
The Fascinating History of North Carolina in
the Proprietary Era: 1629-1729
North Carolina's rich history traces back several centuries, with each era
contributing to the development and character of this beautiful state. One
significant period in the state's history is the Proprietary Era, which spanned from
1629 to 1729. This era marked the reign of proprietary governors and witnessed
the establishment of unique social, political, and economic dynamics, shaping the
foundations of North Carolina as we know it today.

The Background of the Proprietary Era

In 1629, King Charles I of England granted a charter to Sir Robert Heath, an
English judge and politician, to establish a colony titled "Carolana." However, due
to various challenges such as financial constraints and Native American
hostilities, Carolana remained largely unexplored and unsettled.

Years later, a group of English noblemen known as the Lords Proprietors gained
control over the Carolina territory. They received a charter from King Charles II in
1663, granting them land from the southern border of Virginia down to the
northern border of Spanish Florida.
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The Lords Proprietors and their Rule

The Lords Proprietors, consisting of eight men, each owned a share of Carolina
and governed the territory. Some of the prominent figures among the Lords
Proprietors were Anthony Ashley Cooper, Earl of Shaftesbury, and John Locke, a
renowned philosopher.

Under their rule, the Lords Proprietors aimed to attract settlers by offering
generous land grants and promoting religious freedom. However, the desire to
maintain control over Carolina while also appeasing settlers led to numerous
conflicts and tensions.

The Growth of Settlements and Economy

During the Proprietary Era, several settlements emerged along the coast and
rivers of Carolina. Some notable locations include Bath, Beaufort, and Albemarle
Town (later renamed Edenton). These towns served as important hubs for trade,
with ships arriving regularly from Europe and other colonies.

Agriculture played a crucial role in the economy of Proprietary Carolina. The
colonists cultivated cash crops such as tobacco, rice, and indigo, which were in
high demand in Europe. The availability of fertile land and suitable climate
ensured the success of these agricultural ventures.

The province also became a haven for pirates, especially around the Outer Banks
region. Infamous pirates like Blackbeard frequently plundered ships passing
through the treacherous waters, adding an element of excitement and danger to
the region's history.
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Political Challenges and Conflicts

The Proprietary Era was not without its political challenges and conflicts.
Tensions frequently arose between the Lords Proprietors and the colonists over
issues such as taxation and representation. The settlers sought greater autonomy
and a more democratic system of governance.

Furthermore, conflicts with neighboring colonies and Native American tribes
shaped the political landscape. The Tuscarora War in the early 18th century, a
conflict between the Tuscarora tribe and the settlers, significantly impacted the
region and resulted in changes in power dynamics.

The Transition to Royal Rule

As the Proprietary Era neared its end, it became clear that the governance
system was inefficient and marred by frequent disputes. In 1729, the Lords
Proprietors sold their interests in Carolina to the British Crown. The region was
then divided into two separate colonies, North Carolina and South Carolina, each
with its own royal governor.

With the transition to royal rule, North Carolina entered a new era, and the
Proprietary Era was left behind as a significant chapter in the state's history.

Legacy and Impact

The Proprietary Era played a crucial role in shaping North Carolina's identity and
laying the groundwork for future developments. The establishment of settlements,
the growth of the agricultural economy, and the struggles for political autonomy all
left lasting imprints on the state.

Today, North Carolina continues to celebrate its rich historical heritage. Numerous
historic sites and museums offer visitors the opportunity to delve into the state's



past and learn about the Proprietary Era and its impact on the region.

The Proprietary Era of North Carolina, spanning from 1629 to 1729, is a
captivating period in the state's history. From the influence of the Lords
Proprietors to the growth of settlements and the challenges faced along the way,
this era reveals the determination and resilience of the early settlers.

The legacy of the Proprietary Era lives on in the culture, traditions, and historical
sites scattered across North Carolina. Exploring this era's impact allows us to
understand and appreciate the state's evolution, making it a truly fascinating
journey through time.
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In this book, Lindley S. Butler traverses oft-noted but little understood events in
the political and social establishment of the Carolina colony. In the wake of the
English Civil Wars in the mid-seventeenth century, King Charles II granted
charters to eight Lords Proprietors to establish civil structures, levy duties and
taxes, and develop a vast tract of land along the southeastern Atlantic coast.
Butler argues that unlike the New England theocracies and Chesapeake
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plantocracy, the isolated colonial settlements of the Albemarle—the cradle of
today's North Carolina—saw their power originate neither in the authority of the
church nor in wealth extracted through slave labor, but rather in institutions that
emphasized political, legal, and religious freedom for white male landholders.
Despite this distinct pattern of economic, legal, and religious development,
however, the colony could not avoid conflict among the diverse assemblage of
Indigenous, European, and African people living there, all of whom contributed to
the future of the state and nation that took shape in subsequent years. 
 
Butler provides the first comprehensive history of the proprietary era in North
Carolina since the nineteenth century, offering a substantial and accessible
reappraisal of this key historical period.
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