
Summit, Alabama: The “Most Patriotic Confederate Village”? 
by Bill Gunther 

The obsolete Alabama note shown below was issued in 1862 by A. W. Arnold from Summit, 
Alabama. The vignette appears to be a timepiece, perhaps a pocket watch and watch fob. This note is 

unlisted in Rosene or Haxby and there are no records of it being sold by three prominent auction houses.1 

It may well be unique. There is little on the face of this obsolete note that would distinguish it from the 

more than 1,000 others notes by various merchants in Alabama.2 But if you simply stop with a 
description of the note and do not dig deeper into the background of the issuer and place, you will miss 
some important historical facts associated with this note. Specifically, the village of Summit  was 
arguably the “most patriotic” village in the Confederacy, A. W. Arnold’s family made significant 
sacrifices to the cause, and the famous writer of short stores, O Henry, picked Summit as the location for 
one of his most notable stories. 

The Patriotic Claim 

The following editorial comment appeared in the (Huntsville) Democrat on January 28, 1862: 

“A Patriotic Village–The village of Summit in Blount County, Ala., has probably given as 
strong evidence of patriotism as any other in the Confederacy, if, indeed, it does not 
surpass all others. At the beginning of the war, it had 18 resident males of 14 years and 
upwards–Of these, 14 were voters, 10 of whom and 4 boys under 21 (the youngest only 14 
or 15) volunteered. Of the 4 left at home, 3 were over 50 years of age. Of the 14 volunteers, 
two were elected captains, one, a lieutenant, and one, orderly sergeant. It had a boy’s 
academy with 80 students, residents and boarders. The teacher and 22, out of 23 boys over 
16 years of age, volunteered.” 3

 

Of the 18 resident males who were of fighting age (14 and over), 78 percent volunteered for service 
according to the editorial. Of the 23 boys over 16 in the local academy, 22 or 96 percent volunteered, 
along with their teacher. And of the 14 male residents who volunteered, three became officers while one 
became a non-commissioned officer. Relative to its size, the country village of Summit appears to have 
contributed more than their fair share of volunteers. 

Summit and O Henry 

Summit, that is, what is left of it in 2015, is located in the northern corner of Blunt County in the 
north-east part of the state. It is about 36 miles due south of Huntsville and about 50 miles north-east of 
Birmingham. The name Summit derives from the fact that the village was located on the top of local 
“mountain”.    The  village  reportedly had  several names including Martin’s Stand  and  Santafee,  but 
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Summit seemed more appropriate and it stuck.4 It was never a large village, but today there are almost 
no structures other than a few chicken farms that can be observed from Google Earth. 

But Summit does have a legacy that stems from a short story, “The Ransom of Red Chief,” 
written by O Henry in 1907 and published in the Saturday Evening Post. O Henry was the pseudonym of 
William Sydney Porter who lived from 1862 to 1910 and spent most of his time in New York.5 One of O 
Henry’s more popular short stories, “The Ransom of Red Chief” was about the kidnapping of young boy 
from Summit, Alabama, who was so obnoxious that his father demanded a ransom from the kidnappers 
before he would take him back!  Here is what O Henry had to say about Summit, Alabama: 

 

“We were down South, in Alabama – Bill Driscoll and myself- when this kidnapping idea 
struck us. It was, as Bill afterward expressed it, ‘during a moment of temporary mental 
apparition, but we didn’t find that out till later. 
‘There was a town down there, as flat as a flannel-cake, and called Summit, of course. It 
contained inhabitants of as undeleterious and selfsatisfied a class of peasantry as ever 
clustered around a Maypole.”6

 
 

Of course, the story was fiction and it is doubtful that O Henry had ever been to Summit.  It is not clear 
how the residents of Summit reacted to O Henry’s less-than complementary description. 

 

The Arnold Family 
 

A.W. Arnold, or Absalom Weedon Arnold was born in Spartanburg, South Carolina in 1808 and 

lived in South Carolina at least until 1830.7 Sometime between 1830 and 1839, he had relocated to 
Lowndes County, Alabama where in 1839 at age 31 he married an 18 year-old Alabamian named 
Elizabeth Minerva Moore. Together, they had six children (4 boys and 2 girls) before she passed away in 
April of 1848 at the age of 27. Their sixth child was born in 1848 suggesting that it is possible that 
Elizabeth Arnold may have died in child birth. 

Although there is no precise information as to the early occupation of A. W. Arnold, he was most 
likely a farmer. Here is the evidence. In the 1840 Census, he reported owning 13 slaves, five of whom 
were “employed in agriculture.” In 1850 he had real estate valued at $5,000 and 4 slaves (3 men and one 

woman).8 By the time of the 1860 Census, his real estate holdings had grown to an impressive $52,900 
and he owned a total of 44 slaves. A major reason to have owned that many slaves would have been to 
grow cotton. The value of his personal estate in 1860 was estimated at $69,530, the vast majority of 

which was probably the value of his slaves.9 

According to the article in the Huntsville Democrat, the village of Summit “…contained 9 
dwelling houses, 4 dry goods' stores, a doctor’s shop and a grocery. The stores, shop and grocery were all 
closed, and the keys of the stores left with one of the old gentlemen, who stayed at home, to sell goods to 
neighbors when specially needed.” It would appear that A. W. Arnold, age 54 in 1862, would have been 
one of the “old” men who did not volunteer and may in fact have been “…one of the old gentlemen, who 
stayed at home to sell goods…” If that is the case, then this obsolete note may have been printed by 
Arnold for use in local trade. However Arnold was also the Postmaster of Summit, a position he was first 
appointed to in 1845 and held until after the end of the war and the note may have been used in that 

capacity.10 Since there is no merchant name on the note, it could have been in used both in merchant 
trade as well as the post office. 

Following the death of his first wife in 1848, Absalom remarried in 1850 to 21 year-old Frances 

Elizabeth Rivers in Madison County (Huntsville), Alabama.11 Huntsville is only 36 miles from Summit 
and it would have been an important trading center at the time. Together, Absalom and Frances E. had 6 
children: one boy and five girls. Their first child, a boy, was born in 1852 and it seems unlikely that he 
would have served in the military since he would have only been 9 at the outbreak of the war. 
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Returning to the newspaper article, it was noted that: 

“One of the resident boys who volunteered, sealed his devotion to his country and her 
cause by dying a hero's death on the Plains of Manassas. His older brother displayed his 
valor on the same field of glory and has since raised a company and gone to the field as the 
captain; while a younger brother, of 14 or 15, is a private in his company. These three 
brave and patriotic boys are named Arnold. We understand that their noble father, Maj. 
A.W. Arnold, equipped the whole of his son's company with uniforms. What village or 
neighborhood in the Southern confederacy can boast so great evidence of pluck and 
patriotism, in proportion to population.”12

These Arnold boys were William H, George Washington, (Captain) and James M., all were 
children of Absalom’s first wife, Elizabeth.  Only James M. survived the war.13

Petition for Amnesty Granted 

After the war ended, a general amnesty was granted by President Andrew Johnson.14 However 
there were 14 “excluded” classes of individuals and if they wished to be granted amnesty, they were 
required to submit a petition for a pardon to President Johnson. Included in the 14 excluded classes were 
those who voluntarily supported the rebellion and those who had assets of $20,000 or more. A. W. 
Arnold petition was dated September 1, 1865 and it he admitted to providing voluntary support for 

soldiers in the Confederacy as well as support for others at home.15 Note that in the article in the 
Huntsville Democrat, it reported that he “…equipped the whole of his son's company with uniforms.” He 
also admitted to having assets of “…more than twenty thousand dollars”, but also claimed that he lost 
$50,000 in the war. A. W. Arnold submitted his petition on September 1, 1865, only a few short months 
after the end of the war. As was typical, amnesty was granted provided that the petitioner sign an oath of 
allegiance to the United States, agree to never acquire or make use of slaves, and settle all financial claims 
made against him in any court.16 Amnesty was granted to A. W. Arnold on October 25, 1865, less than 
two months from the date of submission. He did not have long to “enjoy” his newly acquired rights since 

he died on April 5, 1866 at age 58 in Dallas County, Alabama.17

Two Important Websites for you to know;

www.spmc.org 

www.memphisipms.org 
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