
Camden County

If we were actually walking the length of US Highway 17 “in person” and beginning in the north, 
we would be starting our journey in Camden County. One of the smallest counties in the state, by 
population, it is also one of the fastest growing, by percentage. Much of its growth has come from 
people moving into the county and commuting back to jobs in other counties of North Carolina 
and in the state of Virginia. Currently, the population of the county is about 11,000 people. About 
a third of the land in Camden County is dedicated to farming with corn, potatoes, wheat, soybeans 
oats, barley, cotton, pigs, chickens and beef cattle making up the bulk of the land’s produce. Cam-
den County attracts many visitors who love to hunt, fish and participate in other outdoor sports.

The Great Dismal Swamp covers large portions of both Virginia and North Carolina, including 
northwestern Camden County. Evidence suggests that native Americans lived in the swamp for 
thousands of years before Europeans settled in the area. In the years before the Civil War, commu-
nities of African Americans lived in the swamp, building communities consisting of freed blacks 
and escaped slaves, including those traveling north on the Underground Railroad. The Great Dis-
mal Swamp National Wildlife Refuge was established by Congress in 1974 and currently includes 
more than 100,000 acres of land and water that are home to a wide range of plant and animal spe-
cies. Hundreds of thousands of visitors make their way to the refuge every year.

In the late 18th century, Virginia and North Carolina collaborated in building the Dismal Swamp 
Canal, largely on the backs of slaves who dug the canal by hand. This canal, when completed, al-
lowed for the transport of harvested timber. The canal is still in operation, connecting Chesapeake 
Bay and the Albemarle Sound, as a part of the Intracoastal Waterway.

Many of the slaves who dug the Dismal Swamp Canal were hired from landowners in Camden 
County. One of the most famous of these is a man named Moses Grandy, who twice raised the 
funds necessary to purchase his own freedom only to have his money taken and the deal broken.
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The third time, he was successful, and found his way to Virginia. As a free man, Moses traveled 
and spoke in support of the abolitionist movement, raising money in order to free others from 
slavery, including his wife. In 1843, Grandy published an autobiography, titled Narrative of the 
Life of Moses Grandy, Late a Slave in the United States of America with the same goal of raising 
money to free slaves. A link to the text of his autobiography is included below.
 
In recent years, Camden County has partnered with the NC Department of Commerce to explore 
possibilities for economic development. As a part of this work, a number of obstacles to growth 
were identified including a lack of industry, with a resulting low tax base, the lack of necessary 
infrastructure, and resistance to change from residents and previous leaders. COVID-19 has had 
a relatively low impact in Camden County, with 168 cases and 3 deaths at the time of writing.
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