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FOREWORD 

For many years there has been a need for a concise and 

thorough history of Tyrrell County. Most of the material that 

has been published previously has been scanty, especially 

considering that this county was one of the original precincts 

of Albemarle. 

There is a great need today for an understanding of 

local history among young people. It is hoped that this 

little book will help fulfill this need and make a contri­

bution to historical research in northeastern North Carolina, 

The author does not intend this to be a source book for 

genealogists or researchers. It has been written in informal 

style since it is planned for general use at the local level. 

For this reason footnotes and bibliographical references have 

been held to a minimum, 

It is hoped that through reading this book the interested 

observer may become better informed about Tyrrell County's 

past, which to a great extent is the key to the future, 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Long before the first Englishman set foot on the rich 

soil of Scuppernong, staked a claim and erected his simple 

abode, the woods and river banks of what is now known as 

Tyrrell County were hunting grounds of the Secotas, a rugged 

and simple tribe of red men that occupied the peninsula 

between Albemarle and Pamlico sounds, 

The Secotas were tall, straight and of a tawny color. 

Like all people of their race they made a living in the 

wilderness by hunting and fishing and raising small gardens. 

Their huts, which are corranonly called wigwams, were made of 

bark and rushes. 

Most of the Secotas lived in small villages. Two of 

their important villages in what is now Tyrrell County were 

Mecopen and Tramaskecoc, Located on the east bank of the 

Scuppernong ~iver near Second Creek, Mecopen was probably the 

largest Secotan village west of Roanoke Island. Trarnaskecoc, 

another village, was situated on the Alligator River near the 

point it turns north, probably in the vicinity of Grapevine 

Landing in present-day Gum Neck Township. 

Little is known of the Secotas, especially those of 

ancient Tyrrell. Many large cooking kettles, arrowheads and 

other Indian relics were later discovered in the neighborhood 

of Fort Landing which is thought to have been a center of 

Indian life in early days. 
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The Secotas were never a stron3 or important tribe of 

Indians. They quickly began to decline, like all Albemarle 

Indian tribes, after the arrival of whitt• people in eastern 

Carolina. Some of the Secotas probably migrated out of the 

region and united with related tribes. Most of the descen­

dants of the tribe, however, are believed to have joined the 

Machapungas of present Hyde County. By 1701 only one small 

settlement of Machapungas remained and these settled with the 

Corees on the shores of Lake ~attamuskeet after the ereat 

Tuscarora Massacre in 1711. By 1743 there were only a few 

Indians remaining in Tyrrell County and in that year the 

Provencial Assembly passed a law prohibiting them from huntine 

on lands owned by the settlers. 

The first white men to visit Tyrrell County were the 

~nglish settlers on Roanoke Island about 1584. Phillip Amadas 

and Arthur Barlowe, who lad ti1c colonizers to ~oanoi<e Is lan::! 

for Sir ,Jaltcr Ral2igh, are believed to have explored the 

regions bordering Albemarle Sound. Legend related that the 

Mother Vineyard, an enormous 3cup?ernong 3rap~vi11e growing 

today on ~oanokc Island, was planted there by Amadas and 

Barlowe from roots they obtained from the banks of Scuppernonl 

:liver. 

John Whita, who later brought colonizers to ~'.oanoke 

Island, made maps and pictures of the (!astern part of what is 

now North Carolina. On one of '.1is maps h~ described the 
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locations of the villages of Mecopcn and Tramaskecoc . So it 

is evident that John White explored 3cuppernong and Alligator 

rivers. His diary and ;)ictures also give a vivid description 

of the way the Indians lived . 

The Roanoke colony disappeared after Captain White 

returned to ~ngl and for supplies. No Ont~ will ever know what 

became of this Lost Colon/, though it is believed they went 

to live with the C:roatan Indians on the outer banks. It was 

seventy years before white peopl e again came to eastern 

Carolina. 
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A Secotan ',farrier 



C:lA.?TC:R TdO 

3ecause of the failur~ of Sir ',!alter Raleigh's colony 

on Roanoke Island, the English l earned important lessons. 
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The colonists must be willing to settle down to hard work in 

the new land and make friends with the Indians. They also 

l earned that it took more money to start a colony than any 

one single man such as Walter Ra leigh could afford to spend. 

With the l essons in mind a number of London merchants 

formed a stock company, investing t11eir money in starting 

coloni2s in the land of Virginia, as all the land in America 

was then called. This Company established a permanent colony 

in Virginia in 1607 at Janestown. The colonists soon dis­

covered Virginia's gold minc ---tobacco, Smoking had beco~e 

a fashionable fad i:1 Zngland since it had been brought there 

from Roanoke Is l c:nd. :-!ore and more people came to Virginia 

to start tobacco plantations. 

The colony in Virginia soon expanded southwards, It is 

not known the exact date of the first settlements of English­

men in the Albemarle region. By 1660, however, settlers were 

living along the Chowan River. Within a few years settlements 

were scattered all over the region north of Albemarle Sound. 

Many settlers, who were dissatisfied with life in Virginia, 

migrat1)d down into Carolina. In 1661 the first land grant in 

North Carolina was transacted by George Durant in what is today 

Perquimans County . 
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Very soon the growing settlements north of Albemarle 

Sound began to attract the attention of important people ir. 

London. Some noblemen saw an opportunity to make a princely 

profit from the settlers. In 1663 King Charles II was per­

suaded to grant or give eight of his fri~nds the vast terri­

tory of Carolina, much of which was still unsettled. These 

eight noblemen were called the Lords Proprietors of Carolina 

and they became the sole owners and rulers of the small settle­

ments north of Albemarle Sound. 

These eight noblemen established for their colony a 

government and sent officers and governors from England to 

rule the settlers . They also had the colony divided into 

precincts or counties. The early counties of the colony were 

Chowan, Perquimans, Pasquotank and Currituck . The proprietors 

also allow~d the settlers elect an Assembly to work with the 

governor and help make laws for the colony . These governors 

and agents of the Lords wen: often greedy, dishonest and 

stubborn and many were unable to get along with the Assembly. 

For many years they prevented progress in the infant colony . 

What is now Tyrrell County, still a wild and unsettled 

wilderness, was part of the grant to 3ir Ashley Cooper, an 

advisor to the King. 

In the early days life was difficult in the Albemarle 

region. For many years the settlers remained north of the 

sound and rarely ventured across the waters to the South 
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Shore, as Tyrrell was then called. In 1680 Captain Thomas 

Miller and Colonel Joshua Tarkington of Edenton took an 

exploring expedition across the sound. They pressed up the 

Scuppernong River and viewed the surrounding region. In their 

report they described the South Shore as a "Heart's Delight". 

Soon settlers were buying land and starting small farms 

along the Scuppernong River and Kendrick's Creek on the South 

Shore , Since the Lords Proprietors had already granted or 

rented much of the land north of the sound to settlers, the 

many colonists coming to Carolina in a steady flow from 

Virginia looked to the South Shore f.Jr land on which to start 

their small farms of tobacco an1 cottorl. The exact date that 

the first settler came to the South Shore is not known, but 

Englishmen were living there by 1690, 

At first settlements sprang up in the rich and fertile 

region around Kendrick's Creek. Legend relates that around 

1700 a group of settlers crossed the sound and settled at 

the mouth of Alligator Creek. A simple wall of hewn logs 

was erected for protection from Indians or pirates. Their 

settlement became known as Fort Landing, For many years it 

was the only settlement along Alligator River. 

The Scuppernong River attracted settlers because of the 

rich soil along its banks, good fishing and game-filled woods, 

By 1710 plantations had sprung up along this winding tributary, 

Among the first families to establish themselves as 
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planters on the South Shore wer e t he Lees, Blounts, Downings 

and Farle:.ys around K"'ndrick ' s Creek; t he Spruills, ,:olts and 

3atemans in what is now Scuppernong Townsh ip; t he r!oskins and 

(:haplins around .Uver Neck; the i:assc lls and /imb l es in the 

r egion around the pres C'nt town of Columbia; t he I" li:ct ~c. r s , 

Javises , Gowe tts and McAllist ers in t h~ ne i ghborhood of Fort 

Landing and Newfoundland; the Fhe l pses, ~avises, Tarkingtons, 

Batemans and Olivers around Southfork and Ch erry ; and the 

Armstrongs and Livermans at Cross Landing . Ot hQr pl anter 

families during the early da ys on t hc. 3outh Shore wer e the 

Al exanders, Cohoons , Davenports, :Zoug:1tons , Sawy P-r s , Brick ­

houses and : theridgcs . 

As plantations wer e estab lished along the South 3hore 

Negro slavery soon appeared. ,•'iany settlers crou~ht the ir 

Negroe s to th~ r egion with them to clear the trees a nd br eak 

up the land. Most of the plantations gr ew from small be~innin:rs 

how0ver . In this wild t arritory land wa s pl entiful but labor 

to t end it scarce . As a r esult many s ettlers purchased Negroes 

to work the fie lds. 

The governors and a gents of the Lords Proprie tors wer e a 

constant source of trouble to the s ettlers . A farmer in t hes e 

time s paid quit - r ents and taxes to the Lords and wer e r eally 

t enants . Many plan t ers succeeded after many years of hard 

work in buying the ir lands from the Lords. 

The land aeents of the Lords wc.re a s a rule a dishonest 
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and dc ceivin3 lot. They sometimes sold the same tract of 

land twice and often attempted to harass and defraud the 

settlers at every opportunity. In the colonial records of 

Tyrrell there are more than one hundred deeds from Lord 

Granville alone. This nobleman's agents, it is said, often 

swindled and harassed the planters of their meager earnings . 

In spite of these problems, however, the colony continued to 

grow . 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Most of the people who came to the South Shore in the 

1700's came from the section north of the Albemarle Sound 

and from Virginia, The great majority were English and a 

few Scotch and Irish. Kilkenny, an early sett lemcmt along 
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the southern banks of the Alligator River, was perhaps settled 

originally by Irishmen, The people, however, were Englishmen 

in speech, manner and thought, They considered themselves 

loyal subjects of the king of England . 

Nearly all the early planters on the South Shore were 

i:oo:;:- in early days. Some, by constant hard work and savings, 

secured large tracts of land and built comfortable homes. 

Many, however, found it easy to live in the warm and pleasant 

climate and were satisfied in living a simple, easy life. 

The planters were almost entirely self supporting. They 

built their own homes, raised their own meat and vegetables, 

made their own cloth, built their own furniture and cared for 

their sick. 

At first the planters lived in a log house with a clap­

board roof. But as time went on and he became better-off 

financially, he moved into a wooden house. The planter's 

house was generally large and square with a hall running 

through the center. The kitchen was located away from the 

house and the floors were rough pine and chimneys of mud or 

homemade bricks. 



Flantcrs on the South Shore were never large slave 

owners. Rarely even in later years did the planter o,;m as 

many as ten. Josiah Collins , who laL•r owned the immense 

Somerset Flantation near Lake Phelps, once m-mc.d more than 

three hundrGd, but this was a rare situation . 
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The 1lcgro slaw' lived in a cabin called the quarters 

near the master's =iouse. Usually he Has trcat:)d well by his 

master. He was provided food and medical attention and 

allowed to marry and raise a family. Cccasionally a hard­

hearted mastc•r or overseer made th~ lot of the slave a hard 

one , but such cases \,;,ere not common . Cruel masters, it is 

said, were scorned then just as people who treat anim~ls cruelly 

arc scorned today. 

There were no opportunities for education in early days 

on the South .:iborc, There were no public or private schools. 

If the planter could afford it, he sometime hired a tutor to 

teach his childrcn how t::i read and write . If a tutor could 

not be afforded, some parents tau:;ht th::?ir children to read, 

write and figure. The zreat majority of the settlers, h0\·7-

ever, never learned to read or write, s it:;ning their <l·x·ds and 

wills for posterity wit~ the proverbial X. 

:::arly private• schools were held for a few weeks in homes 

each year by a travelling teacher . It was not until 1797 that 

a private school, Phelps Academy, was opened in Tyrrell County 

by Josiah Phelps. Shortly afterwards Fikes Academy was opened 



at Alligator . 

It may be said that the ear l y settlers of t he South 

Shore ucre self - sufficient, hard -working and c l ose to the 

l and . I t r emained that way for many [;E:nerations . 

PASPATAl\lk 

c., 

<;E._C:OTAN 

~4ML1c 0 
~ Souno 

~ 

TYRRELL COUNTY BEFORE 

THE ARRIVAL Or WHIT£ S'E:TTl-F..l?s 
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CHAPTER FOUrl 

An old Indian trail ran from the mouth of Kendrick ' s 

Creek on the South Shore through the wilderness to the town 

of Bath on the Pamlico ~iver . Al ong this trail a struggling 

line of rude homes went up and soon extended to the Pamlico . 

Many of these settlements were in an area claimed by the 

powerful Tuscarora Indians. 

At this time t he Tuscaroras were a powerful tribe, for 

they occupied a ll the t erritory between Roanoke ~ivcr and 

the Neuse River . They were led by several kings or chiefs, 

two of the most important being John,'.-lancoek and Tom Bl ount, 

Hancock was warlike l eader of the southern Tuscaroras and 

King Blount ruled those living in what was later Tyrrell 

and Berti€ Counties. 

For some years the Tuscaroras had been getting more and 

more sullen about losing their hunting grounds to the whites. 

In 1711 there was trouble ir Albemarle between the settlers 

and their governor , and the Tuscaroras saw that this was an 

opportunity to strike at the settlements. Only one of their 

chiefs, Tom Blount , refused to join the gr eat massacre. 

Blount had become attached to the Blount family of the South 

Shore and had taken their name. 

In the uprising the Tuscaroras were joined by the Corees 

and Machapungas and the descendents of the Secotas. Many 
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Indians lived among the whites and telped them in their homes 

and on their farms . On the night before the appointed day 

the Indians were in :1iding throughout the region south and 

west of Albemarle Sound . At sunrise on September 22, 1711, 

just as the unsuspecting planters were opening their doors, 

a hcrrible war whoop shattered the stillners. It is said 

that no one will ever know how many settlers were put to 

death in Carolina. For three days they slew, burned and 

plundered until they were too tired or too drunk to continue . 

All during this great massacre Tom Illount ' s people 

remained silent and the small settlements along the South 

Shore were therefore spared, !lowever, along the Alligator 

River and on the Croatan peninsula the massacre had spread. 

Governor Pollock wrote in 1713: 

The Machapungas have done us great '.Uischicf, 

having killed and taken about 45 on Croatan and 

Alligator ~iver. There were about fifty or sixty 

of them who got together between }'!acha;>Unga 'Uver 

and Roanoke Island, which is about 100 miles in 

length with all manner of lakes, quag:nires and 

swamps, and is, I believe, one of the greatest 

deserts in t'.1e world, where it is almost impossible 

for white men to follm, them. They :1avc boats and 

canoes and arc expert wat~rmcn so t~ey can transport 

themselves wher.::ever they plc :i.:s _. 
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Gov~rnor Pollock raised troops in Albemarle to put down 

the rebellion. He signed a treaty with Tom Blount, \1ho agreed 

not to wage war against the whites. Troops from South Caro­

lina helped the settlers defeat the Indians. 

Following the war muc~ of the settlement south of Albe­

marle Sound was again a wilderness. Fortunately for the 

South Shore, King Blount kept his promise, As a reward for 

this, Governor Pollock gave his people territory near Rainbow 

Banks on the Roanoke River near the place :nlliamston, N. C. 

is now located. Here Tom Blount moved his people and later 

they migrated out of Carolina to New York, . 
The defeated Machapun3as of the South Shore were allowed 

to settle on t:1e shores of Lake :-1attamuskE. c:: . They slowly 

dwindled away until by 1761 there were only about eight men 

remaining. Thus ended one of the saddest episodes in the 

early history of Carolina. 

Once again settlers began to cross the sound to the 

South Shore and plantations pushed further south along the 

rivers and creeks. 

The South Shore's settlement was greatly accentuated by 

George Burrington whom the Lords Proprietors sent to Carolina 

as governor in 1724. Governor Burrington was a complete 

failure when it came to getting along with the Provencial 

Assembly, He was probably the most quarrelsome and stubborn 

man in our history, But when it came to making improvements, 
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Burrington was an energetic , sensible leader . He laid out 

roads and har.l bridges built across rivers and swamps . ~fackey ' s 

Ferry from =dent on to the mouth of ~<endrick ' s Creek was 

started durint> his govcrnorshi;, and was the first water link 

between Albemarle and t:1c South Shore . 

t·to;:-c and more immi3;:-.:mts came to the South Shore during 

Burrington ' s tine in office . Between 1724 and 1725 over a 

thousand families moved to the colony, many of these taking up 

homE:s on the, South Shore . 

u 
BATH 

TH£ SOUTH 5\-IORE 
IN 1690 

(") 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

What was later Tyrrell County , it must be remembered, 

was part of the counties north of the Albemarle Sound in 

early days. For example , the Scuppernong area was part of 

Pasquotank County and the Kendrick's Creek area was part of 

Chowan County . The people of the South Shore were a long 

distance from their county seats. Many had to travel miles 

over water and bad roads to reach their county courts. They 

began to ask that the South Shore be created as a new county. 

:-Im-lever, the agents of the Lords Proprietors did nothing about 

their requests . 

In 2ngland about this time a new king came to the throne, 

King Ge:)rge II, The growin?; colony of Carolina had becor.1e an 

important source of trade and commerce, In 1728 he asked the 

Lords Proprietors to sell the colony of Carolina to him. All 

of the Proprietors except Lord Granville consented. Carolina 

became a royal province and the rule of the Lords ended . The 

king gave Lord Granville his share of the colony ln land, some 

of which, unfortunately, was on the South Shore. 

In 1729, a year after North Carolina was restored to the 

crown, the General Assembly of the Province , meeting in 

Edenton, decided to establish all of the South Shore into a 

county, or precinct , as it was then called. The bill passed 

the Asserr,b ly on November 27, 1729 and was approved by Sir 

Richard Everand , the king's new governor , The law was 



entitled: An Act to Appoint that Part of Albemarle County 

l ying on the South Side of Albemarle Sound and ~oanokc 1ivcr, 

as high as '.lainbow Banl~s , to be a Precinct, by t:-w name of 

Ty~rcll Precinct . 

This act created a county out of the area which now 

includes Dare, Tyrrell, '.Jashington and Martin counties. It 

was one hundred :niles long and fifty miles 1•1ide . · Tyrrell, 

the largest county in land area, was allowed two representa­

tives at first in t:1e Assembly wl1ich met at Sdenton to h2lp 

the kin~ •s governor ma.kc laws for the colony. Th::: area was 

also crcat0d into a parish of the Church of r:n3land. All of 

Tyrrell :ow1ty was to be !~own as Saint Andre,v I s Parish . 

The Assembly that created Tyrrell :?rccinct also directed 

that a courthous~ be built. T,1e location chos,:m was on the 

cast s idc- of 1:endric:< 1 s Creek near Farl2y 's Bridr;c on the 

lands of .!illiam Farl2y or :-lilliam Jo,mi '16 . As ,vc will later 

sec, it was many years before a courthouse Has actually sta:cted. 

At the tlmc of its establis:1mr:.nt Tyrr12ll had about 

1,500 p:oplc , one-fourth of whom were '.!czro s l aves . It was 

oni:: of the s1mll~st precincts in !JOpulation , y'.:!t largest in 

size. '.~uc~1 of it was still unexplored, and Lak2 Scu:Jpcrnon6 , 

whici11-1e call Lake Phelps today, had not cvcn been discovered . 

Only one good road had o:::cn constructed in Tyrrell by 

t;1is tir.:1,2. Thts :1ad been cstab l islwd around 1715 and ran alon-:; 

th<J genera l route of present hi3:1way S4 fro1:1 '.(cndric';: ' s Cr.::c'< 
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to the Scup:,ernon:; River . \ few old Indian trails and narrow 

ca:::-t paths served as roads tl1rough the woods to remote settle­

ments and farms. 

Soon more and more colonists uere cor.iin~ to Tyrrell. The 

lands bctw8_n Second a:1d ''.titler ' s crcc•~s i,,,.r.:. bro!,(:n l!'? and 

settled about this time . Son" scttl~rs crossed t~L Great 

Alli3ator Jismal Swam;:, nnd broke up farms ln ,,:1at is now Gun 

:,cc!( To,ms!1ip . The Fryin:; Pan, uhich a;.,pcarcd on •_v-.::n the 

earliest naps of North :arolina, attracted settlers at first 

because of the fine fishin,3 on the ?an and i:i the Alligator 

Rivcc into which it flows; and because of the 0amc which was 

abundant in tbe thick wools . 

Tyrrell ;1ad been nancd !:Jy th~ A,sC'mbly after Sir Jo'.111 

'I'yrr,_ll, one of t!'lc Lords ::-roprictors of Carolina . It wns 

nrnJ ,1 county ,1nd p,1ris'1 and :,:;rowing every year in population . 

The> grandfatlwrs of many of to<lay' s citizens of Tyrrell :ounty 

had settl-:d '.1erc .-111 l the ar _a !)i:"osp~r('d and :;rcw. 
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CI-!AFT2R SIX 

On January 15,1735, Captain '.villiam Downing and Stephen 

Lee took their seats in the Assembly of the Province at 

Zdenton as the first representatives of Tyrrell County. Both 

men were prosperous planters around Kendrick's Creek. The 

Assemblymen, out of respect for Tyrrell's representatives, 

unanimously elected Captain Downing Speaker of the House. 

The courthouse, however, was not built as quickly as had 

been expected. In fact, it was twenty years before the first 

county courthouse was started. The Inferior Court of county 

was held in private homes during these times. The most fre­

quent place for holding court was on William Farley's planta­

tion on Kendrick ' s Creek. The first Clerk of the Court was 

Francis ,lard. 

The first R~gister of Deeds of Tyrrell County who had the 

duty of recording the first deed in Tyrrell was James Craven. 

This deed was recorded in 1736 when Joseph Buncombe, a wealthy 

planter from the West Indies, bought 1,025 acres of land on 

Kendrick ' s Creek and built his house. 

There were no tovms in early Tyrrell County. The largest 

settlement was then at Lee's Mill on Kendrick's Cre~k, which 

is present-day Roper. This settlement had been started around 

1700 when Captain Thomas Blount of Chowan County, a blacksmith, 

had settled on the eastern bank of Kendrick's Creek and in 1712 
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built the first mill in this section . llis widow married 

Thomas Lee , and in time the mill an~ th2 settUiment was cal.led 

Lee 's Mill . This mill was operated continuously until 1920, 

Lu□ber for many of t he historic buildings of eas t ern North 

Carolina were sawed here . The village of Lee I s l-lill lat(~r 

became the first county seat of Tyrrell County. 

In colonial days nearly all the settlers were of Znglish 

descent and they supported the Church of i ngland, which has 

the only legal and lawful church in North Carolina . As time 

went on, however, settlers of other r e ligious beliefs carrc to 

Tyrrell County , among them the Kehukies or Primitive Baptists . 

However, there was proba!:>ly not a minister of any denomination 

in the county for many years. 

One of the earlies t churches in :1orth Carolina was built 

around 1710 in what is now Tyrre ll County. This church was 

located on Spruill ' s Plantation at Back landing on the west 

side of Scuppernong ''"ivcr , anc'. is rnEntioncd in r ecord s as <;ar t y 

as 1720. This church, known as Saint Paul's Church, was often 

called Spruill's Chape l and was attended by the planter's around 

Backlanding and what is toda; Scuppernong Township . 

On 1'-!ay 28, 1747 James Craven, the county r egist er, entered 

in his r ecord book a land Grant signed by Joseph Spruill. 

Spruill ceded to ti~ people of Tyrre ll or Saint Andrew 's Parish 

thc church and its land: 

NORTE CAROLINA. To all people to whor.1 these presents 



shall come greetings. I, Joseph Spruill of the 

County of Tyrrell and province aforesaid, send 

greetings, etc. Know ye that I the said Joseph 

Spruill of Saint Andrew's Parish in the County 

aforesaid for and in consideration of love , r,ood 

will and affection which I have and do bear to 

y e Inhabitants of Scuppernong and of the parish 

and county aforesaid have given and granted and 

by these presents do pure ly, clearly and abso­

lutely give and grant unto the Inhabitants afore ­

said one acre of land wher e, the Chape l now standeth 

known as Saint Paul's as aforesaid lying near 

Backlanding and on the main road and exce;1t ed by 

me in a deed of sale given to l~ammon Henderson for 

the us e which said acre of land I do freely give 

to the Said Inhabitants and the ir he irs for Ever 

and I t he said Joseph Spru i.11 Do warrant the same 

ground the claim of any of r:iy he irs, executors, 

administrators as wittncssed my hand and s eal this 

28th day of Nay, 1747. 

Sealed and de livered in Presence of: 

Joseph Spruill 

James Craven 
~egistcr 

23 
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At Lee's Mill a parish or glebehouse was later erected 

and Saint Luke's Church was built here , The Chapel of 

Ahunty, on the ilarding Jones plantation was mentioned in 

early records and was probably a Baptist Church, but its 

location in Tyrrell County is not known, Saint John's Church 

in Tyrrell was another early church, but it was not charter ed 

until 1771. 

Colonial records show that from September, 1729 to March, 

1732, the land-holders of Tyrrell paid to the king's tax 

collectors 616 pounds, 11 shillings, 2~ pense, The collectors 

usually canvassed the county and collected the rents and taxes 

from the planters. Many times the people paid their taxes in 

beeswax, tobacco, pork, hides and rice , for money was scarce 

in the colony. 

In 1740 the Provencial Assembly met at Newbern and 

Tyrrell was represented by Stephen Lee, Edmund Smithwick, 

John Montgomery , ;Jilliam Gardener and James Castlelaw, The 

assembly decided that a warehouse should be built in Tyrrel l 

County at Backlanding on the wes t side of Scuppernong :Uver 

near 3pru~ll ' s Plantation for the collection of His Majesty's 

r ents and taxE- s, The assembly asked Lee and Smithwick to 

propose a bill that would enable the Justices of Tyrre ll to 

build this warehouse . The county's r epr es entatives were all 

from Lee I s ~!ill and wanted the warehouse located there , They 

asked the Assembly to allow them to have the king ' s warehouse 
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built at some other convenient place other than at Backlanding. 

The assembly, however, for some reason ignored their request 

and ordered the building erected at Backlanding. 

In 1740 the population of Tyrrell was about 2,500 , 

Joseph Spruill was First Major of the County Militia and in 

that year Saint Andrew's Parish elected a new vestry. Edmund 

Smithwick was county sheriff, 

The roads of early Tyrrell, like all roads in those days, 

were poor, Law required that every male citizen of the county, 

unless excused by the Provcncial Assembly, should work on the 

roads a certain number of days. In 1746 Governor Johnston 

greatly irritated the people of Tyrrell County about the roads. 

He owned two estates in Tyrrell, Conahoe and Graniers Planta­

tions in what is now Martin County, In 1746 His Excellency's 

overseers at these plantations refused to take the Johnston 

slaves to work on the road, He also neglected listing his 

property for taxes. In June of 1746 a "Company of Gentlemen 

from Tyrrell" sent a strong protest to the governor at Newbern 

about this matter, but Johnston as far as we know, ignored the 

protest. He did not help keep up "the King's High Roads of 

Tyrrell. 11 
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CHAPI'ER SSVI::N 

Governor Johnston was not a popular man in Albemarle, 

He wanted to make several changes that the older counties 

around the Albemarle Sound opposed, The Governor wanted to 

move the capital from Edenton to Newbern and he wanted to 

change the number of representatives these older counties 

had in the Provencial Assembly, 

The old Albemarle counties each had five representatives, 

whereas the newer counties in the sou1;hern part of the colony 

had only two. The Albemarle counties, therefore, controlled 

the Assembly and Governor Johnston could not get his way. 

The Governor, a clever man, found a way to trick the 

Albemarle counties. While the Assembly of 1746 was meeting 

at Edenton the Governor ordered it to adjourn and announced 

that it would meet again in November in !~ilmington, He knew 

that because of flooded rivers and bad roads at that season 

that few of the Albemarle counties would be able to send 

representatives. 

The representatives from Tyrrell and the other northern 

counties were furious over this action, James Craven, John 

Banburry, Stephen Lee, James Blount and William McKay were 

Tyrrell's five representatives at the assembly in Gdenton in 

the Fall of 1746 and they took a large part in the reaction 

against the Governor whom they already disliked because of 
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his failure to help keep up the roads. 

A signed statement by an observer at ~denton in 1747 was 

found in the colonial records that told of the attitude of 

Tyrrell's delegates: 

George Johnson of Tyrrell County in the Province 

of North Carolina, bricklayer , maketh oath that he 

was in the Year of Our Lord 1746 in the month of 

October at Edenton before the meeting of the Assembly 

that stood adjourned to :.Ji lmington on the Cape Feare 

in New Hanover County, and heard it tal~ed and con­

sulted between Mr . John '-lodgson, Mr . James Craven, 

Mr. John Banburry, Mr. Stephen Lee, Mr. James Blount 

and Mr . '.·lilliam .McKay , the last four being represen­

tatives of Tyrrell, not to go or attend at the said 

assembly to be held at \vilmington, and after having 

severally declared that they would not go, :--tr . Hodgson 

said if we don I t 30 nor any of the Notbhern members, 

by God there can't be a house and they nrust come 

back (to .:denton) again; meaning the Governor and 

such members of the other counties that should go 

to the assembly--and further this deponent saith 

not. 

GEORG:Z JOrmSON 

Just as the governor had expected , the northern members 

made no effort to attend the assembly. Only fourteen members 

were present when the assembly met in '.vilmington . It was 
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custom t·1at the assembly could not meet unless twr.;.nty-eii 1t 

we r e pres ent, but Governor Johnston declared that t he fourt een 

mad0 up a lawful ass embly. Ther eupon, laws wer e pass ,2d givin3 

every county only two r e pres entatives, and changing the capital 

from : dcnton to Newbern. 

Tht' Albemarle counti2s joincd to3::-ther and d c- clarLd that 

the l aws made by the assembly a t '.Jil;nine; ton \ve r c illegal and 

they refused to obey them. For e i ght years Tyrre ll and the 

ot;k.•r northe rn counties s ent no member s to the ass embly. ?-'.orc ­

over, the northern counties a 3r ccd t hat since they had no part 

in t,1C government that they would pay no taxes . Governor 

Johnston found '.1i.nsc lf in s erious trouble , since the southern 

counties als o stopp2tl paying taxes, claimins t hat they should 

not have to bea r all the expens es of the colony . 

Du!."ing the first y~ar of the nullification a ;1ainst the 

Governor, tht.: peo pl e of Tyrre ll decided that it was ti:ne t hat 

a courthouse be built. For twenty years the court had be2n 

mcc. ting in private ho:nc s and the county r ecords had been !~~pt 

by the officers on the ir mm plantations . 

Step'.1cn Lee , who was on2 o[ Tyrr~ll' s most prominent 

cclonial planters an:! who r c pr-2sentccl Tyrre ll for m.'.lny years 

in the Ass <'mbly, took a l cadin3 part in having the courthous ~ 

e r ected . On June S , 1748, he gave lan~ to the county on his 

plantatio~ near Lee 's ~ill for a courthouse . Th? Justices of 

the County acce pted the offer . The courthous e was start~d a:id 
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in 1751 the Inferior :::ourt opened in t:1e first Tyrrell County 

courthouse at Lee's ~till. l!encc , after twenty years one of 

the oldest countir;s in North Carolina finally had a county 

seat. 

Jhcn the king heard that Governor Jo,1nston was :1aving 

trouble in North ~arolina, he asked the 1oard of TraJcs, which 

advised hi:n on colonial matters, to investigate t~ic trouble . 

In 17 54 the Board advised the I<ins that th<:: Provcncial Ass embly 

was a t fault. It had had no right to create new counties and 

3 iv: them r 0pr 0sentation . 

rhe King a greed and on April :i , 1754, sent instructions 

to thl zovcrnor that all countie s that had been establish~d by 

thL Frovcncia l Assembly wichout his pcr~ission wcr~ to be 

abolished . The ~in3, ther efore , ord~rcd that TyrrLll nncl fiv~ 

other precincts be dissolved. This act was oppos l'.d in the 

colony, and within a year the kinJ was forced to give in . In 

January, 1755 1 the crown sent word to Go~~r~cr J obbs , who had 

succeeded Johnston, that t ltr asst!mbly coulc. pass laws t:1at 

woultl rc~stablish thes e counties. Tyrrell and tnr othe r abol­

ished counties w2re, th~r Dforc , r ccs tablis~cd in 1755 . 
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CHAPTZ:t EIGHT 

The y ear 1755 is an important and interesting one in 

Tyrre> ll County history. It was in 1755 that Lake Phe lps was 

discovered. Many stori0 s hav<.> been tole about the discovery 

of this large fr e sh-wate r body. The lake itself lay uns een 

by white me n £or many years be cause it is located in the 

middlE: of what was then called the Great Alligator .)ismal 

Swamp which cove r ed much of colonial Tyrre ll County. 

In 1755 3 c njamin Tarking ton and Jose ph Phe l ps l ed a group 

into t he swamp. Thc y we r e inte r este d in l carnin:3 why deer 

"when pcrsucd usually ran off in a particular d ire ction, from 

which t h,: dogs soon r e turned as i f baffle d in t l lc ir persuit." 

Afte r a s earch of t wo da ys, t hey finally loca t ed the larsc 

la!( c . Tarkington, it is s a id , a ctua lly d i s covc r .;;d t l:c lake 

by climbir.~ a tall tree . 3ut ?he l ps pu blis!1ed t !ic discover y 

and r e c e ived thi_: credit. For many y<ear s t l:•s la':e was called 

La '.,.e Scuppr.srnong , but in l a t •-=r y ear s it was na1m."J Lakr :?he l ps 

a ft e r one of the men wh o d iscove r c,c\ it. 

ThE: l a nds of Jos e.p'.1 Buncor.1!:;-:: , wt10 ha d r e corded t he first 

Tyrre ll d'!cd in 1736, wer e bcque t hcd to h i s n e phew '.:d\va rd 

Bunconb( w:10 livcc in thr- ::est Indies . In 1766 he camr:? to 

Tyrre ll to inspe ct his Carolina lands a nd like.cl the;;m s o much 

that h e d (;cide:d to s e ttle t h'c! r c . 3cforc r c turnin3 to t he '..'est 

Indie s to get h i s ·amily , ~unconbe ~~ranged with 3tcph c n Loe 
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to have a large plantation house built on his land. Buncombe 

returned with his family to Tyrrell County in 1768 to Buncombe 

Hall, the magnificent mansion that was to be his home. 

Colonel Buncombe , along with Stephen Lee, was one of 

Tyrrell's most important planters in colonial days. Over the 

entrance to his plantation, where both rich and poor were 

cordially invited, were the words, "Welcome All, To Buncor.1.be 

Hall". It is said that he even kept favorite guests by 

removing bridges on either side of his estate . 

Colonel 3uncombe' s first public act in his new home .-las 

when he was e l ected as a member of "His Majesty's Inferior 

Court for Tyrrell", which met at the courthouse at Lee's Hill 

in May, 1769. 

By 1770 trouble was already brewing between the royal 

province and the king which was to lead to the Revolutionary 

'.Tar a few years later. In Tyrrell, which stretched from 

the present town of Willians ton to Mann 's Harbor in those 

days, it was already becoming more and more difficult to 

govern the giant county. :vhen the Inferior Court met at Lee I s 

Mill in 1771 there were not enough of the magistrates or 

justices present to hold a session. Thomas Jones , a member 

of the court, wrote Sir Nathaniel Dunkenfield, a member of 

the governor's council, describing the 1771 session of the 

Tyrrell Court: 

Sir Nathaniel Dunkenfield 



Newbern, North Carolina 

Pardon the trouble I am about to give you 

touching an affair that has very much disgraced 

the Magistry of this County; you must know then 

Sir, that last Tuesday was the day appointed by 

law for holding the Inferior Court of Tyrrell 

on which day appeared six attorneys, the Sheriff 

of the County and the Clerk of the Court at the 

Courthouse, who continued there until Thursday 

evening with the Grand and Petit plaintiffs and 

defendents with their witnesses as also constables 

and during thich time only two Justices appeared 

viz. Colonel Buncombe and John McKildoe. Of course, 
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no court could be held for want of a third Magistrate. 

Until Thursday, the people attended with becoCTing 

decency and patience. They at length grew clamorous, 

damned the absent Justices (I think with propriety) 

and then prevailed upon McKildoe to adjourn the 

Court over to the next term, and went to their res­

pective homes. Some Gentlemen of property and fair 

character in this County then met together, and 

agreed upon the persons set down in the enclosed 

list to be placed in the council. I immediately 

offered my service on this occasion, and have 

taken the liberty to state with ~ uth the ill 



conduct of the Justices who neglected the public 

business in so shameful a manner. The Sheriff and 

Clerk of Tyrrell will attend the counril board . It 

will be further necessary form~ to add that no 
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county tax is laid, no lists of taxables arc returned, 

no Sheriff qualified, in totiden verbis all is in 

confusion, anarchy and uproar; pray therefore lend 

your helping hand to remove this injury from a gool 

people, and restore peace to His }~jestices ancient 

County of Tyrrell. 

I am Dear Sir, 

Tyrrell Courthouse 

29th November, 1771 

THO. JONES 

In 1774 the Provencial Assembly finally decided that 

Tyrrell County was too big and a law was passed creating 

Martin County out of the western-most section of Tyrrell. A 

county seat for the new county was established at the present­

day site of Willia:nston . 

This created a problem for Tyrrell County, for its court­

house was no longer in the center of the county, but located 

far to the west at Lee's Mill. The planters of Scuppernong 

had always been interested in having the county seat located 

in their section. In 1774 the Assembly changed the county 

seat from Lee's Mill to Backlanding on the west side of 

Scuppernong River. This site was located on the plantation of 



Benjamin Spruill, a son of Joseph Spruill who had given 

Saint Paul I s Church to t'.1c p~opl::, and 011 w!1ose land thz 

king's warehouse had been built Ln 1740, 
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The: first court at 3acklam.lins on 3pruill ' s plantation 

was ncU on "the third Tu.:;sday in May, 1774." At this court 

:olonel Edward Buncomoc presented a commission appointing 

llim cler!< of the court. Colonel Buncon1!:>c was the last cl~rk 

of court for Tyrrell County under the colonial government. A 

successor was appointed in February, 1777 after Buncombe had 

bccom::! fully engaged in the Revolution. The courthouse at 

the new county scat at Backlanding was completed in 1777 . 

.. 

BA C K LAND I N 6- 1 o DA Y 
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TYRRELL COURTHOUSE 
AT BACKLANDIN&-J777 

37 



38 

C!IAPT3:{ NBC 

The Revolutionary ifar started out as a protes t by the 

colonies against excessive taxation and other unjust acts of 

the '<ing. However , as everyone knows , it resulted in t ~1e 

colonies winnin:; complete! indcpen:ience from their mother 

country. 

In North Carolina the years preceding the war were 

eventful and exciting . The colony was preparing to r 8s ist 

tl1e :i:nglish government by force of arms if neces sar y . In 

Au3ust of 1774 all the counties sent represcntati.v:z!s to a 

conv•::mtion in Newbern . This conventioa, which the royal 

gov~rnor order ed to disband, voted to join the other colonies 

in r esisting the kin8• Joseph Spruill, J er emiah Frazi,: r, 

Pe t er ~·lynnc , Stephen Lee and Thomas Hoskins r epr esented 

Tyrrell at this famous meeting in Newbern. 

On September 9, 1775 Colonel Buncombe was appointed head 

of militia forces in Tyrrell County and ordered to prepare 

for possible conflict. Benjamin Blount was made Lieutenant 

Colone l, James Long, First Major and Jos eph Spruill, Second 

Major. 

It is said that Colonel Duncombe , w!lo was a wealthy 

planter, equipped and drilled the Tyrrell Militia at Buncombe 

Hall largely at his own expense . In April, 1776 another con­

vention met at Halifax, of which Archibald Corrie was Tyrrell's 

only representative . This assembly placed Colonel Buncombe 



39 

i::1 com,71and of the Fifth North Carolina 3atallion which was 

compos ed of a la:::-r;: nur:ibcr of men [rom Tyrre ll and ·10 i:;h­

borin3 counties . This batallion ,ms assi-:n.:d to t'.10 ".:on­

tincntal Ar1:1y un:i"r Gqncral '.Jeoc::::.. .fashin •-:ton a mont'1 lat,,r. 

~hilL Colonel 3uncrnnb was or3anizin3 his r c~~~cnt at 

3uncomb2 !~11, the Tories aruunJ LcL ' s ~~11 b, ca□c v,ry 

activ: . The To:ies wcr2 ~2opl2 living in th~ coloni~s who 

were not in favo:::- of t:1c war, and who 1·m.:1t cl t1:l~ colon.:1 to 

rcm.:tin a part of :n;;land. A l.:1.rg--: numb:r of t:1:.s: LoyalL;ts 

or Tories lived in Tyrr" 11 ::ounty . T_h~J ~Fent A.bout ti,-2 

county s,:,c:::-ctly tcyin;; to persuade patriots to l c,;av: t ,ir 

ba:::allicm. T'1 ·y promis-~d that as soo:i. as 3unco1:1bc 's r, ::;::. . .12nt 

had 1.,ft, thnt :;cn-2ral ·1m;2 , thi:: ~n~lis'.1 cornuianlc..r, would 

occupy thr ar"n and seize all the prop:rty of the rcbc.ls. 

Gainin,~ in st;~~n, th, they :.tad"' pla~1s Eor assasinatin_; 

3unco,:ibc: and ot'.1:r 1 o.<l, rs. They HC'.::'L lccl by ;:;ani 1 Lr•-:;c:;"t 

w:10 call-d !ri.ms::-lf '13c'lior !ar<len" an::1. ::iy Jo!in Ll011.: ll~rn. 

Bnforc they could carr; out their plans, th~ir socr_t wus 

disclosE:<l . Llc.:w0 llyn and S'...'v:·cal of the Tori,cs aroun..,; Lee's 

~~11 wer~ a~r-2stocl and plac~<l in jail in ~d2nton. Lllw~llyn 

was tried , convicted and sentenced to h,:rn~ . 1:1is c n~cd th~ 

Tory plot in Tyrrell. 

:~ry Llrw~ llyn, the wife of the To~y lcad ~r, w~nt to 

Jo:m ~- ~cas l::-y of Scuppernon::;, later a S ,:mator (ro,n Tyrrell 

County, and as'.<~d him to plead with th,::i Gov 0 rnor for :1cr 
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husband ' s life. Mr, Beasley wrote Governor Caswell, but 

Llewellyn was not pardoned. He was later executed at £denton . 

Legget, the Tories' ring leader, when he heard of Llewellyn ' s 

death, surrendered and as!<ed for mercy from Governor Caswell. 

He appears to have cxcapcd with his neck, 

In the Summer of 1776 the regiment of Tyrrell soldbrs 

left Lee's ~1111 for 1lilmington under Colonel Bun.combe . In 

a letter to Governor Caswell, Joseph !lewes of 2:denton, a 

signer of the Declaration of Independence, stated that 

ryrrell and Perquimans sent the first revolutionary volunteers 

to the Continental Army frora the Albemarle section , 

Colonel Edward Buncombe led the Fifth Batallion in many 

of the early engagements of the Revolution. :le was finally 

wounded and taken prisoner at Germantown in Pennsylvania . He 

died from his wounds while a prisoner in Philadelp!1ia in 1779 

at the age of thirty-seven . His family tried to manage the 

large Tyrrell Plantation after his death, but it was later 

divided among his heirs. 3unco:nbe Hall, one of the most 

elegant mansions of colonial North Carolina, was dcsert,~d . It 

was later demolished by Carpetbaggers after the :-la:: Between 

the States several years later . 

It is not known exactly how many .:icn from Tyrrell County 

served in the ~evolutionary Army, though the number probably 

exceeded one hundred . The war finally ended with the 

surrender of Lord Cornwallis to General '.Jashington at Yorktown . 
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North Carolina, as well as the other twelve colonies, found 

itse lf a free and independent state after more than one 

hundred y2ars under the English crmm. 

MACKE. Y'S Ff RR Y To DAY 
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In 1738 a convention was called at Hillsboro,~. C. to 

cl :cidc- w:10thcr the new State of ::forth Cnrolina would enter 

t~1,' United States. :ncctions we r e he ld throughout the state. 

Ty::r .:: 11 County \las r eprcscnt.:d at the famous :-!illsboro Son­

v cntion by 1-:czckia'.1 Spruill, =dmund nlount, Thomas Stuart, 

Josiah Collins and Joseph Tipton . 

In the same year the General Assembly rasscd a law pro­

viding for two voting pr?cincts in Tyrrell County. The 

county was still quite large for it stretched from the present 

tm:n of Plymouth to :::anns ::arbor on Croatan Sound. The 

,\ss -::?:nbly ;:irovidcd that in addition to the courthouse at 

: ac~landi~3 votin~ pre cincts were to be established at Fort 

Lt1. :1din~ for the people in the eastern part of the county and 

at L~~ •s :~ill for those in the far wcst~rn part of the county. 

T;,.•, s nmc '.";encral Ass c-.nbly passed a charter fo-:: the 

c sta::ilis '.-i:;, nt of a town in Tyrre ll. This tm•m was to be 

calLd ~,:ewport and was to be surveye<l and built on John 

: ia rri.1: -.:- ' s L:md at Backlandin3 near the ;Jlacc wh-?r0 the court­

hous e was then located . The town of :lewport, the first ever 

c:1nrtc r ::J in Tyr-ccll :ounty, n e ve r materialized . 

~our years later in 1793 the Ass 0mbly charte red another 

tm-111 in Hhat was then Tyrrell County. This town was to be 

call0d c lizabs th Tm-m and was to be located on the cast bank 

of th? .3cu,)pcrnong ',iv~~r near t '.1c r lacc then called .3hnllop' s 
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Landing. Thomas Hoskins and Zebidcc aasse ll later sold l and 

for the courthouse , The plans for t :1e village , which were 

drawn up by Joseph Phe lps and are found in the early r ecords 

of Tyrrell County, included a courthouse , goal or jail, public 

green, taverns and homes. The town was laitl off in 1793 and 

it was made the county s eat in 1799. The name of this town 

was changed to Columbia in 1810 becaus e of growing confusion 

with another Slizabe thtown in ~lorth Carolina. Court was first 

opened in the Tyrrell courthouse in Clizabeth Town in 1800. 

The town was incorporated in 1855 as ,a tax-levying district, 

Another town to be charter ed in Tyrre ll about this time 

was the town of Plymouth. Land for this settlement was 

donated by Arthur and Hilly 3.hodes as early as 1790. A f ew 

years later the General Assembly again decided that Tyrrell 

was still too laree to be one county. In 1799 the county 

was split for a second time and the western portion was 

created as Washington County with its county seat at Lee's 

Mill and later Plymouth. This division of Tyrrell r educed 

the county by half its original size and it lost many of its 

more prosperous plantations and settlements to the new county .. 

Huch of the county's history before the Revolution had been 

centered around Lee 's Mill, which now became part of the new 

county of Washington. 

Backlanding , which had been the county seat of Tyrrell 

from 1774 to 1799, for many years remained part of the 
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immtnse holdings of the Spruill family of Tyrr...-11 County . 

This family played a leading part in Tyrrell history from 

1728 until 1G6O . The courthouse, wharf, king's warehouse, 

historic 3aint Paul 's Church and other buildings at :Jack.­

landing have long ago deteriorated. The location in recent 

years has been owned by various members of the Davenport 

family of Scuppcrnong Township. This area of Tyrrell was the 

ccnte1 of civic life in Tyrrell from tlle time of the '.tevolu­

tionary .Jar until the .-Jar Betwe~n the States. 

In 1790 the first census of the United States was con­

ducted. Accordin3 to this census there were 3,037 people 

living in the county of Tyrrell of whom 1,152 were Ne0ro 

slaves. 

The years between 1730 and 1799 also witnessed the estab­

lishment of two great plantat ions in the wilderness around 

Lake Phelps by the Collins and Pettigrew families. In 1783 

Josiah Collins of Sdenton, who hac.1 made a fortune in shippine; 

and r~lated businesses, persuaded two other Edenton merchants 

to form a land corapany known as the Lake Company. The purpose 

of this endeavor was to buy the great swampland around Lake 

Phelps and undertake the great task of draining it. After 

buying 125,000 acres of land, they fitted out a slave ship in 

Boston and sent it to Africa for a load of slaves to dig the 

proposed drainage works, clear the plantations and woe!, tt1e 

projeet,:!d rice fields. The Some?rset Canal was com?letcd in 
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1787 connecting Scuppernong 1iver with Lake Phelps . Hundreds 

of ,egro0s were needed to c:i:; the large waterways and clear 

the land. tice was grown successfully for a few years, but 

later the plantation shifted to corn. 

About 1300 Josial: Collins bought out his partners and 

became sole owner of the company lands and plantations. In 

time the: grea t er part of thr 125,000 acres was sold off, much 

of it to the Pettigrew f3mily . Josiah Collins's 6randson, 

Josiah Collins III built the beautiful Soracrsct :~nor on 

the shores of Lake fhclps in 1329 . This mansion became the 

center of lavish social life and t he plantation its ,z lf con­

s is t cd of mor•~ than 2,000 acres of cropland and was worked 

by 328 Negro slav0s. 

The Pettigrew family of Tyrrell County produced three 

genorations of famous racn: 2binezzar Fctti3rew, ~ev . ~harlcs 

Pctti~n,w antl General James J . Petti0rew, The. family was 

established in Tyrrell County in 1789 when tcv . Charles 

Pettigr ew , a fo=mcr r ec tor of historic Saint Paul's Church 

in :dcnton, purchased land from Josiah Collins and started 

developins llonarva l-lantation on t l1e north-eastern end of 

Lake :'helps . Th~ ?,cv . Pettigrew latc•r moved his home to 

Be l grade , another Fettigrcw plantation n0ar present-day Creswell . 

. Jhilc at 3C! l :;radc he was c l e!ct cd first bishop of the Zpiscopal 

Churc'.1 of )iorth Carolina . ::owcver , he died at Bel grade while 

prcparin~ to sail to Zngland to be consecrated . Saint David's 



Church, started in 1803, was built by Parson Pettigrew at 

Be l grade at his own expense . The "Old Parson", as he was 

known by the people of the county, was a kindly man who 

preached and taught throughout the ar ea to people of all 

d enominations . 
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~is son Zbinezzar Pettigr ew later deve loped ~~gnolia 

Plantation, the s e cond Pettigr ew estate at Lake Phe lps, and 

er ected the most curious plantation hous e in Tyrrell County , 

The Oddity . Ebinezzar Pettigr ew was e lected to the Senate 

of North Carolina in 1809 . In 1835 he was €lcct ed to the 

United States Congress. He is the only Tyrre ll County citizen 

known ever to be elected to Coner css . He is als o credited 

with inventing the corn s helle r in 1839 and putting it into 

operation at Magnolia. 

Between the end of the ~evolution and 1800, ther efor e , 

much was taking place in Tyrre ll . In addition to the estab­

lishment of new plantations, t he creation of new towns , t he 

er ection of a new courthouse and the building of new churches , 

e fforts wer e be ing made for the first tim0 to provide educa ­

tion for the children of t he area. In 1797 Joseph ?hel ps 

opened Phe lps Academy on his plantation and around 1799 Pike 's 

Academy was started . 
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CIIAPTER ELEVE:-1 

Columbia must have been a simple village in the early 

1800's for it started out from very small beginnings. At 

first a lonely trading post called Shallop's Landing, it was 

finally chosen as the location for Elizabe th Town because of 

the failure of efforts to build Newport four miles upstream on 

the opposite side of the river. 

By 1840 Columbia had gro\vn considerably. A census about 

this time listed three carpenters, two tavern keepers, one 

overseer, one peddler, five merchants, three lawyers, two 

physicians, a shoemaker, three boatmen, two blacksmiths and 

several laborers among its population. 

Tyrrell County's planters were becoming more productive, 

In 1840 the county produced 108,641 bushels of corn, 22,961 

pounds of cotton, 8,081 bushels of wheat, 2,517 bushels of 

oats, 2,928 pounds of wool, 4,149 barrels of fish and $74,194 

worth of lumber. The population by 1850 had grown to 4,448, 

Of this number 3,296 were whites, 130 were free Negroes and 

1,702 were slaves , 

General Hezekiah G. Spruill was Tyrrcll's most prominent 

citizen during these years. In 1836 he was elected to the 

North Carolina Senate from Tyrrell and in 1851 the Governor 

appointed him a member of the North Carolina Board of Internal 

Improvements. 
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Educational opportunity continued to grow. In 1844 

Miss Mary Mann, a lady of intelligence, founded Columbia 

Academy and became its first headmistress or principal. She 

helped the school grow until 1847 when Dr. Samuel Terry of 

New York became its principal. This school was the fore­

runner of today's Columbia lligh School. Other early head­

masters were George M, Adamson, a well-educated teacher from 

New York; and Lemuel ~ice, a scholarly man who was principal 

until 1856. Most of the early history of Columbia Academy is 

recorded in Coon's North Carolina Academies, but we are not 

sure of its early location in Columbia. 

Mrs. ~aroline Alexander and her daughter Martha Simmons, 

a graduate of Salem College, taught at the school in 1857. 

Broughton~. Foster became headmaster in 1859 and was princi­

pal of the school until 1866. Apparently Columbia Academy 

remained open during the War Between the States. 

Besides the academy at Columbia, other teachers were 

"keeping" school throughout the county in 1850. Among them 

were Benjamin Foster, Henry Gray (a Methodist minister), 

Frederick Davenport, John E. Brickhouse (a Methodist minister), 

John Maitland of New York, Samuel B. Dozier (a Methodist 

minister), and Benjamin Francis of Virginia. Of course, there 

were no public schools at this time. No schools were supported 

from public taxes. Schools for many decades were private 

institutions operated by an enterprising teacher. 
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Many churches were sprin3ing up in Tyrrell County by 

1850. ~uring colonial times most churches had belonged to the 

Church o[ England, which is call::d the Zpiscopal '.:hurch today. 

rlowever, as early as 1739 a 3aptist Church had been cr~ctcd. 

The deed to th" first Methodist Church was recorded in 1831. 

The ~hape l Hill Church, a Negro church in Scuppernong Township, 

'.-Jas chartered in 1355 and is On'2 of the oldest churches standing 

in Tyrrell County today. In 1345 3haron Church on Second Creek, 

a Dcscipl~s of Christ church, had been built and in the same 

year a mcetin3 house was erected in Gur.i ::~ec'<. !3y 1850 there 

wzre three ministers of the Methodist Church alone in Tyrrell 

County. 

~lost of the people of Tyrrell County at this time continued 

to depend on the land for a livelihood. The plantations in 

Tyrrell County were never large. The average farm was about 

fifty acres and few of the planters could afford Negro slaves. 

Most famili~s were large and healthy and the entire family 

worked the farm. Many people by 1850, however, were skilled 

in trades or business. The census o[ that year lists several 

mechanics, shoemakers, tailors, ships carpenters, sailors and 

merchants. 

By 1860 North Carolina was one of the most prosperous 

states of the South. Southern culture by this time reached 

a pea'.< not rivaled until fairly recent years. More and more 

homes were displaying fine furniture and dishes of pewter and 
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earthenware. The people's clothing had improved as more 

became able to keep up with the styles of the day. The people 

found time to attend court and revival meetings and to visit 

friends or relatives . Some even took the time and expense to 

travel. Steamers, for example, ran between Columbia and 

Elizabeth City daily during these years of prosperity. Zdu­

cation was on the upswing with small academics flourishing 

over the countryside. All this was enjoyed for a brief 

interval and was then swept away by the great :lar Be.tween the 

States and t:1e tragic era of 1econstruction which followed . 

"The Oddity 11 



Currency Issu0 d by Tyrre ll Sounty 
and the Stat( of ~orth ':aro­

lina durin0 ':ivil .Jar . 

I 
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CrlAPTZR. TilELVE 

The .Jar 3ctween the States began in 1861 when the 

Confederacy bombartled 2ort Sumt<~r in the harbor of Charleston, 

3outh Carolina . Very soon ~orth Carolina had entered the war 

on the side of the .3outh and everywhere men were flocking to 

join the glorious Confederate Army that was goins to end the 

wa-:- in a few weeks and preserve the independence and dignity 

of their State. 

Company A of the Thirty-Second North Carolina Regiment 

was formed in Tyrrell County in May of 1862. This unit 

consisted of seventeen officers and eighty-four enlisted men. 

The regiment was placed under the command of Major Zdwar<l C. 

Brabble of Tyrrell County and was ordered to duty at :--turfrees­

boro, North Carolina. 

All officers of the Thirty-second regiment were membcrs 

of the same church, a coincidence not occuring again in the 

whole Confederate States Army. To their credit it is recorded 

that with one exception , not one of them ever tasted spiritous 

liquor. 

Probably no regiment in the Confederate service, writes 

one observer, was more fortunate in its officers and in their 

influence on the men. Colonel Brabble was a strict disciplina­

rian, yet considerate of his men's comfort. In the midst of 

battle it is said that all obeyed his orders and had entire 
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confidence in him, After his death in May, 1864, he was 

succeeded by Lieutenant Colonel David Cowand of Bertie County, 

This regiment was given the honor in 1863 of flying the 

first Confederate battleflag. This flag, having been sent 

down from General Lee's headquarters, was presented to the 

32nd North Carolina in an impressive review and ceremony in 

Virginia. 

Many men from Tyrrell County had enlisted in other units 

before Company A, 32nd ~egiment was formed in Columbia~ Among 

these was Lieutenant Colonel William F. Beasley, He was the 

youngest man of his rank in the Confederate Army, having been 

given the rank of Lieutenant Colonel when only eighteen years 

of age, He enlisted in the Seventy-first North Carolina 

Regiment. 

Other Tyrrell men enlisted in the Third Batallion, Light 

Artillery, North Carolina Troops of the Confederate States 

Army. The majority of men in Company B of this unit were 

from Tyrrell. The Batallion trained at Raleigh and served under 

General Stonewall Jackson during the early years of the war, 

Other Tyrrell men had joined the Nineteenth North 

Carolina Batallion in December, 1861, when it was organized 

in Edenton by Captain ~illiam Badham, In this batallion was 

the famous artillery unit "The Bell Battery" composed of men 

from Chowan and Tyrrell counties, Its cannon were cast from 

the bells of the town of Edenton and were named the Saint Paul, 
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the Fannie toulhac and t'1e Columbia. The Albemarle Sound, 

however, was never well-defended by the Confederates and 

after the [all of ~oanoke Island to the Union ~avy, Edenton, 

Zlizabcth City and later Plymouth were occupied by the enemy. 

It is said that union troops captured and ransack':?d 

Columbia and burne:d the bridge across the narrows of the 

Scuppernong in 1863. However, no record has been found 

documenting this raid. One story goes that a union gun~oat 

anchored off Columbia aft,:ir the fall o[ the Albemarle Sound 

and that the town was pillaged. Thomas !I , Alexander, the 

Tyrrell J.egister of Deeds at this time, is reputed to have 

saved the county's records, Another story says that Columbia 

was razed by local Union sympathizers. 

Tyrrcll's greatest contribution to the Confederate cause 

was General James J. P:c:tti3rcw, who was born at Bonarva on 

the s'1orcs of Lake Phelps in Tyrrell County, the son o[ 

Ebinezzar Pettigrew. James had attended the University o[ 

North Carolina where he was consiicred one of the most brilliant 

and able students ever tO graduate . Uc took hi3hcst honors in 

the Class of 1847. '.lhen the war started Pettigrew entered 

the. :onfederate Army and quickly rose to the rank of General. 

He won fame in the historic battle of Gettysburg when he le<l 

his North Carolina regiment farthest north in t~e bloody 

char;;e of ric'.~ett 's Brigade. Petti3rew was wounded in the 

:::onfederate rctrf'at through Haryland and died of his wounds . 
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ais body was brought back to Tyrrell County and intcrr::d 

in the Petti3rew Cemctary on a h ill ovcrlool;:ing 2 ,000 acres 

of i-lagnol ia and Bonarva plantations. 3esidc him l ay the body 

of .{ev. Charles Pettigrew and Ebinczzar Pettie;rew, three 

genera t ions of a famous ~orth Carolina family. The cemc tary 

was later purcI1ased by the University of ~'1ortli Carolina and 

pr2s ervcd i::>y th2 school in honor of one of its 1aost outstandin~ 

students . In addition th~ school named one of its dormitorie s 

? ::tti~r c\1 ,!all at ::hap.:: l ::ill. The c cmctary is nm, part of 

Pe ttis r ~w State ?ar~. 

T\lO women from Tyrre ll County s erved t h e Confcd crat ,, 

cause as nu.:-scs . ~;rs, ::-!ary A. '.kaslcy, oor,1 in Tyrre ll ::aunty 

in uni, d cvot0.d four y ears to nursing Conf ~dcrat, soldiers 

who arc said to have called h e r 11:,;othc r :::.:::aslr y 11 • .3:1 c was 

t he mot;, c r of Lieut enant Colone l ' . .'illiarn. F . 3caslcy . 

~-lary Pe ttigr ew of Tyrre ll County, t :1c siste r of Gen eral 

P-:;tti~r r:-\·1, b .... camc i.\'.ltron o.E .1 hospitnl i1, ;:l"' t c rsburi , '.Jiri inia 

during t:1e war . ;:er s e rvice and d r-votion to th,:, \lOundcd and 

dying arc said to '.1av,, ~1on n ~,r t'.w name• of t:1e Florenc e: 

NightinGalc of th~ 3out~ . 

Two Tyrrell :,hys icians, Jr , 3dwar<l :Jarr" n a:1d Ur . Abne r 

Ale xande r , s ::rvc>d the Confed e racy t'Eouz :~ t'. .".". ir profession. 

i)r . ·:1arrcn , who was born in Tyrre ll County in 182:J , was 

Sur:;con- G:::ne ral of ?forth Carolina durinz thQ uar , and late r 

was Chief Surg,:an of ..:gypt . ;Jc dL:d aftc '!.· th:, \lar in .?aris , 
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France, but a plaque to his memory stands today on the court­

house green in Columbia. 

Dr. Alexander served in the Confederate Army and after 

the war returned home where he served his county both as a 

doctor and as a member of the General Assembly. He was well­

knovm in Tyrrell for his practice of secretly digging up the 

bodies of peopl e whom he had treated in order to perform an 

autopsy to find out cause of death. 

The war ended in April, 1865, when Genera l Lee surrendered 

the Confederate Army at Appomattox, Virginia, Thousands of . 
soldiers returned to homes now desolate and poverty-stricken, 

However , t he worse was yet to come for them and their families, 

For almost ten years the State was occupied by Federal troops 

and was ruled by freed Negroes, Carpetbaggers from the North 

and Southern turncoats called Scalawags. It was a time of 

corruption, lawlessness and violence unequaled in North 

Carolina's history. 

It was 1877 before the last Federal soldier was withdrawn 

and the white people of North Carolina r esumed control of 

their own affairs. It is often said that the war and Recon­

struction set progress in North Carolina back over a century, 
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General James J. Pettigrew 
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Co . l r:: . c. Br abbl e: 
Lt. Col. N. F. Beas l ey 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Following the War Between the States it was a long time 

before conditions returned to normal in Tyrrell. With all of 

the slaves freed, many of the larger plantations were rented 

out to tenants or divided and sold , Many families that had 

lived comfortable lives before the war were suddenly reduced 

to poverty, Such large holdings as those of the Collins, 

Pettigrews, Spruills, Hoskins and Alexanders came to an end. 

In 1875 a convention met at Raleigh to rewrite or admend 

the State Constitution that had been forced on the State by 

the Carpetbaggers during Reconstruction. Dr. F~ward Ransom 

was Tyrrell's representative at this meeting and he was elected 

President of the Convention. Dr. Ransom served in the General 

Assembly from Tyrrell until 1877. 

In 1870 the last partition was made of Tyrrell County 

when the territory between Alligator River and Manns Harbor 

was created as Dare County by the General Assembly, This 

final splitting of the county reduced Tyrrell to about one­

fourth its original size . 

Columbia in the 1880's was a small village of wooden 

houses and dusty streets. In 1885 the town's charter was 

amended by the General Assembly. The town aldermen were given 

authority to condemn land for streets, to make a law pro­

hibiting cows and hogs from running at large in the town, and 
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to make it an offense for indecent exposure the practice of 

some boys swimming in Scuppernong 1iver near the bridge. 

This law did not keep livestock out of the streets, and in 

1905 it was again necessary to make a law against letting 

hogs run wild in Columbia. 

Such was Columbia in the 1880's and since that time 

history has moved so fast that it is difficult to record it 

without missing many important points along the way. There­

fore, we shall try to touch only some of the high spots in 

Tyrrell's story since 1885. 

In 1884 the first public school paid out of tax money 

in Tyrrell County was started in Columbia in the building now 

occupied by the Negro Methodist Church. In the years following 

district schools were built in communities throughout Tyrrell 

County. Although a term only lasted two or three months out 

of a year, it was in these schools that many hundreds of 

Tyrrell County children learned to read, write and cipher for 

the first time. Progress in education in Tyrrell County 

reached a climax by 1915 with the establishment of three pub­

lic high schools in the county. These were Columbia High 

School in Columbia, Travis High School in Scuppernong and Gum 

Neck High School in Gum Neck. S. ~. Bateman was an early 

Superintendent of public schools in the county. 

Blanche M. Walker, now Mrs. C. E. Cohoon, received 

Columbia High School's first diploma May 6th 1919 from Senator 



H. L. Swain. Miss Julia B. Farmer was headmistress at the 

school at this time. 
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Efforts were also being made to improve the county roads. 

In 1905 a special law was passed to allow Tyrrell County to 

coll.~ct a special tax for road building. A road to Cherry 

~idge Landing was under construction. In addition, the road 

across Piney Marsh Swamp over the river from Columbia was also 

approved. Even as late as 1920 all men were expected to give 

a number of days work each year on the county roads as had 

been the custom in colonial times, The law of 1905 made it 

unlawful to force persons under 21 to work on the roads in 

Tyrrell. 

Joseph Spencer, overseer of the road being built to 

Frying Pan in 1905, was awarded a salary of $1.50 per day by 

the General Assembly. 

In 1908 a great step forward was made in connecting 

Tyrrell County with the outside world when the Norfolk and 

Southern ~ailroad extended its tracks to Columbia. Two trains 

left Columbia daily in the early years of the railroad carrying 

lumber, cotton, livestock and other freight as well as passen­

gers. ~e Branning Lumber Company, a tremendous saw mill 

located in Columbia about this time, was a great source of 

employment and income during the years preceding the First 

World War . The Branning operations saw several miles of 

private railroads throughout the county, one of which ran 



from Columbia to Gum Neck . At Columbia working facilities 

were extensive and the mill itself employed seven steam 

boilers and dry kilns . 

The first automobiles were soon seen Ghugging up the 
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dusty streets of Columbia and about 1910 Johann F. Schlez, a 

German immigrant, and \v . T. l.eynolds helped form the Columbia 

Amusement Company and opened the first Columbia Theatre in 

the building formerly occupied by the Tyrrell Hardware Com­

pany on Zlm Street. Herc in September, 1910, the first modern 

movie was shown . It was a silent film entitled Grandaddy . 
Longlegs and starred Mary Pickford. 

The year 1910 also saw the opening of the first drug store 

in Columbia by C. B. McKeel. Columbia was a town on the move 

it seemed. 

Over one hundred men from Tyrrell :ounty served in the 

First ;,Jorld ,,-Jar which the United States entered in 1917. Many 

of these served in Surope during the latter part of the war. 

The following men from Tyrrell County lost their lives in the 

First dorld viar: Columbus Morris from Columbia, Oscar Dodge 

from Kilkenny, Lloyd H. Dillon from Columbia, David L. Cohoon 

from Gum Neck, Clyde E. Armstrong from Gum Neck and James M. 

Brickhouse from Columbia. 

In 1918 the great Spanish Influenza struck. At home in 

Tyrrell County during this time more people wet"e dying from 

this killer than from the enemy. All over the county whole 
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families were stricken with few left to wait on the sick. 

People , it is said, were dying by the hour. Dr. Clarence 

Flowers and Dr. B. W. Cohn, the two resident doctors in the 

county, sought help from the government . Meetings were held 

in the courthouse to teach necessary precautions, and to 

recruit volunteer nurses. Many persons died before the epi­

d1::mic finally wore itse lf out. 

In 1919 the new $60 ,000 building was completed for 

Columbia High School on the present ca~pus . The first gradu­

ating class from the school on this site were Louise Holloway, 

1uth Norman and John Melson in the Spring of 1920. Mr . J. •.,; , 

Hamilton was first principal of the school at its new campus. 

Columbia l!i0h School 
1923 



Scenes from Mod ern Tyrrell County 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Columbia Electric Light Company was organized in 1920 

to furnish electricity for the residents of the town and 

outlying areas. The dynamos for this pioneer plant were first 

installed in the old jail building later occupied by the 

Tyrrell County Library behind the courthouse. Compared to 

electrical conveniences today, the electricity of the 1920 1 s 

was indeed antique. At about five minutes before midnight 

the lights were blinked to warn residents that it was time for 

the generators to be cut off for the remainder of the night, 

Before electricity for public use came to Columbia the 

Cohoon Telephone Company had been established and by 1927 

there were three hundred subscribers in Tyrrell and Washington 

counties and a long distance line to Plymouth was under con­

struction. 

There were no paved roads or streets in Columbia before 

1926. U.S. Highway 64 from Creswell through Scuppernong 

Township had been paved, but the pavement ended at the edge 

of Piney Marsh, (point of marsh), which is a swamp bordering 

the Scuppernong River west of Columbia. The highway did not 

extend across this marsh, but the swamp was spanned by a 

punching or cordurory road. This causeway was inadequate, 

remaining under water during times of abnormal hish tide, 

In 1925 the General Assembly passed a law that a paved 
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road must connect each courthouse in the State. The railroad 

began hauling in material to build the Piney Marsh Road. This 

effort, however, was soon abandonned due to engineering ~iffi­

culties . " For nearly a year the town of Columbia was isolated; 

crossing the swamp was i~possible for automobile'S 

It is said that A. J. Cohoon of Columbia conce ived the 

idea of spanning Piney Marsh by bridge rather than road. llith 

various lumber mills in Tyrrell :aunty contributing materials, 

he is said to have supervised the construction of the long 

causeway bridge across Piney V~rsh. Jhis bridge, which after­

ward due to sinking into the swamp in places, became a "wash­

board" road. It connected the Scuppernong River Bridge with 

U.S. Highway 64 in Scuppernong Township. Shortly after the 

completion of the Piney Marsh !load, the State !-iighway Commis­

sion paved Columbia's Main Street, and constructed the new draw 

bridge across the narrows of the Scuppernong. 

The comple tion of the Scuppernong 3ridge in 1927 was the 

Occasion of the most gala celebration in Tyrrell County's 

history. The headlines of nearly every n!::wspaper in North­

eas tern North Carolina read: "There 'll be some real ~oings-on 

in Columbia" or "No cows on Columbia's Main Street anymore". 

There were parades, a beauty pagent, barbecues, speeches and 

an airplane show. Hundreds of visitors came by train, auto­

mobile or steamboat to help Tyrrell County celebrate the dedi­

cation of the Scuppernong Bridge. The County was stepping out. 
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To those of the younger generation living in Tyrrell 

County today, the Columbia of the 1920 1 s would resemble the 

wild western town we once saw at the "horse opera" on Saturday 

night, or on television today. Buggies and Model T's lined 

the dusty streets and people sat casually on the long benches 

that lined the porches of many stores, 

Among the more imposing buildings of Columbia in the 1920's 

was Davis and Cofield, one of the largest general stores in 

northeastern North Carolina. This firm, which occupied the 

two story brick building now used by the Tyrrell Furniture 

Company, sold almost everything imaginable at that time. 

"The Columbia" was at this time the largest of three 

hotels in Columbia. This building was located on the corner 

of Main and Broad streets where now stands Floyd Spencer's 

Station. Directly across the street, where now stands the 

C. E. Cohoon Building, was The Old Hotel. 

Besides a drug store, movie house, post office and a 

variety of stores, Tyrrell County's only town also had a 

hospital. This institution was established by Dr. S. C. 

Chaplin, a native of Tyrrell County, who graduated from 

Jefferson Medical School in Philadelphia in 1920 and returned 

to Columbia to practice medicine. The first hospital was 

located across Broad Street from its present site and had only 

eight rooms. Due to the success of Dr. Chaplin's practice, 

the Columbia Hospital by the time of his death in 1952 boasted 
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thirty beds and modern facilities. 

Miss Sara L. Taft was first elected to office as ~egister 

of Deeds for Tyrrell County in 1926, a post to which the 

county has seen fit to reelect her ever since that time. Miss 

Taft has the noted distinction of being the first woman to 

vote in Tyrrell County and the first woman selected to the 

Executive Committee of the Democrat Party in Tyrrell County. 

Another Tyrrell County native reached prominence during 

the 1920 1 s. He was Isaac M. Meekins, born in Tyrrell in 1875, 

who became a noted orator and jurist. Meekins, who was a 

graduate in law from Wake Forest College, was first appointed 

Postmaster of Elizabeth City and later Alien Property Custodian 

in the federal government . In 1923 he was appointed a federal 

judge for the eastern district of North Carolina by President 

Calvin Coolidge. 

Columbia Hospital toda 





CHA PT 21. F IFTEE~ 

ThF. decade of the 1930's will always be remembered as 

the time of the Great Depression . The economic plight of 
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the nation was shared by the hard-pressed farmers of Tyrrell 

County. Such was the extent of the depression in North Caro­

lina that there was talk of closing the schools. Had it not 

been for the relief programs of the New Deal of President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, no one can estimate the course the 

Great Depression would have taken. 

One of the lasting benefits of the economic r ecovery 

programs of the 1930 's was the work of the .lorks Progress 

Administration. This program gave work opportunity for many 

thousands of jobless people. In Tyrrell County the \l . P.A. 

undertook such public improvements as planting trees and shrubs, 

landscaping cemeteries and digging drainage canals. The 

Agriculture Building on Broad Street in Columbia was one of 

the public buildings completed during the days of the ,Jorks 

Progress Administration. C. W. Tatem, a leader in the county 

during this time, represented Tyrrell County in the General 

Assembly during the 1930's. For many years he worked for 

better roads, bridges and schools in the county at the 

General Assembly in ~aleigh. 

About 1939 the first local newspaper was started in 

Tyrrell County. 2dited by ~iss Cora Barksdale, the Tyrrell 
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Tribune began circulation in December , 1939, This newspaper 

was a weekly and was published by the Times Printing Company 

of Manteo. :•tiss Barksdale wrote a most 3lowing tribut e: to 

Columbia . This article appcarLd in the Coastland Times in 

June, 1940, and perhaps describes in a sentimental sort of 

way Columbia in the 1930's: 

COLUMP..IA 

T!1e tm-m I've ima3ined in my dreams 
but never be lieved existed, 

I wish for once that I still believed in fairies, 

and could meet one who could touch her magic wand 

and transform me into a gift~d writer so that I 

could t e ll all the world that my impress ions of this 

love ly little town is . 

:!hen I r eceived a wire to 30 there and he lp 

get a newspaper established, I wasn't any too well 

pleased. "Just anot:-: :::r tank town, 11 I said to myself. 

But how quickly I changed my mind! Never in all my 

life have I met such love ly and gracious people ; 

who welcomed me so warmly into the ir midst that I 

felt that I had been away on a long journey and had 

arrived home at last. Southern hospitality has 

often been written of and sung of, but expressing 

it is an art. The peoplP of Columbia seem to be 

banded together with one common thought, 11 1 love 

my fellow man. 11 



This place has intrigued me. I want to find 

out hm1 so many good people came to live all in one 

spot . I want to pry into the ir private lives, to 

affiliate myself with t:1eir churches, to romp with 

their children---surely somewhere there can be found 

a clue to their gracious mode of living . 

. ,ingling with the crowds on Saturday night, 

goin3 to the movie, to the drug store, strolling 

up and down the street , I encountered the same 

spirit . There was a smile and a word of goo<l chccr 

from each person to the other. I saw smiles and 

handclasps exc:1angcd , and "Iii there Tom, how ' s 

Ma1:y and the baby", or "Hello John, old man, it's 

good to sec you out again. 11 All of this mingkd 

with th"' ha;ipy lau3htcr of children and the dis­

creet and cheerful banterine of the color~d fol~s, 

would cause almost anyone to t:1ink, as I do, that 

Columbia is truly the Arcadia of North Carolina. 

This could easi ly have been the place where Evanic­

lin" wandering hither and yon .... Th,:! l and of milk 

and honey. 
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The Tyrrell Tribune meant much to Tyrrell County. It 

avcra3,::id eight pages weekly and carried a wide variety of 

articles of national, state and county interest. Throughout 

the early years of the Second i,orld lar the paper cont inue;d 
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to publish, but the paper ceased to exist in 1944. 

In February, 1930 the Tyrrell County Public Library 

was established by the Columbia '..Joman ' s Club and Miss l1ae 

Pinner appointed librarian. Over one hundred books were 

donated by various people in the county. The first library 

was set up in the petit jury room of the courthouse. Later 

the old county jail, which had housed the towns electric 

generators, was converted into a library. By 1954 the library 

had over 11,000 books on its shelves and operated a book 

;nobilc and a Ncsro branch library. 

Much of the work in promotin3 Tyrr12ll County's interests 

can be credited to the efforts of the Southern Albc:11arlc 

Association, whos2 ~embers came from ~arc, Hyde , Tyrrell 

and ,Jashington Count i cs. Victor Meekins of Y.antco and C. 

:.::ar l Co}loon, Wallace Tatem and W. J. ;/hite of Columbia were 

early l eaders of this organization . The S. A. A. wor:Ccd to 

promote better roads, bridges and other needs for the four 

counti!..!s, 
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Tyrrell Agricultural Puilding 

The Pettigrew Cemetery 

Woodley 1 s Chapel 
•• 

Columbia Post Office 
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CHAPT'.:!:3. S IXT.SSN 

During the years between 1935 and 1945 much happened 

that changed the physical facade of much of Tyrrell County . 

Many of the old wooden buildings on Columbia's Main Street 

were replaced by the present brick ones . The Post Office 

was in 1939 moved to its present site and :ffie Adams Brick­

house became Postmistress, a position she has held ever since. 

Over one hundred Tyrrell County men served in the armed 

forces durin8 the Second '.lorld \var which began in 1941. Many 

of these served with distinction and were a credit to their 

families and community. Among these servicemen were thirteen 

who lost their lives in the great war. They were: Major 

;taymond '.vilkins, Private Mary Lee Kemp , Captain J. D. Holloway, 

Private Pete Taylor, Private t. Colon Cooper, Seaman Doss 

'.veatherly, Private Norman E. Smith , Private Charlie Sykes, 

Sergeant William Nelson Mcclees, Private Gaither Lassiter, 

Corporal Lindsey Jarvis, Sergeant Huron Voliva and Private 

Richard Wynne, Jr. 

Major Raymond Wilkins, a native of Tyrrell County and 

a graduate of Columbia High School in the Class of 1934, was 

awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor for his bravery in 

the war in the Pacific. Major Wilkins, who entered the air 

force in 1936, was a lieutenant serving in the Phillipines 

when the war began. He fought as a fighter pilot in General 



McArthur ' s forces for two years, compl eting 186 missions 

be fore his plar:c was finally brou2;ht dcvm while enga ged in 
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an air attack of a Japanes e bas e at 'tabaul in Hew Britain in 

November, 1943. 

Anoth0r Tyrrell flier was Captain J. D, Holloway, a 

native of Columbia . 1-le enter ed t he U.S. Army Air Corps in 

Au~st, 1941 and s erved s even months in Italy makine fifty 

tniss ions a s a pilot of a p- 38 Lightnin3 Fighter. '.-le went on 

his s e cond ovcrs -=as assignment in May , 1945 to the Far .:'.ast. 

'.le was killed in act ion near Kuki, Chipa June 1 S, 1945. He 

Was one of the two ace pilots at his base in India . 

-Due to the war effort the agricultural economy of Tyrre ll 

County bustled during the 1940 1 s . This was the era of "King 

Potato" for nearly every farmer was enga ged in the growing 

of this valuable staple . Around Columbia a great marke t grew 

up, with a heavy investment be ing made in the grading , packing , 

shipping and marke ting of potatoes;:: Tyrre ll County became 

the number one potato producer in North Carolina . In Columbia, 

a busy trucking industry deve loped to mee t the needs of ship­

ping the potatoes, Broad Street, which was the main through­

fare betwe en Main Street and the potato warehous es and rail­

road depot, was r edeveloped. The park which had graced the 

central part of this street and had been the location of the 

Confed erate monument and an arte sian fountain, was demolished 

to provide more room for the movement of motored traffic. 



73 

By 1945 the value of agricultural products of Tyrrell 

County was $1,051,290. Cf thts amount $593,830 were from 

potatoes, $217,500 from corn and $311,339 fron1 livcs toc\, 

mainly hogs. There were .568 farms in t he county, the avcra1;c 

size of which was 7P2 acres. Thc: average valu~ of a Tyrre ll 

County farm in 1945 was $3,121. :1ow'-'v-:r, only t;1rcc per cGnt 

of Tyrrell' s farms in l 91f5 r eported e l ectricity , and only about 

twelve per cent used tractors or truc!<s. The mule was still 

the major farm machine . 

1948 saw th~ discontinuance· of Korfolk and Southern 

lailroad sE•rvicc for Tyrr C:: 11 ::ount y. At about th i..s time the 

railroad depot was closed and thE.: tracks torn up between 

Columbia and :lackeys. Transportation services for Tyrre ll 

County now dcvolv-=d upon :ropt<.ins Trucking Conpany and the 

Norfolk-Southern Bus Company. 

Joads had always been poor in Tyrr ·:::- 11 County a s w 11 as 

all of northeastern :forth C;:-r.:,lina. By th" end of t:1,_ 1940' s 

the narrow dirt roads bad become much too inadequate . Farmin3 

now requir ,.:d movement of trucks, tractors and automobiles . 

lith the consolidation of sc~ools, bussc s now trave lled 

many miles over bad roads. Due to the road prograr.1 initiated 

in 1943 by Governor IZerr Scott, nany r.1ilr..s of bad l y-nt?~ded 

secondary roads were comple ted. T:1is road improvement 

program continued on into the 1950's. 
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CHAPT::R SEVENTECN 

Columbia High School , which had continued to grow after 

1920, r eached a peak enrollment in 1943 when more than forty 

graduates rece ived diplomas . After 1948 a movement was under 

way at consolidating the schools of the county . The e lemen­

tary schools, of i1hich there had been dozens before 1920, had 

been consolidated until by 1950 there were only five sc11ools 

in the county: Gum Neck High School , a union school for white 

children; Coh:mbia High School, a union school for whitr.:, c!-,il ­

drcn; Tyrrell High School, a union school for Negro children; 

Travis Zlemcmtary School, an elementary school for Negro 

children; and Gum t{eck Elementary School, an elementary school 

for ,:c0ro children . Child::-en at Kilkenny wer ~ transported to 

Fairfie ld and '.::nglehard in rlyde County for schooling and 

child.:-C:n in South Fork Tavmship, by an agrescncnt betwe:.:n 

Tyrre ll and :~shington countie s, were tau3ht at Cresw~ll . 

In 1950, after a bond issue had been approved by the 

citizens of the county, construction was startC?d on a new 

$175,000 main ::iuilding for Columbia High School. .-Jhen this 

building was co:nplc:.tcd, th ,z high school at Gum ~1eck was 

discontinued and children transport ed by bus to Columbia . 

,!ithin a f ew years, the e leme ntary school at 8um ;~eek was 

discontinued and consolidated , and Kilkenny children were 

brought to Columbia. All white children in Tyrrell County 

with t :1e ~xccption of thos e livin8 in South Forl( Township 
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were attending Columbia High School. 

At the same time the county was improving educational 

opportunity for the colored children of the county. A new 

school plant for Tyrre ll High School was completed by 1954 

and all colored schools in Tyrre ll County were consolidated. 

By 1955, therefore , there were only two schools r emaining in 

the county. The educational progress of Tyrre ll between 1945 

and 1960 were under the leadership of Superintendents Iv , J. 

White and M. L. Basnight. By 1963 the school population had 

declined, but over 1100 children were attendine school in the 

county and forty-three teachers were employed by the State to 

teach. 

The post-war years saw rapid changes in the agriculture 

of Tyrrell County. Ther e was a gradual shifting from potatoes 

as a money crop to corn, Cotton almost ceased to be grown 

entirely. During the early 1950's truck cropping was attempted 

by several farm,.::rs , but this endeavor never reached significant 

Proportions. Corn became the major money crop as well as feed 

crop. This staple could be marketed eas ily without muc~1 danger 

of spoilage and could be used as a feed for cattle and hogs. 

Small farms were on their way out during the 1950's. This 

decade saw the growth of larger holdinGs and th2 gradua l decrease 

of small, one-farmer, horse-and-mul~ plots. Farmin_s now was 

becoming a business rather than a hand-to-mouth occupation, 

ln Tyrre ll County the growth of large tractor-operat ed , 
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mechanized farms added great ly co the area economy . The num­

ber of farms dropped from 643 in 1920 to 599 in 1940 to 542 

in 1950 and to 374 in 1960. 

The lumber industry greatly increased in activity during 

the post-war years. By 1949 th~re were ten saw mills in the 

county producing ten million f eet of lumber per year . About 

six million feet was exported from thr county annually. The 

larr;cst timber holdin6s during this period was that of J.ichr.iond 

Cedar \.Jorks . This firm in 1953 sold its properties (138,000 

acres) to the West Virginia Pulp and Paper Company and with 

this exchange lumberinz was on its way to becoming a big 

business in Tyrrell County . Thn :.Jest 'Jireinia Cor.ipany increased 

its holdings in the 1950 1 s until by 1962 it owned 150,000 acres 

of timberlands in Tyrrell County. This amounted to about 

fifty per cent of the total land area of Tyrrell County. The 

cor.ipany by 1958 was engaged in a tremendous drainage project 

which soon saw the county crisscrossed by 120 miles of roads 

and canals. In 1945 there were 110 people employed in lumbering 

and the value of lumber products was $92,000 . By 1960 there 

were over 200 employed by Ives t Virginia Company a lone. This 

company's investment is counted in the millions of dollars, 

Besides the ~est Virginia Company, other firms such as 

Butler Lumber Company and Kent Timberlands increased their 

holdings. The Butler Land and Lumber Company by 1959 had 

erected an extensive mill at Travis in Scuppernong Township. 
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(:§__om.~crcial fishins by 1951 accounted for about 525,000 

pounds of fish . H0rring, shad, mullet and bass were the main 

varieties of fish caught and marketed. Fishing has always 

been a minor economic enterprise in Tyrrell County, althoueh 

the waters of Scuppernong River, Albcmarl<"' Sound and Alligator 

liver are fairly rich for a fishing industry. ~. K. Jagers 

Company of Columbia by 1960 was the major wholesaler of fish 

products in the county. Commercial fishins, for many farmers, 

Was a seasonal activity during the off-season in a3ricultur0 

Tyrrell County has few natural resourc0s other than the 

land, timber and game, and these arc being more and more 

exploited to capacity. Due to relative isolation geographi­

cally, inadequate transportation and lack of skilled labor, 

the area has never been attractive to manufacturing. Any 

firm that could locate in Tyrrell County for manufacturing 

Purposes, can produce, transport and market their products 

cheaper in neighboring communities where better transportation, 

a closer proximity to market and a more skilled working force 

arc available. 

Since 1940 the population of the county has steadily 

decreased. With the decline of small farms and the mechaniza­

tion of agriculture and lumbering, Tyrrell Countians have 

llligrated elsewhere to seek a livelihood. Of the graduates of 

Columbia High School, which by 1960 only awarded about 24 

diplomas annually, only about five are expected to remain in 
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the county, The population of Tyrrell County in 1920 was 

4,849; in 1930 it was 5,164. By 1940 it reached its peak of 

5,789. Thereafter, a steady decline has been the trend, In 

the census of 1950 there were 5,051 citizens residing in 

Tyrrell County. By 1960 the total population had dropped 

to 4,520, making Tyrrell the smallest county in population in 

North Carolina. 

Lumber Operations in Tyrrell County 
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Columbia !lir.;h School 

Tyrrell High 3chool 

Tyrrell :Jcalth Center 



Headquarters,_ .1"st Virginia Pulp 
~onpany 

The Columbia :-lat crfront 

The New Scuppernong Bridge 

86 

Shapcl :iill Church 

~'.a lachi's Chape l 
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IMPORTANT DATES IN TYR.~ELL COUNTY HISTO.'ff 

Mapped and probably explored by John l-lhite . . . . . . .1585 

Granted to Sir Ashley Cooper by King Charl es II . . .1663 

Created as parts of Pasquotank and Chowan Counties. , ,1670 

Explored by Miller and Tarkenton. . . . . . . . , 1680 

2arly Settlements .. 

Fort Landing Settled .. 

Saint Paul's Church erected 

Tuscarora 1Jar . . . 

Formed as a Precinct of Albemarle County .. 

First represented in the Provcncial Assembly. 

First Deed Recorded ... 

King's Warehouse built at Backlanding 

First Deed for a Church Recorded .... 

First Courthouse built at Lee's Mill. 

First will probated in court, . 

Court opens at Courthouse at Lee's Mill . 

Tyrrell Abolished by Royal order. 

Discovery of Lake Phelps ... 

Buncombe Hall built by Edward Buncombe . 

Court held at Home of Benjamin Spruill. 

. . .1690 

. .1704 

.1710 

.1711 

. .... 1729 

. .1735 

.1736 

. .1740 

. . . 174 7 

, 1749 

. .17 50 

.17 51 

. .17 54 

. ... 1755 

.1766 

.1774 

Buncombe becomes last colonial Clerk of the Court .... ,1774 

Sends first Revolutionary Volunteers .. 

Tyrrell Militia trained at Buncombe Hall. . . 

. . .177 5 

.1776 

Courthouse erected at Back.landing on Scuppernong River, • ,1777 



Tory outbreak in Tyrrell around Lee's Mill .. 

Lake Company organized by Josiah Collins. 

Somerset Canal Complet0d. 

Two Votin~ Precincts established. 

Town of N"wport chartered at Back.landing .. 

Pettigrew family settles in Tyrrell County. 

. •. 

Town of 2:lizabcth chartered . . . . . 
Phe lps Academy, first school, established 

.lashington County created from Tyrrell. 

Courthouse built at 3lizabeth Town. 

Pikes Academy started at Allieator. 

First Court held in 2lizabcth Town. 

Somerset ~lantation established 

Saint David's Church complct 0d .. 

:::lizabeth Tm,m r e>nam~:l Columbia 

First Methodist Cnurch built in Tyrrell County. 

2binezzar Pettigr1cw e l ~ctcd to Congr ess . 

Columbia Academy found ed, ..... . 

Hezekiah Spruill, prominent l eader in county. 

Chapel Hill Church built. . 

Company A, 32nd tcgiment forms in Columbia. 

General Pettigrew killed in the war. 

Union Troops sack Columbia. 

Dare County formed from Tyrrell. 

. . . 
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.1777 

. .1783 

. 1787 

.1789 

. .1789 

.1789 

.1793 

. .1797 

.1799 

. 1799 

. .1799 

. .1800 

.1800 

.1802 

.1810 

.1830 

. .1835 

.1844 

. .1851 

. .1855 

.1862 

.1863 

. .1863 

.1870 

Dr. ~ansom elected president of Constitutional Convention .1875 

First Public School in Columbia .............. 1884 



Present Court:1ous c built in Columbia . 

1ailroad Comes to Columbia . 

Columbia Theatre started .. 

Hi gh Schools begin in Tyrrell County . 

First Graduation at Coluobia 1Ugh School. , 

2lectric Lights cone to Columbia .. 

Col umbia Hospital found ed .. 

Isaac Meekins becomes Fed~ral Judge 

Pit,ey ~farsh Causeway complet ed . . . . . . 

0rL:ige Across 3cuppernong at Columbia cor:ipl ct ed . 

Tyrre ll ~ounty Public Library established 

As riculturc BuilJing Conplctcd , 

'.IYrrc ll Tribune found ed . 

Pr =s cnt Post Office built . 

-load Building Pro::;ram initiated . 

.lailroad is withdrawn from Colu:nbia 

Schools begin consolidation ... 

First Traffic Light in Columbia 

New Scuppcrnong Bridge at Columbia coraplet ed. 

South Fork :load completed .... 

Alligator ~ivcr Bridge completed. 
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, , .1 903 

.1 908 

. .1910 

. 1915 

. .1919 

. . . . .1920 

. . .1922 

.1923 

. . .1925 

. . 1927 

. 1930 

. . .1936 

. . .193 'J 

, 1939 

• l 9Li-7 

.1%8 

.1950 

. . , 1959 

. .1959 

.1960 

. .1962 
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2.'(TMCTS F1OM T::: 1960 C:i'l'SUS OF TY1R.ELL COUNTY 

I-OPULATION 

Tota l Population ..... 

Total '.·l:1ite Fo;:ml ation 

Per cent 1,lhit c . . . . . 

Total ?kgro Population 

P~r cent N~gro .... 

Tota l ~ural Popul ation . 

Per cent Rural Non-farm. 

Per cent lura l Farm. 

Tota l Urban Population . 

~.:DIAN INCOMS OF FAXILUS 

Total Population .. 

Whit e Population . . 

Ncsro Popul ation . 

..:JUCATIO.' 

Median Years of Schooling 

Total Popul ation .. 

Negro Popu l ation , .. 

. . . . . . . 

. . 4520 

. . . . 2545 

56 

.1 97 5 

Lf4 

. 4520 

. . . . . . 
68 

32 

0 

. , . $1927 

. $2371 

. $1487 

Per cent of Popu l ation Age l l:- -17 in sc:1001 . 

• • 7. 8 yrs 

. . 6 . 1 yrs 

84 ,3 

IlOUSrnG 

Per cent of ,~ouses Occupied . . . . . .. 61 

Per cent of Hous es Vacant year round . . . . . . . 9 

Per cent of Houses Moved Into Since 1958 . . . 20 . 1 



91 

Per cent of :iouses ;•lith Hore t han 1 person per room 18 , l 

Per cent of :-rouses :-Jcat cd '.t7ith ~Jood 

Per cent of Houses Cooking with ~Tood. . 

l:IOUSE:10LD STATISTICS 

Pe r cent Without Water inside House . 
Per cent Hithout flush toilet 

Per cent 'tlithout bath-tub or shower . 
Per c ent Without :·lashing Machine: , 

Per c ent !vithout Clothes dryer . . 
Pe r cent Without Food Freezer . . 
Per cent Without Telephone s . . 
Per e -;nt '.lithout Autor:tobiles. . . . 
Per c ent l.lithout Air Conditio:,rr . 

Per cent Without Television Se:ts . 

Per C('.nt 1lithout '.fadio Sets 

. 
. . . . 

. 

. . . . 

. . 48 . 0 

. 15,0 

53 

. 6 1 

. 62 

. . . 27 

. . . 82 

. 66 

59 

. 34 

. Slf 

32 

. . 27 



AG~ICULTU:tAL STATISTISS 

1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 

Number of farms 507 657 698 643 540 599 542 374 

Average size of farms 127 95 81 85 70 67 75 100 

Cultivated acreage 18,854 19,840 22,267 18,610 17,443 17,747 20,164 16,406 

Corn acreage 6,125 7,132 7,350 7,389 7,113 9,756 6,338 6,992 

Cotton acreage 2,709 1,122 1,620 2,291 1,046 114 450 187 

Soybean acreage - - - 1,583 3,855 5,480 8,402 7,843 

Irish Potato acreage 75 268 721 483 2,235 2,394 1,494 l ,8ll 

No, of Tractors 0 0 0 0 12 16 239 261 

No. of Cattle 3,320 2,151 3,139 1,812 932 909 1,679 1,608 

No. of Swine 4 ,594 6,163 8 ,113 8,819 7,307 3,907 9,318 10,836 

No. of 8hickens 19,683 16,733 26,533 33,196 29,803 37,356 32,686 25,341 

No. of Horses and 
Mules 498 803 655 962 931 959 796 168 

No. of Sheep 1,274 1,437 2, 1 7 !~ 1,044 577 414 1,251 433 
'° N 

Population {~ , 225 Lf, 930 5,219 4, 8{f 9 5,164 5,555 5,048 4,520 
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Tnru:LL COUNTY :::DUCATIONAL STATISTICS 

Total School Znrollmcnt (1962). . . . . . . . . . .1179 

Total Number of Professional Personne l Smployed . . • !~6 

Number of Fcrsonnel paid by County. . . . . . 5 

:--iumbcr of P~rsonnc l !lith Less than "A" c~rtificatc , . . 2 

Number of Personne l :roldin.s Master's De3rees ....... 7 

Per cent of Personn~l ~ecc ivinG Local 3alary Supplement . 2 

,lumber of .Ugh Schools. , • 2 

Total Number of Graduates . . .. 52 

Number o[ Graduates (Tyrre ll :Ji::;h School). .29 

Numb er of Graduates (Columbia :!ig:1 3chool) .23 

Uumb2.r of Children ..:ntcrin:::; First Grade (1950-51) 164 

Xumb,: r :.:ntcrinc Tyrr0 ll Hi :::;:1 School. . . . . . 90 

1fombcr ':nt , rin3 Columbia !lish School .. 7!J.-

Pcr cent of First Grade that Graduates (County) .31 

f er cent Graduatin.::; fror.: Tyrrell l!igh School . 

Per cent Graduating from Columbia Eie;h School, 

. . 32 

.31 

Per cent of Students Dropping Out of School (County) .. • 67 

Per cent of 1962 Graduates Zntering College (County), . . -
From Tyrrell High School. 

From Columbia High School. 

. .10 

.56 

Total 3xpenditures for Education in Tyrrell .... $319,349 

Cost per pupil for one year of schooling .. . . $290.44 



Source of Funds for Education 

From State of i~orth Carolina. . . $277 ,164 (86 per cent) 

From Tyrrell County . . ,33,422 (10 per cent) 

Fron u. .::, . Government . . 9,190 ( 3 per cent) 
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TYRRELL COUNT'(\~ \729 

TYRRcLL COUNTY IN 1776 
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1800 

MARi\N D 

TYRRELL COUNTY IN 1i10 
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