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Just a few generations ago an illegitimate birth brought shame to most families. For some 

families it still does. The people around such an event can beat us down or raise us up depending 
on their attitudes and cultural backgrounds. Some of the innocents can be crushed by the 
circumstances of their birth, but others overcome them and even seem to prosper in spite of their 
disadvantaged beginnings. 

Thomas Clingman Rhodes was born in the mountains of western North Carolina in 1869.1 At 
age sixteen, his unwed mother brought Thomas into his grandparents’ household. When Thomas 
was five, his mother, Mary Rhodes, married George Walton Lyda, and the couple moved to a 
home nearby, but Thomas remained with his grandparents, Eli and Catherine Rhodes.2 

Thomas learned farming from his grandfather. As a young man, he became a leader in the 
farming community, despite not having attended school before the age of 10.3 By some good 
fortune or love and kindness he learned to read and write and became the secretary for the 
Liberty Agricultural Club.4 Farming and agriculture were a big part of his social life, and he 
participated in the county fairs and farm competitions.5  
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Apart from farming, Thomas worked as an overseer of roadworks in the community of 
Edneyville where he and his family lived.6 In his work, he promoted his ideas for making better 
use of taxpayer money, and his peers supported him.7 

Despite being an active and well-regarded member of the community, in private Tom often 
felt the weight of his unfortunate birth. Even though his grandparents raised him and provided 
well for him, other relatives treated him less kindly, either due to their religious beliefs or from 
an unloving nature.8 Some people around him told him that he could not be Saved in the Church 
because he was a bastard child, and it seems he believed it.9 He spoke often of his belief that he 
was destined for Hell, likely because of his illegitimacy.10 

 Family photo of Thomas Rhodes’s family, circa 191311 
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At the age of 24, Thomas married Mary Elizabeth Maxwell, and they started a family. 12 

Someone in his life must have given him hope, perhaps his grandparents and probably his 
wife, because he and Mary raised a large and beautiful family. 

 

Children of Thomas Clingman and Mary (Maxwell) Rhodes13 

Lee Edward Rhodes b: 23 Dec 1893  
Lela Rhodes b: Nov 1895 
Harley Bryon Rhodes b: 20 Apr 1897 
Samuel Rhodes b: Aug 1899  
Paul Rhodes b: 04 Sep 1901 
Celia Rhodes b: 09 Apr 1903  

Flora Rhodes b: Abt. 1906   
Dolly Rhodes b: 07 Jan 1908 
James Eli Rhodes b: 20 Sep 1910 
Asalie Pauline Rhodes b: 25 Sep 1912 
Carroll Rhodes b: 31 Oct 1914  
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