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The John S. Sammis House is a 2% story, double pile, frame house with a 
classical revival portico on the (southwest) entrance facade. The portico 
is two stories high and extends the full width of the facade. Four monumental 
Ionic columns, resting on square bases, support a plain entablature. The three- 
bay facade has a center entrance with a corresponding door opening onto a small 
balcony directly above.

The main structure is covered with a gable roof, while the two-story (southeast) 
addition and the (northwest) one-story addition are hipped. There is also a gable 
roofed two-story addition on the (northeast) rear.

No representation of the house prior to 1873 is known to exist. A promotional 
leaflet distributed by the Arlington Bluff Association, a land development 
corporation, shows two views of the house, which had been converted into a hotel. 
The present additions, except the one on the rear, did not exist, and all but 
twenty feet of that was removed in 1953. The original incised porch on the facade 
was enclosed in the 1890s and the portico added in 1909.2

Matthews Weller to Dennis B. Downey, n.d., Sammis, John S. House file, 
Florida Division of Archives, History and Records Management, Tallahassee, Florida.

•Ibid.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The house is significant as the pioneer home of John S. Sammis, one of the early 
American settlers of Duval County, and a figure who contributed to the economic de­ 
velopment and the political history of the area. Sammis was born in the state of 
New Yorkl and immigrated to East Florida in the 1820s. He was for a time employed by 
Zephaniah Kingsley, a prominent planter and merchant, and, about 1830, married one of 
Kingley's daughters, Mary. According to local legend, Sammis left Kingsley's employ­ 
ment in 1837 to manage a lumbermill owned by Francis Richard, his brother-in-law. 
After Richard died in 1838 or 1839, Sammis bought the mill and a more than 5,000 acre 
tract of land from Richard's estate. This included the property known as Fishcamp 
Bluff where the house is located.2

The exact date at which the house was erected is conjectural. Locally it is 
believed to date from before 1838 when it is said to have been occupied by Oran 
Baxter, another relative by marriage of Sammis. It appears to have been occupied 
by Sammis in 1850 when he gained possession of the lumbermill. Census records for the 
Jacksonville area show by 1850 Sammis had property with a cash value of $20,000.00 
including the mill and one house.

Sammis had quit the lumber business by 1860 and had moved to Baldwin, Florida, 
about twenty-five miles west of present-day Jacksonville. He, however, retained most 
of his Jacksonville property, including the house.5 His real and personal property 
at this time was valued at $120,000.6 By the spring of 1862, Sammis was back in 
Jacksonville to help establish, with other northern settlers, a Florida government 
opposed to secession. With the evacuation of federal troops, however, Sammis and 
other unionists were forced to flee the city for fear of reprisals. Sammis went to 
New York where he met Lyman D. Stickney at a meeting of Florida unionists in the 
summer of 1862. Through Stickney, Sammis was able to obtain appointment as a member 
of the Direct Tax Commission, created to enact in Florida the punitive Direct Tax Law 
which provided for the sale of land owned by Florida rebels for nonpayment of taxes. 
The other members of the commission for Florida were Stickney, a native.of Vermont, who 
before the Civil War had tried to promote new agricultural settlements in Florida 
and Harrison Reed, a Wisconsin newspaper editor, who after the war became the Recon­ 
struction governor of Florida. Sammis took up his post in Fernandina, Florida, in 
June 1863, but resigned later in the year because of disputes with Stickney. With 
the reoccupation of Jacksonville by federal troops in February 1864, Sammis returned 
to the city where in April he became one of the Florida delegates to the Republican 
Convention in Baltimore.

(See Continuation Sheet)
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Sammis does not appear to have been significantly involved in post­ 
war politics in Florida. In 1868 he became one of the founding officers of the 
Jacksonville and St. Augustine Railroad. Because of chaotic economic conditions ^Q 
in Florida at this time, however, the venture appears to have had little success.

By 1870, Sammis had moved to Mandarin, Florida, a town south of Jacksonville. 
His fortune appears to have been much diminished, and in 1873 he sold most of his 
Jacksonville property to the Florida Winter Home Association. 2 The corporation 
subdivided the property into residential lots, hoping to sell them to northern 
investors. The house, described in an advertising circular as "The late residence 
of Col. J.S. Sammis," was enlarged and fitted up as a boarding house to serve 
potential buyers and winter tourists.13 The development corporation was reorganized 
shortly after being founded and renamed the Arlington Bluff Association. The 
development schemes failed, but the name Arlington was retained when the sub­ 
division became a part of Jacksonville.

Whether or not Sammis ever reoccupied the house after 1860 is not known. 
His last years were spent in Mandarin where he died on February 26, 1884 at the 
age of seventy-seven.-^ After the collapse of the Arlington Bluff Association, 
the title to the property fell to the principals of the corporation, Issac Ward 
and William Matthews, through default. The house remained in the hands of the 
Matthews heirs until 1977.

United States Census, Florida, Population Schedules, Duval County, 
7th Census, 1850.

o
Duval County, Florida, Deed Records, Book D, p. 345 and Book F, p. 132, 

located in the Duval County Courthouse, Jacksonville, Florida.

3 Account of Matthews Weller, Former owner of the house.

United States Census, Florida, Agricultural and Industrial Schedules, 
Duval County, 7th Census, 1850.

United States Census, Florida, Population, Agricultural and Industrial 
Schedules; Duval County, Records of the Clerk of the Circuit Court.

6 Ibid.
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George Winston Smith, "Carpetbag Imperialism in Florida, 1862-1868," 
Florida Historical Quarterly v. XXVII, No. 2 (October, 1948), p. 108.

8 Ibid., p. 112.

George Winston Smith, "Carpetbag Imperialism in Florida, 1862-1868 Part II," 
Florida Historical Quarterly v. XXVII, No. 3, (January, 1949), p. 274.

Daniel Pleasant Gold, History of Duval County (St. Augustine: The Record 
Company, 1928), p. 60.

United State Census, Florida, Population, Agricultural, and Industrial 
Schedules Duval County, 9th Census, 1870.

12Duval County, Florida, Deed Records, Book X, p. 252, located in the Duval
County Courthouse, Jacksonville, Florida.

13The Florida Winter Home Association, promotional circular, 1873.

14Duval County, Florida, Records of the Probate Court, located in the Duval
County Courthouse, Jacksonville, Florida.

Item Number 9 — continued

Duval County, Florida. Deed Records. Books D, F, X. Located in the Duval 
County Courthouse, Jacksonville, Florida.

_____. Records of the Probate Court. Located in the Duval County Courthouse, 
Jacksonville, Florida.

The Florida Winter Home Association. Promotional Circular, 1873.

Gold, Daniel Pleasant. History of Duval County. St. Augustine: The Record 
Company, 1928.

Smith, George Winston. "Carpetbag Imperialism in Florida, 1862-1868." Florida 
Historical Quarterly, v. XXVII, No. 2 (October, 1948).

_____. "Carpetbag Imperialism in Florida, 1862-1868, Part II," Florida 
Historical Quarterly, v. XXVII, No. 3 (January, 1949).
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United States Census. Florida. Population, Agricultural and Industrial 
Schedules Duval County. Seventh Census. 1850.

——————. Florida. Population, Agricultural and Industrial Schedules Duval 
County. Ninth Census. 1928.

Weller, Matthews. Account of Matthews Weller.

—————. To Dennis B. Downey, n.d. Located in the Sammis, John S. House
File Division of Archives, History and Records Management, Tallahassee 
Florida.


