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They knew that they could be striking matches near a powder keg, but curiosity got the
best of two local authors who combed the Gulf
Coast looking for the definitive story of the
legendary pirate Jean Laffite.
In an interview for The Historian, the mother-daughter team and the authors of “Jean
Laffite Revealed” discussed the process of
gathering information and facts that would
document the life of the pirate and his possible link to mystery-man Lorenzo Ferrer,

buried in St. Luke’s Episcopal churchyard on
Cedar Street. Were they truly, according to
local legend, one and the same?
Oliphant is an English professor at Pfeiffer
University in Misenheimer, North Carolina.
She is also a nationally respected Ernest
Hemingway scholar and the author of four
books, two about Hemingway. Yarbrough is a
photographer, artist, and author of the blog,
“Southern Voice.”

Continued on page 6
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From M. Beltran of Lincolnton
“I wanted to see if you all have records of why the lake at Lake Sylvia was drained?
I also wondered if you have pictures of the lake itself? We live on the road and I am
so curious.”
Lake Sylvia, once located on the old Gastonia Highway (now Laboratory Road)
was created by Judge Lawrence E. Rudisill around 1922. For his location he chose
a natural depression with two strong springs and the center and a small branch
entering from the east. Damming the branch from the west end allowed the
springs to fill the lake, which he named Lake Sylvia for his daughter.
Although primitive by today’s standards, Lake Sylvia was one of few sources of
recreation in the area. On the southern side of the lake there was a twenty foot
diving tower with a diving board. Near the northern part was a boardwalk dividing the deep side from the shallow side. There was a small beach, and a building
at both ends of the lake joined by a long narrow building that joined the two. On
each end were the boys and girls showers and dressing rooms and the center section was used as a concession stand where tickets, candy, and cigarettes were sold
and bathers could rent bathing suits and towels. To complete the park, there were
picnic tables, and a cage for a monkey and a bear.
Billed as Lincolnton’s only amusement park, a 1943 newspaper ad lists the owner
as H.R. Whitener and Mrs. Kilgo Rogers as manager. Another newspaper article
from 1946 lists admission as 15 cents for children and 35 cents for adults. A season pass was $6.
We know that Lake Sylvia was still open in 1954 when it advertised that the lake
had been freshly stocked with carp and catfish. In 1956, however, the Lincoln
Times was reporting that a company called Lincoln Lithium Company had leased
the buildings around the former Lake Sylvia property. Today, the remains of what
once the lake is lined with mobile homes, and all that remains of the park is a
street sign, Lake Sylvia Road, the former entrance to the parking lot.
Some information used in this article was written by David C. Heavner in the
July/August 1999 issue of the LCHA Sentinel newsletter.

From James M. Love
“I am interested in the artist James Augustus McLean. I believe that my parents, Edgar Love, Jr., and Elizabeth Reinhardt, may have been a couple of
years ahead of him at Lincolnton High School. McLean and my father were
likely classmates at UNC as well.
All three were in the same high school class. Both of your parents and
McLean the artist, (The Historian, Vol. 1 #5) can be found in the 1922 Pine
Burr of Lincolnton High School.
While we’re connecting the dots, were you also aware that your grandfather,
Edgar Love, was a very prominent figure in Lincolnton? According to “Annals of Lincoln County,” Edgar Love Sr. came to Lincolnton from Gastonia
in 1899 to join with Daniel Efird Rhyne in building the Daniel Cotton Mill,
the first cotton mill to manufacture combed yarn. Later he established and
was president and treasurer of the Saxony Spinning Company and the Love
Cotton Mills in Lincolnton as well as the Melville Mills No. 1 and 2 in Cherryville.
Love was a tireless community builder who campaigned passionately for
better school facilities, paved streets, and for improvements in city water
and sewer systems. He represented the County in the state legislature for
two terms (1917 and 1919) and fathered the bill that required county commissioners to build the present court house. He also served as mayor of
Lincolnton and chairman of the school board.
Along with his wife, the former Katherine McLean, with his four children,
Frank Love, Roberta Love, Edgar Love, Jr., and Mary Spencer Love. They
lived on East Congress Street in one of Lincolnton’s beautiful historic
homes, now known as the Caldwell-Cobb-Love house. He was a faithful
member of First Presbyterian Church.

Thank you, Historian
Sponsors!
Drum’s Florist & Gifts
Goodwood Pizzeria
Bill and Carole Howell
Betty Drum Griffin
Laura Morris
Herb Stanford
Yoga on Main in Lincolnton
John Ware
Businesses and individuals help
keep the presses running on our
newsletter, The Historian. A
one-year newsletter sponsorship
of $100 supports this outreach to
our community. Benefits include:
- recognition in our newsletter
for six issues (one year)
- membership in the LCHA
- exclusive invitations to special
events
If you appreciate our newsletter,
become a sponsor. Your generous
contribution is tax deductible.

Sadly, Love was killed instantly when a passenger train struck his car near
Belmont. He was only 50 years old.
In 1926, a new school serving rural Lincoln
County and primarily children of mill workers, was dedicated to Edgar Love. The first
Love Memorial Elementary School was a
monument to his advocacy for modern school
facilities and the new school building, built
in 1997, retains his name.

The Caldwell-Cobb-Love house on East Congress
Street was built by and used by Lincolnton physician Elam Caldwell and his wife, Elizabeth
Motz. In 1877, Caldwell’s estate sold it to Beverly
Cobb, a prosperous Lincolnton merchant, lawyer,
and politician. In 1900, Edgar Love and his wife
purchased the home. Although it has gone through
some changes, the house on East Congress St. has
been lovingly restored and preserved. Source: “Our
Enduring Past,” Marvin A. Brown, 1986.
LCHA File Photo
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LCHA Updates
New and Renewed
Memberships
Bill Beam
Kenneth and Cheryl Beam
Linda G. Beam
Patricia and Travis Bianchi
Margaret Lantz Birke
Tom Bishop
Matt Boles
Edward Boyles
Harry and Diane Brogden
David Bynum
Janet Byrd
George Warlick Clark
Jerry and Evelyn Cochrane
Cathy and -------- Davis
Marcia Davis
Martin and Jill Eaddy
Shelly Roper Early
Allan and Julie Elomaa
Jason Harpe
George Hedick
Josephine Mundy Hill
Willie and Debbie Heafner
Dr. Nancy Holland
Angela Horne
Fred Jarrett
Elsie Keever
Vicki Kopf
Frances Rader Lena
Mike Peters
Rick Ramseur
Alice Ramsey
Robert Rasmussen
Martha Rudisill
Jean and Victor Searfoss
Sue Sherrill
Betsy Speed
Frances Sigmon
James Smith
Gurtha Strand
Travis and Patricia Bianchi
Richard Ramseur
Edgar and Doris Seagle
Mary Whisonant
William Wood and Tatiana
Balesdent
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Good Reads
Past Issues Online
The LCHA posts past issues of The
Lincoln County Historian on its website, lincolncountyhistory.com.

Welcome Educators!
We provide complimentary memberships to Lincoln County educators.
If you are a Lincoln County Schools
educator interested in learning more
about a complimentary membership,
contact us at LincolnCountyHistoryNC@gmail.com.

Donors
Patrons
Matt Boles
Jerry and Evelyn Cochrane
Contributors:
Bill Beam
Betty Dean Griffin in memory of the
------ Sidney and Carrie Lineberger
Goodson Family
Willie and Debbie Heafner
George Hedick
Dr. Nancy Holland in memory of
Charles D. Holland and Charlotte
Holland Jamieson
Vicki Kopf
Rick Ramseur in honor of Jason
Harpe
Edgar and Doris Seagle
James Smith
Mary Whisonant in memory of Kenneth “David” Heavner, Cape Neddick, ME
Donors
Tom Bishop
Edward Boyles
Mike Peters
William Wood and Tatiana
Balesdent in membory of Bill and
Laura Wood

Sports in Lincoln County by
Jason Harpe. Arcadia Publishing,
2007
$28 includes shipping and
handling. Shop our website at
LincolnCountyHistory.com

Jean Laffite Revealed by Ashley
Oliphant and Beth Yarbrough.
Published by University of Louisiana Press. Amazon, $20.

Women’s History Month – Betty Gabriel Ross
If you grew up in Lincoln County, your life has probably
been touched in some way by Betty Gabriel Ross. Her
hard work left an indelible mark on Lincoln County
youth for more than four decades.

playground for African-American communities in Lincolnton.

Before Betty Ross, public recreation facilities in
Lincolnton were scattered.
There were high school
sports, semi-pro and mill
team baseball, a bowling
alley and recreation hall in
the McLellan Building on
the courtsquare, a skating
rink on a vacant lot in town,
and Lake Sylvia on the
south side of town.

Over the years, Ross started tumbling classes, marble
teams, tennis teams, tournaments of all kinds, dances,
and sufficient park space for families to enjoy a picnic
and a playground. She organized activities and classes
for all ages, and taught hundreds, maybe thousands, of
local children how to swim.

In 1954, she became Mrs. Joe Ross, set herself to growing a publically sponsored recreation program.

In 1967 she was recognized as Lincoln County’s Woman
of the Year.

LCHA File Photo

At a public meeting in 1943, a group
of local citizens started a movement
to implement a municipal recreation program. Plans included a swimming pool, recreation center, playground
equipment, and other amenities.
In 1946, the city council under the direction of Mayor
Mack Broome, set aside $30,000 to renovate the Women’s Meeting Hall next to Pleasant Retreat Academy/
UDC Hall on Pine Street, and hired Betty Gabriel as
the city’s first recreation director.
Gabriel, a standout athlete at Lincolnton High School,
attended Appalachian State Teacher’s College graduating with a degree in physical education. While at
Appalachian State, Gabriel was the intramural manager of the Women’s Athletic Association, president
of the swimming club, and a member of varsity teams
that included volleyball, basketball, softball, and speed
ball. She excelled in tennis and badminton, and even
had time to be president of the student body during her
senior year.

She spearheaded the creation of South Fork Park, and
in 1977, the city renamed it in her honor: Betty G. Ross
Park.
She retired in 1990. She was inducted into the Lincoln
County Sports Hall of Fame in 2001.
A tireless volunteer, Ross also found time to serve as
a member of the Cancer Board, the Rail-Trail committee, as a member of the Eastern Star, and president of
the Democratic Women. She held many roles at Boger
City Methodist Church and, according to her obituary,
served her community as long as she was able.
Ross died in 2013 at age 87.
Sources:
Lincolnton Recreation Department Youth Center nomination for National Register of Historic
Places by jason Harpe, 2009
Lincolnton Recreation Hall Newsletter, LCHA Files
Sports in Lincoln County by Jason L. Harpe. Arcadia Publishing. 2007

According to Gabriel, the City hired her when there
was only one other female recreation director of fifty-two North Carolina Counties. She immediately
set herself to growing a publicly sponsored recreation
program.
Just one week after her appointment, she created the
first phase of a swimming program at Lake Sylvia, with
free swimming courses taught by Red Cross certified
instructors. In the first year, she planned to purchase
tennis equipment and start a tennis tournament, she
planned an open house for the new Recreation Center,
and started making plans for a recreation center and

Betty G. Ross was the face of recreation in Lincoln County for 43
years. In this 1974 photo, she’s pictured with a crowd of happy
hunters at the annual Easter egg hunt. Betty G. Ross photo.
Sports in Lincoln County by Jason Harpe. Used by permission.
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The Search – continued from page 1
“Since I was a kid, I’d always read about pirates,” says
Oliphant. “I would get obsessed with Blackbeard, or
Calico Jack, and it kind of evolved, but Laffite has
always been, well, any time there was a new book or
even an old book about him, I read it.
“The fact that I had read almost everything that’s
ever been written about Jean Laffite gave us a base of
information on habits, characteristics, and history that
were able to connect us on our journey.”
“The reason we were able to make such early progress is because we didn’t approach this story from the
direction of Lorenzo Ferrer, but from the story of Jean
Laffite working inward to see if there was a connection,” says Yarbrough.
Using the Internet, the two explained, can turn into
rabbit trails that actually hinder research. “There are
some Laffite touchpoints that mention Charleston, but
there’s not a single document that can back that up,”
says Oliphant. “We based everything on documents.”
“We asked ourselves what facts we could prove with
documents, with artifacts, and what part of the hearsay was based in truth,” says Yarbrough. “That has to
be your true north. Use that as your compass, and test
everything else in comparison to that based on whether it’s in line with what the documents say, and if so,
does it make sense.”
“If we zeroed in on a certain location, if we found a
snippet of fact that pointed to a certain thing, we
looked at that and asked ourselves how it relates to the
entire story,” Yarbrough continues. “What if it was this
– or that? Does it still hold true? The world is wide if
you aren’t afraid to ask, ‘What if?’”
“The story of Lorenzo Ferrer has been an ongoing
frustration for a long time,” says Yarbrough. “Ferrer is
buried in Lincolnton, but his story does not live here.
He lived here for 35 years, but his story resides elsewhere. Everyone who has worked for years sincerely
and diligently has been digging in Lincoln County soil,
but you can dig to China and you’re never going to find
his full story in Lincoln County.”
“While there have been a lot of people over the years
who have made efforts around here at trying to figure
it out, we also encountered people who don’t want this
investigated, actively pushing against and at times
making light of people even asking the question, ‘Is it
possible that Ferrer could have been Lafitte?’”
“One of the things that led our research was avoiding the hearsay,” says Oliphant. “Yes, we have some
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documents here in Lincoln County – people who have
written pieces at some point in time, and we have read
all of it – some of which is misinformation. But there is
much more to the real story.”
Yarbrough recounted a story about a conversation the
two once had with Jason Harpe, former director of the
LCHA. “He said to us, ‘You need to realize something.
Historical figures who want to be remembered leave a
body of work behind and they leave a trail of crumbs,
whether that’s in correspondence or whatever so that
they will not be forgotten. You two have been engaged
in the task of trying to uncover the truth of a man who
never wanted his story to be told.’”
As one snippet of fact led to another, the two traveled
thousands of miles along the Gulf Coast and even
north in search of clues that were sometimes only
available in dusty volumes in obscure places. They
once drove all the way to Texas to rule something out
and, within a couple of hours, they were successful.
“It all has to do with documents that are undigitized.
We just had to go and see it for ourselves, and a lot of
cases, especially in big research depositories, you can’t
just pick up the phone and say, ‘Hey I see this thing
in your catalogue, and I need to know what’s in it.
Can you just go and look it up for me?’ says Oliphant.
“Some libraries were willing to do that for us, but for
the most part it was ‘No, you’ve got to be here and go
through the file yourselves.’”
Their quest took them from modern research libraries
to courthouse basements and everything in between.
They said that they did a lot of digging through file
cabinets and reading old ledgers with very brittle paper, faded ink, and terrible penmanship.
“When we were in a crunch for time, one of the strategies we had was to use our phones. If it was an entire
ledger book that we needed, we snapped pictures of the
pages and brought all of those pictures home to pore
through later,” says Oliphant.
Their findings and the book are drawing attention
from Laffite scholars as well as history lovers. Oliphant and Yarbrough are already gearing themselves up
for a sequel, but first they are headed west for a spring
and summer book tour for Jean Laffite Revealed.
“Jean Laffite Revealed,” published by the University of
Louisiana Press, is available from Amazon beginning
March 15.
– Carole Howell

The Great Pirate Mystery
By Guest Authors of “Jean Laffite
Revealed,” Ashley Oliphant and Beth
Yarbrough
Great stories are not always the
province of grand places. Very often,
they reside by the side of the road.
Such is the story of a man named
Lorenzo Ferrer, who lies buried at
historic St. Luke’s Episcopal Church
in Lincolnton, North Carolina.
His grave marker itself is 150 years old and counting.
The truth of who he was, however, goes back much
further. By the time he was put to rest, Ferrer had
lived a full 95 years on this earth – unless you want to
count the fact that no one is completely sure when he
was born. He could have been 96 when he died – or a
bit older – or a bit younger.
According to his tombstone, that story began in Lyon,
France in the year 1780. From there (if that is actually
where it began), the accounts vary wildly. In fact, up
until the year 2019, there were no accounts to speak of
until Ferrer reached the age of 59 when he arrived in
Lincolnton, and until we began the process of writing a
book about his life. Prior to that, he was basically the
invisible man.
Curious, don’t you think? How is it that a man can
live to the age of 59 without leaving any record of his
existence? What is the likelihood that someone would
materialize out of thin air on the threshold of his sixth
decade with no trail of a past? Slim to none – those are
the odds.
There is little doubt that Lorenzo Ferrer was a talker.
Many accounts of the day described him as a skilled
conversationalist. Other accounts even suggest that he
loved holding court with entertaining tales of a past
life. All well and good, but at the end of the day those
tales were apparently long on butter and short on actual bread. For all of his talking, the man never bothered
to offer much in the way of details. There were a couple
of brief mentions of New Orleans, hints of days spent
at sea – but hints and mentions are not enough to fill
a calendar that consisted of fifty-nine years worth of
holes.
Consequently, those who knew him, and even more so,
those who came after him, decided to fill in the blanks
for themselves, with the predictable result being
that as the years passed, the story grew. Eventually
it became the legend of the pirate, Jean Laffite, who
came here under the alias of Lorenzo Ferrer, lived out

the remainder of his life here, died at
age 95, and is buried at St. Luke’s.
Threaded into the tale were chests of
gold, murders in mansions, and even
a violent altercation on the public
square.
Reasonable minds, however, never fully embraced the tale. Everyone knew
that Jean Laffite died in the Caribbean and was buried at sea. Well, most
everyone knew that – unless you were among those
who held that he is buried somewhere in the swamps
of Louisiana, for instance, or elsewhere. Even so, there
were enough verified accounts of Laffite’s demise to
convince most in Lincoln County that the infamous
pirate was certainly not buried here.
Through the years, though, historians would recount
the legend. Every now and then, the rumors were put
together in the form of an article for a newspaper or
magazine or historical publication, but from the time
he died in 1875 until we picked up the task in 2019,
the story had changed very little. New details never
emerged.
Looking back over the past two years, we realize that
had we not chosen the approach to this subject that
we ended up using, there may never have been a book.
That is because the story of Lorenzo Ferrer does not
live in Lincoln County and never did. Though he is
buried here, and lived the last third of his life here, his
secrets lived elsewhere.
By whatever miracle of fate decided to visit us, we
found his missing years. They are supported by abundant documentation, discovered in such diverse locations as historical archives in towns too small for a
stoplight to lofty research libraries on the campuses
of Ivy League universities – and everything in between. What is more, most all of the definitive, critical
answers were living in places that can’t be reached
online. The words, very often written in faded ink
on centuries-old paper, were buried deep in vaults,
covered in dust, discoverable only by those who were
willing to walk in the door and spend hours looking for
needles in haystacks that sometimes materialized and
sometimes did not.
As it turns out, we found the needles that unlocked
the mystery. The resulting book not only answers the
question of Lorenzo Ferrer’s first 59 years, it answers
the question of whether or not he really was the pirate,
Jean Laffite.
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The Museum is currently
closed for renovation.
Social distancing
requirements have closed our
office until further notice, with
visits to our resource rooms
by appointment only. Please
contact us by email,
LincolnCountyHistoryNC@
gmail.com

There’s more to learn. Find The Lincoln County Historical Association
on Facebook, or online at lincolncountyhistory.com
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