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August 1735-14 May 1819

A portrait of Josiah Collins Sr. Image from the

State Archives of North Carolina. Josiah Collins, Sr., merchant, politician, manufacturer, land
speculator, and enslaver was born in Taunton, Somersetshire, England, the son of Joan and David Collins. Little is known
of his early life until he married Ann Lewis of Staffordshire in April 1761. The couple produced three children, Josiah Il 3 (b.
1763), Ann (b. 1764), and Elizabeth (b. 1769), before Mrs. Collins's death in 1770. Her death became the pivotal point in
Collins's life. Leaving the young Elizabeth with relatives, the rest of the family sailed to Boston in 1773. After living in
Providence, R.l., for a year, Collins relocated in Halifax, N.C. In 1777, Collins, apparently a nonparticipating Whig during
the Revolution 4, moved to the scene of his success, the port ofEdenton s.

Collins quickly established himself as one of the foremost merchants of the new state. From 1777 to 1785 he was senior
partner in the commercial and shipping firm of Collins, Stewart and Muir, before setting out on his own. He engaged in the
export of tobacco, lye, and staves to Europe and the West Indies, in return for sugar, molasses, and rum. A rope
manufacturing establishment fell into his hands in 1783; he turned its management over to his son, who built it into one of
the nation's finest rope-making industries. Collins's shipping interests spread to the Mediterranean and the Orient. His
employees included Captain Edward Preble, of Barbary War fame.

Despite his commercial success, Collins never remarried. His longing for England was demonstrated by a visit there of
over a year in 1791-92. Elizabeth Collins never came to America, having married a lawyer named Cook of Hatch,
Beauchamp. Josiah Il married Ann Rebecca Daves of New Bern, and this union produced Josiah Il 5. The most important
marriage was that of Ann to James Blount of Pitt County (7, which linked two of the most prominent families of late
eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century North Carolina.

Collins had lived only a short time in North Carolina before he began to assume various political offices. On 30 July 1779
he was appointed judge of the admiralty court for the Port of Edenton. During the Revolution he served the American
cause on commissions for cannon, coast navigation, magazines, and other projects. In 1788 the state senate nominated
him unsuccessfully for governor, and in November of that year he became a member of the council of state. He was
elected to the same post in 1795. He was also a Federalist sidelegate to the 1788 Hillsborough convention.

Collins achieved his greatest fame as a land speculator. In 1755 hunters discovered Lake Phelps inTyrrell County (9. The
land surrounding the lake was deep in "the Great Alligator Dismal" swamp and attracted little interest. Eventually, a
company to develop Lake Phelps was formed by W. R. Davie 110, Allen Jones (11, Nathaniel Allen 121, and others. This group
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received authorization from the legislature in 1784 to drain the seventeen-hundred-acre lake, but, although a preliminary
survey was made, the project never materialized. In 1784, Collins entered into a verbal agreement with Allen and Dr.
Samuel Dickinson, a minor partner in the enterprise, to acquire and develop land near Lake Phelps. It appears that the
partnership, which came to be known as the Lake Company a1, was intended to coexist rather than compete with the
original company; that group died out, however, and the legislature authorized the Lake Company to drain Lake Phelps in
1787. Collins and his partner apparently made no move in that direction. Instead they outfitted a Guineaman, which sailed
to Africa to enslave people whose labor would be used for ditchdigging. By 1788 a six-mile-long canal, twenty feet wide,
had been completed at a cost of thirty thousand dollars. Through grant and purchase, the company acquired 109, 978
acres between the Scuppernong River and Lake Phelps. The 113 people the company enslaved by 1790 were used to
build mills one quarter mile up the canal from the lake, and by 1794 two sawmills, a rice machine, and a gristmill 14 were
completed. Besides providing water power for the mills, the canals nisiserved for drainage, transportation, and irrigation for
the rice culture. Originally producing rice and wheat, the Lake Company soon turned to corn as the primary crop, and the
firm also produced lumber, staves, and shingles. The company flourished, owning in 1800 22 enslaved men, 31 enslaved
women, and "upwards of 20 boys and girls born in or since the year 1784." In 1816 the early North Carolina historian
Hugh Williamson 11¢) estimated the value of a third share of the Lake Company property at two hundred thousand dollars.

Despite this success, things did not go well for the partners. Allen and Dickinson became increasingly indebted to Collins,
and Collins filed a suit of equity in 1794. Although the court ruled that Dickinson owed £4,000 and Allen £50, it did not
order a settlement. This decision hastened Collins's desire to buy his partners' holdings, against the advice of such astute
friends as Williamson. His task was eased in 1798, when Dickinson "made over to" Francis Peyrinnaut one half of his
Lake Company holding. By November 1800, Peyrinnaut's lawyers advertised the sale of his sixth share, and Collins
acquired it in early 1800 for $7764.50. After Dickinson's death, Collins in 1800 purchased the remainder of his portion from
the estate for $5000. With the purchase of Allen's third in 1816 at a cost of $10,000, the land became Somerset Plantation
171, Now a state historic site.

Collins had, of course, other landholdings besides the Lake Company. He lived and held property irChowan County p1s1. In
1788 he owned 650 acres in what soon became Tennessee, and after 1790 he acquired over 25,000 acres there. Collins's
interest in accumulating landholdings far from North Carolina expressed itself in a desire to make a voyage to the "North-
West of America" in 1790.

Although he amassed a large personal fortune, Collins was also a philanthropist. He was instrumental in the establishment
of the Edenton Academy in 1800 and helped restore St. Paul's Church in Edenton, then dangerously deteriorated. Among
bequests of large landholdings and over sixty-five thousand dollars in cash, his will included a thousand dollars for St.
Paul's and the same amount for the poor of Chowan County.

In 1805, Collins was the successful defendant in a test case in which the devisees of the Earl Granville attempted to
regain the land of the old Granville tract .

References:

Walter Clark, ed., State Records of North Carolina, 20 vols. (1895—-1914).
Josiah Collins Papers (North Carolina State Archives, Raleigh).

Edenton Gazette, 19 Nov. 1800.

Alice B. Keith, ed., The John Gray Blount Papers, vol. 1 (1952).

William C. Poole, "An Economic Interpretation of the Ratification of the Federal Constitution in North Carolina,North
Carolina Historical Review 27 (1950).

Henry Potter, Charge of Judge Potter to the Jury . . . Earl Granville against Josiah Collins (1806).
W. S. Tarlton, Somerset Place and Its Restoration (1954). 120

Additional Resources:

"Lake Company." N.C. Highway Historical Marker B-35, N.C. Office of Archives & History.

https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?
sp=search&k=Markers&sv=B-35 151 (accessed January 22, 2014).

Mobley, Joe A. The Way We Lived in North Carolina Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press. 2003. 134-147.
http://books.google.com/books?id=CVBToA]GNIwC&pg=PA137#v=0nepage&q&f=false [>1]

Collins, George P. "Discovery of Lake Scuppernong (Phelps), North Carolina."Publications of the Southern History

Association 6, no. 1 (January 1902). 21-27 .https://archive.org/stream/publicationssoui0assogoog#page/n28/mode/2up (22
(accessed January 22, 2014).

"Somerset Place: A Time Line: 1785-1819 Prosperous Early Years..." North Carolina Historic Sites. Dept. of Cultural
Resources. http://www.nchistoricsites.org/somerset/people1785-1819.htm 3 (accessed January 22, 2014).


https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?sp=search&k=Markers&sv=B-35
https://ncpedia.org/gristmills
https://ncpedia.org/canals
https://ncpedia.org/biography/williamson-hugh
http://www.nchistoricsites.org/somerset/somerset.htm
https://ncpedia.org/geography/chowan
https://ncpedia.org/granville-grant-and-district
https://archive.org/details/somersetplaceits1954tarl
https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?sp=search&k=Markers&sv=B-35
http://books.google.com/books?id=CVBToAjGNIwC&pg=PA137#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://archive.org/stream/publicationssou10assogoog#page/n28/mode/2up
http://www.nchistoricsites.org/somerset/people1785-1819.htm

Image Credits:

State Archives of North Carolina. "Josiah Collins, Sr. (1735-1819) of Somerset Place." From General Negative Collection,
State Archives of North Carolina (call #: N_75_9 250_Josiah_Collins_Sr_of _Somerset _Place). Photograph. Flickr,

https://www.flickr.com/photos/north-carolina-state-archives/11710736156/ 1 (accessed January 23, 2014).

Subjects:

Biographies (24
Business leaders 25
Planters s

Public officials (27
Authors:

Menius, Arthur C.. Il 28
Origin - location:
Chowan County g
Edenton o

Washington County 1)
From:

Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, University of North Carolina Press.s
1 January 1979 | Menius, Arthur C., llI

Source URL:https://ncpedia.org/biography/collins-josiah-sr

Links

1] https://ncpedia.org/biography/collins-josiah-sr [2] https://www.flickr.com/photos/north-carolina-state-archives/11710736156/ [3]
https://ncpedia.org/biography/collins-josiah-ii [4] https://ncpedia.org/american-revolution [5] https:/ncpedia.org/edenton [6]
https://ncpedia.org/biography/collins-josiah-iii [7] https://ncpedia.org/geography/pitt [8] https://ncpedia.org/federalist-party [9]
https://ncpedia.org/geography/tyrrell [10] https://ncpedia.org/biography/davie-william-richardson [11] https:/ncpedia.org/biography/jones-allen [12]
https://ncpedia.org/biography/allen-nathaniel [13] https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-
program/Markers.aspx?sp=search&amp;k=Markers&amp;sv=B-35 [14] https://ncpedia.org/gristmills [15] https://ncpedia.org/canals [16]

https://ncpedia.org/biography/williamson-hugh [17] http://www.nchistoricsites.org/somerset/somerset.htm [18] https://ncpedia.org/geography/chowan
19] https://ncpedia.org/granville-grant-and-district [20] https://archive.org/details/somersetplaceits1954tarl [21] http://books.google.com/books?

id=CVBToAjGNIwC&amp;pg=PA137#v=0nepage&amp;q&amp;f=false [22]
https://archive.org/stream/publicationssoui0assogoog#page/n28/mode/2up [23] http://www.nchistoricsites.org/somerset/people1785-1819.htm [24]
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term [25] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/business-leaders [26]
https:/ncpedia.org/category/subjects/planters [27] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials [28]
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/menius-arthur-c-0 [29] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-38 [30]
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-56 [31] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-27 [32]
https:/ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no


https://www.flickr.com/photos/north-carolina-state-archives/11710736156/
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/business-leaders
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/planters
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/menius-arthur-c-0
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-38
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-56
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-27
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no
https://ncpedia.org/biography/collins-josiah-sr
https://ncpedia.org/biography/collins-josiah-sr
https://ncpedia.org/biography/collins-josiah-ii
https://ncpedia.org/american-revolution
https://ncpedia.org/edenton
https://ncpedia.org/biography/collins-josiah-iii
https://ncpedia.org/geography/pitt
https://ncpedia.org/federalist-party
https://ncpedia.org/geography/tyrrell
https://ncpedia.org/biography/davie-william-richardson
https://ncpedia.org/biography/jones-allen
https://ncpedia.org/biography/allen-nathaniel
https://ncpedia.org/gristmills
https://ncpedia.org/canals
https://ncpedia.org/biography/williamson-hugh
https://ncpedia.org/geography/chowan
https://ncpedia.org/granville-grant-and-district
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/business-leaders
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/planters
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/menius-arthur-c-0
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-38
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-56
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-27
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

	Collins, Josiah, Sr. [1]
	Collins, Josiah, Sr.
	August 1735–14 May 1819


