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Inside this commemorative edition
How did Butner and Stem get their 

names? Which signer of the Declaration of 
Independence lived in Granville County? 
And what became of the Granville Theater 
after it burned down in Creedmoor? (Hint: 
You’ve probably been there without realiz-
ing it!)

Granville County is celebrating its 
dodranstricentennial anniversary — that’s 
275 years — and something doesn’t last 

that long without accumulating its share of 
stories, personalities, myths and memories. 

This special commemorative edition of 
the Butner-Creedmoor News aims to wind 
back the clocks and offer just a glimpse of 
life in Granville through the centuries. 

We’ve searched our archives for the best 
photographs from Granville County’s histo-
ry. We also reached out to local historians 
and community leaders to find out what 

275 years means to them, and to let them 
tell their favorite stories of the past. 

And although this is Granville’s birthday, 
we’re dedicating space to tell the history of 
the towns and cities many call home. This 
edition is organized into sections for Oxford, 
Butner, Stem, Creedmoor and Stovall, with 
stories, photos and reflections in each section. 

We wanted to make this special edition a 
keepsake to be cherished for years to come.

On Saturday, July 24, Granville Athletic 
Park in Oxford will be transformed into a 
massive birthday party to celebrate and 
recognize this milestone. The Butner-Creed-
moor News will be there, and we hope you’ll 
stop by to grab extra copies of this edition. 

We will also be sharing more anniversary 
memories at butnercreedmoornews.com 
throughout the year. Let’s make this an an-
niversary to remember!
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Come celebrate with us
Granville County 

is observing its 275th 
anniversary this year! 
Founded in 1746, the 
county we call home 
was formed 30 years 
before the signing of the 
Declaration of Indepen-
dence. That’s definitely 
something to celebrate.

To make this an anniversary to 
remember, a 275th Anniversary 
Planning Committee has worked to 
commemorate this milestone event in 
several ways:

• Through the publication of a com-
prehensive coffee-table style book, com-
missioned through local author Lewis 
Bowling, that showcases the Granville 
County of yesterday and today. 

• Through the issuance of a keep-
sake coin that can be passed down 
through the generations as a souvenir 
of this milestone observance. 

• Through a county-wide event to 
celebrate all the reasons Granville 
County is such a great place to call 
“home,” and a unique place to visit 
time and time again.

If you have not yet reserved your 
own copy of Lewis Bowling’s book, 
or purchased your souvenir coins, 
opportunities will be available at the 
county-wide event planned for July 24 
at the Granville Athletic Park. Open-
ing ceremonies will follow the dedica-
tion of the Park’s Phase III expansion 
at 9 a.m., that adds tennis courts, 
sand volleyball courts, a sheltered 
pavilion space, open play areas, an 
all-inclusive playground, a fitness sta-
tion, and room for an additional nine 
holes of disc golf, coming soon.

Granville County’s 275th Anniversary 

Celebration kicks off at 10 o’clock with 
a presentation of colors and remarks 
from our local dignitaries. Activities, 
food trucks, exhibits, special programs 
and live entertainment are planned 
throughout the day as residents and 
visitors explore the park, learn more 
about community resources, and enjoy 
great food and fellowship in the area’s 
largest outdoor space.

What a great way to showcase all 
our county has to offer.

On behalf of the Board of Commis-
sioners, we invite you to see for your-
self why Granville County is such a 
great place to be.

We welcome you — and your entire 
family — as we celebrate 275 years, 
and as we look forward to many more!

Sue Hinman is chair of the Granville 
County Board of Commissioners and 
chair of the Granville County 275th 
Anniversary Planning Committee.
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Activities, food trucks, 

exhibits, special programs 

and live entertainment 

are planned throughout 

the day as residents 

and visitors explore the 

park, learn more about 

community resources, 

and enjoy great food and 

fellowship in the area’s 

largest outdoor space!
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Landis-Davis House, c. 1837: The town’s oldest structure; 
a hall-parlor plan house, built by a man with the surname of 
Landis.

Lyon Family House, c. 1850: Located at 109 S. Elm 
St.; this was the first home in Creedmoor.

Seaboard Train Depot: 
The old seaboard train 
depot still stands at its lo-
cation on Elm Street (over 
120 years old).

 Creedmoor Baptist Church: Originally lo-
cated on Elm Street, built in 1895. The present 
church building, known as First Baptist, was 
built in 1950 and stands on Main Street. The 
old cemetery, still present, is located behind the 
original church site.

Sion H. Rogers House: Built on East 
Church St. at the close of the 19th century.

1885

The city of Creedmoor was founded 
on April 10, 1885 by Robert Fleming. 
In this same year, 25 Creedmoor area 
taxpayers proposed the building of a 
railroad that would pass through the 
city. Creedmoor served as a railroad 
depot between Clarksville and Oxford 
and between Raleigh and Gaston 
(1885-1888).

A TIMELINE OF
CREEDMOOR
BUILDINGS

By Toni Anne Wheeler
Special to the Butner-Creedmoor News

The town was previously known as 
“Creedmore.” No one knows for certain 
how Creedmoor got its name. 

One researcher says the name came 
from a man named Creed Moor who 

was a traveling lexicographer, or a per-
son who compiles dictionaries.

Creedmoor is historically the product 
of bright leaf tobacco and the bounty it 
brought to the region.

Here’s a timeline of our city’s history, 
and the buildings that made it what it is 
today:

APRIL 10

Tobacco Country: 
Creedmoor “was the 
center of the finest 
tobacco producing sec-
tion in the world; locat-
ed on the backbone of 
Pea Ridge, about half-
way between the Neuse 
and Tar Rivers.”  — J.F. 
Sanderson, 1903

Illustrations by Elizabeth Donahue
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First National Bank, c. 1912: Merged with Citizens’ Bank in 
1915; the oldest surviving bank building in the county outside of 
Oxford. The bank’s establishment was based upon the growth 
and marketing of bright leaf tobacco, and it also held much of 
the wealth generated by Creedmoor’s substantial mule trade for 
mules that pulled the plows for farmers cultivating the tobacco.

Creedmoor Methodist Episcopal Church 
South: Built in 1913, it originally consisted of a 
single-room white building. The church, now a 
brick structure, still occupies this original site 
on Park Avenue.

Chappell Mule Dealership, 1938: Creedmoor was once 
known as “the mule capital of the world.” Mules were shipped 
by train from Memphis, Atlanta, Kansas, Texas and Alabama. 
Mules benefitted tobacco farmers because they made excel-
lent work animals with their strength and stamina. Creedmoor 
was known far and wide as Mule Town.

Downtown 
Creedmoor, c. 
1940: By 1940, 
about 2,000 
mules valued 
at $500,000 
were sold year-
ly in Creed-
moor.

Creedmoor was incorporated 
in 1905 by Thomas B. Lyon (1815-
1902).1905

Creedmoor High School: Built in 1908 for 150 stu-
dents; the school was destroyed by a fire in January 
1970. The new Creedmoor Community Center, which 
has recently opened, is constructed on this original 
site.

R.H. Rogers House: Built in 1909 on Mang-
um Street; a local merchant, Rogers, ran the 
Creedmoor Supply Company.

A TIMELINE OF
CREEDMOOR

BUILDINGS



Friday, July 23, 2021 Granville 275th Anniversary6

Business boomed in early Creedmoor
By Lewis Bowling
Special to the Butner-Creedmoor News

Thomas Lyon is generally consid-
ered to be the founder of Creedmoor. 
At one time Lyon owned most of the 
land around what is now Creedmoor, 
and in 1886 he applied to the Postal 
Department for a post office, which 
was granted. 

In 1888, Lyon sold part of his 
land to the Durham and Northern 
Railroad for a track to run through 
Creedmoor. Linking Creedmoor 
on this line between Henderson 
and Durham was a major cause of 
growth of Creedmoor.

Way back in 1903, J.F. Sander-
ford wrote the following in the 
Oxford Public Ledger: “Creedmoor 
is the center of the finest tobacco 
producing section in the world. It 

is located on the backbone of Pea 
Ridge, about halfway between the 
Neuse and Tar Rivers. In 1903 the 
businesses are mainly merchan-
dise. Our school of three rooms 
has three teachers and Reverend 
J.F. Mitchiner is the principal. A 
bank and warehouses are being 
planned.”

Even before 1903, there were 
businesses, such as a dry goods 
store, a brick kiln, a blacksmith 
shop, a grist mill, and a saw mill. 
And there was a post office and rail-
road depot. 

But in 1905, Creedmoor was in-
corporated as a town. Joseph Peed 
was appointed as Creedmoor’s first 
mayor. In 1906, Jim Nethery built 
a building on Main Street. Neth-
ery was a man of many talents, as 
he was a blacksmith, wheelwright 

CREEDMOOR Tobacco roots run deep

Livestock were sold at Chappell barns in Creedmoor. Lewis Bowling | Contributed photo
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(someone who built and 
crafted wooden wheels), 
woodworker, coffin maker, 
and undertaker. 

Eventually Nethery and 
the Cooper family from Hen-
derson formed the Creed-
moor Supply Co., where 
feed, buggies, horses, and 
mules were sold, among oth-
er mostly agricultural prod-
ucts. For many years, the 
Creedmoor Supply Co. was a 
center of trade in downtown 
Creedmoor. There was a 
time that Creedmoor was the 
“Mule Capital of the World,” 
and came to be known as 
Mule Town. 

In fact, mule auctions were 
held in the middle of Main 
Street in front of Creedmoor 
Supply Co. Claude Lyon 
had started buying old army 
mules after World War I, and 
he and Carl Mangum opened 
the first mule business in 
town. 

But in 1938, G.M. Chappell 
built the Glaudie M. Chap-

pell Livestock Complex, and 
the mule trade in Creedmoor 
really took off. Mules were 
shipped by train into the 
Creedmoor Railroad Depot, 
which still stands today. 
These train loads of mules 
came from Atlanta, Mem-

phis, Texas, and as far away 
as Kansas. By 1940, over 
2,000 mules were sold in 
Creedmoor.

By the way, many “old 
timers” in Granville County 
remember the Granville 
Theater, which was located 

where the Creedmoor Drug 
Co. is now. There was a Ho-
tel Granville and The Citi-
zen’s Bank and the First Na-
tional Bank of Creedmoor. 

Creedmoor High School 
was located in the down-
town area. Hal Hester Bull-

ock ran Bullock General 
Merchandise in the building 
where the Butner-Creed-
moor News used to be on 
Main Street. John Rogers 
was a druggist in Creed-
moor from 1914 into the 
1940s.

Former Creedmoor Drug Co. owner Otis Aiken enjoys a cigarette as 
he leans on the store counter waiting to assist his next customer. 
Butner-Creedmoor News file

From left, Pat Cook, Bud White, C.W. Stallings and James Freeman 
pose behind the Star Warehouse in Creedmoor in 1910. Stallings 
was the foreman of this railroad crew which powered the handcar 
along the Granville County tracks. Contributed photo
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A 275-year-old ‘postage stamp’
Granville County is 

old. Now, old to me is 
a good thing. I’m one 
of those people who 
would much prefer to 
look back in the day 
than to peer into the 
future. 

So Granville Coun-
ty suits me just fine, 

because we are one of the oldest 
counties in one of the oldest states in 
America. 

To make my point another way, 
Granville County is 30 years older 
than the United States. Granville 
County was formed way back in 1746, 
30 years before our country declared 
its independence from Great Britain 
in 1776. So needless to say: We have 

“some age on us.”
So let’s get ready to celebrate our 

275 years. Yes, 2021 is Granville’s 
275th anniversary. There will be 
events held all over the county, but 
the big one is on July 24 at the Gran-
ville Athletic Park, an all-day celebra-
tion that will feature speeches, food 
trucks, exhibits, and dedications. 

Just one small part of that day is 

that I will be there with my new book 
on county history, and I will consider 
it an honor to sign your book and 
personalize it and to meet you, either 
again or for the first time.

Like I always say, we have so many 
good things to be proud of here in 
Granville County. Now of course we 
have things we shouldn’t be proud 
of, like every county in this country. I 

LEWIS 

BOWLING
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have always tried to write about all of 
our history, the good, the bad, and the 
ugly. All of it has made us who we are 
today. It seems to me we should try to 
learn from what we have done well, 
and that will help us move forward. 

But we can also learn from what we 
have done wrong, and that certain-
ly will make us better in the future. 
Our history is what has happened; 
why run from it? I write about fun 
and happy events, such as weddings, 
festivals, beauty pageants, birthdays, 
graduations, but I also write about 
murders, racial bias, slavery, hang-
ings, funerals. 

All of it makes us who we are, and 
what we are is a good, decent county 
with good, decent folks.

My goodness, what a history we 
have. Come along with me for a mo-
ment.

MULES WORKING IN CREEDMOOR

I sure would have loved seeing all 
those carloads of mules being unload-
ed at the train depot in Creedmoor, 
dozens of them, and watching them 
all march right to the Chappell Barns 
following the white horse who had 
been trained to lead the mules to their 
stables. 

And what a sight it must have been 
to witness a mule auction right there 
on Main Street in Creedmoor. Traffic 
just had to detour around — after all, 
Creedmoor wasn’t known as Mule 
Town for nothing. 

There was a great big tobacco 
warehouse in Creedmoor. And even 

though a sad event, I can picture the 
Hester girls funeral in 1937 at the 
Baptist Church in Creedmoor after 
they were struck by lightning and 
killed instantly while working in a 
tobacco field, all four of them. So 
young, all of them. The crowd was 
immense that hot day in 1937 that 
speakers were installed outside the 
church so that onlookers standing out 
in the streets could at least listen in. 
And then, four years later, the father 
of those beautiful girls shoots himself 
dead, the guilt and sorrow he must 
have felt.

Wouldn’t it be fun to have been in 
Creedmoor in 1943 on a Saturday 
night, when soldiers on weekend 
leave from nearby Camp Butner 
would pack the downtown area to let 
off a little steam? The Granville The-
atre would be full, the USO would be 
packed with soldiers and local pretty 
girls for a little dancing and flirtation. 
A German or Italian prisoner of war 
from Camp Butner could often be 
spotted doing some work in Creed-
moor. My mother, who is 94, still tells 
me about “those handsome German 
boys” she used to see when she was 
growing up in Stem. I might very well 
have turned out to be a German my-
self if things had gone another way.

COUNTRY BOYS FROM STEM

Over to Stem we go, and there you 
had the Stem High School. Those 
Stem boys could play some basket-
ball; they got so darn good that they 
whipped all the other high schools 

in the county, such as Wilton, Creed-
moor and Berea. 

They went over to Chapel Hill one 
night in 1936 and put a good old 
country whipping on the UNC basket-
ball team. I kid you not, you can look 
it up. 

My uncle was on the team. Uncle 
Wallace Bowling was a big fella, 
about 6-foot-3, which in 1936 was like 
being a giant almost. And he wasn’t a 
skinny 6-foot-3, oh no, Uncle Wallace 
was big and strong, probably from all 
those country biscuits his mama, El-
lie, made for him, and from all those 
hours working in those long rows of 
tobacco his daddy, Ollie Sr., made him 
work in. 

But getting back to the game, sure 
enough, those country boys from 
Stem High School whipped those 
soft, college boys at UNC, who 
probably wouldn’t have lasted two 
hours on a hot July day in a tobacco 
field.

It just seems we play basketball in 
Granville County a little better than 
most do around these parts. Camp 
Butner went over to Durham in 1943 
and beat the Duke basketball team, 
and J.F. Webb High School just won 
a state championship in 2013, led by 
Isaiah Hicks, who went on to be a star 
player for the UNC Tarheels. 

Back in the day, Camp Granville, a 
CCC camp in Oxford, won the cham-
pionship in a game at Fort Bragg. The 
Mary Potter girls won a state champi-
onship also back in the 1930s.

Stem was a lively town, still is, but 
it had a train depot, several grocery 

stores, a pool hall, the school, a 
hardware store, the Stem Bank and 
an undertaking business. Now the 
undertaking business you didn’t want 
to go to, but all the same, it was there 
when needed.

MARCHING THROUGH BUTNER

And, of course, we have the town 
of Butner today because of Camp 
Butner, built in just a few months 
back in 1942 because of World War 
II. 

Just drive the big water tank in But-
ner today, and you will see 1942 on 
it. I may have this wrong, but Butner 
was incorporated in 2007, I believe. 
But it all came from Camp Butner. 

Wouldn’t it be fun to go back 79 
years and drive through Camp But-
ner with over 30,000 soldiers, hun-
dreds of prisoners of war, and see 
soldiers parading and training for 
war? 

In fact, it would be nice to have seen 
the USS Granville, a big ship named 
for Granville County in World War II. 
It was so named because Granville 
County showed its spirit by selling the 
most war bonds in the state.

GRANVILLE’S GREATNESS GROWS

I haven’t even got to our northern 
neighbors in the county, up toward 
Oxford and Stovall. 

But we have so much to celebrate, 
such as out tobacco heritage; the Cen-
tral Children’s Home in Oxford and 
the Masonic Home for Children.

A mule is auctioned off in Creedmoor in this undated photo. Lewis Bowling | 

Contributed photo
Boys and girls gather around Santa for a Christmas celebration at the Oxford 
Orphanage in 1936.  North Carolina Digital Collections photo
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As we cel-
ebrate the 
275th year 
since the 
founding of 
Granville 
County, a look 
back at some 
of our history 
would cer-

tainly be in order. 
That history is so immense, 

diverse and disparate, that a 
short article such as this can 
certainly not do it justice. 
However, some quick glimps-
es into our history may allow 
one to catch some of the 
ambience of the story that is 
Granville County.

TOBACCO

Of course there can be no 
discussion of Granville Coun-
ty history without tobacco. 

In the late 1800s and early 
20th century, the county was 
noted worldwide for growing 
some of the very best flue-cured 
and bright leaf tobacco — so 
much so that in 1926 an entre-
preneur had 20 tons of Granville 
tobacco soil shipped to Austra-
lia in a scheme to establish fine 
tobacco growing there. 

The plan did not work be-
cause soil vegetation from na-
tive Australian trees caused 
a bitter aroma in the tobacco 
grown there.

POST OFFICES

Granville County currently 
has six post office locations, 
but in the past many commu-
nities had post offices. 

Past post offices include 
Berea (1841-1927), Blue Wing 
(1841-1905), Clay (1889-1910), 
Cornwall (1892-1908), Culberth 
(1892-1907), Dexter (1889-
1907), Fairport (1854-1904), 
Grissom (1877-1914), Prov-
idence (1890-1922), Hester 
(1889-1950), Northside (1891-
1956) and Wilton (1826-1907).

The first post office in Gran-
ville County was at Williams-
borough (now in Vance Coun-

ty.) The Oxford post office 
was established on August 
19, 1794, and William Pannell 
was the first postmaster. 

Altogether there have been 
87 different post office loca-
tions in Granville since 1792.

COUNTIES FORMED  

FROM GRANVILLE

Granville County was 
formed on June 23, 1746, 
(275 years ago) by an act of 
the Colonial Assembly. At 
that time it contained what 
would eventually become 
Vance, Warren, Franklin and 
present-day Granville Coun-
ties. 

For a short time until 1752, 
what is now the eastern part 
of Person County and the 
northern part of Durham 
County were within the 
boundaries of Granville. 

In 1880 the largest town in 
Granville County was Hen-
derson — which had a popu-
lation of 1,421 (Oxford had a 
population of 1,349 then). 

In 1881 Vance County was 
formed from portions of 
Granville, Warren and Frank-
lin counties, with Henderson 
being the new county seat. 
About 75% of Vance County 

came from Granville.

ON THE EVE OF THE CIVIL WAR      

In the 1860 census, Gran-
ville had a population of 
23,396 — 11,086 were listed 
as enslaved and 12,310 were 
listed as free, including 1,123 
who were African Americans. 

This was the fourth largest 
free African American pop-
ulation by county in North 
Carolina.

GRANVILLIANS WHO  

MADE A DIFFERENCE

Granville County has had 
its share of citizens who have 
left their mark on our state 
and the nation. Just a few of 
our own who have made a 
difference include:

James E. Webb, head of 
NASA 1961-1968, is consid-
ered the person most respon-
sible for humans landing on 
the moon. He was born near 
Stem. His father was J.F. 
Webb, namesake of the cur-
rent high school.

Granville County native 
Henry Plummer Cheatham 
was the next-to-last African 
American to serve in the U.S. 
House of Representatives 

(1889-1893) during Recon-
struction. After 1901, no 
African Americans would be 
elected to Congress from the 
South until 1972, and none 
from North Carolina until 
1992. Cheatham passed in 
1935 and is buried in Oxford.      

Anne Eliza Pool 1849-1935 
was a well-known educator 
and scholar who could speak 
seven different languages: 
English, Spanish, Latin, Ital-
ian, French, German and 
Greek. She was such an out-
standing student that growing 
up in Oxford, she was allowed 
to attend the all-male Horner 
Military Institute. She could 
also read ancient Greek.

Rochester, New York, was 
founded by Nathaniel Roches-
ter (1752-1831.) He was born 
in Westmoreland County, Vir-
ginia, but his family moved to 
Granville when he was a small 
child and he grew up here.

Granville County is known 
for producing noted writers, 
including Thad Stem, North 
Carolina poet laureate Sam 
Regan and Berea native 
Frank G. Slaughter. Slaughter 
graduated from Duke Univer-
sity at age 17 then went on to 
write some 60 works of fic-
tion, which to date have sold 
over 60 million copies. 

Granville County’s first 
published author was the Rev. 
Henry Pattillo — in 1787 his 
study on Christian conduct 
“The Plain Planter’s Assistant” 
was published. In 1837 John 
Chavis became Granville’s first 
African American author with 
his “Letter Upon the Doctrine 
of the Extent of the Atonement 
of Christ,” and in 1870 Sarah 
Grice Elliott became Gran-
ville’s first published female 
author with “Mrs. Elliott’s 
Housewife Containing Practi-
cal Receipts in Cookery.”

COMMUNITIES

Incorporated in 1899, Virgili-
na is located partly in Granville 
County, North Carolina, and 
(mostly) in Halifax County, 

Virginia. Currently, in the town 
there is a house in which the 
back bedrooms of the home 
are located in North Carolina 
and the living room and kitch-
en are located in Virginia.

Butner, built as a U.S. Ar-
my base during World War 
II, was named in honor of a 
distinguished North Carolina 
native, U.S. Army Gen. Henry 
Wolfe Butner (1875-1937). 
It is one of North Carolina’s 
newest cities — only being 
incorporated in 2007.

Creedmoor was begun in 
1885 with the coming of the 
Oxford and Clarkesville Rail-
road. The town incorporated 
in 1905.

Sassafras Fork was incor-
porated as a town in 1883; 
however in 1889 the name 
was changed to Stovall in 
honor of John W. Stovall who 
gave the land for the railroad 
station. The first Boy Scout 
troop in North Carolina was 
established here in 1910.

Incidentally there is a small 
town near Nashville, Tennes-
see named Granville. It was 
settled in the 1820s and 1830s 
by emigrants from Granville 
County, North Carolina.

Mark Pace is a genealogy spe-
cialist who directs the North 
Carolina Room at the Richard 
H. Thornton Library in Oxford. 

A sampling of Granville’s sometimes-strange history
Want to learn more?
The foregoing facts about 

Granville are just meant 

to provide vignettes of the 

County’s long history. 

If you would like to learn more 

about our local history, please 

contact the North Carolina 

Room of the Granville County 

Library System at 919-693-

1121, or email mark.pace@

granvillecounty.org. 

Better yet, come by and visit 

us at the Richard H. Thornton 

Library in Oxford. Happy 275 

years Granville!

MARK 

PACE

A farmer plows his tobacco field with a mule in this undated 
photo. Contributed photo



Editor’s 
note:  
Part 2 
will run 
later 
in the 
newspa-
per.

My 
first recollections pretty 
much reinforce what I 
see as the most import-
ant things of life, of be-
ing a resident of Creed-
moor and Granville 
County — faith, family 
and farming. 

I was born July of 
1958, the end of the Ba-
by Boom from the World 
Wars, past the Korean 
War into the Cold War 
and the unofficial start 
of the Vietnam War, 
and the beginning of 
significant change in the 
nation and world. My 
childhood was the ’60s, 
then becoming an adult 
in the ’70s and ’80s, into 
my career and family 
years of the ’90s and 
2000s.

I’m sure most people 
look at their lives and 
can argue “the most 
interesting time,” but 
few generations start 
with the assassination 
of a president, the Civil 
Rights movement and 
the end of segregation, 
to the advent of com-
puters as an appliance, 
the internet as a utility 
and the phone carried 
like the keys to your 
house, like your wallet 
— everywhere and in-
dispensable! 

Yet from the start 
until the present, full 
circle in Creedmoor and 
Granville County, it’s 
been faith, family and 
farming.

My parents, James 
and Priscilla Daniel, 
are the children of large 

families—- both families 
with similar drive and 
work ethic. My father is 
one of 13 boys and a girl 
(the firstborn!) and my 
mother comes from a 
family of eight boys and 
three girls, 11 total. 

In addition to my 
two brothers and a 
sister, I grew up with 
a lot of cousins, aunts 
and uncles. And most 
were local — they lived 
close, and we saw 
them frequently. My 
mother’s parents, Coy 
and Bertha Landis, 
were less than 100 
yards from my home. 
My father’s parents 
were less than 15 min-
utes away from where 
I grew up, close to my 
church home, Synama 
Grove Missionary Bap-
tist Church. 

Both of my extended 
families farmed tobacco, 
and while quite unusual 
for Black families at 
that time, both families 
owned most of the land 
they farmed.

Over the years, both 
families went through 
what many Black fam-
ilies in the South ex-
perienced — the Great 
Northern Migration. Jim 
Crow laws in the South 
and better opportunity 
and freedoms away 
from farm life led them 
to move north. 

Richmond, Hampton, 
Newport News, New 
Jersey, New York, and 
Ohio were some of the 
destinations of my aunts 
and uncles as they be-
came adults and sought 
opportunities outside of 
farming. And that led 
to another tradition — 
family reunions. Both 
sides of my family have 
long-standing family 
reunions, held annually 
here in Granville Coun-

ty. 
The Daniel and John-

son Family Reunion 
is celebrating its 65th 
annual reunion this 
year. The HLLBG Fam-
ily Reunion (Harris, 
Landis, Lawrence, Byrd 
and Green families) 
is celebrating its 85th 
annual family reunion, 
one of the oldest in the 
country. All originating 
from family and church-
es here (Daniel and 
Johnson at Synama, the 
HLLBG at Rock Spring 
in the New Light area).

In addition to the to-
bacco, my families grew 
basically everything we 
ate. As my Grandma 
Bertha is quoted saying, 
they “grew everything 
except flour, sugar and 
coffee!” So, a lot of work 
between tobacco, food 
crops and farm animals, 
primarily hogs. 

Being too young to 
work the fields, life was 
good for me through 
much of my childhood. 
Days spent outside, 
great Southern cooking, 
vegetables and fruits, 
chasing pigs, running 
from cows — fishing! 
Hot summer days, mild 
winters. 

Looking back, may-
be through the eyes of 
a child, it was idyllic. 
Even the nights seemed 
full — watching bats 
chase bugs around the 
light pole, laying on the 
well cover staring at 
the stars. There was an 
easiness to life that I still 
find, at times, through 
the hustle and bustle 
of the new Granville 
County.

Saturday was spent 
shopping and getting 
ready for church. Hair-
dos and haircuts (Landis 
Barber Shop in Oxford) 
and any shopping was 

done early — Creed-
moor basically closed 
down Saturday after-
noon. Going “into town” 
was a big deal — and 
that was Main Street 
Creedmoor. 

Red & White for gro-
ceries, the Dime Store 
for knick-knacks, (I 
still remember that all 
the toys were on the 
left-hand side, near the 
back.), maybe Rogers 
Dry Goods or the clean-
ers beside the Dime 
Store. 

If we went to Oxford 
or Durham, it was a very 
special day. Saturday 
nights were spent get-
ting ready for church — 
polishing shoes, laying 
out clothes, taking a 
bath.

Sundays were all 
about church and fami-
ly. Daddy was a Deacon 
in his early 20s, unusual 
in a Baptist church. 
He was a deacon for 
over 50 years when he 
passed away in March 
of 2007. So, there were 
few missed Sundays 
at church, and it was 
straightforward for 
years: Up for breakfast, 
dress for Sunday School 
or church (worship 
service wasn’t every 

Sunday when I was 
growing up — Sunday 
School was), stop by 
Grandma Daniel or my 
Uncle Elward who lived 
“a rock’s throw” from 
her for Sunday Dinner. 
Then home or go over to 
my Grandma Bertha’s 
for dessert. Rest in the 
afternoon, while we 
played outside. Then 
start the week all over 
again. 

For the first 10-12 
years of my life, most 
weeks it was all with-
in a 10-mile radius: 
my house, Grandma 
Bertha’s, Smith Store, 
Grandma Alease, Creed-
moor Main Street, Syn-
ama Grove. And life was 
just fine.

As I reached my teen 
years, my parents, 
and many around me, 
nurtured my curious 
mind — an urge to go 
beyond the borders of 
my experience. My vis-
its to Creedmoor Drug 
were important to me. 
Comic books and other 
magazines in the stands 
(mainly Popular Me-
chanics or Electronics) 
fueled my imagination 
— and the orangeades, 
grilled cheese sandwich-
es and hot dogs weren’t 

bad enticements either.
Many times, I’d leave 

the drug store and 
head over to Stallings 
Electronics or down to 
Western Auto. Mr. Allen 
had some great toys 
and models, and by my 
teen years, Mr. Stallings 
had a Radio Shack fran-
chise. 

I’d read about it in 
the drug store comics 
and magazines, and I 
kept checking until one 
day all the good stuff 
arrived. I’d walk in that 
store and I’m sure he 
could hear my heart-
beat from downstairs 
as he was working on 
TVs and appliances. 
Those visits lead to my 
interests in electronics 
and space exploration, 
and I’ve spent a life-
time following those 
dreams.

What’s interesting 
is that they all en-
couraged it — maybe 
I should say, I don’t 
recall anyone ever 
discouraging me. My 
parents went along 
with me buying model 
rockets and building 
electronic contraptions, 
Mr. Wheeler was kind 
and patient as I roamed 
through the drug store 
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DENNIS W. 

DANIEL

Synama Grove Missionary Baptist Church Sunday school class, circa 1962. Dennis 

Daniel | Contributed photo
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looking at mags and model 
cars, and Mayor Stallings 
saw me so much he ended 
up giving me my first job 
outside of the farm. 

He saw my passion for elec-
tronics, and one day asked 
me what I was doing and 
building, and then asked if I 
wanted to work there, be an 
apprentice, learn about TV 
repair, and help deliver ap-
pliances. I asked my parents 
and they agreed, though I’m 
sure daddy wasn’t altogether 
happy. 

One day when I was in my 
early teens out in some re-
mote field “chopping” weeds 
in a tobacco field, he had told 
me that “You better go to 
school, ‘cause you ain’t gone 
be any kinda farmer!” I didn’t 
say a word, but thought: 
“You’re right about that!”

So, we all knew farming 
wasn’t for me. But I learned 
so much by growing up in a 
farming family.

As I got older, there were 
more ways to make a living 
outside of farming. Textile 

factories and the state in-
stitutions in Butner were 
taking the place of farming. 
Around me, there was al-
ways a push for education — 
at home, in the community, 
in church. 

Outside of my Grandma 
Bertha, I don’t believe any of 
my other three grandparents 
graduated from high school. 
Both my parents did, and 
Grandma actually started 

college at St. Augustine’s, re-
turning only after her mother 
died her freshman year.

I mentioned growing up 
being idyllic, but there was a 
lot of “life” going on — as we 
know from the history of the 
’60s and ’70s. While I didn’t 
personally deal with the overt 
prejudice and bigotry that 
many saw and experienced, 
it was still a part of “Growing 
up Granville”. 

The Horseshoe Road com-
munity was rather diverse. 
While we had a lot of Black 
families around us, some 
relatives, there were ma-
ny white families too: the 
Turners and Hockadays, 
the Currins farther down 
the road. Later it would 
be Janie Peiffer in Wilton, 
Wallace Peiffer’s mom (she 
was an Amway distributor, 
and my momma and daddy 

were one of her “partners” 
— that’s where he got that 
gift for being a great sales-
man.), the Popes not too far 
away. 

As a child, it seemed we all 
just got along. Farming is a 
hard life, Black or white, so 
everyone needed to pull to-
gether.

Dennis W. Daniel is a Gran-
ville County native and is 
currently employed as an IT 
management and delivery 
consultant for a Fortune 10 
healthcare logistics and phar-
ma distribution company. An 
ordained minister, he serves 
as associate minister at the 
Synama Grove Missionary 
BaptistChurch. In the Gran-
ville County community, 
Dennis serves as a member 
and current chair of the CoC 
Board of Adjustments, com-
missioner and program chair 
for the Granville Country 
Human Relations Committee 
and was recently appointed to 
the CoC Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion Committee.

Dennis Daniel in his senior year. 
Dennis Daniel | Contributed photo

James C. and Priscilla Landis Daniel pose with their family circa 
2004. Dennis Daniel | Contributed photo
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Memories may be beautiful, and yet ...
The 

Afri-
can 
Amer-
ican 
com-
munity 
of 
Gran-
ville 
County 

has beautiful memo-
ries of the Black high 
schools that enriched 
the lives of its children.

MARY POTTER SCHOOL

Mary Potter has a rich 
history. Its founder and 
first principal was Dr. 
George Clayton Shaw, 
a young Black minister 
who established the 
Timothy Darling Pres-
byterian Church in Ox-
ford in 1888. One year 
later, he opened a school 
in the church.

On the very first day, 
about 29 pupils ranging 
in ages 5 to 45 enrolled 
at the school. Due to 
road conditions and lack 
of transportation, stu-
dents lived in the church 
and in the home of the 
principal until dormito-
ries were built.

Mrs. Mary Potter of 
Schenectady, New York, 
who was special secre-
tary of the Freedman’s 
Bureau in Albany Pres-
byterial and New York 
Synodical, was a strong 
supporter of Dr. Shaw 
and his efforts to estab-
lish the school. In 1892, 
the school was named 
“Mary Potter School” 
for Mrs. Potter, whose 
influence led the Pres-
byterial and the Synod-
ical Societies to make 
significant contributions 
to the school’s support.

Under Dr. Shaw’s de-
termined and capable 
leadership, the school 
grew. In 1929, it covered 

20 acres and had five 
brick buildings, two 
cottages, a small store 
and a farm. Curriculum 
grew to meet the state’s 
advanced ideas of edu-
cation. It included Bible, 
plane geometry, English 
literature, composition 
and essays, Latin and 
Greek.

Mary Potter was 
placed on the state’s 
accredited list in 1922. 
In 1934, the school was 
placed on the accredited 
list of the Southern As-
sociation of Secondary 
Schools. Mary Potter be-
came the only school in 
the county to earn this 
designation and became 
known throughout the 
state as a school of ex-
cellence.

Until 1936, Mary Pot-
ter was the only high 
school for Blacks in 
Granville County. Its 
first graduation was 
held in 1893, and it con-
tinued as a high school 
until 1970. In 1953, the 
school closed the board-
ing department.

In 1970, Mary Potter 

was no longer a high 
school. It became an 
integrated coeducation-
al school containing 
grades five through 
eight with an enrollment 
of about 780 students 
and 40 faculty members.

The Mary Potter we 
knew no longer exists, 
but many graduates 
and former students 
still remember that 
special feeling one gets 
from the words of the 
Alma Mater: “Though 
far away, we yet may 
roam and live. ... Sweet 
thoughts of you will al-
ways dwell in me.”

CREEDMOOR COLORED / 

G.C. HAWLEY HIGH SCHOOL

Creedmoor Colored 
Elementary School had 
its beginning in the 
early ’20s. The school’s 
growth and develop-
ment were somewhat 
slow; however, by 1933, 
it had developed into a 
three-teacher school.

In the fall of 1936, 
Grover Cleveland Haw-
ley, a graduate of Lin-

coln University, Penn-
sylvania, and a minister, 
was hired as principal. 
Due largely to the sup-
port of administrative 
officers and the commu-
nity, a high school was 
established bearing the 
name Creedmoor Col-
ored High School. Pre-
viously, some parents 
paid room and board for 
their sons and daugh-
ters to attend Mary Pot-
ter Academy.

The development of 
a high school brought 
great joy to the com-
munity, yet there were 
numerous obstacles 
to overcome: a lack of 
equipment, instructional 
supplies, library facili-
ties and transportation.

By 1938, the commu-
nity had raised $480 to-
ward the purchase of a 
school bus, matched by 
the county. Afterward, 
the high school experi-
enced rapid growth.

In 1946, the name of 
the high school was 
changed to G.C. Hawley 
High School in honor of 
the longtime principal.

A state consolidation 
program eliminated 
smaller schools in Wil-
ton, Creedmoor and 
Stem. In September 
1952, G.C. Hawley High 
School opened its doors 
to 1,400 students and 
44 teachers and its fleet 
of buses grew from one 
to 15.

G.C. Hawley Middle 
School emerged out 
of necessity as a result 
of unresolved human 
relations in Granville 
County. The Creedmoor 
Elementary School was 
destroyed by a devastat-
ing fire on Jan. 7, 1970. 
Four days after the fire, 
faculty, staff and G.C. 
Hawley High School 
welcomed the predom-
inantly white students 
and faculty to the Haw-
ley facility.

Grades three through 
eight were at Hawley 
School until 1975 when 
it became a middle 
school. High school stu-
dents were transferred 
to the South Granville 
High School. This was 
an abrupt change from 
segregation to total inte-
gration, which proved to 
be a smooth transition.

Lottie Fleming Hall, 
president of the G.C. 
Hawley Alumni Associ-
ation, shared this nar-
rative:

“Our ancestors, many 
who could barely read 
or write, trusted the 
vision of G.C. Hawley. I 
cannot be sure, but I be-
lieve that the ‘Reverend’ 
of Hawley, the educator, 
and his spiritual beliefs 
were the catalyst for his 
drive and vision.

“The bond between 
Mr. Hawley and our an-
cestors was morally and 
spiritually powerful. It 
was a bond formed on 
trust and a desire for a 
better life for us.”

JOE TOLER HIGH SCHOOL

Joe Toler High School, 
serving students in 
grades eight through 11, 
was erected in 1941 by 
teenage boys under the 
auspices of the National 
Youth Administration.

The construction was 
supervised by William 
E. Baptiste, principal, 
and B.D. Bunn, super-
intendent of Granville 
County Schools. The 
building was on a 4-acre 
site 14 miles north of 
Oxford. The land was 
purchased from Joe Tol-
er Sr. for $10.

During the school 
year 1950-51, the Gran-
ville County Board of 
Education saw a need 
for school improvement. 
Efforts were made to 
purchase more land 
centrally located for a 
new school, but when all 
efforts failed, again Mr. 
Toler was approached 
for additional land.

Because of his interest 
in the youth of the com-
munity and his philan-
thropic spirit, he offered 
15.5 acres for a reported 
price of $6,000. This 
land acquisition resulted 
in his having to move 
his home, convenience 
store, sawmill and other 
farm buildings.

In 1952, the site was 
consolidated to two 
modern facilities serv-
ing 900 students. Within 
six years, there was a 
total of five building 
on the campus, which 
included a gymnatori-
um and an agricultural 
building.

In spite of numerous 
changes, Toler School set 
the stage for many youth 
whose dreams for a bet-
ter way of life were re-
alized. This was the gift 
and desire of the philan-
thropist Joe Toler Sr.

BESSYE 

LAWRENCE 

MCGHEE

Grover Cleveland Hawley helped start Creedmoor Colored School. Bessye Lawrence 
McGhee | Contributed photo
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Creedmoor’s then-Mayor Darryl Moss, center, stands with members of the 

Rogers family, Annie Laura Braxton, Toni Anne Wheeler, and Maxwell Wheel-

er at the Creedmoor water treatment plant before it was to be torn down in 

2016. Members of the city staff in 2016 and former workers attended the cer-

emony to remember the building. The plant was built in 1939 at what is now 

Lake Rogers Park on Lake Road. Linwood Hicks worked at the water treat-

ment plant for many years. He made one last tour of the top of the building 

before it was to be demolished. Amanda Dixon | Butner-Creedmoor News file

Contemporary newspaper clippings recount the tragic deaths of the four 

Hester sisters — Mary Swain, Maurice, Edith Winson and Vivian Mae — 

who were killed together by a lightning strike in 1937. Their father, Edgar 

Hester, killed himself four years later. Butner-Creedmoor News file

G.C. SHAW HIGH SCHOOL

The town of Stovall did 
not have a high school 
until G.C. Shaw High 
School opened its doors 
to students in the fall of 
1949. In 1950, the Gran-
ville County Board of Ed-
ucation formally named 
the school in honor of Dr. 
George Clayton Shaw. 
The N.C. Department of 
Education granted Shaw 
High School accredita-

tion in 1950.
A major drawback of 

the elementary school 
was that it had no re-
strooms. The high school 
had restrooms but no 
cafeteria. In spite of lim-
ited facilities, G.C. Shaw 
High School students ex-
celled in many areas. Its 
glee club and chorus was 
recognized statewide.

With the onset of the 
Civil Rights movement 
of the 1960s and inte-

gration, the little high 
school in Stovall was re-
quired to close its doors 
in the spring of 1968. 

WE MUST NEVER FORGET

The legacy of Gran-
ville County’s Black 
high schools lives on. 
Former students, facul-
ty, staff and the African 
American community 
have beautiful memo-
ries of the schools which 

were an integral part of 
Granville County.

All four high schools 
now have organized 
alumni associations. 
These organizations 
exist to preserve the 
history of the school, to 
foster fellowship and 
comradery among its 
members, to promote 
political awareness in 
the communities, to col-
laborate with existing 
schools and offer assis-

tance where needed and 
strive to keep the spirit 
of each school ever 
alive.

All four of the high 
schools encouraged 
their students to strive 
for success — to never 
settle for “average.” As 
a result, the schools pro-
duced many young peo-
ple who continued their 
education and became 
doctors, lawyers, teach-
ers, business executives, 

college presidents — 
and the list goes on.

Bessye Lawrence McGhee 
was born in Oxford and 
retired as a teacher and 
librarian. She received 
her bachelor’s and mas-
ter’s degrees from N.C. 
College at Durham. Her 
first book, “Our Story: 
The African American 
Presence in Granville 
County” was released in 
2014.
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From military camp to proud town
The Town 

of Butner 
emerged from 
the tobacco 
and corn fields 
of southern 
Granville, 
northern 
Durham, and 
eastern Person 

counties — a way of life expe-
rienced by many generations 
over more than 200 years. 

However, it’s more immedi-
ate history began 81 years ago 
with the German invasion of 
several European countries. 

As early as 1940, military 
leadership and others with-
in the federal government 
believed that we could not 
avoid becoming involved in 
the conflict. They began de-
veloping plans for the neces-
sary resources and facilities 
needed to train troops for our 
participation in the war. 

Studies were conducted 
across the nation for suitable 
sites. One identified included a 
portion of Durham, Granville, 
and Person counties. It was ref-
erenced as the Grandurson site.

With the Declaration of 
War by the United States 
Congress in December 1941, 
all plans became active and 
on Jan. 29, 1942, landowners 
were notified that U.S. mar-
shals would deliver “Decla-
rations of Taking” in the next 
two days. Some resisted, but 
eventually lost the battle.

The creation of the base had 
tremendous impact on the ar-
ea. Hundreds of families were 
displaced. Entire communities 
no longer existed. Knap of 
Reeds located along old Route 
75, in what is now the state 
dairy farm, and Veazey Ridge, 
which is now Carolina Avenue, 
disappeared. Churches closed, 
some disbanded due to losing 
members that were forced to 
relocate. Knap of Reeds school 
closed. A total of 43,300 acres 
were taken. 

Other communities im-
pacted were Lyon Station, 
Cozart and Wilkins. Some 
families affected were the 

Veazeys, Lyons, Tilleys, 
Greens, Cozarts, Bowlings 
and Wilkinses, among others. 
It was a very traumatic time. 

Events moved swiftly. 
Homes, barns and other build-
ings were destroyed to make 
way for the military base. Some 
were permitted to be disas-
sembled board by board and 
moved out of the area. Others 
were burned as this was the 
quickest way to clear the land.

The federal government 
sought to issue one contract 
for the total project, but no 
one company would bid on 
it. Therefore, the contract 
was broken down to six con-
tracts and work began.

Many workers were needed 
for such a massive undertak-
ing. Buses delivered workers 
from surrounding towns and 
communities and as far away 
as Greensboro. Work contin-
ued night and day. Roads and 
streets were built. Water and 
wastewater plants and deliv-
ery systems installed. Build-
ings, 2,300 of them, were 
built. Electrical distribution 
erected. Rifle ranges, obstacle 
courses, agility courses — all 
had to be built for effective 
training of the troops.

The base was named for Maj. 
Gen. Henry Wolfe Butner, a 
native of Surry County, North 
Carolina, who served as an ar-
tilleryman during World War I. 
His promotional certificates are 
displayed at Butner Town Hall.

Troops began arriving for 
training in July 1942. Brig-
adier Gen. Edwin P. Parker 
arrived as Commanding Of-
ficer of the 78th Lightening 
Division. This division was 
designated as the training 
unit, with the responsibility to 
train replacement troops for 
units already in combat. In 
March 1943, their designation 
was changed to Field Unit. 

With the change of pur-
pose, training was intensified. 
Gen. Parker believed strongly 
that physical fitness was es-
sential to a unit’s success. He 
required everyone from com-
manding general to private to 

do double time and march 25 
miles three days each week. 

The unit continued to train 
at Camp Butner until Nov. 
15, 1943, and then relocat-
ed to Camp Jackson, South 
Carolina, for maneuvers and 
returned to Camp Butner on 
Dec. 7. Following their Christ-
mas leave, they prepared to 
leave Jan. 25, 1944, for field 
maneuvers in Tennessee. 
This was the Division’s last 
training at Camp Butner. 

The 35th Santa Fe, under 
the command of Gen. Paul W. 
Baad, began training imme-
diately following the depar-
ture of the 78th Lightening 
Division and trained at Camp 
Butner until August 1944. The 
last division to train at Camp 
Butner for the European 
Campaign, the 89th Rolling 
W, arrived September 1944.

Maj. Gen. Harold W. Blakey 
arrived with the 4th Ivey 
Division in July 1945 for re-
training for deployment to 
the Pacific theater. A mock 
Japanese village was created 
to assist troop training for the 
invasion of Japan. 

The village was completed 
with assistance from some 
German prisoners of war. 
However, the atomic bomb 
was dropped on Hiroshima in 
August 1945 and the village 
was never used.

The hospital played a major 
role in the function of the 
base. Many soldiers came to 
Camp Butner for treatment 
and rehabilitation. Members 
of the 78th Division were 
returned to Camp Butner for 
treatment of severe frost bite. 

The hospital served wounded 
soldiers from many units from 
across the globe. It was one of 
the largest hospitals in the na-
tion, consisting of 54 buildings, 
with most connected by 7 miles 
of corridors. All patient build-
ings were two stories with no 
elevators. A center corridor with 
an up-and-down ramp provided 
the only way to mobilize pa-
tients from one floor to another. 

With the surrender of Ja-
pan in late 1945, some of the 

proposed building projects at 
Camp Butner were terminated, 
and the hospital changed its 
treatment focus to serving psy-
chiatric patients. The hospital 
provided services to psychiatric 
patients from all military posts 
in North Carolina, South Caro-
lina, Georgia and Florida. 

Another function of Camp 
Butner was that of a prisoner 
of war camp. Located on the 
current site of the federal 
prison complex, it housed 
approximately 5,000 German 
and Italian prisoners and few 
Polish prisoners. 

The prisoners were allowed 
to work on farms in the vicin-
ity. With so many of the local 
young men serving in the 
military, farms were short-
handed, so the prisoners 
were a welcome relief. 

The Geneva Convention 
required that prisoners of 
war be paid the same as they 
would have earned in their 
military rank and role. Al-
though they were not allowed 
to receive payment, it went in-
to their account at the camp, 
and they were issued coupons 
they could use at the camp. 
Most prisoners were returned 
to Europe by the end of 1945. 

The War Assets Adminis-
tration was responsible for 
disposing of surplus proper-
ties and facilities. Through 
negotiations, North Carolina 
acquired 13,000 acres that in-
cluded the hospital and 5,700 
acres for the North Carolina 
National Guard for $1. 

Much of the land that was in 
the artillery impact area was 
sold, with some of it going to 
the original owners. Some 
buildings were given to groups 
like the American Legion and 
Veterans of Foreign Wars. Oth-
ers were sold and dismantled 
board by board, while others 
were loaded on trailers and 
moved off base. The state con-
verted many of the buildings 
into living quarters for hospital 
employees. 

The hospital was converted 
into a state psychiatric, first 
known as the State hospital at 

Butner, then Murdoch Hospital 
and then John Umstead Hos-
pital. With the construction of 
Central Regional Hospital in 
Butner, which serves a third 
of the state’s counties for in-
patient psychiatric needs, the 
hospital built to serve Camp 
Butner during World War II sits 
empty and in disrepair.

The area acquired by the 
N.C. National Guard is now 
designated as Camp Butner 
and has become one of the 
most active ranges on the 
East Coast. It is utilized by the 
Army National Guard, special 
forces from Fort Bragg, ma-
rine units, and Navy SEALs. 

Some non-military match-
es are allowed when time is 
available. The World Black 
Powder Match has been held 
twice. Apache helicopter 
units use the facility for train-
ing as well as some military 
related youth programs. 

Camp Butner lives on, and 
Butner continues to be asso-
ciated with the defense of our 
nation.

Though the beginning 
was painful, the future looks 
bright. The town of Butner 
was incorporated in 2007. 
The late Edgar Smoak served 
as the first mayor, followed by 
me. The World War II Soldier 
statue was erected in Gazebo 
Park on Central Avenue. The 
Butner Athletic Park opened 
in 2013 and the Camp Butner 
World War II Museum opened 
in 2015 in the Historic WWII 
Soldiers Sports Arena. 

The town’s more than 8,000 
residents look forward to the 
town’s annual Chicken Pickin’ 
festival each June and Christ-
mas festivities each December. 

We are proud to be a part 
of Granville County, and we 
celebrate its heritage.

Tom Lane is a current member 
of the Butner Town Council 
and the town’s former may-
or. This article was edited in 
part by Emily Champion, the 
Butner representative on the 
Granville County 275th Anni-
versary Planning Committee.

TOM  

LANE



By Lewis Bowling
Special to the Butner-Creedmoor News

1939 — Germany invades Poland. 

World War II begins.

1941, JULY 24 — Durham County 

Commissioners receive letter 

from Maj. R.C. Saunders of U.S. 

War Department stating: “I have 

been directed to proceed toward 

the acquisition of a tract of land 

centering the common corner of 

Durham, Granville, and Person 

Counties.”

JULY 31 — A contract is awarded 

for work for the new army camp.

AUG. 1 — Official planning 

starts for what was then known 

as Durham Triangular Division 

Camp.

SEPT. 13 — Army personnel visit 

proposed site of army camp.

NOV. 1 — Completed camp plans 

delivered to engineers.

DEC. 7 — Japan bombs Pearl 

Harbor. 

1942 — A service contract was 

signed with the City of Durham 

to supply water to the camp. 

Construction of camp authorized 

in January.

JAN. 29 — Butner Project Man-

ager Robert Downey meets with 

local citizens to tell them the 

next day “Declarations of Taking” 

would be served.

JAN. 30 — Deputy U.S. Marshals 

start serving dispossession no-

tices to families in area for their 

land. Contractors bid to build the 

camp.

FEB. 22 — War Department an-

nounces camp name to be Camp 

Butner, in honor of Maj. Gen. 

Henry Wolfe Butner, a native of 

Surry County.

MARCH 2 — Contract executed 

with Duke Power to supply power 

service to camp.

MARCH 6 — Construction be-

gins in earnest, employing over 

15,000 laborers. Workers work 

day and night, using flood lights 

at night. Construction of Camp 

Butner gives jobs to local people, 

paying in some cases over $1 an 

hour, when minimum wage is 30 

cents at this time. Local towns, 

such as Creedmoor, Oxford, Stem 

and Durham, experience eco-

nomic boom from camp workers 

visiting.

JUNE 15 — Col. Harold W. Hunt-

ley appointed as post command-

er.

JULY 10 — Maj. Gen. Edwin P. 

Parker, commander of 7th Light-

ning Infantry, arrives at Camp 

Butner.

AUG. 4 — Camp Butner officially 

opens.

AUG. 15 — Famed 78th Lightning 

Division Infantry activated, with 

thousands of troops in formal 

review. 

AUG. 20 — 2nd Army Special 

Troops activated.

SEPTEMBER — construction on 

uncompleted portions of Camp 

Butner continues.

OCTOBER — Workers on payroll 

building Camp Butner down to 

145.
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BUTNER A legacy of military service

Timeline of Camp Butner

A photo of the post exchange inside Camp Butner. Lewis Bowling | 

Contributed photo

Italian prisoners of war were housed in barracks  at Camp Butner 
during World War II. Contribtued photo

A softball 
team 
poses for 
a team 
photo 
at Camp 
Butner. 
Contributed 
photo

A man and 
woman 
take to 
the dance 
floor 
during 
an event 
at Camp 
Bunter 
during 
the War. 
Contributed 
photo
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OCT. 13 — Completion 

report for Camp Butner 

issued. Camp Butner home 

to over 40,000 Army per-

sonnel and the camp has 

acreage of 40,187 at this 

time.

NOVEMBER — The State 

magazine publishes article 

called “Here Is Camp But-

ner.”

1943 — Italian and Ger-

man prisoners of war 

housed at Camp Butner.

1944 — 35th Infantry ar-

rives at Camp Butner.

1947, JAN. 31— War De-

partment officially closes 

Camp Butner. War Assets 

Administration assumes 

responsibility for camp and 

eventually over 20,000 

acres sold back to area 

farmers and original land-

owners. About 5,000 acres 

transferred to N.C. National 

Guard. Over 13,000 acres 

transferred to state of 

North Carolina for $1.

NOVEMBER — State of 

North Carolina assumes 

police and fire services. 

First patients arrive at for-

mer army hospital, which 

becomes John Umstead 

Hospital.

1948 — Butner Training 

School for the Mentally 

Retarded, which eventually 

becomes Murdoch Center, 

opens in former Army 

barracks of Camp Butner. 

State Farm is established 

out of former camp Butner 

land.

1949 — State farm dairy 

herd is established, at one 

time consisting of over 300 

Holstein dairy cows. Army, 

with help of local civilians, 

work to clear shells and 

ammunition from former 

firing range of Camp But-

ner. Newton Instrument 

opens in former buildings of 

Camp Butner.

1951 — Mount Hope Fin-

ishing Co. opens in former 

buildings left from Camp 

Butner.

1956 — Butner Reservoir, 

now Lake Butner, impound-

ed.

1965 — Butner-Creedmoor 

News established.

1966 — Lake Butner opens 

as water supply for Butner. 

1970 — Population of But-

ner is 3,538.

1992 — Eddie Smith and 

Ben Patrick publish Voices 

from the Field, a book to 

celebrate Camp Butner’s 

50th anniversary. Smith 

and local citizens form the 

Butner Cemetery Associ-

ation, which located and 

saved lost and desecrated 

graves around and in the 

former Camp Butner lands. 

2007 — Town of Butner is 

incorporated. Camp Butner 

soldier statue at Gazebo 

Park in Butner dedicated. 

2008 — Central Regional 

Hospital, formerly John 

Umstead Hospital, opens in 

Butner.

2013 — Butner Athletic 

Park opens.

2015 — Camp Butner 

Society Museum at Sports 

Arena in Butner opens.

2016 — Population of But-

ner is 7,702.

2017 — Town of Butner 

celebrates 75th anniversa-

ry of Camp Butner. 

Camp Butner soldiers train to become barbers. 
Contributed photo

Addie Howard teaches her students at Knap of Reeds, 
near Butner and Stem, in 1942. The school was taken 
down to make way for Camp Butner. Lewis Bowling | 

Contributed photo
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STEM Small town, country livin’

Stem’s story started at depot
Southern Granville 

County in the late 
1800s was mostly rural 
farmland and forest 
that was purchased 
with British pounds 
sterling by owners 
who could trace their 
recent roots back to 
England. The area in-

cluded a number of small settlements 
dotting the landscape with names like 
Shoefly, Knapp Of Reeds, Shakerag 
and Tally Ho.

It wasn’t until there was talk of the 
railroad being built that would bisect 
Granville County from Keesville, 
Virginia, to Durham, North Carolina, 
that things would begin to change. 

It was then in 1886-87 that a small 
group of landowners and businessmen 
met with officials of the now Southern 
Railroad and entered into talks dis-
cussing the building of a depot near 
Tally Ho. It was these forward-think-
ing men who saw the potential for 
improvement and growth that would 
change the landscape of South Gran-
ville. 

The names of these men were T.G. 
Bullock, O.F. Bullock, H.A. Stem, W.J. 
Stem, W.H. Jones, C. Hopkins and W.T. 
Stem.

In 1888, these men pooled their 
resources in the amount of $1,800, 
which in today’s currency is the 
equivalent of over $50,000, and had 
the depot built. W.T. Stem owned 
most of the land around where the 
depot was going to be built, and it 
was his donation of land that made 
the railroad and depot possible. 

The railroad was completed, and the 
first passenger train passed through on 
Aug. 15, 1888. What was once a rough 
day-long wagon ride to Durham be-
came a wondrous train carriage ride of 
a much shorter duration — and more 
importantly, opened new markets for 
the goods produced by the surround-
ing landowners.

It was at this time that Mr. Stem also 
donated the land on which the Method-
ist Episcopal Church was built and still 
stands today and is known as the Stem 
United Methodist Church. Those men 
and their families had a very strong 

Christian faith, and their descendants 
and others still worship there today. 

What was known as Stem Cross-
roads quickly was shortened to Stem, 
which was named after Mr. Stem and 
his family for their contribution to the 
town and the fact that he owned most 
of the land that it encompassed. 

The town became incorporated in 
1911 and included all lands 880 yards 
in all directions from the town public 
well at the center of the crossroads, 
and Mr. E.E. Bullock became the first 
mayor. Mr. Stem’s family home, con-
sidered the oldest structure in town, 
still stands, and he, his wife and mem-
bers of his family, along with others, 
are buried in what was their family 
cemetery on their farm property and 
is now known as the Stem Historic 
Cemetery on Franklin Street.

The public well was located in the 
center of town, around which most of 
the town’s activities took place. It was 
hand dug, stone lined, 30 feet deep, 
and fed by an underground stream. 
This was a vital addition to the town, 
as all the movement of people and 
goods at the time was mostly by mule, 
and both people and animals alike 
needed to be watered and rested 
while making deliveries to the depot 
and doing business in the town. 

This well was in constant use and 
was used by people and businesses 
until motorized vehicles began to 
replace the mules and gasoline pol-
luted the well. The location of the 
well could be seen at the crossroads 
well into the late 1990s, and there are 
still local residents who can point to 
where it existed.

Events happened quickly once the 
depot opened. The post office, which 
at the time was located in Tally Ho, 
was quickly relocated to Stem in the 
fall of 1889, and in 1903, RFD (rural 
free delivery) began in the surround-
ing area. The town got electricity in 
the early 1920s. 

The first building was erected by 
W.T. Stem shortly after the depot, 
and housed a mercantile operated 
by Mayes and Stark. The Bank of 
Stem opened on June 11, 1908, with 
a capital investment of $5,000, and it 
is said to have been the first bank in 

Granville County. Joseph H. Gooch, a 
prominent citizen and business own-
er, became the first bank president.

In the 1920s, Stem was considered 
the third-largest town in Granville 
County, and over the years, more than 
25 businesses were located in Stem, 
with some lasting into the 1970s. As 
time went on, these businesses closed 
or moved on, and the buildings fell into 
disrepair and were demolished. 

On April 1, 1928, a fire began, and 
with the accompanying winds de-
stroyed six of the original buildings 
housing many of those businesses. The 
last surviving original building that 
a business occupied was owned and 
operated by Otho Mangum  and still 
stands at the corner of West Tally Ho 
Road and Main Street. 

The town residents quickly saw the 
need for a school, and the first one 
opened as a private school in the late 
1890s, but it wasn’t until 1907 that 
the town of Stem got its first public 
school. The town was rapidly grow-
ing and realized the need for a larger 
school to educate those of Stem and 
the surrounding communities. 

The new school was completed 
in 1922 next to the old one, which 
was converted into dormitories for 
the teachers. It was in use until 1962 
when it was closed because of declin-
ing enrollment and students began 
attending South Granville School. 

Many town residents still remem-
ber attending the Stem school. The 
school was later demolished, but two 
of the original buildings still stand 
and are located on Old 75 next to the 
fire station annex. 

The home economics building, 
whose basement housed the cafete-
ria, has become a private home, and 
the ag building became The Tally Ho 
Trader, which is now closed. 

An interesting anecdote that is said 
to happen is the time the 1936 cham-
pionship-winning Stem basketball 
team was treated to attend a UNC 
basketball game. When the opposing 
team was unable to make it because 
of a freak snowstorm, the Stem team 
volunteered to sub, and it was agreed 
upon. 

UNC and Stem played it close, shot 

for shot to the end, with Stem making 
the winning shot at the buzzer! 

The decline of the town of Stem 
started slowly with the advent of the 
automobile and its availability to the 
general public. In 1922, the state built 
U.S. Route 15, which traveled north 
from South Carolina to Virginia pass-
ing through Creedmoor, bypassing 
Stem, and became a main thorough-
fare. 

But largely, the advent of World War 
II caused a major shift in the town. In 
1941, the War Department needed to 
build another army base for training 
and the city of Durham was promot-
ing an area to the north that encom-
passed parts of three counties, but 
mostly Granville County. 

In 1942, the Army claimed eminate 
domain and confiscated approximate-
ly 40,000 acres of land, displacing 
hundreds of families who had worked 
that land for generations. Sadly, 
many were also tenant farmers who 
received no compensation and had 
nowhere to go. 

These people were given a 30-day 
notice to vacate their premises; one 
landowner noted they burned his 
house to the ground the next day. It is 
said these families also made a great 
sacrifice for the greater good of the 
Country in a time of war. 

Within six months, 1,700 buildings 
were erected at Camp Butner with all 
the latest infrastructure. It had water, 
sewer, electricity and paved roads, and 
it housed over 35,000 soldiers. What is 
not common knowledge is that it also 
housed German and Italian prisoners 
of war.

Another noteworthy fact relating to 
the war pertained to a Mrs. Lucy Hard-
ee Olsen, a Stem resident, who became 
a Granville County teacher. At a point in 
time, she and her family moved to the 
Philippines, and she became a teacher 
at the American School. While there, 
her husband, two children and herself 
became prisoners of war and were held 
in the Santo Tomas Internment Camp. 

One of her daughters contracted 
tubercular meningitis and died while 
imprisoned, and Mrs. Olsen’s legs were 
badly damaged by exploding ordnance. 
When liberated by Gen. MacArther, she 

DAVE 

PAVLUS



By Lewis Bowling
Special to the Butner-Creedmoor News

Back in 1936, the Stem 
High School boys basketball 
team beat Creedmoor High 
School for the Granville 
County Championship. Now, 
this might surprise some of 
you, as there no longer is a 
Stem High or Creedmoor 
High. But what these young 
country boys from Stem did 
a few nights later really did 
Granville County proud. 

They went to Chapel Hill 
and laid a whipping on the 
UNC Tar Heels.

Before the Granville Coun-
ty basketball tournament 
of 1936, Coach Pegram of 
Stem High School promised 
his team that if they won the 
tournament, he would take 
them to see the University of 
North Carolina play. 

Well, during these years of 
depression and limited travel, 

this promise from their coach 
really excited these Stem 
youngsters. Heck, a weekend 
trip to Oxford was considered 
a big thing.

Now believe this or not, 
Stem had to beat three other 
teams to win the champion-
ship, but here is what is quite 
remarkable: They beat Wilton 
High School, Berea High 
School, and Creedmoor High 
School all in the same day. 

That’s right, at 11 a.m. Stem 
beat Wilton, ate a light lunch 
and beat Berea at 2 p.m., then 
took a school bus back to 
Stem for supper, came back 
to Creedmoor and defeated 
Creedmoor High at 7 p.m.

According to Brent Mead-
ows, who played on that Stem 
team, Creedmoor had defeat-
ed Stem twice in the 1936 
season prior to the tourna-
ment. Just some names of the 
Creedmoor players could put 
a little scare into an opposing 

team. They had a “Rip” Rob-
erts and a Big’un Bullock, and 
according to Bren, “a great 
big fella” in “Hen” Clay. 

Understand, back in this 
time there was a huge rival-
ry among county teams, so 
when the staff at Creedmoor 
offered to feed the Stem team 
supper before their big game 
against each other, no chanc-
es were taken. 

Mamie Daniel, with the 
Stem team in Creedmoor, 
liked to feed her boys prop-
erly in her capacity as lunch-
room supervisor. So perhaps 
sensing that the Creedmoor 
folks might be up to some-
thing, such as serving her 
boys some overly rich food 
that might upset their stom-
achs and hinder their ability 
to play well, Mamie told 
Coach Pegram of Stem to 
turn the offer down. 

So the Stem boys took a 
bus back to Stem and ate 

their own home-cooked food, 
not taking a chance on the 
Creedmoor cuisine.

After filling their bellies, 
the Stem team rode back to 
Creedmoor ready for their 
third game of the day. After 
all, playing three games of 
basketball in a day wasn’t so 

hard. Most of the boys spent 
many a day in the hot sun 
farming tobacco and other 
crops. No, these country lads 
could play basketball all day 
long.

With the promise of the 
trip to see the Tar Heels play 
still on their minds, Stem 

Friday, July 23, 2021 Granville 275th Anniversary20

was awarded the Purple Heart.
After the war, the town of Stem 

continued along as a self-sustaining 
quiet rural close-knit town with ap-
proximately 230 residents, the same 
population as in 1920s, with no signif-
icant change up until the 1980s when 
housing began to expand. 

With the town’s small area and no 
manufacturing, it wasn’t until 2002 
that the landscape for Stem began to 
change again. Water and sewer were 
being installed throughout the town, 

and it brought major changes by the 
way of residential subdivisions. By 
2010 the population had doubled and 
by 2020 it had doubled again. 

The town of Stem is now the fast-
est-growing community with the 
highest household median income in 
Granville County. The town is poised 
for the next surge in development to 
come as major corporations continue 
to move to the Triangle area and de-
velopers look north for potential resi-
dential and commercial growth.

On a personal note, my wife and I 
are privileged to reside in one of the 
original heavy timber homes on Sun-
set Street built in 1920. It was owned 
by Nellye Roberts Tunstall until her 
passing in 2013 at the age of 98. 

Her father operated one of the origi-
nal stores in town for many years, and 
our next-door neighbor is Joe Gooch, 
who at 95 is the oldest living town resi-
dent. There are still many descendants 
of the original founding families of 
Stem proudly living in the community.

I would like to express my gratitude 
to Vicki Coley Garrett, who lives in the 
house once owned by her grandfather 
and is one of the oldest and grandest 
homes in town. Thank you for loan-
ing me the resources from which I 
gleaned the above information. It is 
accurate to the best of my ability.

Dave Pavlus is a town of Stem commis-
sioner and a member of the Granville 
County 275th Anniversary Planning 
Committee. 

That time Stem bested UNC at basketball

The Stem High School basketball team is said to have defeated the 
UNC Tar Heels in a 1936 scrimmage. Lewis Bowling | Contributed photo 
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beat Creedmoor to claim the county 
championship. Stem had some talent, 
what with Brent Meadows and his 
fine dribbling and passing skills, and 
they had quite a “big fella,” them-
selves, Wallace Bowling, to combat 
big “Hen” Clay of Creedmoor. Bowl-
ing stood a good 6-foot-3 or 6-foot-4. 

Also, “Bunk” Guthrie of Stem could 
shoot like nobody around the county. 
According to Brent, “that Guthrie boy 
was a little bitty boy. He didn’t farm 
and work like the rest of us. He just 
played ball all the time. He’d shoot 
balls all day long.” 

In the end, “Bunk” and the boys from 
Stem beat “Big’un,” “Rip,” “Hen,” and 
the Creedmoor boys. On to Chapel Hill.

Coach Pegram piled his team into 
his car and arrived at the UNC gym, 
where a full house awaited the game 
between UNC and Wake Forest. 
Word came that the Wake team could 
not make it due to snowy conditions. 
Disappointed fans started to leave 
the gym. 

Coach Pegram ran to the UNC 
coach and told him, “Heck, all these 
people want to see a game. My boys 
can stir up a game for you.” UNC 
agreed, thinking at least they would 
get a little workout playing somebody, 
and it would also maybe give the fans 

something to see. UNC supplied the 
Stem team pants and shoes, and the 
boys stripped down to their T-shirts.

The freshmen team of UNC started 
the game, but by halftime the game 
was very close. Wanting to teach the 
high school boys a lesson, some varsi-
ty players for the Tar Heels played the 
second half. 

Brent Meadows recalled, “They 
thought they’d beat the soup out of us 
country boys.” But they didn’t.

The game was tied with a few sec-
onds to go. It was Stem’s ball. Mr. 
Meadows recalls that he brought the 
ball up court, and “Bunk” Guthrie 
“received a pass and somewhere 
between that center line and the foul 
line he shot it, and the ball ripped 
right through the net.”

The crowd sat in stunned silence, then 
roared with approval. They couldn’t be-
lieve what they had witnessed. 

Little Stem High School had beaten 
the mighty Tar Heels. 

“I’ve never heard such a roar,” 
recalled Brent. As news spread that 
night around Granville County, the 
Stem boys were treated as heroes. 

“At school, you couldn’t hardly live 
with us for a few days,” says Meadows. 
They were proud of what they had do-
ne, and we are proud of them today.

NASA Administrator James Webb, left, meets with President Lyndon John-

son in the Oval Office. Webb was born in Tally Ho near Stem. Lewis Bowling | 

Contributed photo
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Names tell stories all their own
By Lewis Bowling
Special to the Butner-Creedmoor News

Highway 75, which runs from Ox-
ford through Providence and Stem 

into Durham, has had 
many names. Parts of 
this road run along what 
was once the Indian 
Trading Path. It also is 
called Old Highway 75, 
Old Route 75 and Old 
Oxford Road. Highway 
15 was once called the 

Oxford-Clarksville Road, and also 
the National Highway.

Creedmoor is thought to be named 
for a Mr. Creed Moor, who traveled 
through the area as a lexicographer, 
or another way to put that, a person 
who writes dictionaries. Of course, 
Creedmoor was also once called 
Mule Town, because of all the mules 
sold and auctioned in town. 

Stem is named for William T. 
Stem, who donated land for the rail-
road to come through. And Butner 
is a result of Camp Butner, and is 
named for a man that probably nev-
er stepped into Granville County, as 
far as anyone knows. Camp Butner, 
when built during World War II, was 
named after Maj. Gen. Henry Wolfe 
Butner, a native of Surry County 
who fought admirably in World War 
I. 

Butner died in 1937, so he never 
even knew of Camp Butner, built in 
1942. A ship was also named after 
him in 1944. Quite a legacy.

The Masonic Home for Children at 
Oxford was once the Oxford Orphan 
Asylum and the Oxford Orphanage. 
The Central Children’s Home in 
Oxford was known as the Colored 
Orphanage of North Carolina and 
Central Orphanage of North Caroli-
na. Before these names, it was called 
Grant Colored Asylum in honor of 
General Ulysses S. Grant of Civil 
War fame who also became the Pres-
ident of the United States. 

The Tobacco Research Station in 
Oxford was once known as the Ex-
periment Station and the Test Farm. 
What is now the Old City Cemetery 
in Oxford was once the Oxford Bury-
ing Ground. 

Near the Old City Cemetery is 
Winston International. This cas-
tle-like building was once a bus 
depot, Granite Service Station, and 
Owen Motor Company, among oth-
er businesses. Behind this building 

there was once a stall to hold horses 
and mules for sale.

The old Lewis School building still 
stands on Church Street in Oxford 
today. It operated from 1920 to 1951 
and served mostly children whose 
parents worked for Oxford Cotton 
Mills, which became Burlington 
Industries later. Lewis School was 
named for Richard Lewis, a longtime 
superintendent of Oxford Cotton 
Mill. 

College Street used to be Grassy 
Creek Street, McClanahan Street 
was once Goshen Street, and Hills-
borough Street was once Tar River 
Street and later known as Commer-
cial Avenue. Mary Potter School was 
once Mary Potter Academy. 

Cornwall in Granville County got 
its name from a mining prospector 
who knew that the Cornwall District 
in England was known for its rich 
iron deposits. The Tar River origi-
nates in Person County from a fresh-
water spring and meanders through 
Granville County on its way to join-
ing the Pamlico River in Washington, 
North Carolina, before emptying in-
to the Atlantic Ocean. It has offered 
canoeing, swimming, fishing, and 
watered the soils of the county for 
hundreds of years. 

At one time there were quite a 
few grist mills along the Tar River, 
and a lot of moonshine whiskey 
stills. It is 215 miles long. Originally, 
it was spelled as the Tau River by 
Indians, meaning river of health. It 
was changed to Tar after it began 
to be used as a major route for tar 
carrying barges down in the eastern 
part of the state headed to the ocean. 
Also, Tar River got its name from its 
very dark soil in the river bed and 
along its banks, black as tar.

Northside is called that because 
that community near Creedmoor 
is north of the Durham and Wake 
County lines. Cedar Creek Gallery 
is near Cedar Creek. The Coon Hill 
area near Stem is called that since 
the Roberts family was known for its 
coon hunting talents and for cooking 
some good coon meals and inviting 
neighbors over for some good coon 
eating.

The town of Henderson, which 
was part of Granville County un-
til 1881 when Vance County was 
formed, is named after Leonard 
Henderson, who was at one time the 
Chief Justice of the North Carolina 
Supreme Court. 

Butner

Blalock’s Grocery was once a staple of downtown Stem. Lewis Bowling | Contrib-

uted photo

Tobacco primers work the fields near Stem in the 1930s. Lewis Bowling | Contrib-

uted photo 
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The Blue Wing community in north-
ern Granville County is so named be-
cause an early explorer to that part of 
the county saw a big flock of blue wing 
ducks there. The Lewis community 
was named for Dr. Willis Lewis, who 
donated land for the railroad depot.

Mills flourished way back in the 
1700s in Granville County, but es-
pecially along the Tar River. During 
these early times of the county, corn 
was the major crop. Millers at grist 
mills throughout Granville County 
were considered so important that 
they were exempted from militia du-
ties. In 1749, three years after Gran-
ville County was formed, there were 
41 mills listed in deeds, but because 
of poor record keeping, there un-
doubtedly were many more.

Two of the grist mills along the Tar 
River in Granville County in the 1800s 
were Gooch’s Mill and Minor’s Mill. 
The remnants of Gooch’s Mill can still 
clearly be seen today on Gooch’s Mill 
Road. Bost Gooch made one of the 
first iron plows for farming here, and 
also he made tobacco baskets, along 
with running his corn and wheat mill. 

Long lines of wagons would have 
to stand in line at Gooch’s Mill for 
over 24 hours just to wait their turn 
to get their wheat and corn ground. 

Business was so brisk at Gooch’s Mill, 
out between Stem and Berea, that 
Bost Gooch employed three millers 
to stay open 24 hours a day during 
the busy season. Gooch would use his 
big grinding wheels to convert all that 
wheat and corn into meal and flour. 

C.R. Dement ran Gooch’s Mill for 
many years. L.D. Franklin ran it later 
on. Tar Valley Milling Company oper-
ated from Minor’s Mill, which was in 
the southern part of the county.

The Tar River just about cuts Gran-
ville County in two; in fact, some 
Granvillians still refer “to what side 
of the river you live on.” Many catfish 
stews were held along the Tar River 
in the old days.

Part of the old Trading Path men-
tioned earlier that ran from Clarks-
ville, Virginia, to Oxford ran through 
what is now Bullock. There was a 
William Bullock and a James Bullock. 
When the Oxford and Clarksville 
Railroad ran through Bullock in 1888 
the station in Bullock was named for 
the Bullock family that gave land for 
the depot. 

There are just so many places and 
communities in Granville County it is 
next to impossible to list them all, but 
these are just a few and where their 
names originated. 

Among the businesses that once called Stem home were Stem Barber Shop, 

Mangum and Coley’s Fertilizer and Feed Store. Lewis Bowling | Contributed photo
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Men pose in front of the Stovall Fire Department in early ’80s. The fire house 

is in Stovall Town Hall. Janet Parrott | Contributed photo

Men get to work at the Robert G. Lassiter Engineering & Contracting compa-

ny cement plant in Oxford circa 1950. North Carolina Digital Collections photo

Bicyclists pose for a photo on Main Street in Oxford in 1897. Lewis Bowling | Con-

tributed photo

Downtown Oxford today houses many of the historic buildings from its past. 
Jackie Sergent | Contributed photo

Confederate 

veterans line 

up in front of 

Granville Coun-

ty Courthouse 

in Oxford circa 

1900. State Ar-

chives of North 

Carolina photo
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OXFORD & STOVALL Traditions of northern Granville

County seat means business for 2 centuries
By Alyssa Blair
Special to the Butner-Creedmoor News

The history of the Oxford 
area begins with the ocean 
— yes, the ocean. Thousands 
of years ago, Oxford was cov-
ered by ocean water, which 
once receded became home 
to a plethora of animals. 

Before 1524, the land was 
inhabited by many Native 
American tribes, including 
the Saponi, Tuscarora and 
Occanechi. By 1584, Sir Wal-
ter Raleigh was sending ships 
to the coast. Settlers noticed 
the beauty of the coast and 
the inland as soon as they 
stepped foot on the rich farm-
ing soil.

Its beauty was highlighted 

by many tall trees, tobacco (a 
local staple until the tobacco 
buyout), and animals. In the 
1700s, the area of Granville 
County was a huge piece of re-
al estate. And by 1746, the area 
had a population sufficiently 
large to merit becoming an in-
dependent county, separating 
itself from Edgecombe Coun-
ty’s western frontier.

Oxford was incorporated 
by the General Assembly in 
1816, with Thomas Littlejohn, 
William Sneed, Nathaniel 
Taylor, Leslie Gilliam, and 
Thomas Booth named as 
town commissioners. The 
town’s early years were 
marked with plantations and 
farms.

The area had some of the 

state’s most successful agri-
culturists, consistently grow-
ing large crops of tobacco, 
with many using slaves for 
labor. Oxford grew to be a 
sophisticated town and was 
famous as a seat of learning 
due to the creation of sever-
al academies and colleges 
including Oxford Male & 
Female Academy (1811), Ox-
ford Female College (1851), 
Horner Military Academy 
(1851), St. Johns College 
(1858), and Mary Potter 
Academy (1889), the latter 
being the first secondary 
school in Granville County 
to educate African Ameri-
cans, and the first of all in the 
county to be accredited by the 
Southern Association of Sec-

ondary Schools (1924).
Tobacco brought business 

to Oxford. Businessmen po-
sitioned themselves to take 

Members of the Oxford Fire Department pose in front of fire 
vehicles. Alyssa Blair | Contributed photo
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advantage of the new industry, and 
many merchants, lawyers and doc-
tors set up shop in town. By the late 
19th century, this thriving local econ-
omy resulted in a beautiful brick com-
mercial district that included three 
banks, general and hardware stores, 
an opera house, various professional 
offices, and other business ventures.

Two world wars and the Great De-
pression brought many changes to 
the area. Even with revenues from to-
bacco, many left the county for larger 
cities with more opportunities. Seeing 
the need to attract new industries, sev-
eral local business leaders formed or-
ganizations in the 1950s and ’60s, and 
by the 1980s had attracted 38 major 
manufacturing industries, principally 
around Oxford and Creedmoor.

Although many changes have oc-
curred since its incorporation, there is 
a sense of tradition and place through-
out Oxford. A visitor once noted, “The 
village of Oxford, in Granville County, 
presents inducements, whether health, 
comfort, or pleasure equal to any in the 
state. It is decidedly the most beautiful 
village in North Carolina.”

Mayor Jackie Sergent adds, “As we 
join Granville County in celebrating its 
275th Anniversary, Oxford is now 205 
years old. While our beautiful build-

ings and architecture are to be cher-
ished for both the workmanship and 
history they imbue, it is the people and 
personalities that have and continue 
to populate our city that make up the 
community that we treasure. 

“The history of Oxford is rich and 
deep, traversing the Civil War and seg-
regation, built upon the agricultural 

base of the tobacco boom and celebrat-
ing faith on almost every street corner. 

“We have weathered our share 
of storms and look forward to the 
continued evolution of our diverse 
community as we welcome new vis-
itors, residents, investors and entre-
preneurs. We are not only proud to be 
part of Granville County, but equally 

so of our partnership with the County 
Board and staff. 

“Oxford salutes our county and all 
who work so hard in and for it — the 
future is bright, and we embrace the 
opportunities ahead to work together 
to be a shining star in the Piedmont 
for our residents and those who seek 
the quality of life we offer.”
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Construction is underway in downtown Oxford in this undated photo. Alyssa Blair | 

Contributed photo
The city’s water tower rises into the 
clouds. Alyssa Blair | Contributed photo
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Stovall attorney was Declaration signer
By Shawn Taylor
editor@butnercreedmoornews.com

John Hancock famously 
made his name synony-

mous with the 
signature when 
he scrawled his 
name in large 
letters on the 
Declaration of 
Independence, 
daring King 
George to come 

after him. 
But among the other 55 

men who affixed their names 
to history was a Granville at-
torney, John Penn. 

Penn penned the parch-
ment near Hancock, and was 

one of three from North Caro-
lina who did so. He lived near 
Stovall in northern Granville 
County. 

According to the town of 
Stovall’s website, Penn was 
born in Virginia in 1741 and 
moved to Granville in 1774. 
He established himself as a 
lawyer and politician and was 
elected in 1775 to the provin-
cial Congress. 

As noted on ushistory.
org, after signing the Dec-
laration, Penn died at age 
48, a few years after he 
was appointed to the Board 
of War. 

His home near Stovall has 
since been destroyed, accord-
ing to the town’s website. 

John Penn of Granville County signed the Declaration of Independence in 1776. Although smaller than 
John Hancock’s, his name is seen to the bottom left. U.S. National Archives

Penn
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