JOHN McKAY BYRD. One of the most prosperous and rapidly growing little cities of Central North Carolina is the community of Coats, located in Harnett County. This thriving locality has taken on added activity recently, dating from the advent of the firm of J. M. Byrd & Company, which has infused new spirit into the people, contributed to the community's prestige as a manufacturing center, and in other ways given intentions of endeavoring to make the present prosperity permanent. At the head of this concern is found-John-McKay Byrd, sheriff of Harnett County, formerly a well known business man and public figure of Lillington, but since January, 1918, a resident of Coats. 


J. McKay Byrd was born June 25, 1867, on a farm near Buie's Creek, Harnett County, North Carolina, being a son of Reddin and Elizabeth (Surles) Byrd, natives of Harnett County. This family came originally from Virginia to North Carolina and its members have lived in what is now the County for Harnett for more than 100 years. Mr. Byrd was well born and grew up with an intelligent mind, a healthy body and a strong character, and even when a boy showed a fund of energy which, coupled with his ambition and determination, enabled him to lay a firm and substantial foundation upon which to build his structure of success. He was reared to. agricultural pursuits and continued to be engaged therein practically without interruption in Hartnett County until 1909, when he went to Cashion, Oklahoma, and there interested himself extensively in the farming and livestock industries. In 1913 he returned to Harnett County, where he began to give his entire attention to the livestock business at Lillington, but in 1914 was elected sheriff of the county and found that his duties needed all of his attention, so that he sold out his interests, which, even in that short time, had under his excellent managership developed into large proportions. He remained as a resident of Lillington after the expiration of his term of office until January, 1918, at which time he removed with his family to Coats. Here, in partnership with N. T. Patterson, cashier of the Bank of Coats, he formed a business connection under the firm name of J. M. Byrd & Company and purchased several business industries at Coats, which is one of the wealthiest and most rapidly growing communities of the county. These include the Coats Hosiery Mill, the Coats Flour Mill, lumber mill and planing mill, and the cotton gin. As president of this firm Mr. Byrd is in active management of the important and growing industries. The hosiery manufactures half hose and is sharing in the general prosperity enjoyed by plants of this kind throughout the South, and it is the purpose of Mr. Byrd and his associate to make Coats a permanently prosperous and thrifty industrial center, furnishing remunerative employment to many people and keeping active money in circulation. In connection with their manufacturing enterprises, the partners cultivate about 100 acres of rich Harnett County soil, producing cotton and corn, thus adding further to their usefulness and benefit to the community, where their industries are commended and highly appreciated. 


In 1888 Mr. Byrd was married to Miss Anna Matthews, of Harnett, and to this union there have been born the following children: Ivan; Mrs. Elsa Garton; Fred, who is in the United States Army; Ethel, Grace, Pauline and John M., Jr. While at Lillington Mr. Byrd was a deacon in the Baptist Church, and he now belongs to the church of that denomination at Coats. He has long been one of his county’s most influential republicans, and on a number of occasions has been chosen by his fellow citizens to represent them in office of public importance. In 1894 he came prominently before the people when he was elected county register of deeds, an office which he filled so satisfactorily that he was re-elected for a second term. It has always been a source of pride to Mr. Byrd that during his incumbency the county's credit was rehabilitated. During the early '90s, and at the time when he first took office, Harnett County was deeply in debt, its script being hardly worth more than scraps of paper, but in the four years that he officiated much of the county's indebtedness was paid off and the script rose to par in lieu. In 1900 Mr. Byrd was the candidate of his party for the office of member of the State Legislature from his district, and although he ran against one of the strongest men in the opposing party, he was defeated for the office by but seventy-five votes. In 1914 he was elected sheriff of Harnett County, when his party returned to power in this locality, and his work in that office was of exceptional character, the new sheriff establishing a record that made this part of the state shunned by the law-breakers. He was particularly active in his campaign against the illicit whiskey men, and at the completion of his two-year term, which closed in 1916, it was found that he had closed in the neighborhood of forty unlawful distilleries. Although a man who is strict in business affairs and unwavering in his stand for what he believes to be right, sternly upholding his contracts and expecting others to do likewise, he is a man of pleasing personality and one who makes friendships easily and retains them indefinitely. A contemporary writer says: "The same personal characteristics which bring him friends in political and private life attract to his business a large patronage. He has the respect, regard and confidence of his fellows, and easily ranks with the foremost of those men who are working for Hartnett's progress--moral and material." 
