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See also: Harkers Island Boats [2]; Ironclads [3]; Liberty Ships [4]; North Carolina Shipbuilding Company (from Tar Heel Junior
Historian) [5]

Shipbuilding in North Carolina, although never a major industry, has contributed appreciably to the economy of the state's
coastal region. Shipyards have been located at a variety of sites throughout coastal North Carolina since the early days of
settlement, but with few exceptions they have been engaged in the construction of relatively small vessels. One of the first
shipbuilders in the colony was Thomas Harding of Bath, who contracted in 1706 to build a 46-foot sloop for Governor Thomas
Cary [6]. Despite the ready availability of building materials in North Carolina's vast forests, however, it appears that most colonial
era planters and merchants bought their vessels elsewhere, especially in the New England colonies.

Sailing ship under construction at the Wilmington Iron Works in the late 1800s.
Courtesy of North Carolina Office of Archives and History, Raleigh.

As early as the 1760s, the construction of single-mast sloops gave way to turning out small multimast schooners, most often
two-masters. By 1783, a visitor to Washington [7], N.C., on the Pamlico River [8] said the town had approximately 40 houses, and
the chief occupation was "the building of small ships and vessels." The revenue cutter Diligence was launched in Washington in
1791, and from then until the outbreak of the Civil War [9] the town continued to be a leader in North Carolina shipbuilding
activities, its yards turning out at least two or three vessels each year. A free black man named Hull Anderson owned one of the
shipyards there between 1830 and 1841 and owned four enslaved people who were engaged in his shipbuilding activity. By
1850 Beaufort County [10] was probably the most important shipbuilding center in the state.

With the increase of maritime activity on the Cape Fear River [11], shipbuilding assumed growing importance in the Wilmington [12]

area. Nineteenth-century shipyards were located in Elizabeth City, New Bern, Beaufort, and Southport, where the 126-foot long
steamer Rowan was launched in 1847. It was not unusual for small shipyards to be located at isolated sites in places such as
Hyde County [13], the upper reaches of the Chowan River, and Smith Island or Bald Head [14] near Cape Fear, where pilot boats
were the specialty.

The Civil War saw an even greater degree of specialization, as shipyard construction was limited almost entirely to vessels for
the use of the Confederacy [15]. The most famous of these were the CSS Albemarle [16], a ram built at Plymouth, and her sister
ship, the CSS Neuse [17], which was built at the shipyard at Whitehall (modern-day Seven Springs), on the Neuse River [18].
Following the war, there was a decline in North Carolina shipbuilding activities that continued into the twentieth century, when
most shipyards were engaged primarily in ship repair work. Yards such as Meadows in New Bern built trawlers, tugs, and small
steamers and, when war production began in 1917, constructed quantities of standardized cargo vessels and submarine
chasers.

The Great Depression [19] of the 1930s virtually terminated North Carolina shipbuilding until the start of World War II [20]. The
Maritime Commission developed a new large yard at Wilmington that was operated by Newport News Shipbuilding [21] as the
North Carolina Shipbuilding Company [22]. It constructed 125 Liberty ships between February 1942 and August 1943, followed by
64 C2-type standard fast freighters. Other firms, notably Barbour Boat Works [23] in New Bern, built wooden minesweepers and
escort vessels.

After World War II, the North Carolina Shipbuilding Company closed but other firms continued to operate. Barbour switched to
steel construction, building trawlers, fish factory ships, ferries, tugs, and small warships. Other small yards, mainly in the
Beaufort and Wanchese areas, built wooden or steel vessels for fisheries. By the 1990s several specialized shipyards were
turning out ferry boats at New Bern, sleek sportfishing boats at Harkers Island [2] and Wanchese [24], and everything from utility
outboards to small recreational sailboats elsewhere.
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