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6
and crossed the road that led to the University at Chapel Hill."

Bingham's purpose in moving the school to Oaks from Hillsbor9ugh was to rear his
sons and teach his students away from the distractions of a town.

The Bingham circular of the 1850s said little of the Oaks
environment except that boys were to go th church on Sundays
and not make accounts at business houses. However, students
had the run of God's great gymnasium in their free hours, and
they engaged in a variety of vigorous enterprises: hunting,
fishing, trapping and games, including skinny, a rystic version
of field hockey. Bingham's was an outdoor school.

Charles Lee Raper, in his Church and Private Schools in North Carolina, wrote
. that the second headmaster of Bingham School raised both the nobility of the teaching
profession ‘and the reputation of his school in a short time: ''He increased tuition
fees from $20,00 to $150.00 a year. He limited his number to 30 .students and his
school had such a reputation gll over the country that he had to refuse admission to
300 pupils in a single year." The esteem in which Bingham and his school were held
-by North Carolina families was remarkable, since tuition had to be paid in gold,
never paper money, and the discipline was strict. Sawney Webb remembers from his days
at the Oaks school that ''0ld Bingham' did not spare the rod: '"When a boy missed
declining a word, he thrashéd him. . . . He wasn't mad. He thrashed a boy, all the
time looking nice and sweet like he was doing the nicest job he ever did in his life.

10

In 1857, William James' sons, Robert and William, joinT% their father in running the
school, which then became Williawm J. Bingham and Sons. They increased the facilities
and accepted up to 60 students. Many of these stiudents were boarded with nearby
families, since there were no living quarters at the Oaks location. Robert's tenure
with the school was interrupted by the Civil War, and in 1861 he raised a company

and left the operation.of the school to his aging father and elder brother William.
With his group of recruits, Company G of the Forty-Fourth North Carolina Troops,

Robert saw Egntinuous service until the surrender and was present at Appomatox
Courthouse. ’

William, unlike his brother, could not fight in the war because of frail health
but served with distinction in the local militia. It was under his leadership that
the schoolrcontinued during the difficult years of the war, because his father
virtually retired from the principalship in 1863. 1In deference to the war effort,
William incorporated the school as a military academy in 1864, and that was the
character of the school at its subsequent locations at Mebanesville and Asheville.

One distinguisehd North Carolinian has written of the school following the transition:
"Colonel Bingham introduced the military discipline at Oaks while I was in school.
The boys were drilled every evening, and a regular guard was maintained at night. He
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had the commanding presence of a soldier, and every boy instinctively felt his
influence." Each principal thereafter was given the rank and title of Colonel by

the state. William became headmaster in 1865, and his famous father died in February,
1866.

The move of the school to Mebanesville came in December, 1864. The war had made
it increasingly difficult to obtain provisions at Oaks, which was ten miles from the
railroad at Hillsborough. The school was moved to 'a site which lay on a spur of the
Southern Railroad at Mebansesville station, in the northwestern corner of Orange
County. 01d William James Bingham was violently opposed to the move a ordered the
family slaves to disregard his son's requests to prepare for the move. His will,
written in August, 1864, stipulated that if his sons did not continue the school at
Oaks, the academy buildings and grounds should becomelghe sole possessions of his
widow and not be jointly owned by William and Robert. . :

~ Nevertheless, the Bingham School was moved from Oaks and .prospered .at its new
location. In 1873, the principalship of the school passed to Robert Bingham upon the
death of his brother William. In 1891, Robert decided to move the school to Asheville.
following two destructive fires that swept the Mebanesville buildings in 188%85nd 1890,
The school continued in Asheville until 1928, one year after Robert's_death.r‘

_After the.removal of. the Bingham School to the Mebanesville location, William
James' widow Eliza Alves Bingham continued to live at the house at Oaks and maintain
the lands surrounding it. She also inherited other property in the county, Chapel
Hill and Hillsborough which William James Bingham had acquired during his long and
prosperous life. She made several sales of land over the years 1871 to 1881. Included
in these transactions were two parcels .that had been.part of the original tract which
Bingham purchased from Alexander Morrow in 1844. The first parcel of 46 acres directly
in front of the Bingham house was sold to D. F. Morrow in 1874 for twelve hundred
and fifty dollars ($1250). The second parcel was sold to S. S. Webb in 1880 in a
complicated exchange that included a third party, Abner Conklin, to whom Eliza A.
Bingham had promised to sell 20 and % acres during his lifetime. This parcel waf9
bordered by Caterpillar Creek and the lands of Lizzie Morrow and Sarah Crawford.

Eliza Bingham died in 1885 and her will, written in 1877, stipulated that all
of her property was to go to her daughter Mary Bingham with bequests of books to be
made to her other daughters Mrs. J. W. Montgomery, Mrs. P. T. Penick, their husbands —
and children. There is a local tradition that Mary Bingham maintained a school in
the old home until the 1880s, however, this is not substantiated by any existing
records. There are deed transactions by Mary which show herzﬁelling land just north
of the Bingham house to William G. Stafford as late as 1888. One written statement
made in 1954 by Mrs. Emma Harward ionk gives the history that her cousin Lucy
eathersbee "who had conducted a private school in Chapel Hill for some years, moved
to Oaks, M. C. and opened a school in theqﬁld Bingham home.'" She further states that
"June Yebb was farming the Bingham land."”
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In 1893 the property containing 316 2/3 acres and meeting the description in
the original deed of Morrow to Bingham, was sold by Sarah C. Stroud, wife of Weldon
M. Stroud, to W. G. Careathers for '"twelve hundred and sixtysix dollars ($1266) cash
and twelve hundred and thirty three dollars to be left by will of last testament: of
said second part." It is not known how Sarah C. Stroud obtained the Bingham property
to sell to Careathers. She was the daughter of Alvig Durham and W. G. Careathers was
her brother-in-law by marriage to her sister Nancy.

Careathers sold this same piece of land to Harmon McIver in 1910. The McIver
family which is closely related to the families in that area of Orange County have
maintained part of this land including the site and surrounding 9.98 acres which
contains the old Bingham home and several outbuildings. The property-—extant build-
ings which date from the 1840s--is an historic architectural monumﬁgt to the efforts
of one of the nineteenth century's most notable educator families.
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