


First 
Colonial 
Exploration

French explorer Verrazano is the 
first colonist to reach the shores of 
North Carolina and explore what is 
now the Cape Fear River. After 
several months of traveling the 
coast, he decides that this place is 
not Asia, but instead a new land. 
Verrazano draws some of the first 
maps of this region, and 
documents much of the local flora 
and fauna.





The Cape 
Fear River 
is Named

The Cape Fear River is named for 
the point where it reaches the 
Atlantic ocean, aptly named 
“Cape Fear” during early colonial 
exploration for foul weather 
causing many shipwrecks and 
breaches. Sir Richard Grenville is 
one of the first to record the river 
by its modern name during the 
English Roanoke Explorations. 
Previous names include the Rio 
Jordan, the Charles River, and the 
Clarendon River. 





The Cape 
Fear River 

is “sold”

Explorers from Barbadoes
encounter the Cape Fear Native 
American village of Necroes and 
others along the river. After 
meeting with the Cape Fear Chief 
Wat Coosa, the Cape Fear River 
and surrounding land is sold to the 
colonizers. Initial colonies in this 
region are largely unsuccessful due 
to financial neglect from home 
countries and increasing tension 
with Native peoples.





Importanc
e of the 

Longleaf 
Pine

Products from the longleaf pine 
such as turpentine, rosin, tar and 
pitch are shipped down the Cape 
Fear River in flat bottom boats to 
Wilmington, which becomes a 
major exporter of these supplies 
needed to build Naval ships in 
Europe. The Longleaf pine forest 
once covered 90 million acres 
throughout the Southeast. Today, 
less than 3% of its original acreage 
remains in the state.





Rise of the 
Fishing 

Industry

Several fish species, including the 
Striped Bass, Sturgeon and 
American Shad, support a thriving 
fishing industry within the Cape 
Fear River Basin. These fish are 
anadromous meaning they spend 
most of their life in the ocean, but 
swim into the upper Cape Fear to 
spawn. The Cape Fear is widely 
known as one of the best fishing 
grounds for the American Shad.





Locks 
and 
Dams

A series of 3 locks and dams are 
built on the Cape Fear River to 
make possible the passage of 
commercial barges traveling from 
Wilmington to Fayetteville. The 
creation of these locks and dams 
also create recreational 
opportunities including boating, 
swimming and fishing due to a 
deeper, wider channel. The 
creation of these locks and dams 
prevents fish such as the American 
Shad from reaching their historic 
spawning grounds.





The 
Homestead 

Hurricane

The Homestead Hurricane causes 
flooding in the Cape Fear River 
that inundates Fayetteville 
residents in floodwaters up to 70 
feet. Federal response to this 
hurricane in North Carolina 
includes a promise to investigate 
the creation of a Cape Fear river 
reservoir to assist with flood control.





Creation of 
Jordan 

Lake

7 years after a federal bill of 
approval, Chatham County has 
acquired all the private land needed 
to create Jordan Lake and the 
construction of the reservoir begins. 
The reservoir is officially completed 
12 years later, after the construction 
of the Everett B. Jordan Dam. This 
reservoir has  a perimeter of over 200 
miles. It provides drinking water for 
the rapidly growing Triangle area, 
recreational opportunities, and flood 
control for the Cape Fear river 
downstream.





Renovation 
of Lock no. 1

The Federal American Recovery 
and Reinvestment pays for a  $14.4 
million renovation of Lock no. 1, 
located on the Cape Fear River in 
Kings Bluff, NC. This renovation 
includes the installation of rock 
arch rapids, which allow migratory 
fish like sturgeon, striped bass, and 
shad to reach their historic 
spawning region.

The state begins to set aside 
money to install similar structures 
along lock and dam no. 2 and 3. 





Gen X 
Investigation

Gen X is a chemical developed to replace 

Teflon in products such as paints, cleaning 

products, non-stick coatings, and food 

packaging. NC State scientists begin testing 

water in the Cape Fear River and find Gen X 

and other chemicals downstream of the 

Chemours plant south of Fayetteville. The 

results, which show levels of Gen X up to 400 

times the EPA safe limit, are published in a 

scientific paper and reported by StarNews

and others. It cannot easily be filtered out in 

water treatment and causes concern for 

Wilmington residents who draw drinking 

water from the Cape Fear. In response to 

the findings, NCDEQ launches a formal 

investigation.





Cape Fear 
River Listed as 
Endangered

American Rivers lists the Cape 
Fear and Neuse Rivers as 2 of the 
most endangered rivers in the U.S. 
Hog farm lagoons located in the 
floodplains, 15 of which 
overflowed into the rivers due to 
flooding after Hurricane Matthew, 
are a major reason for the 
endangered status.





Hurricane 
Florence

Flooding from Hurricane Florence 
causes a Duke Energy coal ash pond 
to overflow into Sutton Lake and 
eventually the Cape Fear River. 
Byproducts from coal burning stored 
in coal ash ponds include toxic 
heavy metals such as barium and 
selenium as well as arsenic. This 
incident echoes a previous Duke 
Energy spill 4 years earlier, which 
released 39,000 tons of coal ash slurry 
into the Dan River.


