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M
ANY BANKNOTE OR FISCAL PAPER COLLECTORS ARE FIRST
attracted to the hobby by iconic vignettes or familiar places of issue.
As a collector of Alabama notes for more than 35 years, it was a Bank
of Selma note that caught my eye (Haxby, G2A, Rosene 292-1). It was

located in a coin shop in Brighton, England in 1976.  I found it quite intriguing
that this old banknote from my adopted state of Alabama would be lying in a coin
shop 4,500 miles away!   It was my first purchase.

I continued to add to my collection over the ensuing years, always search-
ing for banknotes or scrip from different cities and issuers in the State.  Occasionally
I would take notice of the personal names appearing on the notes, but not until the
last few years have I earnestly began to research these individuals.   The use of the
internet and genealogy tools has made the research task much easier and many
pleasant surprises await discovery.   Offered as evidence, here are some surprising
historical facts derived from researching those whose names appeared on three par-
ticular Alabama “notes.”

Note #1, source: Personal collection (r-unl., H-unl., shull cr. #c30)

Who were they?  
Tracing Names on Alabama Notes

By Bill Gunther
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This note is a $10 Alabama Comptrollers Warrant (R1-4, Cr. C30, H-Unl.)
payable to a Frederick Weedon and signed by Samuel Pickens, Comptroller Public
Accounts.1 This warrant was issued June 18, 1821, at Cahawba, the second capital
of Alabama (1820-1826).   Although it does not show, it was most likely printed by
Allen & Brickell.2

Rosene reports that these warrants circulated, but at a discount, and essen-
tially served as “money”.3 There are two names to explore on this note:   Frederick
Weedon and Samuel Pickens.  

Samuel Pickens

Samuel Pickens, Jr. (1791–1855) was Comptroller of Public Accounts from
1819 to 1829.  He came from a very prominent family in the early history of the
U.S. and the South.  He and at least two brothers came to Alabama from North
Carolina when the area was still a part of the Mississippi Territory.  It appears that
the oldest brother, James Pickens (1775-?), was the first to arrive in the territory,
showing up on a petition to Congress from the Mississippi Territory in 1810.4
Samuel and another brother, Israel (1780-1827), probably arrived at the same time
(1817), and settled in the territorial capital, St. Stevens, in Washington County.  By
the 1820 Census, James Pickens had moved to Monroe County, not too far from St.
Stevens.  The Pickens family, like many others, had contracted “Alabama Fever,” the
term used to explain the migration from east-coast states to Alabama.  The Pickens
“clan” was among the earliest settlers to Alabama.  

Samuel’s brother, Israel Pickens, had the political “bug” and had served in
the North Carolina Senate (1808-1810) and the U.S. House of Representatives from
North Carolina (1811-1817).  His political connections led to his being named reg-
istrar of the land office at St. Stevens, Alabama Territory, from 1817 to 1821.
Following Israel’s settlement in St. Stevens, he and his brother James were elected to
serve as members of the state’s constitutional convention (1819).  Israel then went
on to became the state’s third governor and served two two-year terms (1821-1825).5
Samuel Pickens served as Comptroller Public Accounts under his brother, Israel.

The Pickens extended family includes Andrew Pickens, Governor of South
Carolina from 1816-1818, who was a first cousin of Israel, James and Samuel.6 The
father of this Andrew Pickens (it is a popular name in the Pickens family tree!) is
General Andrew Pickens of Revolutionary War fame.   Following his service as
Governor of South Carolina, Andrew Pickens moved to Alabama and became the
first president of the Bank of the State of Alabama from 1823 to 1826.7

Governor Andrew Pickens’ son (General Pickens grandson) was Francis W.
Pickens (Samuel’s second cousin), who would also serve as Governor of South
Carolina from 1860-1862.  It was early in Francis Pickens’ term as governor that he
authorized the shelling of Fort Sumter (April 12, 1861), ushering in the Civil War.
Lucy Pickens, the third wife of Governor Francis W. Pickens, was the only woman
to appear on Confederate States of America currency.  Her likeness is on the 1861 $1
(T-44), and the $100 notes of 1862 (T-49), 1863 (T-56) and 1864 (T-65).  She also
appears on the 1861 $1,000 Confederate bond (CR 91).

Samuel Pickens married the year after leaving the Comptroller’s office and
he and his first wife settled in Hale County, Alabama.  Widowed twice, he and his
third wife had seven children, three of whom were named Samuel, James and Israel!
He died in 1855 at the age of 64.  When his wife died in 1873, the Pickens estate
(known as Umb ria )  was valued at more than $11 million (2007 dollars) .
Unfortunately, Umbria burned to the ground in 1971.8
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Frederick Weedon

Frederick Weedon (1784-1857) was born in Baltimore, MD to William and
Sarah Weedon.9 He studied medicine in Europe and practiced medicine for some
time in Baltimore.  He moved to Alabama in 1816 at the age of 32, and in 1817 mar-
ried the daughter of a wealthy planter in the Huntsville (Madison County) area.
Huntsville was emerging as a center of cotton plantations and the area attracted a
large number of early immigrants to the state.  Apparently Frederick Weedon was
also attracted by the federal land sales which began in Alabama Territory as early as
1811.  

Weedon was elected to the Alabama House of Representatives and served
from 1819 to 1821 representing Madison County.   It is apparently this service
which prompted the issuance of this comptroller’s warrant for $10.  The date of the
warrant, June 18, 1821, was the last day of the session suggesting that this was likely
a per diem payment made to members of the general assembly.10

Frederick Weedon was most likely related to General George Weedon who
served with George Washington during the Revolutionary War.11 General Weedon
had no children and it is possible that he was Frederick Weedon’s uncle.12 This
argument is supported by the fact that General Weedon lived in Fredericksburg, VA
and it is certainly plausible that William Weedon (Frederick’s father) honored his
brother by naming his son after the Virginia town.  Additional evidence for this
hypothesis is the fact that both William Weedon and General George Weedon were
born in Virginia.  

Interestingly, Israel Pickens tenure as Governor (1821-1825) overlapped by
one year the service of Frederick Weedon.  Pickens was a strong advocate of the cre-
ation of a state bank and Frederick Weedon had earlier been instrumental in this
effort since it was he who, in 1820, introduced a bill titled “An Act to
Establish a Bank in the Town of Cahawba,” later changed to “An Act to
Incorporate the Subscribers to the Bank of the State of Alabama.”
However, this effort failed when the state was unable to raise the required
private capital.  It was some time later (1824) before the bank became a
reality, but ultimately this is the bank that Andrew Pickens later served as
President.13

Frederick Weedon returned to private life in Madison County
after serving in his last term in the General Assembly in 1821.   But by
1827 Weedon had relocated to the area near Tallahassee, and by 1834 to
St. Augustine, FL.14  He became the mayor of St. Augustine in 1835.
Growing fears of conflict with the Seminoles (the “Second Seminole War,”
1835-1842) led Frederick Weedon to enlist in the Florida Mounted Militia
as a Captain (and physician) in 1836.  It is in this capacity that Weedon
was destined to meet Osceola (1804-1838), the famed Seminole leader who
had harassed the U.S. Army in Florida for several years.  Interestingly,
Osceola was an Alabama Tallasee (part of the Creek nation) who, like
many others, had fled to Florida rather than be relocated to the west.  

Under a white flag of truce setup by General Thomas Jesup,
Osceola was finally captured.  According to Wickman, this violation of a
flag of truce helped to gain much support and a lasting legacy for Osceola
among the American public.15 At the time Osceola was captured, he was
suffering from frequent high fevers and Capt. Frederick Weedon was
assigned to his care.  Osceola was then transferred to a prison at Ft.
Moultrie, South Carolina, and Capt. Weedon accompanied him on the journey.  On
January 30, 1838, the 34 year-old Osceola died of apparent complications from
malaria.  It was not until 1843 that it became apparent that Frederick Weedon had

Dr. Fredrick weedon, date
unknown. (Patricia r.
wickman, Osceola’s Legacy,
tuscaloosa: the university of
alabama Press, 1991), p.118. 

seminole chief osceola, 1838.
(Patricia r. wickman,
Osceola’s Legacy, 1991)
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removed Osceola’s head before burial, for apparent medical research.  There has been
much written on the missing head of the Seminole leader!    But that’s another story. 

Dr. Frederick Weedon died at Fort Jefferson in the Dry Tortugas in the
Florida Straits at the age of 73.  For health reasons, he was living with a daughter and
her physician husband at the time.

The rich histories of Samuel Pickens and Frederick Weedon come alive just
by looking at the $10 Comptroller’s Warrant of 1821!

Note #2, source:  r-unl., shull unl.  H- unl.  Personal collection.

Note #2 is also a comptroller’s warrant payable to Jack Shackelford and
signed by Samuel Pickens.  Issued in 1828, this form of warrant is a different style

from those issued in 1820-22.  The amount is to be taken “out of the fund
of the university,” a reference to the fact that funds were available in this
account from the sale of lands granted to the state by the federal govern-
ment for the creation of a seminary of learning.  We have already met
Samuel Pickens so let us explore Jack Shackelford.  

Another physician, Dr. Jack Shackelford was born in 1790 in
Richmond, VA to Richard Shackelford and his third wife, Johanna.
Another “victim” of Alabama fever, Shackelford moved to Alabama from
South Carolina in 1818 and settled in Shelby County (southeast of
Birmingham) and became a successful cotton planter.16 It is not clear
exactly how or when he received any formal medical training, but the lack
of a formal medical education was apparently not an unusual circum-
stance in the early days of the Alabama Territory.17

Shackelford became active in local politics and was elected first to
the Alabama House of Representatives from Shelby County (1820, 1821)
and then to the Alabama Senate from Bibb and Shelby Counties (1822,
1823, 1824).18 Interestingly, Shackelford and Weedon would have
known each other since they both served in the General Assembly in 1820

(Weedon in the House and Shackelford in the Senate).  Shackelford was a popular
person, one observer noting that in one of his elections, he received all but one vote
from those cast in Shelby County.19 This popularity apparently extended into the
Senate as he was appointed one of three Senate members to a committee to investigate
the creation of a state bank.  Indeed, he was asked to chair that committee.  Although
Brantley described Shackelford as representing the Shelby and Bibb counties “neu-
tral” faction with respect to the creation of a new state bank, Shackelford introduced a
new bill that created the Bank of the State of Alabama.20

Shackelford was also a member of newly created Trustees of the University of
the State of Alabama (University of Alabama).  Officially the university was created in

Dr. Jack shackelford, date
unknown.  (stephen L.
Hardin, Texian Illiad, p. 237)
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the 1819 constitution and the sale of land donated by the federal government as part
of statehood was to fund the “seminary of learning.”  However, Governor Pickens was
able to maneuver the Trustees into supporting his plan to sell the university lands and
use the proceeds to fund his Bank of the State of Alabama.  The delays caused by this
diversion of funds resulted in university not officially opening until 1831.  

Shackelford apparently dropped out of state politics following the 1824 ses-
sion and returned to Shelby County.  Unfortunately as a result of personally guaran-
teeing a loan for a cousin, he lost much of his wealth.  He then moved north to
Courtland, AL (Lawrence County), where over time he was able to resume his medical
practice and restore his wealth and reputation.21

In 1831 he became one of the early financial supporters of the creation of the
Tuscumbia, Courtland, and Decatur Railroad and was elected treasurer of the compa-
ny.22 Reportedly, this railroad was the first to be built west of the Alleghenies.23 The
railroad was completed in 1832, and allowed shippers of cotton to bypass the shoals
(Muscle Shoals, AL) and get their product to market in New Orleans much quicker.
The railroad was sold in 1850 to the Memphis and Charleston Railroad, which even-
tually became part of the Norfolk Southern Railroad in 1982.24

tuscumbia, courtland and Decatur railroad (r-333-unl. Denomination, H-unl.).
(Personal collection)

In 1835, General Sam Houston ran an ad in the local Courtland paper call-
ing for volunteers to help fight for Texas independence from Mexico.  The plea
promised “liberal bounties of land” for those who came to aid of “their brethren.”   It
is unclear whether Shackelford was responding based on patriotism or the promise of
land, but he quickly raised a company of men from Courtland.   Local women joined
in the effort to support the men and sewed “uniforms” with bright red trousers.  This
uniform led to the company becoming known as the “Red Rovers.”  They left for
Texas in late 1835, arriving in early 1836.25

The Red Rovers then marched to Goliad to join a Texas regiment that was
under the command of a Colonel James Fannin.  Capt. Shakelford would later argue
that it was Col. Fannin, whose poor decisions resulted in the regiment being sur-
rounded on the prairie by a superior Mexican force.   Seeing no hope of escape,
Fannin surrendered and they were marched back to Goliad.  Under orders from Santa
Anna, they were split into four groups and marched in different directions believing
they were all being moved to other locations.  Instead, they were marched into the
woods and, under orders from Santa Anna, shot.  The massacre at Goliad occurred on
March 27, 1836, some 21 days after the fall of the Alamo. More men were killed at
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Goliad (342) than at the Alamo (est. 257-187).26 Many believe that these two inci-
dents created the determination of the Texans to “avenge those men who had died for
the cause of Texas independence”.27

Because Capt. Shackelford was a doctor, his life was spared so that he could
treat the Mexican wounded.  By April 21 he was able to escape and make his way back
to Courtland arriving on July 9, 1836.  Shackelford County, Texas was created in
1858 in his honor.  He died in Courtland in 1857.

Note #3, Merchant Script (unknown issuer), R-Unl., H-Unl., 1862

This note is merchant scrip issued in 1862 at Sterling, AL for 25 cents.  It has
a number of obvious problems that suggest it is unworthy of collector interest.
However, notes in far worse condition have been actively bid for during many curren-
cy auctions because of rarity.   Since no other notes of this issuer have surfaced, it
would seem that rarity alone would win some hearts over.  In spite of its condition,
this note reveals a remarkable story. 

The first step in tracking this note’s history is to identify the town of issue.
That seems easy enough since the name “Sterling” appears above the date in the left
corner.   However a quick “Google” for a “Sterling, Alabama” produced no results.
The next step was to search contemporary maps available on-line at the University of
Alabama.   Again, no Sterling appeared.   In both of the above searches, however, the
town of Mt. Sterling kept appearing.   Was it possible the note was in fact from Mt.
Sterling and the “Mt.” was part of the missing corner?  If so, Mt. Sterling was located
in southwest Alabama in Choctaw County.

The next step was to try and identify the person who signed the note, a “C.
M. Lay.”  Using www.ancestry.com, and searching the 1860 Census records, a person
with that exact name was located in Cherokee County, Alabama, in north-east
Alabama.  However, the distance between Choctaw County and Cherokee County is
some 200 miles and that makes it unlikely that “C.M. Lay” of Cherokee County
would have had some connection to Mt. Sterling in Choctaw County.  That observa-
tion strongly suggested that the note was in fact from a place called Sterling and if so,
the town may have disappeared like many others over the years.  Since “C. M. Lay”
was located in Cherokee County, Alabama, it provided a renewed focus for the search
for a Sterling in Cherokee County.

A check with the Cherokee County Commission, the state highway depart-
ment and the local Chamber of Commerce for possible information on a Sterling pro-
duced no results.  Although these sources were unable to confirm that “Sterling” exist-
ed in Cherokee County, they did indicate that the Lay family name was a prominent
name in the early history of Cherokee County.  

In discussions with the County Commission, a suggestion was made to dis-
cuss my question with a genealogist with the Cherokee County Library.28 This person
was able to determine that indeed a post office in Sterling was established in 1857, dis-
continued in 1868, reestablished in 1876, and permanently discontinued in 1893.
The note is dated 1862 which fits into a period when Sterling had a post office.  That
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finally established the fact that C. M. Lay was the correct person and that he lived in
Cherokee County, Alabama.  

Sterling was located about 5 miles from the Georgia border along what is
now State Highway 9, and about 20 miles from Rome, GA where the note was print-
ed by Mason’s Job Office.

C.M. Lay
So just who was C. M. Lay?  His full name was Cummuns

(also spelled Cumins) M. Lay and he was the oldest child of a river-
man, John Lay, and his wife, Mary Lay, of Tennessee.29 He was
born in Tennessee in 1828, but by 1838 the family had moved to
Cedar Bluff, Cherokee County, AL near the Coosa River (Cedar
Bluff was the nearest “big” town to Sterling).  The Coosa River is
formed at Rome, GA at the junction of the Oostanaula and Etowah
rivers, then flows west toward Sterling and then southward toward
Wetumpka where it joins the Tallapoosa to form the Alabama
River.  The Coosa River played an important role in early trans-
portation of both people and goods in Alabama.  As an experienced
builder of “flatboats,” John Lay brought this experience with him
and established himself as a reputable builder of boats for use on
the Coosa River. 

A reference to John Lay provides us with our first glimpse
of C. M. Lay: As reported in the “Early Gadsden History”:

“Flatboats from the upper Coosa and its tributaries fre-
quently assembled at John Lays’ where convoys were formed
and put under the command of Captain Lay who took them
down the Coosa and over the one hundred miles of danger-
ous rapids between Greensport and Wetumpka which could
only be navigated during high waters and even then it
required extraordinary skill and knowledge of the river to
prevent floss of the boats.  … Cummins Lay, the son of John
Lay, made many trips with his father and became equally
famous as a river Captain.”30

By the mid-1840s, steamboats began to replace the flatbottom boats and by
1863 C. M. Lay now appears as a captain on two different steamboats (the Laura
Moore and the Alphretta).31 Although a vignette of a train hauling cotton appears
on the note, it seems more likely that this merchant scrip was a change note used on
one or both of these steamboats.  

A typical run on the Coosa River would send cotton down from Rome to
Wetumpka and bring merchant goods up river.   As the river neared Wetumpka,
there were a series of rapids known as “the devil’s staircase.”  These rapids made the
river impassable except during very high water.   At this point, shipments had to be
portaged around the rapids and then reloaded on boats on the Alabama River in
order to reach Mobile and New Orleans.  Cummins Lay became famous in 1863
when he took the Laura Moore down the entire length of the Coosa from Rome to
Mobile, over the “devil’s staircase,” to escape the approaching Union army, a feat no
one else had accomplished.32

Cummins Lay died in Texas in 1867.  His son, William Patrick Lay (1853-
1940) was known to accompany his father on many of the trips up and down the
Coosa River and became a very familiar with the potential of the river to generate
electricity.  He pursued this dream and at the age of 52 founded the Alabama Power
Company in 1906.  Alabama Power Company is now the largest provider of electric-
ity in Alabama and is a part of the collection of southern utilities known as the
Southern Company.  A popular 12,000 acre reservoir created in 1914 on the Coosa
River was named for William Patrick Lay in 1929.33 Such a remarkable story from
such an ugly little note.

William Patrick Lay, son of
C.M. Lay and founder of
Alabama Power Company.
(Coosa-Alabama River
Improvement Association,
www.caria.org)
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Surely there are many more remarkable stories waiting to be discovered if you
will just ask, “Who where they?”
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