DECEASED HONOREE CHOSEN BY THE ERWIN EXTENSION HOMEMAKERS CLUB FOR HARNETT COUNTY HISTORICAL QUILT, 1989

Benjamin Newton Duke

April 27, 1855 -January 8, 1929

Following the War Between the States, around 1865, and living not far from Durham, North Carolina city limits, Washington Duke and his wife reared a remarkable family, including one son Brodie by his first marriage, and two sons and a daughter by his second marriage. 

In 1877, Benjamin Newton Duke, a son by the second marriage, married at age 22, Sarah Pearson Angier of Durham. Their children were: (1) George W. Duke, who died at two; (2) Angier Buchanan Duke, born December 8, 1884; (3) Mary Lillian Duke, Born November 16,1887. 

Three years after his marriage, in 1880, Ben built the most modern Victorian home in Durham. He agreed to pay the builder $8,000, but with the many conveniences installed, it totaled $25,000. The newspapers reported the house had the most advanced furnace, hot and cold running water, and electric lights. 

A summer cottage a few miles from the city was also built not long after the town house. At the same time the Durham Main Street Methodist Church was building a parsonage. Ben Duke gave $2,000 for the parsonage and put $2,500 in his summer cottage.
As his father had done, he felt that whatever he spent (over) a similar portion should be given to the church or for a good cause. 

It was a wise decision in 1892 when Ben Duke was selected to manage all the Erwin Mills, to serve as president until his death in 1929. Mr. Duke had close association with all the mills and with W. A. Erwin in particular until 1914 when illness began to plague him. 

Ben Duke did not give up his Durham home, but moved to New York City in 1890's, to a Fifth Avenue Mansion. His brother, James Buchanan, had already been living in New York City for sometime on Fifth Avenue. 
Washington Duke, father of Ben and James, by his 2nd marriage, had a son by his 1st marriage, named Brodie. It was Brodie who first left the farm and came to Durham to make and sell cigars. Later the whole family left the farm, and became likewise involved. Earlier Ben and James attended a Quaker School near Greensboro, later known as Guilford College. After one year J. B. decided he was more interested in business, and farming than academics and returned home. Ben, who "loved School", stayed another year. 

Washington Duke, the father, very soon after the War Between the States proved to be not only a great farmer, but an unusually able industrialist, and conscientious Methodist Philanthropist. He was, in fact, a major Southern Pioneer in both industry and philanthropy. His two sons, Ben and James were remarkably devoted to each other as were they to their father, and both sons reflected traits of their father. 

While Ben and J. B. had life long involvement with the business world -first in tobacco, then in textiles and finally in electric power, as well as with philanthropy, they actually developed complimentary specifications. Ben, the older of the two, served as the family's primary agent for philanthropy from his early manhood in the late 1880's until he gradually became semi-invalid after 1915. J. B., on the other hand, early, displayed a marked talent, even a genius, for business. Toward the end of his life, with the establishment of the Duke Endowment late in 1924, he emerged as one of the nation's major philanthropist, ranking along side Andrew Carnegie, and John D. Rockefeller. The Endowment was essentially the culmination of a pattern of family philanthropy that emerged in the 1880's and for which the older brother Ben, had always been the primary agent. Their father was typical of the great majority class not only in ante-bellum North Carolina, but in the south as a whole. 

Only after the War Between the States, when father and sons emerged as large scale industrialists, philanthropists did the Dukes become atypical. Their story is then both agricultural and industrial, both Southern and National. Born North Carolinians, they moved on to the national, even to a global stage, yet all the while they kept deep roots as well as vast investments in the Old North State, and poured millions into the Carolinas. Ben Duke's son, Angier Buchanan, had an unfortunate accident early in life and lost a hand and part of his arm in a gun accident in 1905. Later on, when on a boating party, and a rowboat was used to take several people to a yacht, the rowboat capsized, and Angier was drowned because of the hand and arm loss. He died, September 3, 1923. Unlike his father, his interest in life was not work; he felt no need for work, but was an auto enthusiast. His sister Mary loved the theatre, and married into the Biddle family. 

Ben's last years were quite confined; but his wife who kept a diary of his last two years, wrote more personal accounts of .his life. Her diary closed with his death, Jan. 8, 1929, -"awful, sad, sad day -my last friend and loved one gone." She died September 2, 1936. 

Following the establishment of the Duke Endowment, December, 1924, and James' death, October 10, 1925, at age 68 (would have been 69 -December 23), Ben's principal source of pleasure were his grandchildren and the giving away of large sums to colleges, churches, hospitals in both Carolinas until his death. 
When the Endowment enabled Duke University West Campus to be built, and the Chapel was started on Ben's 73 birthday, April 27, 1928, a marble statue was unveiled in the Duke University Library denoting the proposed Ben N. Duke Institute for Advancement of Knowledge. 

After Ben's death, his wife started the establishment of Sarah P. Duke Gardens at the West Campus which was completed by their daughter Mary Duke Biddle in 1938. Mrs. Ben Duke died September 2, 1936. Ben's long illness was diagnosed as menieres disease or syndrome; James' illness as pernicious anemia. 

In the Memorial Chapel to the left of the chancel of the Duke Chapel, lie the sarcophagi of Washington Duke, Benjamin Newton Duke, and James Buchanan Duke. 
Nanaline Duke, (4th) wife of James and mother of Doris Duke, born November 12,1912, continued to live in New York until her death at age 90, on April 12, 1962. When the carillon was given for the chapel May 3, 1930, by George G. Allen and William R. Perkins, President W. P. Few said, "As the chapel grows, we have to hit the open road and that long journey is ahead of Duke University. The Dukes have come from a small farm in North Carolina Piedmont, worked hard, grown wealthy, and given a substantial part of that wealth to the people of North Carolina. Washington Duke led his family on the pathways of industry and philanthropy. His sons Benjamin Newton Duke and James Buchanan Duke traveled farther down both roads than the penniless confederate veteran of 1865 could ever have dreamed." -a quote from the book: "The Dukes of Durham - 1865 -1929", by Robert F. Durden. 

In its early days, in honor of B. N. Duke, what better name for a town could the present town of Erwin, have selected. While giving away his financial aid, inspiration, cooperation and a sense of well being, were likewise provided for all in the town limits. 

Therefore, the Erwin Extension Homemakers Club is proud to have Ben Duke's name inscribed on the Harnett County Historical Quilt, 1989. 

The above review of "The Dukes of Durham 1865 -1929" written by Robert Franklin Durden, chairman and professor of the Department of History at Duke University, was written by Evelyn Byrd, member of the Summerville Club for: The Erwin Extension Homemakers Club 

