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       The Colemans Caught

      The Alabama

       Fever

By Charles E. Humphries
                                                                                                                                            


 Andrew Jackson

GIRLS: According to Lil’s 4th Grade Alabama history book, in the War Of 1812, the United States fought only two battles of significance, one at Horseshoe Bend
, Alabama in March of 1814, and the other at New Orleans in January of 1815. In the earlier engagement, Andrew Jackson led an army of frontiersmen and soundly defeated the Creek Indian “Redsticks” at Horseshoe Bend. The Redsticks were those Indians armed and incited by the British to attack settlers on the frontier of the new nation. The inspiring hero killed at the Battle of Horseshoe Bend was Lemuel Montgomery, for whom Montgomery County, Alabama is named.

A few weeks after the battle, Jackson assembled all the Creek Indian Chiefs at Ft. Jackson
 and extracted from them a concession to give up any and all claim to extensive lands that now comprise the bulk of central Alabama. The agreement they signed was called The Treaty of Fort Jackson, and it opened up vast areas for settlement at virtually no cost. Soon all of the other Indian nations ceded their land, and by the time Alabama became a state in 1819, almost all of the area was open to settlers. As a result there was such a rush into Alabama by residents of East Georgia and the Carolinas that it was said they had caught the “Alabama Fever”.

Several of your forebears succumbed to the FEVER, among them the Banks, the Colemans, the Olivers, the Grays and the Andersons. Six of the twelve Banks offspring who comprised the “Banks of Elbert” (Elbert County Georgia) moved to Alabama during the stampede. Our ancestor in this group, Willis Banks, moved to Tuscaloosa in 1821, but his son, J O Banks, moved on into Mississippi and established a dynasty there. Thus we cannot say our family is a product of the Fever via the Banks clan.

The Grays settled in Hale County in 1819; the Olivers arrived in Sumter County ca 1825; and the Andersons were in Hale County by 1822. But we know little of their life during Fever Times. Our real Fever claim has to be via the Coleman clan, and they generated quite a story.

Our Colemans (there were several Coleman clans) left their homestead in North Carolina and moved to West Alabama in 1818 and ’19. The patriarch of their branch was Charles Coleman, who had suffered at Valley Forge as part of George Washington’s Revolutionary Army. He was 74 years old when the fever struck, and the prospect of free land and a new start seemed to have excited his entire family. Charles had four sons and all of them moved to Alabama during the Fever Period. Apparently they moved in two groups; Charles and his sons Wiley (age 38) and Robert (age 37) moved to Bibb County; and sons John (age 40) and Charles (age 15) settled just 50 miles away in Greene County. Wiley and John had married sisters and the two couples must have been very close because Wiley and John each named a son and daughter for the other couple. Robert was a bachelor. The migration of one group has to be considered as very successful, but the other met only tragedy and unfulfilled destiny.

The Greene County Settlement

You all know the story of Grassdale, that in 1818, the year before Alabama became a state, the deliberate John Coleman decided to find the perfect place to resettle his large family. That very year he and his favorite slave “Trim” set out to locate and claim a suitable tract of land before his entire entourage embarked on the dangerous journey west. Who knows where the pair wandered in their search, but they were on the stagecoach route
 two miles west of the Mesopotamia
 settlement when John stumbled on the suitable unclaimed acreage which later became Grassdale Plantation. Over and over again you’ve heard the story of John and Trim building a cabin, clearing land and planting a corn crop, and of John leaving Trim there to tend their field and protect the claim. Back in North Carolina John disposed of his holdings and organized the wagon caravan that would take him and his wife, Rhoda Cobb, their five children, his little brother Charles and his numerous slaves on the 700 mile trek to their new frontier home.

Upon their arrival after many weeks of travel, over a year after he had originally set out, John Coleman found the faithful slave Trim still guarding the new homestead. The family prospered; its descendants played prominent roles in Greene County and statewide, socially, politically and financially. Grassdale Plantation grew from its initial grant of 80 acres to some 700 acres before “John-the-Settler” died at age 71, and encompassed almost 3000 acres at its zenith. Except for a three year period ca 1867, the ground has remained in the ownership of John Coleman’s descendants for the last 184 years. Dozens of papers and books have been published detailing the exploits of “The Colemans of Greene County”.

The Bibb County Settlement

Apparently, Charles and his sons Wiley and Robert embarked for Bibb County, Alabama without seeing the area in advance, for the group arrived there in 1818, the same year that John and Trim had left on their scouting trip. According to the records, the Bibb caravan included the elder Charles and his wife Mary Roundtree, their son Wiley and wife Martha Cobb, Wiley’s nine children, Wiley’s brother Robert, and 41 slaves. They constituted a strong pioneer contingent. The Bibb Colemans settled in the log cabin community of Centreville along the Cahaba River in what is now known as the Olon Heights area. Charles Coleman was immediately accepted into the community and served in several civic capacities.

Then, only four years after they had reached Bibb County, Wiley’s wife, Martha, died; and just 22 days later Wiley himself passed away. Wiley and Martha’s nine children were given over to the Orphans Court and a guardian was appointed for each one. Probably each child identified thereafter with his new family and no longer revered the Coleman name. Their bachelor uncle Robert must have moved away, or become unreliable. Perhaps Charles and Mary, their grandparents, had grown too feeble, because shortly after Wiley died, the pair moved to Greene County to reside with their son John. It was a sad end to what might have been another Coleman dynasty born of The Alabama Fever.

We can only speculate about the dynamics which led to the incomprehensible decision to abjectly split up the Wiley Coleman family with so many close relatives so near at hand.  Why did the patriarch Charles, the orphan’s grandfather, not take them in? Where was their uncle Robert? Why were the children not sent to live with their uncle John and Aunt Rhoda- sister and brother of the deceased parents- who lived a measly 50 miles away? To say nothing of the four aunts that apparently did not get the fever and still lived in North Carolina.    . . . CEH
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� I took the four of you to see that battleground in the summer of 1970.


� Ft Jackson was located at the confluence of the Coosa & Tallapoosa Rivers, on the very site where the French had earlier established Ft Toulouse. The site is about 15 miles from downtown Montgomery.


� This was the stagecoach route that connected Montgomery AL and Columbus MS via Clinton AL.


� At this time Eutaw was on the Warrior River and named Erie; after numerous floods it was moved three miles to higher ground and its boundaries absorbed the Mesopotamia settlement.
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