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About 1730 the British Crown took over the land that included Old Burke County and made it available 
for settlement and purchase. Although local hostilities associated with the French and Indian War of 1754 to 
1758 had subsided by 1761, prospective immigrants into Burke territory did not enter in any great number until 
after the signing of the Treaty of Paris by the French and English in 1763.  Not a lot was known about the 
mountain geography of the area. The Collet Map of 1770 was really the first reasonably accurate recording of 
the permanent geographic features of Burke County. However, after the signing of the Treaty of Paris, some 
rare individuals ventured to begin to establish homes or settlements in Old Burke. But, in general, before the 
mid-1760s, Indians and land title problems deterred land acquisition and settlers in the areas of Old Burke. 
Some began to occupy lands whether legally or illegally and by 1770 western settlement extended to the Blue 
Ridge Mountains. From 1777 to 1782 Burke contained a vast domain of lands that would later be broken into 
multiple western counties. The major water flow, the Catawba River, flowed east, bisecting the county but with 
numerous tributaries flowing down the slopes of the mountains to the north and south. In some places along the 
Catawba and John’s Rivers and a number of feeding creeks, bottom land was a quarter of a mile wide with rich 
soils favorable to agriculture. Springs of excellent water for human and animal consumption were found all 
along the mountainous areas. The climate was favorable to agriculture. A wide variety of game, animals for 
food and fish were present. In addition, a wide variety of birds had long dwelling seasons within the area. Thus, 
after 1763 migrants to Burke increased rapidly until the American Revolution in 1776. In 1771 there were about 
2000 “taxable” settlers in Old Burke. The same number was present in 1790.  

The territory beyond the Catawba River that became Old Burke in 1777, was settled by people of 
courage, resourcefulness and adaptability. They were a people that were seeking their own independence. In an 
environment of relative loneliness these settlers molded themselves into individualists. A common trait was a 
strong desire for economic betterment and land was considered the key to their future success. Added together 
the English and Welsh were probably the most numerous of the early Burke settlers. Common English names 
were Avery, Brown, English, Chapman, Cooper, Franklin, Hensley, Parks, Taylor and Webb. Welsh names 
were Davis, Harris, Morgan, Phillips and Williams. English and Welsh settlers were largely derived from the 
Tidewater population of eastern Virginia who moved into the Piedmont of that state before moving into the 
Piedmont of North Carolina, then moved west into Burke. Most Scots-Irish via Ulster, Ireland, migrated 
through Pennsylvania, then Virginia, and into North Carolina via the Old Wagon Road before moving west into 
Burke. Some found their way from Charleston, following the wagon road into the Carolina back country. Scots-
Irish names are Alexander, Erwin, Harbison, McDowell, Moore, Morrison, Patton, Penland, Tate and 
Thompson. In addition, German, Scottish, Dutch and Swedish names found their way into Old Burke.  

In a time of exploration, settlers looked to find what was over that mountain or what was around another 
mountain. Hidden away within several mountain ranges was an area that was to be called in Burke County The 
North Cove. With the close of the American Revolution settlers began to discover The North Cove and began to 
move into its lands.  

 

 

 



 

Define Old Burke’s The North Cove as today’s The North Cove Valley. 

 

On Highway 221N traveling from Marion, N.C., I define the North Cove Elementary School area as the 
beginning of the North Cove Valley. This area will be referred to as Woodlawn or Turkey Cove. Moving north 
on 221N to the intersection of 226N and 221N a few miles up 226 are the areas called Armstrong, Coxes’ Creek 
and 3-Mile. At the intersection of 226N and 221N if one continues north one will go through areas called 
Peppers’ Creek, North Cove, Ashford and Linville Falls. With some geographic license, I will refer to this area, 
which is bounded to the east by Linville Mountain and about 5 to 6 miles (as the crow flies) to the west of 
221N, as the North Cove Valley. This definition will be consistent with the school system of the area between 
1922 and 1972 and consistent with the family distribution patterns of area settlement over a period of 200 years. 

In the post-American Revolution environment, large numbers of settlers looking for land for starting a 
new life for themselves and family began to pour into Old Burke County. Some found their way into the North 
Cove Valley. One of Old Burke’s new residents was Waightstill Avery. In 1769, Waightstill Avery (Avery 
County namesake) who was the brother of my great grandfather, J.D. Avery’s great grandfather, came into 
Burke County when he purchased Swan Ponds from John McDowell. Waightstill was North Carolina’s first 
Attorney General. He was a lawyer, planter, legislator and land speculator. Relative to his land speculation, 
Waightstill often used Daniel Brown, who was the father of my great grandmother, Hannah Brown Avery’s 
great grandfather, as a surveyor for his property interests in the North Cove Valley. Thus, my Avery/Brown 
family has been involved with the North Cove Valley for well over 200 years. I lived in the Valley for only 10 
years but my roots are there and from time-to-time I like to think about and share my thoughts with anyone 
interested. The following set of short monographs of personal observations and recollections are here included. 
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Methodism in The North Cove Valley 

Dr. W. Douglas Cooper 

Bounded by Linville Mountain to the East and ascending hills that converge with Humpback Mountain 
to the West, One travels North on U.S. Highway 221 in McDowell County, north of Marion, North Carolina. 
Today, North Cove Elementary School, located in the northern section of McDowell County, provides services 
to children of families across multiple areas called Ashford, North Cove, Coxes Creek, Turkey Cove and 
Woodlawn. These specific areas have historical reasons for their names of differentiation, but for my purposes, 
I will refer to the areas bounded by the mountains of U.S. Highway 221 as one travels from the North Cove 
Elementary School, in the area called Woodlawn, north to the Linville Caverns, in the area called Ashford, as 
The North Cove Valley. Bounded by the Linville Mountain to the east and a series of mountain ranges to the 
west, the North Cove was split by the north fork of the Catawba River and contained rich bottom land on either 
side of the river. In addition, the many branches and creeks that fed the River provided a plentiful water supply 
to support many farm and commercial activities.  Before the arrival of the first white settlers in the North Cove 
area, it had long been inhabited by native Americans. Both Cherokee and Catawba Indians hunted along the 
many branches and creeks that fed the north fork of the Catawba River. After the 1730s a wave of Scots-Irish, 
with some English, settlers came down the Old Wagon Road from Pennsylvania and Virginia into Piedmont and 
Western North Carolina. However, very few found their way into the isolated North Cove Valley until after the 
American Revolution. A few names such as Gillespie, Young, Cathy and a few others, reportedly, did occupy 
land in the North Cove Valley prior to The Revolution. Thomas Young is reported to have arrived in the Valley 
around 1766 and had obtained grants for land by 1778. Henry Gillespie occupied land in the Woodlawn area as 
early as the 1772-1773 period. It is reported that Major Patrick Ferguson, of the Battle of Kings Mountain fame 
wrote in a note book found at the battle site, 

“Do not molest Henry Gillespie nor his property because he has sworn allegiance to King George III.” 

Ferguson and his men, loyal to King George III, met their fate from the “Overmountain Men” that followed the 
winding trail through North Cove and Linville Mountain on the way to their victory at Kings Mountain.   

 Following the Revolutionary War a small number of important pioneering families began to flow into 
the North Cove Valley. These families were important because of the permanent impact they would have on the 
future of the area. While a number of families came-and-went, staying for various lengths of time, their long-
term effects were not profound. However, certain family names that defined the North Cove Valley in the mid-
19th century still define the Valley in the second decade of the 21st century. One of the many important first 
arrivals, of the post-Revolution period, was the family of Daniel Brown. They were one of a small number of 
pioneer families that first settled the North Cove of Old Burk and stayed in the area. In this role, they played an 
important part in the early religious, commercial, and agricultural development of the area. Daniel and his wife 
Hannah Hollingsworth produced a number of children, the most notable of which was the oldest son, Samuel I, 
who with his wife Olive Cox produced a lineage of Browns over multiple generations that continue to play a 
prominent role in the life of the North Cove Valley. The Brown seeds mixed with seeds from similar pioneering 
families have over a 200-year period interacted and evolved a rich Jeffersonian history not well known by 
today’s Hamiltonian World. One defines a Jeffersonian history as one of yeoman, self-sustaining, farmers of 
multiple children, using the land and its product together with God’s creatures to sustain themselves and their 
loved ones with God’s help. 

 Like the family of Daniel Brown, another important early arrival, post-Revolution, family coming into 
the North Cove Valley, was that of Henry English. Of his twelve sons and three daughters, two of his sons, 
Gabriel and William English came, planted their family seeds, evolved with those seeds, stayed and helped 
define the Nature of the Valley.  A third family of this type was the family of Robert McCall. Unlike the Brown 
and English families whose family roots were in England, the Robert McCall family was Scots-Irish of Ulster 



heritage. The family of Robert and Elizabeth McCall found their way down the Old Wagon Road and 
eventually into the North Cove Valley after the Revolution. Like the Daniel Brown and Henry English families 
the Robert McCall family and its descendants would play key roles in the history of the North Cove Valley. 
Robert II, son of Robert and Elizabeth, like Daniel Brown and the English brothers Gabriel and William, 
acquired significant amounts of land in the post-Revolution North Cove Valley. In the McCall case, much of the 
land was acquired from the before-mentioned Thomas Young, the pre-Revolution settler. Of the eleven children 
of Robert and Elizabeth McCall, Robert II and his son William Aiken were most notable in this regard. Robert 
II married Lydia Gillespie, the granddaughter of Henry Gillespie who had settled in the Woodlawn area in 
1779. Robert II and Lydia had one child, a son, William Aiken McCall. William Aiken was to spend his entire 
life in the North Cove Valley where he and Lydia began their contributions to the future of the North Cove 
Valley. Of the many early settler families one could choose to tell the North Cove Valley Story, the three listed 
here, Brown, English and McCall are chosen for their early dedication to Methodism in the early history of the 
North Cove Valley. With the frontier family, the relationship with God was all important!  

Methodism was the religion of John Wesley. John Wesley lived out his life as a priest of the Church of 
England. But the religion of John Wesley was distinguished from that of the Church of England with its 
emphasis on personal spiritual growth within a small group of like-minded persons whose worship was being 
facilitated by a layman especially understanding the task of Methodist Worship. The basic unit of worship was 
the “society” which met for prayer, study of the Scriptures and singing of hymns outside of the formalized 
structure of time and place defined by the Church of England. Wesley’s religion rejected the Calvinism of 
God’s “elect.” Instead it stressed the cooperative role the individual must play with God by taking advantage of 
God’s grace in attaining personal salvation. Although Wesley’s religion aimed at making religion accessible to 
the masses, the control of the structure, doctrine and form of the religion rested firmly in the hands of the 
Oxford-educated Wesley. In that sense, Wesley’s religion was rational and appealed to rational thought from its 
subjects. In stressing the emotional aspects of the religion life of Methodism, these dimensions were never 
allowed to dominate the form of Methodist worship. An important North Cove person who will be developed 
later, Robert A. Lonon, spoke to the difference of mountain Methodist and Baptist sect religious worship: 

“The mountain people were very religious, belonging mostly to the primitive Baptist sect. The preachers were mostly of an illiterate 
type and played upon the emotions of the people. Great revivals sometimes broke out, lasting for two or three weeks. These big 
meetings as they were called, were largely a matter of emotion and confusion. They included much mourning, weeping and shouting. 
It was hard for the more intelligent young people to take part in this type of worship.” 

While the religion of John Wesley did not formally separate from the Church of England until 1795 after 
Wesley’s death, Methodist societies had begun to form in the Middle Colonies in the 1760s to 1770s. The 
impact of these societies was particularly felt in areas such as Philadelphia where Ulster Scots-Irish such as the 
early McCall family passed through on their path to the Old Wagon Road. While one would first think 
Presbyterian for families of Ulster, it is reported that Robert McCall was a Methodist class leader in Ireland 
which preceded coming to America. Thus, the McCall family joined the English-based Brown and English 
families in their support of Wesley’s Methodist religion in the North Cove Valley.  

Part of the genius of John Wesley’s approach to his religion was in its organization around circuit riders. 
Circuit riders were clergy on horseback who traveled with only those possessions that would fit in their 
saddlebags as they passed through wilderness and villages. The organizational concept of Methodist circuit 
riders began in the mid-1780s and continued until sometime before the U.S. Civil War. Their rides were often 
lonely and dangerous as they preached wherever small groups were formed; in cabins, fields, meeting houses, 
etc. Always on the move, many circuits took weeks to cover. However, this organizational approach helped to 
boost Methodism into the largest Protestant denomination of the time.  

 



Francis Asbury, who could well be defined as the patron saint of American Methodism made his way to 
America in 1770 where before he finished he would log over some quarter-million miles on horseback, thus 
setting the example for mounted “circuit riders” that would follow him on the American frontier. The Journal of 
Francis Asbury reports that Asbury wrote: 

We hastened across Linville Mountain, which is awfully barren, and came to Young’s Cove, 

which was Asbury’s name for the North Cove Valley. Here, it is reported by the McCall family that Francis 
Asbury did preach at Thomas Young’s house which was later to become the McCall home-place. Given that 
Francis Asbury died in 1816 this event would date the beginnings of formal Methodism in the North Cove 
Valley before that time. The house associated with this event was located near the current building that, until the 
early 1930s served as the North Catawba Methodist Church. The McCall family reports that William Aiken 
McCall donated the land and helped build the North Catawba Methodist Church just east of the McCall home-
place. During the period before 1816 the Daniel Brown Family was also involved with Methodism in the North 
Cove Valley. Methodist records show a 2nd Quarterly Meeting for the Morganton Conference held at Mount 
Zion on the 10th day of 1814 shows the Browns as contributors to the Conference and Daniel Asbury (one of the 
area’s early circuit riders and no family relation to Francis Asbury) as being present. Bailey’s History of 
Methodism in the Toe River Valley shows “Browns” as a point on the Morganton Circuit. This point is thought 
to be at or near the site of the cemetery next to the current building that housed the North Catawba Methodist 
Church where Daniel Brown’s son Samuel I Brown was buried in 1861. Oral history of Brown family members 
also report that Francis Asbury preached on the site of this standing church structure, although not at the current 
but some previous church structure. Given the McCall and Brown involvement in the period before Francis 
Asbury’s death in 1816 in a common location and given that Samuel Brown I was buried in the church 
cemetery in 1861, one would find it likely that a building or buildings of the North Catawba Methodist Church 
existed before 1861. The deed for the current structure dated 1907 gives insight to the history of the Church. 

 The current structure that housed the North Catawba Methodist Church is a small white frame building 
located on the Old Linville Road in the North Cove Community. On October 15, 1907 Samuel M. McCall and 
wife Jane E. McCall granted, bargained and sold 2 acres more or less to Joe G. Brown, J.D. Avery and R. J. 
Lonon as trustees of the Methodist Episcopal Church South for the sum of one dollar. The deed states that the 2 
acres included the grave yard and where the Old Center Church House once stood. This tells us that North 
Catawba Methodist was not the first church building on this location! There are many grave stones in the old 
cemetery that list the death dates in the 1800s. Some of the birth date listings are in the late 1700s. The last 
record book of the church begins with members listed in 1882 with a notation of being transferred from an 
earlier book. This register is still legible and records members until 1932. Names of members listed in the 1800s 
are Brown, McCall, Lonon, Avery, Hennessee, Swofford, Chapman and others. There are stories told that this 
was the third church built on this location and that one burned, but these are oral history of church family that 
cannot be tied to given documentation. The documented facts are the deed to the property, the record book that 
dates back to the 1800s and an organ which is now in the possession of a descendant of one of the original 
trustees. The sources for this information are the church record book, the deed of property and personal 
knowledge of the mother of the author, who spent her early years as an active member of the North Catawba 
Methodist Church. 

A History of the Methodist Church in the Toe River Valley shows the Spruce Pine Circuit supporting two 
Methodist Churches in the North Cove area in 1918, the Concord Methodist Church at Ashford and the North 
Catawba Methodist Church at a location near what became the North Cove Consolidated School. In his History 
of the Concord United Methodist Church William Garvel English, great grandson of early settler Gabriel 
English, wrote the following:  

 



The Concord United Methodist Church was founded in the early 1800’s. The earliest known Church Record Book, which I have, is 
dated 1854-1861.  The records indicate that it was a well-organized church by 1854. The church roll for 1855 showed a membership 
of forty-five, and the entire church budget for 1861 was $35.00. Four buildings have provided a place of worship for the Concord 
congregation over the years. They were built in the beginning of the 20th century. The first one was destroyed by fire. Grandfather 
Jehu English said the first one was the finer and the better built (with green shutters) than the second one which was built on the same 
foundation as the first. The present stone church, built in the 1920’s stands in the shadow of the Linville Mountains, just off Highway 
221 in the Ashford Community of McDowell County. Great Grandfather Gabriel English selected the site of this church, and the land 
was donated by Sidney Connelly, who gave the church a deed. (Sidney Connelly’s grave was the first one in the church cemetery.) The 
minister, known as the Circuit Rider, spent Saturday nights with Great Grandfather Gabriel (as did the Presiding Elder) in readiness 
for the Sunday services at Concord. 

From the Garvel English History, It would appear that in the mid-19th century the North Cove Valley was 
served by one Methodist Church in the north end of the Valley and another Methodist Church in the south end. 
The simplest explanation for this condition is that of logistics of location.  Until the late 1920s and early 1930s 
going to church implied horse/mule, wagon/buggy and/or walking transportation. Distance and weather 
conditions would have been important considerations. Thus, it is likely that families of the north end of the 
North Cove Valley found the Concord Church a better location than the longer route to the North Catawba 
Church. In the same way families of the mid to southern end of the North Cove Valley found the North 
Catawba Church more fitting to their travel needs. In addition, family loyalty to a given church may have been 
at play during the time of the existence of the North Catawba Church although I cannot point to cases where 
families lived closer to one church and attended the other. This hypothesis of logistics and family loyalty to one 
church as opposed to another is supported re the North Catawba Methodist Church as the early settlers, Robert 
McCall, Obadiah Nelson Lonon, and William Hennessee were all clearly centered in the mid to southern part of 
the North Cove Valley. On the other hand, one can argue for the Concord membership to be made of Henry 
English, James Swofford, Gabe Denny, Bryson McGhee Esom Hollifield, Henry Holtzclaw and Guser 
Wiseman families that were associated with the more northern sections of the North Cove Valley. But the 
Browns? Given the Browns were among the early pioneers of the Methodist Faith in the North Cove Valley, 
one knows their association with the North Catawba Methodist Church but were Browns also involved with the 
Concord Methodist Church as well? If so, when were they involved? 

Daniel R. Brown migrated to western North Carolina to the North Cove Valley in the early 1800s. In 
1806 he purchased from Joseph Wilson 300 acres in the Ashford section for general purpose farming. Daniel 
Brown numbered among his nine children Samuel Brown I. Samuel Brown I numbered among his nine children 
two sons, John Seawell Brown and Samuel Brown II.  In 1822 Daniel Brown with a number of his children and 
their families moved from the North Cove Valley to the Nacoochee Valley area of Georgia leaving most of his 
North Cove assets to his oldest son Samuel I with some minor land parcels left to children staying in the North 
Cove Valley. After 1822, Samuel Brown and his son John Seawell farmed the original Daniel Brown properties 
and purchased significant additional adjacent properties where they worked the land until the 1860s with slaves 
and family workers. One can argue that the location of the Samuel Brown I property would suggest that Samuel 
Brown’s family would be supporters of the Concord Methodist Church, but he is buried in the North Catawba 
Church Cemetery. His son John Seawell is buried in the Pleasant Gardens area. In addition to Samuel Brown I 
and his wife, Olive Cox, being buried in the North Catawba Church Cemetery, so is his son Samuel Brown II 
and his wife Nancy Pitner buried there, along with a number of their children and grandchildren. Samuel Brown 
II (1821-1897) was seven years younger than his brother John Seawell (1814-1893). It is known that Samuel 
Brown I died in 1861 and following the Civil War, John Seawell became active in politics, serving terms in 
both the NC House and Senate. At this time the Samuel I farm was passed by John Seawell to his son Romulus 
Walter where he maintained some 200 acres in cultivation during the 1870s and 1880s with work performed by 
family members and hired hands, several of whom were former slaves. The Browns support of Methodism in 
the North Cove Valley can best be understood by separating the family across Samuel I Brown’s sons, Samuel 
II and John Seawell Brown. It is during the period, 1821 to 1870s, that one considers the locations of Samuel 
Brown II and the role his children play in the post-Civil War era of North Cove Valley Methodism. 



As part of the Samuel I expansion of the original Daniel Brown property, an old log house on land that 
was later the property of Joe G. Brown and his heirs, was the home-place of Samuel II and Nancy Brown. The 
house and land were relatively close to McCall property that was relatively close to the North Catawba 
Methodist Church area. Thus, the mixing of Samuel II and William Aiken McCall families was not surprising. 
Over a relatively few years, four of Samuel II’s children married children of William Aiken and Robert McCall. 
Jane Brown married Samuel McCall, Donnie Brown married Alex McCall, Joe G. Brown married Sorrelda 
McCall, and James H. Brown married Katherin McCall. In addition, Hattie Brown married Robert J. Lonon and 
Will Brown married Paralee Hennessee. The Brown/McCall, Brown/Lonon, Brown/Avery and 
Brown/Hennessee marriages, with a handful of other individuals, defined the membership of the North Catawba 
Methodist Church at the turn of the 20th century. 

Obadiah Nelson Lonon came to the North Cove Valley in 1846 where he and Emily Martin Lonon had 
two sons, Joseph Taylor Lonon who married Zipporah Swafford and Robert J. Lonon who married Hattie 
Brown. Robert A. Lonon’s sister, Lula Alice Lonon married R.H. Hennessee. The North Cove Hennessee 
family starts with William Richard Hennessee who married Olive Elizabeth Brown. These were the first of the 
Hennessee family to live in the North Cove Valley. Their son R. H. Hennessee was born in the old Brown 
House in North Cove on the west side of the north fork of the Catawba river. Later the house was known as the 
old Hennessee place before it was washed away in the 1916 flood. It is this R.H. Hennessee who married Lula 
Alice Lonon. These two were also active supporters in the activities of the North Catawba Methodist Church. 

The aforementioned 1907 deed to the North Catawba Methodist Church mentions  

On October 15, 1907 Samuel M. McCall and wife Jane E. McCall granted, bargained and sold 2 acres more or less to Joe G. Brown, 
J.D. Avery and R. J. Lonon as trustees of the Methodist Episcopal Church South. 

Samuel and Jane McCall, Joe G. Brown and R.J. Lonon were all a part of the McCall/Brown/Lonon 
intermarriages. If one adds Hennessee, Chapman and a few other names, including Avery, one has defined the 
membership of the North Catawba Church in 1907.  But who was J.D. Avery? J.D. Avery was the great 
grandson of Daniel Brown’s daughter Elizabeth who came across Linville Mountain to marry the great 
granddaughter of Daniel Brown’s son Samuel. Both J.D. Avery and Hannah Brown shared a common ancestor, 
Daniel Brown. In 1889 J.D. and Hannah Avery were farming a 100-acre area of Peppers Creek land that would 
later become the property of Robert A. and then Finley Lonon. This farm was to the south of the North Catawba 
Methodist Church and would be natural for the family to join with their Brown family relatives at the North 
Catawba services.   

    I was baptized in the Concord Methodist Church. During the war years, with my father away, I 
attended Sunday Services with my great grandparents J.D. and Hanna Brown Avery, my grandparents Seawell 
and Madge Brown Avery and my mother, Gladys Avery Cooper.  All of them had been important members of 
the North Catawba Methodist Church membership. J.D. was one of the three trustees of the Church, my 
grandfather, Seawell, was one of J.D. and Hannah’s three sons, as a young man he attended church with my 
grandmother, Madge Brown who was one of the grand children of the Brown/McCall connection of families re 
the James H. Brown and Katherine McCall marriage. My mother, Gladys Avery Cooper had grown into her pre-
teen years within the extended family of the North Catawba Church. So, why were we all now at the Concord 
Methodist Church?    

 The Methodist organization structure of serving more than one congregation at a time worked well 
within the framework of early circuit riders. During the first half of the 19th century it was quite reasonable for a 
given circuit rider to serve multiple churches on a given pass through a given area. It would have been quite 
possible for a given rider to hold services at both the North Catawba and Concord Churches in the same week or 
even, with some extra effort, on the same Sunday. After the end of the circuit rider system, qualified preachers 
became in less supply for this type of duty. In addition, the Methodist method of defining qualified preachers 



came into play. For sparsely populated areas, the ability to serve multiple congregations on a circuit worked 
well as long as congregations did not employ their own pastor of their own choice. The Methodist structure was 
such that a bishop would assign a pastor to a congregation or a group of congregations and until late in the 20th 
century neither pastor nor congregation had any say in the appointment of the pastor. With the coming of the 
20th century efficient utilization of approved Methodist pastors gave the church bishops incentives to minimize 
duplication of pastors in areas of small congregations that could reasonably be consolidated. In the case of 
Methodism in the North Cove Valley both the North Catawba and Concord churches were relatively small in 
total membership. Thus, it likely made sense to the Methodist administration that the two churches should be 
combined. But how, which congregation would move? 

The Garvel English history of the Concord Church points to two frame churches near the site of the 
present rock church. 

They were built in the beginning of the 20th century. The first one was destroyed by fire. Grandfather Jehu English said the first one 
was the finer and the better built (with green shutters) than the second one which was built on the same foundation as the first. 

A decision to build the current rock structure in the place of the structure that was not as well built as the 
original Concord structure had to be made for good reasons within a decision structure that included Methodist 
bishop involvement. What I do remember, from my grandfather’s telling, was that he and his father, J.D. Avery, 
both contributed, with others, financially to the project of building the rock church. In addition, my grandfather, 
Seawell Avery, who had been involved in building several structures in the North Cove area, contributed, with a 
number of other area people, to the building of the “rock church.” I have always been proud of telling people 
that “my grandfather helped build this church.” The church was built, over time, during the 1920s. While I 
can’t tie down the dates specifically, I believe my Avery family moved its membership to the Concord Church 
in the late 1920s but before 1932, in anticipation of the closing down of the North Catawba Church by the 
Methodist Church Administration. Thus, the end result was a new church facility for Methodism in the North 
Cove Valley, an expanded per-church membership and a more efficient use of Methodist pastors. 

The pre-consolidation Concord Church membership role included, among others, the descendants of 
Henry English, Gabe Denny, Bryson McGhee, James Swofford, Esom Hollifield, Henry Holtzclaw, Gusher 
Wiseman, and Charlie McKinney. In general, given the family dynamics of the families in the North Cove 
Valley one could argue that the Concord church was better located to serve more families than that of the North 
Catawba Church. Part of the dynamics was the development of a significant new support for a consolidated 
Concord Church by a group that I will call the Ashford Browns. One knows of the Brown involvement with the 
North Catawba Church but was there significant Brown involvement with the Concord Church before the late 
1920s, early 1930s, Consolidation? What we know is there was significant involvement after the consolidation 
from the Ashford Browns. But their involvement with the Concord Church before the consolidation is 
problematical. 

The Ashford Browns, in the main, are descendants of John Seawell Brown, the brother of Samuel II 
Brown. John S. had sizable land holdings in the Ashford area, some of which were near the 20th century 
Concord churches. These properties were passed on to his son Romulus Walter Brown and his wife Adelia 
Bobbitt, where they lived for a number of years in the old Brown house that was built by Samuel Brown I. Here 
they cultivated about 200 acres with the help of hired former slaves. A water-powered corn and wheat mill and 
a licensed whiskey distillery was developed and operated during the 1880s and 1890s. Two of Rom and Delia’s 
children could be defined as the Ashford Browns. These are the brothers of Hanna Brown Avery; Henry 
Seawell Brown and W.E. (Billy) Brown. Henry Seawell Brown married Mary Jane English also of the Ashford 
Community in 1889 and in 1900 he purchased the holdings of his father from his father.  This marriage would 
produce three children, Dewey, Romulus J. and Eugene who with their children would become significant 
supporters of the consolidated Concord Methodist Church after the 1920s. In addition, W.E. (Billy) Brown and 
wife Lizzie would have a child, Fate Brown, who would also marry into the English family, as Belle English 



Brown. Fate and Belle would occupy property that was adjacent to the Seawell Brown property and also 
become significant supporters of the consolidated Concord Methodist Church. For my family, the J.D. and 
Hanna Brown Avery family, the transition was profound. One of J.D. and Hannah’s children, Jimmy, the 
younger brother of my grandfather Seawell, was upon leaving North Catawba for Concord, left in the North 
Catawba Cemetery. Soon after the move, their oldest son, Rom, was laid to rest in the Concord Cemetery. 
Except for Jimmy, J.D., Hannah, Seawell, Madge and Rom Avery are all buried at Concord.  

From 1941 to 1951 I learned about John Wesley’s Methodism, or my elder’s disparate interpretations of 
that Methodism, at my North Cove home and at the Concord Methodist Church. My great grandfather, J.D. 
Avery, was a Biblical Scholar. It was a common occurrence for he and I to sit on his porch at Avery Station, 
while he would chew his Browns Mule tobacco, and talk about his interpretation of what his Bible was saying. 
J.D.’s great grandfather, the Rev. Isaac Avery was ordained by the Bishop of London as a minister for the 
Church of England in Colonial America. J.D.’s grandfather, James Avery, was one of the founders of the Grace 
Episcopal Church in Morganton, N.C.  In addition, J.D.’s parents and grandmother Elizabeth (the daughter of 
Daniel Brown) were active Burke County Methodists. J.D. had his own ideas about John Wesley’s religion 
which he often shared with those around him. As his only great grandson at the time, it not only was a blessing 
but a wonderful learning experience to have so much access to his wisdom. My grandfather, Seawell Avery, had 
his own ideas about religion.  I questioned why his Bible was different from that of J.D.’s. My grandfather’s 
Bible was smaller. It contained only the New Testament. He would say to me, “that is all I need.” On Sunday’s 
we would all drive to Concord Methodist Church where John English’s mother, Lorene, and other mothers of 
my relatives and friends, would supervise our Sunday School lessons. Then, sitting next to my grandfather on 
the 3rd right-side pew where he always set with his cousins, Jay English and Fate Brown, I would listen to 
multiple preachers give their views of what it meant to be a Methodist. Here, the disparate ideas from multiple 
sources about God within the context of John Wesley’s “personal relationship with God” that evolved from 
this North Cove Valley childhood and Concord Methodist Church stayed with me and defined my personal 
values for life. 

Going to church on Sunday was like going to a family reunion each week. My grandfather once said to 
me about the people at the church, “anyone here with Brown, English, Lonon, McCall or Avery genes, is your 
kin.” Those names included a good number of the people there. I would later learn that having common 
ancestors extended to other names within the Church. But even if there were no common ancestor’s, names of 
my friends like Wiseman, Swofford, Carpenter, and others were family also. Two church names, Williams and 
Willis come to mind. At age six my first unrequited crush was on Betty Fay Williams and/or Ardith Willis 
(either one) who were both thirteen. For some reason, they never returned my esteem! 

Even after consolidation with the North Catawba Methodist Church it was a struggle to maintain 
Concord in the state that the Methodist Church hierarchy would have us. In no way, could Concord be 
considered a wealthy church. Many of our “comfortable” families were land poor. Life was good but work was 
long and hard and money was scarce. Other of our church families were just poor but yet managed to live a 
happy productive life with what they had to work with. The church shared preachers with other churches in the 
Linville Falls administrative area of the Methodist Church. In the absence of money, we would have frequent 
“poundings” where church families would give the preacher’s family those things that were wealth to them; 
various type of food products, clothing, etc. in lieu of money. About once every two months the preacher and 
his family would come to my grandparent’s house for Sunday dinner. Concord added to itself as it could! In my 
time the church sanctuary contained a pot-belly stove for heat in winter. Garvel English would sit by the stove 
and feed it as he counted the Sunday School Collection. Lighting was by kerosene lamps which hung from the 
ceiling with one between each window on the wall. As I remember, during the day, the church was lit by 
whatever came through the church windows. Only for special services in the late afternoon or at nights would 
the kerosene lamps be used. About 1948 Omar Wiseman wired the building for electricity and the church 



became significantly brighter. The light changed the whole ambiance of the church for me. The natural 
movement from light to dark with the passage of clouds during the day and the eerie light of the kerosene lamps 
at night gave to me a mystical feeling that God was in the house.  It took a while for me to understand that God 
also operated within the concept of electricity. But in general, during my time, the church was cold in the 
Winter and hot in the Summer. Wasps in the sanctuary seemed to be ubiquitous. But, before my parents, Bill 
and Gladys Cooper, packed by brother and me up and moved to Marion one addition add-on to Concord was 
described by my mother, Gladys Avery Cooper for the Concord Church History in the year 2000. 

A man’s dream became a reality when a belfry was built and a bell was put in place a Concord Methodist Church. It all 
came about on a Sunday Morning when Lloyd Swofford made a casual comment to Bill Cooper the he would like to hear a church bell 
ring out in the Ashford Community on Sunday Mornings. As the idea grew, the two of them and Green Chapman, a carpenter in the 
Community, found a belfry to their liking at the Zion Hill Church. This was copied as to measurements and structure, and with the 
approval and help of the pastor Rev. H.D. Jessup, and interested members of the church, the belfry soon became a reality. In the 
meantime, contacts were being made to obtain a bell. Since the Clinchfield Railroad was a part of the Ashford community that was the 
most likely place to start. Much to the disappointment of the church members a bell was not available at the time. Lloyd and Bill then 
turned to the Southern Railway for help. It was through George W. Sandlin, agent for the Southern Railway, in the summer of 1950, 
that a bell was presented to Concord Methodist Church as a gift from Southern Railway’s president Ernest E. Norris. The pastor Rev. 
H.D. Jessup accepted the bell on behalf of the church. The bell was put in place in the belfry to ring out each Sunday morning, and the 
desire of one man living in the community was now a reality. 

 

 

The Belfry Winter of 1951 

 

While one can argue that the circuit rider system of Methodism gave the Methodist Faith an early start in 
the North Cove Valley, A number of Christian Churches were developed, over time, in the Valley that met the 
religious needs of those who practiced faiths other than Methodism. In 1911 the Rev. J.C. Story with the aid of 
the Conley and Huskins families revived an earlier Presbyterian Church in the Woodlawn area. A North Cove 
Baptist Church was organized in 1921after James Washburn deeded property to the Southern Baptist Church. In 
addition to the Washburn family, a number of Brown families were joined by the Robert A. Lonon family as 
early supporters of the Church.  The Joe Washburn family was instrumental in the development of the Coxes’ 
Creek Freewill Baptist Church with a first building erected in 1934 with a later building in 1948. Washburn, 



Stockton, Boyd, Edwards, Hoppes and others were members. In 1949, a group met in the Ashford Old Packing 
House for a revival meeting. The meeting led to the development of the T.H. Hefner Baptist Church. T.H. 
Hefner had always wished for a Baptist Church to be located in the Ashford area of the North Cove Valley. His 
daughter, Mrs. Augusta Chapman saw the opportunity to meet this wish of her father by granting property for 
the building of the T.H. Hefner Baptist Church. Other churches, such as the Faith Missionary Baptist Church 
that was formed in North Cove in 1971, with a membership of 19, meet the needs of the peoples of the North 
Cove Valley to worship their God in their own way. 

Having moved to Marion in 1950/51, during a forty-seven-year period I had little-to-no contact with the 
North Cove Valley and the Concord Methodist Church. I returned, in small part, in 1997.  Carolyn Hensley and 
I were the mascots for the North Cove High School Graduation Class of 1947. Being invited, I came to the 
class’s 50th reunion. There it was suggested by one of my relatives that I should on occasion visit Concord when 
I came to Marion to visit my parents, Bill and Gladys Cooper. The idea stuck. I made a point, for with my wife 
Margaret, to visit Concord from time to time during the Melinda Snyder era. On a given Sunday she gave, for 
me, a profound message, “Remember Who You Are" that struck a chord with me. My mother had just given me 
and my brother ownership to the last of the Avery property in North Cove. It caused me to “Remember Who I 
Am.” My wife Margaret and I began to visit Concord on occasion. The Rev. Fred Reese and I became friends 
and exchanged thoughts on Methodism. Chester West and I were fellow N.C. State engineering graduates who 
were both baseball and football fans. Once again it felt good to be at Concord; to think about John Wesley’s 
Methodism and feel God’s presence in these mountains. Unable to be a major contributor because of family and 
distance responsibilities and having been out of the picture for a period of about 47 years, I cannot be 
considered a major player. However, Margaret and I have made it a point to drive up from Charlotte about once 
per month and do what we can. We have done this for almost 20 years. Each time we attended we have felt 
more than welcome. A good number of my childhood relatives and friends are still around to share childhood 
memories. But each Sunday I am at Concord I am reminded that my childhood relatives and friends, like me, 
are getting older. Some we have lost. Others will follow. The children coming to the front during A Time With 
the Children are few. What does this imply about the future of our “Rock Church.”  Is there enough youth to 
carry our past forward? The mountains and the rocks from these mountains are so old we often think of the 
word “eternal.” God and his message are eternal but what about the buildings that house that message and the 
congregations that receive that message? Methodism, its buildings and its congregations have been in the North 
Cove Valley, at this writing, for over 200 years.  However, the North Catawba Methodist Church of my great 
grandfathers, J.D. Avery and James H. Brown, gave way to another venue, Concord United Methodist Church. 
Now, what is God’s Plan for the future of Concord Methodist Church; its buildings and its congregations? It’s 
something I frequently think about. It’s something that Rev. Fred Reese and I used to talk about. 
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Avery Station in the North Cove Valley 

Dr. W. Douglas Cooper 

An idea to promote a project to connect the rich coal fields of Southwest Virginia and Eastern Kentucky 
with the South by a railroad that would run across the mountains from a point on the Ohio River was dated as 
early as the 1830s. Parts of the project had been bitten off. Lines were built, companies went bankrupt, the roads 
were sold at auction and the process repeated. In addition, the Civil Was got in the way of any real project 
progress. A North Carolina piece of the project went forth gradually, reaching Spruce Pine in Mitchell County 
in 1902 from Erwin, Tennessee.  But, the proper resources for the project were yet to be consolidated. 

In 1905 the Blair syndicate established the Clinchfield Coal Corporation and began acquiring coal lands 
and mining operations in southwest Virginia where it acquired over 400,000 acres of coal properties. Two years 
after acquiring Clinchfield coal lands, Blair and Company reorganized the South and Western Railway as the 
Carolina, Clinchfield and Ohio Railroad, CC&O, and began construction of the railroad from Spartanburg, 
South Carolina to Elkhorn City, Kentucky. The main objective of, what was called the Clinchfield Railroad, 
was to tap the coal reserves by the Blair interests and to provide for the transportation of the coal to the 
expanding textile mills of the Southeast and the coal piers of the Seaboard Air Line in Charleston, South 
Carolina for national and international shipment.  

Starting from the completed line to Spruce Pine, by 1905 the line had reached Altapass, northwest of the 
North Cove Valley. Here, the most difficult part of construction was the distance from Altapass to Sevier at the 
south of the Valley. Traversing the steep ridges and deep hollows down the eastern slope of the Blue Ridge 
between these two points lay the challenges. The requirement to make the line an efficient carrier of heavy 
loads called for gentle grades and curves. Bridges and tunnels needed to be larger than normal for the time. 
Three and one-half percent of the entire 277 miles of the line is within a total of 55 tunnels. In order to maintain 
the required gentle grade, it was required that the route wind back and forth down the mountains in a series of 
great loops.  By 1908 the CC&O had purchased the project and extended the line to Marion, North Carolina 
where the first passenger train to Marion from Johnson City, Tennessee arrived in Marion on September 7, 
1908.  

Of interest is the construction that affected the North Cove Valley as the construction moved the line 
from Altepass from the northwest of Sevier at the south of the Valley. To accomplish the project eight 
construction camps were established from Altapass to Sevier. A ninth camp was established in Marion. During 
the 1905 to 1908 period over 4000 men worked out of these camps. Many were locals. Others were recent 
immigrants from Europe. During the 1905-1908 period, the CC&O furnished employment as members of line 
construction and maintenance crews, others were involved with administrative management activities and 
service activities re the Project. In the post 1908 period a number of families from the North Cove Valley 
became “railroad families” dealing with the various aspect of the maintenance and management of the railroad 
operations. 

Seawell Brown purchased his father’s Ashford farm from his father, Romulus Walter Brown in 1900. 
Seawell and Mary Brown lived in the old Samuel Brown I house in Ashford and continued a practice of general 
farming.  During the 1905 to 1908 railroad construction project from Altapass to Sevier most of the farm’s 
produce was sold to the CC&O (Clinchfield) Railroad’s construction Camp No. 6.  Hundreds of workers were 
employed at the camp. The camp site included a clinic, an engineer’s office, a commissary, stables, blacksmith 
shop, sawmill, water pump and steam generator much of which was located on Seawell Brown’s property. 
Approximately one mile of the Clinchfield Railroad was deeded to the railroad as right-of-way passage through 
the farm. Seawell’s older sister Hannah and her husband James Daniel Avery farmed a 100-acre area in the 
Pepper’s Creek area from 1889 to sometime between 1893 and 1897 when they occupied a 300-acre farm that 
was also owned by Hannah and brother Seawell’s father Romulus Walter Brown. This property was about one 



mile south of the Seawell Brown property. When Jim and Hannah first occupied the land, Romulus Brown 
owned and operated a Government Distillery near Ashford in McDowell County. It was known as the Romulus 
Brown Distillery. Jim Avery raised and sold corn and sold timber off the land to help pay for the farm which 
was deeded to him and Hannah in 1903.  Consistent with the development of the railroad through the North 
Cove Valley, in 1908 Jim and Hannah sold right-of-way to the CC&O Railroad for passage through the Avery 
property. In 1908 and1911 they sold additional land to the CC&O Railroad for the purpose to erecting a coal 
tipple and water tank, with water rights to be used for refueling of trains on passage between Elkhorn City, 
Kentucky and Spartanburg, South Carolina. Additional side-tracks were place within the railroad right-of-way. 
These side tracks were used for multiple purposes. Used in the train refueling process, they were also used in 
the dispatch process of ordering the trains and also used for adding cars with timber and other products to given 
trains. A shack used for dispatching of trains and line maintenance was erected. Here, the rail-line gave the 
location the line designation as Avery Station. Consistent with the train refueling process, Avery Station was a 
standard stopping and entry point for two passenger trains (one south, one north) that served the area each day.  

Having reached Spartanburg in 1909, the CC&O (Clinchfield) line reached its northern terminus at 
Elkhorn City, Kentucky and the Big Sandy Branch of the CC&O in 1915; just in time to meet the rising coal 
demands of World War I. With the completion of the Clinchfield Railroad, the heart of the coal fields at the 
headwaters of the Big Sandy River in Kentucky, Virginia and West Virginia was opened to full development. 
Over two million acres of coal lands in that area, among the richest in the world, had come under the control of 
three giant corporations – the Consolidated Coal Company, the Clinchfield Coal Company and the U.S. Steel 
Corporation. 

My mother, Gladys Avery Cooper wrote the following article about Avery Station for the McDowell 
Independent, published Jan. 15, 1998: 

No one seems to recall Avery Station. The Clinchfield Railroad clings to the foot of Linville Mountain as it winds its way 
through North Cove Valley in McDowell County. But in all the books that have been written about the Clinchfield Railroad, the water 
tank, the coal tipple and the crude old shed called a depot that made-up Avery Station, never have been mentioned. As a child, it was 
my delight to watch the trains from our front porch across the grassy pasture. The coal would be fed into the storage bins of the coal 
tipple and later transferred into the big engines.  The huge water tank with the capacity of approximately 60,000 gallons stood south 
of the coal tipple.  The big spout on the tank was lowered as the water filled the storage of the engines. The water and the coal gave 
the engines their source of steam to propel them up and over the mountains and through the many tunnels of the Clinchfield Railroad. 
Most of the trains on the Clinchfield Railroad passing through Avery Station each day were either coal or freight trains. But there 
were also two passenger trains, one going north in the morning and another going south in the afternoon. Three toots of the train 
whistle meant that a passenger was getting off the train at the station, maybe coming only for a short visit with friends, relatives, and 
returning home in the afternoon. A crude shed with a long wooden seat across the back was built to serve as a depot. It was at least a 
shelter from the wind and rain as the passengers waited for the train. The building was also used by the hobos that would seek a place 
to rest, and build a fire to keep warm in winter. Work was scarce and hoboing on the freight and coal trains was a fast and free way to 
travel. In the late 1930s, it was a way of life for men going from place to place either trying to find work or just wandering. They 
would work for people along the way, cutting wood or doing other odd jobs in exchange for food. Sometimes there was wood to be 
split for a plate of food and other times food would be given to them in a paper bag and they would go their way. Avery Station was 
made up of three tracks. There was the main line, a sidetrack for shifting and switching cars. A third track was used for loading 
pulpwood and the loading and unloading of other commodities to be shipped out or received into the station. Many men from the 
North Cove Valley spent their entire working years with the railroad. They performed all type of jobs from engineers to the task of 
keeping the rails safe for travel. In fact, one of North Cove’s own, became superintendent of the line. Avery Station has been gone for 
many years.  In the late 40s and early 50s the big diesel engines came and the passenger trains were discontinued. The coal tipple, 
water tank and small depot were no longer needed and were all torn down. The only reminder is the concrete structure where the 
huge water tank stood. As the years go by and young people replace the older generation, so many things are forgotten. Maybe Avery 
Station and other forgotten things are not important now, they are a part and should be remembered as such. In my memory, I can 
still hear the puff, puff, puff of the big steam engines and the shrill steam whistle used for their many signals. Remembering this, 
always reminds me of the Clinchfield Railroad (now CXS0 and my younger years on the Avery farm, watching the trains at Avery 
Station. 

 



 

Coal Tipple at Avery Station 1948 

 

 

Water Tower at Avery Station 1951 



I was first introduced to Avery Station a little more than two months after I was born in Charlotte, North 
Carolina, where my father managed a store for the Pender’s Grocery Chain. There was never any question that I 
was to be baptized in my mother’s church in the North Cove Valley; the Concord Methodist Church. Thus, I 
took my first major trip at about 3 months old. From our house in Charlotte my parents and I arrived at the 
Southern Railway Station via a 25cent cab, boarded the Southern for our trip to Marion where we arrived to 
catch the daily north-bound Clinchfield. We arrived at Avery Station with three toots of the whistle to a large 
welcome from great grandparents Jim and Hannah Avery and grandparents Seawell and Madge Avery. Even 
though I was only two to three months old, it was the beginning of a love affair with Avery Station, the trains 
and the people that ran, traveled, and served the railroad. It was 1941. Outside of the North Cove Valley big 
events were at play. Men my father’s age and the Clinchfield Railroad were dealing with a war that was 
affecting the entire world. When my father was called into the War, my mother and I remained at Avery Station 
with our Avery family. During those war years, my grandfather, Seawell Avery, was my surrogate father and 
best friend in the world. After my father returned we stayed at Avery in my grandfather’s house, as my 
grandparents moved to the Jim Avery house, for a number of years.  

 

 

 

Waiting for the Passenger Train at Avery Station 1948 

 

The wagon road that connected my grandparents and my great grandparent’s houses at Avery crossed 
the multiple tracks about half way between the coal tipple to the north and the water tower to the south. 
Traveling west across the tracks at the edge of the railroad’s right-of-way located in a space of no consequence 
in our pasture land stood a very unattractive building of about 20 feet by 10 feet that comprised Ms. Dobie’s 
store. As unattractive as it was, it was a wonderful store. The store existed as a service for the engineers, 
firemen and conductors who, for one reason or another, had stop-overs at Avery. For passenger stops, a quick 
run into the store was sometimes useful. For the people that maintained the tipple, the depot and the tracks in 
the area, Ms. Dobie’s store was a watering-hole. In the store’s very cramped environment one could find cold 
bottled drinks, lunch sized can goods, pastries, sweets and other items that might satisfy a thirst or appetite. 



Rosco McCall and John Bates worked the Tipple. They introduced me to a lunch of Vienna Sausages, out of a 
small can, and canned sardines, all eaten with saltine crackers. They would wash it all down with an RC Cola. 
Sometime there would be a Moon-Pie for dessert. My favorite engineer, who would from time to time let me 
ride in the engine as he would side-track cars, Red Harvey, was partial to RC Cola’s and Moon-Pies. [I tried for 
several years to get an engineer to let me ride up-on the tipple when they positioned the coal cars but that was 
forbidden. Even the most experienced engineers did not like taking their giant locomotives up to the top of that 
structure.] I wanted to be an engineer like Red Harvey, but at Concord Methodist Church they told me it was a 
sin to work on Sunday and I didn’t want to be a sinner. One Sunday, later in life, some friends at Concord gave 
me an engineer’s cap as a birthday present. I thanked them by saying, “while I always wanted to be an engineer 
like Red Harvey, I guess my engineering degree from NC State will have to do.” 

 

Ms. Dobie’s Store at Avery Station 1948 

 

During my 10 years at Avery, if my grandfather, Seawell Avery, was my best friend, his best friend was 
a railroad man, Sam Gouge. For a number of years Sam was the dispatcher at the Ashford Station that was just 
north of Avery. Sam and Florence Gouge, and their three girls Zula, Reva, and Lena, with Seawell and Madge 
Avery, and their daughter Gladys, were the type of friends that would go to the North Carolina Beach together 
with their girls, take all their provisions with them, campout on the Beach and have a wonderful time in the 
depression years of the 1930’s. Sam, Florence, Seawell and Madge formed a quartet group that from time to 
time would sing at the Concord Methodist Church. They, and their girls, were often doing things together. The 
two families were close! Near the end of his life Sam, who in addition to being a railroad man was an ordained 
Baptist minister, told me that he wanted to be buried next to my grandfather because “we are going to have a 
long time to talk about things.” My mother’s best friend throughout her life was Sam’s oldest daughter Zula 
Gouge Lonon. Later in life, when Zula’s second daughter Patty, told me that our mothers had early arranged our 
marriage, my answer was, “why didn’t someone tell me.” My mother, Gladys, Zula and a boy named James Lee 
Lonon were in the first grade of North Cove’s first Consolidated School in 1923 and graduated together in 
1935. James Lee Lonon married Reva Gouge, became the superintendent of the Clinchfield Railroad, and wrote 
the book, Tall Tales of the Rails; On the Carolina, Clinchfield & Ohio. In his book, James Lee describes his 
courting during high school days-the gal in red. 



A railroad man by the name of Sam who lived in our community had three daughters. The oldest was pretty, but quite reserved; the 
youngest was pretty, but somewhat shy; and the middle one was beautiful but mischievous. One could even say that, at times, she was 
downright mean. For some reason, though, and only God knows why, I grew quite fond of her, especially when she wore red. Maybe it 
was simply because I always had a fascination for these two exciting things; railroading and tomboy gals in red. 

Of course, the oldest above was Zula, the youngest was Lena (who also married a railroad man, Bill Brown) and 
the middle one was his love, Reva. The Avery Station Avery family was always connected, one way or another 
to railroad people. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sam Gouge at the Ashford Station Giving Orders to Red Harvey 

 

Red Harvey Puts into the Side-Track at Avery Station 



It was 1950/51 when my parents, my 3-year-old brother and I moved to Marion N.C.  I had established 
about 10 years of roots at Avery. It took a while to readjust to being a town-kid in Marion. In Marion, my life 
was not regulated by the schedule of the trains passing through Avery. But just as well! It was almost as if my 
leaving the North Cove Valley signaled the end of Avery Station. As my mother said above, in the early 50s 
with the coming of the Diesels there was no need for the coal tipple or the water tank for refueling. Rosco 
McCall and John Bates had no tipple to manage. With the end of passenger service along the Clinchfield there 
was no need for Ms. Dobie’s store and our Avery Station Depot. With new communication technology, the 
dispatch connections between stations along the line all changed. The larger-than-life engineers like, Red 
Harvey, had been replaced with “college boys,” and except for a small sign that remains at the crossing today, 
Avery, as my mother wrote, above, Avery Station is no more, only a memory. 

 

 

Avery Station Disappeared With the Diesel Engine Trains 1951 
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The North Cove Valley and the 1916 Flood 

Dr. W. Douglas Cooper 

Over the first 100+ years of the North Cove Valley, settlers moved into the Valley and claimed the land. 
Protestant Christian Religion was promulgated, congregations formed and churches built. Small, one-room 
schools were developed and children were taught minimum levels of reading, writing and arithmetic. Between 
1905 and 1915 the Valley felt the significant impact of the coming of the Clinchfield Railroad that split the 
Valley from Ashford in the North to Sevier (Woodlawn) to the South. Then, it can be argued, that the most 
profound event in the over 200+ history of the North Cove Valley occurred; the 1916 Flood. [Because of its 
randomness, some families, for example, my great grandfather J.D. Avery, argued that the 1940 Floor was of 
greater personal impact than the 1916 Flood.]  

On the night of July 5, 1916, a hurricane came ashore near Mobile, Alabama with winds of 107 miles 
per hour. As the storm passed over land in a northeasterly direction, it cut across northwest Georgia and then 
stalled over the mountains of western North Carolina. Heavy rains continued for about three days bringing 
rivers and creeks out of their banks and saturating the ground of the area. Within a few days, the waters were 
back within the banks of their respective rivers and creeks. Then, on the morning of July 14, a second hurricane 
came ashore near Charleston, South Carolina. The storm moved quickly towards the North Carolina mountains, 
then rested against the foot-hills and mountains of the Blue Ridge for a full 24 hours, dumping torrential rains. 
A rain gauge in Altepass, North Carolina, a Clinchfield station stop immediately preceding the first station at 
Ashford in the North Cove Valley, recorded 22.22 inches of rain in a 24-hour period, the highest on record in 
the U.S. at that time. With the soil, previously saturated from the last hurricane, the run-off from the second 
storm was estimated to be in the 80-90 percent range. This began the Great Flood of 1916.  Much of western 
North Carolina was devastated by the event, especially along the McDowell and Mitchell County line and down 
into North Cove. As one drives today’s Highway 221 through the North Cove Valley towards Linville Falls, the 
large rocks and boulders that dot the fields and pastures on both sides of the road tumbled down the 
mountainside to their current resting place during the catastrophic Flood of 1916. It was the flood to end all 
floods – all the people in the area could do was to try to survive while watching their homes and possessions 
wash away. 

The Clinchfield Railroad was only about 8 years old at the time, cuts and fills had not yet become firmly 
established.  The railroad was significantly vulnerable to what was about to happen. On May 8, 1986, an 
incomplete letter written by an official of the CC&O railroad, a Mr. V.E. Kent to a Mr. L.H. Pettiplace, 
President of the CC&O railroad, was copied from The Yancey Journal by Mrs. Bruce Westall and made 
available to the general public. The letter describes the writer’s attempt to walk from Marion, North Carolina to 
Altepass, North Carolina along what remained of the Clinchfield Railroad, immediately after the 1916 Flood. 
The writer was a friend of the family of my grandmother, Madge Brown Avery. Mr. Kent’s accounts, written in 
his letter to President Pettiplace, are very consistent with accounts related to me as a child by my grandmother 
and other members of my family that were there in the North Cove Valley and survived the Flood. That family 
include two sets of great grandparents (Avery and Brown) and two sets of grandparents (Avery and Brown) of 
whom, all were there and intimately involved in the writer’s description of the events of the Flood. I refer to Mr. 
Kent as the writer. 

On July 12, 1916, the writer road the Clinchfield passenger train to Marion to attend court. After 
completing his business in Marion, he found that all his attempts to return by train, for all different train routes 
out of Marion, were impossible.  Having exhausted all alternative ways to get home to Erwin, Tennessee, he 
began a walk, using the rail tracks as his guide, to the Altepass station, from which he had a passage home. On 
his walk, he passed through the North Cove Valley and, in addition to other North Cove families, wrote 
observations about both the families of my great grandparents, Avery, and great grandparents, Brown. The 



impact of what the writer saw needs to be told in his own words. The following starts with his arrival at the 
south-end of the North Cove Valley. 

“I walked on up to Sevier, and there learned that the river had stood four feet deep in the station, destroying 
everything in the depot and doing some damage in the building. Just a short distance above Sevier George 
Conley owns one of the best farms in the whole country, his dwelling house being much above the average 
country home. The railroad runs entirely through his farm, on the east side, and the river formally ran on the 
east side of the farm parallel with the railroad. When I got there, I looked with astonishment to find that the 
river covered the entire bottom except an alluvial island, a bottom which only a few days prior to the flood 
presented a picture of prosperity, the corn now being covered over heavily with sand. The river formerly made 
a curve to the east, on the upper end of the farm, running very nearly one-half mile east of Mr. Conley’s home, 
but this deluge caused it to change its course and take a straight line towards the dwelling house, dividing just 
above the house, and part in front. The stream in front being swifter, it soon dug a channel which cut nearer the 
nearer the foundation until the north wing of the house toppled over into the channel. I was told that Mr. Conley 
and family remained in the house until it fell into the channel, when they managed to get across the first stream 
into the island, where they enjoyed ephemeral hopes that their lives would be saved, but they soon realized that 
they had to get to the railroad or be drowned because the water was rising very rapidly.” 

The writer then describes a most harrowing process of innovation, courage, prayer and, possibly, divine 
intervention that allowed the Conley family to survive the situation. But, before the writer continues his travel 
north up the North Cove Valley he makes the following conclusions about what he had called one of the best 
farms in the country: 

“There is as much difference between this farm now and the way it used to be, as there is between a new comb 
and one with all the teeth broken out. I can say without fear of contradiction that this farm is absolutely 
ruined.” 

The writer next comes to the Jim Hennessee place: 

“In this vicinity, Jim Hennessee lost his house, barn and mules, and just north thereof, Nathan Renfro, who 
lived at Pitts, saw his home, dog, cats sail to parts unknown.” 

Moving northward: 

“When I arrived at Edgecomb I found the culverts washed away and the railroad literally covered with 
mountain logs and rocks. I learned that here Roscoe McCall’s house had washed away.” 

The writer’s next move north takes him to the farm of my great grandparents, J.D. and Hannah Avery. Between 
1941 and 1951 I lived on this farm with my Avery family at what was called Avery Station and was fully 
apprised of the events of the 1916 flood by those that lived through it. The writer continues: 

“When I reached Avery, two miles north of Edgecomb, J.D. Avery had a steam engine in operation, grinding 
corn for famished natives. Mr. Avery’s farm was not damaged as much as his neighbors, but he was dreadfully 
torn up in spirits.  Just in front of his house was a very large pile of mountain rocks which had washed down the 
mountain streams with so much force they had crossed the railroad, some of the rocks being larger than a 
barrel.” 

Just north of my great grandfather, J.D.’s farm was the farm of a Brown relative, Sam Brown, that farm is the 
writer’s next move up the Valley. 

 



“Just north of Avery there used to be a very fine field of corn and nice two story house, the river being parallel 
to the railroad. This was all changed and the corn covered up with debris. The house was gone and the river 
spread five times breath. I understand that Mr. Sam Brown, the owner of the farm, parted with everything 
gladly, being happy in the fact that he saved his family.” 

The writer’s next move up the Valley is to the farm of my great grandmother, Hannah Brown Avery’s brother, 
Seawell Brown’s farm which the writer refers to as Brown’s Mill. As the writer continues: 

“A little farther northward I came to Brown’s Mill, where the river played havoc with about six hundred feet of 
our fill, lowering the track to the level of the river. Near this place Seawell Brown’s place was washed into 
unrecognizable condition, doing damage to the mill, and moving one small tenant house; also, destroying 
several stacks of wheat. Fortunately, all the wheat was not destroyed.” 

North of Seawell Brown’s farm was the home of the family of my great grandfather J.H. Brown and my 
grandmother, Madge Brown Avery. Much has been written about the 1916 flood through the eyes of this 
family. The writer describes the events as: 

“I spent the night with Ade Wiseman, and he told me unbelievable stories about what happened to my friend 
Jim Brown, whose farm was about one-fourth mile from the station. I was very tired, but felt that I should call 
and see Mr. Brown that night. I had been entertained at his house many times, and had become good friends. 
He raised a large family, of whom all are straight as a string. His house stood just about one hundred feet from 
the railroad fill, said fill being about twenty feet high. The house had two stories, with an ell and faced from the 
railroad, the first floor being about two feet above the ground. I did not find Mr. Brown in his house but in a 
new house farther up the hill, built by Mr. Poteat, manager of a plant in that vicinity. I found all at home except 
Mrs. Hensley, a daughter. All were comparatively happy and ready to tell the great story of the flood. The 
names of the family are as follows: Ralph, age 30; Dewey, age 15; Louie, age unknown, Madge, age unknown; 
Mr. Brown, age 60; Mrs. Brown, age 60; and a little grand-son, Ray Hensley, age 10. Mr. Brown told me he 
was entertaining a lawyer and his wife, whose home is at Morganton, the night of the flood, and they sat on the 
front porch until nine o’clock, and when they retired, the little stream which ran on the north side of the house 
was not out of its banks. They all went to bed feeling secure for the reason that the railroad bridge three of four 
hundred feet north of the house was nearly ninety feet long and twenty feet high and sufficient to carry four 
times as much water as had ever passed that way. A short time after they had retired, the lawyer wife heard 
water running into the house, she got up and informed Miss. Madge, who quickly called all the family. When 
they all got out of bed, they started for the railroad fill, but when they stepped out on the ground, the water 
came up to their waists. So, knowing that the water got deeper as they proceeded towards the fill, they 
concluded to go up-stairs.  Pretty soon the water began to run in through the windows up-stairs, and they 
climbed up through the man-hole, took an axe and knocked a hole in the metal roof, and one-by-one they went 
out onto the roof and sat there astride of same all night and until ten o’clock the next morning. I did not learn 
the exact order of their going out, but presume that the first one went to the farther end of the house and all sat 
face to back until the water receded. The rain fell in torrents all night, and the family shouted for help and 
prayed the entire time. Finally, the fill gave way just north of the house, taking the ninety-foot bridge, leveling 
several hundred feet of fill to the level of the low water mark. Then the backed water quickly receded but the 
hose was not washed away for the reason that the sand had collected all around it while the water was eddy. 
Otherwise the suction would have moved the house. Everything in the house was ruined, the sand being backed 
up in the parlor level with the keyboard on the piano. Mr. Brown said he would never live there again. While 
the house and contents are ruined, all the family seemed to have been in a state of nervous gratitude on account 
of having saved their lives. They got in close touch with God while on the roof.” 

In a book compiled by Nina Greenlee; Stories Not Told in History Books, my mother, Gladys Avery Cooper 
told the story of her mother, Madge Brown, titled The Brown Family on the Roof. This account is as Madge told 



the story; to my mother, to me, and to anyone that would care to listen. [In her last year at 93 years, when she 
was having a hard time remembering what happened yesterday, she told my wife the full story in complete 
detail and then asked, “where were you Margaret.”] The fact that my grandmother’s account is so close to that 
of Mr. Kent’s gives credibility to the other accounts given in his letter to Mr. Pettiplace.  One important 
omission is the omission captured in The Brown Family on the Roof that includes the story of my non-
swimming grandmother, Madge. 

My mother tells her thoughts of how she would try to swim to a large tree that stood some distance away. She 
realized later how foolish the thought was because she had never learned to swim. 

 Mrs. Gurney Franklin in the Linville Falls community just north of Ashford told of landslides that would 
come out of the mountains and knock houses apart. Also, these landslides at Linville Falls pushed tons of rock 
down the mountainsides into surrounding fields and pastures where they remain today. Just below and south of 
the Linville Falls community was the Jehu and Laura Conley English home in the Ashford area. Although the 
Rolling Gap Branch overflowed its banks and caused some damage to the English family, it is fair to say, 
relatively, the Jehu and Laura farm was not greatly affected by the flood. Here, the house and lands were 
occupied by Jehu, Laura and the widow of Romulus English, Ellen Brown English, who was the daughter of the 
afore mentioned James H. Brown and the older sister of my grandmother Madge Brown Avery. Ellen’s 
children, Faye and Garvel English, also lived on the home-place. Because of its minimal damage, the English 
home-place served as a haven for a number of families in the norther part of the North Cove Valley made 
homeless by the flood. For example, the Walter McGee family, with three adults and four children, lived in a 
log house up-stream from the English home on the Rolling Gap Branch. Like described by Mrs. Gurney 
Franklin, the night of the flood their log house was the victim of a landslide that took the house that led to the 
death of two adults and three children. Here, the remaining family found refuge at the English house ant the 
dead were buried in the English Cemetery. Tom Franklin, his wife and children, and father, Joe, were more 
fortunate than the tragedy of the McGee family. They made their way to the English farm after their house and 
all their belongings had been swept away. The J.H. Browns and the Sam McGee family who also lost their 
home and possessions in the Ashford also found temporary respite at the English farm. Post-Survival of the 
flood became a group effort!   

On June 7, 1917, the Marion Progress Newspaper published an editorial by a Charlotte Observer writer 
that was inspired by a visit through the North Cove Valley. In the editorial titled “The Lost Valley” the writer 
composes an obituary for the North Cove Valley. The writer’s obituary for the Valley goes as follows: 

“The Lost Valley! There are yet many tokens of the flood, now almost a year in the past, in evidence in the 
mountains. Some of these tokens will be seen for years, some for all time. In the latter classification comes the 
once prosperous North Cove Valley. It is eleven miles long and averages half a mile in width, and the North 
Fork of the Catawba flows through it. It might well have been called the Valley of Eden. Throughout its length 
and breadth in the golden harvest days the air was vibrant with the clear, sweet notes of the quail, and the rattle 
of the stone against the cradle blade. It was a typical scene of peace and plenty which was but emphasized when 
the evening shadows began to lengthen and Nature begins her gentle work of shading and toning the landscape  
- the delicate blues and greens of the fields and pastures with the russet and red and dark green of the orchard, 
purpling deeper as it rolled valley and meadow, field and vineyard back into the recesses of the hills; when the 
droning of the bees died down with the nearer-coming angelus of the farm- the tinkling bells in the lane and 
eventide closing in over the pastoral. But for North Cove Valley this idyll, is ended. The Valley is a desolate 
waste of rock and sand. Here and there stand farm houses which were saved through the eccentricities of the 
current, but they survive amidst desolate surroundings. The trees, the fences, orchards and pastures, together 
with the fifty houses that had been scattered among them have vanished, never to return, for the fall of the river 
has been so sharply increased as to preclude hope of the soil ever again taking lodgment along the course of 
that stream. It is a lost valley.” 



One hundred years after the publication of the above editorial, how does one react to it? How does one explain 
the next one hundred years in the North Cove Valley post 1917? The Valley is still well known and in no-way 
can be considered Lost. 

The original settlers who came into the North Cove Valley in the early 1800s were, in-the-main, 
innovative, hard-working, intelligently religious people. They produced large families who inter-married over a 
hundred years to also produce large families. After several generations, the intermarriage generated a 
homogeneity of family unity across the Valley. That unity manifested itself in respect for innovative learning, 
hard work and an intelligent relationship with their God. These core cultural values of the survivors of the 1916 
Flood propelled the people of what the editorial writer described as the Lost Cove into the next one-hundred 
years. While the 1916 Flood may have made the landscape less beautiful and much of the land less-productive, 
while changed in form, the land survived with its owners. The future was all about making the land, as it was, 
work for its owners. The land contained trees and rocks for buildings. Those buildings could be used for shelter 
for the family and for commerce. It had the potential to produce food, food for family, but especially the 
potential to produce food for animals; cows, pigs, poultry, etc. There was government work, railroad work, 
educational work, town work for some, and a variety of service and/or manufacturing ownership and 
professions that were available to innovative, hard-working, fast-learning people. However, the greatest asset of 
the North Cove Valley was, that over the past one hundred years, the people of the Valley had learned how to 
survive together. 

The years 1916/1917 was the period that my grandfather, Seawell Avery, and his brother Rom, 
completed building their own homes, on their father, J.D. Avery’s, land. Seawell and Rom were college-trained 
young men who were expert carpenters. They were not only involved with building their own homes from rocks 
and lumber milled in the area by their neighbors, they were also involved with helping to rebuild the Seawell 
and Mary Brown house (the current home of Henry and Wilda Brown which in 2016 celebrated its 100th 
anniversary) after the 1916 Flood. Seawell Brown and Hannah Avery were brother/sister. Thus, it was natural 
for Hannah’s two boys to help their uncle Seawell rebuild his house. In 1917 Seawell Avery married Madge 
Brown, the non-swimmer mentioned above, and moved into their own home at Avery Station. This was only 
one example of how the many families of the North Cove Valley moved themselves forward into the future. As 
a boy, I was privileged to watch my grandfather, Seawell, and his relatives, Jay English, Garvel English, Fred 
Brown and many others as they defined successful farming in the North Cove Valley. It was all about the 
animals and being able to provide adequate feed for the animals. Seawell built a small herd of Jersey and 
Guernsey cattle for cream and milk production. Later he added beef cattle. He raised hogs, selling the young 
pigs to neighbors and dressed pork to the markets in Marion. In the spring, he bought baby chicks and raised 
them to sell on the markets as fryers. If he needed an additional building, he built it. There were always hams in 
the smoke-house and beef in the storage freezer in Marion. Chicken dinners were always running around the 
yard. Vegetables came from the garden. Berries for pies came from multiple places. There were carefully 
tended apple trees that produced apples for cooking. Clothes and bedding were made with needle and thread, 
and a sewing machine from fabric that was priced in sold chickens. The examples go on and on. Everyone in the 
family participated in the process. It was a good life! But to provide that good life, my grandparents were the 
hardest working people I have ever known. It also was a family thing. Fred Brown’s father and Madge Avery’s 
father were brothers. Jay English’s mother and Seawell Avery’s father were brother/sister. Garvel English’s 
mother, Ellen Brown English and Madge Brown Avery were sisters. Jay and Garvel built different mixes of 
dairy cows and beef cows. Jay in particular, over time, developed a significant dairy business. In all cases food 
for the cattle and other animals was needed. Some of the relatives like Fred had land to produce hay and other 
animal food. Technology and sharing that technology was involved. Mules were substituted for by tractors. 
Thrashing machines were substituted for by combines. Other labor saving devices were purchased and shared 
within the Valley.  



 Given the land as a support system, one did not have to farm to be successful in the North Cove Valley. 
Support systems were needed. For example, one could run a store. Otis Lonon’s, Guy Lonon’s. Ruth Lonon’s 
and Nell Hensley’s stores, where my family had a charge account, are the ones I remember best as stores in the 
Valley. One could have a profession like the electrician, Omar Wiseman. There were a good number of school 
teachers. One could be a Post Master like Fate Brown. One could have a store and a mill like Madison and Nell 
Hensley. One could be a railroad man like my friend Sam Gouge and Bill Brown. Or one could run the railroad 
like James Lee Lonon. The possibilities were endless. It was all started with the land. One then added 
cooperation among the North Cove Family and the willingness to provide hard work. The end result was 
recovery for the 1916 Flood that at this writing has lasted over one hundred years. 
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The North Cove Consolidated School in the North Cove Valley 

Dr. W. Douglas Cooper 

Early in 1920 the North Carolina School System began a process of consolidating one and two-room, 
local elementary schools across the State. These consolidated schools would provide both elementary and high 
school education within a single institution. Consistent with this state policy, officials of the McDowell County 
decided to consolidate a number of small schools that existed in the northern section of the county. Of particular 
interest were the small schools in the North Cove area. Several one and two-room schools in areas to the north 
and south of, what is called, the North Cove Valley were candidates for a consolidation project, somewhere 
within the North Cove Valley area. Families to the north of the Valley argued for the Ashford area as a school 
location. Families to the south of the Valley argued for the Woodlawn area. A committee of R.A. Lonon, W.E. 
Lonon, J.P. Hennessee, R.H. Hennessee, M.L. Good, C.A. McCall and Jim Washburn was formed to select a 
site and purchase the land for a building. The committee selected a site that was central to the area. In 1923 the 
North Cove Consolidated School opened its doors with the consolidation of the Woodlawn, Pitts, Peppers 
Creek, Ashford, Cox Creek, Three-Mile and Armstrong schools. The 1923 School had a principle, G. Watson 
Wilson, and an assistant principle, Tom Stacy, Jr. There were four elementary teachers; Hattie Taylor, Ada 
English, Betha Morris and Beatrice Brown. Mr. Stacy was the teacher of the junior high grades and Mr. Wilson 
taught the high school grades. During the early years, the school’s total enrollment averaged somewhere 
between 125 to 150 students. 

My mother, Gladys Avery Cooper was a member of the premier 1st grade class in 1923. Twenty-five 
years later, in 1948, I followed her entrance to the school’s 1st grade in the same classroom that had been hers in 
1923. One of mother’s 1st grade classmates, James Lee Lonon, in his book Tall Tales of the Rails; On the 
Carolina, Clinchfield and Ohio, describes the 1923 School. From his description, except for bath rooms in place 
of out-houses, and steam heat in place of per-room coal stoves, James Lee and my mother’s school was little 
different from mine 25 years later. On many occasions my mother and I compared our experiences at the 
school. We both rode the bus arriving at 8:30 am, went to assembly in the auditorium, had a prayer and sang 
songs. After a benediction, we went to our class room. There was no cafeteria, so each person took his/her own 
lunch in some convenient container. The lunch was stored in the “cloak-room” that separated two adjoining 
class rooms on a shelf about our hanging coats. Classes started at 8:45 am. After two 45-minute class sessions, 
the bell rang for a 15-minute recess. At 10:30 am we were back in class for a class session. Then, from11:15am 
until noon, we did individual, assigned lessons work. At noon, we took our lunch container from the cloak room 
and, depending on the weather, ate our lunch somewhere on the school grounds. Between lunch and 1:00 pm 
was free time. At 1 o’clock we finished the day with three, 45-minute class sessions, separated by a 15-minute 
recess at 2:30 pm. The final bell struck at 3:30 pm when some headed for the bus and others waited for their bus 
to return from a first delivery run. I often had a one-hour wait until Watt or Joe English, my bus drivers, would 
take me to Avery up the Old Linville Road. For my mother, the bus driver was one of her teachers. I remember 
her speaking of Mr. Tom Stacy. For me all my bus drivers were my relatives who were high school students. 
Our shared experiences at North Cove School, though 25 years apart, were a common bond between me and 
her. These common experiences at North Cove School were not unique to us, but a general occurrence for 
parent and child of my generation. At least four of my mother’s 1st grade class of 1923 met in the same class 
room as their children in 1948. Among others the 1st grade class of 1923 included: 

 

 

 

 



1st grade 1923 parent  1st grade 1948 child 

Omar Wiseman  Royce Wiseman 

Eugene Brown   Leslie Brown 

Zula Gouge Lonon  Patty Lonon (Patty later skipped a grade) 

Gladys Avery Cooper  Dougie Cooper 

Carolyn Jo Hensley and I were the mascots for the graduating class of 1947. This was the first 
graduating class that had completed 12 years of school, with 4 years of high school. Before 1947 a graduate 
only completed 11 years to graduation. That 1947 graduation was the last of the graduation exercises that were 
conducted at the school under the lighting of kerosene lamps. In my first year of school the building was well 
lit. Upon my arrival at the North Cove School in 1948, I discovered a new world of family names that had been 
unknown to me. As a single child on a large farm, my young world had been centered around relatives and 
names known to me from the Concord Methodist Church. Although some of the names were familiar to me 
from the Church, school offered the socialization of getting to know a wide variety of people from a wide 
variety of families. For an only child, at the time, it was a very effective learning experience that expanded my 
horizons about people. 

In 1948 out of 264 total students registered for the 12 grades, about 80% of the students were in grades 1 
through 8. Less than 20% of the total were in high school and completed the 12 years of school.  The average 
Primary to 8th grade class size was about 26 students. However, the average class size for the high school grades 
9 through 12 was about 13 students, about one-half that of the elementary classes. In retrospect, these statistics 
point to the likelihood that a good number of my fellow students moved on after the 8th grade and did not 
complete high school. At an early age, I discovered that some had opportunities and ambitions that others did 
not. There were certain students in the School that I was constantly told to use as role-models as I grew older. 

Out of 50 family names registered at the North Cove School in 1948, four family names represented 
about 30% of the school’s total student enrollment. 

Hollifield 14%, McKinney 8%, Lowery 5% and Swofford 4% was about 31% of the total. 

Williams, Boyd, Brown, Washburn, Harris each represented about 3% each for 15% of the total. 

Bartlett, English, Green, Bates, McCall, Lonon, Elliot, Biddix, Jordan, Ollis, Wright and Ware each 
represented about 2% each for another 24% of the total. 

Of the remaining 29 family names, no single-family name represented more than 1% of the registered 
children.  

The 4-family names, 31% figure, for the total school enrollment was consistent with that in my 1948 1st grade 
class. In my class of 36 students there were 4 Hollified, 4 McKinney, 1 Lowery and 2 Swofford names for a 
11/36 or about 31% of the 1st grade names. That figure was consistent with the percentage for the School as a 
whole. 

The distribution by location of families is of interest. In particular, those of the 4 names listed that made 
up the 31% of students are of interest. When one considers that many family names had been in the North Cove 
Valley for more than one hundred years. With multiple generations of intermarriage of family names, one 
would expect that male name locations would be more stable, by location, than the names of daughters who 
move to the location of the male. However, In the North Cove Valley, it appears that most of the children stayed 
pretty close to home with their marriages. It appears, with exceptions, Hollifield, Lowery, Washburn Boyd, 
Stockton, Hoppes, Edwards, Biddix, and Webb names stayed within a relative small radius of the Turkey Cove, 



Armstrong, Coxes’ Creek areas. And the McKinney names were relatively close along the Peppers’ Creek Way. 
The Swoffords were spread out across the Valley.  

The 1923 group that started the 1st grade with my mother at the new consolidated school graduated in 
the depression year 1935. They were the first group to complete all eleven grade-years at the School. Unlike the 
1948 statistics that point to only about 20% of the total student body completing graduation, it was mother’s 
remembrance that most of those that started with her in 1923 were there at graduation in 1935. She did mention 
that some dropped along the way, but most stayed the course. The Valedictorian of the graduating class of 1935 
was Omar Wiseman. The Salutatorian was Bill Lonon. At the graduation exercises James Lee and Ivory Lonon 
gave presentations about the History of Secondary Education. Buster Lonon gave the class’s Last Will and 
Testament and Zula Gouge Lonon sang a song. Non-Lonons rounded out the program. Eugene Brown gave a 
poem reading. Gladys Avery presented the Class Prophecy, Tate Robbins played the role as the Class Grumbler 
and Flava Bristol acted as the Class Giftorian. My mother’s High School Memories document indicates that 
Zula Gouge was both most popular and beautiful. Flava Bristol was best in athletics and Gladys Avery was best 
in scholarship. Buster Lonon was both most popular and most handsome. Ivory Lonon was best in athletics and 
Omar Wiseman was best in scholarship. One cannot help but be impressed with the education theme of the 
graduates. The graduation not only emphasized education in the presentations given by James Lee and Ivory 
Lonon, but I have a hand-written copy of my mother’s Class Prophecy that has as its core what we might 
consider today as the development of North Carolina’s Community College System. In 1935 she was 
predicting: 

“Education in our country has made rapid progress. The advancement continues and twenty-five years 
hence as I travel through the country I see a small university or Junior College has been established in 
every county of North Carolina.” 

 For the coming McDowell County College, she chose Buster Lonon as its President. Ivory Lonon was 
heading the Department of Geometry. Flava Bristol was the college nurse and Tate Robbins was the local 
doctor with responsibilities for the college students. Zula Gouge was a music teacher at the college. Not 
everyone worked at the college. After a course in Agriculture, Eugene Brown was to become a successful 
farmer. Omar Wiseman would use the college as preparation for Law School and would eventually become a 
great lawyer. The Prophecy continues: 

“It took James Lee Lonon quite a while to decide his life’s work. He is now manager of a large store 
which he thinks is the best work he could have chosen.”  

One can’t help but be impressed by the optimism these students showed during a high point of the 1935 
Depression Era and a belief that by obtaining a good education they would be able to successfully meet life’s 
challenges. These were post-1916 Flood children, born in 1917-1918, optimistic for the future. It was something 
that mother and I spoke about often, as we compared the education I might have gotten if I had stayed at the 
North Cove School rather than attending the City Schools in Marion. The optimism and respect for education of 
my mother’s group permeated the North Cove School I entered twenty-five years later for those most critical 
first few years of the schooling process. In retrospect, I don’t think I could have received a better start to a 
lifetime of learning and scholarship than I received from Ms. Ellen Crawford, Ms. Francis Hicks, and Mrs. 
Lucille Letillier. To judge the relative value of North Cove vs. my town schooling, all I have to do is to look to 
my 1st grade friends and the success they generated from spending their 12-years at the North Cove School. As 
mother often said: 

“If you stayed the course, did the work, and graduated from North Cove School, good things would 
happen to you.”  



In 1948 out of 264 total students at the North Cove School, the School graduated 10 students. But those 
graduates included some impressive people who did impressive things later in life. The same was the case for 
those in my 1st grade class that stayed the course, did the work and graduated from North Cove School. 

After we moved to Marion my biggest bouts of nostalgia occurred when the North Cove Women’s High 
School Basketball Team would come to Marion to Play the Marion Women’s team. Before the Gym was built 
at the North Cove School, I watched the school’s teams play in the old Packing-House in the Ashford 
community. Play was a function of how the beams in the structure might alter a pass or a shot. On several 
occasions, Finley Lonon would be the single referee for the games. A good number of both the boys’ and girls’ 
team members attended the Concord Methodist Church where I would see them on Sundays. My mother had 
played at the North Cove School on dirt courts, opposite Hensley’s store. So, I followed her interest in the girl’s 
team. In 1950 they had a championship team. In addition to the game of basketball, although they were several 
years older than I was, I had unrequited crushes on several of the players. When they came to Marion, they were 
my team. About 1960, I left the North Cove/Marion Area and thereafter for about 40 years was out of touch 
with the North Cove Valley. The School lost its High School in 1972.  After that, relative to schooling, all had 
changed. It was a 50-year run! 

 

Miss Ellen Crawford’s 1948 First Grade Class – The Day the Picture was Taken I had Chicken-Pox 
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Theodore Avery’s Pot of Gold 

Dr. W. Douglas Cooper 

 

 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 
numbers 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, World War II 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. Thus, his telling of his father’s 
search for gold in California was consistent with many conversations one might have with him. For those of us 
that were there on the night he died, he was still making jokes about one thing or another. 

During the tough postwar Reconstruction times J.D. grew to manhood as the principal 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 could 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 numbers was J.D.’s father Isaac Theodore Avery. In a letter2 from his father, James Avery, his father says 
to Theodore: 

“You ought not to 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, two months before Theodore left for 
California, 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 and 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 interesting; Will would be given one day per 
week for his own gold search and would be allowed to buy his freedom in North Carolina with the money he 
would get for his gold findings in California. 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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J.D. and Hannah Brown Avery at Avery Station in the North Cove Valley 1903 



The Environment of the North Cove Valley 

Dr. W. Douglas Cooper 

 

Carl Bridenbaugh’s book Myths & Realities; Societies of the Colonial South describes the Back-
Country settlers, such as those that moved into pre-American Revolution Old Burke County and its North Cove 
Valley and set the tone for post-Revolution settlements across similar Old Burke mountain areas. 

 On the eve of Independence the Back Country was a land of sharp contrasts and amazing antitheses that 
led to a post-Revolution population that was anything but uniform. Various groups of Back Country people in 
the early 1800s lived in different stages of development at the same time. Scots-Irish and Germans of very 
different cultural values were joined by a third group of English extraction, with a third set of values, moving 
west to join the migration. Add Welsh, Swiss, Dutch and English Quakers and one could describe the 
movements into the Back Country as chaotic. While some knew precisely what they wanted, in the move, the 
migration was more like the movements of a flock of sheep; where one goes, the flock follows, without 
knowing why. With some exceptions, in the main the movement of people into the Back Country was a flow of 
simple folk. Poverty was the common badge of the majority of the Scots-Irish Ulsterites. The German culture of 
sharing resources seemed to set them apart from the more individualistic Scots-Irish. English colonials whose 
experience in Tidewater and Low Country survival gave a third view to the Back-Country migration. Across all, 
the most pronounced social trait of each of the European nationalities was clannishness. Marriage and other 
social interactions within the national and religious fold was the rule not the exception. While, in the main, the 
flow was that of simple folk, along and among the flow was a mix of 

country gentlemen, soldiers, lawyers, land speculators, merchants/traders, men of culture, parson, 
artisans, rogues, criminals, and ne’re-do-wells of every kind. 

These people supplied an initial overlay of culture to a society of small farmers. From the ranks of this mix 
emerged the leaders, both good and bad, of the Back-Country. Here, one should note, all European settlers 
accepted and continued to accept the European Social Class Structure, even in the Back-Country. There was a 
general respect for status and wealth. Newcomers from northern colonies or immigrants direct from Europe 
stepped forward to leadership roles. Even in the Back-country, wealth, family ties, education, and native talents 
paved the way to place in social hierarchy. In the Back-Country certain groups, more than others, saw an 
opportunity to rise in social class through education attainment and the accumulation of wealth. 

 The freedom of convention enjoyed by men and women of the Back-Country and the absence in many 
places of opportunities to legalize marriages encouraged a disregard by some of accepted moral standards. 
Stories of men with multiple wives with multiple children were not uncommon in the Back-Country. In certain 
areas of the Back-Country, the tavern was one of the two principle institutions, rivaled only by the church. 
Back-Country manners were as varied as anything else in the interior parts. In the absence of civil law, church 
law defined accepted behavior. Most of the settlers of the Back-Country were Calvinists but with a fierce 
sectarianism. While the Back-Country Scots-Irish were grounded in a Presbyterian tradition of a highly-trained 
ministry, the settlers “outran” their pastors. Presbyterian ministers were required to be educated within an 
approve ministry. Without the ministers, marriage could not have performed and Presbyterian family values, 
emphasis on education, and worship were not available. The religious “Great Awakening” of the time that 
prioritized the emotional rather than the scholarly aspects of religion led Scots-Irish Presbyterians to the Baptist 
Church. In the absence of Presbyterian ministers and Presbyterian churches, significant numbers of Scots-Irish 
moved from the religion of John Knox to that of the Baptist.  The Palatine Germans brought their Lutheran 
Church with them. The Quaker Friends did the same. With Methodist one had a choice between Methodism of 
Whitfield which appealed more to the emotion or the Methodism of John Wesley, that appealed more to the 



intellect. Over-time Methodism of Wesley became dominant in most of the mountain areas. The more angelized 
religion of John Wesley and his “personal relationship with God” tended to appeal to those seeking a more 
rational and educated approach to a relationship with God. 

 The earliest settlers in western North Carolina were able to acquire large tracts of flat, fertile, well-
irrigated bottom-land and by the late antebellum period they were the area’s best established residents and its 
social, economic and political leaders. Once the best land of these major valleys was occupied, settlers began to 
push along smaller rivers or creeks up to gaps above these valleys. Good lands came to early arrivals, poorer 
lands to later arrivals. A substantial number of new-comers to the Back Country, with less choice of land, opted 
for just enough land to support a family and an adequate supply of water, wild-game, and timber or stone for 
building. To these people the coves and hollows were just as attractive as the larger river valleys. For these 
families, life was about subsistence farming, with minimal contact with anyone other than their neighbors, the 
closest of whom were sometimes several miles away. However, as late as 1850, very few settlements had 
developed in areas remote enough to isolate its residents from access to or influence by other mountain 
communities. Within expectations, these families, through hard work, led relatively happy and comfortable 
lives. While large farms were very much a part of mountain agriculture, the small and medium sized holdings, 
that predominated the area, were ample in size and productivity to support their human and animal occupants 
and to allow, for some, surpluses of products for sale or exchange. 

 The agricultural output of Old Burke and its North Cove Valley reflected both the diversity and the 
productivity of the settlements. In the absence of a single cash crop, the range of crops grown was wide and 
diverse. Mountain apples made up a substantial part of the output. Grains such as buckwheat and rye and corn 
dominated the cultivated fields. Farm manufactured-by-products such as cheese, butter and molasses played 
major roles. More than any crop produced, livestock dominated mountain agriculture. Livestock production was 
the most substantial form of commercial agriculture in the mountain economy, and served as a primary source 
of economic exchange. Beef and Hog production both on the hoof and in meat product form played a major role 
in mountain economics. Cattle drives and Hog drives from the mountains to the cities of South Carolina and 
Georgia were central to western North Carolina economics. The western North Carolina mountain areas 
provided meat products to the Lower Southern States, who were using their resources in the production of 
cotton. Relative to the North Cove Valley, Asheville North Carolina was the center of north-south livestock 
drives into South Carolina and Georgia and into the northern cities for the North Carolina mountain counties. 
These drives created area demands for livestock and corn to feed the animals on their drives to market. In 
particular, this demand for beef and hog production created a derived demand for North Cove Valley corn as 
food for the animals. If western North Carolina farmers had a cash crop it was corn. Small and large farms 
produced corn for internal uses and surplus corn for surplus uses that provided economic exchange currency. 
Corn could be prices for animal food, but its most profitable use may have been in liquid form. In 1810 there 
were 106 distilleries in Burke County producing about 20,000 gallons of whiskey and brandy each year. Thus, 
the production of food for cattle, pigs, chickens, etc. assumed a highly important position within the mountain 
agriculture supply chain. 

 Consistent with its agricultural-based economy merchants and stores were needed to market any farm 
surpluses and provide items not available on the farm. A typical store owner or merchant would head south 
once or twice a year, loaded with smoked meats, tanned hides, feathers for beds, apples and other fruit and 
multiple other products to be traded for items to be sold in his local store. Some store owners worked through 
agents, combined with other store owners in the local area sharing trips, or just hired wagon masters to make 
trips for them. In many cases the profession of store owner and post master went together. Lonon and Hensley 
are two examples in the North Cove Valley. In general, Mountain economies were economies of credit and 
barter. Money was a scarce item for all. One of my Avery family relatives, Isaac T. Avery, told his brother-in-
law in 1824 



“made enough corn to do me, perhaps can make whiskey to pay for my salt, sugar and coffee and perhaps pay 
my taxes, but money is as scarce as I ever knew it.” 

 Antebellum Old Burke was a major player in the mountain slave economy. This was particularly true 
along the Catawba River Valley that lay to the east of Linville Mountain. This involvement spilled over into the 
North Cove Valley that was connected to the Catawba Valley via Avery Turnpike or what my family called 
“The Yellow Mountain Road.” Avery’s Turnpike connected Quaker Meadows north of the Catawba across 
Linville River and Paddys Creek to the Toe River which it followed closely until it reached the Tennessee line 
between the Iron Mountain and the Yellow Mountain. As it came over Linville Mountain the road descended 
into the North Cove Valley near what was later Avery Station. My great grandfather, J.D. Avery came across 
what he called the Yellow Mountain Road to court my great grandmother, Hannah Brown. In this he was 
following the road that his grandfather, James Avery, had followed years earlier when he came across the 
Linville Mountain to court the daughter of Daniel and Hannah Hollingsworth Brown, Elizabeth. Elizabeth was 
the brother of Samuel Brown. Avery Turnpike was a toll road owned by a major western North Carolina 
Planter, Isaac T. Avery. With some greater than others, it is fair to characterize the Avery and Brown families of 
Old Burke as participating Planters within a black slave-based economy that dominated the western North 
Carolina mountain economy. 

 Mountain counties consisted of their slave holding elite and their influence did indeed shape the 
character and conduct of the region as a whole. Less than 10% of the Carolina mountain populace consisted of 
slaves and 90% of white western Carolinians owned no slaves. However, for those families that did own slaves, 
this ownership enjoyed the consistent support of fellow mountaineers. Slavery was accepted by non-slave 
owners because slaves were considered “property” and non-slave owners saw the protection of property rights 
something worth supporting and, later, fighting for. In addition, for most non-slave owner’s black slaves were 
considered by their peers and their Church as inferior beings. Thus, the mountain economies saw an expanding 
economy based on black slavery as a very acceptable condition. 

 The mountain planter economy was firmly rooted in the capital of land and slaves. A planter’s stock of 
wealth was defined by the quantity and quality of his land and personal property which included the quantity 
and quality of his “stock” of slaves. Slaves and land first came together within an agriculture base. Thus, the 
planter economy was firmly rooted in agriculture. Unlike the slave economy in the Deep South, there was no 
cash crop like cotton in the mountain economy. Thus, the institution of slavery was more creative in the 
mountains. Slaves could be trained for a multiplicity of professions other than in the fields. Slaves could be 
carpenters, black smiths, artisans, or a multiplicity of professions. They could be used to work in tanneries, 
mills, lumber, or a variety of other planter businesses. Or, they could be leased to operations that needed their 
labor, like building roads, railroads or the University of North Carolina, with rents returned to the owner. In 
western North Carolina, the process was called the “Rent a Slave” business. Farm products and the surpluses 
created by the farm via animal products, food, etc. generated working capital to expand into other businesses 
that could exploit the cheap labor of black slaves. In this way, a small number of slave owners were able to 
accumulate significant wealth if not in money terms, but in the terms of “property.”  The economic system was 
such that non-slave-owning Yeoman farmers were economically dependent on the planter system to meet many 
of their family needs. In addition, the yeoman families, though not in wealth, but in family and friends were 
often significantly connected to the planter families. Thus, they were supportive of the existing systems that 
ruled their lives. Within this environment, it was the policy of planter families to intermarry and for at least one 
of the family to be involved in law and the political system. It was common practice to send a son to a college 
that would prepare him for a career in the local or state political system. Thus, having control of the economy, 
the legal system and the accepted message to the population, a small number of slave owning families 
maintained a dominate role vis-a-vie the direction of the mountain populace decisions and conditions. The 
American Civil War was the result of these decisions and conditions! 



On the morning of April 12, 1865 at ten o’clock two former governors of North Carolina and products 
of higher education at Chapel Hill, William A. Graham and David L. Swain, carried a communication from a 
third product of The University, Governor Zebulon B. Vance, to General Sherman. In panic mode, the two old 
men boarded a special train traveling east from Raleigh in search of the General. As Sherman approached 
Raleigh as the last standing state capital of the Confederacy, one may picture two of North Carolina’s finest in 
their long-tailed coats and beaver hats going with hats in hand to ask for quarter from the General. Much on 
their minds must have been the recent fate of their sister capital, Columbia, in South Carolina, which had been 
recently set to the torch. Might Raleigh and its institutions meet with a similar fate? Governors Graham and 
Swain were quintessential representatives of North Carolina’s Whig governing elite of the pre-Civil War era. 
Both spoke for Union before secession. But, both gave full measure to the Confederacy when, in their view, it 
came time to leave the Union. This was also the case for the current Governor Vance. Could it be that the 
General might take kindly to the old former Unionist in dealing with North Carolina’s Capital and surrounding 
areas? As the two men raced to find General Sherman the State lay prostrate. A catastrophic war had worked 
massive hardship and destruction on the State that would require many decades to overcome. Across all classes, 
massive wealth and savings had been destroyed and poverty had visited both rich and poor. Wealthy families, 
who prospered with relative lives of plenty before 1860 were little-better off after the war than the state’s small 
subsistent farmers. The stock price wealth of slaves had been reduced to zero. Real property had been destroyed 
in battles and raids. Land, railroads, factories, public and private buildings, bridges, and roads were either 
destroyed, worn out or in critical need of repair. Money raised by loans and taxes in support of the Confederate 
mission was exhausted. Individuals and institutions who had lent funds to the “cause” would never be paid back 
and were ill prepared to face maintenance requirements for upkeep of what property that remained. Little to no 
gold or silver remained in either public or private hands and Confederate paper money had no value. In the 
absence of slaves, tools, and other productive inputs, the value of even workable land and other real property 
was significantly reduced. More than 40,000 of North Carolina’s white population had given their lives in the 
War. Other multiple thousands had been injured or damaged by disease, lack of food and/or unspeakable living 
conditions. There was great fear among the white population as to the future release of about 350,000 former 
slaves on a poverty-stricken land. A good number of the white population believed that they were about to be 
punished by God for sins of bad judgment. Fear for the future of North Carolina was all pervasive. Was the 
condition that North Carolina found itself on the morning of April 12, 1865 God’s Judgment? Why did the state 
arrive at this point? Did this outcome have to be? What went wrong? Across all these questions it was 
understood that the Old North State had become the victim of a great catastrophe and its recovery would be a 
long and painful process. 

Isolated as it was within the hills and mountains of western North Carolina, The North Cove Valley 
families furnished men and supplies for the Confederate Army. A few sons of the Valley joined the Union 
Army. Those that returned went back to their land and property, or what was left of it, and attempted to start 
over. Most of the slaves in the Valley that had been freed by the Union victory, for a time, stayed with their 
former owners as free-man labor. Much of the mountain economy remained as it had been. The emphasis on 
livestock, corn, and other grains, the production of animal products the production of whiskey, brandy, etc., and 
the importance of stores and merchants in the economy, all of the parts of the economic engine, though 
damaged, were there, except for the slaves. 

Within the post-1902 North Carolina Democratic Party conservatives and liberals fought for control of 
the State. The majority conservatives represented the new rising business class gentry whose interest were 
associated with maintaining North Carolina as a cheap labor state for both business and agriculture. These 
controlling conservatives were, in the main, the political winners from the 1898-1902 white supremacy 
campaigns. The Party liberals were sympathetic to the needs of small farmers, industrial labor interests and the 
general education, health and welfare issues of the common people of North Carolina. Liberals were desirous of 
making business bear a greater share of the tax burden of the State. However, this was not to be! Democratic 



Party conservatives controlled the political agenda for well over one-half of North Carolina’s 20th century. 
Cheap textile mill labor from marginal subsistence farmers moving into the mills and a cheap supply of tenant 
and “cropper” labor for large agriculture, such as cotton and tobacco producers, was the policy of North 
Carolina after 1902. Small, marginal, subsistent farms, such as many in the hills surrounding the North Cove 
Valley, were in harm’s way. Predatory land speculators, and government taxes, smaller family sizes were all at 
play re the economics of the North Cove Valley. The larger farms that were the properties of the antebellum 
planter families were still viable as productive operations at the turn of the 20th century. These would be viable 
up until the Flood of 1916 when new decisions would have to be made. I can only speak for the families that I 
know and am related to; the families of J.D. Avery, Jehu English, Edwin English, Joe Brown, Seawell Brown, 
and others; the 1916 Flood, although a major set-back, did not prevent future family continuation and success in 
the North Cove Valley. 

In 1950, the population of North Carolina was slightly less than four million people. One third lived in 
the cities and towns. Two thirds lived in rural areas. Most of the people in the rural areas were farmers. By 1950 
a growing number of the farmers had to supplement their incomes with mill work. Rural areas were lacking in 
electric power, telephones and roads. In many cases farmers, trying to get their products to market or make their 
way to the mill, had to do so through the mud. In 1950 educational opportunities for rural families were often 
less than minimal. Out of about four million people in North Carolina slightly over eight hundred thousand were 
in some form of education program. Of these, about seventy-three percent were in primary education and about 
twenty percent were in junior or senior high school. Only about six percent were in some form of higher 
education and less than two of the six percent were at one of the three institutions of the State University. The 
average number of school years in 1950 was about 9.36 years or said another way; the average person in North 
Carolina did not have a high school education. A college or university education was a relatively rare event in 
North Carolina. The political machine of the North Carolina Democratic Party had defined the political agenda 
of the state since 1902. However, in the 1948 race for governor, the agenda was displaced with a “populist” 
spirit that had not been felt in North Carolina since the “Farmer’s Legislature” of the 1890s. In the 1948 race for 
governor, Kerr Scott, the former state agriculture commissioner, defeated the designated candidate of the 
controlling forces of the state’s Democratic Party. Scott saw himself as the spokesman for the forgotten families 
on the farms and the mill hands in the mills of North Carolina. He spoke to the regressive tax structure 
established by the “Shelby Dynasty” and the fact that the poor people of North Carolina were not getting fair 
value for their tax dollars. Scott the man, and his issues, broke the traditional line of politics in North Carolina 
for the first time since the defeat of Fusion in 1898. It can be said that Scott truly cared about change in North 
Carolina that might benefit opportunities for the state’s under-classes. For the first time since 1898, he 
challenged the economic and social policies that had been set in place, without change, by the State’s ruling 
wing of the Democratic Party. Scott was the first farmer elected governor in more than fifty years and the first 
“State College” man to hold the office. He was a hard-nosed politician who intended to “knock down the door” 
to effect and implement real change in North Carolina. He pushed an agenda that included farm-to-market 
roads, expansion of electric power and telephone service to rural areas, collective bargaining and repeal of the 
state’s right-to-work laws. His agenda included expansion of the public-school system and equity in funding for 
black schools and teachers. He was closely aligned with the national Democratic administration of Harry S. 
Truman and his Fair Deal. In developing his political power-base he fashioned a coalition of farmers, organized 
labor and made a subtle appeal to the state’s growing number of black voters to support his desire to bring about 
change in North Carolina.  

My grandfather, Seawell Avery, was a firm believer in the Democrat Party, serving as Judge in the 
General Elections in the North Cove Township. This strong belief in the party led him to be considered for 
several county positions. He was tax lister in the North Cove Township for many years. For a period of time he 
had a contract for maintenance of the bridges and roads in the township, which at the time were all dirt roads. 
He did measuring and mapping of farms in McDowell County under the supervision of County Farm Agent 



S.L. Homewood. On occasion when he was doing the listing of the taxes for the Township, he would take me 
along to do odd-jobs associated with the process. In covering the township, he would spend days at several of 
the stores in the area where the locals would congregate; Lonon, Hensley, and other stores. Some of my favorite 
memories are of the 1948 election where he and others in the Cove worked so hard to get Kerr Scott elected. 
While tax listing was going on there was a lot of politicking going on also. It was the beginning of a new day of 
attention of State Government for mountain farming areas like the North Cove Valley. By the end of the Scott 
Administration, I was a town-kid in Marion and that is where these recollections will end for now. 

WDC 
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