
The Great Philadelphia Wagon Road 
 
The Great Philadelphia Wagon Road and the associated Wilderness Road 
were the most important frontier roads in western North Carolina during the 
eighteenth century.  
 
It began in Philadelphia, where many German immigrants arrived and 
where many served their “indentured service” in order to pay for their 
crossing of the Atlantic.  
 
The road crossed westward to Gettysburg, turned south to Hagerstown, 
Md., crossing the Potomac at Evan Watkins’ Ferry.  It continued south thru 
the Shenandoah Valley to Winchester, Va., to Roanoke, and on to the 
North Carolina border.  
 

 



 
 

There it entered present-day northeastern Stokes County and passed 
through Walnut Cove, Germanton, Winston-Salem, Salisbury and Charlotte 
before continuing into South Carolina and Georgia.  
 
At Salisbury, the Great Philadelphia Wagon Road was bisected by the 
east-west Catawba and Cherokee Indian Trading Path at the Trading Ford 
across the Yadkin River in Rowan County. 
 
In fact, Native American trails became these roads. The Great Wagon 
Road was originally a Native American hunting, trade, and war trail called 
the “Warrior’s Path.”  
 
By 1740-1750 there was a steady stream of European colonists traveling 
south along the trail looking for homesites and farmland. North Carolina 
was particularly inviting because Lord Granville was selling land there for 
far, far less than prices in Pennsylvania.  

The movement south and west was also prompted by farming methods of 
that time, which quickly exhausted the land.   

At first the road was so narrow and rough that only travelers on horseback 
could use it. The farther south it went (from Pennsylvania into the 
wilderness), the more impassable it became. But as the settlers made their 
way along the trail, they cut trees, found suitable fords across rivers, and 
worked around obstacles until wagons could pass. 



The best lands were quickly 
snapped-up by the Scotch-
Irish, who were Protestant and 
from Scotland, Ulster-Ireland 
and many transplanted English 
who were moved into those 
areas.   

This forced the later-arriving 
Germans to move further 
south and out and away from 
the Wagon Road.  By 1754 
large tracts of vacant land 
could only be found in the 
back settlements near the 
mountains.  

Moravian Bishop August 
Gottlieb Spangenberg had led 
a small group of fifteen men 
from Bethlehem, 
Pennsylvania, down the 
Wagon Road in October, 
1753. After passing south of 
Augusta Courthouse (later 
Staunton), Spangenberg 
remarked on the bad condition 
of the road. But they finally 
reached North Carolina and 
bought 98, 985 acres of land 
from Lord Granville’s agents. The tract was named Wachovia for the estate 
of Count Nikolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf, reviver of the Moravian faith in 
Austria. 

Other German immigrants were usually of the Lutheran or Reformed faith 
which they brought with them and established churches almost as quickly 
as they built their homes. In Rowan County, one the first houses of worship 
was shared by the two faiths until they could build their own church.  

 



Most of the Germans chose fertile farmlands, clustering close together to 
help each other with their sowing and reaping, their house-raisings, and 
their hog-killings.  

The Old Stone House was built in Rowan County by Michael Braun in 1766. 

 
Reared as farmers, they quickly converted their small holdings into verdant 
fields of grain and tobacco and truck crops. From Germany, they brought 
with them a practical knowledge of the use of manure in fertilizing new or 
worn-outfields.  

They thriftily used the limestone and fieldstone which they cleared from 
their acreage to build their homes and fences. Some were skilled 
craftsmen, mechanics, gunsmiths, shoemakers, papermakers, butchers, 
wagon makers, cabinetmakers, wheelwrights, and tanners.  

Observers of the time noted “…they were not afraid nor ashamed of hard 
labor ~ and were soon blessed with an abundance of everything which the 
fertile soil and temperature of North Carolina could furnish them.” 



The names of these original German settlers were frequently corrupted in 
court records by the Scotch-Irish clerks and registrars.  

We know our Eller ancestors were sometimes Ayler, Eyler and Ohler.  But 
other name-changes were even more striking.  Ludwig Rheitweil, appears 
later in the Rowan County records as Lewis Redwine. Nicklaus Thormnen 
of Pennsylvania became the Closs Thompson of North Carolina's 
piedmont. The Wattenbergers of Pennsylvania became the Spargers of 
Surry County.  

Some names were just translated into English. Swartz became Black; 
Zimmerman became carpenter; Schneider became Taylor; Weiss became 
White; Stein became stone; Vogel became Bird; Freitag became Friday; 
Gutbread became Goodbread, etc. 

In addition to the name issues, which the German immigrants seemed to 
take in stride, there was the issue of who owned the land where they 
wanted to settle.  

In 1737 Henry McCulloh, an English merchant, was granted more than a 
million acres. The problem was that 475,000 of those acres were granted to 
Lord Granville. There were squabbles.  

McCulloh's grant to George Lanegan and Jacob Eller is dated 31 
December 1761, when they paid L20 sterling for 320 acres in Tract #9 on 
the Yadkin River on Granville's line. Christian Eller's McCulloh grant for 200 
acres is dated 1 January 1763 and lay in Tract #9. On 10 April 1764 Jacob 
Brown and his wife Elizabeth (X) made a deed of lease and release to 
Melker Eller for 157 acres, part of a grant they had received from Lord 
Granville's agents in 1761. 

Riding along the Great Wagon Road in the decade before the American 
Revolution, visitors from Europe expressed amazement at the rapid growth 
of the interior. Stretched from Philadelphia to Georgia were endless farms, 
punctuated by an occasional fort, tavern, or village. By 1765, most of the 
road was cleared to accommodate horse-drawn vehicles.  

To maintain the road, county courts appointed "overseers" and "viewers" 
who were responsible for keeping up segments of the thoroughfare at the 
county expense. To fill the holes and lay gravel over last year's mud, 
farmers were employed in the fall, after they had gathered their crops.  



 

Christian Eller was appointed as an overseer of the road in Rowan on 7 
February 1772; the appointment is recorded in the Rowan County Minutes 
of the Court of Pleas and Quarter sessions. The same year Christian Eller 
was appointed Constable for the Grand Jury. He served as the 
administrator for a number of Rowan County estates. He frequently served 
on the Rowan County juries. 
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