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By Norma Eckard
Special to the Beacon

Rufus Earl Sellers was 
born and raised in Brunswick 
County. A partial family tree 
is located in Family Search. 
Rufus had two brothers who 
also served in World War I: 
Pvt. Oscar Davis Sellers and 
Mechanic Chesley Burgwyn 
Sellers.

Rufus’ North Carolina 
World War I Service Card 
shows that he enlisted in 
the North Carolina National 
Guard on May 7, 1917. He 
was 18. He actually was a 
member of a group of young 
men who answered the call 
of Boys’ Brigade, which was 
then accepted into the North 
Carolina National Guard. The 
story behind this is an interest-
ing one.

The Boys’ Brigade was a 
national organization that 
gained popularity in the 
1890s. It was similar to Boy 
Scouts, with a civic and mili-
tary focus. In 1895, Colonel 
Walker Taylor, a prominent 
businessman in Wilmington 
and regional commander in 
the state militia, organized a 
local group that was admitted 
to the United Boy’s Brigades 
of America as Company A, 
First North Carolina Regi-
ment, the first company of its 
kind ever organized in the 
state.

Col. Taylor supplied mus-
kets and bayonets. There were 
uniforms consisting of white 
pants, shoes, caps and blue 
jerseys. There were annual en-
campments and drilling at the 
State Guard. Members were 
required to attend a Sunday 
school of their choice and reg-
ular drills with the brigade.

In 1903, Col. Taylor bought 
a house at Second and Church 
streets in Wilmington and an 
armory was constructed for 
Brigade members. The photo 
is shown above. The building 
included an auditorium, din-

ing room, kitchen, gymnasium, 
dressing rooms, a bowling 
alley and a 2,000-volume li-
brary. Membership swelled to 
nearly 500 boys. Sports, clubs, 
vocational classes and more 
were added. The Boys’ Bri-
gade was disbanded in 1916, 
then later became part of the 
Boys and Girls Clubs of Amer-
ica and still exists today.

The armory was used for 
various military functions dur-
ing the early part of the war 
such as troop quarters for 
North Carolina Cavalry and 
the Field Artillery infirmary. 
Near the later part of 1918, 
Carolina Shipbuilding Corpo-
ration leased it for employees. 
The building eventually fell 
into disrepair and was demol-
ished in 1962.

On May 18, 1917, six 
weeks after the United States 
formally entered the war, Con-
gress passed the Selective Ser-
vice Act giving the president 
the power to draft soldiers. 
The first draft on June 5, 1917, 
was required for men between 
ages 21 and 31.

Likely anticipating the draft 
and age ranges, the former 
Boys’ Brigade leaders must 
have realized younger men 
would have an interest in serv-
ing. These former leaders 
organized meetings in Wilm-
ington.

On March 29, 1917, a call 
was made to former members 
to organize an infantry com-
pany. It was their hope that 
the North Carolina National 
Guard would accept this infan-
try once assembled.

“These young men are now 
anxious, in the country’s crisis, 
to offer their services to the 
government in any capacity … 
they have announced that they 
are willing and ready to go 
anywhere their country may 
call them, even to Europe.”

At an April 2 meeting, Col. 
Walker Taylor told the young 
men that they should answer 
their country’s call, saying that 

it would be much more pleas-
ant to serve with friends than 
with utter strangers.

On May 16, 1917, the list of 
recruits was published, which 
included the following young 
Brunswick County men:

• Edgar L. Ballard, 19
• Calmer T. Clemmons, 22
• Elder E. Heath, 19
• Alvah H. Nance, 21
• Lindsay Pigott, 21
• James R. Potter, 18
• Rufus Earl Sellers, 18
Wanted were those between 

18 and 30 who weighed at 
least 120 pounds and stood at 
least 5-foot-4. Training was 
planned at Camp Royster in 
Goldsboro.

The Boys’ Brigade was 
soon accepted into the North 
Carolina National Guard and 
Rufus was eventually assigned 
to Company I, 119th Infantry, 
30th “Old Hickory” Division. 
Except for James R. Potter, all 
from the Boys’ Brigade listed 
above served in the 119th In-
fantry.

Previous posts described 
training with the 30th Divi-
sion at Camp Sevier, S.C., the 
transportation to France, and 
events up to and including the 
Hindenburg Line assault.

Cpl. Rufus Sellers was 
wounded on that tragic yet 
victorious day when the Hin-
denburg Line was broken. 
Recall that History, 119th In-
fantry, 60th Brigade, 30th Di-
vision, U.S.A. Operations in 
Belgium and France, 1917-

1919 reported the casualties in 
the 119th Infantry on that day 
were as follows: 146 killed in 
action; 691 wounded; 16 died 
of wounds; 37 taken prisoner; 
and 12 missing in action.

Cpl. Rufus Sellers was de-
scribed as “slightly wounded” 
and returned to duty Oct. 17, 
1918. The war had less than a 
month to go.

After Cpl. Rufus Sellers 
was discharged, he married 
and raised a family. He passed 
away June 23, 1946, at 46. His 
obituary was published on the 
front page of The State Port 
Pilot (June 26, 1946). Note 
that his age was misprinted. 

Rufus E. Sellers is Laid to 
Rest

Former Engineer with U.S. 
Engineers Dies at Veteran 
Hospital in Fayetteville

Rufus Earl Sellers, 61, for 
many years employed as en-
gineer by the U.S. Army En-
gineers Office in Wilmington, 
died in the Veterans Hospital 
in Fayetteville Sunday. He had 
been in failing health for some 
time.

Mr. Sellers is survived by 
his widow, Mrs. Opie Sellers; 
three sons and one daughter, 
Burwin Sellers, John Paul 
Sellers, Earl Lee Sellers, and 
Miss Cellie Sellers, all of Sup-

ply. In addition three brothers 
and two sisters survive. They 
are Willie Sellers of New York, 
Charlie and Oscar Sellers, of 
Supply, Mrs. Homer Peterson, 
of Wilmington, and Mrs. Annie 
Belle Fullwood, of Supply.

The remains were brought 
back to Brunswick by Kil-
patrick’s Funeral Home and 
burial was made at the Gal-
loway cemetery near Supply 
yesterday afternoon at three 
o’clock. Rev. Mr. Fulmer, 
pastor of Mt. Pisgah Baptist 
church, had charge of the fu-
neral services.

The active pallbearers were 
Murdic Holden, J.R. Law-
rence, Floyd Evans, Murchi-
son Holden, Dewey Sellers, 
and J.B. Sermons. Honor-
ary pallbearers were Dr. J.W. 
Hayes, Dr. L.C. Fergus, Dr. 
L.G. Brown, Floyd Kirby, 
Herbert Sellers, Yates Sellers, 
Herbert Holden, E.L. Holden, 
Hiram Long, Elwood Clem-
mons, O.P. Holden, and T.T. 
Clemmons.

Rufus Earl Sellers was laid 
to rest in Supply. No military 
honors are shown.

The information on Boys’ 
Brigade was gathered from 
the following sources: Dud-
ley, First Lieutenant E.P. “The 
Boy’s Brigade.” The Wilm-

ington Morning Star, 18 July 
1897, p. 1; “Boys Brigade 
Members are Ordered Out.” 
Wilmington Dispatch, 29 
March 1917, p. 5; “Boys Bri-
gade in Line.” Wilmington 
Morning Star, 3 April 1917, p. 
5; “Boys Brigade Unit.” The 
Wilmington Morning Star 19 
May 1917, p. 5; Star News 
(Wilmington, NC) Ask a Re-
porter of February 2011.

If you would like to help 
us honor Sellers or another 
Brunswick County World 
I veteran, go to caswellri-
flerange.com or email ftcas-
wellriflerange@gmail.com.

A monument will be placed 
at the site of the rifle range 
in Caswell Beach Veterans’ 
Day 2018 in honor of the men 
and women from Brunswick 
County who served their coun-
try. A book, “To All Those 
Who Served in World War 
I from Brunswick County, 
N.C.,” is to be published dur-
ing 2019 containing all 725 
names, as well as a historical 
overview of the 1918 World 
War I Rifle Range Target Pit 
Storage Room.

Norma Eckard of Caswell 
Beach is president of Friends 
of Fort Caswell Rifle Range 
Inc.

The World 
War I profile 
of Army Cpl. 
Rufus E. Sellers
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Postcard of the Boys Brigade Armory in Wilmington, 1908 


