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PROBLEM 

Emily Davis
1
 (1816-1880) and Joel Hill

2
,
3
 (1812-1884) both of Surry County, NC married after a 

marriage bond
4
 was signed by Leonard Davis in that county on 03 Feb 1836.

5  Emily Davis has been 

difficult to identify and link with parents because the marriage bond does not specify the relationship 

between Leonard and Emily. In addition, Emily does not appear in a Federal census until 1850 when she 

is listed as Emily Hill,
6
 the wife of Joel Hill. Further complicating research is that Leonard Davis does 

not appear in any other context regionally in the 26 years before the bond and not at all after it was 

signed. 

This analysis describes two men, Leonard Davis, Sr.
7
 (abt 1750-aft 1830) and Leonard Davis, Jr. 

(1797-aft 1880) who were father and son. They both lived in Surry County, NC in the early decades of 

the 19
th

 century. The available evidence suggests that the younger Davis is the signatory to the marriage 

bond. The precise familial relationship between Leonard Davis and Emily Davis, if any, remains 

unproven.  

BACKGROUND 

Leonard’s relationship to Emily was presumably that of father, grandfather, or sibling. If her father, he 

would have been born about 1775-1800 and if her grandfather, about 1730-1760. It is, of course, 

possible that Leonard is of more distant relationship or even unrelated. There were other Davis families 

in Surry County at this time.
8
  

Leonard Davis, Sr., born in Orange County, VA was the son of Matthew Davis (1722-1809) and 

Martha Ann McKinney (1722-1755). On 1 Jan 1776,
9
 Leonard married (Juda) Susanna Burris (1759-?)

10
 

of Louisa County, VA. The ten children of the family are listed with some consistency in various 

sources as: Isaac, Jacob, Jonathan, Lemuel, Mary (Molly), Matthew, Nancy Davis, Sarah, Thomas, and 

William.
11

  

A son with the name of Leonard is generally not included in family listings
12

—this despite the fact that a 

Leonard Davis born in 1797 is found in various records and genealogies of Orange County, VA and 

Surry County, NC and follows the family migration described below.  

Davis, Sr. moved to North Carolina before 1786
13

 and located in the Willeses District of Surry 

County.
14 He appears as a slave holder in the Surry County deed book in 1808,

15
 listed along with 

Matthew Davis as the owner of 7 slaves.
16

 He moved again to Stokes County where he is listed in the 

federal census in 1810.
17,18  

In 1809, Davis purchased land from Charles Hudspeth in Overton County, TN, described in the deed 

book as:  

Indenture made 12 April 1809 between Charles Hudspeth of Overton County and Leonard Davis of 
Surry County NC. Hudspeth received $2500 from Davis for 443 acres in Overton County on the 
lower side of Obeds River including the plantation and improvements where said Hudspeth now 
lives, being part of a preemption of 640 acres to Sampson Williams.19 

After the 1810 census, Davis made the move to Tennessee and is listed in the 1820
20

 and 1830
21 

U.S. 

censuses. Over a period of years, a number of his children followed him to Tennessee. Three of his 

children are known to have remained in Surry County: Molly Davis Roberts, Jonathan Davis, and Jacob 
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Davis. The family’s move to Tennessee may explain the difficulty in identifying the signatory to the 

Surry County marriage bond from North Carolina records. Data from various censuses between 1786 

and 1880 indirectly support this theory (Table 1).  

A Leonard Davis appears in Overton County, TN in censuses from 1820 to 1880, with the exception of 

1870. The 1850, 1860, and 1880 censuses state that he was born in North Carolina.  

North Carolina  Tennessee 

Year Name Age on Census Calculated Age
22

 Name Age on Census Birth Birthplace 
  (# white males) L, Sr. L, Jr.  (# white males) Year HOH Father Mother 

1786 
 

L Davis
23

 21-60 yrs:  1 
> 60 yrs:     2  

34        

1800 L Davis > 45 yrs:     1 
< 10 yrs:     2 

50  
3       

1810 L Davis Data not clear 60 13       

1820 
  

70  
23 

L Davis 
Unnamed 

>45            1 
26-44         1     

1830   80 33 L Davis 70-80 yrs: 1     
1836 Marriage Bond signed in Surry County 39  

1840
24

    43 L Davis,  Jun’r 40-50 yrs: 1     

1850
25

    53 L Davis 53 Abt 1797 NC   
1860

26
    63 L Davis 62 Abt 1798 NC   

1870     Leonard  Davis does not appear in  1870 Overton County Census 

1880
27

    83 L Davis 82 Abt 1798 NC VA MD 

Table 1: Census Data for Leonard Davis

Looking at the events on a timeline, (Table 2) several important points become apparent. Despite the 

fact that some researchers have accepted that the Leonard Davis found in the various Overton County, 

TN censuses is one person, this is not possible. In the context of the information from Virginia and 

North Carolina, there is a 130 year time span—more than one lifetime. Furthermore, in 1840 the 

calculated birth year for Leonard from census data changes from 1750 to 1797. 

DATE EVENT LOCATION 
1750 Birth VA—Orange County 
1786 State census NC—Surry County 
1800 Federal census NC—Surry County 
1808 Slaves registered NC—Surry County 
1809 Overton Co. land purchase  NC—Surry County 
1810 Federal census NC—Stokes County 
1820 Federal census TN—Overton County 
1830 Federal census TN—Overton County 
1836 Surry County marriage bond NC—Surry County 
1840 Federal census, described as Jun’r TN—Overton County 
1850 Federal census TN—Overton County 
  Mentions wife Elizabeth. 

 Mentions Juda Davis, a 74 year old female born in Virginia; presumably his mother, (Juda) Susanna Burris Davis. 

1860 Federal census TN—Overton County. 
  Mentions wife Elizabeth. 
1880 Federal census TN—Overton County 

  Widower living in home of son, Jesse Davis. 

Table 2: Leonard Davis Timeline

CONCLUSIONS:  

The absence of a Leonard Davis, Jr. from most family descriptions of Leonard Davis and Susanna Burris 

notwithstanding, the question of who signed the Emily Davis-Joel Hill marriage bond is resolved if the 
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census appearances of Leonard Davis are interpreted to document a Leonard Davis, Sr. (abt 1751-aft 

1830) as well as a Leonard Davis, Jr. (1791-aft 1880).  

This leads to the following conclusions:  

 Each lived for a time in Surry County, NC. 

 They moved to Overton County, TN at different times.  

 Evidence for two Leonard Davises. 

 Discontinuous age: 1830 Leonard is age 70-80 while 1840 Leonard is age 40 to 50.  

 1840 Leonard is described as “Leonard Davis Jun’r.”  

- No suffix appended to Leonard Davis before or after 1840 census. 

- Consistency of calculated age with census dates after 1840 census suggests it is the same 

person despite the lack of a suffix. 

 Evidence for migration from Virginia to North Carolina to Tennessee.  

 (Juda) Susanna Davis appears in this family in both Orange County, VA and Overton 

County, TN. 

 Land purchase in Tennessee by Leonard Davis of Surry County, NC in 1809. 

 1850, 1860, and 1880 censuses each record that Leonard Davis was born in NC, while 

Leonard Davis, Sr. was born in Orange County, VA.  

Assigning the events of the timeline to the two Leonard Davises, the following profiles emerge: 

Leonard Davis, Sr. (1750-aft 1830) Born in Orange County, VA: 

 Husband of (Juda) Susanna Burris. 

 Father of Leonard Davis, Jr. 

 Grandfather of Emily Davis.  

 Head of household in 1786, 1800, 1810, 1820, and 1830 censuses. 

 Purchased land in Overton County, TN in 1809 prior to moving there. 

 Relocated from Surry County, NC to Overton County, TN between 1810 and 1820. 

 Died between 1830 and 1840. 

Leonard Davis, Jr. (1797- aft 1880): 

 Son of Leonard Davis, Sr. 

 Son of (Justina or Juda) Susanna Burris who appears in the 1850 census as Juda Davis. 

 Father of Emily Davis. 

 1800 census: father’s household; an enumerated, unnamed white male aged <10 years. 

 1820 census: father’s household; the enumerated, unnamed white male aged 26-44 years. 

 Signatory to the 1836 marriage bond for the marriage of Emily Davis and Joel Hill. 

 Based on the dates and migration patterns, I believe, but cannot yet prove, that Leonard 

Davis, Jr. was the father of Emily Davis.  

 Relocated from Surry County, NC to Overton County, TN between 1830 and 1840. 

 Presumably after 1836 when he signed the marriage bond; Travel distance (400 miles) from 

Overton County to Surry County makes it unlikely that he returned to sign the bond. 

 His married daughter, Emily Davis, remained in North Carolina with her husband. Joel Hill.  

 Head of household in 1840, 1850, and 1860 censuses of Overton County, TN. 

 Husband of Elizabeth LKU in 1850 and 1860 in Overton County. 

 Living in son’s household in the 1880 census, described as a widower. 

 Died after 1880 census.  
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UNRESOLVED ISSUES  

 There are several inferential conclusions in this analysis drawn on coincidental information 

found in the relevant names, dates, and locales.  

 The familial link between Emily Davis and Leonard Davis has not been established. 

 Does not address the fact that Leonard might be a brother, a more distant relative, or even an 

unrelated Davis. 

 Leonard Davis, Jr. remains a frustrating enigma. 

 Leonard Davis (1797- aft 1880) is found in genealogical records, but is usually not attached 

to the family of Leonard Davis and (Juda) Susanna Burris. Why do most researchers omit a 

son named Leonard from this family with 12 children?  

- Is it due to the fact that father and son had the same Christian name resulting in the 

distinction between the two being missed by researchers?  

 Leonard Davis, Sr. moved to NC before 1786, which means Leonard Davis, Jr., must have 

been born in VA.  

- However, Leonard Davis, Jr. is listed with a NC birthplace in 1850, 1860, and 1880. 

 Why doesn’t Leonard Davis, Jr. appear in the 1830 NC Federal census if he was in Surry 

County until 1836 when he signed the marriage bond?  

- Was he living in Surry County in a household where he was not the head of household? 

 If Leonard Davis, Jr. was in Overton County, TN in 1830, why does he not appear in the 

1830 census there as head of an independent household?  

- He would have been about 35 years old at the time, married with children.  

- He was not living with his father because the census records only one white male (age 70 

to 80) and two white females (ages 30-40 and 70-80) in that household. 

 Why is the marriage of Leonard Davis, Jr. to wife Elizabeth LNU not found in North 

Carolina records? 

 Why is there no Leonard Davis at all in Overton County, TN in the 1870 Federal census? 

Where was he living at the time? 

 The 1850 census gives a calculated birth year for Juda Davis of 1771—a discrepancy of 12 years 

from the generally available birth date of 1759.  
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