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Yate.s' Mii l ,  on Steep FIi l l  Creek in Wake Cottnty, t lpcrated &s 1I water porvered mii l  of

vurying kinci for over 200 ycars. it is an outstancline e.rantple and rectlrd of the evoiution

of carly industry in the iorver Piedmont region of North Clarol ina. 
' l - ] te 

exact date of

construction has not been determjneci; irorvever, ily reference tO lvailabie records' it

appears that the first miil rva.s built betrveen 7146 md llJ8. z\fter numerous rebuildings

ancl remodelings, i t  ci iscontinued operation in 1953'

Sam'el pearson, the builcler of the original mil l ,  , ,va.s born in l72I.I FIe rva.s an

carly resicient of Wake Colnty (formeriy part of Johnston County), and married Mar,v

Simmons in 17412 ' in John.ston County. Legcnd a^sserts that Samuei Pearson moved to

the Steep i{ i l i  Creek area in 1748 t iom Nerv l lern'1

previously rwitten accounts of the history of the mil l  indiclt te that around 1750'

Sanruel pearson purchased somc land in rvl iat rvns then Johnston County from John

N1onk. If so, actual record of this transaction rvas lost in a courthouse t'ire in 1878. 
'l-he

first ciocumenteci lan<j recorcj for the rnill is a Granvi]lc grant rvhich was surveyed for

Sarnuel pearson in Octobc r 1156 by W. C. Flayrvooci. l l te actual grant is dated I l6I.5

Johnstol Copnty court rninutes of . \pr i l ,  1759" rcfcr to Samuel Peirson (sic)

being appointeci "overseer oi the road from Watnut Creek to Srvift  Creek," indicating that

he rvas l iving in t ire peighborhood, l ikely on the ltrr lperty at that t inte. As overseer he

rvas rcquired to kccp thc roacl in good repair. 
' I 'hc 

distance of road in his cl-rarge rvas

approximateiy eight miles. u'hich rvould incl icate a rtther large slave rvork lorceT to

maint r r in  such l  t i is t rLr rce.
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-lhese same court minutes reter to Sam Pearson many times over the next tew

years, primarily as a member of the Grand Jury for Johnston Counfy. ILecords after

1769 refer to Sam Pearson onlv oncc. Wake County rvas formed from Johnston and

other counties in 1777, so references bevond that date should bc in Wake County

records.

An original title to a portion of Sam Pearson's lands appears in the Secretary of

State's l^rnd Grant office. On July 75, 1778, Joei l-ane, rvho rvas serving as the Entry

Ofticer of Cla-ims for Lends, ordered a survey for Samuel Pearson. The tract of land

contained "640 acres ... on the North side of Swift Creek and on both sides of the waters

of Steep I{ill Creek joining his orvn land on tire South and West sides, encluding [sicj his

rnill of running up 2nd? creek for Complyment?." This warrant, which rvas issued to the

suweyor, outiined tJre area to be included in the survey. The survey was conducted bv

Theophilis Hunter, an early resident of the area and the orvner of significant acreage of

Iand, rvho had received four Granviile Grants. Pearson's first grant abutted Hunter's

land. The chain bearers were phares pearson, son of samuel pearson, and Mattherv

Wood. The survey is dated August 13, 1778, and is a boundary survey which makes no

reference to the miil or Steep Hill Creek. The final step in the land grant process was

cornpieted by the Secretary of State, rvho recorded the grant, issueci on August g, 1779,

lts grant l iumber 23.8

No other records have been torind that refer to operation of the miil in the l8th

century. Mr. Pearson apparentlv owned the mill until his cleath in 1802. In his wiii, he

divided his 1490 acres of lancl among his foLrr sclns, ancl the proceecls of the sale of his

personal property to his six ciaughters. VIary Pcarson, his wife, rvas left a small anounr
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of turniture, and a l ife esrate in the "pilLntation" house. IIc l;cqucatired to his son,

Sirnon, "3.10 acres inciutling tirc-' olci miil".' r\gain" therc ltre no rectlrds avaiiable

referring to tite nti i l 's operation.

Simon Pearson apparenrly bought t 'rorn his brothers ntost of the land left to thent,

as rvell as some iand orvncd by Nadar Nutt. In 1819, he rvas torccd to seil 1529 acres

including the miil in a sheriffs sale. 
' l-he saie rvas conducted by Sanluel Whittaker,

sheriif of Wake County. 'fhc properq/ wus soid at auctioil for $3031 to William l3oylan,

a prominent Raleigh busincss man lnd director of thc State l lank of l"iorth Carolina, co-

plaintiff in the foreciosure. The judgment was in thc amount of $316.00 and cost of

court . lo

Numerous references to Boylan's Mill are found in dcpositions taken during 1849

in a civil suit, Jane G. Johnson et al. vs'I ' l ieophilus fl. Sncll.v et ul", rvhich sought to

prevent a dam being rebuilt on Walnut Creek. From these dcptisit ioru, rve kntxv that

there rvere thirteen mills serving Raleigli in 1849. Of thesc, Nfordecai's, D. llclger's,

Speight's and H. Whittaker's mills were l isted as the oniy saw miils "near Raieigh" (these

are also referred to as being grist mills). I'Iorvever, several other tieponents stateri that

timber was carried to Boyian's, indicating that it did sarv lumber. It may be that the sarv

rnil l  had recentiy been adde cl. I legarding the condition of lSoylan's mill, Silas Burns,

operator of Burns' mil l, stated, in a cclnparison of i l i l is ivit ir lvhich he tvu famiiiar, t i iat

Boylan's mill had becn rcccntly repaircd. I ie and other deponent:j mentioned the fact

that Ste ep l{i l l  Cre ek did not provide as constarlt a sourcc ot'rvater during times of

drought, as Crabtree lrnd Walnut Crccks. Sevenrl t icponctrts stuted that thev took their

rvheat to Bovian's \{i11, er. 'en rirough rhey took the ir corn to altothcr nri l i  for grinding.

'I ' ir is 
could indica.tc thtit not all rnil ls ground rvircat, rlr that l]o.viart 's l l i l i  made bettcr

flour.
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Jhere is architectural eviclence thai the mill was eniarged dLrring NIr. Boylan,s

ownership, perhaps the repairs mentioned above. This will be discussecl in more cletail

Iater. N'fr. Boylan orvned the mjil for 37 ye:irs, until hc sold the mjll to John primrose.
'fhomas 

FI. Briggs and James penny on June 30, 1g53.11

Thomas II- Briggs was a prosperous Raleigh businessman. IJe started the

building nraterials business that continues to this day ru Briggs Harclrvare. He and a
partner' Joiur Dodd, established a compzuly, Briggs anci Dodcl, that furnjshed lumber for

and built many prominent houses cluring the seconei half of the nineteeth century.

The Raleigh Register of February 18, 1856 reporrs that ail or part of the mill was
advertised tbr sale.12 In i858, there is in the sanlc paper an acivertisement ,,miller

rv:rnted by Penny, Briggs & Co.".13 In 1859, James Dotlcj bought John primrose,s sirare
of the mill.

The Industry Schedule of the 1860 Census is szr-icl to list James penny and Co. a^s
operating a miii rvhich groun<J rvheat ancl corn, and sawecl logs. It produced g5 bbls of
flout, 800 bu of corn meal, and 300,000 feet of sarvn pine lumber.la James penny

conveyed by a quit-claim deecl to Thomas Briggs and James Doctd of Briggs and Dodd
one-haif interest in the iand bought from william Boylan.15 on March 2, rg63,pennv,

Dodd, and Briggs conveyed 94 acres of lanrl ancl the grist ancl sarv mijls to phares yates.

James Penny's son-in-larv.16

flere is a iegend that thc sale rc.sulte<i lron James Penny's involvement in the
murder of a- lvlr- Frankiin, a Union sympathizer during the Civil War. [-Ie apparently

feared that Union soicliers, having been tolt i t irat Pcnny murilered Frankiip tbr his
polit ical viervs, rvould extract rctribution. Court recrtrds shorv that penny kil ied lrrankiin
Januarv 1, 1866 and rva.s iniiicteci for Nlan^slaughter. I-Ie,.vu.s f61ncl por guiltv.rT
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Phares Yates rvas m:rrried to Roxanna Penny, James Penny's daughter. He orvned

the mill unti l the end of thc nineteenth centlrry. The Census of 1870 shorvs Parras (Sic)

Yates and (hi.s brother) Alvis Yates or,, 'nins a nri l l , rvith an 1fJ-forit diameter rviteel, ior

grinciing corn and rvheat, and Perras Yates orvning :r mill, almost ccrtainiy the present

day Yates' Mil l, rvith 2 rvhcels, 12 feet" in diruneter i inrl 7 fe ct w'idc, grinding corn and

wheat, and sarving pine anrl oak logs.13 "\n 187ii rnap of WiLke County shorvs Penny's

Nfiil on Steep Hill Creek, ancl a Yates' Nlill on a tributarv of Walnut Crcek.re

Apparently, the mill rvas .sti i l  knorvn as Penny's Mill at this time, probably to avoid

confusion. No other recorcis of Yates' lvl i i l  durine the latter threc decades of the

nineteenth century have bcen tound.

In his wil l dated ,,\ugust 20, 1902. Phares Yatcs left his real cstate, including the

mili, to his son, I lobcrt E. Lee Yates ancl his rvife Roxannli, for her l i fe, one-half to

each.2O After Roxanna Y'ates' death, thc entire orvnersirip pix.serl to Robert E. i-ee

Yates, a math professor at NC State College. Robcrt Yates rvil lcd the lancl and mill to

Minnie Johns Yates when hc died December 28, 1937.2r Tiris will w&s an irregular

probate since the rvil l  had not been rccordecl, but rva.s found among his "important

papers."

lv{innie John Yates nraintained olnership unti l Julv 1947, rvhen she sold the mili

to 'frojan 
Sales Company, a subsidiary oi i\.8. Finley ,,\sst-rci:rtes.l2 [t rva.s during this

tenure oi orvne rship that the poncl wa.i known a.s L;ike 
'[ 'rojan. I;rter that year the tit le

wits corlveyed to N.C. IJqiripment (1o., unother subsidiary of A.E. f"inlev Associates. 
' i 'he

mjll cr.rrtt irtued opcration tbi scver:i i  -ycltf\ unti l i t rvas closecl in l9-53. North C'aroiina

State Universiqr obtained tit lc tcl th,: rnil l  in l9(i3 rvhcn it rvu.s includerl in a purcha.sc of

1000 acres to be uscd a.s exper i rnentul  f l r r rns.23 [ t  rvus short lv fo i lorv ing this tnLnsfer

that the nr i l l  w'a.s k i rorvn to operatc t i r r  ihc i i ts t  t inrc.  . , \ccording to lcgenr i .  the old rni l ler ,
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John Leq ground a bushei of corn for photographers and a motion picture rvas made.

No evidence has been discovered to verify these stories, bur many peopie remember the

fi lm bcing made.

Since this time the mili has been idie. Many of the smaller artifacts have been

removed or stoien. The windows, shutters and doors have become ciilapiclated anri most

are not in place. The wheei and forebay (flume) have disintegrated. In the last several

years, the north foundation wall has been damaged by hydraulic pressure ancl

undermining caused by the flood waters of the ponci. Additionally, there has been major

damage to the main structure of the sarv mill shed addition, and minor clamage to the

beams supporting the rafters and to the rafters themselves at the northrvest corner of the

grist mill portion. NCSU has had some temporary stabilization rvork performeci to shore

up the sawmjil shed and rveatherize it. Subsequent sections of this report clocument the

existing condition of Yates' Mill and discuss the steps to be taken for stabiiization ancl

restoration.

Recently a broken stone dam and mill foundation rvin founcl immeciiately across

Penny Road from Yates'Mill. Whether this mill rvas also build ancl/or orvnecl by one

of the owners of Yates' Mill, as well a^s horv old it is, wiii have to await further, primarily

archeological investigation. One possibiiity is that rhis could have been the site of the

earliest Pearson's Miil.
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I. Thc I{aleigh Registcr, lvtay 11, 1E()2, page 3, coluntn 5. "Die d At his plantalion ncar this city, in the night

of thc -1th, lv{r. Samucl Pcarson, in the 81st year of hi.s l i ic."

2. Raioigh Registcr, I '-cb. 8, 1822, page 3, column 5. Xary Sinrmon.s Pearson's obituery givcs hcr ago as

58 and statcs: "l\{rs. Pearson was onc of the l lrst se tt lors oi Wake, (hcn Johnston Ctrunty. Whcn her father

removcd tiom a i itt lc bclorv Nov IJern tcl *-ithin r ferv nri les ol-whcrc Ralcigh now stands, hc had no neighbor

nearcr than ...5 milcs.... I lrs. Pcar.son rvas rnarricd at thc aqe ilf thirtecn and lived with her husba,nd about hfty-
fivc vcars.'

3. Nfarriage bonds, 17-17, Cravcn County, Re: Samucl Pcarson. Samucl Pr:arson married lv{ary Simmons,
egc 13.

-1. Ncws and Obsen'cr, Sunday, Scptcmber 8,1957, Scction IV, Page 1 (no sourccs cited). "Samuel Pearson
camc hcre from New Bern in 17,18, built this rnili about 1750."

Eliz"rbcth Reid, r Wekc Clounty hi.storian, bcliucs thc nrill to have been built prior to 17-59 for tirc following
rcilson.s:
a. Jolurston County Court rccords altcrAprii 1759 (rccords prior to that datc wcrc dcstroycci) include no

meniion of Samuci Poarson ha"ing bcen grantcri pe rmi.ssion to build a mill on Stcep Hil l Creek, nor
i.s thcrc rccord of permission bcing grantcd to anyone clse from that date through 1771, when Wakc
County wa.s crcatcd out of Johnston. Thc law rcquirine court pcrmission to build a mill wa^s passcd in
tho Novembcr-December, 1,758 Session of the General Asscmbiy. Thcrc ls also no rncntion of Samuel
Pcarson having bccn grantcd r;ermi.ssion to build a rnill on Stcep tlill Creek i:r the Wake County Court
minutes. Thcrcfore, unless the permi-ssion was rcquestcd and granted in the January, 1759 session of
thc Jclhn-ston County Court (for which the minutcs arc mi.ssing), it scerus rcesonable to a.ssuule that the
mill rvas probably built prior to the law being cnacted.

b. No rccord of pcrmission to build a mill rvould occur in thc Cravcn County Court minutcs, as John.ston
County was formcd lrom Cravcn in 1746, many years prior to the cnactment of tbe mill law.

5. N. C. Archivcs, Secret.ary of State Lrnd Grants 75-A. Grant datcd Janua-qv 9, t76l from Johq Earl of
Granril lc to Sarnucl Pcarson of Johnston County o[ iS2 Acrcs in the Parish of St. Patrick, County of John-ston.
Sun'cy oi tract mado by W. C. Ilayrvood datcd Octobcr 18, 1756, is attached to one copy of the grant.

t j. Jrrhnston L'ounfv Libr:rrv, Johnston Clountv Room, C'ourt nrinutcs, page 5.

1.  17!Xl  Ccn.su.s of  Wrrkc ( - ' t rur l { . }  l i .s ts :^ lnruc l  I 'curson r i ,s  orvning c iqht  s lavcs.

S. N. C. Sccretarv of Stltc, Land Grant lLccord"s, t ' i lc 551, Book 33. Plgc ,85.

9.  Wakc Countv Courthousc,  ILecor t i  r i ,  l iagc 1,  l l lc  no.  "10 '7.  Wi l l  o f  Samuel  Pcrrson.  probated. i \ {a l '  l ,
1802.

10. N. C. ,State Archivcs. Wakc Countv Clourt Iltlcrcncc I)oc'kct, i799-'1832, C.R.CIl-).litr.l, I{ay tcrm, 1ii19.
N. C. Strtc. \rchivcrs. Wako CountvSupcrior Court  ] l inute:s,  l l i lS-1827. C.R.0r.3i1"1, Pur-1c 23 (Nfarch

1S19 scssicn).
Wakc Countv I{cgistcr of  I )e cd.s.  lJrrok .1.  I ' r r tc . i i - l
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11. Ibid., Ilook 20, Page 185. Wm. Iloylan soid to John l'rimross and'fhomas H. I3riggs "lncluding tie grist
end sarvmiii ' formcriv the properrv of Simon Pearson, Nadar Nutt & James I'Iutt w/ 1/2 of lands and the mills
to Jarnes Pe nny *'hen hc complics with his agreemcnt. In the Industry schcdule of tirc 1850 Ccn*sus, Pcnny and
Co. is shown as operating, in the "Wcstcrn District' of Wake Co., a mill which ground wheat and corn and sawed
log5. It had 1 pair of Burr Stoncs fbr whcat, grinding 3C00 bu of wheat a ycar to producc -5,15 bu o[ flour, 1 pair
of Common Stones for corn. p;rinding 3tH{} bu of corn to producc 3-100 bu of meai, and onc sarv, handling 50{)
logs of pinc, oak, walnut and hickory to producc 120,1.XI1 fect of lumbcr. It is possiblc that Pcnny wa.s operating
the miil that Boylan owred at tlie timc.

\2. Ralcigh Register, Feb. 18, 1856, p. 3, col. 7.

1.1. Ibid., July 31, 1958, p. 2, col. 6.

l-1. 'Ihis Ccnsus scJrcdule can no longcr be found in thc NC State r\rchives. The rccord of this listing i-s
found in notcs made by NCSU School of Dcsign studcnts rescarching thc mill in 1975.

15. Ibid., Ilook 2.1, p. 318. This also mcntions that 9.1 acrcs and thc nrill havc becn hcrctofore sold to
Phares Yates.

16. Wakc Countv ltogi.ster o[ Dccds, Book 23. p. (t52.

11. N. C-. State r\rchivcs, Wake County Supcrior Court Minutes. l552-1867, C.R.ff .311.4, pp.dS8*191and
pp. 521--523,

18" Census of 1870, Schcdule 4, Products of Industry, Swift Crcck Township, WaJic County, NC.

f9. N. Cl. Statc Archive, Map Collection, lv{C.099 /7878b2

20. Wakc County Courthouse, Book of Wills - E, p. 69, f/re 2251.

21. Wake County Courthouse, Book of Wills - N, p. 156, filc 4896.

22. Wakc Counfv Courtlouse, Rcgistcr of Dceds, Ilook 9&1, p. 24il

13. Wakc Countv Rcgister of Decds, Book 1-559, p. 515"
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