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The land now comprising Arkansas was part of the original Louisiana Purchase of 
1803, but Arkansas became a separate territory in 18191.  Statehood was achieved 15 
June 1836 under President Martin Van Buren. 

Arkansas had been home to the Quapaw peoples; their language is the source of the 
name of the state.  Other native peoples including Cherokee, Osage, Choctaw, Fox, 
Kickapoo, and Sack had significant presence in the area now known as Arkansas but 
most were either assimilated or had moved further west by the time Arkansas became 
a state1.  

The Family in Northwest Arkansas 

The remoteness and inaccessibility of many parts of Arkansas was an attraction for 
some in the new wave of settlers coming around the time of statehood, but those 
geographic characteristics helped keep the population in many parts of the state quite 
low for generations.  This early wave of settlers included members of our family who 
bore the surnames of Beller and Key (Figure 1). 

The earliest records of the Beller family come from Stokes County NC and involve a 
man called Eli Beller [250], who married Polly Campbell [251] there on 19 Mar 17962. 
Eli Beller held land patents in North Carolina in 1797, and he appears in the midyear 
1810 US Federal Census for Germanton Township, Stokes County NC3,4.  By 
December of 1810 he appears with land patents in Madison County AL5.  Children of 
Eli Beller and Polly Campbell are suggested in several records to include Frances L 
Beller [125] 1798-1850, Lydia Beller 1802-1842, and William Beller 1799-18506-8.  
These three children can all be placed in Madison County AL after 1810.  William 
Beller appears in the 1830 US Federal Census in Ranges 1 and 2 of Madison County 
AL9.  Lydia Beller married a man named Wilburn in Madison County AL and has 
several children there6. Frances Beller married William Ely Key [124] in Madison 
County AL on 23 May 181810.

William Ely Key was born on 19 Aug 1799 in Lincoln County, Tennessee, which lies 
directly north of and contiguous with Madison County, Alabama (Figure 2)11-15.  William 
Key and his brother Job Key appear in the 1830 US Federal Census for Madison 
County AL16. While in Alabama, William and Frances had at least six children: Mary 



Key, Job Caswell Key, William Ely Key Jr, Evaline Cynthia Key, Francis Caroline Key, 
and Peter Allen Key17.  These children, all under 13 years of age, moved with William 
to Arkansas by 1836 when William’s name appears on the tax lists for Carroll Co AR18.  
There were two children born in Arkansas: Elisha Cassel Key and George W Key [62]. 
George was born 25 Feb 1840 in Carroll Co AR19, the youngest child of William and 
Frances. 

Carroll County Arkansas (Figure 3) in the northeastern part of the state was formed 1 
November 1833 and in 1840 had a population of 2844 souls20. The boundaries of 
Carroll County have changed many times during its history, ceding land to Madison 
and Searcy counties in the late 1830s, to Newton County in 1842 and to Boone 
County in 186921. 

The family of William Key and Frances Beller Key remained established in Crooked 
Creek Township in Carroll Co AR from 1840 through 1850 when the population of the 
county was 461420,22,23. Crooked Creek does not appear in a list of locations for 
modern-day Carroll County but historical records show that Crooked Creek was an 
older name for the city of Harrison AR, now in Boone County. Modern-day Boone 
County, which was formed in 1869, lies directly north of Newton County and east of 
Carroll County (Figure 4). The city of Harrison lies about 20 miles almost directly north 
of Jasper, the county seat of Newton County. A land patent was granted to William Key 
in 1843 for a plot of land (1/8 of a section) in T17-N R20-W 5th PM meridian; this land 
lies south of Harrison, very near the present-day border with Newton county24. This 
area is most likely where the Key family was in the 1840s and 1850s on land that is 
now in Boone County, but then was part of Carroll County.

The Beller family also appears to have moved from Alabama to Arkansas during this 
period.  Land patents adjacent to William Key’s holdings were registered to George W 
Beller in 1854; nearby is a patent held by William Bellar [sic] dated 1844 and two held 
by Peter Beller dated 1843 and 185424.  William Beller, Peter Beller and A F Beller also 
appear in the 1840 US Federal Census for Crooked Creek Township, Carroll County 
AR25.  The House family tree also places Lydia Beller Wilburn in Carroll County AR by 
this time, listing the birth of several of her children as taking place there6. There is a 
listing for a Wm Wilburn and for a J. J. Wilburn in Crooked Creek Township of Carroll 
County in the 1840 US Federal Census, although the ages for females in these 
families do not match 38-year-old Lydia25. Taken together, these records suggest that 
four children of Eli Beller (Frances, William, Peter, and Lydia) lived in Carroll County 
AR by 1840.



William Key’s wife and George Key’s mother, Frances Beller Key [125], died of 
smallpox in February 1850, when George was about ten26.  She is the first person 
listed in the mortality records of 1850 (July 1 1849 through Jun 30 1850) for Carroll 
County.  Her place of birth is confirmed as North Carolina in the record and she is 
identified as a 52 year-old married female.  She was ill for 7 days preceding her death 
in February. Besides Frances Beller Key, there was one other death from smallpox: a 
51 year-old male farmer who was ill for 17 days before he died26. He was Frances’s 
brother, William Beller.  His wife Lovina and his infant daughter also named Lovina 
died in December 1849 and January 1850, respectively.  His death date is given as 26 
February 1850. 

The names of 24 other people appear on the list of reported deaths that year in Carroll 
County; nine of them were infants younger than one year.  Seven of the deaths, 
including adults and children, were described as sudden.  Other citizens suffered long 
illnesses, such as the 46 year-old cooper who died of consumption after 12 years of 
living with the disease.  Some of the cases are odd, such as the 53 year-old man who 
died of “old age” of two days duration.  I should hope it takes me so suddenly.

The remarks attached to the page of mortality data for 1850 in Carroll County shed 
additional light on the conditions26.  The remarks are: 

“Free stone water.  Soil second rate.  Small pox a few cases confined 
to a few families.  The case of the death by Colera [sic] as above 
hapened [sic] whilst the individual was up in Missouri at Independence.  
Unusual numbers of suden [sic] deaths during the year.  16 m, 9 f 
[died].” 

Ten years later, in 1860 George Key was established in Polk Township, Newton Co 
AR, living with his father William and several siblings27.  Newton County was formed 
on 14 December 1842 from portions of Carroll County28.  The county seat is Jasper, 
which in 1880 had a population of 91 and even today has a population below 50029.  

The Civil War Intrudes
Arkansas was a slave state and was the ninth to secede from the Union at the time of 
the Civil War.  In spite of this official position, there were many citizens who remained 
committed to the Union. It appears that the Key family may have split in an unusual 
way, with two brothers each serving on both sides of the conflict.  Records exist 
showing a George W Key as a private in company H, B of the 11th Regiment of 
Arkansas Infantry, a unit of the Confederate Army and in another Confederate unit, the 



11th/17th Consolidated Regiment (Griffith’s), Company C30.  Elisha Key, George’s 
brother closest to his age, originally enlisted in Company F of the 27th Arkansas 
Infantry for the Confederate states, but in January 1863 he deserted, according to one 
undocumented source31.  Elisha then switched sides and with his brother George W 
Key enlisted 10 Feb 1864 as a private in Company D of the Arkansas 2nd Cavalry 
Regiment, in the Union Army30-32. 

The service of George W Key in this unit of the Union Army was confirmed by the 
pension requested filed by George’s widow in 1904, which listed his unit as the 
Arkansas 2nd Cavalry Regiment30. Thus, it is confirmed that George W Key in our 
family line was a supporter of the Union, at least by the time the war ended. 

This 2nd Arkansas Cavalry unit featured in several actions in the northwestern part of 
Arkansas.  The History of Boone County Arkansas33 includes the following section:

The presence of such large numbers of Union troops took its toll on the local 
Confederates.  Bailey said that, during the time of this occupation, perhaps half of the 
houses in the Crooked Creek Valley were burned, and substantial loss of life occurred. 
[Bailey, "Reminiscences," pp 34-35, 42].  Men from the 2nd Arkansas Cavalry were at 
Klepper's Mill on several days in April and May 1864 when Thomas B. Freeman, William 
J. Gamble, McDonald May, John W. Nichols, Daniel Philips, Miles H. Philips, Robert 
Qualls and Richard Standridge were enlisted.  Union enlistments at Bellefonte during this 
time included Frederick Evans, Martin Brisco, James R. Andrews, George W. Bush, 
Mathias Braswell, David Alexander, Joseph Alexander, Irvin E. Breedlove, John Keys, 
Bradford L. Looper, George f. Mainess, John W. Manes, Walter Francis M. Taylor, John 
Townsen, George A. Turner, Crockett Wommick, Zephaniah Roberts, Lucius W. Schuler 
and Stephen J. Still.

Other records confirm that on 4 May 1864, 18-year-old Lucius W Shuler enlisted in the 
2nd Arkansas Cavalry at Bellefonte AR34. Lucius was the brother of Margaret E Shuler, 
who would marry George W Key in 1868.

The conflict within Newton County brought on by the Civil War is highlighted in the 
Wikipedia listing for the history of the county35:

Newton County residents were divided during the Civil War, serving in both the 
Confederate and Union armies. John Cecil, who had served as Newton County's 
sheriff, served as a Confederate Captain. Jasper blacksmith James R. Vanderpool (ca. 
1832-1880) served as Captain of Union Company C, 1st Regiment Arkansas Infantry 
Volunteers, while farmer and teacher John McCoy (1820–1903) served as Captain of 
Union Company F, 1st Regiment Arkansas Infantry Volunteers. Many Newton County 
citizens served under each of these men, as well as in other units. As an example of 
how the war divided families, Confederate Captain Cecil's brother, Sam, served as a 
sergeant in Union Company D, 2nd Regiment Arkansas Cavalry Volunteers. Violence 
took a severe toll on the civilian population, and at one point, Captains McCoy and 
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Vanderpool escorted 20 wagons of Unionist families from Newton County to Missouri 
to seek refuge.[3]
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