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to 30 miles on a clear day. The tower operator would telephone or radio (after 1954)
to the fire warden or “smokechaser” the location of any forest fire spotted. The tower
operator would be able to locate the fire precisely through the use of the alidade, a
topographic surveying and mapping instrument that still stands in the center of the cab.
After being given the location of the fire by the tower operator, the fire warden or

smokechaser would then call together a group of firefighters, which after 1956 was the
volunteer fire department.

Between 1940 and 1943, Lawrence Robertson served as tower operator.” In 1944,
Bessie Haithcock, the widow of Earlie, trained to be a tower operator. receiving her
certification in 1943, In that vear, she began work at the Warren County Fire Tower.
and became the first woman fire tower operator in North Carolina. During her first

vear on the job, she spotted one of the most disastrous forest fires in the history of
Warren County. The fire. near Vaughn, destroyed hundreds of acres of valuable
pulpwood and timber. Without the early detection by Bessie Haithcock, the fire would '
have destroyed additional hundreds of acres of forest.®

During her seventeen-year tenure as fire tower operator, Bessie Haithcock was helped
in her duties by her children, including her son Earl and her daughter Betty. Both
children would help her in spotting fires and were trained as radio operators. In

addition, they would act as messengers and couriers to whoever was working as
7
operator.

Bessie Haithcock retired in 1962. [n 1970 the 1,455 square-foot tract surrounding the
tower was sold by the Haithcock heirs to the Division of Forest Resources. The tower
remained an integral part of the fire-fighting system for Warren County until Spring
1993. The tower now serves an educational purpose as an exhibit on the history of
firefighting in Warren County run by the Bessie Haithcock Forestry Headquarters.

In 1997 the Warren County Fire Tower was placed on the National Historic Lookout
Register, kept by the American Resources Group. The Warren County Fire Tower
was the first state-owned tower to be placed on the NHL Register.

> Peoples, Interview, November 20, 1998.

® Charles Crockett, “Mrs. Haithcock Believed to be Only Towerlady in the State,” The Warren
Record (Warren, NC) 3 March [950: 4.

" Interview with Betty Haithcock Peoples, 20 November 1998. Crockett, 4.
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Conservation Context

During the opening decades of the twentieth century, the lumber and pulpwood
industry became an increasingly significant component of  North Carolina’s
economy. During the 1920s, North Carolina. as well as other state governments.
began a program to protect valuable timber and pulpwood from destruction by fire.
Fire towers were an important part of the campaign to suppress forest fires and to help
protect the lumber industry’s economic interests. The period from 1910 to 1929 has
been described as a time in the history of firefighting that was concermed primarilv

with the economics of forestry. the development of a governmental administration, and
a codification of methods to combat forest fires."

[n North Carolina. a legislative act of 1915 provided the state with its first position of
State Forester and charged the State Geological Board with the responsibility for the
prevention and control of forest fires.” The state legislature passed an act in 1921 that
created a system “to develop as nearly as possible an efficient organization for
statewide forest protection. based upon the county as a unit.”'® By 1922, some
counties (but not Warren) already had hired their first forest warden and the first
manual for forest wardens had been compiled and printed. In 19235, the State of North
Carolina created the Department of Conservation and Development.

By 1927, discussion of the “prevention and suppression of fires” took up almost three-
quarters of the North Carolina Manual of Instructions for Forest Wardens."
According to the 1927 Manual, the state was in the initial stages of their program to
erect ““lookout towers.” The Manual noted that

The service has now begun using lookout towers for detection of fires.
The State needs many lookout towers to properly conduct the work. As
funds become available yearly, towers will be built and lookout men
placed on duty during the fire season. '

¥ Pyne, Stephen J. Fire in America: A Cultural History of Wildland and Rural Fire (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University, 1982) 261,

? “Division of Forest Resources Has Rich History, Tradition,” The Warren Record
(Warren, NC) 22 May 1996; 2C.
' North Carolina Geological and Economic Survey. (Forest Warden's Manual. Raleigh,
NC: 1922) 3. The state survey was authorized by Chapter 26 of Public Laws of 1921.
"' Department of Conservation & Development. Manual of [nstructions for Forest Wardens
(Raleigh, NC: Capital Printing Company, State Printers, 1927).
" VManual, 1927: 42, The manual did not state where the tirst tower was to be constructed.



oma A
NPS Form 10-900-4 8 Approval No, 1024-0018
18-36)

United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service

National Register of Historic Places
Continuation Sheet

8 6 Warren County Fire Tower
Section number — Page — Warren County, NC

The Manual also described the lookout towers. The towers were to be of both wood
and steel construction—Ilike the Warren County Fire Tower—and would have an eight

toot square “house” on top. The Manual then provided a description of the map.that
accompanied the alidade:

.. .In the house will be a map of the surrounding country, properly
oriented and marked off with one mile circles. On the extreme outer line
of sight there will be a graduated circle marked off in degrees. running
from O degrees to 360 degrees. As the towers are constructed and manned
special instructions will be issued the lookout men covering the work. "

According to the 1927 Manual, nominations of proposed sites for new lookout towers
were to be submitted by County Forest Wardens to the District Forester. County
Forest Wardens were also to “cooperate in securing deeds to suitable sites, after such

sites have been approved by his District Forester and funds allotted for the
construction of a tower.”"”

In Warren County, the County Forest Warden, E.H. Pinnell. must have selected the
site of the Haithcock Farm and had the site approved by the District Forester. With
funds available, the site was leased and the tower erected in 1932.

By 1936. the Warren County Fire Tower was one of seventy-one state-owned towers
in North Carolina."” The Department of Conservation and Development believed that

many more towers were needed, and that more would be constructed as funds
permitted.

By the 1950s, the manual for forest wardens no longer included a section solely on
lookout towers, but thev did note that there were “firetowers and fire lookouts
throughout the State.”'®

Y Manual, 1927: 43.

Y Manual, 1927: 43.

" Department of Conservation & Development. Manual of [nstructions for Forest Wardens
(Raleigh, NC: Capital Printing Company, State Printers, 1956) 52.

'*Department of Conservation & Development. Forest Wardens Handbook (Raleigh, NC: 1934)
5.
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B}/ the 1990s the State was discontinuing the use of firetowers. The Warren County
Fire Tower was last used as a lookout in spring 1993. ‘
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Verbal Boundary

The historic boundary corresponds to the present tax parcel, G8-94.

Boundary Justification

The historic boundarv corresponds to the 1453 square foot tract that was leased by
Earlie Haithcock to North Carolina for the construction of the firetower in 1932, anc
sold by the Haithcock heirs to the Divi~ion of Forest Resources in 1970. The tract

includes the tower and a noncontributing building. a small metal N.C. Highwayv Patroi
communicatons building.
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