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When W. E. B. Du Bois visited Durham, North Carolina in 1912, he recorded an unparalleled level of black 
entrepreneurship, crediting the tolerant attitude of the city's whites and writing "it is precisely th e opposite 
spirit in places like Atlanta."   

 

  

  

  

THE UPBUILDING OF BLACK DURHAM  
THE SUCCESS OF THE NEGROES AND THEIR VALUE TO A 
TOLERANT AND HELPFUL SOUTHERN CITY  
  
BY W. E. BURGHARDT DU BOIS  
  
Originally Printed in World's Work, 23 (January 1912): 334-338 
   
   
Durham, N.C., is a place which the world instinctively associates with tobacco. It has, however, other claims to 
notice, not only as the scene of Johnston's surrender at the end of the Civil War but particularly today as the seat of 
Trinity College, a notable institution.  
  
It is, however, because of another aspect of its life that this article is written: namely, its solution of the race 
problem. There is in this small city a group of five thousand or more colored people, whose social and economic 
development is perhaps more striking than that of any similar group in the nation. 
  
The Negroes of Durham County pay taxes on about a half million dollars' worth of property or an average of nearly 
$500 a family, and this property has more than doubled in value in the last ten years. 
  
A cursory glance at the colored people of Durham would discover little to differentiate them from their fellows in 
dozens of similar Southern towns. They work as laborers and servants, washerwomen and janitors. A second 
glance might show that they were well represented in the building trades and it would arouse interest to see 500 
colored girls at work as spinners in one of the big hosiery mills. 
  
The chief interest of any visitor who stayed long enough to notice, would, however, center in the unusual inner 
organization of this groAmerican - the closed circle of social intercourse, teaching and preaching, buying and 
selling, employing and hiring, and even manufacturing, which, because it is confined chiefly to Negroes, escapes 
the notice of the white world.  
  
In all colored groups one may notice something of this cooperation in church, school, and grocery store. But in 
Durham, the development has surpassed most other groups and become of economic importance to the whole 
town.  



  
There are, for instance, among the colored people of tup of men, women, and children. It is a new "group economy" 
that characterizes the rise of the Negro he town fifteen grocery stores, eight barber shops, seven meat and fish 
dealers, two drug stores, a shoe store, a haberdashery, and an undertaking establishment. These stores carry 
stocks averaging (save in the case of the smaller groceries) from $2,000 to $8,000 in value.  
  
This differs only in degree from a number of towns; but black Durham has in addition to this developed five 
manufacturing establishments which turn out mattresses, hosiery, brick, iron articles, and dressed lumber. These 
enterprises represent an investment of more than $50,000. Beyond this the colored people have a number of 
financial enterprises among which are a building and loan association, a real estate company, a bank, and three 
industrial insurance companies.  
  
The cooperative bonds of the group are completed in social lines by a couple of dozen professional men, twenty 
school teachers, and twenty churches.  
  
All this shows an unusual economic development and leads to four questions: (1) How far are these enterprises 
effective working businesses? (2) How did they originate? (3) What has been the attitude of the whites? (4) What 
does this development mean? 
  

The first thing I saw in black Durham was its new training school (now North Carolina Central University) - four neat 
white buildings suddenly set on the sides of a ravine, where a summer Chautauqua for colored teachers was being 
held. The whole thing had been built in four months by colored contractors after plans made by a colored architect, 
out of lumber from the colored planning mill and ironwork largely from the colored foundry. Those of its two hundred 
and fifty students who boarded at the school, slept on mattresses from the colored factory and listened to colored 
instructors from New York, Florida, Georgia, Virginia, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and North Carolina. All this was 
the partially realized dream of one colored man, James E. Shepard. He formerly worked as secretary for a great 
Christian organization, but dissatisfied at a peculiarly un-Christian drawing of the color line, he determined to erect 
at Durham a kind of training school for ministers, and social workers which would be "different". 
  

One morning there came out to the school a sharp-eyed brown man of thirty, C.C. Spaulding, who manages the 
largest Negro industrial insurance company in the world. At his own expense he took the whole school to town in 
carriages to "show them what colored people were doing in Durham." 
  

Naturally he took them first to the home of his company - "The North Carolina Mutual and Provident Association," 
an institution which is now twelve years old. One has a right to view industrial insurance with some suspicion and 
the Insurance Commissioner of South Carolina made last year a fifteen days thorough examination of this 
enterprise. Then he wrote: "I can not but feel that if all other companies are put on the same basis as yours, that it 
will mean a great deal to industrial insurance in North and South Carolina, and especially a great benefit to the 
Negro race." 
  

The company's business has increased from less than a thousand dollars in 1899 to an income of a quarter of a 
million in 1910. It has 200,000 members, has paid a half million dollars in benefits, and owns its office buildings in 
three cities. 
Not only is the society thus prosperous at present but, it is making a careful effort to avoid the rocks upon which the 
great colored order of "True Reformers" split, by placing its business on an approved scientific basis. It is installing 
a new card bookkeeping system, it is beginning to construct morbidity and mortality records, and its manager is a 
moving spirit of the Federated Insurance League for colored societies which meets annually at Hampton, Va. 
  

The Durham office building of this company is neat and light. Down stairs in the rented portion we visited the men's 
furnishing store which seemed a businesslike establishment and carried a considerable stock of goods. The shoe 
store was newer and looked more experimental; the drug store was small and pretty. 
  

From here we went to the hosiery mill and the planning mill. The hosiery mill was to me of singular interest. Three 
years ago I met the manager, C.C. Amey. He was then teaching school, but he had much unsatisfied mechanical 
genius. The white hosiery mills in Durham were succeeding and one of them employed colored hands. Amey asked 
for permission here to learn to mange the intricate machines, but was refused. Finally, however, the manufacturers 
of the machines told him that they would teach him if he came to Philadelphia. He went and learned. A company 
was formed and thirteen knitting and ribbing machines at seventy dollars apiece were installed, with a capacity of 
sixty dozen men's socks a day. At present the sales are rapid and satisfactory, and  
  



 
already machines are ordered to double the present output; a dyeing department and factory building are planned 
for the near future. 
  
The brick yard and planning mill are part of the general economic organization of the town. R.B. Fitzgerald, a 
Northern-born Negro, has long furnished brick for a large portion of the state and can turn out 30,000 bricks a day.  
  
To finance these Negro businesses, which are said to handle a million and a half dollars a year, a small banking 
institution has been started. The "Mechanics' and Farmers' Bank" looks small and experimental and owes its 
existence to rather lenient banking laws. It has a paid-in capital of $11,000 and it has $17,000 deposited by 500 
different persons.  
  
A careful examination of the origin of this Durham development shows that in a peculiar way it is due to a 
combination of training, business capacity, and character. The men who built 200 enterprises are unusual, not 
because the enterprises in themselves are so remarkable, but because their establishment met peculiar difficulties. 
To-day the white man who would go into insurance or haberdashery or hosiery making gathers his capital from rich 
men and hires expert managers who know these businesses. The Negro gathers capital by pennies from people 
unused to investing; he has so experts whom he may hire and small chance to train experts; and he must literally 
grope for success through repeated failure. 
  
Three men began the economic building of black Durham: a minister with college training, a physician with 
professional training, and a barber who saved his money. These three called to their aid a bright hustling young 
graduate of the public schools, and with these four, representing vision, knowledge, thrift, and efficiency, the 
development began. The college man planned the insurance society, but it took the young hustler to put it through. 
The barber put his savings into the young business man's hands, the physician gave his time and general 
intelligence. Others were drawn in -- the brickmaker, several teachers, a few college-bred men, and a number of 
mechanics. As the group began to make money, it expanded and reached out. None of the men are rich - the 
richest has an income of about $25,000 a year from business investments and eighty tenements; the others of the 
inner group are making from $5,000 to $15,000 -- a very modest reward as such rewards go in America. 
  
Quite a number of the colored people have built themselves pretty and well-equipped homes -- perhaps fourteen of 
these homes cost from $2,500 to $10,000; they are rebuilding their churches on a scale almost luxurious, and they 
are deeply interested in their new training school. There is no evidence of luxury - a horse and carriage, and the 
sending of children off to school is almost the only sign of more than ordinary expenditure. 
  
If, now, we were considering a single group, geographically isolated, this story might end here. But never forget that 
Durham is in the South and that around these 5,000 Negroes are twice as many whites who own most of the 
property, dominate the political life exclusively, and form the main current of social life. What now has been the 
attitude of these people toward the Negroes? In the case of a notable few it has been sincerely sympathetic and 
helpful, and in the case of a majority of the whites it has not been hostile. Of the two attitudes, great as has 
undoubtedly been the value of the active friendship of the Duke family, General Julian S. Carr, and others, I 
consider the greatest factor in Durham's development to have been the disposition of the mass of ordinary white 
citizens of Durham to say: "Hands off - give them a chance - don't interfere." As the editor of the local daily put it in 
a well deserved rebuke to former Governor Glenn of North Carolina: "If the Negro is going down, for God's sake let 
it be because of his own fault, and not because we are pushing him."  
  
Active benevolence can, of course, do much in a community, and in Durham it has given the Negroes a hospital. 
The late Mr. Washington Duke conceived the idea of building a monument to ex-slaves on the Trinity College 
campus. This the colored people succeeded in transmuting to the founding of a hospital. The Duke family gave 
nearly $20,000 for building and equipping the building and the Negroes give largely to its support.  
  
Beside this, some white men have helped the Negroes by advice, as, for instance in the intricacies of banking; and 
they have contributed to the new training school. Not only have Southern philanthropists thus helped, but they have 
allowed the Negroes to administer these gifts themselves. The hospital, for instance, is not simply for Negroes, but 
it is conducted by them; and the training school is under a colored corps of teachers. 
  
But all this aid is as nothing beside that more general spirit which allows a black contractor to bid on equal terms 
with a white, which affords fair police protection and reasonable justice in court, which grants substantial courtesy 
and consideration on the street and in the press, and which in general says: "Hands off, don't hinder, let them 
grow." It is precisely the opposite spirit in places like Atlanta, which makes the way of the black man there so hard, 
despite individual friends. 
---------------------- 



  

Booker T. Washington in Durham  
  
When John C. Kilgo was president of Duke University (when it was called Trinity College) from 1894 to 1910 he 
was invited to give the opening speech of the Durham County Colored Fair of 1896. President Kilgo gave the 
opening remarks at the Durham County Colored Fair. It was not out of character for him to speak before 
predominantly black audiences. But it was surprising for him, with faculty approval, to suspend college classes for 
half a day so students could attend the Fair. The reason was not Kilgo's opening remarks but those of the featured 
speaker, the renowned African American leader of the day, Booker T. Washington. Even more surprising and 
unprecedented was Kilgo's invitation to Washington to speak at Chapel exercises on the Duke University (Trinity 
College) campus while he was in Durham.  Washington thought enough of the invitation to write in his acclaimed 
autobiography, Up From Slavery, "It has been my privilege to deliver addresses at many of our leading colleges 
including Harvard, Yale, Williams, Amherst, Fisk, the University of Pennsylvania, Wellesley, the University of 
Michigan, Trinity College in North Carolina, and many more." 
 
Why did he include Duke University (Trinity College) in his list? Because Duke (Trinity) was the first white institution 
of higher education in the south to extend Washington an invitation to speak on its campus. 
 
Unfortunately neither the local nor the state press reported on the speech on campus. Washington's invitation and 
reception, however, was reported by the national progressive weekly magazine, Outlook. It noted that Washington's 
speech was received with "marked enthusiasm" and that his entourage of a half-dozen colleagues was treated with 
the "greatest courtesy" even receiving a "hearty college yell" by the students as they departed the campus. 
 
 
E. Franklin Frazier's 1925  
"Durham: The Capital of the Black Middle” 
 
In an essay published in The New Negro, a 1925 anthology, E. Franklin Frazier christened Durham the “Capital of 
the Black Middle Class.”  Frazier exclaimed, “But the Negro is at last developing a middle class, and its main center 
is Durham.  As we read the lives of the men in Durham who have established the enterprises there, we find stories 
paralleling the most amazing accounts of the building of American fortunes.” 

 
E. Franklin Frazier and Black Bourgeoisie 1957 
Durham North Carolina was immortalized in E. Franklin Frazier's Black Bourgeoisie 
Black Bourgeoisie focuses on the African-American middle class. 

 



 
 



 



 



 



Booker T. Washington's Visit to Trinity College 
(now Duke University)  

  
In years past Trinity College had required Chapel services for all students twice a week. When John C. Kilgo was 
president from 1894 to 1910 he personally conducted the Chapel exercises. The compulsory nature undoubtedly 
dulled student interest although one young man reluctantly admitted that Kilgo's superb oratory and penchant to 
invite surprise guests often made attendance worthwhile. 
  
When the Durham County Colored Fair opened for its annual October run in 1896 few were surprised that Kilgo 
was invited to give the opening speech. As an idealistic yet activist churchman, it was not out of character for him to 
speak before predominantly black audiences. But it was surprising for him, with faculty approval, to suspend 
college classes for half a day so students could attend the Fair. The reason was not Kilgo's opening remarks but 
those of the featured speaker, the renowned Negro leader of the day, Booker T. Washington. 
  
Even more surprising and unprecedented was Kilgo's invitation to Washington to speak at Chapel exercises on the 
Trinity campus while he was in town. Washington thought enough of the invitation to write in his acclaimed 
autobiography, Up From Slavery, "It has been my privilege to deliver addresses at many of our leading colleges 
including Harvard, Yale, Williams, Amherst, Fisk, the University of Pennsylvania, Wellesley, the University of 
Michigan, Trinity College in North Carolina, and many more."  
 
Why did he include Trinity College in his list? Because Trinity was the first white institution of higher education in 
the south to extend Booker T. Washington an invitation to speak on its campus. 
  
Unfortunately neither the local nor the state press reported on the speech on campus. Washington's invitation and 
reception, however, was reported by the national progressive weekly magazine, Outlook. It noted that Washington's 
speech was received with "marked enthusiasm" and that his entourage of a half-dozen colleagues was treated with 
the "greatest courtesy" even receiving a "hearty college yell" by the students as they departed the campus. 
  
The only campus publication of the day, The Trinity Archive, reported on Washington's visit in its November issue. 
Even though the content of his speech was not covered, his appearance obviously impressed the students. 
Washington's sincerity, devotion, simple bearing, and honest and conscientious service to his people elicited 
admiration. The editor concluded his comments saying, "We are glad that our college community gave him the 
welcome and hearing that is due to all truth from whatever source it may come." 
  
Apparently Washington never forgot his reception at Trinity College (Duke University). Eight years later he wrote 
alumnus Walter Hines Page that Trinity students had sought a conversation with him aboard the train on his most 
recent trip north. Even though Washington's visit was not widely publicized, it remains significant in the history of 
Trinity and Duke. It shows that the celebrated case of academic freedom, the Bassett Affair in 1903, was not 
without precedent. In the words of Louis R. Harlan, Washington's biographer and editor of his published papers, his 
speech on campus in 1896 reveals that the college trustees' defense of Professor John Spencer Bassett "was 
rooted in an atmosphere of comparative racial liberalism at Trinity College all through the Kilgo era." 
  
William E. King 
University Archivist, 1972-2002 
This article originally appeared in Duke Dialogue March 27, 1992. The quote from Harlan is from Louis R. Harlan to 
William E. King, February 8, 1978, Archives biographical file on Booker T. Washington 
 

  
Booker T. Washington visits Durham. Group photo. ca. 1910. Mr. Washington is in center, 6th from right 



 
 



Founders of North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Co mpany 
 

 
 

John Merrick, C.C. Spaulding, and Aaron Moore 
 
John Merrick  - A former enslaved African, who learned to read and write in a Reconstruction School. He later 
became a brick mason in Raleigh, North Carolina and learned the barber trade during a lull in construction. 
Subsequently, he moved to Durham owning several barber shops, some of which catered to wealthy white men. He 
was involved in real estate and the Royal Knights of King David, a fraternal benefit society. It was there, Merrick got 
the notion of life insurance from the very popular mutual benefit societies developing in the south. A seed had been 
planted. Merrick was born on September 7, 1859 and died August 6, 1919.  
 
Dr. Aaron McDuffie Moore  - A humanitarian. Born September 6, 1863 of free parents. He taught high school for 
several years and attended medical school at Shaw University's Leonard Medical School. He was the first Black 
person to practice medicine in the city of Durham. Dr. Moore was the Company's first treasurer and wielded wide 
influence in the city. He was instrumental in starting other enterprises such as a drug company, Lincoln Hospital 
and a library. He became president of the Company following Merrick's death in 1919. He devoted full time to 
working for North Carolina Mutual until his death in 1923. 
 
Charles Clinton Spaulding  - The builder. Born in Columbus County, North Carolina, August 1, 1874. He came to 
Durham at age twenty and attended high school graduating in 1898. He began his career as a part-time agent with 
the Company and went on to become general manager in less than a year. Spaulding served in various capacities, 
i.e., as agent, clerk, janitor and general manager. He was named president in 1923, a post he held until his death in 
1952. In addition to his career in life insurance, he was widely respected. Mr. Spaulding served on Howard 
University's board of trustees from 1936 until his death in 1952. 

 



 
The founders of the Mechanics & Farmers Bank in Durham, 1900. Courtesy Durham County Public Library 

 

 
North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company Headquarters. ca. 1930 



 



 
 
 

 
 

This headquarters building would break ground before the signing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, that was 
signed on July 2, 1964. This building was completed before the signing of the Civil Rights Act of 1968, 
signed on April 11, 1968. 

 
 



 
Four Acres  

Duke family estate site of the NC Mutual Life Insur ance headquarters 
 

 
 



Four Acres 
Duke family estate  

 

 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 



 
 



 
 
 

 



 
 



 



 
 



 
 

 


