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Introduction 
 

Many years ago, my dad and I drew a family 
tree from information gathered from personal 
knowledge and talking with relatives. We were 
only able to trace the Bryson line back to my 
dad’s grandfather, John Franklin Bryson 
(1837-1920). We did not realize that John 
Franklin’s father and mother had been among 
the earliest settlers in Ellis County, Texas, and 
that they were both buried in the Shiloh Cum-
berland Presbyterian Cemetery. This cemetery 
is connected to the church that my father at-
tended from early childhood, and the church 
where he, at one time, served as pastor. 

An obituary, among my dad’s papers, an-
nounced the death of John Franklin Bryson. It 
held one very valuable genealogy clue by stat-
ing that “he was born in Murray (sic) County, 
Tennessee, on May 14, 1837, and came to 
Texas as a lad.” The obituary also contained 
other valuable clues by listing his children, a 
sister, and a brother. 

These were really genealogical gems, but we 
did not know how to use that information. So, 
that information lay dormant for several years 
until I read a book about the hobby of gene-
alogy. Those clues provided the starting point 
for a wonderful hobby of more than fifteen 
years. Coincidently, about this same time, I 
was contacted by a first cousin, Betty Bryson 
Beckum, who had also taken up genealogy as 
a hobby. We soon connected with another 
cousin, Thelma Bryson Bennett, who was do-
ing genealogy research. This mutual interest in 
the family line and research developed into a 
close friendship among the three of us. 

As we continued and shared our findings, we 
made contact with other family members who 
graciously shared old photographs, letters, 
clippings, and historic information. I realized 
that many of these items resided with a single 
individual and might soon be gone. The idea 
of a way to make this information available to 
a wider range of friends and relatives started 

to form. We three cousins (Betty, Thelma, and 
me) each had file drawers full of research find-
ings from years of work. The information in 
that form was valuable, but not very useful, 
thus I felt inspired to write this book.  

Migration from the old country 
The earliest of our ancestors to come to Amer-
ica, was Robert Taliaferro who set sail from 
the town of Stepney of County Middlesex, 
England in 1645 and settled in Virginia. In 
England, Taliaferro had been a very successful 
business man and was well respected. In 
America, the Taliaferros acquired large 
amounts of land, became wealthy, and were 
part of the early Colonial Society. They lived in 
Virginia and built a fine home, on a bluff over-
looking the Rappahannock River. This home 
became widely known among colonial society 
as Taliaferro Mount. Several Taliaferro genera-
tions were born and lived in that fine home. In 
1769, Dr. John Taliaferro, a medical Doctor 
and Baptist Minister, gave up the luxurious life 
and moved his family to the edge of the ex-
panding frontier near the Virginia and North 
Carolina border. There he built a small log 
cabin. He had felt a call to minister among the 
pioneer settlers. 

While the Taliaferros, and their related fami-
lies, came from England, almost all of our 
other ancestors came to America from North-
ern Ireland and Scotland before that. This 
group of people is known as Scotch-Irish. 

Our Scotch-Irish heritage 
Scotch-Irish is an American term for a group 
of Presbyterians who lived in Scotland in the 
early 1600s and moved to Northern Ireland for 
economic and religious freedoms. The next 
chapter is devoted to the discussion of the 
Scotch-Irish people. 

As new kings came into power, the treatment 
of the Scotch-Irish people in Ulster, Ireland 
fluctuated considerably. Under some rulers, 
the taxation became very unfair; under others, 

Chapter One 
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there was renewed pressure to conform to the 
Church of England or to the Roman Catholic 
principles. The situation became unbearable 
and a series of migrations began from Ulster, 
Ireland, to the colonies.  

It was surprising to me, to see the large num-
ber of our ancestors who in every sense of the 
word were true pioneers and moved to the very 
edge of a new frontier. Hence, the title of this 
book: The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of 
New Frontiers. 

Frequently they were amongst the first settlers 
in an area that was undeveloped, had no 
stores, churches, schools, or even towns — 
just acres and acres of land. They left family 
and friends behind knowing they would likely 
never see them again.  

Often a minister and many members of a con-
gregation moved together to the new frontier 
along with inter-related families. The families 
were large and often consisted of ten or more 
children. Once on the frontier, their first task 
was to build a shelter for protection from the 
weather and to provide a home. In many 
cases, the settlers left nice comfortable homes 
only to have to start from scratch on the fron-
tier. 

The Pioneer’s Cabin1 
“The pioneer’s cabin was made of logs, sometimes hewed 
on two sides, and sometimes not hewed at all. When 
hewed, the logs were put up with the flat surfaces on the 
inside and outside of the building. The cracks were filled 
with “chinking,” and this was daubed over with mud. The 
form of the cabin was always an oblong square, with a 
huge fireplace in one end. The fireplace was set back in a 
crib composed of logs, with the face even with the inner 
wall. This crib was heavily lined with stone and mortar, 
built up on a hearth made of flat stones. On top of the 
stone and mortar lining was a stick and mud chimney, the 
latter always being entirely on the outside of the building, 
and extending a little above the comb of the roof.  

The cabin was only one story in height…One or two 
small openings were cut out for windows, in which 
greased paper, when it could be had, was often substi-
tuted for glass…The door was made of light puncheons 
or heavy clap-boards fastened together with pins and 
hung on wooden hinges… the only tools required in 

                                                
1 History of Lincoln County, Mo., Goodspeed Publishing 
Company, 1888, pp. 243-244 

building it were a felling ax, a broad-ax, a frow-ax, and 
an auger. Many such cabins were built without the use of 
a nail. 

Those adventurous pioneers who settled miles in advance 
of any settlement had to construct their cabins alone, with 
the help of their family…Those who settled where a few 
had gone before were more fortunate. The early settlers 
were so anxious to have others join them that they would 
go sometimes twenty miles to help a new comer build his 
cabin. All the pioneer had to do was to go the place se-
lected for his house, unhitch his team, set up camp as he 
had often done on the journey, then saddle a horse and 
ride around to his nearest neighbors, and send them for 
further ones, notifying them of his arrival and when and 
where to meet to erect his cabin. All who possibly could 
would be on hand at the ‘home raising;’ the trees would 
be felled, the logs and poles prepared, the clap-boards 

riven,2 and the building erected, ready for occupancy in a 
single day. The putting in of a wooden floor, the making 
and hanging of the door, the chinking and daubing of the 
cracks, was usually left for the new comer to do at his 
leisure; and not infrequently this finishing of the house 
was postponed until a patch was cleared and planted, 
and sometimes not until cold weather made it a necessity, 
the pioneer, meanwhile, occupying all his time in extend-

ing his ‘clearing.’ 

Once a community was established, and a 
sawmill put into operation, a two-room frame 
house, called a ‘dogtrot house,’ was built. This 
could be as soon as a couple of years or 
maybe more than ten years, depending on the 
area and the availability of trees. Sometimes, 
as lumber became available, the pioneer would 
add on around the original log cabin. This re-
modeling might continue for several genera-
tions. Years later in the 20th century when old 
farm houses were torn down, there would often 
be a big surprise — an old log cabin. People 
have been known to live in such a home and 
never realize there was a log cabin concealed 
within their walls! 

The pioneer family 
Our early pioneer families often had ten or 
more children born at about two-year intervals. 
Life was very difficult on the frontier with un-
told hardships, and we wonder how someone 
could even survive those conditions. 

There were several tragic stories where a wife, 
after having several children, died at a young 

                                                
2 Riven — to split or divide into pieces 
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age during the birth of her last child. Her hus-
band was left a widower with a lot of small chil-
dren to take care of and raise. We found in 
some cases that the husband died at a young 
age leaving his wife a widow with many small 
children. 

Almost without exception the families had a 
strong faith in God, were members of a 
church, and in several cases were primary or-
ganizers of the first church in their commu-
nity. In addition to having large families, they 
came from large families, so they had a large 
support group of fellow relatives: uncles, 
aunts, siblings, cousins. With these large fami-
lies, and a very sparse overall population, we 
find that often in a small community everyone 
is somehow related to each other by marriage. 
It was not unusual for siblings of one family to 
marry siblings of another family, their children 
thus becoming “double-cousins.” The pioneers 
relied on their church community, their many 
relatives, and their neighbors to all work to-
gether and help each other out, especially 
when a spouse died at an early age and left 
young children.  

Establishing communities — Meeting Houses 
After building their log cabin and clearing a field 
for crops, churches were started. At first, the 
neighbors would meet in homes and would 
host an occasional minister who was in route to 
another location. The minister would stay a few 
days and relate the latest news about other 
relative he had recently seen, deliver letters 
from friends, and collect letters to later be de-
livered. The host would provide meals and 
lodging and the minister would deliver a ser-
mon each night of his visit. 

As the congregation grew, they often erected 
an arbor made of poles and covered with 
branches. This offered some protection from 
the sun and rain. The church, if it was fortu-
nate, would have a circuit-riding minister for 
one Sunday a month. And what a Sunday it 
was! They would start with a series of sermons 
in the morning, break for lunch on the grounds, 
have a couple of sermons in the afternoon, and 
have dinner together and maybe another ser-
mon. The day at church often ended after sun-
down.  

The church site was carefully chosen to be 
near a stream or by a year-round flowing 
spring. Because of the long day of worship and 
fellowship, it was necessary to have a ready 
supply of water, both for the people and the 
horses as well. The church names often re-
flected the name of the water source, such as 
Tinkling Spring, Coddle Creek, and Rocky 
River. Other churches used Biblical names 
such as Shiloh, Gilead, or Bethel. 

After a few years of meeting under the arbor, 
the pioneers would construct a log church and 
then later, after sawn lumber was available, 
they would build a more permanent and com-
fortable frame church building. 

The churches became the central meeting 
place to catch up on the latest news, visit 
neighbors, and discuss issues related to the 
community. They often provided the facility for 
the early schools. These early pioneer 
churches were called Meeting Houses rather 
than churches because the colonial govern-
ment did not recognize churches other than 
those of the official Church of England. Another 
reason for the name was the wide range of 
community meetings that were held at the 
church. 

After homes were built, mercantile stores, 
grist mills, saw mills, ferries, taverns, and 
blacksmith shops, soon followed. The state 
government defined county lines. The early 
counties were quite large and in some cases 
had no western boundary. As an example, 
Augusta County in Virginia originally consid-
ered its boundary as going all the way to the 
Mississippi River and as far north as Lake 
Michigan. 

Counties formed 
As the population grew and new areas were 
settled, smaller counties were created from 
the large original county. It was not unusual 
for a family to move into one county only later 
to find that their land was re-designated and 
given a new county name. When counties 
were formed, a location for the county seat 
was chosen, and a community developed at 
the site. A system of county courts was estab-
lished, Judges, County Clerks, Sheriffs, and 
various officers of the court were appointed. 
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The County Clerk was responsible for re-
cording property transactions, wills and other 
important events into the county record 
books. Many of these original books have sur-
vived and are still being kept in the county of-
fices. These original records, some dating back 
to the 1700s, have provided valuable clues in 
tracing our family lines. 

The building of the first log Court House and 
jail was assigned to local, responsible people. 
For example, our ancestor Elam Bryson, along 
with other officers of the court, were assigned 
the responsibility of having the first jail built in 
Waxahachie, Ellis County, Texas in 1854.  

Roads built 
The county courts assigned sections of a new 
or existing road to a responsible man who was 
given the title of “Road Overseer.” All the men 
who lived on or near that stretch of road were 
identified and ordered to build and maintain 
the roadway. If the land owner had hired help 
or owned slaves, they also were required to 
help. There were no funds available for the 
road construction, so it was up to the land 
owners under the supervision of the Road 
Overseer to create and maintain the road. 

Spelling of names 
Often the spelling of names in old documents 
was left up to the person writing the docu-
ment and his perception of the name. In our 
Davidson line, they started out using the 
“Davison” or Davisson spelling but there were 
a lot of “Davidson” families in the Carolinas in 
the late 1700s and many people writing the 
old records assumed the spelling to be 
“Davidson.” It appears that later the Davisons 
may have given up on trying to use their 
original spelling and just started using David-
son. The difference in spelling of Bryson and 
Brison has no significance and must be con-
sidered to be synonymous. Likewise in the 
most extreme case I found, our Taliaferro line 
preferred the name to be pronounced “Toli-
var.” Hence in some legal documents the same 
individual might be Tolivar and in other cases 
it is recorded as Taliaferro. All records were 
written by hand and recorded in books. When 
a second copy was needed, the original 

document was copied by hand and slight dif-
ferences occurred.  

Census Records 
Official federal census records provided valu-
able clues as to relationships and where fami-
lies were living at the time. The first federal 
census was in 1790 shortly after George 
Washington became the President, and the 
census was taken at ten year intervals thereaf-
ter. Most old census records have survived. 
The census records before 1850 only listed 
heads of household and the number of people 
in the household by broad age groupings. 
Starting with 1850, each individual in the 
household was listed by name along with their 
age. Later census records provided even more 
information; however there are many errors in 
the census and information from multiple re-
cords need to be used to validate the informa-
tion. 

Genealogy methods 
Every effort was used to validate information 
with primary sources and not to rely solely on 
others research. There are no doubt errors in 
this book and I would appreciate learning 
about any corrections. 

When my friends learn about my interest in 
Genealogy, they frequently ask, “how far back 
have you been able to trace your family?” I 
found that quest not be my primary objective. 
Once you hit a minor royal line in England you 
can quickly get very far back, but just seeing a 
listing of names back to being born in Eng-
land in the year 812 had little meaning to me. 
My interest was more in piecing together 
events and tying them to the time and place 
where our ancestors were living. Hence this 
book contains not only genealogy informa-
tion, but a lot of historical information as well. 

I have tried to put myself in the shoes of our 
ancestors and “play detective” to ferret out 
their story. I hope you enjoy reading about 
our amazing ancestors as much as I have en-
joyed learning about them and writing their 
story. 



2 – The Scotch-Irish People 

5 

 

The Scotch-Irish People 

 
 

 

Why were they called Scotch-Irish? 
The name “Scotch-Irish” is an American term 
that was created to describe a group of immi-
grants who trace their roots back to Scotland 
in the early 1600s. These people later moved 
to Northern Ireland before coming to the 
Colonies.  

But in spite of their name, the Scotch-Irish 
were of strictly Scottish descent — the Irish 
part of the hyphenated name referring only to 
the place of origin at the time of emigration.1 
The Scot people in Ireland did not intermarry 
with the Irish people so the term “Scotch-
Irish” does not imply a blending of Scots and 
Irishmen. The Scotch people kept to the 
Scotch people, and they are called Scotch-Irish 
from purely geographical reasons. They are 
Scots through and through.2 

Once in America, many of our ancestors estab-
lished a home on a frontier and a short while 
later picked up their belongings and moved to 
the edge of yet another frontier, a process re-
peated several times over — we wonder why. 
What was their motivation for disrupting the 
pattern of their family life? Why did they want 
to move to the frontier? Why did they move 
to places with unknown risks, problems and 
dangers? What was in their background that 
helped create this pioneering spirit and the 
ability to survive the rugged frontier life? For 
part of the answer, let’s go back to the early 
1600’s and their life in Scotland. 

We might think of Scotland and the beautiful 
Tartan Plaids associated with Scottish families 
or a family coat-of-arm. These traditions ex-
isted in the northern part of Scotland and 
were far removed from our ancestors who 

                                                
1 Emigration – people leaving their country 
  Immigration — people arriving from a foreign country 
2 Scotch Irish of Colonial PA, p 9.  

lived in the southern part of Scotland. Life 
everywhere in Scotland was very insecure and 
had little order by government; rather most of 
the order was provided by the lord being 
powerful enough to keep peace on his own 
land.3 

Scotland 1600 
The conditions of life in Scotland around 1600 
can hardly be imagined by a person of the 
twenty-first century. “A cluster of hovels 
housed the tenants and their helpers. A home 
was likely to be little more than a shanty, con-
structed of stones, banked with turf, without 
mortar, and with straw, heather or moss 
stuffed in the holes to keep out the blasts. The 
roof was of thatch or turf. There were no 
chimneys, but only holes in the roof for the 
smoke to escape. The fire, usually in the mid-
dle of the house floor, often filled the whole 
hut with malodorous clouds, since the smoke-
clotted roof gradually stopped the vent-hole. 
Cattle were tethered at night at one end of 
the room, while the family lay at the other on 
heather piled upon the floor. Light came from 
an opening at either gable; when the wind 
blew and winter came, the holes were stuffed 
with brackens or old rags to keep out the sleet 

and blast.”4 

“Since the land was almost wholly treeless, 
wood was valuable. It was common practice 
for an outgoing tenant to remove from the 
farmhouse all the beams and timbers which 
he himself had put in; and consequently his 
successor came not to a home, but to a ruin 

consisting of four broken walls.”5 It was al-
most impossible to move up in social standing 

                                                
3 The Scotch-Irish, A social History, James Leyburn, The 
Univ. of NC Press, 1962, p. 3 
4 The Scotch-Irish, James Leyburn, p 18 
5 The Scotch-Irish, James Leyburn, p 19 
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and the idea of being able to own land was 
not a realistic goal.  

Presbyterianism in Scotland 
But of all the problems facing the population 
at this time, perhaps religion was the most 
important.6 The official Church of England was 
becoming more and more like the Roman 
Catholic Church, and the Scottish Presbyteri-
ans objected to the rituals such as kneeling 
and making the sign of the cross. They were 
followers of the reformed theology of John 
Calvin and later followers of Rev. John Knox, 
the pastor of the large Presbyterian Church in 
Edinburgh, Scotland.  

King James I was in power, and he wanted to 
gain more control over Ireland. He also saw 
the Scottish Presbyterians as a continuing 
problem. He conceived a plan to help solve 
both problems. Starting in 1610, he offered 
the Lowland Scots undeveloped land at very 
low rents for 31 years in Northern Ireland. 
Many optimistic poor Scots made the voyage 
of less than 40 miles from Scotland to Ireland 
across the North Channel, and settled on land 
that they could cultivate and develop without 
the constant control of a land laird or even the 
government. 

To many, this was something they had never 
even dreamed about. Not only were they free 
to develop their own culture, they were now 
free to practice their protestant religion. Ironi-
cally this all happened during the same years 
that King James I ordered a scholarly transla-
tion of the Bible into English with the goal 
that it be available to the common man. It 
was to be the only Bible read in the Church of 
England. This translation was excellent for the 
time and ranks as the most published book. 

Ulster, Ireland 
Ulster is one of four provinces of the Republic 
of Ireland and is located in the far northern 
part of the country. Ulster consists of nine 
counties, six of which make up the country of 
Northern Ireland — one of four countries that 

                                                
6 Living World History, Wallbank, 1964, p 394 

make up Great Britain (England, Scotland, 
Wales, and Northern Ireland). 
These six predominantly protestant counties 
are: 

 County Antrim 
 County Armagh 
 County Down 
 County Fermanagh 
 County Londonderry 
 County Tyrone 

The remaining three counties of Ulster are 
primarily Roman Catholic and are part of the 
Republic of Ireland. These three counties are:  

 County Cavan 
 County Donegal 
 County Monaghan 

 

In recent times, the term Ulster, Ireland and 
Northern Ireland have been used inter-
changeably in the press and literature, al-
though not completely accurate. The citizens 
of the Republic of Ireland object to this popu-
larizing of the term, Ulster, Ireland. The cor-
rect term would be Northern Ireland. In this 
book however, we will use the two terms in-
terchangeably with the understanding that we 
mean the British controlled part of Ireland 
when we say “Ulster.” 

 

Nine counties
of Ulster

Republic of Ireland

Northern Ireland

Republic
of Ireland

Northern
Ireland
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Life in Northern Ireland 
The new immigrants to Ireland endured the 
hardships of the new frontier, but they were 
able to establish successful farms, raise sheep, 
establish factories and develop a thriving wool 
industry. This outstanding success did not go 
un-noticed by later Kings in England, and they 
saw an opportunity for more revenue by heav-
ily taxing the Scots living in Northern Ireland. 
Moreover, they saw even greater opportunity 
for profit by putting the properties up for 
competitive bidding (Rack Renting) even 
though it had been the toil of the thrifty Prot-
estant farmer that had increased the value. In 
many cases our ancestors lost their land when 
they could not afford to place a high bid and 
again were reduced to peasants. They saw this 
as extremely unfair and the resentment 
against the crown grew even stronger. 
“Within a single generation the mood of Prot-
estant Ulstermen had changed from optimism 
to gloom.”7 

As new kings rose to power in England, new 
rules were imposed and rights of free worship 
taken away. In 1689, King James, II, a Roman 
Catholic convert, encouraged Roman Catholics 
from southern Ireland to move to Northern 
Ireland. He insisted that all the political ap-
pointments be filled by Roman Catholics and 
the Protestants were stripped of many of their 
rights. King James, II tried to take over the 
Protestant stronghold of the City of Derry-
berry, in the County Derryberry, Ireland with 
military force resulting in a battle known as 
the Siege of Derryberry. It has been said that 
8,000 residents of a population of 30,000 per-
ished during the siege that lasted from April 
18 to July 28, 1689. Some of our ancestors 
were directly affected by this battle and that 
story is told in the chapter on the Matthews 
and Doak Families. 

Waves of migration 
Continuing frustration with higher taxes, and 
rack renting were some of the factors that 
made living in Ulster, Ireland intolerable for 
the Scot Presbyterians and their descendants. 

                                                
7 Scotch-Irish, James Leyburn, p.163 

In the 1700s a series of five major waves of 
migration occurred before the revolutionary 
war, with a lesser flow in intervening years:8 

1717-1718 — the first wave 
This major migration of Scots-Irish to America 
was touched off by the Siege of Londonderry 
in Northern Ireland, crop failures, and dimin-
ished trade of wool. One group came with 
Rev. James McGregor from County London-
derry to New England in 1718. They arrived at 
Boston, and many of them moved to New 
Hampshire, establishing the town of London-
derry. This included members of our Doak 
family. However, the majority of the 1718 im-
migrants settled in Chester County, Pennsyl-
vania. Among this group were our Matthews 
family and later the Doaks. A total of about 
25,000 people were part of the first migration. 

1725-1729 — the second wave 
Again lack of food, the practice of Rack Rents 
and general poverty caused the second wave 
of emigrants from Northern Ireland to the colo-
nies. Many of this group joined their fellow 
countrymen by settling in what is now Chester 
County, Pennsylvania and in Cecil County, 
Delaware. Almost all of those that came to 
America with this wave were Presbyterians 
from the counties of Northern Ireland. The Brit-
ish government became alarmed and felt that 
the high rate of Protestants leaving for America 
threatened the religious balance and also the 
thriving wool industry. 

1740-1741 — the third wave 
A massive famine struck Ireland that caused 
another mass exodus. Many of these immi-
grants settled in the great Shenandoah Valley 
of Augusta County, Virginia and joined friends 
who had moved south from Chester County, 
Pennsylvania. Our Doak and Matthews families 
had moved from Pennsylvania. Our Patterson 
and Anderson ancestors came from Ulster Ire-
land and went directly to the Beverley Manor 
tract in Augusta County after they landed in 
the Colonies. 

 
 

                                                
8 Scotch-Irish, James Leyburn, p.169 
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1754-1755 — the fourth wave 
Another large drought in Ireland and effective 
propaganda from America prompted thou-
sands more Scotch-Irish to migrate. This group 
landed in Philadelphia and Charles Town (now 
Charlestown), South Carolina and settled in 
Southern Virginia and the Carolinas. A succes-
sion of governors of North Carolina had made 
a special effort to attract colonists from Ulster 
and from Scotland. Governor Dobbs of North 
Carolina, declared that as many as ten thou-
sand immigrants had landed in Philadelphia in 
a single season, so that many were “obliged 
to remove to the southward for want of lands 
to take up” in Pennsylvania. 

We believe our Bryson and Davidson ancestors 
landed in Charles Town, South Carolina and 
worked their way to the area that is now 
Charlotte, North Carolina. 

1771-1775 — the fifth wave 

The fifth surge, in the years just before the 
beginning of the American Revolution in 
1776, saw large numbers of new settlers from 
Northern Ireland move into the communities 
that had already been established, especially 
in southwest Virginia and the Carolinas. 

It has been estimated that as much as one-
third of the entire Protestant population of 
Ireland left for America between the years 
1731 and 1768 alone, and this ratio was much 
higher for the Scotch-Irish since few Anglicans 

were leaving Ulster.9 

These early waves of Scotch-Irish migration 
from Northern Ireland (1717-1775) are not to 
be confused with the Irish Potato Famine Mi-
gration from Ireland that started in 1847. That 
migration consisted mostly of Irish Catholics 
from the Republic of Ireland who settled in 
Boston and the New England states.. 

The Journey 
The Emigrants traveled in tiny, crowded, dis-
ease-ridden two-masted ships. These took an 
average of about two months to cross the 
treacherous Atlantic. One immigrant, Gottlieb 

                                                
9 Born Fighting—How the Scots-Irish Shaped America, 
James Webb, 2004, p. 132 

Mittelberger, wrote an account of such a 
journey taken in 1750. “The people are packed 
into the big boats as closely as herring, so to 
speak. The bedstead of one person is hardly 
two feet across and six feet long.  

“Add to everything else the shortage of food, 
hunger, thirst, frost, heat, dampness, fear, 
misery, vexation, and lamentation as well as 
other troubles. All this misery reaches its cli-
max when in addition to everything else one 
must also suffer through two to three days 
and nights of storm, with everyone convinced 
that the ship will all aboard is bound to sink. 
In such misery all the people on board pray 
and cry pitifully together. 

“The ship, tossed by storms and waves, moves 
constantly from one side to the other, so that 
nobody aboard can either walk, sit, or lie 

The Patience — typical 1700s ship 
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down and the tightly packed people on their 
cots are thrown every which way. In a word, 
groaning, crying, and lamentation go on 
aboard day and night; so that even the hearts 
of the most hardened, hearing all this, begin 

to bleed.”10 Lack of adequate water was one 
of the most serious problems. 

Some reports noted that the passengers con-
trived a method of gathering water by hang-
ing handkerchiefs, shirts, bed clothes, and sail 
cloths in the rain. When these were saturated, 
the materials were wrung out and the result-

ing liquid was collected in tubs and barrels.11 
In spite of these hardships, many more left the 
homeland; many more came to the new land 
— in ships very much like the one described.  
 

Early settlement in the Colonies 
1. Once the Scotch-Irish landed in Boston or 
Philadelphia about 1718, they found that they 
were not welcome to live in the areas already 
established. There was a feeling that the poor 
farmers might become a burden to the strug-
gling society of the time. The Scotch-Irish 
people were considered to be somewhat 
rough and strong-willed. It was believed that 
they as farmers could contribute little to the 
development of the cities along the eastern 
seaboard. 

A few of the immigrants in 1718 settled in the 
southeast corner of New Hampshire, but for 
the most part, the Scotch-Irish went to the far 
western frontier of Pennsylvania and settled 
along the Susquehanna River in Chester 
County. In 1729, that area became Lancaster 
County, the fourth county to be established in 
Pennsylvania. Our ancestors, the Matthews 
and Doaks lived in this area at the time. 

Several Presbyterian churches were established 
in the area. The Scotch-Irish continued to set-
tle in Lancaster County until 1840 and were 
known to have little regard for legal title to 
land. They had the reputation of just moving 

                                                
10 Gottlieb Mittelberger Journey to Pennsylvania in the 
year 1750 
11 Muhlenberg account of voyage, as reported in Penn-
sylvania German Pioneers, p. xxxv 

onto unused land and starting to farm it. 
“When some of them were accused of holding 
lands without legal title, they replied that it 
was ‘against the laws of God and Nature that 
so much land should be idle while so many 
Christians wanted it to labor on.’12 

As Pennsylvania became more developed and 
land more expensive, conflicts arose between 
the Scotch-Irish and the Pennsylvania govern-
ment, over clear title to the land 

2. Some Scotch-Irish settlers found Delaware 
to be more hospitable and settled in Cecil 
County on the Delaware River, just south of 
the Pennsylvania state line. Presbyterian 
churches were established about 1720. It has 
been reported that the early settlers farmed 
the fertile land, but not knowing about con-
servation methods, soon found the land to no 
longer be suitable for farming. 

3. About 1740 two large tracts of land in the 
Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, The Beverley 
Manor and the Borden tracts were granted to 
developers for settlement by the Scotch-Irish. 
This was an area between two large mountain 
ranges, the Appalachian to the west and the 
Blue Ridge Mountains to the east. The British 
government wanted to expand the country 
westward, and the aristocratic British on the 
east coast welcomed the settlement near In-
dian lands. The eastern residents were happy 
to supply the Scotch-Irish settlers with guns, 
ammunition, and food in return for their 
fighting the Indians and keeping them away 
from the eastern seaboard. Several mountain 
ranges of the Blue Ridge provided separation 
from the Scotch-Irish, who in-turn welcomed 
being remote from the aristocratic rule of the 
British settlers of colonial Virginia. 

Many settlers moved from Pennsylvania to the 
two large tracts, in Augusta County, Virginia, 
where they were able to get clear title to land. 
When the third wave of Scotch-Irish came in 
1740 and 1741, they immediately headed for 
the Shenandoah Valley and patented land. 
Several of our ancestors were in this group. 

                                                
12 A Short History of American Democracy, Hicks p. 44  
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“Two powerful forces bound these pioneers, 
not only to each other but also to their long 
traditions. The first was the democratic or-
ganization of the Presbyterian Church. The 
second was the military hierarchy that formed 
the basis of their local militias.. These two 
forces combined to create a unique form of 
frontier democracy. 

In 1756, England entered the 12-year French-
Indian War where “the bulk of the fighting 
was in the Appalachian region, largely be-
tween Indian tribes and (Scotch-Irish) pioneer 
militiamen.”13 The victory gave Great Britton 
the lands east of the Mississippi River. The 
Scotch-Irish of Augusta County, Virginia were 
shocked to learn that the lands west of the 
Appalachians that they had fought so hard for 
had been given to the Indian Tribes. 

On August 7, 1763 a Proclamation Line was 
declared along the ridge of the Appalachian 
Mountains reserving all the land to the west 
to the Indians. Those who had settled west of 
the line were asked to return. This further ag-
gravated the Scotch-Irish settlers. The Procla-
mation Line ran all the way from Maine to 
Georgia and had the effect of greatly slowing 
down the westward expansion. 

4. Some settlers moved south from Pennsyl-
vania and August County, Virginia to the ex-
panding frontier in Lunenburg County, Vir-
ginia near the North Carolina border. When 
the local government started interfering with 
their right to worship as Presbyterians, they 
moved across the border into North Carolina. 

5. Starting about 1760, areas in western North 
Carolina started being settled between the 
Catawba and Yadkin Rivers. Many settlers 
traveled down the “Old Wagon Road” that led 
from Philadelphia, through Lancaster County, 
down through the Shenandoah Valley of Vir-
ginia, and down to present day Charlotte, 
North Carolina. 

 “The men expected to fight, and every able-
bodied man was automatically a member of 
the local militia. The women expected their 

                                                
13 Born Fighting, Webb, p.158-159 

men to fight, and sometimes their homes to 
be invaded. Strongly independent, these 
women understood also that they would be 
required to run households and farms when 
their men were away, and to be at risk from 
raiding parties in their home communities. 
Further, life in Ulster had also taught them to 
accept simple, expendable living structures, 
because one never knew when their home 
might be attacked and burned to the ground. 
Decades of unrelenting tension and fighting in 
Northern Ireland, instilled in them a feeling 
that their lives would necessarily include harsh 
and even bloody conflict. They were well-
suited for frontier life. These people from Ul-
ster, Ireland were a determined group. They 
have been described as powerful, obstinate, 
fiery, humorous, honest, industrious, and rea-
soning people. The vigorous qualities of the 
Scotch-Irish have left broad and deep traces 
upon the history of the United States.”14 

Scotch-Irish role in the Revolutionary War 
When the war reached the Carolinas, Charles-
town fell with little resistance. The Royalists 
and British quickly marched through South 
Carolina. British colonel Banastre Tarleton, 
known to be very ruthless, came upon a re-
treating Continental Army with white surren-
der flags waving. Instead of accepting their 
surrender, He shot or bayoneted those that 
surrendered. In all 150 killed and another 150 
so badly maimed, they were left to die.15 . 

Tarleton’s massacre became the rallying cry 
for the back-woodsmen of the Carolinas and 
southern Virginia. Hundreds of pioneer settlers 
started coming out of the woods with their 
hunting rifles, dressed in buckskin and linen. 
These backwoods militiamen were ready to 
fight the British. A makeshift army was as-
sembled and they took a stand at Kings 
Mountain, South Carolina. The Patriots used 
every skill that a generation of Indian warfare 
had taught them. This is something the well-
trained British soldiers had not seen. The Brit-
ish tended to form lines and charge with 

                                                
14 Men of Our Times, Harriet Beecher Stowe, 1868 
15 Born Fighting, Webb, p. 165-166 
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bayonets drawn while the militiamen used 
techniques they had fine-tuned fighting Indi-
ans and hunting game. The colonist would 
appear from behind a tree, fire a few shots, 
kill some men, then retreat into the woods 
and hide. This was repeated many times. The 
militia men also spread out over large areas 
causing the British to greatly overestimate the 
enemy strength. 

There was a resounding victory at King’s 
Mountain and the British were sent retreating. 
Lord Cornwallis called the area around Char-
lotte “a Hornets Nest.” He had never seen 
such fierce fighting. Another big battle took 
place at Guilford Courthouse where several of 
our relatives lived at the time. 

After Kings Mountain, in January 1781, an-
other battle occurred on South Carolina soil, 
the Battle of Cowpens. There was a resound-
ing victory over a crack British regular army. 
This battle was a major turning point in the 
war and the British started retreating.  

The British marched north through Charlotte 
and were again met by a strong Continental 
army, supplemented by local Scotch-Irish mili-
tiamen, in Guilford County, North Carolina. It 
was a bloody indecisive battle, but the British 
retreated to Yorktown, Virginia. The battles in 
the Carolinas played an important role in the 
defeat of the British. Lord Cornwallis, and the 
British, surrendered on October 19, 1781 at 
Yorktown. 

Migration after the Revolutionary War. 
Twenty years after the revolutionary war 
ended, the Scotch-Irish settlers in the Caroli-
nas headed west into Tennessee looking for 
inexpensive land and to improve their position 
in life. In the 1810s some of the settlers in the 
Carolinas followed the lead of Daniel Boone, 
crossed mountain range after mountain range 
along the old Indian path which became 
known as “The Wilderness Trail.” and settled 
in Kentucky. Twenty years later, some of our 
ancestors followed this same trail all the way 
to the far western edge of Missouri and were 
among the very first settlers to venture that 
far west. 

After living on the edge of Cherokee Indian 
land in Roane County, Tennessee, our Lay and 
McCoy ancestors struck out for a new frontier 
in northeast Alabama. 

Many of our ancestors that lived in various 
counties, in a relatively small area of southern 
Virginia and North Carolina, moved in various 
directions, at various times, to a series of new 
frontiers. Coincidently we find their descen-
dants converging, generations later, in Ovilla, 
Texas where they became members of the Shi-
loh Cumberland Presbyterian Church. This in-
cluded individuals with the surnames of Bry-
son, Matthews, Lay, McCoy, Parsons, Powers, 
Patterson and others. Many are buried in the 
Shiloh cemetery. 

Books on the Scotch-Irish people 
If you are interested in learning more about 
our ancestors and in particular, the Scotch-
Irish people, there are two books that I highly 
recommend. 

Born Fighting — How 
the Scots-Irish Shaped 
America by James Webb 
and published by 
Broadway Books in 
2004. This book is writ-
ten in an easy to read 
popular style and accu-
rately portrays the 
Scotch-Irish people or as 
Webb prefers, the 
“Scots-Irish.” 

The Scotch-Irish — A 
Social History by James 
G. Leyburn and pub-
lished by the University 
of North Carolina Press 
in 1962. This book is one 
of the most often 
quoted works on the 
Scotch-Irish people and 
has hundreds of original 
source references pro-
viding a thorough study 
of the Scotch-Irish peo-

ple. It is easy to read and contains many very 
interesting observations. 
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Background 
Our Bryson and Davidson ancestors probably 
emigrated from Ireland in the second half of 
the 1700s. We find them living in Mecklen-
burg County, North Carolina during the pre-
Revolutionary War times. In this chapter, we 
will roughly cover the time period from about 
1770 to 1850.  

Mecklenburg County was the hub of patriot-
ism in North Carolina and has a very colorful 
history. In order to better understand our own 
ancestors, we will also be looking into the 
lives of some of their close neighbors and 
friends.  

North Carolina at the Forefront 
Much is written about the history of Mecklen-
burg County during its initial settlement, pre-
revolutionary times, the revolutionary war pe-
riod and the years that followed. Many of our 
ancestors, including families 
of Bryson, Davidson, Lay, 
Matthews, Doak, McKibbon, 
Shearer, Taliaferro and Pow-
ers, lived in Western North 
Carolina during these turbu-
lent times,.  

We find very little in the local 
history books specifically mentioning our di-
rect ancestors. But we can glean information 
about our direct ancestors from wills, land 
transactions, and other legal documents that 
have survived over the years.  

We can get a feeling for what life was like for 
them, what problems they faced, and what 
was important to them by studying the writ-
ten histories that are available — histories that 
often reference immediate neighbors and 
friends. Some of the history books were pub-

lished in the 1800s by people who were direct 
descendants of some of the early leaders. With 
a little stretch of the imagination, we can 
place our ancestors in this picture. 

Mecklenburg County’s Unique History 
Most of the early explorers and settlers of this 
area were Ulster Scots, Scotch-Irish Presbyteri-
ans, who came down from Pennsylvania, 
some settling in Cecil County, Maryland. The 
land was very fertile but after three or four 
years of heavy farming they had stripped the 
land of its nutrients, and many moved down 
into the Shenandoah Valley near the town of 
Staunton. Two strong Presbyterian churches 
were established there: Tinkling Springs and 
Old Stone Church. Our Parson and Patterson 
families were among this group. 

From there they moved down into North Caro-
lina. Another group of immigrants landed in 

Charleston, SC and worked 
their way up into Mecklen-
burg County, NC. Our David-
son and Bryson ancestors 
were probably part of this 
Scotch-Irish group. 

Mentioned in history books as 
being among the first settlers 

in Mecklenburg County were members of the 
Spratt family and Thomas Polk.1 Polk built his 
house at the intersection of two major trading 
paths: the Great Wagon Road leading from 
Philadelphia down into South Carolina and 
Georgia and the major East-West Indian trad-
ing route to Charleston on the coast. At the 
confluence of these branching highways, the 
city of Charlotte grew. 

                                                
1 Thomas Polk was the great uncle of James Knox Polk, 
our 11th president.  

With a little stretch of the 

imagination, we can place 

our ancestors in this  

picture. 
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As far as we are able to determine our rela-
tives moved into the Mecklenburg area after 
1760 and were of this Scotch-Irish lineage.  

These people from Ulster were a determined 
group. Harriet Beecher Stowe describes the 
Scotch Irish this way: “No other race has 
stronger characteristics, in body or mind, than 
that powerful, obstinate, fiery, pious, humor-
ous, honest, industrious, hard-headed, intelli-
gent, thoughtful and reasoning people. The 
vigorous qualities of the 
Scotch-Irish have left 
broad and deep traces 
upon the history of the 
United States.”2 

Thus our relatives who 
were living in this area 
were surrounded by the 
spirit, the feelings, the en-
ergy, the desire to make 
this country the best — 
and to rectify those things 
that caused them and 
their predecessors to leave 
Ulster and cross the vast 
ocean. 

Presbyterian Pioneers 
Two Presbyterian minis-
ters, Reverend Alexander 
Craighead and Reverend 
John Thompson, were 
early pioneers in the 
Mecklenburg area in the 1750s.  

Reverend Craighead had been preaching 
against kingly authority while he was in Mary-
land and Pennsylvania. The Presbytery in Penn-
sylvania told him that the preaching of “such 
doctrine was disagreeable and that he must 
move on.”3 The ministers were not bashful 
about extolling their feelings regarding exces-
sive royal persecution. 

One of the first orders of business carried out 
by the Reverends Thompson and Craighead 
and other Presbyterian ministers in the Meck-

                                                
2 Men of Our Times, Harriet Beecher Stowe, 1868 
3 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander, p. 25 

lenburg area was the establishment of seven 
Presbyterian churches scattered throughout 
the county (about 1762). These churches 
were: Sugaw Creek, Hopewell, Poplar Tent, 
Rocky River, Providence, Centre Church, and 
Steele Creek.  

“The spirit of the people who built them is, 
perhaps, the most significant feature to be 
found in the historical records of Charlotte 
and Mecklenburg, and has greatly influenced 

the lives of each succeed-
ing generation.”4 

Since there were no vil-
lages or towns at this 
time, these seven 
churches became the so-
cial, spiritual, educational, 
and political centers of 
the population. The local 
church was often referred 
to as “the meeting 
house.” 

People tended to identify 
themselves as being asso-
ciated with one of the 
seven churches. Much like 
we would now say we live 
in a particular town, they 
would say “I live near 
Hopewell, or I live in the 
Centre Church area.”  

The community placed a 
strong emphasis on education. In the earlier 
years of the county, there was a fine school 
run at all seven churches. Mecklenburg was 
probably better off in the way of schools than 
any other county in the state.5 

While many of the North Carolina counties 
attracted poor and under-educated immi-
grants, Mecklenburg seemed to attract a 
higher proportion of people who set educa-
tion as a high priority. During this period of 
time, the ministers were the best educated 

                                                
4 http://www.cmstory.org/history/hornets/early.htm 
5 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander, p. 20 
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people and provided not only spiritual guid-
ance but also were the teachers in the schools.  

Many of the churches were served by circuit 
riding ministers. They were frequently a pri-
mary source of information on national events 
and frequently passed on greetings from rela-
tives living in other areas. However, news of 
regional and national events was often de-
layed by weeks, if not months.  

The Reverend James McRee, pastor of Steele 
Creek Church for many years is quoted as say-
ing “Often I have ridden in the morning to Be-
thel (SC), Providence, Sugar Creek, Hopewell 
and preached (two sermons) and returned 
home in the evening of the same day.”6(See 
map on previous page.) 

Another pastor who served in the area where 
our relatives worshipped was 
Rev. James McKnight. He was 
installed pastor of Gilead, Cod-
dle Creek and Prosperity in 
1797. He was a most remark-
able preacher. Two sermons a 
day was his ordinary rule. “Be-
ginning by 10 o'clock and giving 
a short interval for refresh-
ments, he would preach some-
times until it was so dark he would call for 
candles to read and sing the last Psalm. The 
stars would be shining brightly before the 
people would reach home. If they had but two 
or three miles to go, it was common for them 
to provide themselves with pine torches to 
light them home.”7 

Living & Household Conditions 
The area was all heavily wooded with rolling 
hills. The farms were frequently 200 to 500 
acres in size so the neighbors were few and 
far between. The settlers had to clear the land, 
build log cabins, dig wells for water, and basi-
cally struggle to survive. In spite of the harsh 
conditions, these hardy people found time for 
church duties and education. 

                                                
6 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander, p. 288 
7 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander, p. 273 

The isolation of each family, the tiny home 
sites buried in almost unbroken seas of forest, 
helped to mold a self-reliant and sturdy peo-
ple. Hardship and scarcity were their intimate 
companions.8 The winters were bitter cold and 
the summers hot and humid. 

“In this day (1902) of the most advanced civi-
lization the world ever saw, if our people 
would only reflect that their ancestors one 
hundred years ago ate out of pewter dishes, 
drank their dittany9 or sassafras tea out of the 
plainest delft, used an iron or pewter spoon, 
the most ordinary knives and two prong forks 
made of iron with buck-horn handles. A family 
was fortunate to have any kind of table cut-
lery. Most people used their fingers.”10  

“Waffle irons were considered necessary be-
fore you could have a well ap-
pointed cook-kitchen. People were 
as expert at preparing and setting a 
beautiful supper table one hundred 
years ago as now, although they 
did not have the conveniences that 
we now think are necessities.”11   

Housing 
The usual house was built of hewn 

logs with cracks filled with mud or straw. 
There would be a large room about 20 feet by 
20 feet with a high roof and one or two bed-
room areas partitioned with curtains or 
planks. Light came from only one window in 
each room. The common chimney was made 
of stone, though a few better ones were made 
of brick with a roof of clapboard, fastened 
with home-made nails.12 Some of the homes 
were made of brick using natural materials. 
Often brick would be made right on the prop-
erty. On the next page we see some examples 
of early houses of the area.  

                                                
8 Hornets’ Nest; the History of Charlotte & Mecklenburg 
Co., LeGette Blythe, 1961 
9 a Cretan plant, Origanum dictamnus, of the mint fam-
ily, having spikes of purple flowers and formerly believed 
to have medicinal qualities 
10 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander,  p. 20 
11 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander,  p. 21 
12 Hornets’ Nest, Blythe 
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Log House

Frame House
Dogtrot House

The first houses built in 

Mecklenburg County were 
crude log cabins with one or 
two bedrooms. There were 

no saw mills in the early days. 
They did however have an 

abundance of trees which 
could be chopped down, 

trimmed and notched. The 
logs could then be used for 
construction. 

It was not unusual for a 
family of ten or more to live 

in such a home. The fire place 
was used for cooking the 
family meals as well as 

warming the home in cold 
weather. The cracks between 

the logs were “chinked” or filled with a variety of materials. The picture above is the reconstructed log cabin 
similar to one young James K. Polk lived in. It can be visited today  at the Pres. James K. Polk State Historic Site 
near Pineville, NC.

Picture from - http://www.nchistoricsites.org/polk/polk.htm

An early development on the 

frontier was the establishment 
of saw mills. This made frame 

lumber available and greatly 
changed construction meth-
ods. An early favorite frame 

house design was known as 
“The Dog Trot House.”

The Dog Trot House featured 
overlapping wood plank siding 

and a shingle roof. A fireplace 
was on one end of the house 
and served for cooking and 

heating during the winter 
months. There were four dou-
ble hung windows in the front 

of the house. Two large rooms were separated by a covered walkway that went all the way through the 
house. This was a very practical design since the walkway could be used as shelter for the animals in stormy 

weather, storage for farm tools and equipment, a play area for the kids, and a cool place to sit on hot sum-
mer days. 

Early North Carolina Houses

Picture from - www.GreatBuildings.com
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Stone House
Hezikiah Alexander Home

ca. 1774

James Latta, a 1785 immigrant 
from Ireland, established a very 
successful business by taking 
Conestoga wagon loads of goods 
b etw een  Ph i l ad e lph i a  an d 
Mecklenburg County. In 1800 he 
built a large frame house in the 
Federalist style like he had seen in 
Philadelphia. This marvelous home 
is open to the public at the Historic 
Latta Plantation. Their web site
www.LattaPlantation.org gives 
interesting additional information. 
This was truly an exceptional house 
for its time and stood apart from 
the more traditional houses.

The oldest surviving house in 
Mecklenburg County is the Hezekiah 
Alexander stone house. About 1774 
Alexander built a 5,000 square foot 
stone house. The Alexander families 
had previously lived in Pennsylvania 
and migrated through Maryland and 
Virginia to Mecklenburg County, NC. 
The Alexander stone house was 
based on homes  typical  of  
Pennsylvania homes of that era. 
Today, this outstanding home, even 
by today’s standards, houses the 
Charlotte Museum of History. See 
www.CharlotteMuseum.org.

Frame House
Latta Plantation

1800

Picture from - www.LattaPlantation.org

Picture from -  www.CharlotteMuseum.org
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Everyday Life and Customs 
As a matter of necessity and self-sufficiency, 
the women made the cloth for all the clothes. 
“Probably every store was hung overhead with 
bales or bunches of yarn for the chain or warp 
of a web; nearly every farmer’s wife had a 
loom to weave cloth for all on the farm……. 
Even during the Confederate war our soldiers 
were largely clothed with the ‘fruit of looms,’ 
made by the good 
women of the 
South.”13   

Their self reliance is 
evidenced by every 
“good citizen being 
expected to cultivate 
a farm, raise his own 
cows, hogs and 
chickens. Up to 1850, 
Charlotte furnished a 
very limited market 
for country produce. 
Salt, whiskey, molas-
ses, sugar, and 
cheese were about all the groceries that were 
usually kept in an inland town.  

The women took a delight in showing each 
other their fine handiwork. They knit most 
beautiful hoods and shawls; stockings that 
would now be the envy of those who only 
dress in store clothes. All the clothing was 
made at home, except wedding outfits, or 
clothes for extra occasions. All the foot wear 
was home made; the material was carded 
spun, and knit; the clothes for the entire fam-
ily were all done or supervised at home.14 

Social contact was important. “Before the 
middle of the century (19th) almost every gen-
tleman kept his decanters filled up and every 
person (of respectability) was invited to take a 
social glass. But those days of close friendship 
by neighborhoods have passed, and the 
young people know but little of the customs 

                                                
13 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander, p. 17 
14 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander, p. 17 

that ceased fifty years ago.”15 (This was writ-
ten in 1902.) 

Law and Order 
“The whipping post, the stocks and pillory*, 
and branding irons, were institutions that 
proved a holy terror to law breakers in gen-
eral, and were kept on the statute books for 
the benefit of the unruly until 1867. “16  

*The pillory was a device 
used in punishment by 
public humiliation and 
often additional, some-
times lethal, physical 
abuse.  Rather like the 
lesser punishment called 
the stocks, the pillory 
consisted of hinged 
wooden boards that 
formed holes through 
which the head and/or 
various limbs were in-
serted; then the boards 
were locked together to 
secure the captive. Pillo-
ries were set up in mar-

ketplaces and crossroads to hold petty 
criminals. Often a placard detailing the crime 
was placed nearby. 

Trade and Travel 
The history of the region is tied to the story of 
The Great Pennsylvania Wagon Road — the 
site of the country’s first great interior migra-
tion. Whether our relatives came down from 
Pennsylvania or over from Charleston, we 
know the hazards and dangers were the same. 
Only a few trails cut through the vast forests. 
The settlers, as they moved inland, usually fol-
lowed the paths over which the Indians had 
hunted and traded.  

And down this road, this glorified overgrown 
footpath through the middle of nowhere lead-
ing to even greater depths of nowhere, came 
those people looking for a better life for them-
selves and their children, down it came those 
settlers, those hardworking stubborn Scotch 

                                                
15 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander, p. 17 
16 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander, p. 129 
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Irish and Germans: the preachers, the black-
smiths, and farmers.17 

Indian attacks were frequent along the Wagon 
Road as it wound through western Virginia 
and the Carolinas. Settlers often traveled in 
groups for protection. Travelers of the Wagon 
Road at first forded rivers but later crossed 
some by ferries poled by ferrymen or pulled by 
cable. The ferryman often 
ran an inn.18 

Goods came into ports of 
Philadelphia and Charleston. 
Merchants would load up 
wagons and follow a route 
to the small villages. Several 
of the men in Mecklenburg 
County became wealthy tak-
ing wagons to Philadelphia 
or Charleston and returning 
loaded with goods.  

“Dry goods stores in the 
towns all kept iron – that is 
bars of iron, slabs of iron for 
making bull-tongues19; large 
slabs, eight to twelve inches 
wide by one inch thick, for 
big, heavy plows, one or 
two horse plows….. There 
was no such thing as a hardware store. The 
smith had to forge out of the raw material 
every tool that was used in cultivating the 
farm; shoes and nails to protect the horse’s 
feet; and every hinge for the doors and win-
dow shutters, and every nail to build the 
house, and to put on the roof with.”20  

As roads were extended farther South, they 
often became impassable for large carts and 
especially for the Pennsylvania wagons, which 
sometimes carried as much as ten tons of 
goods. Developed to their highest form in the 
Conestoga Valley, near Lancaster, PA, these 
vehicles were eventually built to such a size 

                                                
17 Speech given by Kevin Cherry, Rowan Co. Historian.  
18 The Great Wagon Road, Parke Rouse, Jr., 1995, p. 135 
19 a wide blade attached to a cultivator or plow to stir 
the soil, kill weeds, or mark furrows 
20 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander, p. 17 

that 5 or 6 pairs of horses were required to 
pull them.21 The furthest a wagon could go 
was about five miles a day.  

These Pennsylvania-German built wagons 
(Conestogas) at their largest would be twenty-
six feet long and eleven feet high — the 18 
wheelers of their day. 

The Southern farmers, lacking the Pennsyl-
vania German wagon makers 
skills and the roads on which to 
use the large wagons, built 
smaller two-wheeled carriages 
with wooden axles and wheels 
which were cross sections of 
large tree trunks. These smaller 
two-wheeled carts outnum-
bered the larger wagons the fur-
ther South one went. 

Church Customs 
In the early 1800s it was cus-
tomary to hold communion 
twice a year. The meeting would 
usually begin on Thursday or 
Friday and continue till Monday 
evening.”  

Saturday was a day of prepara-
tion with two services. A Session 

would meet on Saturday to receive new mem-
bers into the church and to question all mem-
bers, free or slave, who desired to take Com-
munion the next day.  

A procedure, first recommended by John Cal-
vin, was used in the early Charlotte church. 
Tokens were distributed to members as evi-
dence that they had been examined by the 
minister or the Session and had been judged 
worthy to receive the sacrament of Commun-
ion. Tokens were sometimes small printed 
cards, but were usually made of lead or pew-
ter. They were often stamped with letters that 
helped to identify the church. 

“A typical early Communion Sunday began 
with a morning ‘action’ sermon that some-
times lasted one and one-half hours. With the 
whole morning service consisting of prayer, 

                                                
21 Great Wagon Road, Rouse, p. 94.  
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preaching and reading of the scriptures, the 
actual celebration of Communion sometimes 
did not begin until after at least two hours.” 

“Before Communion began, the minister re-
viewed ‘tests’ by which an individual decided 
if he or she was worthy to receive the Lord’s 
Supper. The minister then invited the commu-
nicants to come forward and sit at the tables. 
The tables, covered with white linens, were 
placed in front of the pulpit and extended into 
the aisles. Elders then took up tokens and 
served the bread and wine as the minister 
spoke the Communion service. The noon re-
cess was next followed by the afternoon wor-
ship that sometimes lasted until after dark.” 

“The Communion period continued on Mon-
day with another worship service followed by 
Session business. Absence from Communion 
resulted in disciplinary action by the Session. 
The absentee appeared before a committee to 
explain why he or she missed communing. If 
the explanation was not satisfactory, the 
member was ordered to ‘trial.’ Usually the 
member repented, was admonished by the 
Session and was restored to a member in 
good standing. Repeated or deliberate failure 
to commune was a very serious offense and 
could result in the member’s name being re-
moved from the roll.”22  

Medicine in Early Mecklenburg 
During the time period, doctors were well-
educated and used their knowledge and ex-
perience as best they could. By today’s stan-

                                                
22 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, McConnell, Dyer, Wil-
liams, p 141-142 

dards their practices were very primitive. 
However, they really provided an amazing 
level of care.  

An example of this is the practice of Dr. D.T. 
Caldwell, husband of Harriet Davidson Cald-
well. JB Alexander states “in 1822, Dr. D. T. 
Caldwell commenced the practice of medicine. 
He formed a partnership with Dr. McKenzie. 
One of the partners would go and see the pa-
tients on the south of town, and the other 
would go and see those on the north side. 
They would see all the patients every other 
day.  

“This was the era of bleeding. Forty years ago 
(1860)it was a common sight to see two or 
more jars two-thirds full of water with a quan-
tity of leeches floating about ready for use, in 
the drug store.”23 

“In the 19th century leeches were enjoying a 
golden age. Millions were raised and reared 
for medical use. Druggists administered thou-
sands of leeches to patients with anything 
from gumboils to facial discolouration (sic).  

 

Sometimes the leech would not drink and 
then had to be encouraged by some blood or 
cream smeared at the puncture site or bathed 
in a warm glass of beer until ready. Once suck-

                                                
23 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander, p 15. 
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ing, an average leech would drink its fill in 
about 15 minutes and consume between 2.5-
5.5 grams of blood (half a teaspoon). If the 
bite failed to stop bleeding after the leech was 
removed then vinegar, silver nitrate and hot 
wires were applied.”24  

Antiseptic medicine was not practiced until 
the 1870’s. Before that time, 45—50% of am-
putation patients died from infection. Four 
years after the introduction of antiseptic sur-
gery, the death rate dropped to 15%. During 
the time our ancestors lived in Mecklenburg 
County there was no knowledge or under-
standing of the cause of infection. 

Anesthesia for surgery was not introduced in 
America until the 1840’s and not commonly 
used until about 1870. Before this time, pa-
tients were expected to endure the pain of 
surgery. Sometimes the patients were given 
alcoholic beverages to the point of intoxica-
tion. In other cases patients were given an 
opiate prior to surgery. Even after anesthetics 
were introduced, they weren’t used for child-
birth: physicians worried about the effects of 
chemicals on the fetus. (It is interesting that 
current natural childbirth proponents have 
come back to this view of the early 1800s.) 
Doctors also believed the absence of pain 
would impair the bonds between mother and 
child.25 

Dentistry 
Dentistry was practically non existent and 
there was no cure for a tooth ache A famous 
example was our first President, George Wash-
ington. He lost his first tooth when he was 22 
and lost about a tooth a year after that. By the 
time he was inaugurated as president in 1790 
he had but one natural tooth.  

The Rev. Henry Bryson, 28, wrote in his diary 
while traveling: 

Sabbath (Jan 7, 1827)  This day I spoke to a 
respectable little society. I stayed all night 
here again and had the tooth ache badly.  
Monday. Mr. Park and I went and got my 
tooth drawn out.  

                                                
24 http://www.leeches.biz/medicine-leech.htm 

25 http://www.institute-shot.com/anesthesia_and_surgery.htm 

Learning about our ancestors’ time really 
makes one reflect on the advances in medical 
care and in many other areas that we enjoy in 
our generation! 

Mecklenburg County Formed 
In 1762, there was a need to establish a 
county seat and there was no real suitable 
town already established.  

Residents of the Rocky River community, 
sought to have the county seat established in 
that section, and, toward this end, had a bill 
introduced in the legislature. But Polk, along 
with other people living nearer the spot vari-
ously named on old maps as “Charlotteburg” 
and “Charlottetown,” played the trump card 
and hastily had a log courthouse built at Trade 
and Tryon Streets and informed the State Gen-
eral Assembly that since Charlotte already had 
a courthouse, it should be the county seat. 
The General Assembly agreed.26  

In 1761 Charlotte was named temporary 
county seat. It remained that for 7 years and 
later its designation became permanent.27 
Charlotte began its corporate being on No-
vember 7, 1768 occupying a plot of 360 acres. 

This courthouse was built in the middle of the 
intersection (yes, in the middle of the roads, 
not on a corner) at Trade and Tryon (the cross-
ing of the Great Wagon Road and the East 
West Trade Route.) 

“The court house was built upon square posts, 
or columns, some eight or ten feet high, then 

                                                
26 Chain of Error, V.V. McNitt, 1990, p. 137 
27 Hornet’s Nest, Blythe, p. 21 
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built up with hewn logs a convenient height. 
By being built upon posts, any one in passing 
could have a shelter to protect them from 
sunshine or rain.”28  

Grievances Grow 
The Mecklenburg settlers remembered all too 
well why they and their ancestors had made 
the dangerous voyage from Ulster, Ireland to 
America. They remembered stories of their an-
cestors being mistreated in Scotland and later 
in Ireland (see the chapter on Scotch-Irish for 
the details). 

They saw the North Carolina government, 
which reported to the king of England, begin-
ning to exhibit more of the same harsh con-
trol. Here were some poor farmers living on 
the frontier struggling to survive and being 
heavily taxed. Not only that, they were asked 
to pay allegiance to the Church of England 
and pay extra fees because they were Presby-
terians. 

Another grievance was the set of laws which 
imposed fines of £5 upon Presbyterian minis-
ters if they performed marriage ceremonies, 
and these laws required every taxpayer regard-
less of religious affiliation to pay ten shillings a 
year to support the Establishment regardless 
of whether there was an Anglican church in 
the county or not.  

But they had other grievances. They cited the 
general corruption in the administration of 
laws and the collection of fees in the province. 
The well-to-do English planters of the Tidewa-
ter (coastal) region had all the advantages, 
and the men on the frontiers had most of the 
disadvantages and most of the discontents.29    

Other grievances that they addressed to the 
government by petition included: dispropor-
tionate taxes, venal lawyers and judges, lack 
of paper money, quit-rents, abuse of land 
laws, and religious intolerance. All too familiar 
from their earlier history!  

At least one resident put words to paper “We 
think it a grievance that the law makes us li-

                                                
28 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander, p 21, 23 
29 Chain of Error, McNitt, p. 29 

able to be burthened with taxes to support an 
Episcopal clergyman, especially as not one-
twentieth part of the inhabitants are of that 
profession.”  Further, “We declare that the 
marriage act obstructs the natural and inal-
ienable right of marriage and tends to intro-
duce immorality.”30  Words of independence 
show up more and more frequently. And par-
ticularly the words “natural and inalienable 
rights.” 

Forming the Regulators 
The discontent culminated in the organization 
of the so-called Regulator31 Associations in 
1768. Violence ensued, Governor Tryon called 
out the militia, the Regulators were defeated 
at the battle of Alamance in May 1771, and 
the leaders were hanged for rebellion. Several 
of these leaders were from the Rocky River re-
gion of Mecklenburg County. 

The defeat of the “Regulators” did not quell 
the feelings of the Mecklenburg people. Even 
though they feared retaliation, they continued 
to meet and discuss their condition and dis-
content.  

Educational Background 
Some historians have painted a picture of 
these backwoods Scotch-Irish farmers as being 
uneducated hot heads, but as we look more 
carefully into the biographies of a few of them 
we find they were highly educated. Some 
were amongst the most highly educated peo-
ple in the country. 

Although our direct ancestors living in the 
area are not recorded as leaders in the quest 
for independence, they were close neighbors 
of some key individuals. Strong schools had 
been established in the county at each of the 
seven Presbyterian churches and as the young 
men graduated, some wanted higher educa-
tion. As early as 1760 Mecklenburg men were 
at the College of New Jersey (now Princeton 
University) — a Presbyterian school. 

                                                
30 Chain of Error, McNitt, p. 30 
31 The name regulator is taken from men banding to-
gether in an attempt to “regulate” their affairs 
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Several of the Princeton classmates would fre-
quently meet at the home and plantation of 
John McKnitt Alexander. He lived ten miles 
north of Charlotte in Hopewell parish, on a 
large plantation he had earned as a surveyor. 
His estate was called Alexandriana.  

Alexander was a hospitable man who liked to 
have his friends about him, and to serve them 
with such potent drinks as corn liquor and 
apple brandy, distilled on his own premises. 
Local lore held that the corn juice was hot 
enough to strangle an unwarned guest.32   

Near his house and heavily shaded in warm 
weather was a spring, where Alexander wel-
comed fellow conspirators who wished to talk 
about British oppressions. Freedom Spring is 
the name given to the spot. “According to 
traditions gathered into a Charlotte Observer 
feature-story printed many years later, John 
McKnitt Alexander, 42, and men 
of his kind, Dr. Ephraim Brevard, 
31, Waightstill Avery, 34, the Rev. 
Hezekiah James Balch, 29, the 
Rev. Thomas Reese and others liv-
ing near, were apt to gather at 
the spring on warm days and con-
sider the alarming state of affairs. 
They worried over reports that 
Boston was short of food in consequence of 
English occupation, and talked of plans to 
send a hundred beef cattle. They were dis-
turbed by the Boston Massacre, and the clos-
ing of the port. The story of the Tea Party had 
interested them. Mostly they talked of inde-
pendence. We’d imagine there would be logs 
near the spring, for seats.”33 

No Ordinary Men 
These were not ordinary farmers. Dr. Ephraim 
Brevard graduated from Princeton in 1768 
with a master’s degree. He later served a time 
as a revolutionary prisoner of war. He was 
later released, but died after returning to 
Mecklenburg. Brevard Street in Charlotte is 
named for him. 

                                                
32 Chain of Error, McNitt, p. 26 
33 Chain of Error, McNitt, p. 26 

Waightstill Avery graduated from Princeton in 
1766 with an AB degree. At graduation he 
took first honors and was the Latin Salutato-
rian34. While at Princeton, he was a roommate 
of Oliver Ellsworth, the third Chief Justice of 
the Supreme Court. Avery began practicing 
law in Charlotte in 1769. 

The Rev. Hezekiah James Balch also graduated 
in the class of 1766 with a Masters Degree. 
Balch was one of the founders of the Clioso-
phic Society, one of the two debating societies 
in Princeton. He lived near the Bryson farm 
and was pastor at Rocky River Church. Balch 
died in 1776 at the age of 30 and did not live 
to see the Declaration of Independence on 
July 4, 1776. 

The Rev. Thomas Reese graduated from 
Princeton in1768 with an AB degree. In 1773 
he was licensed and ordained by the Orange 

Presbytery. He was awarded 
the degree of Doctor of Divin-
ity honoris causa35, by Prince-
ton in 1794. He was a class-
mate and close friend of Eph-
raim Brevard and was active 
in indignation meetings in 
Mecklenburg County before 
May 1775 and wrote papers 

very influential in rousing public opinion.36   

It is not hard to imagine why these young 
Princeton grads were such staunch patriots 
after studying under Dr. John Witherspoon,37 
the President of Princeton. Witherspoon re-
ceived his Doctorate at St Andrews University 
in Scotland and was active in the Church of 
Scotland (Presbyterian). He was imprisoned in 
Doune Castle, Stirling, Scotland for his Presby-
terian teachings. At Princeton he instilled a 
very strong spirit of Patriotism among the stu-
dents.38 The Princeton graduates came back to 

                                                
34 The curriculum at Princeton Univeristy 
35 A degree conferred to honor the recipient 
36 Chain of Error, McNitt, p. 28 
37 Witherspoon was a signer of the U.S. Declaration of 
Independence. 
38 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Witherspoon 

The Princeton graduates 

came back to Mecklenburg 

County fully charged and 

ready to fight for  

independence. 
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Mecklenburg County fully charged and ready 
to fight for independence. 

Mecklenburg Convention is formed 
Eventually, it was decided at one of the gath-
erings to hold a county convention and to ask 
Colonel Polk to have two delegates selected 
from each of the Mecklenburg militia compa-
nies. These men and a few others, bringing a 
total of twenty-six, were to convene in the log 
courthouse. Of the twenty-six delegates 
known to have attended the Charlotte con-
vention, almost all were members of Presbyte-
rian churches; nine were ruling elders of Pres-
byterian churches, and one was a minister. 

 While we have no evidence that our direct 
ancestors participated in the Mecklenburg 
Declaration, we find evidence that our rela-
tives interacted with some of these people on 
a frequent basis.  

For example, as we research our history we 
find the following: 

John McKnitt Alexander, the secretary of the 
Mecklenburg Declaration Convention, was a 
surveyor and he surveyed the property of sev-
eral of our ancestors. His distinctive handwrit-
ing can be seen on the 1793 will of John 
Davidson, brother-in-law of Hugh Bryson. In 
this will we find that one of John McKnitt 
Alexander’s sons, William Bean Alexander, was 
named as one of the executors. Another of 
John McKnitt Alexander’s sons, Dr. Joseph 
McKnitt Alexander, bought land from James 
Davidson, adjacent to Hugh Bryson’s property. 
Joseph’s name also appears on many docu-
ments. 

Matthew McClure was a neighbor of Hugh 
and Nancy Davidson Bryson and the Davidson 
brothers. He is listed as a jurat on the will of 
John Davidson in 1793. When Nancy Bryson’s 
older brother James died in 1786, Hugh Bry-
son was named guardian of one of James’ 
sons, John, and Matthew McClure was named 
the guardian of another son, William. 

Hezekiah James Balch was the minister at 
Rocky River Presbyterian and Poplar Tent Pres-
byterian near where the Brysons lived. He was 

a school master at his home and was a trustee 
of Queen’s College.  

All of these names appear as signers on the 
Mecklenburg Declaration, May 20, 1775. 

Some historians contend that these regional 
resolutions of independence played a signifi-
cant role in “conditioning” the colonies for 
revolution. But the Scotch-Irish residents were 
already conditioned to bear resentment — 
toward a government that mistreated them, 
didn’t uphold its promises, and made their 
lives more difficult rather than better.  

Now in the new land of new promises they 
were prepared to not let history repeat itself.  

Excitement in Charlotte – May 19, 1775 
On the day set for the Mecklenburg conven-
tion in Charlotte — May 19, 1775 — a rider 
brought the first news of the engagements at 
Lexington and Concord which had taken place 
exactly one month before. The air was full of 
excitement as the convention opened in the 
evening, with Abraham Alexander as chairman 
and John McKnitt Alexander (age 43) as clerk. 
A resolutions committee was appointed: Dr. 
Ephraim Brevard (31) the Rev. Hezekiah James 
Balch (27), and William Kennon, a lawyer from 
Salisbury, located ten miles away.  

In fact on the day of the meeting little Char-
lottetown was crowded with back country-
men. Such was their interest and concern that 
not only the delegates but virtually all the men 
of the region within a day’s riding of Charlotte 
had crowded into the tiny village.39 

What did they conclude?  In brief, the Meck-
lenburg Declaration included the following: 

1) That, whosoever directly or indirectly abet-
ted or countenanced the unchartered & dan-
gerous invasion of our rights as claimed by G. 
Britain is an enemy to this County — to Amer-
ica & to the inherent & inalienable rights of 
man.  

2) That, We the Citizens of Mecklenburg 
County do hereby dissolve the political bands 
which have connected us to the Mother Coun-

                                                
39 Hornet’s Nest, Blythe 
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try & hereby absolve ourselves from all alle-
giance to the British crown 

3) That, We do hereby declare ourselves a free 
& independent people, under the controul 
(sic) of no power other than that of our God & 
the general government of the congress 

In summary, one author notes as follows: 
First, the delegates assembled and declared 
the County of Mecklenburg independent of 
the crown; Secondly, they established a code 
of law for managing their new government; 
and Third, they placed a Committee of Safety 
in charge of the administration of the laws.40   

The proceedings were transmitted to Philadel-
phia for ratification by the Continental Con-
gress, but the President (of the 
Congress), deeming the subject of 
the resolutions “premature” de-
clined to submit them for consid-
eration.41  

Even though they didn’t get any 
agreement in the Continental Con-
gress, the “new Mecklenburg gov-
ernment was maintained just the 
same through its Committee of 
Safety, and British authority forever 
ceased at Charlotte, North Carolina 
on May 20, 1775.”42  

Sentiment for independence was 
not unanimous. Some residents 
feared the repercussions of rebellion. But in-
side the courthouse on the night of the 19th of 
May, 1775 the feelings were strong and bold. 
“By noontime on Saturday the 20th of May, 
the qualms of the cautious had been swept 
aside.”43 The Declaration was signed by the 22 
delegates. 

Mecklenburg County appeared to be on the 
forefront of the revolutionary spirit and was 
taking action to establish its independence 
and authority for determining its own destiny. 

                                                
40 The Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence, 
George W. Graham p. 14 
41 The Mecklenburg Declaration, Graham, p. 15 
42 The Mecklenburg Declaration, Graham, p. 15 
43 Chain of Error, McNitt, p. 82 

Today’s state flag of North Carolina carries 
two dates: May 20, 1775, the day the Meck-
lenburg Declaration was signed and April 12, 
1776, the date on which North Carolina au-
thorized her delegates to the Continental 
Congress to vote for independence. This was 
the first official action by a colony calling for 
independence. The 83 delegates present in 
Halifax at the Fourth Provincial Congress 
unanimously adopted the Halifax Resolves as 
they came to be known.44 

History of Charlotte 
Originally a stopover along the Great Wagon 
Road, Charlotte quickly became one of the 
most important trading outposts of the 

American South. The city played a crucial role 
in the American Revolutionary War, though its 
roots burrow far back to its incorporation in 
1768.45 

The area that is now Charlotte was first settled 
in 1755 when Thomas Polk (uncle of United 
States President James K. Polk), who was trav-
eling with Thomas Spratt and his family, 
stopped and built his house of residence at 
the intersection of two Native American trad-
ing paths between the Yadkin and Catawba 
rivers.46 One of the paths ran north-south and 
was part of the Great Wagon Road; the sec-

                                                
44 http://statelibrary.dcr.state.nc.us/NC/History/HISTORY.HTM#Halifax 
45 http://www.idearclocal.com/Charlotte-NC.html 
46 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charlotte,_North_Carolina#History 
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ond path was a main east-west Indian trading 
trail now modern-day Trade Street.  

In the early part of the 18th century, the Great 
Wagon Road led settlers of Scotch-Irish and 
German descent from Pennsylvania into the 
Carolina foothills and further south into South 
Carolina and Georgia.  

Within the first decades following Polk's set-
tling, the area grew to become the community 
of "Charlotte Town," which officially 
incorporated as a town in 1768.47 The cross-
roads, perched atop a long rise in the 
Piedmont landscape, became the heart of 
modern Uptown Charlotte. 

In 1770, surveyors marked off the new town's 
streets in a grid pattern for future develop-
ment. The east-west trading path became 
Trade Street, and the Great Wagon Road be-
came Tryon Street, in honor of William Tryon, 
a royal governor of colonial North Carolina.48 
The intersection of these two streets is known 

as "Trade & Tryon" or simply "The Square".49 

Charlotte

Salisbury

Harrisburg

Lancaster
Philadelphia

Watkins
Ferry

Camden

Charleston

The Great Philadelphia
Wagon Road

Staunton

Big Lick

North
Carolina

South
Carolina

 

                                                
47 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charlotte,_North_Carolina#History 
48 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charlotte,_North_Carolina#History 
49 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charlotte,_North_Carolina#History 

Both the town (now a city) and its county are 
named for Charlotte of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, 
the German-born wife of British King George 
III. The town name was chosen in hopes of 
winning favor with the crown,50 but tensions 
between the United Kingdom and Charlotte 
Town began to grow as King George imposed 
unpopular laws on the citizens in response to 

the townspeople's desire for independence.[8]  

When King George III revoked the charter for 
Queens College, taking away the right of 
Presbyterian ministers to perform marriages, ill 
will increased even further. 

For many years, Charlotte had a very small 
population. Even at the time of the Revolu-
tion, the population of the county was about 
seven thousand, living mostly on plantations.51  

Among the amenities of Charlotte in 1775 
were two taverns (well-stocked and sociably 
busy). An early description: “The town has a 
tolerable Court-House of wood about 80 by 
40 feet, and a Gaol (jail), a store, a tavern, and 
several other houses, say 5 or 6, but very ordi-
nary built of logs.52 The town’s residents were 
primarily doctors, lawyers, merchants, and 
other business people.  

Independence Stirs 
From the British standpoint, the residents 
were “inveterate enemies.” The royal army 
was housed in Charlotte, but “the vigilance 
and animosity of the surrounding districts 
checked their exertions and totally destroyed 
all communication between the King’s troops 
and the Loyalists in other parts of the prov-
ince. No British could obtain any information 
to facilitate his designs; every day they were 
harassed by the inhabitants and fired upon 
from covert places.”53  

Charlotte was a site of encampment for both 
American and British armies during the 
Revolutionary War and, during a series of 
skirmishes between British troops and Charlot-
teans, the village earned the lasting nickname 
                                                
50 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charlotte,_North_Carolina#History 
51 Chain of Error, McNitt, p. 23 
52 Chain of Error, McNitt, p. 23 
53 Chain of Error, McNitt, p. 24 
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"Hornet's Nest" from a frustrated Lord General 
Charles Cornwallis.  

General Cornwallis reported back to England 
that the counties of Mecklenburg and Rowan 
were more hostile to England than any other 
in America.54 

The legacy of Charlotte as an ideological hot-
bed of revolutionary sentiment developed dur-
ing the Revolutionary War and for some time 
afterwards. The legacy endures today in the 
nomencla-
ture of such 
landmarks as 
Independ-
ence Boule-
vard, Independence High School, Independ-
ence Center, Freedom Park, Freedom Drive, 
and the former NBA team Charlotte Hornets. 

Some historians have referred to the Scotch-
Irish Mecklenburg residents as “a clannish mi-
nority group having contentious independ-
ence of spirit, industry, energy, and a kind of 
obstinate integrity.” Or to put it another way, 
they were a group filled with emotions of re-
sentment against Great Britain and its policies.  

The Revolutionary War 
The role Mecklenburg County played in the 
Revolutionary war is inspiring and full of he-
roic actions. We can only give the briefest of 
descriptions in this book but the Bibliography 
lists some excellent books on the subject. All 
the men in Mecklenburg County were required 
to be part of the Militia in one capacity or the 
other. 

Cornwallis Captures Charlotte  
In September 1780 the British troops under 
the leadership of General Charles Cornwallis 
marched into Charlotte and took over local 
buildings including the school, “Queen’s Mu-
seum,” to serve as a hospital for wounded 
British soldiers and a burying ground. These 
were very difficult times in Charlotte. 

 

 

                                                
54 Hornet’s Nest, LeGette Blythe. 

Cornwallis made his headquarters at Trade 
and Tryon where he enlisted the aid of a local 
merchant, Duncan Ochiltree to procure goods 
for his army. 

This property is of particular interest to us 
since this property was later sold to Adlai 
Osborn and then in 1798 to Thomas Davidson, 
a brother of our ancestor Nancy Davidson Bry-
son. In 1802 the property was sold by the ex-
ecutors of the Thomas Davidson estate, in-

cluding Robert 
Bryson, to Sarah 
Frew Davidson, 
Thomas’ widow. 

 Ochiltree ended 
up with few friends in Mecklenburg as he sent 
out foraging parties to every plantation, which 
he knew so well, to obtain supplies for the 
British troops. 

The historian J.B. Alexander states: “No man 
was base enough to sell to him and many 
poor soldiers paid with their lives for being his 
messengers. (John) McKnitt Alexander was 
wealthy, and the produce of his plantation 
was very great. He said to his foreman, ‘Cato, 
the moment you see the red-coats enter our 
home, run quick and set fire to the stock yard 
and barn. Duncan Ochiltree shall not have one 
bundle of my fodder.’ And in loyalty to his 
master, Cato and Ruth did actually burn to 
ashes the whole result of a year’s labor.”55 

Ochiltree – a Traitor 
Ochiltree had been one of the signers of the 
Declaration.  

“When Ochiltree, the traitor, found that 
Cornwallis was preparing to leave Charlotte, 
he knew that the citizens would punish him 
as he deserved….. He had grown rich in his 
mercantile dealing with the Mecklenburg 
people and was loath to leave the property 
he had accumulated. He determined to ap-
peal to John McKnitt Alexander for protec-
tion as being the most kind-hearted and 
most influential man in the county. He rode 
nine miles to the Alexander home only to 
find Mrs. Alexander, her children, and ser-

                                                
55 History of Mecklenburg Co., JB Alexander p. 81 
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vants at home. She knew him well, having 
bought goods from him for years as a mer-
chant. She refused to tell him where her 
husband was. He pledged the honor of a 
British officer that his intentions were good, 
and reached his sword to her through the 
open window as a guarantee of his truth. 
Mrs. Alexander’s pity was aroused and she 
agreed to send for her husband. On Alexan-
der’s return Ochiltree begged for protection 
to no avail. But all the milk of human kind-
ness had been turned to gall in the patriot’s 
heart. The former friend and colleague had 
sinned too deeply to be forgiven. He said: 
‘Ochiltree, if I had met you anywhere else, I 
would have killed you; in my own house 
your life is safe. But I advise you to cross the 
Yadkin before daylight; otherwise you will 
never witness another daylight. Your life is 
forfeited.’ The panic-stricken traitor knew if 
John McKnitt Alexander had no pity on him, 
nobody else would.”56  

It was reported later that Ochiltree had es-
caped to the coast of Florida. 

General Graham Shot 
“When Lord Cornwallis entered Charlotte, Sep-
tember 26, 1780, General Graham57, a patriot 
and prominent citizen of Mecklenburg County, 
was shot down and left for dead by Colonel 
Tarlton’s command. Aunt Susie Alexander, out 
hunting her cows, discovered him, managed 
to get him home, and dressed his wounds.”58  

Battle of King’s Mountain 
Many of the Mecklenburg men were engaged 
in the battle of King’s Mountain in South 
Carolina, just south of the North Carolina bor-
der. 

One of the men in this battle was Daniel Bry-
son and today we can see his name on a 
bronze plaque in the lobby of Centre Church 
honoring the members that fought for free-
dom. His relationship to our Brysons has not 
been determined. 

 On October 7, 1780, the British forces were 
soundly defeated and hundreds of prisoners 

                                                
56 History of Mecklenburg Co., JB Alexander, p 81 
57 An elder at Hopewell Church and fought at King’s 
Mountain 
58 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander, p 127. 

of war were taken. Instead of killing them, the 
patriots moved them to Guilford County, NC.  

Cornwallis and his troops started to retreat to 
the North. Upon hearing about the hundreds 
of Red Coats in Guilford County, he decided to 
try and rescue them. The patriots expected 
Cornwallis to cross the Catawba River at 
Cowan’s Ford near Hopewell Church. General 
William Lee Davidson, a local boy, was or-
dered to take about 600 men and meet Corn-
wallis at Cowan’s Ford. 

William Lee Davidson Killed 
Davidson and his men were not able to hold 
back Cornwallis, and Davidson was shot and 
killed in battle on February 1, 1871 at the 
young age of 35. 

David Wilson, son of Samuel Wilson, Sr., and a 
neighbor Richard Barry, one of the signers of 
the Mecklenburg Declaration, took William Lee 
Davidson’s body in the dark of night to the 
home of David Wilson’s stepmother, Margaret 
Jack Wilson. There they prepared the body for 
a torch light burial at Hopewell Presbyterian 
Church.59  One can imagine that Davidson’s 
body might have been carried across Hugh 
Bryson’s property since Bryson was a neighbor 
of Samuel Wilson. This event certainly oc-
curred close to the property of our ancestors.  

After the battle at Cowen’s Ford, Cornwallis 
and his troops retreated north toward Wash-
ington, DC. 

 
                                                
59 History of Hopewell Church, Sommerville, p. 126 

William Lee Davidson was not from our David-
son line. William and his parents came from 
Pennsylvania while our ancestors came through 
South Carolina. Davidson County, Tennessee is 
named in honor of the fallen hero as is David-
son County, North Carolina. The Davidson fam-
ily later founded Davidson College in Davidson, 
Mecklenburg Co., North Carolina.  

Dr. Chalmers Davidson, professor at Davidson 
College wrote his PhD thesis at Harvard on Wil-
liam Lee Davidson and the Davidsons of Meck-
lenburg County. 
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Rewards for Military Service 
After the Revolution, many of the Officers of 
the Revolutionary War received large, state-
issued land grants in Western North Carolina 
in an area that would become Tennessee. Two 
grants of particular interest to us are 5,000 
acre grants to John Nelson and to James Reese 
in an Indian area that would become Maury 
County, Tennessee. 

Nelson received his grant in 1788 and in 1793 
he sold the 5,000 acres to Thomas Davidson, 
Nancy Davidson Bryson’s brother. Later in the 
1820’s this property became the subject of a 
large lawsuit in Maury County, Tennessee. See 
the Chapter on The Big Lawsuit. 

James Reese moved to Maury County, Tennes-
see along with several members of Hopewell 
and Gilead Church. These people founded the 
Ebenezer Church, also known as Reese’s 
Chapel. James Reese gave the land for the 
church and cemetery, so this property has the 
distinction of never being sold. Our ancestors, 
James and Ann Doherty Bryson and their fam-
ily lived on their 125 acre farm near this 
church and were very active in church affairs.   

Birthplace of two Presidents 
Two US Presidents were born in the southern 
part of the Mecklenburg County area. Andrew 
Jackson was born in 
1767 just south of 
Waxhaw and James 
Knox Polk was born 
near Pineville. Both of 
these men moved 
westward to Tennessee 
and became active in 
local politics before 
going on to Washing-
ton.   

Both Jackson and Polk 
took part in a big law-
suit in Maury County, 
Tennessee in 1823 that 
involved all the nieces 
and nephews of our 
Nancy Davidson Bry-
son. Jackson served as 

president from 1829-1837. Polk served as 
President from 1845 to 1849. He was largely 
responsible for the expansion westward and 
bringing Texas and California into the Union. 
This opened the door for our ancestor Elam 
Bryson to move to Texas in 1850. 

Post War Charlotte 
During the war, the schools were closed, busi-
nesses were in turmoil, lands had been run 
over and many local men had died. After the 
war, the residents tried to quickly get their 
lives back together, reclaim their businesses, 
open new schools, and adapt to an emerging 
form of government and authority. 

The population of Mecklenburg County grew 
very slowly because the westward move into 
Indian land continued — many of the resi-
dents moving on to Tennessee, Kentucky, and 
Alabama. By 1850 the population of Mecklen-
burg County was less than 14, 000 and Char-
lotte recorded only 650 people. 

Today Charlotte is a beautiful city that in 2008 
was chosen the “Best Place to Live in America” 
by relocate-america.com. The estimated popu-
lation in 2006 was 630,478 and was ranked as 
the 20th largest city in America.  Charlotte is a 
major banking hub and we will find the Bank 
of America headquarters building, the tallest 

building between Atlanta and 
Baltimore, right across the 
street from the property once 
owned by Thomas Davidson, 
brother of our Nancy David-
son Bryson. 

 

Downtown Charlotte. The 
tallest building is the Bank of 
America Center at the corner 
of Trade and Tryon.  
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The Country Expands 
The French and Indian Wars were fought to 
resolve conflicting claims to the North Ameri-
can continent. When the wars ended in early 
1763, the Spanish relinquished Florida in ex-
change for Cuba, and the French ceded Lou-
isiana to the Spanish. The Indians were left 
with grave concerns about encroachments on 
what they considered their lands. 

On October 7, 1763, the British issued a proc-
lamation designed in part to appease the Indi-
ans' concerns. The proclamation organized a 
vast British-administered Indian reservation  

 
west of the Appalachian ridge, from south of 
Hudson Bay to north of the Floridas. It forbade 
all white settlement in the Indian Territory, 
ordered those settlers already there to with-
draw, and strictly limited future settlement. In 
reality, this proclamation seemed to close the 
very expansionist door the colonists had 
fought to open and severely widened the rift 
with England. Later the Spanish sold Louisiana 
to the French. The United States purchased 
Louisiana in 1803. 

1776

1800

1835

I NDIAN
TER RITORY

NOR TH WEST
TER RITORY

MISSIS SIPPI
TER RITORY

 

The 13 original states, shown on the map to the 
left, were individual provinces or colonies until 
they ratified the Constitution between 1787 and 
1790. The Eastern boundary was basically the 
Proclamation Line of October 7, 1763. In 1776 
the population is estimated at 2.5 million. 

The number of states increased to 24 by 1835 as 
the frontier continued westward across the Mis-
sissippi River. The US also claimed the Territories 
of Michigan, Arkansas, and Florida. The popula-
tion had increased to about 14 million.  

The number of states increased to sixteen with 
the admission of Vermont (1791), Kentucky 
(1792), and Tennessee (1796). The population 
had doubled from 1776 to a little over 5 million. 
The United States also claimed the territories of 
Mississippi, Indiana, and Northwest.  
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The Davidson Family — Mary and John, Sr. 
 

 

John Davidson, Sr.
~1725-1778

John Davidson, Jr.
1750-1797

Samuel Davidson
17??-1796

James Davidson
1751-1788

Mary Unknown
~1730-1798

Samuel Wilson
Margaret Potts

(Widow Howard)

Margaret Wilson
1761-1840

 Jane Nixon
17??-1831

Thomas Davidson
1755-1800

 
Sarah Frew
1772-1812

Nancy Davidson
1752-1832

Hugh Bryson
1745-1835

James Davidson
1787-18??

Samuel W. Davidson
1789-1868

Mary Davidson
1789-1831

Thomas Crawford
1784-1844

John H. Davidson
1792-1862

Martha (Patsy) Caldwell
1795-1885?
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John Bryson

James Bryson
1772-1852

Ann Doherty
1775-1854

Robert Bryson

Hugh Bryson, Jr.

Elizabeth Bryson
Robert Brown

Cynthia Bryson
1784-

Jonathon Potts
1775-1836

Ann Jane Bryson
1783-1863

William Bryson

Frances Stringfellow
1801-1848

Andrew Davidson

William Davidson

Samuel Davidson

William Davidson
1778-1857

Sarah Frew Davidson
1772-1812

Mary Long
Davidson

1796-1802

Andrew Thomas Davidson

John Davidson

 

 

   
Exploring the history of John Davidson, Sr. 
1725-1778 is a key link to opening the history 
and ancestry of the Bryson line. John David-
son, Sr. married Mary (1730-1798) and had 
five children. The most important offspring for 
our purposes was Nancy Davidson who mar-
ried Hugh Bryson. 

Hugh is the first ancestor with a Bryson sur-
name that I have been able to prove. Hugh 
Bryson (1745-1835) lived in Mecklenburg 
County and was married to Nancy Davidson, 

the daughter of the above mentioned Irish 
immigrants, John and Mary Davidson.  

It appears that Hugh had few, if any, Bryson 
relatives in the area. However, he had a very 
close relationship with the Davidson family 
including Nancy’s parents and her four broth-
ers: John, Samuel, James, Thomas. It is this 
relationship that enables us to open the door 
to the Bryson line. 

We will see later that the close connection to 
Nancy Davidson Bryson and her brothers will 

Chapter Four 
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give us the link we need to establish with cer-
tainty that James Bryson who lived in Maury 
County, TN was the son of Hugh Bryson of 
Mecklenburg County. We are fortunate that 
John Sr. wrote a will listing Hugh as son-in-
law. In 1800 Nancy Davidson’s brother, Tho-
mas, refers to Hugh as his brother-in-law.  

In our research, we find repeatedly that the 
Davidson family brothers were closely inter-
twined and included Hugh Bryson, their 
brother-in-law, practically as a blood brother. 

The following are a few examples of the rela-
tionships that existed. We will explore them in 
more detail later in the chapter. 

1) John Senior’s will listed four sons, James, 
John, Thomas, Samuel, and son-in-law, Hugh 
Bryson 

2) On May 2, 1778, one month after the death 
of his father, James bought 480 acres from 
William Thompson and allowed Hugh to use 
part of the land and to live in one of the 
houses. James also allowed Samuel to live on 
another part and live in another house as well. 
A year later, James sold the land to each of 
them. Samuel was a witness to Hugh’s pur-
chase agreement, and Hugh was the witness 
to Samuel’s purchase agreement. 

3) After James died, Hugh was named guard-
ian of John, one of his James’ sons. 

4) Thomas’ will left his property to his neph-
ews and nieces: “my will is that if the said 
Mary Long Davidson dies without having 
heirs, then & in that case the property be-
queathed to her shall be divided into four 
equal parts, between my brothers James, 
John, Samuel & Hugh Brysons children, that is 
to say each of my brothers and sisters chil-
dren” James, John and Samuel had died be-
fore this Will was written in 1800. 

5) His will also states that his wife, Sarah Frew 
Davidson is to have the privilege “of living in 
my house in the Country on the plantation 
where Robert Bryson now lives known by the 
name of Thompsons old Place.” He also allows 
Hugh to buy 33 acres on which Hugh lives on 
the old Thompson Place. 

The Davidson ancestry has been difficult to 
trace because various Davidson families in 
Mecklenburg County share similar given 
names such as John, Samuel, William, and 
James. Having Hugh and his brothers-in-law 
named together in wills and land transactions 
of the Davidson family, narrows the genea-
logical search and clearly defines our branch 
of Davidson ancestors. Some researchers have 
indicated that the wife of John Davidson, Sr. 
was Mary Morrison. I believe Mary Morrison 
was married to another John Davidson of 
Mecklenburg County. 

Davidson — A Common Name 
In Mecklenburg County, North Carolina in the 
1770’s we find several Davidson families and 
they all seem to have family members with the 
name John. The heads of two of these families 
were prominent in the county and had moved 
into the county about 1750; whereas our 
branch came later. 

It helps us to understand the Davidson gene-
alogy to identify our own ancestor’s families 
as well as the other Davidson families.  

John Davidson of South Carolina (ours) 
Our branch of the Davidson line was known as 
the “Davidsons from South Carolina.” As an 
example, Sommerville1 states: “The Second 
wife of Samuel Wilson, Sr. was the “Widow 
Howard” (Potts). And according to the history 
of Hopewell Church, we learn that “By this 
marriage there was a daughter, Margaret who 
married John Davidson of South Carolina.”2 
This John Davidson (1750-1797) was the son 
of John and Mary Davidson and the brother-
in-law of Hugh Bryson. 

 

                                                
1 The History of Hopewell Church, Charles W. Sommer-
ville, DD, 1939, p. 196 

2 The History of Hopewell Church, Sommerville, p. 196 
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Maj. John Davidson - “Rural Hill” (not ours) 
Major John Davidson (1735-1832) is not re-
lated to our line of Davidsons. He got the title, 
Major, from his service in the Revolutionary 
war. His parents emigrated from Glasgow 
about 1715 to Chestnut Hill, Pennsylvania. 
Major John moved into the Mecklenburg area 
in 1760, and in 1761 he married Violet Wins-
low Wilson the daughter of Samuel Wilson, Sr. 
and his first wife Mary Winslow. This means 
that Samuel Wilson, Sr. had two sons-in-law 
named John Davidson. 

Major John was an iron master and along with 
his brothers-in-law owned the Vesuvius Fur-
nace and Mount Tirzah Forge. In the 1790 
census he and Col. Polk were the two largest 
slave owners. He and his family lived on the 
plantation known as “Rural Hill.”3 He was ac-
tive in state government and was one of the 
signers of the Mecklenburg Declaration. 

Judge John Davidson (not ours) 
Judge John Davidson (1750-1776) was the son 
of Col. George Davidson (1707-1760) and a 
first cousin of General William Lee Davidson. 
This line is also not related to our Davidsons. 
Judge John Davidson married Nancy Brevard 
(1757-1776) and moved to the Ashville area 
and lived on a farm known as “Old Fort” or 
“Davidson’s Fort.” There, Judge John, his wife 
and their six-month old baby were massacred 
by the Cherokee Indians.4 Some of the mem-
bers of this Davidson line moved to Maury 
County, Tennessee and were instrumental in 
the formation of the county. One of these 
people was John “One-Eyed” Davidson, who 
was an immediate neighbor and friend of 
James and Ann Bryson.   

All the Davidson lines have a very interesting 
place in North Carolina history, but we must 
concentrate on our specific line. 

 
 

                                                
3 The History of Hopewell Church, Sommerville pp.124-
126 

4 Davison/Davidson Family, Robert Hand, p. 24 

Our Davidson Line 

The patriarch of our Davidson ancestors was 
John Davidson who was born about 1725 in 
Ireland.  

John and his wife Mary emigrated from Ire-
land to Charleston, South Carolina, probably 
in the early 1770s. John and Mary had four 
sons and a daughter: John, Samuel, James, 
Thomas and Nancy, and we assume they were 
all born in Ireland as well.  

Family tradition5 says that the son, James 
Davidson, was born in 1751 and sailed from 
the city of Learne, Ireland in 1776 to Charles-
ton, South Carolina to join two brothers 
(Thomas and John) who had preceded him to 
this country. This information was found in 
the archival records of Dr. Chalmers Davidson 
at Davidson College. The author of the type-
written pages is unknown.  

In early documents we frequently see the sur-
name spelled Davison. Up until approximately 
1800 the name is interchangeably spelled 
Davison and Davidson. It just depended on 
how the individual census taker or recorder 
heard the name and how he wrote it down. 
Similarly we find Bryson spelled Bryson, Brison 
or Brayson.  

After 1800 we seldom see the Davidson name 
spelled Davison. However, there does not ap-
pear to be a conscious changing of the spell-
ing of the name. They probably just got tired 
of always trying to get people to spell it Davi-
son. 

                                                
5 Some of the data was written by Mrs. John Gooch 
Walker (Laura Anna Davidson), a direct descendant of 
James Davison; other data was taken from a diary writ-
ten by William Davidson Gormley. All of this is cited in an 
unsigned archival record housed at Davidson College. 
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John Davidson, Sr. (1725-1778) 
Some researchers have placed John’s birth in 
1709 in Ireland, but that seems too early. I am 
guessing about 1725 for lack of a specific 
birth date.  

John lived in Mecklenburg County during the 
turbulent pre-revolutionary times. This was the 
period of increasing dissatisfaction with the 
government under the control of Britain, the 
formation of the Regulators, the hanging of 
nine dissidents, the meetings that culminated 
in the writing of the Mecklenburg Declaration, 
and the enactment of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence the following year. He did not live 
to see Gen. Cornwallis come through the area 
in 1780 or the victory over the British. So John 
was always a British subject and never a citi-
zen of America. However, he lived two or 
three years during the time in which Mecklen-
burg had declared its independence from Eng-
land. It is interesting to see that he was in the 
Province of North Carolina, not the state of 
North Carolina. 

John Sr. died on April 3, 1778, shortly after his 
will was written. John Davidson, Sr. was a 
large land owner in Mecklenburg County at 
the time of his death. Mary Davidson lived on 
another twenty years and died in 1798. They 
are both buried in the old cemetery behind 
Coddle Creek Associate Reformed Presbyterian 
Church in Mooresville, NC. Fortunately this 
cemetery is well-preserved and cared for. Their 
joint memorial tombstone is in good condi-
tion.  

As students of family genealogy, we are for-
tunate to have a copy of the will of John, Sr. 
and even more fortunate that he lists the 
names of his wife, sons, and son-in-law, Hugh 
Bryson. The will is written in typical eighteenth 
century style, and we can learn much about 
our family from this document. 

 
 
 
 

John Davidson, Sr. - 1778 Will6  
In the name of God Amen. I John Davison of the 
province of N. Carolina & County of Mecklenburg 
being sick and weak of body, but in perfect mind 
sense & memory,  thanks be given to God, calling 
to mind the mortality of my body & knowing that 
it is appointed for all men once to die; Do make & 
ordain this my last will & Testament, that is to say 
principally & first of all I give and recommend my 
soul into the hand of Almighty God that gave it 
and my body I recommend to the earth to be de-
cently interred at the discretion of my executors 
nothing doubting but at the general resurrection I 
shall receive the same again by the mighty power 
of God;  and as touching such worldly estate 
wherewith it hath pleased God to bless me in this 
life I give demise & dispose of the same in the fol-
lowing manner & form— 

 I will and ordain to my wife Mary Davison her bed 
& furniture a mare & a cow to be kept on the place 
as also her maintenance while she lives as also the 
one third of the other furniture in the house, re-
serving only a bed & clothes—I also will to my son 
James Davison ninety acres off the west end of my 
plantation him paying the purchase money of the 
same—I also bequeath to my son John Davison a 
feather bed and clothes & a cow—I also  will to my 
son Thomas Davison twenty pounds & a cow and a 
sow I will to my son in law Hugh Bryson twenty 
pounds—lastly I bequeath to my son Samuel Davi-
son the remainder of my plantation and all my 
other effects him paying to my legatees the several 
sums bequeathed unto them & the keeping of his 
mother & her horse & cow  during her life & also 
paying all my debts and in witness where of I have 
set my hand & seal this 26th day of January in the 
year of our Lord 1778— 

James Davison, John Davison, Executors  
John Davison    ( seal) 

Signed dated & delivered in the presence of 

James Meek 
Andrew Morrison       Jurat        

 

 

 

 

                                                
6 NC Div. of Archives, CR.065.801.15 
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John Davidson, Sr. — 1778 Last Will and Testament 
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Summary of will provisions: 
Wife 
Mary – furniture, cow, sow, and right to live 
on the family farm 

Sons 
James (living in Charleston, SC) – the right to 
buy 90 acres of west end of plantation 

John – bed, clothes, and a cow 

Thomas – 20 pounds and a cow and sow 

Samuel – the remainder of the plantation and 
the provision to keep his mother and her 
horse and cow during her life.  

Son-in-law 
Hugh Bryson (husband of daughter Ann 
Nancy) – 20 pounds 

It is interesting to note some of the provisions 
of the will regarding the rights of wives and 
women. Mary didn’t get any real estate and 
daughter, Nancy, is not mentioned, but her 
husband, Hugh was given £20.  

The legal term for women’s rights in this case 
is called Coverture.  

Coverture7 is the legal concept that a woman's 
legal rights were merged with those of her 
husband, part of the common law of England 
and the United States throughout most of the 
1700s. The idea was described in William 
Blackstone's Commentaries on the Laws of 
England in 1765. 

Under traditional English common law an 
adult unmarried woman was considered to 
have the legal status of feme sole, while a 
married woman had the status of feme covert. 
These are English spellings of medieval Anglo-
Norman phrases (the modern standard French 
spellings would be femme seule "single 
woman" and femme couverte, literally "cov-
ered woman"). A feme sole had the right to 
own property and make contracts in her own 
name. A feme covert was not recognized as 
having legal rights and obligations distinct 

                                                
7 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coverture 

from those of her husband in most respects. 
Instead, through marriage a woman's exis-
tence was incorporated into that of her hus-
band, so that she had very few recognized in-
dividual rights of her own.  

As it has been pithily expressed, husband and 
wife were one person as far as the law was 
concerned, and that person was the husband. 
A married woman could not own property, 
sign legal documents or enter into a contract, 
obtain an education against her husband's 
wishes, or keep a salary for herself.  

Under coverture, wives could not control their 
own property unless specific provisions were 
made before marriage; they could not file law-
suits or be sued separately, nor could they 
execute contracts. The husband could use, sell 
or dispose of her property (unless prior provi-
sions were made) without her permission.8 

If a wife was permitted to work, under the 
laws of coverture she was required to relin-
quish her wages to her husband. In certain 
cases, a woman did not have individual legal 
liability for her misdeeds, since it was legally 
assumed that she was acting under the orders 
of her husband. Generally a husband and wife 
were not allowed to testify either for or 
against each other. Judges and lawyers re-
ferred to the overall principle as “coverture.” 
The United States Supreme Court upheld the 
idea of coverture in the case of Bradwell v. Illi-
nois, 1873. Even before that time, though, 
many states had begun reforming marriage 
laws to eliminate or reduce the effects of 
coverture. 

The system of feme sole and feme covert ex-
isted through much of early history in parts of 
Europe and the European colonies. This situa-
tion persisted until the mid-to-late nineteenth 
century, when married women's property acts 
started to be passed in many English-speaking 
legal jurisdictions, setting the stage for further 
reforms. 

                                                
8 Sir William Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of 
England, 1765 

The Laws of Coverture 
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Deciphering Wills 
The will of John Davidson in 1778 gives us 
some interesting insights into record keeping 
practices in the 18th century. There was only 
one practical way to make copies of docu-
ments such as deeds, wills, court proceedings 
and minutes of meetings, and that was by 
hand copying. The typewriter wouldn’t be in-
vented for another 100 years, and office copi-
ers didn’t appear for over 180 years.  

In researching John Davidson, we were fortu-
nate to find two distinct copies of his will of 
1778. The original will was in the North Caro-
lina archives in Raleigh in the section called 
Mecklenburg County Original Wills, 1749-
1918.9  We found the second copy of the will 
in the Charlotte Courthouse in Will Book C, pp 
14,15.  

As we often find in the case of North Carolina 
wills, the original document containing actual 
signatures was kept with the official estate 
papers In Raleigh, the state capital. A hand- 

                                                
9 Department of Cultural Resources, Division of Archives 
and History, Raleigh, NC. Mecklenburg County Original 
Wills, 1749-1918, CR.065.801.15. 

copied version was filed in the official will 
book and kept at the County Seat. There were 
often slight differences between the original 
copy and the hand-written transcription. The 
two copies of the Will of John Davidson allow 
us a wonderful opportunity to see an example 
of such differences occurring.  

In the original will, we can see that John’s in-
tent was to leave 20 pounds to his daughter, 
Ann, but someone may have brought up a 
strict interpretation of the laws of coverture 
and suggested that her name be substituted 
with the wording “son-in-law, Hugh Bryson.” 
Enough of this correction can be made out on 
the photocopy of the original will to see the 
words “son-in-law . . . . “ The will Book C copy 
on the other hand clearly states “son-in-law 
Hugh Bryson.” It was no doubt decided that 
the proper wording should be “son in law 
Hugh Bryson.” 

I    will     to    my         Daughter            Ann          Davison         Twenty         Pound
son   in      law   — —   Hugh     Bryson

Original Will — NC Div. of Archives 

Mecklenburg Co. Will Book C, p. 15

It is difficult to see the faded words “son in law Hugh Bryson” on the photo copy -
 they can barely be made out looking at the original faded  will.

When making the copy of the will, the transcriber forgot to write the words “I will to my”
and crossed out “Son in law Hugh Bryson” and started over.
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We can see two distinct handwriting styles, 
slight differences in text, authentic signatures 
on the original and corrections incorporated 
into the copy.  

In the 1778 will, it is interesting to see that 
the original signatures are signed as Davison, 
whereas for the Will Book copy, the surname 
is transcribed as Davidson.  

It’s also interesting to look at the signatures of 
our relatives as they were written in 1778. 
John, Sr. and his son James both used the Old 
English style lowercase “s” which looks like a 

lower case “f” and John the other executor 
used a more modern lower case “s.” The 
writer of the will used both forms of lower 
cases.  

In the copy of the original, the copies of the 
signatures all used modern lower case “s” and 
the names were spelled Davidson, not Davi-
son. My guess is that the Davison brothers got 
tired of trying to correct the spelling of their 
surname and finally gave in to using Davidson. 
In 1800, John Davidson Jr. signs his name 
Davidson.  

 

 

 

 

Original 

Will Book 
Copy 
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John & Mary’s Tombstone 
Author’s note: One of the most moving and 
solemn experiences I had while doing the ge-
nealogy research was to stand alone in front 
of the tomb of Mary and John Davidson, my 
G-G-G-G-G-Grandparents. I reflected on the 
sad occasion of 225 years earlier when the en-
tire family and friends must have stood on 
that very spot. I could feel sympathy with my 
G-G-G-G-G-Grandmother Mary and her chil-
dren (James, John, Samuel, Thomas, and 
Nancy) as John was buried. I imagined stand-
ing in the midst of the families: Davidson, Wil-
son, McClure, Potts, Brevard, Alexander, Mor-
rison, Meeks and numerous other families. I 
had studied these families and felt like I knew 
them well. 

The tombstone defined a specific date in time. 
I could feel a slight mist and thought of the 
minister delivering the sermon. A strong feel-
ing of the anguish of the mourners swept over 
me as I stood there and thought of the strong 
Christian beliefs of the grandparents down 
through Hugh Bryson, James, Elam, John 
Franklin, William Elam and my own father, 
Reverend Davis Bryson. The record shows that 
they all were active in their Presbyterian 

churches. I thought of the old hymn I heard 
when I was a child: 

Blessed Be the Tie that Binds 
1. Blessed be the tie that binds  

Our hearts in Christian love;  

The fellowship of kindred minds 

Is like that to that above.  

2. Before our Father's throne  

We pour our ardent prayers; 

Our fears, our hopes, our aims are one  

Our comforts and our cares. 

3. We share each other's woes, 

Our mutual burdens bear; 

And often for each other flows  

The sympathizing tear. 

4. When we asunder part, 

It gives us inward pain;  

But we shall still be joined in heart, 

And hope to meet again.  

Mary Davidson (1730-1798) 
We are not sure about Mary’s surname, but it 
may have been Morrison. We know that the 
Davidson’s had a close association with the 
Morrison family. The information that has 
been posted on the internet is suspect. We 
can find Mary Morrison as the wife of several 
John Davidson’s and the children listed are 
frequently children from two or three lines of 
Davidson’s mixed together. Two of Mary’s 
grandchildren were named Andrew. This may 
have been in honor of Andrew Morrison, but 
we have no real records to prove this.  

Mary possibly continued to live with her son, 
Samuel, on the family plantation until Sam-
uel’s death in 1796 as directed by John’s will 
in 1778.  

After Samuel’s death, Mary may very likely 
have lived with Hugh and Nancy (her only 
daughter) for a couple of years. Mary, 68, died 
on March 21, 1798 and was buried next to her 
husband in Coddle Creek Associate Reformed 
Presbyterian Cemetery. She lived to know 
about the Declaration of Independence, the 
Revolutionary War, the victory over England, 
the adoption of the U.S. Constitution in 1784 
and the selection of George Washington as 
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the first President. In fact, she lived long 
enough to see Washington complete his sec-
ond term in office and for Adams to become 
the 2nd U.S. President. 

Hard Life on the Frontier 
Life was hard on the frontier and many died 
young. Let’s look at a time line of some of our 
Davidson families. 

Name Age at 
Death 

Year of 
Death 

John Davidson, Sr. 53 1778 

James Davidson 35 1786 

Samuel Davidson 59 1808 

John Davidson, Jr. 47 1797 

Thomas Davidson 45 1800 

Nancy Davidson Bryson 80 1832 

Margaret Wilson Davidson 79 1840 

 

Although some of the ancestors had long 
lives, many died young yet were able to accu-
mulate substantial land holdings or other 
monetary assets. For example, James, who 
died at 35 was a merchant in Charleston and 
had over 1,200 acres in North and South Caro-
lina. 

Epidemics of dysentery, pneumonia, tubercu-
losis and various virulent contagious outbreaks 
at times swept the communities, taking a 
large number of residents to an early death. 
Because large families lived in two room log 
houses under crowded conditions, it was not 
unusual for several members of a family to die 

from the same illness, within days of each 
other. 

In the next chapters we will explore, in more 
detail, the families of the children of John Sr. 
and Mary Davidson, namely Nancy (and Hugh 
Bryson), Samuel, John Jr., James, and Thomas. 

Since I have only recently put the pieces of the 
puzzle together, I have not researched the 
South Carolina records. In fact, I have not 
completely researched the North Carolina 
deeds, probate, or court records. If you wish 
to do additional research, I would recommend 
studying a series of excellent books by Herman 
W. Ferguson related to Court of Common 
Pleas Records, Land Records, and Wills. 

 

 

Unanswered Questions 

1. Was John Davidson’s wife, Mary, a 
Morrison? 

2. When did John and Mary immigrate to 
America? 

3. Did they live in Charleston for awhile? 

4. Did they buy land in South Carolina? 

5. Which children immigrated with John? 

6. Did he have brothers who came to 
America? 

7. When were John and Mary born? 

8. When did John and Mary get married? 
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Hugh & Nancy Davidson Bryson

John Davidson, Sr.
~1725-1778

John Davidson, Jr.
1750-1797

James Davidson
1751-1788

Mary Unknown
~1730-1798

Margaret Wilson
1761-1840

 Jane Nixon
17??-1831

Thomas Davidson
1755-1800

 
Sarah Frew
1772-1812

Nancy Davidson
1750-1830

Hugh Bryson
1745-1836

Samuel Davidson
~1753-~1808

John Bryson

James Bryson
1772-1852

Hugh Bryson, Jr.
1779-1804

Ann Doherty
1775-1854

Robert Bryson

Elizabeth Bryson
Robert Brown

Cynthia Bryson
1784-

Jonathon Potts
1775-1836

Ann Jane Bryson
1783-1863

William Bryson

    

Hugh Bryson is the earliest direct ancestor 
with the Bryson surname that I have been able 
to prove. It would be wonderful if there were 
a diary, a Bible record, a journal, newspaper 
clipping or an article written about him that 
showed his character, aspirations and dreams. 
But this does not exist.  

However there are a substantial number of 
public records that are of great interest and 
that provide us a priceless window into the 
life of the Hugh Bryson family. Compiling 
these records gives us a thread of documenta-
tion and a glimpse into their lives. 

Who is Hugh Bryson? We see him as a solid, 
pioneer citizen — a successful businessman, 
one who owned land, farmed, served on a 
grand jury, who was made a guardian of mi-
nor children, was a witness of will and land 
transactions, and administrator of wills.  

About 1770, Hugh Bryson, 25, married Ann 
Nancy Davidson, 23. Ann Nancy was the 
daughter of John and Mary Davidson. She had  

four brothers — Samuel, Thomas (1755-1800), 
James (1751-1786), John (1750-1797). It ap-
pears that Hugh was the only Bryson in Meck-
lenburg County during this early period so 
there is little interaction with other Brysons, 
but there are many records of interaction with 
the Davidsons and their extended families. 

We have two references which give us clues to 
the name of Hugh’s wife. The first one is in 
the Will of her father, John Davidson, Sr. 
where he refers to his daughter Ann as the 
wife of Hugh Bryson. The second reference is 
in Hugh’s will where he refers to his wife, 
Nancy. Based on naming patterns her name 
was most likely Ann Nancy. In colonial times, 
frequently a person was called by the second 
given name. We will refer to Hugh’s wife as 
Nancy throughout this book for our conven-
ience and to keep confusion to a minimum.  

Continuing the naming pattern tradition, 
Hugh and Nancy named one of their daugh-
ters Ann Jane Bryson. She went by the name 
of Jane.  

Chapter Five 
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Hugh and his wife, Ann Nancy Davidson Bryson, lived in Mecklenburg County, North Carolina 
prior to the Revolutionary War and as such they were British subjects. In 1772 Hugh bought some 
property in the northwestern part of Mecklenburg County. From various records it seems that 
Hugh had a large farm in the area on the East side of the Catawba River. To the best of our 
knowledge eight children were born to this family all in Mecklenburg County, North Carolina. We 
don’t know the exact birth year of the children, but we can make an educated estimate. The 
names and ages of the children are based on wills, censuses, tax lists and “The Big Lawsuit” in 
Maury County, Tennessee. 
 

Children of Hugh and Nancy  

 

   

1778 John Davidson Sr. Will 
In the John Davidson, Sr. will of 1778, Hugh 
Bryson, son-in-law, is left 20 pounds. There 
are two copies of this will: 1) the original is in 
the NC State archives in Raleigh and 2) an of-
ficial copy is in Will Book C.1 In the original will 
“daughter Ann Davidson” is crossed out and 
“son-in-law Hugh Bryson” is written in to re-
place it. The copy in the will book states “son-
in-law Hugh Bryson.” See the section related 
to John Davidson, Sr. for illustrations and a 
complete description of this interesting twist 
on inheritance rights. 

1778 James Davidson bought 480 acres from 
Wm. Thomson 
James Davidson, brother of Nancy Davidson 
Bryson, bought three tracts of land totaling 

                                                
1 Mecklenburg County Will Book C, pp 14, 15. 

480 acres from William Thomson. Hugh Bry-
son along with John McKnitt Alexander was a 
witness to this sale.2 John McKnitt Alexander 
was among the most prominent men of Meck-
lenburg County. Hugh Bryson and his family 
had an arrangement to live on part of this 480 
acre tract and a year later purchased the land. 

1779 Hugh Bryson bought 211 acres 
Hugh bought 211 acres, a part of the 480 acre 
Thomson place, from his brother-in-law, 
James Davidson. The land is described as “one 
tract of land situate in said county including 
the improvements on which said Bryson now 
lives …. “3  This implies that there was a home 

                                                
2 Mecklenburg County Deed Book 9, p 268 

3 Mecklenburg County Deed Book 9, p 272 

Children  Est. 
Birth 

Marriage Death Moves 

James Bryson 
   +Ann Doherty 

1772 1799 Mecklenburg Co.  1852 Maury Co., TN 
1854 Maury Co., TN 

Davidson Co., TN & 
Maury Co., TN 

Robert Bryson 
 

1774  Before 1819  Mecklenburg Co. none 

Elizabeth Bryson 
   +Robert Brown 

1776 1794 Mecklenburg Co. Don’t know Don’t know 

Ann Jane Bryson 
 

1780 Did not marry 1864 Mecklenburg Co., NC none 

Hugh W. Bryson 
   +Mary Johnson 

1782  ≈1804  Mecklenburg Co. none 

Cynthia Bryson 
   +Jonathon Potts 

1784 
 

1804 Mecklenburg Co.  Bibb Co., AL 
1836 Lowndes Co. MS 

Bibb Co., AL & 
Lowndes Co. MS 

John Bryson   ≈1806  Mecklenburg Co. none 

William Bryson   Before 1819  Mecklenburg Co. none 
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on the property as well as other buildings. The 
witnesses were John McKnitt Alexander and 
brother-in-law Samuel Davidson. 

1779 Samuel Davidson bought 183 acres 
A week after the above transaction, Hugh Bry-
son and John McKnitt Alexander were wit-
nesses to the sales transaction between James 
Davidson and his brother, Samuel Davidson. 
Samuel bought an adjacent tract of 183 acres 
(part of the 480 acres and adjacent to the 
property of Hugh) “including improvements 
on which said Davidson lives.”4 Again this im-
plies that there was a home on the property as 
well as other buildings. The balance of the 480 
acre tract remained the property of the James 
Davidson estate until 1804 when it was sold 
to Dr. Joseph McKnitt Alexander.  

1790 Federal Census 
Hugh Bryson is shown in the 1790 US Census 
in District 7 with the following household: 2 
white males 16 and over; 4 white males under 
16; and 4 white females.5 

Early census records are not very informative 
and are sometimes inaccurate, but we can 
speculate that the two men over 16 were 
Hugh and James, just then 16. The four boys 
under 16 could be Robert, 15, Hugh Jr., John 
and William.  The women were probably Ann 
Nancy, Elizabeth, Cynthia, and Jane. Although 
the 1790 census provides little specific infor-
mation, careful examination does uncover 
some interesting facts.  

In Mecklenburg County, the 1790 census was 
taken by district and enumerated alphabeti-
cally within that district. This gives us an idea 
of who was living in close proximity, but not 
necessarily who was an adjacent neighbor.  

The census along with tax lists, helps us piece 
together the picture of the neighborhoods. In 
this small section of the 1790 District 7 cen-
sus, we see Hugh Bryson listed along with his 
brothers-in-law, Thomas and Samuel David-
son.  

                                                
4 Mecklenburg County Deed Book 7, p 356 
5 Mecklenburg County 1790 Census, p 360 

Another name of interest is David Doherty, 
who is possibly the father of Ann Doherty Bry-
son, wife of James Bryson, and a daughter-in-
law of Hugh. 

In 1790, the total population of Mecklenburg 
County was 11,395.  

1790 Dist. 7 Partial Census 
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Worth S. Ray has delineated the approximate boundaries of the 1790 census districts deduced 
from information obtained from deeds, wills, court records, church records and tombstone in-
scriptions. Hugh Bryson seemed to mainly have dealings with residents of Districts 2, 6, 7, and 13 
on the North Western part of the county. Cowan’s Ford Dam was completed in 1964, creating 
Lake Norman in the far northwestern corner of the Mecklenburg County. The lake now covers 
much of the 1790 Census District 7.  

 

 

We are most interested in the Northwest cor-
ner of the map as this is where the majority 
of our Mecklenburg relatives lived. The 1790 
Mecklenburg County Census confirms that 
Hugh’s brothers-in-law, Thomas Davidson 
and Samuel Davidson, were living nearby as 
they were also in District 7. We also find 
other families that become intertwined with 

our lineage, for example, Potts, Doherty, and 
Wilson— all surnames that show up later 
among our Bryson and Davidson ancestors. 
Worth S. Ray’s estimate of the district 
boundaries are not entirely accurate since 
the Brysons and Davidsons lived near Ramah 
Church. Ray shows Ramah in district 2. 

  

1790 Mecklenburg County 
Census totals: 

 
White Males 16 & up 2,378 

White Males Under 16 2,573 

White females (all) 4,771 

Other free persons (all) 70 

Slaves (all) 1,603 

Total 11,395 

741 Heads of Families 
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District 7 Mecklenburg County 
The Genealogist, Worth S. Ray, in his book The 
Mecklenburg Signers and Their Neighbors 
states as follows: 

 “To the writer, District No. 7, as portrayed on 
the accompanying map, is one of the most 
interesting of all the several areas in Mecklen-
burg County. Thousands of people all over the 
Southern States can trace their ancestry to the 
‘heads of families’ that appear on this list, and 
it is a heritage of which they may well be 
proud. … At least two signers (of the Meck-
lenburg Declaration) lived (for the greater part 
of their lives) and died in the bounds of this 
strip of territory. They were Richard Barry and 
Major John Davidson (neighbor, but not re-
lated). Richard Barry was one of the faithful 
followers of General William Lee Davidson, It 
was he and others who under cover of dark-
ness and at the risk of their lives and liberty, 
helped to deposit Davidson’s remains in the 
old churchyard at Hopewell Presbyterian 
Church where they rest today, properly 
marked, after many years of neglect.”  

 “Here lived at least seven of the members of 
the famous Alexander family, who were then 
heads of families, namely Amos, Moses, Aron, 
David, Daniel, Joel, and Isaac. Here lived the 
Blythe family, with Samuel and Richard head-
ing the two families of the name; Hugh Bry-
son, a relative of the Davidsons by marriage; 
John and Walter Bell; James Curry and William 
Hill; a bunch of patriots named Duck; David 
and Daniel Davis; Joseph and James Gillespie; 
the Gilmores and Givens families; and William 
Graham, another one of the famous ‘Signers’ 
— making three who lived in this district in 
1790.  

“This District (No. 7) was also the home of the 
Potts family, ……..the distinguished Samuel 
Wilson, who was the father-in-law of Maj. 
John Davidson (and also our John Davidson, 
Jr), and Great Grandfather of James Knox Polk. 

 
 

John Wilson — Freedom Given to Slave6 
Of further interest, in the 1790 census, we see 
the name John Wilson listed as possessing one 
slave, which does not seem unusual by itself, 
for the times. However, on close examination 
and research, we find a heart-warming story.  

John was the son of Samuel Wilson, Sr., and a 
neighbor of our Hugh and Nancy Davidson 
Bryson. John Wilson also considered John 
Davidson, Nancy’s brother, to be a very good 
friend since Wilson named his “brother Sam-
uel and trusty friend John Davidson” as execu-
tors. John Wilson’s 1795 will states “I will to 
William Wilson, my half-brother, the planta-
tion where I live when at home, except half of 
the orchard and the two fields adj Thomas 
Martin for the use of my negro Plum during 
his lifetime…… I also leave to the sd Plum a 
mare, a plow and tackling, my belled cow and 
calf, all my everyday clothes, and which negro 
I hereby set free from all servitude as a slave & 
the above articles to be at his own disposal 
with a red heifer… a ewe and lamb, six head 
of hogs… two pots, and my bed and two 
blankets.”7 

John then leaves some items for his step-
mother Margaret Wilson and for Mary Potts, 
daughter of Jonathon Potts (son-in-law of 
Hugh and Nancy Bryson). Later in the will, 
John says, “I also give to Plum an axe and a 
hoe.”8 

I find it interesting that at the beginning of 
the will, John gives his slave Plum half the or-
chard and two fields. Then later in the will 
John gives Plum some livestock, some farm 
tools, and all his clothing. Then the big sur-
prise……. His freedom! And as an after-
thought near the end of the will he wants 
Plum to have an axe and a hoe.  

Plum got his freedom in 1795 
I was thrilled to find an entry in the 1800 
Mecklenburg County Census listing “Plum (a 

                                                
6 Mecklenburg Co., Will Book G, p 34 
7 Mecklenburg County Will Book G, p 34. 
8 Mecklenburg County Will Book G, p 34 
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Free Negro).” This confirmed that Plum did in 
fact get his freedom. On this same census 
page, seven names later down the list, we 
findthe enumeration of our James Bryson, fol-
lowed by Robert Bryson, and at the top of the 
next page, Hugh Bryson.  

And now for the rest of the story….. Our an-
cestor, James Bryson and family moved to 
Maury County, Tennessee and were members 
of the Ebenezer Church. Studying the church 
minutes we find a black family listed as mem-
bers of Ebenezer — the family is identified as 
Plum! This may have been another Plum. We  
will never know. 

 

Guardians appointed 
In 1796 Hugh Bryson put up a £200 bond and 
was appointed guardian of his nephew John 
Davidson. Matthew McClure, a signer of the 
Mecklenburg Declaration, was the Security. 
John’s father, James Davidson, died in 1786 
and left three young boys: William, John, An-
drew Thomas; and also a widow, Jane Nixon 
Davidson.  

Although the boy’s mother was still living, it 
was the custom for a guardian to be ap-
pointed for a young, fatherless boy. The 
guardian was then responsible for education 
and the teaching of a trade.  

 

 

This document, with original signatures of Hugh Bryson, Matthew McClure and 
Isaac Alexander is in the NC Archives, Raleigh, NC. 
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Guardians were also appointed for John’s two 
brothers, William and Andrew Thomas. Mat-
thew McClure put up £300 and took on the 
responsibility of guardian. McClure was one of 
the signers of the Mecklenburg Declaration 
and very active politically. In all likelihood 
some of his political savvy was imparted to his 

charge, as William later became a North Caro-
lina State Senator and US Congressman. 

James Meek was appointed guardian of An-
drew Thomas. Meek was required to put up 
£200. 

1798 – Tax List 
Mecklenburg County was divided into militia 
districts and the taxes were recorded by dis-
trict. The Brysons appear in the 1798 tax list in 
the Capt. Matthew Hart Company District and 
in the 1806 tax list in the Capt. Joseph Doug-
lass district.  

We can determine that the Bryson families 
were farmers and reasonably successful but 
not wealthy. We can see in the 1798 tax list 
that Hugh’s oldest sons started their own 
households before the time of the 1798 tax 
list; in the earlier 1790 census they were still 
enumerated in the Hugh Bryson household. 

1800 Thomas Davidson Death 
In 1800, Hugh Bryson’s brother-in-law, Tho-
mas Davidson, died. In his will he named 
Robert Bryson as one of the three executors of 
the estate. The will also refers to “the country 
place where Robert Bryson lives.”9 Robert lived 
in the country place after Uncle Thomas 
Davidson moved to the village of Charlotte. 

On June 8, 1800 Thomas Davidson wrote a 
codicil requesting executors to sign & deliver 

                                                
9 Mecklenburg County Will Book C, p 23 

to Hugh Bryson a quit claim deed for 33 acres 
of the 100 acres of Grant # 15, thus making 
clear his intention for Hugh to have this prop-
erty.  

Codicil of Thomas Davidson: 
 Be it known that I Thomas Davidson  do hereby 
empower & request my Executors named in said 

will to sign & deliver to Hugh 
Bryson his heirs & assigns a 
quit claim deed for that part 
of my 100 acre grant which 
includes said Brysons fields 
crossing his spring branch 
lying east of the small post 
oak corner, agreeable to the 
lines already run and laid off 
by my order by John McKnitt 

Alexander & James Meek as he the said Bryson pay-
ing a proper loanable part of the cost of said 100 
acre grant to be ascertained by the said Alexander. 
In witness whereof I have hereto subscribed my 
name & affixed my seal this 8th day of June 1800. 

Eph B. Davidson  Thomas Davidson 
Samuel Wilson  (seal) 
J Mc Alexander10 

 
In 1801 Hugh Bryson bought the 33 acres as 
designated and specified in the Thomas 
Davidson Codicil. He paid a total of £3:5-0. 
The spring branch referenced was adjacent to 
the Ramah Church Cemetery. 

On 20 June 1802, with the transaction being 
completed, it was recorded in Deed book 17, 
p. 719. 

                                                
10 Mecklenburg County Will Book C, p 23 

Date Minor Child Guardian Security 

1795 John Davidson Hugh Bryson Matthew McClure 

1796 William Davidson Matthew McClure Hugh Torrance 

1796 Andrew Thomas Davidson James Meek Thomas Davidson 
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1800 Federal Census 
In the 1800 Federal Census the enumeration 
was not alphabetical, as it was in 1790, but 
rather, it was recorded in the order taken. We 
can assume adjacent names lived next to each 
other. In the part of this census that follows, 
we find listings for James Bryson, followed by 
Robert Bryson, and then Hugh Bryson.  

We note also the listing for “Plumb, a free Ne-
gro” and he is enumerated under the category 
“all other free persons.” 

Samuel Davidson, Nancy Davidson Bryson’s 
brother, is also listed on this page. On the 
preceding page is a copy of part of pages 565 
and 566 of the actual 1800 census. In 1810, 
the total population of Mecklenburg County 
was only 10,400. This is about 1,000 less than 
the 1790 census, largely the result of Cabarrus 
County being split off from Mecklenburg 
County in 1798. Cabarrus County is roughly 
the former Mecklenburg County area north-
east of Rocky River. 

1806 – Tax List 
In the 1806 tax list, we see that Robert’s land 
ownership had increased 300 acres over the 
listing in 1798. Hugh Bryson’s land holdings 
had gone from 150 acres to 360 acres in the 
same time period. Some of this increase can 
be attributed to land bought from the Thomas 
Davidson estate, since Thomas had died six 
years earlier.  

James Bryson, oldest son of Hugh and Nancy, 
is in the 1798 tax list, but not in the 1806 tax 
list. James was married in 1799 and is in the 
1800 census. About 1808 he moved to David-
son County, TN. It is not clear where James 
was in 1806. 

It is interesting to see that Hugh is not taxed 
as an individual in the 1806 Tax List probably 
because he passed the age threshold, possibly 
60, but he was taxed on his real estate. After a 
certain age, taxes on individuals were not lev-
ied. 

 

1798 Tax List – Capt. Matthew Hart’s Co. 
Bryson, James 1 white person 

Bryson, Robert 1 white person 
Bryson, Hugh 1 white person, 250 ac, 

1 black person 

 
1806 Tax List, Capt. Joseph Douglass’ Co. 
Bryson, Robert 1 white person, 300 ac,  

2 black persons, a stud horse 
@ £0.40.0 

Bryson, Hugh 360 ac, 
(no individual taxed) 
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1802 No Hunting 
In 1802 we find another interesting docu-
ment. We discover that the neighbors must 
have had a problem with trespassers hunting 
on their land in spite of the existence of large 
farms and undeveloped areas that could be 
used for this purpose. Hugh Bryson along with 
68 neighbors was able to convince the court 
to issue a proclamation forbidding hunting on 
their property. On this list there are many fa-
miliar names — Alexander, Barry, Wilson, 
Davidson, Osborne, Potts. The proclamation 
was signed on July 24, 1802 and approved by 
the court during the April 1803 term. It was 
admitted to record in September 1803.  

We see Hugh Bryson listed as Hugh Bryson, 
Sr., which means there was a son, Hugh Bry-
son, Junior. This coincides with researchers 
who have identified this son as Hugh W. Bry-
son. This document gives us a wonderful 
snapshot of the names of the neighboring 
families. Many names are familiar as appear-
ing on wills and land transactions in a variety 

of roles. This list of names, along with tax lists 
and the censuses of 1790 and 1800 provide us 
with leads to continue our research for years 
to come. The interrelationships are so complex 
and intertwined that an historical society in 
the area is called “Charlotte’s Web” — a fit-
ting name! 

The list includes McKnitt Alexander as the rep-
resentative for the heirs of the estate of Tho-
mas Davidson, brother-in-law of Hugh Bryson. 
When Thomas died, he was one of the 
wealthiest men in Mecklenburg County. Cop-
ies of the No Hunting decree were posted at 
prominent places: William Price’s Smith shop, 
one at Robeson’s Mill and one at Maj. David-
son’s mill. Major John Davidson was the 
brother-in-law of our John Davidson, Jr., but 
not a blood relative. A few years later we will 
find many of these same people on the rolls of 
Little Ebenezer church in Maury County, TN — 
about 400 miles away.  

 

24 July 1802 No Hunting Notice 
Notice: Every person without any exception is hereby prohibited from hunting in any manner or 
way for game in the lands of the subscribers without a written permit from the owner under 
penalties inflicted by law.  July 24, 1802 

Wm B Alexander Geo Lawrence Michael Stinson Aron Perry Absalom Duck 
Andrew Barry Widow Harris James Sharpe John Covey Ephraim Alexander 
Jas Moore James Sample Wm Montieth Thomas Boals James Gillespie 
Aaron Alexander John McCoy Rich’d Rankin Matthew Wallis Robert Potts 
Thos McKnight Andrew Elliott David Russell Josiah Price Wm  Alexander 
John Carson John Steel Alex Stinson Jas Sloan John Baird 
Joseph Douglas  J McKnitt A for Heirs 

of Thomas Davidson 
James Beaty John Gardner John Henderson 

Jos Latta Aron Gilliland    Chas Richmond David Parks Hugh Brison, Sr. 
Wm Henderson Jas Bradly John Wallis Moses Meek Patrick Gilmore 
J McK Alexander Job Canon Robt Meek Adam Meek James Meek 
Mathew McClure Rich’d Barry Thomas Simons Robert Bucanon Alex Monteith 
James Alexander Hugh Barry John Findley Jas Curry Jos Maniville 
John Garrison J Stephenson Jas Morrison William McRee Samuel Farr 
A Gillespie Rich’d Henderson John Sharpe   

Mecklenburg County April Term 1803 
Personally appeared Wm B. Alexander & J McK Alexander & being sworn say that they each of them say 3 advertise-
ments of which this is a true copy. One set at Maj. Davidsons Mill one at Robesons Mill & one at Wm Prices Smith 
Shop—Sworn to in open court & admitted to record Sept. 28, 1803  Test   Isaac Alexander      Esq11 

 

                                                
11 Mecklenburg County Deed Book 18, p 21 
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1802 No Hunting Notice 
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Locating the Bryson family farm 
From land deeds, we were aware that Hugh 
and Nancy lived in Mecklenburg County near a 
church and near their Davidson relatives. But 
for some time we did not know which church 
they attended or what graveyard they were 
buried in. 

On a 2008 trip to the Charlotte area, I discov-
ered property deeds that listed Hugh Bryson 
and his adjacent land owners, one of which 
was the Ramah Church. This provided the 
missing link and helped pinpoint where the 
Brysons lived.  

The Ramah Presbyterian Church is still very ac-
tive and in 1999 the members published a 
book “They Would Call It Ramah, a History of 
Ramah Presbyterian Church.” In reading the 
book we were excited to find listings of some 
of the tombstones in Ramah Cemetery, includ-
ing Hugh, Nancy and other family members. 

Ramah Church History 
In the late 1770s a group of neighbors started 
meeting on the property belonging to John 
Steel, an immediate neighbor of Hugh Bryson. 
This group of Christians, mostly Scots-Irish, 
gathered on a rise just above a creek and 
made plans to build a brush arbor under 
which they could worship God. It would be 
called Ramah Grove.12  

It is not known how long or how often the 
group met under the brush arbor. A building 
of some sort was needed against inclement 
weather, weather that was frequently harsh. 
Trees were felled and a cabin of rough-hewn 
logs was built in 1783. This was the first real 
meeting house. Before the Revolutionary War, 
the Anglicans or the Church of England were 
the only groups who were permitted to call 
themselves a church; this is why houses of 
worship of other denominations were called 
meeting houses.13  

In 1795, John Steel sold 290 acres to Oliver 
Harris. This parcel included the land on which 

                                                
12 They Would Call It Ramah Grove, p 1.  
13 They Would Call It Ramah Grove, p 4 

the log church was built. Five years later Oliver 
Harris sold 285 acres to Hezekiah Deweese 
and set aside the remaining 5 acres for the use 
of Ramah Church. Harris sold the 5 acres to 
Ramah Church for $10.  

Deed Book 18 Mecklenburg County 

P 87. Sep 1 1795. Jno. Steel to Oliver Harris 
for $150, 290 acres on Rocky River adj Hugh 
Brison, Reese Price, & Cary being the tract 
originally granted to Danl. Davis by Gov. Ar-
thur Dobbs 

  

Deed Book 16 Mecklenburg County 

P 698. Aug 24 1800. Oliver Harris of Cabar-
rus County to Hezekiah Dewese for 213 
pounds, 285 acres on Rocky River, including 
the plantation and land sd Dewese now lives 
on adj Hugh Brison, Jno Carey, & Morrison; 
five acres is set aside for Ramah Church. Wit: 
Joseph Douglass, Jurat, & Jonathan Dewese. 
Proven at Apr Sessions 1802, test Isaac Alex-
ander, CMC. Reg Jun 1802. 

 

Some of the property was set aside as a ceme-
tery and it is this property that was adjacent 
to Hugh Bryson’s land as we can see from 
numerous land transactions and deeds which 
refer to the “graveyard spring” as being on 
Hugh’s property.  

In 1820, with a growing number of communi-
cants and undoubtedly the need for more 
room, plans for a new and larger church were 
begun. Trees were again felled for lumber 
with which to build. The new structure was of 
frame construction in a meeting house style, 
featuring three entrances with an outside 
stairway leading to a gallery for servants.14 The 
servants and slaves were welcome in the 
church, but were seated in the balcony. 

 

                                                
14 They Would Call It Ramah Grove, p 17 
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The Brush Arbor
built for protection from the sun

pre-1783

The Log Church
“built from the

trees of the forest”
1783

The Frame Church
meeting house style

outside staircase
 leading to gallery

 for servants
and slaves

1820

 

Ramah Church through the Years 
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The pews in the sanctuary are from one 
of the original churches. The back of a 
pew is made from a single pine board 
more than 18” wide. 
The church had a large celebration in 
2008 celebrating the 225th anniversary 
of the founding of the church.

Ramah Church — in 2008
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It was not until 1821 that the church officially 
obtained the deed for the property. It is evi-
dent that the congregation had great faith in 
putting their labor and money into a building 
on property not yet in their possession.15 

Some of the earliest elders of the church were 
John Harris, Samuel Pickens, William Dewese, 
Caleb Irwin and John Sloan, all “Old School” 
according to the writer of the record. We will 
see many of these same names in legal docu-
ments listed as neighbors of Hugh Bryson.  

No official written records were kept at Ramah 
until 1838. By this time Hugh and Nancy had 
both died.  

“In the 1830s several cases of discipline within 
the church occurred, but it was felt that a new 
record should start with a clean slate so they 
were overlooked.”16 That seems to be why 
the church records officially start in 1838. 
Hugh and Nancy Bryson’s daughter, Ann Jane 
Bryson, was involved in a civil case in 1833 
brought against her by the state of North 
Carolina. We will later learn more about this 
case. Since the church took an active role in 
disciplining its members, Ann Jane may very 
well have been one of the disciplined indi-
viduals referred to in the above quote.  

We believe the first burial in the graveyard 
was in the 1790s or 1800s.  

Bryson tombstones located 
Searching through the tombstone records in 
the Ramah Church history, the three oldest 
death dates we find recorded are Clarissa D. 
Bryson, July 20, 1800, Benjamin Brown, De-
cember 13, 1801, and Hugh Bryson (Jr), Nov. 
21, 1804. There were probably others buried 
earlier but the tombstones may be missing or 
unreadable. Clarissa lived only 22 months. She 
was probably a granddaughter of Hugh and 
Nancy Bryson. Hugh Jr. was one of the sons of 
Hugh and Nancy. 

The Bryson tombstones are all in a compact 
area of the Ramah graveyard. Hugh and Nancy 

                                                
15 They Would Call It Ramah Grove, p 18 
16 They Would Call It Ramah Grove, p 7 

Bryson are there as well as daughter Ann Jane 
and son Hugh Jr. Other Brysons, whom I pre-
sume to be grandchildren, are in the same 
area and include Clarissa, Robert F., and 
Dewitt C. Four of Hugh’s children died be-
tween 1804 and 1820. They were Hugh Jr, 
William, John, and Robert. Of these, only 
Hugh Jr. (1804) has a stone, as we can see in 
the picture of the Bryson section where there 
is space between Clarissa and Robert F. Bry-
son. We did not find tombstones for William, 
John, and Robert. 

I speculate that two of the missing brothers 
may be between Clarissa and Robert F. Bryson. 
There may also be a space between Dewitt 
and Hugh, Sr., for the third brother.  

The inscriptions on most of the tombs are not 
readable and some of the stones are broken. 
Some of the graves have an additional modern 
stone that is quite readable. We do not know 
who placed these new stones or when they 
were done. Ann Jane’s will states that “I will 
that good quality head stones be provided for 
my grave and those of Robert F. and David 
(Dewitt?) C. Bryson. Could there have been a 
transcription error? Certainly there were nice 
stones in place for Ann Jane, Robert F., and 
Dewitt C., as well as Hugh and Hugh Jr. A 
puzzle remains why Nancy Bryson did not get 
a nice stone. The graveyard in 2008 was very 
well maintained and very neat. There may 
have been periods of time when things were 
let go and stones broken or lost.  

 
1812 Hugh Bryson bought 214 acres 
In October 1812, Hugh Bryson, Sr. bought 214 
acres on the east side of the Catawba River 
from William Bryson, his son. This property 
was about three miles west of the Bryson and 
Davidson compound. It was located adjacent 
to another Presbyterian Church, the Gilead 
ARP Church. 

This transaction raises some interesting ques-
tions. In spite of Hugh buying the property on 
October 30, 1812, the property was recorded 
as being sold by William at a sheriff’s auction 
in September 1813 to satisfy a debt. We will 
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explore these land transactions in detail when 
we learn more about William in the next chap-
ter. We will see that William faced a number 
of difficulties in the 1812-1814 time period.  

Other Public Records17 
Hugh Bryson frequently served on Jury Duty in 
Mecklenburg County. The public records show 
him as a juror several times in one year and 
occasionally several times in one month. The 
record shows his jury service in 1785, 1791, 
1784, 1798 and a grand jury in 1791, 1796, 
and 1800. 

In August 1824 another public record indi-
cates that Hugh is found not guilty of a crimi-
nal charge. It would be interesting to know 
what this was all about! 

Land Transactions 
The land transactions in early Mecklenburg 
County frequently mentioned the owners of 
property adjacent to the land involved. This 
provides us with a snapshot of who the adja-
cent neighbors were. In Hugh’s case, we will 
see that many of the people listed as adjacent 
property owners are found on the rolls of the 
Ramah Presbyterian Church. A summary of a 
few of these transactions are listed below. 

 

Deed Book 21 Mecklenburg County 
p 153. Jan 20 1819. 

John Harris to William Shearwood for 
$906, 302 acres on the headwaters of 
Clark Cr adj Hugh Brison & Brown being 
originally land grants to Reese Price in 
four surveys.  

 

Deed Book 21 Mecklenburg County 
P 361.  Feb 1822. 

Hezekiah (X) Dewese to Wm. Dewese for 
$2200, 99 acres on Clark Cr adj David 
Smith, Matthew Wallace, & Hugh Brison 
being part of 285 acres deeded to the 
grantor 24 Aug 1800.  

 

 

                                                
17 Bryson, Families & History, Ron Bryson, p 82 

 

Deed Book 22 Mecklenburg County 
P 168. Jan 1 1823. 

Wm. Davidson18 of Charlotte to John 
Black for $2500, 749 acres on Beaver-
dam Cr, a tributary of Rocky River, adj 
Joseph Douglass, John Sloan, Robert 
Sloan, Hezekiah Dewese, Ramah Church, 
Hugh Brison, Benjamin Brown, John 
Osborn, James Davidson, & James Meek.  

                     

Deed Book 23 Mecklenburg County 
P 287. Dec 24 1827. 

Hezekiah (X) Dewese to William Dewese 
for $500. 68 acres on Clark Cr adj John 
Black & Hugh Brison being the land on 
which the grantor resided. Wit: Thos. 
Barnet, Jurat & Jno. A. McKibben.  
 

Deed Book 23 Mecklenburg County 
P 315 April 23, 1829 

Wm. Shearwood appointed Wm. Dew-
ese as his attorney to sell 10 acres situ-
ated adj James Torrence, Benj. Brown, & 
Hugh Brison. Wit: Jas. Doherty, Jurat, & 
Wm M. Stinson.  
 

Deed Book 23 Mecklenburg County 
P 402  Jan 25 1830. 

Matthew Wallace to Josiah Weddington 
of Cabarrus County for $350, 75 Acres 
on Rocky River adj Hugh Brison, War-
sham, & Ramah meeting house being 
the land on which Mark Alexander then 
lived.  

     

1825 — Will of Hugh Bryson19 
Hugh Bryson wrote his will in 1825 when he 
was 80 years old and his wife Nancy was 
about 73.The complete wording of Hugh’s will 
follows below:  

                                                
18 William Davidson was a nephew of Nancy and 
Hugh Bryson and this transaction occurred a few 
weeks before the start of the Big Lawsuit against 
William in Maury County, TN 
19 Mecklenburg County Will Book G, p 22 
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In The Name of God Amen 
I, Hugh Bryson of the county of Mecklenburg and 
state of N. Carolina, being in good health and 
mind. Yet old and calling to mind the mortality of 
my body and being desirous of making some dis-
position of my worldly estate.  For the benefit of 
my wife and daughter, Jane after my decease.   
Do therefore by these presents, make and ordain 
and publish the following as my last and only will 
and Testament, Viz — 
1.  I allow my body to be buried at the expense of 
my estate in a decent Christian manner.  I also 
allow all my just debts to be paid. 
2.  I give and bequeath to my daughter, Jane Bry-
son, one hundred acres of land off the west end 
of the plantation on which I now Live.  To be laid 
off so as to include the Grave Yard Spring. 
3.  I give and bequeath to my beloved wife, 
Nancy Bryson, the balance of the plantation on 
which I now live including the improvements and 
appurtenances thereunto belonging.  I also will 
to my said wife, Nancy Bryson, the whole of my 
personal estate of every   description all of which 
estate, both real and personal.  I allow my said 
wife to dispose of at her decease or before and 
as she may think proper. 

4.  As regards my other children who have all 
gone and left me.  They have got from me all 
that I allow them of my estate, but to remove all 
doubts as to their rights of claimings, I bequeath 
to each of them one dollar each to be paid out of 
my estate when called for. 
5.  I wish it to be distinctly understood that it is 
my will and desire that my beloved wife, Nancy 
Bryson and my Daughter, Jane Bryson, inherit and 
peaceably enjoy my estate in a manner and form 
as before mentioned.  It is also my will and desire 
that if any legacies should be left me in Europe or 
elsewhere, that said wife and daughter shall in-
herit the same and I hereby bequeath to them all 
such legacies with full power to take and claim 
the same. In as full and ample manner as I myself 
could do were I living. 
I hereby appoint my nephews, John H. Davidson 
and William Davidson executor of this my last will 
and testament. 
In witness whereof I have hereunto set my hand 
and seal this 23rd day of August 1825. 
Hugh Bryson 
Wit: James C. Brawley, Jurat 
James C. Blake, Jurat. 
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Codicil to Hugh Bryson’s Will20 

I,  Hugh Bryson, in consequence of the la-
mented death of my beloved wife Nancy  
Bryson, do hereby make and establish  the 
following  as a codicil to my will  heretofore 
made... 

All the property mentioned in my said will as 
willed to my beloved wife Nancy Bryson,I 
hereby give and bequeath to my daughter 
Jane Bryson , it being my will and intention 
that my said daughter Jane, shall have all my 
estate both real and personal and of every 
description   

In witness whereof I have hereunto set my 
hand and seal this 9th day of October 1832.  

Hugh Bryson 

Witness: Wm McComb and W. Manson, B. 
Oates, CCC/ 

                                                
20 Mecklenburg County Will Book G, p 22 

The original copy of the will and codicil are 
in the Hugh Bryson file in the North Carolina 
archives in Raleigh, NC. Below is a reproduc-
tion of a part of each document. It is inter-
esting to compare the 1825 and 1832 signa-
tures. The 1825 signature is surprisingly 
strong and clean for an eighty year old man. 
By 1832, nearing the end of his long life, 
Hugh’s signature was not as firmly penned 
as in 1825 and was considerably shakier. He 
may have been ill or possibly infirm. 

Hugh’s will was probated in November 1835. 
This would lead us to conclude he died be-
tween 1832 and 1835. Probably close to 
1835. According to a 1927 letter written by 
Frank Potts Glass, a great-grandson of Hugh 
and Nancy Bryson, Hugh lived to be past 90 
years of age.21 

                                                
21 Bryson, Families & History, Ron Bryson, p 126 

1825 

1832 
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Hugh’s Lament 

In 1825 when Hugh wrote his will, he was 
about 80 years old and Nancy was about 73. 
A lot of major changes had occurred within 
his family during the first 25 years of the 
19th century. All Nancy’s siblings had died at 
least 25 years before. Four of his five sons 
had died and the surviving son, James, had 
moved to Tennessee in 1808. Two of his 
three daughters had moved away: Cynthia to 
Alabama and Elizabeth to Tennessee. This 
left his unmarried daughter, Ann Jane Bry-
son, as the only offspring living in or near 
Mecklenburg County. In fact Ann Jane, 42 
years of age, was still living with her parents, 
Hugh and Ann, on the family farm. In the 
early 1800s, with neighbors being few and 
far between, and family being so necessary 

for everyday support and comfort, Hugh’s 
will reflects a loneliness and implies a feeling 
of desertion by his offspring — a sense of 
abandonment and aloneness. 

We can see in the will, Hugh was not happy 
with this state of affairs, and his feelings of 
desertion came through. In his will, item 
number 4, Hugh shows this clearly. 
   

4.  As regards my other children who have all 
gone and left me.  They have got from me all 
that I allow them of my estate, but to re-
move all doubts as to their rights of claim-
ings, I bequeath to each of them one dollar 
each to be paid out of my estate when called 
for.

 
Unanswered Questions: 
1. Where was Hugh Bryson born? 

2. Was Hugh an emigrant from Ireland or Europe? 

3. When did Hugh move to North Carolina? 

4. Did Hugh come through Charleston or through Pennsylvania? 

5. Was Hugh married in America or in Europe? 

6. Why did his children move away? 
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The Children of Hugh and Nancy Bryson 
 

 

Hugh & Nancy Davidson Bryson

John Davidson, Sr.
~1725-1778

John Davidson, Jr.
1750-1797

James Davidson
1751-1788

Mary Unknown
~1730-1798

Margaret Wilson
1761-1840

 Jane Nixon
17??-1831

Thomas Davidson
1755-1800

 
Sarah Frew
1772-1812

Nancy Davidson
1750-1830

Hugh Bryson
1745-1836

Samuel Davidson
~1753-~1808

John Bryson

James Bryson
1772-1852

Hugh Bryson, Jr.
1779-1804

Ann Doherty
1775-1854

Robert Bryson

Elizabeth Bryson
Robert Brown

Cynthia Bryson
1784-

Jonathon Potts
1775-1836

Ann Jane Bryson
1783-1863

William Bryson

 

 

 

Establishing Family Relationships 
Identifying with absolute certainty the chil-
dren of Nancy and Hugh is a big challenge. 
Five of their children can clearly be identified, 
based on 1) the Thomas Davidson will of 1800 
where he names the children of his brothers 
and sister as beneficiaries, 2) documentation 
of the transfer of ownership of a 5,000 acre 
property in Tennessee, and 3) a lawsuit involv-
ing all the surviving nieces and nephews of 
Thomas Davidson. 

As we have noted, the public records allow us 
to discover the names of the children of Nancy 

and Hugh Davidson. From the records we can 
also determine approximately when they died.  

(Ed note: Obviously, all available data has not 
been exhaustively researched. Some new facts 
and clues have been discovered during the 
process of writing this book, but time has not 
permitted further study into the lives of 
Hugh’s children with the exception of my di-
rect ancestor, James Bryson.) 

The process of genealogy research is very te-
dious and can consume many hours. Often 
weeks or months go by without finding that 
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one document that unlocks the door to years 
of fruitful additional research. This was the 
case in being able to connect James Bryson of 
Maury County, TN with his siblings and par-
ents of Mecklenburg County, North Carolina. 

My first cousin, Betty Bryson Beckum, and her 
husband, Bill, made a trip to Columbia, TN to 
do genealogy research. Betty copied a land 
transaction because it had such distinctive 
hand writing.  

 

This document is the sale of James Bryson’s share of 5,000 acres that was inherited from his Un-
cle Thomas Davidson. James is living in Davidson County and is selling his undivided share of 250 
acres to his first cousin, John H. Davidson, for $1,500. 

My cousin Betty also uncovered important information about a very big lawsuit that was filed in 
1823 involving a James Bryson. As it turns out, this document was the key to unlocking the rela-
tionships of our Bryson and Davidson ancestors. Part of the lawsuit reads: 

1823 Lawsuit Clearly Establishes Relationship of Hugh’s Children 
John H. Davidson and others versus William Davidson and others, 10 May 1823. 
Bill filed by John H. Davidson, Samuel W. Davidson, Thomas Crawford, & Mary his wife, Jonathon Potts & 
Cynthia his wife, Andrew Davidson, William Davidson,& Samuel Davidson, children of Samuel Davidson 
dec’d, James Bryson, Jane Bryson, & Robert Brown & Betsey his wife.— Complainants 
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When I first saw this document the name 
James Bryson certainly caught my attention. I 
didn’t know if this was our ancestor James 
Bryson or some other person. Perhaps deter-
mining who all the complainants were and 
why the suit was filed would provide some 
leads. Our James Bryson had bought 125 acres 
in Maury County on April 30, 1823. So there 
was a good chance this was our James.  

With the exception of James Bryson we could 
not find any of the other names listed as 
complainants who resided in Maury County in 
1823.  

Some of these names I was already familiar 
with. Jane Bryson is shown on the list and I 
already knew that Hugh Bryson of Mecklen-
burg County, North Carolina had a daughter, 
Jane, and a son, James. But of course, this was 
not yet sufficient proof because the names of 
James and Jane Bryson are common names. 

The next name I focused on in the document 
was “Jonathan Potts and Cynthia, his wife” 
already knowing that Nancy and Hugh Bry-
son’s daughter, Cynthia Bryson, had married 
Jonathan Potts. 

WOW — three of the names of the complain-
ants match names of the children of Nancy 
Davidson and Hugh Bryson of Mecklenburg 
County, NC.. I next noticed Davidson names 
and wondered if these Davidsons were related 
to Nancy Davidson Bryson. . 

It began to look like there might be a Meck-
lenburg County, NC connection. Maury 
County, TN, where the lawsuit was filed, was 
over 500 miles from Mecklenburg County. So 
at this point, I’m still confused. Why would 
Mecklenburg County, NC people be suing in 
Maury County, TN? Is our James Bryson from 
Mecklenburg County? Is Hugh his father? Who 
are all these Davidsons? 

To refresh my memory on the marriage date 
of Cynthia Bryson and Jonathan Potts, I looked 
at the marriage records of Mecklenburg 
County, NC for Brysons.  

 

 

I found three listings: 

March 28, 1794 – Elizabeth & Robert Brown 
March 11, 1799 – James & Ann Doherty Bry-
son 
December 29, 1804 – Cynthia & Jonathon 
Potts (Robert Bryson, Bondsman)1 

This is getting to be more interesting! There is 
a Robert Brown and wife, Betsy,2 on the list of 
complainants in the lawsuit. 

So it looks like four of Hugh Bryson’s children 
and two sons-in-law were involved in filing 
this lawsuit: James, Jane, Elizabeth, Cynthia 
and sons-in-law Robert Brown and Jonathan 
Potts. 

When the lawsuit was filed in 1823, the laws 
of coverture3 were in effect and a married 
woman could not own property in her own 
name, only the husband could own it. That is 
likely why the names Potts and Brown are in-
cluded, because as we understand the lawsuit 
more fully, it dealt with Davidsons and Bry-
sons suing for property ownership. 

All the other names listed are Davidsons ex-
cept for Thomas Crawford and wife, Mary. It 
turns out that Thomas Crawford married Mary 
Davidson in Mecklenburg County, NC. This 
means that all the complainants are Brysons, 
Davidsons and husbands. 

This unlocked the door of tying together the 
Davidson and Bryson families. After extensive 
research, It turned out that all the complain-
ants were first cousins and husbands. Addi-
tional research has indicated that in 1823 
there were four surviving children of Nancy 
and Hugh Bryson and they are included in the 
lawsuit. 

Amazing! 

                                                
1 Marriages of Mecklenburg Co., NC 1783-1868, Hol-
comb 

2 Betsy is a common nickname for Elizabeth. 
3 Married women were not allowed to own property. 
See a fuller explanation in the chapter on The Big Law-
suit. 
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Looking at the chart helps us to keep track and understand the family relationships between 
those named in the lawsuit.  

John Davidson, Jr.
1750-1797

James Davidson
1751-1788

Margaret Wilson
1761-1840

 Jane Nixon
17??-1831

Thomas Davidson
1755-1800

 
Sarah Frew
1772-1812

Nancy Davidson
1750-1832

Hugh Bryson
1745-1836

Davidson and Bryson Families Named in The Big Lawsuit

Andrew Davidson

William Davidson

Samuel Davidson

William Davidson
1778-1857

Sarah Frew Davidson
1772-1812

Mary Long
Davidson

1796-1802

Andrew Thomas Davidson

John Davidson

James Davidson
1787-18??

Samuel W. Davidson
1789-1868

Mary Davidson
1789-1831
Mary Davidson
1789-1831

Thomas Crawford
1784-1844

John H. Davidson
1792-1862

Martha (Patsy) Caldwell
1795-1885?

Frances Stringfellow
1801-1848

The names appearing in gray 
were deceased at the time of 
The Big Lawsuit in 1823.
High-lighted names were direct 

participants in the lawsuit.

John Bryson

James Bryson
1772-1852

Ann Doherty
1775-1854

Robert Bryson

Elizabeth Bryson

Robert Brown

Cynthia Bryson
1784-

Jonathon Potts
1775-1836

Ann Jane Bryson
1783-1863

William Bryson

Samuel Davidson
~1753-~1808

Hugh Bryson, Jr.
1779-1804

 

 

 
 

The cousins were all nieces and nephews of Nancy Davidson and Hugh Bryson of Mecklenburg 
County. Why were they suing William Davidson, son of Thomas? They were suing the only other 
surviving first cousin, William Davidson, for their share of property willed to them by their uncle, 
Thomas Davidson, in his 1800 will. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. See the chapter on The 
Big Lawsuit for exciting details and additional information.  
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Samuel W. Davidson

James Bryson

Jane Bryson

Jonathan Potts
     Cynthia   (Bryson) Potts

Robert Brown 

     Betsey  (Bryson) Brown

Margaret Wilson Davidson
widow of John Davidson, Jr.

Columbia

Uniontown

C
e
n
te

rv
il
le

Charlo tte
Davidson

County

Stayed in
Charlotte

Complainants Families moved from
Charlotte area 1819-1835

1808

1823

1835

Thomas Crawford 

     Mary   (Davidson) Crawford

1819

probable
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Nancy and Hugh Bryson’s Eight Children 
1. James Bryson 
James married Ann Doherty in Mecklenburg 
County on March 11, 1799; John Henderson 
was the bondsman.4 Six weeks later James 
bought a 1/2 acre lot in the new village of 
Concord, Cabarrus County, North Carolina for 
twelve pounds and ten shillings. Four months 
later he sold the lot for 75 pounds, netting a 
nice profit of more than 62 pounds on an in-
vestment of about 13 pounds. It 
appears that James and Ann were 
not planning on remaining on the 
farm near their Bryson and David-
son relatives. James is shown in 
the 1798 and 1806 Tax List along 
with his brother Robert and fa-
ther Hugh. James served as a Ju-
ror in 1804.5 I believe James and 
Ann preferred living in a town 
since they didn’t stay on the 
country place very long. About 
1808 they moved to Davidson 
County, Tennessee, near the vil-
lage of Nashville where James 
was a school master. 

In 1823 he moved to Maury 
County, Tennessee. On April 30, 
1823 he bought 125 acres from 
Robert H. Ramsey. Ten days later, 
“The Big Lawsuit” was filed In Co-
lumbia, Maury County, Tennessee. Ann and 
James lived in Maury County, TN during “The 
Big Lawsuit.” They remained there until James’ 
death in 1852. Ann Doherty Bryson died in 
1854. (See Chapter 10 — The James and Ann 
Doherty Bryson Family in Maury County, Ten-
nessee for more details on our ancestors.) 

2. Robert Bryson 
Robert is seen in the 1798 tax list in Captain 
Matthew Hart’s Company along with his 
brother James and father Hugh. Robert is also 
listed in the 1806 tax list. The 1800 census 
shows him living adjacent to James and Hugh. 

                                                
4 Marriages of Mecklenburg Co., NC 1783-1868, Hol-
comb, p 30 
5 Bryson, Families & History, Ron Bryson, p 82 

The Thomas Davidson Will says that Robert 
Bryson is living on Thomas’ country place. 

Robert must have been a trusted and respon-
sible person because his Uncle Thomas David-
son named him one of the executors of his 
will. Over a period of years, he was named 
administrator of the estates of three of his 
younger brothers, Hugh R., John, and William. 

Robert was involved in buying and 
selling various properties for himself 
as well as selling part of Thomas 
Davidson’s estate as executor. In 
one of these transactions, Robert 
Bryson and the executors of Thomas 
Davidson’s Will sold lots 17 and 18 
on the SW side of Trade Street and 
the NW side of Tryon Street fronting 
on Trade Street. Thomas and Sarah 
Frew Davidson lived in a home on 
this property prior to the death of 
Thomas in 1800. The widow, Sarah 
Frew Davidson, bought this prop-
erty from her deceased husband’s 
estate. This is also interesting be-
cause Trade & Tryon is a very his-
toric intersection. Even today it is 
the center of the city. 

Some other records6 involving 
Robert from Mecklenburg County 

include. 

1804 Bondsman for marriage of his sister 
Cynthia Bryson and Jonathan Potts 

1804 Bought 2 acres from John Curry 

1805 Bought 85 + 153 acres from Dunlap 

1807 Sold 133 acres to David McAuly 

1807 Proved Bond 

1807 Rec’d $45 from Thomas Davidson es-
tate 

1808 Sued by John Thompson’s estate 

1810 Bought land on Wagon Road 

1810 Bought 88 acres from James N. Cooper 

1810 Sold Negro woman and child to Patrick 
Johnston 

                                                
6 Bryson, Families & History, Ron Bryson, p 82 

Nancy Davidson
1750-1832

Hugh Bryson
1745-1836

John Bryson

James Bryson
1772-1852

Ann Doherty
1775-1854

Robert Bryson

Elizabeth Bryson

Robert Brown

Cynthia Bryson
1784-

Jonathon Potts
1775-1836

Ann Jane Bryson
1783-1863

William Bryson

Hugh Bryson, Jr.
1779-1804
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Robert was active in local civic duties. He was 
a frequent juror from 1804-1809 in Mecklen-
burg County and also served as patroller from 
1800-1802. That position is similar to the job 
of Constable. We assume that Robert’s life 
was cut short based on two pieces of informa-
tion.  

1) On July 24, 1818, Robert’s brother James 
sold the rights to 250 acres of undivided, in-
herited property in Tennessee.  

Through a series of calculations and analysis 
of Thomas Davidson’s will, we can conclude 
that Hugh had 5 surviving children at that 
time. Each living child was eligible to receive 
the rights to 1/5 of 1250 acres, i.e. 250 acres. 
Details of this calculation are under the sec-
tion “The Big Lawsuit.”  

From this we deduce that Robert was alive 
when this transaction took place in 1818. In 
1823 when John H. Davidson and his cousins 
filed The Big Lawsuit, Robert was not listed 
along with the others.  

2) Robert had been administrator of the es-
tates of his three brothers: John, Hugh Jr., Wil-
liam. In February 1819, the administration of 
these three estates was assigned to his first 
cousin, John H. Davidson.  

John was probably chosen because Robert’s 
older brother James had been in Tennessee for 
more than 10 years and all his other brothers 
had died. 

 

John, Hugh Jr., William 
As mentioned above, we find John H. David-
son, a first cousin, being appointed adminis-
trator of these three Brysons’ estates in 1819 
in Mecklenburg County.  

Robert Bryson had been originally appointed 
administrator of the estates of John, Hugh Jr., 
and William Bryson. But my assumption is that 
Robert must have been unable to fulfill the 
obligation and probably died in late 1818 or 
early 1819 for there to have been a change in 
administrator at that time.  

 
 

3. John Bryson 
John served as a witness to property sold by 
his brother James in 1799. John Bryson died at 
a young age about 1806. Mecklenburg County 
records show that Robert Bryson was ap-
pointed administrator of his brother John’s 
estate. John’s estate had not completely set-
tled in 1819 when John H. Davidson was ap-
pointed administrator of the estates of John, 
Hugh Jr., and William. 

4. Hugh Jr. 
Hugh Bryson Jr., was born in September 1779 
on the family farm, and he died on November 
21, 1804. He is buried in the Ramah Church 
cemetery alongside other Bryson relatives. 

 

 

In 1805 Robert Bryson was appointed admin-
istrator of the estate of Hugh Bryson, Jr. Later 
the same year, Hugh Jr.’s estate was returned 
to court by the administrator, Robert Bryson.  

(Hugh Jr’s. estate had not completely settled 
in 1819 when John H. Davidson was ap-
pointed administrator of the estates of John, 
Hugh Jr., and William. 

5. William Bryson 
William appears in several Mecklenburg 
County records that give us an insight into his 
short life. He was born before 1790 and he 
died between 1813 and 1819. 
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William Bryson bought 214 acres 
William bought 214 acres from the Blythe 
family. This was prime farm land and was ad-
jacent to the Gilead ARP Church. This 214 acre 
parcel was originally part of the 400 acre 
Samuel Blythe estate. The documents show us 
who William’s neighbors were: Simon Buck-
worth, Samuel Wilson, Sr., the Meeting House 
(Gilead Church), Thomas Martin, and Thomas 
Watkins. The Brysons and Davidsons had ex-
tensive dealings with the Samuel Wilson fam-
ily. This property was about nine miles west of 
the Bryson family farm that was adjacent to 
another church, Ramah Church. 

 

The deed stated the sale contained “214 acres 
exclusive of the Meeting house land” And 
what about the “Meeting House” mentioned 
in the deed? The “Meeting House” was a term 
frequently used to describe a church. Since 
there were no real towns in the area, the 
church served as the school, the place of wor-
ship, the social gathering place, and the place 
for community meetings. 

Samuel Blythe, Sr. is shown as the original 
owner of this property. Additional research 
gives us a pleasant surprise. In 1791, Samuel 
Blythe deeded two and one-half acres to the 
Trustees of Gilead Church.7 An additional acre 
was deeded to the church in 1804.8 Extensive 
research has been done on the Blythe family 

                                                
7 Mecklenburg Co. Deed Book 13, p 618, 758, 930 

 

Old Alexander House – next to Gilead 
Church 



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

70 

by Annie Blythe Ingram.9 The web site pro-
vides some interesting insights to this area.  

When we visited Gilead Church in 2008, we 
located property adjacent to the church which 
we believe to be the old Bryson property. A 

very old house in disrepair was on the prop-
erty. It was evident that it was a very elegant 
home when it was built, probably by an Alex-
ander family member. In 1813 Joseph McKnitt 
Alexander bought the property from William 
Bryson at a Sheriff’s sale. The above picture 
shows some of the ornate trim and decorative 
touches of this fine house. While walking 
around the property, an old man, probably in 
his 80s or 90s appeared, asking us what we 
were doing. His family owned the property 
and he was born in the old home. We asked 
who originally lived in the home and he re-
plied “Alexanders.” Is it possible that this was 

                                                                            
8 Mecklenburg Co. Deed Book 16, p 123 

9 www.landmarkscommission.org/surveys&rblythehomepl.htm 

the home of Dr. Joseph Alexander, the son of 
John McKnitt Alexander? This would make in-
teresting research.  

Deed Book 19, page 686 
This Indenture made the 30th day of October 
Anno Dom. 1812 Between William Bryson of 
Mecklenburg County in the State of North 
Carolina of the one part and Hugh Bryson of 
the County and State aforesaid of the other 
part. Witnesseth that for and in the consid-
eration of the sum of One Thousand Dollars 
in hand paid to him the said William Bryson 
by the said Hugh Bryson the receipt whereof 
is hereby acknowledged and the said William 
Bryson doth give grant bargain and sell and 
by these presents doth give grant bargain 
sell assign and confirm unto the said Hugh 
Bryson his heirs executors administrators or 
assigns all that tract of land lying and situate 
in the said County on the East side of the 
Catawba River, it being subdivided from 
Samuel Blythe’s tract of 400 acres — con-
taining 214 acres exclusive of the Meeting 
house land, be the same more or less. 
Beginning at a W.O. by the Waggon road 
and runs S17 W19 poles to a stake in the 
branch then S4 E 42 poles to a stake in the 
forks of the road. Then with Blyth’s line S51 
E 210 poles to a P.O. said Blythe’s, Simon 
Buckworths and Samuel Wilson Junior corner 
then with said Wilson’s line N83 W56 pole 
to a hickory by the Meeting House, said Wil-
sons and Martins corner. Then with Martin’s 
line S59 W 186 pole to a W.O. instead of a 
B.O. said Martins corner, on Samuel Wilson 
Junior’s line. Then with 3 of his lines N25 
W82 poles to a Dogwood By the Meadow. 
Then up said Meadow N30 E41 pole to a red 
oak. Then N3* W118 Pole to a hickory by the 
road. Then N26 W14 pole to a B.O. Thos 
Watkins Corner. Then with his line N66 E 
150 poles to the beginning containing as be-
fore 214 acres. 
And all Ways, Water, Water Courses Build-
ings, Orchards and any other improvements 
whatsoever belonging or in any wise apper-
taining to said land and premises and the 
conversion ____ remainder & remainders, is-
sues and profits thereof and all the Estate 
right title interest & the tariff prosperity 
claim & demand whatsoever of him the said 
William Bryson to him the said Hugh Bryson 
his heirs & assigns forever. And the said Wil-
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liam Bryson for his & his heirs doth Warrant 
& defend the aforesaid Land & premises 
unto the said Hugh Bryson his heirs execu-
tors or administrators or against the claim or 
claims of any other person or persons that 
may lawfully claim the same. In Witness 
whereof the said William Bryson hath pre-
sents set his hand & affixed his seal the day 
& years above written. Signed, sealed and 
delivered in presence of 
Jonathan Dewert William Bryson (seal) 
Hezekiah Dewert 
Mecklenburg County November Court 1812 
This deed was proven & recorded 
 Isaac Alexander CMC 
Signed Jan’ay 11, 1813 

 
As exciting as this is to find Hugh Bryson own-
ing property around the old famous Gilead 
Church, one of the original seven churches in 
Mecklenburg County, there may also be some 
sadness involved. Even though it allows us to 
place Hugh’s property on the map, it also 
raises some unanswered questions about 
some problems the family might have been 
facing.  

The Mecklenburg County land indexes are not 
complete so it is very difficult to track the 
chain of ownership. On September 23, 1813, 
there is a puzzling land transaction regarding 
this property. It lists William as a grantor 
(seller) and Robison as the grantee (buyer). It 
appears that William may owe some kind of 
obligation and the Sheriff is forced to auction 
the property to the highest bidder. John 
McKnitt Alexander paid 200 dollars for this 
property.  

 

 Deed Book 19, page 800 

This indenture September 23 1813 between 
George Hampton Esq. High Sheriff of Meck-
lenburg County in North Carolina of the one 
part and Joseph McKnitt Alexander of the 
same place of the other part. Whereas by 
virtue of an execution issuing from the   
Court of Mecklenburg against William Bry-
son. Garnisher of Charles Robison for the 
sum of seven hundred pounds, which said 
sum was recovered by Joseph McKnitt Alex-
ander & B W Davidson of the said Wm Bry-

son, Garnishee as aforesaid as on record may 
appear. And when the said ,,,,, decided and 
delivered to the said George Hampton Sher-
iff. Commanding him that of the goods and 
chattels land and tenement of the said Wil-
liam Bryson he should cause to be made the 
aforesaid sum of seven hundred pounds to 
satisfy the said execution with costs ,,,,, and 
the said George Hampton Sheriff, in prove-
nance of and by virtue of his office and the 
said execution did seize assign and into his 
custody (as goods to be found) a certain 
piece parcel or tract of land in said County 
described as follows.  

On the East side Catawba River, subdivided 
from Samuel Blythe’s tract of 400 acres — 
containing 214 acres exclusive of Gillead (sic) 
Meeting house land. 

Beginning at a W.O. by the Waggon road 
and runs S17 W19 poles to a stake on the 
branch then S4 E 42 poles to a stake in the 
forks of the road. Then with Blyth’s line S51 
E 210 poles to a P.O. said Blythe’s Simon 
Buckworths and Samuel Wilson corner then 
with. Wilson’s line N83 W56 pole to a hick-
ory by the Meeting House, said Wilsons and 
Martins corner. Then with Martin’s line S59 
W 186 pole to a W.O. instead of a B.O. said 
Martins corner, on Samuel Wilson Junior’s 
line. Then with 3 of his lines N25 W82 poles 
to a Dogwood By the Meadow. Then up the 
Meadow N30 E41 pole to a R.O. Then N3 
W118 Pole to a hickory by the road. Then 
N26 W14 pole to a B.O. Thos Watkins Cor-
ner. And then with his line N66 E 150 poles 
to the beginning containing 214 acres. 

And the said George Hampton Sheriff after 
due advertisement according to law did 
cause the said tract or parcel of land with all 
appurtenances thereof to be put up at pub-
lick sale to the highest bidder on    day of    
1813. at which time and place the said Jo-
seph McKnitt Alexander became the last and 
best bidder for the sum of 200 dollars for 
the said Lands with the appurtenances 
thereto belonging. This Indenture therefore 
Witnesseth that the said George Hampton 
Sheriff for and the consideration of two 
hundred dollars to him in hand paid by the 
said Joseph McKnitt Alexander at & before 
the sealing hereof. The exact payment 
whereof is hereby acknowledged. He the 
said George Hampton Sheriff doth hereby 
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bargain sell assign ,,,,, convey and confirm 
unto the said Joseph McKnitt Alexander his 
heirs executors or administrators or assigns 
forever all the aforesaid tract of land with all 
title, right, claim or demand of ore in the 
said parcel of land with all the heredita-
ments & ,,,, to the same belonging or in any 
wise appertaining to be sold to him the said 
Joseph McKnitt Alexander his heirs executors 
or assigns forever in as full and ample a 
manner as he the said Sheriff is empowered 
by virtue of his Office. And further the said 
George Hampton Sheriff doth hereby prom-
ise covenant & grant to & with the said Jo-
seph McKnitt Alexander his heirs administra-
tors, executors & assigns shall & may forever 
hereafter have hold and occupy possess & 
enjoy the said premises with the appurte-
nances free and clear of & from all encum-
brances, had made done or committed by 
him the said Sheriff or by his order, means, 
or procurement. And he the said George 
Hampton Sheriff will warrant and defend the 
same to the said Joseph McKnitt Alexander 
his heir’s executor’s administrators or as-
signs forever as far as his office as Sheriff 
will admit & no further. In Witness whereof 
the said George Hampton Sheriff of Meck-
lenburg County hath hereunto set signed 
sealed & delivered in presence of James B. 
Meachson Junior 

George Hampton Sheriff  (seal) 

Mecklenburg County Nov Court 1813. This 
deed was proven & recorded ,,, Isaac Alex-
ander CMP registered Feb’ry 11, 1814.  

Deeds Summarized 
1) Jan 11, 1813 – William Bryson sold for 
$1000. to Hugh Bryson 214 acres on east side 
of the Catawba River excluding the meeting 
house.  

2) Feb 11, 1814 – William Bryson is forced to 
sell the above property at Sheriff’s auction to 
fulfill an obligation to Robison. The property is 
bought by Joseph McKnitt Alexander for $200. 
Bryson’s property was garnished by the court. 

 
 
 
 
 

Puzzling Questions 
1) If Hugh did in fact buy the property in 
1813, then why was William indicated as the 
owner in the 1813 Sheriff auction?  

2) Was William trying to circumvent some 
prior debt or obligation by selling the land to 
his father, Hugh? 

3) If Hugh did indeed pay $1000. to William 
for this property, why was it worth only $200. 
at the time of the auction? Was Hugh trying 
to bail his son out of a financial difficulty? 

4) How did William acquire the land initially? 

5) Why did William have his land garnished by 
Robison? 

6) How did Joseph McKnitt Alexander secure 
the seven-hundred pounds owed by William 
Bryson? 

Public records involving William 
Some of these records include:10 

Feb 1812 William Bryson provides surety for 
Jonathon Deweese 

Feb. 1812 William Bryson won $22.40 in an 
Errors and Omissions lawsuit. 

Nov. 1812 William Bryson brought suit against 
Samuel Wilson, Jr. and James Sterling, won 20 
pounds and 5 shillings. 

Nov. 1812 William Bryson sold 214 acres on 
east side of Catawba River near Wagon Road 
adjacent to Samuel Wilson, Jr. property, part 
of the original Blythe estate. This property was 
sold to his father, Hugh Bryson 

Feb. 1819 John H. Davidson, (a first cousin), 
was appointed administrator of the estates of 
Hugh, John, and William Bryson. Robert Bry-
son had previously been the administrator. 

The year 1812 was quite a year for William as 
he was involved with a couple of lawsuits, and 
sold his 214 acres to his father Hugh Bryson, 
Senior. William died sometime between 1813 
and 1819 

 
 

                                                
10 Bryson, Families & History, Ron Bryson, p 82 
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6. Cynthia Bryson 
Cynthia married a neighbor, Jonathon Potts 
on December 29, 1804. Her brother Robert 
Bryson was the Bondsman. Jonathan’s father, 
Robert Potts11, was very successful and in-
sisted that his sons learn a trade. Jonathan 
was a Saddler12. 

Jonathan and Cynthia lived in Mecklenburg 
County for a number of years and had close 
ties to the Davidson cousins and branches of 
the Samuel Wilson, Sr. family, their neighbors.  

According to a 1927 letter written by Frank 
Potts Glass, a great-grandson of Cynthia and 
Jonathan, he states: "My Mother was Caroline 
Potts, b. Mecklenburg Co. NC, taken to Ala-
bama by her father, Jonathan Potts, in 1819 
when she was only five years old"13 
About this time, several families (cousins) 
named in the big lawsuit moved to Centerville, 
Bibb County, Alabama. This included the fami-
lies of Cynthia (Bryson) & Jonathon Potts; 
Mary (Davidson) & Thomas Crawford; Samuel 
Wilson Davidson; and possibly others. They 
brought with them Margaret Wilson Davidson, 
aged mother of Mary (Davidson) Crawford 
and Samuel Wilson Davidson.  

About 1835 Margaret’s other son, John H. 
Davidson and family, moved to Uniontown, 
Perry County, Alabama, about 40 miles 
southwest of Centerville. He was the lead 
complainant in the lawsuit and moved to Ala-
bama after the lawsuit was settled. 

7. Elizabeth Bryson 
Genealogists that I researched have not identi-
fied Elizabeth as a daughter of Nancy and 
Hugh Bryson, however it is clear that she was 
in fact their daughter. Elizabeth married 
Robert Brown on March 28, 1794 in Mecklen-
burg County, NC. Francis Youree was the 

                                                
11 Mecklenburg Co. Will Book F, p. 96 

12 One skilled in leather and saddle making. Saddles had 
to be tailored to the customer's measurements and those 
of his mount and at times decorated with various orna-
mentations 

13 Armstrong, Branyon, Bryson, & Allied Families of the 
South, Ethel Updike, p 133 

Bondsman and a Bryson neighbor, Isaac Alex-
ander, was the witness. Several Brown families 
were prominent in the Ramah Church and 
Benjamin Brown shows up as a neighbor of 
Hugh Bryson in several land transactions. 
Robert Brown may have been a son of Benja-
min Brown. 

Robert Brown and Betsy, his wife, show up as 
complainants in The Big Lawsuit in Maury 
County, TN. Since all the complainants were 
first cousins and husbands, this serves to con-
firm that Elizabeth was in fact a daughter of 
Hugh and Nancy. Searching for Robert and 
Elizabeth, I did find a Robert Brown, 80, and 
Elizabeth Brown, 76, in the Youree District, 
Rutherford County, Tennessee, in the 1850 
census. The ages are about right for a 1794 
marriage. I feel that there is a good chance 
that the Browns of the 1850 census are our 
relatives. Remember, Francis Youree was the 
Bondsman. 

Based on research I did for my cousin Thelma 
Bryson Bennett, whose grandmother was a 
Youree. I determined that her branch of the 
Yourees were in Mecklenburg Co. in the late 
1700’s and moved to Rutherford County and 
formed the Youree Community. It is possible 
the Browns moved with their Youree friends 
to Tennessee. I have not done further research 
on the Brown family. 

 
8. Ann Jane Bryson 
Jane was born in 1783 in Mecklenburg County 
and remained there until she died about 1864. 
She never married but rather lived on the fam-
ily farm with her parents. In 1825 Hugh’s will 
states “I give and bequeath to my daughter, 
Jane Bryson, one hundred acres of land off the 
west end of the plantation on which I now 
live.  To be laid off so as to include the Grave 
Yard Spring.” (refers to Grave Yard Spring ad-
jacent to Ramah Church graveyard) 

And then in October 1832, the Codicil to 
Hugh’s will states “I,  Hugh Bryson, in conse-
quence of the lamented death of my beloved 
wife Nancy Bryson, do hereby make and es-
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tablish  the following  as a codicil to my will  
heretofore made... 

All the property mentioned in my said will as 
willed to my beloved wife Nancy Bryson, I 
hereby give and bequeath to my daughter 
Jane Bryson , it being my will and intention 
that my said daughter Jane, shall have all my 
estate both real and personal and of every de-
scription.” 

The official records and some additional study 
help us to learn that Ann Jane Bryson did not 
have an uneventful life. She lived with her 
parents and probably cared for them for many 
years. Her mother, Nancy, lived to be about 80 
years old and probably died in 1830. Her fa-
ther Hugh continued to live another 5 or 6 
years and died in 1856 at age 91. These were 
two very old people in the early 1800s. Many 
relatives and friends died in their 40s and very 
few lived past 70 years. 

With Hugh’s property adjacent to Ramah 
Church, the history of Ramah Church that has 
been written includes the names of many of 
the people the Brysons came in contact with. 
In 1823 Ann Jane was a complainant along 
with 7 first cousins and 3 siblings in a big law-
suit against her first cousin, William Davidson. 
William owned 743 acres neighboring the Bry-
son property. And in 1823 he sold the land to 
John Black, the same year the lawsuit was 
filed.  

Jane had her share of other problems. A few 
years after her mother died, she ran into seri-
ous trouble with a neighboring family. The 
Josiah Weddington family moved onto an ad-
jacent farm about 1831 and a couple of years 
later Jane, age 48, was taken to court. 

The court record reads: Book 8 Mecklenburg 
County, N.C., Court of Common Pleas & Quar-
ter Sessions 1833 August SessionState vs. Jane 
Bryson. Peace Warrant. John H. Davidson, Wil-
liam Dewese, & James Doherty each bound in 
the Sum of $1000 for good behavior of Jane 
Bryson, & that she keep the peace for the term 
of twelve months toward all the good Citizens 
of the State, & especially toward Josiah W. 
Weddington & Family, Ordered by the Court 
that Jane Bryson pay all the Costs.  

The individuals mentioned above were all 
prominent members of the community. They 
stood up for her in court, each putting up a 

$1000 bond. John H. 
Davidson, her first 
cousin; William Dewese, 
early elder of Ramah; 
James Doherty, possibly 
related to James’ sister-
in-law, Ann Doherty Bry-
son. 

$1000 was the maxi-
mum fine allowed and it 
was very unusual for 
three fines to be added 
in this manner. Wouldn’t 
it be interesting to know 
the whole story! 

Jane and her mother 
were the original benefi-

ciaries named in Hugh’s will of 1825. Jane’s 
mother died about 1830 and Hugh wrote a 
codicil to his will in which he leaves all his 
property to his daughter Jane. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jane appears in the 1860 census1 in Mecklenburg County being age 77 
with an occupation of “Main Laborer.” The value of her real estate was 
$1,200 and her personal property was listed as $135. 
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Jane is sole beneficiary 
“in consequence of the lamented death 
of my beloved wife Nancy Bryson,….All 
the property mentioned in my said will 
and willed to my beloved wife Nancy 
Bryson, I now hereby give and bequeath 
to my daughter Jane Bryson … Jane, 
shall have all my estate both real and 
personal and of every description that 
may remain after my decease.” 

On May 22, 1836 there is a record that Jane 
Bryson obtained a release of dower for a debt 
or note to Merchant (Marchant) Deweese.14 
Jane appears in the 1860 census15 in Mecklen-
burg County being age 77 with an occupation 
of “Main Laborer.” The value of her real estate 
was $1,200 and her personal property was 
listed as $135. 

On March 20, 1863, Jane wrote her Will16 and 
it was probated in July 1864. Jane died in 
1864. She was about 80 years old at the time 
of her death. 

Parts of her Will are transcribed below. 

It is my will that good quality head-
stones be provided for my grave and 
those of Robert F. and David C. Bryson. I 
give my best bureau to Hugh Sloan, to 
Rosaline Stough my small sewing table, 
to Evelene McRavin my other bureau, 
and to Margaret Blakely a small bed and 
furniture. I will the land on which I live 
to William F. Bryson, during his lifetime, 
and at his demise it is to descend to his 
daughter Caroline C. Bryson. The re-
mainder of my property is to be sold, 
and from the proceeds my just debts 
and funeral expenses are to be paid; if 
any funds remain I give them to William 
F. Bryson. 

                                                
14 Mecklenburg Co. Deed Book 23, p 533 

15 1860 Mecklenburg Co. Census 

16 Mecklenburg County, Will Book J, p 186 

Executors: Richard C. Baird and David 
Morrison. Wit: John McClure and Rich-
ard C. Baird, Jurat, Wm Maxwell, CCC.17 

The Bryson beneficiaries in this will present 
some interesting questions. I have not re-
searched them. Robert F. Bryson may have 
been her brother, but he died more than 40 
years before.  

                                                
17 Mecklenburg Co, NC Will Abstracts, 1791-1868, Fer-
guson, p 246 
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John Davidson Jr. (1750-1797) 
John Davidson Jr. was the son of John and 
Mary Davidson and may have been born in 
Ireland about 1750.1 This is according to 
documents found in the archives at Davidson 
College — notes that were in loose research 
papers in the files of Dr. Chalmers Davidson, 
the noted Davidson researcher.  

I have not researched South Carolina genea-
logical records and feel more can be learned 
about the Davidsons and their first years in 

                                                
1 One researcher has him born in 1752, Auburn Co., SC. 

the new land. My Davidson research has been 
primarily in Mecklenburg Co., NC.  

In the 1778 will of John Davidson, Sr., John is 
the second son mentioned where his father 
says, “I also bequeath to my son, John Davison 
a feather bed and clothes and a cow.”2 

John and his siblings Samuel, Thomas, and 
Nancy Davidson Bryson lived on farms that 
had once been the property of William 
Thompson. John’s brother James was be-

                                                
2 Mecklenburg Co Original Wills, 1749-1918, 
CR.065.801.15; John Davidson 1778 

Chapter Seven 

 

 

The Margaret and John Davidson, Jr. Family 
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queathed ninety acres in his father’s will, but 
it appears that James was still living in 
Charleston. The Davidsons, like many other 
families in the frontier, were very tight-knit.  

Intertwining Marriages 
Since the population in the area was small and 
neighbors were few and far between, mar-
riages most often occurred between individu-
als living within a five mile radius. The families 
were often large and the marriages created an 
interesting intertwining of relationships. Al-
most everyone was in some way a relative. 

The Davidsons and Brysons lived on property 
next to the Samuel Wilson, Sr. plantation. 
John Davidson, Jr. married one of Wilson’s 
daughters, Margaret Wilson. 

Margaret’s mother, also named Margaret, was 
a member of another prominent family in the 
same area, the Potts. The mother, Margaret 
Potts, first married a Mr. Howard, who died. 
She then married Samuel Wilson, Sr. 

Sommerville writes, “The second wife of Sam-
uel Wilson, Sr., was the widow (Potts) How-
ard. By this marriage there was a daughter, 
Margaret, who married John Davidson of 
South Carolina. They had three children: Wil-
son Davidson; John Howard Davidson, called 
‘Longhead Jacky,’ who married Patsy Caldwell; 
and a daughter who married a Mr. Crawford 
and moved to Alabama.”3 

Naming Patterns 
It’s interesting that John, Jr. was called “Long-
head Jacky.” There were several John David-
sons in the area and they went by various 
nicknames such as “one-eyed” John, or just 
“Jacky.” “One-eyed” John Davidson, though 
not related, moved from Mecklenburg Co., NC 
to Maury Co., TN and was a neighbor of our 
ancestor, James Bryson. 

Early naming patterns were also interesting. 
One example is the naming of John and Mar-
garet Wilson Davidson’s children. Margaret’s 
mother was Margaret Potts Howard Wilson. It 

                                                
3 The History of Hopewell Presbyterian Church, Sommer-
ville, p 196. 

is interesting John and Margaret named one 
son, Samuel Wilson Davidson, in honor of 
Margaret’s mother and father. Another son 
was John Howard Davidson, with Howard be-
ing the surname of Margaret’s mother’s first 
husband. Their other son, James, was proba-
bly named after John’s brother and their 
daughter shared the name Mary with her pa-
ternal grandmother.  

In addition to his own extended family, John 
Davidson was also a close friend of some of 
the Wilson men. In John Wilson’s will of 1795, 
he appoints his executors to be “my brother 
Samuel Wilson and Trusty friend, John David-
son.”4 In this will John Wilson grants his slave, 
Plum, his freedom. See the section “John Wil-
son – Freedom given to Slave” in the Hugh 
and Nancy Bryson chapter, a very touching 
story. John Davidson, in his 1793 will, ap-
points his executors to be “my faithful friends 
Samuel Wilson, Thomas Davidson, and William 
Bean Alexander.”5 

I find the details of this will to be particularly 
interesting and it gives us some additional in-
sight to the Davidson family and friends.  

1793 John Davidson Will6 
In the name of God Amen. I John Davidson 
Being sick of body but of sound mind and 
memory — calling to mind the mortality of 
my body — knowing that death is the wages 
of sin — and therefore all must die. I there-
fore recommend my soul to God, who gave 
it, hoping to receive the same again at the 
resurrection of the just, by the mighty power 
of God. My body, the Earth. Dust to dust, to 
be buried as my executors please. And as 
touching such worldly estate whither of 
lands, negroes, etc. God has blessed me 
within this life; I will, give, bequeath & con-
vey the following manner and form. Viz…. 

….. I will give & bequeath to my dearly be-
loved wife Margaret Davidson a horse, sad-

                                                
4 Mecklenburg Co. NC Will Book G, p 34 

5 Mecklenburg Co Original Wills, 1749-1918, 
CR.065.801.15 

6 Mecklenburg Co Original Wills, 1749-1918, 
CR.065.801.15; Copy is in Will Book C, p 28 
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dle and bridle, a feather bed and furniture, 
and the negro woman Nan; over and above 
a child’s part hereafter mentioned; and the 
privilege of living peaceably & decently in, 
and on, these premises during her widow-
hood.  

It is my will & desire that my aged mother 
(Mary Davidson) be decently supported 
among her children, or elsewhere at the ex-
pense of my estate if necessary but not to 
exceed £30 current money. 

I will & bequeath to my nephew William 
Davidson £30 current money and one horse 
and saddle; when he comes to lawful age of 
21. 

I will & bequeath to each of his brothers 
John and Andrew Thomas Davidson the sum 
of £20 current money when they severally 
arrive to 21 years.   

It is my desire and will that my executors 
hereafter named do sell and dispose of such 
part of my goods and chattels as they judge 
proper and necessary, and to appraise the 
rest not sold…. And Also, to do simple jus-
tice to my said wife and children, that they 
or a majority of them do sell & convey all my 
lands except the lands on which I am now 
living … 

In order therefore, I hereby give bequeath 
assign convey & set over unto my trusty 
friends Samuel Wilson, Thomas Davidson, 
and William Bean Alexander to them their 
heirs & assigns forever all those pieces par-
cels or tracts of land that I am possessed of, 
in whatever county they be, provided never-
theless that they the said Samuel, Thomas & 
William Bean do when they or a majority of 
them judge proper to sell said lands and 
convey the same, that they apply the mon-
eys arising from the sale thereof as hereafter 
directed.    And, in particular that said Sam-
uel and said William Bean do make said 
Thomas Davidson a deed agreeable to my 
sale for the Morrison place of 173 acres on 
his the said Thomas paying the balance now 
due of said sale… 

And that the next moneys arising from such 
sales of goods & chattels and such sales of 
land and all other accounts, notes, bonds, 
etc. appraisements be & after all just debts 
are paid, be divided equally among my said 
wife and three children. Viz. Mary, Sam Will-

son, and John, share and share alike. And 
that in case of the death of any of said child 
or children before being of full age, leaving 
no legal heir of his her or their body that the 
his her or their share or dividend shall de-
scend and be applied to the survivor or sur-
vivors as the case may be. 

And as to these two tracts of land joining on 
which I live, it is my wish and desire that said 
lands might be reserved for my said two 
sons, to be divided by my said three male 
executors, equally as they can as to value, 
and not conferred as to quantity. But as said 
land is rather small for such a situation and 
to give it to one, and enjoin it on him to give 
half its value to the other, might in the end 
prove to him an injustice Encumbrance……. 
And as I have great confidence in my said 
executors ……. I do therefore hereby em-
power them to make such necessary finish-
ings & repairs to the Brick-House so as to 
make it usefull and beneficial…… and after 
the decease of my said wife or after her wid-
owhood….. that if my said executors.. Sam-
uel, Thomas, & Wm Bean do then find and 
judge it be for the advantage of my said two 
sons to sell the said lands, buildings & im-
provements; that they then are hereby fully 
empowered to sell and convey the same as 
fully & amply as the before described land. 
And that they divide and apply the next 
moneys arising therefrom after deducting 
said repairs & finishings of said House, 
equally between said sons, when they arrive 
to lawful age; but if there is but one of them 
then alive, and no heir of the body of the 
said deceased then their sister      shall have 
the one third of said next moneys and the 
surviving brother the remaining two thirds. 

And lastly I do hereby nominate constitute & 
appoint my said beloved wife Margaret 
Davidson and my faithful friends Samuel 
Willson, Thomas Davidson, and William Bean 
Alexander to be my whole & sole executors 
of this my last will and testament. And do 
renounce all former wills now willingly rati-
fying and confirming this and no other to be 
my last will and testament.  And forever 
hereafter holding for firm and effectual all 
and every act and thing which my said ex-
ecutors may do on the premises, etc. In wit-
ness whereof I have here unto set my hand 
and seal this 31 August 1793. Signed sealed 
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published pronounced and declared by the 
said John Davidson as his last will and tes-
tament who in his presence and the pres-
ence of each other subscribe our names as 
witnesses.  

John Davidson   Seal 

Mat McClure, Jurat 

Samuel Davidson (brother) 

J McK Alexander 

(Ed. Note: This will is written in the distinc-
tive hand of John McKnitt Alexander. Both 
McClure and Alexander were signers of The 
Mecklenburg Declaration.) 

 

Observations About the Will 
In the early part of the will we get a sense of 
John’s recognition of man’s place within 
God’s universe. This wording is typical of the 
preamble often seen preceding the more 
worldly portions of the will, particularly 
among the Scott-Irish Presbyterians.  

John expresses “such worldly estate whither of 
lands, negroes, etc.” Sadly this was a time 
when slaves were considered property. A slave 
could be worth as much as 100 acres. 

The monetary system of the day had not yet 
been stabilized. So he used the term “current 
money.” John’s brother James had died five 
years before this will was written. James left 
three young sons: William (10), John, and An-
drew Thomas. William was the oldest. John 
must have had a paternalistic feeling for these 
fatherless young nephews, since he made pro-
vision for each of them in his will.  An unusual 
division of assets is the fact that he gave his 

wife “a child’s share.” He stipulated that his 
wife and each of his three children were to 
receive a one-fourth share. Normally the wife 
was given a nominal inheritance and the chil-
dren the bulk of the estate. Also John named 
his wife Margaret (32) as one of the executors.  

I find it interesting that he mentions the brick 
house needing repairs by saying “make such 
necessary finishings & repairs to the Brick-
House so as to make it useful and beneficial.” 
This was In 1793 in rural North Carolina and 
the Brick House needed remodeling. I wonder 
when the house was built that it needed ma-
jor repairs. Was the house 20, 30, or 40 years 
old? John also mentions his 173 acres on the 
Morrison place. Some researchers have con-
cluded that John’s mother was a Morrison. I 
don’t know. In any case, John wanted to take 
care of his mother “not to exceed £30 current 
money.” 
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 Page one of John Davidson original Will of 1793 
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Page two of John Davidson original Will of 1793 
Note the real signatures of John Davidson, Mat McClure, Samuel Davidson and J Mc Alexander 
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Original Signatures 
I always enjoy seeing the signatures of our 
relatives from over 200 years ago. This will is 
written in the distinctive hand of John McKnitt 
Alexander according to Herman Ferguson the 
author of several Mecklenburg Co., NC gene-
alogy books.7 It is interesting that Alexander 
used the spelling “Davison” whereas Samuel 
and John signed their name using Davidson. 
As we noted before, the early records for our 
line of Davidsons frequently used Davison. It 
may be that John McKnitt Alexander had 
known our Davidson family as well as the 
other Davidson families and felt Davison was 
more appropriate.  

John died in 1797, about four years after his 
Will was written. At the time of John’s death, 
Margaret was about thirty-six and had three 
surviving children; Mary, 16, John Howard, 15, 
and Samuel Wilson, 14. John’s aged mother, 
Mary died about a year later in 1798. 

On to the frontier of Alabama 
Margaret continued living in Mecklenburg Co., 
raising her family. When she was about sixty-
two, she went to Centreville, Bibb County, 
Alabama accompanying the families of two of 
her children and that of the Jonathon Potts. 
Those moving to Bibb County, Alabama about 
1822 were:  

 Samuel Wilson and Frances Stringfel-
low Davidson;  

 Thomas and Mary Davidson Crawford 
 Margaret Wilson Davidson (mother) 
 Jonathon and Cynthia Bryson Potts  

 (Cynthia was a first cousin of Samuel W., Mary, and 
 John H. Davidson. She was the sister of James Bryson 
 of Maury Co., TN) 

Margaret’s other son (John Howard) followed 
his siblings and mother to Alabama in 1835, 
moving to Perry County about 50 miles 
southwest of Centreville. Margaret Wilson 
Davidson lived to be almost 80- years old and 
died in 1840! She is buried in Centreville Me-
morial Cemetery.  

 
                                                
7 Mecklenburg Co. Will Abstracts, Ferguson, 1791-1868 
p 42 

 
Margaret Wilson Davidson’s Tombstone 

 
Sacred To the Memory of 

Margaret Davidson Who died June 26th, 1840 

in the 79th year of her age 

 Precious in the sight of the Lord to the death 
of the Saint 
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Typical Frontier Life 
In this section we will go into detail of life on 
the frontier in order to illustrate what our an-
cestors faced. What we learn in this chapter 
could apply to almost any newly developing 
area even occurring several decades apart. For 
instance, our ancestors faced very similar 
situations in Shenandoah Valley, VA in the 
1700s; Mecklenburg Co, NC in the 1770s; Ten-
nessee in the early 1800s; Alabama in the 
1820s; and Texas in the 1850s.  

War of 1812 
Alabama was largely Indian Territory until af-
ter 1814 when General Andrew Jackson and 
his Tennessee Volunteers fought and won the 
Battle of Horseshoe Bend (1814) and contin-
ued on to New Orleans after defeating the In-
dians and the British. Some of the men in 
these battles were allowed to claim land 
bounties for their military service. Settlement 
of Alabama was encouraged by the govern-
ment.  

Perry
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With many square miles of inexpensive land, 
settlers from TN, NC, and SC started moving 
into the Bibb county area about 1818. Ala-
bama became a territory in 1817 and became 
the 22nd state on Dec. 14, 1819. Mrs. Chotard, 
a widow who had inherited land in Bibb 
County, saw the potential for a big profit by 

subdividing her property and selling it off to 
the new settlers. In 1822 she hired Thomas 
Crawford, husband of Mary Davidson Craw-
ford, to survey her land and lay out the subdi-
vision. Crawford was probably the first of the 
Davidson group to go to Alabama with the 
others soon following.  

New town for County Seat 
Bibb County, Alabama was officially formed in 
1820. When it was decided to establish a 
town that would become the county seat, 
Samuel Wilson Davidson was chosen to be 
chairman of a commission to acquire land and 
lay out lots for the proposed county seat of 
Centreville. Rhoda Ellison quotes sources say-
ing “They conducted the operation in an emi-
nently business-like manner, as Chairman 
Davidson’s Journal reveals.”8 

They took out a bank loan for $200 and paid 
the US Government $181.25 for 36 ¼ acres or 
the going rate of $1.25/acre.9 

Valuable Lots 
On May 15 the commissioners placed the fol-
lowing advertisement in the newly founded 
Tuscaloosa Alabama Intelligencer: 

“On Monday, the first day of June next, the 
Lots in the part of Centreville, contiguous to 
the site selected for the public buildings of the 
county of Bibb will be sold on the premises to 
the highest bidder. ….. Unfortunately this ad-
vertisement, for which the commissioners paid 
$2.50, failed to attract any bidders.” The first 
sales weren’t made until September 5, 1829, 
when the first three lots were sold to Samuel 
and his relatives as follows: 

 Lot No. 3 to Jonathan Potts, $54. 
 Lot No. 5 to Thomas Crawford, $90. 
 Lot No. 6 to Samuel W. Davidson, $49. 

The sale continued through 1834, eventually 
bringing in $2010.67½, according to the me-
ticulous account in Davidson’s journal. ….The 
expenses incurred by the commissioners for 

                                                
8 Bibb County, Alabama, The First Hundred Years, Rhoda 
Ellison, p 43 

9 Bibb County, Alabama, Rhoda Ellison, p 43 
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land and buildings totaled $2785.22 and thus 
exceeded the returns on the sale of lots by 
$767.34½, an amount that was paid from 
county taxes.”10 

Davidson kept extremely detailed records 
showing the highest expense as $475 for labor 
on the two-story court house down to freight 
for an order of nails transported from Mobile 
to the town of Cahaba and the same amount 
to get it the rest of the way to Centreville.  

“Chairman Davidson followed the history of 
some of those nails further, noting that Tho-
mas Glass was paid $3.00 for ‘nailing the 
courthouse floor.” (As a side note, Cynthia 
Bryson Potts’ daughter, Caroline married into 
the Glass family of Bibb County.) 

Presbyterian Church Organized 
The families of Samuel W. Davidson, Thomas 
Crawford, and Jonathan Potts were all staunch 
Presbyterians. They, along with some of their 
neighbors, started meet-
ing in houses and estab-
lished the first church of 
their denomination in 
Bibb County. “The date 
was February 7, 1824.”11 …. Jonathan Potts, 
Thomas Crawford, and Alex Clark were chosen 
to be the first elders. Thomas Crawford was 
selected as Moderator of the Session. … A 
Missionary sent out by the Associated Re-
formed Presbytery of South Carolina passed by 
Centreville in February 1827 and chose to 
preach in the plantation home of one of its 
members. Reverend Henry Bryson recorded in 
his journal: ’20 Tu. This day I turned into the 
Cahaba River and went into the falls of it at a 
little town called Centreville and went on 5 
miles below this on the river and stayed at 
cousin Jonathan Potts. 21 W. This day I rested 
and preached here at night.”12  Jonathon Potts 
was married to Cynthia Bryson, a daughter of 
Hugh Bryson in Mecklenburg County. 

                                                
10 Bibb County, Alabama, Rhoda Ellison, p 45 

11 Bibb County, Alabama, Rhoda Ellison, p 67 
12 Bibb County, Alabama, Rhoda Ellison, p 67 

 “On the first Sunday of October 1829, Tho-
mas Crawford, clerk of session, recorded tri-
umphantly: Assembled for the first time in the 
new Presbyterian Church erected by the con-
gregation of Centreville.”13 This church and 
the adjoining Centreville Memorial Cemetery is 
a historic place for our relatives. There you will 
find the graves and tombstones of some of 
our Pioneer families.  

Samuel Wilson Davidson (1789-1863) 
Samuel Wilson Davidson married Frances 
Stringfellow. They lived in North Carolina for 
awhile and moved to Centreville, AL with the 
group discussed previously above. Samuel was 
a complainant in the Big Lawsuit that started 
in Maury County, TN in 1823. Samuel took up 
farming in Bibb County, AL, accumulated large 
land holdings and became probably the 
wealthiest man in Bibb County. He is recorded 
as receiving 17 land patents in Bibb County 

from the Bureau of Land Man-
agement (BLM), starting in 
1826.14  There is a valley run-
ning through Bibb and several 
other counties that has very fer-
tile dark soil and is ideal for 

growing cotton, corn and other crops. This 
area, because of its black soil was known, and 
is known, even today, as “The Black Belt.” Cot-
ton was a very labor intensive crop and unfor-
tunately necessitated the use of many slaves. 

There is still a street in Centreville called SW 
Davidson Drive, named in honor of Samuel. 
The “SW” does not mean SouthWest because 
the road runs due East and West. It definitely 
is referring to Samuel Wilson Davidson. 

 
 

                                                
13 Bibb County, Alabama, Rhoda Ellison, p 68 

14 http:www.glorecords.blm.gov/PatentSearch 

This area, because of its rich black 

soil was known, and is known, even 

today, as “The Black Belt.” 
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Census Records 
In the 1850 census he is listed as a farmer, age 
60, with real estate valued at $12,000. He had 
98 slaves, by far the largest number in Bibb 
County. The next closest slaveholder had 44 
slaves. But sadly, Frances Stringfellow David-
son, his wife, is not listed as she had died two 
years earlier in 1848 at age 47. The 1850 cen-
sus also listed Samuel’s children as William 22, 
Margaret, 19, Samuel W., Jr. 15, James L. 13, 
Thomas 11, Mary F. 8, Caroline 4 — all born in 
Alabama. Also listed in the household is Ed-
ward N. Bernhard, 33 a clerk and Mary E Bern-

hard, 3. Edward was probably an assistant to 
Samuel. Below is a copy of the Davidson por-
tion of the 1850 census. On the actual census, 
Samuel is at the bottom of the first page and 
the rest of the family is at the top of the next 
page. The 1850 Census illustration shows 
three portions of the census pieced together. 
Note at the top that the wording says Sched-
ule 1—Free Inhabitants ….In 1850 there was 

also a Schedule 2—Slave Inhabitants. We will 
see a sample of this on the next page. 

By 1860, the census shows S.W. Davidson, 70, 
as a farmer with real estate valued at $40,000, 
a personal estate valued at $150,000 and 126 
slaves. There was a significant increase from 
1850. 

The 1850 census was the first one to list indi-
vidual in a household as we saw above. In ad-
dition to the Schedule 1 for Free persons, for 
the first time there was a Schedule @ for Slave 

inhabitants. The illustration on the next page 
shows a partial listing of the slaves of Samuel 
W. Davidson. Each slave was listed by age, but 
not by name, only by owner. Since Davidson 
had 98 slaves, it took a couple of pages to list 
all of them. The portion of the 1850, Bibb 
County census shows male slaves between the 
ages of 10 and 12. Slaves were identified by 
their master’s name. 

 

B
o

tt
o

m
o

f 
Pa

g
e 

1
To

p
 o

f 
Pa

g
e

 1
1

8
5

0
 B

ib
b

 C
o

u
n

ty
 C

e
n

su
s

To
p

 o
f 

Pa
g

e
 2

 



7 - The Margaret and John Davidson, Jr. Family 

87 

1850 Bibb County Alabama Census Slave Schedule (partial) 

 
 

Slavery 
Slavery is such a sad part of our history and 
the government passed laws striving to keep 
the status quo. One law made it illegal for a 
slave to leave the plantation without a pass. It 
was also illegal for 4 or more slaves to assem-
ble off the plantation. The Alabama legislature 
passed a law in 1832 forbidding “the attempt 
to teach any slave or ‘free person of color’ to 
spell, read, or write upon penalty from $250 
to $500. The law was more likely to be ig-
nored for house servants than for the field 
hands. One such case is that of Arminta 
Davidson, one of Samuel W. Wilson’s slaves. 
One of the daughters of Samuel Wilson felt a 
strong pulling to educate the children and she 
taught Arminta. Subsequently, one of 
Arminta’s grandsons, Henry Davidson, went 
on to become a renowned black educator 
from Bibb County. This story is recounted in 
the book Inching Along. 15   

It is hard to imagine the life of the slaves and 
that of the slave owner. The owner and over-
seer had to provide around-the-clock, round-
the-year care as well as the organizational 
structure and procedures needed to house, 

                                                
15 Inching Along, Henry Damon Davidson, p 5 

provide food, medical care, sanitation, and 
management of so many people.  

Samuel’s Large Home 
According to Ellison, two residences were built 
by the partnership of Carson and Howard on 
the east side of the Cahaba — one for John 
Henry and the other for Samuel W. Davidson. 
Her description certainly helps to substantiate 
the estate value mentioned above. It was de-
scribed as standing high on the hill southeast 
of the town square at 167 Third Street. It con-
tained not only two and a half stories but a 
large brick basement that house-servants oc-
cupied during slavery days.16 

                                                
16 Bibb County, Alabama, Rhoda Ellison, p 47 
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Death of Samuel and Frances 
Samuel Wilson Davidson died in 1868, three 
years after the end of the Civil War, at the age 
of 79. He faced the turmoil and difficult issue 
of freeing his slaves, dealing with the prob-
lems of transition, and facing major financial 
loss. Most of the personal estate value on the 
census was slaves. With the stroke of the pen 
this value went to zero. What a difficult thing 
to face for someone almost 80.  

The inscription on the tomb of Frances String-
fellow Davidson is difficult to read. My best 
guess is: 

SACRED to the memory of 

FRANCES DAVIDSON 

Who was born July 10, 1804 

And died October 20, 1848 

In the 45th year of her life 

Frances Stringfellow Davidson’s tombstone is 
a traditional stone of the time with a carved 
design at the top, carved lettering, and an in-
spirational saying at the bottom.  

 

On the other hand, Samuels tomb is a large, 
“Box Tomb” raised above ground level. Only 
the wealthy could afford such a tomb. The in-
scription is on one end of the Box Tomb in 
plain lettering and probably paint filled. Note 
the spelling error in “Mecklenburg.” These 
tombstones are in the Centreville Memorial 
Cemetery and the pictures came from a Bibb 
County  web site:17 

                                                
17 http://bibbcountyal.org/cemeteries/centrevillecem.htm 
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Mary Davidson and Thomas Crawford 
Mary Davidson married Thomas Crawford in 
Mecklenburg County, NC. Thomas Crawford 
was a Colonel in the War of 1812, serving un-
der General Andrew Jackson.18 During the 
war, Crawford got a close look at Central Ala-
bama. As a Colonel, he probably received a 
generous land grant for his military service, 
but this is speculation and has not been re-
searched by me. The University of North Caro-
lina (Chapel Hill) has the Thomas Crawford 
Papers in its Southern Historical Collection. I 
have not had the opportunity to see these pa-
pers. I’m sure they would be interesting. 

In 1822 Thomas Crawford was hired as a sur-
veyor and laid out the future town of Centre-
ville. We assume that Mary Davidson Crawford 
and her other relatives moved to Bibb County, 
Alabama about this time. 

The Big Lawsuit in Maury Co., TN 
Thomas Crawford and his wife Mary are listed 
as complainants in the Big Lawsuit in Maury 
County, Tennessee in 1823. Mary was the heir 
to property her Uncle Thomas Davidson left 
his nephews and nieces in his will. Because of 
the laws of coverture at the time, married 
women had no rights to property, so Thomas 
Crawford is listed as the complainant in the 
suit. 

Founded First Presbyterian Church 
Thomas Crawford and Jonathan Potts, hus-
band of Cynthia Bryson Potts, were very active 
in founding the first Presbyterian Church in 
Bibb County as we previously saw. Thomas 
Crawford served as the clerk of session from 
the date of founding in 1824 until his death in 
1844. During this time he kept careful minutes 
which tell much about those times in Ala-
bama. Crawford recorded in November 1831, 
“Diamond, a slave of Thomas Crawford, came 
before the session and made application to 
unite himself with this church, and after being 
examined respecting his doctrinal views and 
experiential religion and giving satisfactory 

                                                
18 Memorial Records of Alabama (Chicago, 1853) p.480 

evidence to the session is received as a candi-
date for the initiatory ordinance of Baptism. 
Ordinance of Baptism was administered to 
George Green (a white man) and Diamond (a 
slave) upon the profession of their Faith.”19   

Thomas Crawford died at his home in 1844 in 
his sixtieth year. Mary Davidson Crawford died 
in 1831 at age 42 years, 3 months, and 20 
days. She is buried in Centreville Memorial 
Cemetery20 near the church they helped 
found. 

 

 

 

                                                
19 Records of Centreville Presbyterian Church. 

20 http://bibbcountyal.org/cemeteries/centrevillecem.htm 
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John Howard Davidson (1792-1862) 
John Howard Davidson married Martha Cald-
well, a daughter of the Reverend Alexander 
Caldwell and the niece of the Rev. David 
Caldwell who was the minister at Buffalo 
Presbyterian Church in Guilford, North Caro-
lina. Caldwell was a strong Patriot and was 
famous for his efforts during the Revolution-
ary War as well as a mentor to young ministe-
rial candidates. See more on Rev. Caldwell in 
the chapter on Pioneer Ministers. 

John H. and Martha continued to live in Meck-
lenburg County after they were married. He 

became a very successful farmer accumulating 
large land holdings. In the 1820 Federal Cen-
sus, John H. had 9 slaves. In 1830 he had 24 
slaves. Military titles were conferred on few 
men and in the case of John H. Davidson, we 
are not sure how he earned the title of Colo-
nel.  

All men were required to serve in the Militia 
and the leaders were given ranks according to 
their responsibility. Some earned the rank in 
War service, and on some occasions men were 
bestowed an honorary rank, like the Kentucky 
Colonels. We do not know about John H.; 
however, we can assume a certain measure of 
his leadership skills and respect of his peers 
since in the 1820 census he is listed as Maj. 
John H. Davidson and in 1830 he is listed as 

Col. John H. Davidson. He continued to be 
known as Col. John H. Davidson even after he 
moved to Alabama. 

Bought Property from Cousin James Bryson 
In 1818 John H Davidson of Mecklenburg 
County, North Carolina bought an undivided 
share of 5,000 acres from James Bryson of 
Davidson County, Tennessee. Bryson was John 
H. Davidson’s first cousin and the property in 
question had been part of the estate of Uncle 
Thomas Davidson who died in 1800. James 
Bryson’s inherited part was 1/20th of 5,000 

acres or 250 acres in Maury County Tennessee. 
The undivided share means that the cousins 
had not yet decided which specific part each 
would get. We can suppose that Davidson was 
planning a move west and wanted to accumu-
late some property before the move. 

The Big Lawsuit in Maury Co., TN 
In 1823, John H. Davidson, 31, is the lead 
complainant in a lawsuit against his cousin 
William Davidson, son of his Uncle James 
Davidson. William had sold off large parts of a 
5,000 acre parcel in Maury County, Tennessee 
that was to be divided among all the cousins. 
The cousins were not happy with their cousin 
William. John H. and all the surviving cousins 
were the complainants with the exception of 
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William, the defendant. See the chapter on 
“The Big Lawsuit.” 

In the 1825 Will of Hugh Bryson he appoints 
“my nephew, John H. Davidson” as one of his 
executors. John H. appears in numerous legal 
documents and was an active member of the 
Mecklenburg County community. 

John Moved to Perry County 
In 1835 John H Davidson moved his family to 
Perry County, Alabama about 50 miles SW of 
Centreville where his mother and siblings 
lived. He took up farming and accumulated 
farm land in Perry County and in the adjacent 
county of Marengo. He lived close to the Ma-

rengo/Perry County line. His business dealings 
and his church were in Perry County and his 
census records were in Marengo County.  

John’s Mecklenburg County neighbor and 
friend, William Lee Davidson, Jr., moved to 
this same area in 1848. The 1850 census 
shows John H. and William Lee Davidson as 
immediate neighbors. William Lee was not re-
lated to our branch of the Davidsons, but was 
the son of General William Lee Davidson of 
Revolutionary War fame. General Davidson 
was killed on February 1, 1781 at the Battle of 
Cowan’s Ford, near Hopewell Church in Meck-

lenburg County, NC. William Lee, Jr. had been 
born on January 2, 1781, so he was barely 1 
month old when his father died. Davidson 
County, TN, (Nashville), Davidson County, NC, 
and Davidson College are named in honor of 
General Davidson. 

1850-60 Censuses 
John H. Davidson is listed in the 1850 census 
in household # 132. The household consisted 
of John, 58, a farmer, Martha, 53, A. C. (Alex-
ander Caldwell), 23, lawyer, and T.B. Kinnon, 
overseer. His occupation is listed as “Far” 
(farmer) with real estate valued at $20,000 
compared to $36,000. in 1860. Family number 

133 is William Lee Davidson (Jr.) Household 
132 and 132 each list an “Overseer.”21 The 
1860 census is the first year that personal 
property value is recorded, with most of this 
being the value of slaves. John H. is  shown 
with a value of $71,850 . 

The Wm. Lee Davidson Slave Schedule has an 
interesting entry, a female, 100 years old! 

                                                
21 One who keeps watch over and directs the work of 
others, especially laborers. 
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Part of 1850 Slave Schedule Wm. L Davidson 
 

New Church Founded 
Since there was no Presbyterian Church in 
Uniontown, John H. and some of his friends 
started having church services in their homes. 
“The Presbyterian Church of Uniontown was 
organized on December 10, 1848 at “The 
Slopes,” the residence of Col. J.H. Davidson. 
Among the founding members we find the 
families of Maj. William Lee Davidson, Jr., Col. 
John H. Davidson, and others that emigrated 
from Mecklenburg County, NC. The North 
Carolina emigrants were from the Bethel and 
Hopewell Churches in Mecklenburg. “This con-
gregation took the name Hopewell, after a 
church in Mecklenburg, NC and continued to 
meet in the home of Col. J.H. Davidson at  

“The Slopes.” In 1853, the name was changed 
to First Presbyterian Church of Uniontown 
when joined by members of the Coffee Spring 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church.”22 A later 
church building featured stained glass win-
dows in memory of John Howard and Mary 
Caldwell Davidson.  

John H. and Mary Davidson’s Children 
Normally we wouldn’t go into details about 
children who are not part of our direct line, 
but in this case, the cemetery tombstone in-
scriptions paint a sad, touching story. John 
and Mary Caldwell Davidson had two children, 
Margaret M. Davidson and Alexander Caldwell 
Davidson. In the Uniontown Cemetery we find 
tombstones of two young men, John Davidson 
Pitts and Thomas D. Pitts who were both Con-
federate soldiers and killed at the young age 
of 19. Further research fills in the story. 

John H Davidson was spared the news of the 
deaths of his two grandsons; he died six 
weeks before his namesake John Davidson 
Pitts was killed at Gainesville, VA. John D. 
Pitts’ brother, Thomas Pitts, was killed three 
years later at Benton, AL.  Mary Caldwell 
Davidson was not spared the grief of her 
grandsons’ deaths, as she lived to be over 80 
years old.  

 

                                                
22 Perry County Heritage, Stuart Harris, p. 86 

Mary Caldwell & John H. Davidson Thomas D. Pitts

Margaret M. Davidson Philip H. Pitts
Married

1840

SonsJohn David son Pitts Thomas D . P itts
Namesake of his

Grandfather Davidson
Namesake of his
Grandfather Pitts

(1824-1910) (1816-1884)

Confederate Soldier Confederate Soldier
Co. D, 4th Ala. Regiment Cadet Troop 7th Ala. Regiment

Kille d at Gaines Mill, VA Killed at Benton, AL

June 27, 1862 April 10, 1865

Aged 19 years Aged 19 years

(1792-1862)
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Alexander Caldwell Davidson (1826-1897) 
John H. and Mary’s other child was Alexander Caldwell Davidson, named for his great-
grandfather the Rev. Alexander Caldwell. Davidson was a Colonel in the Confederate Army and 
served from 1861-1864. The two young men discussed above were nephews of Col. Davidson. In 
1885 he represented Alabama in the US House of Representatives during Grover Cleveland’s first 
term. Davidson’s biography on the government web site23 is shown below. 

 

DAVIDSON, Alexander Caldwell, (1826 - 1897)

DAVIDSON, Alexander Caldwell, a Representative from Alabama; born near 
Charlotte, Mecklenburg County, N.C., December 26, 1826; attended the public 
schools of Marengo County, Ala., and was graduated from the University of 
Alabama at Tuscaloosa July 11, 1848; studied law in Mobile, Ala., but never 
practiced; engaged in cotton planting near Uniontown, Perry County, Ala.; 
member of the State house of representatives in 1880 and 1881; served in the State 
senate 1882-1885; elected as a Democrat to the Forty-ninth and Fiftieth 
Congresses (March 4, 1885-March 3, 1889); unsuccessful candidate for 
renomination in 1888; resumed agricultural pursuits; died at “Westwood,” near 
Uniontown, Ala., November 6, 1897; interment in the Holy Cross Cemetery of 
Davidson Memorial Church, Uniontown, Perry County, Ala. 

 

 

Genealogy Coincidence 
Alexander Caldwell Davidson’s son, Louis Overton Davidson (1869-1924) was a public relations 
executive with the Alabama Power Company. The coincidence is that our ancestor, Patrick Lay, on 
a completely different lineage, founded the company and was its first President. Lay was well 
known in Alabama. Lay Lake and Lay Dam are named in his honor. See the chapter on the Lay-
Taliaferro families for details on the founding of Alabama Power Company. 

 

 

                                                
23 http://bioguide.congress.gov 
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Life and Time on the Frontier 
Frontier Churches 
The US census reporter for 1850, Robert McIl-
vain, a Bibb lawyer, valued the property of the 
five Presbyterian, ten Methodist, and eighteen 
Baptist churches as $250. each. The congrega-
tions had increased in membership but done 
little to improve their physical facilities since 
the days of settlement. Even in the first two 
decades after the Civil War, the buildings were 
described as open, sometimes, at both ends, 
and therefore hot in summer and cold in win-
ter. Like that other early institution, the 
school, the Bibb church was not concerned 
with physical comfort.  

Frontier Homes 
Sometimes it was difficult to survive until the 
first crop was made because many of the 
squatters found themselves depleted of re-
sources at the end of the long journey. 

When the settler eventually found freedom of 
time and resources to build, he constructed 
his house of peeled logs, roofing it with slabs 
made from split timber and flooring it with 
logs split into two pieces, turning the flat side 
upward.  

Even the first governor of Alabama lived in a 
two-room log house built with an open hall, 
or “dog-trot.”  

In building, the settlers “followed the pioneer 
practice of choosing a tract of land and indi-
cating their claim to it by girdling a few trees 
and perhaps laying the first four logs of a 
house, preferable near a spring. Until they had 
time to build a house, they slept in the same 
tent that they had camped in along the way. 
… The urgent business was not building a 
house but raising the first corn crop.”24  

One early settler wrote in a letter to his 
wife….. “the houses were without a single 
Pane of Glass, with scarcely a saw’d board or 
Plank, Nail, or any other iron about them, all 
with wooden Chimneys and fire Places. Some 

                                                
24 Bibb County, Alabama, Rhoda Ellison, p. 17 

are raised from the ground high enough for 
Hogs, Cats & fowls to go under.25 

The first unit of the old home was one large 
room, about 18 x 20 feet with a shed type of 
porch on the front. There was a huge rock 
chimney and fireplace in one end and a door 
on the opposite side…. For ventilation, aside 
from the doors, there was a high window with 
shutters on each side of the fireplace. There 
were no glass windows. A later addition was a 
large log room, built just far enough away to 
leave a 10-foot open hallway, commonly 
called “The Dog Trot.” 

Neighbors were invited to the traditional 
house-raising because enough men were 
needed to lift and notch the logs. Later, after 
the logs had ‘seasoned and settled,’ the 
owner chinked the cracks with mud. To ac-
commodate further increases in his family, he 
eventually enclosed both the front and the 
back shed porches as bedrooms.  

These early homes boasted little furniture ex-
cept a few beds and ‘cheers.’ (chairs) Each bed 
was provided with a mattress constructed of 
broom sage, crabgrass, or corn shucks.  

Many of the hardy first-comers erected their 
log houses in isolated situations, often with 
the hope of claiming as much land as possible. 
Yet, without close neighbors, they were vul-
nerable to frontier crime and to Indian attacks. 

                                                
25 Bibb County, Alabama, Rhoda Ellison, p. 17 
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The possessions of immigrants in the early 
1820s differed more in quantity than in type. 
They consisted mostly of livestock and primi-
tive farm implements, plus some simple furni-
ture and farm products. A typical inventory 
has been copied from page 52 of Bibb County, 
Alabama -  First 100 Years. 

When all was settled out, the typical will 
would have said something like the following: 
to each of my sons, one Negro Girl, one horse, 
one cow and calf worth ten dollars, and one 
bed and furniture. 

Typical Inventory 

Among all the utilitarian holdings in the early 
1820s were few books and fewer frivolous ob-
jects. Usually a man’s library was valued at a 
dollar and probably included little more than 
the family Bible. The settlers had little time for 
anything but work during those rugged early 
years. Even those who owned slaves must 
have labored beside them in the fields. 26 

Frontiersmen—People of many Talents 
Rhonda Ellison, in writing about the versatility 
of the frontier families, says this: “Thomas 
Crawford provides an example of the pioneer 
ability to function effectively in several voca-
tions and civic offices.” Some of Crawford’s 
occupations and civic offices were: 

 Linen weaver in North Carolina 

                                                
26 Bibb County, Alabama, Rhoda Ellison, p 53 

 Colonel under Gen Jackson, 1814 
 Pioneer surveyor Bibb Co., 1822 
 Lawyer in Bibb Co. 
 County Judge, 1824-1836 
 State Senator, 1830’s 
 Drew plans and specs for first School 
 Session Clerk, Pres. Church, 1824-1844 

“Like most other settlers of every occupation, 
he was first of all a farmer and land owner. In 
many ways, he is a distinguished representa-
tive of the county’s pioneers.”27 A street in 
Centreville is named in his honor, Crawford 
Drive. 

Thomas Crawford died at his 
home in 1844 in his sixtieth 
year. Mary Davidson Crawford 
died in 1831 at age 42. She is 
buried in Centreville Memorial 
Cemetery28 near the church they 
helped found. 

 
Frontier Medicine 
In the days before roads and 
bridges were adequate, the 
family doctor depended on his 
faithful saddle horse to carry 
him to cabins in farm clearings 
many miles distant. There he 
not only prescribed treatment 

but also dispensed his old-fashioned remedies 
from his satchel. Judged by modern stan-
dards, he was severely limited in his recogni-
tion of the ailments he faced and in his meth-
ods of treatment. It is instructive to read the 
reported causes of death in Bibb as late as 
1850: dysentery, fever, dropsy, consumption, 
bleeding, croup, jaundice, heaves, cancer, 
whooping cough, scrofula, sore head, worms, 
quinsy, lockjaw, accidents of drowning and 
burning, and occasionally, old age.  

The doctor’s account book reveals a great deal 
about pioneer medical practice….. on examin-
ing the many types of medication prescribed 
….. Bates Antibilous Pills, calomel, castor oil, 
                                                
27 Bibb County, Alabama, Rhoda Ellison, p. 59 

28 http://bibbcountyal.org/cemeteries/centrevillecem.htm 
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Epsom salts. And for malaria, sulfate quinine 
or Peru bark, a cheap substitute. They were 
not yet aware of the need to prescribe quinine 
in the beginning of the disease, but instead 
weakened the patient, often disastrously, by 
attempting first to reduce the fever by bleed-
ing and purgatives. Physicians even under-
stood less how to cope with typhoid fever and 
with epidemics of the dreaded yellow fever, 
which decimated families.29 

Conclusion 
Times on the frontier were certainly tough, 
but the settlers overcame great odds and ob-
stacles and established homes and families in 
the newly opened land. 

                                                
29 Bibb County, Alabama, Rhoda Ellison, p56 

 

I highly recommend the book Bibb County 
Alabama – The First 100 Years — well into its 
9th printing. Rhoda Coleman Ellison has a very 
well-written book that describes the early days 
of the settlers of Bibb County. Her descriptions 
could be applied to almost any area of frontier 
life. 

 

Unanswered Questions 
1. Why did they leave Mecklenburg County for 
the unknown frontier? 

2. How did Margaret feel going out there at 
the age of 62? 

3. What was Thomas Crawford’s role in the 
War of 1812? 

4. Who was the first to go to Alabama? 

5. When did the families move?. 

The earliest houses were make from skinned 
logs using local trees. The joints were 
notched and the cracks between the logs 
were filled with mud “chinking.” The logs 
were often 10” or 12” diameter Oak.

As time allowed and more tools were available, 
the logs were squared. Frequently the joints were 
carefully cut dovetails. These tight joints 
created a very strong structure. Some of these old 
houses still exist today. 

precision 
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1750-1797
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1751-1788
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~1730-1798

Margaret Wilson
1761-1840

 Jane Nixon
17??-1831
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1755-1800

 
Sarah Frew
1772-1812

Nancy Davidson
1752-1832

Hugh Bryson
1745-1835

Andrew Davidson
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1778-1857

Sarah Frew Davidson
1772-1812

Andrew Thomas Davidson
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Mary Long
Davidson
1796-1802

Samuel Davidson
~1753-~1808

Jamie Henderson

    

 

In the previous chapters, we looked into the 
lives of Nancy Davidson and Hugh Bryson and 
then into the families of John Davidson, Jr. 
and their offspring. In this chapter, we learn 
about the three remaining Davidson brothers: 
Samuel, James, and Thomas. We will explore 
these siblings of Nancy Davidson Bryson in 
great detail in order to establish family rela-
tionships that have not previously been re-
corded to my knowledge. Also records regard-
ing William Davidson, who married his aunt 
Sara Frew Davidson, have been murky. William 
was the defendant in a big lawsuit against all 
his Davidson cousins, so knowing about him is 
important in establishing numerous family re-
lationships. 

Samuel Davidson. (~1753-18??) 
Samuel Davidson Jr. was the son of John and 
Mary Davidson and may have been born in Ire-
land about 1753. This is according to docu-
ments found in the archives at Davidson Col-

lege — notes that were in loose research pa-
pers in the files of Dr. Chalmers Davidson, the 
noted Davidson researcher.  

Samuel was given great responsibility in the 
1778 Will of his father, John Davidson, Senior. 
John states, “lastly I bequeath to my son Sam-
uel Davison the remainder of my plantation 
and all my other effects, him paying to my 
legatees the several sums bequeathed unto 
them & the keeping of his mother & her horse 
& cow during her life & also paying all my 
debts and in witness whereof I have set my 
hand & seal this 26th day of January in the 
year of our Lord 1778.”1 The witnesses were 
Ephraim Brevard Davidson, Samuel Wilson, 
and John McKnitt Alexander. 

It was quite a responsibility for Samuel to take 
care of his mother, Mary Davidson, for the rest 
of her life. She lived twenty years after the 

                                                
1 Mecklenburg Co. Will Book C, p 14,15 

Chapter Eight 
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death of her husband, John, Sr. She died in 
1798 and is buried in the old cemetery at 
Coddle Creek ARP Church. She outlived her 
horse and cow by a number of years. There is 
no record regarding the demise of the horse 
and cow. As the record shows and we have 
discussed before, the families of the Davidson 
offspring were a very tight-knot group and 
lived on adjacent farms. Each had a separate 
house and farm, including barns and other 
out buildings. Mary may have spent time with 
each of her offspring, Samuel, John, Jr., Tho-
mas, and Nancy. 

Samuel bought 179 acres  
We think James was living in Charleston, SC, 
but visited from time to time or possibly had 
just moved to Mecklenburg County in 1778 
when James was given 90 acres in his father’s 
Will. About a month after the Will was writ-
ten, James bought an additional 480 acres, 
parts of three parcels. He made an arrange-
ment for Samuel to live on 179 acres and 
Hugh Bryson to live on another 211 acres. A 
year later, Samuel and Hugh bought their re-
spective parts. We don’t know if James lived 
on the third part or if he went back to 
Charleston. 

Let’s look at each of these three land transac-
tions involving the 480 acres.  

1. May 1, 1778 James Davidson bought 
from William Thompson three tracts of 
land totaling 480 acres for 105 
pounds2 current money of said state. 

2. January 13, 1779 James sold 211 acres 
to brother-in-law Hugh Bryson for 60 
pounds3 proclamation money. 

3. January 19, 1779 One week later, 
James Davidson sold 179 acres to his 
brother Samuel Davidson for 50 
pounds proper money.4  

As we can see, the monetary system was in 
real turmoil so we don’t know if James made 

                                                
2 Mecklenburg Co. Deed Book 9, pp 268-270 
3 Mecklenburg Co. Deed Book 9, pp 272-273 
4 Mecklenburg Co. Deed Book 7, pp 356-357 

money on the deal because there seems to be 
three distinct forms of the pound. 

It is interesting to see how the sales price was 
listed: current money, proclamation money, 
and proper money. During this time period, 
the monetary system was in real turmoil. The 
country was at war with England fighting for 
independence. North Carolina was a province, 
however in these documents it is referred to 
as a state. 

The monetary arrangements in use in America 
before the Revolution were extremely varied. 
Each colony had its own conventions, laws, 
coin ratings, etc., and each issued its own pa-
per money. The monetary system within each 
colony evolved over time, sometimes dramati-
cally. But generally the money from one col-
ony was not accepted for use in another.  

The units of account in colonial times were 
pounds, shillings, and pence (1£ = 20s., 1s. = 
12d.).5 These pounds, shillings, and pence, 
however, were local units, such as New York 
money, Pennsylvania money, Massachusetts 
money, or South Carolina money and should 
not be confused with sterling. 

National government was not yet established, 
so we had many entities issuing money. The 
study of our early monetary system can pro-
vide many hours of interesting study and read-
ing.  

One of the examples on the next page shows 
a ten dollar currency authorized by the Con-
gress of North Carolina at Halifax, the state 
capital at that time.  

On the next page are two examples of money 
used in North Carolina at the time of these 
land transactions. 

                                                
5 http://eh.net/encyclopedia/article/  michener. ameri-
can.colonies.money 
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The illustration of the three 
pound note shows the early at-
tempt to print legal currency. 
We can see the serial number 
was written by hand in ink right 
on the bill. Frequently there was 
additional wording and authen-
tication on the back. The word-
ing on this particular bill says::  

North Carolina 341. III £ THREE 
POUNDS Proclamation Money, 
according to Act of ASSEMBLY, 
passed the 23rd of April, 1761. 
Followed by Signatures. 

Notice that they stated three 
pounds in two ways: III  £ and 
three pounds. 

 

North Carolina Colonial Money 

In the example of the ten dollar cur-
rency, we see ornate type styles, 
some graphic design, including a 
prominent picture of a large turkey 
in full plumage. Again the serial 
number was hand-written in. 

The words on this bill are: N. Caro-
lina Currency. No. 47. Ten Dollars. 
By Authority of Congress at Halifax, 
April 3, 1776. This represents a 
break from the previous currency 
dealing in pounds and represents a 
severing from things British.  

Ben Franklin recommending Turkey as National Bird 
"I am on this account not displeased that the Figure is not known as a 
Bald Eagle, but looks more like a Turkey. For the Truth the Turkey is in 
Comparison a much more respectable Bird, and withal a true original 
Native of America... He is besides, though a little vain & silly, a Bird of 
Courage, and would not hesitate to attack a Grenadier of the British 
Guards who should presume to invade his Farm Yard with a red Coat 
on."  

--Benjamin Franklin, in a letter to his daughter 
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Samuel bought Property from James - 1779 
Now let’s get back to the details of the sale of 
179 acres.  

This Indenture6 made the 19th Day of January in the 
year of our Lord one thousand seven hundred and 
seventy nine between James Davison of the County 
of Mecklenburg and State of North Carolina of the 
one part and Samuel Davison of the County afore-
said of the other part. Witnesseth that for and in 
consideration of the sum of fifty pounds proper 
money to the said James Davison in hand paid by 
the said James Davison at and before the ensealing 
and delivery of these presents the receipt and pay-
ment in hereof is hereby acknowledged hath 
granted bargained sold aliened enfeoffed conveyed 
and conformed and by these presents doth grant 

                                                
6 Mecklenburg Co. Deed Book 7, pp 356-357 

bargain sell alien enfeoff7 convey and 
confirm unto the said Samuel Davison 
his heirs and assigns for the following 
pieces parcel or tracts of land situate in 
the said county  

Viz one tract including the improve-
ments he now lives on being part of a 
tract of 377 acres granted by Abner 
Nash to William Thompson Feb 5, 1771 
and from said Thomas to said James 
Davison the 2 Day of May 1778 Begin-
ning at a pine on the giving line of said 
old tract being S 87 E 28 poles from the 
beginning Hickory of said old tract then 
running through said old tract South 
118 poles to a gum on the line of Tho-
mas then to the same S 47 E 100 poles 
to a hickory then north 62 E 20 poles to 
a hickory then South 45 E 30 to Hugh 
Brysons corner then with his line 
through said old tract N 27 E 204 poles 
to a stake in the giving line …. to have 
and to hold the said lands tenements 
hereditaments and premises hereby 
granted with their appurtanances to the 
said Samuel Davison his heirs and as-
signs to the only proper use and behoof 
of him the said Samuel Davison his heirs 
and assigns forever and the said James 
Davison for themselves their heirs ex-
ecutors and administrators doth hereby 
promise covenant and agree that they 
the said James Davison and Jean his 
wife their heirs executors and adminis-

trators shall and will warrant and forever defend 
the aforesaid premises to the said Samuel Davison 
his heirs and assigns against all lawfull claims or 
demands whatsoever of them the said James Davi-
son and Jean his wife themselves executors and 
administrators or assigns. In witness whereof the 
said James Davison hereunto set their hand and 
seals the day and year aforesaid above  

Written signed sealed and delivered in presence of 

 Hugh Bryson 
 John McK Alexander   
 James Davison 
 Jean X Davison  (her mark) 

 

                                                
7 Enfeoff: in law, to invest with an estate held in fee; to 
surrender or give up (Obs.) 

The Halifax Resolves – Moving Toward Revolution 
North Carolina, on April 12, 1776, authorized her dele-
gates to the Continental Congress to vote for inde-
pendence. This was the first official action by a colony 
calling for independence. The 83 delegates present in 
Halifax at the Fourth Provincial Congress unanimously 
adopted the Halifax Resolves, which read (in part) as 
follows:  

The Select Committee taking into Consideration the usurpa-
tions and violences attempted and committed by the King 
and Parliament of Britain against America…the King and Par-
liament of Great Britain have usurped a Power over the Per-
sons and Properties of the People unlimited and uncon-
trouled and disregarding their humble Petitions for Peace, 
Liberty and safety…That the Ships belonging to America are 
declared prizes of War and many of them have been violently 
seized and confiscated in consequence of which multitudes 
of the people have been destroyed or from easy Circum-
stances reduced to the most Lamentable distress….the 
United Colonies and their sincere desire to be reconciled to 
the mother Country…have procured no mitigation of the 
aforesaid Wrongs and usurpations and no hopes remain of 
obtaining redress by those Means alone which have been 
hitherto tried, Your Committee are of Opinion that the house 
should enter into the following Resolve, to wit: 

Resolved that delegates have the power to consult with other 
colonies regarding declaring Independency, forming laws, 
forming foreign alliances.  

(from: http://statelibrary.dcr.state.nc.us/NC/ HISTORY) 
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Samuel Davison bought 179 acres from James and Jean Davison on January 19, 1779 
Mecklenburg County Deed Book 7, pages 356-357 
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Samuel Davison bought 179 acres from James and Jean Davison — Continued 
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1790 Mecklenburg Co. Census 
Samuel Davidson is enumerated in the first US 
Census in 17908 and shows his household con-
sisting of 1 male 16 and over, 2 males under 
16, and 1 female. The first census had very 
limited information about ages. 

All the above people are in Census District 7. 
In this year (1790), the names were alphabeti-
cal within a district. Hugh Bryson and Thomas 
Davidson are in this same district.  

 

                                                
8 1790 Federal Census, Mecklenburg Co. NC 

1800 Mecklenburg Co. Census 
The second US Census taken on August 4, 
18009, shows Samuel Davidson on the line 
immediately after Hugh Bryson. See the chap-
ter on The Hugh Bryson Family for a photo-
copy of the actual census. The Samuel David-
son household includes 2 males under 10, 1 
male 45 and over, 1 female 26-44. This would 
place the birth of Samuel in 1755 or sooner 
and his wife between 1756 and 1774. From 
other documentation we know Samuel had at 
least three sons. From the census records, we 
can surmise that two of the sons were born 
before 1790 and the third son must have been 
born after August 1800. 

1798 Tax List 
Samuel is listed in the 1798 Tax List in Meck-
lenburg Co., NC. He is listed in Captain Mat-
thew Hart’s Company. Other relatives in this 
same Tax District included nephews, James 
Bryson and Robert Bryson, and brother-in-law 
Hugh Bryson. Thomas Davidson is listed in 
Capt. Samuel Bowman’s Company. 

Samuel is a County Justice 
The Mecklenburg County Will of Elijah Ryan10, 
in August 1789, refers to Samuel as follows: 
This day came before me the subscribing Jus-
tice for said County Samuel Davidson and Na-
thaniel Monteith. They were requested to be 
official witnesses to Ryan making the state-
ment sometime before he went to South 
Carolina, “If he did not return alive, he did or-
der and allow Joseph Maxwell to inherit all his 
clothes and other estate.”11 What an unusual 
will. Witnesses were all familiar local names: 
James Meek, Samuel Davidson, Nathaniel 
Monteith, and Thomas McClure. It is interest-
ing to see Samuel Davidson as a Subscribing 
Justice for the County. Since Samuel was a 
Justice, he is probably mentioned in other 
court records if someone wants to do addi-
tional research. 

                                                
9 1800 Federal Census, Mecklenburg Co., NC 
10 Mecklenburg Co. Will Book F, p 124 
11 Mecklenburg Co., NC Abstracts of Early Wills, Holcomb 
p 60 
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Samuel Mentioned in Thomas Davidson Will  
Thomas Davidson made a special provision for 
his sole surviving brother Samuel in his Will by 
saying: “Also I do allow my brother Samuel 
Davidson all my wearing apparel & twenty 
bushels of corn or the value thereof each & 

every year during his life.”12 Thomas’ brothers, 
John and James had died before 1800. Tho-
mas made an indirect provision for his sister, 
Nancy, by allowing his brother-in-law, Hugh 
Bryson, to have 33 acres on which Bryson was 
living.  

The Thomas Davidson Will also refers to his 
siblings’ children: “Likewise my will is that if 
the said Mary Long Davidson dies without 
having heirs, then & in that case the property 
bequeathed to her shall be divided into four 
equal parts, between my brothers James, 
John, Samuel & Hugh Bryson’s children, that is 
to say each of my brothers and sisters chil-
dren. 

This was the provision that caused so much 
controversy and which led to the Big Lawsuit 
in Maury County, Tennessee. William David-
son, son of James, had sold off (unbeknownst 
to the other Davidsons) large portions of a 
5,000 acre tract that had been part of Thomas 
Davidson’s estate. 

Samuel died before 1823 
We don’t know when Samuel died, however 
we can conclude he died before 1823 based 
on the Big Lawsuit in Maury County, Tennes-
see. This document lists the complainants in 
the lawsuit and they all happen to be neph-
ews or nieces of Samuel. The lawsuit names 
“Andrew Davidson, William Davidson, Samuel 
Davidson, children of Samuel Davidson 
dec’d.”13 The names were listed as children of 
Samuel, deceased, to clearly distinguish Wil-
liam Davidson, the son of Samuel from the de-
fendant also named William Davidson. The de-
fendant, William, was the nephew of Samuel 
Davidson and the son of James Davidson. 

                                                
12 Mecklenburg Co. Will Book C, p. 23 

13 Maury County, TN Chancery Court Records, 
Garrett & Lightfoot, p 135 

Samuel a man of respect 
From the records, we can infer that Samuel 
Davidson was a capable and respected man. In 
1778, his father designated Samuel to be re-
sponsible for taking care of his mother, Mary. 
He also left “the balance of the plantation” 
and the responsibility to pay the debts. Sam-
uel was active in this community as shown by 
his serving as a County Justice. 

I have not researched South Carolina genea-
logical records and feel more can be learned 
about the Davidsons and their first years in 
the new land. My Davidson research has been 
primarily in Mecklenburg Co., NC. It would be 
interesting to do more research on the life of 
Samuel Davidson and his family. 

 

 

Unanswered questions: 
When and where was Samuel born? 

What was Samuel’s job as Subscribing Justice 
for the County? 

When did Samuel die, where is he buried? 

Who, when and where did Samuel marry? 

Where did Samuels children go?  
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James Davidson 

We continue to delve into the lives of the 
Davidson siblings: John, Samuel, James, Tho-
mas and Nancy. In this section we will learn 
about the family of James and Mary Jane 
Nixon Davidson. We will also learn about the 
continuing saga of Mary Jane and her two 
subsequent marriages. 

In addition, this section will look into colonial 
life in one of the largest cities of the country: 
Charleston, SC. 

James Davidson was the son of John and Mary 
Davidson. According to family tradition, he 
was born in 1751 in Ireland and sailed from 
Learne, Ireland in 1776. It is believed that he 
was preceded to America by his brothers 
Thomas and John and no doubt by his par-
ents, John and Mary Davidson.  

As we have mentioned, in most of the earlier 
documents, the surname is spelled Davison 
but gradually Davidson became the accepted 
spelling. In the case of James, however, his 
name is almost always spelled Davison. Rather 
than switch back and forth with the spelling, 
we have chosen to use Davidson. In actual 
translations of documents we have tried to 
use the spelling as shown in the document. 

James’ parents, John and Mary, and siblings, 
John, Samuel, Thomas, and Nancy, all settled 
in Northern Mecklenburg County, NC. How-
ever, James and his wife, Mary Jane Nixon 
Davidson, settled in Charleston, SC where he 
became a wealthy merchant and had extensive 
land holdings before moving to Mecklenburg 
County, North Carolina.. 
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James was married to Mary Jane Nixon, “a 
rare Irish beauty who had black eyes and 
hair,”14 according to an unidentified Davidson 
researcher. James’ wife has been referred to as 
Mary, Jane, and Jean in various sources. Her 
name may have been Mary Jane, but since she 
appears as Jane most often in documents, and 
for simplicity, I will use Jane in this book.  
James and Jane had four children. 

Children of James and Jane Nixon  
1. James Jr. — died in Charleston, South Caro-
lina in 178615 and must have been about 10 
years old. His father died just a few days ear-
lier — no doubt from some virulent conta-
gious disease. James Jr. is reportedly buried at 
Circular Church Cemetery. 

2. William — born on September 2, 177816 in 
Charleston, SC. William was about eight when 
his father died. He grew up in Mecklenburg 
County, NC on the plantations of his aunts 
and uncles. Matthew McClure, one of the 
signers of the Mecklenburg Declaration, was 
appointed guardian of William in 1796.17 Un-
cle Hugh Bryson was listed as the Security. 

William may have acquired an interest in po-
litical matters from his guardian, Matthew 
McClure, as we have already seen that 
McClure was one of the signers of The Meck-
lenburg Declaration. 

William Davidson began his political appoint-
ments as Keeper of the Weights and Measures 
of Mecklenburg County in 1804.18 Over the 
years he held positions as Postmaster and Jus-
tice of the Peace. He also served as cashier19 in 
a branch of the Bank of New Bern which was 
located in a house that belonged to the fam-
ily. He served as cashier until 1832 when the 
bank was closed.20 He also became a lawyer 
and in 1813 he became a State Senator. In 

                                                
14 Dr. Chalmers Davidson’s archives 
15 Dr. Chalmers Davidson’s archives 
16 http://bioguide.congress.gov/scripts/biodisplay.pl?index=D000087 
17 Mecklenburg Co Probate Records 
18 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, McConnell, p 19 
19 A much higher position than a cashier of today. 
20 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, McConnell, p 19 

1818 he was elected to the US House of Rep-
resentatives, serving under President James 
Monroe. He served there until 1821. Later in 
this chapter, we will learn much more about 
William Davidson.  

3. John — was born in Charleston and was 
raised in Mecklenburg County, NC. His Uncle, 
Hugh Bryson, was appointed as his guardian 
in 1796.21 Matthew McClure was listed as the 
Security. 

 John married Jamie Henderson on January 11, 
181122 and died in November 1816. His wife, 
Jamie, died a few days later. 

4. Andrew Thomas — the youngest son was 
born in Charleston and like his brothers was 
raised in Mecklenburg Co., NC. A neighbor 
and Hopewell Church Elder, James Meek, was 
appointed the guardian of Andrew Thomas in 
1795.23 Thomas Davidson was listed as the Se-
curity.  

Andrew Thomas Davidson is listed in the 1807 
Mecklenburg County Tax List as having a store 
in the town of Charlotte. His brother, William, 
is listed with significant land, slaves and city 
lots. His mother Jane Nixon Davidson 
McComb, who had remarried, is listed as a 
widow.24  

The 1810 Federal Census shows Andrew Tho-
mas living in Charlotte as a man of 26 and 
under 44 years in age. This would place his 
birth as 1784 or earlier.  

Family researchers believe Andrew Thomas 
went to Mississippi. This is possibly based on 
the fact that the Mississippi Territory Census 
of 1818 and the 1820 US Census show an An-
drew T. Davidson living in Adams County. We 
don’t know if this is our Andrew Thomas 
Davidson or not. These same family research-
ers have said that he died in Mississippi. 

 

                                                
21 Mecklenburg Co Probate Records 
22 Dr. Chalmers Davidson’s archives 
23 Mecklenburg Co Probate Records 
24 1807 Mecklenburg County Tax List 
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Old Circular Church 
James Davidson and his family were members 
of the Old Circular Congregational Church of 
Charleston and his four children were bap-
tized there.25  

The church was founded in the original set-
tlement of Charles Town by English Congrega-
tionalists, Scotch and Irish Presbyterians, and 
French Huguenots.26 The church was known as 
the Independent Church. The first church 
building was built before 1695 and was 
known as the White Meeting House, for which 
Meeting Street was named. The church grave-
yard is the city’s oldest burial ground. 

Early History of Charleston 
English settlers arrived in the colony of Caro-
lina in 1670 and established a town, calling it 
Charles Town in honor of King Charles II of 
England. Charles Town (renamed Charleston 
in 1783) was the political, social, and eco-
nomic center of South Carolina throughout 
the colonial and ante-bellum periods, and it 
served as the state capital until 1790. 

When the city was built, they constructed for-
tified walls around the outskirts to protect 
against the British and the Indians. You can 
see this in the early map of Charles Town on 
the next two pages.  

English and French Huguenot settlers and 
their African slaves built indigo, rice, and cot-
ton plantations along the area's rivers and on 
its sea islands, while merchants of many na-
tionalities made Charleston one of the busiest 
ports on the Atlantic. During the Revolution-
ary War the American forces defeated the at-
tacking British fleet at Charleston in June 
1776; a palmetto log fort (later named Fort 
Moultrie) on Sullivan’s Island withstood the 
British cannon balls, and the palmetto tree 
was subsequently given a prominent place on 
the South Carolina flag and is displayed on the 
state license plate. 

                                                
25 Dr. Chalmers Davidson’s archives 
26 The Huguenots were members of the Protestant Re-
formed Church of France (or French Calvinists) from the 
16th to the 18th century. 

Asked by the Revolutionary Council of Safety 
in the fall of 1775 to design a flag for the use 
of South Carolina troops, Col. William Moul-
trie chose a blue which matched the color of 
their uniforms and a crescent which repro-
duced the silver emblem worn on the front of 
their caps. The origin of the crescent came 
from the old metal protective shield worn 
around the throat in battle. The palmetto tree 
was added later to represent Moultrie’s heroic 
defense of the palmetto-log fort on Sullivan’s 
Island against the attack of the British fleet on 
June 28, 1776. 

 
South Carolina State Flag 

 

In 1785, the new state Legislature of South 
Carolina issued the "County Court Act" and es-
tablished thirty-three "new counties" within 
the existing seven "overarching Districts." 
These "new counties" in the backcountry and 
upcountry did fairly well since many of the 
new inhabitants were from North Carolina, 
which had a very strong county system already 
in place and the new citizens of the upstate 
counties in South Carolina took advantage of 
their experience and knowledge.27 

 

Charleston was the site of considerable Ameri-
can Revolutionary activity. Having withstood 
the attack in 1776, they again came under 
siege in 1780. The Siege of Charleston was 
one of the major battles which took place to-
wards the end of the American Revolutionary 

                                                
27 http://www.charleston-sc.com/history 
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War, after the British began to shift their stra-
tegic focus towards the southern colonies.28  

A perception continued among the British that 
the South was full of loyalists just awaiting the 
call from the British. At the end of December 
1779 General Clinton succumbed to this view 
and headed south with a small army. His goal 
was to capture Charles Town, South Carolina. 
Clinton approached steadily, arriving opposite 
Charles Town on April 1. He then began a 
classic European siege. The British dug siege 
trenches ever closer to the wall of the city. Day 
by day, week by week, the British got ever 
closer to the wall of the city. In the meantime 
both sides exchanged artillery fire, the Ameri-
cans trying to make the British task as difficult 
as possible, while the British hoped to terrify 
the Americans into submission. By the begin-
ning of May, the British had advanced within 

                                                
28 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Siege_of_Charleston 

a few feet of the American lines. Their artillery 
fire was soon becoming deadly and on May 
9th many of the wooden houses in Charles 
Town were set on fire by the artillery fire.  

The loss of the city and its 5,000 troops was a 
serious blow to the American cause. This sur-
render would be the largest by an American 
armed force to a foreign power until the 1942 
surrender of Bataan in World War II.29 

The city elders had enough and requested that 
the American commander Lincoln surrender, 
which he did. The British victory in Charles 
Town was pyrrhic. There was no popular up-
rising and instead South Carolina degenerated 
into a period of chaos.30 

                                                
29 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Siege_of_Charleston 
30 www.historycentral.com/REvolt/Charleston.html 

1780 CHARLES TOWN WITH FORTIFICATIONS 
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Charleston Port
Charleston was one of the most important sea 
ports in the southern United States, receiving 
ships from Europe on a weekly basis.  

Largest Cities in the Colonies in 1760 

City Population 

Philadelphia 19,000 

Boston 16,000 

New York 14,000 

Charleston, SC 8,000 

Newport, RI 7,000 
 

There were only five cities in 1760 with popu-
lations of more than 5,000. By the mid-1700s, 
the Port of Charleston was a busy hub for 
trade with the southern colonies. It was the 
colonies’ fourth largest port by 1770 and 
served the entire southeastern part of the 
country. The other major seaports of the time 

were Philadelphia, Boston, and New York. The 
whole country had a population of approxi-
mately 2 million.  

The merchants of Charleston, the capital city 
of colonial South Carolina, developed regular 
trade patterns with the West Indies, northern 
colonies, Portugal, and England. English mer-
chants shipped goods to Charleston first, and 
then they were shipped to Savannah and 
North Carolina’s coastal villages and westward 
to the smaller towns. This is the type of trade 
that James Davidson participated in as a mer-
chant. 

 

Siege of Charleston – notice British 
camp and fortification lines 
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As a result, South Carolina developed quite a 
population of wealthy individuals. The great-
est fortunes were made by planters dealing in 
rice and indigo. Some Charleston merchants, 
physicians, and lawyers also obtained great 
wealth.  

The Rice Plantation 
As an example, one plantation owner made 
his fortune perfecting the process that sepa-
rated rice kernels from their hull. In 1826, Wil-
liam Lucas owned 4000 acres and owned 500 
slaves that labored over the plantation.  

“Mosquito's were a constant problem for the 
Lucas plantation and others during the sum-
mer months. As a result, they usually left the 
Plantation during the months from May-
September. The stagnant water in the rice pat-
ties obviously contributed to the mosquito 
population. Mosquito's are still a problem to-
day in this area during these summer months. 

The bricks on the original plantation house 
came from England. They were used as ballast 

in the ships coming over during those days. 
Then the ships most likely returned to England 
loaded with rice from the Plantations.”31 

The Indigo Process 
Another example of ingenuity is the story of 
Eliza Lucas Pinckney. The plantation owners 
had been so successful with rice that they 
over-planted causing the bottom to fall out of 
the market.  

Eliza Lucas (Pinckney) who was born in 1722 
in Antigua, was 16 when she took charge of 
her father’s plantation near Charles Town and 
successfully managed it.  

 

 

 

                                                

31 http://www.thenewhomeshow.com/1826.htm 
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Her father, Lt. Col. 
George Lucas, a Brit-
ish Army officer sta-
tioned in Antigua, 
had moved his fam-
ily to the Province of 
South Carolina for 
the health of his 
wife. When he went 
back to Antigua, he 
left his daughter to 

run the estate and to care for her mother and 
a younger sister.  

Eliza Lucas’ father sent her indigo seeds from 
the West Indies, and she experimented for 
three years, eventually perfecting a method of 
making blocks of indigo 
cakes to be turned into 
dye. The dye, for which 
England had relied upon 
from French sources, was 
in great demand. It was 
used in military uniforms 
and in dress coats of the 
day.  

She provided a new, lucrative business for 
South Carolina planters. “So rapid was the de-
velopment of the industry that by 1748, South 
Carolina shipped to England 134,118 pounds 
of indigo cakes, and it remained a profitable 
crop until the Revolution.”32  

Historian Edward McCrady wrote: “The source 
of this great wealth…. Was a result of an ex-
periment by a mere girl.”  

After her marriage, Eliza continued experi-
ments with hemp and flax and revived the silk 
culture in the Low Country. She took over 
management of her husband’s several planta-
tions and Charles Town properties after his 
death in 1758. 

Eliza Lucas Pinckney was inducted into the 
South Carolina Business Hall of Fame in 1989. 
She was the first woman so honored. In 1793 
Eliza became ill and went to Philadelphia for 
treatment, where she died. George Washing-

                                                
32 South Carolina, A Bicentennial History, Booker Wright 

ton was a pallbearer at her funeral, at his own 
request.33  

Her two sons became national figures: Charles 
Cotesworth Pinckney, who was a general in 
the Revolutionary War and a signer of the 
United States Constitution; and Thomas 
Pinckney, also a Revolutionary War officer, 
later a general, and the United States Minister 
to Spain and to Great Britain.  

Diversity in Charlestown 
The upper class imported expensive clothing 
from England, whereas the lower classes 
made their own clothes. Clothes were often 
considered family heirlooms and were willed 
to other family members. We frequently see, 
in our ancestors’ wills that clothing is one of 
the major items left for the heirs.  

We see, for example, in the will of Thomas 
Davidson of 1800 the following: “Also I do al-
low my brother Samuel Davidson all my wear-
ing apparel & twenty bushels of corn.” And in 
the case of John Davidson Senior’s Will, we 
find that he left one of his sons “a feather bed 
and clothes and a cow.” 

James: Traveling Merchant 
James Davidson traveled around South Caro-
lina and North Carolina, probably as part of 
his business as a merchant. Typically when a 

ship arrived in Charleston from Europe, a mer-
chant would load up a wagon with goods and 
deliver it to merchants in small communities. 

The route from Charleston to Charlotte, NC 
was a major East-West trade route. We can 

                                                
33 www.knowitall.org/legacy/laureates/ElizaLucas 

 

 



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

112 

imagine James frequently traveling on this and 
other routes on a regular basis, a distance of 
over 200 miles. 

Property Transactions 
James was an investor in land. He had bought 
835 acres on 23 Mile Creek in 96 District 
South Carolina and may have had other South 

Carolina holdings. We know of others in North 
Carolina.  

James’ father, John Sr., died on April 3, 1778 
in Mecklenburg County. James is identified as 
a son in his father’s 1778 Will. The Will states 
“I also will to my son James Davison ninety 
acres off the west end of my plantation. “ 
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James Davison Bought 480 acres 
James may have been in Mecklenburg for the 
funeral because one month later he bought 
480 acres in Mecklenburg County from Wil-
liam Thompson.34 This deed refers to “James 
Davison of Mecklenburg County” which would 
imply that he was living in North Carolina. This 
presents a puzzle since his son, William, was 
born only a few months later in Charleston, 
SC. 

This Indenture made the Second day of May 
in the year of our lord one thousand seven 
hundred and seventy-eight, Between William 
Thomson of the County of Mecklenburg and 
State of North Carolina of the one part and 
James Davison the County and State afore-
said of the other part.  

Witnesseth that for and in consideration of 
the sum of one hundred and five pounds 
current money of said State to the said Wil-
liam Thomson in hand paid by the said 
James Davison 

This sale involved 3 separate tracts of land  Each 
is carefully described in the original deed.: 

1.”One tract of 370 acres beginning at a 
hickory then S 26 W 60 po. To a B.O. then 
South 47 E 178 po. To a Hickory…..” 

2.”also another tract containing 88 acres of 
land beginning at the aforesaid beginning 
Hickory then with the abovesaid line S 26 W 
60 po. To a B.O. S 67 W 89…..” 

3.”also another tract of 22 acres of land be-
ginning at a Hickory being a Corner to the 
above 370 acre tract then running with the 
Lines of the same N 6 ?? E 20 po to a Hick-
ory then S 45 E 70 po…..” 

Containing in the Whole of said three tracts 
four hundred and eighty acres of land be the 
same more or less the said three tracts of 
land being granted by deed from Abner 
Nash to the Said William Thomson February 
the 5th 1771.  

And all houses buildings way orchard ways 
waters water courses profits commodities 
hereditaments and appurtenances whatso-
ever 

                                                
34 Mecklenburg Co. Deed Book 9, pp 268-270 

The deed continues with a lot of repetitive 
wording and property description typical of 
the late 1700’s. For example: 

“hereby bargained and sold and that he 
hath good power and lawfull and absolute 
authority to grant and convey the same to 
the said James Davison in manner and form 
aforesaid and that the said premises now are 
and so forever hereafter shall remain and be 
free and clear of and from all former gifts 
grants bargains sales Dower Rights and title 
of dower judgments executions title troubles 
charges and encumbrances whatsoever 
made done committed or suffered by the 
said William Thomson…” 

The deed was witnessed by J. McKnitt Alexan-
der and Hugh Bryson. Only James Davison is 
mentioned as the buyer whereas when he sold 
part of this property, both James and Jane 
signed. It was unusual for the wife to sign a 
deed.  

480 acres subdivided into three new parts 
James allowed his brother, Samuel, to live on 
183 acres of the 480 acre tract and his 
brother-in-law, Hugh Bryson, to live on 211 
acres of the property. James possibly shared in 
some of the profits. In January 1779, James 
sold part of the 480 acres to his brothers. He 
sold 183 acres to Samuel and 211 acres to 
Hugh — properties each brother was already 
living on. These two land transactions are de-
scribed in detail in the chapter on Hugh Bry-
son and the section in this chapter on Samuel 
Davidson. This particular property is an impor-
tant piece of evidence related to the relation-
ships of some of our Davidsons. The balance 
of these 480 acres was later sold in 1804 by 
the heirs of James Davidson. 
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Final part of 480 acres sold 
In 1804, the heirs of James’ estate sold the 
remainder of the 480 acres to Dr. Joseph 
McKnitt Alexander. The deed is recorded in 
Mecklenburg County Deed Book 18, Page 91 
dated April 28, 1804. 

When we discovered this deed it clearly identi-
fied Jane McComb as the mother of William, 
John, and Andrew Thomas as well as being 
the widow of James Davidson. For years, we 
were trying to make the connection and this 
document did it! 

We learned about Jane McComb and her fam-
ily from the book “A life in Antebellum Char-
lotte” by McConnell, Dyer, and Williams. Wil-
liam Davidson’s later life and relationship with 
the McCombs was very well presented in this 
book. We needed that last connection to the 
Davidson brothers.  

The deed first states “This indenture35 made 
this 28 of April 1804 Between Joan McComb, 
Wm Davidson, John Davidson, and Andrew T 
Davidson. relict (widow) and heirs of James 
Davidson dec’d of one part and Jos McKnitt 
Alexander of the other.  All of Mecklenburg 
County State of N Carolina.”36 

The deed goes on to say that James Davidson 
bought this land from William Thompson. The 
physical description is the same as we saw in 
the previous deed when James bought the 
land in 1787. Additional information that 
really ties the families together is that the will 
states that this property is all the land he 
bought from Thompson except that “which in 
his (James Davidson) lifetime did not convey 
unto Hugh Brison and Sam’l Davidson.” 

This land deed provided significant links to the 
Bryson family and clearly identified William as 
the son of James. It helped prove that Sarah 
Frew Davidson was in fact William’s aunt. 

 
 

                                                
35 Mecklenburg Co. Deed Book 18, p 91 
36 Mecklenburg Co. Deed Book 18, p 91 

Deed Book 18 — page 91 
This indenture made this 28 of April 1804 Be-
tween Joan McComb, Wm Davidson, John 
Davidson, and Andrew T Davidson. relict 
(widow) and heirs of James Davidson dec’d of 
one part and Jos McKnitt Alexander of the other.  
All of Mecklenburg County State of N Carolina . 
Witnesseth that for & in consideration of sum of 
300 dollars in hand paid the said whereof is 
hereby exec’d & therefore they the affs (afore-
said) relict & heirs of James Davidson dec’d do 
hereby sell assign convey & confirm unto said 
Jos McKnitt Alexander his heirs & assigns for 
ever all that tract of land lying in said county on 
the waters of Beaver Dam branch of Rocky River 
being all the land which said James decreed of 
his 377 acre & 88 acre deeds from Wm Thom-
son37  which he in his (James) lifetime did not 
convey unto Hugh Brison38 & Sam’l Davidson39. 
Beginning at a B.O. sapling near 3 rods So, of 
the old corner gum being said Samuels from the 
heirs of Thos Davidson’s corner …..  

‘the said Joan McComb William John & Andrew 
Davidson do by their presents binds themselves 
& his heirs Exec’s to warrant & defend the said 
land & premises & every    thereof with each & 
every of the hereditaments & appurtenances be-
longing or appertains, to the only proper use 
benefit &  of the said Joseph McKnitt Alexander 
his heirs exec’s or assigns forever free from all 
legal claims or encumbrances whatsoever. In 
witness thereof the said Joan McComb, Wm, 
John, Andrew Davidson hath set their hands & 
seals the date assigned sealed & delivered. 

Joan McComb 
Wm Davidson 

John Davidson 
Andrew Davidson 

Isaac Alexander CMC 
In presence of Will Allison                            

 

                                                
37  Deed Book 9, p 268  
38 Deed Book 9, p 272  
39 Deed Book 7, pp 356-357  
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Plat of James Davison — 835 acres in South Carolina 1786 

SC State Plats: Charleston Series Reel 7, vol 19, p 71, fr. 812 
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Transcription of 1786 Survey 
South Carolina 

I do hereby Certify for William Davison, John Davison and Andrew Davison, Children of James Davison, De-
ceased. A Tract of Land containing Eight Hundred and thirty five acres, surveyed for James Davison the 10th 
Day of May 1786, situate in the District of Ninety-Six on the Twenty-three Mile Creek, waters of Savannah 
River. It hath such form & marks, buildings and boundings as the above Plat represents.  

Given under my hand this 23rd Day of June 1786. 

Ephraim Mitchell - Surveyor General                                           Thomas Lofton - Deputy Surveyor 

 

Observations of the map 
1. Lands on the west and south boundaries 
had been laid out, but no owner’s names were 
shown. 

2. Lands on the east and north boundaries 
were marked as “Vacant” which probably 
means they had not been surveyed. 

3. In early surveys trees were used as bench-
marks. In this plat we find Black Oak (BO), 
Pine, White Oak (WO), and Maple trees. 

4. Usually a creek is used to define a bound-
ary, but in this case the surveyor drew a 
straight line through the average of the creek. 

5. The boundaries of northwest SC were not 
yet delineated. 

Observations of the transcript 
This transaction was done for the benefit of 
the three surviving children of James Davison, 
deceased. In 1786 William was only eight 
years old and his brothers John and Andrew 
were younger. Three very young boys inher-
ited 835 acres of virgin land in Indian Terri-
tory. 

Later we will see that William became a NC 
State Senator and a member of the US House 
of Representatives in the Monroe administra-
tion. He also was the defendant in The Big 
Lawsuit brought against him by his cousins. 
(See Chapter 9.)  
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James’ Death 
James Davidson died on May 10, 1786 and his 
son James Jr. died a few days later. We think 
they were in Charleston at the time and may 
be buried in the Old Circular Church Cemetery. 

Six weeks after the death of James Sr., and as 
we saw on the previous pages, his three sur-
viving sons, William, John, and Andrew Tho-
mas recorded a deed for 835 acres.40 

Move to Mecklenburg 
On July 29, 1786, a little over two months af-
ter James’ death, his brother Thomas “re-
ceived from John Davidson the sum of 2 
pounds, 10 shillings for hauling goods belong-
ing to the estate of James Davidson from 
Charleston. Sworn before me W. Polk; Signed 
Thomas Davidson.”41 This amount was paid 
from the estate of James Davidson. Thomas 
probably brought Mary Jane and her three 
minor sons to Mecklenburg County at this 
time, presumably to live near the families of 
the siblings of James. 

Estate Settled 
It appears that John Davidson, Jr. was the ad-
ministrator since he was the one making pay-
ment to Thomas from James’ estate. On Sep-
tember 29, 1786, the first administration of 
James’ estate is made.42 Two and a half years 
later, on April 26, 1791 Moses Meek and Peter 
Steele were appointed administrators of the 
estate with George Graham and Ruben 
McClanahan security.43  The change in admin-
istrators may have been caused by an illness to 
John Davidson Jr., since he died in 1793. If 
James was living in Charleston, why was his 
estate administered in Mecklenburg County, 
NC? 

 
James’ Children Not Forgotten 
When James’ brother, John Jr., wrote his will 
in 1793, he may have had a soft spot in his 

                                                
40 SC Archives & History Series, S213190, vol. 19 p 71 
41 Davidson Estate Records Archives Raleigh 
42 Estate Records, Raleigh, NC 
43 Estate Records, Raleigh, NC 

heart for his three fatherless nephews. His will 
says “I will & bequeath to my nephew William 
Davidson £30 current money and one horse 
and saddle; when he comes to lawful age of 
21. I will & bequeath to each of his brothers 
John and Andrew Thomas Davidson the sum 
of £20 current money when they severally ar-
rive to 21 years…”44   

Guardians Appointed 1795-1796 
Some six years after James widow, Jane, mar-
ried her 2nd husband, Samuel McComb, 
guardians are appointed for Jane’s three sur-
viving sons from her marriage to James David-
son: William, John, and Andrew Thomas. In 
1795 Matthew McClure, one of the signers of 
the Mecklenburg Declaration, is appointed 
guardian of William Davidson (now age 17) 
with Hugh Bryson as security. Also in 1795 
James Meek, an elder of Hopewell church, is 
appointed guardian of Andrew Thomas David-
son with his uncle, Thomas Davidson, as secu-
rity. The next year in 1796, Hugh Bryson, 
young John Davidson’s uncle was appointed 
as guardian for John, and Matthew McClure 
served as security.  

Why Guardians? 
This presents several questions. The mother of 
the three boys, Jane, was still alive but had 
remarried and was starting a new family with 
her second husband, Samuel McComb, Sr. 
Why did the boys need a guardian? The boys’ 
aunts and uncles as well as Meek and McClure 
lived on adjacent plantations about 20 miles 
north of Charlotte. Jane, the boys’ mother, 
and her husband Samuel McComb lived in the 
village of Charlotte. Was it determined that it 
would be less disruptive for the boys to con-
tinue living in the country with their relatives? 
Jane may also have had her hands full starting 
a new family. It is fun to speculate! 

                                                
44 Mecklenburg County Will Book G, p. 34 
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James Davidson
1751-1788

Families of
Jane Nixon Davidson McComb Emberson

Mother of William Davidson the Congressman

Sarah F. Davidson
m. 1804

John Davidson
17xx - 1811

Jamie Henderson
17xx - 1811

William Davidson
1778-1857

Andrew T. Davidson

Henry Emberson, Sr.

Married May 25, 1809
She is shown in 1807 Tax list

as Jane McComb, widow

Thomas Davidson
1755-1800

Sarah F. Davidson
1772-1812

Samuel DavidsonJohn Davidson

Margaret Wilson

Nancy Davidson

Hugh Bryson

G James F. N. Davidson

S

Benjamin Franklin DavidsonG

Samuel McComb, Jr.
1790-1848

Mary McComb James McComb
died bef. 1831

Samuel McComb, Sr.
1736-1798

Robert McComb

??? WilliamsAlice Brandon
1789-1843

Married about 1789
McComb’s first wife
Mary died in Sept. 1788

S D

Jane Williams Jane McComb

S

G G

sd

G

S Son, beneficiary, and executor of estate

Daughter and beneficiary

Grandchild and beneficiary

Relatives named in Jane Emberson Will

Will Book G, p 128 — Aug. 5, 1831

Son, deceased

D

sd

Jane outlived three husbands: , 
, and . The 

1831 will of Jane Emberson names some of her 

children and grandchildren. Of special interest is 
that she mentions her three sons, William 
Davidson, Samuel McComb, and Robert McComb. 
This clearly solidifies the fact that Jane  the mother 
of both William Davidson and Samuel McComb.

James Davidson
Samuel McComb, Sr. Henry Emberson

is

It is unclear if Benjamin F. 
was the son of John or Andrew

T
h

e
 m

is
si

n
g

 l
in

k



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

120 

 

 

Jane Married McComb 
Jane Nixon Davidson, the widow of James 
Davidson, led a very interesting life. She lived 
in Charleston, South Carolina with James and 
her four boys. Charleston was really the center 
of cultural and commercial activities for the 
South. The frequent sailing ships from Europe 
provided a lot of excitement and access to 
European goods as well as exciting first-hand 
stories from the old country. Most of the 
shipments in and out of the south went 
through Charleston. It had a wonderful fine 
arts theater, one of the finest in the country at 
the time. Since James was a successful mer-
chant, Jane had access to many fine objects 
not available to the average person. She 
probably became very accustomed to “Big City 
Life.”  

Jane and her sons moved to Mecklenburg 
County in 1786 after the death of her hus-
band, James and youngest son, James, Jr. 
Three years later she married a successful 
Charlotte businessman and recent widower, 
Samuel McComb, Sr. Samuel had bought a 
hotel and tavern from Henry Emberson. He 
was more than 20 years her senior, however 
they started a new family and had four chil-
dren: Samuel McComb, Jr., Mary, Robert, and 
James. The family lived at the corner of 4th 
Street and Church Street. They were neighbors 
of Thomas and Sarah Frew Davidson. 

William Davidson and Samuel McComb, Jr., a 
half brother, developed a close personal rela-
tionship and were partners in several business 
ventures. 

Jane’s second husband, Samuel McComb, Sr., 
died in 1798 and for the second time, Jane 
was left a widow with four minor children. To 
keep the business going, Samuel McComb, Jr. 
ran the hotel and Jane ran the tavern.45 

In the 1807 Mecklenburg County Tax List, Jane 
McComb, widow, is shown with substantial 
holdings: 400 acres, 8 slaves, 4 city lots, and a 
value of $400. 

 

                                                
45 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, McConnell, p 135 

Jane Married Emberson 
In 1809 Jane again marries a successful busi-
nessman, Henry Emberson, Sr.46 He previously 
had owned a hotel and tavern in Charlotte.. 
After his death, she continued running the 
tavern.47 For the third time, she becomes a 
widow; however she has a big extended fam-
ily for support. In 1831 Jane Emberson wrote 
her last will and testament and included the 
names of her surviving children and several 
grandchildren. The chart on the next page 
shows the relationships of her family and 
identifies those named in the will. 

Summary of Jane Emberson Will 
Jane Emberson. 5 Aug 183148, probated in 
the Aug 1833 Court Session, “Being weak 
and low, I will to my daughter Mary Williams 
120 A where she now lives during her life-
time and at her demise the property is to be 
sold and the proceeds divided equally 
among her children. I also will to her two 
Negroes, George the shoemaker, and Jack, 
who are to be hired out for her profit during 
her lifetime, and at her death they are to be 
sold and the proceeds divided as directed 
above. I further will to my daughter Mary 
$500; to my granddaughter Jane McComb a 
feather bed and furniture, a dozen silver tea-
spoons, and a sauce spoon; and to my 
granddaughter Jane Williams a feather bed 
and furniture, a sauce spoon, and a dozen 
silver teaspoons. I also will to Jane McComb, 
the child of my son James McComb, decd, 
$100; and to my grandson Benjamin Franklin 
Davidson $100. The balance of my estate is 
to be sold, and the proceeds divided equally 
among my three sons William, Samuel, and 
Robert and my grandson James F. Davidson.  
Exrs: William Davidson, Samuel and Robert 
McCombs.  Wit: Geo. & Cornelia Hampton.” 

We can see that Jane had a large extended 
family. She named her three surviving sons as 
executors of her will. We have not determined 
if her grandsons Benjamin Franklin Davidson 
and James F. Davidson were the sons of John 

                                                
46 Emberson is spelled as Emerson, Emberson, and Em-
merson in various legal documents. 
47 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, McConnell, p 135 
48 Mecklenburg Co. Will Book G, p 128 
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or Andrew Thomas Davidson. From the 1850 
Charlotte census records we know Benjamin F. 
was born in South Carolina about 1815 and 
had a large family, but we don’t know the 
identity of his father. 

Jane’s fondness for fine things is shown in her 
Will where she says: “to my granddaughter 
Jane McComb ….. a dozen silver teaspoons, 
and a sauce spoon.” and  “to my granddaugh-
ter Jane Williams…. a sauce spoon, and a 
dozen silver teaspoons.” When many people 
only had the bare minimum of tableware—
maybe only two or three spoons, it was rare 
for someone to own so much fine silver. It 
would be interesting to know if she brought 
them to America with her belongings, got 
these in Charleston or acquired them later. As 
a reminder, silver-plate was not yet invented, 
so when she says “Silver teaspoons,” she 
means pure silver! I would not want the job of 
polishing this silver! 

In summary, Jane Nixon Davidson McComb 
Emberson had an interesting life with many 
luxuries, but filled with much difficulty and 
sadness. 

Learning More about William 
When Thomas Davidson died in 1800, Nephew 
William, 22, was appointed as one of the ex-
ecutors of the estate. William’s mother had 
married Samuel McComb, Sr. and was living at 
the corner of 4th and Church Street in down-
town Charlotte — diagonally across the field 
from Trade and Tryon, where the widow of 
Thomas, Sarah Frew Davidson, was living.  

William, 24, may have worn a path between 
their two houses because he certainly seems 
to have become better acquainted with her. In 
1802 he married his aunt, Sarah Frew David-
son, 30, the widow of Uncle Thomas. Sarah 
had inherited money from Thomas and 
bought the Trade and Tryon property as her 
own.49 (refer to the map in the section on 
Thomas) This property and slaves were bought 
on May 1, 1802. Less than two weeks later 

                                                
49 Single or widowed women were allowed to own 
property. 

William, 24, agreed to a prenuptial agreement 
“in consideration of a marriage intended” be-
tween Sarah Frew Davidson and William 
Davidson. William, it seemed, was about to 
marry his Uncle Thomas’ widow.  

With this prenuptial agreement, this property 
in essence was transferred to William who 
then transferred it to Nathaniel Alexander who 
held it in escrow with the stipulation that 
Sarah could do anything she wishes with the 
property as if there had been no marriage. 
This seemed like a generous thing to do and 
I’m sure Sarah felt like she was able to keep 
her inheritance from her deceased husband, 
Thomas. In reality, William got a sweet deal; 
Sarah spent her money for the house and Wil-
liam would move into it and live with her not 
having to spend his money on housing.  

William and Sarah had four children: Marga-
ret, Sarah Frew, Harriet Elizabeth, and William 
Archibald. Sarah Frew Davidson died in 1812 
and is buried in “Old Cemetery,” next to the 
Presbyterian Church in downtown Charlotte. 
The land for the cemetery was donated by 
William Davidson.50  

William became one of the wealthiest men in 
Charlotte, but eventually lost most of it in 
poor investments. William died in 1857 when 
he died of injuries after being thrown from his 
carriage. He was 79 years old.51 He is buried in 
Old Cemetery in the family tomb — next to 
Sarah. 

Epitaph on William’s tomb 
 “Hush all my angry passion  
 Then let each rebellion sigh;  
 Be silent at his sovereign will  
 and every murmur die.” 

It appears that what he tried to gain….. he 
lost. 

 

                                                
50 History of Mecklenburg Co., JB Alexander p 12 
51 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, McConnell, p 127 
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The Puzzle 
Previous parts of this chapter have been writ-
ten knowing the answer to the following 
question. Even though the answers to the 
puzzle may now seem obvious, a large num-
ber of research hours went into solving the 
puzzle. The following discussion is included 
for those readers who enjoy the process of 
genealogical discovery. 

Who is this William? And why are we so inter-
ested in him? Why are we so interested in the 
relationship of William to the rest of the 
Davidsons? In 1823 all the surviving nephews 
and nieces of Thomas Davidson, brought a 
lawsuit against William claiming he sold land 
in Tennessee that should have been divided 
according to the terms of the Thomas David-
son’s Will. Even after years of research into the 
Davidson and Bryson lines, we did not know if 
William was related to the complainants. 
Some sources said he was a cousin of Thomas, 
others said he was a nephew of Thomas, and 
others said he was from a different Davidson 
line that came from South Carolina. Were our 
relatives bringing charges against their own 
relative? 

So the big question — Is William Davidson re-
lated to our line of Davidsons and if so, how? 

 

Solving the Puzzle 
What did we know? We knew the Davidson 
families quite well from wills and land transac-
tions and hours of looking at old records. We 
knew the names of the children of the sib-
lings: John, Samuel, Thomas and Nancy. John 
Davidson’s will of 1793 named nephews Wil-
liam, John, and Andrew Thomas and by de-
duction we could assume them to be the chil-
dren of Jane (Joan or Jean) and James David-
son. This William was a strong candidate to be 
the William of the lawsuit. There was no proof 
however. 

We knew a lot about the William of the law-
suit. He had been a State Senator, a member 
of the House of Representatives, and a suc-
cessful business man. We knew that he had 
married Sarah Frew Davidson, the recent 
widow of Thomas Davidson. We had a lot of 
the pieces of the puzzle, but we did not know 
how to connect William to our line. 

Supplying some of the puzzle pieces, the his-
torians at Rosedale, and other places, docu-
mented that the mother of William, married  

Samuel McComb, Sr. But still the missing puz-
zle piece was the connection to our Davidson 
line. In the book A life in Antebellum Char-
lotte, The Private Journal of Sarah F. Davidson, 

 

 
DAVIDSON, William, (1778-1857) 

DAVIDSON, William, a Representative from North Carolina; born in 
Charleston, S.C., on September 12, 1778; completed preparatory 
studies; moved with his parents to North Carolina in early youth and 
settled in Mecklenburg County; engaged extensively in planting; 
member of the State senate in 1813, 1815-1819, and 1825; moved 
(from Raleigh) to Charlotte, N.C., in 1820; elected as a Federalist to 
the Fifteenth Congress to fill the vacancy caused by the resignation 
of Daniel M. Forney; reelected to the Sixteenth Congress and served 
from December 2, 1818, to March 3, 1821; unsuccessful candidate 
for reelection in 1820 to the Seventeenth Congress; again elected a 
member of the State senate and served from 1827 to 1830; re-
sumed his business pursuits; died in Charlotte, N.C., on September 
16, 1857; interment in the Old Cemetery. 

 

http://bioguide.congress.gov/scripts/biodisplay.pl?index=D000087 
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1837, the authors state “The relationship be-
tween the McComb family and the Davidsons 
is a little murky. Davidson’s family tradition 
states that Samuel McComb (Jr) was the half-
brother of William Davidson.” A lot of infor-
mation is available on Joan McComb and her 
husband, Samuel McComb, Sr. as well as their 
family. Sarah F. Davidson, the daughter of Wil-
liam and Sarah Frew Davidson kept a detailed 
diary in 1837. Dedicated historians in Meck-
lenburg County transcribed the diary and pub-
lished the book52. It is a wonderful look at 
Charlotte in 1837 and it provides much infor-
mation about the McComb family. The book 
also detailed the close relationship between 
William Davidson and Samuel McComb, Jr. But 
Still we didn’t know who William’s father was. 

Now the big questions to answer:  

1. Who were William Davidson’s parents? 

2. Was Joan (Jean or Jane), the widow of 
James Davidson the same person 
as Jane Davidson McComb? 

3. Were James and Joan David-
son’s children really William, 
John, and Andrew Thomas? 

4. If Williams’s mother was first 
married to James Davidson and 
then to Samuel McComb, we 
would know the following: 

 William was the nephew 
of Thomas Davidson.  

 William was a first cousin 
of all the complainants in 
the big lawsuit. 

 William would have been 
one of the heirs of the 
Thomas Davidson estate. 

 William married his aunt. 

This deed of the sale of the 480 acres by the 
heirs of James Davidson in 1804 was the most 
important document in determining the par-
ents of William Davidson. After years of re-
search, I found the previously mentioned deed 

                                                
52 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, McConnell, p 44 

involving the 480 acres. When it was found, it 
proved to be a gold mine. I let out a big yell, 
EUREKA!  

The 1804 deed gave us some clear answers: 
1) that Joan McComb is relict (widow) of 

James Davidson  

2) that sons William, John, and Andrew 
were heirs of James Davidson.  

3) that Samuel Davidson and Hugh Bry-
son had bought property previously 
from James Davidson…. 

4) that the corner of Thomas Davidson 
(deceased) property adjoined the prop-
erty of James 

Most of our questions were answered with 
this one document. We were clearly able to 
see that William married his aunt, and all his 
Davidson first cousins did file a lawsuit against 
him.  

From the Sarah Frew book, we also learned 
that Jane Nixon Davidson McComb had mar-
ried Henry Emberson in 1809, several years af-
ter the death of Samuel McComb, Sr. This led 
to more research into the Embersons. From a 
genealogy point of view this paid off big 
when it was discovered that Jane Emberson 
wrote a detailed will in 1831. In the will she 
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appointed her three surviving son as execu-
tors. The sons were: William Davidson, Samuel 
McComb, and Robert McComb. 

About Davidson research 
The late Dr. Chalmers Davidson a former his-
tory professor, library director, and archivist at 
Davidson College did extensive research into 
the various Davidson families. A collection of 
his personal documents is in the archives of 
Davidson College. I spent a couple of days do-
ing research among his papers. There were a 
few type-written pages with specific informa-
tion on James Davison and his family. The 
notes appear to be correspondence to Dr. 
Davidson. 

Unfortunately the authors of these papers 
were not referenced and the sources for the 
information are not recorded. Many of the 
facts have been verified while others have not 
been researched by me. The unverified infor-
mation is referenced in the footnotes in this 
chapter as “Dr. Chalmers Davidson’s archives.” 
This does not mean Davidson is the source, 
but rather that the information was found in 
his collection of papers. However the unveri-
fied information can provide fuel for addi-

tional Genealogy research. I found it tempting 
to delve into more research on James and his 
family — to look at just one more census, to 
find one more land deed, to check one more 
cemetery record — unfortunately that would 
have only slowed down the progress of writ-
ing. 

 

Unanswered Questions 
Why did both James and Jane sign deeds? 
Generally with the laws of coverture only the 
husband signed the deed. 

On legal documents Jane signed her name 
with an “x.” Is there a reason? 

What record is there that the James Davidson 
family were members of Circular Church? 

Were the children of Jane baptized in the 
church? 

Are James & James Jr. buried in Old Circular 
Church Cemetery? 

Did James live in Charleston, SC when his fa-
ther died in 1778? 

Did James move to Mecklenburg County be-
fore he died? 
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Thomas Davidson 
 

 

John Davidson, Sr.
~1725-1778

John Davidson, Jr.
1750-1797

James Davidson
1751-1788

Mary Unknown
~1730-1798

Margaret Wilson
1761-1840

 Jane Nixon
17??-1831

Thomas Davidson
1755-1800

 
Sarah Frew
1772-1812

Nancy Davidson
1752-1832

Hugh Bryson
1745-1835

Andrew Davidson

William Davidson

Samuel Davidson

William Davidson
1778-1857

Sarah Frew Davidson
1772-1812

Andrew Thomas Davidson

John Davidson

Mary Long
Davidson
1796-1802

Samuel Davidson
~1753-~1808

Jamie Henderson

    

 

 

Thomas Davidson (~1755-1800) 
Now let’s learn about Thomas Davidson, the 
brother of our ancestor, Nancy Davidson Bry-
son. He was the son of John and Mary David-
son and was one of five children. We have al-
ready learned about the four siblings of Tho-
mas.  

In Chapter 4 we learned about Nancy David-
son Bryson and her husband Hugh. In Chapter 
5 we studied the family of John, Jr. and life in 
rural Alabama. In this chapter we have looked 
into the life of Samuel, and James. Now let’s 
dig into the life and times of Thomas David-
son.  

Thomas Davidson was born about 1755 
probably in South Carolina or Ireland. We 
don’t know his exact year of birth, but we are 
going to assume 1755. Thomas became 
wealthy buying large amount of land and 
property in Charlotte. He married a younger 
woman, Sarah Frew, and had one child, Mary 
Long Davidson. Thomas, 45, left a Will that 

appears to be clear; however, twenty three 
years after his death, there was a big lawsuit 
in Maury County, Tennessee involving all the 
surviving Davidson first cousins. As we have 
seen in the other chapters, there was a close 
relationship between the Davidson brothers 
and their sister, Nancy Davidson Bryson and 
her husband Hugh. 

Turbulent Times 
Thomas lived in Mecklenburg County during 
the turbulent years — before, during, and af-
ter the Revolutionary War. We don’t find spe-
cific mention of his being a Revolutionary Sol-
dier; on the other hand our research is limited 
in this area. Many of the young men in the 
area served as supporters—hiding in the 
woods and ambushing British messengers or 
scouts sent out by General Cornwallis. They 
tried to make life as difficult for the British as 
possible. 
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“No British commander could obtain any in-
formation in that position which would facili-
tate his designs or guide his future conduct. 
They were every day harassed by the inhabi-
tants who did not remain at home to receive 
payment for the produce of their plantations, 
but generally fired from covert places to an-
noy the British detachments.”53  

Every man was required to serve in the Militia 
and was armed. We will see that the county 
was divided into militia companies. The 
county taxes were reported by militia district. 
This is helpful today in doing genealogy re-
search because it is a record of who lived in 
the same part of the county. For more on the 
early days in Mecklenburg County, see Chapter 
3 Setting the Stage — Mecklenburg County, 
North Carolina. 

Thomas Davidson Transactions 
We can try to understand Thomas Davidson by 
reviewing some of the important public re-
cords. We will look at some of these more or 
less in chronological order. 

 1779 — Thomas started accumulating land 
when he was about twenty-four years old. On 
May 1, 177954 Elizabeth 
and James Nickels sold to 
Thomas Davidson 131 
acres on the waters of 
Rocky River.  This transac-
tion may give us a subtle 
genealogy clue. We know 
our line of Davidsons have 
a strong connection to 
South Carolina and we 
have suspicions that Hugh 
Bryson came through 
South Carolina also and 
may be related to the Wil-
liam and Jean Hunter Bry-
son line of Laurens Co., 
South Carolina. One of the 
sons of William and Jean 
was the Rev. Henry Bryson 
whom we seem to cross 

                                                
53 Chain of Error, McNitt, p 24 
54 Mecklenburg Co., Deed Book 10, p 482 

paths with from time to time. In this case the 
connection is very loose but interesting. Henry 
Bryson’s brother James married Mary Nickels a 
daughter of Elizabeth and James Nickels (the 
same people who sold land to Thomas). Three 
other siblings of Henry Bryson married Nickels 
spouses. This type of information can start a 
line of genealogy sleuthing that may prove in-
teresting or may just be a dead-end. 

1790 — Thomas Davidson is listed in the Fed-
eral census of 1790 and is in the 7th Census 
District. Thomas is recorded as being a male 
sixteen and over. There were no children or 
females listed in the Thomas Davidson house-
hold. Thomas is in the same Census District as 
his brother Samuel and brother-in-law Hugh 
Bryson. 

1793 — Thomas Davidson bought 5,000 acres 
in what was to become Maury County, Ten-
nessee, from John Nelson on October 2, 
1793.55 This property was in undeveloped In-
dian land about 500 miles from Mecklenburg 
County. In actuality a journey made much 
longer because the Great Smoke Mountains 
stood in the way. 

John Nelson Grant No. 51 
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From a genealogy standpoint, this purchase is 
the most important transaction in proving the 
family relationships of the children of John 
and Mary Davidson and our Hugh Bryson line. 
What must have appeared to be a good in-
vestment, and an opportunity for great appre-
ciation in value, turned out to be at the center 
of the big lawsuit in Maury County, Tennessee 
thirty years later. We will explore this transac-
tion in great detail because of its defining na-
ture. 

First, how did John Nelson get so much land 
in far-off Tennessee? Nelson served as an offi-
cer in the Revolutionary War. On July, 10, 
1788, five years before he sold the land, John 
Nelson received Grant #51 for 5,000 acres 
from the State of North Carolina as a reward 
for his military service in the Revolutionary 
War. The land was unsettled Indian land in 
what was described as the middle territory 
with no well-defined boundaries. In 1788 
what would become Tennessee was known as 
North Carolina Middle District. 

State of North Carolina Land Grant No. 51 
Know ye that we have granted unto John 
Nelson a tract of land containing five thou-
sand acres lying in our middle district lying 
on the head waters of Robertson’s and Rich-
land creek. Beginning at a beech and elm on 
a dry branch nearly north from the mouth of 
said Robertson’s Creek and about three and 
a half miles distant said trees marked EH and 
RXI runs west one hundred and sixty chains 
to a hickory thence North three hundred 
twelve chains fifty links to a Stake. Thence 
East one hundred and sixty chains to a pop-

                                                                            
55 Mecklenburg Co. Deed Book 14, p 375 

lar thence South three hundred twelve 
chains fifty links to the beginning. To hold to 
the said John Nelson his heirs and assigns 
forever. Dated the 10th day of July 1788. 

J Glasgow Secretary  Saml Johnston 
A true copy  Wm Hill Secretary 
Warrant No 1110 Surveyed by R Weakley 
Argile Isler and James Nelson chain carrier56 

 

 

1794 — Thomas Davidson married 
Thomas (39) married a young wealthy lady, 
Sarah Frew (21). We are not sure of the exact 
date of this marriage, but we estimate it to be 
around 1794. Historians have reported that 
Sarah and her brother, Archibald Frew, had 
inherited large sums of money from their par-
ents in Virginia and came into the Mecklen-
burg area in the 1790’s to be with relatives. 
Archibald bought property and opened a store 
in the village of Charlotte. The wedding must 
have been the talk of the Town because Tho-
mas Davidson was also a wealthy person with 
large land holdings and was a very eligible 

bachelor. He was marrying a young lady 18 
years his junior. They were among the movers 
and shakers of the time. The next step — 
move to Charlotte Town and be at the center 
of society. 

1795 — Trade and Tryon 
On March 3, 1795 Thomas Davidson bought 
two prime lots in Charlotte Town from Adlai 
Osborn. These were defined as lots 17 and 18 
in the Deed Book 15, page 15 and were at the 
corner of Tryon Street and Trade Street. Tho-

                                                
56 Mecklenburg County Deed Book 14, p 375 
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mas and Sarah lived in a house across from 
the court house. You could not be closer to 
the heart of town.  

The first court house ever built in the county 
was in the public square where Trade and 
Tryon intersect.57 It stood on posts and pro-
vided a place of shade or relief from the rain 
underneath.  

This was the birthplace of The Mecklenburg 
Declaration of Independ-
ence in 1775.  

The population at that 
time numbered about 100 
people, but by 1790 the 
population of Charlotte 
had grown to about 325. 
By 1800 Charlotte was still 
a small town with ap-
proximately 500 residents.  

The town had a collection 
of doctors, lawyers, politi-
cians, merchants and 
other generally well-to-do 
families. Sarah Frew and 
Thomas Davidson were liv-
ing in town in a house at 
Trade and Tryon. Sarah 
must have enjoyed this 
home and its location be-
cause later she bought it 
from Thomas’ estate. 

If you visit Charlotte to-
day, you will find that this 
property is a park in honor 
of Thomas Polk. It is a very 
restful place to visit with 
beautiful landscaping and refreshing water 
features. A modern oasis; yet across the street 
is the 60 story, 871 feet high, Bank of America 
Corporate Center, the sentinel land mark of 
the Charlotte skyline and the tallest building 
between Atlanta and Philadelphia.58 

Charlotte Town  

                                                
57 History of Mecklenburg County, J.B. Alexander, p 21 
58 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ Bank_of_America_ Corpo-
rate_Center 

The area that is now Charlotte59 was first set-
tled in 1755 when Thomas Polk (uncle of 
United States President James K. Polk), who 
was traveling with Thomas Spratt and his fam-
ily, stopped and built his house of residence at 
the intersection of two Native American trad-
ing paths between the Yadkin and Catawba 
rivers.  

One of the paths ran north-south and was 
part of the Great 
Philadelphia Wagon 
Road; the second 
path ran east-west 
along what is now 
Trade Street.  

In the early part of 
the 18th century, the 
Great Philadelphia 
Wagon Road led set-
tlers of Scotch-Irish 
and German descent 
from Pennsylvania, 
Maryland, and Vir-
ginia into the Caro-
lina foothills.  

Within the decades 
following Polk's set-
tling, the area grew 
to become the com-
munity of "Charlotte 
Town," which offi-
cially incorporated as 
a town in 1768. The 
crossroads, perched 
atop a long rise in 
the Piedmont land-
scape, became the 

heart of modern Uptown Charlotte. 

                                                
59 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charlotte,_North_Carolina 
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In 1770, surveyors marked off the new town's streets in a grid pattern for future development. 
The east-west trading path became Trade Street, and the Great Wagon Road became Tryon 
Street, in honor of William Tryon, a royal governor of colonial North Carolina. The intersection of 
Trade and Tryon is known as "Trade & Tryon" or simply "The Square." 
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1796 — Thomas Davidson continued to add 
to his real-estate investments in Charlotte. 

On June 1, 1796, Davidson bought 14 acres 
consisting of 29 lots in the town of Charlotte 
from William Pattison.60  

On July 1796 Thomas Davidson bought 170 
acres on the waters of Rocky River from his fa-
ther John Davidson. This was two years before 
the death of John.61  Thomas continued to add 
to his city holdings as well as build up his 
holdings in the rural areas. 

1796 —Thomas and Sarah Frew Davidson wel-
comed the birth of their daughter, Mary Long 
Davidson, in 1795. Thomas was 41and Sarah 
was 23.  

1796 — Tennessee became a state and the 
5,000 acre investment started looking very 
good.  

1797 — Thomas Davidson bought three tracks 
of land from his brother, Samuel, on May 21; 
the deed book recorded this sale as a Sheriff 
Deed. That implies Samuel had some kind of 
financial trouble.62 

1799 —Thomas just kept on buying property 
and increasing his holdings. In 1779 he was 
awarded Grant #15 for 100 acres on Rocky 
River in Mecklenburg County. The grant was 
made by the State of North Carolina, Gov. 
W.R. Davis. This grant63 was recorded on 1 
June 1802, two years after Davidson’s death.64  

Thomas — Successful 
We have seen that Thomas Davidson was a 
very successful business man accumulating 
large amounts of property through various 
transactions including the previously men-
tioned 5,000 acres in Tennessee.  

Thomas and Sarah Frew Davidson lived in the 
town of Charlotte at the intersection of Trade 

                                                
60  Mecklenburg County Deed Book 15 p 147 
61 Mecklenburg County Deed Book 15, p 206 
62 Mecklenburg County Deed Book 15, p 274 
63 Grants were given to individuals who found previously 
unclaimed land and who could pay the required fees. It 
does not imply the free gift of land. 
64 Mecklenburg County Deed Book 14 p 319-320 

and Tryon, the most prestigious location in 
Mecklenburg County. Their neighbors included 
Nathaniel Alexander, US Congressman and fu-
ture governor of NC; Waightsill Avery, signer 
of the Mecklenburg Declaration, Speaker of 
the NC Senate and known for his 1788 duel 
with Andrew Jackson; Isaac Alexander, County 
Clerk; and members of the Emberson, 
McComb, Polk, Graham, and other important 
families. 

In the tax list showing the owners of property 
in the town of Charlotte in 1797, 1798, and 
1799, Thomas is shown as owning 500 acres 
in Mecklenburg County, 2 or 3 slaves, 1 ½ im-
proved city lots, and 27 unimproved city lots. 
According to the tax list, he was the largest 
single owner of city property.  

Thomas was recognized as a successful Char-
lotte merchant and had a beautiful young 
wife and young daughter. But just when 
things were looking so good, Thomas became 
deadly ill and died on July 22, 1800. All his 
material success and wealth could not help 
him.  

Thomas Davidson, 45, wrote his final will July 
15, 180065 shortly before his death, starting 
out by saying “Being in a low state of health.” 

His burial took place at Coddle Creek ARP 
Church near Mooresville, NC, about 30 miles 
NE of Charlotte. Nancy Davidson Bryson was 
his only surviving sibling, but he had over 15 
Bryson and Davidson nieces and nephews.  

We can imagine the Brysons and Davidsons all 
gathered at the church in the sweltering heat 
of a mid-July day. The most influential mem-
bers of the community must have also been 
there. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
65  Mecklenburg County Will Book C , p 23 
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Thomas Davidson Will July 15, 1800 
“In the name of God Amen. I Thomas Davidson 
of the Town of Charlotte, County of Mecklen-
burg & State of N. Carolina, Being in a low state 
of health, but of perfect mind & memory thanks 
be given unto God, calling unto mind the mor-
tality of my body, and knowing that it is ap-
pointed for all man once to die. Do make & or-
dain this my last Will & Testament, that is to say 
principally & first of all I give & recommend my 
soul unto God who gave it, & my body to the 
earth to be buried in a decent Christian manner 
at the discretion of my Executors but at the gen-
eral resurrection I shall receive the same again by 
the mighty power of God and as touching such 
worldly estate wherewith it hath pleased God to 
bless me in this life. I give dismiss & dispose of 
the same in the following manner and form. — 
First I give and bequeath to Sarah my beloved 
wife one mullata girl named Cherry one horse 
and saddle and the one half of my household 
furniture & six hundred pounds in money & 
privilege of living in my house in the Country on 
the plantation where Robert Bryson now lives 
known by the name of Thompsons Old Place & 
be allowed a decent maintenance as may appear 
to my executors according to the amount of my 
estate. 

I give and bequeath to my well loved daughter 
Mary Long Davidson my Negro woman named 
Nancy and all her children together with all my 
land & tenements & the remaining half of my 
household furniture and personal estate, also my 
will is that she be allowed out of her own part, 
what my executors may think, or sufficient sum, 
for clothing, Schooling & Boarding with her 
mother according to her income or the interest 
of her money. Likewise my will is that if the said 
Mary Long Davidson dies without having heirs, 
then & in that case the property bequeathed to 
her shall be divided into four equal parts, be-
tween my brothers James, John, Samuel & Hugh 
Brysons children, that is to say each of my 
brothers and sisters children. Also I do allow my 
brother Samuel Davidson all my wearing apparel 
& twenty bushels of corn or the value thereof 
each & every year during his life. — And fur-
thermore I authorize my executors to sell or rent 
my house & Lotts in Charlotte which so ever may 
appear to them to be most expedient for the in-
terest of my estate. Also my will is that my three 

Negroes named Dick, Solomon and Bob be sold, 
likewise my will is that my Executors shall allow 
such a sum as may think needful to also use for 
settling my books & collecting my outstanding 
asst & sundry debts a lawyer for his council 
when they may deem it necessary in transacting 
the business relative to my will. And I do hereby 
appoint Doctor Joseph Alexander, Robert David-
son, Robert Bryson my nephew & William David-
son my nephew Executors of this my last will & 
testament in witness whereof I have here in set 
my hand & seal this 15th day of July in the year 
of our Lord 1800.”66 

Witness: 
Eph B. Davidson        Wm. Maclean 
 Thomas Davidson 
 Archibald Frew  (seal) 
 

1800 Thomas Davidson Codicil 
“Be it known that I Thomas Davidson  do hereby 
empower & request my Executors named in said 
will to sign & deliver to Hugh Bryson his heirs & 
assigns a quit claim deed for that part of my 100 
acre grant which includes said Brysons fields 
crossing his spring branch lying east of the small 
post oak corner, agreeable to the lines already 
run and laid off by my order by John McKnitt 
Alexander & James Meek as he the said Bryson 
paying a proper loanable part of the cost of said 
100 acre grant to be ascertained by the said 
Alexander. In witness where of I have hereto 
subscribed my name & affixed my seal this 8th 
day of June 1800.67 

Eph B. Davidson68 Thomas Davidson 
Samuel Wilson69 (seal) 
J Mc Alexander70” 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
66 Mecklenburg Co., Will Book C , p 23 
67 Mecklenburg County Deed Book C, p 23 
68 See Biography section in the reference chapter of this book 

69 See Biography section in the reference chapter of this book 

70 See Biography section in the reference chapter of this book 
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Codicil written before Will 
It is interesting to see that the Codicil was 
written on June 8, and the Will was written 
about five weeks later on July 15. This would 
lead us to believe there was a Will previous to 
the July 15, 1800 Will. Hugh Bryson purchased 
the 33 acres defined in the Codicil of the 
Thomas Davidson will for a total of £3:5-0. 
The deed was recorded on June 20, 1802.71  

Provided for siblings 
Thomas Davidson provided for his sister Nancy 
and his only surviving brother, Samuel in his 
Will. Thomas provided for his brother, Samuel, 
by stating “Also I do allow my brother Samuel 
Davidson all my wearing apparel & twenty 
bushels of corn or the value thereof each & 
every year during his life.” Certainly an inter-
esting provision—how do the executors com-
ply with this, do they hold back some money 
in escrow until Samuel dies? 

Davidson made indirect provision for his sister 
Nancy Davidson Bryson in the above codicil 
saying this: “assigns a quit 
claim deed for that part of 
my 100 acre grant which in-
cludes said Brysons fields.” 
This will and codicil is just 
one more instance where 
Hugh Bryson is shown to be 
living in the same area as his brothers-in-law 
the Davidsons.  

By stating “said Brysons fields crossing his 
spring branch” confirms that Hugh Bryson had 
property adjacent to that of Thomas Davidson. 
Hugh’s son Robert was living in the Thomas 
Davidson “country place” and probably taking 
care of the property. Again we see the close 
relationship between the Hugh Bryson family 
and the Davidsons. 

Is Robert Bryson running the farm? 
Shortly after Thomas married Sarah Frew, they 
bought lots 17 and 18, including a nice house, 
in Charlotte, at Trade & Tryon. He also bought 
an additional 29 town lots on 14 acres, 
roughly ½ acre per lot. Thomas and Sarah 

                                                
71 Mecklenburg County Deed Book 17, p 719 

moved into town and Robert Bryson moved 
into the country home and probably was re-
sponsible for plantation operations to some 
degree. 

Estate executors named 
Thomas named four executors. The Will states 
“And I do hereby appoint Doctor Joseph Alex-
ander, Robert Davidson, Robert Bryson my 
nephew & William Davidson, my nephew, Ex-
ecutors of this my last will & testament”72  

(1) Robert Bryson, 22, was trusted by Thomas 
Davidson, as demonstrated by the fact that he 
was named one of the executors of the large 
estate. Robert was living on the country prop-
erty and, in fact, may have been the general 
overseer of the plantation and its operation. 

(2) Dr. Joseph Alexander was one of the most 
respected men in Mecklenburg County. After 
graduating from Princeton University in New 
Jersey in 1760 with an A.B. and A.M. degree 
he returned to North Carolina and studied 
theology and became a minister.73 At Sugar 

Creek and other area 
churches he gained the 
reputation of being a dy-
namic preacher. He founded 
the Queen’s Museum, a sat-
ellite school of Princeton 
and was the first Trustee of 

the University of North Carolina. 

(3) Nephew William, the executor, was most 
likely the son of James Davidson. (Thomas had 
2 nephews named William. One was the son 
of Samuel, and the other the son of James.) 
Matthew McClure, one of the signers of the 
Mecklenburg Declaration, had been William’s 
guardian and probably taught him about the 
legal system and politics. William, the son of 
James, is someone we will learn a lot more 
about! 

(4) Robert Davidson (one of the executors) 
was not related to Thomas, but through mar-
riage was the Uncle of Martha Caldwell David-

                                                
72 Mecklenburg County Will Book C , p 23 
73 Princeton College During the Eighteenth Century, 
Samuel Alexander   

Shortly after Thomas married Sarah 
Frew, they bought lots 17 and 18, 

including a nice house, in Charlotte, 
at Trade & Tryon. 
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son, wife of John H. Davidson, a nephew of 
Thomas, whom we learned about in Chapter 
Six. Robert was active in banking. In 1852, he 
left bank stock to Davidson College for the 
endowment of a professorship and bank stock 
to “Hopewell Church, the church where my 
family has worshiped for several generations 
so long as the sd church abides by the Confes-
sion of Faith, the Longer and Shorter Cate-
chisms of the Westminster Assembly, and con-
tinues its connection with the (old school, 
General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church 
of the United States); the proceeds of the 
shares are to be annually appropriated by the 
church in the support and extension of the 
gospel.”74 

Thomas Davidson Tombstone 
Old Coddle Creek Cemetery 

The witnesses to the will Ephraim Brevard 
Davidson, Samuel Wilson (Jr.), and John 
McKnitt Alexander were the Who’s Who of 
Mecklenburg County. Thomas Davidson was a 
very powerful man. 

A nice tombstone was placed at his grave. 
with an impressive inscription which reads as 
follows: 

SACRED 
To the Memory of 

Mr. THOMAS DAVIDSON 
(late Merchant in Charlotte) 

Who departed this life July 22, 1800 
Aged 46 years 

In whom were united virtues of friend- 
Ship and Honesty and his death was 

Sincerely lamented by all his acquaintance. 
Here he shall slumber in the ground 
Til the last trumpets joyous sounds 

Then burst the chains with sweet surprise 
And in the Saviours wings rise. 

 
Two doves are carved at the top of the stone 
as well as the Masonic emblem and other 
symbols. 

 
 

                                                
74 Mecklenburg County Will Book I , p 214 

Thomas provided well for Sarah Frew 
Thomas was generous in his bequest to his 
wife Sarah. He gave her a large sum of cash, 
600 pounds. How much is 600 pounds? Earlier 
in this chapter we learned that James David-
son paid William Thompson 105 pounds for 
three tracts of land totaling 480 acres. The 
property included numerous houses and out 
buildings. Sarah was rich!  

We certainly can’t know what Thomas David-
son was thinking, but it is fun to speculate 
and guess.  

Robert Bryson was living on the plantation in 
the country place and probably over-seeing 
the plantation. After the death of Thomas, 
Mary Long, age 4, would inherit a big portion 
of the plantation. Who would oversee it— 
probably Robert. Thomas may have been 
thinking that with all the relatives living on the 
overall plantation that it would be a great 
place for Sarah Frew and four year-old daugh-
ter Mary Long to live—all that family support.  

So the Thomas Will states “First I give and be-
queath to Sarah my beloved wife one mullata 
girl named Cherry one horse and saddle and 
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the one half of my household furniture & six 
hundred pounds in money & privilege of living 
in my house in the Country on the plantation 
where Robert Bryson now lives known by the 
name of Thompson’s Old Place & be allowed a 
decent maintenance as may appear to my ex-
ecutors according to the 
amount of my estate.”75 He 
then wants Sarah to receive 
money for the support of his 
daughter, Mary Long 
Davidson by saying “also my 
will is that she be allowed out 
of her own part, what my 
executors may think, or suffi-
cient sum, for clothing, 
Schooling & Boarding with her 
mother according to her 
income or the interest of her 
money.” Thomas seems so 
sure that Sarah Frew wants to 
live on the plantation that he 
suggests that the house and 
lots in Charlotte be sold. The 
will says “And furthermore 
I authorize my executors 
to sell or rent my house & 
Lots in Charlotte which so 
ever may appear to them 
to be most expedient for 
the interest of my estate.” 

Wow, he wants Sarah to 
give up living in town and 
move to the plantation, for her own good. Is it 
off to the plantation for twenty-eight year-old 
Sarah Frew Davidson?  

Not so fast, Sarah has her own ideas. My 
guess is that Sarah, after Thomas’s death, was 
not really thrilled to live in the Country. Per-
haps she just preferred city life or wanted to 
be nearer her brother, Archibald. It was about 
25 miles from the plantation to Charlotte.  

We are getting ahead of ourselves. We will see 
a dramatic story in the next chapter on The 
Big Lawsuit where Sarah bought the Trade 

                                                
75  Mecklenburg County Will Book C , p 23 

and Tryon property from the estate, signs a 
prenuptial agreement, with a future Governor 
of the State acting as escrow agent, and mar-
ried her nephew William Davidson, 24. Sarah 
was 30 at the time. 

Thomas left all his land and buildings to his 
Daughter 
Because of the laws of Coveture at 
the time, Thomas left most of his 
estate to Mary Long Davidson, his 
daughter, age four. His will states 
“I give and bequeath to my well 
loved daughter Mary Long 
Davidson my Negro woman named 
Nancy and all her children together 
with all my land & tenements & 
the remaining half of my 
household furniture and personal 
estate.” This was a pretty tall order 
for a four year-old. Unfortunately 
Mary Long Davidson died two 
years later. This story is covered in 
detail in the next chapter. 

Provision should Mary Long 
die 
Thomas made a provision in 
case Mary Long should die 
without heirs when he states 
“Likewise my will is that if the 
said Mary Long Davidson dies 
without having heirs, then & in 
that case the property be-

queathed to her shall be divided into four 
equal parts, between my brothers James, 
John, Samuel & Hugh Brysons children, that is 
to say each of my brothers and sisters chil-
dren.” This seems pretty clear. The children of 
James would get ¼ of the estate, those of 
John would get ¼, those of Samuel would get 
¼ and the children of Hugh and Nancy David-
son Bryson would get ¼ share.  

Mary Long Davidson died in 1802 
Things get complicated because Mary Long 
died at about age 6. There was still the 5,000 
acres in Tennessee that had not been divided 
and it appears that nothing was done about 
distributing it for many years. It just sat there. 

Tombstone of Sarah Frew David-
son and 2nd husband, William 
Davidson. Mary Long Davidson‘s 
tombstone is nearby. 

Located in old Presbyterian Ceme-
tery in downtown Charlotte. 
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In 1818, James Bryson, son of Hugh and 
Nancy had moved to Davidson, County Ten-
nessee.  

John evidently wanted to add to his inherited 
holdings. James sold his “undivided part” for 
$1,000. “Undivided part” meant that the divi-
sion of the 5,000 acre parcel had not been di-
vided into specific individual parcels, so John 
was buying a share of the 5,000 acres. James 
Bryson went to the Court House in Sumner 
County, Tennessee, a few miles north of 
Davidson County, where he lived and agreed 
to sell his share. This was recorded in Sumner 
Co. Court, 24 Aug 1818. A few days later it 
was registered in Maury Co Court 28 Oct 
1818. It is unclear how this was recorded 
when most of the Nelson grant #51 had al-
ready been recorded by the new buyers.  

Every thing appeared just fine for the cousins 
until they started to figure out how to divide 
up the property. That’s when they found that 
William Davidson, their cousin, had sold most 
of the land. 

William started dividing and selling parcels 
shortly after Sarah Frew Davidsons’ death in 
1812. He sold parcels to more than 30 indi-
viduals.  Some of these individuals had already 
resold the land to other parties. What a mess! 
The land owners on the Nelson Grant had 
cleared the land, started farming, built barns, 
and homes. What a shock. Wheels were set 
into motion for a big lawsuit. 

William guaranteed and pledged to defend 
the title of the properties he sold in Tennessee 
although he must have known there was a 
real question if he was the rightful heir. We 
have devoted the next chapter to cover the 
details of the lawsuit that was filed by all the 
surviving cousins against their cousin William 
Davidson. Davidson had been a powerful poli-
tician as a state senator and a member of the 
US House of Representatives. 

Was Thomas specific enough 
It’s interesting to look at typical wording of 
some wills around 1800. In the Thomas David-
son Will no time limit is placed on the support 
of his wife. 

In the 1893 Will of his brother, John, limits are 
placed on support by saying “living on these 
premises during her widowhood.”76 

James Bryson, one of the complainants, thirty 
years later put a provision in his Will  “I hereby 
loan unto my beloved wife Ann Bryson my 
tract of land whereon I now live and my four 
negro slaves together my household and 
kitchen furniture all my stock of horses cattle 
hogs sheep plantation utensils and all other 
property of whatsoever nature or kind unto 
her for and during her natural life and no 
longer.” James must have still had bitter feel-
ings about the problems with the estate of 
Thomas. It was very common for the phrase 
“during her widowhood” to be included in 
wills. 

The demise of Thomas Davidson 
Thomas Davidson died a young man at age 
forty-five. He achieved much earthly wealth 
that in the end caused great pain for many 
families. This is not what this generous man 
had hoped for— a sad ending to a good life. 
Thomas is buried in the old cemetery behind 
Coddle Creek Presbyterian Church near 
Mooresville, North Carolina in a grave next to 
his mother and father. 

Unanswered Questions:  
1. Thomas Davidson’s land transactions 

have not been fully researched, did he 
have land in other counties? 

2. Since the codicil predates the will by 
five weeks, was there a previous will? 

3. Why in some transactions are both the 
husband’s and wife’s name men-
tioned? As in Elizabeth and James 
Nichols, or in the case of James and 
Jean Davidson? 

 

                                                
76 Mecklenburg Co. Will Book C, p 28 
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Background — The BIG Lawsuit. 
In researching the events leading up to the 
lawsuit we find a story of intrigue, suspense, 
possible deception, and what must have been 
heart-wrenching agony for many people. 

In this chapter we will see an amazing series 
of steps that lead to a lawsuit that lasted from 
1823 to 1829 and involved the nephews and 
nieces of Thomas Davidson. Thomas was the 
brother of our ancestor, Nancy Davidson Bry-
son. Nancy was married to Hugh Bryson.  

The lawsuit was filed against William David-
son, a powerful politician that married his Un-
cle Thomas’ widow, Sarah Frew Davidson. Wil-
liam was the son of James Davidson, a brother 
of Thomas. This lawsuit is important to us to-
day because it involves our ancestor James 
Bryson and his brothers and sisters who were 
among the complainants in this lawsuit. 

Events leading to the 1823 lawsuit in Maury 
Co., Tennessee 
The BIG lawsuit pitted cousins who were to 
inherit part of a 5,000 acre parcel according 
the will of their Uncle, Thomas Davidson. One 
of the cousins, William Davidson, took it upon 
himself to sell the property to innocent buyers 
without the knowledge of the other cousins. 

It is pretty clear that the Davidson cousins 
were not happy that their cousin William 
Davidson, the US Congressman, had sold the 
property without their knowledge. In fact Wil-
liam had made a lot of money selling off large 
parcels starting as early as 1812. 

When the lawsuit started in 1823, over thirty 
families had purchased land. They were living 
on the land; they had cleared trees, were 
growing crops and working hard to make a 
living in a newly developing land. Some had 
lived on the land over ten years and had built 
homes and out-buildings. Most of the sales 
transactions were carried out by David W. 

McRee, William’s attorney and agent. William 
was in Washington DC during most of this 
time. 

It took a lot of fortitude for John Howard 
Davidson, 31, to file a lawsuit against his first 
cousin, William, 45 who was an attorney and 
very savvy. He had been a State Senator for 
several terms, then a US Congressman for a 
term and a half. So let’s set the stage for the 
big lawsuit in Maury County, Tennessee by 
looking at a detailed time line of key events. 

Detailed Time Line of Lawsuit 
1793   Thomas Davidson buys 5,000 acres on 
Robertson & Richland Creeks in Maury County 

1795   Thomas Davidson buys lots 17 & 18 at 
Trade & Tryon Streets from Adlai Osborn and 
moves to Charlotte Town. 

1796   Thomas Davidson buys 14½ acres (29 
lots) in the town of Charlotte. 

1796   Mary Long Davidson is born 

1800   Thomas Davidson will is written 15 July 
1800, and later in July, the will is probated. If 
Mary Long dies without heirs, the children of 
each of Thomas’ four siblings (John, James, 
Nancy, and Samuel) would receive ¼ of Tho-
mas’ estate as shown in the accompanying 
chart. This clearly shows that William would 
be entitled to ¼ or in the case of the Tennes-
see property 1,250 acres. But William seemed 
to want more.  

1802   1 May 1802 — Sarah Frew Davidson, 
the widow, buys lots no. 17 & 18 at Trade & 
Tryon Streets1 as well as 14½ acres containing 
29 lots2 in the town of Charlotte for $1,500 
from the Thomas Davidson estate. There were 
also some slaves involved with the sale. These 
lots were sold by John McKnitt Alexander, 
Wm. Davidson, Robert Bryson, and Robert 

                                                
1 Mecklenburg County Deed Book 17, p 743  
2 Mecklenburg County Deed Book 17, p 744  
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Davidson as executors of the estate. This 
transaction seems perfectly legal. It is obvious 
Sarah Frew Davidson wants to live in Charlotte 
Town. 
 
 

Purchase Agreement  

“This indenture made this 1st of May 1802 Between the 
Executors of Thomas Davidson deceased of the one part 
& Sarah Davidson relict3 of said Davidson of the other 
part witnesseth that the said Executors for & in consid-
eration, of the sum of fifteen hundred dollars to them in 
hand paid or secured to be paid by the said Sarah David-
son the relict is whereof is hereby acknowledged and 
therefore the said Executors doth hereby sell, & confirm 
unto the said Sarah Davidson her heirs Executors & as-
signs forever. All that tract or parcel of land & buildings 
in Mecklenburg County State of No. Carolina & in the 
town of Charlotte known & distinguished in the plan of 
said town by Lotts No. 17 & 18 to wit lott No. 17 on the 
SW side of Trade Street & NW side of Tryon Street front-
ing on Trade Street six poles4 & on Tyron Street 107 feet. 
Also Lott No 18 joining the above lott in Trade Street & 
fronting on said street six poles & running back along the 
line of No. 17 107 feet Being the same lotts formerly held 
by Ochiltree Martin & Executors & by them conveyed to 
John Moore & by him to Adlai Osborne5 & by said Os-
borne to the aforementioned Davidson & by his Last Will 
& Testament allowed to be sold by his said Executors the 
same including the house wherein the said Davidson 
lived. With all the appurtenances, presents, improvements 
buildings & all the estate claim property & demesne6 of 
them. The Executors to have & to hold unto the said 
Sarah Davidson her heirs & assigns forever.       and the 
aforesaid Executors for themselves their heirs, the afore-
said lotts will  warrant and defend as far as they are able 
to do by said will but as further in testimony whereof they 
have set their hands & seals. 
In presence of  
E.B. Davidson, A. Frew 
Mecklenburg County, July Term 1802 
The minutes of this deed was duly proven In open court 
admitted & recorded Isaac Alexander, CC  J McKnitt7, 
Wm. Davidson, Robert Brison, Robert Davidson” 

 

On the same day as the above transaction for 
lots 17 & 18, Sarah Frew Davidson has a simi-
lar transaction for 14½ acres containing 29 
lots in the city of Charlotte and three slaves, 

                                                
3 relict = widow 
4 Six poles equals 99 feet  (1 pole - 16.5 feet; 4 poles=1 
chain; 1 chain = 66 feet ) 
5 Adlai Osborn was a graduate of Princeton in 1768, and 
was an ancestor of Adlai Ewing Stevenson (1835-1914), 
Vice-President of the US (1893-1897  
6 demesne is a legal term which means "Possession and 
use of one's own land." 
7 Sommerville, History of Hopewell Church, p. 32 & 108  
Dr. Joseph McKnitt Alexander was well known and fre 
quently signed "J. McKnitt." Dr. Alexander was a 1760 
graduate of Princeton. 

Lawsuit: Simplified Time Line 

Thomas Davidson   

 1793 Buys 5,000 acres 
 1794 Marries Sarah Frew 
 1795 Buys Trade & Tryon 
 1796 Buys 29 city lots 
 1796 Mary Long is born 
 1800 Will is written 
 1800 Thomas dies 

Sarah Frew Davidson   

 1802 Buys Trade & Tryon 
 1802 Prenup agreement 
 1802 Mary Long dies 
 1802 Marries Wm Davidson 

Wm. & Sarah Davidson   

 1803 Margaret is born 
 1804 Sarah Frew Davidson is born 
 1806 Harriet Elizabeth Is born 
 1810 Wm Archibald Frew is born 
 1812 Wife Sarah Frew dies 

William Davidson   

 1813 Starts selling TN land 
 1813 State Senator - Raleigh, NC 
 1815 Sells land in TN 
 1815 State Senator - Raleigh, NC 
 1816 Sells land in TN 
 1816 State Senator - Raleigh, NC 
 1817 Sells land in TN 
 1818 Sells land in TN 
 1818 Buys Rosedale at auction 
 1818 Washington DC - congressman 
 1819 Washington DC - congressman 
 1820 Washington DC - congressman 

 1821 Lost bid for reelection 

John H. Davidson   

 1818 Buys share from James Bryson 
 1823 Lawsuit filed vs. Wm. Davidson 
 1829 Final Judgment 
 1837 Sarah Frew Davidson writes Journal 
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Adam, Cherry and Bob. When Sarah Frew mar-
ried Thomas Davidson, she had given up the 
right to her possessions, and Thomas didn’t 
leave her any land when he died. However, he 
was generous, leaving her 600 pounds and 
the right to live in the country house. 

1802 Prenuptial agreement  
Shortly after the 
death of Tho-
mas, Sarah de-
cided to marry 
her nephew, Wil-
liam Davidson, 
24, six years 
younger than 
herself, and she 
took steps to 
protect her in-
heritance. On 
May 13th, only 
seven days after 
Sarah bought 
lots 17 & 18, and 
29 other lots, 
William Davidson 
and Sarah David-
son entered into 
a prenuptial 
agreement re-
garding the lots 
and slaves she 
had just pur-
chased. 

It appears that 
she had to basi-
cally agree that 
the town lots 
and slaves would 
become the 
property of her husband to be, William David-
son, who in turn would convey the property 
to Nathaniel Alexander to hold in escrow for 
Sarah. William then agreed that he would 
grant Sarah the unconditional right to do any-
thing she wished with this property. This 
agreement covered only the two transactions 

of May 1, 1802. Nathaniel Alexander served as 
an escrow agent to make sure the terms of 
the agreement were fulfilled. 

While this prenuptial offered protection for 
Sarah, it was also a sweet deal for William. He 
didn’t have to put out his own money and he 
was able to live in her house in Charlotte. 

When she died 
ten years later, it 
became his. 
Sarah’s money 
was, in effect, 
tied up in prop-
erty during her 
lifetime. It is also 
interesting to 
note that Sarah 
used her mark an 
“X” to sign the 
agreement. Is it 
possible that 
Sarah could not 
write? 

The agreement 
only covered the 
property in the 
town of Char-
lotte and the 
three slaves. This 
is a very confus-
ing agreement 
and we are not 
sure of all the 
implications.  

On the following 
two pages, we 
see a copy of the 
actual prenuptial 
agreement. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The will of Thomas Davidson says if Mary Long 
dies without heirs, the children of each of 
Thomas’ four siblings (John, James, Nancy, and 
Samuel) would receive ¼ of Thomas’ estate as 
shown in this chart. This clearly shows that 
William would be entitled to ¼ or in the case of 
the Tennessee property 1,250 acres. But William 
seemed to want it all. 
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Sarah Frew Davidson and William Davidson Prenuptial Agreement 
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Sarah and William Davidson Prenuptial Agreement — Continued 
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This indenture made this 13th of May 1802-Between 
Wm Davidson of the town of Charlotte, County of 
Mecklenburg of the first part Nathaniel Alexander8 of 
the second part & Sarah Davidson of the third part 
witnesseth that said Wm Davidson for & in considera-
tion of a marriage intended (by god's permission) 
shortly to be had & solemnized between the said Wm 
Davidson & Sarah Davidson & of the following prop-
erty to be had & received by the said Wm Davidson by 
virtue of his intended marriage with the said Sarah 
Davidson incase the said marriage shall take effect & 
for the settling & assigning of the miscellaneous lands 
& tenements & personal property herein after men-
tioned to & upon the several  purposes, uses & interest 
herein after limited & declared pursuant to the agree-
ment made upon the contract of the said intended mar-
riage. He the said Wm Davidson hath granted bar-
gained, sold, released, & confirmed & by these pre-
sents doth grant bargain & sell release & confirm unto 
the said Nathanial Alexander to his heirs & assigns 
forever. Viz all the lands, tenements hereditaments 
now belonging to his intended wife Sarah Davidson 
situate lying & being in 
the town of Charlotte first 
the Houses & tenements 
on Lots No. 17 & 18 
fronting Tryon & Trade 
Streets running 12 poles 
on Trade street & 107 
feet on Tryon Street. Sec-
ondly 29 lots in the town of Charlotte Beginning at a 
stake near a small Gum on the N.W. line of the Town, 
lands runs along said line 40 poles to a small BJ9 near 
the Branch then S47E 50 poles to a stake in Elliott 
Street then along said Street 40 poles to a stake then to 
the beginning all which things are of record references 
thereunto being had also the following Negro's Viz 
Adam, Cherry & Bob to have & to hold all & singular 
the said miscellaneous Negro's, lands, tenements, & 
hereditaments above mentioned & every part & parcel 
thereof with the appurtenances together with the above 
mentioned Negro's unto the said Nathaniel Alexander, 

                                                
8 Nathaniel Alexander was a graduate of Princeton in 
1768 and was in the North Carolina Senate in 1801-1802 
at the time of this document. In 1803 to 1805 he was a 
member of Congress in Thomas Jefferson’s administra-
tion. Alexander was elected Governor of North Carolina 
in 1805. 
9 BJ refers to a Black Jack Oak, a tree native to the 
Southeastern US 

 

his heirs assigns forever to and for the several trusts 
and        purposes herein after mentioned limited satis-
fied and declared that is to say to the use and behoof 
of the said Wm Davidson from & after the solemniza-
tion of his intended marriage unto the said Sarah 
Davidson for & during the term of the natural life of 
the said Sarah Davidson without impeachment or 
waste & from & after the decease of the said Sarah 
Davidson to the use & behoof of her daughter Mary 
Long Davidson provided  accurately it is stipulated & 
agreed upon by the contracting parties that the above 
mentioned Sarah Davidson shall be vested with full 
power at any time & at all times to bequeath sell or 
dispose of any of the above mentioned property or all 
if she thinks proper & in what manner she pleases & 
in her own name to execute decide said bills of sale in 
as full & ample a manner as though this marriage con-
tract had never been entered into. Also it is declared & 
understood to be the meaning of the contracting par-
ties that the above mentioned property shall be vested 
in the affor’s Nath’l Alexander & his heirs & assigns 
in trust for the above mentioned purposes & not oth-

erwise alienated or dis-
posed of except as above 
mentioned & that at the 
express desire of the said 
Sarah Davidson by her 
own act & deed. In wit-
ness whereof these con-
tracting parties have this 

day above affixed their hands and seals. 
Witness    A. Frew    
  William Davidson 
  Nath’l Alexander 
  Sarah X Davidson (her mark) 
 
Mecklenburg County Oct term 1802 
The execution of the within agreement was proven in 
open court & admitted to record 
Clrk  Isaac Alexander 
Jany 1 180310  

                                                
10  Mecklenburg County Deed Book  17, p 772 

Sarah Davidson shall be vested with full power 

at any time to bequeath sell or dispose of any 

of the above mentioned property … as though 

this marriage contract had never been entered 

into. 
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1802   Mary Long Davidson, age 6, died on 27 
Jun 1802.11    
The inscription on the family tombstone at Old 
Settler Cemetery in Charlotte says: 
 “Sacred to the memory of Mary Long Davidson who 
departed this life June 27, 1802 in the 6th year of her 
age. Tis God that lifts our comforts high, Or sinks them in 
the grave. He giveth and blessed be his name. He takes 
but what we give.” 

Davidson Family Tomb 
 

1802   The widow of Thomas marries William 
Davidson, a nephew of her late husband. We 
don’t know exactly what year, but we know it 
was after his pre-nuptial agreement in 1802.  

1803   The first daughter of Wm. and Sarah F. 
Davidson is born, Margaret A., May 28, 1803. 
Margaret married James H. Blake.  Margaret A. 
died March 1835 and is buried in Settlers 
Cemetery. 

1804    On July 20, 1804 the second daughter 
of Wm. and Sarah F. Davidson is born, Sara 
Frew Davidson (same name as her mother). 
She never married but was known for her 
teaching, music ability, and for her 1837 Di-

                                                
11 Tombstone inscription at the Old Settlers Cemetery in 
Charlotte 

 

ary, reprinted as “A Life in Antebellum Char-
lotte.”  Sara died in 1889. 

1806    On Feb. 16, 1806 the third daughter 
of Wm. and Sarah F. Davidson is born, Harriet 
Eliza.  In 1827 she marries Dr. D.T. Caldwell a 
very prominent physician. Harriet Eliza died in 
July 4, 1845 and is buried in Settlers Cemetery. 
1810  On Aug. 13, 1810 the only son of Wm. 
and Sarah F. Davidson is born, William Archi-
bald Frew Davidson.  

1812   July 11, 1812, Sarah Frew Davidson, 
wife of William, dies and is buried in Old Set-
tlers Cemetery in a family plot. 
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1813 Shortly after Sarah Frew Davidson’s 
death, the widower, William Davidson, starts 
selling off parcels of the 5,000 acre land — 
land that had belonged to Thomas Davidson 
in Maury County, Tennessee and which was 
originally the 5,000 acre grant to John Nelson 
of NC and subsequently conveyed to Thomas 
Davidson in October 1793. This property was 
purchased by Thomas Davidson before his 
marriage to Sarah Frew. The prenup between 
Sarah and William only covered the town lots 
and the three slaves: Adam, Cherry, and Bob. 
Looking at the will of Thomas, we clearly see 
that if Mary Long Davidson should die without 
heirs then the estate would go to his (Tho-
mas’) nephews and nieces. 

At this point in time, the nephews and nieces 
are assuming that they are the rightful heirs. 
And also at this point in 
time, William is pro-
ceeding to divide the 
5,000 acres and sell it 
to various individuals 
over a period of years, 
without the permission 
or knowledge of the 
other heirs listed in Thomas Davidson’s will. 
The surviving nephews and nieces are not 
aware this is happening. 

1813 William Davidson goes to Raleigh, NC as 
a State Senator and serves there until 1818. 

1813-1823   Many parcels of the 5,000 acres 

are sold to over thirty individuals with William 
Davidson guaranteeing title. The transcriptions 
of two typical sales agreements are shown be-
low: one is the sale and the second one is the 
guarantee by William Davidson to defend the 
title. Most of the transactions are done by 
David W. McRee, Attorney-in-fact, acting for 
William Davidson. 

1815   Archibald Frew, William’s brother-in-
law, ran into financial trouble and his Rose-
dale Mansion was put up for auction in 1818 
to pay taxes.  

 

1817  Typical Sales Agreements — Abraham 
Tolly Transaction 
conveyed by William Davidson 
registered the 11th of Sep 1818 
This indenture made on the tenth of December one thou-
sand eight hundred and seventeen between William 
Davidson of the state of North Carolina & county of 
Mecklenburg of the one part and Abraham Tolly of the 
State of Tennessee and County of Maury of the other 
part.  
Witnesseth that for and in consideration of the sum of two 
hundred & seventy three dollars seventy five cents in 
hand paid to the said William Davidson hath bargained 
sold and conveyed and by these present doth bargain sell 
and convey unto the said Abraham Jolly a certain tract or 
parcel of land situated lying and being in the State of 
Tennessee & countys of Maury & Bedford containing 
ninety one & one fourth acres lying on the waters of Rock 
creek it being a part of a five thousand acre tract granted 
by the State of North Carolina to John Nelson conveyed 
by him to Thomas Davidson dec’d and by descent to Wil-

liam Davidson beginning 
at gum on the E boundary 
line of said tract of 5000 
acres running West one 
hundred poles to a bay 
tree At Wm McGregors 
north east corner on Pe-
ter Phifers S boundary 
line the South with said 

McGregors E boundary line one hundred & forty six 
poles to said McGregors SE corner. Thence east one 
hundred poles to a beech on said boundary line thence N 
with SE boundary line to the beginning ninety one and 
one fourth acres.12 

1818 Typical William Davidson Guarantee of 
title —Abraham Tolly transaction 
The same more or less to have and to hold the above de-
scribed land and bargained premises thereunto belonging 
unto the said Abraham Tolly his heirs and assigns forever 
and the said Will. Davidson doth hereby promise cove-
nant and agree to and with said Tolly his heirs and as-
signs that he the said W.  to the said Abraham Tolly his 
heirs and assigns forever against the claim or claims of 
all and any person or persons whatever Whereof whereby 
the same may be affected or in cumbered contrary to the 
true intent and meaning of these present in Witness 
whereof the said Will Davidson hath hereunto set his 
hand and seal the day and date above written. 
William Davidson 
Attorney-in-fact D. W. McRee 
Uriah Stone  Sim(on) Marsh 

                                                
12 Maury County Court records  

Will. Davidson doth hereby promise covenant 

and agree to and with said Tolly … that he 

the said W. to the said Abraham Tolly his 

heirs and assigns forever against the claim or 

claims of all 
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On the back of the above deed was written State of Ten-
nessee Maury county July term 1818 then the within deed 
of conveyance was produced in open court and the execu-
tion thereof duly acknowledged by William Davidson and 
or decreed to be certified for registration. 
W R Porter clk 
State of Tennessee Maury County J P Wilson register of 
said court do certify that the within deed and certificate 
are duly registered in my office in book # 460. 
Will Chiny dep Reg.nn13 
 

People that bought land and 
expected clear title 

1818 William Davidson’s agent quietly bought 
Rosedale at public auction and allows his-
brother-in law, Archibald Frew, to continue 
living there until his death in 1824. It is highly 
likely that the money for the purchase came 
from proceeds of the Tennessee transactions. 

1818   On August 24, 1818 James Bryson sells 
his undivided interest in the 5,000 acre John 
Nelson parcel not knowing that William 
Davidson has already started selling off par-
cels.   

1818   William Davidson leaves for Washing-
ton DC as an elected US Congressman.  

                                                
13 Maury County Court Records 

1823   James Bryson buys 125 acres in Maury 
County, TN and moves there a week before 
the lawsuit starts. 

1823   The lawsuit: Davidson vs. Davidson in 
Maury Co., Tennessee starts. 

In the basement of the old courthouse in 
Maury County Tennessee we find a couple of 
thick files related to a very big lawsuit. Exam-
ining the list of Complainants we find a very 
interesting fact. These are all the first cousins 
of William Davidson, the defendant. If the 
cousin is a female, then the husband’s name is 
listed followed by the first name of his wife; 
For instance “Jonathon Potts & Cynthia his 
wife.” Cynthia was Cynthia Bryson, one of the 
nieces of Thomas Davidson, and the daughter 
of Ann and Hugh Bryson. 

William Davidson is listed as the main defen-
dant followed by the people that bought por-
tions of the 5,000 acres. Then at the very bot-
tom of the list we see the names of William 
and Sarah’s children: Margaret Davidson, 
Sarah, Harriet & William.  

The chart entitled “The BIG Lawsuit” will help 
keep the players straight. It is a very confusing 
picture to understand. You will see that the 
defendant, William Davidson married Sarah 
Frew Davidson, the widow of his Uncle Tho-
mas. It is believed that William’s two brothers, 
John and Andrew Thomas were deceased at 
the time the lawsuit started.  

 

Daniel Bills    92.25 acres 
John Cockrill    80 acres 
Josiah Duncan    208 acres 
William Emberson    165 acres 
John Fowler    197.5 acres 
Thomas Grant    200 acres 
Richard Hill    161 acres 
Joseph London    50 acres 
Robert Mash    175 acres 
William McGregor    200 acres 
Jonathan McManus    175 acres 
Alexander Osburn    360 acres 
Peter Phifer    160 acres 
James Osborne    492 acres 
William Shehorn    275 acres 
Abraham Tally    91.25 acres 
James Vincent    74.5 acres 
Isaac Williams    492 acres 
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John Davidson

Samuel Davidson

John H Davidson

Nancy (Davidson) Bryson

Hugh Bryson

James Davidson

Thomas Davidson

Sarah Frew Davidson

Mary Long Davidson
b. 1798 - d. 1803

Samuel W. Davidson

William Davidson

Samuel Davidson

Andrew Davidson

James Bryson

Jane Bryson

Sarah (widow of Thomas) married
Wm. Davidson 1803

John & Mary Davidson

Provision of Thomas Davidson Will—I give to my dau 
Mary Long Davidson  my Negro woman Nancy and all 
her children together with all my lands and tenements 
.... Should she die leaving no heirs, the property left to 
her is to be divided among the children of my brothers 
James, John, and Samuel, and those of Hugh Bryson 
who married my sister.

 

Sarah married Wm. Davidson in 1802. He was a 
nephew of Sarah’s late husband Thomas. William 
and Sarah had four children. After Sarah’s death in 
1812, William sold off large parts of the John Nelson 
5000 acre grant in Maury Co., Tennessee, that had 
been a part of the Thomas Davidson estate, land 
designated for all his nieces and nephews.

2

1

Thomas Crawford 

     Mary   (Davidson) Crawford
3

4

7

9

8

10

11

Jonathan Potts

     Cynthia   (Bryson) Potts

5
6

Robert Brown 
     Betsey  (Bryson) Brown

12

13

1751 -1786

d. 1831

The BIG Lawsuit

Columbia, Maury Co., Tennessee
May 10, 1823 — September 7, 1829

John H. Davidson vs. William Davidson

1755 -1800

1750 -1797

d. 1797

1752 -1832

1745 -1835

Jane Nixon Andrew T. Davidson, dec’d

William Davidson

John Davidson, dec’d

1772 -1812

Margaret Wilson
1761 -1840 Sarah F. Davidson

Harriett Davidson

Wm. A F Davidson

William Davidson
1778 -1857

Sarah Frew Davidson

1772 -1812

Margaret Davidson

DEFENDANTSCOMPLAINANTS

Over thirty individual
landowners
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The cousins were sure they were entitled to 
their share of the 5,000 acres. Under the 
terms of the Thomas Davidson Will, William 
the defendant would have received ¼ of the 
property or 1,250 acres. It looks like William 
wanted not just a fourth of the pie, but the 
whole thing. 

May 10, 1823 the beginning of the lawsuit — 
Lawsuit Bill 
John H. Davidson and others versus William David-
son and others, 10 May 1823. 
Bill filed by John H. Davidson, Samuel W. David-
son, Thomas Crawford, & Mary his wife, and Jona-
thon Potts & Cynthia his wife, Andrew Davidson, 
William Davidson, Samuel Davidson, children of 
Samuel Davidson dec’d, James Bryson, Jane Bry-
son, Robert Brown & Betsey his wife. 
Complainants — 
Versus William Davidson, John Cockrill, Alexander 
Osburn, John Sturgeon, Cyrus Alexander, Isaac 
Williams, Thomas Grant, Thomas Nix, John Fowler, 
Richard Hill, Josiah Duncan, Abraham Tolly, 
William McGregor, Ebenezer Elliott, Peter Phifer, 
John Weaver, Joseph Weaver, Spratley Turner, 
Josiah Alexander, Robert Marsh, Reziah Stone, 
William Shehorn, Jordan Vincent, James Vincent, 
Jonathan McManus, William Emberson, Philip 
Mercer, David Bills, Nancy Boon, John Osburn, 
Elijah Mays, Joseph Thompson, Joseph London,           
London, James Osburn, David McCallam,         
Caughron, Margaret Davidson, Sarah, Harriet & 
William Davidson 14 
It is interesting to note that Samuel’s children 
are specifically identified as “…children of 
Samuel Davidson dec’d” while the others are 
just listed by their names. This was probably 
done to avoid confusion between William 
Davidson, the son of Samuel, and William 
Davidson the defendant. 

It is also interesting that the four children of 
William Davidson, the defendant, are listed in 
age order as “….Margaret Davidson, Sarah, 
Harriet & William Davidson” instead of Marga-
ret, Sarah, Harriet & William Davidson. Note 
the extra surname after Margaret’s name. Is 
the implication here that Margaret is some-

                                                
14 Based on Maury County, TN Chancery Court Records, 
Garrett & Lightfoot , p 135-6 

what different from her two sisters and 
brother?  

May 10, 1823 Agreement to file Demurer 
John H. Davidson & others 
Wm Davidson & others 
In this case it is agreed that the clerk & master at 
said county need issue but one copy of the Bill for 
Wm Davidson in order to save expence. And it is 
agreed that a general Demurrer shall be forthwith 
filed & set down for argument so that the cause may 
be heard on the Demurrer at the ensuing term of the 
Chancery Court. 
May 10th 1823 
Alfred Balch Solicitor for Complaints 
A demurrer shall be filed then argued as above 
unless I am ordered differently by Wm Davidson — 
to whom I will send a copy of the Bill as soon as it 
comes to this place15 
15 Nov 1823   
 
November 15, 1823 Alteration 
It is agreed that the Bill filed in the Court of Equity 
at Columbia by John H. Davidson & others against 
William Davidson and others, shall be so altered as 
to read as follows: after that part reciting the de-
vises in the Will of Thomas Davidson Viz. "said 
Mary Long Davidson departed this life in the year 
….….. aged about………. years, intestate leaving no 
issue but leaving a sister of the half blood and leav-
ing also her mother living. And that since the death 
of said Mary Long Davidson, her Mother has other 
children which are all living and are the children of 
the defendant William Davidson by his inter-
marriage with the Mother of Mary L. 
And it is also agreed that a Demurer will be filed to 
the Bill at viz demurer be tried at next term.16 
Alfred Balch, Counsel (sig)for plaintiff 
James  .......... ....... (sig) 
November 15, 1823  for Defendant 

                                                
15 Maury County Court Records 
16 Maury County Court Records 
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This alteration to the original Bill raises some 
really interesting questions. We have no idea 
who the sister of the half-blood would be. 
Mary Long Davidson died on June 27, 1802, 
about two weeks before William and Sarah 
signed the prenuptial agreement on May 13, 
1802. Records indicate their first child; Marga-
ret was born in 1804. The above document 
raises some puzzling legal questions: 

Why did the attorneys sign the document 
leaving the death date and age of Mary Long 
Davidson blank? Would putting in the actual 
dates and age have somehow strengthened 
the case for the complainants? 

Who was the “sister of the half-blood”, why 
wasn’t she identified by name? 

If there really was a “sister of the half-blood,” 
did William claim she was the rightful heir?  

Garrett and Lightfoot17 said 
“THIS WAS REALLY A BIG 
SUIT. THEY HAD THEIR BILLS 
AND COMPLAINTS PRINTED.” 
This was highly unusual in 
1823 to print typeset forms 
for a trial. Many people had 
bought part of the 5,000 
acre parcel. Each person had 
to provide his legal deed, as 
well as document their 
transaction and then defend 
their title. This was required 
even though William David-
son had guaranteed to de-
fend their title to the land. 
This had to be a very painful 
and expensive process to go 
through. 

1823 Lawsuit — Defendants 
plead for keeping their 
property 
Each of the defendants was 
required to fill out a printed 
form for the Court of Equity 
for the Sixth Judicial Circuit 

for the State of Tennessee at Columbia, giving 
their legal answer to the “Bill of Complaint” of 
John H. Davidson and others — a bill filed by 
them in “this honorable Court, against the De-
fendant, Wm. Davidson and others.” 

In the bills, the defendants frequently stated 
that they “had examined the answer of their 
co-defendant Wm Davidson filed in this cause, 
and say from their own knowledge that they 
do not know, but from information believe 
the matters stated therein to be true.” 

They stated how much land they had pur-
chased from Wm Davidson and how much 
they paid. Many of them also made personal 
comments in an open section of the “answer” 
and pleaded for their livelihoods and to be 
able to keep their land which they said they 
bought in good faith. 

                                                
17 Maury County, TN Chancery Court Records, Garrett & 
Lightfoot , p 135 
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This is an example of the printed bill used in the John H. Davidson vs. William Davidson case in Maury County, Tennessee. 
Each person that had purchased land from William was required to fill out this type of form. There are over thirty such legal 
responses from defendants in the court archives. It was highly unusual to have printed bills for a trial.

Peter Phifer is certifying 
that he bought 160 acres in 
August 1815, for $600, 
from William Davidson 
with no knowledge that 
there was a problem with 
the title. Phifer had owned 
the land for ten years when 
he filed this response as a 
defendant on September 
3, 1825
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Some examples of defendant pleas: 
William Shehorn — Defendant states that he 

was an innocent purchaser of the land for a 
valuable consideration without notice of 
Complainants’ claim & without notice of the 
Will of Said Thomas Davidson deceased al-
luded to in the Bill, that he did not know that 
any such Will had ever been made or was in 
existence, and he did verily believe that the 
land which he purchased was good and un-
disputed, and….. that he took possession of 
the same & has been in possession ever since 
and has made valuable improvements 
thereon, and insists that he ought not now to 
be disturbed in his title or in his possession. 

James Osburn — that Wm Davidson bounded 
as set forth in the title bond hereinafter men-
tioned, marked as Exhibit A… that the title 
bond is made to this defendant 

John Cockrill — claimed that David W McRee 
the atty in fact of Wm Davidson bounded as 
set forth in a deed of conveyance which this 
defendant procured from said W. McRee the 
atty in fact of Wm Davidson at the time of the 
purchase which deed has been duly registered 
in Maury County The original as an authenti-
cated copy of the same will be produced on 
trial. He had heard that a Will had been made 
and that there was a dispute about a part of 
the property under said will which stood in 
the same situation that the 5000 acre tract of 
land a part of which he purchased did, and 
that in the County of N Carolina a decision 
had been made in favor of Wm Davidson and 
defendants at the time of the purchase did 
believe the title of said Davidson to said land 
was good and undisputed.  

Jonathan McManus — at the time he pur-

chased said 175 acres of said 5,000 acre tract 
of land, he did not know that complainants or 
any of them, or any other person had any 
claim to said tract except said Wm Davidson 
from whose agent McRee he purchased that 
at the time he purchased he took from David 
W McRee the atty in fact of said Wm Davidson 
a title bond for the same bearing date on the 
29th day of August 1815 which is hereto an-

nexed marked exhibit F and prayed to be 
taken as a part of this answer….. 

Alexander Osburn — Defendant states that 
after he purchased the said 200 acres he took 
possession of this same and has kept posses-
sion of this same since…. Has made improve-
ments on one or both of said tracts and insists 
that he ought not now to be disturbed in his 
title or in his possession.  September 3 1825  
Crabb & Polk attys for def’s 

Trying to sort the whole thing out after so 
many people already were settled on the 
property presented some heart wrenching de-
cisions. 

 
After six years, the final judgment was 
handed down…. the result… 
“Complainants’s bill be dismissed and by agreement of 
the parties that Complainant John H. Davidson pay half 
the costs and that the defendant William Davidson pay 
the other half of the costs accruing in this cause, and that 
executions as at law, issue accordingly.” 

In looking through the old records of this case 
it was interesting to see that two future US 
presidents had roles in this case. James Knox 
Polk, the 11th President and his law office, 
Crabb & Polk represented several of the de-
fendants. The documents containing Polk’s 
signature have been raided by courthouse 
autograph thieves. Small rectangular holes are 
left in the documents where the original sig-
natures existed. What a shame. Andrew Jack-
son was also a witness in this case 

 

1829 — Final Judgment 
John H. Davidson, Samuel W. Davidson, Thomas Craw-
ford, & Mary his wife, Jonathon Potts & Cynthia his 
wife, Andrew Davidson, William Davidson & Samuel 
Davidson children of said Davidson dec’d, James Bry-
son, Jane Bryson & Robert Brown & Betsey his wife. 
Complainants — 

Over and over we see defendants saying that 

they bought the land in good faith, they re-

ceived a bond in assurance from Wm David-

son, and that they now find themselves facing 

a lawsuit in which they could lose every-

thing.  
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William Davidson, John Cockrill, Alexander Osburn, 
John Sturgeon, Cyrus Alexander, Isaac Williams, Thomas 
Grant, Thomas Nix, John Fowler, Richard Hill, Josiah 
Duncan,  
Abraham Tolly, William McGregor, Ebenezer Elliott, 
Peter Phifer, John Weaver, Joseph Weaver, Spratley 
Turner, Josiah Alexander, Robert Marsh, Reziah Stone, 
William Shehorn, Jordan Vincent, James Vincent, Jona-
than McManus, William Emberson, Philip Mercer, David 
Bills, Nancy Boon, John Osburn, Elijah Mays, Joseph 
Thompson, Joseph London, London, James Osburn, 
David McCallam, Caughorn, Margaret Davidson, Sarah, 
Harriet & Wm Davidson  
Defendants — 
Be it remembered that on this 7th day of September 1829 
this cause came on to be heard before the Honorable 
William E. Anderson Chancellor presiding; upon  the 
pleadings & proofs in the cause, and after argument of 
counsel and due deliberation therein had by argument of 
the parties, it is ordered adjudged and decreed by the 
Court that the complainants are not entitled to the tract 
of 5000 acres of land in the pleading mentioned, and it is 
therefore ordered adjudged and decreed by the Court 
that Complainants’s bill be dismissed and by agreement 
of the parties that Complainant John H. Davidson pay 
half the costs and that the defendant William Davidson 
pay the other half of the costs accruing in this cause, and 
that executions as at law, issue accordingly. 

So essentially William gets to keep the money 
he got in selling the parcels, the people who 
purchased the land get to remain on it and 
possess it with a clear title. John H. Davidson 
and the other complainants get nothing but 
John H., and William have to each pay half of 
the court cost. This would seem to indicate 
that there was some merit to the case but not 
enough to rule in favor of the complainants. 
We don’t know if James Bryson returned the 
money he received from John H. Davidson 
when he sold his undivided share of the 5,000 
acres in 1818.  

We can see that James Bryson long remem-
bered this lawsuit and the ambiguous word-
ing of Thomas Davidson’s will. When James 
wrote his will in 1852, about 25 years after 
the trial, he carefully stated “I hereby loan 
unto my beloved wife Ann Bryson my tract of 
land whereon I now live … unto her for and 
during her natural life and no longer.” During 
her natural life and no longer is interesting 
wording but was probably a reaction to the 
wording of the will of his late Uncle Thomas 
and the unintended consequences. 

 

 
The final judgment — no compensation for the complainants. 
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It seems so clear to us that the Thos Davidson 
will left the land to his nieces and nephews 
following the death of Mary Long Davidson at 
age six in 1804.  
The judgment leaves us with many unan-
swered questions 

 Did William truly think he had acquired 
the property through legal descent? 
What were the laws of descent in NC 
at this time? 

 Was there really a sister of the half 
blood of Mary Long as William men-
tions in the addendum to the bill? Was 
she born before Mary Long died? 

 Why did the Bill and the judgment list 
Margaret Davidson and Sarah, Harriet 
and William Davidson? Was there a 
hidden message that Margaret was 
listed separately and not grouped with 
her siblings? 

 Did our relatives merely “sit on their 
rights” waiting up to twenty years to 
do anything about the property? Had 
just too much time passed? 

 Did complainants have poor legal rep-
resentation? Why did the plaintiff at-
torney sign the addendum with a blank 
space for Mary Long’s date of death 
and age? 

 Mary Long died intestate, but weren’t 
Thomas’ nieces and nephews always 
the ones who should have received the 
inheritance?  

 Were there just too many people in-
volved? Was the case too complex with 
some properties changing hands more 
than once? 

 Could justice really be served? 
Wouldn’t innocent parties be harmed 
any way the ruling came down? 

 Did William somehow prove a lawful ti-
tle to the land? 

 At least one of the bills referred to a 
decision in NC in favor of William, but 
if there was such a judgment, why 
didn’t the complainants know about 
it? 

 Did William’s  position in the commu-
nity and his status as a former state 
senator and U.S. congressman some-
how influence the outcome of the pro-
ceedings?  

 
But in the end…… One person 
caused great pain to at least 50 
families. 
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In 1788 there were still only the origi-
nal thirteen states. What is now Ten-
nessee, Georgia, Florida and Alabama 
were all Indian lands. Tennessee was 
an undeveloped part of North Caro-
lina known as the “Middle District.” 
The United States population was 
concentrated near the coast. In 1790 
the US population was less than four 
million and the population of North 
Carolina was 394,000. 

Maps adapted from Animap®  
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Comments from the 1837 Diary of Sarah Frew Davidson 

The daughter of William and Sarah Frew 
Davidson kept a diary in 1837. Her handwrit-
ten journal has been carefully transcribed by 
Karen M. McConnell, Janet S. Dyer, and Ann 
Williams and a team of volunteer historians. It 
was published in 2005 with the title A Life in 
Antebellum Charlotte, The Private Journal of 
Sarah F. Davidson and is currently available.18 
Why do we find her Journal interesting? Be-
cause it sheds light on this period of time in 
Charlotte and also because her mother was 
the sister-in-law of Nancy Davidson Bryson 
and her father, the nephew of Nancy. 

 
We have seen in the section on “The BIG Law-
suit” that William was involved as the defen-
dant against all of his cousins on the Davidson 

                                                
18 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, The Private Journal of 
Sarah Frew Davidson, 1837, Mc Connell, et al. 

side of the family. The lawsuit lasted from 
1823 to 1829. Sarah Frew was 19 when the 
lawsuit started and she was 25 when it ended. 
This had to take a big toll on the William 
Davidson family and had the effect of alienat-
ing William from all his Davidson cousins. 
Sarah doesn’t mention her Davidson cousins 
in her diary.  

Sarah’s Family 
Sarah’s mother, the first Sarah Frew, 40, died 
an untimely death in 1812, leaving 4 young 
children to raise, ages 9, 8, 6, and 3. William 
Davidson, Sarah’s father, left the very next 
year for Raleigh, North Carolina to take his 
place in the N.C. Senate where he served until 
1818. 

William took his three daughters to the Girls’ 
Boarding School in Salem, North Carolina, 
where they would board and attend school 
until 1816. At Salem, the girls took classes in 
grammar, geography, and the two older girls 
took music. Later the girls were enrolled in the 
Raleigh Female Academy, in Raleigh, North 
Carolina.19 Sarah excelled in music and as a 
girl received awards for her musical accom-
plishments 

In December 1818 William left for Washington 
DC to serve as a member of the U.S. House of 
Representatives under James Monroe’s ad-
ministration. After one and a half terms in 
Congress he lost the bid for re-election and 
returned to Charlotte in March of 1821.20 

When Sarah wrote her diary in 1837, she was 
unmarried, thirty-three years old and living 
with her widowed father, 59, on his Mecklen-
burg County plantation called “The Grove,” 
located about 3 miles outside of Charlotte. 
Both of her two sisters married and had large 
families of their own. Her older sister Margaret 
was married to James H. Blake, a prominent 
business man in Charlotte Town and they lived 
at the old family home at Trade and Tryon 

                                                
19 http://www.historicrosedale.org/history.html 
20 http://bioguide.congress.gov/biosearch/biosearch1.asp 
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Streets. Her younger sister Harriet was married 
to Dr. D.T. Caldwell who was the most promi-
nent doctor in Charlotte. Dr. Caldwell had 
graduated from the University of North Caro-
lina and was in college with James Knox Polk 
the future 11th president of the United 
States.21 The Caldwells resided at the Rosedale 
Plantation in 1826 and later purchased it. 
22(see section on Historic Rosedale) 

Sarah’s Christian conviction and call to sac-
rificial service 
Sarah was greatly moved by the great revival 
of the early 1800s in North and South Caro-
lina. She became very active in the Presbyte-
rian Church of Charlotte and helped start 
Sunday school classes. We see throughout her 
diary her devotion to Christianity and the 
Church. Her journal contains a lot of her per-
sonal reflections on her religious awakening 
and her attempt to become more spiritual — 
lamenting in her journal writing notations 
such as ”……….but do I feel He does with in-
finite wisdom order all my steps…. “Oh that 
my heart was purified from every sinful and 
defiling thought!”23 Or…. “Yet there is an ach-
ing void… a void which naught but deep in-
tense all absorbing love can fill…. May it be 
fill’d with the love of God..”  

Her musical talents were well known in Char-
lotte and she performed for friends with much 
pleasure but disliked giving lessons. “Playing 
by unskilled children apparently grated on her 
ear, yet she taught because it was her Chris-
tian duty.”24 Sarah frequently loved to learn 
about new subjects and to ponder their mean-
ing. There was a gold mine on “The Grove” 
and she took a keen interest in Geology. “Fin-
ished reading Bakewells Geology — how much 
more pleasing and profitable the perusal of 
this work would have been in conjunction 
with some friends equally interested but I will 
not repine and wish for what I have not – but 

                                                
21 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander, p 71. 
22 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, p 148 
23 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, p 41 
24 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, p 50 

endeavor to be grateful and thankful for that 
which I have.”25 

Sarah’s mission to take care of her father 
and her concern for him 
Sarah seemed to also consider it her duty to 
take care of her father and to be the mistress 
of the plantation, sometimes being the only 
white female on the premises. She also took 
on the responsibility of supervising and in-
structing her father’s slaves as well as provid-
ing for their needs. Although it was not legal 
at the time, she taught the children of the 
slaves how to read, and write. She also told 
them Bible stories. She seems to have taken all 
of this as her obligation to God. Self-sacrifice 
is a recurring theme in her writings. 

Sarah was also concerned about her father’s 
Christian beliefs. He reassured her that his 
Christian beliefs were sincere and that his 
worries were financial ones. An example of 
Sarah’s devotion and service to her father is 
illustrated by her diary entry of Saturday, Feb-
ruary 11, she says “My Father being much in-
disposed from a cold I had his feet bathed and 
sat up a while until all was still then with 
thanksgiving and praise to the Almighty God 
our heavenly Father and great Benefactor – for 
mercies received blessings bestowed and com-
forts & privileges enjoyed returned to rest.”26 

Sarah’s Father has financial difficulties — 
causing family discord 
Sarah’s father, William Davidson the state 
senator, seemed to have financial problems 
involving a brother or half-brother, according 
to the journal. The specific nature of the prob-
lem and the name of the brother remain un-
clear.  

The editors of Sarah’s diary also note that 
Davidson family tradition states that Samuel 
McComb, Jr. was the half-brother of William 
Davidson. Sarah refers to uncle and aunt 
McComb and calls their children her cousins. 
Samuel McComb’s parents, Jane Davidson 
McComb and Samuel McComb, Sr., ran a ho-

                                                
25 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, p 48 
26 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, p 43 
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tel in the village of Charlotte.27 Samuel Sr. died 
in 1798 and Jane died in 1831. Before marry-
ing McComb, Jane was married to James 
Davidson and they had three children, includ-
ing William Davidson, Sarah’s father. 

Samuel McComb, Jr. and William Davidson 
are business partners 
Samuel McComb, Jr., the half-brother, was 
prominent in the area and in 1821 was elected 
to the North Carolina General Assembly. He 
also served as Sheriff in Charlotte, Justice of 
the Peace and in 1835 became Commissioner 
of the U.S. Mint in Charlotte. Samuel and Wil-
liam Davidson were business partners in sev-
eral mining ventures. Samuel secured several 
loans issued to William Davidson during this 
time period.28 Both William Davidson and 
Samuel McComb were early advocates of hav-
ing a mint in Charlotte. In 1835 McComb be-
came commissioner of the US Mint and super-
vised the construction of the mint building. 
The mint began operations in 1837. 

In Sarah’s entry for April 11th ………. 
“Rode into the village to purchase my broth-
ers clothing for his journey… made some vis-
its and as walking down the street met my 
uncle with whom I had not exchanged 
words in three or 4 years….. one thing I 
know that I entertained no enmity towards 
him…. The excitement provided by the 
above circumstance with a crowd of painful 
recollections. 29 

She recounted an awkward evening at the 
home of her estranged uncle, but does not 
reveal the reason for the rift, although she 
mentions that ‘persons present’ had been the 
innocent cause of it.  

Regarding the evening “….. before I could de-
cide how to act on this trying occasion my mind 
was in a most distressing frame – a tumult of 
thoughts, feelings and contending emotions agi-
tated me—and when finally I consented – and 
found myself actually in the house to which I have 
been as a stranger for three or four years – and the 
persons present who had been the innocent cause 

                                                
27 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, p 135 
28 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, pp 135-136 
29 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, p 73 

of this estrangement I forbear to say what I 
felt…”30 
 
The editor’s of Sarah’s diary speculate that it 
may have been her (Sarah Frew Davidson) fa-
ther’s stepbrother Samuel McComb that was 
the estranged Uncle, and the disagreeable 
conversations she refers to may have been 
about her father’s financial troubles.31 Perhaps 
Samuel was no longer willing to back some of 
William’s ventures. In several places in Sarah 
Frew Davidson’s diary, we get a hint of finan-
cial problems that her father is facing.  

A public notice published in the January 4, 
1834 issue of The Miners and Farmers Journal 
gives us dramatic evidence of the real financial 
problems faced by William Davidson. The no-
tice mentions Sarah’s Uncle Samuel McComb, 
William’s half-brother. 

Notice: Sale of Slaves — William Davidson 
W. Morrison, trustee, will sell 100 Negros, the 
property of Davidson, for the benefit of the 
Bank of Newbern, John Irwin, Samuel 
McComb, and others. 

Other concerns regarding her father….. 
“Oh gracious & Almighty Father – if it is not 
inconsistent with Thy holy will grant that he 
(her father) may soon be relieved from all his 
pecuniary difficulties… May his brother be 
brought to a just sense of his unjust treat-
ment – of ever who has been more than a 
mere brother to him – But if his kindness & 
benevolence is not to be receive any of its 
reward here – enable him to bear every re-
morse of earthly enjoyments with Christian 
resignation submission & cheerful content-
ment ….”32 

 
William Davidson was at one time thought to 
be the richest man in Mecklenburg Co.33 Later 
he lost most of his fortune.  
 
 
 

                                                
30 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, pp 73-78 
31 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, p 68 
32 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, p 62 
33 http://www.historicrosedale.org/history.html 
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Mr. Blackwood, Sarah’s friend 
Sarah Frew Davidson’s diary also hints at a 
special interest and admiration she has for 
John J. Blackwood, perhaps even a crush.34 
Blackwood had a long career in banking and 
in July of 1836 he was listed as trustee on a 
deed of trust for William Davidson’s land and 
slaves, property that Davidson eventually lost. 
Blackwood may have represented the interests 
of a bank in that capacity. Davidson seems to 
have had a falling out with Blackwood which 
further complicated Davidson’s personal rela-
tionships. 

                                                
34 A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, p 130. 

Summary 
Sarah discusses many details of her life and its 
surroundings — her father, the city, the 
church, the slaves, and her feelings of respon-
sibility regarding it all. But since this is written 
in 1837, well after the Big Lawsuit, she does 
not include anything about what had to be a 
major focus of hers and her father’s life from 
1823 to 1829 

Oh, that the diary had been written during 
that period of time. … 

The editors of A Life in Antebellum Charlotte, The Private Journal of Sarah F. Davidson, 

1837 have included a sample of Sarah’s handwriting on the title page. A portion of this 
page is reproduced here with their permission. The sample text is taken from an entry in 

the diary dated Sunday, February 12 which says:

 “— he entreated the assembled multitude especially those under his charge to be 
reconciled to God dwelling particularly on the love of God to us in Christ. — —Under the 
power of love my heart melted — I longed to embrace Him and would gladly have risen 
and confessed my eager and ardent desire to be a follower of Jesus.”
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A Quick Visit to the Rosedale Mansion 
One of the lasting legacies of life in Charlotte 
in the early 1800s is the Historic Rosedale 
house and grounds. It has been fully restored 
and today serves as an historic educational 
facility. You can learn more about Rosedale by 
going to its excellent website. 

 
www.historicrosedale.org. 
 
Our interest in Rosedale is that it was built by 
Archibald Frew, the brother of Sarah Frew. 
She was married to Thomas Davidson, the 
brother of Nancy Davidson Bryson. So Sarah 
was Nancy’s sister-in-law. Archibald and his 
sister Sarah arrived in the village of Charlotte 
in the mid 1790s. 
Sarah married Tho-
mas Davidson about 
1794. Archibald be-
gan making trips up 
to Philadelphia on 
The Great Wagon 
Road to bring goods 
into the backcoun-
try. Soon he bought 
property and 
opened a store in 
the village. Business 
was good and in 
1802 Archibald be-
gan to amass land 
in the Sugar Creek 
community. 

Frew's plantation 
spread across 911 acres, and on his land he 
built a big, three-story house, with fine details 
in 1815. He brought in artisans to paint the 
heart-pine doors to resemble mahogany and a 
mantel in the front room to resemble marble. 
He had molding carved, piece by piece, to 
form a garland border that decorates the front 
room. Rosedale is considered one of the finest 
examples of Federal period architecture in 
North Carolina and is noted for its faux 

grained woodwork and the original French 
wallpaper that survives in three rooms.35 
"There were obviously signs of Archibald Frew 
putting a lot of money into it," Rosedale do-
cent Camille Smith has said. Locals were said 
to have disapproved. 

He evidently spared no expense in the con-
struction of the grand plantation house. Lo-
cally, Rosedale was referred to as "Frew's Folly" 
probably because of its lavishness. His Scots-
Irish Presbyterian neighbors in the community 
did not believe in flaunting their wealth. 

Archibald Frew, in addition to being a mer-
chant, was a postmaster and tax collector. 
Part of his job was as tax collector for Meck-

lenburg County. 
He collected li-
censing money 
from local mer-
chants, who 
drew their in-
come from area 
farmers. This po-
sition had the 
potential for a 
lot of gain, but 
also had sub-
stantial risk. One 
of the downsides 
of his job was 
having the re-
sponsibility of 
making up any 
tax shortfalls. In 

other words, if the farmers were unable to 
buy goods from the merchants, then the mer-
chants couldn’t pay their taxes.  

"That was usually not a problem," Rosedale 
docent Camille Smith has claimed. At least, 
not until 1815, the year Frew finished his 
house. That April, on the Indonesian island of 
Sumbawa, the biggest volcanic eruption in 
modern history began. The eruption of Mount 
Tambora sent so much ash into the atmos-

                                                
35 http://www.historicrosedale.org/history.html 
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phere that 1816 became known as "the year 
without a summer."36 (See below) 

Even as far away as Mecklenburg County, the 
cold summer stunted crops, leaving farmers 
with no money to buy from merchants. Mer-
chants couldn't pay their taxes. 

"Archibald Frew was liable for 27,000 and 
some dollars," Smith said. Frew couldn't pay, 
even when the debt was reduced to $6,000. 
He was sued by the federal treasury and sub-
sequently the government seized his house 
and put it up for auction. Agents for William 
Davidson, Frew’s brother-in-law, quietly pur-
chased the property at the auction. William 
allowed Frew to remain there until his death 
in 1824.  
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

                                                
36 Tambora volcano (Indonesia) 1815, Clive Oppenheimer 

The house stayed empty until 1827, when one 
of Frew's nieces, Harriet Davidson, married 
David T. Caldwell, a doctor. He bought Rose-
dale from his father-in-law, State Senator Wil-
liam Davidson.37 

William left for Washington in 1818, where he 
would serve in the U. S. Congress until 1821. 
Although Sarah died in 1812, the Davidson 
family believes that it was Sarah's money that 
purchased Rosedale, when her brother was in 
dire straits in 1818. William never took posses-
sion of the property or lived there, as best we 
can tell from the records. 

If you are in the Charlotte area, be sure and 
visit Rosedale. I am sure you will enjoy a tour 
and hearing about how the well-to-do lived in 
the early part of the 1800’s. 

 

                                                
37 Deseret News (Salt Lake City),  Jul 2, 2006  by Janice 

Gaston Winston-Salem Journal 

The 1815 eruption of Tambora volcano (Sum-

bawa Island, Indonesia) was the largest 

known historic eruption. The eruption injected 

about 60 megatons of sulfur into the strato-

sphere, six times more than was released by the 

1991 Pinatubo eruption. This formed a global 

sulfate aerosol veil in the stratosphere, which 

resulted in pronounced climate perturbations. 

Anomalously cold weather hit the northeastern 

USA, Maritime Provinces of Canada, and 

Europe the following year. 1816 came to be 

known as the ‘Year without a summer’ in 

these regions. Crop failures were widespread 

and the eruption has been implicated in wide-

spread outbreaks of epidemic typhus. 

A modern picture of 
Tambora volcano 
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Epilog — what happened to the participants after the trial? 
 
Some of the families involved in the trial 
moved to farms about 6 miles south of Cen-
terville, Bibb Co., Alabama. This is close to the 
center of the state of Alabama hence the 
name “Centerville” others remained in Meck-
lenburg County, and some moved to Tennes-
see. 

Jonathan and Cynthia Bryson Potts, along with 
other members of the Potts family moved to 
Centerville. 

John H. Davidson and his wife Martha Cald-
well Davidson moved to Uniontown, Perry Co., 
AL. He had large land holdings in Perry and 
Marengo Co., AL.  

Samuel Wilson Davidson and his wife Frances 
moved to Centerville and became wealthy. 

Thomas Crawford and his wife Mary Davidson 
Crawford moved to Centerville. Thomas be-
came a judge and state senator. 

Andrew, William, and Samuel, sons of Samuel 
Davidson, Sr. are a mystery. I’m not sure 
where they went. 

Ann Jane Bryson never married and remained 
in Mecklenburg County, North Carolina and 
died in 1863. 

James Bryson and his wife, Ann Doherty Bry-
son, remained in Maury County living on the 
125 acres they purchased just before the trial 
started in 1823. They were active in Ebenezer 
Church (Presbyterian) that had a membership 
primarily of friends that had moved from 
Mecklenburg County, NC. Most of them had 
been members of either Hopewell Church or 
Gilead Church. The Ebenezer Church records 
show that James died in 1852 and Ann died in 
1854.38 One can sense the lingering bitterness 
that James continued to have twenty-five 
years after the trial when he wrote his will giv-
ing his beloved wife Ann the privilege of living 
in the house and farm “during her lifetime 
and no longer.” 

                                                
38 Ebenezer Church Session Minutes, Maury County, TN 

Robert Brown and his wife Lizzy (Elizabeth) 
Bryson are illusive to me. They probably 
moved to Youree, Rutherford County, TN. 

William Davidson, the defendant, lost his bid 
for reelection to the US Congress about the 
time of the lawsuit. In 1825 he was reelected 
to the North Carolina Senate and he served as 
a senator until 1829. He then moved back to 
Charlotte. At one time he was considered to 
be one of the richest men in Charlotte. He 
bought large amounts of land, speculated in 
gold mining and eventually lost almost every-
thing. During the trial he alienated all his first 
cousins on the Davidson side and later he had 
a falling out with a half-brother Samuel 
McComb, Jr. See the prior section titled Com-
ments from the 1837 Diary of Sarah Frew 
Davidson. William Davidson obituary in the 
Western Democrat on September 22, 1857, 
states that he died several days after being 
thrown from his carriage by a runaway 
horse.”39  

William Davidson 

                                                
39 http://www.historicrosedale.org/history.html 
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In the previous chapters, we looked into the 
lives of Nancy Davidson and Hugh Bryson and 
the Davidson families in Mecklenburg County, 
NC. In this chapter, we will concentrate on 
Hugh’s first son, James, and explore what we 
know about our ancestor, James, and his wife, 
Ann Doherty, and their family as they move 
from North Carolina to Tennessee. We will 
trace them as much as possible from their 
marriage in 1799, through their move to 
Davidson County, Tennessee and then to 
Maury County, Tennessee, where many of 
their neighbors from North Carolina also set-
tled. 

James was an eight year old boy when Gen-
eral George Cornwallis attempted to take con-
trol of the little town of Charlotte during the 
Revolutionary War. On September 26, 1780, 
the Battle of Charlotte took place at the 
county courthouse at the intersection of Trade 
and Tryon Streets. 

The Bryson family was living about 15 miles 
northeast of the battle site. Most of the men 
in the neighborhood took part in some of the 
battles as local militia men. 

Key Events 
The 1798 Tax list for Mecklenburg County 
shows James Bryson, age 26, and he is listed 
in Capt. Matthew Hart’s Co. along with his 
brother Robert and father Hugh.1 In the fol-
lowing year, on March 11, 1799, James Bryson 
and Ann Doherty were married in Mecklen-
burg County, North Carolina.2 Their neighbor 
John Henderson was the bondsman.3 

On 26 April 1799, only six weeks after he was 
married, James Bryson, while still living in 
Mecklenburg County, NC, bought a ½ acre lot 
in the new town of Concord, Cabarrus County, 
a distance of approximately 20 miles from his 
current home. He kept this new property for 
only five months and sold it in August 1799 
for a nice profit.  

 

                                                
1 Ferguson, Mecklenburg Co. Will Abstracts & Tax Lists, p 
282 
2 Clemens, NC and SC marriage records 
3 Marriages of Mecklenburg Co., NC 1783-1868, Hol-
comb, p 30 
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James and family appear the following year in 
the 1800 Mecklenburg County census. The 
census shows James, Robert, and Hugh Bryson 
listed one after the other. So we can assume 
they lived adjacent to one another. The census 
lists James as head of household between 26 
and 44 years of age. Two other members of 
the household are listed: one female under 10 
and one female 26-44 years of age. These 
would be consistent with Ann Doherty Bryson 
and their infant daughter, Dovey. 

In 1804, James served as a juror. In the 1806 
tax list, we find his father Hugh with 360 acres 
and his brother Robert with 300 acres, but 
James is not listed. This 1804 record is the last 
public record we find of 
James in North Carolina. 
However, it appears that 
his 3rd child, Elam, was 
born in North Carolina in 
1807, at least according to 
subsequent census listings. 

New counties formed. 
As we mentioned above, 
James Bryson bought 
property in Cabarrus 
County. The story of the 
creation of Cabarrus 
County is one that was 
typical of the frontier and 
westward expansion and 
would be repeated over 
and over throughout the 
country. We will use 
Cabarrus County as an ex-
ample to learn more about 
the formation of new 
counties and the creation 
of towns designed to serve 
as the county seat.  

As the back country gradually became settled, 
new counties were formed so that those early 
settlers would be closer to the county court-
house.4 This was the case in 1792 when 
Cabarrus County was formed from parts of 

                                                
4 http://www.co.cabarrus.nc.us/history.html 

eastern Mecklenburg County. James Bryson 
was one of the first owners of property in 
what was to become the new county seat of 
Cabarrus County — Concord.  

Cabarrus Co. formed — town of Concord 
created 
Since there was no town in the newly formed 
Cabarrus County, the local people decided 
they needed a county seat. In 1795 an act was 
passed naming commissioners to erect a 
courthouse on the land of Samuel Huie which 
had already been selected as a proper place 
for the county seat. They were to lay out the 
town of Concord. A bill was passed by the As-
sembly on December 4, 1795, providing that 

the county court of 
Cabarrus was to ap-
point three "discreet 
and prudent" residents 
of the county to con-
tract for the construc-
tion of a courthouse, 
prison, and stocks on 
twenty-six acres of the 
land of Samuel Huie. 
This tract had already 
been surveyed by the 
county surveyor, Zac-
cheus Wilson. At the 
January 1796 Session 
of the court, the jus-
tices named John 
Means, James Scott, 
and Leonard Barbrick 
to superintend the 
building of the county 
buildings and lay out 
the county seat. By his 
deed dated February 4, 
1796, Huie conveyed 
twenty-six acres of his 

land to the Commissioners for the sum of 
twenty-five pounds, and the land was laid off 
in lots.  
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The town tract was bisected by Union Street, 
running generally northwest and southeast, 
and by Corbin Street, (later renamed Corban), 
which ran generally northeast and southwest. 
Forty-three lots were sold to the highest bid-
der, with two lots reserved for public use. The 
courthouse itself was built in the intersection 
of the two streets, each of which was 66 feet 
wide. The courthouse, built by John Masters, 
was a rather inelegant 30-foot square frame 
building, 15 feet high, with a shingled hip 
roof. The building rested on pillars three feet 
high. Small windows admitted light to the 
sparsely lighted interior, which was dominated 
by a judge's bench at one end. A table for the 
use of the clerk was located in front of the 
bench. There were seats for the jury, and a ta-

ble for the use of lawyers and liti-
gants. There was little room for spec-
tators in the cramped quarters, which 
were hot in summer and freezing 
cold during winter sessions. Despite 
its shortcomings, the building was 
used until 1826 when it was replaced 
by a more spacious brick building.5  

Court sessions were held periodically 
and sometimes only once a quarter. 
The "court weeks" were a time for 
both socializing and carrying on trade 
for county residents. Those who came 
into town on court business also 
stayed to shop at the general stores, 
which ringed the Courthouse Square, 
and to settle their accounts. Some 
brought produce to swap for needed 
supplies. The county seat, then only a 
village, was filled with the excitement 
of jurors from all parts of the county, 
merchants hawking their wares, and 
those who merely came to enjoy the 
spectacle. The latest gossip was ex-
changed and old acquaintances re-
newed.  

In the sparse minutes of this first gov-
erning body for Cabarrus County we 
find a record of steady growth as 
new roads were laid off and carefully 

maintained, and bridges were erected at the 
old fords.6 Thus was the beginning of a town 
and the county seat. 

James Bryson bought a lot in Concord 
On 26 April 1799, James Bryson bought a ½ 
acre lot in the town of Concord, Cabarrus 
County from John Steele of Mecklenburg 
County for the sum of twelve pounds, ten shil-
lings. Samuel Huie had been the original 
owner of the property. Hugh and John Bryson7 
witnessed this transaction.8 James Bryson 

                                                
5 http://www.co.cabarrus.nc.us/history.html 
6 
http://www.rootsweb.com/~nccgs/origins_of_cabarrus_c
ounty.htm 
7 John Bryson was probably James’ brother. 
8 Cabarrus Co., NC Deed Book 4, p. 338 

 
Town of Concord - 1799 



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

164 

bought lot number 11 on Corban Street in the 
southeast square. This was very close to the 
courthouse and the jail. At this time Concord 
consisted mostly of undeveloped lots. This 
deed was finally officially recorded on the 
third Monday of July 1803 in the Court of 
Pleas and Quarter Sessions.9 

 
Deed – James Bryson bought property10 

This Indenture made this 26th of April 1799 
between John Steele of the County of Meck-
lenburg & State of North Carolina of the one 
part & James Bryson of the County of Cabar-
rus & State aforesaid of the other part. Wit-
nesseth that the said John Steele for & in 
consideration of the sum of Twelve pounds 
Ten Shilling to him in hand. Paid by the said 
James Bryson at & before the sealing & sign-
ing of those present & the receipt whereof 
was hereby acknowledged do bargain sell & 
a lien ensign & unto the said James Bryson 
His heirs and assigns forever a certain piece 
or parcel of land situate. Lying & being in 
the town of Concord & County of Cabarrus 
formerly the property of Samuel Huie being 
a part of 26 acres of land conveyed from S. 
Huie to the Commissioners of the publick 
buildings for said county John Means, James 
Scott & Leonard Barbrick and their succes-
sors by indenture bearing date 4th of Febru-
ary 1796 for the only proper use & behoof of 
the said James Bryson for ever being the Lott 
No 11 in the South East square of said town 
and commonly known and distinguished in 
the plan of said town as before described 
and contains Eighty Square poles beginning 
Corbin Street and runs thence with No 1 
South 46 E 10 poles to No 2 thence with No 
2 N 44 East 8 poles to No 10 thence with No 
10  NE 10 poles to Corbin Street. Thence 
with said street N 44 West to the beginning 
with all ways, woods, waters, water courses 
and every other appurtenance thereunto be-
longing or appertaining to and all and every 
of the estate right title interest and claim of 
the said John Steele of in or to the said land 
and premises whatsoever hereby granted or 
intended to be granted by sale and every 

                                                
9 Bost, Cabarrus Co., NC Court of Pleas and Quarter ses-
sions 
10 Cabarrus Co., NC Deed Book 4, p. 338 

part and parcel thereof to have and to hold 
the said land and premises hereby granted 
to the said James Bryson his heirs and as-
signs to the only proper use and behoof of 
the said James Bryson  his heirs and assigns 
forever and the said John Steel doth himself 
and his heirs promise covenant and agree to 
and with the said James Bryson that he the 
said John Steele his heirs and assigns shall 
warrant and defend the said granted prem-
ises in as full and ample a manner as it was 
granted unto him in witness whereof the 
said John Steele hath hereunto set his hand 
and affixed his seal this day and year first 
above written. 

John Steele 

Signed sealed & delivered in presence of  

Hugh Bryson (father or brother) 

John Bryson (brother) 

State of North Carolina 
Cabarrus County 

 

James Bryson sold a lot in Concord 
Five months after buying the Concord prop-
erty, Bryson sold it on 24 August to Silas Shinn 
for the sum of seventy-five pounds. The wit-
nesses were Lawrence Snap and Hugh Bry-
son.11 This deed was recorded on 18 January 
1802 in the Court of Pleas and Quarter Ses-
sions. 

Concord was within a few miles of the land 
holdings of Hugh Bryson, John, Thomas, and 
Samuel Davidson, the Potts, the Alexander's, 
Samuel Wilson and other families that were 
closely allied to our Brysons. 

Why did Bryson buy the lot? 
We can only speculate why James bought the 
lot in the newly developing town. Did he or 
his wife Ann feel more comfortable living in 
town? Did James plan to start a school or 
some kind of business and bought a lot within 
a few feet of the center of town?  

 
 
 

                                                
11 Cabarrus Co., NC Deed Book 4, p. 147,148 
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Why did Bryson Sell? 
Did James and Ann have a change of plans? 
Was the offer of seventy-five pounds too 
tempting? Was he enticed by making a nice 
short-term profit?  

He bought the lot for a little over twelve 
pounds and then sold it for seventy-five 
pounds, after only five months — more than a 
500% profit. 

Shinn Descendants 

There are many Shinn descendants still living 
in the Concord area.  An interesting example 
is that Silas Shinn, the man who deeded 26 
acres, was an ancestor of George Shinn who 
was the owner of the Charlotte Hornets bas-
ketball team of the National Basketball Asso-
ciation (NBA) in the year 2000. The team 
nickname was to be the Charlotte Spirit, but 
the team was renamed the Charlotte Hor-
nets after the objection of the local fans. 
During the revolutionary war, British General 
Cornwallis remarked about the resistance he 
met in the Mecklenburg area of North Caro-
lina "There's a rebel behind every bush, it's a 
veritable nest of hornets." 

Children of James and Ann Doherty Bryson 
From various records we determined the 
names of each of the children of James and 
Ann. The censuses of 1850 and later are most 
helpful in determining birthdates and location 
of birth. The 1850 census was the first one in  

which each member of the household was 
listed along with age and state of birth. From 
ages shown on censuses we estimated the 
year of birth of each member of the house-
hold. We were also able to determine the 
states in which they were born. However we 
can not assume the census figures to be 100% 
correct. It is not unusual to see discrepancies 
of a few years in subsequent census listings, 
but they can give us approximate dates. 

From the birthdates and state of birth, we can 
see that the Brysons moved from North Caro-
lina about 1808. The first three children were 
born in NC and the last three were born in 
Tennessee. We just don’t know where in Ten-
nessee they first moved. 

The questions we are trying to answer are: 
1. Where did they go from Mecklenburg 
County, NC? 

2. What year did they move? 

3. When did they move to Maury County? 

4. When did Elam and Mary Doak Bryson 
move to Texas? 

 
 
 
 
 

Name Approx. 
year of 
birth 

Where 
Born 

Marriage 
Date 

Where Married Death 
Date 

Where Died 

Dovey 1800 NC — — 1867 Maury Co., TN 

James McRee 1801 NC 1829 Maury Co., TN 1847 Maury Co., TN 

Elam 1807 NC 1834 Maury Co., TN 1859 Ellis Co., TX 

Hugh 1808 TN 1869 Maury Co., TN 1885 Maury Co., TN 

Naomi 1812 TN 1835 Maury Co., TN Aft 1880 Maury Co., TN 

Eliza 1820 TN 1838 Maury Co., TN   

Children of James and Ann Doherty Bryson 
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Where did James and Family Move? 
Early in our genealogy research, we were able 
to find our Bryson ancestors in Maury County, 
Tennessee. Obituary records in Texas led us to 
Maury County. We learned that on May 2, 
1823 James Bryson bought 125 acres, on the 
waters of Little Tombigbee and Big Tombigbee 
Creeks.  

There are numerous records of James Bryson 
and his family in the Bigbyville area, up until 
his death in 1852 and the death of Ann, his 
wife, in 1854. These records include wills, 
marriage certificates, census, and sales trans-
actions. Thus, we can with confidence place 
James and his family in Maury County after 
1823. 

We know James was in Maury County, TN 
from about 1823 and possibly a little sooner, 
but the question remains, where was he from 
1808 to 1823? From the birth places of the 
children, we can see he was somewhere in 
Tennessee. There were a lot of Bryson families 
in Tennessee. We got a big clue when Cousin 
Betty Bryson Beckum found an 1818 docu-
ment that stated James Bryson of Davidson 
County Tennessee sold 250 acres of undivided 
property to John H. Davidson of Mecklenburg 
County. The property description made it clear 
that it was the Nelson Grant for 5,000 acres 
that had been owned by Thomas Davidson. 
Thomas was the uncle of both James Bryson 
and John Howard Davidson. James Bryson was 
selling part of an inherited 5,000 acre plot 
that had not been divided amongst the heirs. 
This document clearly placed our James Bryson 
in Davidson County, TN in 1818. 

Thus, it would appear that after leaving North 
Carolina, James located in Davidson County 
and subsequently moved on to Maury County. 

The 1818 document provided a great clue! We 
looked at all the records we could find for Bry-
son in Davidson County, Tennessee from 1800 
to 1840. A search of Davidson County records 
for Brysons from 1800 to 1840 showed a 
James Bryson as schoolmaster in 1808, 1809, 
1810, 1811, and 1822. There weren’t any 
other Brysons in this time period. 

 

No records for any Brysons were found in 
Davidson County before 1808 or between 
1823 and 1840. This must be our man, the 
timeline fits perfectly! No other Brysons in 
Tennessee came close to matching the dates 
we needed. My conclusion is that James and 
family moved from Mecklenburg County, NC 
about 1808 and that James Bryson was a 
schoolmaster in Davidson Co., TN until about 
1822. He then moved to Maury County, Ten-
nessee where he remained until his death in 
1852. 

It is quite plausible that James was a school-
master. He grew up on property near Gilead 
and Hopewell Churches in Mecklenburg 
County. Each church had a school and there 
was a very strong emphasis on education in 
the community. He didn’t seem to be involved 
buying farm land in North Carolina. Many of 
the settlers of Davidson County, Tennessee 
were from Mecklenburg County, NC. A further 
indication that he was well educated is dem-
onstrated by church minutes in Maury County. 
We are fortunate to have a record of his writ-
ing because he was selected by his friends to 
be the Clerk of Session of the Ebenezer Church 
in Maury County, TN, in 1827. He wrote and 
signed the minutes of the annual meeting in 
1827. We will see more about this later.  
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Davidson County History 
Prior to 1794, when Tennessee be-
came the 15th state, this section of 
North America was part of North 
Carolina. The area which would be-
come known as Tennessee had been 
largely inaccessible until Daniel 
Boone blazed the trail and pioneered 
the Cumberland Gap which opened 
the way into Middle Tennessee.  

As early as 1783, Presbyterian minis-
ters moved to the Middle Tennessee 
frontier. As we might imagine, “Few 
schools existed in the period 1790-
92. But two prominent exceptions 
were Martin Academy in Washington 
County, incorporated by North Caro-
lina in 1783, and Davidson Academy, 
chartered in 1785. Classes for the 
Davidson Academy were taught in 
Thomas Craighead’s meetinghouse 
near Nashville. It is interesting to 
note that this chartering occurred 
only six years after the first settle-
ment in Middle Tennessee and nearly 
eleven years before Tennessee be-
came a state.  

The development of educational op-
portunities for young people on the 
frontier was usually left to parents 
and community leaders. Students 
were often tutored by itinerant 
schoolmasters, by ministers of the 
few churches, and by their parents 
and older brothers and sisters. James 
Bryson may have been either an itin-
erant schoolmaster or connected 
with one of the schools in the area. 

Several of the ministers who mi-
grated to this area had roots in 
Mecklenburg County, North Caro-
lina. Among them were two Prince-
ton University graduates, Samuel 
Doak and Thomas Craighead. They 
were graduates of the class of 1775 
and were classmates of Dr. James 
McRee, pastor of Steele Creek church 

Davidson County Will Abstracts 

1810 Dean Will  
Page 90 Sally, James and Polly Dean, heirs  
  of James Dean, deceased 
Feb 26, 1810  Their guardian’s return, with Jacob 
Dickinson, Jr., guardian. Persons listed, to wit, Alexander 
Reed for boarding and teaching James Dean for year 1809. 
Schoolmaster Bryson for teaching Polly Dean the year 1809. 
Francis McKay for boarding and clothing Sally and Polly 
Dean and clothing James Dean.  
 

1813 Dean Will 
Page 207  Sally, James J. and Polly Dean, or
   phans of James Dean, dec’d. 
Mar 25, 1813  Account with Francis McKay, de-
ceased. Persons listed, to wit, paid Bryson, schoolmaster, 
for teaching James and Polly from 1st day of Jan to 17th 
June 1812. Paid Alexander Read, schoolmaster, for board-
ing and teaching James from 15 July to Dec. 25. Paid An-
drew Ewing for recording the account for year 1812 also 
for boarding Polly for year 1812. 
 

1815 Rains Will 
Page 365  Settlement of estate of William  
   Rains, deceased. 
Aug 25, 1815  We, Edmund Gamble and Robert C. 
Foster, Commissioners appointed at April Term 1815 to set-
tle with Ursula Rains, admrx and Abner Pillow, admr. Met 
in Nashville 22 July 1815 and find the amount of sales of 
the estate to be $988.99 ¾. Cr. to James Bryson for tuition 
of children. Paid Doctor J. Nunan, Sump, Thomas Hopper, 
Sheriff for taxes, George Ridley, Doctor F. May, John Cock-
rill, Doctor F. Robertson, Daniel McBean, T.G. Bradford, 
W.D. Whitset for tuition, and John Rains, Sr. pr. Jonathan 
Rains’ affidavit. July Term 1815. 

1822 Earhart Will 
Page 134  Settlement of estate of David  
   Earhart, deceased, of Davidson Co 
Sept 6, 1822  We, Edmond Gamble and Samuel 
Shannon appointed to settle with Rodney Earhart, adminis-
trator. J. Williams’ receipt, also Thomas Taylor, Ephraim 
Foster, William Richey, John Bayres(?), Thomas Rutherford, 
William Parker, Joseph Love, John B. Goldberry, Robert Tay-
lor, James T. Love, John C. Parker, Langhorn Scrugg, John 
Newman, Thomas Coles, Matthew Patterson, Thomas 
Deaderick, John H. Smith, Josiah Horton, Joseph Hooper, 
Exum P. Sumner, Peter Bass, James Everett, J.F. Williams, 
James Bryson, Jno. C. Hicks’ account for coffin and trim-
mings, Zachariah Stulls, Archibald Scott, John Lanier, John 
H. Smith, James Harris, David Parker, William Wallace, Tho-
mas Casey, Nathan Ewing, and David B. Love. This 23 July 
1822. July Term 1822. 
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near Charlotte12, from 1778 to 1797. 

With these men in their midst, this area was to 
set a new standard. Preaching the gospel and 
providing a high quality education were the 
top priorities of these men.  

Even though we have noted that few schools 
existed in this wilderness area, the two major 
academies of the area were both started by 
these Presbyterian ministers, Samuel Doak 
starting the Martin Academy and Thomas 
Craighead the Davidson Academy. … Even 
here amid frontier hardships and dangers, the 
curriculum was sound. After basic instruction 
in the 3 R’s, students undertook heavy as-
signments in the classics, with emphasis on 
Latin and Greek. When there was time, 
they were exposed to courses in some or 
all of the following: geography, logic, 
natural and moral philosophy, astron-
omy, and rhetoric.”13 Keep in mind that 
even 10 years after this, in 1804, the 
population of Nashville was about 400 
people.14 

It has been said that “Dr. Craighead con-
ducted Davidson Academy as a sort of 
adolescent Princeton in the western wil-
derness. Dr. Craighead taught long hours 
and six days a week. On Sunday, the 
same forefinger that pointed outward 
accenting the truth of the world pointed 
upward on the seventh, for on that day 
he preached to them the Presbyterian 
Gospel.”15 

Downtown Church 
Davidson Academy grew into Peabody 
University and Vanderbilt University — 
founded by “a pioneering group of as 
fine a quality as ever gathered in one of 
the country’s settlements. It is worthy of 
note that no other of the nation’s major set-
tlements established an institution of learning 

                                                
12 History of Steele Creek Church, Douglas, p 22 
13 Before Tennessee: The Southwest Territory, Walter 
Durham, p 103 
14 www.davidsonacademy.com/about_da/history 
15 www.davidsonacademy.com/about_da/history 

at so young an age.”16 Andrew Jackson was a 
founding member of the Board of Trustees.  

With sparse population and primitive frontier 
life, the ministers had to practice several oc-
cupations in order to survive as well as sup-
port their schools. Rev. Thomas Craighead 
started the first Presbyterian Church, was 
President of Davidson Academy and operated 
a farm. And at least one source comments 
that “this teacher and preacher was also a 
large producer of whiskey.”17 The source fur-
ther notes that “in the eighteenth century no 
one adversely criticized Reverend Craighead 
for the diversity of his interests.”18  

From 1818 through 1944, there were a con-

secutive series of fifteen ministers with Doctor 
of Divinity Degrees as pastors of First Presbyte-
rian Church. That is amazing for a town on the 
frontier.  

                                                
16 www.davidsonacademy.com/about_da/history 
17 www.davidsonacademy.com/about_da/history 
18 www.davidsonacademy.com/about_da/history 
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The church was the site of some famous 
events in Tennessee history. In 1816 after the 
battle of New Orleans, the State of Tennessee 
presented General Andrew Jackson with a 
ceremonial sword on the front steps of the 
church.19 President Andrew Jackson 
was received into the church in 
1838. Another president to be, 
James Knox Polk, was inaugurated 
as governor of Tennessee in 1839 
on the church grounds. 

While Craighead was establishing 
and raising the support for the 
Davidson Academy, his fellow classmate, Rev. 
Samuel Doak, was striving to grow Martin 
Academy in Washington County. He took to 
operating Doak’s ferry on the Holston River 
about six miles up river from Knoxville in order 
to help support the school.20  

There was no more important element in the 
commerce and politics of the day than travel; 

people and goods required movement 
through space for many reasons. Some of the 
most frequently encountered obstacles were 
streams of such depth, width, and/or current 
that they could not be forded. It followed that 
a vital link in overland travel was ferriage. 
Sometimes such ferry service was gratis but 
only if the traveler purchased things from the 

                                                
19 http://www.waymarking.com/waymarks/WM1B9D 
20 www.davidsonacademy.com/about_da/history 

proprietor: such items as liquors, corn, oats, 
and fodder.21 

The following rates for a neighboring ferry 
were published in the court record of 1796. 22 

These rates were considered to be higher than 

charges for comparable service and fare else-
where in the district. As time passed, Doak’s 
ferry produced more annoyance than income, 
and in 1813 it was disposed of. The academy 
remained in constant need of money.  

Thomas Craighead was the son of the Rever-
end Alexander Craighead, one of the first set-
tlers in Mecklenburg Co., NC and a very strong 

patriot. There are complex intertwining 
relationships between the Craighead, 
Caldwell, and our Davidson lines. The 
Doak family was related to Mary Doak 
Matthews Bryson, the wife of Elam Bry-
son. Mary’s grandmother was Mary 
Doak and was married to James Mat-
thews.  

More Nashville facts23 
1779 first settlers to make a permanent 
home. They were known as the Cumber-
land Settlers. 

1781 The battle of the Bluff. Seven men 
were killed by Indians and several more 
were wounded. The Cherokees had 200 

men lying in wait at Wilson’s Branch. 

1784 Nashville town laid out. The North Caro-
lina Legislature ordered that two-hundred 
acres be laid out in one acre lots to be sold at 

                                                
21 Before Tennessee: The Southwest Territory, Walter 
Durham p 234 
22 Before Tennessee: The Southwest Territory, Walter 
Durham p 235 
23 Friends of Metropolitan Archives of Nasville and David-
son County. 
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four pounds each. The proceeds were  used to 
build a courthouse and jail. 

1785 Davidson Academy created by an act of 
the North Carolina Legislature. 

1790 Andrew Jackson appointed Attorney 
General of the “Mero District” in the Superior 
Court. 

1796 Tennessee became the 15th State. 

1799 Pioneer Justice. The punishment for 
horse stealing in Nashville was severe. “The 
said Andrew Pierce shall stand in the public 
pillory for one hour and shall be publicly 
whipped on his bare back. At the same time 
he shall have both his ears cut off, and shall 
be branded on the right cheek with the letter 
H and on the left cheek with the letter T” 

1810 Population of Nashville hits 1,100. 

1818 First steam boats on the Cumberland 
River. 

1820 Population reaches 5,500 — Nashville 
has grown. 

1823 First bridge across the Cumberland. 

1818 James Bryson sold rights to 250 acres 
While James was living in Davidson County, 
Tennessee he agreed to sell the rights to land 
he had inherited from his Uncle, Thomas 
Davidson. It appears that John H. Davidson, a 
first cousin wanted to add to his own inher-
ited part. John H. would have been eligible for 
about 417 acres as his share. An indenture 
was drawn up detailing the terms of the sale 
and description of the property. 

This property in 1818 was at the intersection 
of three counties: The Southeast corner of 
Maury, the Northeast corner of Giles and the 
Southwest corner of Bedford. In 1836 Mar-
shall County was formed from parts of Maury, 

Lincoln, Bedford and Giles Counties. The prop-
erty ended up mostly in Marshall County. 

James appeared before the Sumner County, 
Pleas of Quarter Court, August 1818 session, 
and filed the statement of "bargain and sale." 
Since James Bryson was living in Davidson 
County, he may have found it easier to go to 
the court house in Gallatin, Sumner County, to 
file his statement. Sumner County is adjacent 

to Davidson County 
and if James lived in 
the Northern end of 
the county; it may have 
been easier to get to 
Gallatin than to Nash-
ville. This type of docu-
ment could be filed in 
any county in the state. 

Columbia in Maury County was about 62 miles 
south of Gallatin and 40 miles south of Nash-
ville. 

Notice of sale – appeared in Sumner Co., TN 
The records of the Sumner County Pleas of 
Quarter Court, 1817-1819, page 306, contains 
the following record for property being sold 
by James Bryson to John H. Davidson. The 
wording "undivided part" is legal terminology 
that indicates that the inherited property in 
question had not yet been specifically divided 
but James was selling the right to his share. 

Sumner County Court Record24 
Monday morning August the 24th 1818 the 
court met according to adjournment. Pre-
sent Edward Douglas Wm. Montgomery 
Wm. Hall 

This deed of bargain and sale between 
James Bryson and John H. Davidson, of the 
other part, for an undivided part of 5,000 
acres lying in Maury County, said undivided 
part to be 250 acres, was duly acknowl-
edged in open court by the said James Bry-
son, the bargainer, and ordered to be certi-
fied. In testimony whereof I have hereunto 
affixed the seal of said Court, this 24th day 
of August, in the year 1818 & 43rd of 
American Independence.  

                                                
24 Sumner Co. Pleas of Quarter Court, 1817-1819, p 306 
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David Shelby, Clerk Of Sumner County Court  
Deed Registered in Maury County 
In the Maury County Deed Book25 G, we find 
the full wording of the transaction with a note 
attached to the back of the original document 
referencing the statement made in Sumner 
County court. August term 1818 

Maury County page 501 
John H. Davidson 250 ac. Rock Creek conveyed 
by James Bryson, registered October 28th 
1818 

This indenture made this 24th day of August 
in the year, one thousand eight hundred and 
eighteen, between James Bryson of Davidson 
County Tennessee, of the one part, and John 
H. Davidson of Mecklenburg County N. Caro-
lina of the other part.  

LET IT BE DECLARED that the said James Bry-
son, in consideration of one thousand dol-
lars, to him in hand paid, by said John H. the 
receipt of which is hereby acknowledged, 
hath bargained and sold, transferred & set 
over unto the said John H and by these pre-
sents doth bargain & sell, transfer and set 
over unto the said John H. all his undivided 
part, claim of interest in & to aforesaid tract 
or parcel of land containing 5,000 acres, ly-
ing on the head waters of Rock Creek in 
Maury County Tennessee. BEGINNING at a 
Beech & Elm marked EH and RW on a dry 

                                                
25 Maury Co., Tennessee Deed Book G, page 501 

branch nearly North & about 3 ½ miles dis-
tant from the mouth of Robinson’s Creek & 
Richland Creek & runs thence West 160 
chains to a Hickory – thence North 312 
chains & 50 links to a stake, thence East 160 
chains to a Poplar, thence South 312 chains 
& 50 links to the beginning. Which tract of 
land was granted by North Carolina to John 
Nelson by a patent No. 57 and dated 10th 
day of July 1788, with all and singular, the 
hereditaments & appurtenances to such un-
divided part claims of interest belong or in 
any wise appertaining. 

TO HAVE AND TO HOLD said undivided part 
claim and interest in & to said tract or parcel 
of Land, unto said John H. Davidson, his 
heirs and assigns forever. 

WITNESS my hand and seal the day and year 
above written. 

James Bryson (seal) 

 
 
 
 

 
Sumner Co. Pleas of Quarter Court 1817-19 p 306 
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History of the 5,000 acres  
The land in the above document was patented 
to John Nelson on July 10, 1778 for his service 
in the Revolutionary war. The technical de-

scription26 of the property above defines the 
full 5,000 acre parcel which measures 2.0 
miles wide and 3.9 miles long.  

                                                
26 1 chain = 66 feet       1 link = 0.01 chains 
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This same 5,000 acre parcel was then pur-
chased by Thomas Davidson of Mecklenburg 
County, North Carolina on 2 Oct. 1793.27 Tho-
mas Davidson was the brother of Nancy 
Davidson Bryson. Nancy was the mother of 
this James Bryson. In the 1800 will of Thomas 
Davidson, he left his property to his four-year-
old daughter, Mary Long Davidson, with the 
stipulation that if she died without heirs, his 
property should be divided among his blood 
nephews and nieces.28 James Bryson and John 
H. Davidson were two of these nephews. Mary 
Long Davidson was only six when she died in 
June 1802.29 The nephews and nieces of Tho-
mas Davidson, deceased, were then eligible to 
inherit their share of the large Thomas David-
son estate. See the chapter on The Big Lawsuit 
for all the details. 

1823 James Bryson bought 125 acres in 
Maury County, TN 
James Bryson from Robert H. Ramsey, both of 
Maury County Tennessee30 —125 acres on the 
waters of Little Tombigby and Big Tombigby 
creeks, for $900. Bounded by John Davidson’s 
southwest corner—Davidson’s31 line, Thomas 
McKnight’s line — including, two surveys, 
deeded by James Reese to Samuel Brevard 
McKnight containing 125 acres. Deed was 
made on April 30, 1823 and registered three 
days later on May 2, 1823. 

It being a part of a survey granted to James 
Reese, by the State of North Carolina in 1793 
— warrant No. 674. 

Observation on the Deed 
It is interesting to see that the deed indicates 
that both Bryson and Ramsey were of Maury 
County. This would indicate that James Bryson 
had moved to Maury County sometime prior 
to April 30, 1823.  

It was not unusual to delay registering a deed 
for months or years, James wasted no time in 

                                                
27 Mecklenburg Co., NC Deed Book 14, page 375 
28 Thomas Davidson Will dated 15 July 1800. 
29 Tombstone, Old Charlotte Cemetery 
30 Maury Co. Deed Book K, p 206 
31 Davidson not related, but from Mecklenburg Co., NC 

registering the deed, possibly having a bad 
experience with the Nelson Grant property 
and the big lawsuit. 

Robert H. Ramsey and James Reese were both 
from Mecklenburg County, NC and were 
founding members of Ebenezer Church, in 
Maury County, where James and his family 
would become active. In fact Ebenezer is also 
known as Reese’s Chapel or Reece’s Chapel, 
even today. James Reese, a Revolutionary War 
Veteran had received the 5,000 acre grant for 
his military service. In 1812 Reese donated a 
two acre plot from his 5,000 acres and deeded 
it to Silas Alexander, Samuel Ashmore and 
Samuel McKnight and their successors in of-
fice. 32 

A Genealogy Coincidence 
Silas Alexander was Reese’s son-in law and by 
a quirk of genealogy, the g-g-g-g-grandfather 
of my Alexander cousins, Richard, Joanne, and 
Pat. The Silas Alexander family moved to Ken-
tucky for several generations and then to Ten-
nessee. My Bryson ancestors, Elam and family 
moved to Ellis County Texas for several gen-
erations. In the late 1820’s my father Davis O. 
Bryson went to college at McKenzie, Tennes-
see, met my mom, Gladys Holt and married 
her. Clarence Alexander me Mildred Holt and 
married her—Hence Alexander and Bryson first 
Cousins. Our ancestors were in the same very 
small church in Maury County Tennessee. The 
property that James Bryson bought was part 
of that 5,000 acre Reese Grant. 

After James Bryson bought 125 acres from an 
old friend from Mecklenburg County, Robert 
H. Ramsey, Bryson moved to his new farm in 
the Bigbyville area and near the Ebenezer 
Presbyterian Church. This area was the home 
of many people from the Hopewell and Gilead 
Church area of Northwest Mecklenburg 
County. It must have been a real feeling of 
homecoming for most, if not all, of the mem-
bers of Ebenezer had been neighbors in North 
Carolina and had been members of Hopewell 

                                                
32 History of Ebenezer Church,  Blanche Scott Jackson 
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or Gilead. His old neighbors had respect for 
James Bryson as demonstrated by his being 
selected the Clerk of Session for the January 1, 
1827 congregation meeting. 

James is shown in attendance in several of the 
annual meeting minutes; however he was 
Clerk of Session only this one time.  
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Ebenezer Church Session Minutes 1827 
January 1st, 1827. Agreeable to adjourn-
ment, the members of Ebenezer Congrega-
tion met, Members present Silas Alexander, 
Moses D. Harper, William S. Henderson, 
Richard Henderson, Isaac J. Thomas, Edward 
R. Houston, Wm E. McRee, Ephraim E. 
Davidson, Thomas Ramsey, Robert Ramsey, 
David Foster. The members then present 
proceeded to the nominating of officers for 
the day, Isaac J. Thomas nominated Chair-
man and Jas Bryson Clerk. The absent mem-
bers for the year 1826 were excused and 
their reasons sustained. On a motion of 

Richard Henderson it is agreed by the Con-
gregation that the Session is to ascertain of 
the Reverend D. Brown if he will become our 
regular Pastor. Moses D. Harper has resigned 
his deaconship and Robert H. Ramsey is ap-
pointed in his place. A Collection was made 
for the year 1826 in part. A Subscription was 
made for the Year 1827. Adjourned to the 
first Monday of January 1828.  

Isaac J. Thomas Chairman 
James Bryson Clerk  

 

 

 

Family listing for James Bryson and Family 
 

The church kept nominal records of the church families. Several families are listed in the Session 
minute book, including the family of James Bryson and his wife Ann. On other pages we will find 
several of their grandchildren and other descendants. 

 

 Births Baptisms Communicants Marriages Deaths 

James Brison   Communicant  July 7, 1852 

his wife Anna   Communicant  July 29,1854 

and their family      

Dovey   Communicant  1867 

Naomi   Communicant   

Hugh Brison   Communicant   
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Churches in Maury Co. 
In the 1800’s there were several branches of 
the Presbyterian Church on the frontier. 

In spite of philosophical and theological dif-
ferences, we find the local churches of differ-
ent Presbyterian denominations, working 
closely together for a common purpose in 
Mecklenburg County, NC, Maury County, TN, 
Bibb County, AL, and all over the Frontier. 

As evidence of 
this working 
together, the 
churches were 
frequently lo-
cated physically 
close together, 
and occasion-
ally one man 
would serve as 
an officer in 
more than one 
church.  

The roots of the 
Ebenezer 
church in 
Maury County, 
TN go back to 
two churches in 
Mecklenburg County,33 NC: Hopewell (Presby-
terian Church in the U S or PCUS) and Gilead 
Associate Reform (Associate Reform Presbyte-
rian or A.R.P.). Members of these two 
churches moved to Maury County, TN and 
founded Ebenezer (PCUS) and Hopewell 
(A.R.P.) churches. 

The name Hopewell was frequently chosen by 
churches of many denominations, and it had 
no direct tie to any particular denomination. 
And so we see that Hopewell in Maury County 
was an A.R.P. church, and in Mecklenburg Co., 
NC, Hopewell was a PCUS church. 

More information on the churches, their 
common ties and their differences is con-
tained in the next chapter.  

                                                
33 Reese’s Church and Its Founders, Blanche Jackson, p  

With our James Bryson family in Maury 
County, we find James and Ann and their chil-
dren Dovey, Naomi, and Hugh as Communi-
cants of Ebenezer, whereas their sons, James 
McRee Bryson and Elam Bryson worshipped at 
the Hopewell A.P.R. Church with their Mat-
thew in-laws and their families.  

Schools in Maury Co. 
There were several colleges in Maury County 
as well as other schools so it is possible that 

James taught 
at one of the 
educational in-
stitutes. How-
ever, we have 
no record of 
this. 

The first school 
in Maury 
County was 
started in 1809 
and was known 
as the George 
M. Martin 
School for 
Women. In 
1828 the Ste-
vens School for 

Women was started in Columbia, and in 1835 
became known as the Columbia Female Insti-
tute. This school was unusual for its time since 
it taught women the physical sciences, chem-
istry, physics, biology, as well as advanced 
mathematics. Women from a wide area came 
to live and study at this college, including the 
daughters of Rev. Henry Bryson from Fayette-
ville, TN.  

There were at least 18 schools started during 
the first half of the 19th century in Maury 
County. This is a large number of educational 
institutions for such a small community; in 
1820 the population of Maury County was 
22,089 and the county seat of Columbia was 
less than 1,000. At least four of the colleges 
were for women which is also very unusual.  

 

 

 

Columbia Institute for women established in 1828. This build-
ing was built in 1852 and stood for about 100 years. 



10 -The James and Ann Doherty Bryson Family 

177 

Newspapers in Maury Co. 
The Western Chronicle, the first newspaper in 
Maury County, was published in 1810. By 
1855, there were a total of sixteen newspa-
pers in Maury County. This is very surprising 
for such a small community.  

Newspapers were the primary source of news 
and information. Usually the papers would be 
allied with a political party and would present 
a one-sided view. For instance, the Columbia 
Observer and the Maury Intelligencer were 
Whig newspapers, while the Democratic Her-
ald represented the Democratic Party.  

In the early 1800s, this part of Tennessee was 
on the western frontier of our nation. At that 
time this area was considered to be the far 
west. We see this by some of the names of the 
early newspapers in Maury County which were 
called Western Chronicle (1810) and Western 
Mercury (1819).  

Many issues of these early newspapers are 
available on microfilm at the Tennessee State 
Library in Nashville.34 

I enjoyed looking at the old newspapers and 
reading about the hot topics of the day. Local 
and national politics seemed to be of great in-
terest. It was particularly interesting to me to 
see how critical the Columbia Observer, a 

Whig paper, was about the native son of Co-
lumbia, James Knox Polk, a Democrat. Polk 
was the Governor of Tennessee at the time 
and running for re-election against the Whig 
candidate, James C. Jones in July 1841. 

                                                
34 http://www.tennessee.gov/tsla/ history/newspapers 
/paper-c.htm#Columbia 

The partisan papers coined colorful terms for 
the opposing party. The Whigs called the De-
mocrats Locofocos and the Democratic Party 
practices Locofocoism. 

In the following July 8, 1841 clipping we see 
the Columbia Observer lists the Whig candi-
dates for Governor and State Senate, but does 
not list their opponents.  

The paper also shows where candidates for 
the legislature will be speaking in the county. 
For a county of this population, the residents 
received a lot of political attention. Remember 
that at this time, horseback was the primary 
mode of transportation.  
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While listening to their different addresses, we were 
forcibly reminded of the battle recorded in Holy Writ 
between the champion of the Phillistines and the 
shepherd boy of Israel. Gov. Polk, like the mailed gi-
ant, stood forth in armour of proof, relying in proud 
defiance upon the tact and skill his long service in the 
ranks of party had enabled him to acquire. Maj. Jones 
on the other hand, stood up to do battle for his cause 
like David of old, armed only with the sling and peb-
ble of a native vigorous mind, relying upon no pano-
ply* but a righteous cause….. 

(*panoply - a full suit of armor or something 
forming a protective covering) 

In the following article the Columbia Observer 
is comparing the newcomer James C. Jones to 
David of Biblical fame and James K. Polk to 
Goliath. Polk had been a member of the US 
Congress for 15 years and Speaker of the 
House for 4 years. At this time he was Gover-
nor of Tennessee and was running for re-
election. Polk was a well-seasoned politician. 

Polk lost his bid for re-election in 1841 and 
1843. The underdog James C. Jones became 
the Governor for the next two terms. In 1844 
Polk was elected to be the 11th President of 
the United States, defeating Henry Clay. 

Four years later, as Polk was preparing to 
leave office and not run for re-election the 
candidates were Zachary Taylor and    Cass. In 
true partisan fashion, the November 1848 is-
sue of the Maury Intelligencer, also a Whig 
newspaper, featured stories about the early 
presidential results, from the Zachary Taylor — 
Lewis Cass election. They announced on the 
front page banner “Old Zach’s Coming!” 

November 1848 The Maury Intelligencer 
Old Zack’s Coming! Sure! If the lightning talks correctly, the People have not forgotten the ‘Old Man.’ He has stolen 
the hearts of his countrymen, and they will give him a ‘pass’ to the White House. Hurrah then, for The Hero of 
Buena Vista! 
The man who has ‘no private purposes to accomplish, no party projects to build up, no enemies to punish — noth-
ing to serve but HIS COUNTRY.” 
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Three Churches Near Bigbyville 
The families of Elam and James McRee Bryson attended Hopewell as did the Mat-
thews. Some of the other Brysons attended Ebenezer. McCain’s Cumberland Pres-
byterian (CP) Church frequently held joint meetings with Ebenezer and Hopewell 
A.R.P. churches. The Ebenezer and McCain (CP) Churches each had cemeteries as-
sociated with them from the early 1800s. Hopewell used the Matthews Family 
Cemetery until about 1910 when the church established its own graveyard.  

 

 

James Bryson in Maury County 
James was about fifty-one when he moved to 
Maury County and bought the 125 acres we 
previously discussed. He is listed in each of the 
existing tax lists starting in 1824. He was al-
ways taxed on the 125 acres. In various years 
he was taxed on 0, 1, or 2 slaves. Based on his 
taxation records he was not a wealthy man, 
but probably made a comfortable living. 

James and Ann continued to raise their family 
of six children in Maury County near the vil-
lage of Bigbyville, about nine miles south of 
Columbia. 

They lived in the area near Little Tombigbee 
Creek, now known as Little Bigby. Tombigbee 
is an old Chickasaw Indian name.  
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James and Ann witness many changes during their lives 
During James and Ann’s life-
times they saw the United 
States go from a colony of 
Great Britain, occupying a thin 
sliver of land on the East 
Coast, to a country that 
stretched coast to coast with 
31 states. When they were 
born, they were under the 
British rule of King George. 
They lived during the Revolu-
tionary War and saw it first 
hand in Mecklenburg County, 
North Carolina. When they 
were about 17 years old 
George Washington was in-
augurated as the first Presi-
dent of the United States.  

James and Ann lived through 
the administrations of 13 
presidents: Washington, Ad-
ams, Jefferson, Madison, 
Monroe, Adams, Jackson, Van 
Buren, Harrison, Tyler, Polk, 
Taylor & Fillmore. On the next 
page is a time line that shows 
events from about 1792, 
when James and Ann were 
about 20, until the death of 
James in 1852 and Ann in 
1854. 

Many factors went into the expansion and 
growth of our country as illustrated in the two 
maps above. Some of the key factors were:  

1. An desire for new lands and an innate drive 
of the Scotch-Irish and others. 

2. The opportunity to acquire free or low cost 
land. 

3. Governmental policies like the Louisiana 
Purchase, in 1803, under Thomas Jefferson. He 
was not sure that such an agreement was le-
gal under the constitution, but the senate rati-
fied the purchase by a 26 to 5 vote. The pur-
chase roughly doubled the area of the United 
States. 

4. The Lewis and Clark expedition of 1804-
1806 to explore the Oregon territory and find 
a route to the west coast. 

5. Wars and subsequent treaties. A treaty with 
Spain added Florida, the war with Mexico, 
1848, added the western United States, a 
treaty with England added Oregon and Wash-
ington. 

It is really amazing to think about all that oc-
curred in the county during the lifetimes of 
James and Ann Bryson. 
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James Bryson writes his will 
In 1848 James wrote his will where he names 
his wife Ann and three children as beneficiar-
ies: Hugh, Dovey, and Naomi. Hugh and Dovey 
were still single and living at home and Naomi 
had married Andrew Hannah. Elam was in the 
midst of preparing to move to Texas. James 
states that he had “given at different times 
different sorts of property and money unto my 
son Elam Bryson.” Likewise he says he has al-
ready given property and money to James Mc 
Bryson and leaves one dollar to his grandchil-
dren. James McRee Bryson had died the previ-
ous year. That accounts for all the children ex-
cept Eliza who had married William Langley. 
We do not know if she had died or moved 
from the area, but she was omitted from the 
will. 

The will is very specific and clearly written. The 
timing of the writing was probably a combina-
tion of the age of James, 73, and the fact that 
Elam was getting ready to move to Texas. 

An interesting provision of the will is that he 
loans the land, slave, cattle, and household 
goods to his wife during her natural life and 
no longer. Author’s note: I feel this strange 
wording was a result of the bitter lawsuit in 
1823, 25 years earlier, when his Uncle Thomas 
Davidson’s will was contested. James wanted 
to make sure no one else would get a benefit 
through his widow after she died. 

James Bryson Will — May the 11th 1848 
I, James Bryson, do make and publish this as 
my last will and testament herby revoking 
and making void all other wills by me made 
at any time. 

Item 1st I direct that my funeral expenses and 
all my just debts be paid as soon after my 
death as possible out of any money that I 
may die possessed of or may first come into 
the hands of my executor. 

Item 2nd I hereby loan unto my beloved wife 
Ann Bryson my tract of land whereon I now 
live and my four negro slaves together my 
household and kitchen furniture all my stock 
of horses cattle hogs sheep plantation uten-
sils and all other property of whatsoever na-

ture or kind unto her for and during her 
natural life and no longer. 

Item 3rd It is my will and desire and I do 
hereby bequeath all the aforesaid property 
of every sort and kind at the death of my be-
loved wife Ann Bryson to be equally divided 
between my three children to it Hugh Bry-
son, Dovey D. Bryson, and Naomi Hanna, 
formerly Naomi Bryson, to share and share a 
like equally and when either one of the 
above named children die his or her share 
shall be equally divided between the other 
two surviving children and when two of said 
children die their two shares shall then and 
in that case go to the survivor him or her as 
the case may be to him or his or her heirs or 
assigns for ever to it Hugh Dovey D. or 
Naomi. 

Item the 4th In consequence of my having 
given at different times different sorts of 
property and money unto my son Elam Bry-
son, I now therefore order my executor to 
pay unto him or his order the sum of one 
dollar as a full share of my estate. 

Item the 5th In consequence of my having 
given unto my son James Mc Bryson at dif-
ferent times different sorts of property and 
money, I now order my executor pay unto 
his my grandchildren or their guardian the 
sum of one dollar as their full share of my 
estate. 

Item the 6th Lastly, I hereby nominate and 
appoint my Hugh Bryson my sole and only 
executor and it is my wish will and design 
that the court will not call on my executor to 
give any security to this my will. In witness 
whereof I do to this my will set my hand and 
seal this the 11th day of May AD 1848. James 
Bryson 

Witnesses 
Nicholas J. Long 
Wm W.Hunter Jurat 
James Williams Jurat 
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Will of James Bryson, State of Tennessee, Maury County, May 11th A.D. 1848 
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Codicil written 
Four months after the original will was writ-
ten, James wrote a Codicil which left Naomi 
out of the will. We do not know why the 
change of heart. This basically left everything 
to Hugh and Dovey. Naomi lived in the gen-
eral area and is in the 1880 Maury Co. Census. 

 
Codicil: September 28th 1848 

I James Bryson after more reflection and de-
liberation do think proper to alter my fore-
going will thus. After the Death of myself 
and my wife Ann Bryson, I hereby give all my 
land to be equally divided between my son 
Hugh Bryson and my Daughter Dovey D. Bry-
son by a line to be begun at the East end of 
my Western Boundary and then East to my 
East Boundary so as to Leave unto Dovey D. 
my ??? and out houses on the same terms 
and conditions first above mentioned. Wit-
ness my hand and seal day year as above 
written. 

Witness:  Nicholas J. Long, Wm H. Hunter 
James Williams    May 31 1850 
 

James died on July 7, 1852 at age 80. Ann 
died two years later on July 29, 1854 also 
about 80. Both lived long lives especially for 
the 1800’s and the many challenges it pre-
sented. 

Children of James and Ann Bryson 
We mentioned earlier that the first three chil-
dren of James and Ann were born in North 
Carolina (1-Dovey, 2-James McRee, 3-Elam) 
and their last three (4-Hugh, 5-Naomi, 6-Eliza) 
were born in Tennessee. We will now learn a 

little about each of these 
six children. 

1. Dovey Dora Bryson 
Dovey was born in 1800 
about a year after Ann 
and James were married. 
The 1800 Mecklenburg 
County, NC census lists 
one female under 10 in 
the James Bryson 
household. We assume 
this to be Dovey. 

The name Dovey is not a 
very common name; 
however in the early 
1800’s in Mecklenburg 
County we see several 
families naming their 

children Dovey. Why was this? 

I have a theory why these people named their 
daughters Dovey although I don’t have spe-
cific evidence. Here’s the story. 

One of their Mecklenburg County neighbors 
was Dr. Joseph McKnitt Alexander a Princeton 
graduate of the class of 1797 at the age of 18. 
He then studied medicine at the University of 
Pennsylvania and became an MD. He practiced 
medicine, was active in the church and was a 
local civic official. Dr. Alexander was also di-
rectly involved in several of the Bryson and 
Davidson land transactions. 

Dr. Joseph McKnitt Alexander married Dovey 
Winslow, in 1797 and they had one child. Dr 
Joseph McKnitt Alexander was the son of John 
McKnitt Alexander, the secretary of the Meck-
lenburg Declaration and Dovey was the 
daughter of Col. Moses Winslow, a Revolu-
tionary War Patriot. Dovey and John built a 
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beautiful new home. “Dr. Alexander’s happi-
ness was brief in his new home, for his young 
wife, famed for her great beauty, died Sep-
tember 6, 1801.”35  Dovey was only 25 years 
old.36 

The impact this had was obviously felt in the 
community. After Dovey’s death, we find 
many neighboring families naming their 
daughters, Dovey. In addition to Dovey Bry-
son, there was Dovey Wilson, Dovey Doherty, 
Dovey Ewing, Dovey Potts, and others. We feel 
that most were named in honor of Dovey W. 
Alexander after she died.  

One example was that one week after the 
death of Dovey Winslow Alexander, Finis Ew-
ing, one of the founders of the Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church, and his wife Margaret 
Davidson Ewing, daughter of General William 
Lee Davidson, had a daughter on September 
13, 1801. They named this daughter — 
Dovey! 

Again, we don’t know for sure that these 
people named their children Dovey as a name-
sake for Dovey Alexander, but the timing and 
proximity of the families certain would appear 
so. 

Dovey Bryson was about eight when the fam-
ily moved to Davidson County, TN and about 
23 when the family moved to Maury County, 
TN. Dovey Bryson never married and she lived 
with her parents until their death in the early 
1850’s. The 1850 census shows Dovey and 
Hugh in the James Bryson household 

1850 Maury Co. Tennessee Census  
NAME AGE OCCUP. VALUE BORN 

Jas Bryson 75 Farmer $800 NC 
Ann 75   PA 
Dovey 50   NC 
Hugh 45 Farmer  TN 

 

1860 Maury Co. Tennessee Census: ten years 
later, the census shows Dovey living in the 
Hugh Bryson household. Both James and Ann 
had died. 

                                                
35 History of Hopewell Church, Summerville, p 107 
36 History of Mecklenburg Co., JB Alexander, p 85 

On July 10, 1867 Dovey wrote her will and ba-
sically left everything to her brother Hugh. 
Since she died only two days after writing the 
will, she was probably not able to sign her 
name; so it was signed with an X. Dovey died 
on July 12, 1867 in Maury County, Tennessee. 

Dovey Bryson Will 
State of Tennessee 
Maury County 
July 10th, 1867 
I Dovey D Bryson in this my last Will and Tes-
tament, after all my just debts are paid, do 
give and bequeath all my interest in the es-
tate on which I now reside to Hugh Bryson 
and his Heirs forever; and I also give to said 
Hugh Bryson all my cattle, horses, hogs, 
household & kitchen furniture to have and 
to hold as his own; and I also appoint Hugh 
Bryson my sole Executor of this Will, and 
that the Court shall not require him to give 
security. 

Dovey X Bryson (her mark with an X) 

Witnesses John B Green, Jurat 
Joseph B. Smith, Jurat 

2. James McRee Bryson 
The second child of James and Ann Bryson 
was James McRee Bryson. He was born in 
North Carolina about 1802. Again we see an 
unusual naming pattern related to Mecklen-
burg County, NC. The middle name McRee 
does not show up in earlier Bryson or David-
son ancestors. Where could the name McRee 
come from? Again I will make an educated 
guess. 

James McRee Bryson’s father and mother 
grew up in Mecklenburg County from about 
1772 until they were married in 1798. We 
have previously talked about the seven impor-
tant Presbyterian Churches in colonial Meck-
lenburg County. It was difficult for all the 
churches to have a full time pastor, so one 
pastor might preach at a different church each 
week or sometimes a pastor would start off 
early in the morning and preach at several 
churches the same day. A good example of 
this was Dr. James McRee, DD. He is quoted as 
saying “Often I have ridden in the morning to 
Bethel (SC), Providence, Sugar Creek, Hopewell 
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and preached (two sermons) and returned 
home in the evening of the same day.”37 

Dr. McRee served the Steele Creek church and 
the other churches between 1775 and 1798. 
During this time period James and Ann were 
growing up; roughly from the age 2 to 25. Dr. 
McRee was well known in 
the area and was a prolific 
speaker and writer. He had 
graduated from Princeton 
University in the same class 
as fellow Presbyterian pio-
neer ministers, Rev. Samuel 
Doak and Rev. Thomas 
Craighead. One does not 
have to stretch the imagina-
tion too far to see that the 
first son of James and Ann 
Doherty Bryson was named 
in his father’s honor as well 
as that of Dr. James McRee, 
hence James McRee Bryson. 

Coincidently the son of Dr. 
McRee, William E. McRee, 
was one of the founders of the Ebenezer 
Church the Brysons joined. William E. McRee 
was the clerk of session for many consecutive 
years, with one exception—in 1827 James Bry-
son, the father of James McRee Bryson, served 
as the clerk of session. 

The middle name McRee appears in only a few 
documents, however the will of his father-in-
law, Robert Matthews, clearly spells out 
“…and my son-in-law James McRee Bryson.” 

 

In the will of James Bryson it is stated as “my 
son James Mc Bryson.” 

 

Authors note: Some researchers in trying to 
prove James was from the Sumner County, TN 
Bryson line have misstated the name as James 

                                                
37 History of Mecklenburg County, JB Alexander, p 288 

Madison. Clearly the two above wills disprove 
the name “Madison.” 

James McRee Bryson, 28, married Jane H. Mat-
thews on January 15, 1829 in Maury County. 
The marriage was performed by Rev. Duncan 
Brown, the pastor of Ebenezer Church. 

The James McRee Bryson family lived close to 
the Matthews families and attended the 
Hopewell A.R.P. Church which had been 
founded by Jane’s grandparents and parents. 
Hopewell Church was founded about 1810. 

James Mc was a farmer and lived in Maury 
County until his death. All of the children of 
James McRee and Jane Bryson were born in 
Maury County. 

Children of James McRee and Jane H. Bryson 
      Mary F. Bryson was born about 1829 and 
died at age 18 in June 1847 of Dropsy38. This 
was a little over a month before her father 
died. 

      Robert M. Bryson was born about 1831. 
According to family trees on the internet, he 
moved to Mississippi and married Delpha K. 
Porter on September 8, 1852. They had seven 
children, all born in Mississippi. Robert died 

                                                
38 An old term for the swelling of soft tissues due to the 
accumulation of excess water. Today is would probably 
be termed edema or even congestive heart failure.  
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after 1870.39 I have not personally researched 
this information. 

      James H. Bryson was born on March 5, 
1833. He married Emily F. Morgan on March 
16, 1854. On May 16, 1861, he and his 
brother John J Bryson, 28, enlisted in a Con-
federate company being organized just south 
of Bigbyville in Giles County by Col. Calvin J. 
Clack. The unit was known as Company C, 
Tennessee 3rd Infantry. In the battle of Fort 
Donelson in February 
1862, James was 
wounded and sent 
home to recuperate. He 
rejoined his unit, which 
had become Company 
D, in mid March 1863 
and saw action in sev-
eral battles.40 Later we 
will go into more detail 
about the military ser-
vice of James and John 
in the section on the 
Civil War and the Bry-
sons. 

James H. Bryson and his 
brother Elam Newton 
Bryson moved to 
Bogata, Red River 
County, Texas sometime 
after 1870. James H. Bryson died on July 4, 
1908 and is buried in Bogata Cemetery. 

      Mary Elizabeth (Lizzie) Bryson was born 
about 1832 and married John Lafayette (Fate) 
Morgan on December 22, 1853 in Maury 
County. Fate Morgan and Emily F. Morgan, 
the wife of James H. are siblings, so again we 
have a case of sibling marriages. Elizabeth and 
Fate had many children. An untested internet 
family tree lists 11 children in the Fate Morgan 
family. John L. Morgan (Fate) is listed as an 

                                                
39 Mississippi 1870 Census 
40 Holding the Line, The Third Tennessee Infantry 1861-
1864, Barber, edited by Ferrell, pp 191,199 

overseer in the 1860 census. Elizabeth Bryson 
Morgan died in Maury County.41 

      John J. Bryson was born on March 29, 
1841. John J., 19, enlisted in Company C, Ten-
nessee 3rd Infantry along with his older 
brother James H. Bryson. In the battle of Fort 
Donelson in February 186242 John J. was cap-
tured by Gen. Grant’s forces and sent to Chi-
cago as a POW. In an exchange of prisoners in 
March 1863 he rejoined his fellow recruits and 

friends at Port Hudson, 
Mississippi. He took part 
in many battles and in 
the last major battle of 
the war at Bentonville, 
NC, he was killed at the 
age of 24. 43 We will 
learn more later in the 
chapter on the Civil War. 

      Elam Newton Bry-
son was born in Novem-
ber 1842. He was raised 
in Maury County and 
there married Eliza Jane 
Smith on August 4, 
1870. He served in Com-
pany B, 48th Tennessee 
Infantry (Voorhees Inf.)44 
The Elam Newton Bryson 
family along with the 

family of his older brother, James H., moved 
to Bogata, Red River County, TX. In the 1910 
Red River County, Texas census we find Eliza 
Bryson, 55. The census states that Eliza had 
had 14 children and that 7 were still living. 
Elam N. Bryson, 67, died there on September 
23, 1909.  

      Sarah E. Bryson was born about 184645 
and married J. W. Arnett according to an un-
proven internet Family Tree. 
                                                
41 They Passed This Way, Vol II, Lightfoot & Shackleford, 
p 152 
42 Holding the Line, The Third Tennessee Infantry 1861-
1864, Barber, edited by Ferrell, pp 191,199 
43 Confederate Soldiers & Patriots of Maury Co., TN, p 42 
44 Confederate Soldiers & Patriots of Maury Co., TN, p 42 
45 1860 Maury County Census 

Hugh Bryson 1752  1835 NC
Nancy Davidson 1758- 1830

James Bryson 1772 NC  1852
Ann Doherty 1775 PA  1854 TN

James McRee Bryson 1802 NC  1847 TX
Jane H. Matthews 1804 NC  1865 TX

     1. Mary F. 1829 TN –1847 TN
     2. Robert M. 1831 TN –1870+ MS
     3. James H. 1833 TN –1908 TX
     4. Mary Elizabeth 1832 TN –18xx TN

     5. John J. 1841 TN –1865 TN
     6. Elam Newton 1842 TN –1909 TX
     7. Sarah E. 1846 TN –
 

James McRee Bryson Family
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James McRee Bryson Will 
James McRee Bryson, 47, wrote his will on his 
death bed on July 29, two days before his 
demise. We can sadly see from his signature 
that he was having great difficulty signing his 
name. His middle name is not decipherable. 

State of Tennessee 
Maury County 
July the 29th AD 1847 
In the Name of God Amen. I James M. Bry-
son Being now sick and weak and very low 
and with knowing the uncertainty of Human 
Life and wishing as far as I possibly can to 
Prevent any Lawsuits or other unpleasantrys 
(sic) that may arise after my Death do hereby 
make my Last Will and Testament hereby re-
voking all former wills by me made.  

Item first. I will and devise my Negro woman 
Julia and her youngest child be sold and the 
money arising from the sale of them to be 
applied to the payment of my just debts… 

Item 2nd. I do hereby give and bequeath 
unto my Beloved companion and wife Jane 
H. Bryson and children all of my property 
real and personal of whatsoever nature or 
kind there will be left after the payment of 

all my just debts to do as she may choose to 
do with it to have and hold forever. 

Item 3rd. I hereby nominate and appoint my 
Beloved Wife Jane H Bryson my sole and only 
executor and request as I have given her and 
her children all our property that the court 
will not call on her for security as usual gen-
erally.  

In testimony hereof I have unto set my hand 
and seal day and date as above written. 

James M. Bryson 

Witness 
Elam Bryson, Jurat 
Andrew Hanna 
N. J. Long, Jurat 
 

The last part of the actual will is shown below. 
In addition to James’ shaky signature, we see 
the actual signature of our ancestor, Elam Bry-
son. His firm clear signature would lead us to 
believe he may have been well educated. An-
drew Hanna was James and Elam’s brother-in-
law and a first cousin of their wives, Mary D. 
and Jane H. 
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Death of James McRee Bryson 
James McRee contracted consumption (tuber-
culosis) and tragically died at the young age of 
46 in 1847, leaving his wife and seven chil-
dren. An obituary was printed in the Columbia 
Beacon on August 13, 1847. It is interesting to 
see how newspapers were written. The obitu-
ary is between what appears to be a fictional 
novel and an advertisement for a sure-fire 
headache remedy. 

 

The obituary reads: 

“Died. — Departed this life on July 31, 1847, 
at his residence near Mt. Pleasant, James M. 
Bryson, who was a member of the Associate 
Reformed Church in which he lived and died; 
he has left a wife and seven children and a 
number of other Relatives to mourn their Ir-
reparable Loss.”46 

Jane H. Bryson continued to live in Maury 
County, accumulated real estate, cattle and 
slaves. She raised her seven children probably 
with the help of Uncles and Aunts. In the 
1850 census she has an estate valued at 
$1400 and in 1860, ten years later she is 56 
and the value of her personal property is 
$11,500. It is possible that a portion of her 
personal property value was the value of slave. 
Her sons James, John J. and Elam N. are listed 

                                                
46 Columbia Beacon (TN), August 13, 1847 

as farmers but living in Jane’s household. It 
looks like her sons helped her run the farm. It 
must have been very difficult for her, not only 
for her three sons to go off to war, but to lose 
her primary help running the farm. Life was 
really tough. 

She saw three of her sons go off to war; 
James H. was wounded at Fort Donelson and 
came home to recover then rejoined his fellow 
recruits, John L. was captured and a POW for 
a year then released and later killed in action 
at Bentonville in March 1865. Elam Newton 
Bryson also served in the war.  

The war ended in March 1865. Jane faced the 
loss of her son John J. and also the problems 
related to freeing her slaves. The logistics must 
have been enormous as well as having to face 
a decline in personal wealth. Jane died on 
September 4, 1865, at the age of 61, shortly 
after her son, John J. was killed.  

 

3. Elam Bryson 
Elam, our direct ancestor, was born about 
1807 in NC. We don’t know his namesake, ex-
cept for it being a Biblical name. He was the 
last child born in North Carolina and was only 
a baby when the family moved to Davidson 
County, Tennessee. He probably got a good 
education from his father, the school master. 

As we just read, Elam’s older brother James 
McRee Bryson married Jane H. Matthews in 
1829. The Matthews girls must have been 
special, for five years later Elam married Jane’s 
sister, Mary Doak Matthews.  

This is a case of siblings marrying siblings. This 
was not unusual on the frontier. The marriage 
ceremony for James and Jane was performed 
by Rev. R. M. Galloway, the pastor of the 
Hopewell A.R.P. Church. This is a church that 
was founded by Mary’s parents and grandpar-
ents. The church was close to Ebenezer Church 
where the Brysons attended. 
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A year after Elam and Mary were married, 
their first child was born — Eliza Agness Bry-
son. Tragically Eliza died a little over a year 
later on August 11, 1836. This left Elam and 
Mary childless again. Eliza was buried in a box 
tomb47 in the Matthews family cemetery.48 
This cemetery was used by the Matthews fam-
ily as well as members of the Hopewell Church 
since the church didn’t have its own graveyard 
until about 1906.49  

Scores of Matthews and their in-laws are bur-
ied in the Matthews cemetery. The Rev. R.M. 
Galloway, the beloved Hopewell pastor for 
many years is also buried there.50 

I visited the Matthews Cemetery a few years 
ago and was able to find the tomb of Eliza 
Agness Bryson. As I reverently stood there at 
the tomb by myself, I reflected on the people 
and relatives I had been researching. A new 
understanding hit me — instead of genealogi-
cal names and dates, they became real people 
and relatives who had lived through difficult 
and often tragic times. Tears came to my eyes 

                                                
47 a stone or brick box set above a grave or vault 
48 Maury Co. Cemeteries,         p.594 
49 Maury Co. Cemeteries,         p.594 
50 Maury Co. Cemeteries,         p.595 

as I thought of the 
grandparents, James (64), 
Ann (62), and James M. 
and Jane, Dovey and 
Hugh standing in the 
graveyard saying goodbye 
to little Eliza.  

The tomb inscription 
reads: Sacred to the 
memory of Eliza Agness 
Bryson Daughter of Elam 
& Mary D Bryson who was 
born July 10, 1835 and 
departed this life Aug 11, 
1836 aged one year & 32 
days 

But life on the frontier 
must always go on. Elam 
took up farming and lived 
close to his brother James 

McRee and his in-laws the Matthews. After 
Eliza Agnes they had seven more children: six 
in Maury County and one in Texas. We will 
look into these children in the Chapter on, 
“The Brysons in Texas.” 

 
 

 

 
Eliza Agness tomb — Matthews Cemetery 
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Why did Elam decide to move to Texas? 
Elam and Mary Doak Bryson were about 40 
years old when they started thinking about 
moving the family to Texas. They were well-
established in Maury County; they had five 
children ages 10, 8, 6, 5, and 1. They had ex-
tended family in Maury County. Both Elam 
and Mary had siblings and parents nearby. 
The schools were good; they were active in 
their church, and the area was well-developed 
and an exciting place to live. 

We don’t really know why they moved to the 
new area of Texas, but let’s look at some of 
the circumstances and possible reasons. 

1. I believe Elam and his older brother, James 
McRee Bryson, had a close relationship. They 
were close in age; they married Matthews’ sis-
ters; and they lived close to each other. James 
McRee Bryson died on July 31, 1847 at age 46. 
This had to be a sad time for Elam and his 
family. 

2. Frequently people make dramatic decisions 
or changes shortly after the death of a loved 
one. Elam may have been restless and wanted 

a major change. We don’t know if Elam 
started planning the move before or shortly 
after the death of his brother.  

3. Elam was about 40. This is a time of reflec-
tion particularly for men. 

4. Things were not easy in Maury County in 
these early years. The area had experienced 
epidemics of Black Tongue Disease (1844), 
Cholera (1834), and other illness. In 1847 
downtown Columbia was destroyed by fire 
and there were major floods. They even ex-
perienced a severe snow storm in March 1843, 
when 18-20 inches of snow fell and all farm 
work was suspended for six weeks except the 
task of taking care of the livestock and ani-
mals — life was hard.  

5. Mary Doak Matthews Bryson’s uncle, Abner 
Matthews, had moved to Texas a few years 
earlier and had become a successful cattle 
rancher. He may have encouraged the move. 

6. Elam and Mary had Scotch-Irish blood in 
their veins. Their grandparents and parents 
had each moved to the expanding frontier. 
First, from Europe to North Carolina, and as 
Tennessee opened up they moved on to 
Maury County. Elam and Mary had the same 
adventurous spirit to move into undeveloped 
areas.  

7. Local and national politics may have had a 
great influence in their decision to move. Elam 
moved to Maury County with his siblings and 
mother and father when he was about 16 
years old. A family that had been very promi-
nent in Mecklenburg County, NC develop-
ment, the Polks, also moved to Maury County. 
One of the Polk children, James Knox Polk, had 
gone back to NC and graduated from the Uni-
versity of North Carolina with a law degree. In 
1820 he opened a law practice in a log house 
in Maury County. Elam and the Bryson family 
moved to Maury County two or three years 
later; so Elam grew up in the area at the same 
time as James Knox Polk rose to fame and 
eventually became President of the United 
States. Other than Polk and his law firm repre-
senting defendants in The Big Lawsuit, we 
have no record of direct interaction of the Bry-

Hugh Bryson 1752 – 1835 NC
Nancy Davidson 1758 –1830

James Bryson 1772 NC – 1852
Ann Doherty 1775 PA – 1854 TN

Elam Bryson 1807 NC 1859 TX
Mary D. Matthews 1805 NC 1877 TX

–
–

     1. Eliza Agness 1835 TN –1836 TN
    
     3. Henry Elam 1839 TN –1909 TX

     4. Mary A. 1841 TN –19xx TX
     5. Martha J. 1842 TN –1880+ TX
     6. Thomas J. 1846 TN –1912 TX
     7. Margaret T. 1848 TN –1927 TX
     8. James Matthews 1850 TX –1929 TX

 2. John Franklin 1837 TN –1920 TX

Elam Bryson Family
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sons and Polks. James K. Polk’s rise to political 
power coincided with the time Elam and his 
family lived in Maury County. 

 

James K. Polk rise to power 
1820 – Admitted to the bar 

1821 – Appointed Chief Clerk of the TN Senate 

1822 – Elected to TN House of Representatives 

1824 – Elected to US House of Representatives 

1835 – Speaker of the House of Representa-
tives 

1839 – Governor of Tennessee 

1841 – Lost re-election for Governor 

1843 – Lost re-election for 2nd time 

1844 – Defeated Henry Clay for President of 
United States  

1846 – Declared war on Mexico  

1848 –Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo bringing 
Texas, California, and Oregon into US territory 

1849 – Returned to TN; died15 June of Chol-
era 

Why do we care about this? 
Polk ran on a controversial platform of expan-
sionism. He wanted to expand the country 
into Texas, California, and the Oregon Terri-
tory. After the war with Mexico was won, 

there was a strong push to encourage families 
to move to Texas, settle on virgin land, and 
build a home. If thousands of families settled 
in the new area of Texas, it would secure the 
territory for the United States and keep it from 
reverting to Mexico. Cheap land was offered 
to settlers if they cleared the land, started 
farming and built a dwelling. 

When did they move? 
There are a few facts that help us pinpoint the 
time of the big move to Texas by our Bryson 
ancestors. Elam and Mary’s seventh child, 
Margaret Tennessee Bryson, was born on April 
14, 1848 in Maury County, Tennessee. On 
June 1, 1850, the U.S. Census for Titus 
County, Texas enumerates the Elam Bryson 
family. Elam and Mary’s eighth child, James 
Matthews Bryson was born in Titus County, 
Texas on July 4, 1850 

From these facts we can deduce that Elam and 
Mary D. Matthews Bryson moved to Texas be-
tween April 1848 and June 1850. We can 
speculate that they didn’t leave for Texas until 
Margaret was a few months old and weather 
conditions were reasonable. Also they may 
have arrived in Titus County, Texas a few 
months or certainly a few weeks before July 
when James M. was born. 

By examining the Maury County index to 
deeds that involved Elam we see an interest-
ing pattern. We can see that Elam and Mary 
were divesting of their Maury County property 
starting in June 1846 and continuing until 
January 1848. This would lead us to conclude 
they were divesting in preparation for the big 
move to Texas. 

Summary of transactions leading to the move 
1846 — June 26 Elam and Mary sold to E. M. 
Matthews, 12 acres for $81. 

1847 — August 3 Elam sold to Jerome Bona-
parte Pillow a slave for $600. 

1847 — October 2 Elam and Mary sold to El-
isha Matthews 154 acres for $1,888.25. 

1847 — October 4 Elam and Mary inherited 
from Robert Matthews 108.5 acres. 

1847 — October 23 Elam sold to Lemuel Long 
a slave for $1,900. 
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1847 — November 5 Elam sold to Nancy 
Turner a slave for $1,900. 

1848 — January 1 Elam sold to Onzi Alexander 
a slave for $470. 

As a side note, it is interesting to see the name 
of the buyers. The first land was 
sold to E. M. Matthews. This was 
a first cousin of Mary Doak, El-
isha Miles Matthews. Later they 
sold him 154 acres. This property 
probably included the 108.5 
acres that was inherited from 
Mary’s father Robert Matthews. 

The colorful name Jerome Bona-
parte Pillow presents another in-
teresting story. Gideon Pillow, 
Jerome’s brother fought with 
General Grant in the Mexican 
War and later was a C.S.A. Gen-
eral in the Civil War. Pillow was 
not an effective General and his leadership 
was costly to the troops. See the section on 
the Civil War in this chapter. 

Onzi Alexander was a neighbor and friend of 
the Brysons and was a brother of Silas Alexan-
der. We have mentioned previously that Silas 
was the direct ancestor of my first cousins on 
my mother’s side, the Alexanders. 

Summary of Bryson Movement West 
Our branch of the Brysons seems to always 
move to new frontiers. Elam was no excep-
tion. The map below shows the United States 
as it was in 1849 when Elam decided to move 
his wife and five children to the western edge 
of the frontier. Texas had just joined the Union 
but its boundaries were not yet finalized.  

Note the unusual shape of Texas. Only the 
Eastern part was settled to any extent. Once 
again we find our ancestors moving right to 
the edge of new frontiers.  

The map illustrates the places Elam lived. The 
dates listed below indicate when he began liv-
ing in the each location. He was born in Meck-
lenburg County, NC about 1807, moved to 
Davidson County, Tennessee about 1808, then 
to Maury County Tennessee in 1823, then the 

trip to Texas to Titus County about 1849, and 
finally to Ellis County, Texas in 1852. 

In 1849 there were 30 states plus the Minne-
sota Territory and the Oregon Territory. Cali-
fornia had not yet joined the Union.  

Again we don’t know why Elam and his family 
moved to Texas but we can speculate. In 
Chapter 11 “The Brysons in Texas”, we will 
learn about his move and life in Texas.  

4. Hugh Bryson 
Hugh Bryson was born in 1808 in Davidson 
County, Tennessee. He was 15 when the fam-
ily moved to Maury County. As we learned be-
fore, Hugh and his sister Dovey lived with their 
parents until the parents’ death in the early 
1850s. In 1848, their father, James, wrote his 
will and appointed Hugh as administrator. 
James McRee had died in 1847 and Elam was 
preparing to move to Texas. All of the estate 
of James and Ann was left to Hugh, Dovey, 
and Naomi. Four months after the original 
will, James had a change of heart and wrote a 
codicil that basically cut Naomi out of the will. 
We do not know why. James died in 1852 and 
Ann died in 1854. Hugh and Dovey inherited 
the entire estate of their parents.  

When the war broke out in 1861, Hugh was 
53 so he was too old to join the regular army, 
but he volunteered and served in the Maury 
County Home Guard. Hugh remained single 
until he was 62 years old. In 1869 Hugh, mar-
ried a widow, Marilda Chapman Waldrum, 40, 
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over 20 years his junior. Marilda and her hus-
band Joseph Waldrum had lived next to Hugh 
in 1850. The Waldrums had 3 children before 
Joseph died sometime between 1853 and 
1860. The 1850 Census shows the Waldrums 
living immediately next to the James Bryson 
family, that also included Hugh and Dovey. 
The Waldrums listed in the census are: Joseph, 
26, a Farmer—Marilda, 23—John Napoleon 
2—Joseph 2 months old. In 1860, ten years 
later the family had moved to Culleoka, Maury 
County, but Joseph is not in the picture. The 
1860 census shows Marilda Waldrum, 33 —
John N., 12,—Joseph S., 12—Thomas, 7.  

The 1860 census also indicates that Marilda 
can not read or write. The value of her real es-
tate was 2,500 and her personal property was 
valued at $2,000. Since Hugh and Marilda 
married in 1869, they appear in the 1870 cen-
sus living in Culleoka on the property that was 
inherited by Marilda from her first husband. 
Culleoka is about 10 miles southeast of Bigby-
ville.  

The 1870 census lists the Hugh Bryson house-
hold as: Hugh Brissen, Marilda, John, J.S., and 
Thos. So the three boys were living with Hugh 
and Marilda in 1870. The records show that 
the oldest son of Marilda, John N. married on 
Christmas Day 1877. 

Hugh Bryson wrote his will in Jan 1883 and 
the will was probated in 1885. 

Hugh Bryson Will 
Know all persons by these presents that I 
hereby make this my last will and testament 
for the purposes herein contained.  

First, I bequeath unto my wife Marilda, after 
my death all of my interest in that tract of 
land on which we now live to have and use 
as her own for such purposes as she may 
wish during her natural life and after her 
death it is to become the property of John 
N. Waldrum to have for himself his heirs and 
assigns. 

2nd. I bequeath unto my wife where men-
tioned and John N. Waldrum where men-
tioned jointly all my personal property con-
sisting of one set of Black Smith tools. One 
Sorghum Still and fixtures, all farming tools 

and implements. One hen and five geeslings. 
One mule, all hogs and whatever other stock 
I now possess or may possess at my death 
after defraying funeral expenses and paying 
whatever debts that I may justly owe. In 
witness whereof I hereunto affix my hand 
and seal this the fifteenth day and sixteenth 
in January eighteen hundred eighty three. 

Hugh Bryson, his mark 
M.B. Tomlinson, Jurat 
I. B. Bryant, Jurat 

In the will he left everything to his wife 
Marilda and his step-son John Napoleon 
Waldrum  

It seems unusual that Hugh did not leave any-
thing to his many nieces and nephews. His 
brothers and sisters had large families, but he 
didn’t mention any Bryson relatives in his will. 
There may have been some hard feelings to-
ward the Bryson relatives. We don’t know. We 
do know that Elam and James McRee were 
married to Matthews sisters and Naomi was 
married to Andrew Hanna, whose mother was 
a Matthews. From all indications, these fami-
lies were very close.  

There is an interesting transaction from Au-
gust 1840 that states the following: 

Deed of trust 

Hugh Bryson—Coleman C Estes—Andrew S. Farley 
From Andrew Hanna 

Andrew Hanna, in that, he is indebted to the 
aforecited, sells Hugh Bryson, the following items: 

Furniture, stock, farm tools, crop of corn, hay, etc. 
And if, the debt is not paid, by a certain time, all 
the articles are to be forfeit.51  

Made 13 August 1840. 

Earlier in 1840, Andrew and Naomi named 
their third child Hugh B. Hanna, possibly 
named after Naomi’s brother. Andrew Hanna 
had married Hugh’s sister, Naomi J. Bryson, in 
November 1835. So Andrew was Hugh’s 
brother-in-law. It appears that Andrew was in 
serious financial trouble in 1840 when the 
above transaction took place. It looks like An-
drew was putting up almost everything he 

                                                
51 Maury Co. Deed Book K, p 123 
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owned as collateral in return for some cash to 
pay off his debt. We don’t know if the loan 
was repaid or if Andrew and Naomi lost every-
thing. If, by chance, Andrew did not repay the 
loan, did Hugh convince his father not to leave 
anything for Naomi? Could this transaction 
have turned the rest of the family against 
Hugh? Was Hugh an opportunist? Why don’t 
we see any other transactions with his Bryson 
relatives? 

Hugh died in 1885 at the age of 77. 

5. Naomi J. Bryson 
Naomi was born about 1812 in Davidson Co., 
Tennessee and moved to Maury County when 
she was about eleven. She married Andrew 
Hanna on November 13, 1832 in Maury 
County. Andrew’s mother was Martha Mat-
thews Hanna which made him a first cousin of 
Jane H. Matthews Bryson and Mary Doak Mat-
thews Bryson. They had four children. 

 Infant Son Hanna 1835-1835 

 William James Hanna 1838-1859 

 Hugh Brown Hanna 1840-1925 

 Sarah Hanna 1846- 

Their first child did not survive childbirth and 
is buried in the Matthews Cemetery. 

“Here lies the body of the infant son of 
Andrew & Naomi Hanna. 

Birth & death on the 25 of December 1835.” 

In 1840 it appears that Andrew, with two 
small babies, faced some financial difficulties. 
Hugh Bryson, his brother-in-law, basically lent 
him money to pay off debts as we described 
above. 

On May 11, 1848, James wrote his will leaving 
the estate to three of his children: Hugh, 
Dovey, and Naomi. He had a change of heart 
and wrote a codicil a little over four months 
later in which he states: 

I James Bryson after more reflection and de-
liberation do think proper to alter my fore-
going will thus. After the Death of myself 
and my wife Ann Bryson, I hereby give all my 
land to be equally divided between my son 
Hugh Bryson and my Daughter Dovey D. Bry-
son 

We don’t know why James cut Naomi out of 
the will so suddenly. Certainly Naomi and An-
drew could have used the help. 

The Hanna’s continued to live in Maury 
County until the death of Andrew on July 31, 
1852, only here weeks after Naomi’s father, 
James, died. Andrew Hanna was only 41 years 
old as was Naomi. He left three children ages 
15, 12, and the youngest 6. Andrew is also 
buried in Matthews Cemetery. 

Andrew Hanna born Sept 4, 1810 
Died July 1, 1852 

 

 William was old enough to help with the 
farming chores and probably did. The family 
moved a few miles south to Lawrence County 
sometime before 1860 when the census was 
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taken. It shows Naomi (Naoma), Wm. J., and 
Hugh B. as being engaged in farming. A small 
portion of the 1860 census is shown below.  

The word “Do” opposite Hugh B means 
“ditto.” We can see in this document that 
both “and Do were used for ditto. We also see 
that Naomi had $1,400 in real-estate and 
$2,150 in personal property. The children had 
$300, $250, and $250 respectively. It was un-
usual to see a child listed with personal prop-
erty. 

1860 Lawrence Co. Census 

In 1880 we again see Naomi in Maury County 
where she is in the Hugh B. Hanna household. 
Hugh B. is listed as a farmer and Naomi is 
listed as his mother keeping house. We do not 
know when Naomi died. 

6. Eliza Bryson 
Eliza is a real mystery. About all we have been 
able to determine is that she was probably 
born about 1820. November 20, 1838 she 
married William Langley. We do 
not find William in the 1840 
Maury County Census, however 
there is a John Langley family 
with the father’s age between 
50 and 60. It is possible that 
this was the father of William 
and that William and Eliza were 
living with his parents. The ages 
of people in the household are 
plausible, but we can’t be posi-
tive they were there. 

 

The Matthews Family Cemetery 
near Bigbyville, Tennessee 

The tomb of infant Eliza Bryson is 
near the beginning of the hill in the 

woods. 

The Brysons of Maury County 
Again we get a picture of a group of conscien-
tious individuals who were active in their 
Presbyterian churches. They were not wealthy 
and they were not poor but they had a rich 
family experience. We feel that the families of 
Bryson, Matthews and Hanna were a close knit 
group. We can only imagine their sadness at 
the early death of loved ones just in their 
prime as well as the early death of infants. 
From the census records, it appears that they 
all lived in and around Bigbyville.  

Some local Maury County 
historians feel that the origi-
nal Hopewell ARP church 
was located near the Mat-
thews farm and next to the 
Matthews Family Cemetery. 
Many of the early church 

members were buried there as well as Rev. R. 
M. Galloway and his family. We probably will 
never know, but we can speculate that this is 
the case. 

In the next two chapters we will learn more 
about life in Maury County and specifically 
about the Brysons in the Civil War and the 
Ebenezer Church.  
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A Side Issue: Setting the  
Record Straight 

This deals with a controversy in genealogical re-
search that involves James Bryson’s Family Tree. 

Some researchers feel that the James Bryson (1772-
1852) that lived in Maury County, Tennessee in 
1823 through 1852 was not the son of Hugh Bry-
son of Mecklenburg County, but a descendant of 
the Brysons of Surry County, NC and later, Sumner 
County, TN. They show James Bryson was born in 
1745 in Surry County, NC, and died in 1835 in 
Surry Co. While other researchers have reported 
James Bryson (1772-1852) to be the son of Hugh 
and Nancy Davidson Bryson of Mecklenburg 
County, NC. 

After extensive personal research in Mecklenburg 
County NC, Sumner County, TN, and Maury 
County, TN, I have concluded that James was the 
son of Hugh and Nancy Davidson Bryson. There are 
a number of documents and records to strongly 
indicate that our James Bryson was in fact the son 
of Hugh Bryson and Nancy Davidson.  

Some of the key points used to reach this conclu-
sion are: 

 James and Ann Doherty were married in Meck-
lenburg County, NC. There were several Do-
herty families living in the same area as Hugh 
Bryson when James and Ann were married in 
1798. 

 Doherty and Bryson families were both active 
in Ramah Church. James Doherty put up a 
$1000 bond for Ann Jane Bryson. 

 James Bryson of Mecklenburg County was liv-
ing in Davidson County, TN in 1818 when he 
sold land inherited from his Uncle Thomas 
Davidson, to his first cousin, John. James ap-
peared in Sumner County Court, but was living 
in Davidson Co. The Big Lawsuit in Maury 
County clearly defined the Bryson and David-
son first cousins. 

 James Bryson bought property in Maury 
County in 1823 and remained there until his 
death. The Surry County people claim James 
was in the 1840 Surry County Census, when 
clearly our James Bryson was in the 1840 
Maury County Census. 

 James settled in Maury County in an area pre-
dominantly settled by Mecklenburg County 
neighbors from the Hopewell and Gilead 
Church area. 

 James joined the Ebenezer Church (Reese’s 
Chapel) near Bigbyville, TN where practically all 
the members were previously members of ei-
ther Hopewell or Gilead Church in NC. James 
Bryson was elected clerk of the session of Ebe-
nezer Church in 1827. This would indicate they 
knew him. 

 In 1827 Reverend Henry Bryson of Laurens 
County, SC visited Maury County and stated 
“we came up to old Mr. Scott’s, and had 
sermon at his house. There I found my 
cousin James Bryson and I went with him 
this evening.” 52 

Then 3 weeks later he visited Jonathon and 
Cynthia Bryson. Cynthia was the sister of 
James. The Diary of Rev. Bryson continues: 
Tuesday, Feb 20, 1827 This day I turned into 
the Cahaba river and went into the falls of it 
at a little town called Centerville, and went 
on 5 miles below this on the river and stayed 
at cousin Jonathan Potts..”53 

 The naming of James and Ann’s first two chil-
dren born in NC gives yet another clue. Dovey 
being a very popular name in honor of Dovey 
Winslow Alexander as previously discussed. 
James McRee Bryson was probably the name-
sake of Reverend James McRee, DD, who was a 
prominent minister in Mecklenburg County 
from 1775 to 1797 — the years James was 
growing up.  

 The James M. Bryson 1802 - 1847 was named 
James McRee Bryson as clearly stated on his fa-
ther-in-law’s will where he appoints “my son-
in-law, James McRee Bryson” as his executor. 
James Bryson in his will refers to his son, James 
Mc Bryson. This clearly refutes the name James 
Madison Bryson, which was a Bryson name in 
Sumner County, TN. 

 A James M. Bryson from Sumner County was in 
Texas in 1858 when he wrote a letter home 
expressing a longing to see some relatives. He 
also mentions traveling around Texas. He was 
in Tarrant County, TX at the time of the letter, 
only 35 miles from Elam and his family. He also 
mentions traveling around Texas. Since he 
doesn’t mention them, we can only assume 
they were not related. If Elam had been a 
cousin I’m sure James M. would have made 
reference to them.  

                                                
52 Travels of Henry Bryson, p 4 
53 Travels of Henry Bryson, p 6. 
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The early 1860s were an extremely difficult time for our country and particularly 
those living in the south. Our ancestors at this time were mostly living in Tennessee, 
Alabama, and Texas. The disruptions to their homes and property, their family life, 
and the economy are unimaginable.  

Map from Pueblo.gsa.gov 

 

The above map clearly shows the boundaries 
between the north and south as they existed 
at the start of 1862. We can see that Colum-
bia, Tennessee was near the northern border 
of the states committed to the Confederate 
cause, and therefore they were right in the 

thick of things. We will see in this section that 
three Bryson brothers and their friends were 
very involved in one of the earliest battles of 
the war. This occurred in early February 1862 
at Fort Donelson. On the map, we can see Fort 
Donelson just northwest of Columbia. 

Chapter Eleven 

 

 

Maury County Brysons in The Civil War 
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The Civil War and Maury County 
When the Civil War started in 1861, Elam’s 
family was already in Ellis County Texas. Two 
of Elam’s sons (John Franklin Bryson and 
Henry Elam Bryson) enlisted in the 30th Regi-
ment Texas Cavalry in the Confederate States 
Army (CSA). We will talk about Elam and his 
family in a later chapter. In Maury County, 
Tennessee, three of the sons of James McRee 
and Jane Bryson volunteered for the Infantry 
(James H., John J., and Elam Newton).  

Although there were many battles in which 
our ancestors fought, in this chapter we will 
discuss one par-
ticular battle, the 
Battle of Fort 
Donelson. This 
battle will be 
used to illustrate 
the times and dif-
ficulties facing 
some of our an-
cestors. 

At Fort Donelson 
we find three 
sons of James 
McRee Bryson. These were, of course, the 
nephews of Elam Bryson. We will find that 
James H. Bryson was wounded and sent home 
to recuperate, John J. Bryson was captured 
and transported to Chicago to a Union POW 
Camp, and Elam Newton Bryson managed to 
escape before being captured. The battle was 
concentrated over several days in February 
1862 and was the first major victory for the 
Union Army. We will see that a neighbor of 
the Brysons near Bigbyville, Tennessee, Gen. 
Gideon Pillow, was largely responsible for the 
army’s defeat at Fort Donelson. Pillow was 
seemingly inept and made some critical bad 
decisions, giving an easy victory to General 
Grant and contributing to Grant becoming a 
national figure. 

Recruitment of Maury Co. Men — May 1861  
Three Bryson brothers chose to serve. In De-
cember 1861, Elam Newton Bryson volun-
teered and was assigned to Company B of the 

48th TN Infantry. Several months earlier, in 
May 1861, only a month after the war started, 
soldiers were recruited in Giles County just 
south of Bigbyville. Two of the sons of James 
M. and Jane H. Bryson went to Pulaski, TN and 
volunteered along with some of their cousins 
and neighbors. The Tennessee 3rd Volunteer 
Infantry was formed, primarily of volunteers 
from Giles, Maury, and adjacent counties. One 
company was formed by men from the Bigby-
ville area, and they became affectionately 
known as “The Bigby Grays.”1 Another com-

pany that was 
formed at the 
same time was 
Company K with 
Flavel C. Barber as 
its captain. Flavel 
Barber was a 
teacher in Bryson, 
Tennessee2 at a 
classical two story 
school started by 
the Bethany Pres-
byterian Church 

under the leadership of Reverend Duncan 
Brown.3  

We are interested in Flavel Barber not only for 
his being educated and teaching in Bryson, TN 
but because he used his education to write 
diaries during his time in the Civil War. He 
wrote extensively during his time as a prisoner 
of war and on the battlefield.  

Barber’s diaries describe some of the battles 
that James and John Bryson were involved in. 
Although the Brysons are not specifically men-
tioned, Barber did create a detailed roster of 
units and James and John are both listed 
there. We are fortunate that in 1994, Robert 
                                                
1 www.tngenweb.org/civilwar/csainf/brown.html 
2 Bryson, TN was named after Rev. Henry Bryson, a pio-
neer minister in the area. 

3 Rev. Duncan Brown of Bethany Church had the same 
name as the pastor of Ebenezer Church near Bigbyville. I 
believe they were first cousins, both being born in Robe-
son County, NC in the 1770s. 
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H. Farrell, a professor of history at Indiana 
State University edited and compiled a won-
derful book, Holding the Line – The Third Ten-
nessee Infantry, 1861-1864. This book was 
readily available in 2008 and we will use it as 
the primary source of information for this sec-
tion.  

Why are we including a somewhat detailed 
account of these events? 

Partly because the Civil War is such a pivotal 
part of our country’s history, but also because 
we have ancestors who served and some who 
paid the ultimate price on behalf of a cause 
they believed in.  

The descriptions in Barber’s book bring the 
travails and hardships of the war very close to 
home. In many cases peoples’ farms and pos-
sessions were ravaged, their homes violated. 
Many also endured the death of sons and 
loved ones. 

What a tragedy our ancestors of the mid-19th 
century endured! 

May 16, 1861 – A Regiment Forms 
 “At about midday on May 16, Barber’s com-
pany, together with the company known as 
the “Bigby Grays”, left ‘on the cars’4 from Pu-
laski. Near Lynnville, they joined other compa-
nies to form a regiment, and, in the democ-
ratic way of the time, the assembled men and 
officers voted for their field officers.”

5  

Tennessee 3rd Infantry Officers 

Colonel John Calvin Brown 35 

Lt. Colonel Thomas M. Gordon 35 

Major Nathaniel F. Cheairs 44 

Captain Calvin J. Clack 32 

Captain Flavel C. Barber 32 

    Ages in 1862 

Colonel Brown was the son of Reverend Dun-
can Brown of Bryson, TN. He had been edu-
cated at Jackson College in Columbia, TN and 
was practicing law until the war broke out. 
After being released as a POW, he was pro-

                                                
4 Railroad cars  
5 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 3 

moted to Brigadier and later, Major General.6 
After the war, he was twice elected Governor 
of Tennessee.  

“Having chosen officers, the men of the Third 
Tennessee entrained for Nashville, where they 
arrived late on the night of May 16 (1861) and 
marched from the railroad station to the fair-
ground to set up camp. The next day they 
were formally inducted into state service…. 
After a march through the streets to the capi-
tol building to receive percussion-lock mus-
kets, the Third Tennessee was on its way. The 
companies again took railcars to a locality four 
miles beyond Springfield — Camp Cheatham.  

In the following days and weeks, routine took 
over: roll call, squad drills, and company drills, 
and officers receiving instruction in tactics. 
During the summer of 1861, many of the men 
— a July report showed 885 present at Camp 
Cheatham — became ill. There was much ty-
phoid fever, measles, and what was known 
generally as ‘camp fever,’ which included 
chills, indigestion, and dysentery — all doubt-
less tinged with, and in some cases indelibly 
marked by, pneumonia….. 

“In the third week of September the units 
were moved yet again, this time taking the 
railroad through Franklin, Kentucky, to Bowl-
ing Green.7 While at Bowling Green, the units 
encountered some skirmishes with the Union 
Army…. Time was passed in hard labor on the 
drill field and on fortifications. Lt. Gen. Albert 
Sidney Johnston arrived and took command of 
the army, and Maj. Gen. William J. Hardee 
came with his Arkansas troops. Buckner, being 
a West Point grad, drilled the Tennesseans in-
cessantly in military maneuvers. 

“When Fort Henry fell, it was necessary to 
move the troops to Fort Donelson…. Arrival at 
Fort Donelson seemed to be just one more in 
a series of moves. But unbeknownst to Barber 
and his regiment, it was a fateful move in-
deed. They found themselves under the com-
mand of Brig. Gen. Gideon J. Pillow.”  

                                                
6 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 2 
7 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 3, 4 
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The Brysons, their fellow soldiers, and the offi-
cers knew Gen. Gideon Pillow well. He was a 
Maury County neighbor of the Brysons near 
Bigbyville. In 1847 Elam Bryson sold a slave to 
Jerome Bonaparte Pillow, Gideon’s brother. 
After graduating from college, Gideon Pillow 
practiced law with James K. Polk. At the start 
of the Mexican War, President Polk appointed 
Pillow to Brigadier and then Major General. 
“At Cerro Gordo, Mexico, Pillow had managed 
to expose his troops to enemy fire and then 
disappear during the subsequent action. Simi-
larly, we will find that as a brigadier general in 
the Confederate Army in 1861 and finding 
himself in command at Donelson, he chose to 
escape, leaving General Buckner to surrender. 

“It seemed as though wherever Pillow went 
during his short-lived military career, he was 
apt to scatter confusion.”8 In this battle, he 
scatted not only confusion but brought on a 
resounding and unnecessary defeat.  

                                                
8 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 8 

The Historic Battle at Fort Donelson 
Now that we know a little about some of the 
key officers, we will summarize a few of the 
main twists and turns of this dramatic week in 
1862. We will try to place ourselves in the 
shoes of the three Bryson brothers and try to 
imagine what they were going through and 
feeling. We will also try to imagine what the 
relatives back home had to endure.  

Description of Fort Donelson 
“The Fort was on a 100 foot bluff, high above 
the Cumberland River, which allowed for 
plunging fire against attacking gunboats. The 
river batteries included ten 32-pounder 
smoothbore cannons, a 6.5-inch rifle, and a 
128-pounder. There were three miles (5 km) of 
trenches in a semicircle around the fort and 
the small town of Dover. The trenches were 
located on a commanding ridge and fronted 
by dense abattis.” 9 

 

The Battle of Fort Donelson —1862 
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The Key Officers & their Ages in 1862 
Confederate Officers: 

Brig. Gen. John B. Floyd (56) 
Brig. Gen. Gideon Pillow (56) 
Brig. Gen. Simon Bolivar Buckner (39) 
Col. Nathan Bedford Forrest (41) 
Col. John Calvin Brown (35) 

Union Officers: 
Brig. Gen. Ulysses S. Grant (40) 
Brig. Gen C. F. Smith (55) 
Brig. Gen Lew Wallace (35) 
Brig. Gen John A. McClernand (50) 
Flag Off. Andrew H. Foote, USN (56) 

 

The trenches, backed up by artillery, were 
manned by Buckner (including the 3rd Tennes-
see) and his Bowling Green troops on the right 
(with his flank anchored on Hickman Creek) 
and Floyd/Pillow on the left (with his flank 
near the Cumberland River).  

Facing them from left to right were Smith, 
Wallace and McClernand. McClernand's right 
flank, facing Pillow, had insufficient men to 
reach overflowing Lick Creek, so this was left 
unprotected. Through the center of the Con-
federate line ran the marshy Indian Creek and 
this point was defended primarily by artillery 
overlooking it on each side.10 

The 3rd Tennessee (including James and John 
Bryson) was posted on the brow of the hill, on 
the right side with General Buckner. The 48th 
Tennessee (including Elam Newton Bryson) 
was on the left side with Generals Floyd, Pil-
low, and Forrest.11  

February 9-11, 1962 
“The Third Tennessee, with a strength of 743 
(down from 885) men, took its position in the 
line occupying the top ridge running at right 
angles to a hollow, and General Pillow rode 
up and spoke a few words of encouragement. 

“….the next day a detail cut down trees at the 
regimental position; so by early the next 

                                                                            
9 Abatis or abattis (French word meaning a heap of ma-
terial thrown) is a term in field fortification 
10 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Fort_Donelson 
11 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 11 

morning, February 11, all the timber for three 
or four hundred yards in front had been lev-
eled, forming an almost impenetrable abat-
tis.”12 

The abattis was formed by “felling trees so 
that they lay with their tops outward, the 
branches interlaced and sharpened to impale 
attacking troops.”13 
  

Wednesday, February 12, 1862 
Grant’s troops were enthusiastic about the 
approaching battle and “as the sun rose 
higher and bore down harder, and perhaps as 
much from sheer elation at being young and 
on the march, as from discomfort, they began 
to shed whatever they thought they could 
spare. The roads were littered in their wake 
with discarded blankets and overcoats and 
other articles not needed in fair weather.”14 

General Grant and his Union troops arrived 
and began encircling the confederate en-
campment. 

About midday, as they approached the Fort 
area, rapid firing began in the outskirts to the 
southwest, and the Federals, reportedly in 
great force, drove forward. “Pickets began ex-
changing shots, an irregular sequence of pop-
ping sounds, each emphasizing the silence be-
fore and after, while tendrils of pale, low-lying 
smoke began to writhe in the underbrush.”15 
By evening they had advanced within sight of 
the Rebel lines.  

                                                
12 Holding the Line, Flavel C Barber, p 9 
13 The Civil War 1862, Shelby Foote, vol.1,  p194, 195 
14 The Civil War 1862, Shelby Foote, vol.1, p 198 
15 The Civil War 1862, Shelby Foote, vol.1, p 199 
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Grant had about 15,000 men and the Confed-
erate army numbered about 17,500 and at 
least two generals too many.16 General Floyd, 
a lawyer, former Kentucky Governor, and poli-
tician, had little military experience. Gen. 
Gideon Pillow had been appointed Brigadier 
General by then President Polk. Pillow always 
created a lot of controversy, but Polk always 
defended his law partner. At the outbreak of 
the Civil war, Pillow was again appointed 
Brigadier General, although he had no real 
military training. On the other hand, Confed-
erate General Simon Bolivar Buckner, from 
Kentucky, and a friend and West-Point class-
mate of General Grant, was well qualified, but 
had to accept the decisions of Floyd and Pil-
low because of their seniority. 

On this first day of fighting the Federal forces 
encountered a formidable barrier. This was the 
abattis as previously described. 

                                                
16 The Civil War Battlefield Guide, Frances Kennedy, p 45 

Thursday, February 13, 1862 

Grant ordered his troops, to probe the Con-
federate right and left. The right was de-
fended by Buckner and the left by Floyd and 
Pillow. “Grant found the Confederate lines too 
strong and well-positioned for assault.”17 His 
forces pulled back in defeat. This caused the 
Confederate Generals to have an unwarranted 
sense of security and confidence in their de-
fensive position.  

Believing that the abattis could not be pene-
trated, the Confederates permitted Union 
troops to complete a virtual encirclement, 
leaving only a small gap on the Confederate 
right. If the Confederates had acted promptly 
while the Union was weakened, they might 
have won this important battle.  

 

 

A day at Fort Donelson 
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They could have struck the Union troops as 
they marched on two separate roads to Fort 
Donelson, or the Confederates could have 
counterattacked at Donelson while they had 
superior numbers and Grant lacked naval sup-
port. However, they did not.18 By not attacking 
first, they allowed Flag Officer Andrew H. 
Foote's gunboat fleet to arrive late at night, 
carrying fresh troops. At the same time a Un-
ion brigade was marching from Fort Henry. 
Floyd and Pillow let an opportunity to defeat 
Grant slip through their hands. This was the 
first of several big mistakes. 

During the night of the 13th, the temperature 
unexpectedly fell to twelve degrees, the cold-
est night of the year. Both armies spent a mis-
erable cold night. 

Flavel Barber describes the night thus: “The 
night was one of the coldest of the season, 
and the ditches were in some places half full 
of snow and freezing water. Some of the men, 
worn out with cold, fatigue, and want of 
sleep, sat with their feet in the trenches until 
the water rose round them and froze them 
fast, utterly unconscious. Many a poor soldier 
who escaped the dangers of the battlefield 
carried with him from these trenches the 
seeds of incurable disease.”19 

Shelby Foote in his colorful language de-
scribed it even more dramatically: “At dusk a 
drizzling rain began to fall. The wind veered 
clockwise and blew steadily out of the north, 
turning the rain to sleet and granular snow 
and tumbling the thermometer to 20 degrees 
below freezing. On the wind-swept ridge the 
Confederates shivered in their rifle pits. In the 
hollows, northern troops huddled together 
against the cold cursing the so-called Sunny 
South and regretting the blankets and over-
coats discarded on the march the day before. 
Some among the wounded froze to death be-

                                                                            
17 The Civil War Battlefield Guide, Frances Kennedy, p 47 

18 The Civil War Battlefield Guide, Frances Kennedy, p 47 

19 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 20 

tween the lines, locked in rigid agony under 
the soft down-sift of snow.20 

Friday, February 14, 1862 
When the men emerged from their holes, they 
saw the countryside blanketed with snow and 
the trees covered with ice. Many men from 
both sides lay on the ground in front of them 
covered with snow. 

“Along that snow-encrusted front, with its ice-
clad trees like inverted cut glass chandeliers 
beneath which men crouched shivering in 
frost-stiffened garments and blew on their 
gloveless hands for warmth, he (Grant) now 
had three divisions facing the Confederate 
two; eleven brigades opposing seven.”21 

As the day wore on, more Union troops ar-
rived eventually bringing the Union troop 
strength to 27, 500 against the 17,500 of the 
Confederates. According to customary military 
strategy, a commander should have a 3 to 1 
manpower advantage before undertaking an 
assault. Grant was only half way there but he 
went ahead anyway. 

On February 14, USN Flag Officer Andrew H. 
Foote’s gunboat fleet approached Fort Donel-
son with six warships, four of them ironclads. 
The Union gunboat fleet under Foote had ar-
rived via the Tennessee and Ohio Rivers and 
was “exchanging ‘iron valentines’ with the 
eleven big guns in the Southern water batter-
ies.”22 However, the Confederate shore batter-
ies prevailed, inflicting heavy damage on the 
flotilla.23 

“On this approach, the Carondelet drew fire 
from every battery on the heights. The Caron-
delet had been commissioned a month earlier 
— January 15, 1862. Under bombardment for 
two hours, she got off 139 rounds and re-
ceived only two hits in return. This was poor 
gunnery on the enemy’s part, but one of 
those hits gave the captain — and, in turn, the 

                                                
20 The Civil War 1862, Shelby Foote, vol.1, p 200 
21 The Civil War 1862, Shelby Foote, vol.1, p 201 
22 www.nps.gov/archive/fodo/indepth/battle.htm 
23 The Civil War Battlefield Guide, Frances Kennedy, p 47 
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commodore — warning of what a gun on that 
bluff could do to an ironclad on the river be-
low. It was a 128 pound solid shot and it 
crashed through a broadside casemate into 
the engine room, where it caromed and rico-
cheted, ripping at steam pipes and railings, 
knocking down a dozen men and bounding 
after the others, as one of the engineers said, 
‘like a wild beast pursuing its prey.’ Shattering 
beams and timbers, it filled the air with splin-
ters fine as needles, pricking and stabbing the 
sailors through their clothes, though in all the 
grim excitement they were not aware of this 
until they felt the blood running into their 
shoes. The Carondelet fell back to transfer her 
wounded and attend to emergency repairs.”24 

Saturday, February 15, 1862 
The Union fleet again approached Fort Donel-
son. And again they were resoundingly driven 
back. The Carondelet received another solid 
hit. This time the superstructure was hit, kill-
ing the pilot and severely injuring Fleet Com-
mander Foote. Three other ships, the St. Louis, 
the Pittsburgh, and the Louisville, were swiftly 
rendered useless in quick succession. Thus the 

                                                
24 The Civil War 1862, Shelby Foote, vol.1, p 202 

gunboat attacks and naval operation were ba-
sically ineffective. However, they did serve to 
demoralize and distract the Confederates.  

On the ground, Pillow struck the Union right 
with devastating force. There was heavy fight-
ing throughout the day, and the Union army 
lost ground. However, because of early Con-
federate indecisive leadership, the Union had 
been able to bring in more troops. The Con-
federates also had an exaggerated estimate of 
Union strength which ultimately led Pillow 
and Floyd to conclude that escape was neces-
sary.  

When the day’s fighting slackened, Pillow held 
the Forge Road, leading to Nashville. John J. 
Bryson was wounded25 in one of the battles of 
Fort Donelson, possibly on the 15th. After he 
was wounded, he was sent home to recover. 
Later, the way back to Nashville and then on 
to Columbia would have been blocked. 

“While the generals (Pillow and Buckner) 
stood there wrangling, Floyd arrived on the 
scene. Smooth-shaven, with a pendulous un-
der lip, he stood between them, looking from 
one to the other while they appealed to him 

                                                
25 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, pp 191,199 

 
Union Gunboat Fleet Approaches Ft. Donelson 

 



11 - Maury County Brysons in the Civil War 

207 

to settle the dispute. At first he agreed with 
Buckner and told him to stay where he was, 
holding the escape hatch ajar. Then Pillow 
took him aside and he reversed himself, order-
ing both divisions back into line on the ridge. 
The morning’s fight had gone for nothing, to-
gether with the bloodstains on the snow.26 

At this point of the battle, Pillow had two 
sound choices: to press the attack to consoli-
date victory or to break free of Grant's grip by 
evacuating Fort Donelson. Inexplicably, he re-
jected both and withdrew to his original line. 
Why Pillow wanted to pull the troops back to 
their original lines remains a mystery.  

But while the arguing 
was taking place, the 
Union troops, having 
been somewhat con-
fused and demoral-
ized, once again re-
gained their spirit 
upon Grant’s return 
when he commanded 
them to charge. They 
were just looking for 
someone to tell them 
what to do. The Union 
army was then suc-
cessful against Buck-
ner's weakened line, 
and the escape route 
for the Confederates 
was closed.  

Grant, knowing Pillow 
from previous wars, 
decided upon a strat-
egy of immediately 
charging. He had 
watched Pillow in ac-
tion during the War 
with Mexico when Pil-
low had been cen-
sured for “laying claim 
to exploits not his 
own, and also for Pil-

                                                
26 The Civil War 1862, Shelby Foote, vol.1, p207 

low’s ineptness in digging a trench on the 
wrong side of a parapet” — this act attributed 
to him by at least one report.27 

The three days of fighting had left the armies 
close to their initial positions. Grant's rein-
forcements, however, were much exaggerated 
in the Confederate imagination, and Floyd and 
Pillow had squandered their only opportunity 
to evacuate. During the evening of February 
15, the Confederate commanders planned 
their only viable option — surrender. 

Floyd, a Secretary of War under President Bu-
chanan, had been accused of illegally sending 
arms to the South. And he was worried that if 

he was captured, he 
would be tried for 
treason. On the other 
hand, Pillow had de-
clared that he would 
never surrender, so to 
keep his word, Pillow 
planned to sneak 
away, leaving his 
troops behind.  

“Buckner felt other-
wise. He accepted the 
facing of possible 
charges of treason as 
one of the hazards of 
waging a revolution. 
Also, he had done the 
Federal commander 
(Grant) certain per-
sonal services, includ-
ing the loan of money 
when Grant was on 
his way home from 
California in disgrace, 
and this might have a 
happy effect when the 
two sat down to-
gether to arrange 
terms for capitulation. 
He would surrender 
the army and himself  

                                                
27 The Civil War 1862, Shelby Foote, vol.1, p 206 

 During the Mexican War, General 
Winfield Scott had two important victories. Gen-
eral Gideon Pillow wrote an anonymous letter to 
the New Orleans Delta newspaper wrongly cred-
iting himself for the victories. He fraudulently 
signed the letter Leonidas. When Pillow’s intrigue 
was exposed, he was arrested by Scott and held 
for court martial. President James K. Polk, a for-
mer law partner of Pillow in Columbia, TN, sided 
with Pillow saying that Pillow had been wrongly 
accused, although the evidence was clearly on 
General Scott’s side. 

 The cartoon above, published in 1848, 
depicts 1) a man holding a pillow while General 
Pillow (kneeling) is blowing to inflate it; 2) Gen-
eral Winfield Scott on the right puncturing ‘Polk’s 
Patent Pillow’ with his sword of ‘truth’ while 
standing on the newspaper containing the 
fraudulent letter. General Scott exclaims, as the 
air is released, “Heavens, What a Smell!” 



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

208 

While the Confederate generals pondered their move, Grant gave the order to charge. 

as part of it, along with all the others who had 
fought here and been worsted. 

The decision was made — surrender was inevi-
table. The necessary change of commanders 
was effected in order of rank: 

‘I turn the command over, sir; Floyd told 
Pillow. 

‘I pass it,’ Pillow told Buckner. 

‘I assume it,’ Buckner said. ‘Give me pen, 
ink and paper, and send for a bugler.’ 

This colloquy omitted a fourth member of the 
council. Bedford Forrest rose up in his wrath. ‘I 
did not come here for the purpose of surren-
dering my command.’ He declared. Buckner 
agreed that the cavalryman could lead his 
men out if the movement began before sur-
render negotiations were under way. 

Sunday, February 16, 1862 
The Great Escape 
Colonel Nathan Bedford Forrest was the first 
to lead the escape taking the road to Nashville 
just south of the village of Dover. “Forrest 
took not only all of his own men, but also a 
number of infantrymen who swung up behind 
the troopers, riding double across low 
stretches where the water was saddle-deep. 
He believed the whole army could have es-
caped by this route, the venture he had urged 
the council of war to take, only to be over-

ruled. ‘Not a gun was fired at us,’ he reported. 
‘Not an enemy was seen or heard.’”28 If we 
look at the battlefield map, we can see that as 
the troops left, The Tennessee 48th Infantry, 
Elam Newton Bryson’s unit, was immediately 
behind Forrest’s 
Cavalry. Elam New-
ton probably was 
among those who 
escaped with Col. 
Bedford Forrest.  

Forrest came from 
Bedford County, 
lived only about 20 miles from the Brysons 
home in Maury County. 

General Floyd was next to leave. A steamboat 
had arrived in the night, bringing a final batch 
of 400 reinforcements who landed just in time 
to be surrendered. Floyd commandeered the 
vessel for the evacuation of his brigade, four 
regiments from his native Virginia and one 
from Mississippi, the latter being assigned to 
guard the landing while the others got 
aboard. The first two regiments of Virginians 
had been deposited safely.” The boat returned 
just as word was received that surrender ne-
gotiations had started and all that were going 

                                                
28 The Civil War 1862, Shelby Foote, vol.1, p 212 
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had to be on the boat at once. Gen. Floyd 
jumped on the boat with his staff and ordered 
it to shove off, “leaving the Mississippians 
howling ruefully on the 
bank.”29 Thousands of other 
soldiers, including James H. 
Bryson saw their only way of 
escape float into the distance. 

General Pillow had to rely on a 
much smaller escape vehicle. 
The best transportation he 
could find was an abandoned 
scow, with barely enough 
room for himself and his chief 
of staff, and they were the 
only two from his command 
who got away in the night. 
Pillow lived up to his word — 
he did not surrender! 

The Surrender 
When Buckner asked Grant to 
appoint commissioners to ne-
gotiate the terms of capitula-
tion, Grant responded suc-
cinctly that "no terms except 
an unconditional and immedi-
ate surrender can be ac-
cepted." Denouncing this re-
sponse as "ungenerous and 
unchivalrous," Buckner surren-
dered anyway. Meeting later 
at the Dover Hotel, Buckner 
told his old friend and military 
academy schoolmate that if he 
had held command, Union 
forces would not have encir-
cled Donelson so easily. Grant 
answered that if Buckner had 
been in command, he (Grant) 
would have chosen different tactics. (Again, 
we see that Grant knew Pillow only too well.) 

Barber described the surrender of the Tennes-
see 3rd Infantry to Grant and the subsequent 
journey from Fort Donelson to POW camps. 

                                                
29 The Civil War 1862, Shelby Foote, vol.1, p 212 

James H. Bryson30 was among this group so 
we will be able to understand some of what 
he experienced.  

“Thus passed away Sunday, February 16, the 
longest, dreariest day I (Barber) ever experi-
enced. We who had been accustomed to tread 
the earth in the proud consciousness of free-
dom were learning our first lesson in slav-
ery.”31 

                                                
30 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, pp 191, 199 
31 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 34 
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Later on Sunday they were 
ordered to board a much 
crowded steamboat, the Te-
cumseh, which remained at 
anchor at Fort Donelson all 
night and all day Monday. 

Monday, February 17, 1862 
And so starts the long journey of captivity. 

“After dark on Monday the 17th The Tecumseh 
started down the Cumberland River loaded 
with captives. I had previously dropped my 
Maynard32 into the waters of the Cumberland, 
determined that it should never be used 
against my country’s cause.”33   

Tuesday Feb. 18, 1862 to Thursday, Feb. 20 
On Tuesday, the 18th they reached Cairo, Illi-
nois about 10 PM and continued on the river. 
“The boat was exceedingly crowded and filthy 
and many of the men were taken sick.”34 

 “On the morning of the twentieth we were 
still proceeding up the river (Mississippi), 
which now began to be obstructed by floating 
ice. By evening we found ourselves moored at 
the wharf at St. Louis.”35 

February 22, 1862 
“By the morning of the 22nd, we arrived at Al-
ton. The first building we saw was the state 
prison, a huge structure situated upon the 
edge of a high bluff, and upon its walls and 
through its grates we saw some of our unfor-
tunate companions in captivity.” 

“Here we met with the hardest trial of all. Our 
men were separated from us (the officers) in 
order to be sent to Camp Douglas, near Chi-
cago. I stood upon the upper deck and 
watched our regiment, the noble but unfortu-
nate 3rd, slowly passing over the planks to the 
wharf and along Front Street to the railroad 
depot. As they passed by where the officers 
were standing, company after company led by 

                                                
32 Maynard – A very efficient rifle capable of firing in 
rapid order. 

33 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 36 
34 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 37. 
35 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 37. 

their orderly sergeants, the officers lifted their 
hats and stood uncovered before those brave 
men whom they had led among the bullets 
and grapeshot of the enemy. Many a tear 
rolled down the checks of the weather- beaten 
soldiers, and many a heart which had manfully 
endured danger, defeat, and captivity now 
melted into softness. 

“We were transferred to the steamboat Alex-
ander Scott, which we found already crowded 
with officers of other corps, and towards eve-
ning we dropped anchor.”36 

 

 

Route from Fort Donelson taken by John Bryson 
and his fellow prisoners, Feb. 1862 

 

 

 

                                                
36 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 38 

 
TN 3rd Infantry Flag 
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John J. Bryson went on the train to Camp 
Douglas where he spent several months in 
captivity. 

He was released in a prisoner exchange on 
September 23, 1862 and rejoined his regi-
ment, His former Company C was now known 
as Company D. He was present at Springdale, 
Arkansas and the Battle of Pea Ridge in De-
cember 1862.37 John continued to serve in the 
Tennessee 3rd and saw action in many battles. 

And it was good he was released because 
Camp Douglas acquired quite a reputation.  

Camp Douglas was known by some as the 
North’s Andersonville. “Camp Douglas was 
located in Chicago 
near the shores of 
Lake Michigan. It 
became known as 
the northern 
prison camp with 
the highest mor-
tality rate of all 
Union Civil War 
prisons. The first 
prisoners arrived 
in February 1862 
(John J. Bryson 
among them). 
Conditions were horrible and it is reported 
that 1 in 5 prisoners within those walls died. 
Punishment by officials and guards was un-
usually cruel. Confederate soldiers starved to 
death as food rations were withheld and 
many, being deprived of blankets while living 
in tents, froze to death in the severe weather. 

“Prisoners were deprived of clothing to dis-
courage escapes. Many wore sacks with head 
and arm holes cut out; few had underwear. 
Blankets to offset the bitter northern winter 
were confiscated from the few that had them. 
The weakest froze to death. The Chicago win-
ter of 1864 was devastating. The largest mass 
grave in the Western Hemisphere is filled with 

                                                
37 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 199 

the bodies of Camp Douglas dead, 4200 
known and 1800 unknown.”38 

Capt. Flavel C. Barber and some other Officers 
spent several months at Camp Chase in Co-
lumbus, Ohio and at Johnson Island on Lake 
Eire, near Sandusky, Ohio. While in camp, Bar-
ber was given paper notebooks that he used 
to draw maps as well as write about his ex-
periences. He talks about life in camp in great 
detail. Below are some excerpts of his diary. 

“We often received visits from distinguished 
individuals. Colonel Trigg, the agent of An-
drew Johnson, on his way to Washington vis-
ited our prison, and standing upon the wall 

addressed us. He 
spoke in a very 
respectable man-
ner, pitied us as 
misguided men, 
sympathized with 
us as unfortu-
nates, and prom-
ised to use every 
effort for the re-
lease of those who 
should return to 
their duty and al-
legiance. He care-
fully avoided say-

ing anything that might irritate our feelings 
and politely answered questions that were 
publicly propounded by prisoners. He told us 
the Southern Confederacy was a failure, that 
the whole Southern country would soon be 
overrun, and that our only hope for safety was 
immediate submission.  

“Many of our number were homesick, and in 
ill health, and many were uneasy about the 
condition of their families at home, and sev-
eral hundred sent in their applications for a 
release upon taking the oath of allegiance.”39 

 

 

                                                
38 www.censusdiggins.com/prison_camp_douglas.html 

39 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, pp 33,34 

 

Camp Douglas in 1862 
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Saturday, August 16, 1862 
Barber, who was housed with other officers in 
a different prison from the enlisted men, con-
tinues his journal. 

“August 16. Today we have been in captivity 
exactly six months, the longest six months of 
my existence. Our cause looks bright enough 
but still I am in wretched spirits. A month has 
elapsed since the date of my last letter from 
home. I would give anything except my honor 
and my country’s cause to be again with her 
who is more to me than the entire world be-
sides.”40 Flavel Barber was married the night 
before he left Giles County.  

“August 31….This is our last day spent in 
Prison. As the days of our captivity draw to a 

                                                
40 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 58 

close, our thoughts instinctively 
turn to our homes, so far remote 
and yet so dearly loved. But in the 
tumult of feeling produced by our 
departure, and in the midst of con-
tinual hustle, it is impossible to 
write, and therefore I will close the 
chapter of life on Johnson’s Is-
land.”41 

“On September 16, just seven 
months from the day of capture, 
we were transferred on board the 
Paul Jones and landed at the wharf 
at Vicksburg, once more free men, 
beneath the flag which we all loved 
so well.”42 

Flavel C. Barber continued to lead 
his company in numerous other 
battles. At the end of his diary, 
Barber had filled in subsequent 
days of the month in anticipation 
of entries—one for each page. “He 
dated the pages through Saturday, 
May 21. He did not write them. In 
his own diary Chaplain Deavenport 
explained why: 

…”three regiments of Brown’s bri-
gade did all the fighting, the Third 
leading in the charge. We passed 

out through an old field a half mile and 
charged up a hill through a thick woods. It 
was a grand charge and the enemy were 
driven hastily back from their entrenched posi-
tion, leaving knapsacks, haversacks, guns, and 
it seemed as if all their rammers43 — for the 
ditches were lined with them. We gained the 
second hill and were halted. Our loss was light 
but we mourned some noble officers and 
men. In this charge we lost our gallant Major 
F. C. Barber. 

“Severely wounded during the charge of May 
14, Barber died the next morning. On an 
empty page of the Bible taken from the ma-

                                                
41 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, pp 60,61 
42 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 66 
43 A staff with a wooden cylinder used for seating the 
charge is called a rammer. 

 
This map by Flavel Barber was drawn from his memory while he 
was in the POW camp. Note the flooded creeks and the Federal 
Gunboats arriving on the scene. John Bryson was in position “A” 
and Elam Newton Bryson was in position “B.” 
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jor’s jacket, his friend Colonel Clack wrote that 
Barber’s last words spoken after being shot 
were that he knew the 3rd would do its 
duty.”44 

Civil War Exchange of Prisoners  
Why did they exchange prisoners when they 
knew the person would likely be again placed 
in an opposing position in the war? In other 
words, why didn’t they just keep them prison-
ers? Grant wrote fervently “Every man we 
hold, when released on parole or otherwise, 
becomes an active soldier against us at once 
either directly or indirectly. If we commence a 
system of exchange which liberates all prison-
ers taken, we will have to fight on until the 
whole South is exterminated.”45 

But as each side captured more and more pris-
oners, it became a big burden to house, feed, 
clothe, guard, and provide medical care. Prior 
to Fort Donelson, in mid February 1862, the 
Confederate troops were holding more men 
than the Union. With the capture of about 
12,000 Confederate soldiers at Fort Henry and 
Fort Donelson, the Union was faced with an 
enormous task. Gen. Grant had captured more 
men than all the other Generals to date. The 
Union had to rush and create a number of 
prisons just to house the men that Grant had 
captured. One of these prisons was Camp 
Douglas, near Chicago. As we just read, the 
prison conditions there were awful and many 
men died while in prison. Therefore, the prac-
tice of exchanging prisoners came about from 
practical circumstances.  

“As early as June 17, 1862, the quartermaster-
general of the Confederacy wrote that it was 
almost impossible to feed the prisoners at 
Lynchburg, and that he deemed it his duty to 
state that ‘the difficulty of maintaining pris-
oners is most serious, and that the growing 
deficiency in the resources of the Confederacy 
will render the speedy exchange of prisoners 
of war or their disposition otherwise abso-

                                                
44 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 187 
45 www.civilwarhome.com/prisonerexchange.htm 

lutely necessary.’”46 The Generals were able to 
work out unofficial agreements. For instance, 
they determined how many enlisted men 
would be released for each officer. As a result, 
the exchanges were made with no net gain for 
either side. Thousands of prisoners were ex-
changed throughout the rest of the war.  

Epitaph 
What happened to the men we have just read 
about? 

Gen. U. S. Grant became known as "Uncondi-
tional Surrender" (U.S.) Grant. At Ft. Donelson, 

he was an accidental na-
tional hero. He was immedi-
ately promoted and served 
throughout the war winning 
many battles. After the war 
he became the 18th President 
of the US in 1869. 

 

General Floyd, a former Governor of Virginia, 
was relieved of command by Confederate 

President Jefferson Davis. He 
had no further significant 
assignment. He fell into poor 
health and died in August 
1863, about eighteen 
months after Fort Donelson.  

 

 

General Gideon Pillow was relieved from duty 
after Fort Donelson. He went back to his farm   

in Maury County, TN and 
received no further major 
assignments. He was forced 
into bankruptcy, and not 
respected by his neighbors. 
Many local men had been 
taken prisoner at Fort Donel-
son. He moved to Memphis 
where he practiced law until 

his death in 1878. 

                                                
46 www.civilwarhome.com/prisonerexchange.htm 
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General Buckner, was a West Point graduate 
and classmate of Gen. Grant. When the Civil 

war broke out, Buckner de-
clined a commission as 
Brigadier in the Union Army 
and accepted a commission 
as a Brigadier General in the 
Confederate Army in Sep-
tember 1861.  He had a dis-
tinguished career in the war. 

He was promoted to Lt. General. Later he re-
turned to Kentucky and became the governor 
of the state in 1887. In 1889 he was the na-
tional Vice-Presidential nominee of the “Gold 
Democrats.”47 

Lt. Col. Nathan Bedford Forrest, after leading 
thousands out of Fort Donelson, had a  

legendary career. Some of 
General Forrest’s accom-
plishments include: capturing 
the Union garrison at Mur-
freesboro, and severing 
Grant’s communication in 
West Tennessee, saving the 
Chattanooga-Atlanta railroad. 
He was promoted to Colonel, 

Brigadier General, Major General and then Lt. 
General. "Many military critics pronounce him 
the foremost cavalry officer produced in 
America."48  

Major John Calvin Brown, of the Tennessee 3rd, 
was promoted to brigadier general after being 

exchanged. He fulfilled 
prominent roles during the 
war. He was wounded at 
Perryville and then severely 
wounded at Franklin, which 
incapacitated him for several 
months. After rejoining his 
unit again, he was promoted 
to Major General. After the 

war he served for two terms as Governor of 
Tennessee. 

                                                
47 Generals in Gray, Warner, p 38 

48 Generals in Gray, Warner, p92 

Capt. Flavel C. Barber, the author of the dia-
ries of the 3rd Tennessee Infantry, continued to 
fight at many battles. On 
May 14, 1864 he was 
wounded at Resaca, GA and 
died the next morning. 
Flavel paid the ultimate 
price. The pages of his 
tightly stitched Bible opened 
easiest to the third chapter 
of Ecclesiastes, "To every-
thing there is a season... A time to be born 
and a time to die..."49 Barber was only 34 years 
old. 

Capt. Calvin J. Clack was promoted to Colonel 
of the 3rd Tennessee and had a distinguished 
record. He was killed at Jonesboro, Georgia on 
August 31, 1864. 

John J. Bryson, after being exchanged, contin-
ued to serve in the Tennessee 3rd Infantry and 
other units. He was killed at the last big battle 
of the Civil War, Bentonville.50 

James H. Bryson, wounded at Fort Donelson, 
went home to recover, rejoined his unit, and 
fought in many battles. After the war, he went 
back to Maury County and later he moved to 
Bogata, Texas, along with Elam Newton, his 
brother. James H. Bryson died in Bogata, Texas 
in 1909. 

Elam Newton Bryson probably escaped from 
Fort Donelson behind Nathan Bedford and his 
cavalry and continued to serve with the Ten-
nessee 48th Infantry. After the war, he went 
back to Maury County and later he moved to 
Bogata, Texas, along with James H., his 
brother. Elam Newton Bryson died in Bogata 
in 1908. 

                                                
49 Holding the Line, Flavel C. Barber, p 187 
50 Confederate Soldiers and Patriots of Maury Co, TN, 
Garrett-Alexander-McNally, p 42 
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The New Frontier beckoned once again! In 
previous chapters we read about Elam Bry-
son’s grandfather and father and his Davidson 
uncles being among the first to move to the 
edge of settled land — the frontier of the 
growing American country. Elam continued 
the tradition! 

But first let’s take a snapshot of the country in 
transition in the 1840s. 

Background 
In 1848 the country was divided on the issues 
of slavery and expansion. Those against slav-
ery generally did not want expansion of the 
country because it might add more pro-slave 
states and tip the balance of power. When it 
came time to select the presidential candi-
dates, both Henry Clay, the prospective Whig 
candidate, and Martin Van Buren, the Democ-
ratic favorite, opposed expansion.1 The Whigs 
unanimously selected Clay but the Democrats 
were deadlocked over the expansion issue.  

                                                
1 A Short History of American Democracy, Hicks. 

 

Andrew Jackson helped broker the nomination 
of his friend, James Knox Polk, an outspoken 
expansionist.2 Polk was relatively unknown na-
tionally even though he had been Speaker of 
the House of Representatives and was cur-
rently serving as Governor of Tennessee. Polk 
is known as the first “Dark Horse Candidate.” 
The Whig party made no mention of Texas in 
their platform. The Democratic platform urged 
“the reoccupation of Oregon and the annexa-
tion of Texas,” with the possibility of acquiring 
New Mexico and California.  

Some of the campaign slogans were “Fifty-
four forty or fight” and “All of Oregon or 
none.” James Knox Polk of Columbia, Maury 
County, Tennessee won the election by a nar-
row margin and served from 1845 to 1849. By 
the end of his term, he had declared war on 
Mexico to gain western lands, won the war, 
and annexed Texas, New Mexico, California, 
and the Oregon Territory! 

                                                
2 Rating the Presidents, Ridings & McIver, p 74 
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So why is this history important? 
As had been the case for 200 years, the unde-
veloped frontier held out promise — lots of 
cheap land with good rich soil to those brave 
enough to be the first settlers. There was 
much talk about Texas, the wide open spaces, 
great land for growing cotton, wheat and 
corn, all available to settlers. Polk and his ad-
ministration were eager for thousands of new 
settlers to move to Texas to secure the land 
that had just been won from Mexico. Without 
settlers, Mexico might be able to take the land 
back.  

Elam Bryson was among those not willing to 
let this happen. He answered the call! 

In the chapter on James Bryson we learned 
that in 1847 Elam started arranging a move to 
Texas by selling his real estate and slaves. Elam 
Bryson and Mary Doak Mathews Bryson had 
lived in Maury County, TN for about 13 years 
after they were married. Elam’s older brother, 
James McRee Bryson, died earlier that year, in 
July, leaving his widow, Jane H. Matthews Bry-
son, a sister of Mary Matthews Bryson.  

This had to be a turbulent time for the Bryson 
family in Maury County. In addition to the 
death of his brother, Elam’s parents, James 
and Ann, were in their mid-seventies and get-
ting weak. Perhaps something happened 
within the family because Elam’s father, 
James, had written his will in 1848 and stated 
that he had already given Elam his share of 
the inheritance. James specified that he was 
leaving Elam only one dollar; this is the same 
action that was taken by Elam’s grandfather, 
Hugh, leaving James only one dollar in 1835.  

Elam was the first of James and Ann Bryson’s 
children to move away. Sometime about 
1849, the Elam Bryson family packed up all 
their possessions in a wagon and joined a 
wagon train for a several week journey to 
Texas, knowing they would never see their 
parents and friends again. So Elam, 45, Mary 
Doak, 47, John Franklin, 12, Henry Elam, 10, 
Mary, 8, Martha, 7, Thomas J., 3, and Marga-
ret T. 1, all started out on the long adventure, 
a trip frequently lasting six weeks. The wagon 

train was probably formed by families from 
surrounding communities. We would guess 
that they left the Bigbyville area and followed 
the Natchez Trace Trail Northwest toward 
Nashville, then West across Tennessee to 
Memphis. The terrain was reasonably flat, but 
the trail was rough and dusty. They crossed 
several rivers before reaching Memphis. There, 
they would cross the mile wide Mississippi 
River at Memphis with the wagons, livestock 
and people loaded on a flat bottom ferry. 
Smaller streams would be crossed at fords. 

 

Most of the roads were little more than trails. 
However, the road from Memphis to Little 
Rock was good by comparison. The US Con-
gress had allocated $15,000 to build a road 
from Memphis to Little Rock, and it was com-
pleted in 1829. “Building a Road” meant clear-
ing some trees and making the trail wider. 
This was long before the first paved roads. 

They continued on through Arkansas, crossing 
the Arkansas River at Little Rock. They then 
continued to the Texas border and crossed the 
Red River at Texarkana. Their journey would 
continue toward Ellis County, Texas, just south 
of present day Dallas. However, the journey 
was temporarily delayed because Mary was 
pregnant and about to have their eighth child.  

They stopped in Mt. Pleasant, Titus County, 
Texas and were living there in 1850 when the 
7th US census showed Elam Bryson as a 
farmer and the household consisting of Mrs. 
B, and six children. (The Brysons first child, 
Eliza Agnes, had died in Tennessee when she 
was only one.) Elam’s listing showed “no 
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value” for real estate. A portion of this actual 
census record is shown above. 

James Matthews Bryson, Elam’s youngest 
child was born on July 4, 1850, named after 
Elam’s father and brother as well as his 
mother’s maiden name. The census was taken 
in mid-September. So James Matthews Bryson 
was already born, but not recorded because 
the official recording date was June 1, 1850. 

The census listed only 
people in the household 
as of June 1, 1850. 

Some of the Brysons’ 
neighbors may have set-
tled in Mt. Pleasant, 
Texas, since Elam’s 
hometown in Tennessee 
was also named Mt. 
Pleasant. However, that 
was a common town 
name so it may have just 
been a coincidence. 

Titus County, Texas was 
undergoing very rapid 
growth and develop-
ment in the late 1840’s. 
Texas had joined the un-
ion in December 1845 
and Titus County was es-
tablished in 1846. The 
area was heavily wooded 
and there was a con-
stant threat of Indian at-
tacks. The population of 
Titus County was only 
2,440 in the 1847 Texas 
State Census. By June 
1850 the population had 
increased by 400%. Peo-
ple were coming in from 
all over the country. As 
an example, on the 1850 
census page showing 
Elam and his family, ten 
states are represented: 
TN, TX, VA, MS, LA, NY, 
OH, KY, AL, and NC. 

There were 30 states in the union at this time. 

Titus County was a prime farming area and 
the need for farm labor resulted in the black 
population increasing from 280 in 1847 to 
2439 by 1850.  

The Brysons continued to live in Titus County 
until late 1851 or early 1852 when they con-
tinued their journey to the edge of the unde-
veloped frontier of Ellis County, Texas. Ellis 
County had been formed in December 1849. 

Household Age Sex Occupation Birth 

Elam Brison 40 m Farmer NC 

Mrs B. 45 f  TN 

John 13 m  TN 

Henry 10 m  TN 

Mary 8 f  TN 

Martha 8 f  TN 

Thomas 4 m  TN 

Marg. 2 f  TN 

Above is a transcription of the 1850 Census showing household 117, the 
Elam Bryson family (remember ages and spelling are not always accurate, 
however still useful). 
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In 1844 when James K. Polk was elected president the Elam Bryson family was living in Maury 
County, Tennessee along with their other relatives. Only the Eastern half of the present 
continental U.S. was settled and claimed by the United States.

In 1849, when James K. Polk completed his term as president, the Elam Bryson family was 
preparing to move to Texas from Tennessee. The Western half of the the country had been 
claimed by the U.S and the outline of the present continental United States was completed. The 
Elam Bryson family was ready to start their move to the edge of the new frontier in Texas.

Ceded by

Mexico

Ceded by

Mexico

The United States in 1849

2

1

1

2

3

Republic
of Texas

British

Mexico

Mexico

The United States in 1844

3
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Elam requests survey, beginning process to gain full title to the land claim. 

On to Ellis County, TX 
The first official record we have for Elam in Ellis County, TX is dated January 10, 1852 when he 
filed an intention for a land patent for 320 acres. Subsequent transactions regarding this land 
give us some clues to the Brysons’ first years in Ellis County. We will be looking at some of these 
documents. 
 

July 1, 1853 Elam claims to have settled on 
320 acres of vacant land. 

May 17, 1854 Having settled on land, he 
makes a request for survey 

May 26, 1854 Survey completed and report 
written 

July 26, 1854 State accepts survey report and 
files request for patent 

Feb. 13, 1855 

 

Elam receives $600 from his 
wife and puts up 160 acres as 
security 

Feb. 11, 1857 Benj. Hawkins certifies that 
Elam has lived on the property 
for three years and has met le-
gal requirements for a patent 

Oct. 23, 1857 State of Texas approves patent 
3-2244 for 320 acres 

Nov. 11. 1857 Elam sold 320 acres to Wm. 
Rhodes for $1600 

 

unk 

 

Elam apparently bought an-
other 320 acres, based on list-
ing in his final estate 

July 22, 1860 Mary D. Bryson is shown in cen-
sus as head of household, a 
farmer, and owning real estate 
worth $450, and personal 
property worth $825 

 

 

In order to qualify for a land patent, Elam had 
to live on the land, build a home structure, and 
plant and harvest crops. A series of steps was 
also required to finally receive his patent. On 
May 17, 1854, he filed a formal request for a 
survey. Elam’s actual signature is in the docu-
ment below.  

May 17, 1854 

“I Elam Bryson do sollemny (sic) swear that I 
believe I am settled uppon (sic) vacant Land 
and that I made my present settlement on or 
about the 1st day of July 1853 and do hereby 
request a survey of 320 acres to be made to 
cover my improvements.” –  Elam Bryson 
Other steps are listed on the table to the left, 
showing the acceptance of the survey by the 
state and issuance of a patent on the land. 
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The next document details the result of the sur-
vey by the official surveyor for the State of 
Texas, G. H. Cunningham. The survey starts at 
the northwest corner of Elam’s property and 
continues counter clockwise. One of the chain 
carriers was Elam’s seventeen year old son, 
John Franklin Bryson, my great-grandfather. 

May 26, 1854 

I have surveyed 320 acres of Land for Elam Bry-
son laying in the N.W. part of Ellis County on 
the waters of the north fork of Waxahachie 

Creek, about 11½  miles  North and 29 degrees 
west of Waxahachie, by virtue of his affidavit. 
Beginning 366 vs East and 56 vs North of the 
N.E. corner of 320 acres surveyed for C. Kimble 
a stake and mound in Prairie 
Thence East 1642 vs to a stake whence an Elm 
12 in (dia) brs* S52½° E 79 vs Thence South 
1100 vs to a Stake and Mound in Prairie 
Thence West 1642 vs to a Stake and Mound in 
Prairie Thence North 1100 vs to the beginning 
J. F. Bryson, (chain carrier) 
Joseph Munden, (chain carrier)  
*see explanation of surveying terms later on in chapter 
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July 26, 1854 
The State of Texas acknowledged Elam’s appli-
cation and assigned it Patent Number 3-2244 
as shown in the above document.  

February 13, 1855 
About six months later it appears that Elam 
needed money. He borrowed $600 from his 
wife, Mary Doak Matthews Bryson (M.D. Bry-
son). Mary probably inherited money from her 
father Robert Matthews, who had died in 
1843.  

The laws of separate and community property 
seemed to change as time went on, so we can 
only speculate why Mary’s funds were distinct 
from Elam’s. In any case, Elam put up one-half 
of the 320 acres as security (bond) for the 
$600.3 

February 11, 1857 
A document certifying that requirements for 
obtaining a patent had been met was prepared  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
3 Ellis County Deed Book B, p. 539 

 

by Benjamin Hawkins. It was then filed with 
the State of Texas.  

“I Benj. F. Hawkins Clerk of the County 
Court of said County of Ellis do hereby 
certify that Elam Bryson has resided upon 
and cultivated three hundred and twenty 
acres of Land described as follows to wit: 
Beginning 266 varas E and 56 vs. Worth 
of the NE Corner of a 320 acre survey for 
C Kimble a stake and mound in prairie. 
Thence E 1642 vs to a stake whence an 
Elm 12 in dia bears S52½° E 79 vs – 
Thence West 1642 vs to a stake and 
mound in prairie. Thence North 1100 vs 
to the beginning – For the space of three 
consecutive years previous to the 21st day 
of December A.D. 1856 – and complied 
fully with the prescriptive law. 
Benjamin. F. Hawkins, Clerk 
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The terms, vara and bears, used by Hawkins in 
the previous description are defined as follows: 

vara - Unit of length (the "Spanish yard") 
used in Mexico and the southwestern 
United States. The vara is used through-
out the Spanish speaking world and has 
values around 33 inches, depending on 
locale. The legal value in Texas was set to 
33 1/3 inches early in the 1900s.  

bears – abbrev, brs, br in land deeds. 
Bears is the verb form of the word bear-
ing. In surveying terms it is used to de-
scribe the direction a property line goes. 

October 23, 1857 — A day to celebrate 
Finally after four years since the date of settling 
on the land Elam is issued land patent 3-2244 
for 320 acres free and clear. It was recorded in 
the Texas General Land Office in Austin and a 
copy in Ellis County Deed Book C, page 414. 

Elam Bryson Patent 
State of Texas to Elam Bryson - Patent 
In the Name of the State of Texas, To all 
to whom these Presents shall come, 
know ye. I, E. M. Pease, Governor of the 
State aforesaid, by virtue of the Power 
vested in me by law and in accordance 
with the laws of said state in such case 
made and provided to me by these pre-
sents grant to Elam Bryson, his heirs or 
assigns forever, three hundred and 
twenty acres of land, situated and de-
scribed as follows: 

In Ellis County, waters of North fork of 
Waxahachie Creek about 11 ½ miles N 
29° W of Waxahachie by virtue of pre-
sumption certificate No. issued by the 
Clerk of the County Court of Ellis County 
on the 11th day of February 1857. Begin-
ning 266 vs East and 56 vs North of the 
NE corner of a survey made for C Kimble, 
a Stake and mound in prairie. Thence 
East 1642 vs to a Stake whence an elm 
12 in dia. Brs S 52 ½ ° E 79 vs. Thence 
South 1100 vs to a Stake and mound in 
prairie. Thence West 1642 vs to a Stake 
and mound in prairie. Thence North 1100 
vs to the place of beginning. Hereby re-
linquishing to him the said Elam Bryson 

and his heirs or assigns forever all the 
right and title in and to said land hereto-
fore held and possessed by the said State 
and I do hereby issue this letter patent 
for the same. In testimony whereof I 
have caused the seal of the State to be 
affixed as well as the Seal of the General 
Land Office. Done at the City of Austin 
on the Twenty-third day of October in 
the year of our Lord One thousand eight 
hundred and fifty seven. 
S Crosby  Comm’s of the Gl Land Office 
E M Pease  Governor 

On the Ellis County prairie there were few trees 
to provide fixed benchmarks to define property 
boundaries. In NC and TN, where trees 
abounded, they were frequently used in prop-
erty descriptions. Using a tree to define a point 
on a property line seems ludicrous to us today 
but using a stake and a mound is even more 
temporary. The only solid object the surveyors 
could find to identify Elam’s property was a 
12” diameter elm tree over 200 feet east of his 
land. This was probably the closest tree to one 
of the four corners of the property. 

 

 

Elam’s
Property

E 79 vs

S 52½
O

219 ft. 12”
Elm  
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Land Patent # 3-2244 
This is a copy of the official Land Patent for 320 acres issued to Elam Bryson, taken from a certi-
fied copy from the Texas General Land Office in Austin.
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Elam’s 320 acre property was one-half square 
mile in area, measuring 4,556’ x 3,052’ or 
about 14 million square feet.  

A land patent means that Elam Bryson was the 
original owner of this particular tract of land 
and it became officially known as the “Elam 
Bryson Tract.” Even today, about 150 years 
later, if you were to buy a house or lot on 
Elam’s original property, the legal description 
on the deed would include the words “on the 
Elam Bryson Tract.” The property continues to 
carry the name of the original 
owner.  

Settling on a new frontier 
When the Brysons arrived in Ellis 
County, there were no real 
roads, only a few trails. There 
were wide open spaces of va-
cant land. Some of the first set-
tlers started arriving in 1845, 
about seven years before the 
Brysons.  

These earlier settlers had come 
as part of the Peters Colony. 
Under government terms a mar-
ried couple was granted a full 
section, 640 acres. This is an 
area 1 mile by 1 mile. Single 
people could claim 320 acres or 
a half section.  

When the Brysons arrived there 
was only a scattering of log cab-
ins, and the neighbors were fre-
quently a mile or more apart. Of course, there 
were no hotels, restaurants, or hospitals. The 
central meeting place of the community was 
the newly established Shiloh Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church, with a 30 year old minis-
ter, Finis Ewing King. 

The first few nights were spent under the stars 
until the first log cabin could be built. As we 
have seen in other moves to the edge of the 
frontier, trees were felled, logs cut to length 
and notched. Probably some slight squaring of 
the logs was done. In 1852, there were no 
saw mills near the farm so cut lumber was not 
available. 

The neighbors probably pitched in with the 
construction of the house and the women 
made sure everyone was well fed. 

So here we are in 1854 with the Brysons on 
vacant land in Texas, the nearest neighbor 
maybe a mile away. We find Elam, 43, Mary, 
45, with six children ranging in age from four 
to seventeen, all living in a tiny log cabin. They 
must have often thought of family in Tennes-
see, the nice houses, good schools and their 
friends.  

Back in Tennessee, Elam’s father, James Bry-
son, died in 1854 and his mother, Ann, died in 
1856. It must have been sad for Elam and 
Mary to be so far away from the rest of the 
family and friends.  

Ellis County was the westernmost county at 
that time. Elam’s property was very near the 
western boundary of the part of Texas that 
had been organized into counties. They were 
truly pioneers on the edge of a new frontier. 

Since the North fork of the Waxahachie Creek 
ran through the western part of his 320 acres, 
it probably provided water for the household 
during the early days. 

ELLIS TITUS

TEXAS
1853
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After a house was built, then a well would be 
dug by hand! A pit was dug for the outdoor 
toilet and a crude outhouse was constructed. 
The closest town was 11 miles away and it 
had only one or two stores that carried the 
barest of necessities. Much of the store inven-
tory was hardware used for farming, repairing 
equipment, construction, and leather goods 
for horses.  

The soil was black with a very heavy scattering 
of white rock — white rock that to this day is 
the bane of the farmer. However, the soil was 
well-suited for growing wheat, cotton and 
corn. At first wheat and corn were the main 
crops since they could provide food for the 
family. 

Wheat was also valuable and was traded for 
lumber with the counties to the east. Cotton 
was not practical in the early days because of 
lack of transportation and being heavy and 
difficult to get to market. 

In 1854 Waxahachie, the only town with 
stores in Ellis County, had a population of 
about 900. In fact the whole county had a 
population of less than 1300. Tonkawa Indi-
ans still lived in the county but never put up 
an organized resistance. By 1859 they had all 
been moved north to a reservation in Okla-
homa. 

The area was almost treeless except along the 
waterways where one could find ash, pecan, 

cottonwood, hackberry oak, bois d’arc, elm 
and other native trees. The terrain was essen-
tially flat with gently undulating hills, numer-
ous small streams and abundant game.  

Bois d’arc or bodark 
Known also as hedge, hedge-apple, bodark, 
bois-d'arc, bowwood, this tree was prolific. It 
provided the impetus for the invention of 
barbed wire as its branches and stems held 
sharp barbs. It also provided most of the posts 
for the wire that fenced the West. 

Used as a fence on the prairie, it could be 
grown as a hedge in four years, so compact 
that no kind of stock could pass it. 

French trappers were the first to encounter 
the tree which they named bois d’arc because 
the native tribes used the tough wood to 
make their bows. 

Author Note: I remember hearing this 
story as a boy. My dad, Davis Bryson, 
brought his fiancée Gladys Holt from 
Tennessee to Texas to meet his family. 
Dad was quite an athlete and to show 
off his skills he picked up a bois-d'arc or-
ange and like a baseball pitcher, threw 
at one of the chickens running around 
the yard. As luck (and skill) would have 
it, the orange hit the chicken squarely 
on the head and instantly killed it. Davis 
was sheepish, Gladys was embarrassed, 
and his mother was quite upset. They 
had chicken for dinner that night. 

 

Bois d’arc Thorns 
Inspiration for Barbed Wire 

 

Osage Orange or Bois d’arc 
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A puzzling question 
Elam may have been waiting for the official 
patent papers on his land to come through 
because immediately after he received the of-
ficial papers, he sold the property to a 
neighbor, William Rhodes, for $1600. What a 
genealogy researcher’s surprise! 

The sale was recorded in Ellis County Deed 
Book C, page 415, the page immediately 
following the recording of the Patent. The sale 
is being made from Elam Bryson and Wife to 
William Rhodes. It was somewhat unusual for 
the wife to be part of a land transaction. We 
can speculate that Elam still owed his wife 
Mary the $600 he had borrowed earlier and as 
such, she needed to be on the deed.  

Elam Bryson & wife sale to Wm. Rhodes 

This indenture made and entered into 
on this the 11th day of November in the 
year of our Lord, eighteen hundred and 
fifty-seven. Between Elam and M. Bryson 
of Ellis County of the first part and Wil-
liam Rhodes of Ellis County of the sec-
ond part both of the State of Texas. 
Withstanding that this said party of the 
first part for and in consideration of the 
sum of sixteen hundred dollars to him in 
hand paid by the said party of the sec-
ond part the receipt of which is hereby 
acknowledged hath bargained, sold, and 
delivered, as or by these presents grant 
bargain, sell, convey and confirm unto 
the said party of the second part, his 
heirs and assigns forever, the following 
described lot or parcel of land desig-
nated and described as follows. 
(standard description followed) 
Signed by E. Bryson, M.D. Bryson 
Witnessed by Benj. F. Hawkins, J. N. 
Whittenberg.  

At the bottom of the sales transaction is an 
addendum showing specifically that Mary 
Doak Bryson, (M.D. Bryson) wife of Elam, 
agrees to the sale.  

On Feb 13th 1855, Elam’s wife, Mary, lent Elam 
600 dollars that was secured by ½ of the 320 
acre farm. Evidently, the Clerk of the Court, to 
be sure that this security (bond) was not go-

ing to impede the sale of the property and 
that the title would be clear, felt it was neces-
sary to have Mary’s independent acquiescence 
well-documented.   

The addendum reads: 

“Before me Benjamin F. Hawkins, Clerk 
of the County Court of the County of 
Ellis, this day formally appeared E Bryson 
to me well-known and acknowledged 
that he signed, sealed, and delivered the 
foregoing deed to William Rhodes as his 
act and deed for the purpose and con-
sideration therein set forth and refer-
enced. And also on the same day for-
mally appeared M D Bryson, wife of said 
E Bryson who is also by me well-known 
who being by me examined separate 
and apart from her said husband and 
having the contents of the foregoing 
deed fully explained to her she acknowl-
edged that she signed, sealed and deliv-
ered the farm as her free act and deed 
without coercion or compulsion from 
her said husband and that she had no 
desire to retract the same. In witness 
thereof I hereunto set my hand and the 
seal of said court at Waxahachie this 12th 
day of November AD 1857.  
Benj. F. Hawkins, Clerk 
Filed for Record December 3rd 1857 
Recorded Dec 7th 1857”4 

Apparently Elam bought other property, since 
the inventory of his estate in 1859 listed 320 
acres of real estate valued at $800. We need 
to research this further. 

Since Elam died in 1859, a deed search to fur-
ther understand Elam’s land transactions can 
be narrowed to the time period from Nov 11, 
1857 till the time of his death on Oct 12, 
1859. We know that Mary D., his widow, was 
still living and residing on her own farm val-
ued at $450. when the 1860 census was taken 
as of June 1, 1860. So we can limit a deed 
search for Mary D Bryson from the time of the 
sale of the property to June 1, 1860.  

                                                
4 Ellis County Deed Bk C, p415 



12 -The Elam and Mary D. Matthews Bryson Family 

227 
 



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

228 

 

First home of B.F. Hawkins 

  

First homes in Ellis County 
When settlers arrived in Ellis County, building 
a shelter was of primary importance. About 
the only building materials available were the 
trees that grew along creeks and streams. This 
provided the logs to quickly put up a 
log cabin. 

Benjamin F. Hawkins first home 
Benjamin F. Hawkins arrived in Texas in 
1848 at the age of 20 when his father, 
an attorney, moved from northern 
Indiana with his family of twelve. You 
may recognize B. F. Hawkins’ name as 
the Clerk of the County Court in pro-
ceedings involving Elam Bryson. Ben-
jamin Hawkins built his first house on 
land near Midlothian. 

His house was a primitive, rustic log 
cabin. But such houses were not just 
for the poor farmers as we might suppose, 
but also for the wealthiest families in the 
community such as Benjamin Hawkins.  

We are fortunate to have a sketch of his first 
house from the book, A Memorial and Bio-
graphical History of Ellis County. 
 

This is a good example of the homes in the 
early 1850s in Ellis County, Texas. Elam Bryson 
and his family lived about five miles northeast 
of Benjamin Hawkins’ place and it is very likely 
that the Brysons lived in a very similar cabin 
during their first few years in Texas. 

The Larkin Newton Home 
The Larkin Newton home is another example 
of an early home. It has been preserved and 
moved to downtown Midlothian, Texas. This 
home has been constructed with square hewn 

oak logs with beautiful tight joints. This is the 
type of construction that was done after the 
initial settling of the land and when there 
wasn’t the urgency of immediately erecting a 
house. On this house there is a combination of 
squared logs as well as sawn lumber siding. 
The roof was made of split cedar shingles.  
Larkin Newton and his family lived about four 
miles south of Elam Bryson. In the 1860 cen-
sus the residents of this tiny log cabin were 
Mr. and Mrs. Larkin, nine children and three 
other adults, a total of fourteen people. 

It is not surprising that some of these log cab-
ins are still standing. The outer walls were 
made of solid oak timbers 6” x 8” and square 
cut. When farmhouses are torn down, occa-
sionally the owners are surprised to find a log 
cabin embedded in the home. As lumber be-
came available it was common practice to add 
and build around the existing old cabin. 
Through the years as the home was remod-
eled, the original cabin would be completely 
disguised. 

These examples show how truly primitive Ellis 
County was in the early 1850’s. Just imagine 
the Brysons living in a small cabin with seven 
children, cultivating the land, raising crops, 
building shelter, looking out for Indians, and 
enduring the hot summers and cold winters in 
Texas. Ellis County has been known to have 

The Larkin Newton cabin 
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temperatures reaching over 100° for more 
than 40 straight days. The winters can be bit-
terly cold with artic winds sweeping across the 
prairie, especially when a “blue-norther” 
blows through.  

The Dog Trot House 
The Dog Trot House became a very popular 
frame house on the Texas frontier in the early 
years of statehood. It featured overlapping 
wood plank siding and a shingle roof. A fire-
place was on one end of the house and served 
for cooking and heating during the winter 
months. There were four double-hung win-
dows in the front of the house. 

Two large rooms were separated by a covered 
walkway that went all the way through the 
house. This was a very practical design since 
the walkway could be used as shelter for the 
animals in stormy weather, storage for farm  

 

 

 

tools and equipment, a play area for the kids, 
and a cool place to sit on hot summer days. 
The house was usually situated so a breeze 
would pass through the walkway and through 
open widows. Some houses had a porch ex-
tending across the entire front that served as a 
wonderful overflow area for guests. It also 
served as a place to store saddles, bridles, 
harnesses, boxes and whatever else the family 
owned.5 In the picture below, we can see a 
rocking chair on the walkway and a well in the 
background.6 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
5 James Stewart and Mary Matthews of Wilcox Co., AL, 
Helen Odom Harrell, 1998, p.214 
6 Ovilla Texas History Book, Ovilla Historical Society,p.17 

Dog Trot House in Ellis County, Texas 
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Elam Was an Officer of the Court 
Elam was well educated and respected by his 
peers and took on the duties of an associate 
commissioner in the Ellis County Court. He 
had to travel eleven miles by horseback to at-
tend meetings in Waxahachie. Trails were not 
yet developed so he probably followed Waxa-
hachie Creek from his property all the way 
into town. 

In August 1854 Elam is listed as an associate 
commissioner in court records when the first 
jail in Ellis County was being specified. It was 
to cost $1,000 and had to meet rigid specifi-
cations. The Ellis County Commissioners Court 
Records7 state: 

“Volume A, Page 164, August 21, 1854, Presiding 
the Honorable E. M. Brack, Chief Justice of Ellis 
County, John Westerbrook and Elam Bryson, two 
of associate commissioners, Benj. F. Hawkins, 
Clerk of Court and J.E. Prince, Sheriff. Plans 
and specifications of a Jail to be built in the 
town of Waxahachie. The house to be 16 ft. 
square outside, the ground for the whole 
space of 16 ft. to be excavated to the depth of 
one foot the floor to be the foundation of the 
walls of the house, the floor to be of oak tim-
ber 8 inches square laid side by side close 
joints. The outside walls to be of oak timber at 
least 8 inches thick joints to be square and 
close, there is to be an inside wall up as far as 
the middle floor said wall to be of HACK-
BERRY Oak or Elm timber at least 6 inches 
thick, joints to be Square and close, there is to 
be a space of 4 inches in width between said 
walls, said space to be filled with Oak, ELM, 
HACKBERRY or ASH Timber 4 inches thick 
and not over 6 inches wide.” 

Elam and his court buddies bought the 
property for the jail on December 15, 
1855 as recorded in Deed Book B, page 
378. 

William T Briggs conveys to Ellis Co., TX, 
(Exekiel M. Brack, Chief Jus, John Wester-
brook, E. Bryson, B W Watson & John M An-
drews, Commis.) the W ½ Block 36 in Waxa-
hachie.8 

                                                
7 Ellis County Commissioners Court Records, copied by 
Mrs. A.L. Feltenberger, April 10, 1963, p. 79 
8 Ellis Co., TX Patents and Deed Abstracts 1845-1856, 
Murray 

Construction Details 
In the jail specifications of 1854 there is the 
phrase “oak timber 8 inches square laid side-
by-side close joints.” This picture illustrates the 
“close joints” construction. We can see the 
fine detail, excellent engineering and great 
workmanship. Look in the oval labeled “1” 
and you can see that it has an inverted V 
notch and the piece it is resting on has a 
raised part cut to match perfectly. In the other 
direction look in the oval labeled “2” and you 
will see a great dove-tailed joint with the 
matching cut-out on the beam above it. What 
fantastic workmanship—all in solid oak—one 
of the hardest woods—with no power tools! 
No nails or fasteners were needed due to the 
interlocking construction. I’ll bet this house 
would withstand a strong California earth-
quake. 
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Early Texas Education 
The State of Texas strongly supported public 
schools from the earliest days. A detailed 
statewide census of school age children was 
ordered for the years of 1854-1855. This was 
known as the Texas Scholastics9 census of 
children between the ages of six and sixteen. 
The children listed in the Elam Bryson house-
hold included Henry E., Mary A., Martha J., 
Thomas J., and Margaret T. The two children 
not listed were John Franklin who would have 
been about 18 and James Matthews about 
five, and therefore not included. 

The importance the Texas Government placed 
on public schools is illustrated by the follow-
ing quotation.10  In 1851 there came a windfall 
in the form of five million dollars of United 
States bonds which were part of the payment 
by the United States for the cession of the 
Northwest Territory… By the act of January 
31, 1854, $2,000,000 of 
bonds were set aside as a 
fund… the interest of which 
should be distributed for the 
support of the schools. In 
1855 the first distribution was 
made. 

Shiloh Church 
A group of Cumberland Pres-
byterians came to Texas in 
1845 and 1846 from Neosha 
County, MO. They were active 
in organizing the church there 
and one of the first things 
they wanted to do in Texas 
was to start a church. Part of 
this group was a young man 
studying to be a minister, 
Finis Ewing King, age 27. Finis 
was the son of Samuel King, 
one of the three founders of 
the Cumberland Presbyterian 
denomination, and was the 

                                                
9 Texas Scholastics  1854-1855, copied from originals in 
the Archives, by Gifford White, 1979, p. 10 
10 A Financial History of Texas, Bulletin of the Univ. of 
Texas, Edmund T. Miller, 1916: No. 37, Austin 

namesake of another founder, Finis Ewing. On 
Dec. 14, 1853, ten acres of land was donated 
to the C P Church for church and school.11 

The pioneers came to claim land through a 
program called the “Peters Colony.” We will 
learn more about this when we cover the story 
of Mary Powers, one of our ancestors. Shiloh 
was organized in 1847, before Ellis County 
was formed, a year and a half after Texas be-
came a state. 

For many years, Shiloh was the center of 
community activities near Ovilla. This area was 
very important in the early days, as Ovilla be-
came incorporated in 1844, becoming the first 
city in what was to become Ellis County. 

1859 — Tragedy Strikes 
In the fall of 1859 almost twenty people in 
Ellis County died of a disease known as Flux, 

or as we know it today, dys-
entery. Having diarrhea for 
days can cause dangerous 
dehydration and if not 
treated, can be fatal. We 
don’t know what caused the 
problem in 1859; it could 
have been food, bad water, or 
a number of other causes. 
Certainly the cattle and live-
stock could have caused seri-
ous problems with the drink-
ing water.  

At least seven of those that 
died lived close to Elam and 
Mary. On page 86 of the 1860 
Ellis County Census, the fol-
lowing families are listed in 
sequence: King, Laughlin, 
Chapman, and Bryson (Mary).  
Often the names of close 
neighbors are listed in the 
census documents in order, 

but not always. From other documents we 
recognize these names as being neighbors of 
the Brysons and members of the Shiloh Cum-
berland Presbyterian Church. 

                                                
11 Ellis County Deed book B p. 379 
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Now the sad story — Between July 1859 and 
October 1859 seven members from these 
families died from Flux. William B. Laughlin, 
an elder in the Shiloh Church, died on August 
5th. Then on October 12th, Elam Bryson died, 
followed by the beloved Pastor, Rev. Finis Ew-
ing King four days later. All these people were 
buried in Shiloh Cemetery; the tombstones of 
the adults were still there in 2008. Elam is the 
first of at least six continuous generations of 
Brysons buried there. 

In the table below is some information about 
each person, including how many days each 
was sick with Flux.12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Elam died Intestate 
Elam suffered from flux for 35 days, a period 
of time longer than most. During this time he 
did not feel up to preparing a will, but he did 
ask his neighbor and friend Joseph Munden to 
administer his estate. In Munden’s petition to 
become the administrator he says “Where-
upon at the request of the Deceased and of 
his widow.” This was the beginning of an es-
tate settlement process that went on for nine 
years.  

Among the seventeen pages of Elam’s estate 
documents in the Ellis County Probate records 
there are a series of court documents filed on 
behalf of the Elam Bryson estate. 

                                                
12 1860 Texas Mortality Schedule 

Some of the documents include: 

November Term 1859 — Petition by Munden 
to become administrator of estate. 

December 17, 1859 — Certificate of bond by 
Munden 

January 14, 1860 — Detailed inventory and 
appraisal  

January 30, 1860 — Certification by appraisers 
of value of items 

January 30, 1860 — Request to set aside the 
annual widow allowance 

February 11, 1860 — Detail of items sold 

April term 1861 — Munden’s twelve 
month accounting of expenses 

July 21, 1862 — Receipt for recording 
of two patents 

April 4, 1863 — Receipt for recording 
of two patents and two transfers  

June 25, 1868 — Application for final 
settlement 

June 25, 1868 — Submission of final report 
and detail of income and expense 

Before being appointed as administrator, it 
was necessary for Munden to apply for letters 
of administration and put up a security bond 
of $1800 with the court, with W. Baggett and 
S. J. Baggett serving as sureties. I would as-
sume that would be somewhat analogous to a 
bail bondsman today.  

We can get a little feeling for the magnitude 
of this amount from the property values in 
Elam’s estate. For instance for $2.50 you could 
buy an acre of land, a saddle, or a gun. Elam 
owned 320 acres with an assessed value of 
$800, based on a price of $2.50 per acre. So 
we can imagine that $1800 dollars was a lot 
of money! If Munden failed to fulfill his duties 
as administrator, the court would cause him 
to forfeit his $1800 bond. 

NAME AGE SEX DEATH DATE DAYS 

E. J. Laughlin 2 f July 1859 7 

M. C. Laughlin 1 f July 1859 5 

Wm. B. Laughlin 38 m Aug. 5, 1859 30 

Henry D. Laughlin 1 m Sept. 1859 21 

Ann E. Chapman 16 f Sept. 23, 1859 21 

Elam Bryson 42 m Oct. 12, 1859 35 

Finis Ewing King 39 m Oct. 16, 1859 19 

Flux - The discharge of large 
quantities of fluid material 
from the body, especially the 
discharge of watery feces 
from the intestines. 
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Nov. 1859 Application by Munden to be administrator 

November 1859 Estate of Elam Bryson, Decd. Deed 134 
The State of Texas County of Ellis 
In the County Court pertaining to Estates 
November Term AD 1859 
To the Hon Chief Justice of said County. The application of Joseph Munden of said County represents 
that Elam Bryson departed this life in said county on or about the 12th day of October 1859, leaving a 
family and children and some property — and that he has left no will or testament known to said 
family. 
Whereupon at the request of the Deceased and of his widow, he applies for letters of Administration 
on the Estate of said E. Bryson Deceased, after giving the bond and making the oath required by law. 
Joseph Munden 

 

 

December 17, 1859 Bond and Oath Document 
The State of Texas, County of Ellis 

Know all men by these presents, that I Joseph Munden as principal, and W Baggett and S J Baggett 
as sureties are held and firmly bound unto the Chief Justice of the County of Ellis in the sum of 
Eighteen hundred dollars, for the payment of which, well and truly to be made, we hereby bind our-
selves, our heirs, executors and administrators, jointly and severally, firmly by these presents; signed 
and sealed with our seals, the seals being scrawls, this 17th day of December AD 1859. 

Now if the said Joseph Munden shall well and truly perform all the duties required of him by law un-
der said appointment, then this obligation shall be null and void; otherwise to be and remain in full 
force and effect. 
Joseph Munden 
S J Baggett, W Baggett 
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December 17, 1859, Bond and Oath Document 
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January 14, 1860 — First list and inventory 
Munden took a complete inventory of the property belonging to the estate of Elam Bryson De-
ceased and had a value assigned to each item by appraisers, N. Chapman and S.J. Baggett. The 
total value of the estate was placed at $1268.50 with the majority of it being the $800 assigned 
to the value of the land. Two weeks later an appraisal certification, list of inventory, and a 
Widow’s Claim were filed with the court. 
 

Valuation of the property 

320 ac. of land 2.50/ac. 800.00 

3 head of horses 165.00 

8 head of cattle 60.00 

12 head of hogs 15.00 

3 ploughs & hoes 13.00 

1 loom 4.00 

1 pair harness 15.00 

1 pair harness 5.00 

1 saddle 2.50 

40 bu wheat 20.00 

1 Lot of Pork 34.00 

1 grind stone 2.00 

1 Lot of lumber 36.00 

1 Lot tools 7.00 

Household furniture 70.00 

1 spinning wheel 2.00 

Kitchen furniture 10.00 

2 guns 5.00 

1 pair silyards (steelyard) .50 

3 slates .50 

1 lot books 5.00 

1 side saddle 5.00 

3 axes 2.00 

1 waggon (sic) 10.00 

TOTAL $1,268.50 

 

 
 
January 30, 1860 — Appraisers Certification 

The State of Texas Ellis County 

We the undersigned appraisers do solemnly swear that the foregoing list of the Property of E Brison 
dec’d is a fair valuation to the best of our knowledge and belief. 

January 30, 1860 

N Chapman, SJ Baggett - Appraisers 

Sworn to and subscribed before me on the date above written 
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January 30, 1860 Widow’s Claim 
To the Hon Probate Court of Ellis County, 
Texas 

The undersigned, your Petitioner, would re-
spectfully ask your honor to Set aside the 
claim allowed by law for the Widow of the 
late E Brison dec’d & in duty bound will ever 
pray --- Jany 30th 1860 —Joseph Munden 
Admin. E Brison dec’d 

The Inventory 
The inventory list may look like an ordinary 
listing of typical 1850’s possessions of an 
1850’s farmer. On closer examination, we can 
learn more about frontier life. We can see 
which objects were most important for Mary 
and the priority she placed on the objects. 

Life on the farm was very difficult. In addition 
to raising a large family, taking care of 3 
horses, 8 head of cattle, 12 hogs and probably 
a number of chickens required a lot of effort 
and time. Most of the earlier settlers in Ellis 
County grew wheat because it could produce 
income as well as provide food for the family. 
The Elam estate owned 40 bushel of wheat. 
Like most pioneer women, Mary made the 
clothes and blankets for the household.  

So what did Mary Keep? Certainly items to 
provide livelihood such as the farm, livestock, 
and tools were of the utmost importance. 
These were protected by the Widow’s Claim 
and the Homestead laws of Texas at the time. 

By Feb. 11, 1860, five months after Elam died, 
the items on the 
inventory list had 
been sold. Mary 
kept most of the 
items by four meth-
ods:  
1)  Widow’s Claim  
2)  Items she kept 
in lieu of her an-
nual cash allow-
ance  
3)  Items she 
bought  
4)  Real estate by 
homestead laws. 

 

1) Exempt from sale: 
     1 Mare 

     8 head of cattle 

     12 head of hogs 

     3 ploughs & hoes 

     1 pair harness 

     1 Lot tools 

     Household furniture 

     Kitchen furniture 
     3 axes 

2) In lieu of annual allowance 
     1 Mare 
     40 bu wheat 
     1 lot of Pork 
     1 pr. of steelyards (see below) 
     1 side saddle 

3) Bought from own funds. 
     1 Two year old Colt 
     1 Loom 
     1 Lot of Lumber (planks) 
     1 spinning wheel 
     2 Slates 
     1 Lot of books 

4) By Homestead 
     320 acres of land 

 
Mary was very practical and made sure to ac-
quire the basic necessities in categories 1,2, 
and 4.  In category 2, she selected “1 pr. of 
steelyards.” What in the world is a steelyard? 
It is a simple weighing device used to weigh 

crops and meat. 
Then in category 3, she 
purchased from her own 
funds items important to 
her, yet very practical: 
the Loom and Spinning 
Wheel, the two year old 
Colt, and one lot of Lum-
ber planks. On the edu-
cational side, she bought 
the writing slates and 
one lot of books. Educa-
tion must have been im-
portant to her. 

 

 

 
Steelyard, pronounced and sometimes spelled stilyard; 
a noun dating back from 1639  
A balance in which an object to be weighed is sus-
pended from the shorter arm of a lever and the weight 
determined by moving a counterpoise along a graduated 
scale on the longer arm until equilibrium is attained 
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Who bought the other items? 
Elam and Mary’s two oldest sons also bought 
some items. John Franklin bought the wagon 
and some books, Henry Elam bought a rifle. 
The original Lot of lumber was divided into 
three lots with H. H. Self buying 550 feet of 
planks, Joseph Boyd buying 400 feet of planks, 
and Mary buying the remainder. The original 
Lot of Books sold to four different people, Jo-
seph Witherspoon, H. H. Self, Mary Bryson, 
and John Franklin Bryson. The final accounting 
has an entry that states that Joseph Witherspoon 
bought Hartley’s Digest for $1. That doesn’t 
sound very interesting, does it?  
Hartley’s Digest was not a magazine as I as-
sumed, but it was a very technical Law Book 
covering the laws of Texas in the 1850’s, law 
cases that had been heard to change laws, legal 
opinions, and an appendix with important docu-
ments, such as the Constitutions of the United 
States and Texas. The book was published in 
1850 and contained 1041 pages.  
It appears that Elam had a substantial library for 
the time. Knowing that Elam had been an offi-
cer of the County Court and owned Hartley’s 
Digest would suggest that he was interested in 
Law as well as farming. 

 
 
 

April 29, 1861 Twelve Month Report 
The State of Texas, County of Ellis 
County Court for Probate Business, April 
Term 1861 
To the Honorable L. J. Stroop Chief Justice of 
the County of Ellis the undersigned Adminis-
trator of the Estate of E Bryson dec’d would 
respectfully represent unto your Honor the 
following is a full and fair exhibit of the 
Condition of said estate – to wit – the fol-
lowing claims were presented within the 
twelve months after grant of letters of ad-
ministration filed and accepted – Cliff & Bos-
sons acct for $37.50, W L Briggs Acct 
107.00, C Pickett & Bro acct 92.67. No 
claims rejected nor any suit brought either 
by or against the estate. 
Hereunto further represent that he has re-
ceived as administrator $47.80 dollars – Fif-
teen & fifty cents 50/100 dollars of the 
above was paid to the widow to make out 
her allowance by the court – Four dollars 
paid for advertising13 – Four dollars paid 
General Land Office for Patents, One dollar & 
forty-seven cents paid taxes for 1860. Leav-
ing in his possession $22.83. 
And he further states that there have been 
no suits instituted against said Estate since 
the twelve months – All of which is respect-
fully submitted — Joseph Munden 

                                                
13 The advertising was in the Dallas Herald. Dallas was 
incorporated in 1856 
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1863 Land Patents 
Since Elam sold the original 320 acre patent, 
and he had 320 acres in his estate we are not 
sure where his subsequent land was or when 
he acquired it. This is an area that would be 
interesting additional research. In the court 
papers there are two receipts for fees paid to 
file patents. 

July 21, 1862  $1.50 for recording two patents 
April 4,1863  $2.00 for recording two patents 
and two transfers. 

                                                                            

 

June 25, 1868 Final Report 
The State of Texas County of Ellis 
In the Probate Court July term 1868 
To the Honorable Arvin Wright County Judge 
of said County 
The petition of Joseph Munden, as adminis-
trator of the Estate of E Bryson Dec’d would 
respectfully show unto honor that he has 
disposed all the property belonging to the 
said Estate, as will appear from Exhibit A 
herewith filed and made a part of this peti-
tion: and that he has paid out all the money  

 

 

Exhibit B — Final accounting for Elam Bryson Estate 
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belonging to said Estate, except the sum of 
nine and 67/100 dollars, as will appear from 
Exhibit B herewith filed and made a part of 
this petition. – Petitioner would state that 
said Estate is wholly unable to pay its debts, 
that he has paid the money that came to his 
hands for taxes, the widow’s allowance, re-
cording fees, court fees and attorney fees; 
that he has not been able to pay any of the 
general indebtedness of said Estate; that he 
has but nine and 67/100 dollars on hand, 
not enough to pay the balance of the costs 
of the administration.  The premises consid-
ered, your petitioner prays that notice be 
given as the law directs, that your Honor 
audit and settle your petitioner’s account as 
contained and set forth in accompanying 
exhibits, marked A & B and that your peti-
tioner be forever discharged and relieved 
from his said trust as administrator of said 
Estate as aforesaid, 
and as in duty 
bound he will ever 
pray -- Joseph Mun-
den Admin.  

Submitted and 
sworn before me 
this the 25th day of 
June 1868 by Benj F 
Hawkins, Clk  
County Court 

In summary, the per-
sonal property had 
been sold by February 
11, 1860, but a series 
of legal procedures 
continued until June 
25, 1868. The court 
was very conscien-
tious, but not very 
practical. The items 
sold amounted to only 
$88.05! I can imagine 
there were a lot of 
complaints about how 
slow government worked. 

Mary D. Bryson continued on 
Suddenly Mary had responsibility for running 
a 320 acre farm with the help of her family. 
Her son, John Franklin, 23, married seventeen 
year old Nancy Parsons on March 1, 1860 and 

set up a household on the family farm. Martha 
J. Bryson, Mary‘s oldest daughter who was 
only 15, also married in March of 1860. The 
1860 Federal Census gives us a picture of the 
Bryson families. It is odd that John and Nancy 
were listed twice in the 1860 census. They ap-
peared in both the Mary D. Bryson and the 
Martha A. Parsons households. This is a good 
example why census records cannot be ac-
cepted as completely correct. This census 
shows Mary, 55, Henry Elam, 20, Mary A., 18, 
Thomas J., 14, Margaret T., 12, James M., 10, 
and finally John Franklin, 20 and Nancy Par-
sons Bryson, 17. It shows Henry Elam as a la-
borer and Mary as a farmer with personal 
property valued at $825 and real estate at 
$1450. We can speculate that Mary still had 
her own money and inheritance from her fa-

ther.  

Mary had the help of her two oldest sons for 
only about a year and a half, for on July 24, 
1862 John Franklin and Henry Elam Bryson 
enlisted in the Confederate Soldiers Army. 
They served in the Civil War until the end in 
1865. After the war, during the reconstruction 

 

1860 — The Martha A. Parsons household showing her as a farmer with personal 
property of $3100, along with her son, two daughters and son-in-law John Bryson. 
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period, farm labor 
was in turmoil and 
many changes were 
taking place. This was 
very difficult for a 55 
year old widow, with 
a large family to han-
dle, but Mary was 
very strong! 

In the 1870 census 
Mary, 64, was still 
listed as a farmer and 
keeping house with 
personal property 
valued at $1000 and 
real estate valued at 
$320.  

The Census lists Mary Brison as the head of 
household number 227 and John Brison (John 
Franklin Bryson) as the head of household 
number 228. Martha Parsons, 58, is shown as 
living in the John Bryson household. John was 
a farmer with personal property valued at 
$300 and real estate valued at 
$800. Mary’s estate increased 
a little from 1860; however 
John’s increased from zero. 

Mr. E. Bell, the 1870 census 
taker, had nice hand writing 
but was not accurate. He 
made several mistakes in his 
recording of the Bryson house-
holds. He spelled the name 
“Brison” but that was a fairly 
common error. He showed 
John’s wife as Martha and 
their nine year old daughter as 
Nancy when in fact Nancy, 27, 
was the wife and Martha, 9 
was the daughter. It was an 
error of transposed names.  

Bell also recorded William 
Elam Bryson, 4, as Walds age 
4. I wonder where this came 
from. Lastly he recorded 
Cassie, 1 as Rosey, 1.  

 

It is possible that Mr. Bell interviewed one day 
and wrote it another, from memory. Or maybe 
he made scribbled notes that he couldn’t read 
later. Again, one census cannot give us an ac-
curate picture, but along with other docu-
ments we can piece a picture together. 

1877 — Mary D. Bryson died After 18 years 
as a widow, on Sep-
tember 18, 1877, Mary 
Doak Matthews Bryson 
died at the age of 72. 
She was buried in the 
Shiloh Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church 
Cemetery next to her 
Husband Elam Bryson. 

The tombstone reads: 

Gone Home 

Mary D. Bryson 

Born 

Dec 14, 1805 

Died 

Sept 18, 1877 

 

In the next chapter, we 
will learn about the 
eight children of Elam 
and Mary D. Bryson. 

 

1870 Ellis Co. Census, page 59, Lines 9 through 17 
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The Children of  

Elam and Mary D. Bryson 

 

 
 

 

 
Previously we discussed the story of the mar-
riage of Mary Doak Matthews and Elam Bry-
son in 1834. Their lives in Maury County, TN 
continued for about 15 years following their 
marriage. They lived in the Mt. Pleasant com-
munity of Maury County, Tennessee working a 
farm. There they were surrounded by family 
members on both the Bryson and Matthews’ 
side.  

Elam’s older brother, James McRee, was mar-
ried to Mary’s sister, Jane H. Matthews. This 
was a case of siblings marrying siblings. There-
fore Elam’s children and James McRee’s chil-
dren were “double first cousins.”1 They shared 

                                                
1 Double first cousins are as closely related geneti-
cally as half siblings, sharing 25% of their DNA.  

the same grandparents, uncles, and aunts. The 
old original documents would suggest that 
the Elam Bryson and James McRee Bryson 
families had a very close personal relationship.  

While in Maury County, 7 children were born 
to Elam and Mary. One child (Eliza Agnes) 
died as an infant, leaving 6 children to make 
the later trek to Texas. James McRee Bryson, 
Elam’s brother, also had seven children, so 
there were a lot of relatives nearby. 

The Matthews family helped found the Hope-
well A.R.P. Church where the James McRee 
Bryson and the Elam Bryson families were ac-
tive. The Matthews also started the Matthews 
Family Cemetery and for many years it was 
also used as the cemetery for members of the 
Hopewell Church. 

Chapter Thirteen 

 

Eliza Agnes
1835 TN-1836 TN

John Franklin Henry Elam Mary A. Martha J. Thomas J. Margaret Tenn. James Matthews
1837 TN- 1920 TX 1839 TN- 1909 TX 1841 TN- 1888 TX 1844 TN- 1925 TX 1848 TN- 1927 TX1846 TX-1912 TX 1850 TX-1929 TX

Nancy A. Parsons Mary Ann Cope William R. Baggett Isaac W. Lowe Mary Louisa Rust William M. Rape Amanda M. Senter

1842 VA- 1935 TX 1846 IL-1934 TX 1832 ??-1876 TX 1832 KY- 1907 TX 1860 MO -1917 TX 1845 IL-1908 TX 1842 NC-1916 TX

Ann Doherty
1775 PA-1854 TN

Mary D. Matthews
1805 NC-1877 TX

James Bryson
1772 NC-1852 TN

Elam Bryson
1807 NC-1859 TX

Bryson ChildrenBryson Children

Nancy McKibbon
1775 ??-1838 TN

Robert Matthews
1774 NC-1843 TN



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

242 

Children of Elam and Mary Doak Matthews Bryson 
1 — Eliza Agnes Bryson 

July 16, 1835 — August 11, 1836 

Eliza Agnes, the first child of Elam and Mary 
Doak Matthews Bryson, was born in Maury 
County, TN and died just one year later. She 
was buried in the Matthews family cemetery 
along with Matthews’ ancestors and other 
members of the Hopewell Church. She was 
buried in what is known as a box tomb. This 
type of tomb was used in northern Alabama 
and southern Tennessee. A stone box is buried 
in the ground and a large heavy slab is placed 
over it. The body was usually buried under the 
box. The inscription is on the heavy slab lying 
on the ground. As you enter the cemetery, 
Eliza’s tomb is located to the left and at the 
beginning of the wooded area. 

Standing at this tomb we can let our mind 
take us back to August 1836, a hot summer 
day, and see Elam and Mary, James McRee 
and Jane, the other aunts and uncles, the 
grandparents and friends standing on that 
spot mourning the loss of this infant whose 
life was cut so short.  

The tomb inscription reads: 
Sacred to the memory of Eliza Agness Bryson 
Daughter of Elam & Mary D Bryson who was 
born July 10, 1835 and departed this life 
Aug 11, 1836 aged one year & 32 days 
 

2. — John Franklin Bryson 
May 14, 1837 — April 30, 1920 

John Franklin was born in Maury County, TN 
and lived there until he was about 13 years 
old when his family started out for the Texas 
frontier.  

We have evidence that both John’s father 
Elam and grandfather James were well-
educated. The schools in Maury County were 
well-established, and education was a high 
priority. John Franklin was probably exposed 
to an early education; however it was cut 
short because of the move to Texas. A letter 
he wrote to his mother in 1864 from a Civil 
War Camp is articulate but is weak on spelling 
and grammar. 

Since he was the oldest son in a family with 
five younger siblings, he no doubt had to as-
sume significant responsibilities on the trip 
west. He probably had to feed and water the 
horses or oxen, gather firewood, help take 
care of the younger children, and other 
chores.  

John Franklin grew up fast. Once in Texas 
there was land to clear, livestock to take care 
of, and a log house to build. In 1854, 17 year-
old John was a chain carrier on a surveying 
crew along with his neighbor, Joseph Mun-
den. They were responsible for surveying the 
future 320 acre property of John’s father, 
Elam.  

John Franklin did not have an easy life. When 
he was 22, his father died leaving his mother a 
widow with a large family and a 320 acre 
farm to maintain. John helped his mother with 
the daily duties, but he also had time to court 
a young Nancy Alevia Parsons.  

Nancy’s background was similar to John’s. Her 
father died about 1850. Her parents and an-
cestors, like the Brysons, had made a series of 
moves, always to the edge of the frontier. 
Nancy was born in Missouri in 1837 and 
moved to the town of Rusk in the Republic of 
Texas in 1845. The interesting story of the Par-
sons is covered in a subsequent chapter.  

 



13 – The Children of Elam and Mary D. Bryson 

243 

John, 22, proposed marriage to Nancy A. in 1860, but there was a problem. Nancy was only 17 
years old and not old enough to be married without special permission according to Texas law. 
Nancy’s mother, Martha A. Parsons, knew that John Franklin Bryson was a good solid person and 
wrote a request to the court to allow her to marry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Transcription
       Febuary (sic) 26th 1860
Mr Co Clerk pleas (sic) let John Franklin
Bryson have lisons (license) to marry Nancy
Alevia Parsons
M A Parsons 

 

 

 

Marriage License — February 28, 1860
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Note: Cousin Betty Bryson Beckum found the origi-
nal hand-written note and marriage license among 
the archives of Ellis County.  

Marriage of John and Nancy 
John Franklin Bryson and Nancy Alevia Parsons 
were married in Ellis County on the first day of 
March in 1860. John’s father, Elam, and Rev. 
Finis Ewing King had both died in October 
1859. Since the shiloh was now without a per-
manent pastor, John and Nancy asked Rev. D. 
G. Molloy to marry them. Rev. Molloy and his 
wife were the founders of the first school in 
Ellis County and may possibly have been the 
schoolmaster of the younger siblings. A year 
later the Rev-
erend Molloy 
became the 
permanent 
pastor at Shi-
loh and served 
for almost 20 
years.  

After his mar-
riage, John’s 
responsibilities 
took on an 
even greater dimension. He now had a wife to 
support, a widowed mother-in-law to help, in 
addition to his own widowed mother. John 
established his family home on the Bryson 
farm. The 1860 census showed John and 
Nancy in the Mary D. Bryson household as we 
saw in a previous chapter. John and Nancy are 
curiously listed twice in the census. They are 
shown once in the household of Mary D. Bry-
son and then again as living in the Martha A 
Parsons household. John Franklin probably 
spent considerable time in both houses.  

The Civil War 
John Franklin and his next youngest brother 
Henry Elam were able to help on the farm for 
only a couple of years because of the War. The 
Civil War added great hardship to the families 
of Ellis County. The country was in great tur-
moil and big changes were happening.  

January 1861 — The South Secedes 
March 4, 1861 — Lincoln inaugurated. 

April 12, 1861 — Shots fired at Fort Sumter, 
South Carolina, starting the Civil War 
June 1861 — West Virginia was born because 
the residents of the western part of Virginia 
didn’t want to secede  
July 1861 — The Blockade of the South, to 
prevent replacement goods from entering the 
South. 

Texas sided with the South and the Confeder-
acy. Ellis County and surrounding counties 
were quick to mobilize a form of local militia 
by creating organized Home Guard units. 
These units were made up of local men and 
boys who would stay home and be on guard 

ready to fight.  

On July 1, 
1861, John F., 
24, and Henry 
E., 22, joined 
the Cedar Hill 
Cavalry Com-
pany, Home 
Guard, Dallas 
County, 13th 
Brigade, under 

commanding 
officer Capt. Richard L. Sullivan. The record 
from the Texas State Archives in Austin indi-
cate that the unit is not to be taken out of 
state, nor marched South or East except by a 
2/3rd vote. 

A month later in August 1861, a new unit was 
formed, the Reserve Company, Beat no. 3, Ellis 
County, 19th Brigade. It was commanded by 
Henry James. John F. joined this company as a 
private and his younger brother Henry Elam 
was appointed a 4th Sergeant.  
 

On July 24, 1862, the brothers both enlisted in 
the Confederate Army at Camp McCulloch, 
McLennan County. This action meant that 
their mother was left to run the farm with the 
help of her two remaining sons, Thomas J., 
15, and James Matthews Bryson, 12. Two of 
the daughters were still at home; the third 
daughter, Martha J. had been married in 
1860. John Franklin’s mother-in-law was left 
only with her daughter Mary Jane Parsons, 18, 
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to run the farm. Tragically William P. Parsons, 
son of Martha A. and brother-in-law of John 
Franklin Bryson had died earlier that year on 
February 24, 1862 at the age of 25. He was 
the same age as John Franklin. 

John’s young wife Nancy A. was left home 
with a three month old daughter, Martha J, 
who was lovingly known as Mattie. 

These three women, Mary D. Bryson, 57, Mar-
tha Allen Parsons, 63, and Nancy Alevia Par-
sons Bryson, 20, had to be strong to face such 
hardships. 

A group of young men from Ellis County 
started out on their horses for a seventy-five 
mile journey to Camp McCulloch near Waco. 
They rode their horses from the farm near 
Ovilla, Texas to Camp McCulloch, near Waco, 
a distance of 75 miles. This trip may have 
taken 3 or 4 days and quite possibly might 
have been undertaken in 100° summer heat. 
Sufficient water and food for the men and 
their horses was a big challenge.  

John F. and Henry E. had to carry clothing, 
bedding, food, and their rifles. Being skilled 
cowboys, they chose to enlist in the Cavalry.  

“By act of the Confederate Congress, March 6, 
1861, all volunteers for the mounted arm of 
the military, were required to furnish their 
own horses and necessary equipment. In re-
turn, each man was to receive 40¢ a day per 
diem for the use of his horse. Compensation 
(value at mustering) was provided if the ani-
mal was killed in action or died of a wound, 
but no reimbursement was allowed if it suc-
cumbed to disease or the rigors of campaign-
ing. All horses brought into service were 
branded with the letters ‘CS.’ By requiring in-
dividual ownership, the Confederate Govern-
ment felt that recruits would obtain better 
mounts … and consequently would take bet-
ter care of their own animals than if they were 
government property.”2 

They joined the 30th Cavalry Regiment, which 
was commanded by Col. Edward J. Gurley, 
(also called Gurley’s 1st Texas Partisan Rang-

                                                
2 William David Farnham, Sons of Confederate Veterans 

ers). It was organized at Waco, Texas, in July 
of 1862. It was formed with about 800 men 
from Waco and surrounding areas. The regi-
ment was part of a Brigade which was com-
manded by Brig. Gen. Richard Montgomery 
Gano. The regiment was divided into 12 com-
panies, A through K. The average strength was 
a little under 100 men. Company K was mostly 
made up of the men from Ellis County includ-
ing John Franklin Bryson and Henry 
Elam.Bryson. During the war the Unit was as-
signed to Gano's Brigade and later Parsons' 
Brigade, Trans-Mississippi Department. Gano 
is pronounced Gan-h´ 

John Franklin mustered in on July 24, 1862, as 
a 3rd Sergeant and was in charge of 8-10 men. 
Henry Elam joined as a private. Company K 
was commanded by Capt. Murray C. Lea. A 
copy of the “Company Muster-in Roll” from 
the National Archives is shown below. Among 
other information, it shows a value of John’s 
horse as $200, well above the average of $75. 
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 “During part of the early service of the unit, 
they were on garrison duty in the vicinity of 
Columbus, Texas. While there, the men suf-
fered terribly as an epidemic of malaria swept 
the unit. Compiled service records indicate 
many men were absent on sick leave through 
much of 1862 and 1863, due to this sick-
ness.”3 

A Muster Roll record for the months of July 
and August 1863 shows that J. F. Bryson had 
been paid on June 30, 1863 and that he had 
been “absent sick since June 22.” We do not 
know if he had malaria or some other illness. 
The record shows that Henry Elam Bryson was 
present for this July/August Muster. 

 

 
                                                
3 The Polignac Gazette, Vol. 1, # 7, April 1994, p. 7 

The 30th Cavalry tour of service 
“After the early service in Texas, the 30th par-
ticipated in the actions at Cabin Creek, Perry-
ville, Jenkin’s Ferry, Poison Spring, Mark’s Mill, 
and numerous skirmishes in the vicinity of Fort 
Smith, Arkansas, and Fort Gibson, in the In-
dian Territory. 

“In late 1864, the 30th was ordered to Shreve-
port, Louisiana. It remained there until it was 
moved to Texas and assigned to Parson’s 
Texas Cavalry Brigade in 1865. In March of 
1865, the unit went into an uproar when it re-
ceived orders to dismount and serve as infan-
try. Lieutenant Colonel Nicholas Battle traveled 
to Houston to seek an audience with Gen. 
John Magruder, the department commander, 
in an attempt to get the order counter-
manded. In this he was successful, and the 
unit was retained as cavalry.”4 

Although the Texas 30th Cavalry was involved 
in about 25 different actions, skirmishes, and 
battles, we have a particular interest in the 
Battle of Poison Spring. Shortly after this bat-
tle, John F. Bryson wrote a letter to his mother 
describing some of the events of this battle, 
although it appears he was not in the fight, 
but heard stories from those that were there. 

Before we read the letter, it will be helpful to 
learn, from historians, a little about the Battle 
of Poison Spring. This will make the letter 
more meaningful and we will see how clearly 
John F. Bryson understood the events. 

Leading up to the battle, 1864 
“US Lieutenant General Ulysses S. Grant or-
dered US Major General Frederick Steele to 
march from his base at Little Rock and link up 
with US Major General Nathaniel P. Banks and 
capture Shreveport, the headquarters of the 
Confederate Trans-Mississippi Department. 
Steele was opposed to the expedition, particu-
larly because the area was ‘destitute of provi-
sion,’ but headed southwest from Little Rock 
on March 23 with 8,500 men toward Arkadel-
phia. 

                                                
4 The Polignac Gazette, Vol. 1, # 7, April 1994, p. 7 
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“CS General E. Kirby Smith, the Confederate 
commander, had stripped most of the troops 
from Arkansas to oppose Banks, leaving only 
7,500 men. The strategy was to harass the 
Federals as they advanced, trading territory for 
time.”5 

Through a series of skirmishes at Jenkins Ferry 
and Prairie D’Ane, Arkansas, the Federals oc-
cupied Camden on April 15. 

Meanwhile on the confederate side, a brigade 
of Choctaw Indian riders under the command 
of Colonel Tandy Walker(CSA) joined the Re-
bels. These Choctaws were eager to use their 
scalping knives on the Feds and in particular a 
regiment of Black infantrymen “who had been 
despoiling their homes for the past year out in 
the Territory.”6 

The Federal forces were relatively safe within 
Camden fortifications, but supplies for the 
North were running dangerously low. It 
seemed the only alternative to plundering was 
starvation. Gen. Steele (Fed) addressed his 
critical lack of supplies and on April 17 he sent 
a force of over 600 men with 198 wagons to 
seize 5,000 bushels of corn that were report-
edly stored west of Camden at a settlement 
with an ominous name: Poison Spring.7 The 
troops, including the First Kansas Colored In-
fantry Regiment (Fed), were sent into the sur-
rounding countryside to gather corn at area 
farms and plantations.  

The Battle of Poison Spring, Arkansas, 1864 
Returning from a successful hunt for food in 
that direction, a train of 198 heavily loaded 
wagons, escorted by a mixed command of 
100 infantry, cavalry, and artillery with four 
guns, was jumped by the Confederates with 
better than 3000 troops. The slaughter was 
heavy, the rebel success was almost complete. 
All four guns were taken, together with 170 of 
the wagons and their teams, the rest being 

                                                
5 The Civil War Battlefield Guide, Frances Kennedy, 
p 275 
6 The Civil War, Red River to Appotomattox, Shelby 
Foote, p 68 
7 Shelby Foote, p 69 

burned. According to one of the captors, the 
train was ‘laden with corn, bacon, stolen bed 
quilts, women’s and children’s clothing, hogs, 
geese, and all the et ceteras of unscrupulous 
plunder.’ 

This helped to explain the heavy losses of the 
escort, nearly one third of whom were killed 
or captured by the infuriated attackers: par-
ticularly by Tandy Walker’s Choctaws, who 
whooped with delight at finding the 1st Kan-
sas (Colored) to their front. This colored unit 
was one of Thayer’s outfits, well known for its 
ransack activities in the past, and the troopers 
unsheathed their knives for bloody work. Ac-
cording to the regimental commander, the 
high death rate among his causalities, 117 out 
of 182, was due to the fact that a number 
were ‘murdered on the spot’ by the vengeful 
red men. Confederate losses totaled 115, 
many of them only slightly hurt. The Federals 
lost 301, mostly killed or missing, plus all their 
guns and wagons.8 

A few days later another battle occurred when 
the rebels tried to stop the feds before they 
crossed the Saline River. After a 45 mile 
march, the feds met up with the rebels at 
midnight and a nighttime battle started. 

The battle of Poison Spring is of particular in-
terest to us because a number of men from 
the 30th Texas Cavalry were involved in that 
battle. The Regiment suffered 16 casualties 
there. Apparently, John Franklin Bryson was 
not involved in this battle, but remained in 
camp. He wrote a letter to his mother a few 
days after the battle. 

Now that we have looked at a summary of the 
Battle of Poison Spring, Ouachita County, Ar-
kansas, John’s letter home will have greater 
meaning. In the letter he describes some of 
the horrific details of the war. 

John Franklin Bryson — Letter home 
We surmised earlier that John Franklin was 
short changed on his education because of 
the trip west in a covered wagon when he was 
only 13. His letter is articulate and shows con-

                                                
8 Shelby Foote, p69-70 
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siderable understanding about what was go-
ing on even though he was in camp. His 
grammar is typical of the spoken language on 
the Texas frontier and his spelling is some-
times the way the words were pronounced. 
For instance he uses the letter “c” instead of 
the letter ”k” is some instances. He spells the 
word kill as “cill” and keep as “ceep”. The let-
ter was written on very thin paper and it was 
written in ink with a quill pen. The ink bled 
through so the wording from the back is al-
most as dark as the front side. This makes the 
letter extremely difficult to read and we have 
tried to decipher it the best we can. When 
there is an unintelligible part, we have taken a 
guess and that text is in italics. Editorial com-
ments have been added   in blue to help corre-
late the letter to the story of the battles. There 
was no punctuation, however to make the let-
ter a little easier to read, I have taken my best 
guess at the punctuation and capitalization. 

Camp Jardin                       May 6, 1864 
Dear Mother Sisters & Brothers. I Again take 
the opertunity of writing you all A few lines to 
let you know that I am well at present, hoping 
when this few lines comes to hands they may 
find you all injoying the same blessing. My 
arm is about as usual. (John may have been 
injured) I have not heard anny thing from the 
boys for some time. I got a letter from Walker 
(probably Isaac Walker Lowe, Jr. who was in 
Co. K and a neighbor in Ellis Co.) written 20th, 
they ware all well at that time and had a fight 
on 18th. I reckond you have heard all about it. 
(Battle of Poison Spring) Said was knocked 
down with a spent ball but was not hurt. We 
are looking for them in soon. I have heard 
that our brigad was ordered to Fort Smith 
(skirmishes near Indian Territory) and I heard 
that our brigade was still on persuit of the 
Feds. Then Gano had another fight on last 
Saturday and our loss was very heavy. Our 
forses came on to them while the Feds ware 
crossing the Salean (Saline) River. Our forces 
aimed to ceep them from crosing but did not 
succeed and our forses crossed river after 
them. (Battle of Jenkin’s Ferry, AR) 

[Continued - back side] 

Write often                J.F. Bryson (Signature) 
And on Sunday morning thare was heavy can-
nading heard up to ? o clock and the news is 
in camps that steal (US Gen. Frederick Steele) 
has surrended his hole force to price (CSA 
Gen. Sterling Price, “Old Pap”). I do not now 
wherther this be true or not but there is one 
thing that I do know, we have plaid the wile 
with thare ducks for the last two months. (My 
best guess is John is using the word “ducks” 
as in evasive maneuvers. They have played a 
cat and mouse game with the Feds for two 
months. The CSA strategy was to harass the 
Federals as they advanced, trading territory for 
time.) 

 It has releaved texas for this summer. (The 
strategy and victories have secured Texas and 
kept the Feds from advancing through Texas 
and on to Shreveport, LA.) I think the chock 
taws (Tandy Walker’s Choctaws) are going 
back from the fight. They are all got Fedes 
coats, they say they cilled negros  heeps 
(Thayne’s Black Troops were killed by the Indi-
ans and piled in heaps) they had scalps of 
white and black and they cilled negros as long 
as the oficers would let them. When they 
maid them quit they would cill the wonded 
(kill the wounded) with chunks (rocks?) and 
would throw them in the fier (fire) where the 
wagons ware burning. Our brigade taking a 
battery and one of the chock taus mounted it 
and hollorred booolly gano. (They hollered 
Bully Gano) They (the blacks) fought like us 
too. (This gory description parallels the de-
tailed account given by Shelby Foote.)9 The 
boys letters are all stoped here for there is no 
chance in sending them on. I will wait for the 
present  none relist. (no one is reenlisting) But 
remain yore son until deth.  JF Bryson. 

                                                
9 The Civil War, Red River to Appotomattox, Shelby 
Foote, p 68 
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Page 1 of John Franklin Bryson’s letter home from Civil War Camp 1864 
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Page 2 of John Franklin Bryson’s letter home from Civil War Camp 1864 
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This wonderful letter from almost 150 years ago is 
a prized artifact once belonging to Mary Doak 
Matthews Bryson. The letter was handed down to 
John Franklin Bryson, then to his son William Elam 
Bryson. Charles Wilburn Bryson was living in the 
old home place with William Elam at the time of 
his death. Wilburn kept some of William’s papers 
including this letter. Wilburn’s daughter, Helen 
Bryson Schiller, then came into possession of the 
letter. In 2008 she generously gave the letter to 
me, James Davis Bryson, because I had shown in-
terest in the family history. What a thrill to actually 
touch something that was personally handled by 
so many generations. 

The War Ends! 
On May 26, 1865 Edward J. Gurley and Gen-
eral E. K. Smith surrendered the Texas 30th 
Cavalry Regiment at Austin, Texas. The war 
was over and the men made their way home. 
John Franklin was 28 and Henry Elam was 26. 

John Franklin and Henry Elam Bryson were for-
tunate to have outstanding leaders during 
their tour of service. Their leaders were suc-
cessful and respected men before the war. 
Col. Gurley was an attorney and Gen. Gano 
was a doctor and later a minister. 

Colonel Edwards J. Gurley 

Edwards J. Gurley emigrated from Alabama in 
1852 and set up a very successful law practice, 
Gurley & Blocker, in 
Waco, Texas. “At the 
breaking out of the 
War Between the 
States E.J. Gurley at 
Richmond was given a 
commission by Presi-
dent Davis to raise and 
organize a regiment of 
cavalry in Texas to 
serve the southern Confederacy.”10 The regi-
ment was known as the 30th Texas Cavalry 
and was divided into 12 companies, A 
through K. The Regiment was also known as 
Gurley’s 1st Texas Partisan Rangers. They were 
assigned to the Trans-Mississippi Department 
and served in the Indian Territory, Arkansas, 

                                                
10 Confederate Veteran, v.23, p.43 (1915) 

and Texas. Colonel Gurley served under Brig. 
General Richard M. Gano, who in turn re-
ported to General Kirby Smith.  

On returning home, Gurley, an intensely reli-
gious man, resumed his law practice specializ-
ing in clearing up land titles and was able to 
accumulate over 3,000 acres at Gurley Station, 
some 15 miles south of Waco. 

General R. M. Gano 

Richard Montgomery Gano was born in Ken-
tucky in 1830 and was educated at colleges in 
Kentucky and Virginia and graduated from the 
Louisville University Medical School. He prac-
ticed medicine for eight years prior to the war. 
He moved to Fort 
Worth in 1859. He 
was a member of the 
Texas legislature. He 
entered the war as a 
Confederate Army 
squadron commander 
in Gen. John Hunt 
Morgan’s command. 
He took part in the 
famous Morgan’s 
Raiders invasion of 
Kentucky of 1862 and 
in the Tullahoma campaign as colonel of the 
7th Kentucky Cavalry. He was also for a time 
in command of Morgan’s division.11 12 

Upon being promoted to Brig General, he was 
put in command of a brigade of cavalry and 
artillery in the Indian Territory. He distin-
guished himself in the Camden campaign 
against Steele, in which he was wounded but 
won major battles. After the war, Gano re-
turned to Texas and entered the ministry in 
the Christian Church denomination, which he 
served faithfully for more than forty-five years. 
He died in Dallas on March 27, 1913. 

 

                                                
11 Generals In Gray, Ezra J. Warner, Louisiana State 
University Press, 1959, p. 96 (including picture) 
12 Morgan’s Raiders, Dee A. Brown, Konecky & 
Konecky, 1959 
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Bryson boys return home! 
John returned to his family and continued his 
duties as a farmer and family man. His wife 
Nancy A. and their three year old daughter 
Mattie were very happy to see him and re-
lieved that the war was over and he was now 
home and safe. 

On April 4, 1866, a little over 10 months after 
John’s return home from the war, William 
Elam Bryson was born. I have often thought 
that had the war not ended when it did or if 
John F. had been killed, I would not be here! 

In the 1870 Census, John Franklin’s household 
is listed as number #228 and the household 
of his mother is #227. This would lead us to 
believe that John took over part of the 320 
acre farm belonging to his mother. He is 
shown to have $800 in real estate and $300 in 
personal property. Three children are listed, 

Mattie, 9, William Elam, 4, and Cassie, 1. In 
the census record, the names of these three 
children were completely messed up as we 
previously discussed. 

John F. and Nancy A. Bryson had a total of six 
children with five surviving childbirth. Henry 
Franklin Bryson did not survive. His tomb 
shows he was born and died on the same day. 

John Franklin and Nancy A. Bryson -- Children 

1. Mar 1862 — Martha J. (Mattie) Bryson 
2. Apr. 4, 1866 — William Elam Bryson 
3 Aug. 4, 1869 — Cassie Bryson 
4. Jan 21, 1871 — Henry Franklin Bryson 
5. May 11, 1875 — Charles Doak Bryson 
6. Mar. 29, 1879 — John Chesterfield Bryson 

In 1877, John F., 40, became an elder in the 
Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church and 
served in that capacity for more than forty 
years. This began a series of four or five suc-

Nancy Alevia (52)John Franklin (57) John Chester (13)

Cassie (25)William Elam (28)Martha J. (32)

Charles Doak (19)
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cessive generations of Brysons that were eld-
ers in that church. In an address given by Dr. 
Hemphill Hosford13 at Shiloh’s Centennial 
Celebration Oct. 19, 1947 he states. 

“It is worthy to note that the name of Bryson 
has appeared as an Elder of Shiloh Church 
since 1877, seventy years. First John F. Bryson, 
then his son, W. E. Bryson in 1904 and at the 
present time his son Wilburn Bryson.”14 

The name Bryson continued on the rolls as 
Elders with the service of William E. Bryson’s 
children Vera Bryson Springer and Truman Lay 
Bryson and his grandson 
Perry Lay Bryson. Two of 
John Franklin’s descen-
dents became ministers 
and at one time served as 
pastor of Shiloh Cumber-
land Presbyterian Church: 
great-grandson, Dr. Davis 
O. Bryson and great-great-
grandson, Dr. Fred W. Bry-
son.  

John Franklin Bryson con-
tinued to live near Ovilla, 
Texas and was engaged in 
farming, growing cotton, 
wheat, and maize. 

In 1900 he bought 100.8 
acres of land on the north 
side of Shiloh Road and 
near what is now called 
Bryson Lane. He continued 
to farm this land until he 
was about 73 years old 
and then sold it to his old-
est son William Elam Bry-
son, 44, on October 22, 
1910. William had previ-
ously bought a very nice 
farm on the south side of 
Shiloh Road and had built 
one of the finest homes in 

                                                
13 Dr. Hosford was a vice-president of Southern 
Methodist University and a native of Ovilla. 
14 Ovilla History Book, Ovilla Historical Soc., p. 34 

the area. This additional 100 acres tied in 
nicely with the property he already owned. 

John and Nancy move to town 

John F. Bryson bought a nice cottage in the 
town of Lancaster, about 10 miles from Ovilla. 
He and Nancy A. lived there, next to the family 
of their youngest son, Dr. Charles Doak Bry-
son. John F. suffered a stroke in 1917 and par-
tially recovered. He continued to be as active 
as he could, according to his obituary.  
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Midlothian, Texas
May 1920

 
 

 

John Franklin has a vision 

John Franklin Bryson’s obituary 
is very interesting to read, as it 
gives us a wonderful glimpse 
into his life. On April 28th he 
had a vision that he only had 
two more nights and the family 
was notified. A description of 
this is reported in the obituary 
that appeared in several of the 
local papers. 

This newspaper clipping that 
belonged to my father, Rev. Dr. 
Davis O. Bryson, provided the 
first clue to start researching 
our family. The important clue 
was that John Franklin Bryson 
was born in 1837 in Murray 
(Maury) County Tennessee. At 
that time we did not know 
about Elam. That clue started 
research that has gone on for 
more than 12 years. 

John F. was devoted to Christi-
anity, and embraced several 
Christian denominations. As his 
obituary stated, he served as 
Sunday School Superintendent 
at a Methodist Church for 
twenty years, and a Baptist min-
ister conducted the funeral. 

There was a very large turnout 
for the funeral. John Franklin 
Bryson, 83, was buried in the 
Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church Cemetery where a beau-
tiful stone was erected in honor 
of Nancy A. and John F. The in-
scription on his stone reads. 

J. F. Bryson 
May 14, 1837 
April 30, 1920 

Blessed is the man whose 
Delight is in the  
law of the Lord 
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Death Certificate — Note that Undertaker is LANCASTER HARDWARE CO. and wife’s 
maiden name Nancy Patterson is given instead of Mothers maiden name. 
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Nancy Alevia Parsons Bryson 

Nancy came from a long line of Scotch-Irish 
pioneers. Her mother was Martha Allen Patter-
son Parsons. The Patterson line first settled 
near Staunton, Augusta County, VA about 
1740. Her ancestors were on the western edge 
of our country and in an area heavily con-
tested by the native Indians. Nancy’s parents 
were married while living in Augusta County. 
They lived there until about 1840 when a 
group of the Pattersons moved to the Lincoln 
County, MO area. According to the 1850 cen-
sus, Nancy A. was born in MO in 1841. Nancy 
always said she was born in VA, possibly be-
cause so much family history took place there. 
The Parsons only lived in MO two or three 
years and moved to Rusk, Cherokee County, 
The Republic of Texas, about 1843. Nancy 

moved with her mother, a sister, and a 
brother to Ellis County sometime before 1860 
when she married John Franklin. 

After the death of her husband, John Franklin 
Bryson in 1920, Nancy lived with various rela-
tives. Family recollections have related that 
Nancy was very opinionated and strong-
willed. Her opinions were freely offered. I re-
call discussions among my parents of her be-
ing furious when someone married a “damn 
Yankee.” It turns out the Yankee was from the 
North — Oklahoma!  

After the death of her husband, Nancy had no 
source of income and in 1927 she applied for 
a Veterans Indigent Pension. A portion of this 
application is reproduced below. 
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Nancy Alevia Parsons moves to Denton 
In 1931 she moved in with her granddaughter 
Etta Billingsley Voorhees, 44, in Denton, TX. 
Etta took care of Nancy until her death four 
years later. On Tuesday, January 15, 1935, she 
developed a gallbladder problem, listed on the 
death certificate as “Empyema of gall blad-
der.” By Monday, January 21st it had gone into 
Hypostatic pneumonia.15 With the worsening 
of her condition, calls were made to her sur-
viving children. A telephone “Toll Service 
Statement”, dated February 20, 1935, showed 
that a series of calls were made on Monday, 
January 21 to Red Oak (William Elam Bryson), 
Lancaster (Dr. D. C. Bryson), Olney (Mattie Bry-
son Rogers), and Marshall, OK (J.C. Bryson). 
With the worsening of Nancy’s condition, the 
children were called to immediately come to 
Denton to their mother’s bedside.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
15 hypostatic pneumonia  a type seen in the weak 
or elderly, due to excessive lying on the back 

Long distance telephone calls were only made 
in emergency situations. This was one of those 
rare times when such calls were made. 
Nancy’s children and their families came from 
all directions to Denton. J.C. Bryson, 56, came 
from Marshall, OK, 250 miles to the north; 
Mattie Bryson, 73, Rogers from Olney, TX, 150 
miles to the West; William Elam Bryson,69, 
from Ovilla, TX, 60 miles to the South; Charles 
D. Bryson,60, from Lancaster, TX, 55 miles to 
the south. The relatives all arrived prior to 
Nancy’s death on Wednesday, January 24, 
1935. They all then went back down to Ovilla 
for the funeral service which was held on Fri-
day, January 25, 1935 at the Shiloh CP Church 
and the burial was at the Shiloh Cemetery.  
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Nancy Bryson Will 
Previously, on June 19, 1934, Nancy had 
drawn up her will. In Section 3, she stated “I 
give and bequeath to my son C. D. Bryson the 
sum of $1.00 in fee simple; to my daughter 
Mrs. Mattie Rogers, I give and bequeath the 
sum of $1.00 in fee simple.” She then went on 
to give only $1.00 each to the children and 
grandchildren of her deceased daughter, 
Cassie Bryson Billingsley. 

In Section 5, she left the rest of her property 
to W. E. Bryson and J. C. Bryson “to share and 
share alike, in fee simple.” 

We don’t know why she cut most of the heirs 
out of the will. We know from stories passed 
down that there were really bad feelings be-
tween William Elam and Charles D, his 
brother. At the time of Nancy’s death, Charles 
was suing William over some disagreement. 

We do not know why 
the lawsuit was filed. 
A judgment against 
W. E. Bryson was 
reached on June 5, 
1935, less than six 
months after the 
death of Nancy Alevia 
Bryson, the mother of 
both William and 
Charles. William was 
ordered to pay 
Charles the sum of 
$3,370. Charles may 
have been upset 
about being left out 
of his mother’s will 
and William being in-
cluded. We really 
don’t know. 

Cassie Bryson married 
John M. Billingsley in 
June 1886. They had 
children in 1887, 
1889, 1892, 1894, 
and 1897. John found 
that supporting a 
large family was very 
difficult. In the early 
1900’s he went to 
Panama to work on 
the Panama Canal.  
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“While John was away, it was up to Cassie to 
operate the farm and raise the (5) children. All 
this hard work took its toll, and Cassie Bryson 
Billingsley died at age 38.”16 I don’t think 
Nancy Alevia Bryson ever forgave Billingsley. 
This may be why she cut the Billingsley chil-
dren and grandchildren out of the will. 

But we can only guess why the Billingsleys 
were left out. We do find it unusual that she 
left only $1.00 to Etta Voorhees, daughter of 
Cassie Bryson Billingsley, her primary caregiver 
during the last four years of her life. Quite 
possibly, she had compensated Etta prior to 
the will being written. It was not unusual for 
children to receive funds prior to the death of 

                                                
16 Ovilla History Book, Ovilla Historical Soc , p. 54 

a parent. We don’t know the whole story. 

Nancy had an incredibly long life. She was 
born during the term of our tenth president, 
John Tyler. During her lifetime there were 22 
presidents of the United States: 

Tyler, Polk, Taylor, Fillmore, Pierce, Buchanan, 
Lincoln, Johnson, Grant, Hayes, Garfield, Ar-
thur, Cleveland, Harrison, McKinley, T. Roose-
velt, Taft, Wilson, Harding, Coolidge, Hoover, 
and F. D. Roosevelt. 

There were several wars—The Mexican Ameri-
can War, The Civil War, Spanish-American 
War, and World War I. Can you imagine the 
changes she saw! 
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The Ovilla History Book sheds more light on 
the Bryson family and particularly on Nancy 
Alevia and her relationship with her sons. The 
section is written by Ann Alevia Bryson Draper 
and Helen Bryson Schiller (great granddaugh-
ters). 

John and Nancy had five children. In talking 
about Nancy’s sons, the writers state “Charlie 
(who, it was rumored in the family, spent all 
of his mother’s money) was a veterinarian in 
Lancaster; Chester, who was a rancher in Enid, 
Oklahoma, and William Elam who took over 
the ‘homeplace’ for years to come, until his 
death. 

“Nancy Alevia, a spitfire of a lady, always wore 
long cotton or taffeta gowns, and lived to be 
ninety-eight”17 

You may recall that we mentioned earlier that 
there were hard feelings among the family 
members and even a lawsuit filed by Charles 
against William Elam.  

 

                                                
17 Ovilla Texas History Book, p 53-54 

Nancy Alevia Bryson Obituary 
Denton Record Chronicle 

Thursday, January 24, 1935 

Mrs. J. F. Bryson Dies at age of 93 

Mrs. J. F. Bryson, 93, died at the home of her 
granddaughter, Mrs. Etta Voorhees, 1013 W. 
Sycamore Street Wednesday morning at 7:15 
o'clock, where, she had been making her home 
the past four years. Her body was taken over-
land Wednesday morning to Shiloh, near Midlo-
thian, her former home, where funeral services 
will be held tomorrow afternoon at 2 o'clock in 
the Cumberland Presbyterian Church, of which 
she was a member, conducted by Rev. A. H. 
Bates. 

Mrs. Bryson was born in Augusta County, Vir-
ginia October 24, 1841 and had lived in Texas 
about 80 years. Her husband died in 1920 at the 
age of 84 years. She is survived by four children, 
all of whom were at her bedside, as follows: 
Mrs. Mattie Rogers of Olney, W. E. Bryson of 
Midlothian, C. D. Bryson of Lancaster, and J. C. 
Bryson of Marshall, OK 
 

She was buried next to J.F. Bryson, with a joint 
tombstone, and her inscription reads: 

N. A. Bryson 
Oct. 24, 1841 
Jan. 23, 1935 

In after time we’ll meet her — 
 

Nancy Alevia Parsons Bryson, age 52 

John Franklin & Nancy Alevia Bryson 
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3. — Henry Elam Bryson 
September 1, 1839 — October 25, 1909 

Henry Elam Bryson was born on September 1, 
1839, near Mt. Pleasant, Maury County, Ten-
nessee, the third child of Elam and Mary Doak 
Matthews Bryson. Henry’s first name was 
probably in honor of a family “cousin”, Rev. 
Henry Bryson, D.D. who was an effective pio-
neer minister in neighboring Lincoln County 
from 1828 to 1847. Rev. Bryson was an Asso-
ciate Reform Presbyterian, the same denomi-
nation as Hopewell in Mt. Pleasant and the 
Matthew’s and Bryson’s home church. We 
have a record of Rev. Bryson visiting “Cousin 
James” in Maury County18 early in his ministry 
and we know he was a family friend. 

Henry Elam lived on a farm for the first ten 
years of his life and most likely attended 
school in a community with a well-developed 
school system. In Maury County, he was sur-
rounded by a lot of Bryson and Matthews first 
cousins, aunts, uncles, and grandparents. Life 
in Maury County was well-developed — the 
houses were nice, there were stores, churches, 
doctors, schools and almost anything you 
might need in the 1840’s. 

Things changed dramatically in 1849-
1850 as the family planned a move 
to the edge of a new frontier in 
Texas. As a ten year old Henry experi-
enced the wagon train trip from 
Tennessee to Texas with his parents 
and five siblings. His education was 
cut short because of the family move 
to the unsettled area of Texas. There 
young Henry Elam found an area 
with no relatives except his immedi-
ate family, no stores, a single room 
log house, and virtually a camping 
out experience everyday. 

Once in Ellis County there were many 
jobs to do. The family settled on pre-
viously unoccupied land, and of 
course the top priority was to build a 

                                                
18 Travels of Henry Bryson 1828. 
http://www.arptaft.org/Henry%20Bryson.htm 

log house for the family and begin to prepare 
the land for crops. As a thirteen year-old he 
was old enough to do many of the chores re-
quired of a pioneer farmer. In 1855 the Texas 
Scholastics Census shows Henry E. to be of 
school age. Henry Elam may have attended 
the first school in Ellis County, the one started 
and run by Rev. and Mrs. D.G. Molloy, in 
Ovilla, but we don’t really know. 

When Henry’s father died in 1860, Henry was 
twenty-one and he had to take on the family 
responsibilities of helping his brother John run 
the family farm. In 1861 shortly after the out-
break of the Civil War, Henry and John 
enlisted in local militia companies, and were 
able to stay at home. Henry first enlisted on 
July 1, 1861 as a private in the Cedar Hill Cav-
alry Company, Home Guard, Dallas County, 
13th Brigade, under commanding officer Capt. 
Richard L. Sullivan. Then a month later in Au-
gust 1861, a new unit was formed, the Re-
serve Company, Beat no. 3, Ellis County, 19th 
Brigade. It was commanded by Henry James. 
Henry Elam Bryson, 22, enlisted as a sergeant 
and John, 24, enlisted as a private. Copies of 
Henry’s enlistment records are shown below. 
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Henry Elam and John Franklin did not stay 
home very long. As the war became more in-
tense, more men were needed. After a several 
days journey on their own horses, the two 
brothers arrived at Camp McCulloch and on 
July 24, 1862 enlisted in a new unit being 
formed by Colonel Edwards J. Gurley, the 30th 
Texas Calvary Regiment, also known as Gur-
ley’s 1st Texas Partisans Cavalry. They were as-
signed to Company K which was made up of 
men (boys) from Ellis County. As a member of 
the Cavalry, Henry had to provide his own 
horse, which was estimated to be worth $200. 
He would be paid for the horse only if it died 
as a result of a war related injury or was killed 
in battle. Henry’s 30th Cavalry Muster-in record 
is shown below. It shows his enlistment on 
July 24, 1862 at age 22. This took place at 
Camp McCulloch outside Waco.  

 

As we saw in the previous section, many of 
the 30th Cavalry were ill with malaria during 
the majority of 1862-63. In the July-Aug 1863 
Muster Record, Henry Elam is apparently ok 
and present. Many of the boys were reported 
absent due to illness.  

The Bryson boys and their fellow soldiers in 
Gurley’s 1st Texas Partisan Cavalry were proud 
to be in the horse-mounted unit and to wear 
the Crossed Swords insignia of the CSA Cav-
alry.  
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In 1865, when the unit was ordered to dis-
mount and become regular infantry, there was 
a huge uproar from the boys. The order was 
rescinded and the regiment remained cavalry 
until the end of the war.  

Since we have covered the war experience of 
John Franklin previously, and we assume that 
Henry Elam’s experience must have been simi-
lar, we will not repeat it here. 

The Boys Return Home 
A little more than a year after the boys re-
turned home from the war, Henry Elam Bryson 
married Mary Ann Cope. Her parents were 
from Sumner County, Tennessee, but had mi-
grated to Illinois where Mary Ann was born in 
1847. The Copes then moved to the Ellis 
County area.  

Henry and Mary Ann were married in Dallas 
County on January 23, 1867. They settled in 
the small community of Mountain Peak, Ellis 
County Texas, just south of Midlothian. There 
they worked a farm and started a family. For 
the next several years they were in and around 
Ellis County, including Dallas County and 
Johnson County. The first four of seven chil-
dren were born in this area 

 

The seven children were as follows (with the 
name they were known by underlined).  

1. Anderson Doak   (b. Mountain Peak, Ellis Co.) 
Dec. 14, 1868—Dec. 1921 
m. Martha Ann Simpson Sep 3, 1893 
Mar 23, 1878—Jun 29, 1935 

2. Ida Kate    (b. Mountain Peak, Ellis Co.) 
July 31, 1870—Mar. 5, 1942 
m. Rufus G. Moore Oct 20, 1889 
Oct 8, 1858—Feb 15, 1915 

3. Sally Bessie    (b. Mountain Peak, Ellis Co.) 
Dec. 20, 1872—Dec. 29, 1959 
m. James D. Wells Oct 20, 1889 
Apr 25, 1869—Nov 12, 1944 

4. Elda Ann   (b. Mansfield, Johnson Co.) 
Mar. 1875—Jul 30, 1945 
m. Dan R. Sewell Sep 3, 1893 
Jun 10, 1872—Jul 18, 1857 

5. Henry Abner           (b. Wood Co.) 
Nov. 2, 1880—Jan. 3, 1954 
m. Margaret C. Martin Feb 19, 1911 
Apr 8, 1891—Jul 9, 1968 

6. James Roy              (b. Wood Co.) 
Sep. 1, 1884—Aug. 17, 1946 
m. Mollie Bentley Sep 20, 1903 
May 27, 1836—Oct 1968 

7. Barney Bert (Bland)          (b. Jack Co.) 
Dec. 22, 1886—Oct. 10, 1975 
m. Leslie L. York Jan 23, 1908 
Aug 15, 1890—Jun 5, 1976 

Some researchers show Henry Abner and 
James Roy as being born in Wood County. I 
have not researched this and don’t know how 
it ties in with the rest of the story. We know 
Henry Elam built the log house in Jack County 
in 1878 and he and his family are listed in the 
Jack County Census for 1880. 
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Jack County — Early History 
The Texas legislature approved the establish-
ment of the county on August 27, 1856. To 
protect pioneers against Indian raids and to 
encourage new settlers, Fort Richardson, near 
the site of present-day Jacksboro, was estab-
lished by the United States Army in 1867 and 
completed in 1869. It was the most northern 
of the Texas frontier forts built.  

In spite of the existence of the fort, the 
county's position on the frontier and its rela-
tive isolation prevented a 
plantation economy from 
developing as hoped for.  

Indian raids on the new set-
tlers continued, but in spite 
of the problems, the popu-
lation grew. By 1880 the 
number of residents was 
6,629, more than ten times 
what it had been only a 
decade before. 

The Family Moves West 
In 1878, in true pioneer 
tradition, Henry Elam, 39, 
and Mary Ann Bryson, 31, 
packed up their first four 
kids and family possessions 
for the move 120 miles 
northwest to Jack County, 
Texas. They were leaving a 
well-developed Ellis County 
with nice framed houses, 
churches, stores, and other 
conveniences for an area that didn’t even have 
a single house for miles. 

Henry Elam, just like his father and some of his 
other ancestors before him, quickly built a log 
house in the unsettled area. In fact his was the 
first residence in that part of the county.19 As 
the community grew it was called Mt. Hecla 
but in 1884 the name of the town and post 
office was officially changed to Bryson in 
honor of its first resident. Growth of Bryson 
was slow. The tracks of the Chicago, Rock Is-

                                                
19 History of Jack County, Ida Huckabay, 1974 

land and Texas Railway didn’t reach there until 
1902.  

“Henry Bryson was both an adventurous soul 
and an enterprising business man. He imme-
diately established the first general store, han-
dling the needs of a new community. Items 
for sale included hats, boots, hardware, salt, 
crackers, pots, pans, nails, staples, and many 
other necessities of pioneer settlement.”20 

Henry Elam accumulated a lot of land and be-
came a Texas Rancher. After the Civil War, it 

became very difficult to 
make a living growing cot-
ton or wheat because low 
cost labor was no longer 
available. There was a large 
demand for beef in the 
Midwest and East. Farmers 
and ranchers soon found 
that raising cattle on the 
open range required less 
manpower and could pro-
duce a nice income. The 
ranchers would let the cat-
tle graze on the open 
range. When the cattle 
were mature enough, there 
would be a big roundup. 
Cattle were sorted by the 
brand burned in their hide 
so each rancher got his fair 
share. Next would be a cat-
tle drive from Texas to Abi-
lene, Kansas on what was 

known as the Chisholm Trail. Once in Abilene, 
cattle would be put on trains for Chicago and 
points East.  

The town of Bryson began as an agricultural 
center, but hit its stride later when oil was dis-
covered. At its peak the community had more 
than 3,000 citizens, two movie theaters, two 
hotels, 48 businesses, two cotton gins and a 
syrup mill, according to town researchers.  

 

                                                
20 Little Towns of Texas, Kathleen E. St. Clair 

Historic marker in Bryson, Texas 
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This was the house Henry E. Bryson had built in 
1878. The chinking was gone in many places and the 
floor had to be reboarded, but remarkably the outer 
timbers were intact. 

The newspaper article began “It is a rare day when 
fire becomes an agent of historic preservation.”
After the fire, they discovered that the room used for 
the current kitchen the original house. They had 
just built a bigger house around it.

was 

This single room cabin was very quickly erected to house the growing Bryson family of six. The 
cabin appears to have been about 10’ x 12’ and served as kitchen, bedroom, and general living 
space. Within a short time, additional frame rooms were added and a series of remodeling projects 
would cover the interior and exterior of the original cabin until it was no longer obvious. This was 
the case of Henry’s cabin. It took a fire to uncover the gem hidden for decades. 

Time Reco rd N ew s
Monday

May 3, 1993

Fi re unc overs 18 78  log house in Br yson
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Barney Bert (2) James Roy (4)Henry Abner (8)

Henry Elam (49) Mary Ann Cope (41) Anderson Doak (20)

Ida Kate (18) Sally Bessie (16) Elda Ann (13)Back row

Middle row

Ida Kate Elda Ann

Henry AbnerJames RoyBarney Bert

Mary Ann Sally Bessie
(Henry Elam had died in 1909 & Anderson Doak died in 1921. Not in picture)

James Elam and Mary Ann Cope Bryson Family
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We very seldom see people smiling 
in old photographs. This doesn't 
mean that they were always so 

serious. When a picture was taken 
in the late 1800's and early 1900's, 
the subjects had to hold a steady 
pose for a considerable time. If 
they smiled, the face muscles 
would get too tired and they could 

not hold a pose, and the picture 
would be blurred.

Henry was well-respected in the area and served as a Jack County Commissioner 
for a while. This picture shows Commissioner Henry E. Bryson (center of the 
picture holding hat) officiating at a new bridge dedication ceremony. He was 

active in civic affairs as well as a loyal member of the Church of Christ. He lived in 
Bryson for over 30 years.

Henry Elam and
Mary Ann Bryson

Photos from Marian Bryson McGowen collection
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Cottonwood Cemetery is about 3 miles east of 
the town of Bryson. It is beautifully maintained 
with well kept grounds and memorials. 

Also in this cemetery is one 
of the few Brysons from 
our line that died in a war. 
Bert Bland Bryson, Jr. was 
killed in World War II when 
he was only 19 years old.

Pvt. Bert Bland Bryson, Jr.
Rome, Lazio, Italy

May 11, 1944

Cemetery pictures by Sarah Lee, family pictures from Marian Bryson McGowen

Some pictures digitally edited for clarity by the author

On October 25, 1909, Henry Elam 
Bryson, 70, passed away of kidney 
failure, in the town he helped 
found, Bryson, Texas. Henry’s wife 
continued to live in Bryson for an 
additional 25 years, first with Henry 
Abner’s family and then in 1920, 
according to the census, with her 
daughter, Ida Kate Moore, and 
family. She died on May 31, 1934 at 
age 86.
Both Henry and Mary Ann Bryson 
are buried in the Cottonwood 
Cemetery near the town of Bryson. 
They share a beautiful tombstone as 
shown to the left. Many other 
Brysons  are  al so i nterred in  
Cottonwood.
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4 — Mary A. Bryson 
December 19, 1841 — April 30, 1888 

Mary was born in Maury County, Tennessee 
and lived there until she was nine years old. 
Like her siblings, she had a lot of cousins, 
aunts, and uncles nearby in the community. 

Then came the long wagon trip west to Texas. 
The wagon train traveled over dirt roads and 
trails, across rivers, through Indian country, 
and faced unknown hardships. What an ad-
venture for a little girl! Being the oldest girl in 
the family and with her mother pregnant, 
Mary A. would have most likely have helped 
take care of her three younger siblings: Mar-
tha J. (6), Thomas J. (4), and Margaret T. (2). 

The days were long. The covered wagon was 
loaded with all their possessions, so walking 
was required. Baths were a luxury — only to 
be taken when the wagon train reached a 
river. At night, it meant sleeping under the 
stars or in a primitive 
tent.  

Once in Texas, there was 
a beehive of activity set-
tling on undeveloped 
land. Mary A. may have 
had a year or two of 
schooling in Tennessee 
and some informal home schooling. I would 
guess everyone was really busy the first few 
years on the frontier, so schooling probably 
suffered. 

Mary A. was only 18 when her father, Elam, 
died. She might have felt a strong sense of re-
sponsibility to help her widowed mother. She 
continued to live with her mother until she 
was thirty years old. The 1870 census shows 
her as single and living in the Mary Doak Bry-
son household. 

Baggetts-Rhodes-Munden-Bryson—
convoluted relationships of the frontier. 

We are going to look into the history of the 
Baggett family as an example of the complex 
and intertwined relationships that developed 
on the frontier and how they relate to the Bry-
son family. 

Uzziel Baggett a 47 year old widowed man 
came to the Republic of Texas in 1844 in 
search of cheap land. With him on the trip 
from Alabama were five of his motherless 
children: Seaborn Jones, 17, William Rush, 11, 
Alan, 6, Sarah, 5, and T.M., 4. In 1845 Uzziel 
and his son Seaborn J., now 18, filed for Land 
Patents under the Peters Colony rules. He later 
received large patents in Dallas County in 
what is now Cedar Hill, however the Baggetts 
moved to the Northeast part of Ellis County 
and were neighbors of Elam Bryson, Joseph 
Munden, and William Rhodes. 

So what? Well, Elam sold his original patent to 
William Rhodes, When Elam died in 1859, Jo-
seph Munden was the executor of Elam's Will, 
William Rush Baggett and his brother Seaborn 
J. Baggett were the surety for the $1,800 
bond that was required by Joseph Munden. 
We learned about this in the chapter on Elam 

and his family. 

In 1847, fifty year old 
Uzziel Baggett married 
thirty-four year old Emily 
Munden, sister of Joseph 
Munden. William Rush 
Baggett, the son of 
Uzziel, married Elizabeth 

A. Rhodes, the sister of William Rhodes. Eleven 
years later, in 1858, Elizabeth A. (Rhodes-
Baggett) died in 1871 and a year later the 
widower, William Rush Baggett, 39, married 
Elam's daughter, Mary A. Bryson, 30. This is all 
very confusing, I hope so. If you like puzzles, 
this can be interesting. It does show the tight-
ness of the frontier community. We will see 
this pattern over and over as we look deeper 
into other relationships. 

Happy Day — Mary A. Bryson gets Married 
As we just saw above, in 1872 thirty year old 
Mary A. Bryson married the widowed William 
Rush Baggett, 39. William's wife had died the 
year before. William R. and Mary A. had two 
children, a boy, Lee, born on Independence 
Day, 1874 and Anna W. born about 1876. 
Things were looking good for Mary. She had a 
successful husband and two fine toddlers.  

Mary A. Bryson (1841-1888) 
   m.  Wm. R. Baggett (1824-1876) 1st Husband 
          Lee (1874-1877) 
          Anna W. (abt.  1876-?) 
    m. Wm. S. Ricketts (18xx-18xx) 2nd Husband 
          Jefferson S. Ricketts (1881-1962) 
          Lonzo (1888-1963) 
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Then, tragedy started to happen! William Rush 
Baggett died on September 4, 1876 after only 
four years of marriage. But things got worse. 
Exactly four months later, her son Lee died on 
January 4, 1877. That's not all! Tragedy came 
frequently to the frontier. That was the case in 
Mary's life, because eight months after her son 
died, her beloved mother, Mary Doak Mat-
thews Bryson died on September 18, 1877. 

 

Inscription: 

Farewell 
(open hand design) 

Wm. R. Baggett 
Died 

Sept. 4, 1876 
Aged 

44 years 

These three loved ones, her husband, William 
R. Baggett, her son Lee Baggett and her 
mother Mary D. Bryson were all buried in Shi-
loh Cumberland Presbyterian Church Cemetery 
in Ovilla, Texas. 

Mary A. Bryson Baggett moves on 
Mary and her infant daughter, Anna, moved in 
with her younger unmarried brother, Thomas 
Jefferson Bryson. The tragedies did not stop 
thirty-nine year old Mary A. because 2½   
years after her mother's death she married her 
second husband, William S. Ricketts, 56, on 
July 19, 1880. Ricketts was a trustee of the 
Church of Christ and was one of the signers 
for property given to the church for the Pleas-
ant Valley Cemetery. 

This marriage produced two children, Jeffer-
son S. Ricketts on October 11, 1881 and Lonzo 
B. Ricketts on March 18, 1888. Both of these 
children had long lives. Jefferson died in 1962 
and Lonzo in 1963.The birth of Mary's fourth 
child when she was 47 was too much for her. 
She died on April 30, 1888, six weeks after the 
birth of her son, Lonzo. Mary A. Bryson 
Baggett Ricketts was buried in Pleasant Valley 
Cemetery, Southwest of Cedar Hill, Dallas 
County, Texas. 
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5. — Martha Jane Bryson 
May 26, 1844 — February 2, 1925 

Martha Jane was born in Maury County in the 
midst of a hot political campaign for the presi-
dency of the United States. A local man from 
Columbia, Tennessee, Governor James Knox 
Polk was running against Martin Van Buren, 
the Whig party favorite. The newspapers of 
the time were associated with one party or the 
other. The Columbia Observer, the Whig paper 
ran scathing commentaries about the local 
man James K. Polk. In any case, Martha Jane 
was born in very turbulent times, both locally 
and nationally. 

Martha was six when the family started out 
for the new frontier of far away Texas. Jane 
benefited from having four older siblings and 
from being not quite old enough to have to 

do heavy chores on the trip. She did have the 
disadvantage of being old enough to walk 
most of the way. 

In Maury County there were nice homes, real 
towns, active churches, and loads of relatives. 
Texas must have been quite a shock when 
there was only open prairie land. Martha was 
only fifteen when her father, Elam, died sud-
denly after a little over a month’s illness. 

Five and a half months later, on March 18, 
1860 Martha Jane Bryson married Isaac Walker 
Lowe, Jr. Martha was still fifteen and a couple 
of months shy of her sixteenth birthday. Isaac 
W. Lowe was six weeks shy of his twenty-
eighth birthday. The marriage was performed 
by the School Master, Rev. D. G. Molloy, who 
the following year started his 19 years as pas-
tor of the Shiloh Cumberland Church. 
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A little about the Lowe family 
Isaac W. Lowe, Jr. was born in Barren County, 
Illinois on May 11, 1832. The book, History of 
Cedar Hill21 relates that “In the spring of 1848, 
a wagon train came into Texas from Illinois. 
Some of the families on this train were Jacob 
Boydstun, Isaac Lowe (Sr.), Robert Ground, 
James Holland, and their families. The families 
settled some 20 miles southwest of Dallas 
(about 5 miles northwest of Ovilla) on Moun-
tain Creek.  

Life interrupted 
Martha Jane Bryson and her new husband 
Isaac W. Lowe, Jr. settled in the area that was 
to become Cedar Hill. They only had a little 
over two years together because Isaac enlisted 
in the Confederate Army. In mid-July 1862 
Isaac along with his brothers-in-law, John 
Franklin Bryson and Henry Elam Bryson, and 
other friends and 
neighbors started out 
on horseback to Camp 
McCulloch, near Waco. 
He mustered in and 
was assigned to Cap-
tain Lea’s Company K 
as a private. He served 
in the same company 
as the Brysons. Before 
he left for the war, 
Martha Jane was able 
to have one child and was probably pregnant 
with the second when he left. Texannie was 
born 15 months after they were married and 
Isaac E. was born while his father was away at 
war. After the war in 1865, they resumed hav-
ing children, with twins being born in 1866. 
One died and the other, Lewis Albert lived to 
be 100 years old. Martha J. and Isaac W. Lowe 
had a total of 10 children. All by the time Mar-
tha J. was 36. 

Lowe hotel is built 
Around 1884 when they were through having 
children, Isaac and Martha Jane built one of 
the largest buildings in Cedar Hill, the Lowe 

                                                
21 History of Cedar Hill,             , pp. 139-140 

Hotel. “It was a two-story structure that con-
tained four or five (guest) rooms, and was 
likely decorated with wallpaper and painted 
wainscoting, a wooden rail that protected the 
expensive wallpaper from the backs of chairs. 
It is said that at the front entrance was a large 
staircase and hall, with the large dining room 
and kitchen behind, and a porch on the east 
side at both the ground and second floors. A 
wooden sidewalk connected the hotel to the 
railroad station across the tracks. “Many a 
weary traveler or salesman enjoyed dinner at 
the restaurant of the Lowe Hotel before he 
took the 10:00 pm train back to Dallas. A typi-
cal dinner there included meat like Beef Wel-
lington, some fresh or home-canned vegeta-
bles, bread and dessert.”22 Martha Jane was 
known for her excellent meals. 

“She catered to traveling salesmen known as 
"drummers."  These men 
would arrive on the eight 
o'clock Santa Fe morning 
train and drum up trade for 
Dallas wholesalers. They 
would take the 10:00 PM 
train back to Dallas. In the 
day they would rent a horse 
and rubber-tire buggy and 
drive to Duncanville, DeSoto, 
Wheatland, Red Oak and 
Florence Hill.”23 

At the time, Lowe also operated a dairy and 
would deliver milk to local homes. The 1900 
Census shows Isaac W Lowe, 68, a farmer with 
a household consisting of Martha J., 56 and 
the three youngest children still living at 
home. Namely, David W., 20, Elmer W., 18, 
and Verda A., 15. The census also lists 6 male 
borders ages 20 to 32. The Lowe’s operated 
the hotel for years and eventually sold it. The 
hotel burned down in 1927 but both Isaac 
and Martha Jane had already died so they 
were spared the disappointment. 

                                                
22 History of Cedar Hill,             , pp. 28-29 
23 History of Cedar Hill,             , p. 255 

Texas Anne (Texannie) 1861-1932 
Isaac Eleen 1863-? 
Lewis Albert 1866-1966 
Emma Sue 1866-1866 
Ella E. (Eppa) 1869-1892 
Henry C. 1871-1891 
Rinda ( Rinnie) M. 1875-1894 
David Walker 1880-1931 
Elmer Warren 1882-1949 
Verda A. 1884-aft. 1920 
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The Lowe Hotel — Operated for many years by Martha J. and Isaac W. Lowe 
Isaac Walker Lowe, Jr. died on April 8, 1907 at 
the age of 75. Martha Jane Bryson Lowe lived 
for another 18 years. She died on February 2, 
1925 in Cedar Hill at the age of 81 and is bur-
ied in Pleasant Valley Cemetery alongside her 
husband. Their joint tombstone is shown in 
the picture below.  
 
 

 

The tombstone tells the story of a loving and 
devoted family. Imagine a 15 year old girl who 
married a 26 year old man, remained married 
for forty-seven years. A girl that raised a large 
family and helped run the family business — 
the Lowe Hotel. Quite a woman! 

 

Farewell - my wife

   and children all,
From you a father

   Christ doth call.

Mother thou art now

   at home.  ‘mong
   angels fair above.

But yet below, thy child
   must roam.  Till
   summon’d by His love.

I. W. Lowe M. J.
Born

May 11, 1832

Died

Apr 8, 1907 May 26, 1844

Died

Feb 22, 1925

Wife of

Born

I. W. Lowe
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6. — Thomas Jefferson Bryson 
March 3, 1846 — September 28, 1912 

Thomas Jefferson Bryson was born in Maury 
County, Tennessee and was the sixth child of 
Elam and Mary Doak Bryson. He was born dur-
ing a particularly turbulent time in our nation. 
The Northern states were opposed to expand-
ing very far west of the Mississippi because 
they were worried that the new states would 
become slave states. Others in the country 
wanted expansion at almost any cost. 

James K. Polk had won the presidential elec-
tion on an expansionist platform and he set 
out to meet that goal. It looked like war with 
Mexico was in-
evitable, and 
sure enough, 
six weeks after 
Thomas J. was 
born, the U.S. 
declared war on 
Mexico.  

Of course the infant was not aware of any of 
this, but he was born into an uncertain world. 
Two years later the war was over, and the 
United States gained all the territory to the 
west coast. With the new territory in American 
hands, there were opportunities for cheap 
land for those willing to settle in undeveloped 
areas. Thomas’ dad, Elam, was ready to go to 
the new frontier. In 1850 the entire family 
started out in a wagon train including two 
year-old Thomas J. Bryson. During the trip 
they would pass through Indian lands and 
face many dan-
gers. 

Once in Texas, 
he had three 
older sisters to 
help take care 
of him. Thomas 
J. probably went to the school in Ovilla that 
was founded and run by Rev. D. G. Molloy. 
However we don’t have a specific record of 
this. When he was about 13, his father died, 
six months later his oldest brother, John 
Franklin, got married, and a month after that 

one of his sisters, fifteen year-old Martha Jane, 
got married. 

Again the country was being faced with an-
other major war as a result of Abraham Lin-
coln being elected President. The Civil War 
started when Thomas J. was 14. When Tho-
mas J. was sixteen, his two older brothers 
enlisted in the 30th Texas Cavalry Brigade and 
went off to war for three years. This left the 
large farm very short handed, and Thomas J. 
had to take on big responsibilities helping his 
mother run the farm. Thomas continued living 
and working on the family farm for several 
years. 

Thomas J., 21, 
is shown living 
in his mother’s 
household in 
the 1870 Cen-
sus. However 
he was actually 
24 at the time, 

based on other records and his tombstone in-
scription. His occupation is listed as working 
on farm and his mother’s occupation is shown 
as farming and keeping house. Also listed in 
the census is Mary A. Bryson who was still sin-
gle. They were living next to John Franklin Bry-
son. 

In September 1876 Mary A. Bryson Baggett‘s 
husband, William Baggett, died. Mary A. then 
moved into the household of her mother, 
Mary D., and her younger brother, Thomas J. 
Bryson. We don’t know if Mary A’s second 

child, Anna W. 
Baggett was 
already born at 
the time of 
Wm. Baggett’s 
death. From 
census records 

we deduce that Anna W. was born after May 
31, 1876 and her father died in September 
1876. A little over a year after Baggett’s 
death, Mary Doak Matthews Bryson, Thomas 
and Mary’s mother, died in December 1877.  

It appears that Thomas J Bryson continued to 
live on the family farm. In the 1880 Census, 

1870 Ellis County Census 

1880 Ellis County Census 
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Thomas, 36, (actually 34) is listed as the head 
of household, a single male, with an occupa-
tion of farmer. In his household we also find 
his widowed sister, Mary A. (Bryson) Baggett, 
38, and her daughter Anna W., 3 years old. 
The census was taken as of June 1, 1880.  In 
July 1880, Mary A. married her second hus-
band, William S. Ricketts, and probably moved 
out.  

In 1881, thirty-five year-old Thomas Jefferson 
Bryson found a bride. He didn’t have to look 
far, for on a nearby farm was his bride to be, 
Mary Louisa Rust, 21 years old She was born 
on March 16, 186024 in Missouri. Her parents 
were Vincent Gordon Rust and Mary Elizabeth 
Killebrew Rust, both born in Tennessee. They 
moved west like the Brysons. They settled in 
Ellis County near the Bryson land and were 

members of the Shiloh Cumberland Presbyte-
rian church for some time. V. G. and M. E. 
Rust are buried in the Shiloh Church cemetery. 

On October 4, 1881, Thomas and Mary Louisa 
were married by F. P. Ray an Elder in the local 
Methodist Episcopal Church South. Records 
show that Ray was very active in his church. 
See the copy of the marriage license.  

Mary Louisa and Thomas J. Bryson had five 
children we know about, one boy and four 
girls. 

 George Lee 1884-1943 

 Mary Ann 1886-1952 

 Josie Catherine 1892-1958 

 Essie Bell 1894-1961 

 Drusilla Moore 1898-1946 

                                                                            
24 Shiloh Tombstone birth date 
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Thomas Jefferson Bryson 
appears to have been a 
dedicated and conscientious 
man who stayed home, 
took care of his mother and 
helped run the farm. He 
didn’t get married until af-
ter his mother died. Addi-
tional research in the Ellis 
County Clerk’s office would 
probably turn up his land 
transactions and possibly a 
will and probate records. I 
have not researched this.  

Thomas continued farming 
and taking care of his family 
in Ellis County, Texas until 
his death on September 28, 
1912 at the age of 68. Mary 
Louisa Rust Bryson lived for 
an additional five years and 
died on October 8, 1917 at 
the age of 57. They are both 
buried in the Shiloh Cum-
berland Presbyterian Ceme-
tery. The inscription on 
Mary’s stone appears to 
have first been done with 
only M. L. Bryson and 
maybe later the word 
“Mrs.” added in front of her 
name in a less bold style. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo from Marian Bryson McGowen Collection 

Mary L., George L., and Thomas J Bryson 

Gone Home

Thomas J. Bryson
Born 

Died 

Mar 3, 1846
Sept 28, 1912

Gone Home

Born 

Died 

Mrs. M. L. Bryson
Mar 16, 1860
Oct 8, 1917
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7. — Margaret Tennessee Bryson 
April 14, 1848 — September 7, 1927 

The big wagon train trip from Maury County 
Tennessee to the new frontier of Texas may 
have been delayed by the birth of Elam and 
Mary’s youngest daughter. No doubt they felt 
that this would be their last child born in Ten-
nessee so they appropriately named her Mar-
garet Tennessee Bryson. She was a little under 
two years old when the family set out on their 
long journey to new lands. What a scene that 
must have been! Elam and Mary and six chil-
dren under the age of 13 and a variety of 
cows, horses and oxen all setting out with 
friends and neighbors for far off Texas. The 
Brysons may not 
have realized that 
Mary Doak Bry-
son was again 
pregnant. 

The first census 
that shows Mar-
garet T. is the 
1850 Titus Co., 
Texas, Federal 
Census. There she 
is listed as being 
two years of age. 
We have de-
scribed previ-
ously, the Elam 
Bryson family 
move from Titus 
Co. to undeveloped Ellis Co., Texas in 1852. 
Margaret was just four. 

In 1859 when Margaret was only eleven, her 
father, Elam, died. She continued to live with 
her mother and saw two of her siblings get 
married in 1860, first her oldest brother, John 
Franklin in February and then her closest sis-
ter, Martha Jane, in March. In July 1862, her 
two oldest brothers rode their horses off to 
war where they served in the Confederate 
States Army until the end of the war in 1865. 

Margaret T. Bryson gets married 

There was so much turmoil in those days and 
Margaret I’m sure couldn’t see the end in 

sight. Before her brothers returned from the 
Civil War, Margaret Tennessee Bryson decided 
to get married. When Margaret was 16, seven 
weeks shy of her 17th birthday, she married 
19 year-old William M. Rape. They were mar-
ried in Ellis County on January 15, 1865.25 Wil-
liam was the son of reportedly one of the 
wealthiest men in the area, Jackson Rape.26  

The Reebs from Germany 

Let’s get to know a little about the Rape fam-
ily. This family originally came from Germany 
and spelled their name REEB and pronounced 
RABE. The spelling and the associated pronun-
ciation must have become confusing so they 
changed the spelling to RAPE. Why they didn’t 

choose RABE, 
we will never 
know. 

The Rape family 
traditions state 
they were origi-
nally from Ger-
many however 
genealogy re-
searchers have 
traced the fam-
ily back to the 
17th century in 
France. The 
country borders 
in Europe have 
change consid-
erably over the 

years. The Rape family is yet another example 
of a group of people continually moving to 
the new frontier much like the Brysons. Wil-
liam M. Rape’s grandfather lived in Mecklen-
burg County, NC about the same time as our 
Brysons, they moved to Davidson County, Ten-
nessee in the early 1800’s and were there at 
the same time as our James Bryson. The Bry-
sons moved to Maury County, Tennessee and 
then to Texas while the Rapes moved to Illi-
nois and then to Texas.  

                                                
25 Ellis County, TX Book B, p. 135 
26 Cedar Hill History Book p. 305 

The canvas was rubbed with oil to make it waterproof. There were 
drawstrings in the front and back so that they could be closed to 
keep out the rain or wind. Between the back wheels was a bucket 
full of grease to rub on the wheels so they would turn smoothly. 
The open box in the back was used as the feeding trough for the 
livestock. 
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William Rape’s father was Jackson Rape a vet-
eran of the Mexican American War where he is 
reported to be one of the first soldiers to land 
at Vera Cruz, Mexico on March 9, 1847.27 

In 1854 the Rape family moved from Sanga-
mon County, Illinois to the Cedar Hill, Texas 
area. In February 1855 Jackson bought 320 
acres from an original Peter’s Colony Patentee, 
John W. Merrifield and the following year he 
paid $4,000 cash to Uzziel Baggett for an ad-
ditional 640 acres.28  

“When Jackson was only 51 years old, he de-
cided to split up his farm and divide it 
amongst his sons. On October 22, 1870, he 
gave 235 acres to his oldest son, John, these 
being part of the Peter’s 
colony grant and the 
Baggett survey. The 
same day he gave one of 
his other sons, William 
Rape, 180 acres out of 
the same tract. Two 
years later he gave 
James Rape, 215 acres 
and later he gave Peter 
E. Rape 360 acres.”29 

When William received 
the 180 acres in 1870, 
he had been married to 
Margaret Tennessee Bry-
son for five years and 
had three children. With 
William’s brothers re-
ceiving large gifts of 
land from the original 
Jackson Rape farm, and 
several of Margaret’s 
siblings also having 
farms near by, there was 
a large extended family 
in the area of Cedar Hill, 
Ovilla, and Midlothian. 

 

                                                
27 Cedar Hill History Book p. 304 
28 Cedar Hill History Book p. 305 
29 Cedar Hill History Book p. 306 

They continued living a little south of Cedar 
hill the rest of their lives. They raised a large 
family of five boys and three girls. In addition 
an infant daughter did not survive. The chil-
dren were: 

 Mary Eliza 1866—1947 

 John Franklin 1868—1937 

 Charles William 1870—1920 

 Julia Evelyn 1874—1954 

 Jesse J. 1877—1898 

 James Henry 1879—1940 

 Ida M.1860—? 

 Elam Lee 1882—1954 

 Rosey (Infant) 1886—1866 

Several of the children 
appear to be named af-
ter their Bryson relatives. 
Mary Eliza were the 
names of two of Marga-
ret’s sisters, John Frank-
lin was her oldest 
brother, James Henry 
were the names of two 
of her brothers, and 
Elam was the name of 
her father. 

Margaret and William 
were married for 43 
years and were active 
members of their com-
munity. They witnessed 
Ellis and Dallas Counties 
go from undeveloped 
frontier land to a devel-
oping metroplex area 
with churches, stores, 
schools and even an 
bustling railway system 
going through Cedar 
Hill. They lived through 
the depression after the 
civil war and saw the 

community develop into one of the largest 
cotton producing areas in the country. The lo-
cal farm also produced wheat, maize, and 
corn as well as beef and milk products. 

Photo from Helen Bryson Schiller collection 

Margaret Tennessee and Wm. M. Rape 
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William M. and Margaret T. were able to see 
their children grow up and take their position 
in society. William M. Rape died at the age of 
64 on March 21, 1909. By this time two of the 
sons, James Henry, 
36, and Elam Lee, 
25, had pretty much 
taken over the re-
sponsibilities of 
running the farm. 
They were still living 
on the home place. 
A third son, John 
Franklin, 40, had 
opened a barber 
shop in Cedar Hill 
and was also living 
on the farm. 

The 1910 Dallas 
County Census indi-
cates that Margaret 
was the head of 
household, James 
H. and Elam L. were 
farmers and John 
Franklin was listed as a barber. In 1911, Elam 
Lee got married and apparently moved out. 
This left John Franklin as the primary person in 
charge of the farm activities. 

The 1920 census shows James H. Rape as the 
head of household and occupation of farmer. 
His mother, Margaret, 71, and his older 
brother, John Franklin, 51, a barber, are also 

in the household. 
John F. kept up with 
the latest local news 
being the local bar-
ber. Wouldn’t you 
love to hear some 
of his stories? 

On September 7, 
1927 at the age of 
79, Margaret Ten-
nessee Bryson Rape 
passed away. She 
was the last of the 
Bryson sisters and 
was survived by her 
younger brother, 
James Matthews 
Bryson. He died two 
years later.  

Margaret Tennes-
see, her husband, 

William M., and most if not all of her children 
are buried in the Pleasant Valley Cemetery just 
south of Cedar Hill, not far from the William 
Rape farm. 

 

A light from our household is gone,

A voice we loved is stil led
A place is vacant in our hearts

That never can be filled.

As a wife, devoted

As a mother, affectionate
As a friend, ever kind and true.

 

Photo from Marian Bryson McGowen Collection 

William M. and Margaret T. Rape 
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8 — James Matthews Bryson 
July 4, 1850 — January 30, 1929 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

That’s the life of James Matthews Bryson 
in his own words! This autobiography 
was handwritten by James, transcribed 
by family members, and then passed 
down from generation to generation. 

Let’s learn more about James Matthews 
Bryson using available information. This 
interesting adventurous man was the 8th 
and last child of Mary Doak and Elam 
Bryson. 

 

My Life Story 

Written by 

James Matthews Bryson 
Dora, Nolan County, Texas 

Sometime between 1917 and 1929 

        I was born near Mount Pleasant, Texas, July 4th, 1850. When 
I was two years old my father Elam Bryson moved to Ellis 
County, near Waxahachie. I remained there until at the age of 17 
I went to Newton County, Missouri. I stayed there four years. I 
returned to Ellis County, lived there some time. Then moved to 
Hamilton County, where I was engaged in the cattle business for 
15 years. I sold out there and moved to Nolan County in 1891 and 
have been here ever since.  

        I was through this part of Texas about 40 years ago on a buf-
falo hunt. There were 7 of us on the hunt. The men with me were 
Mr. Calhoun, Bill Roberts, Ben Rhodes, Mr. Elf, Nat 
Billingsley, and my brother Henry Bryson. We killed 37 buffalo 
and a number of deer and turkeys. There were a great many Indi-
ans in this country at that time, but as it happened we were not 
bothered by them.  

        I was in Dallas when there was only one store there, and long 
before there was a railroad there. People had to cross the river on a 
ferry boat. I helped haul lumber from the pine mills in an ox 
wagon to help build the town of Dallas. I have seen the town of 
Dallas grow from a small village to a large and beautiful city.  

        I met my first wife, Miss Amanda Melvina Senters in New-
ton County, Missouri. We were married November 12, 1868. To 
us were born 6 children, 5 of whom are still living. My wife died 
June 16, 1914. Being left alone, I was married to Mrs. Mary Reed, 
January 22, 1917.  
 

 
Typed copy from Maurine Jinkens Stracener-Jones collection 
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1850 — Birth of James M. Bryson 
James Matthews Bryson’s life started as a real 
adventure. His family was moving from a rela-
tively well-settled area of Maury County, Ten-
nessee to the frontier of Ellis County, Texas. 
We believe they started out in early 1850 
when their youngest child, Margaret Tennes-
see, was not quite two. It is possible that the 
family did not realize that Mary Doak was 
pregnant with yet another 
child. 

The Brysons stopped in Titus 
County, Texas near the town 
of Mt. Pleasant. James Mat-
thews Bryson was born on In-
dependence Day, July 4, 1850, 
in Titus County. He was the 
only offspring not born in 
Tennessee. 

Mt. Pleasant, Texas is on the 
route from Tennessee to Ellis 
County and is located 70 miles 
west of Texarkana and 140 
miles east of Ovilla, Ellis 
County, Texas. It appears that 
they didn’t quite make it all 
the way to Ellis County before 
the pending birth. They 
stopped sometime before June 
1, 1850 and are recorded in 
the Titus County 1850 census. 

The Brysons remained there 
until James M. was almost two 
years old and then they con-
tinued on to settle on 320 
acres of unclaimed prairie land 
between Cedar Hill and Ovilla, 
Texas in Ellis County.  

James’ Father died 
James M. Bryson was nine 
years old when his father, 
Elam, died. And a few months later, his oldest 
brother, John Franklin, and his oldest sister, 
Martha Jane, each got married and started 
their own families. In 1862, James M. saw his 
two oldest brothers ride their horses off to 
war leaving James M., 12, and his brother 

Thomas J, 15, to help with the farm. This left 
him with a lot of farming responsibility in car-
ing for horses and livestock. But his early ex-
periences must have prepared him well for his 
future career as a rancher and cattle trader. A 
couple of years after his brothers’ return from 
the war, seventeen year old James M. left 
home and moved to Neosho, Newton County, 
Missouri. We don’t know why he left home at 
such an early age and why to Missouri. 

Practically all the founding members of the 
Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church were 
from Neosho, Newton County, Missouri. So he 
must have heard stories about that part of 
Missouri. There was a strong connection be-
tween his neighbors in Ellis County, Texas and 
Newton County, Missouri.  
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Why did James M. move? 
It is fun to speculate why he moved. Let’s do 
some wild speculation. 

1. Perhaps a young lady by the name of Amanda 
Melvina Senter from Neosho visited relatives in Ellis 
County and caught James’ eye, so he was drawn to 
Missouri and particularly to the area where Amanda 
lived. However, we don’t know that Amanda visited 
Ellis County. 

2. He was a participant in a cattle drive up into Kan-
sas and decided to visit Neosho, Missouri to check out 
what he had heard. 

3. The prairie of Ellis County was flat and dry, and 
stories he had heard about Neosho painted a picture 
of a beautiful area with hills, many trees, and lush 
valleys. He may have wanted to see for himself. 

4. Things at home were tough. His brothers John 
Franklin and Henry Elam had gotten married and 
started families. His sister was married; his widowed 
mother was 62 years old and the farm responsibilities 
fell on James Matthews, 17, and Thomas Jefferson 
Bryson, 21. Being so adventuresome, James may not 
have wanted the staid life of an Ellis County farmer. 
He may have had differences about management 
style with his conservative brother, Thomas Jefferson. 
From our research, we can deduce that Thomas was a 

dedicated worker and possibly quite traditional. 
James, on the other hand, appeared more willing to 
make quick decisions and take some risks. He was 
willing to move out.  

5. The reason for his move may have been some 
combination of the above points. 

James M. got married 
Once in Neosho, it didn’t take James Mat-
thews long to find a sweetheart. Amanda 
Melvina Senter was from a pioneering family 
with a similar background of moving to new 
developing frontiers. 

About a year after arriving in Newton County, 
eighteen year old James Matthews Bryson 
married twenty six year old Amanda Melvina 
Senter on Nov. 12, 1868. James and Amanda, 
the newlyweds, continued living in Newton 
County Missouri for awhile. There were a lot 
of Senter in-laws in Neosho including eight 
siblings. We will next learn more about 
Amanda’s family.  

The Senter Family 
A place to learn more about the Senter family 
is the 1860 census. 

 

Aaron Senter Family — 1860 Neosho Census 



13 – The Children of Elam and Mary D. Bryson 

283 

There we find Amanda’s family and see that 
Aaron, 42, a miller,30 was her father and Mary, 
38, was her mother. In the census Melvina is 
the oldest child at 18. Looking at the places of 
birth and ages gives us a good idea where the 
family lived. You will see the word Do as birth-
place on some lines. That was the way the 
early documents indicated “ditto.” The census 
shows the first 9 children of the Aaron Senter 
family. They had two additional children, M. 
Drury and M. James. The Senter’s line has 
been traced back to the birth of Stephen 
Senter in 1632 in Newport, Virginia. Real Pio-
neers! 

To get a time perspective, in 1632 the Pilgrims 
had been at Plymouth Rock for only 12 years. 
In Italy, Galileo was working with his telescope 
putting forth his radical ideas that the earth 
revolved around the sun and that the earth 
was not the center of the universe. 

Amanda’s father, Aaron Senter, was born in 
Washington County, Virginia on March 11, 
1817. Aaron married Mary Gentry in Ashe Co., 
North Carolina on March 28, 1839, and their 
first child, Amanda Melvina was born on 
January 4, 1842. Official records spell her 
name Melvina, or Malvina, and some other 
variations. It appears that her family preferred 
Melvina, so we will use that spelling. Also her 
last name is spelled Senter or in some docu-
ments Senters. We will use the spelling  
Senter.  

The Senter family moved to Virginia about 
1843 and we believe seven children were born 
there, one approximately every two years. 
About 1859 they moved to Newton Co., Mis-
souri. The Senters ended up living in various 
counties in Texas.  

James and Amanda moved to Kansas 

There is a record that James and Amanda were 
in Kansas on September 4, 1869 when their 
first child Mary D. was born. On June 1, 1870, 
they were in Aubry, Johnson County, Kansas 

                                                
30 One who works in, operates, or owns a mill, es-
pecially a grain mill. 

when the 1870 census was taken. The Bryson 
household is listed as shown below. 

James Bryson, 20, born in TX, farmer 
Malvina (sic), 24, born in NC, keeping house 
Mary D, 9 month’s old, born in KS 

Aubry is about 165 miles northwest of Neo-
sho, Missouri and it is in the southern out-
skirts of Kansas City, KS. 

James Matthews was listed as a farmer and he 
was probably engaged in some aspect of cat-
tle handling or cattle trading. Kansas City was 
one of the most important crossroads for the 
cattle trading business. Trains coming north 
from all parts of Texas came to Kansas City 
and there cattle would be moved to trains go-
ing to Chicago and all the large major eastern 
cities. There was a big demand for someone 
capable of handling livestock. Certainly James 
Matthews Bryson fit that requirement. He 
probably developed some important contacts 
and skills in Kansas City that would serve him 
well in future years in his cattle businesses. 

James and Amanda moved to Ellis Co. 

One year or two years of this work was 
enough for twenty year old James Matthews. 
In 1871 he moved his family back to Ellis 
County. While living there, Amanda Melvina 
and James M. had three additional children or 
some may have been born in Hamilton Co. 

James M. surprisingly found some unclaimed 
land near his parents original land patent. He 
filed for a patent with the Texas Land Office in 
Austin. He built a small house, cleared land, 
planted some crops and met the basic re-
quirement for a state land patent. On June 16, 
1876, he was issued patent # P-337 for 160 
acres. 
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James M. Bryson land patent for 160 acres in Ellis County, Texas 

James Matthews said in his autobiography, “I 
was in Dallas when there was only one store 
there, and long before there was a railroad 
there. People had to cross the river on a ferry 
boat. I helped haul lumber from the pine mills 
in an ox wagon to help build the town of Dal-
las. I have seen the town of Dallas grow from 
a small village to a large and beautiful city.” 
James M. was a hard working young man that 
had a lot of experiences early in life. 

James Matthews did not stay in Ellis County 
very long. As soon as a land patent was ap-
proved and he had clear title, he sold the 
property.  

James and Amanda moved again 
It appears that about 1876, the Brysons are on 
the move again. This time he moved to Hamil-
ton County, Texas about 125 miles southwest 
of Ovilla. His family appears in the 1880 Ham-
ilton County, Texas census. He took up cattle 
ranching and trading. In addition to ranching, 
James M. Bryson was the postmaster in Ohio, 
Hamilton County, TX from Nov. 14, 1880 to 
Apr 14, 1891. His autobiography states “then 
moved to Hamilton County, where I was en-
gaged in the cattle business for 15 years.” 
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While in Hamilton County, as he had done in 
Ellis County, he filed for a land patent. He pro-
ceeded to build a house and meet the rest of 
the patent requirements He received a patent 
for 160 acres on September 12, 1878. The 
Texas General Land Office, Austin, recorded it 
in Vol. 7 as patent number 491. He may have 
bought other property, but I have not re-
searched land transactions for J. M. Bryson  

James and Amanda moved to Nolan Co. 
In his autobiography, James states “I sold out 
there (Hamilton County, Texas) and moved to 
Nolan County in 1891 and have been here 
ever since.” 

James Matthews Bryson, 41, moved west to 
Dora, Nolan County, TX with his wife Amanda 
Melvina, 49, and five children ranging in age 
from 12 years to 22 years old.  

Children of Amanda and James Bryson 

NAME BIRTHDATE LOCATON 

Mary D. Sep. 5, 1869 Johnson Co., KS 

Sarah Carlene Feb. 2, 1872 Ellis Co., TX 

John Emsley Mar. 4, 1874 Ellis Co. or  

Hamilton Co., TX 

Margaret Alice May 16, 1876 Ellis Co. or  

Hamilton Co., TX 

Martha Melvina Mar. 19, 1879 Hamilton Co., TX 
 

In Dora, he started up his cattle business on 
yet another new frontier. When he moved to 
Dora there was good rail service in the nearby 
town of Sweetwater. In 1883 the Texas and 
Pacific RR had completed the rail line from El 
Paso to Dallas. This made it possible for any-
one along this line to ship cattle by rail to al-
most anywhere in the country. This was a 
huge benefit for a cattle rancher and trader. 

This rail service also made it possible to visit 
other parts of Texas in comfort!  

Sweetwater, Texas — History 
Sweetwater, the county seat of Nolan County, 
is forty-two miles west of Abilene in the north-
ern part of the county. The site held only a 
couple of tent stores and no permanent build-
ings when it was designated as the county 
seat in 1881. The first stirrings of the commu-
nity might be set in 1877, when Billie Knight 
ran a store for buffalo hunters in the area. By 
1883, there were five saloons and other busi-
nesses. 

Grand jury indictments returned throughout 
the county in 1881-83 included seventeen for 
murder, seventeen for assaults to murder, and 
forty-five for gambling and carrying pistols. 
The most celebrated occasion of violence in 
early days occurred because Sweetwater 
lacked a bank. The saloon operated by Chiflet 
and Gilliot often held up to $20,000 in case 
deposits left by residents. Eleven of the seven-
teen murder indictments returned in 1881-83 
arose from robbery attempts on this saloon. 

A blizzard in 1885 killed 90 percent of the 
area’s livestock and was followed by the disas-
trous 1886-87 drought. To encourage the rail-
roads Sweetwater increased its water supply 
by building a small town lake in 1898 and, 
more ambitiously, Lake Trammell in 1914. The 
most important businesses over the years traf-
ficked in cotton, oil, and cattle.  

It was to this general area that James M. came 
about 1881 for buffalo and deer hunting. In 
1891 he settled in Dora, about 12 miles 
southwest of Sweetwater.  

Dora History 
Dora, Texas was in Nolan County near the Tay-
lor County line. In 1888 it got its post office 
and in 1891, the year the Bryson family ar-
rived, the Dora School District was formed. 
The post office was discontinued in 1938 and 
by 1940 the population of Dora had dwindled 
to only fifteen. Most current maps do not 
show Dora, but we can place where it was 
from the location of the Dora Cemetery. 
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Nolan County is located in a very windy part 
of the country. In recent years it has taken ad-
vantage of the wind and “has established it-
self as a center for wind power generation. As 
of July 2008, Nolan County generates more 
wind energy than the entire state of Califor-
nia, and would rank 6th in wind power genera-
tion among nations if it were counted as its 
own nation.”31  Notice the power generating 
windmills in the picture of Dora Cemetery.32 
The fenced-in area just inside and to the right 
is the Bryson plot. 

Dora got its post office on August 20, 1888, 
about three years before the arrival of the Bry-
son family. The first five postmasters were: 

Name       Date Appointed 
Edmond L. Collings Aug. 20, 1888 

Benj. J. Rhodes  May 1, 1891 

Amanda M. Bryson Aug. 23, 1894 

James M. Bryson Dec. 31, 1904 

Geo. W. Stapleton Mar. 1, 1911 
 

It’s interesting to see that Benjamin J. Rhodes 
was postmaster from May 1891 to August 
1894. We know Ben Rhodes! Ben Rhodes was 
a life-long buddy of James M. Bryson. They 
lived on adjacent farms in Ellis County from 

                                                
31 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sweetwater,_Texas 
32 http://image1.findagrave.com/photos/2008/356/ 
CEM46842343_122999099299.jpg 

the time they were each two years old until 
James Matthews took off for Newton County, 
Missouri. 

We learned earlier in this book that Elam Bry-
son sold his original 320 acre farm to William 
Rhodes, Ben’s father, in 1857. James M. Bry-
son’s autobiography talks about a group of 
seven men who went to Nolan County hunt-
ing buffalo, deer, and turkey (probably in the 
early 1880’s). Among this group was James M. 
Bryson, his brother Henry Elam Bryson, and 
childhood buddy, Ben Rhodes. When James 

M. Bryson wrote his autobi-
ography in the 1920’s he re-
calls the buffalo hunt when 
he says “I was through this 
part of Texas about 40 years 
ago on a buffalo hunt. There 
were 7 of us on the hunt. The 
men with me were Mr. Cal-
houn, Bill Roberts, Ben Rho-
des, Mr. Elf, Nat Billingsley, 
and my brother Henry Bryson. 

“We killed 37 buffalo and a 
number of deer and turkeys. 
There were a great many In-
dians in this country at that 
time, but as it happened we 
were not bothered by them.”  

Now an interesting question, 
did Ben Rhodes precede James M. to Nolan 
County, Texas and encourage him to move to 
the new frontier or did the two families move 
together in 1891? This would be a fun gene-
alogy project to trace the moves made by Ben-
jamin J. Rhodes. He is listed in the 1860 and 
1870 Ellis County Census next to the Brysons. 
It is tempting to stop writing and do the re-
search, but writing is more important for me 
at this point. 

Following Ben’s term as postmaster, Amanda 
Melvina served as postmaster for ten years 
and she was followed in that position by her 
husband, James Matthews Bryson, for almost 
seven more years until 1911. 
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The Bryson family grows 
In Dora, the Bryson children grew up, got mar-
ried, and produced a lot of grandchildren. 
Relatives have recalled that the family mem-
bers and grandkids affectionately called James 
M. by the name “Pa” Bryson.  James M., in 
addition to ranching, opened a mercantile 
store, carrying the basic necessities of rural life 
as well as serving as the post office. James M.  
and Amanda shared duties as postmasters  

J. M. Bryson accumulated land in both Nolan 
and adjacent Taylor Counties. His son John E. 
Bryson also followed in his father’s footsteps 
and went into farming and raising cattle. A 
search of the Texas General Land Office Land 
Grants resulted in several records involving J. 
M. Bryson and John E. Bryson. In the process I 
looked for James’ buddy Benjamin J. Rhodes 
and found two patents issued to B. J. Rhodes. 

I did not carry the search far enough to prove 
that these patents were to our men of interest 
or someone by the same name. I am assuming 
these were for our people. I have tried to 
place the location of the Nolan County patents 
on the patent map below. James probably 
bought and sold a lot of other property. 
 

Nolan Co. Land Patents
J. M. Bryson
J. E. Bryson
B. J. Rhodes
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100 Year-old letter from James M. Bryson 
James M. Bryson, wrote his wife, Amanda 
Melvina, whom he affectionately called 
“Vina,” and his daughter, Margaret Alice, who 
was living near Fort Worth. Vina must have 
been visiting her. 

Transcription of JMB letter 
We have transcribed the letter below. Punc-
tuation and spelling have been changed in the 
transcription to make reading it easier. For in-
stance the line “i will rite you afew lines to let 
you no we are well.” Has been transcribed as I 

will write you a few lines to let you 
know we are all well. I don’t think we 
have changed the meaning of his 
words. We strongly recommend your 
reading the letter in James’ own 
handwriting and style. 

Dora Texas Oct the 3 1905 
Dear Vina and Alice, 
I will write you a few lines to let you 
know we are all well. Only Mattie she 
is a little under the weather. I think 
she has neuralgia. We are having lots 
of rain. Can’t get out to do anything. I 
will be down soon.  I bought a few 
cattle this morning from Ben Rhodes. I 
am going to Wingate in a few days to 
see Mrs. Humphreys (sic) cows.  They 
phoned me they had 50 dry cows to 
sell. Tell Mr. Nils I will see his steers 
while I am down there.  So I will be 
down as soon as I can get a load or 
two of cattle to ship.  I have only got 
one letter from you yet everything is 
moving along all right. 
Write soon from, 
JM Bryson  (his signature) 

Letter analyzed  
Let’s look into some of the interesting 
details in this letter. James Matthews 
Bryson, 55, is writing his daughter, 
Margaret Alice Bryson McNay, 31, who 
was living with her husband S. L. 
McNay on a farm in Tarrant County, 
near Forth Worth. It also appears that 
his wife, Amanda Melvina, was visiting 
their daughter at the time. James says 
“Dear Vina and Alice.” He used the 
nickname “Vina” for his wife. We have 
frequently seen a middle name used as 
a person’s common name. This was 
the case for both Alice and Vina. 
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His daughter, Mattie (Martha Melvina), who 
was living in Taylor County was not feeling 
well. He says “she is a little under the weather 
I think she has neuralgia.” 

He next says he “bought a few cows from Ben 
Rhodes this morning.” We learned earlier that 
Ben had been a friend from childhood and he 
also lived in Dora very near James. 

Next, he stated “I am going to Wingate in a 
few days to see Mrs. Humphreys cows They 
phoned me they had 50 dry cows to sell.” 
Wingate was a small community about 35 
miles south west of Dora toward San Angelo. 
Wingate no longer exists on some maps. 

In the letter to his daughter in Fort Worth, 
James M. said “Tell Mr. Nils that I will see his 
steers while I am down there.” Mr. Nils must 
have lived near Alice, and James was planning 
a visit soon. This letter gives us a good insight 
into the nature of James M. Bryson’s cattle 
business. It is amazing he dealt with such 
large numbers of cattle, ran his own farm and 
store. He was a big time rancher and cattle 
trader with a lot of foresight for the future of 
Texas.  

The Letter Trail 
The envelope for JM Bryson’s 1905 letter tells 
quite a story about the early 1900’s mail sys-
tem. The Texas and Pacific Railway started 
passenger and mail service from El Paso to 
Dallas in 1883. So in 1905, this letter went by 

train. Let’s have some fun and look at what 
the envelope can tell us. 

For two cents you could buy an envelope 
which included the message area and first 
class mail postage. Each post office had enve-
lopes with the town name printed in the re-
turn address area, even little Dora, Texas. 
There was room for the person’s name. A 
name and town was all that was needed for 
the return address.  

James Matthews mailed this letter in the Dora 
Post Office where he was the postmaster. The 
envelope had the following post marks: 

    Dora, Texas   Oct 3, 1905   pm 

    Merkel, Texas   Oct 4, 1905   4 am 

    Fort Worth, Texas   Oct 5, 1905   8:33 pm 

The process would have started with James M. 
Bryson, the postmaster, postmarking the letter 
and putting it in a mail sack. The mail sack 
was then carried by horseback or wagon to 
the Sweetwater train station. There, it may 
have been combined with other mail and 
hung on a post to be snagged by the next 
passing mail train headed for Fort Worth. 
Once the bag was snagged, it was taken to 
the mail sorting car where men worked shifts 
on the moving train sorting the mail by hand, 
day and night. They had a series of postmark 
stamps and they would choose one represen-
tative of where the train was at the time of 
sorting. In this case the train was passing 

through Merkel at 4 am 
en route to Fort Worth. 
Merkel was a tiny town 
of only 300 people in 
1905, and the postal 
workers postmarked the 
back of the envelope. 
 

 

 

Letter & Envelope from Maurine Jinkens Stracener-Jones collection  
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Mail train ready to snatch mail bag 

 

Mail sorting railcar 

Once the mail bag was snatched, it was taken 
to one of the mail sorting cars. Postal mail 
sorters worked standing up on the moving 
train walking back and forth in the railcar. 
These men became very skilled at sorting and 

developed their own 
strategies for sorting to 
minimize steps. 

The letter was then proc-
essed at the Fort Worth 

Post Office at 8:33 pm on 
October 5th and probably 
delivered the next day. 

 This letter was addressed 
to Mrs. Alice McNay, Fort 
Worth, Tex. It is hard to 
imagine that as late as 

1905, that street addresses were not needed 
in Fort Worth! In the lower left of the enve-
lope is the notation that reads: In care Azle 
Carrier. Alice, James M. Bryson’s daughter, 
and S. L. McNay were living on a farm, be-
tween the small community of Azle and Fort 
Worth. They were on the rural “Azle Carrier 
Route”. In later years the postoffice would call 
this type service the Rrural Free Delivery, RFD, 
system. I can recall seeing letters addressed to 
my grandfather William Elam Bryson like this: 

Will Bryson 
RFD 2 

Midlothian, Tex 

The mail seemed to always get to him. Imag-
ine all this before the first cars arrived in Fort 
Worth! All for two cents including the enve-
lope! 
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Train to Fort Worth 
There were two passenger trains 
from Sweetwater to Fort Worth 
daily. The Texas & Pacific train #4 
left Sweetwater at 7:26 am and ar-
rived in Fort Worth at 4:15 pm. 
Train #6 was an overnighter with 
Pullman cars for sleeping. It left 
Sweetwater at 11:12 pm and ar-
rived in Fort Worth the next morn-
ing at 7:00 am.  

Grand children visit Pa’s store 
Family members recall stories of 
how the Bryson grandchildren loved 
going to “Pa” Bryson’s mercantile 
store every day after school. They 
were always rewarded with won-
derful candy and refreshments and 
of course a good story or two. 

  
From Maurine Steele Stracener-Jones Collection 

 

A small part of a 1903 Texas & Pacific Passenger train schedule. Train No. 4 went 
from El Paso to New Orleans. The first column shows distances from El Paso. 
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The typical rural mercantile 
store carried a little of al-
most everything. In the 
food area, you could find 
fresh eggs, butter, milk, 
corn in season, salt, sugar, 
and coffee, and large sacks 
of flour. The flour sacks 
were cloth and had colorful 
designs. When the flour 
was gone, the ladies would 
make dresses out of the 
sacks. Shopping for flour 
was almost like shopping 
for a dress because the 
cloth would surely be re-
used. I remember clearly in 
the 1940’s in Ellis County 
many children and women 
were wearing flour sack 
clothes. The store also had 
hardware that was needed 
for farming. 
The front porch was a nice 
shady place for local 
townspeople to gather and 
catch up on the latest news 
or play a hot game of “42” 
dominos, a real favorite in 
Texas. Amanda spent many 
hours in the store since 
James M. ran the farm and 
his cattle business. 

Into the 1910’s 
James and Amanda Bryson 
are listed in the 1910 Nolan 
County Census. They are 
also in the 1911 Sweet-
water City Directory. James 
is listed in the rural section 
and it says he lives in Dora.  
The directory was pub-
lished by R. L. Polk & Co.’s, 
a large directory publisher 
at the time. 

 
 
 

Pa Bryson at his Bryson Mercantile store 

Photos from Maurine Steele Stracener-Jones collection 

James M. Bryson and daughters — Mary, Mattie, Carlena 
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Joy and then Tragedy strikes 
James and Amanda’s daughter Margaret 
(Mattie) married Thomas C. Jinkens on March 
19, 1899. They had several children; then on 
October 30, 1806, they were blessed with 
twin boys, Ray and Ross. That must have been 
a joyful occasion. We don’t know what hap-
pened but seven months later, both Ray and 
Ross died on the same day, April 14, 1907. 
They were buried in Dora Cemetery and share 
a common tombstone 

The stone gives the birth date for each twin as 
well as the date of death for each. The stone 
also says “Sons of T.C. & M.M. Jinkens” 
The Jinkens lived in Merkel in the adjacent 
county, Taylor. It seems that they wanted the 
twins buried close to the old home place. The 
Bryson fenced area was created years later by 
Alice Bryson McNay. She also paid for the 
tomb stones. 

Amanda Melvina and James Matthews Bryson 
continued to live near their children and 
grandchildren in the Dora area. 

James Matthews Bryson and his horse-drawn buggy 

The Jenkins twins — Ray and Ross — 1806-1807 James M. and Amanda M. Bryson 
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Amanda died 
Amanda Melvina Senter Bryson died at the 
age 72 on June 16, 1914 in Dora and was bur-
ied in the Bryson Family plot in the Dora 
Cemetery.  
 

James M. married again 
James M. Bryson was almost 64 at the time of 
Amanda’s death and he felt very alone. He 
was still full of life and wanted to live it to the 
fullest. 

Two and a half years later he remarried. His 
short autobiography says “Being left alone, I 
was married to Mrs. Mary Reed, January 
22, 1917.” James was 66 and his new 
bride was 30.  

It was the custom to address someone as 
Miss or Mrs. depending on whether they 
had been married or not. I find it interest-
ing to see that James referred to marrying 
Mrs. Mary Reed in his autobiography. Mary 
had indeed been previously married. We 
don’t know if she was a widow or not.  

She had two children at the time of the 
marriage to James; they were Edith, 12, 
and Ernest, 10. The 1920 Nolan County 
Census lists the new Bryson family. 

James M. Bryson, 69, head 
Mary M. Bryson, 33, wife 
Edith R. Bryson, 15. Daughter 
Ernest Bryson, 12, son 

 

James’ last surviving brother, John Franklin 
Bryson, died on April 30, 1920 in Lancaster, 
Texas near the village of Ovilla. His obituary 
says his brother J. M. Bryson of Dora was pre-
sent at the funeral at Shiloh Cumberland Pres-
byterian Church. This short statement in the 
obituary was a valuable clue in tracking down 
the youngest of the Bryson siblings, James M. 
Bryson of Dora, Texas, near Sweetwater. 

James M. Bryson, 70, probably took the Texas 
and Pacific Train to either Fort Worth or Dallas 
in order to make it in time for the memorial 
service. When we visit the Shiloh Cemetery 
and walk around the grave of J. F. and N. A. 
Bryson, we are where James Matthews Bryson 
was on that day in 1920. 

James Matthews Bryson died 
After a long and adventuresome life, James 
Matthews Bryson died on January 30, 1929 at 
the age of 78½. He was the last survivor of 
that generation. He was buried in the Bryson 
family enclosed area near the entrance to Dora 
Cemetery. 

 

Amanda Melvina Senter Bryson — 1842-1914 

James Matthews Bryson — 1850-1929 
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The Dora Cemetery 
A nice wrought iron railing 
was erected around the Bryson 
section of the Dora Cemetery 
to set it off from the rest of 
the graves. 

The enclosure had two pur-
poses: 1) to have a dedicated 
space to honor the Bryson fam-
ily members, and 2) to keep the 
grazing cattle from trampling 
the graves and destroying the 
stones. 

The Dora Cemetery fell into a 
deteriorated state for several 
years until some local people 
took it upon themselves to re-
store it. During the restoration 
process, the workers discovered 
what they believed were 
twenty-three unmarked graves 
and fifteen marked ones. 

The Sweetwater Reporter 
newspaper ran an interesting 
article on page 1 of the May 
20, 1987 edition describing this 
wonderful act of community 
involvement and kindness.  

Three graves — JM Bryson — Amanda M. Bryson — unmarked 

 Condensed version of article                           Article from Maurine Steele Stracener-Jones 
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Adventurer

Farmer

Cattle Rancher
Cattle Dealer

Father
Husband
Grandpa

Businessman
Postmaster

Risk Taker

Buffalo Hunter

James Matthews Bryson
1850 — 1929

Frontiersman

Photo from Marian Bryson McGowan collection 



14 — Early Ellis County History 

297 

 

  

 

Early History of 

The Ellis County Area 
 

 

In previous chapters we have discussed the 
time period when James K. Polk was president 
and the western half of the country became 
part of the United States. The lure of cheap 
land and a fresh start was appealing to many 
adventuresome people, including practically 
all our ancestors of a single generation. The 
trek west was tedious, risky, tiring, and full of 
uncertainty. 

The Wagon Train 
Most wagons were pulled by teams of oxen 
with the driver walking alongside. When trav-
eling over well-defined trails, the train could 
travel ten to fifteen miles a day. When they 
came to rivers and other obstacles the pro-
gress slowed considerably. A heavy rain could 

cause the wagon train to stop and wait out 
the storm. Even after the rain, mud was a very 
big problem. Under muddy conditions they 
might only go one or two miles in a day. The 
distance from Maury County, Tennessee to 
Ellis County, Texas was about 650 miles, so 
the trip probably took two or three months. 

A regular day’s routine might involve waking 
up about four while it was still dark. Then they 
would build a fire in order to cook breakfast. 
The men would go out and round up the cat-
tle and make sure they were watered and fed 
and the cows milked. After breakfast the 
wagons were loaded and the teams of oxen 
hooked up. 

 

Typical 1850 Wagon Train Getting Ready for the Long Trip West 

Chapter Fourteen 
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The wagon train started out about seven and 
traveled until lunch time. Then it was time to 
rest for an hour or two. It was important to 
rest the oxen, since they were really working 
hard pulling the heavily loaded wagons. If the 
oxen were over-worked, they could become 
unproductive. 

Generally few people rode in the 
wagons for very long because 
they were packed solid with be-
longings. Anyone riding in a 
wagon for an hour would be 
happy to walk after finding the 
ride very rough. About four or five 
in the afternoon they stopped and 
unloaded bedding, tents, cooking 
utensils and food. They took care 
of the livestock and got ready for 
a good night’s sleep. If the 
weather was good, they slept un-
der the stars.  

Mary and Elam started the trip 
with a family of six children. The 
youngest was Margaret Tennessee 
almost two years old and the old-
est was John Franklin, 13. They may not have 
realized that Mary was pregnant with James 
Matthews. They stopped in Titus County, 
Texas and James Matthews Bryson was born 
on July 4, 1850. They lived there a couple of 
years before continuing on to Ellis County. 

At their final destinations they found only 
open prairie and had the formidable task of 
establishing a new residence. These were also 
the times when illness and death swept 
through the newly settled families. This was 
the case in 1859 when Elam Bryson and many 
of his neighbors died. 

The Presidential Election of 1860 
The next year, 1860, was one of great concern 
for families in the south. There was a great 
fear that Abraham Lincoln would be elected 
president, and that would certainly mean war. 
The feelings against Lincoln were so prevalent 
in the south that he “was not even on the bal-
lot in nine states in the South, and won only 
two of 996 counties in all of the southern 

states.”1 Of course Lincoln was elected and 
was inaugurated on March 4, 1861. A little 
over a month later, the Civil War started on 
April 12, 1861. A total of eleven southern 
states seceded from the union and suddenly 
there was a divided country. The northern 
states were still known as the United States of 
America and the southern states declared 

themselves to be the Confederate States of 
America with Jefferson Davis as president.  

The Civil War 
At the outbreak of the war, many of the Ellis 
County men joined the Confederate army, 
some serving in the local militia for awhile and 
some forming Company F, 12th Regiment, Par-
son’s Texas Cavalry Brigade. Some of our rela-
tives served in the local militia for a year, and 
then in July 1862 rode their horses to Camp 
McCulloch, near Waco. On July 24, 1862, they 
mustered-in and formed Company K of Gur-
ley’s 30th Texas Cavalry. Among the roster of 
Company K we see several familiar names. 
There were several sets of brothers in the 
same unit: for example Brysons, Chapmans, 
and Lowes. On the home front, the suffering 
of the families was great. Several men had re-
cently married and left wives with babies. It is 
interesting to look a little deeper into the indi-
viduals in Company K to discover the interrela-

                                                
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abraham_Lincoln 

1861 — The divided country 

Indian 
Territory 
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tionships. Let’s look at one such example in-
volving the families of Bryson-Lowe-Cope.  

Knowing the relationships helps us imagine 
the comradeship of the men serving together 
in the cavalry and the shared concerns on the 
home front. The families were not worried 
about only their sons, but spouses of the 
daughters and other related soldiers. As an 
example, the widow of Elam Bryson, Mary D. 

Bryson had two sons as well as a son-in-law 
off at war. Newly wed Martha J. had a hus-
band, two brothers, and two brothers-in-law 
in the war. 

Henry E. Bryson married Mary Cope in January 
1867, about a year after the war 

Martha J. Bryson married Isaac W. Lowe, Jr. in 
1860, fifteen months before he left for the 
war. He left his young bride and a young 
daughter at home. 

John F. Bryson married in 1860, fifteen 
months before leaving for the war. He left his 
young bride and a three month old daughter 
at home. 

Benjamin Lowe left his wife of four years at 
home. I don’t know if Susan Cope Lowe had 
children at this time. 

As was usually the case on the frontier, the 
intertwining of relationships among the fami-
lies was complex. 

The War ended and new hardships started 
The war ended in 1865 and the boys came 
home. The families were again together, and 
the routine of developing the frontier contin-
ued. A period of financial depression followed 
the war. It became difficult to make a living 
growing crops because there was no way to 

inexpensively ship the goods to places where 
there was a market. There certainly was no 
local market, because everyone was able to 
grow the same things. Cotton was easy to 
grow, but it was too heavy to transport. For-
tunately there was a huge demand for beef in 
the Midwest and especially in the East Coast 
cities. Many of the farmers took up cattle 
ranching since it was more profitable than 

growing crops with a limited market.  

Cattle Drives 
When sufficient numbers of cattle 
were available, the ranchers would get 
together and hold a big cattle drive 
north to Kansas City. The men rode 
their horses and took turns keeping 
the cattle in line and moving, trying to 
prevent stampedes. Hundreds of cattle 
would walk for days on dusty trails 
guided by the well-skilled cowboys. At 

night the men would sleep under the stars, 
taking turns watching the herd overnight. 

As these cattle trails became more developed 
from use they became known as the Chisholm 
Trail. In reality, the Chisholm Trail was not a 
single trail, but a network of well worn paths. 
A main branch went through Ellis County and 
near Cedar Hill. 

 

The Chisholm Trail — 1870’s 
All of Oklahoma was Indian Territory 

Elam Bryson I.W. Lowe, Sr. Iddo Cope

Children of:

John F. Bryson

Henry E. Bryson

Martha J. Bryson
Benjamin Lowe

H. H. Lowe

Isaac W. Lowe, Jr.

Mary A. Cope

Susan A. Cope

Those in teal served together in  Company K
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The Railroad comes to Ellis County 
“The Ellis County area began the change from 
a cattle range to an agricultural region in 
1872 with the coming of the Houston and 
Texas Central Railroad.”2 The railroad was a 
mixed blessing for the Ellis County farmers 
since they could now inexpensively ship crops 
such as cotton and wheat to markets, but it 
also made it possible for big cattle ranchers 
farther west in Texas to ship their cattle. It was 
hard for the Ellis County rancher to compete 
in the cattle market on a large scale. Thus, the 
local farmers started growing cotton and 
other crops. Transportation was now available 
for crops. Ellis County had the perfect condi-
tions for growing cotton with its Blackland 
prairies soil and a suitable climate. 

The move from cattle to cotton production 
In 1873 there was a major financial panic and 
thousands of families from the Old South took 
trains west to Texas. Many of these families 
had been successful cotton farmers back 
home. They were thrilled to see the Blackland 

                                                
2 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/ 
EE/hce4.html 

prairies with the fertile soil. 
The first thing these new 
arrivals did was plant cot-
ton. The Ellis County area 
quickly grew to be one of 
the most important cotton 
producing areas in the 
country. A 1915 New York 
Times3 article on cotton 
production statistics for 
1914 said: “Ellis County, 
Texas was the banner cot-
ton county of the United 
States, having grown 
143,714 bales, approxi-
mately 75 per cent more 
than the entire crop of that 
of Missouri or Florida, about 
three times that of Califor-
nia and nearly six times that 
of Virginia.” Ellis County 
held the number one rank-

ing for several years. Every little town, includ-
ing Ovilla, had at least one cotton gin.4  

Growing Cotton in Ellis County 
Thousands of acres near Ovilla were planted in 
cotton each year and that became the number 
one source of income for the local farmers. 
Before mechanized equipment, the operations 
had to be done by hand. First the fields had to 
be plowed and seeds planted. When the 
plants were a few inches tall, it was cotton 
choppin’5 time. More seed were planted than 
were needed, to allow for some that would 
not grow. This ensured a good crop. After the 
plants sprouted they were thinned manually 
using a hoe. This was really back-breaking 
work. The crops were so important that every 
year at this time the schools would close for a 
week or two so the students could help at this 
peak time for farm labor. Since all the fields 
needed attention at the same time, everybody 
helped with the dreaded task of cotton chop-
pin’.  

                                                
3 New York Times, July 9, 1915, p. 14 
4 A cotton gin separates fiber from the seed  

5 Cotton chopping – Using a hoe to thin out plants 

A cattle drive north from Texas 
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Then came the time to hoe cotton and remove 
the weeds that had grown near the plants. If 
the weeds were very close to the cotton stalk, 
they were pulled by hand. 

There were enough rains throughout the 
summer to provide needed moisture. No irri-
gation was used; so the farmers were really at 
the mercy of the weather. A dry season pro-
duced a small crop and the farmers might not 
make any money. They then had to borrow 
money from the bank. During a good year, 
they did very well and the farmers learned to 
save for poor years. The economy of the 
whole community rode up and down on the 
weather conditions as well as the going price 
for cotton. They had little control. 

Cotton Picking 
School started in August so it could again let 
out for a time in mid September for Cotton 
Picking. In a mature plant, the cotton fibers 
are in a dry opened boll with very sharp 
points. One of the most unpleasant parts of 
picking cotton is constantly being hurt by 
these sharp points. 

As the cotton was picked, it was put into long 
cloth sacks that 
were dragged 
along between 
the rows. Par-
tially filled bags 
were carried to 
a weighing sta-
tion. The work-
ers’ pay was 
based on the 
weight of cot-
ton. The faster 
workers earned 
more money. 
Cotton was 
dumped into wagons. When they had about 
1,500 pounds in the wagon, they hauled it to 
the gin for ginning. There the stray bolls 
(called burs) would be removed and the cot-
ton would then go through the ginning proc-
ess which removed the seeds. Some farmers 
kept the seeds and others sold the seeds to 
companies that made cotton seed oil. After 

ginning, the cotton was compressed and 
bailed into 500 pound bales. The gin served as 
a broker and paid the farmer for each bale of 
processed cotton. The bales were then trans-
ported by wagon to the train depot. 

These farm wagons were really amazing. In 
pictures, we see some wagons hauling up to 
three bales of cotton or 1,500 pounds. A mod-
ern half-ton pickup truck is rated at 1,000 
pounds by comparison. There were also some 
specially designed and built wagons that 
could haul up to 8,000 pounds or sixteen 
bales of cotton. 

The Cotton Gin 
The Ovilla cotton gin was privately owned for 
a number of years and later was run as a co-
op with each farmer owning part of the busi-
ness. Two of William Elam Bryson’s sons were 
active in the administration of the Ovilla Co-op 
Cotton Gin. Wilburn Bryson was secretary 
from the late 1930’s to the 1950’s. Truman 
Bryson was treasurer and was responsible for 
the bookkeeping and for writing checks to the 
farmers for their processed cotton crop. 

Since everyone’s cotton was harvested at the 
same, there were 
long waits for the 
cotton to be 
processed. The 
Ovilla gin became 
the local central 
meeting place for 
the men of the 
area, including 
our ancestors. 
The Ovilla Gro-
cery and Gas Sta-
tion was on the 
gin property and 
there the men 

bought a Dad’s Root Beer and sat around 
shooting the breeze. There were always some 
hot games of checkers going on as well as a 
couple of groups of men playing the domino 
game, 42. They didn’t need radio, TV or the 
internet—they had the gin!    (And not the 
liquid kind.) 

Picking cotton — the men wore hats and 

the women wore bonnets. 
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In this ad for Brown Manufac-
turing we see a picture of an 
amazing wagon that can haul 
up to four tons! That would 
take a pretty large truck by 
today’s standards. 

 

The Ovilla cotton gin was a 
beehive of activity and the 
hub of the community during 
ginning season. 

Moving the 500 pound bales 
was a real challenge. They 
were moved around by a 
team of horses as we can see 
in the lower part of the pic-
ture. They were dragged un-
der the block and tackle and 
lifted high enough to clear a 
wagon bed.  

The farmers all looked for-
ward to the fall ginning sea-
son because it meant that 
money was coming in.  

In the Ovilla History Book on 
page 264, it is noted that 
“The farmers’ main money 
crop was cotton and that was 
being harvested. Ginning was 
their time to get out of debt 
and start over again”  

 

Hauling 7,500 to 8,000 lbs. per load, three loads daily, through the Cotton ginning 
season is the record of this 3½ Brown Wagon. It’s the specially constructed wheels and 
Brown patent skein that makes its carrying capacity greater than larger size Wagons of 
other makes. Write us for further information about the BROWN. 

BROWN MANUFACTURING COMPANY, ZANESVILLE, OHIO 

 Photo from Ellis County History Book p. 261 

The Ovilla Cotton Gin in 1885 
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RESTAURANT
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H. W. TRIPPET
DRY GOODS STORE

DRUGS &  GROCERIES

Circa 1885

Waxahachie during cotton season—Wagons waiting to load bales of cotton on trains 

Waxahachie about 1910 — Cotton waiting to be shipped on trains 
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Railroads changed everyday life 
The railway system probably had the biggest 
impact on the way of life in America in the 
19th century. It greatly accelerated the rate of 
growth of industry and the spread of popula-
tion throughout the nation. It is hard to imag-
ine that at the beginning of the century, Lewis 
and Clark were exploring completely un-
charted parts of the western United States. By 
the end of the century, people were going 
from coast to coast in comfort on the trains. 

Manufactured goods from East Coast factories 
were suddenly available in Texas. This in-
creased the demand for manufactured goods, 
and that in turn increased the demand for raw 
materials from Texas and the south. It was a 
win-win situation. Communication by mail be-
came a routine occurrence. For two cents one 
could mail a letter any where in the country 
and it would arrive within a week. Towns like 
Ovilla or Bryson, Texas were no longer iso-
lated. 

The railroads built depots a distance of about 
every 15 minutes apart on the major lines so 
people in rural areas could have access to the 
trains. Towns often developed around the 
train station. The picture below of the Bryson, 
Texas train station is typical of the small town 
train station. 

 

Railway promotion campaigns 
The early railways paid a lot of attention to 
marketing and found creative ways to encour-
age train travel on their lines. They distributed 
booklets extolling the benefits of various des-
tinations. One example of this is a train 
schedule published in 1878 by the Texas and 
Pacific Railway. The schedule was about 20” x 
21” and could be folded up into a pocket 
sized booklet. This promotional piece offered 
special incentives to anyone wishing to immi-
grate to Texas (from Chicago).  

 

 

Train station at Bryson, Jack County, Texas. 

The town of Bryson was named 
for our relative, Henry Elam Bryson, 

one of the founders of the town 
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It’s fun to see some of the wording such as 
“Offers to the immigrant facilities unsurpassed 
by those of any other line” or “Commodious 
and Comfortable Coaches.” They were also 
offering to carry 200 pounds of baggage per 
person for free. That meant a family of five 
could take 1,000 pounds of luggage. The Chi-
cago Agent, Thos. Dorwin, offered to “procure 
Tickets, attend to checking of Baggage, and 
afford any assistance in his power.”  

 

 

In addition to the schedule, the booklet had 
twelve panels of glowing descriptions and sta-
tistics about Texas. Below we have reproduced 
the first panel and re-typed the text. 

“There is no State in the Federal Union that has a brighter future 
than Texas. In extent of territory and variety of soil she sur-
passes every other State. Her products will supply every want of 
man. Her mineral resources are unsurpassed by any other State, 
and only await the development of the capitalist and the miner 
to yield untold millions. The energy of her citizens in public 
improvements is in keeping with the spirit of the age, which is 
demonstrated by the wonderful advancement in manufacturers 
and all public enterprises in the last few years.  
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“Immigration is supplying inhabitants at the rate of 200,000 
annually, and when the census of 1880 is taken, the country will 
be astonished at its rapid development and growth. Not only are 
the people of the South looking to Texas as the great farming 
State of the Union, but the citizens of the North-west and West-
ern States are seeking homes in a climate where the excessive 
hardships of the terrible winters of the North-west will be 
avoided, and today every State in the Union is represented 
among its prosperous inhabitants. The public debt of the State 
scarcely amounts to $3,000,000, whilst there are 45,000,000 
acres of land set apart for the benefit of Common Schools. The 
cotton crop alone sells for $40,000,000 per annum, while the 
crops of wheat and corn exceed the demand, and large amounts 
are shipped to foreign markets annually. Lands as productive as 
any on the footstool can be had for a mere song. The area of the 
State embraces 275,365 square miles …” 

Escaping the “terrible winters” of the North-
west referred to Chicago and what we now 
call the Midwest. The schedule/booklet goes 
on for eleven more panels. One panel even 
reproduces the Constitution of Texas. The 
booklet uses immigrant and emigrant inter-
changeably meaning going from the Chicago 
area to Texas. 
We can see that even in 1878 Texans loved to 
brag about their state. When I looked up 
synonyms for “brag”, I was amused to find 
“Texan” as one of the words listed. Well, Texas 
is a great state! 

Railway travel within Texas 
The trains had dining cars that were known 
for their excellent food. The typical train 
would have several Pullman Cars which were 
converted to sleeping quarters at night and 
seats during the day. The trains also made 
travel within Texas practical. As we have seen 
in the previous chapter, J. M. Bryson had a 
choice of two trains daily from Sweetwater, 
Texas to Dallas/Ft. Worth. This made it possi-
ble to visit his daughter in Fort Worth or to 
make business trips. With train service “single 
day” trips to Dallas became practical. We saw 
in the previous chapter that Martha J. (Bryson) 
and Isaac W. Lowe located their hotel and res-
taurant across the way from the Cedar Hill 
train station, and they even built a wooden 
sidewalk from the hotel to the depot. They 
catered to salesmen that came to town from 
Dallas on the morning train and returned on 
the evening train as well as those that stayed 
longer. The arrival of the train ushered in the 
beginning of the modern era causing Ellis 
County to go through rapid changes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1878 Texas & Pacific Routes 
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1869 East side of Waxahachie square 

 

1870 West side of Waxahachie square 

 
In 1892 the Waxahachie Railway was formed and 

mule drawn street cars were put into service 

 

The first court house was built in 1850 from 
cedar logs; the cost was $59. The second court 
house, a nice two story building, was built three 
years later. It was a 24’ x 36’ frame structure 
and cost $1,999. 

 

The third court house was built in 1873 from 
local hard yellow limestone. It cost $40,000. 

 

The fourth court house was completed in 1897. It 
had a three foot thick concrete foundation and 
was built from red granite, limestone, steel 
beams, brick, and a roof covered with slate and 
ceramic tiles. Its cost was about $150,000. The 
courthouse is still in use in 2008. 
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Waxahachie grows up 
Waxahachie became a boomtown with the 
arrival of railway service. Business started up, 
all types of goods were available, beautiful 
new homes were built, and a classic court-
house was designed.  

Saturday Afternoon in Town 
Waxahachie to the southeast or Cedar Hill to 
the north  became major trade centers for our 
relatives in Ellis County After a long week of 
hard work on the farm, everybody looked 
forward to going to town on Saturdays. This 
was the time to do the shopping for the week 
and a chance to see friends and neighbors. It 
seemed like almost everybody made it to 
town. Remember, there was no TV, radio, or 
movies; people entertained themselves. We 
can picture the men talking politics or possible 
business deals, the women chatting about the 
families, and the young people hanging out 
with each other.  

 
 
 
 

Typical Sunday at the Bryson home place 
Sundays were reserved for a day of rest and 
going to church. The stores were not open. 
My cousin, the late Thelma Bryson Bennett, 
told me that on a typical Sunday, the family 
would all go to Shiloh Cumberland Presbyte-
rian Church, first to Sunday School and then 
to Church. Frequently William Elam Bryson 
would invite the pastor for lunch. Cora Etta 
Bryson was a great cook, and she always 
made a special meal for lunch on Sunday. In 
the afternoon, the Bryson men and the pastor 
would sing hymns in four-part harmony till it 
was time to leave for the evening service.  

 

 

 

Downtown Waxahachie on a Saturday afternoon 
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Nancy Davidson

Hugh Bryson
1745-1835 NC

Henry F.
1871 TX-1871 TX

William Elam Cassie Charles D. John C.
1866 TX-1942 TX 1869 TX-1907 TX 1875 TX-1939 TX 1879 TX-1962 OK

Cora Etta Lay John Billingsley Nellie C. Curry Ollie Stoker
1869 TX-1927 TX 1861 KY-1956 TX 1879 TN-1926 TX 1880 TX-1923 OK

John F.  Bryson

Nancy A. Parsons
1841 VA-1935 TX

1837 TN - 1927 TX

John and Nancy Bryson’s Children

James  Bryson

Ann Doherty
1775 PA-1854 TN

1772 NC - 1852 TN
Elam Bryson

1807 NC-1859 TX

Mary D. Matthews
1807 NC-1877 TX

Martha Jane
1862 TX-1952 TX

William T. Rogers
1861 TX-1946 TX

1752-1830 NC

 

 

 

The first generation of Texas natives 
John Franklin Bryson and Nancy Alevia Parsons 
were part of the last generation that moved to 
a new frontier. John and Nancy each came to 
Texas with their parents, then later met there, 
married there, raised a family there, grew old 
there, and died there.  

John Franklin Bryson was born in 1837 in 
Maury County, TN and came to Texas about 
1850 when he was 13. The family first resided 
in Titus County, Texas, allowing enough time 
for John’s youngest brother, James Matthews 
Bryson, to be born and grow to be almost two 
years old. The family then moved to the fron-
tier of Ellis County, Texas in 1852. It was in 
this area that John F. lived until he died in 
1920 at the age of 83. 

His wife, the former Nancy Alevia Parsons, was 
born in Lincoln County, Missouri in 1842 a 
couple of years after her parents moved from 
August County, Virginia. In 1944, the family 

moved to yet another new frontier of Chero-
kee County in the Republic of Texas. They then 
moved to Ellis County in 1855, while Ellis 
County was still mostly undeveloped. 

John Franklin Bryson and Nancy Alevia Parsons 
were married March 17, 1860, when Nancy 
was almost eighteen and John Franklin was 
twenty-three. Their first daughter was born 
during the early part of the Civil War, only five 
months before John Franklin and many of his 
neighbors rode their horses off to war. The 
new family had to put off having more chil-
dren until the war was over. About 10 months 
after the war ended, William Elam was born. 
During the next thirteen years they had four 
more children. Nancy’s first child was born 
when she was 20 years old, in 1862, and her 
last one when she was 37 years old, in 1879, a 
span of 17 years. All six of the children were 
born in Ellis County, Texas. 

Chapter Fifteen 

 

 

The Nancy A. and John Franklin Bryson 

Family 
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The resourceful Farmer 
The saying “Necessity is the mother of inven-
tion” was certainly true on the frontier and 
even later on the farm. Every farmer learned 
how to repair and maintain his equipment. If 
it broke, you fixed it, and you lived by the 
axiom “Eat it up, wear it out, make it do or do 
without.” 

Through necessity, whether it be economic 
need, non-availability of spare parts, or time 
constraints, Texas farmers became proficient 
at a wide range of skills. They took great pride 
in being able to fix anything that needed fixin’ 
or improvise with a creative solution. A farmer 
and some bailing wire1 could fix almost any-
thing. 

Fun Time on the Farm 
Their entertainment was often re-
lated to their work. On Saturdays 
they loved having a contest to see 
who was the most skilled horse-
man, calf-roper, or bronco rider. 

We will learn later about the rela-
tionships between the Brysons of 
Ellis County and the Hosford and 
Threadgill families of Montague 
County, Texas. In the mean time, 
we will quote some personal recollections 
from Walt Threadgill’s hand-written notes 
since his observations parallel those of the Bry-
sons in Ellis County. 

“On some spring Sunday afternoons when 
the weather was nice, Ed and Kate 
Threadgill (Cora Etta Lay Bryson’s half-
sister) would let their sons, Truman and 
Tom, hold a steer riding contest with their 
friends. The riding took place in the pas-
ture just west of the house, and the stipu-
lation was that the rider had to remove 
the surcingle after he had ridden or been 
thrown from the animal. The surcingle 
was so rigged that it could be unbuckled 
while the rider was still astride the animal. 
So, if he rode the steer the allotted time, 
he could unbuckle the surcingle and jump 
off. If he were thrown, he had to go get a 
horse, drive the steer back to the corral, 

                                                
1 Wire used to hold a bale of hay together 

catch it, and remove the surcingle. This 
made for some pretty wild riding and a 
thrown rider being dragged around the 
pasture while still holding on to the surc-
ingle trying to get it unbuckled.”2  

These contests tended to hone the skills 
needed in their everyday work. Thus the rodeo 
was born. 

Horse drawn farm equipment 
Before the internal combustion engine, large 
farm equipment was horse or mule powered. 
In Walt Threadgill’s handwritten notes he says: 
“Kate (Kate Hosford Threadgill, half sister of 
Cora Etta Lay Bryson) always said that, until 
automobiles and tractors were introduced to 

farming, Ed and his older brother, 
Davis A. Threadgill were the finest 
mechanics of horse-powered 
equipment in the community. They 
had their own blacksmith shop 
and fabricated their own mainte-
nance parts. At one time they 
owned, along with father Tom, a 
horse-powered thrashing machine. 
During grain harvest season they 
traveled over the county thrashing. 
This machine required 12 horses, 
or mules, for power and was so 

hard on the teams that they had to be rested 
frequently. This required them to have around 
30 head of horses and mules.” 

Tractor powered thrashing machines 
After tractors were available, they made the 
thrashing process much easier. A long flat belt 
would be connected to the stationary thrash-
ing machine and then to the tractor. The har-
vesting process involved several steps. 1) The 
grain was cut by a mower that went around 
the perimeter of the uncut wheat in tighter 
and tighter swaths. 2) A large rake followed 
and gathered the hay so it could then be 
picked up with pitchforks and loaded into 
horse drawn wagons. 3) The wagons were 
driven to the thrashing machine. 4) The hay 
was thrown into the thrasher by hand. 5) The 

                                                
2 Transcription from Walt Threadgill (son of Ed) hand-
written notes by Becky Dansby, 1997 

 

Surcingle 
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thrasher separated and cleaned the grain from 
the straw. 6) The grain was loaded into wag-
ons and the straw was blown out into very 
large hay stacks. 7) A hay baler was then 
sometimes used to bale the hay. 

The McElroys, long-time close personal friends 
of the Brysons, owned one of the first tractor 
powered thrashing machines in Ellis County. 
Thurman McElroy was interviewed about his 
recollection of the early thrashing operation 
on local farms. An article based on this inter-
view was published in the Ovilla History Book 
in 1996 on pages 272-276. Parts of this write-
up describing McElroy’s personal experiences 
are quoted below: 

“The crew members worked the fields at har-
vesting time and the wives and daughters and 
mothers were in charge of the “cook shack.” 
The thrashing crews would work almost non-
stop for about two weeks in the harvest sea-
son. The machinery consisted of the tractor, 
the 7-foot binder that bound the grain into 
bundles, the thrasher that separated the grain 
from the straw, a junk wagon pulled by a 
team of mules, wagons for the grain, and a 
cook shack. The junk wagon had 55-gallon 
drums filled with gasoline for the equipment 
to operate on, tools, oil, grease, pitchforks, 

and other equipment. 

The cook shack was run by the women of the 
family (whose farm was being harvested) and 
consisted of a wagon that had a big wood 
stove on it, a work table in the center and a 
row of tables on each side where the men 
would stand to eat their meal. The breakfast 
supplies would typically be a 100 lb. sack of 
flour for the biscuits, slabs of bacon, and doz-
ens of eggs. The women would cook break-
fast, lunch, and dinner for the crew that 
worked from daylight to dark. If the crew was 
moving the next day to another farm, the 
cook shack would be taken to that farm after 
the crew shut down for the night because it 
had to be ready for the women to cook break-
fast for the crew at daybreak the next day. 

Thurman’s father, when starting up a crew, 
would take his book and sign on 17 crew 
members. There would always be more than 
17 who wanted to work. So, those who didn’t 
get a job would follow the crew, sleeping 
around the straw stack at night and staying 
around the cook shack in the daytime waiting 
for someone to leave the crew. Pay for the 
crew was $3.00 a day and an engineer would 
get as much as $7.00 a day.” 

Hay tossed into
thrasher with

pitchfork

Hay blown from
thrasher onto

large hay stack

Drive belt f
rom tra

cto
r

Grain pouring
into truck

 McElroy’s Thrasher in operation — straw wagon on left, thrasher in center, grain 
truck on the right and hay stack on upper right 

Photo from 
Ovilla History Book 

p. 273 
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As the thrasher went from farm to farm, the 
women of the host farm took great pride in 
the meals they prepared for the thrashing 
crew. There was an unofficial competition 
among the women, and the men certainly 
wanted it known that their wives and daugh-
ters were great cooks. 

The marvelous combine harvester 
As we described above, thrashing is just one 
process in harvesting wheat. The wheat needs 
to be cut, bundled, hauled, thrashed, cleaned, 
and the hay baled. For many years each of 
these steps was an individual process, requir-
ing teams of workers and many machines. In 
the picture of McElroy’s thrasher, men are 
feeding wheat into the machine with pitch 
forks. The thrasher remained in one spot. Its 
sole job was to separate the grain from the 
wheat stalks and blow the straw into big 
straw stacks. Later the straw was used to feed 
cattle or baled. 

Then the “Combine Harvester” was invented! 
As an engineer, it is one of my favorite inven-
tions because of its efficiency and labor saving 
qualities. The combine was pulled by a tractor 
around the field cutting a large swath as it 
went. It gathered the grain and fed it into the 
harvester where the grain was separated and 

cleaned through several steps. The clean grain 
blew out of tubing on the side and into a 
waiting truck. The bare straw proceeded 
through the combine where it was com-
pressed into bales and wired tight. The com-
pleted bales were expelled out the side. The 
combine was a very complicated piece of 
equipment with many things going on inside 
at the same time in perfect synchronization. In 
the early 1940s the owners of these machines 
would go from state to state following the 
harvesting season. The machines were far too 
expensive for an individual farmer to own.  

Junk Wagon
55 Gallon Gas Barre l

Straw
Wagon

Straw
Stack

Tractor

McElroy’s Thrasher about 1920 
McElroy’s Thrasher in full operation — Ellis County, Texas about 1920 

Abandoned 1940s “tractor-pulled” combine 
Mowing blades, center and grain output on right  

Baled straw came out the back left. 

Photo from 
Ovilla History Book 

p. 274 
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Jim, the combine, and the Rabbit 
When I was seven years old we lived in an old 
farm house near Ovilla for about a year. It was 
a year filled with wonderful adventures and an 
opportunity to experience rural life and close-
knit family and friends. We lived on property 
that had been given to my dad by his dad, 
William Elam Bryson, and not far from the old 
home place that my grandfather, William Elam 
Bryson, had built and lived in. 

Time came for the harvesting of wheat on 
granddad’s large wheat field. The big event 
was the arrival of the Combine Harvester and 
the beginning of the wheat harvest. I watched 
the large machine cutting big swaths around 
the uncut portions of the large field. Cut after 
cut, with the tall wheat in the middle dwin-
dling. With each pass, I watched as small ani-
mals scampered out of the tall wheat and 
across the bare open space that had been cut; 
rabbits, skunks, squirrels and other small ani-
mals. What fun I was having. At first there 
was only an occasional animal, but as the un-
cut area got smaller and smaller, the number 
of animals escaping increased. 

As any seven year-old might think, I wanted to 
catch a rabbit. Why not? There were so many, 
surely I could catch just one. I tried and tried, 
but they were all too fast. I kept trying and to 
my surprise I caught a small young rabbit. 
Proudly I took it home to be cared for and to 
be my new pet! 

Once I was home, I put the rabbit in a large 
screened enclosure that had years before been 
used to house turkeys. I went to the house to 
get carrots and water for my pet. Upon re-
turning I saw my rabbit lying at the entrance 
to the enclosure. I picked it up and it was stiff 
as a board. Devastated, I ran crying and 
screaming “My pet rabbit is dead! Come 
mommy, I want you to see!” When we got to 
the enclosure, to my surprise, the rabbit was 
gone! I had left the gate open and I was out-
foxed by a rabbit. My parents explained how 
some animals play dead, known as playing 
possum, as a means to fool their predator. 
I never saw my rabbit again. 

Technological advances 
We have just seen the dramatic advances in 
farm equipment, and other fields advanced 
just a rapidly. Nancy A. and John F. Bryson’s 
children and their spouses were born between 
1861 and 1880. In the previous chapter we 
learned about the growth and importance of 
the railway system starting in 1881. This was 
only the beginning of a whole new age.  

This generation saw the ushering in of the 
Machine Age, which is generally considered 
the time between WW I and WW II, 1918 to 
1941. It was a time that saw the first automo-
biles, airplanes, telephones, radios, electric 
power, refrigeration, indoor plumbing, hot 
and cold running water, and a score of other 
advances. 

This was the first generation to be able to own 
a car. Henry Ford and his mass production 
techniques led to affordable cars and many 
other consumer goods, but unfortunately the 
rural roads that had been fine for wagons 
were not well-suited for the automobile. 

As late as the early 1940s, the Ovilla roads be-
came almost impassable in rainy conditions. 
The tire ruts were so deep, the under parts of 
the car could not clear the roadway. The roads 
were so slick that cars fishtailed and some-
times ended up in the ditch beside the road. 
Fortunately there were plenty of reliable 
horses to come to the rescue and pull the car 
out.  

Along with the car, soon came light trucks 
and farm tractors. The nature of farming 

Model T Ford 1908-1927 
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changed dramatically and there was much less 
reliance on the horse and mule. 

These advances in technology were great for 
the individual farmer at first, but as time went 
on, larger and larger farm implements and 
earth moving equipment were developed and 
farming became less profitable for the small 
farmer. Farming gradually was taken over by 
the large operators. “The number of farms in 
Ellis County rose from 2,884 in 1880 to about 
6,000 in 1900, and stayed at that level 
through 1930 when it reached an all-time 
high of 6,082. A slow decline started in 
1930.”3 

Home conveniences 
From the early 1900s to about 1941, there 
were great differences in rural life and city life 
as could be seen in Waxahachie. As an exam-
ple, in early 1907 an electric train ran from 
Waxahachie to Dallas. By 1913 there were 
electric substations in six Ellis County cities. 
Yet it was not until after 1941 that most farms 
around Ovilla had electricity. I still have vivid 
images of living on the farm in 1941. We had 
no electricity and used kerosene lamps at 
night. Cooking was done on a wood cook 
stove. Water came from a well outside the 
house and had to be drawn regardless of the 
weather. 

A tin water bucket was lowered on a rope and 
filled with fresh 
water and then 
raised back up. 
Next to the water 
bucket was a dip-
per that was used 
to scoop out small 
amounts of water 
and was also used 
as a community 
drinking vessel. 
Having lived in 
town, the idea of 

everyone drinking from the same dipper was 
not appealing. I always drank from a corner 

                                                
3 www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/EE/hce4.html 

near the handle which I 
thought others had not 
used. It turns out a lot of 
others thought the same 
way! The cardinal sin was 
to lose your grip on the 
dipper and let it fall down 
into the well; fortunately 
most dippers were secured 
with a string.  

Since there was no elec-
tricity, food was kept cool in an “ice box” that 
held large blocks of ice. The ice man delivered 
blocks of ice every few days. Every kitchen had 
an ice pick that was used to chip ice for iced 
tea or even to make ice cream. 

When out of town visitors came, a tradition 
was to all gather around and make home-
made ice cream with pure fresh cream. The 
first job was to 
make the cream. 
The process started 
by pouring a large 
amount of fresh 
milk, still warm 
from milking, into 
the hand cranked 
separator bowl. 
The separator was 
mounted to the 
floor and had a 
bowl, crank handle 
and spouts for the finished cream and skim 
milk.  Turning the crank caused the milk to 
spin around very fast and the cream to be 
separated from the milk. Cream came out the 
top spout and skim milk came out the bot-
tom. Since this was a lengthy process, the kids 
took turns turning the crank. 

Ice was chipped from the block of ice from the 
ice box and put in a hand cranked ice cream 
maker along with salt. After a half hour of 
cranking, everyone enjoyed delicious ice 
cream.  

There was no form of air conditioning or room 
fans, only natural air circulation. Kerosene 
room heaters were used in the winter time to 
warm a room or two. 

Dipper 

Water bucket 

Cream Separator 
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Farm animals 
Most farms had a variety of farm animals. 
Cows, chickens, sheep, goats, pigs, and tur-
keys were raised for use by the farmer’s family 
or to be sold. All these animals required atten-
tion everyday. The cows had to be milked (by 
hand) twice a day. Eggs had to be collected at 
least once a day. All the animals had to have 
fresh water and the right amount of feed. It 
was a delicate balancing act that required 
daily attention. 

A few of the animals were raised to provide 
meat for the family. Each farmer butchered his 
own whether it was goat, beef, or a hog. A 
butchered hog produced two large hams that 
were slow cured in a smoke house. A properly 
cured ham would last several months without 
refrigeration and provided one of the favorite 
foods on the farm — a slice of cured ham on a 
homemade hot biscuit. 

Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
The Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
(Shiloh) has always been very important for 
the Bryson family. The church was organized 
in 1847 and was reported to be the first Pres-

byterian church west of the Trinity River. 
When Mary D. and Elam Bryson arrived with 
their family in 1852, they chose Shiloh as their 
church home. The church minutes record   
births, baptisms, church membership, deaths, 
and positions of leadership for the Brysons 
through the years. The minutes are in the 
church library.  Other related families such as 
Powers and Lay were also early members of 
Shiloh. 

The Brysons were on the roll as elders for 
many years. John Franklin Bryson, the father 
of the generation we are learning about in 
this chapter, was baptized in the church and 
served as an elder from 1877 to 1920, a total 
of 43 years. He was also the Sunday School 
Superintendent for several years.  The fellow-
ship hall, Bryson Hall, is named in honor of Dr. 
Fred W. Bryson, DD, great-grandson of John F. 
Bryson. The pastor’s study, the Davis Bryson 
Study, is named in honor of Dr. Davis O. Bry-
son, a grandson of John F. Bryson, and my fa-
ther. There are six generations of Brysons in 
the Shiloh Cemetery as well as dozens of other 
relatives. Shiloh—a truly special place! 

 

Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
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The Nancy A. and John F. Bryson Children 
 

1 – Martha Jane Bryson 
Born: Mar. 14, 1861, Ellis Co., Texas 

Married: Oct. 21, 1881, Ellis Co., Texas 
William T. Rogers (1861-1948) 

Died: Dec. 16, 1952, Young Co., Texas 

 

Martha Jane Bryson, the first child of Nancy A. 
and John F. Bryson, was born in Ellis County 
on March 14, 1861, less than a month before 
the first shots were fired at Fort Sumter to 
start the Civil War. Those were stressful times 
for Nancy and John Bryson who were just 
starting a new family with a newborn in the 
house. As if living on the frontier wasn’t 
enough! They were facing the prospect of 
most of the young men going off to war in a 
few months. 

Martha Jane, who was affectionately called 
Mattie, was only 16 months when her dad, 
John F. Bryson, her uncle, Henry E. Bryson, her 
uncle, Isaac Walker Lowe, and others rode 
their horses toward Waco to enlist in the Cav-
alry of the Confederate States Army. For the 
next three years, the older women were left 
with added responsibilities for running the 
farm. It must have been a wonderful occasion 
when the war was over and the men came 
home. Just imagine how happy little Mattie 
and her mother were to see John F. and how 
happy he was to see them. 

Mattie grew up near Ovilla on the family farm, 
learning homemaking skills from her mother 
and grandmother, Nancy Alevia Bryson. She 
probably learned sewing, darning of socks, 
cooking, cleaning fish, baking pies, making 
soap, and milking cows. 

The first census in which Mattie appears is the 
1870 Ellis County census where she is shown 
to be nine years old. The census taker got con-
fused on the names and interchanged Nancy 
A., her mother, and Martha. In 1880 the list-
ing for the John F. Bryson household shows 
Martha as being 18. She was actually 19. The 
census records are not always completely ac-
curate but they do provide useful information. 

 

Martha Jane got married 
Martha Jane Bryson married a local boy, Wil-
liam T. “Will” Rogers, on October 27, 1881 in 
Ellis County. They were both twenty years old 
and by coincidence had both been born in 
March of 1861. The new family continued to 
live in Ellis County for a while and sometime 
before the 1900 census moved 140 miles 
northwest to Olney in Young County, Texas. 
That area was less developed and land was 
cheap. The Rogers settled on the land and 
took up farm-
ing, raising 
children, and 
later enjoying 
grandchil-
dren.  

In their new 
location, they 
were only 40 
miles from 
Bryson, Texas 
and the large 
family of 
Mattie’s Un-
cle Henry 
Elam Bryson. Although Henry E. died in 1909, 
there were still a lot of Bryson relatives living 
in Bryson, Texas. 

Mattie’s father died 
In April 1920, Mattie received an urgent 
phone call from her relatives in the Ovilla area. 
Her father, John Franklin Bryson, was near 
death at his home in Lancaster and they sug-
gested she come immediately. She caught a 
train and was able to get to his bedside before 
he passed away. The local papers carried John 
F. Bryson’s obituary and one of the things it 
mentioned was that Mrs. Bryson (John’s 
widow and Mattie’s mother) was going to 
visit her children. She first was going to see 
her daughter Mattie in Olney and then other 
children. A small part of this obituary is on the 
next page. Mattie, 59, took her mother, 79, 
with her back to Olney after the funeral ser-
vice at the Shiloh church in Ovilla.  
 

Martha J. Bryson, age 32 
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Mattie and William’s family in Olney 
Mattie and William T. Rogers had five children 
that we know of. The last born died as an in-
fant. 

Jessie F. Rogers    born Aug. 1882 
Melvin E. Rogers    born Oct. 1884 
Arthur C. Rogers    born June 1887 
Cassie O. Rogers    born Oct. 1892 
Homer Rogers    1899 - 1900 

The three boys married in the Olney area and 
took up farming in Young, Archer, and Palo 
Pinto Counties. The Rogers families had prop-
erty on both sides of the Young-Archer County 
boundary. 

The 1910 census shows the two older boys, 
Jessie and Melvin, as being married and living 
in Archer County on adjacent farms. Sometime 
around 1918, Melvin’s wife, Janice, died about 
the same time as the birth of their fourth 
child. This left Melvin a widower with four 
young children: Nova, 8, Elton, 7, Janie, 3, and 
Vivian, a newborn. 

Melvin moved back to Young County and lived 
next to his mother and father, Mattie and Will. 
Mattie probably helped raise his four children.  

The 1920 census shows Jessie still in Archer 
County. Melvin, a widower, and Arthur, the 
youngest son, were living close their parents 
in Young County. By 1930, Jessie and Melvin 
had moved to Mineral Wells in Palo Pinto 
County and were successful at raising stock. 
Arthur remained in Olney near his parents. We 
do not know what happened to Cassie Ollie 
Rogers. Mattie and Will had ten grandchildren 
that we know of; Jessie had 2 children, Melvin 
had 4 children, and Arthur had 4 children 

Life on the prairie in a remote area suited 
Mattie and William well. It is hard to imagine 
all the changes Mattie and William saw in 
their lifetimes; from wagons on the frontier to 
modern jet air planes; from candlelight to 
phones, radios, electric lights, and televisions. 

Mattie lived through five major 
wars: Civil War, Spanish American 
War, WW I, WW II, and Korean War. 

Martha Jane Bryson Rogers died on 
December 17, 1952 at the ripe old 
age of 91 years, 9 months, 2 days.4 
Her death certificate shows that she 
died in Lancaster, Dallas County. It 
is a real mystery why Mattie, almost 
92 was visiting in Lancaster. Mattie 
died four years to the day after her 
husband William T. Rogers had 
died. 

After 67 years of marriage, William 
T. Rogers died on December 17, 1948. He was 
almost 88 years old. They are interred in Pio-

                                                
4 Texas State Death Certificate 

 

… 

Archer Co.

Palo
Pinto
Co.

Young Co.
(Olney)

Jack Co.
(Bryson)

Ellis Co.
(Ovilla)

Counties relevant to the Rogers family 



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

318 

neers Cemetery in Olney, Texas. 

2 – William Elam Bryson 
Born: Apr. 4, 1866, Ellis Co., Texas 
Married: Oct. 18, 1889, Montague Co., Texas 

Cora Etta Lay (1869-1927) 
Died: Aug. 5, 1942, Ellis Co., Texas 

We have just learned a little about the first 
child of Nancy A. and John F. Bryson. Shortly 
after the birth of Mattie, John and his friends 
went off to war and had to put family con-
cerns on hold. Almost a year after the war 
ended, William Elam was born on the Bryson 
family farm near Ovilla, Texas.  

During his early childhood, most of the farms 
in the area primarily raised cattle. They also 
grew all sorts of fruits and vegetables for their 
own use. They were very self-sufficient. When 
a crop came in, the family pitched in and 
helped “put up” (canned) food for the winter. 
They would can large quantities of peaches, 
peas, corn, turnips, string beans, lima beans, 
okra, tomatoes, cucumbers for pickles, pickled 
beets, and much more. They cured hams, 
salted sides of beef, and dried some of the 
meat.  

There were always a lot of chickens and tur-
keys running around the farm so there was 
always fried chicken available. Cows provided 
fresh milk, chickens provided eggs, and cured 
pork produced some great bacon. They did 
not go hungry on the farm! 

William “Will” Elam learned all about raising 
and caring for livestock. He also learned 
horsemanship skills. When Will was in his 
teens, he saw his first train, when service was 
extended to Waxahachie or Cedar Hill.  

In the 1880s farmers in this part of Texas 
started growing cash crops as the primary 
source of income. The climate and soil condi-
tions were ideal for growing cotton and the 
new railway system provided an economical 
method of shipment. The increase of cotton 
production grew rapidly in the last two dec-
ades of the 19th century, and by 1912, Ellis 
County was the number one cotton producing 
county in the entire country. William Elam 
learned crop farming from the ground up, so 

to speak. Wheat and other grains became im-
portant crops as well as corn. Will learned well 
and became a skilled farmer and businessman.  

Brysons were members of Shiloh Church 
The Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
was very important to the Brysons and their 
neighbors. Will attended Sunday school and 
church from early childhood. The entire family 
was active in the church where neighbors met 
in fellowship. The youngsters could hang out 
together and swap stories and the boys played 
jokes on each other and flirted with the girls. 
William Elam’s dad, John Franklin Bryson, was 
an elder and the Sunday School Superinten-
dent. When Will was eleven, his dad was or-
dained as a Presbyterian elder, a position he 
held until his death, a total of 43 years.  

William Elam got married 
There was a particular young lady that Will en-
joyed being with — Cora Etta Lay. They had 
both been born near Ovilla, had grown up in 
nearby farms, and had attended Shiloh Cum-
berland Presbyterian Church from childhood. 
This beautiful young lady, Cora Etta Lay, was 
the daughter of Lizzie Powers and Joseph M. 
Lay. When Cora was three years old, her father 
died and was buried in the Shiloh Cemetery.  

After only five years of marriage, Lizzie Powers 
Lay was a twenty-three year old widow with 
two small children. Lizzie moved in with her 
parents Lovisa and David Powers. There were a 
lot of Powers aunts and uncles in the area so 
Lizzie had a lot of support. When Cora Etta 
was eleven, her mother married a longtime 
family friend, John N. Hosford. Lizzie’s sister 
Mary was married to John’s brother, William 
Hosford. They continued to live in the Ovilla 
area until the summer of 1889 when John 
Hosford wanted more land and moved his 
family to West Belknap Creek, Montague 
County, Texas, about 140 miles northwest of 
Ovilla. It must have been heart wrenching for 
William Elam Bryson to see the apple of his 
eye move away. It didn’t take him long to 
solve the problem. He promptly went to Mon-
tague County and married Cora Etta Lay on 
October 16, 1889. After the wedding he took 
her back to Ovilla to live. 
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Cora Etta Lay, 20 and William Elam Bryson, 23 — wedding picture 1889 
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A research success story 
For years we were trying to find information 
on the marriage of William Elam Bryson and 
Cora Etta Lay. Whenever the topic was dis-
cussed with older members of the Bryson fam-
ily, they would always quickly say, “Cora Etta 
was a girl from Montague County” and not 
from Ellis County. This led to research in the 
wrong direction for a long time. Of course this 
was before all the great tools of the internet 
and the persistence of Betty Bryson Beckum. 
She found that the marriage had taken place 
in Montague County and later even found the 
marriage certificate. That was one of those 

exhilarating moments of genealogy research. 
This then led us back to Ellis County and the 
connection to the Lay family and the Powers 
family. It all seems so obvious now, but in our 
early days of research we had no idea about 
Cora Etta’s parents. They didn’t seem to be in 
Montague County.  

Betty deserves a big thank you because 
through her tireless years of dedicated re-
search, she has uncovered and documented 
much of the information on the families con-
nected to Ellis County. She has also obtained 
many of the original documents you see in 
this book. Thank You, Betty! 

Cora Etta Lay and William Elam Bryson – Marriage Certificate — 1889 Montague Co., Texas 
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Cora Etta’s Parents 
Cora Etta’s ancestors were pioneers who 
moved westward to new frontiers much like 
Will’s grandfather and grandmother had. Cora 
Etta’s grandfather, John Lay, had been a flat-
boat river captain in Alabama in the 1840s 
and decided to move west to the Ovilla area 
with his family in 1860. They brought several 
family members with them, including 22 year 
old Joseph M. Lay, who was later to become 
Cora Etta’s father. 

The Civil war was going on when Joseph Lay 
arrived in Texas and he immediately signed up 
with the local militia. He served throughout 
the war in various units, but was reported as 
being sick or in the hospital during much of 
the war.  

Back in Ellis County, after the Civil War, Joseph 
M. Lay, 28, married Lizzie Powers, 18, in 1868. 
A year later, Cora Etta was born. Their second 
child, Mary Ollie, was born two and a half 
years after that in January 1872. Just when 
things seemed normal and the new family was 
being started, tragedy struck. When Cora Etta 
was a little more than three years old and her 
sister, Mary Ollie was only one, their father, 
Joseph M., died on March 19, 1873. This left 
Lizzie as a young 23-year-old widow with two 
young children. Joseph M. Lay is buried in Shi-
loh Cemetery. See the chapter on the Lay and 
Taliaferro families for more information on Jo-
seph M. Lay and his ancestors. 

The Powers side of the family 
Lizzie Powers Lay and her two daughters 
moved in with her mother and father who 
were also living near Ovilla. The 1880 census 
recorded the Lovisa and David C. Powers 
household number 86, as follows: 

NAME AGE OCCUPATION STATUS 

Powers, David 67 Farmer married 

Powers, Lovisa 62 keeping house married 

Lay, Lizzie 32 keeping house widow 

Lay, Etta 10  single 

Lay, Olla 8  single 

 

Next to David in household number 87 was 
Lizzie’s younger sister, Sarah, 27, and her hus-
band Jasper Berry, 30, and their four children 
ages 6 days, 2, 4, and  6 years old. Other Ellis 
County siblings of Lizzie Powers Lay included: 

Mary (Powers) & William Hosford 

Evaline & William Wilson Powers  

Mattie (Powers) & Joseph Clark 

Emma (Powers) & H.O Baynham 

Amanda (Powers) & Charles Knight 

Cora Etta had a lot of uncles and aunts and 
over 30 first cousins on the Powers side of the 
family, all living near each other. Most at-
tended Shiloh Church. Although at age four 
Cora Etta lost her father, she grew up with a 
lot of loving relatives all around. Cora Etta 
grew up among her Powers relatives so she 
probably felt closer to the Powers than to the 
Lay side of the family. 

The Powers had come to Ellis County in the 
late 1840s from Neosho, Newton County, Mis-
souri. The families received several square 
miles of prime farm land under the Peters Col-
ony program. The Powers family story is in a 
separate chapter on the Powers and Shearer 
Families. 

Lizzie Powers Lay is proactive 
Cora Etta’s mother, Lizzie, was a strong-willed 
woman who took matters into her own 
hands. On May 26, 1873, only two months af-
ter the death of her husband, she took steps 
to claim 160 acres of vacant land and officially 
applied for a Texas Land Office patent. She 
had a house built on the property and cleared 
some land. She met all the requirements for 
obtaining the patent. See patent map below. 
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On October 19, 1877 she was granted a pat-
ent for 160 acres, very close to her Powers 
relatives and her mother, Mary Powers. 

Lizzie Powers Lay got married again 
After being a widow for seven years, Lizzie 
married a long-time Powers family friend, 
John Hosford. The Hosfords had migrated 
from Neosho, Missouri, along with the Powers 
families and John Hosford’s brother, William, 
who was married to Lizzie’s sister, Mary. Lizzie 
Powers Lay, 31, and John N. Hosford, 45, were 
married on December 16, 1880 in Ellis County. 
Cora Etta was ten and Mary Ollie was eight. 

The new family took up farming near Midlo-
thian, Texas. They had two daughters, Kate 
and Florence. An infant son, John D., did not 
survive. John Hosford wanted more land in 
order to raise cattle and in 1889 the family 
moved to the West Belknap Creek area near 
Stoneburg, Montague County, Texas. This was 
in the northern part of the state and about 20 

miles south of the Oklahoma Territory border. 
Oklahoma did not become a state until 1907. 

William and Cora Etta Bryson returned to 
Ovilla, while Cora Etta’s mother, stepfather, 
sister and two half sisters stayed in Montague 
County and raised their families there. 

The children of Lizzie Powers Lay Hosford: 

Cora Etta Lay married William Elam Bryson 
Mary Ollie Lay married Davis Threadgill 
Kate Hosford married Thomas Threadgill 
Florence Hosford married Jessie Jones 

Cora Etta kept a close relationship with her 
mother, sister and half sisters and their fami-
lies. The Brysons of Ellis County have always 
been very close to the group of relatives in 
Montague County and frequently visited back 
and forth. The story of the Montague County 
relatives is covered in the chapter on the Pow-
ers and Shearer families. 

 

Elizabeth Lay land patent for 160 acres 
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Cora and William Elam start a life together 
Now back to Cora Etta and William Elam Bry-
son. After being married in 1889, in Monta-
gue County, they returned to Ovilla. The new-
lyweds set up house and started their life to-
gether. We have not researched the property 
transactions for those of the later generations, 
including William Elam; however, the informa-
tion is available in the Ellis County Clerks office 
and that research would, I’m sure, prove to be 
quite interesting. We do know that William 
Elam accumulated a lot of land over the years 
and that he was a good businessman. 

The first child born to William and Cora Etta 
was Charles Wilburn Bryson. Etta decided to 
go to her mother’s home in Montague County 
to have her first child. We don’t know the rea-
sons, but she must have felt more comfortable 

having the support of her mother. Charles 
Wilburn was born in the dead of winter on 
January 31, 1891 in Montague County, Texas. 

Almost exactly two years later on January 21, 
1893, their second son was born, Joseph 
Franklin Bryson. Many have thought that 
based on his initials, he was named John 
Franklin Bryson after his grandfather. Even the 
Shiloh Church minutes in at least one place re-
fers to him as JF Bryson, Jr. He actually was 
named after his maternal grandfather, Joseph 
Lay, and his middle name came from his pa-
ternal grandfather’s middle name. 

Frequently families had children almost every 
two years for several years. Large families 
were very common. This was not the case with 
Cora Etta and William Elam. Their next child, 
Truman Lay Bryson was born almost six years 

The William Elam Bryson Family about 1901 

William Elam                         Wilburn                            Etta 
                                   Truman                               Frank          . 
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later just before the turn of the century, on 
September 5, 1899. Again they honored Jo-
seph Lay by using his surname as Truman’s 
middle name.  It would be almost seven years 
before the last son, Davis Ozell Bryson was 
born. He was born on July 15, 1906 on the 
family farm near Ovilla. The family was very 
fond of “Uncle Dave” Davis Threadgill, the 
husband of Mary Ollie Lay, Cora Etta’s sister. I 
feel certain that my dad was named in honor 
of “Uncle Dave.” Where did the name, Ozell, 
come from? I have not been able to find any-
one who has the faintest idea. 

The unusual birth pattern continued. Six years 
after Davis was born, a baby girl, Vera Etta 
Bryson, came into their lives. She was born on 
the family farm on July 24, 1912 and given a 
middle name in honor of her mother, Cora 
Etta. At forty-six, William Elam was very ex-
cited to have a baby girl in the family and she 
quickly became the apple of his eye. 

Let’s summarize this interesting series of births 
that spanned more than 20 years. 
 

Name Birth 
Year 

Cora’s age 

Charles W. 1891 22 

Joseph F. 1893 24 

Truman L. 1899 30 

Davis O. 1906 36 

Vera E. 1912 42 

From personal accounts, Cora Etta was a 
strong-willed person. She also enjoyed dress-
ing nicely and having fine things. We might 
also assume she had her way in the naming of 
the children.  

The picture below shows the home they 
probably lived in from late 1890s until about 
1910 when Will built one of the nicest homes 
in the area.  

 

The William Elam Bryson Family - probably early 1903 

The date is based on the estimated age of Truman whom we guess to be about 3 ½ and the 
trees without leaves indicate late fall or winter. 
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Colorful nick names were often used. 

The careful selection of a name for a new 
baby did not ensure what that person would 
be called. Quite often a person’s middle name 
was the preferred familiar name. Charles 
Wilburn started out being called Wilburn and 
as he got older, his buddies called him 
“Bruney.” I never heard Joseph Franklin being 
called Joseph or Joe. In his early years he was 
called Frank, and later he was always just 
“Buck.” Truman Lay was generally called Tru-
man, however family members affectionately 
called him “Shorty,” somewhat a tongue-in-
cheek recognition of his being the tallest 
member of the family. 

When my dad, Davis O. Bryson was a young-
ster, he had the habit of running up to the 
front door of the house, flinging it open and 
running very fast down the long hall and out 
the back door, like a cyclone, not bothering to 
close either door. On windy days, this created 
a virtual cyclone in the house with things 
blowing everywhere. Doc, a helper that came 
to live with the Brysons, and practically a 
member of the family, gave Davis the nick-
name “Cyclone” or affectionately “Cy-key. 

These nicknames tended to stick with the indi-
viduals all their lives and beyond. Thelma Bry-
son Bennett still referred to Truman as Uncle 
Shorty even when she was in her 90s.  

William Elam, 52
“Will”

Truman Lay, 19
“Shorty”

Joseph Franklin, 25
“Buck”

Davis Ozell, 12
“Cy-key”

Vera Etta, 6
“Suzie”

Charles Wilburn, 27
“Bruney”

Cora Etta, 49
“Etta”

Photo from collection of Thelma Bryson Bennett

About 1918
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Brysons attended Shiloh Church 
The entire family attended church services at 
the Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
near Ovilla. Can’t you just imagine? This hand-
some group marching into church — it must 
have been quite a sight!  On Sunday after-
noon, the pastor was often invited for “Sun-
day Dinner” and in the afternoon the men 
would sing gospel songs in four-part har-
mony. Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
was, and is, an important part of the Brysons’ 
lives. They not only attended church, but 
many Brysons have served in key leadership 
roles in the church. William Elam was an elder 
in the church for many years and in 1934 was 
elected Moderator of the Dallas Presbytery of 
the Cumberland Presbyterian Church. 

The Bryson tradition of being Elders of Shiloh 
church started with John Franklin in 1877. He 
served as elder for 43 years and was Sunday 
School Superintendent for many years as well. 
In an address given by Dr. Hemphill Hosford at 
Shiloh’s Centennial Celebration in 1947 he 
said “It is worth to note that the name of Bry-
son has appeared as an Elder of Shiloh Church 
since 1877, seventy years. First John F. Bryson, 
then his son, W. E. Bryson in 1904 and at the 
present time his son Wilburn Bryson.” Other 
members of the family that served as Elder in-
clude W. E. Bryson’s offspring Truman Lay and 
Vera Etta. Perry Lay Bryson, Truman’s son, be-
came the fourth consecutive generation of the 
Bryson family to be on the Shiloh rolls as 
elder. With his service, the Bryson name was 

on the rolls for over 
100 consecutive years. 
W. E. Bryson’s son Rev. 
Davis O. Bryson, was 
called to the ministry 
and served the Cum-
berland Presbyterian 
Church with distinction 
for more than 40 years, 
including a short time 
at Shiloh. Davis served 
several pastorates, was 
a missionary in Colom-
bia, South America for 
about 15 years and 
worked with American-
born Chinese in San 
Francisco for 24 years. 

Dr. Fred W. Bryson, W. 
E. Bryson’s grandson, 
also was called to the 
ministry and served as 
pastor of Shiloh church 
for 25 years, and led it 
through a major resto-
ration and remodeling 
program. The fellow-
ship hall is named in 
his honor. When Bethel 
College, the denomina-
tional school, was go-
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ing through a declining enrollment and in 
danger of failing, Dr. Bryson was asked to be 
the President of the college. He did an out-
standing job as president and the college is 
thriving today and continuing to grow. 

Shiloh Church served as the center for spiritual 
strength as well as a place to have fun. The 
congregation was known for the wonderful 
“Dinner-on-the-ground” celebrations where 
the congregation would bring all kinds of 
great home cooked food and desserts to 
church. These events would be held in the 
summer on warm Sunday nights, with tables 
set up on the lawn outside the church. 

The Campground 
In 1904 an open air tabernacle was built on 
several acres of wooded land known as the 
Ovilla Camp Ground. It was governed by the 
Methodist Church and the Shiloh Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church. Mary Ellen Pugh Patton 
describes her recollection well on page 183 of 
the Ovilla History Book where she wrote “we 

looked forward to Camp Meetings every 
summer. They were held during the last two 
weeks of August at the Tabernacle on the 
Camp Grounds just south of Red Oak Creek. 

“Members of the Methodist and Cumberland 
Presbyterian churches along with others from 
miles around would come, put up tents, and 
stay for the entire two weeks. Two services 
were held each day along with prayer meeting 
groups each night before the service. Hay was 
put in the aisles and lights were used. It was a 
wonderful time for gospel preaching, singing, 
food, and fellowship.”  

 

  
Campground pictures from Ovilla History Book, p. 38 & 41 

Typical Campground Tabernacle 
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Will Bryson builds a fine house
As the family got bigger and the Brysons were 
able to afford a larger house, Will and Cora 
Etta planned out some of the conveniences 
they would like to see. One of the innovations 
they came up with was to have a water well 
right off the kitchen to avoid having to go 
outside in hot and cold weather to get water. 
This also meant they did not have to store ex-
tra buckets of water in the house. They could 
just drop the bucket down about 20 feet and 
pull it back up and have water any time they 
wanted. Etta wanted a very large wood cook 
stove in the kitchen for her large family and 
frequent guests. 

Two of Etta and Will’s grandchildren, Helen 
Bryson Schiller and Ann Bryson Draper de-
scribed the Bryson place and Cora Etta Bryson 
on pages 54-55 of The Ovilla History Book.5 
“They built what was in those days an impos-

                                                
5 Ovilla History Book, Ovilla Historical Society, 1996 

ing home, complete with a well in the hall 
across from the kitchen and installed carbide 
lights and chandeliers, which could be seen 
for miles around. The house still stands today 
and is owned by Mrs. Bob (Monnie) Springer 
who bought it from the Bryson family. (The 
house is at the corner of Bryson Lane and 
Springer Road, near Ovilla.) 

“Cora Etta loved beautiful things, like fine 
china, marble topped furnishings and long silk 
gowns. She took great pride in the huge 
wood-burning ‘cook stove’ in her spacious 
kitchen that was complete with a long 
wooden table with benches on both sides. The 
‘cook stove’ had a special compartment for 
heating water and a warming oven up top.” 

The home had a great porch around two sides 
and three entryways. In the front there was a 
large living room that was finely furnished, 
complete with piano. This room was reserved 
only for special guests.  
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Unusual age spread 
The age spread of Will and Etta’s children cre-
ated some interesting relationships. Vera, their 
youngest child was born in July 1912 and two 
of her nieces were born within eleven months. 
Marietta, Wilburn’s oldest daughter was born 
in April 1913, and Thelma, Franklin’s (Buck’s) 
daughter was born in July 1914. This created a 
wonderful trio of young girls who loved to 
play together and remained life-long friends. 
Vera recalled when the picture below was 
taken that her dad, William Elam, was very 
upset with her because she did not have on 
long socks and wouldn’t let the picture be 
taken until long stocking were located. 

Front: Vera Etta and Marietta 
Back: Thelma Elizabeth 

 

 

Fun on the farm 
For fun, the boys went hunting and frequently 
brought home enough game for several 
meals. A favorite swimming hole was Rocky 
Falls on Red Oak Creek near Ovilla. The large 
wet slippery slabs of white limestone made a 
great natural water slide. The water was clear 
and deep enough for a good swim. Many 
Ovilla natives learned to swim at this spot. The 
Ovilla Church of Christ also used this spot for 
baptisms.  

If the boys happened to see a big catfish duck 
in a muddy hole in the river bank, they would 
sneak up on it and quickly thrust their hand in 
the hole and come out with a thrashing cat-
fish and often a painful stinging hand. The 
spiny dorsal and lateral fins on most catfish 
are venomous and pack a painful sting. Of 
course the brave Texas cowboy could not let 
on that it was a bother at all; showing off his 
large fish was more important. 

Stock Show 
The boys were given their own sheep, cows, 
and horses to raise and breed. They worked all 
year taking good care of the animals and once 
a year they would take them to “The Stock 
Yard” in Fort Worth for formal judging. Hun-
dreds of young boys would come from far and 
wide with their prized animals hoping to win 
the Blue Ribbon at the Stock Show. Each boy 
was assigned a stock pen. This was a time of 
fun and renewing friendships. They would 
spend several days there and at night they 
crawled up next to an animal in the corral and 

 

Rocky Falls on Red Oak Creek 
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slept on the hay. During the day they 
groomed, fed and pampered their animals in 
preparation for the competition. Back on the 
farm, the boys enjoyed being competitive, see-
ing who could ride a horse or cow the best. 
They took great pride in their ability to 
“break” a wild horse and turn it into one that 
could easily be ridden. 

Davis and the wild calf ride 
I remember an experience my dad, Davis Bry-
son, told about trying to ride a young calf. 

Dad loved hanging around with his next old-
est brother, Truman, who was six years older. 
They had a lot of fun together and Dad really 
respected Truman and looked up to him. A 
few months after the picture on page 325 was 
taken, Truman suggested that Davis try and 
ride a calf. After numerous unsuccessful and 
painful tries, one of them suggested getting 
on the calf and tying Davis’ two feet together. 
That way he would not be able to fall off. 

It sounded like a reasonable plan to them. All 
started well until Davis flipped around upside-
down with the calf kicking him in the fore-
head with each running 
step. The calf then ran 
to a barbed wire fence 
and started rubbing up 
against it trying to get 
the rider off. Truman 
was able to extract 
young Davis and take 
the bleeding young 
man home to his 
mother. The wounds 
healed; Davis still dearly 
loved his older brother; 
and Davis lived the rest 
of his life proudly wear-
ing a heroic scar in the 
middle of his forehead. 
Throughout their lives 
Davis and Truman had 
a great respect and 
love for each other. 

 

William Elam bought property 
William Elam seemed to have as one of his 
goals the accumulation of land. As the family 
grew, Will Bryson started buying property and 
nearby farms. Some of the acreage he planted 
in crops and some was pasture land. He built 
a number of storage barns and accumulated a 
lot of his own farm implements. He planted 
large fields of cotton, wheat, corn, oats, and 
sorghum. He became respected as an excellent 
businessman. 

It would be interesting to research more of his 
land transactions, but in this section we will 
look at a sampling of his transactions. 

His primary farm land was centered on what is 
now the intersection of Shiloh Road and Bry-
son Lane. Over the years he added to his hold-
ings in this area. The home place was on a 
107 acre parcel in the northeast part of the JP 
Laughlin patent.  

In October 1910, William and Etta added to 
their holdings when they bought about 46 
acres from William’s father, J.F. Bryson. This 
property was in the Jesus Bielmas survey. After 

 

John F. Bryson sold property to his son William Elam Bryson 
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going through a series of owners, it was ac-
quired by Alan T. Baggett and his wife, Sarah 
L., in the mid 1890s. 

John Franklin Bryson bought 100.8 acres from 
the Baggetts in the year 1900. He paid $3,500 
in three annual installments. In October 1910, 
JF Bryson sold 64.62 acres from the above 
parcel for $3,877.20 to his son William.  

A warranty deed with vendor’s lien was issued 
since his dad, John F., carried the loan. On 
November 6, 1913 a release of vendor’s lien 
was filed at the office of the county clerk.  

Other property 
He also owned property on the east side of 
Bryson Lane, part of the western side of the 

J.S. Berry patent. He further owned property 
on the north side of Shiloh Road in the Jesus 
Bielmas patent. A 1924 state and county tax 
receipt shows he owned 346.82 acres in Ellis 
County at that time. William also owned 
property in Dallas County and may have 
owned property in other counties as well. 

The tax receipt lists the following information. 
The property tax of $230.94 was assessed 
against W.E. and Etta Bryson. They paid the 
bill on December 30, 1924. Their Ellis County 
real estate holdings were listed as: 

JP Laughlin survey     107 acres 
JS Berry survey            47 acres 
J Bielmas survey        192.8 acres 
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Property in Texas panhandle 
William and Etta acquired 320 acres of cattle 
range land in Gray County, Texas, about 340 
miles northwest of Ovilla. William must have 
seen this as an outstanding investment oppor-
tunity, but we do not know why he bought 
property so far away. The transaction docu-
ments showing William and Etta selling this 
property were found among old family pa-
pers. None of the surviving family members 
recall this property ever being mentioned. 

Summary of transaction 
On April 15, 1918 William and Etta Bryson 
sold the 320 acres to Schuyler C. and Sarah E. 
Woody for $16,000.6 Bryson received $5,000 
at the time of the sale and carried a loan with 
payments due on April 15 for the next nine 
years and a final payment of $2,000 due on 

                                                
6 http://wwwdb.glo.state.tx.us/central/LandGrants/ 
LandGrantsSearch.cfm 

the tenth year, April 15, 1928. This amounted 
to $50/acre and was a lot of money. We don’t 
know why William sold the property, how 
much he paid for it originally or when he 
bought it. This information can be found in 
the Gray County record books.  

Oops! He sold too soon 
In hindsight, he may have sold about eight 
years too soon because this was an area 
where a very large oil and gas field was dis-
covered in 1926. In addition, the US Congress 
commissioned Highway 66 to run through the 
town of McLean, Gray County and probably 
within one mile or less of the property that 
had been sold by William and Etta. That 
stretch of Highway 66 later became I-40. 

History of the property 
The property that was bought by William and 

Etta Bryson in Gray 
County, Texas, was 
originally obtained by 
Alfred Rowe, Patent 
number 69, Volume 
84, September 8, 1893. 
It was known as the 
West half of Survey 49 
in Block E, by virtue of 
Certificate 121. 

Who was Alfred Rowe? 

Alfred Rowe was an ex-
tremely successful cat-
tle rancher who by 
1900 had accumulated 
over 100,000 acres of 
grass land, or 200 
square miles, through 
the purchase of state 
scrip and other pur-
chases.7 The ranch ran 
15,000 cattle, which 
had been improved 
with the purchase of 
Hereford and Durham 
bulls. Alfred Rowe was 

                                                
7 http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~txdonley/ 
dranches.html 

 

Etta and William Bryson sold 320 acres in Gray County, Texas 
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British and one of very few foreign investors in 
the area. His story is fascinating. 

Rowe was born in Lima, Peru, South Amer-
ica, in 1853 to wealthy British parents. “As a 
young man he served two years in the family 
business in Liverpool. In 1876 he went to the 
Royal Agricultural College in Gloucestershire, 
England. Two years later he moved to the 
United States with a capital of 500 pounds 
to invest in western grasslands. He arrived in 
Donley County in 1878 and spent a few 
months learning the cattle business from 
others and starting his own herd.”  Alfred 
Rowe established his own ranch and named 
it the RO, a take-off on the name Rowe. He 
was well-liked among the cowboys and 
stockmen for his honesty, high business 
principles, and genuine interest in the com-
munity. 

“In 1901, at the age of forty-seven, Rowe 
married Constance Ethel Kingsley, a cousin of 
the British author Charles Kingsley, and 
brought her from England to the RO. Over the 
following decade the couple had four chil-
dren. In 1910 Rowe moved his family perma-
nently to England, leaving Jack Hall to manage 
the ranch. However, Rowe returned at least 
twice a year to check up on the RO. On one of 
these trips in April 1912 Rowe booked pas-
sage on the maiden voyage of the Titanic. 
When the ocean liner struck an iceberg and 
sank in the North Atlantic on April 15, Rowe, a 
strong swimmer, refused to enter a lifeboat 
until others were saved. Consequently, he 
died (at age 59), from exposure to the ice-cold 
water. His body was recovered and interred in 
Liverpool. Five months after the Titanic disas-
ter, his fifth child, Alfred, Jr., was born to his 
widow in Liverpool. The Rowe family contin-
ued to run the RO until 1917, when it was 
sold to W. J. Lewis.” 

We need to do more research to find out 
when William and Etta Bryson bought the 
property and how much they paid for it. 

Receipts tell a story 
Among old family records passed down to 
Wilburn Bryson and then to Helen Bryson 
Schiller are some receipts for various transac-
tions. We will look at a variety of these docu-
ments from the first quarter century of the 

1900s to give us an interesting glimpse into 
the lives of Will Bryson and his family.  

Grocery shopping in Ovilla 
When William Elam was a young man, grocery 
stores sold goods “on account” and simply a 
hand-written list of what had been bought. 
The store then gave the customer a statement 
at the end of the month. Sometimes the store 
bought eggs, milk, or other produce from the 
farmer and credited his account. We will look 
at a statement dated Feb. 7, 1921 from J. E. 
Bingham & Sons, Ovilla, Texas for W.E. Bry-
son’s purchases for January 1921 in order to 
help us gain a little more insight into the daily 
lives of our Bryson ancestors in the 1920s. 

Stores didn’t use account numbers, just an in-
dividual’s name. Bingham’s store was a typical 
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“Mercantile Store” that carried furniture, 
hardware, groceries, and whatever was 
needed by the farmers. The Bingham state-
ment shows that when Will Bryson went gro-
cery shopping, he would only buy two or 
three items, and he went to the store only 
three times in the month of January.  

Jan 15 1 sack of flour 3.00  

 15 Sugar 1.00  

 15 Red Pepper .10  
Jan 18 7 Spc (spice) .65  

 18 2 gal. onion sets .60  

 18 By cr. 8 doz eggs  4.00 

Jan 29 Sugar 1.00  

 29 Tea .25  

 29 Bot. powder .35  

 29 By cr. 59 eggs  1.05 

  Total 6.95 5.05 

  By Cr. 5.05  

  Balance  1.90 

  By Cr.  1.90 

    x.xx 

It is fascinating to see what items the Brysons 
bought. The entry on January 29 for “Bot. 
Powder” was for gun powder that was typi-
cally sold by the bottle. 

On January 29 he sold 59 eggs for $1.05. Let’s 
analyze this and have some fun. We can only 
guess that Will started out 
with a full five dozen eggs, 
sixty eggs. One egg may have 
been cracked on the way; 
hence he sold the remaining 
59. The discussion about be-
ing one egg short probably 
created confusion, and the 
clerk calculated that he owed 
Will a total of $1.05 or about 
20 cents a dozen. It appears 
that Will must have been 
short-changed because on 
January 18, he received credit 
for 50 cents a dozen for his 
eggs, evidently the correct 
price.  

This type of error may have occurred often, 
and the Binghams did not want to lose cus-
tomers. They not only stated in the printed 
statement: “Above is a memorandum of your 
account as it appears on our books this day. 
We endeavor to send each customer a state-
ment at the end of each month—simply for 
comparison of accounts. If not correct, please 
advise us at once.”  Then to emphasize this 
again, the merchant hand wrote the following 
note: 

“Mr. Bryson, This is your balance according to 
our books, if there is any mistake we are ready 
and willing to correct it. Gordon” 

It looks like Will caught the error because a 
penciled in entry at the bottom of the receipt 
shows “By Cr 1.90” thus clearing up the ac-
count. This statement may have been set aside 
and saved by Will because of the correction 
that was made. We know Will was a good 
businessman! 

Purchase Order for cotton seed 
Ellis County farmers saved some of the cotton 
seed from their crops to use the following 
year. As improved seed was developed they 
would buy some additional seed to try. This 
was probably the case in 1914 when William 
Elam bought some cotton seed from the 
Southern Improved Cotton Seed Co., Nixon, 
Texas. Nixon is about 300 miles south of 
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Ovilla. Typically, the cotton seed salesman 
traveled from farm to farm writing orders for 
his company. William ordered 10 bushels of 
cotton seed and instructed the company to 
ship the goods on January 15. He gave the 
First National Bank in Midlothian as a credit 
reference. W.E. Bryson signed the order ac-
knowledging his willingness to make the pur-
chase. It is interesting to me to see how in-
formal these transactions were and how much 
they lacked the legal fine print we see today 
on similar documents. 

Short term bridge loan  
The financial life of the farmer was not pre-
dictable. It was not unusual for a farmer to 
get a loan from the bank during the winter 
and promise to pay the loan back after the 
crops were harvested. Among family papers, 
we found a small piece of paper that was the 
receipt for one such loan. In this case W. E. 
Bryson borrowed $2,533.45 from the First Na-
tional Bank of Midlothian on January 8, 1921. 
This single slip of paper was the official loan 
document, and William’s signature was his 
bond. That era was more of a paperless soci-
ety than we are today! Will probably needed 
to buy seed and other supplies for planting 
and possibly living expenses. We really don’t 
know. He repaid the loan in full, six months 
later, on July 9, 1921.  

 

After the crops were planted, no matter how 
good a job the farmer did, he was at the 
mercy of factors beyond his control. Too much 
rain or rain at the wrong time, could ruin an 
entire crop. Too little rain or drought would 
not allow the plants to mature. A bumper 
crop could mean great rewards, but if every-
one had big crops, the market price might 
drop. They were largely at the mercy of out-
side forces. 

Cash flow was always unpredictable. Knowing 
how much corn, wheat, cotton, or oats to 
plant took experience and some luck. Will Bry-
son was a very successful farmer.  

Later, William Elam Bryson invested in stock in 
the Midlothian Bank and became a member of 
its board of directors. After William’s death, 
his son, Truman, was an investor and a mem-
ber of the board. 

Side story — One of the early scenes in the 
movie, “Bonnie and Clyde” shows the first at-
tempted bank robbery by the famous pair. It 
was a Midlothian, Texas bank. A sign on the 
ground says “Midlothian Bank.” Some Ovilla 
old-timers claim that Bonnie and Clyde lived in 
the hilly mesquite tree area near Midlothian, 
Grand Prairie and Cedar Hill in the 1930s. 
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Medicine Prescription 
Our ancestors did not have the benefit of the 
refined medicines we have today. Instead, the 
doctor wrote out a list of ingredients and the 
druggist mixed together the concoction ac-
cording to the instructions. The prescription 
above was found among the old Bryson family 
papers and probably dates to the 1920s. I 
would love to know when this prescription 
was written and for whom. 

Transcription of above prescription 

Extract of Black cohosh 1 oz 
Extract of Poke root  ½ oz 
Soda Salicylate  1 oz 
Syrup Rhubarb  8 oz 
Iodine potassium 4 drams 
1 teaspool full (sic) after 
each meal.  

It would appear that this 
prescription was for a com-
bination of possibly female 
problems and/or digestive 
problems.  

Black Cohosh was used in 
the treatment of meno-
pausal symptoms and men-
strual dysfunction. 

Poke Root was used 
to treat arthritis and 
is described as a 
pain reliever and ca-
thartic. Some of its 
uses were in cases 
of respiratory disor-
ders, chronic ca-
tarrh, large swollen 
glands, and liver 
and kidney conges-
tion. 

Soda Salicylate was 
supposed to stimu-
late digestion. If this 
prescription was for 
Cora Etta (that is 
only speculation), 

then the fact that she had some throat prob-
lems might be pertinent. Her obituary said, 
“The unexpected seizure of the illness affected 
Mrs. Bryson's throat, but after treatment at 
Waxahachie Sanitarium, Thursday afternoon 
and night, it had been thought that she soon 
would be able to be taken to her home.” It is 
possible that this Soda Salicylate, which given 
in considerable quantity is said to cause un-
easiness at the epigastrium, nausea, and vom-
iting, might have contributed. But again, this 
is only speculation. The epigastrium is defined 
currently as the upper and middle region of 

the abdomen. 

Syrup Rhubarb was touted 
as having laxative and tonic 
properties. 

Iodine Potassium was used 
to purify drinking water and 
treat infections. 

All in all this was quite a 
concoction. We don’t know 
if this was the medication 
taken by Cora Etta or if it 
was for some other member 
of the family. Thank good-
ness for modern medicine. 

Prescription for pharmacist 
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Visit to Montague County 

We learned earlier that Cora Etta’s father, Jo-
seph M. Lay, died when she and her sister 
were less than four years old. Their mother, 
Lizzie Powers Lay Bryson, remarried and be-
came Lizzie Hosford. After the Hosfords 
moved to Montague County, the Brysons and 
Hosford families kept in close contact and fre-
quently visited each other. They enjoyed 
swapping stories and catching up on each 
others’ lives. In spite of the 120 miles between 
the two families, they remained very close. We 
believe this wonderful family picture was 
taken about 1926, during a visit to Stoneburg, 
Montague County, Texas, to see Etta’s side of 
the family. The picture shows Etta’s mother, 
sisters, and other members of the family. The 
people in the picture from left to right, their 
approximate ages and relationship to Cora 
Etta Lay Bryson are: 

Elizabeth M. (Lizzie) Powers Lay Hosford, 
77, mother 

Mary Ollie Lay Threadgill, 54, sister 

Florence Fern Jones, 19, niece (daughter 
of half-sister Florence Hosford Jones, 
who died while having Florence Fern) 

Kate Hosford Threadgill, 43, half-sister 

Davis Threadgill, 56, brother-in-law and 
husband of Mary Ollie 

Cora Etta Lay Bryson, 57 

William Elam Bryson, 60, husband  

The car in the background is a 1915 Model T 
Ford, the last year with the angular hood. It 
was probably owned by William Bryson and 
driven from Ovilla to Stoneburg for the visit. 
Sadly, this was probably Etta’s last visit with 
her mother and sisters since she died the fol-
lowing year. 

Visit To Montague County – Cora Etta Lay Bryson’s relatives  

Cora Etta Bryson

Davis Threadgill William E. Bryson
Ollie Threadgill

Lizzie Hosford
Kate Hosford

Florence Jones

Photo From Helen Bryson Schiller Collection

1915 Model T Ford
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This picture of the Hosfords was taken about 
1898 on their farm. The people in this picture 
are left to right: John N. Hosford, Florence 
Hosford, Lizzie Powers Lay Hosford, and Kate 
Hosford. In typical early photographs the fam-
ily lined up in front of their house and posed 
for a formal picture. The house seemed to be 
almost as important as the people. The house 
in the background is representative of the 
nicer farm houses in the last quarter of the 
19th century. The matching door on the sec-
ond story looks odd since there is no stairway 
leading up to it. Why was this door there? 
Typically this type house was built for the 
owner of the farm and his farm hands. The 
farmer’s family lived downstairs and the up-
stairs was for the farm hands. This house 
probably had an external stairway leading to 
the second floor. The farm hands would have 
had their own separate entry way. 

In this picture there are no lawns or landscap-
ing and not even gravel walk-ways. When it 
rained, the entry area became very muddy. In 

spite of the rustic undeveloped yard, John is 
neatly dressed in his everyday work clothes 
and shoes while the women are dressed in 
expensive fashionable clothing. 

I can recall my dad frequently talking about 
Aunt Ollie and Uncle Dave, his name sake, 
and Aunt Kate and how much he enjoyed vis-
iting them. Becky Dansby, whose husband is a 
great-grandson of Dave and Ollie, wrote the 
following story. “Dave was a self-educated, well-
read person who was very interested in literature 
and very gifted in writing poetry and limericks.  
Some of his favorite material was ridiculing those 
government farm programs for plowing up cotton 
and killing pigs and calves.  For several years the 
Bellevue and Bowie newspapers carried Dave's po-
ems under his pen name, "The Nutt." He also wrote 
lyrics for several gospel songs published by the 
Shawalter Music Co. 

“Dave and Tom each owned a dappled gray horse 
that could hardly be told apart.  Tom's horse was 
broken to both saddle and harness, but Dave's was 
broken only to harness. One morning Dave ex-
pected to go to Bellevue with Tom so walked over 
to Tom's house, but Tom had already left for town 
in his hack. Seeing the gray horse in the lot, Dave 
saddled him and started to Bellevue. On the way 
the horse threw Dave several times.  When he got 
to Bellevue and found Tom, he told him something 
was wrong with his horse, because he bucked 
nearly all the way to town. Dave had gotten the 
wrong horse!” 

 

The Hosfords—John, Florence, Lizzie, and Kate 

Dave and Ollie Lay Threadgill 
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1927 Cora Etta Died 
Cora Etta became ill in June 1927 and went to 
the Waxahachie Sanitarium for treatment. 
Rather than going back to the farm to recu-
perate, she stayed in town with her son, Jo-
seph F. “Buck” Bryson. On June 27, Cora Etta 
Lay Bryson died. Her obituary was published in 
several papers. The Midlothian paper had the 
following story:  
 

 

The Waxahachie Daily Light ran the story on 
page one. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Waxahachie Daily Light 

June 27, 1927 
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A large number of friends turned out for the 
funeral service. She was buried in Shiloh 
Cemetery, the same cemetery where her 
mother, father, and brother were buried. A 
beautiful stone monument was placed at the 
grave and is there in honor of both Cora Etta 
and William Elam Bryson who died in 1942. 

News of the Day — a side story 

The Waxahachie Daily Light on June 27, 1927 
carried the obituary for Cora Etta Bryson on 
page one and interestingly enough, one of the 
other page one stories carried the heading 
“Byrd and his crew are eager to fly.” That 
story related how “Commander Byrd” and his 
crew of three were waiting at Roosevelt Field, 
N.Y. for a storm to pass so they could at-
tempt a nonstop flight across the Atlan-
tic Ocean. 

Byrd had been competing with Lindberg 
to become the first to fly nonstop across 
the Atlantic, but Byrd crashed his plane 
on his first attempt a few weeks earlier, 
and Lindberg was able to make the his-
toric flight on May 20 and 21, 1927. A 
disappointed Commander Byrd still 
wanted to prove something, so on June 
27 he was eagerly waiting for good 
weather at the same airfield where 
Lindberg had taken off. As it turned out, 
Byrd and his crew were able to take off 
two days later, on June 29. They flew to 
Paris only to find the airport socked in 
with clouds and were not able to land 
there. They ended up crash-landing on 
the beach at Normandy. There were no 
major injuries, except possibly to Byrd’s 
pride. 

Will Bryson, one of first to own a car 
Will Bryson was one of the first people in 
the Ovilla area to own a car. It was 
probably the 1915 Model T Ford in the 
picture taken in Montague County. The 
first thing Will did after buying the car 
was to let his teenaged son, Truman, 
drive the car home. Truman remembered 
this all his life and loved telling people 
about the experience of driving the car 

home. Truman was so impressed that his dad 
trusted him to drive such a prized possession.  

This was a time before there were any paved 
roads near Ovilla and cars really took a beat-
ing. The picture shows both headlights are 
broken out from the rough roads. There may 
have been limited driving after dark anyway! 

1924 Dodge-T 
When most of the farmers in the Ovilla area 
were buying a Ford or a Chevy, Will Bryson 
stepped it up a bit and bought a 1924 Dodge. 
He appreciated the engineering and work-
manship that went into the Dodge. The pic-
ture below shows him standing next to his 
prized possession.  

 
William Elam Bryson and his 1924 Dodge 
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A few things strike me about 
this picture. Notice how well 
dressed he is. Look at the 
crease in his pants and the 
shine on his shoes. His hat 
looks like an expensive one, 
and it is very stylish. Will Bry-
son was a classy man! Also 
note that there is a tree in 
the yard and flowers grow-
ing along the porch. Most of 
the houses in the area were 
devoid of any landscaping. 

An automobile registration 
receipt found among the 
Bryson papers dated January 
1, 1928 tells us something 
about Will’s 1924 Dodge. 
The registration calls it a 
Dodge-T. The “T” may stand for truck or tour-
ing; Dodge made both types of vehicles in 
1924. The car had an amazingly low engine 
number, 260817. The registration fee of 
$18.20 was based on the car’s 24 hp engine 
and the weight of the car. There were no de-
partments of motor vehicles, so taxes were 
collected by the county tax collector, J. Rich-
ard Sims. 

Plymouth Coupe 

When Will was in his seventies, he bought a a 
new Plymouth Coupe. William suffered a 
stroke shortly afterwards and he was not able 
to drive it very much. I remember in early 
1941, while living on the farm, seeing Grand-
dad drive up to our house in his beautiful car. 
Everyone was shocked to see him drive — this 
was probably the last time he drove a car. 

As late as 1941 there were no paved or “black 
top” roads and very few that could be classi-
fied as gravel roads near the Bryson farms. 
Shiloh Road was still a dirt road, and when it 
rained, it took great skill to keep the car from 
sliding off the roadway. Going up “Shiloh Hill” 
was almost impossible after a heavy rain or a 
freeze. 

 
 

1935 was a sad year 
Two of the real matriarchs of the Bryson fam-
ily, Lizzie Lay Hosford and Nancy Alevia Bryson 
died in 1935. 

Lizzie Powers Lay Hosford, William’s mother-
in-law, died on July 15, 1935 at the age of 86 
years. She was living in Montague County, 
Texas with her daughters and their families. 
Lizzie had real estate in the Montague area 
that had potential for oil and gas production. 
In her will she left the property to her descen-
dants in Montague County and also her Bry-
son grandchildren in Ellis County: Wilburn, 
Buck, Truman, Davis, and Vera. I can recall 
that for several years, the Texaco Company 
leased the land and would send small checks 
annually. The land was eventually sold, but as 
I understand it, the mineral rights were re-
tained. Perhaps someone will research the 
transactions — maybe we’re rich! 

Nancy Alivia Parsons Bryson, William’s mother, 
died on January 23, 1935 at the age of 92. 
She was in Denton, Texas, at the time with her 
granddaughter and was buried in Shiloh 
Cemetery. In the previous chapter we dis-
cussed Nancy’s death, and her last will in de-
tail and saw that she left most of what she 
had to be equally divided between her sons 
William Elam and Chester. She specifically left 

Registration for 1924 Dodge 
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one dollar to her son Charles as well as the 
rest of her direct descendents. This may have 
caused hard feelings between William and his 
brother Charles D. Bryson. 

The rift between brothers 
Some of the older grandchildren of William 
Elam said the family had hard feelings toward 
their great-uncle, Dr. Charles Doak Bryson. In 
the Ovilla History Book, Ann Bryson Draper 
and Helen Bryson Schiller, Wilburn’s daugh-
ters, are quoted as saying “Charlie (who it was 
rumored in the family spent all of his Mother’s 
money) was a veterinarian in Lancaster.” 
Nancy Alevia, lived next-door to her son, Char-
lie, after her husband died in 1920. In 1927, 
Nancy filed for a Civil War veteran’s pension 
claiming not to have any money. 

Charlie files lawsuit against William Elam 
In 1935, Charlie, 60, filed a lawsuit against his 
brother, William Elam, 69, over an issue that is 
not clear to the surviving family. Some papers 
found in Helen Bryson Schiller’s collection may 
give us a good clue as to the reason for the 
lawsuit. 

William and Charlie Bryson inherited an equal 
share in a 50 acre parcel in the J. K. Sloan Sur-
vey near the town of Lisbon, Dallas County. 
On May 16, 1926, William agreed to buy Char-
lie’s half for $5,000, with Charlie carrying the 
loan. William signed five promissory notes for 
$1,000 each, with due dates of January 1 
1927, 1928, 1929, 1930, and 1931. These 
were the years of the Great Depression and it 
appears that William was not able to pay loan 
notes on time. A shortened version of Note 
No. 4 is shown below. 

The back of note number 4, due on January 1, 
1930, shows William made the agreed annual 
interest payments of 8%, or $80 on Jan. 1, 
1927, Jan. 31, 1928, July 5, 1929, and Jan. 1, 
1930. William had trouble making the $1,000 
due on January 1, 1930. Part of the loan 
agreement was if payments were late, the in-
terest rate would be 10%. In July 2, 1934 an 
interest payment of $400 was made covering 
interest for 1931, 1932, 1933, and 1934. 
Times were tough. On October 16, 1934 a 
payment was made on loan note number 4 
for $384.50 and eight days later he made an 

Promissory Note No. 4 of 5 — William Elam Bryson promising to pay C. D. Bryson 
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additional payment of $30.27. Again, these 
notes came due during the depth of the great 
depression and William probably had trouble 
paying the loans on time.  
 

 

 

Judgment issued in favor of Charlie 
Five months after the death of 
William’s mother-in-law and one 
month before the death of Wil-
liam and Charlie’s mother, a le-
gal judgment was issued in fa-
vor of Charlie and against Wil-
liam. The judgment was filed on 
June 8, 1935 and recorded in 
Book 11, Page 348 Record of 
Judgments of Ellis County, 
Texas. William was ordered to 
pay over $4,000 to Charlie. The 
court proceedings were held in 
the District Court of Dallas 
County of the 101st. Judicial 
District of Texas. The Judgment 
was entered in Volume K, Page 
207 Records of said court. 

How much was $4,000 in 1935? 
To put $4,000 in 1935 into per-
spective, you could buy a brand 
new Ford Deluxe or Plymouth 
Deluxe model car for $650. This 

lawsuit came at a very unfortunate time for 
William Elam Bryson. According to family 
members, he was, understandably, a very un-
happy man after the lawsuit and not easy to 

live with. On top of the frustra-
tion of the legal procedure, 
there was the death of his 
mother-in-law and the death of 
his own mother in 1935. 

A busy year for William Elam 
This was also the time when 
William had major church re-
sponsibilities. He was Modera-
tor of the Dallas Presbytery 
from April 1934 to April 1935. 
Financially he was able to re-
cover and toward the end of 
his life had accumulated a lot 
of real estate and he still had 
the home place. After the law-
suit, Charles Doak Bryson only 
lived four years and William 
Elam Bryson lived for seven 

years. The lawsuit no doubt took a lot emo-
tionally and physically from both men. 

 

Back of Loan No. 4 showing payments made 

Final Judgment in favor of C. D. Bryson 
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Creative distribution of property 
A few years before his death, when he was 
too old to farm, William Elam decided to give 
some property to each of his five children. He 
described five parcels of land, each roughly 
one hundred acres. I believe each parcel had a 
house and probably a barn. He wanted to be 
fair and avoid bickering over who received 
which parcel; so he wrote the name of each 

property on a slip 
of paper, folded 
the paper, and 
put it in a hat. 

His five offspring 
took turns select-
ing a paper from 
the hat. I would 
guess he had 
each person draw 

straws to determine the order of selection, but 
I don’t know.  

I believe three of the parcels may have been 
along Shiloh Road going west from Bryson 
Lane in the following order: Wilburn, Vera, 
and Davis. The property that Truman received 
was a little distance north of Shiloh Road on 
Joe Pool Lane. We think Buck’s property was a 
little northwest of the rest of the properties. 
Buck’s daughter, Thelma, related the above 
story and said that he really wanted the prop-
erty that went to Vera. We don’t know why he 
wanted that parcel, but Vera stood up to her 
imposing, older brother. As Will got older and 
was less able to take care of himself, he con-
vinced Wilburn to move his family into the 
home place. This is where six lively youngsters 
grew up: Marietta, Raymond, Jake, Fred, Ann, 
and Helen.  

As if this wasn’t enough, the Brysons took in a 
grown neighbor who had a hunchback and 
walked with a cane. Luther “Doc” Gibson lived 
with the family for years and became like a 
member of the family. Doc was always work-
ing, feeding the livestock, milking the cows, 
gathering eggs, drawing water and doing 
whatever needed to be done. I don’t recall 
anyone giving Doc directions about what to 
do — he just seemed to know and quietly 
worked. Doc had a good sense of humor and 
a warm heart. As we have noted, he affec-
tionately gave most of the family nicknames. 

 

William Elam’s hat 

Doc (with cane) and neighbors 

Individuals will be identified in the next chapter 
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William Elam Bryson — overview 
William Bryson enjoyed learning and reading 
about current events. He was regarded as an 
excellent farmer and businessman. He exhib-
ited leadership skills in several areas. He was 
elected moderator of the Dallas Presbytery in 
1934 and served for a year. He was responsi-
ble for organizing meetings, dealing with con-
flicts, presiding at meetings, and being avail-
able for advice. There were 22 churches in the 
Dallas Presbytery in 1934. William Bryson suc-
ceeded V.L. Lowrie as moderator of the Pres-
bytery.  

A genealogy coincidence 
V.L. Lowrie’s brother, Lloyd C. Lowrie owned 
acreage in Tarrant County that he later subdi-
vided and sold. The coincidence is that in 
1993 William Elam Bryson’s granddaughter, 
Betty Bryson Beckum and her husband, Bill, 
bought a 1.47 acre lot and home from Lloyd 
C. Lowrie. The Beckum and Lloyd Lowrie fami-
lies were neighbors for many years, but had 
no idea about the connection to William E. 
Bryson. The Beckums still live on Lowrie Lane 
in Colleyville, Texas, and are neighbors of 
Lloyd Lowrie’s daughter. Betty Beckum has 
been a tireless researcher and organizer of ge-
nealogy information and her work has made 
large portions of this book possible.  

Recollection of Grandfather Bryson 
I got to know my grandfather for a few 
months in 1941, the year before his death. I 
was seven years old and loved to run around 
the wrap-around porch. Will Bryson sat in a 
rocking chair at the corner of the porch and 
played traffic cop — stopping me on some of 
my runs and then motioning me on. Occa-
sionally he would treat me by giving me a 
dime. These were simple pleasures, but they 
made a lasting impression on a seven-year-old 
boy.  

William Elam Bryson was a leader 
William E. Bryson invested in the First Bank of 
Midlothian and served on its board of Direc-
tors. He was interested in his community and 
the advancement of farming technologies. He 
served as president of the Farm Bureau and 

vice-president of the Ellis County Fair. He was 
regarded as a man with high integrity, sound 
judgment, a leader in his church, and a person 
willing to help wherever he was needed. Wil-
liam Elam Bryson usually wore a white dress 
shirt, a suit and tie and a Stetson western hat. 
His shoes were always highly polished. He was 
a very dignified gentleman indeed.  

William Elam Bryson died 
William continued to live at the home place 
with his oldest son, Wilburn, and his family. In 
1940 William suffered a stroke and almost 
died. He lost some movement in his body, but 
over the next months recovered his ability to 
move. William suffered from high blood pres-
sure for several years and on July 7, 1942 he 
had a heart attack and the doctor was called. 
On August 5, 1942 William Elam Bryson 
passed away at the Bryson home place. His 
age was 76 years, four months, and one day. 
Several papers carried his obituary. The Waxa-
hachie Daily Light obituary is reproduced on 
the next page. 

William Elam Bryson at age 58 
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The funeral service was held at the Shiloh 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church, and he was 
laid to rest next to his wife, Cora Etta Lay Bry-
son. Their tombstone in the Shiloh Cemetery, 
among many other family members, honors 
William Elam and Cora Etta Bryson. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Street sign at Bryson home place 
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3 – Cassie Bryson 
Cassie Bryson, the third child of 
Nancy and John F. Bryson was 
born on August 4, 1869 on the 
family farm in Ellis County. She 
was 7½ years younger than her 
sister, Martha, and 3½ years 
younger than her brother, Wil-
liam Elam. She grew up in the 
Ovilla area and was active in 
the Shiloh church. Cassie was 
12 when her only sister got 
married. This left Cassie in a 
household with three brothers. She learned 
homemaking skills from her mother, Nancy 
Alevia. In early 1886 John Mitchell Billingsley, 
25, arrived in Ellis County with his father and 
step-mother from far off Woodbine, Kentucky. 
They hoped to reap the riches of Ellis County. 
It didn’t take John long to find a bride, for on 
June 17, 1886, he married Cassie Bryson. She 
was two months shy of her 17th birthday, and 
John was almost nine years older. John prac-
ticed farming in the Ovilla area and Cassie was 
the homemaker.  

Cassie and John had their first child in Sep-
tember 1887 and then had four more children 
at 2 to 2½ year intervals.  

1. Mary Etta Billingsley 1887-1979 
    + Herschel L. Voorhees 1885-1928 
 Herschel Voorhees, Jr. 
 Lila Alevia Voorhees 

2. John Henry Billingsley 1861-1956 
    + Faye Bingham 1894-1969 
 Rowena Billingsley 
 James Milton Billingsley 

3. Jessie Rex Billingsley 1892-1964 
    + Eugenia Tune 1890-1975 

4. Mattie Alevia Billingsley 1894-1983 
    + Aubrey E. Pogue 1880-1952 
 John Leon Pogue 
 Horace Rex Pogue 
 Jack Dwight Pogue 

5. George Virgil Billingsley 1897-1990 
    + Alma Powers 1899-1994 
 Albert Mitchell Billingsley 
 Rex Leonard 

After they were married, John 
continued farming for about 
20 years. Economic conditions 
were very tough and the 
Billingsley family found it diffi-
cult to support the large fam-
ily. So John looked for work 
outside Ovilla. The Panama Ca-
nal8 was started in 1904 and 
the call went out for men to go 
to Panama. On page 54 of the 
Ovilla History Book is the fol-
lowing story: 

“John packed up and left for the Canal Zone. 
He knew it was in the best interest of his fam-
ily. Still though, leaving was hard, for he knew 
it would be several years before he would see 
his family again. In Panama he worked for the 
government as a Sanitary Inspector. 

“While John was away, it was up to Cassie to 
operate the farm and raise the children. All 
this hard work took its toll, and Cassie Bryson 
Billingsley died in 1907 at the age 38. The 
death of their mother and the absence of their 
father taught the children to be independent 
and self-sufficient.”  

When 43 year old John Billingsley left for Pa-
nama in 1904, there must have been a lot of 
tears shed. Panama was so far away, and it 

                                                
8 The Panama Canal was built from 1904-1914 

Cassie Bryson Billingsley, 25 

Picture from Ovilla History Book, p, 50 

Cassie’s children about the time John went to Panama 
Front row — Henry and Etta 

Back row — Mattie, George, and Rex 
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was known that many people became deathly 
ill there. This was a time before anyone real-
ized that mosquitoes carried the dreaded ma-
laria disease. I’m sure the thought crossed 

their minds that they may never see each 
other again. As it turned out, it was Cassie 
that died in 1907, less than three years after 
John went to Panama. That farewell was in-
deed the last time John would see his wife. 
When the news reached John, in Panama, that 
his wife had died, he immediately returned.  

John moved back to the farm and took care of 
his children. He is listed in the 1910 Ellis 
County Census as head of household, a wid-
ower, and a farmer. His five children are also 
listed in the household. He took up farming 
again but also managed to continue working 
for the government for an additional 27 years. 

John M. Billingsley lived to be 95 years old. He 
was born before the Civil war started and also 
a few months before Abraham Lincoln was in-

augurated as president. It is amazing the 
changes in our country that he saw. During his 
95 years, there were 19 United States Presi-
dents: 

Buchanan, Lincoln, Johnson, Grant, 
Hayes, Garfield, Arthur, Cleveland, Harri-
son, McKinley, T. Roosevelt, Taft, Wilson, 
Harding, Coolidge, Hoover, F. D. Roose-
velt, Truman, and Eisenhower. 

There were also five major wars during his life-
time — The Civil War, Spanish-American War, 
World War I, World War II, and Korean War. 
Can you imagine the changes in transporta-
tion and technology he saw? John M. 
Billingsley died on Sept. 16, 1956 

 

 

John M. (Pap) Billingsley in Panama about 1905 

 
                             Picture from Ovilla History Book, p. 51 

 

 
John M and Cassie Tombstone — Shiloh 
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The five Billingsley children were leaders in the 
Ovilla Community and in the Shiloh Cumber-
land Presbyterian Church. As an example, 
George was an elder in the church for over 50 
years and was very active in the Dallas Presby-
tery of the Cumberland Church. The other 
brothers were also very active in church lead-
ership. They were also in management posi-
tions at the Ovilla Co-Op Cotton Gin. Mattie 
Billingsley Pogue was a pillar of the church 
and remained very close friends with all the 
Brysons. In 1935, Etta Billingsley Voorhies was 
living in Denton Texas taking care of her 
ninety-three year-old grandmother, Nancy 
Alevia Parsons Bryson. Nancy died at Etta’s 
home in Denton on January 23, 1935. 

Four of the five Billingsley siblings and their 
spouses are buried in Shiloh Cemetery 
 

4 – Henry Franklin Bryson 
Born: Jan. 21, 1871, Ellis Co., Texas 

Died: Jan. 21, 1871, Ellis Co., Texas 

 

HENRY F. 

son of 

J. F. & N. A. 

BRYSON 

Henry F. Bryson, the fourth child of Nancy A. 
and John F. Bryson, was named for his uncle 
Henry Elam and his father John Franklin. Un-
fortunately little Henry did not survive child-
birth. He was born on the Bryson family farm 
near Ovilla in 1871. He was buried in the Shi-
loh Cemetery along with so many of his rela-
tives. A nice stone in the cemetery honors his 
short life. 

 

 

 

 

The Billingsleys 

Picture from Ovilla History Book, p. 51   

Cassie’s grown children — Dec. 29, 1941 
Front row — Mattie Pogue and Etta Voorhies 

Back row — Henry, Rex, and George 

 

Picture from the Ovilla History Book, P. 177 

The Cassie and John Billingsley Home 
Where Etta, Henry, Rex, Mattie, and George grew up 
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5 – Charles Doak Bryson
Charles Doak Bryson was born 
on May 11, 1875, Ellis Co., 
Texas, when his mother was 
thirty-three. At the time of his 
birth, he had two sisters, Mar-
tha, 13, and Cassie, 2, and a 9 
year-old brother, William Elam. 
Like the rest of the Brysons, he 
grew up on the farm doing his 
share of farm duties. He particu-
larly enjoyed working with the 
livestock and animals but did 
not care about plowing fields. 
Growing up he was called 
“Charlie,” a name that stuck 
throughout his life among his 
Bryson relatives. 

Charlie went to the local schools and after he 
finished high school, he enrolled in a program 
that led to a degree in Veterinary Medicine. He 
practiced his trade in Dallas, Tarrant, and Ellis 
Counties. Dr. Charles D. Bryson, DVM, also 
taught at Texas A & M University in Arlington. 

At age 22, Charlie married a local girl, sixteen 
year-old, Nellie C. Curry. They were married in 
Ellis County on December 8, 1897. They lived 
in Ellis County for a while and then settled in 
the town of Lancaster, Dallas County, Texas 
where they bought a home. 

Charles and Nellie had the five children listed 

below: 

1. Chester Bryson 18??-1900 

2. Infant Bryson 1900-1900 

3. James Leonard 1902-1972 

4. Henry Bryson 1905-19?? 

5. Charles D. Bryson, Jr. 1914-1987 

When Charlie’s father; John 
Franklin Bryson, sold his farm, 
he bought a nice bungalow in 
Lancaster. In 1919 Charlie and 
Nell bought a place next door to 
his father so they were 
neighbors for the last year of 
John’s life. John Franklin Bryson 
died on May 20, 1920 at Char-
lie’s home. All of the children 

and spouses were able to get to his bedside 
before he passed away. 

There remains a mystery surrounding Charlie, 
that surviving members of the Bryson family 
have not been able to clearly explain. There 
are rumors in the family that Charlie spent all 
of his mother’s money9 and she was very up-
set with him. I have not been able to inde-
pendently verify this rumor.  

While reviewing old family papers, I found 
what may have been the cause of the rift be-
tween brothers. I believe the rift may have 
been caused by a dispute over property that 
William Elam had bought from his brother, 
Charlie. William Elam bought an undivided 
part of an inherited 50 acre farm in the Lisbon 
part of Dallas County and signed five $1,000 
notes with one note payable each subsequent 
year. Most of these notes came due right dur-
ing the height of the great depression of 
1927-1931. It appears that William couldn’t 
keep up the payments. In 1935, Charlie, 60, 
filed a lawsuit against his brother, William, 69. 
Charlie won the lawsuit, but alienated the rest 
of the family.  

                                                
9 Ovilla History Book, p. 53 

Charles D. Bryson, 19 

Charles D. Bryson and Nellie Curtis Curry 
Wedding picture – December 1897 
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Before Charlie’s mother died, she wrote a will. 
In this will, in Item 3 she states: “I give and 
bequeath to my son C. D. Bryson the sum of 
$1.00.” Then Item 4 reads: 

“All the rest and residue of my property, real, 
personal and mixed, of every kind and charac-
ter wheresoever situated of which I may die 
seized and possessed, I give and bequeath to 
my sons W. E. Bryson and J. C. Bryson, share 
and share alike, in fee simple.” 

We don’t know the feelings of Nancy Alevia 
Bryson when she wrote the will. It may have 
been that she felt she had given Charlie 
money during her lifetime. All in all the estate 
was very small. 

Charlie’s wife, Nellie Curry Bryson, died in 
1926 at the age of 47. Three of the four boys 
were over 21; only Charles D. (June) Bryson, Jr. 
was twelve. Family members called Charlie, 
“Doc” and June was called “Little Doc.” Four 
years after he won the lawsuit against his 
brother, Dr. Charles D. Bryson died on May 31, 
1939 at the age of 64. 

 

 

 

Charles and Nellie and two of their sons are 
buried in the Shiloh Cemetery. 

Now let’s learn a little about a couple of the 
children of Nellie and Charles. James Leonard 
married Laura “Jackie” Phillips in 1925 and 
lived in the Cedar Hill area. He was a bank ex-
ecutive in Dallas. He also served on school 
boards, and had other civic leadership duties. 

A very sad tragedy struck the James Leonard 
family in 1953 when their 14 year-old son, 
James, Jr. was accidentally shot and killed by a 
playmate. They were playing with a gun and 
the friend did not realize it was loaded. 

James Leonard died while vacationing in Aca-
pulco, Mexico in 1972 at 72 years of age. My 
parents and James and Jackie were close 
friends and this James Bryson may have been 
my namesake. 

The Bryson family always knew Charlie’s 
youngest son as “June” Bryson. It wasn’t until 
we were doing genealogy research that we 
discovered that his real name was Charles 
Doak Bryson, Jr. — hence “June” was a nick-
name for Junior. In the late 1950s, June Bry-
son went to work for a small company in Car-
rollton, Texas — the name of the company 
was Texas Instruments (TI). June was a part of 
the early transistor and semiconductor indus-
try. He worked for the leading company in the 
electronics industry, and he saw incredible 
growth at his company.  

 

 Picture by Sarah Lee – findagrave.com web site 

Dr. D. C. and Nellie C. Bryson 
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6 – John Chesterfield Bryson 
John Chesterfield Bryson was 
the sixth child of Nancy Alevia 
and John Franklin Bryson and 
was born on the Bryson fam-
ily farm near Ovilla, Texas on 
March 29, 1879. He was 
named for his father, but we 
have no idea where his mid-
dle name, Chesterfield, came 
from. He always went by his 
middle name shortened to 
Chester.  

Chester grew up on the farm 
with his two brothers and 
two sisters. He was born into 
a household with four sib-
lings: Mattie, 18, William Elam, 13, Cassie, 10, 
and Charlie, 4. Chester grew up during a pe-
riod of financial depression in the late 1800s 
but this helped build strong character in the 
individuals. The entire family helped on the 
farm and Chester learned farming techniques 
from his father and older brothers. Boys on 
the farm always had a lot of responsibilities 
and also were given their own animals to take 
care of, breed, and raise.  

The Bryson family was very active in the Shiloh 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church. Many of the 
social activities centered around the church. 
The church meeting and socials provided a 
time for everyone to catch up on the latest 
news. It also was a wonderful place for the 
young people to get together. This is probably 
where Chester met his future bride. 

Just three months into the new century, on 
April 3, 1900, John Chesterfield Bryson, 21, 
married Ollie Stoker, 20. They were married in 
Ellis County and lived for a while on the farm 
with Chester’s parents. The 1900 Ellis County 
Federal Census list Family No. 92 as: 

Bryson John F. 63 Head Landlord 

 Nancy A. 58 Wife  

 Chester 21 Son Farmer 

 Ollie 20 D-in-law  

The next family entry in the 
1900 census is Charlie and 
Nellie Bryson. Neither Chester 
nor his brother, Charlie, had 
children at the time of the 
census. 

Ollie and Chester started their 
family near Ovilla and their 
first child, Clifford, was born 
on June 5, 1901, and died 
two days later on June 7. This 
was really a tragic way to 
start a new family. Clifford 
was buried in the Shiloh 
Cemetery.  

For the next six or seven years 
Chester was a farmer helping his father who 
was in his late 60s and his brother William 
Elam Bryson.  
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Ollie and Chester were just starting their fam-
ily, having lost their first baby in 1901. They 
had two daughters while living on the farm 
near Ovilla: Lois in 1903 and Nancy Grace in 
1906. One of the hot topics of conversation of 
the day were that the Indian Territory and the 
Oklahoma Territory were soon to be admitted 
to the Union. A big land rush started in the 
1880s and was continuing. The map of the 
United States in 1906 had three big holes; Ari-
zona, New Mexico, and Oklahoma because 
they were not yet states. They were territories. 

Counties were well defined by 1906 but there 
were large undeveloped areas. Some time be-
tween the birth of his daughter Nancy Grace 
on February 11, 1906 and the birth of his son 
Raymond N. on September 12, 1908, the 
Chester Bryson family moved from Ellis 
County, Texas to Garfield County, Oklahoma. 
Raymond was the first one of Ollie and Ches-
ter’s children to be born in Oklahoma. They 
settled in the rural area near the small town of 
Marshall, Oklahoma. The Federal Census re-
cords indicate that there were 530 people in 
the Marshall Township in 1907 and the 1910 
Census shows a population gain of only five 
people10. Marshall is in the center of the state 
and just a few miles south of the Kansas state 
border. Marshall is about 38 miles southwest 
of Enid, Oklahoma and 35 miles almost due 
west of Stillwater, Oklahoma.  

 

We do not know if he moved before or after 
November 16, 1907, when Oklahoma became 
the 46th state. When Chester arrived at his 
new farm, he started ranching in Marshall, 
raising cattle to ship north to Kansas. He then 
started growing wheat and other crops on his 
farm. The lessons he learned in Ellis County, 
on his father’s farm served him well. Ollie and 
Chester continued expanding their family and 
had a total of 7 children. The first three were 
born in Ellis County, Texas and the last four 
were born in Marshall, Oklahoma. 

1. Clifford Bryson, 1901-1901 

2. Lois Bryson, 1903-19?? 

3. Nancy Grace Bryson, 1906-1911 

4. Raymond N. Bryson, 1908-2009 

5. Frances M. Bryson, 1910-2??? 

6. Fred R. Bryson, 1913-1995 

7. Elizabeth Bryson, 1916-19?? 

Ollie and Chester lived in Marshall the rest of 
their lives. In 1911, while they were still set-
tling in Oklahoma, their five year-old daugh-
ter, Nancy Grace died. In May 1920, Chester, 
41, went back to Ellis County, and was able to 
get there before his father, Joseph Franklin, 
83, died.  

Just three years later in 1923, another tragedy 
struck the Bryson family, Chester’s wife, Ollie 
Stoker Bryson, 43, passed away in Marshall. 
This left Chester, 48, with four children to 
raise; Raymond, 15, Frances, 13, Fred, 10, and 
Elizabeth, 7.  

All of the children were attending the 
local schools. Even though it would 
have been helpful for Raymond to 
work full-time on the ranch, Chester 
felt that education was more impor-
tant. Raymond graduated from Mar-
shall High School in 1927.11 After 
graduating from high school, the 
same difficult decision arose: should 
Raymond work full-time on the farm, 
or should he continue his education? 
Again, education won out! 

                                                                            
10 www.lib.utulsa.edu/govdocs/census/1910/number.htm 
11 EnidNews.com 

In dian  &
Ok laho ma
Territories

Arizo na
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Terri to ry

United States
in 1906

45 States

Oklahoma became the 46th state on November 16, 1907 
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Raymond enrolled in Oklahoma 
A&M University, Stillwater, with 
a major in Animal Science. He 
received his BS degree in 1931. 
Six months after graduating, 
Raymond Bryson married Mabel 
Edsall on Dec. 20, 1931. He was 
now ready to put his education 
to work, helping to run the fam-
ily business and starting a family 
of his own. 

Raymond’s father, Chester, 56, 
attended his mother’s funeral in 
Ovilla, Texas when his mother, 
Nancy Alevia Parsons Bryson, 
died at the ripe old age of 93 in 1935. The 
Bryson family in Ellis County was proud of 
Chester and always looked forward to news 
from Marshall, Oklahoma. 

John Chesterfield Bryson lived to be 83 years 
old and died near Marshall, Garfield County, 
Oklahoma in August 1962. Chester and his 
wife, Ollie, are both buried in the North Mar-
shall I.O.O.F Cemetery. 

In addition to farming and ranching, Raymond 
found time for civic, academic, and church 
volunteer work. His influence was felt far be-
yond Marshall, or even Oklahoma. “During 
World War II, he taught vocational agriculture 
at Marshall High School from 1942 to 1947. 
He also taught veterans classes from 1947 to 
1951. He was an active member of the Meth-
odist Church and later St. Paul’s U.C.C. (United 
Church of Christ). He worked on the national 
church budget committee and he served on 
the board of directors of Homeland Ministries 
(a mission to the Indians). He was a member 
of the Masons for 74 years and the Lion’s Club 
for 66 years, receiving the Lions Club Melvin 
Jones Fellowship Award in 2001.”12  

During his life, Raymond received many 
awards for his leadership and support of vari-
ous endeavors. He died on February 27, 2009 
at the age of 100 years, 5 months. He is bur-
ied in the Marshall Lions North Cemetery. 

                                                
12 www.EnidNews.Com   Raymond’s Obituary 3/3/2009 

Raymond and his wife, Mabel 
Edsall Bryson became close 
friends with Dr. Angie Debo, 
who had grown up in Marshall. 
Dr. Debo had a burning desire 
to learn and write about the his-
tory of the American Indians. In 
later years she was widely rec-
ognized as the preeminent his-
torian on the subject. That 
wasn’t always the case. 

 She submitted one of her first 
books, And Still the Waters Run, 
to the Univ. of Oklahoma press 
and it was turned down be-

cause it expressed the view that the state of 
Oklahoma had stolen lands from the Indians.13 
In fact, she was fired from her university job.14 
It was at times like this that she turned to her 
friends, Mabel and Raymond Bryson, for en-
couragement to go on. The Brysons took a 
great interest in her and her enormous talent 
and encouraged her to keep at it. The book, 
And Still the Waters Run, was published later 
by the Princeton University press.  

In 1998 when Angie was 98 years old, she was 
awarded the “American Historical Association 
Award.” Since Angie was not able to travel, 
the governor of Oklahoma went to Marshall, 
and presented the award to Dr. Angie Debo at 
the Brysons’ home. 

At the National Literary Landmark Dedication, 
in 2004, Raymond Bryson was recognized 
when the speaker said: “Also, I greatly appre-
ciate the presence of the family of Raymond 
Bryson, who was Angie Debo’s lifelong friend 
and enabler.”15 PBS made a movie of her life, 
“Indians, Outlaws, and Angie Debo.” 

Raymond Bryson, my first cousin once re-
moved, is certainly a person I would have 
loved to have known. 

                                                
13 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Angie_Debo 
14 http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/information/  
biography/abcde/debo_angie.html 
15 http://www.library.okstate.edu/scua/collect/debo/ 
pages/litlandmark2.htm 

Raymond Bryson, 1908-2009 
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Nancy Davidson

Hugh Bryson
1745-1835 NC

Joseph Franklin
1893 TX-1958 TX

Meda M. Rockett
1894 TX-1978 TX

Truman Lay
1899 TX-1958 TX

Ruby Lee Bailey
1902 TX-1968 TX

Davis Ozell
1906 TX-1990 CA

Emma Gladys Holt
1909 TN-1971 CA

Vera Etta
1912 TX-2003 TX

R. Paul Springer
1908 TN-1976 TX

William E.  Bryson

John F.  Bryson

Cora Etta Lay

Nancy A. Parsons

1869 TX-1927 TX

1841 VA-1935 TX

1866 TX - 1942 TX

1837 TN - 1927 TX

William Elam and Cora Etta Bryson’s Children

James  Bryson

Ann Doherty
1775 PA-1854 TN

1772 NC - 1852 TN
Elam Bryson

1807 NC-1859 TX

Mary D. Matthews
1807 NC-1877 TX

Charles Wilburn
1891 TX-1948 TX

Mollie Lee Wylie
1893 TX-1954 TX

1752-1830 NC

 
 

 

The second generation of Texas natives 
Now to the children and grandchildren of 
Cora Etta and William Elam Bryson. This is the 
first generation of our family where the par-
ents were both born in Texas. The parents 
were not only born in Texas, but they were 
born in Ellis County and lived there their 
whole lives, except when Cora Etta lived in 
Montague County for a few months. 

By the time Charles Wilburn was born in 1891, 
the railway network was well-established and 
train travel was a common mode of transpor-
tation. Between 1891 and 1912, when Vera 
Etta was born, the means of transportation on 
the farm was by 
horseback or by 
horse and buggy. 
This generation 
saw the introduc-

tion of the automobile and its advancement to 
modern post World War II models. The Wright 
brothers flew the first heavier-than-air craft in 
1903, only two and a half years before Davis 
was born and eight and a half years before 
Vera was born. This generation saw major ad-
vances of aircraft from the early passenger 
planes to the military fighter aircraft of World 
War II, to passenger Jets. 

Wilburn died ten years before the first U.S. 
commercial jet flights. In December 1957, the 
first U.S. passenger jet, the Boeing 707, was 
test-flown. Just two months later, both Buck 
and Truman died. The first scheduled passen-

ger flight took 
place in October 
of 1958. This 
opened the age of 
jet air travel.  

Chapter Sixteen 

 

 

The Cora E. and William E. Bryson 

Family 

Wright Bros. 1908 Boeing 707 — 1958
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This generation lived through WW I, the Great 
Depression, and WW II. These events along 
with living on the farm honed their personali-
ties into dedicated, self-sufficient individuals. 
Making do with what they had, saving for the 
future, and not buying something unless they 
had the money, was a way of life. If some-
thing still worked, or could be repaired, it was 
not replaced. If it was broken beyond repair, it 
was often adapted to another function. If they 
could grow something on the farm, they 
would not buy it at a store. If they had more 
than they could immediately consume, they 
“Put up canned goods.” 

All of Cora Etta and William Elam Bryson’s 
children lived in the “home place” at one time 
or another and many of his grandchildren, in-
cluding Ann Bryson Draper, wrote a first-hand 
recollection of 
growing up on 
the Bryson farm. 

She fondly re-
membered the 
farm, barn, and 
old home place 
that still stands 
at the corner of 
two streets bear-
ing the family 
names — Bryson 
and Springer. 
This fine home is 
now about 100 
years old. 

The home place 
itself had many 
conveniences that were not typical of the Ellis 
County farm house of the time. Some of these 
innovations included “a real bathtub, Coleman 
chandeliers (kerosene), huge fireplace, water 
well indoors, and a large cheery kitchen with 
its big wood stove which had a heated water 
reservoir at one side. The house had a wide 
front porch with balustrades that went all the 

way across the front and half of the way 
around the side.”1  

In continuing her description, Ann said, “Most 
of all, she loved the long hall going all the way 
from front to back with its hardwood floors 
and doors with beveled glass.” It was truly a 
house ahead of its time! With the addition of 
electricity and running water after World War 
II, it was a comfortable home into the 21st 
century. 

The typical farm chores for the women were 
described as follows. “On the farm there were 
chickens to be hatched and fed, eggs to col-
lect, cows to be milked and cream to be 
churned for pounds of butter. The eggs had to 
be washed and added to crates and the butter 
molded and put on ice. These were to be 
ready each Friday for Mama (Mollie Lee Bry-

son) to take to 
her customers in 
Dallas. The eggs 
brought eight to 
ten cents a 
dozen, and the 
butter, ten cents 
per pound.”2 

Without refrig-
eration, it was 
difficult to pre-
serve food, and 
the farmers 
learned how to 
make do. Meat 
was a seasonal 

commodity. 
“When the first 

really cold weather came, word went out to 
the community that it was ‘hog-butchering’ 
time. Neighbors came to help from early 
morning until after dark. The hams and shoul-
ders were cut off and stacked for seasoning 
and curing. The wonderful pork loin was 
cooked during the day to snack on. Strips 
were fed into the hand-turned sausage 
grinder, the sausage stuffed in coarse cloth 

                                                
1 An Invitation to Dream, Ann Draper, 1994, p 13 
2
 An Invitation to Dream, Ann Draper, 1994, p. 4 

The Bryson Home Place in 2002 
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sacks, tied and hung in the smokehouse. The 
fat was cut into pieces, dropped in a boiling 
wash pot and the making of lard was under-
way. Cracklings 
were set out to 
cool for other 
snacks, or saved to 
make lye soap.” 

“At other times a 
calf was butchered 
for roasts and some 
steaks. It was diffi-
cult to save this, 
having only a little 
icebox with ice 
chunks as the only 
cooler. “3 

A big breakthrough 
came when Mollie Lee, Ann’s mother, (and the 
other housewives) bought a pressure cooker 
and learned how to can all sorts of good food. 
They learned how to can beef with 
gravy, pork sausage, vegetables of 
all types, various fruits, and jellies 
and jams. The pressure cooker was a 
real godsend. Now it was possible 

to have meat, 
vegetables, and 
fruit all year-
around. 

 Ann continues 
her memories 
of growing up 
as she wrote, 

“There was plenty of canning: Ann 
must have snapped a million green 
beans, shelled peas, peeled beets 
after soaking in hot water, white 
potatoes and yams were plucked up 
in the garden and spread loosely on 
the smokehouse floor. Then late spring and 
early summer brought peaches and pears to 
peel for canning or cobblers, or for jams and 
jellies. Blackberries grew along the roadside 
and this meant more cobblers, jams and pre-
serves.” 
                                                
3
 An Invitation to Dream, Ann Draper, 1994, p. 6 

Ann describes the large field and farm area 
across the dirt road from the “home place” 
when she says:  

“There was a large barn with a loft for storing 
hay, a smokehouse for meat curing and a milk 
shed for the separator. That mechanical mira-
cle had two spouts, one for pure cream and 
the other for the milk. It had a stack of steel 
discs that magically separated the milk and a 
large wheel with a handle to turn. No more 
skimming the cream off with a ladle.” 

The Brysons always had a large herd of Here-
ford cows, many with official registration pa-
pers. As a result, there was always a big sup-
ply of fresh milk since the cows had to be 
milked daily at about six o’clock. Ann related 
that “most of the time this was done by Doc, 
the crippled, once homeless, man whom 
Daddy had taken in.” Doc a very kind soul 
lived and worked with the family for sixteen 
years and became like a member of the family. 

In the 1940s and earlier, it was not unusual 
for visiting families to just drop in unexpect-
edly. Ann’s description of how her mother 
handled this situation was probably typical of 
the other Bryson households. “When unex-
pected visitors dropped in at meal time, Mama 
just went out back, chose the number of 
chickens she needed, rung their heads off, 

 
1940s Icebox  

 
1940s Pressure Cooker 

 
Bryson barn in 2002 
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dipped them in hot water and plucked away. 
Large skillets were already heating the home-
made shortening and it only took her minutes 
to cut chickens into frying pieces. Next came 
home-made biscuits by the dozen, home 
canned, snapped green beans and home 
grown potatoes for boiling and mashing. 
Bowls of cream gravy were out on the table, 
along with green onions and radishes all 
scrubbed. And there were always pies and 
cakes, jams and jellies. The feast was on!”  

During WW II the nation was unified with a 
patriotic spirit. The call went out for scrap 
metal and rubber. Our Bryson relatives col-
lected a lot of their junk farm equipment and 
old tires and gave it to “the cause.” Children 
of all ages scoured the neighborhood collect-
ing scrap for the war effort. As an eight year 
old boy, I remember collecting scrap iron, 
rubber, tin foil from cigarette packages, and 
other items. They were stacked in a pile next 
to our house. We really got caught up in the 
project and my friend Henry started working 
up a sweat and put his rubber rain coat by the 
pile of collected items. As luck would have it, 
the truck unexpectedly came to pick up the 
stuff and poor Henry’s rain coat went to help 
the war effort. 

In the 1940’s you could buy a coke, ice cream 
cone, or a hamburger for a nickel. For years a 
cup of coffee was 10¢ with unlimited refills. 
Hair cuts were also 10¢. 

First Class postage rates 
1883-1917  2¢ 
1917-1919  3¢  
1819-1932  2¢ 
1932-1952  3¢ 
1952-1958  4¢ 
1958-1963  5¢ 
1963-1968  6¢ 
1968-1971  8¢ 

Rates were raised from 2¢ to 3¢ during WW I 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the early 1940’s radio slogans or jingles 
were often used on the radio to advertise a 
product. Some examples: 

"Pepsi-Cola hits the spot / twelve full ounces, 
that's a lot / twice as much for a nickel, too / 
Pepsi-Cola is the drink for you." 

Dr. Pepper promoted its Dr. Pepper Time: 
“Drink Dr. Pepper at 10, 2, and 4.” 

Coca-Cola — “The pause that refreshes.” 

Some of the slogans that are still used today 
date back about a hundred years. Morton Salt 
introduced its slogan, “When it rains, it 
pours,” in 1911. FTD introduced, “Say it with 
flowers,” in 1917; and Jell-O started using, 
“America’s most famous dessert,” in 1902. 
This was the era in which Etta and Will Bry-
son’s five children grew up. 

The three oldest siblings died before 1960 and 
the two youngest died after 1990. All five of 
the siblings saw the advent of the telephone, 
radio, paved highways, electrification, indoor 
plumbing, central heat, movies, department 
stores, soft drinks, hamburgers, ice cream, 
soda fountains, malted milk shakes, personal 
cameras with flash, color photography, refrig-
erators, washing machines, electric appliances, 
and the list goes on and on. 

The two younger siblings witnessed many ad-
ditional changes during the next 30 to 40 
years. They saw black and white TV and then 
color TV, office copiers, microwave ovens, cars 
with automatic transmission and turn signals, 
ATM machines, credit cards, the beginning of 
cell phones, the launch of the first satellites, 
men landing on the moon, ball point pens, 
fast food restaurants, air conditioning, aerosol 
spray, organ transplants, personal computers, 
and this list goes on and on. 

However, changes continued and they did not 
see the use of cell phones, the internet, 
Google search engine, social networks, GPS 
units, and many more things we take for 
granted today. 
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I. Charles Wilburn Bryson, 1891-1948 
Fifteen months after Cora Etta and William E. 
Bryson were married, they had 
their first child. Charles Wilburn 
was born in January 1891 fol-
lowed by Joseph Franklin (Buck) 
two years later. Three other 
children followed, each six 
years apart. Cora Etta’s five 
children were spread over a 
twenty year period. They were 
all born on the family farm ex-
cept for Wilburn. 

The children all grew up in a ru-
ral area near Ovilla, Texas and 
were active in the Shiloh Cum-
berland Presbyterian Church. 

When it came time for Cora 
Etta to deliver her first child, 

Wilburn, she went to the home of her mother, 
Lizzie Lay Hosford, about 120 miles northeast 

of Ovilla, near Stoneburg, Mon-
tague County, Texas. There her 
mother, sister, and half-sisters 
could help her with the child’s 
birth.  

Charles Wilburn Bryson was 
born at the home of his 
grandmother, in Montague 
County, Texas, on January 31, 
1891.  

This picture of baby Charles 
Wilburn was taken in 1891. 
This particular picture really 
puzzled us for some time be-
cause in the lower right corner 
it says, Bowie, Texas. How 
could this really be Wilburn like 
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it said on the back of the photo? Bowie was 
120 miles from Ovilla. Wilburn was born in 
January and surely he was not taken to Bowie 
at such a young age! It was not until we dis-
covered that Charles Wilburn Bryson had been 
born at his grandmother’s house, less than 10 
miles from Bowie, and not in Ellis County like 
the rest of his siblings, that the pieces of the 
puzzle came together and made sense. In the 
late 1800s, long before people had personal 
cameras, photographers traveled from farm to 
farm soliciting clients. Shortly after a baby was 
born, they would show up with their camera 
and all the props. The local photographer 
from Bowie must have gone out to the Hos-
ford farm to take the baby picture. 

We can speculate that Cora Etta Bryson appre-
ciated having nice family photographs since 
there are numerous baby pictures, engage-
ment pictures, and professional family pictures 
among the old Bryson papers. 

Wilburn learned the skills of raising livestock, 
the art of farming, and the even more difficult 
skill of leadership from his dad. Wilburn’s 
brother, Joseph Franklin “Buck,” was two 
years younger, so they grew up together, 
sharing duties on the farm.  

On July 24, 1910, nineteen year old Charles 
Wilburn Bryson married seventeen year-old 
Mollie Lee Wylie. The new family settled on a 
farm and Wilburn started his career as a 
farmer and business man. In 1913 their first 
child, Marietta was born and over the next 
eleven years they had five more children. 

When Wilburn’s father, William Elam, became 
too ill to handle the responsibilities of his 
large farm, he turned to his oldest son, 
Wilburn. After some discussion, Wilburn 
agreed to move his family onto the “Home 
Place” and to take over. Wilburn, Mollie Lee, 
the six children, and William Elam, all lived to-
gether in the home that is at the corner of 
Bryson Lane and Springer Road; however in 
those days, most roads did not have names. 
People just knew where people lived. Direc-
tions were generally given as “go past the Bry-
son place to the creek, then turn right and go 
by the Billingsley place …” There was no need 
for names for the roads. 

 Wilburn took great pride in being a profes-
sional farmer, always looking for the latest 
techniques. He is credited with being one of 

 
Helen Bryson Schiller Collection 
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the first in Ellis County to practice terrace 
farming.4 “Wilburn was the first to terrace the 
land, an innovation to prevent erosion. He 
also planted fruit trees along the terraces from 
which great peach preserves and cobblers 
came. He, as well as other farmers in the Ovilla 
area, raised sheep, pigs and cattle. Hog killing 
time was a real ritual, timed to coincide with 
cold weather. The pork loin sausage, both 
canned in fruit jars and stuffed in sacks made 
of domestic (cotton cloth), were indescribably 
palatable.” Wilburn was well respected in the 
community. 

He followed the footsteps of his grandfather 
and father to become the third Bryson genera-
tion to be an elder in the Shiloh Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church. He also took on the du-
ties of Superintendent of the Sunday School, 
and the Clerk of Session, becoming the third 
generation Bryson in a row to hold those posi-
tions of leadership. 

In 1938, when the Ovilla Cotton Gin was 
about to be closed, a group of local citizens 
came together and bought it. This group 
formed a board of directors and ran the gin 
from August 16, 1938 until it burned in 1966. 
The original directors were Herman W. Curtis, 
Frank W. Powers, C. Wilburn Bryson, George 
V. Billingsley, Ernest B. Curry, Verble A. Wad-
dle, W.M. Holmes, and Millard Keesee. The di-
rectors elected the following officers: F. W. 
Powers, President, H. W. Curtis, Vice-
president, C. W. Bryson, Secretary, and M. 
Keesee, Treasurer. Wilburn was the secretary 
of the organization for many years. The or-
ganization was called the Ovilla Cooperative 
Agriculture Association. This name was too 
long so every one just referred to it as “The 
Co-Op.” The Co-Op ran the Gin, filling station, 
and grocery store. The Ovilla History Book has 
reproduced interesting summaries of the 
board meetings from 1938 through February 
19475. The Co-Op was the hub of activity for 
Ovilla and did a great deal to make the area 
thrive. The Ovilla store was so picturesque that 

                                                
4 Ovilla History Book, p. 55 
5 Ovilla History Book, pp. 265-267 

it has been 
used in several 
movies such as 
Bonnie and 
Clyde as well 
as in several TV 
programs. The 
porch of this 
store was a fa-
vorite place for 
the men to gather and solve the world’s prob-
lems or play a hot game of checkers or domi-
nos. If you needed to know what was going 
on, you only needed to visit the Ovilla Store. 

I fondly remember Uncle Wilburn. He was 
such a warm friendly and loving man. When I 
was six years old I would sit in his lap and he 
would amaze me with his ability to make de-
signs from a simple string. He formed a loop 
that he held with his outstretched hands. He 
would then form a second small loop around 
each hand and would proceed to pull the 
string from the opposite hand and would 
form a wonderful design such as a bridge. I 
don’t know how he did it, so I can’t really 
clearly describe it. I remember how pleased he 
was when I expressed amazement. He tried to 
teach me how to do it, but it didn’t work! 

Mollie Lee and Wilburn Bryson 
 

Wilburn continued farming, raised six children, 
served in leadership positions at Shiloh Church 
and helped to run the Co-Op. Wilburn’s nick 
name was Bruney, I guess it is a take off on 

Ovilla History Book, p. 265 

Ovilla grocery store 
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the name Wilburn. He was a member of sev-
eral organizations including Woodsmen of the 
World, an old welfare and life insurance 
group. “The society was like a close knit social 
club. They helped each other out in times of 
need. If a farmer got injured or took sick, fel-
low members would see that his crop got put 
up.”6 It was gone from Ovilla by the early 
1900s. 

In the 1940s the churches in the south were 
segregated and the black members of the 
community had their own church. “The True 
Vine Baptist Church was organized in 1940. 
“The church later built a building on land do-
nated by Rex Billingsley. Because of frequent 
flooding, however, the church was moved in 
1942, to its present location, 6041 Shiloh 
Road, on land donated by Wilburn Bryson.”7 
 

                                                
6 Ovilla History Book, p. 329 
7 Ovilla History Book, p. 44 

Mollie Lee and Wilburn Bryson lived in Ellis 
County, near Ovilla almost all their lives. 

After 38 years of marriage, on February 27, 
1948, Charles Wilburn Bryson, 57, passed 
away.  

Upon Wilburn’s death, Mollie Lee Bryson 
moved to Dallas to be near some of her grown 
children. She contracted cancer and was bed 
ridden for a number of years. Mollie’s children 
rose to the task of taking care of her. She lived 
with her youngest daughter, Helen Bryson 
Schiller and her husband Les. To provide res-
pite for Helen, Marietta Bryson Hamric, would 
go to Dallas from her home in DeSoto for a 
week at a time to help take care of her 
mother. 

Mollie Lee lived in Dallas for six years, until her 
death on January 16, 1954 at age 60. The 
heirs then sold the farm and family home 
place to Bob and Monnie Waddle Springer. 
Both the Waddle and Springer families had 
strong ties to our Bryson relatives. Monnie’s 
father had been pastor at Shiloh for many 
years and Bob Springer was the brother-in-law 
of Vera Bryson Springer. 

 

 
Dallas Morning News 2/28/1948 

True Vine Believers Missionary Baptist Church 

Library of Congress photo 

Black Family going to church in Ellis Co., Texas 
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Mollie Lee Wylie Bryson and Charles Wilburn 
Bryson are both buried in the Shiloh Cemetery 
near several generations of relatives of the 
Bryson family. 

Mollie Lee and Wilburn Bryson had six children 
and they had 11 grandchildren. 

1. Marietta Bryson 1913-1998 
    + Iven Curtis Hamric 
 Karen Hamric 
 Kay Hamric 

2. Raymond Franklin Bryson 1916-1988 
    + Billye Grace Foster 
 Mike Bryson 
 Pat Bryson 

3. William Earl (Jake) Bryson 1918-2005 
    + Mary Evelyn Johnson 
 Larry Earl Bryson 
 Gerald W. Bryson 

4. Ann Alevia Bryson 1921-1997 
    + James Stratton Draper 
 Carolyn Ann Draper 
 Sarah Kathryn Draper 

5. Fred Wylie Bryson 1922-1991 
    + Vivian Elveda Hintze 
 Mark Hintze Bryson 

6. Helen Lee Bryson 1924-2009 
    + Leslie William Schiller 
 Stephen Schiller 
 Paula Schiller 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Marietta Bryson 1913-1998 

Marietta Bryson, the first child of Mollie Lee 
and Wilburn Bryson, was born on the farm 
near Ovilla on April 15, 1913. She was joined 
by five siblings over the 
next ten years. Marietta 
was about the same age 
as her cousin Thelma and 
her Aunt Vera, and they all 
enjoyed playing together. 
They remained special 
friends all their lives.  

After graduating from 
Midlothian High School, 
Marietta went off to North 
Texas University in Denton. 
While at college, she lived 
with her first cousin once 
removed, and her name-
sake, Mary Etta Billingsley 
Voorhees. This was about 
the time that Nancy Olivia 
Bryson, Marietta’s great-
grandmother, was living in 
the Voorhees household. 

In 1934, Marietta married Iven Hamric, a 
young man that had grown up near DeSoto, 
Texas. His mother had died when he was only 
three years-old, and he had been raised by his 
father. After Marietta and Iven were married, 
they lived on the Hamric family farm on 
Westmoreland Road with Iven’s widowed dad. 

Marietta took a job as a teacher at the Long 
Branch School between Ovilla and Midlothian 
for a period of time. Iven continued farming. 
In 1939 while living on the Hamric farm, Mari-
etta and Iven had their first daughter, Karen 
who got more than her share of love and at-
tention from her doting grandfather. He hated 
to see his only granddaughter subjected to 
discipline. 

When the Hamrics lived in DeSoto, they were 
just down the road from Mattie Billingsley 
Pogue. Karen Hamric, Marietta’s daughter, re-
cently related how she loved to go to Mattie’s 
house and that Mattie took care of her a lot, 
probably while Marietta worked. Karen also 

 
Sarah Lee photo 

Mollie Lee and Wilburn Bryson — Shiloh 
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said “I can remember the only way I agreed to 
have my tonsils removed, when I was 5, was if 
Mattie would let me wear her SWEETHEART 
BRACELET, and of course she agreed.” 

In a previous chapter we discussed the Bill-
ingsleys and the children of Cassie Bryson and 
John M. Billingsley. John went off to Panama 
to help with the Panama Canal while Mattie 
stayed home. Cassie died while John was in 
Panama, leaving a large family, including 
Mattie.  

Karen Hamric Pinkerton, Marietta’s daughter 
also related that “I loved to go to Mattie’s 
house and I remember her father (John M. 
Billingsley) had that long mustache. When he 
ate at the table, he would put all his food in 
one dish and pour his drink over it, even des-
sert.” I suppose John figured it all ended up in 
the same place and mixing the food all up to-
gether before eating it was more efficient. It 
certainly did not cause any problems for John 
— he lived to be 95 years-old! 

After Iven’s father passed away, the family 
moved to Midlothian and in 1948 Marietta’s 
father, Wilburn Bryson, died and her mother 
moved to Dallas. This left the old Bryson home 
place empty. The Hamrics agreed to move into 
the home place and run the large farm. While 
living there, in 1949, their second daughter, 
Kay, was born. In 1953, Marietta’s mother, 
Mollie Lee, was living in Dallas and was bed-
ridden with cancer.  

Mollie Lee was living with Marietta’s youngest 
sister, Helen. To give Helen a little respite, Ma-
rietta went to Dallas and stayed for a week at 

a time, caring for her mother. Karen was in 
school so she stayed on the Bryson farm near 
Midlothian with her dad. Marietta’s good 
friend and Aunt, Vera Bryson Springer, cooked 
meals and took them to Iven, Karen, and Kay. 

The Hamrics continued to live at the Bryson 
home place until 1954 when Marietta’s 
mother, Mollie Lee Bryson died. The six sib-
lings sold the home place and farm and set-
tled the estate. The Hamrics used the money 
to help build a nice brick place on the Hamric 
property in DeSoto.  

Marietta was known for being an outgoing 
person who never met a stranger. She was 
very active in the activities of the Shiloh 
Church and especially the women’s organiza-
tions. She worked for the Oak Cliff Tribune af-
ter they moved back to DeSoto in the late 
1950’s. The people at the paper all became 
like a big extended family for Marietta. Every-
one seemed to naturally come to her with 
their problems, and she was always there to 
listen and help and give advice. She worked in 
the classified ad department and even became 
friends with the people that placed ads with 
the paper. 

Marietta and Iven loved visiting other couples 
and playing dominos and card games. They 
had a wide range of friends in the Midlothian, 
Cedar Hill, and DeSoto area. 

Iven Hamric, 79, died in 1987 and Marietta 
Bryson Hamric, 84, died on February 24, 1998. 
Both Marietta and Iven are buried in the Shi-
loh Cemetery. 
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2. Raymond Franklin Bryson 1916-1988 

Raymond Franklin Bryson was the second child 
and first son of Mollie Lee and Wilburn Bry-
son. Ray was born on June 26, 1916. He, like 
his siblings, was born on 
the farm and grew up 
helping with the daily 
chores of farming and 
tending to the animals. 
Even though Ray devel-
oped skills in operating, 
maintaining, and repair-
ing the large farm 
equipment and machin-
ery, however, he did not 
want to go into farming 
as a career. 

Raymond grew to love 
playing sports and be-
came a very good base-
ball player. After high 
school, he played base-
ball any chance he could. 
He learned from his 
baseball buddies that 
the Greyhound Bus Com-
pany in Dallas needed a good second base-
man for their company semi-pro team. Ray-
mond applied for a job as a bus mechanic.  
His reputation as a second baseman preceded 
him and this helped him land his first real job. 
He did very well on the ball team and at his 
work as a mechanic. Twenty-two year-old 
Raymond Bryson was promoted to Shop 
Foreman. His baseball playing ability was great 
for job security. In those pre-war years many 
large companies had excellent semi-pro base-
ball teams and keeping the good players was 
a high priority. Everything was going well until 
December 7, 1941 when Japan bombed Pearl 
Harbor and the county was suddenly at war 
with Japan, Germany, and Italy. 

Almost immediately, men between the ages of 
18-45 were drafted into military service. Many 
were trained as infantrymen and shipped 
overseas to see action fighting the enemy. The 
recruitment posters at the time promised men 
that if they volunteered they would be able to 

select the branch of the service of their choice. 
This sounded good to Raymond and he chose 
the Navy. One of the reasons he gave was that 
he had heard that in the Navy he had a higher 

chance of being sta-
tioned where the 
weather was warm. In 
1942, after asking to 
be stationed anywhere 
that was not cold, 
Raymond F. Bryson 
was inducted into the 
US Navy. 

Raymond’s skill with 
farm equipment and 
especially his years of 
experience working on 
Greyhound buses 
made him a natural to 
become a machinist 
mate with responsibili-
ties of keeping ship’s 
engines and other 
equipment maintained 
and tuned up. The 
three-bladed propeller 

emblem on his sleeve signifies machinist mate. 
Raymond started his Navy service with the 
Seabees according to his sister, Ann. Raymond 
was pleased to be in the Navy instead of the 
infantry, and all seemed fine until his unit re-
ceived orders to report to the Aleutian Islands.  

A note about the Seabees: The Seabees were formed to 
be the Engineering and Construction Battalions of the 
Navy. “By late June 1942 Seabees had landed in Alaska 
and had begun building advanced bases on Adak, Am-
chitka, and other key islands in the Aleutian chain. In 
1943 these new bases were used to stage the joint 
Army-Navy task force that recaptured Attu and Kiska.”8 
Raymond Bryson was a part of this joint Army-Navy task 
force. 

The war in the Aleutian chain and Alaska 
“In June 1942, Japanese soldiers invaded Attu, 
the western-most island in the Aleutian chain. 
Located one thousand miles from the Alaska 
mainland and isolated by year-round fog, fre-
quent snow, icy rain, and constant high 

                                                
8 http://www.history.navy.mil/faqs/faq67-3.htm 
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winds, Attu was called by an early visitor ‘the 
lonesomest spot this side of hell.’ 

“Attu was invaded by the Japanese in the 
hopes of accomplishing several goals: prevent-
ing use of the islands by the Americans, hin-
dering U.S.-Soviet cooperation, and establish-
ing bases for attacks on the American 
mainland. The Americans on the other hand, 
wanted to keep the Japanese as far away from 
America as possible.  

“On 11 May 1943, the U.S. effort to retake 
Attu began. The ever present fog, rain, and 
high wind limited the use of air power, and 
the soggy terrain made mechanized equip-
ment next to useless. The U.S. infantry, un-
suitably clothed in apparel neither warm 
enough nor waterproof enough was never the 
less able to re-take the island.”9 

Attu geography 

“The shortest route between the U.S. and To-
kyo is through Alaska and out the Aleutians, a 
distance of 1,750 miles. From Attu to Japan’s 
outlying base at Paramushiro was only 650 

                                                
9 The Capture of Attu, compiled by Lt. Robert J. Mitchell, 
et al, University of Nebraska Press, 2000. 

miles. Whoever controls the Aleutians has a 
flanking position on the whole ocean.”10 

In 1942, the Japanese occupied the islands of 
Kiska, Agattu, and Attu. The Americans were 
able to establish bases on Adak and then 
Amachitka. “Neither side knew much of what 
the other was doing, because the entire area 
was blanketed in fog 90 per cent of the time, 
and lashed by williwaws (gales of near-
hurricane force) the rest of the time.11 

The Japanese had their strongest position on 
Kiska, and that is where they expected the at-
tack. The allies instead invaded Attu with the 
strategy of establishing a base between the 
rest of the Japanese troops and their supply 
lines. 

Landing on Attu 

The American soldiers of the 7th Division had 
been trained near Monterey, California, at Fort 
Ord (latitude 36° North). This was in prepara-
tion for their battles in the Aleutians (latitude 
53° North). “They were issued a so-called 
‘Alaska field jacket,’ cloth on the outside, with 

                                                
10 Life Magazine, March 13, 1944. p. 71 
11 The Great Pacific Victory, Gilbert Cant, p 57. 
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a heavy wool lining like a piece of blanket, an 
extremely small collar — and no hood. 

“If there had never before been any Americans 
in the Aleutians, the issue of this gear might 
have been slightly excusable. But the scouts 
had long ago developed an outfit suited to 
the local conditions; the Navy had issued 
‘shoe-pacs (rubber bottoms, high leather 
tops), and parkas with large hoods. The 
‘Alaska field jacket’ had never been seen in 
Alaska until the ill-clad men of the 7th Division 
reached Cold Bay. It would 
have been better if it had 
never been seen there at 
all.”12 

The Army-issued boots did 
little to protect the men’s 
feet, and once their feet 
were wet, they never 
dried. Of the 15,000 men 
involved in taking Attu, 
over 2,000 suffered 
weather-related problems 
and were evacuated.  

Raymond Bryson was for-
tunate because the Navy, 
issued clothing more ap-
propriate for Alaska. 

                                                
12

 The Great Pacific Victory, Gilbert Cant, p 64. 

Raymond on Attu 

Raymond Bryson served on several Islands of 
the Aleutians with the Navy Seabees. A Life 
Magazine photographer, on the Attu Island, 
snapped a picture of Raymond seated in a 
protective ditch, eating K-rations. He looks 
comfortable in his rain gear, next to a fire 
made from old shipping crates. This picture 
appeared on page 85 of the October 11, 1943 
issue of Life Magazine. Attu was not the warm 
place Raymond wanted! 

 

  

Life Magazine — Oct. 11, 1943 
Raymond Bryson in Attu Alaska — 1943 
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Soggy wet black gumbo 

“The infantrymen soon found that their feet 
were soaked from plodding over the tundra 
which holds water like a sponge. The Seabees 
found that their heavy equipment broke 
through the crust of the tundra (formed by 
the roots of sub-alpine vegetation) and 
churned uselessly in the black gumbo be-
neath.”13 

 
 
 
Williwaw winds 

The men of the 7th US Army are in the trench 
along the bottom of the picture. In those days 
there were no structures and few tents. 
Among the many aspects of the artic weather 
were the fierce Williwaw winds. Williwaw is a 
metrological term used to describe “a sudden 
blast of wind descending from a mountain 
ridge to the sea.”14 The Japanese were dug in 
the mountains where they had constructed 
housing. They had more suitable clothing. The 
US troops outnumbered the enemy by 15,000 
to 2,900.  

 
 
 
 
In search of the enemy 

The American soldiers marched into the icy 
mountains in search of the enemy. Of the 
2,900 Japanese soldiers originally on the is-
land, over 2,850 were killed. Only 29 survived 
and they were captured and sent to prisoner 
of war camp. Of the 15,000 US men, 549 were 
killed and 1,148 wounded. 

 

 

 

                                                
13 The Great Pacific Victory, Gilbert Cant, p 66. 
14 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Williwaw 
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Women in World War II 

During World War II millions of jobs were left 
vacant by young men volunteering and being 
drafted into the military. Up until this time 
married women did not traditionally work 
outside the home. When women did work, 
the majority held supportive positions such as 
secretaries, bank tellers, receptionists, and 
elementary school teachers.  

But once the war started and men began to 
volunteer, the va-
cated jobs and the 
very large demand 
for defense workers 
made it necessary 
for women to join 
the work force and 
do jobs that were 
traditionally only 
performed by men. 
In fact the govern-
ment mounted a 
sizeable campaign 
encouraging 
women to do their 
patriotic duty by 
working in defense 
plants building 
tanks, planes, ships, 
and munitions. This 
was the beginning 
of a major cultural 
shift in America.  

Rosie the Riveter 
was the epitome of 
the new working 
woman. The “fairer 
sex” that had pre-
viously not worn pants, in an era when only 
men wore pants, was now extolled as an im-
portant component of the war effort.  

One account was given of a young lady who 
took a job in a defense plant and felt so un-
comfortable even putting on a pair of pants 
that she tried them on several times before 
she could get up the nerve to actually wear 
them. One person relates “to this day I can 
remember an early 50s sermon in which our 

pastor was railing on about women appearing 
in pants in the nearby suburban shopping 
area.”15  

In 1942, Billye Grace Foster16, a twenty year-
old young lady and the future wife of Ray-
mond Bryson, was ready to do her patriotic 
duty. She took a job at an airplane factory in 
the Dallas area where she helped build bomb-
ers for the military and where she was given 
the job title of riveter. In this job she would 

have built major 
parts of airplanes 
using her newly 
learned skills on the 
rivet gun. At the 
same time, Ray-
mond’s cousin, 
Perry Bryson, was in 
Europe loading 
bombs and ammu-
nition on similar 
planes. Billye con-
tinued building 
bombers until the 
end of the war. 

Everyone in Amer-
ica was willing to 
take on new roles 
for the war effort. 
Once women got 
over the embar-
rassment of wear-
ing pants, they 
found them to be 
comfortable and 
practical. That was 
the beginning of 
women’s slacks and 

then eventually shorts and jeans. The country 
also discovered that most jobs could be done 
equally well, if not better, by women.  

 
 

                                                
15 www.dadi.org/rosie.htm 
16 Billie was the name on her birth certificate, but she felt 
this was too much like a boy’s name so she used the 
spelling “Billye” most of her life. 

Painting of Rosie the Riveter by Norman Rockwell 
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War in the Pacific 

After serving in the Seabees in Alaska, Ray-
mond was assigned to a ship. He got what he 
wished for — his ship had orders to go to the 
South Pacific to join the action there. The 
weather was warm as Raymond had wanted, 
but the fighting presented a lot of dangerous 
situations. Raymond 
also found that work-
ing in the engine 
room of his ship was 
always much hotter 
that he had hoped 
for. He saw action in 
the Pacific until the 
war was ended. 

Raymond was on the 
USS Missouri in Tokyo 
Bay on September 2, 
1945 when the Japa-
nese Instrument of 
Surrender was signed 
on the ship’s deck. 
Raymond was then 
among the first occu-
pying forces in Japan. 
He was placed in 
charge of a motor 
pool in Japan based 
on his experience at 
the Greyhound Bus 
Company in Dallas, 
and his work as a 
Machinist Mate on 
board ship. Raymond 
told his sons that two 
of the hardest things 
to get in postwar Ja-
pan were gasoline 
and a ride. He had access to both and took 
advantage of it. He was even able to visit the 
sites of the two A-bomb explosions. He related 
that it was nothing but rubble and chimneys. 
He could not believe the destructive power of 
a single bomb. After a short tour of duty in 
Japan, Raymond returned to the States and 
again became a civilian. 

 

Post War years 

Five months after the surrender of Japan, 
Raymond F. Bryson, 29, and Billye Grace Fos-
ter, 24, were married on January 31, 1946. 
Raymond worked in the automotive business 
in the Dallas area and at one time owned a 
gas station. Their first son Mike was born in 

Dallas on November 
3, 1946, and their 
second son, Pat, was 
born in Fort Worth on 
January 5, 1952. They 
continued to live in 
the Dallas area until 
the family moved to 
Phoenix about 1954. 
There they were near 
Raymond’s brother, 
Jake, and his family. 
Raymond worked for 
auto dealerships for 
about nine years and 
then decided to move 
back to the Dallas 
area.  

One of Raymond’s fa-
vorite activities was 
the sport of fishing. 
His son Patrick gives 
us some insight into 
Raymond’s love for 
fishing when he re-
lates the following: 
“My dad loved to 
fish. I’ve seen him sit 
on the bank with a 
line in the water for 
six hours never even 
checking his bait. He 

didn’t care if he caught anything; he just 
wanted to fish. His big line was ‘there ain’t no 
phones ringin when I’m fishing.’ At the car 
dealership, it seems all you heard all day long 
was ‘Ray Bryson -- line one’ echoing across the 
lot.” 

The Ray Bryson family stayed in Texas for 
about six years and then returned to Phoenix. 
When Raymond retired in 1980, he and Billye 

Photo – Betty Beckum Collection

Mike, Raymond, and Pat Bryson, 1952 
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moved to Cedar Hill. Billye was a homemaker 
most of her life. Ann Bryson Draper in her 
memoirs described Billye, her sister-in-law as 
“a real angel of a wife.” Billye was always will-
ing to help wherever needed. When her sister-
in-law, Ann, needed help in her catering busi-
ness Billye pitched-in; when her sister-in-law, 
Helen Bryson Schiller, needed help in her dress 
shop, Billye pitched-in. 

The Bryson fish story 

Raymond’s sons tell a funny story about Ray-
mond buying a 28 foot pontoon boat and rig-
ging it with a small 5 hp motor. That combi-
nation made for a very difficult-to-handle boat 
that needed a large open area in which to 
turn around and was almost impossible to 
stop unless you ran into something. On one of 
their fishing expeditions they came upon a 
group of about 20 boats fishing around a 
stand of old dead trees. This was an ideal spot 
for crappie fishing as the other boats had al-
ready discovered. As Raymond and his pon-
toon boat approached the stand of trees it 
could not be stopped in time because the little 
5 hp motor was not nearly strong enough to 
overcome the boat’s momentum. The boat hit 
the first tree and knocked it down. Bouncing 
back, it hit another tree, and knocked it down 
with a big splash. This continued for some 
time, and the fishermen started yelling and 
swearing at the disruption of their great fish-
ing spot. The fishermen all left in frustration 
and anger. 

After about 10 or 12 trees had 
been knocked down, the pontoon 
boat finally came to a stop. Ray-
mond and his sons started fishing 
and continued late into the night 
until they had caught about 60 
crappie. This was a great night of 
fishing for the Brysons, and it 
made an even better fish story to 
laugh about for many years to 
come. Even to this day Pat and 
Mike chuckle when they re-tell the 
fish story. 

 

There was one thing about Alaska that Ray 
really enjoyed. Being an avid fisherman, he 
loved the salmon fishing in the rivers in Ko-
diak. He related stories to his sons about “he 
and his buddies picking up Salmon with their 
bare hands out of the Kodiak Rivers, right next 
to the Bears. He said there were so many 
Salmon you could walk across their backs to 
cross the river.” The boys knew this was 
probably an exaggeration, but they loved to 
hear the story. 

One thing Raymond did not like was the con-
stant snow, ice, and wind in Alaska. The song 
“I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas sung by 
Bing Crosby was very popular while Raymond 
was in Alaska and it was played over and over 
on the radio. Needless to say, Raymond did 
not appreciate the song and in fact reacted 
negatively to it for many years after the war. 

Retirement years 

Billye and Raymond continued to live in Cedar 
Hill, Texas. This was only a few minutes from 
the old Bryson home-place near Ovilla where 
Raymond was born. After 41 years of mar-
riage, Billye Grace Foster Bryson died on April 
30, 1987 at the age of 65 years. Raymond 
Franklin Bryson died only 14 months later on 
June 9, 1988. He was 72 years old. They both 
are buried in the Shiloh Cumberland Presbyte-
rian Church Cemetery near Ovilla, Texas.  

 

 

 

Photo by Sara Lee 
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3. William Franklin “Jake” Bryson 1918-2005  

Jake was the third child of Mollie Lee and 
Wilburn Bryson. He was born on the family 
farm near Ovilla. He helped with the farm du-
ties such as picking cotton, gathering eggs, 
milking cows, and repairing farm equipment. 
Jake went to the local schools until he trans-
ferred to San Angelo High School. When Jake 
was a teenager, he suffered from a severe case 
of asthma or allergies. He found it very diffi-
cult to breath during the winter months in the 
Ovilla area; as a result he also found it difficult 
to gain weight and suffered chronic health 
problems. It was decided that the climate in 
San Angelo, Texas might be beneficial for his 
health, so he went to live with his Uncle Buck 
and Aunt Meda, and his health improved. 

He attended high school in San Angelo and 
when Christmas rolled around, Jake became 
very homesick, and a week before the school 

went on Christmas vacation, Jake went to the 
school principal and asked for permission to 
leave early. He explained that his family was in 
Midlothian. He said that he knew of someone 
that was going to drive to Midlothian the next 
day, and he would really like to go with him. 
The principal reluctantly granted Jake permis-
sion to miss a week of school. The next day he 
got on a Greyhound bus headed for Midlo-
thian. Jake certainly knew a Greyhound Bus 
driver was going to drive to Midlothian and he 
wanted to be on that bus! 

After High School, Jake returned to Ovilla and 
about 1939 he married Mary Evelyn Johnson, 
a local girl from a prominent family. In Sep-
tember 1941 they had their first son, Larry 
Earl. A few weeks later, along with Uncle Tru-
man, Aunt Vera, they visited Uncle Buck and 
his family in San Angelo, Texas. 
 

San Angelo,  Texas — November 1941

Jake

Larry

Mary
Evelyn

Men: Billy Bryson, Jim Bennett, Davis Bryson, Paul Springer, William Earl “Jake” Bryson, Truman Bryson, Frank "Buck" Bryson 

Women: Gladys Bryson, with hands on Jimmy’s shoulders, Ruby Lee Outlaw, Meda Bryson, holding Larry Bryson, 

Oleta Bryson, Thelma Bennett, Vera Springer, Mary Evelyn Bryson 

Doris Hawkins, Nancy Jo Springer 
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This visit was just weeks before the bombing 
of Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. The 
above picture shows the families of Meda and 
Buck Bryson, Paul and Vera Springer, and 
Mary Evelyn and Jake Bryson (including baby 
Larry). Uncle Truman is also in the picture. 

Jake grew up on the farm and loved working 
with equipment. He soon earned the reputa-
tion that he could fix anything that was bro-
ken. When World War II broke out, Jake was 
exempt from service because of his working 
on the farm or because of health reasons. I am 
not sure which. Most of the men went off to 
war, and in 1943 the members of the Co-Op 
board faced the problem that Wef (W.F.) Law-
son, the man that ran the Co-Op station, was 
off to the Army. The minutes of the Co-Op 
board of directors meeting for November 5, 
1943 read as follows:17 

“A motion was made by Rex Billingsley 
and second by Jep West that we appoint 
Jake Bryson to run the station for Wef. If 
Wef passes (dies) in the Army we will let 
Raymond Thornton run it from then on.” 

Jake was 25 years old at the time and gained 
valuable experience in auto repair, mainte-
nance, business practices, and management 
skills. Jake and Mary Evelyn continued to live 
in the Ovilla area. In 1945, after World War II 
ended, Jake and Mary Evelyn decided to move 
to Phoenix, hoping that the Arizona climate 
might be healthier. Jake, Mary, and four year 
old Larry, started out in an old car pulling a 
very small trailer, somewhat like a small camp-
ing trailer. Broken axles, overheating radiator, 
lack of money, and an unknown future made 
for a very long and trying adventure. They ar-
rived in Phoenix and found an inexpensive 
trailer park and paid for a week’s rent. 

Jake was an excellent auto mechanic and 
could fix practically everything. He went to the 
City of Phoenix and applied for a job repairing 
city vehicles. He was told that there were no 
jobs available. Discouraged, he continued 
looking for work. A few days later, they were 

                                                
17 Ovilla History Book, p. 266 

down to their last dollar. Things did not look 
good. Jake called the city again and was sur-
prised to hear them say; “Where are you, we 
have been trying to reach you for three days, 
we want you to start to work tomorrow!” Jake 
started work for the City of Phoenix doing 
maintenance work on city vehicles and rose to 
become the Superintendent of Automotive 
Maintenance for the entire city of Phoenix. He 
was responsible for the people that main-
tained and repaired all of the city vehicles in-
cluding buses, police cars, fire trucks. 

Jake and Mary Evelyn were very active in The 
Eastside Baptist Church of Phoenix and they 
spent many volunteer hours doing whatever 
needed to be done. After retirement Jake 
spent his time helping others in many ways; 
driving to appointments, making home re-
pairs, and a wide range of activities. He had a 
soft spot for the elderly and was always avail-
able when something needed to be done. 

Mary Evelyn and Jake had two sons. Their first 
son, Larry Earl, was born in 1941 near Ovilla, 
Texas, and their second son, Gerald W., was 
born in 1948 in Phoenix, Arizona. 

The Arizona climate was just what Jake 
needed. His health thrived and he lived to be 
87 years old. After 66 years of marriage, Wil-
liam Earl “Jake” Bryson died in Phoenix on De-
cember 28, 2005. He is buried in the Green 
Acres Cemetery, Scottsdale, Arizona. Mary 
Evelyn continues to live (2011) in Cave Creek, 
Arizona. 

Jake and Mary Evelyn Bryson - 2002 
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4. Ann Alevia Bryson 1921-1997 

When Ann was born, she joined three siblings; 
Marietta, 8, Raymond, 5, and Jake, 3. She was 
joined by Fred (Buddy), a year later and then 
finally by her younger sister, Helen, three years 
later. Like her five siblings, Ann was born at 
home on the farm owned by her father, 
Wilburn. Growing up, the six Bryson children 
were great companions and worked and 
played well together. 

In her memoirs, Ann portrayed herself as a lit-
tle girl that often dreamed about what her life 
would be like. She dreamed of meeting fa-
mous people, attending glamorous parties, 
traveling to exotic places, and marrying her 
prince charming. She felt that most of these 
early dreams came to be fulfilled.  

Ann grew up at a time before the houses on 
the farm had electricity, running water, or any 
type of plumbing. Wilburn and Mollie Bryson 
lived on a farm in a small house about a mile 
and a half west of Ann’s grandfather, William 
Elam Bryson — the “Bryson Home Place.” 

Ann started to school in the fall of 1926, 
probably in Midlothian, and after her first 
year, the Wilburn family moved to a house on 
a farm owned by her 
grandfather, William 
Elam Bryson. This 
house was across 
the road from Wil-
liam Elam’s main 
home place. 

Ann said, “It was a 
much bigger house 
than their first one. 
It had two more 
bedrooms, a large 
coal stove for heat 
and a very large 
kitchen with wood stove. There was a creek in 
back and trees whose branches begged for 
swings and offered cool respite from sum-
mer’s heat. In the spring the pasture where 
the house sat was saturated with wildflowers, 
blue bonnets, red Indian paint and yellow daf-
fodils. There was a large barn with a loft for 

storing hay, a smokehouse for meat curing 
and a milk shed for the separator. That me-
chanical miracle had two spouts, one for pure 
cream and the other for the milk. It had a 
stack of steel discs that magically separated 
the milk and a large wheel with a handle to 
turn. No more skimming the cream off with a 
ladle.”18 

The family moved in with William Elam in the 
main Bryson home place when he was no 
longer able to manage the house by himself. 
Wilburn took over the responsibilities for run-
ning the large farm. The Bryson home place 
was even larger than their two previous 
homes. 

Ann grew up during the Great Depression 
years and her mother made a weekly trip to 
Dallas to sell eggs and butter. “At times, Ann 
would have the big treat of going along to 
Dallas with Mama. It took all day to deliver so 
many orders, but she sat patiently in the car 
with her dreams. She gazed longingly at the 
big homes with their curved driveways and 
flowers in full bloom in their sculptured beds. 
She imagined that one day she would meet 
the owners in their main room and plan a fan-

tasy ball.”19 

Ann had an outgo-
ing personality in 
High School and her 
winning smile and 
personality made it 
easy for her to be-
come a cheerleader, 
have leads in plays, 
and be selected for 
sports teams. In 
1936, when Ann 
was 15, the Texas 
Centennial had a 

celebration at the State Fair in Dallas. This was 
a giant event. Each community was asked to 
select a queen to represent them at the fair. 
Ann announced to her family that she had 
been nominated to be Miss Midlothian. 

                                                
18 An Invitation to Dream, Ann Draper, 1994, p10 
19 Invitation to Dream, Ann Draper, 1994, p. 5 

Texas Bluebonnets in the spring 
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Ann got some interesting responses from her 
siblings: 

 “You have to be kidding,” said Jake 
 “They’re out of their minds,” said Buddy 
 “They must be really hard up,” said Helen 

This really infuriated Ann, so she announced 
she would show them, and win. Ann became 
the first Miss Midlothian and incidentally also 
the last. 

 

As a teenager, Ann enjoyed sports and inter-
acting with her friends, brothers, and sisters. 
Ann and her siblings all attended the Shiloh 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church near Ovilla 
like several generations of Brysons had for 
about 100 years. 

About the time of her graduation from Midlo-
thian High School, she attended the annual 
campground church meeting. The sermons 
were very moving, and she believed that she 
wanted to be a missionary. She decided to go 
to Bethel College, the Cumberland Presbyte-
rian College in McKenzie, Tennessee.  Finances 

were very tight, but Ann had the “Bryson” de-
termination and she wrote her Uncle Davis to 
see if he could help find her a college part-
time job. 

Davis had graduated from Bethel a few years 
before and had worked for Matron Jones 
washing dishes and waiting tables. Davis con-
tacted his old boss, and Ann got a similar job 
to help meet expenses. She enrolled in Bethel 
College for the 1938-39 school year.  

During her first year she met Turner, a hand-
some ministerial candidate, who was a junior. 
Ann relates in her memoirs that they “fell 
deeply in love and she was sure she would 
marry Turner and make a minister a good 
wife.” He graduated and became the pastor of 
a church about 120 miles away. They wrote 
each other almost every day. After Ann visited 
his folks near Nashville, Ann received a letter 
from Turner saying that it was all over. “His 
mother didn’t think Ann a proper wife for her 
minister son, so the marriage was off.” 

Ann’s brother, Fred Bryson, joined her at Be-
thel and the two Brysons made quite an im-
pression on the campus one year. Ann was 
voted the Most Popular Coed and Buddy was 
named as the Most Handsome, for the school 
yearbook. Ann wrote home that it was really 
easy to meet new people at Bethel, but she 
still missed her family in Ovilla. 

Ann was an active coed and took part in many 
college activities, including being the editor of 
The Bethel Beacon. This writing experience 
would be valuable in helping her land her first 
job with a newspaper. 

In mid January 1941, Aunt Gladys Holt Bryson 
returned to the States from her second term 
as a missionary in Colombia, South America. 
Uncle Davis remained in Colombia for a few 
more months, and Gladys and her son Jimmy, 
returned to her hometown, Milan, Tennessee. 
Ann took a train about 25 miles from Bethel 
to Milan to visit her aunt and cousin. Among 
Ann’s papers, we found a letter from a young 
soldier who had shared a seat with Ann on her 
return to Bethel from Milan to McKenzie. 
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During the 25 mile trip from Milan to 
McKenzie, but Ann made quite an impression 
on young Leonard Pounds, the soldier. He 
wrote a touching letter a few days after he 
got to Fort Thomas, Kentucky, where he was 
stationed. I think Ann appreciated the letter 
since she kept it among her personal papers. 

Ann left Bethel at the end of her third year, 
still feeling the sadness of breaking up with 
Turner. She went home to her folks in Ovilla, 
never to return to Bethel College. After a week 
at home she moved to Dallas and applied at 
an employment agency. She had listed the 
Dictaphone machine as one of the pieces of 
office equipment that she knew, based on a 
brief exposure to it at Bethel when she worked 
for the school president. 

The employment agency soon sent Ann on an 
interview and she was offered a job as a Dic-
taphone operator. The company needed a Dic-
taphone operator immediately and they 
wanted Ann to start the next day. Ann swal-
lowed hard and said she could start work in 
two weeks. She quickly signed up for a two-
week crash course on the use of a Dictaphone. 

While working at this job, the whole country 
was thrown into unrest and uncertainty when 
Japan attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 
1941. Three week later, Ann had a wonderful 
experience. She describes waiting at the 
streetcar stop on her way to work. Ann says, 
“It was the day after Christmas in 1941, cold 
with a brisk wind blowing. She shivered and 

thought to herself, ‘I wasn’t born 
for this. Someday I’ll ride in gold 
Cadillacs and chauffeured limou-
sines and fly first class on planes 
that serve champagne and caviar 
and go to exotic places around the 
world!’ She twirled around, and it 
was at that moment she looked 
into a handsome face with its pierc-
ing blue-green eyes.” They both got 
on the trolley and sat next to each 
other. It didn’t take long for this 
young man to ask Ann for a date 
and for Ann to accept. Thus she 
met her knight in shining armor, 
James Stratton Draper. They fell 

madly in love.  

Six weeks later Ann Alevia Bryson was married 
to James Stratton Draper at the home of her 
parents at the old Bryson home place. All the 
siblings were present. The marriage ceremony 
was performed by her Uncle Davis Bryson who 
had recently returned from the mission field in 
Colombia. Ann related that as the years went 
by, the love she had for James grew stronger 
and stronger. 

James joined the Navy and Ann made several 
trips across the United States, following him 
wherever he was stationed: first to New Or-
leans, then to Florida, then to Connecticut, 
and then back to Florida. 
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Ann and James really enjoyed their times to-
gether and especially liked eating out at dif-
ferent restaurants. They were adventuresome 
and tried ethnic foods from all over the world.  

In the spring of 1943 Ann returned to Ovilla 
and the home place to await the arrival of 
their first daughter, Carolyn Ann Draper on 
April 26, 1943. At the end of summer, Ann re-
turned to Florida with Carolyn Ann to again be 
with James. Shortly thereafter, James was as-
signed to duty on ships looking for German U-
Boats in the Gulf of Mexico. Many Merchant 
Marine ships were sunk or damaged while 
sailing just a few miles off the Louisiana coast. 
That was a very dangerous place to be and 
Ann worried about his safety everyday he was 
gone. 

After the war James worked in the wholesale 
cotton business in Atlanta and then in Gasto-
nia, North Carolina. Ann loved to learn about 

her ancestors, but she did not realize that in 
Gastonia she was about 25 miles west of 
where many of her Bryson ancestors had lived 
during the last half of the 1700s. It was in 
Gastonia, working for a small newspaper that 
Ann got her first taste of writing for a news-
paper. 

The Drapers settled in Dallas and on June 16, 
1948, their second daughter, Sara Kathryn 
Draper, was born. This was a bitter-sweet year 
for Ann. He father, Wilburn, had died less 
than four months earlier, and her mother, 
Mollie Lee, was diagnosed with cancer shortly 
after Wilburn’s death. 

Ann got an office job at the prestigious Dallas 
Athletic Club and became acquainted with 
many of the socially prominent members of 
the Dallas community. She then was hired by 
the Dallas Morning News to report on the Dal-
las social scene. 

Ann and James S. Draper, in the foreground, at one of the hundreds of 
Dallas high society parties Ann organized, catered, and managed. 
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After reporting on social events for a few 
years, she was promoted to the job as the So-
ciety Editor of the newspaper. She had a great 
interest in her job and the people and soon 
became the official keeper of the Dallas area 
social calendar. Whenever a 
Dallas socialite planned a big 
party, they would call Ann 
and ask her who was having a 
party on specific dates so they 
could plan their own party 
and not compete with some-
one else. 

Ann got to know everyone in 
high society in Dallas and was 
able to fulfill many of her 
childhood dreams of mingling 
with the rich and famous.  

She was the founder and pub-
lisher of an annual hard cover 
book, The Dallas Social Directory. The internet 
has old copies of these directories for sale, 
even today. 

Ann was called on to prepare debutantes for 
their big coming-out night, and she arranged 

for handsome young men to accompany 
them. Ann’s knowledge of the inner workings 
of Dallas society and her position as “the 
keeper of the social calendar” opened up an 
opportunity to provide party planning and ca-

tering services. Her business, 
Party Service, provided turn-
key parties including —
selecting guests, sending out 
invitations, selecting a theme, 
decorations, food, drinks, 
staff, entertainers, and rent-
ing of the party facility. Ann 
called on her sisters, and 
daughters to help in the busi-
ness. As the business grew, 
her husband, James quit his 
job and worked full-time in 
the business. 

James S. Draper, 62, died in 
1982 and Ann Alevia Bryson 

Draper, 76, died on October 31, 1997. They 
are both buried in the Sparkman Hillcrest 
Cemetery in Dallas. The Drapers had two 
daughters, Carolyn Ann and Sara Kathryn. 
 

 

Texas Monthly, Jan. 1974 
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5. Fred Wylie “Buddy” Bryson 1922-1991  

Fred was the fifth child born to Mollie Lee 
Wyle Bryson and Charles Wilburn Bryson. He 
was born on July 2, 1922 on the farm and was 
a member of a large family. Most of the 
young people in the Ovilla area were given 
nicknames by their friends and relatives. Fred 
was affectionately called “Buddy.” This nick-
name stuck with him all his life among mem-
bers of the family and the community, even 
after he received his PhD degree. 

Along with the rest of the family, he attended 
the Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church. 
Family members have said that “Buddy” Bry-
son knew from the age of six he wanted to be 
a minister. He had seen his Uncle Davis O. Bry-
son go off to college in Tennessee, and this 
was about the time his Uncle Davis was or-
dained as a Cumberland Presbyterian minister. 
Whenever Davis returned home, he always re-
ceived a hero’s welcome. This probably im-
pressed young Fred.  

Buddy went all through the local schools and 
after graduating from Midlothian High School, 
he followed in his 
Uncle Davis’ foot-
steps and went to 
Bethel College in 
McKenzie, Tennes-
see. Buddy went 
through Bethel 
during the early 
years of World 
War II, and as a 
ministerial candi-
date, was exempt 
from the draft. He 
received his 
Bachelor of Arts 
degree from Bethel College on 1943. Later 
that year, Buddy, or should we say, Rev. Fred 
W. Bryson, accepted a call to be the pastor of 
a Cumberland church in the small town of Cal-
ico Rock, Arkansas. At that time his Uncle 
Davis was pastor of a church in North Little 
Rock, about 150 miles away. 

Later in 1943, Davis and Gladys, who had pre-
viously been missionaries in Colombia, South 

America, decided 
to return to the 
mission field. Fred 
Bryson decided to 
go to graduate 
school and en-
rolled in Scarritt 
College in Tennes-
see. This college 
specialized in 
studies for Chris-
tian Workers. Fred 
earned a masters 
degree from Scar-
rit in 1945. 

Later in 1945, 
Fred then joined his Uncle Davis and Aunt 
Gladys in Cali, Colombia on the mission field 
as a Cumberland Presbyterian Missionary. In 
South America, Fred became very proficient in 
Spanish and taught in the Colegio Americano, 
the mission school. He preached in Spanish in 
the city of Cali and in some of the rural 
churches. He counseled the young people and 
was instrumental in helping several Colombian 
friends come to the States. Once these young 
people arrived in the States, he helped them 
enroll in various colleges and universities 

Buddy was my first cousin, but because he 
was several years older, he always seemed 
more like an uncle. In Cali, Buddy’s apartment 
was just above ours and I spent a lot of time 
with him. He taught me how to develop black 
and white film, make enlargements, and how 
to do some touch-up techniques. He was a pa-
tient teacher. The relationship between Buddy 
and Davis was more like close brothers. Of 
course they were brothers in Christ.  

Rev. Fred W. Bryson served for three years in 
Colombia. During that time, Fred developed a 
very close relationship with Dr. José Fajardo, a 
fellow Cumberland Presbyterian Missionary 
and noted South American evangelist.  To this 
day, Dr. Fajardo fondly relates that Fred per-
formed the wedding ceremony when he and 
Fanny Vinasco were married. After retirement, 
José, Fanny, and their family moved to Ellis 
County and lived in Waxahachie. José and 

 

Rev. Fred Bryson with diploma 
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Fanny’s love for Fred Bryson is demonstrated 
by the fact that they bought a cemetery plot 
adjacent to Fred in the Shiloh Cemetery. 

I recently visited with a lady who had been a 
young student at the Colegio Americano in 
Cali in the 1940s and who had studied under 
Fred. She told a story of being one of five 
children in a family with a very poor mother 
and no father. In her social circumstances she 
had no hope for a future. Her mother and five 
children all came to the Cumberland Mission 
church and were ministered to by Fred and 
Davis Bryson. Through their efforts, the chil-
dren were enrolled in the Colegio Americano 
and given room and board.  

Recently I had the privilege of worshiping at 
the Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
with this lady, now in her late 70s. As we sat 
in the church, tears came to her eyes and she 
shared “This is where Fred and Davis Bryson 
were sent from, to Colombia. The Bryson an-
cestors and the people of this church were in-
strumental in my being here and knowing the 
Lord.” She related that she had then studied 
at SMU in Dallas, where Fred was a Dean. She 
went on to get a PhD degree and held a posi-
tion as professor at the University of Texas, 
Austin, and recently retired. She reflected back 
and speculated on what her life would have 
been like if her mother had not started attend-

ing the Cumberland Mission Church. This is 
but one of many such stories.  

Dr. Fred W. Bryson returned to Dallas and took 
a position with Southern Methodist University 
(SMU) as a Spanish Professor. 

In 1950, Fred W. Bryson, 28, married a young 
lady from Cedar Hill, Vivian Elveda Hintze. She 
worked as an Administrative Assistant at SMU 
for over 15 years. Their only son, Mark Hintz 
Bryson, was adopted into the family a few 
years later. I can remember how excited Buddy 
was to have a son and his wanting to buy 
Mark the best and most creative toys. 

Dr. Bryson held several positions at SMU, 
among them Associate Dean of Students, 
Dean of Student Life, and Academic Dean for 
Continuing Education. In these positions he 
established overseas campus opportunities 
with the SMU international exchange of stu-
dents. He also established the Master of Lib-
eral Arts Program. Dr. Bryson also was a pro-
fessor of Psychology for a time. 

He was instrumental in leading the fund rais-
ing and construction of the Bob Hope Theatre 
on the SMU campus. During this process he 
became close personal friends with Bob Hope, 
the comedian. “The Bob Hope Theatre, which 
opened in 1968, was built with gifts from the 
entertainer totaling more than $800,000. 
Shortly after it opened, as a benefit for the 
university, Hope performed in the theater in a 
nationally televised revival of his Broadway hit 
"Roberta." The show's glittering opening-night 
party in the Owen Fine Arts Center mixed Dal-
las power brokers with Hollywood stars.”20 

Each year Fred was asked by Bob Hope to se-
lect a student to go on Hope’s annual Christ-
mas Entertainment tour to Vietnam. When 
Hope knew it would be his last Vietnam enter-
tainment tour, he asked his good friend, Fred 
Bryson, to accompany him. Fred accepted the 
invitation and went to Vietnam on that last 
tour. 

Fred Bryson, the minister, and Bob Hope, the 
comedian, kept in frequent contact with each 

                                                
20 http://smu.edu/bobhope/ 

 Davis Bryson and Fred Bryson 
Missionaries in Cali, Colombia 
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other. On one occasion, Hope called Fred and 
said, “Fred, you’ll never guess where I am! I 
am in the Lincoln bedroom at the White 
House. The president has invited me to stay 
here tonight. I just had to call and tell some-
one.” 

On another occasion, Hope asked Fred to turn 
the cue cards for a nationwide TV show. Dur-
ing the show, Hope made a joke about being 
the only comedian with a PhD turning his cue 
cards. In addition to his public service, Buddy 
Bryson was available to help his relatives with 
any problem or task. In talking with my cous-
ins and others, one theme I kept hearing over 
and over was “whenever I had a question, I 
called Buddy.”  

Among the typical comments I heard from 
various relatives were: 

 When we moved to Dallas, we bought a 
house from a realtor that Buddy found for us. 

 When I was in College, Buddy helped me find 
a used car. 

 Buddy helped me get into SMU and get a col-
lege education 

 When my husband died, Buddy was such a 
blessing 

 Buddy was a fine Pastor to the Shiloh congre-
gation; he cared about everyone so much. 

 When I was growing up, I called Buddy all the 
time if I didn’t know how to do something. 

When Bethel College faced serious financial 
troubles and was near the point of having to 
close, Dr. Fred W. Bryson (Buddy) was asked to 
be its president. He accepted the position and 
took a leave from SMU. One of his first acts as 
president was to start an aggressive fund rais-
ing campaign, making numerous personal 
phone calls seeking support. One of these calls 
was to his friend, Bob Hope. Hope agreed to 
come to little McKenzie, Tennessee and put on 
a special performance in the school audito-
rium as a fund raising event. During the event, 
Hope joked, what a thrill it was to fly into 
Paris (Tennessee) and take the drive to 
McKenzie. The night was a huge success. 
Fred’s vision and leadership helped save the 
college. He continued to be active in the lead-
ership of the college after he returned to SMU, 
having frequent discussions with subsequent 
presidents of the college and offering his sin-
cere advice.  

In 1977 Fred W. Bryson was elected the Mod-
erator of the Cumberland Presbyterian Church, 
the denomination’s highest office. 

“He was a Fulbright lecturer in 1967 at the 
University of San Marios in Lima, Peru. Dr. Bry-
son started a practice as a private psychologist 
in 1971, and he was a member of the Dallas 
and American Psychological Associations. 

“While working at SMU, Dr. Bryson served as 
chairman of the board for Bethel College. He 
also served as trustee at Presbyterian Hospital 
and as director of the Presbyterian Village 
North Health Care Center in Dallas.”21 

Even with this busy schedule, Dr. Fred W. Bry-
son, was pastor of his home church for 
twenty-five years. This was the home church 
of his Bryson ancestors dating back to the late 
1840s! Fred led the church through some 
tough times and led a number of major reno-
vation projects. The Ovilla History Book has a 
complete history of Shiloh Cumberland Pres-
byterian Church. An article on the sanctuary 
renovation is on the following page. 

                                                
21 Dallas Morning News, April 29, 1991, Obituary 

Photo from Helen Bryson Schiller Collection  

Bob Hope and Dr. Fred Bryson 
Fred asked Bob Hope to autograph a photo 

for Les Schiller, Fred’s brother-in-law 
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During Fred’s pastorate at Shiloh, he led other 
major building projects including a new edu-
cational wing and a new manse. The Shiloh 
Church honored Fred by dedicating the large 
fellowship hall as the Fred W. Bryson Hall. 

It is very fitting for this room that has been 
the place of so many fun gatherings and 
meals to be so named. When visiting Shiloh, it 
is easy to reflect back on the life of Buddy and 
the many ancestors that have worshiped there 
through the years as well as the impact it has 
had on their lives. As I write this, Shiloh Cum-
berland Presbyterian Church, Ovilla, has been 
a vital part of the Bryson family for almost 170 
continuous years. 

Fred was a man of unlimited energy and ideas. 
He found time to get a PhD in Counseling Psy-
chology, travel extensively, start a Psychologi-
cal Testing company, and invest in Dallas real-
estate.  

Buddy was often called upon to perform wed-
dings, baptisms, and funeral services for dear 
family members, other ministers and mission-
aries. He flew to San Francisco in 1971 to per-
form the memorial service for my mother, 
Gladys Holt Bryson, and again in January 
1990, to perform the memorial service for my 
dad, his uncle, Dr. Davis O. Bryson. Buddy felt 
that it would be fitting to honor Davis at the 
Shiloh Church and thought of the idea of do-
ing a major remodel of the pastor’s study. The 
designs were made, Buddy raised the funds, 
and the pastor’s study was dedicated as the 
Dr. Davis O. Bryson Pastor’s Study. 

It is fitting that the fellowship hall was named 
in honor of Dr. Fred W. Bryson and the pas-
tor’s study was named in honor of Dr. Davis 
O. Bryson, two native sons that became minis-
ters, missionaries, leaders, and visionaries. 

During Fred’s visit to California to perform the 
funeral for Davis Bryson, Fred had a hoarse 
voice and thought he was getting a cold. After 
the service, he cut his visit short and returned 
to Dallas. He saw a doctor there and was di-
agnosed with throat cancer. Fred died about 
15 months later in April 1991 at the age of 68. 
Vivian continued to live in their home in the 

 

Ovilla Church Names Building 

In Honor of Rev. Fred Bryson 
October 29, 1978 
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University Park neighborhood near SMU for 
nine more years. Vivian Elveda Hintze Bry-
son died in January 2000 at the age of 77. 
They are both buried in Shiloh Cemetery. 

During the funeral for Davis Bryson, Fred 
said something like: “Davis was a man born 
of the earth on a rural farm in Texas, but 
was a man that ministered and had an in-
fluence in the world.” This certainly applied 
to Buddy Bryson as well! 

Buddy was a great example of the kind of 
man Rudyard Kipling defined as great. To 
paraphrase — he walked with kings but 
didn’t lose the common touch. He never 
forgot his roots.   

Photo from Helen Schiller Collection  

Photo by Sara Lee 
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6. Helen Lee Bryson 1924-2009 

Helen was the sixth and last child of 
Mollie Lee and Wilburn Bryson. 
When she was born on February 4, 
1924, there were five siblings in the 
Bryson home to love her and take 
care of her. There was Marietta, 11, 
Ray, 8, Jake, 6, Ann, 3, and Buddy, 
not quit 2 years old. That was one 
lively group of children and they 
formed a closely knit family that re-
mained close their whole lives.  

Helen grew up on the farm in the 
Bryson “Home Place” with the luxury 
of having a well inside the house, 
right off the kitchen. The home did 
not have electricity or indoor plumb-
ing until her late teens. She grew up 
learning housekeeping from her grandmother, 
Etta, and her mother, Mollie Lee, both excel-
lent cooks. With all the lively siblings around, 
there were always playmates around and they 
really had fun. Throughout her life, Helen was 
fun-loving and would look for the bright side 
of things with enthusiasm. 

Helen went to the local schools and graduated 
from Midlothian High School. She then went 
to Bethel College in Tennessee, the alma mater 
of her Uncle Davis, sister Ann, and brother 

Buddy. She returned 
to the Ovilla area. On 
June 24, 1949, Helen 
Lee Bryson, 27, mar-
ried a man from Tem-
ple Texas, Leslie Wil-
liam Schiller, 31. The 
marriage ceremony 
was performed by her 
brother and pastor, 
Dr. Fred W. Bryson. 
Helen was proud of 
the fact that hers was 
the first wedding 
ceremony in the newly 
renovated Shiloh 
Church. 

Les started a business 
making fine redwood 

patio furniture. Les loved working with his 
hands. He was a skilled craftsman and his cli-
ents appreciated his workmanship. On family 
visits to Texas, we always enjoyed being 
around Les and hearing of his adventures. Les 
had been in the Navy and for a while was sta-
tioned at the Alameda Naval Air Station in 
California, so he enjoyed hearing about 
changes that were occurring in the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area. 

 Helen’s outgoing and energetic nature was 
put to good use when she became active in 
selling real estate in the Dallas area. Occasion-
ally she sold properties near Ovilla in Ellis 
County, and her clients would be surprised 
that she could relate the history of the particu-
lar lot, home, or farm. Helen was always up on 
the latest trends and knew what was going 
on. She was one of the first to have a “car 
phone” and she used it extensively in her real 
estate business. She looked really classy driv-
ing her Cadillac convertible with the dark blue 
top, 

Helen and Les had a son, Stephen, and a 
daughter, Paula. They both grew up in Farm-
ers Branch near the Dallas. Although Helen 
and Les lived near  Dallas, they still remained 
active in the church they loved, Shiloh Cum-
berland Presbyterian Church of Ovilla. 

Helen’s wedding picture 

Les and Helen Schiller 
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Helen loved her siblings dearly, each in a very 
special way. Since Helen was the youngest, 
she experienced the death of each of her sib-
lings. First, Raymond died in 1988. Then when 
Buddy died in 1991, it really hit her hard. Ann 
died in 1997, and then Marietta died only four 
short months later, in February 1998. Her last 
remaining sibling, Jake Bryson died in 2005.  

Helen’s husband, Leslie William Schiller, suf-
fered a long illness and after 55 years of mar-
riage, he died on April 13, 2004 in Dallas. He 
was 85 years old. 

Helen had her own health problems, but still 
kept a good spirit. However it was clear that 
she really missed her husband and her sib-
lings. The family was so very important to 
Helen. That is a lesson we can all learn from 
her! Helen Lee Bryson Schiller, 86, died on 
January 14, 2009 in Dallas. Les and Helen are 
both buried in the Shiloh Cemetery along with 
so many of the Bryson relatives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo by Ray Gatewood 

Photo by Ray Gatewood 

     

   

 

Helen Lee Bryson Schiller 
Helen Lee Bryson Schiller of Dallas, Texas passed 
away on January 14, 2009. Helen is survived by her 
son: Steve & wife Debbie Schiller; daughter: Paula & 
husband Wayne Basden; grandchildren: Adam, Angi, 
Ashley, Christopher, Jonathan & Andrew; great grand-
children: Bryson, Bryahna, Brooklynn & Jack; sister in 
law: Mary Bryson and a host of nieces & nephews. 
The family will receive friends from 2:00 P.M. until 
3:00 P.M. at which time funeral services will begin at 
Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church, 7810 Shiloh 
Rd., Ovilla, TX on Saturday, January 17, 2009. Inter-
ment will follow in Shiloh Cemetery. 

Dallas Morning News 
January 16, 2009 
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A fun loving group. Mollie Lee and Wilburn’s 
six children were all close in age and had a lot 
of fun playing together as young kids. I recall 
a story about the Bryson kids that Herman 
Giles, the co-owner of Giles Monument Com-
pany of Waxahachie, told me.  

Herman was a young boy, probably a teen-
ager, when his family moved to Ellis County. 
His dad had asked him to move a group of 
horses from one farm to another by walking 
with the horses. He was making good pro-
gress until he reached the Bryson farm and 
saw all six of Wilburn’s great looking kids 
playing some kind of game. They were having 
such a good time that Herman couldn’t resist 
joining the group. Playing with the Brysons 
was a lot more fun than walking along with 
the horses. He interrupted his task and tied up 
his horses and was welcomed into the game. 
He said that he really had a good time. How-
ever, he was very late delivering the horses 
and did not enjoy the scolding of his father. 
But Herman said it was worth it! This event 

was the start of a life-long friendship with 
Jake Bryson. Herman surprised Jake when he 
showed up in Scottsdale, Arizona for Jake’s 
80th Birthday party. 

Helen and Ann as teenagers loved to sing. I 
remember their singing Hut-Sut Rawlson in 
1941 as they sat at the long table in the Bry-
son kitchen. As a seven year-old, I thought 
they were the coolest things going! The song 
can be heard on the internet. 

1940’s Hut-Sut Song was performed by Horace Heidt 

In a town in Sweden by a stream so clear and cool 

A boy would sit and fish and dream when he should have been 
in school. 

Now, he couldn't read or write a word but happiness he found 

In a little song he heard and here's how it would sound; 

Hut-Sut Rawlson on the rillerah and a brawla, brawla sooit, 

Hut-Sut Rawlson on the rillerah and a brawla sooit. 

Hut-Sut Rawlson on the rillerah and a brawla, brawla sooit, 

Hut-Sut Rawlson on the rillerah and a brawla sooit. 

Now the Rawlson is a Swedish town, the rillerah is a stream. 

The brawla is the boy and girl, 

The Hut-Sut is their dream. 

Hut-Sut Rawlson on the rillerah and a brawla, brawla sooit. 

Photo from Helen Bryson Schiller Collection 

          Raymond           Helen           Jake        Marietta       Ann                   Buddy 
The six children of Mollie Lee and Wilburn Bryson 
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II. Joseph Franklin “Buck” Bryson, 1893-1958 
Buck Bryson was born on the family farm near 
Ovilla, Texas on January 21, 1893, two years 
after his brother, 
Wilburn. His next 
sibling, Truman, 
was not born for 
another six years. 
Buck and Wilburn 
grew up sharing 
farm duties and en-
joyed playing to-
gether. They each 
had their own farm 
animals to raise and 
sell. Buck seemed to 
enjoy working with 
animals. In the 
1903 family picture 
in the previous 
chapter, Buck is 
seen with two 
sheep. In a later pic-
ture, probably 
about 1906, he was 
all dressed-up and 
posed next to a calf. 

He may have been getting ready to take it to 
the livestock show at The Stockyards in Fort 
Worth. 

In 1913, when Buck was twenty years 
old, he married a beautiful nineteen 
year-old local girl, Meda Mable Rockett. 
The Ellis County town of Rockett was 
named after Meda’s great-grandfather, 
John Rockett. John was a true pioneer. 
He was married in the early 1800s in 
Lincoln County, North Carolina, just a 
few miles west of where the Brysons 
lived at the time. John moved on to 
Indiana and then to Ellis County in the 
1850s. Meda’s mother was Nancy Belle 
Youree. That family also followed the 
new frontier. The Yourees were in 
Mecklenburg County, North Carolina in 
the late 1700s and moved to Murfrees-
boro, Tennessee about the same time 
the James Bryson family moved to 
Maury County, Tennessee. A man by the 
name of Francis Youree was the 
bondsman for Elizabeth Bryson and 
Robert Brown in 1794 in Mecklenburg 
County. Elizabeth was the sister of our 

ancestor James Bryson. We believe that Eliza-
beth and Robert Brown settled in the Youree 
community in Rutherford County, TN, near 
Murfreesboro. In other words Meda’s ances-
tors and Bryson ancestors may have had mul-
tiple points of contact in the late 1700s and 

Photo from Helen Bryson Schiller Collection

Joseph Franklin Bryson 

Photo from Thelma Bryson Bennett collection 

Buck Bryson, ready for a show! 
 

Photo from Thelma Bryson Bennett collection 

Billy, Meda, Thelma, Davis, Buck, Ruby Lee 
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early 1800s, long be-
fore Buck and Meda 
met in Texas. 

Buck continued farming 
near Ovilla. While living 
on the farm, Meda and 
Buck had four children, 
Thelma, Billy, and 
twins, Suzie Lee and 
Ruby Lee. Suzie Lee did 
not survive childbirth. 
Suzie Lee Bryson is bur-
ied in Shiloh Cemetery 
near her Bryson rela-
tives. 

Buck was very close to 
his younger brother, 
Truman. Ruby Lee Bry-
son, Buck’s daughter, 
was the namesake of 
Truman’s wife, Ruby Lee.  

Buck registered for the military draft on June 
5, 1917 but was not called to service. He was 
24 at the time and by then, had two children. 
The government considered farmers as being 
very important because they raised the crops 
to feed the population and the military. Many 
farmers were exempt from the draft; this may 
have been the case with Buck. 

 

Buck and his older brother, Wilburn, enjoyed 
being around people, but they had very dif-
ferent personalities. Wilburn enjoyed farming 
while Buck did not want to let grass grow un-
der his feet. Or should we say let crops grow 
under his feet. Buck had a real interest in pub-
lic service and a job that would put him in 
contact with the public.  

In 1920 Buck moved his family from the farm 
near Ovilla area to the Red Oak area, and In 

1921, on to the city of Waxahachie. 
There he took a job with the Texas 
Electric Railway Company as a 
streetcar conductor. After a short 
stint as a conductor, he joined the 
Waxahachie fire department as a 
fireman, a job he held for six years. 
The picture at left shows Fireman 
Joseph Franklin “Buck” Bryson and 
his family in Waxahachie. The sign 
on the home indicates that Meda 
was also making dresses as an addi-
tional source of income. In the early 
1920s, dresses were hand made. 
You couldn’t just go to Macy’s and 
pick out a dress your size, and many 
of the farmers wives made clothes 
for their own use, and to sell.  

 
Photo from Thelma Bryson Bennett collection 

Back row: Meda, Buck, Thelma - Front row: Ruby Lee, Billy 
The sign on the wall on the porch says “DRESS MAKING” 

 
Waxahachie in 1922 — Notice the old cars, brick buildings, streetcar tracks,  

and people dressed up to go to town. In the lower-right is a mailbox  
just like the ones we use in 2010, a ninety year-old design! 



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

392 

 

The picture above shows the old horse drawn 
Waxahachie streetcars and the new electric 
streetcars. Buck Bryson took a job as conduc-
tor shortly after the new streetcars were put 
into service. The conductor next to the street-
car is how Buck would have looked in 1921 
standing next to his vehicle. 

In December of 1927, Buck moved his family 
again, this time about 250 miles southwest to 
San Angelo, Tom Green County, Texas. There 

he immediately got a job 
as a fireman for the city 
of San Angelo. He 
bought an eight-acre 
parcel in nearby Lake 
View where he could 
grow fruits, vegetables. 
He also had enough land 
to raise chickens and 
possibly some goats and 
pigs. This is where the 
Brysons raised their chil-
dren. They later moved 
into the city of San An-
gelo. 

In 1928, a year after join-
ing the fire department, 
35 year-old Buck Bryson 

was offered a job as a policeman with the San 
Angelo Police Department. Buck had found his 
true calling and really enjoyed law enforce-
ment. He continued being a police officer 
throughout the “Great Depression” and was 
grateful to have such a good job while so 
many were unemployed. Buck was a police of-
ficer from 1928 through 1937, when he left 
the police force and became a deputy Sheriff 
for Tom Green County.  

Buck was outgoing, loved interacting 
with people, and this new job suited him 
well. As he became known and respected 
in the community, he decided to run for 
election to the office of Sheriff of Tom 
Green County. After eight years as a 
deputy Sheriff, he made his first bid for 
election in 1945. World War II had just 
ended and the country was in a stage of 
transition. Buck won his first election at 
age 52 and was re-elected several times. 
Buck’s granddaughter, Jeany, 10, got 
caught up in the election and wrote a lit-
tle poem that was used in the campaign 
ad. It is on the right side of the ad. 

“Vote For Buck – Then you’ll have luck. 
He’s the sheriff for you, He can’t win, ‘till 
your vote is in, He’ll help you: Help him 
too, Buck Bryson for your next sheriff of 
Tom Green County.” 

 
 

 
Buck was a streetcar conductor on this type of trolley 
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Buck was an imposing figure 
and commanded great respect. 
You did not want to get on the 
wrong side of the law with “Big 
Buck” as he was called. Even 
some of the younger Bryson 
relatives were intimidated by his 
appearance. 

Buck won subsequent elections, 
served for ten years as sheriff, 
and retired in 1955 at the age of 
62. He did well as Sheriff and in 
1952 he was elected President of 
the Sheriffs Association of Texas. 

He had previously been Vice-
president of that association. 
Buck also served as the state di-
rector of the State Guard Re-
serve with the rank of Major. 
Buck was a member of the First 
Presbyterian Church of San An-
gelo, the Knights of Pythias, Or-
der of Odd Fellows, and the San 
Angelo Lions. 

In 1957, two years after Bucks retirement, a 
double tragedy struck the Bryson families. 
On June 27 William George Bryson, the in-
fant son of Billy and Oleta Bryson, died. 
William George was the grandson of Buck 
and Meda. Just six days later, on July 3, 
1957, Buck stepped off a curb in down-
town San Angelo and was hit by a car. He 
was critically injured and was in a local 
hospital for the next seven months in a 
coma. He never regained consciousness af-
ter the accident. Joseph Franklin “Buck” 
Bryson died on February 10, 1958. 

Funeral services were held at the First Pres-
byterian Church of San Angelo and later at 
his home church, Shiloh Cumberland Pres-
byterian Church. He is buried in the Shiloh 
cemetery. 

 
Photo and clipping from Thelma Bryson Bennett collection

J.F. “Buck” Bryson at the Tom Green County Courthouse 

 
                        San Angelo Times Standard 
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Meda Rockett Bryson showed great strength 
throughout Buck’s hospitalization. She was 
deeply saddened and kept a calendar in her 
kitchen where she faithfully marked off each 
day of his being in a coma. After his death she 
continued to live in San Angelo until she suf-
fered a paralyzing stroke. In 1968 after the 
stroke, she was moved to Lubbock, Texas to 
be near her daughter, Thelma Bryson Bennett. 
She was bed-ridden for several years. Even 
though her body did not function well, her 
mind was sharp and quick. My dad and Aunt 
Meda frequently exchanged letters and we 
were amazed at how well she expressed her-
self, even into her 80’s.  

On August 29, 1978, in Lubbock, Texas, Meda 
Mabel Rockett Bryson, 84, died after a long 
illness. Dr. Fred W. Bryson, her nephew, offici-
ated at the funeral, at the Shiloh Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church. Meda Bryson was buried 
in the Shiloh Cemetery sharing a tombstone 
with her husband, J. F. “Buck” Bryson. 

 

 

This picture is taken looking back from the 
front of Shiloh Church. When you visit this 
cemetery, you may notice that most of the 
Bryson tombstones can be read from the park-
ing lot as you enter. Buck and Meda’s stone is 
facing the opposite way, and you see the back 
of the tombstone as you enter. Why is this?  

 

 Photo by Sarah Lee 

Photo from Ann Garrett collection 

Back row — Ruby Lee, William Davis, Thelma Elizabeth 
Front row — Meda Mabel and Joseph Franklin “Buck” Bryson 
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Most of the stones have the woman listed on 
the left side and the man on the right. It 
seems that frequently when the order is re-
versed, as is the case with Buck and Meda, the 
stone is also reversed so the woman is on the 
east side and the man is on the west side. This 
may be the general rule, but it is not always 
followed. When I designed the stone for my 
parents, not realizing convention, I put Davis 
O. Bryson on the left side of the stone and 
Gladys H Bryson on the right. I am pleased 
that the general convention was not followed 
and the Giles brothers put it so you can read 
the stone as you enter the cemetery. 

 
 

The children of Meda and Buck Bryson: 

1. Thelma Elizabeth Bryson 1914-2007 

    + James Altos Bennett 1914-1998 

 Sara Elizabeth Bennett 

2. William Davis Bryson 1916-1977 

    + Oleta Kathryn Hawkins 1921-1975 

 Phyllis Jenean Bryson 

 William George Bryson 

3. Ruby Lee Bryson 1918-1973 

    + Albert Morris Outlaw 1917- 

 Richard Franklin Outlaw 

 Catherine Jean Outlaw 

 Ann Elizabeth Outlaw 

4. Suzie Lee Bryson 1918-1918 
 

Lubbock Avalanche-Journal—Aug. 30, 1978 

 Photo from Thelma Bryson Bennett collection 
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1. Thelma Elizabeth Bryson 1914-2007 

Thelma E. Bryson spent the first 6 years of her 
life in the Ovilla area and often played with 
her cousin Marietta and her Aunt Vera. The 
family moved to Waxahachie for six years and 
then they moved to San Angelo. Thelma 
graduated valedictorian from San Angelo High 
School and graduated with highest honors 
from a new school, San Angelo Junior College, 
now called, Angelo State University.  

In 1936 she married James Altos “Jim” Ben-
nett and they settled in San Angelo. Thelma 
worked as a legal secretary and as an ac-
countant. She was a meticulous double-entry 
bookkeeper. She kept the family books using 
generally accepted accounting practices. She 
kept a general ledger, closed the books each 
month and produced a balance sheet. All of 

this by hand and in ink! She kept up this prac-
tice well into her 80s. Whatever Thelma de-
cided to do, she did with utmost excellence. 
Jim was a salesman for Wyeth Pharmaceutical 
Laboratories, in San Angelo. Over the years he 
continued to grow the sales in his territory 
and rose to the position of San Angelo District 
Representative.  

In 1947 Sara Elizabeth was welcomed into the 
Thelma and Jim Bennett Family. Family mem-

bers have told me stories of how 
thrilled they were to be proud 
new parents of an adopted baby 
girl. Thelma showed off her new 
daughter anywhere she could. 

The Bennetts continued to live 
and work in San Angelo. Thelma 
was also involved with a wide 
range of service club activities, 
frequently serving as president.  

The year 1957 was a momentous 
one for the Bennetts. It was a 
year of both tragedy and great 
excitement. Thelma’s nephew, 
William, died in June and her 
dad, Buck, was critically injured 
when he was hit by a car six days 
later. The joyful news in that 
same year was Jim’s promotion to 
District Sales Manager for Wyeth 
Laboratories. This promotion 
meant that they would be mov-
ing to Lubbock, Texas. The Ben-
netts built a beautiful home in 
Lubbock and moved there. Jim 
interacted frequently with the 
Pharmaceutical Department of 
Texas Tech University. Many of 
their friends were professors or 
connected to the university. 

Thelma was active in the Presbyterian Church 
of Lubbock and was the first female elder of 
that church. She was honored by both her lo-
cal church and the national denomination for 
her leadership. Thelma was involved with a 
wide variety of civic affairs, yet she had time 
for her passion — the game of Bridge. 

 Thelma Bryson and Jim Bennett — 1936 
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She traveled throughout the United States 
competing on a national level. She rose 
through the ranks of certification until in 1975 
she earned the distinction of being awarded 
the Life Master Certificate and Life Member of 
the American Contract Bridge League. At the 
time, this was the most highly sought level of 
bridge achievement.22 

In 1986 Thelma and Jim celebrated their 50th 
wedding anniversary at a party thrown by 

their daughter, Sara, and her husband. 

Jim and Thelma — June 10, 1986 

After Jim’s retirement from Wyeth, the Ben-
netts both had health problems and moved 
back to San Angelo. They sold their Lubbock 
home and bought two smaller homes, one for 
their daughter Sara and one for themselves.  

Thelma’s mind kept working at full speed. 
When she was in her late 80s, the Presbyterian 
Church she was attending was going through 
a rough time. Leaders from the church came 

                                                
22 http://www.acbl.org/learn/acblTerms.html#l 

to her and asked her if she would accept the 
position of Elder. They said her wisdom was 
really needed at a critical time. Thelma ac-
cepted.  

As the years wore on, arthritis crippled both 
hands. She said it was not really painful, but 
she could not move her fingers. Her thumb 
had mobility, so moving her thumb against 
her frozen index finger, she could do amazing 
things. She was a fast typist, using her two in-
dex fingers. She kept up a steady stream of 
correspondence. 

Thelma attended a family reunion in the Dallas 
area in 2001 when she was 87. Her daughter, 
Sara had driven her from San Angelo to Fort 
Worth to the home of her cousin Betty Bryson 
Beckum. She watched Betty working her com-
puter and saw some of the neat things that 
could be done. Thelma turned to me and said, 
“Jim, I need a computer. I am so frustrated 
that I can’t write letters anymore because they 
no longer make ribbons for my typewriter. 
Will you help me get a computer?” I thought, 
oh my, she is 88 and has fingers that don’t 
move. This is going to be a challenge! 

We picked out a computer, printer, monitor, 
and accessories at Office Depot in Fort Worth 
and using Bill Beckum’s truck, hauled the stuff 
to San Angelo. Lo and behold I passed an Of-
fice Depot just a few blocks from Thelma’s 
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home. Fortunately Windows 95 and sub-
sequent Windows programs have an ac-
cessibility program that allows the nu-
meric keypad to be used to move the cur-
sor around the screen. Yep, Thelma 
learned how to use her computer and was 
instantly sending out e-mails with her new 
e-mail address. This opened up the world 
for her, and she took full advantage of it. 
She would find sites with gospel music 
and sent the URLs to her friends. She 
downloaded and printed pictures and sto-
ries. She enjoyed using Family Tree Maker 
and her favorite greeting card program. 

When her health was failing and she could no 
longer stay in her home, she moved to a care 
facility. Guess what was the first thing she 
wanted in her small room — her computer 
and printer. Thelma was the only patient who 
had a computer in the large care facility. Some 
of the staff would come around and ask her 

computer questions. What would she have 
done with Twitter and Facebook! Who knows?  

After 62 years of marriage, James Altos Ben-
nett, 84, died on Christmas Day 1998 and 
Thelma Elizabeth Bryson Bennett, 93, died 
nine years later on February 11, 2007. They 
are both buried in the Lawn Haven Cemetery, 
San Angelo Texas. 

Thelma, 89, in the nursing home 
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2. William Davis “Billy” Bryson 1916-1977 
William Davis Bryson was born on September 
8, 1916 on the farm of Meda and Buck Bryson 
which was located near the rest of the Bryson 
relatives in Ellis County.  

Billy’s older sister, 
Thelma, had been 
born two years ear-
lier, just 24 days 
before the First 
World War broke 
out. Billy’s birth 
came right in the 
middle of the “War 
to End All Wars.” 
These were really 
uncertain times to 
be starting a new 
family. 

The first automo-
biles were just 
starting to appear 
in Ellis County. The 
mode of travel was 
transitioning from 
riding horseback 
and buggy to the 
automobile which 
was just in its in-
fancy. 

Billy was the only 
son of Meda and 
Buck. He spent his 
first four years on 
the farm until 1921 
when the family 
moved to Waxaha-
chie where Billy 
started to school. 
When he was 
ready for the sixth 
grade, the family 
moved near San 
Angelo.  

Although the Bry-
sons were living 
near San Angelo, 

their home was on a six acre lot. This meant 
that they could grow fresh fruits and vegeta-
bles, and raise chickens, goats, and other farm 
animals. As the old saying goes, “you can take 
the boy out of the country, but you can’t take 
the country out of the boy.” Billy’s father, 
Buck, adapted well to city life, but he still en-
joyed growing his own food and tending to 
the farm animals. Billy was the beneficiary of 
learning farming skills and at the same time 
growing up in a town. 

He went to school in San Angelo from the 
sixth grade until he graduated from San An-
gelo High School about 1934. 

Billy started dating a young San Angelo native, 
Oleta Kay Hawkins. This romance was inter-
rupted when Billy took a job with the U.S. 
Border Patrol in Douglas, 
Arizona, located right on 
the Mexican border. After 
a time in Arizona he pro-
posed to his sweetheart. 
Billy could not get enough 
time off from his job, so 
he convinced Oleta Kay to 
come to Douglas to be 
married. Her father, J.J. 
Hawkins, drove her to 
Douglas.  

On May 19, 1941, Oleta 
Kathryn Hawkins, 19, and 
William Davis Bryson, 25, 
were married in Douglas, 
Arizona. Their stay there 
was cut short when Pearl 
Harbor was bombed on 
Dec. 7, 1941 and the U.S. 
was suddenly at war. 

Immediately, young men 
were being drafted into 
military service. Many of those who were 
drafted served in the Army infantry while 
those who volunteered had their choice of 
branch of service. Decisions had to be made 
fast, for once drafted, there was no choice. 
Billy knew it was a matter of when he would 
be drafted and not if he would be drafted. He 
felt being in the Navy would be the best 

Billy and one of his 
Dad’s fellow firemen 

Billy got his love for sports 
from his Dad 

Billy Bryson - 1941 
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choice. He enlisted in the Navy and left his 
young wife at home, about seven months 
pregnant. While he was away, his daughter, 
Phyllis Jenean (Jeany) Bryson, was born on 
March 2, 1942 in San Angelo, less than three 
months after the start of World War II. 

Billy was a Chief Petty Officer and served in 
the Pacific on an aircraft carrier and saw a lot 
of action. He was 2½ months younger than 
his cousin Raymond Bryson who also chose 
the Navy and served on ships in the Pacific. 

While Billy was off to war, Oleta Kay (Leta) 
raised her daughter, Jeany, and worked in a 
bank in San Angelo. The war ended in 1945. 

After the war, Billy worked as a car mechanic 
in San Angelo. Five years later he moved his 
family to Amarillo in the Texas Panhandle. 
Once away from family members, they chose 
to be called simply Bill and Leta. In Amarillo he 
went to work for the American Equipment & 

Trailer Com-
pany, Inc. This 
company was 
founded in 
1953 and sold 
and repaired 
very large trail-
ers for hauling 
grain, cattle, re-
frigerated food, 
heavy construc-
tion equipment 
and almost any 
thing else you 
can imagine. 
Bill helped this 
company grow 
through the 
years and was a 
Vice - President 
of the corpora-
tion when he 
retired. A sam-
pling of the 
many products 
his company 
sold is shown 
on the left. 

In Amarillo, Leta was a housewife and worked 
part-time at a major department store as a 
private clothing consultant for the store’s bet-
ter customers. In 1957 a son, William George 
Bryson was born, and tragically he died in in-
fancy. Jeany, Leta and Bill’s daughter, grew up 
in Amarillo and she graduated from Amarillo 
High School. The Texas panhandle is famous 
for the fanatic interest in Friday night football 
games, and Amarillo was no exception. 

After 34 years of marriage, Oleta Kathryn 
Hawkins Bryson died in Amarillo on June 16, 
1975. This was just one day shy of her 53rd 
birthday. Less than two years later, her hus-
band, William Davis Bryson, 61, died on May 
11, 1977. They both are interred in the 140-
acre Llano Cemetery in Amarillo, Texas. The 
cemetery is over 100 years old and is the bur-
ial site of almost 50,000 individuals.23 “In 1987, 
Llano Cemetery was approved by the Texas 
Historical Commission as the first cemetery in 
Texas to receive the honor of becoming an his-
torical site.”24  
 

                                                
23 http://www.llanocemetery.org/ 
24 http://www.llanocemetery.org/ 

Typical trailers sold by 
American Trailers 

 

Machinery Lowboy Trailers

Livestock Trailers

Belly Dump Trailers

Refrigerator Trailers  

 Photo by Walter Dunn  

Photo by Jeffrey Clayton 
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3. Ruby Lee Bryson 1918-1973 

Ruby Lee Bryson was born on October 5, 
1916, just 36 days before the armistice was 
signed on November 11, 1916, ending the 
First World War. She was the third child of 
Meda and Buck Bryson and was born on the 
farm near Ovilla just like her siblings. She was 

named in honor 
of Ruby Lee Bry-
son, Buck’s sis-
ter-in-law. 

Twin girls were 
born to Meda 
and Buck Bry-
son: Ruby Lee 
and Suzie Lee. 
Ruby Lee was 
frail, but was 
able to survive. 
Her twin sister, 

Suzie Lee, did not survive childbirth and was 
buried in the Shiloh Cemetery.  

When Ruby Lee entered the world, she had 
two siblings, Thelma, 4, and Billy, 2 years old. 
The Brysons moved to Waxahachie when Ruby 
was about five years old and that is where she 
started school. The family moved again when 

Ruby was about eleven, this time to San An-
gelo, Texas. The family made frequent trips 
back to the Ovilla area and occasionally to the 
Montague County area where Buck Bryson’s 
grandmother lived. In San Angelo, Ruby Lee 
continued her schooling until she graduated 
from San Angelo High School about 1937. Her 
older sister, Thelma, was married about this 
same time. Her brother, Billy, was married in 
May 1941; so there were a lot of changes go-
ing on around Ruby Lee. When the Japanese 
bombed Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, events were set 
in motion that would have a profound effect 
on her life. Then her brother Billy joined the 
Navy and left San Angelo to go to war in late 
December 1941. 

Before the war, there was an Army Air Corp 
flight training base, Goodfellow Field, just 
outside San Angelo. When the war broke out, 
thousands of young service men poured into 
the San Angelo area for training. Naturally, 
when they could, they headed for downtown 
San Angelo. One of these men was a young 
soldier, Morris Outlaw, who had enlisted in 
the Army Air Force in Dallas on May 11, 1942, 
six months after World War II had started. He 
had then been assigned to Goodfellow Field. 
Let’s read his story of an eventful night in San 
Angelo, from his own recollections.25 

“I was in town one night, this was be-
fore I got a stripe at all, I was a private. I 
was walking down the street and there 
were two girls sitting in a car, a little 
gray Ford. I passed them once and 
walked on down the street and after a 
while when I came back up the street 
they were still sitting there. One of them 
motioned for me to come out to the car. 
The driver said, "we're not flirting with 
you, we were ready to go home and our 
car won't start, can you help us get it 
started?" I said under one condition. 
"What's that" she said. I said there is a 
drive-in right down the street. If I get 
your car started, you go by there, and I'll 
buy you a cold drink. 

                                                
25 Family documents, Ann Outlaw Garrett 

Billy, Thelma, Ruby Lee 

Ruby Lee, Billy, Walt Threadgill, Thelma — on a cow 
Visiting the relatives in Montague County, TX 
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They said you get the car started and 
that's a deal. So, I got some guys that 
were passing by, other GI's, we pushed 
the car out in the street where it would 
block the cars, and the next car along 
had to push us off in order to get by. 
There was only one thing; they intended 
to run off and leave me. When their car 
started I hopped on the fender, they 
weren't about to get away from me, I 
was going to buy them a drink, and we 
went on down a few blocks to the drive-
in. That was the beginning, because the 
one driving the car was Ruby Lee Bryson. 

 

 

Ruby Lee started dating Morris Outlaw, that 
young soldier that had helped her start her 
car. He was a fellow Texan and had grown up 
on a farm just east of Waco. There were al-
ways family jokes about a Sheriff’s daughter 
going out with an “Outlaw,” but the Bryson 
family liked him in spite of his surname. 

On July 1, 1944, twenty-five year-old Ruby Lee 
Bryson married Albert Morris Outlaw, 27, in 
San Angelo, Texas. Since it was the height of 
the war, the service men were transferred 
wherever they were needed. Ruby Lee and 
Morris rented an apartment in San Angelo. 
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Within a few weeks, Morris reported to Fort 
Worth to study at the Consolidated Aircraft 
Company, the primary manufacturer of the B-
24 Liberator bomber. He then was ordered to 
go to the State of Washington to learn about 
the newest and largest Army Air Force plane, 
the Boeing B-29 Superfor-
tress. All this training was 
within less than six months. 
Morris was granted a short 
leave and was able to 
spend Christmas with his 
bride in their apartment in 
San Angelo. Having a fam-
ily had to be put on hold 
because of the war.  

After a few days in San An-
gelo, Morris was ordered to 
Schilling Air Force Base 
near Salina, Kansas. The 
United States invaded Oki-
nawa on April 1, 1945 and 
secured the island on June 
22, 1945. Shortly after the 
first airfield on the island 
was captured, Morris Out-
law was shipped out to 
Okinawa to support the 
airplanes on the island. 

 
 

History of Okinawa 

Let’s look at a brief history of Okinawa in or-
der to get a better understanding of where 
Morris served. This group of islands was of 
very great strategic importance since it was 
about two hours flying time from Tokyo. The 

Japanese had a very long 
history in the area, having 
conquered Okinawa in 
1609, 11 years before the 
pilgrims landed at Ply-
mouth Rock. “In 1879 the 
islands were officially rec-
ognized as the Japanese 
prefecture — Okinawa.”26  
Okinawa was made a part 
of Japan!  

“Okinawa was the largest am-
phibious invasion of the Pa-
cific campaign and the last 
major campaign of the Pacific 
War. More ships were used, 
more troops put ashore, more 
supplies transported, more 
bombs dropped, more naval 
guns fired against shore tar-
gets than any other operation 
in the Pacific.  

 

                                                
26

 www.globalsecurity.org/military/facility/okinawa.htm 

Front row — Buck, Morris, Ruby Lee, Meda 
Back row — Thelma is second from left 

Ruby Lee and Morris Outlaw 
on church steps 

Morris and Ruby Lee on their wedding day 
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“More people died during the Battle of Okinawa 
than all those killed during the atomic bombings of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Casualties totaled more 
than 38,000 Americans wounded and 12,000 killed 
or missing, more than 107,000 Japanese and Oki-
nawan conscripts killed, and perhaps 100,000 Oki-
nawan civilians who perished in the battle.  

“The battle of Okinawa proved to be the bloodiest 
battle of the Pacific War. Thirty-four allied ships 
and craft of all types were sunk, mostly by kamika-
zes, and 368 ships damaged. The fleet lost 763 air-
craft. Total American casualties in the operation 
numbered over 12,000 killed and 36,000 
wounded. Not surprisingly, the cost of this battle, 
in terms of lives, time, and material, weighed heav-
ily in the decision to use the atomic bomb against 
Japan just six weeks later.  

“Japanese human losses were enormous: 107,539 
soldiers killed and 23,764 sealed in caves or buried 
by the Japanese themselves; 10,755 captured or 
surrendered. The Japanese lost 7,830 aircraft and 
16 combat ships.. The precise number of civilian 
casualties will probably never be known, but 
the lowest estimate is 42,000 killed. By some 
estimates the battle of Okinawa killed almost a 
third of the civilian population.” 27 

Morris returned to the States in January 
1946 and reported to Randolph Field in 
San Antonio where he was discharged. 
Ruby Lee drove to San Antonio and met 
her husband, and they both drove home 
to Grosebeck, Texas, his boyhood home. 
He stated that in the first 22 months of 
their marriage, they had been together 
only 60 days.  

Morris bought a gas station, and the Out-
laws settled down in Grosebeck. About a 
year after the end of World War II, there 
was great joy in the Outlaw and Bryson 
families. Richard Franklin Outlaw was born 
on October 26, 1946. Things didn’t stay 
settled for very long because the Army Air 
Force needed men familiar with their B-
29s, and Morris decided to make the mili-
tary his career. He re-enlisted and reported 
to Tucson, Arizona. Ruby Lee and young 
Richard soon followed, and the family of 
three lived in Tucson for several months.  

                                                
27 globalsecurity.org/military/facility/okinawa-battle.htm 

A familiar pattern seemed to emerge as Morris 
was called to Okinawa for a second tour of 
duty there. 

Morris Outlaw 2nd tour in Okinawa 

Housing for dependants in Okinawa was very 
scarce, but after about a year Morris was able 
to secure dependant housing, and Ruby Lee 
and Richard were able to join him in 1948.  

Ruby Lee and 2 year-old Dickey left Texas and 
went to San Francisco in preparation for a 
twelve day trip by ship to Okinawa. They 
stayed at Uncle Davis and Aunt Gladys Bry-
son’s home in San Francisco and they were 
able to visit for a few days. The Brysons then 
drove Ruby Lee and her son to Fort Mason to 
board a Military Sea Transport Service (MSTS) 
ship for Okinawa. The Bryson family waved 
goodbye from the dock as the ship pulled 
away with Ruby Lee and Dickey on board. 

 Photo by Davis Bryson 

Richard and Ruby Lee Outlaw on board a Navy ship 
Ready to sail to Okinawa in 1948 

 Meal table assignment for Ruby Lee and Richard 



16 -The Cora E. and William E. Bryson Family 

405 

Once in Okinawa, the Outlaws lived alongside 
thousands of other military families. Their 
house was pretty far from the Kadena Air 
Force Base where Morris worked. A typhoon 
hit the housing area where the Outlaw family 
lived and damaged the house so it was unliv-
able. Morris Outlaw later related “They as-
signed us a house back in Kadena that was 
real close to work; so I came out ahead on 
that.”  

Living in Okinawa provided Ruby Lee and Mor-
ris with many interesting stories of life on a 
Pacific island and some of the difficulties they 
faced as representatives of an ex-enemy occu-
pying force. 

When the Okinawa tour of duty was up, Mor-
ris was assigned to Randolph Air Force base in 
San Antonio, Texas. On May 17, 1950, Ruby 
Lee, 31, Morris, 33 and Dickey, 3½, set sail on 
a Navy ship, the USNS General Nelson M. 
Walker, headed for San Francisco. This ship 
was operated by the MSTS and was used to 
transport servicemen and their dependants.  

Morris Outlaw recalls that trip when he said 
“Ruby Lee was pregnant with Cathy when we 
came back from Okinawa and she was sick on 
the troop ship just about all the way home. I 
wasn't pregnant; however, in that stormy 
weather, I was sick just about as much as she 
was because we really had some rough 
weather on that trip.” 

It is hard to imagine Ruby Lee, five months 
pregnant, traveling with an active 3½ year-old 
son on a long ocean voyage on a military 
transport ship. After 12 days at sea on May 
29, the USNS General Walker sailed under the 
Golden Gate Bridge headed for Fort Mason in 
San Francisco. Practically all the passengers 
were on the ships’ deck to watch the skyline 
of San Francisco appear and the ship slide un-
der the beautiful Golden Gate Bridge. What a 
wonderful site and a good feeling to be back 
in the United States. As the ship was maneu-
vered into San Francisco, the Outlaws saw 
their Aunt Gladys and Uncle Davis Bryson wav-
ing from the dock. Again they had a nice visit 
for a few days with the Brysons.  

A partial Official List of in-bound passengers on the US Navy Ship Gen. Nelson M. Walker 
Ruby Lee, 31, and Richard, 3, are on this page of the list 

Ruby Lee is shown as born in Midlothian and Richard as born in Groesbeck 
Morris’ name was probably on a separate military list 
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Ruby Lee and Morris always had interesting 
stories to tell of their life in Okinawa. We al-
ways enjoyed their stories of watching the Al-
batross, also called gooney birds, attempting 
to fly and land. 

Albatross are large birds and once in the air, 
they fly very well and are graceful. Unfortu-
nately they have not learned how to take-off 
and land. In attempting to take flight, they 
will run along the ground for a hundred feet 
or more trying to get up speed, with their legs 
going in all directions. This is frequently fol-
lowed by a flight of only a few feet or by just 
falling down in total failure. They try over and 
over until finally they are successful. Once in 
the air, they are very proficient. When it comes 
to landing, the Albatross coast in, spread their 
wings, put their legs down, and crash on their 
breast, sometimes somersaulting. Ruby Lee 
and Morris loved relating stories of seeing 
hundreds of these birds and their comical be-
havior when trying to take off or land. 

The Outlaw family of three then went to San 
Antonio, and Morris reported to Randolph 
Field. They were very happy to be in the States 
for the birth of their second child. Four days 
before Christmas, on December 21, 1950, the 
Outlaws first daughter, Catherine Jean Out-
law, was born in San Antonio. 

After the tour of duty in San Antonio, Morris 
was stationed at a large Air Force base, 
Moody Field, near Valdosta, Georgia. Here he 
worked on various planes including, the T-33, 
F-86, F-89, and F-94. The Outlaw family rented 
a house and lived in Valdosta for five years. 
This was a long stretch in one place compared 
to their previous assignments. Valdosta, Geor-
gia is where their third child and second 
daughter, Ann Elizabeth Outlaw, was born on 
November 27, 1954. Ann joined her six year 
old brother, Richard, and her four year old sis-
ter, Catherine. 

 

 
The USNS General Nelson M. Walker entering San Francisco Bay — May 29, 1950 
Hundreds of Service personnel and their families on deck returning from Okinawa 

— all anxious to see the good old USA 
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Morris recalls July 1957 in Valdosta:  
“Out of the five years while we were sta-
tioned there at Moody, I worked on 
T33's, F94's, F89's and F86's. In 1957, Mr. 
Bryson (Buck), Ruby Lee’s father stepped 
off the curb one night in San Angelo 
and a car came 
around the corner 
and hit him. When we 
got the news, I got an 
emergency leave for a 
few days and brought 
Ruby Lee and the kids 
out to San Angelo. I 
had to go back be-
cause I was fixing to 
transfer to Waco, 
Texas, to move some 
F89's to James Con-
nally Air Force Base. I 
left Ruby Lee and the 
kids at San Angelo 
and I went back to 
Moody AFB.” 

The air planes and Mor-
ris were moved to Con-
nally Air Force Base near 
Waco as part of the 
Twelfth Air Force of the 
Strategic Air Command. 
Ruby Lee stayed in San 
Angelo with the three 
children until Morris was 
settled in Waco. The 
Outlaw family was then 
reunited and lived in 
Waco until Morris was 
again called upon to go 
to Okinawa for the third 
time to work the F-100 
Super Saber, a super-
sonic jet fighter. Ruby 
Lee and the three chil-
dren moved back to San 
Angelo and lived in a 
house next to Ruby Lee’s 
widowed mother, Meda 
Rockett Bryson. 

It took more than a year for dependant hous-
ing to become available for the Outlaw family. 
Ruby Lee, Richard, Cathy, and Ann then joined 
Morris in Okinawa. This was the second time 
Ruby Lee and Richard lived in Okinawa and 
was the third tour of duty there for Morris. 

San Angelo Standard-Times 
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Following Okinawa, Morris had assignments in 
Spokane and Tacoma, Washington. About 
1968 Albert Morris Outlaw retired from the 
United States Air Force at McChord AFB, in Ta-
coma, Washington.  

Ruby Lee’s daughter, Ann, tells about living in 
Waco after Morris retired: 

“Daddy retired from the Air Force at Ta-
coma, Richard graduated and joined the Air 
Force. We moved to Waco, Texas, Daddy 
went to work for Rocketdyne and Mother 
worked at the local bank. One of the officers 
at the bank was Rob Crook, it was a big joke 
there that the bank had an Outlaw and a 
Crook working there.” 

After a career in the Air Force, Morris retired 
and the family moved back to the boyhood 
hometown of Groesbeck, Texas, about 25 
miles east of Waco. 

Oh, one more thing, Morris was recalled to ac-
tive duty for two more years during the Viet-
nam War. This time, the family stayed in 
Waco. 

After this tour of duty, Morris retired for the 
third and last time. Imagine a Texas farm boy 
born during the First World War finishing his 
military career working on the F-106 Delta 
Dart aircraft that could fly from California to 
New York in less than two hours. 

In spite of frequently moving and having some 
health issues, Ruby Lee was always known to 
have a beautiful smile and a positive outlook 
that the extended family greatly admired. In 
June 1973 Ruby Lee became ill and was diag-
nosed with a very aggressive form of cancer. 
After only four days, Ruby Lee Bryson Outlaw 
passed away on June 29, 1973 in Waco Texas, 
at the young age of 54. Her children were be-
tween the ages of 18 and 26 at the time of 
her death. Ruby Lee is buried in the Fort 
Parker Memorial Park Cemetery in Waco. 

After the death of Ruby Lee, Morris remarried 
and he settled in his childhood hometown of 
Groesbeck, Texas, near Waco. Albert Morris 
Outlaw, 93, continues to live in Groesbeck to-
day, in the year 2010. 

Richard, Ann, Cathy — 2009 Albert Morris Outlaw — age 90 

Morris Outlaw served as a Crew Chief in the United States Army Air Force (USAAF) and later in 
the United States Air Force (USAF). As a Crew Chief, he had full responsibility to make sure his 
planes were air worthy and ready to fly, he had to personally sign off prior to each flight. He 
performed detailed inspections, kept maintenance records, and went through a final check-
list prior to flight. A Crew Chief was extremely important and had to have the confidence of 
his flight crews. He was known as a “Jack-of-all-trades” since he changed the oil, parked the 
planes, did minor repair work, changed the tires, and generally made sure everything was 
ready to go. If there was a major problem, he would call in experts as needed.  
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III. Truman Lay Bryson, 1899-1958 
Truman Lay Bryson was born at the William 
Elam Bryson home place on September 5, 
1899. He was the third son and third child of 
Cora Etta and William Elam Bryson. 

As an infant, Truman was taken to the Shiloh 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church. He was 
given special birthday greetings by the church 
on his fourth birthday. The card was signed by 
Mrs. R. M. White, Cradle Roll Supt. Mrs. White 
was also the pastor’s wife.  

The church minutes show that Truman Bryson 
joined the church when he was thirteen. He 
continued going to Shiloh and in his later 
years became an elder in the church, a posi-
tion his father and grandfather had held. 

Truman was born eight years after his oldest 
brother, Wilburn, and six years after his other 
brother, Buck. The country was just coming 

out of a deep depression and about to enter 
the twentieth century. The country was on the 
verge of some major advances in transporta-
tion, electricity, and a wide range of other 
technological advances. 

Four years after Truman was born, the Wright 
brothers flew the first airplane at Kitty Hawk 
North Carolina. The first mass produced 
automobile, the Ford Model T, rolled off the 
production line eight years after Truman was 
born. In the years that followed, Truman was 
able to see radio, telephone, indoor plumbing, 
central heating, air conditioning, and many 
more modern advancements. He also saw 
farm machinery go from being powered by 
horses, to gasoline engine powered. 

Truman learned farming techniques, as well as 
business principles, from his father, William 
Elam Bryson. Truman developed an interest 
and skill in both areas. Growing up, Truman, 

1900 Truman Bryson baby picture 1903 Birthday recognition, Shiloh Church 
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at 6’ 2”, was the tallest of the Bryson siblings. 
As we previously discussed, he was given the 
tongue-in-cheek nickname, “Shorty.” 

The First World War (1914-1918), was going 
on during Truman’s teenage years so he was 
too young to serve in the army. A little less 
than a year after the armistice was signed, 
Truman, 20, married Ruby Lee Bailey, 17, in 
Ellis County. They settled on a farm near Ovilla 
and continued farming. There they had three 
children, Perry Lay in 1920, Betty Jo in 1926, 
and James Leonard Bryson in 1930. 

In 1926, Truman’s dad bought an undivided 
portion of inherited property from Charlie Bry-
son (Truman’s uncle). This property was lo-
cated near the Lisbon community, in Dallas 
County. This was about 13 miles northeast of 
Ovilla. Truman agreed to move his family to 
this farm in 1932. The country was just com-
ing out of the great depression. We don’t 
know why the family moved, but it may have 
been that this property needed to be cared for 
and farmed. Economic conditions were very 
difficult at the time, and it was very hard to 
make ends meet solely by farming.  

In a recent conversation, Betty Bryson Beckum 
remembered that when she was six her dad, 
Truman, decided to look for a job to supple-
ment his farm income. After many unsuccess-
ful interviews, Truman was about ready to 
give up. Betty Jo, probably about eight, en-
couraged him to go on one more interview. 
She felt that interview would result in a job. 
Truman reluctantly went, and as Betty Jo pre-
dicted, he got the job with the A & P Bakery. 
At the same time, he ran the small farm near 
Lisbon. 

As the year 1933 drew to a close, both Betty 
Jo and little James Leonard had severe cases of 
the flu. On January 2, 1934, James Leonard 
Bryson, who was almost four years old, did 
not survive the illness. He is buried in the Shi-
loh Cemetery. Only eight days later, in Cali, 
Colombia, Gladys and Davis Bryson welcomed 
the birth of their son, James Davis Bryson (the 
author of this book). The two babies named 
James would have been first cousins. I always 
felt a special bond with Ruby Lee and Truman. 

I felt it had something to do with the close-
ness in time of the death of their son, James 
Leonard, and my birth, but we never discussed 
it. Ruby Lee Bryson always called me Jimmy 
Davis.  

James Leonard was named in honor of James 
Leonard Bryson, the son of Truman’s Uncle 
Charlie. My name, James Davis, was in honor 
of Truman’s son and Uncle Charlie’s son, as 
well as my dad’s first name, Davis.  

In 1938 Truman decided to 
go back closer to his roots 
and bought a farm in the 
Harrison F. Hinkley Survey, 
near the town of Midlo-
thian, Ellis County. Perry 
Lay was twenty, and Betty 
Jo was fourteen. Truman 
divided his time between 

farming crops, raising chickens, raising live-
stock, and other business interests. He became 
the Treasurer of the Co-Op Cotton Gin of 
Ovilla where he had the responsibility of rec-
onciling each farmer’s receipts with the ac-
counting records of the Co-Op. During gin-
ning season, he did this at the end of each 
day.28 Truman then could write checks for the 
cotton each farmer had brought in for gin-
ning. The men loved to go to Truman’s office 
because it meant a payoff for their efforts of 
growing cotton.  

Truman was instrumental in the management 
of the Midlothian Cooperative Cotton Gin and 
Locker Plant serving as its treasurer. He was 
also an investor in the operation. 

The Midlothian Locker Plant 
Before there was electricity in the area, farm-
ers limited their slaughtering of animals to 
what they could use immediately or preserve 
by smoking. When a hog was butchered, the 
shoulders and hams were cured in a smoke 
house. Smaller pieces were ground up and 
used for sausage. Each family added their own 
special spices to the mix. Sometimes the well 
cooked sausage was placed in layers in a large 

                                                
28 Ovilla History Book, p. 263 

Truman Bryson, 1941 
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crock, and hot lard was then poured over it 
for preservation. After all the sausage was 
gone, the lard was mixed with lye and cooked 
into soap. 

The towns in Ellis County had electricity long 
before the Bryson farms. A number of new 
opportunities for improving life on the farm 
occurred when Midlothian got electricity. 
Suddenly it was practical to make ice and to 
create cold storage units for preserving foods. 
About 1940, a group of farmers in the Midlo-
thian area decided to 
form a farmers coopera-
tive and build a cotton 
gin and a Locker Plant. 

We have discussed cot-
ton gins in a previous 
chapter; now let’s learn 
about “Locker Plants.” 
We might call it a meat 
locker plant. The purpose of a locker plant is 
to have a facility to keep meat and perishables 
in cold storage. The locker plant had many in-
dividual metal lockers within a large room that 
was kept at zero degrees. In other words the 
whole room was a very large freezer. Since 
there was no electricity on the farm, the locker 
plant was a wonderful way to preserve meats 
and other perishables. Suddenly, meat was 
available the entire year, and not just when 
the weather turned cool. 

Each family bought or leased a locker, the size 
depending on what they could afford or 
needed. In discussing the Midlothian Locker 
Plant with my cousin Bill Beckum, we esti-
mated the size of the building to be about 40’ 
x 60’. In addition to the office in the front, the 
plant consisted of a sub-zero quick freeze box, 
locker room, cold storage area, curing room, 
and a butchering area. Before the farmer 
butchered an animal, it was important to call 
the locker plant and make an appointment 
because too many people showing up with 
pork hams and shoulders or sides of beef to 
be processed could present real problems. The 
plant could only quick freeze a certain number 
of pounds of meat or produce per day. In 
some cases the locker plant slaughtered the 

animal and at other times the farmer did the 
slaughtering. In either case, he told the 
butcher exactly how he wanted his meat 
butchered. After quick freezing, the meat was 
wrapped, labeled, and went into the appro-
priate locker. The family typically went to 
town and took out about a weeks’ worth of 
meat. If special guests were coming, then an 
extra trip might be needed to pull out that 
special cut of meat. It was not uncommon for 
locker owners to trade product. One farmer 
might have a lot of beef while another might 

have a lot of pork. The 
locker plant became one 
of the most important 
businesses in Midlothian 
and became a place 
where you would see 
your neighbors. It also 
was a great place to visit 
on hot summer days! 

The Midlothian Ice Plant 
A plant to produce ice was built also about 
1940. While the Locker Plant and Cotton Gin 
were owned and operated by a group of 
farmers, the Ice Plant was privately owned by 
The Southland Ice, Co. 

The plant had dozens of rectangular steel 
boxes that served as molds. The molds were 
filled with water, leaving room for expansion,  
and then lowered into a brine solution that 
was kept well below freezing. After the ice 
was made, the molds were emptied and the 
ice placed on the floor of the cold room. Each 
block of ice weighed 300 pounds and was 
about 42” high, 21” wide, and 10” deep. The 
blocks were then slid to a table with special 
saws that scored the large block so it could be 
broken into various sizes as needed. The saw 
cuts were deep enough so that when they 
were given a sharp jab with an ice pick, they 
would break into the required size. 

Claude Matthews sold ice directly from the ice 
plant, and he also had a number of ice deliv-
ery routes. Most homes in the rural area 
around Midlothian and Ovilla had ice boxes by 
this time. These were well-insulated boxes the 
size of a small refrigerator and had a place at 

 
Typical Texas Locker Plant 

This one is in Burleson, 20 miles from Midlothian 



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

414 

the top for blocks of ice. As the ice melted, 
the water would drip into a pan under the ice 
box. It had to be emptied before it over-
flowed. 

My cousin, Bill Beckum, worked in the ice 
plant during summers while in school and he 
remembers Claude Matthews get-
ting ready to go out on one of his 
routes. He would load the back of 
his pickup truck with large blocks 
of ice, and cover them with sev-
eral blankets. He made sure he 
had his heavy leather pad, ice 
picks, and ice thongs. His cus-
tomers put a sign in the window 
indicating how much ice they 
needed; 25, 50, 75, or 100 
pounds. The quantity needed var-
ied from week to week depend-
ing on weather, how much ice 
cream they made, and of course 
how much ice tea would be con-
sumed. Ice picks were used as a 
marketing promotional item and the handle 
was imprinted with a local merchants name, 
so most houses had several ice picks. The picks 
were used to chip off the ice from the ice 
blocks as needed.  

When Matthews determined how much ice 
was needed, he then broke off the desired 
amount. Matthews used ice tongs to lift the 
ice and to put it on the heavy leather pad that 
was on his back. The pad protected him from 
the cold ice, the sharp edges, and kept him 
fairly dry as well. 

Truman’s dad had been a stockholder in the 
First National Bank of Midlothian and also 
served on the board of directors. After William 
Elam’s death, Truman inherited the stock and 
was asked to serve as a bank director.  

Betty Bryson Beckum related to me that Tru-
man had suffered a serious accident involving 
farming machinery. He was bailing hay when 
the hay bailer jammed and stopped working. 
Truman went to the back and started pulling 
out hay to clear the jam. The equipment sud-
denly gave one more lurch and severed the 
fingers on his left hand. Betty drove Truman to 

Waxahachie to the hospital to have the hand 
sewn up. Betty confided that after the acci-
dent, Truman did not particularly like to have 
his picture taken because he was very sensitive 
about his left hand with missing fingers. 

Most pictures of Truman show him with his 
left hand in his pocket or behind 
his back in an attempt to hide his 
injured hand. He did a good job 
of hiding it because I never real-
ized he was missing fingers. 

My father, Davis Bryson, really 
admired and trusted his next 
older brother, Truman, for his 
business expertise and judgment. 
I remember in 1944, my dad and 
mom decided to return to the 
mission field in Colombia, South 
America. They were leaving a pas-
torate in North Little Rock, Arkan-
sas and driving to Ovilla in our 
1939 Buick. About 100 miles 

short of their destination, in Sulphur Springs, 
Texas, the car got sideswiped. No one was 
hurt, but the car was badly damaged. Dad 
was able to drive the car and get it to Uncle 
Truman’s farm. We were to leave in a day or 
two for the journey to South America, so there 
was no time to deal with the crippled car. 
Truman agreed to take charge and handle the 
sale.  

Truman was fun-loving and thought up crea-
tive stuff like putting his younger brother on a 
calf and tying his legs together so the calf 
couldn’t throw him off. We learned about this 
story in a previous chapter. Many years later 
when I was seven years old, Truman thought it 
would be fun to see me ride one of his goats 
bareback.  

Well, I got on the goat and the goat acceler-
ated and I didn’t. The ground came up quickly 
to meet me. This happened several times and 
Uncle Truman and dad were really enjoying 
the show. Uncle Truman asked me, “Jimmy, 
why can’t you ride the goat?” I replied, “I just 
can’t ride as fast as the goat can go.” Every-
one laughed, and I was kidded about not be-
ing able to ride as fast as the goat could go! 

Ice Tongs 
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Truman suffered from ulcers much of his adult 
life. The family felt it was brought on by the 
death of their son in 1934. In 1958, he be-
came very ill and required surgery. He was 
taken to the W. C. Tenery Community Hospital 
in Waxahachie where the surgery was per-
formed to repair his stomach. A few days after 
the surgery, on February 19, 1958, Truman 
developed a blood clot that went to his lung 
and he died suddenly. Because of his weak-
ened condition, he was never told that his 
next older brother, Joseph “Buck” Bryson had 
died just nine days earlier in San Angelo, 
Texas. 

Ruby Lee continued to live on the farm. By this 
time, Perry Lay Bryson, her son, was living in a 
home next door. Ruby Lee suffered for many 
years from a very painful arthritis which the 
family believed was aggravated by the death 
of their son, James Leonard. On September 
17, 1968, Ruby Lee Bailey Bryson succumbed 
to a heart condition. She died in the same 
hospital in Waxahachie, where Truman had 
died ten years earlier. 

Truman’s obituary that is shown in the next 
column appeared in the Midlothian Mirror, on 
February 21, 1958. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Dr. Fred W. Bryson, their nephew assisted in 
both funeral services at the Shiloh Cumber-
land Presbyterian Church. They are buried in 
the Shiloh Cemetery among the Brysons. 
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1. Perry Lay Bryson 1920-1985 
Perry Lay Bryson was the first child of Truman 
and Ruby Lee Bryson. After Truman and Ruby 
were married, they moved onto one of the 
farms owned by William Elam Bryson, Tru-
man’s father. This farm, on Shiloh Road near 
Joe Wilson Road, is where all of Ruby Lee and 
Truman’s children were born. Perry was born 
on May 8, 1920. Perry grew up on this farm 
until he was about eleven years old where he 
had all six of Wilburn’s children as neighbors 
and playmates. Perry grew up learning the re-
sponsibilities of farming and raising livestock. 

In 1931 Truman and his family moved to the 
Lisbon area onto another farm owned by Wil-
liam Elam Bryson. This particular farm was 
probably at the center of a big rift between 
William Elam and his brother, Charles Doak 
Bryson. In 1935 
Charles sued his 
brother, William, and 
won a lawsuit 
against him. Subse-
quently, William 
must have paid off 
the debt because he 
ended up owning 
the land. 

Truman decided to 
build a home in the 
Lisbon area and de-
cided to get a full-
time job with a regu-
lar paycheck to sup-
plement his farm in-
come. Perry helped 
pick up the farm re-
sponsibilities.  

Perry graduated in 
1937, from Sunset 
High School in Dallas 
County and excelled 
in sports. That same 
year, his father de-
cided to move back 
to Ellis County, and 
he bought a farm a 
few miles from the 

old home place. This farm was a little north-
east of Midlothian and convenient to town.  

When Perry graduated from high school he 
was of slight build, but an outstanding soft-
ball player. His athletic ability helped him land 
his first job with the Wilson Packing Company 
— they needed a good softball pitcher. 

As Perry got older, he became very strong, and 
he developed particularly strong upper body 
strength. This improved his softball pitching. 
We can speculate that he gained this strength 
by handling sides of beef while in his job as 
truck driver for Wilson Packing Company in 
Dallas. Perry got to know the Dallas Metroplex 
area very well making deliveries everyday. 

One month after Pearl Harbor, Perry joined the 
Army Air Corps on January 9, 1942. His height 

was listed as 5’ 11” 
and his weight was 
209 pounds. The re-
cruiters must have 
looked at Perry’s 
physique and de-
cided he would be 
most useful to the 
war effort loading 
heavy bombs and 
ammunition onto 
airplanes.  

Perry spent his time 
in the service as an 
Airplane Armorer in 
the European Thea-
tre serving in North 
Africa, Italy, France 
and other countries. 
His primary respon-
sibility was loading 
heavy bombers. He 
was awarded the 
European - African - 
Middle Eastern Cam-
paign Medal with 
five bronze stars and 
the Distinguished 
Unit Medal.  
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Perry enjoyed boxing and was quite good at it. 
In fact, he was so good, that the Army Air 
Force flew him to other bases, in a variety of 
countries, to compete in boxing matches as 
entertainment for the troops. The combina-
tion of loading armament and training for the 
boxing matches must have made Perry even 
stronger. 

When the war ended in 1945, there were 
thousands of returning servicemen looking for 
jobs. Perry’s experience in the Army Air Corps, 
his ability as a softball pitcher, and his four 
years experience making deliveries for Wilsons, 
helped him land a job with the W. T. “Hooker” 
Vandergriff Chevrolet dealership in Arlington 
delivering auto parts. He was also a star 
pitcher for the company team. 

On April 6, 1947, Perry Lay Bry-
son, 27, and Pruda Faye Presley, 
25, were married. They built a 
home on part of his father’s 
farm. Perry Lay continued work-
ing in Arlington, playing ball, 
taking care his property, and 
helping his dad, Truman Bryson, 
with farm duties. On January 12, 
1948 there was great joy in the 
Bryson household when Perry 
Lay and Faye’s son, Perry Wayne 
Bryson was born. He was always 
called “Perry Wayne” to distin-
guish him from his dad, Perry.  

Perry Lay worked for the Chevrolet dealership 
for seven years, and was then employed by 
the Chance-Vaught Corporation where he 
worked in the tool and die department and 
naturally played on the company softball 
team. Perry was given the responsibility of liai-
son between the tool and die machinists and 
the design engineers. He remained with the 
company for 34 years until his retirement in 
1984. He saw Chance-Vaught go through 
various mergers eventually ending up as the 
Ling – Temco - Vaught Corporation (LTV).  

There was a small lake on Perry’s property 
known as Bryson Lake. He enjoyed stocking it 

with fish and managing it as a 
public recreational fishing lake. 

Like his father, Perry Wayne grew 
up enjoying playing sports. He 
got married and had two chil-
dren. Tragedy struck when he 
suddenly died while playing bas-
ketball, a sport he loved. He died 
on October 6, 1981 at the young 
age of 33 years. He is buried in 
the Shiloh Cemetery. This tragic 
event left deep emotional scars 
on both Faye and Perry and the 
rest of the Bryson families. 

 

Sgt. Perry L. Bryson

U.S. Army Air Corps

World War II Honoree

Armorer & Boxer

Midlothian, Texas

North Africa - France -  Italy

EUROPEAN-AFRICAN-MIDDLE EASTERN
CAMPAIGN MEDAL WITH 5 BRNOZE STARS

THE DISTINGUISHED UNIT MEDAL
 

left to right: Faye, Perry Wayne, and Perry Lay Bryson 

Perry Lay and Faye Bryson 



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

418 

When Truman Bryson died in 1958, Perry 
was asked to take his father’s seat on The 
First National Bank of Midlothian Board of 
Directors. Perry held this position, for 20 
years, until his death in 1995. The bank 
board of directors were honorary pall 
bearers at Perry’s funeral. 

Perry was active in the Shiloh Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church and was generous 
with his time and leadership skills. He be-
came the fourth consecutive generation in 
his line to be an Elder of that church. Perry 
also served as superintendent of Shiloh 
Church. Perry died on September 9, 1995 
at the age of 75, after 48 years of mar-
riage. He is buried in the Shiloh Cemetery. 

Faye Presley Bryson still lives in their home 
place on Farm to Market Road 1387 near Mid-
lothian (in 2011). The property adjacent to 
hers was bought by Mazda Motors several 
years ago and is used for temporary storage of 
hundreds of new cars. The car company an-
ticipated needing more property for expansion 
in the future and approached some of the ad-
jacent neighbors about the possibility of buy-
ing their property. They offered to buy Faye’s 
house and land and allow her to continue liv-
ing there as long as she wanted. The deal got 
even better when they agreed to take care of 
all the maintenance on the property as long as 
she lived there. If the roof leaks. Call Mazda! If 
the air conditioner quits. Call Mazda! 

Waxahachie Daily Light Monday, Sept. 11, 1985

and superintendent of 
S h i lo h  C u m b e r l a n d  
Presbyterian Church for 
over 11 years.
He is survived by his wife, 
Faye Presley Bryson of 
Midlothian; a sister Betty 
Beckum of Colleyville; a 
grandson, Douglas Wayne 
Bryson; a niece, Lynda 
Alexander; and a nephew, 
Dennis Haralson. He was 
preceded in death by his 
parents and one son, Perry 
Wayne Bryson,  in 1981.
Services  will be held 
Tuesday, Sept. 12, 1995, at 
1  p . m .  a t  S h i l o h  
Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church, Ovilla, with the 
Rev. Duane Daugherty and 
the Rev. Don Wilson 
officiating. Interment will 
be in the Shiloh Cemetery, 
Ovilla.
Pal lbea rers  a re Jerry 
Massey, John Pres ley,  
Dennis Haralson, Mike 
Davi s , Ra ndal l Lynn 
Tucker, and David Harder. 
Honorary pallbearers are 
the Directors of the First 
N a t i o n a l  B a n k  o f  
Midlothian.

Perry L. Bryson
Visitation tonight

Perry L. Bryson, 75, of 
Midlothian died Saturday, 
Sept. 9, 1985. He was born 
in Ovilla to Truman Lay 
Bryson and Ruby Lee 
Bailey. He was a WWII 
Army Air Force Veteran 
and was employed for 34 
years as a tool liaison for 
LTV. He was a member of 
the Shiloh Cumberland 
Pre sbyt eri an  Chur ch,  
Midlothian Moose Lodge 
and Woodme n of the 
World. He was on the 
Board of directors of the 
First National Bank of 
Midlothian for 20 years

 

Perry Lay Bryson Family Monument 
The stone for Perry Wayne is in the background 

1387

bryson
lake

GOOGLE MAP

Google map showing part of the Mazda plant 
and the location of Faye Bryson’s home 
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2. Betty Jo Bryson 1926- 
Betty Jo Bryson was the second child of Tru-
man and Ruby Lee Bryson. The family was liv-
ing near Ovilla on a farm that belonged to 
Truman’s father, William Elam Bryson. That 
farm is on Shiloh Road near Joe Wilson Road 
and is where Vera and Paul Springer lived for 
many years. Betty Jo was born at home on 
May 13, 1926. Those were tough years, and 
the first signs of the great depression were 
starting to appear. Truman supported his fam-
ily by working the farm throughout the de-
pression and other jobs. 

In 1931 the family moved to another one of 
William Elam’s farms. The move came just in 
time for Betty Jo to enter the first grade in 
Dallas County in the Lisbon area. When she 
was eleven, they moved to a farm near Midlo-
thian, and Betty entered the 7th grade. In 1943 
she graduated from Midlothian High school. 
This was right in the middle of World War II 
and jobs were not easy to find. Within weeks 
of graduation, Betty’s 
cousin, Helen Bryson, 
got her a job at a de-
fense plant, the North 
American Aircraft fac-
tory. Eighteen year-
old Betty Jo had the 
responsibility of issu-
ing “War Ration 
Stamps” for such 
items as gasoline, 
tires, and shoes. Dur-
ing the war, dozens 
of items were strictly 
rationed, and you 
could not buy some 
things unless you had 
ration stamps. Her 
job was important to 
the war effort on the 
home front. These Ra-
tion Stamps were 
crucial to regulating 
the consumption of 
goods vital to the 
war. 

When the war ended in August 1945, so did 
Betty’s job! She quickly found a job very close 
to home at the Midlothian Co-Op Cotton Gin 
and Locker Plant working as a bookkeeper. 
Her two years of careful record keeping for 
North American helped prepare her for this 
new job. The fact that her dad, Truman, was 
the manager probably also had some bearing 
on her getting the job. Truman had been the 
treasurer at both the Ovilla Co-Op and the 
Midlothian Co-Op, so he made an excellent 
on-the-job mentor. He also knew that Betty 
possessed the skills needed for the job. 

Betty Jo Bryson, 20, and Lynn Edward Haral-
son, 22, were married in Midlothian in June 
1946. The Haralson family owned a Midlo-
thian sewing factory that made western shirts 
using the trade name “Tex-Style.” Betty and 
Lynn lived on the Haralson property and that 
is where Betty’s two children were born: 
Lynda Kay Haralson in 1947 and Dennis Lynn 
Haralson in 1950. About 1953, Lynn quit the 

family business and 
moved the family 
first to Atlanta, 
Georgia, then to De-
troit, Michigan and 
in 1955 to Fort 
Worth, Texas. Betty 
and Lynn at that 
point decided it 
would be best if they 
went their separate 
ways. 

Betty entered the 
work force again and 
got a job with 
Chance-Vought Cor-
poration, the manu-
facturer of the fa-
mous Navy Gull-
Wing F4U Corsair 
airplane. Military air-
craft development 
was a big business in 
the mid 1950s. The 
country had just 
come out of the Ko- 
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rean War and the 
relations with Russia 
and China were at a 
dangerous level. New 
technologies were ar-
riving on the scene, 
and there was a big 
push to develop new 
military systems. Chance-Vought was a major 
force in the development of jet aircraft, long 
range missile systems, and military electronics. 
The military airframe business was booming. 

While at Chance-
Vought, Betty Jo 
started going out 
with an old friend 
from Midlothian, Bill 
Beckum, who had 
recently returned 
from World War II 
service in the Mer-
chant Marine. On 
June 30, 1956, Betty 
Jo and William Wal-
ter Beckum were 
married. Her cousin, 
Dr. Fred W. Bryson, 
performed the wed-
ding ceremony. Bill 
and Betty bought a 
house in Dallas 
County. Bill contin-
ued working for the 
US Customs De-
partment in Dallas, 
and Betty continued 

working for Chance-Vought. Betty then be-
came a bookkeeper for the Philco Finance 
Corporation. In 1958, the 
US Customs promoted Bill 
to Customs Inspector, and 
transferred him to Hous-
ton. Philco also agreed to 
let Betty transfer to their 
Houston office. 

They bought a house and 
lived in Houston for thir-
teen years. Bill was a US 

Customs Inspector at the Port of Houston, 
checking the freight on incoming vessels. He 
was later assigned duty at the Houston Inter-
national Airport. After working for Philco Fi-
nance for a while, Betty got a job with Trans-
Texas Airline. She had jobs with the company 
credit union, and she also had a job in the 
main office of Trans-Texas Airlines corporate 
purchasing department. 

Later as the manager of the Credit Union, she 
saw a wide range of spending habits among 
people coming in for loans. Being raised dur-
ing the depression, she was very thrifty and 
conservative. Some of the “hot-shot” pilots 
had not been raised that way. Even though 
they made a very good salary, some of them 
did not understand about saving and budget-
ing. Betty frequently sat down with pilots and 
other airline personnel and taught them eco-
nomic realities.  

The Beckums made sure to take time to relax, 
and they bought a cabin near Houston. They 
enjoyed spending weekends with Lynda and 
Dennis as well as with friends. Bill and Dennis 
frequently worked together on construction 
and maintenance projects. The Beckums lived 
in Houston long enough to see Lynda and 
Dennis graduate from high school and start 
college there. 

   
 

 

Chance-Vought F4U 

Betty and Bill Beckum 

William Beckum 
US Customs Inspector 

Betty, Lynda, Dennis, and Bill — in Houston 
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Travel 
Betty and Bill have always enjoyed meeting 
new people and getting together with friends. 
When Betty worked in the main office for the 
airline, she had the opportunity 
for some real bargain air fares. 
In the travel industry, these fares 
are known as “non-rev,” a short 
way of saying non-revenue pro-
ducing fares. Bill and Betty took 
full advantage of these travel 
benefits and traveled to many 
interesting destinations, both domestic and 
international. 

Betty’s sense of adventure sometimes resulted 
in a spur of the moment trek. On one occasion 
a friend of hers, who also worked at the air-
port, got a pair of round-trip passes on a Delta 
flight from Dallas to Boston. Betty and her 
friend boarded a morning flight, and they 
were on their way. This was during the bi-
centennial year, 1976, and the city had placed 
special markings on the sidewalks indicating 
paths to famous historic sights. Once in Bos-
ton, they recall scraping the snow off the 
sidewalk to see the markings pointing to 
North Church, Old Ironsides, and other historic 
sights. After a busy day, they caught a night 
flight home to DFW. Just another day of sight-
seeing for a couple of airline employees! 

Some of their international trips included:   
The Bahamas, Spain, Germany, Switzerland, 
Holland, England, Ireland, Denmark, France, 
Yugoslavia, Greece, Thailand, Hong Kong, 
Hawaii, Israel, Austria, Alaska, and the Cana-
dian provinces of Newfoundland, Labrador, 
Prince Edward Island, and Nova Scotia. 

In Europe they frequently stayed in small 
“pensións” where they were able to get to 
know the host and the other guests. They also 
enjoyed various cruises and some of the inter-
esting shipboard educational lectures.  

In 1971 the Beckums moved back to Dallas 
and in 1981 they bought a home on a large 
lot in Colleyville, a convenient distance to DFW 
airport. Wanting to continue their travels, they 
bought their first Airstream trailer and joined 
the Wally Byam Airstream Club. 

They joined other Airstreamers on weekend 
rallies and even on international rallies that in-
volved up to 2,000 Airstream trailers at a sin-
gle event. They really enjoyed their first Air-

stream so much that in 1985 
they bought a larger 25’ Air-
stream trailer. All Airstream trail-
ers have a distinctive identifica-
tion number — theirs is number 
15106. The Beckums have gone 
to rallies as far away as North 
Dakota and Nova Scotia. They 

enjoy seeing old friends at these rallies as well 
as the activities which include: educational 
programs, sightseeing, games, group cooking, 
and sharing responsibilities of setting up the 
camps. The members of the Airstream club 
have been wonderful friends, and they have 
become almost like family to the Beckums. 

Ceramics 
Betty has always enjoyed creative craft pro-
jects such as sewing, painting, and decorating. 
In Colleyville, Betty started a custom ceramics 
business, making and decorating a wide range 
of products. Fortunately they had a lot of 
property in Colleyville and they had a barn and 
other out-buildings that were ideally suited for 
the ceramics business. Betty kept up with the 
latest fads whether it was geese, frogs, ducks, 
or pigs. Betty and Bill had hundreds of molds. 
They kept their large kiln working day and 
night, with Bill putting in a big batch of raw 
ceramic objects just before retiring for the 
night. After the firing was finished, Betty skill-
fully painted and decorated the ceramic prod-
ucts. These works of art could be found at the 
Dallas Merchandise Mart and at weekend craft 
fairs. 

The Beckums continue to live in Colleyville (in 
2011) and are active in their Methodist Church 
and the Adult Sunday School program. Bill 
faithfully goes to the church each Tuesday 
morning and helps to package and distribute 
food for the needy. They go on Airstream ral-
lies and keep up with the friends they have 
met over the years. Both Bill and Betty spend 
free time reading a wide variety of books. 
They are well known at the local libraries for 
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the hundreds of books they have checked out. 
When they get involved with a group, they 
seem to be asked to help plan and organize 
events as has been the case at the Colleyville 
Senior Community Center. 

For their 50th wedding anniversary they took a 
cruise through the Panama Canal, where 
Betty’s great-uncle Billingsley had worked in 
1905 about 90 years before. 

Betty developed an interest in genealogy in 
the mid 1990s at the same time that I started 
doing genealogy research. We made contact 
after not seeing each other for more than 50 
years. We have been able to share the excite-
ment of discovering information about our 
ancestors and their relatives. Betty has taken 
numerous community college courses on 
Computer Operating Systems, Word Process-
ing, Internet, and Genealogy. She has pro-
vided many of the genealogy details for this 
book and has used her organizational skills to 
keep track of the information. She has fre-
quently found information among her files 
that I could not locate in my many stacks of 
research papers. 

3. James Leonard Bryson 1930-1934 
James was the third child of Ruby Lee and 
Truman Bryson and he was born on the same 
farm as his two siblings. James was named for 
Truman’s first cousin, James Leonard Bryson, 
the son of Charles Doak Bryson. In December 
1933, a virulent influenza hit the Ovilla com-
munity, and James L. (4) and his sister, Betty 
Jo (8), both became very ill. Betty Jo got well, 
but James did not make it. He died on January 
2, 1934. He is buried in Shiloh cemetery. The 
author of this book, James Davis Bryson, was 
born only eight days later in far off Colombia, 
South America and was named in honor of lit-
tle James Leonard Bryson. Ruby Lee always 
called me “Jimmy Davis” to differentiate me 
from her deceased son, James Leonard. In 
spite of little James’ short life, he has always 
been fondly remembered by the family.  

 
WW II — the war where everyone pitched in! 
When Betty Bryson was eighteen, she was 
given the responsibility of distributing War Ra-
tion Books and stamps at North American Air-
craft Company in Dallas. This was an impor-
tant responsibility. This is a short history of 
these wartime ration policies. 

The Second World War was a real test of the 
American spirit. We were fighting a fierce 
force in Europe and at the same time staving 
off relentless attacks by the Japanese in the 
Pacific. The Japanese had seized plantations in 
the Dutch East Indies that produced 90% of 
the raw rubber we used. Some of our foreign 
oil supplies were no longer available. For some 
time our enemies had been planning war and 
were well equipped to fight. These were des-
perate times. Every effort possible was needed 
to defeat these enemies. Men as old as 45, 
with families, were drafted into military ser-
vice and in a matter of weeks ended up in the 
heat of battle. It was necessary to strictly ra-
tion the use of common goods such as gaso-
line, rubber, meat, sugar, coffee, and even 
chicken wire.  
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In May of 1942 the U.S. Office of Price Ad-
ministration (OPA) froze prices on nearly all 
everyday goods. 
Ration Books were 
issued to each 
American family 
limiting how much 
each person could 
buy. As an exam-
ple gasoline was 
strictly rationed 
and the OPA is-
sued various decals 
that were placed 
on the windshield. About 50% of the people 
were issued the “A” sticker which entitled you 

to four, yes four, gal-
lons of gas a week. 
The “B” sticker was for 
driving deemed essen-
tial to the war effort; 
industrial war work-
ers, for example could 
purchase eight gallons 
a week. The red “C” 
stickers indicated phy-
sicians, ministers, mail 

carriers, and railroad workers. These stickers 
were the most desirable and allowed a little 

more gas allotment.  

The OPA established 
the Idle Tire Purchase 
Plan, and could deny 
Mileage Rations to 
anyone owning pas-
senger tires not in 
use. You could not 
own more than five 
tires and still get a ra-
tion book. The na-

tional maximum “Victory Speed” was 35 miles 
an hour in order to save tires and gas. Farmers 
were given special consideration for essential 
gas consumption necessary to produce crops. 

 

 

 

A series of four war ration books were issued 
by the OPA during the war. These books con-
tained coded stamps for goods such as sugar, 
coffee, bread, flour, shoes, and dozens of 
other products.  

The symbols and colors represented different 
products that were defined by the OPA. The 
letters represented dates that those particular 
stamps could be used. Depending on short-
ages, they might say that only the letter “T” 
could be used in a particular time period. 
Since the stamps did not have actual dates, 
the OPA could define the date on-the-fly.  

Security was a great issue and there were 
many posters with slogans such as “Loose lips 
might sink Ships” or “Loose Talk can cost 
Lives! Keep it under your Stetson.” 

Reflecting back, those were great years for the 
country that produced a fantastic unified spirit 
with everyone pulling in the same direction! 

 

 

 
 

Reduced picture of War Ration Book Four 

War Ration Stamps — actual size 

World War II Decal 
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World War II Posters

Careless Talk

Volunteer for your choice

 — The nation undertook a 
wide range of campaigns like we had never 
seen before and have not seen since! 
Posters were used very effectively to get 
critical messages across and to encourage 
shifts in attitudes and habits.  The 
messages were simple, yet were right to the 
point. This page has some of the posters 
that stressed the importance of not 
discussing anything about our servicemen, 
where they were stationed, production 
numbers, or anything that could be helpful 
to the enemy — no matter how small.

 — Each branch 
of the service had its own posters. If a man 
was drafted, he had no choice.
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Socks and bandages

War Bonds

 — The nation set priorities for the most effective use of machinery and factories. They 
turned to the women of the country to produce some items at home. Women gathered in groups to knit wool socks, 
fold bandages for the Red Cross, and other tasks. The first two posters encourage these activities.

 — War Bonds were used to help finance the war. To encourage school age children to participate, War 
Saving Stamps were created in values of 10 and 25 cents. I remember in the third grade, we took coins to school 
and bought stamps from the teacher. We then placed them is a special War Stamp Book. When we reached $18.75 
worth of stamps, we would buy a $25 War Bond from the teacher.

Victory Gardens

Posters worked!

 — Each family was strongly 
encouraged to plant a “Victory Garden” and grow their 
own fruits and vegetables from seed. This made more 
commercially grown produce available for use by the 
military and also cut down on trips to the store.

 — The posters did a lot to visually 
promote important programs to the public. This was the 
age before TV or even the common office copy machine. 
The messages were short, but made sense. The general 
public really bought into the importance of doing 
everything possible to support the servicemen, help the 
country, and not do any thing that would aid the enemy.

 



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

426 

IV. Davis Ozell Bryson 1906-1990 
This would be the logical place for a discus-
sion of the life of Davis O. Bryson, my father, 
the fourth child of Cora Etta and William Elam 
Bryson. I have chosen to write more exten-
sively on his life, and thus have placed it as the 
closing chapter of this book. 

 

V. Vera Etta Bryson 1912-2003 
Vera Etta Bryson was born on July 24, 1912 at 
the Bryson family home place, and was the 
fifth child of Cora Etta and William Elam Bry-
son. She was born 21 years after her oldest 
brother, Wilburn. Her mother, Cora Etta, was 
43 years old when Vera was born. After a 
string of four boys, Will Bryson was pleased to 
welcome a baby girl into the family. She held 
a special place in his heart, and he wanted 
only the best for her. She grew up learning 
homemaking skills, such as cooking, sewing, 
and housekeeping, from her mother. Vera 
learned these skills very 
well, for throughout 
her life she kept a very 
clean home and was 
an outstanding cook. 
She was also generous 
in using these skills to 
help others. 

Vera went through the 
local schools. By the 
time she was in high 
school, all her siblings 
had left home. The 
older boys were all 
married and her 
youngest brother, 
Davis, was off at Bethel 
College in Tennessee, 
studying to be a minis-
ter. This left Vera as 
the last child living at 
home. Vera started 
seeing a young man, 
Paul Springer, from 
one of the prominent 
local families. Paul at-

tended the same church as Vera, the Shiloh 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church. Paul’s fa-
ther, Walter, was an elder in the church.  

Family members have related that Will Bryson 
was very protective of his daughter, Vera, and 
made it very clear that he was not pleased for 
her to continue seeing Paul. The fact that he 
was from a highly respected family in the 
community did not impress Will; he did not 
want her to marry Paul Springer. There were 
numerous heart-to-heart discussions between 
Will and his daughter, Vera.  

Vera was always somewhat quiet, taking in all 
that was going on around her, but not mak-
ing waves. Under this quietness, she held 
strong convictions and had the Bryson Scotch-
Irish traits of determination and of having a 
mind of her own. Three years after her mother 
died, Vera, 18, and Paul, 22, secretly went to 
Marietta, Oklahoma and got married on the 
first day of November in 1930. Vera then 
faced the difficult task of telling her father 

that she had been mar-
ried. Will was not 
happy! 

Paul’s family had come 
by train from Tennes-
see in 1912 when Paul 
was only 4 years old. 
The Springers had been 
very active in their 
church in Tennessee. 
When they moved to 
Ellis County, they 
rented a farm near 
Midlothian, but a year 
later they moved to the 
Long Branch Commu-
nity to be closer to the 
Shiloh Church. Paul’s 
father, Walter, became 
an elder in the church. 
Paul and at least six of 
his siblings were active 
in the church. Several 
served as elder. 

Vera Etta Springer 
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Paul’s brother, 
Bob Springer, 
married Monnie 
Waddle, the 
daughter of the 
minister. Later 
Bob and Mon-
nie bought the 
old home place 
that had be-
longed to Wil-
liam Elam Bry-
son and then to 
Wilburn Bryson. 
The “old Bryson 
home place” is 

at the intersection of Bryson Lane and 
Springer Road. 

Shortly after Paul and Vera were married, they 
moved to one of her dad’s farms — the farm 
that Vera’s brother, Truman, had previously 
lived on. In later years, when Will gave prop-
erty to each of his children, this was the farm 
that Vera got. It is on the north side of Shiloh 
Road near Joe Wilson Road. 

Four years after Paul and Vera were married, 
they were thrilled at the birth of their first 
child, Nancy Jo Springer, on March 24, 1934. 
Eleven years later 
along came their 
second child, 
Kenneth Wayne 
Springer on April 
11, 1945.  

Nancy and Ken-
neth grew up on 
the family farm 
and went to local schools and Shiloh Cumber-
land Presbyterian Church with their parents. 
Vera sang in the choir, was active in the Cum-
berland Presbyterian Women’s group, and ac-
tive in the Sunday school program. 

Their original farm house was a nice two-story 
frame house that was built before there was 
electricity or indoor plumbing. Individual 
rooms were heated with small kerosene heat-
ers and only one or two rooms were heated at 
a time. The bedrooms were very cold in the 

winter and sometimes cloth-covered bricks or 
stones would be heated and placed in the bed 
to add a little bit of warmth. Meals were pre-
pared on a wood-burning stove. Clothes were 
ironed using a flat iron that had been warmed 
on the kitchen stove. Laundry was all done by 
hand in a tub using a scrub board, and then 
hung out on the clothes line to dry. 

It was at this house that I remember Vera 
making homemade banana or peach ice 
cream. The process began by Uncle Paul going 
out and milking a cow and bringing the milk 
into the house. It was then poured into a 
hand-cranked milk separator that we cranked 
until we had a good supply of pure fresh 
cream. Fresh fruit, vanilla extract, and sugar 
was added and poured into the hand-cranked 
ice cream maker. As youngsters, our job was 
to crank for 20 or 30 minutes until the ice 
cream was firm. Then the big reward as we all 
ate our fill of wonderful fresh ice cream. Who 
needed electricity? 

Vera was also known for her good food, pies, 
and other desserts. In the Ovilla History Book, 
Lldalee Springer, Vera’s niece, recalls various 
pleasant memories of growing up in the Ovilla 
area. Among the memories, on page 199 she 
says “I remember other things too…Aunt 
Vera’s banana pudding…” Yes, I can attest to 
the fact that Aunt Vera made a great banana 
pudding! 

The original house served them well, but it 
lacked many of the modern conveniences. 
About 1957 the Springers decided to build a 
new home. Vera discussed her ideas with her 
cousin, Thelma Bryson Bennett, who then pro-
ceeded to draw up a floor plan. The house 
was custom built using those plans. One of 
the favorite features of that new house, aside 
from plumbing and electricity, was a good 
sized screened-in porch. Many hours were 
spent with friends and family visiting on that 
porch in the cooling breeze. 

Paul was an active farmer raising wheat, corn 
and other crops. He also had cows, pigs, 
sheep, chickens, and horses. Paul worked the 
farm until his death in 1976. 

 

 
Kenneth Wayne and Nancy Jo 
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The Springer’s saw big changes to the 
neighborhood. Some of the surrounding 
farms were developed with expensive homes 
and others were bought by Doctors and Law-
yers from Dallas that wanted to be “Gentle-
men Farmers.” Some of those out-of-towners 
received a cool reception from a few of the lo-
cals, but Paul befriended them and offered his 
help. He became good friends with some of 
the doctors, and they would call him for ad-
vice. When they had a farming job that 
needed to be contracted-out, Paul frequently 
got the job. He was well-liked and respected. 

The property across Shiloh Road from the 
Springers was developed into the “Eagles Nest 
Estates” with its own airstrip. 

“Eagle’s Nest Estates is an aviation 
community located 22 miles south of 
Dallas near the town of Midlothian. 
88 lots share a lighted concrete run-
way with a connecting concrete taxi-
way.”29 

Vera Etta Springer was always ready to help 
Vera Springer was a quiet unassuming woman 
with great inner strength and wisdom. When 
someone needed help, Vera did not talk about 
it, she just stepped in and was there to serve. 
There are so many instances where this was 
the case. I will relate two specific examples 
that help to illustrate her character.  

1. When her brother, Truman Bryson, became 
very ill, she immediately started visiting Ruby 
Lee, Truman’s wife. She prepared meals, ran 
errands, sat with Truman, and did whatever 
needed to be done. No one asked her to help; 
she just stepped in and helped. When Truman 
was in the hospital, Vera was right there. 
When he died, Vera was right there. Truman 
and Ruby both commented on what a won-
derful person Vera Etta Bryson Springer was. 

2. When Mollie Lee Bryson, Vera’s 
sister-in-law, was terminally bed-
ridden with cancer in Dallas, Mollie 
Lee moved in with her daughter, 
Helen Bryson Schiller. Helen took 
care of her mother much of the 
time. Mollie Lee’s other daughter, 
Marietta, would sometimes go to 
Dallas and spend up to a week tak-
ing care of her mom and giving her 
sister, Helen, a respite from the in-
tensive strain of caring for a dying 
patient. When Marietta went to 
Dallas, Vera started showing up at 
Iven and Marietta’s home with 
meals for Iven and his daughters. 
As long as Marietta stayed in Dal-
las, Vera faithfully provided meals 
for Iven’s family 

                                                
29 http://www.eaglesnestestates.org/ 

The Springers 
Paul, Kenneth Wayne, Vera Etta, and Nancy Jo 
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No one asked her to help; she just stepped in 
and helped. To this day, Marietta’s children 
are grateful for Aunt Vera’s special kindness. 

These are but two of many stories we could 
tell about her quietly stepping in to help those 
around her who were in need. 

Vera was again a caregiver when her husband, 
Paul, became ill. She took care of him until his 
death. Paul Rodney Springer died on March 
31, 1976. The memorial service was held at 
the Shiloh Church, and he was interred in the 
Shiloh Cemetery.  

After Paul’s death, Vera exhibited a strong la-
tent strength that amazed her family and 
friends. She was asked to become an Elder in 
the Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church. 
She followed her husband, her grandfather, 
father, and two siblings in that position. In 
addition, her brother, Davis, had at one time 
been the pastor. The Bryson roots at Shiloh 
run very deep. 

Vera Springer surprised everyone by actively 
participating in the work of the session and 
offering her opinions and wisdom. When 
asked, she showed considerable leadership 
skills. She was a real inspiration to her church, 
her family, and her community!  

As she got older and living on the farm was 
no longer practical, she moved in with her 
daughter’s family — Nancy Jo and Bob Sun-
derman. They helped take care of her in her 
last years. Vera suffered from severe back 
pain, but she always had such a sweet smile 
and positive outlook. Her faith and her family 

were the most important parts of her life. She 
frequently said “I am so thankful to have my 
family around me.” 

Vera Etta Bryson Springer died on May 17, 
2003 in a hospital in Duncanville, Texas. She 
and Paul are buried among her siblings and 
other Brysons in Shiloh Cemetery.  

 

 

The poem below was in Vera’s Memorial Ser-

 

Photo by Sara Lee 
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vice program. The words tell the story 

God Saw You 

God saw you getting tired 
And a cure was not to be, 

So He put His arms around you 
And whispered, “Come to me.” 

With tearful eyes we watched you, 
And saw you pass away 

And though we loved you dearly, 

We could not make you stay. 
A golden heart stopped beating, 

Hands were put to rest. 
God broke our hearts 

To prove to us 
He only takes the best. 

 

 

 

1. Nancy Jo Springer 1934 - 

Paul and Vera Bryson Springer were very 
happy on March 24, 1934 when their first 
child was born on the family farm near Ovilla, 
Texas. Nancy Jo Springer was born in the two-
story frame house near Shiloh Road and Joe 
Wilson Road. This was at a time before the 
area farm house had electricity, central heat, 

indoor plumbing, or running water. 

The nation had just recently come out of the 
deep depression of 1929. Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt had been the President of the 
United States for only one year, and he was 
instituting a number of government programs 
to get people back to work, programs such as 
the Civilian Conservation Corp (CCC) and 

Works Progress Administration (WPA). Jobs 

Vera Etta Springer, 89, (seated) and all her surviving nieces, nephews, and her two children in 2001 
Left to right: Jake Bryson, Helen Bryson Schiller, Kenneth Springer, Thelma Bryson Bennett 

Betty Bryson Beckum, Jim Bryson, and Nancy Springer Sunderman 
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were very hard to find and millions of Ameri-
cans found work in these FDR “New Deal” 
programs. 

Growing up on the farm at that time gave her 
an appreciation of being thrifty and the im-
portance of repairing items when they were 
broken. Nancy had the advantage of growing 
up in the same community as several of her 
Bryson and Springer aunts and uncles and a 
lot of first cousins on both sides of the family. 
The importance of family relationships was in-
stilled in Nancy from a very young age. 

As a youngster she went to the Shiloh Cum-
berland Presbyterian Church, and it seemed 
like most of the kids in the Sunday School 
were related to her. Nancy has continued ac-
tive participation in her home church 
throughout the years. 

She learned homemaking skills from her 
mother, Vera. Nancy went to the school in 
Midlothian along with some of her cousins. 
Nancy was in the first grade when the Midlo-
thian, Texas School District went from 11 to 
12 grades. As a result, some of the best stu-
dents were then “double promoted.” Nancy 
was advanced from the first grade into the 
third grade. When she was starting the fifth 
grade, the Springer household was pleased 
with the birth of Nancy’s brother, Kenneth 
Wayne Springer. 
Nancy continued in 
the Midlothian 
School system until 
her graduation 
from Midlothian 
High School in 
1951. 

Her first job was 
with the Southland 
Life Insurance 
Company in Dallas. 
This was quite a 
transition for her 
from the farm near 
Ovilla to working in 
the tallest building 
in downtown Dal-

las. For many years, the Southland Life build-
ing dominated the Dallas skyline. Landing this 
first job proved to 
be a real blessing 
for Nancy because 
there she met a 
fine young man, 
Robert Sunder-
man. They started 
dating and fell in 
love. When they 
decided to get 
married, Nancy 
could no longer 
work for South-
land Life because of the company’s employ-
ment rules that forbade the husband and wife 
from both working for the company. 

Nancy Jo Springer, 25, married Robert Earl 
Sunderman, 32, at her home church, and the 
home church 
of her ances-
tors dating 
back to 1852. 
She became a 
June bride on 
the 6th of 
June, 1959 
when her 
cousin, the 
Rev. Fred W. 
(Buddy) Bry-
son performed 
the ceremony. 

Nancy’s hus-
band, Robert 
(Bob), was 
born in west-
ern Arkansas 
and went 
through 
school there. He was in high school during the 
years of the Second World War. He graduated 
in May 1945 and ranked third in his graduat-
ing class. He graduated within a few days of 
the declaration of Victory in Europe, VE Day, 
which was May 8, 1945. 

Nancy Jo, 6, with her cousin 
Thelma and her mother, Vera 

Nancy in 1951 

Nancy and Vera 
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The war in the Pacific with Japan was still go-
ing strong. Young men were drafted into the 
armed service as soon as they graduated from 
high school. This was the case with Bob 
Sunderman. On June 6, 1945, only days after 
graduating from high school, he enlisted in 
the United States Army at Camp Joseph T. 
Robinson, near Little Rock, Arkansas. That is 
where he took his Army basic training. Fortu-
nately the war with Japan ended in September 
1945 when the declaration of surrender was 
signed on the USS Missouri. This meant that 
fewer men were needed in the military. Bob 
was discharged as a Private First Class on No-
vember 19, 1946 at Fort Dix, New Jersey. 

After his tour of military service, he took ad-
vantage of the G.I. Bill, an education benefits 
program that provided college tuition and ex-
penses for veterans. Bob graduated from the 
University of Arkansas earning a degree in 
Business Administration with a major in Per-
sonnel Administration. 

He worked for the Red River Arsenal, AVO 
Multi Amp (an Electrical Equipment Measure-
ment Company) and the Great American 
Reserve Insurance Company. He then went to 
work for Southland Life Insurance as a systems 
analyst and forms designer where he met 
Nancy. He worked for Southland life for over 
30 years until his retirement.  

Shortly after being married, the Sundermans 
bought a home in the town of Cedar Hill only 
eight miles from the farm and home where 
Nancy grew up. Bob continued to work for 
Southland Life and Nancy became a home-

maker. Their first daughter, Sharon Denise 
Sunderman, was born on September 2, 1961. 
Nancy continued to stay home and devoted 
her time to raising her daughter, and in mid-
1966 Nancy again became pregnant. Melissa 
Kay Sunderman was born on April 17, 1967. 

A few years later after both children were in 
school, Nancy took a job with a tax consult-
ant. Her main interest was her family, and she 
worked for various companies as she had 
time. Her last job was as an Income Processor 
at a bank in Dallas. 

Since Vera Springer could no longer live by 
herself, Nancy asked her mother to move in 
with them. Bob had taken advantage of an 
early retirement offer from Southland Life and 
he was a big help in taking care of his mother-
in-law, Vera. She suffered from chronic back 
pain for many years, and Bob and Nancy were 
there to help. Nancy also spent a lot of time 
taking care of her grandchildren. 

Bob developed a serious blood disorder that 
required frequent transfusions. Nancy was the 
primary caregiver for both her husband and 
her mother —more than a full-time job. 

Bob, Vera, and Nancy at the Sundermans home 
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Nancy’s husband, Robert Earl 
Sunderman, 76, passed away 
on March 20, 2003. This was 
really hard on Vera since she 
had become close to Bob 
through the years he helped 
take care of her. Vera Etta 
Springer died less than 60 days 
after her son-in-law, Bob, died. 
They both are buried in the Shi-
loh Cemetery. 

This was a very difficult time for 
Nancy since she had been re-
sponsible for taking care of 
both her mother and her hus-
band on a daily basis. Suddenly 
the house was empty, her re-
sponsibilities changed, and she 
was left without a husband or 
mother. She had hoped to be 
able to spend a few more years 
with her husband. 

After the death of her husband 
and mother, within two 
months, Nancy showed great 
resilience and soon joined in 
Senior Citizen activities and 
joined a widow’s support 
group. Nancy Jo Springer Sun-
derman continues to live in the 
family home in Cedar Hill, 
Texas, just a few minutes away 
from the families of her two 
daughters and her four grand-
children. 

 

   

Photo by Ray Gatewood 
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2. Kenneth Wayne Springer 1945- 
Two months after the surrender of Japan, end-
ing World War II, the second child of Vera and 
Paul Springer was born. Kenneth Wayne 
Springer was born on November 4, 1945 in 
Ellis County, and he was the only grandson of 
William Elam Bryson to be born after William’s 
death. Kenneth joined his eleven year-old 
sister in the Springer household. The country 
was just entering a period of postwar 
adjustment and the beginning of major new 
modern developments. 

Personal automobile production was about to 
start up again after three years of war produc-
tion. This was a time on the Springer farm be-
fore electricity or indoor plumbing. Television 
was still a few years away, and items like ball 
point pens, office copiers, or aerosol spray 
cans had not yet been invented. Cars still had 
3-speed manual transmissions and manual 
choke and throttle controls. The cars were 
pretty basic and options at an additional cost 
included heater, radio, and clock. 

When Kenneth was about two, the Springers 
built a new home that had the modern con-
veniences of electricity and plumbing. Kenneth 
relates “When I started to first grade, I basi-
cally had never been away from my mother 
and daddy. I cried every day.” For awhile Vera 
would take her son to school and stay at the 
home of her brother, Truman, until school was 
out. Knowing that his mother was not far 
away helped Kenneth get over that problem, 
and in fact he learned to enjoy school. 

As Kenneth got older, he also remembers that 
his mother and Gladys Bryson exchanged let-
ters almost every week. He looked forward to 
reading those letters, and he related that “I 
would love to read Aunt Gladys’ letters be-
cause they were so interesting, telling of 
things in the far away land of California.” 

When Kenneth was about ten years old, he 
would frequently go to the Saturday night ro-
deos held in Midlothian. Paul would take 
along a couple of horses, and father and son 

would ride in the 
Grand Entry. 
Watching these 
nearby events 
sparked, in Ken-
neth, a life long 
interest in rodeo 
and barrel racing. 
He recalls that he 
especially enjoyed 
watching the bull 
riding and barrel 
racing events. 

Kenneth went 
through the local 
schools and 
graduated from 
Midlothian High 

School just like many of his relatives had 
through the years.  

Kenneth learned farming techniques and live-
stock management from his father and helped 
him on the farm. Kenneth enjoyed working 
with the animals. As a youngster, he loved the 
sheep and en-
joyed riding 
horses. Kenneth 
recalls “I hated 
the dirt farming 
part of it even 
though it was 
my daddy’s hay 
bailing business 
that helped me 
get through col-
lege. He would bail hay for the public, and I 
would drive the tractor and rake the hay and 
get so much per bail.” 

At the strong urging of his parents, Kenneth 
enrolled in the University of Texas, Arlington, 
the school his Uncle Davis Bryson had at-
tended about 35 years before. Kenneth gradu-
ated from UT, Arlington with a Bachelors of 
Arts Degree in Business Administration.  

Kenneth and Paul Springer 

The Farmall Tractor 
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He did not let 
college work in-
terfere with his 
interest in ro-
deo. During his 
freshman year 
he became 
friends with a 
young state 
champion bar-
rel racer, Nelda 
Patton, and her 
family. The 
family traveled 

far and wide to rodeos and knowing of Ken-
neth’s love for the sport invited him to go 
along with them to many events. Kenneth 
borrowed sister Nancy Jo’s movie camera and 
shot hundreds of feet of movie film. 

A few years later in 1970 when Kenneth was 
starting to work as a Cost Analyst for Ling-
Temco-Vought (LTV), his friend Nelda sug-
gested that he buy a camera and take pictures 
of barrel racing events. Kenneth used most of 
his first paycheck to purchase a very fine cam-
era, a 35mm Nikon Nikormat FTN at a cost of 
a whopping $125. A lot of his second pay-
check went to the purchase of the flash at-
tachment. This was the beginning of a life-
long hobby and business of taking pictures of 
barrel racers at events all over the country. 

Author’s note: Kenneth took a picture of his 
Uncle Davis and Aunt Gladys on the steps of the 
Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church in Au-
gust 1971, less than three months before the 
death of my mother, Gladys. That was the last 
picture taken of her. (Shown in Chapter 21) 

After a couple of years at LTV, Kenneth took a 
job as an Administrative Assistant for the City 
of Waxahachie and later was promoted to the 
position of Assistant to the City Manager. He 
liked that job for many reasons, but especially 
since it gave him some flexibility to take time 
off to go to barrel racing competitions around 
the country where he would see old friends 
and also take pictures. When the city manag-
ers’ job opened up, he was offered the job, 
but he declined, preferring to have a level of 

management between him and the City Coun-
cil. Kenneth stayed at that job for 28½ years. 
He took an early retirement on July 1, 2000 to 
pursue his rodeo, quarter horse, and barrel 
racing interests. 

When Kenneth started his photography inter-
est, barrel racing was just a part of the rodeo 
program. The market for barrel racing photos 
was limited, but since Kenneth’s real interest 
was following the sport, the photography was 
icing on the cake. As the years progressed, the 
public interest in barrel racing events rapidly 
increased. Kenneth’s long time friends en-
couraged him to be the photographer at the 
events. As the sport grew, separate Barrel Rac-
ing events were then organized apart from the 
rodeo. Several major changes occurred in the 
sport. One of the largest was the organization 
of the National Barrel Horse Association 
(NBHA) in 1994, as well as the concept of as-
signing handicaps to the participants based 
on the age of the horse and also on previous 
times. Suddenly many of the participants went 
home as winners with money. The number of 
entries sky-rocketed and so did Kenneth’s pro-
spective customers. Today, some barrel racing 
events draw as many as 1,500 contestants. 

The explosive growth of his favorite sport and 
the number of publications wanting him to 
write feature articles, led Kenneth to retire 
early from the City of Waxahachie and pursue 
his other interests. 

Kenneth has been invited to be the photogra-
pher at many important championship events 
and is a frequent article contributor to the 
Barrel Horse News magazine.  

In 2005, Tanya Randall wrote a fine feature ar-
ticle entitled “35 years at the Second Barrel — 
Photographer Kenneth Springer.” In this arti-
cle she labels him as “barrel racing’s legendary 
photographer Kenneth Springer.” Also she 
says, “For 35 years our barrel racing lives have 
been documented ‘By Springer.” Kenneth has 
captured champions of all ages and abilities, 
‘leaning left’ in the turn. He’s taken other pho-
tos that have inspired awe such as Charmayne 
James and Scamper’s winning run at the 1985 
National Finals Rodeo with the bridle dangling 
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between Scampers’ legs. Other photos have 
touched our hearts…” One of Kenneth’s pho-
tos was used on the cover of a book on the 
Western Horseman. 
 

Many of the articles he has written are avail-
able on line. If you search for “Kenneth 
Springer Barrel Racing” you will see many list-
ings. One I found amusing relates a “most 
embarrassing moment” by a top barrel racing 
competitor, Carol Ellis.  

“Carol--one hand in a cast from an injury two 
weeks before--had zipped around the first barrel 
when her 5-year-old mare, Chelsea, suddenly and 
uncharacteristically ducked out of the second bar-
rel. Even worse, the duo barreled down the wall 

toward Kenneth 
Springer, the well-
known show photogra-
pher. He was shooting 
from his chair seat in-
side the arena. 

"The poor guy had no-
where to go--it was a 
concrete wall," Carol la-
ments. ‘I was so humili-
ated.’ 

“She struggled to regain 
control over her speed-
ing mount. Quick re-
flexes on his side, Ken-
neth managed to 
scramble out of the 
way, unharmed. Carol 
regained control.”  

Kenneth has traveled 
throughout the 
United States and 
other parts of the 
world, to see his 

friends compete in barrel racing events and to 
document their historic rides. Kenneth said, 
“The National Barrel Horse Association (NBHA) 
has an international competition every year in 
Verona, Italy and last year, 2009, was my third 
year to go to that, take a few pictures, and 
write a feature story for Barrel Horse News.” 

That is a long way from the six year-old first-
grader that cried every day when he was sepa-
rated from his mother. Kenneth Wayne 
Springer is still (in 2011) very active with his 
professional photography and writing for Bar-
rel Horse publications. Since most of his time 
is with the Barrel Horse circuit, he limits his 
time at traditional rodeos to the big National 
Finals Rodeo in Las Vegas and a couple of 
others. When not traveling, he splits his time 
between Fort Worth, Texas and Charlotte, 
North Carolina, very near where his ancestors 
lived 250 years ago. 

2009 NBHA International Competition — Verona, Italy                          Photo by Kenneth Springer 

Kenneth Springer at work 
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The Matthews and Doak Families 
 

 

 

The history of the ancestors of Mary Doak 
Matthews Bryson, the wife of Elam Bryson, 
begins the same as most of our other Scotch-
Irish ancestors. These families lived in Lowland 
Scotland through the 1500s until approxi-
mately 1610, when they accepted an offer 
from “the Protestant King,” King James I, to 
go across the channel and settle in Northern 
Ireland in the area known as Ulster. King 
James I wanted to gain control of Ireland from 
the Irish Catholics, and he also saw the Scot-
tish Presbyterians and their rejection of the 
official Episcopal Church of England as a ma-
jor problem. Offering land in Ulster, Ireland to 
the Presbyterians got them out of the way and 
provided a means of establishing a protestant 
strong-hold in Ireland. 

The Matthews and Doak families were staunch 
Presbyterians and from time to time came un-
der attack from the rulers of England. Both 
families were living in Londonderry, Ireland 
and suffered through the tragic siege of 1688. 
The siege is described in Chapter 20, in the 
Patterson section.  

One hundred years after the Scottish Presbyte-
rians first settled in Ulster, Ireland, they 
started a series of migrations to the colonies. 
The first wave of migration started about 
1714 and lasted until about 1730. The Mat-
thews and Doaks were a part of this first mi-
gration wave to the colonies when they sold 
their possessions in Ireland, and, in the fall of 
1718, boarded the Ship Elizabeth, at Belfast, 
for a two month voyage across the Atlantic. 

Chapter Seventeen 

Mary Doak Matthews

Robert Matthews

Autrey McKibbon

Nancy McKibbon
17xx    — 1835 TN

1774 NC— 1845 TN

1805 NC— 1877 TX

Jane Howey

M. 1802 NC

James Matthews, Jr.
1739 PA— 1825 TN

m. 1766 VA

Mary Doak

James Matthews, Sr.

John Doak

Mary McGill

Mary Wilson

Elam Bryson

Married
1835 Maury Co., Tennessee

1697 IRE— 1770 VA
m. 1732 VA

1749 VA— 1833 TN

1693 Scotland— 1770 VA

1712 IRE— 1779 NC

 — 1765 VA

The Ancestors of
Mary Doak Matthews

wife of
Elam Bryson

m. 1763 DE

1731 PA— 1811 NC

1734 PA— 1810 NC
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The Elizabeth arrived in Boston harbor in late 
October 1718 with Captain Robert Homes as 
Master. There were 115 passengers including 
Robert Doak, his wife, his mother, and several 
younger brothers. Two of his brothers, John 
and James were probably around twenty years 
old. Also on the same ship was a young man, 
James Matthews, who was about 21 years old. 
John Doak and James Matthews became life-
long friends and frequently moved to the 
same areas in the colonies. 

Listings, or manifests, of all passengers were 
not kept, but rather only the heads of families 
or adult men were documented. The passen-
ger list included James Matthews and Robert 
Doak. Robert’s younger brothers were not 
quite old enough to be listed. The Doaks and 
Matthews were Scotch-Irish Presbyterians, 
deeply rooted in their faith, looking for new 
opportunities and freedom from British rule. 
Their background and experiences in America 
are almost identical We will look at some of 
the events the Doaks and Matthews families 
both experienced. 

Welcome to Boston—now go away! 
Once they arrived in Boston they were greeted 
with the practice of “Warning Out.” This was 
a method used by Boston officials to get rid of 
people whom they did not want to remain in 
town. The Boston Selectmen reviewed each 
arrival and determined who could stay and 
who would be “Warned Out.” They seemed to 
base their decision on the person’s wealth, 
occupation and the potential benefit to the 
growing city. The Matthews and Doaks were 
farmers, and the growing town of Boston had 
no need for their farming skills. 

“The right of a municipality to "warn out" one of 
its inhabitants was based on the theory that a city 
has a common-law duty to care for its inhabitants 
when they cannot support themselves; therefore, it 
was reasoned, the city had the right to "exclude 
from inhabitancy persons for whose conduct or 
support they did not desire to be responsible."1 

On page 63 of the Selectmen’s Minutes of 
1719-20, 30 Family Heads from the Elizabeth 

                                                
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Warning_out_of_town 

were “Warned Out.” They all listed their occu-
pation as farmer. There were strict laws for-
bidding anyone from housing someone of the 
“Warned Out” list for more than 30 days. 

Anno 1719, Jan’ry 22th 
Sundry persons, Strangers Latly come into Town 
of Boston who by appointm’t of the Sel. Men were 
by Mr. John Marrion warned to depart vizt: 
Robert Doke  John Blair 
Robert Houston John Scot 
David Morrison George Patterson 
James Matthews Andrew Walker 
(and 22 others) 
Were on the 3rd day of November Last warned as 
above Sd. 

The Doak brothers and their mother went to 
Nutfield,2 New Hampshire to an area that had 
been pre-arranged before the voyage by Pres-
byterian ministers. James Matthews went west 
to Old Donegal in Chester County, Pennsyl-
vania, where there was a strong Presbyterian 
enclave near the present town of Mt. Joy. A 
few years later Robert Doak and his family and 
John Doak moved from Nutfield, New Hamp-
shire to Old Donegal and there joined their old 
friend, James Matthews. Their brother, James 
Doak, had been married in Nutfield and de-
cided to stay there near his wife’s family. 

In 1721, two years after the arrival of James 
Matthews, Sr. in Chester County, the Donegal 
Presbyterian Church was formed. Six years 
later, Edinburgh educated, Rev. James Ander-
son, became its first full time pastor. He 
served as pastor until his death in 1740. The 
Doaks and Matthews attended this church un-
til they moved to Virginia in the early 1740s. 

                                                
2 Nutfield was named for the many varieties of nut trees 
they found growing there. Later the town was renamed 
Londonderry after their hometown in Ireland. 
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At first, life in Pennsylvania went on with little 
outside influence. But the situation became 
increasingly difficult for the Scotch-Irish Pres-
byterians, and after a few years a large body 
of them moved to the Shenandoah Valley of 
Virginia and settled in the Beverley Manor 
Tract and the adjacent Borden Tract. Various 
Matthews and Doaks received lands. The fami-
lies joined and attended the Tinkling Spring 
Presbyterian Church and worshiped with some 
of our other ancestors: the Pattersons, Ander-
sons, and Craigs. See chapter 20. 

Little did Nancy Parsons and John Franklin Bry-
son know when they got married in Ovilla, 
Texas in 1860, that more than 100 years ear-
lier several ancestors, on both sides, wor-
shiped together in a small church of 80 mem-
bers — Tinkling Spring Presbyterian Church! 

About 1744, John Doak and James Matthews 
and some of their siblings left Augusta County 

and moved to the new frontier in southern 
Virginia close to the North Carolina border. 
They settled in Lunenburg County that had 
just been established. 

“During the late 1740's some members of 
Nottingham Presbyterian Church in Lancas-
ter County, Pennsylvania, formed a company 
which they named Nottingham Colony. An 
agent representing this group was appointed 
to visit the Earl of Granville's grant of land 
located in the upper part of North Carolina. 
Negotiations resulted in the securing of a 
lease on 21,000 acres of land on the waters of 
North Buffalo and Reedy Fork Creeks. The 
land was divided into 33 plots where 19 fami-
lies had settled by the mid 1750's.”3 

The Doaks and Matthews each received sev-
eral hundred acres of Lord Granville grants. 
 

Politically things started getting difficult for 
the Scotch-Irish. The influence of the British 
Crown started reaching into the western fron-
tier of Virginia and North Carolina. Parish Ves-
tries and county courts were the seats of 
power in Colonial America. The Parish Vestry 
further divided the parish into precincts with 
an appointed responsible leader. The precinct 
leader supervised the building and repair of 
roads, and processed land transactions. 

At the same time that Lunenburg County was 
formed, the Cumberland Episcopal Parish cov-
ering large parts of western Virginia and North 
Carolina was formed. Once again our ances-
tors felt the pressures and restrictions of the 
rulers of England. Presbyterian and other ‘dis-
senters’ of other denominations, other than 
the Established Church of England, were not 
permitted to build churches without the per-
mission of the court. Special fees were im-
posed on people getting married unless they 
were members of the Church of England. They 
must have thought — “here we go again.” 

Our ancestors remained in Lunenburg County 
only a few years before moving a little south 
into Rowan County, North Carolina in an area 
that later became Guilford County. In the early 
years, there were no towns and the churches 

                                                
3 www.buffalochurch.com/Buffalo_Historical_Info.asp 
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died in Guilford Co., NC about 1770. His son, James 
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formed the central place to meet, so one of 
the first orders of business was to establish a 
Presbyterian Church called the “Meeting 
House.” The first church was named the Buf-
falo Presbyterian Church because of its prox-
imity to the Buffalo River and a second church 
soon followed on the banks of the Alamance 
River — the Alamance Presbyterian Church. 

In 1756, a young minister-in-training from 
Pennsylvania, David Caldwell, was sent to 
Rowan County as a missionary. When he be-
came an ordained minister in the Presbyterian 
Church, he became the pastor of both the Buf-
falo and Alamance Churches. This began 56 
years of distinguished ministry to the two 
churches.  

John Doak and his family were active in the 
Buffalo Church, and the Matthews went to 
the Alamance Presbyterian Church which was 
closer to their farm. 

During the Revolutionary war, Rev. Caldwell 
was an avid patriot, and almost every male 
member of his churches participated in the 
local militia. It was at the battle of Guilford 
Courthouse that our Taliaferro ancestors 
fought and where Richard Taliaferro was killed 
by the British. The Rev. David Caldwell was 
honored for his Revolutionary War service, 
with a monument in the Guilford Courthouse 
National Military Park. 
    

The Cumberland Presbyterian Church Denomi-
nation has been an important part of the Bry-
son heritage. It was interesting to me to learn 
that the Ellen and John McAdoo family lived 
on a farm adjacent to James Matthews, Sr. 
and near the James Matthews, Jr. property. In 
1760 Samuel McAdoo was born on the family 
farm and he grew up attending the Alamance 
Church and learning from Rev. Caldwell. Sam-
uel McAdoo continued his studies as an adult 
and was taught theology and the classics by 
Rev. Caldwell. Samuel went on to be one of 
the three founders of the Cumberland Presby-
terian Denomination in 1810. The study of 
genealogy has some interesting twists and 
turns. 

Politically the situation became intolerable 
with abuses suffered at the hands of govern-
ment officials in North Carolina. The officials 
charged as high a fee as they could for any 
service they performed. Sometimes they 
would not allow someone to be married by a 
Presbyterian minister, and high taxes were un-
fairly collected. 

Things came to a boiling point with the for-
mation of The Regulator Movement (1765-
1771). “When things in Rowan County be-
came so intolerable that ninety-five per cent 
of the people refused to pay their taxes, Gov-
ernor Tryon called up the army in 1771 and 
marched into the area. The Regulators decided 
to meet force with force, but were frightfully 
out-numbered. The ‘Battle’ at the Alamance 
River was more like a massacre, with the heav-
ily armed colonial army routing the undisci-
plined farmers, killing quite a few. The Gover-
nor hanged six of the Regulators, and released 
six others, although they were later brought 
back and hanged. He then put forty Regula-
tors in chains and manacles and drove them 
through the community as an example to oth-
ers who might wish to protest.” 4 

An unusual coincidence occurred about 1770. 
After more than 50 years of a very close 
friendship, both John Doak, Sr. and James 

                                                
4 James Stuart and Mary Matthews of Wilcox County, AL, 
Helen Odum Harrell, 1998, p.171 

Rev. David Caldwell Memorial 
Guilford Courthouse National Military Park 
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Mathews, Sr. died on their respective farms in 
Rowan County, North Carolina — both were 
our direct ancestors.  

Up to this point we have mainly discussed 
some common experiences of both James 
Matthews, Sr. and John Doak, Sr. — we will 
now turn our attention, more specifically, to 
James Matthews, Sr. (1697-1770). 

James Matthews, Sr. the Immigrant  
Since James Matthews, Sr. was listed on the 
ship passenger list in 1718, he must have been 
at least 21 years old at that time. From that, 
we would estimate he was born about 1697 in 
Ireland. Since he later had a son also named 
James, we will call the immigrant, James Mat-
thews, Sr. (even though he was in his early 
twenties). Later we will use John Matthews, Jr. 
to identify his son. 

The first permanent residence in America of 
James Matthews, Sr. was in Chester County, 
Pennsylvania near the town of Mt. Joy and 
close to the Susquehanna River. 

James Matthews, Sr. first appears in the Sads-
bury Township, Chester County Tax list for 
1724 as James Mathis and in 1727 as James 
Matthews. Mathis was frequently used inter-
changeably as an alternate spelling for ‘Mat-
thews’ and thus appears often on official lists. 
James Matthews’ friend, John, was listed in 
the nearby Donegal Township in 1727 as John 
Doak and mother. 

When James Matthews, Sr. was 35 years of 
age, he married Mary McGill, who was about 
15 years younger than he. She was born in 
1712. Mary and James started their family in 
Chester County, Pennsylvania and later moved 
south to Virginia. We are not certain how 
many children they had, but we have a rea-
sonable certainty about six of them. James 
was born in Pennsylvania while the others 
were probably born in Virginia. Some gene-
alogist has said that James Matthews, Jr. was 
‘Ireland Jimmy’ and that he was born in Ire-
land. That story seems to be perpetuated 
without any real documentation. James Mat-
thews, Jr. was clearly born in Chester County, 
Pennsylvania. 

Children of Mary McGill (1712-1779) and 
James Matthews, Sr. (1697-1770) 

James Matthews, Jr.1739-1833 
     + Mary Doak 1749-1825 

William Matthews, Esq. 1745-1832 
     + married unknown name 

Margaret Matthews 1747-1788 
     + Aaron Houston 

Mary Matthews  
     + John Kerr 
Mussendine Matthews  17?? - 1830 
     + Jane 

Robert Matthews 17??-1819 
     + Margaret 

After living in Chester County for twenty-five 
years, James Matthews, Sr. moved his family 
to yet another new frontier. The people of 
Pennsylvania made it uncomfortable for the 
Scotch-Irish to remain there for a number of 
reasons. Thousands of the early Scotch-Irish 
settlers migrated south in the 1740s into Cecil 
County Delaware; the Shenandoah Valley of 
Augusta County, Virginia; and further south to 
the southern boundary of Virginia. 

About 1744 or 1745, James Matthews, Sr. and 
his old friend from 1718, John Doak, Sr., both 
arrived in the part of Brunswick County, Vir-
ginia, that became Lunenburg County when it 
was formed in 1746. They each bought prop-
erty in Lunenburg County, between the Me-
herrin River and Hounds Creek. James Mat-
thews, Sr. and John Doak, Sr. are listed in 
Hugh Lawson’s List of Tithables of 1749. On 
this same list there are some familiar names 
we have seen before and will see again, such 
as: William Wilson, Samuel Wilson, John Scott, 
and Robert Scott.5 

James Matthews, Sr. and John Doak, Sr. ap-
pear in the Lunenburg County Deed Books as 
witnesses to numerous land transactions of 
neighbors. The Matthews and Doaks bought 
land in Lunenburg County and lived there for 
about ten years before moving across the Vir-
ginia-North Carolina State line into Rowan 
County, North Carolina, in 1755. Some of John 

                                                
5 List of Tithes, Lunenburg Co., VA, 1788-1783 
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Matthews, Sr.’s transactions in Lunenburg and 
Rowan Counties are summarized below: 

Lunenburg County, Virginia 

April 7, 1752 — James Matthews, Sr. bought 
303 acres for £11 from Abraham Cook 

May 7, 1754 — James Matthews, Sr. sold 300 
acres for £60 to John Combs. 

Rowan County, North Carolina 

January 14, 1755,— James Matthews, Sr., a 
resident of Rowan County, was a witness 
when Wm. Wilkey sold Jacob Eagner 580 
acres on Clark’s Creek.6 

March 1, 1759, — James Matthews, Sr., re-
ceived a Land Grant from Lord Granville 
for 550 acres on the North Fork of the 
Alamance River. William Matthews, 
probably a brother, received 447 acres, in 
the Parish of St. Luke, on both sides of 
Horsepen Creek, on the same day.7 

March 1, 1759, — James Matthews, Sr., on 
the same day as above, received a second 
Grant from Lord Granville Grant for 550 
acres on both sides of the North Fork of 
the Alamance River. A note on the Grant 
indicates that the deed was “Delivered to 
his son, James.”8 James Matthews, Jr. was 
twenty years old at the time and would 
have been too young to make the original 
application for a grant. 

August 20, 1762 — James Matthews, Sr., re-
ceived another Land Grant from Lord 
Granville for 307 acres adjoining his own 
property line. In January 1763, John Doak 
was granted 580 acres adjoining James 
Matthews land. 

February 5, 1766 — James Matthews, Jr. mar-
ried Mary Doak, the daughter of the close 
family friend and neighbor, John Doak, Sr. 

July 5, 1766— James Matthews, Sr., “sold” for 
the trivial amount of 10 shillings, 205 
acres to his son-in-law, John Kerr. His 
daughter, Mary, could not hold title to 

                                                
6 Rowan Co., NC Deed Book 2, pp. 83-85 
7 Rowan Co., NC Deed Book 4, p. 397 
8 Rowan Co., NC Deed Book 5, p. 397 

the land as a married woman. The prop-
erty adjoined James Matthews, David 
Kerr, and David Brown.9 

January 1769 — James Matthews, Sr., James 
Matthews, Jr., and Sarah (X) Alexander 
were a witness to a sale of 320 acres from 
John Alexander to James Alexander.10 Pre-
vious transactions give a hint that there 
may have been some relationship be-
tween these families. 

In 1770, Guilford County was formed from 
part of Rowan County. So the Matthews and 
Doak families were now officially residents of 
this new county. James Matthews, Sr. proba-
bly died about 1770 at the age of 73 in 
Rowan County, since we no longer find any 
records with his name after the above 1769 
transaction.  

The Matthews and Doaks continued to live in 
Rowan County for a few more years and then 
started moving to Mecklenburg County, North 
Carolina. First, William Matthews, Esq., a 
younger brother of James Matthews, Jr., 
moved to Mecklenburg County in the early 
1770s and took his mother, Mary McGill Mat-
thews, with him. The Matthews worshiped at 
the historic Providence Presbyterian Church 
about 12 miles south of Charlotte. 

Rev. Alexander Craighead started preaching in 
that area in 1764, and the church was offi-
cially founded by Rev. William Richardson in 
1767.  Richardson was married to one of Alex-
ander Craighead’s daughters.  

“Rev. Richardson ordained and installed the 
first Ruling Elders elected by the congregation: 
Archibald Crockett, Aaron Howie, John Ram-
sey, and Andrew Rae.”11 Crockett was the 
grandfather of the legendary Davy Crockett. 
Aaron Howie shares the same surname as our 
ancestor, Jean Howie McKibbon, who also was 
a member of the Providence Church at that 
time. Perhaps there is a relationship between 
them. 

                                                
9 Rowan Co., NC Deed Book 6, p. 140 
10 Rowan Co., NC Deed Book 7, pp. 184-185 
11 http://www.ppc1767.org/article136771.htm 
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Providence was one of the original seven 
churches of Mecklenburg County that served 
as a community gathering place and as a 
place of worship.  

Mary McGill Matthews died in North Carolina 

On November 7, 1779, during the revolution-
ary War, but before it reached the Carolinas, 
Mary McGill Matthews, 67, died at the home 
of her son, William Matthews, Esq.  

She is buried in the old cemetery of the Provi-
dence Presbyterian Church, a little south of 
Charlotte. William is also buried there as well 
as more than ninety other people with the sur-
name Matthews. 

Throughout western North Carolina, the local 
churches and their members played an impor-
tant role in the American Revolution and the 
history of our nation. Many of the members 
served with distinction in the war both as 
members of the army and as volunteer militia 
fighters. Unfortunately records were not kept 
of very many of the militia fighters even 
though it was through their efforts that the 
British were driven from the Carolinas. 

After the revolutionary war, in 1790, James 
Matthews, Jr. moved his family from Surry 
County to Mecklenburg County and lived close 
to his brother, William. The Matthews families 
were attending the Providence Presbyterian 
Church when, what historians call, “the Sec-
ond Great Awakening” was beginning. 

“This nation-wide revival was the beginning of 
the ‘camp meeting phenomenon’ which we 
still see today – particularly in the South. 

“In North Carolina one of the largest and most 
famous of the great camp meetings took 
place in the Providence community – though 
not on the church grounds – which drew 5-
8,000 people, and ran for 4 days in March 
1802. At least 14 ministers conducted the 
preaching on a rotational basis through the 
great camp (twelve Presbyterian, one Method-
ist, and one Baptist). 

“Owing largely to the spiritual re-invigoration 
of the Great Revival, a larger Providence 
Church building was erected in 1804’ and the 

log meetinghouse was then briefly converted 
into a schoolroom. 

“The Scots-Presbyterians were devoted to edu-
cation. Presbyterians were instrumental in the 
founding of schools and colleges throughout 
the South – especially in the Carolinas – in-
cluding the University of North Carolina. Ironi-
cally the reason the Presbyterians “lost out” to 
the Methodists and Baptists [and Cumberland 
Presbyterians] in proselytizing and “church-
ing” the rural South is their unswerving insis-
tence on an educated clergy.  

“Illiteracy was seen as a reproach and an ac-
tual impediment to salvation. A central Pres-
byterian tenet was that every person should 
be able to read, understand, and apply the 
Bible to his own life’s circumstances. This also, 
in large measure, is what made them so 
querulous, opinionated, and independent 
minded. 

“Providence Church provided the school facili-
ties for the Providence community from 1775 
until the first quarter of the 20th century, 
building separate and dedicated school build-
ings. Indeed the church operated a series of 
schools and sometimes more than one school 
simultaneously.”12 

In the early 1800s, several members of the 
Providence church moved to the new frontier 
of Maury County, Tennessee. Three of Mary 
Doak and James Matthews, Jr.’s children and 
their families moved to Maury County about 
1806 followed by other family members, in-
cluding Mary Doak and James Matthews, Jr. 
and their younger children, in 1811. 

James Matthews, Jr. (1739-1835) 
We will now review and discuss the family of 
James Matthews, Jr. who was the son of the 
immigrant, James Matthews, Sr. Because fam-
ily members moved at various times and in 
some cases the children moved before the 
parents, we will be bouncing around some as 
we describe the events. Even so, we will be 

                                                
12 http://www.ppc1767.org/article136771.htm 
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looking mainly at Mary Doak and James Mat-
thews Jr. and their children. 

The early years of James Matthews, Jr. 
James Matthews, Jr. was born in 1739 in 
Chester County, Pennsylvania and moved with 
his parents to Augusta County, Virginia, then 
to Lunenburg County and finally to Rowan 
County, North Carolina. 

On March 1, 1759, when James Matthews, Jr. 
was twenty years old, his father gave him a 
550 acre tract of land on both sides on the 
Alamance River. Young James Matthews built 
his home, cleared some land and got his farm 
well-established. He waited until he was 
twenty-six to get married. On February 6, 
1766 James Matthews, Jr. married sixteen 
year-old Mary Doak whom he had known 
since her birth. 

Mary had been born and grew up on the adja-
cent farm to the Matthews. She was the 
daughter of Mary and John Doak, Sr. 
Wouldn’t we love to know the story behind 
this courtship and marriage? How long had he 
wanted to marry the girl next door, only to 
have to wait until she was sixteen? Did she 
have eyes for him when she was a young girl? 
Had James Matthews, Jr. not waited for Mary 
to be old enough to marry, our family history 
would be quite different. 

After the death of his father, James Matthews, 
Jr. took over an additional 307 acres from his 
father’s estate. A couple of years later, on 
March 12, 1772, he sold the property to James 
Duff for £100. This property was on both sides 
of South Buffalo Creek, adjoining McAdoo’s 
line. Samuel McAdoo, who became one of the 
three founders of the Cumberland Presbyte-
rian Denomination, was twelve years old at 
the time. 

Mary Doak and James Matthews, Jr. immedi-
ately started their family with the first six chil-
dren being born on their farm in Rowan 
County in what became Guilford County in 
1770. As the Revolutionary War was starting 
many of the Guilford families moved about 60 
miles northwest into Surry County. “Several 
sons of John Doak, Sr., together with the 

families of James Matthews, Jr., headed for 
‘the Hollow’ formed by the Tarrant (or Arrant) 
River in north central Surry County. The early 
grants were bottom land along the streams, 
for ease of farming and available water. The 
Colonists would improve the property by 
clearing the land, building cabins and planting 
crops.”13 

There are frequent land transactions showing 
James Matthews, Jr., selling or buying sizable 
farms during the years between 1778 and 
1789. The first Matthews transaction in Surry 
County was the purchase of 492 acres for 
£100 in the Hollow on Stuart’s Creek.14 The 
deed books have many entries showing the 
Doaks and Matthews as witnesses to deeds as 
well as transactions involving their extended 
families. 

After the war ended, Mary and James Mat-
thews, Jr. started selling some of his property. 
On April 1783, Mary and James Matthews, Jr. 
sold a 300 acre part of a 600 acre tract for 
£100 on Stuart Creek.  They were still living in 
Surry County on March 23, 1789 when their 
eleventh child, Prudence, was born. 

Mary and James and some of their children 
moved to Mecklenburg County in time to be 
included in the first United States Census in 
the year 1790. The James Matthews family is 
listed with one male over age 16, six males 
under age 16, and three females. Their twelfth 
and last child, Abner Barnet Matthews was 
born on November 21, 1792 in Mecklenburg 
County, North Carolina. Mary Doak Matthews 
was 43 and James Matthews, Jr. was 53. 

The children of Mary Doak (1749-1833) and 
James Matthews, Jr. (1739-1825) are as fol-
lows:  

1. James Matthews 1766-infancy 
        + ----- 

 2. John Matthews, Jr. 1768-1839 
        + Margaret McKibbon 1780-1811 

 3. Martha Matthews 1770-1833. 
        + James Hanna, Sr. 1768-1854 

                                                
13 James Stuart & Mary Matthews of Wilcox County, AL, 
Helen Odum Harrell, 1998, p.193 
14 Surry Co., NC Deed Book A, pp. 260-261 
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 4. Mary Doak Matthews 1772-1858 
        + James Stuart 1769-1843 

 5. Robert Matthews 1774-1843 
        + Nancy McKibbon 1775-1838 

 6. William Doak Matthews 1777-childhood 
        + ----- 

 7. Joseph H. Matthews 1779-1846 
        + Sarah Walker 1785-1855 

 8. Margaret Matthews 1781-1803 
        + unmarried 

 9. Samuel Matthews 1782-184? 
        + Mary Rae  

10. Agness Nancy Matthews 1786-1866 
        + John Harris 1781-1859 

11. Prudence Matthews 1789-infancy 
        + ----- 

12. Abner Barnet Matthews 1792-1862 
        + Asenath Henderson 1792-1851 

The first record of James Matthews, Jr. buying 
property in Mecklenburg County was in 1791. 
The following is a small sampling of some of 
the transactions: 

October 22, 1791 James Matthews bought 
238 acres on McAlpine Creek for £35 from 
the estate of Andrew Baxter.15  

January 1793 — William Matthews, Esq. sold 
150 acres to Thomas McKibbon. Witness: 
Robert Matthews (son of James Jr.)  

November 29, 1794 — James Matthews, Jr. 
sold 82 acres on McAlpine Creek to his 
son John Matthews. The deed states “part 
of the tract where James now lives.” Wit-
nesses were Joseph Matthews and Wil-
liam Doak.” 16 

May 24, 1811 — James Matthews, Jr., a resi-
dent of Mecklenburg County, sold 83 
acres on McAlpine Creek to his son 
Samuel Matthews. Witnesses included 
sons Robert and Abner Matthews. 

Again in Mecklenburg County there are nu-
merous records where both Matthews and 
Doak men are witnesses to deeds and other 
legal documents. The Matthews-Doak link 
runs deep. 

                                                
15 Maury County Cousins, Maury County, 
Tennessee Historical Society, pp. 405-406 
16 Mecklenburg Co., Deed Book 19, p. 162 

The new frontier in Tennessee beckons 
About 1805, the families of three of James 
Matthews, Jr.’s children moved to Maury 
County, Tennessee. They were Nancy McKib-
bon and Robert Mathews; Margaret McKibbon 
and John Matthews; Martha Matthews and 
James Hanna. They each bought property and 
established their own farms on part of a 5,000 
acre parcel that had been granted Capt. James 
Reese for his Revolutionary War Service. This 
was in an area near the Little Tombigbee River 
and Lytle Creek. In later years, the towns of 
Bigbyville and Mt. Pleasant were established 
near the Matthews estates. They were located 
about eight miles south of Columbia, the 
county seat. 

Mary Doak and James Matthews Jr., the par-
ents, and their younger children came about 
1812. The Maury County Deed Books show 
dozens of land purchases by members of the 
Matthews families. The summary below shows 
when the children of James Matthews, Jr. first 
bought land in Maury County. 

1807 — John Matthews, 39 
1809 — Martha (Matthews), 39, & James Hanna 
1809 — Robert Matthews, 35 
1813 — Joseph Matthews, 34 
1816 — Abner Matthews, 24 

In the early 1800s, heads of household were 
taxed if they were between the ages of 21 and 
55. They were also taxed, regardless of age, 
on the amount of land they had and the 
number of slaves they owned. Records have 
survived for most of the early years. Below we 
list James Matthews, Jr. and five of his sons 
showing the amount of property they were 
taxed on during a few selected years: 

NAME 1808 1811 1812 1813 1818 

John 366 a. 540 a. 640 a. 560 a. 948 a. 

Robert 150 a. 150 a. 148½  148½ 148½ 

Joseph  75 a. 75 a. 175 a. 200 a. 

James Jr.    80 a.  

Abner     80 a. 

John continued to accumulate land and in 
1818 he was taxed on 948 acres while Robert 
seemed to be satisfied with his original 150 
acres. These two brothers had a close relation-
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ship as evidenced by their being the first to 
move to Maury County and the fact that they 
were married to McKibbon sisters. The father, 
James Jr., bought some land about 1812, and 
it was later taken over by his youngest son, 
Abner. 

Tragedy struck the Matthews on December 
11, 1811 when John’s wife, Margaret McKib-
bon Matthews died at the age of 32. Robert 
Matthews lost a sister-in-law and his wife 
Nancy, lost a sister. Churches and cemeteries 
had not yet been established in that part of 
Maury County, so Margaret McKibbon Mat-
thews was buried on her Uncle Robert Mat-
thews’ farm. Robert Matthews set aside and 
dedicated 1½ acres of his property for use as 
a cemetery. The tax records show a decrease 
in his taxable property from 150 acres to 
148½ acres. Margaret thus became the first 
person buried in Matthews Cemetery. More 
than 50 people with the surname Matthews 
are buried in that cemetery. 

After the Hopewell A. R. P Church was formed, 
the Matthews Cemetery served as the church 
cemetery. A hundred years later, in 1916, the 
Hopewell Cemetery was established on the 
church grounds, and the Matthews Cemetery 
was then used primarily by family members. 

Shortly after Margaret died, Mary Doak, 63, 
and James Matthews, Jr., 73, decided to move 
to Maury County, Tennessee. Their children 
had bought land, built homes, cleared the 
land, and settled in Maury County. 

James Matthews, Jr. and his wife sold their 
remaining Mecklenburg Property about 1812 
and soon moved to be with their family on the 
new frontier of Maury County.  

Once in Maury County, Tennessee, James Mat-
thews, Jr. procured some land and set-up 
housekeeping. He was still actively running a 
farm at age 80 when he wrote his Will on Sep-
tember 17, 1819. He states in his Will: “all the 
horses, beasts, cows, hogs and sheep that be-
long to me” and goes on to say also “my 
claim and right to the land we now live on.” 

Family lore is that James was a surveyor and 
was in the surveying party that laid out the 

line between the states of Tennessee and 
North Carolina. In his will, he left his surveying 
instruments to his youngest son, Abner, which 
would indicate that Robert was indeed a sur-
veyor. 

Since there were no churches in the immedi-
ate area, the church services were initially held 
in the homes of the Matthews, Hannas, Walk-
ers, and others. A log church was built in 1820 
to serve as a meeting house. Other structures 
followed and the present frame structure was 
built in 1854. This is yet another example of 
our ancestors actively helping start a new 
church on the frontier. 

The Hopewell Church was formed by families 
that had come from the area south of Char-
lotte, Mecklenburg County, most of whom 
had attended the Providence Presbyterian 
Church. The Bryson family had come from an 
area north of Charlotte and they joined a 
group of immigrants who had been members 
of the Hopewell Presbyterian and founded the 
Ebenezer Presbyterian Church, about 6 miles 
from the Hopewell Church in Maury County.  

Hopewell Associate Reformed Church 
“Among the early settlers in Maury County were 
many who were of Scotch-Irish extraction. Many 
of these were fervent Presbyterians and upon im-
migrating to a new area soon organized a church. 
Such a group were those who came into the 
Hopewell area in 1806. Among them were the 
Matthews, the Hanna and Baldridge families. In 
1810 the Scotts and others came to join them. 
These families were ‘Seceders’ or ‘Second Re-
formers’ who protested against the relationship of 
the Presbyterian Church in Scotland with the gov-
ernment. They took the name of Associate Re-
formed Presbyterian Church”17. 

James Matthews, Jr., 86, died on March 25, 
1825. His Last Will and Testament was exe-
cuted by the court the following June 4.  

Abner and his mother were the primary recipi-
ents of the estate of James Matthews, Jr. From 
the record we know that he had been very 
generous to his children during his lifetime 
and had probably divided most of his estate 
before his death. 

                                                
17 They Walked Before Us, Vol. I, p. 594 
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The Will of James Matthews, (1739-1825)18 
In the Name of God Amen, I, James Matthews of Maury 
County and State of Tennessee being of sound and per-
fect mind and memory (blessed be God) Do this Seven-
teenth day of September in the year of our Lord 1819 do 
make and publish this my last Will and testament in man-
ner following, that is to say, first I give and Bequeath to 
Mary my well beloved wife all the negroes, her lifetime 
to work for her and to wait on her at her pleasure and at 
her death I allow Abner to have Rachel and her offspring, 
and I allow my Wife to Do as She pleases with Minty, 
also I allow my Beloved Wife to have all the horses, 
beasts, cows, hogs and sheep that belongs to me, and also 
her own Saddle and Bridle and all the household furniture 
such as beds and bed clothes belonging to her or me, and 
all Wearing clothes belonging to me. I alow her to do 
with them as she sees proper, and all dresser ware and 
cupboard ware I allow her to have, and also all kitchen 
utensils such as pots or pans or any cooking tools that she 
now claims, and also my claim and right to the land we 
now live on.— And I allow my Son Abner to have the 
waggon and all belonging to it, Also I allow him to have 
my Surveying Instruments and my Watch and Gunns 
(sic) and also my Saddle and if I have forgot anything I 
hope there will be no Dispute about it and I hereby make 
and ordain my son Abner, Executor of this my Last Will 
and Testament… 
Witness: Joel Reese  James Matthews 
Moses D. Harper Jurat 
Isaac J. Thomas Jurat 

James Matthews, Jr. is buried in Matthews 
Cemetery. His widow, Mary Doak Matthews, 
went to live with her youngest son, Abner, 
and his family. The 1830 Maury County Cen-
sus indicates that Mary was living with Abner 
at the time. Mary Doak Matthews died on 
March 7, 1833 at the age of 84. 

                                                
18 Maury Co. Will Book D4, Feb. 1826-April 1829 P. 80 

A transcription, with spacing and capitalization, of the 
primitive stone carving on the tombstones of Mary (sen-
ior) and Robert Matthews are shown below: 

SACRED 

TO 

THE MEMORY OF 

MARY MATTHEWS 

WHO DEPARTED 

THIS LIFE MARCH THE 17 

1933 AGED NEAR 84 

YEARS. 

 

 

SACRED 

TO 

The Memory of 

JAMES MATTHE 

WS senr. Who was 

Born August the 12 

1739 & Departed this 

Life March the 15 

1825 aged 85 years 

7 months & 3 days. 

Robert Matthews (1774-1845) 
Robert Matthews, our ancestor, was born on 
October 20, 1774 in the newly formed Guil-
ford County, North Carolina, on the family 
farm near the Alamance River. He was the fifth 
child of Mary Doak and James Matthews, Jr. 
He lived in Guilford County until he was about 
six years old when his family moved northwest 
to Surry County, North Carolina. He grew up 
in a very rural part of the country in the foot-
hills of the Blue Ridge Mountains in what was 
known as the ‘Hollow’ of Stuart Creek. 

In 1791, when he was 19, his family moved to 
an area south of Charlotte, North Carolina, 
near the present town of Matthews. Robert 
Matthews married Nancy McKibbon on Febru-
ary 11, 1802 in Mecklenburg County. His older 
brother, John, was married to Nancy’s sister, 
Margaret McKibbon. The McKibbon sisters 
were daughters of Jane Howey (Howie) and 
Autrey McKibbon 

Robert Matthews and his family moved to 
Maury County, Tennessee about 1806 and 

James Matthews, Jr. and Mary Doak Matthews 
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they settled in the same area as his siblings. 
When the Hopewell Church was formed, 
Robert Matthews was one of its initial Elders. 

Robert Matthews (1774-1843) and Nancy 
McKibbon (1775-1838) had three children, all 
born in Mecklenburg County, North Carolina 

1. Nancy K. Matthews (1802-1838) 
     + William P. Woodward, married 1835 
2. Jane Hanna Matthews (1803-1865) 
     + James McRee Bryson, married 1829  
3. Mary Doak Matthews (1805-1877) 
     + Elam Bryson, married 1836 

1. Nancy K. and William Woodward had one 
son, Julius who was born in 1836. Two years 
later, in 1838, Nancy K. died.  

Nancy. K. Woodward, 36, and her mother, 
Nancy McKibbon Matthews, 63, both died in 
1838. They are buried in Matthews Cemetery. 
Robert Matthews, 64, the father, continued to 
live in the Bigbyville area until his death some-
time between 1843 and 1847. Robert wrote 
his will on March 26, 1840 and mentions his 
grandson Julius Woodward, in the Will since 
his daughter, Nancy K. Woodward, had al-
ready died. The grandson Julius Woodward 
was only four years old. 

2. Jane H. Matthews and James McRee Bryson 
continued living near Bigbyville and raised 
their children. In 1847, tragedy struck the 
family. James McRee Bryson died on July 31, 
1847 of consumption (tuberculosis). This left 
Jane Hanna Matthews Bryson a forty-four year 
old widow with seven children. She continued 
to live in Maury County and raise her children. 

3. Mary Doak Matthews and Elam Bryson 
started preparing to move their family to the 
new frontier of Ellis County, Texas shortly after 
the death of his brother, James McRee Bryson. 
Elam sold some of his land and possessions to 
his sister-in-law, the widow Jane Bryson, and 
others in the community. Mary Doak and Elam 
Bryson and their six children headed out for 
the Texas frontier about 1849 with their six 
surviving children. One child, James Matthews 
Bryson, was born while they were on the way 
to Ellis County. The story of Mary Doak and 

Elam Bryson and their children is covered in 
Chapters 12 and 13. 

Robert Matthews, the father, was born while 
the country was still under British rule, but in 
great turmoil. He grew up in North Carolina 
and was a fifteen-year-old boy when George 
Washington was sworn in as the first presi-
dent of the United States. Robert spent most 
of his adult life in Maury County, Tennessee, 
and when he was 66, he wrote his last will 
and testament. 

Will of Robert Matthews19 
I, Robert Matthews, do make and publish this as my last 
Will and testament, hereby revoking and making void all 
other wills by me at any time made. 

First, I direct that all my just debts be paid as soon as 
convenient. 2nd, I desire that each legatee keep what prop-
erty has been already advanced to them. 3rd, I desire that 
my plantation which I now live on be equally divided 
according to value between, my two daughters, Jane H. 
and Mary D. Bryson. Also all my books and wearing 
clothing. 4th, I give and bequeath to my grandson Robert 
M. Bryson one Negro boy named Samson. 5th, I give and 
bequeath to my grandson Julius Woodward one Negro 
boy named Draper. 

6th, I desire that all the rest of my Negroes be equally 
divided according to value between my two daughters, 
Jane H. and Mary D. Bryson and my grandson Julius 
Woodward. Any other property I may die seized of or 
possessed of be sold and the proceeds to be equally di-
vided between my two daughters Jane H. and Mary D. 
Bryson and my grandson Julius Woodward. 

7th, I desire that Julius Woodward's legacy remain in the 
hands of my executors till he the said Julius Woodward, 
come to the age of twenty one years, my executors acting 
as his guardian in so far as respects his legacy and negro 
or negroes that may fall to his part. My executors to hire 
out privately, to whom and at what price they may see 
proper. And if Julius Woodward should die at any time 
leaving no live child or children of his own then let his 
part be returned and divided equally between Jane H. and 
Mary D. Bryson. 

Lastly, I nominate and appoint my nephew James W. 
Matthews and my son-in-law James McRee Bryson my 
executors, in witness where of I do to this my will set my 
hand and seal this 24th day of March 1840. 
Witness:        Signed....Robert Matthews 
Ozni Alexander, Jurat 
John A Benderman, Jurat 

                                                
19 Maury County Will Book Z, pp. 534-535 
Office of Chancery Court Clerk, courthouse 
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A genealogy conundrum — Family tradition 
and books on the Matthews family frequently 
indicate that James Matthews, Jr. was in the 
Revolutionary War in North Carolina. He 
probably was, as a Militiaman, but there is a 
question about his actually being in the Con-
tinental Army. Helen Odom Harrell did exten-
sive research into this question by reading the 
various books, looking at archive records and 
dozens of documents. James’ military records 
have not been found, but rather the records 
of a different James Matthews who was born 
and died in Guilford County, North Carolina. 

Helen Harrell found a record of a James Mat-
thews of Tennessee receiving a $4 per month 
pension starting in 1813. A fire in Washington 

D.C. destroyed the pension records before 
1814, so it is impossible to identify the James 
Matthews referred to above. Helen Harrell 
gives details of findings of the military service 
of James Matthews, on pages 191-192 of her 
book, James Stuart & Mary Matthews of Wil-
cox County, AL. 
 
 

The McKibbon family 
Autry McKibbon was born in Pennsylvania, 
probably in Chester County, about 1731, 
based on the inscription on his tombstone. 
Autry KcKibbon, 32, married Joan (Jean) 
Howie, 28, in the Immanuel Anglican Church 
in New Castle, Delaware in 1763. Joan was 
born about 1734 also in Pennsylvania. The 
McKibbons later moved to Mecklenburg 

County, North Carolina, along with 
other families from New Castle, Dela-
ware. 

The McKibbons became members of 
the Providence Presbyterian Church, 
and they are buried in the church 
cemetery. Several other McKibbon and 
Howie families were members of the 
Providence Church, but their relation-
ships are not known. 

Gold was discovered in Mecklenburg 
County in 1799 and a number of gold 
mines prospered. The first coins 
minted in Philadelphia came from 
Mecklenburg County, less than 8 miles 
from the Matthews and McKibbon 
property. As more gold was produced, 
the US Government established a Mint 
near Charlotte. One of the mines was 
called the “McKibbons Gold Mine.” 
We do not know what the relation-
ship, if any, the owners of the mine 
had with our ancestor, Autry McKib-
bon. Genealogy research into the 
McKibbons and Howies lines would 
certainly make an interesting project. 

There are various land deed records 
involving McKibbons as well as some 
records in the Mecklenburg County 
Minutes of the Court of Common Pleas 
and Quarter Sessions. Autry McKibbon 

Photos by Judy B. Fargos 

Entrance to Matthews Cemetery 
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bought land adjacent to William Matthews, 
Esq. and near James Matthews, Jr. and his 
family. The McKibbons children and the Mat-
thews children grew up together in Mecklen-
burg County. 

A court record in October 1801 lists Autry 
McKibbon along with several other men, but 
the page is torn and we don’t know the sub-
ject. However it does place the McKibbons in 
Mecklenburg County prior to the birth of their 
three daughters. 

In April of 1798, the court appointed Autry 
McKibbon to be the guardian of Lettie McKib-
bon, an orphan. She was probably a niece. 

On April 28, 1805, the Court ordered the 
County Surveyor and others to Survey the 
property of Autry McKibbon and his deceased 
neighbor, Andrew Dunn, in order to settle a 
property line dispute.20 

Three years later, this issue was again brought 
to the court in the January Session of 1809 as 
Heirs of Andrew Dunn vs. Autry McKibbon. 
The description of the property was recorded, 
and again instructions were issued for the 
County Surveyor, John Black, and several help-
ers to survey the property. The Dunn property 
was described as: 

“Beginning at a hickory on the North Side of Six 
mile creek, David Porters, William Matthews, 
John Robinsons Corner, and runs with Robinsons 
line North 82 West 280 poles to a Hickory in Bur-
nett’s field,  thence South 27 East 454 poles to a 
stake on James Houston’s line  by Widow Stitt’s 
fence…..” 

And it goes on for several more lines. Is there 
any wonder that there was a property line dis-
pute? It would not have been unusual for 
trees to be cut down, stakes and fences 
moved. 

The dispute was not settled until the court 
met for the July Session of 1810. After five 
years, the case was settled and the property 
line agreed upon. We do not know in whose 
favor it was resolved, or how much property 
was in question. 

                                                
20 Minutes of the Court of Common Pleas and Quarter 
Sessions, April Session - 1808 

Autry McKibbon died less than a year later, on 
March 11, 1811, and at the May 1811 Session, 
the court appointed two sons-in-law, William 
Gilmore and Robert Matthews as executors of 
Autry McKibbon’s Will. They each put up a Se-
curity bond of £1,500. In August 1811 the 
court placed the value of £1532.97½ on the 
estate of Autry McKibbon.  

November 1812 — the heirs of Autrey McKib-
bon sold 205 acres on six-mile Creek to David 
Houston.21 The heirs were his five sons-in-law 
and their wives: John Matthews & Margaret, 
Robert Matthews & Nancy, William Gilmore & 
Mary, James McSparen & Ann and Jane Stitt, 
widow of James Stitt, deceased.  

This transaction gives us a good list of the five 
daughters of Jane and Autry McKibbon and it 
also identifies their spouses. The years 1810 
and 1811 saw the deaths of Jane and Autry 
McKibbon, in Mecklenburg County, North 
Carolina, and their daughter Margaret, in 
Maury County, Tennessee. 

May 1810 — Jane (Jean) McKibbon, 76 
March 1811 — Autry McKibbon, 80 
December 1811 — Margaret McKibbon Matthews, 32 

There were several families of McKibbon and 
Howey (Howie) in Mecklenburg County early 
in the 1800s. We have not researched the land 
and court records to determine the relation-
ships, but there are numerous records on file. 
Some of the McKibbon men, who may have 
been brothers of Autry, were: Alexander, 
James, John, Jr., and Thomas. There was also a 
John McKibbon, Sr. that must have been the 
father of John, Jr. Some of the transactions of 
these men were listed with familiar names, 
and they were probably related in some way. 
We leave these persons for future research. A 
good place to start more research is by review-
ing the Mecklenburg County Deed Books, the 
Court Minute Books, and possibly records in 
Lincoln County, South Carolina for McKibbon 
(McGibbon or McKibben) and Howey (Howie). 
The records in New Castle, New Castle County, 
Delaware would probably result in determin-
ing older ancestors. 

                                                
21 Mecklenburg Co., Deed Book 20, p. 24 
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The Doak Families 
John Doak, the immigrant, was born about 
1693 in Galston, Ayr County, Scotland and 
was Christened in the Galston Parish Church 
on August 13, 1693.22 The Parish Register23 
shows his father’s name as also being John 
and from other records, we think his mother 
may have been named Elizabeth. Some re-
searchers believe the father’s name was 
James. We do not know for sure. 

Some of their children were born in Scotland, 
including our ancestor named John. The Doak 
family and many other Scottish Presbyterians 
took advantage of the religious and economic 
opportunities of Northern Ireland that were 
offered by the British Crown, and they moved 
in the late 1600s. Some of their younger chil-
dren were born in Ulster, Ireland.  

Political and religious freedom issues became 
unbearable in Ulster, Ireland, and the first 
large wave of migration to the colonies began 
about 1710.  

Several members of the Doak family arrived in 
Boston harbor in 1718 aboard the sailing ship 
Elizabeth, from Belfast in Northern Ireland as 
                                                
22 James Stuart and Mary Matthews of Wilcox County, 
AL, Helen Odum Harrell, 1998 
23 Galstone Parish Baptismal records, microfiche 
#6902208, FHC, Salt Lake City, UT 

part of a five ship convoy. Robert Doak and 
William Matthews are listed as part of the 155 
passengers that were aboard the Elizabeth. 
Only heads of household and men over 
twenty-one were recorded. Women and chil-
dren were counted amongst the 155 passen-
gers, but they were not listed individually.  

Two of Robert’s brothers, John and James, 
were on the ship, and there were probably 
other siblings also aboard and even possibly 
his mother. We do not know about the father 
since he does not show up in any records in 
the colonies. Some of the Doak siblings 
probably migrated to the colonies at a later 
date. Researchers are reasonably confident 
that there were six brothers and one sister 
that came to the colonies in the early 1700s. 
They were: 

1 Robert Doak 

2 John Doak 1693-1770 

3 James Doak 

4 Samuel Doak 1694-1772 

5 Nathaniel Doak 

6. David Doak 

7. Thankful Doak 

When the Doak brothers and James Matthews 
arrived in Boston, they were immediately 
greeted with the information that they were 

Robert John, Sr.
1693-1770

James Samuel, Sr.
1694-1772

Nathaniel David Thankful

John Doak, Jr.

Robert Doak

Martha Doak Hanna

William Doak

Thankful Elizabeth HallDoak 

David Doak

James Wilson Doak

Rev. Samuel Doak, Jr.

Mary Doak Matthews

The Doak Immigrant Siblings 
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on the Boston “Warned Out” list and must 
leave the area soon. Since their occupation 
was listed as “Farmer,” their skills were of no 
use to the city fathers. They only wanted indi-
viduals that could clearly contribute to the de-
velopment of the city and not become a bur-
den. 

There were limited places the new immigrants 
could settle. It seemed like almost anywhere 
they went, there were already British settlers, 
and they did not like the way the Scotch-Irish 
worshiped or acted. The group from the Eliza-
beth and the other ships heard about an area 
in southeastern New Hampshire that was not 
settled and was available for new settlers. The 
area was called Nutfield because it was over-
grown with a large number of walnut and 
chestnut trees.24 

In 1718 there were only sixteen families in 
Nutfield and by 1719, there were more than 
70 families.25 “For mutual protection and for 
convenience in visiting one another, the fami-
lies had their Nutfield farms laid out in very 
narrow lots of sixty acres each, arranged in 
parallel lines, on both sides of Running Brook. 
The lots were 495 feet wide and one mile 
deep. Two rows of cabins were built at the 
ends of the lots facing the brook. The Double 
Range covered an area of some two thousand 
acres. Neighboring cabins were no more than 
500 feet apart, and possibly closer that that to 
those on the other side of the brook.”26 

                                                
24 James Stuart and Mary Matthews of Wilcox County, 

AL, Helen Odum Harrell, 1998, p. 9 
25 Willeys’ Book of Nutfield 

Robert and his family, as well as his brothers, 
John, and James were able to get land in Nut-
field. “Three Doak brothers, Robert, James and 
John, were listed as landowners in the village 
of Nutfield, Rockingham County, New Hamp-
shire, in 1720. Robert was a head of house-
hold and presumably a married man at the 
time. The other two brothers were single men 
but all three were obviously of adult age, thus 
born in the 1690s, and certainly before 
1700.”27 The settlers of Nutfield, changed the 
name of their village to Londonderry in honor 
of their hometown in Ulster, Ireland. The en-
tire country had a population in 1720 of only 
466 thousand people, about the same as the 
population of Fresno, California in 2010. 

The Doak’s good friend, James Matthews, did 
not go to New Hampshire, but decided to 
immediately go to the western frontier of 
Pennsylvania to the Donegal area in Chester 
County. This was an area with a very strong 
Scotch-Irish Presbyterian presence. 

James and his brother, John Doak, each re-
ceived one-half of a 60 acre lot, since they 
were single at the time. James and John each 
developed their respective 30 acres, and built 
homes and started farming. 

John and his older brother, Robert, and his 
family started to make plans to leave Nutfield 
and move to Chester County where James 
Matthews, Sr. had settled. 

Four days before Christmas in 
1724, John sold to James, his 
brother, the other half of the 
lot. The deed basically reads: 
John Doke, of the “Township of 
Donegal in the province of Pen-
silvana” sold all his “right, share, 
title and interest in one-half lot 
in ye Township of Londonderry 
in ye province of New Hamp-
shire in New England” to James 
Doke. Witnesses: James & Jo-
seph Cochran, James Stuart.28 

                                                                            
26 James Stuart and Mary Matthews, pp. 9-10  
27 James Stuart and Mary Matthews, p. 164 
28 Rockingham Co., NH Deed Book 28, pp. 124-125 

Robert Doak family  60 acres

John Doak (single) 30 acres

James Doak (single) 30 acres

James Cochran family  60 acres

Lot size about 5280’ long x 495’ wide total of 60 acres

Typical first lots of Nutfield, New Hampshire — 1719 
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The preceding deed indicates that John had 
moved to the Donegal area in Pennsylvania 
before the end of 1724. James Doak remained 
in Londonderry and two years later was mar-
ried. James Doak and Martha (Rankin) Sterling 
were married on August 5, 1726 by Rev. Tho-
mas Foxcraft of the First Church of Christ in 
Boston. Their first son, Robert, was baptized 
on May 14, 1728 at the same church. Other 
children of Martha and James Doak included 
John, James, and probably others. James Doak 
and his family lived close to his wife’s family. 
In January 1743 

“James Doak sold the property he had previ-
ously bought from his brother, John. The 
deed states: James Doack of Londonderry in 
ye province of New Hampshire in New Eng-
land, yeoman for 5 shillings, sold to James 
Cochran, yeoman, quit claim all right, title, 
interest, property claim, challenge, or de-
mand to 30 acres, original home lot laid out 
to my Brother John Doak and to me.” 29 

Robert and his family and his younger brother 
John, moved to the Scotch-Irish settlement in 
Chester County, Pennsylvania about 1724, and 
were living in the same area as their good 
friend, James Matthews. The 1727 List of Tax-
ables for Chester County lists “John Doak and 
mother” and James Matthews. 

In 1729, Chester County was split and Lancas-
ter County was formed. The Doaks and Mat-
thews were now living near the western edge 
of the new county of Lancaster, Pennsylvania. 
Another brother, Samuel Doak, Sr., was also 
living in Lancaster County. 

In the early 1740s a new area, friendly to the 
Scotch-Irish Presbyterians, opened up on the 
western frontier of Virginia in the Shenandoah 
Valley, between the Blue Ridge and Shenan-
doah Mountains. Two large tracts of land 
were open to the Scotch-Irish: The Beverley 
Manor Tract and the Borden Tract. A large 
group of Scotch-Irish Presbyterians left Lancas-
ter County, Pennsylvania and headed south to 
the Shenandoah Valley. Samuel Doak received 

                                                
29 James Stuart and Mary Matthews of Wilcox County, 
AL, Helen Odum Harrell, 1998, p165 

647 acres and his brother, John Doak, received 
a smaller adjacent piece of property in the 
Beverley Manor Tract. They later accumulated 
more land in the Beverley and Borden Tracts. 
James Matthews and other members of the 
Matthews family also moved to the Shenan-
doah Valley, as did numerous other relatives. 

The Muster Rolls of Augusta County, Virginia 
for 1742 show John Doacke and Sam Doacke 
in Captain John Christian’s militia. His district 
was basically south of the Tinkling Spring 
Church. Our Patterson ancestors lived a little 
north of Christian’s district and almost due-
east of the church. When the Tinkling Spring 
Church was organized, John Christian was one 
of the founding members and was one of its 
first Elders. He was an important leader in that 
church, holding various offices.  

A manuscript titled The Record of Baptisms by 
Rev. John Craig has survived. It covers the pe-
riod of 1740 through 1749 and includes the 
baptisms at various churches where Rev. John 
Craig preached. 

“A record of the names of the children bap’d by 
Rev’d John Craig both in his own & n the 
neighbouring congregations where God n his 
providence ordered his labours. 

“Wherin the time & place & the parent’s name 
that presented the childe are all recorded: note if 
ye childe belong to the congregation no place is 
named. For the use of the congregation. Begin-
ning anno dom. 1740.”30 

David Doack (Doak) 
   William   March 5, 1747—North Mountain31 

John Doage (Doak) 
   Thankful   June 30, 1743—South Mountain32 

Samuel Doak 
   David   Dec. 9, 1740—North Mountain 
   Elizabeth   May 19, 1747—Tinkling Spring 

 

 

                                                
30 Tinkling Spring p. 470 
31 North Mountain was a Meeting House 10 miles west 
of Tinkling Spring 
32 South Mountain was a Meeting House 16 miles 
southwest of Tinkling Spring 
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Samuel Doak, one of John’s younger brothers, 
married Jane Mitchell in Chester County, 
Pennsylvania about 1740 and almost immedi-
ately headed south to the frontier of Augusta 
County, Virginia. He was one of the earliest 
persons to receive land in the Beverley Manor 
tract.  

Those persons who were responsible for 
bringing settlers to the area were given land 
according to how many people they brought. 
Samuel received 647 acres which was consid-
erably more that that received by his brother 
John or the average settler. Several families 
from Chester County had land close to the 
Doak properties including several Mitchell 
families — Samuel Doak’s in-laws. 

The Beverley and the Borden tracts in Augusta 
County, Virginia were amazing places. About 
1840 the Scotch-Irish people who had settled 
in Pennsylvania were receiving pressure from 
the state government, and their religious free-
doms seemed to be eroding. The far west 
frontier of Virginia opened up for the Scotch-
Irish for several reasons:  

1. There was a desire by the government of 
Virginia for westward expansion  

2. The aristocratic early settlers of eastern 
Virginia were being attacked and bothered 
by the Indians and welcomed the 
creation of a buffer zone. 

3. Establishing an area between the 
Blue Ridge and Appalachian Moun-
tains would provide a good buffer 
area, as well as keep “those Scotch-
Irish Presbyterians” somewhat iso-
lated. 

4 The eastern Virginia plantation 
owners provided guns, ammunition, 
and land to the Augusta County set-
tlers in return for protection. 

The settlement was a big success be-
cause the Scotch-Irish were a rugged, 
hard-working group of people who 
were used to hardships and enjoyed 
having their place of worship unaf-
fected by outside interference. 

When the second wave of Immigrants came 
from Ulster, Ireland in the early 1740s, many 
came directly to Beverley Manor and joined up 
with their fellow Scotch-Irish who had come 
over with the first wave to Pennsylvania and 
then to Augusta County, Virginia. They re-
mained there until other parts of the country 
started to open-up. 

I consider Augusta County as a staging area 
for the development of the western frontier—
from there the pioneers went into the Ohio 
valley, Kentucky, the Carolinas, Georgia, and 
farther westward. 

In 1854, John Hildebrand, a famous Civil War 
cartographer, drew a detailed map of the en-
tire Beverley Manor tract showing the original 
land owners and how their acreage was situ-
ated. This map has been a wonderful tool for 
genealogists studying the Scotch-Irish in the 
mid 1700s. A small section of the map cen-
tered on some of the Doak properties and 
shows several Mitchell and Breckenridge fami-
lies. The combination of very large families, 
transportation limited to horse and buggy, 
and very few neighbors created some interest-
ing neighborhoods where almost everyone 
was related to everyone else by marriage. The 
Mitchell, Breckenridge and Doak families were 
so intertwined. 

Some of the Doak, Mitchell and Breckenridge properties 
in the Beverley Manor tract 
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Our direct ancestors were not among the first 
leaders of the Tinkling Spring Presbyterian 
Church, but they had a close association with 
them. The first five Commissioners of Tinkling 
Spring Presbyterian Church were: 

1. John Christian — the Doak men were in 
Captain John Christian’s militia district and 
close neighbors. 

2. Alexander Breckenridge — an immediate 
neighbor of the Doak families, his son, 
George, married Ann Doak. Another son, 
John, was killed by the Indians.  

3. John Patton — was responsible for recruit-
ing and for bringing our Patterson ancestors 
over from Ulster, Ireland in 1738 and was the 
Captain of their ship, the Walpole. Patton and 
Patterson lands were located close to each 
other. 

4. John Finley — the Patterson and Anderson 
men, our ancestors in another line, were in 
Captain John Finley’s militia district and close 
neighbors. 

5. George Hutchinson —  

Although these men were not in our direct 
ancestral line, it is interesting to discover a 
few facts about their families. The son of 
Robert Breckenridge, John and Samuel Doak’s 
neighbor, was the father of John Breckenridge 
who became a US Senator from Virginia and 
gave up his seat to become the 5th US Attor-
ney General when Thomas Jefferson was 
elected President. His Grandson, John Cabell 
Breckenridge (1821-1875) was a Representa-
tive from Kentucky from 1857 to 1860 he was 
the Vice-President serving with James Bu-
chanan. At the age of 36, he became the 
youngest man to become the Vice-President 
— a record he still holds. John C. Brecken-
ridge, 40, ran for President in 1860 as a 
Southern Democrat against Abraham Lincoln, 
Republican, and Steven Douglass, Northern 
Democrat, but came in third. 

During the Civil War he became a famous 
Confederate General and toward the end of 
the war was appointed as the fifth and final 
Confederate Secretary of War. 

Education was a high priority for the settlers 
of Augusta County with the church playing a 
dominant role in establishing schools. In some 
cases the sons of the settlers went on to re-
ceive a classical higher education. John 
Breckenridge went to William and Mary Uni-
versity and studied law under John Wythe, a 
signer of the Declaration of Independence and 
Thomas Jefferson’s best friend. 

Samuel Doak, Jr., left the Beverley Manor area 
and studied at the College of New Jersey 
(Princeton University) under Dr. John 
Witherspoon, another signer of the Declara-
tion of Independence and president of the 
university. Samuel Doak, Jr. was the nephew 
of our ancestor, John Doak, and a first cousin 
of Mary Doak Matthews. 

At Princeton, he was in the same 1776 gradu-
ating class as James McRee, a prominent min-
ister in Mecklenburg County in the last part of 
the 1700s and Thomas Craighead, the son of 
the famous pioneer minister, Alexander Craig-
head.33 Our ancestor, James Bryson of Meck-
lenburg County, named his first son James 
McRee Bryson in honor of the Presbyterian 
minister. Aaron Burr and Henry Lee, Robert E. 
Lee’s father, were at the school when Samuel 
Doak was in his freshman and sophomore 
year. Samuel Doak, Jr. became a well-known 
pioneer minister and is credited with establish-
ing the first school of higher learning in Ten-
nessee. 

The Bryson family was proud of their Doak 
heritage and several generations named chil-
dren using the name “Doak.” John Franklin 
Bryson (1837-1920) named a son, Charles 
Doak Bryson (1875-1939) and Charles in turn 
named a son, Charles Doak Bryson, Jr. (1914-
1972)  John Franklin’s brother, Henry Elam 
Bryson, named his first son Anderson Doak 
Bryson (1868-1921). There were numerous 
others in the overall Bryson family that hon-
ored the Doak name by their choice of names 
for the children. 

                                                
33 Princetonians — 1769-1775, Richard A. Harrison, 
Princeton University Press, 1880 
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Now let’s get back to our direct ancestor, John 
Doak. He remained in Augusta County for only 
a few years before moving to Lunenburg 
County, Virginia, near the North Carolina bor-
der.  

John Doak, our ancestor, lived in Augusta 
County long enough to qualify for a number 
of land patents. His last one was obtained on 
January 12, 1746 for 400 acres on the James 
River on the west side of the Blue Ridge 
Mountain in Augusta County. He sold this 
same property about two years later on No-
vember 19, 1747. The deed states that John 
Doage (Doak), farmer, sold to Richard Burton, 
farmer, the 400 hundred acre farm described 
above, for £41. 

It appears that he moved sometime in 1746 
based on the Will of Jane Breckenridge, Alex-
ander’s widow. The Will was executed in Au-
gusta County Court at the December 1746 
session and states that John Doge (Doak), of 
Lunenburg County, was named as one of the 
appraisers of slaves and personal property be-
longing to Jane Breckinridge.34 

John Doak received a land patent a year later 
in Lunenburg County, Virginia. This property 
was described as being 354 acres on both 
sides of the Middle Fork of the Meherain River. 
His good friend, James Matthews, Sr. also re-
ceived land about this same time close to the 
Doak property. 

The Doak and Matthew families continued to 
live in Lunenburg County for eight or nine 
years until 1755 when they moved a few miles 
south to the frontier being developed in 
Rowan County, North Carolina.  

Again the Doak and Matthew families bought 
large tracts of land that are recorded in the 
Rowan County Deed Books. Guilford County 
was formed from Rowan in 1771. The Doak 
and Matthews children grew up near each 
other. On February 5, 1766, when Mary Doak 
was still sixteen, she married James Matthews, 
Jr. who was 26 years old. James had estab-
lished his farm on property given to him by his 

                                                
34  Book 19 

father a few years before. In 1770, Mary’s fa-
ther, John Doak (the immigrant) died on his 
farm. In and within the same year, James’ fa-
ther, James Matthews, Sr. (the immigrant), 
died on the farm of his son. 

Since the Doaks and Matthews lives were so 
intertwined, we have explored both of the 
families in the first part of this chapter; so we 
will not repeat the topics already covered. The 
Doaks and Matthews remained closely allied 
for several more generations. 

Many of the Doak families had eight to ten 
children and the names, John, James, Mary, 
Margaret, Robert, William, Elizabeth and 
Thankful, were frequently used. As a result, 
identifying a specific individual from old colo-
nial records is difficult.  

Helen Odom Harrell, in her book on James 
Stuart and Mary Matthews, has done an excel-
lent job of analyzing original documents and 
cross checking facts. She has gone into great 
detail to show where some of the other re-
searchers have made erroneous assumptions. I 
feel she has done one of the best jobs of iden-
tifying the various members. It is her book, 
James Stuart and Mary Matthews of Wilcox 
County, Alabama, that I have used extensively 
for information in this chapter.  

The children of Mary Wilson and John Doak, 
the immigrant, were: 

1. John Doak, Jr. 

2. Robert Doak 

3. Martha Doak 

4. William Doak 

5. Thankful Elizabeth Doak 

6. David Doak 

7. James Wilson Doak 

8. Mary Doak 

We will now learn about the siblings of Mary 
Doak Matthews (1749-1833), daughter of the 
immigrant, John Matthews, Sr. (1697-1770). 
Many were active in the Buffalo and Alamance 
Presbyterian Churches and are buried in the 
cemeteries next to these two churches. 
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1. John Doak, Jr. lived in Guilford County and 
was married there to Agnes “Nancy” Ervin. 
They had seven children. 

2. Robert Doak also lived in Guilford County 
where he married Hannah Armstrong. He was 
active in the Alamance Presbyterian Church. 
They had eight children, among them Colonel 
William Doak who had a son, Daniel G. Doak, 
who studied for the ministry under their pas-
tor, Rev. David Caldwell. Rev. Robert Doak was 
the pastor of a Presbyterian Church near Co-
lumbia, Maury County, Tennessee for many 
years. One of Robert Doak’s daughters, Eliza-
beth Thankful Doak married Thomas Caldwell, 
a son of Rev. David Caldwell. This Elizabeth 
Thankful Doak was name for her Aunt. 

3. Martha Doak lived in Guilford County and 
married John Hanna. They had at least nine 
children. The Wills of some of the children are 
in the Guilford County Will Books. 

4. William Doak lived in Guilford County all his 
life and raised a large family. He and his wife, 
Ana, had eight children. 

5. Thankful Elizabeth Doak, daughter of the 
immigrant, John Doak, Sr., was christened at 
Tinkling Spring Church in Augusta County, Vir-
ginia, in 1743. She moved to Lunenburg 
County with her parents and later to Surry 
County, North Carolina. She married Major 
William Hall who was from a prominent mili-
tary family. William Hall was appointed a ma-
jor in the Militia of Surry County, North Caro-
lina on September 9, 1779. He served 
throughout the Revolutionary War, and was 
given a large land grant in what became Sum-
ner County, Tennessee. As a Major, he proba-
bly received several thousand acres.35  

When Thankful Elizabeth and William Hall and 
their children moved to Sumner County — 
William was about 29 years old — Tennessee 
would not become a state for another eleven 
years — and it was four years before George 
Washington would become the first president. 
The first small settlement in Sumner County 
was completely surrounded by land occupied 

                                                
35 Matthews book p. 176-177 

by native Indians. The primary protection was 
offered by a sturdy fort and a strong will to 
remain in their new land. 

William Hall moved his family into Isaac 
Bledsoe’s fort in 1785, and stayed there while 
the men built an impressive log house on his 
property that eventually became known as 
Hall’s Station. Durham’s, History of Sumner 
County, Tennessee, gives a description of 
Hall’s Station and the log house that survived 
until April 1969, when it was destroyed by 
fire.36 

“The building was fifty feet across the front 
and twenty feet wide at the south end. The 
north end was fifteen feet wide and was sepa-
rated from the large south room by a large 
stone fireplace and chimney. The logs were 
hewn smooth on only two sides with the bark 
left on the top and bottom.” 

The corners were constructed with very tight 
interlocking joints. The home had the luxury of 
having a floor made of split logs, with the flat 
side up. A second story, which may have been 
added later, showed signs that it had first 
been carefully assembled on the ground and 
each joint numbered with tally. The logs were 
then raised to the second floor carefully reas-
sembled. 

William Hall, Jr., a son of Thankful Elizabeth 
and William Hall, wrote a first hand narrative 
about his early life in Sumner County, Tennes-
see and how several members of his family 
had been killed by Indians. The narrative was 
first published in the Southwestern Monthly, 
published in Nashville in 1856 and later in 
1909 in Jay Guy Cisco’s Historic Sumner 
County, Tennessee. 

A list of 90 individuals that were killed by In-
dians are listed in Chapter 2 of Jay Guy Cisco’s 
book.37 Since Sumner County had a small 
population in the 1780s, all of those who 
were killed were neighbors. Often many 
members of the same family were listed. For 
instance in the Bledsoe family, the patriarchs, 

                                                
36 Doak ref 57 
37 www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~tnsumner/cisco2.htm 
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Isaac Bledsoe and Colonel Anthony Bledsoe, 
were killed by the Indians. Two of Anthony’s 
sons, Anthony Jr. and Thomas Bledsoe were 
also killed. This is but one example of multiple 
deaths, at the hands of the Indians, in one 
family. 

Excerpts of William Hall’s first hand account of 
the death of two of his brothers and his father 
are at the end of this chapter. 

The thirteen year old boy, William Hall, Jr., a 
nephew of Mary Doak Matthews, went on to 
have a distinguished career in the military and 
in politics. He served as a brigadier general in 
the War of 1812 under the command of An-
drew Jackson. He was elected to the 
Tennessee State Senate in 1821, where he 
later served as speaker. When Governor Sam 
Houston resigned his office in 1829, William 
Hall, Jr. became the Governor of Tennessee. 
An ally of Andrew Jackson, Hall later served in 
the U.S. House of Representatives during Jack-
son’s first term. 

Our ancestors, the Matthews and Brysons 
were living in Maury County, Tennessee while 
their relative by marriage, William Hall, was 
the Governor. 

6. David Doak was born in 1746 in Lunenburg 
County, Virginia shortly after the family had 
moved from the Beverley Manor tract in Au-
gusta County. On June 1, 1773 David married 
Mary Hanna in Rockingham County, North 
Carolina. The Matthews, Doaks, and Brysons 
had numerous marriages with families named 
Hanna. The relationship with the above Mary 
Hanna is not known. 

7. Mary Doak was born on June 30, 1749 in 
Lunenburg County, Virginia. Mary married 
James Matthews, Jr., on February 5, 1766 in 
Rowan County, North Carolina. Her story has 
been told earlier in this chapter in the Mat-
thews section.  

A deadly encounter with Indians 
We previously mentioned an Indian encounter 
that was related by William Hall and was pub-
lished in the Southwestern Monthly, published 
in Nashville in 1856. Hall tells of the death of 
two of his brothers and his father. He de-

scribes how he and other family members 
managed to escape including how his mother, 
Thankful Elizabeth Doak Hall, was miracu-
lously saved by a frightened run-away horse. 
When Hall refers to “Indians in a treetop,” he 
probably means that the Indians were hiding 
behind the top branches of a large tree that 
had been felled. 

Hall’s Narrative, by Governor William Hall 
 “James and myself went to a field at Mr. Gibson's 
about a quarter a mile from my father's house, we 
having put our horses up there, and the Indians fif-
teen in number, had ambuscaded38 the road, ten ly-
ing behind some logs on the road, and five, about 
fifty yards further up in a treetop, at the gap in the 
pasture fence. The ten Indians behind the log let us 
pass them — I suppose because we were boys, 
probably intending to quietly tomahawk us. But af-
ter we passed them, ten rose up with their toma-
hawks in their right hands and their guns in their 
left. I was noticing them, and my brother was close 
behind me. As I turned to speak to him about some 
corn with which to catch the horses, as we were near 
the fence, I saw the whole ten hemming us in. The 
case looked so hopeless that I never dreamed of re-
sistance, and had concluded at once to surrender. 
But the next thing I saw two of them struck my 
brother as he turned around, each striking their 
tomahawks into his brain one on each side of the 
forehead. Instantly seeing the case was hopeless, I 
sought to dodge the ten, when up rose the other five 
from the treetop, and as I fled past them, I was so 
near to them that some of them raised their toma-
hawks to strike me down. Dashing into the thick 
canebrake, close by which the road ran, two of them 
rushed after me. Being thirteen years of age, and, of 
course, slimmer than they were, and withal very 
active, I soon found that, unencumbered with gun or 
anything else, I could make my way through the 
thick cane faster than they could.” 

William Hall Jr. escaped and ran home, but his 
brother, James, was killed and scalped on June 
3, 1787. Later the same year, in August, as 
William Hall, Sr. was rushing to move his fam-
ily to safety from their home to Bledsoe’s Fort, 
the Indians attacked and killed William Hall, 

                                                
38 Definition: To attack suddenly and without warning 
from a concealed place. Ambushed 
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Sr. and his son Richard. William Hall Jr. gave 
the following first hand account of the action: 

“From the 3d of June, accordingly, the day after my 
brother was killed, to the 2d day of August, we had 
no alarm, but on that day the spies came in and ad-
vised my father to pack up at once and move to the 
station; that the Indians were at least thirty in num-
ber. We accordingly loaded up a sled and started for 
the fort. We started with the first load in the morn-
ing, my sister being alone on horseback, going to 
the fort to arrange things at the cabins as fast as they 
should arrive, and we had two men along also, my 
brother and a Mr. Hickerson, to guard us. When 
about half a mile from my father's house, and cross-
ing Defeated Creek, the horses became alarmed, the 
two I was driving turning so suddenly around as to 
nearly run over me. I said to the young men that I 
was sure the horses smelt the Indians, but my 
brother insisted upon going onward, which we did, 
making four trips during the day. When we came 
late in the evening to make the last trip and take the 
family to the fort, five men went along to guard the 
family thither. We packed up when the sun was 
about two hours high, whites, negroes, and all, I still 
driving the horses, my little brother behind me on 
one of them. We had arranged it that we should go 
ahead as we had been doing all day, the two young 
men in advance of me and the sled. The Indians, 
forty or fifty in number, had arranged an ambuscade 
on both sides of the road for about 100 yard, and as 
we went on, my brothers and Hickerson in advance, 
a little dog belonging to my brother showed violent 
alarm on approaching the top of a large ash tree that 
had fallen in the road. My brother was just in ad-
vance, and as he stopped a moment I stopped the 
horses to see what was the cause of the alarm evi-
denced by the dog. My brother took a step forward 
towards the treetop, when immediately I saw a gun 
poked out from amongst the leaves, which, being 
fired at once, my brother was shot right through the 
body with a couple of bullets. He instantly turned 
and dashed back into the woods and fell dead about 
100 yards off, while the Indians, finding themselves 
discovered rose all together, yelling like demons, 
and charged upon our party. Hickerson took his 
stand unwisely right in the road instead of treeing, 
and his gun missing fire, he next attempted to use 
my gun, which he had in his hand, but in the act of 
firing it, he was shot with six or seven bullets, and 
running a distance, he also fell and expired. At this I 
jumped off the horse, and taking my little brother 

John, and my sister Prudence, I ran back and placed 
them behind the men, who, advancing, kept the In-
dians a few moments at bay. My mother was 
mounted upon a large, powerful horse, and he, 
scared quite ungovernable, dashed right along the 
entire line of the Indians, whilst she holding he 
mane was carried about a mile distant to the fort. 

“My father and Mr. Morgan, my brother-in-law, 
kept the Indians in check until the white and negroes 
scattered into the woods, and Morgan was then 
wounded by the Indians, who, flanking around, shot 
him very dangerously through the body. He how-
ever, succeeded in escaping, my father keeping the 
savages back for some little time longer, but finally, 
after firing his heavy rifle, which I could mark dis-
tinctly from the report made, so different from that 
by the Indians' guns, he turned and ran about forty 
yards, when he fell, pierced by thirteen bullets. The 
Indians scalped him and hastily fled, not stopping to 
take anything but his rifle and shot pouch, and in 
their hot haste they did not even pick up the things 
scattered by the overturning of the sled, the horses 
having dashed it against a tree as they broke clear of 
it at the first alarm. Meanwhile, I had directed my 
little brother and sister to run back to the house, I 
awaited behind a tree upon the hill above the result 
of the fight, and when I heard my father fire and the 
Indians raise the yell, thereupon I started for the 
fort. My little brother and sister ran back to the 
house, but the alarmed dogs barking at them they 
ran back to the scene of the battle. Here they found 
Mr. Rogan's hat, which the little boy picked up, and 
coming to the sled, my little sister picked up also a 
small pail of butter, and the two thoughtlessly 
walked on towards the fort, along the road, meeting 
the men directly who were coming from thence. The 
children were placed in the charge of a negro man, 
who took them safely back.” 
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The Lay and Taliaferro Families 
 

 

The Lay and Taliaferro Families 
In this chapter we will look into the lives of 
some of our ancestors and specifically the an-
cestors of Cora Etta Lay Bryson, the wife of 
William Elam Bryson. We will concentrate on 
the Lay and Taliaferro families and in the next 
chapter we will concentrate on the Powers 
and Shearer families. 

The Lay and Taliaferro families, came from 
England to Virginia in the mid 1700s, and, like 
the Brysons, frequently moved to the new 
frontier as the country expanded westward. 

When Cora Etta (Lay) Bryson’s parents, Joseph 
M. Lay and Elizabeth N. Powers, decided to 
marry in 1868 in the small community of 
Ovilla, Ellis County, Texas, they probably were 
not aware of an interesting twist in each of 

their family’s histories. Their great-
grandparents and great-great grandparents all 
had lived in Surry County, North Carolina, 
about 100 years earlier, but had moved to dif-
ferent states before arriving in Ellis County, 
Texas.  

Two different lines of ancestors of Elizabeth 
(Lizzie) Powers and Joseph Lay lived in Surry 
County, North Carolina about the time of the 
Revolutionary war. These included Joseph 
Lay’s grandfather, and grandmother, William 
and Beheathland (Taliaferro) Lay; his great 
grandfather Charles Lay; his great-
grandfather, Dr. John Taliaferro; his great-
grandmother, Mary (Hardin) Taliaferro.  

Chapter Eighteen 
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On Elizabeth Powers’ side, her great-
grandfather, Christian Shearer, Jr., her great-
grandmother, Hannah (Hoover) Shearer, her 
great-great-grandparents, William Christian 
Shearer, Sr. and his wife Abigail (Bell) Shearer 
were all living in Surry County, North Carolina. 
There are probably some names that we 
missed. The chart on the previous page will 
help sort out who all these people are. 

We do not know how many of these families 
knew each other, but Surry County had a 
population of less than 7,000 people in 1790. 
 

The Lay families moved from North Carolina to 
Tennessee to Alabama and then to Ellis 
County, Texas in 1860. The Powers families 
followed a different route. They moved from 
Surry County, North Carolina, to Ashe County, 
North Carolina, to Kentucky, to Southwest 
Missouri, and then to Ellis County, Texas.  

Lizzie and her parents arrived in the same year 
as the Lay family and both families joined the 
Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church. 
Lizzie’s grandmother and several of her aunts 
and uncles had settled in Ellis County twelve 
years earlier, in 1849, and were among the 
earliest members of the Shiloh Church. 

How amazing — that several generations 
back, family lines that were neighbors in 
North Carolina migrated over very different 
paths and ended up in the same small com-
munity and church in Ellis County, Texas. 

In this chapter we will first read about the Lay 
families, and then we will read about the 
Taliaferro families. Both of these lines of our 
ancestors have very fascinating backgrounds. 

Charles Lay – The emigrant? 
Charles Lay is believed to be a native of Wales 
who immigrated to America before the Revo-
lutionary war. He settled in Virginia in the 
same area as some of our other ancestors. 
Charles Lay is known as the “Father of Lay 
families of Virginia” according to Lay family 
researchers.1 We do not know how many chil-

dren Charles had, but one of his 
sons was believed to be our an-
cestor, William Lay.  

One family that lived in the 
same part of Virginia as Charles 
Lay was Dr. John Taliaferro, his 
wife, Mary Hardin, and their 
children. In the 1770s, pre-
revolutionary war, a number of 
families moved together from 
Virginia to the new frontier of 
Surry County, just across the 
Virginia-North Carolina state 
line. Among those that moved 
were families with the surname 
of Taliaferro, Franklin, and Lay. 
The Taliaferro and Franklin 

families were prominent, and there are nu-
merous records about these two families. We 
have found very little about the Lays before 
1800. 

Taliaferro Connection 
Lay family lore has long held that our ances-
tor, William Lay, was married to a Taliaferro. 
John Martin Lay, a descendant of William Lay, 
was the younger brother of Mary E. Lay Plant 
who was 24 years his senior. In 1911, when 
Mary was 92 years old and shortly before her 
death, she had a conversation with John Mar-
tin Lay. Being older, she could recall more of 
the family history. In 1929, John Lay wrote the 
following letter to his granddaughter, Flori. 

                                                
1 Lay Family Genealogy, J Gilbert Lay, p. 14 
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From Jo Anna Dale files 

“Dear Flori 
I hope you will pardon me for not writing you 
sooner and as I have no record of our ancestors 
I can only impart to you what your great aunt 
Mary Plant told me a year or two before she 
died. Hear it is: my ancestors came to the U.S. 
before the Revolution. My Grand Parents on the 
Lay side came from Italy and on my mothers 
side from England and Scotland. Two of my Un-
cles on Mothers side was kild in the Revolution 
War. My Grand Father on my Grand mother Lays 
side was killed by the Torys. There names Toli-
faros.  

   

 
“You see that our ancestors was all in the U.S. 
before the Revolutionary War and so I see it be-
yond any doubt you are entitled to be included 
in the class of the Daughters of the Revolution. 
As I am so nervous I cant write I will have to 
stop. I hope this will be sufficient. 

Your Great GF was born Feby 15, 1797 and my 
Mother was born in the year 1800 in South 
Carolina. Mothers maiden name was Susan Pen-
ington Martin. Fathers name Jesse. If I can be of 
any servis to you commend me. With love to all.        
J.M. Lay            Quitman, Ark. — June 18, 1929” 
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Flori wanted information to substantiate a 
DAR application. In the handwritten letter on 
the previous page, John related his recollec-
tion of the conversation he had had with his 
older sister 18 years before.  

In the letter, he quotes Mary as saying that 
one of his grandfathers on his grandmother 
Lay’s side of the family was named Tolifaro 
(sic). This would have been the wife of his 
great-grandfather, William Lay. He also re-
called that his grandparents on the Lay side 
came from Italy.  

With this thread of evidence we concluded 
that William Lay was married to a Taliaferro, 
and the search began. To boil down years of 
research by many people, we will summarize it 
into a few sentences. The names of the chil-
dren of William Lay presented evidence of a 
link. One son was named John and another 
was William Hardin. There was a possible con-
nection to Mary Hardin and Dr. John Taliaf-
erro. Looking at some of William Lay’s grand-
children’s names, we found traditional family 
names connected to Dr. John and Mary. 

These names include some of the following 
grandchildren: David Hardin, Charles Franklin, 
John, William Hardin, and Taliaferro Franklin. 
Also some of the great-grandchildren had 
similar names including the Taliaferro and 
Hardin names. The name Franklin is significant 
in that the Bernard Franklin family moved 
from Virginia to Surry County, North Carolina, 
together with Dr. John Taliaferro and his fam-
ily. Bernard’s son, Jesse Franklin, and John’s 
son, Richard, were close friends and served 
together in the Revolutionary War at the Bat-
tle of Guilford Court House in North Carolina. 
Jesse Franklin went on to serve as a United 
States Senator for 12 years and then as Gov-
ernor of Tennessee. It is not surprising that the 
names Franklin and Jesse are used among sev-
eral generations of Dr. John’s descendants. 

These clues led us to continue looking into 
possible connections with Dr. John Taliaferro 
and which of his seven daughters William 
could have married. One daughter, Judith, 
married Shadrach Franklin, the brother of 
Jesse. Genealogists have proven the spouses 

of all the other daughters except for Beheath-
land Taliaferro, apparently his ninth child. Af-
ter years of careful research, cross checking, 
and the process of elimination, several of the 
Lay family researchers have concluded that 
Beheathland was the wife of William Lay. This 
has not been absolutely proved, but it is our 
best assumption. We will continue this chap-
ter assuming this to be true. 

In 1783, Beheathland’s brother, Richard, was 
killed by the Tories at the Battle of Guilford 
Court House, in North Carolina.  

Dr. John Taliaferro and the widow of his son, 
Richard, each received land grants of 10,000 
acres each. The Surry County, North Carolina, 
estate papers settling Richard’s estate were 
co-signed by an (unreadable) Lay. This may have 
been Charles Lay since he was living in Surry 
County, North Carolina, or it may have been 
William Lay. 

In a sketch on the life of Dr. John Taliaferro, 
there is the following information: 

“In 1790-1791 Dr. John Taliaferro and his 
daughter-in-law, Dorcas Taliaferro, were of-
fered government land in Georgia which they 

This plaque is on a monument in honor of three heroes 
of the Battle of Guilford Courthouse during the Revo-
lutionary War. Major Joseph Winston was the officer-
in-charge; Jesse Franklin and Richard Taliaferro were 
both privates and best friends. Jesse managed to es-
cape but Richard, the last man on the battlefield, was 
killed. The inscription at the bottom of the plaque is a 
Latin quotation. 

PALMAN QUI MERUIT FERAT 
Let him bear the palm who has won 
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accepted. He divided his land in Surry County, 
North Carolina among his children who 
wished to remain there; the records show 
deeds made by Dr. John Taliaferro, 1790-
1791, to his son Charles Taliaferro with his 
sons-in-law, Levi Pruitt, Joseph Porter and a 
party by the name of (unreadable) Lay as wit-
ness.” 

Levi Pruitt was married to Dr. John’s daughter, 
Rose, and Joseph Porter was married to an-
other daughter, Elizabeth. The unknown Lay 
signature very likely was that of Dr. John’s 
son-in-law, William Lay, who was married to 
Beheathland Taliaferro.  

Although not conclusive, these two docu-
ments help to link Dr. John Taliaferro with our 
Lay ancestors. 

William Lay moves to Tennessee 
About 1797, our William Lay moved to the 
new frontier of Eastern Tennessee, near the 
Tennessee River, to an area that became 
Roane County. Several of Dr. John’s children 
also moved to the same area. 
William Lay probably married 
Beheathland before the move 
to Tennessee. 

It would be easy to just make 
the following simple state-
ments: 

 Our ancestors moved into eastern Ten-
nessee in 1797 

 Wow, that was a very long time ago 

 Life must have been very difficult for 
them. 

But if we look into this period in more detail, 
we can begin to understand what it was truly 
like in those early years of the American Re-
public.  

Tennessee had recently been admitted as the 
16th state of the union (in 1796), and only the 
third state after the original thirteen. Tennes-
see, at the time, was mostly Indian lands, and 
the Lay family moved right to the edge of 
those Indian lands to an area that became 
Roane County.  

This was a mountainous area, a little south-
west of present day Knoxville. The Tennessee 
River serpentines its way through the county 
and has many changes in direction over its 
course.  

In 1792, only five years before our ancestors 
arrived in East Tennessee, a fort was estab-
lished on the Tennessee River. The fort was 
under the command of General John Sevier, 
and United States troops were quartered there 
until 1817 to prevent incursions from Chero-
kee Indians into the settlement. Our ancestors 
settled very near this fort. As the Indian threat 
lessened, the fort was moved a few miles 
south to Washington, Tennessee. 

Our ancestor, John Lay, was born in 1800, 
when the territory was still very undeveloped. 
A year later, Tennessee established Roane 
County with Kingston as its county seat. For 
military purposes the county was divided into 
six companies, each headed by a seasoned 
veteran of the Revolutionary War.  

 

The frontier attracted hard-working, rugged 
individuals, but most often those with a lim-
ited education. They may have seen it as their 
best opportunity to improve their way of life 
and a means of getting large amounts of in-
expensive land. It is reported that in 1802, the 
population of the county included 275 whites 
and 137 blacks. Only eight of the whites were 
able to write.2  

There were several William Lay families in Ten-
nessee, North Carolina, and South Carolina 
and it has been difficult to trace them because 
of the similarity of names. The census records 
before 1850 identified only the head of 
household and general age brackets for the 
rest of the household.  

                                                
2 http://files.usgwarchives.net/tn.roane 
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I feel confident that Jesse, John, and William 
Hardin were children of William and Beheath-
land Taliaferro Lay based on the naming pat-
terns of their families and that they were in or 
around Roane County, Tennessee at the right 
time. Several other children have been attrib-
uted to Beheathland and William Lay, but we 
will concentrate on three brothers. 

John Lay and his brothers, Jesse and William 
Hardin, grew up in a wild frontier region very 
near the Tennessee River. They learned skills of 
farming, hunting, self-reliance, and self-
protection. 

In 1813, news of a big massacre at Fort Mims, 
Alabama reached the Roane County area. The 
United States was in a bitter war against Eng-
land — the War of 1812. The British had re-
cruited a young, radical faction of the Creek 
Indians called the “Red Sticks” to fight against 
the Americans. These young Creeks slipped 
into Fort Mims and killed close to 250 of the 
defenders, including many women and chil-
dren.3 It was a terrible massacre, causing a 
great uproar among the pioneer settlers, and 
arousing a cry for immedi-
ate retaliation against the 
Creeks.  

But, even though the 
American troops were led 
by a very capable Andrew 
Jackson, a no-nonsense 
military man, he faced a 
big crisis. Many of his 
troops had enlisted for a 
set period of time and their 
enlistment time was up. In 
spite of strong encourage-
ment by Jackson to re-
enlist, many of the men 
headed back home to their 
families.  

Jackson contacted his 
friend, Governor Blount of 
Tennessee and put out a 
plea for thousands of new 

                                                
3 War of 1812, Donald Hickey, Univ. of Ill. Press, p 147.  

volunteers. Because of the news of the Fort 
Mims Massacre, recruiting was easy. Over 
3,000 men from Tennessee signed up in only a 
few days and joined General Andrew Jackson. 
Tennessee became known as “The Volunteer 
State” as a result of the War of 1812 and the 
willingness of so many men to sign up to 
serve. 

William Lay was one of these volunteers. He 
enlisted on January 10, 1814 in the Captain 
John English Company of Colonel Samuel 
Bunch’s Regiment. Beheathland was left with 
several children to care for during these very 
turbulent and dangerous times. Among the 
children were Jesse, 16, John, 13, and William 
Hardin, 5. It would be nice to report at this 
time that William Lay was a decorated war 
veteran — but NOT SO! Twelve days after 
enlisting, he was declared too sick to continue 
and left the army at Fort Campbell, Tennessee. 
The muster record shows that during the pe-
riod of January 10 and July 14, 1814 he served 
a total of 13 days and was to be paid $8.00 
per month. The record below shows that he 
was paid the prorated amount of $3.35. 
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The rest of the volunteers, including many of 
William Lay’s close neighbors, continued 
marching toward Alabama while William Lay 
went home to recover from his illness. I guess 
the good news of all this is that William Lay 
was not involved in the killing of any Indians! 
 

“In March 1814, General Jackson left Fort 
Strother and built a new fort, Fort Williams, 
further south on the Coosa…Jackson’s Army 
marched out of Fort Williams, cut a 52-mile 
trail through the forest in three days. On 
March 26, the army made camp six miles 
north of Horseshoe Bend. In the morning, 
Jackson sent Brig. General John Coffee and 

700 mounted infantry plus 600 Cherokee and 
Lower Creek allies three miles down-stream to 
cross the Tallapoosa and surround the bend. 
He took the rest of the army, 2000 men, from 
East and West Tennessee militia and the 
Thirty-ninth U.S. Infantry into the peninsula. 
At 10:30 a.m. their artillery bombarded the 
Red Sticks' log barricade for two hours with-
out effect.”4 “At noon, some of Jackson’s 
American Indian allies who were guarding the 
south side of the Tallapoosa decided to swim 
120 yards across the river. There they stole 
Red Stick canoes, which they used to transport 
a mixed force of Cherokee, Creek, and Tennes-
see Militia back to the peninsula. These men 
attacked the Red Sticks from the rear, burning 
the village of Tohopeka and taking the women 
and children prisoner.”5 

When Jackson saw the smoke and heard the 
gunfire, he quickly ordered a frontal bayonet 
charge, which poured over the barricade. 
Fighting ranged over the south end of the 
peninsula throughout the afternoon. By dark 
at least 800 of Chief Menawa's 1,000 Red 
Sticks were dead (557 slain on the field and 
200-300 in the river). Menawa himself, al-
though severely wounded, managed to es-
cape. Jackson's losses in the battle were 49 
killed and 154 wounded, many mortally. 

Several men who served in the Battle of 
Horseshoe Bend later became famous: 

 Andrew Jackson became the seventh 
President of the United States 

 Sam Houston was severely wounded in 
the Battle of Horseshoe Bend. After his re-
covery he became the Governor of Ten-
nessee, a US congressman and later the 
President of the Republic of Texas. 

 William Carroll went on to become Gov-
ernor of Tennessee.  

 David Crockett became a member of the 
US House of Representatives and a fa-
mous frontiersman. He died at the Battle 
of the Alamo. 

                                                
4 http://www.nps.gov/hobe/historyculture/index.htm 

5 http://www.nps.gov/hobe/historyculture/index.htm / 

The Creek Campaign, 1813-1814 
Showing General Jackson’s Route 
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Though the Red Sticks had been crushed at 
Tohopeka, the remnants of the hostile Creeks 
held out for several months. In August 1814, 
exhausted and starving, they surrendered to 
Jackson at Wetumpka, near the present city of 
Montgomery, Alabama. The Treaty of Fort 
Jackson, ending the conflict, required the 
Creeks to cede some 20 million acres of land 
to the United States — more than half of their 
ancestral territorial holdings. The state of Ala-
bama was carved out of this domain and ad-
mitted to the Union in 1819.”6 

Jackson then continued to Mobile and on to 
the victory at New Orleans. He then continued 
east to Florida, thus winning the southern part 
of the War of 1812. Jackson was appointed 
Governor of Florida, later becoming Governor 
of Tennessee, and then, in 1829, the 7th Presi-
dent of the United States.  

After the battle, some of the remaining Creek 
Indians were marched to Oklahoma. Some of 
the Cherokee Indians were moved to north-
eastern Alabama to an area now known as 
Cherokee County. A year after his inaugura-
tion as president,  Andrew Jackson signed the 
“Indian Removal Bill” forcing all the tribes east 
of the Mississippi River to move to Oklahoma. 
This Bill was ruled illegal by the US Supreme 
Court, but the Indians were removed from 
Alabama anyway. They were forced to walk in 
all kinds of weather and many died along the 
way — a journey the Cherokees called the 
"Trail of Tears." The Southeast, cleared of most 
Indians and free from the threat of foreign 
intervention, thus became part of the United 
States and was opened for settlement. 

John Lay 
Back in Roane County, the children of William 
Lay continued to grow up and most married 
local girls and boys. John Lay, our ancestor, 
married Mary L. McCoy when he was about 27 
years old. She was the daughter of William 
Henry McCoy, an emigrant from Scotland who 
had settled in Roane County, Tennessee with 
his wife, Mary. 

                                                
6 Cherokee County Heritage, Vol 1, 1972, p. 6 

According to the 1830 census, the Lays and 
McCoys lived on the south side of the Tennes-
see River. This was an area that only a few 
years before had been Cherokee Indian land.  

We can speculate, because of later events, 
that John and his brothers Jesse and William 
Hardin, probably started building flatboats 
and taking them down the Tennessee River as 
a source of income. These boats were built 
from sawn oak lumber, built up on the sides, 
and were shallow draught vessels designed to 
float the rapids. 

The flatboats had no source of power other 
than the river current and were controlled by 
long paddles. If the current was too slow, 
then they were poled by a crew who stuck a 
pole in at the bow and walked from stem to 
stern, propelling the craft forward at the rate 
of walking.  

Since flatboats could only navigate down-
stream, they were known as “the boats that 
never returned.” About this time, Alabama 
was being settled and we can guess that the 
Lay boys might have taken their boats down 
the Tennessee River into Alabama loaded with 
supplies and livestock to supply the new Ala-
bama settlers and to earn a living. 

John Lay probably heard stories about the 
Coosa River in Alabama from returning veter-
ans of the War of 1812, for at some point he 
saw an opportunity to cut several weeks from 
a flatboat journey from East Tennessee to New 
Orleans and Mobile by using the Coosa River. 
He devised a plan whereby the boats from the 
Tennessee River were unloaded near Gadsden, 
AL, and the cargo moved overland in large 
wagons to the Coosa River. There his plan was 
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to load the flatboats and float down the 
Coosa, continuing on to Mobile.  

Move to Alabama 

After the War of 1812 and the massacre of the 
Creek Indians at Horseshoe Bend, Alabama, 
most of the Cherokee Indians who had helped 
the Americans were located in the Northeast 
part of the state in an area that became 
Cherokee County.  

In the fall of 1835 Mary (McCoy) and John Lay 
moved from Roane County, Tennessee to 
Cherokee County, Alabama. They brought 
with them their three children, Cummins, 7, 
William Hardin, 3, Elizabeth, 1. Mary was 
pregnant with John R. who was born in De-
cember 1835 in Alabama. They also brought 
along their parents, William and Beheathland 
Lay, and Mary and William Henry McCoy.7  

I would guess John’s brothers, Jesse and Wil-
liam Hardin, went along to help with the 
move because the history of Cherokee County 
says that John Lay built a fine frame and brick 
house near Lay’s Bend. This would have been 
a huge task for someone to do alone. The 
lumber from the flatboats was hauled to 
Cherokee County, where John Lay and his ex-
tended family settled on the first bend in the 
Coosa River as it flows from Georgia into 
northeast Alabama. After this move, most of 
John’s siblings remained in Roane County for a 
few more years. However, his brothers, Jesse, 
and William Hardin Lay caught the new fron-
tier fever. While the Lays and McCoys were 
busy settling in Alabama, John’s two brothers 
started preparing for a migration to unsettled 
Arkansas. A little later we will learn more 
about their trip west in 1840-41. 

Lays settle in Alabama 

The Lays and McCoys were among the first 
white people to settle in Cherokee County, an 
area that up until that time had been occu-
pied almost solely by the Cherokees. 8 

                                                
7 Lay Family Genealogy, J Gilbert Lay, p. 14 
8 Cherokee Co. History, 1836-1956, Frank R. Stewart 

They settled on a bluff overlooking a bend in 
the Coosa River that later became known as 
Lay or McCoy Bend. The Lays and McCoys 
were true pioneers going into a hostile unset-
tled land.  

In addition to the three children that were 
born in Tennessee, we have mentioned above 
that Mary McCoy Lay was pregnant with their 
fourth child. John R. Lay was born on Decem-
ber 1, 1835 shortly after they arrived in 
Cherokee County. Six other children were born 
at Lay’s Bend bringing the total number of 
children to 10. 

Children of Mary L. and John Lay 

  NAME BIRTH STATE DEATH STATE 

1 Cummins  M. 1828 TN 1889 AL 

2 William H. 1832 TN 1881  

3 Elizabeth 1834 TN   

4 John R. 1835 AL 1923 TX 

5 Jesse M. 1838 AL 1931 TX 

6 Joseph M. 1840 AL 1873 TX 

7 Mary L. 1843 AL   

8 James P. 1844 AL   

9 Toliver F. 1846 AL 1916 TX 

10 David L. 1850 AL 1928 TX 

We do not have the space to discuss all ten of 
Mary and John’s children, however we will 
learn a little about those whose names are in 
bold-italic typeface above. 

In 1835 a treaty was signed with the Cherokee 
Indians ceding all of the Cherokee lands east 
of the Mississippi River to the United States. 
“This treaty was ratified by the United States 
Senate, although it was rejected by ninety-five 
percent of the people.”9 Numerous attempts 
were made to have it nullified, and it ended 
up in the US Supreme Court. The court ruled 
in favor of the Indians, in the case of Cherokee 
Indians vs. Georgia. In spite of all these ef-
forts, the Cherokee Indians were removed by 
force in 1837 and 1838, from the territory 
east of the Mississippi. 

                                                
9 Cherokee County Heritage, Vol. 1, 1972, p. 161 
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Times were hard for these early pioneers for 
the first few years. Only a small acreage of 
land had been cleared and was tillable. There 
were no churches or schools. Wild bands of 
Creek Indians still roamed the woods, having 
slipped back into Cherokee County. “For the 
first year there was no hog meat or grease 
with which to season vegetables. Beef and 
deer tallow had to be used as substitutes.“10 

The book Rivers of Alabama gives a good his-
tory of the river and has references through-
out the book 
about our Lay an-
cestors. An inter-
esting account 
about John Lay, 
the grandfather of 
Cora Etta Lay Bry-
son, is in the chap-
ter about the 
Coosa River.11 That 
chapter was writ-
ten by Kitty Suther-
land, a popular 
columnist for the Birmingham News, and a 
recognized historian. We will quote some of 
her writing in order to gain a better feel for 
the times and the history of the river. When 
writing about the time period after the war of 
1812, specifically the 1830s, and the settle-
ment of Alabama, Sutherland says:  

 “The Coosa’s next chapter belongs to 
the pioneering settler, willing to take 
hold of the land he had won and make 
it produce. 

“Such a man was John Lay. To him, his 
son Cummins, and his grandson, Patrick 
Lay, the river was life. In their response 
to it, the life of the river is revealed. 

“John Lay came to the Coosa to stay. He 
built his house on its banks near Gads-
den, Alabama, of sawn timber instead of 
the rough hewn, of homemade nails and 
brick, and in it his son and grandson 

                                                
10 Cherokee County Heritage, Vol. 1, 1972, p. 162 
11 Rivers of Alabama, Strode Publishers, Huntsville, AL 

were born. He planted the land and then 
became a river man to carry his produce 
to market. He was involved too, in the 
transportation of all the agricultural 
products of the day — taking tobacco, 
cotton, corn, honey, whiskey, cattle, and 
poultry — taking them through the 
Coosa-Alabama leg of their journey from 
east Tennessee to the Gulf of Mexico.12 

John Lay’s flatboat business 

For thousands of years, waterways were the 
primary mode of transportation and travel. 
Waterways continued to be important in the 
development of our country until the mid-
1800s and the arrival of the steam locomotive. 
The invention of the steam engine quickly 
changed the way we traveled and the way we 
transported goods. 

Of particular interest to us in this section is the 
State of Alabama in the early 1800s when the 
state was first being settled by the white man. 

Many of the goods necessary to develop a 
new area came by riverboat. These unpow-
ered, rustic boats floated down the river at the 
mercy of the currents.  

Goods from the American northeast, Virginia, 
Carolinas, and Tennessee were loaded onto 
barges and flatboats and floated with the cur-
rent down the Tennessee River. Originally the 
boats followed the Tennessee River all the way 
to the Ohio. This meant going south through 
east Tennessee, dipping down into Alabama, 
following the Tennessee River north back 
through West Tennessee, into Kentucky, 
where the Tennessee flowed into the Ohio 
River. Then on the Ohio for a short distance 
and then down the Mississippi all the way to 
New Orleans and the Gulf of Mexico.  

When John Lay started his flatboat business at 
Lay’s Bend, Alabama, on the Coosa River, he 
thus created a new option. Boats from the 
Northeast that had come down the Tennessee 
River could be unloaded in northeastern Ala-
bama and the goods loaded onto wagons, 
then carted overland a few miles ending up at 

                                                
12 Rivers of Alabama, Strode Publishers, Huntsville, AL 
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John Lay’s flatboat business. The goods would 
then be transferred from wagons to flatboats. 
At this point, Lay would lead a convoy of flat-
boats down the Coosa River to Montgomery, 
where the Coosa flowed into the Alabama 
River and then float all the way to Mobile and 
the Gulf of Mexico. This cut several weeks 
from the original trip. 

John gave much to his state 

The Gadsden, Alabama web site says: “He 
(John Lay) became the most successful boat 
Captain on the river.”13 

John Lay is credited with contributing greatly 
to the development of the State of Alabama. 
Before his flatboats, goods for most of Ala-
bama had to come on wagons, traversing 
primitive Indian trails. Lay’s flatboats stopped 
at over a dozen landings on the river on their 

                                                
13 www.gadsden-etowatourismboard.com 

voyage south. This meant that a lot more ne-
cessities were available for a large portion of 
the state. I would imagine that anyone within 
50 miles on either side of the river could bene-
fit from deliveries from the flat boats.  

This also greatly accelerated the growth of the 
state, particularly along the Coosa and Ala-
bama Rivers. It had to be an exciting event to 

see John Lay and his convoy of 
flatboats off in the distance or 
coming around the bend. It 
must have been like Christmas. 

Being able to get more goods 
was not the only benefit to the 
people of Alabama. It was es-
pecially beneficial for those that 
were trying to make a living as 
farmers. With the introduction 
of the flatboats, there was now 
an efficient way to transport 
crops and produce to places like 
Mobile. It was very inefficient to 
transport cotton by wagon, and 
that limited the profitability of 
the crop. The flatboat proved to 
be a godsend. The boats could 
also take a few passengers if 
they were willing to work. 

Life of a riverman 

John Lay was well respected for 
his river boat skills. The Gads-
den web page says: “The most 
prominent riverman to settle in 
this area was Captain John 
Lay.”14 Certainly he was well-
known up and down the Coosa 

and Alabama River. We may think how lucky 
he was to have such a fine business, and 
probably many wanted to imitate him. But, 
not so fast! Let’s look at some of the skills he 
possessed and the risks he was also willing to 
take. We will look into some of the dangers 
and hardships he had to endure to have a suc-
cessful business.  

                                                
14 www.gadsden-etowatourismboard.com 

John Lay’s Flatboat Route — from Rome to Mobile 
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 John Lay was a man with 
a purpose and a man with 
skills that few possessed. 
John was an independent 
thinker and led others, in-
stead of just following the 
lead of someone else. 

 John Lay was patient and 
studied his craft and had 
the reputation of “build-
ing the finest flatboats 
that were used on the 
Coosa.”15 He did not cut 
corners, and quality was 
important in whatever he 
did. 

 Among many people “he 
had a reputation for build-
ing good craft and getting 
them through.”16  

 John Lay was a student of 
the river. It required ex-
traordinary knowledge of 
the river and skill to pre-
vent loss of the boats. 

 To navigate the river suc-
cessfully, he had to know 
exactly what part of the 
river to be in and where to 
position the boats in order 
to be ready for the next 
hazard. “In addition to 
knowing the crooks, 
bends, and channels of 
the deeper waters, this 
also meant being able to 
maneuver the rapids, that 
one-hundred-mile stretch 
of shallow rock stratifica-
tion between Greensport 
and Wetumpka, a feat 
most often accomplished 
by waiting for rain to 
flood the area.”17  

                                                
15 www.gadsden-etowatourismboard.com 
16 Rivers of Alabama, Strode Publishers, Huntsville, AL 
17 Rivers of Alabama, Strode Publishers, Huntsville, AL 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Typical Flatboats from the early 1800’s 
John Lay and his son Cummings would take a convoy of boats down to Mobile 

They would then sell the boats for their lumber 
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 John Lay was willing to take great risks. 
He spent a lot of money to build the 
boats, not knowing what the market for 
his services would be. After floating down 
the 600 miles of river to Mobile, he then 
had the task of selling his boat for lum-
ber. A flatboat could only go down-
stream. This earned them the reputation 
of being the “boats that never returned.” 

 John Lay could inspire men. He must have 
hired several men to help him build his 
boats, and certainly it required several 
men to operate the convoy. To be suc-
cessful, he had to be a good communica-
tor and businessman. 

 John Lay gained the respect and confi-
dence of his neighbors. “Flatboats from 
the upper Coosa and its tributaries fre-
quently assembled at John Lay’s where 
convoys were formed and put under the 
command of Captain John Lay.”18 

Life on a flatboat 

Doesn’t it sound nice? A slow trip floating 
down the river to Mobile! But there was a lot 
of hard work building the boats without any 
power tools, and there were a lot of dangers 
and hardships. 

 Handling and loading the cargo was a 
dangerous task. Everything had to be 
done by hand with brute force. 

 There was a wild band of Creek Indians 
that hid out in Cherokee County in the 
woods along the Coosa River. They were 
an unruly bunch by nature and especially 
angry because of the massacre of hun-
dreds of Creeks at the Battle of Horseshoe 
Bend in 1814. They had no love for the 
white man who had forced most of their 
brothers to far off Oklahoma Territory. 
Hence, it was necessary to travel in con-
voys for protection. 

 Before there was a justice system estab-
lished, there was a gang of ruffians 
known as the “Slicks.” If they had the op-
portunity, they would attack a flatboat 

                                                
18 www.gadsden-etowatourismboard.com 

and steal the cargo. As the trip proceeded 
downstream, there was additional danger 
from land pirates waiting to ambush the 
boats. It took great skill and courage to 
make a safe trip. 

 Weather was a constant concern. The 
Coosa River region of Alabama is said to 
have the third highest rainfall in the na-
tion, behind only two areas in the states 
of Washington and Oregon. In spite of 
this, sometimes there would be days 
without rain, and the river water level 
would be too low to navigate. In that case 
they just camped out and waited till it 
rained enough to make the river passable. 

 Once in Mobile, the goods were 
unloaded, the boats were sold, generally 
for their good sawn lumber. After a short 
rest, John and his crew would buy horses 
and start the long trip home. Sometimes 
they would have to walk a good part of 
the way home. Again, they traveled in 
groups for protection from the Indians, 
pirates, and gangsters. 

 We can see that John Lay earned every 
cent he made. Also we can see why only a 
few men entered the flatboat business. “A 
few brave and energetic pioneers came 
early and developed the river trade.”19 

The Family Business 

Cummins Lay, the oldest son of John Lay, 
made many trips with his father and became 
equally famous as a river Captain. The flatboat 
business was thriving until about 1850. “Then 
one day Cummins Lay noticed a stream of 
smoke in the distance as his father’s convoy 
approached Lafferty’s Landing near Gadsden. 
It was not a fire as he thought. Instead, it was 
the Coosa, the first steamboat on the river, 
ushering in a new and exciting era.”20 

Technology had made the flatboat obsolete 
and just a few years later the railroad made 
the steamboat business less important. John 
retired to farming and probably built houses. 
Cummins saw the future in steamboats and 

                                                
19 www.gadsden-etowatourismboard.com 
20 Rivers of Alabama, Strode Publishers, Huntsville, AL 
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immediately got an entry level job with the 
steamboat company. His story will be told a 
little later. 

The Lay family made significant contributions 
to the growth and advancement of the Coosa 
Valley through their leadership, love for the 
river, and very hard work. The Gadsden web 
site sums it up in a sentence where it says: 
“The Lay family has contributed greatly to cul-
tural, industrial, and commercial progress, not 
only of Gadsden, but of the state and Na-
tion.”21 

1. Cummins McBride Lay 

Cummins Lay was born in Roane County, Ten-
nessee in 1828 and was the first child of John 
and Mary L. Lay and consequently the oldest 
brother of Joseph M. Lay, our ancestor. Cum-
mins middle name, McBride, probably comes 
from neighbors in Roane County, Tennessee. 
There were several McBride families living in 
Roane County and an Allen McBride had 
enlisted in the same army unit as William Lay. 
There were also several Cummings families in 
the area and it is not hard to imagine that the 
local pronunciation may have been shortened 
to Cummins. There was a Capt. James Cum-
mings in Bunch’s Regiment in 1813 and a 
John Cummings in the same unit as William 
Lay. The origin of the name Cummins McBride 
Lay is speculation on my part. 

Cummins was seven years old when his family 
moved from Tennessee to Cherokee County in 
northwest Alabama. He was old enough for 
that experience to make a lasting impression 
and for him to appreciate the adventure. 

Cummins was exposed to rivers and riverboats 
from an early age and grew up with the river-
boat business. He often worked with his fa-
ther on trips down the Coosa, through the 
Devil’s Staircase, and on down the Alabama 
River to Mobile. On each trip, he gained 
knowledge about the river. 

He probably expected to follow his father’s 
footsteps and take over his flatboat business. 
Cummins’ plans must have changed abruptly 

                                                
21 www.gadsden-etowatourismboard.com 

when he and his father spotted their first 
steamboat on the river, the US Coosa, on 
what proved to be their last flatboat convoy. 

The Lays completed their convoy to Mobile. 
On returning home, Cummins decided to en-
ter the steamboat business. He got a job as a 
mud clerk where he stood on the wharf, rain 
or shine, recording the goods being loaded on 
to the steamboat. We can admire Cummins 
for his willingness to change career paths and 
start at an entry level position in the steam-
boat business. However, he advanced quickly 
from mud clerk to steamboat captain and he 
became, as his father was, one of the best 
known and most highly regarded men on the 
Coosa. 

The steamboats were built to carry huge 
loads, primarily cotton, and to draw22 no more 
than three feet of water. They could operate 
on the upper part of the Coosa between Rome 
and Greensport, but they could not operate 
on the one hundred mile stretch of the Coosa 
between Greensport and Wetumpka because 
of the shallow water and the “Devil’s Stair-
case” rapids. The southern part of the route, 
from Greensport to Mobile was well-suited for 
the steamboat and it cut that part of the trip 
from six weeks to an amazing 10 days.23 

So how did steam boats get to the northern 
part of the river? The first steamboat to oper-
ate in the northern part of the Coosa River 
was appropriately named the COOSA. It had 
been built in Cincinnati and had steamed 
down the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers to New 
Orleans. It then steamed through the Gulf of 
Mexico to Mobile and up the Alabama River to 
Montgomery. From there it turned up the 
Coosa River as far as Wetumpka. Not being 
able to navigate the 100 miles of the rapids, 
the boat was taken apart and loaded on heavy 
wagons drawn by oxen. The boat was hauled 
piecemeal over wretched roads to Greensport, 

                                                
22 Draw — or draft: the distance a ship sinks into 
the water, ie. water displacement. Dependent on 
cargo and fresh or salt water. 
23 Coosa-Alabama River Improvement Association, p 2. 
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where she was reassembled and made ready 
for its first journey upstream on the Coosa 
River.24 

The fact that a steam propelled boat was trav-
eling upstream brought settlers to the river 
from miles around. Planters up and down the 
river were quick to use steamboat transporta-
tion to haul their products to market. The 
Steamship Coosa could only handle a small 
fraction of the demand. Up until this time, 
boats could only float downstream. Now, 
goods could be shipped back and forth be-
tween Gadsden and Rome. It was on this 
Gadsden to Rome section of the river that 
Cummins, and later his son William Patrick, 
operated as steamship captains. 

The daring get-away 

During the War Between the States, on Sun-
day May 3, 1863, 
Rome, Georgia 
was in a state of 
great excitement. 
A confederate 
scout arrived at 
night to warn the 
citizens that the 
Union Army raid-
ers were headed 
for the city, intent 
on destroying it 
and the confeder-
ate munitions fac-
tory that was lo-
cated there.  

Gen. William T. 
Sherman sent 
Gen. J.B. McPher-
son with the 14th 
and 16th Corps, U.S. Army, to invade Rome, 
Georgia and capture the steamer Laura Moore 
while still in port. But, the steamer, Laura 
Moore, which was moored at the dock, made 
a quick getaway, lest it fall into the hands of 
the Yankees.25  

                                                
24 http://www.riverboatdaves.com/areas/coosa-1.html 
25 http://www.riverboatdaves.com 

The Laura Moore hastily raised steam, stacked 
bales of cotton around the boilers, engine 
house, and pilot house as a buffer. Next, the 
Laura Moore, with Captain Cummins Lay at 
the wheel, steamed down the Coosa under 
cover of darkness. But the muffled exhaust of 
the engine and sparks from the smokestacks 
were detected by the Yankees who opened 
fire on the steamer. Many cannon balls struck 
the steamboat, but the bales of cotton saved 
it, and they were able finally to reach 
Greensport, at the beginning of the treacher-
ous “devils staircase” rapids. 

Here Captain Lay hid in a cove expecting to be 
captured by the Yankees any day and waited 
until heavy rains set in and flooded the rapids. 
The rains came and Cummins Lay, like his fa-
ther had done many times in flatboat times, 
navigated the treacherous rapids and pre-

vented the 
steamboat from 
falling into enemy 
hands. The Laura 
Moore continued 
her journey down 
the Coosa and 
Alabama Rivers all 
the way to Mo-
bile, where Cap-
tain Lay delivered 
her to the Con-
federate authori-
ties.  

The wild dash 
took the steamer 
over the rapids 
and falls of the 
shallow Coosa, on 
down the 317.5 

miles of the Alabama River and brought her 
safely to the Confederate headquarters in Mo-
bile. Only one boat ever navigated the entire 
length of the Alabama and Coosa River. Cum-
mins Lay and the Laura Moore steamboat still 
hold that record. 26 

                                                
26 Rivers of Alabama, Strode Publishers, Huntsville, AL 

 
Picture from http://www.riverboatdaves.com 

The US Coosa — the first steam boat on the Coosa 
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His feat in steering the Laura Moore through 
the dangerous rapids of the Coosa will doubt-
less stand as the most daring exploit ever at-
tempted on any river in Alabama 

Once the Civil War ended, the Laura Moore 
was limited to working on the southern route 
between Wetumpka and Mobile because of 
the “devils staircase” rapids. In order to move 
steamboats to the northern part of the Coosa 
River, they were unassembled at Wetumpka 
and hauled by heavy wagons to Greensport. 

But in 1866, Captain Cummins Lay again 
made history when he piloted the Laura 
Moore upstream from Wetumpka through the 
rapids and shoals of the Lower Coosa to 
Greensport and on to Rome. He was the first 
and only pilot to make that trip upstream in a 
steamer.27 Once north of the rapids, the Laura 
Moore was again able to resume its runs be-
tween Gadsden and Rome. 

Cummins Lay married Elizabeth McGee about 
1850 in Alabama and remained in Alabama 
when most of his siblings and parents moved 
west to Texas. Cummins and Elizabeth had 
seven children, John Henry, William Patrick, 
James Mack, Sarah V., Washington C., Mary 
L., and Minnie L. Lay. 

Captain Cummins McBride Lay, 61, died on 
June 30, 1889 in Gadsden, Alabama. Eliza-
beth, his widow, died three years later on 
June 12, 1892. She was 56 years old. They are 
both buried in the Forrest Cemetery in Gads-
den, Etowah County, Alabama. 

Most of their children remained in Alabama. 
Their second son, William Patrick Lay, was very 
prominent in the development of the Coosa 
River and the introduction of electrical power 
in the state. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                
27 http://www.caria.org/timeline.html 

Steamboat pictures from http://www.riverboatdaves.com 

 
 

The US Gadsden — Ran from Gadsden, AL to Rome, GA 
 

The US Cherokee 
Sister ship of Cummins Lay’s Laura Moore 

 

The US Cherokee  
Loaded with farm produce 
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William Patrick Lay 

William Patrick Lay, the second son of Eliza-
beth and Cummins Lay, was born on June 11, 
1853 in the frame and brick house built by his 
grandfather, John Lay. William Patrick grew up 
on the Coosa River and learned a great deal 
about the river from his grandfather, Captain 
John Lay, the legendary flatboat pioneer and 
from his father, the famous steamboat Cap-
tain. As a boy, young William took many trips 
down the Coosa and Alabama Rivers with his 
father and grandfather. 

The rivers of 
Alabama have 
played a very 
important role 
in the devel-
opment of Ala-
bama. “In 1819 
when Alabama 
entered the Un-
ion, its leaders 
designed a 
great seal that 
featured the 

state’s waterways. In adopting this symbol 
they affirmed their belief that the future of 
Alabama lay with its rivers.”28 William Patrick 
Lay recognized the importance of the water-
ways and specifically spent a lifetime analyz-
ing and promoting the development of the 
Coosa River. 

He first worked for a Steamboat Company and 
became a steamboat captain on the Coosa. 
Like his father and grandfather, he was well-
respected for his skills and was known as Cap-
tain Lay. He soon had dreams beyond being 
the Captain of a steamboat and making runs 
between Rome, Georgia, and Gadsden, Ala-
bama. He also had a vision — major improve-
ment of the Coosa River. William Patrick Lay 
was probably the person with the greatest 
knowledge of the Coosa. He was also a great 
visionary and organizer. We will now look at 
some of the key historical events that were 
important to William Patrick Lay  

                                                
28 Rivers of History, Harvey Jackson, III 

1870 — The Federal government surveyed the 
Coosa and recommended 31 low-lift dams 
with locks. William Patrick Lay strongly op-
posed the plan and laid out the reasons it 
would not work. 

1879 — In spite of heavy lobbying by William 
Patrick Lay, the Congress approved the con-
struction of the first three low-lift dams and 
locks of the project. 

1785 — William Patrick Lay started a steam 
generating plant in Gadsden, Alabama. 

1887 — William Patrick Lay conceived the idea 
of harnessing water flow on the Coosa River 
to produce electricity. He helped organize a 
Convention in Montgomery with the purpose 
of making continuing efforts to seek Congres-
sional support for navigation on the Coosa 
and Alabama Rivers. 

1890 — William Patrick Lay became the foun-
der and first president of the Coosa-Alabama 
River Improvement Association, Inc. (CARIA). 
The association celebrated its 120th anniver-
sary in 2010.29 

 
CARIA Board of Directors, 1895 

William Patrick Lay is seated second from right 

1898 — Work by the federal government was 
halted on the low-lift dams because they were 
proved to be impractical as William Patrick Lay 
had predicted. This left now-abandoned or 
unfinished concrete walls as ghostly reminders 

                                                
29 http://www.caria.org 
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of the effort. Lay had been correct in his op-
position to the government plan. 

1899 — With knowledge gained from his fa-
ther and grandfather and his first-hand ex-
perience and study of the river, Lay envisioned 
a grand plan. William Patrick Lay, 46, pub-
lished a detailed plan for the construction of a 
few 100’ high dams with a three fold purpose: 

1. Enabling navigation 
2. Containment of flooding 
3. Production of hydro-electric power 

 

1905 — on seeing Lay’s plan, the Federal 
Board of Engineers declared that the cost did 
not justify the investment. 

1906 — William Patrick Lay sold his steam 
generating plant in Gadsden and invested 
$5,000 of his own money to start an electric 
generating plant to test the feasibility of his 
ideas. The plant was a huge success and the 
Alabama Power Company was started with 
William Patrick Lay as its first President. He 
continued pushing his ideas. The investment 
of $5,000 in 1906 was a very sizeable amount 
and would be equivalent to over $150,000 in 
currency today (2010). 

1907 — After many years of lobbying, and Lay 
risking his own money to prove his plan, the 
Federal Government and the Corps of Engi-
neers recommended construction of high 
dams to: 1. Improve navigation, 2. Provide 
flood control, 3. Develop potential water 
power. These were exactly the things pro-
posed by Lay years before. President Teddy 
Roosevelt signed the congressional bill author-
izing the construction of the first dams. 

1914 — The Alabama Power Company com-
pleted construction of the first 100’ high dam 
near Clanton, Alabama using only private 
funds. The dam and the resulting lake were 
named Lay Dam and Lay Lake “after Captain 
William Patrick Lay, the first Alabama Power 
President.”30 In 2010, the dam and lake are 
still being used for the three original purposes 
— but in addition, Lay Lake has created one of 
the finest recreation and fishing areas in the 
state of Alabama.  
William Patrick 
Lay, a first cousin 
of our ancestor 
Cora Etta Lay, lived 
in the Gadsden 
area most of his 
life. He was 87 
years old when he 
died in 1940. He is 
buried in the 
Forrest Cemetery 
in Gadsden, Ala-
bama. Captain Wil-
liam Patrick Lay 
will always be re-
membered for his contribution to the devel-
opment of the Coosa and Alabama Rivers and 
as the father of the Alabama Power Company. 

                                                
30 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coosa_River  
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John Lay moved to Texas 
We have diverted a little and talked about 
John’s sons that stayed in Alabama, now we 
will get back to the story of John Lay, the flat-
boat pioneer. 

When the steamboats arrived, John Lay was 
basically out of a job. Technology had made 
his skills obsolete, and he felt he was too old 
to learn the new technologies. His son, Cum-
mins, took the challenge and learned the new 
technology. Sounds like today — doesn’t it! 

John and his older sons each accumulated 

several parcels of land in Cherokee County 
from the federal Bureau of Land Management, 
BLM. The BLM website is a great place to see 
copies of the actual land transactions. 

(http://www.glorecords.blm.gov/Logon/Logon_Form.asp 

John accumulated about 200 acres from BLM 
transactions in 1845, 1847, and 1850. His old-
est son, Cummins, received about 200 acres 
with transactions in 1854 and 1859 and 
John’s next oldest son received 80 acres on 
December 1, 1858. 

Although John had about 200 acres of land in 
Cherokee County, it was 
not particularly well-
suited for growing crops. 
Much of his land was 
rolling hills and heavily 
wooded. The settlers in 
Alabama had heard of 
the rich prairie fields in 
Texas that did not have 
to be cleared first and 
they had heard you 
could buy acreage very 
inexpensively. This new 
frontier seemed like a 
good place to go. 

Another possible reason 
for John to consider the 
move was that in 1860 
there was considerable 
concern about an im-
pending Civil War and 
the people in the South-
ern States were very 
worried if Abraham Lin-
coln were to be elected 
president that Civil War 
would be inevitable. Af-
ter the election, John 
Lay, 60, decided to move 
most of his family to 
Texas. His sons Cum-
mins, 33, William H., 29, 
and John R., 26 already 
owned land and were 
established in Alabama, 
so they decided not to Registration of sale of 111 acres of public lands by BLM 

Sold to John Lay, Cherokee County, May 1, 1845 
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move. The 2nd District of the Cherokee County, 
1860 census states that John was a farmer 
with personal property valued at $8,900. By 
1860 standards, this made him one of the 
wealthiest men in the county. It is interesting 
that there was no entry shown for the value of 
real estate owned. From this we can conclude 
that John Lay had sold all his real estate in 
preparation for the move to Texas. 

The 1860 Census listed the John Lay household as: 

NAME AGE SEX BORN 

John Lay 60 M TN 

Mary 52 F TN 

Jesse M. 22 M AL 

Joseph M. 20 M AL 

Mary L. 18 F AL 

Franklin T. 16 M AL 

David L. 10 M AL 

John R. 22 M AL 

All of the above family members made the trip 
to Ellis County, Texas except for John R. Lay, 
who remained in Cherokee County. 

On January 11, 1861, only a few weeks after 
John and his family headed to Texas, Alabama 
seceded from the Union. A couple of months, 
later in March 1861, Texas seceded. 

John Lay Moves his family to Texas 
After twenty-five years in Alabama, sixty year-
old John Lay moved his family to Ellis County, 
Texas, another new frontier. The move ap-
pears to have been in late 1860.  

John accumulated several hundred acres of 
farm land in Ellis County and started farming. 
His sons, Jesse M., 22, Joseph M., 20, Taliaf-
erro F., 14, and David L., 10, were able to help 
with farming chores. 

The Civil War broke out on April 12, 1861. 
Mary and John escaped living where the war 
was being fought, but their family did not es-
cape the effects of the war. Five of their sons 
played an active roll in fighting for the Con-
federates. By January of 1862, Jesse and Jo-
seph were off to war. In Alabama, John R., 
who had remained in Alabama, enlisted in a 
Georgia Infantry Regiment and Cummins was 

operating a steamboat for the military. The 
two youngest sons were left to help on the 
farm in Texas. The Lay family, like so many of 
our Texas ancestors, was active in the Shiloh 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church. 

John Lay, 67, died on June 19, 1867, only 
seven years after making the move to Texas. 
Mary McCoy Lay continued to live in the area 
until she died on February 19, 1893 at the age 
of 85 years. They are both buried in the Shiloh 
Cemetery. 

6. Joseph M. Lay — Father-in-law of William Elam Bryson 
Joseph M. Lay was born on June 10, 1840 at 
Lay’s Bend, Cherokee County, Alabama. He 
was the sixth child in a family of ten children. 
Growing up, he seemed to be closest to his 
two next oldest brothers, Jesse who was 2½ 
years older, and John R. who was 4½ years 
older. Joseph grew up living with his parents 
on a bluff overlooking a bend in the Coosa 
River which was known as Lay’s Bend. When 
Joseph was twenty, he moved to Texas with 
his parents and some of his siblings. 

The Lay and McCoy families had come from 
Tennessee and settled in Alabama about six 
years before Joseph was born. His dad, John, 
40, had already established himself as an ex-
cellent builder of flatboats and boat captain. 

On July 1, 1862, Joseph enlisted in Confeder-
ate Cedar Hill Cavalry Company, Home Guard, 
Dallas County, 13th Brigade.  

After serving in the home guard for six 
months, Joseph M. Lay enlisted in the Com-
pany of Mounted Volunteers, 1st Regiment, 
Texas Cavalry on January 26, 1862. His Com-
pany Commander was Capt. Stephan C. Ragan 
and the Regiment Commander was Col. M.T. 
Johnson. This regiment was also known as the 
14th Regiment, Texas Cavalry (Johnson's 
Mounted Volunteers). 
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Each volunteer soldier had to bring his own 
horse, equipment, and guns. If his horse was 
killed in action, then the army would reim-
burse the soldier. If the horse got sick and 
died, then it was the soldier’s tough luck. In 
the above document we can see that the army 
placed the following valuation on items Jo-
seph brought to war:31  
Horse $90, Horse Equipment $18, Arms $40 
 

                                                
31 National Archives Muster Records 

The 14th Cavalry was sent to Little Rock, Ar-
kansas and much to the displeasure of the 
troops, the unit was "dismounted” in March of 
1862.32 This means they were fighting as In-
fantry soldiers rather than horse mounted 
cavalry. After the Arkansas battles, they went 
on to fight in the Corinth, Mississippi Cam-
paign from April to June 1862. The regiment 
was then sent to fight in the Kentucky Cam-
paign from August to October 1862. 

A summary of the J.M. Lay’s muster records: 

DATES COMMENTS 

Feb. 1862 In Dallas 

Apr-Jun ‘62 Corinth, Mississippi 

Aug 31-Dec ‘62 Absent sick unknown where 

Jan-Feb ‘63 Absent sick since Aug 6, 1862 
now in Alabama 

Mar-Apr ‘63 Absent sick 

May-Jun ‘63 Absent sick in Rome, GA 

Sep-Oct ‘63 Absent sick – In hospital in Atlanta, Georgia 

On August 6, 1862 Joseph M. Lay became 
sick. At first the Army did not know where he 
was. We can speculate that when he got really 
sick, he went to be with his oldest brother, 
Cummins Lay, who still lived on the old home 
place at Lay’s Bend, Alabama. It was about 
200 miles from Corinth to his childhood home 
in Alabama, and it was well over 600 miles 
back to Ovilla. 

In early 1863 he is reported to be in Alabama, 
probably at his brother’s home. Joseph M. Lay 
is then reported to be in Rome, Georgia. Rome 
is very close to the Lay family farm in Cherokee 
County, Alabama, and Joseph most likely went 
there many times as a youngster on the 
steamboat with his brother, Captain Cummins 
Lay. Finally in September 1863 he was admit-
ted to the CSA military hospital in Atlanta, 
Georgia. After being released from the hospi-
tal, Joseph M. Lay joined his older brother 
John in Company G of the 6th Regiment, 
Georgia Cavalry. Capt. John R. Lay, his brother, 
became his company commander. This unit 
took part in many fierce battles and took 
many casualties.  

                                                
32 http://wespatterson.com/wars/civil/14txCav.asp 
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In 1865 after the war ended, 
Joseph went back home to 
Ovilla where his mother, father, 
and other siblings were still liv-
ing. He became a member of 
the Shiloh Cumberland Presby-
terian Church in Ovilla. It was at 
this church that he met a young 
lady by the name of Lizzie Pow-
ers. She was from Missouri and 
settled near Ovilla, about the 
same time that Joseph had ar-
rived from Alabama. Lizzie was 
the 358th member of the Shiloh 
CP Church, having joined on 
Sept. 15, 1864 when she was 
fifteen years old. 

Ten months after his father’s 
death, Joseph M. Lay, 27, and 
Elizabeth M. Powers, 18, were 
married on April 8, 1868 by the 
Rev. R. M. White, the Shiloh pas-
tor. 

Joseph and Lizzie made their 
home next to her parents, 
Lovisa and David Powers. A little 
over a year later, on July 12, 
1869, their first daughter, Cora 
Etta Lay, was born, and their 
second daughter, Mary Ollie 
Lay, was born two and a half years after that 
on January 27, 1872. Only a little over a year 
after Mary Ollie was born, Joseph M. Lay’s life 
was cut short. On 
March 19, 1873 
he died when he 
was only 32 years 
old. The young 
widow, Elizabeth, 
23, was left alone 
with two young 
girls to bring up 
in rural frontier 
Texas, where the 
summers were 
blistering hot and 
the winters freez-
ing cold. Fortu-

nately she had many Powers family relatives 
nearby. Her mother-in-law, Mary McCoy Lay, 
continued to live in the Ovilla area for six more 

years until her 
death on Febru-
ary 19, 1893, at 
the age of 84. 
Mary, John, and 
their son, Jo-
seph, share a 
nice monument 
that says: 

Father (Joseph) 
Grandfather (John) 

Grandmother (Mary) 

They are all bur-
ied in the Shiloh 
Cemetery.  

Lizzie M. Powers and Joseph M. Lay Marriage Certificate — April 1868 

Photo by Ray Gatewood
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The 1860’s were turbulent and uncertain 
times in our nation. The Civil War produced a 
lot of heartache and certainly Mary and John 
were torn when they saw their sons go off to 
fight in a difficult war. We have learned about 
Joseph M. Lay and his war service. We will 
now look into the lives of three of his brothers 
that volunteered for the army — John R., Jesse 
M., and Taliaferro Franklin Lay. Although they 
may seem remote to us, they were the great-
aunts and great-uncles of my parent’s genera-
tion (Wilburn, Buck, Truman, Davis, and Vera 
Bryson). 

Three brothers of Joseph M. Lay 
We have already learned about Joseph’s oldest 
brother, Cummins, and now we will explore 
further his other brothers that served in the 
army — John, Jessie, and Taliaferro Franklin. 
The number before each name refers to the 
birth order as shown previously on the chart 
of the children of Mary L. and John Lay. 

4. John R. Lay 

John R. Lay, the fourth child of Mary and John 
Lay, was born on December 1, 1835, just 
weeks after his family arrived from Tennessee. 
He grew up at Lay’s Bend, Alabama on the 

banks of the Coosa River.  

John R. was twenty-five when his parents 
moved to Texas. He did not move with his par-
ents and decided to remain in Alabama. A few 
weeks after his parents moved to Texas, the 
Civil War broke out on April 12, 1861. Less 
than a month later, a group of local men met 
at the Sardis Presbyterian Church near Coosa, 
Floyd County, Georgia and formed a volunteer 
infantry company which became known 
throughout the duration of the war as The 
Sardis Volunteers. The church was just across 
the Alabama-Georgia state line and may have 
been the church where the Lays worshiped. It 
was a few miles up the Coosa River from Lay’s 
Bend. John R. Lay, 26, was one of these volun-
teers.  

The initial officers of the company were Capt. 
John R. Hart, 1st Lt Al Bale, 2nd Lt D Bouchillin, 
and 1st Sgt John R. Lay. When 2nd Lt Bouchillin 
resigned, 1st Sgt John Lay was promoted to 2nd 
Lieutenant. Lay was commissioned as an offi-
cer by President Jefferson Davis on December 
3, 1861.  

In May 1862, Company E of the 21st Georgia 
was transferred from the infantry unit to a 

A small sampling of J. R. Lay’s military records 
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cavalry unit and named Co. G of Smiths Le-
gion Georgia Cavalry. Lt John Lay was pro-
moted to 1st Lieutenant and reported directly 
to Capt. John R. Hart. 

In March 1863, several cavalry units were 
combined to form the 6th Regiment, Georgia. 
Cavalry. Captain John R. Hart was promoted to 
Colonel and put in charge of the entire regi-
ment. Lt John Lay was promoted to Captain 
and given the responsibility for Company G, 
still known as the Sardis Volunteers. Both Hart 
and Lay served together throughout the dura-
tion of the war. 

John R. Lay had outstanding leadership skills 
and they were recognized by his commanding 
officer, Colonel John R. Hart. 33. It was unusual 
for someone to go from the rank of Sergeant 
to Captain in such a short time. Most men 
went through the war at the same rank they 
entered. 

One of the men who served in Company G 
under Captain John 
R. Lay’s leadership 
was J.W. Minnich 
who wrote a num-
ber of articles for 
the publication 
called the Confed-
erate Veteran, pub-
lished from 1893 to 
1912. In these arti-
cles, Minnich wrote 
his personal recol-
lections of the war 
and some of the 
experiences he had serving under Capt. John 
R. Lay (also called Capt. Jack Lay).  

Capt. John Lay wounded at Chickamauga  
In one of the articles, Minnich described in 
great detail the battle at Chickamauga, Geor-
gia and specifically the battle on September 
19, 1863 when Captain John R. Lay was shot 
and wounded. 

                                                
33 Roster of the Confederate Soldiers of Georgia 
1861-1865, Henderson, Volume II p.885 

“The 6th Georgia was there dis-
mounted34 and sent up to the ridge to 
meet the flankers, and it was there in 
the dense brush that the actual battle 
was fought almost muzzle to muzzle. 
My captain, John R. Lay, Company G, 
told me that he was not more than six 
feet from the muzzle of the gun that 
brought him down. That part of the 
fight did not last more than fifteen or 
twenty minutes. The Federals had all the 
advantage in arms — seven-shot 
Spencer rifles, whereas we had only 
muzzle-loaders, one against seven. It 
was in those few minutes that the 6th 
Georgia had eleven men killed and over 
sixty wounded. When the command re-
treated, Lieutenant James and four men 
were detailed from my company to ob-
serve any movement of the enemy on 
the road.”35 

John R. Lay may have been sent to the Military 
Hospital in Atlanta. If that was the case, he 
probably would have found his younger 
brother, Joseph M. Lay, in the same hospital. 
We will probably never know if they met 
there. However, a few months later Joseph M. 
Lay joined his older brother, Capt. John R. Lay 
in Company G, 6th Georgia Cavalry. 

The Confederate Veteran ran another article 
by J.W. Minnich describing the battle of May’s 
Ferry, Tennessee that occurred on Christmas 
Eve in 1863. Evidently Captain John Lay had 
recovered enough from his injuries to resume 
command. Minnich’s story says: 

“Crew’s First Brigade, Georgia Cavalry, 
was stationed at Kimbrough’s Cross-
roads (TN) on the 24th of December, 
1863, when, in the early forenoon, or-
ders were received to march toward 
Dandridge (TN). 

“My regiment being in the lead, General 
Morgan ordered Captain Jack Lay (John 

                                                
34 Dismounted — did not use their horses and fought as 
infantry men, something the soldiers did not like. 

35 Confederate Veteran, 1927, Vol. 35, p. 223 
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R. Lay), of my Company G, to capture 
their battery, which was at the crossing 
of the road, assuring Captain Jack that 
he would support him with the brigade. 
Result, Company G charged and cap-
tured the battery. No support having 
appeared, it was charged by a Union 
regiment. The result: the battery and 
prisoners were recaptured and Company 
G had to disperse, with the loss of sev-
eral killed and wounded. Thirteen of our 
men were captured in turn, including 
our third lieutenant, Washington Mathes 
(“Long Wash”). 36 

This was a tragic set of circumstances. Captain 
Lay did his job but did not get the backup 
support that had been promised. As a result, 
he lost some men. This had to weigh heavily 
on his heart. The next day, Christmas 1863, 
was no better as Minnich continues to relate 
the continuation of the battle. 

“The next day we returned to our point 
of starting at Kimbrough’s Crossroad 
that was an almost futile expedition. We 
lost a number of good men and officers 
for very small results. My company G 
lost in all twenty-two men – thirteen be-
ing captured. 

“One incident worth recording was this, 
my captain, John R. Lay, as gallant a lit-
tle man as ever lived, was knocked from 
his horse during the scrimmage which 
resulted in the recapture of the battery 
by Colonel Campbell’s Brigade of Union 
Cavalry men, but managed to escape 
capture by playing possum, though his 
horse was captured. 

“Now mark how the wheel of fate turns. 
On the 27th of January following, dur-
ing a fight at Fair Gardens, one of Colo-
nel La Grange’s regiments charged ours. 
The Federal colonel was riding this same 
horse in the charge that had been cap-
tured from Captain Lay a month before. 
Colonel La Grange was killed — shot off, 

                                                
36 Confederate Veteran, 1925, Vol. 33, p. 55 

as Captain Jack had been knocked off, 
and the horse recovered.” 

“Captain Jack then rode his recaptured 
horse to the end of the war, without 
further mishap, until the surrender with 
Johnston’s army. This was told me by 
Captain Lay himself in a letter from Cres-
son, Tex., in 1903.” 

J. W. Minnich related a funny story about an-
other horse, his own rather temperamental 
horse, going under a low branch of a tree 
cleanly sweeping him off. The horse took off 
and headed straight for the Union Army camp 
never to be seen by Minnich again. He often 
wondered if this was a net gain or net loss for 
the Union Army. 

Minnich said, “I did not return to camp imme-
diately. I did not fancy facing the ‘boys’ right 
away, though I must say they acted decent. 
But I feared more the reproaches from Capt. 
Jack Lay.” 37 Minnich was relieved when in-
stead of the stern rebuke he expected from his 
captain, for losing the horse, Captain Lay pro-
cured another horse for him.  

Capt. John R. Lay continued to lead Company 
G (Sardis Volunteers) of the Sixth Georgia Cav-
alry until the end of the Civil War.  
Engagements of Smith's Legion, Georgia Partisan Rangers 

Kentucky Campaign: Aug-Oct 1862 
Perryville, Ky: Oct 8, 1862 
Cumberland Gap: Oct 1862 
Flat Lick, Ky: Oct 1862 
Big Creek Gap, Tn: Oct-Nov 1862 
Snake Creek Gap, Tn: Oct-Nov 1862 
Murfreesboro, Tn: Nov-Dec 1862 
Leat's Tanyard, or Rock Spring, Ga: Sep 12, 1863 
Chattanooga Siege — 9/63 - 11/63 

 

Engagements of the 6th Regiment, Georgia Cavalry 
Chattanooga Siege — 9/63 - 11/63 
Chickamauga, Georgia — 9/19/63 – 9/20/63 
Philadelphia, Tennessee — 10/20/63 
Knoxville Siege, Tennessee — 11/63 – 12/63 
Atlanta Campaign, Georgia — 5/64 – 9/64 
Atlanta Siege, Georgia — 7/64 – 9/64 
Savanna Campaign, Georgia — 11/64 – 12/64 
Carolinas Campaign — 2/65 – 4/26/65 

On April 26, 1865, the Sixth Georgia Cavalry, 
under the leadership of Colonel John R. Hart, 
surrendered along with the Army of Tennessee 
at Durham, North Carolina. 

                                                
37 Confederate Veteran, 1925, Vol. 36, p. 288 
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After the war, John moved from Alabama to 
Texas and bought a farm in the Lancaster Dis-
trict of Dallas County near his brother Joseph 
who was in the Red Oak District of Ellis 
County. On November 10, 1868, John R. Lay, 
33, married Sarah Ann Kelly, 25, in Ellis 
County. John’s brother, Joseph, had married 
Lizzie Powers earlier the same year.  

Sarah and John R. Lay continued to live in Dal-
las County for a few years. In 1873, John’s 
brother, Joseph, died, and John R. Lay served 
as administrator of his brother’s estate. In 
1885, Sarah and John moved about 60 miles 
west to rural Cresson in Hood County, Texas 
where he continued farming. In 1887 the Fort 
Worth and Rio Grande Railway was built 
through Cresson bolstering the economy by 
opening the Fort Worth markets to the town’s 
agricultural products and livestock. By 1890 
the town of Cresson had a whopping popula-
tion of 35, and by 1896 the population grew 
to 100. “By 1905 the town had two banks, 
eight general stores, a drugstore, a lumber-
yard, two doctors, a justice of the peace (John 
R. Lay), and a constable.”38 Most of the area’s 
population was located on the surrounding 
farms. 

The 1900 Hood County, Texas Census states 
John’s occupation to be a “Coal Dealer.” John 
did a variety of jobs in Cresson including run-
ning the public scales used by the local farm-
ers to weigh their crops. 

Summary of 1900 Hood County Census for John Lay’s Family 

Name Relation Birth Age 

Lay, John R.  Dec. 1835 64 

Annie Wife Dec. 1844 56 

Hugh A. Son Aug. 1871 29 

Jessie M(ay) Dau Nov 1877 22 

The census record also states that John and 
Annie have been married for 31 years and had 
five children, of which four were surviving. 
The two children not listed above are Walter L. 
Lay born October 1869 and Mary Alta Lay 
born November 1874. 

                                                
38 The Handbook of Texas Online, Cresson 

John R. Lay served as president of the Cresson, 
Joe Wheeler Camp #581 of Veterans of the 
Civil War for many years. He enjoyed exchang-
ing letters with his fellow veterans.39 

On April 28, 1906, John R. Lay’s wife, Sarah 
(Annie), died. John was 71 and in poor health 
and out of money. He applied for a military 
pension in which he describes his circum-
stances. He states: “I do not own any thing.” 
It is so sad to read that he did not have 
enough money to pay the doctor bills or even 
the burial expenses for Sarah. He had to sell 
his own residence in order to pay for the bills 
relating to his late wife’s death.40  He was ba-
sically penniless, being able to earn only a 
small amount in fees as Justice of the Peace, 
and in fees for weighing wagons at the public 
scale in the town of Cresson. In such a small 
community, a Justice of the Peace would not 
be able to make but a very small amount. 

On July 25, 1907, John R. Lay filled out an ap-
plication for “Indigent Soldier of the late Con-
federacy for pension under the Act as of May 
12, 1899.” In the application he stated that 
his health was “not good and was unable to 
do any kind of work.” He stated also that the 
cause of his disability was “old age and effect 
of wound received in the Army.” The Affidavit 
of his Physician states his health condition to 
be “Parcial (sic) Paresis41 caused by Gun Shot 
in right side of lungs and Constifration (?) in 
the wound in the right arm also.” 

Some of his old army buddies were interro-
gated and produced certified statements re-
garding John’s service in the army. The State 
of Texas wrote the US War Department, in 
Washington D. C, and obtained John’s service 
record. This all took time, and fourteen 
months after he applied, the application was 
approved by the Texas Comptroller’s Office, 
File No. 14077. We do not know how much 
the pension was worth, but probably very lit-
tle. 

                                                
39 Confederate Veteran, Index 
40 Texas Confederate Pension Application, 14077 
41 Paresis is a medical term for partial paralysis 



18 – The Lay and Taliaferro Families 

489 

 

Selected portions of the Application for Military Pension by John R. Lay — 1907 
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In 1910 the Federal Census shows John R. Lay, 
74, as a “Lodger,” living in a house run by 
Margaret Bobo, a 62 year-old widow. John’s 
occupation is listed as “Public Weigher.” Soon 
after the census was taken in April 1900 John 
R. Lay’s son, Hugh A. Lay, moved to Fort 
Worth to take a job with an oil company. 
Hugh was John’s primary caregiver; so John 
also moved to Fort Worth to live with his son 
and his family. In the 1920 census, Hugh A. 
Lay is shown to be the Manager of an Oil 
Company. 

In March 1923, a bout of influenza hit the Lay 
household in Fort Worth. Hugh’s wife, Harriet, 
59, died on April 18th and John R. Lay, 87, died 
eight days later on April 26, 1923, just shy of 
the 17th anniversary of the death of his wife. 
His son, Hugh A. Lay, 52, took care of all the 
funeral arrangements.  

Sarah Ann Kelly Lay and John Ramsey Lay are 
both buried in individual plots in Cresson 
Cemetery a little east of Cresson in Johnson 
County, Texas. 

A portion of the Hood County, Texas census for the year 1910 showing John R. Lay 
 

LodgerLay, John R. M 74 wdr Alabama Tennessee Tennessee English Public Weigher  

 

 Photo by Jeanne & Phil Harris 

Annie Kelly Lay 
December 29, 1848 — April 28, 1906 

 
Photo by Claudia Pugh 

John Ramsey Lay 
December 1, 1835 — April 26, 1923 
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5. Jesse M. Lay 

Jesse was the 5th child of 10 born to John and 
Mary Lay and was born in January 1838. He 
was the second child of the Lay family to be 
born in Alabama. He was three years younger 
than his brother, John R., and two years older 
than his brother, Joseph M. Lay. When he was 
23 years old he moved to Ellis County Texas 
with his mother, father and his younger sib-
lings. 

Once in Texas it did not take Jesse very long to 
find a wife. About 1861, Jesse M. Lay, 24, 
married Mary Jane Wilson, 26. Her parents 
were Elizabeth Jackson McCoy and George 
Wilson. The Lay family probably knew the Wil-
sons in Roane County, Tennessee in the early 
1800’s. Elizabeth Jackson McCoy is also 
probably related to Mary McCoy Lay, the wife 
of John Lay, the flatboat captain on the 
Coosa. John and Mary named one of their 
sons, George Wilson Lay, which gives us an-
other clue that the Wilsons and Lays may have 
known each other, but with the names Wil-
son, McCoy, and Lay being such common 
names, it is difficult to know the relationship 
for sure. 

Mary Jane’s mother and father were real pio-
neers. Moving to the new frontiers, they mi-
grated from Roane County, Tennessee to San-
gamon County, Illinois in 1834. They then 
went to Missouri and finally arrived in the Re-
public of Texas in 1840, five years before Texas 
became a state.  They settled just south of the 
Red River in Lamar County close to present 
day Paris, Texas. Her father, George Wilson, 
was one of four men asked by the Republic of 
Texas to locate a place for a county seat.42 He 
was involved in several expeditions against the 
Indians and in 1847 was an officer in the 
Texas army in the Mexican War.  

In 1848 he came to Dallas County. There he 
helped found the town of Cedar Hill and ac-
cumulated a lot of land. He became a member 
of the Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
near Ovilla and was very active in the church 
for many years. 

                                                
42 Gammel, the Laws of Texas 1822-1897, 2:823-824 

George Wilson was referred to as being 
“among the foremost of its (Cedar Hill) most 
enlightened and successful farmers.”43 Joe 
Wilson Road, which leads from Shiloh Road 
past Bryson farms to Cedar Hill, was probably 
named after one of George’s sons. The Lay 
family and the Wilson families had very close 
ties. Not only was Mary Jane married to Jesse 
Lay, one of George Wilsons sons, but Harrison 
B. Wilson was married to Mary L. Lay, Jesse’s 
sister. This is yet another case of siblings mar-
rying siblings. According to census records, 
the Jesse Lay family and the Harrison Wilson 
family were practically next door neighbors.44 

About a year after Mary Jane and Jesse were 
married, their first child, Medora F. Lay was 
born in 1862. This was a time during the Civil 
War and many of the young men were going 
off to war. The men from the Ovilla area were 
assigned to units made up of Ellis County resi-
dents while those that lived in the Cedar Hill 
area were assigned to units made up of Dallas 
County residents. Most of the local men vol-
unteered for Cavalry units as opposed to be-
ing drafted into infantry units. If they had to 
fight, they much preferred to be on horse-
back. 

Many of the Ellis County men served in the E, 
F, and H Companies of the 12th Regiment 
Texas Cavalry and in the A and C Companies 
of 19th Regiment Texas Cavalry.45 Jesse M. Lay 
and many of his friends served in Company B 
of the 19th Texas Cavalry Regiment. The 12th 
and 19th were part of the famous Parsons Bri-
gade. 

On June 23, 1862, Jesse M. Lay joined the 
Confederate Army at the Stonewall Jackson 
Headquarters, 19th Regiment Cavalry, Dallas, 
Texas. He was assigned to Company B. He was 
mustered in by John C. McCoy. We do not 
know if this was a relative or not. The 19th 
was also known as Burford’s Regiment. 

. 

                                                
43 Dallas Daily Times Herald, 1889 
44 1880 Dallas County Federal Census 
45 Ovilla History Book, pp. 312-315 
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Jesse Lay went to war, leaving behind a preg-
nant wife or a wife with a very young infant. 
What a hard thing for this young family to 
face and live through. They wanted more chil-
dren, but that had to wait until the end of the 
war. With so many casualties, survival was cer-
tainly on everyone’s mind. 

“During the Civil War, Parsons’ Brigade earned 
the reputation as one of the finest mounted 
units serving in the Trans-Mississippi Depart-
ment. The brigade took part in almost fifty 
battles, although most were too small to rate 
a name. The men were responsible for watch-
ing federal operations from Memphis to 
Vicksburg.”46 

In July 1864, the 19th Regiment Texas Cavalry 
was on duty in Centerville, Louisiana, just 
south of Alexandria when Pvt. Jesse M. Lay 
saw his younger brother, Toliver Franklin, ride 

                                                
46 Handbook of Texas online, Parsons Brigade 

up on his horse. He had just turned 18 and 
wanted to enlist in the same unit as his 
brother, Jesse. Toliver had ridden his horse all 
the way from Ovilla to Centerville, a distance 
of about 400 miles. Toliver got his wish and 
served in Company B alongside his brother, 
Jesse, for the duration of the war. 

In the spring of 1865 the 30th Texas Cavalry 
was transferred to Parsons Brigade. Many of 
the Ovilla/Cedar Hill men were in the 30th in-
cluding the Bryson brothers, John Franklin and 
Henry Elam. 

In June of 1865 the units surrendered at Nava-
sota, Texas located between Houston and 
Bryan. The men were discharged and told they 
were free to go home. Jesse returned to his 
wife and three year-old daughter. Over the 
next eight years, Mary Jane and Jesse had 
seven additional children. I believe that Mary 
Jane, 39, died giving birth to twins on No-
vember 8, 1875. We can account for six of the 
children and near Mary Jane’s tomb are two 
tombstones for infants. 

 
Photos by Debbie Cromwell 

M.J. Lay wife of J.M. Lay Born 1836 Died Nov. 8. 1875 
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The infants and Mary Jane Wilson Lay are bur-
ied in the Rehoboth Cemetery near Mansfield, 
Tarrant County, Texas. 

Mary Jane’s death left Jesse M. Lay with six 
young children, ages 3, 5, 7 8, 10, and 13 to 
care for. This was not an easy task, especially 
for a Texas farmer with all the responsibilities 
that farming entailed.  

Fortunately there were relatives and extended 
families nearby to help. Jesse’s mother, Mary 
McCoy Lay, was in the area and could help, 
and his sister, Mary L. Wilson, lived on an ad-
jacent farm. What a tough time this was for 
our ancestor Mary McCoy Lay. She had just 
seen four of her boys go off to war for several 
years. In 1873, her son Joseph M. Lay died at 
the age of 32, leaving two young girls. Now 
only two and a half years later her daughter-
in-law died at the age of 39, leaving her son 
Jesse with six young children. The 1880 Fed-
eral Census helps us piece together a picture 
of the situation 

Name Relationship Status Sex Age 

Jesse M. Lay Self Widower M 43 

Medora F. Lay Dau. Single F 18 

Thomas F. Lay Son Single M 15 

Alston L. Lay Son Single M 13 

Laurie J. Lay Son Single M 12 

Idrie E. Lay Dau Single F 10 

Cora L. Lay Dau Single F 8 

Jesse is listed as being a farmer. When 13 
year-old Medora lost her mother, she had to 
take on some big responsibilities since she was 
the oldest child, and five years later we see her 
listed in the census as “Keeping House.” 

The 1900 census indicates that Harrison B. 
Wilson and Jesse’s sister, Mary L., as well as 
Jesse’s mother, Mary L. Lay are living nearby. 

Name Relation Status Sex Age 

Harrison B. Wilson Self Married M 38 

Mary L. Wilson Wife Single F 36 

Clarence E. Wilson Son Single M 8 

Florence L. Wilson Dau. Single M 6 

Carroll E. Wilson Son Single M 5 

Elsie Wilson Dau Single F 3 

Mary L. Lay Mother Widow F 72 
 

In the 1900 census, Mary L. McCoy Lay stated 
that her father was born in Scotland. This is 
one of the places where we learned that her 
father, William H. McCoy, was born in Scot-
land. 

We can see that between the six Lay children 
and the four Wilson children there was plenty 
for everyone to do. All of those children were 
“double first cousins” since Jesse married Har-
rison’s sister. 

Mary L. McCoy Lay died in 1893. By 1900 
Jesse, 69, had moved to a farm near 
Weatherford in Parker County, Texas and was 
living with his youngest daughter Cora, 27, 
and her husband F. T. Gavin, 30, a farmer.47 
Cora was taking care of her father, and F. T. 
helped run the farm.  

In spite of many hardships, Jesse lived a long 
and productive life. Jesse M. Lay, 79, died on 
January 31, 1917 in Weatherford, Parker 
County, Texas48 and was buried in the Long 
Creek Cemetery, near the town of Granbury, 
Hood County, Texas, Just south of 
Weatherford. Pictures of his tombstone are on 
the next page. 

 

                                                
47 1900 Parker Co. Texas Census 
48 Texas certificate of death 237-2667 
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9. Taliaferro Franklin Lay 

Taliaferro Franklin Lay was the ninth child of 
John (the river boat captain) and Mary McCoy 
Lay. He was born on May 1, 1846 in Cherokee 
County, Alabama. When he was fourteen, 
shortly after the 1860 census was taken, his 
family moved to Texas and settled in the 
Ovilla-Cedar Hill area near our Bryson ances-
tors.  

The name Taliaferro Franklin Lay has been very 
important in our genealogy research. After 
years of trying to trace our Lay line back from 
the Ovilla area, we found Tollinver (sic) Lay, 
age 24, listed in the 1870 census under the 
household of John Lay’s widow, Mary, in Lan-
caster, Dallas County, Texas. Tollinver is listed 
as a son of Mary. The big break in our quest 
was locating Tolliver F. Lay, age 4, in the 1850 
Cherokee County, Alabama Federal Census, 
where he is listed as a son of John and Mary. 
The two census records were also consistent in 
listing the names and ages of Toliver’s broth-
ers, sisters and parents. This was the key in 
tracing where our Lay ancestors lived before 
moving to Texas. 

The following table of census records for 
Taliaferro F. Lay illustrates how the census re-
cords can be challenging yet can provide us 
with important clues. 

Year Name Age Location of census 

1850 Tolliver F. Lay 4 Cherokee Co., AL 

1860 Franklin T. Lay 14 Cherokee Co., AL 

1870 Tollinver Lay 24 Dallas Co., TX 

1880 T. F. Lay 34 Erath Co., TX 

1900 Frank Lay 54 Lampasas Co., TX 

1910 Taliaferro F. Lay 63 Lampasas Co., TX 
 

Taliaferro Franklin Lay, with his unusual name, 
also provided an additional piece of evidence 
to tie our Lay family to that of Dr. John Taliaf-
erro. The Taliaferros preferred to be called To-
liver, yet retained the spelling Taliaferro. 
Hence we find Toliver and Taliaferro used in-
terchangeably. Some documents list Toliver 
Franklin Lay, such as the 1850 Cherokee 
County census, while his name is Taliaferro 
Franklin Lay in the 1910 census as well as on 
his Civil War pension application that was filed 
in 1918. 

Photos by Sara Lee

Jesse M. Lay — Born Jan. 15, 1858 — Died Jan. 31, 1917 
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I will primarily use Toliver in the rest of the 
section because it seems easier and is proba-
bly closer to what he was called. 

In the year after the Lay family arrived in 
Texas, the War Between the States broke out. 
In July 1862, fifteen year old Toliver saw his 
brother, Joseph M. Lay, go off to war with the 
Texas 14th Cavalry, and his brother, Jesse Lay, 
join the Texas 19th Cavalry. Toliver was left as 
the oldest son on the farm and assumed re-
sponsibilities for many of the typical farm du-
ties. His older brother, John R. Lay, who had 
stayed in Alabama, had joined the Georgia 
Volunteer infantry. 

Toliver was eager to join the cause, but he was 
too young! As soon as he reached his eight-
eenth birthday, he rode his horse to Center-
ville, Louisiana where his brother, Jesse, was 
temporarily serving with the Texas 19th Cav-
alry. 

On July 25, 1864 Toliver joined the same unit 
as his brother, Jesse, and they both served in 
Company B for the duration of the war. Toliver 
and Jesse were discharged in June 1865 at 
Navasota, Texas, and they both returned to 
Ellis County. 

On Feb. 9, 1869, Taliaferro Franklin Lay, 23, 
married Sarah Elizabeth Sprouls on her 19th 
birthday. They were married in Dallas County 
near Cedar Hill, Texas. The newlyweds settled 
near Arlington still in Dallas County. Their first 
child was born there in October 1869 and was 
named Albert Arlington Lay. 

Toliver, like so many of his relatives, was will-
ing to move to new areas in search of a 
brighter future. He moved to New Madrid 
County, Missouri and then back to Texas, 
settling in the Hamilton/Erath County area. In 
Toliver’s later years he moved south of 
Hamilton County to Lometa, Lampasas 
County, Texas where he lived until his death. 

Sarah Elizabeth was usually called “Bessie.” 
She and Toliver had 10 children over a sixteen 
year period from 1870 to 1886. 

 

 

Children of Bessie and Toliver Lay 
Name Sex Birth Comment 

Albert Arlington M Oct 1869  

Marcus Egbert M Aug 1871 Died young 

Avarilla W "Ava” F Nov 1872  

James Claude M Mar 1874 Died young 

Mary E “Bessie” F Feb 1876  

Lelia Taliaferro F May 1878  

J Franklin M Jan 1880 Died as infant 

Garrell Rolin M Sep 1883  

Harrell Olin M Sep 1883  

Charles Sprouls M Oct 1886  

On July 15, 1879, Toliver received 160 acres of 
farm land in Hamilton County from the state 
of Texas as a Land Patent. It was recorded in 
Volume 9, Patent Number 209.49 In 1880 the 
large Toliver Lay family was living near Gen-
try’s Mill, Hamilton County, Texas near the 
Erath County border. The 1880 Census shows 
T. F. Lay (Toliver), his wife, SE (Sarah Elizabeth, 
“Bessie”), and their six surviving children. They 
appeared in the Erath County Census for 
1880. In January 1880, prior to the census be-
ing taken, a 7th child was born named, J. 
Franklin Lay, but he died in childbirth. 

Three additional children were born to Bessie 
and Toliver. On September 28, 1883, twin 
boys were born on the Lay family farm. Bessie 
and Toliver chose unusual names for the twin 
boys. I can imagine these names caused more 
that a little confusion as the boys were grow-
ing up. They were named Garrell Rolin Lay and 
Harrell Olin Lay. 

Bessie and Toliver’s tenth child, Charles “Char-
lie” Sprouls Lay, was born about three years 
later on October 21, 1886. This may have been 
a difficult delivery for Bessie because less than 
four months after Charlie was born, she died. 

Sarah Elizabeth Sprouls Lay died on February 
9, 1897 on her 37th birthday. Toliver joined the 
Methodist Episcopal Church on the same day 
that his wife died. The church cemetery may 
have been open only to church members or 
Toliver may have sensed a personal need to 

                                                
49 Texas General Land Office, Land Grant Serarch 
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join the church. Sara E. Lay was buried in the 
cemetery adjacent to the church near Gentry’s 
Mill, Texas. 
 

Toliver continued living on his farm in north-
ern Hamilton County close to the Erath County 
line for another thirteen years until 1900 
when he moved his family about 70 miles 
south to a location near Lometa, Texas in 
Lampasas County. There he bought a farm 
and lived the remainder of his life. The 1900 
census for Lampasas County shows that Frank 
Lay, 54, and five of his children were living in 
the same household. The children were Mary 
E.(Bessie), 23, Leila, 22, Garrell and Harrell, 17, 
and Charlie, 14. The census listed Toliver as a 
farmer living on his own farm. The family con-
tinued to live near Lometa and most of the 
children got married with the exception of 
Bessie. It appears that she may have taken on 
the housekeeping duties and helped take care 
of her father. 

The 1910 Lampasas County Census listed To-
liver’s household as consisting of Taliaferro F. 
Lay, 63, Mary E. Lay (Bessie), 34, and Charles 
S. Lay, 23. Toliver is listed as a farmer who 
owns his farm, Mary Elizabeth is listed as be-

ing a saleslady in a Millinery 
Store, and Charlie is listed as a 
Locomotive Engineer. 

Things must not have been going 
well for Toliver in 1918 because 
he applied for a Texas Military 
Pension based on his service in 
the 19th Texas Cavalry.50 He listed 
his mailing address as Post Office 
Lometa, Texas. 

Taliaferro Franklin Lay died on 
May 4, 1916, three days after his 
70th birthday. The Lometa Re-
porter printed an obituary that in 
part says: 

“T. F. Lay was born in Alabama in 
1846, and came to Texas when he 
was fourteen years of age. He went 
to Centerville, Louisiana, in 1864, 
and on the 25th day of July that 
year, enlisted in the Confederate 
Army. On February 9th, 1869, he 

married Miss Sarah Elizabeth Sprouls. They were 
married for 18 years until her death in 1887. 

Ten children were born to this union, seven of 
whom, four sons and three daughters survive 
him. The children left to mourn his death are:  
A. A. (Albert) Lay, of Sealy; G. R. (Rolin) Lay, of 
Waco, H. O. (Harrell) Lay, of Sadler; C. S. 
(Charles) Lay, of Lometa, and Mesdames; S. H. 
(Ava) Burton and Chas. (Lelia) Green, and Miss 
Bessie Lay.”51 

After Toliver’s death, his family applied to the 
Government for an official military flat grave 
marker recognizing his Civil War service. 

 
Official military marker at the foot of Toliver’s grave 

                                                
50 Confederate Application for Pension, File #26758 
51 The Lomita Reporter, May 21, 1916 
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Toliver was buried in the Lometa City Ceme-
tery in Lampasas County, Texas. Toliver’s 
daughter, Mary Elizabeth (Bessie) was 40 
years-old at the time of her father’s death. She 
married George McClain some time after 1918 
and never had children. 

Summary — Tough times for the Lays 
After reading about John and Mary Lay, their 
children, and grandchildren, we can see that 
they lived in very difficult times and had a 
wide range of experiences. John Lay was a 
very successful flatboat captain on the Coosa 
River in Alabama but steamboats cut his ca-
reer short. In Texas he became a successful 
farmer and died at the age of 67. 

John’s wife Mary L. McCoy Lay lived to be 85 
but after her husband died in 1867 she saw a 
series of tragic deaths in three of her chil-
dren’s families. In 1873, her son, Joseph M. 
Lay, 32, died, leaving a wife with two young 
daughters. In 1875, Mary Jane Wilson Lay, 39, 
the wife of Jesse M. Lay, died leaving six 
young children. In 1887, Sarah Elizabeth 
Sprouls, 37, the wife of Taliaferro Franklin Lay, 
died leaving seven young children. Stories like 
this have to give us a lot of respect and admi-
ration for those that came before us! 

Jesse and William Hardin Lay 
The chapter on the Lay ancestors would not 
be complete without going back in time and 
mentioning two of the brothers of John Lay, 
the flatboat captain of Cherokee County, Ala-
bama. John and his two brothers, Jesse and 
William Hardin Lay had a lot in common. They 
were all born in or near Roane County, Ten-
nessee and as adults, caught the “New Fron-
tier Fever.” Jesse was the oldest, being born in 
1797, followed by John in 1800 and then Wil-
liam Hardin in 1808. 

After John and Mary McCoy and both sets of 
parents moved and settled in Cherokee 
County, Alabama, John’s brothers, Jesse and 
William Hardin Lay, and their families contin-
ued to live in Tennessee for four more years. 
But soon, like so many of our ancestors, they 
heard the call of the new frontier available in 
remote central Arkansas. 

Word reached Tennessee that there was plenty 
of good land available. In preparation for the 
move, the two brothers started building flat-
boats suitable for moving their families.  

“The flatboat was a down-river craft, too cumber-
some and unwieldy to be propelled against the 
swift river currents. This is how many pioneer fami-
lies migrated, bringing household effects, imple-
ments, horses, cows, pigs, dogs, chickens — ready 
to start life anew in a new land.”52 

Late in 1839, Jesse and William Hardin Lay 
launched their flatboats at Loudon, Tennessee. 
Jesse, 43, and Susan Martin Lay, 40, had six 
children at the time who had all been born in 
Tennessee. The children included Mary E., 21, 
Sarah, 15, Catharine, 13, Caroline, 11, Nancy, 
5, and David Hardin, 3. William Hardin Lay, 
32, and Mary Bacon Lay, 29, had four chil-
dren; Allen S., 7, Elizabeth Jane, 5, Emaline, 2, 
Sarah G., 1.  

What a sight this must have been — four 
adults and ten children all loaded on a convoy 
of flatboats, floating down the river at the 
mercy of the currents. There was no turning 
back! 

                                                
52 The Story of Chicago, by Joseph Kirkland 
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They floated down the Sweetwater Creek for a 
few miles and on to a large river, the Tennes-
see. They traveled southward, through the vil-
lage of Knoxville, and on into Alabama where 
the river reached its most southerly point. That 
was only 60 miles from the home of their 
brother, John Lay, and his family. We do not 
know for certain, but they may have stopped 
there for awhile and visited with John and 
some of his family. 

The journey for Jesse and William Hardin Lay 
and their families, continued across Alabama 
and then in a northerly direction across Ten-

nessee and into Kentucky where 
the Tennessee River joined a lar-
ger river, the Ohio. Then they 
floated onto the giant of rivers, 
the wide, slow-flowing Missis-
sippi River. The Lay families 
ended their flatboat journey at 
Memphis where the river is said 
to be a mile wide! 
They would have found ready 
buyers for the flatboats since 

they could be used to move cargo from Mem-
phis to New Orleans down the Mississippi. The 
flatboats were ideally suited to transport 
heavy loads of cotton and other farm prod-
ucts. With proceeds from the sale of the flat-
boats, they probably bought several wagons, 
oxen, supplies, and continued their journey to 
Van Buren, County, Arkansas. 

Jesse settled in Van Buren County and William 
H. settled a short distance away in adjacent 
Conway County. 

 

 
Route taken by the Jesse and Wm Hardin Lay families — 1839-1840 
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The Conway Weekly Times ran a series of arti-
cles in 1923 entitled Memories of Pioneers and 
included some interesting stories about the 
William Hardin Lay family. 

“Among the earliest pioneers in this locality was 
William H. Lay, a Tennessean, who, together with 
his brother, Jesse had caught the westward fever, 
and in the winter of ’39-’40 decided to emi-
grate….On the first day of February 1840, they 
arrived at the site of the present town (Conway) 
where Mr. Lay decided to remain permanently, and 
at once addressed himself to the Herculean task of 
creating a home in the wilderness. Only two fami-
lies lived here then – the McClures and Newells.”53 

The nearest store or mill was several days’ 
journey away. On the other hand, there was 
an abundance of wild game — deer, bears, 
bobcats, and all kinds of small animals.  

William Hardin and Polly Bacon Lay, arrived in 
Arkansas with four children. They had four 
additional children in Arkansas. Martha M. Lay 
was born in December 1843, Winfield Scott 
Lay was born on Nov. 24, 1846, Nancy Lay 
was born on March 10, 1849, and William L. 
Lay was born about 1852.  

Jesse Lay, William Hardin’s older brother and 
traveling companion, settled near what be-
came the town of Quitman. Susan and Jesse 
arrived in Arkansas with six children. They had 
two additional children on the frontier in Van 
Buren County, Arkansas. John Martin Lay was 
born on February 15, 1843 and Charles Frank-
lin Lay was born about 1845. 

Jesse Lay received 320 acres of land from the 
government and he also bought a Mexican 
Land Warrant that added to his holdings. 

“He had some timber along the branches and 
creeks but the hillsides were mainly covered with 
grass. He broke his land and built a log home, after 
which he concentrated his efforts and attention 
upon the cultivation and improvement of his fields. 
In the early days he used oxen entirely in connec-
tion with his farm work and did his trading at Little 
Rock, it requiring a week to make the trip to and 
from that city.54 
 

                                                
53 The Conway Weekly Times, Jan 13, 1923.  
54 Centennial History of Arkansas, Clarke Pub. Co., 1922, p. 844 

As the territory developed, county boundaries 
were changed and made more logical. Also as 
the area grew, some counties were split and 
new counties formed; this was the case with 
Van Buren and Conway counties. The dashed 
lines show the approximate divisions. 

In 1851 Conway County was divided with the 
eastern part of the county becoming Faulkner 
County. The city of Conway and William Har-
din Lay’s farm were now in Faulkner County. 
In 1883, after the death of the two brothers 
and their spouses, Van Buren County was di-
vided and the town of Quitman was now in 
Cleburne County. Quitman and the farm that 
belonged to Jesse Lay was near the intersec-
tion of Cleburne, Van Buren, and Faulkner 
Counties. 

Jesse, 79, died in Faulkner County in 1876 fol-
lowed by his wife Susan, 77, a year later in 
1877. They are both buried in the Mortar 
Creek Cemetery in Faulkner County. 

William Hardin’s wife, Mary, 67, died in 1878 
in Van Buren County and in 1881 William Har-
din Lay, 73, died. They are buried in the Quit-
man Cemetery now in Cleburne County (for-
merly Van Buren). 

Many of the Lay descendants still live in Ar-
kansas and are very active in genealogical re-
search. They have been very generous in shar-
ing their findings.  

Counties of Arkansas in 1840 
When the two Lay families arrived 
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The Taliaferro Families 
 

 
The Taliaferros were influential in both Europe 
and in the early colonial days of America. The 
Taliaferro line has been traced back to Italy 
and then to England in the mid 1500’s and 
then to Colonial America in the mid 1640’s. 

The Taliaferros have been researched for years 
by many people, and several books have been 
written about them. Since so much literature 
already exists on the line, Betty Bryson 
Beckum, my cousin and research buddy, and I 
have studied the work of others, but have not 
found additional primary documents on 
Taliaferros. We have mostly looked into exist-
ing research done by others. A few minutes 
spent on one of the internet search engines 
can yield many pages of documents and inter-
esting facts and extensive genealogy records. 

Most of the Taliaferros in America and Eng-
land preferred to be known as Toliver. The 
Wikipedia listing for Taliaferro is as follows: 

Taliaferro, Tolliver, or Toliver 
“(all pronounced /tɒlɪvər/ TOL-i-vər), a 
prominent family in the United States 
Commonwealth of Virginia. The Taliaf-
erros (originally Tagliaferro, ironcutter 
in Italian) are one of the early families 
who settled in Virginia in the 17th cen-
tury. They migrated from London, but 
their origins were in northern Italy.” 55 

The name Taliaferro is said to have its origin in 
Tagliaferro — from the Italian: tagliare mean-
ing ‘to cut’ + ‘ferro’ meaning iron. Proper 
names often reflected an occupation, in this 
case reflecting a name for an ironworker or a 
nickname for a strong or ferocious fighter.  

Even in the twenty-first century many people 
named Taliaferro are called Toliver. One for-

                                                
55 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taliaferro 

mer city council member had two listings in 
the phone book; one as Taliaferro and one as 
Toliver. When he dropped the Toliver listing, 
his friends complained that they could not 
find his telephone number in the phone book! 
He now has two listings. 

There are many other examples of the unusual 
pronunciation of Taliaferro. The Taliaferro 
County in Georgia is officially pronounced 
“Toliver.” There is a large building named 
Taliaferro Hall on the University of William and 
Mary campus and it is called Toliver Hall. So 
we see the tradition of pronunciation has con-
tinued for over 350 years. The use of multiple 
spellings only makes research more difficult. 

Our line: From Italy to England to America 

1. Bartholomew Tallafer — abt. 1540-died 1601 London 
       Joane Lane — married 1583 London 

2. Francis  Taliaferro — 1589 — 1630 Eng 
       Bennett Haie — married 1613 England 

3. Robert “the Immigrant” Taliaferro- 1626 Eng - 1671 VA 
       Katherine Dedman — married 1653 England 

4. Francis “of the Mount” Taliaferro - 1654 VA – 1710 VA 
       Elizabeth Catlett — married 1685 VA 

5. Zachariah Taliaferro — abt. 1686 VA — 1726 VA 
       unknown 

6. Capt. Richard Taliaferro, II — 1706 VA – 1748 VA 
       Rose Berryman — married 1726 

7. Dr. John Taliaferro — 1732 VA — 1821 GA 
       Mary Hardin — married 1755 

8. William Lay — abt. 1760 VA — abt. 1848 AL 

       Beheathland Taliaferro — born in VA, died in AL 

9. John Lay — 1800 TN — 1867 TX 
       Mary L. McCoy — married abt. 1827 TN 

10. Joseph M. Lay — 1840 AL — 1873 TX 
       Lizzie Powers — married 1868 TX 

11. William Elam Bryson — 1886 TX — 1842 TX 

       Cora Etta Lay — married 1889 TX 
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Some researchers claim the line went from 
Robert “The Immigrant” Taliaferro to John 
“The Ranger” to Capt. Richard Taliaferro, II. 
The time spans between these births do not 
seem to be realistic. Other researchers have 
made a good case for Zachariah Taliaferro be-
ing the father of Capt. Richard Taliaferro, II.56 

We will briefly give some of the basic informa-
tion about each generation. An active group 
of Taliaferro researchers has created a forum 
for sharing information with other family 
members. 

www.spingola.com/TaliaferroTimes 

The Taliaferros were in The Republic of Venice 
during the first half of the 1500’s. When we 
study genealogy, we frequently run into 
events that make us ponder and marvel that 
we were even born. Sometimes it is an ances-
tor in a war, but the events in Venice were 
even more devastating, and we are fortunate 
that our Taliaferro relatives survived. Bar-
tholomew Taliaferro was born during the time 
of the Black Plagues. Venice was particularly 
hard hit when 46,000 people died of the 
plague. Out of a population of 146,000, about 
1/3 of the population died.  

The map shows Italy as it was in 1562. (Italy 
was not unified as a country until 1870.) The 
area we now know as Italy was divided up 
into little kingdoms or regions; five of them 
were independently governed. These were: 
The Republic of Venice, The Papal States, 
Parma, Tuscany, and Corsica/Genoa. Spain had 
control of the other four regions: Naples, Mi-
lan, Sicily, and Sardinia. 

The Republic of Venice reached from a little 
east of the City of Milan and along the coast 
of the Adriatic Sea beyond Bosnia. Venice had 
become the most important sea port in all of 
Europe as a center of commerce (especially 
silk, grain and spice trade) and art in the 13th 
century up to the end of the 17th century. 
This made Venice a wealthy city throughout 
most of its history. 

                                                
56 http://sharpwriters.com/genealogy/taliaferro.html p. 
13 

 
Italy about 1562 

 

1. Bartholomew Tallafer 
Bartholomew was the first Taliaferro immi-
grant from The Republic of Venice to England. 
Taliaferro research has established that he was 
a merchant, trading in London under the 
sponsorship of the Duke of Venice57 (hence 
the need for residency). On March 4, 1562 
Bartholomew Taliaferro received Letters of 
Denization58 which identified him as a subject 
of the Duke of Venice and citizen of London. 
Hence he was allowed to conduct business 
and own land. The following year, 1563, in a 
London census, he is identified as a Merchant.  

Bartholomew, 43, had been in London for 21 
years when he married Joane Lane, 22, on 
New Years Day 1583, at St. Michael’s Cornhill, 
London. It is believed that Joane’s family were 
musicians for Queen Elizabeth I. 

                                                
57 Taliaferro Times, Vol. 1, issue 40, 1998, p. 7 
58 Denization is an obsolete process in English Common 
Law, dating from the 13th century, by which a foreigner 
became a denizen, gaining some privileges of a British 
subject, including the right to hold English land, through 
letters patent.  
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Joane and Bartholomew had nine children be-
tween the years 1584 and 1599, all of which 
were baptized 
at St. Olave’s 
Church, Hart 
Street, Lon-
don. Four of 
their children 
failed to reach 
their tenth 
birthday and 
are all buried 
in the grave-
yard at St. 
Olave’s. 

Their fourth child, Francis, was our ancestor. 
Bartholomew died in September 1601 and 
was buried at St. Olave’s. In his will, dated 
September 18, 1601, he specifies how his es-
tate is to be distributed.”59  

To my four sons Scipio, Fraunces (Francis), Isack, 
and Jeromme, Two hundred pounds sterling when 
they shall be of the age of Twenty one years. To 
Elizabeth my daughter to be given at her marriage 
one hundred pounds sterling, meaning that she 
shall not marry until she be of the age of sixteen 
years or according to the will of her mother. To 
Joane my wife one hundred pounds sterling, if she 
marries again. If she does not, she is to have the 
profits of all my estate, and then one hundred 
pounds when my sons are of the age of twenty 
one years. 

I ordain my overseers of the things contained in 
this my Testament and Last will John Francisco So-
prani, Fraunces Rizzo, and Phillippe Bernardi. 

I do give five pounds sterling to our parish of St. 
Olaves on conditions that they shall discharge my 
family of the taxation of the poor of the said parish 
so long as my wife, sons and daughter shall jointly 
dwell in the same. And not discharging (relieving) 
them of the said taxation they (the family) shall 
pay them (St. Olave Church) nothing. 

Unto Margery my servant five shillings sterling. 

I declare that I have two obligations of Cornelius 
De Neme, one of one hundred pounds which is 
paid, but the other of one hundred and twenty five 
pounds is in force and is due to me. 

                                                
59 http://sharpwriters.com/genealogy/taliaferro.html p. 3 

Made in the City of London the eighteenth day of 
September 1601 Subscribed in the presence of 
Jeromme Lopez, Pompilio Gaetani, Henry Valesi, 
William Parkyns. May 3, 1602. Letters of Admini-
stration granted to Joane Taliaferro the relict 60 of 
the said deceased. 

2. Francis Taliaferro  
Francis was the fourth child of Joane and Bar-
tholomew Taliaferro. He was born on January 
17, 1589 and was baptized eight days later at 
the Taliaferro’s home parish, St. Olave’s, Hart 
Street, London. In February 1613, while in 
Southwark, County Surrey, England, he mar-
ried Bennett Haie at St. Savior’s Parish. They 
had seven children between 1614 and 1626.61 
(As a point of reference, the pilgrims landed in 
America in 1620.) 

Some researchers claim that Francis and Joane 
only had two children and others claim to 
have baptism records from the "Original Parish 
Register Entries: Taliaferro Family Baptismal 
Register, St. Dunstan, Stepney, Middlesex indi-
cating the birth and baptism of seven chil-
dren."62 

According to the church records, their seventh 
and last child was born on November 11, 
1626. We can assume that Bennett died as a 
result of the childbirth since she died in 1626. 
Francis married his second wife, Miriam, at 
Bethnal Green, Stepney, Middlesex, England. 
Miriam and Francis both died within a week of 
each other in August 1647. They are both bur-
ied in the cemetery at Stepney, Middlesex, 
England. 

When Francis, 58, died he had two surviving 
children, Anne, 33, and Robert, 20. Anne was 
named to be the Administrator of her Father's 
estate.63 

It was unusual for Francis to name his daugh-
ter, Miss Anne Taliaferro, to administer his es-
tate since he had a living son, but Robert was 
headed for America. 

                                                
60 Relict —a spouse surviving the death of another 
61 homepages.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~marshall/ 
esmd62.htm 
62 www.spingola.com/TaliaferroTimes/TT12.htm 
63 www.spingola.com/TaliaferroTimes/TT2.htm 

St. Olave’s Church founded in 1200’s 

Present building built in 1450 
Escaped the Great Fire of London 1666 

Bombed by Germans in 1941 
Restored in 1954 
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Monarch Reign Year Event 

Elizabeth I 1558-
1603 

1562 Bartholomew 
Applied for residency 

  1583 Bartholomew 
Married Joane Lane 

  1589 Francis  
Born 

  1601 Bartholomew 
Died 

James I 1603-
1625 

1613 Francis 
Married Bennett Haie 

Charles I 1625-
1649 

1826 Robert “The immigrant” 
Born 

  1845 Francis 
Died 

  1645 Robert “The immigrant” 
Went to America 

Oliver 
Cromwell 

1649-
1658 

1649 Ex-King Charles I 
Beheaded in London 

Summary of key events for our ancestors in England 
 

3. Robert “The Immigrant” Taliaferro 
Robert was born on November 11, 1626 in the 
town of Stepney of County Middlesex, Eng-
land. He was baptized 8 days later at St. Dun-
stan, Stepney. Robert was born a year after 
King Charles I succeeded King James I. Charles 
I was the Monarch the entire time that Robert 
was growing up in England. The records show 
that the Taliaferros were strong supporters of 
the king. Early in the 1640’s Charles I grossly 
overstepped his authority and angered the 
citizenry. There were wars between his sup-
porters and his opponents. By 1645 the crown 
was in great danger of being overthrown. 

“Our ancestor, Robert Taliaferro, left England (in 
1645) shortly before his 21st birthday. He boarded 
the ship 'Honor' at the Stepney docks only two days 
after his father, Francis Taliaferro, died and was 
buried.  He left his older sister, Anne, to act as 
Administrator of their Father's estate.” 

“The likelihood that his uncle was a close adherent 
of the deposed King, and the haste of his depar-
ture in company of Robert Lee, seems to signal 
that Robert Taliaferro fled England in the wake of 
the defeat of King Charles I by the Parliamentary 
forces.” 

But some of the Taliaferro researchers have 
speculated that Robert may have recognized 
an opportunity to become a Merchant and to 
export goods from England to the Colonies. 

We know that he came from a family of mer-
chants. 

“Soon after he arrived in Virginia, he took up a 
patent adjacent to the earlier patent of Richard 
Lee, progenitor of Virginia's famous Lee family and 
a known Royalist. Richard Lee invited King Charles 
to take refuge in Virginia where he would be wel-
comed.” 64 

Charles I should have followed his friends’ ad-
vice and come to America. In 1669, Charles I 
was removed from the throne; he fled to Scot-
land thinking that would be a safe haven. 
Scotland returned him to London where he 
was beheaded on January 30, 1669 on a scaf-
fold outside the Banqueting House at White-
hall. 

Robert “The Immigrant” Taliaferro moved to 
the edge of the new frontier, like so many of 
our relatives. He settled in York County, Vir-
ginia. Some of the early records in York 
County use the spelling Toliver, which shows 
that the pronunciation was the same then as 
today! His being the first of his family to im-
migrate to America, earned him his nickname 
“The Immigrant.” 

The population table below gives us an appre-
ciation for how few settlers there were in 
America in the mid-1600s and how primitive 
the frontier really was. 

Year Population of 
Virginia 

Population of 
all America 

1630 2,500 4,600 

1650 18,700 50,400 
1670 35,000 111,900 

 

About 1651, only a few years after arriving in 

America, Robert “The Immigrant” Taliaf-
erro, 27, married, a local girl, Sarah Katherine 
Dedman (Grymes) in Virginia. Some historians 
report that Robert was married to Sarah Gry-
mes and others report Sarah Dedman. For 
many years this was a real controversy. Sarah 
Katharine’s mother, also named Sarah Kath-
arine, was first married to Henry Dedman who 
died at a young age. Sarah Katherine, the 
mother, is often referred to as Katherine and 

                                                
64 www.spingola.com/TaliaferroTimes/TT2.htm 
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the daughter is referred to as Sarah to differ-
entiate the two. Katherine then married Rev. 
Charles Grymes. Sara being the step-daughter 
of Rev. Grymes was probably called Sarah 
Grymes. However from a genealogy prospec-
tive she should be called Sarah Dedman. 

When Robert arrived in 1645, the Colony of 
Virginia had fewer than 15,000 non-Indian 
residents. There were only a handful of coun-
ties. The map below represents Virginia when 
Robert arrived in the new land. 

 

In 1651 part of western York County was di-
vided and Gloucester County was formed. 
Later Essex and Caroline Counties were cre-
ated in what originally was western Northum-
berland County. The western boundaries were 
largely undefined. 

In 1655 Robert had land in Gloucester County Vir-
ginia.65  In the year 1666, in partnership with Law-
rence Smith, Robert Taliaferro obtained a patent 
for 6,300 acres in Essex County VA (later Caroline 
County). This property was 4 miles in length and 
lay between Ware Creek and Snow Creek. A year 
later, in 1667, Robert Taliaferro purchased two 
tracts of land totaling 1,000 acres from Richard 
White in Essex County (later Caroline County). This 
is the tract of land through which Mount Creek 
flows. On the west side of Mount Creek, a high 
promontory rises and juts out above the Rappa-
hannock River. It is still known as Taliaferro's 
Mount. Before it became Taliaferro land, this high 
elevation was used by the Indians as a lookout. 
Over two hundred years later, it was used again as 
Rappahannock residents gathered there to watch 
the thunderous bombardment of Fredericksburg 
twenty-five miles upstream. 

Indian incursions in this frontier area of Virginia 
were not infrequent during this period of Virginia 
history. A fort was built at Port Royal, a few miles 
downstream from Taliaferro's Mount. It was at or 
near this fort that Capt. John Catlett is reported to 
have been killed during an Indian raid in 1670. In 
view of Col. Catlett's death near Taliaferro's Mount, 
researchers believe that Robert Taliaferro, the 
elder, may also have been present when the raid 
occurred and that he may have died soon after 
from injuries which he sustained. It is certain that 
he was deceased by 25 November 1671 when or-
ders of the General Court of Virginia were given to 
preserve the estate of his orphans. Robert Taliaf-
erro was only 45 years old. His oldest child at the 
time of his death was Robert, Jr. who was ap-
proaching his twentieth birthday. His youngest 
child, Charles, was barely five years old. It appears 
that Robert Taliaferro died unexpectedly and with-
out the comfort of being able to arrange his affairs 
and write a Last Will and Testament.  

The Taliaferro children who became the ances-
tors of this large Virginia family were: 

1. Robert Taliaferro II, b. 1652 
2. Francis “of the Mount” Taliaferro, b. 1654 
3. John “the Ranger” Taliaferro, b. 1656 
4. Mary Taliaferro, b. 1658 
5. Charles Taliaferro, b. 1663 
6. Richard “the Pirate” Taliaferro, b. 1665 
7. Catherine Taliaferro, b. 1668 

                                                
65 http://sharpwriters.com/genealogy/taliaferro.html p. 6 
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4. Francis “Of the Mount” Taliaferro 
            Or John “The Ranger?” 
This next generation is one that has presented 
a major challenge to genealogists interested in 
the Taliaferro line. Most of the web sites show 
that Robert “The Immigrant” Taliaferro’s son, 
John “The Ranger” Taliaferro, was the father 
of Captain Richard Taliaferro and that Francis 
did not have a son named Zachariah.66. 

Robert “The Immigrant” Taliaferro, 1626 – 1655 
            married Sarah Dedman, 1651 

John “The Ranger” Taliaferro, 1656 – 1720 
            married Sarah Smith, abt. 1680 

Capt. Richard Taliaferro, 1703 – 1748  
            married Rose Berryman, 1726 

Dr. John Taliaferro, 1733 – 1821 
            married Mary Hardin, 1755 

Other researchers feel strongly that John “The 
Ranger” Taliaferro’s brother, Francis, had a 
son named Zachariah, and that he, Zachariah, 
was really the father of Captain Richard. These 
proponents of the line going through Francis 
point to the 47 year age gap between the 
birth of John and the birth of Richard; 1656 
vs. 1703. This group has also shown there 
were two Zachariahs who were cousins. A se-
ries of wills, land patents, and land descen-
dancy tend to show that Captain Richard 
Taliaferro was the only son of Zachariah and 
was a grandson of Francis.67 

Robert “The Immigrant” Taliaferro, 1626 – 1655 
            married Sarah Dedman, 1651 

Francis Taliaferro, 1654 – 1710 
            married Elizabeth Catlett 1685 

Zachariah Taliaferro, abt. 1683 – 1726 
            married Unknown 

Capt. Richard Taliaferro, 1703 – 1748  
            married Rose Berryman, 1726 

Dr. John Taliaferro, 1733 – 1821 
            married Mary Hardin, 1755 

Francis, a niece, and a nephew all married into 
the Catlett family. In 1685 when Francis got 
married, there were fewer than 50,000 settlers 
in all of the State of Virginia so it was com-

                                                
66 Virginia Genealogist, vol. 47, no. 3 
67 http://sharpwriters.com/genealogy/taliaferro.html p. 6 

mon that marriages took place between 
neighbors, and there were many cases of sib-
lings marrying siblings. 

We do not know the exact genealogy, but in 
any case, the Taliaferros were a very interest-
ing pioneering family on the new frontier, and 
given the time it would be good to learn more 
about them. 

On the previous page we described 1,000 
acres that Robert “The Immigrant” had 
bought in what is now Caroline County. This is 
the property through which flows Mount 
Creek, and it is bounded on one side by the 
Rappahannock River. The family built a beauti-
ful home on a high promontory that juts out 
over the river. This provided a wonderful look-
out for safety reasons and also provided a 
spectacular view. The property is located just 
north of Mount Creek at the edge of the Rap-
pahannock River between the towns of Freder-
icksburg and Port Royal in Caroline County, 
Virginia. Although it has been remodeled sev-
eral times the basic white frame home is still 
part of the structure. Some maps still show 
Mount Taliaferro. The USGS identifies it as 
ID#1498411 on chart #12237/1991.68 Mount 
Taliaferro has an elevation of 161 feet and the 
river below has an elevation of 7 feet. The rise 
from the river is a very steep cliff that is 154 
feet high. That is equivalent to the height of a 
15 story building. 

If you want to find Mount Taliaferro from 
Fredericksburg (I-95), take US route 17 about 
15 miles southeast to State Route 615 (Buck-
ner Rd.), turn right for about ¾ mile to State 
Route 614 (Ware Creek Rd.), turn left and fol-
low the road around the sharp left turn and 
continue to the end of the dirt road. Taliaferro 
Mount is on the right. 

Several generations of Taliaferros were born in 
the home called Taliaferro Mount. It was a 
home for entertaining guests and a place to 
raise children and grandchildren. During the 
night of December 13, 1862, the Union Army 
shelled Confederate positions in Fredericks-
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The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

506 

burg. People from all around went to Taliaf-
erro Mount to watch the shelling about 20 
miles away. 

Francis was called Francis “Of the Mount” to 
clearly identify him as part of the Taliaferros 
that lived on Taliaferro Mount. Francis was 
well-known in the community, as he was the 
Justice of the Peace in Essex County (later 
Caroline County) in the late 1600’s. He also 
had large land holdings.  

Zachariah had a son Richard and we believe 
this was the Richard Taliaferro that married 
Rose Berryman. Aside from being mentioned 
in wills and property transactions, we know 
little about Zachariah of the 5th generation 

Several of Zachariah’s siblings were active in 
political leadership positions. Captain William 
Taliaferro was a Justice of the Peace in the 
county and his son, Walker Taliaferro, was a 
member of the House of Burgess during a very 
important time in the development of our 
country, from 1765-1776. 

Col. Richard Taliaferro, (1705-1779) a nephew 
of Zachariah, was also born at Taliaferro 
Mount. He studied architecture and put his 
studies to practical use by building his own 
home. He had purchased Powhatan Plantation 
in James City County and built a fine three-
story home he named Powhatan. This home is 
on the National Registry as a historic house. 

 
Powhatan now proudly stands on the property of 

Powhatan Plantation Resorts 

 

 
USGS Map 

Topographical map of the area around Taliaferro Mount 
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In the registration papers they make the 
statement: “…Powhatan stands as a major 
example of American Early Georgian architec-
ture. Stylistically, the house belongs to a col-
lection of important Virginia plantation 
houses that include Carter’s Grove, Wilton, the 
Nelson House, Elsing Green, and Pembroke, all 
of which have been attributed to Taliaferro.”69 

In the mid-1770s, Richard Taliaferro designed 
and built a two-story brick home in the city of 
Williamsburg, this time for the use of his 
daughter, Elizabeth. The design was very simi-
lar to Powhatan and Richard’s other houses. 
When Elizabeth Taliaferro married the wid-
ower, George Wythe, a promising lawyer, they 
moved into the Williamsburg home. Over time 
the home became known as the George 
Wythe House.  The Colonial Williamsburg web 
site says the following about the Wythe 
house: 

Perhaps the most handsome colonial house in Wil-
liamsburg, the two-story brick residence is believed 
to have been designed in the mid-1750s by George 
Wythe's father-in-law, the surveyor, builder, and 
planter Richard Taliaferro (pronounced "Tolliver"). 
Taliaferro built the addition to the Governor's Pal-
ace about the same time.70 

 
The George Wythe House — Williamsburg, Virginia 

Wythe was Thomas Jefferson’s Law Professor 
(the first law professor in the country) at Wil-
liam and Mary University. They became life-
long, close personal friends. George Wythe 

                                                
69 http://www.dhr.virginia.gov/registers/Counties/JamesCity 

70 http://www.history.org/almanack/places/hb/hbwythe.cfm 

went on to become famous as a leader of the 
patriot movement and the first signer of the 
Declaration of Independence from Virginia.  

“The house also served as General George Wash-
ington's headquarters just before the British siege 
of Yorktown, and French General Rochambeau 
made the home his headquarters after victory at 
Yorktown. In 1776, the house accommodated Vir-
ginia General Assembly delegate Thomas Jefferson 
and his family. 

In the book, Jefferson and Monticello; The bi-
ography of a Builder, Jack McLaughlin makes 
the following statement about the architect, 
Taliaferro: 

“Because Taliaferro was a part of the Small 
(Dr. William Small), Wythe, Jefferson circle, the 
young law student (Jefferson) would have had 
the opportunity to discuss architecture with 
one of the colony’s leading architect-builders. 
It may even be that Taliaferro shared his archi-
tectural library with Jefferson at the time he 
was designing the house that would grace the 
summit of his mountain.”71 

In 1786, five years after the end of the Revolu-
tionary War and a year before the ratification 
of the Constitution, George Wythe wrote his 
good friend Thomas Jefferson asking a favor. 
Wythe wanted to do something nice for his 
aged father-in-law and he asked Jefferson, 
who was in London at the time, to research 
the family history of the Taliaferros and have a 
plate engraved with the coat-of-arms and a 
personalized inscription. 

From the Jefferson papers: 

Wythe to Jefferson 

"I wish to get the arms of Taliaferro, which, from in-
formation, I believe to have been a Tuscan family, 
engraven on a copper plate, with this motto ΟΥ 
ΔΟΚΕΙΝ ΑΡΙΣΤΟΣ ΑΛΛ΄ ΕΙΝΑΙ [Not to seem, but to 
be the best], and the name Richard Taliaferro. But I 
would not have this done, if it can not be without 
giving you trouble, nor unless you will order to 
whom here I shall repay the cost. Perhaps the 
motto, taken from Aeschylus, would be sufficient. If 
so, leave out that word. Adieu 10 jan 1786 Wil-
liamsburg 

                                                
71 Jefferson and Monticello; The biography of a Builder 
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“In response, Jefferson wrote to Jean Fabbroni, a 

contact of his in Florence, who reported back a few 

months later on the history of the Tagliaferro family, 

including a sketch of the arms: Azure a fess Argent 

between three estoiles Or. On August 13, Jefferson 

relayed the results back to Wythe, including a 

sketch of the arms reported by Fabbroni. He prom-

ised to get the plate engraved with the arms as re-

quested, noting only that he intended to omit the 

word ΑΡΙΣΤΟΣ from the motto, "because I think the 

beauty of a motto is, to condense such matter in as 

few a words as possible." The motto thus became 

"Not to seen, but to be." (omitting “the best”) 

 
Sketch of Taliferro Coat-of-arms 

Drawn by Thomas Jefferson — 1786 

6. Capt. Richard Taliaferro  
Richard Taliaferro was born 
about 1704 at the family 
home, Taliaferro Mount, near 
the town of Port Royal, Caro-
line County, Virginia. (In 
1700, the population of Vir-
ginia had grown to 58,600 
and the population of all 
America was only 251,000.) 
Richard was raised in a large 
family with many siblings 
and with many cousins 
nearby. Their home was on 
the top of a hill and over-
looked the Rappahannock 
River and was close to the 
Mount Creek as it flowed 
into the river. The Taliaferro 
property was heavily wooded 
with the Mount Creek run-
ning through it and the Rap-
pahannock River running 

along one edge. The woods were full of all 
sorts of wildlife, so hunting and fishing were 
favorite pastimes of the young Taliaferro boys. 
This Richard Taliaferro is not to be confused 
with his cousin, the Architect, we just read 
about. They were both about the same age 
and some accounts indicate they all lived at 
Taliaferro Mount at the same time. 

When Richard was about 24 years-old, he 
married Rose Anne Berryman, 19, on June 10, 
1726. Rose grew up on the large Berryman 
estate in Westmoreland County, Virginia in a 
family of 17 children. She was the daughter of 
Major Benjamin Berryman and Elizabeth New-
ton. Like the Taliaferros, the Berrymans had 
been in the colonies for about 75 years. Ben-
jamin was a lawyer, and in 1703 Queen Anne 
appointed him as a Justice of the Peace for 
Westmoreland County. George Washington’s 
father, Augustine, also served in that position 
at the time. George Washington was born in 
1732 and was the fourth generation Washing-
ton to live in Westmoreland County. 

Rose Anne Berryman’s mother, Elizabeth New-
ton, was first married to Thomas Gibson. The 

Letter from G. Wythe to Thomas Jefferson in London — January 10, 1786 
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Gibsons had a daughter named Beheathland 
Gibson who was a half-sister of our Rose Ann 
Berryman. The Gibsons can trace their ancestry 
back to Robert Beheathland, who was in the 
first group to land at Jamestown along with 
Capt. John Smith in 1607. Beheathland and 
Smith made several exploratory trips into In-
dian lands. Almost every generation after 
1630 has one or more girls named Beheath-
land. This tradition continued well into the 
19th century and includes our ancestor, Be-
heathland Taliaferro Lay.  

 

Robert “The Immigrant” Taliaferro, along with 
Lawrence Smith, acquired 6,300 acres of land 
in 1666 in what is now the northeastern edge 
of Caroline County. A year later he added an 
additional 1,000 acres. This property stayed in 
the family for several generations and was the 
location of the family home, Taliaferro Mount. 
That is where Capt. Richard Taliaferro was 
born. 

Capt. Richard Taliaferro was an officer in the 
British army and was active in local political 

activities. He was a large landholder having 
patented 10,000 acres (over 15.6 square miles 
or about 3 miles by 5 miles) in Albemarle 
County, now in the present counties of Am-
herst and Nelson. This property was on unset-
tled land at the western extreme of Virginia. 
At the time, Capt. Richard Taliaferro continued 
to live in Taliaferro Mount in Caroline County 
along with many of his other relatives.  

Captain Richard Taliaferro died on September 
27, 1748 in Caroline County. He was only 44 

years old and left a big family. 

“The sad loss of her husband 
left Rose Berryman Taliaferro 
with the entire responsibility of 
her home and the rearing of 
twelve children. She reared and 
educated them according to the 
standards of the old Virginia 
Colony; breathing into their 
lives love, in its truest form; love 
for one another; love for their 
fellow man; love for their coun-
try; and love for their God. Sev-
eral of her sons and grandsons 
served with honor and distinc-
tion in the Revolution.”72 

Dr. John Taliaferro 
John Taliaferro was the fifth 
child of Rose Berryman and 
Richard Taliaferro. He was born 
on April 7, 1733 at the family 
home called “Taliaferro Mount” 
in Caroline County, Virginia. Just 
a year earlier about 18 miles 
away in Westmoreland County, 

a baby was born by the name of George 
Washington.  

John grew up in Caroline County like so many 
of the other Taliaferros. His father died when 
he was 15 years old. He was educated by his 
mother and later studied for the ministry as 
well as medicine. John was referred to as Dr. 
John Taliaferro, or affectionately just as “Dr. 
John.” 

                                                
72 http://sharpwriters.com/genealogy/taliaferro.html p.14 

Virginia counties as of 1745 
Counties in which the Taliaferros lived and owned land are shown in color 
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When he was twenty-two, he married Mary 
Hardin, 21, in Caroline County about 1755. Dr. 
John became a Baptist Minister and also prac-
ticed medicine in Caroline County.  

Mary and John started their family in Caroline 
County where the Taliaferros had been for 
several generations and about 125 years. 
Things were comfortable, but the colonial up-
rising against England and the Crown was just 
beginning.  

In 1767 new counties were formed along the 
southern edge of Virginia at the North Caro-
lina line. Pittsylvania County was one of these 
counties that was formed. It was high in the 
Blue Ridge Mountains and very remote and 
totally unsettled. Dr. John decided to move his 
young family from the relative comforts of 
Caroline County to the new wild and undevel-
oped area.  The land records show that Dr. 
John Taliaferro first patented land in Pittsylva-
nia County in 1769. 

Let’s stop a minute and reflect back on some 
of the things we have learned about our 
ancestors. The title of this book, The Bryson 
Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers, 
describes many of our ancestors. Many we 
have read about were among the earliest 
settlers in areas that were just opening up. 

This Taliaferro bunch was really quite different 
in many ways. Robert “The Immigrant” Taliaf-
erro, 20, left city life in London and risked his 
life taking the sea voyage to America in 1645. 
That was the ultimate act of going to “new 
frontiers,” and this is where the picture 
changes. The Taliaferros settled in Virginia and 
for over 125 years and four generations stayed 
within a small area in Caroline and surround-
ing counties of Virginia. They lived in comfort-
able homes, for the time, had large land hold-
ings, and were leaders in their communities. 
They were part of the “Old line Virginians.” 
This is contrasted with other relatives we have 
read about in other chapters where they 
seemed to stay in one area only long enough 
for a new frontier to open up further west. 
Our Scotch-Irish relatives settled in the Shen-
andoah Valley of Virginia, which was rugged 

frontier, while the Taliaferro line settled near 
the east coast and a more refined society. 

Dr. John Taliaferro had been born in a fine 
well-built family home that had served the 
family for several generations, and that still 
stands in the year 2010 (Taliaferro Mount). 
Some of his other relatives owned large beau-
tiful two story brick homes that are now con-
sidered among the finest in colonial Virginia. 

So why in 1769 did this fourth generation 
American, Dr. John Taliaferro, decide to leave 
all the trappings and family and go to a new 
frontier where he and his family were faced 
with building and living in a very primitive, 
small log cabin on the new frontier of south-
ern Virginia and North Carolina? Imagine mov-
ing to a backwoods area where there were no 
stores and a large portion of the early settlers 
were wholly uneducated.73 

 

From reading about Dr. John we know that his 
Christian ministry as a Baptist Minister was 
very important to him, and he was a man of 
service. He may have considered this new 
frontier as a mission field that needed to hear 
the gospel. 

Dr. John was a good businessman and with 
the Revolutionary War heating-up, he may 
have felt that there was a great risk of losing 
all his property. The probability of his family 
being close to the war action in Virginia was 
also very high. 

Dr. John may have caught the pioneering 
spirit and may have seen real opportunities of 
getting in on the ground floor in a new unde-
veloped area. I would guess all of the above 

                                                

73 Taliaferro, H. Fisher’s River, Scenes and Characters, p15.  
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reasons may have played a role in his moving 
his family to the frontier. The Taliaferro and 
Franklin families did not fit the typical mold of 
the rugged backwoods pioneer of the late 
1770s who continually moved to new frontiers 
looking to improve his lot.  

At the outbreak of the American Revolution, 
he bravely responded to his country’s call, and 
on September 12, 1776, he organized a com-
pany of minute men in Pittsylvania County, of 
which he was made Captain.74  

While the war was still going on, 
Dr. John and his best friend, Ber-
nard Franklin, were led to move 
their families into an even newer 
frontier just across the Virginia 
state line and into northern 
North Carolina. The Pittsylvania 
County records show that in 
1779 he sold his home and farm 
and moved to Surry County, 
North Carolina. 

One writer states: “With a heart 
filled with love for his fellow-
man, his country and his God, he 
left his home and relatives in the 
Old Dominion State and crossed the Blue 
Ridge Mountains into Surry County, North 
Carolina to do a nobler work that God had 
planned for him.” The two families settled on 
Fishers River in Surry County. Another family 
by the name of Lay also settled in the area.” 75 

Surry County is high in the Blue Ridge Moun-
tains on the North Carolina-Virginia border, 
and even today it is one of the most remote 
areas in the county. The largest towns in the 
county today are: 

Dobson      1,457   County Seat 

Franklin      2,155  named for Jesse Franklin 

Elkin                    4,109 

Mount Airy          8,484   birth place of Andy Griffith 
                and inspiration for TV series Mayberry RFD. 

The town of Franklin has roughly the same area as 
San Francisco but only has a population of a little 
over 2,000. 

                                                
74 Virginia State Library Report Vol. 8, p. 426 
75 Dr. John Taliaferro—his life, work, and posterity, p. 24 

The war heats up close to home 
In late 1780 the British troops led by General 
Lord Cornwallis and the ruthless Banastre Tar-
leton had taken Charleston, South Carolina. 
They had swept rapidly west across South 
Carolina and won every battle, but the Caro-
lina backwoodsmen inflicted heavy casualties 
on the enemy.  

“On January 17, 1781, near Cowpens, (near 
Charlotte, North Carolina) Continental troops 
and horsemen under the direction of Daniel 

Morgan inflicted a stunning defeat on a crack 
British detachment led by the ruthless Ba-
nastre Tarleton, commander of Lord Corn-
wallis' cavalry. Although Tarleton fled the bat-
tlefield to avoid capture, the American victory 
effectively destroyed the light corps of the 
British army in the South. Stung by the loss, 
Cornwallis ordered a deliberate and dogged 
chase of the American rebels, a campaign that 
meandered through the wilderness and small 
communities of the Carolinas. 

“After months of retreating, the Continental 
army under the command of Nathanael 
Greene chose to confront the British army 
near Guilford Courthouse, North Carolina.”76 

In March 1781, the Revolutionary War reached 
within 60 miles of Fishers River and the Taliaf-
erro and Franklin family homes. Dr. John 
Taliaferro, 48, jumped back into the action as 

                                                
76 The Cowpens-Guilford Courthouse Campaign, Burke 
Davis, Univ. of Pennsylvania Press 

Painting by Richard Wilson 
The Battle of Cowpens 
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a Chaplain and Doctor. His oldest son, Rich-
ard, had been married in 1776 to Dorcas Per-
kins, and they had started their young family. 
They had three children under the age of four 
when Richard, 25, volunteered to fight in the 
war by joining the Volunteer Riflemen from 
Wilkes, Surry, Stokes, and Guilford Counties. 

Jesse Franklin, 21, joined his close friend in the 
same unit. They rode their horses from Surry 
County to join Major Joseph Winston and 
General Greene’s army in Guilford County. 
They were both inducted as privates in a com-
pany honored as the “Surry County Boys.”  

On March 15, 1781 Major General Nathanael 
Greene and his army of 4,400 Americans contested 
the British invasion of North Carolina at Guilford 
Courthouse. Lt. Gen. Charles Cornwallis com-
manded the tough 
professional force 
of 1,900 British 
soldiers. Greene 
then deployed his 
men into smaller 
groups to take 
advantage of the 
terrain. 

The Courthouse 
battle was fierce. 
The veteran British 
troops were se-
verely crippled. 
Cornwallis lost a 
quarter of his 
army and almost a 
third of his offi-
cers. Greene lost 
only six percent of 
his men. With greatly diminished ranks and de-
pleted supplies, Cornwallis withdrew to the coast, 
200 miles away. 

The battle fought at Guilford Courthouse was the 
largest and most hotly contested action of the 
Revolutionary War's Southern Campaign. It is con-
sidered the high-water mark of that campaign in 
that it changed the course of the war and contrib-
uted to the eventual American victory at Yorktown 
seven months later.77 

                                                
77 www.nps.gov/museum/exhibits/revwar/guco/ 

     gucooverview.html 

Cornwallis was quoted as saying “I never saw 
such fighting since God made me. The Ameri-
cans fought like demons.”78 

The family has stated that Richard Taliaferro 
and Jesse Franklin fought side-by-side, Jesse 
loading their two old flint locks and Richard 
doing the firing. The order to retreat was 
given, but Richard Taliaferro continued to fire, 
giving cover to his retreating comrades and 
then ran for his mount. It was at this point 
that Richard met the enemy face-to-face and 
where he was killed by an enemy saber. 

The final battle is described this way: 
“The Surry County contingent was part of the large 
force of NC militia that served with Greene's army 
at Guilford Courthouse. In this engagement 
Winston's men were initially stationed on the far 

left of the Ameri-
can first line. The 
accurate fire from 
this segment of 
the patriot line 
inflicted heavy 
casualties on the 
oncoming British. 

“Forced to fall 
back, the "Surry 
County Boys" at-
tached themselves 
to the "Lighthorse 
Harry" Lee's force 
of cavalry and ri-
flemen and with-
drew to a hilltop 
about one mile 
southeast of their 
position. On this 

summit they then turned to face their pursuers, the 
First Battalion of Guards and the Hessian Regiment 
von Bose, in a desperate secondary battle isolated 
from the climatic action of the day. Winston’s ri-
flemen were among the last troops engaged with 
the British, holding their hilltop position even after 
Greene's Continentals had left the field.”79 

 

 

 

                                                
78 http://guilfordbattlegroundcompany.org/ 
79 http://guilfordbattlegroundcompany.org/ 

The Battle of Guilford Courthouse 
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Richard Taliaferro was probably the last 
American casualty of the battle of Guilford 
Courthouse.”80 He had been killed by a saber 
thrust by one of Tarleton's dragoons on March 
15, 1781. Richard Taliaferro was buried on the 
battle field where he died. Dr. John Taliaferro 
remained on the battlefield carrying for the 
wounded, both the Americans and the British 
being treated equally.  

“For generations, members of the family 
told of Jesse Franklin's return home from the 
battlefield with Richard Taliaferro's horse 
and trappings.  His dogs recognizing his 
clothing whined and moaned for him 
throughout the day.  The entire scene was so 
pathetic that it was indelibly impressed upon 
the hearts of all who witnessed the return of 
the horse without his master.”81 

The people of North Carolina did not forget 
the sacrifices and importance of the Battle at 
Guilford Courthouse, for 112 years after the 
battle the Governor of North Carolina, Thomas 
M. Holt, dedicated an impressive monument 
honoring the men who fought at Guilford 
Courthouse in 1781. 

It recognizes three of the “Surry County Boys” 
with a plaque on one side of the monument 
that says: 

Major Joseph Winston 

Captain Jesse Franklin 

Richard Taliaferro 

Palaman qui meruit ferat  

(Let him who has won the palm bear it) 

Another plaque on the monument reads: 

In memory of the North Carolina troops under 
Major Joseph Winston who were fighting the 
Hessians and Tarlatan’s cavalry near this spot 
after the continental line had retreated from the 
field of battle March 15, 1781 

 

                                                
80 The Monuments at Guilford Courthouse National Military 

Park," by Thomas E. Baker, p. 78 
81 Ancestry and Posterity of Dr. John Taliaferro and Mary (Har-

din) Taliaferro with notes on Berryman, Newton, Beheathland, 
Franklin, Lingo, and other Southern Families. Willie C. Ivey. 1926 
p. 117-118 

Side Note: Major Winston was later recognized when 
a town was formed and named in his honor; 
Winston, NC. The town was later merged with Salem 
and is now called Winston-Salem, North Carolina. A 
not so dubious honor came later when the cigarette 
company named a brand after the town. 

Now back to Revolutionary War times.  The 
father, Dr. John Taliaferro, 48, continued serv-
ing in the American Army as a Doctor and 
Chaplain until the end of the war when he re-
turned to Surry County and his large family. 
Richard’s widow, Dorcas, moved in with Dr. 
John and they continued to live under one 
roof for many years. 

The Taliaferro estate ran four miles up and 
down the Fisher’s River and contained 778 
acres. He also owned several hundred more 
acres in other parts of the county.  

In 1790-91 Dr. John Taliaferro and his daugh-
ter-in-law, Dorcas Taliaferro, were offered gov-
ernment land in Georgia, which they ac-
cepted; Dorcas receiving 3,000 acres on Fish-
ing Creek in Baldwin County, Georgia; and Dr. 
John Taliaferro receiving a similar tract in the 

The Joseph Winston Monument 
Guilford Courthouse National Military Park 
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adjoining county of Wilkinson. He divided his 
land in Surry County among his children who 
wished to remain there; the records showing 
deeds made by Dr. John Taliaferro, in 1789-90 
to his son, Charles Taliaferro, with his sons-in-
law Levi Pruit, Joseph Porter, and a party by 
the name of unreadable Lay, as witnesses.”82 This 
unreadable signature was probably William 
Lay, another son-in-law and probably the hus-
band of Beheathland. 

Dr. John with his own family and his son Rich-
ard’s family made their home in Wilkinson 
County, Georgia. “Here he spent the declining 
years of his life: years of usefulness and of ser-
vice to humanity and God. Doctors were 
scarce and the churches were scattered, but 
he lost no time in doing what he could. Reli-
gious gatherings were often held in the 
homes, people coming from a long distance 
to worship and attend the preaching services 
conducted by Dr. John Taliaferro.”83 

Some of Dr. John’s children stayed in Surry 
County, others moved to Warren and Wilkin-
son County, Georgia, and our ancestor, Be-
heathland, moved to East Tennessee with her 
husband, William Lay.  

“The preservation of family names seems to 
have been unwritten law in his (Dr. John’s) 
home; and it has descended unto his poster-
ity, and is still in evidence among the present 
generation.”84 The names Richard, Rose, Eliza-
beth, Benjamin, and Beheathland are all famil-
iar names. Willie Catherine Ivey, in her book 
on the Ancestry and Posterity of Dr. John 
Taliaferro lists the children and spouses of 
Mary and John Taliaferro as follows: 

1. Richard Taliaferro  
Dorcas Perkins 

2. Rose Taliaferro  
Joseph Porter 

3. Elizabeth Taliaferro  
Levi Pruitt 

                                                
82 Ancestry and Posterity of Dr. John Taliaferro, 1926 p. 118 
83 Ancestry and Posterity of Dr. John Taliaferro, 1926 p. 118 
84 Ancestry and Posterity of Dr. John Taliaferro, 1926, p. 119 

4. Anna Taliaferro 
Johnathan McCrary 

5. Charles Taliaferro  
Sallie Burroughs & 
Dixie Tucker 

6. Benjamin Taliaferro 
Ada Snow 

7. Judith Taliaferro 
Shadrack Franklin 

8. Mary Taliaferro 
Probably a Mercer 

9. Beheathland Taliaferro 
no information 

10. Lucy Taliaferro 
John Lawrence Jones 

It is disappointing that Willie Catherine Ivey 
had no information on Beheathland and Wil-
liam Lay, but they moved to remote East Ten-
nessee from Surry County, North Carolina, and 
it was hard to trace them. 

Dr. John Taliaferro certainly was a very active 
senior citizen. When he was 81 he married 
Lydia Howard (evidently a widow) and even 
had a legal prenuptial agreement drawn up 
basically keeping their estates separate. Lydia 
and Dr. John were members of the Mt. Nebo 
Baptist Church in Wilkinson County, Georgia. 
When John was 86 he received another large 
land grant for Revolutionary service from the 
governor of Georgia. 

Dr. John Taliaferro died on his 88th birthday, 
on April 7, 1821, at his home in Wilkinson 
County, Georgia. He is buried in the Mt. Nebo 
Cemetery, Toombsboro, Georgia. 

The accounts of Dr. John Taliaferro’s life are all 
consistent in that they praise the quality of his 
character. Willie C. Ivey wrote as follows: 

“In addition to the great love which he bore 
for his family, there lies in the life of Dr. John 
Taliaferro three outstanding virtues; three no-
ble qualities that one seldom finds combined 
in the heart and soul of mortal man. Dr. John 
Taliaferro was a doctor of medicine; a soldier; 
and a minister of the Gospel. He served his 
fellow man; he served his nation; and he 
served his God. In him his fellow man found 
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such ministering service as only skilled hands 
can offer; in him his country found one of the 
loftiest virtues which the Almighty has im-
planted in the heart of man – true patriotism, 
which is only founded on exalted principles 
and supported by great virtues; and lastly, in 
him his Creator found a meek and thankful 
heart, a heart that responded to his Master’s 
bidding, a soul devoted to His service. May the 
descendants of Dr. John Taliaferro remember 
with great pride his glorious examples that 
they may imitate them.” 85  

 

 
Photo by Jack Johnson (findagrave.com) 

The tombstone of Dr. John Taliaferro 
Mt. Nebo Baptist Church Cemetery 

                                                
85 Ancestry and Posterity of Dr. John Taliaferro, 1926, p. 119 

Jesse Franklin — What became of him?  
What happened to the young boy who carried 
the body of his best friend, Richard Taliaferro, 
home from the battlefield? 
Franklin continued to serve with distinction in 
the Continental Army until the end of the war 
and attained the rank of Colonel. Upon return-
ing home to Surry County, he married Maria 
Perkins, the sister of the widow of Richard 
Taliaferro. 
Although the Franklins were not our ances-
tors, their family had very close ties with the 
Taliaferros. Jesse’s brother, Shadrach Franklin 
married Judith Taliaferro, the sister or our an-
cestor, Beheathland Taliaferro Lay. The story of 
the Franklin family helps further illustrate the 
times around the beginning of the nineteenth 
century in our country.  
Jesse and another brother, Meshach Franklin, 
both became interested in politics and served 
in the Congress of the United States.86 Jesse 
had an outstanding and amazing political ca-
reer. He served in the fourth Congress during 
George Washington’s second term as presi-
dent. John Adams was the Vice-President dur-
ing that time. 

Jesse Franklin was elected a US Senator in 
1799 and subsequently served under the fol-
lowing Presidents: John Adams, Thomas Jef-
ferson, and James Madison. On March 10, 
1804, Jesse Franklin, the man from the hills of 
North Carolina, became the President pro 
tempore of the Senate during the eighth con-
gress. He served in that capacity until Novem-
ber 4, 1804 under the Thomas Jefferson ad-
ministration. 

In the 1800s, the President pro tempore of the 
Senate only presided over the senate until the 
return of the Vice President to the chamber. 
The original rules of presidential succession 
were different from those of today. Between 
1792 and 1886, the President pro tempore 
was second in the line of presidential succes-
sion following the Vice President and the 
Speaker of the House of Representatives was 

                                                
86 http://bioguide.congress.gov/biosearch/biosearch1.asp 
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third in line.87 Had both President Thomas Jef-
ferson and Vice-President Aaron Burr, died in 
office, then Jesse Franklin would have become 
the President of the United States. Absolutely 
amazing for a young man from rural Surry 
County, North Carolina! 

In the middle of Jesse Franklin’s time as Presi-
dent pro tempore, he had the responsibility of 
presiding over the senate since Vice-President 
Aaron Burr was absent for a while because of 
an historic event — the pistol duel between 
Aaron Burr and Alexander Hamilton. 

“The Burr–Hamilton duel arose from a long-
standing political and personal bitterness 
that had developed between both men 
over a course of several years.” 88 

Burr and Hamilton fostered a long-running 
battle over political differences that came to a 
head when they challenged each other to a 
pistol duel. On July 11, 1804, they met on the 
dueling grounds at Weehawken, New Jersey. 

                                                
87 Richard E. Berg-Andersson, "A Brief History of Congressional 

Leadership" 

Hamilton supplied the dueling pistols. The two 
men stood back-to-back as others watched. 
They took the prescribed number of paces, 
turned around and two shots were fired. 
Hamilton’s volley missed, but Burr’s shot did 
not. Alexander Hamilton fell mortally 
wounded. It is not clear if Hamilton actually 
intended to fire or if his shot was a reaction to 
being hit. 

Aaron Burr took off for South Carolina and 
later went to Philadelphia. He then decided to 
return to Washington where he completed his 
term as Vice-President. Jesse Franklin later be-
came the Governor of North Carolina. 

With the close family ties, the intermarrying 
between the Taliaferros and the Franklins, and 
Jesse’s outstanding record, it is easy to see 
why the name “Franklin” was frequently used 
in naming Taliaferro children. A good example 
is Taliaferro Franklin Lay. This trend has helped 
us to trace our own ancestors. 

                                                                            
88 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Burr%E2%80%93Hamilton_duel 

The most famous duel in American history took place at Weehawken, New Jersey, July 11, 1804 
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The Powers and Shearer Families 
 

 

The Powers and Shearer Families 
In this chapter we will look into the lives of 
some of our ancestors and specifically the ma-
ternal ancestors of Cora Etta Lay Bryson, the 
wife of William Elam Bryson. We will concen-
trate on the Powers and Shearer families. In 
the previous chapter we learned about some 
of Cora Etta’s paternal ancestors, the Lay and 
Taliaferro lines. 

During the Revolutionary war, the Powers, 
Shearer, Lay, and Taliaferro families all lived in 
the small area of Wilkes and Surry County in 
remote North Carolina. Yet through widely 
different paths, some of the descendants 
ended up in Ovilla, Texas and were members 
of the Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church. 

William Powers 
William Powers was born during a crucial time 
in the development of our country. Our best 
guess is that he was born about 1785 in 
Wilkes County, North Carolina. Four years ear-
lier there had been the bloody battle of Guil-
ford Courthouse in neighboring Guilford 
County, and many of the boys from Wilkes 
County took part in that battle. The nation’s 
founding fathers were trying to determine the 
framework for the new country and for the 
new Constitution of the United States. William 
Powers was born about the same time that a 
new nation was born! 
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William’s parents lived in a part of Wilkes 
County that was split-off in 1799 to form Ashe 
County. (Note: some genealogist have mistak-
enly assumed that Asheville is in Ashe County; 
Asheville is in Buncombe County). Ashe 
County is bordered by Virginia to the north 
and Tennessee to the west. Adjacent counties 
are Wilkes and Surry.  

As we read in the previous chapter, this was, 
and still is, a remote part of the country. 
Daniel Boone was one of the first persons to 
explore this area. In 1766 Boone moved his 
family further west to the new frontier of pre-
sent day Wilkes County.1 

As a young boy, William Powers heard many 
stories about the adventures of Daniel Boone 
and the wild west of Kentucky and Missouri. 
He may have even known some of Daniel 
Boone’s relatives. County land records show 
that several members of the Boone family 
owned property in Wilkes and Ashe Counties. 

During the early part of the 1800s, Daniel 
Boone and his son, Daniel Morgan Boone 
scouted land in Spanish Missouri, and after 
years of negotiation, in 1814, Congress 
granted Boone a tract of Missouri land. 

William Powers married a local girl, Mary 
Shearer, 19, in 1811. The young couple settled 
in Ashe County, built a log cabin and started 
farming. Like so many of our early pioneering 
families, the Powers started a pattern of hav-

                                                
1 Daniel Boone, The life and legend of an American Pio-
neer, Henry Holt and Co., 1992, p.xii 

ing children about every two 
years. Their first child, David 
Crockett Powers, was born 
on February 27, 1812, two 
days shy of being born on 
leap-year day, February 29. 
Mary and William continued 
to live in Ashe County for 
twenty more years during 
which time they had ten ad-
ditional children. One of 
their daughters died at a very 
young age in North Carolina. 

Stories of the “far west” and Missouri reached 
Ashe County, North Carolina, and by 1832, 
William Powers had caught “the call of the 
new frontier.” 

The Powers family packed up their belongings 
in ox-driven wagons and headed out on a 
thousand mile journey through miles of unde-
veloped land to southwest Missouri. The wag-
ons did not provide much in the way of per-
sonal transportation because they were so 
bumpy and crowded, and they were generally 
regular farm wagons as opposed to the large 
Conestoga wagons used by settlers from the 
north. Walking was more comfortable than 
riding. The canvas cover over the wagon did 
provide some relief from the sun and rain, but 
for a family of 12, there just was not enough 
room for everyone at the same time. Our an-
cestor, David Crockett Powers, 20, was the 
oldest child and he had to take a lot of re-
sponsibility during the trip. The youngest child 
was one year-old Margarette Violet Powers. 

When the Powers and their wagon train 
reached the summit of the first mountains, 
they, for the first time, could see a little of 
what lay ahead — a beautiful sight if you are 
a tourist today, but a challenging sight for 
those on a wagon train in the 1800s with 
some members quite young, some much 
older, and perhaps some ill.  

They saw range after range of mountains as 
far as the eye could see. They crossed the 
Brushy Mountains, and they then saw the 
Great Smoky Mountains. Some of the moun-
tains they then encountered included Blue 

Our Powers, Shearer, Lay, and Taliaferro Relatives lived in the northern counties 
The Brysons, Davidson, and Matthews lived around Mecklenburg County 
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Ridge, Stone, Bays, Walker, Alleghany, Clinch, 
Powell, and Cumberland mountains.  
The Powers family traversed this route in 1832 
or 1833. In the following years, hundreds of 
thousands would take the Wilderness Road 
from Virginia, North Carolina, and Tennessee 
on their way to the western frontier. 

The many mountain ranges and their rugged-
ness presented a great challenge but the dan-

ger of being attacked by Indians, or being 
ambushed by robbers, presented a threat to 
their lives. The men in the wagon train were 
well-armed and were experienced hunters and 
fighters. They used their guns to protect the 
caravan and also to hunt the ever-present wild 
game. At night, the pioneers could hear the 
hoots of owls, the cries of panthers, and the 
calls of the ever-present wild cats. Sometimes 

the Native American Indians 
imitated these sounds. Not 
knowing if the sounds were 
natural or those of Indians, 
made for a very restless night. 

There was also a danger to the 
pioneers, horses, and cattle, 
from the poisonous copper-
head snakes and rattlesnakes 
that blended in with the 
leaves and undergrowth. 

As explorers and pioneers 
crossed the mountains and 
prairies, they developed tech-
niques for handling situations 
that arose. Handbooks were 
written with helpful informa-
tion for the travelers. 

One of the most popular 
books on preparing for a long 

The Wilderness Trail — from Ashe County North Carolina to Neosho, Missouri 

The Great Smoky Mountains 
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trip was entitled The Prairie Traveler. It was 
written in 1859 by Army Captain Randolph B. 
Marcy. Although this particular book was writ-
ten some 26 years after our ancestors made 
the journey from North Carolina to southwest 
Missouri, some of the information must have 
been available to them. Some of the situations 
the pioneers faced, and suggested solutions, 
are covered in the handbook. These include: 

 Equipment breakdown 

 Weather — cold, heat, rain, wind, hail, snow 

 Crossing rivers 

 Provisions for food and water 

 Steep trails 

 Indian Attacks 

 Stampedes 

 Hunting for food and water 

 Sanitary Considerations 

 Care of animals 

In describing how to prepare and preserve 
vegetables for the trip, Marcy says: 

“Desiccated or dried vegetables are almost 
equal to the fresh, and are put up in such a 
compact and portable form as easily to be 
transported...They are prepared by cutting 
the fresh vegetables into thin slices and sub-
jecting them to a very powerful press, which 
removes the juice and leaves a solid cake, 
which, after having been thoroughly dried in 
an oven, become almost as hard as a 
rock.…they will keep for years if not exposed 
to dampness.”2 

In describing potential dangers Marcy says:  

“A stampede is more to be dreaded upon 
the plains than almost any disaster that can 
happen. The Indians are perfectly familiar 
with the habits and disposition of horses 
and mules, and with the most effectual 

methods of terrifying them.” 3 

He also says that the animals will sometimes, 
especially at night, become frightened and 
stampede from such a small thing as a wolf or 
a deer passing through the herd. It can then 
take days to find and round up the scattered 
herd. 

The potential of experiencing a wagon wheel 
break was a constant concern for the pioneer 
traveler. The handbook says, 

“If the wheels have not been made of thor-
oughly seasoned timber, it becomes necessary 
to reset the tires (outer steel bands) in order to 
guard against their destruction by falling to 
pieces and breaking the spokes. 

“Blacksmiths and wheelwrights are not met 
with at every turn of the roads upon the prai-
ries; and in the wilderness, where the traveler is 
dependent solely upon his own resources.” 4 

The handbook goes on to describe how to re-
pair various wagon failures on the road. He 
even details how a wagon with a broken 
wheel can be rigged to temporarily run on 
only three wheels and a skid made from a 
three or four inch diameter wooden pole. 

                                                
2 The Prairie Traveler, Randolph March, 1859, p. 69 
3 The Prairie Traveler, Randolph March, 1859, p. 31 
4 The Prairie Traveler, Randolph March, 1859, p. 73     
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A wagon train traveled about 16-18 miles per 
day under the best conditions. It probably re-
quired more than three months for the Powers 
family of twelve to make the entire journey 
from Ashe County, North Carolina to what is 
now Neosho, Newton County Missouri. 

Newton County, Missouri 
In 1829, the first settler, Lunsford Oliver of 
Tennessee, arrived and made his home near 
the location that the Powers would choose 
four years later. Oliver’s closest neighbor was 
in Springfield, about 60 miles to the east. Two 
years later eight families arrived and settled in 
the same area which was still Indian Land and 
had not been assigned to any county. The year 
the Powers family arrived in Missouri, 1833, 
Greene County, encompassing most of the 
southwestern part of the state was formed 
from Indian lands and it became part of the 
state. The county seat was Springfield. 
 

In 1835, the western half of Greene County 
was split off to form Barry County. Three years 
later, in 1838, Barry County was split roughly 
into fourths, with the southwestern portion 
becoming Newton County. It stayed this way 
until 1849 when McDonald County was 

formed from the southern 40% part of New-
ton County. There were minor county bound-
ary changes throughout Missouri until 1895, 
but there were no major shifts. 

The Powers were primarily in the area that 
remained as Newton County; however some 
of the extended family had property in the ad-
jacent counties. 
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From now on when we refer to Newton 
County we will mean the area that became 
Newton County in 1838. In doing genealogy 
research it is important to know when the 
counties were formed and to do research in a 
number of counties but for clarity, we will just 
say Newton County. 

Newton County was in the western edge of 
the Ozark Mountains, with rolling hills and 
many clear running streams. The Powers se-
lected some beautiful property next to one of 
the streams, and the family built a log cabin 
for their 10 surviving children. Three days be-
fore Christmas, on a cold day in 1833, Mary 
had her twelfth child, Mahala Jane Powers. 
Mahala Jane was the last child that Mary had 
and the only one born in Missouri.  

All did not go well for the Powers family. 
Tragedy struck sometime after the spring of 
1833. William Powers died leaving Mary, a 41 
year-old widow, with 11 children ranging in 
age from infant to 21. We do not know when 
or where William died, but we feel that he 
probably died in Missouri in 1833 or 1834 or 
on the trail in 1833. Based on the fact that 
Mary had her last child in December 1833 in 
Missouri, we would assume that William was 
alive in the spring of 1833. Complete records 
from the newly formed counties do not exist 

from those very early days of the state. Wil-
liam was probably a little over fifty years old 
when he died. Mary had already seen her 
mother die in North Carolina and her father in 
Kentucky. 

Mary, 43, with the help of her older sons, 
David, 21, Joseph, 18, and Jordan, 14, started 
developing the farm and planting crops. The 
girls helped with the household chores and 
helped tend to the younger children. 

The Powers had been active in their church in 
Ashe County, North Carolina, but a church 
had not yet been established in Newton 
County, Missouri. It has been recorded that 
Mary would frequently invite a circuit-riding 
minister to come to her home and hold church 
meetings on the grounds outside her log 
cabin. Neighbors for miles around would 
come to these meetings to worship and then 
to have a nice meal together on her beautiful 
property overlooking the stream. These reli-
gious meetings made for a very tight-knit 
community where neighbor helped neighbor. 

Cumberland Presbyterian and Methodist min-
isters would occasionally come through the 
Neosho area and hold revival meetings.  

Rev. John W. McCord, A Cumberland Presbyte-
rian minister, settled in the community and 
used part of his 160 acres for a “Church 
Campground” and held services and revival 
meetings there. In those days families would 
go to “campground” and spend several days, 
up to a week, living on the grounds and at-
tending special religious services. The camp-
ground became known as the New Salem 
Campground. Although the campground was 
several miles from the Powers farm, Mary and 
her family often went there to worship. 

Out of those meetings under an arbor, at the 
New Salem Campground, a church was 
formed. On May 15, 1837 the New Salem 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church was formally 
organized with 18 charter members. Mary 
Powers, her son, David Powers, and her 
daughter, Hanna Powers Plummer, were all 
among these first members. 
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 Organizational Minutes of the New Salem Cumberland Presbyterian Church — May 15, 1837 
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At the time, this was one of the most westerly 
churches in the nation. The minutes of this 
first meeting are on the previous page. 

The New Salem Campground was about six 
miles northwest of Mary Powers’ property; 
however many of the founding members were 
Mary’s neighbors. The founding members that 
lived close to Mary included the four members 
of the George Joy family, the Newtons, and 
Mary’s children David and Hannah Powers 
Plummer. George Joy was one of the founding 
Elders and was the Clerk of Session. 

The church minutes reflect that there was no 
church building for several years and services 
and congregational meetings were held in the 
home of various members. The second re-
corded congregational meeting was held on 
March 25, 1838 at the home of John (and 
Hannah) Plummer.  

In 1841 the meeting was held at the home of 
the pastor and six new members were re-
ceived. In 1842 the congregational meeting 
was held at the New Salem Campground. 
Seven new members joined the church, and 
Elbert C. Newton replaced George Joy as the 
Clerk of Session. In 1843 the meeting was held 
at the home of William Witherspoon, another 
of Mary Powers neighbors and close to the 
family through various marriages. The Boyd 
family also lived nearby and Robert Boyd was 
an Elder in the church.  

Mary and her large family arrived in Missouri 
in 1833, the same year that the area she 
moved to became organized as a county. The 
nearest town was Springfield, Missouri about 
40 miles west; however it was not much of a 
town. One explorer, by the name of Judge 
Ritchey, “speaking of his journey to the area in 
1832, affirms that where Springfield now is 
was then the site of one small grocery store.”5 
Mary settled within ten miles of the western 
boundary of Missouri and the western edge of 
the settled United States and completely un-
settled lands. 

                                                
5 A Reprint of Goodspeed's 1888 History of Lawrence 
County, p. 11 

Goodspeed, in describing the general area 
where Mary settled said, “The country up to 
1835 was inhabited by a few roving bands of 
Deleware Indians, the principal village being 
located on James River, a few miles south of 
the city of Springfield.”6 

The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) was 
the federal agency in charge of selling and 
granting title to the unsettled lands. The BLM 
developed a grid system of 36 square mile 
blocks with a numbering system starting at a 
north-south line called “meridians” and an 
east-west base line. Mary settled in one of 
these six-mile by six-mile blocks of land that 
was described as being T25N, R31W. This 
meant that her property was within a 36 
square mile block — 25 large blocks of land 
north of the base line and 31 large blocks 
west of the meridian. This may seem very 
technical, but it is essential in genealogy re-
search to determine where she and her 
neighbors lived. 

Each of these large blocks was then further 
divided into 36 sections which were 1 mile by 
1 mile square, or 640 acres. Each section was 
numbered from 1 to 36. If needed, the section 
was further divided into smaller parts: 

Name Acres 

Section 640 

Half-section 620 

Quarter-section 160 

Eighth-section 80 

Sixteenth-section 40 
 

Goodspeed in his 1888 History of Newton 
County lists many of the early land owners 
and said that Mary Powers was the first land 
entry in her thirty-six square mile block of 
land.  

“The first land entry in Township 25N, Range 
31W was made by Mary Powers, February 23, 
1840. Within the following few years, John 
and William M. Boyd, George Joy, David C. 

                                                
6 A Reprint of Goodspeed's 1888 History of Lawrence 
County, p. 13 
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Witherspoon, John Plummer, Eze Marcus, Na-
than Richardson, William Reed, Job Ratliff, 
James Wilson, as trustee for the county, John 
E. Rains, Robert J. McElhany, J.H. Boyd, Levi 
Leo, Jesse Lewis, W.M. Henry, David Powers, 
Seth Kennison, and Eli Powers purchased 
lands in this township, all before 1846.7 

And in the adjacent block of land due east of 
the above block, Goodspeed continues. 
“Larkin Newton, T.A. Dale, Edmund Dunn, 
M.H. Clark, Elbert and Asa R. Newton, William, 
Jerry, and John Marrs entered lands in Town-
ship 25, Range 30.”  

The drawing above shows the grid system 
used by the BLM to describe individual proper-
ties. As we said earlier, Mary was the first to 
claim land in T25, R31 (which I will call “a 
large block”); a 36 square mile area. Her first 
property was described as being in T25, R31, 
Section 33. She claimed the eastern ¼th of 
Section 33 as shown by the little yellow rec-
tangle. Her property was ¼th mile wide and 1 
mile long, for a total of 160 acres. Later her 
sons David, Joseph, and Eli bought property in 
the same large block. Her son-in-law, John 
Plummer also bought land in the same area.  

                                                
7 Goodspeed's 1888 History of NewtonCo. p. 168 

Another son-in-law, Asa Richardson Newton, 
and his brother, Elbert C. Newton, bought 
nearby property a little to the east in the big 
block, T25N, R30W. Asa’s father, John S. New-
ton, died in Arkansas in 1822, the same year 
Asa was born. Asa R. and Elbert C. were raised 
by their uncle, Larkin Newton. Larkin moved to 
the Neosho area and the two boys were raised 
in Missouri. Larkin also bought property near 
his nephews. 

Some of the other families that settled in the 
same large block as Mary included the Boyds, 
Joys, Witherspoons, and Plummers. Many of 
the people in the above description were 
members of the New Salem Cumberland Pres-
byterian Church and later migrated to Ellis 
County, Texas. 

Children of Mary Shearer and William Powers8 
  1. David Crockett Powers, 1812 NC – 1886 TX 

Lovisa Wilson, 1818 TN--1882 TX 

  2. Hannah Powers, 1814 NC--1887 MO 
John Plummer, Sr. 1811 SC--1869 MO 

  3. Joseph Powers, 1815 NC-1883 MO 
Elizabeth Boyd abt 1825 

  4. Eli Powers, 1817 NC-1875 MO 
Sarah Miranda Capps abt. 1817-1853 MO 

  5. Jordan Powers*, 1819 NC-1896 TX 
Susan Ann Smith, 1845 TN-1902 TX 
*[We are not sure that Jordan was a child of Mary] 

  6 Shadrack Powers, 1821 NC-1888 TX 
unknown 

  7. Celia Sealy Powers, 1822 NC-1870 TX 
James Porter Laughlin, 1819 TN-1892 TX 

  8. Ambrose Powers, 1822 NC-   TX 
Susan Ann Mosher 

  9. Susan Powers, 1826- died young NC 

10. Mary (Polly) Powers, 1827 NC-1901 TX 
Asa Richardson Newton, 1822 AR-1871 TX 

11 Margarette Violet Powers, abt. 1832 NC 
Elijah P. Brooks, 1820 -1855 TX 

12. Mahala Jane Powers, 1833 MO-1867 TX 
William C. Berry, 1833-1867 TX 

Details of BLM land transactions, including 
descriptions of the property location, size of 
parcel, and images of the Certificate can be 
found at the BLM web site: 
http://www.glorecords.blm.gov/PatentSearch/ 

                                                

8 Some information taken from public family trees 
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One of the Land Certificates issued to Mary Powers by the Bureau of Land Management on October 1, 1845. 

 

Mary, her sons, in-laws, and neighbors all had several land transactions with the BLM and they 
can be viewed on-line.  

Document from BLM website (blank areas in document removed for space considerations) 
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When the settlers arrived in western Missouri 
they had to quickly build a shelter using the 
local native trees. Typically the log house had 
only one room with a fireplace at one end, 
wooden shutters over the window openings, 
but no glass. The fireplace was used to do the 
cooking as well as provide heat. The first store 
and dining room in Neosho was built in 1841, 
eight years after Mary arrived in the area. Af-
ter a few years, some of the members of the 
Plummer family started a sawmill that sup-
plied lumber for building additions to the 
small one room log houses. Once the sawmill 
was in operation, it became easier to build 
much more comfortable housing. 

Mary’s children grew up in Newton County 
and were active in the New Salem Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church. David Crockett Powers 
and his sister Hannah were both charter mem-
bers of the new church. Some of Mary’s older 
children married in the Neosho area. First, 
David Crockett Powers, 24, married eighteen 
year-old Lovisa Wilson about 1836. She had 
come to the frontier with her family and had 
been among the very earliest settlers in the 
area. The Wilsons arrived from Tennessee in 
1831, two years before Mary and her family. 

“The first known of these settlers was Lunsford 
Oliver who arrived from Tennessee in 1829 and 
located near Shoal Creek … His nearest neighbors 
were in Springfield sixty miles to the east. Starting 
two years later, in 1831, came Nathaniel Turner, 
John Smith, Joseph Ross, Campbell Pure, Blake 
Wilson, Levi Lee, Carmac Ratcliffe, and George 
McInturf.”

9
 

The Blake Wilson mentioned above was Wil-
liam Blake Wilson, Lovisa’s father. The 1850 
Newton County Federal Census lists William B. 
Wilson as a protestant clergyman. William B. 
Wilson and his wife Mary Taylor were both 
born in Virginia about 1800. Lovisa and David 
Crockett Powers had eight children with the 
first six born in Missouri and the last two born 
in Ellis County, Texas. Their fourth child was 
Elizabeth N. “Lizzie” Powers, our ancestor. Af-
ter moving to Texas, she married Joseph M. 
Lay in 1868. 

                                                
9 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neosho,_Missouri 

Mary’s oldest daughter, Hannah, married John 
Plummer, Sr. about 1838. The Plummer fami-
lies were neighbors of Mary, and they were 
also active in her church. Hannah was named 
for her grandmother, Hannah Hoover. 

Mary’s son, Joseph Powers, married a young 
lady from a neighboring farm. They had lived 
in the same area for a few years and they both 
attended the same Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church. 

Mary’s next son, Eli, 31, married Sarah M. 
Capps on January 6, 1848 in the adjacent 
county of Lawrence, Missouri. The wedding 
was performed by Rev. Abel Burton, a Cum-
berland Presbyterian Minister. Eli went into 
the grocery business in Missouri and became a 
wealthy man. 

Now let’s step back a little and look at what is 
going on in the areas surrounding the Powers 
settlement in Newton County in the early 
1840s. The area to the west of Missouri would 
not be settled for more than twenty years, and 
even then it was set aside as the Indian Terri-
tory. It wasn’t until 1907 that the area became 
the State of Oklahoma. The Texas area was to 
the southwest. For years it had seen a lot of 
turmoil, and it had been a part of Mexico.  

In 1835 the residents of what is now East 
Texas started a war with Mexico, fighting to 
gain their independence and to become a 
separate nation. In 1836 the famous Battle of 
the Alamo was fought, and Mexico won a re-
sounding victory. That tragic loss and the 
heroism of the men that died fired up the 
residents as they continued the war with the 
cry “REMEMBER THE ALAMO.” Later in 1836 
victory was declared, and the Texas Declara-
tion of Independence was signed on March 2, 
1836. Texas became The Republic of Texas 
with Sam Houston as its first president. The 
Texans claimed a large territory, most of it un-
settled land. The land Texas claimed was in 
several present day states. They claimed all of 
present day Texas, over half of New Mexico, 
parts of Oklahoma, Colorado, Kansas, and 
even a small part of Wyoming. 
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The Peters Colony 
After Texas gained independence from Mexico 
and became the Republic of Texas, the Repub-
lic was worried about defending such a large 
territory. Mexico started to send citizens into 
Texas to claim land and settle, making it diffi-
cult for Texas to have an orderly government 
and retain its independence. In early 1840 the 
Texas’ legislature devised a plan of encourag-
ing American citizens to migrate to Texas and 
become Texas citizens. 

In 1841, Texas passed the Land and Coloniza-
tion Law that authorized the President of the 
Republic of Texas to enter into empresario 
contracts with twenty groups with the goal of 
settling Texas with foreigners from the United 
States or Europe. In 1841, American citizens 
were considered foreigners in the Republic of 
Texas. In August 1841 one of the empresario 
contracts was given to W. S. Peters and his 
investors who planned to get rich from the 
venture. They were call “empresarios.” 
An empresario was a person who, in the early years of the settle-
ment of Texas, was granted the right to settle on Mexican land in 
exchange for recruiting and taking responsibility for new settlers. The 
word is Spanish for entrepreneur. 

This first Peters contract covered an 
area 22 miles wide and 60 miles 
long and ran from the northern 
boundary of present day Dallas 
County to the northern boundary of 
Texas at the Red River. For a num-
ber of reasons, the Peters empresa-
rios found it very difficult to attract 
enough settlers, and to find them 
suitable land in order to meet the 
goals of the contract. Peters was 
able to convince the Texas Legisla-
ture to expand the area by an addi-
tional area 22 miles wide and 40 
miles further south through Dallas 
County and into northern present 
day Ellis County. It is this second 
contract of November 1841, in 
which we are most interested. 

The north area of Texas had no set-
tlers at the time, and the empresa-
rios were responsible for bringing in 

settlers to what became known as the Peters 
Colony. Peters was a professional musician 
and a former teacher of Stephen Foster. When 
Foster wrote Oh! Susanna!" he gave it to his 
friend and old teacher, W. S. Peters. Peters 
liked the song and decided to publish it and 
gave Foster $100 for it. This was the first time 
Foster got paid for writing a song; he was 
thrilled, and it launched his professional ca-
reer.10  

Peters had a music publishing and distribution 
business in Louisville, Kentucky at the time 
that he used as the headquarters of his new 
venture, The Peters Colony. With the publish-
ing and promotion experience, Peters began 
to recruit settlers for the Republic of Texas. He 
printed up brochures and took out newspaper 
ads with glowing reports of rich land, abun-
dant water, and “wild game of all descriptions 
by the millions. Just shoot and eat — no work 
at all!”11 They were promised lots of flat prai-
rie land that did not have to be cleared, just 

                                                
10 Kentucky Colonization in Texas, Seymour V. Connor 
11 Billingsley Letter, Ovilla History Book, p. 13 

 The Republic of Texas 1836-1846 — only the eastern part was settled 
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for building a small cabin, planting a few 
acres, and living on the land. 

Advertisements, extolling the virtues of the 
land, were seen as far away as France and 
England. Closer to home, in the neighboring 
community of Bonham, Missouri, the follow-
ing ad was placed in the Bonham Weekly on 
February 25, 1842:  

"To Emigrants - Now within the Republic of 
Texas, the undersigned agent of the Peters 
Colony takes this method to say that to all 
families who proceed to the Colony, make 
their selection, build their cabins and occupy 
same on or before the first day of June next, 
640 acres or one section of land will be 
given - and young men over 17 years, a half 
section, or 320 acres.”12 

The ads were successful and people came to 
Texas from every direction, but very few set-
tled in this immediate area covered by the Pe-
ters’ contracts. 

 

                                                
12 http://www.beereadys.com/Peters%20Colony%20Article.htm 

The first wave of settlers in 1844-45 consisted 
of a total of 822 colonists. However, “by July 
1, 1844, according to the company’s own 
agent, Ralph H. Barksdale, there were only 
197 families and 184 single men in the area 
regulated by the colony.”13  

Word of the opportunity in Texas reached 
Neosho, Missouri and a few families decided 
to go to Texas. The first Neosho neighbors to 
go to Texas as part of the Peters Colony in-
cluded several Billingsley families, James S. 
Berry, and Asa R. Newton, a future son-in-law 
of Mary Powers. 

The trip was very difficult. Once the wagon 
caravan formed, one man would ride ahead 
on his horse chasing wolves and game and 
reviewing the route for the caravan. 

The wagon caravans encountered many rivers; 
some were wide and shallow and were able  
to be easily forded. Others rivers were more 
difficult to cross. Special techniques were then 
needed. The handbook, The Prairie Traveler, by 
Capt. Randolph B. Marcy, described what to 
do in some difficult situations. 

“If the sand is soft, horses should be led 
across, and not allowed to stop in the 
stream; and the better to insure this, they 
should be watered before entering upon 
the ford. Otherwise, as soon as they stand 
still, their feet sink in the sand. The same 
rule holds in the passage of wagons: they 
must be driven steadily across, and the 
animals never allowed to stop while in the 
river, as the wheels sink rapidly in quick-
sand.” 14 

When the caravan reached a river with a 
strong current, Capt. Marcy suggested that 
they “should always, if possible, be forded 
obliquely down stream, as the action of the 
water against the wagons assists very materi-
ally in carrying them across:”15 Marcy also de-
scribed a situation on one of his trips where 
he had to cross a river at an upstream angle. 
 

 

                                                
13 The handbook of Texas on Line – Peters Colony 
14 The Prairie Traveler, Randolph March, 1859, p. 75 
15 The Prairie Traveler, Randolph March, 1859, p. 76 
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“We were obliged to take the only practicable 
ford, which ran diagonally up the stream. The 
consequence was, that the heavy current, 
coming down with great force against the 
wagons, offered such powerful resistance to 
the efforts of the mules that it was with diffi-
culty they could retain their footing, and sev-
eral were drowned.”16 

Those crossing frequently had to cut logs to 
build rafts and then attach four yoke of oxen 
to the raft and drive them diagonally across 
the river. In at least one case the wagons 
weren’t secured properly, and one was 
washed overboard in the middle of the 
stream. The wagon was recovered by hand, 
but the contents were lost, including their 
most prized and useful tools: blacksmith and 
farming tools.  

For example, there was only one crossing on 
the Red River, and upon arriving there, they 
might find the river too deep for fording and 
no ferry boat for crossing. With no guide 

                                                
16 The Prairie Traveler, Randolph March, 1859, p. 79 

posts and no roads, they journeyed on, head-
ing around streams and over nature’s rough 
terrain. 17 The above stories are typical of the 
hardships many settlers were exposed to, but 
we do not know exactly which problems our 
own ancestors faced. 

Arriving in the Republic of Texas in 1844, the 
Neosho, Missouri group become part of the 
first settlers in the Ovilla area. The dedicatory 
preface page in the Ovilla History Book18 cap-
tures the spirit of the pioneers.  

“In 1844 the first pioneers came to Ovilla as 
part of the “Peters Colony.” They were stal-
wart and sturdy folks who endured hard-
ships that we can only imagine. The Texas 
landscape can give and it can take away. The 
tools, the supplies, the facilities were cer-
tainly limited but the overall dominating fea-
ture was the spirit of the pioneer. This spirit 
has prevailed and conquered elements that 
might have intimidated those of lesser cour-
age.  

                                                
17 Billingsley Letter, Ovilla History Book, p. 13-14 
18 Ovilla History Book, Ovilla Historical Society, 1996, p. 7 
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“Over the years many changes have taken 
place but the people have stayed and faced 
new problems and challenges. Many pre-
sent day citizens can trace their beginnings 
to those early settlers who crossed the Red 
River on a raft to get to this land of prom-
ise. The reverence in which their churches 
are held, the struggles that kept them to-
gether and the true fellowship one with 
another is symbolic of their great faith.” 

After arriving, the new settlers wrote to their 
friends and families back home in Neosho en-
couraging them to make the big move to 
Texas. About a year and a half after the first 
group arrived in the Ovilla area, Texas became 
the 28th state on December 20, 1845. 

The early letters from Texas added fuel to the 
“new frontier fever” among the members of 
Neosho’s New Salem Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church. One can imagine these hardy pioneers 
meeting at various homes and at the church 
discussing the pros and cons of the opportuni-
ties in Texas. In 1847 several families from the 
New Salem Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
decided to make the move, including Mary 
Powers, this was not unusual because “Often 
entire communities and church congregations 
would move together to a new settlement.”19  

In addition to Mary’s family, some of the other 
families from the church decided to move in-
cluding the Newtons, Laughlins, Berrys, Garv-
ins, and Witherspoons. Some of those going 
had large families like Mary and some were 
single men. The group consisted of several 
dozen people. I wonder what the pastor of 
the New Salem Church felt at seeing a large 
number of his staunchest church members 
and leaders all leaving at the same time. After 
working for years to build up the membership, 
suddenly a huge group is gone. The pastor 
probably had ambivalent feelings—on the one 
hand he hated to see his parishioners leave, 
on the other hand he felt happy for them and 
the potential of the new opportunity. 

In late 1847 or early 1848 the group yoked 
oxen to wagons and formed a large wagon 

                                                
19 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Wilderness_road_en.png 

train. They headed to the new frontier to set-
tle near what is now the Ovilla community of 
Ellis County. 

Mary Shearer Powers, a 55 year-old widow, 
and seven of her eleven surviving children set 
out for the grueling trip to the new State of 
Texas. Under the terms of the Peters Colony 
agreement, families received 640 acres and 
single men over seventeen received 320 acres.  

Mary’s four oldest children, David, Hannah 
(Plummer), Joseph, and Eli, stayed in Newton 
County. Eli had just been married on January 
6, 1848, and the other three were married, 
had children, and had established their own 
farms. 

Once in Texas the families built temporary 
shelters and then small log cabins for the fam-
ily. They faced the same hardships we de-
scribed in the chapter on Elam Bryson when 
he arrived in Ellis County. 

They immediately planted vegetables to pro-
vide necessary food. There was almost unlim-
ited wild game; so fresh meat was not gener-
ally a problem. The empresarios had promised, 
for a two-year period, to provide all the flour 
they needed for bread, and ammunition for 
their rifles, so they could kill game for their 
meat supplies. The Peters group empresarios 
had a poor record of meeting that part of the 
agreement. 

The Peters group got into further trouble be-
cause they did not come close to meeting the 
goals specified in the contractual agreement 
with the Republic of Texas. This included not 
having the required 250 new families agree to 
become part of the colony each year. Ques-
tions of who would secure legal title to the 
land (the settler or the colony) caused many of 
the immigrants to go to areas outside of the 
Peters colony where they were assured clear 
title to the land. The state cancelled the Peters 
Colony contract, and the land title disputes 
went on for another twenty years.  

The Mary Powers group and the immigrants 
from Neosho, Missouri got their promised 
tracts as shown in the Patent map on the next 
page. 
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Ellis County original land patent map with present day roads overlaid 
 
 

The small circled numbers represent where some our more recent relatives lived, 
namely the children of William Bryson 

1. Truman Bryson, 2. Davis Bryson (1941), 3. Vera Bryson Springer, 4. Wilburn Bryson 
and number 5 shows the location of the Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church and Cemetery 
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The General Land Office in Austin produced a 
detailed map of Ellis County land patents in 
March 1889 and then re-drew it in August 
1943. A copy of a small portion of the 1943 
map is on the previous page. The author of 
this book added the present roads and the 
coloration. Wagon trails were frequently along 
section lines, and then they became roads. 

Once the pioneers arrived in Texas, they had 
to meet a series of requirements in order to 
qualify for a land patent. Married men and 
heads of households, such as Mary Powers, 
could qualify for a section of land of one 
square mile (640 acres). Single men over 18 
years old could qualify for a half-section. 

They first had to build a shelter or log house 
as a dwelling, and then they had to cultivate 
part of the land and actively live and work on 
the property for several years. An official sur-
vey by the state-approved Surveyor was re-
quired including an official report being filed 
in Austin with the General Land Office. After 
the required residence period was met, an af-
fidavit stating when they settled on the land 
and that they had lived and worked there, was 
signed by the Ellis County Court and sent to 
Austin. Most of the early land surveys were 
made and certified by James E. Patton, 57, 
also a neighbor from Missouri. If all the re-
quirements were met, they were issued a pat-
ent for the land and official ownership papers. 

Meeting the residency requirement was a very 
difficult task considering that at first there 
were no stores or even small villages. The 
housing was primitive and offered little pro-
tection from the blistering heat of summer 
and freezing cold of a Texas “Norther.” Natu-
rally there were no jobs on the frontier, except 
the task of establishing a residence and farm, 
in an unsettled land. There was no ready mar-
ket for crops they could grow because all their 
neighbors were in the same situation and 
grew their own vegetables, had their own live-
stock, and had cows for milk and butter. 

The preceding land map shows the original 
owners of property in the Ovilla area. Some 
were the Peters Colony group and others 
came later and were able to get land patents 

directly from the Texas General Land Office. 
The official description of the property 
maintains the name of the original owner 
regardless of how many times it is subdivided 
or how many times it is sold. Property bought 
today in the one square mile area bounded by 
Bryson Lane, Shiloh Road, Mockingbird Road, 
and Highland Road, would carry the notation 
that it is in the James S. Laughlin Tract. (The 
William Elam Bryson home place was in the 
northeast part of this tract) 

Mary, her children, and in-laws took full 
advantage of the opportunity the Peters 
Colony offered. See the table below. 

Peters Colony land patents – Mary Powers and family 

Name Relationship Acres 

Mary Powers herself 640 

Shadrack Powers son 320 

Jourdan Powers son 320 

Asa R. Newton Son-in-law (Mary Powers) 640 

James P. Laughlin Son-in-law (Celia Powers) 640 

Wm. C. Berry Son-in-law (Mahalia Powers) 320 

James S. Berry Father of Wm. C. Berry 640 

Joe T. Powers grandson  

Elizabeth Lay granddaughter  
 

Ambrose Powers, who may have been Mary’s 
son or nephew, received a patent for 640 
acres in Dallas County, just north of the Ellis 
County line near Cedar Hill. 

Mary Powers filed for 640 acres of land on 
May 20, 1850. The application states: 
“I Mary Powers do solemnly swear that I emigrated to 
Texas, and entered the Colony which was granted to 
Peters and others, as a Colonist, prior to July 1, 1848, 
with my three children, two of them under the age of 
seventeen years and unmarried and that I have since 
continued and still remain a settler in said Colony, and 
have performed all the duties required of me as a good 
citizen, and that I have never heretofore received land 
from the Government of Coahuila and Texas, nor of the 
Republic of Texas, as an emigrant or Colonist. So help 
me God.” 

 

Mary signed with an “x” as did her son Shad-
rack, who witnessed the document since they 
could not write.  
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Mary Powers application for 640 acre land patent — Texas General Land Office Vol. 1, no. 250 
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The other witness was an 
old friend from Missouri, 
Elbert C. Newton, using his 
real signature. The preced-
ing document was one of 
the first official steps to get-
ting the land patent. 

Then the next step was the 
land survey which was done 
by the official, James S. Pat-
ton, another fellow member 
of Shiloh. The survey was 
completed on August 7, 
1850, and the official report 
was submitted by James S. 
Patton and Wm. Berry, 
County Clerk. Wm. C. Berry 
was Mary’s son-in-law. 

Mary Powers received full 
title to the claimed 640 acres in 1852 and a 
few months later she transferred the title to 
her sons, Jordan, 33, and Shadrack, 31. Jordan 
was often spelled “Jourdan” in old docu-
ments. 

The parents and siblings of Mary’s sons-in-law 
also were very active in claiming large parcels 
of land as part of the Peters Colony. Some of 
the claims are shown in color in the land map.  

Asa Richardson Newton was born in Arkansas 
on June 23, 1822. When he was only five 
months old, his mother died on November 11, 
1822, and his father, John, died eleven days 
later. John’s brother, Larkin Newton, took re-
sponsibility for his nephews, the recently or-
phaned, Asa R. and Elbert C. Newton. Larkin 
decided to move to Newton County, Missouri 
about 1835. The Newton’s settled near Mary 
Powers’ farm, and as soon as Elbert and Asa 
were old enough to own land, they also 
bought land near their Uncle Larkin in Newton 
County. 

Asa was mentioned earlier as being in the first 
group to leave Newton County, Missouri and 
claim land as part of the Peters Colony. He ar-
rived in 1844 as a 22 year-old single man and 
settled in Navarro County in the area that five 
years later would be formed into Ellis County.  

We can imagine how happy Asa was to see his 
Uncle Larkin and his family, his brother Elbert, 
and his old friends and neighbors arrive in 
Texas in 1847. He had been in the same 
church in Neosho with most of those that ar-
rived in 1847, including one of Mary’s daugh-
ters, Mary Polly Powers. Asa R. Newton, 25, 
married Mary Polly Powers, 20, on October 5, 
1847, in what later became Ellis County.  

When Asa filed the final papers, in 1850, to 
show he had met the conditions to receive a 
land patent, he also had to prove that he was 
a married man before July 1, 1848 and there-
fore entitled to a full section of land.  

Elbert C. Newton and his wife, Sarah, became 
founding members of the New Salem Cumber-
land Presbyterian Church, in Neosho, on May 
15, 1837. At their annual meeting of 1842, 
Elbert was selected to be the Clerk of Session. 
He was only 28 years old at the time. He 
served as clerk until he decided to move to 
Texas in 1847 as part of the Peters Colony.  

In Texas, he qualified for a land patent and he 
became a county official. His name appears on 
many of the early land title records in Ellis 
County. In Texas he became a founding mem-
ber and the first Clerk of Session of the Shiloh 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church. 

Part of surveyor’s report for the State of Texas regarding Mary’s property 
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Elbert and Asa’s Uncle Larkin Newton received 
a full section of land about a mile southwest 
of what is now Midlothian, Texas. Larkin’s 
original log house has been moved and recon-
structed and is on prominent display in down-
town Midlothian because of its historic signifi-
cance. In the 1850 census of Ellis County, 
Larkin, his wife, and 12 other individuals are 
listed as being in the household. 

James Porter Laughlin, 22, married Celia Pow-
ers, 19, on October 10, 1841, in Newton 
County, Missouri. They were both members of 
the New Salem Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church. The Laughlins went to Texas in 1847 
with the second group from Newton County. 
They had three children ages 2, 3, and 5. Five 
additional children were born in Texas. 

James P. Laughlin applied for a full section of 
land and was granted a patent. The north-
western portion of this parcel became part of 
William Elam Bryson’s farm and home place. It 
was on this land that William Elam built his 
fine home in the early 1900s and a place many 
of us have enjoyed visiting. It is located at the 
intersection of Bryson Lane and Springer Road. 
Laughlin became a master carpenter and was 
very successful at his craft as well as being a 
good farmer. 

Finis Ewing King migrated to Texas from John-
son County, Missouri in 1846. His father, Rev. 
Samuel King, was one of the three founding 
ministers, of the Cumberland Presbyterian de-
nomination along with Rev. Finis Ewing and 
Samuel McAdow. 

Finis E. King was born on May 22, 1820 in 
Wilson County, Tennessee, and as a boy, wor-
shiped at the Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church in Sumner County, Tennessee. Later his 
father, Samuel, migrated to Johnson County, 
Missouri and founded a new Cumberland 
Presbyterian church there, also called Shiloh.  

Finis married Sarah Angeline Wear in 1842 in 
Johnson County, Missouri and started farm-
ing. Young Finis Ewing was called to the min-
istry and enjoyed lay preaching but resisted 
becoming a full time minister. He gave in and 
became a licentiate and then moved to Texas 

to what is now Ellis County and received a 
patent for 640 acres of land adjacent to Mary 
Powers and Asa R. Newton. He settled in the 
midst of the group of colonists who had been 
members of the New Salem Cumberland Pres-
byterian Church in Missouri. 

This group was eager to have a church in the 
neighborhood and most of them had been in 
the same Cumberland church in Neosho. They 
convinced Finis Ewing King to help them start 
a new church, and it is not surprising that 
King selected the name Shiloh after his fa-
ther’s churches in Missouri and Tennessee.  

Since Finis was not yet ordained, thus he was 
not authorized to organize churches. “He sent 
to Paris, Texas, for Rev. J. C. Provine, who 
came and officiated in the organization of the 
Shiloh church on July 5, 1847.”20 Finis was or-
dained in the spring of 1848 and became the 
Reverend Finis Ewing King, the first pastor of 
the Ovilla, Texas Shiloh CP Church. 

The minutes of the Shiloh Cumberland Presby-
terian Church record the first official organiza-
tion meeting as follows: 21 

“We, the undersigned, inhabitants of 
the counties of Navarro and Dallas (be-
fore the organization of Ellis County) in 
the State of Texas, having been mem-
bers of the Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church previous to our removal to this 
county, and being willing to support the 
gospel of Christ our Savior, and have it 
preached, and the ordinances of God's 
house administered unto us, agree to 
form ourselves into a congregation un-
der the care of the Cumberland Presby-
terian Church, and submit to the Gov-
ernment thereof, and look to her for 
such supplies of the means of grace as 
she may from time to time afford to us.” 

This petition was signed by the twenty found-
ing members, most of whom came from the 
New Salem CP Church near Neosho, Missouri. 

                                                
20 History of the Cumberland Pres. Church in America, 
Thomas H. Campbell, 1936, p. 69 
21 Minutes of the Shiloh C. P. Church, Ovilla, TX 
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Twenty founding members22: 

John S. Patton, 22 
Finis Ewing King, 27, Minister 
Sarah King, 27, wife of F.E 
James E. Patton, 54, Elder– Surveyor 
Mary E. Patton, 51 
E.C. Newton, 32, Elder, Clerk 
Sarah Newton, 32 
Martha Billingsley, 72 
Katherine Kimble,   
Eliza Mitchel 
Mary Wallace 
James Billingsley, 49, Elder 
Mary (Powers) Newton, 19 (wife of 
Asa R.) 
Wm. C. Billingsley, 27 
Susan J. Billingsley, 27 
Pollard Kirkland 
Margarette Kirkland, 45 
Arrena Kirkland 
Sarah Garvin 
Jane Laughlin, 26  

At the organizational meeting of 
the Shiloh Church in Ovilla Texas, 
Elbert C. Newton was selected to 
be an Elder and the Clerk of Ses-
sion, a position he held in his 
church in Neosho. He remained 
the Clerk of Session for 35 years, 
from 1847 to 1882.23 The other 
Elders were James E. Patton, the 
official Texas state surveyor, and 
James Billingsley, a member of 
the large Billingsley family that 
was among the earliest settlers in 
the area. They were known for 
their strong Christian beliefs 
while in Missouri and brought 
that zeal with them to Texas. This 
branch of the Billingsley family 
moved away to other parts of Texas by the 
1870s and apparently is not related to the 
later Billingsley families.  

Some believe that Shiloh was the first Protes-
tant church west of the Trinity River and north 
of the Old San Antonio Road.24 If it was not 
the first, it certainly was among the earliest 

                                                
22 Shiloh Church Session Minutes, ages from Census 
23 Ovilla Texas History Book, p. 32 
24 Address by Dr. Hemphill Hosford on the History of the 
Shiloh Church, Ovilla Texas History Book, p. 35 

and it was really on the very edge of the west-
ern frontier. Mary Powers and some of the 
group from Missouri came to this frontier area 
in 1847, the same year Shiloh was organized. 

Almost all members of the Bryson family in 
Ellis County were active in the Shiloh Church. 
The first family with the surname “Bryson” to 
attend Shiloh was Elam and his family in 
1852. Fifty-nine years after the founding of 
the Shiloh Church, my father, Rev. Davis O. 
Bryson, was born in Ovilla, and about 22 years 
later, he became the first overseas missionary 
to go out from the Shiloh Church. 

Minutes of the formation of the 
Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church — July 25, 1847 
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The above map shows what was considered to 
be the edge of the frontier in Texas three years 
after the formation of the Shiloh Church, 
based on the 1850 census data. 

Tragedy struck the Shiloh Church, the Ovilla 
Community, and Ellis County during the sec-
ond half of 1859. There was an epidemic of 
“the Flux,” a deadly intestinal disorder that 
took many lives including leaders in the Shiloh 
Church. First, on August 5, 1859, William B. 
Laughlin, 38, died, followed a little over a 
month later by the death of Elam Bryson, 42. 
Four days after Elam died, the beloved pastor, 
the Rev. Finis Ewing King, 39, died on October 
12, 1859 after being ill for 19 days.25 They are 
all buried in the Shiloh Cemetery. More on this 

                                                
25 1860 Ellis County Mortality Schedule  

tragedy is documented in 
the chapter “The Elam and 
Mary D. Matthews Family.” 
Six years later, the widow 
of Finis, Sarah, married the 
widower, Elbert C. Larkin. 

The Texas Historical Com-
mission has placed two his-
torical markers on the Shi-
loh property. The first one 
was dedicated in 1962 and 
recognizes the importance 
and history of the Shiloh 
Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church. The second one 
was dedicated in 2001 and 
gives a brief history of the 
Shiloh Cemetery. 

A portion of the church 
marker reads as follows.26 

Shiloh Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church 

“The first organized church 
in Ellis County, the Shiloh 
Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church congregation was 
chartered with twenty 
members on July 25, 1847, 
two years before the for-
mation of the county. The 

church was begun under the leadership of the 
Rev. Finis E. King, a pioneer area minister, with 
the assistance of the Rev. J. C. Provine of Paris 
in Lamar County. 
Worship services were first conducted under a 
brush arbor and later in a cedar log tabernacle 
constructed by Matt McElroy and his eight 
sons. In 1872, during the pastorate of the Rev. 
D. G. Molloy, the present frame sanctuary was 
completed. J. P. Laughlin built the structure 
using lumber from Cherokee County in East 
Texas..... 
Since the earliest days of settlement, the Shi-
loh Cumberland Presbyterian congregation 
has led in the development of Ovilla and the 
surrounding area. [1962]. 
                                                
26 Texas Historical Marker at Shiloh Church 

NORTHWEST TEXAS FRONTIER, 1850

DENTON
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UNSETTLED
LANDS DALLAS

COUNTYTARRANT
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Red Oak

 Area where
our earliest

relatives
settled

This map shows the five most northwestern counties that were enumerated on 
the 1850 Federal Census; also included are the settlements and the main roads. 

The jagged line represents the approximate western-most frontier in 1850. 
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In 1870, during the pastorate of the Rev. D. G. 
Molloy, the church leaders decided to build a 
nice frame sanctuary. A building committee 
was formed to determine the options. On May 
31, 1872 they met and awarded the contract 
to build the new church to James Porter 
Laughlin, Mary Powers’ son-in-law. The terms 
of the contract were that Laughlin would be 
paid $1,350 in gold when the building was 
finished.  

The area around Ovilla has an abundance of 
cedar trees, but very few trees that are suit-
able for lumber. East Texas has an abundance 
of timber and as the record states, the lumber 
for the church house was hauled in from 
Cherokee County, Texas, about 150 miles 
southeast of Ovilla. Since this was before the 
railway was built from Cherokee 
County to Ellis County, the lumber 
was hauled by wagons pulled by 
oxen, mules, or horses. James Mat-
thews Bryson, son of Elam Bryson, 
was in Ellis County at the time the 
“church house” was built and proba-
bly hauled loads of lumber for the 
building. In his personal memoirs, 
James M. Bryson states — “I was in 
Dallas when there was only one store 
there and long before there was a 
railroad there. People had to cross the 
river on a ferry boat. I helped haul 
lumber from the pine mills in an ox 
wagon to help build the Town of Dal-
las.”27 The pine mills were located in 
East Texas and specifically in Cherokee 
County. Although Bryson does not 
mention the “church house,” he may 
have been one of the people that 
hauled the lumber. 

The “church house” was finished in 
3½ months. The Shiloh Church min-
utes state that after “due examination 
of the new church house it was de-
cided that it was fully up to the con-
tract and therefore they received it.” 

                                                
27 My Life Story, James Matthews Bryson (single page) 

On September 20, 1872, the Building Commit-
tee minutes noted that it had paid Mr. Laugh-
lin $596.06, leaving the balance of 853.94 and 
an outstanding bill for materials totaling 
$196.55 for a total outstanding balance of 
$1050.49. 

The Shiloh Cemetery was started about the 
same time as the church and is on the same 
parcel of land. The earliest marked grave, is 
that of Mary C. Patton (sic Mary E. Patton), 
wife of Elder James S. Patton. Mary and 
James, the Surveyor, were founding members 
of Shiloh. The monument tells quite a story 
about the cemetery where scores of our an-
cestors and relatives are buried, starting with 
the earliest pioneers from the 1850s to the 
current time period. 

 

Photo by Sara Lee 

Texas Historical Commission Marker at Shiloh Cemetery [2001] 
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David Crockett Powers 
David Crockett Powers was born in Ashe 
County, North Carolina on February 27, 1812, 
and he was the first of twelve children of Mary 
and William Powers. When he was born, the 
United States had only 17 states, James Madi-
son the fourth President was about to start his 
second term, and the country was again at 
war with England. The war of 1812 was over 
land the United States wanted to claim and 
land that England believed they had a right to. 
Although Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, Illi-
nois, Indiana, and Michigan, were not yet 
states, they were claimed as territories by the 
United States. When David C. Powers was 
born, there were no states west of the Missis-
sippi River. 

David grew up on a farm in the Appalachian 
Mountains of northwestern North Carolina 
and learned the skills of farming and pioneer 
life. When he was twenty years old his parents 
and their ten children started on a long trek to 
a new frontier that was just opening up in 
southwest Missouri. David being the oldest 
son had to carry a lot of the daily responsibili-
ties of caring for the animals and for his sib-
lings. He grew up learning to accept responsi-
bility at a very early age. 

Once in Missouri, he helped with the building 
of a log house, clearing land for a farm, and 
planting crops. It didn’t take long for David to 
meet a young lady by the name of Lovisa Wil-
son. Her background was very similar to that 
of David. Her parents, Mary Taylor and William 
Blake Wilson had arrived in what is now New-
ton County, two years before the Powers. They 
were among the earliest settlers in the area.28 

William Blake Wilson, was a farmer and a 
protestant minister. He had been born in Vir-
ginia and had lived in Tennessee before 
migrating to Missouri. The 1850 Newton 
County census listed William B. Wilson as 
being a 50 year-old protestant clergyman. 

                                                
28 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neosho,_Missouri 

David Crockett Powers, 24, and Lovisa Wilson, 
18, were married about three years after the 
Powers settled in Missouri. 

Lovisa and David started their family with Wil-
liam Wilson Powers being born on September 
27, 1837. He was probably named after his 
two grandfathers, William Powers and William 
Blake Wilson. Seven more children followed at 
two to four year increments. 

Children of Lovisa and David Crockett Powers 

 NAME BIRTH STATE 

1 William Wilson Powers 1837 MO 

2 Martha “Mattie” Powers 1839 MO 

3 Mary Powers 1841 MO 

4 Joseph T. Powers Abt 1845 MO 

5 Elizabeth N. Powers 1849 MO 

6 Sarah M. Powers 1852 MO 

7 Emma Powers 1855 MO 

8 Amanda Powers 1858 MO 
 

Elizabeth “Lizzie” Powers, the fifth child, is of 
most interest to Bryson genealogy. She was 
born on July 7, 1849 near Neosho, Missouri, 
on the family farm. When she was born, Zach-
ary Taylor had recently been inaugurated as 
the 12th president of the United States, the 
California gold rush had just started, but Cali-
fornia was not yet a state. Texas had been 
admitted to the Union only a little over three 
years before. 

Two years before Lizzie was born, Lovisa and 
David faced a very big decision. Mary Powers, 
David’s mother, and several of his siblings, 
and several of their close neighbors, decided 
to move to what is now Ellis County, Texas. 
Lovisa and David already had four children 
and were comfortable on their own farm. 
They decided to stay in Newton County, raise 
their family there, and buy additional farm 
property.  

David may have bought some property from 
his mother when she moved. He later added 
80 acres adjacent to the farm originally owned 
by his mother in a couple of Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) transactions. 
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The 1860 Newton County census shows: David 
with the value of his real estate to be $5,000 
and personal property of $819. He was very 
well-off by the standards of the day! 

By late 1860 it appeared that the nation 
would be thrown into a major civil war. Be-
tween December 1860 and June 1861, twelve 
southern states seceded from the union and 
formed the Confederate States 
of America with Jefferson Davis 
as President. There were five 
slave states that were on the 
border between the north and 
south that did not secede; Mis-
souri, Kentucky, West Virginia, 
Maryland, and Delaware. 

“Missouri was a border state, 
sharing characteristics of both 
North and South, but 75% of 
the population was from the 
South or other border states.” 
…..parts of Missouri were a cen-
ter of migration from the Upper 
South. Farmers raised the same 
crops and livestock as in the ar-
eas they migrated from.” 29 The 
culture was Southern and this 

                                                
29 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jesse_James 

influenced how the people re-
acted toward the war. When 
the southern states seceded 
from the Union in 1861, Mis-
souri did not. The Civil War 
ripped apart Missouri society. 
Violence erupted and there 
were unorganized civilian 
guerrilla attacks among the 
residents resulting in senseless 
killings. One example was 
Jesse and Frank James who 
were strong supporters of the 
Confederacy and were known 
to have killed civilian Union 
sympathizers. Historians feel 
this activity during the Civil 
War lead to the James’ broth-
ers later crime sprees. 

Missouri probably had more civilian violence 
that the other border states because of the 
nature of its population. There were many 
cases of members of the same family fighting 
on different sides of the war and sometimes 
even among themselves. Some southerners 
were drafted into the Union Army in spite of 
their strong feelings toward the south. 

 

1860 Newton County Federal Census showing the David Powers family 

David Powers Family Wilson’s Creek Battle, Aug. 1861 Ellis Co., Texas
The United States and Confederate States of America — 1861-1865
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William Wilson Powers, 24, Lovisa and David’s 
son, was drafted into the Union Army. This 
was not a place William wanted to be since he 
was a confederate sympathizer. He left the 
Union Army at his first opportunity. The Pow-
ers not only lived in a border state, but they 
lived very near the southern edge, only a few 
miles from the heavily confederate state of 
Arkansas. This made matters even worse for 
the Powers family. 

William probably did not know it at the time, 
but on September 11, 1861 many of his 
friends from Missouri volunteered for the 12th 
Texas Cavalry Regiment with Col. William Par-
sons in command. Back in Missouri, about this 
same time, on September 26, 1861 William 
married Evaline Crocia Wood, 20, and shortly 
afterward headed for Texas. Missouri was a 
very unpleasant and dangerous place to be. 
This prompted William Wilson Powers, his new 
bride, his parents (David and Lovisa), and their 
seven other children, to head for Ellis County, 
Texas to join their other relatives. Our ancestor 
Elizabeth N. “Lizzie” Powers, William’s sister, 
was twelve years old when they left Missouri. 

William Wilson Powers helped his wife and his 
parent’s family get settled in Texas. In 1861 
the first wave of volunteers from Ellis County 
joined and made up three companies, E, F, H, 
of the 12th Texas Cavalry Regiment, but Wm. 
Powers was still in Missouri. In the fall of 1862 
more men were needed and a new regiment 
was formed in nearby Dallas County, the 19th 
Texas Cavalry Regiment. Ellis County supplied 
men for two more companies for this new 
regiment, when they formed Company A and 
Company C. Another company, B, was formed 
by men from nearby Cedar Hill. William Wilson 
Powers, 25, joined Company A. while Jesse M. 
and Franklin T. Lay, whom we learned about 
in the previous chapter, joined Company B. 
The 19th immediately went to Arkansas and 
went on to fight in many major battles. Wil-
liam Wilson Powers served until the end of the 
war in 1865. 

Col. Wm. Parsons was put in charge of three 
cavalry regiments, the 12th, the 19th, and the 
21st. This group of cavalrymen became known 

as Parson’s Brigade and they had an out-
standing record as excellent fighting men and 
were considered among the best cavalrymen 
in the Confederate Army. The 30th Texas Cav-
alry and our ancestors, John F. Bryson and 
Henry Elam Bryson of Company G, were fre-
quently in the same area and battles as Par-
son’s Brigade.  

Toward the end of the war, the 30th Texas 
Cavalry was put under the command of Col. 
Parson’s and the famous Parson’s Brigade. The 
men from Ellis County served until the end of 
the war in 1865 and were told they were free 
to go home. 

Now back to William Wilson Power’s parents 
and our ancestors, Lovisa and David Crockett 
Powers. They bought land in Ellis County and 
started farming. The Civil War was a very diffi-
cult time for all of the residents of the coun-
try, and it hit the Powers family very hard. The 
1860 census in Missouri recorded David as 
owning property worth $5,000 while the 1870 
Ellis County, Texas census shows him owning 
property worth only $1,000. They continued 
raising their children in Ellis County and most 
of them ended-up marrying neighbors. 

About three years after the end of the Civil 
War, Elizabeth “Lizzie” Powers agreed to 
marry Joseph M. Lay who had moved to Ellis 
County about the same time that Lizzie’s par-
ents moved. His parents left Alabama just be-
fore the start of the Civil War and like Lizzie’s 
parents, they had been very successful before 
they moved.  
 Joseph had been in the Civil war for several 
years and had been reported as sick much of 
the time of his service. After the war, both the 
Powers and Lay families regularly attended the 
same church, the Shiloh Church near Ovilla. 
Lizzie Powers, 18, married twenty-seven year-
old Joseph M. Lay on April 8, 1868, in Ellis 
County, Texas. They were married by Rev R. M. 
White, the pastor of the Shiloh Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church. A copy of their marriage 
license is shown on the next page. 
Lizzie and Joseph M. Lay had two children: 

1869 — Cora Etta Lay 
1872 — Mary Ollie Lay 
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When the girls were four and one respectively, 
their father Joseph Lay died. This left Lizzie as 
a twenty-four year-old widow with two small 
daughters. Fortunately there were many Lay 
and Powers relatives in the area to help raise 

them. The 1880 Ellis County census shows 
that Lizzie, 30, Cora Etta, 10, and Mary Ollie 
Lay, 8, were living with David Powers, 67, and 
Lovisa, 62, Cora Etta’s parents. 

 
Certified marriage license obtained by Betty Bryson Beckum 

1868 Marriage License of Lizzie M. Powers and Joseph M. Lay 
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Nine days before Christmas in 1880, Lizzie 
Powers Lay, 31, married John N. Hosford, 45. 
The Hosfords had been neighbors of the Pow-
ers in Newton County and had come to Texas 
about the same time that Lovisa and David 
had moved. John Hosford’s brother, William 
Hosford, had married Lizzie’s sister, Mary 
Powers, in Newton County in 1859 shortly be-
fore they moved to Ellis County in 1860. This 
is another case of siblings marrying siblings. 

 

John N. Hosford served with several units dur-
ing the Civil War, and after the war, he was 
engaged in freighting, using four and six mule 
teams. He may have been one of the people 
that hauled lumber from the lumber mills in 
Cherokee County, Texas, for the construction 
of the Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church, but we don’t know for sure. 

Lizzie and her second husband, John N. Hos-
ford had three children: 

1883 — Kate Hosford 
1886 — John D. Hosford (died in infancy) 
1886 — Florence Hosford 

 

John wanted more land in order to raise cattle 
so he purchased a large farm in Montague 
County, Texas, northwest of Dallas. In 1889 he 
moved his wife and four girls to the farm near 
West Belknap in Montague County. Cora Etta 
Lay, Lizzie’s oldest daughter, was twenty years 
old, and William Elam Bryson wanted to marry 
her. Will Bryson did not want his love to get 
away; so he went to Montague County and 
married Cora Etta Lay on October 18, 1889. 

He immediately 
brought her back 
to Ellis County to 
stay. Their story is 
covered in detail in 
the chapter on The 
Children of John 
Franklin Bryson.  

The Montague 
County Hosford 
descendants have 
remained close 
family friends 
throughout the 
years and into the 
21st Century. 

Lizzie’s mother, 
Lovisa, 64, died on 
June 15, 1882 in 
Mineral Wells. The 
Waxahachie Enter-
prise, carried a 
page 2 article on 

Friday, June 23, 1882, regarding Lovisa Wilson 
Powers’ death. 

“Mrs. David Powers, who had been at the 
Mineral Wells for her health, died there last 
week. Her remains were brought home on 
Friday last.” 

The town of Mineral Wells was known for its 
many natural mineral water wells and pools. 
When someone did not feel well, they would 
frequently go to Mineral Wells, Texas for the 
therapeutic benefits of the warm mineral wa-
ter. “Mineral Wells hosted, to name a few, 
Clark Gable, Tom (Thomas Edwin) Mix, Doug-
las Fairbanks, and J. P. Morgan.”  
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“Daily life at Mineral Wells revolved around the 
waters. Architecture reflected the tradition. Pavil-
ions and drinking fountains became gathering 
places for local citizens, depots attracted bands 
and drummers to meet trains, bathhouses set the 
scene for private ablutions, and large hotels em-
ployed big bands for entertainment. Other diver-
sions included domino games, burro rides, picnics, 
and dances. Rheumatism, arthritis, and skin dis-
eases were reportedly relieved more often than 
any other condition.”  

The inscription below the tombstone says: 

Loving wife, a mother dear, 
faithful friend, lies buried here 

 

David Crockett Powers lived four more years 
after his wife died. The Waxahachie Enterprise 
newspaper carried the following short obitu-
ary for David Powers: “Near Ovilla, Nov. 17th 
1886, Mr. David Powers; brother of Jordan 
and Shady Powers.”  

David was born on February 27, 1812 and 
died on November 16, 1886. He was 74 years 
old when he died. 
 

Lovisa and David had quite a life, They were born 
on the frontier of eastern Tennessee and western 
North Carolina. They made the dangerous journey 
to the western edge of the new frontier in Missouri 
and were among the first settlers in southwest Mis-
souri and grew up there. When the Civil War started 
they moved to Ellis County, Texas, where they lived 
until they died. 

They are buried along with scores of other relatives 
in the Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Cemetery 
near Ovilla, Texas. 

Photo by Ray Gatewood 

Lovisa Wilson Powers tomb at Shiloh 

Photo by Ray Gatewood 

David Crockett Powers tomb at Shiloh 
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1790 William Powers born in NC 

1794 Mary Shearer born in NC  

1810 Mary and William married in NC  

1812 David Crockett Powers was born in NC  

1814 War of 1812 was fought in Alabama  

1818 Lovisa Wilson was born in TN  

1829 Andrew Jackson inaugurated as President  

1829 First settler in the Neosho area  

1831 Eight settlers arrived in Neosho area  

1833 Powers family migrated to Neosho area Missouri  

1833 William Powers died (Mary's husband)  

1833 Mahala Jane Powers born, Mary's last child  

1835 Texas war of independence from Mexico started  

1836 Battle of the Alamo  

1836 Texas won independence, became a Republic   

1836 Hannah Powers married John Plummer  

1836 David Crockett Powers married Lovisa Wilson  

1837  Martin Van Buren succeeded Andrew Jackson  

1837 New Salem Cumberland Presbyterian Church organized  

1838 Newton County organized from Barry County  

1840 Joseph T. Powers married Elizabeth Boyd  

1841 Peters group signed contract to settle parts of Texas  

1844 Billingsley, Berry, & Newton families moved to TX  

1845 James Knox Polk inaugurated as President  

1845 Texas became the 28th state in the Union in December  

1846 Mexican-American war  

1847 Mary Powers and several families moved to Texas  

1847 Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church founded  

1848 Families started application process for Texas land patents  

1849 Ellis County formed from Navarro Co.  

1849 Lizzie Powers born in Newton Co., Missouri  

1861 David C. Powers moved to Ellis Co., Texas  

1862 Mary Powers died (est. date)  

1868 Lizzie Powers married Joseph M. Lay  

1873 Joseph M. Lay died leaving two small daughters  

1880 Lizzie Powers Lay was living with parents Lovisa and 
David 

 

1880 Lizzie Powers Lay married John N. Hosford  

1882 Lovisa Wilson Powers died  

1886 David Crockett Powers died  

1889 Hosfords moved to Montague Co., Texas  

1889 William Elam Bryson married Cora Etta Lay  

1935 Lizzie Powers Lay Hosford died  
  

1
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Washington
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7
Andrew
Jackson

1829-1837

16
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Lincoln
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32
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Roosevelt
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The Shearer family from Ireland 

The Shearer family has a long tradition of 
moving to the edge of a developing frontier. 
In the mid-1600s they apparently took advan-
tage of the offer by King James I of England to 
leave Scotland, where they as Presbyterians 
were persecuted, and move to an area in 
Northern Ireland known as the Ulster Province. 
These Scottish Presbyterians were opposed to 
having to abide by the state-run Church of 
England. In addition, the British government 
found the Presbyterians to be a problem. Of-
fering this group the use of land in Ulster, Ire-
land was intended to solve the problem and 
get them out of the way. They could use the 
land, but they did not own the land. The Scot-
tish Presbyterians that moved to Ulster, Ire-
land became known as the Scotch-Irish as we 
discussed in detail in Chapter 2. 

The information on the Shearer line is largely 
based on the research of others and not per-
sonally proven by me, but can provide a basis 
for further research. There were two main 
groups of Shearers that immigrated to the 
Colonies in the mid-1740s. One group can 
trace their ancestry back to Oberbetsbach, 
Germany in the late 1600s, but our Shearer 
line immigrated from County Armagh, Ulster 
Province, Ireland. 

The earliest ancestor with the surname 
Shearer that we have been able to trace was 
Matthew Shearer who was born about 1684 

in Ireland. We do not know if he was of the 
first or second generation born in Ireland. To 
the best of our knowledge, Matthew and two 
subsequent generations were born in County 
Armagh, Ulster, Ireland. They were 

I. Matthew Shearer — born about 1684 
II. Hugh Shearer — born about 1704 

III. William Shearer — born about 1735 

Matthew was married to his first wife, Ann, 
about 1703 and their first child, Hugh Shearer, 
was born about a year later. Several other 
children were also born in Ireland. After Ann 
died, Matthew, 39, married his second wife, 
Sarah, 19, about 1723. We do not know the 
surnames of his wives. Of Matthew’s children, 
we are most interested in Hugh, since he was 
one of our ancestors. Hugh’s wife was named 
Lydia, and they had four sons born in Armagh, 
Ulster, Ireland, from about 1732 to 1739. Dur-
ing this time period the situation in Ulster, Ire-
land was becoming very difficult for the 
Scotch-Irish settlers. They had developed suc-
cessful businesses, manufacturing enterprises 
and productive farms over the course of a few 
generations. Their successes did not go unno-
ticed by the King of England, King George II, 
and he saw an opportunity for additional in-
come by heavily taxing the Ulster businesses. 
The property had only become very valuable 
through the hard work of the Scotch-Irish 
immigrants and their descendants. The King, 
obviously ignoring the source of the land’s 
increased value, decided to put the property 
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Hannah Hoover [1]
b. abt 1790 NC
d. abt 1833 NC

b. 1792 NC
d. aft 1860 TX

b. 1759 SC
d. abt 1830 KY

The Ancestors of Mary P. Shearer Powers

William Christian
Shearer, II

Abigail Bell

b. abt 1734 IRE
d. abt 1785 SC

b. abt 1740 SC
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William
Shearer
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d. abt 1800 NC

b. abt 1714 IRE
d. abt 1802 SC

b. abt 1685 IRE
d. abt 1720 IRE

David C.
Powers

Sarah [2]
b. abt 1704 IRE
d. abt 1786 NC

Sallie Walters [2]
b. abt 1787 SC
d. abt 1830 KY

    



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

548 

and farms up for sale or lease using competi-
tive bidding in order to raise more money for 
the government. Many of the settlers lost their 
land to outsiders that were willing to pay 
more for the right to work the land. This was 
very unfair since the settlers had been com-
pletely responsible for the improvement of the 
property and should have been allowed to en-
joy the fruits of their hard work. The old prob-
lem of unfair interference by the Crown was 
rearing its head again. 

 

To make matters worse, a famine struck Ul-
ster, Ireland in 1740. This, and the actions of 
the King of England, caused many Scotch-Irish 
families from Ulster, Ireland to consider, and 
eventually undertake, the perilous long jour-
ney to America. The Shearers were among this 
group. 

Matthew shearer, 56, his wife, Sarah, 36, and 
several of his children and their families set 
sail for America in 1740. We can envision Mat-
thew’s son Hugh, 36, his wife 26, and their 
four sons ages one through eight preparing 
for the dangerous trip on a sailing ship. Our 
ancestor William was about four years old. 
The decision to leave Ulster, Ireland for the 
unknowns of the new land must have been 
the most difficult decision of their lives. They 
were going to leave relatives and friends be-
hind, never to see them again. The perils of 
the sea voyage were well-known, with deaths 

occurring aboard ship on almost every cross-
ing of the ocean. “Huddled below deck in the 
dark and stinking ship’s hold, they endured a 
rough voyage which lasted eight weeks and 
often more.”30 Living conditions onboard were 
barely tolerable and very uncomfortable with 
most of the passengers suffering sea sickness 
on the whole trip.  

The risks and dangers to which the family 
would be subjected had to weigh very heavily 
on the adult members of the emigrants. They 
had to weigh the opportunities versus living 
under an unfair and unjust government. 

The Shearer entourage landed in Philadelphia 
and found that area already settled by British 
immigrants. We believe the Shearers went 100 
miles west, across the Susquehanna River, to 
an area that is now Cross Roads, Pennsylvania. 
While the east portion of the country had 
been settled for some time, mid-Pennsylvania 
was still inhabited by native Indians. These set-
tlers formed a buffer zone between the native 
Indians and the English settlers to the east. 
They remained in this area for about 13 years 
where Hugh and Lydia had four more chil-
dren. The Quakers in Pennsylvania viewed the 
Scotch-Irish as an undisciplined group that 
seemed to move into unoccupied land with no 
regard to who might own it. The Quakers 
were very strict and did not get along with 
these new settlers. Many of the early Scotch-
Irish settlers in Pennsylvania migrated south, 
first across the state line to Cecil County, 
Maryland, then to the Shenandoah Valley near 
Staunton, Virginia, and then on down to 
North and South Carolina. A major trail was 
developed from Pennsylvania through the 
Shenandoah Valley and on down to the Caro-
linas. It was called the Great Wagon Road.31 

About 1753 the Shearers decided to move to 
another frontier that was just opening up in 
Western North Carolina. They packed up their 

                                                
30 The Great Wagon Road, Parke Rouse, Jr., The 
Dietz Press, p. 30 
31 The Great Wagon Road, Parke Rouse, Jr., The 
Dietz Press, p. 69 

Counties of Northern Ireland 
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goods and headed south on the Great Wagon 
Road to Rowan County which had just been 
formed from Anson County. This was on the 
western edge of the frontier and the county 
boundaries were not even defined to the west 
as can be seen in the county map of North 
Carolina in 1753. 

    

The streams were frequently named for the 
early settlers and their families. The Shearers 
settled on what became known as Shearers’ 
Branch of Abbot’s Creek. Many years later, 
these lands were incorporated into the town 
of Lexington, North Carolina which is now in 
Davidson County. 

It was the practice for each farmer to use a 
special mark and brand to identify his live-
stock. These marks were recorded with the 
County Court. On Wednesday, September 19, 
1753, only a few months after the formation 
of the county, the Rowan County Court met 
and on page 5 of Volume 1 of the Court Min-
utes a description of Matthew Shearer’s appli-
cation to register his mark is recorded. 

“Matthew Shearer — his mark, a crop in the 
left ear and a swallow fork in the right, 
Brand M.S. — Petitioners pray their Marks 
and Brands be recorded.”  

The mark was frequently a specific cut in the 
ears and the brand was frequently made by a 
branding iron using a unique style for the 
owner’s initials.  

The Shearers continued to develop their farms 
in Rowan County for about six years. It seems 
that Matthew Shearer, 75, ran afoul of the 
law for killing a pig, possibly a neighbor’s pig. 
The Rowan County Court Minutes for October 

4, 1759 states — “The King vs. Matthew 
Shearer, Guilty of killing one hog.” We do not 
know the story behind this verdict, but it is 
interesting that about this same time the 
Shearers decided to move to another develop-
ing frontier in South Carolina. 

In the late 1750s, vast areas of South Carolina 
were vacant land and unclaimed. The state 
was eager to have these lands settled and was 
offering land grants to new settlers providing 
they lived on the land for a number of years 
and improved the property. This sounded 
good to the pioneering Shearers. Matthew 
Shearer and his son, Hugh, each settled on 
vacant land in what later became York County. 
They met the residency requirements, im-
proved the land, and had an official survey of 
their properties. 

Counties or districts had not been established 
in South Carolina except in areas close to 
Charles Town. It wasn’t until 1769 that the 
state created seven Judicial Districts in the 
state. The Shearers were in The Camden Judi-
cial District in an area that later became York 
County. The western part of the state was 
wide open land. The Shearers had to travel 
over 200 miles on Indian trails to Charles 
Town for any legal filings. Naturally the county 
was under British rule. 

Each member of the household was allowed 
50 acres. Matthew was in his 70s and his wife, 
Sarah, was in her 50s. Matthew and other 
family members applied for 250 acres on 
King’s Branch. Matthew traveled to Charles 
Town and appeared in the Council Chambers 
on October 5, 1762 to petition for the 250 
acres. The property was described as 
“bounded on all sides by vacant land and be-
ing on a branch of the Broad River called 
King’s Branch.” The property was surveyed by 
Egerton Leigh, Surveyor General, and the re-
quest for a grant was certified on October 31, 
1762. 

The land grant to Matthew Shearer was regis-
tered and the terms of the grant accepted in 
the Office of his Majesty’s Auditor General on 
July 28, 1763. Matthew’s son, Hugh, went 
through a similar process for his land grant, 

Rowan
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Anson
County

Orange
County

Bladen
County

North Carolina in 1753 
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having first appeared in the Council Chambers 
on December 2, 1760, two years before his 
father, William. This might indicate that Hugh 
went to South Carolina two years ahead of his 
father. 

Hugh settled on Bulloch Creek, about six miles 
south of the land later claimed by William on 
Kings Branch. Hugh was about 56, and Lydia 
was about 46, when they settled in South 
Carolina. One of their sons was William, who 
had experienced quite a childhood. He was 
born in Ireland, came to Pennsylvania when he 
was about 6, moved to North Carolina, and 
finally to the frontier of South Carolina when 
he was 26 years old. He was still single, but 
found a wife within a year of arriving in South 
Carolina. He married a local girl, Abigail Bell, 
who was about 21. William’s full name was 
probably William Christian Shearer since one 
of his sons was referred to as William Christian 
Shearer, Jr. or William Christian Shearer, II. 

Abigail Bell and William Shearer had four chil-
dren in South Carolina which made them the 
first generation to be born in America; as such 
they were born British Subjects. The children 
are listed with the estimated year of birth. 

 

1. William Christian Shearer, Jr., 1759 
2. Lydia Shearer, 1764 
3. Thomas Shearer, 1766 
4. Hugh Shearer, 1769 

They were all born at a time when the colonies 
were increasingly becoming upset with Eng-
land and its practices toward British subjects 
across the Atlantic Ocean. Within a few years 
of the birth of these children, the Declaration 
of Independence was signed and adopted in 
Philadelphia on July 4, 1776. Church bells 
throughout Philadelphia began to ring cele-
brating the independence of the new nation. 
Of course the British said “not so fast, you are 
still under the crown,” and England declared 
war on what was to be the new nation. 

After several years of fighting the British in the 
north, the Revolutionary War came to South 
Carolina in 1780. The British and a group of 
Carolina Loyalists, loyal to England, led by Ma-
jor Fredrick Ferguson, had easily taken 
Charleston and rapidly swept westward across 
the state, winning each battle. As Ferguson 
approached the northwestern part of South 
Carolina, he put out a demand that the local 
Patriots (those supportive of independence) 
surrender to avoid heavy casualties. He threat-
ened to burn their homes, farms, and crops as 

well as kill them with 
swords.  

North Carolina Patriot 
militia leaders, Isaac 
Shelby, and John 
Sevier (both from the 
present day northeast 
Tennessee region) met 
after receiving Fergu-
son's ‘fire and sword’ 
message, his surren-
der demand, and 
agreed to lead their 
militia against him. 
The patriots were able 
to cobble together 
about 900 militia men 
who were mostly 
from the Appalachian 
Mountain area of Vir-Important Revolutionary battles were at Kings Mountain, SC and Guilford Courthouse, NC 
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ginia, eastern Tennessee, and North and South 
Carolina. They were mostly backwoodsmen 
who brought their hunting rifles for the fight 
and defense of their new country. 

Major Ferguson was leading his 1,100 men to 
Charlotte, about a day’s march away, and de-
cided to set up camp atop Kings Mountain 
knowing this would be a strategic place to 
camp and could be defended if necessary. The 
American Patriot leaders learned where British 
Major Ferguson was camping and devised a 
plan to surround the mountain peak and at-
tack the British Loyalists. Kings Mountain was 
in South Carolina near the southern edge of 
North Carolina. It was also only about 10 or 
15 miles from Matthew Shearer’s farm. The 
war was coming very close to home. 

As the make-shift American Patriot army 
charged, the British Loyalists charged back 
with their bayonets drawn. The American Pa-
triots retreated into the woods, hid behind 
trees and rocks and charged again. The back-
woods Patriots knew the territory well and 
were used to fighting Indians and hunting 
game. So they used those tactics as opposed 
to the more structured British strategy. With 
each new charge by the pro-American Patriots 
up the mountain, more British Loyalists were 
killed or wounded. When the battle was over, 
Major Ferguson had been shot off his horse 
and killed. Ten times more British Loyalists 
were killed than American Patriots. This deci-
sive victory at the top of Kings Mountain gave 
the American Patriots a renewed resolve to 
win the war! 

Casualties at the Battle of Kings Mountain 

 Patriot militia               Loyalist militia 

Strength 

900 (+500 nearby) 1,100 (+200 nearby) 

Casualties and losses 

29 killed 
58 wounded 

290 killed 
163 wounded 
668 captured 

Some genealogists have reported that Chris-
tian Shearer took part in the Revolutionary 
War, but I have not researched that fact. He 
would have been 21 at the time of the Battle 
of Kings Mountain and may have been among 
the militia volunteers. 

Wikipedia describes the importance of this battle by say-
ing: 

“The Battle of Kings Mountain was a decisive Pa-
triot victory in the Southern campaign of the 
American Revolutionary War that took place on 
October 7, 1780. Frontier militia loyal to the 
cause of independence of America overwhelmed 
the militia that was loyal to the British. The Loyal-
ists were led by British Major Patrick Ferguson of 
the 71st Foot. In The Winning of the West, Theo-
dore Roosevelt wrote of Kings Mountain, ‘This 
brilliant victory marked the turning point of the 
American Revolution.’ Thomas Jefferson called it, 
‘The turn of the tide of success.’ Herbert Hoover's 
address at Kings Mountain said, ‘This is a place 
of inspiring memories. Here less than a thousand 
men, inspired by the urge of freedom, defeated a 
superior force entrenched in this strategic posi-
tion. This small band of (American) patriots 
turned back a dangerous invasion well designed 
to separate and dismember the united Colonies. It 
was a little army and a little battle, but it was of 
mighty portent. History has done scant justice to 
its significance, which rightly should place it be-
side Lexington, Bunker Hill, Trenton, and York-
town."32 

After the Revolutionary War, William Christian 
Shearer acquired land in Wilkes County, North 
Carolina, in 1788. The property was on the 
North Fork of the New River and was in an 
area that became part of Ashe County. In 
1799 the northwestern half of Wilkes County 
was formed into the new county called Ashe. 

This area is in the heart of the Appalachian 
Mountains and is near the current day Blue 
Ridge Parkway. It is also an area where many 
of our ancestors from other family lines lived 
at this same time. Many of their descendants 
ended up living near Ovilla, Texas and wor-
shiping at the Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church. 

                                                
32 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Kings_Mountain 
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The Wilkes County area had been explored by 
Daniel Boone about 1760. He moved his fam-
ily further west in 1766 to an area near pre-
sent day Wilkesboro, Wilkes County.33 He used 
this home as a base from which to explore the 
undeveloped areas of Kentucky and Missouri. 
Several of the Boone family settled in Wilkes 
and Ashe Counties and some were neighbors 
of the Shearers. The Ashe County deed books 
contain records of various land transactions of 
both the Shearer families and the Boone fami-
lies. One such record stated that Jonathan 
Boone sold 245 acres in Ashe County and the 
property was described as being “on the north 
side of New River and on both sides of 
Lynches’ Mill Creek, adjoining Jesse Council’s 
line, and running to Shearers Knob.” 34 

This would lead us to assume that William 
Christian Shearer and his family were 
neighbors of some of the Boone families. 
Daniel Boone had both a son and a nephew 
named Jonathan, but we do not know which 
Jonathan Boone had the property described 
above. 

Shortly after moving to Wilkes County, North 
Carolina, William Christian Shearer, 28, 
married Hannah Hoover, 23. They had six chil-
dren — all born in what became Ashe County. 

The children of Hannah and William Christian Shearer: 

1. Henry Jenkins Shearer, born abt. 1788 
2. Jacob Jenkins Shearer, born Dec. 20, 1789 
3. Daniel Shearer, born abt. 1791 
4. Mary P. Shearer, born abt. 1792  
5. David Shearer, born abt. 1794 
6. Sarah Shearer, born abt. 1800 

Genealogists disagree on exactly the names of 
the children of William Christian Shearer, but 
the above list seems plausible. 

We believe that Hannah Hoover died about 
the time of the birth of her sixth child, Sarah, 
in 1800. Hannah Hoover Shearer was probably 
buried in Ashe County. 

In many of the legal documents, William Chris-
tian Shearer, II goes by his middle name; 

                                                
33 Daniel Boone, The life and legend of an American Pio-
neer, Henry Holt and Co., 1992, p.xii 
34 Ashe County Deed Book 5, p. 509 

hence we often see merely Christian Shearer. 
He may have done this to distinguish himself 
from his father’s name, William. We will start 
calling the son Christian Shearer. 

After the death of his wife, Hannah, Christian 
Shearer was left a widower with six small chil-
dren ranging from infant to 12 years old. 
About 1804, Christian, 41, married Sallie Wal-
ters, 17, in Ashe County. They had about ten 
additional children, with the first five being 
born in Ashe County, North Carolina, and the 
others being born in Wayne County, Kentucky. 

The children of Sallie and Christian Shearer 
and their estimated birth year and birth 
place:35 

 1. Susan Shearer, 1805, NC 
 2. Jane E. Shearer, 1807, NC 
 3. Elizabeth Shearer, 1808, NC 
 4. Hannah C. Shearer, 1809, NC 
 5. William Christian Shearer, 1810, NC 
 6. Solomon Shearer, 1813, KY 
 7. Walter Shearer, 1814, KY 
 8. Catherine Shearer, 1816, KY 
 9. Hester Shearer, 1818, KY 
10. Nancy Jane Shearer, 1821, KY 

Christian Shearer was a very talented man 
who came from a long line of successful busi-
nessmen. He developed a business of hauling 
goods from other areas to meet the needs of 
the early pioneers. He probably started this 
business in Ashe County hauling goods to the 
developing areas of south-central Kentucky.  

Christian’s sons helped with the business and 
learned the trade at an early age. One son, 
Jacob, moved to Kentucky about 1810 and 
possibly a little earlier.  

“Jefferson County records for 1810 show that 
Jacob Shearer was licensed as a common car-
rier, with Christian Shearer as partner. There-
after he operated a wagon train from Louis-
ville to Monticello, Kentucky until about 1840 
bringing merchandise, farming implements, 
furniture, etc. It was a laborious undertaking 
requiring hardiness and intelligence, and the 
people were indebted to the Shearers for 

                                                
35 Various internet public trees (unverified) 
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many necessities and luxuries brought from 
the metropolitan markets.” 36  
 

Jacob Shearer, 20, married Violet Vickory, 19, 
on September 17, 1810 in Wayne County, 
Kentucky.37 The Vickorys were from Randolph 
County, North Carolina and must have been 
pretty special since a year after Jacob married 
Violet, his younger brother Daniel Shearer 
married Violet’s sister, Margaret “Peggy” 
Vickory. A few years later, Jacob’s sister Sarah 
married George Vickory. This again is a case of 
siblings marrying siblings. Jacob’s older 

                                                
36 A Century of Wayne Co., Kentucky, 1800-1900, p. 173  
37 A Century of Wayne Co., Kentucky, 1800-1900, p. 263 

brother, Henry Jenkins Shearer, mar-
ried Polly Summers on July 15, 1811 
in Wayne County.38 
Now back to Ashe County, North 
Carolina about 1810, an important 
year in the Shearer family. Christian 
had seen his sons, Jacob and Henry J. 
Shearer, move to Kentucky. His 
daughter Mary was married to Wil-
liam Powers in Ashe County. The 
Wagon Train business in Kentucky 
was growing rapidly and was more 
than his son, Jacob, could handle. 
Christian was preparing to make the 
move from Ashe Co., NC to Wayne 
County, KY, but first he had to wait 
for the birth of his fifth child, William 
Christian Shearer, III in 1810. In late 
1811 or early 1812 Christian Shearer, 
II, packed up his family and family 
possessions and started across range 
after range of mountains, through 
the Cumberland Gap and on to 
Wayne County, Kentucky. 

There he settled in a beautiful valley 
surrounded by small hills called 
“Knobs” because of their steep sides 
and unusual shape. The Valley is 
named Shearer Valley and currently 
has its own zip code, 42633. 

One of the many Shearer family trees 
on the internet relates the following narrative: 

“When William Christian brought his family to 
Wayne County, he brought household furnish-
ings, farm implements, transportation equip-
ment, and almost a wagon-load of books.  He 
built a home large enough to accommodate his 
large family. He built a two room log cabin and 
a walled up cave was used as a well. Even now, 
in heavy rains, water flows from the old well 
below the hickory tree.  There was a system of 
small cups on an endless type rope that dipped 
water up and dumped it in cedar buckets when 
the crank was turned.  Small bits of crockery are 
still found when the soil is worked. The second 
house was on a knoll above the present house 
and water came from a cave that is higher 

                                                
38 A Century of Wayne Co., Kentucky, 1800-1900, p. 264 

A wagon transporting goods in southern Kentucky 
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above on a hill. The third Shearer house was a 
large two story house with a large chimney at 
either end was built by his descendants about 
the time of the Civil War.” 

Christian Shearer and his sons operated a 
wagon train transportation business in Ken-
tucky. Some trips took them as far north as 
Pittsburg and Baltimore, while most of their 
trips were within the state of Kentucky. They 
frequently made runs to Louisville, about 160 
miles from Shearer Valley. After Christian died, 
his son, Jacob, and probably other sons con-
tinued to operate the wagon train freight 
business for several more decades.  

Many of the wagons used in wagon trains in the 
mid 1800's were simply farm wagons, not at all 
like the heavy, sway-backed Conestoga wagons 
used in Pennsylvania at that time. Seldom, also, 
were they called "prairie schooners". Light but 
sturdy, they had three basic parts -the bed, the 
running gear, and the top. The bed was a 
wooden box about nine or ten feet long and four 
feet wide, with sides and ends about two or three 
feet high. The axles and tongues were made of 
well-seasoned hickory, ash, oak or other hard-
wood; many companies carried extras, for these 
parts were known to snap and give way at stream 
crossings and steep declines. The wheels had to 
be extremely tough, and the rims or tires were 
made of iron. The tops or covers, made of canvas 
or some other thick cloth that had been water-
proofed with linseed or other oil, were stretched 
over five or six bows of hickory. 

Inside the "covered wagon" an enclosed space 
about five feet high from bed to peak provided 

storage space and shel-
ter. Because these sim-
ple wagons had no 
brakes (and, of course, 
no springs) the team-
sters learned how to tie 
chains around the rear 
wheels to lock them, 
and thus provide a drag 
when the teams started 
down a steep slope.”39 

In addition to the 
physical difficulties of 
transporting goods in 
the early part of the 
1800s, there was an 
ever present threat of 
being attacked by In-
dians or road pirates. 

Illness was another real danger since a conta-
gious disease could quickly spread to all the 
men working a wagon train. 
Some of the local people in Wayne County 
discovered salt water when they drilled deep 
wells. Salt production became a good indus-
try. Martin Beaty of Virginia purchased a 
1,000 acre tract, the Beaty Salt Well Tract, 
with the hopes of making a fortune harvesting 
salt. When Beaty was drilling for salt water, at 
a depth of 536 feet, a veritable “gusher” of 
petroleum ran all over his tract ruining his salt 
production operation. The Shearer wagon 
trains were not capable of transporting the 
heavy oil because of its weight. In addition, 
barrels tended to break when transported over 
rough roads. “Petroleum being then of little or 
no value, the work was abandoned.” The 
Beaty oil well was possibly the first oil well in 
the United States. The Drake oil well in Penn-
sylvania was one of the first successful oil 
wells that was drilled for the sole purpose of 
finding oil. That was over 35 years after the 
Beaty well in Kentucky. 40 

After the Pennsylvania oil well was drilled, rail 
transportation was available, and there were 
commercial uses for the oil, Beaty formed the 
Beaty Oil Company in Wayne County. 

                                                
39 http://www.jordan-family.org/wagontrain_info.html 
40 http://www.priweb.org/ed/pgws/history/pennsylvania 

Photo from Gladys Vickery collection 

Early home of Christian Shearer built in the late 1820s in Shearer Valley, Kentucky 
Note turkeys roosting in the trees and one of the hills known as knobs 
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The Shearers played a major role in the devel-
opment of the roads from narrow trails to 
roads capable of handling the larger freight 
wagons. In 1881, fifty years after the death of 
Christian Shearer, toll roads were used in 
Wayne County; the last of them, the Shearer 
Valley Pike, closed in 1927.41 
Christian Shearer was a very religious man 
who was known for his high principles. He 
was well-respected in the community and was 
described as having sound common sense, 
moral courage and a willingness to consider 
new ideas and ideals. Christian organized and 
conducted the first class or school of Bible 
Study ever held in Wayne County and was ac-
tive in helping the early churches of Wayne 
get started. He was highly regarded as a 
teacher, churchman, common carrier, and 
farmer. He was truly a man of many talents.  

William Christian Shearer, II, died about 1830 
and is buried in the Bethesda Cemetery. in 
nearby Bethesda, overlooking a beautiful val-
ley called “Shearer Valley.” 

                                                
41

 Kentucky GenWeb page 

He is buried in a box tomb with a modern 
stone monument at the head. We do not 
know when Sallie, Christian’s widow died, but 
we believe it to also be about 1830. 

Christian Shearer became very successful as a 
businessman with his wagon train business 
and was very generous. It has been recorded 
that “Christian gave each newly married child 
a new Bible, a house, and a tract of land near 
the homestead. If a child went elsewhere, he 
gave them a new Bible, a good wagon with 
canvas, essential furnishings, a team of horses, 
mules, or oxen, one cow, and enough money 
to last the couple at ordinary living expenses 
for twelve months. Most of the children mi-
grated west or to the mid-west. In case of 
misfortune, Christian would supply the family 
with transportation back to Kentucky.” 
Many of Christian’s descendents continued to 
live in Shearer Valley or in nearby Bethesda. 
The record shows that the Shearers made sig-
nificant leadership contributions to the Wayne 
County communities over a long period of 
time. Several of the sons became very wealthy, 
and they gave leadership to their church, the 
cause of education, and their community. 

Christian Shearer’s sons, Daniel and (Henry) 
Jenkins Shearer were instrumental in helping 
build a church in 1828 that was called the 
Church of Christ.42 At various times both Jacob 
and Jenkins Shearer preached at that church. 
In the 1880s, a descendant of Christian 
Shearer, John H. Shearer, helped build a Bap-
tist Church in the Shearer Valley area. John 
was described as being well-to-do and one of 
the most prominent men in the area. He was 
also a State Representative. Three or four suc-
cessive generations of Shearers helped build a 
number of pioneer churches in Wayne County 
over a period of several decades. 

The Shearers were very active in the advance-
ment of education in Wayne County for many 
decades. For example, Daniel Shearer was the 
teacher of the Shearer Valley School in 1842.43 
Much later on June 5, 1886 there was an all 

                                                
42 A Century of Wayne Co., Kentucky, 1800-1900, p. 84 
43 A Century of Wayne Co., Kentucky, 1800-1900, p. 110 

William Christian Shearer, II tomb 

Marker at the head of Christian Shearer’s tomb 
He married Hannah Hoover and after her death 

he married Sallie Walters 
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day series of seminars put on by the Teachers’ 
Association at Lockett’s Chapel. J.D. Shearer 
gave a presentation on “Method of Teaching 
Grammar” and Miss Ala Shearer spoke on 
“The Trials of a Teacher”.44 In 1981, over 150 
years after the Shearers first taught school in 
Wayne County, the local educational leaders 
dedicated a monument honoring the contri-
butions that the Shearer family had made to 
local education. The Shearers were called Edu-
cational Pathfinders” what a nice tribute. 

What about our ancestor Mary P. Shearer? 
Our ancestor, Mary, continued to live in Ashe 
County with her husband, William Powers. 
They had eleven children in North Carolina. 
One of the children died when very young.  

Mary faced many tragedies and hardships dur-
ing her lifetime. Her mother, Hannah, died 
when Mary was only eight years old. Her fa-
ther, step-mother, and most of her siblings 
moved to Kentucky when she was eighteen 
and she had just married William Powers. The 
journey from North Carolina to Kentucky was 
very dangerous and difficult because of the 
many mountain ranges that had to be 
crossed. Mary’s father, Christian Shearer, died 
about 1830 in Kentucky and it is likely that she 
did not see him after she was about 18. 

Mary, William, and their ten surviving children 
made the dangerous journey to Missouri in 
1832. Shortly after arriving in the far western 
frontier of Missouri, her last child was born 
and her husband, William Powers died in the 
same year. Mary Shearer Powers was left on 
the edge of the frontier — a widow with 

                                                
44 A Century of Wayne Co., 1800-1900, p. 114-115 

eleven children. When she was 62 years old, 
she again moved to a new frontier in Ellis 
County, Texas and claimed a 640 acre land 
grant. Several of her older children stayed in 
Missouri while others moved to Texas. 
Through all the many hardships, she remained 
dedicated to her faith. She helped start the 
New Salem Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
in Neosho, Missouri and later the Shiloh Cum-
berland Presbyterian Church in Ovilla, Texas.  

The story of Mary’s life has been told earlier in 
this chapter along with the Powers line. 

Hannah Hoover  
Most of the Bryson ancestors were Scotch-Irish 
or English. The Hoovers were an exception. 
Hannah’s ancestors can be traced back to the 
1500s in Oberklum, Aagau, Switzerland and 
later in the 1700s in Durkeim, Bad Durkeim, 
Rhenland-Pfatz, Germany. 
The family surname in Europe was spelled 
Huber and the children born in America used 
the Americanized name of Hoover.  
Hannah’s father, Andreas Huber, was born on 
January 23, 1723 in Ellerstadt, Bad Durkheim, 
Rheinland-Pfalz, Germany. He migrated to the 
United States as a single man in 1841 and set-
tled in Pennsylvania. 
About four years after Andreas arrived in 
America, he met Anna Margaretha Pfautz, 
who had also been born in Germany. Anna, 
20, and Andreas, 22, were married in York 
County, Pennsylvania, in 1845. The Hubers 
were of the Quaker faith and settled in a Ger-
man Quaker community in York County. The 
Hubers had a very large family with one of 
their youngest children being Hannah Hoover 
who was born in Pennsylvania as were all her 
many siblings. We believe that Hannah was 
born about 1764.  
The Huber/Hoover family moved to western 
North Carolina and settled in Randolph 
County sometime prior to 1785. Hannah, 17, 
and William Christian Shearer, II, 22, were 
married about 1787. They had six children, 
including our ancestor, Mary Shearer who was 
born about 1792. Her last child was born in 
1800 and we feel that this was about the time 
she died. She was only 36 years old.  

 
Honoring the Shearer Family 
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The Parsons and Patterson Families 

 

The Parsons Families 

In this chapter we will look into the lives of 
some of our ancestors and specifically the an-
cestors of Nancy Alevia Parsons Bryson, the 
wife of John Franklin Bryson. We will concen-
trate first on the Parsons and then later on the 
Patterson families.  

Several Parsons families came to America from 
Ireland and Britain as early as the 1650s but 
tracing our ancestors back that far, with cer-
tainty, is difficult because Parsons was a very 
common name. We will deal with the indi-
viduals where we have researched original 
documents and have a high 
degree of certainty as to the 
lineage. In some cases we have 
to estimate the dates of events, 
but that does not detract from 
the larger picture.  

We start our journey with the 
Parsons about 1773 — when 
the Colonies were angry with 
England, its unfair taxation of 
those in America, and with the 
unreasonable control exerted 
by the crown. 

“In September and October 1773, 
seven ships carrying East India Com-
pany tea were sent to the colonies: 
four were bound for Boston, and 
one each for New York, Philadelphia, 
and Charleston. In the ships were more than 2,000 
chests containing nearly 600,000 pounds of tea. 

Americans learned the details of the Tea Act while 
the ships were en route, and opposition began to 
mount.  

“Protestors were concerned with a variety of issues. 
The familiar ‘no taxation without representation’ ar-
gument, along with the question of the extent of 
Parliament's authority in the colonies, remained 

prominent.” 1 

On the evening of December 16, 1773, a 
group of 30 to 130 men, some of them thinly 
disguised as Mohawk Indians, boarded three 
vessels and over the course of three hours 
dumped all 342 chests of tea into the water. 

                                                
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boston_Tea_Party 

Chapter Twenty 

James H. Parsons
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Martha Allen Patterson

James Patterson

Mary Jane Craig

1772 VA — 1845 VA

1779 VA — 1850 VA

1809 VA —  1876 TX

1813 VA —  1860 TX

m. 1836 VA

m. 1799 VA

John  Parsons
1773 VA— 1846 VA

Nancy Alevia  Parsons
1842 MO — 1935 TX

John Franklin Bryson
1837 TN — 1920 TX

Married March 1, 1860
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By 1775 the resentment toward the British 
was really gathering steam, and on July 4, 
1776, the Declaration of independence was 
signed in Philadelphia, setting off the Revolu-
tionary War. It was about this time that our 
ancestor John Parsons was born in Virginia. He 
lived most of his life in Augusta County in the 
Shenandoah Valley near Staunton, Virginia. 

This was an area on the far western edge of 
the American frontier. Augusta County was 
defined on three sides, but the western edge 
was said to be wide-open going all the way to 
the Mississippi River. Most of the settlers in 
this region were Scotch-Irish farmers looking 
for inexpensive land to establish farms. Imme-
diately to the west were Indian Lands, and In-
dian attacks were not uncommon. 

The British settlers in the eastern part of Vir-
ginia were more than happy to have the 
Scotch-Irish as a buffer against the Indians. 
The British offered the Scotch-Irish settlers 
guns, ammunition, and land in the Shenan-
doah Valley in return for protection from In-
dian attacks. The Scotch-Irish settlers were ex-
cellent fighters and hunters and were gener-
ally unhappy with England. Many of John Par-
sons neighbors, possibly including his father, 
served in the Revolutionary War, fighting for 
independence. 

The first church in the area was the Tinkling 
Spring Presbyterian Church that was founded 
in 1740. The area around the church is de-
scribed as being: 

“A COOL spring of water—issuing from beneath a rock, 
gathering into a pool from which man lives, overflowing 
into a stream by which the plains are made alive—is a 
delightful work of nature. The earliest pioneers in the 
Valley of Virginia found a bold spring, whose emerging 
waters made a musical sound upon the cavernous rocks, 
and they called it the tinkling spring.”2 

A sister church was built in 1749 and was 
called Stone Church because of its stone struc-
ture. Stone and its sister-meeting-house, 
Tinkling Spring were both served by the Rev. 
John Craig. The stone structure which was 

                                                
2 The Tinkling Spring—Headwater of Freedom, Howard 
McKnight Wilson, ThD. 1954, p.3. 

completed in 1749 is still in use and holds the 
distinction of being the oldest Presbyterian 
Church in continuous use in Virginia.3 

It is near the Stone Presbyterian Church that 
John Parsons lived and where years later his 
son George was married. John married a girl 
by the name of Mary about 1791, and they 
had seven children. They are listed, along with 
their spouses, with estimated years of birth 
taken from census records. 

Children of Mary and John Parsons: 

1. Harrison Parsons 1792 
      + Sarah Ramsey 

2. Jacob Parsons, 1795 
      + Jane Elizabeth Smith 

3. George Parsons, 1805 
      + Lucy Wilson 

4. David Parsons, 1810 
      +  

5. Hannah Parsons, 1811 
      + Samuel Coffman 

6. James H. Parsons, 1813 
      + Martha Allen Patterson 

7. Sarah Parsons, 1818 
      + Mansfield Marshall 

All the children of Mary and John were born in 
Augusta County and grew-up there. About 
1836 Lucy and George Parsons, accompanied 
by Jacob Parsons, headed for Lincoln County, 
Missouri. There they filed claims for vacant 
land with the Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM). Jacob was single, but he soon found a 
wife. Jacob and Jane Elizabeth were married 
on June 29, 1837. This was only about a year 
and a half after the very first marriage was 
officially recorded in Lincoln County. Their 
marriage was recorded on Page 87 of the Lin-
coln County Marriage Record Book. 

                                                
3 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Augusta_Stone_Church 
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Back in Augusta County, Virginia in 1836, 
James H. Parsons, 23, married Martha Allen 
Patterson, 23. The Patterson family had a long 
record as early pioneers in Virginia. A record 
of Martha and James’ marriage has not been 
found, but some legal documents indicate 
that they were indeed married in Augusta 
County, Virginia in 1836. The first child of 
Martha A. and James H. Parsons, William P. 
Parsons, was born in Augusta County on No-
vember 19, 1837. A little over a year later 
James H. Parsons packed up his family and 
family possessions and went to Lincoln 
County, Missouri to join his brothers. James 
applied for land from the BLM and in 1840 
was granted some farm land. 

Martha A. and James H. Parsons second child, 
Mary Jane Parsons, was born about 1840. The 
1840 Lincoln County census showed the James 
H. Parsons household as having 1 male under 
5; 1 male, 20-30 years old; 1 female under 5; 
and 1 female 20-30 years old. The census lists 
the families of James H., Jacob M., and 
George Parsons living in the Hurricane census 
district, which was in the northwest corner of 
Lincoln County, Missouri  

The third and last child 
of Martha A. and 
James H. Parsons, 
Nancy Alevia Parsons, 
was born on October 
24, 1842, in Lincoln 
County, Missouri. In 
later years, Nancy Ale-
via stated that she was 
born in Virginia; how-
ever the combination 
of the 1840 and 1850 
census clearly indicates 
her birth to be in Mis-
souri. It is possible that 
Nancy was never told 
where she was born. 

The Parsons’ families 
lived close to the Mis-
sissippi River and less 
than 60 miles south of 
Hannibal, Missouri, the 

boyhood home of Samuel Langhorne Clem-
ens, better known by his pen name of Mark 
Twain. He was born on November 30, 1835 
and grew up in Hannibal until he left in 1853, 
when was 18 years old. This time period coin-
cided with the time that our ancestors lived in 
Lincoln County, Missouri. Whenever Mark 
Twain floated down the Mississippi, he floated 
very near the farms belonging to the Parson 
families. 

The books, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
and Adventures of Tom Sawyer  were based 
on Mark Twains’ (Samuel L. Clemens) boyhood 
experiences growing up on the Mississippi in 
Hannibal, Missouri. These books probably give 
an insight into life in that area in the mid 
1800s, but we don’t know how accurately it 
portrayed the typical pioneer settler. 

James H. Parsons and his brothers, Jacob, 
David, and a nephew, Harrison, all received 
unclaimed land in Lincoln County from the 
Federal Bureau of Land Management over a 
period of years.4  

                                                
4 BLM website 

Jacob M. Parsons and Jane E. Smith marriage record  
Ephraim Davis, an ordained Baptist minister, performed the ceremony 
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In another part of the country, Texas had 
gained independence from Mexico in 1836 
and formed the Republic of Texas. The Texas 
government was eager to have settlers of 
European background, and especially farmers, 
settle on large amounts of land. The more set-
tlers they could convince, the easier it would 
be to defend the territory they had just 
gained. The Republic of Texas did not want 
Mexican settlers. 

About 1844, James H. Parsons decided to 
move to yet another frontier, the Republic of 
Texas. James frequently went by his initials, J. 
H. on legal documents; so sometimes we will 
just call him J. H. Parsons. The family packed 
their belongings and J. H., 31, Martha A., 31, 
William P., 7, Mary Jane, 4, and Nancy Alevia, 
2, started on the long dangerous trip to Nac-
ogdoches County in the eastern 
part of the Republic of Texas. 
The Parsons became citizens of 
the Republic of Texas. 

Cherokee County, Texas was a 
beautiful setting with hilly ter-
rain and abundant water. Over 
half of the area was covered 
with virgin forest of shortleaf 
and loblolly pine with a mixture 
of hardwoods, including post, 
blackjack, and red oak, hickory, 
elm, and gum trees. Wild game 
was available for food.  

On December 29, 1845, Texas 
was admitted to the union as 
the 28th state and a new gov-
ernment was established. In 
1846 Sam Houston became its 
first governor. Cherokee County 
was formed from Nacogdoches 
that same year and an area was 
selected for the new county 
seat. A commission purchased a 
100-acre tract on April 13, 1847 
and the land was deeded for a 
town site. The town was named 
Rusk in honor of one of the signers of the 
Texas Declaration of Independence. At the 
time only John Kilgore and his family lived on 

the site; but within two years other families, 
including the Parsons, moved into the newly 
created village of Rusk. 

“Like many early pioneer towns, Rusk was laid 
out on a grid pattern based on the Shelbyville 
plan with a courthouse square in the center.”5 
The town was laid out into 36 blocks with a 
series of small lots around the square for fu-
ture businesses. The outer blocks were laid-out 
with one or two lots, each facing on two of 
the wide streets. Most of the businesses in the 
late 1840s and early 1850s were clustered 
around the square. There was a general mer-
chandise store on the north side of the square; 
a grocery and saloon on the west side and a 
business known as Able, Brittain & Parsons 
located somewhere near the square. James H. 
Parsons was a partner in this business.6 

                                                
5 www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/hcc10 
6 A History of Cherokee County, Joseph R. Hattie, 1934 

The town was laid out in a systematic grid pattern, but it did 
not necessarily fit the geographical features of creeks or hills. 
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“The county court originally met in a crude log 
dogtrot cabin, but in August 1847 a contract 
was let for a two-room frame building with 
brick chimneys.” Two years later, a larger two-
story court house was built. This was an im-
pressive structure for a pioneer Texas commu-
nity in 1849! 

Cherokee County Court House, built in 1849 

The county, like most other developing coun-
ties, had serious financial problems early on. 
On January 11, 1847, the county treasury con-
tained $56.17. By April the balance had 
dropped to $24.71, while bills amounted to 
$72.00. The population of Cherokee County in 
1850 was 6,673, including 1,283 slaves. The 
town of Rusk had only 355 inhabitants in 
1850. 

In spite of tough financial problems and a 
small but growing population, the people of 
Rusk were determined to put education first. 
Taxes were increased to pay for a school and 
leading citizens got behind the campaign. A 
commission was formed of seven of the lead-
ing citizens of Rusk to establish a new school. 
The commission included our ancestor, J.H. 
Parsons, 35, and six other members of the 
Rusk community. 

"Poor means of transportation promoted 
the early establishment of boarding 
schools. Students within the proverbial 
stone's throw, as modern mileage goes, of-
ten boarded from Monday to Friday.  

“In March, 1848, Joseph L. Hogg, L.H. Dil-
lard, T.J. Moore, B.B. Cannon, J.H. Parsons, 
J.T. Henry and E.L. Givens secured a charter 
for Cherokee Academy to be located on 
Block No. 6, the site reserved for school 
purposes by the commission appointed to 
locate the county seat." 7 

As a side note of interest, the first name in the 
list above, Joseph L. Hogg, was a lawyer in 
Rusk in the 1850s, and became very promi-
nent in state politics. He served as a state 
senator from Cherokee County. During the 
Civil War he was appointed as a Confederate 
brigadier general. Joseph L. Hogg was the fa-
ther of James Stephen Hogg, who became the 
first Governor of Texas to be born in the state 
of Texas. Governor Hogg was born in Rusk in 
1851, three years after the above commission 
met. At some point, he probably was a 
schoolmate of the three Parsons children. An 
old tale that has been told in Texas for several 
generations was that Governor Hogg named 
his daughters Ima, Ura, and Wera Hogg. He 
did in fact name his first daughter Ima, but 
the other names are fictitious and are part of 
a tall Texas tale.  

After the Cherokee Academy was formed in 
1848, other schools were started in Cherokee 
County including a Cumberland Presbyterian 
college. 

"The real center of higher education in 
Cherokee's antebellum days, however, 
was Larissa College, the mother of Trin-
ity University. 

“About 1848, through the efforts of Rever-
end T.N. McKee and Mrs. S.R. Erwin, two 
Cherokee (County) settlers from Lebanon, 
Tennessee (home of Cumberland University), a 
school was opened in a little log cabin near 
Larissa under the management of the Trin-
ity Presbytery of the Cumberland Presbyte-
rian Church, with Mrs. Erwin as the first 
teacher. So rapid was its growth that, in 
February, 1856, largely through the initia-

                                                
7 A History of Cherokee County, Joseph Roach Hattie, 
1934 , p.43 
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tive of Thomas McKee and Nathaniel Kil-
lough, it was chartered as a college under 
the direction of the Brazos Synod. 

“Although a co-educational institution, a 
hill separated the male and the female de-
partments. A large, two-story frame build-
ing and several two-room dormitories for 
men were erected on 'a commanding eleva-
tion in the pleasant little village of La Rissa.’ 

“The catalogue of 1859-1860 offered 
courses in Latin, Greek, French, Spanish, 
natural philosophy, chemistry, physics, ge-
ology, mineralogy, astronomy, botany, 
animal physiology, moral science, mental 
science, rhetoric, logic and mathematics. 
Special attention was called to its physics 
and chemistry laboratory equipment, its 
microscopes, its herbarium and its powerful 
telescope, more than three times stronger 
than the Yale telescope. Tuition ranged 
from $10 to $20 per session of five 
months. In addition to dormitory accom-
modations, board was advertised in private 
families at $8 to $10 per month, washing 
included." 8 

Larissa College, the mother of Trinity University, 1856 

The first newspaper in the town of Rusk, The 
Pioneer, was published in June 1847 on the 
north side of the courthouse on lot number 9. 

A sawmill was built, early in the development 
of the county, that provided lumber for the 

                                                
8 A History of Cherokee County 

local residents and for construction projects 
up to 200 miles away. When the Shiloh Cum-
berland Presbyterian Church in Ovilla, Texas 
built its new sanctuary in 1872, they used 
lumber that was hauled by ox-driven wagons 
from Cherokee County, about 150 miles away. 
A thriving lumber industry is still in operation 
today in Cherokee County. In 2010 over 25 
million cubic feet of lumber were produced by 
the Fairchild State Forest. There was also a 
forest owned by a private lumber company.  

The Cherokee County Court records provide 
more information on James H. Parsons. The 
records show that the county purchased office 
supplies from Parsons’ partnership business. A 
couple of examples are: 

April Term 1848 — “Ordered by the court that 
Able, Brittain & Parsons be paid for Books fur-
nished for the County Clerks Office.   $42.00 
to be paid by the County Treasurer.”9 

July Term 1848 — “Ordered by the court that 
Able, Brittain & Parsons are hereby authorized 
to purchase for the District Clerk’s office: 

1 Witness Fee Book for Civil Cases 
1 Witness Fee Book for State Cases 
1 Minute Docket 
1 Execution Docket 
1 Civil Docket 
1 Clerks Fee Book 
1 Motion Docket 
2 Reams of paper fools cap10 
2 gross steel pins Kelly’s commercial 
½ bottle black ink 

for which they shall be allowed a reasonable 
compensation to be paid out of the County 
Treasury.”  

The need for roads increased, and with no 
funds to build them, the court ordered that 
anyone living within 1½ miles of a road or po-
tential road be required to build and maintain 
the roadway. If the land owner had hired 
hands or slaves, they were also ordered to 
help. The court record of the November 1848 
term is an example of this. 

                                                
9 Cherokee County Court Records, p 77 
10 a type of inexpensive writing paper, esp. legal-
size, lined, yellow sheets 
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“Ordered by the Court that Charles Polk be 
and he is hereby appointed overseer of the 
road leading from the Town of Rusk to 
Crockett commencing at the Southwest 
corner of Rusk and ending at the Northeast 
corner of Nathan Hamilton’s field and it is 
further ordered that the said Charles Polk 
shall be allowed the following hands to 
work and keep up said Road   To Wit.”11 

John Hunter William Corcoran 
P. J. Rogers Joseph Holcomb, Sr. 
Joseph A. Clark Joseph Holcomb, Jr. 

James Ewing Joseph S. Able and hands 
Dunkan Kirgan James A. Able 
----- McCan (faded) Daniel Mosley 

James R. Goodwin Pleasant Padgett 
Rachel Linards hands Nathanial Harris 
James H. Parsons Andrew Polk and hands 

John King Charles Polk and hands 
John P. Commesk William Nelson 
---- (faded) Ben F. Sylls 
David Denton Daniel Irby 

William Cook, Jr P. C. Walters 
 --- Culton and hands (faded) 

James H. Parsons’ name appeared among 
those listed in the above court order. One of 
his business partners is listed as “Joseph S. 
Able & hands.” Five of the names listed had 
hired hands, including a woman, Rachel 
Linards. Rachel was not required to do the 
work, but her hired hands were. 

This was only for a small stretch of the road 
leading toward Crockett; it went only as far as 
Nathan Hamilton’s property which was in 
Cherokee County. The distance from Rusk to 
Crockett was about 50 miles. 

In June 2002, my cousin and genealogy part-
ner, Betty Beckum Bryson, and I, had the 
pleasure of spending a day in Rusk, Texas, 
looking through the original court record 
books, land transactions, county clerk record 
books, and doing research in the Rusk Public 
Library. It was interesting to us that the very 
books we were handling were books that had 
been supplied by the firm in which our great-
great grandfather was a partner, Able, Brittain 
& Parsons.  

                                                
11 Cherokee Co. Court Record, Nov. 1848, p. 116 

We were able to make copies of more than 20 
original documents pertaining to Martha A. 
and James H. Parsons from Cherokee County 
Court records, land records, and other legal 
books. These documents dated from 1847 
through 1853. Most of the records were care-
fully transcribed and analyzed. The legal word-
ing, in some cases, made it difficult to under-
stand, but a sad state of affairs unfolded. 

We do not know the nature of the partner-
ship, Able, Brittain, & Parsons, but starting in 
1849 things did not go well, especially for 
James H. Parsons. A brief summary of some of 
the documents is outlined as follows: 

December 3, 1847   Martha A. Parsons bought a 
155 acre parcel in Cherokee county for $542 
from William Dougherty (on which the Par-
sons settled). 

March 1, 1849   Mary A. Parsons filed papers with 
the county court declaring that a 16 year-old 
slave girl and the 155 acre property she 
bought in 1847 was separate property, and 
that her husband had no financial right to it. 

May 4, 1849   Able, Brittain, & Parsons filed two 
lawsuits, probably to collect bad debts. The 
result of the suits has not been determined. 
   Able, Brittain, & Parsons vs. Danhke 
   Able, Brittain, & Parsons vs. Ansell R. Matson 

November 27, 1849   James H. Parsons bought 320 
acres in Dallas County for $370 from William 
Cook. 

March 16, 1850   Mary A. Parsons filed papers 
with the county court declaring that she had 
inherited $1,000 from her father, James Pat-
terson. And that “James H. Parsons has since 
converted to his own use to the injury of his 
said wife.  And whereas it is but just and right 
that he should refund the same or make rec-
ompense therefore to his said wife.12 
Martha A. Parsons is granted ownership of the 
320 acres in Dallas County, as well as 50 head 
of hogs, horses, cattle, and other items. 

March 16, 1850   Mary A. Parsons accepts the 
judgment (the land in Dallas County) and re-
leases further claims against her husband. 

 

                                                
12 Cherokee County Deed Book C., p. 369 
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November 1, 1850   Able, Brittain, & Parsons were 
sued by Crontrit & Millwell and a judgment 
was made in favor of the plaintiff. A 320 acre 
parcel in the George B. Lacy head right13 in 
which Brittain and Parsons have an interest 
was ordered to be sold.  

November 28, 1850   Able, Brittain, & Parsons were 
sued by Samuel Robb and John Fairbaim and 
a judgment was made in favor of the plaintiff. 
A 320 acre parcel in the Mary Shin head right 
in which Brittain and Parsons have an interest 
had to be sold. This was a different 320 acre 
parcel from the one described above as being 
purchased by James H. Parsons. 

April 1, 1851…The Sheriff advertised the “Mary 
Shin head right property” for sale. The Sheriff 
auctioned the 320 acres at the courthouse 
door. The highest bidder, J. S. Able, paid 
$35.20. 

October 7, 1851…The Sheriff advertised the 
“George B. Lacy head right property” for sale. 
The Sheriff auctioned the 320 acres at the 
courthouse door. The highest bidder paid 
$10.00.  

November 23, 1851   William Dougherty testified 
under oath in court that he in fact did sell the 
155 acre to Martha A. Parsons for $542 on 
December 2, 1847. Dougherty described the 
property as “Containing one hundred and fifty 
five acres of land more or less being the same 
upon which the same James H. and Martha A. 
Parsons now reside”.14 
After the detailed description of the property 

he says the transaction included.”the afore-
said tract of land together with all and singu-
lar the houses, buildings, improvements, 
tenements and hereditaments thereon situate 
or thereto belonging to the said Martha A. 
Parsons.” 15 
He goes on to say that he will “forever war-
rant and defend against the claim of myself 
and my heirs and against Granville O. Carter 
and against the lawful claim of all persons 
whatever claiming or to claim the same.” It is 
unusual to see a specific individual singled out 
in such a statement. Possibly, Carter was try-

                                                
13 A grant of land to a settler given by certain colonies in 
the 17th and 18th centuries. 

14 Cherokee County Deed Book E., p. 87 
15 Cherokee County Deed Book E., p. 87 

ing to go after some of James H. Parsons’ per-
sonal property. 

Things were not going well for our ancestor, 
James H. Parsons. He lost his financial interest 
in two separate 320 acre parcels through a 
Sheriff’s Sale. Later his partners, Able and Brit-
tain, sued him. The business was having prob-
lems collecting debts and his wife claimed the 
land and house they lived in as her separate 
property. She then took him to court and 
claimed he had used her inherited funds for 
his own use and wanted restitution. 

What was going on? At first glance, seeing 
that Martha A. Parsons filed for separate 
property on their home place and later 
claimed that her husband had used her inheri-
tance for his own use, I thought that possibly 
the Parsons were going to separate. Or possi-
bly the business was going bankrupt and his 
wife was about to leave him. After reading the 
transcribed documents several more times and 
putting them in a time-sequence, I began to 
think a different picture was more probable. 
This is my speculation: 

The business Able, Brittain, & Parsons was go-
ing broke, and there were several creditors 
going after the personal assets of the three 
partners since the business did not have any 
money left. Brittain and Parsons lost what 
they owned in the two 320 acre parcels. They 
may have been land speculators and bought 
the property expecting it to increase in value. 
Since most of the land in Cherokee County 
was rolling hills that were heavily wooded, it 
would have been difficult to farm without 
considerable effort spent in clearing it. 

Forested land was of very little value since 
there was so much open land with virgin 
trees. There was a lumber industry, but the 
lumber companies probably already owned 
enough land. 

My personal speculation continues. I believe 
James H. Parsons recognized the deep trou-
bles that his partnership company faced and 
probably foresaw a series of lawsuits in the 
future. In an effort to protect his home and 
farm in Cherokee County, he asked Martha A. 
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Parsons to declare it her own separate prop-
erty. It probably had been bought with part of 
the $1,000 she had received as inheritance 
from her father, James Patterson, who had 
died in Augusta County, Virginia on December 
29, 1845. The property in Cherokee County 
was bought a little less than two years later. 
The money may have been commingled, as we 
say today, but in hindsight she went to court 
and declared the 155 acre home place and 
slave girl to be hers alone. 

I think that Granville Carter may have been 
one of the people 
going after the 
personal assets of 
the Parsons since 
he is specifically 
singled out near 
the end of William 
Dougherty’s depo-
sition regarding 
the sale of the 155 
acres. 

The timing of the 
claim for the Dallas 
County property, 
by Martha A. Par-
sons, leads me to 
believe that there 
were creditors trying to get any of James H. 
Parsons’ personal assets that they could. 
James H. Parsons had bought the land so it 
would be difficult to say it was Martha’s sepa-
rate property. So the problem was how to le-
gally declare the Dallas property to belong to 
his wife. If James H. sold it to her, then he 
would have cash and the creditors would 
come after that. In any case, Martha probably 
did not have much money at this stage. 

Since most of the original money Martha and 
James had was from her inheritance, they 
could claim that James H. Parsons had con-
verted her inheritance for his own use and had 
caused her harm. The tough language may 
have been a legal way to have the property 
judged to be a fair compensation. 

The fact that in the 1851 deposition by Wil-
liam Dougherty, where he states that the 

property is where Martha A. and James H. Par-
sons now reside, tends to support that they 
were not having great marital problems. 
Dougherty’s statement was made two and a 
half years after Martha A. Parson had their 
home place, the 155 acres, declared as her 
personal property. 

The 1850 federal census shows the Parsons’ 
household with J. H., 37, Martha A., 37, Wil-
liam P., 12, Mary J., 10, and Nancy A., 8. Mary 
and Nancy are shown as being born in Mis-
souri while the others were born in Virginia. 

 

When Martha A. Parsons died in 1876, her 
tombstone was inscribed, “M. A. Parsons, wife 
of J. H.” If there had been serious problems I 
don’t think that James H. Parsons would have 
been honored by having his initials placed on 
the tombstone more than twenty-five years 
after the first declaration of separate property. 

We really don’t know what was going on, but 
it is fun to speculate. We will probably never 
know what really happened. 

The 155 acre home place in Cherokee County 
was sold in April 1851 for $850 to Sam Cook, 
shortly after the first 320 Cherokee County 
parcel was sold at Public Sheriff’s Auction and 
before the next parcel was auctioned off. We 
don’t know where the Parsons went next, but 
they may have moved to Dallas County to the 
320 acre property in northwest Dallas County. 

Selected portions of the town of Rusk, Cherokee Co., Texas 1850 census 
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That Dallas County land was described as be-
ing part of the James Howard head right, is-
sued to James Howard by the republic of 
Texas. He received the grant #43 in 1837. 

In 1837 the land was in San Augustine County 
in an area that became Dallas County in 1846, 
three months after Texas became a state. 
Howard’s grant included over 1,000 acres. The 
Parsons 320 acres of land was on Rowlett 
Creek, in an area that is now in the northern 

part of Garland, Texas. This land 
was on an extreme edge of the 
western frontier of Texas and Amer-
ica. The village of Garland was es-
tablished in 1874 and by 1900 the 
population was still only 202 people 
— almost 50 years after the Parsons 
had settled there. 
The large blocks of land, on the 
map, such as those of James How-
ard, Onofre Alvarado, Daniel Crist, 
and Robert McCullough, were 
granted by the Republic of Texas in 

1837 before Dallas County was established. 
The smaller parcels were granted by the State 
of Texas after 1850 to settlers who were part 
of the Peters Colony.  
Rowlett Creek runs south from the town of 
McKinney, Collin County, Texas, on down 
through Garland, and finally it flows into the 
Lake Ray Hubbard near the town of Rowlett.  

While Ellis County, where the Brysons settled, 
was open prairie land, the property on Row-
lett Creek in Dallas County was heavily 
wooded. The Parsons’ parcel of land didn’t see 
very much development until 1981 when the 
city of Garland decided to develop a little used 
area of the city into a Golf Course. When they 
visited the site, they saw fields and forests 
covered with red, yellow, and bright pink 
flowers known as firewheels. The city built a 
beautiful golf course called the Firewheel Golf 
Park. The property the Parsons had owned is 
now in the middle of this beautiful golf course 

    A portion of the 1884 Texas General Land Office map 
                showing original land owners 

Rowlett Creek 

Native Texas wild flower — Firewheel 
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development. The Firewheel Golf Course is a 
little north of the President George Bush 
Turnpike off of North Garland Avenue and 
West Campbell Road in Garland. 

We do not know where the Parson family 
moved after leaving Cherokee County, but 
they probably moved to their property in Dal-
las County. More research needs to be done 
on Dallas county land records to get addi-
tional clues. James H. Parsons probably died 
between 1852 and before October 1854 when 
only Martha signed the inheritance deed. 

We can narrow the time frame for Martha’s 
move to Ellis County from a couple of sources. 
In 1855 the State of Texas did a survey of 
school age children. Our Bryson relatives are in 
that list, but there are no Parsons, so Martha 
and family probably did not move to Ellis 
County until after the Texas Scholastics report 
in 1855. On February 26, 1860 Martha wrote 
a note to the Ellis County Clerk, Benjamin F. 
Hawkins, giving permission for seventeen 
year-old Nancy Alevia Parsons to marry John 
Franklin Bryson. Assuming some time elapse 
between the time John met Nancy and the 
February 1860 note, we can guess that the 
Parsons came to Ellis County sometime before 
1859.  

Martha A. Parsons, William P. Parsons, Mary 
Jane Parsons, and Nancy A. (Parsons) Bryson, 
are all listed in the 1860 Ellis County census. 
There is no sign of J. H. Parsons. 

Martha Parsons may have chosen to move to 
Ellis County because two of her nieces were 
living there with their families. Martha’s sister, 
Anne Patterson Craig, had died in Johnson 
County, Missouri in 1844. Two of Anne’s 
daughters, Rachel Ann and Rebecca J. Craig, 
were married in Missouri and then moved to 
Ellis County with their husbands in the early 
1850s. Rachel was married to Rev. R. M. White 
and Rebecca was married to Newton Chap-
man. Rev. R. M. White became a pastor of the 
Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian Church in 
Ovilla and Newton Chapman and his brother, 
Phillip, were very prominent citizens of Ellis 
County and Elders of the Shiloh church. 

The time around 1860 was very stressful and 
turbulent for Martha Allen Parsons; not only 
was she trying to get a farm started, but many 
other events factored in as well. 

 The community around Shiloh had suffered a 
devastating epidemic, in 1859, costing the lives 
of several of her close neighbors. 

 Her husband, James H. Parsons, had died 

 One of her two nieces died in 1860 

 Her youngest daughter, Nancy Alevia, 17, mar-
ried John Franklin Bryson in 1860. 

 The election of Abraham Lincoln in 1860 meant 
there would most likely be a Civil War. 

 In 1861, her son, William P. Parsons, 24, rode 
off to serve in the Confederate Army only to die 
a few months later. 

 Her other niece, Rebecca Patterson xxxxx died 
on July 22, 1862.  

 Martha’s son-in-law, John Franklin Bryson, was 
riding his horse to Waco, to join the Army, 
when Rebecca died. John mustered-in on July 
24, 1862 and served till the end of the war. 

Martha Allen Patterson Parsons continued to 
live in Ellis County until her death on March 
1, 1876. She is buried next to her son in the 
Shiloh Cemetery. 

    



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

568 

William P. Parsons (P. probably stands for Pat-
terson) was the first child of Martha A. and 
James H. Parsons and was born on November 
19, 1837 in Augusta County, Virginia. The 
family moved to Lincoln County, Missouri 
when William was about four. They lived near 
the Mississippi River a few miles south of 
Hannibal, where young Samuel Clemens (Mark 
Twain) was growing up. 

When William was about eight years old, the 
family moved to Cherokee County in The Re-
public of Texas. Then when he was about 
nineteen, the family moved to Ellis County, 
Texas, near the town of Ovilla. There they be-
came active in the Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church. William helped his mother establish a 
farm and did the normal farming chores — 
but life was about to change. 

The Civil War broke out at Fort Sumter, South 
Carolina and Texas started recruiting boys for 
the home guard. It seemed that most of the 
boys had a strong dose of 
“Texas Pride” and wanted 
to defend Texas against 
outside forces. The first 
units being formed were to 
remain within the state, 
but as the war went on, 
the home guard units were 
converted to Confederate 
Army units. 

We do not have any of Wil-
liam P. Parsons’ writings, 
but we are fortunate that 
his close friend, and army 
companion, David Cary 
Nance, wrote extensively of 
his war experiences. The 
writings of Nance are the 
basis of an excellent book, 
The Ragged Rebel, by Pro-
fessor B. P. Gallaway, of 
Abilene Christian Univer-
sity. David Cary Nance was 
the Ragged Rebel. 

In September 1861 a call 
went out for volunteers from Ellis, and sur-
rounding counties, to form a new regiment. 

They were to meet in the small community of 
Rockett near Waxahachie on September 11, 
1861. 

“As David Nance and his good friend, Will Stuart, 
guided their horses into Rockett on the morning of 
the ceremonies, they were surprised to see the 
roads leading into town ribboned with humanity 
on the move. Horse-drawn vehicles of every de-
scription were joined by hundreds of men on 
horseback and on foot eager to witness the new 
regiment organization. By 10 o’clock the little town 
was filled to overflowing. 

“At the hour of ten a.m., the bugle sounded, and 
ten companies, comprising about twelve hundred 
men, formed a “hollow square” in order to better 
perform the work at hand. This done, the marshal 
of the day demanded to know the nominations — 
first for Colonel...the name Parsons (not related to 
our William Parsons) was called out and William H. 
Parsons was selected as the leader.” 16  

Thus the famous Parsons’ Brigade was cre-
ated. Three companies were formed by men of 
Ellis County and southern Dallas County: Com-

pany E, Company H, and 
Company F. “In addition to 
the three Ellis County com-
panies, there was one each 
from Hill, Johnson, Kauf-
man, Limestone, William-
son, Freestone, and Bastrop 
counties. Since the units 
were cavalry, they were 
also known as “Texas 
Rangers.” Our William 
(Billy) P. Parsons and David 
(Dave) Nance were in Com-
pany E. 

Twenty-two year old Billy 
Parsons left home in Octo-
ber 1861, riding his horse 
260 miles to meet up with 
Company E. On October 28 
he mustered in and his 
horse was valued at $155, 
well-above the average — 
his gun was valued at $15. 

 

                                                
16 The Ragged Rebel, B.P. Gallaway, 2010, p. 14-15 

William P. Parsons muster-in roll 
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He soon found old friends that formed a small 
group that cooked and ate their meals to-
gether —messmates. “Since the Confederate 
government could not begin to supply all the 
needs of its troops, the mess system was basic 
to the army’s existence. Born of necessity, it 
was by far the most intimate and cohesive in-
formal subdivision of the Confederate military 
organization. It usually consisted of close 
friends or former neighbors in civilian life who 
enjoyed sharing their forage, rations, cooking 
utensils, and meals.”17 

Each mess chose a name, some repeatable in 
public and some not. “Dave (Nance) and his 
messmates dubbed their mess “the Long 
Branch” in honor of Little Will’s (Stuart) home-
town in Ellis County.  

“At this time the Long Branch consisted of 
Dave (Nance), Lonesome John (Sullivan), Little 
Will (Stuart), B.K. Bingham, Billy Parsons (not 
related to the regimental commander), and 
“Sor’ful Sam” E. Patton. Two other rangers 
joined the mess at different times”18 All the 
boys were from farms in the area of Cedar Hill, 
Red Oak, Ovilla, and Long Branch. They were 
all excellent horsemen and took great pride in 
their horses and the fact that they were in the 
cavalry and not the infantry. 

A few days before Christmas 1861, the boys of 
the Twelfth Texas Cavalry experienced their 
first real thrill as a member of the “Glory Boys” 
(a label given mounted troops by foot sol-
diers). The messmates rode for the first time in 
a formal dress parade through the streets of 
Houston for the benefit of civilian spectators. 

“Dave and his messmates were keenly aware 
of the scores of young ladies with brightly 
colored parasols lining the sidewalks, so they 
displayed rare good humor, each convinced 
that all eyes were on him. Dave sat rigidly 
erect in his saddle, his head held high…With 
furrowed brow, he looked neither to the 
right nor to the left, assuming the demeanor 
of a courageous warrior with serious busi-
ness on his mind.” 

                                                
17 The Ragged Rebel, B.P. Gallaway, 2010, p. 23 
18 The Ragged Rebel, B.P. Gallaway, 2010, p. 24 

The Twelfth was camped out on the banks of 
the Sims Bayou near Houston. The conditions 
were rainy, cold, muddy, and a low fog cov-
ered the area most of the time. The troops 
were discouraged because they were not mov-
ing toward the battlefront and were anxiously 
waiting for orders to move out. The poor con-
ditions led to a lot of illness in the camp and 
over forty-seven deaths. Many of the bodies 
were buried on the banks of the Bayou. Some 
of the soldiers went home to recuperate while 
those too ill to travel were sent to the hospital 
in Houston. These bad conditions continued 
and in February 1861: 

 “…a new siege of pneumonia and typhoid 
broke out. During the next two weeks an-
other four rangers died in the Houston hos-
pital, two in the same afternoon. One was 
Dave’s messmate, Billy Parsons. 

“Captain Brown, commander of Company E., 
asked Dave and the men of the Long Branch 
to serve as a special honor guard to accom-
pany Billy’s body back to Ellis County for 
burial. All eagerly consented and immedi-
ately began preparations for the journey.”  19 

After eight days in the Houston Hospital, Wil-
liam (Billy) P. Parsons died on February 24, 
1862, of Typhoid Fever, at the young age of 
24 years. The day after Billy Parsons died, the 
Twelfth Texas Cavalry received word that they 
would be leaving for Missouri or Kentucky ser-
vice. The camp was overjoyed and excited at 
the news. They would finally be leaving the 
bad conditions of Sims Bayou!  

 “Dave and his messmates shared the ex-
citement and anticipation of their comrades, 
but they realized that the transportation of 
Billy Parsons’ body back to Ellis County must 
come first. Captain Brown instructed them 
to deliver the body, attend the funeral, and 
rejoin their company as soon as possible 
wherever it happened to be at the time. So 
the next day Dave and the men of the Long 
Branch, escorted the wagon bearing the 
body of their messmate, and rode out of 
camp.” 20 

                                                
19 The Ragged Rebel, B.P. Gallaway, 2010, p. 29 
20 The Ragged Rebel, B.P. Gallaway, 2010, p. 30 
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“Dave and the surviving members of the 
Long Branch delivered Billy Parsons’ body to 
his family in Ellis County. Since the regiment 
was en route to the front, they would have 
preferred remaining with their unit. But for a 
brief interlude Dave and his messmates had 
to forget the war and bury one of its victims. 

“Billy Parsons’ funeral services were con-
ducted with military honors in a brush arbor 
south of Cedar Hill with the burial in a 
nearby graveyard identified as ‘the Shiloh 
Cemetery near Ovilla.’ Their messmate bur-
ied, Dave and the men of the Long Branch 
rushed to rejoin their regiment.” 21 

Mary Jane Parsons, the second child of Martha 
A. and James H. Parsons, was born about 
1840 in Lincoln County, Missouri. She married 
James King Polk Geaslin in Ellis County on No-
vember 15, 1866 and later moved to Hamilton 
County, Texas where she died in 1887. 

Nancy Alevia Parsons married John Franklin 
Bryson on March 1, 1860 at the Shiloh Cum-
berland Presbyterian Church, by the Rev. D. G. 
Malloy. She continued to live in Ellis County 
with John Franklin Bryson until her death on 
January 23, 1935. She is buried alongside her 
husband in the Shiloh Cemetery. It is amazing 

                                                
21 The Ragged Rebel, B.P. Gallaway, 2010, p. 32 

to think back that my father and his siblings 
all knew Nancy and could have asked her all 
about her amazing childhood, but they didn’t. 
See the chapter on Elam Bryson’s children and 
the section on John Franklin Bryson for more 
information on Nancy Alevia Parsons. 

John Parsons, Augusta County, Virginia 
We have looked at the lives of Martha A. Pat-
terson and James H. Parsons, now let’s go 
back and learn a little more about John Par-
sons, the father of James H. Parsons. He lived 
in the Shenandoah Valley near present day 
Staunton, Virginia. This was an area where 
many Scotch-Irish immigrants settled on the 
frontier and served as a buffer between the 
English settlers to the east and the native Indi-
ans to the west.  

We have not found who John’s parents were, 
but from his will, we know his wife was 
named Mary. The Parsons raised their family in 
Virginia, and there are some records in the old 
Augusta Stone Presbyterian Church related to 
the Parsons’ family. 

About 1837 or 1838, J. H. Parsons and his 
brothers, Jacob, George, and David moved to 
Lincoln County, Missouri. In June 1843 John 
decided to write-up his will. He had given 
some of his children money and possibly some 
goods before they moved. John makes refer-
ence to this fact and spells out that he wants 
the monies he had advanced to be taken into 
account in dividing up the property. 

The will was presented to the court in Decem-
ber 1846 and everything seemed in order. The 
will is again presented to the court in January 
1847. Here we find a big surprise. John’s son 
Harrison and his son-in law, Samuel Coffman, 
refuse to be the executors as called out in the 
will. 

Two neighbors, William Beard and Zachariah 
R. Johnston agreed to take on the responsibil-
ity. Each had to put up a $16,000 security 
bond insuring they would properly carry out 
the terms of the will. The large sum for the 
security bonds was an indication that John 
Parsons had considerable property and was 
very well-off. 

Wm. P. Parsons 
Died Feb. 24, 1862 

Aged 24 years, 3 ms., 5 days 
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John Parsons’ will written June 30, 1843 and 
filed with the court on December 10, 184622 
I John Parsons of Augusta County and state of Virginia 
do hereby make my last will and testament in manner and 
form following that is to say. 

1st. It is my will and desire that all the perishable prop-
erty belonging to me be immediately sold after my de-
cease and out of the monies arising there from all of my 
just debts and funeral expenses be paid.   

2ndly.  I will and bequeath unto my beloved wife Mary 
the one third part of all my estate both real and personal 
to her during her natural life. 

3rdly. It is my will and desire that so soon after my de-
cease as practicable I wish my executors to make the sale 
of the plantation where on I live allowing to the person or 
persons having the same rented sufficient time for him or 
them to take off any crop that may be growing on the 
land at my decease and the monies arising from the sale 
of the land together and with all other monies belonging 
to my estate. I wish my executors to divide the same 
equally between my several children namely Jacob, 
David, George, Sarah, Hannah, Harrison and James. First 
taken out of their several advancement and for which I 
hold several of their bonds and for some I have kept an 
account in a small book and to which I wish my execu-
tors to have particular reference thereto in order to enable 
them to make a fair and equal division of my estate 
among my several children and their respective heirs. 

4thly. It is my will and desire that the portion which 
would fall to my son George had he been living shall be 
given to his three children and their heirs forever and I 
wish my son David to be entrusted with the money to be 
by him layed out in land to the best advantage for the 
benefit of my son George's three several children and if 
incase my son David refuses to act for the children then I 
wish my executors to act in laying out the said money in 
land for the benefit of the said three children. 

5thly. I give and bequeath unto my daughters Sarah and 
Hannah a good bed and bedstead over and above an equal 
divide and it is my will and desire that the mare given to 
my daughter Sarah is not to be charged to her but to go as 
so much given her for services rendered before her mar-
riage.   

6thly.  It is my will and desire that my negro woman 
Linny be sold after my  decease and she to have the lib-
erty of choosing her own master in the neighborhoods as 
convenient to her husband as she can and is not to be 
disposed of to negro masters who will remove her out of 
the County.  

 

                                                
22 Augusta County Will Book 27, p. 269 

Lastly. I nominate and appoint my son-in-law Samuel 
Coffman and my son Harrison Parsons to be executors of 
this my last will and testament hereby revoking all former 
wills heretofore made by me.  In witness whereof I John 
Parsons hath hereunto set my hand and affixed my seal 
this 30th day of June 1843. 

Signed sealed and delivered 
in presence of us. 
James P. Beard 
John Givens 
William Beard 
 

 

 

John Parsons’ will presented December 1846 

In the County Court of Augusta Dec. term 1846 

This last will and testament of John Parsons dec'd was 
presented in court and found by the oath of John Givens 
and William Beard two of the subscribing witnesses 
hereto and ordered to be recorded.  

Teste 
Jefferson Kinney CAE 

 

 

 

John Parsons’ will presented January 1847 

In the County Court aforesaid January term 1847 

This last will and testament of John Parsons dec'd was 
again presented in court and having been heretofore 
proved and admitted to record. Samuel Coffman and Har-
rison Parsons the executors herein named appeared in 
court and refused to take upon themselves the burden of 
the execution of said will and on the motion of William 
Beard who made oath hereto and together with Zachariah 
R. Johnston and Thomas A Turk two securities who justi-
fied as such be entered in to and acknowledged their bond 
in the penalty of sixteen thousand dollars conditioned as 
the law directs which bond is ordered to be recorded. 
Certificate is granted the said William Beard for obtain-
ing letters of administration with the will annexed on the 
estate of the said John Parsons dec'd in due form. 

Teste 
Jefferson Kinney CAE 
 

The will of John Parsons,1773-1846, follows 
on the next page. 
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There were over 25 pages of documents filed in the 
Augusta County Court books over the period of five 
years that it took to settle the estate of John Par-
sons. An inventory of his goods was filed a few 
weeks after his death detailing his possessions with 
an estimated value of each item. After the items 
were sold, a list was submitted to the court with the 
name of the buyer and the price paid. This kind of 
list is valuable for genealogy research since it lists 
dozens of names of neighbors and it places an indi-
vidual or a family in a particular area at a given date. 

Although no one item jumps out as being very un-
usual, there are many items that were necessities 
for the early pioneer. Some of the items included: 
wheat fan, cutting box, augurs, hatter chain, log 
chain, plantation wagon, felling axes, mattock & 
hoe, cider barrel & keg, carpenters tools, tar bucket, 
grinding stones, dough tray, spinning wheels, steel-
yards, fireplace shovel, and a copper kettle. 

Clearly John Parsons’ belongings were mainly items 
needed to operate a farm on the frontier. Slaves and 
real-estate were shown on a different document. 

Personal inventory of John Parson’s estate— Augusta Co. VA Will Book 27-444 
 

 
Cupboard

Safe

Table

Chairs

24 hour clock

Falling leaf table

Side board

Looking glass

Pitcher & tumblers

Corner cupboard

Candle stand

Bed #2

       Transcription added by the author 

A small fraction of items sold from John Parson’s estate— Augusta Co. VA Will Book 27-448 
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Addendum 
Examples of a few of the original legal documents are shown on the next few pages for anyone wanting to 

see more detailed information. 

 

Transcribed by the author. 

Case 1. Martha A. Parsons Schedule of Separate Property of 155 acre homeplace in Cherokee County 

State of Texas State of Cherokee — Know all men by these presents that I, Martha A. Parsons, wife of James H. Parsons, both of said 
county and state aforesaid do this day present for registration the following schedule of property which I now own and possess as my 
own separate property and to which my said husband James H. Parsons, has no right or claim what so ever one negro woman slave 
name Louisa about 16 years of age of a copper color. One tract of land lot of Wm. Dougherty being about ¾ of a mile from the town 
of Rusk and County and State aforesaid. Containing one hundred and fifty-five acres which is more fully described in the County 
Clerks office of the County aforesaid. Given under my hand and seal using a scroll for seal this 1 March AD 1849.    W.P. Brittain, 
County Clerk     Jas P. Craig.   Martha A. Parsons 

Case 2. Martha A. Parsons sues her husband, James H. Parsons, and he deeds Dallas property to her
23 

The State of Texas Cherokee County — Whereas James H. Parsons on or about the year of Christ our Lord, One thousand eight hun-
dred thirty six in the County of Augusta in the State of Virginia intermarried with one Martha A. Patterson, the daughter of one James 
Patterson of said state.  And whereas the said James H. Parsons since his marriage with the said Martha A. as aforesaid has with his 
said wife removed to the state of Texas “formerly the Republic of Texas” and have become citizens thereof.  And whereas the said 
James H. Parsons since his residence in the state aforesaid has received from the estate of James Patterson, dec’d as the property of his 
wife, Martha A. the sum of one-thousand dollars.  Which sum of money the said James H. Parsons has since converted to his own use 
to the injury of his said wife.  And whereas it is but just and right that he should refund the same or make recompense therefore to his 
said wife that she should be maintained and supported as was contemplated by her Father. “Now for the purposes aforesaid” be it 
known that this indenture, made and executed (entered) into this sixteenth day of March in the year of Christ our Lord one thousand 
eight hundred and fifty, between the said James H. Parsons of the County of Cherokee and state aforesaid of the first part and his wife 
Martha A. Parsons of said county and state of the second part. Witnesseth, that for the consideration of the promises in full satisfaction 
of the said one thousand dollars and the sum of one dollar to him paid he has the day of the date hereof bargained sold and conveyed 
and by these presents doth bargain sell and convey unto the said Martha A. Parsons the following described property to wit two sorrel 
horses, one gray mare, fifty head of hogs, marked under bit in the right and upper bit in the left, ten head of cattle, one two-horse 
wagon, and three hundred and twenty acres of land laying and being in the County of Dallas state aforesaid it being a part of a third of 
a league known as survey no. 43 forty three on Rowlets Creek a tributary of the Bois D’Arc or east fork of Trinity River, about 20 
twenty miles N E  by N from Dallas made by virtue of James Howards headright certificate No. 75 seventy-five issued by the Board 
of Commissioners of San Augustine County on the first day of February 1838 …..[continues] 

                                                
23 Ellis Co. Deed Book A-283-284 and Cherokee Co. Deed Book C-369-370 

 Case 1 Martha A. Parsons filed declaring separate property ownership of the 155 acre home place in Cherokee Co. 
The declarations were filed in Cherokee County Deed Book C-59,60 and also in the Ellis County Deed Book A-285 
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Case 2 Martha A. Parsons sues her husband and he deeds Dallas property to her 
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State of Texas, Cherokee County 
Know all men by these present that, I, Joseph F. Henry 
Sheriff of said County of Cherokee have this day pro-
ceeded to sale all the interest of Wm. P. Brittain and 
James H. Parsons in the three hundred and twenty acres 
of land being the head right of Mary Shin, and situated, 
lying and being in the County and State by virtue of a 
FIFO issued from the District Court of said County fall 
term A.D. eighteen fifty upon a judgment rendered the 
second day of November A.D. eighteen fifty issued 28th 
November A.D. eighteen fifty in favor of Samuel Robb 
and John Fairbaim against Joseph S Able, Wm. P. Brit-
tain and James H. Parsons in the same being publicly sold 
at the Court House door of said County after having been 
advertised according to law on the first Tuesday in April 
A.D. eighteen fifty one and Joseph S. Able being the lead 
bidder the same was bid by him for the sum and price of 

$35.20 which said land was sold under the encumbrance 
of an attachment lien on said Parsons interest in said land. 
Now therefore I, Joseph F. Henry, Sheriff of said County 
for and in consideration of the said sum of $35.20, to me 
in hand paid by said Able the receipt of which is hereby 
acknowledged hath this day, I do by virtue of these pre-
sent and by virtue of said sale convey unto the said Able 
as Sheriff aforesaid and in no other capacity all the right 
and title that entitle Wm. P. Brittain and the said James 
H. Parsons if either of them had in the said tract, piece 
and parcel of land aforesaid to have and to hold the same 
manner that said Brittain & Parsons might have done had 
not the same been ceased or sold under the execution of 
aforesaid. In testimony the said Joseph F. Henry, Sheriff 
as aforesaid has hereunto set his hand and affix his seal 
this the first day of April A. D. eighteen fifty One.  
Attest: J. S. Able. 

Sheriffs Sale – A portion of the sale document, Cherokee County Deed Book K-130 
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Lawsuit against J. H. Parsons by partners 
It appears that James H. Parsons has left the 
business partnership of Able, Brittain, & Par-
sons. He may have been ousted by Able and 
Brittain for some wrong doing, or as one fre-
quently sees in partnerships there is a feeling 
that one partner is not putting in enough 
money or effort or is taking out too much.  

A law suit was filed by Able & Brittain, the re-
maining partnership, against Jas. H. Parsons in 
the Cherokee County Court probably about 
1851. We do not know the results of the trial, 
but the Parsons moved out of the Rusk, Texas 
area shortly afterward. 

Able & Brittain vs Jas H. Parsons 
Plaintiff has hereunto Amend. 
In this Case it is ordered by the Court that the various 
matters of accounts and disputes between the parties to 
their suit be recommitted to Allen Slameron and W. R. 
Wiggins as auditors and that the said auditors after giv-
ing to the said parties or their attorneys of record rea-
sonable notices of the time and place when they will enter 
upon the investigation of said accounts & other matters 
in dispute and also notifying them to appear before said 
auditors with such accounts vouchers & other proof as 
they may think proper to be submitted to said auditors 
and that said auditors also have power to examine wit-
nesses upon oath should they deem it necessary. It is fur-
ther ordered that said auditors enquire and report upon 
the following points viz: 

     1st What amount of capital each of the parties paid 
into the said partnership firm.   

     2nd What amount of goods were purchased by said 
partnership firm & the costs of the same. 

     3rd What amount of goods were sold by said firm and 
at what profit same were sold. 

     4th What amount said profits & sales were realized. 

     5th What debts due to said partnership remain still 
unpaid and what amount of the same are upon insolvent 
persons. 

     6th What amount each of said parties are indebted by 
account for goods & money purchased and drawn from 
said firm. 

     7th What amount of the debts of said partnership has 
been paid by each of the said partners and whether the 
same was paid out of the partnership or the individual 
means of said partners or either of them or the time of 
said payments. 

     8th What amount the said firm was owing if any at the 
time of the commencement of this suit. 

     9th What amount of the property money or assets of 
said firm either of said partners received and have not 
accounted for. 

     10th What amount each of the said partners are now 
separately indebted to said firm after considering all the 
evidence. 

And it is further ordered that said auditors make said 
report upon oath on or before the next term of this court 
and that the said report contain a tabular statement of 
said accounts & matters and summing up and showing 
how said partnership affairs stand. In this case plaintiffs 
asked and obtained leave of the court to amend by paying 
the costs of said amendment.  
Cherokee County Court Record Book A-283,284 
A small portion of the original document is shown below 

 

The Able & Brittain vs James H. Parson lawsuit (small portion) 
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The Pattersons 
 
 

 

The Patterson Families 
We have just learned about the Parsons fami-
lies and now we will learn about our Patterson 
ancestors. 

Like so many of our other ancestors, the Pat-
tersons were Scotch-Irish Presbyterians who 
were influenced by Rev. James Knox and John 
Calvin. They moved from Scotland to Ireland 
in the early 1600s, when King James I offered 
them land in Northern Ireland in the Ulster 
province.  

The Pattersons were among a group that de-
veloped farms, established businesses, and 
grew a robust economy over several genera-
tions. The Scotch-Irish enjoyed practicing their 
religion in this isolated area without the inter-
ference of the crown. But as the Ulster, Ireland 
economy flourished, the King of England saw 

an untapped opportunity for greater income 
by heavily taxing the Scotch-Irish on the fruits 
of their labors. As different Kings came into 
power, the level of problems grew worse. 

When King James II, a Roman Catholic con-
vert, came into power in 1685, things really 
became difficult for the Scotch-Irish Protes-
tants of Northern Ireland. They were not sup-
porters of the King and resisted his policy 
changes that made their life difficult.  

Siege of Londonderry 

The situation in Ulster, Ireland became increas-
ingly difficult for the Scotch-Irish Presbyteri-
ans. King James II gave some real concessions 
to the Irish Roman Catholics in an effort to 
hold on to his throne. The lands in Ulster that 
had been developed by the Scotch-Irish for 
about 60 years were being put into Irish 

William Patterson

James Givens

James Craig

Agnes Henderson

John Anderson

Jane

Mary Laird

The Ancestors of
Martha Allen Patterson (Parsons)

Martha Allen

Martha Allen  Patterson

Wm. Daniel Craig

Jean Anderson

Deborah Givens

Mary Jane Craig
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Catholic control. King James II had a plan to 
clear out the Protestants and put Irish Catho-
lics in control of all of Ireland including the 
successful land in Ulster occupied by the Prot-
estants. 

“By November 1688, Enniskillen and Derry 
were the two garrisons in Ulster that were not 
wholly loyal to James..… A force of around 
1,200 Scottish Catholic ‘Redshanks’ (High-
landers) then set out for the city. On Decem-
ber 7th, with the army a short distance away, 
13 apprentice boys seized the city keys and 
locked the gates.”24 Their actions prevented 
the invading army from entering the city. 

About this time, King James II, was ousted 
from power by his Protestant daughter Mary 
and her husband, William of Orange. “On De-
cember 10th, King James fled London. He was 
caught, but escaped a second time on De-
cember 23rd and made his way to France. 
James' first cousin, King Louis XIV of France, 
gave him support to retain his crown. In Lon-
don on February 13, 1689, William and Mary 
were crowned. On March 12th, James landed 
in Kinsale (on Ireland's south coast) with 6,000 
French soldiers (Jacobites). He took Dublin and 
marched north with an army of Irish and 
French Catholics. 
                                                
24 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Siege_of_Derry 

“As the Jacobite army neared, all the buildings 
outside the city walls were set alight by the 
defenders to prevent them being used as 
cover by the besiegers. 

“The Jacobite army arrived at Derry on April 
18th. King James rode to Bishop's Gate and 
asked the city to surrender. He was rebuffed, 
and some of the city's defenders fired at him. 
James would ask thrice more, but was refused 
each time. This marked the beginning of the 
siege,” known as the Londonderry Siege. 25 

Queen Mary II, now in full control of England, 
sent an armada of Royal Navy ships to Ireland 
to quell the siege of Derry. When it was all 

over, “the city had endured 105 
days of siege during which 
some 8,000 people of a popula-
tion of 30,000 were said to have 
died.”26 

The siege is commemorated an-
nually by the Apprentice Boys of 
Derry who stage a week-long 
festival culminating in a parade 
around the walls of the city. Al-
though violence has attended 
these parades in the past, those 
in recent years have been largely 
peaceful. 

So why is this important to us? 
Our Patterson ancestors were in 
the area of the Londonderry 
Siege and for several genera-

tions they passed down stories of the suffer-
ing by family members during the siege. To 
them it was a traumatic event that should not 
be forgotten. Today we hear the saying, Re-
member the Alamo, or Remember Pearl Har-
bor in much the same tone the Patterson’s 
wanted succeeding generations to “Remem-
ber Londonderry.” The siege reinforced the 
Scotch-Irish distrust of the leadership of the 
English Empire. 

The situation for the Scotch-Irish in Ulster did 
not improve as the years passed. This 

                                                
25 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Siege_of_Derry 
26 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Siege_of_Derry 

"While we were in this state of confusion, a few resolute apprentice boys 
determined for us: these ran to the gates and shut them, drew up the 
bridge and seized the magazine."                         Captain Thomas Ash, 1688 
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prompted four big waves of migrations to the 
colonies. The first wave was about 1717-1730 
when most of the immigrants settled in west-
ern Pennsylvania. The second wave, from 
1738-1741, brought Scotch-Irish settlers to 
the Shenandoah Valley, at the western edge 
of the new frontier and west of the Blue Ridge 
Mountains. Some of the earlier Scotch-Irish 
immigrants who had lived in Pennsylvania also 
moved to Virginia and joined the new immi-
grants who in many cases were relatives and 
friends. 

It was during this second wave of immigrants 
that William Patterson, a single man, came to 
America. Since he had such a common name, 
we have not been able to identify with cer-
tainty which ship he came over on. He most 
likely was brought over by James Patton, a sea 
captain from County Derry, Ireland, near 
where the Patterson’s lived. 

James Patton was the son of a prominent ship 
builder, merchant ship fleet owner and opera-
tor. As a young man, James Patton joined the 
Royal Navy of England, and soon earned the 
reputation as a skilled ship captain. Patton left 
the Navy and started making trips to the colo-
nies, bringing over immigrants and returning 
with a cargo of tobacco, skins, furs, lumber 
and a few passengers. 

In 1737, Captain Patton received a letter from 
William Beverley inviting him to become a 
partner in a large land speculation deal. Bever-
ley had been issued a land patent by Virginia 
Governor Gooch. This land was known as 
‘Manor of Beverley’ comprising 30,000 acres 
between the Blue Ridge Mountains to the east 
and the Appalachian Mountains on the west 
and on both sides of the Shenandoah River.27 
One of the stipulations of the patent was that 
the land had to be settled with one family per 
one thousand acres within a given time pe-
riod. There were a number of circumstances 
that came into play. 

 

                                                
27 The Scotch-Irish, Charles Augustus Hanna, Vol. 2, 
1902, G. P.  Putnam & Sons, p. 45 

 Wm. Beverley had a huge amount of land 

 The British were generally not well suited for 
wild frontier life, but the Scotch-Irish people 
of Ulster, Ireland, were rugged pioneers and 
wanted to be free of the British Royalty. 

 The British settlers in the eastern part of Vir-
ginia were happy to have the Scotch-Irish 
settle on the other side of the mountains 
and form a buffer between them and the 
Indians. 

 The situation in Ireland was deteriorating for 
the Scotch-Irish and many were ready to 
leave. 

 Captain James Patton was operating his ship 
from Northern Ireland directly to Virginia. He 
was a Scotch-Irish native and had many con-
tacts in Ulster, Ireland. 

 Patton needed passengers for his ship and 
Beverley needed settlers for his frontier land. 

Patton agreed to become a business partner 
with William Beverley. It was a good match 
since Patton was in a position to promote the 
Beverley Manor settlement, thus making 
money from not only the ship passengers, but 
also from the selling of the land in Virginia. 

James Patton had agents throughout Ulster 
advertising the ship passages and the oppor-
tunities of the Beverley Manor. In County 
Derry, he appointed his brother-in-law, John 
Preston, as an agent to recruit immigrants 
among the Scotch-Irish population. The Pat-
tersons may have been in the group that was 
recruited. 

James Patton believed his own advertising, for 
in 1738 he loaded his wife and children, as 
well as his sister’s family, the Prestons, on the 
Walpole and started the two-month voyage 
with a total of 65 passengers. At the time of 
the voyage, the sailing ship Walpole was 24 
years old and had made several round trips to 
America. It weighed 85 tons, carried six guns 
and was manned by a crew of ten. The ship 
was owned by Walter Lutwidge, a Presbyte-
rian from Whitehaven, England, from whom it 
was chartered. The charter bond was given at 
Whitehaven on March 16, 1738.28 

                                                
28 Tinkling Springs, p. 22-23 



20 – The Parsons and Patterson Families 

581 

The Walpole arrived at Hobb’s Hole, Virginia 
on the Rappahannock River, on August 26, 
1738, with James Patton listed as the Master 
of the ship.29 It is believed that about half of 
the passengers were Scotch-Irish and had 
come over to settle on the lands of the Bever-
ley Manor. 

The Pattons, Prestons, and other families im-
mediately went west to the Beverley Manor 
settlement. There Patton acquired 1398 acres 
on the South River near the future Tinkling 
Spring Presbyterian Church. Captain James 
Patton was here to stay. He started settling his 
family in a wild new frontier on the extreme 
western edge of the colonies in the Shenan-
doah Valley. William Patterson settled about 

                                                
29 The Colonial Office, Shipping returns, 1735-1786 

two miles upstream on the South River; so 
they were close neighbors of the Pattons. 

The Walpole was returned to England dur-
ing the next sailing season by another 
Captain. Patton accumulated several thou-
sand more acres over the next few years. 
He was active in the founding of the Tin-
kling Spring Presbyterian Church and 
served as one of its key leaders the rest of 
his life. He became a Colonel in the Vir-
ginia Militia, but in 1755, while visiting the 
Draper’s Meadow settlement, Colonel 
James Patton was killed by Indians. 

Whether our ancestor William Patterson 
came through the port of Philadelphia or if 
he came to Virginia on one of Captain Pat-
ton’s voyages is of minor importance. Wil-
liam Patterson is first identified in existing 
records in 174130, and in 1744 he was one 
of those in John Finley’s quarter that was 
assessed 12 shillings for the construction 
of the first Tinkling Spring Presbyterian 
Church.”31 

One of the first orders of business on the 
frontier was to establish places of worship. 
The Rev. John Craig, a young Presbyterian 
minister, was Scotch-Irish and had been 
born in Ulster, Ireland. He received his di-
vinity training at the University of Edin-

burgh where he earned his M.A. degree in 
1833. He immediately came to the colonies 
where he continued his training under the 
Rev. John Thompson. He passed his trials for 
licensure in 1738. Upon arriving in Augusta 
County in 1740, he saw a great need for a 
place of worship for the Scotch-Irish Presbyte-
rians that were starting to arrive and settle in 
Beverley Manor. Rev. Craig established two 
churches in 1740, Tinkling Spring near the 
center of the Beverley Manor and Augusta 
Stone Church about ten miles north just out-
side the Beverley Manor boundary line. Both 

                                                
30 Patterson Family Genealogy, Rev. B. Craig Patterson, 
1946. Microfilm copy available at Union Theological 
Seminary, Richmond, Virginia 
31 The Tinkling Spring: Headwater of Freedom, Howard 
McKnight Wilson, 1954 
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churches built ‘pole’ or log buildings for their 
Meeting House. 

Rev. Craig considered the two churches to be 
a single congregation and served both as pas-
tor for many years. The Pattersons, Pattons, 
and most of the other families of Beverley 
Manor were members of the Tinkling Spring 
Presbyterian Church. 

Temporary ‘Pole houses’ were built at each 
location. In 1844 the Tinkling Spring members 
agreed to build their first permanent church 
building, and to get the ball rolling a notice 
was posted on the entrance to the church an-
nouncing that the member families had been 
assessed 12 shillings each. Three districts were 
organized and each was led by one of the of-
ficers of the church. They were: John Christian 
— 40 families; William Wright — 18 families; 
and John Farley — 19 families. Below we only 
show the listing for John Farley’s district, since 
that is the district in which our ancestor, Wil-
liam Patterson lived. 

November ye 12th 1744 
   All persons Belonging to ye tinkling Spring Congertion 
are Desired to pay thire respetif Qotos to thire Comision-
ers and there assistance as folows Viz—John Cristian 
and William Robison & James Alexander for one part—
And William Wright and Georg Hutchison for another 
part—John Finley and Arsbald Stuart for another part—
which Colectors resepts Shall be seuficient Discharges 
for ye first payment of ye one half of ye Charges of ye 
bilding of ye Meting house & purchasing a plot Belong-
ing to same from William Thomson paying ye mason & 
underpinning ye house & halling ye timber for ye house 
which amounts to 12 s per family— 

John Finley’ Quarter 
 Andrew McClure  Andrew McClure 
 Robert Tuk (Turk) James Campbell 
 Samuel Gay  Arsbold Stuart 
 Robert Finley  William Patterson 
 John Finley  William Cear (Kerr) 
 William Finley  Joseph Tays (Tees) 
 John McCullock  Samuel Steel 
 James Galespey  Isaac White 
 David Edmiston  John McClure 
 James McClure 
     The above to be collected by asistance of Arsbald Stu-
art consisting of 19 familays 
     Sined By order of ye Comisenors pr John Christian 
Clerk to Acct pay’ts must be made in one month ater 
Date hereof. 

The first permanent meeting house was 24’ x 
50’ made of logs with small horizontal win-
dows on the sides. There was a door at the 
front and the rear of the building. The win-
dow openings were framed and fitted with 
shutters. Below the ground sills of the build-
ing was an underpinning done by a skilled 
stone-mason. The church was built near the 
ever-flowing spring that made a tinkling 
sound—hence the name for the church.32 

The interior of the sanctuary was very simple 
in keeping with its place in the wilderness. It 
had a dirt floor and of course no heating sys-
tem. The pews were hand-hewn by Robert 
Black and John Hamilton — 340 linear feet of 
backless benches. They worked three days and 
were paid 7s 6p for their labor. They probably 
used local trees for the large logs. 

In those days, there was both morning and 
afternoon messages by the minister. The 
morning service began at ten o’clock and re-
cessed at twelve for a lunch period. After an 
hour’s recess, the afternoon services lasted 
from 1 o’clock till sunset; and sometimes it 
was so late that the Clerk found it difficult to 
read the last Psalm.33 

The singing of Psalms was a regular part of 
their worship. The book, His Psalter, contained 
the 150 Psalms of the Old Testament “in me-
tre.” Some of the Psalms were particular fa-
vorites of Mr. Craig and he had notes about 
when they were to be used. For example, “af-
ter wrong & disgrace received – psalms 42, 69, 
70, 140, 144, 
                                                
32 The Tinkling Spring, Wilson, p. 88-89 
33 The Tinkling Spring, Wilson p 101-102 

Picture from “The Tinkling Spring”— Wilson, p.xx 

Tinkling Spring Church — 1744 
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The custom of the day was to enforce the 
payment of subscriptions to support the pas-
tor and the meeting house. The commission-
ers set up a policy of annual rental of seats in 
the church ranging from £1 12s 6d down to 
12s. The chart above shows the fee schedule 
with the more desirable seats bringing a 
higher subscription price. The church minutes 
spell out some of the rules:  
“At a meeting of ye Comm’s of the Tinkling Spring Con-
gration, it is agreed that there is not above two families 
to Sit upon one Seate unless Some be unprovided for 
when ye Seats is full that we the Said Com’s Shall place 
Such families or persons in Sd Seats where we see ye 
most Room they paying theire proportionable part of Sd 
Seats where pleac’d Signed per order 10th of May 1748 

Jno Christian.” 

A monument near the fellow-
ship hall reads “Sacred to the 
Memory of the Immigrants to 
this valley who turned the 
wilderness into habitations.” It 
honors the 49 members who 
paid their 16s assessment in 
1744 to help build the first 
permanent sanctuary. Their 
names are inscribed, including 
that of William Patterson. 

William Patterson — the immigrant 
William Patterson bought 247 acres of land 
from William Beverley on February 25, 1749, 
just east of the Tinkling Spring Presbyterian 
Church. The land was on both sides of the 
South River and a couple of miles upstream 
from the James Patton land.34 Our branch of 
the Patterson line, were known as the Patter-
sons of South River. 

Shortly after arriving in Virginia, William Pat-
terson married Agnes Henderson.35 Some in-
teresting questions that remain unanswered 
are: did Patterson know Agnes in Ireland, did 
he come over on the same ship with her, and 
how is she related to William Patterson’s im-
mediate neighbor, David Henderson, or the 
other Hendersons in Beverley Manor.  

The Pattersons were early members of the Tin-
kling Spring Presbyterian Church and some of 
their children were baptized there by the Rev. 
John Craig, the founding pastor.36 

The Patterson site was probably very desirable 
property since it had the South River and an-
other stream running through it. 

                                                
34 Augusta Co., VA, Deed Book 2, p. 562 
35 Historical Atlas of Augusta Co., VA., Joseph A. 
Waddell, 1885 
36 The Tinkling Spring: Headwater of Freedom, Howard 
McKnight Wilson, 1954, p. 480 
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William Patterson continued to live on his 
original 247 acre farm in Beverley Manor until 
he and his wife Agnes sold the land to James 
Bell on August 18, 1761 for £120.37  James 
Bell was one of the founding members of the 
Tinkling Spring Church, and he served as an 
Elder in the church until his death in 1792. 

Agnes and William Patterson bought a 330 
acre tract of land from William Lamb (Lamme) 
on both sides of the South River about ten 
miles north and just north of the Beverley 
Manor tract.38 Again the Pattersons owned 
property with the South River running through 
it so their local name, ‘the Pattersons of South 
River’ was still appropriate. They were near the 
Augusta Stone Presbyterian Church and Rev. 
Craig was still their pastor.  

                                                
37 Augusta Co., VA, Deed Book 9, p. 503 

On the map below, the “Patterson 1” listing 
was the original 247 acres in Beverley Manor 
and the “Patterson 2” listing was the location 
of the 330 acre tract just north of the Beverely 
Manor that William Patterson bought in 1761. 

This land became the Patterson home place 
with the Pattersons living in that area for 
many generations. The ridge of mountains just 
east of their property was named Patterson 
Ridge as shown on the 1884 detailed map 
drawn by the famous Civil War cartographer, 
Jedediah Hotchkiss. 

In his book, “The Tinkling Spring: Headwater 
of Freedom,” Wilson states that “A close ex-
amination of the list of contributors from 
1765 to 1770, as compared with the list of 
members who built the Tinkling Spring Log 
Meeting House a quarter of a century earlier, 
reveals a large turn-over in membership. Ab-
sent from this list—some conspicuously so be-
cause of their prominence in earlier days—are 
the following names: Breckenridge, Cowan, 
Craig, Cunningham,…Miller, Patterson, Pat-
ton, Preston, Robinson, and Scott.”39 The Pat-
tersons and many members of the Tinkling 
Spring Church had moved ten or fifteen miles 
north and were closer to the sister church, 
Augusta Stone Church. The Pattersons trans-
ferred their membership to the Augusta Stone 
Church and continued to worship there for 
several generations. 

The Augusta County deed books contain re-
cords of several of the land transactions that 
William Patterson, Sr., the immigrant, made, 
including the acquisition of additional land. In 
1773, William Patterson, Sr. sold 111 acres, 
west of the South River, to his son James Pat-
terson. Later in 1786, William sold the rest of 
his property to his son William, Jr. Then Wil-
liam Patterson, Sr. went on to live with his son 
James. Several reports say that William Patter-
son, Sr. lived to be over 100 years old. We be-
lieve he and Agnes had four children; James, 
William, Jr., Virginia, and Jane. 

                                                                            
38 Augusta Co., VA, Deed Book 11, p. 605 
39 The Tinkling Spring: Headwater of Freedom, Howard 
McKnight Wilson, 1954, p. 178 
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Let’s pause a while and explore what was go-
ing on about that time in Shenandoah Valley 
and in colonial America. 

Old Augusta Stone Church 
In 1747, after meeting in the original tempo-
rary ‘pole house’ for seven years, the congre-
gation decided to build a permanent stone 
church structure  to serve as a place of wor-
ship and also as a fort in case of Indian at-
tacks. Although there is no record of the 
church being attacked, it was a place many of 
the neighbors fled to when the alarm was 
sounded.40 

                                                
40 http://www.augustastone.org 

The bronze plaque reads: 
Augusta Stone Church 

This, the oldest Presbyterian house of worship 
in Virginia is an eloquent memorial to the 
Liberty-loving God-fearing Scotch-Irish folk 
who first settled this part of the valley. 
Through their arduous labors the building was 
completed in 1747 and dedicated in 1749 
under the first pastor, Dr. John Craig, a native 
of Northern Ireland. It served also as a fort 
during the Indian raids which followed Brad-
dock’s defeat. 
The original walls extend from this spot to the 
wings in the rear, which were added in 1922. 

The boundary of Rev. Craig’s parish 
was twenty miles wide and thirty 
miles long. He averaged 98 bap-
tisms a year between 1740 and 
1749. Today the original old stone 
church of 1747 constitutes most of 
the nave of the present sanctuary. 
This makes Old Augusta Stone Pres-
byterian Church the oldest Presbyte-
rian house of worship in continuous 
use in the State of Virginia. 

The early baptismal records for the 
church have survived and are 
housed in a museum on the present 
Augusta Stone Church property. 
Many of our ancestors’ names are 
listed in those documents. 

Their web site in 2010 states: 
Founded in 1740, Augusta Stone is the old-
est Presbyterian house of worship in con-
tinuous use in Virginia.  Located seven miles 
north of Staunton in Augusta County in the 
heart of the beautiful Shenandoah Valley, 

we offer a friendly place to worship; youth program-
ming; a vibrant choral and handbell program; mission 
opportunities; and a rich cultural heritage.  We welcome 
your inquiries and visits. "Large enough to have good 
programming; small enough to be a family." 

 

Part of the original wall of the Old Augusta Stone Church 

Old Augusta Stone Church — 2010 
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The Seven Years War 
The colonies were growing rapidly and the 
settlers wanted to expand westward across 
the Appalachian Mountains into the fertile 
undeveloped Ohio Valley. 

France claimed the territory presently occupied 
by the Indians and had developed good rela-
tions with them as fur traders. A war erupted 
in 1754 when a Virginian major of the militia, 
George Washington, ambushed a small French 
detachment. This was the beginning of a war 
that started two years later, the Seven Years 
War. This was a global war that erupted in 
Europe, the West Indies, and other places. 
England was pitted against France which was 
supported by Austria, Sweden, Russia, and 
Spain. After seven years of fighting, the Trea-
ties of Paris were signed in February 1763. As 
a result of the agreements, England had 
gained much of the North American territory 
previously controlled by the French. The 
French kept control of the West Indies.  

There was great rejoicing and celebrating in 
the colonies and especially on the frontier of 
Virginia when the treaties were signed. The 
door would now be open to cross the Appala-
chian Mountains and move into the fertile 
Ohio Valley to the west.  

The colonists had risked their lives fighting the 
French and Indians, and they had finally won 
the territory they so much wanted. The British 
crown saw things a little differently: 

1. Mercantile trade with the colonies was of 
utmost importance. There was little hope for 
trade with those beyond the Appalachians. 

2. Settlers beyond the Appalachians would 
become very self-sufficient and they would be 
impossible to rule and control. 

3. The Indians, who previously had good rela-
tions with the French, were distrusting of the 
English because the Indians had been viciously 
ousted from their lands along the Atlantic 
seaboard. 

4. With the west wide open, the crown would 
lose control. They wanted to be the sole de-
terminer over future westward expansion. 

In October 1763 the joyous celebrations 
turned to frustration and anger. A royal proc-
lamation was issued by the king and his coun-
cil drawing an imaginary line along the ridge 
of the Appalachian Mountains. The Proclama-
tion of 1763 forbade English colonists from 
going into the area west of the Appalachian 
Mountains. Any settler currently west of the 
mountains had to move back east, and the 
colonist could not go back into those lands 
again. 

The lands west of the Appalachian Mountains 
all the way to the Mississippi River were de-
clared Indian lands. The proclamation closed 
the very expansion door the colonists had 
fought so hard to open, and it severely wid-
ened the rift with England. This greatly af-
fected the Scotch-Irish settlers since they were 
the ones along the western frontier from 
Pennsylvania down through the Carolinas. 

Further it affected the settlers of Beverley 
Manor and specifically our Patterson ancestors 
and their in-laws because they were very close 
to the Proclamation line as shown in the map 
above. 

   



20 – The Parsons and Patterson Families 

587 

 

Once again the crown had gone back on its 
promises and tried to gain tighter control over 
the Scotch-Irish. This 1763 Proclamation did 
slow down westward expansion, and our Pat-
terson ancestors remained in Shenandoah Val-
ley for several generations. 

The Proclamation also had the effect of unify-
ing the Scotch-Irish against the crown, and 13 
years later in 1776, when the Declaration of 
Independence was signed, it was easy to re-
cruit Scotch-Irish soldiers to fight the British. 

 
 
 
 

 

James Webb in his book, “Born Fighting,” 
states: 41 

“An Episcopalian of Philadelphia said that ‘a 
Presbyterian loyalist (loyal to the King) was a 
thing unheard of.’ An army captain wrote in 1778 
‘Call this war by whatever name you may, only 
call it not an American rebellion; it is nothing 
more or less than a Scotch-Irish Presbyterian re-
bellion.’ It was reported that King George III 
characterized the Revolution as ’a Presbyterian 
war.’ The Scotch-Irish people were the main pillar 
supporting the revolution.” 

 

                                                
41 Born Fighting—How the Scots-Irish shaped America, 
James Webb, 2004, Broadway Books, p.162 

Antique map published in England in late 1763 showing the Proclamation Line of October 7, 1763 
Drawn by John Gibson, Cartographer — printed using copper plates 
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James Patterson, Sr. — 1745-1815 
James Patterson, our ancestor, was born 
about 1845 in Augusta County, Virginia. He 
was the first child of Agnes and William Pat-
terson and thus was the first child of our Pat-
terson line to be born in America. A year later, 
William Patterson, Jr. was born followed by 
Virginia and Jane. 

James Patterson and his brother William Pat-
terson, Jr. grew up near the Tinkling Spring 
Church in the Beverley Manor until they were 
in their mid-teens. Their early education was 
probably under the direction of Rev. Craig. 

The two brothers grew up learning about 
frontier life and no doubt shared in duties on 
the 247 acre family farm. There was abundant 
game available, and we can imagine the boys 
became pretty good at hunting and bringing 
wild game home 
for the family. 
Since the South 
River ran through 
the property, the 
boys also proba-
bly became good 
fishermen. 

When James was 
about 15 years 
old, his family 
moved about ten 
miles north, to a 
330 acre farm, 
again on both 
sides of the 
South River. They 
were just north 
of the Beverley Manor tract, but still in Au-
gusta County. As we learned earlier, their new 
farm was near the Augusta Stone Presbyterian 
Church and Rev. John Craig was still their pas-
tor, as he founded and served both Stone and 
Tinkling Spring churches.  

This move to a new farm took place in the 
midst of the Seven Years War (The French-
Indian War). These were very turbulent times 
for the Pattersons since they were on the 
western frontier. Two and a half years after 

the Proclamation of 1763, James Patterson, 
21, paid a marriage license fee on May 23, 
1766, and married Deborah Givens, 17. Deb-
orah was born in Augusta County on August 
19, 1749 and was the daughter of James and 
Martha (Allen) Givens, both immigrants from 
Ulster, Ireland. 

Deborah and James Patterson lived on the Pat-
terson estate just east of Patterson Ridge and 
helped William Sr. with the running of the 
family farm. When James was about twenty-
eight, (1771) he bought 111 acres from his 
father, William Patterson, Sr., and established 
his own farm and other business interests. A 
few years later, in 1786, James’ brother, Wil-
liam, Jr., bought the rest of the home place 
property from his father.42 In one document it 
says 200 acres and in a later document it was 

recorded as 300 
acres. William 
sold this property 
on March 24, 
1806 to Abraham 
Fisher of nearby 

Rockingham 
County.43 The 
William Patter-
son, Jr. family 
then moved to 
Shelby County, 
Kentucky. James 
Patterson contin-
ued to live in Au-
gust County, Vir-
ginia until his 
death in 1815. 

On April 7, 1773, during the Revolutionary 
War, England ordered all colonial governors to 
cease granting lands except to veterans of the 
French and Indian War. James was a little too 
young to serve in the French and Indian War, 
but he did serve in the Revolutionary War, 
along with his younger brother, William, in 
Captain John Givens’ Company of Militia. Their 
company saw considerable action on the 

                                                
42 Augusta Co., VA, Deed Book 25, p. 286 
43 Augusta Co., VA, Deed Book 33, p. 341 

The South River — Augusta County, Virginia 
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northwest frontier and also during the raids, 
and the final defeat of General Cornwallis.44 
James is also credited with furnishing 
“waggonage” and “stall feeding” beef cattle 
for the armed forces.45 

As soon as America gained its independence 
from England, James Patterson started to ac-
cumulate property. In 1781 he was granted 50 
acres on the west side of the South River and 
in 1782 he bought 110 acres of land from Fre-
derick Stull east of the river. In 1791 he was 
granted an adjoining 210 acres that extended 
into the foothills of the Blue Ridge Moun-
tains.46 On April 9, 1799 he made an applica-
tion for yet another land grant and his land 
holdings were listed as 637 acres.47  

James Patterson, Sr. was a comparatively 
wealthy man with considerable cash, multiple 
houses, and farm land that was being leased. 
When James Patterson, Sr. died in 1815, his 
estate papers show that in addition to his real 
estate, cash, and personal property, he had 
notes due from twenty persons to whom he 
had lent money. 

“Because of the difficulty of getting farm pro-
duce to market, cash money was hard to ac-
cumulate in early Augusta County. His 
neighbors, the Craigs, (no relation to Rev. 
Craig) operated a gristmill and distilled large 
amounts of whiskey. It is possible that James 
Patterson operated a business that hauled 
such products to Philadelphia and later to 
other markets.”48 There were many marriages 
between this branch of the Craigs and our 
Patterson line. Four of James Patterson’s nine 
children married into the Craig family. James 
Craig, the mill operator, was one of our direct 
ancestors and his property was immediately 
south of the James Patterson, Sr. property. 

                                                
44 Gleanings of VA History, William F. Boogher, 1905 
45 Rev. War Public Service Records-Augusta County,Ar-
chives Section, Virginia State Library, Richmond, VA 
46 Virginia Land Grant Book 24, p. 450 
47 Virginia Land Grant Book 21, p. 184 
48 Descendents of William Patterson who settled on 
South River in Augusta County, Virginia about 1740, 
John L Patterson, 1989, p. 5 

James Craig, the operator of the gristmill and 
sawmill, “furnished unusually large amounts 
of supplies to the army, including 1990 
pounds of flour at one time and 200 gallons 
of corn spirits another time.”49  

Deborah Givens and James Patterson, Sr. had 
nine children between 1767 and 1791. They 
are listed below with the names of their 
spouses. The dates in some cases are merely 
our best estimate. 

1. Martha Patterson 1767-1824 
 William Beard 

2. William Patterson 1770-18?? 
 No information 

3. James Patterson, Jr. 1772-1845 
 Jane Craig   

4. Sarah Patterson 1777-1820 
 John Craig 

5. Jane Patterson 1779-1810 
 Samuel Wims 

6. Deborah Patterson 1784-1869 
 James Wilson 

7. Nancy Patterson 1785-182? 
 John McCullough 

8. John A. Patterson 1789-1854 
 Mary Craig 

9. Samuel Patterson 1791-1859 
 Margaret Craig 

                                                
49 The Samuel Givens Family and Kin, Jane Tyler Craig 
Reichlein, 1961 

Typical 1700s Grist Mill 
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James Patterson, Sr. died on February 19, 
1815 on the family estate in Augusta County, 
Virginia. He was 70 years old and was survived 
by his wife Deborah, eight children, and nu-
merous grandchildren. One of his daughters, 
Jane, died in 1810 on the same day her sixth 
child was born. 

James Patterson’s will was written three days 
before his death. It was recorded in the Au-
gusta County Will Book 11, on page 432 on 
February 27, 1815. At that time a bond of 
$8,000 was posted by each of the three ex-
ecutors of the estate; his sons James and John 
Patterson; and his son-in-law, James Craig, Jr. 

Will of James Patterson, Sr. February 1815 
In the name of God Amen I James Patterson of  the 
County of Augusta State of Virginia being sick and 
weak in body but of Sound mind considering the 
certainty of death and the uncertainty of the time 
thereof and being desirous to settle my worldly 
affairs and thereby be the better prepared to leave 
this world when it shall please God to call me 
hence do therefore make and publish this my last 
will and Testament in the manner and form follow-
ing that is to say - First and principally I commit my 
soul into the hands of Almighty God and my body 
to the earth to be decently buried at the discretion 
of my executors hereinafter named and after my 
debts and funeral charges are paid I give and Be-
queath unto my beloved wife Deborah Patterson 
one half of the house in which I now live during 
her life also one Negro Girl of her own choice also 
the corner Cubbard with its contents all the Beds 
and Bedding one horse Saddle and Bridle two 
Cows & twelve head of Sheep the above named 
Stock to be kept on the place free of any expense 
during her life also to furnish with what grane 
(grain) & meat she may want for her use as well as 
firewood etc My meaning is that my Wife Deborah 
shall have a deasent (descent) and comfortable 
living out of my Estate - I give and bequeath to my 
sons say James, William, John, and Samuel the sum 
of two hundred dollars Cash to be equally divided 
by them to say fifty dollars to each - I give and be-
queath to my two youngest Sons John and Samuel 
the plantation on which I now live together with 
one Negro to each of them of their own choice 
after there mother has made her election together 
with three head of Horses one Waggon and gear 
Plow hoes, axes, mattoxes etc also twelve head of 
Cattle to remain and to be considered as belonging 

to the place and at any future day to be equally 
between the said John and Sam also my house, 
and lot in Port Republick I do give and bequeath to 
the sd John & Saml to be equally divided by them   
my meaning and wish is for the sd John and Saml 
if I should be cauld (called) of speadely to furnish 
my two grand daughters with a living for,the pre-
sent say Deborah & Jane to have a living on the 
Place and to be furnished with a horse each at 
some futer day this is to be considered as coming 
out of the wrent (rent) of the house at Port Repub-
lick    my wish & expectation is for to have the 
waggon that is now out of repair to have it put in 
good order fitt for sale and my expectation is one 
or boath of the aforesaid Boys to have it executed 
& done and the expence of the same to be paid 
out of the Estate    to my son Samuel I give and 
bequeath my Desk and Book case for his own use 
& benefit I give this to Samuel in consideration of a 
Burow (bureau) which I gave to John some time 
since   I give and bequeath to my Grand Daughter 
Deborah Wyms a new Burow which is now at 
Collo. Houstons made by Arnold - I give and be-
queath to my three Grand sons James Craige, Pat-
terson Craige, and James Wyms the neet (net) pro-
ceeds of one of my vacant Lotts in Port Republick 
to be equally divided among them I advise and 
wish all the residue of my Estate boath real & per-
sonal to be sold and it equally divided amongst my 
wife Deborah and my Children the wife to have an 
equal part with a Child & where as my Daughter 
Jane is no more I leave to her Children to be paid 
by my Executers whatever she would be entitled to 
if living - my wish is for to have what is not been 
Devised already to be equally divided amongst the 
following persons Viz Deboraugh Patterson and my 
nine children or their lawful heirs Martha Beard, 
Wm Patterson, James Patterson, Sarah Craige, 
Deboraugh Wilson, the children of Jane Wyms, 
John Patterson, Saml Patterson, and Nancy 
McCullock - And I Hereby constitute and appoint 
my sons James John & Samuel as Executors of this 
my last will and Testament revoking and annulling 
all former wills by me heretofore made ratifying 
this and none other to be my last will and Testa-
ment - In Testimony whereof I have set my hand & 
affixed my seal this sixteenth Day of February in 
the year of our Lord 1815 

Witness Jo Williams                     James Patterson 
(Seal) 
 James Patterson 
 John Craig 
 Samuel Patterson 
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In 1885 Jedediah Hotchkiss, a famous topog-
rapher for Stonewall Jackson during the Civil 
War published an atlas with a large fold-out 
map of the six districts of Augusta County. 
The above map is a small portion of the Mid-
dle River District map. Hotchkiss was very fa-
miliar with this particular section because he 
had business interests about three miles north 
of Patterson Ridge. Although this map was 
produced about 50 years after our ancestor, 
Martha Allen Patterson, moved from Virginia, 
it shows where the Pattersons settled after 
moving from the Beverley Manor tract in 
1761. Patterson property was passed down 
from generation to generation. Many of the 
Pattersons shown on the map would have 
been fourth or fifth generation family mem-
bers in the Patterson Ridge area. Patterson 
Station has been renamed Harriston, Virginia. 

The Pattersons owned most of the land from 
the eastern slopes of Patterson Ridge and be-
yond the South River. In 1882 the Shenandoah 
Valley Railway was completed from Hagers-
town, Maryland, through the Shenandoah Val-
ley, and on down to Roanoke, Virginia. This 
had no effect on our direct ancestors since 
they had died or moved west long before. 
However it is interesting to see that they had 
designated a Patterson Station on the route. 

The Craig’s grist and sawmill is located near 
Patterson Station and is labeled G & S Mill. 
The mill was powered by flowing water from 
the South River. The James Craig and James 
Patterson, Sr. families lived in this immediate 
area. James Patterson, Jr. probably built his 
house closer to the place marked as J. G. Pat-
terson.  
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A small portion of a map drawn by Jedediah Hotchkiss in 1885 showing the Patterson and Craig  property 



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

592 

James Patterson, Jr. 1772-1845 
The third child of Deborah Givens and James 
Patterson, Sr. was James Patterson, Jr. He was 
born on the family farm near Patterson Ridge 
on September 18, 1772 and was probably the 
last person in this line to be born in America 
as a British citizen. Family tradition is that as a 
young boy he was called “Jeems.” He grew up 
during the turbulent times when the country 
was preparing to go to war with England, dur-
ing the Revolutionary War, and during the 
time the new country was determining how it 
should be governed. When he was about 18 
years old, a fellow Virginian, George Washing-
ton, became the first President of the United 
States. 

On June 25, 1799 James Patterson, Jr. married 
a neighbor, Jane “Jenny” Craig.50 The Craig 
family must have been very special because 
three of James’ siblings also married into the 
Craig family. 

James started accumulating large amounts of 
property starting with three adjoining tracts 
totaling 163 acres on the west side of the 
South River and north of his father’s place, 
separated by the large Craig estate. He later 
bought 611 acres of the Craig estate. By 1843 
the tax records for Augusta County show that 
he owned 1670 acres of land. 

James was heavily engaged in farming and 
had large fields of wheat, rye, and corn. At the 
time of his death he also had a large number 
of farm animals including: 

  1 sow with 5 pigs 6 head of young cattle 
  7 pigs  13 calves 
22 hogs    2 heifers 
  8 cows     5 horses, colts, mares 
  6 head of cattle 17 sheep 
He had a number of his fields under lease by 
others. He let one of his sons-in-law use one 
of the fields in return for one-half of the pro-
ceeds from the crop. 

It is believed that James Patterson, Jr., like his 
father, was probably involved with ‘wagoneer-

                                                
50 Augusta County Marriage Bonds and Ministers 
 returns, 1782-1853 

ing,’ hauling goods to other cities. It would be 
difficult to explain how he accumulated so 
much land and other assets by just farming. 
One item in his inventory might point to his 
being in the freight business when we look at 
the listing of one ‘road wagon.’ This wagon 
was valued at more than six-times the value of 
his ‘plantation wagon.’ That must have been 
some substantial wagon! 

Jane (Craig) and James Patterson, Jr. lived in 
the Patterson Ridge area all their lives and 
raised ten children as listed below. The birth-
dates were recorded in a family Bible by their 
grandfather, William Craig. Some of the dates 
of death are our best estimate. 

1. Anne Patterson 1800-1852 
 Robert Craig 

2 Nancy Patterson 1802-1877 
 Samuel C. Byers 

3. Jane Patterson 1805-1877 
 Joseph Gongwer 

4. William C. Patterson 1807-1854 
 Did not marry 

5. Martha Allen Patterson 1809-1876 
 James H. Parsons 

6. Margaret Patterson 1812-1846 
 Phillip Schmucker 

7. James Patterson, III 1814-1881 
 Frances Wood 
 Mary B. Thompson 

8. John Patterson 1816-18?? 
 Martha Patterson Beard 

9. Mary A. Patterson 1819-1887 
 James A. Patterson 

10. Samuel Patterson 1821-1861 
 Margaret Ann Cullen 

Anne (Patterson) and Robert Craig moved to 
Johnson County in eastern Missouri in the 
1830s. A few years later, Martha Allen (Patter-
son) and James H. Parsons, and some of his 
brothers, moved to Lincoln County in eastern 
Missouri near the Mississippi River. We learned 
earlier in this chapter that Martha A. and 
James H Parsons then moved to Cherokee 
County, Texas and then finally to Ellis County, 
Texas. 
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On December 29, 1845, James Patterson Jr., 
73, died at his home in Augusta County, Vir-
ginia. On that exact same day, his daughter, 
Martha Allen (Patterson) Parsons and her fel-
low Texans were celebrating Texas becoming 
the 28th state in the Union. Martha would not 
learn of her father’s death for several weeks. 

“James Patterson, Jr. died without a will and 
evidently before he had a chance to finish di-
viding his estate. In an agreement dated Feb-
ruary 21, 1846 between the heirs and the 
widow Jane, the “Home Farm” of 331 acres 
was allotted as Jane’s dower.”51 

Jane also received three slaves: 
Andrew, 47 years 
Hannah, 37 years (and her child) 
Catherine, 16 years 

  

                                                
51 Descendents of William Patterson who settled on 
South River … John L Patterson, 1989, p. 8 

An inventory of the assets of James Patterson, 
Jr. was recorded in the Augusta County Will 
Book in the spring of 1846.52 Among the as-
sets were numerous properties, farm animals, 
farming equipment, household items, furni-
ture, carpentry tools, blacksmith tools, wag-
ons and wagon parts, There were a few items 
that normally were not found in the typical 
frontier farm home, such as, a picture of 
George Washington, a map of the United 
States, three commentaries and other books. 
Some items are not familiar to us such as 
‘stretcher and fifth chain.’ On sheep farms 7-
wire fences are common with the second 
(from bottom) to fifth wire being plain wire. It 
is then wrapped around the opposite corner 
post and pulled tightly with wire stretchers. 

                                                
52 Augusta County, Virginia Will Book 27, pp 113-
117 

A sample of the inventory pages of the estate of James Patterson — 1846 
Interpretation of the handwriting added by the author 
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James Patterson held bonds for loans he had 
made to twenty individuals with interest and 
he also had a number of contracts for the 
leasing of some of his fields. The inventory 
also listed several hundred bushels of grain. 

His estate was very complex, and it took years 
to complete the distribution of the assets. 
Some of his ten children had moved away, as 
far as Texas. This further complicated matters. 
A listing was made detailing the sale of the 
assets and it appears that his children and 
their spouses had the first choice of the 
goods. The value of their choices was de-
ducted from the cash value due them from 
the settlement. 

Jane Patterson, the widow of James Patterson, 
Jr. and nine of their ten children were listed in 
the will as beneficiaries. The exception was his 
ninth daughter, Mary A. Patterson. What 
about her? There is a little mystery surround-

ing her. The story gets complicated, but this is 
the way it starts. Mary A. Patterson’s father, 
James Patterson, Jr. and his brother, Samuel 
Patterson, each married sisters, Jane Craig and 
Margaret Craig respectively. This again was a 
case of siblings marrying siblings and their re-
spective children would therefore be ‘double-
first-cousins.’ 

Well, Mary A. Patterson decided to marry one 
of Uncle Samuel’s children, James A. Patter-
son, her ‘double-first-cousin.’ Apparently this 
or something associated with this marriage, 
did not sit well with the families since Mary A. 
and James A. Patterson were married by Jacob 
C. Killian, a Lutheran minister and not in the 
old traditional family Presbyterian Church. 53 

                                                
53 Descendents of William Patterson who settled on 
South River in Augusta County, Virginia about 1740, 
John L Patterson, 1989, p. 25 

A sample of some of the items from the estate of James Patterson— 1846 
The columns show the item, the buyer, and the price paid 
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 We don’t really know the details, but Mary A. 
Patterson is the only child of the ten that was 
not included in her father’s will and later in 
her mother’s will. This is another interesting 
mystery of genealogy! But wait there may be 
another side to this story! James A. Patterson 
was known as ‘Mill Jimmy’ because he owned 
a mill on South River and became very suc-
cessful and respected in the community.  

He helped organize the Mt. Horeb Presbyte-
rian Church just west of Patterson Ridge, and 
he became its first ordained Elder. He served 
in the leadership of the church for many years. 
He had extensive farming interests, the mill, 
and property all over the county. It is possible 
that when Mary A.’s father, James Patterson, 
Jr., died, she and her husband did not need 
the money from her father’s estate. 

A series of balance sheets were recorded in 
the County Will Books for each of the heirs 
and their spouses. The items that were pur-
chased were shown as debits and the cash dis-
tribution amount as a credit, following stan-
dard double-entry bookkeeping practices. The 
debits were subtracted from the credits to de-

termine how much net cash each person re-
ceived.  

The entry for James’ daughter Martha Allen 
(Patterson) Parsons is listed as James H. Par-
sons & wife; and the legal transactions were 
done in the husband’s name. The example be-
low shows the ending of the summary of the 
account for Nancy C. (Patterson) Byers and her 
husband Samuel. The next entry is for James 
H. Parsons and wife (Martha Allen Patterson). 
Then the next entry starts with Anny (Patter-
son) Craig since her husband had already died. 

The report below shows a balance debit 
through the end of 1846 to be a little over 
$470 and a series of purchases in 1847, in-
cluding a slave, George, for a total debit 
brought forward at the end of 1847 of 
$1277.66. At that point the estate had 
$1039.71¾ to distribute to each heir. Since 
this was less than James H. Parsons had com-
mitted to spend, he decided not to buy the 
slave, George. Once the price of the slave, 
$302, was backed out, Parsons then had a 
positive balance and he received $86.91¾. 

 

One of the balance sheet reports regarding Martha A. (Patterson) and James H. Parsons —1847 
From Augusta County Will Book 28, page 82 
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While the estate of James Patterson, Jr., was 
still being settled, his widow, Jane, died. She 
had written a Will on March 15, 1849 and she 
died on June 6, 1850. This was a modest es-
tate compared to that of her husband, but she 
outlined her wishes leaving the estate to nine 
of her ten children. Again Mary A. Patterson 
was not included in the Will. 

Other family surnames 
There have been many books written about 
pioneer life in Augusta County and the same 
family names keep appearing over and over 
with wonderful marriages between them. 
With ten children in many of the households 
and a sparse population, most marriages took 
place between neighbors within a five mile 
radius. The population in Augusta County in 
1840, about the time Martha A. and John Par-
sons left the area for Missouri, the total 
county population was still less than 20,000. 
We can only imagine how small the popula-
tion was in the 1700s or early 1800s. 

Many of the early pioneers and their families 
of Beverley Manor soon migrated south to 
Rowan and Mecklenburg Counties of North 
Carolina. The list of early settlers in Beverley 
Manor reads like a “who’s who” of early west-
ern North Carolina. Many of them formed the 
backbone of the original churches in that area 
and also were among those that signed the 
Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence 
from England. 

Other families migrated to the western fron-
tier of Tennessee, Kentucky, Missouri, and 
Texas. It seems as though those families that 
decided to stay in Augusta County, like, the 
Pattersons and the Craigs, became wealthier 
with each succeeding generation, while many 
that migrated to far western new frontiers in 
search of inexpensive land had to struggle to 
make ends meet. Our ancestors that remained 
in Virginia appeared to be very successful. 

Other family lines 
At the beginning of this section on the Patter-
son family is a chart showing four generations 
and on the chart are the surnames: Patterson, 
Craig, Givens, Henderson, Allen, and Ander-

son. If you are interested in genealogy, these 
lines make a very interesting and fruitful basis 
for research. Sometimes we tend to want to 
learn about ancestors with our surname, but 
all those on the chart have the same impor-
tance in our family tree. Fortunately the Au-
gusta County area has been heavily re-
searched, and significant books have been 
published with lists of names and transac-
tions. 

With a little digging, stories will evolve. For 
instance in the Anderson line our direct ances-
tor, Jean Anderson (1744-1811), had several 
brothers who served in the Revolutionary War 
as officers. Her brother Robert was Brigadier 
General Robert Anderson (1741-1813). The 
Anderson siblings were born in Augusta 
County about the same time period as the 
children of Agnes and William (the immigrant) 
Patterson. So the kids grew up together in the 
mid 1700s. 

Gen. Robert Anderson and his brothers re-
ceived very large land grants in western South 
Carolina for their war service. Their estates 
were in Anderson County, South Carolina, 
named in honor of Gen. Robert Anderson.  

Each family in the family tree has interesting 
stories to unfold and with today’s technology 
of the internet, research can be far more effi-
cient than when my cousins and I started re-
searching the family lines in 1996. 

The reference books listed in this book along 
with internet search engines can produce 
some very interesting results. 

Ed note: It is hard for me to write about our ances-
tors having slaves and considering them to be prop-
erty. It is heartbreaking to know that the families 
were often broken-up and moved to different farms. 
We know they worked hard and faced so many diffi-
cult times. It was interesting to see in the will of our 
ancestor, James Craig, that he gave his slaves their 
freedom in his will. James Craig was the father-in-
law of James Patterson, Jr. Even with their freedom 
granted, life was so difficult for the free black man. 

Unfortunately slavery was a part of history even 
going back to biblical times and we need to write 
about it as well as the good things. JDB 
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The Gladys and Davis O. Bryson Family 

 
 
 
IV. Davis Ozell Bryson, 1906-1990 
Davis Ozell Bryson was the fourth son of Cora 
Etta and William Elam Bryson. He was born on 
the family farm into a family of three other 
boys: Wilburn, 15, Buck, 13, and Truman, 6. 
Davis was born just three months after a big 
event of 1906 — the earthquake and fire that 
almost destroyed San Francisco, a town that 
was to become a future home of his.  

The world was changing fast, but Ellis County 
moved a little slower. The Wright Brothers had 
flown the first airplane in 1903. Cars had not 
yet been seen in Ellis County. Telephone, ra-
dio, and electricity were still years away for 
the farm residents. 

Davis was taken to Shiloh Cumberland Presby-
terian Church as an infant, and as he got 
older, he faithfully 
attended Sunday 
School and Church 
services. When he 
was about nine, he 
was given a small 
book about Daniel 
and the Lions Den 
by his Sunday 
School teacher. He 
kept this book for 
the rest of his life 
and was proud to 
have it. Occasion-
ally he would talk 
about some of the Bible stories he had learned 
as a little boy. He accepted Christ at a camp 
meeting near Ovilla when he was about 
twelve years old. He had fond memories of 
“Camp Meetings” at the camp ground. 

His older brothers were fun-loving, and little 
Davis was a prime target for their jokes and 
tricks. This may have helped him develop a 

keen sense of humor, one that he would use 
to great benefit later in his sermons and min-
istry. He was slender and tall as a youngster 
and quite athletic. He was one of the fastest 
runners around, a skill he probably developed 
to escape the tricks of his brothers. We dis-
cussed in a previous chapter how Davis would 
open the front door and run as fast as he 
could through the length of the house and 
out the back door, earning his nickname of 
Cy-kee, or cyclone. 

As you may imagine, water was sometimes 
scarce on the farm, and the Brysons rigged up 
a barrel at the corner of the home place to 
catch rain water run-off from the roof. Davis, 
my dad, told me about an experience he had 
as an eleven year-old involving that barrel. He 
wanted to try smoking to see what it was like, 
possibly at the urging of his older siblings. 
Davis went out to the corn field and fashioned 
a cigarette using corn silk to substitute for to-
bacco. Something went wrong. When he tried 
to light his cigarette, big flames flared in his 
face causing a lot of pain. Trying to get things 
under control and to minimize the redness in 
his face, he ran fast through the field and 
headed straight for the full rain barrel. He 
dunked his head in the water. Not knowing 
what to do, he headed back to the field, but 
his face started hurting again so back to the 
barrel and another dunking. My uncles told 
me that Davis made several trips around the 
house, dipping his head in the water each 
time. His mother caught wind of this and 
stopped him and asked, “Davis, what’s the 
matter, why are you running around and stick-
ing your head in the barrel?” He sheepishly 
replied, “I just got too hot in the cane patch,” 
a saying that would stick with him for a long 
time. Cora Etta, his mother, was not amused. 

 
Davis O. Bryson - 1918 

Chapter Twenty-one 
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Life on the farm 

Life on the farm was not easy. Davis said that 
it was expected for the young people to work 
from sunup to sundown. He remembered 
working many long days. Of course they got 
paid — a whopping dollar a day. Dad never 
forgot those days! 

Davis went to grammar school in Ovilla. At 
first he walked the 2½ miles from the farm to 
school with his brother, Truman. Later he rode 
his favorite horse, Tony. However, as Davis re-
lated, this horse had a mind of its own. Tony 
was a faithful companion, but a little on the 
wild side.  

When he rode Tony to school, Davis provided 
him with water, and tied him up outside the 
school. Tony did not like to wait for long peri-
ods of time; Tony was just too active a horse 
and he became impatient. On more than one 
occasion, Tony broke away from the ropes and 
bolted for home. When Davis got home, sure 
enough, there was Tony waiting for him. 
Neighbors told Davis that they had seen his 
horse running at full speed, with no rider, 
headed for the Bryson home place! 

Davis and Tony had many great adventures 
together. One day Davis was riding Tony 
home from school at full speed, down Shi-
loh Road. His sister, eight-year-old Vera, and 
some of her little girl friends were walking in 
the road ahead. Davis lost control of Tony 
and plowed into the back of Vera. She and 
the other little girls went down like domi-
nos. They were only slightly hurt, but Vera’s 
new jacket was split up the middle. When 
Davis faced his mother, he told her that 
Tony insisted on running fast, and he could 
not control him. I’m not sure if his mother 
believed him or if she thought that Davis 
just liked riding fast. Even into his 80’s, 
Davis remembered how upset his mother 
was and how severe the scolding was that 
he received.  

Since there were no high schools in Ovilla, 
Davis went to Midlothian High School. He 
loved to play sports and played baseball and 
ran track for his high school. In high school 

he took both vocational classes as well as aca-
demic classes. He took an advanced wood-
working class and as a project, made a beauti-
ful cedar chest. That cedar chest has traveled 
to South America several times and through-
out the United States. He enjoyed carpentry 
and wood working all his life, and he im-
parted those interests to me. After high school 
he attended the northern campus of the Agri-
cultural and Mechanical College of Texas in Ar-
lington (now called Texas A&M). This school 
had been started and operated as a Military 
Academy and still retained a strong military 
influence. Davis was in the ROTC and received 
military as well as academic training. He was 
issued a nifty uniform and Davis learned to 
maximize the advantages of being a hand-
some “Service Man.” 

In order to commute to school, Davis bought 
an old Model T Ford Coupe. When the Ovilla 
Bank burned to the ground, curious Davis had 
to go and inspect the ruins. As he was looking 
around, he spotted some tarnished bronze let-
ters that had once been the sign on the front 

 
Davis and his Model T — note the “B” on the radiator 
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of the bank. As one would suspect, he took 
the letter “B” that stood for bank, polished it, 
mounted it on the grill of his Model T, and 
said it now stood for Bryson.  

Davis dated Jennie Sims, a local girl he had 
known since elementary school. Erline McElroy 
White recounted several stories of the good 
old days to my daughter, Beth. James White 
and Erline were a little younger than Davis and 
Jennie, but they frequently double-dated and 
did a lot of fun stuff to-
gether. Erline fondly re-
membered the good 
times she and James had 
riding in the rumble seat 
of the Model T. They 
didn’t seem to mind the 
very crowded conditions 
or that it was sometimes 
cold. Erline related to 
Beth that Davis had jok-
ingly performed a mock 
wedding ceremony for 
James and Erline, and 
they thought that Davis 
and Jennie would proba-
bly get married soon. 

College years 
During his first year at A&M, Davis felt a call to 
be a Christian Minister, and he decided to 
complete his college and theological training 
at the Cumberland Presbyterian School, Bethel 
College, in McKenzie, Tennessee.  

Finances were tight and Davis decided to 
hitchhike to Bethel 600 miles away, rather 
than take his car. He packed a bedroll and 
clothing. His dad, William Elam, drove him to 
a major highway and left him to thumb a ride. 
After an hour or two he got his first ride; un-
fortunately he was let off ten miles closer to 
home than when he started. Davis changed 
his strategy. He went home and put on his 
ROTC uniform. After that the young service-
man had no trouble getting rides.  

When he arrived at Bethel, he made a big hit 
on campus as “the boy that walked from 
Texas.” When asked about it, he said, I was 
only following scripture where it says, “Take 
up your bed and walk.” Once at Bethel he 
found that having a car would make it easier 
to go back and forth from Texas, and could 
also provide a source of income doing odd 
jobs. 

This car had a single bench seat and converti-
ble top. In the back was an open air rumble 
seat which could squeeze in two people or 
which could be used for luggage. 

Davis had many fond memories of his first car 
and the adventures it helped create. This was 
truly a multipurpose vehicle and helped sup-
port him through college. Davis modified his 
car by making a wooden box that could be 
mounted in place of the rumble seat, thus 
creating a small pick-up truck. He got a job at 
Bethel cleaning out the cinders from the coal 
fired steam heat boiler. He would haul the 
cinders and distribute them on the campus 
paths. This was only one of the many uses he 
found for his “truck.” 

He would clean up his Model T and convert it 
for use as a taxi, frequently picking up fellow 
students and faculty at the train station. On 
one occasion he was asked by the college 
President to pick up his wife at the train sta-

Jennie Sims and Davis Bryson about 1926 

Erline McElroy and 
James White 
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tion. Things were going fine; the car was 
clean; he was on time for the train; and when 
the President’s wife arrived, he met her.  

The luggage fit nicely in the rumble seat. Davis 
then gingerly assisted the rather stout, digni-
fied woman into the Bryson taxi. As she 
plopped down on the seat, a spring broke un-
der the pressure and popped through the seat 
and went into one of the larger parts of her 
anatomy.  

In addition to the replaceable truck-bed, he 
made other modifications. Model Ts at that 
time did not have front bumpers, so Davis 
added one so he could push other cars. He 
added extra supports for the head lights to 
keep them from falling off due to the rough 
roads.  

At Bethel College, Davis Bryson met a petite 
young lady from Milan, Tennessee, Gladys 
Holt. She was sharp as a tack and had her 
heart set on being a missionary in a foreign 
country. They really enjoyed being together, 
and they shared somewhat the same aspira-
tions. However, Davis wanted to be a minister 
and Gladys wanted to be a missionary. 

Davis and his wife Gladys loved telling stories 
of their dating years. They would frequently 
double date at college, and one of the couples 
had to endure the crowded open-air rumble 
seat. As it turned out, the rumble seat was not 
such a hardship, but rather a preferred seat 
for a young, dating couple. The small rumble 
seat made it easier for a young couple to cir-
cumvent the strict puritanical restrictions of 
the 1920s. Needless to say, Davis was happy 
to share the driving responsibilities. Even in 
freezing weather, the designated rumble seat 
couple didn’t seem to mind.  

They dated frequently, and Davis proposed to 
Gladys Holt. At some point, Davis had the dif-
ficult task of explaining to Jennie Sims, his 
good friend in Texas, that he was now en-
gaged to Gladys. That probably did not go 
well! 

Davis played football for Bethel College and 
was the first player from his school to be 
voted All Conference. He played tackle, and in 
those days they played the whole game, on 
both the offense and defense. These players 
were known as “60 minute men.” 

The other tackle on the team, was Dr. Morris 
Pepper, who later became one of the truly 
outstanding ministers and leaders in the 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church. Davis and 
“Pepper” and their families were life-long 
friends.  

In 1928, there were a few married couples on 
the Bethel campus. They lived in the “married 
dorm,” and Gladys and Davis enjoyed visiting 
with them and playing board games. These 
couples had all been married before they en-
rolled in Bethel. During Davis’ junior year he 
and Gladys decided to get married, but there 
was a real problem. It was fine if someone 
came to Bethel and was already married, but 
it was against school rules to become married 
while still in school. Breaking this rule meant 
immediate expulsion. Gladys and Davis were 
very much in love and felt this rule was totally 
unfair. They decided to get married in spite of 
the school policy and were prepared to take 
the consequences. They went to Brownsville, 

Gladys Holt about the time she met Davis Bryson 
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Tennessee and had a good friend, a recent Be-
thel graduate, marry them. 

When they returned they spent several anxious 
days as the school administration deliberated 
on what action to take. The school was in a 
really tough spot. There was Gladys, a model 
of dedication to the Lord’s work and an excel-
lent student, and Davis, a star of the football 
team and a promising ministerial candidate. 
How could they be expelled from the school? 
What example would this set? What would be 
the reaction of their student friends and sup-
porters of the college? The ruling was an-
nounced a few days later — the rule had been 
changed! Loud cheers could be heard from 
the dorm building as the word got around. 
Several other couples, at Bethel, were married 
that same year. 

During the summer break, Davis and Gladys 
made the trip to Ovilla and the old home 
place. By this time Davis was somewhat of a 
local celebrity being the first person from Shi-
loh to go off to school to be a minister. 

The whole community was so proud of him. 
Members of Shiloh and friends threw a big 
wedding shower for the new young couple, 
and an account of the party was published in 
a local paper. (see clipping to right) It is inter-
esting to me that the paper said “The Social 
was given in honor of Davis and wife.” This 
was before they really knew her, because after 
that she was always called Gladys. 

While Gladys finished her senior year, Davis 
took a year of post graduate work. He was or-
dained and then took a pastorate of two small 
churches near Memphis, Tennessee. Things 
were settling down as the young college grads 
started a career and life together. They started 
buying furniture and had their hearts set on 
buying their own home. They were enjoying 
the work in the ministry and loved the people 
in the two churches. Many of their classmates 
also had taken churches in the Memphis area. 
This comfortable life was about to change its 
course for the rest of their lives. Gladys was 
21, and Davis was 24. 

 

A missionary call accepted 

An article in March 1932 Cumberland Presby-
terian Missionary Messenger written by Davis 
O. Bryson and Gladys Holt Bryson best de-
scribes their feelings and commitment. 

REV. AND MRS. BRYSON’S STATEMENTS ON 
“MY CALL TO SOUTH AMERICA” 

I had not been deeply interested in the South American 
work until I received news that Rev. and Mrs. Conyers 
had been forced to return to the States on account of 
the illness of their son. This message in some way placed 
a burden on my heart for the work in South America. I 
had often heard the statement that South America was 
crying out for Christ and this still made the burden much 
heavier. I, too, realized that I could go to South America 
if I would only surrender myself wholly unto the Lord 
and give up my hopes and ambitions in the home land. 
When we are working for the Lord we cannot have our 
own way. For Jesus said unto his disciplies, “If any man 
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come after me, let him deny himself and take up his 
cross and follow me.” We truly feel that it is our duty 
and privilege to bear the cross for Christ in South Amer-
ica. 

Indeed we had much to give up—our friends, loved ones 
and home. We have some dear friends at Ebenezer and 
Fifth Church, and it grieves our hearts to bid them fare-
well. We had planned so much for our work in the future 
at these places.” 

In December 1931 they went to New Orleans 
to catch a steamship that was owned and op-
erated by the United Fruit Company. It was 
basically a freight ship designed to transport 
coffee and bananas from South America, but 
it also had a limited number of staterooms 
that were used for passengers. 

Gladys Holt Bryson wrote in her diary on De-
cember 12, 1931: 

“At last we are on the S.S. Atenas1 and in ten minutes 
we leave for Cristobal, Panama. The strangeness of it all 
overwhelms me. I love it all and I feel that out of it all I’ll 
have experiences dear to my heart. At last we’re off. The 
gangplank rolled in — the band played ‘America’ and a 
cannon fired. Sadness rushes over one as we sail out into 
the trackless seas. The last flutter of handkerchiefs has 
ceased and we’re off.” Seven days later, on December 
19, 1931, the ship begins to enter the Panama Canal. 
Gladys writes, “Today has been a delight to me. As we 
sailed down the Chagres River into the Panama Canal it 
was a very beautiful sight. The tropical fruits and native 
nuts along the way were lovely. Then as we came to the 
great Gatun locks — their mechanism enthralled me. As 
we waited for the water to rise — It made me feel that 
we should take more time for our souls to rise.” 

                                                
1 The S.S. Atenas was built in 1909 and put into use by 
the United Fruit Co., During WWII it was used as a Mer-
chant Marine ship. On May 27, 1942 it was hit by a Ger-
man U-Boat, U-206, and suffered moderate damage. 

Gladys and Davis learned to speak fluent 
Spanish, once in Colombia. They started their 
work as pioneer missionaries in a strange and 
foreign land. Gladys organized and led 
womens’ groups, and she also worked with 
the young ladies. Davis preached in Spanish 
and worked with young people and the men. 

Their ministry started in Cali working out of a 
building the church had bought from the gov-
ernment. It had been used as a women’s 
prison — not the plushest surroundings. That 
is where James Davis Bryson2 was born on 
January 10, 1934. Later in 1934 Gladys and 
Davis were assigned the responsibility of start-
ing a church and boarding school in Pereira, a 
small Colombian town. The boarding school 
had a dormitory for poor children and children 
from rural areas. 

This was a great place to grow up, and I never 
felt like an only child because I always had a 
lot of attention with so many people around.  

In Pereira the Brysons ran the school, organ-
ized men’s and women’s groups, taught Sun-
day School, led prayer meetings and ran the 
dormitory. Dad even organized a Boy Scout 
troop that happened to be the first one in Co-
lombia. 
2 

 

 

                                                
2 The author of this book 

 
Steam Ship S.S. Atenas — United Fruit Co. 

La Sociedad de Damas Presbiterianas of Pereira 
Pereira, Colombia — about 1935 

Gladys Bryson is in the upper right of this picture 
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One Sunday as dad was preaching, a Colom-
bian man rode into the church waving a ma-
chete, screaming obscenities. Fortunately men 
in the congregation jumped up and were able 
to get the man and his horse out of the 
church before anyone was hurt. There were 
other times that rocks were hurled at the 
church and living quarters with men yelling 
“out with the Protestants.” 

In the picture above, I had very curly blond 
hair. It was never hard to spot Jimmy, as in 
the picture above. 

We returned to the States for the first time, 
when I was almost two. We came on the 
United Fruit Steamer, the SS Contessa, 
through the Panama Canal and landed in New 
Orleans in November 1935. 

The family visited relatives in Tennessee and 
Texas as well as many churches throughout 
the denomination. I had difficulty communi-
cating with my relatives because my main lan-
guage was Spanish. In the 1930s it must have 
been odd to see a little blond-headed two-
year old boy speaking Spanish. One story I 
have heard repeated several times was about 
a visit to Uncle Wilburn and Granddad Bry-
son’s farm. I kept telling Uncle Wilburn, 
“quiero leche, quiero leche.” As we both be-
came frustrated, his response to me was 
“don’t heche, heche” around here, just tell me 
what you want? During the year furlough in 
1936, both Gladys and Davis took post gradu-
ate classes at Southern Methodist University in 
Dallas. 

The School in Pereira — Students and faculty — Gladys and Davis on far right 
Jimmy is the third one from left in front row next to his good friend Omar Fajardo 

Walter Beck is the fifth child from the left in the front row 
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In November 1936 the Brysons returned to Co-
lombia, again on a United Fruit Steamer to 
start their second mission term. They resumed 
their work in Pereira at the church they had 
helped organize. 

In Colombia, Gladys and Davis were called on 
to do a lot of things. They preached, led small 
groups, organized churches, started schools 
with dormitories, taught sanitation practices, 
bandaged cuts, pulled teeth, gave advice to 
the ill, performed baptisms, weddings, funer-
als and numerous other responsibilities. Above 
all, with the help of the Holy Spirit, they led 
hundreds to Christ during their ministry  

The experiences of the Brysons’ ministry could 
literally fill a book, which I would love to 
write; however I will relate four stories as a 
sampling of their activities. 

A trip to a remote farm 
Missionaries would sometimes go to remote 
areas riding on horseback for several hours. 
On one such occasion, Gladys and Davis held 
evening services in a farm home on the night 
they arrived. Neighbors from all around gath-

ered in this one-room house, with a thatched-
roof and dirt floor, for the meetings. After 
several hours of visiting, everyone turned in, 
sleeping on the floor. The next morning the 
farmer’s wife got up early to make breakfast 
for everyone. Mom saw her carefully rolling 
out corn flour mixed with water to make the 
arepas (tortillas). She rolled out the dough 
and flattened the arepas with her hands. She 
had cooked chickens and had made strong 
coffee. After everyone had eaten heartily, the 
lady, who had prepared the food, asked mom 
for help. She started out by asking if mom was 
a doctor and if she could help her. Naturally 
mom asked the lady what was the matter. The 
lady showed 
mom both 
hands and said 
“I have the lep-
rosy.” In the 
1930s it was 
believed that 
leprosy was 
highly conta-
gious. People 
with the disease 
were sent to 
leper colonies. 
This exposure to 
leprosy greatly concerned mom for many 
years to come. Any little red spot or rash 
caused her great anxiety. 

Only many years later, we learned the Colom-
bians used the term “leprosy” to cover a vari-
ety of skin ailments. This woman was quite 
likely not suffering from leprosy. 

The German family 
A German family by the name of Beck was liv-
ing in Pereira where Mr. Beck owned a general 
merchandise store. The Becks had two sons. 
Walter was about eight and Hans, about ten. 
Walter is pictured on the previous page in the 
group picture. One day as dad was walking 
home, he spotted a little street kid with light 
skin and blond hair. He was dirty and wearing 
dirty clothes. As dad got closer, he couldn’t 
believe his eyes. Dad called out “Walter, is that 
you?” A small tearful voice answered, “Yes.”  

Davis and Gladys with William Elam Bryson — 1936 
While on furlough after four years in Colombia 

Gladys Bryson 
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Little Walter went on to explain that three or 
four days earlier his father had gotten very 
angry with him and had kicked him out onto 
the street! He had tried to go home, only to 
be rejected. He had been scrounging for food 
and sleeping in doorways. He was starting to 
run around with the other homeless street 
boys. Walter was immediately taken to the 
Mission, cleaned up, given a good meal, and a 
warm bed to sleep in. Walter lived with our 
family for several months receiving reassur-
ance and love. After a week or so, my folks 
started having conversations with Mr. Beck. 
He wanted nothing to do with his son, little 
Walter! Eventually Mr. Beck’s heart softened 
and Walter was welcomed home.  

In 1987, over fifty years after Walter was res-
cued and reunited with his family, Walter Beck 

wrote Rev. Davis Bryson a letter expressing 
deep gratitude for their love and support. He 
recalled how they had let him live with our 
family and had bought him shoes and clothes. 
Walter had somehow been able to find dad’s 
address, where he was now living in Sunny-
vale, California. Walter also expressed belated 
condolences for the death of my mother. Wal-
ter was living in Bogota, in 1987, and had just 
spent three months in Berlin with his two 
older sons and his father who was 93 at the 
time. We can only imagine how Walter’s life 
might have played out if it hadn’t been for the 
mission in Pereira.  

A copy of this touching letter is reproduced 
below. 
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The Single Mom 
In this story we will look into the life of a sin-
gle mother and her family. This is a true story 
and the children are still living so I will use fic-
titious names, as it is my understanding that 
the mother had not been married and I 
wouldn’t want to cause undue embarrass-
ment.  

In the early 1930’s in Cali, Colombia there was 
a thirty year-old single mom, with five chil-
dren. Carmen had less than six months educa-
tion but she was a very wise woman. Her so-
cial standing was near the bottom as a result 
of things that had occurred. There was little 
hope for ever having much of a life. 

Her previous experience with the Catholic 
church, which required a clerical intercessory, 
was in direct contrast with the Presbyterian 
creed.  

In her new-found faith through the missionar-
ies, she learned that an individual has a per-
sonal and direct relationship with God. Her 
motto became “I can do all things through 
Christ which strengtheneth me.” 

 Carmen started coming to the mission in Cali, 
bringing her five children, aged from a few 
days old to eleven years. She became a faithful 
member of the church. Most women in a simi-
lar circumstance would have their children 
work as domestic helpers or whatever jobs 
they could get, but this was not acceptable to 
Carmen. She dreamed of her children getting 
a good education and knew this path was the 
only out of poverty. She expressed this dream 
to Davis and Gladys Bryson and other mission-
aries. They admired her determination and 

promised to help her family. Carmen was 
hired by the Brysons to cook and do house-
hold chores. The school aged children were 
enrolled in the mission school, the Colegio 
Americano. 

The children were allowed to live in the school 
dormitory for a very low fee in return for do-
ing odd jobs and tasks around the school. All 
five of the children graduated from the Cole-
gio Americano High School. 

Carmen instilled a strong set of values in her 
children. As an example, when she got paid, 

The Colegio Americano including dormitory, Cali 

Colegio Americano students and faculty — 1943 
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she said pay off your bills, give your tithe to 
the church and then divide up the rest. She 
taught her children to work hard and seek 
quality. She would get up at 4 a.m. in order to 
get to the market by 5:00 a.m. when the mar-
ket opened. She said the best produce was 
available only during the first hour, so it was 
important to get up early.  

The oldest son developed an interest in air-
planes, and with the help of the Cumberland 
Missionaries was able to get to the states. He 
got a job working on airplanes and got a de-
gree in Aeronautical Engineering. Over a pe-
riod of years, he brought his siblings to the 
states, one by one until they were all here, in-
cluding his mother, Carmen. 

In 2009, over fifty years after having contact 
with the family, I was privileged to see one of 
Carmen’s daughters and be brought up to 
date on the family. She told me her mother 
had come to the states, studied for the citi-
zenship exam, and had become an American 
citizen. She died in 1996 in Florida at the age 
of 94.  

The daughter I met told me that she went to 
SMU in Dallas. This is where Dr. Fred Bryson 
was a dean. She went on to earn a PhD in an-
thropology. When I saw her in 2009, she had 
recently retired as a professor at a major uni-
versity. 

While we were worshipping together in the 
Shiloh CP Church, tears welled up in her eyes. 
She explained that this church was so mean-
ingful for her because it was from this com-
munity and this church that Davis and Fred 
Bryson had gone to the Colombian mission 
field.  

She reflected on the previous generation of 
Brysons that preceded Davis and Fred. She 
later shared how the faith of her mother and 
her own Christian faith had changed the path 
of her life and that of her entire family.  

This is but one of many families whose lives 
were transformed through the ministry of 
missionaries in Colombia. 

 

Colegio Bolivar 
After an extended furlough in the States we 
returned to Colombia when I was nine years 
old and ready for the fourth grade. Typically 
missionaries with school-aged kids sent their 
children to a boarding school in Quito, Ecua-
dor, about 300 miles away, while some sub-
scribed to the Calvert mail order correspon-
dence course. With the Calvert course, it could 
take weeks for the lessons to make the round-
trip. A few families left their children in the 
states with relatives during the school year. 
None of these options appealed to my mom, 
Gladys Bryson. 

Prior to going to Colombia, she ordered a 
complete set of text books for the fourth 
grade from Ginn and Company, following the 
curriculum for the State of Tennessee. 

When it was time for the school year to start, 
Gladys recruited my friend Frankie Carder to 
join me as a classmate. A spare bedroom in 
our home was set up as a classroom. 
 

Soon other fami-
lies were asking 
Gladys to teach 
their children. As 
the school got 
too large for our 
home, a room 
was made avail-
able for the Anglo-American school, at the Co-
lombian mission school, the Colegio Ameri-
cano. (See picture on the previous page.) A 
board of directors was selected. The school 
reached a stage where it was necessary to 
bring a teacher down from the United States. 
This freed Gladys Bryson so she could again 
devote full time as a missionary; however she 
received no pay for her work. Only the hus-
band of a missionary couple was paid a nomi-
nal salary regardless if his wife helped or not. 

The stipulation in the original school bylaws 
was that missionary children would not be 
charged tuition, while others had to pay 
enough to make the school self-supporting. 
After we left in 1946 the school continued to 
grow and outgrew the limited space available 

 
Our home and first school  
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at the Colegio Americano. The board of direc-
tors raised funds, bought a nice piece of 
property on the outskirts of Cali, and built a 
new school. The name of the school was 
changed from the Anglo-American School to 
El Colegio Bolivar. The school thrived and has 
become a very prestigious school in Cali cater-
ing to both expatriates as well as Colombian 
students.. The school still recognizes Gladys 
Holt Bryson as the founder, but it has lost its 
Christian emphasis. The bylaws have been 
changed and missionary children have to pay 
tuition like everyone else. At least missionary 
children don’t have to go to Quito or stay in 
the states. 

The Colegio Bolivar web site3 shows the early 
history as: “ 

- 1945   La señora Gladys Bryson educadora de 
profesión y extranjera residente en Cali,  convirtió 
un cuarto de su casa en San Fernando,  a salón de 
clase, con el fin de enseñar a su hijo y a otros niños 
de varias familias amigas, en su idioma materno. 
Solicitó material curricular del estado de Tennesee, 
textos de la compañía editora Ginn & Company;  
así nació el Colegio Anglo-Americano de Cali: los 
primeros  alumnos, Jim Bryson y Frankie Carder. Se 
conformó una junta con los padres de familia: Dr. 
Davis Bryson, director del Colegio Americano de 
misioneros presbiterianos, Sr. Frank C. Carder, rep-
resentante de Container Corporation y el Sr. Joe 
Libby, representante de una compañía cafetera.  

On another page of their website there is an-
other short history in English:4 

60 years ago, in a small house in Cali, Colombia, 
Colegio Bolivar was founded by Mrs. Gladys Holt 
Bryson as a bilingual school for North Americans 
and Colombians. The school grew rapidly, and by 
the end of the 1950’s, it was clearly time to move 
from the school’s small birthplace in San Fernando 
(a small neighborhood in Cali) to a more spacious 
setting. Today, Colegio Bolivar lies at the feet of 
the Andes, spread out over a large acreage of lush, 
fertile land. Looking out over the city of Cali, the 
school is nestled in its own tropical paradise. We 
now have over 1,200 students, 

                                                
3 http://www.colegiobolivar.edu.co/about/history.htm 
4 http://www.colegiobolivar.edu.co/about/history.htm 

As an outgrowth of the Anglo–American 
school, Gladys and Davis became friends with 
many of the foreigners, primarily from the US 
and Europe. Davis recognized that these fami-
lies were not being spiritually fed, so he 
started an English speaking church service on 
a once-a-month basis. The families enjoyed 
worshiping in English and were inspired by 
Davis’ sermons. They looked forward to all 
coming together and seeing each other. Once 
a month worked well, and it didn’t detract 
from the primary work of Gladys and Davis. In 
fact many of the families of the English speak-
ing service took a real interest in the mission 
and offered financial support and volunteer 
labor when needed. 

Gladys and Davis always had the ability to 
work with people at all social levels. They rec-
ognized and respected the talents and souls of 
everyone they met, whether it was a penniless 
woman with several children or the president 
of a large corporation.  

Davis and Gladys enjoyed the work in Colom-
bia and loved the Colombian people. Unfortu-
nately, the tropics and the work load were not 
kind to the health of Gladys, and she had to 
return to the States like the Conyers had years 
before.  

Back in the United States 
Davis took a pastorate at the Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church in Yorkville, Tennessee. 
The war had just ended and many commodi-
ties were in short supply with long waiting 
lists. Fortunately Lawrence and Ed Jones, two 
elders of the church owned the general store 
in Yorkville and were able to get new appli-
ances for their new pastor. The Jones families 
and my folks remained good friends the rest 
of their lives. Ed Jones served as a US Con-
gressman for eleven terms representing a big 
portion of West Tennessee. 

The Move to California 
Now we jump to California. There was a Chi-
nese mission church in San Francisco that had 
been established over fifty years earlier. The 
church had a Chinese minister, Rev. Tom Jung, 
who had a very successful ministry to a Chi-
nese speaking congregation. He had been the 



21 -The Rev. Davis O. Bryson Family 

609 

pastor for over forty years. Several missionar-
ies had been sent to San Francisco by the 
Board of Missions of the Cumberland Presby-
terian Church, but it seems that they went out 
with the attitude of “we are from the National 
Mission Board” and they seemed to have 
something to prove. They had not been well-
received, and each one of them left after only 
a few months. 

In 1947, the Board of Missions asked Gladys 
and Davis if they would consider a new chal-
lenge, the mission in San Francisco. Would 
they try for three months? Gladys and Davis 
dearly loved mission work and agreed to try it. 
In October 1947 we packed up and started 
the big move as dad stated his new goal: “The 
Golden Gate by ’48.” 

The long drive from Tennessee to California 
started in mid October with stops along the 
way to visit family and friends. A few days 
were spent in Ovilla at the home place with 
Wilburn and Mollie Lee Bryson. The picture be-
low was taken at that time and shows four of 
the five Bryson siblings and their spouses. The 
small child may have been Mollie Lee’s grand-
son, Mike Bryson. 

 

The next stop was in Phoenix, Arizona and a 
nice two or three day visit with Mary Evelyn 
and Jake Bryson and their one year-old son, 
Larry. Then on to Los Angeles where we spent 
three days as the guest of Mrs. Torre, a long 
time Cumberland Presbyterian leader in Cali-
fornia. She knew more about the history of 
the Cumberland Church in California and the 
ins-and-outs of the California Presbytery than 
anyone else. She was quite old and had for 
years been the keeper of presbytery minutes. 
During our stay there, she briefed Gladys and 
Davis on what to expect in San Francisco. We 
did a little sightseeing and attended our first 
radio show, Art Linkletter’s House Party. 
Gladys was chosen, from the audience, to tell 
a story about her experience in Colombia. 

We arrived in San Francisco on Armistice Day, 
November 11, 1947. Dad’s goal of “The 
Golden Gate by ‘48” had been achieved. As a 
point of time reference, the Golden Gate 
Bridge had been dedicated less than 10 years 
earlier, and had passed Seal Rocks as the 
number one San Francisco tourist attraction. 

We soon found that driving on the hills of San 
Francisco was nothing like driving in Yorkville. 
The hand brake on our 1942 Plymouth did not 

work, and we soon found that it was 
a real necessity in the city of hills. 
Stopping near the top of a steep hill, 
with a stick shift and no hand brake 
made for some exciting times. Dad, 
with no hand brake and out of neces-
sity, quickly learned to keep the 
clutch depressed with his left foot, 
and his right foot simultaneously on 
the brake and accelerator. He then 
eased up on the clutch while shifting 
pressure from the brake pedal to the 
accelerator. This thirteen year-old did 
not like it at all and wanted to head 
back to Yorkville, with its population 
of 207. 

Davis met with Rev. Tom Jung and 
expressed his admiration and respect 
for the work he had done. Davis went 
on to explain that he had no plans to 
interfere with Rev. Jung’s work, and 

Wilburn & Mollie Bryson, Paul & Vera Springer, 
Truman & Ruby Lee Bryson, Gladys & Davis Bryson 
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he asked permission if he could work with the 
English speaking young people of the congre-
gation and have an English speaking Sunday 
School Class for them. Rev. Jung agreed and 
said that would be fine. 

Gladys and Davis found that there was a core 
group of only eight young people in the 
church. They started a Sunday School class 
and organized activities that were meaningful 
as well as interesting and to which the young 
people would feel comfortable inviting their 
friends.  

Davis needed a pastor’s study, but there 
weren’t any empty offices or rooms available 
and Rev. Jung did not offer to open up any. 
Davis looked around and found a basement 
that was crammed with old furniture and 
junk. In the far corner of the basement was a 
small room that was also filled with junk. 
Davis asked if he could clear out the stuff from 
the small room and use it as his office. Rev. 
Jung felt this area was not fitting for a minis-
ter, but Davis was welcome to it since it was 
wasted space anyway. 

Davis emptied the small storage room and 
cleared a path through the items stored in the 
large basement. He next set up his study in 
the small room and was ready for business. 

Mom and dad had a lot of experience working 
with people from different cultures. They had 
done well in Colombia. Their compassion and 
respect for the Chinese culture was obvious.  

The eight young people started invit-
ing their friends to the English speak-
ing Sunday School class and atten-
dance steadily increased. Mom organ-
ized a group for the high school girls 
and soon had about 20 high school 
age girls in the “Golden Cross” group. 
Most of the young people in China-
town had been born in San Francisco 
but their parents had been born in 
China.. These young people had lived 
in the States all their lives and had 
gone through English speaking 
schools. 

 

Some of the young people were in High 
School and some were in College. Warren 
Lowe, one of the original eight, had gradu-
ated from the University of California at Berke-
ley as a Chemical Engineer. He worked for 
Standard Oil and had worked on the Manhat-
tan Project while at Berkeley. The Chinese-
American kids in Chinatown had been in 
America all their lives and Davis and Gladys 
wanted to minister to them. This is an area 
where Rev. Jung, with his very limited English, 
was not equipped to be effective. He wel-
comed the help! 

Davis and Gladys discussed among themselves 
how to have something that would draw in 
the younger elementary school age kids. This 
was in 1948 before television and the wide va-
riety of kid’s shows and cartoons. There were 
only the great kid’s radio programs like The 
Lone Ranger, Captain Midnight, Hop-a-long 
Cassidy, and so on. The idea the Brysons 
wanted to try was to have a Saturday morning 
entertaining program, with a Christian mes-
sage, for the youngsters. Good idea, but 
where could it be held, the church sanctuary 
was not appropriate. The basement! It was a 
large open room and not being used. Davis 
asked Rev. Jung if he had any objection to the 
use of the entire basement for a Saturday 
morning club for kids.  

 Davis enlisted some of the older young peo-
ple to help clear out the large basement room 
and they were more than willing. They en-

1

2

3

5

4

Chinese Cumberland Presbyterian Church — 855 Jackson St., SF 
1 – Davis’ Study, 2 – Basement Room, 3 – Sanctuary 

4 – Chinese school class rooms, 5 – Entry to new sanctuary 
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joyed working with Davis and laughing at his 
humor. They could sense that Davis and 
Gladys recognized them as very bright and 
creative individuals. Once the basement was 
cleared, it still looked like a salvaged basement 
storage room. The bare concrete floor was 
painted; this improved the appearance a little. 
The carpentry skills came into play again! 
Davis bought knotty pine paneling boards and 
proceeded to cover the unfinished walls of the 
big storage room. Young people started 
showing up just to work with him and learn 
how to do some carpentry. They even invited 
their friends to come and work and learn 
something new. I still hear stories from some 
of these young people, who are now in their 
80s, talk about their helping with the paneling 
project and the deep relationship they devel-
oped with dad as a result. 

The parents were impressed that the pastor 
could transform the room with his own hands, 
and they were thrilled for their kids to work 
with Davis Bryson. Some of the parents 
started to come to the Chinese Sunday service 
led by Rev. Jung. Mom, Dad, and I attended 
the Chinese services every Sunday, although 
we could not understand the sermon. We 
sang the songs in English while the congrega-
tion sang in Chinese. Mom and Dad specifi-
cally did not try to learn any Chinese. They 
wanted it to be very clear that they were there 
to minister to the English-speaking young 
people. 

Back to the basement, the new knotty pine 
walls were stained and given a clear coat of 
varnish. Rev. Jung offered some spare chairs 
from his Chinese school upstairs and all was 
ready for the new program for kids, “The 
Christian Playmates Club.” 

Davis loved a bargain and he had found 
sources for rent-free movies. The Standard Oil 
Company had a large library of films on Col-
lege Football games and cartoons. The Meth-
odist Bookstore had free Christian cartoons 
and other religious films. Davis developed a 
good relationship with his movie suppliers, 
and they proved eager to help. The Saturday 
morning club program was about two hours 

long and consisted of songs, cartoons, movies, 
games and of course the object lesson. Dad 
injected a lot of humor in his talks and would 
use magic tricks to emphasize the point. For 
instance one of his classics was having a glass 
filled with a very dark liquid (sin) and then 
pouring in another liquid that instantly turned 
the dark liquid perfectly clear (cleansing of 
sin). Davis joined the local magician’s club and 
occasionally invited one of the members to 
come to the club to put on a magic show. 
Several years later, TV programs such as Cap-
tain Kangaroo and Mr. Roberts Neighborhood 
reminded me of the Christian Playmate Club. 

The attendance steadily increased until there 
were about 150 to 200 kids meeting on any 
given Saturday. These kids grew up in the 
church and became the backbone of the Eng-
lish speaking Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
of San Francisco. Many went on to college and 
into various professions such as teachers, doc-
tors, lawyers, ministers, and other occupa-
tions. One of the original Christian Playmates 
became the president of a large Christian 
Seminary. 

As the Sunday school classes grew, there was 
a need for a church service for the English 
speaking people. Two Chinese-speaking ser-
vices were held on Sunday morning. Dad did 
not want to interfere with the Chinese services 
so he asked permission to have a Sunday night 
service in English. That service grew rapidly 
and the average attendance grew to about 
300 young people. Mom and Dad really en-
joyed this work. I remember when dad would 
inject “Davis humor” into the sermon; the 
congregation seemed to explode with laugh-
ter in unison. 

Davis performed many wedding ceremonies, 
of couples that had met at Cumberland. We 
were invited to many Chinese banquets hon-
oring engagements, weddings, births of chil-
dren, and the 100 day anniversary of a birth. 
We were seated at round tables that held ten 
people and there were often 20 or 25 tables 
at these events. As the group grew up many 
went on to College and became Doctors, 
teachers, engineers, artists, lawyers and a 



The Bryson Ancestors — On the Edge of New Frontiers 

612 

wide variety of occupations. Several went on 
to become ordained ministers.  

Many of the “young people,” now in their 70s 
and 80s, still attend Cumberland along with 
their children and grandchildren and in some 
cases great-grandchildren. I still think of my 
friends as the Cumberland young people. It is 
always a thrill to go back to Cumberland and 
worship. I am still called Jimmy by my old 
friends. The church is vibrant today and has 
sponsored several new sister churches. The 
daughter of Minnie and Bill Yuen, early mem-
bers of the group, is now the pastor of one of 
the sister churches in San Francisco. The main 
church still has multiple services in English, 
Cantonese, and Mandarin. 

Gladys had a vital ministry originating with 
the high school and college age girls. As they 
got older, she would frequently serve as a 
mediator between the young adult girls and 
their Chinese speaking parents, bridging the 
culture and generation gap. Nights at home 
were always busy with mom answering nu-
merous phone calls from people asking for 
advice. Gladys also wrote the Junior Sunday 
School Quarterly for the Cumberland denomi-
nation from 1953 to 1960. 

Gladys was not feeling well in the summer of 
1971, but she was determined to make a trip 
to Tennessee to see her Holt family and friends 
and then to Texas to see the Bryson relatives 
and friends. Unknown to me at the time, she 
took a load of her favorite possessions with 
her and as she visited those close to her, she 

gave them one of the objects. She 
commented to me after the trip, “I 
was determined to make that trip 
even if it killed me.” In November 
1971, Gladys was taken to the hospi-
tal after suffering a stroke. The first 
day she could speak and let us know 
her feelings. She carried on light con-
versation and tried to minimize her 
condition, but she knew she was 
about to die. The next day she was 
not coherent and could only mumble. 
As we left her hospital room, she 
raised her hand with her index finger 

pointing to heaven. Early the next morning we 
got an unexpected phone call that she had 
died during the night. Emma Gladys Holt Bry-
son, 62, died from a massive hemorrhage in 
the cerebellum, on October 21, 1971. Her 
nephew, Dr. Fred W. Bryson flew out from 
Texas and comforted us. He then officiated at 
her funeral service at the Chinese Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church of San Francisco. 
 

 

The Cumberland Choir about 1950 
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Davis Bryson Retired — December 1971 
Davis retired shortly after the death of Gladys 
Holt Bryson, his wife and partner in the minis-
try for over 40 years. He moved to Sunnyvale, 
California to be near his son and his family. 
We decided that it would be practical to add a 
couple of rooms to the family home. Again his 
carpentry skills, and those he taught me, came 
in handy. He helped me add on an apartment 
to our existing home. 

While in Sunnyvale, he took a volunteer posi-
tion with the Methodist Church down the 
street. He helped the staff by calling on the 
elderly, holding services in retirement commu-
nities, performing weddings and funerals. In 
retirement, Davis enjoyed going to the annual 
General Assembly of the Cumberland Church, 
visiting relatives, and even some international 
travel. He always had a goal of visiting the 
Holy Land, and was able to realize that goal 
when he signed up for a tour. On his return, 

he said it was a wonderful 
trip and fully met his ex-
pectations. He related that 
there were 29 Jews and 
one Gentile Cumberland 
Presbyterian minister on 
the tour. Everyone looked 
to Davis for background on 
the historic sites they vis-
ited, since he had a strong 
Biblical background. When 

it came to meals, there were frequently some 
foods and desserts that people on the tour 
wouldn’t eat because of Jewish customs. So 
they showered Davis with all kinds of goodies.  

He enjoyed playing bridge (a new game for 
him) with his senior citizen friends. He quickly 
learned bridge and on an ocean cruise, he 
won the Duplicate Bridge contest. 

Three weeks after the “World Series Earth-
quake” in our area, Davis Ozell Bryson, had a 
heart attack. On December 23, 1989, he was 
taken to the hospital and a few days later he 
had bypass surgery. He died on January 16, 
1990 at the age of 83 years. Dr. Fred W. 
“Buddy” Bryson, the nephew of Dr. Davis Ozell 
Bryson, again flew out from Texas to perform 
the funeral service as he had for Gladys. Buddy 
also conducted a memorial service at the 
home church, Shiloh Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church. 

TRIBUTE TO MRS. GLADYS BRYS NO

THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

OF TENNESSEE

HON. ED JONES

Monday, November 29, 1971

     Mr. JONES, of Tennessee. Mr. 
Speaker, on October 22, one of the 
outstanding missionaries  of the  
Cumberland Presbyterian Church, Mrs 
Gladys Bryson passed away in San 
Francisco. Mrs Bryson, who was a 
native of Gibson County, Tenn., was a 
personal friend of mine and had been 
for many years the object of my admira-
tion. She and her husband, Dr. Davis 
Bryson, once spent a year in my home 
community of Yorkville, Tenn,. while 
he was pastor of my home church.

    The news of the death of Gladys 
Bryson brought into focus the realiza-
tion of the broad dimension of a life 
splendid in every area of work, in the 
activities of Christian living dedicated 
to the service of her church and her 
Lord. The spirit of good will and service 
had been evident in the early years of 
her life. She graduated  with honors 
from Milan, Tenn. High School in 1927. 
She entered Bethel College the follow-
ing year and graduated again with 
recognition in 1931. She married Davis 
Bryson, a ministerial student in 1929.
     The twenty-five years of service in 
San Francisco, was emblazoned on the 
hearts of the people with whom they 
loabored. The life and contributions for 
building better lives in places of sorrow 
and want in places of the greatest need 
have been given with sacrifice and love 
by Gladys Holt Bryson.

Congressional Record 

Gladys Holt Bryson 1909-1971 
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Both Gladys and Davis are interred 
at the Mount Olivet Memorial Ceme-
tery, Colma, California, just South of 
San Francisco.  

 

 

A memorial stone has also been 
placed in the Shiloh Cemetery near 
the Bryson ancestors and siblings. 
The stone inscription makes refer-
ence to where they are buried. The 
Shiloh Church has been such an im-
portant part in the life of the Bry-
sons and their relatives for over 150 
years, it is only fitting that the lives 
of Gladys and Davis Bryson be hon-
ored in the Shiloh Cemetery. 
. 

 

San Jose Mercury News, January 18, 1990 

Davis and Gladys Bryson 
in front of Shiloh Church, Ovilla, TX 

This was the last picture taken of Gladys 
It was taken on her last trip 

to see relatives in TN & TX, August 1971 

 
Memorial tombstone, Bryson section, Shiloh Cemetery 
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In 2009, the fellowship hall at the Chinese Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
was remodeled and was named the Davis and Gladys Bryson Fellowship Hall. 
They are still remembered and loved by members of the Chinese Cumber-
land Presbyterian Church, even though it has been 40 years since they minis-
tered there. There was a dedication service where many of the early mem-
bers were present. A memorial plaque containing their pictures and the fol-
lowing inscription was unveiled and placed in the hall. 

  

 
In Memory of 

The Reverend Dr. Davis O. Bryson 
and Mrs. Gladys Bryson 

 

They touched and changed many lives 
through their devoted discipleship 

and love of the Lord 

Ministers to our English-speaking Congregation 
1947-1971 

The Brysons ready to go to
the Mission Field in Colombia, S.A.

for the first time in 1931

Davis Bryson
in San Francisco

about 1950

Gladys Bryson dressed-up
to go to downtown San Francisco

about 1950
(Everyone dressed-up to go downtown)
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Davis, Gladys, and Jimmy in Colombia — mid 1930s

Enjoying a paseo in Pereira, Colombia

Jimmy floating in a small wooden “boat”
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Brysons
in

California

Stopover at Pt. Mugu on way to San Francisco, Nov. 1947 Gladys & Davis Bryson  — 1951

Brysons in Golden Gate Park — 1951    
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Davis and Gladys in California

The original young people who greeted the Brysons 
on their arrival at San Francisco Cumberland 

Presbyterian Church in November 1947

Davis and Gladys on the steps to their home at 
881 43rd. Avenue in San Francisco. 

This home was used extensively to host many 
events for the Chinese church as well as hosting 
many overnight guests from across the country.

Davis returned to Cumberland in San 
Francisco in mid 1980s to help with a major 

capital fund raising program for the 
denomination.

Davis enjoyed an active retirement in 
Sunnyvale, California from 1971 through 
1989. He traveled, served as a volunteer 

minister at a local church, and participated in 
many senior citizen activities.
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James Davis Bryson, 1934 - 
James Davis Bryson, the only child of Gladys 
and Davis Bryson, was born in Cali, Colombia 
on January 10, 1934. He was born at home 
which was the Cumberland Presbyterian Mis-
sion, previously a women’s prison. 

I find it rather difficult to write about myself. 
But let me try. I feel extremely fortunate and 
blessed in having the parents I had and in hav-
ing a childhood that exposed me to many cul-
tures and experiences. Growing up, I was al-
ways in the company of supportive friends 
and members of the church family wherever 
we happened to be living or visiting.  

I don’t intend to write an extensive biography. 
So perhaps the best thing to do in covering 
the early years is to relate just a few scattered 
experiences that remain engrained in my 
memory or that I remember because they 
were recounted to me in subsequent years. 

When I was nine months old, my dad and 
Reverend Martiniano Fajardo were asked to 

move to Pereira, Colombia to start a new mis-
sion church and boarding school. While Cali 
had some paved 
streets, the best streets 
in Pereira were still 
cobblestone. My early 
years were spent in 
this small Colombian 
town. The Martiniano 
Fajardo family lived 
next door and became 
my second family. 
They had four lively 
children that I really 
enjoyed playing with. 
They even had a eld-
erly grandmother liv-
ing with them, Doña 
Anastasia, who be-
came my adopted 
grandmother. 

L-R Davis, Jimmy, Gladys, Doris, Omar, Dolores, Abida, Nellie, Martiniano  
The Brysons and Fajardos on an outing near Pereira in 1936. The families were very close friends and 
Jimmy Bryson spent almost as much time with the Fajardos as he did in his own home. When Jimmy was 
two or three, someone asked him his name, he quickly replied — Jaime Fajardo, after all he thought the 
Fajardo kids were his brothers and sisters. They practically were! 

Back row - Omar & Doris 
Front row - Abida & Nellie 
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Throughout my life, my parents instilled in me 
a real sense of adventure and exploration. 
Some times this was a good thing and at 
other times would prove to be downright 
dangerous.  

Experience in Pereira 
I was an active young-
ster, and I have been 
told that when I was 
quite young Rev. Clyde 
Taylor gave us a baby 
bouncy seat. I quickly 
learned to bounce and 
would take real delight 
in bouncing so high 
that I could bounce 
right out of the seat 
and onto the floor.  

When I was about two, 
we came to the States on furlough. In No-
vember 1935 we took the steamship SS 
Contessa from Buenaventura, Colombia 
through the Panama Canal, to New Orleans. 
After a year of furlough visiting relatives and 
various churches, we returned to Pereira, 
Colombia in November 1936 on the SS Cefalu, 
a United Fruit steamer. 

 

In the late 1930s, my father, Davis Bryson, or-
ganized the first Boy Scout troop in Colombia. 

Mom made all the uniforms and while she 
was at it, she made one for me, although I 
was far too 
young to be a 
scout. This pic-
ture was taken 
in our back 
yard where 
one of these 
dangerous ex-
periences oc-
curred. One 
day I “ex-
plored” the 
explosive char-
acteristic of a 
bullet.  

When I was 
about four 
years old, I 
found some 22 
caliber bullets in our home and took some out 
to the back yard. Somehow I knew that bullets 
could make a loud bang. I carefully placed a 
bullet on a large flat rock and started pound-
ing it with another rock. I can still remember 
the feeling of anticipation I had while striking 
the bullet. Fortunately I was not successful in 
hearing its retort and feeling its powerful con-
sequences. I also remember my parents were 
not pleased with my actions and were proba-
bly more than a little frightened as well. I real-
ized that I had done something really, really 
bad and dangerous! 

My entrepreneurial inclinations surfaced when 
I was only five. I found that I could sit at the 
window of our home and flag down a young 
boy through an iron security grate at the win-
dow. I would convince him to take two or 
three eggs to the corner store and trade them 
for candy. Of course the eggs came from our 
kitchen. Since we bought eggs in very small 
quantities, it did not take mom more than one 
or two of these episodes to catch on. As pun-
ishment, I was assigned the job of washing 
the kitchen floor once for each egg I had “sto-
len.” I had to earn back what I had taken. 

 

 Backyard in Pereira — 1938 

Jimmy Bryson wanted to be a Boy 
Scout and a fireman early in life. 
Both dreams were later fulfilled. 

Jimmy and Gladys Bryson in New Orleans ready to re-
turn to Colombia on the steamship SS Cefalu. 
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A few months before the end of my parents’ 
second term in Colombia, my mother returned 
to the States because of health problems. She 
and I boarded the steamship SS Amapala, a 
United Fruit freighter in November 1940. 

We stayed in Milan, Tennessee, Mom’s home-
town, with Grandmother Holt. A cousin of my 
mother was teaching a first and second grade 
class in the nearby rural community of Con-
cord. Having not been in school up to that 
point and being in a strange land contributed 
to my not being an easy pupil to have in the 
class. I recall that I received a lot of teasing if I 
said a word in Spanish. I would guess that 
most of the kids had never heard anyone 
speak a foreign language. I promptly stopped 
saying anything in Spanish so I would not be 
teased. This seemed to heighten their interest 
to hear some Spanish words, and they started 
begging me to say a few words. The entrepre-
neurial spirit rose again. I agreed to talk a little 
if each kid gave me five cents. When I had an 
audience of 10 or 15, I would say a few sen-
tences. Again my entrepreneurial enterprise 
was shut down by my mother, and I had to 
return all the money. 

At the school, I also had my first exposure to 
an old fashioned outhouse. The school did not 
have plumbing, and we had to go about 100 
feet down a hill to the three hole outhouse. 
Boy, did it smell bad! In Colombia we had 
plumbing in our home, since we lived in a city. 
But in some rural areas of the United States, 
indoor toilet facilities just did not exist. 

Dad joined us about the time school let out 
for the summer, and we made our way to my 
dad’s family home near Ovilla, Texas. Dad had 
been given about 100 acres of farm land by 
his father, William Elam Bryson, and there was 
a sharecropper house on the property. 

That house would be our home for a few 
months while dad decided where to work. The 
house pictured in the next column is from the 
National Archives and was taken in Ellis 
County. It looks very much like the house in 
which we lived for a few months. 

There was no plumbing or electricity. The 
walls were a single board thick, and knot 
holes were covered to keep the cold air out. 
We received frequent deliveries of ice for the 
ice box.  

I have always enjoyed finding creative and 
simple solutions to problems. I was given the 
responsibility of feeding and taking care of my 
pet dog, Puchie.  

I had other chores also and among them was 
to keep the melted ice container under the ice 

 
Ellis County, Texas farm house 

The Bible and the pistol — 1941 
Cousin Joann Alexander and me at our home in Ovilla, 

Texas. The house did not have much curb appeal. 
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box from overflowing by emptying it regularly. 
After allowing it to overflow once, I found a 
permanent solution. I borrowed some tools 
and drilled a hole through the 
floor of the house so the melted 
ice went into the crawl space. I 
then got a pan and placed it to 
catch the water that dripped 
down. I solved two of my re-
sponsibilities — I did not have to 
worry about the container under 
the ice box overflowing, and Pu-
chie had an unending supply of 
ice water. 

The overall experience of living 
on the farm was a wonderful 
adventure, and I really enjoyed 
living close to my aunts and un-
cles. 

We next moved to San Angelo, 
Texas, near Aunt Meda and Un-
cle Buck. We were there for a 
year. Dad taught High School 
and coached the football team and mom 
taught elementary school. 

Dad received a pastoral call from the Rose City 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church in North Lit-
tle Rock, Arkansas. We were there during the 
early part of the Second World War.  

In 1943 the Brysons decided to return to Co-
lombia. We took a very crowded military train 
to El Paso. Seats were hard to find and there 
were a lot of people standing up. Dad took 
me to the mail car and we curled up on some 
soft mail sacks and took naps. We transferred 
to a Mexican train and proceeded to Mexico 
City where Mom and Dad brushed up on their 
Spanish. The men on the Mexican train got 
paid by the hour so it was normal for a train 
to pull into Mexico City over 24 hours late. 
Our train was no exception! 

From Mexico City we took a Pan American 
Airways DC3 to Panama City, then on to Cali, 
Colombia. 

When we all returned to the States, in 1946, 
the war had been over for only a few months. 
Dad took a pastorate in Yorkville, Tennessee, a 

small rural community of 207 people. Mom 
became the principal of the two-room school-
house and taught the 7th and 8th grade class. 

We had several breaks in the 
school year so the students 
could work on the farms. The 
two-week breaks occurred for 
chopping cotton, picking cotton, 
and strawberry picking. I loved 
to earn money so I tried my 
hand at picking strawberries and 
cotton  

The move to San Francisco 
In 1947, after Dad’s pastorate in 
Yorkville, Tennessee, we moved 
again, quite far west, to San 
Francisco. I was 13 years old. I 
went from the two-room rural 
schoolhouse in Tennessee to 
Marina Junior High School in 
San Francisco with a student 
body of over 2,000 students. 
The one thing that made the 
transition easier was that the 

Tennessee schools were about six months 
ahead of the California schools.  

While in Junior High School, I developed a 
strong interest in electricity and electronics. I 
built crystal sets and then a portable four-tube 
radio. After working for days on building a 
vacuum tube radio, I turned it on and heard 
nothing at all. A young Chinese couple, Randy 
and Doris Wong, owned a corner grocery 
store directly across the street from our 

Being raised in a Missionary 
family meant frequent moves. It 
usually meant adapting to a com-
pletely different culture and es-
tablishing a new set of friends. 
Places I lived are: 

Cali, Colombia - birth 

Pereira, Colombia 

Tennessee & Texas Furlough 

Pereira, Colombia 

Milan, Tennessee 

Ovilla, Texas 

San Angelo, Texas 

North Little Rock, Arkansas 

Cali, Colombia 

Yorkville, Tennessee 

San Francisco, California 

Berkeley, California 

Sunnyvale, California 

San Jose, California 

Marina Jr. High School 
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apartment. Randy had been a radioman in the 
US Navy during World War II, and I had often 
asked him questions about electronics. He had 
been generous with his knowledge, and I had 
kept him up-to-date on my radio project. 
When I told Randy that I had turned on the 
radio and heard nothing, he suggested I bring 
it over to his apartment, which was above the 
store. Their two month-old daughter was 
asleep in a crib next to us as we worked. 

Randy introduced me to a volt-ohm-meter, 
VOM, and proceeded to teach me how to use 
it to troubleshoot the radio and how to trace 
out the circuits to make sure everything was 
wired correctly. He found that I had misread 
the markings on the power switch and I had 
mis-wired it. I had instantly burned out all the 
tubes in my new radio, but everything else 
seemed to check out all right. He stressed the 
importance of rechecking all the wiring before 
plugging in the batteries and turning on the 
power switch. At that time I did not know 
enough to find the problem on my own. Un-
fortunately, the vacuum tubes were the most 
expensive parts of the radio. I swallowed hard, 
and took the cable car down to SF Radio on 
Market Street and bought a new set of tubes, 
spending some of my hard-earned money 
from my paper route. The radio worked be-
yond expectations! Sometimes, late at night, I 
was able to hear stations as far away as WSM 
in Nashville, Tennessee on my little AM radio. 
Success! 

I spent many hours reading about amateur 
radio and building projects. My favorite 
magazines were Popular Mechanics, Popular 
Science, and Popular Electronics. 

TV comes to San Francisco 
The first television station, KPIX, came to San 
Francisco on December 24, 1948. The first TV 
set in the neighborhood was owned by my 
friend Randy Wong. He had it set up behind 
the corner grocery store counter. I remember 
on Tuesday nights, about 15 neighbors would 
crowd around the little 7" Hallicrafter TV and 
be glued to the TV watching “The Texaco Star 
Theater” with Milton Berle. What an amazing 
invention! 

Less than two years after the first broadcast by 
KPIX, I was fortunate to land a job with a TV 
store helping deliver TV sets. Customers 
seemed rather nervous to see a baby-faced, 
sixteen-year-old boy carry in their expensive 
new console TV. I was so happy to have a real 
job and to get 50 cents an hour. Of course 
early television sets were so expensive that my 
family couldn’t even begin to think of owning 
one. 

Within a few months I made my first solo ser-
vice call to replace a defective vacuum tube. 
Everyday after school, I drove all over San 
Francisco repairing TV sets. I really got to 
know the city and its hills. There were many 
exciting adventures on that job. One experi-
ence I had that I did not think much about at 
the time involved delivering and setting up a 
rental TV in a ship stateroom. 

In April of 1953, I was escorted on the steam 
ship, President Wilson, and shown where to 
install the TV. After adjusting the rabbit ear 
antenna, I was told to come back in three days 
to pick up the set. I was told that this state-
room was the private quarters of Prince Aki-
hito, 19, of Japan. He had just landed after a 
voyage from Tokyo and was on his way to rep-
resent Japan at the Coronation of Queen 
Elizabeth II in London. I had heard of Akihito, 
but just thought of him as a fellow nineteen-
year-old kid, and I wondered how he felt visit-
ing the United States. Akihito was born just six 
weeks before I was, so I thought of him as a 
contemporary, not realizing that he was the 
son of Hirohito, whom we had learned to hate 

 Hallicrafters Model T-54 7” TV Set — 1949 
Advertised as having 18 tubes, 4 rectifiers, picture 
tube, and 12 push buttons for channel selection. 
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during the war. It did not dawn on me that 
some day this young boy would be the Em-
peror of Japan and would be held in such high 
esteem. Unfortunately, he was being escorted 
around San Francisco while I worked in his 
stateroom and I did not see him. 

Boy Scouts 
Once in San Francisco I was thrilled beyond 
words when I found that there was an active 

Boy Scout troop a 
couple of blocks from 
our home, and they 
were known for their 
once a month over-
night camping and 
hiking trips. I couldn’t 
ask for anything more. 
I enjoyed the scouts 
for several years and 
enjoyed learning about 
a wide range of sub-
jects by studying for 
merit badges. I pro-
gressed through all the 
badge requirements 
and leadership posi-

tions to earn the rank of Eagle Scout. The de-
sire to become a Boy Scout when I was four 
years old became fulfilled beyond my expecta-
tions. 

City College of San Francisco, CCSF 
My freshman and sophomore years were 
spent at the local community college. Tuition 
was a bare minimum, I could live at home, 
and I could continue my TV repair job. About 
the time I got my AA degree from CCSF and 
had to give up my TV job because I was going 
to college in Berkeley, color TV was just com-
ing on the scene. The timing was perfect be-
cause I am red-green color blind, and it would 
have been difficult for me to adjust the color 
on the newer TV sets. 

University of California, Berkeley, (Cal) 
My Junior and Senior years were spent at Cal 
pursuing a degree in Electronic Engineering. 
This again was a new cultural experience for 
me to live in a living group with over 200 men 
from all over the United States and other 

countries. Engineering 
was also a new experi-
ence since I had never 
known an engineer ex-
cept for my friend 
Frankie Carder’s father 
in Colombia when I 
was young. So engi-
neering was a lofty 
goal for me. 

First job and marriage 
I graduated from Cal 
with a BSEE in January 1958 and took a job in 
Berkeley. I attended the First Presbyterian 
Church in Berkeley, and that is where I met my 
future wife, Dianne Lindgren, also a Cal grad. 
We were married in July 1958, with my father 
performing the ceremony. 

While living in the Berkeley area, my childhood 
ambition of being a fireman was fulfilled. I 
served on the volunteer fire department of 
Kensington, California for several years. 

I was fortunate that transistors were just be-
ginning to be used in electronics products and 
I had learned a little about them at Cal, in fact 
very little. Nevertheless, I was asked to put to-
gether a training program for the engineers 
already with the company, teaching them 
about transistors and digital electronics. Be-
fore long I was in charge of a major program 
to design a transistorized automatic telemetry 
system for petroleum tank farms. The goal 
was to present readings of fluid level and 
temperature in a “gauging shack,” some dis-
tance from the tank farm. The project was 
successful and I went to several refineries to 
supervise the installations and to test the de-
sign. I had the “privilege” of spending several 
weeks in subzero weather in Lamont, Illinois 
and other wonderful places like Borger, Texas 
and Beaumont, Texas. 
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Births of Beth and Jim, Jr.  
Elizabeth Jeanne Bryson (Beth) was born on 
January 5, 1963 in Berkeley, California. Just 
four months later the company I worked for in 
Berkeley was moved to Chicago. I was offered 
a nice promotion, but I preferred to stay in the 
San Francisco Bay Area. 

I was able to get a job with a new company 
that was on the forefront of technology. We 

bought a house in 
Sunnyvale, Califor-
nia and moved 
there for the new 
job. 

After getting set-
tled in the new 
home, church, and 
job, our second 
child, James Davis 
Bryson, Jr. was 
born July 7, 1964 
in Mountain View, 

California. What a blessing to have a fine girl 
and boy. 

New job with Fairchild Semiconductor 
Another technological revolution was just be-
ginning to take shape in 1960. Eight young 
scientists, all younger that 30, had left a com-
pany run by William Shockley to start a new 
company, Fairchild Semiconductor. Most of 
the men were brilliant PhDs but had little 
business experience. They were able to de-
velop a silicon transistor which was more 
stable and not as sensitive to heat as the early 
Germanium transistors. Fairchild developed 
the “Planar” process that became the 
foundation for making devices with many 
transistors on a single chip. 

I joined the company shortly after they in-
vented the Integrated Circuit (IC), the prede-
cessor to all the computer chips, cell phone 
circuits, and practically everything we use that 
is electronic. One of the things that attracted 
me to Fairchild was an ad they were running 
in electronic magazines5. It said:  

 

You are looking at an incredible achievement by 
Fairchild Semiconductor: the world’s first success-
ful integrated semiconductor circuit. It has nine 
transistors, five resistors—it takes the place of a 
whole handful of components in a computer 

Oh, one more thing … 

This is the actual size    ■

 

This was a truly “incredible achievement.” I 
had spent the previous five years designing te-
lemetry systems and had designed dozens of 
printed circuit boards with a similar number of 
components, but most boards were all about 
4” x 5” x 1”. I couldn’t believe this new inven-
tion that shrank the circuits to a silicon chip 
only 1/16” x 1/16” x 1/64”. 

With these fantastic new devices beginning 
volume production, equipment needed to be 
developed to accurately test the parts.  
 

                                                
5 Electronics Design News, August 10, 1962. 

Dianne, Beth, and Jim — 1963 

Jim Bryson, Jr. — 1964 
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My job was to design automatic test equip-
ment that could run each part through about 
60 precise tests in less than 5 seconds. I led a 
group of engineers, 
draftsmen, techni-
cians, assembly per-
sonnel and other 
support people, in 
the design and 
manufacture of the 
first digitally pro-
grammable auto-
matic IC test sys-
tem, the Fairchild 
4000M. Our group 
was among the first 
to actually use inte-
grated circuits in a large system. Even with the 
miniaturized circuits, the system was still quite 
large. 

The systems were about 6’ x 6’ x 2’ and 
weighed several hundred pounds. All this, just 
to test a little spec of silicon material. The pro-
gram was a success, and systems were sold to 
most of the major electronic companies in the 
United States, Japan, and Europe. To this day 
those systems are considered the granddaddy 
of most modern IC test systems.6 

I was fortunate that in all my jobs I was able 
to travel extensively on business trips, both 
domestically and internationally. 

Other jobs 
The next job was as co-founder and Vice-
President of Quantor Corporation, a start-up 
company designing and building a specialized 
computer peripheral piece of equipment. We 
raised venture capital and proceeded to bring 
in a staff of engineers. We received hundreds 
of resumes and hired an excellent staff. We 
needed an expert in precision digital CRT dis-
play technology to round out our staff. I re-
member reviewing some resumes and seeing 
one that seemed to have the needed recent 
experience, and I looked at the name — it said 
Randolph Wong. I thought that was strange 
because my old mentor and friend was Randy, 
                                                
6 www.chiphistory.org/product_content 

and he ran a grocery store. We brought 
Randolph in for an interview and to my sur-
prise, and his, it was Randy! He had been 
working in engineering and in exactly the area 
that we needed help. He had been laid off and 
was very concerned because his daughter was 
at Stanford studying to be a Doctor and ex-
penses were very high. I learned that Doris, his 
wife, was fine and that they lived about five 
minutes from Quantor. It was such a thrill to 
see Randy again and to be able to help him. 
He was proud that I had pursued an electron-
ics career. I was able to thank him and let him 
know how important he had been by helping 
me with my first radio. 

About the time the Quantor system was 
brought to market in 1971, my mother, 
Gladys Holt Bryson, died. I left the company 
and took some time off and drew up plans for 
an apartment for my dad. We got permits and 
built a two-story addition onto the back of our 
home. Davis Bryson lived in this apartment the 
rest of his life, from early 1972 to 1990. He 
continued to live there after Dianne and I 
went our separate ways in 1978. 

After the apartment was built in 1972, I re-
turned to industry for a few years and then 
decided I would like to own a small business 
of my own. I had recognized that almost all 
the managers at a higher level than mine had 
developed a tough style. I did not want to fol-
low that path, and I started an engraving busi-
ness in 1975 in my garage with the idea of 
developing a mail order business. Local people 
started to bring me business until I gave in 
and opened a store. I did not want a large 
business; I had already been in that situation. 
We soon found that my experience in the local 

First Place, Inc. — 1993 

The Fairchild 4000M 
The granddaddy of most 
Modern IC Test systems 
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electronics business put us in a position to 
understand the needs of large companies for 
their awards, incentive, and recognition pro-
grams. Companies like Apple Computer, Hew-
lett-Packard, Intel, General Electric, and doz-
ens more started coming to us for recognition 
products. Most of the growth of the company, 
First Place, Inc., was through word of mouth 
and referrals. We had no outside sales people, 
but developed a close knit culture in our small 
company. The company grew to almost 30 full 
time employees and occupied a leased build-
ing of almost 9,000 square feet. 

In 1994 a Stanford MBA graduate approached 
us through a business broker, wanting to buy 
the business. After analyzing if he would fit in 
with our existing employees and business phi-
losophy, the business was sold. 

Following the sale, the General Manager, 
whom I had hired very early in our growth, 
and who had been with First Place for over 18 
years, and I were asked to write a business 
operations manual for the Awards and Recog-
nition Association (the professional organiza-
tion for recognition businesses). This book was 
promoted by the association and sold to its 
members. Since most of the ARA members 
had limited business experience, this book 
turned out to be very helpful to its members 
in growing their businesses. 

Retirement 
I have enjoyed retirement: being able to travel, 
visiting relatives, learning more about com-
puters and filling volunteer positions in my 
church. 

I have also been able to devote hours and 
hours to my new hobby — genealogy. For 
several years I gave lectures for the Awards 
and Recognition Association and that often 
brought me to cities where I could do in-
depth genealogy research. I have gone to the 
Charlotte, North Carolina area several times as 
well as to the NC State Archives in Raleigh 
searching through original documents. In Ra-
leigh, I was excited to find that I could take 
file folders of original documents to a large 
table and look through them. It was a thrill to 
be handling papers with original signatures of 

over a dozen ancestors and relatives from 
more than 200 years ago. I felt a real close-
ness to them as I read the details of the pa-
pers and ran my fingers over the signatures, 
realizing that the people we have been study-
ing actually handled the same paper and 
signed their name. 

Visits to the giant genealogy library in Salt 
Lake City have also been beneficial. Several 
weeks have also been spent at the Tennessee 
State Library in Nashville. It has been a very 
enjoyable journey — learning more about our 
ancestors and their relatives and friends. 

Two of my first cousins who I had not been in 
direct contact with for several years, Thelma 
Bryson Bennett and Betty Bryson Beckum, got 
interested in genealogy at almost the same 
time that I did. For several years we enjoyed 
sharing our new “finds” and comparing notes 
with each other. As a result of this, our friend-
ship grew stronger. This led to more contact 
with many additional members of the overall 
family. Hopefully this book will serve to 
strengthen the bonds even more. 

The Brysons on the edge of new frontiers 
The theme of this book is The Brysons on the 
Edge of New Frontiers. We have seen through-
out this book, time and time again, that many 
of the Bryson ancestors truly were pioneers on 
new frontiers. I feel that my parents and their 
pioneer missionary work in South America and 
their new approach to the Mission in San 
Francisco Chinatown were on the edge of new 
frontiers in spreading God’s Word.  

Betty, Thelma, Jim — 1999 
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AfterWords 

       Writing the history of our ancestors has entailed a lot of time and 
years of research. But it has been an interesting and exciting venture to 
learn about the people who came before us. The historic records show 
that they faced untold hardships, but they were resilient in their quest 
for new frontiers and new opportunities. 

       Whether they were sailing across the Atlantic on a perilous journey, 
burying a newborn, moving across the country in wagon trains, fighting 
off Indians, or clearing new land — they remained steadfast in their 
faith and dedicated to the task at hand. 

       The years of research allowed me to discover many old documents 
that I have scanned in order to save them in digital form. This project 
has also provided the opportunity for me to preserve copies of official 
documents, correspondence, and old family pictures that otherwise 
would fade away with the passing years. Creating maps and illustrations 
to clarify events and circumstances has, I think, further enhanced our 
history. This book now places many of these important, aging papers 
about our ancestors in one place where they can be reproduced and 
widely shared by all who are interested, in the years to come. 

       This book may encourage others to do additional research. I would 
be interested in learning about any additional information that is dis-
covered as well as suggested revisions or corrections to the book. Origi-
nally my intention was to have a bibliography at the end of the book; 
however, instead, I have included extensive bibliographical footnotes 
throughout the book. Sufficient information has been provided to allow 
the reader to use an internet search engine, such as Google, to discover 
more detailed information. 

       Writing this book has been an exciting adventure, and it is a great 
pleasure to share it with all of you who are interested in learning more 
about our incredible ancestors. 
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