Deceased Honoree Chosen by the Friends of Harnett County Library for the Extension Homemakers Historical Quilt, 1989

Thomas Watts Harrington
March 5, 1849 -January 12, 1921
Note: In order to understand the importance of Thomas Watts Harrington to Harnett County, it is necessary to be briefed on Harnett's School System in his life time and on his heritage. 
When Harnett was formed in 1855, education for the youth was primarily conducted in one teacher -one room schools, located in various sections of the county. 

Very few families had private tutors, or could they afford sending their children to fine boarding schools in cities or to academies, even if nearby. 

By the middle of the 1800's, there were several academies springing up in the county. The earliest, Pine Forest in the Mt. Pisgah Western Section, began in the 1840's. After 1855 the Cumberland Academy, located in the Summerville area, the site of the newly chosen county seat, changed its name to Summerville Academy. Nearer the turn of the century, Rev. James Archibald Campbell started Buies Creek Academy at Buies Creek. In the northern part of the county, in Winslow, Union Academy was growing, and in Black River area, east of Coats, Stewart's Academy opened. 

The school system progressed slowly before the coming of Mr. J.D. Ezell as Superintendent of Education from 1904 to 1915. Public instruction for the masses was still lagging. John D. Pegram, Sr. was superintendent for three years only, 1885-1888. J.A. Campbell followed and held the position until 1896. Pegram resigned to go into the ministry and Campbell was more interested in developing his academy which opened January 5, 1887. 

Not until 1909, when the office of Superintendent of Education became a full time job was there any progress made. Malcolm Fowler commented in his book They Passed This Way "that in 1909 Harnett entered an educational era." How true! 

Under elected leadership there were three outstanding men on the County Board of Education: John Murchison Hodges, Sr. of Linden, Chairman, Jennings Bradley of Kipling, and Thomas Watts Harrington of Mt. Pisgah section. Mr. Fowler, in speaking of "these men, these pioneers," wrote further in They Passed This Way: "Their foresight of the county's need, in the field of education was little short of amazing. They saw what was needed. They laid their plans, and stubbornly followed them to create a school system that would give every child in the county a chance to attend a school that was adequately equipped and properly staffed." However, their course was not without criticism and discord among some citizens. 
Succeeding Mr. Ezell was B.P. Gentry in 1915. Forthwith, Mr. Gentry lent his support and recommended the consolidation of the one room schools. The idea was carried out and soon aided by the beginning of bus transportation of students in 1923. Despite criticisms, Mr. Gentry and the board held to their plans even with the deaths of Mr. Bradley in 1920, Mr. Harrington in 1921, and later the resignation of Mr. Hodges in 1925. Bradley and Harrington did not live to see the fulfillment of their dreams, but Mr. Hodges did, and even long after his retirement -with Mr. Gentry still at the helm and with the interim replacement appointees -until his death in 1933. 

There are biographies of Mr. Hodges and Mr. Bradley also elsewhere in this book. And the same credit must be given to Thomas Watts Harrington, not only as an educator, but as one of Harnett's early poets. 

Thomas Watts Harrington was the grandson of Thomas Harrington, the first Harrington to establish permanent residence in what today is known as Mt. Pisgah section of Harnett County. 

When a young man, he went to Robeson County to manage a plantation of deceased James Stephens (a teacher, born and educated in Scotland). 

Mary, his widow, was a sister of Ann Dalrymple who had married his father, Sion, after the death of his mother Elizabeth Watts. 

While living in Robeson, he married Ann a daughter of James and Mary D. Stephens and later both came to Mt. Pisgah section. To this union there was a son named John Harrington (b. August 7, 1816, d. March 15, 1898) who married Janet McLean. John and Janet were the parents of Thomas Watts Harrington. 

Prior to his service on the Board of Education in Harnett, he was a representative in the N.C. House in 1887 and 1903, and a senator in the N.C. Senate in 1907, and the special term in 1908. 

Unfortunately, most of his poems were not published. However, "To a Mockingbird" was published in Fowler's book, because of an earlier printing along with three other poems, in E.C. Brooks' N.C. Poems, printed in 1912, which Mr. Fowler secured for reprint. 

The vast majority of his unpublished poems were burned when fire destroyed his home shortly before his death, January 12,1921, at age 72. He was married to Amna Brown of Poplar Springs. They had three daughters: Lorena, Carrie, Nannie, six sons: Edgar, Victor, Lee, Cleveland, Martel and Charles. His remains presumably lie in the Mt. Pisgah Church Cemetery. 
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