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Three McBees
Local roots, lasting legacies

     Lincoln County’s story has been shaped not 
only by its land and communities, but by the 
vision and determination of remarkable individ-
uals whose influence reached far beyond county 
lines. Among them were three men whose con-
tributions left enduring marks on local life and 
national history alike: leaders who built institu-
tions, advanced progress, and carried the spirit 
of their community into wider arenas. Their 
legacies remind us how the work of one place 
can ripple outward, touching lives across genera-
tions and geographies.

The Founding Father of Greenville, SC
     Vardry Echols McBee was born on June 10, 
1775, the youngest of ten children, and raised 
as a Quaker in Thicketty in Cherokee Coun-
ty, SC. As a teenager, 
he worked on his 
parents’ farm before 
apprenticing in 1794 
to his brother-in-law, 
a saddler and post-
master in Lincolnton. 
After a brief time as a 
clerk in Charleston, SC, 
and later as a pioneer 
farmer with his parents 
in Kentucky, McBee 
returned to Lincolnton 
as a successful saddler and merchant.
     In 1804, after resettling in Lincolnton, he 
married Jane Alexander, the daughter of a prom-
inent local family. They had nine children, seven 
of whom survived to maturity. While still living 
in Lincolnton, McBee purchased inexpensive 
land and experimented with innovative farming 

methods aimed at restoring soil fertility.
     In 1815, he borrowed $27,500 to purchase 
11,000 acres, including most of what is now 
Greenville, SC. Decades before the Civil War, he 
was founding industries across the Piedmont: 
cotton and woolen factories; tanneries, saddler-
ies, gold mines, sawmills, flour mills, paper mills, 
nail and rolling mills; foundries; and even an in-
terstate chain of general merchandise stores – an 
idea introduced nearly twenty-five years before it 
became common practice.
     Both Lincolnton and Greenville honor him 
with streets bearing his name. Though he did not 
move to Greenville until the age of 60, the city 
regards him as its “founding father.” McBee died 
on January 23, 1864.

A Man About Town
     Vardry Alexander McBee, the fourth son of 
Vardry Echols McBee and Jane Alexander, was 
born in 1818 at the old family residence (now 
the site of First Methodist Church). A politician, 
textile and railroad investor, his name is most 
closely associated locally with his work as Clerk 
of Lincoln County Superior Court.
     Educated at Pleasant Retreat Academy and 
the University of North Carolina, he married 
Mary Elizabeth Sumner on December 16, 1847, 
at the old St. Luke’s Church. Together, they had 
ten children.
     Although licensed as a lawyer, McBee never 
practiced law. According to the Annals of Lincoln 
County, he served three terms as Clerk of Su-
perior Court, totaling fourteen years, and rep-
resented the county in the Legislature in 1861. 
Deeply involved in civic and church life, he was 
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Letters to the Association
The Lincoln County Historian 
is published six times a 
year by the Lincoln County 
Historical Association 
for LCHA members and  
contributors. 

Story submissions and ideas 
for upcoming issues are 
welcomed and encour-
aged. 

Past issues of The Historian 
are posted on our website.
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S. Collins	
	 I was reading about an historic round barn in Lincoln County. I know it was built 
by William A. Graham, Jr., in 1892. Do you have any more information? I live in 
Iredell County, and I would love to see that barn.

	 The Graham Round Barn is actually 16-sided rather than round. As you stated, 
the structure was built by William A. Graham, Jr., in the 1890s. Its first floor, used 
for stabling and storage, is sheathed with closely set vertical boards, while its sec-
ond level or loft is aerated through an open pattern of vertical boards. The founda-
tion is fieldstone and the barn is topped by a small octagonal cupola. 
	 A prominent politician as well as an agricultural innovator, Graham was the 
son of a North Carolina governor. Graham himself served in the state Senate in the 
1880s, as a member of the State Board of Agriculture from 1899 to 1908. and as 
state Commissioner of Agriculture from 1908 until his death in 1923. 
	 The property, including Graham’s house and barn, is now owned by Allison 
Clark, who lives there. The 1995 TV movie, “The Gift of Love,” starring Andy Grif-
fith, was made on the property which is listed on the National Registry of Historic 
Places.

B. Allen, Lincolnton
     When one puzzle is solved,  another one will soon follow. Such was the case after 
I discovered the approximate location of the old steel bridge on West Main Street, the 
one which crossed the South Fork River behind Winn-Dixie. The next time I stopped 
by the History Museum, I posed a question as to the location of Fassifern School and 
was given a map showing  the location of Fassifern. It surprised me to learn it was 
close to the bridge on West Main St.
     Over the years, pictures of Fassifern School have sparked my curiosity. I wanted  to  
know about the school, the teachers, the students, subjects studied and their day-to-
day lives in the early 1900s. From 1907 to 1914 the school was a boarding school for 
young ladies to prepare them for admission to college. At that time, it was in a big, 
beautiful two-story framed house with wrap around porches located on a small hill 
overlooking the South Fork River. The setting  probably inspired all who attended 
because of the natural beauty of the area.   
     Miss Kate Shipp and Mrs. Anna Shipp McBee, daughters of  William Marcus 
Shipp and Catherine Cameron Shipp, founded Fassifern in 1907. The story of this 
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family, their ancestors, their accomplishments make for 
interesting reading. Catherine Shipp (Miss Kate) was 
featured in 2025 V6 N2 of the Lincoln County Historian. 
I hope someone will write a book about her because she 
deserves recognition. She was brilliant, well educated and 
highly regarded. I can only imagine what an excellent 
teacher she was and suspect her pupils were well prepared 
for any college they wished to attend.
	 After I  found the approximate location on West Main 
Street and turned onto Louise Avenue, I was drawn to the 
land in front of me, a hill with sloping yard to the river, 
and I wondered what used to be here? Strange as it may 
sound, I must have sensed the spirit and energy of the 
school and its students before I even knew that was the 
location of Fassifern.
	 By the way, there is much more I could have written 
about Miss Kate Shipp, her education and accomplish-
ments, as well as Fassifern, but you might prefer to solve 
that puzzle yourself. 

	 Lincolnton’s Fassifern School for Girls was once 
a center for training young women of privilege in the  
qualities of personality, charm, and graciousness while 
teaching the academic basics along with Latin, sciences, 
physiology, and geography. 
	 In the finer skills of young women of the day, it 
offered embroidery, music, basket weaving, music and 
art, all of this at a time when public school students were 
training in one room schools, and hopefully made it to 
eighth grade.
	 It must have been quite a place, as they advertised 
the comforts of hot air furnaces. It’s too bad it’s no longer 
standing. 
 
V. Wood	
	 I’m a genealogist in Connecticut working on a journal 
article on Lincoln County. I found several instances in the 
Lincoln County Court Minutes during the late 1700s that 
say “The State” prosecuted indictments that ended in sen-
tences of lashings at the public whipping post. I’m trying to 
figure out what crime(s) led to these sentences. Is there a 
source that describes these indictments? 

     I also saw instances where these individuals lost their 
right to testify making me think these were felonies.

     From Ann Dellinger: Lincoln County was established 
in 1779, but it took until October 1786 to establish a new 
county seat named Lincolnton, erect and open a new two 
story court house. Only minor criminal offenses (pet-
tit larceny, minor assault and battery, vandalism, etc.) 
were heard in county court. Offenses of murder, arson, 
rape, horse stealing, etc. were heard by District Superior 
Courts. These were death penalty cases with guilty ver-
dicts being carried out within a month. At first Lincoln 
County was part of Salisbury District Court and later 
Morgan District Court. North Carolina did not establish 
superior courts in each county until 1806.
     Numerous references are found in Lincoln County 
Court minutes for persons being sentenced to lashing 
at the whipping post. The following is an example from 
April Court 1793: The State vs. Elijah Rice - Jury sworn 
find the defendant guilty in manner and form charged in 
the bill of indictment. Ordered in court that Elijah Rice 
be taken to the whipping post by the Sheriff immediate-
ly and there to receive ten lashes on his bare back well 
laid on. Ordered by the court that the corn lately stolen 
from Josiah Martin by Elijah Rice be restored to the said 
Martin. 
     There are examples of women also being found guilty 
of offenses and receiving lashes at the whipping post. At 
July Court 1790, Nancy Perkins was guilty, indictment 
not specified, and ordered by court to receive ten lashes 
on her bare back. Since the whipping post was situated 
on the public square, on the southwest side of the court 
house, being so punished was an additional form of hu-
miliation. 

     What little bit I could find was in the Annals of Lincoln 
County. It says, “Prior to 1868, we had no penitentiary 
and criminals were publicly flogged at the whipping post 
for minor crimes; branded with hot iron for horse steal-
ing, robbery or murder in the second degree and hanged 
for capital crimes. I never saw one flogged at the whip-
ping post but have seen multitudes rushing to the old jail 
to see a poor fellow publicly receive 40 stripes save one.”
     Minor crimes could be debt, public drunkenness, or 
flogging of a negro. Laws passed in 1868 abolished im-
prisonment for debt, public flogging and branding with 
a hot iron, and established instead the State prison for 
felons.
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LCHA Updates

November Author Talk Features 
Michael Hardy
     Author Michael Hardy will join 
us Saturday, November 8, at 2 p.m. 
at the Lincoln Cultural Center. His 
presentation, “Beyond Stephen D. 
Ramseur: the Civil War in Lincoln 
County,” will be followed by a book 
signing and reception. 
     Hardy is an award-winning and 
widely published author. He has 
written on a large array of subjects 
– airplanes, Southern places, and 
Confederate regiments—in books, 
articles, and blog posts. 
     In 2010, Hardy was named North Carolina Historian of the 
Year by the North Carolina Society of Historians. He was also 
awarded the James I. Robertson Literary Prize by the Robert 
E. Lee Civil War Library and Research Center in 2018 for his 
history of the Branch-Lane Brigade, General Lee’s Immortals 
(Savas Beatie, 2018). 
     Hardy has presented at a number of conferences like the 
Appomattox/Longwood Civil War Seminar,  Pamplin Histor-
ical Park’s Symposium, and the American Battlefield Trust’s 
Annual Meeting, as well as being featured on an episode of 
Blood and Fury on the American Heroes Channel. When not 
researching, writing, and traveling, he volunteers at historic 
sites, sharing his love for history.

Thank you, Tim and Tammy Rayfield!
     Thank goodness for LCHA volunteers like Tim and 
Tammy Rayfield (in the light blue posing with Jeannie 
Bailey) who have offered to help keep the Plonk Family 
Cemetery neat and tidy. The LCHA is run by volunteers 
who are passionate about Lincoln County History. If 
you’d like to become a part of our mission, email us at 
LincolnCountyHistoryNC@gmail.com. 

Senior Center Tours Doctors’ House      	
     The LCHA was pleased to welcome the “Writing Your 
Family History” group for a tour of our Doctors’ House on 
August 7. The group is led by Kelly Kinard of the Lincoln 
County Senior Center. The tour was led by Steve and Jeannie 
Bailey and Carole Howell of the LCHA board.

Wanted: Crowell Hospital Photos
     The LCHA is seeking photos from old Crowell Hospital. If 
you have such photos, we will scan and return them. Please 
let us know.

Recent Accessions
• 2025.028: Framed certificate from Lincolnton Volunteer Fire 
Department awarded to Charles C. Randall. Given by Andy 
Poore, Mooresville Public Library

• 2025.029: Eco Clock Company Watchman’s Station with key 
Given by John & Deborah Mauney

• 2025.030: Lincoln County Jail record. Given by Fred Hatley

• 2025.031: Copy of  The Evidence at Iron Station. Given by 
author Ralph P . Ganis

• 2025.033: Green ladder belonging to Ralf ’s Sign Shop in 
memory of Ralph P. Lineberger Sr., by Sarah Burns

• 2025.034: Two hand-hewn wooden pegs from slave cabin 
behind Brevard House. Given by Delores Alfaro

• 2025.035: 118 pieces of hand-painted china created by Mat-
tie Abernethy Thompson, given by Martha Thompson, David 
Thompson, & Sarah Thompson Hudson

• 2025.036: Tablecloth, table runner, silver jelly server, eight 
silver butter dishes, eight glass coasters with spoon rests. Giv-
en by Edward & Doris Little
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Upcoming Events
Third Annual Lincoln County Catawba Valley Pottery 
Market. Sale begins during the downtown Art Crawl on Friday 
night and continues for a full day on Saturday. Vendors include 
artists and collectors of pottery of all types. 

Author Talk - Join us as author Michael Hardy presents “Beyond Stephen D. Ramseur: 
the Civil War in Lincoln County” at the Lincoln Cultural Center Reception Hall. Recep-
tion and book signing follow.

Tickets are already on sale for the 2025 Vesuvius Furnace DAR Christmas Tea. Al-
ways a sell-out, this event features a basket contest and raffle, fancy hat contest, gifts to 
local schools and lots of fun!  Admission covers entrance to the historic homestead dec-
orated for Christmas and a tea with seasonal goodies. Single tickets are $25 and tables 
of 8 are $200 (plus Eventbrite fees and taxes). All proceeds from the basket drawing go 
directly to education and historical preservation projects in eastern Lincoln County. For 
more information and to purchase your tickets, go to Eventbrite.com.  

Nov. 8
2 p.m.

Oct. 10 & 11
Friday 5 - 9
Saturday 9 - 3

Dec. 14
2 - 5 p.m.

• 2025.037: Child’s green chair and mirror given by Kathy 
Valentine

• 2025.038: Wash basin and pitcher given by John Jenkins

•2025.039: 4 dresses; 2 nightgowns; 4 Yearbooks from Appa-
lachian State University (1930, 2 copies of 1932, 1933); WLHS 
Rebel Rouser from February 14, 1968; “Pre-Primer Sugges-
tions” booklet, 1928; Federal Employee 1962 Almanac; book, 
“Mildred Pierce”, 1946; book, “The Child’s World”; book, 
“First Grade Manual for the Child’s Own Way Series”; Amer-
ican Red Cross Volunteer shirt; lady’s hat; camera flash cubes 
in box; Armstrong Roses 1970-1971 Catalog; commemorative 
wedding plate; name badge; letter opener; American Child-
hood magazine; Children’s Activities magazine. Given by Talia 
Rutledge

• 2025.040: 71 original photographs and documents of Apollo 
missions and space program; highchair. Given by Patrick & 
Jaquetta King

• 2025.041: Papers, newspaper clippings, and genealogical 
materials on the Warlick Family. Given by Rick and Myra Jane 
Ramseur.

New and Renewed Memberships
John Anderson
Rodney B. Black
Tim & Melanie Bumgarner
Kathi Correll
Becky Cress
Jane H. Estep
Suzette Holbrooks
Robert & Carol Jensen
Dawn King & Bill Winter
Sheldon & Derek Lutz

Kay J. Mann
Helene Gaillet de Neergard
Robert & Patricia Orr
Janet Radford
Johnie Cager Ray
George & Doris Reynolds
Karma Rodholm
Carol S. Ross
Lisa C. Rudisill
Sara & Jordan Sain
Chris Smith

Thank you, Donors!
     The LCHA relies on the generosity of donors to support 
our collection and our ability to serve you. Please consider 
a tax-deductible gift toward our mission to collect, pre-
serve, and share Lincoln County’s rich history.  

Patron Level
Kay J. Mann in memory of her husband James Worley Mann

Contributor Level
John Anderson in support of the Plonk Family Cemetery
Rodney B. Black
Tim & Melanie Bumgarner in memory of Pinkney “Tot” Hull 
and in honor of Sara Sain
Kathi Correll in memory of Harold & Jeanie Lawing
Jane H. Estep
Janet Radford in memory of Billy Andrew Seagle & Charlotte 
Leonard Seagle
George & Doris Reynolds in support of The Historian
Karma Rodholm
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Each piece unique – Among the 118 pieces of hand-
painted china are these dinner plates and a set of tiny salt 
cellars, each with its own gold spoon. According to Thomp-
son, Mattie purchased the bisqueware from Belgium and 
France, decorated it in her own style, and fired it in a kiln 
behind her home. She would sometimes carry an entire set 
to the First Methodist Church for Sunday night suppers. 

     The Lincoln County Historical Association recent-
ly became the proud recipient of a exquisite set of 
handpainted china given by Martha Thompson, David 
Thompson, and Sarah Thompson Hudson, the grand-
children of Mattie Abernethy Thompson.
      According to Martha Thompson, Mattie Aber-
nethy was born and grew up in a large family in Hick-
ory. Her husband, John Lloyd Thompson, grew up 
and lived in Lincoln County. Both Mattie and Lloyd 
were descendents of pioneer families in Piedmont, 
NC, as both the Abernethys and Thompsons migrat-
ed from Scotland and ultimately settled in Lincoln 
County.
    Mattie and Lloyd met in Lincolnton at a party held 
by Mae Rhodes Corriher.
     They married in 1913 and lived briefly in Eufaula, 
AL, where Lloyd was superintendent of a cotton mill. 
In 1916, they moved back to Lincolnton and lived in 
a house they rented on Main Street where the Baptist 
Church was later built.
     In 1917, they built their house in Lincolnton on 
the corner of Laurel and Pine streets. Their son, John 
Lloyd Thompson Jr. (Jack) was born in 1918 and grew 
up in that house.
     Thompson says that in addition to her skill at 

Fragile Wonders: A Gift From the Thompson Family

Martha Thompson, center, joins LCHA board mem-
bers Rick Ramseur (L) and Steve Bailey at the Doc-
tors’ House on West Main where the dishes will be 
displayed.

painting, her grandmother was a great cook, always tend-
ing her beautiful flower garden, was an avid reader, and a 
cutthroat cardplayer.
     Mattie was a founding member of Lincolnton’s Men-
tor Book Club. She didn’t drive a car, but walked all over 
Lincolnton almost every day visiting those she knew who 
were in the hospital and many shut-ins who were primarily 
members of the First Methodist Church.   
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a devoted member of St. Luke’s Episcopal Church on 
Cedar Street. He also played 
a leading role in building the 
plank road from Charlotte to 
Lincolnton and in the devel-
opment of the Wilmington, 
Charlotte, and Rutherford 
Railroad, as well as serving as 
organizer and director of the 
Chester and Lenoir Railroad.
     “He lived a leisurely life, 
was a student all his days, 
never forgot the classics of his 
youth and could read Latin in 
his old age as fluently as En-
glish, and always kept abreast 
of the times.” – Annals of Lincoln County
     He died in 1904 and is buried alongside his wife in St. 
Luke’s churchyard.

A Prominent Layman and Architect
     Dr. Silas McBee, one of nine children born to Vardry 
Alexander McBee and Mary Elizabeth Sumner McBee, 
was born on November 14, 1863. He received his pre-
paratory education at the Lincolnton Academy before 
entering and graduating from the Episcopal College, 
University of the South, Sewanee, TN.
     In 1877, he married Mary Estelle Sutton of Mississip-
pi. The couple had two daughters and a son before her 
death in Lincolnton in 1891. Dr. McBee later married 
Louise J. Post of Great Neck, NY.

     From 1896 to 1912, Mc-
Bee served as editor of The 
Churchman, the official publi-
cation of the Episcopal Church 
in the United States. In 1912, 
he resigned to found and edit 
The Constructive Quarterly in 
New York. The University of 
the South later conferred upon 
him the honorary degree of 
Doctor of Civil Law, recogniz-
ing him as a leading authority 

on church architecture in the United States.
     Returning to his home parish after several years, Mc-
Bee designed and supervised construction of the present 
St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in Lincolnton, personally 
carving the altar and reredos (the screen behind the al-
tar) in the sanctuary. His architectural contributions also 
included churches in Waynesville, NC, and Florence, SC; 

Wells Memorial Hall at the University of the South; and 
the altar and reredos of St. James Episcopal Church in 
Wilmington, NC.
     Dr. McBee died in Charleston, SC, and is buried in 
the University Cemetery in Sewanee, TN. This gifted 
architect, artist, and churchman left behind not only a 
body of beautiful work but also a lasting legacy in the 
rich heritage of the McBee family of Lincolnton.

Vardry E. McBee: Founding Father of Greenville by Roy McBee Smith; 
Vardry Echols McBee Wikipedia. Photo by https://www.birdsongfam-
ily.com/genealogy/set4_mcbee/mcbee0004.html Vardry A. McBee: 
Annals of Lincoln County, Sherrill (1937); In Memoriam Vardry Alex-
ander McBee 1818-1904 by Alfred Nixon; Lee Eric Carter photo Geni.
com; Silas McBee: Article by Judge John Friday; North Carolina Archi-
tects and Builders https://ncarchitects.lib.ncsu.edu/people/P000682; 
Public domain image from Empire State Notables, 1914, page 655.

* If you enjoyed this article, please see In Memoriam 
Vardry Alexander McBee 1818-1904 by Alfred Nixon 
which appears in full on the LCHA blog site at Lincoln-
CountyHistory.com.

Three McBees, continued from page one

Thank you, Historian Sponsors!
Margaret Lantz Birke
Robert C. Carpenter

Len Clemmer
Robert & Ann Dellinger

Janet Duckworth
Barbara Frick

Bill and Carole Howell
Kay Johnson Mann
Marshall Ramsey

George & Doris Reynolds
David & Frances Rhyne

Kathy Robinson
Bo & Jane Schronce

Helen Sides
Mary Whisonant

	 The LCHA’s mission is to collect, preserve, and share 
our rich Lincoln County. Besides events, speakers, edu-
cational workshops, exhibits, and a research library, we 
reach out to members six times each year via newsletter. 
As we continue publication of a sixth year of The Histo-
rian, 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 consid-
er becoming a sponsor. 
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Please join us in our 
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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 
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 Do not acknowledge my gift in print.
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Join us Today

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


