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T he time setting was the early 19th cen -
tury. And the opponents? On one side,

sev eral generations of North Carolinians
who wanted an unobstructed passage up
and down the river to transport their goods
to market. On the other, rock: the very rock
you see below the bridge, obdurate and
stub born rock, the kind that might block 
a boat from proceeding upstream or spill a
raft loaded with farm produce or naval stores.
For many settlers along the upper Cape Fear,
the rapids here and elsewhere along the river
loomed like the Great Wall of China.

The rocks and rapids viewed from the 217
bridge have a name. They are called Smiley’s
Falls, although as the highway marker on
the northern side of the bridge informs us,
Smiley’s Falls is really a series of rapids that
stretch upriver for at least a mile and a half.
Many of these rapids have their own names
—Narrow Gap, Smiley’s Falls, Campbell’s
Falls and, ominously, Killing Falls. And
beyond the last of the Smiley’s Falls rapids
lie more named falls—Atkins’ Falls,
McAlester ’s Falls, Small’s Falls, Turner ’s
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The hard crystallized rocks of the Piedmont (left)
meet the softer sedimentary rocks of the Coastal
Plain along the fall line, creating rapids (top) in rivers
such as the Cape Fear.
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Near Erwin in Harnett County, the N.C.217 bridge
provides a convenient spot from which to gaze at
the Cape Fear River. On a warm May afternoon, the

view is a pleasant one, with the river threading its way slowly
through a maze of exposed rock, creating a rush of small run -
 nels and rapids. Some of the rocks are large enough to func -
tion as small islands, supporting a few leafy hard wood trees.
A kayaker might have fun with a couple of Class II rapids,
but for the most part the river slides by in silken murmurs.

It’s hard to believe that one of the great battles of North
Carolina history was played out along this peaceful stretch
of river. It was not a Civil War battle or a battle between
Revolutionary War redcoats and patriots, but it was a battle
in every sense, involving formidable opponents, gunpowder
and feats of great ingenuity. And as in all battles, there were
momentary successes, sudden reversals and ultimately, for
one side, a great and humbling defeat.
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The Cape Fear River’s
FALL LINE RAPIDS

blocked commercial traffic for much of the 19th century, 
defeating the best human efforts to overcome them.
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There were multiple methods of moving
goods on the Cape Fear, from ferries (top
to bottom) to steamboats to floating
rafts of timber down the river.

Falls, Shaw’s Great Falls, Rand’s Falls,
Northington’s Falls, Lanier Falls, Battles
Falls and, farther upriver, Buckhorn Falls.

Geologically, these rapids are part of a
story that began hundreds of millions of
years ago when North America and Africa
bellied up to each other. The force of the
col  lision between these massive continents
pushed up the ancient Appalachians to a
height of more than 20,000 feet, and higher
in some spots. In time—that’s geology-speak
for about 75 million years—the suture
between the two continents gradually parted,
the two went their own ways and our
Himalaya-sized mountains began to erode.
They are eroding still today. Rivers—
includ ing an ancient Cape Fear—carried
the fragments downslope, depositing them
in a vast coastal plain at the ocean’s edge.
The plain grew in a wide and deep wedge:
You’ll find Appalachian sediments 30,000-
feet deep along North Carolina’s offshore
margins, and 10,000 feet deep at Cape
Hatteras. Over an unimaginable timescale,
erosion built an upside-down mirror image
of our ancient North Carolina Himalayas out
of a mountain of sediment!

Smiley’s Falls and the other rapids on the
Cape Fear rapids lie at the western margin
of these deposits. Upstream is the Piedmont
with its corrugated landscape and fertile
soils. Downstream, below Erwin, is the flat -
tened Coastal Plain with its pine forests,
sandy soils, meandering rivers and low
swamps. The rapids announce that we’re
straddling these two provinces, a boundary
area geologists call the Fall Line, although
it’s not the kind of line that you can hop
across. Let’s call it the Fall Zone.

THE FALL ZONE
The Fall Zone is where the soft sedimentary
rock of the Coastal Plain meets the hard,
crystalline rock of the Piedmont. It’s a
momen tous encounter and things happen as
a result—Smiley’s Falls, for one. The ledges
of hard rock that you see from your
perch on the N.C.217 bridge are
Piedmont rock, which is more
resistant to the erosive power 
of the river than the softer
sedimentary Coastal Plain
rocks. As the river carves down
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“ The first object of the Legislature in the system of Internal Improvements, is to render our 
Rivers navigable, that the Farmers may have a water carriage for their produce.”   

– State Senator Archibald DeBow Murphey, 1819

toward sea level, it wears away the softer
Coastal Plain rocks, leaving the harder rocks
high and dry, so to speak, and creating rapids
and waterfalls.

This doesn’t happen only on the Cape
Fear. You’ll find similar rapids and waterfalls
on the Tar, the Neuse and the Roanoke, and
still others on rivers as far north as New York,
as far south as Alabama. Connect the dots
and you’ll find some large cities—Augusta,
Ga.; Columbia, S.C.; Richmond, Va. Once
you connect the dots you have a wavy, irreg -
ular line paralleling the coast, although the
word “line,” of course, is a bit imprecise. It’s
a zone or a belt, really, where Piedmont rock
and Coastal Plain rock are interlaced like the
fingers of two lovers. The zone is irregular 
at best, some times very narrow and in other
places up to 20 or 30 miles wide.

By the early 19th century, enterprising
settlers had already flooded into the upper
Cape Fear River valley, with its fertile soils
and broad forests. Farm ers with wagonloads
of cotton, flour and naval stores were bust -
ling to the river town of Haywood, near the
confluence of the Deep River and Haw River,
the Cape Fear ’s sources. The Endor Iron
Mine and the Egypt Coal Mine were located
higher on the Deep River and were looking
for a means of getting their products to
Fayetteville, more than 100 miles down -
stream, and Wilmington, even farther. But
between these venues and the down stream
markets lay a gauntlet of rapids that blocked
easy passage year-round.

Calls for eliminating these obstacles rose
up in the 18th century and continued into
the 19th. “The first object of the Legislature
in the system of Internal Improvements, is to
render our Rivers navigable, that the Farmers
may have a water carriage for their produce,”
urged state senator Archibald DeBow Murphey
in 1819. Several piecemeal attempts were
made to blow up the rocks using explosives,
or to bypass them using canals. Neither
method was successful. Finally, in 1849, the
formation of the Cape Fear and Deep River
Navigation Company signaled a systematic
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Raven Rock State Park lies on both
sides of the Cape Fear River. Raven
Rock itself was a major landmark
for rafters and others who traveled
by river.

Many Highland Scots who settled
on the upper Cape Fear River used
the technology of their native land
to construct fish traps in the rapids. 

Smiley ’s Falls was one of the most
dangerous set of rapids on the Cape
Fear River. To extend navigable water
above Smiley’s Falls, four dams were
erected in the 1850s: Haw Ridge,
Green Rock, Big Island and Sharpfield.

A major road from Fayetteville to Raleigh
once crossed the Cape Fear River at a place
called Northington Ferry. It took 20 minutes
to cross the river and operated until 1920.
The road passed through the site of Raven
Rock State Park.

Just above Smiley ’s Falls,
timber rafters often engaged
local guides to pilot their
rafts through the maze of
dangerous rapids.

The old town of Haywood was once
considered as the state capitol and
site of the university. The Cape Fear’s
rapids foiled plans, however, and the
town gradually disappeared. 

Old Averasboro was a populous town in
the 18th and 19th centuries. It was the
high point of navigation for pole boats
going upriver. Rafters floating logs down -
stream stopped here to reassemble their
rafts after negotiating Smiley’s Falls.
Farmers in the upper Cape Fear basin
brought their goods to Averasboro for
transport downriver to Fayetteville 
and Wilmington. 

28 november 2010 winc

To Tame 
A River

From Cross Creek upstream to
Hancock’s Mill in Moore County,
19 dams were built on the Cape
Fear in the 1850s. The dams 
were intended to make the river
navigable by lifting ponds of 
slack water above the rocks.

Above: Smiley’s Falls. Right: A hand-tinted engraving
of Wilmington in 1853. 

Source:  Wade H. Hadley Jr., The Story of the Cape Fear and Deep River Navigation Company 1849–1873 (1980).
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forested spaces of eastern North Carolina,
river boosters licked their wounds and 
grad ually turned away from the rivers as a
chief means of transportation. The Fall Line
rapids —that geological boundary between
the Piedmont and the Coastal Plain—had
proved too difficult an obstacle to overcome.

MAN vs. GEOLOGY
Not much is left from this era of river improve -
ments. At Raven Rock State Park, you can
see a few remnants of the Northington lock
and dam, although not enough to give any
sense of the scale of the endeavor. The town
of Haywood in Lee County, which had such
high hopes, has not fared well either. Its
presence at the junction of the Haw and the
Deep rivers made it so attractive that it was
one of two candidates for the site of the state
capitol in 1788. It was even considered for
the site of the new state university. If the
dams had held, today’s Tar Heel athletic
teams might be playing for the University of
North Carolina at Haywood.

At the other end of the Fall Line rapids,
just below the town of Erwin, was the old
town of Averasboro. Larger than any other
town on the river except for Wilmington
and Fayetteville, it was the head of pole-boat
navigation on the Cape Fear and a destina -
tion for farmers bringing produce and naval
stores downstream to be loaded onto boats
for the passage to Fayetteville or Wilmington.
Averasboro was where the timber rafters
reassembled their rafts after guiding them, a
single unit at a time, through the torturous
rapids. There were a grist mill, a turpentine

distillery and a ferry. But the failure to cir -
cum vent the Fall Zone rapids before the
development of the railroads weakened this
town as well. Its fate was sealed by the end of
the century when the Southern Railway laid
its line through Dunn, ignoring the old town.

One spring afternoon, I drove from the
N.C.217 bridge to look for evidence of old
Averasboro. It still appears on the North
Carolina highway map, and so I thought it
was worth a look. I went first to the Averas -
boro Battleground, just a few miles from the
site of the town, where in 1865 Confede rate
troops met Sherman’s Union brigades and
delayed their advance. I was told that I
should talk to a man named R.L.Hamilton,
who had grown up in Averasboro. I went to
his business, Hamilton’s RL Mobile Home
Park, where I asked for directions to his
home. “Down the road!” shouted a woman
through her open door. “You can’t miss it
— it’s the only brick house on the right.
Under a grove of trees!” A few minutes later,
I found the trees and the house, and I parked
my car in the driveway. Instinctively I walked
around back of the house and that’s where I
found R.L. Hamilton.

He was sitting by a pile of cut logs, a slight,
elderly man who seemed unsurprised that I
had come to find him. I asked him about
Averasboro. He couldn’t take me there, he
said, but he gave me explicit directions to
find what was left of it. There wasn’t much,
he said, just the cemetery.

Before I left, he asked me if I’d like to see a
painting he had made of Averasboro. He went
into his shed and rummaged about until he

uncovered a canvas and brought it out into
the late afternoon light. He took a rag and
wiped the dust off the canvas and held it up.
The scene was one that Hamilton remem -
bered from his youth. In dark greens and
bright yellows, the painting was domi nated
by a field with grazing cattle, a pond and a
line of forest in the background. 

There were two houses in the scene, whose
owners he named, and traversing the canvas
was a dark road in brown that led to an open-
ing in the forest which he had painted in blue
to sug gest the Cape Fear River. On the right,
lit by a morning or afternoon sun, were a
couple of dozen headstones in the small
cemetery where the long dead of Averasboro
lay in their eternal rest.

“I’ll give it to you,” he offered, after I said
how much I liked the painting. When I said
I’d like to pay him, he told me, “You can pay
me for the frame.”

I love the picture. One might call it
“prim i tive” art because it was painted by an
untutored hand, but Hamilton painted his
memories with love and an attention to
detail. It hangs in my study today, a vivid
reminder to me of how attempts to control
nature are always risky endeavors, and also
of how geology is a story not only of rock
and deep time, but also of human dramas
told in much more modest time scales.

Lawrence Earley is the former editor of
Wildlife in North Carolina. He is a free lance
writer, photographer and historian living 
in Raleigh. See more of his photography at
larryearleyphotography.com.

R.L. Hamilton painted this scene of Averasboro
as he remembered it in his youth.

In dark greens and bright yellows, the painting was dominated by a field with

grazing cattle, a pond and a line of forest in the background. There were two

houses in the scene, whose owners he named, and traversing the canvas was a

dark road in brown that led to an opening in the forest which he had painted in

blue to suggest the Cape Fear River. On the right, lit by a morning or afternoon

sun, were a couple of dozen headstones in the small cemetery where the long dead

of Averasboro lay in their eternal rest.
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attempt to make the Cape Fear navigable
between Fayetteville and Hancock’s Mill, 98
river miles upstream.

The company’s solution was ingenious:
lift the river into many quiet-water ponds 
by means of interlinked locks and dams, 
19 in all, on each major set of rapids. The
ponds created by these dams were intended
to stretch from one dam to another. For
example, the dam at Northington’s Falls, in
today’s Raven Rock State Park, created a
pond that stretched upriver 3 miles to the
dam at Battles Falls. The dam at Battles Falls
created a pond that went upriver another 3
miles to Buckhorn Falls. These ponds would
enable a farmer to float a raft of goods over
the rocks and permit a 100-foot steamboat
to reach Hancock’s.

By 1855, most of the crib dams were com -
pleted. “Who will not rejoice at the bright
prospect that is opening up to us in the
future,” exclaimed one booster in 1853.
“Who can fully estimate the immense bene -
fits that will flow from this work when done!”

And for a while, success was tantaliz -
ingly close. The steamboat John H. Haughton
even reached Haywood in 1855, but troubles
were never far away. 

The dams needed constant maintenance,
and in the raging floodwaters of 1859 they
failed extensively. They failed again in 1865
during what was called Sherman’s Fresh, a
mocking reference to the depredations of the
Yankee general then taking place in North
Carolina. In Malcolm Ross’s colorful words
in his book “The Cape Fear”: “In that spring
of 1865 all the rivers of the Southern coastal
plain were swollen with unrelenting rains.
The Haw and the Deep gathered to them -
selves the piedmont rains and brought them
clashing together at Mermaid Point [where
the Cape Fear began].”

Here the two rivers joined and flooded
downstream, “smoothing out all trace of
canals, locks and dams.”

By then, ironically, it didn’t matter much.
By the 1860s, the “bright prospect” was
glit tering elsewhere. Railroads were already
crisscrossing the state, and one of them, the
Fayetteville and Western Railroad, eventually
connected the iron and coal mines on the
Deep River to the coastal ports downstream.
As steel tracks were laid down through the

Raven Rock State Park (above) is situated near the former Northington lock
and dam. An old cemetery is all that remains of Averasboro, once the third-
largest town on the Cape Fear until the Southern Railway bypassed the town,
sealing its fate.
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