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(former) North Durham County Prison Camp 
Durham County, NC 

By ivlay of 1944, the sanatorium had officially opened, a superintendent had been appointed, and all the equipment had 
been purchased (Letter, ivlay 3, 1944). The three wings of the building were utilized to separate patients of different 
gender and ethnic groups, with the total patient count numbering fifty-six: half were white and half were black. Wbite 
males were housed in the south wing and blacks in the north wing. Black as well as white females were housed in the east 
wing. The administrative offices were located on the second and third floors and the dining room was located on the first 
floor (Anderson 1990, p. 390). A small shop building on the property had been renovated at the request of Dr. Cooper for 
use as staff housing for the "colored help," as he referred to the staff employed by the sanatorium (Letter, ivlarch 25, 
1944). Confidence in the sanatorium was reflected in a 1945 Durham newspaper article that commended the facility, 
known as Durham County Tuberculosis Sanatorium: "Located in a spacious elevated sector of northwest Durham, the 
modem plant enjoys first-class facilities, excellent medical personnel and beautiful surroundings ("Local sanatorium 
observes birthday" 1945). Improvements in the facilities of the sanatorium continued to be implemented throughout the 
remainder of the 1940s. In 1948, a chest X-ray service was established and portable X-ray equipment was obtained for 
use at the facility (Anderson 1990, p. 390). 

The sanatorium operated until 1953 when, due to the sharp decline in tuberculosis cases, the state intervened in the 
building's fate once again and closed the facility. The decrease in the number of cases was due in part to the discovery of 
a new drug that radically improved the treatment and cure rate of tuberculosis (Anderson 1990, p. 545). Local patients 
were relocated to Gravely Sanatorium at the University of North Carolina medical complex in Chapel Hill. The former 
sanatorium building remained vacant until it was sold to the vVTVD Television Corporation in April 1950 for 
approximately $30,000 (Dixon 1977). Durham leaped to the forefront of the television industry in 1954 as WTVD 
opened Channel 11 within the former prison/sanatorium building. WTVD became the building'S longest-term occupants, 
remaining there until 1979 when they moved to new facilities in downtown Durham. The Family Television Corporation 
then bought the building from WTVD. Channel 22 and a radio station also briefly occupied the Broad Street building. 
The (former) North Durham County Prison Camp building stood vacant from 1979 until 1992 when it was adaptively 
reused as the Lakewood Family Practice Center (History timeline 1920-1992). 

Politics and Government Context: The Penal System in Durham County During the 1920s and 1930s 
During the early 1900s through 1924, Durham County prisoners were incarcerated at a workhouse located on the same 
land tract as the County Home farm, a domicile for the indigent, the ill (including tuberculosis patients), and the insane. 
This facility was located on the current Durham County Hospital site just north of Durham's central business district. The 
County Commissioners had approved the housing of inmates at the County Home farm at an annual cost of �~�5�0�0�.�0�0� per 
prisoner. Local legislators eventually concluded that the proximity of criminals to the Home was unacceptable, and called 
for a new prison to be located on a more removed site. Subsequently, in 1924, the County Commissioners approved the 
sale of a portion of the Home's farm tracUo obtain funds for construction of the facility (Dula 1951, p. 33, Anderson 
1990, pp. 319 and 534). In 1924, plans submitted by Thomas L. Pendergrass, County Superintendent of Roads, were 
approved for the facility to be located on Newton Road (now Broad Street). Constructed the following year, it became 
known as the "North Durham County Prison Camp," and served as the only long-term criminal incarceration facility in 
the county until it ceased to operate in 1938 (Dixon 1977). 
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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 
$50 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 lYlomson, as the "Good Roads Governor" (Lener 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 sanatorium 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 'vV. 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. In 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 year, 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 lQcallegislation 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, fonner 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 I, 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" 
1940?). 

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. ;\Ilebane, 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 ;\f[ountain sanatorium near Asheville in western North Carolina. His hospitalization proved to be 
the pivotal point in his career. Cooper turned his attention exclusively toward fighting 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 otfered 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 w[CCaine, 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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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 Boundarv Justification 
The boundaries encompass the current 3.7 4-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 
nistoric 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. 

l) 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 
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