
Craven County

Craven County, formed in 1705 as Archdale Precinct of Bath County, was renamed Craven Coun-
ty in 1712. At the time, it included what is today Carteret County, Jones County and much of 
Pamlico County. Only ten years later Carteret County was formed, followed by Pamlico and Jones 
Counties in the 19th century. Today Craven County has about 100,000 citizens and New Bern is its 
seat. The county remains defined by forests, swamps and rivers, most importantly the Neuse River 
and its tributaries. During much of its history, the forests played an important economic role, par-
ticularly the production of naval stores and lumber. Farming has played an important role and, in 
modern times, various industries have provided economic vitality. The rivers and waterways con-
nected the county to other parts of the world, as well as the Post Road and, in the mid nineteenth 
century, the construction of the railroad. 

The largest employers in Craven County today are NADEP which employs civilians at Cherry 
Point Marine Air Station and Carolina East Medical, a highly regarded hospital. In addition, in-
dustries like BSH and Moen are major sources of employment. Many smaller industries and busi-
nesses are critical to the economy. The Craven County Schools and Craven Community College 
serve important roles in the education of many.

New Bern, founded in 1710, the largest town in the county, is an important tourist attraction be-
cause of its importance in North Carolina and American history, its vibrant commercial districts 
and its beautiful historic residential areas. In the early 1770’s, the first permanent capitol of the 
colony, then state, was built by Governor William Tryon, and its remarkable restoration is the 
centerpiece of heritage tourism. Many other sites such as the New Bern Historical Society and 
Battlefield, the Craven Arts Council, the Firemen’s Museum, the James City Historical Society, and 
beautiful historic churches provide an important experience for visitors. Christ Episcopal Church, 
founded in 1715 was the founder of the first school chartered in North Carolina and the Diocese 
of North Carolina. St. Peter’s AME Zion is the mother church for the movement in the south. 
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Historical leaders like William Gaston, Bayard Wootten, Caleb Bradham, are among many whose 
stories are very revealing. 

Of particular note are the stories of black leaders from the area. These stories, long shamefully ne-
glected, are now the focus of much research and are at the center of our common history. From the 
18th century, this area had an exceptional free black community and a large number of enslaved 
people. Free blacks played important roles in civic and commercial life. Many were patriots during 
the Revolution. In the mid nineteenth century, life became much more difficult. New Bern’s occu-
pation/liberation by Union troops in 1862 revealed remarkable black leadership such as Abraham 
Galloway and George Henry White. Sadly, this success attracted the attention of white suprema-
cists, and much of the movement was crushed.

Today, Craven County faces challenges similar to other areas with the pandemic, racial justice 
issues, affordable housing needs and revitalization efforts. In addition, questions of resiliency oc-
casioned by devastating hurricanes add layers of challenge. Community spirit remains strong. If 
we embrace the common struggle, we will succeed.
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