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CMkley County is located on the Plateau Slope of West

Tennessee. It is bounded on the north by the state of Kentucky,
on the east by Henry County, on the south by Carroll and Gibson
Counties, and on the west by Obion County. Itis 26 miles from
north to south, and 24 miles from east to west. The center of the
county, near Dresden, is approximately 86° 15" north latitude
and 88° 44’ west longitude. It covers an area of 576 square miles.
Originally rectangular in shape and 700 square miles in area, it
lost its southern boundary line in a land exchange with Gibson
County in 1837. This was done so that those living on the land
adjacent to the south fork of the Obion River could get to a county
seat without having to cross the unbridged stream. The western
boundary line was changed in March 1889, pressed through the
Legislature by Obion County representatives who wanted more
land on the eastern side of Union City, the new seat of justice for
Obion County. (State law required for a county seat to be near
the center of the county.) When all Obion County records were
moved from Troy to Union City in 1870, petitions were circu-
lated in the second district of Weakley County by Obion County
residents. Enough signatures were secured for a bill to be pre-
sented to the Legislature requesting a transfer of the second dis-
trict land. The bill was passed in June of 1870 and approved July
2, 1870.
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The major geological province in which Weakley County is
located is called the Plateau Slope of West Tennessee. Weakley
County slopes gradually to the west, all areas draining into the
Mississippi River. The average elevation of the eastern part of
the'county is approximately 435 feet at mean sea level. The west-
ern portion is 320 feet. The average elevation of Gleason is 407,
Dresden 417, Greenfield 433, Sharon 415, and Martin 400 feet
above sea level.

The 1980 Census of Weakley County recorded a population
of 32,896 people. The same census recorded the population of
Dresden, the county seat, as 2256; of Martin as 8898; of Green-
field as 2109; of Sharon as 1134; and of Gleason as 1335 people.

Geological Formation of Weakley County

During the Cambrian period (500 to 600 million years ago),
Weakley County was the bed of a shallow sea. This lasted for
perhaps 225 million years. Dissolved lime was deposited on the
ocean floor and, in time, hardened into limestone and dolomite
of great thickness. This is buried deep beneath the earth in
Weakley County but surfaces elsewhere in Middle and East
Tennessee.

Then, in time, the limestone and dolomite layers were pushed
upward into broad low domes. About 325 million years ago the
entire area rose above the sea level probably more than 4000 feet
and erosion started. About 75 million years ago, during the Cre-
taceous period, the sea again covered Weakley County. Thou-
sands of feet of sand, silt, and clay were deposited on top of the
layers of limestone and dolomite. Near the end of the Creta-
ceous period, for 30 million years or more, the shallow sea (the
Mississippi Embayment) teemed with marine life—fish, shells,
and giant seagoing reptiles. Some of the land nearby remained
above sea level and sediments were brought down to the bottom
of the ancient sea by streams and rivers that came from the north
and east and as far away as the Appalachians. This sediment was
deposited in the mouths of the streams close to the shoreline.
Today it is only 10 or 12 feet below the surface but is exposed in
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the eastern part of the county. Here are found iron and sand
formations (sometimes geodes) which formed in the shallow sea
water close to the shoreline. Iron accumulated in stagnant or
swampy areas and crystallized, attracting more iron. The asso-
ciating sands found in these shallow areas caused the iron oxide
formations found in the Palmersville area.

Likewise, clay was deposited in shallow areas near the shore-
line of the ancient sea behind barrier beaches or sand flats. Most
of the clay of Weakley County is ball clay, representing the finest
of the pure clay substance that remained longest in suspension
before settling to the bottoms of the sea basins. The clays, there-
fore, are fine grained, highly plastic, essentially free of grit, and
have a high bonding power. These high grade ceramic clays can
be used for making pottery, whitewear, high-grade tile, refrac-
tories, and other ceramic products. From early settlement Weak-
ley County clay was used in brick making and ceramic production,
but when World War I curtailed ceramic import, then the coun-
ty’s ball clay became fully appreciated.

Although prehistoric animals roamed the land of our county,
no fossil remains are to be found. Erosion has destroyed the evi-
dence; however, fossil leaves are found in the Eocene clay beds.

When the glaciers grew out of what is now Canada and pushed
over the surface of the earth (as much as two miles in vertical
thickness), they ground up the rock over which they moved into
glacial flour. This flour was brought down the Ohio and Missis-
sippi Rivers and deposited on the Mississippi flood plain which
encompassed the county. Between flood stages, the prevailing
southwest winds picked up the “flour” and blew it back over
Weakley County, depositing a layer 10 to 12 feet in thickness.
This soil is called loess. This is the last phase of geological time,
covering the last 10,000 years.

The forces of erosion are still working on the land. The streams
that drain Weakley County to the west are full of flood-plains
material. The most recent geological formation is soil deposited
during the flood stages of these rivers.

The north, middle, and south forks of the Obion River and
tributaries thereof drain to the west into the Mississippi River.
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Today, the Hood plains of these streams have been cleared and
channelized, causing soil erosion to occur at a higher rate than
is acceptable beyond soil loss tolerance. Soil loss from the up-
lands 1s estimated from six to thirty tons a year. Much of this
remains on the flood plains but a great deal finds its way into the
Mississippi River via the Obion River’s three forks. Cane Creek,
Cypress Creek, and Richland Creek are tributaries of the North
Fork; Thompson and Spring Creeks of the Middle Fork; and
Cane and Mud Creeks are tributaries of the South Fork of the
Obion River.

Prehistoric and Historic Indians

Like waves that rhythmically wash the shores, so came small
groups of Ice Age hunters into North America from Asia, fol-
lowing herds of migrating animals. At that time, some 10 to 30
thousand years ago, a broad, rolling land bridge may have con-
nected the two continents. Sea level was at times 100 feet to 450
feet lower than at present because water was locked in massive
ice regions to the north, exposing great amounts of land.

The mammoth mastodons, horses, camels, straight-horned
bison, and the predators that followed these herds pushed across
this strip of land in search of greener pastures. In their wake
came the Paleolithic Indian who depended upon the herds for
food, clothing, shelter, and tools. In time, some 10 to 15 thou-
sand years ago, these nomadic people crossed Weakley County,
leaving evidence of their existence in the Palmersville-Latham
area. There is a Paleolithic site near Harris Station also. Twelve
fluted spear points and hundreds of stone scrapers, knives, and
tools have been found and documented as to authenticity.

Perhaps the greatest number of artifacts found in Weakley
County came from the period called Archaic (5000 Bc—1500 BC).
Over thousands of years the nomadic hunters gradually changed
their living habits to include different foods and technology. They
began to eat seeds, nuts, and roots, as well as meat. They became
small game hunters and stayed longer in a region. They adapted
well to the large river bottom areas found in this county, living
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on fish, mollusks, snails, and fruits in the spring and summer.
In the winter they moved to higher regions for nuts, acorns, deer,
and small game. Because they no longer moved in endless mi-
grations, they began to bury their dead in trash heaps, and de-
veloped more substantial dwellings. Their tools were made of
flint by the percussion and flaking method. Since pioneer times
in Weakley County people have found evidence of the Archaic
Indian in their plowed fields or gardens. There have been
hundreds of sites found in the county, mostly adjacent to the
water courses.

Archaeological excavation has been done on the James Bar-
ner farm by a class at The University of Tennessee at Martin
conducted by Professor Helmut Wenz. Flint arrowheads, clay
tools, stone knives, and the bones of Archaic civilization were
found.

The Woodland Period (1500 Bc—AD 500) saw great changes
in the culture of the prehistoric Indian. Bows and arrows, pot-
tery-making, the cultivation of crops and domestication of the
dog became a part of their life. Pottery, arrowheads, flint, and
bone tools have been found throughout the county from this
period. A site at Sidonia and Ethridges Levee near Sharon has
produced many artifacts. When the Martin city lagoon was built
on Hawks Road bulldozers destroyed an excellent woodland site,
sweeping great mounds of archaeological evidence into the lower
dam of the lagoon. Unusual pink and white flint arrow points
were found, indicating the trading habits of the Indians at this
period. Burial mounds began to be used during this era, al-
though there are no large mounds in the county, as are found
in Henry and Obion Counties.

The early ancestors of the Chickasaws (historic Indians) lived
during the Mississippian Period (Ap 500—aD 1700). The large site
at McConnell is indicative of this culture. In surrounding coun-
ties there are temple mounds built for ceremonies and worship,
but few such mounds are evident in Weakley County. These peo-
ple were farmers and hunters, living on higher land near the
available source of water. A Mississippian site is in the vicinity of
Ethridges Levee near Sharon and another is between Greenfield
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and Dresden on Spring Creek. A dirt mound, approximately
seventy by forty feet and five feet high is in the latter area.

The Mississippian Indians were of the Muskogean language
family, composed of many tribes speaking related tongues. They
eventually became the dominant southern Indian nations. One
of these groups was called Chickasaws. They controlled the four
high bluffs on the Mississippi River in northwest Mississippi and
southwest Tennessee. Their hunting grounds covered all of West
Tennessee. They lived in settled villages along the bluff and went
on hunting excursions in the winter and early spring when the
supply of harvested agricultural food had been depleted. Thus
there is little evidence of Chickasaw occupation in Weakley County.
Their camps were seasonal and temporary. There is no evidence
of woodworking tools or food processing equipment to be found
here. Rather, the temporary camps had mostly tools, such as knives
and scrapers, that were used in processing meat. West Tennessee
abounded in white-tailed deer before the settlers came and re-
search shows that eighty percent of the meat harvested by the
Chickasaws was of this type, the rest being small game.

The Chickasaws had a right to West Tennessee in a deed signed
by George Washington in 1785 and not until the Jackson Pur-
chase on October 19, 1818, did the federal government acquire
their right to the land. Although the main body of the Chickasaw
tribe was not removed to Oklahoma until 1837, they used their
West Tennessee hunting grounds less and less. In the winter of
1820 they returned and established a camp on the middle fork
of Obion River, about four miles southeast of Dresden, and an-
other on Thompson’s Creek, about eight miles east. After that
time, they were not seen by the early settlers who had quickly
rushed in to dominate the land that had for thousands of years
belonged to the Chickasaws.

Early Exploration and Settlement

Every square inch of land is claimed. It has been so since the
beginning. Whether it be by lichen or mosses, bramble briars or
forests, animals of different species or man, something or some-
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Typical of early Weakley County homes, this log house in the Hyndsver
community was owned by D. Hampton Highfill around the turn of the
century. He is shown here with his second wife. Originally the house
had four large rooms, two above and two below, separated by an open
porch or “dog trot,” where the stairs to the rooms above were located.
Later a large kitchen was added on the back. The house burned in
1957. Courtesy of Pansy Baker

one claims the land. Prehistoric animals, prehistoric man, and
later the Chickasaws all knew Weakley County as their home.
There was always a struggle to maintain life and keep the land
free of enemies.

After the discovery and exploration of America by Spain,
France, and England, each claimed ownership of the land that
is now Weakley County. Eventually it became the Province of
Carolina, an English colony. Between 1693 and 1712, the divi-
sion between upper and lower Carolina became a reality. The
Province of North Carolina extended westward to the Missis-
sippi River.

By 1663, the present area of West Tennessee fell in Chowan
district, the westernmost precinct of Albemarle County in North
Carolina. (Territories we now call counties were at that time re-
ferred to as precincts or districts.) The English government of
North Carolina had jurisdiction over this area. As population
increased, new districts were added—always to the west, yet to
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be settled. Consequently, as the tide of migration pushed steadily
westward, so did the names of the new districts or precincts. Hence,
over a span of 117 years the West Tennessee territory fell under
seven districts. In 1776 the North Carolina Constitution pro-
vided for “the establishment of one or more governments west-
ward of this state.” Washington District was created, encompassing
all of what is now Tennessee, and named for George Washing-
ton. This was the first political subdivision to be so named, hon-
oring the Commander-in-Chief of the struggling American Army.
Washington District remained a part of Rowan County until leg-
islation made it a new county called Burke. This prevailed until
1777 when Washington District of Burke County became the
County of Washington, encompassing the land of the present
state of Tennessee. The North Carolina government referred to
the Chickasaw land as the Western District.

Washington County was divided in 1783. The western por-
tion, now West Tennessee, became Green County, North Caro-
lina, and so remained until the second Cession Act of 1789 in
which North Carolina ceded the land to the United States gov-
ernment. The first Cession Act was in 1784. However, the federal
government chose not to accept the gift at that time. The second
Cession was accepted April 2, 1790, and William Blount was made
governor of the new federal land, “Territory of the United States
South of the River Ohio.” It became known as the Southwest
Territory.

Land that was to become Weakley County remained under
the control of the struggling new nation until the state of Ten-
nessee was formed on June 1, 1796. The Western District was
then placed under the jurisdiction of Montgomery County until
November 1, 1803, at which time it was made a part of the new
county of Stewart. Stewart County embraced the Jackson Pur-
chase of October 9, 1818, made by General Andrew Jackson and
Isaac Shelby with the Chickasaws. For $300,000, the Chickasaws
relinquished their claim to land that had been theirs since long
before DeSoto came into their midst.

In October of 1819 all lands in the purchase area were di-
vided into surveyor districts with townships five miles square.
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The eastern part of Weakley County fell in the 12th district; the
western part in the 13th. The first land offices were opened on
December 6, 1820. That of the 12th district was where Mc-
Lemoresville, Carroll County, is now. The 13th district land of-
fice was eight or ten miles north of Jackson, Madison County.
By 1820, more than one hundred surveyors were in the districts
of West Tennessee locating warrants, old surveys, and entries
made prior to the Jackson Purchase. There was confusion be-
tween the range location of land and the old North Carolina
natural boundaries.

The act to form and establish new counties west of the Ten-
nessee River, passed November 7, 1821, in the 14th General As-
sembly, set out the boundaries of Henry, Carroll, Madison, and
Henderson Counties. Territories for several other counties to be
organized at a later date were attached to and made an actual
part of some of these counties. Two other counties were laid off
west of Henry: Weakley and Obion. They were to enjoy the priv-
ileges of and be subject to all the duties of Henry County with
exception that “no tax shall be collected in said bounds for the
purpose of erecting public buildings in Henry County.”

When the 15th General Assembly met in 1823 at Murfrees-
boro, then capital of the state, it created eight new counties.
Weakley, established by an act of October 21, 1823, was the fourth
to be admitted. In all, Weakley County has been under the con-
trol of three European countries, two state governments (North
Carolina and Virginia), one federal United States territory, and
thirteen county governments.

Immediately after the Western District was cleared of all In-
dian claims an enormous flow of settlers, some with military war-
rants, rushed in to claim land. Some reasons for this heavy
immigration were the spirit of speculation, the 1824 financial
panic, and the severe drought of 1826 in North Carolina which
forced people to seek their fortunes elsewhere. Many large land
holders 1n the district had to sell much land to pay their taxes,
making more land available to new settlers. Most of the immi-
grants were from North and South Carolina, Virginia, Kentucky,
and Middle and East Tennessee, the latter originally from the
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former states. Most migration came into Weakley County from
the east, across Henry County, since navigation up the Obion in
flatboats was virtually impossible due to the tree-clogged streams.

Since the population of Weakley County was not large enough
to support a county government, Henry County controlled it.
By 1823 there was sufficient population to demand a county seat,
the long journeys to the seat of justice at Paris being difficult and
at times impossible to make. There were 243 names on the pe-
tition to the General Assembly for the creation of the new county.
The nine names suggested for Justices of the Peace were Thomas
Adams, Albert B. Fane, James McNeeley, John R. Shultz, Ste-
phen Smart, Eligah Stanley, John Terrell, Robert Wells, and Jo-
seph Wilson. John Webb was to be recommissioned.

Those settlers in the county before the Jackson Purchase of
1818 had difficulties securing deeds to their land. To legalize
their claims they had to secure a North Carolina land warrant.
These were available from a North Carolina Revolutionary War
soldier or through the Land Grant Act. The land had already
been surveyed by North Carolina starting in 1789 and assigned
through grants to various individuals, mostly Revolutionary War
soldiers. Wealthy North Carolina businessmen bought some grants
from the veterans for as little as $25.00 for 300 acres, thus ac-
cumulating vast amounts of land for speculation. John Gray
Blount and Thomas Blount entered claims for 40,000 acres in
the Western District in 1784 through this method. These fasci-
nating entries are found in the Weakley County Grant Book of
1794—1844, where about 85 men entered. claims to thousands of
acres of land. North Carolina held her right to these land grants
even after Tennessee became a state. The Weakley County Oc-
cupant Entry Book of 1827-1833 mentions 4480 acres belong-
ing to the University of North Carolina. This was sold to settlers
for support of the University. Later, East and Middle Tennessee
universities received aid from these land sales. West Tennessee,
which needed the money badly, did not receive any funds.

When settlers rushed into the Western District much of the
best land in Weakley County was owned by those who had mil-
itary land warrants and by nonresidents. The pioneers, however,
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generally settled on the lands belonging to the federal govern-
ment, which was made subject to occupant entry by the laws of
the state.

To protect early occupants who had cleared land, built cabins,
and claimed title by “squatters rights,” the Tennessee state gov-
ernment passed laws entitling the settler to 160 acres of land. A
new law in 1826 increased that amount to 200 acres, and to any
amount by 1833. Settlers first had to get a warrant from a land
commissioner for a certain acreage. Then they had to locate their
land, establish boundaries, and have it surveyed by a govern-
ment approved surveyor. John Carlton and Martin Lawler sur-
veyed vast areas of land from 1827 to 1833.

By 1826 Weakley County boasted 562 free male inhabitants,
about one-third as many as neighboring Henry County. By the
first official census of 1830 Weakley Countys population was 4796.

Land titles were often challenged and there was much con-
fusion. It was not until 1846 that the federal government relin-
quished all claims to lands in the Western District and land titles
were firmly secured.

Furst Settlers in the County

Four years before the official formation of the county the
first log cabin was built. In the fall of 1819 Ruben Edmonston
and his brother-in-law, John Bradshaw, located on Mud Creek
about six miles west of Dresden and three miles south of the
center of Martin. Mr. Bradshaw raised the first patch of corn.
The following spring, Archibald Edmonston, father of Ruben,
moved his family from Todd County, Kentucky, to Bradshaw’
location. The next year, he settled permanently on the North
Fork of the Obion River.

Some of the early settlers and the areas where they located
were:

At Bradshaws’ location on Mud Creek were Ruben Edmon-
ston in 1819, Isaac H. Ward in 1822, William Miles in 1823, Levi
Clark, Mr. Glasgow (Edmonston’s father-in- law), Dudly Glass,
Sr, Isreal Jones. Early settlers around Dresden include Benja-
min Bondurant, Jeptha and Alfred Gardner, Nelson Nailing,
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Thomas Parham, Richard Porter, Robert Powell, John H. Reavis,
Dr. Jubliee Rogers, Vincent Rust, Claiborne Stone, John Terrill,
and Perry Vincent. In the Ridgeway Settlement on Cane Creek
near Palmersville were Leric Mizell, John Webb, and Joseph Wil-
son before 1823; also the Buckleys, the Kilgores, the Killebrews,
and the Ridgeways. In the northeast corner of the county be-
tween North Fork and the state line (later District 1) Henry and
John Stevenson and Isaac and William Willingham were settled
by 1819 or 1820; John F. Cavitt was there by 1820; other settlers
in that area were Littleton F. Abernathy, Masco Austin, Jesse B.
Davis, Benjamin Farmer, John Rogers, and Peter Williams. In
the northwest corner of the county (later District 2 and now in
Obion County) were John and George Horton; Daniel Lacewell
and sons Daniel, Joseph, and Peter; Samuel Majors, Peter Moo-
ney, Alexander Paschall and his son Jesse M.

The Adams, Benjamin Chambers, King Clark, Ruben Clark,
the Snows, and the Stanleys settled in the Richland Creek area
(later District 2, part now in Obion County). Between Mud Creek
and the Middle Fork of Obion (later District 8) were to be found
A. Clemons, Thomas Ethridge, John Jinkins, the Owens, the
Parrishes, J. W. Rogers, and the Tansils. Between Middle and
South forks of Obion (later District 9) Alfred Bethell, Duke Can-
trell, Calloway Hardin, William Hillis, F. A. Kemp (Camp), and
M. H. G. Williams were settled. A little higher up the river (later
District 9) were Geton Bradshaw, John Bradshaw, E. W. Dickson,
Richard Drewry, James Hornbeak, and Robert Mosley. The fa-
mous David Crockett settled in the southwest part of the county.

In the southeastern part of the county and along upper Spring
Creek John Brawner, Ned Bucy, Isaac Cruse, Andy Dunning,
Robert and Jonathan M. Gilbert, William Hamilton, Jim Ken-
nedy, Francis Liddle, the McElroys, the McLeskeys, John O’Neal,
Thomas Osborn, the Rogers, and Capt. James and Alfred Smith
settled. The Thompson Creek area was settled by Daniel Camp-
bell, William Gay, John H. Moore, Sam Morgan, Samuel Peeples,
Daniel Shaw’ father, Eligah Stanley, John Thomas, and Hayden
E. Wells. The Carneys, the Damrons, E. P. Latham, the McLeans,
Capt. John Rogers, the Shultzes, and the Smarts settled along
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lower Cypress Creek, with Mr. Brann, Thomas Ross, and the
Thompsons along upper Cypress Creek. Near Dukedom were
settled the Beadles, the Cashions, and the Winsteads.

The first pioneers found virgin forests of oak, hickory, po-
plar, sweet gum, ash, beech, walnut, cedar, holly, tupelo gum,
cottonwood, and cypress.

The western part of the county was covered with a heavy
forest but the eastern part had barren grass in many places. This
grass grew three or four feet high and covered the ground as
thickly as a good crop of millet, according to Colonel John A.
Gardner who visited the county in 1825 and settled there in 1827.
He wrote that large bodies of barrens lay southeast of the Middle
Fork of the Obion extending to the Henry County line, six or
seven miles east of Dresden and beyond Thompson’s Creek. The
barrens were found north and northeast of Dresden, as far as
Cane Creek, south of the North Fork, and in the northeast cor-
ner of the county, extending a little below Dukedom.

Wild animals were abundant. Bear, deer, elk, panther, wolves,
beaver, raccoon, otter; muskrat, and squirrel were numerous. The
settlers relied on wild meat at first, for it was impossible to keep
hogs or sheep because of panthers and wolves. They were able
to have cattle and generally had plenty of milk and butter.

Their corn fields were usually patches of a few acres around
the house. Corn was raised chiefly for bread. Lumbrick’s Mill on
Old Town Creek, about thirteen miles from Dresden on the dirt
road to Paris, did all the grinding for the first settlers. Some fam-
ilies had hand mills to grind their corn, while others grated it.
Salt was brought from Mills Point, now Hickman, Kentucky.

The pioneers lived in huts and cabins constructed of rough
unhewn logs. These primitive structures were generally floor-
less, but a few had puncheon floors. They used what was known
then as the Forked Deer bedstead made with one post, the side
and the head being built into a corner of the cabin. Boards were
used in place of springs to support the mattress made of straw.
Pumpkins and corn were stored under the bed.

The furniture was crude at first, generally handmade out of
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green lumber, but as soon as possible after land was put into cul-
tivation to sustain a comfortable living, a larger home was con-
structed and better furniture brought over the first passable roads.

Establishment of the County

After the creation of Weakley County on October 21, 1823,
the boundary was established by the General Assembly as fol-
lows:

Beginning at the northwest corner of Henry County, running west
with the State line, to a point four miles west of the northwest cor-
ner of range two, fractional sections ten, in the Thirteenth District;
thence south to the fourth sectional line in said district running
parallel with the range line; thence east with the fourth sectional
line to the second range line in the Twelfth Surveyor’s District;
thence north with the said range line to the beginning.

The act also provided that the Court of Pleas and Quarterly
Sessions and the Circuit Court should be held at the house of
John Terrell, until otherwise provided by law. By subsequent acts
of the General Assembly, James Fentress, William Hall, Abram
Maury, and Benjamin Reynolds were appointed commissioners
to fix a site for the county seat as near the center of the county
as possible. John Terrells land was chosen as the best location
since there was a spring there. Terrell conveyed a gift of 39 acres
to the commissioners with the stipulation that the land be used
for the county seat. The deed was proved in the Court of Pleas
and Quarterly Session, of which John Terrell was an officer, on
January 10, 1825. Afterwards, in July of 1828, Martin Lawler,
Richard Ridgeway, John R. Shultz, Perry Vincent, and Mears
Warner, commissioners previously appointed by the court to lay
out the town of Dresden, bought 17.50 acres for $50.00 from
Simpson Organ and Ewing Wilson, thus making 56.50 acres in
the town site.

By early 1825 the organization of the county was completed
and the town of Dresden was surveyed and platted to contain a
public square and ninety lots. A public sale of the lots took place
in April of that year, and the $5742.00 collected was spent for
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This 1836 map of Weakley County was compiled by commissioners
John M. Schultz, Martin Lawler, William Ridgeway, Robert R. Gilbert,
and David Winston for the purpose of electing justices of the peace
and constables, and to fix suitable places for the election granges. Map
courtesy of Pansy Baker
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the erection of public buildings and other legitimate expenses
of the new county. Jeptha Gardner, William H. Johnson, J. W.
Rogers, and the Vincents were among the largest purchasers.

In 1835 the General Assembly directed that the county be
divided into twelve districts for the purpose of electing Justices
of the Peace and Constables and to select suitable voting places.
The commissioners, Robert R. Gilbert, Martin Lawler, William
Ridgeway, John M. Shultz, and David Winston signed their re-
port on January 13, 1836. The 1836 map of Weakley County
shows how the districts were formed. The voting places for the
districts were: District 1, Aaron Farmer; District 2, John Horton;
District 3, Jesse Gardner; District 4, Capt. John Rogers; District
5, James McWherter; District 6, Elias Tomlinson; District 7,
Courthouse; District 8, Benton Ship; District 9, A. McKenzey;
District 10, John Welch; District 11, Capt. James Smyth; and Dis-
trict 12, John Green.

By 1843 two new districts were added. District 13 was taken
from Districts 1 and 2 and District 14 was taken from Districts
3 and 8. As the population increased, more districts were created
until at the present time there are 25.

The original shape of the county was first changed in 1837
for the convenience of land owners in the southwestern section
of the county. The unbridged South Fork of the Obion River
made it almost impossible for those living in that area to get to
Dresden to attend to legal business. Likewise, the river pre-
sented the same problem to residents in the north-central por-
tion of Gibson County. The two counties agreed to a land exchange
for the convenience of their citizens, thus changing the southern
boundary of Weakley County. In this exchange, Weakley County
lost the homestead of one of her most prominent citizens, David
Crockett, who had settled there in September of 1822 on land
that would one day be near the village of Rutherford in Gibson
County. The Crocketts were living in Weakley County when he
started his ill-fated journey to Texas on November 1, 1835.

Another change in county boundary lines occurred in 1870
when the 36th General Assembly voted to cede to Obion County
the larger part of District 2. Emerson Ethridge represented
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Weakley, Obion, and Henry Counties in the Senate and W. P.
Caldwell was in the House of Representatives when this oc-
curred. Twice before this, in December of 1868 and March of
1869, laws had been made changing the county lines but were
repealed. The final bill was signed by Governor DeWitt Clinton
Senter on July 2, 1870. The 36th General Assembly changed
many county lines and established six new counties. The last
change in Weakley County’s boundary was in 1889 when J. W.
Boyd and Company arranged for his business to be situated in
Obion County instead of Weakley. B. F. Hall was in the Senate
and C. C. Adams was in the House when this change was made.

The first county court, called the “Court of Pleas and Quar-
terly Sessions,” had the following members: Daniel Campbell, E.
D. Dickson, J. M. Gilbert, Miles Gilbert, John H. Moore, J. R.
Shultz, Stephen Smart, John Terrell, Perry Vincent, Mears War-
ner, John Webb, William Webster, and Joseph Wilson. They held
sessions at the Dresden houses of John Terrell for seven terms
and Benjamin Bondurant for three terms, until April of 1828.
The next session was held in July of 1828 in the new courthouse.
The first officers of the Court in 1825 were: William H. Johnson,
County Court Clerk (1825-1838) and John D. Calvert, Sheriff
(1825-1828).

The last term of the Pleas and Quarterly Session Court was
held in April of 1836 and the first court of the County Court
proper, created by the 1834 Tennessee Constitution, was held in
May of 1836 with the Honorable Caleb Brasfield, chairman. There
were 21 additional justices of the peace at this meeting.

The first Circuit Courts were held in a small log cabin located
on what is now the courtyard. The structure did not have a door
and when court adjourned in the evening, a flock of sheep would
take possession and stay until the sheriff ran them out the next
morning. This was torn down when the first courthouse was
erected by John Scarborough of Stewart County in 1827. It was
a brick structure, forty feet square, and was built in the center
of Court Square. In 1852 it was torn down when it became too
small and unsafe for use.

A two-story brick building with two county offices and a
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The 1854 Weakley County Courthouse. Courtesy of Col. James Corbitt

courtroom on each floor was completed in 1854 at a cost of
$20,000. The contractor was Major Cowardin. Two wings were
added to the courthouse at a later date. This structure was de-
stroyed by fire on February 19, 1948. It was thought that the fire
started in the cupola from faulty wiring. The town clock and old
records were kept in this area and for many years, pigeons had
used it for nesting and roosting. When it became apparent to the
large crowd of spectators that the fire departments from Dres-
den, Martin, Paris, and South Fulton would not be able to save
the building, concerned citizens went into action. Junius White,
the newly elected register, and Bob House, former register, went
into the burning building and with others formed a human chain,
passing the heavy books from one man to another. The line
stretched from the building across the courtyard to a truck owned
by Waymon Gaylord. Trustee books were removed in the same
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The present Weakley County Courthouse. Photograph by Wilbur Vaughan

manner. Occasionally, a burning board would fali from above
but no man left his post until all of the records were removed.
A few old records in the trustees offices and veterans records
were lost. Many records from the superintendent of schools’ of-
fice were lost. However, the county court clerks records were
saved.

For two years, the county’ records were kept in various store
buildings while a new courthouse was under construction. Books
from the register’s and trustee’s offices were taken to the base-
ment of Sax Freeman’s Pool Hall. Sax Freeman was Dresden’
only policeman at this time. The county court clerk’s records were
kept in Beard’s Chevrolet showroom. Court was held in the Ma-
sonic Lodge building.

The new courthouse was built of Alabama limestone. Its three
stories and basement hold 37 offices. It was constructed so well
that it is completely fireproof. Three courtrooms, one each for
County, Circuit, and Chancery Courts, are on the first and sec-
ond floors. The courthouse required two hundred tons of con-
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struction steel and three hundred cubic yards of concrete to build.
A modern steam heating plant replaced the old pot-bellied stoves
of the former building. The Courthouse Commission which su-
pervised construction was composed of J. M. Adams, Dean
Grooms, John Hatler, R. A. Nants, and A. . Strawbridge. Judge
Robert A. Elkins was chairman of the committee until his death,
a year before the completion of the building. Dedication of the
new courthouse was held in May of 1950.

The first circuit court session was held in Dresden in Novem-
ber of 1827, with Judge John D. Hamilton presiding. The first
action of the 13-member grand jury was to return an indictment
against William Ward for assault and battery. The defendant was
fined $1.00 and court costs on being found guilty. The first trial
of the petit jury was at the following May term. In 1836 the first
murder trial in the county occurred. George R. McClain and
William Price were accused of the murder of a Mr. Stunston.
McClain was found guilty and sentenced to be hanged but es-
caped from jail and disappeared. Price was finally tried and ac-
quitted in February 1838.

The Chancery Court of Paris, Henry County, held jurisdic-
tion over Weakley County until 1838. The first chancery court
met in Dresden in February of that year, with the Honorable
Milton Brown, Chancellor, presiding. Samuel A. Warner was the
first Clerk and Master (1838-1844).

Soon after the first courthouse was built, a brick jail was built
on the south side of the Troy road in the western part of the
town. This jail was replaced in 1854 by-a new one made of logs
and brick. A third one, built in 1875 of brick, cost $8000.00. This
jail was one block north of court square. The present jail, con-
structed in 1965, is a one-story brick building with living quar-
ters for the sheriff attached. It has a capacity of 31 prisoners.
There have been five lynchings recorded in Weakley County be-
tween 1892 and 1915; two persons were tried, found guilty, and
hanged in 1853.

All courts suspended sessions during the Civil War for var-
ious lengths of time. In this period, a notorious bandit and his
gang were in Weakley County. His name was Bill McDougal and
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he was born near Palmersville. He would not rob people from
his home county and citizens did not hesitate to call on him for
help against the bushwhackers. He rode a trained show horse
that was said to have performed almost impossible feats. One
day when he found a crowd of people on the Courthouse Square,
he started to ride around a large sycamore tree near the court-
house. He began to yell and shoot at the tree as he rode around
it, and when the gunfire ceased, it was discovered that he had
shot his name into the tree. He then proceeded to ride the horse
into the courthouse, up the stairs, and into the courtroom where
he fired four bullets into the wall. When he and his horse came
out of the courthouse, they quietly rode away. For several years,
he alarmed the citizens of Weakley County with similar feats.

The Naming Of the County

Weakley County proudly bears the name of Robert Weakley,
I11, one of Tennessees most illustrious citizens. Born July 2, 1764,
in Halifax County, Virginia, of immigrant parents, young Robert
fought for the cause of American liberty at the battles of Alam-
ance and Guilford Court House, in North Carolina. By nineteen
years of age he was in the Cumberland Settlement as a surveyor
for the state of North Carolina. At twenty-two, he represented
Davidson County (still a part of North Carolina) in the conven-
tion called to ratify the United States Constitution. He voted
against the ratification, but at the second convention of 1788 he
voted for it. He was elected to represent Davidson County in the
first session of the Tennessee House of Representatives in 1796.
Following this service, he was elected to the Senate for six dif-
ferent sessions of the General Assembly—the 3rd, 4th, 5th, 7th,
13th, and 15th, representing Davidson, and sometimes William-
son counties. In the 13th and 15th sessions, he was Speaker of
the Senate. He held this prestigious position when Weakley County
was created in 1823.

In addition to long service in state government, Robert
Weakley, 111, served one term in the United States House of Rep-
resentatives (1809—-1811) representing the Nashville District.
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When 51 years of age, he became involved in the race for gov-
ernor of Tennessee and was defeated by Joseph McMinn. Six
years later, he ran for this office again but withdrew from the
race before the election. His last official duty was representing
Davidson County in the Tennessee Constitutional Convention
of 1834, called to revise the state’s constitution.

Robert Weakley, 111, accumulated vast land holdings through
his role as surveyor. His holdings in Davidson County alone to-
talled over 8000 acres, and he also owned land in Obion, Tipton,
Haywood, Shelby, and Giles counties.

From earliest times in the Cumberland Settlement his lead-
ership held the struggling pioneers together. He was active in
the militia and in 1791 was made Brigade Inspector of the Mero
District with the rank of Lieutenant Colonel. In 1798 he was a
Colonel of the 2nd Regiment of the Davidson County Militia.

Robert Weakley, I1I, married Mary Jane Narcisea Locke on
August 11, 1791. Four children were born to this union. In 1810
the Weakleys began construction of a mansion on a 615-acre tract
in what is now east Nashville. They called their home Lockeland,
in honor of Mrs. Weakley’s family. It was here that Robert Weak-
ley, I1I, died February 4, 1845, at 81 years of age.

Education

Many of the early schools were taught in primitive log school
houses that also served as churches. They were subscription
schools and attended by children whose parents could afford the
fee and supply an allotted amount of wood for heating. Students
sat on backless benches and had only basic materials for learn-
ing. Probably the first school in the county was at the Bradshaw
settlement about the year 1828. Fielden Ezelle was the first teacher,
followed by William Ross.

Between 1823 and 1825 James K. Polk, then in the Tennessee
Legislature, made a concerted effort to get government land set
aside for the schools in the Western District but was thwarted in
his efforts by Congressman David Crockett who championed the
claims of the occupants. Crockett felt that occupants earned the
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right to the land by virtue of clearing and settling. Thus, the
Western District did not progress in education as rapidly as other
sections of the state.

The children of early settlers had few opportunities for re-
ceiving an education except for those living in the growing com-
munities. Later, academies and grammar schools were established
at different points in the county. These were private institutions
governed by boards of trustees. These schools were free of tax-
ation and students were exempt from road and military service.
The buildings were generally wooden, and the instructors were
frequently ministers or editors of newspapers.

An article of agreement made in 1848 between 21-year-old
Bright Grooms, teacher in the 37th District, south of Dresden,
and eight “subscription”parents, stated that he was to teach spell-
ing, reading, writing, and arithmetic for the term of nine months,
five days a week. The parents were to furnish the school house,
seats, desks, supplies, and plenty of good fire wood. Grooms was
to get room, board, and $7.50 for each student, due at the end
of the school year. Some of the rules listed in the contract were:
no profanity; no boxing, wrestling, or climbing trees; no nick-
names; boys and girls could not play together, and no borrowing
of books without permission. Three trustees were chosen to
oversee the school of nine students.

Schools like this served the county for higher education for
many years until 1870, when public high schools were estab-
lished in Dresden, Gleason, Palmersville, and at a point near
Sharon. In February of 1870 authority was given to sell the Dres-
den Male and Female Academies and incorporate Dresden High
School.

By 1885 there were 9595 students registered in school (8338
white and 1307 black) with 105 teachers. The average number
of days taught was 74, and a teacher’ salary was $35.00 per month.

Not until the turn of the century did the county become ac-
tively involved in building schools. Between 1900 and 1910, 20
schools were built; from 1910 to 1920, 39 schools were built; and
from 1920 to 1930, 31 schools were built. These figures were
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given in School Superintendent F. Y. Fuqua’s annual report to
the school board in 1930.

The length of the school term in 1930 was 160 days. There
were 36 one-room white elementary schools at this time. Those
built between 1900 and 1910 were Donoho, East Grove, Fair-
view, Freeman, Glasgow, Liberty, Little Zion, Morgan, Meridian,
McClain, and Ridgeway. Those built between 1910 and 1920 were
Brocks Chapel, Barber, Center Point, Coats, Eagle Hill, Gibbs,
Harris, Hill Top, Killgore, Levister, Lamb, Pleasant Hill, Reavis,
Thompson, and Ward Chapel. Those constructed from 1920 to
1930 were Fancy, Gully View, Hill Crest, Parrish, Pierce, Pitt-
man, Spears, Shady Grove, West Union, and Tumbling.

There were 23 elementary schools with 2 rooms in 1930. Those
built between 1900 and 1910 were Adams, Bible Union, Brun-
dige, Mt. Arie, Shafter;, Union Grove, and Peace and Harmony.
Those constructed between 1910 and 1920 were Holts, Hyn-
dsver, Jackson Academy, New Salem, Pisgah, Rinda, Ralston,
Salem, Old Salem, Smith Chapel, and Webb. Those built from
1920 to 1930 were Earls, Green Hill, Oak Grove, Parks, and Ter-
rell. Gardner, a white elementary school with more than 2 rooms,
was built prior to 1900. No schools of this size were constructed
from 1900 to 1910. Between 1910 and 1920, Central High (4
rooms elementary), Lone Oak (4 rooms), Sidonia (8 rooms),
Seminary (3 rooms), Stella Ruth (6 rooms), and Union High (4
rooms elementary) were built. Between 1920 and 1930, Dunlap
(4 rooms), Mt. Pelia (3 rooms), Palmersville (5 rooms) Wesleys
Chapel (4 rooms), Welch (5 rooms), and Union No. 1 (3 rooms)
were constructed.

There were five black one-teacher schools in the county by
1930: Beach Grove and Jones, erected before 1900; Mt. Olive
and Terrell, erected between 1900 and 1910; and Vincent, built
in the ’20s. Martin and Lees Grove at Gleason both had three or
more teachers.

By 1930 there were fourteen high schools for white students
and one for black students. Gardner High School was built be-
fore 1900. Chestnut Glade, Dresden, Greenfield, Palmersville,
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Sidonia, and Stella Ruth high schools were built between 1910
and 1920. Dunlap, Gleason, Martin, Mt. Pelia, Sharon, Welch,
and Wesley Chapel high schools were built between 1920 and
1930. Eighty-one schools were in session in the county by 1930.

By 1940 there were 36 one-teacher, 28 two-teacher, 7 with
more than two teachers, 5 with seven to fifteen teachers for white
students, and 5 one-teacher schools for black students. Five spe-
cial district black schools were also operating, making a total of
86 schools.

In 1950 the number of schools had dropped to 47. There
were 23 one-teacher schools, 6 two-teacher schools, and 10 schools
with more than two teachers. Five one-teacher schools, 2 two-
teacher schools, and one with more than two teachers were con-
ducting classes for black students.

In 1960 the total number of schools had dropped to 15: one
white and two black one-teacher schools with grades one through
eight; two white and two black schools, grades one through eight
with two teachers; one white, grades one through eight with three
or more teachers; six white, grades one through twelve; and one
black grades one through twelve.

The 1970 count dropped to ten schools: one school, grades
K-five; one school, grades one through seven; two schools, grades
one through eight; two schools, grades one through twelve; one
school, grades six through eight; one school, grades eight through
twelve; and two schools, grades nine through twelve. By 1980,
five kindergartens had been added to the systems. A primary
school at Martin, a junior high school at Dresden, and a voca-
tional school had brought the number of schools up to thirteen
by 1980.

In 1982 the Weakley County School System of 13 schools had
an enrollment of 5097 students. Fifty-five school buses were used
to transport students to and from school. Dresden had an ele-
mentary school with 501 students and 27 teachers, one junior
high school with 290 students and 12 teachers, and a high school
with 329 students and 19 teachers. Martin had a primary school
with 290 students and 15 teachers, one elementary school with
600 students and 34 teachers, a junior high school with 475 stu-
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Chestnut Glade Special School. Courtesy of Pansy Baker

dents and 20 teachers, and a consolidated high school (with
Sharon) with 657 students and 34 teachers. Greenfield had an
elementary school with 445 students and 25 teachers, and a high
school with 276 students and 16 teachers. Sharon had one ele-
mentary school with 384 students and 21 teachers. Gleason’ school
was kindergarten through twelve, with 573 students and 28
teachers. Palmersville school was kindergarten through twelve,
with 270 students and 15 teachers.

Before 1934 the county school superintendent was ap-
pointed by the Quarterly Court. Sylvanus Fisher, who served from
1910 to 1914, would travel from school to school in a horse and
buggy, spending the night with school board members. His of-
fice was in his home. He was often gone from home for an entire
week. It was during his term that consolidation of schools was
started. Students were transported to school in wagons, the fore-
runner of the school bus. Thirty years later his nephew, Wayne
Fisher, put into operation the first school buses, making further
consolidation possible.

Named for the huge chestnut trees on the grounds, Chestnut
Glade School was at one time a model for other school systems
in the state. It was built in 1917 at a cost of $5000.00 with ma-
terials, labor, and money contributed by the community. This
Special District included all of the 17th and part of the 13th School
Districts. It took the place of several one-room schools in the
area—Sandy Branch, Sawyers, White Rose, McClains, Sunny Side,
and Ridgeway. No money from the county or state was used to
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operate the schools since funds were derived from a special school
tax for the district. There were between 300 to 400 students in
the first session and later enrollment peaked at 500. Students
were transported each day by eight wagons with four horses each.
A six-room house was built on the school property for a home
for the teachers and a live-in housekeeper was provided. There
was also a stable to house the school wagons and horses during
the day.

Mr. Will Dildine, the contractor who built the Chestnut Glade
School, requested that it be named for his wife and daughter,
but the School Board rejected his idea. However, the next school
he built was named Stella Ruth.

Federal Law 94-142 and State Law 839, which required
mandatory education for the handicapped, were passed in 1974
and Tennessee became a leader in legislature for special edu-
cation. At first classrooms for the educable mentally retarded
were set up in the schools with teachers certified in special ed-
ucation. The more severely retarded students were bussed to
Dresden, although not all handicapped children in the county
were served at the beginning of the program. The vacated Turner-
Ward school building in Dresden was converted to serve the needs
of the trainable mentally retarded and severely mentally re-
tarded students. Lisa Evans and Monte Adams were the teach-
ers. The school was closed in 1980.

At this time, classes for the severely mentally retarded are
held in the Martin Primary School with 10 students and classes
for trainable mentally retarded are in the Martin Elementary
with 11 students. Classes for the older handicapped students (14
to 21 years) are held at Sharon where shop skills are taught as
well as academic subjects. Special resource teachers have been
in every school in the county since 1974, serving the needs of
the handicapped child as well as the gifted. Dr. Steve Ramsey
has been the supervisor of special education in Weakley County
since 1979.

In 1970 Mrs. Evelyn Blythe saw the need for facilities to ed-
ucate the handicapped children in the area. Working as a vol-
unteer for a year, she led a drive that created an Easter Seal Center
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in Martin. The University of Tennessee at Martin donated a house
that was remodeled for class use and the center opened with a
staff of ten. In 1976, a five-building complex was opened on the
southwest corner of the campus with state funds paying for con-
struction of the buildings. The Northwest Tennessee Mental
Health Center now shares the facilities, occupying two of the
buildings.

In July of 1971 the West Tennessee Easter Seal Society opened
a preschool and school program in Weakley County for 32 men-
tally retarded children. When the children entered the school
system through the enactment of Public Law 839—Mandatory
Education for the Handicapped—in 1974, the Habilitation and
Training Center began serving adults. The 12-month program
is possible through the support of local contributions, city and
county appropriations, and state and federal grants. Clients re-
ceive training in functional daily living and prevocational skills.
The goal of the program is for the client to achieve his or her
maximum potential and to become a productive member of the
community.

Agriculture

The first crop grown in Weakley County was corn. Usually a
pioneer would locate good farmland, clear land, and plant a crop
of corn, cut his initials on nearby trees to mark his “territory”and
go back “home.” Then he would return with his family, his be-
longings and his livestock. Corn was the only grain used for bread
at first. It was grated by hand before the first mills were erected.

In 1828, due to a severe drought and the increase of land
planted in cotton, corn was scarce, selling from $3.00 to $4.00 a
barrel. But by 1840 corn was one of the largest crops grown,
454,248 bushels being produced that year. By 1880 this had been
increased to 1,304,512 bushels, making Weakley County the largest
corn producing county in the state. Production has not increased
greatly through the years, for in the mid-1970s there were
1,843,550 bushels grown. Corn became important in the pro-
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duction of cattle and hogs. In 1979, there were 29,000 acres har-
vested, averaging 94 bushels per acre.

Nearly all of the pioneers engaged in the cultivation of cotton
as soon as enough land was cleared; however, it was soon found
that tobacco brought in more revenue. There was a steady de-
cline in the production of cotton: 93 bales in 1850, 42 bales in
1860. The 1870 agricultural census showed an increase in pro-
duction to 1904 bales. The year 1880 found the market over-
flowing with 7576 bales of cotton available The overproduction
of farm products caused prices to drop. A letter written by Wil-
liam Duke Hawkins to Samuel B. and Martha Hawkins Sanders
in December of 1885 from Sharon, Tennessee, stated that cotton
was two and one-half cents a pound; pork, four cents a pound;
wheat, 80 cents a bushel; corn, $2.00 a barrel; and chickens, 20
cents. The writer advised also that a sure cure for cholera in hogs
was a dose of Simmons Regulator. At the turn of the century,
due to increase in acreage cleared and population, cotton pro-
duction had increased greatly. By 1959, there were 10,597 bales
produced from 9041 acres, but there has been a steady decrease
since then due to increased production of soybeans. In 1979, 350
bales were produced from 658 acres.

The first tobacco crop was planted in 1831 by Capt. William
Martin with seeds that he brought from Halifax County, Vir-
ginia. By 1840, 462,986 pounds were produced and the 1880
production increased to 3,611,229 pounds. Production started
to decline in 1960 as crop land was converted to soybeans or
corn. Labor costs also contributed to this decline. By 1974 the
yield of tobacco from 101 acres was 162,480 pounds. Weakley
County produces type 22 western dark fired tobacco, used in
chewing tobacco and snuff. Since the federal warning against
smoking, type 22 is in more demand and in 1979 acreage in-
creased greatly, almost doubling. In 1980, there were 138 acres
of tobacco planted with an average of 1700 pounds to the acre.

At one time, one-fourth of all sweet potatoes grown in Ten-
nessee were grown in Weakley, Henry, and Gibson counties. Pro-
duction started in 1850 with 45,180 bushels grown. In ten years,
this amount was doubled. In 1944 Weakley County ranked four-
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A forerunner of the 4-H Club, the Corn Club of Weakley County was
started by County Agent R. E. Ellis in 1912. Its members planted and
harvested corn according to advanced agricultural methods. The ten
boys making the highest corn yield in 1917 were: (bottom row from left)
Adrian Pinkston, Virgil Radford, Jones Gatewood, Hershel Priestley;
(top row from left) Hulon Morris, Auverne Abernathy, Finley Hagler, Roy
Donoho, Edd Staulcup, and Rastus Webb. Courtesy of Col. James Corbitt

teenth in national production. Since that time, there has been a
steady decline due to labor costs. According to Jerry McMaster,
county extension leader, not over 20 acres were planted in 1981.

In the early days almost every farmer grew enough wheat,
rye, and oats to trade to the miller for flour to meet the needs
of his family and stock. There were 44,229 bushels of wheat pro-
duced in 1840. The years 1870 and 1900 were peak years, with
production reaching 307,980 bushels by 1900. Another high yield
was in 1974 but the 1980 harvest more than doubled it, with
718,000 bushels produced. Farmers are growing more wheat to-
day because of the two-crop system in a three-way rotation be-
tween wheat, soybeans, and corn. Better farming methods
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promoted by the Agricultural Extension Service have made this
possible.

The production of soybeans as a cash crop started in the 1960s
and ranks as the leading crop of the county today. In 1965 there
were 2800 acres with 23 bushels per acre. The 1979 yield from
120,000 acres was 3,301,000 bushels, averaging 28 bushels per
acre. World demand for protein and soybean oil for human con-
sumption has caused more farmers in the county to convert pas-
ture land into soybean production.

Crops such as strawberries, cabbage, beans, and most vege-
tables have decreased greatly due to rising labor and production
costs, and availability to markets. Only in 1850 was rice grown
in the county, when 900 bushels were produced.

Many early settlers brought stock into the county when they
came in the early 1820s. As the herds of milk cows increased,
dairying was confined to the spring and summer months when
pastures were plentiful. Cows, calving in the spring, were al-
lowed to go dry in the fall and were poorly fed and sheltered
during the winter. By the 1950s, modern dairying was one of the
major agricultural activities, as modern milking barns, advanced
feeding methods and milk distribution changed the dairying
picture. Since the early 1960s dairying has declined due to more
pasture land being converted to soybean production.

Weakley County is the top swine producer in the state today
and one of the top 400 counties in the nation. Much corn and
wheat produced in the county goes into hog production. From
24,085 hogs and pigs in 1840, the county now produces 94,100.
George W. Zarecor, a county resident, is the largest hog producer
in the southeastern part of the United States and sells about 20,000
hogs a year. On four farms, with 15 mechanized houses covering
all facets of hog production, he conducts a minimum disease op-
eration. Bill Dodd Zarecor, William Ofenheusle, and Steve O’Brian
are his partners in the hog business. They produce four differ-
ent breeds and crossbreeds of registered hogs.

Prior to the establishment of the extension service in Weakley
County, the agricultural department of the Illinois Central Rail-
road took the lead in agricultural educational programs. Agri-
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cultural agents loaned purebred sires to dairy and beef cattle
farmers in order to improve their herds. Soil samples were tested
free of charge and new crops were introduced to fill needs of
newly established agricultural industries. Cheese and butter-
making experts were brought in to instruct local dairymen in
Creamery processes.

In 1913 R. E. Ellis was appointed county agent. After a few
years, Mrs. Ellis became the home demonstration agent. Farm-
ers in the county, located where many people could see them,
were signed as demonstrators and were visited as often as pos-
sible by the county agent, who gave them instructions and bul-
letins. For 13 years Weakley County bankers supplemented the
county agents salary which came from county and federal
funds.

During Mr. Elliss tenure he introduced many improved
methods in farm management. There were Agricultural Rally
Days held in the towns and communities where agricultural spe-
cialists from The University of Tennessee at Knoxville advised
farmers on all farming enterprises. On July 28, 1922, at the Ag-
ricultural Rally Day in Palmersville, Mr. Wells, UT poultry spe-
cialist, told poultry raisers, “It is a wrong idea to depend on
chickens to catch their meat scraps in the form of bugs, as it will
take all the energy derived from one bug to run after and catch
the next one, thereby causing the fowl to become poor and hav-
ing no quality for egg production.”

Mr. Ellis rode a horse from farm to farm when he first started
as county agent, leaving his home on Monday morning, staying
with the farm family he was advising during the night, and re-
turning to his office late Friday night to write his reports. Several
years later, he was able to buy a Model T Ford and transportation
became easier. Another innovation in farming methods encour-
aged by Mr. Ellis was keeping complete farm records. The Dresden
Enterprise reported in June 1922 that “L. A. Elliott, a farmer of
the second district, who keeps a dairy herd in addition to his
regular farming, is keeping a close record on his cows this sea-
son. For the month of May, cream from three cows sold for $28.65
above the cost of the feed given. His average price received for
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First county agricultural agent R. E. Ellis on his horse as he started his
week’s work on Monday. Courtesy of Col. James Corbitt

butter fat was 29 cents.” Mr. Ellis retired in 1943 after 30 years
of service to the people of Weakley County.

Since 1913 there have been many county agents working to
improve agriculture and the quality of life in Weakley County.
Extension work has changed greatly in that time. Today there
are five experienced personnel involved in agricultural leader-
ship. Jerry C. McMaster is extension leader; J. Paul Sutton, ex-
tension agent; Bob Williams, assistant extension agent; Mrs. Patsy
C. Oliver, associate extension agent (home economics for youth);
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and Mrs. Jean Paschall, associate extension agent (home eco-
nomics for adults).

The Soil Conservation District was organized in 1940 by the
Dresden Chamber of Commerce to continue the work of con-
servation started by the Civilian Conservation Corps, which was
disbanding. County Agent R. E. Ellis and Jimmy Corbitt, man-
ager of the CCC Camp near Dresden, explained the meaning of
the Soil Conservation Service to the men of the Chamber. The
first district conservationist was McLemore Roberts in 1941, fol-
lowed by A. G. Morrow and Jimmy Corbitt. Jimmy Spencer has
been district conservationist since 1972.

In the early 1960s the Soil Conservation Service started the
Thompson Creek Watershed project, which included five flood
detention dams, 17 miles of channel improvement, 140 acres of
bare roadbanks vegetated, and 2019 acres of trees planted on
gullied land. One dam was built in cooperation with the Ten-
nessee Game and Fish Commission to provide year-round fish-
ing to the public. The resultant Garrett Lake was named in honor
of Finis J. Garrett, Tennessee statesman who was born and raised
in nearby Ore Springs.

The Farmers Home Administration (FmHA), originally the
Farm Security Administration, was started in 1947 in the county.
Its purpose was to help rural people who had no other source
of credit and to provide counseling in better farm methods. Tom
Duscoe was the first supervisor, followed by Frank Phillips and
Quincy Stykes. Maynard Reed, state supervisor, was instrumen-
tal in the organization. Today Weakley County rates in the top
level in the nation of farm ownership, 831 loans being outstand-
ing in 1981. Since 1958 the county supervisor has been William
M. White, and Anna Lou Caldwell is county office assistant.

The Agricultural Stabilization and Conservation Service (ASC)
started in the early 1930s. Their responsibilities are farm re-
lated, having to do with government allotments and quotas. The
first county executive director was Lube Glasgow. The present
one is Sam Dennison.

The Weakley County Farm Bureau was organized in 1930
with Mr. Ralph R. McUmber the first president. There were 70
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charter members who lived mostly in the Greenfield and Martin
areas. Housed at first in the county agents office, it later moved
to a brick building on the Greenfield Highway. The purpose of
the organization is to improve the living conditions and quality
of life for rural people. Since 1950 services such as fire, health,
automobile, and life insurance have been added to meet the needs
of members. Mr. William Hunt was executive secretary with this
program for almost 50 years.To date, 19 Weakley County Farm
Bureau presidents have helped membership grow to 3021 fam-
ilies. John Bryant Freeman is the present president.

Wildlife

Since 1975 wildlife has become an important economic re-
source to Weakley Countians. The white-tailed deer herd was
reestablished in the mid 1950s when Elmore Price and Joe Far-
rar, biologist with the Tennessee Game and Fish Commission,
restocked deer in the county. Today, over a thousand deer are
harvested annually by hunting from this established deer herd.
This was one of the first reestablished deer herds in the state.
Sportsmen from throughout the southeastern United States
participate in the hunting.

The wild turkey was reintroduced in the winter of 1979 after
a 65-year absence. Turkey hunting will be allowed in 1983.

Weakley County’s Primeval Giant

When the bald cypress tree first sprouted, probably around
AD 600, the western world was dominated by the Byzantine Em-
pire that stretched across the Mediterranean. The dark ages were
beginning in Europe, and Christopher Columbus was a thou-
sand years away. By the time the tree reached its full growth
William the Conqueror had tamed England, and Leif Ericson
had set foot on Newfoundland. When DeSotos ill-fated expe-
dition crossed a part of Tennessee in his quest for gold nature
was probably eating away at the tree’s core.

The tree was the oldest known living member of its species
in the United States and the largest tree east of the Mississippi
River. Estimates are that it grew to be 400 feet in height; however,
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lightning took its toll on the towering giant. For many years it
was 122 feet tall, but in 1976 a tremendous bolt shattered its
uppermost branches, scattering debris for 100 yards. The tree
burned for two weeks and the towering funnel of smoke could
be seen for several miles. Although no longer living, the carcass
still remains 45 feet high.

Core samples were taken by the Tennessee Forestry Depart-
ment in 1946, and its age was estimated to be 1350 years old,
possibly older. At breast height the tree measures 55 feet and 8
inches in circumference and has a diameter of 17.7 feet. The
entire length of the tree is hollow and the opening at the bottom
is large enough to hold a rider on horseback. David Crockett at
one time lived near the tree and probably used it as a shelter
while on hunting forays. It has been placed on the American
Forestry Association’s Social Register of One Hundred Famous
Trees.

The cypress with 20 surrounding acres was donated to the
state in 1965 by Weakley County farmer, W. Eli Tillman. When
he died, the state purchased his 263-acre farm from his widow.
In 1973, through the efforts of Weakley County Conservationist
James Corbitt, the General Assembly passed legislation making
the 283-acre site a natural area. It was named “Tillman Big Cy-
press Tree Natural Area.” In 1977 an additional 47 acres were
purchased from R. D. Robinson, making a total of 330 acres.

The Big Cypress has been protected through the years by
relative seclusion, since it is in a marsh usually covered with water.
Located about three miles from the town of Sharon near the
Kimery community, it stands 100 feet from the north shore of
the middle fork of the Obion River and is separated from the
river by an old dirt levee. Much of the year water stands as deep
as five feet at its base.

The state has allocated $38,500 for the area, matched with
an additional $37,500 from federal land and water conservation
funds. A park ranger, Bill McCall, supervises the area and is
helping to develop future plans, including the renovation of a
barn for a rustic interpretive center, a picnic shelter, a parking
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This bald cypress, located near Sharon, was the oldest known living
member of its species before lightning destroyed the top in 1976. Cour-
tesy of Tennessee Conservation Department
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lot, signs, trails, and some measure for a better view of the Big
Cypress.

Transportation

The first settlers came from the east with their wagons and
few belongings. They reached the Tennessee River and had to
cut trees, build rafts, and float their wagons across the wide stream.
It was impossible to come by flatboat by way of the Cumberland-
Ohio-Mississippi River route into and up the Obion River be-
cause the mouth of the river was choked by immense piles of
logs and driftwood. The settlers had to blaze roads through the
forest and barrens at their own expense. As late as 1830 the gov-
ernment (state or federal) still had not spent any money on roads.

In 1825 a tax was placed on lands for the improvement of
all rivers. A board of trustees for navigation in the Western Dis-
trict was created by the legislature and John W. Cook, Robert E.
C. Doherty, and George W. L. Marr represented the Obion River
on the nine-man board. Laws were enacted in 1838 and 1842
for improvement of the Obion, but due to the soil along its banks
and the ever changing channel of the river the stream continued
to be clogged with trees washed from the banks with every flood.

Residents of the district needed desperately to get groceries,
dry goods, and supplies from keelboats that were stopped from
navigating the clogged streams except at high-water times. Nor
could cotton, tobacco, or whisky to be sold in New Orleans or
Natchez be exported easily. But very little was done toward im-
proving the Obion until 1840. William Martin shipped his and
his neighbors’products to New Orleans on one to three flatboats
each year between 1840 and 1850.

For mail service to be made available, roads had to be built
that would accommodate a two- or four-horse stage coach. Be-
fore 1830 there was a mail route from Dresden, by way of Totten
Wells, near Harris Station, to Troy, in Obion County, and from
Jackson, by way of Trenton, to Dresden. These routes connected
with others going to Nashville or Memphis. As more bridges were
built, the “horse mails” started a route three times a week. By
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1840 there were six roads in the county suitable for stage coaches.
The route from Paris to Mills Point (Hickman), Kentucky, through
Dresden was the most heavily traveled because so many farmers
carried their products to the river post for shipment to Natchez
or New Orleans. One road came from Huntingdon to Dresden;
one from Trenton to Dresden; one from Boydsville to Dresden
that connected with the Paris to Mayfield, Kentucky, road; one
from Dresden to Mayfield; and one from Winston, directly south
of Dresden, to Christmasville in Carroll County.

Weakley County today has a network of highways and roads
that serve her citizens well. United States Highway 45 East tra-
verses the county from north to south. There are five state high-
ways: 22, 54, 89, 118, and 124, with a total of 132 miles. Nine
hundred and seventy miles of county roads are maintained, 395
miles of which are blacktopped. Weakley County ranks seventh
in the state as to the number of miles of county roads.

The early roads were dirt-filled “turnpikes”financed by tolls.
The word “turnpike”is derived from the gates across the road,
made with sharp poles or pikes placed on the gate so that passage
over or through was impossible. After the traveler paid the toll,
the gate was opened or turned, allowing access to the road. These
roads were privately owned and were chartered by the state leg-
islature. In 1870 the 36th General Assembly repealed a charter
for a turnpike across the North Fork of the Obion River oper-
ated by heirs of Abner Boyd and D. P. Caldwell. It released them
from obligation of keeping the road passable or from collecting
tolls. »
In 1820 the mail arrived by horse and rider, but by 1830 it
arrived in the county twice a week by stage. It was always a big
event to the pioneer settlers who listened with anticipation for
the horn blown by the driver of the mail stage. A post office was
established on February 15, 1827, in Dresden with Jeptha Gard-
ner as postmaster. Fleming post office was established in the 12th
District between Gleason and McKenzie, on December 18, 1827,
with William Fleming as postmaster followed by Robert R. Gil-
bert in 1831.
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Following is a list of early post offices with first postmasters:

Dresden*
Fleming*

Gardnersville
Cullen*
Locust Grove

Paschall*
Bowers*
Poplar Grove
Dukedom*
Marion
Harmony
Winston
Boydsville
Irvines Store
Old Hickory
Pillowville
Palmersville
Shieldsborg
Mount Warren

Palmers5 Store
Phillipsville
(changed to
Oakwood)
Cedar Hill
Mount Pelia
Dedham
Elm Tree
Alma
Jonesville
Black Oak

First Postmaster
Jeptha Gardner
William W. Gleason
William Fleming
Robert R. Gilbert
Richard W. Gardner
Benj. M. McFarland
Samuel A. Warner
Nathaniel Jones
Jesse M. Paschall
William G. Bowers
Alexander Matson
Duke A. Beadles
Benjamin Blythe
Edmund P. Latham
David Winston
Abner Boyd
Samuel Irvine
Abner Boyd
Robert Ury

John D. Palmer
Rowland H. Galey
William Jones
Abner P. Cantrell
John D. Palmer
Thomas H. Phillips
Joshua Hamilton

Date Established
February 15, 1827
March 15, 1844
December 18, 1827
October 5, 1831
January 8, 1830
November 24, 1831
April 11, 1832
June 7, 1843
January 5, 1833
January 5, 1833
February 19, 1833
July 30, 1833
February 15, 1834
May 1, 1834

May 19, 1836
November 1, 1837
February 13, 1838
November 2, 1846
July 1, 1847
September 20, 1847
February 21, 1848
October 24, 1849
December 19, 1849
July 24, 1850
September 16, 1850
February 24, 1852

Pleasant F. Huddleston May 21, 1851

Robert K. Waddy

July 14, 1851

Nelson O. Underwood January 15, 1852

Niander Y. Cavitt
Alex Ralston

John E. Halford
Debaron B. Grubbs

March 29, 1852
January 20, 1853
March 16, 1854
October 17, 1855
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Roland Springs  Alex H. Scates December 19, 1855
James N. Drewry March 9, 1858
*Stage Coach Stops in 1830

Ronald C. Thomas in his MA thesis published in 1973 by The
West Tennessee Historical Society Papers gives the following ac-
count of the first railroads in Weakley County.

In 1852, citizens of Weakley County, seeing the advantage of an
east-west railway, started a drive to connect with the Hickman and
Obion Railroad which was laying fourteen miles of track between
Hickman, Kentucky, and Union City, Tennessee. The citizens held
ameeting and decided to raise the necessary funds for the grading
of a road by private subscription. Captain William Martin wanted
the tracks to pass through his property so he subscribed five thou-
sand dollars. However, private subscription proved to be inade-
quate to complete the road, so the people were asked to levy a tax
for the necessary funds. After much controversy and a final de-
cision by Tennessees Supreme Court in 1857, stock to the amount
of $100,000.00 was subscribed. Property taxes to pay this amount
were collected for three years.

In the meantime, the Hickman and Obion Railroad was sold
in 1855 to the Nashville and Northwestern. John A. Gardner suc-
ceeded in accumulating the company5 stock and was chosen the
first president. The Nashville and Northwestern continued to push
its track from Union City through Martin and Dresden, forming
ajunction with the Memphis and Ohio at McKenzie. This was com-
pleted just after the start of the Civil War.

During the war work continued on the Nashville and North-
western by the Union Army, connecting Nashville with the Ten-
nessee River at Reynoldsburg. After the war a bridge was built
across the river; and tracks were extended to Hollow Rock to join
the line of the western division from McKenzie. This gave Weak-
ley County a direct route from Hickman, on the Mississippi, to
Nashville, the state capital.

The Nashville and Chattanooga Railroad bought the com-
panyin 1872, renaming it the Nashville, Memphis, and St. Louis
(NC & St.L) The line was merged with the Louisville and Nash-
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villeand the name changed to L& N. In 1982, the L& N Railroad
discontinued use of its line through Weakley County.

The north-south railroad was started in the spring of 1855.
In late 1853 the Tennessee legislature had incorporated the Mis-
sissippi Central and Tennessee Railroad Company “to contract
and maintain a railroad from a point where the Mississippi Cen-
tral may touch or cross the state boundary of Tennessee to Jack-
son, with branches to the Kentucky state line and to Nashville.”
By August of 1860, the line being built from New Orleans to
Jackson, Tennessee was finished. The Civil War interrupted any
further construction northward.

The Mississippi Central resumed building in June 1866 but,
due to the war and increasing debts, it was unable to build the
track from Jackson north through Weakley County. The Illinois
Central Railroad purchased the bonds of the Mississippi Central
in 1872 and a line was begun as planned.

The first survey for the proposed route revealed that Gard-
ner, a town three miles west of the Martin family estate, was the
best route. Colonel George W. Martin and his brothers Thomas,
Marshall, and William convinced the railroad owners that land
through their 2500-acre holdings would be the better route, thus
bypassing Gardner. In exchange for the relocation, the railroad
was given a continuous strip of land for a right-of-way and a
parcel of land west of the proposed route for a park in the pro-
posed town. The railroad was being charged for land through
the Gardner location; therefore, they accepted the Martins’
offer. '

By 1873 Weakley County had a rail connection between New
Orleans and Chicago. As soon as the line was completed more
people began to move into the area being served by the railroads.
Martin, Sharon, and Greenfield owe their start and progress to
this fact (on the IC), as well as Gleason, Dresden, Ralston, Mar-
tin, and Gardner (on the NC & St.L). Martin, the only location
at the junction of both railroads, soon outgrew the other towns
in population and economy. The Martin family realized great
benefits from their gift of land to the Illinois Central.

In 1874 the New Orleans, Jackson, Great Northern and Mis-
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sissippi Railroads consolidated as the New Orleans, St. Louis,
and Chicago Railroad Company. Two years later, the Illinois
Central assumed control of the line and in 1877 changed its name
to Chicago, St. Louis, and the New Orleans. In 1882 the Illinois
Central leased it and until 1972 it was known as the Illinois Cen-
tral Railroad. At that time the line merged with the Gulf, Mo-
bile, and Ohio Railroad and the name was changed to Illinois
Central-Gulf.

The gauge of five feet between the rails that ran through
Weakley County did not conform with the gauge of four feet,
eight and one-half inches of the northern lines. On July 29, 1881,
the rails were changed to standard gauge. All 550 miles of rail
between East Cairo and New Orleans were changed in one day
with more than 3,000 men distributed along the line. This was
the first southern railroad east of the Mississippi River and one
of the first in the entire country to change from wide to standard

gauge.

Industrial Development

The first industries in Weakley County were the gristmills
that ground corn at first and wheat later as more land was cleared.
They were scattered about eight to ten miles apartand were near
the areas of the developing communities. Janes Mill on the mid-
dle fork of the Obion River between Ore Springs and Gleason
had a very large mill pond enjoyed by those who liked to fish.
Janes also owned a mill on Thompson’s Creek. There were grist-
mills in all five larger towns from their beginning.

Sawmills developed early, soon after the towns were estab-
lished. Tobacco warehouses and, later, cigar factories soon were
thriving businesses. Then barrel stave factories followed in the
path of the expanding tobacco crop, for hogsheads were needed
to ship the product to Natchez or New Orleans.

Every small community had a blacksmith and livery stable.
Wheelwrights, tanners, tailors, boot and shoemakers, and sad-
dlemakers were listed in the 1850 census as occupations.

Cotton began to be grown in the early 1850s and cotton gins
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began to appear. It was not until the 1870s, however, that cotton
became a significant crop. Bales of cotton were shipped to New
Orleans by flatboats via the Obion and Mississippi rivers before
the railroads came. The gins were run by steam. Dresden had a
wool-carding mill and a spoke factory around 1900.

During the late 1800s and early 1900s the economy de-
pended largely upon agriculture and related industries. With the
great farming depression of the 1880s and 1890s, the industrial
economy suffered also. Businesses failed and cotton gins and
factories closed. It took many years for the industrial growth to
accelerate. By the 1920s most Weakley County industries were
still agricultural or forestry related.

In 1932 Salant and Salant opened a plant in Martin that man-
ufactured men’s shirts in the building on north Broadway pre-
viously occupied by the American Tobacco Company. Six
employees started the first day. Charlie Wagster, Elsie Hurt, Patty
Farmer, and a Miss Wallace were four of the six. Every day a few
more were hired and trained until, at the end of the first year,
between 50 and 70 people were on the payroll. In 1954 the plant
changed ownership and became the Martin Manufacturing
Company. It moved in 1974 from its original location to a larger
building with additional facilities on the Martin-Dresden High-
way. The work force now is approximately 500 men and women.
It is a prime supplier of uniform shirts for the armed forces.

Gleason had two industries that started in the 1930s. H. C.
Spinks and Company began mining clay in 1930, and the Henry
I. Siegel Company, Inc., started manufacturing sportswear in
1935. Today, H.1.S. employs 285 people and the clay-related in-
dustries employ over 200.

In 1948 the Bay-Bee Shoe Company, Inc., opened in Dres-
den, producing children’ shoes of all types. From a beginning
in a city-built building with about 125 employees, the company
operates today in a building that has been expanded six times
and has over 500 employees. Their production is now over 7,000
pairs of children’ boots a day.

Frank L. Prins and son, Frank L. Prins, Jr, opened the
Greenfield Manufacturing Company in 1947 that produced la-
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dies’dress coats. The first year employment was about 50 but the
number was quickly increased. The following year, a plant was
opened in Dresden. Present employment is 365 at Greenfield
and 315 at Dresden. Both plants have more than doubled in size
with additional facilities. In 1951 a plant was opened in Martin
that manufactured field jackets for the army. After the Korean
conflict terminated, this plant was moved to the enlarged Green-
field structure.

Greenfield Manufacturing Company became the largest in-
dustrial employer in Weakley County. The Prins family merged
their business with 15 other family-owned manufacturers in 1961
and formed Kellwood Corporation. Seventy perce<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>