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The Sanford home on Madison Street was built in two stages - 
the one-story wing on the left was built during the Federal 
era, circa 1827, while the two-story section on the right was 
added circa 1858. The Italianate influence is evident in the 
long, arched windows of the addition and the wide porch with 
railing which flanks the basic Federal portico. The Federal- 
style windows on the front of the older section were changed 
at the time to match the new windows.
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The

W hite-T u r n e r - S a n f o r d

H o m e :

Legacy of an Elusiv e Virginian

by William J. Stubno, Jr.

Located on Madison 
Street, the White-Turner- 
Sanford Home stands as an 
architectural monument to a 
time when America was a young 
republic. Constructed of 
brick, it is essentially a 
one-story Federal house with 
a two-story Greek Revival 
addition built just after the 
Civil War. The one-story 
section, containing Federal 
period mantelpieces and wood­
work, has a "center hall" 
floor plan with side ell. A 
beautiful portico, moreover, 
adorns the entrance. The 
addition, with Greek Revival 
mantels and trim, has Ital- 
ianate-influenced arched win­
dows which give the structure 
an eclectic quality. Only 
minor alterations, mainly the 
addition of a kitchen and 
bath, are in evidence.

The tract upon which the 
house is located was origi­
nally purchased from the Fed­
eral Government by LeRoy 
Pope, a town father, in the 
land sales of 1809. Accord­
ing to land records, this 
tract was divided by him into 
various lots. On January 13,

1827, he sold one acre of 
this land to James White, a 
Virginia merchant, who paid 
$568.21 for the lot then 
located "near the town of 
Huntsville. . . ."3 Short­
ly after the transaction, 
White began building a home 
on the newly-purchased prop­
erty along Madison Street.^

James White, who first 
came to Huntsville around 
1825, initially intended to 
stay in the Huntsville area 
for only a short time, but 
the traveling businessman 
decided to settle permanently 
in the community. Subse­
quently, he went back to the 
"Old Dominion" in order to 
bring his family and personal 
property to Alabama.5 Upon 
his return in 1826, White 
placed in a local newspaper 
an adverti s e m e n t  which 
stated:

The subscriber, with 
the liveliest feelings 
of gratitude to his 
friends, and a generous 
public, for the support 
and patronge [sic] 
afforded him in his
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first attempt to do 
business in this place, 
begs leave to inform 
his old customers and 
the public generally, 
that he has returned 
from Virginia, (whither 
he was compelled to go 
after his family) and 
intends locating him­
self permanently in 
Huntsville, and is now 
receiving from Phila­
delphia, New York, and 
New Orleans, a large 
and general assortment 
of groceries, Liver­
pool and Glass Ware, 
Mens fine Hats, Stone 
Ware, Castings, Nails, 
Paints, Oil, etc., 
etc., all of which are 
of the best quality, 
and will be sold low 
for cash.

The newspaper revealed, fur­
thermore, that White's estab­
lished business location was 
situated just off the Square 
in a building previously "oc­
cupied by J. A. Tully, be­
tween Estell's corner and S. 
Coltart1 s.

Establishing a business 
was a hazardous undertaking 
in Huntsville's early period. 
White's endeavor in such mer­
cantile pursuits was no ex­
ception. In fact, a series 
of economic reversals, due in 
part to his desire to become 
a wealthy merchant at any 
cost, placed him in the posi­
tion of not being able to 
meet his creditors' demands. 
His use, in particular, of 
the deed of trust to secure 
credit for various enter­
prises led to his eventual 
insolvency.

Upon his decision to 
enter into a deed of trust,

White agreed, in exchange for 
a loan, to have a mortgage or 
lien placed upon his lot with 
a third party as trustee. If 
he defaulted, the trustee 
then had the obligation to 
sell the property to secure 
payment of the debt.^ White 
entered into these agreements 
on several occasions, the 
first within days of his 
purchase of the lot from 
Pope.

On January 16, 1827, the 
merchant initially deeded his 
property in trust to Dr. 
Alexander Erskine, a local 
physician, to secure payment 
to Bennett H. Henderson, a 
creditor, who loaned $582.72 
to White. After a short 
time, White paid his obliga­
tion to Henderson.

White deeded his proper­
ty in trust a second time to 
United States Marshal Benja­
min Patteson on April 14, 
1827. The instrument
stated that White owed 
$821.28 "for value received" 
to Thomas and William Bran­
don. That debt, consisting 
of obligatory notes, dated 
January 20, 1827, was payable 
in three installments, the 
last due on Christmas Day 
1829.12

Since the Brandons were 
early builders of brick and 
stone buildings, the lien on 
White's lot, in all probabil­
ity, served as security for 
the eventual payment to them 
for the building of a house 
on his p r o p e r t y . I n  fact, 
other local individuals at 
the time, among them Lemuel 
Thurston and Dr. Dabney M. 
Wharton, entered into deeds 
of trust with the Brandons 
for constr uction work on 
their lots.14 State law,
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On the north side of the house, the two windows at left are 
typically Federal in style, with sashes of nine panes over 
nine panes; the two windows at right were changed to the more 
stylish sashes of the mid-nineteenth century, having four 
panes over four panes.

moreover, declared that mas­
ter builders or mechanics who 
contracted to build homes and 
to perform other related 
work, were at least entitled 
to a lien on the building or 
work until the other party 
paid for the service.15

Although White's deed of 
trust with the Brandon broth­
ers did not specifically 
state that the lien was made 
in order to secure payment 
for the construction of a 
house on his lot in 1827, the 
evidence pointed unequivocal­
ly in that direction. For 
instance. White again entered 
into a deed of trust in Feb­
ruary 1828 to secure a loan 
he received in December 1827. 
For collateral. White used

his lot on which the Brandons 
still had a prior lien (the 
deed of trust of April 14, 
1827). The February 1828 
deed of trust additionally 
stated that White had "lately 
erected a brick dwelling" on 
the lot. Therefore in all 
probability, the one-storey 
Federal section of the house 
was built by the Brandon 
brothers for James White in 
1827. (Federal architecture 
predominated in Huntsville in 
1827.)16

With a new dwelling on 
his lot, White was still 
somewhat financially secure 
for the remainder of 1827. 
In fact, he probably thought 
that he could pay his debts 
because of the many past
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favors of friends and the 
"public patronage" he en­
joyed.1 ' In his business 
dealings, moreover, he stated 
that he was "determined to 
adhere strictly to the cash 
system.n1  ̂ Notwithstanding 
good intentions, the would-be 
entrepreneur continued to 
borrow heavily.

On December 1, 1827 , 
White signed three notes, 
each stating that he owed 
$583.65 1/2 to Robert Payne, 
an early investor.1  ̂ In 
order to secure payment of 
this obligation. White's 
house and lot were deeded in 
trust the following February 
to Isaac Williams, a local 
manufacturer of "tinware, 
rain spouts, and gutters." 
White also owed businessman 
Patrick Austin $181.07 1/2, 
an additional obligation men­
tioned in the same deed of 
trust.21 The instrument de­
scribed the property as 
follows:

. . . all that parcel 
or lot of land now 
situated within the 
incorporated limits of 
Huntsville being the 
same whereon the said 
W h i t e  hath lately 
erected a brick dwell­
ing and other improve­
ments and the same 
whereon he now resides 
containing (more or 
less) about one acre. 2

Although White was now obli­
gated to Payne and Austin, 
the prior "claim of Thomas 
and William Brandon secured 
by a deed of trust on the 
same property" had to be 
satisfied first,according to 
the law.2  ̂ The businessman, 
however, was not in a posi­

tion to meet all of his cred­
itors' demands.

By the spring of 1828, 
White finally reached a point 
of acute financial instabili­
ty. In March, for instance, 
he was arrested because he 
could not pay $90.55 1/4 to 
Edmond Young, a county resi­
dent.24 The merchant was 
eventually released, but only 
upon "giving bond to take 
tan] insolvent debtor's 
oath. . . ,"25

The incident of White's 
arrest, as well as other 
embarrassing situations de­
picting White as a poor cred­
it risk, perhaps prompted him 
to leave Huntsville. Toward 
the latter part of 1828 or 
early 1829, he moved to the 
town of Decatur, located 
across the Tennessee River in 
Morgan County, Alabama.26 
Wishing to sell his house, he 
placed an advertisement in 
the Democrat, a local news­
paper :

I will sell my house 
and lot in the town 
of Huntsville; the lot 
contains one acre; the 
house is of brick and 
entirely new, commodi
us [sic], and neatly 
finished. The terms as 
to price, and payments, 
will be moderate and 
accommodating. An ap­
plication to be made to 
me at Decatur, Morgan 
County, by letter or 
otherwise.

Although White's notice 
continued to be printed in 
the paper throughout most of 
1829, he could not sell his 
newly-built residence. Sub­
sequently, he rented it for a
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This frame addition at the northeast end of the brick house 
was apparently built during the Federal era. Note the tapered 
rake fascia (boards forming an angle at the gable), the boxed 
eaves, and the uneven clapboard.

time to John J. Coleman, a 
young attorney.28 Later in 
the spring, John Bradley, who 
operated a cotton freighting 
business with William B. 
McDowell, moved into the 
brick home.29

Shortly after Bradley 
occupied White's house, Rob­
ert Payne transferred White's 
notes, dated December 1, 
1827, to Bradley.30 Although 
this exchange did not cause 
any great problems initially, 
the move placed White's new 
tenant in the position of 
also being one of his credi­
tors.

In May 1829, Bradley 
executed a note stating that 
he promised to pay $200.00 to 
White "for the rent of the

said premises for the year
1 8 2 9 . However, White lat­
er transferred the note to 
John Phillips, an agent, in 
satisfaction for a debt he 
owed to Phillips. Further 
complicating the situation, 
Bradley eventually refused to 
pay the rent for 1829, where­
by Phillips, in White's name, 
filed suit against Bradley.in 
the Madison County Court.

W h e n  the case was 
brought before the judge in 
February 1830, Bradley's at­
torneys failed to make an 
appearance during the pro­
ceedings, causing the defend­
ant to lose by default. 
Since Bradley was unaware 
that his lawyers did not 
appear until after the ver­
dict, he filed a bill of
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complaint for a new trial in dons wrote in the margin of 
the Madison County Circuit the original deed of trust 
Court in Chancery. 33 this inscription:

Although Bradley faced 
difficult times ahead, his 
problems were minor in com­
parison to White's misfor­
tunes, evidenced by the fact 
that White's total obligation 
to the Brandons could not be 
met. His house and lot, 
therefore, were advertised 
for sale in late 1829 and 
early 1830 by his trustee, 
Benjamin Patteson.34 The 
notice, printed in the South­
ern Advocate newspaper, de­
clared :

By virture [sic] of a 
deed of trust executed 
the 14th. of April 
1827, by James White to 
me, for the benefit 
of Thomas and William 
Brandon, which deed is 
duly recorded in the 
proper office, I will 
sell at public sale for 
cash, at the courthouse 
in the town of Hunts­
ville, on the 22nd. day 
of February next, the 
HOUSE and LOT belonging 
to James White, now in 
the occupancy of Mr. 
John Bradley. . . .35

Actually, White's prop­
erty was sold on February 23,
1830. The purchaser, Benjamin 
Franklin West, owner of a 
"general agency and commis­
sion business" in New Or­
leans, paid $610.00. 36 The 
price, however, was not 
enough to satisfy the Brandon 
claims.37 Taking advantage 
of an opportunity to secure 
an additional claim against 
the property, Bradley paid 
the interest still owed.
On the same day that the 
property was sold, the Bran-

Our interest in this 
deed of trust is hereby 
transferred to John 
Bradley - he having 
satisfied us for the 
same we're not to be 
responsible to said 
Bradley for the solven­
cy of the maker of said 
deed and are considered 
only as transferring 
our interest in said 
deed and n o t h i n g  
more.

Since the lot was not 
without encumbrances, namely 
Bradley's claims against 
White affecting title to the 
property, the lot was sold 
"without warranty . . . for 
any defect. . . Addi­
tionally, Bradley's refusal 
to pay the rent for 1829 was 
connected to one of those 
claims. Reasons for the re­
fusal were presented as part 
of his bill of complaint 
before the Circuit Court in 
Chancery in May 1831.

In his t e s t i m o n y ,  
Bradley told the judge that 
his two counselors, Arthur F. 
Hopkins and James G. Birney, 
the latter of whom was the 
noted abolitionist (Birney 
later ran for the Presidency 
of the United States), did 
not make an appearance for 
him in County Court because 
of a misunderstanding. That 
misunderstanding, according 
to Bradley, centered around 
the fact that they misinter­
preted their client's wishes 
to represent him in all legal 
matters without reservation. 
In view of the fact that they 
did not fully comprehend 
those arrangements, the at-



Page from the Madison County Court Execution Docket Number 3, 
1825-1831, February Term 1830. Case #3621, James White versus 
John Bradley, is listed, with notations, in the bottom block 
of the page.
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LEFT: The front doorway has 
a Federal six-panel door with 
the old rimlock still in 
place, plus a transom above. 
The door panels are raised on 
the interior side and flat on 
the exterior. Baseboards are 
of the narrow Federal style, 
although quarter-round and 
toe mouldings have been added 
at top and bottom.

RIGHT: Four-panel doors with 
raised panels are used in the 
Italianate wing.

torneys did not make an ap­
pearance, thus preventing 
their client from preparing a 
case.42

In the original suit in 
the County Court, Bradley was 
planning to use a setoff 
"against the notes [$200.00 
debt] in which the suit was 
brought."43 A setoff was "a 
counter demand by a defendant 
for an amount claimed to be 
owing to him from the plain­
tiff on a claim that . . . 
[was] not connected with the 
plaintiff's claim."44 In 
this instance, the notes 
transferred from Payne to 
Bradley in 1829 were the 
setoff.45

In the rebuttal, Phil­
lips said that when the 
$200.00 notes actually became 
due, Bradley did not present 
his setoff or counter demand 
against them. Even after he 
asked the tenant to produce

it, he refused. Phillips, 
therefore, concluded that 
Bradley either did not have 
the setoff or did not obtain 
it until after the date the 
$200.00 notes were due. 
Bradley, evidently, could not 
present it because he never 
furnished any proof in the 
form of an exhibit in the 
Circuit Court in Chancery.46

In the other matter per­
taining to Bradley's testi­
mony concerning the nonap­
pearance of his attorneys in 
the County Court, Phillips 
testified that Hopkins and 
Birney were not employed by 
Bradley in the case. The 
counselors, in fact, emphati­
cally denied that they were 
ever hired to represent Brad­
ley in the County Court pro­
ceedings. 47

After hearing the testi­
mony and carefully weighing 
the evidence, the judge up-
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held the lower court's de­
cision, compelling Bradley to 
pay the $200.00.48 It ap­
peared at this point, more­
over, that any attempt by 
Bradley to pursue his other 
claims against the lot was 
futile, for by 1831 the elu­
sive White was "utterly 
insolvent and . . . [was 
living] in the State of Mis­
sissippi . . ,"49 Undoubted­
ly disappointed with his 
dealings with White and Phil­
lips, Bradley eventually 
moved out of the house. 
Thereafter, John H. Lewis, 
who represented West in legal 
matters concerning the prop­
erty, became the new occu­
pant.50

On September 5, 1831 
West, through Lewis, conveyed 
White's former residence to 
merchant and industrialist

P r e s t o n  Y e a t m a n  for 
$1,053.00.51 The deed de­
scribed the lot as being "in 
the town of Huntsville, Ala­
bama, whereon John H. Lewis 
now resides.”52 Yeatman sold 
it the following year to 
Lewis for the 1831 purchase 
pr ice.53

Lewis, who was mayor of 
Huntsville in the latter 
1820's, was born in Tennessee 
in 1794.54 The son of 
Colonel Joel Lewis, a Revolu­
tionary War veteran and a 
hero of the battle of King's 
Mountain, the younger Lewis 
attended the University of 
Tennessee and earned boih the 
B.A. and M.A. degrees.55 In 
1824, the Tennessean married 
Miss Mary Betts, the daughter 
of Samuel Betts, a business­
man from Havana, Cuba. The 
marriage ceremony took place 
in Litchfield, Connecticut 
where the bride was attending 
school.55 Shortly there­
after, Lewis brought her to 
Huntsville where he practiced 
law until his retirement.56

In 1841, Lewis sold his 
home on Madison Street to 
George W. Lane, a circuit 
judge who had moved to Hunts­
ville from nearby Limestone 
County.5 7 Lane, a native of 
Georgia, began his public 
service career with his 1829 
bid for a seat in the State 
House of Representatives.
At that time he received 
"about the largest vote ever 
cast in . . . [Limestone] 
county, for Representa­
tives. . . ."59 He was 
elected to the House again in 
1832, and that same year was 
also chosen as Judge of the 
Limestone County Court. In 
1834, Lane was elected Cir­
cuit Court Judge, the posi­
tion he held when he moved to
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Federal mantel in the dining room of the 1827 wing.

Hunts ville in the early 
1840's.60 Although he would 
later be appointed Federal 
District Judge by President 
Abraham Lincoln during the 
Civil War, the jurist resign­
ed from the bench in 1846. 61

In 1848, Lane sold the 
house to local merchant 
W i l l i a m  G. Sellick for 
$2,500.00 - $1,000.00 less 
than his 1841 purchase price. 
A Vermont native, Sellick was 
married to the former Miss 
Mary Ann Patton, a member of 
one of Alabama's most promi­
nent families. 63

After six years of own­
ership, Sellick sold the Mad­
ison Street property, with 
two additional lots, for 
$4,000.00 to William P. Bed- 
lock. 64 A clerk from Loui­
siana, Bedlock held title to 
the property for only a short

time, deeding it to Hugh 
Lawson Clay in 1857. 65

Recently married to the 
former Miss Harriet Celeste 
Comer of Macon, Georgia, Clay 
"boarded in various places in 
Huntsville" prior to his ac­
quisition of the town proper­
ty.” 66 Upon moving into the 
residence, he furnished it 
according to the needs of his 
wife and son, Comer, who were 
attended by four slaves or 
servants - Richmond, Mil­
ton, Betty, and Amanda. Four 
additional slaves were also 
owned by Clay. 67

During Clay's occupancy, 
a two-story wing was added to 
the house, giving it a more 
stately appearance. 68 The 
building of this addition 
perhaps reflected his desire 
to compete, both economically 
and socially, with his two
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brothers, United States Sena­
tor from Alabama, Clement C. 
Clay, Jr. and J. Withers 
Clay, editor and owner of the 
n ewspaper the Democrat. 
His father, Clement C. Clay, 
Sr., was also a distinguished 
gentleman, having served Ala­
bama as State Supreme Court 
Justice, as United States 
Congressman, and as Gover­
nor . 70

Hugh Lawson Clay's back­
ground, nevertheless, was im­
pressive. Born in Huntsville 
on January 22, 1822, he re­
ceived his early education at 
Green Academy and later at­
tended the University of Ala­
bama and the School of Law of 
the University of Virginia. 
During the Mexican War, the 
young Clay served as a cap­
tain in the 13th United 
States Infantry. After the

Mantel in the Italianate wing 
is of heavier proportions, 
and baseboards are wider and 
have grooved moulding at the 
top.

war, he opened a Huntsville 
law office, located on the 
west side of the Pub l ic 
Square known as Bank Row. 71

In 1860, Clay sold his 
house on Madison Street to 
James B. T u r n e r . 72 The 
amount paid for the property 
was $6,500.00, an increase of 
$2,500.00 over the 1857 pur­
chase price, reflecting the 
improvement to the property 
of a two-story wing.73  This 
addition, plus slave quarters 
and two other small build­
ings, was clearly illustrated 
on a Huntsville map published 
in 1861 by the surveying firm 
of Hartley and Drayton of 
Louisville, Kentucky. 74

Throughout 1860 and 
1861, Turner held title to 
the former Clay residence 
although he lived in north-
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Value of Property 

1827-1862

Year Value
1827 $ 568.51
1830 $ 610.00 (trust sale - full value not

realized)
1831 $1,053.00*
1832 $1,053.00 
1841 $3,500.00 
1848 $2,500.00
1854 $4,000.00 (two other lots included)
1857 $4,000.00 (two other lots included)
1860 $6,500.00 (two other lots included)
1862 $6,000.00 (two other lots included)

* Note: The increase in price of the lot between 1830 and
1831, and the fact that the 1831 deed stated that 
John H. Lewis was living on the property, although 
he as yet did not own it, were the determining 
factors in past accounts [of the house's history], 
giving credit to Lewis as the builder [rather than 
to James White - THE EDITOR].



west Madison County where he 
practiced medicine.75  In 
1862, the physician sold it 
to Mrs. Rosa Herstein at a 
loss of $500.00, probably due 
to the uncertain economic 
condi t ions caused by the 
Civil War. 76

Born in Maryland in 
1839, Mrs. Herstein was the 
wife of Robert Herstein, a 
prominent Jewish business­
man. 77 Though her husband 
owned considerable real es­
tate, as well as other tangi­
ble assets, she owned the 
Madison Street home separate 
and apart from her spouse. 78

Rosa Herstein's husband 
was born in 1831 in the city 
of Darmstadt in the Grand 
Duchy of Hesse. While still 
in his teens, he migrated to 
the United States and eventu­
ally settled in Leesburg, 
Virginia, where he first be­
came active in mercantile 
pursuits. In 1855, the young 
businessman moved to Hunts­
ville and eventually opened a 
clothing store at the corner 
of Eustis and Franklin 
streets.79

Herstein was exception­
ally civic-minded. Serving 
as a member of the City Coun­
cil, as city treasurer, and 
being a charter member of 
Temple B'nai Sholom were just 
some of his community inter­
ests. 80 Moreover, he owned 
property consisting of 160 
acres in the country, a store 
in New Hope, a house on 
Church Street, lots in Hunts­
ville's Davis Addition, a lot 
on Monte Sano Mountain, and 
various other properties, all 
valued at over $10,000.00. 81

As a real estate inves­
tor and businessman, Herstein

occasionally traveled. While 
returning from one of these 
trips to New York in 1878, he 
became ill, and a short time 
after his arrival home, 
died of pernicious bilious 
fever. 82  Besides his wife 
Rosa, he left seven children, 
including Bettie, Lina, Mon­
roe, Miriam, Abraham, and 
Joseph. 83

After her husband's 
death, Mrs Herstein made a 
will directing that her Madi­
son Street property be given 
to her children. 84 Upon her 
passing in 1909, it fell into 
the hands of her heirs who 
sold it to J. William Turner 
in 1913. 85

Turner, from McMinn­
ville, Tennessee, had come to 
Huntsville in 1893.86 After 
working in town for the I. 
Schiffman Company, an invest­
ment firm and car dealership, 
he "engaged in business for 
himself as an agent of the 
Studebaker Automobile Com­
pany. . . ,"87 a family man, 
Turner and his wife Nancy Lee 
had two children, Tully and 
Nellie Mae.88

On April 5, 1932, Turner 
sold his house to Thomas H. 
Sanford, who had married his 
daughter Nellie Mae. Turner, 
nevertheless, continued to 
live there until his death in 
1943. 89

Mr. Sanford, Turner's 
son-in-law, owned and managed 
the Crystal Drug Company, 
located on East Clinton Ave­
nue. A graduate of the Bir­
mingham Medical College, he 
once served as the president 
of the Druggist Association 
and belonged to various civic 
organizations, including the 
Kiwanis Club and the Order of
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the Eastern Star. A respect­
ed member of the community, 
he was considered by those 
who knew him as a man of the 
highest integrity. 90

Upon the death of Mr. 
Sanford in 1964, Nellie Mae 
became the sole owner of the 
property. There were three 
surviving children - Thomas 
H., John William (Bill), and 
Nancy Lee. 91

Through the initiative 
of son Bill Sanford, the 
house was placed in nomina­
tion to the National Register 
of Historic Places in 1 9 8 2. 92
On April 12, 1984, the house 
was added to that esteemed 
l i s t .  93 After it was listed, 
Mrs. Sanford and Bill, with 
the assistance of James 
Record, retired Chairman of

the Madison County Commission 
and past president of the 
Alabama Historical Commis­
sion, obtained a historical 
marker inscribed with the 
home's name and date of con­
struction. The owner was 
obviously pleased with the 
marker and was anxious to 
inform friends and relatives 
of its placement in the front y a r d . 94

Presently, the house is 
in the occupancy of Mrs. 
Sanford, a charming and gra­
cious hostess. Southern hos­
pitality still abounds when 
friends and relatives visit 
the historic residence. 
Admired by all, the home is 
truly an unheard witness 
to a time and a place, gone 
forever.

WILLIAM J. STUBNO, JR. is Assistant Staff Historian at the 
U. S. Army Ordnance Missile and Munitions Center and School at 
Redstone Arsenal. He also is serving as a consultant for the 
Alabama Historical Commission, presently working with them on 
the documentation of their property near Tuscumbia - a circa 
1830 house called Belmont.
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S p e c if i c a t i o n s

by Nell Esslinger

Within my house I'd like to sing 'til rafters ring 
With praise to God,
So build a brilliant room and high, for light of sky 
And evening glowing.
Place at one end a baby grand, so one can stand,
By music shod,
Within its curve, and turn the face to inner space;
Or outer knowing.
A table at the other end, for many a friend,
Can stretch for dining,
But, narrow all across its frames, be marked for games 
That we can play.
There will be chairs where one can rest, the very best, 
Soft and reclining,
And carpets deep, and other fine bits of design 
To keep us gay.
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To feed the guests, from studio I'll have to go 
Into the kitchen
Through pantry with a swinging door and shelves galore,
To center isle
With double-drainboard sink of white porcelain bright 
And counter rich in
Devices for convenience. Walls, when duty calls,
As with a smile,
Yield up refrigerator, range and cases. Change 
Of these is easy
Because they move on larger wheels, so that it feels 
A finger touch
Will do; and backs of shelves detach, without a scratch 
So that no cheesy
Corner shall be found to dust, or mould or rust 
Or hide so much.
A table round enough for four, avoids a door 
To the back stoop.
Beside a window put that table, if I'm able.
I'd like a fountain,
Where seated, I can fill a glass, or rinse some grass 
Or thin the soup.
The kitchen windows need a view of neighbors too —
If not a mountain.
Another room, the study, should be quiet as these were gay, 
With wider shelves, glassed in, for books,
And deeper chairs, lighted, for nooks,
And couch so soft and wide and deep,
Unfolding, that a guest may sleep,
Should one decide to stay.

Here from the volumes I can draw the wisdom of the ages. 
Here confidential talk with friend 
Can find a precious happy end.
Or conference achieve a quick 
Decision at a table thick,
With help of open pages.
The passage from the kitchen to the study must be dry 
For papers from both sides are piled from very low to high. 
Newspapers from the study side, from kitchen, bag and sack, 
Are stuffed through little doors to hide. The little doors 

swing back.
A table there, for cutting, has a light and light of day 
And even a machine to sew the mending stored away.
So sitting on the single chair beneath it, I can tie 
My Christmas presents, or get up, and maybe just walk by.
I'd also like a powder room 
Placed somewhere near the study,
With lavatory and commode 
And shower for the muddy.
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My bathroom ought to be a sight, with fixtures white, 
Ceramic walls,
And with the faucets of the tub, (now here's the rub)
At the wrong end.
They wash down its whole length, thus saving strength 
By waterfalls.
Along its sides bathers can hold. Both hot and cold 
From showers blend.
There must be hooks, say three or four, not on the door, 
And many a rack
For towels where they won't get wet, and a chair set 
Beside a puddle,
Where I can wade my dusty feet, in soapy sweet,
And rest my back.
There also must be linen space and storage place 
To end the muddle.
Then one room must be dark as night 
Where I can hide from cruel light 
And burning heat, or wrap me warm 
From outside cold and willful harm;
Here I can hang up wrinkled thoughts 
But throw all errors with the noughts 
And here within my cosy tomb 
I'll slumber as in Heaven's womb.
Yet there must be an open place 
Where I can paint my morning face,
Draw back the shades, or roll them higher 
So I can choose the day's attire 
From ample closets, and a glass 
Full length and clear, so as I pass 
I see all colors, lines and shapes. —
My bedroom must be pink, I think,
With purple drapes.
A great big attic would be good 
For storing great big things of wood 
And all the things, received with sorrow,
Which will be antiques by tomorrow.
I need, if I put these things there,
A great big door, a great big stair.

A tiny outhouse should be near 
To keep the water hot 
And house the furnace without fear 
If gas is on the spot.
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My house shall be upon the rock, so not a shock 
Can badly shake it.
Its shutters from within will close, outside to doze 
Each time we make it.
No drudgery from man nor maid, nor heavy aid 
Will be required;
For windows, they shall wash themselves, drain through the 

shelves 
And be admired,
While 'round the kitchen, bath and hall, below each wall 
A sprinkler forces
A jet of water on the floors, (please close the doors), 
Until it courses
Down through a drain with open door, ('twas closed before), 
And then you stop it.
The bits of Study paper and intruding sand 
With string to top it
Are brushed with an old-fashioned broom, out of the room 
Down a dust chute;
And likewise in the Studio this trick is so.
(Please add, to boot,
All inexpensive household aids, in place of maids,
You think are right,
And anything which may need change, put in the range 
Of my low height.)

If on my land a little spring, or such a thing 
Should just appear,
I'd plant some mint and watercress, with flowers dress 
And keep it clear.
I'd like a pool in which to swim; but that's a whim 
And quite expensive.
And my house should not be ornate, nor very great,
Nor yet too pensive;
But like a woman, whose good health needs little wealth 
To well adorn her,
Its beauty shall be feminine; so pure of line 
And curved of corner
That passing gentlemen, refined, may feel inclined 
To tip the hat,
And ladies, when they go through tint and texture, murmur low, 
"Well, God did that."

ILLUSTRATIONS BY JUDY BROLLIAR
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(EDITOR’S NOTE): Circa 1970 NELL ESSLINGER sent her 
"specifications" for a house she hoped to build to architect 
Harvie Jones. Unfortunately, her house was never built; but 
fortunately, Mr. Jones saved her charming poem which has been 
printed here with her permission. Mrs. Esslinger enclosed the 
following information on her background:

Father: William Francis Esslinger, lawyer and 
author of the family history.

Mother: Blanche Russell Esslinger, soloist and 
teacher.

The first automobile in Huntsville was owned by 
Mr. Pittman, a merchant ... It was a Studebaker 
EMF, as she remembers, and had to be cranked, of 
course. Her parents bought it second hand, and she 
drove it , though she was so short she could not 
reach the back of the seat.

When radio first came to Atlanta, Nell, a 
student at Agnes Scott College, sang over it, as 
soloist.

Before Nell directed [musical productions), 
there were one or two musical plays in Huntsville, 
but Nell directed the first Oratorio sung in 
Huntsville.

Decades of singing, which was her business, so 
filled her thought with beauty and rhyme that it was 
almost as easy for her to write in "poetry" as in 
prose. Published songs include "Bill Jacob Smith," 
"From Red Mountain," . . . two female choruses, and 
three Christmas Carols. She has also set some of 
her poems to music, including "Between the Lines" 
(Duet for Piano and Typewriter, voice accompani­
ment), and "Query," a poem by Raymond G. Miller, 
whom she married in August 1979. Dante's "Un 
Sonetto della 'Vita Nuova" so inspired her that she 
wrote and sang a paraphrase of it with flute 
obligato.

In 1983 Raymond and Nell moved to Auburn, where 
she wrote a column for the newspaper The Eagle, for 
more than a year. Her Italian sonnet "Sing" won 
second place in the Alabama Writers' Conclave compe­
tition in 1985. Her textbook "Revised Notation," 
which she is now teaching in public school, won a 
certificate in recognition of creative achievement 
from the Georgia Commission of Science and Technolo­
gy in 1968.

Nell is proud of a long list of successful 
vocal students. She holds a certificate in Voice 
from Agnes Scott College, a B.A., voice major, from 
the University of Alabama, and a Master's degree in 
Music from the University of Illinois. She also 
holds a lifetime honorary membership in the Hunts­
ville Music Study Club, and her maiden name.
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