
FBCC REMEMBERS

Communication and Education

Changes in the Bryson City (and surrounding) area since ~1940
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Friends of the Bryson City Cemetery
Don Casada, April 13, 2023



Subjects proposed for consideration & added suggestions

(discussion preference in parentheses)

• Communication (1)

• Education (2 - tied)

• Tourism (2 – tied)

• Travel (3)

• Land Use (4 –tied)

• Business establishments (4 – tied)

• Medical (5)

• Churches (6 – tied)

• Utilities (6 – tied)

• Childhood then vs. now

• Growth in and/or changing societal challenges (drug use, single-parent 

families, crime of now vs. then)

• Intrusion of “outlanders”

• Politics then vs. now

• Loss of/changing value systems: willingness to be dependent on 

government, change in work ethic: “Where Are All the 12 Year Olds 

That Used to Mow the Yard” (Ray Stevens)
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Charleston & Bryson City Post Office Locations

1. 1872 to at least 1889: DK Collins Store (DK was postmaster)

2. 1889 to ~1932: Location is unknown

3. ~1932 to 1942: Everett Street building now housing The 

Artsy Olive & Gourmet from 

4. 1942 to 1964: Ground floor of Main Street building erected 

by Thurman Leatherwood & McKinley Edwards, now Jimmy 

Mac’s

5. Feb 10, 1964 to Federal building from Feb 10, 1964 to ???? 

(after Jan 6, 2000, when Bryson Bottoms property was sold 

by Mitchells)

6. ~2001 to present: northeast side of Slope Street
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See locations marked by number on the following sheet

All known locations of the Charleston/Bryson City Post Office are on land 

which was owned by at least one individual now buried in the Bryson City 

Cemetery.



Charleston/Bryson City P.O. locations over time
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Everett Street post office, August 30, 1940
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~1932 to 1942 Post office location

Today: The Artsy Olive & Gourmet



1942 to 1964 Post office location

Today: Jimmy Mac’s Restaurant
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Individuals buried in the Bryson City Cemetery who once 

owned the land where the Bryson City Post Office has resided

1. Alfred & Lucy Raby Cline, D.K. & Mattie Franks & Ellen Sheffey
Collins, James Robert Collins

2. Location not known

3. T.D. & Mary Bryson, H.J. Elmore, Margaret Welch, Minnie Welch 
Elmore, Charlie & Ellen Welch, McKinley & Annie Edwards, 
Thurman & Nell Leatherwood

4. Alfred & Lucy Raby Cline, M.H. Mendenhall, W.C. & Emma 
Mendenhall, W.F. Cooper, F.G. & Mary Stallcup Case, Mary Stallcup 
Case & W.B. Garrett, D.K. Collins, Mattie McLean, Annie & 
McKinley Edwards, Thurman & Nell Leatherwood, Robert Jackson 
Leatherwood

5. Alfred & Lucy Raby Cline, Samuel Conley, J.A. & Laura Cooper

6. T.D. & Mary Bryson and children T.D. and D.R. Bryson, Dr. W.E. 
Mitchell
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Cost of standard letter stamp since 1920 compared to 

price equivalent to buying power of 2¢ in 1920
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Bottom line: the cost of stamps in 

2023 has gone up  more than 

twice the rate in purchasing power 

of U.S. currency since 1920



Telephone Service
• Bryson City Telephone Company was incorporated by R.L. Sandidge and J.L. 

Gibson on January 31, 1906.  It took all of two days from when they signed and 

mailed the papers until they were registered by the NC Secretary of State.

• Before incorporation (January 2), Sandidge and Gibson had acquired exclusive 

rights to erect, operate and maintain a telephone system in Bryson City.  The town 

was to receive a phone for free use by police or city officers.  The town was also to 

receive 1% of the net telephone system earnings.

• February 6, 1906: County Commissioners authorized erection of telephone poles 

along public roads wherever needed.  In December, they authorized installation of a 

phone in the courthouse.

• The phone system was not to charge more than $1.50 per month for a home phone 

or $2.00/month for a business location. Charges for connections to points outside 

the system were not to exceed 25¢.

• In August, 1906, BC Telephone Company leased “the two front rooms on second 

floor of a certain brick building owned by the party of the first part…..in which the 

said Telephone Company has its Central Station.” Rental fee was $50/year, with 

free use of “the phone placed in the hallway of said building.”

• The owners were Mary C & A.M. Bennett.  The only brick building they owned at the 

time was the newly erected Bryson City Drug Store (later Bennett’s Drug Store).

• In 1916, BC Telephone Company purchased town lot 9 from C.W. and Mayme 

Denning and moved operations location.
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The BC Telephone Company’s second location: Town lot 9

11Source:  Kelly Bennett Collection, Hunter Library Special Collections Photo ID: HL_MSS21-02_03_111_neg_0124

In 1919, Sandidge bought the lot from the phone company with another venture in mind, 

namely…..  

https://southernappalachiandigitalcollections.org/


Sandidge Chevrolet; changed to Floyd Chevrolet in 1923
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Source:  Kelly Bennett Collection, Hunter Library Special Collections Photo ID: HL_MSS21-02_03_111_neg_0093

https://southernappalachiandigitalcollections.org/


Next phone system HQ: in the former home of James H. Franks, 

located just east of the courthouse
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Upper photo sources:  Kelly Bennett Collection, Hunter Library Special Collections

Upper left photo ID: HL_MSS21-02_04_118_neg_0517

Upper right photo ID: HL_MSS21-02_03_111_neg_0082

Photo of Hester Sitton and Samuel Leonard Gibson, both buried in the BC Cemetery 

(as is James H. Franks), is from Heritage of Swain County. Leonard. Gibson was a 

nephew of J.L. Gibson, one of the two original incorporators.

The Franks heirs sold town lot 10, where the home stood, to BC Telephone 

Company (BCTC) in 1921.  In 1927, S.L. and Hester Gibson bought the lot from 

BCTC; the same day, the phone company sold the operation to Western Carolina 

Telephone.  In 1930, the Gibsons sold the lot to Standard Oil Company.

https://southernappalachiandigitalcollections.org/
https://friendsofthebccemetery.org/BCC-2.php?IndividualID=860
https://friendsofthebccemetery.org/BCC-2.php?IndividualID=861
https://friendsofthebccemetery.org/BCC-2.php?IndividualID=941


In 1933, Western Carolina Telephone leased space from 

Charlie Browning in “The Browning Building”

14
1937 Sanborn Map, Library of Congress



Telephone Service (continued)

• April 30, 1952: switched from operator making connections to user 

dialing; all local numbers became four digits.  Location: “Brick building 

behind Sim DeHart’s barn”

• Do you remember your four-digit phone number?

• Long distance: Operator assisted; person-to-person, station-to-

station, collect

• 1963: Toll free dialing between Bryson City and Cherokee; to call 

Bryson City from Cherokee, dial 488 and then the number.  To call 

Cherokee from Bryson City, dial 7 and then the number (Smoky 

Mountain Times, June 27, 1963)

• 1968: Sixty new customers in the Brush Creek, Almond and 

Needmore connected to the phone system

• 1971: Direct Long Distance Dialing

• Pay phones in or around town – did you ever use them?

15



1940

January 11

BC Times

June 6

BC Times
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Note: these ads and those on succeeding pages come from the DigitalNC

archived issues of the Bryson City Times and Smoky Mountain Times, found here: 

https://www.digitalnc.org/newspapers/the-smoky-mountain-times-bryson-city-n-c/.

https://www.digitalnc.org/newspapers/the-smoky-mountain-times-bryson-city-n-c/


December 19, 1940

Seventeen local businesses had ads in the Bryson 

City Times; only two included phone numbers
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1950: Still some two and three digit phone numbers
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1950: Purchase of two lots from the Bryson family for 

installation of a new automated switching station
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Based on a map by HM Ramseur, CE, May 1885

Swain Deed Book 5, pp 334-335
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Still in service in 2023

See This Editorial in the May 1, 1952 Smoky Mountain Times

celebrating the arrival of customer phone dialing in Bryson City.  

While the brick building above (located in the highlighte area on the 

map at left) is of a newer vintage, this property was purchased by the 

phone company from the Bryson family in December, 1950, and has 

remained under phone company ownership since.

https://www.mymountainfolks.com/Articles/Telephone_Progress.pdf


The system switched to all phones 

having 4-digit numbers on April 30, 

1952.  On that date, customers also 

began doing their own dialing.

May 1, 1952April 24, 1952
20



Swain Communities To Get Phones in 1961

(February 25, 1960 Smoky Mountain Times)

Several Swain communities will receive phone 

service for the first time in their history in 1961, an 

official of the western North Carolina phone 

company announced Wednesday February 17.

Brush Creek, Alarka and Grassy Branch are 

communities slated to receive a combined total of 

130 phones by April of 1961, LJ Phillips of the 

phone company said.

At Alarka, a 400 student school is without a phone.
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Toll free, direct dialing between Cherokee & Bryson City
June 27, 1963 Smoky Mountain Times

No toll fees will be charged for telephone calls between Bryson City 

and Cherokee effective 8 AM Friday, June 28th, Thomas H Sawyer, 

President of Western Carolina telephone company has announced.

This move was made to improve service between the two 

communities, especially during the visitor season. A C Tysinger, area 

manager, said that with the increasing number of people coming into the 

Cherokee - Bryson City area and the constant calling for motel 

reservations between the two towns, it was almost impossible sometimes 

to find a circuit open.

Installation of new equipment, including a new cable, makes it possible 

to now dial direct to Cherokee or Bryson City.

“If you are in Bryson City and wish to call a party in Cherokee, dial the 

digit 7 and then the number you wish to call. If you are in Cherokee and 

wish to call a party in Bryson City, dial 488 and then the number of the 

party in Bryson City you wish to call,” Mr. Tyson explained.
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January 18, 1968 Smoky Mt Times:

Advertising with both 4- and 7-digit phone #
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Direct long-distance 

dialing arrived in 1971.



Television
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Relatively Snow-free Television Arrives: 1963
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Sep 12, 1963

Smoky Mt. Times

Sep 19, 1963

Smoky Mt. Times



WFBC (NBC – Greenville) and WSPA (CBS – Spartanburg) arrive
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WFBC was

originally at

Sherrill’s Gap

May 6, 1965

SM Times.

It was moved to

Fry Mountain

later that year

Dec 20, 1965 SM Times



The idea of Cable TV coming to the area was 

broached in the fall of 1979
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Ad: Sep 13 & Sep 20, 1979

Smoky Mt. Times

Sep 20, 1979

Smoky Mt. Times



Cable television arrival: Top, front page coverage

29

Swain County Commissioners granted a county franchise the following month.



Sidebar: Special kudos to our Marianna Black Library for 

its role in information archiving and communications

30

All of the materials from old 

Bryson City and Smoky Mountain 

Times used herein are available 

because:

1- Marianna Black Library archived 

the papers;

2- Images were digitized by the 

collaborative efforts of:

- Marianna Black Library

- Hunter Library Special Collections

- DigitalNC.

March 24, 1979 Smoky Mt. Times

https://fontanalib.org/brysoncity/
https://www.wcu.edu/hunter-library/find/special-and-digital-collections.aspx
https://www.digitalnc.org/


The first Internet connection was made in Bryson City on

?________________?
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Graph data source: U.S. Census Bureau

Per U.S. Census, in 2017-2021, 

93.1% of U.S. households had a 

computer, 87% had broadband 

internet service

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/HSD410221


A transition from Internet to Education

32

“Commerce and industry are certainly arenas in which the 

Internet has had a profound effect, but what of the foundational 

institutions of any society—namely, those related to education 

and the production of knowledge? Here the Internet has had a 

variety of effects, some of which are quite disturbing. There are 

more computers in the classroom than ever before, but there is 

scant evidence that they enhance the learning of basic skills 

in reading, writing, and arithmetic.”

Robert Kahn, Michael Aaron Dennis, in Britannica article entitled Internet 

computer network. Kahn, then at DARPA, collaborated with Vinton Cerf in 

the 1970s to first describe protocols used by all sorts of machines to 

communicate data – the foundation for the Internet.

https://www.britannica.com/technology/Internet
https://www.britannica.com/technology/Internet


Educational tidbits, 1940 - 1950

• Early 1940s: elementary school consolidation begun in the 1930s 

continued

• Fall of 1943 – last session of high school at Proctor (the school’s 

principal, Lytle Hickerson, is buried in the BC Cemetery – died in 

January, 1944). 

• Did elementary students attend Bushnell and other schools affected 

by Fontana in the fall of 1943?

• The 1944-45 school year was the last for Almond High School 

(Thomasson)

• The Swain High class of 1947 was the first to complete 12 grades of 

elementary and high school
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New Buildings erected by WPA

34

The Alarka School, built by Swain 

County and the WPA, was opened 

in 1937.  The WPA-built rock 

building on Schoolhouse Hill was 

finished in 1941

Source:  Kelly Bennett Collection, Hunter Library Special Collections

Photo ID: HL_MSS21-02_05_131_neg_1207

Asheville Citizen, May 9, 1941 Asheville Citizen, May 10, 1941

https://southernappalachiandigitalcollections.org/


Class of 1947

35Photo courtesy of Jean Douthit

Click on photo to see an indexed listing of the folks in the picture

Swain_High_School_1947.pdf


Asheville Citizen

Jan 18, 1953

1952: New Elementary School Building & Gymnasium

36

School building photos

from 1953 Ridgerunner

The new gymnasium and classroom building being constructed adjacent to the other school buildings on Arlington Heights is rapidly nearing completion. Swain County 

Superintendent of Schools, WL Lathan stated that the building should be completed by early fall and that he hoped it would be ready for the opening of school on August 28.

The building of reinforced brick construction will be one of the most modern and beautiful in western North Carolina. In the test room section There will be 12 classes, four 

washrooms and an office. In the gym section there will be the gym itself, girls and boys dressing rooms, a boiler room, and two storage rooms. The classrooms with a recommended 

capacity of 35 will be used by the elementary grades to relieve the congested condition in the high school. The one office in the new building will be used by the elementary school 

principal.

The new gym which Swain County has needed so long measures 90 by 100 feet And if equipped with proper type bleachers could easily seat 1000 spectators. The old gym 

which has served since the mid 30s (it could seat only about 400 at best) will be converted into a lunch room in the future.

Contractors building the new gym and classrooms are, WB Dillard general contractor of Sylva, HJ Hyatt plumbing contractor, Waynesville, and Webb Electric Company Electrical 

and heating contractor of Anderson, SC. Work began on the new building in the early fall of 1951 but construction was held up for weeks because of the shortage of structural steel. 

The front of the building will measure 226 feet; the sides will measure 150 feet (one side is shorter because of the greater length of the gym section). The back side is divided.  

The gym section will measure 92 feet and the classrooms section will be 134 feet. Mr Lathan has stated that the approximate cost of the actual construction would be $245,000.

The Smoky Mountain Times, July 10, 1952

https://lib.digitalnc.org/record/234214?ln=en#?xywh=-1439%2C0%2C7482%2C3176&cv=74


1956: An attempt to 

integrate Swain High 

and Bryson City 

Elementary Schools was 

rebuffed by County 

Superintendent of 

Schools, T.L. Woodard

37

The entire Education Chapter of state 

law was rewritten by the state legislature in 

its 1955 session.  There was another law 

written in that session which was designed 

to forestall the 1954 U.S. Supreme Court’s 

ruling which is commonly referred to as 

Brown v. Board of Education. In his August, 

1956 rebuff, Woodard cited that law, but co-

mingled an element from an act passed in 

July, 1956 at the extra legislative session 

which the legislature itself referred to as 

“The 1956 Extraordinary Session of the 

General Assembly” in Resolution 6 of the 

session. 

It was, indeed, extraordinary.

https://www.mymountainfolks.com/Documents/Education_Special_1956_session.pdf


Laws written during the Special 1956 State Legislature 

Session were entirely focused on avoiding school integration

38

- Established “Education Expense Grants” for private, nonsectarian 

school attendance if the parents or guardians of a child did not want 

them to attend school with children of another race.

- Allowed the local board of education to suspend operation of public 

schools.

- Provided relief to compulsory school attendance if the parents or 

guardians of a child objected to required attendance at a “school 

attended by a child of another race” and if it wasn’t (a) practical to 

reassign the child to a public school not attended by a child of another 

race and (b) reasonable and practical for the child to attend a private 

non-sectarian school.  

Examples:

https://www.mymountainfolks.com/Documents/Education_Special_1956_session.pdf
https://www.mymountainfolks.com/Documents/Education_Special_1956_session.pdf


Perspective: Considering the events from our perch of today

• It is worthwhile and needful to consider the events of that 

time through a pair of lenses:

– A relative lens – that is, the nature of not just the times in 

Bryson City, Swain County, but in North Carolina and the 

rest of the country and world

– An absolute lens – moral and legal aspects in universal 

terms of freedom, equality, fairness, justice

• Some personal thoughts, posted elsewhere

39



News and book coverage is telling

• Multiple professional photos were acquired by the press from at least 

as far away as Asheville early in the morning; this clearly indicates 

that the news media had been alerted to the planned enrollment effort.

• There were multiple reports, both local and remote, on the enrollment 

attempt which recorded T.L. Woodard’s claim that a 1955 School 

Assignment Law required registration within ten days of the close of 

the previous year. That particular clause was actually in an act of the 

1956 legislature, enacted subsequent to the closure of the 1956 

school year.

• Form your own judgment about a Smoky Mountain Times article and 

subsequent editorial praise of Woodard’s dissimulation, and Lillian 

Thomasson’s rehashing in Swain County – Early History and 

Educational Development. I’ll share personal thoughts elsewhere.

40

https://www.mymountainfolks.com/Articles/SMT_article_and_editorial_1956.pdf
https://www.mymountainfolks.com/Articles/SMT_article_and_editorial_1956.pdf
https://www.mymountainfolks.com/Articles/Thomasson_on_integration.pdf
https://www.mymountainfolks.com/Articles/Thomasson_on_integration.pdf


By all accounts, 1965-66 integration of Swain High 

and Bryson City Elementary went exceptionally well

41

An anecdote, as told by Jean Douthit, who taught business classes at 

Swain High at the time:

On the first day of classes, Mike Jones was the first student to arrive 

in my homeroom class.  He introduced himself to me and asked where 

he should sit.  I said “You’re the first one here – you can sit wherever 

you want to.”

Mike went to the back of the room and took a seat on the back row.

George Oliver was the next to arrive.  He walked to the back and 

took a seat next to Mike and they struck up a conversation.

According to his own account in the 1966 Ridgerunner, Swain High’s 

annual, Mike Jones was a homeroom class officer.  He played end on 

the football team, and was the first black graduate of Swain High.  

Other black students enrolled that year at Swain High who appear in 

the Ridgerunner were Julia Coleman (junior), Kenneth McGee (junior) 

and Apphia Moore (sophomore).  My personal recollection, which 

could well be flawed, was that Rudy McDonald enrolled in the 

freshman class that year (my class), but his photo was not in the 

annual.

https://lib.digitalnc.org/record/234224?ln=en#?xywh=-2944%2C-176%2C8269%2C3511


Mike Jones was the first black graduate of Swain High;

the photos below are courtesy of George Oliver

42

Back: William Shuler Mike Jones

Front: Jim Nations George Oliver

Washington, DC 1966*

Back: George Oliver Mike Jones

Front: William Shuler Jim Nations

Bryson City 1996

* Photo taken during the class trip to Washington, DC.  That trip was an annual affair for seniors 

from the 1950s until 2015.  There were four kids to a room; these fellows roomed together and then 

reassembled for a photo at their class reunion thirty years later.



1970s-1990s

• Issuance of school bond approved by 90% of the voters in 

November 1974 election

• Moved into the new high school in the fall of 1977

• East and West Elementary Schools opened in 1991 (see below); 

initially Middle School on Schoolhouse Hill was grades 7-8, now 6-8.
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