  the central Y M CA  began 
in 1910 a t the corner o f  G reene and  R an
dolph streets where the m arble yard had 
been. A nd in 1915 L. C . Sugg began con 
struction  o f an apartm en t house on R an
dolph Street, called C alhoun  F lats, and 
tw o brick bungalow s facing on Lincoln 
Street. The follow ing year he erected 
ano ther tw o rental bungalow s on L incoln, 
and  in 1923 he began w ork on the con
struction  o f  his own house a t the corner o f 
R andolph and Lincoln and  ano ther house 
sited between the apartm en t house and 
the Y M CA. All o f  these buildings survive 
today as part o f the T w ickenham  H istoric 
D istrict.

A nd so, the m agnificent C alhoun 
house is gone, the a rt collection is p ro b 
ably scattered or in storage, and the 
Spring G rove /C alhoun  p lan ta tion  was 
converted into a mill village; only Smith 
Street, a one block long street in Old 
Tow n H istoric D istrict, rem ains as a 
m em orial to  W illiam Sm ith and his b rief 
but intriguing role in H untsville’s history.

C O V ER  PH O T O

This N orw ay spruce tree a t 528 A dam s A venue 
is the largest o f  its species in the state. The 

o ther cham pion trees o f  M adison C ounty  are listed 
in R alph A llen’s article beginning on page 37.

IL L U ST R A T IO N S 

H untsville Public L ibrary: page 29 
C harles W eber: cover and  pages 37, 38 and  39 

M icky M aroney: pages 6 , 8 , 11, 12, 13, 15 and 16 
L inda Bayer: all o thers



P r e s e r v a t io n  
B r a n c h e s  

O u t

The Siberian Elm

W hen the A labam a lands were open
ed to settlem ent, the hills and valleys were 
covered w ith vast forests o f m agnificent 
trees. They had grow n fo r centuries and 
had atta ined  a size and character tha t 
w ould bring tears to  Smokey the B ear’s 
eyes.

U nfortunately , from  the beginning 
A m ericans have had a love a ffa ir with 
w ood, no t trees. W e began by building 
wood forts, log houses, and w ood rail 
fences, went on to  ra ilroad ties and 
telephone poles, and  today , one Sunday

edition o f a m ajo r city new spaper levels a 
sizeable grove.

W hat do  trees have to do with preser
vation? Isn ’t ou r aim  to try to  preserve 
our “ built env ironm ent” ? D on’t trees 
ju s t clog up our gutters w ith leaves and 
d rop  sap on our newly washed cars? Well, 
actually , ju s t like historic structures where 
George W ashington m ay have slept, m any 
trees are historically significant such as 
the Stuyvesant pear tree p lanted by Peter 
Stuyvesant in 1647 in New Y ork or, closer 
to hom e, the C ouncil O ak a t Valley H ead,

by Ralph Allen
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A labam a has been com piling its own 
“ N ational Register o f T rees”  called the 
C ham pion Tree P rogram . This program  
tries to  locate and  recognize the largest 
tree o f  each species in the state. There are 
currently  128 trees on the list o f 
A labam a’s largest, ranging from  a fo u r
teen foo t tall A m erican crabapple in M en
tone to  an A m erican sycam ore in M yrtle- 
w ood that has a circum ference o f  28.7 
feet.

O ne surprising fact is tha t M adison 
C ounty , w ith eighteen cham pion trees, 
has by far m ore trees on this prestigious 
list than  any o ther county  and has the 
distinction  o f having tw o cham pion trees

The Shumard Oak

where the C herokees m et when th a t area 
was still Indian  territory . Just like struc
tures th a t we judge w orthy o f preserva
tion  because o f  their age and  character, 
trees th a t have atta ined  these same 
q u a litie s  sh o u ld  be p ro te c te d  and  
recognized.

W e have all seen photographs o f 
H untsville when the streets were lined 
with beautifu l overhanging trees. A nd we 
can rem em ber the old country  hom es with 
the tw o “ husband and wife trees”  ou t 
fron t p lanted when the house was built. 
These scenes are rapidly disappearing. 
H owever, while we have been concen tra t
ing on preserving structures, the State o f
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at one location. Those tw o trees, one a 
hackberry and the o ther an A m erican 
sm oketree, are on the the grounds of 
Echols Hill.

Several o f the trees are located in 
H untsville’s two historic districts, Old 
Town and Tw ickenham . A nd one, the 
largest Shum ard oak in the state, is 
located on the grounds o f one o f  H u n ts
ville’s early outlying houses O ak Place, 
the hom e o f H untsville’s antebellum  a r

chitect George Steele on M aysville R oad. 
Steele was know n to have brought in 
specimen plants fo r the landscaping o f  his 
hom e, and it is possible th a t this tree is 
one.

Just as old structures can give us a 
glimpse o f life in our tow ns and  on our 
farm s in an earlier tim e, trees too  were a 
vital p art o f the life and landscape o f 
those times ju s t as they are today. ★

The Champion Trees of Madison County
1. Yellow buckeye 1608 D rake Avenue
2 . Shagbark hickory New H ope
3. H ackberry Echols Hill
4. A m erican sm oketree Echols Hill
5. W hite m ulberry 125 W alker A venue
6 . N orw ay spruce 528 A dam s Street
7. S hortleaf pine 191 D arw in Road
8 . C aro lina cherrylaurel M aple Hill Cem etery
9. C hinkapin  oak New M arket

10. S hum ard oak 808 M aysville Road
11. Black locust 416 Eustis A venue
12. Sassafras 206 S. P lym outh  Road
13. W hite basswood M onte Sano M ountain
14. Chinese elm B utler Terrace
15. S iberian elm 2345 W hitesburg Drive
16. Japanese m aple N orth  M em orial Parkw ay
17. Saucer m agnolia R andolph A venue
18. A tlas cedar N orth  M em orial Parkw ay

The Hackberry The Chinese Elm



Etc. Etc. Etc. Etc. Etc. Etc.

As a follow -up to  the last issue o f  the Q uarterly  (F a ll/W in te r 1982/1983) 
which featured  an essay on R oadside A rchitecture, the ed ito r is happy to report that 
im aginative m ethods o f  gasoline m arketing  are still being pursued in A labam a. 
S a ra ’s G rocery and A m oco S tation  ju s t south  o f Eva has m ounted  a tw in-engine 
B eechcraft above the gas pum ps to  serve as a canopy. Installed ju s t over tw o years 
ago as a m eans o f  creating a d istinct im age fo r the sta tion , the airp lane presents a 
startling  sight when encountered  beside the highw ay. We hope th a t this indicates a 
renewed interest in the developm ent o f personalized roadside structures.

In  late O ctober 1983 the C ity o f 
H untsville P lanning D epartm ent will 
publish a special report concerning 
the to w n ’s first industrialization , 
which occurred in the late nineteenth 
century. By attracting  capital from  
the N orth , H untsville evolved in to  an 
im portan t textile center, which owed 
m uch o f  its p rosperity  fo r m any years 
to  these co tton  mills. O f all the N or
therners w ho contribu ted  tim e and 
m oney to  p rom ote  the city, no one 
rivaled Tracy W . P ra tt, a  tran s
p lanted South  D ako tan , who was 
rem em bered by his fellow citizens as 
“ the m an w ho m ade H untsv ille .”  
The report was w ritten by P atric ia  H. 
R yan and  will be available a t the 
planning departm ent.

Beginning w ith the Fall 1983 
is su e , th e  H is to r ic  H u n tsv ille  
Q uarterly  will have a new edito r, 
M icky M aroney, w ho au thored  the 
fascinating article on Q uietdale in 
this issue. P reparing  the Q uarterly  
fo r the p rin ter fou r tim es a year is a 
m onum ental undertak ing ; I hope 
tha t F oundation  m em bers will assist 
M ic k y  by  v o lu n te e r in g  th e i r  
assistance and , m ost im portan tly , 
their articles fo r fu ture  issues. As 
ed ito r fo r the last five years, I have 
found  the jo b  to  be m ost rew arding 
bu t no longer have sufficient tim e to  
devote to  the task . I wish M icky the 
greatest success!

Linda Bayer
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