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About the tour
The Maury Christmas Historic Home Tour is a Maury County tradition. The tour began in 1951 as the
“Majestic Middle Tennessee Tour of Homes” and was held each year in the Fall. Since that time, the tour has
evolved into a two-day event taking place annually on the first weekend of December.
Here’s how the tour works:
1) Purchase tickets. Tickets may be purchased at Tour Headquarters (the Athenaeum) or at any of the other
ticket locations (the Maury County Visitor’s Center, Elm Springs, and the Polk Home).
2) Go tour! This tour is geared towards YOU. Once you have your ticket, you can go to whichever participating site you please. You can visit just a few of the sites or go to all— the choice is yours.
Tour tickets are $25.
For more information about the tour, call Tour Headquarters at (931) 797-3316 or visit the tour website,
www.MauryChristmas.org.
The Maury Christmas Home Tour is the annual fund-raiser of the Maury County Association for the Preservation of Tennessee Antiquities (APTA). Proceeds from this event go toward the operating costs and continued
maintenance of the historic Athenaeum. The Maury County APTA and the Maury County Visitor’s Bureau are
proud sponsors of the Maury Christmas Home Tour.
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Welcome to Maury County
As President of the Maury County Association
for the Preservation of
Tennessee Antiquities
(APTA), it is my distinct
privilege to welcome
you to Maury County for
our annual tour of
homes!
Let’s face it. 2020 hasn’t
been a real peach of a
year. Not only have our
daily habits been
changed due to masks
and social distancing,
small businesses have
closed and events that
we have grown to love
have been cancelled.

“Experience Maury.”
Even though the tour
will be smaller than usual, I think it will feature
the best of the best. The
homes will be dressed
for Christmas and many
of the sites have gift
shops, so plan on doing
some Christmas shopping while on the tour!
Speaking of shopping,
several area antique
stores will be holding
open house events during our tour. All small
businesses and nonprofits need your support
and love right now, so
while on the tour, be
sure to shop local and
visit the great stores in
Columbia, Mt. Pleasant,
and Spring Hill!

The board of the local
APTA made the decision
Maury County APTA President Adam Southern standing at a
to carry-on with the anfavorite spot in beautiful Downtown Columbia.
nual Maury Christmas
Historic Home Tour. I feel this was the right decision. With that said, though, we do encourage all
We hope you enjoy our tour… Have a “Maury
participants to social distance and to wear masks if
Christmas!”
they so choose. A hand sanitizing station will be
available at Tour Headquarters (the Athenaeum).
Adam Southern
Maury County APTA, President
Understanding the real threat of Covid-19, we will
not have any private homes on the tour this year. The
sites we have on the tour are all buildings opened to
the public on a normal basis—historic homes and
churches. However, by taking this tour, you will be
getting a wonderful discount. For example, if you
were to add the price of admission for the Athenaeum, Elm Springs, the Polk Home, and Rippavilla together, the amount would be far higher than a $25
Home Tour ticket. You will also have the satisfaction of knowing that your $25 ticket is helping keep
a historic site open.
The Maury Christmas Tour is the primary fundraiser of the Athenaeum. The proceeds of this tour
generally pay for a year’s worth of operating and
maintenance expenses. Without this event, the Athenaeum simply could not operate.
This is always a great tour and time of year to
Maury Christmas— 2020
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Elm Springs
Elm Springs is a Greek Revival mansion built in 1837 by
master builder Nathan Vaught. It is situated on the old stage
road that led from Pulaski to Franklin. James and Nathaniel
Dick, wealthy cotton merchants of the N & J Dick Company
from New Orleans had the house built for their sister Sarah Todd
and her husband Christopher, formerly of Virginia. During the
War Between the States, the Todd’s youngest daughter Susan
and her husband, attorney and Tennessee State Senator Abraham
Looney occupied the home. He commanded the famous Company H of the Maury County Grays.
Looney was an outspoken Southerner, and this almost resulted in the loss of Elm Springs. In November of 1864, Confederate Units of the famed Army of Tennessee began the march
north for Nashville in what would be known as the FranklinNashville Campaign. The Federal Army, which had occupied
Maury County for several months, was preparing defensive positions ahead of the oncoming Confederate troops under Gen.
John B. Hood. Their line of defense extended from the Mooresville Pike to the Mt. Pleasant Pike. As Union forces under the
command of Major-General John M. Schofield began their hasty
withdrawal from Columbia, many of Maury County's majestic
antebellum homes fell victim to the torch. Many houses were
burned during those days and Elm Springs was slated to be destroyed also. In an act of retribution, the historic home of Confederate Lieutenant Colonel Abraham M. Looney was selected
to be destroyed by fire as the last Union troops left Colum-

bia. Responding to pleas of assistance from local citizens, Confederate Brigadier General Frank C. Armstrong dispatched a
squad of mounted infantry to insure the safety of Lt. Col. Looney's home and property. A Union soldier placed a burning
broom under a stairwell, but a female servant removed it before
it could do any major damage. Fires were started that might
have burned the house except for the opportune arrival of Confederate troops who extinguished the flames.
A family cemetery is located south of the house, where the
last burial was in 1994. Confederate Naval Lieutenant Simeon
Cummings was laid to rest in Southern soil after being buried in
South Africa for over 130 years.
The Akin family acquired the property about 1910, and in
1985 the Gillham family purchased it and restored it to nearoriginal state. The house and property were purchased in 1992
by the Sons of Confederate Veterans and Military Order of the
Stars and Bars. The house now serves as headquarters for the
SCV. In 2001, the house was redecorated by the United Daughters of the Confederacy and the Ladies of Columbia. The home
is fully furnished with period antiques, some of which are original to Elm Springs. Hostesses will greet guests in period dress
during the tour.
New to the tour this year will be the National Confederate
Museum. Built on the grounds of Elm Springs, tour-goers will
be able to get a sneak-peek of the new building and displays and
shop in the large giftshop.

Elm Springs
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President James K. Polk Home
James Knox Polk was born in North Carolina in 1795,
and when he was ten years old, his family moved to Maury County. A historical marker on Highway 31 indicates
the site a few miles north of Columbia. While young
James was attending the University of North Carolina in
1816, his father built the only residence in existence today
in which the eleventh president lived other than the White
House. Old accounts indicate that the structure was the
first brick residence built in Columbia.
Sarah Childress of Murfreesboro married James K.
Polk in 1824, and the following year, he was elected to the
first of seven terms in the U.S. House of Representatives.
He was the only President who ever served as Speaker of
the House. In 1839 he returned to Tennessee and served a
two year term as governor. Under his leadership as president, the United States was extended from the Atlantic to
the Pacific Oceans. The Polks had no children, and Mrs.
Polk often served as her husband’s personal secretary.
The house is a museum of Polk’s life as the furnishings
are those used by him and Mrs. Polk in the White House

while some were used in his law office. A rare item is the
Inaugural Bible, Mrs. Polk’s inaugural gown, and the fan
her husband had made for her. Several portraits are on
display throughout the house, in addition to china, silver,
crystal, and candelabra used for state dinners. Other buildings include the kitchen and Polk’s Sister’s house serves
as the site's visitor center with a museum and a shop.
The gardens feature English boxwoods and the fountain
from Polk Place, the Polks’ Nashville home. There are
also statues representing the “Four Seasons.” These are
original to the Columbia Institute—a girls’ school that
burned in 1959.

*

*

*

The Ancestral Home of President James K. Polk
Maury Christmas— 2020
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Rippavilla Plantation
Nathaniel Cheairs gave the home he built between 1852-55 a
two-word name, "Rippo Villa,” instead of the combination, Rippavilla that we use today, a name which evolved over the years.
Nathaniel Francis Cheairs, born on December 5, 1818, in
Maury County, was the tenth child of Nathaniel (1764-1846)
and Sarah Rush (1778-1856) Cheairs, who came to Maury
County circa 1810. On April 23, 1811, the elder Nathaniel (who
had been born in Queen Anne's County, Maryland) bought 300
acres on Rutherford Creek from Leroy Pope, which began at
Daniel Brown's Corner on Sanford's and Turner's line, joined
Albert Russell's property, and was part of a 5000-acre grant to
Ezekiel Polk, Jr.
On May 1, 1812, he witnessed a deed from the same Leroy
Pope of Madison County, Mississippi Territory, to James Keer
(sic, Kerr), of Maury County for forty acres on Rutherford creek,
which joined Hammond and Perkins.
Nathaniel and Sarah Cheairs had eleven children: seven boys
and four girls. Three of the sons, Martin, John, and Nathaniel,
remained in the Spring Hill area.
On September 2, 1841, Nathaniel married Susan Peters
McKissack, daughter of William and Jeanette Thompson
McKissack. Since William McKissack owned a brickyard in
Spring Hill, there is little doubt that the brick in Rippavilla came
from Nathaniel's father-in-law. It is also probable that William's
slave, Moses McKissack (of the Ashanti tribe of Africa) oversaw the construction of this fine home. It is thought that F. Stratton was the architect for both Rippavilla and Ferguson Hall,
since there is much similarity between the two.

Nathaniel and Susan Cheairs had five children: Jeanette (born
1843), who married Austin C. Hickey; Thomas G. (born 1844),
who did not marry; Sallie, who married James Moore and lived
at Mooreland, now at the center of a Brentwood shopping center; Susan, who married William Hughes, a founder of Branham
and Hughes; and William M. (1849-1922), the last of the family
to live at Rippavilla.
In February 1862, as a major in Clack's Third Tennessee Infantry Column, Nathaniel played a sad role in the Civil War at
Fort Donelson, when he carried a piece of canvas, torn from a
tent, as a surrender flag. He was taken prisoner, as was most of
the Confederate army stationed there. Not long after the surrender, while Nathaniel was in a prison camp, General William
"Bull" Nelson commandeered Rippavilla as his headquarters.
By 1863, the Confederates were back in Spring Hill, under
the command of General Earl Van Dorn. Rippavilla still had a
part to play in the war, however. In November 1864, General
John Bell Hood determined to chase the Union army north, and
thought he had them trapped. While Hood slept at nearby Oaklawn, the Union army slipped away to Franklin on a night march
and set the stage for the tragic Battle of Franklin.
Thus, on the morning of November Thirtieth, Rippavilla and
Mrs. Cheairs hosted many of Hood's officers at breakfast, five of
whom lay dead at the end of the day.
In 1920, Rippavilla was sold to J. Whitfield, who modernized
and altered the house. P.D. Houston owned it next, and several
owners followed. It is now operated by a nonprofit board and is
open to the public.

Rippavilla Plantation
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Grace Episcopal Church
Grace Church was built in the year 1877. The plans for the
building were drawn by P. J. Williamson, a well-known architect from Nashville, Tennessee. The cost of construction was
$1,800.The building lot was donated by Mr. & Mrs. Orville W.
McKissick. The land was once the flower garden for the
McKissick Home next door.
Grace Episcopal Church was consecrated on May 16, 1878
by the Right Rev. Charles T. Quintard, Bishop of Tennessee,
assisted by Reverends Newell and Beckett.
The style of architecture is known as Carpenter Gothic. This
style is sometimes referred to as Rural Gothic, as well.
The interior of the church is finished in walnut. Leaves and
grapes are gracefully carved on the altar and rail.
The altar was a gift from Mr. & Mrs. Campbell Brown.
Campbell Brown was the son of Lizinka Brown Ewell of Ewell
Farm. James Oertel, a former minister and (at the time of construction) artist-in-residence at the Columbia Female Institute, is
responsible for the altar.
The beautiful altar rail was constructed by T. S. Morton, a
professor at the Branham & Hughes Academy in Spring Hill.
The walnut wood— along with the wood for the altar— are all

said to have come from Ewell Farm. The altar rail is so beloved
by the congregation that when the building was threatened during a 1938 fire, the church’s organist sent her daughter into the
building with an ax, with orders to cut the rail out and save it
should the church catch fire.
Several beautiful stained glass windows grace the church.
Many are original to the building. Those that are not of the original 1877 construction were either given as gifts to the church or
as memorials to past members. The oldest of these is behind the
baptismal font and was “Erected by the Children of Beechcroft
in 1888.”
A beautifully toned bell hangs high in the belfry. It is marked
“England 1839.” No one is sure of the bell’s history. It is not
known where or how the bell was used before becoming a fixture of Grace Church.
This is still, very much, an active congregation. Services are
held twice on Sunday and once on Wednesdays. They are also
known for their annual “Divine Swine” BBQ event held the first
weekend in May.
Grace Church is on the National Register of Historic Places.

St. Peter’s Episcopal Church

Grace Episcopal Church
Maury Christmas— 2020
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Tour Headquarters—
The historic Athenaeum Rectory in Columbia,
Tennessee is an architectural oddity in Maury County. The style of construction is very unique and is
called “Moorish-Gothic.” The home was built to resemble the castle-like Columbia Female Institute that
was located next door.
This was very fitting, actually, since the home
would go on to house the first headmaster of the Institute, the Reverend Mr. Franklin G. Smith and his
family, in 1837.
The home was commissioned in 1835 by Samuel
Polk Walker, a nephew of President James K. Polk.
The design of the home is believed to have come
from the architectural firm of Drummond & Lutterloh. The firm designed the Institute. Maury County’s
“Master Builder,” Nathan Vaught is given credit for
the actual construction of the home.
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In 1852, Rev. Smith left his post at the Institute
and founded his own school, the Columbia Athenaeum, from which the home derives its name. Smith
would operate his school until his death in 1866, at
which time, his wife became principal. When Mrs.
Smith died, their eldest son Robert became principal
and operated the school until 1904 when he sold the
property to the City of Columbia for use as a public
school.
The family retained the rectory as their private residence. The home was passed from the eldest Smith
son, Robert, to his son, Franklin Gillette “Lette”
Smith, II. When Lette died without any heirs in 1919,
the home was sold at public auction. Lette’s aunt,
Clara, came to the auction in hopes of buying the
family home. Once Clara raised her hand to bid, no
one else bid against her and she was able to buy the

The Athenaeum Rectory
Athenaeum. Clara’s daughter, Carrie Smith, lived in
the home until her death in the 1970s.
The remaining Smith descendants, now living in
Texas, decided to donate the property to the Maury
County Chapter, Association for the Preservation of
Tennessee Antiquities (APTA). The Maury County
APTA has operated the site as a historic home and
museum since 1974.
The APTA has several fund-raisers throughout the
year to help preserve the Athenaeum for future generations. The Maury Christmas Tour is one of those
fund-raisers.
While in Columbia during the tour, be sure to stop
by the Athenaeum Rectory. In addition to the tour,
there will be a bake sale with a variety of items made
by APTA members and their friends.

(The Athenaeum has been recently restored. Both
the interior and exterior of the home have been drastically changed, so if you have not been to the Athenaeum in awhile, you need to this year!)
The image on the opposite page shows a few of the
changes to the exterior of the home. The home was
repainted to match its original color— beige with
green shutters. Below is an image of one of the Athenaeum’s parlors. Every room received attention during the restoration, but the parlors received special
attention and were covered with English wallpapers;
the windows were treated with new velvet draperies;
and the furniture was reappointed. It looks entirely
different from years before— a must see!

Maury Christmas— 2020
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Columbia’s Most Wonderful Weekend
Be sure to visit all of the great shops in Maury
County while you are touring our historic sites. Many
of the local antique shops will be having Christmas
and Holiday open houses in conjunction with the
tour.
Bleu 32, Accents & Antiques, Columbia Antiques
Marketplace, Frank’s Old Stuff, Loblolly, and Baxter’s Mercantile are all co-hosting an event dubbed
“Columbia’s Most Wonderful Weekend of the Year.”
Each of these fabulous stores will open their doors for
special holiday open houses for tour-goers with refreshments and great deals! (See the back cover of the
tour magazine for more information.)
In the community of Carter’s Creek Station near
Spring Hill, there are two antique stores of note—
2Storey’s Antiques and Carter’s Creek Station Antiques. Both are situated in century-old buildings that
constitute the remnants of the old community, a granary and the general store. These two buildings are full
of antique booths with wonderful items.

Nearby, located in the old part of Spring Hill, the

Spring Hill Antique Mall. This store is in the old high
school gymnasium. Walk the hardwood floors of the
basketball court while you shop for antiques. They,
along with the stores at Carter’s Creek Station, will
be open during the Maury Christmas historic home
tour and invite tour-goers to visit.
*

*

*

As if that were not enough, Santa will be at Elm
Springs during the Christmas Home Tour. The old
kitchen of Elm Springs will be Santa’s workshop during the tour and parents are invited to bring their children to visit with Santa and have their pictures made.
A photographer will be onsite to take free pictures
of your children. As mentioned, this is free, but a donation jar will be onsite if you would like to donate to
the Elm Springs Fund. There might even be a few
Christmas cookies to enjoy!
Santa will be at Elm Springs on Saturday, December 5th from 10am until 1pm. For more information
about Santa, please call (931) 797-3316.

2Storey’s Antiques in the community of Carter’s Creek Station. Photography by Shuttering Thru Life (STL).
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Shirts, Ornaments, & Bake Sale
If you really want to get into the “Maury Christmas”
spirit, be sure to stop by the Athenaeum anytime during
the two-day tour and pick up some tour souvenirs, including shirts and Christmas ornaments.
This year’s shirt is pictured to the right. It features a
Maury County mule wearing a red Santa hat. Shirts are
$20 each. (A few of last year’s shirts featuring Santa flying over the county in a mule-pulled wagon are available
for $5 each.)
The 2018 ornament was the fifth and final one, but we
still have some individual ornaments and complete sets
left! The price per ornament will be $5.
Also at the Athenaeum during the tour will be the annual bake sale. Members of the Maury County APTA and
their friends will have many goodies made and ready for
sale on Friday and Saturday. Many of the goodies will be
homemade candies, but shoppers may even find a whole
cake or pie, too.
*

*

*

All of the proceeds from the shirts, ornaments, and
bake sale benefit the Athenaeum and assist with the ongoing restoration of the 1835 home.

Columbia Christmas Parade &
Tree Lighting
Columbia Main Street will
present the annual Columbia
Christmas Parade on December 5th. The theme of this
year’s parade is “For the Love
of Columbia.”
This will be the first time
that the parade has been held
on a Saturday night and it
should coincide wonderfully
with the Maury Christmas
Historic Home Tour, so make
plans to visit Columbia during the tour and stay for the
Christmas Parade. The parade
will start at 5pm.
If it is raining on December 5th, a rain date of December 6th has been selected for
the parade.
The parade route starts at

the intersection of High and
West 7th Streets and will follow West 7th Street to the
Maury County Courthouse.
There at the Courthouse, the
county’s Christmas Tree will
be lit in grand style in conjunction with the Christmas
Parade.
Santa always makes an
appearance in Columbia’s
parade, so be sure to bring the
kiddos!
For more information
about the Columbia Christmas Parade, Kristi Martin
with Columbia Main Street,
(931) 388-3647.
***
Maury Christmas— 2020
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