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Thank you for allowing us to serve you for the last 26+ years. 
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BATHROOM EQUIPMENT

By Ginger Grantham
News Editor

The McMahon House in 
Courtland was almost lost after 
one wall caved in. The Alabama 
Historical Commission helped 
stabilize the house and then 
found a buyer who was willing to 
take on the restoration project.

The McMahon House was 
built in the mid to late 1820s. It is 
one of few remaining two-story 
brick houses pre-dating 1830 that 
still stand on the south side of the 
Tennessee River. It is the only 
one where the interior woodwork 
has remained unchanged since it 
was built.

Some information says that 
a merchant named John Trotter 
built the house and sold it to John 
McMahon in 1838. Other infor-
mation says that McMahon was 
the fi rst documented owner of 
the home. No matter who owned 
it fi rst, the house remained in the 
McMahon family  in 1987.

The house is Federal style 
that pre-dates the Greek Revival 
style which gained popularity in 
the 1830s. The house's style was 
greatly infl uenced by architec-
ture features favored in Virginia. 
The house features a symmetri-
cal south front and prominent 
chimneys at each end of a gabled 
roof. It could almost be colonial 
in style.

John Jordan McMahon was 
born in Harrisburg, Virginia. 
He moved to Courtland to man-
age the Courtland branch of the 
Huntsville mercantile fi rm of 
"Bierne and McMahon."

In Courtland, he met fellow 
Virginian Dr. Jack Shackelford. 
More importantly, he met Dr. 
Shackelford's daughter, Harriet, 
and married her.

Again the dates are somewhat 
confusing as to when McMahon 
came to Courtland but if he was 
there in 1836, he did not join his 
father-in-law in the doomed ven-
ture of the Red Rovers who went 
to fi ght in Texas and were mas-
sacred.

Upon the deaths of McMahon 
and his wife, the house went to 

a daughter, Miss Lillian McMa-
hon. She added a frame wing to 
the house that housed a kitchen. 
Miss Lillian never married and 
upon her death, the house went 
to her niece, Mrs. Theodore E. 
French of New Orleans.

Mrs. French added a long 
porch across the front of the 
house. The lovely home was 
never a permanent dwelling for 
the French family. It was used 
for vacations and summer re-
treats. As the French children and 
grandchildren scattered across 
the United States, the house was 
used less and less.

It became a part of a family 
trust when Mrs. French died in 
the 1960s.

The house set empty for years. 
Neglect led to serious problems. 
Poor drainage and ivy growing 
on one end caused the brick to 
collapse. The French heirs didn't 
want to demolish the house and 
worked with the Alabama His-
torical Commission to fi nd some-
one willing to restore the home.

This is when Ben and Barbara 
Wilson stepped in. The Wilsons 
purchased the home for $3,200 
and with the stipulation that 
they restore the house to how it 
looked in 1830 and preserve any 
signifi cant architecturally histor-
ic details still left inside.

According to all published 
reports, the Wilson's fell in love 
with the house and put a lot of 
sweat equity and money into the 
restoration.

In addition, the house was 
fi lled with furniture.  A great deal 
of the antique furnishings went 
to Belle Monte in Tuscumbia 
and other pieces went to family 
members.

It took the Wilson's fi ve years 
to restore the home. They bought 
it in 1988 and moved in it in 
1993. The Wilsons did most of 
the restoration work themselves 
and called on family members 
for help.

In an article published in The 

Moulton Advertiser, the Wil-
sons said they invested about 
$150,000 to restore the house. If 
they had paid to have the work 

done, the cost would have been 
around $500,000.

The Wilsons tackled rotted 
fl oor joists. They replaced the 
wood with either redwood or 
poplar.

The Federal period "I" house 
was built as two cubes and then 
enclosed to connect them togeth-
er. After the cubes were connect-

ed the entire structure was cov-
ered with another layer of brick. 
That means that some walls are 
two bricks thick while others are 
four or fi ve bricks thick.

Although the outside of the 
house had to be restored to the 
1830s look, all the modern con-
veniences were allowed inside. 
All the electrical wiring was re-

done and air conditioning was 
added.

One of the more interesting 
features of the home is that the 
ceilings on the second fl oor are
slightly higher than the ones on 
the fi rst fl oor. It was built before
air conditioning with ventilation 
and air circulation in mind.

McMahon House one of few old brick houses

Top: The back of the McMahon House faces Jefferson Street which is now the town’s main 
street. The historical marker is in the house’s back yard. Botton: The front of the home 
faces Hamilton Street. 


