
Onslow County

Welcome to Onslow County. European Settlers who were mostly English settled in the colonial 
precincts of Carteret and New Hanover in 1713.  In 1734 part of this land was established as On-
slow County.  This county was named for Arthur Onslow who was the longest serving speaker of 
the House of Commons.   

An important figure in the history of Onslow County was Captain Otway Burns, Jr.  He was born 
in Swansboro and played an important role in the War of 1812.   As the war broke out he and his 
business partners bought a ship and renamed it the Snap Dragon.  Although the ship operated 
privately during the war, it was given permission to attack enemy shipping.  It had a crew of 100 
sailors and 8 cannons.  Between 1812 and 1814 the crew captured more that forty British ships and 
its cargo.  After the war he moved to Swansboro and built one of the state’s first steam-powered 
boats and named it Prometheus.  He became a shipbuilder and later a North Carolina senator.  
Unfortunately, he lost all his money and became penniless until Andrew Jackson appointed him 
to be Keeper of the Brant Island Shoals Light Boat near Portsmouth, NC.  He spent his final days 
there until his death in 1850.  His tomb is located at Old Burying Grounds, Ann St. United Meth-
odist Church in Beaufort, NC.  

Onslow County is located in the southeastern coastal plain of North Carolina.  Its flat, rolling land 
covers 763 square miles and 143 square miles are covered by water.  Incorporated towns include 
Holly Ridge, Richlands, Swansboro, North Topsail Beach, and part of Surf City while Sneads Fer-
ry is an unincorporated town.  Jacksonville, which was named for President Andrew Jackson in 
1842 is the county seat.  Until the mid 20th century  Onslow County has been largely rural with its 
economy based on agriculture and connection with the sea.
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Onslow County
The demographics show Onslow County as a growing population in 2000 about 150,000 and in 
2010 of 177,772.  In 2000 the racial make-up was 72.06% white, 18.48% African American, 7.25% 
Hispanic or Latino, and 1.68% Asian.  

Politically Onslow County was Democratic until 1968 then solidly Republican with the election 
of Richard Nixon.  In 1976 Jimmy Carter was the last Democrat to be carried in Onslow County.

Onslow County is unique because of the presence of Marine Corps Base Camp Lejeune, the larg-
est base along the east coast.  It was established in December 1942 and was named in honor of 
General John Archer Lejeune who was the 13th Commandant and Commanding General of the 
2nd Army Division in World War I. Its mission according to their website is “to maintain com-
bat-ready units for expeditionary deployment.”   Camp Lejeune and the surrounding community 
is home to 170,000 people which include active duty, dependents, retirees, and civilian employees.  
It occupies about 153,439 acres with 14 miles of beach on the Atlantic Ocean.  It includes the Na-
val Medical Center which is designated as a Level III Trauma Center giving access to those in the 
county specialty physicians which might not be available in the area.  Camp Lejeune generates 
over three billion dollars in commerce from payrolls and contracts.  Six U.S. presidents have vis-
ited Camp Lejeune while in office: Franklin D. Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy, Ronald Reagan, Bill 
Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama.

Some challenges facing Onslow County include: a need for additional classrooms and more fund-
ing for school construction, an increase in businesses and industry because of the growing pop-
ulation, the threats of ongoing hurricanes, storm surges, flooding along the coast, and the  opi-
oid crisis.  The pandemic has also impacted the county from health care, remote learning in the 
schools, laid off workers, loss of jobs, and businesses that have closed.  There has been a huge spike 
in the need for assistance as seen when more that 8,000 cars on December 13th lined up at the 
Onslow County Fairgrounds to receive giveaway food. 


