
In what may have been her world debut, 
Miss Carolyn Heafner starred as Jack Horner 
in a one-act operetta called “Mother Goose 
Helps Defense.” The year was 1943, and the 
stage was Lincolnton’s Grammar School Audi-
torium, performed by Mrs. Mattie Lou Alex-
ander’s kindergarten class. It marked the first 
of many, many productions with Heafner in a 
starring role.

Heafner grew up on Cedar Street, the 
youngest daughter of local educator and tire 
distributor, J. Harlan Heafner and his wife, 
Evangeline Houser Heafner.

“Education was huge in my family,” said 
Heafner. “My father started out as a teacher 
and a principal, but when he realized he was 
going to have to educate three daughters, he 
began looking for other forms of income. He 
would teach school during the day and worked 
in the afternoon. Eventually he got into selling 
tires. I just remember that was always under-
standing and supportive in anything we wanted 
to do.” 

Music was a large part of life in the Heafner 
home. “My mother played piano by ear, and all 
three of us majored in music.” Heafner’s oldest 
sister, Ann, is a pianist. Their middle sister, 
Jean, was also a talented opera singer in New 
York who studied at Julliard.

“I took piano lessons from Nadine Brown,” 
said Heafner. “I was always playing in recitals.”

For fun she hung out at the Recreation Hall 
where she enjoyed square dancing and bowl-
ing. 

 For college, she chose Woman’s College of 
the University of North Carolina (now UNCG) 

where she often performed. “I majored in mu-
sic and being of a practical mind, minored in 
music education. I’m not sure I would have en-
joyed teaching, though. I loved being on stage, 
and we did so many fun things, mostly show-
biz. It really didn’t hit me until I was in grad 
school that what I really loved was classical 
music. There was a well-known voice teacher at 
the University of Texas. She said, ‘I’m not going 
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Carolyn Heafner Williams, Songstress
Women in History Month

Carolyn Heafner sang the ballads with a local 
group, The Rhythm Masters, when she was 
a senior at Lincolnton High School. Carolyn 
Heafner photo
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L. Hufschmidt
	 How can I find out more about Capt. Christopher Houston? I am a relative and would 
like to explore more about his involvement in the Revolutionary War.
	 Locally, we have very little about Capt. Christopher Houston (1744-1837). From what 
we can find out from FindaGrave and other sources, he was born in Lancaster County, 
Pennsylvania, the fifth of eight children born of Robert and Martha Houston. Well educat-
ed and a devout Presbyterian, he joined the wave of settlers migrating from Pennsylvania 
to North Carolina in 1765 arriving at Fort Dobbs in Rowan County. He married Sarah 
Mitchell in 1767 and settled on Hunting Creek about 14 miles north of Statesville, NC. He 
was a school teacher and well respected. When tensions began to arise between the Loyal-
ists and the Patriots, he took the rank of Captain in the North Carolina Rangers.
	 It is documented that he fought at the Battle of Ramsour’s Mill where his brother, 
James, was killed. Some accounts have Christopher Houston guarding captured Tories to 
prevent them from joining the troops gathered at Kings Mountain. He is reported to have 
been at Guilford Courthouse. Christopher lost most of his hearing during the war.
	 After the war, he returned to his home and family and organized the town of Houston-
ville becoming the first postmaster. The post office was the second in Iredell County.
	 One of his sons, James, subsequently moved to Tennessee and Christopher and his 
wife joined them when he was 71. Sarah died in 1821 and a few years later Christopher 
remarried. He was 81 at the time. At the age of 93, he died of a stroke and is buried in the 
Houston Family Cemetery on James Houston’s Farm. 

D. Rhyne, Lincolnton
	 In reference to an article in the January-February issue of The Historian, I remember 
another drive-in movie theater up on the Maiden Highway near the old Finger’s Supermarket 
before you get to Matthews Church. The theater was across the road from that. My Pop took 
me and Granny and my little brother up there one Saturday night. It must have been around 
1953 because I was about eight years old. That night they were showing westerns. I don’t 
know how many movies we watched end to end, but it was about midnight when my mama 
and my aunt came looking for us. 
	 It looks like there was a Friendly Drive-In Theatre in addition to the Starlite and the 
Roseland. On Newspapers.com I found a 1955 ad for Paulette Goddard and George Nader 
starring in “Sins of Jezabel” at the Friendly. 

R. Reep, Shingle Springs, CA
	 I saw the area called Reepsville on a map along with Reepsville Road, and was wanting 
to know more about the area and how the name was chosen. Could you call, email or text me 
at your convenience. Thanks.
	 We’ll be happy to acquaint you with your North Carolina relatives and the community 
of Reepsville. In fact, the LCHA maintains the collection of the national Reep Family clan 
in our archives. 

G. Edens, Asheville, NC	
	 My name is Grey Edens and I am a junior at Christ School, an all-boys boarding school 
south of Asheville. For my school’s 125th anniversary, I am writing a history of the school’s 
founding which began in 1900 by Reverend Thomas Cogdell Wetmore of Lincolnton. From 
1862-1904 his father, Rev William Robards Wetmore, was rector at St. Lukes Episcopal 
Church in Lincolnton.  
	 I was hoping you could give me some insight into how the civil war affected the town of 
Lincolnton, in particular Episcopalians like William Wetmore. Thomas Wetmore was born in 
the early years of Reconstruction, so any insight into that period of Lincolnton’s history would 
be helpful as well. 
	 As you probably already know, William Robards Wetmore served as rector of St. 
Luke’s Episcopal Church from 1862 until his death in 1904. 
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Thank you, Historian Sponsors!

Robert C. Carpenter
Robert & Ann Dellinger
Barbara Frick
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. 

Three generations. Rev. William Ro-
bards Wetmore holding his grandson, 
Thomas Badger Wetmore beside his 
son, Rev. Thomas Cogdell Wetmore 
founder of Christ School in Asheville.

	 Thomas was the third child of four born here in Lincol-
nton and went on to become one of the founders and first 
rector of Christ School. 
	 But you 
asked about the 
reconstruction 
period in Lin-
colnton. The 
county had 
proudly marched 
more than 1300 
soldiers to the 
cause, so once 
the surrender at 
Appomattox was 
secure, you can 
only imagine the 
fear and un-
certainty of the 
times. Immedi-
ately before the 
surrender, the 
South was in an 
economic depression. Bacon was selling for $7.50 a pound; 
eggs for $5 a dozen in Confederate money.
	 The war came to an end on April 9, 1865, and just a few 
days later, around April 20, a conquering army of some 5000 
troops marched into Lincolnton led by General John C. 
Palmer. General Palmer and his staff stayed at the home of 
Col. John F. Phifer on West Main Street. 
	 From the account of an unnamed five-year-old girl re-
calling all she saw and experienced of that time, we have this:
	 “I have never heard of any shocking brutalities committed 
by these troops in Lincolnton, but some of them came by night 
and seized my little white pony and led it away. My uncle, Dr. 
Samuel Lander, at the time was principal of a girls’ school in 
the present North State Hotel, diagonally across the street from 
the military headquarters, (Col. Phifer’s) and it was said be-
cause he was a Mason that he had influence with Gen. Palmer, 
who was also a Mason, thus protecting the community from 
the cruelty and robbery of the irresponsible soldiers. Let that 
be as it may, General Palmer, at the request of Dr. Lander, had 
my pony returned to our stable.”
	 And this:
	 “It was springtime – the world looked new with its fresh 
foliage and flowers, but coming home with downcast hopes 
these men saw no poetry or sentiment in nature. They were 
weary and hungry, returning to find welcome and to look 
again upon the faces of those they loved, and to discover the 
changes which anxiety and hardship had wrought upon the 
mothers and wives. They found the fields laid waste, the gar-
ners empty, the farm tools and stock exhausted and no crops 
planted. In desperation they went to work and built a mighty 
state upon the ruins of the old.”
	 Source: Annals of Lincoln County by William L. Sherrill

S. Hasty
	 I wish to join your organization so that I might establish a 
relationship with those interested in history generally, and those 
who are interested in Welch family history specifically.
	 My wife and I were in North Carolina last year, visiting 
Lincolnton and Raleigh. We found some information at the Lin-
colnton public library on the Welch family, but no record which 
definitely connects us to the Welches there.
	 I visited the county court clerk’s office and was told that 
there are Welches in Lincoln County, but the official said that 
she could not give me their names and addresses. I was dis-
appointed, but understand about privacy issues. I wanted to 
contact and talk to a Welch/Welches so that I might persuade 
someone to give a DNA sample. Lincoln County Welch DNA 
sample results conpared to the DNA sample results from my 
Dickson County, Tennessee cousins might put me on the right 
track in my research.
	 It would be wonderful if you could give my information to 
those Welches. Maybe someone will respond. Stan Hasty
E-mail: peggy.hasty53@gmail.com
Phone: 615-624-7862
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LCHA Updates

America 250 NC - Let’s Organize!
	 In 2026, America will commemorate 250 years since 
the signing of the Declaration of Independence and the 
development of a new country dedicated to “life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness.” 
	 To observe this momentous occasion, the U.S. 
Semiquincentennial Commission was established by 
Congress (P.L. 114-196) to encourage Americans to re-
member our past, celebrate the present, and look forward 
to a promising future. America 250 NC is North Caro-
lina’s commemoration of the 250th anniversary of our 
state in the development of the United States. The North 
Carolina Department of Natural and Cultural Resources 
is the statewide entity charged by Governor Cooper with 
the leadership of the commemoration for North Caroli-
na.
	 We will be reaching out to our neighboring coun-
ties just beginning to organize their own plans. Lincoln 
County has such a rich history, particularly Revolution-
ary history, and we don’t want to be left out. Grant mon-
ey is available. Activities include educational outreach, 
online resources related to our Revolutionary history, 
exhibits and a wide variety of commemorative events. 
What a tremendous stage to highlight history! If you are 
interested in participating, volunteering, or have already 
started planning, please touch base with the LCHA by 

emailing LincolnCountyHistoryNC@gmail.com or call-
ing 828-777-8707.

Recent Accessions
2024.003: The Gabriel Family Tree and Directory. Given 
by Cathy Davis.

2024.005: White, two-piece wedding gown worn by Bob 
Rankin’s grandmother; Two postcards, Lincolnton Post 
Office (Reinhardt Building), and Union Station. Given by 
Mary Anna Rankin.

2024.006: Pair of black lace-up shoes, circa 1890s. Given 
by Carol King.

2024.007: Two copies of the 1927 LHS Pine Burr year-
book; The Family Heritage Book (Heafner); Heafners 
Across America by Mary Whitney Inc.; Heafners Since 
the Civil War. Given by Carolyn Heafner.

2024.008: Letter written by John A. Jetton of Lincolnton 
to collect on a note on Middleton King in Shreveport. 
October 23, 1838. Given by Jason Harpe.

2024.009: Black and white group photograph of mem-
bers of the General W.J. Hoke Camp of the United Con-
federate Veterans of Lincoln County. Given by Bobbie 
Heavner.

2024.0010: A Great Golden Sun by Jerry Hartman; The 
Goodliest Land, North Carolina by Bruce and Nancy 
Roberts; Our Enduring Past by Marvin A. Brown; A 
Pictorial Walk Through Lincoln County; Lincoln County 
Heritage 2007; Descendants of William Harrelson; Hous-
er History by James Paul Houser; mimeographed copy of 
General Benjamin Lincoln from Wheeler’s History and 
the Battle of Ramsour’s Mill by Gen. Joseph Graham; The 
Battle of Ramsour’s Mill pamphlet by Warren A. Fair, 
1937; The History of Lincoln County by Alfred Nixon; 
and Almanach der Festspiel 1942, Salzburg, belonging to 
Arnold Tarr. Given by Carolyn Heafner.

2024.011: Civil War History of Jonas Stanhope Cloninger, 
son of Moses Cloninger and Isabela McGinnis. Born in 
1841 in Lincoln County, the part that became Gaston 
County in 1846. The copy of the letter included in the ac-
cession describes the Battle of Hanover Courthouse and 
his capture. August 27, 1862. Given by Carol Jensen.
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2024.012: 1924 Valedictory address copy, Union High 
School by Sallie Mae Mosteller; Miscellaneous Mosteller 
family photos and album. Given by James Haney.

New and Renewed Memberships
Dr. Heath Belcher
Travis & Patricia Bianchi
Kathryn Birke
Mark Boyd
Christopher Boyles
Edward Boyles
Harry Brogden
Frances Dellinger
Janet Duckworth
Wilson Farrell
Jane Finger
Barbara Frick
Fielding Gallivan
Maxine Gordon
Ann C. Graham
Stanley & Peggy Hasty
Greg Hester
Elsie Keever
Bo & Carol King
James Patrick Mundy
Glenda Noles
Barbara Preston
Dr. Edgar F. Seagle
Celia Smith
Robert Rasmussen
Jody Rhyne, Rhyne Financial
Spurgeon Roberts
Martha Rudisill
Frances Sigmon
Betsy Speed
Mackey Stamey
Robert Thornton
Joseph Tissue
Mary Whisonant
James & Mitsuko Wood

Thank you, Donors!
Patron Level
Mark Boyd
Bo & Carol King
James Patrick Mundy in memory of James Rufus Mundy

Contributor Level
Travis & Patricia Bianchi
Edward Boyles
Frances Dellinger in memory of Mary A. Dellinger
Janet Duckworth
Wilson Farrell in memory of Marshall Cornwell Ramsey, Jr.
Barbara Frick, newsletter sponsorship
Fielding Gallivan 
Stanley & Peggy Hasty in memory of John Shadrack Welch
Greg Hester
Glenda Noles in memory of D.C.K. Wilkinson
Dr. Edgar F. Seagle in memory of Edgar James (Grandfather)
Betsy Speed
Mary Whisonant, newsletter sponsorship
Joseph Tissue James & Mitsuko Wood

Good Reads
Price reduced to $10! 

Get your copy of this 
out-of-print edition of 
“In Our Own Words” 
for $10 from our mu-
seum shop or in the 
LCHA office. Or order 
from our online store. 
$12.50 covers postage 
and handling.
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to tell you what to do with your life, but if you want to 
learn to sing, I teach opera because it gives you the full 
spectrum of voice.’ I just loved it, because it combined 
everything I loved - the music, the performing, the 
costumes.”

 The New York Metropolitan Opera Company 
staged a national competition in Texas and she en-
tered and won, which led to auditioning in New York 
on stage at the Metropolitan Opera House with other 
hopefuls. “I was in my early 20s and I was so excited 
to be in New York surrounding by all these talent-
ed people. The baritone won first place, but I won a 
scholarship and an invitation to join the Metropolitan 
Opera Studio. 

As part of the studio, Heafner received lessons and 
coaching, sang in regional opera companies and New 
York.

“I was touring, but I wanted to expand,” said Heafner. 
“I kept hearing that people were going into Germany to 

sing, and I went and was hired.”
For five years she sang leading roles at the Bremen 

Opera Company in West Germany, giving guest perfor-
mances throughout Europe, earning praise for her lyrical 
soprano voice and her stage presence.

Returning to New York in the late 1970s, she sought 
out a teacher, not knowing that fate would soon open up 
another chapter in her life.

Robert “Bob” Williams, a tenor from Kansas City, 
Missouri, was also with that voice coach. An operatic 
tenor, Williams was the leading tenor at the New York 
City Opera singing “La Boheme” and “Madame Butter-
fly.” “We became friends along with a group of others 
and were friends for years before we got married in 
1983,” said Heafner. “Bob was a bit older than me, and I 
was 45 when we got married.”

The couple lived and worked in New York, and 
toured with a show they put together called “100 Years 
of American Theater.” Robert taught voice from the 
studio in their apartment. Heafner wrote and recorded 
two albums of music with American composers, “The 
Poetess Sings,” featuring the poetry of Emily Dickinson, 
and “Carolyn Heafner Sings American Songs.” She has 
worked with composers such as Aaron Coplan, Ernst 
Bacon, Lee Hoiby, Jack Beeson, and Richard Hundley, 
among others, continuing her American song repertoire 
as well as musical theater.

For awhile after retiring, the couple spent seasons in 
both New York and at Heafner’s parents’ home on Cedar 
Street, attending First Methodist Church and singing in 
the choir and community presentations. In 2003, they 
held the first Heafner-Williams Vocal Competition at the 
Lincoln Cultural Center.

“Bob and I had been talking one day about how we 

Carolyn Heafner Williams, Songstress – continued from page one

Carolyn Heafner stars in Wagner’s Die Walküre at 
the Theater Bremen, 1971. Carolyn Heafner photo.
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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!

 	 Since the LCHA acquired the Peter Forney cem-
etery from the family just a few short months ago, a 
tremendous amount of work has been completed. A 
number of trees at risk for falls and encroaching un-
derbrush and fallen trees have been removed, and the 
stone preservation work is nearing completion.
	  The Daughters of the American Revolution Vesu-
vius Furnace Chapter provided funding for the pres-
ervation work, tree work, and future signage. Joining 
with Catawba Valley DAR and Jacob Forney DAR 
chapters, the next goal is beautification of the area in 
anticipation of a May or June dedication ceremony. A 
stacked stone fence is also planned.
	 Thanks are due to Jennifer Baker of the DAR Ve-
suvius Chapter and Matt Boles of the Lincoln County 
Historical Association for spearheading this project 
for their respective organizations, Jason Harpe of 
Richard Grubb and Associates for their expert preser-
vation work, John Silver for sitework, Butch Ross for 
surveying, and Joy’s Stump Grinding and Tree Ser-
vice. 

Preservation Work Underway at the Jacob Forney Cemetery

couldn’t sit around and do nothing, and we liked the 
idea of using our expertise by holding a vocal compe-
tition. We didn’t have any idea how to get started,” said 
Heafner. 

“I have to give credit to Teresa Shives for helping to 
get the ball rolling. I ran into her on the street and she 
suggested using the Cultural Center. She said “Ran-
dolph is on the board over there.” The board was enthu-
siastic about the endeavor and the two-day competition 
has become a season highlight, serving to identify and 
encourage new artists.

“As Americans who were trained here, Bob and I 
were both assisted greatly by having won contests and 
scholarships along the way. Not only is it a financial 
boost, it allows for experience and encouragement. I 
receive letters from winners and past participants say-
ing how thankful they are for the opportunity and how 

it gave them courage to move ahead,” she said. “That 
makes it all worthwhile.”

Last year was the first competition without Wil-
liams, who passed away in February, 2023. “It was very, 
very hard without him,” said Heafner.

This year’s competition, planned for March 23 and 
24, has attracted 26 performers, coming from North 
Carolina, South Carolina, and Virginia, with one judge 
coming from New York.  

If you would like to attend the 2024 Heafner-Wil-
liams Vocal Competition at the Lincoln Cultural Center, 
Semi-finals begin at 11 a.m. on Saturday, and Finals will 
be held on Sunday beginning at 3 p.m. 

– Carole Howell



Current office hours are          
1 until 5 on Thursdays,       
1 - 4 on Fridays, and 10 -4 
on Saturdays with other 
hours by appointment. 
For the fastest response, 
please contact us by 
email, 

LincolnCountyHistoryNC@
gmail.com

403 East Main St.
Lincolnton, NC 28092

Non-Profit Org.

US POSTAGE PAID

Lincolnton, NC

Permit No. 170

Please join us in our 

mission to research, 

record, document, and 

promote the history of 

Lincolnton and Lincoln 

County. All members and 

contributors receive our 

bi-monthly newsletter as 

well as advance notice 

and invitations to special 

exhibits and events.

 Individual | $20 

 Family | $35

 Contributor | $100 

 Patron | $250

 Benefactor | $500

 Sustainer | $1,000

 Historian | $2,500

 Other:

 My gift is in honor of:

 My gift is in memory of:

Send an acknowledgment to 

Address 

 Do not acknowledge my gift in print.

 Please contact me to volunteer.

Make checks payable to LCHA and mail to LCHA, 403 East Main St., Lincolnton, NC 28092. 

If you prefer Paypal, visit our website at: LincolnCountyHistory.com/membership

The Lincoln County Historical Association is a 501c(3) organization. All contributions are tax-deductible.

Name:

Address:

City:

State:		   	 ZIP:

Email:

Phone #:

Join us Today

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


