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Prior to the construction of the new prison facility, the Durham County Commissioners had initiated an aggressive
program in 1920 to build and improve its roads in an aspiration to attain the best roadway system in the state. This goal
was bolstered by the passage of the Highway Act of 1921 which broadened the personnel and powers of the Highway
Commission, supervised the construction and maintenance of a statewide road network, and authorized a bond issue of
950 million for new road construction. An era of unprecedented state highway and road construction had begun which

brought fame to North Carolina as the “Good Roads State,” and to Morrison, as the “Good Roads Governor” (Letler and
Newsom 1973, p. 600).

But like most counties, Durham lacked sufficient financial resources to achieve their road-building goals. Thus, the use of

convict labor was utilized toward this end, as had been the practice statewide since 1867, especially following the

inception of the “Good Roads” movement in 1902. Not only was the use of convict labor a cheap, efficient means of

* building new roadways, but was also considered by Good Roads activists to aid in the rehabilitation of prisoners by
teaching them a practical skill and allowing them to experience greater mobility and freedom. Stimulated by the onset of

the automobile age, the desire to utilize convict labor expanded, and “chain gangs,” as convict road crews were commonly

referred to, proliferated throughout the state (Ireland 1990, p. 67). In Durham County, these road crews were housed at
the North Durham County Prison Camp.

The early years of the Great Depression saw an erosion of local county responsibility for prisons and roads. Indeed, by
1931, responsibility for the entire state prison system had been transferred to the State Highway Department, virtually
guaranteeing a steady supply of road workers. At the same time, county road divisions were abolished statewide,
allowing the local government to somewhat reduce taxes (Ireland, April 1991, p. 155). Among the twenty-three county
prisons and prison farms taken over by the state were the facilities at the Central Prison and the Camp Polk Farm in the
city of Raleigh, and the Caledonia Farm in Halifax County. The remaining twenty prisons, among them the North
Durham County Prison Camp, housed a total of 873 prisoners who not only worked on road construction crews, but also
on private farms and in rock quarries under state supervision (Biennial Report, July 1, 1928 to June 30, 1930).

Health/Medicine Context: The Tuberculosis Epidemic in Durham County from the Late 1930s through the Early 1950s
The effort to establish a tuberculosis sanatortum in Durham originated in the 1920s when the increasing number of
tubercular patients in local clinics led the county commission to ask voters to approve construction of a sanatorium. The
spread of tuberculosis had long been a serious concern for both the city and county of Durham. Although the high
incidence of the disease was blamed on excessive tobacco dust produced by the many tobacco processing plants in

Durham, later discoveries led to the premise that inhalation of the dust merely exacerbated an existing tuberculosis
condition (Dixon 1974).

[n 1924, the Durham County Tuberculosis Society, headed by W. A. Erwin, formed to educate public opinion in
preparation for the vote. Despite both evident need and determined effort, the proposal was rejected at the polls. [t is
possible that the segregated, “for whites only” population rejected the plan because the facility was slated to serve blacks
as well as whites. [n any respect, Durham County had the highest number of blacks dying from tuberculosis in the state at

that time (Anderson 1990, p. 309). Many tubercular black patients had to travel as far as Asheville in western North
Carolina for treatment (“Forty-five patients” 1939).
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In 1939 state authorities assessed Durham, with forty-five reported cases, as one of the areas most seriously affected by
tuberculosis and in critical need of the long-proposed sanatorium (“Forty-five patients” 1939). The following vear, with
Durham’s rate of new cases two to three times the state average, the newly-organized Durham County Tuberculosis and
Health Association urged the passage of local legislation requiring tuberculosis victims to take treatment. Subsequently,
the county created the Department of Hospitalization to provide assistance to those who needed treatment. Thomas L.
Pendergrass, former County Supervisor of Roads, was appointed as head of the department. In addition to the efforts of
these organizations to fight tuberculosis, several private individuals and service-oriented associations had taken up the
cause. During the years just after World War [, the Durham Women’s Club sponsored a Christmas seal sale to benefit the
cause and campaigned for legislation requiring tuberculosis victims to obtain treatment (Dixon 1974).

Though on the decline statewide, the number of cases in Durham County was still high, particularly among blacks. The
statistics for 1941 showed 134 new cases: eighty-seven black and forty-seven white. The same year accounted for forty-
three deaths: thirty-five blacks and eight whites (Anderson 1990, p. 309). Thus, the decision to establish the North
Durham County Sanatorium in 1944 was solidified in response to public outcry over climbing statistics. As expressed by
Dr. J. S. Denholm, who was in charge of Durham’s tuberculosis clinic: “If any county in North Carolina needs facilities of

its own for the treatment of tuberculosis, Durham certainly does” (“Increasing toll of tuberculosis deaths deplored”
19407).

Shortly after he joined the Durham County Health Department staff in 1941, Dr. A. Derwin Cooper was appointed
resident physician at the sanatorium. Lucy J. Mebane, R.N. was superintendent. Cooper was credited for playing a major
role during the 1930s in bringing tuberculosis under control, not only within the city of Durham, but also nationally. After
five years of working as a general practitioner prior to this appointment, Cooper contracted the disease and was a patient
for two years in a Black Mountain sanatorium near Asheville in western North Carolina. His hospitalization proved to be
the pivotal point in his career. Cooper turned his attention exclusively toward tighting tuberculosis, devoting thirty-three
years to the battle. He was instrumental in obtaining X-ray equipment for the Durham County sanatorium, and many
active as well as suspected cases were detected and treated (Dixon 1974). The decline in the number of cases in Durham
County offered strong evidence for the effectiveness Cooper’s dedication. In 1943, only two whites and seven blacks died
of the disease according to a Durham newspaper article (“Reported tuberculosis cases” 1943). By the 1950s, the
estimated number of tuberculosis patients in Durham hospitals was between forty and fifty. Ultimately Cooper’s interest

in tuberculosis and his success in implementing control measures brought him national recognition through his selection
as a board member of the American Lung Association (Dixon 1974 and 1977).

Various small resorts and private cottages that housed tubercular patients during the early twentieth century exist in the
vicinities of Asheville, Southern Pines and Pinehurst; however, the (former) North Durham County Prison Camp building
survives among few others as intact example of a major tuberculosis sanatorium in the state. Other surviving buildings
that formerly served this purpose include two in the city of Asheville: the Saint Joseph’s Sanatorium which operated from
1900 until 1916, and the Oteen Veteran's Administration Hospital (NR 1984) established in 1920 and continuing to treat
respiratory diseases until the present day (Tessier 1992, p. 110). The State Sanatorium building in McCaine, Hoke

County was erected in 1912, and continued to treat patients until 1983 when it became a North Carolina Youth
Correctional Facility (“State Sanatorium™ 1920).
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Geographical Data

Verbal Boundary Description
The National Register boundaries follow the tax parcel boundaries as indicated by the dashed line on the accompanying

site survey map based on City of Durham tax map number 326-2-1 and updated per City of Durham topography map
number 0823 04.

Verbal Boundary Justification

The boundaries encompass the current 3.74-acre tract which is the portion of the original 54-acre tract that includes the

building and the grounds immediately surrounding it which are historically associated with the property and that retain
historic integrity of setting.

Continuation Sheet: Photographs

All photographs are by Kaye Graybeal on January 2, 1998. Original negatives are stored at the State Historic Preservation
Office, Department of Cultural Resources in Raleigh, North Carolina.

1) front facade looking northeast

2) front facade of central core looking east

3) metal stair at north end of entry foyer

4) stamped steel ceiling detail; typical throughout first level



NORTH DURHAM CO. PRISON camp BUILDING
(FORMER )
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Scale: 1 inch = 100 feet

Naticnal Register Boundaries

ﬁ--&-h

AENL, Tuse SuaukY Bv G.C Loud

Qg 143187

};( Ira

‘e
MAv e i bn BT P AATR Y Ped Civw
l ce \-«.,tnua. Toow Alap a CE23 Ode
. t
R [l Grse 1920, PUBHaM  COUNTY  Proepa—y
1| \| P& 1a-llo
' ’1 ()P iesaz (5 uiy- ax)
15 I T Bza.z - : /
at AN /
A /
W : /
Er PN /
‘ !
-
| /) Tew 3113
;0 e 11043
/
. //
e <8,/
/y
. /\4"
) :
' | -
D ! T8
x
4\ l
{
{
|
i
{
\
G
[
'
+
ok
Qd
@,
.
! f CEHTRaw. MEO.c_a
AScoziaTeES
Pxud-nm3
]
1
!
]
|
i

e

¥’TI‘~"77 pl:-‘_-: \\
h-TH l'l a |
3.9 I / // /I
| - 50" RwvaTL / / 4
/ B // Thb e ENT & \’ hd
s Foq  acerss )
X
Q

(D-PRoTO AN CLES






