
North Carolina historical highway marker 
number O-12, erected November 13, 1989, 
stands on the southwest stretch of Court 
Square. In a nutshell, it describes the life of a 
man who spent his early years in Lincolnton. 

It’s an extremely brief sort of epitaph for a 
man who grew to stand large among his peers 
at a difficult period in United States history and 
the first American person of color to be seated 
in the United States Congress. 

His meager beginnings were in Fayette-
ville, NC, where he was born to free parents of 
Black, European, and possibly Native Ameri-
can parents in 1822. 

As background, a Mecklenburg County 
marriage bond, dated 8 February 1837, docu-
ments the marriage of Elias B. Revels, Hiram’s 

older brother, to Mary Bird.
Elias opened a barbershop on the southwest 

corner of Court Square. William L. Sherrill’s 
Annals of Lincoln County states that Revels’ 
shop was located in a small building between 
the North State Hotel and Water Street. 

Through primary source materials, younger 
brother Hiram can be documented as a resi-
dent of Lincolnton between 1838 and 1845. An 
indenture bond, dated March 9, 1838, places 
Hiram in the hands of his brother to apprentice 
as a barber until he reached the age of 21. A 
second bond in the amount of $200, signed on 
the same date, states that Elias B. Revels was 
not to remove the said Hiram R. Revels out of 
Lincoln County until he reached the age of 21.

By 1841, Elias was a successful business 
man. An advertisement in the Lincoln Republi-
can newspaper, dated February 17, 1841, states 
that E.B. Revels “has taken the store house for-
merly occupied by Messrs. Johnson and Hern-
don as a dry goods store, and is now receiving 
from the city of Charleston a large stock of 
groceries and confectionaries.”

Sadly, just a few short months later, The 
Lincoln Republican also carried a death notice 
for Elias, age 32, stating that he died in Lincol-
nton on June 18. Revels died intestate and his 
widow, Mary, relinquished administration of 
the estate. The court appointed Jacob Rush and 
John R. Stamey in place of the widow. A list of 
items sold by the administrators indicated that 
Elias was operating a business dealing in the 
sale of groceries, tobacco, imported wines, and 
fine confectionary products. 

An entry in the minutes of Lincoln County 
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Who Was Hiram Rhodes Revels?
Lincolnton barber, minister, educator, senator
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is published six times a 
year by the Lincoln County 
Historical Association 
for LCHA members and  
contributors. 
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Kay Johnson Mann, Pittsboro, NC
	 Having read with interest a previous issue (September-October 2023) including informa-
tion about the Plonk Family Cemetery, I have wanted to send a contribution to assist with its 
maintenance. Enclosed is a check for $100 to honor the friendship of my 4th Great Grandfa-
ther, Christian Arney, with Jacob Plonk, with whom he also served on tours of duty during 
the Revolutionary War. 
	 I’m also including a “story” of sorts about Jacob accompanying Christian (or “Christy” 
as his friends knew him) as a witness to their service together. Both in their 80s then, their 
combined efforts did not result in a good outcome. So they returned sometime later, and were 
reinforced by two other former service comrades, plus a minister (who had also come the first 
time as a character witness!)
	 I have never been able to locate where the farm or plantation of Christian and his family 
was located - perhaps not too far from Jacob Plonk’s land, since they were able to meet as 
friends without too much difficulty. I researched published cemetery lists but was never able 
to find burial sites for him or his wife. I assume then they are buried on family land.
	 Some years ago I learned that the grave site of Jacob Plonk was being honored with a 
military service by both local Sons of the Revolution and Daughters of the Revolution. My 
husband Jimmy and I both attended the impressive event, thus honoring my ancestor’s long-
time friend and comrade – and in memory of this relative of mine, too.
	 I love that those young men were ordered to make shoes by General Davidson. I recall 
being told that Jacob spoke of drawing a form around the feet of soldiers to use as a pattern 
for cutting the leather to create shoes; shoes for marching in all sorts of terrain and weather! 
There were other “tours” of service as soldiers, but I thought this one of importance too!

	 It is always a pleasure to hear from you, Kay! Thank you for including your narrative 
on Christian Arney’s Application for Pension, which I share with our readers here:
	 The initial application in 1832, which Christian Arney made for a pension for his war-
time service, was denied. Apparently, this was because in his testimony he declared that he 
was ordered during a tour of service in 1781, by General Davidson, to make shoes, and at 
the supposed age of 82 years, he still remembered and stated that he had “made 85 pairs of 
shoes.” A friend and former comrade in arms, Jacob Plunk, appeared with Christian and 
testified they had served together, and a local clergyman, Rev. John Fritchey, testified as to 
the character of the two gentlemen. Their collective testimony was then deemed insuffi-
cient to prove Christian deserving of a pension as a soldier.
	 In November 1833, Christian reappeared in court to make application for a pension. 
This time he was accompanied by two other friends and former service comrades, Joshua 
Roberts, age 77, and Adam Reep, age 78, as well as Jacob Plunk, age 84. Rev. John Fritchey 
was also present. Christian repeated his former testimony, but in greater detail, and 
answered questions regarding his different tours of service, under named commanding 
officers. This time this testimony, attested to by other men who had served with him as 
soldiers in the militia, was proven to warrant his receiving the pension.
	 While Christian’s pension certificate was issued 25 November 1833, it would “com-
mence” on the 4th day of March, 1834, at the rate of $56.66 per year. His son-in-law, Mat-
thew Wilson, executor of his estate, appeared in court at Lincoln County in February of 
1853 to claim any “Increase or arrears of Pension” for the heirs of Christian Arney. He told 
the court that Christian had died in the spring of 1834, “leaving the pension undrawn.”

G. Forest
	 With all of the discussion about the movie theater purchase by the county, I was wonder-
ing how many movie theaters there have been in Lincolnton.

	 That’s a really good question, and from what we could extract from our files and old 
newspaper ads, it looks like there have been as many as five movie houses in the history of 
downtown Lincolnton. 
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   	 The oldest, from the evidence we can find, may have 
been the “Bijou” which in 1914 was advertising vaudeville 
stage acts and multi-reel silents at the price of 10 and 20 
cents. In May 1923, we find a newspaper story about the 
“New Bijou,” managed by Mr. Bumgarner opening on Court 
Square. This was most likely the theater that was located in 
the 100 block of NE Court Square. 
	 The “Amuse-U,” a film venue on Main Street owned by 
C.S. and M.L. Little, was in operation at about the same time 
but closed in 1918 due to World War I. The second floor of 
this building was opened as Lincoln Hosiery Mills.
	 The early 1920s brought us the Ford Theatre, the specific 
location unknown. The May 14, 1923 Lincoln County News 
reported that Edwin Clifton’s “Down to the Sea in Ships” 
silent movie was the feature attraction playing at the Ford. 
	 The 1930s brought us the Rivoli in the first block of East 
Main, and the Grand in the second block of East Main next 
door to the fire department. Both advertised the very latest 
offerings by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, Fox, Twentieth Century, 
Warner, and First National. 
	 We know that the Century Theater was in existence on 
the south side of the second block of East Main by the mid-
1940s and remained in operation until the 1970s when a 
new, modern theater was built on N. Aspen Street.  
	 Of course, any mention of the downtown theaters would 
be incomplete without mentioning the two drive-in theaters, 
the Roseland and the Starlite.  Remember those? 

Thank you, Historian Sponsors!

Robert C. Carpenter
Robert & Ann Dellinger
Bill and Carole Howell
David & Frances Rhyne
Mary Whisonant

As we continue publication of a fifth year of The 
Historian, we urge you to support us with one-year 
newsletter sponsorship of $100. Simply note on 
your donation that you’d like for your gift to be in 
support of the newsletter. We urge both individuals 
and businesses to be part of this outreach, which 
we distribute to members and to the public via the 
Lincoln County Library’s Lincoln County Room 
and the Lincoln County Senior Center.

Sponsorships help keep the presses running and 
provide complimentary subscriptions to Lincoln 
County educators. If you appreciate our newsletter, 
please consider becoming a sponsor. 

This rare photo from the Cornwell Collection shows a 
portion of the Grand Theater, just next door to the Fire 
Department on East Main. Courtesy Steve Bailey. 
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LCHA Updates

Come Visit Our New Research Space!
	 Since the first of the year we have been hard at work 
upfitting a section of our first floor museum as public 
research space. For convenience, we’re also moving the 
office and files to the first floor.
	 Now when you drop by the LCHA, come directly 
to the museum area just past the desk on the first floor, 
Cedar Street entrance. Stroll through the Alda Crowe 
exhibit, then let us show you how we can track family 
lines and explore Lincoln County’s rich history. We’re 
open Thursdays from 1 until 5, Fridays from 1 - 4, and 
Saturdays from 10 until 4. Other hours by appointment. 
Call 828-777-8707.	

We Have Your Genealogy Resources!     	
	 If you enjoy watching “Finding Your Roots” on PBS 
or you received a DNA testing kit this holiday, you may 
be one of thousands who are discovering the joy of gene-
alogical research. Luckily, growing interest in genealogy 
has made it easier for amateur genealogists to uncover 
deep insights on their family history.
     Some family tree tools are free and some require 
subscriptions. To aid you in your search, the LCHA 
maintains subscriptions in Ancestry.com, Fold 3 for 
military records, and Newspapers.com. We’ll be happy to 
show you how to get started, and introduce you to other 
resources including our extensive library collection of 
local family trees.

Writing Your Family History
	 Join us for a class at the Lincoln County Senior Cen-
ter where you’ll learn how to collect your family stories 
for future generations. Meetings are on the first Thursday 
of each month from 10:30 until noon in the Center’s 
Computer Room. 

Recent Accessions
2023.035: Red suit and scarf belonging to Alda Keener 
Crow; Men’s suit, shirt and tie belonging to John Crow; 
Group photo of Co. 4117 USN Training Station, Bain-
bridge, MD, March 29, 1944; Holy Bible KJV belonging 
to Alda Crow; New Testament given to John Crow when 
he entered the Navy; American Legion Cap belonging to 
John Crow; Lion’s Club caps belonging to John Crow.

2023.036: Two copies of “On My Mind” by Edgar Love 
III. Given in memory of Edgar Love III by Penelope 
Love.

2023.037: “The War of American Independence, 1763-
1783 Falling Dominoes” by Stanley Carpenter. LCHA 
Purchase.

2023.038: Thanksgiving dinner menu and program for 
Company “L” 50th Infantry, November 25, 1921, Mayen, 
Germany. Private First Class George M. Peeler; Ladies 
Home Magazine and Style Book, Fall 1933. Given by Lisa 
Cherry.

2024.001: Lincolnton Rotary Club History booklet files 
beginning Dec. 12, 1929. Given by Bill Stark and the 
Lincolnton Rotary Club.

2024.002: Daguerreotype of Benjamin Hunt Sumner tak-
en by photographer J.T. Zealy. Given by Sherry Minshew.

New and Renewed Memberships
Steve & Jeannie Bailey
B.C. Ballard
Loretta Beam
Robert & Sandra Bisaner 
Joan Mundy Bustle
Pat Bradshaw
Doug Bynum
Len Clemmer
Robert Cooke
Brian & Kris Dedmond
Robert & Ann Dellinger 
Brenda Dobbins
Rachel Eickemeyer
Julia C. Fields
Jane Goodson
Margaret Gray
James Hallman
Jason Harpe
Jessica Harris
Ed & Cindy Hatley
Charles Holland
Billy & Carole Howell
Carol Jensen
John Lantz
Frances Rader Lena
Edward & Doris Little
Joey & Amy Lockman
Claude & Kathryn Loving
John Mauney
Marie Michael
Gary & Viola Montgomery
Jerry & Gayle Park
Dale & Rebecca Punch
Rick & Myra Jane Ramseur
Mary Anna Rankin
Lillian Richardson
Margaret Reinhardt
Kathy M. Robinson
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Upcoming Events

Third Annual Burning of the Baggage – Celebrat-
ing General Cornwallis’ burning of his baggage on 
January 24, 1781 in his pursuit of Nathaniel Greene. 
Revolutionary War encampment, food, bonfire, cabin, 
demos, program. Free, and everyone welcome! 

Join us at the Christian Reinhardt cabin near the Lin-
colnton High School Football Stadium. 

February 3
10 a.m. until 4 p.m.

Linda C. Rudisill
Nelta Sain
Martha Sharpe
Richard Smith
Mr. & Mrs. William Stark
John Ware, II
Randy & Sue Zimtbaum

Thank you, Donors!
Historian Level
David & Frances Rhyne

Sustainer Level
Walter Clark in memory of Mrs. Thorne Clark
Howard Construction Company of Lincolnton, Inc.
 
Benefactor Level
Marty & Jill Eaddy
Linda C. Rudisill

Patron Level
Billy & Carole Howell
Kay Johnson Mann in memory of Walter & Lizzie Arney Hines
John Ware, II

Contributor Level
Steve & Jeannie Bailey
Robert & Sandra Bisaner
Pat Bradshaw in memory of H. Austin Bradshaw
Robert Cooke
Len Clemmer
Brian & Kris Dedmond
Robert & Ann Dellinger, Newsletter Sponsor
Julia C. Fields in memory of Frances Stone Caudle
Jessica Harris in memory of Jeff Lane
Charles Holland in memory of Judy Holland
Carol Jensen for the Plonk Family Cemetery Fund
John Lantz
Kay Johnson Mann for the Plonk Family Cemetery Fund in 
memory of Christian Arney (4th Great Grandfather)
Jerry & Gayle Park
Dale & Rebecca Punch 
Rick & Myra Jane Ramseur
Margaret Reinhardt in memory of “Bobby Steve” Reinhardt
Lillian Richardson
Nelta Sain
Martha Sharpe
Richard Smith 
Randy & Sue Zimtbaum
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Court, December Sessions, 1842, states: “Rhodes Rev-
els who says he is 21 years of age came into open court 
and released Jacob Rush, the security of E.B. Revels to 
whom the said Rhodes was bound as an apprentice, from 
all liabilities as security for the performance of the said 
E.B. Revels.” This entry refers back to the bond signed 
by Elias B. Revels in which he is prohibited from remov-
ing Hiram from Lincoln County until he attains age 21 
and is released from his 
apprenticeship. 

In 1845, Mary Revels 
named Hiram as trustee 
to protect her person-
al property. A Lincoln 
County marriage bond, 
dated February 20, 1845, 
between William L. 
Mitchell and Mrs. Mary 
Revels, shows H.R. Rev-
els signing the bond as 
surety. By July 1845, The 
Lincoln Courier news-
paper is advertising H.R. 
Revels, barber, stating that 
he has “recommenced his 
old business on the Court 
Square,” and in addition 
to shaves and haircuts 
advertises snuff for sale.

It’s unclear when Hi-
ram left North Carolina, 
but sources tell us that he 
attended the Union Coun-
ty Quaker Seminary in Indiana and a black seminary in 
Ohio to be ordained as a minister in the African Meth-
odist Episcopal Church, (AME). He served as a preacher 
and religious teacher throughout the Midwest including 
Indiana, Illinois, Ohio, Tennessee, Missouri, and Kan-
sas, imprisoned in Missouri in 1854 for “preaching the 
gospel to Negroes.”

Then came the Civil War, and Revels organized two 
Black regiments of volunteers for the Union Army, fight-
ing for the Union at the Battle of Vicksburg. After the 
war, he settled in Natchez, Mississippi, with his wife and 
daughters, and continued to preach. 

Intelligent and well-spoken, Revels became a respect-
ed member of the community, winning enough support 
to win the election to the position of alderman in 1868 
during the first phase of Reconstruction. He then served 
briefly in the Mississipi State Senate.

In 1870, the state congress selected Revels to fill a 
vacant seat in the United States Senate.

When Revels arrived in Washington, D.C., Southern 
Democrats opposed seating him. Their argument hinged 
on the Supreme Court’s landmark 1857 Dred Scott V. 
Sandford decision, which precluded African American 
citizenship, rights, and privileges. Revels’ supporters ar-
gued that the Civil War, and the Reconstruction Amend-

ments, had overturned Dred 
Scott. On February 25, 1870, 
in a strict party line vote, Rev-
els became the first African 
American to be seated in the 
United States Senate.

During his term, Revels 
advocated for equality, ar-
guing that the D.C. schools 
should be integrated. He 
supported bills to invest in 
developing infrastructure in 
Mississippi; to grant lands and 
right of way to aid the con-
struction of the New Orleans 
and Northeastern Railroad, 
and levees on the Mississippi 
River.

Though he served for only 
a year, Revels paved the way 
for politicians such as Blanche 
Bruce, the second African 
American to be elected a U.S. 
senator. Upon leaving office in 
1871, Revels became the first 

president of Alcorn Agriculture and Mechanical College 
(later Alcorn State University). In 1873 he took a leave of 
absence from Alcorn to serve as Mississippi’s secretary of 
state ad interim. He was dismissed from Alcorn in 1874 
when he campaigned against the reelection of Governor 
of Mississippi Adelbert Arnes. He was reappointed in 
1876 by the new Democratic administration and served 
until his retirement in 1882. He remained active in ed-
ucation and religious life by teaching theology at Shaw 
University (later Rust College). Revels died on January 
16, 1901. It would be another 66 years until the third 
Black senator, Edward Brooke, took office in 1967.  

SOURCES: The Lincoln County Historical Association Newsletter, March 1989; Hiram R, Revels, 
Biography.com; Britannica.com; www.geni.com.

Hiram Rhodes Revels, continued from page one
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Thank you Lincoln County and the City of     
Lincolnton for your ongoing support of the 

LCHA’s mission to collect, preserve, and share 
Lincoln County’s rich history!

 	 Thanks to donor Sherry Minshew, the LCHA recently accessioned a daguerreotype 
of Benjamin Hunt Sumner taken in the 1850s by the notable photographer J.T. Zealy. 
	 Sumner was born in 1827, the son of Benjamin (1801-1866) and Sarah Hunt 
Sumner. His family came to Lincoln County in 1844, as his father was hired to super-
vise the Pleasant Retreat Academy and Lincolnton Female Academy. 
	 He married Myra A. Ramsour, daughter of Jacob Ramsour, on June 8, 1852. Ben-
jamin and Myra’s children were Jacob Sumner, Charles McBee Sumner, Thomas Jethro 

Sumner, Mary Elizabeth Sumner Jenkins, and 
William Hoke Sumner.

	 	      Benjamin Hunt Sumner was postmaster from 
1855 to 1865 and served on the Lincoln Coun-
ty Board of County Commissioners. He was a 
captain in the commissary department during the 
Civil War and was an active member of St. Luke’s Episcopal Church where he 
and his wife are buried.
         	 Because the image is in its original frame, we can see that it was taken 
by photographer Joseph T. Zealy (1812-1893) of Columbia, South Carolina. 
Zealy is famous for a series of daguerreotypes of slaves commissioned by Louis 
Agassiz in 1850. It’s believed that Zealy, who normally shot society portraits, 
was the first to take photographs of people of African descent enslaved in 
South Carolina.

Rare Daguerreotype Added to LCHA Collection

Brothers Tackle Bethel UMC Cemetery as Eagle Projects

Who better to tackle a two-part Eagle rank project than 
twin Boy Scouts? Sixteen-year-old East Lincoln sophomores 
Jacob and Joseph Hamby, sons of Katie and Chad Hamby, 
decided to tackle a long-overdue cleanup at Bethel United 
Methodist Church Cemetery on Campground Road in Den-
ver. Bethel was organized about 1791 by Daniel Asbury and 
the cemetery is the final resting place of many Revolutionary 
War patriots. 

Jake’s project was to clear a 50-yard stretch of woods 
that had encroached into the old graveyard. With help from 
members of Troop 707 and Pack and Troop 84, the cleanup 
exposed some 20 graves which the Scouts marked with flags. 
In addition, the Scouts uncovered the remains of a stone 
wall.

Joe’s project, currently underway, is to clear the slave 
section of the cemetery. Once this is done, both will come together to clear any remaining leaves to enable a better 
response for GPR (ground-penetrating radar) to identify unmarked or poorly marked graves.

LCHA board member Jennifer Baker and the Vesuvius Furnace DAR is assisting the Hamby brothers. We’ll fol-
low up on this project to see what the GPR reveals.
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