
Elisha Mitchell explores the
mountains
COMMENTARY AND SIDEBAR NOTES BY DAVID WALBERT AND
L. MAREN WOOD

Diary of a Geological Tour by Dr. Elisha Mitchell in 1827 and 1828. James Sprunt
Historical Monograph No. 6 (Chapel Hill: Published by the University, 1905).

As you read...

ON THE ROAD IN WESTERN NORTH CAROLINA

Elisha Mitchell, a professor at the University of North Carolina, traveled often through the Appalachian
mountains, exploring and doing research.He wrote this letter to his wife on one of those trips, in the
summerof 1828,whilestayingin Jefferson.Theletter tells us a little abouthis geologicalresearch,but it also
tells us a great deal about what travel and transportation were like in westernNorth Carolinain the early
1800s.

¥ How did Mitchell get around the mountains?
¥ How long did he expect his letter to take to reach Chapel Hill?
¥ What kinds of people does he meet? How does he describe them?
¥ Where does he stay? What do you imagine the places were like?
¥ Use the 1821map of North Carolina,above,to trace MitchellÕslikely route from ChapelHill into the

mountains. (Click the ÒzoominÓlink for a better view.)How far would existingroadshavetakenhim?
What kind of burden would this have placed on the people living in that part of the state?

Jefferson, Saturday Evening1.
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Figure 3. Pilot Mountain in Surry
County stands high above its

surroundings and can be seen
from a great distance. In this

view from the Blue Ridge
Parkway, it can be seen as a
knob peeking from behind a

nearer mountain.

Arrived at this place about noon in safety.É At Mrs. Colvards2 the fare was rather
hard; no teaor coffeebut excellentpotatoes.I intended to start assoonasit should be light
this morning, but the sun had alreadygilded the mountain tops.É I first clamberedup the
mountain and a long and dreary clamber it wasof five miles. Near the summit there is a
very extensiveprospectembracing a wide circuit of the comparativelylow, level country
through which I had been traveling, but there was nevertheless,notwithstanding the
extensivenessof the prospect, something wanting. There was no water; there were no
thriving towns and villages to be seen, inhabited by an industrious, frugal and virtuous
grown population, and a body of youth preparing to supply with ability the plans which
their fathers are shortly to leave.The rocks in the ascentof the ridge were chiefly mica3

slate, and granite of a grain, very white and frequently with abundanceof mica. Seven
miles from the top of the ridge after a moderatedescentÑ the path apparentlyover mica
slate almost exclusivelyÑ only two or three houses; I came to the New river. ÔTisa
beautiful stream,broad but not deep,clear and running its courseamong the mountains,
which often over-hangits banks and overshadowits waters.About three miles from this
placeleft the river. Passedan old Dunker4 who wasmending his mill-race5. He evidentlyis
not quite orthodox, poor man; for he shavesaround his mouth6 where the beard would
interfere with what he probablyconsidersasamongstthe more important duties of his life
Ñ those of kissing his wife and eating his dinner. I am put up at a certain Mr. LalÕsÑ I
beg his pardon, Mr. LaÕsÑ no on looking upon the sign I find his name is Faw.
Jeffersontownhas 6 or 8 housesÑ dwelling housesÑ rather shabby.Mr. Mitchell7 is
goneout to electioneerat a muster, sevenmiles accordingto one informant; 12to another.
I thought at first of getting upon a horse and riding out, but finally gaveit out under the
ideathat the peoplewould be dispersing,if not dispersed,beforeI should arrive. Insteadof
doing that I ascendedthe highest of the mountains in the neighborhood along with Mr.
Faw,and a rugged ascentit was.Sawa goodmany plants that werenew to me, dug a root
of ginseng8 for you, a small one with my own hands.The air being clear,the prospectwas
delightful. The Pilot9 could be distinguished clearly, probably at the distance of near a
hundred miles. It appearedto be almost exactlyeast.The Grandfather,10 or the mountain
which we supposedto be the one bearing that name, bore S. 40 West11. We had a clear
view of the country lying down the New River in Virginia, and also of the part of Surry,
Wilkes, etc. lying near the Blue Ridge, for the point on which we were standing washigh
enough to overlook the Blue Ridge. Nearly the whole county of Ashe lay at our feet, the
Merry-Anders12 of the river could be tracedas on a map. Some of the plantation in view
alsopresenteda noble appearance,but oh, what an oceanof mountains. That spokenof is
called the Negro Mountain,13 the rocks of it are almost hornblende14 slate,or gneissoid15

hornblende rock. I have yet seen none of the rock which I supposed from the
representationof McClure to underlie the whole county. I start on now todayto ascertainif
possiblewhen the stratachanges,and this leadsme to speakof the future. I havebeenas
gooda correspondentaspossible.This letter will leavehere tomorrow morning beforeit is
light and will reachyou,asI hope,on Thursdaynext.16 I assureyou that all is well hitherto,
and encouragesthe hope that it will continue so hereafter.But on Monday I shall probably
start on horsebackand not be near my writing apparatusfor a week,and then perhapsnot
under circumstancesthat will permit me to usethem. With what you now receivetherefore
you must rest contentedfor sometime, perhapstill my return, though I will write if I can.I
proposeas I havealreadymentioned to start on Monday and travel the northern or lower
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Figure 2. This contemporary
map shows North Carolina as it
was in 1821, including the major

roads.

On the web

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including Ashe County, Elisha Mitchell, Jefferson, North Carolina, geology, history, mountains,
and transportation.

Notes

1. MitchellÕsnext letter is dated ÒJefferson,July 9th, 1828,Wedns. Morning,Óand refers to Òmy
letter of Saturday evening last,Ó so we know that he wrote this letter on July 5, 1828.

2. Mitchell doesnÕtsaywho Mrs. Colvardwas,although his previous letter was datedfrom ÒMrs.
Colberts,Friday eveningÓÑ probably the sameperson,given his tendency(which we seelater
in this letter) to misspell peopleÕs names. He described Mrs. Colbert in that letter:

This Mrs. Colbert doesnot appearto be very old, and yet she has six sons and five
daughters.

He also said in that letter that he had Òputup at MasseyÕsHotel.ÓSo it may be that Mrs.
Colvard/Colbert was the owner or housekeeperof MasseyÕsHotel. Since Mitchell describes
Jeffersonas having only six or eight houses,the ÒhotelÓwasprobably just a boarding house,a
residentialhousewith an extraroom or two whereMrs. Colvardand her children lived and took
in occasional guests to make extra money.

Since Mitchell doesnÕtmention a Mr. Colvard and refers to the house as ÒMrs.ColvardÕsÓwe
might guessthat Mrs. Colvardwasa widow. Widows,unlike married women, could legallyown
property in the early nineteenth-centurySouth, but they still didnÕthave a lot of options for
employment.One option they did havewasto run a boarding houseor hotel and takein guests,
since that kind of work was thought to be appropriate for women.

3. Mica slateis a typeof salt or mineral composedof silicone and oxygen.It is commonly found in
different types of rocks such as granite or slate.

4. A member of the German-AmericanChurch of the Brethren. The Brethren believedin adult
baptism and in baptism by immersion. In this ritual, an adult was taken by a minister into a
river or lake and immersed under the water. The act recognizedthat the adult wascleansedof
sin and was a member of the church. The name Dunker came from the German word tunker
which means to dip, and was often (but not always)used in a derogatory way by English-

part of the county and be back to the upper part to be present at a muster next Saturday.
The ruggednessof the country renders it necessaryI should go on horse-back.In about a
fortnight I hopeto passoverinto Wilkes againand cruiseabout thereand to behome again
in five weeksfrom today.With regard to things at home, push the girls along with their
learning Ñ which I acknowledgeyou arereadyto do. But becomingconvinced,asI do, asI
travel the country, of the importance of education, I can not help feeling a degree of
impatience to have that of my daughters effected as rapidly as possible.É

From your Affectionate Husband,
e. mitchell.
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speakingAmericans. Mitchell seemspretty friendly towards the man, so it seemsunlikely he
meant any harm.

5. Mills at this time wererun by waterpower,with the water from a river turning a big wheel that
droveall of the gears,wheels,and rollers neededto grind grain, sawlumber, or do other work.
The mill-raceis a narrow channelor ditch into which the water is forcedto make it flow fasteras
it enters the mill and turns the wheel.

6. The Brethren, like the Amish and Mennonites, believedthat the Biblical commandment ÒYe
shall not round the corners of your heads,neither shalt thou mar the corners of thy beardÓ
(from Leviticus 19:27)must be taken seriously. They wore their hair long, and did not shave
their beards, although they typically shavedtheir upper lips. Different groups had different
rules, though, and some may have allowed more shaving than others.

7. According to Kemp Battle, who edited Elisha MitchellÕsletters, this is Anderson Mitchell, a
former tutor at UNC and then a lawyer and member of the North Carolina House of Commons.

8. Ginseng is a plant native to North America and parts of EasternAsia. The root is known for its
medicinal properties.

9. Pilot Mountain, which is 24 miles north of Winston-Salem.It is believedthat the SauraIndians
who lived in this areacalled the mountain Jomeokee, which loosely translated into English as
Òthe guideÓ or pilot because it could be seen from so far away that it could guide their travels.

10. Grandfather Mountain is locatednorth of Morgantown, North Carolina. At 5,946 feet, it is the
highest peakin the Blue Ridgemountains, and it is visible from greatdistancesbecauseit is so
much higher than the surrounding mountains. At the time Mitchell was writing, Grandfather
Mountain was believedto be the highest peak in North Carolina. Mitchell later discoveredthe
mountain that bearshis name, Mount Mitchell, and provedthat it washigher Ñ at 6,684 feet,
the highest peak east of the Rockies.

11. This refers to a compassbearing, or direction on the compass.The compasshas 360 degrees
(becauseitÕsa circle):0 degreesis due north, 90 is east,180is south, and 270 is west.ItÕseasier
to usewhatÕscalleda quadrantbearing, which divides the compassinto four 90-degreesections
or quadrants.ÒS.40 WestÓmeans to start south, then move 40 degreesto the west. ItÕsthe
same as saying simply 220 degrees,but ÒS.40 WestÓgives a quick senseof the direction Ñ
Grandfather Mountain was just about due southwest of MitchellÕs present location.

12. A way of saying Òmeanders.Ó Ameanderingriver has many winds and bends.

13. Negro Mountain is located near Jefferson in North Carolina, south-west of Asheville. It is
believedit was named as such becauseslaveswho ran awayfrom their masters lived on this
mountain, although this may well havebeena myth. About thirty yearsago,it wasrenamedto
ÒJefferson Mountain.Ó

14. Hornblende is a mineral composedof calcium, magnisium, and iron. It can be dark brown,
black, or green in color.

15. Gneissoid is a type of rock with coarsegrains and contains mostly quartz and mica, as well as
other minerals.

16. Mitchell waswriting on Saturday,so it would take four daysfor the letter to reachChapelHill
from Jefferson.
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Figure 2 (page 3)

Map by Fielding Lucas;published by H.C. Carey& I. Lea (Philadelphia,1823).Courtesyof the
North Carolina Office of Archives & History, Raleigh, North Carolina. All Rights Reserved.
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Image from http://www.flickr.com/ photos/mark_w/2156726216/.This image is licensedunder
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