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 My great-grandfather, James Daniel Avery (known as J.D.) was an Avery of Burke County in the 

mountains of North Carolina. The family was one of some standing and influence in pre Civil War North 

Carolina. Born into the family in July 1861, he arrived just in time for the first Avery male’s life to be 

taken in that War. His uncle Henry Harrison Avery was dead at the age of twenty one after participating 

in the war’s first battle at Bethel Church Virginia. Out of a total of eight Burke County, Avery males of an 

age to join the ranks, the deaths of five of that number were directly attributable to their service to the 

Confederacy. One of the number that survived the War was J.D.’s father, Isaac Theodore Avery and at 

the end of the War in 1865 J.D. and his three sisters were alive and well with their parents. However, for 

the next twenty years the Theodore Avery family would learn how to survive the peace and the 

Reconstruction that followed the War. 

 I was born in January 1941. Like my great-grandfather I was a war baby. But for me, the war was 

far away, there were no Kirk’s Raiders to burn our houses and barns, and I did not feel to be in harm’s 

way.  During much of the time between 1941 and the day J.D. died in 1950, I was safe on our large North 

Cove farm called “Avery Station.” During his last years before his mind became cloudy, he would sit on 

his front porch in his favorite rocker, chew Brown’s Mule tobacco and read his Bible. He was an 

educated man with a keen mind who had made himself somewhat of a biblical scholar. Between the 

years 1945 and 1949 I would take a chair on that porch and we would talk. We would talk about the 

Bible and he would tell me stories about his youth. Sometimes, about mid-day, he would get his walking 

cane and we would extend our conversation with a walk to the creek and back. On one of these 

occasions I asked J.D. a question about a rainbow we had observed from the porch the day before and 

the conversation turned to the proverbial “pot of gold” story that every youth carries to adulthood. But 

on this occasion the story had a twist. It was about his father’s “pot of gold” at the end of a rainbow in 

California. My great-grandfather had a keen wit. He would often joke about conditions where the butt of 

the joke might be himself, one of the family or one of his friends. For those of us that were there on the 

night he died, he was making jokes about one thing or another. Thus, his telling of his father’s search for 

gold in California was consistent with any conversation one might have with him. 

During the tough postwar Reconstruction times J.D. grew to manhood as the principle male 

child in a family of eight sisters and one brother. Here, the one brother was about ten years his junior 

and much of the hard labor of the farm fell to J.D. to do. From time to time J.D. might wish that his lot 

might be less demanding and dream of what his lot might have been had his father found his “pot of 

gold” in California. Thus, on occasions when he was either not feeling kindly towards the memory of his 

father or just exercising his wit with his respected father as the butt of good story, J.D. would talk about 

Theodore Avery’s search for gold. In retrospect from the way J.D. told the story I was left with an 

impression of both “wasted effort” but respect for the adventure of the doing. 



 Phifer1 discusses how gold mining flourished in Burke County between 1828 and 1833. He 

counts about 5,000 slaves mining gold in Burke County in 1833. Then, about fifteen to twenty years later 

a good number of Burke natives found their ways to California to seek their fortunes in the gold fields 

there. One of that number was J.D.’s father Isaac Theodore Avery. In a letter2 from his father, James 

Avery, his father says to Theodore: 

“You ought not return until you make a fair trial of California, or made something pretty handsome for 

yourself.” “I shall wait patiently and trust that the same kind of providence which protected you on your 

voyage out to California will still protect you and assist you in your honest efforts to make a living and to 

settle yourself respectably in life.” 

Theodore’s family was of modest means at the time of Theodore becoming an adult, yet wanted to help 

him “settle himself respectably in life.” Thus, on December 11, 1851 James Avery bought two slaves, Will 

and Nancy at auction3 for the purpose of having Will accompany Theodore to the gold fields of California 

where Theodore would seek his fortune. 

 There were two main problems for all the Burke County natives that took their slaves to the gold 

fields of California. One was getting there alive. The second was keeping the slaves from running away in 

the “free” state of California. From the trail of family letters, it appears that Theodore, Will and other 

parties accompanying them went by land to Charleston, S.C. and then by sea to Panama by way of 

Havana. At Panama they crossed the isthmus by land. They then traveled by sea to San Francisco by way 

of Acapulco, Mexico. On the voyage Cholera and other illnesses were rampant and a number of fortune 

seekers did not survive the journey to and from California. As for the second problem, the 1850s were a 

time of great “abolition” activity across the country and this was true in the free state of California. How 

to maintain control of the slaves in their mining activities? Inscoe4 quotes Theodore in a letter to his 

father: 

“Negroes in California are not the same that they are at home by a a long gap.” But he added that Will, 

“does tolerable well, about as good as anyone here.” 

James’ and Theodore’s solution to the slave control problem was a relatively unique one.  Will would be 

allowed to buy his freedom in North Carolina with the money he would get for his gold findings in 

California (he was given one day per week to mine for gold of his own.) In a letter2 to Theodore from his 

father James, James tells Theodore to tell Will: 

“Tell him he must bring $400 home and I am to give him $50 and you must take $450 for him and I will 

apply to the Legislature to let him live in N.C. On account of his kind treatment to you and meritorious 

services he may live free in our state.” 

 In general, there was little doubt shown from home that the gold seeking project would be a 

success. James wrote to Theodore2:  

“If you have to forward a draft home, perhaps you could get a draft from Irving or Robert Perkins or their 

friends here when they send on any draft for themselves by depositing your gold with one of them.” 



No one seemed to question that there might not be gold to deposit. 

 Phifer1 reports that “most miners returned to Burke from California no more the richer.” Such 

was the case for Theodore Avery.  It is a family story that J.D. told with some sense of disapproval that 

the only thing his father brought back from California other than himself and Will was a %#!* pocket 

watch. Given that a good number of the Burke County natives did not make it back from California, all 

were thankful for those that did return safely and in the case of Theodore Avery, tell the story that his 

“pot of gold” at the end of the California rainbow was a pocket watch. Among the stories that J.D. 

shared with me as a boy that included his childhood fears of Kirk’s Raiders, his hard times during 

Reconstruction, his hate of Lincoln and Sherman, etc., one of my favorite stories we shared was that of 

his father’s search for gold in California and our joke of Theodore’s “pot of gold” at the end of the 

California rainbow. 

 Aside from the fact that Will did not return with the money to buy his freedom I am not sure 

how long he and Nancy remained with the family after Will’s return. However, I do know what 

happened to Theodore’s pocket watch. The pocket watch is in my possession, and after a stay at a watch 

maker, it keeps perfect time today. The watch and J.D.’s story about Theodore’s search for gold are an 

important part of history that can be carried into the future. This is truly worth a pot of gold to me.  
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