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A photograph of a portrait of John White from the
Jacob W. Holt House in Warrenton. Image from
the North Carolina Digital Collections.  [2]John White, merchant and commissioner for North Carolina in
England during the Civil War [3], was born in Kirkcaldy, Fifeshire, Scotland, one of ten children of Andrew Whyte and his
second wife, Hannah Bolton. In December 1828 young John Whyte sailed from Kirkcaldy for New York en route to
Warrenton, N.C., where his half brother, Thomas White, had previously settled. After a few years in school he was
employed in a firm operated by his half brother and Peter Mitchel. In 1836 he became a partner, and when Thomas
moved to Petersburg, Va., he took over the business, which he conducted until the outbreak of the Civil War. Like his
brother before him, he changed the spelling of his surname.

On 28 Nov. 1838 White married Priscilla Bella Jones of rural Warren County [4], who came from an old, well-established
family in the county. Between 1850 and 1852 they engaged the services of the architect Jacob Holt [5] to build for them a
large Italianate house in Warrenton where they lived for the remainder of their lives.

Early in the Civil War the demand for cotton abroad made it a valuable commodity for those who could ship it through the
Federal blockade of Southern ports. To support its war effort the state of North Carolina sent John White to England to
borrow money and secure credit on state warrants payable in cotton and rosin. White was appointed agent and
commissioner for the state and sailed in November 1862. Traveling by way of Nassau and Liverpool, he reached London
on 5 Jan. 1863. He succeeded in selling a large amount of cotton bonds for bales of cotton to be delivered to blockade-
runners [6] at North Carolina ports. The London firm of Alexander Collie and Company, through which he negotiated these
transactions, also sold most of the supplies that he purchased.

White was accompanied to England by Captain Thomas Morrow Crossan [7], his neighbor from Warren County, formerly of
the U.S. Navy and an officer in the small North Carolina navy. With the proceeds of a £100,000 loan from Collie and
Company, White purchased North Carolina's first blockade-runner, the Lord Clyde, a side-wheel passenger steamer
running between Glasgow and Dublin. It was converted into a blockade-runner with high-pressure boilers at the shipyards
of John Key, who married White's sister, Sarah Whyte. The Lord Clyde was renamed the Ad-Vance [8] presumably in honor
of Governor Zebulon B. Vance [9], his wife Adelaide, and the ship's pioneering purpose. With a cargo from Liverpool, the
Ad-Vance ran the blockade for the first time on 3 July 1863. Under the command of Crossan, the Ad-Vance proved to be
the state's most famous blockade-runner.

White's successful completion of his assignment paved the way for the eventual provision of $12 million worth of goods—
including blankets, shoes, socks, jackets, shirts, trousers, munitions, and medicines (especially quinine)—about half of
which went to Confederate states other than North Carolina. Not surprisingly, throughout the war North Carolina's
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regiments were better clothed and equipped than those of any other state in the Confederacy.

In the fall of 1864 White made a second trip to England. He left Warrenton on 2 August with his wife and their children
Mary, Sue, Kate, Andrew, and Hugh, expecting to sail for Liverpool. After a stopover in Raleigh, they arrived in Wilmington
on 5 August. For over a month they remained on board the Ad-Vance and at the home of a friend in Wilmington while
making repeated attempts to run the blockade. After nine failures, in which the Ad-Vance continually ran aground and
faced hostile Union vessels offshore, White decided that the risks were too great and returned his family to Warrenton on
10 September. Soon afterwards, having made a total of eleven successful trips between Wilmington and Nassau, the Ad-
Vance was captured a few miles from Wilmington. The seizure resulted from the ship's use of North Carolina soft coal; on
a bright moonlit night, the dense cloud of black smoke produced by the coal betrayed her presence to a Union cruiser
near the mouth of the Cape Fear River [10].

White sailed alone from Smithville (now Southport) on 26 October on board the Virginia, arriving at Bermuda two days
later. He did not go ashore, however, because of yellow fever. Nevertheless, White contracted what was diagnosed as
bilious and yellow fever [11] and as a consequence did not reach London until the day before Christmas 1864. After the fall
of Wilmington, there was no word from him until late May 1865, when an open letter—sent through a friend in New York,
ostensibly to arrive by truce boat but forwarded instead to White's nephew in Petersburg and from there to Warrenton—
reached the family. White was unable to return to North Carolina until that summer.

The war having ended, White undertook business in Petersburg but in the fall of 1867 decided to establish a cotton
brokerage office in Liverpool. This time he took his family with him but after nine months abandoned the project. He
returned to Warrenton where, as a devoted member and vestryman of Emmanuel Episcopal Church and the grandfather
of thirty-six children, he remained until his death.

In April 1870 Robert E. Lee and his daughter Agnes were the guests of White and his family at their home in Warrenton.
The Lees were there to visit the Warren County grave of Annie Carter Lee, the general's daughter, who had died of
typhoid fever at Jones's Springs in October 1862.

John and Priscilla White had ten children: Hannah Bolton (17 Nov. 1839, m. Samuel Peter Arrington), William Jones (7
Oct. 1842, m. Sue Blount Cawthorn), John Thomas (15 Jan. 1845, m. Apphia M. Williams), Andrew Robert (13 Apr. 1847,
never married), Mary Johnston [12] (21 July 1849, m. Edmund Ruffin Beckwith), Sallie Jones (17 June 1853, died young),
Hugh Jones (1 Aug. 1855, m. Florence C. Young), Catherine Augusta (14 Jan. 1857, m. Solomon Williams, Jr., older
brother of Apphia M. Williams), Sue Eaton (19 Sept. 1858, m. John Pretlow), and Lizzie Chiffelle (22 Jan. 1861, died in
infancy).

John White died suddenly of a stroke at his home after returning from gathering wood chips in the backyard. He was
buried beside his wife in the family cemetery behind the house. In September 1897 the Warren County Camp of United
Confederate Veterans was named the John White Camp in his honor. The North Carolina Museum of History [13] has a
portrait of White [14].

References:

Mary Johnston Beckwith Diary (Southern Historical Collection, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill).

Walter Clark, ed., Histories of the Several Regiments and Battalions from North Carolina in the Great War, vol. 1 (1901).

R. D. W. Connor, North Carolina: Rebuilding an Ancient Commonwealth, vol. 2 (1929).

"Thomas Morrow Crossan," in Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, vol. 1 (1979).

Archibald Henderson, North Carolina: The Old North State and the New, vol. 2 (1941).

Lizzie Wilson Montgomery, Sketches of Old Warrenton (1924). [15]

Raleigh News and Observer, 14 July 1937.

Warrenton Gazette, 21 Dec. 1894, 1 Oct. 1897.

Manly Wade Wellman, The County of Warren, North Carolina, 1586–1917 (1959).

Peter M. Wilson, Southern Exposure (1927).

Additional Resources:

Carr, Dawson. Gray Phantoms of the Cape Fear: Running the Civil War Blockade. John F. Blair, Publisher, 1998.
http://books.google.com/books?id=R60S0Sdrn-AC&pg=PT58#v=onepage&q&f=false [16] (accessed December 2, 2013).

Culpepper, Marilyn Mayer. Women of the Civil War South: Personal Accounts from Diaries, Letters and Postwar
Reminiscences. Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland, 2004. 7-10. http://books.google.com/books?
id=l5q4MWrejRQC&pg=PA7#v=onepage&q&f=false [17] (accessed December 2, 2013).

Walker, Margaret Moore. "Portrait, Accession #: H.1937.12.1 [14]." North Carolina Museum of History. (accessed December
2

https://ncpedia.org/rivers/cape-fear
https://ncpedia.org/history/health/yellow-fever
http://www2.lib.unc.edu/mss/inv/b/Beckwith,James_P.html
https://ncpedia.org/north-carolina-museum-history
http://collections.ncdcr.gov/RediscoveryProficioPublicSearch/ShowItem.aspx?80929+
http://www.ncgenweb.us/ncwarren/warrenton/chap9.htm
http://books.google.com/books?id=R60S0Sdrn-AC&pg=PT58#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=l5q4MWrejRQC&pg=PA7#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://collections.ncdcr.gov/RediscoveryProficioPublicSearch/ShowItem.aspx?80929+


2, 2013).

Image Credits:

North Carolina ECHO (Project). "A painting of Captain John White whose civil war chest is at the Warren County Library."
Photograph. September 25, 2007. North Carolina Digital Collections. https://digital.ncdcr.gov/Documents/Detail/jacob-holt-
house/60060 [2] (accessed December 2, 2013).

Subjects: 
Civil War (1861-1865) [18]

Biographies [19]

Merchants [20]

Public officials [21]

Authors: 
Beckwith, James P., Jr. [22]

Origin - location: 
Wilmington [23]

Warren County [24]

From: 
Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, University of North Carolina Press. [25]

1 January 1996 | Beckwith, James P., Jr.

Source URL:https://ncpedia.org/biography/white-john-0

Links
[1] https://ncpedia.org/biography/white-john-0 [2] https://digital.ncdcr.gov/Documents/Detail/jacob-holt-house/60060 [3] https://ncpedia.org/civil-war [4]
https://ncpedia.org/geography/warren [5] https://ncpedia.org/biography/holt-jacob-w [6] https://ncpedia.org/blockade-running [7]
https://ncpedia.org/biography/crossan-thomas-morrow [8] https://ncpedia.org/advance [9] https://ncpedia.org/biography/vance-zebulon-baird [10]
https://ncpedia.org/rivers/cape-fear [11] https://ncpedia.org/history/health/yellow-fever [12] http://www2.lib.unc.edu/mss/inv/b/Beckwith,James_P.html
[13] https://ncpedia.org/north-carolina-museum-history [14] http://collections.ncdcr.gov/RediscoveryProficioPublicSearch/ShowItem.aspx?80929+ [15]
http://www.ncgenweb.us/ncwarren/warrenton/chap9.htm [16] http://books.google.com/books?id=R60S0Sdrn-
AC&amp;pg=PT58#v=onepage&amp;q&amp;f=false [17] http://books.google.com/books?
id=l5q4MWrejRQC&amp;pg=PA7#v=onepage&amp;q&amp;f=false [18] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/civil-war [19]
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term [20] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/merchants [21]
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials [22] https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/beckwith-james-p [23]
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-39 [24] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/piedmont-2 [25]
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

3

https://digital.ncdcr.gov/Documents/Detail/jacob-holt-house/60060
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/civil-war
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/merchants
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/beckwith-james-p
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-39
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/piedmont-2
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no
https://ncpedia.org/biography/white-john-0
https://ncpedia.org/biography/white-john-0
https://ncpedia.org/civil-war
https://ncpedia.org/geography/warren
https://ncpedia.org/biography/holt-jacob-w
https://ncpedia.org/blockade-running
https://ncpedia.org/biography/crossan-thomas-morrow
https://ncpedia.org/advance
https://ncpedia.org/biography/vance-zebulon-baird
https://ncpedia.org/rivers/cape-fear
https://ncpedia.org/history/health/yellow-fever
https://ncpedia.org/north-carolina-museum-history
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/civil-war
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/merchants
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/beckwith-james-p
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-39
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/piedmont-2
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

	White, John [1]
	White, John
	31 Aug. 1814–17 Dec. 1894


