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BACKGROUND OF STUDY 
 
 Glen Leven is located four miles south of Nashville at 4000 Franklin Pike, Nashville, 
Tennessee. Franklin Pike borders the property on the west running north to south between 
Franklin and Nashville, and Interstate 65 borders the property on the East also running north 
and south. Glen Leven Presbyterian Church rests on the property’s northern border. Father 
Ryan High School and residential properties occupy its southern border. Historically, the 
Nashville & Decatur Railroad developed tracks east of the home running north to south.  Few 
places are better examples of how the three great transportation revolutions —the turnpike 
movement, the railroad system, and the Interstate Highway—shaped the Tennessee landscape.  
 

The history of Glen Leven began over two centuries ago.  Almost as old as our country 
itself, this land, its structures, and the family that inhabited them provide a unique opportunity to 
gain insight into the significance of protecting and preserving our heritage.  It is a story of birth 
and death, happiness and sadness, war and peace, tragedy and triumph, poverty and excess.  
Few families have spanned such a long period upon the same land or provided such a distinct 
record.  This history tells the story of a landscape worth protecting for future generations to 
enjoy.  Glen Leven, is composed of many unique elements, and an understanding of these 
elements will enable a better interpretation of the farm, including architecture, agricultural 
history, social history, development of transportation, war and its impact on the landscape. 

 
 The property is now owned by the Land Trust of Tennessee, a generous gift from the 
previous owner, Susan Thompson West, upon her death. She left detailed instructions as to 
future use for the property, with the general stipulation that the property cannot be further 
subdivided or developed and the house must be maintained. The Protected Tracts envelop 
approximately 60.28 acres of land divided between two parcels. The first parcel covers 
approximately 12.70 acres. This acreage does contain a flexible boundary of +/-5 acres. The 
Hermitage Hotel currently uses Protected Tract I to organically produce vegetables for their 
restaurant. Protected Tract II is the majority of Susan West’s gift, and this section has the most 
stringent limitations.  
 

 
1950s aerial of Glen Leven (TDOT) 
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PROJECT METHODOLOGY 
 

 This Historic Structure Report (HSR) is the result of a graduate seminar course in 
historic preservation at Middle Tennessee State University during the Spring of 2010.  In 2008-
2009, the Land Trust for Tennessee carried out various group discussions, meetings, and 
workshops about potential futures for the property.  The firms of Tuck Hinton Architects and 
Hawkins and Associates developed a feasibility study for the property.  The National Trust for 
Historic Preservation held a workshop at Glen Leven in October 2009.  These various 
discussions identified the need for a more comprehensive history of the farm. 
 

 
National Trust workshop at Glen Leven, October 2009 

 
 In the MTSU historic preservation seminar, seventeen students researched and 
assessed the property and provided recommendations for preservation and future use. The 
report was prepared and edited with the assistance of staff at the Middle Tennessee State 
University Center for Historic Preservation, including Director Van West, Programs Manager 
Anne-Leslie Owens and Project Manager Elizabeth Moore.  Staff assistance from the 
Tennessee Civil War National Heritage Area came from Preservation Specialist Mike Gavin. 
 
 Dr. West divided the class into six groups. The house exterior group prepared a detailed 
description of each elevation of the building, assessed preservation needs and photo-
documented damage, conducted a paint analysis, and provided recommendations for 
preservation and future use. The house interior group prepared a detailed description of each 
room in the building, assessed preservation needs and photo-documented damage, conducted 
a paint analysis, and provided recommendations for preservation and future use. The 
outbuildings group measured and photo-documented each outbuilding, researched historic use 
of each outbuilding, assessed preservation needs, and provided recommendations for 
preservation and future use. The farm landscape group measured and photo-documented each 
barn, researched barn and field historic uses and evolution, researched aerial maps and 
photographs of the property, assessed preservation needs, and provided recommendations for 
preservation and future use. The history team researched the history of the property and family, 
provided historical context, assessed and photo-documented existing environmental resources, 
and provided recommendations for further research and future use. The archaeology team 
prepared a Phase I archaeological report including assessment of archaeological potential, 
areas for further investigation, and recommendations for future archaeological work.  
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PROPERTY HISTORY 
 
 
FAMILY HISTORY OF GLEN LEVEN FOUNDERS, 1780-1848 

 
Thomas Thompson, the founder of the Glen Leven property, was born in Orange 

County, North Carolina, on November 24, 1759.  Thompson was one of the six sons and three 
daughters of Robert and Letitia (Lettice) Thompson.  He grew toward manhood living on two 
640 acre land grants secured by his father in 1753.1  Almost twelve years later on May 16, 1771, 
Robert Thompson was killed prior to the Battle of Alamance Creek while part of a group called 
the Regulators.  After repeated legal pleas for tax leniency, fighting seemed imminent between 
British Governor Tyron of North Carolina and the Regulators.  In an attempt to quell the 
impending hostilities, Robert Thompson accompanied a Pastor, Dr. Caldwell, to a council with 
Governor Tyron.  Unfortunately, the exchange between the two groups did not produce the 
desired results for either side and hostilities ensued.  Three separate and corroborating 
accounts of this meeting exist and although varying in detail, each confirms that Thompson was 
killed during or shortly after the initial meeting by Tyron or members of his militia.2  Family 
members contend that Robert Thompson’s “blood was the first shed in the War for American 
Independence,” and are proud to proclaim him as a “distinguished ancestor.”3  At only twelve 
years old, Robert’s son Thomas was forced to become a man. 

 
Like his father before him, Thompson enlisted in the North Carolina militia between 1774 

and 1779 and served for a period of ninety days during the initial stages of the American 
Revolution.  Although exciting at times, Thompson found war a relatively boring and dangerous 
endeavor.4  Upon returning to Orange County in the late 1770s, Thomas decided to move 
westward into the interior wilderness.  His objective was to move to a small bluff settlement on 
the Cumberland River that had been somewhat settled by men under James Robertson and 
financed by Richard Henderson.5  This was the beginning of the Nashville we know today.  

 
Thompson began his overland travel with John Buchanan, his wife Margaret and 

children, James Mulherin, and Mulherin’s brother.6  During their travel the group chanced upon 
another group led by James Robertson and joined their party.  Moving down from Kentucky, 
Thomas and the remainder of Robertson’s group arrived in Nashville after crossing the frozen 
Cumberland River.  Conflicting sources show that Thompson arrived there between December 
1779 and February of 1780.7  In the latter year, at age twenty-one, he built a cabin in the new 
settlement overlooking the Cumberland River.8   

 

                                            
1
 Joe Thompson, “The Thompson Family,” in Nashville a Family Town, ed. Mary Glenn Hearne (Nashville, 

TN: Nashville Public Library, 1978), 24. 

2
 Ibid, 26, 31, 41, 42. 

3
 Ibid, 31. 

4
 Unknown author, “Glen Leven,” Typewritten Thompson family history; photocopy in the files of The Land 

Trust for Tennessee (Nashville, TN: Date Unknown, after 1970), 1. 

5
 Thompson, “The Thompson Family,” 31. 

6
 Unknown author, “Glen Leven,” 1. 

7
 Thompson, “The Thompson Family,” 31; Unknown author, “Glen Leven,” 1. 

8
 Paul Clements, A Past Remembered (Nashville: Clearview Press, 1987), 82.   
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On May 1, 1780 the new settlers came together to draft and sign the Cumberland 
Compact.  This document served two purposes for the 250 men who inscribed their names 
upon it.  The compact served not only to govern their new settlement, but as a land-buying 
contract between Richard Henderson and the settlers.9 

 
The American Revolution still raged in the fall of 1780, and Thompson decided to return 

to the Carolinas to join the war effort.  Unfortunately, his second experience in the militia did not 
end as well as his first and Thompson was captured during one of British General Lord 
Cornwallis’ raids of the Southern Campaign.  Little detail of his imprisonment is known but he 
was eventually released under unknown circumstances.   

 
Thompson returned to the bluff settlement in 1783 where he “endured the hardships of 

pioneer life and dangers of Indian attack.”10  In the late 1780s he returned once again to North 
Carolina where he married Nancy Thompson on January 22, 1789.  Conflicting sources claim 
Nancy to be his distant cousin.11   Other sources deny that claim, but state that Nancy was of 
“somewhat better blood than Thomas.”12  Thompson brought his new bride back to Tennessee 
in 1790 where they made their home on a 640-acre tract of land granted to him as payment for 
his services during the Revolution.  The date that Thompson acquired the land in one account 
was as early as 1780 when he first arrived at the settlement,13 while another placed this 
acquisition in 1783 after being released from British forces.14  Yet still another account contends 
that Thompson did not claim his grant until after 1789 when he returned to Nashville with his 
wife.15  The original grant deed however states the following: 

 
THOMAS THOMPSON - NC – No. 255 – Reg. May 13, 1790 
For 10 lbs per 100 acres paid by Thomas Thompson was granted a tract of land 
containing 640 acres in Davidson County on the south side of the Cumberland 
River and waters of Browns Creek adjoining Jonathon Drake’s corner and 
William Simpson’s line.  Surveyed for Thomas Thompson July 15, 1785 by 
James Mulherin, D.S. in consequence of a Warrant no. 132.  Located Jan. 15 
1784.  July 13, 1788.16     

 
 The language of this grant supports the second claim which suggests that the land was 
acquired in 1783, located by Thompson in early 1784, surveyed in 1785, and while the 
Thompson’s had already owned the property for seven years, it was finally registered in 1790.  
During this period he built a log house near modern day Thompson lane that became known as 
Thompson’s Station, which was later the site of the Beaman Bottling Company.17  This dwelling 

                                            
9
 Paul H. Bergeron, Stephen V. Ash, and Jeanette Keith, Tennesseans and Their History (Knoxville: 

University of Tennessee Press, 1999), 33.  

10
 Clements, A Past Remembered, 82. 

11
 Unknown author, “Glen Leven,” 1. 

12
 Thompson, “The Thompson Family,” 31.  

13
 Ibid, 32. 

14
 Tara Mitchell Mielnik, “Glen Leven,” Property Nomination to the National Register of Historic Places 

(Nashville: Tennessee Historical Commission, 1995), section 8.   

15
 Clements, A Past Remembered, 82. 

16
 Helen C. Marsh and Timothy R. Marsh, Land Deed Genealogy of Davidson County Tennessee, 1783-

1792, Vol. I (Greenville: Southern Historical Press, 1992), 157.   

17
 Thompson, “The Thompson Family,” 32. 
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would not only provide a home for his wife and family, but also shelter against Indian attacks 
that were still a possibility that warranted consideration.  One source claimed that a brother of 
Thompson’s surveyed the land but evidence shows that James Mulherin completed the 
survey.18  Nonetheless, either through a faulty survey, or through unclear or inadequate 
documentation of land sales, disputes erupted between relatives and neighbors over 
Thompson’s land boundaries.  By 1797 he had sold the southern portion of his land to Sampson 
Williams, and a middle section to his brother Jason Thompson.  Both transactions were further 
hampered by uncertain land boundaries.  Soon, because of these disputes, as well as financial 
difficulties stemming from resolving the debts of his friends, not only was Thomas’s acreage 
greatly reduced but financial problems began to build.19  It was stated that Thompson “was more 
full of energy than of business sense,” and that he was “greatly embarrassed on account of his 
going security for his friends” which soon led to a mortgage on his remaining land and legal 
actions that plagued him almost until his death.20 
 

By 1800, Thompson’s acreage was greatly reduced and through his elder years it looked 
as if he might lose what remained of his lands.21  Thankfully, years earlier, on June 1, 1793, 
Thompson and his wife Nancy welcomed the arrival their son John, who was born in the 
stockade on Brown’s Creek.22  Unbeknownst to Thomas at the time, John Thompson would 
become one of the first, and most influential and prosperous developers of Glen Leven.  John 
was the first son of his parents’ five children, which included John’s brother Robert, who died 
quite young, and three sisters.  Upon becoming old enough, John Thompson began working 
diligently with only two slave hands.23  Thompson not only worked his father’s land, but also with 
other local farmers, taking whatever work was available from them.  As John’s determination 
grew, so did his workforce, and it was said that as a young man he “worked in the fields beside 
his slaves and to have earned enough money to buy others.”24  This fact is presented in 
Davidson County Deed Book “T”, 1829-1835, which reads as follows:  

 
300) JOHN THOMPSON OF PHILLIP & SALLY CAMPBELL 
BILL of SALE -                                                   Reg 2 July 1832 
We, PHILLIP CAMPBELL & SALLY CAMPBELL, his wife,  
Have sold to JOHN THOMPSON all our interest in a certain negro 
woman, named Milley, about thirty four years of age. 
11 April 1832   PHILLIP CAMPBELL   SALLY CAMPBELL 
Test: ALLEN COTTON,  JOHN SANDERS25 

 
We have not yet identified where Milley and the other Thompson slaves lived at Glen Leven, but 
during John Thompson’s years, the number of African American slaves expanded steadily to the 
point where the Thompsons were part of the large slaveowner class in Davidson County. 

                                            
18

 Unknown author, “Glen Leven,” 1. 

19
 Clements, A Past Remembered, 82. 

20
 Unknown author, “Glen Leven,” 1; W.W. Clayton, History of Davidson County, Tennessee: With 

Illustrations and Biographical Sketches of its Prominent Men and Pioneers (Nashville: Charles Elder, 1971), 68. 

21
 Clements, A Past Remembered, 82. 

22
 Ibid, 82.   

23
 Clayton, History of Davidson County, Tennessee, 68.  

24
 Clements, A Past Remembered, 84. 

25
 Mary Sue Smith, Davidson County, Tennessee, Deed Books T and W, 1829-1835 (Bowie, MD: Heritage 

Books INC., 1994), 112.     
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 In a relatively short period of time, John Thompson earned enough money to pay off the 
mortgages against his father’s land and became the sole owner of the old home.26  Eventually, 
Thompson “managed to accumulate enough money to not only salvage his father’s place, but to 
buy back the land which had been sold to Sampson Williams,” and to wage “a successful court 
battle to gain control of the disputed acreage which was claimed by his Uncle Jason.”27   
 

Although John Thompson was financially stable and successful in his business 
practices, his family life “was filled with misfortune.”28  In 1823, at almost thirty years of age, 
Thompson married his first wife Mary Elizabeth Washington.  John and his new bride made their 
home in a large log house that he built in 1824 because the “blockhouse was no longer suitable 
for a residence.”29  This log building was the first of three dwellings built one half mile to the 
west of the blockhouse, facing east, and was located in about the same location as the present 
Glen Leven house stands today.30  Mary Washington and John Thompson had two daughters, 
Mary E.W., and Margaret Adelaide, both of which were tubercular, and died during their teenage 
years in 1844 and 1841, respectively.31 Mary Washington Thompson died in 1826 shortly after 
giving birth.32  Two years later in 1828, John’s mother Nancy passed away in the log house and 
was buried in the Thompson family cemetery located on the property.  It is currently unclear 
exactly where the cemetery was located on the property.  However, five other family members 
would be buried in the cemetery before its removal on March 11, 1882.  All eight of the 
Thompson family who were buried there were exhumed and re-interred in Section 9, Lot 91, Mt. 
Olivet Cemetery, Nashville, TN.33       

 
Thompson married again in 1830 to Betsy Turley Buchanan, who was a widow at that 

time.  Unfortunately, she died while giving birth to their son, John Jr., in 1831.  John Jr. lived 
only until the next year, and died in the summer of 1832.34  In that same year Thompson 
married another widow named Martha Dunn Rawlings who had a son from her first marriage 
named Robert Rawlings.35  John also had a daughter by Martha named Ann Elizabeth, who 
grew to adulthood and married Joseph W. Horton who was a hardware merchant in Nashville.36   

                                            
26

 Thompson, “The Thompson Family,” 33; Clements, A Past Remembered, 82. 

27
 Clements, A Past Remembered, 82. 

28
 Ibid, 82. 

29
 Ibid, 82; Thompson, “The Thompson Family,” 33; Mary Hamilton Thompson Orr, Interviewed by Joseph 

Thompson Jr., January 1, 1963, “The History of Early Nashville: Thompson and Overton Homes and Other Properties 
as told by Mary Thompson Orr,” Recording, Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN. (referred to hereafter as Orr 
Interview); Unknown author, “Glen Leven,” 2. 

30
 Unknown author, “Glen Leven,” 2; Orr Interview, January 1, 1963.   

31
 Thompson, “The Thompson Family,” 32; Mary Hamilton Thompson Orr Papers, 1791-1896, and Addition, 

1779-1955. “Genealogical Data of the Thompson Family,” Box 4, Item 6, (Tennessee State Library and Archives, 
Nashville, TN), 1969 (hereafter referred to as Orr Papers, “Genealogical Data of the Thompson Family”). 

32
 Clements, A Past Remembered, 82. 

33
Thompson, “The Thompson Family,” 32; Orr Papers, “Genealogical Data of the Thompson Family,” Box 4, 

Item 6; Davidson County Cemetery Survey, “Thompson Cemetery (Removed) Glen Leven,” 
http://davidsoncocemeterysurvey.com/Cemeteries/S/thompson_oh54_cemetery.htm (accessed February 11, 2010).  

34
 Thompson, “The Thompson Family,” 32; Orr Papers, “Genealogical Data of the Thompson Family,” Box 4, 

Item 6. 

35
 Thompson, “The Thompson Family,” 33.   

36
 Ibid, 33; Clayton, History of Davidson County, Tennessee, 68. 
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During the 1830s Glen Leven first became known for its gardens, with family records 
showing that Thompson had ordered several varieties of flowering bulbs from Holland.37  Even 
as the fragrance and color of yellow narcissi, daffodils, and blue, white, plumed and grape 
hyacinths began to brighten the spring of 1837, John’s father Thomas died just as his wife 
Nancy had nine years earlier, upon the land that his son had saved and in the log house that he 
had built.38  He died as he had lived as a “plain, unassuming man, charitable towards all, and 
hospitable to the poor,” and was buried next to his wife in the family cemetery.39   

 

           
 

These portraits of John Thompson and Mrs. John Thompson were painted by famous Tennessee artist 
Washington Cooper.  Having a Cooper portrait was yet another way the state’s planter and merchant elite 
underscored their social position in the 1840s and 1850s.  It is believed that “Mrs. John” is Martha Dunn 

Rawlings Thompson.  Portraits courtesy of Tennessee Portrait website, Colonial Dames. 

 
At age fifty-five, John Thompson was forced to mourn the loss of yet another wife when 

Martha died in 1848.40  Intriguingly, Martha Thompson provides an interesting and conflicting 
account of how the property received the name “Glen Leven.”  The most commonly known 
account of the property’s namesake was believed to come from a traveler who visited the 
property in the late 1850s after the third and final house had been built.  This account states that 
“Late one evening, not long after the house was built, a well traveled visitor looked out over the 
rolling lands which lay along Brown’s Creek toward a range of hills rising in the distance.  In the 
fading light the expanse of fields and pastures gave the appearance of water, and after the 
visitor commented that the view from the house resembled the view from the island castle at 
Loch Leven in Scotland, the plantation was named Glen Leven.”41  To the contrary, Mrs. Mary 
Thompson Orr, John’s Granddaughter, remembered in a 1963 interview that Martha was fond of 
reading Scottish literature and novels, had picked up the name from that type of literature, and 

                                            
37

 Roberta Seawell Brandau, ed.  History of Homes and Gardens of Tennessee (Nashville: The Garden 
Study Club of Nashville, 1936. Reprint, Nashville: Friends of Cheekwood, 1974). 

38
 Roberta Seawell Brandau, ed.  History of Homes and Gardens of Tennessee. 

39
 Clayton, History of Davidson County, Tennessee, 68; Davidson County Cemetery Survey.   

40
 Orr Papers, “Genealogical Data of the Thompson Family,” Box 4, Item 6. 

41
 Clements, A Past Remembered, 84.  
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named the property accordingly.42  The Peabody educator and Nashville novelist Alfred L. 
Crabb attributes the name to the novels of Walter Scott, who was very popular among the 
plantation elite.  Crabb points out that several Nashville antebellum estates share place names 
taken from Scott’s novels.  Regardless of the original namesake, the name has steadfastly 
endured until the present. 

 
 In 1851, John Thompson once again married.  He had made the acquaintance of a 
young widow named Mary Hamilton House after her husband, George W. House, had died of 
fever in September of 1850.  John must have made an impression on twenty-eight year old 
Mary, and her letters attest that by the late summer of 1851 Mary was “writing her brother 
Joseph Daviess Hamilton about her impending marriage with the thrice widowed John 
Thompson of Nashville.”43  Only months later John and Mary became man and wife on October 
the 23, 1851, at a ceremony preformed by Dr. John T. Edgar on the grounds of the Nashville 
Female Academy.44  At the time it seemed as if the Thompson name would end with John, 
being fifty-eight years old and having only daughters surviving as the fruit of his first three 
marriages.45  Mary also had a daughter named Sallie by her first marriage, which brought the 
number of girls living in the house to three.  But that was not to be the case, and in 1852 Mary 
had a son whom they named John Thompson Jr.  Two years later in 1854, good fortune once 
again shined on the Thompson’s as they welcomed the arrival of their second son, Joseph 
Hamilton Thompson.   

 
 

AN ANTEBELLUM PLANTATION 

 
 Throughout the early to mid 1800s, Thompson became “engaged in a variety of 
economic endeavors,” and “displayed a marked financial ability.”46  In addition to the plantation, 
Thompson and his ever-growing number of African American slaves operated commercial 
businesses in downtown Nashville. 
 
 In this period Thompson began accumulating “quite a fortune,” and his Granddaughter, 
Mary Thompson Orr remembered that even with a limited education he was a “very meticulous 
and careful bookkeeper,” and stated that “Every time he sold a bunch of celery, he didn’t spell it 
right but he put it down.”47  Family legend attributes this prosperity to Thompson’s “innate 
canniness,” and that quality would continue to help him prosper and attain the title “John 
Thompson, Gold Farmer” from a local Nashville newspaper.48  John’s activities also garnered 
him the notoriety of being the “last farmer of the family to make his acres pay,” and his activities 
eventually allowed him to “buy more and more land adjoining his Brown’s Creek plantation, 
which eventually grew to include nearly 1,000 acres.”49  

                                            
42

 Orr Interview, January 1, 1963. 

43
 Mary Hamilton Thompson Orr Papers, 1791-1896, and Addition, 1779-1955. “Scope and Content,” Box 4, 

Item 6, (Tennessee State Library and Archives, Nashville, TN), 1969. 

44
 Orr Papers, “Genealogical Data of the Thompson Family,” Box 4, Item 6. 

45
 Unknown author, “Glen Leven,” 2. 

46
 Clements, A Past Remembered, 82.   

47
 Thompson, “The Thompson Family,” 33. 

48
 Unknown author, “Glen Leven,” 2.   

49
 Ibid, 2; Clements, A Past Remembered, 82. 
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But it is misleading to portray Thompson solely as a farmer who raised himself to 
success through hard work.  He actively pursued the latest in transportation technology for his 
farm.  In the late 1820s, he supported and invested in the first major turnpike in Middle 
Tennessee.  The creation of the Franklin Turnpike Company came at the last day of December 
1829, five years prior to the 1834 state constitution’s endorsement of a statewide system of 
internal improvements and six years before later expansions in state internal improvement 
programs for turnpikes in the late 1830s.  Turnpikes, along with banks and railroads, were the 
primary economic development tools pursued by state and local officials during these internal 
improvement campaigns.  The Tennessee General Assembly approved the first state turnpike 
corporation in late 1829 by chartering the Franklin Turnpike Company. This charter was later 
amended in 1835 and 1837.  When the turnpike opened for business in 1838, John Thompson 
was among the initial stockholders of the company.  

 
Thompson aggressively pursued railroad development.  In early 1850, he was an initial 

member of the board of commissioners for the Nashville and Alabama Railroad (later the 
Nashville and Decatur), which would pass through the northern part of his plantation once the 
actual route was developed later in the decade.  A year later, on March 24, 1851, a law passed 
by the Kentucky legislature allowing for the incorporation of the Mississippi and Nashville 
Railroad Company listed John Thompson as one of the company commissioners for Nashville.  
Transportation so defined Glen Leven that the third of the land between the pike and the 
railroad was known as the homeplace.  The Thompson property was located in the ideal place 
to readily ship its agricultural harvest, as well as its mature livestock.   

 
The central location of Glen Leven in the region’s transportation system mirrored 

Thompson’s central position among Nashville’s plantation elite.  As early as 1832, he 
contributed to the city’s cultural life as the recording secretary for the Tennessee State Lyceum, 
an important early cultural institution.  Probably in 1840s, Thompson and his wife sat for the 
noted portrait painter Washington Cooper.  Also in the 1840s, Thompson received one of his 
first political positions, as one of the inspectors for the Tennessee State Penitentiary in 1847.   

 
Thompson’s level of slave ownership also separated him not only from the majority of 

Davidson County farmers but further distinguished him among the ranks of the county’s slave 
owners. In the 1830s John had owned almost fifty slaves, and by the 1840s that number had 
grown to seventy-five.50   Compare those totals to the patterns traced by Donald L. Winters in 
his study Tennessee Farming, Tennessee Farmers (1994) where less than 5 percent of 
Tennessee farmers owned 20 or more slaves, far fewer still owned more than 50 slaves.   The 
number of slaves working the lands and properties of the Thompsons distinguished the estate 
from those of their neighbors as much as the Cooper portraits hanging in the mansion.  

 
Transportation advantages explain part of why slavery was so prosperous for 

Thompson.  His property also was well equipped to cultivate crops and raise livestock, which 
not only provided for the family and slaves but also produced foodstuffs that were marketable in 
a wider regional market.  The Middle Tennessee region is a fertile area for agriculture where 
cotton, wheat, oats, potatoes, tobacco, corn, and livestock flourish.  The soil of the Glen Leven 
property is composed of two distinct types of soil, both of which can produce impressive 
agricultural yields.  The majority of the soil found on the property is Maury Silt loam (MaB), 2 to 
7 percent slopes.  This soil consists of a 7 inch surface layer of dark brown silt loam, with a 
three tiered layer of subsoil that extends to a depth of 65 inches.  This lower level is described 

                                            
50

 Clements, A Past Remembered, 84.  
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as “brown and reddish brown, friable silty clay loam in the upper part; reddish brown, firm silty 
clay in the middle part; and yellowish red, firm silty clay in the lower part.”51  This soil type is 
classified as good for grain and seed crops, grasses, wild herbaceous plants, hardwood trees, 
coniferous plants, open land wildlife, and woodland wildlife.  The yields per acre of crops and 
pasture are as follows: 125 bushels corn; 3,300 pounds of tobacco; 40 bushels soybeans; 50 
bushels wheat; and the pasture land can provide forage for 9.5 animals per acre for a 30 day 
period.52   

 
The second type of soil found on the property is Stiversville loam (StC), 3 to 12 percent 

slopes.  This soil forms a peninsula that extends north-south through the lowland area of 
Brown’s Creek and is bordered on the east and west sides by Maury Silt loam (MaB).  The 
surface layer is composed of 8 inches of dark brown loam, and the lower portion is composed of 
loam subsoil that extends to a depth of 53 inches.  This soil contains small areas were 
limestone is present at depths less than 40 inches, and often exposed.  Limestone bedrock is 
found at a depth of 60 inches.  This soil has “medium potential for row crops and high for small 
grains, hay, and pasture.”53  From its formation, these rich soils helped the Thompson farm 
prosper until it ceased activity in 2007.                                                            
  

 
Early photograph of John Thompson, c. 1860, that was auctioned in the estate sale of 2007. 

 
During the 1850s John Thompson owned a total of sixty slaves, thirty-two males and 

twenty-eight females as recorded in the 1850 Slave Census.  By 1860 John owned sixty-two 
slaves, thirty-five males and twenty-seven females.  Living on the property, these men, women, 

                                            
51 U. S. Department of Agriculture, Soil Conservation Service, Soil Survey of Davidson County, Tennessee, 

by Olin P. North, National Cooperative Soil Survey (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1981), 19. 
52 Ibid, 88, 76. 
53 Ibid, 25.   


