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James Turner (December 20, 1766-January 15, 1824), farmer, legislator, U.S. senator
and governor, was born in the part of Bute County that became Warren County in 1779. His
father Thomas, a farmer, had lived in Granville County since at least 1754; Bute was formed
from Granville in 1764. By 1790, James Turner had twenty slaves; two plantations, Bloomsbury
near Warrenton and Oakland near Williamsboro, were associated with the family.

Turner received scant education in local academies. As a teenager he served as a private
in a local volunteer company that marched with General Nathanael Greene’s army in 1781,
during the last campaign of the Revolutionary War. An older neighbor, Nathaniel Macon, was
in the same company, and a circle of young men soon forged ties of political interest that lasted
a lifetime. By the time that Turner was erected without opposition as a Warren County member
of the House of Commons in 1797, he was already identified with the “Warren junto,” the name
applied to Macon’s adherents.

Turner served three terms in the house and then went to the state senate in 1801. He was
reelected in 1802, and when governor-elect John B. Ashe died before taking office, Turner was
the legislature’s choice for governor. He was reelected for one-year terms in 1803, 1804,and
1805. His terms coincided with a period when the Jeffersonian Republican party took a firm grip
on state affairs. His three gubernatorial messages to the Assembly were noteworthy mainly for
their short passages expressing the Jeffersonian belief that education was a necessity for a free
society. But they were devoid of concrete suggestions for public support of education and were
not acted upon by the legislature.

When Montford Stokes declined to serve after having been elected, the state legislature
sent Turner to the U.S. Senate on November 21, 1805. Turner resigned as governor to join a
Washington delegation from North Carolina dominated by Macon, then speaker of the U.S.
House of Representatives.

Although he stayed in a Capitol Hill boardinghouse that was also quarters for Macon,
Turner showed some independence from his friend when Macon became a leader of a "Quid"
Republican opposition to Jeffersonian policies. He embraced the Louisiana Purchase and
staunchly supported the conduct of the War of 1812, unlike his North Carolina colleague, David
Stone. Turner did not play an active role in Senate affairs, only being listed once as a committee
member and that on the Committee on Enrolled Bills.

His service was increasingly mortgaged to bad health, and when he was unable to leave
for the session of 1816, he sent a letter of resignation, dated November 21, 1816, to Governor
William Miller, another Warren County neighbor. Turner took no further active part in politics
and died at Bloomsbury, where he was buried.
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Turner was married three times and survived by his third wife. In 1783 he married
Mary Anderson of Warrenton, and they had four children: Thomas, Daniel, Rebecca, and Mary.
She died in 1802, leaving, according to her obituary, “a smiling race of pratlers.” Anna Cochran
became Turner’s second wife in 1803; she died in 1806. He married Elizabeth Johnston, widow
of Dr. William Johnston, in 1810, and they had two daughters. Their daughter Rebecca married
George E. Badger of Hillsborough, later a congressman and secretary of the navy in the
administration of President Benjamin Harrison. Turner’s son Daniel was a graduate of the U.S.
Military Academy, an officer in the War of 1812, and a congressman in 1827-1829.

Source: Parker, Roy, Jr., “James Turner,” Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, Volume
6, T-Z, William S. Powell, ed., Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina
Press, 1996, p. 65.
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