
THE CHRISTIANS OF S'IOKFS 

According to oral tradition, the Christian family of Stokes is of 

Scotch-Irish origin. The name, however, is of Scandinavian origin, and recen~ 

genealogical studies indicate that the family originated on the Isle of Man, 

an island in the middle of the Irish Sea adjacent to England, Sootl.and, and 

Ireland. The family was founded in the Middle Ages by a Viking adventurer, 

who converted to Christianity and married into one of Ma.n's Celtic landowning 

families. 'Ib denote his adherence to the Christian faith, this Viking adopted 

the name "Gillocrist," which literally translated means "follower of Christ." 

His children followed local tradition by adding a "M::" to their father's nane, 

a practice which si.rrply indicated that a person was the son or daughter of a 

particular .individual. For several generations the family was known as 

"McCrystyn" or "McKristunn. " By the end of the 16th century, however, the "Mc" 

had been droppeo. and the present spelling of "Christian" adopted. 

The Christians played a major role in the ea:mcmic and p:>litical life of 

the Isle of Man. They were major larrlowners with estates like Milntown, and they 

held numerous political offices, particularly the p:>sition of Deemster or judge. 

Sane family members feft Man to seek their fortunes m England, Ireland, and 

Scotland.. 
WAS ' 

F.dward Chri.stianAprobably the rrost successful of this group. After 

serving as a sea captain in the service of the Fast India Campany, as a courtier 

to the Duke of Buckingham, and ccmnander of a naval frigate, he made a fortune 

and returned to Man where he engaged in mining ventures. In the 17th century, 

however, the Christians increasingly carre mto _conflict with the Stanleys, the 

English noble family that ruled Man under their title of F.arl of Derby,. and family 

rrembers began dispersing to other portions of the British isles. Matters came 

to a head in 1651 when William Christian, the receiver of revenues and major-general 

of the militia, led an uprising which overthrew Stanley family rule. Sane ten 

years later, hc:Mever, the Stanleys took a::mtrol again, and Christian was soot 
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for treason. By this time, the progenitors of the Stokes Christians m:,st likely 

had left Man, rroving first to Scotland and then Irelard. 

According to research CX>nducted by a local historian, the fi.a,st Arrerican 

ancestor of the Stokes Co\lllty Christians was one Charles Christian, who .imnigrat:ed 

to the Virginia colony in 1690 and settled in Charles City County. Little further 

is known about the family until their nove to Stokes County in the 19th century, but 

it is very likely, they may ·be related to Colonel William Christian, the fanous 

Virginia Indian fighter and Letitia Christian Tyler, first wife of President Jolm 

Tyler. The Stokes County branch of the family was established by Charles B. 

Christian. Born near Richrrond, Virginia in 1802, he married Matilda J. Page, also 

of that same area, in 1826, and nost likely he and his bride noved to Stokes County 

shortly afterwards. They,.Jas well as their b.u year old daughter Frances, were 

listed in the 1830 federal census as Stokes residents. Charles and Matilda Christian 

had eight children. They were Frances, who never married; Cephas, who died in the 

Civil War; William, alx>ut whan no infonnation is available; Alex, ahout5\fbc..m little 

is known except that he served in the Civil War and @ought in the Battle of Benton­

ville; Mary, who rrarried a S. Ray; Charles Thanas, alx>ut whcm nore will be said 

below; Virginia, who married Jim Smith; and Matilda, who married William Anderson 

Iawrence. 

fvbst residents of Stokes County and northwest North Carolina associate 

the Christians with W~stfield, the fanning village that encx:mpasses parts of 

Stokes and Suny CX>unties. The family bec.ama established here a£ter Charles 

Thomas Christian, noved to Westfield around the time of the Civil War to work 

as overseer on the farm of Ambrose Jessup, a prominent Quaker and corrrmmity 

leader. Either- ·shortly before or after his service in that conflict as a 

sergeant in the Confederate army, he married Semiria Jessup, the daughter of 



..llristian family -3-

his former arployer. After the war, Charles The.mas Christian and his bride Il'O\Ted 

to Burks Garden, Virginia where they operated a geneJ.'al store far several years and 

where their first child, Sylvester, bet ter known as Vester, was born. Eventually, 

they retumed to Westfield, and after Ambrose Jessup's death in the early 1880 1s, 

they took up residence on the Jessup faxm. In addition to Vester, wb::> was to 

serve as Stokes County sheriff and ooroner and play a ma.jar role in oounty 

Denocratic politics, their children included John, a praninent politician in his 

own right, tobacco manufacturer, and highly successful fa:aner; Charles Reid, who 

eventually inherited the old Jessup fa.:an and operated it very successfully; Numa, 

wh:> after a stint at railroading settled down to a successful life as fa:cmer and 

fertilizer dealer; Ellen, wlX> was narried to a Humphreys and a Tilley; and :ama, 

wh:> married a Smith and after his early death, raised a large family and operated 

a very successful fann. 

Altoough a substantial number of the Christians still live in Westfiela 

and Stokes County, many have noved to other oounties and states. Yet for rrost, 

Westfield and Stokes County have remrined a focal point in their lives, P3Z'ticularly 

the old Jessup-Christian harestead in Westfield. Erected around 1850 by Arnbl:ose 

Jessup, this Slll1?le two-story frame fannlx:>use has been occupied by successive 

generations of Jessups and Christians arrl is the object of many fond narories 

for nost of them. 

By: Ralph J. Christian 
Architectural Historian 
Iowa State Historical Department 
Division of Historic Preservation 
26 Fast Market Street 
I owa City, Iowa 52240 



®Jal of Arms 

, ' 

,istortograph~ 
Thi: Christian Coat of A>:1ns illustrated left wos drnwn by an 
h.,raldic artist from information officinlly rucortlcd In an­

cient heraldic 1rchtves. Docum,•nt~cion for: che Chrt.,tia11 Coat of Anns design can be 
found ln ~ ~ Anu:wy. Heraldic artists or old devetoped their own unique 
langu gc to deRcr'be ;in lndividuDl Cont of /\nns. ln cheir language, the,~ (shield) 
is as follows: 

0 or. a cross crosslot.: ::i:a . " 
Above the shte ltl :md he lme L is the Crea L which h tlesc1:ibod ,\s: 

''A Lion guard sejan t on I ts hind legs holding ln it:i 
de:s.ter pDw , cro~s ood T<,Hti.ns i.ts ~lnlstPr on a 
1,yrnmid s ... " 

,./hen trnn~loccd the bl 1.on nlso describes the origtnid colors of the Christian Arms 
and Crest as it appenrod ccnturl~s ngo. 
Family mottos aru believed to have originated as battle cries ln medieval ti.mes. A 
Hotco w11~ not recorded with thls Chri,;ttan Coat of Ann,;. 
Individual surnan .. J. o,·iginated for the pU1:posc of more pecific idcntiflcoti.on . The 
four primary sou1·cu11 for second no.n,es w1-re : occupaLion, loc..icion, father's name, or 
personal cl1.:1ractcrhtics. The surnmnc Christian appco-rs tu be both patronymlcal and 
charact<>ris tit in c>rigin, and ls be li evcd to ho llSRocilltetl with the· English , meaning, 
"descendant of Cht:ist.lan '11 ( followcri. of Christ)." The suppl 1C'ntacy sheet included 
with this report i;t designed t11 giv" yon m11re info~-n,.ition to {u:rther your underst,~ndi.ng 
of the origln of name11. Different spellings ot the same original surname arc a co11111on 
occurrence.Dictionaries of surnames indicate probabl~ spelling v.iriaLionsoi Christian 
to be Christiano, Christiani, Christt.nns~n, Chrlstianso1t, Chrhtlanus, Christman, .ind 
Christmann. Although bearei;'s of Lilt! old a,,d disting11Lshed Christian name compri.s" 11 

~mall fraction of the populati11n there arc n numhei: who hiive e~tablishe,l tor it a 
significant place in 1,i,.tory. Th!!y incluue : CHRISTIAN IIl (l503-1559) King of Ocmmark 
and Norttay (153l1 - LS39) . He was c1dled the "F,lthcr of the People." Was tho. son of 
~·rederick I, and bccnme Kl.ng at the time of cha Civil Har (1533-1536) . As an ardent 
LutheL·an, he i.!\troduccd chl' Rcformac!rin in 15)6 . WllJ,lAM CHRISTIAN (1732-1782) Army 
officer who commanded Captain Colonol WllUam Byrd's r:egiment in l763. lie represented 
Fincastle County in the Lower Rou&e ~[ the V!rglnia Legislature f4om l773 to 1775;was 
Senator (1776, l780- 1783); mmnbar ot the Virginia C.im. of Safety (l775) ;and, commanded 
the Virginia MiliLla in the Virginia C<•undl of Defonse (1776). FLETCHER CHRISTIA.Ii 
(l!'l . 1789) English novaJ. mutinee1·. Nnst'r'~ Mate anti Leader of mutiny again~t Captain 
William Bligh nboe.r<l the e:~plorlng ship, "Bounty." CHRISTIA X (1870-1947) Son of 
F1·eclerick VIII, \Ung of OC'nmark (1912-1947) ::inti Ireland (1918-1944). Studied for a 
military career, and during lforld \far, eRtabli.shed clo6CJT relntions with other Scand­
inavian countri~s .Introduced t.h" AL't of Union, in 1918 , with Ircd.1nd, whereby Ireland 
become in,lependent wlth only pct·son&l cc,nnection with Oenmarl~. He Wll6 succeeded by 
hi. son, l)ERlK IX (1899), diplomat and Rcor l\clm!ral. 
No genc.i col roprl.lscntatJ.11n I.• intcndeu or impll.ecl by this report and ic doot1 not 
rcpreecnt. Jtvidun l Lineage or fomlly Lr!!• . 


	Sur_chr_i0001_p0001_lib
	Sur_chr_i0001_p0002_lib
	Sur_chr_i0001_p0003_lib
	Sur_chr_i0001_p0004_lib

