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Introduction

By definition, an architectural and historical inventory pre-
sents the physical development of an area within its historical
framework. The buildings recorded and studied in the inventory of
Carrboro reveal the community’s heritage from the late eighteenth
century through the first decades of the twentieth—first as farmland
traversed by the Hillsborough Wagon Road and later a railroad spur
that shaped the development of southeastern Orange County, and
eventually as a busy industrial town. Beyond its more academic as-
pects, however, the publication of this inventory marks the culmina-
tion of three years of effort by the Carrboro Appearance Commission,
Friends of Old Carrboro, Inc., and many individual citizens to
heighten local interest in the preservation of Carrboro’s older struc-
tures. These efforts reflect sentiments ranging from the simple love
of objects bearing the patina of age and delight in the form and details
of older buildings, to concern about modern development and the
desire for a record of the heritage that lends Carrboro its own special
identity.

From the end of the nineteenth century, when the community
later to be named Carrboro coalesced, until the mid-1930s, the town
maintained a distinct identity as a textile village separate both geo-
graphically and socially from the neighboring university community
of Chapel Hill. Carrboro’s relatively homogenous character was
determined by hardworking citizens dependent upon the local mills
and proud of their community. Then, after World War I, especially
during the Depression years, the community’s traditional identity
began to weaken as an increasing number of Carrboro residents
sought employment with the university. After Durham Hosiery
Mills was dissolved in 1938, the bond between the two towns became
stronger as the university supplanted the mills as Carrboro’s major
employer. The boundary between Carrboro and Chapel Hill con-
tinued to blur throughout the 1940s and 1950s as Carrboro’s for-
tunes became tied ever more tightly to the school. During the 1960s
and 1970s, the University of North Carolina exerted a more tangible
presence in Carrboro as thousands of students moved into new
apartment complexes at its periphery and many university employees
moved into the town’s new suburbs.

Central Carrboro, with its concentration of buildings erected
prior to 1930, also felt the university’s presence, often painfully. As
long-time residents moved away or died, many of their houses, often
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purchased by absentee landlords, became short-term rental prop-
erty. In addition to the economics of supply and demand, a general
preference for modern conveniences and styles helped erode the
integrity of Carrboro’s older neighborhoods. At the same time, many
of Carrboro’s most respected citizens believed that memories of the
town’s past should be sustained. While the historic fabric of many of
Carrboro’s older buildings was altered over the years in the name of
progress and structures were lost to neglect and modern develop-
ment, interest in local history became more clearly focussed with the
research and publication of memoirs by Mac Watts, Frances Shetley,
Frances Tripp, and others.

The 100 block of East Main Street in Carrbora’s business district, 1983,

Fortunately, much of Carrboro’s early architecture remained
standing. The town’s railroad depot, first textile mill, and a former
grist mill, all listed in the National Register of Historic Places in 1976,
are at the heart of the downtown; pre-World War Il commercial
buildings and houses adapted as offices line Main Street; and just to
the north and south scores of early mill-related houses concentrated
near the former mill sites survive as private residences.

Gradually, an unstructured historic preservation movement
evolved so that by the late 1970s local concern was being clearly

Aerial view of Carrboro, looking north, taken in the late 1940’. From Wootten-Moulton Collection, North Carolina Callection, UNC Library, Chapel Hill.
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voiced about the fate not only of the very old buildings, such as the
eighteenth-century Weaver House at the edge of town, but also
about more recent structures representative of Carrboro’s early
development as a community. The value of these early twentieth-
century buildings as integral components of Carrboro’s identity has
become appreciated by newcomers and long-time residents alike. In
1976, the historic preservation incentives included in the new Tax
Reform Act were used in the rehabilitation of the Alberta Cotton
Mill/Durham Hosiery Mills No. 4 as Carr Mill Shopping Village.
Concurrently, Chapel Hill’s real estate prices were rising so quickly
that Carrboro’s former mill houses were becoming increasingly
attractive both to young, first-time home buyers and to those look-
ing for older houses to restore or rehabilitate for investment or as
their own homes.

In spite of these developments, many of Carrboro’s early
buildings continued to decay, reflecting slower than desired eco-
nomic growth throughout the community. The need for the reestab-
lishment of a positive image for Carrboro and for the direction of
quality growth and development that incorporates maintenance of
the town’s unique character gained recognition. In 1979, Carrboro’s
government began to take steps toward the creation of a brighter
future for the town’s older structures with the acknowledgement
that a record of Carrboro’s historical and architectural resources
could provide a basis for intelligent decisions about future develop-
ment. At the request of the Carrboro Appearance Commission, the
Town of Carrboro pledged $2,500 for an architectural and historic
inventory of Carrboro.

The Appearance Commission supervised the inventory. It
hired Dr. John Florin of the UNC Geography Department as the
principal investigator. He in turn enlisted the aid of graduate
students Burgess McSwain and Steve Matchak, who conducted
the inventory field work, primarily during the summer of 1980,
according to the guidelines of the North Carolina Division of
Archives and History. This part of the project entailed recording
every structure erected prior to 1930 within Carrboro’s current city
limits—more than 150 in all—with photographs, written descrip-
tions and information gathered through interviews and research of
secondary sources. The limiting date of 1930 was selected in accor-
dance with National Register of Historic Places criteria which gener-
ally limits consideration for Register listing to buildings at least fifty
years old. In a few instances, structures built after 1930 that are
interesting for their architecture and materials were recorded.

Files containing photographs and architectural and historical
data were compiled on each structure. The files and additional
information gathered through research of secondary sources and the
Sanborn Insurance Maps formed the basis of the inventory report
by Ms. McSwain and Dr. Florin. That report consists of an essay on
Carrboro’s architectural and historical development and a brief entry
on each building inventoried. The files and the report were deposited
with the Division of Archives and History as the official public record
of Carrboro’s historic architecture. Copies of the report, duplicates
of many of the photographs, and copies of selected written file
materials remain in the possession of the Town of Carrboro’s Plan-
ning Department.

Once the inventory was completed, the Appearance Commis-
sion wanted Carrboro’s residents to be aware of its results. The
Commission believed that a publication would be the most effective
means of disseminating the information gathered in the inventory.
The Board of Aldermen agreed, and in 1981 they appropriated the
funds requested by the Appearance Commission for printing an
inventory publication. During 1982, the inventory report was con-
verted to a publication manuscript with the expansion of the essay,
based on further study, and the preparation of detailed entries to
reflect additional research on each of the 75 inventoried structures
selected for the book.

This publication is not intended to be an end in itself; rather, it
is meant to serve as a catalyst igniting further interest and work to
preserve the best aspects of Carrboro’s built environment, those
material reflections of our past that create for us a sense of time and
place. Already, many steps in this direction have been taken since
work on the inventory began in 1980. Private investment in the
restoration and preservation of houses and commercial buildings has
been escalating steadily. In 1980, Carrboro was designated a Gover-
nor’'s Community of Excellence, due in part to the town’s high
“quality of life” that includes vital historic neighborhoods. Friends of
Old Carrboro, Inc., has grown from a small group of residents who
joined together in 1981 to campaign for traffic regulation in one of
the early neighborhoods, to a non-profit, tax-exempt organization
with 80 members dedicated to the preservation of central Carrboro.
As the inventory was completed in 1981, the State Professional
Review Committee appointed by the North Carolina Department of
Cultural Resources declared several Carrboro buildings eligible for
listing in the National Register and placed them on the state’s Study
List for further investigation. Finally, in 1983, the Board of Aldermen
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