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The Center for Pioneer Life is a project of The 
Strawbridge and Martha Wilson Young 
Foundation. Its mission is to preserve the legacy 
of Southern Appalachian pioneers and experience 
how they lived. The Center is located on 12 acres 
of prime farmland, just three miles from 
downtown Burnsville, in the scenic valley of 
Shoal Creek. The descendants of Strawbridge and 
Martha Wilson Young, one of the region’s 
founding families, settled this property more than 
180 years ago.  
 
The Center features panoramic views of Celo 
Knob, the reconstructed Josiah and Frances Ray 
Young Cabin, six farm buildings including a corn 
crib, blacksmith forge, spring house, tool shed, 
barn, and hog shed. A kitchen garden and farm 
plot with heritage crops is cultivated using 
traditional sustainable farming and gardening 
methods. The most recent addition, a settlement 
cabin, was constructed to allow an immersion 
experience into the stark lifestyle of early settlers 
and serves as a living example of the rudimentary 
skills needed to survive.  
 
Reconstructing the log home of Josiah and 
Frances Ray Young on Shoal Creek was one of the 
Foundation’s first projects. The house was 
originally located on Bolens Creek and is thought 
to have been built around 1840-1850. Josiah 
Young was the son of Strawbridge and Martha 
Wilson Young and the grandson of Thomas and 
Naomi Hyatt Young, who moved from Maryland 
to North Carolina in the 1760s and were the first 
settlers of the North Cove in what is now 
McDowell County.    
  

 
 

Stringing beans with Ronnie Lundy, author of Victuals. 
 
 

 
 
The cabin, is furnished with items dating from the 
nineteenth century meant to demonstrate the 
lifestyle of the families during that time. The East 
and West wings of the cabin are separated by a 
covered dogtrot, which provided cross ventilation 
and served as a work area. The second story of 
the cabin features a well-preserved sleeping loft. 
The hewn-log house of Josiah and Frances Ray 
Young is the oldest surviving structure in the 
family and the only surviving home from that 
generation. 
 
Today, in this time of pandemic and economic 
uncertainty, businesses that cater to off-the-grid 
lifestyles are some of the few markets on the 
upswing. Yet few people know what it takes to 
fell a tree with an axe, haul it to the site with an 
ox, hew it, notch it, and hoist it into place. You 
can learn from books and websites, but the best 
way to learn these skills is from another set of 
experienced hands, and to practice them yourself. 
  
The Center for Pioneer Life was created for 
experiential education where visitors will learn 
how pioneer families lived. The Foundation, 
established in 2017, is creating the Center as a 
model subsistence farm offering activities and 
learning opportunities while also providing a 
high-quality academic and research environment. 
It serves as an educational destination site for tour 
groups, school children, families, community 
groups, and researchers. The Center utilizes a 
skillful combination of research, publications, 
lectures, exhibits, oral history, genealogical 
studies, and hands-on activities. 


