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George B. Watson

Seedsman plants 

some good ideas

By PAT HOLMES 

Editor

GOLD ROCK — 

Though one of his goals is 

to help usher in the 21st 

Century, when he will be 

81, he has already settled 

on an epitaph: “George B. 

Watson, Planter of 

Seed.”

The choice is obvious 

for a man long established 

as a seedsman and a major 

producer of flue-cured 

tobacco and hybrid seed 

corn, as owner of Watson 

Seed Farms near this Nash 

County crossroads.

But as the last words on 

a life devoted to North 

Carolina agriculture, the 

phrase goes beyond the 

obvious. One day it will 

help recall those kernels of 

good ideas George Wat

son planted and nurtured 

along.

The Tobacco Founda

tion at North Carolina 

State University, moder

nized tobacco marketing 

practices, the bulk curing 

system, community pro

jects from Boy Scout 

camps to a new hospital — 

ideas, organizations, in

stitutions have gained pro

minence in large measure 

because Watson went to 

bat for them.

His contribution to 

agriculture is well 

documented, in the 

minutes of groups like the 

N.C. Farm Bureau and 

the N.C. Crop Improve

ment Association, on the 

charter membership roles 

of Tobacco Associates 

Inc. and the N.C. Society 

of Farm Managers and 

Rural Appraisers, among 

other organizations. But 

Watson, a large man of 

presence no doubt ac

customed to the leader’s 

role, defers to others when 

it comes to taking credit.

“I’ve had so many in

teresting experiences,” he 

said in a recent interview, 

“but there is nothing I’ve 

done except work with 

good people.”

The more than 40 years 

since Watson took over 

the family business come 

back to him now as a 

voluminous collection of 

stories populated by these 

“good people.”

Names like W.W.
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“Cap” Eagles and R. 

Flake Shaw, long-time 

N.C. Farm Bureau 

leaders, or noted NCSU 

plant breeder Dr. Gordon 

Middleton or legislators 

Harold D. Cooley and B. 

Everett Jordon get 

featured billing, but the 

anecdotes also serve to 

place the storyteller in a 

circle of influence that 

helped shape Tar Heel 

agriculture.

One Cooley story, set in 

1965, involves opposition 

by the late chairman of the 

House Agriculture Com

mittee to acreage- 

poundage tobacco legisla

tion then bogged down in 

Congress.

“We had built up 900 

million pounds in 

Stabilization,” Watson 

remembered, “and 

everyone wanted to make 

some changes — the Farm 

Bureau, the Grange, 

USDA, everybody except 

Cooley.”

Leading a delegation 

from Nash County, Wat

son gave Cooley and Sen. 

Jordan the same message: 

“If we don’t do some

thing, the program’s going 

to fall of its own weight. 

All we want is for growers 

to have the privilege to 

vote on changes.”

The delegation persuad

ed Cooley to support 

acreage-poundage and the 

legislation passed in time 

for growers to vote on the 

production control pro

gram and put it into effect 

that same year.

Prefacing that story, 

though, is another about a 

trip to Washington in 

1958, “when I got to 

know those people,” Wat

son said.



A USDA plan to cut 

corn acreage by 25 percent 

had seedsmen concerned. 

Watson went to a meeting 

of the hybrid seed corn 

division of the American 

Seed Trade Association in 

Chicago with the purpose 

of voicing those concerns. 

He found a supportive au

dience and became part of 

a committee the group 

sent to Capitol Hill.

Through Cooley, Wat

son arranged a meeting 

with the feed grains sub

committee of the House 

Agriculture Committee 

that eventually yielded a 

program to protect seed 

corn producers. For years 

after, Watson said, col

leagues in the business 

remembered him as “the 

man who helped me sell 

my seed corn in 1959.”

The there’s the one 

about how Watson got in 

the hybrid seed corn 

business to begin with, 

another “good people” 

story involving M.E. 

“Pug” Hollowell, then an 

extension agent in Nash 

County, now retired at age 

75 and living in Raleigh.

“I was up in the farm 

commissary waiting on 

customers when Hollowell
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B. Watson with his ‘pride

walked in and dropped a 

little bag of hybrid corn 

on my desk,” Watson 

said.

“What are we going to 

do with it?” he 

remembered asking the 

agent.

“We’re going to plant 

it,” Hollowell said.

That first year, in 1945, 

Watson and his late 

brother Van planted a 

quarter of an acre, using 

Hollowell’s corn as the 

pollinator and crib corn 

for the female plants, pun

ching holes for the seed 

with a tobacco stick.

The next year the Wat

sons, who were already 

producing certified tobac

co seed, put in 15 acres of 

NC 26, a station variety, 

and rigged a motor to 

their hand-cranked corn 

sheller to handle the in

creased volume.

In 1947 the Watsons 

. had to concede they were 

in the seed corn business, 

making a “big crop” on 

75 acres. They invested in 

new buildings, drying bins 

and sizing and cleaning 

equipment, only to have 

to expand the operation 

again in two years.

“I can’t say enough 

about Pug Hollowell,” 

said Watson, who credits 

his love of farming to the 

fact he “grew up in it 

knowing people like Pug. 

These were fine Christian 

gentlemen whose lives 

were devoted to agri

culture.”

That sense of devotion 

rubbed off. Watson is 

•doubtless one of the 

“good people” in stories 

told by others, folks mind

ful of his role in the crea

tion of important institu

tions like the Tobacco 

Foundation, which helps 

fund research and other 

tobacco-related projects at 

NCSU.

Watson played a prime 

role in securing the 

$100,000 donation from 

Tobacco Associates that 

launched the foundation 

in 1975 and served as the 

first president of the foun

dation.

. Among other contribu

tions, such as his role as
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president for 25 years of 

Farmers Tobacco 

Warehouse in Rocky 

Mount in modernizing the 

marketing system, Wat

son’s work with the foun

dation resulted in his be

ing honored in the late 

1970’s as a “Tobacco 

Great” by NCSU, 

recognizing his service to 

tobacco and agriculture 

generally in North 

Carolina.

His contributions to the 

Nash County Farm 

Bureau were similarly 

recognized when that 

group made Watson, a 

former president, an 

honorary lifetime board 

member. He is ap

preciated as well by the 

20-county East Carolina 

Council of Boy Scouts, 

which secured land and 

donations for camps and 

other projects when Wat

son, a past president of 

the council, headed its 

capital development cam

paign. And as chairman of 

the board at Nash General 

Hospital, he led the cam

paign to build a new facili

ty, the first public hospital 

with all private rooms in 

the nation.

“These are the things 

that pep you up and keep 

you going over the years,” 

Watson said.

These are the kinds of 

things that have kept the 

family going in Gold Rock 

for better than a century. 

Public service is as much a 

part of Watson’s history 

as farming.

His great-grandfather, 

James Exum, a Civil War 

veteran who settled here in 

1865, set the tone by com

bining cotton, tobacco 

and grain farming with 

years of service in the state 

House of Representatives. 

Watson’s father, Van 

Sharpe Watson, who was 

raised by “Captain Jim” 

Exum after his own 

father’s death, was 

likewise a farmer and 

politician, a mayor of. 

Rocky Mount and state 

House member. “He sat 

in the same seat as his 

grandfather,” Watson 

said.

Born in November 1919

in Bennettsville, S.C., 

where his father was train

ing as a cotton buyer, 

George Benedict Watson 

came home with his family 

to Rocky Mount the next 

year and literally grew up 

in farming.

“I started following the 

old gray mule when I was 

six,” he said. “I spent 

practically every day with 

my dad, coming to the 

farm with him, following 

him around ”

Because of the lack of 

amenities at he old Exum 

place, the family lived 

most of the year in Rocky 

Mount and spent the sum

mers on the farm. But 

Watson always considered 

himself a farmer. “I 

always liked to drive the 

mules,” he said. “We had 

as many as 50 mules on 

the farm.”

Watson left the farm to 

attend Oak Ridge Military 

Academy after high 

school and attended the 

University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill 

until his education was 

interrupted by World War 

II.

He joined the U. S. Ar

my Air Corps in 1942. 

When his father died the 

next year, though, he was 

discharged and returned 

to Nash County to run the 

farm, since his only 

brother, Van, was station

ed in Africa.

After the war, with Van 

back in the business, the 

brothers eased into the 

seed business as a natural 

extension of the farm. 

“We were trying to give 

year-round employment 

and have year-round cash 

flow,” Watson said. 

“Plus, seed is the most im

portant thing in the 

world...first the seed, you 

know.”

It is like a seedsman to 

look to the promise of the 

future. Watson has held to 

that philosophy in farm

ing — in the 1960’s he was 

a vocal proponent of the 

work of Pat Hassler, the 

NCSU ag engineer 

credited with developing 

the bulk curing system — 

and regards his family in
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much the same way.

These days his “pride 

and joy,” he said, are his 

wo granddaughters, 

)sie, 6, and Beth, 4, the 

aughters of Mr. and Mrs. 

im Watson. (Watson and 

nis wife, the former Mar

tha Anne Speight of 

Rocky Mount, have four 

children — George Jr., 

Jim, Ann and Dwight — 

all active in the farm and 

seed business with their 

father. A fifth child,Gene , 

died in 1972.)

“One day not long ago 

Josie says to me right out 

of the blue, ‘When I grow 

up, Granddaddy, I want 

to be a farmer just like 

you.’ You know how that 

makes you not want to 

quit and Just keep going,” 

Watson said.

It is because of his 

children and grand

children that Watson 

wants to see the next cen

tury and wants to see 

agriculture prepare now 

for what the future holds.

“American agriculture 

today is just a part of 

world agriculture and that 

we must realize,” Watson 

said, adding that outlook 

applies particularly to 

tobacco.

“We can’t keep living

with this type thing,” he 

said, referring to continu

ing confusion over the 

federal tobacco program.

That turmoil along with 

problems with the Cana

dian crop, where price and 

poundage disputes bet

ween growers and com

panies have delayed open

ing of the market there for 

several months, illustrate 

the need, according to 

Watson, for a “council 

for flue-cured tobacco 

similar to the burley coun

cil, which would serve as a 

forum for all segments of 

the industry.”

The marketplace de

mands cooperation, he 

said. “In working with a 

world market, you’ve got 

to work with the com

panies. I think we’re head

ed in the right direction 

there.”

Even about tobacco, 

Watson speaks with a 

measure of optimism, not 

surprising for a man 

whose life in farming has 

dealt with numerous ups 

and downs. But, Watson 

was asked, is there real 

cause to be optimistic?

“Yes,” George Watson 

said, “because yesterday’s 

gone.”


