
Pasquotank County

Pasquotank County is located in the northeastern corner of North Carolina. The county is a pen-
insula, bordered by the Albemarle Sound to the south, the Pasquotank River to the east, the Per-
quimans River to the west and the Great Dismal Swamp to the north. Its proximity to navigable 
waters made it an early location for European settlement. The county is named for the Pasquotank 
Indians who inhabited the region prior to British colonization. The word Pasquotank means, 
“where the current divides.” The county was one of the four original precincts of the Albemarle 
County, which was established in 1664. 

Although Pasquotank County began functioning as an independent precinct in 1668, it did not 
gain official county status until 1739. Some of the earliest religious activity in the county dates to 
the mid-1600’s when Quaker settlers from Virginia began establishing farmsteads in the region. 
In 1701 the acting governor established the Pasquotank Parish, and by 1708 an Anglican church 
and two chapels had been built in the county. An English vicar by the name of Charles Griffin was 
one of the first ministers to serve the parish, and in 1705 he founded the first public school in the 
state of North Carolina. His grave marker is located in the Episcopal Cemetery in Elizabeth City. 

During the 18th century, the location of the county courthouse moved several times and in 1801, 
the county seat was moved from Nixonton to Elizabeth City. Elizabeth City (Originally Redding,) 
had been founded as a tiny port town along the Pasquotank River in the late 18th century. In 1793 
work began on the nearby Dismal Swamp Canal, which would connect the coastal plain of North 
Carolina to the ports of Southern Virginia. The completion of the canal prompted the move of the 
county seat to Elizabeth City. Elizabeth City would become a wealthy and bustling port city for 
much of the 19th century. The town was named for local landowner (and tavern owner,) Elizabeth 
Tooley.

According to local legend, during the early 18th century, the famed pirate, Edward Teach
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(Blackbeard,) frequented the waters around Pasquotank County and even maintained a resi-
dence near the south end of the peninsula. Pirate activity is said to have continued in and around 
Pasquotank County into the 19th century. Throughout the 18th and 19th centuries large farms 
and plantations spread across the county and on the eve of the American Civil War, Pasquotank 
County was one of the wealthiest counties in the state. Today, Pasquotank County contains the 
largest collection of existing antebellum homes in North Carolina.

In 1891 an African American representative from Pasquotank County by the name of Hugh Cale 
sponsored a bill in the North Carolina General Assembly to establish the “Elizabeth City State 
Colored Normal School” (Elizabeth City State University.) Elizabeth City State would become one 
of the premier institutions of learning for African Americans in the State of North Carolina, and 
currently is a highly ranked, multiethnic university and is part of the University of North Carolina 
System. 

Today, Pasquotank County is rapidly changing. It continues to be a center for agriculture and mar-
itime activities but is also seeing significant development as the suburbs of Hampton Roads spread 
south. Pasquotank County also contains the largest Coast Guard base in the United States. The 
base is one of the primary employers in the county and has significantly contributed to the revi-
talization of the county seat, Elizabeth City. The growth of the Coast Guard base has also brought 
a significant, transient population into the region. 
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