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by Richard A. Shrader, 2006

Fort Defiance [2] was the home of William Lenoir [3](1751-1839), Revolutionary War [4] officer, justice of the peace, state 

Fort Defiance. Image courtesy of NC Office of
Archives & History.  [5]legislator, University of North Carolina trustee, and planter-
entrepreneur of Wilkes County [6] (later Caldwell County [7]). Built on the site of a fort once used by British colonists, the
two-story frame house was designed by Lenoir and completed in 1790 by local builder Thomas Fields. Located on a
2,000-acre tract south of the Yadkin River, the dwelling measured 40 feet long and 28 feet wide and contained four rooms
on each story.

From 1805 to 1880 Fort Defiance served intermittently as a post office. Its postmasters included Edmund Jones (William
Lenoir's son-in-law) and Lenoir descendants: Thomas Lenoir, Thomas Isaac Lenoir, and Rufus Theodore Lenoir. William
Lenoir enlarged Fort Defiance in 1823 when his son, Thomas, moved into the house with his wife and seven children.
William; his wife, Ann; and their unmarried daughter, Mira, occupied the three-room addition.

Including William and Ann Lenoir, seven generations of the Lenoir family made Fort Defiance home. Before William's
death in 1839, he distributed more than half of the 2,000-acre tract to his children, who built their own homes on the land.
The sociable community of kinfolk near Fort Defiance became known appropriately as "Happy Valley."

By the 1960s, Fort Defiance declined in appearance and in structural maintenance. In 1964 Mildred McDowell Jones,
whose husband was a great-great-grandson of William Lenoir, decided to preserve the house as a historic site. With the
help of local leaders and the Caldwell County Historical Society [8], Jones formed the Fort Defiance Project, which raised
$15,000 to purchase the dwelling and grounds. In 1965 the project's chairman, Joseph J. Steele, contacted the North
Carolina Department of Archives and History [9] (now the Office of Archives and History) in Raleigh [10] for advice.

The restoration of Fort Defiance concluded in 1978, following documentary research by historian Jerry Cashion,
acquisition of a $20,000 grant from the state legislature, completion of a successful fund-raising effort, formation of a self-
perpetuating board of Fort Defiance, Inc [11]., to oversee the restoration project, and assistance by experts at the Office of
Archives and History. It was dedicated later that year as a historic site on the National Register of Historic Places [12].

Reference:

Richard A. Shrader, "William Lenoir, 1751-1839" (Ph.D. diss., UNC-Chapel Hill, 1978).

Additional Resources:

Nomination for National Register of Historic Places: http://www.hpo.ncdcr.gov/nr/CW0002.pdf [13]

For Defiance, NC Highway Historical Marker N-1: https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-
highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?ct=ddl&sp=search&k=Markers&sv=N-1%20-%20FORT%20DEFIANCE
[14]

Happy Valley Attractions, NC Cultural Trails, Department of Cultural
Resources: http://ncartstrails.org/happyvalley/Home.aspx [15]

For Defiance, Inc. Records, UNC- Chapel Hill Libraries: http://www.lib.unc.edu/mss/inv/f/Fort_Defiance,Inc.html [11]
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Fort Defiance search result records from National Register of Historic Places, NPS:
http://nrhp.focus.nps.gov/natreghome.do [16]

Image Credit:

Fort Defiance. Image courtesy of NC Office of Archives & History. Available from
https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?
ct=ddl&sp=search&k=Markers&sv=N-1%20-%20FORT%20DEFIANCE [14] (accessed September 20, 2012).
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