John Mathews (c. 1816-1885)

By Alice Mullaly

Born into slavery in North Carolina in 1818, John Dudley Mathews (née John Mask) was a stock
breeder and grain farmer and a respected member of the Little Butte community of Eagle Point in
Jackson County. He mapped the route of the U.S. Army military road from the Rogue Valley to Fort
Klamath and in 1872 suggested the name Eagle Point for the town near where he homesteaded.
When he died in 1885, he left “the record of a life of activity and honorable industry,” a local
newspaper wrote. “He will be held in kindly remembrance as a good neighbor and good citizen.”

John Mask was born in 1818 at the Mask Plantation in Anson County, North Carolina. His father
was plantation owner Dudley Mask (b. circa 1755). His mother was Mask’s enslaved daughter
Penelope (Nellie) Ellender Mask (1798-1882), who was twenty years old when John was born. She
had three children through her father: John, Dudley (b. 1821), and Susannah (b. 1823). John was
taught to read and write (which was illegal in North Carolina) and to breed and care for horses.

In 1825, Nellie Mask was sent to live with Drury Matthis, who lived a few miles from the Mask
plantation. They had two children: Drury (b. 1826) and Mary Amanda (b. 1828). Known as Nellie
Matthis, she and her children (who also took the Matthis name) were granted their freedom in 1830,
a few years before Dudley Mask died. In about 1831, together with the Michael Wooley family, who
lived nearby, they moved to northern Tennessee, where they settled in Tazwell in Claiborne
County. Within a few years, John Matthis had learned the roadbuilding trade from Wooley and had
married his daughter Elizabeth, who was white—a marriage that was illegal in Tennessee.

Sometime in the 1840s, the extended family moved to western Missouri, where John Matthis
learned how to farm from a relative. But there was violence against free slaves in Missouri, and
Matthis’s brother apparently was hanged for stealing. In 1853, the family—John, his wife and
children, his mother, and his siblings and their families—moved to Oregon Territory. John Matthis
led the small wagon train of Black and white families on the California Trail and then the Applegate
Trail, without incident, to Jacksonville in present-day southwest Oregon. The group split up, with
some staying in Jacksonville because of gold mining and others, including John, moving to the Little
Butte country to the northeast. Sometime after John and his family arrived in the Oregon Territory,
they changed their name to Mathews.

Because the Provisional Government of Oregon had enacted exclusion laws against Blacks,
Mathews could not buy or claim land; but Woodson Tucker, a friend who had been part of the
wagon train, claimed 320 acres and allowed Mathews to farm some of it. After Tucker was killed in
an accident, Mathews remained on the farm—Oregon’s exclusion laws were rarely enforced—and
over time was able to purchase Tucker’s claim. A corner of the land was set aside as a cemetery,
where Tucker and eventually Mathews and other family members were buried.

John and Elizabeth Mathews had sixteen children, many of whom remained in the area. He raised
wheat as a cash crop, borrowing money and paying it back in wheat or flour. He also built up a herd
of prize cattle and horses, which he and his sons drove to Idaho and Montana Territories, where
there was demand for them. The family became prosperous landowners in Jackson County and, by
the 1870s, one of the largest payers of income tax.

In 1865, when U.S. Army Captain Franklin B. Sprague required a better road from the Rogue Valley
to Fort Klamath, he turned to John Mathews to find a new route. The military did not use the road
Mathews mapped through Union Creek and the Annie Creek Canyon for very long, and it became
the gateway road to Crater Lake from both sides of the Cascade Range.

Mathews loved the eagles that flew above his farm, and he named the new nearby town Eagle
Point in 1872. A plague on North Royal Avenue near Napa Street, erected by the Eagle Point
Historical Society, honors Mathews’s contributions to the town: “Dedicated to John Mathews.
Pioneer of 1853. Named Eagle Point for the eagles that nested on the bluffs near his home, 1 mile
N.E. on Brownsboro Road.”

John Mathews died of typhoid fever in 1885. The John Mathews Pioneer Cemetery was named for
him.
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