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The spirit of the antebellum South is expressed by Clifton Place in 
manner seldom found among old houses today. Located atop gentle 
rolling terrain overlooking some of the most beautiful farm land 
imaginable, here is the "great house" in all its old-time elegance. 
Substantial outbuildings, such as a brick granary and smokehouse, 
icehouse, servants T quarters and barns, together with traces of the 
elaborate formal gardens, enable one to reconstruct life as it was 
once lived.

Built in 1838-1839 by General Gideon J. Pillow, Clifton Place is a 
good example of Greek Revival architecture as used in- Middle 
Tennessee, although it was built on a grander scale than many homes 
built of that style and in that period. It has two stories and a 
cellar, with one story wings on either, side. On the first floor 
are a large entrance hall, two parlors, a dining room, serving room, 
kitchen and library, with the latter two being connected by a long 
porch across the back of the house. Four bedrooms and a hall are 
found on the second floor.

Much of the material of the building is indigenous. The stone for 
the foundations was quarried on the site, and the brick was kilned 
on the place, For interior doors and trim, wild cherry was cut 
from the nearby forests, as were the hand-hewn pine timbers for 
structural purposes. The steps, column bases and porch floors are of 
stone, while the column shafts, caps and cornices are of wood. The 
.roof of the house is of tin. and those of .the outhouses of shakes. 
Cast iron balustrades frame the second floor under the entrance 
portico,: .The'facades . and; gable treatments with the stone'buttress 
terminus of the cornice run the full length of the front and rear 
elevations. Twin chimneys are tied together with a brick parapet 
above the roof ridge line. The imposing, graceful entrance consists 
of a. projecting.,por.tico two stories high, with four Ionic columns 
supporting a pediment of the same order. At the second floor level 
a wood porch projects and is supported by the columns and enclosed 
by a cast iron rail between the columns. .--- ; . = ... ..

At the rear of the house a wide walk led to the garden gate.- The 
garden plot was divided into three separate units. The first was 
planted with boxwoods, magnolias, laurel, spruce and cedar trees. 
The second garden was given over to flowers and the third to vege 
tables. At the end of the third garden was a greenhouse with 
glassed conservatory. Only traces now remain of these once beautiful 
gardens. . - -.,--• - ...... . - ....._-..-...•

After the death of Genera] and Mrs. Pillow, the house passed to a 
son-in-law,, Melville Williams, and later to Colonel J. W. -S. Ridley. 
It still .belongs to. Ridley descendants who until very recent years
occupied the house, using the original furniture, mirrors, portraits 
and silver. It is now used as rental property and shows the need 
for much repair and maintenance to restore it to its former place 
as one of the finest houses in Middle Tennessee^_______________
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The significance'of Clifton Place is the result of a combination of 
factors any one of which would make it important and worthy of 
preservation. As an example of the prosperous plantation society 
of the South in the first' half of the nineteenth century, Clifton 
Place is unsurpassed and seldom equalled. The elegant house, the 
dwellings for the house servants and the farm hands, the granary 
and smokehouse1 , the icehouse and the barns and stables, overlook 
fields, lush meadows, green pastures and wooded hills. The pattern 
of self-sustaining agrarian life is certainly well-exemplified at 
Clifton Place. The excellent example of Greek Revival architecture 
used in the design and construction of Clifton Place makes it 
significant in this respect also. The contractor was Nathan Vaught, 
a very talented man who built many of the fine residences and other 
buildings in Maury County.

Gideon Pillow, father of General' Gideon J. Pillow settled in Maury 
County in 1809 or 1810. He became a large landholder and each of 
his three sons' built homes nearby. Like their neighbors, the Polks, 
the Pillows were lavish builders.
i . -1,.. .1 r :. i, i! v ; . / ' t-:" I! . ;

Gideon J. Pillow graduated from the University of Nashville in 1827 
and began the practice of law i-n Columbia. He was : very successful 
in both his law practice and his farming operations. Pillow never 
held public office, although he was a skilled manipulator in state 
politics. In 1844 he was a delegate in the Democratic Convention, 
and was instrumental, in the nomination of his friend, James K. Polk, 
'also of Maury County, for the presidency. Pillow was a controversial 
figure, his personality being such as to cause people to either 
dislike him intensely or show great loyalty and friendship toward 
him. Many considered him to be an egotist with an inflated sense 
of his importance.

Pillow r s great claim to fame rests on his career as a soldier, also 
a controversial subject. Although his military experience was 
limited, President Polk in 18M-6 appointed him a brigadier-general in 
the war with 'Mexico. He was twice wounded during the wari ! When the 
Civil War began, he was made a brigadier-general1- in the Confederate 
Arrny. He fought at the Battle of Belmont, Missouri, in November, ].861 
and in the same winter was second in command at Fort Donelson. His 
career in the Confederate Army was often a subject of controversy 
and criticism. _1________.
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8. Significance (cont.)

After the war. Pillow practiced law in Memphis with former Governor 
Isham G. Harris. His fortune was largely depleted by the war and he 
died in modest circumstances on October 8, 1878, and is buried in 
Elmwood Cemetery, Memphis.
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Front view of the house at it faces north showing the 
Greek Revival architecture with the pediment and Ionic 
columns.
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