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Odom-Cooper-Flye Farm and the Six Archaeological Sites on CSXT Property in Edgecombe 
County, North Carolina. 
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Odom-Cooper-Flye Farm Dwellings. 1) 2019 photograph of the 31ED384 tenant 
house, view northwest; 2) 2017 photograph of the 1949 William W. Flye House at 
31ED393, view west1; 3) 2019 photograph of the 1880s Henry Odom House, view 
west; 4) 2019 photograph of the 31ED387 tenant house, view northwest; 5) 1997 
photograph of the Henry Odom Tenant House at 31ED388, view west2; and 6) 2019 
photograph of the Henry Odom Tenant House at 31ED388, view southwest.



R. S. Webb & Associates (RSWA) and Commonwealth Heritage Group, Inc. 
(Commonwealth) to provide consultation and conduct cultural resources 
surveys and an archaeological data recovery to identify and explore 1) subsurface 
evidence of human activity (archaeological sites) and 2) to document standing 
structures within the property (architectural history). Th e work was funded by 
CSXT and the North Carolina Department of Transportation (NCDOT) and was 
conducted in coordination with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the Offi  ce 
of State Archaeology (OSA) within the North Carolina Department of Natural 
and Cultural Resources. 

When Commonwealth completed the archaeological data recovery fi eldwork, 
the Offi  ce of State Archaeology agreed that the level of eff ort was suffi  cient to 
meet the requirements of the CCX project, the cultural resources professionals 
having documented and preserved the data, artifacts, and photographs from the 
archaeological sites and architectural history to comply with the National Historic 
Preservation Act, allowing for the construction of the rail terminal. Th ough the 
Odom-Cooper-Flye Farm and its associated architecture and archaeological sites 
within the CCX project’s footprint were demolished or removed to construct 
the rail terminal, the care CSXT, NCDOT, and USACE took to comply with the 
National Historic Preservation Act means that the information collected as a 
result of the cultural resources investigations has been retained for use in future 
research and for the enrichment of future generations. Th e following pages 
summarize what archaeologists and historians learned about this nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century farm.2 
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Introduction
Th e Battleboro area of North Carolina, seven miles north of the city of Rocky 
Mount, has long been a farming community. Th rough the years, the transition 
from plantation cotton to postbellum tobacco; from enslaved workers to 
paid laborers; and from horse- or mule-driven cultivators to tractors and 
gas-powered equipment has not altered the rural and agrarian character of 
Odom-Cooper-Flye Farm (the farm) on the western border of Edgecombe 
County. Between 2016 and 2021, cultural resources investigations conducted 
as a result of a railroad-related construction project revealed the lifeways and 
practices of the farm’s residents through archival research, archaeological 
excavations, and architectural survey and photo-documentation. Th ese 
investigations provided glimpses into the lives of generations past; the lives of 
ordinary people for whom farming has been central to their livelihood since 
at least the early nineteenth century.

In 2016, CSX Transportation, Inc. (CSXT) began to acquire land for the 
construction of a new intermodal rail terminal along existing track in Battleboro 
known as the Carolina Connector, or CCX, project. Th ey chose a piece of 
property within a farm containing a number of houses and outbuildings surviving 
from the time of postbellum tenancy when freed slaves continued to work 
the farm as hired laborers. Th e farm was determined eligible for listing in the 
National Register of Historic Places (National Register) based on its contributions 
to what we know about broad patterns of our history for this rural area of North 
Carolina and for being a well-preserved example of a late nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century tenant farm.1 Because the construction of the rail terminal 
would damage or destroy existing cultural resources within the farm (both 
archaeological sites and historic architecture), CSXT fulfi lled certain federal 
requirements under the National Historic Preservation Act before beginning 
construction. CSXT contracted Wood Environment & Infrastructure Solutions, 
Inc. (Wood; formerly AMEC Foster Wheeler) to manage the project and Wood, 

3  Lead railroad seal 
recovered from 31ED386. 

2  Ribbon cutting at the grand opening of the Carolina Connector Intermodal 
Rail Terminal, November 2021.

1  Odom-Cooper-Flye Farm, the landowner’s residence at 31ED393, as viewed to the west from Old 
Battleboro Road down Flye Path. 
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31ED386

31ED384

        north of the creek and east of Old Battleboro Road); W. W. buys out  
               their interest in the farm in 1946
1949    W. W. Flye uses draft  horses to move the c. 1880s house approximately   
             200 feet south to make room for construction of a new, two-story house            
              on  he same “Home Place” lot6, which the Flyes called “Edgemont Farm”7

1958 Annie Mae Odom Keller wills her portion of the farm (Lot 2—
             south of the creek, west of Old Battleboro Road) to her nephew, 
 Dr. William C. Cooper, Jr.8

1965 W. W. Flye dies leaving the farm to his wife in the Florence Corbett Flye   
 Trust. Th eir son Bruce begins purchasing tracts from the Trust and then   
 his siblings once the Trust dissolves upon Florence’s death in 19739

2016 CSXT begins acquiring portions of Lots 1, 2, and 3 for the planned CCX   
 project

           1848    Jeremiah Odom purchases tracts to form the approximately    
                       850-acre farm 
           1866 Jeremiah dies, and his son Henry E. Odom inherits the farm
       c. 1880 Th e Odoms build a one-story house west of Old Battleboro    
                       Road, known as the “Home Place”
           1899 Due to fi nancial troubles,2 Henry sells the farm to John 
 Daffi  n Odom, a merchant and large landowner/planter, an      
                       infl uential citizen of Rocky Mount, North Carolina, and 
 second cousin to Henry’s children: Heres (or Heris) Odom,       
 Kate Odom, and Minnie May Odom Eames 
           1901 Henry E. Odom dies at his son-in-law’s residence in Rocky    
                       Mount
           1909    John Daffi  n Odom dies of kidney disease at his home on Church   
                       Street in Rocky Mount.3 Th e farm is willed to his wife, Annie Moore          
                       Pierce Odom, to manage until their children come of age: John D.         
                        Odom, Jr. (b.1894); Annie Mae Odom Keller (b. 1896); and Willie P.     
                        Odom Carpenter Cooper (b. 1898)4

           1929    Th e farm is divided into three diff erent lots (see 1928 Survey Map)5    
           among John Daffi  n Odom’s heirs, each sibling buying-out the other     
                       two siblings’ shares for ownership of one lot
           1938    William Woodson “W. W.” Flye begins acquiring portions of    
                        the farm, initially with Willis R. and Jesse H. Powell (Lots 1 and 3—  

Through the Years

Th e property known as the Odom-Cooper-Flye Farm, a name attributed to the 
farm by architectural historians, has been owned by three families. Two of these 
families were related by marriage (the Odoms and the Coopers), while the third 
(the Flyes) began buying pieces of the farm in the early twentieth century. Th e 
parcels comprising the approximately 850-acre farm were fi rst consolidated by 
Jeremiah “Jerry” Odom (b. 1795, d. 1866) from lands purchased from Josiah 
Ellinor in 1848 and from William H. and Joab Price in 1859. Th e timeline 
information was compiled through research conducted on Ancestry.com, at the 
Edgecombe County Register of Deeds,1 and from historic newspapers, wills, and 
the personal stories of descendants of the farm’s owners.

Timeline
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2  Whit Battle (seated) watches a 
barbecue pit. A tenant farmer by 
the same name worked for Henry 
E. Odom in 1873.

Farming, Tenancy & Community 

Th e Odoms, and the 
laborers who worked 
for them, grew cotton, 
corn, tobacco, and 
peanuts, among other 
crops, using mules to 
pull plows and harrows 
to work the ground and 
horse- or mule-drawn 
wagons to transport 
goods. Aft er the Civil 
War, landowners 
struggled to adapt to 
labor shortages created 
by the emancipation 
of the enslaved work 
force and the exodus 
of freedmen who left  
rural areas in search of 
cities with better paying 
jobs. Arrangements 
between landowners and 
those working the land were as varied as those party to the agreements.1 By the 
1900s, three types of tenancy were recognized in the United States census data: 
sharecropper or cropper (the lowest form of tenancy, those with the least legal 
rights); share tenant or share renter (a step up from sharecropper with a legal 
status of ‘laborer’); or cash tenant or cash renter (those with the most rights).2 
Early residents of the farm, in the nineteenth and early twentieth century, were 
usually sharecroppers or tenant farmers while later workers, those employed 
during the mid-twentieth century, were more likely to be cash renters or hourly 
wage employees. Th e census records indicate both male and female farm laborers. 
Female “farm laborers” may have worked on neighboring farms, or perhaps 
the term is somewhat of a misnomer in that these women and girls may have 
performed household chores such as ironing, washing dishes, and cleaning.

In the late nineteenth century, while Jeremiah and Henry E. Odom were living 
on the farm, census records show that tenant farmers/laborers were as likely 
to be white as black. Jeremiah had three “slave houses” according to the 1860 
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Slave Schedule and ten slaves. It is likely that these 
buildings were used to house paid laborers aft er 
the Civil War, but the location of these houses is 
unknown. 

Despite the likely diff erence in social and economic 
standing between landowners and tenants, evidence 
exists for a sense of community on the farm. 
Precedent was set as early as 1879 for the community 
to gather: “Th ere is a remarkable tree on the farm of 
Mr. Henry Odom near Battleboro which is creating a 
great deal of sensation. We were correctly informed 
that about 200 white and colored people visited it last 
Sunday”.3 Th e location of the tree and what made it remarkable are lost to history.

Other gatherings, both social and work-related, may have been held that 
revolved around a barbecue, a hog roast, or a hog scalding. Th ree sites (31ED384, 
31ED386, and 31ED393) contained archaeological features that may have 

been used for these activities and may 
have drawn crowds as large as the 
“remarkable” tree.

In addition to the gatherings, an 
indication of the fondness felt for John D. 
Odom by his tenants was referenced in 
his 1909 obituary in a local newspaper: 
“Th e number of tenants, both white 
and colored, who attended the funeral 
evidenced the esteem in which they 
held him.” Th e wording suggests the 
relationship between the landowner and 
his tenants was a positive one and that, 

though John did not live on the farm like Henry had, the farm may have been 
considered a good place to work by those employed.4

By the mid-twentieth century, the farm had been divided into land owned by 
the Coopers and the Flyes. Th e Coopers lived in Rocky Mount, and the Flyes 
lived on the farm at the “Home Place”, the farm complex with multiple buildings 
that would partially coincide with the location of archaeological site 31ED393. 
Neighboring laborers listed in the 1940 census records were black except for the 

3  Hog scalding vat, c. 2000. Hogs were 
scalded in preparation for butchering.

1  Excerpt from 1866 labor contract between Jerimiah Odom 
(white arrow) and Abram Bellamy, et al.



2  Feature excavations in progress at 31ED384, view northeast. Th e mechanical excavator (background 
left ) was used to excavate the well to its base, approximately 21 feet beneath the ground surface. 

Archaeological features identifi ed on 
the sites included wells, possible privies/
outhouses, numerous post holes, and 
pits excavated for use as cold storage/
root cellars or to dispose of trash.  
Archaeological fi eldwork and laboratory 
analyses were conducted to address 
research questions for each site involving site structure (types of buildings 
and their placement), temporal refi nement (date range of site occupancy), site 
occupancy (who lived at each site), ethnicity (cultural background of occupants), 
material culture (the “stuff ” left  behind), subsistence (what they ate and how it 
was procured), rural health (hygiene and causes of death), and socio-economy 
(levels of wealth or disposable income) of tenant households.2 
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Bensons (white) who may have worked for the Flyes. Aft er the Flyes built the new 
house in 1949, approximately 125 people attended a housewarming party given 
at their new home called “Edgemont Farm” as described in the Rocky Mount 
Telegram: Th e table in the dining room was “spread with an imported lace cloth 
and centered with a silver bowl fi lled with snapdragons, Dutch iris and narcissi 
in the soft  pastel shades. White tapers burned in silver branched candelabra on 
either side…”; sandwiches, decorated cakes, nuts, and mints were served.5

Aft er W. W. Flye’s death in 1965, Bruce began replacing mules with tractors and 
mechanized equipment as the primary way to break ground, and trucks or other 
gas-powered vehicles were used as transportation and for moving goods. 
Beginning in the 1980s, seasonal migrant labor rather than local farm laborers 
became the most common source of the farm’s work force. Cotton, tobacco, corn 
and peanuts continued to be the leading cashcrops, though cucumbers were
added to farm’s list of produce to attract migrant laborers in preparation for the 
tobacco season.6

The Farm’s 
Cultural Resources
Th irty-one houses and outbuildings 
and their surrounding landscapes 
contributing to the farm’s National 
Register-eligibility were photographed 
to record the architectural history of the 
property (see Pages 4 and 5). Several 
houses, livestock barns/stables, tobacco 
barns/pack houses, equipment and tool 
sheds, and a garage were photographed 
during the course of the project.1 In 
addition to the architectural history, 351 
archaeological features were recorded 
through archaeological excavations at six 

sites identifi ed within the CCX project’s 
footprint on the farm. Four of the archaeological sites were interpreted as former 
tenant farmer dwellings (31ED384, 31ED386, 31ED387, and 31ED388). Th e  
remaining archaeological sites represent a landowner’s residence (31ED393) and 
refuse likely resulting from activities at the landowner’s residence or carried-out 
in the neighboring fi eld to the north (31ED385). 

1  Tobacco barn south of 31ED393.

3  Brick surrounding the 31ED384 well feature.

4  Completed mechanical excavation of the 
31ED84 well feature.
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Archaeology 
& Artifacts

Th e archaeological data recovery fi eldwork consisted of close-interval shovel 
testing, metal detector survey, and removing the topsoil across a majority of 
each of the six sites using a mechanical excavator to reveal cultural features – 

evidence of human activity visible through the 
contents of, and changes in, the soil. Once 

returned to Commonwealth’s laboratory, 
recovered artifacts were cleaned, 

analyzed, and inventoried.1  

Identifi ed artifact types indicated 
activities and suggested gender and age 
groups working or living at each site. 

Activities, included music (vinyl record 
fragments and accordion and harmonica 

parts), automotive/tractor repair (valve    
stems and spark plugs), children playing 
(toy cars, bulldozers, marbles, and porcelain 
fi gurines), meal preparation (fragments of 

ceramic dishes and metal skillets and cooking pots), smoking tobacco (pipes and 
a cigarette holder), appearance and hygiene (hair comb, toothpaste, make-up, and 
jewelry), hunting or shooting (shells and cartridges of various calibers), fi shing 
(weights and tackle), mule/horse farming (mule/horse shoes, tack, and bits), 
gardening (hoe parts and terra cotta fl owerpot fragments), sewing (scissors, fabric 
fragments, and straight pins), and writing/bookkeeping/school work (writing 
implements and accessories). Evidence of women and children (lipstick, toys, and 
baby bottles) were present at 31ED384, 31ED387, 31ED388, and 31ED393.

Food on the Farm
Analysis of the faunal (animal bone and shell) 
and fl oral (plant remnants) assemblages provided 
insight regarding what was grown on the farm 
and what its residents ate. Chicken, cow, and pig 
were staple meat products in the forms of roasts, 
steaks, hams, and stews. Eggs and milk produced 
by the farm’s poultry and livestock were likely also 
consumed. Diets were supplemented with white-
tailed deer, rabbit, duck, fi sh, and shellfi sh. Pork 
barbecue (or roast) was also likely consumed given 
the pits identifi ed on the farm that were likely used 
for this purpose and the long-standing popularity 
of barbecue among the people of eastern North 
Carolina and the greater South.

Field crops such as peanuts, 
cotton, common bean, and 
maize were present on most sites 
and aside from common bean, 
were listed by Henry E. Odom 
and Randall Flye as cash crops 
grown on the farm. Th ough not 
listed among the cash crops, 
squash/pumpkin, watermelon, 

grapes, tomatoes, blackberry/raspberry and elder may have been included in 
family gardens. Nut and fruit trees such as walnuts and/or black walnuts, hickory 
nuts, pecans, persimmon, and cherries and/or peaches may have also added to 
the diet of the farm’s residents.

ecovery fi eldwo
d rem

2  Left  to right: lipstick case (31ED384), brush/mirror handle 
(31ED388), copper button (31ED393), plastic pacifi er (31ED384), 
metal toy tractor (31ED384).

Porcelain fi gurine torso (31ED384), glass marbles (31ED387 and 
31ED384), decorative costume jewelry pin (31ED393), white plastic child’s 
barrette with seahorses (31ED384), mouth blown glass Carter’s inkwell 
(31ED387).

and

1  Whole hogs, split and cooked over 
wood coals.

2  Roasting pit identifi ed at 31ED384 with a wooden
post at either end.

1  Revealing 31ED387 cultural features.
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Nail Ratio Analysis compares the number of machine-cut and wire 
nails at a site to estimate the initial construction period of a site’s 
buildings and the general timeframe for any repairs, additions, or 
remodels that may have taken place.

Mean Ceramic Dating Analysis uses the mean manufacture dates of 
ceramic sherds (fragments) to estimate an occupation date range for 
the archaeological feature or site from which they were recovered.

Window Glass Dating uses the thickness of a window glass fragment 
in a statistical formula to estimate the date of manufacture for that 
fragment.

Terminus Post Quem, the “date aft er which”, indicates the earliest date 
a context could have been deposited based on the manufacture dates of 
the artifacts retrieved from archaeological features. 

Artifact Analyses
X-radiography 
and Electrolysis 
X-radiography allows the 
naked eye to see beneath the 
corrosion encrusting metal 
objects without removing the 
corrosion while electrolysis 
removes corrosion by 
submerging the object in a 
sodium carbonate solution 
and subjecting it to a low 
amperage electric current.

Top row: Before and aft er 
x-ray images of cast iron stove 
lid from 31ED386.

Bottom row: Before and aft er 
electrolysis process of cast iron 
cooking pot recovered near 
the base of the 31ED386 well.

Minimum
Number of 
Vessels 
A great number of ceramic 
sherds may represent 
fragments of one vessel or 
of several vessels, which can 
tell us about the purchasing 
habits and fi nancial means 
—whether they tended 
to use new purchases vs. 
secondhand items, plain 
or decorated wares—of 
the people who lived at a 
particular site.

Left : Homer Laughlin and 
Royal China Company 
transfer-printed and decal-
decorated whiteware patterns 
recovered from 31ED388.

Site Occupation Date Range Analyses

Th e results of these dating methods were compared with informant interviews, 
historic maps, and aerial photographs to best estimate when each site was 
occupied. Th ese date ranges refl ect not only tenant farming or sharecropping, but 
later migrant labor, house rentals, and trash disposal that took place at some of 
the sites into the twenty-fi rst century.

Full artifact assemblage from 31ED388 Feature 11.
12cm

6in
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Me
cera
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W
i
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6in
12cm



If you would like more 
information about what makes 
a property eligible for the 
National Register of Historic 
Places, see the National Park 
Service’s bulletin on How to 
Apply the National Register 
Criteria for Evaluation at 
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/
nationalregister/upload/NRB-
15_web508.pdf
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Why is the Odom-Cooper-Flye Farm 
Important?
Th e farm, its buildings, and the people who lived there represent a key piece of 
history in the American South, specifi cally eastern North Carolina. Th e farm’s 
residents were not prominent fi gures in history; however, through archival 
research and architectural and archaeological investigations, the places, resources, 
and lifeways of a people that would typically be lost to the past have been 
preserved for future generations to consider. Th e farm refl ects a time of transition 
from a work force staff ed with enslaved people to that of one employing free men 
and women, under an imperfect system of contracts and debt, to that of paid 
laborers, house renters, and hourly wage workers who shared a place within a 
larger farming community. Th e residents of the farm changed their landscape as 
necessary to accommodate various housing and farming needs as they adapted 
to new technologies such as mule/horse farming giving way to mechanized 
processes. Th e historic character of the farm, maintained into the twenty-fi rst 
century, illustrates the continued importance of agriculture to rural Edgecombe 
County, a mainstay of subsistence and economy in eastern North Carolina.
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