
Greene County

Greene County is centrally located in North Carolina’s coastal plain, bound on the north by Wil-
son County, east by Pitt, south by Lenoir, and west by Wayne.  The county is bisected by the beau-
tiful Contentnea Creek, a tributary of the Neuse River.  The creek has played a major role in the 
county’s development; large enough to navigate, the creek connected early settlers with trading 
centers like New Bern.  

The Contentnea Creek basin was inhabited by the Tuscarora Indian tribe when Europeans made 
their first contact in the late seventeenth century.  Colonial surveyor and naturalist John Lawson 
visited the region in 1700 and documented the topography, plant and animal life, and culture of 
the native inhabitants in “A New Voyage to Carolina” (1710).  In 1711, tensions between the Tus-
caroras and new European settlers to the region led to the beginning of the conflict known as the 
“Tuscarora War.”  The struggle reached its climax on March 20-22, 1713 with the battle of Neo-
heroka Fort, a Tuscarora stronghold on the Contentnea Creek five miles northwest of present-day 
Snow Hill.  Colonial forces aided by Native American mercenaries defeated the Tuscarora, and by 
1715, most of the natives had dispersed, many to upstate New York where the Tuscarora became 
the sixth nation of the Haudenosaunee.  At the tercentenary commemoration of the battle in 2013, 
a monument was dedicated to remember the presence of the Tuscarora in their homeland; the 
monument is located on Highway 58 near the Neoheroka battlefield, which had earlier been added 
to the National Register of Historic Places in 2009.

Settlement by European immigrants in the Contentnea Creek basin began soon after the reloca-
tion of the native inhabitants.  Present-day Greene County evolved from its colonial-era parent, 
Craven County, which was subdivided in 1746 to form Craven, Johnston, and Dobbs counties.  
Dobbs was later subdivided in 1779 to form Wayne County, and in 1791, Dobbs was dissolved 
when Glasgow and Lenoir were formed.  Glasgow County was named for North Carolina’s first 
Secretary of State James Glasgow, a resident of the county.  However, when Glasgow was implicat-
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ed. in a land fraud, the county was renamed Greene in 1799 in honor of General Nathanael Greene 
of Revolutionary War fame (the county’s flag is an adaptation of Greene’s battle flag from the Battle 
of Guilford Courthouse in Greensboro, NC).  Snow Hill is the county seat and was established as 
the site of the courthouse in 1811 and incorporated in 1828.  Other towns in the county are Hook-
erton (1817), Walstonburg (1908), and Maury (1911).

On November 14, 1810, resident General Thomas Holliday made the following observations from 
his home at Hawlanding in Greene County: 

“The first Settlements in Greene was made About the date of 1710 by emigrants from the 
North Countys of this State, Virginia, and some few from Mereland from which time for 
several Years they continued to live in a most retched State of poverty possessing few if any of 
the comforts of Life.  But from prudance and industry . . . the inhabitance of Greene County 
have been well fed and well clothed for many years past, and at this time participates in many 
Luxurys of Life. . . . Greene County contains about 500 familys and is about equal in Sise to 
eighteen square miles which would be about 240 acres to each family, the everage welth would 
be about equal to $5000 but as in all other places welth is very disproportioned Some possess-
ing fare more and Some a great deal less. . . . The inhabitance Generally live in framed house 
with chimneys of brick which are comfortable but seldom eligant.”

Holliday was somewhat mistaken concerning several facts—Greene County is 265 square miles 
(169,600 acres) and was settled beginning in the 1720s—but he was correct in describing the 
modest agrarian lifestyle of many early residents and the fact that wealth was often disproportion-
ate among people in the county.  Today, the county is still a farming community with some light 
industry and retail business.  Although its 21,000 residents navigate with GPS and educate with 
laptops, they live amid fields of soybeans and peanuts, corn and wheat, cotton and tobacco, all 
surrounded by pine and hardwood forests where deer, foxes, and wild turkeys roam.  One of the 
county’s greatest assets is its progressive and innovative public school system, known nationally 
for its STEM program and incorporation of technology into the curriculum in grades K-12.

The primary Christian denominations in Greene County are Original Free Will Baptist, United 
Methodist, and Pentecostal Holiness.  Episcopalians have had a significant historic presence in the 
county, however.  The first Anglican congregation in the county (northern Dobbs County at the 
time) was organized by the Vestry for St. Patrick Parish on May 3, 1770.  The assembly agreed to 
build a chapel on property owned by Abraham Shepherd and Captain John Murphrey adjacent to 
Contentnea Creek near Shepherd’s Ferry (later the town of Contentnea). Contentnea Chapel, also 
called Little Goshen Chapel because of its location on an old field called Little Goshen, was com-
pleted by spring of 1772 and served an active congregation through the 1780’s and possibly as late 
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as 1812.  The building was burned in 1865 by Federal troops at the end of the Civil War.

In the 1870’s, the Diocese of East Carolina established a second mission in Snow Hill, and in 1884 
the cornerstone for St. Barnabas Episcopal Church was set.  Located on the highest point in the 
town above Long Branch and surrounded by a large cemetery, St. Barnabas is a pristine example 
of Carpenter Gothic Revival architecture.  W. T. Faircloth and the firm of Porter and Graham 
constructed the white frame church between 1884 and 1887; it was consecrated in 1893.  A free-
standing frame bell tower, original to the church, is sited at its north elevation.  The structure 
features one original stained glass window behind the altar depicting beautiful lilies, two stained 
glass windows that came from St. Mary’s Episcopal Church in Kinston as that congregation moved 
from its building on King & Independent St. to its current Rountree St. location in the mid-1900’s, 
original heart-pine pews, and its original stone baptismal font.  In 1951, the church caught fire 
following an Ash Wednesday service of morning prayer; fortunately, the building was saved and 
painstakingly restored.  In 1979, the church was added to the National Register of Historic Plac-
es.  Although weekly services ceased in 1962, liturgies of the Holy Eucharist from the 1928 Book 
of Common Prayer have continued to be offered twice a year: one near the Feat of St. Barnabas 
(June 11) and another in the fall.  In March of 2019, a formal relationship was established whereby 
the leadership of St. Mary’s Church (Kinston) ensures the maintenance, oversight, and use of St. 
Barnabas Church.

Greene County’s history is well-documented in three books: James Creech’s “History of Greene 
County, North Carolina” (1979; reprinted 1999), Penne Sandbeck’s architectural history “Greene 
along Contentnea” (2009), and “Greene County Heritage North Carolina” (2009) by the Greene 
County Family Researchers.

Greene County

St. Barnabus Episcopal Church - Snow Hill


