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Byrd Pleasant Gentry
October 22, 1879 -January 1, 1945
In August of 1915, Byrd Pleasant Gentry, a native of Person County, NC, was elected by the Harnett County Board of Education to succeed Mr. J.D. Ezell as Superintendent of the Harnett County Schools. 

Mr. Gentry, efficiently and continuously for a period of twenty years, served until 1941, with the exception of one school year, 1921-1922, due to injuries sustained in an auto accident. The successful ground work that helped Mr. Gentry launch his great plans, was laid by Mr. Ezell, who began serving in 1904, and by the aid of a strong and dedicated board composed of John M. Hodges, Sr. of Linden, chairman, O. Jennings Bradley of Kipling and Thomas Watts Harrington of the Mt. Pisgah section. Mr. Bradley died in 1920, Mr. Harrington a year later, but Mr. Hodges, who resigned in 1925 and died in 1933, lived to see the fruits of his service working with Mr. Gentry. 

These board members placed service above self. Mr. G.T. Proffit, a former principal of Dunn, NC, described these men as ones with vision, hope and courage. 

By 1915, high schools were in operation in Angier, Coats, Duke (now Erwin), Dunn, and Lillington, NC. In Buies Creek, the high school was run in connection with the Academy. Some districts were voting special school funds. In the 1920's, according to Malcolm Fowler in his book, "They Passed This Way," many small schools were combined, making it possible to offer elementary and high school training to more people. 

In 1923 transportation by motor bus began. This helped by constructing better roads over the county and thereby increasing the enrollment. 

Under Mr. Gentry's guidance and the aid of good board members there was a successful consolidation of schools; new buildings were built, and old ones modernized. 

In 1933 the Legislature set up a state wide system of schools during Clyde Erwin's superintendency. Not until 1941, Mr. Gentry's last year, was the ninth month added, and then, three years later, in 1943, the twelfth grade. 

When Byrd P. Gentry came to Harnett County, he was 36 years old and newly married. Already he had had a successful teaching experience in Virginia and also in other schools in North Carolina. 

He was the son of Sarah Pleasant Link and Stephen Gentry of Person County. He married on April 6, 1915, Elizabeth Taylor Pittard (b.Sept.8, 1887) of Stovall, N.C. They were the parents of two daughters. The older, Agnes Taylor Gentry (b. July 6, 1916) was stricken with brain cancer in her sophomore year at Meredith College and died September 6, 1935. Her younger sister, Sarah Elizabeth Gentry (b. December 14, 1919) called "Bo Peep" because she was so blond, attended the Woman's College, UNC, in Greensboro. She later married Thomas Acrill Hood, a banker, and native of Smithfield, N.C. on September 20, 1947. They are still living in Fayetteville, N.C. where they reared four daughters. 
The automobile accident Mr. Gentry had in the early twenties proved to be an undermining cause of Mr. Gentry's health and "forced him to relinquish his chosen and cherished labors in the course of education for the masses" as Henderson Steele, editor and publisher of the Harnett News, wrote in the paper's, obituary of Mr. Gentry, the January 4, 1915 edition. 

The following is a further quote from Mr. Steele's article that describes, so well Mr. Gentry's real self: "He was not satisfied with the one and two room schools, poorly equipped to do the great work they were supposed to do, and he busied himself with the task of bringing the system into its highest capacity in educating the youth in whom he placed great faith to become men and women of superior qualifications. 

In addition to being thoroughly conscientious, energetic, and painstaking in his efforts for the schools, Mr. Gentry had that God-given desire to make his works of the most benefit possible. He wanted to succeed. He considered it his Christian duty to do everything in his power to make his effort a success. Being a Christian gentleman, God was with him, and he was eternally on God's side. 

Quiet and unassuming as he was few people would regard him at first acquaintance to be the man of force who could bring to pass such remarkably important things as transforming antiquated schools into modern ones. But it didn't require long acquaintance with Byrd Gentry to learn his makeup. Harnett has lost a highly valued citizen, a good man if there ever was such one on earth." 

When he retired, C. Reid Ross of Lillington, became superintendent until he was granted a leave of absence to enter the armed forces and G.T. Proffit agreed to take his place until his return. 

Mr. Gentry died at Duke Hospital in Durham, NC January 1, 1945. For a number of years, Mrs. Gentry continued to live in Lillington, at the homeplace, but later moved to Fayetteville to live with her daughter, Mrs. Hood. She died November 17, 1960. Both are buried in the Summerville Presbyterian Church Cemetery near Lillington. Mr. Gentry's rites were held at the Lillington Baptist Church where he was a member. Active pallbearers were deacons of the church and Honorary pallbearers were members of the Educo Club, Board of Education, and other officials. 
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