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Harris, Bernice (Christiana) Kelly
By Richard Walser, 1988
8 Oct. 1891–13 Sept. 1973

Photograph of Bernice Kelly Harris, circa 1956, by
Bernadette Hoyle. In Tarheel Writers I Know, by
Bernadette Hoyle, published 1956 by John F. Blair,
Publisher, Winston-Salem, NC. Image used by
permission.
Bernice (Christiana) Kelly Harris, writer, was born in easternWake
County [2]. Both of her parents, William Haywood and Rosa Poole Kelly, came from a long line of sturdy, independent
farmers. She had two older sisters and four younger brothers. Her girlhood was centered on the Mt. Moriah Academy,
where she was educated, and the Mt. Moriah Baptist Church. Her aunts and uncles and cousins lived nearby, and the
families frequently assembled at neighborhood box suppers, hog killings, Saturday night parties, baseball games, Sunday
school excursions, and Christmas celebrations. After attending Cary High School [3] for one year as a boarding student,
Bernice entered Meredith College [4] and was graduated in 1913. The quotation beside her picture in the annual was from
Tennyson's The Princess : "A rosebud set with little willful thorns." Following a brief term as principal of a school at
Beulaville in Duplin County, [5] she taught for three years at the South Fork Institute, near Maiden inCatawba County [6], an
academy for training rural Baptist preachers. From there she went to Seaboard High School in Northampton County [7],
where she taught English from 1917 to 1927 except for a year in Rich Square (1921–22).

Meanwhile, Miss Kelly had attended summer school at The University of North Carolina [8], studying playwriting in 1919
and 1920 under Frederick H. ("Proff") Koch. Inspired by his fervor for the folk play, and recalling her childhood excitement
in writing poems and stories, she returned to Seaboard determined to spread the "folk gospel," as well as to do some
writing of her own. Her marriage in May 1926 to Herbert Kavanaugh Harris, a Seaboard farmer with associated
agricultural interests, did not sidetrack her enthusiasm. Into the living room of her new home, where she continued to be
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called "Miss Kelly," she invited the women of the town for classes in playwriting; these were moderately successful
whenever the ladies could be turned aside from swapping recipes and local gossip. She was instrumental in organizing
the Northampton Players among the younger people, its purpose to write and produce plays at home before moving the
best of them to the state drama festival.
At first, the publication of her own work and that of her group was not a goal, but after 1930 Mrs. Harris took playwriting
more seriously. Too, she began sending human-interest stories and feature articles to the Norfolk and Raleigh
newspapers. Four of her character sketches appeared in These Are Our Lives (1939), a Federal Writers' project [9]. It was
Jonathan Daniels [10] who suggested that she try a novel. Purslane (1939) [11], some eighteen months in the writing, won
the Mayflower Society Cup as the best North Carolina book of the year. Based on the author's happy, nostalgic memories
of her youth, the episodic narrative relates the home and community events of "Pate's Siding," twelve miles east of
Raleigh. The success accorded Purslane prompted the publication of Folk Plays of Eastern Carolina (1940) [12], seven oneact plays written during the prior eight years.
After Purslane, six more novels were published with fair regularity.Portulaca (1941) [13], named for the plant that is a
cultivated variety of the wild-growing purslane, transported some of the rural characters of the earlier book into town,
where bridge parties supplanted candy-pullings. Sweet Beulah Land (1943) [14] was about a freedom-loving wanderer and
his unavoidable confrontations with the conservative people in an agricultural community. Sage Quarter (1945) [15] was
Mrs. Harris's pastoral romance, a novel about twin girls with broad and circumscribing family ties. In Janey Jeems (1946)
[16], saga of an ambitious, hard-working, religious country family, the author cleverly and only inferentially indicated that it
was a black family of whom she was writing. When most reviewers missed the point, the publishers circularized a notice
that Janey Jeems was the only book ever written about blacks to have the humanity not to mention race.Hearthstones
(1948) [17] concerned a Confederate soldier who was "read out" of the church for his desertion; then it moved to World War
II for a similar incident in the same family. Wild Cherry Tree Road (1951) [18] returned to the scene of Purslane .

Photograph of Bernice Kelly Harris, from the
North Carolina Awards, 1966, published by the
North Carolina Awards Commission. From
North Carolina Digital Collections.
[19]Mrs. Harris's husband died on 13 July 1950, at age sixty-six. Once
again she became involved in community dramatics, with informal classes in the writing of plays and their eventual
production in the county towns and at the state festival. In 1957, a dramatization of "Yellow Color Suit," her 1944 short
story that had been expanded into Hearthstones , was televised over a national network.Wake Forest University [20]
presented her an honorary Litt.D. in 1959, as did The [21]University of North Carolina at Greensboro [22] in 1960. In 1961,
she was president of the North Carolina Literary and Historical Association [23], and in 1966 she was the recipient of the
North Carolina Award for "notable accomplishments," presented by the governor. She wrote two little Christmas-gift
booklets, The Very Real Truth about Christmas (1961) [24] and The Santa on the Mantel (1964) [25]. In these years she
served on the board of trustees of the State Library Commission [26] and the North Carolina Arts Council [27], and was active
in the North Carolina Writers Conference [28] and the Roanoke-Chowan Group [29].
In 1963, Mrs. Harris started teaching a noncredit course in creative writing at nearbyChowan College [30], and there she
met with imaginative people from all walks of life. "People, not books," she often said, "have always been my first interest
in life." From her classes at Chowan came two collections in which she seemed to take more pride than in anything she
had written herself. Southern Home Remedies (1968) [31] prescribed cures and frequently appended a narrative as
corroborative evidence. Strange Things Happen (1971) collected sixty-eight stories about ghosts, reincarnation,
coincidences, and other odd events. For these two books, she received a Brown-Hudson Folklore Award posthumously
from the North Carolina Folklore Society [32].
Mrs. Harris was a Democrat and a Baptist. Her portrait in oil was painted by Marguerite L. Stem. She died inDurham [33]
2

several weeks before her eighty-second birthday, and was buried in the city cemetery at Seaboard.
References:
Durham Morning Herald , 14 Sept. 1973
Greensboro Daily News , 4 Aug. 1940; Bernice Kelly Harris, Southern Savory (1964)
Bernice Kelly Harris Papers (Southern Historical Collection, University of North Carolina Library, Chapel Hill)
Bernadette Hoyle, Tar Heel Writers I Know (1956)
William S. Powell, ed., North Carolina Lives (1962)
Raleigh News and Observer , 9 Sept. 1951
Richard Walser, Bernice Kelly Harris: Storyteller of Eastern Carolina (1955)
Additional Images:
Bernice Kelly Harris Papers, 1913-1973, 1996-1997 (collection no. 03804). The Southern Historical Collection. Louis
Round Wilson Special Collections Library. University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
http://www2.lib.unc.edu/mss/inv/h/Harris,Bernice_Kelly.html [34] (accessed January 21, 2014).
"Bernice Kelly Harris." North Carolina Literary Hall of Fame. http://www.nclhof.org/inductees/1996-2/bernice-kelly-harris/ [35]
(accessed January 21, 2014).
Image Credit:
Hoyle, Bernadette. [Photograph of Bernice Kelly Harris]. FromTar Heel Writers I Know. Winston-Salem, NC: John F. Blair,
Publisher, 1956. 92
North Carolina Department of Cultural Resources. North Carolina Awards. [Raleigh] [N.C.]: North Carolina Awards
Commission,1964. http://digital.ncdcr.gov/cdm/ref/collection/p249901coll22/id/39993 [19] (accessed January 21, 2014).
Subjects:
Biography [36]
Novelists [37]
UNC Press [38]
Women [39]
Writers, journalists, and editors [40]
Authors:
Walser, Richard [41]
Origin - location:
Duplin County [42]
Chowan University [43]
Northampton County [44]
Catawba County [45]
Wake County [46]
Meredith College [47]
From:
Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, University of North Carolina Press.[48]
1 January 1988 | Walser, Richard
Source URL: https://ncpedia.org/biography/harris-bernice
Links
[1] https://ncpedia.org/biography/harris-bernice
[2] https://ncpedia.org/geography/wake
[3] http://caryhs.wcpss.net/
[4] http://www.meredith.edu/
[5] https://ncpedia.org/geography/duplin
[6] https://ncpedia.org/geography/catawba
[7] https://ncpedia.org/geography/northampton
[8] https://ncpedia.org/university-north-carolina-chapel-hi
[9] https://ncpedia.org/federal-writers-project
[10] https://ncpedia.org/biography/daniels-jonathan-worth
[11] http://www.unz.org/Pub/HarrisBernice-1939
[12] http://digital.lib.ecu.edu/16981
[13] https://www.worldcat.org/title/portulaca/oclc/001563824
[14] https://www.worldcat.org/title/sweet-beulah-land/oclc/1601396
[15] http://m.biblio.com/books/16670694.html
3

[16] https://www.worldcat.org/title/janey-jeems/oclc/001601302
[17] http://www.unz.org/Pub/HarrisBernice-1948
[18] https://www.worldcat.org/title/wild-cherry-tree-road/oclc/1187461
[19] http://digital.ncdcr.gov/cdm/ref/collection/p249901coll22/id/39993
[20] https://ncpedia.org/wake-forest-university
[21] http://www.uncg.edu/
[22] https://ncpedia.org/university-north-carolina-greensbor
[23] https://ncpedia.org/literary-and-historical-association
[24] https://www.worldcat.org/title/very-real-truth-about-christmas/oclc/001289874
[25] https://www.worldcat.org/title/santa-on-the-mantel/oclc/002337043
[26] https://statelibrary.ncdcr.gov/about/commiss.html
[27] http://www.ncarts.org/
[28] https://www.ncwriters.org/
[29] https://ncpedia.org/roanoke-chowan-group
[30] https://ncpedia.org/chowan-college
[31] https://www.worldcat.org/title/southern-home-remedies/oclc/000821734
[32] http://www.ncfolkloresociety.org/
[33] https://ncpedia.org/geography/durham-city
[34] http://www2.lib.unc.edu/mss/inv/h/Harris,Bernice_Kelly.html
[35] http://www.nclhof.org/inductees/1996-2/bernice-kelly-harris/
[36] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
[37] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/novelists
[38] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/unc-press
[39] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/women
[40] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/writer
[41] https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/walser-richard
[42] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal--9
[43] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-58
[44] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-31
[45] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/piedmon-15
[46] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/piedmont/w
[47] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/piedmon-49
[48] https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

4

