


Author’s Notes

The bramble of bushes, along with the wild weeds, wrapped around 
the base of the cement structure, claiming it for its own. The large 
mausoleum loomed above all the other tombstones and grave 
markers, voicing an importance which had faded with time. It was 
here, at this place on the corner of Kent and Chapel Hill Street in 
Durham, North Carolina, that my journey began. 

An old brass key forged in 1912 was placed inside the original lock 
and opened as easily as the day it was first used. Once the door was 
opened, I was welcomed by spider webs, along with the marble 
angel stationed in the back corner, to protect the bodies lying inside 
their vaults. Each marble slab declared the names of my distant 
family members, a family which centered around a man who placed 
his mark on the lives of each person within these marble walls.
The story of Richard Harvey Wright has been of interest to Durham 
historians, and rightfully so. Many have written about him as a 
founding father of this great city, while others have charged him 
with getting in the way of the formation of the American Tobacco 
Company. All of this is true. He was a ruthless, determined, and 
driven businessman, but he was also known for his great generosity 
toward his family members, a generosity that was felt long after his 
death.

As a small child, I had no idea who this man was or his significance 
to the city of Durham. My mother rarely spoke of her father’s uncle 
and I didn’t know the questions to ask. A half century passed before 
my curiosity was piqued and a passion burned within me to discov-
er everything I could about, not only my great-grand uncle, but the 
city in which has been my home for the majority of my life. 
If you have recently made Durham your home, or have lived here 
your entire life, you are blessed to live in a city with a rich histo-
ry that is screaming to be told. This city is ever evolving and has 
changed drastically in the last few decades. As a small child, I often 
rode the bus from Lakewood Shopping Center to Main Street to 
take sewing lessons or purchase items from the few existing shops.  



As an adult, and living through the transformation Durham has 
recently taken, I have found a treasure trove of historical remnants 
at every turn. 

If nothing else, my desire is to help others awaken to the history 
that makes Durham one of the most intriguing cities in this coun-
try. Even though I am writing this book through the eyes of my 
own family, my hope is that if you dig down just a little, you’ll find a 
personal history just waiting to be told. 

This book can be classified as a historical fiction. It is based not 
only on the people that held significance to my great-grand uncle, 
but also those who contributed to the foundation of the city of 
Durham, North Carolina. I have tried to hold as closely to the facts 
as possible, but as all stories go, there are places in which I’ve taken 
the liberty to create. 



Prologue

Dr. Bartlett Leonidas Durham would probably look up to the heav-
ens and laugh at the thought of a city, the size of Durham, being 
named after him. Bartlett was first a businessman, and second a 
physician. In 1847, Durham purchased one hundred acres because 
of its location near the road that joined Raleigh to Hillsborough. 
His intent for his purchase was to build a store that could easily 
be accessed by the growing population in the area. After a year of 
owning the property, the railroad approached Durham and asked 
if he would be willing to donate four acres for the sole purpose of 
building a railroad station. Durham was happy to comply and the 
rest is history. 

Bartlett Durham was known for his flamboyant lifestyle. Being 
over six feet tall and weighing over two hundred pounds, he was 
a presence to behold. He was known to enjoy drinking and enter-
taining women. On the other hand, Durham took his responsibility 
as a physician seriously, some saying too much. It was known by 
his close friends that if he couldn’t save a patient, he would become 
depressed and wash down his sorrows with a strong drink. At the 
age of thirty-five, Bartlett Durham developed pneumonia and never 
recovered. 

Of course, the history of Durham did not stop with the death of 
this man. It just so happened that Dr. Bartlett Durham went into 
business with Malbourne Angier in 1852. They had opened a gen-
eral store north of the railroad tracks. Of the many items that were 
sold, it was spirits that brought people into their store for conversa-
tion and good laughs. 

In 1869, it was recorded that Angier, alongside Washington Duke 
and eight others, used a plow and two mules to create Main Street. 
They began at Angier’s store and ran east through an old field. 
When finished, there were two furrows on either side of the street 
and plenty of gawkers yelling out how foolish these men were to 
believe that Durham would ever prosper beyond the few structures 
standing on either side of the railroad tracks. 



In the next decade, not only would Durham grow beyond the 
furrows of Main Street, but it would become a bustling city known 
for some of the best tobacco in the world. With increasing demand 
for the bright leaf circling the planet, two companies forced the 
best and worst out of each other, for the rights to be called king of 
tobacco. 

At the center of this evolution were a few men who rose to the top: 
Washington Duke, James Buchanan Duke, William T. Blackwell, 
Julian S. Carr, and Edward J. Parrish. But alongside of them was a 
determined orphan who, when he made up his mind to do some-
thing, come hell or high water, made it happen. He never gave up 
on a business deal, and he never gave up on Durham. This is the 
story of that man.  



Chapter One
Richard

(1865-1875)

Richard knew the smell of death. How could he ever forget the pun-
gent odor that had arisen from his father’s body as it lay stretched 
out on the rickety bed? He shuddered as he remembered the parade 
of mourners muttering their condolences to his mother and pat-
ting him on the head. Family members and friends had taken turns 
sitting beside the body until the coffin was finished and the grave 
made ready. He had been only six when his father died but now, 
as a young adolescent, knew he would never forget the look of the 
stoic face that had brought him such joy during his short life. 
The following years grew more difficult with Richard’s father gone 
and his mother preoccupied with survival. War had crept closer to 
their homestead in Franklin County, and food was in short supply. 
Daily, Richard watched young virile men walk down the dusty road 
situated in front of their home, called to fight a cause muddled in 
gray. As the years passed, the Confederacy lowered the age for en-
listment, recruiting boys only in their mid-teens to make the walk 
toward the battlefields across the south.

The war dragged on and life was being squeezed of all hope for the 
young teen. Crops were sparse and it wasn’t uncommon to have 
soldiers walk through and take any bit of food left in the fields. 
Richard’s family worked from dawn to dusk with little to show for 
it, so it was natural for Richard to question God when the accident 
occurred. 

It happened on a cool spring night in Franklin County with clouds 
billowing up in the sky. The family was visiting their Aunt Polly, a 
spinster, who occupied a house built by her father, Griffin Wright. 
The house was only a few miles away, as the crow flies. Aunt Polly 
was a strong independent woman who opened her home to ev-
eryone in need. She was known to teach anyone, no matter their 
color, to read and write. Aunt Polly was highly respected by most 
in the community. The two sisters had grown close since the death 



of Richard’s father and was a place Richard always felt welcome to 
visit. 

Richard’s mother had been sitting next to the fireplace with her 
sister, Polly nearby. She was stitching patches onto the children’s 
clothes and enjoying the company her sister provided.  A storm was 
brewing and thunder could be heard in the distance. As the women 
began to hum a hymn from church, a bolt of lightning made its way 
down the fireplace, ricocheted off the andirons and struck Richard’s 
mother. One moment she was sitting in her chair, and the next she 
was lying on the floor. 

Richard was upstairs, playing with his other siblings when he heard 
his Aunt Polly scream. 

“What happened?”  Richard cried, as he slid down the old staircase.

Once he came into the hallway, he saw his Aunt Polly hunched over 
his mother, crying. In that moment, he knew his mother was dead. 
Her eyes were still open but her motionless body looked lifeless. 
“How could this happen?” screamed Richard out loud. “God, how 
could you do this to us?” 

Richard’s brother, Thomas, followed close behind. His gasp could 
be heard as he fell to his knees. His sisters, Pattie Julia, and Mary 
Elizabeth, known to her family and friends as Nannie, came from 
the kitchen and made their way to their mother, staring at her body 
in disbelief. In that moment, Richard took a deep breath, leaned 
over, closed his mother’s eyes and, ever so gently, lifted her body 
into his arms. His siblings trailed behind him as he carried her 
body to the bed she had shared with his father before his death.

A day later, with the bright sun shining, Richard, with the help of 
his brother, Thomas, dug into the Carolina red clay underneath 
the Maplewood tree where his father’s body had been placed. The 
brothers’ backs were sore and they had to wipe the sweat from their 
eyes. As Richard pounded down on the hard soil, anger welled up 



inside him. Happiness had long disappeared and the young teen 
had to fight off the bitterness that wanted to swallow him up. But as 
dismal as it all seemed, with each pounding of the shovel, Richard 
couldn’t shake off the sensation of a better future life. It was a per-
vasive feeling that filled him with an uneasy peace and a determina-
tion that he wasn’t going to let this life beat him down.

The feeling didn’t leave him, even when the casket was placed in the 
ground, and the red clay covered the last of the pine box. It stayed 
with him as the mourners spoke their empty sympathies, got back 
in the horse-drawn carriages, and rode off with dust puffing up into 
the air. 

After everyone had left the small cemetery, and Richard stood alone 
staring down at his mother’s grave, he swore out loud. “Mother, I 
promise you this family will be taken care of. I don’t know how, but 
I swear I’ll do everything in my power to hold tightly to every child 
you have left behind.”

With these words, he turned and walked toward the house where 
his siblings and distant relatives waited. Once inside, Richard no-
ticed everyone sitting in chairs facing an older uncle with a letter 
spread out across the desk his father formerly occupied. 

The weathered appearance of the man reminded Richard of his 
father and how he had appeared when he passed from this earth. 
Richard couldn’t help but wish that he had been able to have more 
time with the man who meant so much to him. The old man looked 
up from the desk and directed his attention toward him.  “Richard, 
please sit down. I have some information I need to share with you.”

Though puzzled and curious, Richard stayed quiet and leaned his 
weight on the arm of the sofa where his sister, Nannie, was sta-
tioned. He looked around at his siblings and noticed their expres-
sions of eagerness. All of them were waiting for the words their 
father had penned so many years ago. 



The elderly uncle removed a paper from his pocket, adjusted the 
eye piece on his nose, and began to read. “My name is Thomas 
Davenport Wright, and I am writing this with a sound mind and 
body. I have given this last will and testament a lot of thought. I 
wanted it read after my wife Elizabeth’s death because I know she 
would be able to provide for our children. I love each child and 
hope that when this is read, you are doing well.  I believe education 
is the best tool for success in this world. When our family arrived 
from England, my father, Griffin Wright, intentionally settled here 
in North Carolina because of the availability of higher education. I 
have similar beliefs so money has been set aside for my oldest son, 
Richard, for the sole purpose of paying for his tuition to Louisburg 
Male Academy. I have also enclosed enough money for my other 
children to be taken care of until they are married. Uncle James 
will serve as the executor of my estate. Richard, I am entrusting you 
with the privilege of an education. And my only hope is when you 
make decisions involving your personal and professional life, you 
will always place the affairs of our family at the forefront.”

Richard looked at his siblings and, for the first time in a while, 
began to feel a sense of hope. He cherished reading books and 
learning the reason behind how things worked. The idea of going 
away to school, to learn arithmetic and other subjects, excited him. 
He loved his siblings and knew if he had a proper education, he 
could eventually provide for them. Even though the responsibility 
his father left to him was daunting, something in his core made him 
believe he was up for the challenge. 

Suddenly, there was a buzz in the air. Losing their mother was 
difficult for the orphaned Wright children, but the idea that their 
father had put into place a plan for their future brought a tinge of 
optimism which couldn’t be ignored. Nannie reached up, took hold 
of Richard’s hand and, with tears in her eyes and confidence in her 
voice, spoke, “Richard, I believe you will prosper.”

“Thank you, Nannie.”



“Now, once you make your way in the world, you come fetch me.”

“Nannie, I will. I promise.”

Richard looked toward the back of the room at his brother, who 
was sitting in a silent stupor. Since their mother’s death, he had 
heard Thomas’ quiet sobs and knew her passing had been far more 
difficult for him. Once the room had cleared, Richard approached 
his brother. “Thomas, I know how close you were to mother and 
how difficult it will be for you to take care of the farm. If you don’t 
want me to go, I’ll stay back.”

“No, you need to go. Anyway, Uncle James has told me that he’ll 
take us in if we need a place to stay. Don’t worry about us. I know 
how much you want to go to school and once the crops have been 
harvested, you should leave.”

Word was beginning to spread throughout the South concerning 
the possibility of an end to the war which had destroyed so much. 
Union soldiers could be seen rummaging through the newly 
planted tobacco fields and the remaining meager crops. There was 
news that Major General William T. Sherman of the Union was 
meeting with General Joseph Johnston of the Confederacy, at the 
private home of the Bennett family of Durham to discuss the terms 
of surrender.  Confederate President Jefferson Davis was not ready 
to yield to the enemy, but Johnston was aware that the confederates 
were outnumbered eighteen to one. And to make the situation even 
worse, weary men were deserting the Confederate forces in droves.
 
To complicate matters, word had reached the South that Presi-
dent Abraham Lincoln had been assassinated on April 14, 1865 by 
the well-known actor, John Wilkes Booth. Initially, Sherman was 
unsure how to proceed, but with word from Lincoln’s successor, 
Andrew Johnson, he continued working through the terms with 
Johnston at the Bennett home in Durham. Time was of the essence 
due to the building frustration of the Union soldiers who were 
waiting in Raleigh for word. Riots were bubbling over and buildings 



were being torched. As each day passed, new threats of burning the 
city to the ground were becoming a major concern to the Raleigh 
citizens.  

Finally, on April 26th, knowing he had to act quickly in order to get 
the best terms for his soldiers, Joseph Johnston met with William 
Sherman to bring closure to the war. The next day, with a codicil 
written by John Schofield, terms were agreed upon. The Confed-
erate soldiers would retain their horses and, once they returned 
home, their private property. The Union soldiers would be able to 
return to their homes in the North and the South would once again 
fall under the jurisdiction of the United States Federal Government. 

Union soldiers had never experienced the bright leaf tobacco that 
only grew in the Piedmont of North Carolina. The dense soil and 
unique curing process used by local farmers produced a sweet 
flavor the soldiers had never tasted. During the weeks leading up to 
the end of the war, bored soldiers with a desire for a good chewing 
tobacco, ransacked all of the bright yellow leaves and processed 
tobacco they could find. Local farmers around Durham could do 
nothing but watch, as their crops were stripped away.

As Richard turned fourteen years of age, with the war finally over, 
he had no idea that the destruction of the farmland by the Union 
soldiers would play such a large role in his future success as a busi-
nessman. As an adolescent, Richard only thoughts were of leaving 
home after the harvest of his family’s crops. 

In June, Lucy, the oldest sister, married Rev. James Ball and moved 
to Greensboro with her son, Thomas Mack. Once fall arrived, and 
Richard was ready to return to school, it became clear that his 
siblings would also need to leave their home in Franklin County. 
So, Pattie Julia and Richard moved in with their Aunt Polly so he 
could attend Davis High School in Louisburg and she could attend 
Louisburg College. Thomas and Nannie moved to Person County 
with their Uncle James and Aunt Elizabeth to live and help on their 
plantation. 



Richard immersed himself into the high school’s academic pro-
gram. His determined spirit and desire to learn set him apart from 
the other students. Richard made several friends, but preferred a 
good book to lame conversations involving girls or puffed up sto-
ries that added no benefit to his future. 

After graduation, Richard transferred to Horner Preparatory 
School in the small community of Tally Hoe where he was greatly 
influenced by his teacher, Mr. T.J. Horner. Every day, he would sit in 
class and absorb every bit of knowledge he could muster. Mr. Horn-
er noticed Richard’s desire to learn and provided him with books of 
various genres. Richard treasured each one of them, but particular-
ly enjoyed the biographies of influential men in history. 

Mr. Horner noted Richard’s ability to not only learn the informa-
tion presented to him, but to apply it to life. Over time, his ad-
miration for this young man grew. Whenever he had time in his 
schedule, he would call Richard into his office to discuss business 
ventures and other topics he believed would assist Richard in his 
future pursuits. 

Every few weeks, Richard sent a letter to his siblings to let them 
know of his progress. In return, they would write him back. It 
meant a great deal to him to hear his name during mail call. It gave 
him peace to know that they were doing well on Uncle James’ plan-
tation. Of all the letters from his siblings, he particularly enjoyed 
the ones he received from his sister, Pattie Julia. She had taken up 
writing poetry, which he found very soothing. Whenever he felt 
homesick, he would open her letters, read the poetry and get lost in 
her words. 

Richard fully intended to continue his studies and follow his fellow 
students to the University of North Carolina in Chapel Hill. But, 
one day after class, Mr. Horner called him into his office. Richard 
walked up to the open door and observed the man who had come 
to mean so much to him. He knocked on the wall beside the open-
ing and waited for Mr. Horner to look up. “Oh, Richard, come in 
and close the door behind you.”



“Sir, you wanted to speak with me.”

“Yes. Please sit down.”

Mr. Horner motioned toward the seat in front of him and looked 
at Richard. “I hope you know by now how much I have enjoyed 
having you as a student. You have surpassed all my expectations.  I 
didn’t want to be the one to tell you this, but your Uncle James con-
tacted me and asked if I would share some news with you.”

Richard wasn’t sure what to think. “Is everyone in my family well?”

“Oh, yes. They’re fine. But he wanted me to let you know that the 
money your father set aside for your education had to be used to 
pay off the family debts.”

“What are you trying to tell me?”

“At this time, there’s no money left to pay for you to go to college.”

Immediately, Richard was consumed with a gut-wrenching feeling 
that made him want to get up and run. Ever since leaving home, 
he had been preparing to attend the University of North Carolina. 
All of his dreams were bound to an education in finance or history. 
Now, in a matter of moments, they had been taken away. He low-
ered his head and gazed down at the floor. 

“Richard, I know this is crushing news for you. Before letting you 
know this, I contacted a friend who has a mercantile store in Ox-
ford. He has agreed to take you on as an apprentice. Mr. Hunt is a 
smart businessman and can teach you a lot. I know it isn’t the same 
as going to the university, but I do believe it would be an excellent 
chance for you to learn the art of becoming a proficient business-
man. You have endured a lot in your young life and I believe you 
will make the most of this situation.”

Richard looked up and said, with a broken voice that could hardly 



be heard, “Thank you, Mr. Horner. I appreciate how you have advo-
cated for me.”

The weeks that followed were difficult for Richard. Instead of 
spending time with the other young men headed off to Chapel Hill, 
he chose to lose himself in the books about men in history who had 
risen above challenging situations. After enduring graduation with 
his peers, he packed the little he owned and left the world that he 
had believed would provide for him and his family. 

Richard traveled the thirty-nine miles to Oxford with a heavy heart. 
He tried to convince himself that the changed course would some-
how be beneficial, but it looked so hopeless. When Richard arrived, 
he looked up at the mercantile sign and the whitewashed walls. This 
was definitely not where he wanted to be, but with no other options 
he took in a deep breath of air and walked through the screen door.
 
Richard stepped into the dimly lit room and noticed the dry goods 
stacked on shelves behind a long counter. Mr. Hunt was speaking 
with a customer and didn’t notice the young man as he entered. 
Once the customer turned to leave, Richard made his way out of 
the shadows and walked up to the counter where Mr. Hunt was 
placing cans onto shelves. Mr. Hunt turned and faced Richard. 
“Can I help you?”

“Yes. My name is Richard Wright. My teacher, Mr. Horner, sent me 
here.”

“T.J. did tell me that he was going to send a potential apprentice 
over to see me. He had very good things to say about you and how 
hard you work. Now, I want to be up front with you. I’m a very busy 
man and don’t have time to be watching your every move. If I see 
that you’re hindering my business, I’ll ask you to leave. But, if you 
can be an asset to me, then I’ll give you a place to sleep, food to eat, 
and a salary of $50 a year. I know it’s not much, but it’s what I have 
to offer.”



Richard looked around the room, full of dry goods, fabric, boots, 
and other assorted items for sale. He breathed in the musty odors 
and watched as a long, lanky dog walked through the screen door 
and lay down in a corner. 

“What will it be? I don’t have time to waste on your daydreaming.”

“Yes, sir. I’m here to learn whatever you have to teach me. Thank 
you for the opportunity.”

“Good. Now let me show you where you’ll be sleeping.”

Richard followed Mr. Hunt through a dark hallway to a small back 
room. There was a window that provided enough light to illumi-
nate the space, allowing Richard the ability to see the small bunk 
bed and a nightstand with only a candle for light. Richard looked 
around the sparse room, fighting back the desire to run. But where? 

Mr. Hunt turned to leave, then stopped and faced Richard. “There 
is one more thing.” The older man reached over and opened a small 
chest, pulling out a book. “T.J. told me that you love to read. I dis-
cussed this with my wife and she thought you might like this book 
by a man named Longfellow. It’s yours if you’d like to have it.”

Richard took the book and gazed down at the cover of The Works 
of Henry W. Longfellow. At Horner’s Academy, he had spent hours 
in his room reading every book that he could get his hands on. 
When he left, he thought he might not have the privilege of having 
possession of a book, and now had been given one written by his 
favorite author. Tears welled up in his eyes and he turned so Mr. 
Hunt couldn’t see his expression. 

“Dinner is at 6:00 a.m. sharp. We’re up by 5:00 a.m. and the store 
opens at 7:00 a.m. every morning except on the Lord’s Day.” 

“Yes, sir. I appreciate this opportunity.”



For the first few weeks, Richard followed Mr. Hunt around the store 
and listened to every interaction the older man had with his cus-
tomers. He noticed how the people would come into the store with 
only a few items on their list, then left with far more. Richard took 
notes on how his mentor convinced his customers to purchase all 
kinds of things and began to emulate him. After only a few months, 
Mr. Hunt recognized Richard’s skills and entrusted him with more 
and more responsibilities.

As much as Richard enjoyed the challenge of sales, it was, in the 
dark of night with his candle burning, reading the poems of Long-
fellow and other inspirational works that he cherished the most.  
It was during these late-night hours of soaking in the writings of 
others, men who walked similar paths of destitution and had risen 
successfully, that Richard began to believe in his own path. 

The three years of working for Mr. Hunt quickly came to an end 
and Richard had learned far more than he ever expected. He had 
developed a confidence in his ability to sell almost anything and 
found it enjoyable to sell the items that most found no need for. 
One afternoon, when the store was empty and the men were sort-
ing merchandise, Richard broached a topic that had been brewing 
in his mind for some time. 

“Mr. Hunt, I want to thank you for the opportunity you have given 
me.”

“Richard, to be honest, I believe I have benefitted the most from 
this arrangement. Ever since you came here, my business has grown 
and I’m having a hard time imagining how the store will do without 
you.”

“Mr. Hunt, I’ve been contemplating a solution that may profit both 
of us.”

“Well, I’m open to hearing what you have to say.”



“Several of our customers have to travel a far piece to come to the 
store. The community of Tally Ho is growing and could be a good 
place for a new mercantile.”

“So, what are you suggesting?”

“I’ve saved some money, but if you could help finance the rest, I 
could go and start a store there. I’ll split the profit with you until I 
can pay you back.”

Richard observed Mr. Hunt to see how he would react to the idea. 
The older man was difficult to read and, for a moment, Richard felt 
foolish. But, to his surprise, Mr. Hunt looked at him with a grin on 
his face. “I think that’s a good idea. Let’s do it!”

A sense of relief flooded through Richard’s veins. “That’s wonderful! 
I won’t let you down, I promise.”

Mr. Hunt exclaimed, “I’ll hold you to it!”

Richard extended his hand out to the older man, grasping it with a 
firm hold. “I believe this will be a great partnership. Thank you so 
much for this opportunity.”

In the following months, Richard worked hard to find a suitable 
building for his small enterprise. Once the location was found and 
the doors opened, people in the Tally Ho Community embraced the 
young man’s efforts to stock a store with goods they previously had 
to travel miles to purchase. Over time, the store made a nice profit 
and, for the first time in his life, Richard experienced what success 
felt like. But, as luck would have it, misfortune struck again. 


