Deceased Honoree Chosen by the Friends of Harnett County Library for the Extension Homemakers Historical Quilt, 1989 HENRY MARSHALL TURNER, M.D.

June 20, 1800 - August 13, 1871

Dr. Henry Marshall Turner, who is often recalled as "the surgeon of the Cape Fear" was one of the most remarkable men ever to live in Harnett County. 

He was born June 20, 1800 near Pekin in Montgomery County, NC. Little is known about his parents but his mother was probably a cousin of Chief Justice John Marshall. He had only such schooling as was commonly provided at the time. He once told a grandchild that he never studied English but that he studied Latin and notations in his ledger books in Latin seem to support this. He read medicine under the celebrated Dr. Joe Summerall of Salisbury, as was the custom of the times. 

The new doctor came to the river port of Averasboro in 1823, now in Harnett, but then a part of Cumberland County. On February 8, 1827 when he was age 27, he married Caroline Elizabeth McNeill. In an article written in 1941, Dr. Arthur T. Wyatt, Lillington physician, wrote: "Caroline was the daughter of Col. Neill McNeill and was then nineteen years of age. She was the granddaughter of the storied Jennie Bahn McNeill. Caroline was pretty, redheaded, a meticulous housekeeper, but imperious." 

Dr. Turner left Averasboro and built a beautiful home called "Healthy Forest" on old Raleigh-Fayetteville stage road, a short distance from McNeill's Ferry which afforded easy access to both sides of the Cape Fear river. The house stood about a mile and a half southeast of Buies Creek. It had hand carved ceilings and mahogany stair rails but time and decay have vanished the house. 

Dr. and Mrs. Turner were parents of three children: Julia, who married Dr. William Murchison McNeill; Martha Louise, who married J. A. Spears; and a son, James Neill Turner, an engineer who assisted in building the Southern Pacific Railroad and was later wounded before Petersburg, and died September 9, 1864. Oscar Spears and Martha Louise Turner Spears were parents of Oscar Spears, Lillington attorney, Henry T. Spears, founder of the Bank of Lillington, Ella Spears Atkins, Lillington postmistress and Louise Spears Northam. 

From his office at "Healthy Forest" Dr. Turner enjoyed a far ranging medical practice in which he battled fevers, social diseases and performed rare surgical feats. He was consulted by physicians in Moore, Wake, Chatham Johnston and Sampson Counties as well as colleagues in Cumberland. One of his feats was performing a successful appendectomy on his own grandson, Oscar Spears at age 10. That was 10 years before Lord Lister published his work on antisepsis. The lad lived a long and useful life. For an account of Dr. Turner's medical feats read an article on his life written by Dr. Wyatt and published in Annals of Medical History, Third Vol. III, No. 3, pages 248-254 published by Paul B. Hoeber, Inc. New York. A copy is in the Harnett Library. 

Dr. Turner acquired nearly a 1,000 acres of land, was a successful farmer, had vast timber and turpentine interests a store in Haywood (Chatham County) and was a part of the ventures to build locks and dams on the Cape Fear. 

For an interlude of six years he moved in 1835 to Prairie, Montgomery County, Alabama, taking his wife, family and slaves. He like others in that era was attracted by the lure of big profits from cotton farms in that deep south area. But the doctor found malaria much worse there. His family and slaves became ill and he returned to "Healthy Forest" where he continued to practice medicine until 1870. He then moved back to Montgomery County, NC near the place of his birth and died August 13, 1871. A carcinoma of the stomach was the cause of death. He is buried in a cemetery near Pekin. 

Source: (See the end of the above 6th paragraph. This account written April 1993, by Lois Byrd, President of the Friends of the Harnett County Library, is a highlighted account of Dr. A.T. Wyatt's story.) 

